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PREFACE

This book is a follow-up to The Perfect Nazi, a book I wrote in 2010. It told the secret story of my Nazi grandfather, Bruno Langbehn (1906–92). I discovered that he had joined the party, as well the SA (Sturmabteilung) Brownshirts in 1926, becoming one of Hitler’s beloved ‘old fighters’. Documents showed that he joined the SS (Schutzstaffel) in 1937, attached to the SD (Sicherheitsdienst, or Security Service) and ended up an SS-Hauptsturmführer, or captain. He survived the war by the skin of his teeth, lived under an assumed name in the immediate post-war years, and re-emerged into the 1950s West German economic miracle, able to resume a prosperous career as a dentist in the Charlottenburg area of West Berlin. He died at the age of eighty-six, just months after his great nemesis, the Soviet Union, finally collapsed, having already taken the Berlin Wall with it. He was unrepentant to the last, convinced his years in six different Nazi guises (party, SA, SS, Wehrmacht, health policy professional, white-coated dentist) were the most fulfilling and important not just of his life, but of any German life.

In 2019 I was invited by a Hamburg-based production company to contribute two films to a major series they had been commissioned to make for German (and international) television, entitled The German Abyss, the story of the Nazi catastrophe from its earliest to its final days. I wrote and directed episodes 7 and 8 – films directly related to the Holocaust. The reason given for hiring me was the very honourable – and very typically German – desire to open out the two most sensitive parts of the narrative to a non-domestic perspective; in my case, having worked for the BBC and Channel 4 for thirty years.

It was a long and fascinating experience, working very closely with an immensely accomplished German production team, with over thirty of the world’s leading Third Reich and Holocaust historians providing commentary and insight. I wrestled with the scripts and the thoughts within them for nearly eighteen months, relishing the chance to turn the canvas round. This was the big picture working its way down to individual details; not, as with Bruno’s story, a micro-narrative mapped out against its bigger background.

The finished series aired to very positive critical reaction, especially in Germany (though it was, regrettably, never acquired by either American or British broadcasters). Having grappled with the key questions, I was nagged by how even two forty-five-minute documentary scripts struggled to do more than scratch the surface. I decided to take them as a starting point for a broader narrative investigation, the result of which is this book. But I wanted to do something different from offering up another Holocaust survey – of which there are already so many of stunning quality.

It was the coda to a book about Adolf Eichmann, Nazi Bureaucrats, written by Yaacov Lozowick, then archive director of Yad Vashem, Israel’s Holocaust research centre, that sparked the story I have tried to tell here. In it, as a summary of what a lifetime spent investigating Nazi crimes had taught him, the author offered a deceptively succinct definition of evil – and its four key levels. I read them, wondering if Nazism’s enormity could ever be contained by something as seemingly low-key as ‘four levels of evil’. But they have stuck with me ever since.


I propose to distinguish among four kinds of evil in man.

The first kind can be called indifference. This is the ability to live one’s life while ignoring the suffering of others, when this suffering is not the result of our own actions . . .

The second kind of evil is selfishness, the ability to cause suffering without intending it, but also without being bothered by it . . .

The third kind of evil is heartlessness. The heartless are those who are able to cause suffering consciously in order to advance their interests . . .

The fourth type of evil might be called malevolence. The malevolent are those who devote all their powers to causing as much suffering as possible. There can be no doubt that a person willing to search out his victims in all corners of the continent and to enter into conflict with his own allies in order to advance the operation is infected with evil of a different kind than those who are willing to make do with the murder of those at hand.1



I have tried to relocate at the heart of the ‘story of the Holocaust’ the role played by these emotions (or, perhaps, anti-emotions is the better way to phrase it), to provide a thread from start to finish in the hope of illuminating how and why all that happened, happened in the way that it did.

For me, however, there is a key factor to be taken into account. That of agency. The lesson I drew from my grandfather’s story was that it was underwritten by active, energetically expressed, positive decisions. In other words, for him, the ‘Nazi’ was more than just an adjective; it was tantamount to a verb, the sum total of things he was motivated to think and do, not just what happened to him. He was always the swimmer, never just the tide.

I have tried to reflect this in the title of the book. Most Holocaust studies rightly strive to acknowledge the monumental singularity of humanity’s greatest crime, which is reflected in titles that are commensurately grave and all-encompassing, drawing their power either from the word Holocaust itself, a post-war coinage, or with an inverted redeployment of the Nazi phrase the Final Solution. Both exist as (awesome) abstractions, far away from the concerns of everyday life. They come with their own aura of cosmic inscrutability; built into them is the implicit sense that they challenge our powers of explanation. The Nazis knew this too; there was nobody better than they were at dissimulating brutal truths with euphemism where necessary, or with pseudo-transcendent gobbledygook, if that served their needs better, all the while urging ever greater ruthlessness with horrifyingly literal bluntness, and no small measure of relish.

I have wanted to emphasise the processes that led to, and then constituted, the Holocaust as verbs, as action – conceived, shaped, pursued and perpetrated by fully conscious men and women, with political aspirations that would settle for nothing less. These people didn’t just hate; they mobilised hate, they made it real. And it was the combined selfishness, indifference, heartlessness and, the ace in the pack, malevolence with which they did it that gave it such terrible impact. These were the forces that shaped the world between 1933 and 1945, just as they appear capable of threatening to do again today.




PART ONE

THE JEWISH QUESTION, 1919–1936




CHAPTER ONE

THEY’RE NOT LAUGHING NOW
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Hitler communing with the faithful on the anniversary of the attempted coup. This was 1941, but the scene would have been identical the following year.

8 November 1942

The place was the Löwenbräukeller in Munich. The occasion, a major speech by Adolf Hitler on the eve of the most revered date in the Nazi calendar, the anniversary of the Beerhall Putsch of 1923. A large audience of his most fanatical, most faithful followers were impatient to drink up their Führer’s words, and to have their faith restored that the war – for all its setbacks – was on course to final victory. Hitler, who loved nothing better than communing with his beloved ‘old fighters’, did not disappoint.

His speech would be half State of the Union, half perverted Sermon on the Mount. Hitler used long, circular, self-justifying obloquies to demonstrate his utter mastery over events. He would describe in stupefying detail all the ways he had predicted and achieved the impossible, while boasting about his unparalleled work ethic and the depths of his personal sacrifice.

Tonight’s harangue would be no different, except, on this occasion, he would have to dig deep into his reserves of megalomania. By November 1942, the war had reached a dangerous watershed. The early triumphs were a distant memory. The Soviet campaign, which was supposed to have been won in mere weeks, was eighteen months old, with victory over the Red Army far from certain. German forces were bedded down in the sub-zero snow of a second eastern front winter, their mettle about to be tested as never before by a city called Stalingrad.

‘I stand before you . . .’ he declared, addressing his ‘fellow-countrymen and women’, his ‘party comrades’, his manner grave and self-important, as befitted the immensity of the event and the circumstances in which Germany found itself. What followed was a whistle-stop tour of Hitler’s vindicated decisions and his providential triumphs. His chance, too, to dismiss Allied accusations of slipping German resolve as desperate and risible. He rounded on his enemies, in particular their leaders and their self-deluding arrogance; the braggart Mr Churchill, the ‘perfumed’ Mr Eden and, the most egregious of all, the ‘half-Jew Roosevelt’.

None of these global popinjays made Hitler nervous, he told his raucous audience. He had uncovered their hidden truth. For all their fighting words, they had one thing in common. Each was no more than a puppet, a front for the enemy that Hitler had battled against for twenty years on his road to power, and now, again, as the leader of a nation at war with half the world. Aka, ‘the international Jew’. The ‘Jews’ had begun life as Germany’s internal enemy, ‘beginning with the Frankfurter Zeitung, and the entire stock market speculator group, all the way to the Rote Fahne [Red Banner, a Communist Party paper] in Berlin, and everything which lay in between.’

In the intervening years, as Hitler had predicted, this loose network of Jewish interests had solidified into a transnational global alliance; ‘the same coalition as before, from the chief of that international Masonic lodge, the half-Jew Roosevelt, and his Jewish brain trust, to the Jewry of purest water in Marxist–Bolshevik Russia’. Hitler rehashed in gleeful detail the internecine struggle he had been waging against the Jews. It was time, therefore, for ‘the international Jew’ to receive an important message, and, at the climactic midway point of the speech, Hitler delivered it.

Whatever the other reversals suffered by the German armed forces at that moment, there was one campaign that was proceeding unimpeded. Hitler’s war against the Jews. And the Jews knew it better than anyone. They were proof that there was nothing merely verbal about Hitler’s pronouncements – his words carried the weight of historical inevitability. ‘National Socialist prophecies are no mere phrases,’ he boasted. And of all Hitler’s declarations about what the future might hold, none was more ominous than the one he delivered next, and which he would reiterate, time and time again, about the war and the price the Jews would be made to pay.

You will recall the Reichstag session at which I declared:


‘If Judaism imagines by any chance that it can bring about an international world war for the extermination of the European races, the result will not be the extermination of the European races, but the extermination of the Jews in Europe.’



And how had the Jews responded, Hitler asked: they had mocked him, refusing to take his promise seriously; they ‘derided me as a prophet!’ But this smirk of Jewish insolence had been wiped from their faces; ‘They are not laughing now,’ he exclaimed. And those who are ‘won’t be for long’.

This was the closest in his speech that Hitler came to a joke. His malicious black humour was met by cheers and embittered head-nodding from the crowd, who for their part were most certainly laughing now, in thunderous admiration. They were thrilled by the shocking schadenfreude of Hitler’s quip. They marvelled at the visionary omniscience that it took to have exposed the nefariousness of Jewish world meddling in the first place. And they pledged themselves to Hitler’s apocalyptic campaign against the Jewish stranglehold on their enemies. Above all, they relished the sadistic glee with which he made his boast. Hitler’s pitiless viciousness was what they most loved about him.

It was a tone of voice with which they were very familiar. This was, after all, the purest expression of Hitler’s core being, the abject, absolute malignancy of a man who believed providence had put him on earth expressly to inflict suffering on one particular population – the Jews, whose offence went way beyond merely standing in Germany’s way, like Britain, or France, or the United States had done. A strain of humanity, it had been revealed to Hitler, whose presence lay at the root of every modern ill, and every frustration of German aspiration.

But mostly, the crowd was cheering – as Hitler intended they should – because they knew that behind Hitler’s joke lay a bleak and exhilarating truth. His prophecy could not have been more accurate. The one thing the Jews of Europe, especially eastern Europe, were absolutely, manifestly not doing in November 1942 was laughing.

* * *

At that very moment, 1,200 kilometres to the north-east of Munich, three Nazi death camps were working at full tilt: Bełżec, Sobibór and Treblinka. The three or four hours taken by Hitler’s speech that night were all the men running these human abattoirs needed to ‘process’ any one of the endless trains that arrived at their unloading ramps on a daily basis.

With a combination of well-rehearsed speed, brutality and deception, those not already dead from the hellish journey on overcrowded, unsanitary freight wagons were being pulled out into the winter cold, formed into lines, their possessions hurled into piles, before being beaten and harangued into moving as fast as they could towards the interior of some kind of camp – a labour camp, they were told. Once inside, they were stripped naked, and had their heads shaved. Reeling from the utter unreality of it all, they would be whipped and pushed in a vast scrum into low-ceilinged, hermetically sealed chambers. The doors were slammed closed and a stationary tank engine located behind the back wall would cough into life, belching fumes.

Pipes channelling the engine exhaust into the sealed chamber would choke everyone trapped inside slowly to death from carbon monoxide poisoning. A half-hour or so later, the fresh corpses would be disentangled, pulled out by the feet, their mouths and body cavities scoured for dental gold and hidden valuables. Small teams of ‘special commando’ Jewish prisoners selected for the work then dragged the bodies a hundred metres or so, before dumping them in trenches. These men would themselves be murdered in due course, in a process of endless rotation. Industrial cranes and bone-crushing equipment chewed up the mountains of corpses into manageable piles of human remains. The whole operation would be repeated as many as two or three times per day, every day, week after week, month after month.

This process, codenamed Operation Reinhard, had been in operation since the previous spring, but the streamlined killings had really taken off in the summer of 1942 across what were called, after the man who ran them, the ‘Globocnik death camps’ of eastern occupied Poland. One camp in particular, Treblinka, surpassed the others. Though less than half the size of Berlin Zoo, and operated by a fraction of the number of people crowded into the Munich beerhall to listen to the Führer, it was already well on its way to killing its millionth victim.

November 1942, the month of Hitler’s speech, represented the peak of the killing. Some researchers have even suggested it deserves to be remembered among the one hundred most murderous days in human history.1 It is unprovable. But a consensus remains that by mid-1943 between 1.75 million and 2 million human beings had been murdered, trainload by trainload, and by the end of 1942 the camps were well on their way to this toll. When this figure is combined with the vast numbers of Jewish civilians being shot on a daily, unrelenting basis behind the eastern front, the final total for 1942 alone is staggering – close to 3 million men, woman and children.2 At the very moment Hitler was making his prophetic boast, being applauded by his baying audience, well over half of all those who would be murdered in the Holocaust were dead. And the war itself still had two and a half years to run.

Hitler, of course, made no mention of the camps. Nor of Operation Reinhard. Nor the names of any of the men directly responsible for the killing. He knew he had to pass over these in silence. He would allow the reason as to why the Jews were ‘not laughing now’ to hang in the air as a shared bitter joke. It was very different from how his speech that November night addressed the issue of the campaign that had just begun in the Soviet Union: the Battle for Stalingrad, where German forces were digging in, being (in their view) decisively poised to take the city. Here he was only too happy to share an assessment of the troops, their disposition, the state of their equipment, their unbreakable resolve, their strategic objectives, in forensic detail. That was because his claims to military genius relied as much on his command of granular minutiae, on the one hand, as on his incomparable grasp of big-picture truths, on the other.

So why the hiatus when it came to the murdered Jews? Why for them the veil of silence? It was obviously a shared and open secret. Nobody, least of all those in the hall that night, would ever have confused Hitler’s tactful reticence with genocidal reluctance. He had been quite prepared to use the word ‘extermination’ three times in a single sentence. His entire speech was an exercise in reminding his audience in the hall, but also across Germany (it would be re-broadcast on the wireless, its bullet points turned into posters plastered over every public notice board across Germany), that his words were to be taken very, very literally indeed.

It was the enemy who resorted to lies and fabrications. Not Hitler. Every word out of his mouth was, he ludicrously claimed, the trigger for real and tangible consequences, never mind over a decade of incessant falsehoods. Not just his orders and directives, but his insights and especially his prophecies, all of these were underscored, he claimed, by an intensity of willpower unmatched in any other leader in history. Why should this be any different?

When it came to what for Hitler was the most persistent and viciously expressed animosity of all, it would seem there was still a need for plausible deniability. Hitler went to great pains to build what social scientists would today call a ‘black box’. It means a system in which input and output appear unlinked, or linked in ways that are hard to understand. In the case of the Holocaust, there was no shortage of Nazi input, in words and actions; and the output was just as tangible: the murder of close to six million people, killed by starvation, disease, rifle fire and poison gas. But there was no one-to-one linkage between them, no paper trail, no written order, no smoking gun. All we find is the rubric of a self-fulfilling prophecy, and an urge among senior Nazis to make the bombast of relentless Jew hatred come true. It was as though Hitler wanted the credit for winning his war against the Jews, for being the prophet who saw that it had to be fought and how it would be won, by creating the context for all future decisions, but directing them from afar and often verbally only. The credit would accrue to him, but never the moral opprobrium. It was a situation that has tormented humanity ever since. How did it happen? Why did it happen? What, in other words, do we find when we try to open that black box?

The answer usually given is that the Holocaust represents pure evil. That is what the black box contains. Hitler’s unwavering and obsessive anti-Jewish racial madness, and the mass killing that was invented to satisfy it, can have no other rationale. This is what Coleridge, in describing Shakespeare’s character Iago, called ‘motiveless malignancy’. But how were millions of others, inside Germany but also across many of its neighbouring states, persuaded not only to share that Jew hatred, but to act on it, ultimately all the way up to mass murder? The concept of evil is only half the story.

Hitler’s appeal to the German people was one of promised triumphalism. To vote for him was to vote for the restoration of German greatness, the redressing of German grievances and, above all, the replacement of national humiliation with renewed national pride. It was an intoxicating offer. But alongside the boosterism, there was another much more toxic dimension to Nazi rhetoric. Hitler was a genius at translating resentment, entitlement and rage into both national self-pity and vindictive blame. And what Hitler traded in most was malevolence; this was the tuning fork around which his words most resonated, the basic key to his pronouncements, infusing and shaping his view of the world. It was only too audible in his November 1942 speech, especially the ‘not laughing now’ aside to the audience.

Malevolence denotes not evil per se, but the agency that drives the doing of evil, the wishing it, the justifying it, the profiting from it. And what crucially drives malevolence is the desire to inflict suffering. Especially suffering that feels like the justified and righteous revenge for prior ill treatment, meted out by an erstwhile victim who has risen up against his tormentor, overthrown him, and is now triumphantly ready to avenge that suffering tenfold.

Hitler’s early political messages boiled down to variations of a single theme: we Germans have suffered more than any nation in recent history; and those who made it happen will be made to suffer as we have – without mercy or compunction. In fact, they will suffer many times more than we did, as the price for ever having aimed their destructive machinations against us.

It was the part of his speeches that always got the loudest cheers. This was malevolence as final reckoning. Its climactic endpoint was that glorious moment of total reversal, when prior tormentors got to feel what it was like to be under the heel of the boot of their victims, their taunts and gloating turned to ash, their delusions of superiority silenced. Victory over Germany’s erstwhile victors was not complete until it was the Germans’ turn to do the mockery, while their victims’ laughter choked in their throats. It was a narrative of victimhood redeemed by vengeance, of suffering alchemised into violence. And it framed the Third Reich from start to finish.

But it went way further than just sadism. Crucial to the kind of malevolence that Hitler deployed was his understanding of what precise agonies and depredations Germany had suffered in the first place, and for which total retaliation was now demanded. This went far wider than just the physical pain of the suffering individual. Nations could suffer. Whole peoples too. Self-esteem, national pride and racial morale were all at stake – and as vulnerable to attack as a rotten tooth was to a drill. Suffering was cultural, political and moral. These types of suffering were far worse than mere physical duress, which passes. Feelings of national worthlessness and ethnic humiliation do not.

Who among Germany’s enemies were capable of inflicting this full spectrum of existential and material suffering on a once great nation and its people?

However awful the French, British or Americans might have been, this went way beyond what even they were capable of on their own. A force multiplier was at work, unifying and magnifying the damage being done to Germany by its many – but varied – antagonists. It was antisemitism that gave Hitler his answer. The key agents of German misery and impotence, underwriting all the others, had been the Jews. Not as a religious minority, but as a global presence who, Hitler was convinced, had learned to weaponise the forces of the modern world, and use them to their own exclusive and destructive advantage. This Jewish ability to divide, weaken and subvert was held by the self-justifying antisemite to be the cause of so many of the world’s ills – of the planet’s ills. Post-First World War Germany had been its undeniable victim. It was a theory two and a half thousand years in the making, refreshed by post-1870s European anti-liberalism, but wholly reignited for use in the industrialised modernity of the early twentieth century.

Antisemitism provided a structure into which Hitler could pour his malevolent insights, and which, in turn, gave his political cravings their shape, validation and ecstatic empowerment. They provided him with a scaffolding of ideas and (to him) self-evident truths, constructed and tested in the months following the war – but especially following the ratification of the Treaty of Versailles. It had started with small and specific accusations – the Jewish-run stock market had deliberately pauperised the German economy; Jewish financiers had suborned the left in order to corrupt and manipulate Germany’s labouring classes. Once in place, however, this body of propositions would only grow, and coalesce, until for Hitler they were capable of ‘explaining’ the entire world.

And not just for prognosis, but diagnosis too. Hitler’s anatomy of a world run by and for Jewish interests became a blueprint for a programme of national rebuilding, as well as a way of understanding the First World War. And out of all this he would triangulate his political energy. Malevolence was where ideology, the charisma of personal ruthlessness and the promise of future salvation based on vengeance coalesced.

Apocalyptic vindictiveness requires a scapegoat. Often those scapegoats are weaker than the society that targets them; Stalin’s Kulaks, for example, were no match for the NKVD and their Gulag camps. But the Jews were different. They were a scapegoat credited with powers at least the equal of, if not more powerful than, Germany’s own. Any resulting crusade mounted against them would therefore know no limits. Jewish mischief was ubiquitous, and timeless; it blanketed the globe, and extended into an infinite future. Unless, that was, the Jews finally met their match, transformed into the nation’s most useful off-the-shelf scapegoat for every imaginable social, political or cultural ill. And most satisfyingly of all, despite being heralded as the product of rational, axiomatic thinking, once ‘proven’, the Nazi antisemite was free to inflict the maximum payload of Jewish suffering with not just a clear conscience – this was no ‘mere’ pogrom – but with the satisfaction of knowing he or she was changing history.

* * *

It was going to take Hitler five years, from 1919 to 1924, to turn this dark epiphany, this fusion of malevolence and antisemitism, into a fully worked out conspiratorial worldview and a roadmap to German salvation via vengeance and domination, the war that underwrote all wars. Once this vision had been forged, he was unshaken. It was a prime directive powerful enough to unite the nation behind a leader, armed with a doctrine, mobilised in politics and capable of infinite violence. Indeed, malevolence and violence were inseparable. Malevolence without violence is no more than repressed and impotent hatred; violence without malevolence has no focus. It needs a narrative to direct and sustain it. But once combined, their capacity to inflict destruction on the world is limitless.

This is the story of how Hitler’s malevolent antisemitism was born, how it was incubated into a mindset, and then made the basis for a political movement and, in time, the foundation stone for an entire regime, finding its fulfilment not just in war, but in world war, matched by the final progression from pogroms and persecution to the unprecedented totality of the Holocaust. A process that found its defining echo here, on 8 November 1942, in a speech given in Munich, while three death camps were working at full steam.

How had it come to this? Historians describe the linkage between the origins of Hitler’s political awakening and its final expression in the death camps and shooting pits of the occupied east as a ‘long and twisting road’. It could have been aborted or prevented at a hundred different points. But it wasn’t. Instead, it was pushed all the way to its bitter, improbable but horribly logical final form. There may have been no early masterplan, no concrete expression of what a Final Solution might one day look like. But what Hitler and his hardcore of like-minded supporters ended up building was a system of ideas, policies, circumstances and organisations, remorselessly driven and invested with the status of being an absolute truth, that together would make an eventual Holocaust impossible not to happen. We have no alternative but to open that black box and try, once again, to recreate how malevolence and Jew hatred combined to such devastating effect.




CHAPTER TWO

THE BIG BANG

If you take the Nazi universe as it existed in November 1942 as Hitler was making his speech – at the height of its power, its armed forces stretched over thousands of miles of Soviet snow, with garrisons stationed all the way from Norway to North Africa, with its ghettos and its secret death camps – and spool back through time, back through the Blitzkrieg attacks on France in 1940 and Poland in 1939, the Munich Conference and the march into Austria in 1938, the party rallies of the mid-1930s, the concentration camps, the new autobahns, the electoral shenanigans that paved the way to power in 1933, all the way across the pre-Third Reich years of the 1920s Weimar Republic, with its decadent nightclubs, its terrifying hyperinflation, its ceaseless spasms of street violence, and all the way back to the creation of the Nazi party itself, you will finally reach your destination, a starting point, an explosive origin, a Big Bang, from which everything yet to come – at least in potential – emerged in a great convulsion of time and space.

This was the seismic moment in June 1919, when the ratification of the Treaty of Versailles forced the Germans to confront the numbing totality of having lost everything. And many of them were drowning in emotions; of loss, bitterness, incredulity and, above all, humiliated rage. Many not only shared the same feelings of trauma, disillusion and, growing out of these, a deeply implacable, despairing rage, borne aloft by a transcendent sense of thwarted entitlement – they chose to be defined by them. As with any Big Bang, there was nothing inevitable about the universe it would one day become; but to understand the Nazis, this place, this moment, these feelings, are where you have to start.

Perhaps there’s not much mystery about why losing not just a war, but a World War, should have cut so deep. Having suffered four years of industrialised slaughter, two million war dead, with hundreds of thousands physically and mentally mutilated, plus tens of thousands succumbing to hunger on the back of the Allied blockade, who would want to emerge with nothing to show for all that heroism and sacrifice except capitulation and crushed hopes? There was no European power for whom defeat in 1918 would not have spelled existential levels of disaster and humiliation.

For Germany it was even worse. The outbreak of war in 1914 had given birth to especially grandiose and bombastic hopes, whose utter demolition in defeat would prove impossible to swallow. Germany’s rivals, Britain and France, were long-in-the-tooth imperial powers, who had dominated the globe for two hundred years. Both had grown smugly accustomed to the effortless superiority and international droit de seigneur that only empire can bring. Germany, a unified state for just over forty years, had no empire of which to speak. And this was an intolerable slight. Victory in Europe would therefore elevate Germany to the first rank of world imperial powers – and, as far as Germany was concerned, not before time.

Even if what became the First World War had broken out in 1914 more by happenstance than design, it did not stop the Germans pursuing victory with relentless and total commitment. It began with atrocities committed in Belgium (and the myth of the franctireurs – civilian ‘snipers’, the civilian victims of ferocious German reprisals – that would flare up in the next war) moving to leadership by full military dictatorship; in 1916, when absolute power was passed to the two military commanders, Erich Ludendorff and Paul von Hindenburg, everything was committed to the struggle. This was total war, avant la lettre.

And the Germans had got so close! Their eastern armies had crushed the Russians in 1917, securing vast tracts of Polish, Baltic and Ukrainian territory. This was matched by a triumphant breakthrough in the west, as German stormtroopers smashed their way through Allied lines in a series of audacious assaults in spring 1918. An astonishing two-front victory appeared to be in their grasp – only for the entire war to unravel in front of their eyes. One military reversal after the other came crashing down over German forces. The western Allies, replenished by the arrival of American troops, proved themselves – at last – masters of battlefield domination. The Germans were overextended, exhausted and hollowed out. Their commanders had no choice but to throw in the towel.

* * *

The first hint ordinary Germans back home had that things were not as rosy as they had been regularly and relentlessly reassured, was the cataclysmic news – a bolt from the blue – that their armies had inexplicably capitulated. The war was all over – as were German hopes. Instead of a victory for the ages, all Germany got for its pains was total humiliation. Instead of promotion to Europe’s greatest Great Power, defeat relegated Germany to the bottom of the heap. Dismembered, debunked, debilitated, their kaiser forced into ignominious abdication and exile. German armies arrived home in dribs and drabs, disgraced. Their generals were caught in a web of lies.

No wonder that there were so many Germans incapable of accepting this, who demanded not reconciliation but vengeance. These men would be content with nothing less than a re-run. Twenty-one years later, they would get their wish in the form of a new world war, and a terrible symmetry linking the two conflagrations, with the second so clearly intended to provide a very different conclusion from the first.

But there were two very specific differences between them that need to be explained. As tempting as it is to see the period 1914–45 (in the words of Charles de Gaulle) as a kind of Thirty Years War with a twenty-year pause in the middle, the reality is more complicated and much more depressing. For one thing, it ignores two key factors. The first is the role played by one Adolf Hitler; and the second is the role played by his hatred for the Jews. Neither had featured significantly in the First World War (whatever Hitler, the ex-‘Gefreiter’ – private first class – would claim in later life). But both would be instrumental in creating and shaping not just the Second World War but the Holocaust at its heart.

No First World War, no Hitler; no Hitler, no Nazi party; no Nazi party, no Third Reich; no Third Reich, no Second World War; no Second World War, no Holocaust. None of these step-changes was in any way inevitable, or pre-ordained, but each was indispensable. Remove a single one, and surely the chain collapses. The Holocaust is only conceivable as the climax to this process of steps, some small, some enormous, each more extreme and consequential than the one before – and it was in 1919 that the first of those steps were taken.

But this prompts a significant question. It is easy to see why losing the First World War might trigger willingness to start a Second. But why the Holocaust? What sense does that make? What on earth did the First World War have to do with the Jews? How did the collapsing western front in 1918 prefigure, say, Kristallnacht or, worse, Treblinka? There was nothing Jewish about why the war broke out, what it was fought to achieve, far less the way it was fought. And nobody at the time ever claimed that it was – not even antisemites, of whom all the combatant nations had their fair share. One hundred thousand German Jews had happily put on their country’s uniform, and had been welcomed into the ranks without complaint. Hitler’s own superior officer, the man who had recommended him for an Iron Cross, had been Jewish.

And yet, within months of the Armistice that marked the formal end of the First World War, a significant cohort of embittered, broken Germans – most notably Adolf Hitler – insisted the entire meaning of the war and its aftermath was not just synonymous with what they called ‘the Jewish Question’ but a direct and pernicious product of it. And they meant it. Before Germany could rise from the ashes, first it had to explain 1918.1

Hitler and his like-minded allies set out to do so. And they would do it by constructing a grand unified field theory that would eventually come to explain not just the First World War, but all of human conflict – and even human existence – past, present and future. What Hitler would go on to create was the most grotesque non sequitur in human history. Every significant political event was yoked to the machinations of an imagined Jewish conspiracy – and vice versa. This Jewish infiltration of the world’s sinews of power had no other purpose than to promote Jewish interests at the expense of whatever host nation was under attack. The result for Germany had been suffering on a titanic scale in the months after the catastrophe of 1918’s defeat and humiliation (impoverishment, political disillusion, social chaos, internecine class strife, and life-threatening shortages of foods and other essentials, climaxing in revolution). A future, resurgent Germany’s only hope lay in destroying the Jewish hold over its affairs. If, in the process, the Jews could be made to suffer for what they had done to the Germans, multiplied by an order of magnitude, then so much the better.

In all this, Hitler was convinced he was demonstrating hard-won, deep-seated and penetrating insight, the product of principled and deductive reasoning. Fusing malevolence and theological sophistry, Hitler’s antisemitic chimera remained a singular obsession for the rest of his life. It fuelled his life’s mission. And it provided the deep architecture to what would become his political movement as well as his own role as its leader.

Fifteen years after the end of the First World War, he would get to build an entire regime in its image. Six years after that, it would pave the way for the campaigns of aggressive expansion of Hitler’s war to reclaim everything he believed the Jews (via their client Great Powers) had stolen from Germany in 1918. And when those conflicts exploded into global war, Hitler defined the physical annihilation of the Jews as the sine qua non of total victory. How did the hellscape of post-First World War Germany create the conditions for all this?

If only losing the war had been Germany’s sole experience of dislocation and disaster. In fact, it was just one of four consecutive catastrophes that crashed on to Germany within months of each other. Their cumulative impact would spell total rupture with the past – and then shape a vision for the future. In less than eighteen months, the Russian Revolution, the 11 November Armistice, the creation of the Weimar Republic and – most cataclysmic of all – the Treaty of Versailles would deliver a machine-gun belt of cataclysms, from which Germany would never fully recover. They were the four horsemen of the German apocalypse.

The 1917 Bolshevik Revolution had been the first. The rise of Lenin’s ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ sent shockwaves around the world, with a dire warning attached. No nation was safe. The workers of the world had been given their roadmap to liberation and equality, and a living model of what their classless paradise might look like. All they had to do was smash their chains and overthrow their parasitical bosses. This would be a particularly resonant message for the workers of defeated Germany. Nationalists were quick to claim that a disproportionate role was being played less by ideology than by race. Bolshevism wasn’t just Russian, they liked to fulminate, it was Jewish. Robert Gerwarth quotes Nazi ideologue Alfred Rosenberg from May 1919:


Lenin is the only non-Jew among the people’s commissars; he is, so to speak, the Russian storefront of a Jewish business . . . But one can observe, and all recent news confirms it, that the hatred against the Jews in Russia is constantly spreading despite all terror . . . If the present government falls, no Jew will remain alive in Russia; one can say with certainty that those not killed will be driven out. Where to? The Poles are already keeping them at bay, and so they will all come into old Germany, where we love the Jews so much and keep the warmest seats ready for them.2



Germany’s ‘warmest seats’ were already taken, nationalists noted, by Jews. Leading the Spartacists was the Jewish Rosa Luxemburg, later to be assassinated by right-wing vigilantes, alongside her (non-Jewish) collaborator, Karl Liebknecht. Of course, the great majority of Jewish revolutionaries described themselves as communist or socialist, not Jewish, having divorced their politics from any question of personal heritage. But it made no difference to Hitler or his acolytes. Once a Jew, always a Jew.

The Armistice of 11 November 1918, which brought the war to an ignominious close, was an even more haunting and ambiguous experience, a crashing anti-climax after the hubris of March and April, which had seen the German armed forces reaching their zenith in the east and on the rampage in the west, all coming to less than nothing. Germany, on the threshold of Great Power status, had imploded in less than nine months. And all without a single shot fired on German territory. The only plausible explanation, clutched at like a straw, was that the German war machine had surely been undermined and demoralised from within, or ‘stabbed it in the back’ as the preferred image of the time would have it.

The third tectonic shock was the establishment of the Weimar Republic, and the ‘Spartacist’ revolution that precipitated it, which had been proclaimed with obscene haste two days prior to the Armistice, on 9 November. The new post-war German state formally abandoned any claim to being an imperium, or a Reich, in favour of being a left-leaning democratic republic. To the thwarted extreme nationalist, this was never going to become more than a ‘bastard’ entity, with all the wrong people in charge – no matter the degree of public support that it actually enjoyed. The logic here was easy to invert; instead of military defeat being the trigger for revolution, the ultra-nationalist would insist that leftist (Jewish) revolution had been the cause for defeat. This view hardened in the months and years after what happened next, in June 1919.

But the final nail in the hard-line nationalist coffin came seven months later – in the form of the Treaty of Versailles, negotiated by Germany’s First World War enemies, that so horrifyingly confirmed Germany’s post-war pariah status as the continent’s most reviled and impotent loser – and changed the meaning of everything both leading up to it and following in its wake.

The war, it was now realised, had not ended, as even the nationalists had supposed, in an armistice, a kind of unfortunate attritional draw, but in total and abject defeat for Germany and all her forces. It was ratified with symbolic sadism in the Hall of Mirrors in Louis XIV’s palace – the very place where, in 1871, German unification had been first declared. The tiny German delegation – forbidden to play any substantive role in the deliberations – found itself in the pillory of international disdain, cashiered when Germany was made to agree that it alone bore the ‘guilt’ for having started the war.3

The swingeing conditions were bad enough. The Rhineland was subject to French occupation, Alsace and Lorraine were handed back to France, Germany was deprived of its eastern conquests (and many of its overseas colonies) and, closer to home, compelled to ‘decolonise’ the frontier regions that had belonged to Prussia since the eighteenth century. And then came the vast financial reparations and, for good measure, the condition that Germany disarm, never to have an army again with more than 100,000 troops.

Worst of all, the German politicians who signed and ratified the treaty were putting their names to national infamy. The treaty rewrote the entire meaning of Germany’s situation in the world, and its postwar future, which at a stroke had been reduced to humiliation without end. Even German liberals and centrist Social Democrats sitting in the new German Parliament, the Reichstag, were sickened with fury.

Of all the consequences of the First World War, and the anti-Jewish reckoning that followed it, none would be as ominous or as significant as June 1919 in transforming ex-soldier and lost soul Adolf Hitler into ‘Adolf Hitler’. The swirling currents of paranoia and dismay running through Germany would surely have dissipated in time, had they not taken root in the mind of this one particular man. But take root they did. To use the analogy he himself would later shamelessly exploit, nothing short of Christ-like revelation could explain the scales dropping from his eyes, courtesy of Versailles, and the ‘November criminals’ who had dared to put their names to it.

From this point on, there was no greater student of German suffering and global injustice than Hitler. He steeped himself in all four German catastrophes: the meaning of the Russian Revolution and its Bolshevik ideology; the Armistice and the men who signed it; the Weimar Republic and its repulsive constitution; and the infamy of the Versailles settlement. All of these festered and proliferated in his newly awoken mind.

But there was one key distinction in Hitler’s attitude: he was not interested in turning back the clock. From Versailles, for all his raging contempt for its provisions, the lesson he drew was the absolute need to wage a future war of empire, preferably in the east. It was not about challenging the status of the Danzig corridor, or having an army in excess of 100,000 simply for the pleasure of defying the Allies. That was why the key question – why had Germany lost the war? – looked ahead far more aggressively than it looked back.4

Well, why had Germany lost the war? There was no more important question for Hitler to ask, not least to ensure that it could never happen again. Hitler had no interest in making peace with peace – unlike the majority of Germans who were numb with exhaustion and just wanted their lives to start again. He was declaring war on post-war Weimar Germany and everything it stood for.

But this was about more than just targeting convenient scapegoats. The question of why Germany lost the war became the ultimate wedge issue, splitting the world down the middle; it was a gateway question, drawing anyone who asked it deeper and deeper into a murky awareness of how power really worked in the world, and who wielded it. It was the ultimate rejoinder to a nation facing not one, but multiple crises.5

There were dots here demanding to be joined up. These great events – 1917, 1918, 1919 and beyond – weren’t separate. They were linked. Who benefitted? Who had won – beyond simply the armed forces of the Great Powers? Who stood to gain most from Germany’s downfall? Defeat had been the ultimate inside job, one that went deep and wide. Once put this way, it was impossible to believe that anything the other side said was true, or even worth arguing against. To ask why Germany had lost the war was another way of asking: who was guilty of a national crime? Which was also a way of asking: who ran the world?

The role of leftists and pacifists was easy to explain, as was that of Germany’s craven aristocratic and bourgeois upper orders. They were simply deluded anti-patriots, more concerned for themselves than for Germany. But this wasn’t satisfying enough. What began as an easy slur – pointing the finger at Jews in the spirit of automatic denunciation – would take on even more menacing implications. This (as yet) tiny clique of German ultra-nationalists had the seeds of a narrative, and the more they repeated it, the more their conspiratorial delusion took on a life of its own, leaving reality long behind, and replacing it with a series of bizarre and poisonous deliriums. The most gratifying was the assertion that Jews not only belonged to these left-leaning political factions, they defined them. A set of rhetorical questions completed the picture. Who had profited most from German ignominy, even more than the pacifists and the liberals?

The hard-line nationalist extremist had a new mantra, thanks to another fantastical leap of illogic. Every group or explanation to which the aggrieved nationalist pointed could be effortlessly given an anti-Jewish gloss. Jews were gleefully associated with liberalism, with commercialism and – by malicious extension – with war profiteering, but crucially, not just inside Germany, but around the world. The implication was obvious and gratifying to believe. Germany was at the mercy of not just some Jews, but all Jews – every single one of them. Jews operated individually and collectively, to the point there was no separating them.

For Hitler and his ilk, it was an article of faith that they could detect Jewish fingerprints all over Germany’s quartet of post-war calamities. They were branded as the authors of Bolshevism; they were accused of having been the agents of the German fatalism that had triggered premature capitulation – after having ensured they had taken the lion’s share of war-industry profits; they were tarred with being the torch bearers for German liberalism and the agents provocateurs of radical revolution; and reviled as those most likely to benefit from an economically beggared Germany.6 The Jews had completed their transformation for Hitler and his early, like-minded allies, fully fledged as the world’s ultimate ur-conspirators, creating, shaping and masterminding entire national projects.7

It went further. This wasn’t just the actions of a few perpetrators acting on behalf of Jewish interests, it was evidence of a new kind of agency in world affairs. An agency that achieved influence and domination in novel and secret ways, supplanting the world of men-in-top-hats who thought they were the ones running governments and international diplomacy.

This had recently been ‘proved’ by the German publication of the infamous Russian-sourced forgery, the so-called Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which purported to depict how Jews were scheming to take over the world. But even this scandalous antisemitic smoking gun was too tame for the conclusions Hitler was now reaching.8 The idea that the world lay at the mercy of an underground Jewish cabal was certainly right in spirit, according to Hitler, but fell far short of the truth as he now saw it. Much more on the money was the antisemitic pamphlet written by the leading light in Hitler’s post-war road to Damascus, Anton Drexler, whose anti-Jewish boilerplate lit Hitler up: the Jew ‘is the employer hidden behind the stock company . . . who soon conquered the money market, became the indispensable banker in all cultures’.9 The apex of malign Jewish influence was, of course, the financiers and capitalists, secreted behind the walls of their Freemason lodges. Who else had more control over the levers and instruments by which the entire modern world turned on its axis?

In September 1919, Hitler got his chance to author his own summation of the Jewish Question, trying out its key assumptions for size. A certain Adolf Gemlich had written to Hitler’s then army boss, Captain Karl Mayr, requesting clarification on the Weimar Social Democrat government’s line on whether the Jews were to be granted ‘equality’ even though they were ‘a danger to the nation’. Mayr delegated the job of answering the letter to Hitler, who saw it as the perfect cue to show he was capable of composing a rationalised and considered version of his nascent antisemitism, stripped of the kinds of ‘emotion’ that, in his mind, gave birth to the wrong kind of anti-Jewish activism.

Hitler’s two-page reply neatly and calmly lined up the key propositions informing his ‘rational’ antisemitism, all of which were set to become horribly familiar in the years to come.10 He made great play of haughtily rejecting mere ‘emotional’ antisemitism, in favour of its far more rigorous, useful and powerful ‘rational’ counterpart. Mere personal ‘dislike’ for individual Jews, though in Hitler’s mind perfectly understandable, was not enough. The state required firmer protection from the Jewish threat – for which the key ‘facts’ were indispensable, namely: Jews were a race, not a religious community; and, by extension, unassimilable by the host population, reinforced by a thousand years of deliberate and scheming ‘in-breeding’; Jews were ‘materialistic’ and incapable of thinking like Germans, despite their ‘leech-like’ ingratiation, which camouflaged their relentless ‘lust for money and domination’.

He meant it. Hitler had two powerful sets of idioms to use when framing what this looked like, oscillating in his contempt between pseudo-economic and quasi-medical sets of terminology – the Jews as financiers, and the Jews as viral parasites – as he sought to justify why Germany had to purge Jews, and Jewish ideas, from within its borders. This went far deeper for Hitler than just a question of vocabulary. What had begun to gel in his mind was an inability to divorce the Jewish Question from politics across the board, a conviction that the scale and nature of the Jewish threat transcended all others. That was why Judenpolitik must ‘lead to the systematic legal combating and removal of the rights of the Jew’, with ‘its final aim, however, [being] the uncompromising removal of the Jews altogether’.11

This was Hitler’s first sustained attempt to depict – and to show his workings while he did so – the agency of Jewish control that he claimed exploited the infrastructure of the nation state but was not of it. And once it had taken root, this tissue of antisemitic syllogisms would only grow, taking the most radical form any context would allow.

The nature of the Jewish enemy expanded, becoming both more nebulous and more tendentiously specific in turn. He would return to his theme in key speeches: ‘Why are We Antisemites?’, given in Munich on 13 August 1920, and again, a year later on 8 September 1921.12 But, for all Hitler’s pretensions to ‘rational’ antisemitism, there was nothing academic about it. Its role was to justify – and to drive – a ferocious act of national reckoning that far exceeded the mere one-off pogrom. The point of putting Nazi antisemitism on a racial, scientific footing was to ratchet up, not deflect, anti-Jewish malevolence.

The Jews, Hitler’s ‘system’ of ‘rational antisemitism’ would in time assert, had co-opted powerful political, cultural and economic tools (many of which they had helped to create) for their own nefarious purposes. The two most potent of these post-First World War civilian weapons systems were international finance and left-wing ideology; the neoliberal and the Bolshevik – the dollar and the ‘ism’, one stemming from the West, the other from the East. As Götz Aly describes it,


from the outset he depicted ‘the Jew’ as doubly threatening, as a simultaneously plutocratic and Bolshevik monster. In Hitler’s view, one arm of this monstrosity was strangling the middle classes and enslaving farmers and workers to big money, while the other arm unleashed communism, destroying every form of social order, ethics, and religion and clutching greedily at all the assets upright, hard-working people had legitimately earned. ‘Jewry has made a step of political genius,’ Hitler said in 1922. ‘This capitalist people, which created the most unscrupulous form of human exploitation the world has known, understands how to seize the leadership of the fourth estate.’13



Germany should know; no other country in the world was so much at the mercy of both ‘the dictatorship of the proletariat’ in the form of a huge and growing Communist Party, and also by the ‘dictatorship of the dollar’ in the form of reparations pouring out of Germany, and short-term loans – at exorbitant rates of interest – pouring back in. Indeed, the two could even be interchangeable; for a while, Hitler was of the view that the Jewish right exploited communism to subvert the working classes, and alienate them from National Socialism. It was only later that Soviet-style Bolshevism would enter Nazi demonology as a outgrowth of Jewishness in its own right.

Both of these systems were the life blood of the new Weimar Germany, whose governing class of left-leaning social democrats would later work so hard to to plug the German economy back into the world’s trading networks, and its finances into global stock markets. Hitler, and those who thought like him, were easily convinced that the Jews ran both, and therefore didn’t care which had the upper hand. Either system – monetary or ideological – had the power to turn national economies and social systems upside down, and hollow them out.

Physical borders offered no protection. Money and beliefs moved intangibly through the ether. Finance and ideology had global reach, they spread by osmosis, and embedded themselves deep inside the lives of any host population. Germany’s Jewish enemies were accused of using them as powerful and insidious weapons, corrupting the middle classes with money and debt, and the lower classes with their promises of a workers’ paradise. All at the same time as leaking their ‘mole-like’ parasitical toxins into the nation’s bloodstream. In Hitler’s mind, these were all routes to the same goal. And together, they represented an unprecedented level of threat.

This was especially the case because market capitalism nor communist class war appeared like old-fashioned military power. The Jews didn’t fly capitalist flags, nor sail communist gunships. What had been created out of international money and ‘isms’ was something very new. Not an empire, but a new world order. And the reason it felt so contemporary was that it exploited things that were only possible in the contemporary post-First World War world, with its mass communications, globalised economic networks and vastly powerful bottom-up political movements, perfectly adapted to sustain grandiose, mythical (and crucially, invisible) power grids that outstripped the dreary reality of post-war German life. There was a perverse glamour to feeling oppressed that quotidian politics could not match.

And Germany’s world war defeat had provided these complementary forces with their biggest opportunity, a Great Power reduced to the status of a central European vassal state, brought to ruin, lying wide open to parasitical take over. For Hitler, it all made such potent sense. The war wasn’t over – it was just beginning. The First World War was an overture not a denouement. The term proudly coined as recently as 1879 by a German journalist, Wilhelm Marr – ‘the antisemite’ – had never felt so apposite. It contained a modern version of an ancient religious phobia. But the ‘Jewish conspiracy’ that Marr claimed to have unmasked had been just a theory – until now. After the First World War, Hitler was determined to convince his fellow Germans that he could see its reality moving out of the shadows and revealing itself, in all its enormity.

Wherever Hitler looked, he claimed to see the conspiracy at work. Jews on the left; Jews in Moscow; Jews on the stock exchange; Jews running the Weimar Republic; Jews with the dagger in their hands, plunged into the back of Germany’s glorious military. The delusion grew to the point that instead of just having a presence in these wider entities, it had swallowed them whole. The Jews and the left would merge until one and the same; as would the Jews and Wall Street, and even the Jews and Weimar. All of this combusted in Hitler’s mind with the power of religious revelation. And like all Big Bangs, it triggered a vast inflation of heat and energy, of violent and implacable resolve. There was no mere Jewish Question. The phrase now entailed a vision of the entire modern world and the global order that was in the process of trying to gain control over it. Burning at its core was a vein of malignant energy waiting for Hitler to tap and unleash back out into the public sphere. From this point on, everything Hitler called for would be pre-emptively defensive, a reaction to imagined harms that had not yet happened.

Antisemitism hadn’t just taught Hitler how to interpret the outcome of the First World War; the outcome of the First World War had spawned in Hitler’s mind, alongside those of a tiny minority of German ultra-nationalists, the hidden, total, global, destructive plotting power of the Jews as adumbrated by the elaborate scaffolding of Hitler’s ‘rational’ and systematic study of the role played by them in the world. That is also why the question with Hitler is never just, ‘What did he do with antisemitism?’ It is instead, ‘What did antisemitism do for him?’ And the answer is: everything. It created Hitler as surely as Hitler created it. None of his utterances or so-called insights were original – but what he did with them was. He turned himself into a lens in which the different wavelengths of antisemitic delusion converged, fusing them into a white-hot dot searing though the tissue that held Germany together. The Jewish Question would be meaningless without its future Solution.




CHAPTER THREE

HITLER’S VÖLKISCH JIHAD

Hitler’s great realisation, in the year after Germany’s defeat, that there was a Jewish plot to take over the world, using ideology and finance, and exploiting the vacuum opened up in post-First World War Europe caused by Germany’s defeat, was momentous enough. And it might have stayed locked inside one man’s head had it not been for his second, almost simultaneous revelation. In 1919, Hitler discovered that he was a diabolically gifted public speaker.1 The shuffling pre-war dilettante, who appeared to have left no mark on anyone he had ever met, was astonished to find he could galvanise crowds with his anti-‘November criminals’ (aka Weimar leaders) and anti-Versailles tirades, even on random street corners, with arcs of rhetorical electricity. But it was his rants about the Jews that gave his listeners’ inchoate grumblings elemental and titanic form. Antisemitism had found its champion, in the unlikeliest of places.

For the first time in Hitler’s life, others weren’t just listening to him, they were eating his words alive. He grew addicted not just to his own tirades, but to their impact on his listeners. His words didn’t just reflect the world – they had the power to tear it down and replace it with a new one. His new vocation was born. Art and war, his two previous passions, would be eclipsed by politics. And unlike art or war, politics appeared to be reciprocating.

Hitler had stayed in uniform for some months after the end of the war. His pre-demob role required him to inspect right-wing splinter groups sprouting across Bavaria, and report back to his Army Intelligence boss, Captain Karl Mayr. One of these parties, typical of those thrown up by the fury of defeat and the fervour of those lusting for blame, was the target for his surveillance. A few weeks later, he was invited to join it by its co-founder, Anton Drexler. The German Workers’ Party, with barely a few score members, would become his political home. By 1921, when Hitler came to dominate it, the party was spearheading a new kind of politics for which his brand of dogma-infused hectoring was ideally suited – issuing a party programme of twenty-five points and, at his prompting, changing its name to the National Socialist German Workers’ Party – or Nazis, for short.

His approach had nothing to do with conventional political policy, far less building coalitions and debating outcomes; this was the politics of chaos and catastrophising – of sabotage, disruption and, above all, endless deafening noise.

His audiences grew, his notoriety spread, he swapped tiny pub backrooms for larger, more impressive venues. He became a landmark in the Munich political scene. He finessed his art, expanding his rhetorical range. As well as the denunciations, the bitterly negative contempt, the soaring sarcasm, the excoriation, scorn and endless score-settling, he began to add new registers in the form of mantras that sought to mythologise, inspire, rouse and mobilise. Rage vied with euphoria, destruction with creation. His whole persona was a living furore, sustained by a vortex of deranged, hypnotic and irresistible emotions. He instinctively knew how to combine posture and voice to create ever greater tension and impact. To these he would later add the full panoply of set design, costumes, rituals and symbolism. This was megalomania born out of political theatre.

But it only worked if he kept it simple – and consistent. Everything boiled down to just two priorities, thanks to a creed that was brutally straightforward. Destroy the Weimar Republic! Rip it apart, limb from limb, and replace it with a dictatorship. And abroad, Germany’s sole mission was to reignite the great European war that had been so prematurely terminated, only this time, turning the tables on its enemies once and for all. A manifesto was born.

But Hitler was greedy for more. In a world buffeted between the great ‘isms’ of communism to the east and capitalism to the west, Germany deserved a bespoke, radical ideology of its own, promising a destiny utterly at odds with the squalor of its present-day predicament. A missionary belief system that would be uniquely tailored to the German people, and expressive of their deepest cravings. Hitler would become its author. Antisemitism would provide the core, as Marxism did for communism; but the ideology as a whole would be infinitely wider in scope.

It would explicitly reject the past. In Hitler’s Germany, there would be no more kaisers, nor undue deference to the stultifying hierarchy of traditional elites. The racial state that had arisen from the ashes of the First World War would reject the present. Although Hitler’s most pressing priority would always be destroying his enemies, real and imagined, nevertheless there was room to preach the appeal of a measure of meritocracy, even egalitarianism. The liberal democracy of the victorious powers, whose values were reflected by the Weimar Republic, had made a travesty of Bismarck’s German Reich, and would be rooted out forever. And most explicitly, the ideology would have no truck with the future, as embodied by the Bolsheviks to the east, who had rejected ‘blood and soil’ in their utopian mission to rebuild the world after their own revolutionary image.

In their place would be a political system that privileged race over class, those who contributed to the body politic over those who drained it, Germans over everybody else, dictatorship over mob rule, the army over civilians, the party over the army; and the Führer above all. It wasn’t long before those who were spellbound by Hitler and his vision began whispering in his ear: you are a genius and a national prophet, not just a megaphone. A hubris inside Hitler was born, that of infallible knowledge. How else to explain the uncanny power of his words? Especially when addressing the subject of the Jews, the key to all his mythologies. His voice and his willpower had fused, speaker and truth were one and the same. His mastery over reality was complete
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