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Preface

Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 was the biggest, bloodiest and most barbarous military enterprise in the history of warfare. The specific purpose of Operation Barbarossa, as the Führer codenamed this cataclysmic venture, was also the most decisive campaign of the Second World War. Had Hitler achieved its objective – the annihilation of the Soviet Union – he would have been the master of Europe’s destiny. As it was, by the time his armies had reached the gates of Moscow less than six months later, any prospect he might once have had of realizing his delusional vision of a Thousand Year Reich had already vanished.

The Wehrmacht – the collective name for the German army, navy and air force – would, of course, go on to launch further major offensives and secure many dramatic victories as the war progressed. But these were ephemeral triumphs. By the end of 1941 at the very latest, the Nazis had already lost any realistic chance of winning the war. For three and a half more years the soil of Eastern Europe would be saturated in the blood of tens of millions of people, victims of a hideous endgame the outcome of which had already been ordained. Disconcerting though it may be for those who, for understandable reasons, assert that the valiant Allied troops who landed on the Normandy beaches in June 1944 became the principal agents of victory over Hitler, the evidence is otherwise.

It was the ‘Great Patriotic War’, as Stalin called the struggle on Germany’s Eastern Front, not D-Day that settled Hitler’s fate. This is not remotely to suggest that those who offered their lives in that latter endeavour did so in vain. On the contrary: it is to them above all that countless millions of their fellow citizens in western Europe owe the freedom and democracy that the Soviet dictator was to deny to their neighbours who were later to fall under the Kremlin’s ‘sphere of influence’. That Stalin was able to bend so much of post-war Europe to his will sprang from the fact that it was his soldiers, not his Western allies, who broke the Third Reich on the battlefield. Although the timing and the manner of the final destruction of the Nazis was determined in concert by the United States, Britain and the Soviet Union, the failure of Operation Barbarossa was the most important terminus of the war in Europe, the point at which – after less than six months of intense struggle – Nazism’s demise became inevitable.

It is also not to diminish the scale of suffering endured during the First World War (when the Battle of the Somme alone claimed more than a million casualties in a little under five months), or in other struggles during the Second World War (when the Battle of Stalingrad claimed a similar number of casualties in the same period), to note that the long history of military conflict cannot yield a scale of carnage to compare with that of Operation Barbarossa when, within a comparable timespan, around six times that number of young men were listed as killed, wounded, or missing in action.

The Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union took Stalin by surprise and sent shock waves around the world. It was almost universally assumed that the Red Army would crumble within weeks. But the German triumphalism proved premature. This book charts the progress of Operation Barbarossa from its inception until Hitler’s armies reached the capital at the end of the year. It does not attempt to explore every one of the scores of battles fought on three fronts in a vast military theatre; in this respect, its focus is on Army Group Centre, the force that spearheaded the invasion and which was to lead the assault on Moscow. In charting the progress of this army group, I draw extensively on the reports, diaries, letters and memoirs of its leading protagonists, including its commander, General Fedor von Bock, his field commanders (who included the Third Reich’s most celebrated panzer general, Heinz Guderian) and the officers and men serving under them. Many of these men wrote to their loved ones with guileless candour: about the fear and elation of battle, the killing, the camaraderie, their longing for home, their endless marches across an arid terrain in searing summer heat, the cloying mud of autumn that brought vehicles to a standstill and trapped foot soldiers and the horses that were used to pull artillery carriages in its glutinous embrace, and the arctic winter, when temperatures fell to −35°C and tens of thousands lost limbs to frostbite.

Far from proving to be a recipe for certain victory, Operation Barbarossa became a cauldron of bitter disputation between the generals at the front and Army High Command at the rear. As this schism deepened, the army chief of staff, Franz Halder, sought in vain to mediate between them and the Wehrmacht’s mercurial commander-in-chief, Hitler, a nightmare task about which he wrote openly in his daily war diary. Like those battles fought by army groups North and South, Army Group Centre’s campaign against the Soviet armies – led, for the most part, by Stalin’s greatest commander, General Georgy Zhukov – was relentless, arduous and ferocious, but it was not a conventional conflict either in scale or in character.

The Eastern Front was a battlefield on which courage was conspicuous and duty was sacrosanct but where neither side paid more than scant regard to the niceties of common humanity. In place of chivalry there was hatred, a reductive atavism that was inflamed by the peremptory and implacable directives that poured forth from Hitler and Stalin. These not only sought to direct the course of the military struggle but also insisted that no quarter should be given and no mercy shown. The rules of warfare as defined in the prevailing Geneva Conventions were ignored in this titanic struggle between the continent’s two tyrannical behemoths.

The invading armies had been repeatedly instructed that their enemy belonged to an inferior species of humanity and their troops reacted accordingly. On and off the battlefield, Soviet soldiers and civilians alike were routinely subjected to acts of horrific brutality. Torture and murder by the troops under their command were routinely overlooked by the Wehrmacht’s senior officers, who on frequent occasions presided over what was effectively the summary execution of those found to be political commissars, spies or partisans. Such murderous excesses by the Ostheer (Army of the East) were reciprocated in full measure by Soviet troops, who had no qualms about treating Germans as violent criminals against whom no punitive measures were too extreme to merit sanction. On both sides, a lethal combination of loathing and fear gave licence to rare savagery. The descriptions of such incidents proffered by those who participated in them or who watched on without demur were notably self-serving, often defiant and only occasionally laced with shame or disgust. No account of Operation Barbarossa can afford to sidestep this overwhelming evidence of a terrible truth.

Most of those serving in the Red Army fought either from patriotism or to recover their homelands, others from ideological conviction, but all in the knowledge that Stalin’s regime ruled as much by terror as by consent. The Soviet dictator’s paranoid conviction that he was surrounded by ideological saboteurs was allied to a pitiless indifference to the life of others. In war, as in peace, he was swift to exact mortal retribution on those who displeased him. Generals were subjected to summary execution or arbitrary imprisonment. Those who fled the battlefield or surrendered – even in the face of insuperable odds – faced the death penalty, their families punished not only by that disgrace but also by losing livelihoods and pension rights. At Stalin’s behest, the Stavka (the Soviet military high command) established ‘blocking units’ that were deployed behind the front to shoot down those men who withdrew en masse rather than be mown down by the advancing enemy.

Yet the Soviet leader managed to secure the allegiance of the overwhelming majority of the population as they rallied to the cause. As their letters and memoirs (some of which have only recently been recovered from the secret depths of the Soviet archives) reveal, soldiers and civilians endured with the stoic resolve of men and women who were united against the invaders. Many of Moscow’s major landmarks were shrouded by camouflage and the city was placed under curfew. Under constant aerial bombardment, workers managed to dismantle thousands of strategically vital industrial plants, transporting them to safety in the Urals, where they were soon back in full production and at a rapidly accelerating rate of output. In the autumn of 1941, as the Germans threatened the outer ring of Moscow’s inadequate defences, the capital was placed under a state of siege; miscreants or those who breached the curfew were shot on sight. Under Zhukov’s overall direction, tens of thousands of ill-equipped volunteers – men and women, young and old – worked with dogged resolve to shore up the city’s inner barricades, digging trenches and tank traps in the deep mud or frozen ground of a harsh Russian winter. A regime that ruled by terror alone would never have been able to command the allegiance of a people without whose commitment defeat would have been certain.

The crimes against humanity committed on the battlefield by both sides were dwarfed in scale by the atrocities committed by the Nazis behind the lines. Soviet troops who survived to become prisoners of war were force-marched into captivity. Abused, beaten and whipped along the way, they were also denied medicines, food and water. Tens of thousands died before reaching the makeshift prison camps into which they were herded like animals to huddle behind barbed wire and where they lacked shelter or sanitation or any other of the most basic means of survival. Denied nourishment, some prisoners resorted to cannibalism, but the great majority starved to death. This book chronicles a pitiless brutality that formed an integral part of Operation Barbarossa. By May 1945, some 3 million Soviet soldiers had died in captivity. Two-thirds of these men died from starvation or at the barrel of a gun before the end of 1941.

And there was even worse. In the eastern territories that the Wehrmacht brought under Nazi control in 1941, four Einsatzgruppen (task forces or ‘action squads’), led by senior commanders, roamed from city to city and town to town authorized to commit mass murder. The establishment of the Einsatzgruppen was approved by Hitler and organized by Heinrich Himmler and Reinhard Heydrich, who, as head of the SS and chief of the Reich Main Security Office respectively, were the principal architects of the Holocaust. Initially under orders to execute ‘Jews in Party and state positions’, the death squads were soon encouraged to kill any Jews – men, women and children – with indiscriminate fervour. The commanders of the Einsatzgruppen were competitive zealots, striving to outdo one another with higher and higher rates of execution. At their instruction, the victims were rounded up, robbed of their belongings, killed by firing squads and buried in mass graves. These killers did not operate alone. The most senior generals in the Wehrmacht – despite their vehement post-war protestations to the contrary – were not only aware of the Einsatzgruppen’s role but also, in many cases, complicit in facilitating it. In every one of the countries invaded by Hitler during Operation Barbarossa, regular soldiers, indigenous police forces and local militia combined to assist the killers in their task. There is copious evidence of this from official orders and accounts as well as reports from the perpetrators themselves and statements from eyewitnesses and those few victims who survived. These testimonies are as incontrovertible as they are dreadful. No adequate description of Operation Barbarossa should exclude them.

In the early weeks of the invasion, this commitment to murder was not matched by efficiency. Gradually, though, the killers streamlined their operations until they perfected a systematic means of shooting large numbers of men, women and children at speed – macabre achievements which they reported to their superiors in cold statistical detail. Within six months of the Nazi invasion, and after a series of gruesome experiments with various kinds of poison gas, the first death camps, among them Auschwitz-Birkenau, came into operation; the industrialization of mass murder had begun. By Christmas 1941 the first million victims of Hitler’s ‘final solution’ had been exterminated, either with guns or in gas chambers. It is a grotesque irony that the most unspeakable crime of the twentieth century was the sole element in the Führer’s apocalyptic vision for the Third Reich that, until the closing months of the war, was not unduly impeded by defeat on the battlefield. To bypass this aspect of Operation Barbarossa would be to avoid identifying one of its most direct and immediate outcomes.

A full account of Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union requires consideration of its cause as well as its effect. Operation Barbarossa did not take place in a historical vacuum but was the direct outcome of a high-wire political drama that began following the First World War and the unresolved miseries that engulfed Europe in its aftermath. For that reason – perhaps to the surprise of some readers – Part One of this book opens in the spring of 1922, when the Soviet Union and Germany, so recently at each other’s throats on the First World War battlefields and treated thereafter as pariah states by the rest of Europe, signed a treaty of reconciliation. The European democracies were aghast. The treaty was a diplomatic coup de main that left the British prime minister, Lloyd George, floundering; his painstaking efforts to build a continent-wide consensus in favour of sustainable economic development, and thereby peace and security, was in tatters.

To disentangle the interwoven strands of the political drama that was played out subsequently on the European stage – it is hard to make any sense of Operation Barbarossa otherwise – is to lay bare the arrogance and fear that led the disunited democracies of western Europe to regard the Soviet Union with an aversion that not only precluded a meaningful dialogue with the Kremlin but also led most of them to regard Germany’s unhinged Führer as the lesser of two evils. From the ruins of Versailles to the rise of Hitler in Germany and Stalin’s murderous consolidation of power in the Soviet Union, all the way to the shock of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact in August 1939, the official papers, letters, diaries and memoirs of the chief protagonists illuminate only too starkly the irreconcilable or unobtainable objectives that left Europe’s leaders at a loss while the continent drifted ineluctably towards a second conflagration that no one wanted – except Hitler and possibly Stalin (whose main objective was to avoid direct involvement) – but which none of them could stop.

Within a year of starting the Second World War, not only had the German panzers subjugated most of western Europe but Hitler had also decided to postpone the invasion of Britain in favour of destroying the Soviet Union first. There were multiple reasons for this fateful decision, but the trigger for launching Operation Barbarossa lay in the Balkans. This book therefore highlights the bitter contest between Moscow and Berlin to control that combustible and strategically vital region of Europe. When the direct negotiations between the Soviet foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, and Hitler reached a testy impasse at the end of November 1940, the Führer ordered his generals to make detailed plans for the invasion of the Soviet Union for the following spring. In June 1941, by which time he had occupied Yugoslavia and driven the British out of Greece, he found himself at war on two fronts at once.

Operation Barbarossa was thus not quarantined from what was rapidly becoming a global conflict, which is the crucial context within which I have framed the invasion. Within hours of the news that the Wehrmacht was on the warpath within the Soviet Union, Churchill, followed in less grandiloquent terms by Roosevelt a few days later, declared his unequivocal support for the Soviet cause. Before long, both Washington and London found themselves in an unlikely alliance with the world’s only communist state, the three leaders soon becoming known as the ‘Big Three’. This was a seismic rapprochement that not only had a direct impact on the war on the Eastern Front but on the post-war history of Europe. For that reason, my account of Operation Barbarossa also focuses on the intense human and political drama of this turbulent, often acrimonious but critically important three-way partnership as diplomatic emissaries from Washington and London traipsed into the Kremlin to parley with the mercurial Soviet dictator.

Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union changed the course of history. As its subtitle suggests, this book was conceived in the belief that the last six months of 1941 were of greater moment than any other period in the twentieth century. Operation Barbarossa was not only a fatal gamble but it was also how Hitler lost the war.
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Part One



THE SLIDE TO WAR




1. Paving the Way

Over the Easter weekend of 1922, the elegant resort of Rapallo, on the Italian Riviera, was thronged with affluent Italians who favoured the balmy climate along this part of the Mediterranean coast. The town’s quietude and lack of vulgarity had long appealed to foreigners as well, and especially to those with cultural sensibilities. It was in the lanes around Rapallo that the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche first incubated the ideas that were later to form the basis for his magnum opus, the novel Thus Spoke Zarathustra, which was widely regarded as impenetrable. Among others to have enjoyed the town’s reticent streets and discreet cafes were Guy de Maupassant and Lord Byron. Its contemporary habitués included Ezra Pound and the English essayist Max Beerbohm, who was renowned for his dandified caricatures of the English upper classes.

Rapallo was graced by a ruined monastery, an ancient basilica with a leaning bell tower, numerous medieval churches and the remains of two castles, one of which was on a rocky promontory at the edge of the harbour, where it had once stood sentinel against marauding pirates. For the louche, there was also a sprinkling of discreet casinos and an occasional night club. The most imposing building of all was the neo-Palladian Excelsior Palace hotel, which boasted more than 140 rooms and a ‘bathing establishment’ overlooking the sea. The hotel was greatly preferred by the reticent rich and international diplomats in search of privacy and discretion.

It was here on that Easter weekend that the German foreign minister, Walther Rathenau, and the Soviet Union’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs, Georgy Chicherin, sat down together with their delegations to put the final touches to an agreement between their two governments that had been in secret negotiation for several weeks. As they would certainly have been aware, the Rapallo treaty, as it was called, was a diplomatic time bomb which was primed to detonate on Easter Monday just under forty kilometres along the coast in the city of Genoa. Its effect was to be devastating, the collateral damage irreparable.

As he strode through the jostling mass of cameras and newsmen into the great conference chamber in the thirteenth-century Palazzo San Giorgio in Genoa on the afternoon of Monday, 10 April 1922, the British prime minister, Lloyd George, was quite unaware of what was being hatched in Rapallo. He exuded confidence and resolve. After a sustained bout of shuttle diplomacy he had managed to cajole thirty-four fractious European nations into attending a great conference at which he hoped their deep animosities would be reconciled by an international treaty that – under his presiding genius – would finally restore order and prosperity to a fractured continent.

The scale of Lloyd George’s ambition was boundless. In the House of Commons before his departure for Italy he declared that Europe was ‘broken into fragments by the devastating agency of war’, and that his purpose at Genoa was nothing less than the ‘reconstruction’ of the entire continent.1 In that spirit, he had timed his entrance into the palazzo for maximum impact, confident that the assembled delegates would rise to reward his endeavours with a prolonged ovation – as they did.

The British prime minister was not only a flamboyant politician who shone in the limelight but also a man of genuine strategic vision and imagination. As one of the leaders of the four Allied Powers – Britain, France, Italy and the United States – who had wrangled their way towards the Treaty of Versailles three years earlier, he had been among the first to realize that the Paris Peace Conference had done nothing to heal the gaping wounds of the Great War and very little to prevent them festering with potentially cataclysmic consequences.

At best, the Versailles treaty had wrapped a bandage around a suppurating lesion. It had imprinted new boundaries on the map of Europe, carving out a myriad independent states from diverse regions that, for the last half century or more, had suppressed their internal ethnic and cultural animosity under the tutelage of four competing imperial autocracies. The European ‘balance of power’ – a concept forged by the Austrian chancellor, Prince Klemens von Metternich, and his Holy Alliance in the early nineteenth century and elaborated by the German Empire’s ‘Iron Chancellor’, Otto von Bismarck, with his proclamation of the Second Reich in 1871 – was already crumbling well before 1914. By the end of the Great War it had collapsed entirely.

At Versailles, the Austro-Hungarian Empire that had once held chaotic sway over a swathe of central and southern Europe was dismembered; only its fairy-tale capitals, Vienna and Budapest, served as reminders of the lost imperial splendour of the Habsburgs. Similarly, the Ottoman Empire – ‘the sick man of Europe’ – which had been fraying at the edges well before the outbreak of war saw its Balkan possessions confiscated by the victors and redistributed among its quarrelsome constituent parts. The turbulent despotism of the Russian Empire had succumbed to a Bolshevik revolution; Czar Nicholas II, the last of the Romanovs, had been assassinated and the largest nation on the continent was now consumed by civil war. No less spectacularly, the German colossus that, under the last of the Kaisers, Wilhelm II, had bestrode Europe for a generation, was broken and humiliated.

The peoples of Europe who had previously endured the certainty of imperial edicts were adrift amidst the swirling detritus of a war in which there had been more than 40 million casualties, including some 10 million soldiers killed on the battlefield and more than 6 million civilians behind the front lines. A further 10 million people had been internally displaced or were criss-crossing the new borders – hastily established at Versailles – as refugees in search of safety, shelter and food. Though some countries enjoyed a post-war boom that engendered a cautious optimism, much of Europe’s economy lay in ruins. With unemployment rampant and destitution commonplace, grief and misery prevailed. It gradually became clear that Versailles, foundering on the rocks of high-minded self-delusion, had failed to achieve its brave purpose: the creation of a bedrock for the resolution of this existential crisis.

The most ambitious vision to be mooted at the Paris Peace Conference had been the creation of an international forum for global security based on the assumption that all states might be persuaded to replace their instinct for self-preservation with the disinterested quest for international harmony. In deference to President Woodrow Wilson’s romantic notion that thereby the world could finally be made ‘safe for democracy’, this morally impeccable vision was embodied at Versailles by the formation of the League of Nations. This was a grandiose scheme but far too fragile to withstand the violent aftershocks of the 1914–18 earthquake.

Its fragility had become cruelly apparent soon after President Wilson returned from Versailles to Washington boasting to the Senate that ‘at last the world knows America as the saviour of the world’.2 This hubris may have flattered some American egos – relieved to be advised that their sons had not died on the European battlefield in vain – but the great majority of US senators were underwhelmed. More than that, they chose to adopt the guiding precept of their most revered founding father, George Washington, that the United States should in future avoid ‘entangling alliances’ with any other nation. Congress therefore refused either to endorse Wilson’s commitment to the League of Nations (which, in consequence, was terminally enfeebled) or to ratify the Treaty of Versailles wherein it had been begotten.

For almost two decades thereafter, the United States all but withdrew from the front line of European diplomacy in favour of a policy of detached neutrality, intervening only spasmodically – and self-interestedly – in the affairs of what for many Americans had become a faraway continent about which they knew little and cared rather less. It would not be until the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939 that President Roosevelt felt strong enough politically to inform a reluctant Congress that ‘entangling alliances’ had once again become unavoidable.fn1 In the meantime, the Europeans would have to find their own salvation.

Far from making Europe ‘safe for democracy’, the Versailles treaty served only to aggravate the tensions that, for numerous reasons, were very soon to envelop Europe. After many weeks of anguished and often angry wrangling, the victors finally confirmed the tribute to be exacted from the vanquished German leviathan. In the hope of eliminating for ever the threat of German revanchism, the newly constituted Reich – whose leaders had been excluded from the negotiations that sealed their fate – was to be stripped of all its conquests, hobbled militarily, weakened economically and punished financially.

When the elected leaders of the Weimar Republic were summoned to hear the sentence imposed on them their worst premonitions were confirmed. Their nascent democracy was required to surrender a great swathe of territory that either had formed part of Germany’s nineteenth-century empire or had been conquered during the war: Alsace and Lorraine were to be returned to France, the Rhineland was to be occupied by the Allies, the Saarland was to be placed under French administration for fifteen years and further territories were to be surrendered to Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Poland and Lithuania. It took five years before all the complex cessions of territory devised at Versailles were finally put in place. Though Versailles left the Reich still in possession of the largest landmass in Europe to the west of the Soviet Union, the Germans felt as though their great nation had been dismembered – an indignity compounded by the decision of the Allied Powers to confiscate their African colonies as well. The Reichswehr (the German Defence Force) was to be so pinioned as to turn an imperial war-making machine into a military police force, equipped with no more than 100,000 men and forbidden to manufacture or maintain armoured cars, tanks or warplanes. Even more controversially, the so-called ‘War Guilt’ clause imposed a punitive scale of financial reparations to compensate for the destruction that the Kaiser’s belligerence had provoked.

In the relevant section of the Versailles treaty, the opening paragraph – Article 231 – stated: ‘The Allied and Associated Governments affirm and Germany accepts the responsibility of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied and Associated Governments and their nationals have been subjected as a consequence of the war imposed upon them by the aggression of Germany and her allies.’ The hapless leaders of the Weimar Republic faced a simple choice: either to accept these surrender terms or face invasion and occupation by the Allied Powers. They duly signed along the dotted line. Although this retribution was less extortionate than the victims would claim – Germany was not left quite as ‘prostrate and helpless’3 as was widely presumed – it was enough to incubate a deep bitterness in the national psyche at what was generally regarded as a cruel and vindictive punishment for crimes for which they believed they had not been responsible.

For different but no less divisive reasons, Russia had also been excluded from the Paris Peace Conference. Like President Wilson, Lloyd George was prone to sympathize with the uprising of the Russian proletariat against the tyranny of the Czars, which, he believed, sprang from a legitimate demand for a radical change from centuries of oppression. ‘To say that we ourselves should pick the representatives of a great people was contrary to every principle for which we had fought,’4 he advised the French prime minister, Georges Clemenceau. In so saying, he reflected a widespread popular attitude across Europe as well as in Britain. However, Clemenceau, who had been unyielding in his insistence that Germany deserved the punitive measures imposed at Versailles, insisted that any diplomatic dalliance with the Bolsheviks would feed a nascent appetite for revolution among Europe’s impoverished and alienated working classes.

The French leader’s disdain was echoed with great force by the British Secretary of State for War, Winston Churchill, who did not shrink from giving public expression to his animosity in the most colourful terms. ‘Civilization’, Churchill boomed into a crowd at an election rally in November 1918, ‘is being completely extinguished over gigantic areas, while Bolsheviks hop and caper like troops of ferocious baboons amid the ruins of cities and the corpses of their victims.’5 Unlike Lloyd George, Churchill believed that, far from being biddable, the new regime in Moscow was hell-bent on revolutionary conquest. ‘Of all the tyrannies in history, the Bolshevik tyranny is the worst, the most destructive, the most degrading,’ he instructed an audience in London, an outburst that prompted Lloyd George to reflect drily, ‘His ducal blood revolted against the wholesale elimination of Grand Dukes in Russia.’6 Ducal blood or not, in due course the future prime minister would be forced by events to adopt a very different tone towards the regime in Moscow.

The European consensus in favour of excluding the Russians as well as Germany from Versailles had been too strong for Lloyd George to resist. Even as the Paris delegates dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s of the treaty, 180,000 Allied troops drawn from Western armies were still meddling in the Russian Civil War, which had erupted following the 1917 revolution. The Allied support for the White Russians against the Bolsheviks did not lack purpose but was without a coherent strategy. In the course of twelve months the troops had managed to advance in a crablike fashion towards an obscure objective, only to be withdrawn soon after Versailles for no discernible reason except to demonstrate their lack of resolve. Thereby they not only failed to divert the leaders of the fledgling communist state from their revolutionary path but also confirmed Moscow’s deepening sense that the West was united in seeking to frustrate and, if possible, undermine the revolution by any means that might from time to time come to hand. In the years ahead, Stalin’s paranoia served merely to aggravate this well-grounded suspicion.

By the time of the Genoa Conference it was clearer than ever to Lloyd George that the two largest states on the continent could no longer be treated as outcasts. They were too big, too populous and too explosively unstable to ignore. Both pariah states would have to be brought in from the cold. Without their presence at the negotiating table, he believed it would be impossible to reconnoitre a way out of the worsening European crisis or to construct a sustainable framework for stability across the continent. Conversely – with a foresight evidently denied his fellow leaders – he feared that perpetual isolation would drive Germany and the Soviet Union to put aside their ideological differences in favour of forming a close economic and strategic partnership, which – were it to prosper – would destroy Europe’s fragile equilibrium. In the months leading up to Genoa he had therefore expended a great deal of political capital in arm-twisting the French into accepting Germany’s presence at the conference table while simultaneously overriding the repugnance of several other participants – not least Conservative members of his own rickety coalition – at the very thought of sitting alongside Bolshevik revolutionaries.

Although Moscow and Berlin were not strong enough to boycott Genoa, neither was gratified by the invitation to attend Lloyd George’s conference. They arrived in Italy with little expectation of being released from the handcuffs the Allied Powers had placed on them at Versailles. A few days earlier the prime minister had informed Chicherin that the Soviet Union would receive economic assistance only if the Kremlin agreed to repay the huge debts and loans to the West accumulated by the Czarist regime before the revolution.7 Chicherin was a cultivated intellectual who had inherited great wealth. He had travelled widely and spoke every major European language. He had written a book about Mozart and he admired Nietzsche (though whether he was aware that Rapallo was one of the philosopher’s favourite watering holes was not known). He had also been one of Lenin’s closest confidants and a dedicated Bolshevik. He was evidently thin skinned as well and quick to sense a slight. Inadvertently, the Italians gave him an opportunity to take offence by billeting his party – along with the Germans – well away from the main conference centre in Genoa. Before his arrival, the Manchester Guardian’s well-connected Moscow correspondent, Arthur Ransome (soon to become famous as the author of the Swallows and Amazons series of children’s books), wrote that Chicherin had formally protested that ‘the only communication with Genoa is a long road especially convenient for assassination … it may be impossible for us to go to Genoa if we have to run a daily gauntlet’.8 His protest was ignored. If he needed proof, this was yet one more example of the West’s disdain for the Soviet Union.

Chicherin’s German counterpart, Rathenau, who had only been appointed to the post in January, was a prominent Jewish industrialist. A liberal intellectual, he was renowned for his tolerance and integrity. He was also insistent that Germany should honour the terms of the Versailles treaty, disagreeable as these were. For this, as well as for advocating dialogue with the Soviet Union, he was regarded politically as being on the extreme left. He had every bit as much justification to fear assassination as Chicherin: in the run-up to the Genoa Conference he had even written of his premonition that he might be murdered by one or another group of fanatics. Though he abhorred Bolshevism – which he mocked for seeking to impose ‘compulsory happiness’ on the Russian people – he believed that economic and political co-operation with the Soviet Union would prevent German ultra-nationalists from seizing the political agenda to demand the creation of a ‘Greater Germany’.

From the Reich’s perspective, a deal with the Kremlin also made practical sense. France had not relented in the three years following Versailles. The Quai d’Orsay, as the French foreign ministry was universally known, continued to insist that the Reich would have to pay the reparations bill in full – an intransigence which had severely constrained Lloyd George’s room for diplomatic manoeuvre. Although the British prime minister had been much influenced by the eminent economist John Maynard Keynes, who had resigned from the Treasury in protest at the ‘abhorrent and detestable’ punishment inflicted on the Reich at Versailles, he had little choice but to tell the German government that – whatever else he might conjure out of the ether – it would not be possible to negotiate any reduction in what he regarded as a crippling drain on the Reich’s exhausted Treasury.

Despite their differences, Moscow and Berlin thus had more than enough common ground to negotiate an agreement that might allow them jointly to circumvent the humiliations of Versailles and to liberate themselves from the perpetual impoverishment of isolation and debt imposed on them by the victors of the Great War. Their search for reconciliation required only that the continent’s two behemoths reopen ancient links and adapt them to fit these different times.

Before the First World War, when Austro-Hungary, the Ottomans, Russia and Germany – the Central Powers that still held sway across the continent – circled one another, making and unmaking alliances to balance their overlapping but competitive interests, the relationship between Russia and Germany had been artfully calibrated to avoid conflict. Thanks to Bismarck’s ingenuity, they had even signed a secret treaty in 1887, aptly named the Reinsurance Treaty, under which they agreed to maintain a relationship of benevolent neutrality and, under certain circumstances, to offer each other military support. Though the treaty itself collapsed with the Iron Chancellor’s dismissal three years later, cordial diplomatic relations – underpinned by family bonds and mutually advantageous economic ties – persisted until the eve of the First World War.

The 1922 Rapallo treaty was thus a revival of a Bismarckian realpolitik that required Moscow and Berlin to see beyond the bitter legacy of the First World War. Only four years earlier, in February 1918, German troops had crossed the Russian border, threatening to occupy a great swathe of a country already crippled by civil war. With this sword of Damocles hanging over him, Lenin had been forced by Berlin to sign the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk on 3 March 1918, the terms of which were every bit as harsh as those that, soon afterwards, Germany was required to accept at the Paris Peace Conference.fn2 Yet almost as soon as the Versailles treaty had been agreed neither the Reich nor the Soviet Union – in true nineteenth-century style – had qualms about opening secret talks to re-establish the pre-war economic ties that had been so valuable to both states before 1914.

Bizarrely, these negotiations were initially masterminded from a Berlin prison. In December 1918 Karl Radek, a Marxist revolutionary, had been sent to Germany at Lenin’s behest to assist the nascent Communist Party led by Rosa Luxemburg in fomenting revolutionary change in a nation seething with discontent. Radek was not discreet. Soon after his arrival the tension between the dominant socialist party and the communists erupted into open warfare on the streets. The Spartacist uprising in January 1919 led to the deaths of at least 160 insurgents and civilians as well as more than thirty casualties among the paramilitaries sent in by the government to crush the rebellion. Luxemburg was captured and summarily executed. Radek was more fortunate: he was arrested and incarcerated in a Berlin jail.

Despite the punitive terms of the Brest-Litovsk treaty (which had been nullified by Germany’s defeat in the war), Berlin’s attitude towards Moscow was guided by a new realpolitik. Since both Germany and the Soviet Union saw themselves as victims of Versailles, a mutually beneficial relationship began to seem highly desirable. To mark this shift, the German authorities moved Radek to distinctly superior surroundings in another part of the Moabit prison, where he was treated like a senior diplomat rather than a dangerous criminal. He was allowed to establish what he described as a ‘political salon’,9 where leading German industrialists and government officials came to confer with him, including the foreign minister, Rathenau. By the time of his release from prison and his return to Moscow in 1920, his diplomacy had started to bear fruit.fn3 A succession of trade delegations – which notably included Europe’s largest company, the arms manufacturer Friedrich Krupp AG – were soon hustling back and forth between the two countries to restore their lucrative pre-war operations.

In the post-Versailles period, numerous reports of these burgeoning commercial ties surfaced in the European and American press. In the months before Genoa, a flurry of rumours and press reports had started to circulate in Berlin to the effect that a formal agreement between the Soviet Union and Germany was in the offing. Despite this, the idle and incompetent British ambassador in the German capital, Lord D’Abernon, either failed to read the runes or was remarkably insouciant about their import. Either way, he neglected to alert London. As a result, the prime minister was in blissful ignorance of the Soviet–German negotiations until he was told about the Rapallo treaty on that fateful Easter Monday. His dismay at the news was matched by his fury. As a ‘pioneer of personal diplomacy’,10 he had staked his credibility as an international statesman on a successful outcome to the Genoa Conference. Nor was it ever far from his mind that a new pan-European treaty would do much to restore his own reputation at home, giving much-needed new life to the tarnished glitter of his prime ministerial career. The ‘Welsh wizard’, who was widely held to have ‘won the war’, had every intention of being crowned as the man who also won the peace. As soon as he heard of the Moscow–Berlin deal that had been sealed behind his back in Rapallo, he knew that these hopes were in ruins. He was not yet aware of the terms of the treaty. Nor did he need to be: it was enough that it had been signed.

He was outraged, but he should not have been surprised. Three years earlier, in the days before the leaders of the United States, Britain, Italy and France put their signatures to the Versailles treaty, he had sent a private note to Georges Clemenceau, warning him that the harsh punishment France wished to inflict on the defeated aggressor would drive Germany to ‘throw in her lot with Bolshevism and place her resources, her brains, her vast organizing power at the disposal of the revolutionary fanatics whose dream it is to conquer the world for Bolshevism by force of arms’.11 On Easter Monday 1922, it looked very much as if something of that kind had just been agreed.

Lloyd George’s chagrin was intense. At a formal dinner for the delegates, he berated the leaders of the German delegation and publicly accused Rathenau of ‘duplicity’.12 The prime minister’s wrath was laced with despair. All that he had worked to achieve in ten fraught weeks of international diplomacy lay in tatters. When he heard what had happened, even the notoriously two-faced Foreign Secretary, Lord Curzon – who loathed Lloyd George – was moved to note disgustedly ‘we seem to be relapsing … into the deepest slime of pre-war treachery and intrigue’.13

Characteristically Lloyd George soon recovered his poise, contriving to paste over the truth with a glossy varnish of Welsh oratory that deceived no one. After a further three days of rambling debate, the New York Times reported that ‘the conference has seemed to feel itself in the shadow of failure, and the various delegations have been casting about to decide upon whom to fix the responsibility. It is like a party broken up by a mischievous boy, and the question is, Who must be pronounced the guilty one?’14 By the time the diplomats filed out of the Palazzo San Giorgio for the last time on 19 May, it was plain to all that nothing of note had been achieved.fn4 Not only had Genoa been an irredeemable flop, doomed to be the last conference of its type for a generation, but Lloyd George returned to London without that ‘peace for our time’ message he required to convince colleagues in his already disintegrating coalition that he had any future as prime minister. He was duly ousted in October 1922, never again to return to the front line of British politics. The man he had castigated for ‘duplicity’ also paid dearly for putting his name to the Rapallo treaty, but his was the ultimate price. On 24 June 1922, as Walther Rathenau was being driven to work, a large Mercedes drew up alongside his car. One of its occupants opened fire with a sub-machine gun, killing the foreign minister instantly. He was not the first honourable politician in Germany to lose his life in this way, nor would he be the last. It was becoming the ‘new normal’ in a country still traumatized by both war and peace.

At both Versailles and Genoa, the governments of Europe had demonstrated that, although they had the will to heal the wounds of the Great War, they were riven by too many competing visions and conflicting agendas to realize that purpose. In the absence of the Western world’s most powerful state, they proved incapable of devising a coherent blueprint for recovery, without which, as Lloyd George had forewarned, further convulsions were all but inevitable. The shock of Rapallo was a portent, serving notice on their adversaries that the two largest nations on the continent would not allow themselves to be chained by the will of others; that, by one means or another, the two former foes, whose soldiers had so recently been slaughtering one another on the battlefield, were quite ready to collaborate in constructing a way out of the predicament imposed upon them. Rapallo did not cause Europe’s downward spiral but – with the benefit of hindsight – serves to illuminate the harsh truth that the ‘war to end wars’ had achieved nothing of the kind.

Although the formal wording of the Rapallo treaty was confined to promises of diplomatic and economic co-operation – the normalization of relations, the mutual renunciation of all territorial claims and an agreement to stimulate trade and investment – the understandings between the two sides went much further and were of far greater import. In defiance of Versailles, the deal provided diplomatic cover for secret military talks between Germany and the Soviet Union designed to circumvent the restrictions imposed at Versailles, which were intended to make it impossible for the Reich’s armed forces to take offensive action.

Britain was unable to establish firm evidence of this menacing prospect but the Foreign Office was suspicious. In a note to Curzon, ten days after the news of the Rapallo treaty burst on the world, an astute Whitehall official warned, ‘I am convinced that … there is a perfect understanding between the two parties that the Germans will help to build the Russian army and especially the Russian navy: such a co-operation revolutionizes the outlook in Europe.’15 His warning was not quite on the mark. Although the Soviets gained important military insights, the main effect of the treaty was to provide the Germans with the opportunity to evade the terms of the Versailles treaty by rebuilding their armed forces far away from the prying eyes of western Europe.

Within weeks of Rapallo, Moscow agreed that the Reichswehr could establish a flying school at Lipetsk (460 kilometres to the south of the capital) and a chemical weapons plant at Volsk (300 kilometres to the south of Samara). Under the guise of building ‘tractors’, weapons manufacturers such as Krupp and Junkers set up factories near Moscow and Rostov-on-Don to build tanks. At a training ground near Kazan, German commanders tested battlefield manoeuvres that would be adapted by panzer commanders to slice through the French defensive lines in 1940 and – in the grimmest of ironies – to devastate the Soviet forces that would be ranged against them in the early summer of the following year. Heinz Guderian, who would become famed as one of Hitler’s most brilliant panzer commanders on both fronts, later paid oblique tribute to this most cynical of compacts, writing, ‘Since 1926, a testing station had been in existence abroad where new German tanks could be tried out …’16 In return for Moscow’s largesse, an exchange programme allowed Soviet officers to be trained at German military academies, where both sides learned a great deal about the other’s organization and methods.

This military entente was underpinned by a trading agreement between the two nations. In return for extensive loans, the Bolshevik government exported huge quantities of grain to the Reich. In 1923 alone – in the immediate aftermath of a famine in which 5 million Soviet citizens in western Russia died from starvation and related diseases – this amounted to more than 3 million tons. In return, Moscow used the credits extended by the German banks to buy industrial machinery and supplies to reconstruct its own ‘military-industrial’ complex, which had been ravaged by war and revolution.

Disconcerted by the rapport between the two continental giants, the British watched from the sidelines, baffled and anxious. ‘We cannot afford … to have Germany or an eventual Russo-German combination supreme on the continent,’17 Austen Chamberlain, the British Foreign Secretary, noted as his officials sought to shape a countervailing policy that was framed by a deep aversion to communism. A widespread prejudice in the Foreign Office against the ‘incessant, though shapeless menace’18 of the Soviet Union led London to conclude that Moscow posed a greater threat to European security than Berlin. Notwithstanding Versailles, Britain set about prising the Weimar leaders away from the Russian Bear. Supported by France, Belgium and Italy, London devised a series of interlocking agreements to reassure the Germans that the Reich was no longer regarded by the other European democracies as an outcast.

The 1925 Treaty of Locarno was the fruit of this diplomatic offensive. Under the terms of the treaty, the Germans and the French agreed their common border and renounced the use of force against one another; the French, together with Belgium, withdrew from Germany’s industrial heartlands in the Ruhr (which they had occupied in 1923 following the Reich’s failure to pay its annual reparations bill); the demilitarization of the Rhineland imposed at Versailles was confirmed; and Germany was formally accepted back into the family of western Europe with an invitation to join the League of Nations. Locarno was hailed for delivering that ‘peace for our time’ which had proved so elusive at Genoa three years earlier, but it was a fragile chalice within which to contain the grudges and fears that Europe still incubated.

The Russians, who had put intense pressure on Berlin to reject the Locarno terms, were aggrieved by the Reich’s decision to succumb to London’s blandishments. Anxious to reassure a paranoid Moscow that they had no intention of joining an anti-Soviet cabal, the Germans moved swiftly to reaffirm the economic and military ties established by the Rapallo treaty. In April 1926, four months after the Locarno treaty came into force, the Soviet foreign minister, Chicherin, arrived in the German capital, where the two sides pledged themselves, in the form of the Berlin treaty, to renew their neutrality pact for a further five years. As Austen Chamberlain complained, the Germans had opted ‘to run with the hare and hunt with the hounds’.19

Though frustrated by the Weimar leadership, British ministers were far more acerbic about the Bolshevik regime in Moscow, which they abhorred and feared, seeing in the Kremlin leadership the personification of the urge to subvert freedom and democracy in the West and to replace capitalism with communism and its accompanying ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. This was a justifiable attitude but it was also blinkered. In the febrile years following the rise of Hitler, it had a profoundly adverse effect on diplomatic relations between London and Moscow, which ill-served British interests. Contemptuous of the Kremlin’s pretensions to ‘great power’ status, Austen Chamberlain not only rebuffed Soviet efforts to secure Western loans, but, adopting the patronizing tone prevalent in Whitehall, noted ‘they really are suffering from swollen heads. They are of less consequence to us than they suppose and they grossly flatter themselves when they suppose that British policy is dictated by thought of them.’20

Like their European counterparts, British ministers were irked by Moscow’s determined if clumsy efforts to undermine Western democratic institutions while demanding equality of status with their ideological adversaries. In Britain’s case this was exemplified by Moscow’s symbolic support for the 1926 General Strike by means of a modest donation to the Trades Union Congress. Citing this breach of diplomatic propriety by Soviet diplomats based in London, Lloyd George’s successor as prime minister, Stanley Baldwin, severed diplomatic relations with Moscow.fn5 Following Locarno – where, according to the Foreign Secretary, the government had been ‘battling with Soviet Russia for the soul of Germany’ – Britain’s overriding objective was unambiguous: in Austen Chamberlain’s words, it was ‘to attach Germany solidly to the Western powers’ and to prevent the Reich ‘succumbing to the temptation’ to slip back into the Soviet embrace.21

Though formal relations with the Soviet Union were restored by Ramsay MacDonald’s incoming Labour government in 1929, the icy stand-off between London and Moscow aggravated Stalin’s conviction that Britain was intent on mobilizing the European democracies to destroy Bolshevism. Mutual distrust and incomprehension so disfigured Anglo-Soviet relations as to make a constructive dialogue between London and Moscow all but impossible for the next decade.

A more immediate – and far more dangerous – challenge to Europe’s fragile stability came not from Bolshevism but in the form of the Wall Street Crash in 1929. For the previous five years, following a series of complex negotiations, the US banks had been keeping the German Reichsbank afloat with massive loans that had helped offset the cost of reparations imposed on the Weimar Republic at Versailles. As a result, the faltering German economy had started to recover and the great manufacturing industries to thrive once more. The financial firestorm of hyperinflation that ruined lives and livelihoods in the mid-1920s had been doused. German citizens began to enjoy relative prosperity and stability. But with the sudden meltdown of the global financial system, those US loans were withdrawn, the life-support system taken away. The German economy went into free fall, industrial output collapsed and, within three years, 6 million or more Germans – both white-collar workers and those who laboured on the factory floor – were out of work. Stricken by the Great Depression, families lost their savings and went hungry, malnutrition was rife and children were ravaged by disease. Feeding on this human misery and resentment, a foetid virus – one that had been incubating in the post-war turbulence of a defeated nation and for which there was no apparent antidote – rampaged across the entire nation, rapidly infecting a huge proportion of the population.

An obscure fringe political movement, founded on 5 January 1919 with a membership of twenty-four and calling itself the German Workers’ Party, had in little over a decade become the largest party in the Reichstag. Known by then formally as the National Socialist German Workers’ Party – the NSDAP or Nazi Party – its ideology was anti-Semitic and racist and its methods were violent. Its adherents were led by an unemployed Austrian veteran of the First World War who had won an Iron Cross (1st and 2nd Class) for gallantry but then failed in his attempt to earn a living as an artist. Mesmerized by Adolf Hitler’s pseudo-Darwinist theory that the Germans were a racially pure people who would in due course master Europe by subjugating or extirpating any of the non-Aryan races that stood in the path of this apocalyptic vision, his followers were as fanatical as he in their devotion to his cause. Before long, seduced by Hitler’s gift for messianic oratory, huge crowds attended Nazi Party rallies, listening to him in rapt attention before raising their outstretched right arms in tribute as they chanted ‘Sieg Heil!’ while he incited them towards a perdition far more terrible than anything imposed on them by the victors at Versailles.

No one who had waded through the leaden repetitions of Mein Kampf would have been surprised by their leader’s boundless hatred of ‘the Jew’, whom he described repeatedly as, inter alia, ‘a parasite’, ‘a pernicious bacillus’ and a ‘mortal enemy’ that had to be expunged.22 In a grotesque perversion of history, Hitler asserted that it was this ‘subhuman’ species that had snatched victory from Germany in 1918 and handed it to the Allies. Subsequently, their ‘corrupt and degenerate’ collusion with their Marxist colleagues in the Weimar government had produced the Versailles treaty, which was an ‘instrument of boundless extortion and abject humiliation’.23 Hitler’s abomination of ‘international Jewry’ was entwined with a loathing of Bolshevism and a limitless appetite for Lebensraum – living-space – without which the German ‘master race’ would be unable to re-establish its proper destiny.

In Mein Kampf these themes formed a common though inchoate thread. It was an all-or-nothing imperative:


The right to possess soil can become a duty if without extension of its soil a great nation seems doomed to destruction … Germany will either be a world power or there will be no Germany … If we speak of soil in Europe today, we can have in mind only Russia and her vassal border states. Here Fate itself seems desirous of giving us a sign. By handing Russia to Bolshevism, it robbed the Russian nation of that intelligentsia which previously brought about and guaranteed its existence as a state … [That] was not the result of the political abilities of the Slavs in Russia but only a wonderful example of the state-forming efficacy of the German element in an inferior race … For centuries Russia drew nourishment from this German nucleus … Today it can be regarded as almost totally exterminated and extinguished. It has been replaced by the Jew … The giant empire in the east is ripe for collapse. And the end of Jewish rule in Russia will also be the end of Russia as a state …24



Hitler had an unrivalled gift for exploiting the festering grievances and prejudices of a defeated people and to offer them salvation with a messianic vision of the nation rising from the ashes to become a great world power once again. His vast audiences were roused to a pitch of almost orgasmic hysteria. After little more than a decade of street thuggery and political manipulation, the National Socialists had commandeered the nation, through first the soap box and then the ballot box.

Initially, however, the Nazis appeared to have no chance of becoming a mass movement. On 8 November 1923 they made their first move by initiating a violent coup d’état attempt against the local state commissioner, who was speaking at a Munich bierkeller. On the following day, in the hope of inciting the local garrison of the Reichswehr to join them in toppling the Weimar government, they staged a march in the city aimed at seizing key state installations. In the ensuing mayhem, the Bavarian police shot and killed fifteen marchers as well as an innocent bystander. Along with Rudolf Hess, one of his co-conspirators responsible for orchestrating the shambolic so-called ‘Beer Hall Putsch’, Hitler was arrested, charged and found guilty of treason. But instead of imposing a long incarceration in a common jail, the judge – who was a Nazi sympathizer – sentenced him to just five years of Festungshaft (house arrest) in a fortress, where he lived in relative comfort until he was released nine months later. As he was not required to exert himself in physical labour, he had plenty of time in which to complete the turgid but terrifying manuscript that was published as Mein Kampf.

In the December 1924 election the Nazis could garner only 3 per cent of the vote, which gave them a mere thirty-two seats in the 472-seat Reichstag. But within six years, as the Great Depression began to ravage the country, they achieved a six-fold increase in their share of the vote, securing 18 per cent in the 1930 elections. They were now a force to reckon with. Tensions were high. Running battles in the streets between the Nazi Party’s Storm Troopers (the SA, or Brownshirts, as they were known), and their social-democratic SPD and Communist Party rivals gave a dangerous edge to the worsening political crisis. In July 1932, the Nazis won 37 per cent of the vote, which made them the largest party in the Reichstag with 230 seats. The SPD (the former governing party) and the Communist Party trailed far behind with, respectively, a 21 per cent and a 14 per cent share. The Nazis had attracted more votes – 13,745,680 – than the other two parties put together. However, as no other party was willing to work with them, they were as yet unable to form a governing majority. The result was political gridlock.

Four months later, in November, in an attempt to break out of this impasse, President Paul von Hindenburg – who had been in office since 1925 – decided to dissolve the Reichstag and call another election. On this occasion, popular support for the Nazis fell by 4 per cent but they once again emerged as the largest party with the highest share of the popular vote. As the smaller parties were still unwilling to form a bloc large enough to keep Hitler out of power, the Reichstag was once again paralysed. Hindenburg, who was revered as the wartime commander-in-chief of the Kaiser’s army and who had been, since the autumn of 1916, the de facto head of government, was at a loss. Although he had become a father figure to the nation, he was tired and enfeebled by age, and certainly no match for Hitler. On 30 January, seeing no other way to break the political deadlock, Hindenburg summoned the Nazi leader to confer on him the title Chancellor of Germany. Hitler was sworn in on 30 January 1933.

It had been a remarkable coup de théâtre. With a rare gift for populist rhetoric, Hitler told his listeners what they wanted to hear: that the most powerful state in Europe had been robbed of its rightful place in the firmament, expelled from its own lands, denied the right to bear arms and humiliated by financial reparations, which – though they had ceased in 1932 – he blamed for their impoverishment.

When he added into that toxic mix that the principal agency of their current misery was a conspiracy of Jewish plutocrats, a great many otherwise rational citizens did not pause to question the proposition, let alone to ask whether the ‘plutocrats’ were really to blame and, if so, what was the difference between a Jewish and a gentile plutocrat. Nor did they choose to recall that, while some Jews were indeed bankers, most were shopkeepers, traders and artisans earning modest incomes in what would today be called ‘the service sector’. In a Europe which had long been disfigured by anti-Semitism, Hitler merely confirmed their prejudices and gave them focus. In the ferment of that time, little by little, distortion by distortion, lie by lie, he acquired for himself a high enough share of the popular vote to give him the authority
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