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    “Our broadcasts in English are, after all, very effective. However, an aggressive, superior, and insulting tone gets us nowhere. I have often said so to our various departments. You can only get anywhere with the English by talking to them in a friendly and modest way. The English speaker, Lord Haw-Haw, is especially good at biting criticism, but in my mind the time for spicy debate is past … during the third year of a war one must wage it quite differently from the first year … today they want nothing but facts. The more cleverly, therefore, the facts are put together, and the more psychologically and sensitively they are brought before the listening public, the stronger is the effect.”


    Dr Joseph Goebbels



    


    “The ‘little doctor’ was probably the most intelligent, from a purely brain point of view, of all the Nazi leaders. He never speechified; he always saw and stuck to the point; he was an able debater, and, in private conversation astonishingly fair-minded and reasonable.”


    Sir Neville Henderson


    British Ambassador to Germany, 1937-1939
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      Dr Joseph Goebbels, 1933
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    INTRODUCTION



    The Search for the Facts


    JOSEPH GOEBBELS has many claims to be considered the most interesting member of the Nazi leadership apart from Hitler himself. But his place in the earlier history of the Nazi movement is frequently obscured by legends that he was himself responsible either for inventing or fostering, mainly for the purpose of making it appear that he joined the movement much earlier than in fact he did.


    Neither Heinrich Fraenkel nor I fully realised the extraordinary character we should discover when we began the research that lies behind this story of Goebbels' personal character and his unique career as a professional agitator and propagandist. The self-portrait that Goebbels was in a most favourable position to create once he came to power has very largely come to be accepted by those who have written about him either in the form of individual studies or in studies of the Nazi movement as a whole.


    Long before we planned to write this book together Heinrich Fraenkel had already collected sufficient facts, stories and unpublished testimonies to make him realise that Goebbels' life and character would repay much more detailed investigation. He himself escaped from Germany just in time to avoid being arrested on the night of the Reichstag fire, and he subsequently took part in the foundation of the Free German movement in Britain. He also assisted at the independent legal investigations into the causes of the fire which were conducted in Britain by Sir Stafford Cripps and other world-famous lawyers, and he has written a number of books and pamphlets on Germany under the Nazis.


    After the war was over Heinrich Fraenkel visited the Nuremberg Trials, and was able to obtain first-hand information from many of those who had been directly associated with Hitler and Goebbels, including von Papen, Otto Strasser, Hans Fritzsche, Max Winckler, Hjalmar Schacht, Walther Funk and Karl Kaufmann. He was also familiar professionally with the German film world, and he has made a special study of the effect the Nazi régime had on the film industry and on those who remained in Germany and worked in film production under Goebbels' supervision.


    Nevertheless a great deal remained to be explained about the character and career of Goebbels. It is true that he had been the subject of much popular journalism, of diaries and biographies written mainly under Nazi influence, and of incidental comment in innumerable books devoted to the history of the Third Reich and the enigmatic character of the Führer. In all this writing, good or bad, Goebbels seemed to be accepted mainly at face value, as a man interesting largely because of his proximity to Hitler. Only one biographer, Curt Riess, began in a book published ten years ago the fascinating task of uncovering what is the most important phase of Goebbels' life if one is to understand his nature and his actions once he rose to power. This phase is the difficult period of his youth up to the age of twenty-seven before he discovered the Nazis and they discovered him.


    Here we were very fortunate. Heinrich Fraenkel went to Germany and with the help of Goebbels' sister, Maria Kimmich, obtained the necessary introductions which eventually enabled him to meet a number of people who had known Goebbels both as a boy and as a young man in Rheydt, his native town. There, among many others, he found one of Goebbels' school-teachers, Prelate Mollen, his closest school-friend, Fritz Prang (who subsequently introduced him to the Nazi Party) and Alma, who as a young school-teacher had known Goebbels well and had introduced him to Else, the girl to whom he was engaged for a number of years during the crucial period of his youth, 1922-26. Through Alma, Heinrich Fraenkel was introduced to Else herself, now a happily married woman living in Berlin. From all of these intimate friends and observers of Goebbels he obtained detailed information of him as a schoolboy, a student, a would-be writer and, finally, as an apprentice in political agitation. They have generously given us permission to quote from many of Goebbels' letters which throw a unique light on his mind and character at this time. In addition, the Albertus Magnus Society, the Catholic charitable organisation in Cologne which assisted him with his university education, opened its archives to us. These contained many important letters and reports written by Goebbels while he was a university student. All this information has been supplemented by Goebbels' sister, Maria.


    We have also had the advantage of being able to study in detail the unpublished, hand-written diary kept by Goebbels during the years 1925 and 1926—the period of his service as a Nazi agent in the Rhine-land-Westphalia district and of his decision finally to work for Hitler's faction in the movement rather than for the Strassers, who were his first employers. This diary has never before been analysed in any detail, and we owe a great debt to the Hoover Institution on War, Revolution and Peace at Stanford University, California, from which we obtained the loan of a microfilm of the diary.


    Once Goebbels came to power alongside Hitler, his personal story is closely bound up with the history of the Third Reich to which he devoted every hour of his working life. It is not, of course, our intention to re-tell the long and complex story of Hitler's rise to power and of Germany under his rule. That has been most ably done by others, notably by Dr. Alan Bullock in his detailed and scholarly life of Hitler. Our book is the portrait of one man only, Joseph Goebbels, who took a leading part in this most significant phase of our contemporary history, and of the propaganda methods he devised to assist Hitler achieve and maintain his power. Such account as we give of the history of the Nazi movement is sufficient only to make clear the reasons for Goebbels' opinions and actions.


    In our study of Goebbels as Reichsminister we have also been fortunate in having the help of Karl Kaufmann, who became Nazi Gauleiter of Hamburg, and Werner Naumann, who became Goebbels' Under-Secretary of State at the Propaganda Ministry, and was with him in the Führerbunker at the time of his death. The personal accounts given us by these men and many others who worked with Goebbels in either senior or junior capacities have supplemented such important published evidence as can be found in the little-known diaries of his aides, Wilfred von Oven and Rudolf Semmler. The latter has also been of great assistance by adding his personal comments to what has been published. We are also deeply grateful to Frau Lida Baarova for her assistance in making it possible for the authentic story of her association with Goebbels to be published for the first time. The important research work done by Karl Lochner in editing certain other surviving fragments of Goebbels' later diaries puts every student of the man and the period in his debt. Goebbels never ceased throughout his whole career to comment almost daily on his experiences and to commit to paper at formidable length his views on contemporary events and persons, including the other Nazi leaders, most of whom he detested. There is evidence that the microfilmed record of these diaries which he ordered to be photographed during the last months of the war is now in Russian hands, but, apart from the fragments of typescript and manuscript held at Stanford, they remain unpublished. It is to be hoped these millions of words will one day be made available for study. Our efforts to obtain information concerning the survival of these documents in the Soviet Union have not yet been successful.


    The full story of Goebbels as a man and a propagandist of genius is of the greatest psychological interest; both his public and his private life were beset with difficulties mainly of his own making through his pathological vanity. Goebbels has often been thought an unlikely person to be found among the strong-armed Nazi leadership, yet he was second only to Hitler in understanding the exploitation of power. Without him the movement might never have gained its ascendancy in Germany during the crucial years of 1932 and 1933. It could be argued that only Hitler and Goebbels prove to have had both the intuitive and the practical knowledge of how to establish this ascendancy in Germany. Goebbels had a fanatical capacity for hard work, for constant public speaking and agitation through the press and radio, and for attending to the details of organisation and administration. When the crisis came in 1944-45, he alone among the original group of Nazi leaders stood loyally by Hitler and the myth of racial power they had created. They died together in order to preserve this myth in the minds of the disintegrating German people whom they had mercilessly sacrificed in the fatal pursuit of total war. When Hitler was dead Goebbels himself became for the few hours of life left to him Reich Chancellor, head of a State contracted now to a few crumbling streets. Then he placed himself on the Nazi funeral pyre, taking his wife and their six children with him.


    Goebbels' career is without any parallel in history. It would, in fact, have been an impossibility without the instruments of modern power-propaganda—the popular press, the radio, the film, the loud-speaker and all the complex machinery that lay behind the organisation, regimentation and the recording of mass demonstrations. If we are wiser now, which is doubtful, it is because Goebbels showed how it could be done by a master in the technique of such forms of propaganda. Both the radio and the sound film were in their infancy when he adopted them to help make people in Germany deluded enough or hysterical enough to give Hitler's régime the degree of power necessary to take the ultimate step and subject the German State to their will, and finally to lead them into the most destructive war the world has known. To understand how this was achieved in so few years it is necessary to understand not only Hitler himself but the curious, repellent, dangerous and yet fascinating character of Joseph Goebbels.


    ROGER MANVELL

  


  
    

    CHAPTER ONE


    The First Years


    A HOUSE in the small textile manufacturing town of Rheydt is among those that managed to survive the relentless bombing of the industrial Rhineland during the Second World War. It is Number 156 on the Dahlener Strasse. The front door, which opens directly on to the street, is set squarely beside the two gaunt windows of the ground floor curtained against the passers-by. It is a severe but solid structure, and the first-floor windows look across the street directly down on to a mason's yard stacked with neat piles of stone crosses to commemorate the dead. Cut into the tiles of the steeply sloping roof are two skylight windows which, unless you stand with your nose pressed to the small squares of glass, only give a view of the sun, clouds and rain.


    It was in this house that Joseph Goebbels spent his youth. He was born on 29th October 1897, in the Odenkirchener Strasse, but the family moved to the Dahlener Strasse during his infancy. Like most families in the Ruhr, the Goebbels were Catholics. His father, Friedrich Goebbels, was the son of a manual worker who spent his life in a firm of gas-mantle manufacturers, W. H. Lennartz of Rheydt. He had begun as an office boy and rose during the childhood and adolescence of his children through various clerkships in the business until he was eventually rewarded with the minor directorial position of Prokurist. He was, indeed, a petty bourgeois, struggling to keep his cuffs clean in the dirty atmosphere of the factory where he was employed, but earning no more than the working men who had none of his lower-middle class pretensions. His income was around 2,400 marks a year when his sons were children; at that period this sum was worth about £120 a year. The Goebbels, like their neighbours, were always concerned to keep up appearances.


    One day, when Joseph was aged four, he was sitting on the sofa in the gute Stube, the parlour on the first floor of the house. Suddenly he began to cry so unaccountably that the doctor was eventually brought in to examine him. He ordered an immediate operation. Joseph had got infantile paralysis.


    Herr Goebbels was a stern and devout man whose austere manner was to some extent mitigated by a rather deliberate sense of humour. He looked to his sons to raise the fortunes of the family towards the ideal status of the prosperous middle class. He was saddened at the sight of the shrunken frame and stooping shoulders of Joseph, whose growth was retarded by the paralysis that permanently affected his foot after the operation had made him a cripple.


    Joseph was not the only child in the house. He had two older brothers, Hans and Konrad, and an elder sister, Elizabeth, who died in childhood. His younger sister Maria, to whom he was later to become attached, was not born until Joseph was twelve.


    Frau Katherina Goebbels was a simple woman of little education; she was of Dutch origin and became a naturalised German citizen before her marriage, though Goebbels subsequently always concealed this fact.1 She spoke German with a very pronounced Rhenish accent. Before her marriage she had been Katherina Maria Odenhausen, daughter of a blacksmith. She was a woman of great strength of character. When her son had become Reichsminister he liked it to be thought that he still held her in great respect. She represented, he said in his published diaries, “the voice of the people”, with whom he wished always to keep in contact. He was fond of telling a story (which he may have invented) of how she had once assembled her children round their father's bedside when he was very ill with pneumonia and had made them hold hands and sing and pray, and how almost miraculously their father had recovered. Though her husband, who in later years quarrelled bitterly with Joseph, died in 1929, she was herself to survive her son.


    Now, however, in his childhood, there seemed nothing she could do for him but pray. Leading him by the hand, she took him to church constantly and, kneeling beside him, she implored the Heavenly Father to give him strength to endure the burden of his physical weakness and his undeveloped body.


    So Joseph's earliest recollections were of unhappiness and abnormality.  It was obvious to him that his condition was a worry to his parents, and from his early childhood a seam of self-doubt was deposited deep in his nature. He shut himself away in his little attic room with its sloping ceiling and its single window looking up into the clouds, or if he stood beside it, down into a cramped and gloomy courtyard at the back of the house. It was a bad start in life, particularly for a man who was to become so powerful.


    Like other children who for one reason or another cannot follow the rough, gregarious life of boys of their own age, he took to reading very early on. Here he was independent. No one cared what he read, and out of sight was out of mind as far as the rest of the family were concerned. A new energy was born in him, the energy to read voraciously, precociously. Neither his parents nor his teachers offered him much guidance. As soon as school was over and the journey home completed, he shut himself away in his room and read. Among his books was a cheap and already out-dated family encyclopedia, Meyer's Konversationslexikon, an abridged edition of a larger work popular at the time. This book became his main source of information about the world and gave him his first sense of the power that knowledge and intellect can achieve.


    For as Joseph became older his self-assurance began to develop with him. His large head became less odd-looking as his shoulders matured, and his feats of knowledge and memory, due to his years of reading, began to impress even his father. Joseph's predilection for books seemed to offer some solution to the problem of what to do with him. Was he worth giving the higher education offered by the Gymnasium? Could the meager family budget stand the strain of pinching and saving in order to send him to a school where he would be expected to stay until he was eighteen years of age? And then perhaps could he win a scholarship to a university? Herr Goebbels must have thought with pride of the chance that one day he could refer to his son as Herr Doktor. And there was no denying that the social status he most desired for his sons went with such a title.


    So the decision was taken, and Joseph entered the Gymnasium in Rheydt.


    The Gymnasium, the equivalent in Germany of an English grammar school, offered an education which had been little altered for over a century, preparing boys for the final hurdle of the Abiturium or Matura—the examination which entitled those who passed to proceed to the university. Boys were usually eighteen years of age and members of the Ober-Prima (or Upper Sixth) when they took this examination.


    Joseph was not popular at school. Already he had learnt to compensate for his lack of normal animal boyishness by showing off his knowledge. He was a good scholar and often top of the form, but few liked him, not even the men whose job it was to teach him. The earliest recollection of his boyhood friend, Fritz Prang, who was also a scholar at the Gymnasium, is that Joseph was always over-anxious to impress his teachers, and that at times he was prepared to be a telltale. Prang remembers one particular occasion when Joseph revealed to Father Mollen, the scripture master, that one of his friends was playing truant. Had Joseph not been a cripple, Prang confessed, he would have joined with the other boys to beat the stuffing out of him. They nicknamed him Ulex after Ulysses, the sly one. Goebbels evidently liked this nickname, which stayed with him during his adolescence.


    Goebbels was to develop another taste beside reading early in his life—the enjoyment of music. His father took due note of this. Over thirty years later Goebbels recalled in conversation with his aide von Oven how, when he was about fourteen years old, his father summoned him one day:


    He had decided to buy me a piano. We were so little used to having presents, that I couldn't grasp it at first. But we went to look at it; it was to cost 300 marks. Obviously it was second-hand … It fitted very well among all the knick-knacks of the drawing-room, and I was allowed to go in every day to practise … It was meant to be a stage in the plan of life mapped out for me.2


    Goebbels sat through the winter in the unheated gute Stube wearing his overcoat, and sometimes he played for the assembled family. The money for this piano had been saved over many years—pfennig by pfennig.



    When Goebbels became Reichsminister his official biographers, such as Bade and Krause, were given material to publish which Goebbels believed would be favourable to him. He claimed to be of peasant stock, because his paternal grandfather, a carpenter, had married the daughter of a farmer who lived near Düsseldorf. These half-truths and legends about himself in his youth and in the earlier phases of his career are in some cases difficult now either to prove or to disprove, and they have come to be accepted through constant repetition even by those who have written quite independently about him. There seems, however, to be little doubt that he was deeply upset at being rejected for Army service on the grounds of his physical inferiority.


    When in 1914 war began, Joseph was approaching seventeen years of age and was a member of the sixth form at his school. The excitement was intense, and the boys (already all but young men in their own view) challenged each other to enlist for the Army. Among those who queued as volunteers was Joseph, hoping his spirited response to the emergency would be admired. No doubt the others laughed at the idea. In fact, the Army doctor merely glanced at the diminutive and stooping body in front of him and rejected Joseph outright for military service without even bothering to examine him. The boy returned home and locked himself in his room. For a whole day and night he sobbed like a small child. His mother could do nothing with him. For two days he would speak to no one. Perhaps he was showing off, for it is inconceivable that a boy of his intelligence could have dreamed that the Army would accept him.


    Once more, then, Joseph was thrust back on his intellect, and his family had to consider seriously the essential problem of the future. It was plain that he would never be called upon to fight and that he should if at all possible be given the chance of a university education. The war situation, indeed, might give him distinct advantages when the majority of young men were being forced to leave their education incomplete. Both of his brothers eventually served in the Army, while he stayed on at school until he was eighteen. Later, both as political agitator and Nazi official, he was often to show exemplary physical courage as if he wanted to dare the thugs who surrounded him to think him a coward. As Reichsminister he was always ready to criticise the Army and its generals.


    There was now no doubt at all in the minds of his father and mother that Joseph should become a priest in the Catholic Church. Prelate Mollen remembers his pupil seemed at this early age to be very keen on religion. His parents had done everything they could for their odd and seemingly clever son by enabling him to stay at school until he was nineteen. There Goebbels managed to establish a better relationship as soon as he reached the dignity of the sixth form. It was less necessary for him to assert himself in order to compensate for his physical inferiority. He could shine intellectually without affronting the other boys; his sharp tongue found plenty to do in the school and his voice began to find its fluency when he became a class orator on speech days. He also distinguished himself as an amateur actor in the school plays. When he finally matriculated in 1917 his examination results were the best, and he was invited by the headmaster to give the end-of-term farewell speech on behalf of the school-leavers. Prang remembers this speech to have been very stilted and pompous, and the headmaster, who did not like Goebbels because of his supercilious manner at school, remarked afterwards that one thing at least was certain: Joseph Goebbels would never make an orator!


    Goebbels himself seemed at first to have no particular aversion to the idea of entering the priesthood. Indeed, it probably appeared to him to offer the most immediate opportunity of achieving the thing he really wanted—a position in the world. His young and impressionable mind could hardly have been unaware of the importance of even the humblest priest in the devout Catholic community where he had been raised, and he was no doubt already beginning to respond to visions of the power the priest could wield over his fellow-men.


    In spite of his poverty, Goebbels managed in 1917 to enroll for a single term at Bonn University, the first of several universities that he was to attend before he gained his Doctor of Philosophy degree at Heidelberg in 1921 at the age of twenty-four. After his initial term at Bonn, his further education became dependent on receiving a university scholarship from the important Catholic charitable institution,  the Albertus Magnus Society. It is in connection with this institution that one of the earliest and most interesting of the Goebbels legends is associated.


    Knowing that he was to present himself before a priest at the interview, it is said that Joseph did what he could to make himself impressive. The priest saw the boy was poised ready to assert his knowledge and so he turned the interview into a disarming discussion of the ordinary affairs of the world. What he discovered during this conversation impressed him, but not in the way either Joseph or his parents had foreseen.


    “Young man,” the priest is alleged to have said, “you don't believe in God. You must on no account take Holy Orders.”


    It seems a pity that there is no truth whatsoever in this much-repeated story with its Faust-like touch of drama. The first approach to the Albertus Magnus Society was not in fact made until September 1917 when Goebbels was almost twenty years of age. He himself approached the institution directly, not through his parents acting on his behalf. The correspondence survives in the Society's archives, written in Goebbels' neat and scholarly hand that was only too soon to deteriorate into an angular, spidery scrawl which retained the neatness of appearance but was notoriously illegible. The letters reveal he had already begun his university studies but that he and his parents had found the cost prohibitive. The first letter is dated 5th September:


    I herewith most humbly beg (untertänigst) to appeal to the Diocesan Committee of the Albertus Magnus Society for some financial support for the winter term 1917-18. I passed my matriculation at Easter in the Rheydt Gymnasium (I attach the report) and I then went to Bonn University so as to study Philology (German and Latin) and History. During this one term I managed to make do with some savings which I was fortunate enough to make while a schoolboy by tutoring smaller children. However, I had to break off my studies prematurely since my means were so little and so soon exhausted.


    My father works as a clerk, and what small balance may be left from his salary in view of the increased cost of living must be used to support my two brothers, of whom the elder is at the Western Front, while the other is a prisoner-of-war in France.


    Unfortunately the holidays did not give me much opportunity for earning money, and all my efforts to obtain some short-term employment were in vain. On account of my handicapped leg, I am exempt from military service and I would dearly like to continue my studies during the next term. This, however, entirely depends on the charity of my Catholic fellow-believers.


    I would most humbly ask you to listen to my sincere request, and I earnestly look forward to your early reply.


    I am confident that my former religious teacher, Herr Oberlehrer Johannes Mollen, will confirm my statements to be correct.


    In deep devotion, with deep respect,


    Josef Goebbels (Stud. Phil.)8




    A second letter followed on 14th September, and was even more formal in its appeal:


    As I begged to inform you in my last letter, I was not able, owing to financial difficulties, to complete the last term. Moreover, at the end of June, I was conscripted for military office work, but I am now quite free of that. In the circumstances, I am not in a position to provide a testimonial of diligence with regard to my first term. Would you very kindly let me know whether, in the circumstances, I can do without it, the more so since without your kind and gracious help I would be greatly distressed to have to give up further studies.


    I attach the questionnaire, and as soon as I have your kind answer, I will send in the other papers.


    In a further letter dated 18th September he is more explicit. The style is still very formal, and he refers to himself in the third person:


    The father of the under-signed applicant is a clerk employed by the firm W. H. Lennartz in Rheydt. His income amounts to between 3,800 and 4,000 marks per annum. There are no appreciable savings or funds. The applicant's mother is also still alive. Of the three sons, the applicant is the youngest. His eldest brother (24) is a gunner on the Western Front. The other brother (22) is a P.O.W. in France. The only surviving sister is eight years old.


    In view of the increased cost of living and the need for supporting the other two sons (their priority is due to their being soldiers), the parents are not in a position to give financial support to the applicant's studies.


    On the same sheet of paper there is a notable commendation of Goebbels written by Prelate Mollen:


    Herr Goebbels comes from decent Catholic parents and can be recommended on account of his religious attitude and his general moral demeanour.


    Two other officials added their recommendations of the candidate.


    Goebbels' application to the Society for assistance was accompanied by a school report on his progress in studies, his conduct and his character. It represents him as an outstanding pupil. His behaviour, attendance, neatness, diligence and handwriting are all marked in the highest grade, ‘very good’; in his studies Religion, German, Latin are also marked ‘very good’, and his Greek, French, History, Geography, Mathematics and Physics are marked ‘good’. Goebbels' appeal was successful. The Society decided to make him a grant in the form of a series of interest-free loans. After a third appeal, dated 8th October, in which he very respectfully asks for immediate payment to help him with the cost of books and fees, he received his first loan of 185 marks*. In all between 1917 and 1920 the Albertus Magnus Society lent Goebbels a total of just 964 marks. Had they known the difficulty they were eventually to experience in getting the repayments out of him, they would undoubtedly never have lent him a single mark. They had in the end to resort to legal pressure and they did not achieve a final settlement of the debt until 1930, when Goebbels was already a member of the Reichstag and a notorious anti-Catholic. The complete documentation of this long struggle survives in the Society's archives.4  In addition to these loans, his father allowed him fifty marks a month, and at times his mother managed to send him small presents of money.


    The German universities at the beginning of the century had only four faculties—Theology, Medicine, Law and Philosophy. Philosophy was something of an academic miscellany incorporating every subject not regarded as part of the first three faculties. It included subjects as diverse as Literature, Mathematics, Politics, Economics and the History of Art. It was the faculty proper to the student who intended to become a fully qualified teacher. Students in the Faculty of Philosophy took a Staatsexamen, or final examination which entitled them to become masters in the Gymnasia. Taking a doctorate (or Ph.D.) was not obligatory, but most students did so for the sake of the prestige the title brought them. Most educated people in Germany liked to have the title Herr Doktor. The doctorate required some three years' study at a university, after which the student presented a short thesis or dissertation on a subject chosen by his professor, and followed this by submitting himself to an oral examination.


    At Bonn Goebbels was reading History and Literature and specialising at this early stage in his academic career in the study of Goethe's dramatic works. He had joined the Catholic Students' Union known as Unitas, membership of which was considered desirable by the Catholic authorities, and, judging from the records held by the Albertus Magnus Society, he appeared to be a good student. Then begins the unsettling movement from one university centre to another. Although it was customary for students to study in two or three universities, Goebbels' peripatetic career during his four years of study shows abnormal restlessness. For the summer term of 1918 he went to the University of Freiburg, where he was excused payment of any fees and studied the writings of Winckelmann, the eighteenth-century Catholic archaeologist and student of classical art, and the influence of Ancient Rome and Greece on the Middle Ages. In the winter he moved on to Würzburg University, where he continued his studies of ancient and modern history.


    Some letters survive written in October and November 1918 by Goebbels to his school friend Fritz Prang in Rheydt and to the Prang family. They are particularly revealing of the way his character was developing now that he was fully established as a student and was living in rooms away from his family. They are written from Würzburg. The first of them, dated 2nd October and addressed to Fritz, is an interesting comment on conditions affecting the attendance of students in German universities during the last months and weeks of the war. Goebbels had to attend university in a town where he could find a lodging rather than go to the university of his choice:


    My dear Fritz,


    Accept my sincere greetings, first of all, as well as my considerable displeasure in having to tell you right away that my long-cherished dream has not come true: for this term, alas, I have to forget about Munich once again. In the whole city there were no rooms to be had and the food situation, also, seems to be pretty bad. No, I didn't sit down in front of the station to cry my eyes out. I simply packed my belongings and beat what you might call a strategic retreat. Now here in Würzburg I have been very lucky indeed. A wonderful room right beside the river. Very good food and—well, what more can one expect these days? As for Munich, I hope to have another go during the Christmas break.


    He then goes on to describe the beauties of the ancient city of Würzburg in the flowery terms of a guide-book, supported by literary quotations and a reference to himself as “a young son of the Muses”:


    The University is good. For this term I am concentrating again on the History of Art and recent German literature. I hope this winter to make some good headway in artibus liberalibus. And you, my dear fellow? Well, I should hope that in the course of the next few weeks you will find your way to this beautiful seat of the Muses. You will certainly never regret it. What about breaking your present sojourn by a short visit here? It would really delight me. Tonight I mean to read Rabindranath Tagore's ‘Gardener’, a wonderful collection of love songs which I can commend to you most heartily. Do not forget, please, to send me the small Christmas sketch as soon as possible. And do remember me, please, to your esteemed Frau mother and your Herr father, and accept the most sincere greetings of your ULEX.



    By now it was clear that Goebbels fancied himself as a literary man, and was prepared to use his letters to his friends as opportunities for stylistic display. This reached its height when he heard the following month of the death of Fritz's brother Hans in the very last days of the war. He wrote a stiffly formal letter on 13th October to the whole family in which he tried to match correctness of feeling with a suitably heroic style of writing:


    I have just heard from Fritz the shocking news of the heroic death of your dear son and brother Hans, and I feel the urge to offer my most sincere condolence in your grief about this too, too sad loss. Considering that for a while I was very close to Hans and that I have spent many a quiet hour with him, you will allow me to devote a few words of reminiscence to the young hero.


    Hans was a true and loyal comrade. What drew me to him particularly and will always make me proud to have known him, was his pure and unspotted character, his truly noble attitude, and his unspoiled way of life, even though in his restrained and yet virile way he was not the type to conquer hearts in a flash. He certainly did something rather more precious: he knew how to win the hearts of his friends for ever in hours of quiet communion … I think that you, verehrte family Prang, will find some solace in such thoughts. If indeed it is the lot of him whom the gods love to die young, you must know that Hans was one of those select few.


    About a month later, on 11th November 1918, the Armistice was signed in Marshal Foch's private railway coach, which Goebbels was one day to bring back to Compiegne when Germany was able to celebrate her triumph over France. The complex political situation in Germany which had led up to the Armistice naturally excited the students, as it excited the rest of Germany. The High Command, at first in favour of an Armistice, at the last moment turned against it and so shifted the responsibility for proceeding with the acceptance of peace terms solely on to the shoulders of the civil Government. Ludendorff, who was subsequently to endorse Hitler, had resigned from his post in the High Command at the end of October, and had fled abroad in disgrace; faced with the knowledge that the defeat of Germany was being admitted, soldiers, sailors and workers began to mutiny throughout the country demanding peace, and the first Republican Government was set up in Bavaria on 8th November. The Kaiser was forced to abdicate and fled to Holland as soon as it was realised that neither he nor the High Command could rely further on the loyalty of the Services. On 10th November a Socialist revolution was proclaimed in the big cities and a Republican Government founded.


    In a letter dated 13th November, a few days after the revolution, and addressed to Fritz Prang, Goebbels gives his comments as a student on these events. They are in startling contrast to his thinking once he had become a National Socialist, particularly in his complete acceptance of the fact of Germany's defeat:


    A few days ago in the Auditorium Maximum here we had a big meeting of almost all the Würzburg students who wished to see how they stood vis-à-vis the burning questions of our new political situation. And in the course of the debate, a word was spoken which I would like to send you in answer to your dear and friendly lines. The question was raised as to how German students should face the new powers-that-be, and one of the older students (wounded in the war) had his say: “I think that for the time being the most decent line for us to take is to watch matters calmly. Just now the blind and raw masses seem to be on top. But maybe the time will come again when they will feel the need for an intelligent lead, and then it will be for us to step in with all our strength.”


    Don't you also feel that the time will come again when people will yearn for intellectual and spiritual values rather than brutal mass appeal? Let us also wait for that moment, and meanwhile persevere in steeling our brains for the tasks then awaiting us. It is bitter enough to have lived through those dark hours of our Fatherland, but who knows if one day it might not profit us after all. The way I see it, Germany has certainly lost the war, but our Fatherland may well turn out the winner.



    After further condolence on the death of Hans, he ends his letter by quoting Horace!


    For the summer term of 1919, Goebbels went back to Freiburg. Although he was still let off the payment of fees and was receiving further loans from the Albertus Magnus Society, his devotion to Catholicism had now begun to weaken, for he is no longer recorded as a member of Unitas.


    For the winter term of 1919, he transferred to the University at Munich, where he received the last of the loans that he was to get from the Albertus Magnus Society. After this, he failed to keep them informed of his movements or to give them any report of his progress as a student, though he should have done so once a year in view of the support he had received from them during the first two years of his academic career. There can be little doubt that he was by now beginning to sever his connections with the Catholic Church; in any case he was about to come under the stronger influence which was to fire his literary ambitions and persuade him that he could become a professional writer. He was to retain this ambition for the rest of his life, taking the massive fees and royalties he exacted for his published articles, speeches and diaries during the period of his political power as the sign of his literary success.


    A letter of the greatest interest written to Goebbels at this time by his father was published shortly after the last war in a Catholic journal.5 It is dated 7th November, by which time Goebbels was already in Munich. It is plain from this letter, and particularly from the last part of it, that he was developing the tendency to self-dramatisation as ‘the prodigal son’ which was to be characteristic of him throughout his life. He is not content to lose his faith quietly; he must stir up emotion about it, not only in himself but in those who love him. There is a certain nobility in this letter which speaks well for Herr Goebbels and reveals the depth of his affection and response to the son whose future life was to distress and disappoint him so greatly:


    Dear Joseph,


    My letter of the day before yesterday should have reached you by now. But I wish to revert briefly to your dear lines of the 31st ult.



    They contained much to please me but again much to give me a great deal of pain. I do believe, though, that with some goodwill on both sides our former relationship of complete confidence could quickly be restored. Obviously this could not be done unless you are absolutely candid and truthful to your father.


    I have at all times been convinced that you have never shown any lack of diligence and perseverance in your studies, and have thus achieved successes that may have been envied by many another undergraduate. And I am particularly pleased that you seem to have kept your moral standards, and what you say about that was indeed balm to a father's heart.


    However, then you continue: “But if I should lose my faith …” I take it that I may assume you have not lost it yet, and that you are merely tormented by doubts. In that case it might reassure you to know that no person, particularly no young person, is ever completely spared such doubts; and that, indeed, those who suffer these doubts may be all the better Christians for it. Here, too, there is no victory without a struggle. Hence, to make this a reason for keeping away from the Holy Sacraments is a grievous error; for who would claim at all times to have approached the Table of the Lord with the childlike pure heart of his very first Holy Communion?


    I now have to put a few questions to you, for if our relationship is to be restored to its former confidence—and no one could wish that more earnestly than I do—I must have no doubt about your answers to these questions:


    (1) Have you written books or do you intend writing anything that would not be compatible with the Catholic religion?


    (2) Are you contemplating going in for a profession not suitable for a good Catholic?


    Now, if you can answer both questions in the negative, and if your doubts are all of a different nature, I can tell you only one thing: Pray and go on praying, and I, too, shall pray to our Lord to help you work out everything for the best.


    If then you should still consider yourself in danger of losing your faith, I should like to take your mind back to the year 1915, when, early in the morning, you knelt next to me at the death-bed of our darling little Elizabeth and when, with me, you prayed for the soul of that little angel, taken away so soon. What then was the one consolation in our grief? It was merely this, that the dear little soul had been properly provided with the last rites of our Holy Church and that we could pray for her together.


    Whatever you may feel in your heart of hearts, even if it is worse than I can imagine, I am sure that if only you will show some courage you will regain your peace of mind; and if you still feel that you cannot, do come home, my son, and talk it over with us. You can have the fare from me any time you say so….


    You write in your letter: “Why don't you tell me that you curse me as the prodigal son who has left his parents and gone into the wilderness?”


    And then again you write: “If you think that I can no longer be your son …”


    Well, being a Catholic father, I do neither the one thing nor the other. I will just go on praying for you as I have prayed for you so often.


    You need not hurry in your answer to this letter, but do keep up the correspondence with us at home. I hear that the parcel post is no longer to be restricted, hence one of these days I am going to send you a food parcel.


    With very kind regards, also from your mother and from your sister and your brothers, I remain your loving Father.


    It is interesting to see in this letter that Goebbels' desire to show off to himself as well as to his father led him to assume the dramatic role of the Apostate.


    In 1920 Goebbels moved to the University of Heidelberg, where he was to graduate the following year. The influence under which he now came was that of the celebrated Jewish Professor of Literature, Friedrich Gundolf, who was the most famous contemporary literary historian in Germany, and author of what is still the best-known biography of Goethe. Gundolf was not only a highly distinguished man academically, he had about him a certain glamour, of which no young student of literature could remain unconscious, for he was closely associated with Stefan George, the most advanced and esoteric poet of early twentieth-century German literature. Gundolf was an important figure in the literary circle that surrounded the famous man, and to be a student working with Gundolf was to share, not too remotely, a sense of being in at the fountainhead of literary fashion and highbrow good taste. No doubt the young provincial student from Rheydt felt that he had arrived, and was inordinately proud of being a student in the Jewish professor's department at the University. He was now twenty-three years old, and his studies at Heidelberg included History, Philology, Art and Literature.


    He now started work on the thesis for his doctorate. His subject was an examination of the work of Wilhelm von Schutz, sub-titled ‘A Contribution to the History of the Romantic Drama’. Goebbels was later to withdraw the thesis from the University archives and retitle it ‘The Spiritual and Political Undercurrents of the Early Romantics’.6 That, of course, was when he was Reich Minister and needed to imply that his interests were political during the period of his studies. They were, in fact, largely aesthetic. Politics were still to come.


    It is necessary to understand the shaping of Goebbels' extraordinary personality during this important period of his adolescence and early maturity. No one denies his intelligence, but there is evidence in his attitude to the Albertus Magnus Society that he was already developing the selfish opportunism which was to be so significant a part of his nature. Plainly he was already making himself as independent as possible of his family and background. It is difficult now to think of him as a young and poverty-stricken student asking for petty loans and moving every few months during the greater part of his academic career from one place to another. He lived in a succession of hired rooms from which he wrote his numerous requests to the Albertus Magnus Society for money or his reports on his progress—No. 18 Portstrasse, Bonn; the fourth floor of No. 2 Breisacherstrasse, Freiburg; the fourth floor of No.8 Blumenstrasse, Würzburg; back in Freiburg at No.8 Goethestrasse; in rooms with a family called Vigier in the Romanstrasse, Munich. Only in Heidelberg, when he was a young man of twenty-three, do we begin to find evidence that he was discovering his ambitions more completely and evolving a self-consciously assured outlook mixed with considerable vanity.



    He had many reasons which would make him feel passionately the need to assert himself. His mother and father were, in effect, working-class people of little education, speaking with a strongly-marked local accent, even though they no doubt rated themselves as lower-middle class. As an adolescent boy and as a student he had in three years left his home town and the Rhineland itself to work briefly in universities as far apart as Munich and Heidelberg. In each of his universities he had been in constant contact with cultured people. His own Rhenish accent became clear and cultivated, though he retained the traces of it in his magnificent voice to the end of his life. But during all this time he was poor, supporting himself on the meagre grants from his family (and particularly from his mother), on the money from his scholarships and on such small sums as he could earn as a tutor and part-time secretary. As we have seen, at most of the universities he was excused the payment of fees, but a young man of his pride, not to say vanity, must have felt bitterly the social stigma of poverty.


    He had also to learn to deal with his physical infirmity. He was very slight in build and his shoulders sloped steeply. He was little more than five feet tall and his weight was in the region of a hundred pounds. He walked with an unmistakable limp, but had become adept at disguising it. He had little money for either food or clothes, so he had to develop his social assets through the conscious development of his personality. He had two great advantages which he began to exploit very early in his life—his voice, which could be either caressing or powerful as he willed, and a certain magnetism in his looks.


    His face was lean and oval, his nose pronounced and long, and his cheek-bones high. He had a wide, volatile mouth, with a charming smile that he used often. He had dark brown eyes that responded readily to emotion, but could be penetrating in their stare. He had beautiful hands, lean, well-veined and mobile, which he also learned to use as part of his self-expression. Coupled with the natural quickness of his intelligence, these assets in his looks were of great importance to him. Later on, as we shall see, many shrewd observers were to attempt to describe his character. In no sense was he either by appearance or mentality the popular conception of an ‘Aryan’ German. He was more Celtic or Romantic in appearance. He seemed a Latin rather  than a Saxon in both temperament and mentality, as Professor Trevor-Roper has said.7 Sir Nevile Henderson compared him to an Irish agitator with a Celtic manner.8


    
      [image:  ]

      Friedrich Goebbels

    


    
      [image:  ]

      Maria Katherina Goebbels

    


    
    The house in Rheydt where Goebbels was brought up.
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      Rheydt Gymnasium, 1916: left, acting in Die Quitzows by Wildenbruch; right, with members of the Sixth Form.
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[image:  ]



    


    One of his earliest writings was a short novel called Michael, which he wrote in 1921 shortly after his graduation, but which was rejected by such publishers as Ullstein and Mosse to whom it was submitted until in 1929 Eher Verlag, the Nazi publishing house, found it good policy to print it.9 Later the Eher Verlag let it run through a few small editions. It is an extraordinary novel from the literary point of view, yet without doubt it reveals to a considerable extent the attitude of Goebbels himself during the period he was a student.


    When Michael was eventually published, Goebbels wrote a florid dedication to his college friend Richard Flisges, who had died six years earlier:


    1918


    Your wounded arm still in a sling, the grey helmet on your head and your chest covered with medals—that's how you faced those staid citizens to pass matriculation. They failed you because you didn't know some figures or other. They said you weren't mature yet.


    OUR ANSWER WAS: REVOLUTION!


    1920


    We were both about to suffer spiritual breakdown and capitulate. But we helped each other up again and hardly faltered.


    MY ANSWER WAS: SPITE!


    1923


    You challenged fate. Do or die! But the time was not yet and you must needs be victimised.


    YOUR ANSWER WAS: DEATH!


    1927


    I stood at your grave. In gleaming sunlight a quiet green hillock. It spelled Mortality.


    MY ANSWER WAS: RESURRECTION!


    Flisges is to some extent a mysterious influence in Goebbels' life. He was a sick man who had been badly wounded in the war and decorated for his bravery. Yet he emerged from the struggle an anarchist unable to find a satisfactory way of life for himself. As the dedication to Michael shows, he failed his university matriculation in 1918. He turned to Marx and Engels, to Communism, to pacifism, to any form of criticism of the liberal Government of post-war Germany which could act as a conductor for his hatred and frustration. He introduced Goebbels not only to the theoreticians of Communism but to the works of Walther Rathenau, the German statesman and philosopher.10


    Through Flisges Goebbels discovered Dostoevsky. It is clear that both these young men read and discussed books which seemed to them to offer some kind of analysis or solution to their spiritual and social problems. Their late adolescence was spent in the difficult, destructive atmosphere of post-war Germany, a cruel time for any young intellectuals to try to achieve a balanced view either of society or of their personal conduct. Goebbels was still attracted by certain elements in Christianity, and Dostoevsky's emotional mysticism fed what was left of his religious imagination. Soon, in addition to Michael, Goebbels was to write a play in verse called The Wanderer.11 It is about Christ. It was never published.


    Goebbels, therefore, in company with his friend passed through a phase of nihilism which left a destructive adolescent element in his nature which he never outgrew. In later life he would frequently act with the petulant cruelty of a very young man determined to avenge himself on a society that seemed to him insufficiently perfect for his taste. He thought of himself as a mature revolutionary. Only too often he seems to be avenging the humiliations of the early days when his numerous articles for the Berliner Tageblatt were being rejected by its Jewish editor, Theodor Wolff, and Richard Flisges was pressing him to read the works of the Jewish writers, Marx and Rathenau.


    Flisges, still uncertain of his proper place in society, became a labourer and was killed in a mining accident in July 1923. By that time contact between him and Goebbels seems to have been virtually severed. But the young nihilist still remained in Goebbels' thoughts, a martyr to the wickedness of the German social system. Fusing himself and Flisges into a composite romantic figure, a Byronic warrior, Goebbels wrote his brief novel Michael while still a young man under the direct influence of this friendship.


    Michael is barely thirty thousand words in length, and is therefore in effect a long short-story. Goebbels writes in the first person, and uses his favourite literary form, the diary. He had kept a personal diary from the age of twelve, and it is evident from the style of his writing that in adolescence he grew to be the kind of person who fancied himself on paper, writing in a narcissistic and highfalutin style like a youth making heroic faces at himself in a mirror or striking handsome attitudes. To keep a diary which is a record of things done, people met, places visited or even more intimate experiences is one thing, but to pour out for one's private reading self-conscious phrases, long chains of coy exclamations and lush emotionalisms all paragraphed like blank verse is quite another. Goebbels fingered his literary emotions like a miser stroking his gold.


    Michael is the diary of a hero who combines the occupations of a soldier, a worker, a poet, a lover, a patriot and a revolutionary. Here is the opening:


    No longer is the stallion neighing under my thighs; no longer am I hunched over a gun or tramping through the muddy clay of neglected trenches.


    How long it is since I walked the vast Russian plain or the shell-ridden French countryside!


    A thing of the past!


    Like a phoenix rising from the ashes of war and destruction. Peace!


    The very word is like balm on a wound still trembling and bleeding. I seem to grasp the blessing of that word with my hands.


    When I look out of the window I see German land: towns, villages, fields, woods…


    Homeland! Germany!


    Michael leaves the death-wishes of war behind him and becomes a student “anxious to grasp life with every fibre of my being”. He is in rooms; he is his own master. He meets an old school friend who asks him what he is reading at the University. He reflects:



    May 12


    What indeed?


    All and nothing. I'm too lazy and, may be, too stupid for exact science.


    I want to be a man. With a profile of my own.


    A personality! On the road to a new Germany!


    May 17


    I've been wondering a long time what it is that makes me drink life so copiously.


    It's because I stand on the hard soil of my homeland with both my feet. The smell of the soil is around me. And in my veins the peasant-blood is welling up healthily.


    Armed with the friendship of Flisges, Goebbels could afford these dreams of feudalism and chivalry in the person of Michael. He was now no longer crippled, no longer the son of an urban clerk, no longer rejected for the Army; he was fused with the body and spirit of his friend writing a fictitious diary alongside his own, personal one.


    Michael meets a girl at the University called Hertha Holk with whom he becomes intimate. They go for long walks and indulge in deep talk. To her he proclaims his ardent patriotism—"For a young German, these days, there's really only one thing to be done: to stand up for the Fatherland!” Apart from her he grumbles (and he is here surely quoting his own diary) about how short he is of money— “money is muck, but muck isn't money!” With her he claims to enjoy the delights of music and the delights of love:


    A thousand insects humming. The grass is indescribably green. I kiss Hertha Holk on her soft yearning mouth. We are both very much ashamed.


    Quiet, quiet summer afternoon …

    In her street we part from one another …

    I carry my happiness like a sweet, sweet load.


    Night! …


    I walk back to the town and pluck some roses from the garden walls. 

    More and more red roses.

    I stand at Hertha Holk's window …

    I put a bunch of red roses on her window-sill.

    I am happy, happy as I walk home.

    Blessed hour!


    “Hertha Holk,” he says (he always uses the affectation of quoting full names), “gives me joy and strength alternately. I cannot thank her enough.” She inspires him to write.


    Meanwhile, another figure emerges, a further image from the misted mirror of Goebbels' relationship with Flisges. This is Ivan Wienurovsky, a nebulous Russian student who lends Michael Dostoevsky's novel The Idiot. This book affects him deeply:


    The spirit of Dostoevsky hovers over that quiet and dreamy land. When Russia awakens the world will witness a nationalistic miracle.


    A nationalistic miracle? Yes, that's it! That's what political miracles are like. The International is merely a dogma, but the miracles of a nation are never caused by the intellect, they're a matter of the blood. But they've got the will power of that one man Lenin. Without Lenin no Bolshevism.


    Once again, it's men who make history. Even when it happens to be bad.


    Talking to Hertha a little later he says:


    I think and act as I have to think and act. In us is a demon leading us to our destiny. There's nothing one can do about it.


    Out of the Goebbels-image within the character of Michael comes the desire to write, inspired by both Hertha and Ivan and by the spirit of Dostoevsky. He chooses for his subject Jesus Christ:


    I talk to Christ. I had thought to have vanquished Him, but I had mistaken Him for His false priests.


    Christ is hard and inexorable.



    He whips the Jewish money-changers out of His temple.


    A declaration of war on Money.


    Yet, if one said that today, they would put one into a gaol or madhouse.


    We are all sick.


    Hypocrisy is the characteristic of a decaying bourgeois epoch.


    The ruling class is tired and has no courage for new adventure.


    The Intellect has poisoned our people.


    Then he adds:


    Hertha Holk looks at me and shakes her head.


    Like Dostoevsky he becomes possessed, “given to phantasma”, suffering in “creative loneliness”. Then term is over. Hertha returns to her home, and Michael goes to one of the Frisian islands off the northern coast to write his Messianic play. “I lie on the downs and wait for a word from God's mouth.” Here he receives a letter from Hertha which gives us Goebbels' own picture of how he liked to think women would regard him:


    … sometimes I doubt your love, and then I would cry my eyes out. Forgive me! Sometimes I lie awake all night, homesick for your fierce pride … I know you'll find your way, for you are strong. But you should take life as it is. One can't change much anyway. You should save yourself all those detours. I know you'll answer me that the detours may be the best part of the road. But then the straight road will never lead you astray.


    Your Hertha Holk


    “A genuine woman,” he writes, “loves the eagle.” Then suddenly comes a violent outburst:


    No Jews here at all, and that is truly a blessing. Jews make me physically sick, the mere sight of them does this. I cannot even hate the Jew. I can merely despise him. He has raped our people, soiled our ideals, weakened the strength of the nation, corrupted morals. He is the poisonous eczema on the body of our sick nation. That has nothing to do with religion. Either he destroys us, or we destroy him….


    Christ cannot have been a Jew. I do not have to look for any scientific proof of that. It just is so!


    Intrusive, violent and indecent as this passage is, one cannot be sure whether it is not a final interpolation when Goebbels was preparing his novel for the press seven or eight years later. Only a sight of the original manuscript could show how much he thought fit to add to his book when he had become a professional agitator for the Nazi party and one of the most violent of their anti-Jewish element. Here the outburst only serves to introduce the assertion that Christ could not have been a Jew.


    The men and women of the island inspire him (“I'd like to be a priest on this island, to explain the Sermon on the Mount to these simple people”). He calls them “strong and proud”. The women are healthy and beautiful, “the eternal sea reflected in their eyes”.


    The revolutionary in him is stirred. In his talks with Hertha he had already expressed his hatred of the cowardly, property-loving bourgeoisie, the affront of old age to the wilful freedom of youth. Now he writes:


    One class has fulfilled its historic mission and is about to yield to another. The bourgeoisie has to yield to the working class… Whatever is about to fall should be pushed. We are all soldiers of the revolution. We want the workers' victory over filthy lucre. That is socialism.


    So he is a Socialist, a patriot, the admirer of a mythical master-race, and of a Christ who was anti-Jewish. Ivan writes to him and tells him he must come to Munich, because it is the most interesting town in Germany. Then Hertha writes to say she has rented rooms for him in Schwabing, the Latin quarter of Munich, where they are to spend the winter term.


    Meanwhile, his relationship with Hertha becomes deeper and more complicated. His vanity seems to demand that his love should be complex. She is his “torment and delivery”. “On my evil days I can hardly do without her … I make Hertha Holk suffer a great deal.” They spend the Christmas holidays in the mountains together. “I thank her for being my solace and my strength … We hurt one another in petty squabbles … Oh you mountains! You towering mountains! … Our life is a chain of crime and punishment, with an inscrutable fate guiding us.” As the New Year is born Hertha says to him: “You are to be a man who will make his mark for the Fatherland.”


    The remaining winter months are a torment as he works laboriously at his verse-drama. The influence of Ivan is strong. Michael refers to him as his “demon”. Hertha hates and distrusts Ivan; she “cannot understand my torment”; indeed she makes it worse. Behind the personal relationships, the talk about revolutionary politics goes on continuously:


    Our people have been forced under a yoke. The world's master-race (Herrenvolk) is reduced to slave labour, from high up to low down and from low down to high up.


    But we won't get there by speeches and resolutions. We need a holy thunderstorm.


    Long live the Republic—that's what they are shouting on the street. What's the Republic to us? Long live Germany!


    Later he says, rather humourlessly, “I want to be a sign-post. I want to serve the Fatherland.”


    Again, one cannot be certain how much Goebbels saw fit to insert into his youthful novel in order to make it reflect more exactly his later thoughts at the time of its publication in 1929. Although the whole trend of the book seems to be a mixture of the mystical and the nihilistic together with a foretaste of desire for the Nietzschean hero which anticipates Goebbels' future public attitude to Hitler, the passages of anti-Semitism and those referring to a Messianic speaker to be quoted later read much more decisively and fiercely than the rest. They are, for instance, very different from the vaguely demoniac dialogue Goebbels composed between Michael and Ivan.



    “Ivan Wienurovsky, you want to rob me of my fatherland. You are making me a beggar.”


    “Merely growing pains. I want to educate you, to give you courage.”

    "I despair.”

    "That's what the world is like.”

    "You are a devil.”

    "The devil is merely a fallen angel.”

    "I hate you!”

    "No matter. I shan't let go of you, Michael!”

    "So you want me to be your slave?”

    "Yes, I do.”

    I get up and slap his face.


    But in March he receives a letter from Hertha in which she says, “I suffer because of you. Why cannot we understand one another? I love you beyond measure. That's why I suffer so much. If you despair I must despair with you and I shall have nothing to hold on to …”


    When April comes he is back in the mountains, but on his return he finds another letter from Hertha in which she says she is leaving him. In despair he goes to her house, but she has gone and no one knows where she is to be found.


    But ten days later comes the great revelation. On 27th April he goes by chance to a political meeting where he hears a speech delivered by an unnamed Speaker of extraordinary magnetism and power:


    … I sit in a hall I have never been in before. Among utter strangers. Poor and threadbare people most of them. Workers, soldiers, officers, students. I hardly notice how the man up there begins to speak, slowly, hesitatingly at first.


    But then all of a sudden, the flow of his speech is unleashed. It's like a light shining above him. I listen. I am captivated. Honour! Work! The flag! Are there still such things in this people from whom God has taken His blessing hand?


    The audience is aglow. Hope shines on grey faces. Someone clenches his fist. Someone wipes the sweat off his brow. An old officer sobs like a child.



    I am getting hot and cold. I don't know what's happening to me. I seem to hear guns booming. A few soldiers get up and shout “Hurrah”, and no one even notices it.


    And the man up there speaks on, and whatever was budding in me falls into shape.


    A miracle!


    Among the ruins is someone who shows us the flag.


    Those around me are no longer strangers. They are brothers. I go up to the rostrum and look in the man's face.


    No orator he! A prophet!


    Sweat is pouring down his face. A pair of eyes glow in the pale face. His fists are clenched.


    And like the Last Judgment word after word is thundering on, and phrase after phrase.


    I know not what I do. I seem demented.


    I shout “Hurrah”. And no one seems astonished.


    He on the rostrum glances at me for a moment. Those blue eyes sear me like a flame. That is an order!


    I feel as if I were newly born.


    I know now whither my path leads me. The path of maturity. I seem to be intoxicated.


    All I remember is the man's hand clasping mine. A vow for life.


    And my eyes meet two great blue stars.


    So overcome is he by this transcendent experience that he decides to leave Munich without a word to anyone. He goes to Heidelberg where he is idle, reading books and papers, or sitting doing nothing “for hours, listlessly and aimlessly”. That the great unnamed Speaker should have had this particular effect on him is, to say the least of it, strange. It seems as if Goebbels felt that Michael's intellectual nihilism had been knocked out by this initial dynamic contact with the Messiah. However, if it is true that it was in June 1922 that Goebbels first heard Hitler speak (that is, at about the same time that he was writing his novel), it may actually have had this devastating effect upon him. On the other hand this passage and the one describing how he hears the same Speaker for a second time may well have been later interpolations.



    Michael, however, is at a loss as to what he should do. He decides:


    Life can only be maintained when one is ready to die for it. The working class has a mission in Germany. To save Germany is a mission of world-wide importance. For if Germany perishes the lights go out in the world.


    Then the character of Michael takes on its other facet, that of Richard Flisges. He leaves the University to become a miner; he goes to live with a miner's family in a bare room with a bed, a chair and a table. He has only two books with him, the Bible and Faust. He lives now by the sweat of his brow. He is proud and lonely. He is still in love with Hertha—"I have loved Hertha Holk, and I will probably love her for ever. But she isn't the comrade to understand one fully.” Later he transfers to a mine in Bavaria, where once more he hears the unnamed Speaker:


    That evening I sit in a big hall with a thousand others and see him again, hear him who awakened me.


    Now he stands in the midst of a loyal congregation. He seems to have grown in stature. There is so much strength in him, and a sea of light gleams from those big blue eyes.


    I sit among all those others, and it seems as if he were speaking to me quite personally.


    About the blessing of work! Whatever I merely felt or guessed, he puts it into words. My confession and my Faith: here they gain shape.


    I feel his strength filling my soul. Here is young Germany, and those who work in the smithy of the new Reich. Anvil still, but hammer before long.


    Here is my place.


    Around me are people I never saw and I feel like a child as tears well up in my eyes.


    In October he learns that Ivan, now back in Petersburg, has been the victim of political assassination.


    The last entry in Michael's short diary is that for 29th January. His landlady implores him not to go down the mine the next day. She had dreamed he had been killed by a stone. He laughs it off. But like Flisges, he is killed in an accident and the book concludes with a letter written by a miner to Hertha Holk telling her that Michael died with a smile and that in his copy of Nietzsche's Zarathustra he had marked the passage: “Many die too late and some too early. Strangely still sounds the lesson: Die at the right time!”


    Michael was first published in 1929, some seven years after it was first written. Goebbels was then Gauleiter of Berlin, a Deputy of the Reichstag and Head of Propaganda for the Nazi Party. He would therefore have had every inducement to add sections to his early novel to imply that he had seen the light in his youth and proclaimed the coming of his Messiah. As we shall see, it was Hitler's blue eyes that impressed him when he first met his future Leader, as it was the blue eyes of the great Speaker that impressed Michael in the novel.


    It is well-known that morality in Germany during the years following the defeat in 1918 declined in the direction of anarchy. Young girls even of good and respectable families felt it unfashionable to remain virgin, and sexual licence spread throughout the capital and the larger cities and freed itself from the control of the Catholic and Protestant churches and of the stricter traditions of the bourgeois German families. Though there was some attempt by the middle nineteen-twenties to re-establish the previous codes of respectable behaviour among the middle classes in Germany, the period during which Joseph Goebbels grew to manhood was the period of the greatest moral licence as well as of the greatest economic instability—for the mark which was still nominally worth a shilling in 1918 had utterly collapsed by 1923. If we are to believe the evidence in his diaries of 1925-26 Goebbels was as proud by then of his prowess as a lover as he was obsessed by his poverty.


    The first record there is of a serious love-affair in Goebbels' life is his association with the girl called Anka Stahlhern.12 It was not a happy love affair, and it seems to be reflected fairly faithfully in the account of the relations between Michael and Hertha given in Goebbels' novel. The love affair may well have lasted from about 1918 to as late as 1922. Prang recollects her to have been blonde, vivacious and good- looking; she was of good family and taller in stature than Goebbels. Anka's family was opposed to this infatuation and eventually succeeded in breaking it off, though it is evident from a certain number of letters that survive in a collection of private family papers that Goebbels and Anka made each other very unhappy.13 This particular group of surviving letters (from the period 1918-20) also show Goebbels' gradual disillusionment with the Catholic Church. There is also a letter among the family papers in which one of Anka's aunts complains bitterly of Goebbels' behaviour to her niece, who has been seen leaving his rooms in the small hours. She is indignant that such a relationship should exist between her niece and a poor undergraduate quite unable to support a wife.


    There is further evidence of a certain crisis at this time resulting from Goebbels' adolescent emotionalism in the survival of a ‘Last Will and Testament’ dated 1st October 1920.14. It was written at a time when he had quarrelled with Anka and “wanted to leave this life which had become Hell for him”, and it appointed his brother Hans “the administrator of his literary estate” (literarischer Nachlassverwalter) following his suicide. This grand term, suitable perhaps for an established writer whose works are valuable properties, was chosen by Goebbels to describe his mass of unpublished drafts of plays, poems and other miscellaneous writing, of which, although it had been rejected, he was inordinately proud. The survival of this document in the family papers would have been no more than a curiosity had it not become the basis for a prolonged legal dispute over Goebbels' copyrights. Hans on his death-bed was prevailed upon by his nurse to let her keep the papers intact after Goebbels had ordered his brother to destroy them during the last weeks of the war.


    Anka was to reappear later in Goebbels' career; she came to him for a job during his first year as Minister. Goebbels helped her by getting her work on the editorial staff of Die Dame, but he was angry when he heard that she was in the habit of producing a copy of the Jewish poet Heine's love poems that he had once given her and boasting about the florid inscription that the Minister had written in his youth! He was, of course, much more embarrassed by that time to be revealed as a former admirer of Heine, whose work he had been instrumental in suppressing and burning, than as an admirer of a pretty girl. Anka died a few years after the war.


    After the failure of his love-affair with Anka, Goebbels lost no time in forming a close friendship with another girl, Else. Fritz Prang, who claims that Goebbels' pose as a young philanderer was largely due to his desire to assert himself and show off, was himself friendly with a young school-teacher in Rheydt called Alma, and it was through her that Goebbels first met Else. He was back now living in Rheydt. His formal education was finished and the need for congenial work was uppermost in his mind in order that he might keep himself while he tried out all his vague plans for becoming a man of letters or a man of the theatre. Else, like Alma, was a school-teacher in Rheydt, though her family lived in Duisburg. She taught little Maria needlework and physical training. She became a friend of the Goebbels family and was therefore a constant visitor to their house where she came to know Joseph extremely well. She gradually fell in love with the brilliant, energetic, rootless young man; she recollects that the first thing that struck her about him was his very beautiful and expressive eyes; he was “all eyes”, she says. Fritz, Alma, Joseph and Else formed for a period a happy group of young people, always going about together, sailing, walking (for Goebbels made light now of his limp), sitting in the cafes flirting and philosophising or enjoying the luxury of visiting the Prangs' wealthy home. Prang was becoming interested in politics; he joined the Nazi Party as early as 1922. But at this stage Goebbels had no thought other than for literature and journalism. One thing he impressed upon Else—his absolute belief in his own genius as a writer. Flisges, too, was a member of this group, adding his own politic nihilism and love of Dostoevsky to the discussions. Else recollects him to have been very handsome with the temperament of an idealist and a dreamer.


    Goebbels was determined never to become a teacher. Everyone tried to persuade him to take up what seemed an obvious profession for so highly qualified a young man living penniless at home. He did not in fact mind how many occasional jobs he undertook for money, but he refused to bind himself to a fixed career by becoming a schoolmaster. His ambitions were larger and loftier, and he kept both Alma and Else busy copying out the manuscripts of his verse-plays, poems, novels and articles, because his handwriting, neat and meticulous though it always appeared at first glance, was notoriously illegible. But he had no success with this work. Everything he wrote was rejected by publishers and editors, including his story Michael. He lived at home and helped towards keeping himself by accepting such small opportunities for tutoring and book-keeping as came his way. Meanwhile he continued to write furiously.


    It was Else who eventually secured him what appeared to be a more settled job when she found him to be on the point of suicide. Her family knew one of the deputy managers at the Cologne branch of the Dresdener Bank, and through him Goebbels was offered a minor clerical job. This he disliked heartily, and he gave little satisfaction to his employers. Nevertheless he stayed at the bank eight or nine months. Then it was Prang who came to the rescue; he found Goebbels a job calling out the position of shares at the Cologne Stock Exchange. The first professional use to which Goebbels put his beautiful voice was not making idealistic political speeches, as he would subsequently have had us believe, but shouting out the latest price for I. G. Farben, Krupp and the Vereinigte Stahlwerke. He had no contact whatsoever with the Ruhr Resistance movement against the French occupying forces, and it was his friend Prang, not himself, who secured the low Party number from the Nazis in the days when it was easy enough to get one. Later when a three- or four-figure number became proof of one's early allegiance to the Party, these numbers were only obtainable on the black market. Goebbels subsequently liked it to be thought that he was already a member of the Nazi Party in 1922, after having heard Hitler in Munich (like Michael in the novel) and having immediately signed up, receiving the party badge with the number 8762. However, it seems unlikely that he ever heard Hitler speak in 1922; it can be taken as certain he never sent the legendary letter to Hitler when he was imprisoned in Landsberg gaol, and he certainly undertook no propaganda work at all during 1923 when he was working in the bank and on the Stock Exchange. He did not in fact meet Hitler until late in 1925.


    It was now that the seeds of Goebbels' radicalism and violent anti- Semitism were being sown. Up to this time there had been little or no anti-Jewish feeling in him. His favourite professor had been a Jew; the family lawyer, Dr. Joseph, was a Jew of some cultural inclinations, and Goebbels liked talking with him; furthermore, Else herself was the daughter of a Jewess. As manuscript after manuscript came back from the publishing houses Goebbels became convinced that unless you were a Jew, “one of the boys” as he put it to Else, you could get nowhere in literature, the theatre, films or journalism. Else watched his anti-Semitism grow. The Jews, he felt, controlled the culture of Germany, and so rejected his magnificent writing out of hand. The celebrated Ullstein house was among the publishers that had rejected Michael.


    In December 1922 Goebbels wrote Else a Christmas letter in which he laments in the purplest prose, reminiscent of Michael, the ruins of his young life and the hopeless position of being a rejected genius in a materialistic world. By this time the mark had so fallen in value that no one knew from day to day whether the millions of marks in their possession would in fact carry them through the week:


    About to write you a few lines for Christmas. I know well enough that I can give you no lesson in Scripture nor any glad tidings …


    The world has turned itself into a mad-house, and even some of the best are prepared to join the obscene dance round the golden calf. Worst of all, they will not admit it; they just try to explain it. New times, so they say, demand new men, and one should adjust oneself to new circumstances …


    I cannot join them. I can see no peace, either in this world or in my own soul … Wherever spiritual values used to reign and Love was triumphant, now there is a deal of common worldliness. People call it keeping up with the times. Great Fate, how can I stand up to thee? I can no longer be thy faithful servant. They have all left thee, they have forsaken thy banner and have gone out into the world. And now it is my turn. I too must go. How then can I speak of peace at such a time? I must forsake my home and flee into the world.


    Ein Tor zu tausend Wiisten, stumm und kalt—

    Wer verlor, was Du verlorst, macht nirgends halt. 

    Flieg, Vogel, schnarr Dein Lied im Wüstenvogelton,

    Versteck, Du Narr, Dein blutend Herz in Eis und Hohn.

    Die Krähen schrein und ziehen schwirren Flugs zur Stadt.

    Bald wird es schnein; weh dem, der keine Heimat hat.*


    My dear, is this poem of desperate loneliness to be my only “message of cheer” for you this year? Is there no solace in this world of chaos and madness? Why then do I suffer so? Because I expected too much of this world?


    What is it that makes me suffer so immeasurably? It is not that I have to go into the other world. It is because my own world has come to an end, and I myself have had to smash it.


    But why did I do this? Was I forced to do so? Yes, I had to smash it, for however beautiful and heavenly it was, it was only a mere sham in the shallow lowlands of Olympus. It is only up there in the uplands that we can find the realm of the spirit, the realm of peace, the realm of love. Down here it all makes so little sense….


    And even if out there in the world the money-changers sneer and mock at real love, should not our love, my dearest girl, should not our great and abiding love still adorn our lives?


    That is my only hope, and it is that hope that gives me even now the strength to walk out into the world with courage and with resolution.


    I beg you solemnly, my dear, to help me keep and cherish this love of ours—a love so great that I would willingly sacrifice everything to it, if only for the reward of cherishing it with you in these blessed hours of the spirit and of peace and love.


    Else watched Goebbels become moody and cynical. He began to talk again of suicide. These bouts of extreme depression alternated with the gaiety inspired by the company of his close friends. Alma says that she had never met anyone who laughed so heartily at the slightest provocation. Like so much in Goebbels' character it is difficult to say where moodiness ended and conscious posing began.


    Else spent an increasing amount of time with Goebbels. She was quick, amusing, intelligent, feminine and very good-looking. Like the rest of his friends she called Goebbels Ulex, but she also had her own special name for him—Stropp. They would see each other home, going backwards and forwards through the night, walking and talking and making love, passing from his house to hers and then back again. When Goebbels was working in Cologne, only thirty miles from Rheydt, they wrote each other interminably long love-letters even though they were seeing each other at least once or twice a week. She confesses that she considered herself engaged to her lover from about 1922, that is before Goebbels left Rheydt to work in Cologne. When they went away together for short holidays to the sea, it was normally Else who had to pay the bills. Goebbels had no money whereas she had her teacher's salary and her family was comfortably off. They were to remain on terms of close friendship for almost five years.


    Else considered that one day she would marry this bright, uncertain, moody man with the fine eyes, hands and voice. She even recalls discussing with Alma whether a man with a deformed foot would be a proper father for her future children; they decided this disability would not be congenital, since it was largely due to an operation sustained in childhood. His body was so slender that when she saw him from behind she thought he looked like a boy of twelve.


    In spite of her extreme love for him, Else was always aware of the difficulties of the situation. Goebbels was all pride and no money. Sometimes he borrowed money from her. She had also to endure his moods. At one moment he was carefree and exuberant, a charming and witty companion. Then as suddenly he would change and become possessed by his suicidal depression. It was at these periods that they quarrelled. The engagement was broken and reassembled countless times with agonised protestations and reams of letters. Goebbels' mannered attitude to love and his innate vanity emerge in this letter to Else dated 5th June 1923, and written during the period he was working in Cologne:



    My dear child,


    You mustn't be angry about my not writing in ink; during my holidays my ink-pot has dried out and I think you will prefer having this sort of letter to having none at all …


    Now I have moved in again with all my belongings, and being within my own four walls, I feel quite well. Your roses have found a spot right in front of your picture, and they smell beautiful, one even nicer than the other. At the bank nothing seems to have changed, and the only thing I was really interested in didn't happen. There will be no money before the 15th. That means you will have to wait another week.


    Today, after office hours, I took a stroll through the town and I saw quite a few pretty things. What a pity that the damn trains aren't working and that we can't look at it all together. And as for the money? Well, we'll get it somehow. (Have you got any? No?? Me neither!)


    It is high time for the two of us to be joined together. Whenever I am away from you I yearn for you and can find no rest either in work or at play. It seems to me as if we hadn't met for weeks and weeks, and yet I can count the hours with the fingers of my hands since we had to part. Why have we two, so much in love with one another, been born into so wretched a time? … Often I feel ashamed of being so distraught and depressed …


    Cannot and should not a person these days be excused for occasional weakness and indecision? … Why must so many give me up as hopeless and consider me as lazy and unreasonable and un-modern? And yet I feel my laziness and unreasonableness and my being old-fashioned is the best thing about me …


    I am firmly convinced that the time will come for me to use my real strength. I just want to preserve it and my heart and my conscience for a better cause. It isn't the industrial tycoons or the bank managers who will bring about the new millennium. It will be done by the few who have remained loyal to themselves and who haven't soiled their life with the so-called treasure of the world that has lost its gods. I am waiting for a new epoch to do what I cannot do today. And should that new epoch come too late for me, very well, it is quite commendable to be a mere pathfinder of a new and great epoch …



    Good gracious, the clock is striking twelve and I have promised you to go to bed early, haven't I? If I could stay up longer I could fill another ten pages. But then, you want it this way. Hence—goodnight. Your ULEX.


    If it was Flisges who first gave a nihilistic twist to Goebbels' early idealism, it was Prang who first introduced him to serious politics. His views, broadly speaking, were left-wing, and when his job at the bank terminated, he began the long search for permanent employment which eventually brought him into politics.


    On 23rd January 1924 he sent a letter of application for work to the Berliner Tageblatt, enclosing a lengthy note on his career so far as it had gone. He claimed to have been working in his brother's business, which did not in fact exist. He asked for a salary of 250 marks a month, and a job on the editorial staff. He was unsuccessful. He also had ambitions in the theatre. Joachim von Ostau15 recollects how a friend of his, a stage producer in the Rhineland, told him much later when Goebbels was famous that at this early period a young man had come to see him in his office, neatly but shabbily dressed, with burning eyes and a hollow face, and limping as if he had a club-foot, to ask for a job as assistant producer, or, indeed, for any job connected with the stage. He said that he was trying to write plays himself and that he was eager to become a producer, or at least help in stage production, that his name was Goebbels and that he had had no previous stage experience. What a chance lost, admitted the producer to Ostau. Here would have been the very man to produce crowd scenes with genius! Once again, Goebbels was deflected from his obvious ambitions and left free to give his talents to political agitation. Else recollects the bitterness of his disappointment when he failed to gain any foothold in the theatre.


    It was during 1924 that Goebbels began his political career. Prang, as we have seen, had been an early convert to Nazism. Although his family was wealthy and utterly opposed to their son becoming involved in this kind of violent political activity, Prang persisted. He visited Munich to hear Hider speak; he brought home copies of the Nazi pamphlets and journals and gave them to Goebbels who read them with growing excitement. Then one day he took him with some other friends to a meeting organised by a Socialist group; Prang and the rest dared Goebbels to get up on the platform and speak in the debate. He did so, Prang remembers, looking slight and shabby in a jacket too big for him. The audience booed him. When order was a little restored he began to speak.


    “Meine lieben Deutschen Volksgenossen,” he said.


    This was right-wing with a vengeance; there were shouts and sneers and laughter. Goebbels stood there plainly unable to do anything. Someone shouted at him, “You capitalist exploiter!” Then his anger was roused. What had he got in his pocket to justify such an insult? Suddenly an instinct asserted itself. Somehow he seemed to know what it was he must do to defeat a cheap heckler. He shouted back at the audience.


    “Will the man who has just called me a capitalist exploiter come up on this platform and empty his purse. I'll do the same, just to show which of us has the most money.”


    He poured his few coins out on the table. He won over his audience by this instinctive gesture; it was a political agitator's baptism of fire. He had taken his first, infant's step.


    As his interest in politics grew during the winter of 1923-24, he attended more meetings with Prang, and on one occasion went with his friend to a congress at Weimar where the nationalistic speeches he heard so stirred his blood that he could not stop talking politics when the meetings were over and there was a chance to wine and dine at Prang's expense with a beautiful girl—the daughter of a rich landowner visiting the conference. She was far more interested in the social possibilities of the evening than in Goebbels' political enthusiasm. Prang eventually got rid of him and pushed politics aside in order to attend more fully to the opportunities the girl offered.


    Among the odd jobs Goebbels was always ready to do there occurred one at this time that brought him directly into politics. He became secretary at one hundred marks a month to Franz von Wiegershaus, Reichstag Deputy of the Völkische Freiheitspartei, one of several small right-wing groups that shared substantially similar nationalistic views to those being so loudly advocated by the Nazis in Munich. Wiegershaus lived in Elberfeld and edited there the paper belonging to his minority, the Völkische Freiheit (People's Freedom). Goebbels' duties included helping to edit this journal, and soon he found that he was also expected to speak at public meetings. It was at these local meetings of the Freiheitspartei that he came into close contact with members of the Nazi movement, to which he seemed at first to have been strongly opposed. Towards the end of the year, however, he approached Karl Kaufmann, who was at that time Gauleiter of the Nazi Party for the Rhine-Ruhr District, and offered him his services. Kaufmann discussed the matter with Gregor Strasser, who was the leading figure in the movement in the north of Germany and who was considering at the turn of the year producing a small weekly journal to be what the Strassers rather bombastically called the Party's geistiges Führungsorgan (organ of spiritual leadership). Gregor was to be the publisher and Otto the editor, and they needed an editorial assistant. Hearing of Goebbels through Kaufmann, they wondered if he might be suitable for the position at a salary of two hundred marks a month, double what he was getting from Wiegershaus.


    Otto Strasser arranged with Kaufmann to interview Goebbels. Kaufmann characterised the young man as “sehr gescheit aber sehr wendig” (“very intelligent but very unreliable”).


    Both Kaufmann and Otto Strasser confirm this account of Goebbels' introduction to the Nazi movement. Otto Strasser said how surprised he was by Goebbels' personal appearance at the first meeting. He felt that any political opponent could have pushed him over with one hand. He wore a grey suit, threadbare but tidy, and, in spite of it being late in the autumn, no overcoat. Although the chance of work with so important a man as Strasser must have meant a great deal to Goebbels, he showed no subservience. He seemed, in fact, almost haughty as he looked at Strasser, who remembers to this day the effect of his large and very penetrating brown eyes. He spoke very slowly and very pointedly in a voice of great beauty. He said that he thought the Völkische Freiheitspartei had no future.


    “The leaders know nothing about the people,” Strasser remembers him saying. “They are afraid of socialism, but I am convinced that only a kind of socialism and nationalism can save Germany. I don't mind admitting that it was your brother Gregor who helped me to understand these ideas. He is a genuine socialist, and it is his synthesis of socialist ideas and nationalist emotions that must be observed without any equivocation by us National Socialists.”


    Strasser noted the way he said ‘us' as if he were already one of the Party's staff. Goebbels continued talking—"We are going to win the German working man for National Socialism. We are going to destroy Marxism!”


    His eyes shone as he spoke. Then he raised his beautiful hands in a passionate gesture as he concluded his eloquent attempt to convince Strasser he was the man for the job. “As for the bourgeois refuse,” he said, “we shall sweep that away into the dustbin!”


    Strasser was impressed. More particularly he noted the young man's voice, which he handled as a violinist handles his instrument.


    They decided to engage him on secretarial work for the Northern Party organisation and as editorial assistant for the future journal. Goebbels in fact stepped into the place vacated by another young man, Heinrich Himmler, whom the Strassers had dismissed for inefficiency. Himmler went back to his original occupation of poultry-keeping. His time was yet to come.



    


    * The mark in 1917 was worth about one shilling or twenty-five cents according to the values of the period. By 1920, however, it was beginning to decline prior to the catastrophic inflation of the years 1921–23.
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