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Prologue


Until 1933 it was a very nice comfortable life. But once Hitler came to power, the children that lived in the same building no longer spoke to us; they threw stones at us and called us names. And we couldn’t understand what we had done to deserve this. So the question was always – why?1

Lucille Eichengreen, a member of a Jewish family in Hamburg – transported to Auschwitz in 1944

I had a very Catholic upbringing, and it did not enter my head that something evil [like this] could happen … It was beyond our life experience … After the experiences I had in the camp there are no values … This tormented me desperately, to the brink of suicide.2

Mieczysław Brożek, an assistant professor at Jagiellonian University in Kraków, transported to Dachau concentration camp in 1940

We had dogs at our house, but we never were as cruel to them as the fascists were to us … I was thinking all the time, ‘What makes these people so cruel?’3

Vasyl Valdeman, a Ukrainian Jew, who in 1941 witnessed the Nazis taking his fellow villagers to be murdered



Why did the Nazis commit the crimes they did? How was it possible that people from a cultured nation perpetrated the worst atrocities in history?4 What relevance does this terrible past have for us today? These are the questions this book strives to answer.

But while the focus of this work is on the mentalities of the Nazis, we must never forget the suffering of those they sought to destroy.




Introduction

I first met a former member of the Waffen SS, the Nazis’ elite fighting force,1 while researching a television documentary in Austria in 1990. It was an extraordinary experience.

Not only was he intelligent and amiable – it was easy to understand how, after the war, he had forged a career as a senior executive with a German car company – but I soon discovered over our lunch that while he managed to function extremely successfully in the present, his view of the past was a fantasy: an alternative history in which the Third Reich had been a ‘golden era’, the war had not been Germany’s fault and the Jews had been a ‘problem’ that had to be dealt with ‘one way or another’. His eight years of imprisonment in Stalin’s Gulag immediately after the war had made him even more convinced that the Nazis deserved praise for trying to protect Europe from the ‘scourge of Bolshevism’. Over coffee he said he had agreed to see me because he admired the British, although he criticized Churchill for making the ‘terrible mistake’ of not pursuing an alliance with Nazi Germany, because then ‘we could have both ruled the world’.

Ever since that lunch I’ve sought to understand how it was possible for this sophisticated individual to think, long after the end of the war, in the way he did. And in pursuit of that goal, over the intervening years I’ve met hundreds of other people who experienced the Third Reich.

While I recognize, of course, that it is vital for historians to study archival material, it was the chance to meet those who experienced this history first hand that has most transformed my understanding.2 This is a privilege that is no longer available to anyone else, since virtually all the people we researched and interviewed over the last thirty years are now dead.3

In the 1990s I spent several years working on a television documentary series and book which I called The Nazis: A Warning from History. The ‘warning’ I intended was a general one, inspired by the words of Karl Jaspers, the German philosopher: ‘That which has happened is a warning. To forget it is guilt. It must be continually remembered.’4

Now, after further study into the mentalities of the Nazis, I believe I can be more specific about the warnings we should take from this history. Consequently, the following twelve chapters don’t just examine the reasons why the Nazis developed the mentalities they did, they also each illustrate a particular warning that I think is of value to us today. I then discuss the specific relevance of these different warnings at the end of the book.

I focus on warnings because I don’t believe that history has any precise lessons. How often, for instance, do we read on social media that a lesson politicians should take from Nazism is that you shouldn’t ‘appease’ a foreign power? Remember, they say, Winston Churchill warned against appeasing Hitler, and so appeasement is wrong. But history doesn’t work like that. While it’s true that Churchill didn’t appease Hitler, he appeased Stalin a great deal.5 So what’s the lesson here? You can appease some people in some circumstances, but don’t appease others in different circumstances?

However, unlike a lesson which is a fixed rule, a warning is only a tendency. Doctors can’t say it’s a medical lesson that if you smoke you will die early – after all, some smokers live to be a hundred – but they can warn of the dangers of smoking. That is still valuable advice, if not as prescriptive as a lesson.

This history matters. Many democracies are currently under threat and it is useful to be aware of the techniques that would-be tyrants are likely to use to subvert our freedoms. But I’m conscious that this remains a history book, not a piece of political commentary. And that without knowing the history, the warnings can’t be fully grasped.

One of the first things I learnt in my studies was that in order to understand why the Nazis possessed the mentalities they did, we must embrace the reality of a fundamental truth: we are all creatures of a particular time and a particular place. That might seem self-evident, but my experience is that many people don’t fully appreciate the extent to which they are shaped by time and place.

A film I commissioned and executive-produced back in the early 1990s called The Stolen Child dramatically made this point.6 It was about a Polish child named Alojzy who was snatched from his mother in 1942 by the Nazis when he was four years old. Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS, wanted to kidnap any Polish children who were considered ‘racially desirable’ and send them to Germany. Alojzy, as part of this inhuman policy, was taken from Poland and adopted by a German couple who were both committed Nazis. He was blissfully happy in his new home and loved his adopted German mother. He had no memory of his early years in Poland.

Alojzy was seven when the war ended, and ‘wept’ when he heard that Germany had been defeated. A few years later his real mother found him, and he discovered the shocking truth – he was not German but Polish. Alojzy refused to accept it at first – not surprisingly, as he had been brought up to believe that Poles were ‘subhuman’. But he was eventually forced to acknowledge that he was not who he thought he was.

Can there be a clearer example of the power of the situation to influence our beliefs? Alojzy’s story is all the more salutary given that the majority of the Polish children snatched by the Nazis were never returned to their original homes. How many lived and died believing that they were Germans, and were disappointed that Hitler lost the war?

Alojzy’s story also demonstrates the extent to which it’s not just the particular time we live in that helps determine our mentality, but the particular place. This reality came home to me most powerfully when I visited two of the most significant places in the world – Jerusalem and Varanasi – and looked at the influence these cities had on Jesus and the Buddha. It soon became clear that the words and actions of these two giants of religion reflected in large part the places in which they happened to live and die. Jesus could not have railed against the money changers in the temple of Jerusalem had this place not been of such significance to him, nor would the Buddha have preached his first sermon at Sarnath, just outside the holy city of Varanasi in India on the River Ganges, had he not understood the spiritual importance of that particular place. I believe it’s important to emphasize this kind of linkage because – especially in popular culture – historical figures are frequently ripped from their context.

Occasionally in history the context changes dramatically during one person’s lifetime. That was the case with many of the Nazi believers I met. The certainties they were taught in Nazi Germany in the 1930s were destroyed in the aftermath of defeat in 1945. This often caused a fundamental disconnect in their minds. They understood after the war that the world thought Nazism was appalling, but they couldn’t accept that they had done anything wrong while the Third Reich flourished. ‘If only you’d been there,’ they would say, ‘you’d understand.’ This feeling also led to a few of them peddling the ‘we were hypnotized’ myth – the idea that they had fallen under Hitler’s spell only to awaken when their Führer put a bullet through his head on 30 April 1945.

It was nonsense, of course. No one was mesmerized into becoming a Nazi. Instead, what I think they were struggling to express was the duality within them – the ‘me’ that was a Nazi and the ‘me’ that now recognized that the Nazis did terrible things. In that context we need to remember that it was only Germany’s defeat that caused this dichotomy. If the Nazis had won the war they would almost certainly still have been believers in the cause.

As our own culture has changed, I’ve witnessed something similar – albeit on a much smaller scale. Growing up in the 1960s I used to see a lot of my favourite Uncle, who had been born in Scotland in the early 1900s. He was a lovely man, kind and generous, but with a passionate dislike of homosexuality. He often made deeply homophobic comments – words that would rightly see him condemned today. But when he made the remarks homosexual acts were illegal and he was reflecting what many others thought. So, looking back, should I forgive or condemn him? In Cape Town, on a lecture tour, I told this story to one of South Africa’s leading historians, and I remember him commenting, ‘Since the fall of Apartheid, we’ve all got an uncle like that here …’

In this book, for the first time in my work, I explore how psychology as a discipline can help us understand the mentalities of the Nazis, and aspects of neuropsychology and behavioural and social psychology have all offered me valuable insights. Before talking to academic psychologists and studying relevant scientific papers, I had not been aware of the immense advances that have been made in these areas in recent years.

In particular, the relatively new field of evolutionary psychology has been of considerable value. We sometimes forget that our brains evolved while our ancient predecessors were hunting on the savannah, and insufficient time in evolutionary terms has passed since then to allow much change. Professors Leda Cosmides and John Tooby, two of the pioneers of evolutionary psychology, believe that ‘the key to understanding how the modern mind works’ is to understand that the circuits of the mind ‘were designed to solve the day-to-day problems of our hunter-gatherer ancestors’. If you doubt this, ask yourself why so many people are frightened of snakes when, in most places in the developed world, ‘electric sockets pose a larger threat than snakes do’. Yet virtually no one has a phobia about electric sockets.7

Recent psychological research into various cognitive biases – such as the ‘just world’ hypothesis and negative bias – has also been helpful. While circumstances have changed since the time of the Nazis, cognitive biases existed then just as much as they do now.

However, I’ve approached the use of this material sparingly and with care, always remembering that this is a history book informed on occasion by psychology and not a psychology book informed by history. I don’t believe it helps, for example, to try and psychoanalyse leading Nazis at a distance. Anyone tempted to pursue that course should read the lengthy analysis of Hitler written during the war by an American psychoanalyst called Walter Langer for the OSS, the forerunner of the CIA. It was speculation piled on speculation and contained much outright absurdity. Perhaps the most ludicrous suggestion was that Hitler was prompted to build the Eagle’s Nest – a tea house high on the Kehlstein, a mountain in Bavaria, reached by a tunnel and lift – by a desire to retreat to the safety of his mother’s amniotic fluid. ‘If one were asked to plan something which represented a return to the womb,’ wrote Langer, ‘one could not possibly surpass the Kehlstein.’8 It was all drivel. The tea house on the Kehlstein wasn’t even Hitler’s idea. It was the initiative of Martin Bormann, his secretary, and Hitler wasn’t fond of the place.9 He much preferred the Berghof, his home lower down the Obersalzberg, which not even a Freudian psychiatrist could claim resembled a womb.

At least Langer was a contemporary of Hitler’s – even though he never met him. Any attempt to psychoanalyse infamous Nazis now, long after their death, is bound to be still more fraught. Such speculation often merely reframes questions about them and can even come close to exonerating them for their crimes. Not just that, but attempts since the war to define a particular Nazi ‘type’ have been staggeringly unsuccessful.10

The idea that there was a specific ‘Nazi personality’ is exactly the kind of categorical thinking we need to avoid. Just as it was a mistake for behaviourists like John Watson to believe that human beings are infinitely malleable and can be utterly changed by the environment, or for the neurologist Egas Moniz to think that frontal lobotomies were the way to cure ‘mental disorders’,11 so it is a mistake to approach this history in a similarly prescriptive way. We need to be careful not to generalize with psychology just as much as we should beware of generalizing in history. It’s understandable that many people want to think there is a single explanation for human behaviour – particularly one that explains horrendous crimes – but there never is.

It follows that just as one should approach the study of history with a sense of humility, one should approach the application of psychological research to history in the same spirit. I always keep in mind the words of one of the world’s leading neuroscientists, who remarked that ‘It’s a huge messy process trying to make sense of the biology of human social behaviour.’12 Myriad factors influence who we are – including our genetic inheritance, our prenatal environment, the socio-economic circumstances of our parents, how much we learnt certain types of behaviour as children, our education and so on. We are all a jumbled mix of our environment and biology.

A few words on the title and content of the book. By ‘Nazi Mind’ I mean various different Nazi mentalities – not just the beliefs of card-carrying Nazis, but also those of others who supported the regime. Equally, the fact that the focus of this book is on the perpetrators of these terrible crimes should not be misunderstood as an attempt to exonerate them. To understand is not to excuse. Everyone in this book had a choice whether to commit atrocities or not. The scandal is that many of them – after the war was over – were never held properly to account.

The book is largely chronological in structure, which allows us to see how these mentalities developed over time. I feature the experiences of a number of eyewitnesses – chosen because they represent archetypes within the Third Reich – with much of this testimony published here for the first time. This material is interwoven with the story of infamous Nazis such as Himmler, Röhm, Heydrich, Streicher, Göring and, of course, Hitler. I don’t attempt to tell the full biographies of these familiar figures but focus instead on the way their mentalities formed.13 The Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels also plays an important part in this history. He was responsible to a large extent for what he called the ‘mobilization of mind and spirit’ in the 1930s – the attempt to convince all those he considered ‘true’ Germans to embrace Nazism.14

Goebbels has interested me ever since I wrote and produced a film about him more than thirty years ago. I vividly remember interviewing the famous German actress Margot Hielscher about Goebbels in her dressing room before she went on stage in Berlin. Then in her early seventies, she talked about the extent to which he had dominated the German film industry. But it was an almost throwaway remark she made that has stayed with me the most. She said she had never met a ‘politician’ who was as ‘charming’ as he was, and she compared him favourably to ‘some of the big movie stars’.15 Goebbels was a ‘politician’ who had ‘charm’? How was this possible? Goebbels was one of the worst Nazi war criminals, glorying in the destruction of the Jews in the early 1940s.

Just as meeting the Waffen SS officer who thought the Third Reich was a ‘golden era’ had a profound effect on me, so did meeting Margot Hielscher. They each made me question how I would have behaved had I lived through that period in German history. But because we are each the product of an intricate relationship between our biology and the circumstances we inhabit, I can’t be sure what I would have done.

Then I asked myself a related question. If my own life altered dramatically today, how would I behave?

Sometimes, in the lectures I give about the mentalities of people during the war, I ask the audience what they would do if their circumstances suddenly changed. I ask them to imagine that terrorists have locked all the doors to the lecture hall and that a couple of hundred of us are forced to stay in the room for forty-eight hours without food or water. Then, at the end of those forty-eight hours, six bottles of water are chucked into the room, and we’re told we will get nothing more for another forty-eight hours. Can you predict how you will react when that water comes in? Will you fight for it at all costs? Will you share it? Will you let the most deserving people have it first? And if you can’t predict what you would do, how well do you know yourself?

As the history examined in this book demonstrates, people’s behaviour changed as the situation changed. The challenge is to understand why it changed as it did and what we can take from their experience for today.




1. Spreading Conspiracy Theories

The Nazis thrived on conspiracy theories. And they used the same mental processes to convince themselves they were right as conspiracy theorists do today. The only difference is that the Nazis’ conspiracy theories underpinned the most horrific crime in history – the Holocaust.

It was the First World War that gave birth to many of the conspiracy theories the Nazis employed. Indeed, without the First World War and the long shadow it cast, there would have been no Nazi Party and no Adolf Hitler as Chancellor of Germany. So it is vital, if we want to penetrate the mentalities of the Nazis, that we understand how this First War – the Great War – became the prism through which many of them saw the world and Germany’s place within it.

Part of the reason this war had such an effect, not just on the Nazis but on the whole German psyche, was because of the enormous swings in emotion it engendered. The ultimate humiliation of 1918 was made all the harder to bear by the joyous anticipation many Germans had felt when war had been declared just four years before. The conspiracy theories that emerged towards the end of the war could not have had the power they did had it not been for this initial euphoria.

‘At last life had regained an ideal significance,’ wrote the left-wing writer Ernst Glaeser, describing the mood in August 1914. ‘The great virtues of humanity, fidelity, patriotism, readiness to die for an ideal … were triumphing over the trading and shopkeeping spirit … The war would cleanse mankind from all its impurities.’1 It was a sentiment that the historian Friedrich Meinecke, from the opposite side of the political spectrum, heartily agreed with when he wrote after the war, ‘All the rifts which had hitherto existed among the German people, both among the bourgeoisie themselves and between the bourgeoisie and the working class, were suddenly healed in the face of the common danger.’2

While the extent to which Germans embraced the war in the summer of 1914 has been challenged and contextualized by scholars in recent years,3 the fact remains that many people felt in the outbreak of hostilities that August a sense of unification. This togetherness was encapsulated by the famous phrase uttered by Kaiser Wilhelm II that same month: ‘I no longer recognize [political] parties; I recognize only Germans.’4 These words may have little effect on us today, but they were electrifying at the time. Germany had only been unified in 1871 – less than fifty years before the outbreak of the war – and even after unification the country still contained twenty-five separate states. While each of them acknowledged the primacy of the Kaiser, they jealously guarded their own independence within the German federation. Bavaria still retained its own army and monarch.

What the Kaiser was proclaiming in August 1914 was a nationalistic sense of ‘Germanness’. This was especially appealing given how much the country had changed as it modernized during the nineteenth century, not just politically but economically and culturally as well. All this change left in its wake one overarching question – what exactly did it mean to be a German, rather than a Bavarian, a Prussian or a Hessian? The Kaiser sought to provide an answer. It didn’t matter what political party or federal state you came from, above all else you were a German, and being a German meant you should fight for Germany’s honour.

Emil Klein was a schoolboy at the time – later he would become a devoted Nazi – and he remembered that ‘there was always great jubilation when a special train full of soldiers in field grey set off from the station. And I was often there and watched them go off, especially when my own father went to war … We were raised as nationalists.’ When he and his fellow pupils were marched off to gym class they sang ‘patriotic songs’ like ‘O Germany highly honoured!’5

Ernst Jünger, a writer much admired by the Nazi movement, joined the army in August 1914 at the age of nineteen. ‘Grown up in an age of security,’ he wrote, ‘we shared a yearning for danger, for the experience of the extraordinary. We were enraptured by war. We had set out in a rain of flowers, in a drunken atmosphere of blood and roses. Surely the war had to supply us with what we wanted; the great, the overwhelming, the hallowed experience.’6

Similar feelings were shared by a twenty-five-year-old painter of pictures for tourists living in Munich that August – Adolf Hitler. Born in Austria, he had immediately joined a Bavarian regiment because he considered himself German. ‘To me those hours seemed like a release from the painful feelings of my youth,’ he would write ten years later. ‘Even today I am not ashamed to say that, overpowered by stormy enthusiasm, I fell down on my knees and thanked Heaven from an overflowing heart for granting me the good fortune of being permitted to live at this time. A fight for freedom had begun, mightier than the earth had ever seen.’ The epic question, as Hitler saw it, was ‘whether the German nation was to be or not to be’.7

At the War Office in Berlin, just before the conflict began, the prevailing mood was one of optimism. The Bavarian military attaché saw ‘everywhere beaming faces, shaking of hands in the corridors; one congratulates oneself for having taken the hurdle [of deciding to go to war]’.8

All this seems incredible to us now, but only because we know what was to come – four years of warfare that would cost the lives of around ten million soldiers, two million of them Germans. This was, of course, far from the outcome the German leadership had intended. The High Command had planned for a swift campaign, following Frederick the Great’s dictum that Prussia should fight ‘short and lively’ wars. The enemy was to be overwhelmed in a matter of weeks if possible, months if necessary, but certainly not in a debilitating conflict over four years. Under Frederick the Great, Prussia had never had the resources to conduct such a war, and, still sandwiched between enemies to the east and west, neither did Germany under Kaiser Wilhelm II.9

At first, German optimism seemed merited when the German Army won the Battle of the Frontiers, the first major engagement on the western front. But this collection of battles, fought in the south of Belgium and the north-east of France in August and early September, also demonstrated with shocking immediacy that this was to be a different kind of war. At Morhange the French Army went into battle still wearing their traditional uniform of blue coats and red trousers. Easy targets for the Germans, they were mowed down. It was a bloody lesson in the need for camouflage in a modern conflict.

Ernst Röhm, who would later become leader of the Nazi Stormtroopers, fought in the Battle of the Frontiers as a twenty-six-year-old lieutenant. He wrote after the war that, before they went into action, ‘joy and enthusiasm for battle reigned throughout the regiment.’10 But then Röhm witnessed first hand how the initial ‘joy and enthusiasm’ of his soldiers were tested by the devastating power of modern weaponry. He remembered the ‘overwhelming infantry, machine-gun and artillery fire’ that pinned them down in a ‘dreadful’ fight.11 And even though the Germans won the battle, his regiment suffered ‘terrible losses’.12

Nonetheless, the Germans were able to press on, pushing the Allies back into France. On 27 August 1914 a report from German Supreme Headquarters claimed that the enemy was ‘in full retreat [and] incapable of offering serious resistance to the German advance’.13 By 1 September, soldiers of the German Army were around 30 miles from Paris. This marked the high point of their success. A few days later the whole course of the war changed.

French and British forces managed to mount a powerful counter-attack against a German Army that was overextended, at what became known as the First Battle of the Marne. In little more than a few days they forced the Germans to retreat to more defensible lines. Paris had been saved, and a new type of conflict began to develop on the western front – trench warfare.

This signalled the start of a war the Germans and their allies were all but incapable of winning. This wasn’t the ‘short and lively’ war they wanted, but a long and static fight that demanded a depth of resources they did not possess. But this was not how the German media explained what was happening. The shattering events of the First Battle of the Marne were portrayed as a minor setback – merely a positional change, a tactical alteration.14 It was one of the first examples of a dishonesty that would pervade the official German coverage of the war – a dishonesty that would have enormous psychological consequences. The true culprits for the difficulties the German Army now faced – the military leaders who had made a fundamental miscalculation – hid behind a barrage of falsehoods: lies that subsequently helped conspiracy theorists peddle whatever fantasies they chose.

It is ironic, given that the First World War lives on in the public consciousness as a deadening, unimaginative conflict, that these first months of the war also represented a revolution in warfare. A series of modern developments had come together to alter forever the way battles were fought. The first change, as Ernst Röhm witnessed at the Battle of the Frontiers, was the terrifying power of modern weaponry – most notably advanced artillery and the machine gun. Added to that was the use of barbed wire to protect defensive emplacements and telephones and wireless to aid communication. Finally, the availability of tinned food meant that millions of soldiers could stay fighting in one place for years at a time.15

Each of these innovations favoured the defender rather than the attacker. The cumulative effect of all of them on the soldier who was ordered to advance was horrendous. Adolf Hitler, in a letter he sent from the front line to an acquaintance in Munich, tried to convey a flavour of this new kind of war: ‘At last the command rang out: “Forward!” We swarmed out and chased across the fields to a little farm. To left and right the shrapnel were bursting, and in between the English bullets sang. But we paid no attention. For ten minutes we lay there, and then we were again ordered forward … We crawled on our bellies to the edge of the woods. Over us the shells were howling and whistling, splintered tree trunks and branches flew around us. And then again grenades crashed into the wood, hurling up clouds of stones, earth, and roots, and stifling everything in a yellowish-green, stinking, sickening vapour.’16

In 1941, Hitler spoke in private of the lesson he had taken from this experience: ‘It was with feelings of pure idealism that I set out for the front in 1914. Then I saw men falling around me in thousands. Thus I learnt that life is a cruel struggle, and has no other object but the preservation of the species. The individual can disappear, provided there are other men to replace him.’17

Ernst Röhm shared with Hitler this understanding of the true horror of war on the western front. Indeed, Röhm’s experience was worse. Shortly after the Battle of the Frontiers, as he was sleeping, he suddenly ‘received a heavy blow in the face … When I felt my bleeding head, it turned out that a splinter from a shell had torn off the upper part of my nose. A deep wound opened in my face; the blood gushed incessantly …’18 Doctors would save Röhm’s life, but could do little to repair his looks. Until the day he died he would bear a reminder of this night on his disfigured face.

The manner of Röhm’s injury symbolized a new and disturbing dimension to modern warfare – one with lasting psychological effects. Röhm had been wounded by an assailant who was likely miles away. This made the battlefield a bloodier place than ever before. As Dave Grossman wrote in his influential work On Killing: The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Society, it is difficult for most human beings to kill another person face to face. A survey even claimed that many American soldiers during the Second World War had been unable to kill with their rifles when they could see their victims.19 Only radical changes in combat training in the post-war years managed to increase the close kill rate. That is why artillery is such a powerful and effective weapon. Not only do you kill from a distance but you work as part of a gun crew. The responsibility for killing is thus shared. It is significant, as Grossman points out, that Napoleon was an artilleryman and always wanted to have more artillery on the battlefield than the enemy.20

Many of those who would go on to gain positions of significance within the Nazi movement were, by now, fighting in these deadly conditions. Alongside Hitler and Röhm were Hermann Göring, who towards the end of the war became the highly decorated commander of Baron von Richthofen’s squadron; Rudolf Hess, who fought at the Battle of Verdun and after the war would become the Deputy Führer; Julius Streicher, who displayed bravery under fire on the western front and was later one of the most infamous Nazi anti-Semites;21 and Rudolf Höss, who was the youngest non-commissioned officer in the German Army, and just over twenty years later was appointed commandant of Auschwitz.

All these people, like everyone who served at the front, witnessed the most appalling carnage – so much so that it’s hard for us today to fully grasp what they must have experienced. Consider, for example, the giant monument at Thiepval dedicated to the British and South African soldiers who fought at the Somme. This memorial commemorates the more than 70,000 ‘missing’ – soldiers who have no known resting place. How, one might ask, could over 70,000 people go ‘missing’? The answer is because most people who died fighting on the western front were killed by artillery, and recent technological advances meant that artillery was more deadly than ever before. Suffering a direct hit from a high-explosive shell was akin to standing in front of a speeding train. You went ‘missing’ because you disintegrated into small pieces.

It wasn’t just future Nazis who witnessed all this during the First World War; so did future pacifists, communists and socialists. Just as not every German joyously welcomed the war, not everyone who served in the German Army subsequently became a Nazi – far from it. Erich Maria Remarque, for instance, served only a few weeks on the front line in the summer of 1917 before suffering a war-ending shrapnel wound, but the experience was life changing. The novel he wrote years later about the conflict, All Quiet on the Western Front, became a worldwide bestseller. As Remarque saw it, he was part of a generation that had been broken by the war.22 The novel detailed the experiences of a character called Paul Bäumer, who described how life on the western front turned him and his comrades into creatures who had lost their humanity.23 The horror of the field hospital, with dead and dying all around, made Bäumer conclude that life was without meaning.24 Ultimately, he despaired for the future and questioned, after this devastating experience, what the post-war world could possibly offer.25

The Nazis loathed All Quiet on the Western Front when it was published in 1929. They despised Remarque’s vision of the pointlessness of suffering. It was as far as one can imagine from the way that the Nazi Party would later demand that Germans view the war. Though Hitler saw life as a ‘cruel struggle’ he still felt there was nobility in dying for your nation, and Remarque’s nihilistic vision was anathema to him.

The Nazis’ preferred view of the conflict was presented by another soldier, Ernst Jünger. While serving on the western front, he had an altogether different emotional experience from Remarque’s. In his literary account, Storm of Steel, Jünger projected himself as a courageous, steadfast leader, a warrior who was able to inspire his men to stay at their posts by demonstrating his own bravery. ‘What helped me make my case’, he wrote, ‘was the fact that I myself was in the place of greatest danger.’26

As a hail of artillery raged around him, Jünger had an almost spiritual awakening. He watched as his men stood ‘stony and motionless’ and ‘then, by the light of a flare, I saw steel helmet by steel helmet, blade by glinting blade, and I was overcome by a feeling of invulnerability. We might be crushed, but surely we could not be conquered.’27

Stirring stuff, and the opposite of Remarque’s vision of savages grappling with each other in the mud. And yet what’s fascinating is that much of their descriptive writing is similar, as both Jünger and Remarque each vividly portray the nightmare world of trench warfare. So how can one writer take nihilistic despair from the experience of this war and another dignity and courage?

The first answer, obviously, is that they came from very different backgrounds. From a young age Jünger was imbued with a spirit of adventure – he ran away to join the Foreign Legion in his teens, before realizing he had made a mistake and escaping. In contrast, Remarque was a bookish youngster with a gloomy side to him. He later confided that he had ‘spent a disconsolate youth interspersed with thoughts of suicide’.28 They also had dissimilar backgrounds. While Remarque came from humble circumstances, Jünger was from a wealthy family and was a member of the Wandervogel, a romantic youth movement.

There is also the question of timing. Jünger joined the German Army in the initial moment of enthusiasm for the war in the summer of 1914. Remarque, three years younger, was conscripted in 1917. As the German dramatist Carl Zuckmayer, who also served in the First World War, later recalled, ‘It is remarkable how swiftly in such times a difference between generations develops and how deep a gulf [exists] between groups only a year or two apart in age.’ By the time Remarque was recruited, the ‘degeneration of the initial advance into a war of attrition, into a universal, systematic mass slaughter’,29 was all too apparent.

More than ten years after the end of the war the Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels would generate enormous publicity by trumpeting his hatred of All Quiet on the Western Front and contrasting it with his admiration for Jünger’s wartime writing. It was a battle for the cultural memory of the nation, and it was a fight the Nazis were determined to win. Future German soldiers needed to be imbued with Jünger’s vision of the First World War, not Remarque’s.30

The challenge Nazi propagandists would face, however, was that as the First World War progressed the reality of the conflict increasingly resembled Remarque’s novel. Bread rationing was imposed in Germany as early as January 1915, and soon the search for scapegoats began. Since German newspapers followed the line laid down by the military – that no mistakes had been made by the General Staff – someone else had to be blamed for what was happening.

Hitler, in a letter written in 1915, gave a hint of the opinion he was forming: ‘we hope that those of us who have the good fortune to see their homeland again will find it purer and more purified of foreign influence.’31 Exactly what Hitler meant by ‘foreign influence’ or ‘foreignness’ – the German word he used was Fremdländerei – is unclear. It’s been suggested that he was referring to Czech influence in Vienna or Linz, but the world expert on Hitler maintains that it’s improbable that the word did not also encompass the Jews. Whatever Hitler meant, in common with many of his comrades at the front he was searching for a scapegoat.32

The Jews, of course, have been scapegoats for more than 2,000 years. And now, once again, there would be an attempt to blame them for the mistakes of others. In 1916 the Prussian Minister of War claimed that members of the ‘population at large’ were ‘continually’ writing to him claiming that Jews were dodging the fighting at the front. So a census was organized to find out exactly how many Jews were serving in the armed forces. The result of this count was never made public – almost certainly because the findings showed that Jews were not avoiding military service at all. The truth was that German Jews were more than doing their bit.33

The latest psychological research demonstrates that this attempt at scapegoating fits into a typical pattern. The social psychologist Professor Karen Douglas believes that as most conspiracy theorists are ‘looking for someone to blame’, the idea that ‘there are these people pulling the strings behind the scenes’ helps deal with their ‘feelings of powerlessness and disillusionment’. Research suggests that ‘people sometimes believe conspiracy theories about other groups as a way of protecting or enhancing their own group. People who are especially narcissistic about groups they belong to tend to be more likely to believe conspiracy theories about other groups.’34 The ‘narcissism’ of the German High Command was considerable. They considered themselves the best soldiers in the world. So how could they be losing this war? It must be someone else’s fault.

There’s also a possible link between conspiracy theories and the evolution of language. Professor Robin Dunbar, an evolutionary psychologist, believes that language may have evolved so that human beings could gossip.35 Rather as our ape ancestors used grooming to establish and maintain social connections, so human beings evolved language to bond by discussing topics such as who is dating whom, who is cheating on their wife and what the real story is behind the leader’s recent actions.36 With this insight as a starting point, though Professor Dunbar does not make this link himself, one might see conspiracy theories as the ultimate gossip – secrets others try to hide. Thus it’s possible we have an evolutionary tendency towards finding conspiracy theories enticing.

The timing of the 1916 census also revealed an aspect of anti-Semitism that is often forgotten. It can lie dormant for years, only to surface with renewed intensity during a crisis. Jews had previously benefited from the unification of Germany in 1871. Having been restricted within Germany in a variety of ways – they were prohibited, for example, from entering certain professions – the Jews were now living with fewer restraints.

Before the First World War, though anti-Semitism still existed within Germany, it was far from universal. The majority of Germans did not vote for political parties that espoused overtly anti-Semitic policies. Indeed, many eastern European Jews fled to the relative safety of Germany to escape persecution elsewhere.37 But there were groups within Germany – particularly many of those who called themselves völkisch – who blamed the Jews, at least in part, for the immense changes that had occurred as the country modernized during the nineteenth and early years of the twentieth century. These völkisch groups rhapsodized about the beauty of the forests and the almost spiritual qualities of the peasant farmer and considered Jews the antithesis of this bucolic ideal.38 Rather than living the rural life, Jews tended to settle in cities and work in commerce – a legacy of the previous restrictions on the professions they could pursue.

This meant that when some Jews didn’t conform to this anti-Semitic urban stereotype the anti-Semites could be confused. Eugene Leviné, a German Jew, remembered travelling back from a hiking trip in the countryside with his Jewish friends after the First World War and listening as a man sitting in the same railway compartment was ‘swearing about the Jews, and so we said, “Well look, we are all Jews.” And he roared with laughter, and he said, “You must think that we country people are daft. You are obviously nice clean-living, sporting German boys. You’re not going to tell me you’re Jews.” And he meant it.’39

In February 1917, dramatic events in St Petersburg started a chain of causation that reinforced the anti-Semites’ warped idea that the Jews were behind Germany’s ills. There was an uprising in St Petersburg as workers protested about the shortage of food. The crisis soon escalated and, supported by Russian soldiers, the revolutionaries forced the Tsar to abdicate in early March. The swiftness with which the House of Romanov had been toppled was a warning to all the monarchies of Europe.

The Provisional Government, which replaced the Tsar, carried on fighting the war against the Germans and their allies. This was a huge mistake. Not only was the new Russian offensive in Galicia in the summer of 1917 a failure, but Vladimir Lenin and the Bolsheviks were fomenting revolution on the home front and mutiny in the army. A few months later, in November 1917, the Bolsheviks managed to seize power from the Provisional Government.

A conspiracy theory subsequently developed that the Jews were behind Bolshevism. Some leading Bolsheviks – notably Leon Trotsky – were indeed of Jewish origin, and the claim was that Karl Marx, the theorist behind the revolution, was as well. But the idea that the November 1917 revolution was driven or controlled by ‘the Jews’ was nonsense. Jews were actually in a minority among leading Bolsheviks, and Karl Marx, while he had Jewish ancestry, was baptized a Lutheran. But, just as today, facts did not matter to the conspiracy theorists, and the lie that the Jews controlled Bolshevism was subsequently to become a central part of Nazi thinking.

Desperate to secure the revolution, Lenin wanted to bring an immediate end to Russia’s involvement in the war. By December 1917 the new Russian regime had agreed an armistice with Germany and its allies – collectively known as the Central Powers – and opened peace negotiations at the city of Brest-Litovsk, little more than a hundred miles east of Warsaw.

Simultaneously, there was a reminder to the Central Powers that their own support on the home front was fracturing. In the winter of 1917–18 there was a series of strikes, first in Vienna and Budapest, and then in Berlin. It seemed as if the demand for ‘peace and bread’ which had helped spark the Russian Revolution was spreading west. Subsequently, leading Nazis would remember how hunger had sapped the will of Germans during the First World War, and they were determined that it wouldn’t happen again in the Second.40

Leon Trotsky saw the January 1918 strikes as evidence that the revolution was spreading across Europe. He claimed that the ‘international proletariat’ would rise up if ‘German imperialism attempts to break us on the wheel of its military machine’.41 He was wrong.

German security forces managed to suppress the January 1918 strike in Berlin and on 9 February the Central Powers signed a peace treaty with Ukraine. In return for a million tons of bread a year, the Germans and their allies would now recognize Ukrainian independence. This was a clear provocation to the new Bolshevik regime in Russia, since Ukraine had previously been part of the Russian Empire.

The war in the east, which had paused while negotiations took place, once again erupted into life as around a million soldiers of the Central Powers advanced into Latvia, Estonia, Belarus and Ukraine. Russian forces lacked the power and motivation to stop them, and by March the Central Powers had captured Kiev.

Lenin was now more anxious than ever to exit the war. He knew that one of the reasons the Tsar had been overthrown was the presence in St Petersburg of conscript soldiers who did not want to be sent to the front. The message Lenin took from this was simple. Do whatever is necessary to stop the fighting. Even a humiliating peace would be better than no peace at all. The desperation of the Bolsheviks to sign a deal did not go unnoticed, with Lieutenant Colonel Pokorny of the Austro-Hungarian General Staff remarking that ‘a peace treaty is seemingly a matter of life and death for Lenin’s government.’42

But the treaty the Bolsheviks agreed with the Central Powers was much worse than merely humiliating. It was one of the most draconian, one-sided deals in history. Under the terms of the Brest-Litovsk treaty, signed on 3 March 1918, the Russians forfeited a third of their pre-war population and nearly 90 per cent of their coal. ‘Independence’ was granted to a host of territories that had been under Russian control, including Finland, Lithuania and Ukraine. But for many of these places this ‘independence’ meant German soldiers stationed on their land.43

Even though the whole deal was dismantled by the Allies after the First World War and all these German gains were lost, one fact remained. The treaty of Brest-Litovsk had demonstrated that it was possible to force the Russians to accept an agreement that stripped them of precious resources. When Hitler decided to invade this same territory during the Second World War, the Germans would remember this crucial piece of history. As the historian Golo Mann wrote, ‘Brest-Litovsk has been called the forgotten peace, but the Germans have not forgotten it. They know that they defeated Russia and sometimes they look upon this proudly as the real, if unrewarded European achievement of the war.’44

But while the Central Powers had made spectacular gains in the east, in the west the situation was deteriorating. The United States had declared war on Germany in April 1917, and six months later American soldiers were taking part in the fighting. On the home front Germans were suffering worse shortages than ever, and the mood was fractious. In May 1918, in Ingolstadt in Bavaria, protests erupted when an invalid complained loudly in the street about the war and was assaulted by the police.

Alois Pfaller took part in the Ingolstadt demonstration while still a boy. ‘There was a big crowd,’ he remembered. ‘I came from the countryside, [and] had never experienced anything like it … by the Town Hall … there were thousands of citizens and soldiers in front of the police station, demanding that the officer who was supposed to have beaten up the war invalid [come out] … They shouted, more and more, but he didn’t stir, he didn’t come out. Then a soldier picked up a stone and said to me: “Come on, let’s smash a window, then maybe he’ll come out.” Well, he didn’t have to tell me twice … it was fun to be allowed to smash a window. So I did it, oh Lord! Then it started! As soon as one pane was broken, they all looked for stones and broke windows.’45

The crowd eventually managed to enter the Town Hall and trash the contents. ‘I had already left by then,’ recalled Pfaller. ‘It was too much for me. I was frightened, I scarpered … I’d had enough for a first time. I thought it was too risky.’ But he always remembered how the soldiers garrisoned in the city ‘wanted to stop the war’ and ‘were all shouting: “We want peace, we want peace!”’ As Pfaller saw it, this was an example of how ordinary people could stand up against oppression. Inspired by this protest, Pfaller later became a member of the German Communist Party.

As the demonstration in Ingolstadt raged, a last-ditch German attack was under way on the western front. The German High Command recognized that something radical had to be done to bring the war to a conclusion – and that something was the Ludendorff offensive, an attempt to push the Allies back towards the English Channel. The focus was on all-out attack as specially trained units of Stormtroopers charged the Allied line, protected by a rolling artillery barrage that fell just in front of them.

Initially, the Germans made considerable gains. At the end of March 1918, Alfred Hugenberg, chairman of the gigantic conglomerate Krupp Steel and later a member of Hitler’s cabinet, sent an effusive message to Field Marshal Hindenburg: ‘Those who timidly doubted the German victory and those who never believed in it now see it as an attainable possibility before them …’46

By the end of May, it seemed as if Paris might be under threat once again. ‘It’s wonderful to see the present look on the faces of our valiant regiments as they advance in an assault,’ wrote Herbert Sulzbach, a German lieutenant; ‘they are almost laughing for joy, and all they can see is victory. If you people at home could only see it!’47 Captain Fritz Matthaei, a battalion commander in the 36th Division, was similarly ecstatic. ‘Everywhere was battle joy, battle enthusiasm,’ he wrote in a letter back home. ‘Victory called from every corner, prisoners and booty were brought past, and the shining May sun smiled success. The days of 1914 seemed to have returned.’48 In a sense he was correct. For just as the initial victories in 1914 had proved to be a false dawn, so did the Ludendorff offensive. Just six months later Germany lost the war.

Given the optimism of May 1918, many Germans sought an explanation for this catastrophic change in fortune in a whole series of conspiracy theories – frequently involving the fantasy of a betrayal engineered by Jews and socialist politicians. But the actual reason for the Germans’ defeat was more prosaic. Yes, the German Army had made great headway in the spring of 1918, but it had been at enormous cost – in excess of 680,000 soldiers killed, injured, captured or missing.49

Herbert Richter, a German soldier who took part in the offensive at the Marne in 1918, confirmed that while his unit ‘made good progress’ and ‘took many prisoners’, nonetheless ‘we suffered severe casualties.’ Once all the other officers in his unit had been killed he – a lowly ensign – had to command an artillery battery: ‘Luckily I got through it, and then we were pulled back behind the front so that we could recuperate.’ Richter noticed something else during the fighting that summer. The Allies ‘were better equipped. They had waterproof boots,’ while Richter and his comrades ‘had to wade through the mud’ in their leaking footwear.50

Though the Allies had also suffered losses, the difference was that the arrival of a stream of American troops allowed them to be replaced. This massive imbalance in resources was one reason why Ferdinand Foch, the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces, felt able to tell other Allied military leaders on 24 July 1918 – via a memo read to them by Maxime Weygand, his chief of staff – that a ‘turning point’ had arrived. ‘The moment has come’, said Weygand, echoing Foch’s view, ‘to abandon the general defensive attitude forced upon us until now by numerical inferiority and to pass to the offensive.’51

The Germans were battered into submission. Using tanks and planes in coordination with precise artillery bombardment, the Allies broke through the enemy’s defensive lines and over the next few months pushed the exhausted Germans back. By the end of September 1918, both Field Marshal Hindenburg and General Ludendorff – effectively the most powerful people in Germany – had decided that the situation was untenable. The knowledge of what had happened the year before in Russia, when disheartened troops had helped overturn the established order, weighed heavily upon them. At all costs they wanted to avoid Germany suffering a similar fate. They told the Kaiser that not only was an armistice needed at once, but the Allies – in particular the Americans – urgently had to be reassured that they were dealing with a more democratic Germany.

It was a strategy that had an added benefit as far as Ludendorff and Hindenburg were concerned – it distanced them from defeat. They could blame hapless politicians for this debacle, rather than accept responsibility themselves. That is the background to the famous statement Ludendorff made to his military staff at the end of September: ‘I have advised his Majesty to bring those groups into the government whom we have in the main to thank for the fact that matters have reached this pass … Let them now conclude the peace that has to be negotiated. Let them eat the broth they have cooked for us.’52

A key part of the plan to make the politicians eat this broth was to continue to withhold information about the impending disaster from the German public and ensure that army propaganda carried on pumping out optimistic lies.53 This ruse – obviously designed to calm the mood at home and protect the reputations of the German commanders – had a devastating long-term effect. It meant that when the armistice did come in November, with the actual fighting still taking place far from the centres of German power, there was widespread astonishment. ‘We did wonder,’ recalled Herbert Richter, ‘because we didn’t feel beaten at all. The front-line troops didn’t feel themselves beaten, and we were wondering why the armistice was happening so quickly, and why we had to vacate all our positions in such a hurry, because we were still standing on enemy territory and we thought all this was strange.’54

In late October and early November 1918, events moved at speed. Sailors mutinied at Wilhelmshaven when ordered to leave port for what they perceived to be a pointless attack on the British Navy, and the protests soon spread to Kiel and elsewhere. Echoing the words of the Russian revolutionaries the previous year, many of the German protesters demanded the abdication of the Kaiser.

From German military headquarters in Spa in Belgium, the Kaiser declared that if there was a Bolshevik revolution, ‘I will take my place at the head of a few divisions, advance on Berlin and string up anyone who commits treason.’55 But he was dissuaded from taking such dramatic action by those around him, not least because some generals doubted whether the army would be prepared to follow him.

General Wilhelm Groener had another idea. He proposed that ‘the Kaiser must immediately make his way to the battlefield in order to seek his death there.’56 This self-sacrifice, thought Groener, would have a dramatic effect on the way the Germans perceived the war. But the Kaiser was not keen to lose his own life, and so he abdicated on the evening of 9 November and fled to exile in the Netherlands.

Predictably, many were outraged by the ousting of the Kaiser. Ludwig Beck, later Chief of the General Staff of the German Army, wrote to his sister, ‘Never in my life have I been so upset about something I personally witnessed as I was on 9 and 10 November. Such an abyss of meanness, cowardice, lack of character, all of which I had until then considered impossible. In a few hours 500 years of history have been shattered; like a thief the emperor was deported to Dutch territory. It could not happen fast enough – this to a noble and morally upstanding man.’ Significantly, Beck also wrote, ‘we have been stabbed in the back.’57 It was a phrase that would resonate for years.

But this wasn’t the only response. Some younger officers, like Ernst Jünger, felt that the Kaiser had betrayed his high office by not sacrificing himself in battle. In 1922 Jünger wrote that the death of the Kaiser ‘may be demanded by those countless figures who went to their deaths before him’.58

Fridolin von Spaun, eighteen years old and yet to join the German Army, also felt let down by the Kaiser’s decision to flee: ‘I had to watch the German ruling classes, that is the aristocracy, emperor, kings, princes, deserting without being forced to by a coup. I found this incomprehensible. That not one of them tried to put up any resistance. Why did the crown prince not march into Berlin with an army – even though the war was lost? And instead [they] left chaos behind.’ Spaun, who would later join the Nazi Party, ‘learnt from this that the ruling classes of the old era were no longer fit to govern. This was a painful realization, but for me a very important one.’59

The image of the Kaiser scurrying away and saving his own skin would live on – a permanent stain on the reputation of the monarchy. The contrast was later obvious between the Kaiser, safe behind the lines during the war and afterwards living in opulence in exile, and Hitler’s own service as an ordinary soldier at the front who had won an Iron Cross for bravery.

Yet, despite their defeat, when the German soldiers returned home they were not treated as part of a humiliated army. A journalist from The Times witnessed an ‘enormous crowd’ greet the soldiers in Berlin with a ‘hearty reception’. On 10 December 1918, the new Chancellor, Friedrich Ebert, told troops parading at the Brandenburg Gate, ‘No enemy has overcome you. Only when the preponderance of our opponents in men and material grew ever heavier did we give up the struggle, and just because of your heroic courage was it our duty not to demand further useless sacrifices of you.’60

It is not hard to imagine why Ebert preached the falsehood that the German Army hadn’t been defeated. There was a danger of revolution, and if bending the truth could keep the soldiers loyal then so be it. But in taking this course of action he fuelled the more pernicious lie voiced by Ludwig Beck and others – that the army at the front had been ‘stabbed in the back’ by enemies behind the lines in Germany.

It was a conspiracy theory embraced the following year by one of the most respected men in the country – Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg. He had done everything he could to escape the blame he deserved for the disastrous course the war had taken. Army propaganda had been careful to paint him as the ‘Hero of Tannenberg’ – a victory he had masterminded on the eastern front in 1914. The later defeats were scarcely mentioned alongside this early triumph.

At a public hearing in 1919, Hindenburg seized the chance to distance himself still further from Germany’s humiliation the previous year. He asserted that he had ‘wanted forceful and cheerful cooperation’ from German political parties during the war but had instead ‘encountered failure and weakness’. He quoted with approval the words of an ‘English general’ who had allegedly said, ‘the German army was stabbed in the back.’ Consequently, he claimed, the army could not be blamed for what had happened.61

By these words Hindenburg did enormous damage to the psyche of many Germans. In the chaos that existed in the aftermath of the war, the longing for one trusted figure to tell millions of nationalistic Germans the truth was immense. And who could be more trusted than the all-conquering Hero of Tannenberg? Given his supposedly honourable background, Hindenburg’s role in the propagation of the lie of the ‘stab in the back’ can scarcely be overestimated. As the journalist Theodor Wolff wrote perceptively in November 1919, ‘The unfortunate scapegoat theory could not emerge if the infallibility theory [that Hindenburg and Ludendorff had done nothing wrong] had not risen on the other side.’62

Worse still, as Professor Douglas points out, psychological research shows that ‘It’s very difficult once someone holds a belief very strongly to change those beliefs.’ Moreover, ‘If someone believes one conspiracy theory, they are more likely to believe in or look for others. People can go down the rabbit hole and you can get a bit lost.’63

In January 1919, amid this febrile atmosphere, it even seemed that there might be a successful German revolution. There were riots on the streets of Berlin, encouraged by two key figures on the left – Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg – with Liebknecht openly calling for world revolution. Fridolin von Spaun listened to Liebknecht speak and was appalled. ‘They wanted to plunge Germany into chaos,’ he remembered. ‘They wanted to topple Ebert’s government. I came to the conclusion that this should be resisted. And from then on I did just that, to the best of my ability.’64

Shortly afterwards, Spaun joined one of the Freikorps. These were groups of right-wing paramilitaries, often in the pay of the government, that formed in the wake of the lost war. Many of them hoped that in the future a ‘Third Reich’ would be created. (The ‘First Reich’ was considered to be the Holy Roman Empire and the ‘Second Reich’ the empire formed by German unification, which lasted up to the end of the First World War.) But for many the idea of the Third Reich amounted to little more than a belief in a nebulous concept of a Germany reborn. ‘Nothing is more characteristic of the associative spirit of the Oberländer than their Idea of the Third Reich …’ wrote one supporter of the Freikorps Oberland. ‘The men dreamed deep dreams of this Mystery – a mystery which would have been debased into a concrete political program[me] as soon as one attempted to define it precisely.’65 The men of each Freikorps gave their commander absolute loyalty – an act which symbolized ‘the subordination of the individual … to the needs of the whole nation’.66

Freikorps units played a crucial role in suppressing the uprising in Berlin, and on 15 January 1919 both Luxemburg and Liebknecht were captured and murdered. Ebert, together with Gustav Noske, who had helped quash the revolution in Kiel just weeks before, was happy to use these freelance toughs alongside government troops. It is notable that Ebert and Noske were not politicians of the right but members of the Social Democratic Party (SPD). In these desperate times even those on the centre-left were prepared to make use of right-wing paramilitaries.

Four days after the deaths of Luxemburg and Liebknecht, German voters went to the polls to elect representatives for the new National Assembly. This was an historic moment in German political history – the first election in which women were able to vote. The results demonstrated the unequivocal desire of the German people for a fresh start, with a large majority voting for parties committed to both democracy and the new Germany.

But none of this meant that the political situation had stabilized. In Munich, for instance, the situation was fraught. A socialist journalist called Kurt Eisner had managed to use a demonstration on 7 November 1918 to incite soldiers to revolt. Events moved astonishingly swiftly, and in the early hours of the next day Bavaria was declared a republic. The Bavarian royal family – including the King – hurriedly left the city.

Ernst Röhm, who travelled through Munich that November, was appalled by what had happened. He thought it ‘the most shameful overthrow of the system’. In his autobiography, published in 1928, he quoted from a series of leaflets which he ‘drew up and distributed’ in February 1919 and which expressed ‘my views at the time’. Röhm admonished the soldiers who had taken part in the revolution and told them that ‘In the Fatherland’s hour of the most terrible need, you have betrayed your Emperor and King and violated the oath sworn to God.’ The ‘spirit’ of the soldiers had been poisoned by ‘bribable Jews and scoundrels’. These ‘Jews and foreigners now rule over you’, said Röhm, and together with other ‘traitors to our country’ they had stabbed ‘our brave forces in the back’. He called on the soldiers to ‘save your honour, restore it after you violated the oath you formally swore to God!’67

These are the early stirrings of an approach that the Nazis would employ in the years ahead. Hitler would subsequently welcome into the party many soldiers who had previously supported the socialists – or even the communists – as long as they renounced their ‘betrayal’. So much so that Hitler would later stretch reality and claim that in the early 1920s ‘90 per cent’ of the Nazi Party had been composed of ‘left-wing elements’.68 Vital, of course, to permitting
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