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   Nazis in Munich’s St. Mary’s Square during the Beer Hall Putsch
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   Members of the Nazi Party during the Beer Hall Putsch
 
   “You can see that what motivates us is neither self-conceit or self-interest, but only a burning desire to join the battle in this grave eleventh hour for our German Fatherland ... One last thing I can tell you. Either the German revolution begins tonight or we will all be dead by dawn!” - Hitler
 
   “I cannot remember in my entire life such a change in the attitude of a crowd in a few minutes, almost a few seconds ... Hitler had turned them inside out, as one turns a glove inside out, with a few sentences. It had almost something of hocus-pocus, or magic about it.” - Dr. Karl Alexander von Mueller
 
   It is often claimed that Adolf Hitler rose to power in Germany through democratic means, and while that is a stretch, it is true that he managed to become an absolute dictator as Chancellor of Germany in the 1930s through a mixture of politics and intimidation. Ironically, he had set such a course only because of the failure of an outright coup attempt known as the Beer Hall Putsch about a decade earlier.
 
   At the close of World War I, Hitler was an impoverished young artist who scrapped by through selling souvenir paintings, but within a few years, his powerful oratory brought him to the forefront of the Nazi party in Munich and helped make the party much more popular. A smattering of followers in the hundreds quickly became a party of thousands, with paramilitary forces like the SA backing them, and at the head of it all was a man whose fiery orations denounced Jews, communists and other “traitors” for bringing upon the German nation the Treaty of Versailles, which had led to hyperinflation and a wrecked economy. 
 
   During the first few years of the decade, the government in Munich had actually supported the fledgling Nazi party as a counterweight against the communists, which had attempted a coup years earlier, but it would nearly come back to haunt the authorities on November 8, 1923, when Hitler and his forces attempted to start a revolution and take over the city. Backed by men like Rudolf Hess, Hermann Goering, and Ernst Röhm, Hitler and the Nazis came perilously close to succeeding, and they may have been undone only because of the SA’s refusal to initiate violence against German police and Army members. 
 
   By the following day, the police and Army put down the putsch, which climaxed with a short firefight in which the man standing next to Hitler was killed by a shot through the lungs, a bullet that came close to striking the future Fuhrer in the torso. However, despite being the instigator and being arrested in its aftermath as a traitor, the political atmosphere not only saved Hitler from a potential death sentence but practically made him a sympathetic figure. He would end up serving less than a year in prison (during which he dictated Mein Kampf to Hess), and as soon as he was released he went back to working with the Nazis, now convinced that the path to power lay through peaceful means. 
 
   The early 1930s were a tumultuous period for German politics, even in comparison to the ongoing transition to the modern era that caused various forms of chaos throughout the rest of the world. In the United States, reliance on the outdated gold standard and an absurdly parsimonious monetary policy helped bring about the Great Depression. Meanwhile, the Empire of Japan began its ultimately fatal adventurism with the invasion of Manchuria, alienating the rest of the world with the atrocities it committed. Around the same time, Gandhi began his drive for the peaceful independence of India through nonviolent protests against the British.
 
   It was in Germany, however, that the strongest seeds of future tragedy were sown. The struggling Weimar Republic had become a breeding ground for extremist politics, including two opposed and powerful authoritarian entities: the right-wing National Socialists and the left-wing KPD Communist Party. As the 1930s dawned, these two totalitarian groups held one another in a temporary stalemate, enabling the fragile ghost of democracy to continue a largely illusory survival for a few more years. 
 
   That stalemate was broken in dramatic fashion on a bitterly cold night in late February 1933, and it was the Nazis who emerged decisively as the victors. A single act of arson against the famous Reichstag building proved to be the catalyst that propelled Adolf Hitler to victory in the elections of March 1933, which set the German nation irrevocably on the path towards World War II. That war would plunge much of the planet into an existential battle that ultimately cost an estimated 60 million lives. 
 
   Given its importance, the burning of the Reichstag has been viewed as a turning point in history, but the mystery over who was actually responsible still lingers. Officially, a German court convicted and executed a Dutch Communist, Marinus van der Lubbe, and the Nazis would rail against the fire as a Communist plot in the ensuing weeks. Van der Lubbe claimed at trial that he acted alone, and many Communists accused the Nazis of conducting the fire as a false flag operation, but in any case, in the wake of the fire, Communists across Germany were purged, allowing Hitler and the Nazis to strengthen their hold on political power.  
 
   Like other totalitarian regimes, the leader of the Nazis kept an iron grip on power in part by making sure nobody else could attain too much of it, leading to purges of high-ranking officials in the Nazi party. Of these purges, the most notorious was the Night of the Long Knives, a purge in the summer of 1934 that came about when Hitler ordered the surprise executions of several dozen leaders of the SA. This fanatically National Socialist paramilitary organization had been a key instrument in overthrowing democratic government in Germany and raising Hitler to dictatorial power in the first place. However, the SA was an arm of the Nazi phenomenon which had socialist leanings and which was the private army of Ernst Röhm, which was enough for Hitler to consider the organization dangerous. Röhm was a challenger to the Fuhrer's position with his mushrooming SA ranks, which were more loyal to him than to the nominal head of Nazi Germany. 
 
   Though the SA as a whole survived Hitler's purge, its star was eclipsed by the rise of the newly favored Schutzstaffel (SS), which was instrumental in implementing the Night of the Long Knives. Additionally, the SA's senior leadership was decimated, leading to a loss of cohesion and focus. Even its overall commander, Ernst Röhm, fell victim to Hitler's violence, and Hitler himself later spoke words which summed up the calculated ruthlessness he used to deal with his enemies, both domestic and foreign: “The victor will not be asked afterwards whether he told the truth or not. When starting and waging war it is not right that matters, but victory. Close your hearts to pity. Act brutally.” 

Several other factions were also involved. The German Army, or Reichswehr, was theoretically limited to a total of 100,000 men by the treaties ending World War I, but the German military was one of the major keys to power. Röhm dreamed of subsuming it totally into the SA, a nightmare from the point of view of the highly conservative and aristocratic officer corps. A man who championed the cause of the Reichswehr and kept it free of subordination to the SA could likely win its loyalty for years to come regardless of his own political and cultural agenda, which Hitler managed to accomplish with the purge. 
 
   The Rise of Nazi Germany: The History of the Events that Brought Adolf Hitler to Power chronicles Germany’s history in the 1920s and 1930s leading up to Hitler’s rise to power. Along with pictures of important people, places, and events, you will learn about the rise of Nazi Germany like never before, in no time at all. 
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Chapter 1: The End of World War I
 
    [image: Canadian forces at Valenciennes Nov 1918 LAC 3522383.jpeg] 
 
    [image: Canadian forces at Valenciennes Nov 1918 LAC 3522359.jpg] 
 
   Pictures of Canadian soldiers fighting at Valenciennes in November 1918
 
   “At eleven o’clock this morning came to an end the cruellest and most terrible War that has ever scourged mankind. I hope we may say that thus, this fateful morning, came to an end all wars.” – David Lloyd George, November 11th, 1918
 
   By early November 1918, the Allies were steadily pushing the Germans back across the Western Front. The Americans and French moved forward in the Meuse-Argonne area, the British and ANZAC troops pressed forward around the St Quentin Canal, the Army Group Flanders in the North advanced, and the British, Australian and Canadian troops continued from Cambrai. In the wake of their relatively bloodless victory at Cambrai, British and ANZAC troops resupplied and then broke through the German lines where they had attempted to rally at Naves and Thun-Saint-Martin, but the Allies held up again around Le Cateau, where the Germans had once again turned a river into a natural defensive bulwark by fortifying the eastern bank of the Selle River and dominating its approaches with guns and machineguns. The British commander, General Henry Rawlinson, had to determine how his troops would negotiate the river itself, then the fortified railway embankment on the eastern bank, and finally storm the heavily defended ridge beyond, which could rake the entire approach with heavy fire. While Field Marshal Haig advanced with his troops 5 miles eastwards towards the Selle to outflank the German positions at le Cateau, General Rawlinson paused for almost a week so that his heavy artillery could come up and commence bombarding the German defensive positions. 
 
   By this point, despite tens of thousands of Allied casualties suffered while securing the Selle and le Cateau, the German army was virtually spent as a fighting force. Hundreds of thousands of German soldiers were dead, incapacitated or captured, many of them irreplaceable veterans. Germany simply could not field more soldiers than were being lost, even by calling up age classes which had been considered ineligible for mobilization at the start of the war, or fudging the numbers by forcing sick or wounded men to take up arms. Additionally, the Royal Navy blockade ensured that Germany was virtually bereft of supplies, so the rations received by soldiers on the front were increasingly insufficient to meet their needs or absent altogether. There was also a dearth of ammunition and medical supplies, not to mention machineguns and light and heavy artillery pieces, of which the Allies had captured hundreds in their lightning advance. 
 
   At 11:00 a.m. on the 11th day of the 11th month, the “war to end all wars” finally came to an end. The Armistice brought about the cessation of all offensive activities in Europe, and the points detailed in the text of the armistice itself were mainly decided by Marshal Foch. Though based upon Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points, what they meant in brief was a complete and utter defeat for Germany. All military hostilities were to cease immediately within six hours, and Germany would withdraw all remaining troops from France, Luxembourg, Belgium and Alsace-Lorraine within two weeks. The Germans would also be obliged to pull back from their positions in Turkey, Romania and Austro-Hungary and resume the 1914 border line. Likewise, they would have to withdraw all forces on the Western front to the Rhine and submit to Allied occupation of a buffer zone. The German navy would also be confined to port, and all its submarines surrendered to the Allies, along with 5,000 artillery pieces, 25,000 machine guns, 3,000 mortars, 1,700 airplanes, 5,000 train locomotives and 150,000 train cars. 
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   A painting depicting the signing of the Armistice in a carriage of Foch's private train, CIWL #2419
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   Foch (second from right in the front) at the signing of the Armistice
 
   As the terms suggest, there was no sympathy for the Germans, either in the armistice terms or in those of the peace that followed. Likewise, public opinion (and that of the troops who had fought so hard and for so long) was strongly in favor of making examples out of the Germans. Millions had died, France and Belgium had been devastated, and Russia had been plunged into bloody revolution, and it was firmly believed that the Germans had been responsible for all of it and thus deserved everything they got. Accordingly, the Allies kept firing upon the German positions right until the very last possible second before the armistice came into effect. Carting spare ammunition back to the artillery depots seemed like an unnecessary task when it could simply be fired at the Germans, particularly in case they decided not to honor the terms of the agreement. In fact, Allied artillery was responsible for over 10,000 casualties on November 11th alone, with what was likely the final shot of the war being fired by Battery 4 of the U.S. Navy’s Railway Guns at 10:57:30. 
 
   What followed World War I in the shell-shocked vacuum of a war-ravaged Germany is well-known, and the merits of meting out such a ruthless punishment on the losers, and the resentment and hatred this fostered within the German population, has been debated at length. That said, it is difficult not to sympathize with the decision-makers who forced the terms of surrender down the Kaiser’s throat after seeing millions of their young men march off to fight and die against what they saw as unrepentant German aggression. The peace process was always bound to be an emotional issue, particularly for the French and Belgians at the table who had seen huge swaths of their countries turned into barren, shell-blasted wastelands by four years of warfare. 
 
   Still, some of the veterans at the time presumed the Great War would not be the “war to end all wars.” Indeed, Foch himself prophetically asserted, “This is not a peace. It is an armistice for 20 years.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2: The Nazi Party After the War
 
   Defeat in World War I left Germany reeling with shame, injured pride, and deep resentment, as well as racked by economic woes. The nation had been filled with discontent and problems even before the conflict began, including an extremely poisonous and widespread anti-Semitism which flourished because the Jews were defenseless and thus formed a group upon whom the miserable and destitute could take out their frustrations with impunity. 
 
   As a result, the combination of military and economic collapse at the end of the war left Germany subject to widespread economic pain and violent social conflict, the kind of conditions that lead to revolutions much like the one that had swept up Russia in 1917. “Fear and hatred ruled the day in Germany at the end of the First World War. Gun battles, assassinations, riots, massacres and civil unrest denied Germans the stability in which a new democratic order could flourish.” (Evans, 2005, 100). Indeed, the communist Spartacists attempted a bloody revolution until they were crushed by the paramilitary right-wing Freikorps, which rose as a counter to the then very real threat of communist totalitarianism, and a general fear of the communist menace remained even after the Spartacists were broken decisively. Ironically that would allow for the formation of other paramilitary forces like the SA that Hitler would end up utilizing in his rise to power.
 
   The problems were further exacerbated by the transition from class-based traditional society to modern culture, with its rationalism, emphasis on individual freedom, and intellectually penetrating doubts about the long-settled cultural status quo and its frequently illogical taboos and prejudices. Issues such as hair styles, modes of dress, and the role of women grew to overwhelming threats to civilization itself in the fevered imaginations of socially conservative elements, who were often those most paradoxically ready to embrace radical authoritarian politics. 
 
   The varied factions occupied a strange common ground in one regard: their frenzied anti-Semitism. A demonic, utterly destructive, inhuman Jew was seen behind every phenomenon that was hated, feared, or suspected, even those of diametrically opposed character. Germany's collective imagination deemed the Jews to be simultaneous architects of capitalist tyranny over the workers and communist incendiaries seeking to rouse Bolshevik hordes to slit the throats of entrepreneurs and good, honest, hard-working Germans. Every Jew who had ever lived or who was then living was viewed not as a regular person but as a bizarrely fanatical, devilish saboteur dedicated to destroying all society, culture, art, and hope on the earth. World War I had been lost, it was asserted, not because the Germans had been overwhelmed by force of numbers but because the Jews had stabbed the Imperial army in the back. This myth was vigorously fostered by the army's top generals, who wished to divert blame for the defeat from themselves.
 
   The fear, despair, and deprivation of the German people quickly coalesced into action, usually anti-democratic and marked by outbursts of violence. The era “brought with it a ‘new wind’ in politics throughout Germany […] The wind blew from the trenches, from the schools, from the universities […] Fanned by it, a large number of political and political-military groups developed in postwar Germany […] the new groups […] opposed all existing political groups, institutions, and doctrines, and were to a considerable extent mutually competitive and destructive.” (Gordon, 1972, 3). 
 
   Thus, a number of right-wing organizations quickly emerged in the years following Germany's surrender. One of the earliest of these was the Stahlhelm, or "Steel Helmets," a paramilitary veterans' organization which was both highly revolutionary and, in many ways, conservative. The Sturmabteilung (SA), which formed later, shared many of the Stahlhelm's goals but frequently espoused a working-class, brutally socialist agenda that the Steel Helmets found contemptible.               
 
   Political parties also flourished in the postwar years. The Social Democrats and the Center Party were the most rational of these, and they largely sought to create a stable republic amid the era's ongoing chaos and economic shocks. Dedicated to a peaceful and law-abiding cultural and political outlook, however, they found it difficult to rein in the other parties and factions, which had no such scruples. The German communist party, or KDP, remained a force even after the Spartacists, though its star was on the wane and it never mustered enough Reichstag seats to counter the other parties' agendas. 
 
   Looming behind all the other factions and parties was the Reichswehr, the German Army. Though nominally reduced to an active strength of 100,000 men by the treaties that ended World War I, millions of ex-soldiers still identified closely with it and thought of themselves as military men first and foremost, giving it tremendous power. Led by a "fiercely monarchist and ultra-conservative officer corps" (Evans, 2005, 102), the Army was also the main wielder of legally sanctioned armed force in Germany, making it an ally worth cultivating by any politician or demagogue seeking real, lasting power. 
 
   The soldiery also represented an excellent recruiting pool for any right-wing faction or leader who claimed the restoration of Germany's strength and glory as a primary objective: “[L]ife for the majority was an aimless, day-to-day affair, since the war had alienated the soldiers from everything that gives meaning to a civilian existence. In many cases their whole lives had been disrupted by the war [...] Baffled by the unfamiliar problems of earning a living in the civilian world, they yearned in their drab idleness after the heroic bustle that for so long had given direction and meaning to their lives and an outlet to their hunger for action.” (Fest, 29). 
 
   Throughout all of this, the overarching problem for the Weimar Republic was the economy. The interplay of three factors – war reparations, taxes, and inflation – created a deadly puzzle from which the government ultimately proved unable to extract itself in time. War reparations demanded large amounts of money, but raising taxes infuriated all levels of society to the point of a real threat to oust the current government. The combination dealt a serious blow to the tenuous efforts at recovery made by the prostrate German economy. 
 
   Initially, the government's solution was to print vast quantities of money, which removed the need to raise taxes but also led to runaway hyperinflation. A moderate level of inflation would have been constructive, providing the growing capital needed for a modern economy to diversify, create new industries, and generate high-paying jobs, but the inflation rose far beyond this optimal level. That said, the policies did result in a rapid re-industrialization of Germany, which would prove highly useful to Hitler and the Nazi Party in the 1930s, even as one economic catastrophe after another came during the 1920s.”Even the most diehard reactionary might eventually have learned to tolerate the Republic if it had provided a reasonable level of economic stability and a decent, solid income for its citizens. But from the start it was beset by economic failures of a dimension unprecedented in German history.” (Evans, 2005, 125). 
 
   The inflationary process snowballed in a bizarre and unstoppable manner in late 1922 and into 1923, the year the Beer Hall Putsch took place in November. The Germans fell behind on coal shipments to France, which formed a part of their reparations to that country, and as a result, the French and Belgians invaded and seized the Ruhr district in early 1923. The loss of this coal and industrial district was a crippling blow to the already collapsing Germany economy, and extreme hyperinflation resulted. In mid-1922, $1 was worth 1,000 marks, but by the start of 1923, it was worth 4.2 trillion marks. 
 
   Naturally, the consequences for ordinary people were devastating. Considering the rise in inflation, it is perhaps astonishing that mayhem and serious attempts at revolution did not occur sooner. “The German correspondent of the British Daily Mail reported on 29 July 1923: "In the shops the prices are typewritten and posted hourly. For instance, a gramophone at 10 a.m. was 5,000,000 marks but at 3 p.m. it was 12,000,000 marks. A copy of the Daily Mail               purchased on the street yesterday cost 35,000 marks but today it cost 60,000 marks.” (Evans, 2005, 127).
 
   The terror of the ordinary German, confronted by their own utter helplessness in a situation that must have appeared surreal and nightmarish to those trapped within it, was profound. The inflation struck at the most basic and inescapable need of everyone: the ability to eat. “The most dramatic and serious effects were on the price of food. A woman sitting down in a cafe might order a cup of coffee for 5,000 marks and be asked to give the waiter 8,000 for it when she got up to pay an hour later. A kilo of rye bread, that staple of the German daily diet, cost 163 marks on 3 January 1923 […] and 233 billion marks [...]on 19 November.  At the height of the hyperinflation, over 90 per cent of the expenditure of an average family went on food.” (Evans, 2005, 127).
 
   After the First World War, Georges Clemenceau had wanted to destroy Germany's strength permanently with crippling reparations. Woodrow Wilson, showing far more statesmanship, took the position that exacting no reparations was a preferable course, which might allow a recovering country where democracy could take hold. The French and British, however, overruled this wise counsel and proceeded with their plan, and the French seizure of the Ruhr in 1923 precipitated the worst of the hyperinflation, creating utter desperation in the German population. Workers streamed into the farmland during the summer, attempting to seize crops from the fields, which the equally desperate farmers defended lethally, resulting in shootouts in the German countryside.
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   Clemenceau
 
   In 1924, the American government once again showed a level head by negotiating the Dawes Plan, the brainchild of Nobel prize winner Charles G. Dawes. In broad strokes, this plan ended the French occupation of the Ruhr, giving the Germans back an industrial region critical for their economy, and it set up a staggered payment plan for the reparations which the Germans could actually meet without complete impoverishment. The United States also made massive loans to the German government in an effort to bolster its economy and give it the means necessary to pay the reparations without inflating its currency. 
 
   However, the damage caused by the British and French policies had been done. The economic recovery was slow and tentative, despite the Americans' best efforts, and fury, fear, resentment, hate, and humiliation filled the hearts of millions of Germans. Huge paramilitary organizations dedicated to exacting what amounted to a national revenge sprang up and attracted more and more followers every time the economic recovery faltered even slightly.
 
   Perhaps most crucially, a man with a cookie-duster mustache and dreams of a Thousand-Year Reich, the extermination of Jews, and the rise of Germany as a dominant military power became a known political figure in the desperate days of 1923. At the moment when Germany was writhing in the fatal grip of hyperinflation and facing the real prospect of mass starvation in late 1923, and when the relief offered by the Dawes Plan still lay unseen several months in the future, this man emerged to challenge the world powers and issue the call for Germany's renewal. That man was Adolf Hitler, and the event which permanently catapulted him into the national and international political arena was the Beer Hall Putsch. 
 
   After his years as a pauper in Vienna, where he was frequently reduced to sleeping on park benches or in doorways after his mother died and her small pension ceased to be paid, Hitler moved to Munich, and he would return there after fighting in World War I. Thus, Munich was the place where his first experiment with revolutionary Nazi politics, the Beer Hall Putsch, would occur.
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   Hitler as a soldier in World War I
 
   Hitler's choice of Munich as his base of operations for the new, political phase of his life was inspired. The Bavarian city had become a bastion of extreme right-wing politics and various fascist movements, some of which were illegal in the rest of Germany, and these discontented elements formed a ready-made audience for the tirades which the young former corporal would soon unleash upon them.
 
   Before the war, Hitler worked as an artist, displaying moderate talent in drawing or painting architectural subjects, and in Vienna, he painted famous buildings and sold these as souvenirs to visitors or to people proud of the landmarks of their city. He carried out precisely the same program in Munich, focusing on the most well-known subjects and only rarely introducing human figures into his pictures. Those days ended once Hitler joined the German army during World War I, and he was emotionally devastated when it lost. The fact of Germany's defeat, combined with his inability to accept that Germans could be defeated by any foreigner in a straight fight, unhinged him even more, and he convinced himself that "12,000 Jewish scoundrels" had somehow decided the fate of millions of armed and disciplined men fighting hundreds of miles away. 
 
   Meanwhile, the Munich he returned to was torn by factions and subject to an unsuccessful uprising by Communists, which was short-lived but had profound repercussions. The ill-armed "Red Army" was made up of a rabble of untrained workers, and its sole triumph was in executing 10 hostages, including a university professor whose only "crime" was to sneer at a communist poster in public. In response, 35,000 members of the right-wing paramilitary Freikorps, made up principally of veterans with combat training and experience, attacked and took Munich. In a wild hunt for communists and communist sympathizers, the Freikorps members in their gray jackets, riding pants, and polished jackboots slaughtered some 600 Munich residents, many of whom had nothing whatsoever to do with the "Red Army." 
 
   In the process, Munich experienced a backlash against communism which saw it become one of Germany's most right-wing cities. Many other factions were also present, but the Bavarian capital became the metropolis where fascist extremists were most common and most openly tolerated. The local government, which sought to rebuild some type of civic order after these disturbances, undertook a vigorous program of propagandizing the Bavarian soldiery with a distinctly right wing nationalist agenda, further reinforcing Hitler's already fanatical beliefs. “Where Prussia had failed, Bavaria could show the way. The whole language of politics in Munich after the overthrow of the Communist regime was permeated by nationalist slogans, antisemitic phrases, reactionary keywords that almost invited the rabid expression of counter-revolutionary sentiment.” (Evans, 2005, 184). 
 
   Though Hitler's beliefs were already in full accord with this program, the indoctrination sessions – carried out by groups known as Enlightenment Commandos – likely demonstrated to him that Germany's military men thought much as he did. Clearly grasping the importance of the Army in the nation's power structure (despite the nominal limitations imposed on it by the Allies), Hitler’s discovery that his own agenda was mostly mirrored in the hearts of both rank and file soldiers and the officer corps could only have bolstered his self-confidence and belief that he could make himself into a transformational figure in Germany's history. Hitler was soon employed in an Enlightenment Commando himself, which gave him the chance to express his opinions and give the world the first glimpse of his forceful, repetitive rhetorical style, filled with fire and passion rather than the tedious lectures given by most of his contemporaries. In September 1919, he received a fateful assignment when he was sent to the meeting of a small, secretive party that met in Munich beer cellars. This party was then called the German Workers' Party, or DAP, but it would soon be called the NSDAP, adding "National Socialist" to its title. Of course, it would become notorious down the road as the Nazi Party. 
 
   In 1919, however, the group was tiny and relatively powerless, and its meetings rarely attracted more than three dozen people in addition to its founders, Anton Drexler (a machine fitter) and Karl Harrer (a sports reporter). Hitler made an impression on his first visit by rising to challenge one of the speakers who called for Bavaria to secede from Germany. Infuriated because he believed passionately in a united Germany, Hitler battered his opponent with a ferocious torrent of words that deeply impressed his handful of listeners. Drexler intercepted the pale-faced corporal at the end of the evening and asked him to come back to attend more DAP meetings. 
 
    [image: Anton Drexler.jpg] 
 
   Drexler
 
   A few days later, Hitler was given a DAP membership card that made him Member 555 of the small group. This prompted him to attend several more meetings, and finally, he decided to take a hand personally in addressing the DAP membership, which he did at what was then an exceptionally large gathering of 111 listeners on October 19th, 1919. Predictably, the meeting occurred in a beer cellar called the Haufbrau Cellar. In a moment that was destined to resonate across Munich and ultimately result in tens of millions of deaths, “Hitler rose to address his first public meeting [...] In a bitter stream of words the dammed-              up emotions, the lonely man’s suffocated feelings of hatred and impotence, burst out [...] hallucinatory images and accusations came pouring out; abandoning restraint, he talked till he was sweating and exhausted. ‘I spoke for thirty minutes,’ he writes [...] Jubilantly he made the overwhelming, liberating discovery. ‘I could make a good speech!’” (Fest, 1995, 27-28).
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   A copy of Hitler’s membership card in the DAP
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   Hitler posing for the camera in the 1920s
 
   Hitler was not the only person impressed with his speaking abilities; his rants were typically directed with frenzied persistence at Jews, a theme he seemingly never got tired of discussing, and his words clearly resonated among many fellow Germans. People began to attend these beer cellar speeches specifically to hear Hitler, and many of these people were excited and impressed enough by Hitler's speeches and his ideas to join the DAP. With that, the party’s numbers began to mushroom as the corporal from the Enlightenment Commando grew ever more vigorous and bold, encouraged by the enthusiasm with which he was received. The former artistic drifter who had once slept in parks and eaten discarded food was becoming popular and savoring the hint of power that comes with popularity. 
 
   Moreover, many soldiers and former soldiers began to attend the DAP meetings and join its ranks, attracted by Hitler's steely vision of a Germany renewed in strength, "purity," and military power. They proved quite willing to shift the blame for their defeat in the war onto "treacherous" Jews and communists, two groups who soon became completely melded in the minds of Hitler's listeners. Hitler gave them the simultaneous release of disclaiming all responsibility for their own defeat and a renewed sense of pride, and many adored him for this.
 
   Hitler also drew the notice of Ernst Röhm, the future leader of the SA, and Röhm directed yet more men to the meetings. A year later, by October of 1920, the DAP's membership had exploded from around 190 when Hitler first joined to over 5,000 members, and its growth continued rapidly thereafter, almost entirely thanks to Hitler himself. The emergent Nazi Party and Hitler were practically indistinguishable. 
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   Ernst Röhm
 
   The frenzied corporal soon came to the attention of the Munich government and business community, who greeted his appearance on the scene with overall approval. By December 21st, 1921, the newspapers declared that Hitler was now the leader of the NSDAP, having supplanted its founders, and this coincided with the authorities being terrified of a resurgence of communism among the restless, miserable workers. As such, Hitler was viewed as a stabilizing influence who controlled the rabble and channeled their energies in an approved direction. “The Munich Chief of Police, Pöhner, when asked whether he was aware of the existence of rightist political murder groups, gave the famous reply, ‘Yes, but there aren’t enough of them yet!’ His subordinate, High Bailiff Frick, asserted, ‘We held our protective hand over Herr Hitler and the National Socialist Party [because] we saw in it the seed of a renewal of Germany, because we were convinced from the beginning that the movement was the one suited to bring the workers back into the nationalist camp.'” (Fest, 1995, 31).
 
   Holding magnetic sway over ordinary Germans, expressing the hopes and fears of the Army, and viewed as a solid bulwark against Communism by the Bavarian political, police, and military leadership, Hitler was able to continue expanding the Nazi Party and his own authority. He and his followers also began to develop a new social and cultural vision which did not fit readily – or at all – into the existing categories. Every other organized political system defined humanity in terms of class, whether social, economic, or a mix of both, and even the communists, for all their radicalism, did not reject this age-old form of human categorization. They simply disagreed over which class should be in command. The Nazis, however, took a new direction, one with a superficial gloss of science (which was actually false) and which enabled their message to appeal to all classes of Germans simultaneously. ”[The Nazis] specifically and violently rejected the notion of class […] They believed that the meaningful differences were to be made in terms of national differences, or, as they expressed it, in terms of 'race.' The categories as they saw them were, roughly: corrupt and debauched races, like the Jews and gypsies […]; less valuable, but harmless races; and Nordic races, like the Germans.” (Gordon, 1972, 20). If anything, the phrase "National Socialist" was largely a throwback that had no meaning to the actuality of the party, which was simultaneously socialist, capitalist, and authoritarian in economic terms (depending on which sector was involved). A more accurate label would have been "National Racist," for it was this theme that energized Hitler and his audiences alike and was the founding principle of the Third Reich.
 
   Hitler's rhetorical techniques were simple but effective. His manner was fiery, powerfully emotional, fierce, and loud, designed to trigger the emotions of his listeners. This it did with overwhelming success, according to many surviving accounts from those who heard him speak during this period. The Nazi Party's head also believed that simple themes and endless repetition were needed to drive the message home and keep the ordinary men focused on the overall purpose of casting off the "foreign and Jewish yoke" and returning Germany to its former glory. Hitler summed up his opinion of his listeners with characteristically scornful candor: “The receptivity of the great masses is very limited, their intelligence is small, but their               power of forgetting is enormous. In consequence, all effective propaganda must be limited to a very few points and must harp on these in slogans until the last member of the public understands what you want him to understand by your slogan.” (Welch, 2002, 11). 
 
   Hitler also recruited and worked with a number of men who came to occupy important posts in the government of the Third Reich and/or assist with his ascent to dictatorial power. These included the coarse, brawling head of the SA, Ernst Röhm, who would be killed during Hitler's purge of the SA on the “Night of the Long Knives.” Perhaps the most notorious was the wily and power-hungry former air ace, Hermann Goering, who would also lead the Luftwaffe in World War II. During this time, Hitler also recruited Rudolf Hess, the famous Deputy Fuhrer who ended up flying on a secret mission to Britain in 1941 in an effort to secure peace with the English, as well as Ernst Hanfstaengl, a businessmen whose fluency in English made him chief liaison between the Nazi party and the foreign press until his exile in 1933. 
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   Hess
 
   Two other notable figures were recruited by Hitler at this time. One was a Livonian German named Max Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, a man capable of concocting detailed plans of action for various projects. He laid out the details of the Beer Hall Putsch and was killed by a gunshot during it, possibly absorbing a shot which might otherwise have struck Hitler in the torso. The other was Erich Ludendorff, a World War I German infantry general. A bizarre eccentric who worshiped the ancient Norse divinity Odin and thought Christianity as worthy of destruction as Judaism, Ludendorff endorsed the Nazi Party due to its frenzied nationalism and took part in the Beer Hall Putsch. 
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   Von Scheubner-Richter
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   Röhm's SA, the famous "brownshirts" and "stormtroopers" who proved instrumental in Hitler's rise to power in 1933-34, was founded in direct response to the growing success of the Nazi Party with Hitler at the helm. Once it had become a recognized movement with a notable street presence, the NSDAP required some sort of "muscle" to prevent its members from being mauled by the numerous violent, unscrupulous factions also jockeying for ascendancy in the Bavarian city. Comprised of heavily armed roughnecks and discontented, impoverished men hoping to achieve a measure of success when Germany's economic disasters denied them the ordinary opportunities for a viable life, the brownshirts were far from a tame, obedient appendage of the Nazi Party, though they brawled enthusiastically with its opponents. “Founded in August 1921, the SA was meant to serve as a protection squad for Nazi meetings and leaders. Its effective commander, the ex-Reichswehr officer Ernst Röhm, had larger ambitions, hoping to mold the SA into the core of a revolutionary army aimed at overthrowing the Weimar Republic.” (Brown, 2009, 60). 
 
   The other leaders of the Nazi party made one feeble attempt in 1921 to oust Hitler from his position of command over the NSDAP. While the energetic demagogue was in Berlin working to extend the party's influence nationally, Drexler and several others attempted to put him in his place and return control of the organization to themselves. However, when Hitler got wind of this effort almost immediately he returned to Munich in a fury and quashed the halfhearted "rebellion" through the simple technique of threatening to resign entirely from the Party. Since almost all of its membership was there because he was, and practically all its financial backing was explicitly offered because Hitler was in the NSDAP and could mobilize and control the workers with his thunderous oratory, accepting his resignation would have represented immediate and permanent political suicide. The Nazi Party without Hitler would have collapsed back into a powerless band of a few dozen malcontents droning futilely in beer cellars, and the hordes of followers and massive funding from the powerful would have followed the budding Fuhrer wherever he chose to go next. The other leaders had no choice but to capitulate immediately. 
 
   Hitler continued to build the NSDAP during 1922 and into 1923, attracting more members, gaining it national recognition, and reinforcing the brutal SA, which comprised its street-fighting arm. He also took note of the coup mounted by Mussolini's fascist supporters in late 1922, which elevated his Italian counterpart to the position of Duce in the nation south of the Alps. He kept an even keener lookout for an opportunity to emulate the Italian dictator and take over Germany with a coup of his own, and the hyperinflation of the next year appeared to offer him exactly what he yearned for: a chance to create a Third Reich based not on class but race and nationalism, with himself at its head as undisputed ruler. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3: 1923
 
   As hyperinflation burgeoned throughout Germany in 1923, Hitler and his inner circle had their metaphorical noses to the wind, smelling the opportunity for a bold coup. Despair, hopelessness, and panic provide fine tinder for a revolution, and the Nazi plotters believed that fortune was favoring them in this regard. At around this time, the government took feeble measures in an effort to curb the NSDAP, which only served to increase its fighting spirit and defiance and bring the inevitable confrontation closer. 
 
   January 1923 was a tumultuous month in German politics, both locally in Bavaria and throughout the whole country. The entire nation was on edge as prices continued to balloon alarmingly, and just two days after the New Year on January 3rd, the Bavarian government “discussed the National Socialist Party, [and] its members all agreed that the fledgling political organization was a very real menace to law and order and to the existing state. At the same time, in the way of men from time immemorial, they decided to do nothing about this menace, apparently hoping that it would abate or disappear.” (Gordon, 1972, 185). 
 
   The Bavarian government, of course, had tacitly fostered the rise of Hitler's Nazi Party in order to keep a lid on the communist menace, but they were now fearful of the very organization they had partly funded and sheltered during its formative years. Their vacillating opposition was only one of many factors that brought matters to a head, but it compelled the Nazis into taking action sooner than might otherwise have been the case.
 
   At the same time, the French, ham-handedly seeking the arrears on their war reparations, invaded the Ruhr district in this month and caused rage across Germany, as well as launching the most damaging phase of hyperinflation yet. Munich's residents were particularly livid over the French action, and nearly every political party from all portions of the spectrum began to project a mood of patriotic, martial defiance. Foreign oppression was not a mere conspiracy theory; it was objectively occurring and sending the economy hurtling toward a collapse. 
 
   In response, a bunch of extravagant national events were organized by the government. February 14th was declared to be a mourning day for the whole country, which would draw vast crowds into the streets to express their woe over Germany's defeat and subsequent suffering, and January 18th saw jingoistic mass celebrations of the Reich's founding, which were pointedly imperialistic, authoritarian, and anti-democratic in character. January 22nd was a busy day in the Munich beer halls, as the Crown Prince and various other luminaries gave rousing speeches that drew ovations from the populace and led to demonstrations, though these were mostly peaceful (other than a handful of incidental brawls and beatings). 
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   Crown Prince Rupprecht
 
   The NSDAP leadership took note of all these activities and decided to hold a Party Day, which was scheduled to occur on January 27th, 1923. The celebrations, which were a small-scale echo of the mass SA marches of 1933 and the later parades recorded in Leni Reifenstahl's The Triumph of the Will, included 12 separate rallies, mass marches, and a ceremony to formally dedicate the NSDAP's swastika banners, which, significantly, bore the three colors of the old flag of the German empire: red (the field), white (the circle at the field's center), and black (the swastika emblem itself). 
 
   On January 25th, government representatives approached Hitler and informed him that the government would not allow the Party Day to occur. Munich's officials, and the Weimar Republic's central government in Berlin, dreaded that the event would signal the start of a putsch, or coup attempt, by Hitler and his SA thugs. “Hitler reacted predictably and violently […] He stressed the patriotism of his party [and] said that he had carefully held his men, particularly the Storm Troops, in check. Now he would give them their heads and see how the authorities liked the result. He would hold his dedication of standards (Fahnenweihe) in any case. The government could call up police and soldiers. They could shoot if they so wished. He would place himself in the front ranks.” (Gordon, 1972, 187). 
 
   Having torn off the Nazi mask, the government was dismayed at what it found beneath. Eventually, it was decided to stand firm against Hitler and enforce the ban on the NSDAP Party Day celebrations. Tens of thousands of soldiers and police were mobilized in anticipation of rioting and a possible attempt at a putsch to seize power, even though many of the government leaders were dubious of their own enforcers' loyalty if actual conflict erupted. However, Hitler adroitly managed to arrive at a solution that both kept the government from interfering and appeased his followers as well; he approached the government representatives humbly, and stated that although it was too late to call off all the demonstrations and marches, he would make them much shorter and less numerous than had initially been planned. The government, eager to avoid combat in the streets, agreed to this seeming compromise. 
 
   On January 27th, the Party Day celebrations went ahead largely as originally planned. By the time they realized that they had been hoodwinked, it was too late for the government to act unless they wanted to unleash armed force on their own citizenry, which they were understandably reluctant to do. On the other hand, the feared coup did not materialize. The Nazi celebrations were predictably bombastic, but astonishingly peaceful. Hitler was not yet ready to make his move. 
 
   At this juncture, with the NSDAP in the public eye thanks to its Party Day, Röhm gathered a windfall of additional power for Hitler. In February, the short, stout, violent SA leader managed to convince no less than four right-wing Bavarian paramilitary groups to join the Nazi Party, forming what was called the Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Vaterlaendischen Kampfverbaende, or "Association of Patriotic Combat Leagues." Hitler's available armed manpower immediately skyrocketed to around 15,000 men, essentially putting him at the head of a private army. The Association of Patriotic Combat Leagues was headed by Christian Roth (general management), Hermann Kriebel (military leadership) and Wilhem Weiss (publicity), as well as Röhm. Formed on February 4th, just a week after the Nazis' Party Day show of strength, the Association flexed its muscle on May 1st when it demanded the government shut down a parade of communists taking place through Munich. The Munich Council initially declined to comply, but when the communist parade appeared to be in danger of becoming so large that a pitched battle between it and the Association was likely, the Council forced the "Reds" to hold seven much smaller parades instead, marking a partial victory for Hitler's new combat league. 
 
   With 15,000 armed men at his back and Röhm urging him to become dictator and reverse the nation’s shameful surrender to the Allied powers, Hitler no longer saw any need to moderate his already rabid polemics. He began to speak in apocalyptic terms, thunderously denouncing German "traitors" – which essentially encompassed anyone who did not support the NSDAP and the Army – and speaking in increasingly alarming language about his future plans. Hitler's backing continued to swell, and by autumn of 1923, a horde of 55,000 supporters was at his beck and call. In short order, there was open talk of marching on Berlin and overthrowing the elected government. 
 
   The three main factions planning the putsch were Hitler's NSDAP (strengthened by the brownshirts and the Association of Patriotic Combat Leagues), the Freikorps, and the monarchists under von Kahr. The factions were loose allies, since all wanted to see the elected government in Berlin brought down and replaced with some species of authoritarianism. Von Seeckt provided a pithily sarcastic summary of the relationship the trio of revolutionary factions shared in 1923: “On one point there was unanimity; in no circumstances would any of the three leave action to its rivals. As the chief of the Army, General von Seeckt, commented at the time, each of the three groups was determined not to appear at all ‘if the performance turned out to be a comedy’, but to appear in the third act ‘if it turned out to be a drama.’” (Fest, 1995, 35).
 
   After the May 1st events, there was a brief time of relative quiet, which extended through May and June and through the first weeks of July. However, on July 14th, the Nazis held a large rally and then attempted to march into the center of the city, which was off-limits to political demonstrations of all stripes. The police attacked the SA men with rubber truncheons and, after a short but vicious brawl, forced them to retreat outside the hermetic circle of Munich's central precincts. This was the last major demonstration until autumn, but tensions continued to mount rapidly through later July and all through August. 
 
   On September 2nd, 1923, an ominous new development occurred when the various right-wing paramilitary organizations loyal to Hitler were combined into the Deutscher Kampfbund, or German Combat League. The occasion which witnessed its foundation was the celebration in Nuremberg of the German Empire's 1870 victory over the French at Sedan. The anniversary no doubt seemed highly relevant at the time, given that French armies were holding the Ruhr and strangling German industry, and the German Combat League’s mission statement was quite clear and straightforward: “The objectives of the new Kampfbund were openly stated: overthrow of the Republic and the tearing up of the Treaty of Versailles." (Shirer, 2011, 71). 
 
   Hitler was made the leader of this League on September 24th, 1923 (though he was the de facto commander of the organization from the beginning and played a major role in its emergence), and he was only the German Combat League leader for three days before he began open, highly aggressive opposition to the government. The Nazi Party's activity, which had subsided to a low simmer during July and August, suddenly picked up again in the form of colossal gatherings, all of them with a highly threatening tone. Hitler set up no less than 14 simultaneous political rallies on September 27th, 1923. “Once again the government faced the menace of mass demonstrations of the National Socialists and their allies in an atmosphere of the utmost tension. It was the call for the               fourteen rallies that set in motion the chain of events that led to the clash at the Feldherrnhalle on 9 November, but, in view of the determination of the Kampfbund to seize power, it is almost certain that had this match not set the trail of powder afire another would have been struck.” (Gordon, 1972, 214)..
 
   Events now began to take on a momentum of their own. The ordinary Nazis, the SA men of Röhm and Goering, and the fighters of the German Combat League were all overwhelmingly impatient to carry off a coup, topple the government, and install a new National Socialist state based on a dictatorial leader and racial politics. Hitler had stirred his followers to the point where, rather than directing them, he was now forced to come out with a plan for a putsch before he was ready, simply because he could not hold them back any longer. The paramilitaries were weary of demonstrating and chanting while taking no concrete action, and Hitler's rivals were beginning to size up their chances for a putsch of their own, which would likely cause many of the Fuhrer's supporters to abandon him and take up arms on behalf of those willing to act rather than merely rant. 
 
   Matters would come to a head in early November. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4: The Beer Hall Putsch
 
   The local government recognized that Hitler and his NSDAP cronies were moving rapidly towards organizing a putsch, and in response they gave Gustav von Kahr sweeping yet also curiously limited powers to deal with the threat. Von Kahr himself was a curious figure, mixing hungry ambition almost on a par with Hitler's with a strange, bumbling incompetence that was all his own. Indeed, he was chosen in part because he was believed to be too ineffective to organize a putsch of his own despite the broad emergency powers he was granted. 
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   Von Kahr
 
   While that assessment was keenly accurate, von Kahr was also too ineffective to head off Hitler's incipient putsch and instead wasted time and resources. “Kahr never ceased to be a bureaucrat. He believed that action consisted of drawing up memoranda and proclamations, and his sense of his own infallibility kept him from seeing that he often mouthed empty phrases […] There is much truth in Röhm's bitter gibe that Kahr was the man of ‘eternal preparations’ […] Unfortunately, Kahr's characterization of Dr. Schweyer as ‘the man with ten thumbs’ also applies remarkably well to Kahr himself.” (Gordon, 1972, 218).  
 
   Von Kahr's appointment as de facto temporary dictator of Bavaria delayed the inevitable Nazi strike slightly, but the pressures were too great to contain for long. Von Kahr carried out haphazard deportations of Jews from Bavaria in an effort to appease the NSDAP, but that only managed to infuriate all parties. The Nazis were outraged by the obvious pose and low numbers of Jews expelled, which were so paltry as to make von Kahr's motives glaringly transparent, while other groups, including the Catholic Church (a powerful influence in Bavaria), were equally disgusted by the petty tyranny of these anti-Semitic gestures. 
 
   In terms of the economy, von Kahr was well-intentioned and wanted to assist the people, but he had absolutely no knowledge of how to do so. In fairness, he was also severely limited in what he could do because of the general ruin of the German economy. Bavaria did not exist in isolation, and it is now believed by historians that even had von Kahr been far more competent in economics than was actually the case, he would have been powerless to change the course of the hyperinflation and various other major factors affecting Munich's and Bavaria's population. 
 
   Moreover, the elevation of von Kahr to this commanding position drew the wrath not only of the Nazis but of the Weimar Republic's central government. The Bavarians attempted to explain that they had appointed von Kahr to his post in order to deal with Hitler, but the central government refused to listen to these explanations. Instead, the Reichstag appointed a counter-dictator of their own choosing, Dr. Otto Gessler, to take command in Bavaria and oust von Kahr. Gessler was unable to dislodge von Kahr from his position, but the struggle between the Bavarian and German governments provided Hitler with the opportunity he had been waiting for, as both were distracted from monitoring his activities or interfering with the Nazis' preparations for a putsch because of their incompetent attempts to sabotage one another. Von Kahr and Gessler were busy trying to convince the local Army commanders, who wanted no part of this preposterous quarrel, to quash the other "dictator" and give them full command of Bavaria. 
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   Von Kahr's energies were stretched even thinner with his attempts to deal with the French. The French general de Metz was endeavoring to cause violence and insurrection in the areas of Germany under his control in order to destabilize and weaken the nation he loathed and feared, and while von Kahr vowed to take on this opponent, he had no men to do so and was forced to rely on what he called "intellectual resistance," which amounted to little more than wishing the French ill. “[T]his struggle was more in the nature of a flea attacking a giant. It is doubtful if the giant even knew it was being attacked.” (Gordon, 1972, 234). 
 
   At this moment, Alfred Rosenberg, one of Hitler's lieutenants, came up with a plan to take over the local government bloodlessly on November 4th, 1923, and after this, the Nazis believed it would be an easy step to seeing "Bavarian fists setting things right in Berlin" (Hanser, 1971, 310). Von Kahr, the Crown Prince Rupprecht, and several leading military men were to review a parade on Memorial Day, November 4th, and a battalion of SA was to appear in this march. Rosenberg's plan was to have the SA men arrive early, which would not arouse suspicion since they were supposed to take part in the parade in any case, and they could seize Von Kahr and the other officials. At that point, Hitler could approach them and use his rhetoric – in a highly respectful manner – to convince them to lend their support to his plan for toppling the corrupt current government in Berlin and restore Germany's fortunes despite the best efforts of communists, Jews, and traitors. 
 
   This plan, half well-conceived plot and half product of lunatic optimism, was actually launched, but it did not reach a successful conclusion. In fact, its targets were never aware that it existed at all. On the morning of November 4th, 1923, the SA men arrived early, as planned, and though the military units chosen to appear in the parade were indeed absent, the SA detachment was heavily outnumbered by an unexpected battalion of armed police that surrounded the putative hostages in a dense cordon. The SA, baffled and unwilling to actually spill the blood of the police, took no action, and the November 4th putsch fizzled out. 
 
   Undeterred by that setback, Hitler was determined to have his putsch anyway. Probably canny enough to predict that the hyperinflation would eventually cease and the revolutionary mood would wane, he also wanted to strike while von Kahr was still distracted by the French, the Weimar government, and various other factions. The Beer Hall Putsch was originally planned to occur on the weekend of November 10th to 11th, dates chosen by Hitler due to the fact that “[t]he preferred time for staging a coup is the weekend, when the apparatus of government slows down to a standstill. Offices and bureaus are deserted. Officials whose hands usually grip the levers of power are away. The police and military establishments go slack. One's own people, on the other hand, are unfettered by shop and factory and can more readily assemble to devote themselves to the business at hand, such as marching, shooting, and occupying buildings.” (Hanser, 1971, 314). 
 
   As fate would have it, Hitler was compelled to move the date of the putsch up by two days because of an action taken by Gustav von Kahr. The future Fuhrer believed that his ability to become the master of all Germany depended on his acting first before any other faction managed to organize a putsch or otherwise draw nationalist support decisively towards itself and away from him. However, an invitation from von Kahr was forwarded to Hitler, an unusual step since there was growing tension between the government's temporary dictator and the ambitious NSDAP leader. This invitation asked Hitler to appear at a speech where von Kahr would describe his plans for the future of Bavaria. Hitler took immediate alarm at this and decided to move the date of his putsch up so that it would occur on von Kahr's speaking date because “suspicion was growing into certainty that [von Kahr] was maneuvering toward his own coup […] The meeting and speech, whatever their announced purpose, might well be the occasion for proclaiming Bavaria's final break with Berlin, the restoration of the Wittelsbach monarchy, and Kahr's public anointment as the true Messiah of the nationalist cause.” (Hanser, 1971, 315).
 
   Thus, Hitler and his top men were left with little time to organize their coup, even less than they had originally thought. Their plan was slapdash in parts, but an effort was made to cover all eventualities as best as could be contrived with the time and resources available. Whatever else may be said of them, the early Nazis were energetic men of action, bold, confident, highly aggressive, and, in the case of many of their leaders, fairly intelligent. Men who had endured the trenches of World War I, poison gas and tank attacks, and fighting with communist revolutionaries were unlikely to sit out the putsch at home out of fear of the police, even if it might have been in their own best interests to do so. As such, bands of SA men, Combat League members, and other Nazi "muscle" were ordered to assemble and be ready for action on November 8th. This did not arouse suspicions because the NSDAP continually mustered its members in a similar fashion for demonstrations, marches, or simply to keep them in form and ready to respond to political emergencies. 
 
   This time, however, sealed orders were given to commanders with strict commands not to open them until late on November 8th. Pursuant to these orders, groups were chosen to take key installations not only in Munich but also in a number of other Bavarian towns, including Wurzburg, Nuremberg, Augsburg, Ingolstadt, and Regensburg. The targets to be occupied included communications centers (the radio stations, telegraph offices, and telephone companies), political centers (police stations, town halls, the meeting-places of rival organizations), and crucial infrastructure (the railway stations and utilities). Leading political figures were to be arrested and confined until further notice. 
 
   The main action, of course, was to transpire in Munich, and preparations here were correspondingly intensive. The intention was to involve the Army, or Reichswehr, in the putsch, though a secondary plan to seize the Infantry School and other key points was formulated in case the Army proved intransigent. It would be necessary to move large numbers of men quickly, so the NSDAP's existing fleet of vehicles was augmented with a number of rental trucks and taxis. Nazi Party members with private automobiles, delivery trucks, and the like also volunteered their vehicles for the night of the putsch, though most probably believed this was only to support major rallies and speeches.
 
   In the meantime, Röhm came up with a simple ruse to gain more weapons without alarming the authorities. He requested rifles and pistols for a "night exercise," but he asked for no bullets. His request was readily granted and the arms were supplied, and nobody paid heed because he did not request ammunition at the same time. 
 
   Hitler committed himself to giving a speech in Freising on the evening of November 8th, 1923, thus creating the illusion that he would be absent from Munich proper when the putsch was set to occur. The Nazis also forged documents, allegedly from local Reichswehr commanders, calling for the overthrow of the Berlin government. This kept the Army and the Weimar government glaring suspiciously at each other and distracted them from keeping track of Hitler and the Nazis.
 
   Von Kahr's speech – in which Hitler feared his rival would declare Bavaria's independence and put himself forward as the nationalist leader – was scheduled to occur at a beer hall named the Bürgerbräukeller. It had been chosen due to its huge indoor space, which could seat 3,000 comfortably at wooden tables where huge quantities of beer, sauerkraut, meat, and salted potatoes were usually consumed by the convivial Bavarians. Von Kahr was speaking in Nazi territory at the Bürgerbräukeller Cellar, which had been used by Hitler constantly over the previous years. It had, in fact, been chosen because it was the only large beer hall in Munich not in use for a different meeting, rally, or speech that night, indicating the political ferment of the Bavarian metropolis. Though some risk was anticipated, “authorities […] initially planned to place a company of Landespolizei in the building.               The final decision was that this would make it look as though Kahr were afraid of the               citizens […] and the police troops – forty-five men – were therefore tucked out of sight […] at least a quarter of a mile from the beer hall.” (Gordon, 1972, 281-282). 
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   Picture of a Nazi meeting at the Bürgerbräukeller in 1923
 
   The speech was set for 8:30 p.m., so Hitler set 8:00 p.m. as the moment to begin the famous Beer Hall Putsch. Hitler began mustering his forces, and a strange, almost electrical, sense of excitement was present in the Munich streets, making the people uneasy. Munich was a city of many demonstrations, riots, and political brawls which began with truncheons and fists and ended with lethal gunfire, but November 8th felt different even to the hardened political activists of Munich. Hitler summed up the night's plans when he dropped in unexpectedly at fellow Nazi leader Alfred Rosenberg's house in the late morning. "’Rosenberg,’ said the Fuhrer, ‘tonight is the night. Kahr is giving an official speech in the Bürgerbräukeller, and we'll catch them all together. Do you want to come?’ Rosenberg's answer was ‘Of course!’" (Hanser, 1971, 316). 
 
   The total forces at Hitler's disposal in Munich on the fateful day numbered around 4,000 men in total. These included 1,500 men of the SA Regiment München, 3 battalions of the Bund Oberland (undersized at approximately 2,000 men), and a handful of other units, most of them platoon or company sized (including a single machine gun detachment). Von Kahr's government, though it did not yet know it was under threat, had some 1,800 police, including the famous Blue Police and Green Police, plus 800 regular army men at its disposal, backed by a squadron of 12 armored cars, several Motor Transport battalions, and a battery of artillery. In all, they totaled 2,600 men. 
 
   Though a fair number of Hitler's SA had combat experience, there were also many men among them who were experienced brawlers but by no means regular soldiers. This difference in troop quality – an amalgam of training, discipline, morale, initiative, tactical knowledge, and weapon skill – ultimately decided the outcome of the Beer Hall Putsch, but the Nazis didn’t figure that would be the case beforehand. Though they were aware of the differences between their forces and von Kahr’s forces, Hitler hoped to swing the Army over to his side and was only secondarily planning to depend solely on the armed strength of his SA units. 
 
   While von Kahr and his supporting speakers polished their speeches for the evening, the Nazis were busy mobilizing by using multiple communications channels. Most of the men were still not told what was afoot, but they were disciplined enough to prepare punctually anyway. The alert was sent out through every means available, including telephone calls, runners, and even notes slipped under the doors of those who were out working on that Thursday. “All over the city, hundreds of […] S.A. men were taking off their work clothes and putting on uniforms […] then hastening to designated assembly points. "Uniform" mean field-gray windbreaker with swastika brassard, field-gray ski cap, and revolver belt. For some the word came over the telephone with a curt ‘Auf Gehts!’ – ‘This is it’ – which was enough.” (Hanser, 1971, 317).
 
   Once mustered, most of the SA men realized something unusual was going on when they were issued rifles and ammunition. This was clearly no ordinary rally, nor was it a street brawl to break up marching communists or the like, where the rubber truncheon and the fist were the weapons of choice. Nevertheless, after some confusion, they obeyed their officers and began marching towards their objectives, even if they were ignorant of what those goals were. 
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   Members of the Nazi Party during the putsch
 
   While the SA men moved purposefully through the evening streets, a bright red Benz automobile pulled up at the Bürgerbräukeller beer hall, where von Kahr was beginning his speech in his usual lifeless style. Outside, Hitler and several top NSDAP officials stepped out of the red car and approached the leader of the small handful of police who were present for crowd control. The police greeted him in a relaxed fashion since he had received an invitation to attend the speech and his appearance on the scene was therefore expected to attend. 
 
   Hitler glanced around the packed street, where large numbers of people who had not been able to cram into the beer hall were waiting for news of whether or not von Kahr was declaring something unusual, such as Bavarian independence. He then remarked to the constables that the crowd was intolerable and suggested they should clear the throng before some kind of disorder occurred. The police complied, thereby neatly clearing the street for Nazi action and removing themselves from the vicinity of the beer hall entrance at the same time. No sooner was the street cleared than a series of trucks rolled up, disgorging heavily armed SA men. Some of the trucks parked in such a way as to block the street, and the men in them wore steel military helmets, rather than the usual soft SA caps. These were members of Hitler's personal bodyguard, the "Stosstrupp Hitler." Goering led a detachment with submachine guns, and another group carried a heavy tripod-mounted military machine-gun. 
 
   As the armed and helmeted SA riflemen charged into the beer hall, the few police still present put up their hands rather than be shot down. A few, recognizing Hitler, actually pulled swastika brassards from their pockets, attached them to their sleeves, and defected immediately. The heavy machine-gun team set up their weapon squarely in the entrance to the cavernous room where von Kahr was giving his speech and barked orders at the crowd, which began to panic and surge this way and that almost immediately amid curses, questions, and women’s screams. Goering and his men pushed into the room to take up positions around the walls, from where they could kill anyone who attempted resistance or even mow down the crowd if it turned into an angry mob. 
 
   Hitler attempted to reach the podium but was blocked by a mass of milling, terrified humanity. Goering and several other men hastened to his side but were unable to force a way through the mass of swaying, shoving bodies. Finally, Hitler climbed up on a chair and fired a shot into the ceiling with his pistol, which had the effect of producing instant quiet. “’The national revolution has broken out!’ Hitler shouted […] ‘The Bavarian government and the Reich government are deposed. The barracks of the Reichswehr and the state police have been occupied. Reichswehr and State Police are advancing under the banners of the swastika.’" (Hanser, 1971, 320). 
 
   In the meantime, a second machine-gun had been set up to cover the first, though this was not visible from the hall's interior and gave the lie to Hitler's later claim that the machine-gun was purely for show and would not have been fired into the crowd. Hitler then proceeded up onto the podium, where von Kahr, along with his chief backers General Otto von Lossow and Colonel von Seisser, were standing. Pistol in hand, looking as though he were "insane or drunk" according to some witnesses, Hitler "invited" his three chief prisoners to join him in a private room off the main hall. He also ordered beer to be brought, which he drank copiously before proceeding. 
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   Von Lossow
 
   Once in the room, Hitler asked the men's forgiveness, claiming he was only acting for Germany's sake, and as he smiled, he told them his pistol contained four bullets. Three were for von Kahr, von Lossow, and von Seisser if they proved to be "traitors," and the last was for Hitler himself if the putsch failed. Despite these threats, Hitler was unable to persuade the three men to assist him, and he was forced to return to the main hall alone 15 minutes later.
 
   The crowd became angry at the sight of Hitler alone, and it appeared that fighting might break out. However, while he had failed to win the approval of von Kahr and his two main supporters for his plan to overthrow the government of Germany, the Nazi leader had one more card to play. He mounted the podium and began to speak, and as eyewitness Karl-Alexander von Muller reported, “He began quietly, without any pathos. The enterprise was not directed against Kahr […] Kahr had his full trust and shall be regent in Bavaria. At the same time, however, a new government must be formed: Ludendorff, Lossow, Seisser, and himself. I cannot remember in my entire life such a change in the attitude of a crowd in a few minutes, almost a few seconds. […] Hitler had turned them inside out, as one turns a glove inside out, with a few sentences. It had almost something of hocus-pocus, or magic about it. Loud approval roared forth.” (Gordon, 1972, 288).
 
   Cheer after thunderous cheer greeted Hitler's words, which spoke of overthrowing the corrupt current government and creating a "free" Germany in its stead. Hitler then returned to the room where von Kahr, von Lossow, and von Seisser were being held prisoner, accompanied this time by Ludendorff in his Imperial Army dress uniform. Swayed both by their fellow veteran's words and the fact that they sensed which way the wind was blowing, the three men finally agreed to support Hitler publicly. With that, Hitler, von Kahr, and the others returned to the beer hall, where they clasped hands symbolically to crashing ovations and bellowed cheers from the audience. The three prisoners made brief speeches approving of Hitler's plans. 
 
   At this point, however, a potentially crucial event occurred. The Nazis had successfully seized several key points, including the police headquarters, but there was trouble between SA men and Army regulars at the Engineer Kaserne. Hitler abandoned the Bürgerbräukeller beer hall and went to settle this dispute, leaving Ludendorff in command, but having no idea what he was supposed to do, he allowed von Kahr, von Lossow, and von Seisser to simply walk away from the Bürgerbräukeller. They left quietly and then fled into the darkness. 
 
   Six important hostages were taken from among the beer hall audience by Rudolf Hess, and the remainder of the thousands were allowed to depart, buzzing with happy excitement and anticipating the renewal of Germany in general and Bavaria in particular under the new nationalist government of Adolf Hitler. 
 
   Röhm, meanwhile, had been busy attempting to secure the "crucial points" the Nazis planned to seize as part of the overall putsch. The SA men who had been mobilized spent much of the evening at beer halls, drinking, eating, and listening to political speeches and band music, but Röhm soon sent some of them to fetch 3,000 additional rifles from a monastery cellar in St. Annaplatz, and dispatched others to seize key points, government buildings, and infrastructure. One historian noted the main problem the Nazi leaders faced when he wrote that “some of these ventures were successful, others were dismal failures. All were characterized by the reluctance of everyone concerned to initiate a bloody struggle.” (Gordon, 1972, 292).
 
   Two of the most important places in the city, the engineer barracks and the infantry barracks, eluded capture by the Nazis. Small detachments of regular soldiers at each of these installations managed to defeat larger numbers of SA, though again, this was due to the profound reluctance of the SA men to fire upon or even pummel the Army men who resisted them. A band of regular soldiers turned back the SA unit sent to the infantry barracks, and at the engineer barracks, an even more humiliating reverse awaited the Sturmabteilung. There, the captain on duty, Oskar Cantzler, lured the whole SA unit into the drill hall, and his tiny force of soldiers then swung the doors closed and locked them, taking the whole SA unit captive. Again, this resulted partly because of the Nazis’ unwillingness to shoot their way free and kill Army men, whom they desperately wanted as allies and respected as fellow Germans.
 
   As a result, as the night of November 8 went on, things were not going well for the Beer Hall Putsch. Von Kahr, von Lossow, and von Seisser, whose support Hitler had counted on, had escaped and were never recaptured by the Nazis during the putsch, and the SA had failed to take most of their objectives and had met with catastrophic rebuffs at two of the most important. Still, matters looked a little brighter to Hitler after he returned to the Bürgerbräukeller beer hall, as “an entire Reichswehr unit, about 1,000 strong and fully armed, came marching smartly up to the Bürgerbräukeller with a band playing and swastika banners flying – the first formation of               the German Regular Army to march openly under the flag of National Socialism. These were elite troops […] Their leader was Lieutenant Gerhard Rossbach, a notorious swashbuckler and freebooter [...] he had convinced [his men] that the true way of soldierly honor was to break their oath of allegiance to the Republic and, instead, march against it.” (Hanser, 1971, 328-329).
 
   At the same time, a Nazi fifth columnist inside the police, Dr. Wilhelm Frick, had managed to prevent any police action against the putsch on the night of November 8th and into the early morning hours of November 9th. This wily individual "used his influence to prevent the Landespolizei duty officer from launching an immediate attack against the Putschists" (Gordon, 1972, 303), then spent hours fielding calls from alarmed police posts and reassuring them that all was well and that no action was required. 
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   Frick
 
   The Beer Hall Putsch had opened with a confused patchwork of successes and failures for Hitler and his fellow plotters, but the police, acting on their own initiative despite the reassurances of Dr. Frick, sent heavily armed men to the communication centers. When the SA arrived, they found these points already held against them and once again declined to initiate bloodshed. 
 
   Though this gave the government the nominal ability to coordinate a response rapidly with telecommunications, bungling was not confined to the Nazis on the night of the Beer Hall Putsch. “Kahr ordered that no telephone or telegraph traffic be allowed with points outside [Munich] except messages of the Reichswehr […] He himself then attempted to send messages out through other channels, which were delayed by his own men for hours. Once again he was the man with ten thumbs.” (Gordon, 1972, 307).
 
   Though Kahr was acting in his usual fashion, von Lossow was proving much more capable. Having escaped from the Bürgerbräukeller beer hall after Hitler had left for a time, the general had made his way through the night to the 19th Infantry Barracks, where he was planning a surprise of his own for Hitler and the other members of the putsch. Around midnight, when the Nazis were feeling extraordinarily optimistic about their revolt, General von Lossow reached the 19th Infantry Barracks, which was garrisoned with soldiers loyal to him, and upon his arrival, he was greeted by his second in command, Jakob von Danner. “’Excellency,’ said von Danner to his chief, ‘that was surely all bluff?’ Danner was commander of the local garrison; he could muster two divisions of regular troops and was to be reckoned with […] He and his fellow officers were against the Putsch, and offered Lossow a way out of his commitment at the Bürgerbräukeller. Lossow promptly agreed that it had all been bluff – ‘putting on an act’ – and began taking steps to suppress the insurgency he had publicly pledged to support.” (Hanser, 1971, 333). 
 
   At this time, General von Lossow sent out word to activate various military units to crush the putsch, just as Hitler and Ludendorff had relaxed and stopped attempting to seize serious objectives. Ludendorff thought that von Lossow would keep his word as an officer and a gentleman, even though it had been coerced under duress, and Hitler thought the common soldiers would support him regardless of what their commanders decided. Thus, both men did nothing further that evening and allowed the initiative to slip out of their fingers and pass into the hands of their opponents. 
 
   During the night, Hitler, the Nazis, and the SA sat idle, sleeping occasionally as cold rain began during the early morning hours. While they frittered away the time, army units were converging on Munich from multiple directions despite the foul weather. The police were on alert but confused, uncertain of where the army's loyalties lay and who was now in command of Munich and Bavaria. Meanwhile, General von Lossow, the bungler von Kahr, and von Seisser gathered at the 19th Infantry Barracks and devised a plan to retake the city from Hitler. 
 
   Von Lossow favored an immediate, violent counterattack, showing signs of rage at his humiliation, but the other two men talked him into a less precipitous approach. The Nazis were known to be holding two buildings as their main centers of operation: the Wehrkreiskommando and the Bürgerbräukeller beer hall. According to the plan, the Army and police together would attack the former, while the latter would be taken by the police alone. The "Munich triumvirate" also received a message from the Reichswehr commander in Berlin, von Seeckt, who made clear that if von Kahr, von Lossow, and von Seisser did not deal with Hitler promptly, they would be considered traitors as well by the central government.
 
   The first bad news reached the Nazi leaders at 5:00 a.m. on the 9th when a Colonel Leupold – an Army man who sympathized with the putsch – arrived to warn Hitler and Ludendorrf that von Lossow, on whom they pinned so many hopes, had turned against them and intended to crush their rebellion. He also cautioned the two leaders that the 7th Reichswehr Division was available to assist in the crushing, and that it showed no signs of being sympathetic to their scheme or disloyal to the official government. Hitler still believed that "propaganda" would carry the day, and Ludendorrf thought the Army would still end up supporting the putsch, but the two leaders and most of their followers decamped from their advance position at the Wehrkreiskommando and returned to the Bürgerbräukeller beer hall. The luckless Röhm was left to hold the Wehrkreiskommando as a forward post for the putsch, assisted by a detachment of SA men. 
 
   At approximately 6:00 a.m., a convoy of SA trucks arrived from Landshut to reinforce the putsch, bearing 150 armed men under the command of Paul Goebel. Goebel, a canny fellow, remarked with some alarm that the city appeared totally normal, which suggested that Hitler's putsch had either failed or was on its last legs. Though he pushed ahead to reinforce his fellow Nazis regardless, his assessment was not far off. 
 
   Breakfast was served to the increasingly anxious SA men at the Bürgerbräukeller beer hall, consisting of cheese and bread with strong black coffee, and the morale of these men was lowered further as the beer hall's telephones began to ring, reminding them of family ties. As one historian put it, “worried women [inquired] about husbands and sons who had gone off in uniform the evening before and had not come back. What was happening to them? When would they be back? Nobody could answer, because nobody knew. There were no announcements from the leadership, no orders from unit commanders.” (Hanser, 1971, 341). The SA men expected to be paid, however, so a band was sent to a nearby print shop to steal freshly printed money. Some 14 quadrillion marks were confiscated, which, at the current hyperinflation exchange rate, was worth around $14,000 at the time. Each of the 1,500 men at the Bürgerbräukeller was given 2 trillion marks, or $2, and the rest of the money was retained as a sort of war chest by the Nazi leaders. 
 
   Hitler and Ludendorrf now realized how desperate their situation was, but they couldn’t think of a way to rectify it. They spent several hours in fruitless debate while their followers grew more anxious and the police tore down Nazi posters all over the city and put up their own posters declaring Ludendorrf a "Prussian" and a "traitor." Ironically, less venom was directed at Hitler, whom the Bavarians had come to respect as a kind of honorary Bavarian nationalist. Some of the Nazi officials eventually suggested retreat, which finally pushed Ludendorrf into action. Drawing himself up, he uttered two words that heralded the start of the final action of the Beer Hall Putsch: "We march!” 
 
   The idea was to march boldly into the city in the hopes that the citizens, who had been so enthusiastic at the Bürgerbräukeller the night before, would turn out en masse to support it. This would hopefully intimidate the Bavarian government and the local army units into yielding to the putsch or persuade them that it was popular and therefore the right thing to do, thereby converting them to the cause. One historian described the scene: “It was a thoroughly German response to a difficult situation […] ‘The sight of a marching column,’ in the words of the [SA] leader Franz Pfeffer von Salomon, ‘makes the deepest possible impression on a German and speaks to his heart a more convincing and compelling language than writing or talk of logic can ever do.’" (Hanser, 1971, 349).
 
   However, with little overall organization, the SA men took several hours to assemble into a marching column in the open space in front of the beer hall. The day was cloudy, windy, and extremely cold, and moist snow fell periodically to soak the men’s uniforms and render them thoroughly miserable. Goering, as loud and bloodthirsty as ever, originally placed the hostages taken the night before and a random selection of Jews he and his thugs had pounced on during the night into the column as well, with the intention of killing them if the police or Army fired on the column. This was too much even for Hitler, however, who ordered the prisoners out of the column and back into the beer hall, where a few men were left to guard them.
 
   Heavily armed, wearing proper uniforms and steel helmets, and exhibiting near-military discipline, the SA bodyguards of the Stosstrupp Hitler and the 6th SA Company led the procession, just behind Hitler, Ludendorrf, and several other Nazi functionaries. At almost precisely the same time, Reichswehr units moved forward towards the Wehrkreiskommando, where Röhm and his detachment were still on guard. A tense standoff ensued, with neither side willing to back down or initiate bloodshed. In fact, the situation would only be resolved after the main SA march failed.
 
   Meanwhile, Hitler's column marched to the Ludwig Bridge across the River Isar. This bridge of four arches was held by a diminutive state police, or "Lapo," detachment under Georg Hofler. Hofler defied Hitler, but his vastly outnumbered men were afraid to fire. The SA men swarmed forward and took them prisoner at bayonet-point, after which the Nazis disarmed the police. A few officers were punched and kicked, but all were soon released, as the SA had other matters to attend to. 
 
   After that, the putsch column marched into the open square known as the Marienplatz, and from there, they took several streets to the Franz Josef Platz, changing direction several times to avoid direct confrontation with police patrols. Hitler's hopes of a successful "propaganda march" almost appeared justified; throngs of Munich residents turned out despite the bad weather and sang patriotic hymns to salute the passing SA men. A vast crowd began to follow the Nazis, which must have greatly bolstered Hitler's confidence.
 
   However, the march came to an abrupt end at the Odeonsplatz, named for a nearby concert hall. A small band of police riflemen under Captain Rudolf Schraut barred the path of the SA column, which continued a slow advance and shouted for the police to get out of the way. The column menaced the police with a thicket of bayonets in the attack position, but while Schraut was a radical and a fascist, he believed in the sanctity of orders from duly constituted authority. He and his policemen held their ground, though they were reluctant to fire because of the large number of civilians accompanying the SA.
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   A picture of people crowding the Odeonsplatz square in Munich on November 9
 
   At this moment, a second, larger detachment of Lapo riflemen commanded by Lieutenant Michael Freiherr (knight) von Godin rushed into the Odeonsplatz from a side street. The Lieutenant charged directly into the Nazi column despite the forest of bayonets and pistols that he and his men were menaced with, and the Lapo men, though greatly outnumbered, began battering the SA troops furiously with their truncheons and rifle-butts. At that moment, as Godin later recalled, “Suddenly a Hitler man who stood one step half left of me fired a pistol at my head. The shot went by my head and killed Sergeant Hollweg behind me. For a fraction of a second, my company stood frozen. Then, before I could give an order, my people opened fire, with the effect of a salvo. At the same time the Hitler people commenced firing and for twenty or thirty seconds a regular firefight developed.” (Gordon, 1972, 361).
 
   Mowed down at close range by concentrated rifle fire, the SA men did not stand firm for long. 16 of them died within a minute or two of the battle's start, and many more were wounded, while four policemen were killed in the exchange. Goering was shot in the groin but nevertheless managed to flee and disappear into the crowd, and in the initial shooting, a bullet struck Max Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, who was walking arm in arm with Hitler. The bullet, which would otherwise have struck Hitler in the torso, penetrated both of Scheubner-Richter's lungs and stopped at his ribs on the side toward Hitler. Scheubner-Richter is reported to have died instantly, probably from hydrostatic shock as the heavy bullet's shockwaves damaged his heart and possibly his brain, but since their arms were linked, Scheubner-Richter dragged Hitler to the ground as he fell and thus out of the line of fire. That said, it is also possible that Hitler dropped flat, since he was an experienced soldier and such an action would have made sense in a sudden gun-battle. 
 
   In the midst of the fighting, the SA men quickly turned tail and fled, and Hitler joined them. Though he was later accused of cowardice by some of his enemies, the truth is that the day was already lost and his forces were in rapid retreat. Short of immediate suicide, there was no point in Hitler remaining alone to be shot by the enraged policemen. Ludendorrf, on the other hand, continued to walk forward alone, passing through the front ranks of the police unhindered. He was easily recognized and as one of Bavaria's heroes was unlikely to be gunned down unless it was by accident. Several police tackled him after he had passed through their front line and arrested him, at which point he began to act with childish petulance, as if the Lapo men had wronged him greatly by putting an end to his coup. 
 
   Back at the Wehrkreiskommando, the news of Ludendorrf's capture and the effective end of the putsch sapped Röhm's resolve to fight rather than surrender. Earlier, he left his strongpoint to negotiate with the Army officers, who demanded his surrender, and he had initially refused. While he was absent, his men fired on some Army engineers, killing one and wounding another, which prompted a flurry of machine gun fire that left two SA men dead. After that, the SA men began to surrender in bunches, and Röhm eventually agreed to give up when he heard Ludendorrf was a prisoner. In fact, Ludendorrf even sent him a written message urging him to surrender to prevent further deaths. Röhm himself was placed under arrest, while his men were disarmed and then allowed to simply leave and return to their homes. 
 
   The Beer Hall Putsch was over. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5: After the Beer Hall Putsch
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   A picture of the defendants: Pernet, Weber, Frick, Kiebel, Ludendorff, Hitler, Bruckner, Röhm, and Wagner
 
   Nothing illustrates more clearly that Hitler's plans were in almost perfect accord with the secret hopes, fears, and wishes of his fellow countrymen than the fact that his defeat during the Beer Hall Putsch, which theoretically should have destroyed him utterly as a failed traitor, ultimately metamorphosed into a kind of victory under the actual circumstances. 
 
   Hitler went briefly into hiding at the house of the Hanfstaengl family, where he contemplated suicide, but his hosts dissuaded him from this step (if he was actually serious about it in the first place). He was arrested two days after the putsch, was confined in the fortress of Landsberg, and was brought to trial on February 24th, 1924, a little over three months after his abortive coup attempt.
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   Thomas Springer’s picture of Landsberg
 
   In theory, Hitler's putsch was a capital crime of treason for which he should have been liable for the death penalty. Furthermore, four policemen had died during the brief skirmish that ended the putsch, making the possible charges even more serious. However, the men putting Hitler on trial had been partly responsible for his rise and his actions, and they sympathized deeply with his cause. The trial therefore took a remarkable turn. “The course of the ensuing trial […] was determined by the tacit agreement of all those taking part not to ‘touch upon the “essence” of those events’, so that the hearing was reduced to a farce in which Hitler unexpectedly ceased to be the accused and became the accuser.” (Fest, 1995, 36). 
 
   Thus, the courtroom became yet another beer hall where Hitler could give impassioned patriotic speeches to a rapt audience. He covered for his men by placing all blame for the Beer Hall Putsch on himself, and indeed, those who were tried alongside him received even lighter sentences and, in the case of Ludendorff, an acquittal. Hitler concluded the trial with a thunderous, triumphant declaration: “I nourish the proud hope that one day the hour will come when these rough companies will grow to battalions, the battalions to regiments, the regiments to divisions, that the old               cockade will be taken from the mud, that the old flags will wave again [...] For it is not you, gentlemen, who pass judgement on us. That judgement is spoken by the eternal court of history. [...] that court will not ask us: Did you commit high treason, or did you not? The court will judge us […] as Germans who wanted only the good of their own people and Fatherland, who wanted to fight and die. Pronounce us guilty a thousand times over: the goddess of the eternal court of history will smile [...] for she acquits us.” (Fest, 1995, 37).
 
   The court nearly acquitted him outright before finally handing down a sentence of five years in prison with the likelihood of being granted release on probation after just six months. Sentenced on April 1st, 1924, he was released from prison slightly more than eight months later on December 20th, 1924. By then, he had dictated his voluminous Mein Kampf to Rudolf Hess while enjoying a large, comfortable cell with numerous amenities and frequent visitors. 
 
   Hitler began strengthening the NSDAP immediately upon his release, and furthermore he had learned a new approach to politics which would cause him to shun open putsches from that point forward. Due to the failure of the putsch, Hitler now saw “the starting point for a struggle for power in entirely new conditions and by new methods. Of decisive importance in this struggle was Hitler’s realization that force was not the way to capture the modern state apparatus, that power could be seized only on the basis of the Constitution itself.” (Fest, 1995, 38). 
 
   In time, he would be successful, but Hitler's shift from overt attempts to seize power by violence to covert seizure of the system via pseudo-legal means was not popular with all of his supporters. The SA and Röhm looked askance at what they perceived as this abandonment of a pure revolutionary focus on violence and a turn to the "vile" process of voting. The fact that Hitler eventually created a dictatorial state through clever electioneering and keen exploitation of legal loopholes made no difference to these men, for whom anti-democratic sentiment was a matter of principle. “There was, moreover, widespread unease in both the party organization and the Hitler Youth about the ‘embourgeoisement’ of the Nazi movement, a process symbolized above all by the NSDAP’s participation in electoral politics. The NSDAP had always been oriented strongly against electoral politics, which were understood to be the most corrupt in a system of corrupt practices. The formative experience of the movement—the failed Munich Putsch—symbolized this orientation, and there continued to be many in the party, especially among the SA leadership, who preferred, on both practical and moral grounds, to seize power by force.” (Brown, 2009, 60-61).
 
   Hitler was a pragmatic revolutionary who learned from the Beer Hall Putsch that the source of power was immaterial as long as it was effective at moving him towards his goals. He was willing to don the cloaks of legality and democracy, temporarily at least, if that pretense would bring him closer to the center of power, which it ultimately did. Röhm preferred form over substance, and he believed erroneously that Hitler was "going soft" because he ceased attempts at a violent overthrow of Germany' government. Fatally wrong in this assessment, Röhm subsequently paid the ultimate price for thinking Hitler had become decadent and weak a decade later, when his dark hints at a "Second Revolution" prompted the Fuhrer to kill him and a thousand other leading SA men on the Night of the Long Knives. Hitler, as Röhm and Germany as a whole would come to learn, had not "gone soft" because he chose a legalistic route to achieving power. This was, after all, the man who “one of his own closest followers, repentant in a death cell at Nuremberg, could only liken […] to a cataclysm of nature. ‘Around his name,’ wrote Dr. Hans Frank, who was Hitler's Governor-General of Poland, ‘is the reek of millions of corpses, of ruins, starvation, despair, decay, and horror.’" (Hanser, 1971, 16). 
 
   Gustav von Kahr also learned what sort of man Hitler was, because the Fuhrer would not forgive or forget the role he played in the putsch. A particularly horrible death was reserved for him on the Night of the Long Knives some 11 years later. Driven to the edge of the Dachauer Moos swamp by a squad of SS men, von Kahr was hacked to death with axes and his mangled corpse was flung contemptuously into the stagnant water, perhaps qualifying him as the last of the putsch's direct casualties.
 
   The Beer Hall Putsch appeared to its contemporaries to be a trivial, even risible, matter. Its apparent failure to produce any result and its ignominious end, with its chief author jailed like any common hoodlum disturbing the peace, led to its dismissal by practically all the political cognoscenti of early 1920s Germany. Filled with pride and misplaced self-assurance, these individuals were inclined to mockery rather than concern, to the extent that the putsch “was […] blindly misjudged when it happened, and misinterpreted for years thereafter. By many it was classed with the comic-opera riots of the previous century caused by Lola Montez, the Irish mistress of the Bavarian king, who stirred up the Munich citizenry […] with an unwelcome passion for social reform.” (Hanser, 1971, 17). 
 
   In reality, the putsch was one of the first events that brought about the dark avalanche of Nazism upon which Hitler rode to power in one of Europe's most powerful nations. What marked it as distinct from the other political brawls that surrounded and preceded it was the individual at its heart. Hitler was remarkable for his colossal energy, drive, political acumen, conviction, and concentrated malice. 
 
   Two results of the putsch ended up having far-reaching consequences that altered the fate of Europe. The incident's first crucial effect was that it brought Hitler to widespread public notice, and the fact that he was the subject of considerable scorn among many people, and that his political movement attracted derision, was immaterial. Hitler had come to the attention of a large section of the population of the Weimar Republic. One of the vital, almost alchemical, elements to success – whether in the political, entrepreneurial, literary, or any other major sphere of human endeavor – is to become visible, and Hitler had forever risen above the anonymity that cloaks most people's lives. P.T. Barnum's axiom that "I don't care what the newspapers say about me as long as they spell my name right" applied to Hitler, whose later words and actions would henceforth gain a far-flung audience merely due to the fact they came from him. 
 
   The second effect was to impress on Hitler's warped but extremely keen mind that a revolution by force was impractical and doomed to failure. The true method of gaining power was to insinuate himself into the power structure, then find the flaws in the legal system – the inevitable loopholes left by human mortality's limitations – in order to exploit them boldly and powerfully. The Beer Hall Putsch was a moment of learning for Hitler if not an outright epiphany. It showed him clearly how he could use the potent force of his personality and intellect to achieve sole dominion over the German state by legal means, or at least by methods that were shielded from effective resistance by adopting a color of legality. To this day, people often point out that Hitler accrued power democratically, and while this is actually stretching the truth, the fact that he worked his way up through political means until the burning of the Reichstag is certainly accurate.
 
   Most political agitators would have given up after such a failure, or they may have continued to make similar attempts until they were either imprisoned for a long period or killed during one of their dangerous coup efforts. Hitler, however, took the lesson to heart, with profoundly fateful consequences for almost everybody on the planet during the 1940s. Only later would Heiden, one of the pioneer chroniclers of Hitler's rise, write of him, "As a human figure, lamentable; as a political mind, one of the most tremendous phenomena in all history." (Hanser, 1971, 17). A man without rank, position, fame, or money, he succeeded in becoming the absolute master of an empire which is believed to have encompassed more than 400 million people at its height. All of this was thanks to an understanding gained via the Beer Hall Putsch.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6: The Weimar Republic’s Missteps 
 
   In times of crisis, elections were held much more frequently than in more stable periods, but this feature of the Weimar Republic also helped ensure that any economic or political instability would be exacerbated by shifts in the governing bodies, which came at times when continuity would’ve been generally beneficial for keeping problems from spiraling out of control. Multiple elections occurred in close proximity to the date of the Reichstag fire, and both at the time and since, many ordinary people and historians have noted the convenient timing of the conflagration. 
 
   Unlike the U.S. Congress but similar to various European governmental councils, seats in the Reichstag were awarded on a proportional basis. For example, if a party won 20% of the vote, then it would also control 20% of the seats. This meant that at the time of the Reichstag fire, no political party held a majority. The strongest party, in numerical terms, consisted of the Social Democrats, a liberalizing force that mainly sought to increase the strength of democracy in the former German Empire. The Nazis represented a powerful bloc as well, but the number of seats they held increased when the economy faltered and decreased when a whiff of prosperity was in the air. The KDP Communists held a smaller but still significant portion of the Reichstag seats. 
 
   As might be expected, the Nazi Party and the KDP frequently worked at cross purposes, and relatively civilized feuds within the Reichstag's walls, where the leaders of the respective groups often addressed one another in highly formal and civil terms, were frequently mirrored by brutal outbreaks of violence in the streets. Once Goering became president of the Reichstag and overall leader of German police, the current of hooliganism grew stronger, sweeping Germany towards the precipice of dictatorship: “Simultaneously, the number of violent incidents and acts of anti-Semitism began to multiply significantly. The [SA and SS] began to attack the trade union and Communist offices along with the homes of their leaders but with the agreements in place with the police the common situation was that the Communists/Jews/Trade Unionists would get a kicking from the Nazis and then be arrested and thrown in prison for breaches of the peace.” (Addington, 2014, Chapter 13). 
 
   The Nazis and KPD each represented, to the eyes of the people, a glimmer of hope and a way of extracting themselves from the labyrinth of poverty and humiliation the Allies had thrust them into. Though the 85 year old President Paul von Hindenburg, head of the Weimar Republic, was becoming vague at times, his Chancellor, Heinrich Brüning, clearly understood the source of Germany's woes and how these might deliver the nation into the hands of the Communists or Nazis. “During the summer the scholarly Chancellor had pondered long hours over the desperate plight of Germany. [...] To cope with the depression he had decreed lower wages and salaries as well as lower prices [...] The ‘Hunger Chancellor’ he had been called by both the Nazis and the Communists. Yet he thought he saw a way out that in the end would re-establish a stable, free, prosperous Germany. He would try to negotiate with the Allies a cancellation of reparations.” (Shirer, 2011, 157). 
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   Brüning
 
   Since the Allies had failed to disarm themselves as they had bound themselves by treaty to do, Brüning also wished to rearm the German nation. Indeed, he began a secret program for a modest military expansion, which he hoped would restore Germany to equality with the other nations rather than continue to be Europe’s whipping boy. This program, of course, had a very different fate; rather than being the security force that reestablished the dignity of a free people as Brüning envisioned, it would ultimately form the nucleus of Hitler's genocidal Reichswehr. 
 
   Brüning's plan actually went even farther, as he contemplated means by which the rising power of the Nazis could be decisively and legally quashed. His solution was to create a new constitutional monarchy with strictly limited powers in Germany, but when he proposed this to Hindenburg, it was shot down forcefully by the Weimar Republic's president, not because it was too conservative but because the idea of a legally limited monarchy was too liberal for the former Imperial soldier: “When Brüning explained to [Hindenburg] that the Social Democrats and the trade unions, which [...] had given some encouragement to his plan if only because it might afford the last desperate chance of stopping Hitler, would not stand for the return of [...] Wilhelm II [...] and that moreover if the monarchy were restored it must be a constitutional               and democratic one on the lines of the British model, the grizzly old Field Marshal was so outraged he summarily dismissed his Chancellor from his presence. A week later he recalled him to inform him that he would not stand for re-election.” (Shirer, 2011, 158).
 
   The next Chancellor to be appointed by Hindenburg was Franz von Papen, who practically handed Hitler the means to establish a dictatorship due to his own mistaken belief that he could easily control the man Hindenburg had dismissed contemptuously as "the Bohemian corporal." Von Papen did not last long in office, but he made the cardinal error of legalizing the SA, or Sturmabteilung, the infamous Brownshirts who served as the muscle enforcing Hitler's will on the streets. He did this in the erroneous belief that it would appease the Nazis.
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   Von Papen
 
   Von Papen was almost immediately forced to resign, largely through the machinations of Hitler and allies like Goering. Economic troubles compelled the people to favor right-wing solutions, and in the disastrous days of the early 1930s, Hitler's anti-Semitism was an attractive feature to many German voters. The Jews formed an identifiable and useful scapegoat against whom to direct the rage, frustration, fear, and misery that ordinary Germans had experienced for nearly half a generation: “Germans felt the effects almost immediately. By December 1929, 1.5 million workers were unemployed. A month later, that number jumped to 2.5 million, and it kept climbing. Once again, the Nazis took advantage of a crisis by blaming everything on the Communists and the Jews. In the September 1930 election, the Nazis were expected to win 50 seats in Germany’s parliament. To the surprise of many, they went from 12 seats to 107 seats.” (Goldstein, 2012, 243).
 
   Hitler's rise to power was boosted by the desperation of the Germans to extract themselves from a situation which seemingly showed no sign of a positive resolution, and his ability to appear as the champion against the forces causing Germany's troubles made him all the more popular. Since the Allies were out of reach, the helpless, vastly outnumbered Jews made an ideal substitute for the Nazis' purposes. “Hitler and other Nazis were now poised to destroy the Weimar Republic and ‘restore’ Germany and the ‘Aryan race’ to greatness by ending so-called Jewish racial domination and eliminating the Communist threat.” (Goldstein, 2012, 243).
 
   Although the Social Democrats were the overall majority party in Germany at the time, they suffered a massive disadvantage against Hitler's Nazis because they were dedicated to democratic government and were less apt to use systematic violence and intimidation to achieve their aims. The Nazis had no such scruples, and they constantly used beatings, arson, threats, and outright murder to disrupt opposing political movements, particularly around election times. The Communists were not averse to dirtying their hands with slaughter in the name of international revolution either, but they were much weaker than the Nazis. They had played their hand early in attempting a coup in 1919, seeking to prompt an armed worker's revolution that would create a Soviet-style tyranny in Germany, but they were quickly crushed by the brutal Freikorps, a right-wing paramilitary organization comprised of many World War I veterans. As such, the Freikorps possessed formidable combat skills the Communists could not match. 
 
   The Freikorps continued to seek out and kill Communists or suspected Communists during the following decade, greatly reducing the power of the party in Germany. Though still something of a force to be reckoned with, by 1933, the KDP (German Communist Party) simply did not have the manpower to go toe-to-toe with the Nazis and hope to survive, either in the German Parliament or the rough and tumble of the streets. The Freikorps would eventually be purged by Hitler, with most of its leaders executed and its rank and file absorbed first into the SA and then into the SS, but in the meantime, it rendered a considerable service to the future Fuhrer. 
 
   Elections held in November 1932 reduced the Nazis' seats in the parliament to around a third, with the deficit being claimed by the Communists, and the next elections were slated for March 6, 1933, exactly one week after the burning of the Reichstag occurred. Hitler and Goering were in need of a crisis both to generate a reason for passing dictatorial emergency powers, and to prevent the Nazis from losing further ground to the hated communists in the Reichstag. 
 
   Meanwhile, in late 1932 and early 1933, the German government "was preparing a massive job-creation programme to relieve unemployment through the state provision of public works (Evans, 2005, 308)." The Nazis had a firm grasp of the fact that it was economic disaster that made their extreme agenda seem appealing to the people at large. Their window of opportunity was shrinking, and they had only a few months left before their power would likely begin to wane. The Nazi Party and Hitler understood this instinctively. 
 
   At this moment, President Hindenburg made an utterly fatal error for the future of Germany, Europe, and the world. To the half-senile Field Marshal, "it seemed more urgent than ever at this point to tame the Nazis by bringing them into government (Evans, 2005, 310)," and this in turn "led to a plan to put Hitler in as Chancellor, with a majority of conservative cabinet colleagues to keep him in check.” (ibid). In brief, the scheme concocted by the President and his ministers was to keep the Nazis from achieving power by giving them some power, buttressed by a naïve faith that the tut-tutting of a handful of aged politicians would suffice to rein in a man with approximately 400,000 SA brownshirts and 100,000 SS men at his disposal. Thus, with a surreal misjudgment, Hindenburg placed the few Nazis admitted into the highest ranks of government in precisely those positions best suited to the establishment of a dictatorship and police state: “Only two major offices of state went to the Nazis, but both of them were key positions on which Hitler had insisted as a condition of the deal: the Ministry of the Interior, occupied by Wilhelm Frick, and the Reich Chancellery itself, occupied by Hitler. Hermann Goring was appointed Reich Minister Without Portfolio and Acting Prussian Minister of the Interior, which gave him direct control over the police in the greater part of Germany. The Nazis could thus manipulate the whole domestic law-and-order situation to their advantage.” (Evans, 2005, 312).
 
   Hitler had played his hand brilliantly, exploiting circumstances, popular conspiracy theories, desperation, and the doddering incapacity of Germany's highest civilian leader to position himself in an extremely advantageous situation. The Nazis sensed that victory was within their grasp. For a few weeks, the real possibility existed that their power would melt away as economic programs finally helped Germany out of its long depression and into a newer, more democratic future, but Hitler managed to maneuver himself into the Chancellorship at essentially the last moment. Had Hindenburg chosen a different man as Chancellor and the job-creation program gained some breathing room to pick up momentum, there exists a very real possibility that there never would have been a Third Reich, a Final Solution, or World War II.
 
   The Nazis had every reason to celebrate their stroke of good fortune at the 11th hour, and the victorious National Socialists marked the occasion in a fashion which expressed their own fierce satisfaction with the outcome and also served as a propaganda demonstration to showcase their strength, energy, and high degree of organization. “That Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor was no ordinary change of government became immediately clear, as Goebbels organized a torchlit parade of brownshirts, Steel Helmets and SS men through Berlin, beginning at seven in the evening on 30 January 1933 and going on well past midnight.” (Evans, 2005, 315).               
 
   Still, at this point, Hitler still remained a functionary in the democratically elected government of the Weimar Republic, so a final touch was needed to grant him the powers which would transform a powerful but constitutionally limited Chancellor into the Fuhrer who would seek to establish a "Thousand Year Reich" on the ashes of the old European system. A high-profile incident was needed to give the pretext for Hitler to grant himself emergency powers and complete the metamorphosis from rabble-rousing former corporal to dictator. 
 
   Whether it occurred by accident or design, the burning of the Reichstag building on the night of February 27, 1933 provided Hitler with the necessary excuse.
 
    [image: File:Bundesarchiv Bild 102-13744, Berlin, Reichstag, Verfassungsfeier.jpg] 
 
   The Reichstag in August 1932
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7: The Burning of the Reichstag
 
   The night of February 27 was an ideal one from the standpoint of an arsonist preparing to set fire to one of Germany's most important government buildings. The air temperature hovered around 20 degrees Fahrenheit, several degrees below the average February low for the region, ensuring that less people than usual were out and about. The presence of snow on the ground was also somewhat unusual, since snow often melts rather quickly in the mild climates of central Europe. 
 
   Other factors also favored the incendiary or incendiaries, regardless of whether the attack was carried out by a lone wolf, Nazi agents, or Communist revolutionaries. The late hour and the upcoming elections ensured that the structure was uncharacteristically abandoned, reducing the number of potential witnesses, meddlers, and casualties. “There was an election on and the Reichstag was not in session; many deputies were away campaigning, and the work of the building’s staff slowed down after 9:00. Between the rounds of the lighting man at 8:45 and the Reichstag mailman at 8:50 or 8:55, and the first inspection of the night watchman at 10:00, no one would be moving about inside the building. For this hour or so the Reichstag would be quiet, and, presumably—apart from the porter at the north entrance—empty.” (Hett, 2014, 10).
 
   Of course, the absence of other persons ensured that once spotted, any activity in and around the building would be immediately deemed suspicious, especially by policemen. In fact, just such an individual was present at the time the fire was lit: Karl Buwert, who had been assigned to keep a lonely vigil over much of the Reichstag's perimeter. Though he likely expected a quiet, tedious period of sentinel duty, a very different situation ultimately emerged. 
 
   The darkness of that bitterly cold late winter night obscured both the policeman's view and that of later historians seeking to determine exactly who was seen on the premises of the Reichstag when it burned. Chief Constable Buwert's eventful evening began at approximately 9:10 p.m. when Hans Floter, a theology student, approached him in a state of great excitement and announced that he had heard a window breaking and had seen a man with a torch on a second story balcony preparing to enter the building. Floter then left for home while the Chief Constable investigated, and almost immediately, a second figure hurried towards him through the gloom. This proved to be a young newspaper typesetter named Werner Thaler, who reported a broken window on another area of the facade and the sighting of two men with torches entering through this opening. 
 
   Buwert and Thaler investigated together, plainly seeing the broken window the young man had mentioned. There was already a glow of light inside, and the typesetter later claimed to have seen two torches inside, likely indicating a pair of arsonists at a minimum. Buwert fired his pistol in the general direction of the torches, prompting their carrier or carriers to move deeper into the building to avoid his bullets. 
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   Picture of the window through which the alleged arsonist broke in
 
   Fire engines began arriving on the scene, and at this point, Thaler felt his presence was superfluous and left.  However, “as he crossed the Platz der Republik he ‘turned around one more time and noticed that the cupola of the Reichstag was brightly lit.’ That could only mean a much larger fire in the plenary chamber at the center of the building. ‘I ran back to the firemen and told them that the interior of the building was also burning.’” (Hett, 2014, 15 – 16). 
 
   Thaler was not the only individual to note the ominous glare of rising light emerging from the iron and glass cupola that capped the Plenary Chamber. The Reichstag was one of the city's larger buildings, and many lines of sight to it existed thanks to its isolated placement on the Platz der Republik. This was no minor fire but an all-out blaze that threatened to gut the Reichstag's whole interior. Though the stone shell would remain largely intact save where intense heat might crack a few stone blocks, the curtains, chairs, paneling, and carpets inside were all highly inflammable, as were the large numbers of documents stored on the site. 
 
   Two of the main actors in the whole political tragedy, Paul von Hindenburg and Franz von Papen, were very close by, sharing a leisurely meal at the "Herrenklub" ("Gentlemen’s' Club”), which commanded a view of the Reichstag. Von Papen reported, “Suddenly we noticed a red glow through the windows and heard sounds of shouting in the street. One of the servants came hurrying up to me and whispered: ‘The Reichstag is on fire!’ which I repeated to the President. He got up and from the window we could see the dome of the Reichstag looking as though it were illuminated by searchlights. Every now and again a burst of flame and a swirl of smoke blurred the outline.” (Shirer, 2011, 196).
 
   The brilliant illumination of the fire in the Plenary Chamber shining through the glass windows of the cupola was visible even further away. Hermann Goering's valet, Robert Kropp, was sipping mint tea in his employer’s apartment while Goering was absent, working late on Unter dem Linden at the police offices (a fact that might have had an ominous significance). The valet's relaxing evening alone was not destined to last, however, for “the telephone rang, and when he answered it Adermann, the night porter at the presidential palace, was on the other end. He was excited and shouted: ‘You must tell the minister at once! The Reichstag is on fire!’" (Mosley, 195).
 
   After telephoning Goering (who had already received a report from the police), Kropp "slipped on his coat and went out and across to the Reichstag, from the dome of which he could now see, as he approached, flames licking." (Mosley, 195). Therefore, three separate accounts from widely separated individuals show that fire and smoke were already visible in the Plenary Chamber's cupola within a few minutes of the initial alarm being raised. This is an important question when trying to determine whether chemical accelerants such as gasoline were used to hasten the spread of the fire. 
 
   The Plenary Chamber clearly blazed up rapidly, almost suddenly, at about the same time the windows were broken and Buwert fired his pistol at an unknown prowler or prowlers inside the Reichstag. Though accelerants seem the most likely cause, a similar effect of a sudden, large fire in an enclosed space could theoretically result from flashover. Flashover occurs when the substances in a closed room reach their ignition temperature at the same time that the air is filled thickly with flammable gasses emitted from heated objects. When this threshold is reached, the entire room ignites suddenly, vastly increasing the size of the fire in an instant. Sometimes, the effect is even explosive, in which case the phenomenon is known as a "smoke explosion." Such an event can be lethal to anyone in the room, and it could potentially explain how the Plenary Chamber fire metamorphosed from a dim glow into a bright inferno that resembled "searchlights" shining out of the dome, with flames massive enough to lick out of the windows 246 feet above the chamber floor in a matter of a few minutes. 
 
   That said, one salient fact renders a flashover implausible. Without large quantities of accelerants to hasten the process, a long burn would be needed to set up the proper conditions for such an event to occur. The Plenary Chamber was a large space ,and considerable time would be needed for the surfaces to heat to the point of combustion and the huge gulf of air it contained to acquire a thick enough burden of flammable gasses to catch fire. There was insufficient time for a modest fire to expand to the point of flashover between 8:45 p.m. (when the lighting man came through the building) or the mail deliveries by the parliamentary building's mailman at 8:55 and the observed blaze at 9:15-9:20 p.m. Given that the use of accelerants was almost certainly needed to create such a daunting fire so quickly, and the conditions of the alleged lone arsonist's capture, it seems quite likely that several men were involved in the arson that night. 
 
   Police, firemen, and officials all quickly converged on the ominously burning Reichstag, where a desperate battle was soon underway to extinguish the colossal fire. Among the people who put in an appearance were Goering and Hitler himself. According to later accounts by Goering's valet Robert Kropp, Goering made an effort to reach his office in order to rescue his Gobelin tapestries, but he was driven back by fierce flames, his face blackened by soot and streaked with tears, the latter caused either by smoke irritation or sorrow at the destruction of the former air ace's favorite textile art.  
 
   Conversely, Hitler was in an exultant mood. As Goering emerged from the building and went to meet the Chancellor, “his faithful valet [...] was astonished to see the look of triumph, almost of pleasure, on Hitler's face. ‘This is a beacon from heaven!’ Hitler shouted, above the crackle of the flames.” (Mosley, 196). Whether the fire was a serendipitous accident of timing or a deliberate act arranged at his instigation, Hitler clearly grasped what an opportunity the conflagration presented in the political arena. In the course of putting out the fire, a convenient culprit was also discovered wandering through the Reichstag's labyrinthine interior, and he promptly arrested by the swarms of police who had converged on the scene. This individual was Marinus van der Lubbe, a young man with Communist affiliations and Dutch origins who spoke very bad German. The arsonist was found shirtless, having used his upper garments as kindling for the fire he had no hesitation in admitting he had set, and he was carrying a box of matches. The police photographed him later holding this box, though by this time they had supplied him with a shirt and jacket to replace those he had incinerated in the depths of the Reichstag. 
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   Van der Lubbe
 
   No deaths or injuries resulted from the Reichstag fire, which occurred at a time when the building was empty save for the arsonist or arsonists. The solid stone construction eliminated the risk of collapse on the firemen and policemen who came to the scene, and they were careful enough to avoid any fatalities from direct fire exposure or smoke inhalation. 
 
   Slightly more than two hours after it began, the Reichstag fire was extinguished around 11:30 p.m., but by then, it had reduced practically the whole interior of the building to a charred shambles, destroying wood paneling, curtains, seats, lecterns, all manner of furniture, artworks, carpets, and reams of irreplaceable government documents and records. The fire went out due to a mix of intense efforts on the part of Berlin's firefighters and the fact that it had exhausted most of its potential fuel sources. The huge government building had been gutted, and it continued to send wisps of smoke upward into the icy air for days afterward. 
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   A picture of ruins within the Reichstag
 
   As the last smoldering ashes of the heaped wood and cloth inside cooled, however, a fire of a different kind had been lit in the hearts of the Nazi leadership. Feigning outrage against a Communist takeover plot of which there is scant to no evidence, the Nazis immediately began to exploit the Reichstag fire as a pretext for granting Hitler sweeping, unconstitutional powers, and for removing the Communists from the political scene as much as possible. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8: The Nazi Response to the Reichstag Fire
 
   "I'm convinced he was responsible for the burning of the Reichstag, but I can't prove it." – Adolf Hitler in reference to Communist Party chairman Ernst Togler
 
   The National Socialist party's response to the Reichstag fire was quick and forceful, in part because the Nazis and the police (who were now under the supervision of Goering) appeared to be readying their organizations for some kind of trouble. Goering was out of his home working with police officials when the Reichstag fire occurred, even though it was relatively late in the evening, but this was not the only indication that the Nazis were prepared for some sort of triggering event to offer them a pretext for arresting large numbers of their political rivals. The Gestapo was a newly formed organization in 1933, created as a secret police at the same time Hitler ascended to the Chancellorship on January 30, and the commander of this sinister new enforcement group was Rudolf Diels, a slippery figure who managed to avoid prosecution after World War II despite being neck deep in Nazi police state activities. In fact, the resourceful Diels, whose facial scars and icy, cynical gaze gave him the appearance of a villain from a Cold War spy thriller, actually wormed his way successfully into the postwar government of Lower Saxony.
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   Diels
 
   Those days were remote in 1933, however. At that time, Diels made remarkable (and incriminating) preparations on the afternoon of January 27th, 1933, just a few hours before the fire at the Reichstag broke out. Making good use of early technology for coordinating his plan, the Gestapo leader “sent out an order by radio to all police stations in Prussia. ‘Communists,’ said Diels, were ‘said to be planning attacks on police patrols and the members of national organizations’              […] [and] ‘suitable countermeasures’ against the Communist threat were to be taken ‘immediately.’ Above all, ‘in necessary cases’ Communist functionaries were to be taken into ‘protective custody.’ By shortly after six that evening, all Prussian police stations had received Diels’s order. Hours before fire consumed the Reichstag, the police were ready.” (Hett, 2014, 39). 
 
   Both Diels and Goering had drawn up extensive arrest lists of influential Communists and others who were vocally opposed to the Nazis' rising fortunes, and these lists were up to date and ready for action when the flames shone through the darkness from the Reichstag's glass-paneled cupola. It is even possible that Goering was out of his house that fateful evening putting the finishing touches to them and making certain that no crucial names had been omitted among those who were destined to experience the horrors of Nazi "protective custody." 
 
   After his abortive attempt to rescue his Gobelin tapestries from the fire, Goering soon accosted Diels, who had also put in an appearance on the scene of the conflagration in record time. Most of the chief Nazi leaders of the day were at the Reichstag within minutes of the alarm being sounded, which made coordination of their ensuing actions remarkably quick and easy. Franz von Papen later provided a vivid account of the words Goering shouted at the Gestapo leader, for he had worked himself into a lather of rage and indignation by this time:  “This is the beginning of the Communist revolution! We must not wait a minute. We will show no mercy. Every Communist official must be shot, where he is found. Every Communist deputy must this very night be strung up.” (Shirer, 2011, 196). 
 
   A quick death from a bullet or noose would likely have been a kindness compared to the actual fate of many of those on Diels' lists. The first arrests began almost immediately, though they were not to achieve their full momentum until early the next afternoon, when Hitler's position as dictator was firmly established by legal decree of the President and Reichstag of the Weimar Republic. Hitler seized the opportunity presented to him with both hands. Loudly and forcefully trumpeting his version of events – that the Reichstag fire was a signal for a Communist revolution which, curiously, showed no signs whatsoever of developing in reality – the Chancellor appeared before the gathered officials of the Weimar Republic at 11 a.m. on the morning of February 28 while the ashes of the Reichstag interior were still hot. Hitler was bearing a decree from the 1920s, originally drafted during an anti-communist panic, and an authoritarian fanatic, Ludwig Grauert (a man in the employ of Hermann Goering), had added extra material to it in the form of a second clause which made the powers it granted to the Chancellor even more sweeping and arbitrary. If it was approved and signed by President Hindenburg, it would more or less give Hitler almost unlimited power. Incredibly, Hindenburg's cabinet, frightened by the Reichstag fire and the bogeyman of Communist revolution, accepted the document and presented it to the President, though Franz von Papen expressed dismay at the idea and urged his colleagues to reject the proposal out of hand. Hindenburg showed remarkably little hesitation before signing the decree, propelling Hitler to the position of absolute dictatorship he was to occupy until he took poison along with Eva Braun in the fire-streaked darkness of Berlin a dozen years later in order to avoid capture and torture at the hands of the victorious Soviets. 
 
   The decree, which has gone down in history as the "Reichstag Fire Decree," suspended most of the democratic guarantees and rights in the Weimar Republic. “Thus restrictions on personal liberty, on the right of free expression of opinion, including freedom of the press, on the right of assembly and association, and violations of the privacy of postal, telegraphic and telephonic communications, and warrants for house-searches, orders for confiscations as well as restrictions on property rights are permissible beyond the legal limits otherwise prescribed.” (Evans, 2005, 336).
 
   This remarkable document went on to give Hitler the power to assume absolute power over any of Germany's states where such a measure was deemed "necessary," and it gave the Chancellor and those he delegated the power to inflict death penalties for the appallingly broad, vague crime of "disturbing the peace." This decree was to remain in effect "until further notice," which in practice meant forever, or at least until shells, bombs, and bullets broke the strength of the "Thousand-Year Reich." Hindenburg's signature was the suicide note of the Weimar Republic, and it marked the President's personal obeisance to the man he had very recently scorned as the "Bohemian corporal." A single signature put an end to the democratic experiment in Germany and ushered in 12 years of terror, murder, war, and one of the most brutal dictatorships in history. 
 
   Naturally, Hitler wasted no time in utilizing his freshly acquired totalitarian powers. The arrests that Diels and Goering had already begun now attained the color of authority and legality, and the SA joined with the police in a sweeping purge of the German population. The flails of legalized Nazi aggression winnowed the political field, removing the best candidates of opposing parties and leaving only the compliant Nazi party members in the legislature: “Some four thousand Communist officials and a great many Social Democrat and liberal leaders were arrested, including members of the Reichstag […] Truckloads of storm troopers roared through the streets all over Germany, breaking into homes, rounding up victims and carting them off to S.A. barracks, where they were tortured and beaten. [...] the Social Democrat newspapers and many liberal journals were suspended and the meetings of the democratic parties either banned or broken up.” (Shirer, 2011, 198 -199). 
 
   Notably, although the official Nazi party line was the that Reichstag fire was caused by Communists as a signal for a Soviet-style revolution, the Social Democrats were arrested and tormented with equal zeal by the police and SA. The agenda of silencing all potential political opponents, including those who were in favor of democracy and did not even think of using extralegal force to attain their goals, became nakedly apparent less than 24 hours after Chief Constable Buwert fired his pistol at unknown prowlers in the Reichstag. The Nazis' preeminence in the elections of March 6th, 1933 had been assured in one bold, unscrupulous stroke. 
 
   Oppression of the Jews began almost immediately as well. The populace had been propagandized into blaming the Jews for Germany's defeat in World War I, shifting blame rather than accepting that Germans, like all other humans, had limitations despite their courage and intelligence and could be overwhelmed by a numerous, determined adversary. The Jews also made a convenient scapegoat for the subsequent financial miseries that racked Germany during the postwar years. 
 
   Ironically, it was the very helplessness of the Jews that made them a prime choice for targeting because of their "undue power" over the fate of Germany. Accused of being so powerful as to be able to bring down a formidable military power through practically invisible means, the Jews were somehow also so powerless that they could fall ready victims to the anger of the mob. The reality, of course, is that the Jews were a "safe" target for the people to take out their frustrations on. Representing less than 1% of the population, they did not have the numbers to resist hordes of Germans baying for their blood, and even before the rise of the Nazis, the government tacitly colluded with the anti-Semites by failing to properly protect its own Jewish citizens. 
 
   Hitler may indeed have convinced himself of the bizarre conspiracy theories about World War I, thus justifying denial of the unpalatable truth that the despised Allies had simply outfought the German army and defeated it. Whatever the case of his personal beliefs, the Jews made a convenient conduit for the fear and aggression of the German people, which might otherwise have been directed against the SA thugs running rampant over civil liberties. Regardless, beatings, rapes, and killings of Jews became norms that the authorities winked at, and on April 1, 1933, just a little over a month after the Reichstag fire, Hitler began a boycott of Jewish businesses intended to deprive his chosen victims of what little economic power they actually had. Jackbooted SA roughnecks posted signs in shop windows or loitered menacingly at the entrances to deter people from entering and buying from the proprietors. The measure was mostly a failure, but it served as an ominous warning of worse events to ensue. 
 
   One aspect of Hitler's rise to power which is frequently overlooked by modern historians was the massive program of disarmament and gun control which the Nazis instituted, confiscating private firearms in order to ensure their rule was undisputed. A far-flung campaign of search and seizure was started, with anyone found in possession of a gun classified as a "Communist" even though most of those afflicted in this manner were law-abiding Social Democrats. “The Nazis succeeded in creating a ‘Communist gun owner’ bogeyman to justify extensive searches and seizures conducted by the police to confiscate firearms and arrest their owners. To carry out these measures, some 5,000 auxiliary police composed of SA, SS, and Stahlhelm members were enrolled in Berlin alone.” (Halbrook). Of course, the three Nazi organizations that backed Hitler – the SA, SS, and Steel Helmets – were not only permitted to keep their weapons but were armed with pistols and steel-shafted clubs by the government in cases where the men did not already possess such arms. Anyone who did not belong to these organizations, however, was apt to be arrested and placed in the concentration camps Hitler already found necessary to contain the hordes of undesirables he and his cronies alone seemed to be able to detect in the German population. 
 
   Given the robust tradition of shooting clubs in Germany, which stretched back as far as the "crossbow leagues" of the medieval era, the arrests that followed Hitler's strict gun control measures were extensive and occurred all across Germany. Though most of those arrested were later released, perhaps somewhat worse for wear, this measure did have the effect of removing armed male citizens not directly affiliated with the Nazi party from circulation at precisely the moment when popular resistance to the Fuhrer's takeover might have been effective. After all, these measures came before the Nazi state had truly consolidated its grip on Germany and acquired tanks and aircraft. 
 
   A second decree passed on March 24, 18 days after the Nazis won 44% of the seats in the Reichstag, completed the transition of Germany from the democratic experiment of the Weimar Republic to the personal fief of Adolf Hitler: “The Enabling Law – the popular name for the euphemistically-worded Law to Remove the Distress of the People and State – […] was the last nail in Weimar Republic's coffin […] Passed by the Reichstag, which then dissolved itself, the act provided that the cabinet could decree laws without consulting the Reichstag or the president. The chancellor – Hitler – was empowered to draft the laws, which could deviate from the Constitution.” (Holbrook, 2013).
 
   The burning of the Reichstag, whether it was a deliberate "false flag" operation or a random act of individual arson, was adroitly used as a springboard to absolute power by Hitler and his close clique of followers. The wily Fuhrer might have achieved supreme command over Germany by other means, but this is by no means certain. By having arrest lists prepared and the police, SA, and SS standing by even prior to the actual arson, the Nazis were positioned to severely disrupt the other major political parties on the eve of a crucial election.
 
   Furthermore, the Reichstag fire created an atmosphere of paranoia and panic in which Hitler found it possible to force the passage of two decrees which gave him absolute authority over every level of German government and the life and death of every German citizen. The "Reichstag Fire Decree" of February 28 and the Law to Remove the Distress of the People and State of March 24 effectively abolished the law except as a manifestation of Hitler's will. Under the deeply flawed Weimar Republic constitution, this abolition was actually legal, which, along with the massive arrest program directed at non-Nazi gun owners during March 1933, served to utterly deflate any organized resistance to the Nazis' smooth and successful coup d'etat.
 
   Van der Lubbe was clearly guilty of at least some minor acts of arson in the Reichstag, but it remains difficult to imagine that he could have created such an unstoppable whirlwind of fire without any chemical accelerants whatsoever and no tools beyond a box of large matches and his own shirt as kindling, all within the space of perhaps 10-15 minutes. The volatility of an ordinary shirt is not high, and it is certainly insufficient to trigger a flashover in a huge wood-paneled council chamber in just a matter of a few minutes. Furthermore, the Dutch arsonist clearly relied more on enthusiasm and chance than a careful methodology or knowledge of fires, which makes his chances of such a massive success that much smaller.
 
   Still, van der Lubbe was a Communist of sorts, and therefore he was potentially useful to the Nazi hierarchy as a propaganda weapon. Considering that van der Lubbe's personality, insofar as it has come down to the present day in records, bears every stamp of an irrational, drama-seeking crank, one might perhaps suppose that he chose to be a Communist more because it was "shocking" and dramatic than through any conviction or true understanding of Communist principles. 
 
   Despite the fact that the Dutchman was an ideal "patsy" for the Nazis' power grab, it is possible that he was drugged during his trial to eliminate any chance that he would say anything that would disturb the Nazis' theory of a far-flung Communist plot. Surviving photos of van der Lubbe from his trial show him standing with his head slumped forward on his chest, eyes closed, and mouth hanging. Written accounts confirm that this was his demeanor throughout the trial except on two occasions when he appeared slightly more alert and managed to provide semi-coherent statements in contrast to his typical vague rambling: “On all but two of the trial’s fifty-seven days van der Lubbe appeared with his head bent down over his chest, often drooling or with his nose running so that his police attendants had continually to wipe his face. He spoke in monosyllables or not at all […] He repeatedly answered ‘yes’ and then ‘no’ to the same question. At best he answered questions only after a long pause. Sometimes he did not answer at all. Sometimes he giggled.” (Hett, 2014, 127).
 
   There is additional reason to believe that this grotesque farce involved use of drugs because of the precise correspondence of the Dutch mason's behavior to a person heavily dosed with the most frequently utilized sedative in Germany at the time. As one historian explained, “van der Lubbe’s appearance and behavior during the trial were consistent with the symptoms of excessive ingestion of potassium bromide, which, in its trade application Cabromal, was one of the most common sedatives at the time. Potassium bromide, which               tastes like salt, can easily be slipped into food; symptoms of its abuse include mental slowness, loss of memory, apathy, a constantly running nose, and a slumped body posture.” (Hett, 2014, 150).
 
   Since van der Lubbe, unlike the other prisoners, admitted to setting a fire in the Reichstag, his guilt was never really in question. However, despite his evident sedation, he always refused to implicate anyone else in his arson plot and insisted that he alone had been the author of it. This insistence probably stemmed not only from a powerful desire to lay claim to the distinction of being the lone wolf who had gutted the mighty Reichstag, but also to the fact that van der Lubbe probably did not know anyone else to blame. He could not supply the names of Communist supporters of his actions because he simply did not know them. This refusal to blame a wider Communist plot drove the Nazis wild and caused the trial to drag on endlessly as they hoped for a breakthrough confession that would support their version of events. Finally, even van der Lubbe said that being executed would be preferable to continuing the endless, pointless trial, and the judges obliged him by sentencing him to death by the guillotine. Several of the judges experienced poor health as a result of the trial's stresses, and one of them died shortly after the trial concluded.
 
   There is no doubt that the burning of the Reichstag was exceedingly convenient for the Nazi party and Hitler. The police and SA were mobilized earlier the same day in preparation for a sweeping series of arrests both of Communists and Social Democrat leaders, which is a highly incriminating circumstance. After all, if Marinus van der Lubbe was the only arsonist involved, Diels and Goering could not have known he was about to strike. 
 
   Furthermore, the burning occurred immediately before an election, with just enough time left to give the Nazis the necessary interval to capture most of their main adversaries. Hitler then adroitly transferred all power to himself and made his will superior to the Weimar Republic constitution, even while technically leaving it in place to give his reign the color of legal legitimacy, with the Reichstag Fire Decree and the Enabling Law. The SA sprang into action, imprisoning Communists, Social Democrats, and non-Nazi firearms owners in droves with fierce energy and a high degree of coordination.
 
   Given the preparations and the aftermath, there is plenty to suggest that the arson at the Reichstag did not take the Nazis by surprise. Instead, they seemed fully prepared to exploit every opportunity it offered them in great detail. While this evidence is purely circumstantial, some physical evidence is also compelling in establishing a group of SA saboteurs as the chief arsonists in the Reichstag, including the short length of time available for van der Lubbe's burning shirt to start a massive fire. According to some estimates, the amount of time required for van der Lubbe to reach the Plenary Chamber after breaking in would have left a mere 150 seconds between the ignition of his shirt and the vast pyre that was sending tongues of flame out of the 246 foot high cupola. There is insufficient time for a flashover or smoke explosion to occur even with the most generous estimates of van der Lubbe's arson skills. 
 
   Furthermore, van der Lubbe did not bring accelerants with him and could not have carried them in sufficient amounts to produce the observed conflagration. He could have brought them in during multiple trips into the interior, but there was simply no time for this to happen. At the same time, several experienced firemen on the scene testified to seeing burn trails indicating that gasoline or another accelerant had been poured along the floor: “One of the supporting judges […] took up the matter of the gasoline on the carpet. The trail ran from one door to the other, said [the fireman named] Gempp; a few stretches of carpet along the trail were “completely burned out.” Gempp had bent down to smell the carpet, and believed that it had been gasoline or benzene [Benzin oder Benzol], [...] Lateit also testified to seeing a fire on a runner that led from the lobby into the plenary chamber, and described another fire running in a line against the wall, which at first he took for floor lighting.” (Hett, 2014, 135 to 136). Such claims are consistent with the size, power, and rapidity of the fire, and they also rule out van der Lubbe as the sole arsonist. 
 
   In the end, regardless of whether it was van der Lubbe, Karl Ernst and his stormtroopers, or some other party who set the main fire in the Reichstag, there is a certain symbolic appropriateness that Hitler was almost literally anointed upon the ashes of democracy. The Reichstag was the heart of the Weimar Republic's attempt at representative government and bore the inscription "The German People" above its main entrance. Hitler's ascent to power came over the scorched wreck of the building representing political freedom and the people themselves. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9: Nazi Paramilitary Organizations
 
   Nazism was an elusive beast from its inception. Its precepts included a general emphasis on "military virtues" and obsession with purity (which included loathing of sexual freedom in general and homosexuality in particular), an irrational, fanatical hatred of Jews as the scapegoat for all of the nation's problems, and a determination to make Germany strong and powerful again. This, combined with an eagerness to use violence to achieve its aims quickly and effectively, marked out the most visible features of a system that actually contained many incongruous and even contradictory elements: “The common denominator of Nazi appeal was as remote as the smile of the Cheshire Cat. In its negative form, it was a promise to make things different, in its positive form, a promise to make things better. […] This was the homogeneity of common disaffection.” (Schoenbaum, 1967, 2).
 
   This is exemplified strikingly by differing causes for anti-Semitism among different factions. Right-leaning Nazis felt that the Jews were Communist saboteurs seeking to destroy the business strength of German industry, while left-leaning Nazis believed the Jews were capitalist plotters seeking to crush German socialism in the name of an international conspiracy of moneyed interests. Both of these viewpoints could not be true at the same time (and neither was); yet the Nazi party managed to accommodate both within its overall culture. 
 
   Several major paramilitary organizations arose in Germany following World War I, but the most important were the Sturmabteilung (SA), the Schutzstaffel (SS), and the Stahlhelm (Steel Helmets). Though others existed, they eventually faded or were dissolved without incident when Hitler came to power.
 
   The Steel Helmets was a veterans' organization which initially opposed the Nazis despite espousing a similar anti-Semitic, anti-communist agenda and openly working towards creating a dictatorship in Germany to sweep away what they perceived as the weakness and decadence of liberal democracy. This group received considerable financial aid from the Italian fascist dictator Benito Mussolini, who “sometimes privately termed National Socialism a ‘parody of Fascism.’ Though he had maintained unofficial contacts with Hitler for several years, the political group he had most subsidized in Germany had been the right-wing Stahlhelm.” (Payne, 1995, 231).
 
   The Steel Helmets eventually reached a membership of more than 500,000 men on the eve of Hitler's takeover March 1933, which is amazing considering that the organization had begun with a mere eight members at its inception: “The Stahlhelm formed during the height of the 1918 November Revolution when Imperial Army captain Franz Seldte and seven other returning veterans met in the basement of Seldte's small factory in Magdeburg. The Stahlhelm evolved into an influential political force despite contending with internal divisions and external competitors envious of the combat league's growing national organization.” (Jones, 2014, 198). 
 
   The Steel Helmets would play a role in supporting its fellow fascists in the suppression of the Social Democrats and communists in the wake of the Reichstag fire, and it eventually had to grudgingly acknowledge the primacy of Hitler over the whole fascist movement in Germany, much as its sponsor Mussolini did around the same time. The organization first became a third paramilitary arm of the Nazi party alongside the SA and SS, but it was subsequently incorporated into the SA from 1934-1935 and eventually ceased to have any independent existence at all. 
 
   The SS, also known as the blackshirts, began in 1920 as a special detachment of the SA that provided guards for Nazi party meetings. However, when Heinrich Himmler became the leader of the SS in 1925, he began to develop it as an independent paramilitary organization loyal to Hitler and infused with his exact vision of Nazism. Members were carefully selected for their willingness to give Hitler their total loyalty and embrace his particular brand of Nazi ideology. The SS grew rapidly in numbers and power, to the point that it was also the most formidable of the three major organizations, with a strongly martial and almost ascetic streak (in contrast to the Steel Helmets and the hooligans who made up much of the SA). The SS were Hitler's "warrior monks" and attracted far more self-controlled, competent individuals than either of the other two organizations could muster. 
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   Hitler and Himmler inspecting the SS in 1938
 
   The SA was a sprawling "combat league" that did the heavy lifting in bringing Hitler to power, despite the falling-out which ensued shortly thereafter. Its leader was Ernst Röhm, a slightly overweight man with a mustache who was rumored to be homosexual. Röhm was a committed Nazi, but he leaned more towards the socialist vision, unlike Hitler's elitist and nationalist vision. At the time of the Reichstag fire, however, the SA appeared to be the main branch of Nazism, and it shouldered much of the initial work of suppression following the promulgation of the Reichstag Fire Decree. Its men were also quite possibly the arsonists who set the blaze alongside the incompetent pyromaniac Marinus van der Lubbe. 
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   Hitler and Röhm inspecting the SA at Nuremberg in 1933
 
   The SA was brash, loud, and violent, but it lacked the focus and keen edge of competence that marks an actual military organization. Ultimately, it was not an instrument that could confront the rest of Europe and nearly fight it to a standstill, a role that was reserved for the professional soldiers of the Wehrmacht and the fanatical elite of the Waffen SS. Instead, it was largely a gang of unemployed and underemployed men attempting to right their fortunes through the only means that seemed left to them: organized violence. As one historian put it, the SA “was largely dominated now by the type of man who was an extremist only till he got what he wanted, the man whose trauma [...] was not […] war [...] but unemployment which led to loss of social status and individual self-respect. [...] He did not want to change the world by revolution, but merely to obtain for himself a place in it [...] Konrad Heiden coined the unforgettable phrase ‘SA class’ for those classes [who] were content to make claims upon the state — desperadoes in search of a pension.” (Fest, 1995, 166).
 
   Ironically, Röhm, a man with many idiosyncrasies that helped bring about his own downfall, appeared to view those who had never been in the military as being almost as subhuman and pernicious as he thought the Jews were. He loathed the majority of Germans who had never fought and considered them as parasites and traitors rather than simply a different manifestation of the culture which also produced the soldiers of the Heer.               The SA commander also summed up his own personality in a strange but pithy manner: "Ernst Röhm once declared that he always took the opposite view.” (Fest, 1995, 154). And yet, the men of the SA had no larger goals for themselves other than a measure of security, money, and personal power, so they naturally mirrored their leader's ideology at moments when an ideological stance became necessary. Röhm was consumed by many of the same hatreds as Hitler, including hatred of Jews, democracy, and communism, but he had no particular goal in mind other wishing for a perpetual revolution spiced with occasional combat and ample helpings of soldierly camaraderie. It is difficult to conceive of Röhm being able to put together a nation-state, even one as rickety as Hitler's Third Reich. 
 
   Nevertheless, a temporary alliance at least was in the best interest of all the right-wing German factions as 1932 drew to a close. The National Socialists held an important voting bloc in the Reichstag, but the Social Democrats still controlled a plurality of seats and the economy was beginning to show signs of improvement, meaning that the Nazis were likely to lose ground in the March 1933 elections. At this juncture, however, the appointment of Hitler as Chancellor and the burning of the Reichstag opened up a remarkable opportunity for the right-wing factions, and the other political parties played into their hands with a new approach to propaganda, though this was only the beginning of the stroke of good fortune that propelled the National Socialists toward a dictatorship: “All over Germany, electors were confronted with violent images of giant workers smashing their opponents to pieces, kicking them aside, yanking them out of parliament, or looming over frock-coated and top-hatted politicians who were almost universally portrayed as insignificant and quarrelsome pygmies. Rampant masculinity was sweeping aside the squabbling, ineffective and feminized political factions. Whatever the intention, the subliminal message was that it was time for parliamentary politics to come to an end.” (Evans, 2005, 268).
 
   Though often at odds with one another, the three largest right wing "combat leagues" found a brief moment of solidarity during these events, which should have sent a warning to the established Weimar government that something was amiss. The savage, gloating mood of their celebrations, as reported by eyewitnesses, also gave strong hints of the death and destruction which were to follow: “20,000 brownshirts followed one another like waves in the sea, their faces shone with enthusiasm in the light of the torches. ‘For our Leader, our Reich Chancellor Adolf Hitler, a threefold Hail!’ They sang ‘The Republic is shit’ ... Next to us a little boy 3 years of age raised his tiny hand again and again: ‘Hail Hitler, Hail Hitler-man!’ ‘Death to the Jews’ was also sometimes called out and they sang of the blood of the Jews which would squirt from their knives.” (Evans, 2005, 289).
 
   After the burning of the Reichstag, the Nazis predictably gained ground in the March 5th, 1933 elections which followed almost immediately. Surprisingly, they did not win a full majority, but they did achieve a plurality. While the SA terrorized the opposition, looted, killed, raped, and arrested, Hitler continued his program of "legally" transferring power to himself. On March 24th, 1933, the Enabling Act – whose rather ironic actual name was the Law to Remedy the Distress of People and Reich – was passed by the Reichstag, giving the Chancellor the ability to pass laws without the approval of the Reichstag. This legislation made Hitler's word law. 
 
   The laws that passed were explicitly stated as being able to deviate from the constitution or alter it, and two factors helped make this outcome possible. The first was that the vote, which was held at the Kroll Opera House, was attended by large numbers of heavily armed SA brownshirts and SS blackshirts, who made no secret of their violent intent should the desired outcome not be forthcoming: “Wild chants greeted us: ‘We want the Enabling Law!’ Young lads with the swastika on their chests looked us cheekily up and down, virtually barring the way for us. They quite made us run the gauntlet, and shouted insults at us like ‘Centrist pig’, ‘Marxist sow’. In the Kroll Opera it was swarming with armed SA and SS [...] The debating chamber was decorated with swastikas […] SA and SS men placed themselves by the exits and along the walls behind us in a half-circle. Their attitude did not bode well for us.” (Evans, 2005, 327).
 
   To top off this confection of badgering and raw intimidation, the Center Party, controlled by the Catholic Church, had come to a secret agreement with Hitler. The SA and SS presence alone would likely have been sufficient to coerce the desired result, but Hitler had decided to "make assurance doubly sure" by winning the support of the Catholic Church for his dictatorship with what the novelist Robert Crichton pithily called "the bribe of fear:" “Following the general trend of political Catholicism in interwar Europe, it had come to support the principles of authoritarianism and dictatorship out of fear of Bolshevism [...] Now, under stronger clerical influence than ever before, and led by a Catholic priest, Prelate Ludwig Kaas, the party was reassured in two days of discussions with Hitler that the rights of the Church would not be affected by the Enabling Act.” (Evans, 2005, 326).
 
   The vote for the Enabling Act was 444 in favor and 94 against. Several Social Democrat Reichstag representatives had been arrested on their way to the vote, reducing the number of unfavorable votes, while a number of others had already left Germany, fearing the consequences of the Act. Even had they been present, however, the outcome would have been the same. 
 
   Hitler's winning political strategy, apart from the use of conscienceless brutality and swift, violent application of force in whatever quantity was needed to overwhelm the opposition, was ultimately an adherence to legal procedures which gave all his actions the color of legitimate authority. At this point, he actually may have been able to summon his brownshirts, blackshirts, and Steel Helmets to depose and kill Paul von Hindenburg outright and subsequently declare himself dictator, but he chose a course in which bold, vigorous manipulation of the law sequentially granted him all the powers and attributes of a dictator while appearing to remain within the legal framework of the Weimar Republic's Constitution. That constitution, in fact, nominally remained in force until the fall of the Third Reich in 1945. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10: Hitler’s Motives for the Night of the Long Knives
 
   In a matter of months, Hitler quickly assumed his powers in sequential fashion, rather than all at once. The sequence was rapid enough to keep his opponents off balance, and it was clearly of dubious legality, but it maintained an outward appearance of order that alleviated the fears of conservative elements such as the business community and the army General Staff, as well as middle-class Germans clinging to comforting illusions in an age of tumult. Of course, those who didn’t support this rise to power were dealt with savagely by the stormtroopers and the Gestapo, sent to concentration camps, beaten to death while "resisting arrest," or arrested in the middle of the night to be tortured and executed in some secret police basement. 
 
   The impetuous Ernst Röhm and his rowdy brownshirts, however, threatened to upset Hitler’s gradual progression. “              It was precisely Ernst Röhm’s lack of understanding of this concept of the gradual revolution carried out under the cloak of legality that led to his death and that of his followers. Naturally, Hitler’s brutal action against Röhm lifted for one moment the carefully constructed backdrop and revealed what was going on offstage, where he and the rest of               the leading actors of the ‘legal revolution’ were disclosed, without any disguise, in their unconditional determination to gain power.” (Fest, 1995, 48).
 
   The SA’s presence vastly multiplied the effect of Goering's police in carrying out a nationwide series of arrests, beatings, and murders to secure Hitler’s position atop the ruins of democratic government. The group continued to suppress elements which also opposed Hitler, such as champions of liberal democracy or communist sympathizers, and they carried out the Fuhrer's program of gradually introducing various oppressions against the Jews, whom they loathed with a bitter, irrational passion. 
 
   However, as time passed, the SA came to represent a hazard to the Third Reich with their ungovernable restlessness and personal allegiance to Röhm. In part, their importance and influence in the events of 1933 made Hitler worry about his own ability to control the group, and the Fuhrer attempted to keep the SA occupied with various kinds of busy-work, ranging from the horrific (such as torturing prisoners at early concentration camps, where the guards were under even less control than they were during the Holocaust) to the almost humorously mundane (such as parading around with collection boxes to gather a few extra marks for the Reich treasury or going to church on Sundays in their finest kit). 
 
   At the same time, many members of the SA were not content to be mere police in Hitler's new order. Many desired a higher social status, and some used the threat of force to become minor officials or business partners in lucrative enterprises. This problem was particularly rife away from the seat of authority; despite the existence of telecommunications, physical distance from the capital still had a much more notable effect in attenuating central command and control in the 1930s. 
 
   This petty self-aggrandizement might have been tolerated, but Röhm set about making himself inconvenient to Hitler almost from the day of the Fuhrer's ascension to supreme power in the new "Thousand-Year Reich." “With an unmistakably threatening undertone he declared, referring to the many mass proclamations of the victory of the national revolt, that he ‘preferred to make revolutions rather than celebrate them’ […] Deeply offended, he accused Hitler of being nothing but ‘a civilian, an “artist”, a dreamer’. From the summer of 1933 onwards he […] organized huge parades all over the Reich, voicing his discontent in numerous critical utterances.” (Fest, 1995, 167-168).
 
   Puffed up with his own self-importance, Röhm apparently did not appreciate that he was dealing with incredibly dangerous men. Himmler, a quiet, unassuming psychopath with a deceptively weak chin and thick glasses, was one of the individuals Röhm underestimated. Himmler, a strange mixture of serial killer and visionary, saw immense potential in the SS and set about honing it into an elite instrument of both political murder and battlefield excellence. Though theoretically still a branch of the SA, Himmler soon detached the SS from the brownshirts in all but name and made a truly formidable instrument out of them, unlike the loudmouthed but ultimately low quality ranks of the SA. 
 
   Hitler wanted to build a new order and thus had concrete objectives he hoped to achieve, but Röhm desired an ongoing state of revolution, and he was a loose cannon with a horde of utterly amoral followers. Röhm's avowed goal was the toppling of all governments, and this idea could hardly have been pleasing to Hitler, busy as he was building a new totalitarian government
 
   That said, Röhm’s complaints may have merely been examples of simple grumbling due to feeling useless. After all, for someone who had been in the thick of the action in 1933, it wouldn’t be surprising if Röhm felt that Hitler was not giving him anything to do worthy of his mettle. It is even possible that his posturing was a strange cry for attention from the Fuhrer, and while he definitely got Hitler's attention, it was not in the manner he wished. Dictators have rarely survived and prospered by being hesitant to deal with potential threats, and Hitler was driven by his keenly-honed survival instinct to respond decisively to Röhm's vague but persistent bellowing about a second revolution.
 
   Another highly important factor in Hitler's eventual opposition to the SA's continued existence was their effect on people the Fuhrer needed as props for his regime. Though he was master of life and death over every German citizen and literally commanded every resource of the state, Hitler was still human, and he needed powerful backers in order to maintain his position and carry out his plans. One major faction the SA threatened to alienate from the Third Reich’s cause were the owners of big businesses and other major capitalists. These men gave tremendous financial and material backing to the Nazis, and Hitler was exceedingly weary of offending them, whatever his private opinion of them might have been. The SA's constant talk of a "Second Revolution" and its sporadic but strident calls for all businesses to be nationalized in the name of a socialist worker's state did go unnoticed. In fact, it engendered great alarm among the wealthy, including industrialists, investors, and successful entrepreneurs. 
 
   Of course, most of the SA members were merely fixated on short-term goals like obtaining a government paycheck and perhaps indulging their sadistic impulses and enjoying an unfamiliar sense of empowerment through occasional fights, beatings, arson, or murders. Some were likely harmless individuals who simply joined out of economic desperation and then kept their heads down while collecting their pay and staying out of trouble as much as possible. A much stronger revolutionary spirit was present in some, however, and particularly in the leadership, including Ernst Röhm. 
 
   The industrialists' fears of a communist fifth column within the SA, while considerably overblown, did have some basis in reality. Most SA members were working class people, unlike the middle and professional class SS, and a large number were former communists or perhaps cryptocommunists lurking within a dictatorial organization which made them feel comfortable in the absence of Soviet despotism. As one historian noted, “According to Diels’s subordinate Gisevius, at least a third of the post-1933 SA was made up of former Communists for whom “the popular phrase … was ‘Beefsteak Nazis’—Brown on the outside, red inside.’” A leading functionary in the KPD’s Red Sport organization gave a figure of 20 percent. The SA itself gave a figure of 55 percent. Internal SA memoranda, the surviving files of the Gestapo, and reports from the KPD [...] all contain evidence of a significant Communist presence in the SA.” (Brown, 2009, 138-139).
 
   If the SA's "Beefsteak Nazis" were distasteful and alarming to the business community, they were abhorred with equal intensity by the officer corps of the regular army. Deeply conservative, with large numbers of noblemen serving in their ranks, the army men turned up their noses at the plebeian boorishness of the SA, its avid enjoyment of beer halls, and its coarse approach to violence. 
 
   There was also a much deeper, politically founded objection to the SA beyond any repulsion caused by class. The Army, like any faction, wished to maintain its own existence and keep the power that it already possessed, as well as looking for opportunities to expand it. The SA represented an explicit threat to the Army's continued existence as an independent entity, and the brownshirts repeatedly called for the Army to be dissolved into its ranks. “Röhm was a particular enemy of the Reichswehr, and, because of his plans for amalgamating the Reichswehr and the SA into a National Socialist militia, antagonized the generals, who were jealous of their privileges. ‘The grey rock,’ he would say, ‘must be submerged by the brown flood.’” (Fest, 1995, 168).
 
   The "grey rock," of course, was the Reichswehr, which got its name from the distinctive "field gray" uniforms. The "brown flood" were the brownshirts of the SA, who eventually came to number between 3 million and 5.5 million. Winning over the Army, of course, would be a major advantage to Hitler in keeping his newfound power, and any action clipping the SA's wings tended to make a favorable impression on the influential officer corps. "The Army, for its part, regarded the SA as 'brown scum,' and was eager to cooperate with Hitler." (Littlejohn, 1990, 6).
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11: The Night of the Long Knives
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   Hitler, Goering, Joseph Goebbels, and Rudolph Hess all took part in planning the purge
 
   June 30, 1934, the Night of the Long Knives, marked the start of a brief, violent, and highly effective purge of the SA's top ranks planned by the Nazi leadership and conducted through the SS and Himmler. By the end of this ruthless surgical strike, Ernst Röhm would be a bullet-riddled corpse and hundreds of others would be dead. Known by the codename of "Operation Kolibri" (“Operation Hummingbird”), the Night of the Long Knives is also called the Röhm Putsch in recognition of its chief victim. The plot took some time to develop, however, and it emerged out of the interplay of various factions and forces. 
 
   Hitler secured the backing of the Army in the first months after his accession to the Chancellorship by surreptitiously beginning rearmament, and he took further major steps in late July 1933 when “the Chancellor promulgated a new Army Law, abolishing the jurisdiction of the civil courts over the military and doing away with the elected representation of the rank and file, thus restoring to the officer corps its ancient military prerogatives. A good many generals and admirals began to see the Nazi revolution in a different and more favorable light.” (Shirer, 2011, 201). 
 
   At the same time, Hitler apparently held back somewhat from immediately condemning Röhm, despite the SA leader's increasingly belligerent rhetoric. The coming of the cooler months at the end of 1933 seemed to have temporarily cooled the anger of the various faction leaders as well. Hitler appointed Röhm to his cabinet on December 1, 1933, an expansive gesture even though the bellicose Röhm was ill-suited to a political role that did not immediately involve the use of clubs, pistols, or dynamite. Nonetheless, on New Year's Day, 1934, the Nazi papers published an extremely warm and informal holiday greeting from the Fuhrer to Röhm. 
 
   Hitler was seemingly ready to reconcile with Röhm and the SA at this point, but events developing among the powerful factions would eventually force his hand. During 1933 and into the start of 1934, Goering and Himmler made an alliance out of necessity; Himmler was developing the SS into an effectively independent force and also moved to take over the Gestapo. Due to his quiet, calm personality, he was scarcely noticed for a long time by his colleagues, but he worked constantly to develop his control over the SS and hone it into a highly disciplined, coldly loyal fighting force utterly unlike the loutish SA. In the process, the SS threatened to grow more influential than Goering’s political police, who were typically at the center of power in a police state such as the Third Reich. One historian explained, “By the autumn, his efforts began to bear fruit, as one state after another offered him the command of their political police. It was a slow, patient process, a nibbling and gnawing rather than grabbing and gobbling, but by March 1934 Himmler had achieved the remarkable feat of commanding every single political police force in the Reich, with the exception of Prussia.” (Read, 2004, 347). 
 
   The remaining puzzle piece, Prussia, was Goering's private domain. In order to keep the Gestapo out of the hands of his rival, Wilhelm Frick (the Reich Minister of the Interior), Goering cut a deal with Himmler, enlisting the bespectacled psychopath's aid in exchange for officially making him Inspector of the Gestapo. This made Himmler the second in command of the sinister police force and left Goering as its head. Reinhard Heydrich, the notorious "Blond Beast" who once shot a full-length mirror in which he himself was reflected in a spasm of disgust over rumors of Jewish blood in his background, was also brought into the senior command structure. 
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   Frick
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   Heydrich
 
   Goering's immediate objective was to keep Frick's hands off the Gestapo, which was a potent tool of political influence, but he had his sights set on much bigger goal, and enlisting Himmler was part of the former air ace's plan to encompass the destruction of the SA in general and Röhm in particular. Like Hitler, Goering viewed Röhm as a powerful threat to his own position and the stable Nazi state he hoped to help build and thrive in. As one historian pointed out, “it also meant that Göring could harness his nationwide secret police network and the SS to the dangerous task he was about to undertake: a deadly assault against Ernst Röhm and the SA.  Göring had never liked Himmler, despising his priggish punctiliousness, but his SS was the only weapon capable of decapitating the SA without the risk of civil war; giving him the Gestapo was a necessary quid pro quo to ensure his support.” (Read, 2004, 349).
 
   Goering had several reasons for taking this risky step. One was that he believed, rightly or wrongly, that Röhm intended to kill him along with Germany's capitalists when and if the SA leader brought about the "Second Revolution" that was seemingly always on his lips. Another was that he clearly understood Röhm's ambition to dissolve the German Army into the ranks of the SA, a step which outraged Goering's sense of propriety, as he was himself a decorated veteran of World War I. It also outraged his sense of greed and will to power, since he wanted the Reichswehr restored to full strength and himself placed at its head, something that would be impossible were it consumed by the upstart SA. 
 
   Goering and Himmler, having finally reached an accord in March 1934 and a pact to destroy Röhm, set about generating reams of falsified evidence indicating that Röhm intended to depose and execute Hitler. It is conceivable that Röhm had vague notions in this direction anyway, though he was later to vehemently deny it, but there was actually no concrete proof of such an intention. Himmler and Goering were not men to be stopped by a mere lack of evidence, however, and they soon had their forgers busily generating the necessary supporting documentation, complete with faked Röhm signatures. 
 
   This pair of schemers were not the only persons sharpening their metaphorical knives for Röhm's neck either. The Army was growing progressively more alarmed and infuriated as Röhm expressed more and more loudly and persistently that he would soon eliminate the Reichswehr by melding it into the SA. Röhm showed the cardinal weakness in a despotic leader of talking too much before he was prepared to actually put any of his schemes into action, giving his enemies ample time to ready their own counterstrike and, as the event proved, execute it with extreme prejudice. In fact, it is quite possible that Röhm's talk was nothing but bluster which he would never have acted on, but all that mattered was that his enemies thought it was true. 
 
   Moreover, Röhm took certain actions that also increased the alarm and aggression of the men seeking to work his ruin. The SA was supposed to be armed only with clubs, pistols, brass knuckles, and similar weapons, which were useful mainly for lethal political brawls and for mauling ordinary citizens on whom the wrath of the authorities had fallen. However, Röhm and his lieutenants began to stockpile rifles, heavy machine guns, and other military grade weapons. It was actually illegal for the SA to possess these armaments, so the acquisitions were carried out in a furtive manner intended to maintain strict secrecy. Nothing escaped the vigilance of the Gestapo, however, and Himmler, Goering, and the Army chiefs were soon apprised of this militarization of the SA. They did not dare to openly protest, but their resolve to see Röhm arrested and executed was further steeled and given additional urgency. 
 
   It was the Army that ultimately forced Hitler's hand, supported by Goering's bold forgeries. As the summer of 1934 began, Vice Chancellor Papen recovered a slight measure of backbone and indirectly confronted Hitler. He made a speech condemning the current state of affairs at Marburg on June 17, 1934, which infuriated the Fuhrer so much that he publicly called Papen a "pygmy." However, in a last flicker of his old fighting spirit, the elderly President, Paul von Hindenburg, called Hitler's bluff. The Fuhrer “was aware of reports that the President was so displeased with the situation that he was considering declaring martial law and handing over power to the Army. In order to size up the seriousness of this danger [...] he flew to Neudeck on the following day, June 21, to see Hindenburg. [...] He was met by General von Blomberg [who] brusquely informed Hitler [...] that unless the present state of tension in Germany was brought quickly to an end the President would declare martial law and turn over the control of the State to the Army.” (Shirer 222).
 
   Hindenburg saw Hitler briefly and fully confirmed this statement. It was likely this incident that compelled Hitler to seize the title of President (along with that of Chancellor) once Hindenburg died at the age of 86 on August 2 of that year. For the moment, however, he was unexpectedly backed into a corner, because the Army the destruction of the SA’s leadership, the execution of Ernst Röhm, and that Hitler take steps to render the combat league harmless while reaffirming the independent power of the Reichswehr.
 
   Hitler was still dubious enough to consult with his leading men, Goering and Himmler, who were no doubt filled with surprise and delight at this turn of events. With that, the two schemers presented their heaps of forged documents, which seemed to implicate Röhm in a coup attempt. Hitler's mood of doubt dissolved into white-hot rage against the SA chieftain and his followers. His anger was probably fueled by his sense of helplessness to resist the Army's demands as well. 
 
   At a secret meeting with Army representatives, the Fuhrer agreed to quash the SA. Hitler devised a simple but effective plan to corral the leading members of the SA and place them where he wanted them. Since Ernst Röhm was taking the waters at the famous spa town of Bad Wiessee, the Fuhrer proposed that he should meet there with all of the leading lights of the SA to discuss the situation and work out a solution to any difficulties. Bad Wiessee is a spa town located on the shore of Lake Tegernsee. Clustered along the shore of the narrow, blue-green lake, the town is backed by forested heights which are part of the northern Alps. Many of the trees are conifers, but the deciduous trees were also in full leaf in late June. The town is noted for its peaceful mood, sulfur spring, and excellent views. Röhm and his followers readily assented, and the date for the meeting was set for June 30th. 
 
   Hitler kept his appointment with Röhm to meet in Bad Wiessee on June 30, 1934, but the meeting was on very different terms than the SA chief expected. On the evening of June 29, 1934, Röhm and his accompanying lieutenants retired to a number of rooms rented at the Hanslbauer Hotel, a white-walled, multi-story lodging in Bad Wiessee that is still operational today (though it has been renamed as the Hotel Lederer am See). The men had indulged in an evening of good food and abundant liquor, and they soon fell into a sound sleep. In fact, Röhm felt so confident and relaxed that he left his bodyguard of armed SA men behind in Munich, many miles away and too far away to help. Only the SA chief's leading officers were present, including “Edmund Heines, the S.A. Obergruppenfuehrer of Silesia, a convicted murderer, a notorious homosexual with a girlish face on the brawny body of a piano mover, [who] was in bed with a young man.” (Shirer, 2011, 224).
 
   While the men slept and digested what was for some their last meal and final goblet of wine, a Junkers JU-52 "Iron Annie" aircraft landed at Munich airfield at 4:00 a.m. This airplane disgorged Adolf Hitler himself, Viktor Lutze (the future SA head), the press leader Otto Dietrich, the propagandist Goebbels, and a squad of grim-faced adjutants. Local Nazi party officials were waiting on the airfield to greet the Fuhrer of the Third Reich and take his orders, whatever they might be. The Fuhrer's first words upon arrival were to express a certain regret at the violence about to erupt at his command, for he remarked to several officers among the delegation meeting him, "This is the blackest day of my life. But I shall go to Bad Wiessee and pass severe judgment. Tell that to General Adam." (Read, 2004, 368). Hitler then ordered a car and drove to the Bavarian Interior Ministry, where he would soon order the day's first arrests. 
 
    [image: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/1c/Bundesarchiv_B_145_Bild-F051632-0523%2C_Viktor_Lutze.jpg] 
 
   Lutze
 
   August Schneidhuber and Wilhelm Schmid, the local SA leaders, were summarily ordered to appear before the Fuhrer at the Interior Ministry, and when they arrived, Hitler met them with a shouting tirade in which he denounced them as traitors and promised their speedy execution. Rushing at the men, he furiously tore the rank insignia off their uniforms, after which they were dragged away by lurking SS men and flung into Stadelheim Prison. SS and police squads were sent scurrying in all directions to arrest other local SA functionaries and likewise remand them to Stadelheim.
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   Stadelheim Prison
 
   The sun was coming up on a beautiful June morning when a shoal of black automobiles sped out of Munich along the road towards Bad Wiessee. These carried a furious Hitler, his small entourage, a band of heavily armed SS men, and a squad of Bavarian police detectives. The original plan had been to wait for the SS Leibstandarte and its leader, the infamous Sepp Dietrich, before moving on Röhm himself. However, Hitler was too enraged to wait, and he sped off with the men he was able to gather quickly. 
 
    [image: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/01/Bundesarchiv_Bild_183-J27366%2C_Sepp_Dietrich.jpg] 
 
   Dietrich
 
   Röhm was awakened at 6:30 in the morning when the door to his hotel room crashed open. Blinking sleepily in the light filtering through the neat hotel curtains, the SA commander saw Hitler standing at his bedside holding a drawn pistol. Nonplussed, Röhm greeted his former friend and leader with a muttered "Heil, mein Fuhrer!" In response, “his Fuhrer yelled that he was a traitor and was under arrest. Leaving two detectives to watch Röhm, Hitler moved on to bang on the doors of the other SA leaders […] and repeated the process. […] Edmund Heines […] was found in bed with a fair-haired young man, to the great disgust of Hitler and Goebbels, who later described the scene as 'revolting – almost nauseating.'” (Read, 2004, 369). 
 
    [image: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/94/Bundesarchiv_Bild_119-1231%2C_Edmund_Heines.jpg] 
 
   Heines
 
   Heines resisted weakly and refused to get out of bed when ordered to do so. Hitler gave him five minutes to rouse himself or be shot on the spot, and when Heines was still in bed at the end of that period, the Fuhrer shouted for his SS men. Bursting into the room, the black-uniformed riflemen seized both Heines and his 18-year-old lover and dragged them roughly out onto the neat hotel grounds. There, both men were shot to death on the hotel lawn.
 
   In a contrasting act of mercy, Erich Kempka, Hitler's driver, recalled a different though equally remarkable moment from the Night of the Long Knives: “Röhm's doctor comes out of a room and to our surprise he has his wife with him. I hear Lutze putting in a good word for him with Hitler. Then Hitler walks up to him, greets him, shakes hand with his wife and asks them to leave the hotel, it isn't a pleasant place for them to stay in that day.” (Kempka, 2010, 48). 
 
   However, the rest of the SA men were herded temporarily into the hotel laundry room while police detectives were sent into the town to hire a vehicle in which to transport them to Stadelheim Prison. While waiting, Röhm sat under guard, saying nothing and looking sad and dejected, though the SS allowed the hotel staff to bring the fallen SA leader a cup of coffee. The police soon rented a bus from a local business, which proved to be a somewhat shabby vehicle but operational nevertheless, and the prisoners were hustled into it. With that, the cavalcade set out for Munich. 
 
   On the way, the convoy met a truck roaring along the road, and it happened to be filled with Röhm's SA bodyguards. These men had evidently been alerted by the arrests in Munich that all was not well and were coming to the rescue of their chief. However, the presence of Hitler appears to have overawed them, for they meekly returned to the city when ordered to do so by the Fuhrer even though they likely had enough firepower to wipe out Hitler and his small platoon of SS and detectives if they wanted to free their leaders from the bus. 
 
   Back in Munich, arrests continued. The SS staked out the railway stations and seized arriving SA dignitaries who thought they were on their way to a conference at Bad Wiessee, and by the end of the day, Hitler and his small SS detachment had bagged over 200 SA leaders, all of whom were locked away in the Stadelheim Prison. 
 
   At Hitler's instruction, Theodor Eicke and two SS officers were sent to Stadelheim Prison, and this grim trio entered Röhm's cell, where the SA leader sat and defiantly glared at them. As they had been directed by Hitler, the blackshirts placed one of Himmler's fake incriminating documents on the table, and beside it, a pistol containing one bullet. They then withdrew from the room and waited, listening for the sound of a shot. Hitler had thought himself merciful to give Röhm the "dignity" of taking his own life, but the only sound from within was obstinate silence. Accordingly, after waiting for 10 minutes, Eicke and his two henchmen drew their pistols and reentered the cell. 
 
   Whatever his many faults undoubtedly were – stupidity, arrogance, imprudence, and a coarse appetite for violence – Ernst Röhm was a brave and defiant figure in his last moments of life. He first declared, "If I am to be killed, let Adolf do it himself." According to a police lieutenant at the scene, "then Roehm stood at attention—he was stripped to the waist—with his face full of contempt" to await his death. The SS men raised their pistols and pumped a fusillade of bullets into the SA leader's boldly presented chest. Röhm, mortally wounded, toppled to the floor, gasped "Mein Fuhrer! Mein Fuhrer!" and died. 
 
   Although the purge of the SA is the best remembered part of the Night of the Long Knives, many other men died between 6:00 a.m. on June 30 and the end of July 2, 1934. As soon as the arrests had been completed at Bad Wiessee, Hitler called Goering on the telephone and gave him the code word "Kolibri" ("Hummingbird"), which launched the main phase of the purge that swept across Germany during those brutal three days. Goering carried out the attacks on the SA with venomous glee. He had always been a man capable of carrying an extreme grudge, and he now had the opportunity to avenge himself on those who had threatened and insulted him. “In Berlin, squads of Göring's special police roared out of their Lichterfelde barracks in trucks and on motorcycles to surround and take possession of the city's SA headquarters. Once they were in position, Göring joined them to march into the building at their head and supervise the arrests personally.” (Read, 2004, 369).
 
   Meanwhile, arrest and execution lists were sent throughout the country to local SS and Gestapo offices, and the purge got underway. Men were seized, flung into trucks, and taken to cells, forests, or other locations and shot to death. Some were killed with a flurry of blows from pickaxes. Vice Chancellor Papen was placed under house arrest for his own safety, but his luckless secretary, Herbert von Bose, was shot and killed by the SS when he sought to halt the ransacking of Papen's office. 
 
   As this was going on, a festively murderous mood took hold at Goering's headquarters as he, Heydrich, Himmler, and others worked on the execution lists. As Hans Gesevius described it, “Things suddenly begin to get very noisy in there. Police major Jakobi rushes out of the room in great haste with his helmet on and the chinstrap under his red face. Göring's hoarse voice booms out after him, 'Shoot them down. Take a whole company … shoot them down … shoot … just shoot them down … shoot!'” (Read, 2004, 370). 
 
   150 prisoners were shot at the police barracks in response to this tirade, while Karl Ernst, the SA man likely involved in burning down the Reichstag, was seized on his honeymoon road trip near Bremen. The SS men who pulled his car over smashed him on the head to render him unconscious and shot his new wife and his chauffeur, but both survived the ordeal. Ironically, Ernst evidently believed he was the victim of a Röhm plot; in the moments before he was executed, he defiantly bellowed "Heil Hitler!" at his executioners. 
 
   Many of those executed had no idea why they had been arrested and were now being lined up against a wall to be shot. One of the SA leaders Hitler had arrested when he arrived in Munich, August Schneidhuber, summed up both the confusion of the victims and the surprising courage many of them showed when he called out to the firing squad, “Gentlemen, I don’t know what this is all about, but shoot straight.” (Shirer, 2011, 225). 
 
   Finally, on July 2, 1934, Hitler and Goering agreed it was best to call an end to the killing. The order went out to stop arrests and executions, and by and large, this command was obeyed, though a few personal killings under official color occurred for a day or two afterward. Anywhere from around 300 to as many as 1,000 were dead, and thousands more SA men were in concentration camps being run by the SS or Gestapo. Hitler would actually forget to order the release of these prisoners, some of whom spent several years in the camps before being set free, but in any event, the Night of the Long Knives had successfully achieved its aim of destroying the SA leadership and thus rendering the "combat league" directionless and cowed. 
 
   Historians are still divided as to whether Röhm and SA threat was merely a figment of Hitler's fevered imagination fed by Goering's and Himmler's forgeries and impelled by the Army's determination to see the Sturmabteilung commanders liquidated, or whether Röhm was actually a genuine threat to the Fuhrer. On one hand, Röhm showed no signs of intending Hitler any harm at the Wiessee meeting, since he had dispensed with even his ordinary security detail. On the other hand, the SA chief was full of hubris and might have thought himself too powerful for Hitler to attack. Furthermore, the acquisition of heavy machine guns and other illegal weapons, accompanied by aggressive rhetoric about a Second Revolution, is somewhat damning. 
 
   One thing is certain, however; Hitler ended the Night of the Long Knives with his power strengthened, while Ernst Röhm died with pistol bullets puncturing their way through his heart and lungs in a squalid jail cell. Thus, in terms of the Fuhrer's perspective, the Night of the Long Knives cannot be classified as a mistake. At the very least, it had a neutral political outcome for Hitler, and at best, it headed off either an Army coup or a Second Revolution led by Röhm and his lieutenants. It was also an act of utterly cold-blooded murder of a man who had been a personal friend of the Fuhrer for decades, and of hundreds of other men who may well have been innocent of the charges against them. Regardless, the purge was carried out with almost no sign of remorse whatsoever, showing the true measure of Hitler in several ways. 
 
   The bulk of the SA survived the Night of the Long Knives, which was principally aimed at killing its leaders and certain obnoxious or dangerous individuals rather than a wholesale extermination of the organization. Even if the higher casualty figure of around 1,000 dead is accepted, it was a tiny number compared to the group’s overall strength, which was in the millions. Nevertheless, the action had the desired effect. The working class SA members – perhaps accustomed to bowing to authority and accepting whatever misery fate inflicted on them thanks to their background, regardless of their outward swagger and braggadocio – accepted the results meekly and more or less quietly gave in to Hitler's arrangements. 
 
   The SA was not disbanded, but it was reorganized. Most notably, it gained a new Obergruppenfuhrer in Viktor Lutze, a former postal worker and policeman who was a far cry from Ernst Röhm. A middle-class individual, Lutze enjoyed spending time with his wife and two daughters, playing ping-pong, and driving his car, which would prove fatal for him when he crashed while negotiating a sharp bend near Potsdam at excessive speed. 
 
   Lutze was unlikely to cause trouble for Hitler and appears to have been dedicated to simply doing his job. Charged by Hitler with the reorganization of the SA, including a directive noting that "SA men should be leaders, not ludicrous apes," Lutze oversaw a number of actions. The SS, which was already independent in fact, was formally split off from the SA and became a fully autonomous organization. The SA's air, motor, and skirmisher branches were detached and reassigned to completely different organizations. 
 
   The SA's focus shifted, but it continued to exist and perform various functions within the Third Reich. As World War II approached, it grew massively again as it was used to train men for the Wehrmacht without officially making them part of the Army, which would have been a dangerous signal to send to the rest of the world. Thus, what had once been a horde of revolutionary hooligans and stormtroopers became a professional training organization dedicated to instilling new recruits with discipline, weapons drill, and Nazi ideology. As one writer noted, the SA became “a sort of paramilitary sports club providing both physical and martial training […] The role of the SA as a preparatory school for the armed forces was established […] in January 1939 with the creation of the SA Wehrmannschaften.” (Littlejohn, 1990, 7).
 
   In the intervening years, the SA also served various other purposes. It provided a disciplined environment where energetic, aggressive young men could have their energies directed towards supporting the Third Reich rather than making trouble for the regime. It appeared in mass rallies, parades, and films as a unified, jack-booted colossus goose-stepping in unison and sending up thunderous salutes in response to the words of the Fuhrer, providing the German people and the world with an imposing vision of Nazi unity and power. It also furnished muscle for day-to-day intimidation of political dissidents and various assaults directed against Jews. 
 
   Indeed, one of its most notable actions following the Night of the Long Knives was Kristallnacht. This sudden outburst of anti-Semitic violence was triggered in 1938 when a young Jew named Herschel Feibel Grynszpan shot the diplomat Ernst vom Rath to death in Paris in revenge for the deportation of his family from Hamburg to Poland along with 12,000 other Jewish citizens of the Reich. At Hitler's command, the SA exacted a terrible vengeance on the Jews remaining in Germany, which served as a stark warning of worse horrors to follow: “Police officers watched as Nazi storm troopers looted thousands of Jewish homes and businesses, set fire to more than 300 synagogues in Greater Germany (Germany and Austria), and killed about 90 Jews. The government also shipped approximately 30,000 Jewish men to concentration camps. This pogrom was called Kristallnacht (‘the night of               broken glass’).” (Goldstein, 2012, 249). The United States of America was one of the only nations in the world to make any protest over this outbreak of thuggery by withdrawing its embassy to signal its disapproval. Hitler simply believed that the Americans were under the thumb of Jewish financiers and not actually outraged over the Germans’ trampling of human rights. 
 
   With the attention to detail characteristic of only the most cunning sadists, the Third Reich even punished Jews for the damage caused to city infrastructure in the process of attacking them. These penalties involved everything from vast fines to confiscations whose sole purpose was to lower the Jews' quality of life, cause difficulties for them, and inflict misery: “By the end of 1938, Jews in Germany had been fined one billion marks for the damage done to them on the night of the pogrom. In addition, they could no longer own or even drive a car; attend theaters, movie houses, concert halls, or events at sports arenas; or use public parks and swimming pools. The Gestapo, the German secret police, even went door to door confiscating radios.” (Goldstein, 2012, 250).
 
   With full control of the German state and his power consolidated, Hitler would subsequently focus outward, and in a matter of a few years, Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Poland would fall like dominoes as World War II. Less than 22 years later after the Armistice that ended World War I, another armistice would be signed in the same railway carriage used in November 1918. This time, it would bring about the end of hostilities in France after the Germans were victorious. A memorial building housing the carriage had been erected in 1927, and Hitler would symbolically use it for the surrender of France in 1940. American journalist William Shirer wrote of Hitler’s reaction to the sight of the memorial and the carriage: “Through my glasses I saw the Führer stop, glance at the [Alsace-Lorraine] monument.... Then he read the inscription on the great granite block in the center of the clearing: ‘Here on the eleventh of November 1918 succumbed the criminal pride of the German empire...vanquished by the free peoples which it tried to enslave.’ I look for the expression on Hitler's face. I am but fifty yards from him and see him through my glasses as though he were directly in front of me. I have seen that face many times at the great moments of his life. But today! It is afire with scorn, anger, hate, revenge, triumph. He steps off the monument and contrives to make even this gesture a masterpiece of contempt. He glances back at it contemptuous, angry…Suddenly, as though his face were not giving quite complete expression to his feelings, he throws his whole body into harmony with his mood. He swiftly snaps his hands on his hips, arches his shoulders, plants his feet wide apart. It is a magnificent gesture of defiance, of burning contempt...”
 
   After that Armistice was signed, the building was destroyed and the carriage was brought back to Berlin. It would take almost 5 more years for the Nazis to be decisively defeated, and as the Allies pushed towards Berlin at the end of World War II, the SS put the carriage to the torch. 
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