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INTRODUCTION

The Third Reich was dominated by Adolf Hitler, who boasted that it would last for a thousand years. It ended catastrophically twelve years and four months later. Hitler’s destruction of democracy in Germany, his attempt to dominate the world by force, and the horrific Holocaust he ordered are central events in history. Up to the end of 1941 Hitler’s armies conquered larger areas of territory than Julius Caesar, Attila the Hun and Napoleon. The ghost of Hitler is ever present in political discussions, in modern culture, in the media and throughout historical debate. Hitler remains the epitome of horror, but also a source of endless fascination.

The Hitler Years aims to tell the story of the history of the Third Reich from 1933 to 1945 in two volumes. I adopt a chronological explanation. Each chapter deals with a particular year to give a blow-by-blow account. Sections in each of the chapters explore various themes to provide further context to the events under discussion. This allows the reader to see how events evolved and fitted into the overall development of Hitler’s rule.

Narrative history incorporating analysis and interpretation is, in my view, preferable to a thematic structure, which might be suitable for students looking at various aspects on a university module, but can become extremely difficult to follow for the general reader. So many new books appear each year on various aspects of the history of the Third Reich but there are few general histories and a new one is thoroughly warranted.1

This first volume, Triumph, covers the period 1933 to 1939. It begins with the dramatic intrigues that brought Hitler to power, and ends shortly after his swift conquest of Poland in 1939. The second volume, Disaster, starts with the build-up to the attack on Western Europe in 1940, then moves on to examine the key battles of the Second World War and the Holocaust and concludes with the catastrophic German defeat in 1945. Each volume can be read as a distinct examination of each period but taken together they make up a comprehensive history of the period Hitler ruled Germany between 1933 and 1945.

These two volumes draw on a wide range of sources, including letters, speeches, newspapers, government documents, party records, army memoranda, SS and Foreign Ministry documents, war-trial evidence, interviews with contemporary witnesses, diaries and memoirs. Some sources give the view from the top, others the reaction of ordinary people from below. The way these different viewpoints interact gives us a rich and vivid picture of events as they unfold. These books would have been impossible to write without drawing on the major achievements of recent political, diplomatic, economic, social and military historians.

The monumental events related in the following pages are not, in my view, susceptible to any simple thesis. However, my interpretation of each episode, which grows out of the sources assembled, makes clear my position at every stage and new insights emerge repeatedly. These two books will correct many of the myths that have developed over many decades concerning Hitler’s foreign and racial policies and life inside the Third Reich.

There are hundreds of thousands of historical studies of Hitler’s Germany. Old disagreements among academic historians – between the ‘intentionalists’, who believe Hitler was an all-powerful ‘master of the Third Reich’, and the ‘structuralists’, who view him as a ‘weak dictator’ presiding over a chaotic political system – now seem inconclusive. It is possible to argue in favour of either case in different policy areas.2

There were some historians who argued that Germany followed a Sonderweg or ‘special path’ of abnormal development over centuries that rejected democracy and modernity in favour of a militaristic and aristocratic will to create a European empire. This made German militarism and its association with Hitler seem wholly inevitable. However, this idea that Germany’s politics and economy developed differently from other major European nations is now viewed as flawed and too deterministic.3

The same is true of writers who depicted the Third Reich as a totalitarian dictatorship. One of the prime examples was Hannah Arendt in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) which suggested that Hitler’s regime was very similar to Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union. In practice, however, Nazi government was much less totalitarian than the USSR. The German public had far greater latitude to grumble and criticize than was previously supposed. The original concept of totalitarianism now seems a deeply flawed way to explain Hitler’s rule.4

Even if Hitler had never come to power Germany would probably have had a right-wing nationalist coalition during this period. Conservative power brokers in German politics had never accepted Germany’s defeat in the Great War and they had utter contempt for democracy. A right-wing nationalistic regime, supported by the army, would have almost certainly attempted to revise the Treaty of Versailles, which was regarded by most Germans as a gross injustice, and they may even have done so with the blessing of the British and the French governments. However, without Hitler as leader, it is extremely doubtful that such a conservative-nationalist regime would have resorted to mass genocide founded upon racist and anti-Semitic ideas.

Hitler and his radical National Socialism was therefore central to what happened in Germany from 1933 to 1945. It is impossible to believe that German – or indeed world – history would have taken the same course had Adolf Hitler never lived. Yet Hitler did not create the very specific circumstances that persuaded him to pursue a career in politics and which crowned him leader. Without the Great War and Germany’s strong sense of humiliation, the Nazi Party would not have needed to exist.

Germany’s defeat in 1918 resulted in the establishment of the Weimar Republic, which lasted from 1918 to 1933. From the very beginning it was beset by economic and political difficulties. It only survived between 1919 and 1923 with the help of the army. Germany was almost bankrupted by the Great Inflation of 1923. Between 1924 and 1929 US loans gave the Weimar Republic some economic stability, but these loans were quickly recalled during the Stock Market Crash of 1929. There was then a ‘run on the banks’ in Germany and unemployment soared from 1.6 million in October 1929 to 6.12 million by February 1932. The government could not afford to pay unemployment benefits, which only added to the misery of the population. Those still in work saw their wages cut. There was starvation in rural areas as agricultural prices plummeted. The collapse of the German economy led to a further mistrust of democracy among the people, many of whom now yearned for a strong leader to revitalize the nation.

On to this stage stepped Adolf Hitler. The popularity of his Nazi Party had increased dramatically during this severe economic downturn as he moved from the radical fringe to the political mainstream. In 1928 just 2.8 per cent (810,000) voted for the Nazis. In 1930 this jumped to 18 per cent (6.4 million). By July 1932 the Nazi Party was polling at 37.2 per cent (13.7 million). This proved the peak of electoral popularity before he came to power. In the November 1932 election support for the Nazi Party fell by 4 per cent. Similarly, the German Communist Party (KPD) saw its vote share increase from 10 to 17 per cent between 1928 and 1932. Combined, this meant that by July 1932 the two parties that promised to destroy democracy were supported by 54.2 per cent of German voters.

The National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei or NSDAP) was founded on 24 February 1920 in Munich. It was primarily composed of ex-soldiers who believed that Germany had not lost the Great War, but had been ‘stabbed in the back’ by communists and Jews on the home front. They were defined as the chief enemies of the National Socialist or Nazi Party.

Drawing upon this discontent, the Party’s leader Adolf Hitler, an accomplished public speaker, tried to seize power in November 1923 by overthrowing the Bavarian local government. However, the bungled ‘Beer Hall Putsch’ in Munich was easily suppressed by the army. Hitler was arrested and sentenced to five years for ‘high treason’. During his 264-day imprisonment, he changed tack and decided to seek power legally through democratic elections. He also accepted that he would need the support of the traditional conservative right if he wanted to win power legally.

Support for the Nazi Party came at first from the lower-middle- class voters in rural Protestant areas. By 1932 Hitler was attracting the middle classes in Germany’s big cities: white-collar workers, doctors, civil servants and independent traders and small businessmen all contributed to the huge upsurge in voting support. Hitler had managed to unite conservative voters. No party in a large modern democratic state had ever risen from such obscurity so quickly.

Hitler’s promise to his followers was that he alone could bring order and stability to the chaos of Germany by creating a stable, united, classless ‘National Community’. He would ease the hardships of the Great Depression through public works programmes and job-creation schemes. The German economy would be reorganized to serve the interests of the nation. The perceived grip of Jewish capitalists on the nation’s finances would be weakened. Hitler’s ideas were popular and appealed most markedly to the German middle classes.

Alarmed by Hitler’s popularity and the strong performance of the Nazis in elections, the elderly President Paul von Hindenburg tried to establish a right-wing authoritarian regime, which excluded Hitler and the Nazi Party. Article 48 of the flawed Weimar constitution gave him unlimited emergency powers, so he appointed three conservative chancellors: Heinrich Brüning (1930–32), then Franz von Papen (June–November 1932), and finally General Kurt von Schleicher, who lasted just fifty-seven days. All proved deeply unpopular and none were party leaders.

Hitler later claimed to have ‘seized power’ on 30 January 1933, but in fact his appointment as Chancellor was entirely legal and constitutional. Hindenburg had been persuaded by his narrow conservative group of advisers that Hitler should be given the chance to rule and perhaps he could even be controlled to serve their own ends. So there was no violent revolution in Germany in 1933 as there had been in Russia in 1917 or France in 1789.

Hitler faced a huge dilemma when he came to power which he never fully resolved. His rule began as a coalition involving himself and the Nazi elite working alongside the traditional, conservative elite, the army, the bureaucracy of the civil service and the interests of big business. He was never the puppet of conservative forces, but he constantly had to seek their consent in order to push through his policies.

Furthermore, his utopian vision of a classless, harmonious National Community was never matched by any fundamental social or economic change in Germany. Capitalism was central to the old conservative order and under Hitler it remained largely unchallenged and unreformed. Civil servants – provided they were not Jewish or left-wing – remained in post, their career prospects largely unaffected. The judiciary and prison governors were still old-fashioned conservatives, while the German police remained state employees. Indeed, the newly created Gestapo, which hunted down political opponents, drew its recruits from the existing police force. Finally, the army remained independent of Hitler’s government and he needed its support to remain in power.

Rearmament was an agreed policy. It was popular because it promised to reduce unemployment and aid heavy industry. Hitler thought strong armed forces would improve his bargaining power in diplomatic negotiations. His key aim had always been to avenge Germany’s humiliation after the Great War. Hence, his key allies were the army and big business, both non-Nazi organizations.

A further point of unity for Hitler and his conservative partners – as well as for the Nazi Party and most of the German population – was the desire to revise the Treaty of Versailles, which was generally viewed as an Allied conspiracy to keep Germany weak and humbled. Hitler’s underlying long-term aim was to instigate a racial war in order to gain Lebensraum or ‘living space’ for the German people, but he could not openly reveal this while Germany was militarily weak. In public he suggested modest and reasonable treaty revisions. In private he preached expansion through brutal conquest and racial superiority.

One main area of conflict between Hitler’s government and the conservative elites was church policy. Hitler originally wanted to Nazify the Lutheran Protestant Church, but he was forced to drop this proposal after fierce organized resistance. The Catholic Church remained in continuous conflict with Hitler’s government and German Catholics experienced persistent persecution. By 1939, however, it was clear that Hitler’s plan for Nazism to supplant Christianity in the German people’s hearts had failed.

Even radical Nazi groups such as the SS and the violent storm troopers (SA) were not guaranteed access to the centre of power, but had to operate alongside existing conservative-dominated state institutions. The SS under Heinrich Himmler became a progressively more powerful organization, but its officers were recruited from young, university-educated people, many of whom had not been Nazi Party members in 1933.

Hitler also promised to improve German society by removing the ‘enemies’ of national unity. These included communists, trade unionists, liberals and Jews, as well as ‘anti-social’ outsiders such as vagrants, hardened criminals, the long-term unemployed, prostitutes; also those defined as ‘racially unfit’, most notably, the physically and mentally handicapped. All of these groups were progressively marginalized and excluded from the National Community.

Hitler understood that Nazifying German society was a long-term project that would probably take decades to achieve. In the short term he needed to win popular support for his ideas, which is why propaganda became so integral to the Nazi regime. Hitler’s loyal Minister of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels seized control of the press, radio and all aspects of German culture in order to promote the Führer and his aims.

The Hitler Years acknowledges the central importance of Adolf Hitler to the ideological and especially the military prerogatives of his government and restores him to the centre-stage. However, it will also be revealed that he was often forced to compromise and display political flexibility much more than is generally appreciated. Hitler’s actions were often premeditated, but sometimes he had to react to events beyond his control. In the period 1933 to 1939 he was not so much a master planner as a master of flexibility and improvisation.
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1933

•

DEMOCRACY 
AND 
COMMUNISM 
DESTROYED

•


•

It was icy cold in Munich on New Year’s Day. Adolf Hitler was drinking coffee over breakfast at his luxurious apartment at 16 Prinzregentenplatz. The morning papers made gloomy reading about his political prospects in the coming year. A critical article in the social democratic newspaper Vorwärts headlined ‘Hitler’s Rise and Fall’ suggested the Nazi Party’s electoral popularity had peaked in the July 1932 federal election.1 The Berliner Tageblatt mockingly observed: ‘Everywhere in the world people were talking about – what was his name: Adalbert Hitler. Later? He’s vanished!’2 The official Nazi Party newspaper, the Völkischer Beobachter, printed Hitler’s ‘Battle Message for 1933’ in which he refused to compromise his principles for ‘a couple of ministerial posts’, and promised to continue his ‘all or nothing strategy’ of remaining in opposition until he was offered the post of Chancellor.3

During the evening of 1 January Hitler attended a performance of Richard Wagner’s comedic opera Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (The Master-Singers of Nuremberg) at Munich’s Court Theatre.4 Accompanying him were his deferential personal assistant Rudolf Hess, his photographer Heinrich Hoffmann, and Eva Braun. Hoffmann had ‘a weakness for drinking parties and hearty jokes’.5 Braun, tall, blond and strikingly attractive, was an assistant in Hoffmann’s photography studio. This is where she first met Hitler when she was just seventeen. She had slowly emerged as Hitler’s primary female companion after the tragic and somewhat suspicious death of his half-niece Geli Raubal, whose corpse had been found in Hitler’s apartment on 18 September 1931. The inquest concluded that she had shot herself through the heart, using Hitler’s own pistol. Braun’s employment by Hoffmann meant that she could accompany Hitler socially without arousing public suspicion of any romantic involvement between them.

After the performance, they all went to a party at the opulent Munich residence of Hitler’s witty and wealthy friend Ernst ‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengl, a Harvard graduate who joined the Party in the early 1920s. Hitler was in a very optimistic mood that night, Putzi later recalled. After criticizing the talented young conductor Hans Knappertsbusch’s handling of Wagner’s opera, Hitler turned to Putzi and said: ‘This year belongs to us. I will guarantee that to you in writing.’6

At the start of 1933 democratic government in Germany had virtually collapsed. The previous year had seen three different German chancellors: Heinrich Brüning, Franz von Papen and General Kurt von Schleicher, and two inconclusive national elections in July and November. Each Chancellor failed to establish a government that could command a majority in the German parliament, known as the Reichstag. Papen’s government fell after a vote of no confidence, losing by 512 votes to 42. He was replaced by Schleicher, who took office on 3 December 1932.7 Schleicher was appointed by Germany’s 85-year-old President Paul von Hindenburg using the arbitrary power granted to him under Article 48 of the flawed Weimar constitution. This allowed him to appoint not merely the German Chancellor, but also the other members of the cabinet. As a result, the democratically elected members of the Reichstag were sidelined in the decision-making process. Hindenburg wanted to establish a stable and popular right-wing authoritarian government, excluding all left-wing parties, but since 1930 he had failed to make this a reality.

Schleicher had only a few weeks to put together a coalition government that could survive a potential vote of no confidence in the Reichstag. He envisaged an authoritarian regime which would appeal to the working classes, but this was completely out of step with what Hindenburg wanted. Schleicher spent most of December 1932 trying to persuade Gregor Strasser – a high-profile figure on the socialist left of the Nazi Party – to join his cabinet, with the aim of splitting the Nazi Party. On 3 December he offered Strasser the posts of Vice Chancellor and Minister-President of Prussia,8 but Strasser refused both offers. Strasser resigned from the Nazi Party on 8 December, claiming that he could no longer accept Hitler’s uncompromising refusal to become the Chancellor of a coalition government. In his diary Joseph Goebbels, the leading Nazi propagandist, summed up Gregor Strasser’s predicament in two words: ‘Dead man!’9

Franz von Papen, who had not forgiven Schleicher for helping to bring down his own government, wanted to return to power, but he realized that in order to create a viable coalition he needed the cooperation of Adolf Hitler. As the leader of the most electorally popular political party Hitler’s claim to be Germany’s Chancellor was very strong, but he still needed help to get into power.

It was the businessman Baron Kurt von Schröder who opened a fresh dialogue between Hitler and Papen. In evidence presented at the Nuremberg trials after the end of the Second World War, Schröder said Papen asked him to arrange a meeting with Hitler on 10 December 1932.10 In his testimony, Papen claimed that Schröder had simply relayed Hitler’s own request for a meeting.11 Hitler and Papen duly met on 4 January at Schröder’s home in Cologne. Although they arrived separately, they were both photographed entering the house.12 Papen claimed that it was not a press photographer who took the photos, but a policeman tipped off by Chancellor Schleicher.13

The meeting started just before noon.14 Hitler began by criticizing Papen for preventing him from becoming Chancellor in July 1932. Papen responded by claiming that it was Schleicher who blocked Hitler’s appointment.15 Hitler made it clear he would join the cabinet only if he was made Chancellor. However, he was willing to accept a prominent role for Papen and other positions for his conservative allies in his government provided they accepted the need to remove social democrats, communists and Jews from leading positions in German life.16

Schröder later recalled that during their two-hour meeting Papen proposed a conservative-nationalist coalition involving Hitler and the Nazis.17 However, Papen later claimed that the question of Hitler becoming Chancellor was never discussed. Papen was merely suggesting Hitler should cooperate responsibly with the current government, according to his own recollection. All Papen promised was to ask Schleicher to consider bringing Hitler into the cabinet.18 Papen gave Hitler the impression of being ‘dead set against Schleicher’, Goebbels noted in his diary after talking to Hitler. ‘Wants to topple and eradicate him. Has the old man’s [Hindenburg’s] ear. Even stays with him.’19

As they left the house, Papen and Hitler were photographed once again. It was suggested in the newspapers that Hitler had asked Papen to persuade Hindenburg to appoint him as Chancellor.20 The Tägliche Rundschau, a Berlin newspaper sympathetic to Schleicher, led with the headline ‘Hitler and Papen against Schleicher’. The communist newspaper Die Rote Front (The Red Front) claimed that the meeting was part of ‘a capitalist plot to create a fascist dictatorship’.21

After reading these reports Schleicher went to see Hindenburg and accused Papen of extreme disloyalty. Hindenburg told Schleicher that Papen would not meet Hitler in future without his express agreement. In an act of duplicity, Hindenburg secretly authorized Papen to continue his dialogue with the Nazi leader.22 Business interests were alarmed by Schleicher’s willingness to court trade unions and the socialist left. The Agricultural League (Reichslandbund), a pressure group representing Germany’s biggest landowners, suggested that Schleicher was not doing enough to help farmers either.

On 6 January the atmosphere was so febrile that Hitler and Papen were forced to issue a joint press statement denying that they were plotting to bring down the Schleicher government.23 Papen visited the German Chancellor on 9 January to convince him that he was trying to persuade Hitler to join the current government, but Schleicher was not convinced.24 Nevertheless, he told a group of journalists at a dinner on 13 January that according to Papen Hitler wanted to be made Minister of the Interior and Defence Minister.25
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Hitler waves to cheering crowds below at the window of the Reich Chancellery on 30 January 1933.
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After meeting Papen, Hitler gave a speech in Detmold in North Rhine-Westphalia on the evening of 4 January. He made no secret of wanting power, ‘not through the back door but rather through the main gate’.26 This was the starting point of a brief election campaign in the tiny German state of Lippe-Detmold, which had an electorate of 117,000. It was the sort of area where the Nazi Party normally fared well, because it was 95 per cent Protestant and predominantly rural. Over the next eleven days Hitler spoke in sixteen small towns in the region. He was concentrating on this local election in the hope of dispelling the view that the Nazi Party was in electoral decline. In the November 1932 federal election the Nazi Party saw its popular vote fall from 13,745,680 in July 1932 to 11,377,395, which resulted in it losing thirty-four Reichstag deputies. As the local newspaper the Lippische Landes-Zeitung wryly observed: ‘The NSDAP [Nazi Party] must be in serious trouble if the great “Führer” himself is travelling to small villages.’27 On his speaking tour, Hitler offered the German people a utopian vision of a racially pure Germany that would ruthlessly eradicate the threat of Marxism.28

Hitler’s ploy paid off. The Nazis saw their vote increase in the Lippe-Detmold election from 34.7 to 39.5 per cent. This was 6,000 votes up on November 1932, although 3,000 lower than the peak of July 1932. Most of the Party’s gains came at the expense of the conservative-nationalist German National People’s Party (DNVP), which was led by an austere businessman called Alfred Hugenberg.29 The election result proved once again that the Nazis had still not been able to win votes from the two main working-class parties: the Social Democratic Party (SPD) and the German Communist Party (KPD). In private, Hitler claimed the Lippe-Detmold result was a success ‘whose importance it is impossible to underestimate’, because it was evidence of a resurgence of popular support for the Party.30 Behind the scenes, however, there was pessimism about the Nazi Party’s future electoral prospects. Secret Nazi internal polling suggested that the Party’s popular appeal had peaked in July 1932. Hitler was now acutely aware that he needed to gain power if he was to revive his party’s fortunes. According to the Völkischer Beobachter Hitler had denied reports in the left-wing press that he had received 4 million marks from Markus Wallenberg, a Swiss banker, to bolster the Nazis’ election funds. In retaliation, Hitler vowed to rid the nation of ‘the sensationalist press’ if he ever came to power.31

Hitler’s pleasing election result sealed the fate of ‘dead man’ Gregor Strasser. He resigned his Reichstag seat and promised to avoid all political activity for two years. ‘The Strasser case is over,’ Goebbels wrote in his diary. ‘Poor Gregor! His best friends have turned against him.’32 On that same evening Schleicher gave a speech on national radio in which he claimed to support ‘neither socialism nor capitalism’ and promised to boost the wages of working people.33 At a cabinet meeting the next day he suggested it might be a good idea to ask Hindenburg to dissolve the Reichstag and postpone new elections. It would be an unconstitutional move, but the cabinet agreed all the same.34 Schleicher admitted that a majority in the Reichstag could be attained only with Hitler’s cooperation.35 Goebbels noted in his diary: ‘Everything is still up in the air regarding the ongoing negotiations to form a new government.’36 He was concerned about the strain upon Hitler of all this political manoeuvring: ‘The boss doesn’t feel well at all. He gets too little sleep and doesn’t eat enough.’37

On 17 January Hitler met the DNVP leader Alfred Hugenberg and his parliamentary secretary Otto Schmidt-Hannover in Hermann Göring’s opulent apartment in Berlin. Hugenberg regarded Hitler and the Nazis as a street-fighting rabble, but he had become disillusioned with Schleicher and was keen to have talks with Hitler about the possibility of entering a new coalition government. Hugenberg felt that he and Hitler had found some ‘common ground’, but nothing concrete was agreed. Hugenberg told Hitler there was little hope of him being appointed Chancellor because of Hindenburg’s opposition. ‘Rubbish,’ Hitler replied.38

The next day Hitler met Papen again. Hitler requested the meeting and not Papen as is often supposed.39 Papen denied it ever happened which was untrue.40 They met at the plush villa of Joachim von Ribbentrop, which was located in the affluent Berlin suburb of Dahlem. Goebbels once said that Ribbentrop had ‘bought his name and married his money’. He was a wine merchant with a diplomatic and military background, but had only recently joined the Nazi Party. Ribbentrop and his wife took notes at Hitler and Papen’s meeting.

More care had been taken over the security arrangements for this Hitler-Papen encounter. Ribbentrop’s chauffeur picked up Papen from his home, while Hitler’s chauffeur-driven limousine was driven into the garage of the house. This allowed Hitler to enter the house through the back garden. With Hitler that day were Ernst Röhm, the chief of the Sturmabteilung (SA) or Brownshirts, the Nazi Party’s paramilitary wing, and Heinrich Himmler, the leader of the Schutzstaffel (SS), which began as a branch of the SA, but was destined to become far more powerful and deadly.41

‘Hitler insists on being Chancellor,’ Ribbentrop noted in his diary. ‘Papen again considers this impossible. His influence with Hindenburg was not strong enough to affect this.’42 Hitler told Papen that he was reluctant to engage in any further talks unless Papen agreed to make him Chancellor. 43 Papen prevaricated, because he still thought Hitler could be persuaded to take the post of Vice Chancellor. In the evening, Hitler went to see The Rebel, a new film released in Berlin on 22 December 1932. It told the tale of Austrian mountaineer Severin Anderlan’s heroic resistance to Napoleon’s occupation of the Austrian Tyrol. Hitler loved it. According to Goebbels, the film really ‘fired him up’. What Hitler had most admired while watching it was how Anderlan had rejected all offers to compromise.44
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Hitler with leading members of the Nazi elite at the Hotel Kaiserhof in Berlin on the day he came to power. From left to right: Justice Minister Hanns Kerrl, Joseph Goebbels, Adolf Hitler, Ernst Röhm; Hermann Göring, Minister Walter Darré, Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS, Deputy Führer Rudolf Hess, Finance Minister Wilhelm Frick.
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On 20 January the Reichstag Steering Committee postponed the opening of the first Reichstag session of 1933 from 24 to 31 January. On the same day a Nazi-sponsored resolution on foreign policy was passed in the Reichstag thanks to the combined support of the Nazi and the Communist parties.45 This gave a clear indication that Schleicher’s government stood little chance of winning a parliamentary vote of no confidence. In the evening Hitler spoke before a full house at the Berlin Sport Palace (Sportpalast). Hitler told his supporters they should not be discouraged by setbacks, but instead work for the establishment of a ‘new ethnic-popular community’.46 The Nazi newspaper Der Angriff observed that at the end of his speech: ‘A storm of applause erupted such as cannot be described in words.’47

The most important day of clandestine discussions to bring Hitler to power was undoubtedly 22 January. It began with Hitler unveiling a memorial at the St Nicholas and St Mary I Cemetery (St. Marien- und St. Nikolai-Friedhof I) in Prenzlauer Berg, Berlin. The memorial was dedicated to Horst Wessel, an SA street-fighter who had been murdered by communists in February 1930 and subsequently elevated to martyrdom via a hugely popular Nazi battle song called ‘Raise the Flag’ (‘Die Fahne Hoch’), popularly known as the ‘Horst Wessel Song’.48 Afterwards, 35,000 Brownshirts demonstrated noisily outside Karl-Liebknecht House on Bulöwplatz, the headquarters of the KPD. The social democrat newspaper Vorwärts noted: ‘The fact that on 22 January 1933 in Berlin Hitler’s brown hordes were allowed to march outside the windows of the KPD headquarters with the conscious intention of challenging and humiliating their enemies, and that they were able to do so without any possibility of effective resistance, was a very bitter blow for the entire labour movement.’49

In the evening Hitler gave another rabble-rousing speech at the Sport Palace, primarily dedicated to the memory of Horst Wessel. He left just before 10 p.m. and travelled by limousine in the company of Wilhelm Frick and Hermann Göring for yet another secret meeting with Papen, once again at the home of Ribbentrop, who was emerging as a key player in the dark art of clandestine political intrigue. Papen later recalled that it was Hitler who had requested this meeting. Papen told Hindenburg about it and gave his consent for him to attend.50 Accompanying Papen was Hindenburg’s son Oskar, as well as Otto Meissner, Hindenburg’s State Secretary. Papen had invited them both,51 because they had considerable influence over Hindenburg. Meissner, who was secretive and devious, had been a member of the presidential staff since 1920. Oskar was once described by the French ambassador André François-Poncet as ‘tall and massive as his father, but without the gracious demeanour’.52 Oskar was, however, very close to his father and he trusted his judgement. Oskar had previously been friendly with Schleicher, but their relationship had recently cooled. Up to this this point, Oskar had shown little sympathy for Hitler and National Socialism. In a prescient memorandum just two months before this meeting Oskar had warned his father that Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor would inevitably lead to a one-party dictatorship.53 Meissner told the Nuremberg trials that the key reason why Hitler was brought into discussions about a future coalition was because it had become clear that Schleicher had failed to gain Nazi support or to create a viable right-wing coalition.54

It seems that Oskar had other worries on his mind at this time. The SPD and the Catholic Centre Party (Zentrum) had set up a Reichstag enquiry into recent dodgy property deals under the so-called Eastern Aid programme. This had been created to bail out ailing Junker farming estates in East Prussia, but serious allegations began to emerge indicating that government funds were diverted from the scheme to buy property, racehorses, cars and luxury goods. Some of those under investigation were friends and relatives of President Hindenburg. These revelations were front-page news. Oskar’s involvement in this scandal might have come to light under parliamentary scrutiny. This raises the distinct possibility that during their meeting Hitler promised to drop the Eastern Aid investigation if he became Chancellor.55

Elaborate arrangements were put in place to ensure the secrecy of this meeting. Oskar and Meissner, accompanied by their wives, began the evening by attending a performance of Richard Wagner’s two-act opera The Ban on Love (Das Liebesverbot), based on William Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, at the Prussian State Opera House on the Unter den Linden. During the interval, both were seen talking to guests, but when the lights went down for the final act to begin they collected their overcoats from the cloakroom and slipped away by a side entrance, taking a taxi to Ribbentrop’s house. It was snowing very heavily when they finally arrived.56

At the meeting Papen stressed that Hindenburg remained unconvinced of Hitler’s suitability as Chancellor. Hitler said that he would not join Schleicher’s cabinet and the Nazi Party would not support Schleicher’s government in the Reichstag. He was prepared to cooperate only in a coalition in which he was appointed Chancellor.57 Once this brief exchange of views was over, Hitler invited Oskar to an adjacent room for a private talk. This meeting reportedly lasted for just over an hour. Neither man kept a record of what was said, but at the Nuremburg trials Oskar said that Hitler had dominated the conversation. He stressed that he alone could save Germany from civil war and crush the communist threat and he reminded Oskar that no government could survive without the support of the Nazi Party.58
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Franz von Papen, German politician (centre), with Adolf Hitler (left) and Werner von Blomberg (right) on 12 March 1933, a day of general mourning for German soldiers killed in the First World War.
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A one-pot dinner followed, accompanied by champagne, although Hitler stuck to his usual tipple of mineral water. Oskar and Meissner were the first to leave. ‘In the taxi on the way back,’ Meissner recalled, ‘Oskar von Hindenburg was very silent; the only remark he made was that there was no help for it, the Nazis had to be taken into the government. My impression was that Hitler had succeeded in getting him under his spell.’59 Hitler told Goebbels two days later that he doubted whether he had really won over Oskar, whom he described as the ‘personification of stupidity’.60 For his part, Papen later commented: ‘I want to make it clear the actual question of forming a cabinet with Hitler as Chancellor was not discussed by Oskar Hindenburg, Meissner or myself.’61 This is contradicted by Ribbentrop’s more reliable contemporary diary entry. ‘Papen will now press for Hitler as Chancellor,’ he wrote, ‘but tells Hitler he will withdraw from these negotiations forthwith if Hitler has no confidence in him.’62

In Papen’s own report of the meeting, which he submitted to Hindenburg, he suggested Schleicher should be given more time to secure support in the Reichstag. Papen also ruled out taking over as Chancellor himself. Significantly, he did not recommend that Hitler should be made Chancellor at this stage.63 Meissner later recalled that despite Papen’s persuasive arguments, Hindenburg remained ‘extremely hesitant’ about appointing Hitler as Chancellor. He still wanted Papen to assume that role again.64

In spite of all the secrecy surrounding the meeting, Schleicher’s spies found out about it. Schleicher bluntly asked Meissner in a telephone call if he had enjoyed his meal at Ribbentrop’s house. On 23 January Schleicher met Hindenburg and told him that his negotiations to form a coalition, which might survive a vote of no confidence in the Reichstag, had failed.65 Now the only alternative to a Hitler-led government, Schleicher said, was a ‘military dictatorship’. He asked Hindenburg for a permanent suspension of the Reichstag and to cancel all further elections. He also wanted the Nazi Party and the German Communist Party banned. His dictatorship would be kept in power by the army.66 Hindenburg rejected Schleicher’s proposals out of hand. Even worse for Schleicher, his plan for a military dictatorship was leaked to the press, which led to a general outcry from all his political opponents.

On 27 January the Reichstag Steering Committee met again and affirmed that the parliamentary session would begin on 31 January.67 On that same day Hitler met the DNVP leader Alfred Hugenberg, informing him that Papen now supported his appointment as Chancellor. Hugenberg objected to Hitler’s demand that a Nazi should be appointed Prussian Interior Minister, because this would give the Nazis full control of the police force.68 Ribbentrop was present and noted the meeting ended ‘in a quarrel’ between Hugenberg and Hitler with nothing decided. Hitler described the leaders of the DNVP as ‘one gang of swindlers’.69

Meanwhile, Göring met Meissner at the presidential palace to reassure him that Hitler had no intention whatsoever of violating the Weimar constitution if given power and the Nazi Party would oppose any attempt by Schleicher to govern without parliamentary support.70 Even at the last minute Hitler thought that Papen might double-cross him. Ribbentrop noted in his diary: ‘Hitler very indignant, wants to leave for Munich immediately. Göring persuades him to stay.’71 At 11 a.m. on this very eventful day, Ribbentrop met with Papen and told him that after a long talk with Hindenburg he now believed that Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor was a real possibility.72

At an emergency cabinet meeting on 28 January Schleicher told his colleagues that he would ask Hindenburg to dissolve the Reichstag, then to delay elections and allow him to govern in a ‘presidential cabinet’. If Hindenburg refused, Schleicher would immediately resign.73 He then asked the President to carry out his plans. ‘No,’ was Hindenburg’s blunt reply. Schleicher was left with no alternative but to resign. Hindenburg explained that he needed to find a majority government that could stabilize Germany. ‘Whether what I am doing now is right, my dear Schleicher,’ he added, ‘I do not know, but I shall know soon enough when I am up there, [pointing heavenward].’ Schleicher pondered this statement before replying: ‘After this breach of trust, sir, I am not sure that you will go to heaven.’74

Hindenburg next summoned Papen, in the presence of his son Oskar and Meissner, and urged him to take the post of Chancellor. Papen declined the offer, and he, Oskar and Meissner said Hitler was now the only logical choice. Hindenburg finally conceded defeat. ‘It is my unpleasant duty,’ he replied, ‘to appoint this fellow Hitler as Chancellor.’ However, he insisted that if Hitler became Chancellor it must be in a coalition arrangement under which he could be contained by reliable conservatives. Furthermore, Hitler’s cabinet must include General Werner von Blomberg as Minister of Defence. Hindenburg mistakenly believed that Blomberg was a ‘non-political soldier’ and therefore a safe pair of hands. In fact he was a pro-Nazi and a passionate advocate of rearmament.75 Hindenburg had been deeply influenced by Papen in finally agreeing to appoint Hitler as Chancellor. As Otto Meissner put it: ‘Papen finally won him [Hindenburg] over to Hitler with the argument that the representatives of the other right-wing parties, which would belong to the government, would restrict Hitler’s freedom of action.’76

A hectic day of discussions followed concerning the composition of Hitler’s cabinet on 29 January. At 11 a.m. Hitler met Papen and agreed to the formation of a national coalition government, containing only two other Nazis. After coming to power, Hitler wanted to call an immediate general election and pass an Enabling Act to dispense legally with the Reichstag. Papen relayed these proposals to Hindenburg, who was surprised by how moderate they were.77 ‘Don’t worry, we’ve hired him,’ Papen told Hindenburg.78 In the afternoon Hitler was informed by Papen that he would be appointed the Chancellor of Germany at 11 a.m. on the following day.

It was -4°C on 30 January. Hitler had just one more problem left to resolve before he took office. Hugenberg, the DNVP leader, had raised a last-minute objection to Hitler’s desire for a general election. A frustrated Papen shouted at Hugenberg: ‘If the new government is not formed by eleven o’clock, the army is going to march. Schleicher may establish a military dictatorship.’79 Hitler tried to appease Hugenberg by assuring him that whatever the result of the election every cabinet minister would keep his job.

At 11.15 a.m. Hitler’s Reich cabinet (Reichsregierung) finally walked into Hindenburg’s office and the President gave a short speech, emphasizing the need for cooperation in this new government.80 At 11.30 a.m. Hitler took the oath of office to become the German Chancellor. In an impromptu speech, he vowed to uphold the Weimar constitution. After speaking, Hitler waited for Hindenburg to say a few positive things about him, but all Hindenburg could say was: ‘And now gentlemen, forward with God.’81 Hitler went to the Hotel Kaiserhof for lunch. ‘We all had tears in our eyes,’ Goebbels noted in his diary. ‘We shook Hitler’s hand. He deserved this. Enormous celebrations.’82

Hitler had become the Chancellor of what was officially described as ‘A Government of National Concentration’. Only two other Nazis were included in Hitler’s cabinet: Wilhelm Frick, Minister of the Interior, a career civil servant and a moderate Nazi. The other was the Reichstag President (Speaker) Hermann Göring, effectively Hitler’s deputy, who was given the role of Minister without Portfolio, plus the additional post of Prussian Deputy Minister of the Interior. Papen was appointed Vice Chancellor, but he remained Prime Minister of Prussia and was nominally Göring’s line manager.83

Hitler took over a highly sophisticated state machine, but he had no cabinet or civil service experience. He had been brought in by the conservative elite as the front man for a popular authoritarian regime. This is why his cabinet, which had been chosen by Hindenburg and Papen, was predominantly conservative. Hitler had never even met several of his cabinet colleagues before. Four of them had served in Schleicher’s outgoing cabinet: Konstantin von Neurath (Foreign Minister), Lutz Graf Schwerin von Krosigk (Finance Minister), Paul von Eltz-Rübenach (Postmaster General and Transport Minister) and Franz Gürtner (Justice Minister). The new non-Nazi entrants were: Werner von Blomberg (Minister of War), Alfred Hugenberg (Economics and Food and Agriculture Minister) and Franz Seldte, the Labour Minister and leader of the paramilitary Steel Helmet League of Front Soldiers (Stahlhelm). Although Papen sat in the cabinet as Vice Chancellor, he had no ministry of his own. Hugenberg, the head of the DNVP, was the only other party leader in the cabinet. In addition, Dr Perecke attended cabinet as Reich Commissar for Procurement of Labour. Two state secretaries – Dr Hans Lammers of the Reich Chancellery and Otto Meissner of the Presidential Chancellery – also attended. Walther Funk was appointed Reich Press Chief, a post that had been expected to go to Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi propaganda chief.84

Many of these conservative individuals remained in Hitler’s cabinet for long periods.85 Typical was Lutz Graf Schwerin von Krosigk, the Finance Minister. The first time he ever met Hitler was on the day he became Chancellor. He was an upper-class conservative, who kept his comments in cabinet ‘short, clear and always to the point’.86 He remained in office from 1933 to 1945. A loyal German bureaucrat, he did not even regard himself as a politician. André François-Poncet, the French ambassador, knew him well and described him as ‘the embodiment of a reliable, correct and decent German official’.87 Schwerin von Krosigk later told Hans Luther: ‘Before National Socialism came to power I had great respect for its idealistic goals, but serious reservations about its violent methods and rowdy followers.’88

The first meeting of Hitler’s cabinet took place on 30 January at 5 p.m. Hitler simply asked his colleagues for their full support at this difficult time.89 Hugenberg suggested that the Communist Party should be banned immediately. ‘It is nothing short of impossible to ban six million people who stand behind the KPD,’ Hitler replied.90 Hugenberg never developed a close relationship with Hitler. Indeed, their mutual dislike was obvious to other cabinet members.

At the time of Hitler’s appointment, Papen had said in an off-the-cuff remark: ‘Within two months we will have pushed Hitler so far in the corner that he’ll squeak.’91 This comment is repeated in nearly every general history of the Third Reich,92 but it is unfair to Papen. Hitler’s modest personal manner in face-to-face encounters, and his diffidence in private, misled Papen into thinking he could be easily controlled. When he saw Hitler addressing the cabinet, Papen began to appreciate how quickly the Nazi leader was ‘able to dominate and to impose his opinion on everyone who came into contact with him. Even people who differed with him fundamentally became convinced of his sincerity.’93 Hitler impressed other cabinet colleagues, too. Schwerin von Krosigk observed: ‘In cabinet meetings, one could not but recognize and admire the qualities that gave him a mastery of discussions: his infallible memory, which enabled him to answer with the utmost precision.’94

Before Hitler came to power the Reich cabinet proceeded on the basis of majority decisions, but Hitler decided that policy should now be agreed by the Chancellor in liaison with individual ministers. This was allowed under Article 26 of the existing Weimar constitution.95 Hitler did not remove power from the cabinet and devolve it to ministers who then created competing empires, as is often supposed. He simply followed existing practice. Each Reich minister in the Weimar era had enormous independence to control their ministries. No minister could interfere with the policy-making of another. The only minister who acted in liaison with other ministers was the Finance Minister, who was responsible for the budget of each ministry. Hitler tended to work closely with the Finance Minister in deciding the allocation of funds. Again, this was similar to what had occurred during the Weimar period.96

It was a wintry evening on 30 January when Nazi Party supporters celebrated Hitler’s rise to power with a torchlight parade through Berlin. Jubilant storm troopers carrying flaming torches and holding aloft swastika flags marched triumphantly through the Brandenburg Gate, singing the ‘Horst Wessel Song’. Manfred von Schröder, the pro-Nazi son of the banker who had played a role in bringing Hitler to power, later recalled: ‘The young were enthusiastic and optimistic and believed in Hitler.’97 Melita Maschmann, a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl who idolized Hitler and was taken to the parade by her parents, remembered: ‘The crashing tread of the feet, the sombre pomp of the red and black flags, the flickering light from the torches on the faces and the songs with melodies that were at once aggressive and sentimental.’ She was drawn to National Socialism because Hitler promised that ‘people of all classes would live together, like brothers and sisters’.98 ‘Naturally we were excited,’ claimed Gabriele Winckler, a young secretary. ‘We thought now everything will be different and everything will be better.’99 Claus Moser, the ten-year-old son of a wealthy Jewish banker, was having supper with his parents in a plush Berlin hotel that evening: ‘We saw the torchlight procession, and then I learned from talking to my parents as it was going on that this was a peaceful change. I don’t think I did politics at school, but I knew about revolutions and violence and of course Hitler was clever: he came to power constitutionally.’100

Papen witnessed the triumphant parade of storm troopers as it reached the illuminated windows of the Reich Chancellery: ‘It was an extraordinary experience, and the endless cry “Heil, Heil, Sieg Heil” rang in my ears like an alarm bell.’101 Hans Frank stood behind Hitler as he leaned out of the window and acknowledged the cheering crowds below: ‘God knows our hearts were pure that day, and if anyone had told us of the events to come, no one would have believed it, least of all I. It was a day of glory and happiness.’102 In a speech on national radio that evening Göring said: ‘30 January will go down in German history as the day the nation found its way back to itself, because a new nation emerged and made short work of all the agony, humiliation and treachery of the past fourteen years.’103 ‘The new Reich has been born,’ Goebbels wrote in his diary. ‘Fourteen years of work have been crowned with victory. The German revolution has begun.’104

Hitler’s appointment provoked a variety of reactions. The British Sunday Times commented: ‘Have President von Hindenburg and his “comrade” Herr von Papen got Hitler into a cage before they wring his neck or are they in a cage?’105 In Germany the Frankfurter Zeitung noted: ‘The make-up of the cabinet shows that Herr Hitler had to accept significant restrictions.’106 In America the New York Times concluded that Hitler had ‘no scope for the gratification of his dictatorial ambitions’.107 The German SPD newspaper Vorwärts commented: ‘With the appointment of this cabinet, the President has assumed the most dreadful responsibility ever taken by a statesman. It is up to him to see this cabinet does not depart from the constitution and that it immediately resigns if it does not attain a majority in the Reichstag.’108

Sir Horace Rumbold, the British ambassador to Berlin, observed: ‘On the whole the press has taken the appointment of Hitler to the chancellorship with almost philosophic calm.’109 He informed the British Foreign Office that because the Nazis were in a minority position in the cabinet Hitler would be ‘unable to embark on dangerous experiments’.110 A Czech diplomat stationed in Berlin gave a similar upbeat assessment in his diary: ‘No Nazi government, not even a revolutionary one, even though it carries Hitler’s name. No third Reich, hardly even a second and a half.’111 Similarly, Kurt Schumacher, an SPD Reichstag member, observed: ‘The cabinet is called Adolf Hitler. But the cabinet is Hugenberg’s.’112 Perhaps Siegmund Weltlinger, a member of the Berlin Jewish council, best summed up the mood at the time: ‘When Hitler came, I regarded him as just one of the many political idiots which were springing up all over the place, as far back as I could remember in recent times and I did not take him seriously.’113

On 31 January Hitler held a cabinet meeting. He informed its members that no agreement was currently possible with the Catholic Centre Party to get the Enabling Act through the Reichstag, and therefore a fresh national election was required. Papen said that ‘a return to the parliamentary system was to be avoided permanently’.114 A few hours later, Hindenburg granted Hitler a dissolution of the Reichstag and a new general election. In his diary Goebbels wrote: ‘For the present we intend to refrain from direct countermeasures [against the communists]. First, the Bolshevik attempt at revolution must flare up. Then we will strike.’115 Hitler felt confident that with Hindenburg’s support he could bring about a legal revolution that would destroy democracy.

On 1 February Hitler delivered his ‘Appeal to the German Nation’ live on national radio. It was his first major speech as Chancellor. The leading banker Hjalmar Schacht was present as Hitler spoke and he noticed ‘his whole body quivered and shook’ as he delivered the speech in a surprisingly calm and restrained voice.116 There was no mention at all of Hitler’s favourite subject, the Jewish question. Instead, Hitler argued that Germany’s current political and economic problems were primarily due to Germany’s defeat in 1918 and the unstable Weimar Republic that followed. It was the communists who had ripped Germany apart, he argued, and he vowed to end the ‘communist menace’.

The first aim of his government, he said, was to restore to the German people unity of mind and will. He would preserve and defend the foundations on which the strength of the nation rested. He would protect Christianity and from now on the family would be the nucleus of the nation and state. His government would stand above states and classes and ‘bring back to our people the consciousness of its racial and political unity and its attendant obligations’. German youth would be educated to respect ‘our great past and have pride in our old traditions’, he said. Furthermore, he would declare war on ‘spiritual, political and cultural nihilism’. He announced a four-year programme to rescue the German peasantry from impoverishment, to overcome unemployment, and to reform the German state and local authorities. On foreign policy he struck a moderate tone, even stressing that he was willing to listen to disarmament proposals from the Allies.117

On 3 February Hitler dined at the home of General Kurt von Hammerstein, commander-in-chief of the Reichswehr, the Weimar Republic Armed Forces, who had previously been an outspoken critic of the Nazi Party. After dinner Hitler gave a two-and-a-half-hour speech to the German military establishment who were also present. The audience response was polite but restrained. For once Hitler had been honest about his real foreign policy aims and his key objectives. First, Marxism and democracy would be eradicated. Second, rearmament would be pushed forward at a rapid pace to escape the restrictions imposed by the Treaty of Versailles. Third, he would reintroduce conscription. Fourth, Germany would seek the ‘the conquest of land’, Lebensraum or ‘living space’ in Eastern Europe at the expense of the Soviet Union. This would be achieved gradually, step by step, because of Germany’s weak military standing at present. He promised them that the army would be placed above politics.118 The naval leader Admiral Erich Raeder later claimed to have found Hitler’s speech ‘extraordinarily satisfying’.119

On 8 February another cabinet meeting took place to decide on budget priorities for the next five years. Hitler stressed that rearmament was his chief priority. Germany would not be content simply with equality of rights in armaments: ‘The next five years in Germany had to be devoted to rendering the German people capable of bearing arms again. Every publicly sponsored measure to create employment had to be considered from that point of view.’ This would be the ‘dominant thought, always and everywhere’, he said.120

At another cabinet meeting on 16 February Hitler announced the creation of a State Commissariat for Aviation. It was a camouflage organization for channelling funds towards the creation of a German air force or Luftwaffe, which had been prohibited since 1919 under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles. A secret fund of 127 million Reichsmarks was allocated to this project.121 Thus, within days of coming to power, Hitler had begun plans for rearmament.

Hitler began the general election campaign with a speech at the Berlin Sport Palace on 10 February, although this was not going to be a fully democratic campaign. Six days earlier Hitler had issued a ‘Decree for the Protection of the German People’, with Hindenburg’s blessing, which gave his government the power to ban the public meetings, newspapers and even the election literature of rival opposition parties.122 Hitler opened his speech with a familiar complaint that the fourteen years of the democratic Weimar Republic had brought nothing but ruin to Germany. He described his rivals the German Communist Party and the Social Democratic Party as the ‘political parties of disintegration’ and promised to root out Marxism and to replace democracy with ‘the virtue of personality and the creative power of the individual’.123 Give me four years in power, he said, and a new Germany of ‘greatness and power and glory and justice’ would rise again.124

The government’s key election slogan was ‘Build with Hitler’. He flew around the country on a speaking tour to seventeen different cities, including Breslau, Cologne, Dortmund, Kassel, Leipzig, Munich, Nuremberg and Stuttgart. Hitler later recalled that the German people ‘thirsted for order’, so he had hammered home this theme in every speech during the election campaign.125 In Kassel he said: ‘The period of international babble, the promise of reconciliation among nations is over and done with: its place will be taken by the people’s community.’126 In Stuttgart, he claimed his central ambition was to liberate Germany from the restrictions of an ‘impossible parliamentary democracy’.127 In the crowd that night was Alfred Haussen, a communist mechanic, who later recalled: ‘The local inhabitants gathered in the city centre. The speech was supposed to be broadcast on German national radio, but after a few minutes no one could hear anything, as some local comrades with axes, working at the local post office, cut the electric wire. The local Nazis were deeply outraged.’128


[image: img9.jpg]

Policemen assess the fire damage to the Reichstag in the aftermath of the fire on 27 February 1933.
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On 20 February Hitler broke off from his election tour to meet several key industrialists at the official residence of Hermann Göring in Berlin. The aim was to persuade big business to fund the Nazis’ election campaign. In a ninety-minute rambling speech Hitler declared that after his victory he would uphold private property and private enterprise and crush communism. Göring then asked the businessmen to fund the election campaign. In return, he promised this election would be ‘the last for the next ten years, probably for the next hundred years’.129 An estimated 2 million Reichsmarks was raised at this meeting from several major German companies, most notably, Hoesch, IG Farben, Opel, Siemens and United Steel. Further contributions from the business elite brought the Nazi electoral campaign fund to a whopping 3 million Reichsmarks. Big business was reluctant to support the Nazi Party before Hitler came to power, but was now willing to work with him as Chancellor.130

On 22 February Göring set up an auxiliary police force of approximately 50,000 men. They were recruited from the SS and the unruly and uncontrollable storm troopers of the SA. These Nazi squads began a violent reign of terror against the socialist left. Furthermore, the Prussian police were told by Göring to cease all surveillance of Nazi activists. The relationship between the state police forces and the SA was extremely strained. Many police officers unsympathetic to Nazism were often intimidated by the storm troopers.

The violence and fear that accompanied the election campaign should not be underestimated. Gangs of storm troopers broke up the meetings of the KPD and the SPD. On 24 February a former SPD police commissioner in Berlin wrote to SPD leaders in Altona, Dortmund and Kiel complaining several of his own public meetings had been disrupted. Large numbers of the audience were attacked by the thuggish SA. He decided not to speak at further events, because ‘there is obviously no longer police protection sufficient to check the aggressive actions of the SA and the SS at my meetings’.131 On that same day a mob of SA men raided Karl Liebknecht House, the Berlin headquarters of the KPD, on the pretext a communist uprising was in the offing. Supposedly ‘treasonous’ documents were seized. The KPD had not been officially banned, but its normal electioneering activities were so hampered that it might as well have been.

On 27 February the Reichstag was set on fire.132 The person charged with this crime was Marinus van der Lubbe, an unemployed, working-class Dutch communist. He was born in Leiden in the Netherlands on 13 January 1909, the product of a poverty-stricken, dysfunctional background. His drunken father deserted the family soon after his birth and his mother died when he was twelve. Afterwards, he drifted from job to job, but soon became active in various left-wing groups. His involvement with communists gave some meaning to an otherwise lonely and rootless existence. When he heard Hitler had been appointed German Chancellor, he thought he would protest by travelling to Germany and setting fire to public buildings.133

On 18 February he arrived in Berlin, having walked on foot all the way from the Netherlands in ten days. He was seen in a shop on Müllerstraße buying four boxes of firelighters. His actions in the days beforehand were not those of someone fixated merely upon burning down the Reichstag. He started his haphazard arson campaign at three other government buildings on 25 February: the welfare office in the Labour Ministry building, Schöneberg Town Hall and the Imperial Palace. Each time he managed to evade arrest.

His fourth target was the glass-domed Reichstag on the evening of 27 February.134 Security at the building’s western entrance was extremely lax. Van der Lubbe nimbly climbed a wall, broke a window and was soon on the first floor of the deserted building. A witness on the street down below, a theology student, heard breaking glass as he walked by and noted the time: 9.30 p.m. Looking up, he saw a person at the window with a burning object in his hand. He ran to alert a policeman. Van der Lubbe, stripped to the waist, dripping with sweat, was quickly apprehended by the police inside the burning Reichstag. It was some time before the fire brigade was alerted, however. The first fire engine did not arrive until 10 p.m., by which time the blaze was completely out of control.135

In his opulent Berlin apartment opposite the Reichstag, Hitler’s friend Ernst ‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengl was asleep in bed, suffering from a severe cold, when his housekeeper suddenly woke him up, screaming the Reichstag was on fire. He telephoned Joseph Goebbels, who was hosting a dinner party for the Chancellor at his home. They had been listening to music and sharing anecdotes when he rang. Goebbels thought Putzi was joking at first. Then Hitler looked out of the window, saw the flames in the sky and shouted: ‘It’s the communists!’136 Hitler and Goebbels set off towards the burning building.

Already at the scene was Göring. ‘When I entered [the Reichstag],’ Rudolf Diels, the head of the Prussian Gestapo later recalled, ‘Göring strode forward to meet me. His voice rose with all the fateful emotions of that dramatic hour: “This is the beginning of the communist uprising. Now they are going to strike. Not a minute must be lost.”’137 Historians have often wondered whether the Nazis were responsible for the Reichstag fire. Was it part of a secret plan to destroy democracy? Göring’s sudden arrival on the scene makes him a prime suspect. After all, there was an underground passage connecting his official residence to the Reichstag building. He certainly had the motive, the means and the opportunity. However, in the summer of 1945 in Mondorf internment camp near Luxembourg, Göring confided to Schwerin von Krosigk: ‘I would have been proud to have set the Reichstag on fire, but I was innocent of that crime.’138 Later, while awaiting execution at Nuremberg in 1946, Göring told William Donovan, the head of the US Office of Strategic Services: ‘You must at least be convinced that with death staring me in the face, I have no need to resort to lies. I give you my word that I had nothing to do with the Reichstag fire.’139

Conspiracy theorists have also considered Hitler’s reaction on the night of the fire. Rudolf Diels thought Hitler was genuinely shocked.140 After arriving at the building, Hitler began shouting hysterically. ‘Now there can be no mercy,’ he said to Diels. ‘Every communist functionary will be shot wherever we find him. The communist deputies must be shot this very night. Everyone in alliance with the communists must be arrested.’141 On the other hand, Hitler shed no tears for the Reichstag. ‘Good riddance to that trashy old shack,’ he said.142 At the time Papen was convinced it was the Nazis who started the fire, but he changed his mind after the war and accepted that van der Lubbe acted alone.143 There is no evidence Goebbels knew anything about the fire in advance, but he saw immediately how it might be used to Hitler’s advantage. It was a ‘huge stroke of luck’, he wrote in his diary.144

The foreign press corps and many foreign diplomats suspected the Nazis were behind the Reichstag fire. After all, it was the perfect pretext to destroy the communists and justify the end of democratic government. Foreign journalists investigated the story in great depth. However, when interviewed by Sefton Delmer of the British Daily Express, Hitler rejected the suggestion that the fire was a calculated move to give the Nazis a pretext to crush communism. The Nazi Party, he said, had nothing to do with it.145 Nevertheless, the pressure intensified for the truth to be revealed. Hitler sanctioned a full-scale show trial of Marinus van der Lubbe. He wanted to prove that he was the stooge in a complex communist conspiracy which involved Ernst Torgler, the leader of the German Communist Party in the Reichstag, along with three Bulgarian communist accomplices: Georgi Dimitrov, Blagoi Popov and Vasil Tanev, all of them leading figures in the Communist International (Comintern). Dimitrov, for instance, was the leader of Comintern activities in Western Europe. Dimitrov, Popov, Tanev and Torgler were arrested and held in custody until a trial date could be set.146

On the day after the Reichstag fire the cabinet met to discuss its implications. Hitler was in a ruthless mood. He insisted the communists must be suppressed. The cabinet agreed to the introduction of the far-reaching ‘Decree of the Reich President for the Protection of People and State’. This suspended most of the civil rights granted under the Weimar constitution, including free speech, a free press, the right to assemble, imprisonment without trial, and the privacy of mail and telephone calls. It also gave the Reich Minister of the Interior the power to seize control of any state government unable to keep order.

Papen was the only cabinet minister to raise any objection to this turn of events, observing that it might compromise the autonomy of federal state governments. However, the original idea for the emergency decree had come not from a Nazi but from Ludwig Grauert, a leading conservative official in the Prussian Ministry of the Interior. Furthermore, Hindenburg signed it without raising any objections. The ‘Reichstag Fire Decree’, as it became known, was a spontaneous response to an act of terrorism, but it also provided Hitler with the fundamental, quasi-legal basis for the conquest of the Weimar state and its swift transformation into a dictatorship. It would remain in place for the entire duration of the Third Reich.147

Violence against the left now escalated dramatically. ‘Mass Arrests Everywhere’ declared the Völkischer Beobachter on 2 March.148 On 3 March Ernst Thälmann, the Communist Party leader, was seized. He would spend the next eleven years in solitary confinement until, on 18 August 1944 on Hitler’s direct orders, he would be executed in Buchenwald concentration camp. In Leipzig 474 people were taken into ‘protective custody’, a favourite Nazi euphemism for imprisonment without trial. By April the SA and the police force had arrested 8,000 Communist Party functionaries in the Ruhr and the Rhineland alone. In Bavaria 3,000 people were captured. Over the course of the year more than 100,000 ‘political prisoners’ were detained in what were known as ‘wild’ concentration camps located in the larger cities.

It’s been estimated that the SA ran more than 240 such camps in Berlin alone during the early months of Hitler’s rule. Conditions were extremely brutal. All types of buildings were converted to house political prisoners, including old workhouses, derelict army barracks, warehouses and factories, and even the cellars of beer halls. Prisoners rarely had beds or running water and barely survived on the meagre rations available. Punishment beatings and verbal bullying were frequent. As Wilhelm Murr, the Nazi state president of Württemberg, put it: ‘We don’t say an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. No, if someone knocks out one of our teeth, we will smash in his jaw.’149

The British writer Christopher Isherwood observed how the SA went about cracking down on opposition in Berlin, where he lived: ‘The whole city lay under an epidemic of discreet, infectious fear. I could feel it, like influenza, in my bones. The city was full of whispers. They told of illegal midnight arrests, of prisoners tortured in SA barracks, made to spit on Lenin’s picture, swallow castor oil, eat old socks.’150 Local neighbours could hear the blood-curdling screams of inmates being beaten with iron rods, truncheons and whips. Doctors in local hospitals were confronted with battered and tortured victims who were scarcely recognizable and very often beyond medical care.

It’s difficult to establish how many prisoners were killed during this orgy of violence. Estimates vary between 500 and 1,000.151 Often people knew about this violence and even witnessed it on the streets, but as Lucie Baumann, who lived in Essen at the time, put it: ‘Everyone knew what would happen if the Nazis gained power, but most people didn’t want to know, they didn’t want to see. See nothing, hear nothing, that was the order of the day.’152

Hitler concluded his hectic election campaign tour with a speech in Königsberg, which was broadcast live on German national radio. He told the audience that people would have more freedom under his rule. ‘Now hold your heads high and proud once again!’ he said. ‘You are no longer enslaved and unfree; now you are free again.’153 Victor Klemperer listened in horror. He was an academic professor based in Dresden, he had been born into a Jewish family that converted to Protestantism and he was married to a German Christian. He described Hitler’s speech in his diary as the ‘unctuous bawling of a priest’.154

The general election took place on 5 March, dubbed by the Nazis ‘The Day of the Awakening Nation’. When the results were declared the Nazi Party had secured 43.9 per cent of the vote, up by 10.8 per cent, and with 5.5 million more votes than in November 1932. The Nazi Party now had an additional 92 seats in the Reichstag, which made a total of 288.

Some historians of the Third Reich like to observe that because ‘only 43.9 per cent’ of the German people voted for the Nazi Party in the March 1933 election it was no great triumph for Hitler.155 However, in the context of German elections since 1918 it was quite an exceptional success. It was the highest vote of any political party in any democratic election in Germany from 1919 to 1932; the second highest being 37.9 per cent for the SPD in January 1919. It also exceeded by 6.7 per cent the July 1932 total for the Nazi Party, which itself was the third largest Weimar share of the vote. The turnout at 88.8 per cent was also a record in any post-1918 national election. The Nazi Party received 17.2 million votes, way ahead of the 13,745,000 it had achieved in July 1932. The highest popular vote achieved between 1919 and 1932 by any other German political party was 11,509,048, again by the SPD in January 1919. This huge increase in the popular vote in March 1933 was almost entirely attributable to voters who had not voted in the previous election.

The main message of the Nazi election campaign had been a promise to crush the communist threat, a promise that brought the Party a flood of new middle-class and rural voters. The Nazi vote increased in many Catholic areas, too, although the working-class districts once again bravely and stubbornly rejected Nazism. The votes of the two leading left-wing parties held up surprisingly well. The socialist SPD took 18.2 per cent, a fall of just 2.1 per cent, so that they had lost just one Reichstag seat since the November 1932 election. The KPD polled 12.3 per cent, down only 4.5 per cent, with a loss of 18 seats. The two left-wing parties retained a combined vote of 30.5 per cent. Considering the extraordinary violence and intimidation suffered by the left during the campaign, this was a pretty remarkable result.

The Catholic Centre Party (Zentrum) took 11.2 per cent, holding 74 seats: an increase of four seats on the previous election. The German National People’s Party (DNVP), Hitler’s coalition partners, won 52 seats: 7.9 per cent of the popular vote, with no gain in seats. Overall, this gave Hitler’s coalition government 51.9 per cent of the popular vote. Hitler still needed the votes of the Catholic Centre Party to pass the Enabling Act, which required the support of 66 per cent of Reichstag deputies. In another outrage to democracy, however, the 81 Communist Party deputies were banned from serving in the new Reichstag and from voting on the Act, even though they had all been legally elected.

On 6 March the Frankfurter Zeitung, in reflective mood, observed that ‘The intensive propaganda of the right had succeeded in creating a nervous, feverish atmosphere. The feeling of oppression among the population was great.’156 In Britain, by contrast, the Daily Mail celebrated Hitler’s victory: ‘In Germany, the elections have brought some relaxation of tension in the Fatherland. Herr Hitler has won his majority clearly. If he uses it prudently and peacefully, no one here will shed any tears over the disappearance of German democracy.’157 Many in Germany hoped that Hitler would reunite the country. As the industrialist Hans Kehrl observed, the Nazi Party was ‘the only party that promised to get us out of the hole and the idea was principally that it would be possible if we developed as a nation a team spirit and solidarity, pulling on the same rope’.158

At a cabinet meeting on 7 March Hitler claimed his success in the general election amounted to a revolution. What was now required, he said, was the swift passing of the Enabling Act to end parliamentary democracy now and forever.159

In the days that followed, Nazi activists seized power in all the federal states. Before 5 March only Hamburg, Hesse, Prussia and Württemberg had Nazi-dominated local governments. After the election the states of Baden, Bremen, Lübeck, Saxony and Schaumburg-Lippe all turned Nazi in quick succession. Nazis no longer had to wait for conservative nationalists to invite them into office, they could take the law into their own hands.

In the vanguard of this ‘revolution from below’ were Ernst Röhm’s storm troopers and the sequence of events in each region was usually the same. Major public buildings were occupied, then the local Nazi leadership demanded control of the police. The SA occupied government offices and the swastika flag was soon visible on public buildings. The Reich Interior Minister would then invoke emergency measures and appoint Reich commissioners to take charge, usually Nazi Gauleiters.* Local government civil servants and the police were powerless to stop any of this from happening.

The Bavarian state government was dissolved on 8 March. The following day the Nazi General Franz von Epp took power as state commissioner, after President Heinrich Held, a member of the Bavarian People’s Party, was forced to resign and members of his party were arrested and beaten up by the SA.160 SS leader Heinrich Himmler became Police President for Munich, while Reinhard Heydrich took over as head of the political police. In Nuremberg Julius Streicher, the editor of the rabidly anti-Semitic newspaper Der Stürmer (The Stormer), seized power. ‘Today, all of Nuremberg celebrates Adolf Hitler,’ he told a packed council chamber. ‘The flags now being raised at the top of this building will fly there forever. He who sins against them deserves death.’161 Hitler later claimed that it was only when he seized local government that he truly controlled the whole of Germany.162

Two laws to coordinate the German federal states were introduced on 31 March and 7 April and they also ended the sovereignty of these previously autonomous regions. The aim was to bring the state legislature under the central control of Hitler’s government. These laws ended the role of the Reich commissioners. They were replaced by Reich Governors (Reichsstatthalter) in each of the federal states, who were directly responsible to the central Reich government. All governors were appointed by Adolf Hitler himself from the existing Nazi Party regional Gauleiters and they were instructed to uphold policies laid down by the Reich Chancellor in the States (Länder). However, disputes often arose between the Reich governors and the ministers of the Reich cabinet. Finally, on 10 April, Göring was named the Prussian State President, thereby ending Franz von Papen’s dominance of Prussia. To complete the Nazis’ monopoly of power, Hitler became the Prussian Reich Governor.163

The Nazi ‘seizure of power’ in the federal states was extremely violent. Revenge against political opponents was the order of the day. Gangs of storm troopers roamed the streets looking for rival party members. An SPD report from the state of Brunswick listed numerous beatings carried out by the SA in the region. The socialist left had no defence against the ferocity of the SA. Richard Neunfeldt, a former police lieutenant, was beaten on the head and face with sticks, steel pipes, revolver butts and metal tools until he collapsed unconscious.164 Hermann Liebmann, the former SPD Minister of the Interior in Saxony, was forced by storm troopers to read out his old anti-Nazi speeches, before they beat him up and stabbed him. He died of the lingering medical effects of this assault in 1935.165

Hitler did not want his Nazi revolution to be led by a mob in the streets, but he was not unduly concerned about attacks on communists. On 10 March he issued a carefully worded appeal to the SA to end their arbitrary use of violence: ‘The molesting of individuals, the obstruction and disturbance of business life must cease on principle. You, [Nazi] comrades, must see to it that the national revolution of 1933 cannot be compared with the revolution of the [communist] Spartacists in 1918. Apart from this, do not be deterred for a second from our watchword. It is: the extermination of Marxism.’166 The SA and SS understood from this that Hitler would turn a blind eye to the ruthless persecution of communists.

One Gestapo official who questioned a number of communists after they had been held in a makeshift SA ‘wild’ concentration camp near Wuppertal observed that ‘The SA had tortured the communists in a particularly “original” way. They were forced to drink a salty herring solution and then left to pant in vain for a sip of water throughout the hot summer days.’167 In the end this Nazi brutality went unpunished. A general pardon was issued on 21 March for all crimes committed by the SA, the SS and any other Nazi organization during the ‘seizure of power’.168

Papen wrote to Hitler to complain about the unbridled violence of the SA in the German federal states. In reply, Hitler claimed that the SA men had in fact shown ‘unprecedented discipline’. No one would stop him, he continued, from fulfilling his mission to eradicate Marxism. He concluded by stating: ‘I most insistently request of you, my dear Herr Vice Chancellor, to refrain from addressing such complaints to me in the future.’169 This final rebuke shows just how quickly things had changed in Germany. As André François-Poncet, the French ambassador, observed: ‘When the Hitler-Papen cabinet came to power, there were assurances that Hitler would be kept in check. Six weeks later we find that all the dams that were supposed to hold back the waves of the Hitler movement have been washed away.’170

In a speech in Munich on 12 March Hitler promised that Germany would now undergo a process of coordination (Gleichschaltung). In essence, this meant Nazification, but it was presented as a positive transformation that would unite the nation. Many people who worked in the public services quickly fell into line. Victor Klemperer had a friend who worked in a hospital in Dresden and he told him that most of the nurses had quickly become fanatical Nazis. They sit around the radio during breaks, he said, and when the ‘Horst Wessel Song’ comes on ‘they stand up and raise their arms in the Nazi greeting’.171

Other public sector workers were less enthusiastic. One long-standing SPD party member, who resigned on 9 March, summed up the dilemma that he faced when Hitler came to power:

As a civil servant I have to make a choice. On the one hand, I see how the tendency is growing on the part of my employer, the Reich, not to tolerate those employees belonging to anti-government associations. On the other hand, there is my loyalty to the [SPD] Party. Unfortunately, I see no other solution but my resignation. The existence of my family is at stake.172

The promising careers of socialists and Jews were wrecked. Arnold Biegelson, a German Jew who later emigrated to Argentina, remembered: ‘I was twenty-five years old and employed as a clerk when trouble began in 1933. I held a good position. But when Hitler arrived on the scene, my career plans went up in smoke.’173

It was a similar situation in higher education. The universities were state funded, so it proved relatively easy to purge them of Jews and left-leaning academics. By September, 313 full professors had already been dismissed. In total 1,145 out of 7,758 university lecturers were sacked, which represented 15 per cent of university employees.174 Those who stayed soon jumped on the Nazi bandwagon. A prime example was the eminent German philosopher Martin Heidegger. In his inaugural speech as the Rector of the University of Freiburg on 21 April he told staff that ‘academic freedom’ would no longer be the basis for the life of a lecturer in the university. He expected academics to play their full part in the ‘historic mission’ that Hitler was now leading. At the end all the academics present sang the ‘Horst Wessel Song’.175

By the end of May all non-Nazi paramilitary organizations were banned. The Steel Helmets (Stahlhelm) were incorporated into the SA on 21 June. Their leader Franz Seldte had joined the Nazi Party on 26 April and pledged the total allegiance of the Steel Helmets to Hitler’s new government. In fact they changed their name to the National Socialist German Front Fighters’ League and retained their membership of half a million people.176

In Hitler’s Germany some individuals became persona non grata overnight. A typical example was the prominent Jewish sexual reformer Magnus Hirschfeld, who had championed abortion, sex education in schools, birth control and the legalization of homosexuality in the Weimar years. Hirschfeld was the director of the internationally renowned Institute of Sexual Science, which was located in Berlin’s affluent Tiergarten district. On 6 May a number of pro-Nazi students marched into the Institute and vandalized it. Four days later they stole books from its library, which they ceremonially burned in a huge fire nearby. The police did nothing to stop them. Luckily, Hirschfeld was abroad when the raid occurred. He never returned to Germany, dying in Nice on 14 May 1935.177

With continued ‘coordination’ now a chief priority, Hitler appointed Joseph Goebbels as Minister for the People’s Enlightenment and Propaganda on 13 March. ‘I’m so happy,’ Goebbels wrote in his diary. ‘Minister at 35. Unimaginable.’178 He would come to dominate German cultural life in the years that followed. As Papen observed: ‘Despite the disability of a club foot, he seemed to suffer no inferiority complex. He had a biting wit and a gift for venomous sarcasm.’179 Goebbels said that his key aim was to ‘work on the people until they accept our influence’.180 He sought to bring the press, radio, film, theatre, music, the visual arts, literature and all other cultural organizations under Nazi control.

Goebbels’s new ministry consisted of seven departments. At its heart was the propaganda department, which oversaw all of its activities. There were other sections devoted to the press, film and radio. It was staffed by existing civil servants, few of them were committed Nazis. Here was Goebbels, a zealous Nazi, leading a bunch of adaptable and compliant middle-class conservatives. Erich Greiner, who led the administrative section, was typical: he was a conservative-nationalist who never joined the Nazi Party.181

The purge within German culture was much more extensive than in many other areas of society. The removal of Jews was the central priority. Otto Klemperer, Victor’s cousin, was a prominent classical musician during the Weimar period. But when the Nazis came to power, his concerts were cancelled. On 4 April he left Germany for good. In fact, there was an extensive purge of classical Jewish musicians. On 6 April the Hamburg Philharmonic Society announced that no Jewish soloists would participate in any of its future concerts.182

A prominent critic of this purge of Jews from classical music was Wilhelm Furtwängler, the star conductor and composer with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, which was not a state-owned organization. On 11 April Furtwängler published an open letter to Goebbels in a liberal daily newspaper, declaring his unwillingness to purge any Jewish players from his orchestra. Goebbels responded in a surprisingly measured tone. He told Furtwängler that if he opposed the modernist trend in classical music, then he ‘would always have a place in the Third Reich’.183 Once this disagreement had died down, the Berlin Philharmonic was brought under state control. Furtwängler remained its conductor for the entire duration of the Third Reich. He was never a Nazi Party member or even a supporter, but his decision to remain in post undoubtedly bestowed a certain prestige upon classical music in the Third Reich. It brought him severe criticism from Jewish musicians and others beyond Hitler’s Germany.

The German film industry proved even easier for Goebbels to bring into line. A few large companies dominated, including the giant UFA (Universum Film Aktiengesellschaft) film studios, which were owned by Alfred Hugenberg. On 14 July Goebbels created the Reich Film Chamber, which oversaw the coordination of the entire film industry. It vetted scripts and purged the movies of Jewish and left-wing actors, writers and directors. Some big stars and directors left Germany for Hollywood, most notably Fritz Lang, the director of the classic silent films Die Nibelungen (1924), Metropolis (1927), M (1931) and the talking picture The Testament of Dr Mabuse (1933), a subtle satire on the Nazis, which was banned in the spring of 1933. The popular Hungarian-born actor Peter Lorre, the star of M, left Germany, too, but not because he was opposed to Nazi ideology. He wanted more money. In fact, the exodus of film stars from Hitler’s regime was not as extensive as might be supposed. Of the seventy-five most popular box-office stars in Germany in 1932, only thirteen emigrated after Hitler came to power.184 Movie-going actually increased during the Nazi period, perhaps because the great majority of films avoided any overtly political content. Of the 1,100 films produced between 1933 and 1944 the majority were comedies, love stories, thrillers and musicals.185

The purging of radio, which Papen had brought under state control in 1932, proved equally straightforward. At least 270 Jewish, liberal and socialist radio employees were dismissed by the end of July 1933, roughly one in eight of all employees. Those who remained were willing to compromise with Hitler’s regime.186 Goebbels was convinced that radio would replace newspapers as the most important influence on public opinion in future.187 The number of households with radios increased from 4 million in 1933 to 16 million by 1944. Hitler’s speeches were broadcast live and to encourage group listening loudspeakers were installed in factories, workplaces and railway stations. Domination of the airwaves was crucially important for the Nazis, although the ideological content of radio broadcasts was usually kept to a minimum. About 75 per cent of programmes were devoted entirely to music.188

Germany had more daily newspapers than Britain and France combined, so Goebbels understood how important they were as a means of influencing public opinion. Most papers had a regional or city focus, reaching about 20 million households. Bringing such a diverse press into line was an enormous task. Any newspapers supportive of the Communist Party or the SPD were closed down, swiftly followed by the Catholic press. However, Goebbels had to move more gradually to successfully ‘coordinate’ all of the centre-right newspapers and periodicals. Some of the major liberal newspapers – notably the Frankfurter Zeitung and the Berliner Tageblatt – survived, but their left-wing and Jewish journalists were sacked.189 Newspaper proprietors were persuaded to cooperate by the Reich Press Chamber. The Reich Association of the German Press and the Union of Journalists converted to Nazism and assisted in the purge of Jews and leftists. The German Newspaper Publishers’ Association appointed the Nazi Party publisher Max Amman as its chairman and he soon brought newspaper editors into line.190 On 29 March Goebbels held a reception for all the major newspaper publishers and told them that he regarded the German press as ‘a piano on which the government can play’.191

The German literary world, too, was cleansed of all anti-Nazi writers and editors, many of whom fled abroad. The world-famous communist playwright Bertolt Brecht went to Switzerland. Erich Maria Remarque, the author of the pacifist novel All Quiet on the Western Front, and Thomas Mann, who won the 1929 Nobel Prize for Literature, also left Germany, as did the leading poet Stefan George. It has been estimated that some 2,500 novelists and playwrights abandoned the country in 1933. Those who stayed accommodated themselves to the political needs of Hitler’s regime. Typical was the obsequious ‘Oath of Loyalty of German Poets to the Reich Chancellor’, which was delivered to Hitler in the spring of 1933.192 Of the twelve best-selling authors of the Weimar period, the works of seven of them were banned. It might be assumed that this purge of literature led to a decline in reading, but the opposite is the case. State-run libraries increased from 6,000 in 1933 to 25,000 during the 1940s and the borrowing of literary works soared.193

The art world was of great interest to Hitler, who viewed himself as an artist and who had painted realist watercolours in his youth. However, he hated modern art with a passion. As a result, modernist representations of anguish and pain were branded ‘degenerate’ by the Nazis and removed from art galleries. Some were ritually burned. In 1933 twenty-seven gallery and museum curators were sacked. Max Liebermann, a Jew and Germany’s leading impressionist painter, was forced into retirement. Paul Klee, a key advocate of modernist abstraction, lost his professorship in Düsseldorf. A similar fate befell Otto Dix, whose paintings were taken down from the walls of art galleries.194 The Reich Chamber of Art vetted all artists, architects and sculptors. Officially sanctioned artists tended to portray family scenes in rural settings or physical beauty in the classic style.

The dynamic influence of Goebbels was felt just days after his appointment, during the lavish opening ceremony of the German parliament, which was held at Potsdam on 21 March. Hitler chose the Potsdam garrison church for the event, because its crypt contained the tombs of the Hohenzollern Prussian kings, most notably Hitler’s military hero, the soldier-king Frederick the Great. Furthermore, the great German statesman Otto von Bismarck had opened the first German Reichstag to inaugurate the Second Reich at this venue on the same day in 1871. For Hitler this seemed the perfect place to begin his Third Reich. The black, white and red flags of the old empire flew side by side with Nazi swastikas. The whole ceremony was designed to reassure Germany’s conservative power brokers that Hitler intended to remain subservient to Hindenburg, who wore his grand field marshal’s uniform. Hitler was dressed soberly in a dark morning suit.195

Hitler’s speech inside that crowded church was broadcast live on national radio. He summarized the ‘sorry legacy’ and ‘national decay’ of the Weimar period, which had culminated in economic depression and high unemployment. Ending this crisis was his chief objective, he said. The German people were crying out for a new Reich and a new life. Goebbels, seated near Hindenburg, noticed with satisfaction that the President had ‘tears welling up in his eyes’ as Hitler spoke.196 In fact, Hitler turned to Hindenburg during his speech and said: ‘We consider it a blessing to have your consent to the work of the German rising.
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