

[image: cover]



THE GRAVEDIGGERS


First published in Great Britain in 2019 by

Profile Books Ltd

29 Cloth Fair

London EC1A 7JQ

www.profilebooks.com

First published in Germany in 2018,

entitled Die Totengräber: Der letzte Winter der Weimarer Republik

by S. Fischer Verlag

Copyright © S. Fischer Verlag GmbH, 2018, 2019

Endpaper map © Peter Palm, Berlin/Germany

Translated by Caroline Waight

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Cover image © Mary Evans Photo Library

Cover design: Estuary English

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 9781788160728

eISBN 9781782834595


CONTENTS

Rüdiger Barth & Hauke Friederichs

The Gravediggers

Opening Credits: The Lie of the Land

THE BRINK
17 November to 1 December 1932

THE PLAN
2 to 15 December 1932

SILENT NIGHT
16 December 1932 to 1 January 1933

IN THE MAELSTROM
2 to 29 January 1933

TAKING POWER
30 January 1933

Closing Credits

Sources and Literature

The Making Of

Acknowledgements

Timeline

Selected Further Reading

Profile Books


[image: Rüdiger Barth]

Born in 1972 in Saarbrücken, Rüdiger Barth studied contemporary history and general rhetoric at the University of Tübingen. After fifteen years as a journalist for the German weekly Stern, he now works as a freelance author. He lives in Germany.

[image: Hauke Friederichs]

Born in 1980 in Hamburg, Hauke Friederichs studied social and economic history and wrote his PhD thesis on piracy in the Mediterranean. He has works for publications including Die Zeit, Stern, Geo, Epiche and P.M. History. He lives in Germany.


[image: Berlin in the winter of 1932/33]


THE GRAVEDIGGERS

THE LAST WINTER OF THE WEIMAR REPUBLIC

RÜDIGER BARTH

AND

HAUKE FRIEDERICHS

Translated by Caroline Waight

[image: image]


THE GRAVEDIGGERS

Paul von Hindenburg (*1847)

A legend of the First World War and President of the Reich, Hindenburg despised democracy.

‘Hindenburg is a granite-faced, bass-voiced Field Marshal with a commanding manner that makes little corporals tremble.’

– Hubert Renfro Knickerbocker, correspondent for the New York Evening Post

Kurt von Schleicher (*1882)

A power-broking general who suddenly found himself becoming chancellor.

‘It won’t be easy to strike a deal with Schleicher. He has a clever but sly gaze. I don’t believe he is honest.’

– Adolf Hitler

Franz von Papen (*1879)

A risk-taker bent on revenge

‘[Papen looks] like an ill-tempered billy-goat trying to stand to attention. A character out of Alice in Wonderland.’

– Harry Graf Kessler, journalist and bon vivant

Adolf Hitler (*1889)

As Führer of the NSDAP, Hitler wanted to create a dictatorship.

‘When finally I walked into Adolf Hitler’s salon in the Kaiserhof Hotel, I was convinced that I was meeting the future dictator of Germany. In something less than fifty seconds I was quite sure I was not.’

– Dorothy Thompson, American reporter

Joseph Goebbels (*1897)

Head of Propaganda for the NSDAP

‘The Führer is playing […] chess for power. It is an exciting and nerve-racking struggle, yet it also conveys the thrilling sense of being a game in which everything is at stake.’

– Joseph Goebbels


OPENING CREDITS

THE LIE OF THE LAND

In November 1932, fourteen years after it was put in place, Germany’s first parliamentary democracy found itself mired in its deepest crisis. The election on 6 November – the second that year – proved disastrous for the moderate parties that constituted the Weimar Republic. A full third of the workforce was unemployed, more than five million people in all, and many of those still in work had been hit with punishing wage cuts. The economy was at rock bottom, and political culture had taken a cutthroat turn. On the streets of Germany’s cities, the situation frequently erupted into violent conflicts that left hundreds dead. Senior politicians, businessmen and journalists spoke in hushed tones of civil war.

It was only by virtue of President Hindenburg’s emergency decrees that Chancellor Franz von Papen was able to govern at all. Emergency decrees had legal authority, but were not passed by elected representatives. Article 48 of the Weimar Constitution granted that power to the head of state, and since 1930 Hindenburg had been making generous use of the privilege.

Parliament could annul the emergency decrees or force the government to step down with a motion of no confidence – the checks and balances of a constitution designed to maintain an even keel. To avert this, the president had already dissolved Parliament twice and called fresh elections. What resulted was the unprecedented paralysis of German politics.

The German electorate had just voted once again. In Parliament, Chancellor Franz von Papen – a committed monarchist – found himself facing a hostile majority; like Papen, they were only too willing to dispense with democracy entirely, but on their terms. This majority consisted mainly of Communists and National Socialists, extremists on the left and right who were united only in their hatred of the system.

The president wanted clarity once and for all, while the chancellor needed allies – but only the German National People’s Party, the DNVP, stayed loyal. They had fifty-one out of 584 representatives, laughably few. Now Papen was counting on the NSDAP to support his policies. Since July of that year, the Nazis had been by far the strongest faction in Parliament. If the worst came to the worst, Papen was even prepared to make their leader, Adolf Hitler, Vice-Chancellor: he hoped that would bring the German Fascists to heel. He had just made another attempt to woo the NSDAP, calling their proposed collaboration the ‘aggregation of all national forces’. Hitler, however, flatly rebuffed him.

The German Reich in November 1932 was in an alarming state. In his book The German Crisis, which had been published a few months earlier and had already been reprinted several times, the American reporter Hubert Renfro Knickerbocker wrote that ‘Fifty thousand Bolsheviks made the Russian revolution. Germany has an estimated six million voters for its Communist Party. Five hundred thousand Fascists put Mussolini in power in Italy. Adolf Hitler has a possible twelve million voters behind the National Socialist Party in Germany. How long can the life of the German republic last?’

That was the question. The coming winter would settle the fate of the Weimar Republic.


THE BRINK

17 NOVEMBER TO 1 DECEMBER 1932


THURSDAY 17 NOVEMBER

Chancellor on the Brink!

Decision Today

– Der Angriff

Papen Offers Resignation

Entire Cabinet to Step Down? – Hindenburg Speech Today

– Vossische Zeitung

The German Reich was ruled from the Prussian capital of Berlin. More specifically, power resided in a handful of adjacent buildings in an area referred to by the name of the nearest street: Wilhelmstrasse.

If you walked out of the Reichstag, strolled through the Brandenburg Gate and took a right behind the Hotel Adlon on Pariser Platz, you were already as good as there. Head past the British embassy and the Ministry for Agriculture, and you’d soon catch sight of the palace buildings on your right, with the Chancellery extension, built a year earlier and clad in travertine, sticking out like a sore thumb.

From the street the facades looked forbidding, but behind them stretched old, expansive gardens. Subterranean corridors led from building to building on the western side of Wilhelmstrasse, and a secret passageway was rumoured to weave among the attics. Even the gardens were connected via gates through which a person might slip unseen.

The cabinet meeting that derailed Franz von Papen’s career and brought General Kurt von Schleicher out of the shadows took place, as far as we know, in the garden room of the Chancellery. In the brighter months it was flooded with light through west-facing, floor-to-ceiling windows; even on that November morning the room was lit with a mild radiance. It was a fresh and sunny autumn day. Leaves glowed on oaks, elms and lindens, trees that had been ancient in the days when Frederick the Great walked among them on his morning stroll.

The terracotta eagles of Imperial Prussia still kept watch on the rear wall bordering Friedrich Ebert Strasse, their heads adorned with gilded bronze crowns. Otto von Bismarck, first Chancellor of the German Empire, had lived in this set of buildings for twenty-eight years. According to the children of the staff, who played there often, his faithful mastiff was buried somewhere in the garden, as was the Trakehner stallion that had carried him across the fields of Königgrätz in 1866. An eighteen-year-old Paul von Hindenburg had taken part in the same battle – on foot – as a lieutenant in the Third Prussian Regiment of Guards.

On 17 November Hindenburg was eighty-five years old and the most important man in Germany. During the First World War he had commanded his troops to victory at the Battle of Tannenberg, and was later made head of the Supreme Army Command. He was still living off the reputation he had earned in his glory days. With his impressive moustache, steel-wool hair and the deep grooves around his mouth, in peaceful moments he resembled his own memorial. President of the Reich since 1925, Hindenburg was an elderly man now, but he still had all and sundry vying for his favour – including the ministers and undersecretaries gathered in the garden room that morning.

Abraham Plotkin, an American trade-union functionary, had been meandering through Paris since the day before. He had arrived at Le Havre on a cargo boat from New York, one of five passengers. The frugal crossing, devoid of creature comforts, was his preferred mode of travel – and all his budget allowed. Plotkin, forty years old, had lost his job with the textile union back home, the victim of a financial crisis that left no industry unscathed.

When he was a boy, his family had emigrated to America from Tsarist Russia. Now Plotkin had returned to Europe, bringing little more than the clothes on his back, his walking stick and his typewriter.

Shortly after his arrival he started a diary. Plotkin was inquisitive and eloquent, with an eye for the circumstances of ordinary folk. But he hadn’t come to Europe to stay in France, and within four days he was travelling onwards.

His goal was Germany, where he hoped to witness the struggle of average citizens for their rights. He’d heard that political radicals on the left and right were clashing on the streets of Berlin, that there had been deaths. The capital exerted a magical force: Plotkin had devoured Alfred Döblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz. Now he wanted to immerse himself in the environment Döblin had so vividly depicted. He wanted whores and shopkeepers, beggars and hoodlums. He wanted to see these National Socialists, the ones everybody was talking about in voices half afraid and half fascinated. Joseph Goebbels’ speech at the Berlin Sportpalast, they said, had been unparalleled in its sweeping power. For any other tourist, November – usually the month in which winter unfolds in all its majesty across the city – might not have been the best time to explore Berlin. But Plotkin didn’t care. Plotkin had come to learn from the Germans.

Defence Minister Kurt von Schleicher, fifty years old and running to fat, entered the garden room. In photographs he appears ungainly, his smile rigid, although there is generally a flash in his eyes. Most people meeting him for the first time were impressed less by his looks than by his vibrant personality. Bald and short-statured, he was nonetheless a surprise hit with the ladies. Those ill-disposed towards Schleicher told tales about his shifting romantic intrigues. How he sent bouquets of flowers to married women, including the wives of influential men. How he made lifelong enemies in the process.

In Wilhelmstrasse he had acquired a reputation as a confirmed bachelor who knew how to make the most of the unencumbered life; then, in July 1931, he married Elisabeth von Hennigs, the daughter of a general of the cavalry – a woman from a military family.

Kurt von Schleicher had military origins, too. His great-grandfather had died in 1815 during an assault on Napoleon’s troops at the Battle of Ligny, two days before Waterloo. Schleicher’s father had also been a soldier and eventually a lieutenant-colonel.

Like President Hindenburg, Schleicher had begun his military career in the Third Regiment of Foot Guards, where he befriended Hindenburg’s son and adjutant, Oskar, as well as Kurt von Hammerstein-Equord, who in 1932 was head of the German armed forces.

During the First World War, Schleicher rapidly made a name for himself. He served as part of various military staffs, organising, planning, guiding and acquainting himself with generals who appreciated him and furthered his career. Generalmajor Wilhelm Groener became his mentor, a father figure who gave Schleicher extensive latitude, even outside the chain of command. Towards the end of the First World War, Schleicher came to serve under Paul von Hindenburg, then the head of the German General Staff, and they remained close.

From then on, Schleicher worked in the dim hinterlands where politics and military business overlapped. He became head of the Ministerial Office, an important post that afforded ample opportunity for string-pulling. He met all the senior party figures and forged close personal bonds with many, including Friedrich Ebert, a Social Democrat and President of the German Reich. The ‘Department of the Wehrmacht’, a part of the ministry that he set up personally, was under his direct command: this was where German military politics was brokered and still is today.

Schleicher often worked long into the night, sleeping little; at daybreak he would take an hour-long ride through the Tiergarten – and yet he seemed unfazed by his exacting workload. A maestro of the small gathering, he was a forceful speaker, holding forth with charm or chutzpah as the mood took him. No German citizen had ever been given the chance to vote for Kurt von Schleicher in an election, yet it was he who had put forward Papen’s name as chancellor to Hindenburg in the summer of 1932. Of that there could be no doubt.

That morning he arrived punctually in the garden room for the cabinet meeting at eleven a.m.

Chancellor Franz von Papen, the gathering’s fifty-three-year-old host, entered the room a few minutes later. According to witnesses he sat at the centre of the table, opposite the high windows, treating himself to a view over the garden. To his left sat Schleicher, the friend who had brokered his remarkable promotion six months earlier. Six months had proved long enough for Papen to usurp Schleicher’s place as the president’s crony-in-chief – and long enough to turn a friend into an enemy.

Only a few steps away, President Paul von Hindenburg was brooding over paperwork in his office. Bismarck, the great uniter of the German Reich, surely hadn’t had as tough a time as this. Germany was a crisis-ridden nation at odds with itself, the parties elected by its citizens were jockeying for power, and the inner unity of the Volk was gravely endangered. No one but Hindenburg could bring together a majority. No one but Paul von Hindenburg could save Germany.

At the beginning of June he had moved out of the presidential palace, which was sorely in need of renovation – the furniture had to be propped up on little blocks, because in many places the wooden flooring sagged alarmingly – and had been working and taking meetings at the Chancellery ever since.

The Reichstag was due to reconvene on 6 December, three weeks’ time, and by then the new chancellor had to be in place. But who should Hindenburg appoint? Custom dictated that the individual tasked with forming a government ought to be whoever represented the largest faction in Parliament. That would be Adolf Hitler, Führer of the NSDAP, the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP), his erstwhile opponent from the presidential election in April. In Parliament, Hermann Göring had already been selected as President of the Reichstag, one of the most senior offices in the Reich. But NSDAP party members were forever heckling and fomenting dissent, upsetting the political process; on one occasion, they had beaten a leftist journalist in the parliamentary restaurant so badly that the man had to be hospitalised – they were an appalling bunch. It seemed scarcely conceivable that the business of state would be in good hands with those two representatives. Hindenburg would have preferred to retain Franz von Papen as chancellor, a conservative whose perpetually cheery disposition continued to reassure him. Then there was Kurt von Schleicher, a staunch believer in the military. Some people said Schleicher was acid-tongued and devious, but Hindenburg had long relied on his vigilant, resourceful brain.

Politics is tricky, especially for a career soldier like Hindenburg. Compromises don’t simply materialise to order, and democracy is the most complicated form of politics. Whatever decision he made, Hindenburg felt compelled to safeguard the German people.

And his own reputation, of course.

Hindenburg’s man in the garden room was Otto Meissner, head of the Office of the President since 1920. The son of a postal worker from Alsace, the fifty-two-year-old Meissner spoke fluent French and Russian. He held a doctorate in law and before the First World War had worked for the General Directorate of the Imperial Railways. During the war itself he was promoted to captain, and it was in 1915 that he first met Hindenburg.

Meissner was a pragmatic man. As early as 7 May 1932 he had met with influential National Socialists, including Adolf Hitler, accompanied by General Schleicher and by Hindenburg’s son and adjutant, Oskar. The subject of their discussion? How the cabinet, then led by the wilful Chancellor Heinrich Brüning, could be most deftly forced to resign, clearing the ground for a fresh start.

The plan went off without a hitch. Now, only a few months down the line, the slippery Papen was himself under pressure.

Carl von Ossietzky, editor of the left-leaning intellectual journal Weltbühne (World Stage), had been sitting in prison for six months on charges of treason and disclosing military secrets. He’d published an article about how the army was clandestinely rearming, entitled ‘Windiges aus der Luftfahrt’ (The Winds of Aviation). Ossietzky, a pacifist, had long been hated by the military, and now they’d hit back.

‘Traitor to the Fatherland’ was one accusation levelled against Ossietzky, although it was the army that had broken the law. By stealthily rearming, they were undermining the Treaty of Versailles, an issue that had already been raised in Parliament. All the documents quoted in the Weltbühne article – all the facts and figures – had previously been made public. Hardly secrets.

Still, a second case being brought against him was quashed. His most important writer, Kurt Tucholsky, had proclaimed in Weltbühne that ‘soldiers are murderers’. The military took this as an offence to its honour.

Ossietzky, forty-three years old, was kept in solitary confinement, suffering dreadful rations and forbidden to smoke. Among intellectuals and leftists, he was considered a martyr. In May, when he began serving his sentence, numerous writers accompanied him to Tegel Prison in Berlin, among them Arnold Zweig, Lion Feuchtwanger, Erich Mühsam and Ernst Toller. Ossietzky gave a brief address, announcing that he was going as a deliberate demonstration on behalf of the eight thousand political prisoners ‘who are languishing unknown in the darkness of the prison system’. He would demand no special privileges. He would, Ossietzky insisted, be ‘unreformed’ upon his release.

His release, however, wouldn’t be until 10 November 1933. Nearly one whole year to go.

Nobody had reckoned with Franz von Papen. Installed as chancellor in June 1932 from the right-leaning fringes of the Centre Party, he was in no hurry to relinquish power. Papen had reputedly been chosen as chancellor primarily because Schleicher considered him tractable.

In November 1932 Papen was supposed to be in Mannheim for the official opening of a new bridge across the Rhine, and he was also expected on ‘state visits’ in Württemberg and Baden, as the newspapers crowed. All cancelled. On 16 November, the leader of the conservative Centre Party had informed him that although they ‘fundamentally agreed with the notion of a policy of national aggregation’, Papen wasn’t the right chancellor for such a coalition. Chaos might loom if he stayed, they hinted, so it would be best for Papen to step down at once. The Social Democrats and National Socialists wouldn’t even agree to a meeting.

Papen had taken note of everything. Of course, the Centre Party lot were sulking: he had been one of their own, after all, and now they were feeling betrayed.

During the war, he’d been a faithful officer of the Emperor – as an agent and saboteur in Washington, as a commander on the Western Front and as a major in Turkey. As a Member of Parliament he had tended to favour reactionary, nationalistic positions. And now, as chancellor of an unloved republic, he was governing without a majority. Papen had constitutional reform in mind: paralyse the Reichstag for six months, present the electorate with a new constitution then put it to the vote. In this way he hoped to sweep aside the pesky disadvantages of parliamentarianism.

Papen came from an affluent, aristocratic family. At the age of eighteen he’d been a page at the Imperial Court in Berlin. His wife was the heiress to the ceramics manufacturing company Villeroy & Bosch. Money had never been a concern. Those inclined towards mockery called Papen a ‘gentleman jockey’, although Berlin was hardly short of equestrians. When Papen went horse riding through the Tiergarten, clad in his rakish cap and bow tie, his skill was evident.

The constitutional reforms he hoped to push through would represent a first step back towards the monarchy – or at least towards an authoritarian government. Papen’s dream – if, admittedly, a kind of coup.

Meanwhile, Frederic M. Sackett, the American ambassador in Berlin, was facing a problem. His office was appallingly badly staffed, and there was constant chivvying from the gentlemen in Washington: they weren’t receiving enough situation reports, analyses and assessments from Berlin.

Only a few weeks earlier he’d written to the State Department that Hitler was ‘one of the biggest show-men since P. T. Barnum’, referring to Joseph Goebbels in the same communication as Hitler’s ‘silver-tongued lieutenant’. Sackett had arrived in Berlin in 1930, making him an embassy veteran. Hardly any of the diplomats there had lived in Germany long, and fewer still were competent German-speakers. Budgetary cuts had been felt at all levels. Many of his staff were young and inexperienced. Intelligence operations were non-existent. In a word, the US embassy, recently relocated to Bendlerstrasse, was a shambles.

The sixty-three-year-old Sackett felt personally aggrieved. He’d been on excellent terms with Chancellor Brüning, and his whole strategy was based on their close relationship: assisting Brüning’s government, stabilising the German economy, supporting the sensible course Brüning was charting against the extremist parties – that had been his credo.

Since June 1932, however, the situation had been turned on its head. Brüning was out. His successor, Franz von Papen, was persona non grata to the Americans. During the First World War Papen had been a military attaché in Washington, secretly building up a spy ring for the Germans, although his conduct was so brazen that he was eventually caught and booted out of the country. How, then, could Sackett deal with Papen? Ignoring him was the only option.

In recent weeks Sackett had been in America, wearing himself thin campaigning for his friend, President Herbert C. Hoover – in vain, as it turned out. Now he was back in Berlin, trying to get to grips with the turbulent times. The notion that the Nazis might come to power didn’t bear thinking about.

Papen needed support more than ever if he didn’t want to be coerced into stepping down. In the garden room, he began to speak.

The President of the Reich, he argued, must turn once again to the party leaders and advocate for a government of ‘national aggregation’ with himself as chancellor; at the same time, however, the cabinet must avoid giving the impression that they were clinging to power. Surprisingly, Defence Minister Kurt von Schleicher concurred. Only the resignation of the entire cabinet, he said, could forestall political ‘mudslinging’ in nationalist circles. By mudslinging he meant the rumours that the government was the reason why there was still no consolidated national front.

There were murmurs of agreement from around the table. Theirs was the ‘cabinet of the barons’, as they were popularly known. Most of their surnames were prefaced with ‘von’, indicating that they came from aristocratic families. Yet Papen had selected them for more than their lineage: many were respected experts in their fields.

Fine, said Chancellor Papen.

Evidently he was giving up.

He would inform the president, he said, that his entire cabinet was ready to step down.

There was silence in the room. Outside, in the garden, slanting rays of sunlight caught the foliage. None of his ministers were prepared to argue. Schleicher hid his satisfaction. Papen had long ago revealed himself a dilettante when it came to political manoeuvring, a man incapable of forging broad alliances.

Papen nodded. Was it over? Had the highest office in the land already slipped through his fingers?

Professor Carl Schmitt, a political theorist and expert in constitutional law, was currently advising the government in an immensely complex case known nationwide as the Preussenschlag, or Prussian Coup. In July, President Hindenburg had issued an emergency decree to relieve the Prussian government of their duties and install his confidant, Chancellor Papen, as Commissioner, thereby destroying a bulwark of the Social Democratic Party and the Weimar Republic. His justification? The Social Democrats had failed to prevent Communist violence, and the domestic situation within Prussia was spiralling out of their control. Eighteen people had been killed a few days earlier during a Nazi demonstration in a predominantly Communist area, a clash that came to be known as ‘Altona Bloody Sunday’. Nearly all the dead had been shot by police officers firing indiscriminately during the riots.

The Social Democrats had not responded to Papen’s assault with violence: they had not mobilised their paramilitary wing, the Reichsbanner Schwarz-Rot-Gold, nor had they called for a general strike, as with the Kapp Putsch of 1920. They continued to support the state – even though that state had turned on them. Instead, they resorted to legal action. As faithful republicans, they believed in the independence of the justice system, and Otto Braun’s deposed Prussian government went to the Constitutional Court in Leipzig: Bavaria and Württemberg, too, appealed to the most senior judges in the Republic, fearing they might be next in line.

Had Adolf Hitler’s hour arrived?

The Nazi Führer wanted power at last. His most recent communication with Papen had been blunt: ‘The only thing that fills me with bitterness is having to stand and watch as, day after day, your cack-handed governance, Herr Chancellor, squanders a national asset that I played a genuine part in creating, as German history will testify.’

Hitler was severing a working relationship that had scarcely begun. They were strong words, one forceful response of many during those weeks. Yet while his determination may not have been faked, his confidence almost certainly was.

In fact, the Nazi party was getting jumpy. For the first time since 1930, they had lost massive numbers of votes – two million! – at the elections on 6 November, and the peak of their public support seemed to be behind them. The party was also dogged by serious financial concerns. The election campaigns had been horrendously expensive, and Hitler had spent weeks on aeroplanes, day after day, darting from one appearance to the next in an attempt to seem omnipresent. Tens of thousands of Sturmabteilung (SA) troops weren’t about to march for free: room and board for the SA had cost the party vast sums. The banks weren’t giving any more credit, and their industrialist donors were withholding additional funds. Within the organisation itself, Hitler’s adversary Gregor Strasser was causing trouble, arguing the case for pragmatism. He’d already got several members of Parliament and a number of Gauleiter – heads of the regional NSDAP branches – behind him.

The cash-flow situation at the most important regional branch of the NSDAP in Berlin was equally wretched – Joseph Goebbels, its leader, obtained a report on the subject from his staff. ‘Nothing but debts, dues and obligations,’ he subsequently complained in his diary. ‘And the total impossibility of raising any serious amount of money anywhere after this defeat.’

So Goebbels sent the SA back out into the streets with their begging bowls – better visible as beggars than not visible at all. If their bid for power didn’t work this time, the National Socialist movement could easily lose its momentum, its appeal and its credibility over the coming winter. It might, eventually, collapse.


FRIDAY 18 NOVEMBER

No Public Support: Chancellor Throws in the Towel Papen Government to Step Down?

– Völkischer Beobachter

Proletarian Offensive Blows Papen Cabinet Apart Papen Government Resigns – Schleicher Press Demands Hitler for Chancellor – Working People in Extreme Danger

– Die Rote Fahne

Negotiations to form a new government started late that morning, as Hindenburg started casting about for a solution. He was hoping to forge what he termed ‘a national aggregation of forces spanning the Centre to the Nazis’. The first person he met, around half past eleven, was Alfred Hugenberg, leader of the conservative DNVP, the German National People’s Party. Hugenberg, well known for being particularly blinkered when it came to defending his interests, functioned largely as a mouthpiece for Germany’s landowners and captains of industry. He expressed serious reservations about Hitler.

Although frequently mocked – he was a perennial favourite of caricaturists – Hugenberg was a powerful man. One of Europe’s biggest media tycoons, with an empire of newspapers, magazines and film production companies, Hugenberg was well aware of his ability to wield print media and film to influence public opinion and, thus, politics. At this juncture, a right-wing government without the DNVP seemed impossible to countenance.

At six o’clock, Ludwig Kaas, head of the Centre Party, arrived for his presidential visit. He suggested a ‘loyalty pact’ between three or four ‘brave party leaders’. Hitler did not seem to faze him. Eduard Dingeldey of the German People’s Party was next up; as far as he was concerned, appointing the next chancellor was a matter for the president. His party, he announced, would support Hindenburg’s candidate. Moreover, he added: ‘Personally I would have not the least objection to entrusting the role to Papen once more.’

For Hindenburg, the process of democratic wrangling had always been a tortuous affair. Prior to his first presidential elections in 1925, he had sought the blessing of the former Kaiser, Wilhelm II, who was at that point exiled in the Netherlands. Politics had not made a republican out of Hindenburg, but he did possess a sense of duty and a deep affection for the Fatherland – he knew his responsibilities as president. And his rights, of course. He was under no obligation to hold talks with just anyone.

He did not, for instance, invite the Social Democratic Party to the table. The SPD, nearly seventy years old, had given birth to the Weimar Republic, but the party was now at daggers drawn with virtually everyone, and especially with the Communists. They had supported Hindenburg during his re-election campaign in April 1932 as part of a calculated ploy to stymie his rival, Hitler, but the old man had never shown them any gratitude. On the contrary. ‘Who elected me? The Socialists elected me, the Catholics elected me,’ Hindenburg once complained to his press secretary. ‘My people didn’t elect me.’ His people – monarchists, conservatives, opponents of the Republic – had largely transferred their backing to Hitler. For the president, votes from supporters of the Social Democrats were an embarrassment.

He may, too, have still been in a huff because the SPD had flatly rejected an invitation from the chancellor to enter into talks on the fate of the government only a few days earlier. ‘We’re not going to Papen,’ Kurt Schumacher had declared at a meeting of the SPD’s executive committee.

Bella Fromm, a woman with a coquettish mouth and dark eyebrows, was the forty-one-year-old society reporter for the Vossische Zeitung. The newspaper was required reading for anyone in Berlin involved in politics, as well as anyone who played or hoped to play a prominent role on the social scene, including ministers, members of Parliament and their assistants, civil servants, military men, lobbyists, diplomats and their respective spouses.

Fromm had become a journalist more out of necessity than passion. Born into the Jewish upper classes, her parents ran a successful international business trading wines from Main and the Moselle. They sent their daughter to study at a conservatory in Berlin. Shortly before the outbreak of the First World War, Bella married and gave birth to a daughter, Gonny, but the relationship quickly soured. Getting a divorce required her to prove her husband’s infidelity – which she succeeded in doing. Subsequently married and divorced a second time, she enjoyed only a brief glimpse of freedom before inflation spiralled out of control and she lost the majority of her inherited wealth (although the money still stretched to a villa in Berlin, a sports car and two horses). Fromm needed a source of income, and as she moved in the capital’s more elevated circles she began to write about their lives. From 1928 onwards she was a columnist for the Vossische Zeitung, while also writing for the Berliner Zeitung and several other papers owned by the Ullstein publishing company.

Bella Fromm’s column ‘Berlin Diplomats’ in the Vossische Zeitung proved popular with readers. Most of what she reported was friendly gossip about foreign emissaries, staff at the Foreign Ministry and politicians in Berlin; she let slip none of her poison-tongued political analysis in the papers. That was reserved for her diary.

Fromm considered the idea that the Nazis could be neutered by integrating them into government extremely dangerous. Four days earlier, at the Kaiserhof Hotel, she had bumped into the former President of the National Bank, Hjalmar Schacht, who was on his way to see Hitler. ‘I’d like to know what he wants there,’ she noted. ‘Surely nothing that bodes well for decent people.’ Her readers in the Vossische Zeitung, however, were not privy to musings such as these.

Fromm was never one to shy away from undercover work if it helped her get a scoop. One year earlier, at a reception given by the president for the diplomatic corps (to which the press were not invited), she had slipped into men’s clothing and mingled with the curious onlookers outside the presidential palace to see who arrived when and with whom – and, above all, who left when and with whom. For the most part, however, she had no need to resort to stratagems. The gentlemen at the Foreign Office and the Chancellery were particularly susceptible to her charm.

She also kept herself well informed about frequent visitors to the Kaiserhof, including Hitler. Among her close circle of friends, Fromm referred to the Führer as ‘Kaiser Adolf’, and, whenever Kaiser Adolf held court at the luxury hotel, she could often be found in the lobby, observing the spectacle.

On one occasion, she bided her time there for several hours. At first nothing happened. Hitler was fond of making people wait. Amped-up Nazis, expecting an audience, settled at the bar and tried to drown their impatience in beer. Correspondents from foreign newspapers poked their heads through the door, loitered for an hour or so, then gave up.

Finally, at seven o’clock, the doors opened and senior party leaders in brown shirts poured into the lobby. The whole rigmarole reminded Fromm of a country fair, the men wearing badges and insignia in sky blue, garish red, golden yellow and a rainbow of other colours.

As the Brownshirts ‘strutted around like peacocks’, Fromm thought it was lucky they didn’t realise how absurd they appeared. ‘Their large brown trousers,’ she scoffed, ‘were of such widely exaggerated cut that they seemed to bear wings on either side.’

Their feet clattering, the party members shuffled into rows. A murmur filled the room, and then the man himself made his appearance. She noted the grave, belligerent expression on his face, watched arms shoot aloft, heard the men roaring ‘Heil’. A single word crossed Bella Fromm’s mind: ‘Manitu’.

Hitler strode across the room without bothering to glance left or right – then vanished through a side door.

Once the apparition had passed, a few observers began to laugh. All of them foreigners. They could afford to, thought Fromm.

That day, Friday 18 November, Hitler was expected back in Berlin. The Kaiserhof was already trembling with anticipation.

Whenever Hitler – only a German citizen since February 1932 – was in Berlin, he stayed at the Kaiserhof as a matter of principle. In recent months he had visited the city often, entering into secret negotiations with representatives of the government, holding audiences with Hindenburg, and conferring with his entourage. High-ranking guests, journalists and political opponents were received in his suite. The hotel, with its heavy chandeliers and stuccoed walls, had become the Nazis’ de facto campaign headquarters. A highly symbolic site, it was an ideal base for them. The main attraction of the building was its dining room, an airy, vaulted space where sumptuous meals were served. Even when it opened fifty years earlier, the hotel had offered an array of modern conveniences, including pneumatic lifts and private radiators in each of the 230 rooms. And the location was unbeatable. You could see straight across onto Wilhelmstrasse 77.

Hitler had only to step out of the Kaiserhof and stand beneath its porticoed entrance, and there it was, almost within his grasp: the Chancellery of the Reich.

The fifth division of the High Court at Leipzig sentenced three Communists to lengthy spells in prison, accusing them of ‘high treason in coincidence with crimes against the Explosives Act and offences against the Firearms and Military Equipment Act’. A thirty-one-year-old carpenter was handed six years in prison and ten years deprived of his civil rights, including the right to vote; two construction workers, twenty-five and twenty-eight, were jailed for three years each. The police had found the men in possession of sixty-five kilograms of explosives, as well as rifles, pistols and ammunition, and the judges assumed the convicted men were planning to launch an attack.

In Hofgeismar, not far from the city of Kassel, four National Socialists were standing trial. They had built an armoured vehicle, complete with bullet-proof cladding and shooting slits, which the police seized in the early hours of 1 August. The accused claimed in court that the vehicle was intended to protect the NSDAP from Communist violence. The public prosecutor proposed fines of between 50 and 200 marks for the men, who were members of the SA.

For Harry Graf Kessler, once a diplomat and now an art collector and intellectual, this was a red-letter day. Papen had finally resigned. That reckless, perpetually grinning dilettante had wreaked more havoc in six months than any chancellor before him. Worst of all, perhaps, he’d made Hindenburg – that hero of the First World War – look like a fool. A few months earlier Kessler had written that Papen looked ‘like an ill-tempered billy-goat in a silk-lined black Sunday suit trying to stand to attention. A character out of Alice in Wonderland.’

Kessler, a member of the Reichsbanner – the paramilitary wing of the Social Democrats – had voted for the SPD in the November elections, as had 20 per cent of the German electorate. After all, the SPD was one of the only parties still trying to defend the Republic.

Fromm wasn’t mourning the departed chancellor either. Papen had mainly represented the interests of the major landowners in eastern Germany, who, in November 1932, were eagerly scrabbling for power. She believed ‘they underestimated the radical movement’, meaning the Nazis.

Two months earlier she’d spent a Sunday with Schleicher and Papen at the racetrack. The chancellor had approached her as she stood with Schleicher and a female friend. Papen kissed her hand – he could be gallant, on occasion. ‘Frau Bella, would it not be a marvellous idea to take a group photograph for your newspaper?’ he asked. His object, of course, was to make people believe he was still on the best of terms with the Defence Minister, thought Fromm. It was all for show. She knew the two men had fallen out long before.

At Karstadt’s Lebensmittel, the comestibles department at the vast department store near Hermannplatz Station, a pound of top-quality butter cost 1.44 marks, a pound of pork belly 64 pfennigs and a litre of wine from Edenkoben 60 pfennigs, assuming you could buy ten.

The average worker earned 164 marks per month.

‘This is how they live every day,’ announced a leaflet Communists were handing out on the streets of Berlin. ‘Hitler’s bill at the Kaiserhof: 1 breakfast, 23 marks – times twelve, 276 marks! And 28,890 marks for the room! All while you’re going hungry!’

Propaganda or truth? At the end of 1931, we know the Nazis paid a sum total of 650.86 marks for three nights and seven rooms, including food and service. Although it’s also true that the Kaiserhof was among the most expensive hotels in the city.

That said, Hitler frequently abstained from the chef’s famous dishes at the Kaiserhof: after all, you never knew what kind of mischief people might be planning. He also had a better alternative. Magda Goebbels’ cooking was exquisite, and she prepared vegetarian meals just the way the Führer liked them. The Goebbels lived only a few minutes’ drive away, in Charlottenburg, not far from Berlin’s largest sports stadium. Their spacious, high-ceilinged apartment was originally Magda’s, paid for by her ex-husband, the millionaire Günther Quandt. A grand piano stood in the salon.

The address had a nice ring to it: Reichskanzlerplatz 2.

Joseph Goebbels was thirty-five years old, a small, slight man with a weedy torso, a large head, brown eyes and black hair. Club-footed, he walked with a limp, courtesy of a childhood attack of bone-marrow inflammation. His adversaries referred to him mockingly as a ‘shrunken Teuton’, a term that became increasingly common in Nazi Germany for men of short stature. At the podium, however, he radiated power; he was a demagogue whose oratorical skill had won over thousands of new supporters for the Nazis in Berlin. When he took over the Berlin branch of the NSDAP in November 1926 it was a bickering mess; by 1932 he was the undisputed master of its well-organised ranks.

More than a few Berliners were afraid of him, of his radicalism, his unscrupulousness, his cunning. Goebbels was pathologically ambitious, a megalomaniac and workaholic desperate for recognition. And he sought the favour of one man above all others: Adolf Hitler. He was willing to use any means to aid Hitler’s rise to power, convinced that one day, when his Führer became Führer to all Germans, his own brilliance would truly come to shine. Hitler? ‘A wonderful man!’ noted Goebbels in November 1932. ‘For him I would willingly be quartered.’ He hoped that when Hitler and Hindenburg stood face to face once more, shook hands and looked each other in the eye, they would trust each other. Although Hindenburg, it was rumoured, referred derisively to Hitler as the ‘Bohemian lance corporal’.

At one o’clock an aeroplane coming from Munich landed at Tempelhof Airfield. On board were Adolf Hitler, Wilhelm Frick, head of the NSDAP parliamentary group in the Reichstag, Gregor Strasser, organisational director, and Ernst ‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengl, senior foreign press secretary. They had come to arrange their rise to power. Hitler was driven from the airport to Goebbels’ house, where Goebbels updated his guest on the events of the past few days.

The question was, what was Kurt von Schleicher thinking? Always whispering in Hindenburg’s ear. In conversation with English-speaking informants, Hanfstaengl only ever referred to the Defence Minister as ‘Mr Creeper’, a literal translation of his surname that made him sound like some whimsical creation out of a Dickens novel. Hanfstaengl was a cultured man, the son of a prominent art dealer and a keen if unsubtle pianist. His renditions of Wagner’s magnificent arias, hammered out on the keyboard, moved Hitler profoundly.

How did Hitler, Austrian by birth, acquire German citizenship so quickly? Without it, he would have been ineligible to stand for president. More than a few people in Germany were wondering the same thing, including Oskar Thielemann, an SPD politician.

The official explanation? That the Free State of Brunswick had given Hitler an advisory role in local government and granted him German citizenship for his ‘valuable services’. Valuable services? What kind? Thielemann put the question to the Nazi-led Interior Ministry of the Free State: ‘What contracts has Councillor Hitler secured for the economy of Brunswick, and what work, if any, has he carried out for the State of Brunswick thus far?’

The answer arrived on 17 November: ‘The Interior Minister of Brunswick has communicated that Councillor Hitler provided valuable services to him in his role as special adviser on economic issues, in particular regarding the preservation of the mining industry in Unterharz.’

Hitler, an expert on mining? The news must have come as a surprise to more people than just Thielemann.

Abraham Plotkin was a riddle unto himself. In his writing he tried to explore what was driving him, tried to probe what he was seeking in Europe. His family had fled from the ‘dark shadows of terror’ in Tsarist Russia for America when he was a child. ‘Now I am going back. What for? I hardly know. Perhaps I am going so as to escape the humdrum of everyday city life in my own country. […] Perhaps later when and if I become aware of it I’ll feel as silly as I look. One never can really tell how foolish one is.’

Around midnight Hitler returned to Reichskanzlerplatz, where the Goebbels were expecting him. First their guest told them a little of what had happened that day. He seemed entirely at ease. The government would declare another ‘truce’ the next morning: there were to be no demonstrations and no open-air rallies until 2 January. Gregor Strasser, meanwhile, was getting on the Führers’ nerves. Recently Hitler had sounded contemptuous whenever his name was mentioned. But enough of all that – it was time for music. Why else was there a grand piano in the salon?

Goebbels himself was a keen accordion-player. Music, he observed, was the only indulgence Hitler permitted himself after a dogfight.


SATURDAY 19 NOVEMBER

Hitler Visits Hindenburg Today

– Vossische Zeitung

After Papen Resigns: No Half Measures!

History Demands Action

– Völkischer Beobachter

Central Committee Calls for United Front: Join Forces to Battle Fascist Dictatorship!

– Die Rote Fahne

The negotiations to form a government continued at a frenetic pace, despite Hindenburg’s advanced age. Visiting the president on 19 November was a guest he only reluctantly received: Adolf Hitler had asked Otto Meissner, head of the office of the President and Hindenburg’s most senior member of staff, for an interview with Hindenburg alone. They agreed on strict confidentiality.

At half past eleven, the leader of the Nazi party arrived as agreed. The president made it clear to Hitler that he wanted to adhere to the principle of a non-partisan government. A government led by Herr Hitler, however, would be a single-party administration. Still, he added, Hitler could achieve his goals another way, by agreeing to a government led by a non-partisan. In return, Hindenburg would allocate Hitler’s party some ministerial posts.

Hitler, having arrived with sky-high expectations, struggled to conceal his indignation. He would only join a cabinet, he insisted, if he was given the reins of power. Moreover, he followed this up with a threat: ‘A non-partisan cabinet may be able to govern for a while by authoritarian means, supported by the instruments of state power, but it wouldn’t last long-term. By February there would be a new revolution, and Germany would cease to be a significant force in world politics.’

The president demurred.

Yet he continued to observe the proprieties. The man sitting before him was a candidate for chancellor, after all – at least in theory.

The conversation lasted not fifteen minutes, as agreed, but sixty-five. It was only their fourth private meeting. Meissner noted that sort of thing. Meissner noted everything. Afterwards Hindenburg recounted to him every twist and turn of the discussion.

Hitler had suggested that Hindenburg sign an ‘enabling act’, a legal step – taken years earlier, for example, under the liberal Chancellor Gustav Stresemann – that would give a chancellor governing without a majority sweeping plenary powers and allow the president to withdraw from the day-to-day minutiae of politics. It would also require the dissolution of Parliament. True, Stresemann’s situation in 1923 had been somewhat different, what with hyperinflation and the Occupation of the Ruhr by the French, but, in both cases, there was serious internal unrest caused by both the left and the right.

An enabling act. Yes, perhaps that might work.

Around half past twelve Hitler left the Chancellery and climbed into his car. Outside the entrance on Wilhelmstrasse, a crowd had gathered. They had broken through the chain of police officers and surged towards the gate, but gradually they cleared a path, and the car edged its way through. Outside the Hotel Kaiserhof, the mob was in a festive mood. ‘Heil Hitler!’ they bellowed, most of them men in brown shirts.

Hitler didn’t address them; he had nothing to report. Instead, he was whisked into the hotel, leaving murmurs of hope and impatience in his wake. Only briefly did the Führer make an appearance at his window.

At five o’clock that afternoon, Fritz Schäffer of the Bavarian People’s Party arrived at Wilhelmstrasse 77 for a meeting with the president. Hitler, Schäffer felt, gave less cause for alarm than those around him. The man only needed a strong counterweight.

Thank you, said Hindenburg, and continued to brood.

Each party was concerned solely with furthering its own advantage, and there were also the personal grudges or compacts among the relevant actors to be considered, which were difficult to judge. How could Hindenburg make a decision that would bring Germany together instead of splitting it further apart? Uniting the people – that was the most important thing of all.

At two o’clock, in the Kammersäle in Teltower Strasse the nineteenth district conference for the Berlin-Brandenburg–Lausitz–Grenzmark branch of the German Communist Party, the KPD began. More than a million KPD voters lived in this area, which was the most important party district in Germany. Roughly eight hundred delegates were in attendance, and they were confident. The chaos at Wilhelmstrasse could only drive more voters into their arms.

At the top of the agenda was ‘the political situation and our next task’. Comrade Walter Ulbricht, a member of the Central Committee of the KPD, addressed the assembly. During the transport workers’ strike in early November he had joined forces with Joseph Goebbels in leading the charge; now Ulbricht warned against sharing power with the NSDAP.

Of primary concern to the Communists, however, was an altogether different enemy: the Social Democrats. The comrades who had erred from the righteous socialist path – in the eyes of the KPD, at least, and in their propaganda. Yet not all of those sympathetic to the party understood why their leaders were campaigning more resolutely against the Social Democrats than against the Nazis. In reality, the senior figures in the KPD were not free to decide how they should treat the Social Democrats. Strategic decisions were made by Moscow, and Moscow’s strategy required that the Nazis assume control of the German government. At first, anyway. Hadn’t Marx and Engels predicted that the counterreaction would smooth the Communists’ way into power? As soon as the NSDAP ruled Germany, thousands of workers would transfer their allegiance to the KPD.

That was the plan.

A letter arrived at Hindenburg’s office in Wilhelmstrasse. By no means all of Germany’s most prominent industrialists had signed it, but a considerable number had. ‘Your Excellency, most honoured President of the Reich! Like Your Excellency, we are imbued with a passionate love of the German people and the Fatherland, and we the undersigned are hopeful regarding the fundamental transformation in the leadership of state business that Your Excellency has initiated.’ One of the signatories was Kurt Freiherr von Schröder, a Cologne-based banker who was influential in the Rheinland. He had big plans for Hitler.

Similar letters arrived from leading businessmen such as Fritz Thyssen, Erwin Merck and the former banker Hjalmar Schacht. They, too, wrote that ‘the National Socialist German Workers’ Party fundamentally’ approved of Hindenburg’s policies. ‘Entrusting the leadership and responsibilities of a presidential cabinet endowed with the best practical and personal talents to the leader of the largest nationalist group will eliminate the detritus and drawbacks that inevitably cling to every mass movement, and will sweep along with it millions of people who are currently standing back, making them a positive force.’

Hindenburg was very impressed, as he confessed to his inner circle, particularly because one of the signatories was Eberhard Graf von Kalckreuth, president of the National Rural League and one of the most influential landowners in Prussia.

Details remained sketchy regarding the ‘detritus and drawbacks’.

Reinhold Georg Quaatz, a nationalist, conservative-leaning Member of Parliament, was nervous. If Hitler and Schleicher reached a deal, they could conceivably marshal a majority in the Reichstag. If so, they would be in the president’s good books. Quaatz, a member of the DNVP, observed: ‘If that happens, we’ll end up squashed against the wall.’

Everybody was talking about Schleicher, Schleicher, Schleicher. He didn’t think much of the former military man. Did he have the toughness required to see through a grand plan? Moreover, Quaatz had heard that Schleicher was ill.

‘What do you reckon?’ he’d asked Otto Meissner. ‘Does Schleicher want to be chancellor?’ Meissner and Quaatz knew each other well, and spoke candidly.

‘Schleicher’s intentions are always obscure,’ replied Meissner. Personally, he added, he objected ‘sharply’ to the idea of the man becoming chancellor. But it wouldn’t come to that – Hindenburg wanted to save the General for a military government.

Hitler’s visit to the president was already common knowledge. Harry Graf Kessler – who enjoyed a fierce exchange of opinions – had invited Georg Bernhard to dinner. Bernhard was senior publisher at Ullstein, a defender of free speech and opponent of the National Socialists. A man after Harry Graf Kessler’s own heart. Bernhard invited several other guests: the author Heinrich Mann, whose novel Untertan (The Subject) had delivered a devastating critique of Prussian militarism; Wolfgang Huck, newspaper magnate and one of Berlin’s biggest taxpayers; Hans Schäffer, who had been responsible for the national budget at the Finance Ministry until the spring of that year and was currently head of the Ullstein publishing house; and Bernhard Weiss, erstwhile Deputy Chief of Police in Berlin, whom Papen had hounded out of office. Also present was Rudolf Hilferding, a Marxist theorist who had twice served as Finance Minister for the SPD, as well as various other politicians, journalists and diplomatic staff. It was an illustrious gathering, one generally abreast of the latest news – and usually with an accurate sense of everything else.

Even here, however, Kessler didn’t really find out what Hindenburg was thinking. Nothing but rumours. Huck said the meeting between Hindenburg and Hitler had been quite civilised – very different from their previous encounters. Bernhard announced that Papen’s resignation was merely a ruse! He’d be back. Several other gentlemen believed a general strike was unavoidable if the National Socialists took power.

But who was going to be chancellor? ‘Nobody knew anything,’ wrote Kessler in his diary at the evening’s end. ‘Everything is more or less down to chance and the whims, good or bad, of four or five people.’

Hindenburg, Meissner, Schleicher, Hitler – and Papen? Or was Kessler thinking of someone else? Either way, it had nothing to do with transparent democratic decision-making.

At midnight Joseph Goebbels appeared before the leaders of the SA in Berlin.
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