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			Adolf Hitler

			
					Born: 20 April 1889 in Braunau am Inn, Austria

					Died: 30 April 1945 in Berlin

					Key information: 	He organised the National Socialist German Workers' Party (NSDAP)

	He installed a totalitarian political regime in Germany

	He is responsible for starting WWII 

	He is responsible for the 20th century’s biggest genocide 




			

			Hitler is the 20th century’s most controversial figure. His name alone conjures images of the greatest horrors of our time. Yet there was nothing to suggest that this Austrian man was fated to such a shocking and historic destiny. He was passionate about art and hoped to make a career out of it, but was rejected from his attempts to pursue this field of study several times. This gave way to a dark period of his life, spent reading works which would radicalise his thinking and change the course of his life forever. A few years later, he left Austria and headed to Germany, a country whose power he admired. In 1914, he fought in WWI and showed great zeal in battle, but was injured in combat. He learned of Germany’s defeat on his sickbed. He was certain that this outcome was due to enemies working within the German nation itself: Jews and communists. On Hitler’s return to health, he was greeted by a country which had been plunged into chaos by the humiliating Treaty of Versailles. It was then that he joined the National Socialist German Workers’ Party and quickly rose through its ranks, reorganising its structures and becoming its leader. His ambitions went far beyond this; he planned to captain a whole new civilisation and protect Aryan purity; he would stop at nothing to achieve this goal. Despite his failed coup against the state in 1923, he was determined to rise to the top and lead the country, and Germany’s disastrous political condition at the time helped him do so. He appointed himself as Head of State and, led by his ideological convictions, used this as a platform for organising the most shocking crimes against humanity of modern history. In his wake, he would leave only ashes and blood. 

		


		
			Biography 
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			Portrait of Adolf Hitler, dated 1933

			Paternal influences 

			Hitler came into the world on 20 April 1889 in Braunau am Inn, a small town in present-day Austria not far from the German border. His father Alois Hitler (1837-1902) worked as part of the border control, and had two children other than from a previous marriage. In 1885 Alois married his third wife, his younger cousin Klara Pöllz (1860-1907). From this marriage, their son Adolf was born, as well as two other children: Edmond in 1895 and Paula in 1896. 

			
				
					Hitler’s complex family lineage

					Adolf Hitler may well have been called by a different name. For much of his life, his father Alois went by his mother’s surname (Maria Schicklgruber, 1795-1847) since his own father’s identity was unknown. Five years after Alois’ birth, his mother married a blue-collar worker named Georg Hiedler (1792-1857). When Alois was just ten years old, his mother died and he was taken into the care of Johann Hiedler (1808-1888), Georg’s brother. In 1876, Johann made Alois his heir by claiming that he was in fact Georg’s son. It was for this reason that Alois adopted the surname Hiedler, which became Hitler over time and through mistaken transcription. Historians are still unsure whether this name-change reflects a genuine paternal link or was merely aimed at ensuring someone could carry on the family name. In any case, it has been noted that it was probably a great help to Hitler’s career - can you imagine crowds of people rallying to the cry “Heil Schicklgruber!”? 

				

			

			Hitler’s childhood was spent moving between different locations due to his father’s work. His father was very proud of his career and the elevated social status which came with it, harbouring great hopes that his son would follow in his footsteps. However, the young Adolf had other ideas. At school, he was thought to be an intelligent but lazy pupil, who only worked hard in the subjects he was interested in. One of these was art and design, and he seriously considered pursuing an artistic career. This dream was met with hostility from his father and their relationship quickly descended into frequent and violent arguments. This rift was never healed and Alois died on 3 January 1903. 

			
				
					Was Hitler of Jewish descent?

					While Georg Hiedler is Hitler’s legal grandfather, nothing regarding his lineage is certain. Many rumours about the true identity of Maria Schricklgruber’s lover have circulated; among these is a theory which suggests Hitler’s grandfather was in fact Jewish. When Maria fell pregnant she was working as a housekeeper in Graz for a Jewish family, the Frankenbergers. Rumour has it that she had an affair with the family’s oldest son, however no trace of a family with this name in Graz has been found. Other theories suggest that Maria worked for the Rothschilds in Vienna.

					Hitler himself organised several secret investigations into this sensitive question, but no concrete answers could be found. Fearing for the integrity of his anti-Semitic convictions, Hitler got rid of all trace of his father’s identity so that no-one could discover the truth, whatever it may have been. 

				

			

			Hitler, the failed artist

			Hitler continued his schooling in Linz without any great conviction, but here in Linz the teenage Hitler began taking great interest in novels, history books and opera. Before graduating in 1907, he convinced his mother to let him pursue a more artistic field of study in Vienna. He rented a student room and enrolled in the Academy of Fine Art, but was rejected in the entry examinations. He then discovered that architecture was his real passion but was unable to enrol in this degree discipline since he did not have the correct qualifications. 

			Towards the end of 1907, Hitler’s mother Klara was diagnosed with breast cancer. Despite medical intervention, she died on 23 December. At the beginning of the following year, Hitler returned to Vienna with his friend August who was a student at the conservatoire. In September, Hitler tried once again to win a place at the Academy of Fine Arts, and was once again rejected. Unable to admit his failure, he broke off all contact with his friends and found himself forced to live in homeless shelters, anonymous and desperate. This was a very difficult period of his life. He did his best to survive on Vienna’s streets on his orphan’s benefits and casual work, with help from charities. During 1910 his situation improved as he began painting post-cards and selling them in the street. 

			Despite his somewhat desperate situation, Hitler did everything to keep up appearances and present the world with the image of a misunderstood rather than failed artist. He was still passionate about opera, and happy to go hungry in order to save enough money to see a performance. It was around this time that he took up reading again with a renewed interest in geopolitics and European history. He greatly admired Germany and its power, feeling only contempt toward the carefree Austrian attitude. Embittered by his own failure, Hitler began prescribing to an increasingly radical political ideology and became overtly anti-Semitic. In his eyes, Jewish people were responsible for all of Europe’s problems, including his own. 

			
				
					Why did Hitler become anti-Semitic?

					Some of the trickiest questions to approach about this controversial figure are those concerning the roots of his anti-Semitism. According to many historians, a hatred strong enough to inspire genocide could only have been developed through a particularly unfortunate episode of his life involving one or more Jews. Though many theories on the topic have been proposed, none of them have been proven. While it is generally agreed that Hitler’s radical political thought has its roots in Vienna, there is no consensus on whether or not it is linked to a specific event. In fact, the research shows quite the opposite of what may be expected; it seems that Hitler maintained favourable relations with the Jewish people he mixed with.

					Nowadays, several historians believe that Hitler’s anti-Semitism instead stems from political opportunism after the war, when he saw the Jewish population as a politically valuable scapegoat to aid his rise to power; if he framed them as the enemy he could show himself to be the saviour of the German nation. This theory stems from the fact that most of what is known about Hitler’s life in Vienna comes from his own writings, which he could very well have distorted to present himself in a certain light. It should be noted that at this time many works which posited the supremacy of certain races over others were indeed in circulation. Furthermore, in Germany’s case, anti-Semitism was fuelled by the use of Jews as a scapegoat for the collapse of the German and Austro-Hungarian Empires. 

				

			

			In May 1913, Hitler left Vienna and went to live in Munich. This decision was based not only on admiration for Germany but on a desire to escape his Austrian military service responsibilities. That notwithstanding, the Austrian authorities managed to locate him the following year and force him to return to Linz. He then underwent medical testing to have himself declared unfit for duty, therefore finding himself free to return to Munich where he was to learn news which would change the course of his life forever: WWI had begun. 

			Four years at war

			While Europe had been largely peaceful for several decades, the continent had harboured growing political tensions since the beginning of the 20th century. Several hegemonic powers formed alliances such as the Triple Alliance between Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy and the Triple Entente between Great Britain, France and Russia. The purpose of these coalitions was to ensure collective defence, whereby a country’s allies would declare war on the opponent in solidarity if it were to be attacked. 

			On 28 June 1914, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914) and his wife were assassinated by a Yugoslav nationalist during their visit to Sarajevo. Considering Serbia equally guilty of this crime, Austria sent the Serbian king an ultimatum which he refused. Therefore, Austria declared war on 28 July. France and Russia supported Serbia and Germany came to Austria’s aid. When Germany invaded Belgium, Britain intervened in light of Belgium’s declared neutrality. Italy chose to remain neutral while the Ottoman Empire joined forces with Germany in the following months. 

			Fervently pro-German, Hitler gained permission to enlist in the Bavarian Army and served on the French front in October 1914. While he received limited military training before entering into combat, he showed himself to be a brave and zealous soldier. He was quick to help injured comrades and maintained a high morale throughout. This was to earn him the prestigious Iron Cross as well as a promotion to the rank of corporal. In October 1918, his unit was attacked with mustard gas and though he was not killed, he was temporarily blinded which put him out of action for the rest of the war. It was during his recovery in hospital that he learned of Germany’s defeat. He was shocked and troubled by the news. 
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			Photo of Hitler with other German soldiers during WWI

			The final peace treaty was signed at Versailles, and Germany was humiliated. The country was forced to accept the terms of a treaty which identified it as the only nation at fault regarding the start of the war. The terms of the treaty saw Germany committed to paying huge war reparations, giving up all its colonies, ceding parts of its territory to the victors and strictly limiting the size of its army. 

			Infiltrating the German Workers’ Party

			On his return to Germany, Hitler found the country in a state of total chaos. The empire had become a republic which lacked legitimacy. German communists capitalised on this situation and tried to take power by force, calling upon the Freikorps - units of former soldiers - for help. After several months of civil war, the country became stable once again. These events fuelled Hitler’s suspicions that Germany’s defeat was the result of enemies hidden within - communists and Jewish people. 

			Hitler was still a member of the army and was renowned for his political knowledge. For these reasons, he was recruited to work as an intelligence agent. His duties were to monitor small extremist groups, and it was in this vein that Hitler was sent to infiltrate the German Workers’ Party, a small nationalist party. At the beginning, he played the role of spectator but quickly stood out in party meetings to the extent that the party’s leader Anton Drexler (1884-1942) asked him to join their ranks. Hitler accepted the offer with his superiors’ permission.

			As a member, Hitler drastically changed the small party’s organisational structures, and soon became one of the party’s directors before being appointed as its leader in July 1921. He boosted the party’s communications, buying a newspaper and renaming his party as the National Socialist German Workers' Party (NSDAP), also to be known as the Nazi Party as an abbreviation of the German nationalsozialistisch. Under Hitler’s leadership, party membership numbers grew significantly as did the movement’s overall credibility. His plan for the party was simple: take power using force if necessary, officially denounce the Treaty of Versailles, get rid of Jews and communists and restore Germany to its former glory. 

			In January 1923, due to crippling debt, Germany decided to stop paying its war reparations. France and Belgium sent troops to occupy the industrial Rhineland region which plunged the country into the depths of a true crisis. The situation became steadily worse, and Hitler thought the time was right to launch a coup d’état in Munich. However, he had been counting on the army’s support to achieve this; the opposite outcome prevailed and the Nazi leaders were arrested. In March 1924 Hitler and his comrades were charged with treason, but received only short jail sentences in Landsberg prison. From his jail cell, Hitler reflected on his political future and came to the realisation that he would have to use the
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