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PROLOGUE

THEY called it ASHCAN, a sardonic acronym for Allied Supreme
Headquarters Centre for Axis Nationals. Into it, in May 1945, the
American and British victors of the Second World War dumped what
remained of the leadership of Hitler’s Third Reich: fifty-two assorted
politicians, military commanders and high officials to be interrogated,
investigated, and prepared for trial at Nuremberg as war criminals.

ASHCAN was housed in the Palace Hotel in Mondorf-les-Bains, a
genteel spa town with quiet, tree-lined streets around a manicured
public park, set amid woodland and vineyards in the rolling country-
side of the south-east corner of the Duchy of Luxembourg. A small
stream on the southern edge of the town marked the border with
France; the border with Germany lay about six kilometres to the east,
in the gorge of the Mosel river. The Palace was the principal among
the town’s dozen or so hotels, standing in a raised position in its own
extensive gardens and grounds. It was an undistinguished building,
eight storeys tall with the top two in a mansard roof, its two wings
forming a shallow V, its pale stuccoed walls enlivened with art-deco
style panels, a far cry from the tawdry glories of the Reich.

In peacetime, the Palace catered discreetly for well-to-do visitors
seeking relief from rheumatism and liver complaints at the town’s two
thermal springs. But in May 1945, the fine fittings and furnishings —
chandeliers, carpets and drapes, soft furniture — were all stripped out.
In the bedrooms, folding camp cots with no pillows, straw-filled
palliasses and rough army blankets replaced the comfortable beds and
interior sprung mattresses. The only other furniture in each room was
a hard upright chair and a flimsy table designed to collapse immedi-
ately under a man’s weight, to foil any suicide attempt. The glass in
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the windows was replaced, first with wire netting and later with shatter-
proof Perspex and metal bars. There were no lights or electricity in
the rooms, no mirrors, and no locks on the doors, but an opening was
cut into each to allow guards to look in at all times. Outside, a private
airstrip was laid in the grounds, which were enclosed by a barbed wire
stockade with an electric alarm system and four watchtowers equipped
with machine guns and searchlights, more for the protection of the
prisoners than to prevent escapes.®

The Americans who had requisitioned the hotel were taking no
chances over the safety of their guests — but it was made abundantly
clear to those guests that their status had changed abruptly, and perma-
nently. Only a few days before, they would have demanded every scrap
of luxury the hotel could provide. For years they had wallowed in
power, position and privilege. Now they were reduced to empty husks,
some pitiful, some posturing as they tried to hold on to their illusions,
clinging to the last shreds of authority.

From the moment they arrived, prisoners were subjected to humil-
iation and obloquy, beginning with an intimate strip search by a prison
doctor. Their clothes were taken away and examined minutely for
poison capsules or suicide weapons, which were often found sewn into
uniforms or concealed in the heels of shoes. Anything sharp was confis-
cated, including the pins on medals, insignia and badges of rank; so,
too, were shoe laces, belts, braces, suspenders, neckties, steel-shod
shoes, spectacles, and all walking sticks, canes and batons, a loss which
rankled particularly with the field marshals. In the face of such indig-
nities, most of the men — for they were all men, women having been
restricted to supporting roles in Nazi ideology - found it difficult to
maintain any sort of dignity, let alone the hauteur which had become
second nature over the previous twelve years.?

The first important Nazi to arrive was Arthur Seyss-Inquart, tall
and thin, limping heavily on his left leg as a result of a wound received
during the First World War when he had been an officer in the Austrian
army. His captors found it difficult to believe that this man, peering
vapidly about him through thick spectacles, had for seven years exer-
cised the power of life and death over millions. This was the man who,
in 1938 as Minister of the Interior in Vienna, had handed Austria to
Hitler on a plate by opening the frontier to the German army. He had
then unleashed 40,000 police and Death’s Head SS men on the country’s
300,000 Jews, and provided a former palace of the Rothschilds as
headquarters for Adolf Eichmann and his ‘Central Office for Jewish
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Emigration’. After a year as Governor of Austria, Seyss-Inquart had
become Deputy Governor-General of Poland and then, from May 1940,
Commissioner in the Netherlands, where over the following five years
he was responsible for tens of thousands of deportations to concen-
tration camps, countless summary executions, and in the final weeks
of the war the death by starvation of at least 16,000 Dutch citizens.

Seyss-Inquart was followed by Hans Frank, who arrived in a US
army ambulance, ‘a pitiful wreck of a man’ still in a serious condition
after slashing his wrists and throat in a suicide attempt.3 Now forty-
five years old, with thinning dark hair, Frank had joined the German
Workers Party, forerunner of the National Socialists, as a nineteen-
year-old law student in Munich; he became a member of the SA in
1923, marching behind Hitler in the abortive putsch on 9 November.
He had later become the Party’s legal adviser and leading jurist, making
his name as defence counsel for members charged with criminal and
civil offences before Hitler came to power. He was also Hitler’s personal
lawyer. After 1933, he had been responsible for transforming the
German legal system to serve National Socialism. In spite of his culpa-
bility for countless cases of perverted justice, he might still have escaped
trial as a major war criminal had he not been appointed Governor-
General of Poland in October 1939.

Hitler’s orders to Frank when he appointed him as his viceroy were
unequivocal: he was ‘to assume the administration of the conquered
territories with the special order ruthlessly to exploit this region as a
war zone and booty country, to reduce it, as it were, to a heap of
rubble in its economic, social, cultural and political structure’.4 Ruling
like some oriental despot from the splendour of Cracow Castle, Frank
more than fulfilled his brief, turning his fiefdom into the bloodiest of
all the occupied territories, with the possible exception of the western
Soviet Union under Alfred Rosenberg’s tender care. Basically insecure,
and with his authority threatened by a constant power struggle with
the SS, Frank compensated for his weakness with exaggerated brutality.
He supervised the slaughter of the Polish intelligentsia, shipped
hundreds of thousands of slave labourers to the Reich, and provided
the sites for several of the most notorious death camps, including
Auschwitz, Treblinka and Sobibor, proclaiming that his mission was
‘to rid Poland of lice and Jews’.

For all the blood on their hands, however, men like Seyss-Inquart
and Frank were not in the first rank of the Nazi leadership. They were
essentially functionaries, never among the movers and shakers of the
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Party at the highest level, which was Hitler’s inner circle. This tiny
group, never numbering more than half a dozen at any one time,
enjoyed Hitler’s exclusive confidence; only its members had any influ-
ence on him or were able to instigate policy decisions. They alone had
the authority to interpret his wishes, which — except in the military
sphere during the war — were usually expressed in the vaguest and
most generalised terms, and put them into execution as they saw fit.
This was the basis of their power. It was also its deepest flaw, for each
depended entirely on Hitler’s favour, which could be withdrawn at any
moment and for which they were continually required to compete. As
a consequence, it was inevitable that they should all seek approval by
demonstrating themselves to be, as it were, more Catholic than the
Pope in both word and deed. Each strove to out-do the others in
brutality — which Hitler professed to admire — the virulence of their
anti-Semitism, and their total commitment to the cause. Their rivalry
was therefore at the root of many of the worst excesses of Nazi policy.

Hitler, of course, was not only aware of this rivalry, but actively encout-
aged it, constantly fomenting insecurity and mutual mistrust among his
lieutenants. The ancient principle of divide and rule was an essential
element in his modus operandi: a little healthy competition is inevitable
among ambitious politicians, but while a democratic leader may seek to
create harmony among his immediate subordinates in order to facilitate
consensus, a dictator needs dissension, to prevent their combining to over-
throw him. While they were always quick to close ranks in the face of
any external threat, each member of Hitler’s inner circle owed his loyalty
to the Fiihrer alone. Each of them in his own way was in love with him,
deeply and totally besotted, desperate to please him, and bitterly jealous
of any attention he bestowed on other suitors.

Hermann Géring, in other circumstances an outrageously ebullient
figure, was reduced to a helpless supplicant in Hitler’s presence. In the
early days of the Party he confessed to the banker Hjalmar Schacht,
‘Every time I stand before the Fiihrer, my heart falls into my trousers.’
And when they took power in 1933 he declared: ‘No title and no
distinction can make me as happy as the designation bestowed on me
by the German people: “The most faithful paladin of the Fiihrer.””

Joseph Goebbels was almost literally seduced by Hitler, who turned
the full force of his charm upon him to win him away from the trou-
blesome left wing of the Party in 1925. In his diary on 6 November,
Goebbels recorded the impact of their first meeting: “We drive to Hitler.
He is having his meal. He jumps to his feet, there he is. Shakes my hand.
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Like an old friend. And those big blue eyes. Like stars. He is glad to see
me. I am in heaven. That man has got everything to be a king. A born
tribune. The coming dictator.’s Seventeen days later, on 23 November,
the conquest was complete: ‘Hitler is there. Great joy. He greets me like
an old friend. And looks after me. How I love him! What a fellow! Then
he speaks. How small I am! He gives me his photograph. With a greeting
to the Rhineland. Heil Hitler! I want Hitler to be my friend. His photo-
graph is on my desk.’® By mid February 192.6, hero worship had turned
to personal adoration: ‘Adolf Hitler, I love you’.

Heinrich Himmler also went in for photographs of his Fithrer. While
working tirelessly for the Party in the rural heartland of Upper Bavaria,
long before he came to national prominence, he was regularly seen
holding murmured conversations with a picture of Hitler on his office
wall. In 1929, he told his friend Otto Strasser: ‘For him I could do
anything. Believe me, if Hitler were to say I should shoot my mother,
I would do it and be proud of his confidence.’” Strasser, incidentally,
was one of those few Party members who were impervious to Hitler’s
spell, but he was nevertheless fully aware of it: he believed that Hitler
had the psychic powers of a medium.®

Goring, Goebbels and Himmler had been the three most important
members of Hitler’s inner circle for most of his time in power. For
twelve years they had circled each other warily, each with his eyes fixed
hungrily on the ultimate prize — the succession. Now, the contest was
finally over: Goebbels had succeeded Hitler as Reich Chancellor for
just forty-two hours before following his example and taking his own
life in the ruins of the Fiihrer bunker; Himmler, too, had committed
suicide after being captured by the British; only Géring remained. He
was, at last, the undisputed number one in the Nazi hierarchy.

When Goéring arrived at ASHCAN on 20 May, the gulf between him
and the lesser Nazis was immediately obvious. While most of them
had slunk into captivity looking dejected and apprehensive, the Reich
Marshal swept in confidently, resplendent in an immaculate pearl-grey
uniform. His fingernails were varnished — as were his toenails, it was
discovered when he was stripped for examination. He brought with
him sixteen matching, monogrammed blue leather suitcases, a red
hatbox, and his valet, Robert Kropp.

One of the suitcases was found to contain about 20,000 white tablets,
which proved to be paracodeine, a mild derivative of morphine at 1/6
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1 diamond A/C badge

4 cuff links with semi-precious stones

1 gold pin (evergreen twig)

1 pearl stick-pin

1 gold stick-pin with swastika of dlamond chips
1 watch fob (platinum, onyx stones, diamond, inlaid A/C insignia)
1 personal seal (in silver) :
1 small watch set with artificial diamonds

1 medal Pour le Mérite

1 Iron Cross, class I, 1914

1 Gross Kreuz ‘

1 gold cigarette lighter

1 wrist watch

2 old Norse collar buckles

1 brass compass

1 fountain pen inscribed ‘Hermann Géring’

1 silver cigar cutter

1 brooch

1 silver watch

1 set of lapis lazuli cuff buttons

1 silver box, heart-shaped

1 platinum Iron Cross

1 gilded pencil

1 large Swiss wrist watch

81,268 Reichsmarks?

For two days, even though deprived of his precious decorations,
Goring basked in his unquestioned leadership of the prisoners in
ASHCAN. Then, on 23 May, he suddenly found his position chal-
lenged by the arrival of another group which included Grand Admiral
Dénitz, who had been named by Hitler as Reich President, and Albert
Speer, the forty-year-old former architect and Armaments Minister, who
had been one of the inner circle since 1942. Speer had been Hitler’s
Benjamin, enjoying a particularly close personal relationship with him;
although he had entered the race late in the day he had been a defi-
nite contender for the succession. He had also, during the second half
of the war, taken over many of Goring’s areas of responsibility, steadily
eroding his power base and reducing his authority. Goring was not
pleased to see him.

By the end of the war, Speer had become disillusioned with Hitler
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and the regime, and had no interest in jockeying for meaningless posi-
tion: all he was concerned with was saving his neck by proving he had
never been a dyed-in-the-wool Nazi or responsible for any atrocities.
He only stayed in ASHCAN for about two weeks, before being moved
first to Eisenhower’s headquarters at Versailles and then to DUSTBIN,
the British-run interrogation centre for technicians and scientists, near
Frankfurt.

Speer may have posed no threat to Goring’s supremacy, but Dénitz
was acutely conscious of status: although Géring outranked him
militarily, he was determined to exert his authority as the rightfully
designated head of state. Colonel Andrus described him as ‘impe-
rious’ and said he ‘looked down on all of us — Americans and fellow
prisoners alike’.*® He certainly looked down on Goring, despising
his self-indulgence and unmilitary flamboyance. Géring, for his part,
refused to recognise Donitz’s position or his right to it: the admiral had
played no part in the political leadership of the Reich, or the Nazi Party’s
battles for power, whereas he himself had been at the very heart of both,
and had for several years been Hitler’s nominated successor. He regarded
his own disinheritance at the very end as invalid, the result of
Machiavellian manipulation of Hitler by his sworn enemy in the inner
circle, Martin Bormann, aided by Goebbels, Himmler and Ribbentrop.

Bormann had disappeared — though no one knew it at that time, he
was in fact lying dead in the rubble of Berlin’s Lehrter railway station,
having taken cyanide after being wounded by Soviet troops while trying
to escape — so he was no longer a threat to Goring. The only other
surviving member of the inner circle was the former Foreign Minister,
Joachim von Ribbentrop, who was brought to ASHCAN on 15 June.
But Ribbentrop had never been a serious contender. His place in the
inner circle had always been dubious, due only to his position and the
influence he had been able to exert on Hitler in foreign policy matters.
He had always been regarded by the others as an outsider. Now, he
was a total wreck, bereft of any dignity, incapable even of the pomposity
that had been his trademark, and in a suicidal condition. In marked
contrast to Goring’s impressive collection, his valuables were listed as
simply one Longines watch and 24,410 Reichsmarks.

With no other former leaders left to contend with, Donitz was there-
fore Goring’s only competitor. True to form, the Reich Marshal found
it impossible to resist entering into a bizarre contest for precedence, a
challenge that the Grand Admiral haughtily took up. Their American
jailers watched their antics with incredulity, until an uneasy truce was
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declared: it was tacitly agreed that they would avoid arriving anywhere
simultaneously, while the dining room was rearranged so each could
preside at the head of a separate main table. Even then, the sniping
continued. Speer later recalled Goéring complaining loudly at lunch one
day that he had suffered more than any of the others, because he had
had so much more to lose, whereupon Dénitz, sitting with his back
to Speer, remarked to his neighbour, ‘Yes, and all of it stolen!’**

When they reached Nuremberg, however, and the trial began, there
was no longer any question who was the number one: Goring’s name
was first on the list of indictments; Donitz a mere fourteenth out of
twenty-four. No doubt Goring was further gratified to note that
although Hess was second and Ribbentrop third, the absent Bormann
was down at nineteen and Speer even lower at twenty-two. In the
courtroom they were seated strictly in the order of the indictment,
which gave Goring pride of place and the chance to show off. Colonel
Andrus, who had noted at ASHCAN that Géring ‘never failed to grab
an opportunity for self-aggrandisement’, watched his performance with
interest. ‘In the first few minutes,” he recalled later, ‘Goring began the
extroverted, flamboyant play-acting that was to go on throughout the
trial. He lounged with one fat arm spread out behind his thin neigh-
bour, Hess, the other elbow hanging over the edge of the dock. Then
he would lean forward, elbows on the barrier of the wooden dock in
front of him, a grin spreading across his huge face.’**

Britain’s alternate judge at the tribunal, Sir Norman (later Lord)
Birkett, noted: ‘Goring is the man who has really dominated the proceed-
ings, and that, remarkably enough without ever uttering a word in public
up to the moment he went into the witness box. That in itself is a very
remarkable achievement and illuminates much that was obscure in the
past few years . . . Nobody seems to have been quite prepared for his
immense ability and knowledge . . . With grudging admiration, Birkett’s
description of Goéring went on: ‘Suave, shrewd, adroit, capable,
resourceful, he quickly saw the elements of the situation, and as his self-
confidence grew, his mastery became more apparent.’*3

Goring’s mastery in the courtroom was not enough to save him from
the death sentence. But it did confirm his final victory in the struggle
among that gang of the most vicious and amoral men the world has
ever seen. While stressing in court that everything he had done had
been to build a greater Germany and not for his personal advance-
ment, in the privacy of his cell Géring confessed to an American psychi-
atrist at Nuremberg, Dr Douglas M. Kelley, that ‘his basic motive had
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been that single, driving ambition — to achieve for Hermann Géring
supreme command of the Third Reich’. Describing his decision to tie
his fortunes to the fledgling Nazi Party in the first place, he told Kelley:
“You see, I was right. The people flocked to us, the old soldiers swore
by us — and I became the head of the nation. Too late, you would say?
But perhaps not . . . Anyway, I made it.’*4 It was, of course, a hollow
victory, a victory by default, but an unrepentant’ Géring refused to
recognise that. I am determined to go down in German history as a
great man,” he boasted. ‘In fifty or sixty years there will be statues of
Hermann Goring all over Germany. Little statues, maybe, but one in
every German home.”*5

The contest for power had lasted more than twenty years. Through
all its twists and turns it had had a profound effect not only on the
personalities involved and those surrounding them, but also on all
aspects of the governance of the Reich, including the formulation of
policies and their execution. Just how ruthless the internecine strug-
gles had been was revealed by Goring himself, when describing to
Kelley how he had ordered his former friend, Ernst Rohm, to be shot
during the purge of the SA brownshirts in 1934, after they had become
rivals for Hitler’s approval. When Kelley asked how he could bring
himself to order the killing of his old friend, ‘Goring stopped talking
and stared at me, puzzled, as if I were not quite bright. Then he
shrugged his great shoulders, turned up his palms and said slowly, in

simple, one-syllable words: “But he was in my way . . .”’T¢




€T61I-Q1I61
SLOOY

ANO LYVd






‘OUR TIME WILL COME AGAIN’

ON 9 November 1918, the German nation was plunged into a state
of deep trauma, from which it would not recover for at least a gener-
ation. Even to those who saw the end of the war on any terms as a
blessed relief, news that the government was suing for peace, that the
Kaiser had abdicated and a republic had been declared, came as a
profound shock. As recently as 27 September, their newspapers had
been proclaiming that the war was won. Now, suddenly, they were
being told that all was lost, that all the sacrifices and pain of the
previous four years had been wasted. It was hardly surprising that the
German people, both soldiers and civilians, felt bewildered and
betrayed.

Germany had been in a state of total confusion, fed by rumours and
half-truths, throughout the whole of 1918. Civil order was breaking
down as the country became ever more polarised between the extremes
of left and right. On the right, organisations such as the Fatherland
Party, founded in 1917 by Grand Admiral Tirpitz and a Prussian
bureaucrat called Wolfgang Kapp, still banged the big drum of nation-
alism, blindly insisting Germany must fight on. To raise more money
for the war, they erected a gigantic wooden statue of Field Marshal
Hindenburg, Chief of the General Staff, in Berlin’s Kénigsplatz, in front
of the Reichstag, and persuaded patriotic citizens to pay for the priv-
ilege of hammering nails into it. Tens of thousands were happy to do
so. Dozens of smaller but equally right-wing organisations and parties
erupted all over Germany including, in Munich, the Thule Society,
successor to the pre-war Germanic League, which preached extreme
nationalism with Nordic overtones and took as its emblem the ancient
symbol of the Hakenkreuz, the ‘hooked cross’ or swastika. They all
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refused to recognise the inevitability of defeat, and went on demanding
total victory, with the annexation of Luxembourg, parts of Belgium,
and vast swathes of territory in the east, imperialist policies that attracted
1.25 million members® to the Fatherland Party alone by July 1918.

On the left, in stark contrast, the socialists were calling for the old
order to be overthrown and the war ended immediately. What little
faith they had in Germany’s military leaders had been destroyed by the
draconian peace treaty forced on the new Russian regime at Brest-
Litovsk on 3 March that year, on terms far more savage than those
the Entente powers would impose on Germany at Versailles. Former
prisoners of war were coming home from Russian camps infected with
the bacillus of Bolshevism: it found a fertile breeding ground among
a population worn down by the continual deaths of loved ones and
four years of growing deprivation as a result of the Allied blockade
and the insatiable demands of the war.

The people’s resolution had been sapped still further by near starva-
tion during the ‘Turnip Winter’ of 1917-18, when the failure of the
potato harvest reduced them to eating root crops normally used only
for animal feed. Even those were in short supply, and their consump-
tion meant there was nothing to feed the animals on, thus adding a fresh
spin to the vicious spiral of shortage. There had been no chance to
recover from this before the arrival of the deadly world-wide influenza
epidemic added to the general sense of hopelessness. Strikes became
commonplace, there was unrest everywhere, and when strikers and
protesters were arrested and sent to the front as punishment, they took
their discontent with them and spread it through the trenches, further
undermining morale among the exhausted troops, who by late summer
of 1918 had been driven back to the line of the Western Front of 1914.

Lance-Corporal Adolf Hitler recalled the situation later:

At the height of the summer of 1918 it was stiflingly hot all over the front.
There were quarrels going on at home. What about? In the various units of
the army there were many rumours. It seemed that the war was now hope-
less, and only fools could think we were going to win . . . By the end of
September my division arrived, for the third time, at the positions we had
stormed as a young volunteer regiment. What a memory. Now, in the autumn
of 1918, the men had become different, there was political discussion among
the troops. The poison from home was beginning to have its effect here, as
everywhere. The young drafts succumbed to it altogether. They had come
straight from home.?
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Earlier in the year, everything had looked very different. 1918 had begun
with victory over Russia, after a staggering advance of 150 miles in one
week. The peace treaty forced the Russians to cede some 290,000 square
miles of territory — an area three times the size of Germany itself,
containing a quarter of Russia’s population and a third of its agricul-
tural land.? Shortly afterwards, the Romanians, too, were knocked out,
finally ending the war in the east. General Erich Ludendorff, First
Quartermaster General and de facto head of the High Command, was
able to transfer successful divisions to the Western Front, to take part
in a great offensive on the Somme starting on 21 March.

Ludendorff’s spring offensive was an all-out gamble designed to
smash the Entente, splitting the French and British armies and forcing
them to beg for peace on German terms before the inexhaustible supply
of fresh troops from America could make a significant impact. It began
magnificently, breaking the British line on a front nineteen miles long
on the first day. Indeed, so successful was the attack that the Kaiser
gave all German schoolchildren a ‘victory’ holiday on 23 March, and
rewarded Hindenburg with the Grand Cross of the Iron Cross ‘with
Golden Rays’, a decoration last given to Field Marshal Bliicher for his
part in the defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo.4

Despite British and French counter-attacks, by 5 April the German
armies had pushed forward twenty miles along a front of fifty miles,
and were within five miles of the city of Amiens before they were
halted. The very speed and distance of the offensive, however, stretched
the Germans to breaking point and Ludendorff had neither the reserves
nor the supply structures to consolidate his victory. Nevertheless, on
9 April he launched a fresh onslaught further north in Flanders, which
so frightened the British Commander-in-Chief, Field Marshal Sir
Douglas Haig, that he issued what became known as the ‘Backs to the
Wall’ order, calling on his men to fight to the end, defending every
position to the last man, and forbidding any retirement. At this point,
it was the British and French, not the Germans, who feared they were
about to lose the war,

Once again, however, the German advance was halted before it had
achieved its objective. The great gamble had come very close to success,
but eventually it had failed. It had been an expensive failure, too,
costing 423,450 irreplaceable men. Inevitably, German morale plum-
meted: by mid A.pril,’ Sixth Army was reporting that “The troops will
not attack, despite orders. The offensive has come to a halt.’s Three

more German offensives in the spring and early summer also began in




16 THE DEVIL'S DISCIPLES

triumph - at one point they advanced to within forty miles of Paris
and were able to rain shells down on the city from Krupp’s long-range
‘Big Bertha’ guns — but all were eventually repulsed with heavy losses,
bringing their casualty figures for the year to 800,000.

Germany had, quite literally, been bled dry. There were not enough
young men left to fill the gaps at the front, even by advancing the call-
up of the next draft of eighteen-year-olds. And there was precious little
materiel ~ tanks, guns, ammunition, aircraft, were all in short supply.
So, of course, was food ~ the advances in the spring and early summer
offensives had frequently been held up by half-starved troops stopping
to gorge themselves on the stocks of food and drink they found behind
the Allied front line.

On the other side, the Allied armies had suffered even heavier losses
than the Germans, with almost a million casualties. British and French
reserves, too, were almost exhausted, but fresh blood was pouring
across the Atlantic at the rate of 250,000 men a month. By June, the
Americans had twenty-five enormous, 18,000-strong divisions in
France, with another fifty-five being formed in the United States. The
balance was changing irrevocably. There was now no way Germany
could win a war of attrition.

The people back home knew little or nothing of the deteriorating
situation at the front. By 1917, Ludendorff had become quasi-military
dictator of Germany and, using the indolent and rather dim Hindenburg
as a figurehead, controlled all aspects of the war both at home and at
the front, without reference to the government except when it suited
him. This included information, of course. Letters from the troops were
heavily censored. Successes were trumpeted, but reverses were never
admitted, not just to the German public but, incredibly, not even to
the government or the army. Foreign Minister Admiral Paul von Hintze
refused to release news of the defeat on the Marne in July 1918 because
it was essential to ‘deny defeat’ and ‘nurse the patriotic feelings of the
German people’. Their patriotic feelings were further nursed by not
being told of the disaster of 8 August, Germany’s ‘black day’, when a
massive force of 530 British and 70 French tanks, supported by
Australian and Canadian infantry, crashed through the German lines
in front of Amiens and proceeded to retake the entire Somme battle-
field in four days. Nor were they told of General Pershing’s first all-
American offensive of the war on 12 September, which drove the
Germans out of positions south of Verdun which they had occupied
since 1914, capturing 466 guns and 13,2 5T prisoners.
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The German retreat, however, never turned into a rout. The army
withdrew in good order to prepared positions on the Hindenburg Line,
and as the troops found themselves approaching their Heimat their
fighting spirit was rekindled. They were reminded that during four
years of war no foreign soldier had set foot on German soil except as
a prisoner. Since they, too, had been told nothing about the general
situation, many were persuaded that victory was still possible after all.
It was a vain belief, born out of desperation, but it took hold in thou-
sands of men eager to clutch at anything that offered to salvage their
pride in themselves and their country. '

26 September marked the start of the end game, as the British,
French, American and Belgian armies, under a unified command for
the first time in. the war, launched a concerted attack. Although the
Germans fought valiantly in defence, it was clear to their commanders
that they could do nothing more than delay the inevitable. On 28
September, one day after those wild claims in the Berlin papers that
the war was won, Ludendorff’s nerve broke. Locking himself in his
office at the High Command headquarters in Spa, he ranted and raged
all day, blaming the Kaiser, the Reichstag, the navy, the home front —
everybody except himself, the true architect of the disaster — for the
situation in which his army now found itself. At six o’clock, when he
had finally vented his spleen, he descended one floor to Hindenburg’s
office and told the Field Marshal there was now no alternative to
seeking an armistice. Sorrowfully, Hindenburg agreed. On 2 October
he informed a meeting of the Crown Council in Berlin, presided over
by the Kaiser, that an immediate truce was vital. “The army,” he told
them, somewhat melodramatically, ‘cannot wait forty-eight hours.®
The Council members, totally unprepared for such a sudden reversal,
were thunderstruck.

Ludendorff hoped to persuade the Allies to agree to a negotiated
armistice broadly on the terms of the Fourteen Points for peace
proposed by American President Woodrow Wilson in January 19x8.
He also hoped to gain some concessions, including the retention of a
German Poland and at least part of Alsace-Lorraine with its valuable
iron and coal fields. Perhaps most of all, though, he hoped to end the
war with the German army intact and technically undefeated; he was
determined at all costs to avoid any suggestion of unconditional
surrender.

If there was to be any hope of persuading the Allies to talk, they
had to be convinced that a measure of democracy was at last being
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introduced into the German government. The Chancellor, Count Georg
von Hertling, had broken down completely under the strain, and even
begged to be given the last rites. He was replaced by Prince Maximilian
of Baden ~ a seemingly odd choice, since he was the Kaiser’s brother-
in-law, but Prince Max was in fact a liberal, a known exponent of a
negotiated peace, and a prominent figure in the German Red Cross.
And for the first time ever, the Reichstag, the German national parlia-
ment, was given a few genuine powers, not least among them the right
to appoint the War Minister and thus to exert at least some control
over the military.

During October and into November, as Prince Max and his govern-
ment tried to prepare the way for peace talks, the chaos and confu-
sion worsened. One by one, Germany’s allies — the Bulgarians, Turks,
Hungarians and Austrians — collapsed, leaving her standing alone. But
at the same time the army rallied and seemed to be holding its own
among the water obstacles of Flanders, reviving the mirage of ultimate
victory. Haig was not alone in believing the Germans were capable of
_ retiring to their own frontier and holding that line indefinitely.

Desperate to save face, both for himself and the army, Ludendorff
now declared that they no longer needed an armistice. Totally under-
mining Prince Max’s peace negotiations, he issued a rallying call to the
army rejecting Wilson’s Fourteen Points as an unacceptable demand for
unconditional surrender, and a challenge to continue resistance ‘with all
our strength’, Typically, he then panicked and tried to retract his procla-
mation, which in any case had been suppressed by an officer of the
General Staff. But a signal clerk leaked it to the Independent Socialist
Party in Berlin, who immediately fed it to the press. Ludendorff was not
worried by its publication: he was eager to shift the blame for the
surrender on to the supine politicians, presenting it as a betrayal of
himself, the High Command and the brave army, who in his version of
events all wanted to fight on. He was planting the myth of the ‘stab in
the back’, which would bedevil Germany over the next quarter century.

On 26 October, in the furore that followed publication of his war
cry, Ludendorff was forced to resign. He was replaced by General
Wilbelm Groener, the son of a sergeant, a specialist in rail transport
and logistics who was more than willing to work with Prince Max and
the politicians to negotiate peace. Ludendorff fled to Sweden in disguise,
complete with false beard, blue sunglasses and a passport in the name
of Lindstrém, an ignominious end to one of the most illustrious careers
in German military history.
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Even as the army steadied, Prince Max and his government faced a
new threat. The need for an armistice was still a race against time, but
now it was not the army that was in danger of disintegrating but the
home front. Over the last few months, Germany had become a vast
tinderbox of revolution waiting for a spark. At the beginning of
November, that spark was struck in Kiel, base of the Imperial Navy’s
High Seas Fleet.

For most of the war, the fleet’s dreadnoughts, battleships and cruisers
had been bottled up in port or coastal waters by the British Royal Navy.
It had dared to emerge in force only three times, to fight what were little
more than skirmishes off Heligoland and on the Dogger Bank and then
in 1916 the only full-scale engagement between the two main fleets, the
Battle of Jutland. This, the last great naval surface battle in history, ended
with the High Seas Fleet withdrawing to Kiel and the British Grand Fleet
to Scapa Flow, a result which may in all fairness only be described as a
draw; the German Navy, typically, labelled it ‘the Victory of the
Skaggerak’. A German journalist more accurately described it as ‘an
assault on the jailer followed by a return to jail’.”

On 30 October 1918, with the end of the war upon them, the offi-
cers of the High Seas Fleet decided to salvage their honour by steaming
out into the North Sea for one last battle. It was a quixotic gesture,
grand but futile, and hopelessly suicidal: the officers had visions of
gaining a place in history by going down in glory with all guns blazing.
However, their sailors, who had not of course been consulted, had no
intention of allowing themselves to be sacrificed to their officers’ hubris.
They refused to raise steam, or to prepare their ships to leave port.
When the officers tried to discipline them, the revolt escalated into a
full-scale mutiny. The men stormed the armouries, seized weapons, and
took over the port and city, calling for revolution. Dockyard workers
downed tools and joined them enthusiastically. The port admiral, the
Kaiser’s brother Prince Heinrich, was forced to follow Ludendorff’s
example and flee in disguise, hiding behind false whiskers.

Within days, the conflagration had spread throughout the Reich.
Gangs of sailors roamed the country, spreading the message of revo-
lution. Mutiny and insurrection were everywhere. Modelling them-
selves on the soviets set up by the Bolsheviks in Russia, soldiers’, sailors’
and workers’ councils seized control in towns and cities and barracks.
The old order was finished.

At that moment, Hitler was lying in a hospital bed at Pasewalk,
near Stettin in Pomerania, temporarily blinded after a British gas attack
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at Werwick, just south of Ypres. He recalled his bewilderment and
something of his angst in Mein Kampf:

Bad rumours kept on coming in from the Navy, which was said to be in a
ferment, but this seemed to me to be something born of the excited imagina-
tion of a few youths rather than a matter affecting large numbers of men. In
hospital everyone talked about the end of the war, which they hoped was
swiftly approaching, but no one imagined it was to come immediately. I was
unable to read the newspapers.

In November the general tension increased. Then one day the disaster came
upon us suddenly and without warning, Sailors arrived in lorries and called
on all to revolt, a few Jewish youths being the leaders in the struggle for the
“freedom, beauty and dignity’ of our national life. Not one of them had ever
been to the front.

The following days brought with them the worst realisation of my life. The
rumours grew more and more definite. What I had imagined to be a local
affair was apparently a general revolution. In addition to all this, distressing
news came back from the front. They wanted to capitulate. Yes — was such
a thing possible?

On 10 November the aged pastor came to the hospital for a short address;
then we heard everything.

I was present and was profoundly affected. The good old man seemed to
be trembling when he told us that the House of Hohenzollern was to wear
the Imperial crown no more ~ that the Fatherland had become a republic.?

Hitler’s old pastor was right: after 500 years of ruling Berlin,
Brandenburg, Prussia, and finally the whole of Germany, the
Hohenzollerns had been thrown out of power, along with all the other
royal houses. The even older house of Wittelsbach, which had ruled
in Bavaria without interruption for more than a thousand years, had
been the first domino to fall. On 7 November, the ageing King Ludwig
III was stopped on his daily stroll through Munich by a working man,
who gently advised him ‘Majesty, go home, and stay there, otherwise
something unpleasant might happen to you.” Back at the palace, his
ministers told him it was all over, and he and his family had better
leave while they still could. They did so that evening, the ailing queen
carrying a few jewels wrapped in a kerchief, and the king with a box
of cigars stuffed under his arm — but first they had to beg a can of
petrol from a local garage, as the royal chauffeur had drained the tanks
of the royal cars and absconded with the fuel.® They had barely left
the city before the leader of Munich’s Independent Socialists, Kurt
Eisner, proclaimed a republic in Bavaria, with himself as Chancellor.
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Over the next two days, the rest of Germany’s twenty-two lesser
kings, princes and dukes were all deposed without resistance. By midday
on Saturday 9 November, only Kaiser Wilhelm II, the King of Prussia,
remained. He was not in Berlin, having left for military headquarters
at Spa on 30 October, in the mistaken belief that ‘his’ soldiers would
always obey their oath and protect him. Prince Max knew better. With
hundreds of thousands of armed and rebellious troops and workers
rampaging through the streets of the capital, he sought to forestall
violent revolution by issuing a press statement announcing that the
Kaiser had renounced the throne — though in fact Wilhelm had bluntly
refused to do any such thing. Prince Max then bowed out, handing
over the government to the moderate leader of the Social Democrats,
Friedrich Ebert, a forty-seven-year-old former saddler and trade union
leader.

Like many other Social Democrats, Ebert favoured the establishment
of a constitutional monarchy on the British pattern, but his hopes were
scuppered by his deputy, Philipp Scheidemann, who proclaimed a
republic almost accidentally. Scheidemann had rushed to the Reichstag
to tell his colleagues of Ebert’s appointment. Having done so, he was
eating lunch in the restaurant when he was told that Karl Liebknecht,
the leader of the extreme left Spartacus Party, was setting up camp in
the Royal Palace, from where he intended to announce a soviet-style
republic modelled on Lenin’s Russia. If the moderate socialists were to
prevent a Spartacus coup, they had to get in first. ‘I saw the Russian
madness before me,” Scheidemann wrote later, ‘the replacement of the
Tsarist terror by the Bolshevist one. No! Not in Germany.’* There was
no time to lose. Leaving his meal, he strode out on to the small balcony
outside the Reichstag library. The vast crowd cheered his appearance,
then quietened as he began an off-the-cuff speech. He told them of the
new government, and spoke briefly about the horrors of war and the
misery of defeat, then, needing a rousing finish, he cried: “The rotten
old monarchy has collapsed. Long live the new! Long live the German
Republic!” And so it was done, almost as an afterthought.

Liebknecht made his announcement two hours later, but by then the
Social Democrats had already formed their legitimate government,
winning over the left-wing Independent Socialists by agreeing that
workers’ and soldiers’ councils should exercise ‘all power’ until the
election of a new national assembly.

At Spa, meanwhile, General Groener had finally managed to persuade
the Kaiser that his troops would no longer obey their oath and die for
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a politician himself ~ an odd decision considering that he had just
described politicians as degenerate criminals. He was, of course, writing
for effect, six years after the event: his move into active politics was
not the result of a sudden flash of inspiration, but took place over a
period of several months. At the time, his dismay must have been inten-
sified by the prospect of having to return to his previous miserable
existence as a failed artist, from which the war had rescued him in
1914. For four years, he had been clothed, fed and given a useful role
to play, and the hardships and dangers involved were a small price to
pay for the chance to belong somewhere, for the first time since he
had left home. His first priority in 1918 would have been to avoid
slipping back into his old life. Nevertheless, the shock and distress were
real enough, and undoubtedly became the catalyst that precipitated the
change in direction not only for Hitler but also for thousands of other
angry young men in Germany at that time.

One of the angriest of the young men was twenty-five-year-old
Lieutenant Hermann Goring, then a much decorated air ace and
commander of the elite Jagdgeschwader Richthofen No 1 (JG1), a
super-squadron or wing created by combining four crack fighter
squadrons, which had been commanded until his death in action by
the legendary Red Baron. Reduced by enemy action to well under half
its full strength, JGx had been forced to pull back on 7 November
from its well-equipped base at Guise in Picardy to a muddy field at
Tellancourt close to the Luxembourg border (and ironically less than
thirty miles from the Palace Hotel at Mondorf, the future ASHCAN).
Bad weather prevented flying, forcing the crack pilots and their ground
crews to sit around kicking their heels in frustration. With plenty of
time to speculate on the alarming situation, their mood was under-
standably grim. Goring, however, remained belligerent, refusing to heed
the prophets of doom. On 9 November, he called together the surviving
53 officers and 473 other ranks of JG1 and told them to ignore “absurd
rumours that our beloved Kaiser is preparing to desert us in our hour
of need’. The Kaiser, he insisted, would stand by them, and they must
stand by him, ready as always to die for him and the honour of the
Fatherland. He called on them to be prepared for a last death or glory
battle, and they rose to their feet and cheered him to a man.

The cheers bad hardly died away before orders arrived halting all
air operations on the Western Front. Géring could hardly believe it.
He told his adjutant, Karl Bodenschatz, he would like to climb into
his plane, lead his squadron to army headquarters, and ‘strafe its



24 THE DEVIL’S DISCIPLES

cowardly crew out of existence’.’* Fortunately, the weather was still
too bad for flying, so the generals — and Hermann Goéring — were
spared. Whether or not he would have done it we shall never know;
it would certainly have been in character, but so, too, would a show
of bluster and bravado.

Goring’s chance to display his defiance came next day, after the
devastating news that, far from standing by them, the Kaiser had fled
to Holland and an armistice was indeed about to be signed. The chaos
in headquarters was reflected in a flurry of conflicting signals to JG1
and the other squadrons, first ordering them to ground their aircraft,
then to fly them back to Germany, then to hand them over to the
Americans, and then to surrender them to the French. Goring assem-
bled his men again and announced that he did not intend to obey the
orders to surrender. ‘I will allow neither my men nor my machines to
fall into the hands of the enemy,” he went on. ‘We cannot stay here
and fight on. But we can make sure that when the end comes we will
be in Germany.” Records and valuable equipment would be evacuated
by road, under the command of Bodenschatz; the planes would be
flown out to Darmstadt, some twenty miles south of Frankfurt am
Main.*3 :

The planes were already revving up their engines for take-off when
a staff car appeared and slewed to a halt in front of them. An agitated
officer clambered out and presented written orders to Géring to disarm
his planes at once and fly them to French air headquarters at Strasbourg.
A refusal, he said, could jeopardise the entire armistice negotiations,
and provoke a resumed attack by the Allies. Goring talked to his leading
officers, and came up with a compromise solution. Five pilots, chosen
by lot, would fly to Strasbourg, giving the impression that the rest
were to follow. On landing, they would crash and wreck their planes,
so that they would be of no use to the French. The others, meanwhile,
would fly back to Germany. To avoid any interference, the staff officer
would be escorted back to Germany with the ground party’s convoy.

Honour, it seemed, was satisfied — but there was to be one more
twist in the tale before it was done. Mist, drizzle and low cloud made
navigation difficult, and some of the pilots landed by mistake at
Mannheim, some thirty miles south of their objective. Mannheim was
under the control of a workers’ and soldiers’ council, who saw the
pilots’ pistols and the planes’ machine guns as gifts from heaven for
their revolutionary struggle. They seized them and the planes, but
allowed the pilots to proceed by truck to Darmstadt, where they
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reported the incident to Géring. He, of course, was furious, and imme-
diately took off for Mannheim at the head of a flight of nine aircraft,
two of them flown by pilots who had been disarmed. While Goring
and the others flew low around the field, beating it up threateningly,
they landed and delivered an ultimatum from their commander: the
revolutionaries had four minutes to return the confiscated weapons,
or they would be machine-gunned and bombed. The weapons were
promptly handed over. This time, there can be little doubt that Goéring
would have relished carrying out his threat.

After crash-landing and destroying his plane back at Darmstadt, an
example followed by all the other pilots, Goéring wrote his final report:

11 November. Armistice. Squadron flight in bad weather to Darmstadt. Mist.
Since its establishment the squadron has shot down 644 enemy planes. Death
by enemy action came to 56 officers and non-commissioned pilots, six men.
Wounded 52 officers and non-commissioned pilots, seven men. (Signed)
Hermann Goring, Lieutenant, O.C. Squadron.

Without its aircraft, the squadron was ordered to move to
Aschaffenburg, near Frankfurt, where it occupied a paper mill until
it was officially disbanded seven days later, on 19 November. Géring,
as befitted his status, stayed in the house of the owner, together with
his second-in-command, the top ace Ernst Udet. During that final
week, with no duties to perform, the officers spent most of their time
in the local restaurant and bar, the Stiftskeller, where, Bodenschatz
recalled: “They were often very drunk and always very bitter. It was
understandable. The Germany we had known and loved and fought
for was going to pieces in front of our eyes, and we were helpless to
do anything about it. Officers were being insulted in the streets by
the men, the medals they had risked their lives to earn torn from their
breasts.” Goring’s mood, Bodenschatz said, ranged from the cynical
to the savage. ‘One moment he talked of emigrating to South America
and washing his hands of Germany for ever, but the next he spoke
of a great crusade to raise the Fatherland back to the heights from
which it had fallen.’*4

At the actual disbandment, in the courtyard of the paper mill, there
was no ceremony and no speeches. Later that evening, however, Géring
climbed on to the Stiftskeller’s little bandstand to address those offi-
cers who had stayed behind for one last drink together, and for the
first time found his voice as an orator. As he stood there, a glass in
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his hand, the shouting and roistering suddenly died, for the men realised
that this was a new Hermann Goring. He had, of course, spoken to
the squadron many times as its commander, but always in the conven-
tional tone of a Prussian officer, barking out short, sharp sentences, to
drive his points home. This time it was different. ‘He hardly raised his
voice at all,’ said Bodenschatz, ‘but there was a strange quality to it,
an emotional underbeat, that seemed to slip through the chinks in your
flesh and reach right into your heart.” Unlike some of the other offi-
cers in JG1, Bodenschatz was an admirer of Géring and remained one
to the énd, carrying his hero worship right through the dark days of
the Nazi regime and the Second World War, so his memories may be
a little rosy. But even taking this bias into account, it is clear that that
evening marked a turning point in Goring’s life, not only because it
was the end of his chosen career as a regg_lar officer, but alsobecause
he discovered a new purpose, a new ability, and a new path, though
it would be another two or three years before he set out upon it in
earnest.

That evening, he spoke of the proud record of the Richthofen
Squadron, and the way its achievements had made it famous throughout
the world. Then his tone changed. ‘Only in Germany today,” he went
on savagely, ‘is its name now dragged in the mud, its record forgotten,
its officers jeered at.” He denounced the disgraceful behaviour of the
revolutionaries who were bringing shame upon the officers and men
of the armed forces who had sacrificed themselves for their country.
He spoke of his love for Germany and his faith in its future: ‘The
forces of freedom and right and morality will win through in the end.
We will fight against those forces that are seeking to enslave us, and
we will win through. Those same qualities that made the Richthofen
Squadron great will prevail in peacetime as well as in war.” Surveying
his rapt audience, before proposing a final toast and smashing his glass
on the floor, he concluded with a solemn prophecy: ‘Our time will
come again!” No one could doubt that he meant every word.

Hermann Wilhelm Géring was born and bred to be a German nation-
alist. He later claimed that his pregnant mother travelled back all the
way from Haiti simply so that her fourth child and second son could
be born in Germany, though the fact that she had had a difficult time
with a previous birth in primitive surroundings is a more likely reason.
Either way, Hermann was born in the Marienbad Sanatorium just
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outside the little town of Rosenheim, some forty miles south of Munich,
on 12 January 1893. Both his origins and his early years were uncon-
ventional, a fact which had a great influence on the development of
his highly individual personality.

Hermann’s father, Dr Heinrich Ernst Goring, appeared to be the
very picture of solid bourgeois respectability. Until the age of forty-
five he had followed his own father in a humdrum career as a district
judge in Prussia, fathering five children by his wife, Ida, who died in
1879 after ten years of marriage. But then, in about 1885, he met a
buxom, blue-eyed young Bavarian woman of Austrian descent,
Franziska ‘Fanny’ Tiefenbrunn, and everything changed. He resigned
his position as a judge, applied for an overseas posting with the German
Consular Service, and was selected by Bismarck to be the Reich
Commissar, or governor, of the newly acquired territory of German
South-West Africa, today’s Namibia. He left Germany at short notice
for England, to study British methods of colonial administration before
taking up his post: unlike countries such as Britain, France and Holland,
Germany had no culture or experience of overseas colonialism. Fanny
accompanied him to London, where they were married in a quiet cere-
mony with only two witnesses in the German Chapel Royal in St
James’s,

Reading between the lines, it seems clear that Dr Goring had been
forced to abandon his career as a judge and leave the country to avoid
a scandal. Fanny was pregnant — she had reached five months by the
time of the marriage — and the Prussian Protestant Goring family disap-
proved of this, and of her. She was, after all, twenty-six, well beyond
the age at which a respectable young woman should have been married,
she came from humble, probably peasant, stock — the marriage register
declared her father to be a merchant, a description that could cover
almost anything ~ and to top it all she was a Catholic and a Bavarian.
Such a woman was clearly an unsuitable partner for Dr Géring, and
could not be allowed to bring up his four surviving children by his
first marriage. From that point the children disappear from the history
books, ‘taken off his hands’ by relatives. It would appear that he never
saw them again.

South-West Africa was no plum posting; it was rough, tough and
primitive, and Fanny stayed behind in Germany to give birth to her
first child, Karl-Ernst, before sailing out to join her husband in
Windhoek. Their second child, Olga, was born there, but there were
complications, and neither mother nor baby would have survived
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without the attention of a young half-Jewish Austrian doctor, Hermann
Epenstein, who became a close family friend. During five years of
discomfort and danger, Dr Géring fashioned a successful colony out
of the unpromising material of South-West Africa, dealing shrewdly
with the local chiefs and making it safe for German traders. It was a
considerable achievement, but sadly, his legacy of trust and fair dealing
was destroyed by his successors, who treated the black tribesmen with
typically Prussian arrogance and contempt.

Returning to Germany, Dr Goring found it hard to settle. It may be
that his family was still hostile, and that the shadow of the scandal
still lingered. It may be that he had developed a taste for life in exotic
foreign parts, and for the prestige of position. In any case, he looked
around for another overseas posting. The only one available was as
Consul-General in Haiti, which may have sounded exotic, but was
certainly not prestigious. Nevertheless he took the job, once again
sailing away and leaving his wife to bear a child, Paula, before following
him to the steamy, disease-ridden delights of Port-au-Prince. When she
became pregnant again, she returned to Germany for the confinement,
in a clinic in Bavaria recommended by Dr Epenstein.

The morning after the baby was born the good doctor, now back
home on extended leave, was her first visitor. She named the child
Hermann, after him, adding Wilhelm, for the Kaiser. Epenstein, whose
father had converted to Christianity in order to marry the daughter of
a wealthy Roman Catholic banker, insisted on being his godfather. He
called on Fanny virtually every day until, after only a few weeks, she
left both her new son and his godfather and returned to her husband
and her other three children in Haiti.

Prematurely weaned, baby Hermann was handed over to one of her
friends, Frau Graf, in Fiirth, on the outskirts of Nuremberg. He did
not see his mother again for three years. Far from being abused or ill
treated by his foster family, however, he was thoroughly spoilt by Frau
Graf and her two daughters, both only a little older than himself. With
his golden hair and bright blue eyes he was an angelic-looking child,
and they were delighted to pamper and indulge him, setting a pattern
of expectation that would remain with him for the rest of his life. As
Douglas M. Kelley, the American psychiatrist who studied Géring in
Mondorf and Nuremberg, noted: “The lack of early parental control
undoubtedly accounts for the development of some of Géring’s aggres-
siveness and uncontrolled drive. Without a father’s or mother’s super-
vision, he did much as he pleased in those first three years, and early
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established habit traits that are shown later in his inability to conform
to authority.’*s

When his real family returned from Haiti to reclaim him, Hermann
attacked his mother, beating her face and chest with his fists as she
tried to embrace him. He ignored his father completely. Hermann and
his mother were quickly reconciled, and he came to adore her uncon-
ditionally. But this only fuelled both his resentment at being separated
from her during those crucial early years and his jealousy of his elder
brother and sisters, who had not been abandoned. He demanded
constant attention, which his mother and sisters were happy to provide,
spoiling him even more than Frau Graf and her girls had done. Retired
at the age of fifty-six, Dr Goring was more like a grandfather than a
father to young Hermann, and they were never really close, but he,
too, indulged the boy and treated him as his favourite.

For the next five years, the Gorings lived in the Berlin district of
Friedenau, a newly-built suburb in the south of Schéneberg, described
by the developer as providing ‘properties for the superior middle
class’.*¢ Hermann’s dreams of a career as an officer, and his lifelong
obsession with uniforms began at that time: Berlin was still very much
a military city, where the uniform was everything and the Prussian
officer caste was above the law. Dr Géring’s circle of acquaintances
included army officers as well as civil servants, and young Hermann
delighted in persuading Johann, the family servant, to bring their
gleaming helmets and swords to his bedroom for him to gaze at and
touch while they were dining. His favourite outings with his father
were to watch the grand parades at Potsdam, and when Dr Goring
bought him a miniature hussar’s outfit at the age of five, he was deliri-
ously happy. In that respect, as well as several others, he was never to
grow up.

One regular visitor who was neither a civil servant nor a soldier -
though he had served for a while as an army physician with a cavalry
regiment — was Dr Epenstein, now ennobled by the Austrian Emperor
Franz Josef as Ritter (Knight) von Epenstein after generous contribu-
tions in the right quarters. His relationship with Fanny Goéring had
grown steadily closer — indeed, her last child, Albert, looked remark-
ably like him. If Dr Goring noticed, he said nothing. He sought solace
in the bottle, drinking more and more heavily but never becoming
objectionable, simply subsiding each evening into an amiable stupor.
Life had not been kind to him: he looked and felt older than his years,
he had only an inadequate government pension to live on, and his
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health was failing; soon after Albert was born, he was ill for several
months with pneumonia and bronchitis.

It was Epenstein who provided the solution to the Gérings’ prob-
lems. He had always been a seriously wealthy man, and a few years
earlier had gratified his passion for romantic medievalism by buying
a ruined castle perched in the Austrian mountains at Mautendorf, some
fifty miles south-east of Salzburg, restoring it and filling it with antiq-
uities. Now he bought and restored a second castle, Burg Veldenstein,
in Franconia, about twenty miles north of Nuremberg, and installed
his mistress and her family in it, ‘for the sake of Heinrich’s health’.
His concern for Heinrich’s health did not extend to giving him the best
bedroom, which was reserved for his own use. While Fanny occupied
an adjoining room almost as grand as his, her cuckolded husband was
assigned to meaner quarters on the ground floor. When the family went
to stay with Epenstein at Mautendorf, as they frequently did since
Fanny always acted as his hostess when he entertained, the complaisant
Dr Goring was consigned to a lodge in the grounds.

To an impressionable boy like Hermann, the difference between his
weak, depressed father and the dashing Epenstein with his smart clothes
and glamorous life on the fringes of court circles in Berlin and Vienna
was striking. It was only natural that Hermann should come to idolise
him and take him, rather than his own father, as a role model. Epenstein
was a flamboyant character, who liked to play the feudal lord, dressing
both himself and his staff in fanciful period costume to fit the style of
the castle, and demanding that the servants bow or curtsey whenever
they encountered him. His manner was domineering and arrogant, but
this was the normal mark of the aristocrat in Germany at that time,
following the example set by the Kaiser. The children had to stand to
attention and call him ‘sir’ whenever they spoke to him — which they
were not allowed to do without his permission — but although they
found him intimidating, they all admired him, and none more than
Hermann, his favourite.

Veldenstein, perched dramatically on a sheer, rocky cliff above the
little Pegnitz river, was every boy’s dream playground with its turrets
and towers and banners and battlements, and it was here that Hermann
Goring’s character was irrevocably shaped. His fantasies and childhood
- games were all to do with Teutonic legends, knights and warriors, as
he marshalled his friends in sieges and battles, always under his
command. He climbed the walls and cliffs effortlessly, and graduated
early to scaling crags and peaks that would have daunted older and
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more experienced mountaineers, always choosing the most difficult
- routes to the top, and never displaying the slightest hint of fear. He
also acquired his lifelong love of nature and hunting; when he was not
climbing or dreaming of the age of chivalry, his greatest treat was to
be taken out by Epenstein to stalk and shoot chamois and other game.

Hermann soon came to regard Burg Veldenstein as his. ancestral
home, revelling in the ornate medieval-style furnishings and pictures,
the suits of armour and the ancient weapons displayed on walls and
chimney breasts. Mautendorf, where the family spent most summers,
was even more impressive: a former residence of the powerful bishops
of Salzburg, it was now a treasure house of valuable antique furniture,
Gobelin tapestries, precious silver, old master paintings and carvings.
It was here that Hermann Goring’s lavish taste and insatiable appetite
for works of art was formed.

~School came as a nasty shock to Hermann, bringing the unwelcome

discovery that the universe did not revolve around him alone. First at
a small private school in Fiirth, and from the age of eleven at boarding
school in Ansbach, he was constantly in trouble for wild and rebel-
lious behaviour, for fighting and trying to boss his fellow pupils about.
He showed little inclination for book learning or any intellectual
pursuit. There are many conflicting versions of how he came to leave
Ansbach after three tumultuous and miserable years — he always claimed
that he had led a strike by fellow pupils against the bad food and harsh
discipline before packing his bedding, selling a violin to raise his train
fare and heading for home — but whatever the truth, there was obvi-
ously no going back. ‘

Hermann’s salvation came when his father and Epenstein found him
a place at one of Germany’s best military colleges, the Cadet School
at Karlsruhe. ‘Emphasis at Karlsruhe,” a contemporary of Goéring’s later
told journalist Willi Frischauer, ‘was on military training. Book learning
took second place.”™” It was exactly what Hermann needed, and wanted.
He took to the life immediately, flourishing under a discipline that he
could understand and accept, and finished his time with excellent results
for discipline, riding, history, English, French and music. ‘Géring has
been an exemplary pupil,’ his final report stated, continuing prophet-
ically, ‘and he has developed a quality that should take him far: he is
not afraid to take a risk.’*®

With his successful time at Karlsruhe behind him, Géring was able
to win a place at the Prussian Military Academy at Lichterfelde, in the
south of Berlin, Germany’s Sandhurst or West Point. Again, he sailed
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happily through the course, becoming a member of the most exclusive
student fraternity and enjoying the social life of an officer cadet in
Berlin to the full before passing the ensign examination with the highest
grade on 13 May 1911. He was later to claim that he achieved a total
of 232 marks, 100 more than was needed for a pass, which according
to him was the highest in the history of the Academy. His family was
delighted with his success, and his hero, Epenstein, rewarded him with
a gift of 2,000 marks. He used some of it on a tour of northern Italy
with a group of fellow graduates, where he spent hours in galleries
and palazzos, going from painting to painting and sculpture, enrap-
tured by the beauty of works by masters like Leonardo, Titian, Rubens,
Raphael and Michelangelo.™

The newly-commissioned Lieutenant Goring was gazetted to the 112
Baden Regiment, the ‘Prince Wilhelm’, which was stationed at
Miilhausen (now Mulhouse) in Alsace, close to the frontier with France
and facing the strategically important Belfort Gap. But his joy was
tempered by bad news from home. Epenstein had found a new love,
a vivacious young woman called Lilli, who insisted on marriage and,
not unnaturally, was unhappy at the thought of his previous mistress
living rent-free in one of his castles. Dr Goring, meanwhile, was
becoming increasingly fractious and quarrelsome, and had at last
rebelled against his wife’s infidelity. The result was that the Gorings
were having to move out of Veldenstein and find other, less grand,
quarters in Munich. Goring was dismayed not only because he loved
Veldenstein, but also because he had boasted to his fellow officers and
friends about the glories of his ‘family seat’. For old Heinrich, already
seriously ill, it was too much: he died shortly afterwards. Goring, smart
in his new lieutenant’s uniform, wept at the graveside.

When war broke out in August 1914, GOring’s regiment was imme-
diately withdrawn from Miilhausen and repositioned back across the
Rhine, ready to repel the expected French attack on the Fatherland. A
disappointed Goring managed to find some adventure by leading patrols
on reconnaissance missions back into Miilhausen, first in an armoured
train and later on bicycles, claiming later to have torn down the tricolour
and several French posters and to have almost kidnapped a French
general. He did manage to seize four French cavalry horses and took
four prisoners. Within the next few weeks, however, he saw real action
in the battles of Miilhausen, Saarburg and Baccarat, winning the Iron
Cross, Second Class, before being struck down with arthritis in both
knees as the first rains of the war began to fall. He was evacuated from
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the front, first to Metz and then for further treatment at a hospital in
Freiburg, in southern Germany.

The move to Freiburg was fortuitous in more ways than one. First,
he escaped the slaughterhouse of the Battle of the Marne, and second
he met up with a friend from Miilhausen, Lieutenant Bruno Loerzer,
who had been posted to the flying school at Freiburg as a trainee pilot.
Flying sounded exciting, a challenge that appealed greatly to Goring,
and he applied at once for a posting as an airborne observer. Like
much in his early years, the story of how he achieved his ambition was
embroidered and inflated later, both by himself and by over-eager
hagiographers, to boost his image as a dashing hero. He is popularly
supposed to have discharged himself from hospital, forged transfer
papers, stolen a plane and begun flying as Loerzer’s observer without
permission, and then to have eluded the military police and survived
a military court with the help of a great deal of string-pulling by his
godfather and the personal intervention of the Crown Prince, Friedrich
Wilhelm. The truth, as usual, is more mundane: with his arthritic knees
making it unlikely he would be able to continue as an infantry officer,
his application for a transfer was approved at once and he was posted,
perfectly normally, to 3 Air Reserve Detachment at Darmstadt for
training as an observer. He was, of course, already experienced as
observation officer on the ground, and the course seems to have lasted
only two weeks, before he was posted to fly with Loerzer from Stenay,
near Verdun.

Goéring and Loerzer made a good partnership — however exagger-
ated tales of their exploits became, there can be no doubt that both
were brave young men with a zest for adventure. Loerzer was a fine
natural pilot, and Géring a fearless observer who made a name for
himself as ‘the Flying Trapezist’, hanging precariously over the side of
the plane to get better photographs of enemy positions and installa-
tions while under heavy fire from the ground. When not taking pictures
or directing artillery fire by morse code over a primitive radio trans-
mitter, he kept busy shooting back at the troops below, at first with
his revolver and later with a light machine gun on an improvised
mounting —~ he claimed to have been the first observer to fit such a
weapon to his plane.

Goring’s pictures of the French fortifications, trench systems and
gun emplacements were the best, and despite their junior rank he and
Loerzer were regularly called into conferences to brief the top brass of
sth Army, including its commander, the Crown Prince, with further
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details of their observations. After a particularly hazardous flight they
were both rewarded with the Iron Cross, First Class, by the Prince
himself. “The airforce lieutenants Gohring and Lorzer [sic] were among
those who displayed conspicuous dash and zeal,” the Crown Prince
recalled in his memoirs in 1923.>° On one famous occasion, when
French aircraft raided Stenay, the two young airmen distinguished them-
selves by taking off and, although their plane was unarmed, forcing
one of the raiders down. The Crown Prince was particularly impressed
and grateful for their action, since his wife was visiting at the time,
and had been in danger. The two young heroes dined frequently in the
royal mess, where Goring, naturally, relished every chance of mixing
with the highest in the land, developing connections that were to prove
most valuable in future years. '

When first the French aircraft designer Raymond Saulnier, and then
the Dutchman Anthony Fokker, devised systems of synchronising
machine guns to allow them to fire through the propeller of an aircraft,
the nature of aerial warfare was changed forever. Until the spring of
1915, the priority had been reconnaissance, and the observer had been
the man who counted, the pilot often being seen as merely his chauf-
feur. Now that it was possible to mount forward firing machine guns,
the pilot was transformed into a knight, ‘riding’ his plane to engage
in single combat in the sky. It was a prospect Goring could not possibly
resist, and at the end of June 1915 he returned to Freiburg to begin
training, returning to sth Army as a pilot in mid September.

Goring’s first solo operational flight was on 3 October when, in
what sounds like a typical piece of Goring overstatement, he reported
that he had ‘fought off seven French planes one after the other’, but
he had to wait until 16 November before he scored his first official
kill. Over the next year, his tally climbed slowly: his second came only
in March 1916, and it was another four and a half months before he
was credited with his third. In between, he had made several claims
that were disallowed, while moving constantly around the front. By
the autumn of 1916, he was back with his friend Bruno Loerzer in the
newly-formed Jasta (short for Jagdstaffel, Fighter Squadron) 5, mainly
engaged in escort duty for bombers.

On patrol on 2 November, he spotted a giant British Handley-Page
bomber lumbering out of the cloud ahead. It looked like a perfect
sitting duck and he swooped joyfully in for his fourth kill - forgetting
that no bomber would fly alone without an escort. He was brutally
reminded of his mistake when the bomber’s top cover of Sopwith
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fighters suddenly swarmed around him, guns blazing. Bullets raked his
plane, one of them smashing into his hip. He managed to escape, and
to crash land in the cemetery of a country church, which by great good
fortune was being used as a field hospital. Without the prompt atten-
tion he received, he might well have bled to death. As it was, he spent
the next four months in hospital.

Returning to duty in mid February 1917, he was posted to Loerzer’s
latest command, Jasta 26, based in upper Alsace, and almost immedi-
ately began to increase his score of kills, notching up another three
before being given command of his own squadron, Jasta 27, flying out
of the same airfield as Loerzer’s, on 17 May. By the beginning of
November, he and Loerzer had each reached a total of fifteen kills, a
respectable number but well below the top aces like Manfred von
Richthofen, who by then had disposed of sixty-one Allied aircraft.

Goring was a good commander, though his manner often verged on
arrogance. His years of military training had prepared him for admin-
istration as well as fighting, and he ran a tight and efficient squadron.
Although he still enjoyed the high life — one of the great benefits of
the air force was that its pilots had unlimited supplies of champagne
and good food, and lived in conditions that would have seemed luxu-
rious to men in the trenches — he was a strict disciplinarian while on
duty. He was ruthless in demanding total obedience, both on the ground
and in the air, where his pilots had to forgo individual brilliance and
follow the plans he had prepared. It was initially unpopular, but it
worked. The day of the maverick was over; a pilot’s chances of success,
and survival, were greater as part of a well-drilled team.

In addition to his Iron Cross, First and Second Class, Géring had
by this time received three other major decorations: the Zihring Lion
with Swords, the Order of Karl Friedrich, and the Hohenzollern Medal
with Swords, Third Class. But the supreme award, the Pour le Mérite,
Germany’s equivalent to Britain’s Victoria Cross or America’s
Congressional Medal of Honour, still eluded him: the convention was
that pilots automatically qualified for it when they had shot down
twenty-five enemy planes, and not before. He was also niggled by the
fact that when the four new fighter wings or super squadrons, the
Jagdgeschwaders, were formed early in 1918, Loerzer was given
command of JGz, but he was passed over, remaining as CO of Jasta
277, which was incorporated into Loerzer’s unit. And when Richthofen
was killed in April, command of JG1 went to one of his own officers,
Captain Wilhelm Reinhardt, another blow to Go6ring’s fierce ambition.
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Within a few weeks, however, everything was to change. At the end
of May, the Kaiser suddenly decided to award Géring his coveted Pour
le Mérite, ‘for continuous courage in action’, although he had still only
recorded fifteen kills. It may have been in recognition of his earlier
exploits or his achievements as a squadron commander — Loerzer
received the honour, too, with the same score — or it may simply have
been that Germany needed heroes and they fitted the bill. Shortly after-
wards Reinhardt was killed while trying to outdo Goring in test flying
a new aircraft type; after Goring had given a spectacular display of
aerobatics in the new plane, Reinhardt tried to follow suit, but broke
a wing strut and plunged into the ground. To the surprise of most of
the officers of JG1, Reinhardt’s replacement was not one of them, but
an outsider, Hermann Géring.

Goring managed Germany’s most glamorous military formation well,
and earned the grudging respect of most of the pilots under his
command. Although there were always a few who disliked his brag-
gadocio and suspected that he had inflated his score with dishonest
claims, there were others who liked and admired him, and who became
his friends for life. By the end of the war, he had increased his personal
total of kills to twenty-two, and had achieved the status of a national
hero, one of the select few whose photographs were sold as picture
postcards.

After the squadron had been disbanded and its pilots dispersed, Goring
stayed briefly with his fellow ace, Ernst Udet, in Berlin, before making
his way back to his mother’s apartment in Munich. If he had been
upset by the unrest and republicanism in the capital, he was furious
at the situation in Munich, and the regime of Kurt Fisner. Eisner had
been jailed earlier in the year for organising strikes in aircraft and
munitions factories — activities that hardly endeared him to Goring,
who regarded his government as rabidly Bolshevik. Bands of revolu-
tionary soldiers, sailors and workers still roamed the streets, setting on
anyone they regarded as a class enemy. They took particular delight
in attacking officers, tearing decorations and insignia of rank from
their uniforms. Goring almost lost his epaulettes and his treasured
medals to one such gang, but managed to fight them off, his bitter-
ness and anger reinforced by what he saw as ingratitude and a lack of
respect for the uniform that would have been quite incomprehensible
only a few months earlier.
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At some point around this time, according to his later testimony,
Goring flew to Vienna, perhaps hoping things would be quieter there,
or maybe hoping to reach his godfather at Mautendorf, only to find
himself in the middle of another revolution as the Habsburg Empire
collapsed.2* He stayed for two days, then, unsettled and bitter, returned
to Berlin, where the situation was little better than in Munich. While
Ebert’s national government was less extreme than Eisner’s, it was still
socialist. It also had to keep the workers’ and soldiers’ councils on its
side, to prevent their going over to the Spartacists under Liebknecht
and Rosa Luxemburg. Banning the old imperial badges of rank was
one simple way of placating the revolutionaries, and a law was passed
ordering officers to replace their traditional silver and gold shoulder
straps with simple stripes worn on the sleeves. Not unnaturally, many
officers objected strongly to this, Géring among them, and when they
called a protest meeting in the Philharmonic Hall he turned up in full
dress uniform, sporting all his medals. The new War Minister, General
Hans-Georg Reinhardt, addressed them, calling on them to support
the new government and obey its orders, including the one to abandon
the old badges of rank, as he himself had done. He had barely finished
when Goring rose to his feet and mounted the platform, to applause
from the audience as they recognised him or spotted the Pour le Mérite
at his throat. Begging the general’s pardon, he began to speak,
summoning up all his recently-found gift for oratory, his words ringing
round the famous old hall:

I had guessed, sir, that as Minister for War you would be here today to address
us. But I had hoped to see a black band on your sleeve that would symbolise
your deep regret for the outrage you are proposing to inflict on us. Instead
of that black band, you are wearing blue stripes on your arm. I think, sir, it
would have been more appropriate for you to wear red stripes.

The audience broke into loud applause, but Géring had hardly begun.
Holding up his hand for silence, he continued:

For four long years we officers did our duty and risked our lives for the
Fatherland. Now we come home and how do they treat us? They spit on us
and deprive us of what we gloried in wearing. This I will tell you, the people
are not to blame for such conduct. The people were our comrades — the
comrades of each of us, regardless of social distinctions, for four long years
of war. No, the ones who are to blame are those who have stirred up the
people, who stabbed our glorious army in the back and who thought of nothing
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‘IF ONLY THERE COULD BE
FIGHTING AGAIN’

HeiNricH Himmler returned to Munich for demobilisation at the
end of the war despondent and disappointed. Unlike Géring, who had
achieved glory as a swashbuckling aerial killer, the eighteen-year-old
Himmler had seen no action, had failed to receive a commissioﬁ as an
officer, and his dreams of a military career were in tatters. Any thought
that he would one day become Goring’s chief rival for power in
Germany would have seemed too ludicrous to contemplate, for there
was nothing in his character or background that was in any way
extraordinary.

Himmler was born in Munich on 7 October 1900, into a back-
ground that could hardly have been more solidly bourgeois or conven-
tional, if one ignores the fact that his paternal grandfather was the
illegitimate son of a peasant, who joined the 1st Royal Bavarian
Regiment as a private, transferred to the Bavarian police force and
reached the rank of sc;géhnt;"before finally achieving respectability as
a minor local govefiiment official in the district of Lindau in the
Bavarian Alps. There, he married the daughter of a watchmaker, who
bore him one son, Gebhard, a clever boy who attended Gymmnasium
(the equivalent of the British grammar school or French lycée) and then
Munich University, where he read philosophy and then philology, the
study of classical languages and literature. v

After graduation in 1894, Gebhard became a classics teacher in a
Munich Gymnasium, and at the same time managed to get an appoint-
ment as tutor to Prince Arnulf of Bavaria’s son Heinrich. No doubt this
provided him with welcome extra money, but for a staunch monarchist
and ambitious social climber the satisfaction of such a connection with
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the royal house of Bavaria must have easily outweighed financial consid-
erations. And in any event, within three years he became comfortably
off when he married Anna Heyder, who brought with her a modest
inheritance from her dead father, who had been in trade.

The Himmlers set up home in a second floor apartment at 2
Hildegardstrasse, in the centre of Munich. Their first child, a boy they
called Gebhard after his father, was born in 1898, and their second
two years later. They named him Heinrich, after Professor Himmler’s
former royal pupil, Prince Heinrich, who agreed to be his godfather.
A third son, Ernst, was born five years later, by which time the family
was living in slightly grander style in Amalienstrasse, just behind the
university. Their apartment was furnished with antiques, and one room,
according to Himmler’s brother Gebhard, ‘was set aside and turned
into a shrine devoted to the memory of the family’s ancestors’.®
Professor Himmler was obsessed with family history, much of it fanciful;
conveniently ignoring his grandfather’s humble origins and illegitimacy
he insisted that the Himmler line could be traced back as far as 1297,
the date on a ‘Himmler house’ in Basle, and that the family had also
been prominent citizens of Mainz and Oberhein.

Professor Himmler was an avid collector of writings on Germanic
history, as well as coins and postage stamps, indexing and cataloguing
every item with meticulous care. Most evenings he read to his sons
from his library, so that by the time young Heinrich was ten years old
he knew the date of every famous German battle by heart. As a teacher,
the professor was a pedant, a strict disciplinarian and a bully, but his
sons, including Heinrich, all seem to have loved and respected him,
allowing him to mould them in his own image without protest or any
sign of rebellion. Like his parents, Heinrich was a devout Catholic,
dutifully attending church every Sunday and holy day and saying his
prayers every night in front of an ivory crucifix. In fact, in matters of
religion and morality he was already something of a prig.

When Heinrich entered the Royal Wilhelm Gymnasium in September
1910, he naturally became a model pupil in almost everything. The
exception was gymnastics, the school’s only organised sporting activity:
he tried hard but he was short-sighted, rather plump, and had a congen-
itally weak constitution — or congenital hypochondria — as a result of
which his mother had tended to mollycoddle him. He was always a
swot, always near the top of his class, and never showed any wish to
step out of line. Although he was not the most popular boy in the
school, he was not a loner, and had a reasonable circle of friends. His
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greatest ambition at that time was to be an officer in the Imperial
Navy, which unlike the army did not demand aristocracy as a quali-
fication for a commission, but his poor eyesight would have made that
career impossible for him.

In 1913, Professor Himmler became deputy headmaster of the
Gymnasium in Landshut, an attractive medieval town complete with
an impressive castle, on the River Isar about forty miles north-east of
Munich. His sons became pupils at his school, where they seem to
have settled in without difficulty, and their lives continued on their
unremarkable way. When the war came, it was some time before it
affected them directly, though it did of course feed Heinrich’s military
fantasies and he followed its course avidly. Like all boys of that time,
he was intensely nationalistic, rejoicing in the German army’s successes
and lamenting its setbacks. And like most boys of his age, he became
an enthusiastic member of the Jugendwehr, the Youth Defence Force,
in preparation for the time when he would be old enough to join the
army proper. That time came when he reached the age of seventeen.
His elder brother had been called up the year before, his best friend
had left school for officer training earlier in the year, and Heinrich was
desperate to follow suit, despite his father’s wish that he complete his
final exams first. He was also desperate to avoid being drafted into
the ranks as a common soldier, like his brother. Heinrich wanted to
fight for his country, but clearly not at any price.

The old restrictions on entry to the officer corps had been relaxed
because of the war, but without influence in the right quarters it was
still extremely difficult for middle-class applicants to find a place, partic-
ularly in a good regiment. Heinrich, of course, had a royal godfather,
which should have opened the doors for him, but Prince Heinrich had
been killed in action a year earlier. Professor Himmler contacted the
chamberlain in the late prince’s household, who duly wrote a letter of
recommendation to the commanding officer of the 1st Bavarian Infantry
Regiment and sent Heinrich 1,000 marks to buy his way in.
Unfortunately, the chamberlain’s letter was not enough - the regiment
already had too many applications, and no room even on its waiting
list, so the Himmlers had to look elsewhere.

Increasingly anxious that his son might be called up into the ranks,
Professor Himmler began writing to every regiment in Bavaria, and
every friend or acquaintance who might be able to pull the vital strings.
As the rejections mounted, Heinrich tried to avoid the draft by leaving
school and taking a job with the War Relief Office, but when it was
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announced that students in their final year at Gymnasium were exempt,
he went back to school with some relief. In the Christmas holidays,
however, the 11th Bavarian Regiment suddenly offered him a place as
a Fabnenjunker, an officer cadet, and on 1 January 1918, he reported
to the regimental depot at Regensburg, to begin his training.

In spite of his keenness, Himmler was no more than an average
officer cadet. The inevitable homesickness of a callow youth living
away from his close family for the first time soon passed as the cadets
were allowed home most weekends. By the middle of October he was
drilling new recruits and waiting for the posting to the front that was
necessary before receiving a commission. The armistice put a stop to
that.

While Munich was seething with left-wing revolutionaries, the
smaller towns and villages of Bavaria remained deeply conservative.
Regensburg was the birthplace of the Bayerische Volkspartei, the
Bavarian People’s Party (BVP), a right-wing, heavily Catholic organi-
sation, which fitted Heinrich’s own beliefs. Kicking his heels there in
the vain hope that somehow or other he might still get his coveted
commission, he attended meetings of the new party, and wrote home
telling his father he, too, must join the BVP, as it was their only hope.
It was his first experience of party politics, but it failed to spark any
political ambitions in him: all he wanted, still, was to be an officer —
his brother Gebhard had won a battlefield commission as a Fibnrich,
an ensign, together with the Iron Cross, First Class. When Heinrich
and his fellow cadets were discharged in mid December, his disap-
pointment overshadowed everything else. He returned home to
Landshut in time for Christmas, and in the new year went back to
school to complete his studies and obtain his Abitur, so that he could
move on to college.

Landshut, like Regensburg, remained relatively calm amid the political
storms that were sweeping through Germany. Elsewhere, however,
things were far more turbulent. In December 1918, the workers’ and
soldiers’ councils held their first congress in Berlin. Delegates from all
parts of the country demanded the socialisation of key industries, the
breaking up of the great Junker estates, and a purge of the army starting
with the dismissal of Hindenburg, pending its replacement by a people’s
militia whose officers were to be elected by the men. To the officer
corps, this threat to its privileged existence was not just dangerous but
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positively sacrilegious. General Groener warned that he and the entire
High Command would resign immediately if the councils’ demands
were met. In the face of the generals’ ultimatum, Ebert caved in and
simply ignored the congress’s demands. In doing so, he lost perhaps
his only chance to bring the army to heel, to overturn centuries of
Prussian practice and make it answerable to the government and not
itself in the person of the commander-in-chief. It was to prove a costly
mistake for Germany in the future.

In fact, Ebert had capitulated to the military on his very first day
in office: in the evening of 9 November Groener had called him on
the secret direct line between GHQ and the Chancellery, pledging the
army’s support in the battle against Bolshevism in return for a promise
that the government would not interfere in army affairs. Ebert had
given him that promise. When the Spartacists called a general strike
on § January 1919, took to the streets and occupied key buildings in
the capital, Ebert called in Groener’s pledge, and the army moved on
Berlin. For five days, there was virtual civil war in the capital, but it
was an unequal contest from the start — most of the workers rejected
the revolutionaries’ call to arms and stayed at home. Within the week
the revolt had been crushed in the most brutal fashion. Karl Liebknecht
and Rosa Luxemburg were arrested and murdered by officers of the
Guards Cavalry Division, and their bodies dumped in the Tiergarten.
Luxemburg’s corpse was dropped through the ice into the Landwehr
Canal, where it was not discovered until the thaw many weeks later,
along with dozens more in other canals and waterways. The murders
were never investigated and the culprits, though known, were never
brought to justice: even under the new regime, it seemed that army
officers were still above the law.

For those who had visions of creating a genuine democracy out of
the wreckage of defeat, the events of January 1919 were a chilling
reminder of the power and ruthlessness of the old order. Britain’s
Manchester Guardian newspaper reported on 15 January: ‘The formi-
dable military machine, which seemed to be crushed for ever, has risen
with astounding rapidity. Prussian officers are stalking the streets of
Berlin, soldiers marching, shouting and shooting at their command.
Indeed Ebert and Scheidemann very likely got more than they bargained
for.’

The army had played its part in putting down the second revolu-
tion, but the real victors were the Freikorps — a name that properly
translates as ‘volunteer corps’, and which dates back to the struggle
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for liberation and a national German identity during the Napoleonic
occupation between 1806 and 1813. The Freikorps of 1918 and 1919,
however, were not bands of freedom fighters but freebooting private
armies formed by embittered former officers to fight the Poles in Silesia,
and to combat the revolutionary forces of the extreme left. In contrast
to the soldiers” and workers’ councils, which like all left-wing organ-
isations were riven by constant internal squabbles, they were tightly
disciplined, single-minded and well-equipped by the regular army with
machine guns, mortars and even field guns as well as rifles and pistols.
Based initially on the so-called storm-troops, elite squads that had led
suicidal attacks across no man’s land during the war, they were tough,
hard, fighting units. With the size of the army strictly controlled by
the Allies, the Freikorps were an essential and totally reliable auxiliary
force in the fight against Bolshevism. In hindsight, it is clear that the
Bolshevik threat was grossly exaggerated, but at the time it seemed
terrifyingly real and the officer corps, the civil service and conserva-
tives and liberals of all classes were only too ready to use any weapon
to defeat it, no matter how double-edged that weapon might prove to
be.

Having brought the situation in Berlin under control, the army and
the Freikorps turned their attention to Munich, where trouble was
boiling up even as Berlin was cooling down. In the national and local
elections held on 19 January, the day after the first formal session of
the Peace Conference in Paris, the parties of the radical left were
resoundingly defeated everywhere by the moderates. In Bavaria, Kurt
Eisner’s revolutionary socialists could muster only 2.5 per cent of the
votes, entitling them to a mere three seats in the Bavarian Diet compared
with sixty-six for the middle-class Bavarian People’s Party. Eisner tried
to cling on to power by prevaricating and procrastinating, but even-
tually he was forced to call the new Diet. It was to be the last polit-
ical act of his life: on his way to the opening ceremony he was shot
dead by a young monarchist officer, Count Anton Arco-Valley, scion
of one of Bavaria’s most prominent dynasties.

The assassination of Eisner led to chaos, starting in the chamber of
the Diet itself, where there was more shooting and at least two more
deaths, as opposing factions sought vengeance on each other. For several
weeks, there was no proper government in Bavaria. The soldiers’ and
workers’ council was nominally in charge, but in reality a state of near
anarchy prevailed, with armed bands roaming the streets and occu-
pying public buildings, banks and hotels. Eisner was raised to the status
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of a martyr, and public sentiment swung to the left again, in a sympa-
thetic reaction to his killing.

The Diet was finally reconvened on 17 March, and a Majority
Socialist former schoolteacher, Johannes Hoffmann, was elected
Minister-President. Just as it seemed, however, that the Spartacists might
be subdued and some semblance of order restored, news arrived from
Hungary that galvanised them into fresh action: the communists there
had overthrown the government and set up a full-scale soviet republic
under Bela Kun. It was the first soviet regime at national level outside
Russia, and it proved that it could be done. On 6 April, an assorted
group representing most of the left-wing parties and organisations —
but not, significantly, the communists — met in the unlikely surround-
ings of the queen’s bedchamber in the royal palace, and proclaimed a
Riterepublik, a soviet republic, of Bavaria, under the leadership of a
twenty-six-year-old bohemian poet called Ernst Toller.

The legitimate Hoffmann government fled Munich for the safety of
Bamberg, just as the German National Assembly had left Berlin for
Weimar. Both moves were eminently sensible in the circumstances: there
was a new Spartacist uprising in Berlin during March, which was put
down with even greater savagery than before by Gustav Noske, Ebert’s
Minister of Defence, who sent in troops and tanks. Noske, a former
butcher, was the closest thing to a strong man in the government; he
had accepted his appointment gladly, declaring: ‘Someone must be the
bloodhound’,* and he had no hesitation in translating his words into
brutal action. Square-jawed and stocky, often wearing a workman’s
cap to remind everyone of his proletarian credentials, he had risen
through the trade union movement to become a Reichstag deputy and
the party’s expert on military matters. Although he was a Social
Democrat, he was also a committed nationalist, and had been sent by
Prince Max to put down the mutiny in Kiel at the beginning of
November, a task he had accomplished with grim relish. It was Noske
who gave official approval to the Freikorps, and saw that they were
properly armed and housed.

The Toller Riterepublik in Bavaria lasted just seven days before it
was overthrown by army troops loyal to the Hoffmann government,
but the troops were defeated in their turn by Spartacist fighters — armed
workers, rebel soldiers from the garrison and red sailors. Power was
then seized by hard-core communists, who proclaimed a Second
Riterepublik under Eugen Leviné, a Russian-born agent sent by the
Communist Party in Berlin with Moscow’s backing to put some steel
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into' the Bavarian party and foment revolution. Leviné’s supporters
began a reign of terror in Munich. Toller was released from prison and
appointed commanding general of the ‘Red Army’, which defeated the
Hoffmann troops in a pitched battle at Dachau, a quiet little market
town about ten miles from the city. In desperation, Hoffmann appealed
to Noske for help. Noske’s response was prompt and ominous: “The
Munich insane asylum must be put in order.’s He sent the Prussian
Major-General von Oven with a force of regular army units, which
were to be supplemented by Freikorps, to see to it.

The regular troops were assembled on the army training ground at
Ohrdurf in Thuringia, the state immediately to the north of Bavaria,
where they were joined by thousands of Freikorps men. So many ex-
officers flocked to volunteer their services that they were formed into
whole companies with no other ranks or enlisted men. Himmler, who
was just about to begin the second term of his crash course at school,
immediately joined the Landshut Freikorps, and then the reserve
company of the larger Freikorps Oberland, which belonged to the Thule
Society, becoming aide to the commanding officer. He had high hopes
that the Oberland would be incorporated into the regular army, taking
him with it and so reviving his military career.

Von Oven’s force of 20,000 men moved on Munich towards the end
of April, and by the twenty-ninth had the city surrounded. The Red
government began to fall apart amid growing anarchy. Toller resigned
as commander of the Red Army, and was replaced by a young sailor,
Rudolf Egelhéfer, who appealed to the regular troops of the Munich
garrison for support.

Adolf Hitler was one of the troops in the city barracks. He had been
back in Munich since 21 November, during which time he had done
guard duty at a prisoner-of-war camp and at the main rail station, and
was now in the demobilisation battalion of the 2nd Infantry Regiment,
reluctantly awaiting discharge. Presenting himself as a Social Democrat
and a supporter of Hoffmann’s government, he was actively involved
in the soldiers’ councils, and had been elected as his battalion’s deputy
representative a couple of weeks earlier. It was his first political posi-
tion. At the meeting called to discuss Egelhofer’s appeal, he is said to
have leapt on to a chair and made a speech exhorting his fellow soldiers
to refuse: “We are not revolutionary guards for a lot of carpetbagging
Jews!’ Interestingly, however, he did not urge them to fight against the
Riterepublik, but to stay neutral in the coming battle, which they did.+

The battle for Munich was brief but bloody. The Spartacists alien-
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ated everybody by murdering ten hostages they had been holding,
putting them up against the wall of the Luitpold Gymnasium and
shooting them. Among the victims were seven members of the Thule
Society, including its secretary, the beautiful Countess Hella von
Westarp — a grave mistake, since her murder gave the counter-revolu-
tionaries a wonderful excuse for righteous indignation and vicious retri-
bution. At the same time, the advancing White Army came upon a
camp holding some fifty Russian prisoners of war, who were all slaugh-
tered without thought. This was only the beginning. As the army and
the Freikorps moved into the city, they killed hundreds of people, many
of them innocent, and the Red forces did the same, while Hitler and
his comrades sat in their barracks and did nothing.

Himmler and his Freikorps fellows also did nothing. They were a
reserve unit, but were not needed, so once again Himmler was denied
action, and his hopes of moving back into the army with the Freikorps
Oberland were destroyed when the government ordered it to disband.
He returned to school, completed his course, then began looking for
a new career.-In consultation with his father, who was keen to find
some way of distancing his son from the very real dangers of politics,
he chose agriculture. He had always liked plants, and as a boy had
acquired a large collection of herbs, an interest that was later to become
an obsession. .

The choice of farming was not such a huge departure from Heinrich’s
military ambitions as it might seem. In his mind he held a romantic
vision of himself following in the footsteps of the Teutonic knights of
old, warriors who settled on the land they had conquered and became
farmers. The concept of Blut und Boden, the mystical link between
blood and soil, had become popular in the nineteenth century, trig-
gering a nationalist-v6lkisch movement to return to the land and spread
the Germanic empire and race far beyond the confines of Germany
itself. A diary entry later that year reveals something of Himmler’s
thinking: ‘At the moment, I do not know for whom I work. I work
because it is my duty, because I find peace in work, and I work for
my ideal of German womanhood with whom, some day, I shall live
my life in the east and fight my battles as a German far from beau-
tiful Germany.’s It was a vision that he was never to lose.

Professor Himmler was moving up the ladder again, having secured a
new appointment as Rektor, headmaster, of a Gymmnasium in
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Ingoldstadt, about thirty miles north-west of Landshut and forty-five
miles north of Munich. He found Heinrich a position on a farm near
the town, with the idea that he would gain a year’s practical experi-
ence before going on to Munich University’s Technical High School to
study agronomy.

Heinrich started on 1 August, at the peak of the harvest and all the
backbreaking work that that entailed, but after only a month was taken
ill and admitted to hospital, diagnosed as suffering from a paratyphoid
infection. Whether the disease was real or the symptoms were psycho-
somatic must remain speculation, but throughout his life he suffered
unexplained intestinal cramps and disorders, a problem he shared with
Hitler and which was almost certainly stress related. Real or not, it
was enough to take him off the farm and away from the heavy phys-
ical work involved, and from the foreman, with whom, he recorded
in his diary, he had ‘an unpleasant last conversation’.

Himmler seems to have spent most of his three weeks in hospital
reading, and started recording dates, details and his opinions of the
books he read in a series of notebooks, much as his father catalogued
and indexed all his collections. It was a habit that he continued for
the next fifteen years, and the notes that survive give us a fascinating
insight into some of the influences that helped shape his idiosyncratic
philosophy. At the beginning, he read mostly German classics — prob-
ably brought to the hospital by his father — and novels, particularly
those of his favourite author, Jules Verne, something else that he shared
with Hitler, His later reading was a mish-mash of polemics and popular
philosophy, ranging from Nietzsche and H. Stewart Chamberlain
(another of Hitler’s favourites) to works on Jews and freemasons and
dubious racial theories. Occasionally, banned erotic books appear on
his list; he always condemned them as degenerate, giving the impres-
sion that he had only read them out of moral duty, but he read them
all the same.

After he was discharged from hospital, Himmler still felt unwell.
His family doctor diagnosed an enlarged heart caused by overwork,
and recommended that he convalesce for a while, taking only light
exercise and avoiding nervous stress. Instructed to ‘interrupt for a year
and study’,® he enrolled at the Technical High School on 18 October
1919, moved to Munich and rented a room in Amalienstrasse, near
the flat where the family had once lived. His elder brother, Gebhard,
was already a student at the university, living close by.

At the Technical High School, Himmler was, as ever, a model student,
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diligent, conscientious and hard working, clever but not brilliant.
Although he was always rather gauche, he had a surprisingly active
social life, going to parties — on one occasion dressing up as ‘Abdul
Hamid, the Sultan of Turkey’ — taking dancing lessons, learning to play
the guitar, and joining a whole host of clubs and societies. The impres-
sion we are left with is of an eager, earnest, and rather boring young
man, still something of a mother’s boy, anxiously seeking the accept-
ance of his peers while retaining the approval of his parents and

teachers.

He was accepted into one of the best student fraternities, the
Apollo, though this raised certain problems for him. Fraternities like
the Apollo were centred on two activities, drinking huge quantities of
beer, and duelling. His delicate stomach made swilling beer difficult, but
the fraternity leaders understood and granted him a special dispensation
excusing him from drinking. Duelling, however, was a struggle for his
conscience: the Catholic church had strictly forbidden it, and he was still
a devout Catholic, but he desperately wanted to conform to student
mores, and he desperately wanted the duelling scars that were the mark
of the German gentleman. The need to conform won. His diary entry
for 15 December 1919 reads: ‘I believe I have come into conflict with
my religion. Come what may, I shall always love God, pray to him and
adhere to the Catholic Church and defend it, even if I should be expelled
from it.”7 For all the Angst, though, he seems to have been in no great
hurry — or it may be that he had difficulty finding a partner — and it
was not until June 1922, towards the end of his last term, that he achieved
his objective with five cuts needing five stitches.

Like any typical, repressed adolescent with two brothers and no
sisters, Heinrich was awkward with girls and suffered the pains of
unrequited love. When one girl turned him down, his old ambitions
surfaced again, as he recorded in his diary on 28 November 1919: ‘If
I could only face dangers now, could risk my life, could fight, it would
be a relief to me.”® Clearly, he still hankered after the military life.
Earlier that month, he, his brother Gebhard and his cousin and best
friend Ludwig ‘Lu’ Zahler had applied to join the 14th Alarm Company
of the Protection Brigade in Munich, an official army reserve force like
Britain’s Territorials or the National Guard in America. At the begin-
ning of December, he noted happily: “Today I have my uniform on
again. It is always quite my favourite dress.”
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As the new decade dawned, the political situation in Germany gener-
ally and Munich in particular was still as volatile as ever. On 7 January
1920, a 7,000-strong mass meeting in Munich of the Deutschvélkischer
Schutz- und Trutz-Bund, the German Nationalist Defence and Defiance
Confederation, a pan-German umbrella organisation for right-wing
groups, which used the swastika as its symbol, had ended in violent
uproar, and the authorities. were understandably nervous. On 13
January a demonstration in Berlin against planned legislation to make
works councils obligatory turned into a nightmare when the crowd
tried to storm the Reichstag and the police opened fire on them with
rifles and machine guns, killing and wounding dozens of marchers.
Fearful of similar scenes in Munich, the Bavarian government imposed
a ban on political meetings in the city.

Adolf Hitler had been one of those who spoke briefly at the Schutz-
und Trutz-Bund meeting in Munich: it was the first time he had
appeared on such a stage, the first time he had tasted the addictive
rush of adrenaline at facing a huge audience. Though still a serving
corporal in the army, he was now the star speaker of the Deutsche
Arbeiterpartei (DAP), the German Workers’ Party, which he had joined
in September 1919 on the orders of his commanding officer. The DAP
was one of at least fifteen small right-wing parties which had mush-
roomed in Munich since the war, but it was growing more quickly
than most of the others, thanks in part to Hitler’s rapidly developing
speaking skills. Audiences at its first seven public meetings had grown
steadily from a few dozen to some 400, but now that he had experi-
enced the buzz of a real mass meeting, he could hardly wait to take
the DAP down the same road. He persuaded the chairman, Anton
Drexler, to go along with him, and they booked the Biirgerbriukeller,
a large beer hall on Rosenheimer Strasse, about half a mile south-east
of the city centre across the River Isar, for later that month, to re-
launch the party.

Because of the ban, the meeting had to be rescheduled for Tuesday
24 February, in a new venue, the more central Hofbrauhaus. The delay
turned out to be useful, for it not only gave Hitler more time to prepare
his speech and to draft, with Drexler, a party manifesto to be announced
at the meeting, it also made his subject more timely and more emotive.
To fill the cavernous hall, they needed an audience of 2,000. But Hitler
and Drexler were both unknowns, so Drexler persuaded Dr Johannes
Dingfelder, not a party member but a well-known figure in vélkisch
circles in Munich, to make what he was assured would be the main
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speech of the evening, ‘Was uns not tut’, “‘What we need to do’. With
blazing red posters and handbills plastered around the city they got
their 2,000 people to fill the hall, a large number of them communists
responding to Hitler’s deliberately provocative red posters and there
to cause trouble. Drexler seems to have lost his nerve at this point,
and Hitler took the chair, another first and another step forward in
his burgeoning career.

Dingfelder’s address was worthy and unexceptional, and was
received politely. Hitler followed. He presented the twenty-five points
in the party’s new manifesto, then turned to attacks on the Jews and
the Versailles diktat, all of which went down very well. His raw oratory
set the place alight, and there was some heckling and barracking but,
contrary to his wishful claims in Mein Kampf, the meeting ended with
little or no violence. There were no riots, no broken heads, and there-
fore no banner headlines to provide much-needed publicity. Heinrich
Himmler and his friends in the Protection Brigades were not called
out, and indeed seem to have been totally unaware of Hitler’s debut
as a speaker on the grand scale. They were, however, very much aware
of the main subject of his speech and its effects on the German people.

The Versailles Treaty had come into effect on 10 January, and three
weeks later the Allies had demanded the extradition of the Kaiser from
Holland and the handing over by the German government of nearly
900 former officers, starting with Hindenburg, for trial as war crimi-
nals. The government refused, but the officer corps was barely placated,
using the incident to attack President Ebert and his colleagues for
signing the Treaty in the first place. Their feelings became more and
more heated as rumours, accusations and counter accusations mounted.
They finally boiled over when the government succumbed to Allied
pressure, accepted the demobilisation of 60,000 troops, including
20,000 officers, and ordered the disbanding of the Freikorps.

The toughest and most ruthless of the Freikorps, the 2nd Marine
Brigade, known as the Ehrhardt Brigade after its commander Naval
Captain Hermann Ehrhardt, was stationed at Doberitz, some fifteen
miles outside Berlin. It had distinguished itself in savage battles against
the Poles on the eastern frontier and the Bolsheviks in the Baltic states,
as well as fighting the Spartacists in Berlin, and it had been one of the
main units in the force that had crushed the Riterepublik in Munich
the previous year. The very thought of disbanding was anathema to
its officers and men. Through the commander of the Berlin Military
District, General Freiherr Walther von Liittwitz, they sent an ultimatum
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to the government, demanding a halt to all demobilisation of both
army and Freikorps, plus various other measures including fresh elec-
tions, the forcible suppression of all strikes, and the restoration of the
old imperial colours of red, white and black, which had been replaced
under the new Weimar constitution by the black, red and gold of the
revolutionaries of 1848.

When Ebert rejected their ultimatum, the Brigade marched on Berlin,
led by their assault company and a field artillery battery, singing their
brigade song:

Swastika on our helmets
Black-white-red our band
The Brigade of Ehrhardt
Is known throughout the land.

Worker, worker, what’s to become of you

When the Brigade is ready to fight?

The Ehrhardt Brigade smashes all to bits

So woe, woe, woe to you, you worker son-of-a-bitch{®

As they goose-stepped through the Brandenburg Gate at 7 a.m. on 13
March, they were greeted by General Ludendorff, who happened, ‘quite
by chance’, to be taking his early morning constitutional at that precise
time and place, and by Dr Wolfgang Kapp, the co-founder of the
wartime Fatherland Party. Kapp and Liittwitz made their way to the
Reich Chancellery on Wilhelmstrasse, and issued a proclamation stating
that the Reich government had ceased to exist. “The full state power
has devolved on Commissioner Dr Kapp of Koénigsberg as Reich
Chancellor and Minister-President of Prussia,” it continued. “We need
two things, order and work. Agitators will be exterminated without
compunction.’

Ebert and his government had wisely decamped during the night,
first to Dresden and then to Stuttgart, having failed to persuade the
Chief of the General Staff, Colonel-General Hans von Seekt, to provide
military support. Seekt’s response had been brief and blunt: “Troops
do not fire on troops . . . When Reichswehr fires on Reichswehr, then
all comradeship within the officer corps will have vanished.’

The army — renamed the Reichswehr during the Weimar Republic
- may have stood aside, but it offered no active support to the putsch.
When the one member of the government who had stayed behind,
Privy Councillor Arnold Brecht, called for a general strike and the
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whole city came to an abrupt standstill, the troops stayed in their
barracks. Civil servants and bureaucrats at every level also refused to
co-operate: the new regime’s first difficulty came when they could find
no one to type out their manifesto, since they had made the mistake
of trying to seize power on a Saturday, and consequently it was too
late to make the Sunday newspapers. Then Brecht hid the rubber stamps
needed to authenticate all documents — and no one would accept
unstamped orders. The next blow came when the Freikorps troopers
demanded pay, and Kapp realised his regime had no money to give
them. He tried to persuade Ehrhardt to take it from the state bank,
but Ehrhardt refused indignantly, saying he was an officer not a bank
robber.

The general strike was the most complete stoppage in German
history. Everything came to a halt immediately: there was no water,
no power, no transport, nothing. In the midst of the increasing chaos
there were more mutinies in the army and navy in various parts of the
country, the security police and troops declared their allegiance to the
Ebert government, and after only four and a half days the puzsch
collapsed. Kapp climbed into a taxicab and headed for Tempelhof
Airport, emulating Ludendorff by flying out to Sweden, though he did
not feel the need for false whiskers.

The Freikorps troops formed up and marched out of Berlin, watched
by a hostile crowd, but the farce into which the attempted putsch had
descended had a vicious edge. A boy in the crowd jeered at the departing
troopers, and two of them broke ranks, clubbed him to the ground
with their rifle butts and kicked him to death. When the crowd tried
to intervene, other troopers opened fire on them with rifles and machine
guns, before continuing on their way, leaving hundreds of dead and
dying behind them.

Shortly after Kapp took off from Tempelhof, a small plane flew
in from Munich, carrying Corporal Adolf Hitler of the ‘Information
Department’, Abteilung 1b/P, of the Reichswehr’s Bavarian
Command, and his mentor in the DAP, Dietrich Eckart. They had
been sent by Captain Mayr, commander of Abteilung xb/P, to inform
Kapp and Liittwitz of the political situation in Munich, and to find
out exactly what was happening in Berlin. By the time they arrived
it was all over, but the journey was not wasted — they made contacts
with vélkisch circles and right-wing groups like the Stahlhelm
veterans’ association, which would be valuable to Hitler in the future.
The well-connected Eckart was able to introduce his protégé to a
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number of influential people in Berlin, most notably Frau Helene
Bechstein, wife of the piano manufacturer and one of Berlin’s premier
political hostesses, who took a lasting shine to the intense young man
with the piercing blue eyes.

For Hitler, the high point of his visit to Berlin came when General
Ludendorff received him and Eckart in his suite at the Adlon Hotel, a
meeting that was probably the most significant of his life so far: the
backing of the former de facto military dictator would give him the
credibility he needed if he was to fulfil his ambitions. Returning to
Munich at the end of March, he resigned from the army in order to
devote himself full-time to the life of a political activist. At the same
time, he announced a change of name for the DAP: in order to attract
a broader spectrum of support, it would in future be known as the
NSDAP, the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, a title that was
soon abbreviated, in the usual German fashion, to the Nazi Party.

The situation in Munich, which Hitler and Eckart had gone to Berlin
to report, was very different from that in the Reich capital. While Kapp
and Ehrhardt were making a complete botch of trying to unseat the
Social Democratic national government, in Munich the army and the
leaders of the powerful Einwohnerwehr, the Citizens’ Defence Force
or Home Guard, had ‘persuaded’ Hoffmann’s Bavarian socialist govern-
ment to resign. In its place, they had installed their own right-wing
government, under Gustav Ritter von Kahr, an old-style monarchist
autocrat. Unlike Kapp and Liittwitz, Kahr had the crucial support of
both the army and the police — indeed his government was in many
ways little more than a front for the military — so the Munich putsch
was relatively smooth and trouble-free. But it was still a highly nervous
time, and Himmler’s 14th Alarm Company was among those called
out to preserve order. Himmler, his brother and cousin had a great
time wearing their uniforms for real and patrolling the streets in
armoured cars, machine guns at the ready.

Soon afterwards, the protection brigades were disbanded on the
orders of the Allied Control Commission, which saw them, quite rightly,
as devices for getting round the restrictions on the size of the Reichswehr
imposed by the Versailles Treaty. Disappointed but undaunted, Himmler
immediately joined the Einwohnerwehr, which was not officially
connected to the army but had a military structure and still gave him
a chance to wear a uniform. He was issued with ‘1 rifle and 50 rounds,
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1 steel helmet, 2 ammunition pouches and 1 haversack’, significantly
from the stores of the Reichswehr’s 21 Rifle Brigade.™

Throughout the Reich, the political situation remained volatile,
particularly in the industrial regions where the communists had their
power bases. In Saxony a soviet republic was proclaimed amid the
most violent threats and atrocities on both sides. In the Ruhr, the
general strike escalated into a series of pitched battles between workers
and the army, which gave the French the excuse to march in and impose
a military occupation, raising tensions still further. With so much of
Germany in turmoil, the forces of the far right saw Bavaria as a safe
haven, and began to migrate there, quickly turning Munich into the
centre for all anti-Weimar activity. Anyone in danger of arrest for right-
wing subversive activity could be sure of finding a refuge in Bavaria,
often with a job as a labourer or a supervisor on one of the great
estates. ‘

Ludendorff was presented by an admirer with a villa in the Munich
suburb of Ludwigshohe, which rapidly became a centre of pilgrimage
for nationalist opponents of the Weimar Republic. It was guarded round
the clock by troopers of the Ehrhardt Brigade, which had left Doberitz
and established a new base in Munich, at the express invitation of the
city’s Police President, Ernst Pohner, a tall, arrogant former army lieu-
tenant. It was Pohner who, when asked if he knew that there were
political murder gangs operating in the city, was reputed to have replied,
“Yes — but not enough of them!’*> Most of the gangs were made up of
former Freikorps members, who had gone underground when their
brigades and corps were banned, forming themselves into so-called
sporting and social clubs to stay together and bide their time. Their
most popular sporting activities were rifle shooting and marching.

Himmler left Munich in September 1920, for a year’s practical expe-
rience on a farm at Fridolfing, near the Austrian border. When he
returned in August 1921 to begin his final year at college, he resumed
his activities with his many organisations and societies — he was
clearly still driven by a compulsion to belong ~ but showed no interest
in political parties. As far as we know, he was not even aware of
Hitler or the NSDAP. Like many young men facing an uncertain
future, he thought seriously about emigrating. ‘Today I cut an article
out of the newspaper about emigration to Peru,” he wrote in his diary
on 23 November r921. “Where will I end up: Spain, Turkey, the Baltic
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countries, Russia, Peru? I often think about.it. In two years’ time I
will no longer be in Germany.” Three years later, he was still toying
with the idea, inquiring at the Russian embassy about going to the
Ukraine as an estate manager.

His great passion, however, was still the army. ‘If only there could
be fighting again,” he wrote in his diary, ‘war, departing troops!’’? A
few months later he was still on the same tack: ‘Perhaps I will join up
in one way or another. For basically I am a soldier.’™* The
Einwohnerwehr had gone the way of the protection brigades, but
Himmler could draw some consolation from the fact that before they
were dissolved he had at last been given a commission, as a Fibnrich.
For now, however, he had to make do with the officers’ association of
his old regiment, and a shadowy veterans’ organisation calling itself
the Freiweg Rifle Club.

The Freiweg had some connection - with the much-feared
Organisation Consul, which carried out hundreds of political assassi-
nations throughout Germany between 1919 and 1922, claiming the
lives of, among others, Matthias Erzberger, the man who had signed
the armistice in 1918, and the Foreign Minister, Walther Rathenau.
The ‘Consul’ after whom it was named was none other than Captain
Ehrhardt, who had fled to Hungary immediately after the débicle of
the Kapp putsch but had returned to Bavaria on false papers under
the name of ‘Consul H. von Eschwige’. The papers had been provided
by Police President Pdhner, who continued to provide protection for
Ehrhardt and his officers in Munich. He also provided false papers for
Erzberger’s assassins, enabling them to escape to Hungary, where the
government refused to extradite them until 1946.

Himmler’s diary entry after the Rathenau killing shows that he had
at least some knowledge of the affair: ‘Organisation “C”. Dreadful if
everything should become known.’*s The following week he volun-
teered for ‘special missions’ with the Freiweg. Nothing seems to have
come of it, but it does show that he was now taking a more active
interest in politics. In fact, he obtained a place on the political science
course at the university for the following year, and was even granted
exemption from fees, but his father was unable to go on supporting
him. Although Professor Himmler had reached the peak of his profes-
sion that year when he was appointed Rektor of the Wittlesbach
Gymnasium, one of Munich’s top schools, inflation was already hitting
hard, and he had two other sons to consider. So Heinrich completed
his course, fought his duel, gained his diploma and looked for a job
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in agriculture. The best he could find in those difficult times, with infla-
tion and unemployment both soaring, was a post as an assistant in a
fertiliser company, Stickstoff-Land Ltd in Schleissheim on the outskirts
of Munich. He began work there at the beginning of September 1922.

No longer a student, and with a secure if not very well-paid job,
Himmler might have been expected to settle down to a steady career
connected with the land, a life of farmers and fertilisers and crop yields.
But in the previous year he had met a man who offered him the chance
to wear a uniform again, even though it was only at weekends and
even though it was only the grey windcheater, ski cap and gaiters of
a nationalist association which called itself the Reichsflagge (Imperial
Flag). The man was a battle-scarred veteran of the trenches, Captain
Ernst R6hm. Himmler, still young and impressionable, still eager for
acceptance, became his devoted follower.

A much-decorated war hero, three times wounded and with the scars
to prove it — the upper part of his nose had been shot away in 1914,
and another bullet had scored a deep channel across his left cheek —
Roéhm was a swaggering, bellicose, regular officer who had served on
the Western Front as a company commander in the roth Bavarian
Infantry. Although he was a practising, but still secret, homosexual
there was nothing effete in his manner, and nothing to arouse the young
Himmler’s suspicions in this area — if there had been, he would prob-
ably have been deeply shocked and certainly would never have followed
him. The son of a railway employee, R6hm had never wanted to be
anything but a soldier: the army had been his life, his entire raison
d’étre, encompassing all his dreams and ambitions. He had suffered
the humiliation of the Armistice with particular bitterness, and now
devoted all his considerable energies to finding ways of maintaining
the army’s influence and restoring its power, by any and every possible
means. He despised the Republic and all it stood for, especially the
threat it posed to his military career, and he intrigued constantly to
bring about its downfall — when he came to write his memoirs in 1928,
he entitled them Die Geschichte eines Hochverriters (The Story of a
Traitor).

By the end of the war, R6hm, then aged thirty-one, had been invalided
away from the front after being wounded seriously for a third time,
to serve as supply officer on the staff of 12 Bavarian Infantry Division,
based in Himmler’s home town of Landshut.”® He had then become



58 THE DEVIL’S DISCIPLES

Armaments and Equipment Officer of 21 Rifle Brigade in Munich,
where he had been responsible for arming the various paramilitary
outfits, including Himmler’s.*” Finally, he had been appointed to the
staff of the Reichswehr VII District Command in Munich, as adjutant
to Major-General Ritter von Epp, who had led the Freikorps Oberland
in the defeat of the Riterepublik and was now commander of all
infantry forces in Bavaria. Working for Epp, Réhm had been respon-
sible for organising, arming and co-ordinating the paramilitaries, espe-
cially his particular baby, the Einwohnerwehr. He had also been in
charge of removing arms and equipment from army stores and stock-
piling them in clandestine dumps, securely hidden from both the Allied
Control Commission and the German government, against whom they
would be used in the anticipated confrontation between the army and
the Republic. When the Bavarian government was finally forced to
dissolve the Einwohnerwehr and confiscate the weapons of the other
paramilitary organisations, many of those organisations chose to hand
them over to R6hm for safe keeping, earning him the nickname ‘the
machine-gun king’. Controlling such an arsenal gave him considerable
power and influence in nationalist right-wing politics.

Although his interests were military-political rather than party-polit-
ical, R6hm took an active interest in most of the right-wing organisa-
tions and parties, an involvement that had increased when he took
over Abteilung 1b/P from Captain Mayr in 1920. Before he handed
over, Mayr had introduced him to his star prospect, taking Hitler to
meet him at sessions of the Iron Fist, a secret club that R6hm had
founded for radical right-wing officers. Shortly afterwards, Rohm began
attending meetings of the DAP (as it then was), joined the party as
member number 623, and began providing much-needed money from
his department’s slush fund. Having heard Hitler speak, he recognised
the potential behind his raw intensity: here, he believed, was a man
he could use.

For the moment, Hitler was only one member of the party, and the
DAP was only one among the many small parties in Munich that R6hm
was interested in. Hitler’s own ambitions were still limited to being
‘the drummer’, the man who could rouse the masses and set them on
the march, and this suited Rohm’s purposes admirably. He began giving
Hitler practical help to become what he, R6hm, needed him to be.
Hitler was a man without contacts; Rohm knew everybody. Over the
next two years, in addition to subsidising him financially, he promoted
his protégé’s career by introducing him to patriotic officers and politi-




‘{F ONLY THERE COULD BE FIGHTING AGAIN’ 59

cians, overcoming their reservations about the difference in rank by
insisting that Hitler address him with the familiar ‘Dw’, ‘thou’, instead
of the formal Sie’. (The habit stuck: in later years, R6hm was the only
one among Hitler’s associates who was allowed ~ or who was bold
enough to claim - this privilege.) He also bolstered the DAP’s credi-
bility by persuading many other Reichswehr officers to join. When the
Thule Society’s newspaper, the Vélkischer Beobachter, was about to
go bankrupt in December 1920, R6hm was instrumental, along with
Hitler’s other mentor, Dietrich Eckart, in persuading Ritter von Epp
to provide 60,000 marks from the army’s secret funds to help the
NSDAP to buy it as a mouthpiece.

Réhm’s main interest was still with the paramilitaries rather than
parties like the NSDAP, but before long he found a way of combining
the two. When the Einwohnerwehr was dissolved, its members
dispersed into a rash of new or strengthened ‘patriotic associations’
which sprang up throughout Bavaria, mostly formed around the
remnants of the Freikorps. Many of their names, and those of their
leaders, had a familiar ring: they included Epp’s Bund Oberland,
Ehrhardt’s Wiking-Bund, and the Reichsflagge, headed by R6hm. When
Hitler staged an internal coup in the NSDAP in July 1921, seizing
power as chairman and relaunching the party with bigger ambitions,
it was to Rohm that he turned to strengthen the ‘hall protection squad’
of heavies and bouncers used to control or disrupt meetings, and trans-
form it into the party’s own paramilitary group. R6hm brought in
Ehrhardt, who reached an agreement with Hitler for the seasoned
troopers of his former Brigade to join the party’s ‘Sports Section’ — it
was just at the time of the Erzberger assassination, and Ehrhardt no
doubt found it useful to have an extra layer of cover for his men.

By the autumn the section, commanded by an Ehrhardt veteran,
Lieutenant Klintzsch, had 300 members and a new name: the
Sturmabteilung, ‘Storm Section’, or SA for short. R6hm had no direct
involvement with it — he was too busy with his own Reichsflagge, and
with keeping an eye on the many other groups in which he had an
interest. But he continued to provide financial support and encour-
agement.

Himmler met Rohm at least as early as January 1922, when his
diary records being with him in Munich’s Arzberger Keller after a
meeting of one of the many organisations he belonged to: ‘Captain
Rohm and Major Angerer [Himmler’s former company commander]
were also there; very friendly. Rohm pessimistic as to Bolshevism.’
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Himmler was captivated by the force of R6hm’s personality, and R6hm
was happy to take the young man under his wing and to steer him in
the right direction. When he graduated from college and started work
for Stickstoff-Land, R6hm persuaded him to join both the Reichsflagge
and, a year later, the NSDAP. Himmler joined the party willingly, in
August 1923, receiving the membership number 42,404. But he was
not yet a Nazi: his banner was the imperial flag of the German
monarchy not the swastika, and his leader was not Hitler, but Rohm.
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FIGHTING THE NOVEMBER CRIMINALS

HERMANN Goéring returned to Germany in the summer of 1921, to
study history and political science at Munich University, and to look
for a new career, a new future. He was also fleeing from scandal in
Stockholm, where he had followed the racy traditions of his own family
by falling in love with another man’s wife, persuading her to leave her
husband and young son and set up home with him.

After leaving Germany for Denmark at the end of 1918, Goring had
led the life of a barnstorming showman for several months, flying his
white-cowled Fokker monoplane around air displays and fairs, often
in company with four other former members of JG1. As famous German
air aces, they were treated as celebrities wherever they went. Rich young
Danes féted them with champagne, good food, and girls. Women
swooned over all of them, but the star was undoubtedly the handsome,
dashing, twenty-six-year-old Lieutenant Goéring, who took full advan-
tage of all that was offered. According to Karl Bodenschatz, he lived
‘like a world boxing champion. He had more money than he needed
and any girl he wanted.” In one of his letters to Bodenschatz, he wrote
about going home with an attractive Danish woman and spending the
night with her ‘in a bath of champagne’. Bodenschatz never dared to
ask if he meant it literally, but said he would not have been surprised
if the answer had been yes.*

Goring billed himself as the last commander of the Richthofen Flying
Circus, and if the crowds wanted to believe his plane was the one in
which he had fought and killed on the Western Front, why should he
disabuse them? He was never one for letting the truth get in the way of
a good story, particularly stories that promoted his image as a hero. In
any case, it was good for business, and his business sense was developing
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rapidly. In between the parties and the aerobatics, he was advising the
Danish government on aircraft and equipment for their embryonic air
force, and there can be little doubt that he enjoyed handsome fees from
them and equally handsome commissions from the suppliers he recom-
mended.

By the summer of 1919, however, the high life in Denmark was
beginning to pall. It may be that his behaviour, both sexually and
socially, and his increasingly strident criticism of the Versailles Treaty
were wearing out his welcome. Maybe the consultancy fees and sales
commissions were starting to dry up as the Danish Air Force became
fully equipped. Maybe Géring got bored — like most ex-combatants he
was finding it hard to settle into peacetime life. Or maybe he was
simply offered a good job in Sweden. In any case, he flew on to
Stockholm, where he joined the fledgling Svenska Lufttrafik airline,
flying air taxis. He had no plans to return to Germany, seeing no future
there as a flier while the country was denied an air force. On 13
February he wrote to the German army’s settlement office applying for
discharge, and offering to forgo his pension rights in exchange for the
rank of captain and the right to continue wearing uniform. The higher
rank, he explained, would be ‘of particular advantage in my civilian
career’.? After four months’ delay, he got his discharge, and his promo-
tion. He was now Captain Goring (retired).

On 20 February 1920, Géring was hired to fly a young Swedish
nobleman, Count Eric von Rosen, to his castle on Lake Baven some
forty-five miles south-west of Stockholm. The weather was filthy —
according to Goring’s version, which sounds like a typical piece of
hyperbole, there was a blizzard building up and three other pilots had
already turned Rosen down, but the fearless Hermann accepted the
challenge. Rosen was something of a daredevil himself — he was well-
known as an explorer both in Africa and the Arctic ~ so there may be
at least a grain of truth in the story. In any case, they got there, and
Goring made an expert landing on the frozen lake, under the red stone
battlements of Rockelstad castle. Whatever the weather had been like
at the start, it was now definitely too bad for a return journey, and
Rosen invited his ‘air-chauffeur’ to stay the night.

Goéring was enchanted by Rockelstad. This was his natural habitat.
A blazing fire welcomed them into the great hall where the walls were
hung with old weapons and armour, family portraits, rich tapestries
depicting heroic Nordic myths, and countless hunting trophies. A huge
stuffed bear stood at the head of the stairs, killed with a spear by the
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head of the house. In the hearth, two large wrought iron swastikas
hung on either side of the fire — at that time the swastika had no polit-
ical significance for either Rosen or Goring, but was merely an ancient
Nordic good luck symbol which Count von Rosen had discovered on
rune stones in Gotland and adopted as a personal emblem.

While the two men were warming themselves in front of the fire,
brandy glasses in their hands, Rosen’s sister-in-law, Carin, Baroness
von Kantzow, appeared at the top of the staircase. It could have been
a scene from a romantic novelette: as she descended to meet them, tall,
elegant, her fine features and deep blue eyes framed by soft brown
hair, Géring gazed up at her as though he had seen a vision. For him,
it was a complete coup de foudre, from which he never recovered.
Carin reciprocated his feelings: ‘He is the man I have always dreamed
about,” she told her sister Fanny, later.3 Back in Stockholm, they began
a passionate affair, which quickly rocketed out of control.

Carin von Kantzow was thirty-one, five years older than Goring,
and came from a military background, which must have added to her
attraction for him. She was the fourth of five daughters of Baron Karl
von Fock, a colonel in the Swedish army, and his Anglo-Irish wife
Huldine, a member of the Beamish brewing family, County Cork’s
answer to Dublin’s Guinness dynasty. Her grandfather had served in
Britain’s Coldstream Guards; her husband, Baron Nils von Kantzow,
was also a regular army officer, who had been military attaché in Paris
from 1912 to 1914. She had an eight-year-old son, Thomas, whom
she loved, but she was bored with her dull life as an army wife, and
with her dull husband — when she was with Goring, she told her sister
later, it was a delight to be with someone who did not take two days
to see the point of a joke.

But for all his dullness, Nils von Kantzow was a decent, honourable
man. When his wife left him to set up home with the penniless Géring,
he made her an allowance that enabled them to live in at least a little
of the comfort to which she had always been accustomed. In return,
he retained custody of Thomas. Like the divorce which he eventually
gave Carin, it was a very civilised arrangement: he seems to have been
remarkably free of bitterness, and imposed no restriction on her access
to her son, who liked and admired his new stepfather from the start.

In his seduction of Carin, Géring took no chances, wooing her and
winning over her family with his youthful glamour as a brave military
hero, mixed with wildly romantic gestures, and outrageous flattery.
How much of it was genuinely felt and how much coolly calculated
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is impossible to say: he had already demonstrated throughout his youth
and military career that once he had set his heart on something he was
totally ruthless in pursuit of his goal. At the same time, he had the
capacity to mask that ruthlessness behind a winning charm. This was
perhaps the most important trait in a character that appeared to be
simple but was in fact extremely complex. It was to serve him well
throughout his future career, and he employed it now with great success.

Carin’s maternal grandmother had founded a private religious sister-
hood, the Edelweiss Society, based on vaguely pantheistic beliefs, and
Géring embraced it enthusiastically. After visiting its tiny chapel in the
garden of the Focks’ house, he wrote to Carin’s mother, the high
priestess:

I should like to thank you from my heart for the beautiful moment I was
allowed to spend in the Edelweiss chapel. You have no idea how I felt in this
wonderful atmosphere. It was so quiet, so lovely, that I forgot all earthly noise,
all my worries, and felt as if in another world. I closed my eyes and absorbed
the clean, celestial atmosphere which filled the whole room. I was like a
swimmer resting on a lonely island to gather new strength before he throws
himself once more into the raging steam of life. I thanked God, and sent up
warm prayers.4

The letter was no doubt written with at least one eye on its effect,
but at the same time much of it was certainly genuine, typical of the
sentimental streak in Goring’s nature. When they left the chapel, Carin
gave him a sprig of edelweiss: he put it in his hat, and wore one
constantly from then on. When he took her to Munich to meet his
mother — who strongly disapproved of his stealing her from her husband
and child - he filled her hotel room with roses before carrying her off
to a picture-postcard chalet in the mountains. Carin herself lived by
her emotions, and stood no chance of resisting such a determined
onslaught on them. She left her husband and lived with Géring for
several months in a small apartment before the sharp tongues and
disapproving eyes of Stockholm society became too much and they fled
to Germany.

At the time of his trial after the Second World War, Goring always
claimed that he had had no interest in politics until he met Hitler. The
facts, however, do not bear this out. Carin’s sister recorded that even
on that first night in Rockelstad castle, Eric von Rosen had raised his
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glass of German wine and proposed a toast to the day when ‘Germany
would find the leader who would once more make her people free’,
adding ‘Perhaps we have heard from him tonight.”s Clearly, Goring
had been holding forth over dinner with his usual passion. Two years
later, the German legation in Stockholm reported that the thirty-year-
old former air ace was describing himself in Sweden as ‘a candidate
for the post of Reich President’.®

‘In some way I wanted to participate in the fate of my country,’
Goring told the Nuremberg court. ‘Since I could not and would not
do that as an officer . . . I had first of all to build up the necessary
foundation, and I attended the University of Munich in order to study
history and political science.”” While Carin stayed in Sweden to remain
close to her son and organise her divorce, he took a hunting lodge at
Bayrichszell, in the mountains some thirty-five miles south of Munich,
almost on the Austrian frontier, and settled down to his studies. He
did not find it easy. He was, after all, twenty-nine years old, in every
way a man among boys compared with the other students, and had
always seen himself as a man of action rather than ideas. Nevertheless,
he persevered, though he found himself learning more on the streets
and in the cafés and beer halls, where the best education in political
reality was to be found, than in the lecture room.

The political situation in Munich was still fluid, though for a brief
period during the first half of 1922, an unfamiliar calm settled over
the city. The hard-line monarchist Ritter von Kahr had been forced to
step down as Minister-President after the dissolution of the
Einwohnerwehr and the other paramilitary organisations, and he had
been replaced by a mild conservative, Graf Lerchenfeld, who broadly
supported the federal government and so offered some relief from the
stresses of separatism. The dangers of anarchy and revolution seemed
to have receded. It was, of course, another illusion.

The illusion was shattered on 24 June when the Jewish Foreign
Minister Walther Rathenau was assassinated by two members of
Ehrhardt’s Organisation Consul, hard on the heels of a failed attempt
on the life of Philipp Scheidemann, the former Chancellor who had
proclaimed the Republic from the balcony of the Reichstag. Rathenau’s
killing was in Berlin, but everybody knew it had been planned in
Munich. His murderers died in a ferocious gun battle with police at a
remote castle, their young driver was caught and sentenced to ten years’
imprisonment, but the Bavarian authorities, true to form, made no
attempt to bring Ehrhardt and his associates to justice.
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The federal government reacted by passing a new Law for the
Protection of the Republic, cracking down hard on terrorism and all
subversive activity, including extremist political parties. One of its first
victims was Adolf Hitler. At the beginning of the year he had been
sentenced to three months in prison for inciting a beer hall brawl,
suspended against future good bebaviour ~ a condition that was easily
overlooked by the Bavarian government, who saw him as a valuable
tool in their fight against Bolshevism. Under the new law, however,
there could be no excuse for ignoring his blatant attacks on the
Republic, and they were forced to imprison him, albeit for only one
of the three suspended months. He served his time from 24 June to
27 July, in the most comfortable cell in' Munich’s Stadelheim Prison.

The right-wing organisations in Munich naturally saw the Law for
the Protection of the Republic as a direct threat to their own existence,
and they forced Lerchenfeld to pass an emergency decree virtually
excluding Bavaria from its provisions. The federal government recog-
nised this as a serious challenge to its own authority, and in turn forced
Lerchenfeld to withdraw his decree. This provoked a new wave of
protest and agitation in Munich, culminating in a huge demonstration
on the Konigsplatz on 16 August, billed as ‘For Germany ~ Against
Berlin’. The newly-released Hitler was the principal speaker, marking
his growing stature with a savage attack on ‘the approaching Jewish
Bolshevism under the protection of the Republic’.® The SA marched in
the demonstration, its first public outing with drums and banners,
though with only 8oo members it was still tiny by comparison with
the large, well-armed contingents of the Bund Oberland, Reichsflagge
and the Bund Bayern und Reich, the biggest of the Bavarian patriotic
leagues, which alone had 30,000 men on parade.

The political temperature was rising rapidly again, with a powerful
new factor adding to popular discontent. In addition to resentment at
what they saw as the Berlin government’s spineless acquiescence with
the Versailles diktat, all the extremist parties fed on the alarming rise
in inflation since the war, The mark had stood at 4.16 to the US doliar
in 1914, and 7.45 at the time of the armistice, an uncomfortable but
bearable loss in value. Since then its fall had accelerated steadily, and
by mid June 1922 it had reached 272 to the dollar. Rathenau’s murder
added new spin to the vicious spiral: within a week the rate plum-
meted to 401, and ten days later it was §27 and still falling. As salaries
and savings became worthless, the only response of the federal govern-
ment in Berlin was to print more and more banknotes, increasing the
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financial chaos and quenching any remaining glimmers of confidence
in the economy. It was a situation ripe for revolution, both nationally
and locally.

In Munich, R6hm, Pohner, the former Munich police chief, and Dr
Pittinger, head of the Bund Bayern und Reich, planned a putsch to
overthrow both the Bavarian and Reich governments, counting on the
support of the Bavarian District Command of the Reichswehr to back
up their own paramilitaries. Hitler agreed to join them. In the event,
however, the police found out about the plot and it came to nothing.
Lerchenfeld resigned, and a new, right-wing government took over. But
it failed to bring any greater stability — the unrest continued to simmer
over the next twelve months, threatening to boil over at any moment.

One of the main reasons why the planned putsch failed to materialise
was that the right in Munich was hopelessly divided, with no single
leader capable of uniting the various factions. Some wanted greater
autonomy for Bavaria within the Republic; some wanted complete sepa-
ration under a restored Bavarian monarchy; some favoured joining with
Austria in a new south German Catholic state; some wanted to turn
back the clock and restore the Kaiser in Berlin; and some, like Hitler,
wanted to destroy the hated Republic and replace it with a unified
Germany under a dictator. Apart from their fear of socialism and
communism, almost the only thing they all had in common was hatred
of the Weimar Republic.

Géring, studying the situation from the sidelines, shared that feeling.
‘I hated the Republic,” he told Douglas M. Kelley at Nuremberg. ‘I
knew it could not last. I saw that as soon as the Allies withdrew their
support, a new government would take over Germany. I wanted to
help destroy the Republic and to be, perhaps, the ruler of the new
Reich.’ As always, Goéring was thinking big. Before he could begin
working towards his ambition, however, he needed a political party.
For a time, he tried to found his own, but soon realised that there was
too much competition and that he would be better off joining one that
was already up and running. The only question was, which one? ‘There
were at that time about fifty organisations - call them parties — of
World War veterans in Germany,” he explained.

They didn’t like the government. They didn’t like the Versailles Treaty. They
didn’t like the peace — a peace in which there were no jobs, no food, no shoes.
I knew that the overthrow of the Republic would be done by these dissatis-
fied men. So I looked over their parties to see which ones showed promise.
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After studying each one, I decided to join the National Socialist Party. It was
small - that meant I could soon be a big man in it. It appealed to the unhappy
veterans — that meant it would have the manpower for a putsch. It attacked
Versailles — that gave it character and a target for the emotions of the veteran.
Even its anti-Semitism served a purpose — it won over those who needed some-
thing more elemental than a political error as a focus for their emotions.™

Goring first encountered Hitler on a Sunday evening in November
1922, at another mass demonstration in Konigsplatz. Having failed to
get the Kaiser extradited from Holland to stand trial as a war crim-
inal, the Allies were now pressing for the arrest and trial of his generals,
a demand that raised even greater indignation among Germans. Géring
was spitting mad: the military commanders were his heroes, and he
went along to the meeting eager to contribute to the protest. What he
heard left him deeply depressed. One speaker after another stood up
and spouted empty, long-winded platitudes, and no one called for direct
action. Finally, with the crowd growing impatient, people began calling
for Hitler, who happened to be standing close by, surrounded by a
small group of supporters. Géring knew Hitler’s reputation as a rousing
orator, and looked forward to hearing him speak for the first time. He
was disappointed when Hitler refused, but fascinated to overhear the
reasons he gave: ‘He could not see himself speaking, as he put it, to
these tame, bourgeois pirates. He considered it senseless to launch
protests with no weight behind them. This made a deep impression on
me; I was of the same opinion.’**

Intrigued by this intense young man with the pale face and small
moustache, wearing his habitual slouch hat and shabby trench coat
and carrying a dog whip, Goring asked around and discovered that
Hitler held court every Monday evening in the old-world Café
Neumaier on the edge of the Viktualenmarkt. Next day he went there,
to hear what this unconventional politician had to say. Carin, who had
now joined him in Munich after obtaining her divorce, went with him.
They found Hitler at his regular table, surrounded by his usual
entourage. As his subject for the evening, he had chosen ‘The Versailles
Peace Treaty and the Extradition of the German Army Commanders’.
He spoke about the meeting the previous evening, declaring that there
was no sense in the empty protests made there, and that a protest could
only succeed if it was backed by power to give it weight. Until Germany
had become strong again, this sort of thing was useless: “You’ve got
to have bayonets to back up any threats!’
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This was fighting talk, exactly what Goring wanted to hear. “This
conviction,” he told the court in Nuremberg, ‘was spoken word for
word as if from my own soul.’™ At last, he had found a man ‘who
had a clear and definite aim’. Hitler in turn was impressed by Goring’s
contribution to the evening, a passionate speech about officers putting
honour first in any conflict of interest, and took note of the
newcomer.”3 That night, after earnest discussions with Carin, Goring
decided Hitler was the man for him. He knew little about the Nazi
programme or policies, but that hardly mattered: ‘I joined the Party
because it was revolutionary,” he explained to Dr Kelley, ‘not because
of the ideological stuff . . . The thing that attracted me to the Nazi
Party was that it was the only one that had the guts to say “to hell
with Versailles”, while the others were smiling and appeasing. That’s
what got me.’™#

Next day, he called on Hitler at party headquarters, and offered his
services. Hitler could hardly believe his luck: ‘Splendid, a war ace with
the Pour le Mérite — imagine it! Excellent propaganda!’ he crowed later
to his well-connected supporter, Kurt Liidecke. ‘Moreover, he has
money and doesn’t cost me a cent.’*s Turning on the full force of his
charm, he told Goring their meeting was ‘an extraordinary turn of
fate’. Goring, though flattered, was well aware of his own worth:
“Naturally, Hitler was glad to have me because I had a great reputa-
tion among officers of the First World War. I was of value, and in turn
I was to become leader of the Reich.’*¢

The astonishing claim that they struck such a deal at their first
meeting is typical of Goring’s unique mixture of naive enthusiasm and
cool calculation, to say nothing of his egotism. But such a deal is
entirely typical of Hitler’s intuitive ability to win people over by making
them feel special and offering them their heart’s desire. From that
moment, Goring was hooked. He had sold his soul to Hitler as surely
as Dr Faustus sold his to Mephistopheles; his price was not youth but
the promise of power. It was a promise that would haunt him for the
rest of his days.™”

It may be that Hitler genuinely saw Géring as the future leader he
was seeking for Germany, a role for which Géring certainly had the
charisma and personality, however flawed his character might be. At
that time Hitler still regarded himself as merely the ‘drummer’, a John
the Baptist figure preparing the way for a heroic Messiah who would
somehow emerge as ‘a gift from heaven’. ‘Our task,” he declared, ‘is
to create the sword that this person will need when he is there. Our
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task is to give the dictator, when he comes, a people ready for him.’

It was only during the following year that Hitler finally became
convinced that he himself was the Messiah figure, that it was his own
destiny to be the supreme leader, the Fiihrer, of the German people.
By then, Goring was so enamoured of him, so in thrall to him as a
substitute father figure replacing Epenstein, that he was content to be
his crown prince, his Simon Peter. Indeed, on Hitler’s thirty-fourth
birthday in 1923, Goring proclaimed him ‘the beloved leader of the
German freedom movement’ ~ though he was still referring to himself
as a prospective candidate for the presidency.

At their first meeting, Hitler talked, inevitably, about the ‘unbear-
able shackles’ of the Treaty of Versailles, insisting that it would only
be possible to free Germany from them by rousing the ‘broad masses
of the people’, and not through the existing nationalist parties and
organisations. He then gave what Géring described as ‘a very wonderful
and profound explanation of the concept of National Socialism’,
combining bourgeois nationalism and Marxist socialism to ‘create a
new vehicle for these new thoughts’. It was all heady, if empty stuff.
Goéring, who was extremely clever but essentially shallow, swallowed
it whole. When Hitler went on to say that he had made a ‘special selec-
tion’ of those people within the party ‘who were convinced followers,
and who were ready at any moment to devote themselves completely
and unreservedly to the dissemination of our idea’,*® Goring was
desperate to be counted as one of them.

He was given the chance immediately, when Hitler offered him
command of the SA. The present leaders were too young, Hitler said,
and for some time he had been looking out for someone with a distin-
guished war record, ideally a Pour le Mérite airman or submariner,
who would have more authority. It seemed especially fortunate, he
continued, that Hermann Goring of all people, the last commander of
the Richthofen Squadron, should place himself at his disposal. Goring
accepted at once, but with the proviso that he should not officially
take over for two months, so that it would not appear that he had
only joined the party because of the position. Until then, he would
remain in the background, but would ‘make his influence felt imme-
diately’. Hitler agreed, they shook hands and Goring swore a solemn
oath of allegiance: ‘I pledge my destiny to you for better or for worse,
I dedicate myself to you in good times and in bad, even unto death.’

Goring had a second, more personal reason to delay taking command
of the SA. Carin’s divorce became absolute in December, and he needed
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time to put his domestic affairs in order and to make arrangements
for their wedding — in fact for two weddings, one in Stockholm on 25
January 1923, the second in Munich on 3 February. He had already
moved his bride into a villa they had bought in Obermenzing, a fash-
ionable suburb of Munich just beyond the Nymphenburg Palace, in
November. Carin had brought her own elegant furniture and effects
from Sweden, including Chinese embroidery, romantic pictures and a
white harmonium on which she would accompany her new husband
while he sang folk songs, ballads and even operatic arias in a light
baritone voice.

Goring filled his own quarters with the heavy gothic pieces he had
always liked, especially in one room that was to be the most impor-
tant in the house. ‘On the ground floor,” Carin’s sister Fanny recorded,
‘was a large, attractive smoking room, with an alcove lit from outside
by a bulls-eye window. A few steps down from it was a wine cellar
with an open fire, wooden stools and a great sofa.” This room became
a meeting place for ‘all those who had dedicated themselves to Hitler
and his freedom movement’. Hitler himself was a regular visitor, gener-
ally arriving late at night, and even learned to relax in this private,
congenial setting, so different from his sparsely furnished, shabby room
at 41 Thierschstrasse. According to Fanny, his ‘sense of humour
showed itself in gay stories, observations and witticisms, and Carin’s
spontaneous and wholehearted reaction to them made her a delightful
audience’.*

As with all that he did, Goring threw himself wholeheartedly into
the Party and the SA to the exclusion of everything else, including his
studies. Fortunately, Carin shared his enthusiasm. Uniquely among the
Nazi womenfolk, she took an active part in the endless talk of Hitler’s
inner circle, both in her own home and in the regular drinking sessions
in the Bratwurstglockel tavern, just behind the Frauenkirche church in
the heart of old Munich, where a large table, their Stammtisch, was
permanently reserved for the group. Since Carin’s money was in hard
Swedish currency, the Gorings were able to live in some comfort during
the time of rampant inflation, and even to put money into the Party.
They were able to afford a splendid new car, a twenty-five horsepower
Mercedes-Benz 16, which Hitler used as a saluting base while reviewing
an SA march-past at Easter 1923. At the same rally, Géring was report-
edly seen giving Hitler pocket money. All this helped to cement the
personal relationship between the two men, but although " they were
close for many years, they always addressed each other with the formal
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‘Sie’, never progressing to the more intimate ‘D#’. Goring was never
allowed to forget - nor did he wish to — that Hitler was “The Chief’.

Goring never had any wish to supplant Hitler, but he was determined
from the very beginning to be his chosen successor, his deputy, perhaps
even his partner. One of his reasons for choosing the Nazi Party was
that it was a small organisation where he could swiftly move to the
top, and he had only to look at the rest of the men in the inner circle
at that time to know that he was right. They were an unimpressive
bunch: ineffectual dreamers, drunks, thugs ~ and mostly unsophisti-
cated provincials to boot. Anton Drexler, co-founder of the original
DAP, who had been supplanted by Hitler the previous year, was a lock-
smith in the Munich railyards; tall, thin and bespectacled, he was a
plodder both physically and mentally. In marked contrast, Dietrich
Eckart, the man who had accompanied Hitler to Berlin at the time of
the Kapp Putsch, was big, bluff, and gregarious, with a rumbustious
sense of humour, but he was a drunk and a morphine addict, a bohemian
who spent most of his time in cafés and bars.

Eckart, son of a prosperous lawyer in Neumarkt, was a vélkisch
poet and playwright who had made his name with a translation of
Ibsen’s Peer Gynt, which brought him a steady income, some of which
he gave to the struggling Party. He edited and published a scurrilous
anti-Semitic weekly called Auf gut deutsch (In Plain German), knew
everybody who counted in Munich society, and was able to persuade
some of them to give substantial financial help. Twenty years older
than Hitler, he regarded him as his protégé: he had coached and tutored
and attempted to civilise the young firebrand, polishing his table
manners, introducing him to political hostesses and even buying him
his first trench coat. Hitler labelled him ‘the spiritual father’ of the
movement — it was Eckart who had coined the party slogan,
‘Deutschland erwache!’ (‘Germany awake!’) ~ but by the beginning of
1923, he was growing weary of his mentor, and they were drifting
apart. In any case, Eckart was drinking himself to death — he would
be gone by the end of the year ~ and so posed no threat to anyone in
the hierarchy.

Others in the inner circle included Rudolf Hess, the son of an expa-
triate merchant, born and raised in Alexandria, Egypt, a fighter pilot
during the war, who was still studying politics at Munich University;
Alfred Rosenberg, a Baltic-German émigré, who fancied himself as a
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philosopher and wrote woolly articles for Eckart’s magazine; Max
Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, another Baltic-German, an engineer by
profession with valuable contacts among wealthy Russian refugees;
Hitler’s former sergeant in the List Regiment, Max Amman, a rough-
neck who was a good organiser and so was made the Party’s business
manager; Hermann Esser, a deeply unsavoury young activist who had
been press agent for Captain Mayr, a gifted rabble-rouser whose oratory
almost matched Hitler’s, whose Jew-baiting articles were a feature of
the Vélkischer Beobdchter, and who was not above blackmailing his
associates.

The latest recruit, arriving at much the same time as Goring, was
Ernst ‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengl, a fleshy six-foot-four Harvard graduate
whose American mother was descended from two Civil War generals.
Hanfstaengl’s family were noted art dealers, and he was a partner in
an art publishing firm. He was cultured, witty and rich, extremely well
connected, and had a beautiful wife who, like Carin Géring, doted on
the Nazi leader. Putzi endeared himself to Hitler not only through his
generous financial contributions, which included an interest-free loan
of US$1,000, a vast sum in those inflationary times, to buy new rotary
printing presses for the Vélkischer Beobachter, but also by his ability
as a pianist, playing Wagner while Hitler paced to and fro, whistling
the tune and ‘conducting’. But although he was valuable as a milk cow
and as a sort of social secretary, Hanfstaengl had only a superficial
intelligence, and no personal political ambition. There was no steel in
his character, and he, too, posed no threat to Goring.

There was not an intelligent man of action among the entire inner
circle, with one exception: Ernst Rohm. It was immediately apparent
that Rohm was Géring’s only serious rival, but he was in many ways
a semi-detached member of the Party, which was only one of his many
interests. and involvements. He was also the one man Géring had to
work closely with in reshaping the SA.

Rohm was still a serving army officer, and had just been trans-
ferred from Major-General Epp’s infantry command to the staff of
the new GOC in Bavaria, General Otto von Lossow. Lossow, a tall,
well-built man with a shaven head, had been sent by Berlin to bring
maverick right-wing officers like Rohm to heel, and to enforce the
army’s loyalty to the federal government. But from the beginning his
attitude was ambivalent: as a Bavarian himself, he was sympathetic
to the separatists, and like so many senior officers, he was obsessed
with the threat of Bolshevism, regarding right-wing organisations,
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including their paramilitaries, as allies. His main concern was not whether
they threatened the Republic, for which, as a right-wing monarchist, he
had no affection and even less loyalty, but whether they threatened the
authority of the army. As long as they knew their place in this respect,
he was happy to tolerate and even encourage them, especially in their
battles with the Communist paramilitaries of the Red Front.

The German army had always depended on the existence of a large
reserve army, closely integrated with the active army, consisting of men
who had completed their period of conscription but who were still
subject to military discipline, kept up to scratch by annual training and
ready for mobilisation at very short notice. The Versailles Treaty had
removed this reservoir, limiting the army in its entirety to 100,000 men.
Lossow and his fellow generals saw the paramilitary organisations as
‘the basis of a hidden reserve army, a means of circumventing the
Versailles restrictions in preparation for the day when Germany would
rise again and take revenge on her enemies. Hitler did not accept this
role for the SA: for him it was a weapon in the internal fight against
the Republic and the ‘November criminals’. It must remain under his
control, and not that of the generals; it must never become a mere
adjunct of the Reichswehr. But while the generals were providing money,
equipment and support, he was quite prepared to go along with them.
Goring, despite his military background, agreed with him on both
counts. In January 1923, shortly before Géring officially took
command, Rohm brokered a meeting between Hitler and Lossow, at
which they agreed that the SA would receive clandestine army training.

The SA at that time was little more than an unruly and ill-organ-
ised club composed mainly of freebooting remnants of the Freikorps.
Officially charged with protection duties at political meetings, they
spent most of their time. picking fights and breaking heads wherever
they could and with whatever they could lay their hands on — beer
steins and chair legs were among their favourite weapons, along with
brass knuckledusters and rubber truncheons, though they occasionally
used pistols and even home-made bombs and grenades. Goring’s first
task was to instil discipline and structure, and transform it into a reli-
able formation that would carry out his or Hitler’s orders without ques-
tion. It would not be easy. However, delighted to be commanding men
again, he set about whipping them into shape, drawing on his years
of military training and experience to create a tough, professional force.

He began by introducing a number of his own friends and acquain-
tances to raise the general tone and create an upper echelon, and
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drawing in members of the Party ‘who were young and idealistic enough
to devote their free time and their entire energies to it’. Then he looked
for recruits from the working class to provide extra muscle among the
rank and file. Drilling and training them with all the rigour of the
Prussian officer he had once been, he soon began to produce results,
not only in Munich, but throughout Bavaria, with companies and regi-
ments parading weekly in every town and city. ‘I gave him a dishev-
elled rabble,” Hitler recalled later. “In a very short time he had organised
a division of eleven thousand men.’*°

Hitler’s admiration for Géring’s achievement was lasting — ‘He is
the only one of its heads that ran the SA properly,” he said later — and
extended to other areas, too. While Goring came to worship Hitler
and accept his own subservience without question, Hitler was always
slightly in awe of Goring for his war record, his decorations and the
undoubted bravery they represented, his education and training, his
easy manner, and the fact that although he may not have actually been
an aristocrat he could move confidently in the very highest circles. To
Hitler, Géring was always a hero, a fact that coloured their relation-
ship to the very end.

When Géring officially took command of the SA at the beginning of
February 1923, it was in the midst of a national crisis that promised
great opportunity for Hitler and the Nazi Party. Three weeks earlier,
on 1I January, French and Belgian troops had marched into the Ruhr,
Germany’s industrial heartland, triggering a remarkable train of events
which in ten months was to raise Hitler from an insignificant beer hall
agitator on the margins of provincial politics to a potential national
leader. Everything that ensued, not only during that year but through
to 1933 and even 1945, can be traced back to that action.

The French and Belgians were seen by many, including Britain and
the United States, as vindictive and arrogant, and so they were. But
they had good cause. They were understandably nervous at the unstable
situation in Germany, which threatened their own security, and their
war wounds were still too sore for any forgiveness or trust of their
former enemy, whom they blamed entirely for everything that had
happened. Their own industrial regions, where most of the heaviest
fighting on the Western Front had taken place, had been totally devas-
tated. Germany’s, on the other hand, remained physically unscathed —
apart from some early fighting in East Prussia, there had been no battles
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on German soil. What was more, the French were deeply in debt to
Britain and the United States, which had largely financed their war
effort, and the Americans were insisting on early repayment. Although
they had been given the use of the Saar mines, and had regained Alsace-
Lorraine with its iron and steel, they still needed the heavy reparations
imposed at Versailles to fund their own reconstruction.

From the beginning, the Germans had dragged their feet and tried to
avoid paying. In the autumn of 1922, they asked the Allies to grant a
moratorium. Britain and the United States were prepared to agree, but
the French refused point blank, insisting that the Germans were perfectly
capable of raising the money by taxing the rich. This was something the
German government, despite being socialist, was not prepared to do:
there were three groups, the army, the rich industrialists and the
landowners, that no German government was prepared to offend — the
war itself had been financed entirely by bonds and war loans, public
donations and, in an ominous portent, by printing more paper money,
but not through taxation. Far from raising taxes on the rich, the govern-
ment actually reduced them in 1921. At the end of 1922, Germany
defaulted on payments — specifically on delivery of 135,000 metres of
timber telegraph poles and coal to the value of 24 million gold marks
— to France. This was not the first time they had deliberately tried to
evade their obligations, and what little French patience remained now
expired. They marched their troops into the Ruhr, along with the equally
aggrieved Belgians, to exact payment in kind.

For Germany this was an economic disaster. Since the loss of the
industrial regions of Alsace-Lorraine, the Saar and Upper Silesia, which
had been ceded to Poland, the Ruhr accounted for more than eighty
per cent of her entire production of coal, iron and steel. Without it,
she could not survive, never mind rebuild. The French were well aware
of this — indeed, one of the underlying reasons behind their move was
to weaken Germany’s reviving power — but it did not sap their resolve.
If anything, it strengthened it. They even made a point of sending in
black colonial troops, knowing their presence would add to the distress
and unease of a local population that was inherently racist.

The workers of the Ruhr immediately downed tools in a general strike.
The Berlin government called for a campaign of passive resistance that
was taken up by everyone except some mine owners, who continued
unpatriotically but profitably delivering coal to France. The army did its
bit by organising sabotage and guerrilla warfare, clandestinely arming
and reactivating former Freikorps groups. The French responded with




FIGHTING THE NOVEMBER CRIMINALS 77

imprisonments, deportations and executions. The state of undeclared
war swiftly spread to the Saar and the Rhineland, which had been
under Allied military occupation since 1918.

The Berlin government supported the beleaguered population finan-
cially, but the only way it could manage this without increasing taxa-
tion was once again by printing more money, and thus exacerbating
the rocketing inflation. At the beginning of the year, the mark stood
at 7,000 to the US dollar. Within days of the occupation of the Ruhr,
it had plunged to 18,000, and it continued to fall exponentially
throughout the rest of the year. By 1 July the rate was 160,000. A
month later it had reached one million, by November four billion, and
then on into uncountable trillions, but still the government refused to
call a halt, stop the printing presses and balance the budget.

Apart from the government itself, which was able to frustrate the
French and clear all its public debt, only three groups in Germany
profited from the collapse of the currency. They were, of course, the
rich industrialists, the landlords and the army, who pressured the
government to continue with a policy that brought nothing but ruina-
tion to the vast majority of the people. The rich capitalists who knew
how to manipulate credit became super rich as they bought up facto-
ries, mines and other property with worthless currency, while at the
same time heavy industry was able to wipe out all its debts in the same
way. And the army was delighted to find that all the war debts were
cleared, leaving the country financially free to start planning another
war. For the rest of the population, there was only misery, despair and
bankruptcy as both savings and wages became utterly worthless.

On the face of it, the crisis seemed to present Hitler with a golden
opportunity to cash in on the widespread unrest caused by the collapse
of the mark, and public anger at the occupation of the Ruhr. But the
French action had united the German nation behind the government
as it had never been since August 1914, and it would be brave, even
foolhardy, to swim against the tide of popular sentiment and attack it.
Nevertheless, that is just what Hitler did. He, like Lenin in Russia only
five years earlier, was concerned first and foremost with the enemy
within, rather than the enemy without. France could wait; the
‘November criminals’ could not.

‘The external rebirth of Germany is only possible,” he screamed to
a packed meeting in the Circus Krone on the day the French and
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Belgians marched into the Ruhr, ‘when the criminals are faced with
their responsibility and delivered to their just fate.” He blamed the
government and the forces behind it - Marxism, democracy, interna-
tionalism, all of which were part of the ‘global Jewish conspiracy’ —
for the weakness that allowed the French to treat Germany like a
colony.** Deriding the calls for national unity, he announced that any
member of the party who took part in active resistance to the occu-
pation would be expelled. Goéring, though not yet in his position, stood
solidly behind Hitler. When R6hm demanded that the SA join the other
paramilitaries and the Reichswehr to march against the French to
liberate the Ruhr, he opposed him vigorously.

Surprisingly, Hitler’s bold move paid off. As he stepped up his prop-
aganda campaign, support for the Nazi Party grew, and he began plan-
ning his first ‘Reich Party Rally’, to take place between 27 and 29
January with twelve mass meetings and a parade on the Marsfeld, close
to the centre of Munich, at which the standards of the principal SA
units, based in Munich, Nuremberg and Landshut, were to be dedi-
cated in front of 6,000 storm-troopers. The Bavarian government was
decidedly nervous about this — there had been persistent rumours since
November that Hitler was plotting a putsch. On 26 January they
banned the rally and declared a state of emergency. Hitler was furious,
and threatened to go ahead anyway, personally marching at the head
of his troops, ready to take the first bullets if they were fired on.

It was the arch-fixer Rohm who calmed Hitler down and with the
help of Epp persuaded General von Lossow, former Minister-President
Kahr, who was then presiding over Upper Bavaria, and the new Munich
Police President, Eduard Nortz, who had replaced the sympathetic
Pohner, to weigh in on Hitler’s side. Lossow was persuaded to talk to
Hitler, and after obtaining a promise ‘on his word of honour’ that he
would not attempt a putsch, agreed not to oppose the rally. The others
followed suit. Faced with the fact that neither the army nor the city
police would move against the Nazis, the government capitulated. The
rally took place triumphantly, with Hitler receiving the adulation of the
crowds as ‘the leader of the German freedom movement’, a significant
step forward on his progress from drummer to Fiihrer, from prophet to
Messiah. Géring, hurrying back from his marriage in Stockholm two
days before, took his bride to the parade, to bathe in the reflected glory
and to cast a critical eye on the men he was about to command.
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The Nazis were on their way, at least in Bavaria — they had been banned
in almost every other German state since the previous autumn. Between
February and November, some 35,000 new members flocked to join the
party, swelling the total membership to about 55,000, and making it a
force to be reckoned with. Over the same period, Géring reorganised
the SA along military lines, establishing a headquarters staff similar to
that of a divisional HQ, with a Chief of Staff and infantry and artillery
commanders, and amalgamating local units into companies and regi-
ments.?> He also created an elite guard squad which he at first called
the Stabswache, the Staff Watch, distinguished from the rest of the SA
by black ski caps with a death’s head badge, and a black border on their
swastika armbands. This quickly became the Stosstrupp Hitler, the Hitler
Shock Troop, and in due course would form the basis of the SS.

Under Goring’s energetic direction, the overall strength of the SA
grew to some 1§,000. But Hitler still depended on the goodwill of the
Bavarian government, the police, and above all the army, which meant
Lossow, whose ambivalent attitude dogged him throughout the year.
The training of the SA by the army, which Hitler and Lossow had
agreed shortly before the Party Day, went ahead through the spring
and summer in the woods outside Munich. But there was a price to
be paid for Reichswehr support: the SA had to share its training with
other radical paramilitary groups, joining them in an umbrella organ-
isation formed by Réhm in February, which he named the
Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Vaterlindischen Kampfverbinde (Working
Association of Patriotic Combat Formations). The SA was by no means
the biggest or most powerful member of the Working Association, and
overall military command was given to retired Lieutenant-Colonel
Hermann Kriebel, who had previously been Chief of Staff in the
Bavarian Einwohnerwehr.

Though there was never any question of the SA losing its individual
identity, Goring must have been disappointed at this subordination of
his power, but he never showed it. And in-any case there was a much
bigger prize for the party: again at R6hm’s behest, Hitler moved to the
front of the political leadership of the Working Association. This raised
his stature immediately, and allowed him to move in the highest circles,
bringing him, and his SA commander, into regular contact with leading
figures including Ludendorff, the former Quartermaster General and
military dictator, who was able to provide a link with the radical right
in north Germany.

When General von Seeckt, Chief of the Army High Command, visited
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Munich in March, it was only natural that Lossow should arrange a
meeting with Hitler. It lasted four hours, but was hardly momentous
— Seeckt was not impressed by the Nazi leader, and Hitler was disap-
pointed that the general refused to commit the army to direct action
in the Ruhr, or to unseating the Republican government. Nevertheless,
it was another step in establishing Hitler’s credentials as a serious politi-
cian. Lossow was impressed: he shared Hitler’s hatred of the Republic
and its government, but they disagreed violently on what was to be
done. Lossow wanted Bavaria to secede from the Reich and go its own
way. Hitler wanted to retain a unified Reich, but under a dictatorship.
When it came to a march on Berlin, emulating Mussolini’s successful
march on Rome at the end of the previous October, Lossow vacillated.
The intensive training of the SA by the army was ostensibly in prepa-
ration for a concerted attack on the French, and indeed plans for such
an operation were drawn up by the Werhmacht High Command in
Berlin under the code name ‘Spring Training’. Goring brought his storm
troopers to a high state of readiness, both physically and mentally.
They still fought battles in the streets and beer halls against the
Communists, but they were ready and eager for bigger battles else-
where. On 15 April, Easter Sunday, Goring showed them off to his
leader, standing next to him in his open Mercedes as he took the salute.
Carin wrote to her son back in Stockholm, describing the scene:

Today, the Beloved One [as she always described Géring] paraded his army
of true young Germans before his Fithrer, and I saw his face light up as he
watched them pass by. The Beloved One has worked so hard with them, has
instilled so much of his qwn bravery and heroism into them, that what was
once a rabble — and I must confess sometimes a rough and rather terrifying
one — has been transformed into a veritable Army of Light, a band of eager
crusaders ready to march as the Fiihrer’s orders to render this unhappy country
free once more . . .

After it was over, the Fiithrer embraced the Beloved One and told me that
if he said what he really thought of his achievement, the Beloved One would
get a swollen head.

I said that my own head was already swollen with pride, and he kissed my
hand and said, ‘No head so pretty as yours could ever be swollen.’*

‘Spring Training’ eventually came to nothing — Berlin had got cold feet.
Even when French troops shot down strikers at the Krupp works in
Essen on 31 March, killing thirteen and wounding forty-one, Seeckt
refused to let his men and their paramilitary auxiliaries off the leash.
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Seeckt was simply being realistic, knowing that his relatively small
force stood no chance against the powerful French army, but the storm-
troopers were spoiling for a fight, and Goéring was finding it increas-
ingly difficult to hold them back. He found some release for their
energies by turning them loose against the Communists, revelling in
the rough and tumble of beer hall battles. ‘Boy, how those beer mugs
flew,” he enthused twenty years later to American historian George
Schuster. ‘One nearly laid me out!’*4

Beer mugs were not the only weapons used; in April, Géring and a
heavily armed squad occupied the offices of the Vélkischer Beobachter
to prevent the arrest of the editor, Dietrich Eckart, and on 26 April
storm-troopers and Communists exchanged gunfire in the streets. No
one was killed, but four men were seriously wounded. This was all
part of the build-up to a major confrontation between the two sides,
planned by Hitler and Go6ring for the Socialists’ and Communists’ tradi-
tional May Day celebrations. The police had already given approval
for a Socialist parade through the city. But 1 May was also the anniver-
sary of the overthrow of the Bavarian Riterepublik in 1919, which
gave the right an excuse for celebrations, too.

Hitler dithered until the last minute, waiting to see if the Bavarian
authorities would submit to his demand that they ban the Socialists’
demonstration. When it became clear that they were only prepared to
ban the parade but not the demonstration, he called a meeting of the
Working Association leaders on 30 April, at which they decided to
stage a counter-demonstration the next day, and to attack the Socialists.
This was what Goring and the other paramilitary leaders had been
waiting for. Goring sent out emergency orders to his regiments, in
Nuremberg and Landshut as well as Munich, to report to the city’s
Oberwiesenfeld next morring, armed and ready for action. It was short
notice, but they obeyed eagerly.

The local SA leaders had been collecting weapons for some time —
the commander of the Lower Bavarian regiment in Landshut, for
example, a local pharmacist called Gregor Strasser, had accumulated
140 rifles and a number of light machine guns — and early next morning
they handed them out to their men and set off to do their duty. From
the start, however, the plans for a bloody confrontation began to go
wrong. Strasser’s lorry convoy was stopped by police and he was
ordered to hand their weapons in at the nearest army barracks. He
got the police off his back by giving his word that he would comply,
then promptly broke his promise and drove straight to Munich. It was
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disconcerting that the police were not looking the other way as they
usually did. Hitler, meanwhile, was discovering that the army, too, was
showing a disturbing lack of support. He had met Lossow and
demanded the arms that were being stored for the Munich SA in army
barracks, declaring he needed them to combat a putsch which he
claimed the Communists were plotting. Lossow, no doubt mindful of
the gunfight between SA and Communists four days earlier, had refused,
and warned him that the army would fire on anyone, from right or
left, who tried to create disorder on the streets.

Réhm appeared to have saved the day by taking it upon himself to
drive to the barracks with an escort of storm-troopers, drawing the
weapons from the armoury on his own authority as a staff officer.
Hitler, wearing a steel helmet and his Iron Cross, prepared to lead the
march, with Goring, also helmeted and bemedalled, at his side.
Excitement was running high, but before they could start, a chastened
Réhm arrived, guarded by a detachment of armed troops and police,
with orders from Lossow that Hitler must return the weapons imme-
diately, and stand down his men.

The 2,000 paramilitaries vastly outnumbered the soldiers and police,
and could easily have overwhelmed them —~ indeed, Kriebel, their
commander, along with Strasser and others, were all for taking them
on as an hors-d’ceuvre to their battle against the left. There is no
record of Goring’s attitude. Hitler, however, still smarting from his
interview with Lossow, believed that the general would have no hesi-
tation in calling out the full force of the army and police against them.
He backed down. The weapons were returned. The march was
cancelled. Hitler tried to save what face he could with a fiery speech
to the assembled troopers, followed by another to a mass meeting that
evening at the Circus Krone. But there was no disguising the fact that
it was a severe humiliation for him, and for Géring and the SA, and
a sharp reminder that they still depended on the goodwill, if not the
active support, of the army. ‘What mattered,” Lossow later explained,
‘was this: who was in charge of the country? . . . The first trial of
strength ended with Hitler’s defeat, and we had nothing more to do
with one another.’>s This was not strictly true, but it got Lossow off
the hook in 1924, which seems to have been his main concern.

For Hitler and Goring the May Day débicle was an embarrassment
they would overcome. It was merely a temporary setback, when it
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could have been the end - Hitler could have been arrested and impris-
oned, or even deported back to Austria, but he was not. Although
proceedings were started against him for breach of the peace, they were
quietly dropped when he took the audacious step of inviting prosecu-
tion, announcing that he would welcome his chance to speak openly
in court, implying that he would reveal how the Reichswehr was arming
and training the paramilitaries for action against the French.

Hitler took off soon afterwards for a holiday with Eckart at a small -
hotel, the Pension Moritz, on the Obersalzberg, near Berchtesgaden,
whose owners were supporters of the movement. It was his second
visit — Eckart had introduced him to it the previous winter — and he
fell in love with the area’s beauty, peace and quiet, where he could
restore his wounded pride and recharge his energy before resuming the
fight against the ‘November criminals’. He spent much of the summer
in the mountains, returning to Munich from time to time to make
speeches and beat the drum.

Goring stayed in Munich, immersing himself in work, repairing the
damaged morale of his men and continuing the process of building up
the SA for the great day, which he still believed was imminent. Looking
back the following year, exiled in Italy, he boasted to an Italian corre-
spondent:

Often, I was on the go until 4 a.m. and was back at the office at 7 a.m. the
next day. I didn’t have a moment’s respite all day . . . Believe me, I have often
— very often — come home dead tired at r1 p.m., spent fifteen minutes grab-
bing some tea or supper with my wife and then, instead of going to bed,
reviewed the day’s activities for two or three hours; the next morning at 7
a.m. the first adjutant would come to report.2¢

Throughout the summer, the SA continued to pick bloody fights with
Communists and Socialists, and was prominent at a series of ‘German
Days’ with pseudo-military programmes, held at weekends in various
parts of Bavaria. And as its profile rose, so new recruits flocked to
join.

For Rohm, the events of May Day threatened at first to be much
more serious. He was carpeted by a furious General von Lossow,
reminded of his obligations and duties as a serving officer, and informed
that he would be posted forthwith to the backwater of Bayreuth. But
when