


Advance praise for Becoming Hitler

‘Thomas Weber is one of the foremost world authorities on Hitler. He
refuted the mantra that there was nothing more to say about the German
dictator and no new sources to be found with his path-breaking study of
Hitler’s First War. In Becoming Hitler, he takes the story into the turbulent
period after the end of the conflict and excelled himself. This new book
shows that Hitler was by no means a product of his environment but swum
against the Bavarian mainstream and was nearly drowned by it. The argu-
ment is once again supported by an array of fresh sources and conveyed in
compelling prose’
Brendan Simms, author of Europe: The Struggle for Supremacy,
1453 to the Present

“Thomas Weber showcases Hitler’s terrifying originality as an extremist thinker:
committed, from the beginning of his meteoric ascent, to the restoration
of German greatness and to the destruction of the Jews. An absolutely
compelling and original portrait of a wicked genius in all his grandeur and
horror’

Michael Ignatieff, President, Central European University, Budapest

“This is the most important book on Hitler and National Socialism since
Ian Kershaw’s monumental biography. It is amazing how much new
information and documentation Thomas Weber has used to show precisely
when, how, and why Hitler’s world view was shaped, and precisely where
the intellectual, emotional, and social origins of genocide and of the
Holocaust lay. He has precisely recreated the world of Munich in the early
1920s, to show how a burning hostility to internationalism—we would say
today globalism—emerged’
Harold James, professor of history, Woodrow Wilson School of Public &
International Affairs, Princeton University



‘In his brilliant Becoming Hitler, Thomas Weber offers an original, well-
documented, and enthralling account of the how and why of Hitler’s
rapid metamorphosis from zero to self-defined hero in the where of 1919
Munich—a city ripped apart by a short civil war and its vengeful aftermath.
Becoming Hitler makes us rethink everything we thought we knew about
the emergence of Hitler as a political leader’

Robert Jan van Pelt, University of Waterloo, Canada
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PRELUDE

December 14, 1918, was National Socialism’s greatest day yet. On that
mild day, the first candidate for a National Socialist party was elected
to a national parliament. After all votes had been counted, it emerged
that 51.6 percent of the electorate in the working-class constituency of
Silvertown, on the Essex side of the border between London and Essex,
had voted for John Joseph “Jack” Jones of the National Socialist Party to
represent them in the British House of Commons.'

National Socialism was the offspring of two great nineteenth-century
political ideas. Its father, nationalism, was the emancipatory movement
aiming at transforming dynastic states into nation states, born in the age
of the Enlightenment and toppling dynastic empires and kingdoms in
the century and a half following the French Revolution. Its mother, so-
cialism, had been born when industrialization took hold in Europe and
an impoverished working class was created in the process. Its mother
had come of age in the wake of the great crisis of liberalism, which had
been triggered by the crash of the Vienna Stock Exchange in 1873.

In its infancy, National Socialism had been most successful wher-
ever the economic volatility of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries had met multiethnic dynastic empires in crisis. It was thus
unsurprising that the first National Socialist parties were formed in the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. The Czech National Social Party was formed
in 1898. Then, in 1903, the German Workers’ Party was established in Bo-
hemia. It renamed itself the German National Socialist Workers’ Party in
May 1918, when it split into two branches, one based in Austria and the

Xiii
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other in the Sudetenland, the German-speaking territories of Bohemia.
Some Zionists, too, spoke of their Jewish “national-social” dreams.

National Socialism was therefore not a child of the First World War.
Yet it had gone through puberty during the war. It had its political break-
through when socialists all across Europe battled during the war over
the question of whether to support their nation’s war efforts, and poli-
ticians equally opposed to capitalism and internationalism broke with
their previous parties. It was that battle that allowed National Socialism
to have its breakthrough in Britain, in the Palace of Westminster.?

Germany, by contrast, was in the history of National Socialism a
belated nation. It took six years after Jack Jones’s election to the lower
chamber of the British Parliament for the first National Socialist pol-
iticians in Germany (then under the banner of the National Socialist
Freedom Party) to be voted into the Reichstag. And not until 1928, ten
years after Britain had its first National Socialist member of Parliament,
were candidates from a party headed by Adolf Hitler voted into a na-
tional parliament.

When the National Socialist Party was founded in Britain in 1916,
Adolf Hitler, the would-be leader of Germany’s National Socialist Party,
was still an awkward loner with fluctuating political convictions. This
book tells the story of his metamorphosis into a charismatic leader and
conniving political operator with firm National Socialist ideas and ex-
tremist political and anti-Semitic convictions. His transformation did
not begin until 1919, and was only completed in the mid-1920s. It took
place in Munich, to which Hitler had moved in 1913: a city that, com-
pared with Silvertown and many cities in the Habsburg Empire, had
remained politically stable until the end of the First World War.

While this book focuses on the years between 1918 and the mid-
1920s, crucial years in the life of Hitler, it likewise tells the story of Na-
tional Socialism’s belated success in Germany. This is also the story of
the political transformation of Munich, Bavaria’s capital, in which Hit-
ler rose to prominence—a city that only a few years earlier would have
been considered one of the most unlikely places for a sudden emer-
gence and triumph of demagoguery and political turmoil.
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When I first became a historian, I never would have imagined that I
would write at any length about Adolf Hitler. As a graduate student,
I felt greatly honored, and I still do, to work in a very minor role—
compiling the book’s bibliography—on the first volume of Ian Kershaw’s
magisterial Hitler biography. Yet after the many great works of scholar-
ship about Hitler that had been published between the 1930s and the
publication of Kershaw’s biography in the late 1990s, I found it difficult
to imagine that anything worthwhile and new was left to say about the
leader of the Third Reich. As a German raised in the 1970s and 1980s,
undoubtedly I also was driven, at least subconsciously, by a concern
that writing about Hitler may appear as apologetic. In other words, that
it would constitute a return to the early 1950s, when many Germans
tried to blame the many crimes of the Third Reich solely on Hitler and
a small number of people around him.

However, by the time I finished writing my second book in the mid-
2000s, I had started to see the flaws in our understanding of Hitler.
For instance, I was no longer so sure that we really knew how he had
become a Nazi and, hence, that we were drawing the right lessons from
the story of his metamorphosis for our own times. Not that earlier his-
torians lacked talent. Quite the contrary; some of the very best and
most incisive books on Hitler had been written between the 1930s and
the 1970s. But all these books could only be as good as the evidence
and research available at the time, as we all necessarily stand on the
shoulders of others.

By the 1990s, the long-dominant idea that Hitler had already become
radicalized while growing up in Austria had been exposed as one of his
own self-serving lies. Scholars therefore concluded that if Hitler had
not been radicalized as a child and teenager in the Austrian-German
borderlands, nor in Vienna as a young man, his political transformation
must have come later. The new view was that Hitler became a Nazi due
to his experiences in the First World War, or the combination of those
with the postwar revolution that turned Imperial Germany into a re-
public. By the mid-2000s that view no longer made much sense to me,
as I had started to see its many flaws.
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Thus, I set out to write a book about Adolf Hitler’s years in the First
World War and the impact they had on the rest of his life. As I made my
way through archives and private collections in attics and basements on
three continents, I realized that the story Hitler and his propagandists
told about his time in the war was not just an exaggeration with a true
core. In fact, its very core was rotten. Hitler was not admired by his
army peers for his extraordinary bravery, nor was he a typical product
of the war experiences of the men of the regiment in which he served.
He was not the personification of Germany’s unknown soldier who,
through his experiences as a dispatch runner on the western front, had
turned into a National Socialist and who differed from his peers only in
his extraordinary leadership qualities.

The book I wrote, Hitler’s First War, revealed someone very different
from the man with whom we had been familiar. After volunteering as
a foreigner for the Bavarian Army, Hitler had been deployed for the
entirety of the war on the western front. Just like the majority of the
men of his military unit—the Sixteenth Bavarian Reserve Infantry Reg-
iment, commonly called “List Regiment”—he had not been radicalized
by his experiences in Belgium and northern France. He returned from
the war with still fluctuating political ideas. Whatever opinions he may
have held about Jews, they had not been important enough for him to
voice them. There is no indication that tension had existed during the
war between Hitler and Jewish soldiers of his regiment.*

His thoughts had been those of an Austrian who hated the Habsburg
monarchy with all his heart and who dreamed of a united Germany. Yet
beyond that he seems to have oscillated between different collectivist
left-wing and right-wing ideas. Contrary to his claims in Mein Kampf,
there is no evidence that Hitler already stood against Social Democ-
racy and other moderate left-wing ideologies. In a letter written in 1915
to a prewar acquaintance of his from Munich, Hitler revealed some of
his wartime political convictions, expressing his hope “that those of us
who are lucky enough to return to the fatherland will find it a purer
place, less riddled with foreign influences, so that the daily sacrifices
and sufferings of hundreds of thousands of us and the torrent of blood
that keeps flowing here day after day against an international world of
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enemies will not only help to smash Germany’s foes outside but that our
inner internationalism, too, will collapse” He added, “This would be
worth much more than any gain in territory.”

From its context, it is clear that his rejection of Germany’s “inner
internationalism” should not be read as being directed first and fore-
most at Social Democrats. Hitler had something else and something
less specific in mind: a rejection of any ideas that challenged the belief
that the nation should be the starting point of all human interaction.
This included an opposition to international capitalism, international
socialism (i.e., to Socialists who, unlike Social Democrats, did not
stand by the nation during the war and who dreamed of a stateless,
nationless future), to international Catholicism, and to dynastic multi-
ethnic empires. His unspecific wartime thoughts about a united, non-
internationalist Germany still left his political future wide open. His
mind was certainly not an empty slate. Yet his possible futures still
included a wide array of left-wing and right-wing political ideas that
included those of certain strands of Social Democracy. In short, by the
end of the war, his political future was still indeterminate.®

Even though Hitler, just like most of the men of the List Regiment,
had not been politically radicalized between 1914 and 1918, he was, nev-
ertheless, anything but a typical product of the wartime experiences
of the men of his unit. Contrary to Nazi propaganda, many frontline
soldiers of his regiment did not celebrate him for his bravery at all. In-
stead, because he served in regimental headquarters (HQ), they cold-
shouldered him and his HQ peers for supposedly leading a cushy life as
Etappenschweine (literally, “rear-echelon pigs”) a few miles behind the
front. They also believed that the medals such men as Hitler earned for
their bravery were awarded for having kissed up to their superiors in
regimental HQ.

Objectively speaking, Hitler had been a conscientious and good sol-
dier. Yet the story of a man despised by the frontline soldiers of his unit
and with an as yet indeterminate political future, would not advance his
political interests when Hitler was trying to use his wartime service to
create a place for himself in politics in the 1920s. The same was true of
the fact that his superiors, while appreciating him for his reliability, had
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not seen any leadership qualities in him; they viewed Hitler as the pro-
totype of someone who follows rather than gives orders. Indeed, Hitler
never held any command over a single other soldier throughout the
war. Furthermore, in the eyes of most of his peers within the support
staff—who, unlike many of the frontline soldiers, appreciated his com-
pany—he had been little more than a well-liked loner, someone who
did not quite fit in and who did not join them in the pubs and whore-
houses of northern France.

In the 1920s Hitler would invent a version of his experiences during
the First World War that was mostly fictional in character but that al-
lowed him to set up a politically useful foundational myth of himself, the
Nazi Party, and the Third Reich. In the years to come, he would continue
to rewrite that account whenever it was politically expedient. And he po-
liced his story about his claimed war experiences so ruthlessly and so well
that for decades after his passing, it was believed to have a true core.

If the war had not “made” Hitler, an obvious question emerged: how was
it possible that within a year of his return to Munich, this unremarkable
soldier—an awkward loner with fluctuating political ideas—became a
deeply anti-Semitic National Socialist demagogue? It was equally cu-
rious that within five years he would write a book that purported to
solve all the world’s political and social problems. Since the publication
of Hitler’s First War, a number of books have been published that have
tried to answer these questions. Accepting to varying degrees that the
war had not radicalized Hitler, they propose that Hitler became Hitler
in postrevolutionary Munich when he absorbed ideas that were already
common currency in postwar Bavaria. They present the image of a re-
venge-driven Hitler with talents for political oratory that he used to rail
against those whom he deemed responsible for Germany’s loss of the
war and for the revolution. Beyond that, they treat him as a man who
was anything but a serious thinker and as someone who, at least until
the mid-1920s, displayed little talent as a political operator. In short,
they depict him as having more or less unchanging ideas and little am-
bition of his own, as being driven by others and by circumstance.®
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On reading new books on Hitler in recent years, I instinctively
found counterintuitive the idea that he would suddenly absorb a full set
of political ideas in the aftermath of the First World War and run with
them for the rest of his life. But it was only while writing this book that
I realized just how far off the mark those authors were. Hitler was not a
revenge-driven man with fixed political ideas, who was driven by others
and who had limited personal ambitions. This was also when I came to
appreciate the importance of the years of Hitler’s metamorphosis—from
the end of the war to the time of his writing of Mein Kampf—to our un-
derstanding of the dynamics of the Third Reich and the Holocaust.

On encountering new literature on Hitler, I also found implausible
the idea that he had simply absorbed ideas that were common cur-
rency in Bavaria, as he had already been in a love-hate relationship with
Munich and Bavaria during the war. As someone dreaming of a united
Germany—as a Pan-German, as such a person was called at the time—
Hitler had felt deeply troubled by the Catholic, anti-Prussian Bavarian
sectionalism—the undue devotion to the interests of Bavaria—reign-
ing in Germany’s most southern state and among many soldiers in his
regiment. It is important to remember that Bavaria is far older than
Germany as a political entity. Once Bavaria became part of a united
Germany after the establishment of the Prussian-led German Em-
pire in 1871, the new empire was a federation of a number of German
monarchies and principalities, of which Prussia was only the largest.
They all retained much of their sovereignty, as evident in the fact that
Bavaria kept its own monarch, armed forces, and foreign ministry. Kai-
ser Wilhelm, Germany’s leader, despite all his saber rattling, was only
first among equals among Germany’s monarchs.

As a result of encountering a strong resurgence of anti-Prussian
sentiment and sectionalism in Munich when he was recuperating in
the winter of 1916/17 from the injury on one of his thighs that he had
incurred on the Somme, Hitler did not display any interest in visiting
Munich on two subsequent occasions when he received home leave
from the front. Both times, he opted to stay in Berlin, the capital of both
Prussia and the German Empire. That preference for the capital of Prus-
sia over Munich constituted a double rejection of the latter: It was not
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just a negative decision against Munich and Bavaria, but also a positive
one for Berlin and Prussia at a time when nowhere in Germany was
Prussia hated quite as intensely as in Bavaria. At the time, many Bavar-
ians thought that it was Prussia’s fault that the war was still going on.’

Contrary to the image that is sometimes conveyed about Bavaria as
the birthplace of the Nazi Party, the political development of Bavaria
had looked hopeful, at least until the end of the First World War. From
a prewar perspective, it would have been a reasonable assumption that
a full democratization of Bavaria would be in the cards sooner or later.
The often-heard belief that German democracy was stillborn due to an
unsuccessful and incomplete revolution at the end of the First World
War that would ultimately lead the country into the abyss after 1933 is
based on the wrong assumption that revolutionary republican change
was a precondition for a democratization of Germany. It results from
an exclusive worshipping of the spirit of American Revolution of 1776
and the French Revolution of 1789. It also results from the ignorance
surrounding what one may call the spirit of 1783, the final year of the
American War of Independence. That year marked the beginning of an
age of gradual reform, incremental change, and constitutional monar-
chy in Britain and the rest of its remaining empire. Over the next cen-
tury or so, the spirit of 1783 was just as successful across the globe as was
that of 1776 and 1789 in spreading liberty, the rule of law, and humani-
tarian ideals, and in fostering democratization. Crucially, Bavaria’s own
homegrown political tradition shared central features with the spirit of
1783, but not with that of 1776 and 1789.%°

Bavaria had been well on the path toward a democratization of its
political system prior to the war. Furthermore, prewar Social Demo-
crats, Liberals, and at least the progressive wing of the Catholic Center
Party had all accepted a path toward gradual reform and constitutional
monarchy. Through their actions, the members of the Bavarian royal
family, too, had accepted a gradual transformation toward parliamen-
tary democracy already prior to the war. This was particularly the case
for Crown Prince Rupprecht, nominally the Stuart pretender to the
British throne, who was known for his ethnographical travelogues of
his adventures around the world, including his explorations of India,
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China, and Japan, and his travels incognito with a caravan through
the Middle East, which also had led him to Damascus, where he had
been enthralled by the Jewish community of the city. It was equally true
of King Ludwig’s sister, Princess Therese of Bavaria. She had not only
made herself a name as a zoologist, botanist, and anthropologist ex-
ploring the wilderness in South America, inner Russia, and elsewhere,
but she was also known within her family as the “democratic aunt.”"!
In many ways, Princess Therese epitomized the city in which she
lived and which would give birth to the Nazi Party. Munich was an
old medieval city that for centuries had been the seat of the House of
Wittelsbach, which ruled Bavaria. However, as Bavaria had been one
of Europe’s backwaters for a long time, Munich had paled in size and
in importance to the great cities of Europe. Yet by the eighteenth cen-
tury, the transformation of Munich into an elegant city of arts had be-
gun. By the time of Hitler’s arrival, it was famed for its beauty, its arts
scene, and its liberalism, which coexisted with traditional Bavarian
life, centering on Catholic tradition, beer hall culture, lederhosen, and
oompah bands. Life in Schwabing, Munich’s most Bohemian neigh-
borhood, resembled that of Montmartre in Paris, while life only a few
streets away had more in common with that of Bavarian villagers, as a
large proportion of the Munich population had moved only in previ-
ous decades to the city from the Bavarian countryside. Prewar Munich
had hardly been the kind of city people expected would give birth to

political extremism.

With the writing of Hitler’s First War, it had become clear to me that all
our previous explanations of how Adolf Hitler turned into a Nazi were
no longer tenable. While researching and composing the book had al-
lowed me to understand what role the war really had played in Hitler’s
development and what role his invented narrative about his war experi-
ence would play politically in the years to come, it also had posed a new
riddle: How was it possible that Hitler turned into a star propagandist of
the nascent Nazi Party within just one year, and soon thereafter became
not only the party’s leader but a cunning and skillful political operator?
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The answer that has been given a number of times, in different vari-
ations, to this question since the publication of Mein Kampf, has been
to present Hitler as a man returning from the war with a radical but
unspecific right-wing predisposition; as someone who kept his head
down during the months of revolution that he experienced in Munich,
and who then suddenly in the autumn of 1919 becomes politicized by
soaking up like a sponge and internalizing all the ideas expressed by
the people he encounters in the army in Munich.'”> While having the
greatest respect for the historians advancing these views, the surviving
evidence about how Hitler turned into a Nazi, as I will argue in this
book, points to a very different direction.

Becoming Hitler also challenges the view that Hitler was merely a
nihilist and an unremarkable man without any real qualities. Neither
was he, until the writing of Mein Kampf, the “drummer” for others. This
book disagrees with the proposition that Hitler is best understood as
someone “run’ by somebody else and who subsequently was little more
than an almost empty shell onto whom Germans could project their
wishes and ideas. Moreover, this book rejects the idea that Mein Kampf
was little more than the codification of ideas that Hitler had propagated
since 1919.

According to Hitler’s own claim in his quasi-autobiographical Mein
Kampf, published in the mid-1920s, he became the man the world
knows at the end of the war, amid the left-wing revolution that broke
out in early November and that brought down monarchs all over Ger-
many. At the time, he was back in Germany after having recently been
exposed to mustard gas on the western front. In Mein Kampf, Hitler
described how he had responded to the news broken by the pastor as-
signed to his military hospital in Pasewalk, close to the Baltic Sea, that
revolution had broken out and that the war was over and had been lost.
According to Mein Kampf, he had run out of the room while the pastor
was still addressing the hospital’s patients: “It was impossible for me to
stay any longer. While everything began to go black again before my
eyes, stumbling, I groped my way back to the dormitory, threw myself
on my cot and buried my burning head in the covers and pillows.”*?
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Hitler’s description of the return of his blindness, first experienced
on the western front in the wake of a British gas attack in mid-October,
constitutes the climax of the dramatic conversion that purportedly
made him a right-wing political leader. He described how in the nights
and days after learning about the Socialist revolution, while experienc-
ing “all the pain of my eyes,” he decided upon his future: “I, however,
resolved now to become a politician.”**

The previous 267 pages of Mein Kampf had been but a buildup
to this one sentence. They detail how his childhood in rural Austria,
his years in Vienna, and, above all, the four and a half years with the
Sixteenth Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment on the western front
had turned him into a National Socialist, from an unknown soldier
to the personification of Germany’s unknown soldier’*—in short, how
he had metamorphosed first into a person who at the mere thought of
a Socialist revolution would turn blind, and from there into a radical
right-wing, anti-Semitic, and anti-Socialist political leader in the mak-
ing. In telling the story of his life in Mein Kampf, Hitler followed the
conventions of a Bildungsroman, which at the time would have been
immediately recognizable to almost all his readers—a novel that tells
how the protagonist matures and develops during his or her formative
years, both morally and psychologically, by going out into the world
and seeking adventure.'®

It is in the immediate aftermath of Hitler’s discharge from Pasewalk
and his purported dramatic conversion that our story begins. It tells in
three parts two parallel stories: how Hitler became a Nazi and meta-
morphosed into the leader immediately recognizable to all of us, as well
as how Hitler constructed an alternative, fictional version of his trans-
formation. The two stories are interwoven, because how he created an
alternative narrative about his metamorphosis was an integral part of
his attempt to build a political place for himself and to create the per-
ception of a political gap or void that only he could fill. In other words,
only telling both stories will reveal how Hitler functioned as a manipu-
lative and conniving political operator.






A man without a face: This out-of-focus
wartime photograph of Hitler, curiously
included in the official 1932 regimental
history of his unit, is almost insulting.
The blurriness of the photograph is
symbolic of Hitlers still fluctuating
political personality. During the war,
Hitler has neither the beliefs nor the
personality yet of the man who

wrote Mein Kampf.

Credit: Fridolin Solleder, ed., Vier Jahre Westfront:
Geschichte des Regiments List R.I.R. 16 (Munich,
1932); photographer Korbinian Rutz

IMAGE 2

IMAGE 1

Hitler’s Munich: Bavarias cap-
ital was home to Hitler from
1913 to 1914, and from 1919 to
1945. Yet Hitler would always
manifest a love-hate relation-
ship toward Munich.

Credit: Bayerische Staatsbiliothek,
Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Munich



IMAGE 3

A cog in the wheel of the revolution: Hitler at Traunstein POW camp
during the winter of 1918-1919, where he carried out duties in the camps
clothing distribution center. He served the new left-wing revolutionary
regime as dutifully as he had served his wartime masters.

Credit: Stadtarchiv Traunstein

IMAGE 4

Soldiers on guard duty at Munichs Central Station in early 1919: The man
standing at the center in the back is widely believed to be Hitler. As he thor-
oughly destroyed all traces of his actions during the revolution, photographs
of this type are key pieces of evidence to reveal what Hitler concealed from
the world.

Credit: Bayerische Staatsbiliothek, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Munich



The site where Kurt Eisner,
Bavarias Jewish revolutionary
leader, was assassinated on
February 21, 1919: His killing
resulted in political polarization and
the demise of moderate, reformist
political gradualism in Munich.

Credit: Gerd Heidemann, Fotoarchiv
Hoffmann, Hamburg

IMAGE 5

IMAGE 6

Mourning a Jew? Kurt Eisner’s funeral march: There is along-standing debate
about whether the man marked in the photograph is Hitler, and thus about
what his stance was toward the revolutionary left in postwar Munich.

Credit: Bayerische Staatsbiliothek, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Munich



IMAGE 7

Hitler'’s Damascene moment—the signing of the Versailles Treaty and its
subsequent ratification: Germany’s acceptance of the treaty compelled Hit-
lers delayed realization that Germany had lost the war. Two questions would
torment him until his death: Why did Germany lose the war? And how must
Germany recast itself to survive in a rapidly changing world?

Credit: United States National Archives and Records Administration, College Park, MD

IMAGE 8

Karl Mayr, Hitler’s paternal mentor, in the summer of 1919: Mayr opened
Pandoras box when he took Hitler under his wing. He soon lost control over
Hitler and died in a Nazi concentration camp in 1945.

Credit: Bayerische Staatsbiliothek, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Munich



IMAGE 9

Camp Lechfeld: Hitler represented his propaganda work for Mayr in Lech-
feld and elsewhere as an absolute success. The reality could not have been
more different. At Lechfeld, he was not even allowed near the soldiers he was
supposed to address.

Credit: Thomas Weber, Aberdeen

IMAGE 10

Hitlers savior, Georg
Konig, aka Michael
Keogh, an Irish volunteer
in the German forces:
Keogh rescued Hitler from
being beaten up by the
soldiers he addressed at
Munichs Tiirken Barracks.
Credit: Kevin Keogh, Dublin



IMAGE 11

A home at last: It was in the Leiber Room of the Sternecker Beer Hall at a meeting of
the German Workers' Party on September 12, 1919, that Hitler finally found like-minded
people who responded enthusiastically to his ideas and accepted him for who he was.

Credit: Bayerische Staatsbiliothek, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Munich

IMAGE 12

Dietrich Eckart, Hitler’s longtime
paternal mentor: Hitler barely
acknowledged Eckarts influence, as
he was trying to present himself as an
entirely self-made man and a genius.
Credit: Gerd Heidemann,

Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Hamburg



Alfred Rosenberg, one of Hitler’s
chief advisers: Even though people
close to Hitler referred to Rosenberg
as an “undernourished gaslight” for
his cold, expressionless, and sarcastic
personality; his influence on Hitler
was enormous. Under Rosenberg
and Eckart, Hitler pivoted from
predominantly anticapitalist
Jew-hatred to conspirational anti-
Semitism, believing that Bolshevism
was a Jewish financiers ploy.

Credit: Gerd Heidemann, Fotoarchiv
Hoffmann, Hamburg

IMAGE 14

IMAGE 13

Hitler with Grand Duchess
Victoria Feodorovna of
Russia in 1923: Hitlers
racism was not initially
directed at Slavs. He believed
that a permanent alliance
with a restored Russian
monarchy would put
Germany on equal footing
with the Anglo-American
world and ensure the
country’s survival. He thus
collaborated with Victorias
husband, Grand Duke Kirill,
one of the pretenders to the
Russian throne.

Credit: Bayerische Staatsbiliothek,
Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Munich



“The German Girl from New
York”: Helene Hanfstaengl:
In 1923, at a time when
Munichs political and social
establishment still shunned
him, Hitler felt emotionally
close to Helene Hanfstaeng|,
whose apartment was for him
a home away from home.

Credit: Bayerische Staatsbiliothek,
Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Munich

IMAGE 15
IMAGE 16

Hitler at the 1923 party rally, in January 1923: As Hitler refused
to be photographed, only a small number of blurry photographs
exist of his political activities between 1919 and the summer of 1924.

Credit: Bayerische Staatsbiliothek, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Munich
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The SA during the 1923 party rally: Brown shirts were only introduced in the
mid-1920s. SA members initially wore makeshift uniforms.

Credit: Gerd Heidemann, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Hamburg

IMAGE 18

National Socialist activist in northern Bavaria in early 1923: Due to
Germany's deteriorating political crisis, National Socialists lived in anticipation
of an imminent national revolution.

Credit: Gerd Heidemann, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Hamburg
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“What does Hitler look
like?”: As no public photos
of Hitler existed due to his
refusal to be photographed,
the German satirical
magazine Simplicissimus
speculated in 1923 as to
what Hitler might look like.

Credit: Simplicissimus

IMAGE 20

Viktor von Koerber (right):
The purported author of
Hitler’s first book, standing
next to General Erich
Ludendorft.

Credit: University of the

Witwatersrand, Historical Papers
Research Archive, Johannesburg
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IMAGE 23

Hitler’s first book:

Hitler realized that he would
not be able to head a national
revolution if no one knew what
he looked like and what his
convictions were. He thus wrote
an autobiographical sketch and
sold it under Koerber's name

as a biography.

Credit: Eva Weig, Konstanz

IMAGE 22

An icon is born: In the late summer of 1923,
Hitler had portraits of himself taken and distrib-
uted as postcards.

Credit: Gerd Heidemann, Fotoarchiv Hoftmann, Hamburg
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National Socialists preparing for their attempted putsch on November 9, 1923: No photos were
taken of Hitler during the putsch.

Credit: Gerd Heidemann, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Hamburg

IMAGE 25

Hitler invents his own past: The fact that no photos were taken of Hitler during the putsch allowed
Nazi propagandists later to represent his role as more prominent and heroic than it was.

Credit: Gerd Heidemann, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Hamburg



All eyes are on Ludendorff:
Photograph from the trial
following the failed putsch.
The putsch was originally
known as “the Ludendorff
putsch; or at best as “the
Ludendorff-Hitler putsch;’
and Hitler was recognized
as the man standing in
Ludendorff’s shadow.

Credit: Gerd Heidemann,
Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Hamburg

IMAGE 26

IMAGE 27

Hitler in Landsberg fortress in 1924: In captivity, he lived a comfortable life and had

time to reassess and change his plans on how to build a safe Germany.

Credit: Staatsbibliothek



IMAGE 28

“The Ludendorff putsch” becomes “the Hitler putsch’: Hitler cleverly used
his trial to achieve in defeat what he had not managed to accomplish previously:
to establish himself as a prominent national figure.

Credit: Gerd Heidemann, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Hamburg



Advertisement for Hitler’s
book written at Landsberg:
He only later shortened the
title to Mein Kampf. The
nature of Hitler’s racism had
radically changed, as he now
advocated grabbing land in
the east and enslaving and
annihilating its populations.
Credit: Bayerische Staatsbiliothek,
Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Munich

IMAGE 30

Hitler after his release from Landsberg fortress in December 1924.

Credit: Bayerische Staatsbiliothek, Fotoarchiv Hoffmann, Munich
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IMAGE 31

The railway line leading into Auschwitz: The road from Landsberg to Auschwitz was
long, but less twisted than commonly believed.

Credit: Robert Jan van Pelt, Toronto

IMAGE 32

Lewis Rubensteins rendering of Hitler as Alberich: Impressive as it is, this image of
the spiteful dwarf of Wagner’s Ring Cycle, at the Center for European Studies at Harvard,
misrepresents Hitler by reducing him to an opportunist for whom nothing but lust for
power and domination matters.

Credit: Thomas Weber, Aberdeen



PART I
GENESIS






CHAPTER 1

Coup d’Etat

(November 20, 1918 to February 1919)

n November 20, 1918, shortly after his release from Pasewalk mil-
itary hospital, twenty-nine-year-old Adolf Hitler faced a choice.
Upon his arrival at Stettiner Bahnhof in Berlin en route to
Munich, where he had to report to the demobilization unit of his regi-
ment, there were several paths he could take to Anhalter Bahnhof, the
station from which trains for Bavaria left. The most obvious route was
the shortest, across central Berlin along Friedrichstrafle. Going that way,
he would likely see or hear faintly in the distance the enormous Socialist
public rally and march taking place that day right next to the former
imperial palace, from which Kaiser Wilhelm II had so recently fled.!
Another option was to put as much distance as possible between
himself and the Socialist revolutionaries. Hitler could do so easily with-
out losing much time by steering west for a while toward the area from
which he would rule the Third Reich many years later, as Anhalter
Bahnhof lay to his southwest and the demonstration was to his east. A
third option was to take a detour eastward to watch from close quarters
the Socialist demonstrators honoring the workers killed a week and a
half earlier during the revolution.
Following the logic of his own account in Mein Kampf of how he had
learned about the revolution the previous week in Pasewalk and in the
event had been radicalized and politicized, the first two options were
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the only truly plausible ones, with the second being the most likely. If
his own story about how he became a Nazi was correct, in all likelihood
he would have tried to put as much distance as possible between him-
self and the Socialist revolutionaries. That would have been the only
way to avoid the risk of losing his eyesight again and being exposed at
close quarters to the doctrine he so despised.

Yet Hitler did nothing to avoid the Socialist revolutionary rally. In
stark contrast to his description in Mein Kampf of the return of his
blindness and his closing of his eyes toward the revolution, he sought
out the left-wing revolutionaries, to witness them with his own eyes and
to experience Socialism in action. In fact, elsewhere in Mein Kampf,
Hitler inadvertently admitted that he had literally gone out of his way to
see the Socialist show of strength on that day: “In Berlin after the War, I
experienced a Marxist mass demonstration in front of the Royal Palace
and in the Lustgarten,” he wrote. “An ocean of red flags, red scarves and
red flowers gave this demonstration,[ . .. ]a powerful appearance at least
outwardly. I personally could feel and understand how easily a man of
the people succumbs to the suggestive charm of such a grand and im-
pressive spectacle.”

Hitler’s behavior in Berlin reveals a man who lacked the hallmarks
of a recent convert to National Socialism with deep-seated antipathy
for Socialist revolutionaries. Yet as he finally sat on the train that would
take him back to Munich, a city in the grip of an even more radical left-
wing coup than the one Berlin had experienced, it still remained to be
seen how he would respond to daily exposure to revolutionary life.

Hitler boarded the Munich-bound train at Anhalter Bahnhof not for
a particular love of the city and its inhabitants, but for two different rea-
sons. First, he had no real choice in the matter. As the demobilization
unit of the List Regiment was based in Munich, he had been ordered to
make his way back to Bavaria’s capital. Second, his best hope to recon-
nect with his wartime peers from regimental headquarters (HQ) was to
head to Munich.’

Even though they had treated him as a bit of an oddity, Hitler felt
extremely close to his brothers-in-arms from the support staft of regi-
mental HQ, unlike to the men in the trenches. As his contacts with his
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prewar acquaintances had petered out over time during the war and as,
orphaned at the age of eighteen, he had long since cut offt contact with
his sister, half sister, half brother, and extended surviving family, the
support staft of regimental HQ of the List Regiment had become his
new quasi-surrogate family. Throughout the war, he had preferred the
company of his fellow staff over that of anyone else. As Hitler headed
south from Berlin, the men of the List Regiment were still deployed in
Belgium, but it was now only a question of time before the members of
regimental HQ would also return to Munich. As Hitler’s train puffed its
way through the plains and valleys of central and southern Germany, he
could look forward to being reunited soon with the wartime compan-
ions he cherished so much.*

Once in Munich, Hitler made his way to the barracks of the demo-
bilization unit of his regiment on Oberwiesenfeld, in the northwestern
part of Bavaria’s capital. Along the way, he encountered a city run down
by more than four years of war and two weeks of revolution. He walked
past crumbling facades and through streets full of potholes. This was a
city where paint was peeling oft most surfaces, grass was left uncut, and
parks had become almost indistinguishable from wilderness.

It must have looked disheartening for someone who had chosen to
see himself, despite being a subject of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, as
an Austrian German living among Bavarian Germans. Blue-and-white
Bavarian flags had been put up everywhere to welcome returning war-
riors, while precious few German flags could be seen anywhere, bearing
witness that the city still prioritized its Bavarian over its German iden-
tity, just as it had when Hitler had encountered and disliked Munich
in the winter of 1916/1917. In the minds of many people, the “German
question”—whether all German-speaking territories should really be
united and live together under one national roof—was still not settled.”

As Hitler walked the streets of Munich, he experienced a variant
of socialism in power that, following the logic of his later claims, he
should have hated even more than the one experienced in Berlin. Even
though Bavaria had had a more moderate political tradition than Prus-
sia had, the revolution in Berlin had been spearheaded by moderate So-
cial Democrats (the SPD), while in Munich the more radical left-wing
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breakaway Independent Social Democrats (the USPD) had been in the
driver’s seat. Despite the much smaller popular base enjoyed by the rad-
ical left, it had acted more decisively and so had prevailed in Bavaria.

It is impossible to understand why Bavaria would eventually provide
Hitler with a stage from which to launch his political career without
understanding the peculiarities of the Bavarian revolution that set it
apart from most of the rest of Germany. The events of late 1918 and
early 1919 would destroy the fabric of Bavaria’s moderate tradition, thus
creating the conditions under which eventually Hitler could emerge as
a National Socialist.®

Lacking an experienced leader, due to the recent resignation of their
ill and frail longtime chairman Georg von Vollmar, and reared in a be-
lief in gradual reform and doing deals with opponents, moderate Social
Democrats in Bavaria simply did not know how to capitalize on the
sudden onset of political turmoil in November 1918. In the dying days
of the war, protests erupted all over Germany, demanding democratiza-
tion and a swift end to the war. The ineptitude of “Royal Bavarian Social
Democrats,” as moderates jokingly were known, to deal with the situa-
tion became apparent during a political mass rally, which took place on
the sunny afternoon of November 7 on Theresienwiese, the site of Mu-
nich’s famous annual folk and beer festival, the Oktoberfest. The rally
had been called to demand immediate peace as well as the abdication of
Wilhelm II, the German emperor, rather than to embark on revolution
or to demand the end of monarchy as an institution.”

At the rally, moderates by far outnumbered radicals. Yet as the event
drew to an end, the former lacked decisive leaders and were caught
off guard when the leader of the Independent Social Democrats, Kurt
Eisner, seized the moment. Eisner and his supporters streamed to the
military barracks located in Munich, intending to invite the soldiers
to join them in immediate revolutionary action. Meanwhile, moderate
Social Democrats and the majority of people present at the rally had
gone home to have dinner and go to bed.?

As Eisner and his followers reached military installations, Bavar-
ia’s state institutions failed to respond to the revolutionary action now
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taking place in the city. In hindsight, the sum of the individual decisions
made that night amounted to a collapse of the old order. However, this
was not how those responding to USPD actions intended and concep-
tualized the decisions they made at the time.

People responded, often perfectly rationally, to localized events
without seeing, let alone understanding, the bigger picture, and there-
fore without anticipating the consequences of their actions. For in-
stance, needlessly putting up resistance against actions of Eisner and
his followers that did not imminently endanger the well-being of the
Bavarian king would have seemed pointless late at night on November
7, for a simple reason. Earlier in the evening, King Ludwig III, with no
luggage other than the box of cigars that he had carried in his hands,
had exited the city, believing he was leaving Munich merely temporarily
to weather the storm.’

With the king out of town and government officials all at home,
there had been no immediate danger to the safety of the royal family
and the government. As USPD revolutionaries reached the first military
barracks, the noncommissioned officers who had been left in charge
during oft-hours decided there was no need to put up a fight. Hence,
they allowed soldiers to leave the barracks and join the revolutionaries
in the streets of Munich if they so wished. With one exception, similar
scenes subsequently occurred in barracks all over the city, including
that of Hitler’s unit. All the while, occasional shots were being fired.'

Prior to the evening of November 7, there had been precious few
signs that people in Munich were demanding revolutionary change.
When Swiss photographer Renée Schwarzenbach-Wille, who had vis-
ited her friend and lover Emmy Kriiger in Munich in the days leading
up to the revolution, left Munich to return to her native Switzerland,
she had no inkling that a revolution might erupt within hours. Renée’s
mother noted in her diary after her daughter’s return home that she had
“not noticed anything, & that night we had a Republic in Bavaria!”"!

Only a small number of decisive and idealistic radical left-wing lead-
ers, many of them dreamers in the best sense of the word, rather than
moderate Social Democratic ones, took part in the action that night. In
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the words of Rahel Straus, a medical doctor and Zionist activist who had
attended the rally in the afternoon: “But a handful of people—allegedly
barely a hundred—seized the moment and started the revolution.”*?

Close to midnight, as almost everyone in Munich was fast asleep,
Eisner declared Bavaria a Freistaat, a free republic—literally, a free
state—and instructed newspaper editors to make sure his proclamation
would make it into the morning papers. The Bavarian revolution really
was a left-wing coup détat that few people had expected and fewer had
seen coming. It was not a popular wave of protest headed by Eisner that
carried out a revolution; rather, Eisner had waited for the masses and
their leaders to go to bed before usurping power. As the press office of
the newly established Workers, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Council cabled
to the Neue Ziircher Zeitung in Switzerland, “Literally overnight, the
night from Thursday to Friday, the cleverly managed coup was brought
off after a large mass rally”"?

On the morning of November 8, as Munich was waking up, most
people at first did not realize that it was not to be just another ordi-
nary day. For instance, Ernst Miiller-Meiningen, one of Bavaria’s liberal
leaders, told the woman who broke the news about the revolution to
him that it was the wrong time of the year to tell him April Fools’ Day
jokes. Ludwig III, meanwhile, who during the night had made his way
to a castle outside Munich, did not learn until the afternoon that he had
become a king without a kingdom."*

As Josef Hofmiller, a teacher at one of Munich’s grammar schools
and a moderate conservative essayist, put it in his diary, “Munich had
gone to bed as the capital of the Kingdom of Bavaria but awoke as the
capital of a Bavarian ‘People’s State.” And one may add that even when
Hitler’s train from Berlin drew into Munich later that month, the future
dictator arrived in a city with a fairly moderate political tradition—one
that, despite its recent experience of a radical takeover through the de-
cisive actions of a sectarian minority, was an unlikely birthplace for a
political movement that would bring unprecedented violence and de-
struction to the world."”
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When on November 21, 1918, he finally reported to the Reserve Battal-
ion of the Second Infantry Regiment, the demobilization unit of the List
Regiment in which he had served, Hitler again faced a choice. He could
opt for demobilization and go home, the expected standard procedure
for men who were not professional soldiers now that the war was over.
Indeed, the men reporting to their demobilization units on their return
to Munich were handed preprinted discharge papers. Alternatively,
Hitler could accept demobilization and then join one of the right-wing
Freikorps, as the militias were called that were fighting in Germany’s
eastern borderlands against ethnic Poles and Russian Bolsheviks alike
or were guarding Germany’s disintegrating southern border. The latter
was a course of action to be expected of someone antagonized and po-
liticized by the outbreak of Socialist revolution.'

Hitler had yet another choice: to take the unusual step of rejecting
demobilization and thus of serving the new revolutionary regime, which
is what he did, joining the Seventh Ersatz Company of the First Ersatz
Battalion of the Second Infantry Regiment. In the words of Hofmiller,
it was, first and foremost, “adolescents, louts, the work-shy” who made
the same decision as Hitler did and stayed in the army. By contrast, “It’s
the good, mature, hardworking soldiers who go home.” Most soldiers,
he noted, “just go home. Our people are immensely peace-loving. The
long war wore down the people on the front.”"’

In postrevolutionary Munich, men like Hitler who had defied de-
mobilization roamed around the city. Their colorful appearance was a
far cry from their disciplined look on the home front during the war.
“They wore their round field caps at a rakish angle. On their shoulders
and chests they had red and blue ornaments, such as bows, ribbons and
little flowers,” observed Victor Klemperer, a Jewish-born academic and
journalist, of his visit to Munich in December 1918. Klemperer added,
“But they all carefully avoided a combination of red, white and black
[the colors of Imperial Germany], and on their caps there was no sign of
the imperial cockade, while they had kept the Bavarian one.” There was
little that was counterrevolutionary in the behavior of soldiers in the
streets on Munich. On one occasion, one and the same group of soldiers
sang in turns traditional Bavarian military marches and the German
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Worker’s “Marseillaise,” a German Socialist song sung to the melody of
the French national anthem with the refrain: “Unafraid of the enemy,
we stand together and fight! We march, we march, we march, we march;
through pain and want if need be, for freedom, right and bread!”*®

The reputation of Hitler’s Ersatz unit and its sister units in Munich
was not merely that they helped to sustain the revolution but that, as
the vanguards of radical change, they had carried out the revolution in
the first place. Some people in Munich even referred to soldiers serving
in the city as “Bolshevik soldiers” Indeed, in the days after the revolu-
tion, groups of soldiers from the Second Infantry Regiment were seen
marching with red flags around Munich.”

Hitler’s decision to stay in the army was not necessarily driven by
political considerations. As his only valued social network at this time
was the support staff of regimental HQ, his decision to reject demobi-
lization no doubt resulted, at least in part, from a realization that he
had no family or friends to whom to return. It is not inconceivable that
material concerns also played a role in his decision to stay in the army.
He had returned from the war dirt poor. His savings amounted to 15.30
marks by the end of the war, approximately 1 percent of the annual
earnings of a worker. If he had opted for demobilization, he would have
faced the prospect of living on the street, unless he managed to find
immediate employment, which was no easy feat in the aftermath of the
war. Turning to the Austrian Consulate for help would have been futile,
too, as Munich was swarming with Austrians. According to the consul-
ate, Austria’s diplomatic mission in Munich was supposed to provide
for twelve thousand Austrian families, yet it simply lacked the resources
for doing so.?

Staying in the army, by contrast, provided Hitler with free lodging,
food, and monthly earnings of approximately 40 marks. He would later
confirm in private how important the army provisions he received had
been for him. “There was only one time when I was free of worries: my
six years with the military,” he would state on October 13, 1941, in one of
his monologues. At his military HQ, “nothing was taken very seriously;
I was given clothes—which, while not very good, were honorable—and
food; also lodgings, or else permission to lie down wherever I wished.”*!
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Hitler’s ultimate motive in refusing demobilization may well have
been opportunistic. Nevertheless, he demonstrated through his active
and unusual decision to stay in the army that he did not mind serving
the new Socialist regime if that choice allowed him to avoid poverty,
homelessness, and solitude. In short, at the very least, opportunism had
trumped politics.

Hitler’s service did not allow him to keep his head down, for soldiers
in Munich were ordered to support and defend the new order. As in-
creasingly often people were willing to challenge the new regime, Kurt
Eisner had to forgo his pacifist convictions and rely upon the support
of those soldiers in Munich, who, like Hitler, had opted not to be de-
mobilized. As Josef Hofmiller noted on December 2: “The crowd made
its way to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to demand for Eisner to come
out and to demand from him that he shall resign. But immediately a
military vehicle drew up. Machine guns were directed at the crowd,
which as a result quickly dispersed. Soldiers occupied the [neighboring]
‘Bayerischer Hof”*

One of the tasks for Hitler and other soldiers in Munich was to de-
fend the regime against anti-Semitic attacks, which had been proliferat-
ing, not in the least due to the prominent involvement in the revolution
of Jews born outside Bavaria. For instance, both Eisner and his top aide
Felix Fechenbach were non-Bavarian Jews. Rahel Straus and some of
her friends among Munich’s established Jewish community had felt
worried from the moment of Eisner’s takeover as to how attitudes to-
ward Jews might be affected by the revolution. “We found it worrying
at the time how many Jews suddenly had become ministers,” recalled
Straus many years later. “Things were probably worst in Munich; it was
not just that there were a lot of Jews among the leaders, but even more
among the government workers that one encountered in government
buildings. [ . .. ] It was a great misfortune. It was the beginning of the
Jewish catastrophe [ ... ] And it is not as though we only knew this to-
day; we knew it then, and we said so0.”*

Indeed, within hours of the overthrow of the old order, voices were
heard in Munich denouncing the new regime as being run by Jews.
For instance, opera singer Emmy Kriiger, Renée Schwarzenbach-Willes
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friend and lover, noted in her diary on November 8: “Ragged soldiers
with red flags, machine guns ‘keeping order’—shooting and shouting
everywhere—the revolution in full swing. [ . . . ] Who is in power?
Kurt Eisner, the Jew?? Oh God!” The same day, Hofmiller wrote in his
diary: “Our Jewish compatriots appear to worry that the fury of the
mob might turn against them.” Furthermore, little handbills directed
against Eisner and Jews in general had been glued to the Feldherrnhalle,
the monument celebrating Bavaria’s past military triumphs and the site
of many a public assembly.**

A week after his return to Munich, Hitler’s decision to stay in the army
paid off. It allowed him to reconnect with the member of his “surrogate”
family from the front to whom he had been closest during the war:
Ernst Schmidt, a painter and member of a trade union affiliated with
the Social Democratic Party. Like Hitler, Schmidt opted to stay in the
army when, on November 28, he reported to the demobilization unit of
the List Regiment. Schmidt returned to Munich well before the other
men of the regiment would arrive back in Bavaria’s capital, as he had
been on home leave since early October. Due to the collapsing western
front, he had no longer been required to return to northern France and
Belgium.

Schmidt had been one of Hitler’s fellow dispatch runners for reg-
imental HQ on the western front. This was far from the only feature
Hitler and Schmidt shared. Both were non-Bavarians, born in the
same year within miles of the Bavarian border—Schmidt came from
Wiirzbach in Thuringia, whereas Hitler had been born on Bavaria’s
southern border, in Braunau am Inn in Upper Austria. Both Schmidt
and Hitler had lived in prewar Austria and their mutual passion was
painting: Hitler as a postcard painter and aspiring artist, Schmidt as
a painter of ornamental designs. They even looked fairly similar; both
were skinny, even though Hitler was slightly taller and Schmidt had
blond hair. Like Hitler, Schmidt was single. Like Hitler, he had not dis-
played any apparent deep interest in women, and like Hitler he had no
close family to which to return. The only real difference lay in their
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religious upbringing: unlike Hitler, who was nominally Catholic, but
like so many future National Socialists, Schmidt was Protestant. Aside
from that, Schmidt and Hitler appeared and acted almost like twins.

With Schmidt’s return to Munich, Hitler could cling to the hope
that he could just continue his life from the war in regimental HQ that
he had found emotionally so satisfying. If Schmidt’s subsequent testi-
mony is to be trusted, the two friends spent their time sorting military
clothing in the days following their reunion, while Hitler kept his dis-
tance from everyone else. It is safe to assume that the two men eagerly
awaited the return to Munich of their peers from regimental HQ.*

Up to this point, during the two weeks that he spent in Bavaria’s
capital on his return from the war, Hitler acted very differently from the
story National Socialist propaganda would tell about how he became a
National Socialist leader. He was a drifter and opportunist who quickly
accommodated himself to the new political realities. There was nothing
antirevolutionary in his behavior.

The Munich he experienced was now in the grip of Socialist revo-
lutionaries who, unlike Bolshevik leaders in Russia, eschewed the use
of force during their coup, a largely bloodless revolution. Indeed, its
leader, Kurt Eisner, had tried to build bridges toward Social Demo-
cratic centrists and moderate conservatives. As was to become clear
in the weeks and months to come, the problem with Bavarias future
did not lie with Eisner’s goals. It lay with the fact that his coup détat
had destroyed Bavaria’s existing institutions and political traditions,
without replacing them with sustainable new ones. For the time being,
however, Hitler showed few signs that he was troubled by any of this.
The future dictator of the Third Reich was not an apolitical person but
an opportunist for whom the urge to escape loneliness trumped every-
thing else.

Hitler’s dream of reunification with his wartime peers was not real-
ized. Early on the morning of December 5, a week prior to the return
to Munich of their brothers-in-arms from the List Regiment, Hitler and
Schmidt packed their belongings in Luisenschule, a school building just
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to the north of Munich’s Central Station where their unit was housed
and where Hitler had recuperated in the winter of 1916/17 from his in-
jury on the Somme. They put on their winter gear and set off for a short
journey that would take them to Traunstein, a small, picturesque town
to the southeast of Munich, close to the Alps, where they were to serve
in a camp for POWs and civilian internees.”

On the train that took them to Traunstein, they were among 140
enlisted men and two noncommissioned officers from the Ersatz Bat-
talion of their regiment ordered to do service in the town not far from
the Austrian border. In total, fifteen men from Hitler’s company had
been picked to work in the camp. Hitler’s medical status may well have
landed him on the list of soldiers bound for Traunstein, as locals in the
town described the unit in which he was to serve as being essentially a
“convalescent unit”?

Hitler and Schmidt would later claim for political expediency that
they had volunteered for service in Traunstein, so as to support the story
that the future leader of the Nazi Party had returned from the war as an
almost fully minted National Socialist and hence had felt nothing but
disgust toward revolutionary Munich. In Mein Kampf, Hitler asserted
that his service in “the reserve battalion of my regiment which was in
the hands of ‘Soldiers’ Councils [ . . . ] disgusted me to such a degree
that I decided at once to go away again if possible. Together with my
faithful war comrade, Schmiedt Ernst, I now came to Traunstein and
remained there till the camp was broken up.” Schmidt, meanwhile, later
would state that when volunteers for service in Traunstein were sought,
“Hitler said to me, ‘Say, Schmidt, let’s give in our names, you and me. I
can't stick it here much longer’ Nor could I' So we came forward.”*

Hitler’s and Schmidt’s claims do not add up. Even if they did volun-
teer to carry out their duty in the camp, their decision would still not
have been one directed against the new revolutionary regime, as the
two men were still serving the very same regime in Traunstein. Sol-
diers’ Councils existed elsewhere in Bavaria as much as they existed in
Munich. Revolutionary councils had been set up in military units all
over Bavaria, in factories as well as by farmers, in the belief that they,
rather than parliament, now represented the popular will and would
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drive political change. Only by joining a Freikorps or by agreeing to be
demobilized could Hitler have avoided serving Eisner’s regime.

When Hitler and Schmidt arrived in Traunstein, an almost exclu-
sively Catholic town of a little more than eight thousand people, they
were welcomed by a setting that was stunning, particularly after their
having experienced the devastated landscape of the western front for
more than four years. On a crisp winter day, the snow-covered majestic
mountain chain of the Bavarian Alps visible in the near distance from
Traunstein looks almost unreal.*

Hitler and Schmidt were now members of a guard unit that, just like
the Grenzschutz (borderguard) unit housed together with it, supported
the new revolutionary government. On the day of the revolution, sol-
diers in Traunstein had indeed cheered the new republic. And in the
wake of the revolution, the members of the guard and Grenzschutz units
had elected a Soldiers’ Council firmly in support of the new order.”!

The camp to which Hitler and Schmidt had been sent was located
in a former salt works factory lying below the elevated historic center
of Traunstein. At the beginning of the war, the cross-shaped building,
crowned by a big chimney at its heart, had been fenced off by wooden
planks. Even though the camp previously had housed both enemy
civilians and POWs, its civilian internees had left by the time of Hitler’s
arrival. Its remaining POWs, who no longer saw themselves as prison-
ers due to the end of the war, now spent their time walking in and out
of the camp, exploring the region, or visiting the farms and workshops
at which they previously had been deployed as laborers.*

Contrary to the claim by Nazi propaganda that Hitler’s task was to
police the comings and goings at the gate to the camp, meant to support
the story of him as an upright, counterrevolutionary future Nazi who
had escaped the madness of Munich to uphold order, he seems to have
worked in the clothing distribution center of the camp, carrying out
tasks similar to those assigned to him in Munich. In other words, Hitler
served the revolutionary regime in Traunstein in a position at the very
bottom of the camp’s pecking order.”

On his arrival in Traunstein, the camp was well below full capacity.
Only sixty-five French POWs and approximately six hundred Russian
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POWSs were left. This was almost certainly the first time in his life that
Hitler encountered a large number of Russians at close quarters. He
also was exposed to a group of Jews who were housed together as be-
longing to one ethnicity, as camp authorities expected that Russian
POWSs would be repatriated by ethnicity due to the breakup of the
tsarist empire.**

Frustratingly, it remains unclear what the impact was of Hitler’s
encounter with the captives from the country that ultimately would be-
come so central to his ideology as well as with the religious commu-
nity with which he soon would become so obsessed. He arrived in the
camp at a time of few remaining tensions between the Russian POWs
and their captors. The minimally supervised prisoners felt politically
close to Bavaria’s leader Kurt Eisner. Besides, Germany and Russia had
been at peace with each other since early 1918.> Hitler’s day-to-day
encounters with Russians at Traunstein are therefore unlikely to have
had an immediate negative impact on him. It was only later, well after
becoming a right-wing radical, that he would turn into a Russophobe.

When Hitler was off duty and walked up the rocks to the center of
Traunstein, he encountered a town that did not feel bitter or full of
revenge, for the simple reason that the realization of Germany’s defeat
had not yet sunk in. This became evident in a parade that the town
put on in early January 1919 to honor its local veterans returning from
the war.

On the appointed, sunny winter day, veterans and members of lo-
cal clubs and associations marched through a town in which private
houses flew the Bavarian flag and Traunstein’s local flag. Only public
buildings had put up the imperial German flag. All the while, church
bells were ringing, marching music was played, cannons were fired, and
people were cheering. In his official speech, Georg Vonficht, the mayor
of Traunstein, celebrated the returnees from the war as “victors.”*

Undoubtedly, locals were aware that the French and British clearly
saw themselves as the war’s victors and had demanded peace terms re-
flecting that reality. Yet Hitler and other newspaper readers in Traunstein
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in all likelihood believed that the British and French were unlikely to
get their way and that the war had ended in a tie. People’s comprehen-
sion of the reality of Germany’s defeat, which would be so important for
Hitler’s genesis as a National Socialist, still lay in the future.

In December 1918, Traunstein’s local newspapers reported repeat-
edly that the US president, Woodrow Wilson, was still committed to
his Fourteen Points, his blueprint for a new world order and postwar
peace settlement that would forgo punitive measures. Hitler could read
in Traunstein’s local newspapers that Wilson did not believe in annex-
ations and thought that German land had to remain German. Further,
the press reported that the American officials who had recently arrived
in Paris in preparation for peace talks supported German membership
in a soon-to-be-founded League of Nations and believed that German
interests should be accommodated in any peace settlement. This inter-
national news coverage in local newspapers explains why it still looked
to the residents in Traunstein as if their veterans had returned home as
“victors,” or at the very least not as losers.”’

At the end of the speech by the mayor of Traunstein, everyone pres-
ent sang the “Deutschlandlied” (Song of Germany) with its famous
phrase “Deutschland iiber alles” (Germany above all), which was sup-
posed to complete the proceedings of the day. But then something hap-
pened that must have reminded Hitler that Traunstein was unlikely
ever to feel like home for him.

Without so much as having been invited to do so, Lieutenant Josef
Schlager—a twenty-six-year-old local and veteran of the U-boat cam-
paign—went up on the platform and started railing against three groups
of people in their midst: shirkers, “women and girls with no honor”
(i.e., those who had supposedly slept with POWs), and “the oppres-
sors of the prisoners [of war]!” The mentioning of the last group was
a clear reference to the officers and guards of Hitler’s camp and to the
belief that internees had been maltreated there. Schlager’s intervention
against Hitler and his peers was not the opinion of a lone voice. It was
followed by sudden applause from the crowd.”® This is not to say at all
that Hitler personally maltreated POWs, particularly since he had only
arrived in Traunstein after the end of the war. But irrespective of how



18 BECOMING HITLER

he personally treated captives, the wartime behavior of the camp guards
affected how the locals treated the new guards, thus ensuring that Hitler
and Schmidt would not have felt particularly welcome in Traunstein.

While in Traunstein, Hitler had to rely on newspapers and word of
mouth to follow how the new political order continued to unfold in
the city to which he would soon return. News from Munich suggested
that even though the revolution in Bavaria had been of a more radical
kind than was occurring in much of the rest of Germany, the future still
looked hopeful. Particularly on New Year’s Eve, many people in Munich
wanted to enjoy life after years of war. As Melanie Lehmann, the wife of
nationalist publisher Julius Friedrich Lehmann, noted disapprovingly
in her diary on January 6: “Munich started into the New Year with a
great deal of noise in the streets, lots of shooting, much high-spirited
dancing. Our people still seems not to have given itself to any earnest
reflection. After 4 years of deprivations the soldiers now want to enjoy
themselves, and so does the urban youth”*

In the winter of 1918/1919, uncertainty, rather than despair, was the
order of the day in Munich. Sometimes, people were hopeful and guard-
edly optimistic about the future; at other times, they were apprehensive,
worried, and full of doubts. The world in which they had grown up
was no more, and many people were still figuring out for themselves
what kind of future world they wanted to live in. Seemingly all the time,
they met up with friends and acquaintances to try to make sense of the
events that had been and were still unfolding around them and to talk
about their expectations and hopes for the future.*

While the old order had disintegrated into “a chaotic medley of anon-
ymous fragments,” as poet, novelist, and Munich resident Rainer Maria
Rilke put it, it was still uncertain how these fragments would be reassem-
bled to form something new. Nevertheless, on December 15, 1918, Rilke
thought that the upcoming Christmas would be much happier than the
previous one had been. As he wrote to his mother, he thought that things
were not so bad in comparison, not with a picture-perfect world, but
with the past: “When we compare, dear Mama, this Christmas with the
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four last ones, then this one appears to me immeasurably more hope-
ful. However much opinions and endeavors may diverge—now they
are free”"!

Even politically, things still looked hopeful, despite the fact that, due
to Eisner’s coup and American policies, Bavaria had already lost out
on its best chance at successful democratization—a chance that would
have built on the region’s tradition of gradualism and reform, one sim-
ilar to British constitutional traditions rather than to the revolutionary
spirit of 1776 and 1789. As Josef Hofmiller had written in his diary on
November 13: “I believe that the general feeling is that having a revolu-
tion is no bad thing, but that the people of Munich would want a revo-
lution led by Herr von Dandl [the prerevolutionary Bavarian minister
president] [ ... ] and maybe by King Ludwig or, better still, by the dear
old regent” He had concluded, “There is a lot of servility at play here,
but also a natural instinct that the monarchy has its practical points,
even from a Social Democrat point of view.*?

When push came to shove, Crown Prince Rupprecht gave a clear en-
dorsement of a continued democratization of Bavaria. On December 15,
Rupprecht sent a telegram to the cabinet, requesting the establishment
of a “constitutional national assembly” Even though there had been
growing resentment toward his father during the war, as in the eyes of
many Bavarians, Ludwig III had become the poodle of the Prussians,
and more often than not it had not translated into a questioning of the
monarchy as an institution, or even of the House of Wittelsbach that
had ruled Bavaria for seven hundred years. Indeed, many Bavarians saw
in Crown Prince Rupprecht an anti-Ludwig. Many had celebrated how
he had stood tall against the Prussians, as his enmity toward Generals
Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff, the de facto military su-
preme commanders late in the war, was well known. It even had been
widely rumored in Bavaria that toward the end of the war Rupprecht
had refused to continue sacrificing his troops to a conflict that was al-
ready lost, and so had shot Hindenburg dead in a duel.**

In November 1918, the triumph of the republican revolutionary spirit
of 1776 and 1789 over the homegrown spirit of gradual reform—akin to
British traditions of reform—had inadvertently removed a moderate
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and moderating force at the center of politics. The risk that ultimately
extremist groups of the left or the right might derail Bavaria’s democra-
tization increased manifold as a result.

Of course, the revolution in Bavaria did not occur in isolation. It
took place not only within the context of fundamental upheavals all
over Germany, but also within a great global phase of upheaval, unrest,
and transition extending from the time of the regicides and anarchist
terror attacks of the 1880s and after, through the revolutions of the pre-
war decade, to the mid-1920s.* Yet the point here is precisely that many
of the polities that made their way best through this period of global
upheaval—in that they were not brought down by internal discontent—
stuck to a path of gradual reform and constitutional monarchy. Britain
and its dominions, Scandinavia, the Netherlands, and Belgium spring
to mind. And although the polities mentioned here had either been on
the winning side of the war or had stayed out of the war, monarchies
in territories on the losing side of the war had not been unsustainable.
After all, the Bulgarian monarchy survived defeat in the war.

In Germany, the monarchy might well have survived in a constitu-
tional form had Wilhelm II and his sons listened to Wilhelm’s brother-
in-law and many others and abdicated. The reformers’ wartime belief
that political change would be most successful if it came in the form of
a constitutional monarchy had not been confined to reformist Social
Democrats, Liberals, and reform-minded Conservatives in Germany.
Finland, for instance, saw an attempt at the establishment of a constitu-
tional monarchy in 1918, which, however, the victor powers of the war
killed off. Similarly, during the war, Toma$ Masaryk, the leader of the
Czech national movement who was to become Czechoslovakia’s first
president, had tried to persuade the British that a new postwar inde-
pendent state “could only be a kingdom, not a republic.” Masaryk’s con-
tention was that only a monarch—and only one who was not a member
of one of the ethnic groups in Czech and Slovak lands—could prevent
ethnic tension and thereby keep the country together.*

If its own political traditions and institutions had pointed to a mod-
erate future, why did Bavaria lose out on its best shot at democratiza-
tion, which ultimately gave Hitler a stage?
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The conditions that made possible the sudden collapse of the Ger-
man monarchies resulted from a feeling of collective exhaustion and a
desire for peace almost at any price. By and large, the revolution had not
been of a social nature. Rather, it had been a rebellion against the war.
As Melanie Lehmann had noted in her diary four days after the outbreak
of the Bavarian revolution: “The vast majority of the army as well as the
people only want peace, and so we must accept a shameful peace: not
because we have been defeated by our enemies (we have not), but only
because we gave up on ourselves and lacked the strength to endure”” Fur-
thermore, people believed that the precondition for securing acceptable
peace terms—based on President Woodrow Wilsons Fourteen Points
and subsequent American statements—was an abolition of the monar-
chy. The combination of these sentiments weakened Bavaria’s immune
system and made it almost defenseless to fatal blows. Whether Wilson
really had intended for the abolition of the monarchy or merely that of
autocracy, he was understood by most Germans to mean the former.*

Thus, the behavior of the victor powers was more important in end-
ing monarchy in many territories in Europe east of the Rhine than was
those regions’ loss of the war. In Bavaria, it facilitated the leftist putsch
and determined to a large degree how people responded to the coup.
The actions of the war’s victors removed from power an institution
that in the past had often been both moderate and moderating. In the
territories ruled by the House of Wittelsbach, a sense of collective ex-
haustion had lowered defenses and arguably been the most important
reason for the acceptance by most people of both the collapse of the
old order and Eisner’s coup. A longing for peace at almost any price
was heard loud and clear at meetings and assemblies taking place in
Munich in the weeks and days leading to the revolution.*”

Although Bavaria’s best chance of successful democratization based
on traditions of Bavarian gradualism and reform was killed by Eisner’s
revolution and the demands of the war’s victors, a transitioning toward
a more democratic future was far from stillborn. As Hitler’s own po-
litical transformation was—as would become clear over time—depen-
dent on the political conditions around him, Hitler’s future was also still
undetermined.
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One of the reasons that democratization a la bavaroise was not
doomed from the outset lay in the willingness of the moderate Social
Democrats to form a government with Eisner’s radicals. While Bavar-
ian SPD leaders would have preferred to carry out a different kind of
revolution, they were willing to go along with Eisner’s government, in
this manner taming the radicals on the left. For a while this strategy
on the part of the SPD worked surprisingly well, aided by Eisner’s own
conciliatory and high-minded idealistic approach to politics, and his
ability, at least initially, to know where to stop, not to push things too
far. Even though he headed the USPD, he did not share the goals of
the extreme revolutionary left in Munich. Eisner considered himself a
moderate Socialist in the tradition of the great philosopher of the En-
lightenment Immanuel Kant, rather than in those that had produced
the Bolsheviks who carried the revolution in Russia.*®

Another, equally important reason that Bavarian-style democra-
tization still had a chance lay in the pragmatic willingness of many
members of the old elite and regime loyalists to cooperate with the new
government, even if often their preference clearly would have been for
a very different political order. It was due to the behavior of loyalists of
the previous regime that the revolution had gone so smoothly in the
first place. When they awoke to the republic on November 8, they just
went along with the new realities, rather than put up a fight.

Of course, it goes without saying that many regime loyalists would
have preferred to reform rather than abolish the old order. Yet they
accepted the new one. Even Otto Ritter von Dand], the king’s last min-
ister president, urged Ludwig to resign, adding that he, too, had lost
his job. Similarly, Franz Xaver Schweyer, a high-ranking official under
the king and a staunch royalist, would nevertheless loyally serve the
republic first as an official in Berlin and then as Bavarian minister of
the interior. Max von Speidel, one of Hitler’s former wartime com-
manders and a staunch monarchist, also aided the new regime. Three
days after Eisner seized power, he went to see Ludwig to persuade him
to release Bavarian officers from their oath of allegiance to the mon-
arch. As Ludwig was nowhere to be found, Speidel decided to issue a
decree himself that urged the soldiers and officers to cooperate with
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the new regime. Even Michael von Faulhaber, Munich’s archbishop,
who believed that the revolution had not brought “an end to misery”
but “misery without end,” told the priests of his diocese to help up-
hold public order. He also instructed them to replace the traditional
prayer for the king in church services “as inconspicuously as possi-
ble” with a different one, and to maintain “official relations with the
government.”*

The most important reasons why Bavaria’s future looked promising
were the results of two elections that took place on January 12. They
revealed that Eisner and his fellow Independent Social Democrats, who
had spearheaded the Bavarian revolution through their coup, had next
to no support among the population and thus no legitimacy. Eisner’s
party won only a meager 3 out of the 180 seats of the Bavarian parlia-
ment, which signaled overwhelming support for, or at least acceptance
of, parliamentary democracy. Moreover, the combined vote for the So-
cial Democrats, the Left-Liberals, and the Catholic Bavarian People’s
Party (BVP) earned the three parties a combined 152 seats in the new
Bavarian parliament. The political camps behind those parties had al-
ready cooperated with one another on the national level during the war,
when pushing for a peace without annexations as well as for constitu-
tional reform. Now, after the war, they were the prime forces behind es-
tablishing the Weimar Republic, as it was called, after the city in which
the country’s constitutional assembly had met.*

The results of the election to the National Assembly that took place
a week later, on January 19, revealed the existence of a line of continuity
of support for reformist parties across the watershed of the First World
War. The outcome in Bavaria proved that neither the war nor the revo-
lution had fundamentally changed the political outlook and preferences
of Bavarians. The combined vote for the SPD, the Left-Liberals, and po-
litical Catholicism in Upper Bavaria was almost exactly the same as in
the last prewar elections, the Reichstag elections of 1912: in 1912, 82.7
percent of voters had cast their votes for one of the three parties, com-
pared to 82.0 percent in 1919." If a person totally ignorant of the history
of the twentieth century were asked to date, with the help of nothing
but the Bavarian election results from the entire century, a cataclysmic
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war later said to have changed everything, he or she certainly would not
pick the 1912-1919 period.

Indeed, the Bavarian election results call into question the frequent
assumption that, at least for the region that would give birth to German
National Socialism, the First World War was the “seminal catastrophe”
for the twentieth century’s subsequent disasters.”* The prospects for de-
mocratization, or at least a moderate political future, in Bavaria contin-
ued to be promising in January 1919, not in spite of but because of a lack
of a break with the past. Bavarians’ political ideas and preferences had
been affected surprisingly little by the war; the same vote counts that in
the past had fueled Bavaria’s prewar reformist political order now sup-
ported the new liberal parliamentary order in Germany.

Back in Traunstein, trouble was brewing, as according to Hans Weber,
one of the camp’s officers, the men with whom Hitler was serving were
individuals “who appeared to regard their military employment after
the armistice and the revolution purely as a means of continuing their
carefree existence at the expense of the state. [ . .. ] They were the vilest
creatures ever to have visited Traunstein: idle, undisciplined, demand-
ing and insolent. They regularly left their posts, failed to attend their
duties, and stayed away without leave.” Due to their lax behavior, the
head of the Soldiers’ Council urgently requested that the soldiers be
returned to Munich once the majority of the remaining POWs had
been repatriated in late December. The request was granted. Yet officers
in the camp excluded Hitler and Schmidt from those asked to leave
Traunstein.”® The decision by his superiors to keep Hitler, when sending
away so many other guards, indicates that, in the eyes of his officers,
he continued to be the conscientious soldier and dutiful recipient of
orders that he had been during the war. That is, unlike most of the other
soldiers who had been sent with him to Traunstein, he was neither un-
disciplined nor rebellious. There was no sign yet of any transformation
in Hitler’s persona at least outwardly.

Therefore, Hitler and Schmidt were still in Traunstein after the great
majority of POWs had been sent home. It is not entirely clear when the
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two men did return to Munich. Hitler himself claimed falsely in Mein
Kampf that they stayed on in the camp until its dissolution and that “in
March, 1919, we again returned to Munich”* This was a self-serving
lie, as it placed Hitler conveniently outside Munich during the political
turmoil that was to break out in late February.

It is most likely that Hitler and Schmidt left Traunstein shortly af-
ter the departure of the last remaining Russian POWSs on January 23,
1919. Henceforth, only a skeletal staff remained behind to close down
the camp, which was dismantled by late February. It would appear that
by February 12 at the very latest, Hitler returned to Munich, as it was on
that day that he was transferred from the Seventh Ersatz Company of
the Second Infantry Regiment’s Ersatz Battalion to the regiment’s Sec-
ond Demobilization Company.*

The fact that Hitler and Schmidt were not among the guards who
were sent back to Munich as soon as the majority of POWs had left the
camp is important not just for revealing Hitler’s continuing to please
his superiors. It also indicates that a gulf existed between Hitler and
the majority of the men he served with, as had been the case during
the war. His conscientious service had driven a wedge between the un-
disciplined majority of the men serving in Traunstein and him. As a
result, Hitler and Schmidt continued to be outsiders there just as they
had been during the war as members of regimental HQ.

As Hitler returned to Munich, the recent experiences of the future
leader of the Third Reich on the edge of the Alps had done nothing to
make him turn against the new revolutionary regime. Both Schmidt
and he dutifully served it, making no effort to be demobilized at this
point. Their continued support of the Bavarian and German govern-
ment, despite its change from a monarchy to a republic, constitutes no
contradiction to the idea that Hitler was essentially the same man that
he had been during the war, when, just as now, he had been on good
terms with his superiors and followed their orders obediently. After all,
many members of the old regime, including the commander of Hitler’s
division, served the new one, too. It would be only after his return to
Munich that Hitler’s involvement with the new political order would
start to go much further than that of his former superiors.






CHAPTER 2

A Cog in the Machine of Socialism

(February to Early April 1919)

ometime on February 15, 1915, poet-novelist Rainer Maria Rilke

sat at his desk in Munich and stared at the photo that Countess

Caroline Schenk von Stauffenberg, an acquaintance of his, had in-
cluded in her most recent letter. It depicted the countess’s three sons,
Claus, Berthold, and Alexander.

The political situation in Munich had taken a sharp turn for the
worse since the time that Rilke had written his cautiously optimistic
Christmas letter to his mother. Nevertheless, as he started to compose
his letter to Countess Caroline, he tried to remain positive, bringing
to paper his hope that out of the present misery a better world would
emerge for Countess Caroline’s “boy who even now shows such great
promise for the future.”

Rilke wrote: “Who knows whether it may not fall to us to overcome
the greatest confusion and danger, so that the coming generation will
grow up as it were naturally in a world that is very much renewed.” He
told Countess Caroline that there was hope that, despite the current
destitution, the future would be bright for her three sons, “for surely
beyond the watershed of the war, for all its appalling height, the course
of the river must flow easily into the new and the open”

Cautiously optimistic about the future of twelve-year-old Claus and
his brothers, he expressed a hope that the current crisis would not be a

27
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harbinger for something worse to come but would result in a “decision
in favor of humanity as such.” On the day that Rilke wrote his letter,
it was simply inconceivable that, twenty-five years later, Claus Schenk
von Stauffenberg and his brother Berthold would be executed for their
attempt to assassinate, on July 20, 1944, the man who was now just a
twenty-nine-year-old nobody who had recently returned to Munich
from his service in Traunstein.'

One of the reasons why Munich’s political situation had deteriorated
rapidly by mid-February was the continued economic hardship and
hunger reigning in the city that again provided a home to Hitler.

A few days after the revolution, essayist and teacher Josef Hofmiller
had half-jokingly doubted that the revolution would ever have occurred,
“had we only had drinkable beer” Things really had not improved mark-
edly since then, which many in Munich blamed on the victor powers of
the war. As Zionist activist Rahel Straus recalled, “The armistice agree-
ment did not bring an end to the blockade leveled against Germany.
That really was terrible. People had been able to endure hardships in the
knowledge that there was no alternative, it was war. The war was over
[but] still the borders were closed, the hunger remained. Nobody could
understand why a whole people was allowed to go hungry.™

These feelings of hunger and betrayal described by Straus did far
more to fuel the city’s political radicalization than either the experi-
ence of war or preexisting political sentiments from before the war.
That, at least, was the assessment of two British intelligence officers,
Captains Somerville and Broad, who had been dispatched to Munich.
In late January, they reported back to London that “unless assistance
is given before April, when food supplies will be exhausted, it will not
be possible to keep the people of Bavaria—already undernourished—
within bounds” They predicted, “Hunger will lead to rioting and Bol-
shevism, and there is no doubt that this is a great cause for anxiety to
the authorities.”

Yet fanning the turn for the worse in Bavaria’s capital even more
than the continued blockade was that Kurt Eisner simply did not know
how to govern. Even though he had his heart in the right place, he sim-
ply did not understand the art of politics. He did not comprehend that
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being a successful politician required an entirely different tool kit than
did being a successful intellectual. Many of the qualities that are virtues
in thinkers are active liabilities in politicians, which is why theoretical
acumen, more often than not, is combined with political failure.* At
the same time, Bavaria’s revolutionary leader lacked adaptability and
cunning, as well as a capability, once in power, to think on his feet and
quickly exploit situations to his advantage. He was likeable but had no
idea how to inspire, charm, and lead. In all this, he was the polar oppo-
site of Hitler, who would emerge on the political scene later in the year.

Critics across political boundaries believed that Eisner was an intel-
lectual without any talent for leadership. In the eyes of journalist Victor
Klemperer, Eisner was “a delicate, tiny, fragile, bent little man. His bald
head was not of an imposing size. Dirty grey hair straggled over his col-
lar, his reddish beard had a dirty, grayish tinge; his eyes were a dull gray
behind the lenses of his spectacles.” The Jewish-born writer could detect
“no sign of genius, of venerability, of heroism.” For Klemperer, Eisner
was “a mediocre, worn-out person.” Some of the ministers in Eisner’s
government who did not come from his own party were even less com-
plimentary about his talents as a politician. For instance, Heinrich von
Frauendorfer, the minister of transportation, had told Eisner in a cabinet
meeting on December 5: “The entire world says that you do not know
how to govern,” adding, “You are no statesman, . . . you are a fool!™

Another problem was that a high number of senior figures in the
government and in the councils were not Bavarians by birth. Kurt
Eisner failed to realize that putting more homegrown revolutionaries
in the driver’s seat of the revolution would have enhanced the popular
legitimacy of the new regime. In February, Klemperer, who covered
the Munich revolution for a Leipzig newspaper, quipped in one of his
articles, “What used to be true of the arts in Munich has become true
of politics; everyone says: Where are the people of Munich, where are
the Bavarians?”®

Worse still, as a result of his lack of talent as a political operator,
Eisner had no realistic idea how best to contain radical revolutionaries
within his own ranks and in groups further to the left of his own party,
such as the Spartacists—the revolutionary group named after Roman
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slave leader Spartacus, which advocated the dictatorship of the prole-
tariat—once the euphoria of the first few days of the revolution had
ebbed away. Eisner brushed repeated and urgent warnings aside that he
was far too trusting toward the extreme left and that he underestimated
the danger of a coup from the far left. He told his cabinet that people on
the extreme left were just letting off some steam: “We need to let people
get it out of their systems”” He failed to realize that by trying to tame
the far left in Munich, he had achieved the opposite: he had fanned the
growth of the radical left, himself digging the grave for his conciliatory
approach to politics.

Radical revolutionaries felt that Eisner had sold out to reactionar-
ies—which in their eyes comprised everyone from the Social Democrats
(SPD), liberals, and moderate conservatives, to genuine reactionaries.
In their idealistic but paranoid worldview, which followed standard
Bolshevik reasoning, parliamentary democracy, liberalism, gradualism,
and reformism on the one hand, and right-wing authoritarianism on
the other, were but two sides of the same coin.

In early December 1918, Fritz Schréder, one of the representatives
of Eisner’s Independent Social Democrats, had come out in the Sol-
diers’ Council explicitly against parliamentary democracy: “The cry
for a national assembly was nothing but reactionary babble” Similarly,
anarchist Erich Mithsam had demanded the establishment of a benign
dictatorship, aimed not at supporting the proletariat, but “to do away
with the proletariat” Meanwhile, a close associate of Miithsam, Josef
Sontheimer, had essentially called for a violent rule of the mob. “I hope,”
Sontheimer had shouted during a meeting in early January, “that we
will all take up arms to settle our scores with the reaction” A few days
earlier, Communists had demanded in a public rally in Munich that
people should “go to the elections of the National Assembly holding not
ballot papers but hand-grenades.”®

By late November 1918, Erhard Auer, the minister of the interior and
leader of the SPD, had already come to the conclusion that the contin-
ued radicalism of the extreme left made Bavaria's democratization un-
sustainable. Deeply worried that tyranny might erupt, Auer continually
lashed out at Eisner and his lack of decisive action against left-wing
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radicals, declaring on November 30, “There cannot, there must not be
a dictatorship in our free people’s state” As Eisner’s supporters had felt
increasingly beleaguered from all sides, they effectively suspended free-
dom of expression as early as December 8. That day, they ordered a few
hundred soldiers to storm the offices of conservative, liberal, and mod-
erate SPD newspapers. Two days later, Americans residing in Munich
received urgent notification from the US State Department that it was
no longer safe to reside in Germany; they were told “to leave for home
at the earliest possible date”

Elsewhere in Germany radical left-wing attempts to overthrow
the new liberal political order were even more extreme, proving that
Auer’s concerns had not been unwarranted. In early January, Com-
munists tried to stage a coup détat in Berlin aimed at bringing down
the national government, killing oft parliamentary democracy by pre-
venting the national elections from taking place, and establishing a
German Soviet Republic in its place. It was only with the help of mi-
litias that moderate Social Democrats were able to save Germany’s
nascent parliamentary democracy. And left-wing attempts to over-
throw parliamentary democracy in Germany by force were not limited
to the capital. For instance, from January 10 to February 4, a Soviet
Republic had existed in Bremen, the old Hanseatic city in the northwest
of Germany. In late 1918 and early 1919, the primary challenge to the
establishment of liberal democracy in Germany did not emanate from
the right. It came from the left."

The only serious challenge in Bavaria not emanating from the radi-
cal left came from Rudolf Buttmann, a librarian working in the library
of the Bavarian parliament who had recently returned from the war and
who would head the Nazi Party in the Bavarian parliament between
1925 and 1933. Together with the Pan-German publisher Julius Fried-
rich Lehmann and other coconspirators, Buttmann was planning an
overthrow of Eisner’s government and to that end set up a Biirgerwehr
(militia) in late December. However, his collaborators were politically
diverse. They included both conservatives and radical right-wing ex-
tremists who dreamed of staging a putsch against Eisner, and featured
members of the Thule Society, a radical right-wing secret society that
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would play a prominent role in the rise of the early Nazi Party. Butt-
mann’s coconspirators also included leading Social Democrats; indeed,
when setting up the Biirgerwehr, he had liaised with Erhard Auer—
who also collaborated with another member of the Thule Society, Georg
Grassinger, on trying to bring Eisner down.!!

After coming to the realization early on that a restoration of the
monarchy, as he would have preferred, was not a viable option, Butt-
mann decided to throw his weight behind moderate revolutionaries.
During the winter of 1918/1919, he repeatedly advocated a pragmatic
cooperation with Social Democrats, trade unionists, and other groups.
Unlike those on the radical left, he was willing to go along with the new
postwar parliamentary system. At this time, Buttmann was not yet the
National Socialist activist and politician he was to become. The diary
entry of Lehmann’s wife, Melanie, of January 6, 1919, suggests that Butt-
mann and Lehmann were genuinely collaborating with SPD ministers.
It also indicates that the two men did not envisage at that point actively
overthrowing the government but rather aiding it against anticipated
challenges from the extreme left. “In early December a militia was qui-
etly formed in Munich,” wrote Melanie, “to oppose the violent activities
of the Spartacus squad, which had disrupted a series of gatherings with
armed intruders and forced the resignation of the minister of the inte-
rior, Auer, a moderate socialist” She added: “Julius worked with great
pleasure and fervor and it was hoped that the militia would be orga-
nized and ready to defeat the Spartacists’ next venture, which was ex-
pected to take place before the elections. The government knew about it
and the moderate ministers were greatly in favor.”'?

As the case of Buttmann and Lehmann indicates, Bavarian postwar
democratization was not stillborn; at that time, some of the men who in
future would become some of the most important supporters of Hitler
were still willing to go along with a parliamentarization and democrati-
zation of Bavaria. Even the Thule Society, of which Julius Friedrich Leh-
mann was a member, had then envisaged a future for Bavaria headed by
a SPD leader. In early December, the SPD drew up plans for arresting
Eisner and replacing him with Auer."



A COG IN THE MACHINE OF SOCIALISM 33

As the political situation in Munich continued to radicalize in early 1919,
Hitler and Schmidt continued, through their actions, to bolster the rev-
olutionary government, even when, on their return from Traunstein to
their regiment in Munich, its staff was being encouraged to demobilize.
To facilitate the quick return to civilian life of its members, the regiment
had set up a “Department for Employment Services” and allowed its
members to take leave for up to ten days at a time to seek employment,
with the right to return to the unit if no work could be secured during
that period.' And yet Hitler and Schmidt chose to continue to serve the
new regime, even when people opposed to Eisner tried to stage a coup
to unseat him on February 19.

The coup attempt of February 19 remains clouded in secrecy to the
present day. Aimed at removing Eisner from power, it was led by a sailor,
Obermaat Konrad Lotter, a member of the Bavarian Soldier’s Council.
Featuring six hundred sailors—most of whom were Bavarians—who
only a few days earlier had returned to Bavaria from the North Sea, the
putsch ended in a showdown and shootout at Munich’s central station.
Most surviving pieces of evidence suggest that Lotter had been worried
that Eisner was neither willing nor able to hand over power to the parties
that had won the Bavarian elections, and therefore that a more radical
revolution, aided by troops sympathetic to the extreme left, was immi-
nent. Significantly, neither the regiment of which Hitler was a member
nor other Munich-based troop contingents came to the rescue of Lotter
and his men.

There are strong reasons to believe that the SPD leadership had a
hand in the putsch, as Lotter had met with the SPD’s leader, Erhard
Auer, not long before the coup attempt to discuss the establishment of
progovernment troops to safeguard Munich’s security. Lotter had also
publicly declared on December 13 that if Auer became Bavaria’s revolu-
tionary leader, 99 percent of Bavarians would support the revolutionary
government. Furthermore, according to a diplomatic cable of the papal
nuncio to Bavaria, Eugenio Pacelli, the future Pope Pius XII, Lotter’s
sailors had stated that their goal had been to protect the building that
housed parliament, to ensure that the opening of the new parliamen-
tary session would go ahead on February 21 as planned.”
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In continuing to serve in a unit loyal to Eisner, Hitler, in effect,
sided with Bavaria’s revolutionary leader rather than with Lotter. He
continued to reside in the barracks of the Second Infantry Regiment
on Lothstrafe, just to the south of Oberwiesenfeld, where he had been
stationed since his return from Traunstein, and to carry out his duties.
One of his tasks was to perform guard duty at different locations in
Munich. For instance, some of the soldiers from his company, thirty-six
of them in total, which probably included Hitler himself, were deployed
to secure the location at which Lotter’s coup had ended in a shoot-out
and to guard Munichs Central Station from February 20 to March.'
Through his service, Hitler helped to prevent others from attempting to
depose Bavarias Jewish Socialist leader from power, thereby defending
a regime that he would claim—once he became a National Socialist—
always to have fought against.

Despite the efforts by Hitler and his peers to protect Eisner, it took
only two days from the time of Lotter’s failed coup until Eisner’s adver-
saries struck again. This time they did not fail. On February 21, on the
day of the opening of the Bavarian parliament, a young student and
officer in the Infantry Leib Regiment, Anton Count von Arco auf Valley,
crouched up to Eisner from behind, just after the Independent Social
Democrat (USPD) leader had stepped out of the Bavarian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs on his way to parliament for the opening of the Bavarian
legislature, where he intended to hand in his resignation. Arco swiftly
shot him twice in the back of the head. Eisner died on the spot."”

It is most likely that Eisner died as a result of a plot hatched by offi-
cers of the Infantry Leib Regiment, the elite unit formerly charged with
protecting the king. The great-niece of Michael von Godin, a fellow of-
ficer of Anton von Arco in the regiment and the brother of one of the
commanders of Hitler’s regiment during the First World War, was told
by one of her great-aunts that officers of the Infantry Leib Regiment had
plotted to kill Eisner. Her great-aunt had shared with her that Michael
von Godin and his peers in the Infantry Leib Regiment drew lots as to
who would carry out the shooting, which determined that Arco would
be the one to kill Eisner."®
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In the aftermath of the assassination of Eisner, nothing was any-
more as it used to be, certainly not in the way imagined by Arco and
his coconspirators. A high-ranking American official, Herbert Field,
found this out the hard way. A few hours after the killing, Field, the
US representative of the Military Inter- Allied Commission of Control in
Munich that had been set up after the Armistice, made his way to
Munich’s Central Station, accompanied by a German officer. At the sta-
tion, soldiers attacked the two men, throwing the German officer to the
floor and tearing the epaulettes off his uniform. A few days after the oc-
currence, Field wrote in his diary, “The outlook is extremely dark. I ex-
pect to see a bolshevist reign installed in the near future.””* As the station
was manned by soldiers from Hitler’s company and its sister units, the
occurrence gives us a good sense of the kind of men Hitler was serving
with in his unit in late February 1919, irrespective of whether he per-
sonally had been on the scene during the attack on Field. (See Image 4.)

If, as Hitler would suggest in Mein Kampf, he had been so out of
tune with the leftist soldiers serving in Munich, why did he not request
demobilization at this point? Why did he never talk about the Lotter
putsch? In the years to come, he would talk ad nauseam about his own
experiences in the war, but only in general terms about the revolution.
After all, had he spoken about the attack on the American officer, or
similar events that happened all over the city—that is, had he really
opposed them—these anecdotes would have illustrated well some of his
later contentions about the revolution, including his repeated claim that
the revolution fatally weakened Germany at the very moment of Ger-
many’s greatest need. But in Mein Kampf, Hitler preferred to remain
silent about his service in Munich around the time of Eisner’s assassina-
tion and pretended that he was still at Traunstein at the time.

In the hours, days, and weeks following the assassination of Eisner, Ba-
varia’s radicalization accelerated as the center of politics quickly eroded.
In the eyes of many, compromise and moderation simply had failed to
work.
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Yet Eisner’s killing was not the root cause of Bavaria’s subsequent
radicalization. In reality, the radical left had never accepted the out-
come of the Bavarian election in early January. Ever since the day that
the results of the election were announced, plans had been afoot to
abolish parliamentary democracy and put all political power into the
hands of the Soviet-style Soldiers, Workers, and Peasants’ Councils.”

For instance, in a meeting of the Workers’ Council in early February,
Max Levien, the Moscow-born leader of Bavaria’s radical revolution-
aries, the Spartacists, had made the case for the need for a new, second,
“inevitable” revolution, aimed at crushing the bourgeoisie “in a civil war
without mercy” He thought the councils should seize all executive and
legislative power until socialism was firmly established in Germany. In
the same session, Erich Mithsam had demanded that the Council take
action against Bavarias parliament in case parliament might act in a
way that the councils did not like. He believed that, as in Russia, all
power belonged in the hands of the councils anyway.!

On February 16, a huge demonstration had taken place on There-
sienwiese, organized jointly by Independent Social Democrats, Com-
munists, and anarchists. En route to the rally, the crowd, which was
awash with soldiers, howled “Down with Auer!” and “Long live Eis-
ner!” Not only attended by Eisner, in all likelihood the event—at which
red flags flew along with banners demanding the dictatorship of the
proletariat—also featured none other than Adolf Hitler, as his unit was
attending the event. During the rally, Mithsam declared that the protest
constituted the prelude to world revolution, while Max Levien threat-
ened that parliament must accept rule by the proletariat.”

According to a diplomatic report of Eugenio Pacelli, the papal
nuncio, from February 17, people had been asking themselves one big
question in the days leading up to both the Lotter putsch and Eisner’s
assassination: What would the radical left do once the new Bavarian
parliament opened on February 21 (the day Eisner would be assassi-
nated)? Pacelli argued that, judging by the faction’s recent activities, it
seemed unlikely that the radical left would accept a transfer of power
to parliament and forgo its belief in the need for a second, more rad-
ical revolution. He also argued that Eisner, after failing to secure any
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sizeable electoral support, had been leaning toward giving more power
to the councils.”?

In short, the assassination of Bavaria’s revolutionary leader was not
the original cause of the second revolution that occurred in the wake of
his murder. Eisner’s death provided the radical left with an excuse for an
attempt to grab power and kill parliamentary democracy altogether—
essentially increasing legitimacy for something the group had desired
to do anyway.

Whatever his intentions had been, Eisner himself had sent out sig-
nals that could easily be understood as an encouragement to act against
parliament. Not long before his assassination, he had stated, “We could
do without the National Assembly sooner than without the councils.
[ ...] A national assembly is an elective body that can and must be
changed when there is dissent from the popular masses.” Previously
he had made many statements that, at the very least, lent themselves
to being misunderstood. For instance, on December 5 he had told
the members of the Bavarian cabinet, “I do not care about the public,
they change their minds daily” He also had referred to parliament as
a “backward body,” adding that he thought that the real problem with
his government was that “we’re not radical enough” When in the same
cabinet meeting Johannes Timm, the minister of justice, had asked him,
“Are you of the opinion that the soldiers should disperse the National
Assembly in case you should not like it?” he had given an answer that
suggests that he expected his resignation on February 21 not to pave
the way to a peaceful transition of government but to a more radical
revolution. His answer had been, “No, but under certain circumstances
there will be another revolution.”*

Irrespective of whether Eisner’s decision to resign on February 21
was a tactical one made in the expectation that his resignation would
trigger renewed revolution, as many people at the time suspected,” or
whether he had genuinely accepted the supremacy of parliament, one
thing was clear: members of the radical left finally could do what, for
weeks, they had wanted to do all along—embark on a new revolution.

On the very same day as Eisner’s death, the councils met and set up a
Central Committee that essentially took over Bavaria’s executive power,
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doing whatever it could to prevent the formation in parliament of a new
government. The following day, planes dropped fliers on Munich that
announced that martial law was being declared. Soldiers roamed the
city in the days following the assassination, while automobiles with red
flags kept racing through the streets. A red flag—the color of the rev-
olution—now also flew off the top of the university. Public notices, is-
sued by the Workers’” and Soldiers’ Council, informed the population of
Munich that “looters, thieves, robbers and those who agitate against the
current government will be shot” At nighttime the sound of rifle shots
and machine gun fire filled the air of the city. Priests, who in the eyes
of the revolutionaries were counterrevolutionary reactionaries, were no
longer allowed to enter military hospitals.”®

The new regime was headed by Ernst Niekisch, a left-wing Social
Democrat and teacher from Augsburg in Swabia. His ascendancy to
power in Bavaria signaled a clear move away from a process of democ-
ratization compatible with Western-style parliamentary democracy. He
was a supporter of National Bolshevism, a political movement that re-
jected the internationalism of Bolshevism but, other than that, believed
in Bolshevism. Niekisch was of the opinion that Germany should turn
its back on the West, which he thought would allow Germany to halt
its decline. Thinking that the future lay in the East, the new leader of
Bavaria thought that if the spirits of Prussia and Russia were combined
and liberalism was rejected, golden days would lie ahead for both Rus-

sia and Germany.”

Five days after his assassination, on Wednesday, February 26, Kurt Eis-
ner was cremated. Earlier that day, church bells were sounded and shots
fired for half an hour to honor him, before a funeral march set off from
Theresienwiese. Attended by tens of thousands of people, it snaked its
way through central Munich, while planes circled overhead. Delegations
of Munich’s Socialist parties and trade unions, Russian POWs, repre-
sentatives of all Munich-based regiments, as well as a myriad of other
groups marched with Eisner’s coffin through the city. The march ended
at the square in front of Ostbahnhof—Munich’s East Station—where
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eulogies were given prior to the reduction of Eisner’s body to ash at
nearby East Cemetery.”®

As the huge attendance at his funeral march testifies, Eisner was in
death more popular than he had ever been while alive. However, the
sentiment of those attending the march was not necessarily representa-
tive of Munich’s populace at large. The government had requested that
residents put up flags all over Munich to honor Eisner on the day of his
cremation. Yet the request was widely ignored. Flags were seen mostly
on public buildings; very few private homes flew them. To Friedrich
Liiers, a supporter of the liberal German Democratic Party who had
served together with Hitler in the same company of the List Regiment
early in the war, the funeral march looked like “a bad joke”

Had Liiers himself participated in the march and walked all the
way to Ostbahnhof, he might well have had a reunion with his former
brother-in-arms, Adolf Hitler. A photo taken by Heinrich Hoffmann,
eventually to become Hitler’s court photographer, depicts the arrival
of the funeral march at Ostbahnhof. (See Image 6.) It shows a group
of Russian POWs in uniform, one of them holding up a large picture
or painting of Eisner. A number of German soldiers in uniform stand
right behind them. One of them is believed to be Adolf Hitler. His
attendance at the funeral march would indicate Hitler’s desire to pay
respect to the slain Jewish Socialist leader, as attendance had not been
mandatory for soldiers. Yet it remains hotly contested as to whether
the group photo really does include Hitler. The picture is too grainy to
identify the soldier with any degree of certainty. The body type, height,
posture, and face shape of the person in question looks exactly how
one would expect Hitler to look in a grainy photo. However, in Febru-
ary 1919, Munich housed without any doubt a number of other soldiers
of a similar appearance. Nevertheless, there is a high likelihood that
the man in the photo really is Adolf Hitler. For example, the copy of
the image that was included among photos that Heinrich Hoffmann’s
grandson sold to the State Library of Bavaria in 1993 features an ar-
row pointing to the person believed to be Hitler. The arrow was not
drawn onto the print of the photo today owned by the State Library of
Bavaria; thus, it must have been added to its negative either by
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Hoftmann or his son or grandson. Also, Hoffmann’s son confirmed in
the early 1980s that the photo depicts Adolf Hitler.*

Leaving aside the question of whether Hoffmann’s photograph really
does depict Hitler, an event took place sometime between February and
early April that is even more revealing in shedding light on Hitler’s inti-
mate relationship with the revolutionary regime. That event was the Ver-
trauensmann (soldiers’ representative) election in Hitler's company, the
Second Demobilization Company. In the election, Hitler was picked as
the representative of the men of his company. He now held a position that
existed to serve, support, and sustain the left-wing revolutionary regime.

Hitler’s task was to help facilitate the smooth running of the reg-
iment.*! If we can believe an article published in March 1923 in the
Miinchener Post—a partisan Social Democratic newspaper but one that
was generally well informed about the nascent National Socialist move-
ment—his responsibilities eventually went further than that. Accord-
ing to the article, he also acted as a go-between with the propaganda
department of his regiment and the revolutionary regime. The article
claimed that Hitler took an active role in the work of the department,
giving talks that made the case for the republic. The article was penned
by Erhard Auer, Kurt Eisner’s antagonist, who in a revenge attack had
almost been killed on the day of Eisner’s assassination and who in 1920
became editor in chief of the Miinchener Post.”

Even if Auer’s 1923 article in that newspaper exaggerated Hitler’s in-
volvement in prorepublican propaganda work, the fact remains that, in
early 1919, Hitler had actively and deliberately decided to run for a posi-
tion whose purpose was to serve, support, and sustain the revolutionary
regime. The exact date of his election has not survived. However, it took
place no later than early April, as an order issued by the demobilization
battalion of the Second Infantry Regiment, dated April 3, 1919, lists Hit-
ler as Vertrauensmann of his company.*

Hitler’s election as his fellow soldiers’ Vertrauensmann was a true turn-
ing point in his life, less so for its political implications than for the fact
that now, for the first time in his life, he held a leadership position. His
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transformation from a dutiful recipient of orders—someone who all his
life had been either at the bottom of hierarchies or a loner and drifter
outside any hierarchies—to a leader of others was finally under way.
Yet his metamorphosis did not start with a bang. Its context strongly
suggests that it was ignited by the slow-burning fires of expediency and
opportunism.

How was it possible that a man who had never shown any leadership
qualities and had no apparent desire to lead suddenly decided to run
for office? Even at Traunstein, Hitler had not displayed any leadership
traits; had he done so, surely he would have been sent back to Munich
with the majority of the guards from the Second Infantry Regiment in
late December 1918—as he would have been held responsible for their
behavior—rather than picked as someone the camp’s officers wanted to
stay on. And how was it possible that his peers were now willing to cast
votes for him, when in the past, at best, he had been treated as a well-
liked loner?

The only plausible answer to these questions is that Hitler’s transfer
in mid-February to the Second Demobilization Company of his unit
had signaled to him that his demobilization was imminent unless he
could secure a position that prevented it. The Vertrauensmann vacancy
clearly was such a position. The prospect of continued service in the
army is most likely the reason why Hitler decided to throw his hat into
the ring and run for office. Any other possible explanations are either
contradicted by his previous behavior, in which he displayed no interest
in leadership,* or afford no a plausible explanation for the willingness
of the men of Hitler’s company to vote for him.

Had Hitler’s peers voted for him because the majority of them held
radical right-wing attitudes and saw in him a like-minded kin, it would
suggest that Hitler had voiced and discussed counterrevolutionary,
xenophobic, nationalist ideas with them.”> However, the majority of
soldiers in Munich, and thus of voters in Vertrauensmann elections,
held left-wing convictions at the time.

In Bavarias January elections, the overwhelming majority of the
men of the Ersatz Battalion of the Second Infantry Regiment—well in
line with the soldiers of other Munich-based units for whom special
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election districts had been set up—had voted for the Social Democrats.
For instance, in one of the voting offices of the Ersatz Battalion of the
Second Infantry Regiment, the one on Amalienstrafle, a staggering 75.1
percent of votes had gone to the SPD. Eisner’s USPD had come in sec-
ond with a paltry 17.4 percent share of the votes.*

Furthermore, not long before Hitler’s election by the men of the
Second Demobilization Company, the men of the battalion to which
the company belonged had voted their representative to be Josef Seihs,
who was known for his left-wing leanings. In fact, he would join the
Red Army a few weeks later.”” The same men who had voted over-
whelmingly for left-wing parties in January and had just elected a dyed-
in-the-wool left-wing candidate as their battalion representative hardly
would have chosen, as the representative of their company, a rookie
candidate with known and outspoken right-wing convictions. Simi-
larly, it is difficult to see how they would have voted for someone whom
they had perceived as being a supporter of the hard Left.

The answer lies in a matter of degree. Soldiers in Munich had been
oscillating between supporting the moderate left, that is, the SPD,
and the radical left in its different incarnations, not between left-wing
and right-wing ideology. After all, more than 9o percent of soldiers
in Hitler’s unit had voted for either the moderate or the radical left
in the Bavarian elections in January. This does not necessarily mean
that Hitler had been outspoken in supporting the revolution; just that
had he been vocal against the revolution even in its moderate form,
he would have scuppered his chances of election. In short, whatever
his inner thoughts were, Hitler was perceived as being in support of at
least moderately left-wing ideas.

As most of the men from Hitler’s Ersatz unit who had defied demo-
bilization and who had served with him in Traunstein and elsewhere
were not known for their eagerness to serve and to lead, the bar for can-
didates they would have been willing to elect, so as not to have to run
for the office themselves, is extremely unlikely to have been very high,
which created a window of opportunity for Hitler. Even with the bar set
low, it is difficult to imagine that they would have voted an outspoken
right-wing candidate into office.
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The context of Hitler’s election as Vertrauensmann strongly suggests
that his decision to run for office, when in the past he had been unin-
terested in leadership, had been driven by expediency and opportunism
on his part. But now that he held his first leadership position, he was
presented with an opportunity to learn on the job, which in turn gave
him an opportunity to realize that he actually had leadership potential.
In conversations with some of his close associates from the early years
of the Nazi Party, Hitler revealed that he had been utterly unaware of his
talent for leadership until the spring of 1919. He certainly did not admit
later to his role as Vertrauensmann. Rather, he clothed his awakening
as a leader in a fanciful account of how he had supposedly challenged
radical revolutionaries in an inn on his way back from Traunstein to
Munich. This account was fed by someone to Konrad Heiden. As the
Social Democratic journalist put it in his Hitler biography, which was
written in exile, Hitler “climbed on to a table, overcome with passion,
scarcely knowing what he was about—and suddenly discovered he
could speak’™®

The real significance of the winter and spring of 1919, during which
Adolf Hitler was a cog in the machine of socialism, does not lie in the
political sphere. Rather, it lies in his having brought about, through ex-
pediency and opportunism, a sudden radical transformation of his per-
sonality. Almost overnight Hitler had changed from being an awkward
but well-liked loner in whom no one had seen any leadership qualities
to being a leader in the making.






CHAPTER 3

Arrested

(Early April to Early May 1919)

n April 12, 1919, Ernst Schmidt decided it was time to leave the
army. His friend Hitler, by contrast, chose to stay.' This was an ac-
tive decision on the part of the future right-wing dictator of Ger-
many to serve a regime that at that time pledged allegiance to Moscow.
On April 7, Bavaria’s Central Council had taken inspiration from the
recent establishment of a Soviet Republic in Budapest. In the hope that
a Socialist axis could stretch all the way from Munich, via Vienna and
Budapest, to Moscow, the council proclaimed Bavaria a Soviet Repub-
lic. It stressed there would be no cooperation whatsoever with the “con-
temptible” Social Democratic government in Berlin. And it concluded,
“Long live the Soviet Republic! Long live the world revolution!”™ The
council managed to get away with its proclamation, despite the poor
standing of the radical left in elections, because the scales had recently
tipped against parliamentary rule. This had happened because major
sections of the Social Democratic Party (SPD) in Upper Bavaria had
started to turn against their own leader, Johannes Hoffmann, who had
taken over in the wake of the assassination attempt on Erhard Auer.
On the same day that the Soviet Republic was declared, Bavaria’s
minority government, headed by Hoffmann—which had been formed
on March 17 following a vote in parliament and had competed with the
Central Council for power since then—had to flee the city to the safe
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haven of Bamberg in northern Bavaria. Munich-based military units
refused to come to the aid of Hoffmann’s government. As Prince Adal-
bert of Bavaria, the son of a cousin of the ousted king, wrote in his di-
ary on April 7, “The Munich Garrison declared it would do nothing to
protect the Bavarian parliament.” Parliament had already suspended its
own powers indefinitely on March 18 anyway. It had done so by passing
an Enabling Act that, in letter though not in spirit, resembled Hitler’s
Enabling Act of 1933 that would kill parliamentary democracy in Ger-
many for the following twelve years.?

With the minority government out of town, revolutionary Social-
ism reigned in Munich. On April 10, the rulers of the Bavarian Soviet
Republic announced that all units of the Munich garrison would be the
bedrock of a newly formed Red Army. This was the context in which
Ernst Schmidt decided it was time to be demobilized and thus to stop
serving the revolutionary regime.* Rather than continue spending as
much time as possible with the one remaining member of his “sur-
rogate” family from the war, Hitler remained in a unit that refused to
come out in support of the government in Bamberg and that, as far
as the Soviet government was concerned, was part of the newly estab-
lished Red Army.

Why did Hitler not follow suit when Schmidt left the army? Why did
he choose to spend less time with the person who had been closest to
him for several months, and arguably even for years? One possible an-
swer is that Hitler’s election as Vertrauensmann had transformed him.
It provided a raison détre for his existence, supplied him with a new
home, and gave him a new place to fit into. And, for the first time in
his life, it gave him influence and power over other people. Were he to
follow Schmidt’s actions and turn his back on the revolutionary regime,
he would have to give all this up.

Hitler stayed on even when, on April 13, Palm Sunday, the revolu-
tion devoured its children, as the most radical regime yet, a new and
more hard-core Soviet Republic headed by Communists, was estab-
lished in Munich. Its government, the Vollzugsrat, had a direct line of
communication to the Soviet leadership in Moscow and in Budapest.
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Encoded telegrams went back and forth between Russia’s capital and
Munich. In fact, in the person of Towia Axelrod, Lenin and his fellow
Bolshevik leaders in Moscow even had one of their own men on the
Vollzugsrat, through whom they could directly influence the decisions
made by the Munich Soviet Republic.’

The creation of the second Soviet Republic was bloody. On April 13,
when twenty-one people died in street fighting, and on the following
day, chaos and mayhem reigned in Munich. “We are utterly isolated and
at the mercy of the red rabble,” wrote opera singer Emmy Kriiger in her
diary on April 14. “As I write, guns are firing and bells are ringing—a
dreadful music. The theaters are all closed, Munich is in the hands of
the Spartacists—murder, theft, all vices have free rein”

Yet soon afterward, a sense of normalcy returned to Munich. For in-
stance, Rudolf Hef3, Hitler’s future deputy, who recently had moved to
Munich and now lived on Elisabethstrafie, close to the barracks in which
Hitler resided at the time, did not think that the Soviet Republic was some-
thing worth getting upset about: “Going by what the foreign papers are
writing, there seem to be the most Neanderthal rumors about Munich.—
However, I can report that it is and was wholly quiet here,” Hef§ wrote to
his parents on April 23. “T have not experienced any unrest at all. Yesterday
we had an orderly march with red flags, nothing else out of the ordinary.”

Despite the superficial calm, the political, social, and economic sit-
uation in Munich grew ever more volatile as the shortage of food and
supplies worsened by the day in the city. Even though the residents of
Munich had become used to going to bed hungry over the last four and
a half years, there was a limit to what people could endure. On April 15,
teacher Josef Hofmiller concluded that “either they will bring in troops
from outside or we will starve.™®

British intelligence shared Hofmiller’s sentiment. Winston Chur-
chill, the secretary of war, had already concluded on February 16, based
on intelligence reports, that Germany was “living on its capital as re-
gards food supplies, and either famine or Bolshevism, probably both,
will ensue before the next harvest” Nevertheless, he was willing to play
with fire, as letting Germany feel the pain would provide Britain with
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leverage. He believed that “while Germany is still an enemy country
which has not yet signed peace terms, it would be inadvisable to re-
move the menace of starvation by a too sudden and abundant supply of
foodstocks.”

British intelligence officers on the ground in Bavaria were less will-
ing than Churchill to take a risky gamble. Captain Broad and Lieu-
tenant Beyfus, who were investigating the situation in Bavaria prior to
and following the declaration of the Munich Soviet Republic, thought
that there had been initial popular optimism about the future after the
war. However, that hopefulness had evaporated over time, as the expec-
tation of a peace that would be agreeable to all sides had still not mate-
rialized and material conditions had worsened instead of improved. By
April they opined that the situation had become unsustainable, deem-
ing the shortage of food to be “a serious menace to the country, as it
was having “a most demoralising effect on the people.” They urged that
“supplies should be sent with utmost promptitude.”

As Beyfus put it in early April, “Hope deferred has made the Ger-
man heart sick. From the heights of hope of last November—and in
spite of the disaster that had overtaken them the Armistice was hailed
with genuine joy in Germany—they have plunged into the depths
of despair” The lieutenant wrote that as a result of the absence of a
“speedy peace,” “the nerves of the German people appear to have bro-
ken down.” He argued the continued depravations had given Bolshe-
vism a chance in Bavaria. In short, British intelligence believed they
were witnessing in Bavaria a political phenomenon born of socio-
economic factors."

By April 15, the rulers of the Soviet Republic had decided that they
would call new elections in each of the military units based in Mu-
nich. This was prompted by the escalating political situation and the
fact that, from his headquarters in Bamberg, Johannes Hoffmann had
been plotting to set up a military force that would attack Munich. The
elections were called in the hope of ensuring that henceforth all elected
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representatives would stand “unreservedly behind the Soviet Repub-
lic” and defend it against “all attacks by the united bourgeois-capitalist
reaction.”'?

The elections that took place on April 15 provided Hitler with a
golden opportunity to stand back if he was deeply troubled by the es-
tablishment of a Communist Soviet Republic. Indeed, many soldiers in
Munich who previously had been willing to go along with the revolu-
tion had changed their minds and now expressed support for the gov-
ernment in Bamberg. Sensing the volatility of the mood of the soldiers
as well as the ongoing division among them into moderate and hard-
core revolutionary factions, the Communist rulers of the city tried to
buy their loyalty, announcing on April 15 that “all soldiers will receive
5 marks a day extra”"?

Rather than withdraw, as many others did, Hitler decided to
continue his involvement with the Communist regime and run for
election again. Having proven himself since his election as Vertrauens-
mann, he now ran to become Bataillons-Rat—the representative of his
company, the Second Demobilization Company, on the council of his
battalion. When the election results were published the following day,
he learned that he had secured the second-highest number of votes,
19, compared to the 39 of the winner, meaning he had been elected
to being the Ersatz-Bataillons-Rat (deputy battalion councilor) of
his unit."

Hitler’s election should not necessarily be read as a sign of explicit
and wholehearted support for the Soviet Republic on either his part or
that of his voters. While the possibility cannot be excluded altogether
that he and the men of his unit had been carried away by the events of
recent weeks and thus now supported the Soviet Republic,” the pre-
vious and subsequent behavior patterns of both Hitler and his voters
strongly suggest something else: that he was perceived by the voters as
a supporter of moderate revolutionaries.

Whatever his inner thoughts and intentions, Hitler now had to
serve as a representative of his unit within the new Soviet regime. By
his willingness to run for office as Bataillons-Rat, he had become an
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even more significant cog in the machine of Socialism than previously
had been the case. Furthermore, Hitler’s actions helped sustain the
Soviet Republic.

By the time Hitler turned thirty on April 20, Easter Sunday, the fortune
of the Communist rulers had improved markedly from the time they
had called elections to be held in military units in Munich. As the Soviet
Republic had continued to spread across Bavaria, they now controlled
large swaths of the state. And on April 16, the Red Army under the lead-
ership of Ernst Toller, a dramatist and writer born in West Prussia, had
celebrated a huge success. It had repelled an attack by a makeshift army
of approximately eight thousand men loyal to the government in Bam-
berg, on the little town of Dachau to the north of Munich, preliminary
to an attack on Bavaria’s capital.

Posters all over Munich announced: “Victory by the Red Army.
Dachau taken.” Also, demonstrating that many soldiers in Munich
supported the Communist regime, the number of regular soldiers and
sailors and of irregulars who wore red armbands and other insignia
had been growing by the day in the city. The government living in exile
in Bamberg had totally misjudged the strength and resolve of the red
forces. It was no match for the Communist regime in Munich.'

The rulers of the Soviet Republic received another boost when, on
April 17, they requested that Russian POWs who had not returned home
yet join the Munich Red Army. The exact number of POWs who signed
up has not survived. Yet their contribution to the fighting power of the
Munich Red Army was significant, not least for their battle experience
and their expertise in devising operational regulations and plans for the
army."”

Very little is known about how Hitler celebrated his thirtieth birth-
day on Easter Sunday in the Karl Liebknecht Barracks, as the Soviet rul-
ers of Munich had recently renamed the military complex that housed
his regiment, to honor the slain cofounder of the Communist Party of
Germany. We do, however, know that Hitler spent his birthday wearing
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a red armband, which all soldiers in Munich were required to wear. We
also know that on April 20, during the daily roll call of his unit, he had
to announce, as he did every day, the latest decrees and announcements
of the Soviet rulers of Munich, which had been conveyed to the regi-
ment through its propaganda department. (Hitler also had to report to
the propaganda department of the Second Infantry Regiment once a
week to pick up new propaganda material.)'®

Meanwhile, Johannes Hoffmann had reluctantly turned to Berlin
for help, realizing that he would be unable to unseat the Soviet regime
without outside assistance. Asking Berlin for aid was a thorny issue,
as Bavarian and national authorities had clashed with each other ever
since the end of the war about the degree to which Bavaria would re-
main a sovereign political entity under the roof of a federal Germany,
as it had been before the war. Hoffmann now had to accept that his
fellow Social Democrat, Gustav Noske, the minister of national defense,
would call the shots.

Furthermore, Hoffmann had to accept that a non-Bavarian general
would command the all-German force which Noske and Hoftmann
were trying to put together, aimed at breaking the neck of the Munich
Soviet Republic. The Bavarian government requested military assistance
from the government of Wiirttemberg, its south German neighbor, and
from irregular troops outside Bavaria, urging Bavarians quickly to set
up militias and to join them. Likewise, the leadership of the Bavarian
SPD called upon Bavarians to enlist in militias, to put an end to the
“tyranny of a small minority of foreign, Bolshevik troops.”*

As news spread in Munich that the government in Bamberg was
gathering a force aimed at bringing down the Soviet Republic, people
started to leave the city in droves to join the “white” forces, as Friedrich
Liiers, Hitler’s former peer from the List Regiment, wrote in his diary on
April 23. Others in Munich started to think about leaving not just Mu-
nich but Germany altogether, and starting a new life in the New World.
The interest in emigration was so great that a periodical specializing in
the subject, Der Auswanderer (The Emigrant), was sold in the streets of
Munich. For instance, on the day before Hitler’s birthday, well-dressed
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people had been seen buying the periodical from a newspaper girl at
Stachus in central Munich.?

However, Hitler did not display any apparent interest in abandoning
his post. He neither turned his back on the Soviet Republic nor actively
supported it at this point, as he neither left Munich to join a militia nor
joined an active Red Army unit.

In theory, all Munich-based military units and thus Hitler’s reg-
iment, too, were part of the Red Army.* In that sense, Hitler served
in the Red Army. In reality, however, most regiments neither actively
supported the Soviet regime nor opposed it. That is not to say that they
overtly took a neutral position, as any reluctance to make themselves
available to the legitimate governments in Bavaria and in Berlin consti-
tuted, strictly speaking, high treason.

That said, most units based in Munich did not support the Soviet
Republic actively and militarily. Opinion in most of the city’s units was
divided. Some soldiers supported the Soviet Republic and thus entered
newly formed units of the Red Army that were ready to fight, while the
majority of men tried to remain neutral. This is indeed what happened
in Hitler’s unit.”? The future leader of the Nazi Party was among the men
of his unit who stood back and did not join one of the newly formed
active units of the Red Army.

And yet Hitler was no longer just any soldier. He was in a position
in which it was almost impossible to take a neutral stance. And it was a
position in which appearing neutral could easily be misread as support
for the status quo—or as insufficient support, for that matter. By run-
ning for office and serving as his unit’s representative after the (second)
Soviet Republic had been established, while not supporting the newly
formed units of the Red Army at a moment that the new regime was un-
der siege, Hitler inadvertently may have found himself caught between
two stools. He risked the ire of the new regime for being in a position
of influence and yet not exercising it by supporting the republic more
actively; likewise, he risked the ire of Hoffmann and Noske’s troops in
case they retook Munich, for serving the Soviet Republic in an elected
position of influence. Hitler thus faced possible arrest from either side.
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As the rope tightened around the neck of the Soviet Republic in late
April, life for any real or perceived counterrevolutionaries left in Mu-
nich grew very dangerous indeed. For instance, on April 29 and the
following day, revolutionaries showed up at the neoclassical palace on
Brienner Strafle that housed the papal nunciature, entering the building
and threatening the nuncio, Eugenio Pacelli, with guns, daggers, and
even hand grenades. Pacelli was hit so hard in his chest with a revolver
that it deformed the cross that he carried on a chain around his neck.”
The attack on the future Pope Pius XII was not the only reported case of
aborted action taken against real or perceived adversaries of the Soviet
Republic. The second most famous case involved Hitler himself.

In Mein Kampf, Hitler claimed that on April 27, Red Guards came to
his barracks to take him hostage: “In the course of the Councils’ Revolu-
tion I acted for the first time in a manner which invoked the displeasure
of the Central Council. On April 27, 1919, early in the morning, I was
supposed to be arrested; but in facing the rifle I presented, the three fel-
lows lacked the necessary courage and marched away in the same man-
ner in which they had come.” Ernst Schmidt, who would not have been
present at the arrest but who remained close to Hitler, made a similar
claim in his 1930s interview with the pro-Nazi Hitler biographer Heinz
A. Heinz: “One morning, very early, three Red Guards entered the bar-
racks and sought him out in his room. He was already up and dressed.
As they tramped up the stairs Hitler guessed what was afoot, so grasped
his revolver and prepared for the encounter. They banged on the door
which immediately opened to them: ‘If you don't instantly clear out;
cried Hitler, brandishing his weapon, T1l serve you as we served muti-
neers at the Front! The Reds turned instantly, and tramped downstairs
again. The threat had been far too real to face an instant longer”**

Hitler and Schmidt might have fabricated the story of Hitler’s at-
tempted arrest, or more likely, embellished a story that had some basis
in truth. It is difficult to see how exactly Hitler would have managed to
hold off three men. The core of their claims about the narrow escape
from arrest, however, is not implausible. Even though the power of the
rulers of the Munich Soviet Republic had been weakened by April 27,
it was that very weakness that made the regime dangerous. It indeed
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acted most aggressively, as doomed political movements often do, once
weakened.”

On April 29, two days after the purported incident involving Hitler,
Rudolf Egelhofer, the leader of the Red Army, planned to round up the
members of Munich’s bourgeoisie on Theresienwiese and execute them
if troops loyal to the government in Bamberg moved into Munich. In a
meeting of Soviet leaders, his proposal was defeated by only one vote.
In fact, eight political prisoners—seven of them members of the Thule
Society—arrested in Munich on April 26 would be executed on April 30
in the courtyard of a local school, where, following an order issued by
Egelhofer, they were put against the wall and shot dead.*

Additional arrests were made across Munich in late April*” while the
military leaders of the Soviet Republic were trying desperately to rally
as many troops as possible behind them ahead of the expected attack
on Munich. So, it is perfectly plausible for Hitler to have been arrested
for not actively supporting the Red Army. Even if the encounter he de-
scribed never took place, the unwillingness of an elected representative
to come out in support of the newly formed active units of the Red
Army would have earned him the ire of the Soviet regime.

On April 27, the troops that Hoffmann and Noske had amassed—a
formidable force of thirty thousand men—crossed into Bavaria. They
included the remnants of the forces defeated in Dachau, units from
Swabia and Wiirttemberg, and militias from all over Bavaria and other
parts of the Reich. By April 29, they had retaken Dachau.”®
Government troops expected to have to face considerable resistance
in Munich. A memorandum drawn up on April 29 warned against un-
derestimating the Red Army. It estimated that 30,000 to 40,000 men
were under arms in Munich, of whom 10,000 had to be considered
“serious and utterly determined fighters.” The memorandum listed Hit-
ler’s unit, the Second Infantry Regiment, neither as a unit that “will not
back the Soviet Republic and are inclined to defect” nor as one that
“[can be assumed to] stand wholly with the Reds” On the following
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day, mass desertion in the Red Army set in. Hitler, however, did not de-
fect. Furthermore, a sufficiently large number of men stayed behind for
Rudolf Egelhofer to organize a last stand.”

On April 30, nervous uncertainty reigned supreme all over Munich.
As the formerly impoverished Romanian Princess Elsa Cantacuzene—
whose marriage to Munich publisher Hugo Bruckmann had transformed
her into Elsa Bruckmann and returned her to wealth—witnessed, the
city was in turmoil. People walked around town chasing the latest news,
soldiers were manning machine guns or sitting on ammunition cars and
trucks, and all the while the roar of cannons could be heard in the far
distance in the east. All signs of regular life had vanished. Trams had
ceased to operate, and a general strike had brought business to a halt. Ev-
erywhere, posters had been put up that either vented the revolutionaries’
hatred toward the government, the advancing troops, and the Prussians,
or provided details about the casualty and dressing stations soon ex-
pected to be in high demand. Everywhere, fliers were distributed. One
could hear speeches full of discontent on every corner.

At nighttime Princess Elsa sat down with a heavy heart and started
to compose a letter to her husband, her “beloved, dear Treasure,” who
had left the city. She wondered “whether tonight and tomorrow really
will bring the decision and our salvation, as everybody is saying?” and
continued, “Where will this end?! Many say the Reds will surrender
quickly; others believe they will fight to the end, and that the Wittels-
bach Palace, the barracks and the railway station will have to be taken
by force. In that case, those desperate men would force the people to
engage in street fighting”*

At the eleventh hour, the rulers of the Soviet Republic embarked
on desperate yet hopeless measures. For instance, they put up yellow
notices late at night on April 30 that tried to capitalize on Munich’s anti-
Prussian sentiment. The notices read: “The Prussian White Guard stands
at Munich’s gates.” The following morning, as the arrival of government
troops was imminent, citizens of Munich loyal to the government and
with access to weapons started to rise against the Soviet Republic. Early
on May 1, soprano Emmy Kriiger witnessed “riots in the streets” and
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saw how members of the Red Army “shot at people” The attack on Mu-
nich was supposed to start on May 2, yet with the eruption of street
fighting, it was brought forward by a day. As government troops and
militias started to move against the city and made contact with the Red
Army, fierce fighting took place, not least due to the involvement of bat-
tle experienced former Russian POWs as storm troopers.*!

Wherever the Red Army had erected barricades, street fighting en-
sued. The population of Munich was so hungry by this point that Mi-
chael Buchberger, a Catholic priest, witnessed outside his apartment
people going out into the street, despite the combat that was raging,
to cut meat from the corpses of four horses killed in crossfire. By the
late morning of May 2, counterrevolutionary forces—commonly called
“white troops” after the anti-Bolshevik forces in Russia—had finally
managed to fight their way into the city. “Civil war,” as Kriiger wrote in
her diary, ensued, “Germans against Germans, roads blocked—soldiers
with revolvers and bayonets clear the houses, and reds are shooting
from the roofs.”*

“White” troops acted with particular ferocity toward real or imagined
Red Guards whenever they thought themselves under fire from snipers.
One of those moments occurred when Prussian and Hessian troops ap-
proached Hitler’s Karl Liebknecht Barrackslate in the morning of May 1.**
If we can trust the account that Hitler, looking “pretty pinched and
peaky,” gave to Ernst Schmidt a few days later and that Schmidt sub-
sequently retold, “when the Whites entered a few stray shots seemed
to come from the barracks. No one could account for them, but the
Whites made short work of the business.” They thus “took every man in
the place, including Hitler, prisoner, and shut them up in the cellars of
the Max Gymnasium.”**

Just like Schmidt’s version of Hitler’s narrow escape just a few days
earlier, his account of Hitler’s arrest at the hands of government troops
is plausible.” For one thing, it does not follow Schmidt’s usual pattern
of exaggerating the degree to which Hitler and he had stood against
the revolution. According to that pattern, Schmidt is unlikely to have
mentioned the story of the arrest at all, and would likely have told a
story instead of how the units occupying Hitler’s barracks would have
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immediately recognized in Hitler an anti-Soviet activist. Furthermore,
arrests of the kind Schmidt described were common in the aftermath of
the Soviet Republic’s fall. Anyone with sympathies for, or involvement
with, the Red Army risked being apprehended. Arrests were made so
frequently that it became common to see captives, arms aloft, walking
through the streets of Munich to holding centers for arrestees. In total,
at least 2,500 people were held in captivity in Munich for at least a day
in the aftermath of the defeat of the Munich Red Army.*

Whether or not Hitler was really arrested and incarcerated at the
Max Gymnasium, he now faced a very uncertain future in the wake of
the arrival of “white” troops in Munich. How could he ensure that his
previous activities would not be understood as service for the Soviet
Republic beyond the call of duty? Hitler needed to figure out how to
save his own neck, which would depend more on what others made of
his service in previous weeks than on how he himself had defined his
political allegiances in April.

One of the most lasting legacies of the Munich Soviet Republic was an
enormous rise in anti-Semitism. Yet, in the spring of 1919, it rose in a
fashion inconsistent with the eventual emergence of Hitler’s own rad-
ical anti-Semitism. It will be impossible to understand how the latter
occurred later that year without comprehending the nature of the anti-
Semitism from which it differed.

Unlike Nazi anti-Semitism, the most popular brand of anti-Semitism
in Munich in 1919 was not directed against all Jews alike. In fact, many
Jews in the city expressed their open disdain for Jewish revolutionaries
and did not perceive the surge in anti-Bolshevik anti-Semitism in the
spring of 1919 as being directed against them as well. As the son of Rafael
Levi recalled, his father, a physician, had been in equal parts a deeply re-
ligious Orthodox Jew and a patriotic monarchist: “My father and all of
our friends had a conservative outlook,” he stated. “They did not think
they would be affected by this. They thought it was only directed against
revolutionaries like Eisner. My father, my uncle, as well as their Jew-
ish and Gentile fellow soldiers—none of them displayed any sympathy
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for those revolutionary ‘hotheads” and ‘atheists’ I still remember that
vividly”?

Unlike Hitler’s subsequent anti-Semitic conversion, the growth of
anti-Semitism in revolutionary Munich of early 1919 was very much
a phenomenon of the city’s Catholic establishment, borne out of en-
counters with the protagonists of the Soviet Republic. Its most famous
expression is to be found in a diplomatic report by Eugenio Pacelli of
April 18, in which the future pope detailed, using the language of an-
ti-Semitism, a rude encounter his aide Lorenzo Schioppa had had with
Max Levien and other revolutionaries in the Residenz, the royal palace,
then being used as the seat of the rulers of the Soviet Republic. It de-
tailed how the revolutionaries had turned the royal palace into “a verita-
ble witches’ cauldron” full of “unprepossessing young women, Jewesses
foremost among them, who stand about provocatively in all the offices
and laugh ambiguously” Levien, who in fact was not Jewish, was de-
scribed as a “young man, a Russian and a Jew to boot,” who was “pale,
dirty, with impassive eyes” as well as “intelligent and sly.”**

In their report, the future Pope Pius XII and his aide clearly shared
the sentiment popular among many in Munich that the revolution
had been a predominantly Jewish endeavor. In addition to his anti-
Communism with strong anti-Semitic undertones, Pacelli also rejected
Jewish religious practices (similarly to the way that he, as the head of
the Catholic Church, rejected all non-Catholic religious practices). Yet
he was happy to support Jews in nonreligious matters, repeatedly aid-
ing Zionists who turned to him for help, trying to intervene in support
of Jews concerned about rising anti-Semitic violence in Poland, or in
1922 warning the German foreign minister, Walther Rathenau, a Jew,
about an imminent assassination plot. Pacelli’s actions to help Jewish
communities were matched by those of Michael von Faulhaber, Mu-
nich’s archbishop, who was happy to oblige when Jewish representatives
repeatedly approached him with requests for help. And in a letter to the
chief rabbi of Luxembourg, Faulhaber disapprovingly mentioned the
rise of anti-Semitism in Munich: “Here in Munich, too, we have seen
attempts [ ... ] to fan anti-Semitic flames, but luckily, they did not burn
well” The archbishop also offered the Central Association of German
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Citizens of Jewish Faith help to prevent the distribution of anti-Semitic
pamphlets outside churches.”

In short, unlike Nazi Judeophobia, Pacelli and Faulhaber’s anti-
Bolshevik anti-Semitism and their rejection of non-Catholic religious
practices did not treat Jews as being the source of all evil. Rather, Jews
were treated as fellow human beings who deserved help in all non-
religious matters, as long as they did not support Bolshevism. And at its
core, Pacelli and Faulhaber’s anti-Semitism was not racial in character.
In that respect it differed fundamentally from the heart of Hitler’s anti-
Semitism during the Third Reich. This is not to diminish mainstream
Catholic anti-Semitism. Rather, it suggests that looking at the rise of
anti-Bolshevik anti-Semitism in Munich in the spring of 1919 may not
get us very far in explaining Hitler’s anti-Semitic transformation. Cer-
tainly, for some Bavarians, racial and anti-Bolshevik anti-Semitism
went hand in hand. Yet for a far larger number of Bavarians, the two
strands of anti-Semitism did not converge.

The same was true of the anti-Semitism of the traditional Bavarian
political establishment. For instance, on December 6, 1918, a month af-
ter the revolution, the unofficial newspaper of the Catholic Bavarian
People’s Party (BVP), the Bayerischer Kurier, stated: “Race does not
play a role either for the BVP and that the party’s members “respect
and honor every honest Jew. [ . .. ] What, however, we need to fight
are the many atheist elements who form part of an unscrupulous inter-
national Jewry which is chiefly Russian in character” Similarly, Georg
Escherich, who was to head one of the largest right-wing paramilitary
groups in Germany in the postrevolutionary period, had expressed the
opinion to Victor Klemperer, during a chance encounter on a train in
December 1918, that a future BVP government would be open to Cath-
olics, Protestants, and Jews alike. He had told Klemperer, “The man of
the future is here already: Dr. Heim, the Organizer of the Bauernbund
[Peasants’ League]; a Center Party man but not a ‘black’ one [i.e., one
appealing only to Catholics]. Protestants and Jews are also part of the
Bauernbund.”*

The Judeophobia of Pacelli, Faulhaber, and the BVP matters in ex-
plaining Hitler’s eventual anti-Semitic transformation, for two reasons:
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First, it epitomized mainstream anti-Semitism in revolutionary and
postrevolutionary Munich. Second, it defined an anti-Semitism that
Hitler would deem pointless at the very moment when he turned into
an anti-Semite. Significantly, mainstream anti-Semitism in Bavaria as
well as the attitudes of Pacelli, Faulhaber, and the political establish-
ment of Bavaria had more in common with the anti-Semitism of Win-
ston Churchill than with that of Hitler once he turned against Jews. In
February 1920, the then British secretary of war would write in a Sunday
newspaper that, for him, there were three kinds of Jews: one good, one
bad, one indifferent. The “good” Jew, for Churchill, was a “national” Jew
who was “an Englishman practicing the Jewish faith” By contrast, the
“bad” Jew was an “international Jew” of a revolutionary Marxist kind
who was destructive and dangerous and who, according to both many
Bavarians and Churchill, had been in the driver’s seat of the revolution.
Churchill would write: “With the notable exception of Lenin, the ma-
jority of the leading figures are Jews. Moreover, the principal inspiration
and driving comes from the Jewish leaders.”*!

The nonracial character of the anti-Semitism of many Bavarians ex-
plains why, despite the meteoric rise of anti-Bolshevik anti-Semitism
during the revolution, Jews could, and Jews did, serve in Freikorps and
other militias that helped quash the Munich Soviet Republic. It also
explains why non-Jews were willing to serve alongside Jews to stop
Communism in its tracks. More important, the service of many Jews
in Freikorps challenges the common understanding that the political
movement headed by Hitler had grown out of Freikorps. Freikorps are
often believed to have been the vanguards of Nazism, fueled by a fascist
ethos as well as a complete rejection of democracy, culture, and civi-
lization. According to common wisdom, Freikorps members formed
a cult of violence that longed for unity and the establishment of a ra-
cial community. Members of Freikorps allegedly followed an uncon-
trolled and uncontrollable “logic of extermination and cleansing” that
would provide the spirit that later would drive the SS (the Schutzstaf-
fel), the paramilitary force of the Nazi Party that would be in charge of
the implementation of the Holocaust. They are also believed to have
been in equal parts anti-Semitic and anticapitalist, or in fact far more



ARRESTED 61

anti-Semitic than they were anticapitalist.*” If this indeed is how Na-
tional Socialism was born, how is it possible that many Jews served in
Freikorps?

The Freikorps Oberland, for instance, included several Jewish mem-
bers. Oberland was not just any Freikorps. It also included one of Hitler’s
fellow dispatch runners from the war, Arthur Rodl, a future concentra-
tion camp commander, as well as none other than the future head of
the SS, Heinrich Himmler. At the end of the war, when volunteers had
been sought for service in Freikorps, very few soldiers had volunteered,
as most men had just wanted to go home. For instance, only eight mem-
bers of Hitler’s regiment had volunteered in early December, when a
call for volunteers had been issued in the List Regiment. Yet when in
the spring of 1919 men had been asked by their democratically elected
government to defend their homes against a Communist takeover, this
was perceived as an entirely different matter. Men were urged to join up
temporarily, as the regular army and law-enforcement authorities were
no longer numerically strong enough to respond to the radical left-wing
challenge to the new political order.*

Large numbers of men had come forward to enlist. Thus, neither the
experience of a long and brutal war, nor the longing for violence of a
supposedly proto-fascist, nihilist generation that despised culture and
civilization, but the dynamic and logic of the postwar conflict explains
why a large number—yet still a minority—of Bavarians joined paramil-
itary units in 1919. For instance, his membership in the liberal German
Democratic Party had not stopped Fridolin Solleder, an officer from
Hitler’s regiment, from joining a Freikorps.*

The Freikorps movement was surprisingly heterogeneous. At least
158 Jews served in Bavarian Freikorps after the First World War. It also
needs to be stressed that Jews continued to join Freikorps in the days
and weeks after the end of the Munich Soviet Republic, which, to state
the obvious, should be seen as an endorsement of the actions of the
“white” troops against the Munich Soviet Republic. For instance, on
May 6, 1919, Alfred Heilbronner, a Jewish merchant from Memmin-
gen, had joined the Freikorps Schwaben, in which Fritz Wiedemann,
Hitler’s commanding officer during the war, had served as a company
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commander. Wiedemann and Heilbronner’s Freikorps was engaged in
operations in Munich between May 2 and 12, and subsequently fought
in Swabia.”

The 158 Jewish members of Bavarian Freikorps amounted to about
0.5 percent of members of the Bavarian Freikorps movement. This was
a figure not out of proportion with the overall ratio of Jews among the
Bavarian population, which by 1919 stood somewhere between 0.7 and
0.8 percent. The actual number of Jewish members of Freikorps who
described themselves being of the Jewish faith was even much higher
than 158, as the surviving membership records are incomplete. For in-
stance, Robert Lowensohn, from Fiirth in Franconia, does not appear
in the surviving Freikorps muster rolls. This Jewish officer and com-
mander of a wartime machine gun unit joined a militia or Freikorps
in the spring of 1919. As his own moderately left-wing leanings were
incompatible with the ideas of the Munich Soviet Republic, he helped
crush it. When he was rearrested in 1942, his past service in the First
World War and in 1919 would not count for anything anymore. The
veteran of the Freikorps campaign against the Munich Soviet Republic
would spend the rest of the war in camps in the east, dying in February
1945 on a death march. Due to the absence of Jews like Lowensohn in
the surviving membership records of Bavarian militias, it is highly likely
that the share of Jews among Freikorps members did, in fact, equal or
exceed that of Jews in the overall Bavarian population.*

Furthermore, logic dictates that a considerable number of secular
Jews—that is, Jews who did not define themselves as of the Jewish faith
and who did not belong to any religious community or had converted
to one of the Christian churches—also served in Freikorps.”” In short,
if anything, the conventional view about the Freikorps, according to
which they were more anti-Semitic than they were anti-Communist,
and according to which they formed the nucleus of the National Social-
ist movement, needs to be turned on its head. After all, the Freikorps of
Bavaria included at least 158 Jews, but not Hitler.

None of this is to question that for a subsection of members of the
Freikorps movement, there was a clear continuity from their actions in
1919 to the National Socialist rise to power. The important point here
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is that they constitute only a subsection of the movement. Presenting
the Freikorps movement of the spring of 1919 as the vanguard of Na-
tional Socialism would mean inadvertently to buy into the story Nazi
propaganda would tell. For instance, in 1933, Hermann Goering would
refer to the members of Freikorps as “the first soldiers of the Third Re-
ich” in an attempt to recast the rise of National Socialism between 1919
and 1933 as a heroic epic. Similarly, Hitler himself would claim in 1941
that although some Jews might for tactical reasons have been willing to
oppose Eisner, “none of them took up arms in defense of Germandom
against their fellow Jews!”*

Whatever “white” troops might have seen in the deputy battalion
councilor of the Second Demobilization Company as they moved into
Bavaria’s capital on May 1, one thing is clear enough, a century on:
Hitler had not opposed moderate Social Democratic revolutionaries
in revolutionary Munich, nor had he backed the ideals of the second
Soviet Republic.

However, even if he did not openly express certain political and
anti-Semitic ideas throughout the more than five months of revolution
that he experienced in Munich and Traunstein, at least in theory it is
possible that Hitler nevertheless might have already harbored them
deep in his heart. That is, though he might have appeared outwardly
aimless during the revolution, his political ideas already may have been
developed and firmly in place. In other words, it is possible to argue
that he may have thoroughly detested the sight of revolution as he trav-
eled back to Munich on his return from Pasewalk and, in truth, he may
never have held any left-leaning sympathies.*’

One may argue that Hitler’s experience of revolution and of the So-
viet Republic in Munich evoked in him a deep hatred toward anything
that was foreign, international, Bolshevist, and Jewish to the fore that la-
tently had already existed during his years in Vienna.* Yet the evidence
that would support claims of this kind tends to be after the fact, such as
a statement Hitler is supposed to have made in his military HQ in 1942,
at a time when his anti-Jewish exterminatory policies were gathering
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speed. He would tell his guests in 1942 that in “1919 a Jewess wrote in the
Bayerischer Kurier: “‘What Eisner is doing now will one day fall back on
us Jews!” This is a strange case of clairvoyance!

Hitler’s quote is indeed revealing, but not for shedding light on his
emerging worldview in the aftermath of the Munich Soviet Republic.
Rather, it demonstrates how prominently he would use the revolution
as post facto inspiration for his policies while in power, in the same way
that he would evoke his experiences from the First World War, medi-
ated by postwar experiences, as being an inspiration for his conduct of
Germany’s efforts in the Second World War. To argue that Hitler had
been disposed negatively toward the revolution from the beginning
and that he never had displayed any sympathy toward Social Demo-
crats inadvertently buys into Nazi propaganda. It is important to point
out that cooperating with the new regime did not even distance Hitler
from many of his former superiors. After all, some of the latter, such as
General Max von Speidel, cooperated and supported the new regime.
If even his former divisional commander accepted the revolutionary
regime, it should not be surprising that Hitler, who throughout the war
had looked up to his superiors, would do so, too.**

Although Hitler’s likely attendance at Eisner’s funeral suggests the
existence of left-leaning sympathies, it does not necessarily make him
a supporter of Eisner’s Independent Social Democrats, as Eisner was
widely respected across both the radical and moderate left in the wake
of his assassination, as well as among soldiers serving in Munich.” The
question is not whether Hitler supported the left during the revolution,
which clearly he did, but what kind of left-wing ideas and groups he
supported or at least accepted. As Hitler served all left-wing regimes
during all phases of the revolution until the end, he obviously accepted
all of them or at least acquiesced to them for reasons of expediency. Yet
his previous political statements from the war as well as his patterns of
behavior during both the war and the revolution indicate that the num-
ber of political ideas he actively agreed with was much smaller than that
of those he was willing to serve.

Being that soldiers, who overwhelmingly had voted for the SPD
in the Bavarian elections in January 1919, had elected Hitler as their
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representative; that Hitler’s closest companion during the revolution
had been a member of an SPD-affiliated union; and that the SPD under
Erhard Auer had stood against international socialism and cooperated
on many an occasion with conservative and centrist groups, one thing
is quite clear: Hitler had stood close to the SPD but either had missed
the opportunity or lacked the willpower to jump ship after the estab-
lishment of the second Soviet Republic.

In fact, during the Second World War, Hitler would privately admit,
at least indirectly, that he had once held sympathies for Erhard Auer.
At his military HQ he would be recorded as saying on February 1, 1942,
“But there is a difference where it concerns one of the 1918 crowd. Some
of them just found themselves there, like Pontius: they never wanted
to be part of a revolution, and these include Noske, as well as Ebert,
Scheidemann, Severing, and Auer in Bavaria. I was unable to take that
into account while the fight was on. [ . .. ] It was only after we had won
that I was in a position to say, ‘T understand your arguments.” Hitler
added, “The only problem for the Social Democrats at the time was that
they did not have a leader” Even when talking in private about the Ver-
sailles Treaty, the punitive peace treaty that brought the First World War
to an end, he would blame the Catholic Center Party, rather than the
Social Democrats, for having sold Germany down the river: “It would
have been possible to achieve a very different peace settlement,” Hitler
would say in private on January 27, 1942, at military HQ. “There were
Social Democrats prepared to stand their ground to the utmost. [Yet]
Wirth and Erzberger [from the Center Party] signed the deal.”**

Auer, himself, also claimed that Hitler had held sympathies for the
SPD during the winter and spring of 1919. In a 1923 article Auer wrote
for the Miinchener Post, he stated that Hitler “due to his beliefs was re-
garded as a Majority Socialist [Mehrheitssozialist] in the circles of the
Propaganda Department and claimed to be one, like so many others;
but he was never politically active or a member of a trade union.”*

It is extremely unlikely that as astute and careful an operator as Auer
would have made up such a claim in the politically charged atmosphere
of the spring of 1923. A fabrication of that kind would have run the risk
of easily being exposed as a fraud and thus backfiring. It can no longer
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be established with certainty who Auer’s source was on this occasion,
but it is not difficult to guess. With a high degree of probability it was
Karl Mayr, who was to become Hitler’s paternal mentor in the summer
of 1919, when Mayr became the head of the propaganda department
of the army in Munich. His task would be to carry out propaganda as
well as to look into the earlier activities of the propaganda department
during the revolution. Mayr would change political sides in 1921 and
from that time onward would regularly feed Erhard Auer information
for his articles.”

Auer was not the only Social Democratic writer with access to
men like Mayr who reported an SPD-affinity on Hitler’s part during
the spring of 1919. Konrad Heiden, a Social Democrat with a Jewish
mother who came to Munich as a student in 1920 and after graduation
started to work as a Munich correspondent of the liberal Frankfurter
Zeitung, would report in the 1930s that Hitler had supported the SPD
and had even talked about joining the party. In Heiden’s words, Hit-
ler “interceded with his comrades on behalf of the Social-Democratic
Government and, in their heated discussions, espoused the cause of So-
cial Democracy against that of the Communists.” The dramatist Ernst
Toller, meanwhile, would claim that while he was incarcerated later in
1919 for his involvement with the revolution, one of his fellow prisoners
had told him that he had encountered “Adolf Hitler in the first months
of the republic in a military barracks in Munich” According to Toller,
the prisoner had told him that “at the time Hitler had declared that he
was a Social Democrat” Furthermore, Hitler himself would imply that
he had had Social Democratic leanings in the past when he told some
of his fellow National Socialists in 1921, “Everybody was a Social Dem-
ocrat once.”” Testimony of Friedrich Krohn—an early member and
financial benefactor of the party who addressed Hitler with the famil-
iar “Du” until they broke with each other in 1921 over Hitler’s growing
megalomania—also supports that Hitler initially had Social Democratic
leanings. When Krohn and Hitler first met around the time that Hitler
first attended a meeting of what was to become the Nazi Party, Hitler
told him that he favored a “socialism” that took the form of a “national
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Social Democracy” that was loyal to the state, not dissimilar to that of
Scandinavia, England, and prewar Bavaria.”®

In making sense of Hitler’s time during the Munich Soviet Repub-
lic and its aftermath, it would be a mistake to present Hitler as having
served in a regiment in which supporters of the left and the right had
opposed each other. Hence, it would be wrong to describe him, while
he was an elected representative of the soldiers of his unit, as a secret
spokesperson for soldiers on the political right.” As noted earlier, the
dividing line in military units based in Munich during the time of the
Soviet Republic ran not between the left and the right, but between the
radical left and the moderate left, which puts Hitler on the moderate left.

As Karl Mayr stated in an account published in America in 1941
when he was incarcerated in one of Hitler’s concentration camps, Hitler
had been an aimless “stray dog” after the war. “After the First World
War,” Mayr would write, “[Hitler] was just one of the many thousands
of ex-soldiers who walked the streets looking for work. [ . .. ] At this
time Hitler was ready to throw in his lot with anyone who would show
him kindness. [ . .. ] He would have worked for a Jewish or a French
employer just as readily as for an Aryan. When I first met him he was
like a tired stray dog looking for a master.”®

Of course, Mayr might have exaggerated the degree to which Hit-
ler’s mind was a blank slate in the half year or so following the end
of the war. It is certainly true that Hitler returned from the war as a
man without a compass and embarked on a path of self-discovery. Yet
opportunism and expediency and vague political ideas coexisted, and
at times competed with each other, within Hitler. His political and per-
sonal future was indeterminate. Hitler had stayed in the army because
he had nowhere else to go. And indeed he was often driven by oppor-
tunism fueled by an urge to escape loneliness, and at times was a man
adrift. Nevertheless, it would overstate the argument to suggest that he
was impassive, with no political interest, and merely driven by the will
to survive.®!

Hitler’s pattern of behavior and his actions, as well as a critical read-
ing of earlier and later statements by him and by others, reveal a man
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with an initial sympathy for the revolution and the SPD who at the same
time rejected internationalist ideas.®> Over the course of a few months,
through a combination of expediency, opportunism, and mild left-wing
leanings, Hitler metamorphosed from an awkward loner and follower
of orders into somebody willing and able to fill a leadership position.
This change occurred at exactly the moment when most people would
have preferred to keep their heads down to weather the storm. With the
fall of the Soviet Republic, however, Hitler had to figure out whether
and how he would extricate himself from the corner in which he had
ended up through his actions in previous weeks.



CHAPTER 4

Turncoat

(Early May to Mid-July 1919)

he way in which “white” forces put down the Soviet Republic

and restored order in Munich reveals why the situation was so

precarious for anyone suspected of having leanings toward the
Soviet Republic.

While loud cheers of “Hoch!” and “Bravo!” welcomed progovern-
ment units in upper-middle-class streets, the arrival of “white” troops
frequently brought with it summary executions of suspected members
of the Red Army. These took place everywhere, even in schoolyards.
As Klaus Mann, the son of novelist Thomas Mann, noted in his diary
on May 8, 1919: “In our schoolyard, two Spartacists have been shot
dead. One of them, a seventeen-year-old boy, even refused a blindfold.
Poschenriederer said that that was fanatical. I find it heroic. School was
already over by noon.™

Many who served in the “white” forces suspected resistance every-
where. For instance, on May 3, “white” forces had sprayed the mansion
housing the papal nunciature with gunfire after papal nuncio Pacelli’s
aide Lorenzo Schioppa turned on the light in his bedroom late that night.
Schioppa had no choice but to flee the room crawling on his hands and
knees. The “white” troops responsible for the action had assumed that
they were about to be fired upon when they saw the light go on.?

69
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To a large degree, the violence aimed at genuine and imagined sup-
porters of the Soviet Republic had its origin in the trigger-happy men-
tality of some, but by no means all, of the Freikorps. What had made
things worse was the chaotic and confusing scene that awaited troops
who often were unfamiliar with Munich’s geography. For instance, one
of the “white” commanders received a map of Munich only well after his
arrival in the city. Furthermore, the news of the killing of hostages drove
even members of the “white” forces who considered themselves left-
wing and were reluctant to fight, to employ force. In the words of pub-
lisher Julius Friedrich Lehmann, who had fled Munich and returned to
the city as the commander of a militia from the southwest German state
of Wiirttemberg, “I only managed to get my own company of men from
Wiirttemberg, whom I led into Munich at the time and who were true
Red believers, to move forward when I told them about the disgraceful
deed of murdering hostages” According to Lehmann, five minutes be-
fore fighting started, his men still refused to shoot.’

The hunt for suspected members of the Red Army was fueled not
just by paranoia, fear, and chaos, but also by the fact that hard-core Red
Guardists were continuing their fight, employing guerrilla tactics, even
after Munich had been occupied. Friedrich Liiers, who lived on Stigl-
mayrplatz, north of Munich’s Central Station in a district with heavy sup-
port for the Soviet Republic, still witnessed “red” activists fight and snipe
at “white” invaders for days after the first arrival of “white” troops. Indeed,
sometimes posts of progovernment units were killed at nighttime under
the cover of darkness.* The escalation of violence in the early days of May
ultimately followed the logic of asymmetric urban warfare, in which the
unequal distribution of casualties among attackers and defenders does
not necessarily reveal which side had a more violent mind-set.

Yet Hitler managed not to get caught up in the violence directed
against real and imagined supporters of the Munich Soviet Republic.
According to his friend Ernst Schmidt, he was released again from cap-
tivity through the intervention of an officer who encountered him in
the wake of his arrest and who knew him from the front.”

As Hitler’s actions in March and April exposed, at least for the time
being he had not mastered the most important art of all in politics:
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conjecture—the ability to project beyond the known and to form an
opinion based on incomplete information. In other words, he had not
yet learned how best to deal with the uncertainty surrounding choices
and to opt for a path of action that would produce a maximum degree
of advantage. Nevertheless, he had succeeded in transforming himself
from someone in whom no one had ever seen any leadership qualities,
into someone who held authority over others. Significantly, authority
had not been bestowed on him from above but democratically from
below. Although in the process he had maneuvered himself to the edge
of the abyss, as he demonstrated in the chaotic early days of May, he had
already mastered the art of coming back from behind and of turning
defeat into victory. Here we can see the first signs of a pattern in Hitler’s
public life, in which he would almost always be more successful when
operating in a responsive, rather than a proactive, mode.*

If anything, the political situation in Munich grew more volatile
during May. While the bloody events of the aftermath of the fall of
the Soviet Republic hardened the resolve of both sides in the conflict,
the moderate center of politics evaporated. Moderate Social Democrats
had been the biglosers in the Munich Soviet Republic, even though, ob-
jectively speaking, they had done more than any other group to defend
the new postwar democratic order. Yet in the eyes of moderates and
conservatives, the Social Democratic Party (SPD) had proven incapa-
ble of reining in radical revolutionaries and defending the new order,
whereas to many people on the left, the SPD had betrayed its roots.”

As poet-novelist Rainer Maria Rilke noted in a letter he wrote to
a friend on May 20, there simply was no light visible at the end of the
tunnel. Due to the legacy that the Soviet Republic and its crushing had
left behind, “our cozy and harmless Munich is likely to remain a source
of disturbance from now on. The Soviet regime has burst into a million
tiny splinters which will be impossible to remove everywhere. | . .. ]
Bitterness, hiding away in many secret places, has grown monstrously
and will sooner or later burst forth again.”®

Fearing that the explosion of bitterness and the implosion of the
center of politics in Munich might lead to a resurgence of the radical
left, the new rulers of the city decided that military units that had been
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based in Munich during the days of the Soviet Republic were to be dis-
banded as soon as possible. Concerned that soldiers in troops who had
served in those units might still be infused with radical left-wing ideas,
the military authorities decreed on May 7 that all remaining soldiers in
the Munich garrison who prior to entering the armed forces had resided
in the city were to be decommissioned immediately. Within weeks, most
soldiers of the old Bavarian army were removed from service.’

As disbanding units that had experienced the Soviet Republic might
not be sufficient to prevent a resurgence of left-wing radicalism, mili-
tary authorities also wanted to remove as many “splinters” as possible
from military units that the Soviet Republic had left behind as they were
being disbanded. Their goal—to identify and punish the soldiers who
most eagerly had supported the Soviet Republic—gave Hitler an open-
ing. Exploiting the fear among Munich’s new rulers about a repeat of
the Munich Soviet Republic, he volunteered to become an informant
for the new masters of the city. By becoming a turncoat, he managed,
against all odds, not only to escape decommissioning and thus to escape
an uncertain future, but also to emerge strengthened from a situation
that otherwise might have resulted in deportation to his native Austria,
imprisonment, or even death.

Hitler’s new life as an informant started on May 9, when he walked
into the chamber of the former regimental soldiers’ council and
started to serve on the Investigation and Decommissioning Board of
the Second Infantry Regiment. He was the junior member of a three-
man board that consisted of an officer, Oberleutnant Mirklin; a non-
commissioned officer, Feldwebel Kleber; and himself. In the days and
weeks to come, the board was tasked with determining, prior to the
decommissioning of soldiers, whether the men had seen active service
in the Red Army."

Hitler might have been proposed to serve on the board by the com-
mander of the Second Infantry Regiment, Karl Buchner, who briefly
headed the regiment in the wake of the crushing of the Munich Soviet
Republic. The two men probably had encountered each other during
the war, when Buchner had headed the Seventeenth Bavarian Reserve
Infantry Regiment. As that unit had been the sister regiment of his own
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unit, Hitler, as a dispatch runner for regimental headquarters (HQ) of
the List Regiment, had regularly been dispatched to the regimental HQ
of Buchner’s regiment."" If it is indeed true that after his arrest on May
1 Hitler was released through the intervention of an officer who knew
him from the war, it is not too much of a stretch of the imagination to
point to Buchner as likely having been that officer.

To serve on the board, Hitler was pulled out of his battalion, which
was in the process of being dissolved, and transferred to a company that
became directly attached to the HQ of the Second Infantry Regiment
on May 19, 1919."* Thus, driven largely by opportunism, Hitler had man-
aged to grab another lifeline within the restructuring army.

He now informed on his own regimental peers. In testimony given
to the board, Hitler implicated, for instance, Josef Seihs, his predecessor
as Vertrauensmann of his company, as well as Georg Dufter, the former
chairman of the Battalion Council of the Demobilization Battalion, for
having recruited members of the regiment into joining the Red Army:
“Dulfter was the regiment’s worst and most radical rabble-rouser;” Hitler
would state when giving testimony on May 23 in a court case that had
been triggered by the investigation of the board on which he, himself,
had served. “He was constantly engaged in propaganda for the Soviet
Republic; in official regimental meetings he would always adopt the
most radical position and argue in favor of the dictatorship of the pro-
letariat” He elaborated, “It is doubtless as a result of the propagandist
activities on the parts of Dufter and Battalion Councilor Seihs that in-
dividual parts of the regiment joined the Red Army. His rabble-rousing
speeches against pro-government troops, whom he pestered as late as
May 7, caused members of the regiment to join the Pioneers in hostili-
ties against government units.”*?

In becoming a turncoat, Hitler was far from unique. In fact, at that
time Munich was full of turncoats. For example, some former members
of the Red Army joined Freikorps."

As soon as Hitler joined the board, he started to reinvent his past of
the previous half-year. In many subtle and not so subtle ways, he began
to create a fictional character of himself in line with the story of his gen-
esis that he now desired to tell: that he always had stood in opposition to
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successive revolutionary regimes. Hitler’s attempt to rewrite the history
of his involvement with revolutionary Munich has to been seen as an
early sign of his subsequent ability constantly to reinvent himself by re-
casting his own past. For instance, he would tell one of his superiors that
after his return from Traunstein (i.e., during the time of Eisner’s assassi-
nation), he had sought employment outside the army."”* In other words,
he purported that he had tried to find a way out of having to serve the
revolutionary government. Yet as he does not seem to have made use
at the time of the provision in his demobilization unit that had allowed
soldiers to find other work, this seems to have been a self-serving lie,
crafted to support his claim during the postrevolutionary period that
he had never been tainted with the more radical incarnations of the
Bavarian revolution.

It must be stressed that it was relatively easy for Hitler, unlike those
who actively participated in combat on the side of the Red Army, to
become a turncoat. Even though he had held office within the Munich
Soviet Republic, he had not been committed to the ideals of the lead-
ers of that regime. As someone whose sympathies had been with the
SPD and moderates among the extreme left, he is unlikely ever to have
harbored genuine sympathy for the radical internationalist left, which
made him a viable candidate to serve on the Investigation and Decom-
missioning Board of his regiment.

Whereas earlier in the year Hitler had been a cog in the machine of
socialism, he now was one in the machine of the postrevolutionary army.
Even though the Bavarian government was, in theory, again in charge
of affairs in Munich, in reality the army called the shots on the ground,
as the Bavarian government would not return to Munich for more than
three months, staying put in Bamberg until August 17. Hitler’s new mas-
ters were the officers of the new army command in Munich, the District
Military Command 4 (Reichswehr-Gruppenkommando 4), which had
been set up on May 11. Headed by General Arnold von Mohl, it was put
in charge of all regular military units based in Bavaria. As martial law
was upheld throughout the summer, the District Military Command 4,
in effect, held the executive power in Munich.'¢
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The command’s political outlook was fervently antirevolutionary.
However, the board on which Hitler served targeted those who had
involved themselves with the radical left, rather than the moderate left,
as Hitler’s testimony at Seihs’s trial showed. As the decree that estab-
lished the board stated, “All officers, NCOs, and enlisted men who can
be proven to have been members of the Red Army or to have been
engaged in Spartacist, Bolshevist or Communist activities, will be ar-
rested.” It should be added that, on May 10, Hitler’s regiment was put
back into the hands of an officer who at the very least was positively
predisposed—either for pragmatic reasons or out of conviction—
toward the moderate left: Oberst Friedrich Staubwasser, who had been
the regiment’s commander from late December 1918 until February
1919. Staubwasser advocated the creation of a “Volksheer” (People’s
Army) that would serve the republic headed by an SPD government.
In short, clearly there was still space for moderate Social Democratic
ideas in the military in Munich after the fall of the Soviet Republic."”

The fact that the antileft restoration in the city was directed first and
foremost against the radical rather than the moderate left also found
its expression in the visit of German president Friedrich Ebert and the
Reich minister of defense Gustav Noske to Bavaria’s capital in May, where
the two senior Social Democrats attended a parade of “white” troops.'®
Hitler himself also still expressed sympathies for the SPD, if we can be-
lieve testimony that the liberal daily Berliner Tageblatt published on Oc-
tober 29, 1930: “On May 3, 1919, 6 months after the revolution, Hitler said
he was in favor of majoritarian democracy at a meeting of members of
the 2nd Infantry Regiment in the regimental canteen on Oberwiesen-
feld” The testimony states that the meeting had been called to discuss
who should become the new commander of the regiment, adding that
Hitler identified himself “as a supporter of Social Democracy [Mehr-

heitssozialdemokratie; i.e., the SPD], albeit with some reservations.”*

The growing volatility of the political situation in Munich, and the
erosion of the center of politics, was not solely, and possibly not even
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chiefly, a result of the series of revolutionary regimes that Bavaria had
experienced between November and May. As the British intelligence re-
ports from April had indicated, further political radicalization could be
averted, or even reversed, if two conditions were met: an improvement
of the food situation in Bavaria and the conclusion of a peace deal that
Germans would not perceive as being too punitive.

Neither condition was met. Unsurprisingly, pandemonium ensued.
On May 7, two days before Hitler started to serve as an informant, the
peace terms for Germany devised by the war’s victor powers in Paris
were made public. They demanded from Germany large territorial
losses, a dismantling of most of its armed forces, the payment of repa-
rations, and an acceptance that Germany had been responsible for the
war. Within hours, the peace terms had caused great shock in Munich as
well as all over the country. “And so we Germans have learned,” opined
the Miinchner Neuesten Nachrichten, the newspaper of the Bavarian
conservative Catholic establishment, in its editorial the following day,
“that we are not only a beaten people, but a people abandoned to utter
annihilation, should the will of our enemies be made law"*

The issuance of the peace terms on May 7 crushed the early post-
war optimism in Munich that peace would come, more or less, along
the lines sketched out by President Wilson and thus be agreeable to
all sides. The peace terms were not extraordinarily harsh. Objectively
speaking, they were no more severe than those that had brought previ-
ous wars to an end. Furthermore, the majority of peacemakers in Paris
were far more reasonable men than their subsequent reputations would
suggest.”! The point is that in Munich in 1919, the peace terms were
perceived as extremely punitive. The total disregard by the war’s victors
of the desire of the Provisional National Assembly of German Austria
for Austria to join Germany showed that there was not to be a dawn
of a new era of international affairs based on the principle of national
self-determination. Wilson’s Fourteen Points and his vision of a new
kind of international order, as well as subsequent promises made by his
administration, were now viewed as having been hollow, nothing but a
perfidious ploy.
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From the moment news about the peace terms reached Munich,
political discontent began mushrooming in the city. Heinrich Wolff-
lin, a Swiss professor of art history at Munich University, for instance,
wrote to his sister on May 8 about “the enormous tension over the peace
treaty” in Munich. Three days earlier, Michael von Faulhaber, Munich’s
archbishop, had shared his thoughts with Bavaria’s other bishops: “Such
an enforced peace [will] not create a foundation for peace but for eter-
nal hatred which would expose society to incalculable internal shocks
and make wholly impossible the existence of the League of Nations, to
which the Holy Father had looked during the war as the objective of
development and the guarantor of peace.”*

The discontent triggered by the release of the peace terms did not go
away. For instance, on June 18, opera singer Emmy Kriiger scribbled in
her diary: “This humiliation the entente dares to hand to my proud Ger-
many! But she shall rise again. No one can crush a people like ours!”*

The shock felt about the peace conditions took such intense forms
because it was only now, in the days and weeks following May 7, 1919,
that people in Munich realized Germany had been defeated. Almost
overnight, the revelation poisoned the city’s already volatile political
climate, as evident, for instance, in the interaction of locals with repre-
sentatives of the countries with which Germany had been at war.

Prior to the publication of the peace terms, there had been surpris-
ingly few Franco-German tensions in Munich, despite the high losses
Bavarian troops had incurred fighting against the French during the
war. As Jewish journalist Victor Klemperer noted, due to the fact that
many Bavarians had blamed the war on the Prussians, French officers
and officials serving on military commissions that had been set up as
part of the armistice agreements had been treated well when people
encountered them in the streets of Munich. Klemperer had witnessed
this for himself, noting that “they appeared neither vengeful nor even
haughty, just gay and pleased with their reception. And clearly not
without cause, because there were no hostile glances; indeed, some
were even sympathetic—and not only from female eyes” He added, “I
believe the war had ceased to exist for the people of Bavaria. The war
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had anyway been a matter of the Prussianized Reich; the Reich was no
more, Bavaria was herself again. Why should the new Free State not
behave companionably toward the French Republic?”*

Scenes like these were now a phenomenon of the past. For instance,
in August 1919, German POWs returning to Bavaria from Serbia were
full of scorn for the French. “Everybody is of the opinion that the French
are chiefly to blame for the shameful peace treaty, declared a soldier
who encountered the POWs. “They all said that if we were to fight the
French again, they would all be there*

It may well be true that in Central Europe the First World War left
behind a highly explosive and dangerous mix of bitter hatred, militancy,
and unfulfilled dreams.?® Yet for many people—not just in Munich, but
all over Germany—there would be a half-year’s delay until they com-
prehended that the war had not ended in some kind of draw but that
Germany really had lost.”

Due to the legacy of the Soviet Republic and its violent aftermath,
continued material hardship, and the issuance of harsh peace terms in
Paris, the situation in Munich remained extremely volatile in June, as
evident to everyone by the sight of the wire obstacles and makeshift
trenches that were erected and dug in the streets of the city. Elsewhere
in Bavaria, things were no calmer. As an official working for the District
Military Command 4 reported in early July from rural Lower Bavaria
and the Bavarian Forest, not only had left-wing radicalism not been
curtailed, but support for the Independent Social Democrats (USPD)
was, in fact, on the rise. According to him, “There is immense propa-
ganda activity for the USPD in the Bav|[arian] Forest, and almost no
counteraction.” The official had witnessed how in the region support for
the government headed by moderate Social Democrats had evaporated,
concluding, “It seems that there has been much defamation and stirring
again in preparations of another coup.” He also alerted military author-
ities in Munich to the fact that “the rural population has a hostile atti-
tude toward the new Reichswehr,” as the new postwar army was called.”®

To defuse the political situation in Munich and elsewhere, the Dis-
trict Military Command 4 and the government in Bamberg had decided
as early as May to institute Volkskurse (classes for the people) to appeal
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directly to those seen as potentially attracted to renewed Communist
experiments. The plan was to hold a series of six evening lectures at the
university, targeted at workers. But it did not work out as anticipated, as
the targeted audience had no interest in the series. As Heinrich Wolf-
flin, who had been recruited to teach one of the classes, reported to his
sister on June 13, “The workers’ lecture on the 11th was a fiasco. It was
well attended, but only in a very small measure by the people for whom
the event was intended” The fiasco continued: “The lecture hall was
filled to capacity, but what was in evidence were frocks, not workers’
smocks.”?

Even though the Volkskurse were a failure, District Military Com-
mand 4 decided that the situation was so dire that classes should also be
set up for members of the army. The aim was to train soldiers as speak-
ers who would subsequently spread counterrevolutionary ideas among
the rank and file of military units as well as civilians across southern
Bavaria. As a military decree of June 1, 1919 stated, the lectures were
meant as “anti-Bolshevik training” aimed at fostering “civic thinking.”
The task of organizing them, as well as more broadly monitoring politi-
cal activities in Bavaria and carrying out antirevolutionary propaganda,
was put in the hands of Abteilung Ib (Department Ib) of District Mili-
tary Command 4, commonly known as the Intelligence, Education, and
Press Department. Within the department, it fell to Captain Karl Mayr,
the head of the propaganda subdepartment (Abt. Ib/P), to set up and
conduct the courses.*

As a sign of how important this work was deemed, Mayr—who de-
fined himself as Bavaria’s “top intelligence man”—was given the most
elegant hotel, which prided itself as being the most modern in Europe,
as his base of operation. From Room 22 of the Regina Palasthotel, Mayr
plotted how he would drive Communist ideas out of Bavaria. His goal
was to use the propaganda courses to instill in participants “an accep-
tance of the necessity of the state’s activities, and a new sense of polit-
ical morality” His aim was not “to train and send out finished orators
into the land and to the troops.” Rather, he believed that “much will al-
ready have been achieved, if the opinions that we teach in these classes
are taken up by people well disposed toward our homeland and our
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soldiers, and these honest people go forth and spread such ideas among
their circle™!

Mayr struggled to find what he had in mind as suitable participants
for his propaganda courses, complaining to an associate of his on July
7, when two of his courses had already been completed, “You would
not believe how few skilled, educated men there are with the common
touch, who can talk to the people, but without party slogans. One can-
not stop them from spouting jargon.”*

One of the few men who did fit Mayr’s bill was a member of the
Investigation and Decommissioning Board of the Second Infantry
Regiment: Adolf Hitler. Probably nominated for admission by his regi-
mental commander, Oberst Otto Staubwasser, he attended the third of
Mayr’s propaganda courses, which took place between July 10 and 19 in
Palais Porcia, a baroque mansion. The parallel course for officers, which
was to take place at the same time, would include as participants Alfred
Jodl, Hitler’s future chief of the operations staft in the High Command
of the Wehrmacht, and Eduard Dietl, who would become Hitler’s favor-
ite general in the Second World War.**

The course provided Hitler with yet another lifeline in the army. A
regimental order dated May 30 had made clear that Hitler would escape
decommissioning only as long as he was needed on the investigation
board of his unit.** Had it not been for the opportunity to take part in
one of the propaganda courses, he would have had little choice but to
leave the army. The course at Palais Porcia not only gave him another
lifeline in the army, but provided the future leader of the Third Reich
with his first known formal political education. Even more important, it
is intimately linked to his sudden politicization in mid-1919.

On July 9, 1919, the day prior to the start of Hitler’s propaganda
course, an event took place that explains the real significance of the
course. That day, Germany ratified the Versailles Treaty. The ratification
symbolized the end point of a radical shift in the general outlook of
people in Munich that had been under way since May 7, when the vic-
tor powers of the war first published their peace terms. Up to the point
of its ratification, those opposed to the peace terms could live in the
hope that the Vatican would succeed in lobbying the United States to
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insist on a nonpunitive peace. Or at least they could hope that Germany
would be both strong enough and willing to resist a punitive peace.
Even Melanie Lehmann, the wife of right-wing publisher Julius Fried-
rich Lehmann, had noted approvingly in her diary on June 7 that Ger-
many’s national assembly had “declared that these conditions for peace
were impossible,” thus sensing or hoping that the victor powers of the
First World War might not get away with a punitive peace treaty. Yet to
her dismay, she came to the realization late in June that parliament was
going to accept the peace conditions, upon which she concluded: “Now
we really have lost everything”

The ninth of July changed everything for Hitler, as the ratification
of the peace treaty resulted in his delayed realization that Germany
really had lost the war. This was Hitler's Damascene experience, his
dramatic political conversion. It had not occurred during his time in
Vienna,’® nor during the war,”” nor during the revolutionary period,”®
nor through the cumulative experiences of the war and the revolution.”
Rather, it occurred through his delayed realization of defeat in post-
revolutionary Munich. It was now that Hitler’s political transformation
and radicalization started.*

The signing and ratification of the Versailles Treaty (see Image 7) was
traumatic not just for Hitler but for people in Munich across the polit-
ical spectrum. For instance, Ricarda Huch, a novelist, dramatist, poet,
and writer of nonfiction of liberal-conservative convictions as well as a
champion of women’s rights, would write to her best friend, the liberal
member of the National Assembly Marie Baum, later that month: “The
signing of the peace left a terrible impression on me, I could not quite
recover. Constant feelings of needles and blows*!

Despite Hitler’s subsequent citing for political expediency of No-
vember 9, 1918—when revolution in Berlin had finished oftf Imperial
Germany—as the day that had supposedly “made” him, July 9, 1919,
was, in reality, a far more important date in Hitler's metamorphosis.**
His later stressing the importance of November 9 as having transformed
him politically would allow Hitler to predate his political conversion
and thus to put a cloak over his involvement with successive revolu-
tionary regimes. It would allow him, in Mein Kampf, to skate over his
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experiences between his return to Munich in November 1918 and the
fall of the Munich Soviet Republic. His account in Mein Kampf of his
life during those six fateful months, totaling 189 words, would fit onto
the back of an envelope. Even his account of his disagreement with his
father as an eleven-year-old as to which kind of school he should attend
was more than twice as long as that.”

However, his focus on November 9, 1918, was not exclusively oppor-
tunistic. For the rest of his life, Hitler would return time and time again
to the same two questions: How can the defeat of Germany in Novem-
ber 1918 be undone? And how would Germany have to be recast so as
never again to have to face a November 1918 but to be safe for all times?

For instance, during the night of July 22/23, 1941, hours after the
Luftwaffe had bombarded Moscow, Hitler’s mind would be focused not
on Russia itself. Rather, he would contemplate how the Russian cam-
paign could help rebalance the relationship of Britain and Germany,
thereby to undo November 1918, and create a sustainable international
system in which Germany and Britain could coexist: “I believe the end
of the war [with Russia] will be the beginning of a lasting friendship
with England. The condition for our living in peace with them will be
the knock-out blow which the English expect from those they must re-
spect. 1918 must be erased.* Until his dying day, Hitler firmly believed
that reversing the conditions that, in his mind, had made defeat in the
First World War possible was the only way to eliminate the existential
threat Germany was facing and to survive in a rapidly changing inter-
national environment. In hindsight, the events of November 9, 1918,
thus constituted for Hitler the very core of all of Germany’s problems.

With the ratification of the Versailles Treaty on July 9, 1919, the SPD
was no longer a feasible political home for Hitler. And the events of
that day ensured that political Catholicism would not become his new
home. Why? Although the SPD-led German government had resigned
in protest at the peace terms, a new government formed by the SPD and
the Catholic Center Party eventually did sign the treaty, and Reichstag
deputies of the SPD and the Center Party ratified it.

Subsequent testimony of people who interacted with him in the
summer of 1919 reveals the importance of the Versailles Treaty for Hitler
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at the time. One of his peers from his demobilization unit would state in
1932 that in the early summer of 1919, Hitler had been obsessed with the
peace accord: “I still see him sitting in front of me, with the first edition
of the Versailles Treaty which he studied from morning to night.” Fur-
thermore, Hermann Esser would state in a 1964 interview that, as a pro-
pagandist for the Reichswehr, Hitler had focused primarily on speaking
about the Versailles Treaty and the Peace of Brest-Litovsk, which had
ended the war between Germany and Russia in early 1918. Incidentally,
Hitler himself, in one of his early speeches, on March 4, 1920, would
state that initially people had believed that Woodrow Wilson’s promise
of a peace among equals would materialize: “We Germans, the vast ma-
jority of us who are good-natured and honest believed Wilson’s prom-
ises of a conciliatory peace, and were so bitterly disappointed.”*

As Hitler thoroughly destroyed any traces from his time during the
revolution and its aftermath once he was in power, any evidence that the
delayed impact of defeat was his “road to Damascus” must be primarily
contextual. All of Hitler’s early speeches would ultimately be concerned
with making sense of Germany’s loss in the war. They would not simply
rail at Germany’s enemies. Rather, they would attempt to understand
the reasons for defeat and attempt to draw up a blueprint for the cre-
ation of a Germany that would never again lose a war.

As there had been no real awareness in Munich and in Traunstein
of Germany’s having lost the war until May 1919, Hitler’s pivot toward
explaining the reasons for defeat and devising plans for building a dif-
ferent Germany that would survive future shocks intact is unlikely to
have occurred before then. In the absence of that realization, there had
been no need for fantasies about a victorious Germany that had been
stabbed in the back and for devising plans to prevent future defeats.
There is a high likelihood that Hitler, just like the people around him,
had imagined that the war had ended in a sort of tie, maybe not one
very favorable to Germany but not one that equaled defeat.

Plus, Hitler’s politicization is unlikely to have occurred until the Ger-
man parliament ratified the Versailles Treaty, as it was only the ratifica-
tion that confirmed Germany’s weakness and defeat. Prior to that, it was
still possible to imagine that the German government and parliament
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would refuse to sign and ratify the treaty. But the most important clue
that allows us to date Hitler’s political conversion and awakening is
the degree to which the core of his subsequent political ideas mirrored
closely many of the ideas to which he was exposed during his propa-
ganda course at Palais Porcia. There is thus a very high degree of prob-
ability that Hitler started attending his course at the very moment that
he was starting to make sense of Germany’s defeat and drawing political
lessons from that defeat.

The course consisted of lectures by locally renowned speakers on
history, economics, and politics, followed by seminar-style sessions and
group discussions. Its central theme, as Count Karl von Bothmer—who
ran the courses for Mayr—laid out in a memorandum, was the rejection
of Bolshevism and of “anarchic and chaotic conditions.” It also was the
championing of a new “impersonal political order” rather than of the
goals of any particular party.

The speakers in Hitler’s course took an approach both to their lec-
tures, and to politics and statecraft in general that was historical as well
as idealistic. The course was built on a premise that would have been
immediately appealing to the lover of history that Hitler had been since
his schooldays in Austria: that historical precedent explains the world
and provides tools to face the challenges of the present and the future.
Further, as Bothmer’s memorandum put it, lectures were supposed to
convey the message that ideas, more so than material conditions, drive
the world: “First of all, German history will be used to demonstrate the
connection between the world of ideas and the makeup of the state, and
the insight that it is not solely material things that influence the course
of history, but worldviews and ideas [ Weltvorstellungen und Lebensauf-
fassungen]—which is to say the fact that all human existence is based
on idealism [Idealitit]. The ups and downs will be shown in relation to
the positive and negative qualities of our people and in relation to its
historical development.”

As Bothmer’s memorandum also makes clear, the talks put a pre-
mium on explaining why the managing of finite food supplies and nat-
ural resources was part and parcel of the survival of states. Equally, they
stressed—not unlike the Communist propagandists against whom the
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speakers were directing their efforts—how international capitalism and
finance destroyed the very fabric of society and were thus the root prob-
lem of social inequality and suffering.* This was a message that would
resonate with Hitler more than the course’s anti-Bolshevik drive.

Finally, the talks were meant as a vehicle to stress the ethical and po-
litical dimension of work (Arbeit). According to Bothmer’s memoran-
dum, it was work that “essentially” tells apart “man from beast . . . not
just as a necessary means of survival, but as a source of moral strength
which regards work as the force from which alone can spring ownership
and property, and the privilege of work which is superior to any effort-
less income: work forges communities; work is a problem of conscience,
the insight that making and continuing to make work respectable is the
personality ideal of all laboring classes.”*’

The significance of Bothmer’s memorandum about the goals of
Karl Mayr and his propaganda courses is best measured by looking at
its echoes in the approach to politics that Hitler would subsequently
take. For one thing, Bothmer had argued that it would be wrong “to be
content” with “a purely negative formulation” of one’s goals; that it was
equally important to define positively what one stands for. This is how
Hitler would structure his arguments for years to come. Also, for the
rest of his life Hitler would approach problems historically, just as Both-
mer had suggested in his memorandum, and would turn to historical
precedent both for understanding the world and for devising policies
for the future.

Hallmarks of Hitler’s early anti-Semitism, meanwhile, were a wor-
ship of idealism, rejection of materialism, and celebration of the ethical
dimension of work, much the same as the ethical and political dimen-
sions that Bothmer had defined. Moreover, just in the same way that
Bothmer focused on the importance of the managing of finite food sup-
plies and natural resources for the survival of states, Hitler would be
obsessed for the rest of his life with food security as well as with access
to natural resources and their geopolitical implications.*® Furthermore,
just as Bothmer’s memorandum stressed how international capitalism
and finance destroy the very fabric of society and were thus the root
problem of social inequality and suffering, Hitler’s emerging political
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worldview would be dominated by the same brand of anticapitalism
and by a rejection of international finance.

Hitler’s course featured at least six speakers. Bothmer himself lec-
tured about the SPD as well as on the nexus between domestic and for-
eign policy. The other speakers were Michael Horlacher, the executive
director of an agrarian lobby group; economist Walter L. Hausmann;
Franz Xaver Karsch, the director of the Bavarian Workers’ Museum; en-
gineer Gottfried Feder; and a professor of history at Munich University,
Karl Alexander von Miiller.*

Judging from a comparison of the writings of the speakers in Hitler’s
propaganda course and his own subsequent writings and speeches, two
of the speakers in particular—Feder and Miiller—provided answers to
Hitler as he was trying to understand the reasons for and drawing les-
sons from Germany’s defeat.

A Franconian by birth, the son of a senior Bavarian civil servant
and the grandson of a Greek grandmother, Feder, a Munich-based self-
styled economic theorist, lectured his listeners about the supposedly
disastrous impact of charging interest. The thirty-six-year-old engineer
championed the abolition of capital interest and “interest slavery.” His
goal was to create a world in which high finance had no place, as for him
capital and interest were the sources of all evil. He advocated abolishing
finance as people knew it, in which he saw only destructive capital, but
to maintain as “productive capital” anything that, according to him, had
objective values—factories, mines, or machines.*

Hitler openly acknowledged the influence of Feder in Mein Kampf,
which is little surprise as Hitler’s brand of anticapitalism would mirror
closely the anticapitalism of Feder: “For the first time in my life I now
heard a discussion, in principle, of the international exchange and loan
capital” He was exposed to Feder for an entire day on the sixth day of the
course, on July 15, 1919, when Feder lectured at the propaganda course
in the morning, followed by a seminar-style session in the afternoon.”!

Hitler was taken by both: “In my eyes, Feder’s merit was that he out-
lined, with ruthless brutality, the character of the stock exchange and
loan capital that was harmful to the economy, and that he exposed the
original and eternal presupposition of interest,” he would write in Mein
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Kampf. “His arguments were so correct in all fundamental questions
that those who criticized them from the beginning denied less the the-
oretical correctness of the idea but rather the practical possibility of its
execution. But what in the eyes of the others was a weakness of Feder’s
arguments was in my eyes their strength.”

Feder enjoyed the experience of speaking to the participants of
Hitler’s course. He wrote in his diary later that day that he “was quite
content” about how things had gone. Little did he know, however, how
deeply his ideas about international capitalism and finance had left an
imprint on thirty-year-old Adolf Hitler.>®

What Feder and Hitler had in common went beyond their shock
and dismay about the peace conditions—Feder had written in his diary
on the day that they had become public: “finis Germaniae [the end of
Germany].” After the war, both men were developing and honing their
political convictions about the role of the state, social and economic
theory, and social justice, which did not easily fit onto a left-wing to
right-wing political continuum. It is thus no surprise that, just like Hit-
ler, Feder had displayed an active willingness to go along with revolu-
tionaries after the fall of the old order in late 1918 and 1919; yet when he
had offered his economic ideas and expertise to the left-wing revolu-
tionary regime, to his disappointment, it had shunned him.** Now, after
the fall of the Munich Soviet Republic, he had moved from the extreme
left toward the extreme right, which was facilitated by overlapping, but
certainly not identical, ideas about the role of the state, economics, and
social justice among supporters of the extreme left and the extreme
right in Munich. Even though Feder’s ideas were not original, it was
through him that Hitler was exposed to them at the very moment when
he was looking for answers as to why Germany had lost the war.

Hitler never openly acknowledged the influence of the other speaker
in his course who left a deep impact on him, Karl Alexander von Miiller,
Feder’s brother-in-law, who unlike Feder was a Bavarian Conservative
in a more traditional sense. However, Miiller, who lectured to Hitler and
the other course enrollees on German and international history, talked
about his encounter with Hitler in his memoirs: “After the end of my
lecture and the ensuing lively debate I met, in the now almost-empty
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hall, a small group who detained me.” Miiller recalled, “They appeared
in thrall to a man in their middle who spoke to them unceasingly in
a strangely guttural voice and with growing fervor” The professor of
history added: “I had the peculiar feeling that their excitement was his
work, and that at the same time it gave him his voice. I saw a pale, gaunt
face under an unsoldierly lock of hair, a trim moustache and strikingly
large, pale blue eyes with a cold fanatic gleam.”*

Miiller was curious as to whether Hitler would participate in the
discussion following his next lecture. Yet just as after Miiller’s first talk,
Hitler did not. Miiller thus alerted Mayr, who was present, to Hitler’s
talents: “Are you aware that you have a talented natural orator among
your instructors?” he asked Mayr. “It just seems to flow once he gets
going” When Miiller pointed to Hitler, Mayr responded: “That is Hitler,
from the List Regiment.” Mayr asked Hitler to step forward. As Miiller
recalled of the occasion, “He came obediently once called to the po-
dium, with awkward movements and an as it were defiant embarrass-
ment. Our exchange was unproductive.”*

Based on Miiller’s account, it has become common practice to be-
lieve that Mayr’s propaganda course mattered to Hitler because it was
there that he realized that he could speak and that he was provided, for
the first time, as one prominent Hitler scholar has put it, with “some
form of directed political ‘education.”™ Yet, in reality, Hitler had already
come to the realization that he could speak and lead, having twice been
elected a representative of the men of his unit that spring. By the time
he took his course, he had already made the switch from awkward loner
to leader. Instead, Miiller mattered for Hitler for two different reasons:
First, he conveyed to Hitler how to apply history to politics and state-
craft. And second, he identified the relationship of Germany with the
Anglo-American world as providing the key to understanding why
Germany had lost the war and how Germany had to reorganize itself to
be safe for all times.*®

While no account of the lectures that Miiller gave in Hitler’s propa-
ganda course has survived, articles that Miiller wrote in 1918 and early
1919 and that had had the same brief as his lectures have survived. Ever
since his two-year stint as a Rhodes scholar at prewar Oxford,” Miiller
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had been preoccupied with Britain and its role in the world. In Janu-
ary 1918, he wrote an article for the Siiddeutsche Monatshefte entitled
“How the English Win World Wars,” in which he presented Germany’s
role and position in the world as resulting from Britain’s role in the
world, and identified Britain as Germany’s main enemy. In another ar-
ticle from the same year, “To the German Worker;” Miiller lashed out, as
subsequently Hitler would do time and time again, at Anglo-American
finance capitalism, asking whether the “German people want to hand
over the entire Earth to Anglo-American high finance” Then in Febru-
ary 1919, he penned an article about the threat of “Anglo-Saxon world
dominations.”®

Thus, the lectures by Miiller, Feder, Bothmer, and possibly also
Michael Horlacher, on agriculture—which seems to have focused on
the nexus of food security and national security—provided Hitler with
answers to the two questions he had set himself as a result of his Dama-
scene conversion. However, he did not soak up like a sponge everything
that came close to him during his propaganda course. It is no surprise
that Franz Xaver Karsch is a little-known figure today. Hitler certainly
did not feel inspired by his economic ideas, which centered on notions
of world peace and the avoidance of war. Nor did he ever display sym-
pathy for Bothmer’s belief that a strong, unitary German state would
be the source for insecurity in Europe or his conclusion that therefore
Bavaria and German-speaking Austria should set up a monarchical
state, separate from the rest of Germany.®* Neither did the course pro-
vide him with a homogeneous set of political ideas. As the speakers of
Hitler’s course did not all preach more or less the same ideas, Hitler’s
subsequent emerging ideology cannot possibly be described as merely
being the sum of their ideas.®

To understand his sudden political metamorphosis in 1919, it is thus
just as telling to examine which ideas would not resonate with Hitler,
as well as those that would inspire him, at the very moment that he was
starting to become the man known by everyone to the present day.

When Mayr’s propaganda courses were first set up, Mayr and
Bothmer picked speakers from the intellectual and family networks of
Miiller, whom Mayr had known since they attended the same school
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as boys. The early courses, as well as some of the talks that Mayr had
organized to be given to other audiences, featured Miiller, Josef Hof-
miller, and journalist Fritz Gerlich, three regular writers for the Siid-
deutsche Monatshefte, the conservative journal published by Nikolaus
Cossmann, a Jewish convert to Catholicism. Feder, meanwhile, was
Miiller’s brother-in-law and in the past had written for the Monatshefte,
too. Furthermore, Bothmer wrote articles for the weekly paper of Fed-
er’s collaborator Dietrich Eckart, who was to play a prominent role in
Hitler’s life.®* Although later courses, including the one attended by Hit-
ler, were augmented by other speakers, the core of the speakers’ group
still came from Miiller’s networks.

Yet for all their similarities and their overlapping social networks,
the speakers in Mayr and Bothmer’s propaganda courses were far from
being a homogeneous group of like-minded right-wing ideologues.
All speakers certainly converged on a rejection of Bolshevism and on
some of the principles that Bothmer had laid out in his memorandum.
Beyond that, however, their ideas about politics and economics were
extremely varied. For instance, some lecturers were dyed-in-the-wool
German nationalists, whereas others had Bavarian sectionalist leanings.
Furthermore, although both Gottfried Feder and Walter L. Hausmann
were highly critical of finance, the conclusions they drew from their
rejection of finance were radically different.

Hausmann, who in his talk for Hitler’s course covered political edu-
cation as well as macroeconomics, had made his name with a book on
“the gold delusion.” In his book, Hausmann put forward the idea that
the use of gold in international trade and finance was the origin not just
of an ill-functioning economy but also of all wars as well as of social mis-
ery. Hausmann believed that in the twentieth century, wars would only
happen for economic reasons, generated by envy and the drive for new
markets. He thus was of the opinion that the establishment of a new and
different economic world order, purged of its reliance on gold, would
render future wars unnecessary and would produce “world peace”*
As would become clear over time, the goal of Feder and the party to
which he belonged, the German Workers’ Party, was certainly not the
establishment of world peace through the avoidance of war. And Hitler
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would most definitely not take away from the course a Hausmann-like
belief in world peace through the avoidance of war.

The subsequent lives of some of the speakers also remind us that
no obvious political trajectory ran from Hitler’s propaganda courses to
the future, even though the ideas of some of them would be of pivotal
importance to him. Although Feder would serve Hitler as a junior min-
ister and Miiller would ultimately become a convert to National Social-
ism, Horlacher, who spoke at Hitler’s course about agriculture and what
he saw as Germany’s economic strangulation, would be incarcerated in
a concentration camp. Mayr and Gerlich would both die in concentra-
tion camps.

The case of Fritz Gerlich is of particular significance in making sense
of the political direction of Karl Mayr’s propaganda courses, for Ger-
lich had been Mayr’s preferred choice to head them with him. It had
only been due to Gerlich’s being too busy to accept the invitation to
head the courses that Mayr had turned to Bothmer, whom Gerlich had
recommended to Mayr in his place. While Gerlich and Bothmer both
were fervent anti-Communists, in Gerlich’s approach to Jews there was
a world of a difference between him and some of Mayr’s other speak-
ers. Gerlich did not support anti-Semitism. He rejected specifically the
existence of a nexus between Bolshevism and Judaism. As Gerlich was
so vigorous in his rejection of anti-Semitism, Hitler would have been
exposed to a very different course at the very moment he was trying to
understand what held the world together, had Mayr’s preferred choice
to lead the course been less busy. Gerlich was concerned that “the
hounding of our Jewish fellow citizens was running the risk of turning
into a public danger and of strengthening further those elements that
were tearing the people and the state apart.”® And yet, Gerlich had been
Mayr’s preferred choice in running the propaganda courses of the Mili-
tary District Command 4, and he did continue to carry out propaganda
for Mayr.

Furthermore, while the pamphlets Mayr handed out to his pro-
pagandists and distributed widely among troops in southern Bavaria
were all anti-Bolshevik, beyond that they differed considerably in their
political outlook. They included a pamphlet titled What You Should
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Know About Bolshevism, which in the words of one of Mayr’s propa-
gandists “proves that the leaders of Bolshevism are chiefly Jews who ply
their dirty trade” Yet other pamphlets Mayr distributed included Fritz
Gerlich's Communism in Practice, which one of Mayr’s Munich-based
propagandists hailed, despite its absence of anti-Semitism, as “clearly
revealing the dark side of communism” Another pamphlet, Der
Bolschewismus—deemed by one of Mayr’s propagandists to “merit to
be distributed widely”—was published by a Catholic publishing house
associated with the Catholic Bavarian People’s Party (BVP). Mayr also
distributed a pamphlet that his propaganda department deemed to
have “roughly a SPD outlook” Furthermore, he advised a propaganda
officer of a regiment in the Swabian city of Augsburg to get copies of the
conservative-leaning Siiddeutsche Monatshefte and of the Social Dem-
ocratic Sozialistische Monatshefte alike, telling him, “You can whet peo-
ple’s interest with these and, in doing so, further our interests.”®

It is quite difficult to pin down Mayr’s personal political views, as
some of the people close to him hated one another bitterly. For instance,
he was close not just to Gerlich but also to Dietrich Eckart, to become
Hitler’s most influential mentor in the early Nazi party. And yet, Eckart
attacked Gerlich so fiercely for his political views in print in his weekly
Auf gut Deutsch (In Plain German) that Gerlich would eventually take
him to court.” Despite his very public clash with Gerlich, even Eckart
was not intermingling exclusively with politically like-minded people.
In the summer of 1919, people still talked to one another across political
divides. For instance, at the regular table that Eckart presided over at
the Bratwurst-Glockl, an inn adjacent to Munich’s cathedral, “people
gathered together from a number of different political groups,” as Her-
mann Esser would write, Esser being a young hot-blooded journalist
and future propaganda chief of the Nazi party who frequented the table.
According to Esser, at Eckart’s regular table “it was possible to converse
with one’s political adversary” in “an atmosphere where different views
and opinions met.”® At the moment when Hitler’s political metamor-
phosis was about to commence, the future leader of the Nazi Party was
thus exposed to a fairly heterogeneous set of political ideas.
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The Munich of 1919 was a city in which people were still trying
to find a new political footing in a postwar, postrevolutionary world.
There were even signs that Hitler’s future political mentor Karl Mayr,
like so many others at the time, was still fluctuating between different
political ideas. He clearly had no sympathy for postrevolutionary life in
Bavaria. On July 7, 1919, he complained about “the slouchiness, indisci-
pline, and disorganization of our revolutionary era.” Yet beyond his an-
ti-Bolshevism, Mayr’s political ideas were in flux. Unlike in the past, he
no longer considered himself as being close to the BVP, but right-wing.
And he defined himself as an anti-Semite. On one hand, he supported
people who dreamed of a greater Germany; on the other, Mayr wrote a
secessionist memorandum over the summer of 1919. When the memo-
randum was leaked in September and legal proceedings were initiated
against him, he came up with an unlikely story about how he merely
had pretended to be supporting secessionist ideas as a trap meant to
identify secessionists.*

The participants in Mayr’s propaganda courses were varied in their
backgrounds and their political outlook, too. Indeed, the talks delivered
at Hitler’s course as well as at the other courses that Mayr organized in
the summer of 1919 met with a mixed reception among Hitler’s fellow
propaganda trainees due to their heterogeneity. In theory, the men mil-
itary units picked to be trained by Mayr were supposed to have a clearly
defined profile, as a telegram sent by Mayr to military units across Mu-
nich specified: the men were required to be “mature” and “reliable,” and
to have a “sharp natural intellect””® Yet, in reality, those who enrolled in
the courses shared no obvious common profile.

Participants included people ranging from their early twenties well
into their thirties; Catholics as well as Protestants; enlisted men, NCOs,
and officers; university students and men with little schooling; and
veterans who had seen service on the frontline, those who had served
on the home front, and Freikorps veterans. And some enrollees, like
Hitler, had never left the army, whereas others had initially been de-
commissioned at the end of the war and had only been reactivated in
early May. One stated that he had rejoined the army only in May to
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escape unemployment. Some men, meanwhile, were eager to attend
the lectures; others were slackers. As one of the courses’ participants
complained: “Regrettably many of the men, particularly the younger
ones, only joined the training in order to have a good time at public
expense & to have some days off from regular service.” Another man
agreed: “The participants still leave much to be desired. I found there
to be people present who I am sure will not turn out as desired by the
organizers.””!

The heterogeneity of their backgrounds also translated into political
heterogeneity, all of course within the confines of a rejection of radi-
cal left-wing experiments. Participants included people who, like Hit-
ler, had flirted with the political left but had become political turncoats
who would soon hold deeply anti-Semitic views, as well as others who
vehemently disagreed with them. For instance, Hermann Esser had still
worked for a newspaper on the radical left, the Allgiuer Volkswacht, ear-
lier in the year, yet by the summer he had metamorphosed into a deeply
anti-Semitic anticapitalist on the political right. By the time he took
Mayr’s fourth course, he thus had had run-ins with other participants.”

Esser complained that another enrollee in the course took exception
to his admiring support of Feder, which is very important due to the
role Feder would play in the Nazi Party: “In Friday’s open discussion,
I reproached the course organizers because I cannot understand why
Herr Feder’s excellent writings are not available for free for the course’s
participants in the way that other pamphlets are,” Esser wrote to Mayr
a few days after the event. “Among other things I said, in those very
words: T believe that too much consideration is being given here to
certain circles in whose natural interest it is that these writings, which
shake the very foundations of exploitative high finance, will not reach
the wider public’ I even dared put a name to those circles, to this can-
cer gnawing at our German economy: it is international Jewry” Esser
added, “Another participant, who had used previous opportunities to
come to the defense of those circles, believed it to be his duty to speak
up for them yet again. He sought to soften the impact of my words by
accusing me of tactlessness in having, as it were, passed a vote of no

confidence to the course organizers in this way.’”?
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It was indeed the responses to Feder’s ideas among the participants
of Mayr’s courses that most brought the political heterogeneity of the
courses to the fore. Another attendee of Esser’s propaganda course, a
Herr Bosch, loved Feder’s writings so much that he sold them without
permission to other participants of the course, while an enrollee in one of
the other propaganda courses took the opposite view and wrote to Mayr
to complain about the inclusion in the course of Feder and his ideas. In
fact, even Mayr had mixed feelings about Feder, who was to become one
of the most important early influences on Hitler. Although Mayr had de-
cided to include him in the course, he stated at least twice in letters writ-
ten to former participants of his courses that he disagreed with Feder’s
ideas about “breaking the chains of interest slavery,” which he considered
as being be too radical and as bringing ruin if implemented. Still, in a
typical Mayr fashion, he fluctuated politically in his assessment of Feder.
He seemed to be unable quite to make up his mind about Feder, who is
one of the Nazi Party’s intellectual founding fathers, as evident in a letter
that he sent to another one of his former propagandists: “Concerning the
speeches of Herr Feder,” he wrote, “I should like to recommend that you
buy and peruse his ‘Manifesto on abolishing interest slavery; and you
will see that it contains many a valuable suggestion.””*

As the heterogeneity of both instructors and participants of his prop-
aganda course at Palais Porcia suggest, Hitler’s politicization and radi-
calization were not driven merely by frustration and anger in response
to Germany’s loss in the war.”” His subsequent speeches, writings, and
utterances strongly point in a different direction. They indicate that Hit-
ler picked and chose large chunks from the buffet of ideas expressed
by the speakers, when and if he felt that they helped him to find his
own answers to Germany’s defeat and on how to set up a state unrecep-
tive to external and internal shocks. Yet he did not make his selection
indiscriminately; rather, he created his own model by rejecting some
ideas and retaining others. The dish that Hitler had assembled during
his propaganda course in 1919 would dominate the menu of his polit-
ical ideas and fuel him for the next twenty-six years, which is why the
course was so important in driving a radicalization that would affect the
fate of hundreds of millions of people in the 1930s and 1940s.
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It would be mistaken to argue that ideas were unimportant to Hit-
ler and to his eventual success. Equally, it would be mistaken to argue
that it would matter less what Hitler said than how he said it.”* He was
a man who defined political questions for himself and who sought his
own answers to them, which is, however, not to say that his answers
were truly original. What started to emerge in the summer of 1919 was a
man of ideas. Soon he would also start to emerge as a political operator
who had an astute grasp of political processes. He would soon begin
to master the art of translating ideas into policy, as well as the art of
connivance and manipulation. From his time in the war, when he had
studied German and enemy propaganda in great detail, he understood
the importance of creating narratives that were politically useful, even
if they were lies. This is why in his speeches and in Mein Kampf, he
would create a mythical account of his genesis—an account according
to which he had already developed his political ideas in prewar Vienna,
and according to which the war and the outbreak of revolution had
turned him from the personification of Germany’s unknown soldier
into the country’s future savior.

Although by no means dishonorable, Hitler’s wartime service had
been politically useless for what he wanted to achieve. His real actions
and experiences between the end of the war and the collapse of the
Soviet Republic were not just politically useless, but harmful for his po-
litical career and the pursuit of his eventual political goals. This is why
Hitler invented a fictional account of his genesis that was codified in
Mein Kampf. It was powerfully and cleverly constructed that it would
survive the fall of the Third Reich by decades. He created it purposefully
to shield his true genesis—from the loner who was perceived by many
soldiers of his wartime unit as a “rear-area pig,” to being an opportunist
with mild left-leaning sympathies who served successive revolutionary
regimes before becoming a turncoat, eventually being politicized and
radicalized only once a delayed realization of Germany’s defeat had set

in in the summer of 1919.
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For the next few years, Hitler would remain remarkably flexible as
he changed and refined his political ideas and plotted his way up. Al-
though Nazi propaganda would present Mein Kampf as the New Testa-
ment of the new German messiah, he would write, change, and discard
many drafts of that “new testament” before its publication. For some
time to come, he would continue to search for answers as to how a new,
sustainable Germany could be established.






PART II
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CHAPTER 5

A New Home at Last

(Mid-July to September 1919)

fter completing his propaganda course, Hitler was introduced

to General Arnold von Mohl. The commander of the District

Military Command 4 was so impressed by the recent graduate
of Karl Mayr’s course that he decided Hitler would serve as propagan-
dist for Mayr’s intelligence department.’

His new position enabled Hitler to have frequent interaction with
Mayr at a time when the newly minted propagandist continued to seek
answers to the question of how Germany should be recast so as to be
sustainable in a rapidly changing world. Soon after Hitler started to
work for him, Mayr, who was only six years his senior, began to play the
role of paternal mentor to Hitler, as he did for a number of other pro-
pagandists. It was Mayr’s and Hitler’s interactions in 1919 that would set
in motion the most destructive train the world had ever seen. That train
would only crash in 1945, when the two men would die, one of them in
the Buchenwald concentration camp and the other in the bunker of the
Reich Chancellery in Berlin.*

As Karl Mayr would play such an important role in Hitler’s life, it is
worth getting to know him better. Born in 1883 into a Catholic middle-
class family in Mindelheim in Bavarian Swabia, Mayr was the son of
a judge. After completing his schooling, young Mayr embarked on
the career path of a professional soldier and officer. During the First

101
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World War, he saw active service on the western front (where he was
severely wounded by a shot in his right leg), on the alpine front, and
in the Balkans, followed by a stint on the general staff of the German
Alpine Corps. Late in the war, he served, as did so many other men
who would become important in the Third Reich, in the Ottoman Em-
pire, first with the German Military Mission in Constantinople, then
with the Army Group East (Halil Pascha) and the Islamic Army of the
Caucasus. By the end of the war, his superiors viewed him as a “highly
talented, versatile officer of extraordinary intellectual vitality.”

After his return to Germany in October 1918, he first served in the
Ministry of War in Munich and in other posts in Bavaria’s capital, then
as a company commander of the First Infantry Regiment, but on Feb-
ruary 15, 1919, he was put on leave until further notice. Like Hitler, he
stayed in the city during the days of the Munich Soviet Republic. Yet,
unlike Hitler, Captain Mayr actively fought against the Communist re-
gime from within. From April 20 to May 1, he headed a clandestine
unit that aimed to bring the Soviet Republic down. After the fall of the
Soviet Republic, he was thus an obvious choice to help head the anti-
Communist restoration in Munich. Mayr’s and Hitler’s fateful interac-
tions of the summer and autumn of 1919 almost did not occur, for Mayr
was ordered to make his way back to the Middle East and serve in the
Military Mission to Turkey. However, the order was subsequently re-
voked. Soon thereafter, Mayr became the head of the propaganda de-
partment of the Military District Command 4.?

Mayr’s outward appearance was anything but imposing. (See Image
8.) He was a short man, with a clean-shaven, broad face that made the
thirty-six-year-old officer look even younger than he was. Yet behind
his boyish face lurked an imposing character and a big ego. Through his
propaganda courses, Mayr was trying to mold a group of people whom
he could run as a conductor directs an orchestra. To create his “orches-
tra,” he had picked the kind of people who accepted his vision and who
consented to go along with being minted by him. He saw himself as
both a mentor and a teacher to the men serving under him, as was evi-
dent in a letter that he would write in September 1919 to a noncommis-
sioned officer who wanted to work for him:
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Knowledge accumulated through one’s own hard work will only become
a valuable asset once order is brought to it. Your writing style is quite
satisfactory. Clarity and simplicity are essential. As Shakespeare said,
“Brevity is the soul of wit” And, incidentally, this Briton is worth more
than Tolstoy, Gorky and tutti quanti. Only for one thing must I play the
schoolmaster and reprove one of your expressions: “ein sich in Urlaub
befindlicher” [someone being on vacation] is a participle, while “sich

befindlicher” is not (it is an adjective). But chin up! You'll be all right.*

The parallels in the backgrounds of Mayr’s correspondent, Max Irre,
and Hitler reveal that Mayr was looking for men whom he could still
form. The parents of both Irre and Hitler had died early; both men had
been adrift for a while—Hitler staying in a homeless shelter, Irre in an
orphanage; the passion of both lay in drawing, and both had been war
volunteers who had served for the entire war.”

In choosing his employees, Mayr also displayed a liking for political
converts. When Hitler walked in and out of Mayr’s department, which
was now housed in the back wing of the Ministry of War right next to
the Bavarian State Library, he regularly encountered Hermann Esser,
the young journalist, who in early 1919 was working on the staft of a
radically left-wing newspaper. Esser, too, had joined Mayr’s staff, where
he now worked as a civilian employee in the press office.® Mayr is likely
to have employed political converts other than Hitler and Esser, but
these two men would be the ones to dominate jointly National Socialist
propaganda until the putsch of 1923.

Hitler now no longer wore the uniform of a Gefreiter (private first class),
but a gray field uniform jacket and trousers without any insignia other
than the Bavarian cockade that adorned his cap. Subsequently, he would
claim to have worked as an “education officer” for the Military District
Command 4. Even though technically he was not an officer, his claim
does not constitute an unwarranted boast. It was common practice to
refer to people serving Mayr in the role that Hitler did as “education
officers” or as “intelligence officers”; anyone who gave talks for the army
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at the time was called an “education officer;” whereas those who were
instructors in one of the army’s propaganda courses were considered
“instruction officers.”’

In his new task, Hitler continued to be exposed, as had been the
case during his propaganda course, to politically heterogeneous mi-
lieus.® In their day-to-day work, he and his fellow propagandists faced
an uphill struggle. As one of them complained, there were still far too
many people “who with admirable tenaciousness hold on to the be-
lief that the war was Germany’s fault” And another one of Mayr’s pro-
pagandists concluded “that only orators are able to perform effective
propaganda,” since most soldiers no longer took seriously the propa-
ganda pamphlets distributed to Bavarian troops. As the propagandist
reported of the men of his unit, “Troop morale is not good. I have
seldom before heard as much grumbling in the field as I do now.” The
primary reason for the low morale among soldiers was, according to
the propagandist, the lack and low quality of food: “Rations are—it
must be said—wholly insufficient and everything but palatable. [ . . . ]
All T hear is, ‘It’s the old swindle.” The propagandist then went on, in
terms similar to those advanced by British intelligence officers in Mu-
nich, to warn about the danger of a return of Bolshevism, arguing that
while Bolsheviks were in a minority, the conditions were such that if
unchecked, Bolsheviks could seize power again.’

Even though Hitler and his peers thus faced many obstacles in
raising the morale of southern Bavarians, the former participants of
Mayr’s courses who had remained close to Mayr—an at least partially
self-selected group—tried hard to change popular attitudes. In their
speeches and letters, we can hear echoes of the speeches delivered
during their training courses. For instance, one of them told audiences
that England stood in the way of Germany’s geopolitical survival. The
propagandist gave talks about how Germany had risen within a hun-
dred years to greatness and was only stopped in its tracks by England’s
decision to wipe Germany off the map. Other propagandists focused in
their talks about “Juda” and “Bolshevism,” or the “peace conditions.”*

The speeches delivered by Mayr’s propagandists, even though fol-
lowing certain themes, still contained echoes of dissonance, reflecting
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the heterogeneity of speakers and participants within the confines of
a broadly anti-Bolshevik worldview. While Hitler is likely for years
already to have had rejected an “inner internationalism” that was di-
rected equally against dynastic multiethnic, Catholic, capitalist, as
well as Bolshevik ideas, others among Mayr’s propagandists rejected
only the Communist incarnation of internationalism. For instance, in
late August, Lieutenant Kaiser, a veteran of the Freikorps Schwaben,
gave a talk in which he called upon people to reject “the International”
but neither “cosmopolitanism” nor the creation of a “League of Na-
tions.” Kaiser told his audience that they should forgo both a red and
a golden (i.e., a Communist and capitalist) international. He opined
that they should be “patriotic [vilkisch] and social” in their outlook,
all the while being “cosmopolitan,” and strive to establish a “League of
Nations.”!

The heterogeneity of the soldiers and civilians whom Mayr’s newly
trained propagandists had to address made their task an impossible
one, as became clear in a camp for returning POWs in late August 1919.
On August 20, Hitler and twenty-five of his fellow propagandists trav-
eled approximately 30 miles to the west of Munich. Their destination
was Lechfeld, where Hitler had trained with the List Regiment for ten
days back in October 1914 at the beginning of the war before being sent
to the front. (See Image 9.) By the summer of 1919, Lechfeld housed a
former POW camp that was now being used as a reception camp for
German POWs returning home. Hitler and the other men of his de-
ployment were to carry out a “practical training in oratory and agita-
tion” as an exercise or “a trial duty” until August 25, thus testing how
good they had become as propagandists.'

Subsequent accounts by Hitler and in Nazi propaganda claim that
the propaganda carried out by Hitler and his peers at Lechfeld and else-
where had been an unqualified success. For instance, he would state in
Mein Kampf, “I thus led back many hundreds, probably even thousands,
in the course of my lectures to their people and fatherland. I ‘national-
ized’ the troops, and in this way I was able also to help to strengthen the
general discipline”" The story Nazi propagandists told about Hitler’s
stint at Lechfeld was meant to support the claim that he had found a
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new home in the army, that he had been received extremely well there,
and that his political ideas were the same as the people around him."

In fact, the commander of the camp at Lechfeld did not even trust
Hitler and his fellow propagandists to talk to the great majority of sol-
diers at his camp.”” Throughout the summer, the camp was rampant
with extreme left-wing ideas. For instance, an officer inspecting the
camp in mid-July reported, “Morale [ ... ] in the camp [ ... ] made a
very disagreeable impression on me a[nd] caused me to feel that its very
soil has been contaminated with Bolshevism and Spartacism. . . . [The
soldiers there] regard me in my Reichswehr uniform with looks that
would, as the saying goes, have killed me if they could.™*

As the situation had not improved by late August, Hitler was not
let anywhere near returning POWs. The camps commander had con-
cluded that morale and discipline was so low in the camp that Hitler
and his peers should only address the Reichswehr soldiers under his di-
rect command, which unsurprisingly went well. One of his fellow pro-
pagandists subsequently praised Hitler for his “spirited lectures (which
included examples taken from the life).” Another one added: “Herr Hit-
ler in particular is, in my mind, a natural speaker for the people, whose
fanaticism and popular demeanor absolutely force his listeners in a rally
to pay attention to him and to follow his thoughts””” Yet Hitler was
not even allowed to address those for whom propaganda would have
been most necessary. In the equivalent to a preseason game in sports,
in which a weak opponent has been picked so as to boost morale and
self-confidence, Hitler and his fellow propagandists were asked to ad-
dress only the most loyal and committed soldiers.

When Hitler was not provided with handpicked subjects for his pro-
paganda work, things worked, to say the least, much less smoothly. As
Max Amann, the staff sergeant from military headquarters (HQ) of Hit-
ler’s wartime regiment and a future leading National Socialist, would
tell his American interrogators in 1947, he had bumped into Hitler by
chance over the summer. According to the transcript of the interroga-
tion, Hitler had told him about his post as a propagandist in the army: “I
give talks against Bolshevism,” Hitler had said, upon which Amann had
asked him whether they interested the soldiers: “Unfortunately not,”
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Hitler had responded. “It’s pointless. I don’t like doing it on a continuing
basis.” According to Amann, Hitler had said that officers, in particular,
had no ears for his warnings about the dangers Germany was facing.
“The soldiers bought more into them than the old majors, whom they
didn’t interest at all”

Clearly, Hitler must have thought that even ordinary soldiers were
not particularly interested in his endeavors, as otherwise he would not
have deemed his talks useless. The point he had been making to Amann
was that the officers disapproved of his talks even more than ordinary
soldiers did. Hitler had said, “I give talks to groups of soldiers up to the
size of a battalion, [but] the majors do not enjoy them at all. They would
prefer if I entertained the soldiers with a dancing bear, but that I don’t
like and that is why I will leave”*®

On one occasion, though, Hitler no doubt would have preferred to be
treated like a dancing bear rather than to suffer the treatment that he did
receive. During that occasion, Michael Keogh, an Irishman serving in
the German army, had to rescue Hitler from the soldiers he was address-
ing, if Keogh’s account of the incident is to be trusted. (See Image 10).

Keogh had fallen into the hands of the Germans during the First
World War and became a POW. When German authorities tried to re-
cruit an Irish Brigade from Irish POWs that would fight for Irish inde-
pendence against the British, he had been one of the volunteers who had
joined up. Even though the attempt to set up the Irish Brigade had been
a fiasco, Keogh, now a traitor to the British government, had stayed in
Germany and joined the regular German army in May 1918, as a result
of which he had encountered Hitler late in the war. Decommissioned
at the end of the war, he had joined a Freikorps as a captain when vol-
unteers were sought to put an end to the Munich Soviet Republic. Af-
ter the crushing of the short-lived Communist experiment in Munich,
Keogh was reactivated and served in the city in the Fifth Demobiliza-
tion Company of the Fourteenth Infantry Regiment under his assumed
German name Georg Konig."”

It was in his capacity in the military in Munich in the summer of
1919 that he again met Hitler, as Keogh recalled: “[One day], I was the
officer of the day in the Turken Strasse barracks when I got an urgent
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call about eight oclock in the evening. A riot had broken out over two
political agents in the gymnasium. These ‘political officers, as they were
called, were allowed to visit each barracks and make speeches or ap-
proach the men for votes and support.” Keogh would state, “I ordered
out a sergeant and six men and, with fixed bayonets, led them off at
the double. There were about 200 men in the gymnasium, among them
some tough Tyrolean troops. Two political agents, who had been lec-
turing from a table top, had been dragged to the floor and were being
beaten up. Some of the mob were trying to save them. Bayonets—each
man carried one at his belt—were beginning to flash. The two on the
floor were in danger of being kicked to death.”

Keogh had ordered the guard to fire one round over the heads of the
rioters. “It stopped the commotion. We hauled out the two politicians.
Both were cut, bleeding and in need of a doctor. The crowd around
muttered and growled, boiling for blood. There was only one thing to
do. One of the two men, a pale character with a moustache, looked the
more conscious despite being beaten. I told him: Tm taking you into
custody. I'm putting you under arrest for your own safety’ He nodded
in agreement. We carried them to the guardroom and called a doctor.
While waiting for him, I questioned them. The fellow with the mous-
tache gave his name promptly: Adolf Hitler”*

Hitler was not the only one who encountered opposition to his
work as a propagandist in the Reichswehr. Karl Mayr’s activities were
often challenged, too. Mayr had to deal with military and civilian au-
thorities in Munich who at times were far from supportive of him and
his ideas.

As Hermann Esser’s letter of complaint to Mayr about the exclusion
of Feder’s publications from the free propaganda materials of the Dis-
trict Military Command 4 indicates, Mayr was far from all-powerful in
Munich. Although he could invite Feder to speak, he could not get away
with distributing Feder’s written works for free to the course partici-
pants, and so instead advised Hermann Esser that they should buy Fed-
er’s pamphlet themselves. Besides, he said, going to as many bookstores
as possible and asking for the pamphlet would be “the most inexpensive
way to advertise the pamphlet, which would doubtlessly otherwise be in
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danger of being again and again removed from the display windows of
bookshops by Jewish agents.”*!

Mayr did not feel that his position was particularly secure within
Munich’s heterogeneous political and military establishment. For in-
stance, on July 30, he wrote to a prospective participant in one of his
courses, “We may see you at a later date, unless by then the organizers
should have succumbed to party-political machinations, originating
chiefly perhaps from (Jewish) philistines and obstructionists.” Simi-
larly, on August 16, Mayr told one of his other correspondents, “I can
incidentally tell you in confidence that a number of influential circles,
primarily of Jewish orientation, made determined efforts to unseat my-
self, Count Bothmer and several others selected by me.”>> This was not
the last time that Mayr was challenged for his views and actions. In
the months to come, he would have various run-ins with other officers
serving in Munich, which ultimately would make his position in the
District Military Command 4 untenable.

Even though both men ran into major obstacles in their propaganda
work in the summer of 1919, Hitler’s activities under Mayr’s tutelage gave
the former an opportunity to develop his anti-Semitic ideas. It is here
where the real significance of Hitler’s propaganda work of the summer
of 1919, including his deployment at the Lechfeld camp, lies. His anti-
Semitic ideas had not been particularly pronounced until the summer of
1919. The first surviving anti-Semitic statement of the man who would be
more responsible for the Holocaust than anyone else is from his time in
Lechfeld. The way he expressed anti-Semitic ideas there and subsequently
elsewhere strongly indicates that his emerging anti-Semitism was a direct
result of his attempt to understand why Germany had lost the war and
what a future Germany would have to look like so as to survive for all
time. In Hitler’s early anti-Semitic utterances are strong echoes of ideas—
such as the Jews’ supposed role in weakening Germany—to which he had
been exposed during his propaganda course in July.

At Lechfeld, Hitler participated in group discussions with soldiers
and gave at least three talks: “Peace Conditions and Reconstruction,”
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“Emigration,” and “Social and Economic Terms.” And it was in his talk
on “Social and Economic Terms,” which focused on the nexus between
capitalism and anti-Semitism, that Hitler made his first known anti-
Semitic statement.”> By then, anti-Semitism was so important to him
that he focused on it more than his fellow propagandists did, as is evi-
dent in a report of a high-ranking officer in the camp, First Lieutenant
Bendt. The report, while singing Hitler’s praises for his “very spirited,
easy to grasp manner, took exception to the vehemence with which he
attacked Jews:

On the occasion of a very fine, clear and spirited speech made by Pri-
vate Hitler about capitalism, in which he touched on the Jewish ques-
tion, which of course was inevitable, there occurred a difference of
opinions with myself during a discussion within the department as to
whether one ought to state clearly and bluntly one’s opinion or express
it somewhat indirectly. It was stated that the department had been es-
tablished by Group Commander Mohl and that it acts in an official
capacity. Speeches which include an unambiguous discussion of the
Jewish question with particular reference to the Germanic point of
view might easily give Jews an opportunity to describe these lectures as
anti-Semitic. I therefore thought it best to command that discussion of
this topic should be carried out with the greatest possible care, and that
clear mention of foreign races being detrimental to the German people

is to be, if possible, avoided.*

The fact that Hitler’s anti-Semitism was expressed through anticap-
italism rather than anti-Bolshevism makes it highly unlikely that the
Soviet Republic had awakened a latent anti-Semitism in Hitler.” Rather,
the realization of Germany’s defeat and the resulting attempt to look for
reasons why Germany had lost the war had been part and parcel of his
transformation. Yet in the weeks since his political awakening, it had
become clear that the postrevolutionary army was too heterogeneous
and forbidding a place to become Hitler’s home. He was still in need of
a new place where he would feel a sense of belonging. It would not take
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long before he found it. However, there was to be one other false start
before Hitler was to find a new “home” for himself.

Sometime in early September, Adolf Hitler introduced himself to Georg
Grassinger, the member of the Thule Society who had collaborated with
the Social Democrats in trying to bring Eisner down. Grassinger was
the founding chairman of the German Socialist Party, a party close to
the Thule Society, as well as the managing director of the Volkischer
Beobachter, the future National Socialist newspaper that at that time
was a de facto organ of the German Socialist Party. Hitler offered his
service to write for the paper and told Grassinger that he wanted to
join the party and get involved. However, the party leadership relayed
to Hitler that they neither wanted him in the party nor wanted him to
write for their paper.”® Yet a few days later Hitler was more successful.

On the evening of September 12, he walked through Munich’s old
town. That night, he wore the only civilian outfit he owned as well as
his trench coat and a floppy hat that hung to his chin and onto his neck.

His destination was the restaurant named after one of Munich’s for-
mer smaller breweries, the Sterneckerbrau, that advertised good food
and daily singspiel performances. Once there, Hitler showed no in-
terest in the restaurant’s daily dramatic performance of spoken word
and song. He walked straight to one of the restaurant’s back rooms, the
Leiberzimmer, as Karl Mayr had sent him to attend and observe the
meeting of the German Workers’ Party (Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, or
DAP) that was taking place there. Mayr himself seems to have been
invited to the meeting, but could not or did not want to go, and thus he
sent Hitler in his place.”

The name of the group meeting in the Leiberzimmer was at best as-
pirational, for the DAP certainly was not a party in any traditional sense,
not least since it did not, in fact, stand for elections. Even though it had
both a national and a local chairman, in reality it did not exist anywhere
but in Munich; and its membership was so limited that it easily fit into
one of the back rooms of the Sterneckerbrau. In fact, as late as February
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1921, the chairman of the party would write to an associate of his that he
would not refer to their newspaper as a Parteiblatt (party newspaper), as
“we are no party and have no intention of becoming one™

The German Workers” Party was a loose association of a tiny num-
ber of disgruntled misfits. It did not even publicly announce its meet-
ings. Rather, people would be invited to attend meetings either orally
or by written invitation.” From the perspective of September 1919, the
DAP was the most unlikely of contenders to become one day a mass
political movement that would come close to bringing the world to its
knees.

As Hitler sat down in the Leiberzimmer to listen to the proceed-
ings, he was surrounded by memorabilia from veterans of a regiment of
lifeguards to the Bavarian royalty, the Infanterie-Leib-Regiment, which
hung on the walls of the room. Yet on the evening of September 12, the
room was not filled with veterans of the regiment but with some forty to
eighty DAP sympathizers who had come to listen to the guest speaker
of the evening. That speaker was Gottfried Feder, who—just as he had
done during Hitler’s propaganda course—gave a talk on his signature
topic, the ills of capitalism. This was Feder’s sixteenth talk of the year
but the first time that he addressed the DAP. The title of his talk was
“How and By What Means Can Capitalism Be Eliminated?”*

While at Lechfeld, Hitler himself had lashed out at capitalism, and
had it been only Feder who spoke, Hitler might never again have at-
tended a meeting of what was to become the Nazi Party. However, Hit-
ler became incensed by the person who spoke after Feder: Adalbert
Baumann, a teacher at one of Munich’s local schools, the Luitpold-
Kreisoberrealschule, and the chairman of a political group in Munich,
the Biirgervereinigung (Citizens’ Association). Baumann was also the
author of a book that made a case for the creation of a German-centered
international lingua franca to rival and replace Esperanto. Previously, in
January, Baumann had unsuccessfully run to represent the short-lived
Democratic-Socialist Citizens” Party in the Bavarian Parliament. That
party, as well as the Biirgervereinigung, shared most of the policy goals
of the DAP.*
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The fundamental difference between the DAP and Baumann was the
approach he and many of his political collaborators took to Bavarian
separatism. For instance, on ]anuary 4, as Berlin stood on the verge of
civil war, the Miinchener Stadtanzeiger, the newspaper that had seen it-
self as the mouthpiece of the Democratic-Socialist Citizens’ Party, pub-
lished a passionate plea in favor of Bavarian independence. It argued
that “the call for ‘Independence from Berlin’ has resounded a thousand
fold, and rightly so” and concluded, “Now the time has come to break
away from this ill-fated domination by Berlin. ‘Bavaria for Bavarians’
must be our motto; and we must pay no heed to the laments of those
who, because of their business relations with Berlin, have always been
in favor of a Greater Germany.*

Following Feder’s speech, Baumann—whether to attack Feder’s ideas
or to find like-minded men in the DAP is unknown—proceeded to
make the case for Bavarian separatism. The chairman of the Biirgerver-
einigung advocated that Bavaria secede from Germany and form a
new state with Austria, in the belief that the victorious powers of the
First World War would grant an Austrian-Bavarian state more agree-
able peace conditions than they would a Prussia-dominated Germany.
Baumann also argued that the establishment of an Austrian-Bavarian
state would isolate Bavaria from the risks of renewed revolution that he
deemed to be extremely high to the north of Bavaria.*

Hearing Baumann’s plea, Hitler shot up from his chair and em-
barked on a spirited attack against Baumann’s secessionism. Only af-
ter a quarter of an hour was Hitler done expounding upon his old
belief—going back to his adolescence in Austria; in other words, his
ur-politicization, well prior to his new politicization and radicaliza-
tion from that summer—that all ethnic Germans should live together
under one national roof. Triggered unexpectedly by Baumann, Hitler
turned from a passive observer into an active participant in the DAP
meeting on that fateful night.

In attacking the chairman of the Biirgervereinigung, Hitler ham-
mered home the message that only a united Germany would be able
to meet the economic challenges facing it. He laid so successfully and
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forcefully into Baumann, charging him to be a man without any charac-
ter, that Baumann left the venue as Hitler was still speaking.**

As Anton Drexler, the DAP’s local chairman, was to recall of the
occasion: “[Hitler] made a short but rousing speech in favor of [the es-
tablishment of] a greater Germany that was received by myself and all
who heard him with great enthusiasm.” Hitler’s intervention left such an
immediate impression on Drexler that, if we can trust his own recollec-
tions, he told his peers in the leadership of the DAP: “He has a mouth
on him, he’ll come in useful”*

Drexler seized the moment right after Hitler had spoken to approach
him. “When this speaker had finished, I ran up to him, thanked him ex-
citedly for his talk and asked him to take my pamphlet entitled ‘My Po-
litical Awakening’ and to read it, as it contained the fundamental views
and principles of the new movement.” Drexler asked Hitler “whether it
was agreeable to him to come back in a week’s time and start working
more closely with us, since people like him were very necessary to us.”*

It did not take long for Hitler to delve into Drexler’s manifesto. If we
can believe his own claim in Mein Kampf, he started reading it the fol-
lowing morning at 5:00 a.m. after waking up in his room in the barracks
of the Second Infantry Regiment and not being able to fall back to sleep.

According to Mein Kampf, Hitler realized, while reading the mani-
festo, that the chairman of the DAP and he had undergone very much
the same political transformation several years earlier during his Vienna
years. Hitler claimed that in Drexler’s pamphlet “an event [i.e., Drexler’s
political transformation] was reflected which I had gone through per-
sonally in a similar way twelve years ago. I saw my own development
come to life again before my eyes.” Hitler’s claim is testimony to the fact
that he sometimes did not fully think through the implications of what
he was writing in Mein Kampf. While stressing that he had undergone
much the same political transformation as Drexler, Hitler inadvertently
admitted to his left-wing past, stating that the central theme of Drex-
ler’s manifesto was “how, out of the jumble of Marxist and trade union
phrases, he again arrived at thinking in national terms*

As Hitler perused the pages of Drexler’s pamphlet while Munich
awoke to another late summer’s day, he learned what kind of party he
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had encountered the previous night in Munich’s old town. The pam-
phlet was a manifesto against internationalism, which, just as in Hitler’s
case, was an internationalism that was not aimed first and foremost at
Socialist (i.e., radical left-wing) internationalism. Drexler’s beliefs were
directed against the “internationalism of the Center Party” (i.e., Cath-
olic internationalism), “international Freemasonry, the “capitalist or
one might say golden international,” and Socialist internationalism.*
But the internationalism that riled Drexler most of all was its “golden”
variant. According to Drexler, Jewish finance capitalism was what was
fueling capitalist internationalism.

To him, international socialism was just a tool in the hands of Jewish
bankers, with which they aimed to destroy states so as to subsequently
take them over. Jewish Socialist leaders, he wrote, were agents that Jew-
ish financiers used to infiltrate the working classes. Further, he believed
Socialist leaders were members of the international Freemasons lodges,
which were supposedly dominated by Jewish billionaires and functioned
as secret headquarters for Jewish bankers to take over the world. In the
words of Drexler, Jewish financiers “aim for nothing less but a capitalist
global republic” In addition, he declared, “There is growing evidence
that Jewish Bolshevism’ and [the] Spartacist [movement] are being or-
ganized and nurtured by international capital.”*

The Munich chairman of the DAP also held the “golden” Jewish in-
ternational responsible for the Versailles Treaty, as a result of which “we
now have, instead of an international of nations, the global dictator-
ship of the capitalist international”* Drexler told his readers that he
had thus made it his “life’s work” to fight the “global system of finan-
cial trusts” and to educate workers on who their real enemy was. His
goal, he stated, was to free the world from Jewish bankers and their
coconspirators in their Freemason lodges. He saw his pamphlet as a
call to arms against the capitalism of the Anglo-American world, re-
peatedly stressing that Russia and Germany should be friends. What
people should do is fight against “Anglo-Jewish ambitions” and against
the “Jewish spirit in themselves*!

To achieve his goals, Drexler had cofounded the German Work-
ers Party. The party had been the brainchild of two men, Drexler,
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its Munich chairman, and Karl Harrer, its national leader. Five years
Hitler’s senior, Drexler had been born in Munich, the son of a railway
worker. At the age of twenty-seven, in 1901, Drexler had left Munich for
Berlin but failed to find work, henceforth leading a vagabond’s life all
over Germany. He had scraped a living together by playing the zither
and reportedly having bitter run-ins with Jewish cattle traders. A year
later, he had gone back to Munich, finding, just as his father had, em-
ployment with the Royal Bavarian State Railway. During the war, he had
stayed on the home front, continuing to work as a metalworker for the
Munich railway shops.

With his quiet, serious, and burly appearance, young Drexler was
an unlikely candidate to be the founder of a political movement. Yet
he was incensed by what he had seen as a failure of Marxist Socialism
to address the “national question.” This inspired him to pen an article,
“The Failure of the Proletarian International and the Idea of the Broth-
erhood of Man”** If his own claims can be trusted, he became even
angrier when he realized that Germany’s war effort had been under-
mined by war profiteers and black marketers on the home front, whom
he blamed for the hunger and misery reigning in Munich. In response
to this, Drexler set up a Combat League Against Usury, Profiteering
and Professional Bulk Buyers in late 1917. Yet to his great disappoint-
ment, few people shared his assessment of the origins of Munich’s mis-
ery; no more than forty people joined his Combat League. This was not
the only disappointment for the self-professed socialist in 1917. When
that year Drexler joined the Munich chapter of the German Fatherland
Party, a party that had been created nationwide to rally conservative
and right-wing groups behind the war effort, he hoped to build a bridge
between socialists and the bourgeoisie, but he was shunned. Within
three months, he left the party. Yet he did not give up.

On March 7, 1918, he set up a “Free Workers’ Committee for a Good
Peace,” aimed at rallying the working classes behind the war effort and
at campaigning against war profiteering. Even though yet again pre-
cious few people joined, a fateful encounter took place at the first public
meeting of the Workers’ Committee, on October 2, 1918, for the meeting
was attended by Karl Harrer.



A NEW HOME AT LAST 117

Harrer, a young sports journalist born in a small town in the north-
ern part of Upper Bavaria, believed, as Drexler did, in the urgency of
bringing the working class and the bourgeoisie together to rally behind
the nation. Harrer, a veteran whose war ended when he was hit by a bul-
let or shrapnel in one of his knees, believed that a secret society-style
organization should be set up to target workers. The goal would be to
pull them away from the extreme left and bring them into the fold of the
volkisch movement. So, Harrer and Drexler set up a “Political Workers’
Circle?®

Volkisch is next to impossible to translate into English. In the words
of one scholar, “The word has been rendered as popular, populist, peo-
ple’s, racial, racist, ethnic-chauvinist, nationalistic, communitarian (for
Germans only), conservative, traditional, Nordic, romantic—and it
means, in fact, all of those.” It denotes “a sense of German superiority”
as well as “a spiritual resistance to ‘the evils of industrialization and the
atomization of the modern man.”*

By late December 1918, Drexler concluded that it was futile to discuss
Germany’s future and its salvation only in a small circle and decided
that they should set up a new party. This culminated in the foundation
of the German Workers’ Party in a hotel in Munich’s old town on Jan-
uary 5, 1919, attended by approximately fifty people, barely more than
had attended meetings of his Combat League back in 1917. Its core con-
sisted of twenty-five of Drexler’s co-workers from the Royal Bavarian
State Railway. And it defined itself, in Drexler’s words, as a “socialist
organization that [must] be led only by Germans”—in short, its main
goal was to reconcile nationalism and socialism.*

As the revolution radicalized in early 1919, the German Workers’
Party soon ceased its operations and went into hibernation until after
the crushing of the Munich Soviet Republic, when it tried to exploit
the rise of anti-Bolshevik anti-Semitism in Munich.* The party now
met intermittently in the back room of the Sterneckerbrau and other
restaurants. It was still at best a tiny, sectarian secret society. In reality,
it was little more than a politicized Stammtisch, the meeting of regulars
in a pub or beer hall, at which people would rail about how Germany
had been disgraced and would vent their frustrations at Jews. On a bad
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day, only about twenty people would show up for meeting of the party.
Even on a good day, attendance was only twice that size. Furthermore,
the working of the “party leadership” had nothing in common with that
of a traditional political organization. It was akin to that of a local club
or association. Occasionally, Drexler managed to get local vélkisch no-
tables to address party meetings.”’

On completing his reading of Drexler’s pamphlet, Hitler faced the
choice of whether to accept the invitation of the local chairman of
the DAP and become active in the party. Yet before he could put any
more thought into that, he had to get out of bed and embark on his day
job of carrying out propaganda work for Karl Mayr.

As part of his duties, Hitler had to take time-consuming tasks off
Mayr’s back. On one of the days following Hitler’s reading of Drex-
ler’s pamphlet, Mayr forwarded to him a letter that he had received
from Adolf Gemlich in Ulm, a former participant in one of his propa-
ganda courses. In his cover note, Mayr asked Hitler to compose a one-
to two-page response. Gemlich, a twenty-six-year-old Protestant born
in Pomerania in northern Germany—incidentally, in the same small
town that housed the army hospital in which Hitler had spent the final
weeks of the war—had asked Mayr, “What is the attitude of the gov-
erning Social Democrats to Jewry? Are the Jews part of the ‘equality’ of
nations in the socialist manifesto, even though they must be regarded
as a danger to the nation?”

As had become clear at Lechfeld, the inquiry concerned an issue
about which Hitler, by now, cared more than most. As he sat down to
work on September 16, he therefore put all his energy into drafting his
response to Gemlich, producing a statement much longer than he had
been asked to write.

His letter is as revealing for what it stated as for what it did not say.
Hitler told Gemlich that most Germans were anti-Semites for mostly
the wrong reasons. Their anti-Semitism, he opined, was a result of unfa-
vorable personal encounters they had with Jews and thus tended to take
“the characteristics of a mere emotion.” Yet that kind of anti-Semitism,
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he continued, ignored something far more significant, namely, the “per-
nicious effect that Jews as a whole, consciously or unconsciously, have
on our nation” He therefore called for an anti-Semitism that was not
based on emotions but on “fact-based insights”

Hitler told Gemlich that Jews acted like “leeches” toward the peoples
among whom they were living. Further, he stated that “Jewry is abso-
lutely a race and not a religious community”; that Jews adopt the lan-
guage of the countries in which they choose to reside but never adopt
anything other than that from their hosts. Due to “a thousand years
of inbreeding,” he wrote, they never intermingle with nations in which
they live.*® Ignoring or oblivious to the high intermarriage rate be-
tween Jews and non-Jews in prewar Germany,” Hitler argued that Jews
maintained their own race and its characteristics. Hence, they were “a
non-German, foreign race” living among Germans, thus infecting Ger-
many with their materialism.

Hitler declared that the Jews “sentiments” and even more so their
“thoughts and ambitions” were dominated by “their dance round the
Golden Calf]” as a result of which “the Jew” turned into a “leech of his
host nations.” Jews would do so—and here we hear clear echoes of ideas
expressed by Gottfried Feder—through “the power of money, which in-
terest causes to multiply effortlessly and endlessly in his hands. Money
forces this most dangerous of all yokes on the necks of nations, who
find it so hard to discern its ultimate doleful consequences through the
initial golden haze”

According to Hitler, Jewish materialism caused “racial tuberculo-
sis of the nations” because Jews corrupted the character of their hosts.
Essentially, he suggested that, as a result of the “leech”-like behavior of
Jews, host nations were starting to act like Jews themselves: “He [i.e.,
the Jew] destroys [ ... ] a nation’s pride in itself and in its own strength
through ridicule and a shameless inducement to vice.” Rather than carry
out pointless pogroms against Jews, he wrote, governments should limit
the rights of the Jews and ultimately remove Jews altogether from their
host nations: “Antisemitism from purely sentimental reasons will find
its ultimate expression in the shape of pogroms. But the antisemitism
of reason must lead to the application of the law in order to eliminate
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systematically the privileges held by Jews [ . .. ] But the ultimate, un-
shakeable objective of the antisemitism of reason must be the total re-
moval of Jews”

Hitler concluded that to limit the rights of Jews, Germany needed
a different government, “a government of national strength and never
a government of national impotence” The future leader of the Third
Reich posited that a “Renaissance” of Germany could only be brought
about through “reckless efforts by patriotic leaders with an inner sense
of responsibility”* In his statement, Hitler set himself against Bavaria’s
Catholic establishment. For instance, Munich’s archbishop, Michael von
Faulhaber, publicly warned at an event at Circus Krone, Munich’s big-
gest speaking venue, in the autumn of 1919 against “overplaying the sov-
ereign rights of rulers, and against the idolizing of the absolute state.”*!

In was also in his hatred of internationalism that Hitler set himself
against Faulhaber and Munich’s Catholic establishment. For Munich’s
archbishop, there was no contradiction in being Bavarian, being a Ger-
man, and being an internationalist, as evident in the letter he wrote to
the politician of the liberal German Democratic Party (DDP) and au-
thor of a study on internationalism Friedrich Fick: “I would like to ex-
press my sincerest thanks for your very kindly sending me your study
about ‘International protection against defamation and insults among
peoples’ I am very glad to see that you [ . .. ] advocate truthfulness
between peoples in such a thorough and practical manner;” Faulhaber
stated on November 7, 1919, exactly one year to the day after the revolu-
tion had started in Bavaria. “The devastation that is caused by nations
exchanging defamations, and the guarantee for international peace that
inheres in mutual truthfulness, are in themselves good enough reasons
to organize an international congress at which to discuss this topic ac-
cording to the guidelines given in your study.”>

A century after its composition, Hitler’s letter to Adolf Gemlich on
the surface reads like a chilling foreboding of the Holocaust. Superfi-
cially, it also seems both reflective and representative of the sudden surge
in anti-Semitism in Munich in 1919.® Yet most likely it was neither.

Although Hitler’s anti-Semitism of September 1919 was not origi-
nal in character, and although it was expressed also by an important
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minority of Bavarians, particularly in the army, it did not take the
form of the most popular brand of anti-Semitism—anti-Bolshevik
Jew-hatred—in postrevolution Munich. Rather, it was anticapitalist in
character and was directed against finance capitalism.” For instance, in
November 1919, Munich’s Police Directorate would conclude that popu-
lar anti-Semitism in Munich was fueled by “the particular emergence of
Jews since the beginning of the revolution in Munich’s Soviet Republic

>

etc.,” as well as by an identification of Jews with profiteering and racke-
teering, yet would make no mention of finance capitalism.>

Meanwhile, anti-Bolshevism simply did not feature in Hitler’s let-
ter, even though Gemlich’s enquiry had explicitly asked about the re-
lationship of Socialism and Jews. Hitler’s anti-Semitism was thus not
powered by the anti-Semitic storm that had gathered during the rev-
olution and the Munich Soviet Republic.”” The latter was, at its core,
anti-Bolshevik in character.”® Unlike Hitler’s anti-Semitism, which was
indiscriminately directed against all Jews, this was an anti-Semitism in
which there was still a place for Jews, as there was in traditional Cath-
olic Upper-Bavarian anti-Semitism.” In fact, it was an anti-Semitism
that still allowed those Jews, who were the very personification of the
kind of Jews hated by Hitler, to feel well at ease in Munich. For instance,
Claribel Cone, despite being Jewish, American, and extremely rich, still
thoroughly enjoyed life in Munich and seems to have been treated well
in the city.

A physician and pathologist in her midfifties who had turned into a
lady of leisure and art collector, Cone lived in Munich from 1914 to 1917
and from the end of the war to 1920. Her life in that city was so extrav-
agant that she spent her entire time in Munich in its poshest hotel, the
Regina Palasthotel, where she required a separate hotel room simply
to store some of her belongings. Even though she lived in the hotel at
which Karl Mayr and other officers from the District Military Com-
mand 4 had their office and which Hitler is likely to have frequented,
her postwar accounts of her life in Munich were just as positive as her
earlier ones had been.*

After the war, she had to make plans to relocate to America due
to restrictions on her American passport. Yet the almost white-haired
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American woman still enjoyed being in Munich so much that, on Sep-
tember 2, ten days before Hitler’s first attendance at a DAP meeting, she
wrote to her sister, “As usual I have taken such deep root into the place
where I happen to be living—that it will take more than horses to drive
me away. In early December, she would write to her sister in Baltimore,
“I have not really been sleeping here—I have been ‘erlebing'—a word
which I coined myself for there is no English word which expresses the
Erlebnisse [experiences] I have been having over here in these last 5%
war years.®' And just before Christmas, on December 23, she would
report to her sister that things were really moving in the right direction
in Germany. She was certainly not blind to the political turmoil that
Munich had experienced. Yet there were no signs of alarm in her letter
about how she—as a living embodiment of a rich American Jewish cap-
italist—was being treated:

On the whole Germany is gradually quieting down from its boiling
white heat symptoms to the phenomena of a state more nearly ap-
proaching normal. But the evidence of convalescence are still there—
more correctly—in convalescing the evidences of the severe illness
from which she has suffered are still there. But she means well and will

eventually recover fully I believe.

The Jewish art collector elaborated on why she so enjoyed being in
Germany: “She has many excellent qualities. [ . . . ] This is a nation
of ‘Dichter and Denker’ [poets and thinkers]. [ . . . ] The old world
atmosphere, culture and tradition have still left their traces on this
work-a-day world, and as the storm—(the boiling, to be consistent)
subsides—one begins to feel again the charm of a world that has for its
back-ground—(its back-bone shall I say?)—a culture which existed or
began to exist before we were born.”*

Even in the anti-Semitism of Ernst Péhner, Munich’s police presi-
dent, who was to become a prominent member of the NSDAP, there
was still space for Jews to exist in the autumn of 1919.® But in Hitler’s
anti-Semitism, there was none. Nevertheless, precisely because it was,
at its core, not anti-Bolshevik in character, his anti-Semitism at the time
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was not only different from mainstream anti-Semitism in Munich; it
was also different from his anti-Bolshevik anti-Semitism of the 1940s.
Nor was Hitler’s anti-Semitism of September 1919 directly linked to a
quest for Lebensraum, or living space, as it subsequently would be, even
though the assumption on which Hitler’s letter to Gemlich was based
was that a world without Jews would be a good one.

Hitler’s sudden conversion in the summer of 1919 to radical anti-
Semitism was not only a direct consequence but a function of his quest
to build a Germany that was resistant to external and internal shocks
to its system. That is, although anti-Semitism and racism were part and
parcel of Hitler’s worldview, they were not its starting point; his politi-
cization and its continued central idea, founded in the summer of 1919,
were an urge to avoid another German defeat and to build a state that
would facilitate that goal, not to foster anti-Semitism and racism for
their own sake.*

Hitler’s anti-Semitic conversion was based on two ideas: first, that
Jewish capitalism, in terms similar to those that Gottfried Feder had
taught to him, was the greatest source of Germany’s weakness; and, sec-
ond, that Jews formed a race with immutable harmful characteristics
that needed to be purged from Germany once and for all. In Hitler’s
draft letter to Gemlich, which Mayr sent on with a cover note of his
own, we can see a rational application of arguments that are based on
irrational beliefs and first principles to the question of how a Germany
could be built that would be safe for all times.*

Due, in no small degree, to Hitler’s biologized all-or-nothing rheto-
ric, it would be tempting to argue that by September 1919 it already was
clear in his mind that ultimately he wanted to remove every single Jew
from Germany, even if he could not imagine yet how he would accom-
plish that.®® Whether or not that was really the case, and whether Hit-
ler’s early postwar anti-Semitism was understood at the time by people
who encountered him along those lines, remained to be seen.

Meanwhile, while he was drafting the letter to Gemlich, Hitler also
had to make up his mind whether to accept Anton Drexler’s invitation
to start working for the German Workers’ Party. In the event, Private
Hitler did not disappoint the local chairman of the DAP. The memory
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of the DAP meeting of September 12 and of his early morning reading
of Drexler’s pamphlet still stirred Hitler. He therefore decided to accept
Drexler’s invitation to go to a meeting of the party executive.

The meeting of the DAP executive that Hitler attended took place, ac-
cording to testimony of those present, sometime between September
16 and 19 in a restaurant in Munich. At the meeting, Hitler told Drexler
that he would accept his invitation to start work for the party and would
join the party."’

According to Hitler’s own account in Mein Kampf, he did not join
quite as eagerly and as quickly as the surviving evidence suggests. He
claimed to have been hesitant about the party, portraying himself as a
man who only made big decisions as a result of long deliberation, and
as someone in full command of himself and the people around him. In
doing so, Hitler skirted the fact that he had joined the party head over
heels, with no guarantee of how senior a role he would play in it. He
stated that over a number of days he had come to the conclusion that
the very fact that the party was ill-organized and small would allow him
to take it over and mold it in his own image. He wrote that even after
attending the meeting of the party executive, he had mulled over two
days as to whether to join the party, before finally doing so on Friday,
September 26, 1919.%

It is not entirely clear how big the DAP was by the time Hitler joined
it. When the party began to assign membership numbers in early Feb-
ruary 1920, they started with “501” to mask how pitifully small the mem-
bership really was. Hitler was assigned number 555, indicating his real
membership number was actually 55. This does not mean that he was,
chronologically speaking, the fifty-fifth member of the party. Initially,
the numbers were assigned alphabetically by surname, rather than by
the date members joined. Anton Drexler, for instance, became party
member 526, despite being the DAP’s founding chairman. Thus, Hitler
was the fifty-fifth name on an alphabetical list of 168 party members.*

Surviving evidence suggests that the membership of the party at the
date of Hitler’s joining stood at a few dozen. Yet, as having joined the
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party when a substantial number of other people had already done so
would not have suited Hitler’s story in the years to come—according to
which he had joined a party in its very infancy and that it was he, and
he alone, who built up the party—he would claim he joined the party
as its seventh member. In Mein Kampf, he wrote that he had joined a
“six-man party.” Nazi propagandists would scratch his real membership
number, 555, off Hitler’s original membership card and replace it with
the number 7. Hitler did not pull this alternative membership number
out of thin air. The number refers not to the total membership of the
party, but to that of its executive committee. He indeed accepted Drex-
ler’s invitation to join the executive committee, the Arbeitsausschuss of
the party, which now de facto included seven men. Legally, he would
only join the party executive in the summer of 1921. Naturally, the port-
folio Hitler was given, due to the needs of the party identified by Drex-
ler, was that of propagandist.”

What shines through Drexler’s eagerness to recruit Hitler is a belief
that the party had not succeeded sufficiently in appealing to new mem-
bers. What the DAP needed was someone with both supreme rhetorical
ability and propaganda skills. For the time being, it had not managed
to get a hearing in Munich outside sectarian circles. For instance, Auf
gut Deutsch, the weekly magazine of Dietrich Eckart, the leading man
of ideas in the party at that time, had remained an obscure publica-
tion. As a former participant of one of Karl Mayr’s propaganda courses
complained in early October, “It is a pity that their circulation is so low.
What is also very remarkable is how such publications are passed over
in almost complete silence by the press.™”!

Hitler was now a member of a crossbreed political grouping. It was
a worker’s party as well as a party with an appeal across social classes.
At least 35 percent of its members were of working-class background.
Yet the real figure of workers among its membership was considerably
higher than that. That 35 percent, for instance, does not include An-
ton Drexler and his fellow workers from the railway works at Donners-
berger Briicke, who formed the very nucleus of the party and who set
the tone of the German Workers’ Party. Even though they self-identified
as workers, and even though their line of work clearly put them in the
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working-class camp, they were classified for statistical purposes as
members of the middle class because they were state employees.” Yet
in making sense of the party, the self-identification of members and the
tasks they performed clearly should take precedence over the way they
were classified according to the intricacies of German labor law.
Unsurprisingly, the party that Hitler joined was overwhelmingly
male. Nevertheless, 13.5 percent of members were female, which, rel-
atively speaking, makes the DAP initially a much more female party
than it ever would be after its refoundation in 1925. Hitler, at age thirty,
was slightly younger than the average party member. The average age of
party members stood at thirty-three in 1919, which still made the DAP a
very young, almost youthful party. What made the party most unusual,
however, was its high share of Protestant members. In 1919, 38.3 percent
of DAP members were Protestant, compared to 57 percent who were
Catholic. In absolute terms, there was, of course, a Catholic majority in
the party. Yet what makes the Protestant share so astonishing is the fact
that only approximately 10 percent of the population of Munich was
Protestant. This means that a Protestant resident of Munich was about
ten times more likely to join Hitler’s new party than was a Catholic one.
There is also a high likelihood that the DAP was disproportionately a
party of migrants who, like Hitler, had made Munich their home.”
Hitler also was now a member of a party that, by its very name and
through the wartime membership of its Munich chairman in the Father-
land Party, saw itself as a defense against the growing wave of Bavarian
sectionalism—in other words, the heightened devotion to the interests
of Bavaria—and separatism. The rise of secessionism in Bavaria had
deep roots in history but had been fed first by the enormous growth of
anti-Prussian sentiment during the war, and then by outrage about the
new German constitution that had been drawn up over the summer.
In the eyes of a majority of Bavarians, the new constitution of Ger-
many, which had come into being over the summer, no longer allowed
Bavarians to be masters in their own house. Even though the number
of secessionists who pushed for an outright break between Bavaria and
the rest of the new Germany was considerable, an even larger number
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of Bavarians had hoped for a constitution that stood in the tradition of
the prewar constitution of Imperial Germany. Both prewar and postwar
Germany were federal states, but there was nevertheless a world of a
difference between Imperial Germany and the Weimar Republic. One
was, of course, a monarchy; the other, a republic. Yet the form of gov-
ernment was not what Bavarians most cared about. The real issue was
with whom sovereignty lay.

In prewar Germany, as far as they were concerned, on setting up
the German Empire in 1870/1871, Bavaria and Germany’s other states,
excluding Austria, simply had pooled their sovereignty. According to
this conceptualization of sovereignty, the new German Empire was the
equivalent to a city wall that was erected around several houses, one of
which was Bavaria. In short, conceptually, Bavarians had remained mas-
ters in their own house. By pooling their sovereignty, power had been
delegated up to the Reich but it ultimately remained with Bavarians.

According to the perception of a large number of Bavarians, the
postwar German constitution of 1919 was the polar opposite of the
prewar constitutional settlement. Sovereignty now lay with the Reich,
some of which merely was delegated back to Bavaria. In other words,
there no longer was a Bavarian house of which Bavarians were their
own masters. Rather, there was only one German house, in which Ba-
varians inhabited merely a room and in which Bavarians had to answer
to their masters living upstairs.”

The DAP, despite its rejection of the postwar German constitution
on many other counts, had no problem with this conception of a new
Germany. If anything, the party wanted to create an even stronger Ger-
man central state than the one set up by the new constitution. Hitler
was thus now a member of a party that stood in open opposition to
the Bavarian establishment and arguably to the views of a majority of
Bavarians in 1919. Yet for him that was just fine, as a firm belief in the
need to establish a united Germany—Dby destroying the houses that had
been inhabited by individual German states and building instead one
single German house with walls that would withstand anybody and
anything—was his oldest political belief. This is why joining a party
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standing against mainstream Bavarian views was natural for Hitler, as
he wanted to help change those views.

A rejection of separatist movements in any German-speaking terri-
tory and a desire for the establishment of a united Germany was indeed
maybe the only political constant that ran all the way from Hitler’s ado-
lescence to his dying day. Indeed, when in 1922 Hitler would be sent to
jail for the first time in his life, it was not because of an anti-Semitic act.
He would be convicted and sentenced to a three-month prison term (of
which he would serve only one month and three days) for disrupting
violently a political meeting of Otto Ballerstedst, the leader of the sepa-
ratist Bayernbund, whom he would have killed in the wake of the Night
of the Long Knives in 1934. His disdain for Bavarian separatism would
also find its expression in the fact that from 1934 onward, no state insti-
tutions in Bavaria would fly the Bavarian flag after Hitler had stated his
dislike for the flag.”

Even when speaking to his entourage on January 30, 1942, ten days
after the Wannsee Conference that sealed the fate of the Jews of Europe,
Hitler, still obsessed by Ballerstedt and the way he had supposedly un-
dermined German unity, would state that among all the orators he had
ever encountered, Ballerstedt had been his greatest adversary. Two days
later, Hitler would single out separatists as purportedly the only polit-
ical opponents whom he had persecuted without any compromise. In
the Wolf Lair, his military HQ in East Prussia, he would tell his entou-
rage, “I wiped out all those who partook in separatism, as a warning,
so that all knew that this is no laughing matter for us. I dealt leniently
with all others””® However, Hitler believed that, unlike separatists, left-
wing activists could be reformed. The previous month, during the night
of December 28/29, 1941, he would claim that he felt confident that he
could have turned even the last leader of the parliamentary group of
the Communist Party of Germany before his takeover of power, Ernst
Togler, into a convert to his cause, “if only I had met this man ten years
earlier!” Hitler would say of him, “He was at his core a smart man.” Hitler
had already expressed similar ideas in a speech he had given on Febru-
ary 26, 1923.”
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Since the time when General von Mohl had ordered him to work di-
rectly for Karl Mayr, Hitler had done two things: first, to try to find a
new home for himself, and second, to put flesh to the answers he was
seeking to explain Germany’s defeat in the war and find a recipe for
how best to create a new and sustainable Germany. The Reichswehr ul-
timately had proved an inhospitable place for Hitler. Yet it had provided
him with a training ground to try out his emerging political ideas as
well as propaganda techniques. And the rich buffet of heterogeneous
ideas to which he was exposed in his work in the Reichswehr allowed
him to pick and choose ingredients for the new Germany he wanted
to cook. It was in this context that Hitler developed an anticapitalist
(rather than a predominantly anti-Bolshevik) anti-Semitism. He saw
the “Jewish spirit” as the poison that needed to be extracted from Ger-
many before it could rise. According to his emerging political ideas,
the “Jewish spirit” was the single most important stumbling block that
endangered Germany’s future and Germany’s survival.

However, not until he stumbled across the DAP in his work for Karl
Mayr did Hitler find a new home, both literally and politically. Here
was a place into which he really fit. No more the polite ridicule to which
he had been exposed during the war, when he had expressed political
ideas; no more the fear of being beaten up by postrevolutionary sol-
diers. Here was a group of men, and of some women, who were roused
by his political ideas and who cheered him on. And here was a group of
like-minded people who, like him, were trying to figure out how best to
build a new Germany that would be safe for all time. The only problem
Hitler still faced was that some people in the DAP, unlike Anton Drex-
ler, were not delighted at all by his joining and were unwilling to make
space for him.






CHAPTER 6

Two Visions

(October 1919 to March 1920)

arl Harrer did not share Anton Drexler’s enthusiasm for the par-

ty’s new recruit. As Hitler was to recall in 1929, “The ‘national

chairman of the DAP was particularly strongly convinced that I
lacked any and all rhetorical ability. I lack the necessary calm for public
speaking. He was convinced that I spoke too hastily. I did not think
enough about my sentences. My voice was too noisy and, finally, I con-
stantly moved my hands™

Harrer was reluctant to welcome Hitler into the fold chiefly because
his vision for the German Workers’ Party (DAP) differed starkly from
Drexler’s, a disagreement that dated back to the days of their initial col-
laboration during the war. Their postwar clash over the future of the
DAP would determine Hitler’s prospects in the party. Harrer viewed
Hitler as a lout who would be out of place in the kind of party that he
envisioned the DAP to be. Over the autumn and winter, Hitler would
be tested as to whether he could live up to the high expectations that
Drexler had for him.

Harrer had always imagined the DAP would become a working-class
version of the Thule Society, of which he was a member. A secret society
that combined an interest in bizarre Nordic occult and mystic ideas with
volkisch and anti-Semitic political ideas, the Thule Society accepted as
members only people of non-Jewish lineage. Members believed Thule

131
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to have been a prehistoric Nordic country, possibly Iceland or possi-
bly a kind of Germanic Atlantis, the home of the first Germans, whose
civilization had disappeared. The society’s goal was to research and res-
urrect the culture and religious practices of Thule so as to build a new
Germany.

The Thule Society, whose sign was a swastika, was the brainchild of
a maverick sent to Munich in the spring of 1918 by the leadership of the
Germanic Order (Germanenorden—an anti-Semitic and Pan-German
secret society founded in 1912) in Berlin, in the belief that the activities
of the Germanic Order had been insufficiently successful in Bavaria’s
capital. That maverick was Adam Glauer, who called himself Rudolf von
Sebottendorfl. Born the son of a train driver in Lower Silesia, Sebot-
tendorft had spent many years in the Ottoman Empire, where he had
become an Ottoman citizen and, in 1913, fought in the Second Balkan
War. He had returned to Germany not long before the First World War
but, due to his Ottoman citizenship, did not have to serve in the Ger-
man armed forces during the war.

The Thule Society functioned in Munich as a cover organization
for the Germanic Order, aimed at coordinating and driving vélkisch
activities in the city. In its heyday in early 1919, it had approximately
two hundred members and ran its activities from the rented rooms of
a naval officers’ club in the upscale Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten. So as to
reach as wide an audience as possible, Sebottendorff had purchased the
Miinchener Beobachter, a hitherto insignificant newspaper specializing
in local and sports news that Hitler reportedly had started reading at
Lechfeld. The society also tried to change realities on the ground. To-
ward that end, it had set up a paramilitary group on November 10, 1918.

As the Thule Society’s appeal was limited to the upper and educated
middle classes, some of its members had concluded that a second secret
society should be set up under its tutelage, to appeal to workers. This
is why Karl Harrer had made contact with Anton Drexler and the two
men had teamed up to found the DAP as a working-class-style Thule
Society. It was the same Thule impetus that gave birth to the German
Socialist Party, the party that had shunned Hitler in early September.
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Sebottendorff later would claim that the Thule Society, rather than
Hitler, had given birth to and reared the National Socialist German
Worker’s Party. According to Sebottendorft, the society had provided
the DAP with both political ideas and an organizational structure.? In
his eyes, Hitler had been but a gifted tool in the hands of the Thule So-
ciety. “We recognize the merit, the greatness and the strength of Adolf
Hitler;” Sebottendorff would write in 1933. Yet, he argued, the work of
the Thule Society was what “had forged the weapons that Hitler could
use.” There is some truth in Sebottendorfl’s statements. Harrer and the
Thule Society had been instrumental in the initial founding of the DAP.
Furthermore, several future leading National Socialists had been regu-
lar guests at Thule meetings, including Anton Drexler, Dietrich Eckart,
Rudolf Hef$ (Hitler’s future deputy), Hans Frank (Hitler’s top jurist and
administrator of occupied Poland), and Alfred Rosenberg (the future
chief ideologue of the Nazi Party).*

The role of the Thule Society also mattered insofar as it points to the
non-Upper Bavarian, non-Catholic impetus in the establishment of
the future Nazi Party. Sebottendorff’s background, as well as that of the
group’s significant guests, suggests that the society disproportionately
was frequented by residents of Munich who were neither Catholic nor
Upper Bavarian and who had only recently made the city their adopted
home. Rosenberg and Hef$ had been born abroad, Sebottendorff had
been born in the East, Eckart had been born in the Upper Palatinate
in northeastern Bavaria, and Frank hailed from the southwest German
state of Baden. Hef$ and Rosenberg were Protestants; Eckart was the
son of a Protestant father and a Catholic mother who had died when
he was still a child; Frank was an Old Catholic; and Sebottendorft had
broken with Christianity, being attracted to occultism, esoteric ideas,
and certain strands of Islam during his time in the Ottoman Empire.
Furthermore, Johannes Hering and Franz Dannehl, both cofounders
of the Thule Society, came respectively from Leipzig in Saxony and
from Thuringia. Similarly, the majority of the Thule members executed
as hostages in the dying days of the Soviet Republic in late April had
been of a non-Upper Bavarian, non-Catholic pedigree. What was said
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derogatively in the postwar years of those who headed the revolution
in Munich in 1918 and 1919—namely that they were “landfremde Ele-
mente” (elements foreign to Bavaria)—could equally be applied to the
Thule Society. Its leading members were in their origin a right-wing
mirror image of the leadership of the Munich Soviet Republic.’

Harrer envisioned that the DAP would function as an exclusive and
somewhat secretive society or lodge that, by selecting as its members
men who had influence among workers, would over time popularize
volkisch and anti-Semitic ideas within the working classes. Hitler’s lout-
ish behavior had no place in his concept of the party.

Few people had been aware of the society prior to the execution of
some of its members in the dying days of the Munich Soviet Republic.
Even someone as well connected in conservative circles as the essay-
ist and schoolteacher Josef Hofmiller had been unaware of the Thule
Society until after the end of the Soviet Republic. On May 7, in one of
the last entries of his diaries that have survived, Hofmiller had asked
himself: “Thule Society? What is that?”® However, in the days that fol-
lowed, when the executions had been on everybody’s mind, the soci-
ety had become the talk of the town. Politically, almost overnight, the
Thule Society had gained legitimacy as a defender of Bavaria against
left-wing extremists in the eyes of many people who otherwise would
have viewed the group as nothing but a bizarre “fringe” organization.
For a while, the Thule Society appeared to be on the ascendancy and
hence Harrer’s vision seemed a viable one.”

Yet by the time Hitler appeared on the scene in September, Drex-
ler and the people close to the local chairman of the DAP had long
started to have misgivings about Harrer’s vision of the DAP as a Thule
Society-style secret society for the working classes. For one thing,
Drexler and his associates were self-mobilized men unlikely to have
cherished the idea of being reduced to tools in the hands of the Thule
Society. Also, the society’s fame and importance in the wake of the
crushing of the Munich Soviet Republic had been little more than a
seven-day wonder. In fact, the group’s head, self-styled aristocrat Ru-
dolf von Sebottendorff, had abandoned Munich soon after the fall of
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the Soviet Republic. After just over a year in the city, he already had
had enough of Munich.?

Over the summer, the Thule Society had become increasingly mar-
ginalized in the political life of Munich. Undoubtedly, for members of
the DAP, support by the society looked less and less important.” The
members of the Thule Society had to realize that many people who had
been opposed to the Soviet Republic had been prepared to join ranks
with the society for tactical gain at the time, but would not actively sup-
port the society over the long term once the republic had been defeated.
Furthermore, a society whose very name signified a rejection of Chris-
tianity was unlikely to set deep roots in the Catholic establishment of
Bavaria. Sebottendorff and his peers had named the society after Thule
in the belief that Iceland, before its demise, had functioned as a ref-
uge for Germanic people who had resisted Christianization in the early
Middle Ages." In short, by the autumn of 1919, the Thule Society was
only a shadow of its former self.

Rather than side with Harrer’s vision of the DAP as a secret society,
Drexler pushed to welcome Hitler into the party as an effective vocal
deliverer of its propaganda; that is, to use him to appeal directly to the
public. Drexler advocated for Hitler to give his first official speech for
the DAP at the party’s October meeting. As Harrer had become a lame
duck within the party through the implosion of the Thule Society, Drex-
ler had his way. The only concession Harrer managed to secure was that
Hitler would not be the first, main speaker, but the second one of the
evening."

Hitler’s inaugural speech for the DAP was an instant success. It took
place on the evening of October 16, 1919, right after the main speech
to the party meeting at the Hofbraukeller, one of Munich’s best-known
beer halls, located across the river from the city center. As the Miinchener
Beobachter reported a few days later, Hitler spoke with “rousing words,’
making the case for “the necessity to rally against the common enemy
of nations”—that is, the Jews—and urging people to support “a German
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press, so that the nation will learn the things about which the Jewish
papers keep quiet.”*?

Hitler’s well-received debut proved Drexler right, as a result of which
the party’s new recruit became one of its regular speakers. Hermann
Esser, who like Hitler worked for Mayr and who now frequently at-
tended DAP meetings, too, soon realized that Hitler surpassed every-
body else in his talents as a speaker. As Esser recalled of those early
speeches, “I believe that Hitler’s effect even then was based on a cir-
cumstance repeatedly noticed by myself later: People from Austria, na-
tive Austrians, generally possess a greater talent for speaking without
notes than do northern Germans or we Bavarians.” Yet, according to
Esser, Hitler’s Austrian heritage was not the only reason for his success
as a speaker: “And he also displayed a good sense of humor in some of
his observations, he could be rather ironic sometimes. It was all of this
together that had an effect on his listeners” Furthermore, Hitler came
over as more authentic than did other speakers. People thought that
there was something special about him that made him such an attrac-
tive figure. They saw in him someone who was “a soldier and one who
has gone hungry,” someone who made “the impression of being a poor
devil,” and someone whose use of irony made his speeches special.”?

Hitler spoke again at a DAP meeting on November 13, against the
background of rising anti-Semitic agitation in Munich that had seen
anti-Jewish handbills and fliers handed out or thrown into the streets.
This time, the talk was about the Versailles Treaty. Hitler used his own
sense of betrayal—which he had felt since the late spring or early sum-
mer toward the United States, Britain, and France—to connect with his
audience. He concluded that “there is no international understanding,
only deceit; no reconciliation, only violence.” What followed, accord-
ing to a police report about the event, was “thundering, much repeated
applause”™

Fifteen days later, Hitler was the fifth speaker at another party event.
He again returned to the theme of the hollowness of the promises made
at the end of the war about the self-determination of peoples, calling
out, “We demand the human right of the defeated and deceived,” and
asking his audience, “Are we citizens or are we dogs?” Yet Hitler did not
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just rail at the victor powers of the First World War; he also made the
positive case for the establishment of a government of technocrats. To
the laughter of his listeners, he said of Matthias Erzberger, the minister
of finance who had been born in the town of Buttenhausen, Swabia and
trained as a teacher, “A man, while being the best teacher in the town
of Buttenhausen, can yet be the worst finance minister;” and demanded,
“We want experts in our government, not incompetents.”"?

As the autumn faded into winter, the DAP’s meetings took place in
bitterly cold venues because of the prohibition on heating meeting halls
due to the acute fuel shortage in Munich. Yet Hitler’s involvement be-
gan to pay off, as attendance at DAP events started to grow.'®* When, on
December 10, he walked to the front of the hall of the restaurant Zum
Deutschen Reich to address a meeting—in his black trousers, white
shirt, black tie, and an old worn jacket that was rumored to have been
the present of a Jewish peddler in prewar Vienna—he passed as many
as three hundred people. This was more than ten times the size of au-
diences that had attended some of the party’s meetings the previous
summer."

As in his other talks, Hitler sought to identify the implications of
what he saw as hollow Wilsonian promises about the dawn of a new age
in international affairs. He addressed three questions: “Who is at fault
for Germany’s humiliation? What is right? Can there be right without
right? [i.e., can there be justice without a formal system of justice?]””

To Hitler, might was more important than right, a belief that for him
at that time was not driven by social Darwinist thought. Rather, it was
fueled by what he saw as a realization that the promises made by the
United States to Germany toward the end of the war did not count for
anything when put to the test. Hitler said, “We could see it for ourselves
at the end of the World War. North America declines to join the League
of Nations because it is powerful enough by itself and does not require
the help of others, and because it would feel restricted in its freedom of
movement.”

Hitler’s belief that “might and the knowledge that one has auxiliaries
in closed formation at one’s back decide what is right” was also based
on a reading of the history of the previous centuries. He argued that
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China’s treatment of Japan in the nineteenth century, Britain’s approach
to India, the United States’ discrimination against nonwhite immi-
grants, and England’s approach to Holland in the early modern age had
all been driven by might, not by right. He declared that only if Germans
realized what everybody else already knew—that there was no right
without might—could Germany survive. He also stated that Germany
had to find an answer to the problem of the country’s insufficient food
stocks, which was driving its people to immigrate to the British Empire.
Emigration was pernicious, Hitler insisted, as it would result in many of
its best men being lost to Germany, with the consequence that Germany
would be weakened and Britain strengthened in international affairs.

The bottom line of Hitler’s talk in the cold hall of Zum Deutschen
Reich was twofold: First, Germany had to recast itself to survive on
the global stage. And second, Germany had to realize which countries
would always be its enemies and which would only develop enmity to-
ward it out of expediency. He went on to state that there were two kinds
of enemies: “The first sort includes our eternal enemies, England and
America. In the second group are nations that have developed enmity
toward us as a consequence of their own unfortunate situations or due
to other circumstances.”*® One of the countries Hitler singled out as not
being a natural enemy of Germany was the one that would incur the
highest number of casualties in its fight against Germany in the Second
World War: Russia.

Domestically, Hitler singled out for blame, just as he had done at
Lechfeld and in his letter to Gemlich, not Bolshevism but Jewish fi-
nance capitalism: “Our fight is with the money. Work alone will help us,
not money. We must smash interest slavery. Our fight is with the races
that represent money.”

He thus concluded that Germans had to stand up to Jewish capital-
ism and to the Anglo-American world if Germans wanted to become
“a free people within a free Germany.’*

Even though Hitler became ever more active in the DAP throughout the
autumn of 1919, his day job continued to be to carry out propaganda for
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the Military District Command 4. Until late October, he still formally
served in the Second Infantry Regiment. On October 26, he was trans-
ferred to the Schiitzenregiment 41, where he would serve as an “educa-
tion officer” attached to the regimental staff. As a result of his transfer,
Hitler was moved back closer to the heart of Munich, given lodgings in
the barracks of the Schiitzenregiment 41, the Tiirken Barracks, the very
place where he had had to be rescued from being beaten up by Michael
Keogh, the Irish volunteer in the German armed forces.

Hitler now had a post to his liking. He only had to step outside his
barracks to be right in the heart of Munich’s art district at whose cen-
ter were the city’s most famous art museums, the Old Pinakothek and
the New Pinakothek. And when staying inside the Tiirken Barracks, he
could spend his time in the regimental library, of which he was now in
charge, and engage in his favorite pastime: reading.?

When away from the barracks on official business, Hitler would
sometimes address military units in Munich. On one occasion, he was
deployed to Passau on the Bavarian-Austrian border, where he had
spent part of his childhood, to speak to soldiers of a regiment based in
that city. In January and February 1920, he also participated as a speaker
in two propaganda courses of the kind he himself had taken the previ-
ous summer, giving a speech on “Political Parties and What They Mean”
as well as one on his pet topic, “The Peace of Versailles.”*!

The officer running the two courses, who was not Karl Mayr, was so
taken by Hitler’s spirited talk about Versailles that he commissioned him
to produce a flier that would compare, per its title, “The Punitive Peace
of Brest-Litovsk and the Peace of Reconciliation and International Un-
derstanding of Versailles” Hitler put all his passion into devising the flier,
demonstrating how, in his view, the peace of Brest-Litovsk, the peace
that Germany had imposed on Russia in early 1918, had been one among
equals. He sought to demonstrate that Germany had left Russia proper
intact and had resumed trading with it immediately, as well as forgoing
almost all demands for reparations. In short, Hitler presented the Peace
of Brest-Litovsk as having been driven by an urge to foster “peace and
friendship.” The Versailles Treaty, by contrast, he described “as a punitive
peace that not only robbed Germany of many of her core territories but
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that would continue to treat Germany as a pariah, rendering a material
and social recovery of Germany impossible.”*

Throughout the late autumn of 1919 and the ensuing winter, Hitler
shuttled between the Tiirken Barracks, the offices of the Military Dis-
trict Command 4, and the venues at which the DAP and its executive
met.” His activities for the DAP and for the army complemented each
other.

Karl Mayr clearly saw Hitler’s work for the DAP as benefiting the in-
terests of the district command, as evident in his continued backing of
his protégé: First, he had supported Hitler’s decision to enter the DAP**
Second, in addition to the regular pay Hitler continued to receive from
the army, Mayr gave Hitler as well as Esser, who also continued to work
for him, extra money from what seems to have been a discretionary fund.
Every three to four weeks, Mayr would slip each of the two men ten to
twenty marks in cash, particularly at times when, as analysts and possi-
bly as spies, they observed a lot of nighttime political meetings for him.
Mayr himself also attended Hitler’s talk for the DAP on November 12.

But although Mayr had sent Hitler to the DAP in the first place, it
had been Hitler himself who had taken active steps to enter politics,
already having been politicized by the time he had made his appearance
at the German Workers’ Party. That is, Mayr clearly approved of Hitler’s
decisions and actions and sought to utilize them to the advantage of
the Reichswehr, but Hitler did not enter politics under his instruction.
Now, when Mayr tried to use him as his tool, Hitler was increasingly
difficult to handle. In fact, Hitler started to emancipate himself from
Mayr’s influence in late 1919, while attempting to use other people—
possibly even Mayr himself—as his own instrument. Even though it
would take until March 1921 for Mayr fully to realize that Hitler was no
longer in his pocket, Hitler had already begun to replace Mayr as his
paternal mentor toward the end of 1919.%

His new mentor was the leading man of ideas in the DAP, Dietrich
Eckart, a poet, dramatist, Bohemian, and journalist with a jovial but
moody nature, a morphine addict with a walruslike face. Eckart was
twenty-one years Hitler’s senior. Although most of his endeavors were
financially unsuccessful, his 1912 dramatic adaption of Henrik Ibsen’s
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five-act play in verse Peer Gynt had brought him sudden fame, success,
and wealth.

In the words of Hermann Esser, from late 1919 onward, Hitler “more
or less revered Eckart as his fatherly friend, as indeed did I.” According
to Esser, “Eckart played the role of the dad to our family, and we hon-
ored him as such” Eckart, meanwhile, would subsequently state that
he instantaneously had been impressed by Hitler on first meeting him:
“I felt myself attracted by his whole way of being, and very soon I re-
alized that he was exactly the right man for our young movement.” To
Eckart, impressed by his energy, Hitler was by far the DAP’s best speaker.
He treated Hitler as his favorite protégé in the party. When Esser and
Hitler clashed, as they occasionally did at the time, Eckart would act as
a peacemaker but he would also tell Esser, as the latter recalled, “Don’t
you go getting ideas; he’s your superior by far”%

Like so many other early National Socialists, Eckart was an outsider
to the southern Bavarian Catholic heartland around Munich who had
been attracted by the city. Born and raised in northern Bavaria, he had
spent many years in Berlin before moving to Munich in 1913, the same
year that Hitler had made the Bavarian capital his home. There were
many parallels in Eckart’s and Hitler’s lives despite their age difference.
Both were at heart artists, both likely suffered from depression, both
had experienced hardship—Hitler in Vienna, Eckart in Berlin—and the
passions of both lay equally with arts and politics. And both had been
exposed to Jewish influences prior to the war about which they later
preferred to remain silent.

As a twenty-year-old in Vienna, Hitler had had Jewish business part-
ners and acquaintances in a working-class men’s residence with whom
he got on well. For Eckart, Jewish influences went even deeper than
that. The two people that he had admired most prior to meeting Hitler
had been Jews: Heinrich Heine and Otto Weininger. Heine, the great
German-Jewish poet, had been the hero of Eckart’s youth. Eckart’s first
publication had been an edition of verse by Heine. As late as 1899, Eck-
art had celebrated Germany’s most famous Jewish literary figure of the
nineteenth century as the country’s genius of that century: “If one bears
the entirety of this desolate German epoch—in all its hollowness—in
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mind, one cannot be surprised enough by the force of genius with which
one single man suddenly shattered the ignominious fetters [of the peo-
ple] and led their liberated spirit onto surprising new paths. This man
was Heinrich Heine” In 1893, Eckart had even written and published a
poem that sang the praises of a beautiful Jewish girl.*

Weininger became important for Eckartat the time of his anti-Semitic
conversion in the early years of the twentieth century. Weininger was an
Austrian Jew who had converted to Protestantism as an adult. He had
published his book Geschlecht und Charakter (Sex and Character) in
1903, shortly before his suicide at the age of twenty-three. Its central
theme was the polarity of the male and the female within the individual
and the universe, characterizing the female principle with Jewry. For
Weininger, the main feature of the female principle was its materialism
and the absence of a soul and a personality. After reading the book,
Eckart had started to hero-worship its self-hating Jewish author, writing
in his notebook at the time, “If I have Weininger’s book in my hand, do
I not also hold his brain in my hand? Do I not have the brains myself to
read between the lines of his thoughts? Is he not mine? Am I not his?”*

Despite early Jewish influences, in the wake of the First World War
and the revolution Hitler and Eckart shared exterminatory rhetoric
when referring to Jews. In his letter to Gemlich, Hitler had identified
as his ultimate goal “the total removal of Jews”; and Eckart expressed
during his initial encounter with Hitler his desire to load all Jews onto a
train and drive them in it into the Red Sea.*

Eckart was of paramount importance to Hitler not only because of
his political influence on him, nor because, likely under his influence,
Hitler first started to believe himself to be a superior being. He was also
of the utmost importance to Hitler because of his life outside of politics,
or one should say his life on the borderline of politics and arts. It was
through Eckart that Hitler—who never had managed on his own to find
a footing in Munich’s arts scene—was introduced to like-minded artists
who formed a subculture in a city dominated by progressives. For Hit