
Introduction 11 

 

 

 

THE LAST CURTAIN CALL 
 
 
 

I walk my way, 

directed by Providence, 

with the assurance 

of a sleepwalker. 
 

Adolf Hitler, March 1936 
 
 
 

The subject of the present chronicle is Adolf Hitler and he requires hardly much preamble: his face is known to all of us, his 

sight disturbingly familiar. Yet a survey of the greater picture, the evaluation of his proper place and role in history, 

requires a few preliminary considerations. Historia, investigation, must strive to look behind the clichés - the abundance of 

preconceived notions which we are fed by servile television hosts and industrious news media. To some, Adolf Hitler is the 

black sheep of the family, to be ignored, if possible. To most he is anathema to the human ethos, antagonist to civilization, 

the devil, perhaps. And to some he still is some sort of hero. 
 

For all we know and hope, he may have been the last of those men in whom, as it was put by Joachim Fest, "an 

individual once again demonstrated the stupendous power of a solitary person over the historical process." (1) His power 

was charismatic in nature, and although he commanded thousands of willing helpers and lorded over millions of minions, it 

was his uniquely destructive personality that acquainted the globe with new variations on the archaic theme of Cain and 

Abel. To some degree, Adolf Hitler is defined by the ghosts of his victims. 
 

Since this chronicle aims to address not only the student of history, but, if possible, a generally interested 

readership as well, this introduction shall briefly reflect on a representative overview of the relevant topics. It goes without 

saying that the present author finds himself in complete agreement with A.C. Grayling, who summarizes for us the benefits 

of the study of history: 
 

History is one of the indispensable studies. No person can be educated or civilized who does not make a study 

of history, and a habit of reading history. This is because it stands alongside literature and the arts as one of 

the richest and best sources of understanding human experience and the human condition, and it equips us to 

understand ourselves, to organize our lives and societies, and to meet the future as best we may. As the 

saying derived from Thucydides has it, history is philosophy teaching by examples. (2)
1
 

Ideally, the study of history would enable us to arrive at proper conclusions about human behaviour, in the process 

"discovering objective truths about what happened in the past." (3) Yet, many different stories are narrated by many men 

and many points of view from days of yore are related - and who can truly picture how the one or other "objective truth" 

has come to pass and why? Thus opinionated disagreement likely will result and this is why more than one history book 

has been written. 
 

One fact, however, we may identify at once: in the grand theatre of European history, Adolf Hitler was, in a way, 

the last true protagonist, the last momentous ruler of the fair continent; for with him the power of European empires over 

the globe came to an end - the "Proud Tower"
2
 collapsed. Hitler took the last curtain call: after 1945, a new world order 

emerged, divided between Asia and America. 

 
1 

Hitler, by the way, completely agreed, remarking that: "Whoever has no sense of history is like a person without hearing or without a 
face; he can live this way, but what kind of a life is that?" (4) 

 
2 

"The Proud Tower", written by Barbara Tuchman, was a best-seller about Europe before 1914. 
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Consequently, his is the last of the predominantly continental histories, the sort upon which most European societies have 

"attached immense importance" by adopting and circulating expedient "versions of their past", while digging for "notions 

of historical development, as well as plundering historical writings for legendary, heroic, tragic and pathetic motifs and 

topoi for poetry, drama and painting." (5) 
 

The age in which these histories were important for the world´s fate as a whole, however, has passed. Today's 

Europe is a place of business and culture; her dreams of dominance have dissipated, her cannons are silenced, her 

fortresses abandoned. 
 

But in the last two thousand years, the interpretations of these important histories were thought significant 

enough to reflect the opinions, or, perhaps, the perjuries of each generation of their respective authors. History, "to name 

only the most prominent influences", was interpreted "republican, Christian, constitutionalist, sociological, Romantic, 

liberal, Marxist and nationalist." (6) With Georg Wilhelm Hegel's introduction of the world spirit and the idea of history 

being the mirror of human development into the pantheon of philosophy, the composition of its own history became the 

pursuit of every bona-fide political doctrine or desirous nation. 

 

Once it comprises the report of war, the composition of history has the well-known tendency to reflect the 

interpretations of the winner. This is the worst of the transgressions Paul Valery observed as the evils of aetiological, that 

is, the causal interpretation of history, which "is the most dangerous product ever brewed by the chemistry of the human 

brain; it makes nations dream or suffer, impels them to become megalomaniacal, bitter, vain, insufferable. The hatreds 

and passions of the nations during the first half of this [twentieth] century have been stirred by false history far more than 

by all the racist ideologies or by envy or desire for expansion." (7) 
 

Yet – how to tell "true" histories from "false"? Notoriously aetiological, the writing of histories is attracted to 

relations of cause-and-effect; B follows from A. In this respect, contemporaneity might help: the less distant the past, the 

larger, one would assume, the corpus of evidence. Yet in our case we find that more than seventy years after the war, a 

historical consensus is as far from establishment as it was in 1945. Apparently, "objective truth" remains elusive. Some 

historians have suggested that explaining Hitler is a frivolous or superfluous affair in itself. Indeed, even intellectual 

heavyweight A.C. Grayling remarked that "it is needless to offer criticism of Fascism as an ideology and as both an historical 

and a contemporary fact. It condemns itself out of its own mouth and record." (8) 
 

But our task is not to condemn but to analyse, and especially in its German incarnation fascism was thoroughly 

shaped by its leader. Fascism and National Socialism - which are two somewhat different things
3
 - did not simply occur, out 

of the blue, in one or two countries before WW II; they were part of a greater political disease, and many nations in South 

America or Asia are still governed by what essentially amounts to Fascist rule. Clearly, there must have been something 

that attracted humans to it. Moreover, simple vilification of Fascism confronts us with Wolfgang Sauer's observation that 

universal condemnation of Hitler and National Socialism amounts to a non-explanation; as Karl Popper remarked, a theory 

that explains everything explains nothing, and the same mechanism can be employed for historical judgements. Perhaps 

there is indeed something indispensable missing in our attempts to explain Hitler. 
 

The parable of the bridge under repair has been a popular analogy. One day, the railway company begins with the 

task of repairing a bridge. Since traffic cannot be interrupted, only a small piece is replaced every day: a tie here, a stone 

there. For the passengers, the ride remains the same; they cannot feel the small replacements. Yet one day they will travel 

over a completely new bridge, without realizing the process that has taken place. 
 

The transition from Weimar Republic to Third Reich is supposed to have occurred in a similar manner: small 

changes, too small to arouse suspicion, yet consequential enough to change the picture completely by the time the process 

is finished. Such piecemeal tactics indeed played a part in the transition, particularly in the way Hitler handled his strongest 

weapon, political terror. Sebastian Haffner summarizes: 

 

 
3 

Fascism in general was nationalist and authoritative; it evoked the supremacy of the State and those who serve it. National Socialism 
echoed these principles but saw the world, and history, ultimately as a fight between races. 
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On the whole, the management and dosage of terror during the first years must be described as a masterly 

psychological achievement by Hitler. First came creation of fear by wild threats, then severe terror measures 

but nevertheless falling somewhat short of the threats, and finally gradual transition to near-normalcy, but 

without complete renunciation of a little background terror. 
 

It ensured, among those who initially rejected him, or who wanted to wait and see - i.e. the majority - the 

right measure of intimidation without driving them into desperate opposition; and, more importantly, 

without diverting their attention too much from the more positive accomplishments of the regime. (9) 
 

If we accept for the nonce a gradual nature of the transition from the Weimar Republic to the Third Reich, we will be faced 

with a most interesting question that Joachim Fest raised in the introduction of his Hitler biography: about his proper place 

in history, the issue of Hitler's historical "greatness" or the absence of it. If Hitler had died, he argued, in a traffic accident 

in the winter of 1938, and WW II had not occurred, would there be any doubt that Hitler would be glorified as the saviour 

of the nation, the greatest German, perhaps, in history? 

 

He would be credited with the salvation of the nation from the economic disaster of the global depression and 

mass unemployment; he would be praised for the repatriation of the Saarland, the Rhineland, the Sudetenland, and 

elusive Austria. He would be remembered for Germany's liberation from the fetters of the Treaty of Versailles and revered 

for rearming the nation. He would be recognized for the insurmountable bulwark, the new German Reich, which he built 

against a further spread of the Communist menace, and commended for the Naval Treaty of 1935 that achieved détente 

with Great Britain. Finally, he would be admired for enhancing the international reputation of the new German state by his 

leadership in modern nation-building, from the gleaming double concrete strips of the autobahn to the "Volkswagen", the 

"People's Car", an affordable vehicle for everyone, and to the introduction of holidays and leisure travel for the less 

affluent members of the new German society. 
 

The imaginary historian who, in this parallel universe broods over the assignment to compose the Führer’s 

obituary for the morrow's papers, has never heard of a "Second World War", and is ignorant of its more obnoxious 

contretemps - genocide by poison gas or atomic bomb. To be fair, he would write, some Jews had spent time in 

concentration camps, some had seen their property confiscated, alas, it’s true, a few had been murdered, but no other 

nation had volunteered to take them. Jewish immigration quotas, he would point out, were actually lowered in many 

countries. 
 

Philip K. Dick composed a vision of an alternative universe, in which the Nazis and Japan have won the war, in "THE 

MAN IN THE HIGH CASTLE". Robert Harris described a similar world in "FATHERLAND", and Harry Turtledove concocted a whole 

strange Science Fiction universe wherein aliens invade earth in the middle of WW II and have to deal with Nazis, 

Communists, and Americans. 
 

Would anyone, is the question, be entitled to criticize our imaginary eulogist? Would his evaluation of the Adolf 

Hitler who died in 1938 strike us as "wrong", his judgement as "false"? Would there have been a "better" or "different" 

Hitler than the one we have known when all was finished? Was there a "good" Hitler, perhaps, until 1938, and an "evil" 

one later? One would naturally be inclined to answer in the negative, to assert that only because Hitler's rule had not 

caused catastrophe by 1938, the verdict of history does not change. But that is nothing but hindsight. Many of Hitler's 

decisions before the war were entirely questionable: was to kill his friend Ernst Röhm and purge the SA leadership in the 

summer of 1934 a crime or the deliverance of the nation from a criminal conspiracy? His military reoccupation of the 

Rhineland in 1936 and the "Anschluss" of Austria in 1938 were illegal: were they crimes? Who were the victims? 
 

Based upon the actual succession of events between 1933 and 1945, the theory has been advanced that Hitler's 

evil genius performed worse over time, that his politics caused proportionally increasing harm the longer he was able to 

exert them. Such an element may clearly be observed, most obvious in the execution of the war and the persecution of the 

Jews; autocratic regimes have a tendency to worsen over time. Yet not only is this point of view another application of 

hindsight, the decay of the Third Reich happened due to military failures, many of which, but not all, were the result of the 

dictator's mismanagement. Would that mean that Hitler simply was "lucky" pre-1939 and "unfortunate" later? This is not 

any better than the aforementioned idea - pre-1938 "good", post-1938 "evil". 
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It has been pointed out that complex modern societies cannot be directly controlled by an individual, for the elaborate 

economical, social and political interdependencies of a modern state do not lend themselves easily to the domination of a 

single person, or even a few. The problem with this approach is that spreading responsibility from a single person to a 

group might invoke unwarranted clemency. It is true, however, that a dictator's problem is a self-fulfilling prophecy: 

precisely because he reserves the right of decision for himself, he soon finds himself required to decide everything. It was 

perhaps to remedy the limitations of a single-person-rule that Hitler developed his quite original style of personal tenacity 

in the issues he deemed important and clear unconcern in everything he thought insignificant. He could be a tough 

negotiator if his interests warranted it, but his trademark and preferred modus operandi was the fait accompli. He was, 

essentially, a stick-up artist. And he was a dreamer. 
 

"All men dream - but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of the mind wake up in the 

day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they can act their dreams 

with open eyes, to make it possible." T. E. Lawrence (of Arabia) - The Seven Pillars of Wisdom 
 

His dream was a Germany very much different from the sober Weimar Republic, and one of his habits was to pound on the 

importance of the dream vs. reality. He steadfastly refused to amend the party program of 1920, the much ridiculed "25 

Points", and avoided to take a stand on many issues of the day. While other politicians presided over hunger and 

unemployment and delivered the standard sermons why things had to get worse before they could get better, Hitler 

interpreted the difficulties and the daily struggles as the necessary preconditions for the ascension of a new Germany, and 

the mystic voyage he promised made the day-to-day manoeuvring of the other parties appear drab and grey. When he 

spoke, many people felt as if the daily shortages they experienced were not nuisances or danger but the proper fasting 

before the day of rapture. 

 

In the saviour mode, Hitler's attraction did not depend on and could not be marred by the whims of a fickle 

constituency. He was the first German leader since Martin Luther to operate on sheer charisma, and like Martin Luther he 

was essentially a religious leader, not a politician. It is a standard precaution in the religious leader business that the 

promises of salvation will find their proper fulfilment in the afterlife: neither prophets nor holy books come with a money- 

back guarantee. Neither do political leaders. Political theories sometimes forgot this insurance policy: nothing was more 

embarrassing for the almighty Communist Party of the Soviet Union than to be compelled to publicly readjust the date 

when "true communism" would finally be achieved. 
 

It is perhaps a sign of Hitler's aptitude that he was able, in a way, to have his cake and eat it, too. Rewards for his 

followers would be received in this world, and, in the event, were: in 1933, many old party hands were allowed to take 

over the local government posts and the sinecures of civil service positions, but in addition, there was Hitler's somewhat 

vague promise of a future perfect German race-state to come. The promise seemed not entirely inconceivable and was 

received with religious fervour. 
 

Even a most cursory look at the old black-and-white newsreels, especially at those filmed at a PARTEITAG, the 

annual party convention in Nuremberg, makes us realize that we are not witnessing a simple political assembly. We behold 

the record of a passionate, messianic ritual, an orgy of veneration for the Führer, a medium-sized man in a brown party 

uniform. The exhibition uncannily resembles a religious service, down to the gigantic domes of light. 
 

The NSDAP
4
 had never been a political party in the old-fashioned sense. Founded in Munich 1919 as the DAP

5
, she 

had been a discussion club of some fifty members who met in the back rooms of beer cellars and cheap restaurants to 

berate the cruelty of the world. In the fall of the year, they acquired a new member, a veteran corporal from Austria, who 

by some strange fate had fought the war in the Bavarian Army and had a few political ideas of his own. This Herr Hitler was 

soon made board member # 7 - executive officer for public relations - with the task of attracting new members. In 1920, 

the new propaganda officer aided the party founder, Anton Drexler, in the composition of twenty-five theses for a party 

program, which we shall meet expressis verbis in a later chapter. The ramshackle program was rather unspecific, a pathetic 

 
 

4 
National-Sozialistische Deutsche Arbeiter-Partei (National-Socialist German Labour Party, the Nazi Party) 

5 
Deutsche Arbeiter-Partei (German Workers' Party) 
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agglomeration of populist theses, an assortment of phrases which contained anything conceivably attractive to the 

disillusioned, desperate German electorate. 
 

Yet, characteristically, and perhaps showing Hitler's early sense for effective propaganda, even these paltry points 

were a mixture of resentments and aggression: against the liberal democracy, against Versailles, against reason itself, 

against the world. From the beginning, Hitler thought in grand designs, much to the horror of the old party hands. His 

fascination with technology gave the party a modern face and attracted technophile activists. Albert Speer described the 

influence of technology on the regime in his final speech at the Nuremberg Trial of 1946: 
 

"Hitler's dictatorship was the first dictatorship of an industrial state in this age of modern technology, a 

dictatorship which employed to perfection the instruments of technology to dominate its own people. By 

means of such instruments of technology as the radio and public-address systems, eighty million persons 

could be made subject to the will of one individual. 
 

Telephone, teletype and radio made it possible to transmit the commands of the highest levels directly to the 

lowest organs where, because of their high authority, they were executed uncritically. Thus many officers and 

squads received their evil commands in this direct manner. The instruments of technology made it possible to 

maintain a close watch over all citizens and to keep criminal operations shrouded in a high degree of secrecy. 
 

To the outsider this state apparatus may look like the seemingly wild tangle of cables in a telephone 

exchange; but like such an exchange it could be directed by a single will. Dictatorships of the past needed 

assistants of high quality in the lower ranks of the leadership also – men who could think and act 

independently. The authoritarian system in the age of technology can do without such men." (10) 
 

The short cut through the old-fashioned channels of command that Speer describes above eerily resembles religious 

mysticism - the voice of the prophet comes through the ether; its power exercised, like magick, by remote control. 
 

A side effect of the long-distance command was that whoever could claim the right to control it had usurped the 

highest power. A figure like Martin Bormann was able to develop such authority in the dying days of the Reich because 

nobody doubted that his word was the Führer’s command - Holy Writ. As far as the enemy was concerned, the religious 

analogy proved most depictive: the word of the prophet brought death to apostates and unbelievers. At the Russian front, 

this took on the attributes of a jihad: commissars, the priests of Communism - the opposing religion - were to be 

eliminated without remorse. 
 

Many witnesses have testified to the religiously ecstatic character that surrounded Hitler's public appearances. 

William Shirer, who spent the years between 1934 and 1941 as a foreign correspondent in Berlin, had little difficulty to 

recognize the role the Führer played. Shirer described what transpired one evening, in front of his hotel, during the 

Nuremberg party convention of 1934, as follows: 
 

About ten o'clock tonight I got caught in a mob of ten thousand hysterics, who jammed the moat in front of 

Hitler's hotel, shouting: "We want our Führer!" I was a little shocked at the faces, especially those of the 

women, when Hitler finally appeared on the balcony for a moment. 
 

They reminded me of the crazed expressions I saw once in the back country of Louisiana on the faces of some 

Holy Rollers who were about to hit the trail. They looked at him as if he were a Messiah, their faces 

transformed into something positively inhuman. If he had remained in sight for more than a few minutes, I 

think many of the women would have swooned from excitement. (11) 

 

To organize a cheering crowd is a simple task for an authoritarian regime, but Shirer's observation stems from the early 

days of the Third Reich and what he watched was a spontaneous eruption, not a concerted performance like the 

subsequent congregations at the Nuremberg Zeppelin Field. The party convention of 1934 was a far cry from the 

perfection achieved in later years but the crowd's feelings at the hotel were real, in particular those of the ladies. It may be 

observed here that Hitler always compared the crowd to a woman that needs, in his opinion, to be conquered, and in due 



Introduction 16 

 

time he became an expert in this form of seduction: a phantasmagorial Casanova for the previously abstemious - as far as 

politics were concerned - German Hausfrau. 
 

It worked exactly the way his mentor Dietrich Eckart had foreseen in 1921, when he envisioned the future leader: 

"He must be a bachelor. Then we'll get the women." Every day now letters reached the Chancellery in which the Führer 

was asked to father the patriotic ladies' children. The majority of the letters left no doubt that holy matrimony was not 

considered a necessary prerequisite for the procedure. 
 

How much Hitler's Germany was connected to the physical, and even more, the psychological presence of its 

leader may be observed by comparing the last days of the two great wars: in WW I, in which Hitler fought as a simple 

soldier, the German people threatened revolt as early as less than thirty months after the outbreak of hostilities [January 

1917, strike of the munitions workers, ¶], and less than twenty months later, in November 1918, the war was over, the 

Kaiser gone, and the republic proclaimed. All the while no foreign soldier had set foot on German soil; German troops still 

stood in Flanders and the Alsace and had, less than a year earlier, defeated Russia. It was the home front that refused to 

continue the slaughter. 

 

In the Second War, the Allied forces literally had to beat the country into physical submission: North Africa and 

France had to be invaded, armies defeated, the land itself had to be occupied. It took more than six years and the 

resources of two dozen nations to bring the war to an end; only when Hitler was dead the spell was broken. 
 

To shed light on how the spell was cast is the intent of the present historia. This introduction will briefly comment 

upon the teleological aspect of history, its well-known purpose as warning or instruction, before we proceed to the general 

situation of Europe and Germany, and meet our protagonist at the dawn of the twentieth century. We will brush on the 

complicated Franco-German relations which laid the basis for the wars of 1870 and 1914, and introduce the real and 

imagined consequences of the Great War for Germany. We shall just as briefly address the foundations of Hitler's 

propaganda, anti-Semitism and anti-Socialism, and see how the Ancien Régime in Germany avoided responsibility for the 

war and subsequent catastrophe they had brought about. A few words will have to be said to Hitler's early achievements 

as they become part of this narrative, for they might try the patience of those who expect instant condemnation. In 

conclusion, a small quiz will give the reader an opportunity to test his or her knowledge related to some "objective truths" 

of history.  
 

How could Hitler rise despite the frequent warnings and concerns that paved his way? The interpretation of past 

events as lessons for the future, as warnings or counsel, is the historian's as well as the gossiper´s stock in trade, yet the 

completely different question remains whether the product of his or her labour will find the required attention. To ignore 

warnings, at least, is an ancient human customs. It was called hubris in classic Greek drama: the hero's heedlessness of 

warnings instigates his downfall. And Hitler was warned by many – even more warned about him. 
 

Homer's immortal verse tells us the story of Cassandra, daughter of Priam, the king of Troy. Apollo awarded her 

the gift, or burden, of prophecy, but with the bane that all her warnings will remain unheeded. After the fall of Troy, she is 

brought as a slave in the entourage of Agamemnon, the great captain of the Greek at Troy, to his palace at Mycenae. On 

arrival, she warns the king of a plot on his life by his wife, Clytemnestra, and her lover Aegisthus. Her prophecy meets 

disbelief. 
 

Odysseus (Ulysses), long delayed on his way home to Ithaca, meets his former captain Agamemnon, whom he had 

seen last at Troy, in the netherworld of Hades. 
 

As soon as pure Perséphone had scattered 
the women – weaker spirits – here and there, 

the saddened soul of Agamemnon, son 
of Atreus, came forward. And a crowd 

surrounded him: within Aegisthus' halls 
these men had died alongside Agamemnon. 

 
As soon as he caught sight of me, he knew 

just who I was. His moan was loud, his tears 
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were many; he stretched out his arms; he longed 
to hold me fast, but all his force was gone; 

the power of his agile limbs was lost. 
I looked, I wept, and pity filled my heart. 

And when I spoke, I offered these winged words: 
 

"0 Agamemnon, Atreus famed son, 
how did dour death defeat so great a captain? 

Was it Poseidon, hurling his harsh storms 
against your ships, who finally won out? 

Or did you die on land, when fighting-men 
destroyed you as you raided herds and flocks 
or tried to win their women and their town?" 

These were my words. This was his quick reply: 
 

"Odysseus, man of many viles, divine 
son of Laertes, I was not undone 

by Lord Poseidon: none of his harsh storms 
attacked my ships. Nor did I meet my end 

on land, struck down by fighting-men. My fate 
was readied by Aegisthus with the aid 

of my conniving wife: inviting me 
to feast within his halls, he butchered me 

Just as one kills an ox within a stall. 
And so the death I died was mean and small: 

around me, without let, they killed us all 
as, in the house of one with power and wealth, 

for wedding feasts or banquets jointly set 
or revels, servants slaughter white-tusked hogs. 

You surely have set eyes on many men 
destroyed in single combat or the clash 

of frenzied ranks, but you'd have been still more 
distraught if you had seen, in that great hall 
our bodies round the wine bowl and the food 

heaped high; our warm blood streamed across the floor. 
 

I heard Cassandra - Priam's daughter, wail 
even as - clinging to me - she was killed by 
Clytamnestra, mistress of dark guile." (12) 

 
 

Indeed, Agamemnon should have paid heed to the warnings of his ghanima. But in Hitler's case, at least through 1938, the 

opposite seemed to be true. Tout le monde warned about the risks he took, yet the dreaded consequences failed to 

manifest themselves. He disproved the contemporary Cassandras who cautioned against rearmament, the reoccupations 

of the Rhineland and the Sudentenland, and the "Anschluss", the annexation of Austria in March 1938. "Who was right?" 

he asked at a rally in 1937. "The visionary or the others? - I was right." (13) 

 

How long such apparent inviolability against the odds of fate could last was the question. In later years, we can 

observe in Hitler the deliberate beginnings and subsequent ripening of a desire to play va banque with perpetually rising 

stakes, an almost wanton drive into what became destruction; the sort of hara-kiri the great historian Leopold von Ranke 

had identified and described half a century earlier: 

 

Neither blindness nor ignorance corrupts people and governments. They soon realize where the path they 

have taken is leading them. But there is an impulse within them, favoured by their natures and reinforced by 

their habits, which they do not resist; it continues to propel them forward as long as they have a remnant of 
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strength. He who over comes himself is divine. Most see their ruin before their eyes; but they go on into it. 

(14) 

 
Hitler's decision to declare war on the USA in the wake of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour in December 1941 has 

been named a typical example of this phenomenon, for it made little geographic or strategic sense: except for U-boat 

attacks on American shipping, the USA remained out of reach of the German military. Yet this decision shines a light on 

Hitler's true priorities: no matter the outcome of the war, he had burned his bridges and could begin to murder the 

European Jews without being disturbed by American diplomats and other spoilsports. This, however, is a matter for a 

subsequent volume, beyond the pale of the present one which is concerned with Hitler's beginnings. To these we now 

return. 

 

It is generally known that he was born and spent most of his childhood in rural and small-town Austria and his 

adolescence in Linz and Vienna; all of which were part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire ruled over by the House of 

Habsburg for more than seven hundred years. These times, the early decades of the twentieth century, are labelled now in 

history books the era of the decline and fall of the Great Powers: none of them was to survive the coming fifty years. But in 

Hitler's youth, five realms divided the best parts of Europe and much of the globe among themselves: the British, French, 

German, Austro-Hungarian and Russian Empires [France had become a republic again in 1871, ¶]. But if we gaze at modern 

maps, none of these entities remain; the realms are gone, or changed beyond belief or recognition. Sic transit gloria mundi. 

 

Yet these empires existed and ruled the world when in 1889, eleven years before the dawn of the twentieth 

century, Adolf Hitler was born among the old-fashioned villagers of the Waldviertel, a remote area of Upper Austria. It may 

strike us as strange that the man who was to change our ideas of dignity and civilization like no other should come from 

such conservative stock of petty peasantry and farm hands. We know that Hitler hated his humble origins, for even when 

he courted the light of publicity in his later career he went to great lengths to obscure his roots. 

 

He had to, perhaps, for he had to create his constituency top-down, not bottom-up, as it is the habit of the 

traditional politician, who begins his career by representing a small community, his friends and neighbours, perhaps, then 

maybe a town or county, and later a province or a state. As a foreigner, Hitler could not represent any political subdivision 

in Germany, and friends he had few. Thus he set out to give words to what he shared with a desperate people after the 

disaster of a lost war, the scars and resentments of the vanquished. 

 

In this respect he was truly a self-made man and not a politician in the conventional sense of the word. If we 

accept the dictum that politics is the art of the possible, Hitler was not a politician at all - for his trade were promises, 

enticements, daydreams, castles in the air. The "politician" Adolf Hitler was, at best, a disguise, or, at worst, a deception, 

for he asked the citizens not for their vote but their souls. From the beginning, he understood the messianic character of 

his mission, although he was initially uncertain whether he had the makings of the successful leader - mostly he saw 

himself as the  "little drummer", the Pied Piper of the German nationalist movement - a John the Baptist, perhaps, of 

future national greatness. In the autobiographical chapters of his book MEIN KAMPF ["My Struggle", ¶], he was not above 

certain, say, improvements of the realities of his earlier life, but in the formulation of his agenda he did not mince his 

words: he suggested to get rid of the Jews and to conquer "living space" for the German people on the Eastern European 

plains. Yet those who read the book - few enough - tended not to take his proposals at face value; after all, this was - 

presumably - the enlightened twentieth century. 

 

In many respects Germany was the most modern nation in the world and in none more so than in her social 

legislation. In the land of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, the socialists, organized in the SPD (Social Democratic Party) and 

many labour unions, were successfully pursuing the improvement of the industrial workers' situation. The movement had 

succeeded in introducing mandatory insurance against workplace accidents, basic health care for workers and their 

families and pension plans for their retirement, financed by a system of co-payments by employer and employee that also 

provided death or disability benefits. The working week was slowly being reduced to forty-eight hours and paid holidays 

were introduced based on seniority. The unions also provided legal assistance in work-related claims and subsidized 

strikes. 
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Naturally, many of these programs were in development or toddler stages, but a beginning had been made, and, in the 

overall view, the industrial worker in Germany enjoyed rights and entitlements unheard of in other countries. The Social 

Democrats had been able, by skilful negotiation and the threat of strikes, to implement these reforms without ever having 

been a part of a German government before November 1918. All that Bismarck's anti-Socialist legislation and persecution, 

begun shortly after the unification of 1871 and in the one or other form extended until 1914, had achieved was the 

perpetual growth of the labour movement, and in the Reichstag [Federal Parliament, ¶] election of 1912, the SPD became 

the largest fraction in the house by far. The social legislation of the bourgeois German governments after 1890, the year of 

Bismarck's retirement, was in essence paying the price to keep the spectre of a socialist revolution at bay. 

 

No one imagined that this enlightened if somewhat authoritatively governed country could fall prey to the abusive 

hands of an Austrian vagabond who had once actually pan-handled in the streets of Vienna. Yet, by dint of a succession of 

uncanny circumstances, the same gaunt figure in the mouldy overcoat that had drifted aimlessly through the Austrian 

capital ended up ruling over most of the European continent. 

 

He was a little funny-looking, which made him a perennial favourite of the political cartoonists; his small black 

moustache inadvertently promoting a likeness to the "Tramp" played by Charlie Chaplin in the movies. Hitler's bizarre 

gesturing throughout his speeches created quite a lot of ridicule, which provoked many of his enemies to fatally 

underestimate him. To outside observers, he locked eccentric, to say the least, and many took the antics for the man. 

 

The relative youth of the wayward Bohemian added to the belittlement. He was ten weeks shy of his forty-fourth 

birthday on January 30, 1933, when the German president Paul von Hindenburg appointed him chancellor of Germany, 

head of the Reich government. Many of Hitler's associates were younger still, and advancement was readily available: 

Heinrich Himmler, commander of the SS, was thirty-three that year, and in WW II, Adolf Galland was promoted to General 

of Aviation
6
 at the tender age of twenty-eight. National Socialism took its rigour and determination from the nation's 

youth. 

 

This enthusiasm had to be pointed in the proper direction. After 1918, the old elitist Right naturally yearned for a 

restoration of their old privileges. This desire was, perhaps, understandable, yet proved short-sighted; if nostalgic. After a 

millennium of German particularism, which at times had split the country into hundreds of largely independent political 

entities within the transient frontiers of the Holy Roman Empire, the well-to-do patriots had feverishly but uncritically 

greeted the unification of 1871. 

 

In the work of the so-called "Prussian School," which included Ranke's pupils Heinrich von Sybel and Heinrich 

von Treitschke, German history came to be seen teleologically
7
 (as English liberals saw the history of their 

Parliament), with the Prussian ruling dynasty, the Hohenzollerns, as the predestined instrument of unification. 

(15) 

 

While he was creating a nationalist movement for the new, twentieth century, Hitler understood that he had to entice the 

monarchist elite of the nineteenth century, integrate it, and keep it. To a significant degree, he realized, the Second Empire 

had failed because it had been a political anachronism: the rule of a Kaiser who believed in God-given absolutism and ruled 

through personal aides responsible to him but no-one else; a motley crew attempting to govern a modern industrial nation 

with complex international relations. Hitler never intended to resurrect the capricious monarchy, but was able, by creative 

manoeuvring, to keep the old-fashioned nationalist wing at his side while simultaneously steering the modern variation of 

German nationalism into the direction of the "Führer-state" he envisioned. Since the old monarchists had neither new 

ideas nor popular support, Hitler, who had both, could force their loyalty by default. Strangely enough, the potentates of 

the past believed they could take advantage of him. On the occasion of Hitler's appointment to chancellor, Franz von 

Papen, a former chancellor himself and a typical representative of the national-conservative nobility, answered to 

warnings about Hitler's doubtful intentions that there was "...no danger at all. We've hired him for our act." (16) 

 

 
6 

Three Stars, corresponding to a Lieutenant General in the USAF. 
7 

I.e. by the purpose the Hohenzollerns served in German history. 
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Hitler was aware that the challenge of rebuilding the nation after 1918 was far greater than it had been in 1871, for while 

then the problem had been merely to convince a few princes that the whole (the Reich) would be greater than the sum of 

its parts (a few prerogatives), by now, as a consequence of the lost war, enormous numbers of Germans lived in German-

speaking provinces that now belonged to France, Romania, Poland or Czechoslovakia. There was no question in Hitler's 

mind that these sheep had to return to the fold, but how could such a miracle be achieved without resorting to force? 

 

From 1935 to 1938, however, Hitler's roll-back of the Treaty of Versailles went surprisingly well. As it turned out, 

there was sympathy for the revision of some of the treaty's territorial clauses in London. As THE TIMES suggested on 

September 7, 1938, the British government might agree to a Czechoslovakian surrender of the Sudetenland, the German- 

speaking regions, back to Germany whence they had come. France, Czechoslovakia's protector, was hopelessly mired in fits 

of internal strife between the Right and the Left, which had taken over the government in a "People's Front", a coalition of 

socialists and communists, and was far too busy to oppose London. To find out what the people and the government of 

Czechoslovakia thought of the matter was not deemed a necessity, and the result of a subsequent quadrilateral 

conference
8
 in Munich, September 1938, made the TIMES proposal a reality. On October 3, a German army crossed the 

Czech frontier; abandoned by Great Britain and France, the small country had no recourse but to suffer. 

 

Yet it was not only in foreign politics that Hitler made the headlines this autumn. On the night of November 9 to 

10, he let loose the thugs of the SA against the German Jews. This government-sponsored terror called the "KRISTALLNACHT"
9
 

was the first truly nationwide pogrom, in which thousands of Jewish shops were vandalized, dozens of synagogues burned 

and almost one hundred Jewish Germans murdered. Still, the editors of TIME magazine portrayed Hitler on the cover of 

their journal as the "Man of the Year 1938", a highly doubtful accolade given the events that preceded the honour. At the 

latest by the end of 1938 it should have become clear that Hitler did not intend to play nice. In the aftermath of the 

Munich conference, the prestige of Great Britain and France had sunk to an unprecedented nadir and it dawned on many a 

statesman that, would there be another crisis soon - war might perhaps not be averted. In the air hung portents of 

nightmares yet to be invented - the shadows of a war more destructive than the First. 

 

Hitler's successful fait accomplis between 1935 and 1938, which earned Germany de facto the abolition of the 

Versailles Treaty, were, of course, the accomplishment that secured him the admiration of a grateful nation. In hindsight, 

the achievement seems less spectacular than it did then, for Hitler was able to play off his adversaries' psychological 

weaknesses. Britain's economic situation in the wake of the Great War was feeble and she would invariably support any 

diplomatic solution that was to promise "Peace in our Time". Much the same could be said of France, although the 

country's extraordinary polarization and Right/Left enmity complicated things even more from the 1930s on. Indeed, the 

almost complete failure of May 1940 to resist the weaker German army has been explained in part by the French Right's 

dilemma in deciding whether they abhorred the German invaders more than their own Left. 

 

The true psychological mistake of the victors was, perhaps understandably, to believe that the marginal success in 

winning the Great War had indeed brought their empires a reprieve from the times that were, alas, a-changing. It would 

become conspicuous only after the Second War, but indeed, both Great Britain and France had overextended themselves 

in the First, and they never fully recovered. Especially in France, the reality of the situation was obscured by hagiographic 

accounts of how The West was saved from the Huns in 1918. For almost a century French history has argued, essentially 

unchallenged, that the country was but an innocent victim of German aggression in 1914; that she, indeed, only 

participated in the war to fulfil her treaty obligations to Russia. Moreover, while the myth or reality of the "Schlieffen 

Plan", the German war plan which dealt with the problem of facing a simultaneous attack on two fronts by France and 

Russia, has become a matter of the greatest publicity and instant proof of German wickedness, the existence of the 

Franco-Russian Military Convention, which laid out the aforementioned double attack on Germany, or the offensive French 

War Plans, which aimed to strike at the Rhine, have been left to the confidentiality of military historians. 

 
 

 
8 

Represented was Great Britain, France, Germany and Italy, but not Czechoslovakia. 
9 

The word "Kristallnacht", literally 'Crystal Night', referred to the copious amounts of glass from smashed store fronts, car doors and 
house windows that covered the sidewalks and streets of many towns. 
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Just as little discussion was waged over the fact that Napoleon III had declared a completely unnecessary war on Prussia in 

1870, in anger over his injured vanity, and when this war was lost, France could not truly complain that the provinces of 

Lorraine and Alsace, still more than 85% German-speaking as late as 1920, reverted to Germany, whence they had come to 

France as booty in the aftermath of the Thirty-Years-War in the seventeenth century. (17) 

 

Yet this was not how the French government saw the result of the 1870/71 war. Paris yearned for vengeance and 

when the opportunity seemed to have come in 1918, she could not resist the illusion that, following successful war, future 

disarmament and economic servitude of Germany would guarantee her eternal safety and prosperity. Since the Austro-

Hungarian Empire had collapsed, and little of value could be looted from Germany's former allies Bulgaria and Turkey, 

Germany became the principal addressee of the Allied reparation demands. At the same time, whatever the truth behind 

the infamous war guilt clause, the reasoning behind Germany's territorial losses or the sanity of the reparation payments 

demanded, France could not be in doubt as to the hostility these conditions would provoke in Germany. 

 

Indeed, while France's course post-1919 was unfortunate - at least - its effects on the other side of the Rhine were 

truly calamitous. The political pessimism that had been a characteristic of German romanticism in the nineteenth century 

returned and found a new impression in the rejection of the post-war status quo, i.e. the republic; kindling nationalist- 

authoritative sentiments: a great number of radical right-wing groups sprang into existence, whose only common element 

was that they despised democracy and parliamentarism, diversity and compromise; in short, the daily political horse- 

trading. In the last decades of the nineteenth century, nationalism, which had initially been a left-wing cause, had been 

appropriated by the Right, and by the early twentieth century it had become antidemocratic, illiberal and authoritative. 

 

Although Romanticism expressed itself most strongly in literature and the arts, bequeathing much that we 

would not willingly be without, its other greatest expression was something far less happy: nationalism. 

 

Nationalism arose from sources as disparate as celebration of vernacular languages, folklore, shared customs 

and religion, ideas about the racial and/or geographical integrity of peoples and their traditions (an idea 

propounded in the 1780s by Johann Gottfried von Herder), and the mixed reactions to the French Revolution 

and the wars that followed - with France first as a model for, then as an enemy of, national aspirations, in the 

latter case prompting Prussian ideas of Volkstum [folkish identity, ¶] in resistance to Napoleonic imperialism. 

 

Johann Gottlieb Fichte was one of the architects of national consciousness, proclaiming in his 1806 invocation 

"to the German Nation" that those who share a language and are bound to each other "by many ties of 

nature long before human arts bind them" understand each other and constitute an inseparable whole; they 

are the natural vehicle of progress, and the medium in which "divinity" expresses itself. 

 

As if Fichte's views needed support, there were Hegel's lucubrations on the Zeitgeist as inhabiting a particular 

people at a particular epoch and driving the dialectic of history towards the ultimate realization of Spirit. 

Coincidentally, the Zeitgeist then happened to have lighted upon the German people, whose historic destiny 

was thus assured. (18) 

 

The suppression of liberal and nationalist movements in the wake of the Second French Revolution in 1848 prompted the 

bourgeoisie's retreat into the realm of privacy, the pursuit of apolitical pastimes. The Biedermeier era, as it was called, 

personified this political pessimism. Thus when top-down unification of Germany was achieved in 1871, it came at the 

price of a certain indifference to the nationalist cause, for, after a brief period of excitement, it became all too clear that 

nothing had truly changed: the princes remained in power. The aristocracy would not lament this apathy; they welcomed it 

until they began to fear the caustic potency of socialism. 

 

The elitist Right - nobility, high clergy and military - believed that increased nationalism might serve as the proper 

antidote to socialism and/or liberalism and a protracted exercise in patriotic propaganda was implemented during the last 

two decades of the Wilhelmine Empire. Romantic notions of heroic, or, rather, charismatic leadership added an 

authoritarian and messianic spin to it. 
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Notions of "heroic" leadership had been part of the political culture of the nationalist Right in the years before 

the First World War. The Bismarck cult, exaggerated hopes invested in the Kaiser and then dashed, grandiose 

images of Imperial grandeur and military glory contrasting starkly with counter-images of weak and puny 

party-politicians squabbling in the Reichstag, helped ... to advance the idea of national salvation. 

 

A rebirth of the nation was promised through the subordination to a "great leader" who would invoke the 

values of a "heroic" (and mythical) past. The nationalist associations, most prominently the Pan-German 

League, popularized and disseminated such notions. The Protestant "educated" middle classes were affected 

more than most by them. Germanic myths and romantic imagery in the bourgeois youth movement provided 

a base for their cultivation among the younger generation. (19) 

 

Schoolbooks, the press, and public life engaged in Hohenzollern worship and the aforementioned Bismarck cults; history 

professors who popularized the theses of Fichte and Hegel were employed as schoolteachers to the nation, composing 

thick books in which they explained the destiny of the German people; veteran associations kept up the remembrance of 

victory in the war of 1870/71, and the nation, hurrah!, acquired colonies and thus emerged as a true empire on a par with 

Great Britain or France. 

 

All these activities helped to convince the world of German designs on continental hegemony, a fact that almost 

automatically effectuated British enmity. Perhaps the most fatal feature of the nationalist campaign was that it associated 

itself with the spirit of Kaiser Wilhelm's unfortunate demand for a German "Place in the Sun" and hence seemed to affiliate 

itself with Prussian militarism. Within a decade or so, political pessimism was turned into nationalist megalomania, which 

Germany's enemies had no problem to denigrate as bellicose. This allowed France, effectively sidelined on the continent 

by Bismarck's foreign policy until 1890, to come to a rapprochement with Great Britain, which felt threatened by the 

German naval build-up, and to conclude an official military alliance with Tsarist Russia. 

 

It was not hard for France to depict Wilhelmine Germany as a potential aggressor. Not only was the Kaiser reliably 

ill-fated in his words and actions regarding foreign affairs, naked militarism seemed to pervade the nation. This 

inauspicious appearance was made worse by academia's persistent lucubrations on Hegel and his disciples, which included 

a new, romantically misinterpreted, perspective on death in war. 

 

For Hegel, in the last part of his Philosophy of Right (1821) (pp. 324, 325), it was crucial that the State, in war, 

could call on the citizen to sacrifice his life. War was no longer, as in the eighteenth century, an affair merely 

for mercenaries. 

 

The State's right to the individual's life was, according to Hegel, the definitive demonstration that the State 

was not just an instrument for his protection (the contract theory), or for the production of welfare 

(Enlightened Despotism), but a higher spiritual entity than the individual. The requirement of his life was not 

tyranny but self-sacrifice, submission to one's own higher will and participation in the life of a higher entity. 

(20) 

 

Since German nationalists approved Hegel's theorem that sacrifice for the state was the individual's highest duty, it 

followed that war could and indeed should be renewed and France and Russia attacked as soon as the national resources 

had recovered. If this new war was not exactly a "defence" of the state, nichevo; who cared? Because the armed forces of 

the Weimar Republic were limited, by the peace treaty, to 100,000 men, who were, in addition, prohibited to possess 

modern weapons like tanks, submarines or airplanes, it went without saying that the treaty and the republic had to be 

overcome and a nationalist-authoritative regime established that was able to implement national rearmament. The 

problem in 1919 was that, as the election results to the first national parliament showed, the lost war had cost the Right 

much of its lustre. For the moment they lacked broad support, nor had they any new ideas. 

 

Yet the romantic allure of fighting and, perhaps, dying for the Fatherland did not coincide well with the drab 

republic that had arisen from the ashes of the Second Empire. The Right was unwilling to die for democracy and majority 

resolutions. 
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Here the vacuum was revealed which the disappearance of the monarchy had left behind and which the 

Weimar Republic was unable to fill since it was accepted neither by the revolutionaries of November 1918 nor 

by their opponents. It remained, as a well-known slogan put it, a "republic without republicans". 

 

There emerged in the Germany of the early twenties a mood in which, in Jacob Burckhardt's words, "the 

yearning for something analogous to the former powers became irresistible" and which "was working 

towards the ONE MAN". 

 

It was not only as a substitute for their lost Kaiser that a large part of the nation was longing for "THE ONE 

MAN", but also because of bitterness over the lost war and impotent anger against what was felt to be an 

insulting dictated peace treaty. [Emphases added] (21) 

 

The new, sober, German republic suffered from an unsatisfactory "democratic" pedigree and could not fulfil these 

essentially romantic yearnings. Yet to a quite considerable degree, the longings for the resurrection of a spurious 

"greatness" were the result of a national inferiority complex that had emerged of a sudden from the unexpected loss of the 

war. 

 

Unrelated to the true situation in the trenches, the press releases of OHL
10

 had assured the German people of 

impending victory until late in the summer of 1918. In September, when the military had to admit defeat, it was kept 

initially confidential, for the military camarilla sought how to get out of the situation with their reputations intact, which 

was the issue they cared most about. A capital mistake of U.S. President Woodrow Wilson came to their aid. The American 

president, a man who believed in the good nature of people and the nature of good in people, indicated in replying to a 

German peace inquiry via Switzerland that he felt unable to negotiate but with democratically elected German 

representatives, i.e., not with the Kaiser or the generals or anybody else in the present German government. For the 

politicians and officers accountable for the war it was a gift from heaven - within days the whole top executive branch 

disappeared like in quicksand and it was left to politicians from the Catholic Centre Party and the SPD to arrange an 

armistice and negotiate peace. 

 

These men had not been a part of the pre-war government and they had zero responsibility for the war. Yet unlike 

the military leaders who disowned their liabilities once they saw a way out, these men from the SPD and Centre were 

noble men and true patriots, who readily obligated when the nation needed them. They arranged an armistice which came 

into effect on November 11, 1918, and subsequently founded a new German government and state. It happened by 

default: those truly responsible for the catastrophe had absconded themselves: the Kaiser abandoned his subjects and 

responsibilities in Dutch exile, and General Ludendorff, quasi-military dictator of Germany from 1916 to 1918, fled to 

Denmark wearing a false beard. 

 

It were these November days that were to give Hitler his most poisonous future slogans: the proclamation of the 

republic became the "November Crime" and the responsible politicians of Centre and SPD accordingly the "November 

Criminals", who for their service to the Fatherland deserved to be hanged. The armistice and subsequent peace treaty 

were stigmatized as the "Stab in the Back", a catch phrase that expressed the notion that the German army had never 

been "beaten" in the field. "Unbeaten" meant that, since the Allies, technically, had not conquered any German soil; they 

had not really "won" the war. That the German forces had cleared those parts of Belgium and France that they still 

occupied after November 11 was not a consequence of their "losing" the war: it was a consequence of high treason 

committed by Catholic and socialist politicians. The war had not been lost, the defamation argued, the victorious German 

army had been, well, stabbed in the back. It was a simple denial of reality
11

 and very effective at that. 

 
 

10 
OHL [Oberste Heeresleitung, Army Supreme Command], from 1916 to 1918 in actuality the team of Generals Paul von Hindenburg and 

Erich Ludendorff, who exercised almost complete power over military and economic affairs. 
11 

William Shirer summarized the birth of the myth as follows: General Ludendorff, the actual leader of the High Command, had insisted 
on September 28, 1918, on an armistice "at once," and his nominal superior, Field Marshal von Hindenburg, had supported him. At a 
meeting of the Crown Council in Berlin on October 2 presided over by Kaiser Wilhelm II, Hindenburg had reiterated the High Command's 
demand for an immediate truce. 
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Again, the fable of the "stab in the back" was essentially an argument tailored to appeal to the romantic side of the 

German citizen, who saw himself and the country besieged by dark forces at least since the fatal disappointment of 1848. 

The failure of their political hopes evoked an attitude in bourgeois circles that sought communication with the world spirit 

in terms other than political. 

 

Over this hard-working country, seemingly so sure of its future, with rapidly growing metropolises and 

industrial areas, there arched a peculiarly romantic sky whose darkness was populated by mythic figures, 

antiquated giants, and ancient deities. Germany's backwardness was chiefly ideological in nature. ... 

 

This tradition, too, went far back. Such pangs at the onslaughts of civilization could be traced back to 

Rousseau or to Goethe's WILHELM MEISTER, whose hero had already sensed the mighty force [of contempt for 

modern civilization, ¶] approaching "like a thunderstorm, slowly, slowly, but it will come and strike." 

 

In Germany the spokesmen for this attitude despised progress. With no regards for logic but with flashes of 

considerable shrewdness, they opposed the stock exchange and urbanization, compulsory vaccination, the 

global economy and positivistic science, "communistic" movements and the first attempts at heavier-than-air 

flight. In brief, they were against the whole concept of modern improvement, and summed up all efforts in 

that direction as a disastrous "decline of the soul." (22) 

 

The negation of the modern age went hand in hand with emphasizing the feelings of individuals, and in particular those of 

artists: as the personalization of creative theurgy, artists were to become the new leaders of men. The philosopher 

Friedrich Nietzsche diagnosed a predominant "will to power" in those inspired by the Muses, and erected a comprehensive 

philosophical system upon the discovery. His "overman" [or "superman", ¶] is a passionate individual who sublimates the 

energy of his creaturely instincts to arrive at a higher class of creative expressions, which are superior [hence the "super"- 

man, ¶] to the doctrines of conventional philosophy or religion, and transcend their moral limitations. 

 

Logic and reason tend to become the natural victims of these creative expressions. Nietzsche himself once 

remarked that "the cult of feeling was erected in the place of the cult of reason." (23) A side effect of this replacement was 

that the definition of a "hero" was interpreted more liberally, in the sense that romanticism emphasized the protagonist's 

liberty to reject the strictures of moral or political conventions. Thus it comes that the hero of romantic literature is 

frequently a rebel or an outlaw, like Lord Byron's "MANFRED" or Schiller's "RÄUBER". 

 

Being a heroic outlaw suited Hitler's imagination: it was one part of his self-understanding. The other one was 

being an artist, a member of the highest caste of Homo sapiens, unbound by human conventions, responsible solely to his 

artistic impulses. Whatever it took, all means had to be at his command. What if they did not suffice? 

 

"On this point, too, I am icily cold. If one day the German nation is no longer sufficiently strong or sufficiently 

ready for sacrifice to stake its blood for its existence, then let it perish and be annihilated by some other 

stronger power. ... I shall shed no tears for the German nation if the war is lost then the nation will be lost 

also." (24) 

 
If he was a child of romanticism, so were his followers. The whole early NSDAP was more of an association of romantics, 

failed painters, architects and writers, than a true nationalist or socialist political organization. And these dreamers 

attracted more dreamers, who detested democracy, the sermonizing ways of parliament, the vulgarity of majority 

resolutions, all the "toilsome compromises of political reality." (25) In the heated atmosphere of Hitler's speeches they 

 

"The Army," he said, "cannot wait forty-eight hours." In a letter written on the same day Hindenburg flatly stated that the military 
situation made it imperative "to stop the fighting." No mention was made of any "stab in the back." 
Only later did Germany's Great War hero subscribe to the myth. In a hearing before the Committee of Inquiry of the National Assembly 
on November 18, 1919, a year after the war's end, Hindenburg declared, "As an English general has very truly said, the German Army 
was 'stabbed in the back.'" 
[See Shirer, Rise and Fall, footnote pp. 31-32 (citing Wheeler-Bennett, 'The Wooden Titan'), for the development of the myth and the 
"English general', ¶] (26) 
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sought the intimate yet anonymous comfort of the human mass and not only celebrated their Führer but their own 

irrationality, their own fervent ability to deny reality and to defy the boundaries of reason. In this passionate, almost erotic 

experience, they felt as if they were directly participating in the shaping of the future. At length, such atavistic sensations 

of communal harmony, or, perhaps, hysteria, reeled in scores of intellectuals who, "isolated within their disciplines, longed 

for fraternizations with the masses, for sharing in the vitality of the common people, for mental torpor and historic 

effectiveness." (27) Some of the nation's doctors and professors now began to support Hitler, and provided the movement 

with a smidge of sorely needed respectability. 

 

The bogeymen employed by Hitler were just as attractively romantic in character, that is, their villainy. They were 

the enemies of the human race - Jews and Bolsheviks – in cahoots to ruin the German nation. They had existed and indeed 

cooperated throughout the ages, whether or not Karl Marx had only been born in 1818. The tidings of the Russian October 

Revolution of 1917, which brought the Bolsheviks to power, horrified the world and caused the return of "la grande peur", 

the bourgeoisie's great fear of anarchy that had been born in the French Revolution of 1789. In particular the lower strata 

of the middle class, the petty artisans, merchants and accountants dreaded the collapse of their class and the decline into 

the anonymous multiplicity of the industrial proletariat. 

 

There will be, in a subsequent volume, a discussion of the theory that regards the rise of fascism in post-war 

Europe a response to the threat of imminent, or at least imagined, Bolshevik takeover. The development of nationalist- 

authoritative regimes, as a "last ditch ideology for a bourgeoisie long on the defensive" (28) against the complexities of the 

modern age, blended romantic with anti-Socialist emotions, and the nationalist press engaged liberally in premonitions of 

imminent catastrophe. As early as October 4, 1919, less than a year after the war, the newspaper MÜNCHENER BEOBACHTER
12 

illuminated the approaching horrors for the citizens of the Bavarian capital: 

 
"Dreadful times [are to come, ¶] in which Christian-hating, circumcised Asiatics everywhere are raising their 

bloodstained hands to strangle us in droves! The butcheries of Christians by the Jew Issachar Zederblum, alias 

Lenin, would have made even a Genghis Khan blush. 

 

In Hungary, his pupil Cohn, alias Bela Kun, marched through the unhappy land with a band of  Jewish 

terrorists schooled in murder and robbery, to set up, among brutal gallows, a mobile machine gallows and 

execute middle-class citizens and peasants on it. A splendidly equipped harem served him, in his stolen royal 

train, to rape and defile honourable Christian virgins by the dozen. 

 

His lieutenant Samuely has had sixty priests cruelly butchered in a single underground room. Their bellies are 

ripped open, their corpses mutilated, after they have been plundered to their blood-drenched skin. In the case 

of eight murdered priests it has been established that they were first crucified on the doors of their own 

churches! 

 

The very same atrocious scenes are now reported from Munich." (29) 

 
A great majority of the townspeople agreed that rape and defilement of honourable Christian virgins was quite a disgrace, 

the more so if it occurred by the dozens, and frightened burghers inspected church portals to find out whether any priests 

were nailed upon them. Apparently, the Bolshevik takeover could occur any minute, and anxious citizens were ready to 

support anybody who might deliver the country from evil and bring back the good old times. 

 

[But] Hitler was by no means interested in bringing back the good old days. The sentimental reactionaries 

who in persistent blindness supported him thought he would reinstitute the old feudal social structure. Hitler 

had no such ideas. What he proposed to overcome was THE SUM OF HUMAN ALIENATION CAUSED BY THE DEVELOPMENT 

OF CIVILIZATION. 

 

 
12 

The MÜNCHENER BEOBACHTER ["Munich Spectator"] was Munich's folkish-nationalist newspaper, published twice a week. In 1921 it was 
bought by the NSDAP, changed its name to VÖLKISCHER BEOBACHTER ["Folkish Spectator"], and was published daily from 1922 on. 
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He was not counting on doing so by economic or social means, which he despised. Like Marinetti, one of the 

spokesmen of Italian Fascism, he regarded European socialism as a "despicable fuss over the rights of the 

belly." Instead, he aimed at inner renewal out of the blood and the dark realms of the soul. What he wanted 

was not politics but the restoration of instinct. 

 

In its aims and slogans Fascism was not a class revolution but a cultural revolution; it claimed TO SERVE NOT THE 

EMANCIPATION BUT THE REDEMPTION OF MANKIND. [Emphases added] (30) 

 

It was this ambition that made Hitler's National Socialism, much more than the run-of-the-mill fascist-style dictatorships 

that existed elsewhere on the continent between the 1920s and the 1940s, such a literally pre-civilized, indeed atavistic 

affair: it promised atonement for the crime of civilization, the offenses of charity or mercy: without remorse, as we have 

seen in Hitler's remark about the fate of the German nation was it to prove weak. 

 

Indeed, it is perhaps less the fact that the National Socialists killed millions of innocent human beings per se, that 

makes their legacy so nefarious, for other regimes have done the same. In was more their belief, in a characteristically 

"romantic" intensity, that human sensibility, yes, compassion itself, was wrong, an outdated concept, a cultural 

misapprehension, that makes their crimes so, literally, in-human. It was such an entirely unemotional state of mind, that, 

for example, made Heinrich Himmler boast of his SS committing the "most humanitarian" mass murder in history, as if this 

was merely a matter of an honourable placement in a sporting event. The accepted standards of civilization, even simple 

human kindness, had been completely upended. 

 

Or were they? Were the Nazis a regression of human evolution, a throwback to primitive bestiality? It was true, 

Joachim Fest diagnosed, that the Third Reich seemed to be, at times, a state of and for murderers and torturers, and this 

view remains a popular depiction in works of art or commerce portraying the Nazi era. 

 

But the regime had quite another picture of itself. No question about its making use of such people, especially 

in the initial phase; but it quickly realized that lasting rule cannot be founded upon the unleashing of criminal 

instincts. The radicalism that constituted the true nature of National Socialism does not really spring from the 

license it offered to instinctual gratification. The problem was not one of criminal impulses but of a perverted 

moral energy. 

 

Those to whom Nazism chiefly appealed were people with a strong but directionless craving for morality. In 

the SS, National Socialism trained this type and organized it into an elite corps. The "inner values" that were 

perpetually being preached within this secular monastic order - the theme of many an evening meeting 

together with romantic torchlight - included, according to the prescript of Heinrich Himmler, the following 

virtues: loyalty, honesty, obedience, hardness, decency, poverty, and bravery. But all these virtues were 

detached from any comprehensive frame of reference and directed entirely toward the purposes of the 

regime. 

 

Under the command of such imperatives a type of person was trained who demanded "cold, in fact, stony 

attitudes" of himself, as one of them wrote, and had "ceased to have human feelings." Out of this harshness 

toward himself he derived the justification for harshness toward others. The ability to walk over dead bodies 

was literally demanded of him; and before that could be developed, his own self had to be deadened. It is this 

impassive, mechanical quality that strikes the observer as far more extreme than sheer brutality... 

 

The moral imperative was supplemented and crowned by the idea of a special mission: the sense of taking 

part in an apocalyptic confrontation, of obeying a "higher law," of being the agent of an ideal. Images and 

slogans alike were made to seem like metaphysical commandments, and a special consecration was 

conferred upon restlessness. That is how Hitler meant it when he denounced those who cast doubt on his 

mission as "enemies of the people." This fanaticism, this fixation upon his own deeper insight and his own 

loftier missionary aims, reflected the traditional German false relationship to politics, and beyond that the 

nation's peculiarly distorted relationship to reality in general. (31) 
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Much of German post-war anti-republicanism derived from this distorted relationship, which grew worse over time. While, 

in the first Reichstag elections of spring 1919, the parties which founded the so-called "Weimar Coalition", SPD, DDP, 
13

 and 

Centre, won a parliamentary majority, this majority shrunk with each subsequent election. From the autumn of 1930 on, 

the country could be ruled only with presidential emergency decrees, issued by governments which did not command 

parliamentary majorities. This only intensified the widespread rejection of the parliamentary system. 

 

On the Right, nobility and military lamented the loss of their ancient privileges. This was self-evident in the case of 

the aristocracy: not only the Kaiser but also the Kings of Bavaria, Württemberg and Saxony had resigned or were deposed, 

as were assorted dukes and grand dukes; no feudal rule survived the war. The officer corps saw itself degraded from being 

the most respected class in the Kaiserreich to an unemployed mob, for Versailles limited the number of active officers of all 

ranks to 4,000. 

 

Their brothers-in-rejection on the Left were KPD and USPD, the two Marxist parties that rejected democracy and 

aimed at revolution. Following the Reichstag elections of 1930, KPD, 
14

 NSDAP and DNVP 
15

 commanded a negative 

majority of seats; no bourgeois or SPD government could obtain the support of a parliamentary majority. 

 

It was the peculiar birth defect of the Weimar Republic that she was born in those few chaotic days of November 

1918 when the German people, long assured that military success was imminent, fell of a sudden "from the fanfare of 

victory to the dirge of defeat." (32) There followed a brief period of confusion, which allowed the proclamation of the 

republic. But as soon as these few November days had passed, the Right vowed revenge. Yet because they remained elitist, 

unable to address the broad public, Hitler was able to wrest the leadership of the nationalist cause from their hands. 

Against the fervour of the Nazi movement the old elite stood no chance. The excerpt below stems from a thirty-year-old SA 

leader's letter to Gregor Strasser, who was the NSDAP's deputy chairman in 1931: 

 

"In my work for the NSDAP I have faced a court more than thirty times and have been convicted eight times 

for assault and battery, resistance to a police officer, and other such misdemeanours that are natural for a 

Nazi. 

 

To this day I am still paying instalments on my fines, and in addition have other trials coming up. 

Furthermore, I have been more or less severely wounded at least twenty times. I have knife scars on the back 

of my head, on my left shoulder, on my lower lip, on my right cheek, on the left side of my upper lip, and on 

my right arm. 

 

Furthermore, I have never yet claimed or received a penny of party money, but have sacrificed my time to our 

movement at the expense of the good business I inherited from my father. Today I am facing financial ruin." 

(33) 

 

As Joachim Fest observed, against such fanaticism the republic had no means. Even more Hitler profited from soliciting the 

votes of the women and the youth. The women he promised gainful employment for their husbands and the youth a part 

of the future, and both an end to the dreariness of daily life. 

 

Common people have a nose for the disdain they frequently encounter when dealing with aristocrats, authorities 

or academics, but, as far as they sensed, there was no such arrogance in Hitler. Invariably, he bowed to each woman he 

met socially, was able to exchange front-line banter with former soldiers, was known to abstain from alcohol, meat and 

tobacco, and was seldomly dressed in anything but a simple dark suit or a party uniform, adorned by the Iron Cross.
16

 He 

 
13 

Deutsche Demokratische Partei ["German Democratic Party"], the Liberals 
14 

By 1930, the KPD had absorbed the USPD. 
15 

The DNVP ["Deutsch-Nationale Volks-Partei"] was the second, much smaller nationalist party in the Reichstag. 
16 

The present author is aware of hazarding the ire of John Lukacs, who has explicitly criticized the following observation regarding 
Hitler's social skills by John Toland; "Many a hand-kiss insured lifelong devotion from women; men were reassured by his firm 
handshake, his down-to-earth, man-to-man approach." [John Lukacs, The Hitler of History, p. 232, on John Toland, Adolf Hitler, p. 226, 
details see bibliography, ¶]. 



Introduction 28 

 

was the antithesis to Hermann Göring, who was nonetheless the second-most popular Nazi on behalf of his baroque 

personality. Nobody was (yet) aware that a killer lurked beyond the jovial mask. 

 

We now arrive at a point where the issue of Hitler's early achievements rearises, and a few words of caution are in 

order. His accomplishments cannot be overlooked on account of his later crimes, for historical truth must not be 

subordinated to political correctness. Moreover, since the present volume's time frame ends in 1923, the mass murders of 

war and genocides of minorities remain out of the picture. Our moral problem is, of course, that we feel embarrassed by 

the acknowledgement that Hitler, necessarily, had to possess a variety of skills in achieving his ends, for in their absence he 

could never have amounted to historical relevance. Yet that can't be helped. Sebastian Haffner described the problem as 

follows: 

 

Today the "How could we?" of the old and the "How could you?" of the young trips easily off the tongue. At 

the time, however, it required a quite exceptional perception and farsightedness to recognize in Hitler's 

achievements and successes the hidden seeds of future disaster, and it required quite exceptional strength of 

character to resist the effect of those achievements and successes. 

 

His speeches, with their barking and foaming at the mouth, which nowadays cause revulsion or laughter 

when listened to again, were delivered at the time against a background of facts which deprived the listener 

of the strength to contradict even internally. It was that background of facts which produced the effect, not 

the barking and foaming at the mouth. Here is an excerpt from Hitler's speech of 28 April 1939: 

 

"I overcame chaos in Germany, restored order, enormously raised production in all fields of our 

national economy ... I succeeded in completely resettling in useful production those seven 

million unemployed who so touched all our hearts ... I have not only politically united the 

German nation but also rearmed it militarily, and I have further tried to liquidate that Treaty [of 

Versailles, ¶] sheet by sheet whose 448 Articles contain the vilest rape that nations and human 

beings have ever been expected to submit to. 

 

I have restored to the Reich the provinces grabbed from us in 1919; I have led millions of deeply 

unhappy Germans, who had been snatched away from us, back into the Fatherland; I have 

restored the thousand-year-old historical unity of German living space; and I have ... attempted 

to accomplish all that without shedding blood and without inflicting the sufferings of war on my 

people or any other. I have accomplished all this ... as one who 21 years ago was still an 

unknown worker and soldier of my people, by my own efforts ..." 

 

Sickening self-adulation. A ridiculous style ("those seven million unemployed who so touched all our hearts"). 

But, damn it, it was all true, or nearly all. Anyone clutching at those few points which were perhaps not quite 

true ("Overcame chaos" - without a constitution? 
17

 - "Restored order" - with concentration camps?) was 

bound at times to feel just a petty nit-picking know-all. As for the rest, how could anyone challenge that in 

April 1939? 

 

After all, the economy really was flourishing. The unemployed had again been given work (there had not been 

seven million but six – but who was counting?); rearmament was a fact; the Treaty of Versailles had really 

become a scrap of paper (and who, in 1933, would have thought that possible?); the Saarland and Memel 

 

 

Lukacs does not clarify, however, whether he objects to the description because he believes that it is untrue or whether he judges it 
reflecting too positive on Hitler. Percy Schramm reports, from personal knowledge that "Hitler was always unfailingly gracious and 
correct with women." (34) Truth should prevail, and since the present author has received corroboration of this characterization from 
various women who have met Hitler, the testimony regarding Hitler's social skills stands. 
17 

Technically, the constitution of the Weimar Republic remained in place, but was amended by the "Law for the Removal of the Distress 
of People and Reich", the so-called "Enabling Act", which gave the government, i.e. the chancellor, the power to pass legislation 
independently of the parliament. 
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territory really belonged to the Reich again, as did the Austrians and Sudeten Germans, and they were really 

happy about it – their jubilations still rang in peoples' ears. 

 

Miraculously it had actually been brought about without war, and no one could dispute that twenty years 

earlier Hitler really had been an unknown person (not exactly a worker, but never mind). Had he created 

everything by his own efforts? Of course, he had had helpers and collaborators, but could one seriously 

maintain that everything would have turned out the same without him? Could one therefore still reject Hitler 

without rejecting all that he had accomplished, and, set against these achievements, were not his unpleasant 

traits and misdeeds merely blemishes? (35) 

 

Aye, there's the rub: since the present volume necessarily reflects on Hitler's early period, it will present an altogether 

insufficiently "evil" Hitler – nasty but fathomable. Again, that can't be helped. In the Great War of 1914 which we now call 

the First World War, Hitler served as a simple soldier and bore no responsibility; in 1939, twenty-five-years later, the 

situation was, of course, different. 

 

But although this volume will not reach into the years of the Third Reich and the Second War, concise statements 

about a few noteworthy topics may be useful. Three issues dominate the labour of the historians who examine the era: 

Hitler's empowerment in 1933; the prosecution of minorities, of which the most referenced is the "Final Solution" or 

"Holocaust", and, naturally, the outbreak and development of the war of 1939. 

 

Hitler's ascent to power was the supreme issue not only for Eberhard Jäckel, who observed that: "For all those 

interested in German history, and perhaps not for them alone, the seminal question of the twentieth century is: How could 

Hitler have come to power? The question has been raised many times and has received many answers." (36) 

 

It is, however, entirely possible to misperceive the question, for, as it is sometimes overlooked, all that technically 

happened on January 30, 1933, was a change in the office of chancellor: General Kurt von Schleicher left and Adolf Hitler 

was appointed. Shuffles of this kind had taken place almost regularly since the last German government supported by a 

parliamentary majority disintegrated in 1930, and chancellors were appointed directly by the Reich president, who then 

was Hindenburg, the old war hero. 

 

He had appointed Heinrich Brüning from the Catholic Centre Party in 1930, who was followed, in the summer of 

1932, by Franz von Papen, a Westphalian Junker and political amateur, well liked by Hindenburg yet completely lacking a 

political power base. On December 3 of the same year, Papen was replaced as chancellor by General Kurt von Schleicher, 

Minister of Defense, and éminence grise of the nationalist Right, who in turn was replaced by Hitler on January 30, 1933, 

less than two months later. None of these substitutions truly changed governmental procedure; the chancellors ruled by 

emergency decrees they obtained from Hindenburg, as did Hitler in the beginning. Perhaps the question Jäckel asked must 

be reformulated: How could Hitler claim dictatorial powers, transcending the legislative authority of the parliament and 

the rights of the Reich president? This was the difference to the preceding shuffles of chancellors. 

 

The issue of Hitler's ordering the mass murder of ethnic and religious minorities, especially of European Jews, has 

periodically found apologists, who point out that no written order of Hitler regarding, for example, the "Holocaust" exists, 

and put the responsibility upon the shoulders of lesser figures like Himmler or Heydrich. It should not be necessary to give 

this view much space, and the few following lines by John Lukacs discussing Philippe Burrin must suffice: 

 

On p. 172
18

 Burrin asks what to me is the most telling question: "Had Hitler died in the summer of 1942 [note 

this late dating], would the Final Solution have taken place?" Burrin says: most probably not. Yes, "the Jews 

would have gone on suffering in a Europe directed by Göring, Goebbels or Himmler." There would have been 

ghettoes, camps, perhaps even mass killings. But the mass manufacture of millions of Jewish corpses, no. (37) 

 
 

 
18 

Philippe Burrin, "Hitler et les juifs. La Genèse d'une génocide", Paris, 1989 
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One must keep in mind that the "Final Solution" was conceived and executed during the war, when not only the 

(pseudo)legal framework but also practical considerations made the accomplishment of the crime easier. Perhaps one 

should ask: had the "Holocaust" happened without WW II? One would be inclined to say: probably not. 

 

The two catastrophes are intimately related and must be treated as such, which challenges our moral judgements. 

For in war the sides of "good" and "evil" are at times much harder to differentiate than one would wish for - before the 

role of bad guy is properly assigned to the loser. But in war, orders are given and are supposed to be carried out in every 

country, and in all kinds of circumstances. Where does one establish the line that separates illegal orders from legal ones 

and immorality from necessity of war? This is a daring matter, and part of the difficulty we run into when we attempt to 

judge some events of the Second World War in moral terms. If somebody orders the invasion of Poland or the nuclear 

bombing of Nagasaki, which conditions decide whether the order is obeyed or not? 

 

GLENDOWER: I can call spirits from the vasty deep. 

HOTSPUR: Why, so can I and so can any man; 

  But will they come when you do call for them? 
19

 

 
Something other than mere collective evilness must have been present in the Third Reich. Evil is a full member, 

dues paid, of the moral duality: as not only Nietzsche observed, good and evil exist in mandatory company and mutual 

necessity. There have been other wars, other excessive massacres, and history is not in short supply of autocrats who 

walked over dead bodies. Tyrants existed at all times, but what made Hitler so condemnably successful? Is it perhaps true 

that, as Wolfgang Sauer put it, we have a critical lack of understanding, or do we shy from acknowledging the deepest 

dungeons of our souls? 

 

The modus operandi Hitler employed to plant, grow, and finally harvest his powers was old-fashioned but tried 

and effective; invoking the fear of internal and external foes, Jews and communists. He was, however, far from being the 

only politician belabouring the Jewish-Bolshevik Conspiracy. On February 8, 1920, the readers of the ILLUSTRATED SUNDAY 

HERALD were treated to an article by Winston Churchill, who argued that... 

 

"...this [communist] movement among the Jews is not new," Churchill said. It was a "world-wide conspiracy 

for the overthrow of civilization and for the reconstruction of society on the basis of arrested development, of 

envious malevolence, and impossible equality." He listed Marx, Trotsky, Bela Kun, Rosa Luxemburg, and 

Emma Goldman as some of the malefactors. The conspiracy has been, he said, the "mainspring of every 

subversive movement during the Nineteenth Century." (38) 

 

Alertness regarding the machinations of the enemy, domestic or international, remains a cherished governmental tactic to 

produce the unifying effects of danger - real or imagined. The eventual success of Mussolini's and Hitler's copycats proved 

how easily the burghers of a nation found themselves being governed without their consent. The nations newly composed 

after 1918 from the former Austrian, Russian and Ottoman Empires evidenced a particular tendency to dictatorships of the 

Right, but were not alone in this regard. Between the wars, the one or other sort of fascism reigned in Italy, Spain, 

Portugal, Hungary, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Poland, Austria, Greece, Turkey, Romania, and finally Germany. 

 

Thus it was not the case of a single aggrieved and aggressive nation [Germany, ¶] trying to impose a 

totalitarian pattern on Europe. The liberal age was reaching its twilight in a widespread mood of disgust and 

the mood manifested itself under all kinds of auspices, reactionary and progressive, ambitious and altruistic. 

... The ideas of liberalism had scarcely any advocates but many potential adversaries; they needed only an 

impetus, the stirring slogans of a leader. (39) 

 
 

 
19 

William Shakespeare, "Henry IV", Part I, Act 3, Sc. 1, L. 53 
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Enter Hitler. But carefully, for our view is subject to hindsight, the illegitimate child of our knowledge, too inviting, perhaps, 

to distribute guilt that is not clearly due. The Germans who voted for Hitler in 1930 or 1933 did not so because they 

wanted another war or to murder Jews, but because they longed for a change. They were tired of the economical crisis and 

would, as an American observer noted in early 1932, "accept anything that looks like an alternative." (40) They had no way 

of knowing that they freed the rails for a train wreck. 

 

Neither could Hitler know in 1933 what the situation would be five or ten years later. One can only play the game 

as well as the opponent allows, and there was no way for Hitler in 1933 to foresee the follies of Great Britain and France 

which opened the ways for his revanchist designs. The influential military historian Basil Liddell Hart directed some clear 

words of admonishment to Allied pre-war politicians: 

 

The last thing Hitler wanted to produce was another great war. His people, and particularly his generals, 

were profoundly fearful of any such risk - the experiences of World War I had scarred their minds. 

 

To emphasize the basic facts is not to whitewash Hitler's inherent aggressiveness, nor that of many Germans 

who eagerly followed his lead. But Hitler, although utterly unscrupulous, was for long cautious in pursuing his 

aims. ... 

 

How, then, did it come about that he became involved in a major war that he had been so anxious to avoid? 

The answer is to be found not merely, nor most, in Hitler's aggressiveness, but in the encouragement he had 

long received from the complaisant attitude of the Western Powers coupled with their sudden turn-about in 

the spring of 1939. That reversal was so abrupt and unexpected as to make war inevitable. 

 

If you allow anyone to stoke up a boiler until the steam-pressure rises beyond danger-point, the real 

responsibility for any resultant explosion will lie with you. That truth of physical science allies equally to 

political science - especially to the conduct of international affairs. (41) 

 

It goes without saying that this judgement was met with less than enthusiasm in Great Britain and France. More now than 

earlier, Britannia is also criticized for the opaque policies of her Foreign Ministry and especially Sir Edward Grey´s, which 

allowed Germany's government to speculate whether Britain might remain neutral in a European war [cf. Chapters XVI - 

XVII]. 

 

Although not technically within the confines of this volume, the Second World War must be briefly addressed, for 

its portents overshadowed the globe as soon as it was clear, by 1923 or so, that the post-WWI order had little chance of 

delivering future political stability. Although almost seventy years have passed since the Second War's conclusion, 

misapprehensions and inaccuracies - intended or not - retain an eerie popularity. Norman Davies has written on the wilful 

misconceptions that are the consequences of political correctness and national myth-making. He notes that: 

 

Over sixty years have passed since the end of the Second World War. And most people would assume that the 

broad outlines of that terrible conflict had been established long ago. Innumerable books have been 

published on the subject. Thousands of films have been screened, portraying every aspect of military events 

and civilian ordeals. 

 

Countless memoirs of participants’ great and small have been collected. Hundreds of major monuments and 

scores of museums have been created to keep up the memory of the war alive. One might think that there is 

nothing new to add. At least one is tempted to think that way until one starts to examine what actually is 

said, and what is not said. [Emphases in original] (42) 

 

When Professor Davis set out to visit the various galas, celebrations and festivities that commemorated the Sixtieth 

Anniversary of the End of the War in 2005, he chanced upon mysterious perceptions... 
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... the new United States World War II Memorial in Washington, D.C., bore, as its main inscription: "World War II 1941 - 

1945". The monument fails to inform the visitor that the United States did have allies, and seems to conclude that the 

United States fought and won the war alone, and in five years instead of seven ... 

 

... the British celebrations somehow forgot to invite delegations from, among many other former colonial allies, Canada, 

South Africa, India, New Zealand or Australia, all of whom had participated in the war on the side of Great Britain... 

 

... the Russian celebration on Red Square in Moscow forgot to mention, among other little sins, that the Soviet Union in the 

six years between 1940 and 1945 invaded and annexed the three Baltic republics Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania not only 

once but twice, in the process deporting and/or murdering land owners and intelligentsia. In addition, nobody thought it 

prudent to recall that the Soviet Union, allied with Germany in 1939, had invaded Poland and Finland only weeks later... 

 

and that 

 
... none of these celebrations recalled the sufferings of the non-Jewish victims of the Fascist, Nazi and Communist regimes, 

nor the fate of the millions who were misplaced by the war or forcibly ejected from their homelands: over ten million 

Germans, five millions Ukrainians and about the same number of Poles, and millions of Byelorussians and Caucasian 

minorities. The Soviet Union in particular 

 

... relocated national groups, uprooting millions in the process. In the immediate pre-war period they had 

forcibly removed some 500,000 Poles from the western borders and resettled them in closed districts on the 

Chinese frontier in Kazakhstan. 

 

In 1939-41 massive deportations took place from all the lands annexed by the USSR; and, once the Great 

Patriotic War started, strategic deportations began with an order to remove all Finns from the vicinity of 

Leningrad. 

 

Later in 1941, a long-standing plan (first mooted in 1915) was activated to deport the entire population of the 

Autonomous German Republic of the Volga. Some 2.5 million Germans were either sent to the labour armies 

or to Kazakhstan to join the exiled Poles. Within a decade over half of them were dead. The forced 

deportation and resettlement of seven Muslin nations in 1943-4 was especially brutal. (43) 

 

Mindful of the spectre of selective memory, Professor Davies subsequently felt the need to take a few precautions before 

discussing the war: 

 

As a prelude to various talks and lectures on the Second World War, therefore, I have often chosen to raise 

some of these problems by presenting the audience with four or five simple questions: 

 

 Can you name the five biggest battles of the war in Europe? Or, better still, the ten biggest battles? 

 

 Can you name the main political ideologies that were contending for supremacy during the war in 

Europe? 

 

 Can you name the largest concentration camp that was operating in Europe in the years 1939- 

1945? 

 

 Can you name the European nationality (or ethnic group) which lost the largest number of civilians 

during the war? 

 

 Can you name the vessel that was sunk with record loss of life in the war's largest maritime 

disaster? 
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These have usually been followed by a deathly silence, and then a hubbub of guesses and queries. Quelling 

the hubbub, I then offer my audience an opinion: 

 

"Until we have established the correct answer to basic factual matters," I say, "we are not properly equipped 

to pass judgement on the wider issues." (44)
20

 

 

That nations cling to the chimera of glory and disremember failure is altogether human in its fallibility. In the same league, 

perhaps, is man's perpetual underestimation of the amount of knowledge required before becoming able to judge on a 

subject. Perhaps ignorance may be bliss, as in Orwell's 1984. Paul Fussell, historian and veteran of WW II, who was 

wounded 1945 in France, found numerous reasons to mistrust the victors' polished platitudes and observed so many 

occasions of intentional misrepresentation in the treatment of the Second World War in American media that he felt 

compelled to conclude that "the allied part of the war of 1939-45 has been sanitized and romanticized beyond recognition 

by the sentimental, the loony patriotic, the ignorant and the bloodthirsty." (45) 

 

Naturally, such groups derive their redactional liberty from the fact that their side won the war and hence is able 

to evade moral ambiguity. Nearly everybody agrees that the industrial killing of Jews, or Gypsies, with cyanide was a crime 

nearly without precedence in history, but so were other inventions of the twentieth century: area-bombing civilians with 

conventional explosives as in, say, Dresden or Tokyo, or with nuclear fire as in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. If the war had been 

lost, who could have explained the moral propriety of these undertakings? In regards to our subject Adolf Hitler, it may be 

of interest in this context to reflect on what Johann Wolfgang von Goethe wrote about the essence of the demonic, two 

hundred years ago: 

 

"The most fearful manifestation of the demonic, however, is seen when it dominates an individual human 

being. In the course of my life, I have been able to observe several, some more closely, others from the 

distance. They are not always the finest persons, in terms of either mind or talent, nor do they commend 

themselves by goodness of heart, but they emanate a monstrous force and exercise incredible power over all 

creatures, and indeed even over the elements, and who can say how far such influence may extend? All moral 

powers combined are impotent against them. In vain do the more enlightened among men attempt to 

discredit them as deluded or deceptive - the masses will be drawn to them. Seldom or never will 

contemporaries find their equal, and they can be overcome only by the universe itself, against which they 

have taken up arms." (46) 

 

It is a rule of classic Greek tragedy that hubris strikes the protagonist at the zenith of his achievements, and Hitler was no 

exception. In this volume we shall deal with the early development of our protagonist and his ascent from anonymity to 

the leadership of a political party, in the settings of pre-war Austria, Munich between 1913 and 1923 and, naturally, the 

Great War of 1914. The decisive question, as seen by Ian Kershaw, is: 

 

How do we explain how someone with so few intellectual gifts and social attributes, someone no more than 

an empty vessel outside his political life, unapproachable and impenetrable even for those in his close 

company, incapable, it seems, of genuine friendship, without the background that bred high office, without 

even any experience of government before becoming Reich chancellor, could nevertheless have such an 

immense historic impact, could make the entire world hold its breath? (47) 

 

The way Ian Kershaw poses the question, however, tips his hand: as an Englishman, he searches for the qualities of a Pitt or 

Disraeli when analyzing Hitler; politicians of breeding, as he calls them, essentially parliamentarians. The German voters of 

the early 1930's, however, were fed up with parliamentarians and longed for an alternative. This was when Hitler entered 

the picture. The almost traditional characterization of Hitler as a non-personality, however, seems questionable – his 

abilities were simply different than those that Kershaw or Fest were looking for. Undeniably, the Third Reich ["Third 

Empire", ¶] was much more of a personal creation than any other autocracy in continental history, in its fleetingness only 

comparable to the realm of Alexander. It cannot be imagined without Hitler; it was indeed his universe, his macrocosm; 

 

20 
Answers are found at this chapter's conclusion.
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it lived and died with him. But what, exactly, was the "Third Empire"? (What had happened to the First? Or the Second?), 

and in which respects was its different from its predecessors, the empires which had ruled over the heart of the continent 

before? 

 
 
 
 

 
ANSWERS TO P. 39 - FIVE BATTLES, FATALITIES IN PARENTHESES: [1] OPERATION TYPHOON, THE BATTLE FOR MOSCOW 1941/1942 (1,582,000) 

[2] CASE BLUE, THE BATTLE FOR STALINGRAD 1942-1943 (973,000) [3] THE SIEGE OF LENINGRAD 1941-1944 (900,000) (4) OPERATION 

BARBAROSSA, THE BATTLE FOR KIEW 1941 (657,000) [5] OPERATION BAGRATION, SOVIET OFFENSIVE 1944 (450,000) - IDEOLOGIES: FASCISM, 

NATIONAL SOCIALISM, COMMUNISM, LIBERAL DEMOCRACY - BIGGEST CONCENTRATION CAMP: VORKUTA, USSR - LOSSES BY NATION/ETHNICITY: 

SEE DIAGRAM BELOW - MARITIME CATASTROPHE: GERMAN OCEAN LINER 'WILHELM GUSTLOFF', TORPEDOED BY RUSSIAN SUBMARINE IN MARCH 

1945, APPROXIMATELY 8000 FATALITIES [SOURCES: DAVIES, ID., P.25 FF, DIAGRAM P.366] - SOME INTERESTING FACTS: BIGGEST EUROPEAN 

ARMY IN 1932 AFTER FRANCE: BELGIUM, 26 DIVISIONS - MOST TANKS IN 1940: FRANCE, OVER 3,000. 

 

WARTIME FATALITIES IN EUROPE 1939-1945 

 
THE DIAGRAM UNVEILS THE PROBLEMATIC ISSUES WHICH ARISE WHEN WAR LOSSES APPLY TO MORE THAN ONE NATIONAL OR ETHNIC CATEGORY. THE 

SOVIET UNION LOST ABOUT 27 MILLION PEOPLE, DIVIDED INTO ABOUT 13 MILLION MILITARY CASUALTIES, FROM THE WAR AGAINST GERMANY, AND 

ABOUT 14 MILLION CIVILIAN DEATHS, OF WHICH THE FAR GREATER PERCENTAGE WERE VICTIMS OF SOVIET TERROR AND WHAT WAS CALLED 

'ADMINISTRATIVE RELOCATION', I.E. FORCED TO DIE IN THE SIBERIAN CONCENTRATION CAMPS, OR IN INNER-SOVIET MASSACRES, WHICH HURT THE 

UKRAINIANS HARDEST, WHOSE LOSSES WERE TO A GREAT PART CIVIL. LIKEWISE, THE JEWISH POPULATION LOSSES SUFFERED IN THE HOLOCAUST 

INCLUDE, AS FAR AS NATIONALITY WENT, GERMAN, POLISH, UKRAINIANS AND RUSSIAN JEWS - NUMBERS THUS GET EASILY CONFUSED. THE LEAST 

KNOWN AND/OR MENTIONED CATEGORY OF MILLION-PLUS LOSSES ARE THE GERMANS HAVING, BEFORE 1945, LIVED IN EASTERN EUROPE; THEIR 

FORCEFUL EXPULSION FROM THEIR LANDS RESULTED IN BETWEEN TWO AND THREE MILLION FATALITIES. 

 

 

DIAGRAM I: DEATH TOLL WWII IN GERMANY AND EASTERN EUROPE 


