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Introduction

‘And so it had all come to this. Did all this happen only so that a gang of wretched criminals could la
hands on the Fatherland? Hatred grew in me, hatred for those responsible for this deed.’ The words ar
those of Adolf Hitler; the deed – Germany’s surrender in the First World War; and the wretched
criminals – the politicians who had meekly accepted the surrender and the defeat of Germany.
Germany had suffered during the war – not only on the battlefield but also at home. Starvation and
fuel shortages, further aggravated by the ‘Spanish flu’ epidemic of 1918 that killed millions
throughout Europe, had led to widespread discontent. Inflation and economic stagnation caused
embitterment, and the increasing number of casualties as Germany had to fight a war on two fronts,
had left the nation disillusioned.

The German Revolution: The End of the Second Reich

In October 1918, sailors at the port of Kiel disobeyed orders to fight the British fleet. It was, as they
saw it, a pointless and suicidal mission. The revolt soon spread throughout Germany. The province of
Bavaria went so far as to establish a socialist republic along Soviet lines. The Kaiser, William II, the
unhinged grandson of Queen Victoria, abdicated on 9 November 1918, two days before the armistice,
and the chancellor, Prince Max of Baden, appointed a left-wing coalition government and handed ove
the chancellorship to Friedrich Ebert.
With the abdication of the Kaiser and the collapse of Imperial Germany (the Second Reich – or
empire), Ebert proclaimed Germany a republic, formed a provisional government (a temporary
arrangement until elections could be held) and, on 11 November 1918, signed the armistice that
brought the Great War to an end.
But the social unrest continued. In January 1919 the German Communist Party, the Spartacists,
staged an uprising in Berlin. Rosa Luxemburg, leader of the movement, had opposed the uprising,
arguing that the time was not yet right for communism. But she was unable to contain the fury of the
left and Chancellor Ebert turned to the right-wing Freikorps, or Free Corps, for assistance. After three
days of intense street fighting the Freikorps, a band of demobilized, nationalistic soldiers, had, with
intense violence, crushed the rebellion. Luxemburg was arrested and killed while in police custody.

The Weimar Republic: A Republic Is Born
The first German democratic election took place the same month, January 1919, attracting an 83 per
cent turnout and resulting in the formation of a National Constituent Assembly. The situation in Berl
was still volatile so on 6 February the Assembly met for the first time in the town of Weimar and
there drew up a new constitution. Six months later the constitution was ratified and the Weimar
Republic was born. However, disturbances continued, especially in Berlin and Bavaria, and Ebert
again had to call in the Freikorps to keep order. In March 1919 the Freikorps went to work and the
Socialist Republic in Bavaria was brought to a bloody end.

The Treaty of Versailles: ‘An armistice for twenty years’

On 28 June 1919, Germany reluctantly signed the Paris Peace Settlement in the Hall of Mirrors at the
Palace of Versailles – exactly five years on from the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the
spark that had ignited the First World War. Germany had not been permitted to take part in the talks
and was too weak, politically and militarily, to resist the dictated terms set by the representatives of
thirty-two nations, led by the Allied powers – the US, Britain, France and Italy.
The terms were harsh and not for negotiation. Germany lost 13 per cent of her territory, which
meant 12 per cent of Germans now lived in a foreign country, and Germany’s colonial possessions
were redistributed among the other colonial powers. The German Rhineland, on the border with
France, was to be demilitarized (stripped of an armed presence) and placed under Allied control until
1935. The small but industrially important Saar region was to be governed by Britain and France for
fifteen years, and its coal exported to France in recompense for the French coal mines destroyed by
Germany during the war. After fifteen years a plebiscite (or referendum) of the Saar population woul
decide its future.
Most of West Prussia was given to Poland. The German city of Danzig (modern-day Gdansk) was
made a ‘free’ city so that Poland could have use of a port not situated in Germany. To give Poland
access to Danzig, they were given a strip of land, the ‘Polish Corridor’, through Prussia, thereby
cutting East Prussia off from the rest of Germany.
Militarily, Germany’s army was to be limited to a token 100,000 men, and its navy to 15,000, plus
ban on conscription. She was not permitted to have an air force, nor tanks, and was prohibited from
producing or importing weaponry.
The payment of reparations was for ‘compensation for all damage done to the civilian population o
the Allied powers and their property’. It was to include raw material, such as the coal from the Saar
and Ruhr regions. Two years later, in 1921, the cost of reparations was announced – £6.6 billion,
which German economists calculated would take until 1988 to pay. The figure shocked and angered
Germans who conveniently forgot that Germany had demanded an even greater sum from a defeated
France following the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71.
But it was the humiliating clause that forced Germany into accepting responsibility for the war and
for the damage to the civilian populations of the Allies that rankled most with the public at home.
The treaty satisfied no one. Germany was outraged. Britain thought it too harsh, believing an
economically weak Germany would be detrimental to all Europe; the US, also considering it harsh,
refused to ratify the treaty or to join the newly formed League of Nations; and the French felt it not
harsh enough. It was they, the French argued, who had suffered most during the war. The French
public were so dissatisfied with their president, Clemenceau, that they voted him out six months later
replacing him with Ferdinand Foch who, with sharp intuition, said, ‘This is not peace, this is an
armistice for twenty years.’
The Weimar government, although democratically elected, was deemed responsible for Germany’s
humiliation, and criticized by all sides for its weakness in standing up to the Allies. In March 1920 th
Freikorps, led by Wolfgang Kapp, tried to seize power in Berlin but the coup, unable to gain the

army’s support, failed.

DAP: Member 555

The Kapp Putsch, as it became known, may have failed but it illustrated the feeling of anger among
the extreme right in Germany. Among the many small political parties was the German Workers’
Party or, to use its German abbreviation, DAP, set up in 1919 by 35-year-old Munich locksmith,
Anton Drexler. The DAP, a far-right party that aimed at appealing to the workers, consisted of only
about fifty members but, to give the impression of greater numbers, began their membership cards at
number five hundred.
It was to a meeting of this party that in September 1919 Adolf Hitler, at this stage being groomed
by the army as a political instructor, was sent to observe and speak. The beer hall meeting consisted o
only about twenty attendees but Hitler’s speech so impressed Drexler that he was invited to join the
party. With membership number 555, although he later claimed in Mein Kampf that he was the
seventh member, he signed his name as ‘Hittler’.

NSDAP: Nationalism and Socialism under One Roof

Hitler’s oratory and leadership skills were evident and he soon took over from Drexler as the DAP’s
leader. On 24 February 1920, still maintaining its peculiar mix of right extremism and socialist ideal
the party lengthened its name to the Nationalist Socialist German Workers’ Party, or NSDAP. Now
boasting 3,000 members, the Nazi Party was born. Two months later Hitler resigned from the army to
concentrate full time on expanding his party.

Corporal Hitler

Born in 1889 in Austria, Hitler spent much of his youth in Vienna, living in cheap accommodation,
frequenting coffee houses and trying to sell his paintings. Art was his passion and his failure to secur
a place at art school plunged him into depression. Resentment of the Jew was rife in the city and Hitl
absorbed this anti-Semitism and, like many of his contemporaries, believed the Jew to be set apart
from ‘the rest of humanity’.
At the outbreak of the First World War Hitler was in Munich and, having managed to avoid
conscription into the Austrian army, signed up to a Bavarian regiment within the German army. He
served as a messenger and did so with distinction throughout the war. Having no aspirations for
promotion, he finished the war as a corporal having twice been awarded the Iron Cross and twice
wounded – the second time in October 1918 when he was temporarily blinded by mustard gas.

Adolf Hitler (right) during the First World War

It was during his recuperation that the armistice was signed, leaving Hitler and many other Germans
embittered. Germany had won the war in the east, and following the ‘Spring Offensive’ of 1918,
looked well placed to win it in the west. But a strike of German munitions workers towards the end o
the war, believed to have been organized by Jews, disrupted the supply of arms and the front-line
soldier suffered as a consequence. The government had accepted defeat and it was they, not the
soldier, who had lost Germany the war. The signing seven months later of the Treaty of Versailles
confirmed this sense of betrayal, the feeling that the German people had been ‘stabbed in the back’.
As the new leader of the fledging Nazi Party, Hitler met Hermann Göring and Rudolph Hess, two
men who would serve him well over the next twenty years, and Ernst Röhm (pictured with Hitler), a
tough ex-soldier and former member of the Freikorps, who went on to form the Nazi Storm Troopers
(or SA).

Hitler and Röhm, 1933
Bundesarchiv, Bild 146-1982-159-21A / Unknown / CC-BY-SA

The Nazi Manifesto: A Thousand Years

In February 1920 the party drew up its manifesto which, among its twenty-five points, demanded the
union of all Germans into a greater Germany, and called for an expansion of living space to
accommodate the growth of the German race. This space, Lebensraum, was to be found in the east at
the expense of the Slavic races, who would, according to the party, be simply evicted.
The manifesto rejected the Treaty of Versailles – Germany needed to find her pride again and to ri
the nation of the traitors who had so meekly accepted the peace of 1919. Hitler would lead such a
Germany, a Third Reich that would reign for a thousand years.
The Jew, the source of German humiliation, was not and could not, stated the manifesto, be
German. The manifesto maintained within its nationalist and anti-Semitic principles ones that were
socialist in nature, designed to broaden its appeal to the German workers.
Nazism relied on the use of symbols – the swastika, which although far from new, was already
identified with the Nazis, and, fifteen years later, in September 1935, was officially adopted as the
national flag of Germany alongside a black, red and white tricolour. In September 1935, the flag of th
Nazi Party was established as the. In Mein Kampf Hitler wrote about the colours of the flag: ‘In the re
we see the social idea of the movement; in the white, the nationalist idea and in the swastika the visio
of the struggle for the victory of the Aryan man.’

Munich Putsch: ‘The national revolution has begun.’

Such was Hitler’s hatred of the Weimar government he decided to overthrow it. On the evening of 8
November 1923, he led a group of 600 Storm Troopers and together they burst into a Munich beer ha
meeting. The 34-year-old Hitler fired two shots from his revolver into the ceiling, declaring that he
was the new leader of the German government and that the ‘national revolution has begun.’

The Munich Putsch, 9 November 1923
Bundesarchiv, Bild 146-2007-0003 / Unknown / CC-BY-SA

Meanwhile, Röhm had seized the city’s war ministry. Hitler had expected the support of the army and
the Bavarian police and then to march on to Berlin. But the support never materialized and the
following day, as Hitler led 300 Nazis through the streets of Munich to meet Röhm, the police blocke
their way. The Nazis refused to stop and the police opened fired, killing sixteen and wounding many
more. Hitler hurled himself to the ground, dislocating his shoulder, then tried to make a run for it, bu
was caught and arrested. It was later claimed he was trying to get a wounded child to a hospital. The
Munich Putsch may have failed but Hitler learnt a useful lesson – that power could not be secured
through force but would have to be earned through legitimate means and the ballot box.

Mein Kampf: ‘Lies, Stupidity and Cowardice.’

Hitler was tried for high treason and could have faced the death penalty but got away with a lenient
sentence of five years. He served less than nine months. Although frequently depressed and talking o
suicide, Hitler used his time in prison constructively, dictating to Hess his autobiographical,
ideological rant, Mein Kampf. Published in two volumes, the first on 18 July 1925, the second in 1926
it was originally entitled My 4½ Year Struggle Against Lies, Stupidity and Cowardice; the new title
being suggested by his publisher.
Much of it is devoted to race; the need for a pure race of German Aryans, untainted by the blood of
different races. The Aryan race was of the highest order, the ‘bearers of culture’; the Jewish race
(Hitler defined Jews by race not religion) of the lowest. The aim was to eliminate the Jews (referred t
throughout the book by various unpleasant metaphors: parasites, germs, vermin) from society. He
expanded on many of the themes of the Nazi manifesto, including Lebensraum, the union of all
German-speaking people and the treachery of the Treaty of Versailles. Mein Kampf sold poorly at firs
and a second book, written in 1928, was never published. However, by 1939, with Hitler firmly in
power, it outsold all other titles in Germany with the exception of the Bible.

The Ruhr: An Economic Downturn

The Weimar government was struggling to pay the reparations demanded by the Treaty of Versailles.
The views of the Allied powers differed: the US had taken the isolationist route and paid little interes
to what was happening in Europe; while Italy was in the midst of a fascist takeover. Britain felt that
Versailles had been too harsh and sought reconciliation with the Germans, and advocated a reduction
in reparations to aid the recovery of the Germany economy, which, in turn, would benefit the econom
of Europe as a whole. Only the French were determined that Germany should fully meet her
obligations.
In 1923 the Ruhr industrialists had stopped supplying France the requisite quota of German coal.
The French and Belgium governments, angered by this breaking of the rules, sent troops into the
region (pictured below). When the German workers of the Ruhr, affronted by this occupation, refused
to work for the French, the French government sent in its own workforce. The occupation of the Ruhr
caused chaos for Germany’s economy, triggering a period of high unemployment and hyperinflation.
The inflation wiped lifetime savings out overnight: in 1921 the mark was worth one dollar. Two year
later it was an unimaginable 4,000,000,000,000 to the dollar.

French soldiers during the occupation of the Ruhr, 1924
Bundesarchiv, Bild 102-00654 / CC-BY-SA

America began to realize, as had the British, that an economically unstable Germany would be
detrimental to all Europe and tasked Charles Dawes, an American banker, to formulate a recovery
programme. The Dawes Plan had the desired effect and from 1924 Germany enjoyed a period of
relative prosperity. American loans and investment brought inflation down to a manageable level and
unemployment fell. With American money, Germany began paying the French, Belgian and British

reparations, albeit at a lesser rate, and the Allied nations, in turn, were able to start repaying their war
debts to the US. It was an unending circular movement of money. By 1925 the French and Belgians
had withdrawn from the Ruhr.
On the international stage too, relations between Germany and its European neighbours became les
tense, ending Germany’s sense of isolation, and leading, in 1926, to Germany joining the League of
Nations. In 1929, based on the recommendation of the American commissioned Young Plan (after its
author Owen D. Young), reparations were cut by 75 per cent. Following the Great Depression
payments were suspended for a year and by 1931 reparations were dropped altogether. Germany had
paid back only an eighth of the original demand.
Following the failed Munich Putsch, Hitler’s name had become known throughout Germany.
However, during the Weimar years of relative economic stability the Nazis were marginalized and,
even on Hitler’s release, lacked electoral support, rarely polling more than 3 per cent throughout the
1920s.

The Great Depression: The Crash

It was the knock-on effect of America’s Great Depression that changed the political landscape in
Germany. Following the Wall Street Crash of October 1929 America called in its worldwide loans on
which Germany, especially, was overly reliant. The stable years had come to an abrupt halt.
Unemployment soared – in one month alone, January 1930, unemployment rose from 1.5 million t
2.5 million; by 1931, 4 million were unemployed; and by 1933, 6 million. The Weimar government, i
an attempt to keep things under control, adopted a policy of deflation, causing severe wage cuts and
further unemployment. Businesses went bankrupt, banks collapsed.
The Weimar government had failed its people. The country was in economic ruin, people’s
livelihoods were shattered, and the nation, still burdened with the humiliation of Versailles, was
fearful of the communists and the Jews. They looked for an alternative and that alternative lay in
Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party.
As unemployment rocketed so did the number of Nazi Party members, rising from about 120,000
members in mid-1929 to over a million within a year. This was reflected in the elections – from 2.5
per cent of the vote in May 1928 to over 18 per cent in September 1930.

Nazi Elections: ‘He can lick stamps with my head on them.’

However, it was 1932 that saw the rise of the Nazi Party into a prominent political force. In the July
1932 Reichstag elections the Nazi Party polled almost 40 per cent of the vote, making it the most
powerful party. There was a slight dip in the elections four months later but the party still had enough
electoral clout that Hitler, as dictated by the Weimar constitution, should have been appointed
chancellor. But the Weimar president, the 84-year-old Paul von Hindenburg, was reluctant to appoint
the former corporal: ‘That man a chancellor?’ he said, ‘I’ll make him a postmaster and he can lick
stamps with my head on them.’
Hindenburg replaced the serving chancellor, Franz von Papen, with Kurt von Schleicher (whom
Hitler ordered to be murdered on 30 June 1934 during the ‘Night of the Long Knives’). Von Papen,
believing the Nazis were already a spent force after the fall in the Nazi vote in November 1932,
decided to work with Hitler as his vice-chancellor. Von Papen persuaded the President that he, not
Hitler, would have the real power. Hitler, von Papen argued, needed to be contained and this would be
far easier with Hitler working inside the government than agitating from outside. ‘In two months,’
said von Papen, ‘we’ll have pushed Hitler into a corner where he can squeal to his heart’s content.’
Reluctantly, Hindenburg agreed. And so on 30 January 1933, Hitler was appointed chancellor withi
a coalition government. He had done it: Hitler had achieved what he had striven for since 1923 –
power through legitimate means. That evening, 30 January, Hitler looked out from his balcony at the
Chancellery (pictured below). Beneath him filed past thousands of torch-bearing Nazis. This was thei
moment of triumph, the day of national exultation; the Nazi era had begun and their mood was
jubilant.

Celebrations following Hitler’s appointment as chancellor, 30 January 1933
Bundesarchiv, Bild 146-1972-026-11 / Sennecke, Robert / CC-BY-SA

Von Papen was to soon realize the folly of his intrigue – it was he, not Hitler, who was pushed into a
corner and who would become an inconsequential figure. Barely a month after Hitler’s appointment
came the Reichstag Fire (pictured below), started, whether accidentally or not, by 24-year-old Marinu
van der Lubbe, a Dutch arsonist who may or may not have been a communist. Rumours persisted that
it was the Nazis themselves that set the parliament building ablaze.

The Reichstag Fire, February 1933

Either way, Hitler saw it as a ‘God-given signal’ and made political capital of it, blaming the
communists, having all political opponents rounded up and beaten and put into ‘protective custody’.
Hindenburg, increasingly senile, accepted Hitler’s request following the fire for a decree suspending
all political and civil liberties as a ‘temporary’ measure for the ‘protection of the people and state’.
These temporary measures were never revoked. A year later van der Lubbe was executed.
In March the last parliamentary elections took place. Only Hitler, it was claimed, could save
Germany from the communists, and the SA, using violence and intimidation, silenced all other partie
The Nazis polled 44 per cent of the vote, not enough for a majority but enough to squash any future
political resistance.

Enabling Act: ‘Fanatics, hooligans and eccentrics have got the upper
hand.’

The post of chancellor was one that lasted for four years before another election. But Hitler requested
more than the prescribed amount of time to deal with the nation’s problems. He proposed the Enablin
Act in order to allow him greater time and to dispense with the constitution and the electoral system.
Constitutionally, Hitler needed a two-thirds majority to pass the act. Having bullied and threatened
any potential opposition into silence, the Reichstag convened in the Berlin Opera House, its grand ha
lined with Storm Troopers. Only the Socialist Democrats were brave enough to vote against the
proposal but the act was easily passed by 441 votes to 84. There would be neither more elections nor
constitution to keep Hitler in check. The Reichstag had, in effect, voted away its power.
Within a matter of weeks it had become illegal to criticize the government. A new secret police
force was established, the Gestapo, which immediately began arresting ‘unreliable’ persons. Dachau,
the first concentration camp, was opened within weeks of the Nazis coming to power, to cater for the
custody. Trade unions were banned, freedom of the press curtailed, and all other political parties
declared illegal, leaving only the Nazi Party. Germany had become a one-party state with Hitler its
dictator.
The British ambassador to Germany watched these developments with increasing alarm and, havin
seen Hitler rip up the constitution, wrote: ‘We are living in a country [Germany] where fanatics,
hooligans and eccentrics have got the upper hand.’

The First Anti-Jew Laws: ‘Non-citizens’.

With the Enabling Act of March 1933 in place, the first of over 400 anti-Jewish measures were
introduced. Now classed as ‘Non-Aryans’, the Jews were banned from teaching, receiving a universit
education, working in the civil service, media and the military and from owning businesses. Books by
Jewish authors were banned, including works by Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud. The Jewish
population suffered daily torment and anti-Semitic hysteria triggered a mass exodus of Jews from
Germany. Of the half-million Jews in Germany in 1933, about 280,000 had emigrated by 1939, amon
them Albert Einstein and Marlene Dietrich. Many emigrated to the US but others chose eastern
Europe where, once the war had broken out, they were soon caught in the Nazi war machine.
In September 1935, the same month as the swastika became the official flag of Germany, the
Nuremberg Race Laws came into effect, legitimizing anti-Semitism as part of the Nazi state. Deemed
as ‘non-citizens’, Jews were denied German citizenship and all political and civil rights. The laws
drew up definitions of Jewishness (depending on parents and grandparents), and prohibited marriage
between Jews and Germans. Despite his rabid hatred of Jews, Hitler was, at this stage, still a relative
moderate in how far to push state-sponsored anti-Semitism, resisting calls from within his party for
more radical measures. Of the four drafts of the Nuremberg Laws presented to him, Hitler chose the
most moderate. His moderation was motivated purely by diplomatic concerns, not wanting to overly
outrage international opinion. He ordered, for example, a temporary suspension of media-led antiSemitism during the Berlin Olympics of 1936.

Night of the Long Knives: ‘The Führer’s soldierly decision and exemplary
courage.’

Hitler’s power was now almost absolute. But the excesses of the SA were troubling him. Their
violence, which once, as a revolutionary, Hitler would have endorsed, had become an embarrassment
Having gained power Hitler wanted to win over the German people and international opinion through
legitimate means, not by force. Still led by Röhm, the SA felt that Hitler was going soft and had not
given them their due reward for helping the Nazis into power. They started talking of a ‘second
revolution’ with Röhm the leader of the People’s Party, which greatly alarmed the industrialists and
businessmen that Hitler had managed to woo. Röhm wanted also to merge the army with the SA unde
his command, which, in turn, alarmed the army and its chief, Werner von Blomberg.
In April 1934, Hitler and Blomberg signed a secret pact. Hitler promised Blomberg and the army
full control of the military (ahead of Röhm’s SA), and, in return, Blomberg told Hitler that he could
rely on the army’s support when the time came for Hitler to claim the presidency following the
anticipated death of 86-year-old Hindenburg. Himmler, as head of the SS (a similar but rival group to
the SA), and Göring, also feared Röhm. Between them, they concocted false evidence that Röhm was
planning a coup against Hitler. The SA’s agitation was beginning to threaten the country’s stability,
and Hindenburg (pictured with Hitler below) threatened to bring in martial law unless Hitler could
bring the situation under control. In other words – deal with Röhm and the SA.

Hindenburg and Hitler, March 1933 (with Blomberg in the middle)
Bundesarchiv, Bild 102-16082 / Unknown / CC-BY-SA

On the weekend of 30 June–1 July 1934, in what was to become known as the ‘Night of the Long
Knives’, Hitler acted. Members of the SS stormed a hotel in the village of Bad Wiessee where the SA
had gathered for a weekend of homosexual debauchery, pulled Röhm and his henchmen from their
beds and had them arrested. They were all promptly executed, including Röhm who, having failed the
opportunity to take his own life, was shot.
Hitler took the opportunity to purge anyone whom he disliked or had crossed him in the past,
including the last chancellor of the Weimar Republic, Kurt von Schleicher. The ‘Night of the Long
Knives’ claimed over 200 lives. Hindenburg congratulated his chancellor for having acted so swiftly.
The army, relieved to be freed from its main rival, sided with Hitler, and Blomberg applauded the
‘Führer’s soldierly decision and exemplary courage’.
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