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A crowd outside the Bürgerbräukeller, shown here in 1923. “In Bavaria, there is no politics without beer,” wrote the Catalan newspaper La Veu de Catalunya.
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To Van King, in loving memory



This was the most important political trial of the twentieth century. It opened the way for Hitler’s criminal regime.

—OTTO GRITSCHNEDER
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MUNICH, 1923–1924: CAST OF CHARACTERS

Amann, Max Staff sergeant in Hitler’s regiment during the First World War. He now manages the business operations for the Nazi Party office.

Bechstein, Helene Wife of a Berlin piano manufacturer and an influential society hostess.

Berchtold, Josef Cigar dealer who commands the newly formed Stosstrupp Hitler, or “Hitler Assault Squad.”

Brückner, Wilhelm Leader of the Munich regiment of Storm Troopers.

Danner, Jakob Ritter von Major general, commander of the Munich city garrison.

Ebert, Friedrich A Social Democrat Party functionary who became the first president of the German Republic.

Ehard, Hans Deputy prosecutor in the trial of Adolf Hitler and later prime minister of Bavaria.

Esser, Hermann A young journalist and rabble-rousing orator in the Nazi Party.

Feder, Gottfried Owner of a construction firm and early economic adviser to Hitler.

Frank, Hans Law student who marched with a Storm Trooper unit.

Frick, Wilhelm Head of the political intelligence office at the Munich police.

Gademann, Otto Defense lawyer for Hermann Kriebel.

Göring, Carin Swedish aristocrat who fell in love with Hermann Göring and helped him escape Munich after the putsch.

Göring, Hermann Flamboyant wartime pilot and socially prominent recruit to the Nazi Party who commands the Storm Troopers.

Götz, Georg Defense lawyer for Wilhelm Frick.

Graf, Ulrich Bodyguard to Adolf Hitler.

Gürtner, Franz Bavaria’s nationalistic minister of justice.

Hanfstaengl (“Putzi”), Ernst Harvard-educated scion of a prominent publishing family.

Hanfstaengl, Helen Niemeyer American-born wife of Ernst Hanfstaengl who hides Hitler from the police.

Hemmeter, Walther Defense lawyer for Ernst Pöhner and Robert Wagner.

Hemmrich, Franz Prison guard at Landsberg.

Hess, Rudolf Student at Munich University who already shows a fanatical loyalty to Hitler.

Himmler, Heinrich A young member of Captain Röhm’s paramilitary squad, the Reichskriegsflagge, or “Imperial Battle Flag.”

Hitler, Adolf Thirty-four-year-old Austrian-born demagogue and fanatical anti-Semite who chairs the Nazi Party.

Hoffmann, Heinrich Photographer who enjoys the exclusive right to photograph Adolf Hitler.

Holl, Alfred Defense lawyer for Friedrich Weber.

Imhoff, Sigmund Freiherr Major in the Bavarian state police.

Kahr, Gustav Ritter von Bavarian politician appointed to the newly created position of general state commissioner with expansive executive powers.

Knilling, Eugen Ritter von Bavaria’s conservative prime minister who had played an important role in appointing Gustav von Kahr as general state commissioner.

Kohl, Karl Defense lawyer for Wilhelm Brückner.

Kriebel, Hermann Lieutenant colonel (retired) who serves as military commander of the Kampfbund, or “Combat League.”

Leybold, Otto Warden at Landsberg Prison.

Lossow, Hermann von Head of Bavarian military. He works closely with the general state commissioner, Gustav von Kahr, and the head of the state police, Colonel Hans von Seisser.

Ludendorff, Erich Quartermaster general for the German Army during the First World War and idol to the far right.

Luetgebrune, Walter One of two defense counsels for General Erich Ludendorff. The other one was Willibald von Zezschwitz.

Maurice, Emil Matchmaker, chauffeur, and brawler in the Stosstrupp Hitler, or “Hitler Assault Squad.”

Mayer, Hellmuth Defense counsel for Friedrich Weber. He is joined by Alfred Holl.

Murphy, Robert Twenty-nine-year-old American vice consul who went from one beer city, Milwaukee, to another, Munich.

Neithardt, Georg Superior court director and presiding judge in the trial of Adolf Hitler.

Pacelli, Eugenio Papal nuncio in Munich and later Pope Pius XII.

Pernet, Heinz Stepson to General Erich Ludendorff.

Pöhner, Ernst Former president of Munich police who serves as a judge on the Bavarian Supreme Court.

Roder, Lorenz Defense attorney for Adolf Hitler. He also helps defend Ernst Pöhner and Wilhelm Frick.

Röhm, Ernst Captain in the Reichswehr who heads the paramilitary society Reichskriegsflagge, or “Imperial Battle Flag.”

Rosenberg, Alfred The viciously anti-Semitic German Balt editor of the Nazi newspaper, Völkischer Beobacher.

Scheubner-Richter, Max Erwin von German Balt intriguer active in Munich’s far right and Russian émigré circles.

Schramm, Christoph Chief counsel for Captain Ernst Röhm.

Schweyer, Franz Bavaria’s minister of the interior who had long been critical of Hitler and the Nazi Party.

Seeckt, Hans von Commander-in-chief of the German Reichswehr.

von Seisser, Hans Ritter Head of Bavarian state police, close ally to Gustav von Kahr and Hermann von Lossow.

Stenglein, Ludwig Chief prosecutor in the Hitler trial. His deputy was Hans Ehard.

Streicher, Julius Headmaster of a Nuremberg elementary school and publisher of the virulently anti-Semitic Der Stürmer.

Stresemann, Gustav Chancellor and then foreign minister of Germany.

Wagner, Robert Student at Munich’s infantry officer training academy.

Weber, Friedrich Veterinarian and political leader of the paramilitary society Bund Oberland.

Zezschwitz, Willibald von One of the two defense counsels for General Erich Ludendorff.


Prologue

A large crowd gathered on the usually quiet Blutenburgstrasse west of Munich’s city center. Mounted guards, plainclothes detectives, and two battalions of state police troops patrolled outside the redbrick building. Nobody was allowed to enter without the proper stamped pass and accompanying photo identification. Once inside, in a small room down the long corridor, security personnel checked for hand grenades in purses or daggers in stockings.

It was February 26, 1924, the first day of the anticipated high-treason trial that would mesmerize the country. According to tips picked up by the Munich police, thugs and hooligans planned to swarm into town, disrupt the proceedings, free the accused, and perhaps even stage another insurrection.

Just before eight thirty that morning, the defendant, Adolf Hitler, entered the packed courtroom. He wore a black suit with an Iron Cross First Class and an Iron Cross Second Class pinned to his jacket. His hair was slicked to the left and his mustache was clipped short and square, in a style derided as “a snot brake.”

He stood five-nine and tipped the scales at 170 pounds, the heaviest he had been in his life. Still, he looked small and insignificant, concluded a reporter for Berlin’s Vossische Zeitung—and much less imposing in person than was suggested by the photographs circulated by the banned National Socialist Party. On the way to his seat in the front, Hitler stopped to kiss the hands of a few women in the audience. It must have been his Austrian manners, a correspondent for Paris’s Le Matin said.

Nine of the ten defendants had come that morning, like Hitler, from their temporary holding cells in the building. The tenth and final defendant, however, arrived by limousine. This was Gen. Erich Ludendorff, victor of the eastern front in the First World War and architect of the bold strategy that almost won the war in the west. Instead, his series of risky offensives in the spring of 1918 had exhausted Germany’s dwindling resources and, some critics added, doomed the country to defeat.

Stern and stout with close-cropped white hair, Ludendorff seemed like the archetypal brash and arrogant Prussian. He strode into the room, “proud and sneering,” the United Press correspondent put it, as if serenely aloof from the world around him. His thin mustache swirled up over a hefty double chin emerging from his high collar. Ludendorff took his seat in the front next to Hitler, looking, as German nationalist Kurt Lüdecke later said, like “a tower that defies the world.”

To try the country’s most prominent commander for high treason was certainly going to be a sensation. But few people in the courtroom that morning expected that the real star to emerge in the legal drama would be the private first class at his side.

On the eve of the trial, Adolf Hitler was a minor, if ambitious, local party leader idolized by a relatively small number of supporters. His name was still sometimes misspelled in the international press, and his background bungled—if he was mentioned at all, that is, besides in jest at leading his followers in what the New York Times dubbed a “Bavarian Opera Bouffe.” Once the trial began, those days would be numbered.

As the judges prepared to make their entrance, the two sets of doors on the side of the room were shut as a safety precaution. The foreign correspondent of the Associated Press watched Hitler and Ludendorff shake hands and chat amicably beforehand. Ludendorff looked cool. Hitler, on the other hand, appeared agitated and showed signs of emotional strain. There was good reason for his concern.

If the verdict were guilty, Article 81 of the Criminal Code stipulated a maximum punishment of life imprisonment. But for Hitler, who was born in Austria and still did not have German citizenship, there was a second relevant law. Section 9, Paragraph 2 of the Law for the Protection of the Republic called for foreigners convicted of high treason to be deported after serving their sentence.

Would Hitler now be convicted, imprisoned, deported, and then forgotten?

This was the fate he feared the most on the morning the trial began.


PART I

THE BEER HALL


1.

BÜRGERBRÄUKELLER


At the edge of large cities, where streetlamps are scarce and policemen walk by twos, are houses where you mount till you can mount no further, up and up into attics under the roof, where pale young geniuses, criminals of the dream, sit with folded arms and brood . . .

— THOMAS MANN, “AT THE PROPHET’S”


November 8, 1923

At about ten o’clock on a chilly, gray morning, the normally late-rising Adolf Hitler woke with a splitting headache and a sharp pain in his mouth. For days, he had refused to seek medical help for his toothache. There was no time, he said, for a trip to the dentist.

The thirty-four-year-old Hitler rented a small back bedroom in an apartment at Thierschstrasse 41. About eight feet by fifteen feet, the room was sparsely decorated, with little more than a chair, a table, a bookcase, and a large bed with a headboard that partially blocked the single window. Drawings were tacked up on the walls, and worn rugs covered the linoleum floor. He rarely entertained visitors there, though for his most recent birthday, he had packed the space with flowers and cakes decorated with swastikas in whipped cream.

After belting his trench coat and looping his riding whip around his wrist, Hitler rushed over to the offices of the Völkischer Beobachter, the National Socialist Party newspaper, at Schellingstrasse 39. This was just north of Munich’s medieval center and a few blocks away from one of the city’s grand boulevards. In the bare, whitewashed room on the second floor sat the introspective thirty-year-old editor, Alfred Rosenberg, a Baltic German who already thought of himself as the philosopher of the party. He wore a violet shirt with a brown vest, a blue jacket, and a bright-red tie. A pistol lay on his desk, serving as a makeshift paperweight to a stack of papers.

Rosenberg was deep in conversation with another member of the party, the thirty-five-year-old half-American, Ernst Hanfstaengl, a tall and flamboyant Harvard-educated dilettante who came from a family that owned a prominent art-reproduction firm. The two men discussed the morning’s paper, which, in the runaway inflation that gripped the country, cost 5 billion marks. This was still 3 billion marks cheaper than its Socialist rival, the Münchener Post.

Rosenberg and Hanfstaengl stopped their conversation when they heard Hitler stomping up and down the corridor, shouting, “Where is Captain Göring?”

No one knew. Hermann Göring was often late, or out of the office enjoying lunches with friends, usually at Munich’s most expensive restaurants. That morning, however, Göring was at home in the suburb of Obermenzing with his Swedish wife, Carin, who was suffering from pneumonia.

Rosenberg and Hanfstaengl rose when Hitler entered the room. Hitler swore the men to secrecy and went straight to the point: Rosenberg was to draw up a series of posters and spearhead a special edition of the newspaper. Hanfstaengl would be in charge of alerting the foreign press in his most subtle, discreet manner about the importance of being at the Bürgerbräu beer cellar that evening without revealing why. After that, both men were to report there at seven sharp and bring their pistols.

“The moment for action has come,” Hitler said. “You know what that means.”

AROUND EIGHT O’CLOCK on that black, virtually starless night, a flashy red Benz pulled up to the entrance of the Bürgerbräukeller, located about a mile south of the city center. Beer halls, like this one, were popular venues for political meetings, with promises of ample food, drink, space, and, it was hoped, a lively atmosphere conducive to rallying the party faithful. They were also, increasingly, providing opportunities for disrupting the gatherings of rivals.

But the crowd that night was far larger than anyone had expected. There had been only one small notice in a single newspaper, München-Augsburger Abendzeitung, and about fifty invitations, mostly sent at the last minute. An estimated three thousand people, however, had thronged its premises for that night’s political rally.

Munich city police officers had been turning people away for the last forty-five minutes. A crowd now spilled outside onto the stone steps below police lines and onto the street, stretching as far away as the tram tracks.

The door to the Benz opened and out came Hitler, only to be, as he put it, “mobbed by a huge crowd,” yelling and pushing its way forward, hoping that he would help them gain entrance. He was only a guest himself, Hitler said, and had no authority to issue invitations. He walked straight ahead to the arched gateway into the beer hall.

With Rosenberg in tow, Hitler entered the Bürgerbräu’s banquet hall, a dark, gloomy room permeated with a haze of cigarette and cigar smoke. At the far end, a brass band thumped out oompah music. Waitresses, loaded with armfuls of beer steins, circulated around the wooden tables. Wafts of oxen steak and sauerbraten filled the air.

There were politicians, diplomats, journalists, bankers, brewers, and businessmen, many of the men in dark suits or military uniforms and the women in furs, jewels, and long evening dresses. The cloakroom was lined with swords, top hats, and military dress coats. All the political and patriotic elite of Germany’s preeminent beer city seemed to be present, said a reporter from Münchener Zeitung.

That is, except for the evening’s speaker, Bavaria’s general state commissioner, Gustav Ritter von Kahr, who was scheduled to address his supporters in what was expected to be an important talk. He was already more than thirty minutes late and the crowd was getting restless.

Kahr, a short, dark-haired sixty-one-year-old man in a black frock coat, finally entered the crowded hall. He was accompanied by Bavaria’s highest-ranking military commander, the monocled and saber-scarred Gen. Otto Hermann von Lossow, who appeared in uniform with dress sword at his side. Both leaders managed to reach the front of the room only with the help of a police escort.

After a brief introduction by the event’s organizer, a tobacco merchant named Eugen Zentz, Kahr stepped up to the podium to give, or rather read, his speech. It was long, dry, and poorly delivered. He spoke of the rise and rule of Marxism, and how Munich would have to resist this “contagion” and “quintessential evil.” A police informer in the audience compared this speech to a history lecture as dry as straw.

“Does anyone understand what Kahr is talking about?” Hitler asked, also unimpressed.

As planned, Hitler, Rosenberg, and a small circle of supporters had gathered in the vestibule. They looked too conspicuous, Hanfstaengl thought, after he finally gained entrance, bringing a few newspaper reporters with him. He maneuvered his way to the bar and returned, carrying a round of beers that cost billions of marks.

“In Munich,” Hanfstaengl later said, “no one will suspect anyone with his nose in a stein of beer of having ulterior motives.”

Leaning against a column, Hitler sipped and waited.

AT AN EMPTY factory yard on a nearby street, a twenty-six-year-old cigar dealer, Josef Berchtold, was passing out rifles, machine guns, stick grenades, and ammunition. The small, elite unit he commanded was the Stosstrupp Hitler, or the Hitler Assault Squad, which had been founded six months earlier and consisted of men selected primarily for their courage and loyalty.

Trained for street fights or confrontations in closed spaces such as a beer hall, this squad of about 125 men was often used for “specially dangerous work,” such as serving in the vanguard of an action, or coming in at the end to mop up. They wore a field gray military uniform, high black boots, and a ski cap adorned with a silver death’s head on a red background. The Stosstrupp Hitler would form the original core of the SS, or Schutzstaffel, the murderous “protection squad” of the Nazi Party.

Next to Berchtold was a broad-shouldered man wearing a steel helmet adorned with a large white swastika and sporting an officer’s sword at his side. This was the thirty-year-old captain Hermann Göring, a war ace who had succeeded Baron Manfred von Richthofen as commander of the renowned Flying Circus squadron when the “Red Baron” crashed in April 1918. Göring had joined Hitler’s party almost one year before, becoming instantly its most socially prominent member.

Göring was not yet the overweight morphine addict with a ring on every finger who looked like a “madam of a brothel,” as Rebecca West later described him. He was a dashing, swaggering thrill-seeker celebrated in Munich salons as a “knight of the air.” He had received Germany’s highest military decoration, the Pour le Mérite, and boasted of personally shooting down no fewer than twenty-seven planes in his career. After the war, he had moved to Denmark and then Sweden, where he worked as a stunt flyer, a charter pilot, and a sales representative for the Fokker airplane manufacturer.

Eight months before, Göring had been named leader of the large and often disorderly Sturmabteilung—the Storm Division or “Storm Troopers.” This organization, founded in early 1920 as a “hall protection” force for the National Socialist Party, had developed into a “Sports and Gymnastics” section that focused on training its men in boxing, jiu jitsu, and calisthenics. It had since taken on a more militaristic organization with companies, battalions, and regiments, and received its name in honor of an elite German commando unit of the First World War.

The Storm Troopers wore gray, mainly war surplus uniforms, with ski caps, wind jackets, and a ten-centimeter-wide red band with an encircled swastika on the left arm. Their infamous brown shirts—inspired by the attire of German colonial troops in East Africa—would appear in the coming months and be officially adopted in 1926. An American who observed these gangs goose-stepping down the streets of Munich and shouting, “Death to the Jews!” called them the “toughest roughnecks” he had ever seen.

Under Göring’s command, the Storm Troopers excelled at the improvised weapons of a beer hall brawl: broken chair legs, heavy steins, and concealed knives, blackjacks, billy clubs, brass knuckles, and firearms. “Cruelty impresses,” Hitler said, instructing the troops in this private army never to leave a fight “unless carried out dead.”

While Göring and Berchtold discussed last-minute arrangements, one of their men returned from reconnoitering the area to report that the police had finally dispersed the crowd in front of the Bürgerbräu. The entrance was now clear. What’s more, only about a dozen municipal police officers had been spotted outside.

Berchtold glanced at his watch. He and Göring ordered everyone onto the waiting trucks.

MOMENTS LATER, THE glow of headlights was illuminating a dimly lit side street off Rosenheimerstrasse. A convoy of four flatbed trucks pulled up to the Bürgerbräu’s front entrance, stopping in the middle of the street.

“Out of the way—you there!” Josef Berchtold shouted at the handful of Munich police officers. The Stosstrupp Hitler bounded out of the first vehicle, wielding tommy guns and bayonets. Several of the policemen thought that the men were the German Army. The police were, as the commander Berchtold put it, “amazed and unprepared”—and soon also overpowered.

Göring drew his sword and jumped off his truck’s running board. He shouted something about the Berlin government being overthrown and his men only recognizing the regime of Ludendorff and Hitler. Two dozen men followed him into the building, yelling, “Heil Hitler!”

By 8:25 p.m., about one hundred men had dispersed throughout the premises to block exits, seize telephones, cover the windows, and line the walls in the main room. A small group carried swastika banners, and a handful of other men carted a heavy machine gun over the gravel path into the beer hall.

Hitler had by now removed his trench coat to reveal an oversized black morning coat. Pinned to his chest were an Iron Cross First Class and an Iron Cross Second Class. He took a last sip from his beer stein, and, it was said, smashed it to the floor. Drawing his Browning pistol and pointing it toward the ceiling, Hitler walked in the direction of the banquet room.

Immediately behind him was his bodyguard, Ulrich Graf, or “Red,” a forty-five-year-old butcher and former amateur boxer who sported a bushy handlebar mustache. Several other men followed. “Watch out so that we don’t get shot in the back,” Hitler said to Graf.

At the podium, the speaker, Gustav von Kahr, looking up from his stack of papers, saw “a kind of narrow path” cutting its way through the crowd. He first thought it was Communist hecklers, as did General von Lossow, who was seated with several military officers near the steps to the stage.

The shouting sounded like an argument that was quickly escalating. “Halt!” “Get back!” “What do you want?” Patrons stood on the round wooden tables and chairs hoping to discover the cause of the commotion. Karl Alexander von Müller, professor of history at Munich University, saw a sea of steel helmets in the smoke-filled room. He could also make out the blood-red swastika bands on their arms.

Kahr stood frozen. The men, carrying an array of firearms, pushed their way forward, knocking over chairs and tables, sending plates of food and steins of beer to the floor. For the shocked audience, it looked like they were about to witness an assassination.

At this point, the occasional scream gave way to confusion and panic. The Storm Troopers had assembled the heavy machine gun in the vestibule, its barrel aimed at the crowd.

When he reached the front, about five or six steps from the platform, Hitler stood on a chair and shouted something, probably demanding silence, though his voice was lost in the tumult. A pistol was fired into the ceiling. Several eyewitnesses near the stage said the shot came from one of Hitler’s associates, perhaps his bodyguard. The crowd was still not silenced, so Hitler raised the Browning into the air and pulled the trigger, sending a second shot into the ceiling.

Hopping down from the chair, he scrambled across a table toward the stage. A policeman, Maj. Franz Hunglinger, blocked his way. Hitler lowered the pistol to the officer’s forehead and ordered him to step aside. Col. Hans Ritter von Seisser, the head of the state police, motioned for the officer to obey.

“The national revolution has broken out!” Hitler screamed from the front of the banquet room. Six hundred armed men have surrounded the beer hall, and no one is to leave. The governments in Bavaria and Berlin have been overthrown, he shouted in a shrill, rasping voice, and the army barracks and police headquarters have been occupied. All of this was, of course, a bluff, but he hoped that it would be true soon enough. He was sweating considerably. He looked crazy, drunk, or both.

He turned to three of Bavaria’s most powerful men, all in the front: Gustav von Kahr, General von Lossow, and Colonel von Seisser. Hitler wanted them to join him in a small side room that Rudolf Hess had booked earlier that day. It would take only ten minutes, he said.

The leaders hesitated but then complied, slowly exiting the banquet hall.


2.

STARVING TRILLIONAIRES


It was quite a thrill to raise a trillion.

—ROBERT MURPHY, US VICE CONSUL TO MUNICH, PLAYING POKER IN THE AUTUMN OF 1923


Nestled at the foot of the Alps, Munich was an opulent, baroque, and neoclassical gem teeming with cafés, cabarets, beer gardens, art galleries, and opera houses. Its population had soared over the last century, rising from a provincial marketplace of 34,000 people to a royal metropolis of about 600,000. The king of Bavaria, Ludwig I, and his successors of the Wittelsbach dynasty, had enriched the city with lavish cultural patronage that earned Munich the sobriquet “Athens on the Isar.”

In 1871, when Prussian chancellor Otto von Bismarck united Germany into a single state for the first time in its history, Munich had been brought virtually kicking and screaming into the federation. Prussia dominated the new country—its territory alone surpassed the other twenty-four states put together. Munich suddenly found itself on the periphery. No longer the capital of a sovereign state, it had become a distant third to the larger, richer, and more influential northern cities of Berlin and Hamburg.

As if to compensate for this loss of status, Munich reveled in its uniqueness as a city of art and beer, warmth and hospitality. By the turn of the century, Munich had drifted further away from the capital. Broad social and cultural differences separated the more traditional, agricultural, and easygoing Catholic south from the militaristic, industrial, and brash Protestant north. One of the worst insults in Munich was to call someone a “Prussian pig.”

The First World War had strained this already tense relationship to a breaking point. Like many places in Germany, Munich had at first welcomed the war with enthusiasm, expecting the struggle to be both victorious and short. Instead, the war had dragged on and brought a host of hardships: scarcities, rationing, the black-market economy, and the proliferation of ersatz commodities that made its coffee taste like turnips and beer like dishwater. The British blockade had exacerbated all the difficulties. Some three-fourths of a million people around the country died from malnutrition.

The capital, in addition to creating unrealistic expectations, had overextended the federal bureaucracy in the management of the war effort. In the process, it had become an easy target for the hungry and discontented. In fact, for many people in Munich, Berlin had begun to appear as more of an enemy than the Allied Powers. It was the Prussian government that both launched and lost the war. News of German victories on the battlefield, moreover, had been so amplified—and defeats so heavily censored—that the surrender came as a genuine shock.

The country paid a terrible price in the 1,560 days of war, suffering around 2 million deaths, and almost 5 million casualties. By the fall of 1918, the war was costing the country 136 million marks a day. The government, which had financed the war by borrowing, was deep in debt. Interest payments alone exceeded the entire prewar federal budget. The economy was in shambles, infrastructure in tatters, and trust in authorities shattered.

Then, after all the bloodshed and sacrifice, the Berlin government dared to sign the Treaty of Versailles. At the stroke of a pen, Germany would be stripped of 10 percent of its population, 13 percent of its territory, all of its overseas colonies, and virtually its entire military except for a token 100,000 men. The country was to have no airplanes, submarines, tanks, heavy artillery, or ships larger than 10,000 tons either. Article 231 declared Germany alone responsible for the war and saddled it with a reparations bill that would eventually surpass $33 billion. For many Germans, it was a “peace of shame” and an unparalleled national humiliation.

The monarchy and Great Power status were gone. Germany was no longer the continent’s richest and most powerful state. The victorious Entente prattled on about the principle of national self-determination, but then, when it redrew the map of Europe, handed over German-speaking populations to France, Belgium, Italy, Denmark, the re-created kingdom of Poland, and the new state of Czechoslovakia. A wide gulf indeed seemed to separate the victors’ lofty ideals and their actions, which were loudly criticized as hypocritical and unjust.

To the horror of monarchists and militarists alike, Germany was now a republic for the first time in its history. Worse for them, it was ruled by the country’s first Socialist leadership, as the Social Democratic Party had recently come to prominence in Berlin and several industrial cities in the north and west. The Socialist leaders of the young republic had been ushered into power in time to sign the armistice, allowing the German military to avoid the stigma of defeat and, at the same time, providing Munich another reason to despise the politicians of Berlin.

BY THE AUTUMN of 1923, postwar disillusionment was extreme. After five years of turmoil, the country teetered on the verge of anarchy. Rival political factions clashed in a veritable civil war. Law and order seemed to have disintegrated, or withered away. Communists were rising in Saxony, Thuringia, and in the port of Hamburg. There were separatist movements afoot in Bavaria and the Rhineland.

Munich’s far right hoped to restore the monarchy and military greatness. The radical left wing, inspired by Lenin and the Bolsheviks in Russia, wanted to launch a revolution. Mainstream parties, caught in the ever-shrinking middle, worked to buttress the shaky republic. The bulk of the population, alienated and embittered, drifted further to the extremes. Germany was becoming, as Social Democrat Paul Löbe warned, a “democracy without democrats.”

In Bavaria, the problem was compounded by the loss of many privileges the state had enjoyed under the kaiser. The Weimar Republic had, at a stroke, removed Bavaria’s control of its railway system, postal service, and tax collection. The once-proud kingdom, many of its citizens felt, had lost its way.

All this uncertainty about the future was reflected in the instability of the currency. War expenditure and its financing by loans had caused the German mark, which stood at 4.2 to 1 US dollar on the eve of the war, to fall to more than 8 marks to a dollar in December 1918. This was only the beginning. In January 1923, when Germany fell behind its reparations payments, the mark had plummeted to almost 18,000 to a dollar. France at once accused Germany of being in default and invaded the Ruhr, home of eight-tenths of Germany’s remaining coal, iron, and steel. German workers fought back with a state-sponsored program of “passive resistance” that centered on a general strike. To support them, Berlin started printing even more money.

Almost two thousand printing presses were soon churning out currency day and night. The German mark now spiraled out of control. In July, it traded at an exchange rate of 350,000 and then 1 million on the first day of August. A week later, the mark had dropped to more than 4.5 million, soon passing into millions, billions, and hundreds of billions, ultimately hitting rock bottom in December 1923 at 6.7 trillion marks to a single dollar. Germany had succumbed to one of the most devastating cases of hyperinflation ever experienced in a modern industrial economy.

Two weeks before Hitler stormed the beer hall, a loaf of bread cost a staggering 1.8 billion marks; now it was 32 billion and rising. The price of a single egg would soon be the equivalent of approximately 1,000,000,000,000 eggs before the war. In the nightmare of hyperinflation, the life savings of the middle class had been wiped out. Years of thrift had been in vain.

In this monetary apocalypse, big business exploited its workers, paying them a pittance that deteriorated in value by the minute. Wheelbarrows of marks would not suffice for basic subsistence. Foreigners with hard currency, meanwhile, snapped up real estate, or family heirlooms, for obscene bargains. Germany had become a nation of starving trillionaires. The German republic, by debasing its currency into worthless scraps of paper, had robbed its people of its wealth, and had become, Hitler said, the “biggest swindler and crook [of all]!”

For many nationalists, Italy’s Fascist leader Benito Mussolini served as a model for solving the German crisis. In October 1922, he had marched on Rome and seized power, or at least that was how the legend came to enshroud the operation. In reality, Mussolini’s small force of poorly armed and -equipped supporters, perhaps 20,000 strong, had ground to a halt outside the city, where the Italian Army could easily have crushed them. The king, Victor Emmanuel III, had simply appointed Mussolini as prime minister. Still, a myth had emerged that would long inspire right-wing extremists to look to an energetic and dynamic brand of leadership to solve national problems.

“If a German Mussolini is given to Germany,” Hitler said to a journalist for London’s Daily Mail on the eve of the putsch, “people would fall down on their knees and worship him more than Mussolini has ever been worshipped.” This journalist was unimpressed. In private, he dismissed Hitler as another “hot-air merchant.” But Hitler had in fact decided to follow in the fascist footsteps and march on Berlin.

Such a move, several advisers urged, was necessary. Hitler had spoken of revolution for so long—and criticized rival leaders for empty posturing so loudly—that failure to deliver could be disastrous for him and the party. As the leader of the Munich Storm Troopers, Wilhelm Brückner, said, the day was coming when he would no longer be able to restrain his men. Hitler, characteristically, reduced his options to an either-or scenario: Act or lose face to someone who would.

The original plan had been to strike on Saturday night, November 10. This was, after all, the weekend, which Hitler believed was the best time for a revolution. Authorities would be away from their desks, police would be reduced to a minimal staff, and the lighter traffic would not impede the movement of his trucks and troops. More symbolically, the following morning, when they expected to achieve success, would mark the fifth anniversary of the hated armistice that ended the First World War.

By November 7, however, Hitler had changed his mind. He had received word of Gustav von Kahr’s rally the following night at the Bürgerbräu, and he feared that this event might prefigure a major announcement, possibly the unveiling of Kahr’s own plans to march on Berlin or even declare Bavarian independence. But even if the speech produced no major result, which was more likely, Hitler predicted, all the prominent leaders of the Bavarian regime would be together at the beer hall at the same time—and easy pickings for his bold plan to persuade them to join him in the march north.

In any event, Hitler decided that, given the unprecedented chaos, he could not wait and risk being upstaged, or outmaneuvered. Such an opportunity might not appear again. He ordered the attack to commence within twenty-four hours.


3.

FOUR BULLETS


The National Socialist Storm Troopers were, for example, not a gentleman’s club.

—LT. COL. HERMANN KRIEBEL


As the armed men escorted the three Bavarian leaders out of the banquet hall, stepping over the machine gun in the vestibule, Göring’s Storm Troopers were busy rounding up the Munich police, nicknamed the “blue police” for the color of their uniform. There were some 1,500 members on the squad, but only a small force of about 40 men had been on duty that night. Göring’s men had no trouble capturing the vast majority of the policemen on the premises.

At a front table near the guests of honor, a lean young man in an old Bavarian military uniform stood on a chair. This was Rudolf Hess, a twenty-nine-year-old student at Munich University. He pulled out a sheet of paper that Hitler had earlier handed him and began to read.

It was a list of names that included Bavaria’s prime minister, Eugen Ritter von Knilling; three members of his cabinet; and the president of the police, Karl Mantel. Hess asked all of these people to step forward. Each one was to be arrested. Why the hostages would be held was not communicated.

Hess took charge of the prisoners. Quiet, shy, and introspective, Hess often struck people as aloof, if not morose, rarely smiling or even looking anyone in the eyes. Like many other prominent early members of the party, Hess had been born outside Germany, in his case, Alexandria, Egypt, where his father owned a wholesale export business. He had lived abroad until age twelve, when he was packed off for boarding school at Bad Godesberg on the Rhine.

During the war, Hess served in a Bavarian unit (though not Hitler’s regiment, as widely claimed), and then had become a pilot. The two men met only in 1920; Hess had been elated by one of Hitler’s speeches. Since joining the party on July 1 of that same year as member 1,600, Hess was active on its emerging “intelligence division” and eventually received command of a Storm Trooper battalion. Otherwise, Hess continued to study geopolitics, write poetry, enjoy classical music, pursue his interests in astrology, and above all, draw closer to Hitler.

Hess had been staying at his family estate in Fichtelgebirge when Hitler summoned him. He hurried back to Munich, having been instructed earlier that morning to capture the Bavarian prime minister and several cabinet members. “An honorable and important assignment,” Hess said.

He escorted the seven new captives up a narrow staircase to a room on the second floor of the beer hall near the residence of its manager, Korbinian Reindl. Three Storm Troopers, armed with rifles and hand grenades, joined them, while two other men stood sentry in the corridor. Hess waited for further orders.

DOWNSTAIRS, MEANWHILE, THE bodyguard Ulrich Graf handed Hitler another stein of beer and then double-checked his loaded Mauser pistol.

“No one leaves this room alive without my permission,” Hitler shouted to the Bavarian leaders in the side room. Sweating and waving his pistol in between sips of his beer, which helped clear his dry throat, a legacy of a poison-gas attack he had suffered at the end of the First World War, Hitler addressed these men as if he were rallying a mass audience.

There would be a new German government, Hitler said, adding that he would lead it himself. General Ludendorff would take charge of the army and Hitler offered a place in the regime to each of the three Bavarian leaders.

“I know that this is difficult for you gentlemen,” Hitler said, “but the step must be taken.” He tried to rationalize his move that night as making it easier for the leaders to assume their roles. “I have four bullets in my pistol,” Hitler then said, “three for my collaborators, if they desert me, and the fourth one for me.” Tomorrow morning, Hitler repeated, placing the pistol at his temple, would see either success or death.

Colonel von Seisser reminded Hitler of a promise he had made earlier in the year not to make a putsch.

“Yes, I did,” Hitler said, “but forgive me for the sake of the Fatherland.” He gave no other explanation for breaking his word.

When Lossow turned to whisper something to his colleagues, Hitler forbade them from speaking with one another.

Was Ludendorff really involved in the plot? Lossow asked, no doubt wondering why he was absent.

He had already been contacted, Hitler said, and would soon arrive.

Kahr reminded everyone of his difficulties in joining the new government, given that he and his Bavarian colleagues had been, as he put it, “taken out of the auditorium under heavy guard” and the people would lack confidence in them. He hadn’t even been allowed to finish his speech.

Hitler looked indecisive and insecure. Then, all of a sudden, he darted out of the room as if an idea had just struck him.

No one said a word. Kahr stood by the window, deep in thought. Lossow, now leaning against the side of a table, smoked a cigar. Seisser was near the door. Kahr broke the silence: “How incredible that they would spirit me away like this. . . . You can’t just hold up someone like a bandit!”

AT HIS TABLE near the front of the banquet hall, Munich University history professor Müller was talking with friends. Someone asked if Hitler really thought he could succeed by riding roughshod over everyone. Another person noted that Kahr now had the heaven-sent opportunity he had long desired; that is, he could join a conspiracy to create a new nationalist government without having to take responsibility for planning or leading it.

“There must be some disagreement,” Müller said. “Didn’t Hitler say it would all be settled in ten minutes, and then they’d be back?”

The crowd was getting restless.

“That’s German loyalty?” someone shouted. “That’s German unity?”

“South America!” one cried.

“Theatre!” yelled another.

Others whistled and booed, or even mocked Hitler’s appearance. With his ill-cut black frock coat, he drew comparisons to a headwaiter, a concierge at a small hotel, a tax collector in his finest clothes, and a nervous provincial bridegroom on his wedding day.

Hermann Göring mounted the stage, pistol in hand, to calm the volatile audience. Hitler had “the friendliest intentions,” he shouted over the din. Göring too would have to fire a shot into the air to gain the crowd’s attention. He tried to assure the audience that Hitler’s move was “in no way against Kahr,” or the army or the police. It was aimed instead at “the Berlin government of Jews.” This elicited a round of applause.

The people simply had to be patient. A new Germany was being born. Besides, Göring said, his booming voice carrying throughout the hall, “You’ve got your beer. What are you worrying about?”

Despite Göring’s clumsy attempt to calm the crowd, many people in the banquet room did worry about the safety of the Bavarian leaders, and their own. The Storm Troopers had seized control of the building, lining the walls and covering the exits, all of them, heavily armed and their faces, as General von Lossow later put it, “distorted with ecstasy.” Professor Müller, for one, feared that the Storm Troopers would also keep everyone locked up all night. Worse still was the risk that someone in the overcrowded beer hall would make a stupid or reckless act, causing a panic and, ultimately, a bloodbath.


4.

GERMAN ULYSSES


This is more than just a lost war. A world has come to an end.

—WALTER GROPIUS


As Hitler left the side room, he turned to a small, bald man wearing a pince-nez and told him that it was time to fetch Ludendorff. This man, First Lt. Dr. Max Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, was one of the many shadowy figures who flocked to the fledgling National Socialist Party.

An engineer by trade, with a specialty in chemistry, Scheubner-Richter was a thirty-nine-year-old German Balt from Riga with many social connections. He had come to Munich in 1910, bringing his newlywed aristocratic wife, Mathilde von Scheubner, nearly thirty years older. They had met during the uprising of 1905 when his cavalry unit was posted to guard her father’s estate. He legally took his wife’s name, becoming Scheubner-Richter (his family name was Richter).

During the war, Scheubner-Richter had volunteered for a Bavarian light cavalry regiment, and then, in December 1914, joined the German consulate in Erzurum, Turkey. He was soon promoted to vice consul, and in this capacity he would witness the genocide of the Armenian people. His diplomatic cables back to Berlin described in horrifying detail how the Ottoman regime scapegoated its Armenian minority in the aftermath of its military defeats at the hands of the Russians.

Entire villages were emptied and plundered; the women and children marched away in caravans for “resettlement” only to face hunger, disease, and massacre, their bodies strewn along the roadside, burnt and butchered with bayonets. His dispatches, along with his official protests at this slaughter, remain one of the valuable early eyewitness accounts of this humanitarian tragedy that killed anywhere from 300,000 to 1.5 million Armenians.

Paradoxically, Scheubner-Richter’s outrage at this persecution and genocide of a minority coexisted with a rabid anti-Semitism that only became more prominent over time. Transferred to the Baltic, where he served as press officer for the German 8th Army, Scheubner-Richter deplored the effects of the Russian Revolution. Bolshevism, he argued, was nothing more than terror, plunder, slavery, and starvation that aimed to exterminate the middle and upper classes and annihilate Western civilization. It was also, he claimed, a Jewish-led conspiracy.

In October 1920, Scheubner-Richter created an elite secret society, the Aufbau, or Reconstruction, to build an alliance between German and Russian nationalists. The goal was to fight “international Jewry,” overthrow the supposed Jewish regimes in Russia and the Weimar Republic, and, ultimately, restore the monarchy in both Moscow and Berlin.

It was in this right-wing conspiratorial atmosphere that Scheubner-Richter first came in contact with Munich’s National Socialist Party, which was not yet widely known by the shortened nickname of Nazis. The organization, only four years old, was originally one of about forty similar right-wing extremist groups emerging in the chaos of postwar Munich. Like many of its nationalistic rivals, the young party was known at the time more for what it opposed than what it advocated: It was anti-republic, anti-parliament, anti-Communist, and anti-Semitic.

Yet at the same time the party had some considerable strengths on a tactical and organizational level. It boasted a political office with a strong focus on propaganda. Its paramilitary wing, the Storm Troopers, was being militarized, making them one of Munich’s first political parties to have a veritable private army. They aggressively recruited youth, which brought dynamism and zeal. By one modern estimate, two-thirds of its membership in November 1923 were under the age of thirty-one. And of course there was the party’s main attraction: a speaker who could fill the beer halls and whip the throngs into a frenzy.

Scheubner-Richter had gone to hear Hitler speak for the first time on November 22, 1920, on a tip from a fellow Balt, Alfred Rosenberg, whom he had known back in Riga, where they had belonged to the same fraternity. Scheubner-Richter had joined the Nazi Party shortly thereafter and, like Rosenberg, became a fixture on the scene. They gave the impression of a powerful clique, or “Baltic Mafia” within the echelons of the party.

For the next three years, Scheubner-Richter rendered many services to Hitler. He cultivated Munich’s sizable right-wing Russian and Ukrainian émigré community, many of whom were old tsarist noblemen who had fled the revolution and civil war. He stirred up anti-Bolshevism, and solicited donations from his contacts among conservative industrialists and landlords who feared the rise of left-wing parties. He also took advantage of his royal connections, including no less than Bavaria’s crown prince, Rupprecht, and Russia’s Grand Prince Kirill. Hitler acknowledged Scheubner-Richter’s contributions: “All the others are replaceable,” he later said, “but not him.”

Indeed, Scheubner-Richter had been one of the many people encouraging Hitler to launch the beer hall putsch. Drawing upon the lessons of the Bolshevik Revolution, he noted how Lenin and a small, determined minority could, by a daring act, change the course of history. Mussolini had done the same in Italy and Mustafa Kemal (later given the surname Atatürk) had in Turkey as well. The right-wing conspirators in Munich could not fail either, he argued. The corrupt regime of Berlin was tottering. It was time to sweep it away.

At Hitler’s command, Scheubner-Richter pressed through the Bürgerbräu lobby now swarming with Storm Troopers. Three men joined him at his side: his butler, Johann Aigner; Ludendorff’s valet, Kurt Neubauer; and Ludendorff’s own stepson, a young veteran and pilot in the war named Heinz Pernet.

Outside, they passed a line of trucks, barricading the front entrance of the beer hall, to prevent possible police reinforcements. A trolley car in the distance rang its bell incessantly for the vehicles to move out of the way.

Waved through by a Storm Trooper, the men headed off on the fourteen-mile drive to pick up the general whose support was critical to the success of the plan.

THAT NIGHT, GEN. Erich Friedrich Wilhelm Ludendorff was at home in his upstairs study. He had been pacing up and down the room, rather than sitting at his writing desk, as was his habit in the evening. Shortly after eight thirty, the telephone rang and a voice on the line announced that his presence was “urgently desired” at the Bürgerbräu.

When he asked what was happening, Ludendorff later said, he was only told that he would soon be informed. He claimed that he had not recognized the caller, nor, for that matter, known of Hitler’s intentions in advance. (The caller had been Scheubner-Richter.)

Fifty-eight years old, General Ludendorff was struggling to adjust to his life as a civilian. He had been a soldier or a cadet since the age of twelve, when he entered a military academy in Holstein. Born in Kruszewnia in the West Prussian province of Posen in today’s Poland, Ludendorff was the son of an impoverished merchant—not a nobleman—despite the many incorrect references to him, then and later, as “von Ludendorff.” As a commoner, Ludendorff was unable to enter the prestigious cavalry and joined instead the German Great General Staff, earning his red stripes in 1894.

Ludendorff had made his name in the first month of the First World War, pulling off an unexpected victory at the citadel of Liège. He won bigger still at Tannenberg on the eastern front, encircling a larger Russian army and seizing more than 90,000 prisoners. Ludendorff and his superior, Gen. Paul von Hindenburg, would later knock Russia out of the war altogether, thereby consolidating Ludendorff’s reputation as a grand strategist.

H. L. Mencken, then a foreign correspondent in Germany, described Ludendorff as a man of intelligence worth “ten Kaisers.” He elaborated on his impressions of the general during the summer of 1917 in a piece for the Atlantic Monthly:


Once his mind is made up, he gets to business at once . . . He has imagination. He grasps inner significances. He can see around corners. Moreover, he enjoys planning, plotting, figuring things out. Yet more, he is free of romance. Have you ever heard of him sobbing about the Fatherland? Or letting off pious platitudes, like Hindenburg? Of course you haven’t. He plays the game for its own sake—and he plays it damnably well.


Ludendorff was hailed, Mencken said, as “the esoteric Ulysses of the war.”

To many people who encountered him at headquarters, however, Ludendorff appeared arrogant, cold, and aloof, and incapable of compromising or admitting a mistake. He could not bear being contradicted either. He would scowl at subordinates, a category in which he seemed to include almost everyone, especially civilians, and he wore his monocle so frequently that he was rumored to sleep with it. His trademark lack of humor had become its own source of amusement.

Ludendorff had not always been so ambitious and harsh, his wife, Margarethe, said. She remembered a time when he had been “cheerful and free from anxiety,” his facial expression not yet frozen into “that look of unbending obstinacy.” It was the experience of war, she thought—and probably also the immense fame that it brought—that had hardened him into an overbearing and feared man, whose feelings “had been turned to ice.”

But as the German Army collapsed on the western front and critics of his bold offensives gained influence, Ludendorff had suffered his own near mental breakdown. Unable to sleep, he flew into rages at the least provocation and succumbed to crying fits without consolation. Ludendorff’s reliance on alcohol deepened and he indulged in fantasies, imagining the Spanish flu then hitting the trenches would decimate the enemy, paving the way for a miraculous German triumph.

In October 1918, Ludendorff found himself dismissed from the army. “The Kaiser has sacked me,” he told his wife, dumbfounded at the turn of events. His dismissal, coupled with the German defeat the following month, had been, he said, “the bitterest moments of my life.” The former commander now fled in disguise, with false beard, dark glasses, and a fabricated passport, to Denmark and then to Sweden, where he stayed in a country estate at Hässleholm.

“No human fate has been as hard as mine,” Ludendorff later wrote, comparing himself to the ancient Carthaginian general Hannibal, who after the wars with Rome went into exile and took poison. He had nothing to look forward to, Ludendorff said, feeling at war with himself and the world. He spent his days taking long walks in the woods and brooding over his wartime experiences for a series of memoirs that he later wrote.

In February 1919, Ludendorff returned to Germany, regretful that he had not acted more decisively at the end of the war, and, as he put it, “snatched the dictatorship for [himself].” One year later, after he joined a poorly planned attempt to install a right-wing military regime in Berlin, the so-called Kapp Putsch, Ludendorff was forced again to admit defeat. He boarded a train for Munich in the summer of 1920, richer, he said, for the lessons he learned from the experience. Ludendorff was welcomed with open arms in Kahr’s Bavaria.

Ludendorff had become obsessed with the idea that Germany had not lost the war—certainly not because his own reckless gambles on the western front had exhausted its manpower and resources, and certainly not, either, because his insistence on unrestricted submarine warfare helped bring the United States into the struggle. Instead, his country had been “stabbed in the back.” Left-wing politicians had cowardly sold out the country, surrendering first on the battlefield and then a second time when they signed the Versailles Treaty. Germany, as a result, lay weakened and exposed, while foreigners waited, like vultures, to pick at its carcass.

The general saw the same sinister forces of treason and cowardice at work again in the postwar world, undermining his country’s moral fiber. He blamed the decline and fall of Germany, above all, on the Jews, the Bolsheviks, and the Catholics, all of whom he equated with unwelcome foreign influences. He joined Scheubner-Richter’s secret society Aufbau, and, in March 1921, met Adolf Hitler for the first time. It was Scheubner-Richter who introduced them.

Hitler was soon praising Ludendorff in public as “Germany’s greatest commander.” He spoke of how Ludendorff’s recent book, War Leadership and Politics, helped him understand many important facts about the modern world, not least how the Jewish international conspiracy had been exerting powerful influence in France and England, if not also controlling the Allied governments. Ludendorff, in turn, admired Hitler for his “driving determination” and called him the only political leader left with any common sense.

By the summer of 1923, Ludendorff had turned his villa outside Munich into a veritable Nazi party headquarters—his wife compared the activities to “the continual coming and going in a pigeon loft.” The general had covered up his conspiratorial endeavors well, she added. He went out to his garden, and, like an old pensioner, pruned roses, watered flowers, and cared for the lawn, seemingly aloof from the swirl of intrigue plotted around him.

When the delegation from the beer hall reached the exclusive neighborhood of Sollen-Ludwigshöhe, their car turned onto Heilmannstrasse and pulled up to the estate at Number 5. The driver blew the horn. Scheubner-Richter hopped out of the backseat and went inside with Heinz Pernet. Ludendorff greeted them in a brown tweed hunting jacket. To save time, he said, he decided not to change into uniform.

They were indeed in a hurry, but there was almost certainly another motive for the general’s unaccustomed lack of formality. If the conspiracy failed, Ludendorff the civilian would plead ignorance of any plots against the state.

After a brief talk in the book-lined study adorned with a wartime painting of the general peering over maps with Hindenburg, Ludendorff slipped on his overcoat, grabbed his green fedora, and climbed into the car. They raced off in the foggy night, as Ludendorff put it, at a “whirling speed.” Snow had begun to fall.


5.

“LOUD, RAW, AND SCREECHING”


I have often had to make quick decisions in difficult situations, and I did so here too.

—GEN. ERICH LUDENDORFF


When Hitler returned to the banquet room—late, alone, and without the triumvirate as he had promised—he found an increasingly restless audience that threatened to turn on him. There were a few jeers and catcalls. Hitler demanded silence, reminding the crowd of the machine gun in the vestibule.

Hitler then reassured the audience, as Göring had tried to do, that the national revolution was not aimed at Kahr’s Bavarian regime, the police, or the army; it was only against the Berlin government of “the November criminals.” After announcing his new cabinet, dropping the name of the still-absent General Ludendorff as the commander-in-chief of his proposed army, Hitler promised that they were ready to “begin the advance against Berlin, that Babylon of wickedness.”

Where did the crowd stand?

The loud cheers left no doubt, noted an off-duty police officer sitting at a table in the middle of the hall. He also heard cries of “Heil Hitler!”

Hitler then asked the men and women in the beer hall to send a message to the Bavarian leaders Kahr, Lossow, and Seisser, who, at that moment were, he claimed, “struggling hard to reach a decision.” He was careful not to reveal just how much the leaders had resisted. “May I say to them that you will stand behind them?”

The speech was unoriginal—and the orator “loud, raw, and screeching,” noted a reporter from the Swiss newspaper Neue Zürcher Zeitung, but the crowd roared its assent. Professor Müller deemed this speech a masterpiece. He had never seen such a drastic change sweep an audience. In fact, it seemed to him almost magical, spellbinding. Hitler had completely changed their mood, “[turning] them inside out like a glove,” or, as Hanfstaengl put it, played them like a master on a Stradivarius.

THE THUNDERING APPROVAL reverberated back into the side room. His mission accomplished, Hitler returned to the captive leaders. “Did you hear that ovation out in the hall?” he asked.

Outside in the beer garden, a young Hitler supporter named Max, or “Marc” Sesselmann was talking to one of his friends who stood guard. When he stepped into the light of the inside room to admire the man’s gun, Sesselmann happened to look through the window. To his surprise, he had a view of the back room where these negotiations were taking place. Kahr was then sitting at a round table with his head in his hands and staring out in the distance. Sesselmann thought he looked terrified.

The impasse dragged on, with the men in the back room unable to reach an agreement and the people in the banquet hall growing restless. Suddenly, there was another round of cheers and shouts, along with salutes and the clicking of boots. Someone shouted the military order, “Attention!”

General Ludendorff had arrived at the Bürgerbräu. A colleague in the audience, Maj. Gen. Karl August Ritter von Kleinhenz, thought he looked graver than at any time he had ever seen him before. Hitler greeted Ludendorff at the door of the side room.

“Gentlemen, I am just as surprised as you are,” the general said, addressing the Bavarian leaders without even bothering to look over at Hitler. It was a show of disdain that did not go unnoticed.

Why did Ludendorff appear grumpier than usual?

He may have disapproved of Hitler’s move and considered it premature. He might also have been upset that Kahr, Lossow, and Seisser had been forced out of the banquet hall at gunpoint. Or he may have been disappointed that he, a decorated general, would be taking orders from a private first class. On the other hand, it could all have been a pretense to cover up his own involvement in the operation.

Ludendorff never admitted any involvement in the planning stages of the putsch, but many years later, his son-in-law Heinz Pernet, who rode with him to the Bürgerbräu, confirmed that he had not been left in the dark. At any rate, however much he knew in advance, Ludendorff now unquestionably joined Hitler. He spoke of a “great national völkisch movement” beginning that night and he asked the triumvirate, as he put it, “to cooperate with us.” He reached out his hand to the leaders.

Lossow was the first to side with the general; he grasped his saber and
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