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About the Book
   
He was, of course, a man better known for burning books than for collecting them and yet by the time he died, aged 56, Adolf Hitler owned an estimated 16,000 volumes – the works of historians, philosophers, poets, playwrights and novelists. A passionate reader, his world-view was largely formed by the books he read.


Hitler’s Private Library

The Books that Shaped his Life

Timothy W. Ryback
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PREFACE

The Man Who Burned Books

He was, of course, a man better known for burning books than collecting them and yet by the time he died at age fifty-six he owned an estimated sixteen thousand volumes. It was by any measure an impressive collection: first editions of works by philosophers, historians, poets, playwrights and novelists. For him the library represented a Pierian spring, that metaphorical source of knowledge and inspiration. He drew deeply there, quelling his intellectual insecurities and nourishing his fanatic ambitions. He read voraciously, at least one book per night, sometimes more, so he claimed. “When one gives one also has to take,” he once said, “and I take what I need from books.”

He ranked Don Quixote, along with Robinson Crusoe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and Gulliver’s Travels, among the great works of world literature. “Each of them is a grandiose idea unto itself,” he said. In Robinson Crusoe he perceived “the development of the entire history of mankind.” Don Quixote captured “ingeniously” the end of an era. He owned illustrated editions of both books and was especially impressed by Gustave Doré’s romantic depictions of Cervantes’s delusion-plagued hero.

He also owned the collected works of William Shakespeare, published in German translation in 1925 by Georg Müller as part of a series intended to make great literature available to the general public. Volume six includes As You Like It, Twelfth Night, Hamlet, and Troilus and Cressida. The entire set is bound in hand-tooled Moroccan leather with a gold-embossed eagle flanked by his initials on the spine.

He considered Shakespeare superior to Goethe and Schiller in every respect. While Shakespeare had fueled his imagination on the protean forces of the emerging British empire, these two Teutonic playwright-poets squandered their talent on stories of midlife crises and sibling rivalries. Why was it, he once wondered, that the German Enlightenment produced Nathan the Wise, the story of the rabbi who reconciles Christians, Muslims, and Jews, while it had been left to Shakespeare to give the world The Merchant of Venice and Shylock?
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Hitler was given this anthology of Goethe’s poetry shortly after his release from prison in December 1924, for his “serious and lonely hours.”
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Hitler kept this hand-tooled leather edition of Shakespeare’s collected works at his alpine retreat near Berchtesgaden. His initials are at the base of the spine.

He appears to have imbibed his Hamlet. “To be or not to be” was a favorite phrase, as was “It is Hecuba to me.” He was especially fond of Julius Caesar. In a 1926 sketchbook he drew a detailed stage set for the first act of the Shakespeare tragedy with sinister façades enclosing the forum where Caesar is cut down. “We will meet again at Philippi,” he threatened an opponent on more than one occasion, plagiarizing the spectral warning to Brutus after Caesar’s murder. He was said to have reserved the Ides of March for momentous decisions.

He kept his Shakespeare volumes in the second-floor study of his alpine retreat in southern Germany, along with a leather edition of another favorite author, the adventure novelist Karl May. “The first Karl May that I read was The Ride Across the Desert,” he once recalled. “I was overwhelmed! I threw myself into him immediately which resulted in a noticeable decline in my grades.” Later in life, he was said to have sought solace in Karl May the way others did in the Bible.

He was versed in the Holy Scriptures, and owned a particularly handsome tome with Worte Christi, or Words of Christ, embossed in gold on a cream-colored calfskin cover that even today remains as smooth as silk. He also owned a German translation of Henry Ford’s anti-Semitic tract, The International Jew: The World’s Foremost Problem, and a 1931 handbook on poison gas with a chapter detailing the qualities and effects of prussic acid, the homicidal asphyxiant marketed commercially as Zyklon B. On his bedstand, he kept a well-thumbed copy of Wilhelm Busch’s mischievous cartoon duo Max and Moritz.

Walter Benjamin once said that you could tell a lot about a man by the books he keeps—his tastes, his interests, his habits. The books we retain and those we discard, those we read as well as those we decide not to, all say something about who we are. As a German-Jewish culture critic born of an era when it was possible to be “German” and “Jewish,” Benjamin believed in the transcendent power of Kultur. He believed that creative expression not only enriches and illuminates the world we inhabit, but also provides the cultural adhesive that binds one generation to the next, a Judeo-Germanic rendering of the ancient wisdom ars longa, vita brevis.

Benjamin held the written word—printed and bound—in especially high regard. He loved books. He was fascinated by their physicality, by their durability, by their provenance. An astute collector, he argued, could “read” a book the way a physiognomist deciphered the essence of a person’s character through his physical features. “Dates, place names, formats, previous owners, bindings, and all the like,” Benjamin observed, “all these details must tell him something—not as dry isolated facts, but as a harmonious whole.” In short, you could judge a book by its cover, and in turn the collector by his collection. Quoting Hegel, Benjamin noted, “Only when it is dark does the owl of Minerva begin its flight,” and concluded, “Only in extinction is the collector comprehended.”

When Benjamin invoked a nineteenth-century German philosopher, a Roman goddess, and an owl, he was of course alluding to Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s famous maxim: “The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of dusk,” by which Hegel meant that philosophizing can begin only after events have run their course.

Benjamin felt the same was true about private libraries. Only after the collector had shelved his last book and died, when his library was allowed to speak for itself, without the proprietor to distract or obfuscate, could the individual volumes reveal the “preserved” knowledge of their owner: how he asserted his claim over them, with a name scribbled on the inside cover or an ex libris bookplate pasted across an entire page; whether he left them dog-eared and stained, or the pages uncut and unread.

Benjamin proposed that a private library serves as a permanent and credible witness to the character of its collector, leading him to the following philosophic conceit: we collect books in the belief that we are preserving them when in fact it is the books that preserve their collector. “Not that they come alive in him,” Benjamin posited. “It is he who lives in them.”

For the last half century the remnants of Adolf Hitler’s library have occupied shelf space in climatized obscurity in the Rare Book Division of the Library of Congress. The twelve hundred surviving volumes that once graced Hitler’s bookcases in his three elegantly appointed libraries—wood paneling, thick carpets, brass lamps, overstuffed armchairs—at private residences in Munich, Berlin, and the Obersalzberg near Berchtesgaden, now stand in densely packed rows on steel shelves in an unadorned, dimly lit storage area of the Thomas Jefferson Building in downtown Washington, a stone’s throw from the Washington Mall and just across the street from the United States Supreme Court.

The sinews of emotional logic that once ran through this collection—Hitler shuffled his books ceaselessly and insisted on reshelving them himself—have been severed. Hitler’s personal copy of his family genealogy is sandwiched between a bound collection of newspaper articles titled Sunday Meditations and a folio of political cartoons from the 1920s. A handsomely bound facsimile edition of letters by Frederick the Great, specially designed for Hitler’s fiftieth birthday, lies on a shelf for oversized books beneath a similarly massive presentation volume on the city of Hamburg and an illustrated history of the German navy in the First World War. Hitler’s copy of the writings of the legendary Prussian general Carl von Clausewitz, who famously declared that war was politics by other means, shares shelf space beside a French vegetarian cookbook inscribed to “Monsieur Hitler végétarien.”

When I first surveyed Hitler’s surviving books, in the spring of 2001, I discovered that fewer than half the volumes had been catalogued, and only two hundred of those were searchable in the Library of Congress’s online catalogue. Most were listed on aging index cards and still bore the idiosyncratic numbering system assigned to them in the 1950s.

At Brown University, in Providence, Rhode Island, I found another eighty Hitler books in a similar state of benign neglect. Taken from his Berlin bunker in the spring of 1945 by Albert Aronson, one of the first Americans to enter Berlin after the German defeat, they were donated to Brown by Aronson’s nephew in the late 1970s. Today they are stored in a walk-in basement vault, along with Walt Whitman’s personal copy of Leaves of Grass and the original folios to John James Audubon’s Birds of America.

Among the books at Brown, I found a copy of Mein Kampf with Hitler’s ex libris bookplate, an analysis of Wagner’s Parsifal published in 1913, a history of the swastika from 1921, and a half dozen or so spiritual and occult volumes Hitler acquired in Munich in the early 1920s, including an account of supernatural occurrences, The Dead Are Alive!, and a monograph on the prophecies of Nostradamus. I discovered additional Hitler books scattered in public and private archives across the United States and Europe.

Several dozen of these surviving Hitler books contain marginalia. Here I encountered a man who famously seemed never to listen to anyone, for whom conversation was a relentless tirade, a ceaseless monologue, pausing to engage with the text, to underline words and sentences, to mark entire paragraphs, to place an exclamation point beside one passage, a question mark beside another, and quite frequently an emphatic series of parallel lines in the margin alongside a particular passage. Like footprints in the sand, these markings allow us to trace the course of the journey but not necessarily the intent, where attention caught and lingered, where it rushed forward and where it ultimately ended.

In a 1934 reprint of Paul Lagarde’s German Essays, a series of late-nineteenth-century essays that advocated the systematic removal of Europe’s Jewish population, I found more than one hundred pages of penciled intrusions, beginning on page 41, where Lagarde calls for the “transplanting” of German and Austrian Jews to Palestine, and extending to more ominous passages in which he speaks of Jews as “pestilence.” “This water pestilence must be eradicated from our streams and lakes,” Lagarde writes on page 276, with a pencil marking bold affirmation in the margin. “The political system without which it cannot exist must be eliminated.”

British historian Ian Kershaw has described Hitler as one of the most impenetrable personalities of modern history. “The combination of Hitler’s innate secretiveness,” Kershaw writes, “the emptiness of his personal relations, his unbureaucratic style, the extremes of adulation and hatred which he stirred up, and the apologetics as well as distortions built upon post-war memoirs and gossipy anecdotes of those in his entourage, mean that, for all the surviving mountains of paper spewed out by the governmental apparatus of the Third Reich, the sources for reconstructing the life of the German Dictator are in many respects extraordinarily limited—far more so than in the case, say, of his main adversaries, Churchill and even Stalin.”
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Books were frequently the gift of choice for Adolf Hitler. The Nazi leader receiving presents on his fiftieth birthday.

Hitler’s library certainly contains its share of “spewed” material; easily two-thirds of the collection consists of books he never saw, let alone read, but there are also scores of more personal volumes that Hitler studied and marked. It also contains small but telling details. While perusing the unprocessed volumes in the rare book collection at the Library of Congress, I came across a book whose original contents had been gutted. The front and back boards were firmly secured to the spine by a heavy linen cover with the title, North, Central and East Asia: Handbook of Geographic Science, embossed in gold on a blue background. The original pages had been replaced by a sheaf of cluttered documents: a dozen or so photonegatives, an undated handwritten manuscript titled “The Solution to the German Question,” and a brief note typed on a presentation card that read:


My Führer

On the 14th anniversary of the day you first set foot in the Sternecker, Mrs. Gahr is presenting to you the list of your first fellow fighters. It is our conviction that this hour is the hour of birth of our wonderful movement and of our new Reich. With loyalty until death.

Sieg Heil!

The Old Comrades



The card bore no date and the list of early Nazi Party members was missing, but the mention of “Mrs. Gahr,” presumably the wife of Otto Gahr, the goldsmith, whom Hitler charged with casting the first metal swastikas for the Nazi Party, as well as the reference to the fourteenth anniversary of Hitler’s first appearance in the Sternecker Beer Hall, preserves in briefest outline the trajectory of Hitler from political upstart in 1919 to chancellor of the German Reich in 1933.

For this book, I have selected those surviving volumes that possessed either emotional or intellectual significance for Hitler, those which occupied his thoughts in his private hours and helped shape his public words and actions. One of the earliest is a guidebook he acquired for four marks on a dreary Monday in late November 1915 while serving as a twenty-six-year-old corporal on the western front. The last is a biography he was reading thirty years later in the weeks leading up to his suicide in the spring of 1945. I have attempted to be judicious in my choice of Hitler volumes, selecting only those books for which there is compelling evidence that Hitler had them in his possession. I have exercised similar caution when it comes to the marginalia since the “authorship” of penciled intrusions cannot necessarily be determined definitively. Once again, I have relied on corroborating evidence, and I discuss individual cases in the text, drawing when available on the determinations of previous scholarship. To make titles accessible to the non-German reader, I generally use English translations of the original titles except in such obvious cases as Hitler’s Mein Kampf, or My Struggle.

In closing his essay on book collecting, Walter Benjamin considers the emotional as well as financial investment he has made in individual volumes. He recalls vividly the day in 1915 when he purchased a special edition of Honoré de Balzac’s The Magic Skin (Peau de chagrin) with its magnificent steel plate engravings, and details the exact circumstances under which he acquired a rare 1810 treatise on “occultism and natural philosophy,” Posthumous Fragments of a Young Physicist, by the German writer Johann Wilhelm Ritter.

The books flood Benjamin with memories: “memories of the rooms where these books had been housed, of my student’s den in Munich, of my room in Bern, of the solitude of Iseltwald on the Lake of Brienz, and finally of my boyhood room, the former location of only four or five of these several thousand volumes.”

Hitler left no equivalent narrative of his own collection, no account of how one or the other volumes came into his possession or its particular emotional significance, but the various inscriptions, marginalia, and other details provide insight into their personal and intellectual significance for his life. What follows are the stories they tell.


BOOK ONE

Frontline Reading, 1915

What the world of the twentieth century finds most fascinating about the capital of the German Reich are things other than the beauty of its historical monuments or its rich cultural heritage.

MAX OSBORN, Berlin, volume 41 in the series Famous Cultural Sites, published in Leipzig, 1909

ON A DREARY Monday in late November 1915, Adolf Hitler, then a corporal in the Sixteenth Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment, left his billet in a two-story farmhouse on the edge of Fournes, two miles behind the front in northern France, and with his trench coat pulled tight against the autumnal chill and his hobnailed boots clacking on the dank cobblestones, walked into town to buy a book.

For the twenty-six-year-old frontline soldier, it promised to be a quiet week, not unlike the previous one whose tranquillity had been broken only occasionally by enemy gunfire and the threat of gas attacks. On the previous Tuesday, when the dense fog had briefly lifted, three British biplanes had circled the sector for several hours. Their appearance was followed by clanging gas alarms that sent frontline soldiers fumbling for their rubber masks and goggles. In November 1915, poison gas was relatively new to the front.

Only a few weeks earlier, several “black soldiers,” subjects from India pressed into British service, had defected to the German lines, warning of an imminent attack. Fearful of this silent new weapon, the men built fires and stood in the billowing wood smoke to test these awkward contraptions. That evening, they watched as an eerie yellow cloud drifted into no-man’s-land, lingered menacingly, and then, as the breeze shifted, returned with equal leisure to the British lines. Several gas alarms had followed since, but without incident. For Tuesday, November 16, 1915, the regimental log records: “false alarm.”

The following Monday, when Hitler bought his book, the day dawned gray and cold with a dense ground fog that continued to dampen all but the most sporadic gunfire. As the mist lifted in late morning, British artillery peppered the regiment’s two-mile sector with scattered barrages, targeting the command posts and littering Sector H with shrapnel shells. From his “rest quarters” in Fournes, Hitler would have heard the bombardments as muffled thunder along the horizon.

As a Meldegänger, or “message runner,” assigned to regimental headquarters, Hitler generally worked a rotating shift: three days at the front and three days resting in Fournes. From Fournes, Hitler would walk along a country road to the neighboring village of Fromelles, where the frontline command post and dressing station were located amid the ruined buildings, and from there through a series of communications trenches into a nightmare landscape of cratered fields and ruined villages. To facilitate troop movements and help orient the message runners, the French villages had been assigned German names.

The place-names echoed the devastation: Knallhüte (Blasted Hut), Backofen (The Oven), and at a bend where the British and German trenches nearly touched, Totes Schwein (Dead Swine). One village was named Petzstadt after Friedrich Petz, the regimental commander. On the left flank, where the RIR 16 abutted on the RIR 17, a razed farm had been dubbed “Dachau,” after the picturesque artists’ colony just north of Munich, which had earned two stars in the Michelin guides of the era, but would acquire very different resonances in the decades to come.

While Meldegänger assignments were frequently mundane, the work could be perilous in the extreme. When shelling disrupted telephone lines, runners were forced to dart amid flying shrapnel while most soldiers huddled in underground bunkers. The messages were supposed to be coded for priority—X for normal delivery, XX for heightened importance, XXX for urgent—but men frequently found themselves placed at gratuitous risk. “I was repeatedly exposed to heavy artillery fire even though it was nothing but a postcard that needed to be delivered,” Hitler later recalled. During the first day of fighting at the battle of Wytschaete in the fall of 1914, the eight-man unit was cut in half, with three men killed outright and one critically wounded. By the autumn of 1915, Hitler was the only original member left in the unit.

[image: Logo Missing]

Image from Hitler’s copy of a war memoir by fellow veteran Adolf Meyer. The German caption reads: Volunteer Adolf Hitler, orderly with the List Regiment, May 1915.
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RIR 16 sector map, from Adolf Meyer’s memoir. Note “Dachau” on lower left.

In early October 1915, during a battle to dislodge British troops from a salient known as the Hohenzollernwerk, the message runners were given an even more precarious assignment when they were pressed into service shuttling armloads of grenades to the front, as the frontline soldiers literally blasted the British from their trenches yard by yard, using fifteen hundred hand grenades to clear one three-hundred yard stretch of trench and another two thousand to clear five hundred more yards. “The battle for the Hohenzollernwerk demonstrated again that the hand grenade is the most horrific and effective weapon for close combat,” Petz reported after the battle.

In October, rain brought the autumn offensives to a standstill as soldiers on both sides of no-man’s-land turned to battling mud rather than one another. Among Hitler’s remnant books, I found his unit’s five-hundred-page regimental history, Four Years on the Western Front: History of the List Regiment, RIR 16; Memoirs from a German Regiment, exquisitely bound in brown leather, in which the misery and desperation of those weeks is vividly preserved. When the incessant rain pushes a river over its banks, the water floods into the RIR 16 trenches with near apocalyptic consequences. “Two of our company units . . . were so surprised by the deluge that the men in the trench barely had time to grab their guns and equipment and to rescue themselves on the rampart,” the regimental history records. “They clung there and cowered, a mire before them and a raging stream behind them, many of them exposed without protection to the open view of the enemy.” Their only salvation was the fact that the British were equally occupied with rescuing themselves from the flood. The regimental history calculates that for each frontline soldier poised to fight the British, ten men were battling the mud.

The daily log, now at the Bavarian War Archive in Munich, not only confirms the frontline soldier’s uneven battle against the elements but also his equally uneven struggle with technology at the frontline pumping stations. For November 22, 1915, the regimental commander records a typical day:


Electric pumps in Sector A 6–11 in the evening power shortage

11–11.30 evening, Damaged hose

7.45 morning–12.30 afternoon power shortage

In sector c 8–12 morning power shortage



In these rain-idled weeks, Hitler was quartered in Fournes with only occasional assignments. On October 21, Petz dispatched him and another message runner, Hans Lippert, to the city of Valenciennes, to requisition a new mattress. According to the requisition slip, Hitler and Lippert were permitted to remain there overnight. On the return trip, Hitler carried the mattress most of the way since Lippert held a superior rank.

A month and a day later, still idled by the elements, Hitler walked into Fournes and purchased an architectural history of Berlin by the celebrated art critic Max Osborn. Despite its three hundred pages, Osborn’s Berlin is a notably slender volume, as easily slipped into the pocket of a trench coat as into the handbag of a cultural tourist, with a water-resistant, olive drab cover with berlin embossed in bold crimson and complemented by a profile of the Brandenburg Gate, whose six Doric columns stand in parallel ranks with the rigidly spaced letters of the book’s title.

At some point that day, Hitler returned to the relative comfort of his two-story farmhouse billet, opened this hardbound volume, and laid claim to its content in a notably timid hand, scribbling his name and the place and date in the upper-right-hand corner of the inside cover in a space no larger than that of a small postage stamp.

Eighty years later, Osborn’s book attests to its frontline service.
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Blunted and brown, the corners curl inward like dried lemon rind. The spine dangles precariously from fraying linen tendons, exposing the thread-laced signatures like so many rows of rope-bound bones. A mud stain blots out the final letters in “November.” When I opened this fragile volume in the Rare Book Reading Room of the Library of Congress, with the muffled sounds of late-morning traffic wafting through the hushed silence, a fine grit drizzled from its pages.

At roughly the same time that Hitler acquired his copy of Berlin, Max Osborn passed within a few miles of Fournes, on the road from Lille to Auber. He had arrived at the front the previous January, a few months after Hitler, on assignment for the Vossische Zeitung, the prestigious Berlin newspaper for which he had been writing for nearly two decades.
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Hitler acquired this architectural guide to Berlin in late November 1915, while serving on the western front.

Born into the same privileged Berlin milieu that had shaped Walter Benjamin’s intellectual tastes and interests, Osborn had established himself as one of the leading art critics of the day, gaining a wide readership with his irreverent commentaries on aesthetics and culture. In a cultural history of Satan, Osborn declared angels “the most boring of God’s creatures” and devoted three hundred pages to chronicling diverse satanic follies in art, music, and literature. He befriended the painter Max Liebermann and coined the phrase “expressionist rococo.”

In 1908, when the publisher Seemann Verlag asked Osborn to author a guide to Berlin, he agreed but with the understanding that he was an art critic not a tour guide. Thus, he welcomed the reader to his Berlin with this impious caveat: Why would his publisher consider this city among the “cultural capitals” of Europe when “what the world of the twentieth century finds most fascinating about the capital of the German Reich are things other than the beauty of its historical monuments or its rich cultural heritage”?

Osborn arrived on the western front with this same sporting diffidence. As he traversed the battlefields of northern France, visiting the devastation along the Somme, at the Marne, and near Verdun, Osborn found little that was new or shocking. The human slaughter there appeared to be little more than flesh-and-blood re-creations of the sprawling canvases he had studied in the National Gallery in Berlin. Osborn had seen it all before.

The German soldiers in their spiked headgear and with their bayonets appeared as latter-day incarnations of the pike-bearing warriors from sixteenth-century murals. The flamethrowers with their plumes of smoke and fire spewing across the broken earth had been vividly woven into these early tapestries. “And that favored horrific instrument of close combat today, the hand grenade,” Osborn wrote for his readers in Germany, “already played a role in the seventeenth century, as well as in the armies of the grand dukes.” When the battlefront critic glimpsed a message runner on a horse galloping across an open field, both man and beast fitted with gas masks, he likened it to a scene from a canvas by Hieronymus Bosch.

In late May 1915, Osborn and Hitler nearly crossed paths on the battlefield at Ypres, where the Germans had repulsed the second major British offensive along this front, with both sides suffering massive casualties. The RIR 16 lost more than half its men: sixteen hundred soldiers and all but one officer. Osborn arrived shortly after the slaughter and surveyed the battlefield from the unscathed spire of the Ypres cathedral, which towered miraculously above the ruined town. Amid the ravage, Osborn found himself witness to the “second act” of the war’s greatest battle.

“Crushed trench defenses and bunker emplacements rise from the ground,” he observed. “Crumbling walls of earth, crushed sandbags, scattered debris, stretches of barbed wire twisted and broken: Filthy remnants litter the ground, shreds of uniforms, bloody rags, socks, canteens, fragments of French newspapers, torn pages from English magazines, ration cans, empty cartridges, unspent ammunition.” The bodies had already been removed, but the smell of death lingered, tainting the air with an aroma of antiseptic and decaying flesh.

That autumn, Osborn toured the battlefields west of Lille, visiting the frontline towns of Richebourg and Neuve-Chapelle and passing along the front near Fournes. “When you arrive at the villages, they are pathetic and ruined, houses gutted by bombs, farms burned, walls riddled with bullet holes,” he wrote. “A hopeless landscape!”

By then, Osborn’s poetic enthusiasms had tempered. “There lie the rotting corpses the attackers have left behind,” he observed. “Hordes of rats feed on them, growing large and fat, almost like disgusting little dogs, nauseating to look at, and when they mistakenly run into the trenches, the soldiers, filled with disgust, kill them.” He found it “terrifying, simply incomprehensible” that “all the images of grace have transformed into images of horror.”

As the war entered its second full year, with no end in sight to the butchery, Osborn sensed a shift not only in himself but also among the soldiers. On both sides of no-man’s-land, men were growing increasingly antagonistic and embittered. “The fierce days of fighting toward the end of September have brought a new emotion into the war that has moved from trench to trench,” Osborn wrote on October 22, 1915. “The fighting has grown grimmer, more bitter, more vicious. The bitterness with which the great offensive was launched and beaten back can still be felt.” Times had changed.

On Christmas Eve 1914, soldiers on both sides had gathered in no-man’s-land to celebrate the holiday, and in the months that followed tossed friendly notes to one another, shared jam and cigarettes, and even held their fire so the enemy could retrieve or bury his dead.

They now exchanged insults and “hateful and nasty” missives. The French composed rhymed couplets insulting the Kaiser and the crown prince. One message tossed across no-man’s-land read “The Boches are swine and should be guillotined not shot.” Years later, Hitler would recall a similar hardening of the human spirit. “By the winter of 1915–16, this inner struggle had for me been decided,” he wrote in Mein Kampf. “At last my will was undisputed master. If in the first days I went over the top with rejoicing and laughter, I was now calm and determined.” Hitler noted that his nerves and reason had been hardened by constant battle. “The young volunteer had become an old soldier,” he wrote. “And this transformation had occurred in the whole army.”

By November 1915, after more than a year at the front, Hitler’s “transformation” was already in evidence, an emotional shift that is preserved in remnant artifacts in the Hitler library. In a leather-bound photostat copy of Hitler’s military record, which includes his enlistment papers, he gives his permanent domicile as Munich, and does not list any immediate blood relatives, not his older half-siblings Alois and Angela, nor his younger sister Paula. By 1914, all regular contact with his immediate family appears to have been broken. Paula later said she assumed he was dead.

Another bound folio containing photostat copies of postcards and letters Hitler sent to Ernst Hepp, a Munich acquaintance, also suggests a severed relationship. In extended and rambling sentences, punctuated with emotional pleas that anticipate his rhetorical style in decades to come, Hitler fills page after page with vivid accounts of frontline fighting and his longing to return home. “I think so often about Munich, and each of us has only the one wish that we will have finally settled accounts with this gang, regardless of the outcome,” Hitler writes Hepp. “To get it over with, cost what it will, and that those of us who have the good fortune to see their homeland again, will find it cleaner and cleansed further of the foreign elements, that through the sacrifice and suffering that so many hundreds of thousands of us daily bring, that through the stream of blood flows here day after day against an international world of enemies.” The last missive to Hepp is dated February 5, 1915.

By the time the RIR 16 took up position in Fournes in March 1915, where it was to remain for the next eighteen months, Hitler appears to have made the front his home. His closest companion was an English terrier he snatched that spring when it strayed into the German lines while chasing a rat across no-man’s-land. He named it Foxl and taught it tricks, such as walking on its hind legs and climbing a ladder, much to the bemusement of his comrades. Foxl accompanied him on his assignments to the front until that October, when the British introduced poison gas.

We have several photographs of Hitler and Foxl in Fournes. In one, Hitler leans on a sawhorse, a gangly, awkward man with sallow cheeks, a bushy moustache, and large, protruding ears. He squints against the sunlight into the camera while Foxl, who stretches across the laps of two seated soldiers, cranes his neck back toward Hitler.

Max Amann, the company sergeant, remembered Hitler as a decidedly odd but notably selfless man. Amann recalls that when he discovered a surplus in the company budget and offered it to Hitler because the Austrian appeared to have so little money, Hitler thanked Amann and suggested he give it to someone more needy. Similarly, when Amann recommended him for a promotion, Corporal Hitler declined. He said he commanded more respect without an officer’s stripes. He appeared to be selfless in the extreme. “Even if I came in at three in the morning, there were always a few men on duty,” Amann recalled. “When I said, ‘Messenger,’ no one moved, only Hitler jumped up. When I said, ‘You again!’ he said, ‘Let the others sleep. It doesn’t matter to me.’”

While Amann’s anecdotes are to be viewed with caution given that he was to become a close Hitler associate, and most notably the publisher of Mein Kampf, once again, the Hitler library provides corroborating evidence. In a tattered war memoir, With Adolf Hitler in the Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment 16 “List,” written by fellow RIR 16 veteran Adolf Meyer and presented to Hitler in 1934, we watch the twenty-something corporal cutting a zigzag pattern across an open field—overgrown with unharvested crops from the previous summer—while fellow soldiers huddle in a trench. As the man leaps into the safety of their company, he reports crisply, “Messenger, Regimental Headquarters 16, Hitler.”

Hitler’s dedication to duty is also preserved in his personal copy of the RIR 16’s five-hundred-page regimental history, which bears a handwritten inscription to Hitler from Maximilian Baligrand, the RIR 16’s last commander: “To his brave message runner, the highly decorated former corporal Mr. Adolf Hitler in memory of serious but great times, with thanks.” Dated “Christmas 1931,” a full year before Hitler’s seizure of power, the handwritten inscription was made well before there was an obvious reason to pander to the former corporal.

Most consequential, of course, is the large folio with Hitler’s complete military service record. Compiled in July 1937 for the Nazi Party Archives, this series of eighteen photostat documents from the Central Office for War Injuries and Graves was made in duplicate for Hitler. Along with a record of Hitler’s two war injuries, his two citations for bravery—an Iron Cross Second Class in 1914 and an Iron Cross First Class in 1918, the highest military award for a noncommissioned officer—and his discharge papers from the army in March 1920, the folio also contains an assessment of his four years of service. Document 16 records: “Comportment: Very Good, Penalties: 0.”

In November 1915, for a frontline corporal to pay four marks for a book on cultural treasures of Berlin, when cigarettes, schnapps, and women were readily available for more immediate and palpable distraction, can be seen as an act of aesthetic transcendence, a vicarious escape from the ruined world of refinement and beauty that Osborn watched dissolving in the mud of the Somme, or in Hitler’s case, possible evidence of the enduring aspiration for an artist’s career, as suggested by the gritty fingerprints I found beside a reproduction of Rubens’s Diana and Her Nymphs Assaulted by Satyrs on page 282, and further smudges along the margin on page 292, beside a Botticelli illustration for Dante’s Divine Comedy, in which a despairing figure clings to an angel as he is lifted from the Inferno.

[image: Logo Missing]

Hitler’s battered copy of Adolf Meyer’s memoir,
With Adolf Hitler in the Sixteenth
Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment List

With a rush of busy lines running through the angel’s robes and the man’s anguished face, Botticelli conveys both urgency and desperation, which he contrasts with a flawless half circle that emanates from the angel’s raised hand, enclosing the scene in a hemisphere of serenity and safety. With remarkable economy of line, Botticelli creates a powerfully emotive moment of salvation as well as a technical lesson in contrast and drama for students of the penciled line. As Hitler studied this sketch, his fingers left a series of gritty prints along the right-hand margin that showed the course of his attention.

This attention to artistic detail suggests the resilience of an obstinate artistic spirit that had survived his father’s hard-knuckled objections (“A painter? Never!”), the devastating rejection from the Royal Academy of Arts in Vienna (“It struck me as a bolt from the blue”), and the subsequent realization that even his true calling in life, architecture, was beyond his reach. “One could not attend the Academy’s architectural school without having attended the building school at the Technik, and the latter required a high-school degree,” Hitler later lamented. “I had none of all this.” Five subsequent hardscrabble years as a freelance painter in Vienna and Munich could not dampen his artistic ambitions. Yet, when Hitler enlisted in the army in early autumn 1914, he registered his profession as “artist.”

Hitler was not the only soldier to march to the front with artistic intent.1 The RIR 16 ranks were filled with professional painters who spent much of the war recording the daily life and horror at the front and whose works are preserved in the regimental history. There was Wilhelm Kuh, who penned a series of ink drawings of the ruins of Fromelles, including a farmhouse that had taken a direct hit that left a splintered roof with a gaping hole in its center; Alexander Weiss, who sketched the graves of dead soldiers along the trenches near Fromelles; and Max Martens, whose watercolor of his frontline quarters with its reinforced roof and sand-bagged entrance bears a painted sign on a high post that blends bitter irony with sweet nostalgia by using the name of the legendary beer hall of his native Munich, “Löwenbräu.”
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Botticelli drawing, Osborn’s Berlin

None of Hitler’s wartime efforts are included in the regimental history. His own library preserves six of his watercolors in a folio published by his photographer Heinrich Hoffmann in 1935. The oversize hardcover, embossed with the words Hitlers Aquarelle, contains a one-page introduction, and presents reproductions of a half dozen watercolors, each with an additional onionskin overlay, that Hitler painted between autumn 1914 and summer 1917.The earliest is Sunken Road near Wytschaete from November 1914, where Hitler earned his first Iron Cross and where the RIR 16 message-running unit was decimated. “In Wytschaete alone, on the day of the first assault, three men of our eight men were shot dead, and another critically wounded,” Hitler wrote afterward to Ernst Hepp. “We four survivors and the wounded man received medals.” His watercolor from Wytschaete shows a vacant trench running through a war-ravaged forest with butchered trees standing in for butchered men.

In another painting, he depicts a ravaged, ruined monastery at Messines, where the following month the RIR 16 was again mauled in battle. Hitler also includes a scene from Fromelles, the Dressing Station, which shows the frontline first-aid station in a shrapnel-pocked farmhouse. Most notably, Hitler includes a painting of his farmhouse billet in Fournes where he was quartered with his fellow message runners, which they facetiously dubbed “Dark-Haired Maria’s Place,” after the strong-willed farmer’s wife who attended to them. In this painting, Hitler shows us a sturdy, two-story farmhouse with an attached barn and scattered debris in the courtyard. Propped against the wall is a bicycle. For a time, Hitler served as the regimental bicyclist.

One recent observer pointed out that the reproduction of the farmhouse billet included in Hitler’s Watercolors shows significant alterations from a copy of an original that survives in the Nazi Party Archives, suggesting that Heinrich Hoffmann had the Hitler originals doctored for public consumption. Indeed, the copy reveals a much less practiced hand. The bicycle is rendered only in a vague outline, and the details of the house are crudely drawn. Nevertheless, the deception embedded in the folio and included among Hitler’s remnant books expresses an authentic emotion: Hitler’s aspiration to be a better artist than he actually was.

Berlin also preserves some of the earliest traces of Hitler’s lifelong obsession with the German capital and the militant Prussian chauvinism he shared with Max Osborn. Just as Hitler writes of his desire to see Germany “cleansed” of “foreign elements,” Osborn rails against the influences of derivative nineteenth-century architectural styles that plagued this “Sparta on the Spree” with “orgies of an unspeakable debasement in taste.” Osborn laments the “wilding” of taste (Geschmacksverwilderung) that has despoiled the Prussian purity of Berlin and burdened it with a “cornucopia of artistic curses.”
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Hitler’s sketch of his farmhouse billet near Fournes. From Hitler’s personal copy of his wartime artwork compiled by his photographer Heinrich Hoffmann

Osborn has particular disdain for those architects whose slavish imitation of foreign influences, especially “dogmatic Hellenism,” have ruined the aesthetic texture of countless German cities. At the same time, he praises those architects who had retained a distinctively Teutonic vision, lauding the massive domed German Reichstag as “an artistic reflection of the multifaceted organism of the German Reich,” admiring Karl Friedrich Schinkel for the “Prussian martialness” of the New Guard House, built in honor of the Germans who died in the Napoleonic Wars, and Karl Gotthard Langhans, who graced Berlin with its signature monument, the Brandenburg Gate. Though Langhans placed six Doric columns atop Ionic bases in a nod to Mediterranean classicism, he wisely avoided, Osborn notes, the temptation of employing a “Hellenic pediment.” Instead, Langhans crowned his structure with the dramatic copper mise-en-scène, the quadriga with the four horses transporting a chariot with the sword-bearing goddess of victory.

To Osborn, the Brandenburg Gate represents “the ultimate essence of Prussianness,” a balance between the perfected beauty of the ancients and the distinctly martial style of the north German plain—“Ancient Greece on Prussian soil!”—the German Grecomania run through a Prussian boot camp, brought to order and taught to stand crisp and smart at attention. “Its columns have something singularly orderly and erect, perhaps one could say, almost like a grenadier,” Osborn writes.

Osborn’s paeans to Prussian grace and grandeur evidently spoke to the young Austrian corporal as indicated by the volume’s dog-eared pages and broken spine. The book bears evidence of careful scrutiny—smudges, bent pages, a drip of residual red paraffin still viscous after eighty years—in a thirty-page chapter on Frederick the Great, the legendary eighteenth-century warrior-king who established Prussia’s preeminence as a military power. Frederick came to serve Hitler as a late-life role model of leadership and personal comportment, though rendered with catastrophic imperfection, in his own final years as a military commander.

Osborn casts Hitler’s future idol as a meddling, cheapskate monarch who scrimped on quality and excelled at cut-rate imitation and shabby pomposity. “The king, entirely a child of the artistic mediocrity of his age when it came to taste, saw solutions only in the frivolous arbitrariness of this powder-wig era,” Osborn complains. “More than his predecessors Frederick meddled in the plans of all his artists through personal intrusions and changes. More than his father he impatiently insisted that work be performed quickly and was satisfied with outward appearances for which inferior materials like plaster and stucco seemed adequate.” Worse still, Frederick avoided “artists and geniuses in preference to dutiful and less opinionated second- and third-rate craftsmen.” The resulting architectural missteps damaged not only the city’s appearance but also the regent’s health and reputation.

When planning his private residence, Sanssouci, in Potsdam, Frederick initially engaged the respected Berlin architect Georg Wenzeslaus von Knobelsdorff, but meddled incessantly with the design. According to Osborn, Frederick forced Knobelsdorff to forgo the construction of subterranean spaces, a decision, Osborn notes, that resulted in a chronic moisture problem that plagued the king’s rheumatism to his dying day. Knobelsdorff was eventually released from the project and replaced with a more pliant architect.

Osborn takes particular pleasure in recounting the collapse of the redbrick church on the Gendarmenmarkt in 1746. Frederick rushed the builders to complete the church in half the allotted time and with a significantly reduced budget. As roof construction was nearing completion, the church walls collapsed, transforming the site into a heap of rubble and killing forty laborers. Osborn reproduces a period etching of the ruined structure with its tumbled stone, smashed beams, and broken scaffolding, along with clusters of gawking bystanders. “The Berliners were naturally unsparing in their mockery,” Osborn writes. “In a brochure with the wry title ‘Sorry About That,’ the ironic theory was advanced that the structure had been built with gingerbread rather than stone.”

On the night of October 22, 1941, a quarter century after Hitler acquired Osborn’s Berlin, he recounted his early fascination with the Prussian capital, echoing Osborn’s assessment.

“I always liked Berlin and even if it did bother me that a lot of it was not very beautiful it still meant a lot to me,” he recalled. “Twice during the war I had ten days of vacation. Both times I went to Berlin, and from that time I know Berlin’s museums and collections.” Hitler, faithful to Osborn’s assessment, called Berlin the “sandbox of the old Reich,” which had accumulated a grab bag of architectural styles determined by rulers with little sense of aesthetic judgment—“Wilhelm II did have taste, it just happened to be extremely bad”—and recalled his own architectural vision of “Germanic-northern Ur-forms” that derived from “a Greek source,” an echo of Osborn’s own architectural incantation, “Ancient Greece on Prussian soil!”

Unlike Osborn, however, who could do little more than laud, lament, or lampoon, Hitler in 1941 possessed mettle and the means to undo the past. “We want to eliminate whatever is ugly in Berlin, and whatever Berlin gets now it should represent the epitome of what we are capable of achieving with modern means,” he said. “Whoever enters the Reich Chancellery should have the feeling that he is standing before the masters of the world, and even the route along the way, through the triumphal arch on the wide streets past the Hall of the Soldier to the Square of the People should take his breath away.” He foresaw the day when Berlin would emerge as “the capital of the world.”

Hitler evidently bought Osborn’s book with touristic intent, as is suggested by a companion volume from the Seemann series, a guide to Brussels I found among his remnant books. Like Berlin, Brussels is bound in an olive-drab cover with the title embossed in crimson, and as with the Osborn volume, Hitler’s name is scrawled in the upper right corner on the inside cover.

Though Hitler includes neither the location nor date of purchase, we can assume the book was in his possession by the first week of July 1916, when, just after the battle for the Argonne Forest, he used a one-week furlough to visit Brussels, an event preserved not only in his military service record but also in a postcard sent to an RIR 16 comrade. “This trip is the most wonderful I have ever taken, despite the eternal rain which has been falling constantly,” Hitler wrote from Brussels on July 6. Three months later, Hitler found an unanticipated opportunity to visit Berlin.

In late September 1916, after eighteen months near Fournes, the RIR 16 was ordered to bolster the defenses at the Somme. The three thousand men marched to Haubourdin and boarded a train to Iwuy. Here they exchanged their spiked Pickelhauben for steel helmets and marched to Cambrai, then on to Fremicourt and, eventually, in the first days of October, were thrown into battle between the towns of Bapaume and Le Barque. The regimental log notes 250 dead, 855 wounded, and 90 missing. Virtually the entire message-running unit was either killed or wounded, as recounted by one surviving soldier.

“The message runners were in an underground passage that was so narrow and low that two people could not pass each other,” he recalled. “You could hardly sit. We kept tripping over each other’s legs. The air was so thick and heavy you could barely breathe. A small stairway led outside. I had just sat down next to Hitler when the passage took a direct hit. The roof was demolished and torn into a thousand pieces. Shrapnel flew everywhere.” Only two men emerged unscathed.

Hitler was taken to a nearby field hospital at Hermies with a piece of shrapnel in his leg. He was treated early the following morning in the company of Ernst Schmidt, who had also been wounded and transported by train to a Red Cross military hospital in Beelitz, a small town near Potsdam, forty miles southwest of Berlin. He was to spend the next two months there. “What a change! From the mud of the Battle of the Somme, into the



Casualty report for Hitler dated October 15, 1916, from Hitler’s personal photostat copy of his military record
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