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Prelude

Ifound him on page 168. I had been browsing through the book in front

of me for quite a while, and was surprised at how long it took me to find

a trace, any trace of him at all. Now I had found him. He walked across the

picture at the centre of page 168 of the official 1932 history of the List

Regiment (see Plate 4) in his long grey coat, a spiked helmet on his head, 

and a rifle hanging off his right shoulder. He walked right in the middle of a

cobble-stoned street, seeming not to pay much attention to the small, urban

brick houses and the soldiers in the background. He walked quickly enough

for the bottom of his coat to be blown open and lifted by the wind. Yet he

did not seem to be walking anywhere in particular. 

Had it not been for the caption below the picture, I would not have

recognized him. The picture was of such poor quality that all I could make

out of his face was his moustache. Had it not been him, I would have

laughed at such a sight—a face with apparently no mouth, eyes, or nose but

only a moustache. Yet the caption told me that he it was: ‘War volunteer

Adolf Hitler, dispatch runner of the regiment, May 1915. Phot[ographer]

Korbinian Rutz.’1 Later I found two other brief references to Hitler in the

regimental history which, it is important to remember, was published only

months before Hitler came to power. The second reference, to which we

shall return later, was a brief mention of Hitler’s supposed role in saving the

life of one of the regimental commanders. The first reference was merely a

perfunctory mention of him in the book’s introduction, which I had missed

the first time I had flicked through the book: ‘The picture of the List

Regiment would not be complete without a mention of the historical fact

that the war volunteer Adolf Hitler, who later became the founder and

leader of one of the strongest political parties in Germany, served in its ranks

for four years.’2

This was very odd indeed. Ever since an Austrian historian had dem-

onstrated in the mid-1990s that the old story (that Hitler had been

politicized and radicalized in pre-First World War Vienna) borders on

2

P R E L U D E

fiction,3 historians had pointed to the First World War and his experience in

the List Regiment as the chief explanation of why he was to become one

of the most infamous dictators the world has ever seen. For instance, as a

recent double biography of Hitler and Stalin argues: ‘The war made

Hitler, as revolution made Stalin.’4 Elsewhere, we read that for Hitler

‘the formative episode of his life was service in the Great War.’5 Of the

two great classic Hitler biographies, meanwhile, one argues that it was

the war, not the revolution, which made all the difference for Hitler’s

political radicalization.6 The other posits that ‘the war, and the impact of

war upon the individual lives of million of Germans, were among the

essential conditions for the rise of Hitler and the Nazi Party.’7 Moreover, 

the most influential book on military leadership published in the last third

of the twentieth century tells us how much it mattered that Hitler had

served in the List Regiment, arguing that his ‘selection for the 16th

Bavarian Reserve must be seen as a key ingredient of Hitler’s life’.8

When the first book specifically on Hitler’s war years in the List Regi-

ment was published in 2005, it told us that his regiment had been Hitler’s

‘university’9—a claim based in part on his own protestation that the war

had been his university10 and the ‘greatest of all [his] experiences’.11 The obvious question that follows from this is: if Hitler’s war service in this

specific regiment was supposed to have ‘made’ him, why did he only

feature in the form of a moustache on an empty face in a blurry photo-

graph and a perfunctory reference to him in a fat, thick regimental

history of almost 500 pages? 

The 2005 book on Hitler and the List Regiment does not provide any

persuasive answer to this question. It presents a picture of Hitler, socialized

in the supposedly Pan-German, v€olkisch, anti-Semitic, Social-Darwinist

climate of his all-volunteer regiment, turning from a lazy failed artist into

a political activist. According to the book, the experiences of 1916 and 1917

transformed him into a pathological anti-Semite. In the regiment, he

experiences solidarity and bonding. Many of the men of the regiment, the

book tells us, rose together with him to the apex of the Third Reich, most

notably Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy—a claim that had also been made in

Alan Bullock’s magisterial Hitler biography. In short, the book tells us that

the war and the regiment ‘made’ Hitler.12 If this portrayal were true, we

would expect Hitler to have been the central character of the 1932 regi-

mental history, not an awkward side figure depicted in a photograph which

bordered on the insulting. 
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Even arguably the greatest among the Hitler biographies, Ian Kershaw’s

Hitler, raises more new questions about Hitler’s war years than it provides

answers to the question of the role of the war and of Hitler’s regiment in

creating Hitler (which is, of course, the book’s strength rather than its

weakness). While arguing that ‘the war . . . gave him for the first time in

his life a cause . . . and—more than that—a sense of belonging’, and that the

List Regiment ‘became home for him’, 13 Kershaw is very cautious in his

treatment of Hitler’s war years. Even though describing Hitler’s First World

War experiences as probably the most formative of his life,14 he does not

disentangle the question of whether the war itself or its aftermath created

Hitler but treats the two periods as one entity, arguing in rather unspecific

terms: ‘The War and its aftermath made Hitler.’15 This leaves the question

open as to what the impact of the war itself was and if the political future of

Hitler and of Germans at large was still open in late 1918. 

As to the role of Hitler’s regiment in his transformative war experience, 

Kershaw merely mentions that ‘his immediate comrades, mainly the group

of dispatch runners, respected him, and, it seems, even quite liked him’. 16

Anybody checking the sources available to historians on Hitler’s war years

will immediately realize that there are very good reasons for Kershaw’s

reluctance to disentangle Hitler’s war from his post-war revolutionary

experiences and to discuss the role the List Regiment played in Hitler’s

life. With the exception of a handful of letters, postcards, and photographs

(mostly from the first half of the war and mostly lacking political content), 

Hitler’s military ID, and a tiny number of similar documents, only post-war

accounts have been available to historians. Chief amongst those are Hitler’s

own semi-fictional Mein Kampf 17 and the hagiographical memoirs of people

close to him. 18

The obvious problem with these accounts written long after the event is

that they tell us much more about the attempt by Hitler and his comrades to

reconfigure their war experiences for political (and commercial) ends. 

Books that have not accepted the limitations of these accounts have, at

best, reproduced almost every clicheánd stereotype about Hitler and the

First World War, as has the 2005 book on Hitler and the List Regiment. Its

author did not visit any German-language archive and thus did not even

realize, for instance, that Rudolf Hess never had been in Hitler’s regiment. 19

Books that have recognized the limited value of the memoirs of Hitler

and his associates have still not been able to shed much light on the role of

the First World War and his regiment in forming Hitler. Even though the
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one-time contention of Commentary magazine that Adolf Hitler would not

find many biographers20 has long been proven spectacularly wrong, Hitler’s

time as a dispatch runner during the First World War has remained a blank

spot due to the absence of easily available contemporary material. This

means that we know with certainty next to nothing about the period that

most historians now see as Hitler’s formative years. 

A handful of letters, postcards, photos, and personal documents simply

cannot possibly tell us if the First World War ‘made’ Hitler. And if the war

did ‘make’ him, they cannot possibly tell us whether his regiment as a whole, 

the group of men immediately around him, or influences beyond his regiment

formed him. Nor can they shed light on how typical Hitler was of his regiment. 

Equally, they cannot disentangle the respective influence of the war and the

revolutionary period following the war. If we thus rely on Hitler’s wartime

documents and try to steer as clear as possible of mythical and semi-mythical

post-war accounts, the image we are left with is the equivalent of the photo of

Hitler in the 1932 regimental history: the blurry image of a man without a face. 

The only way to navigate through the almost complete absence of

wartime documents on Hitler and thus to bring him back into focus is to

look at his regiment as a whole. If we can tell the story of the wartime

experience of the List Regiment, we can see how Hitler fits into the picture. 

If the information we have specifically on Hitler allows us only to gain a

blurry out-of-focus image of him, but we can get a sharper picture of the

regiment as a whole (in other words of the bigger picture from which the

image of Hitler has been cropped out), then we can reconstruct a fairly

accurate in-focus image of Hitler from this time. The huge amount of

information this approach is likely to produce will also allow us to test to

a much greater degree which parts of post-war accounts provide reliable

information. In other words, this approach provides us with the tools to

include post-war recollections (the reliability of which we hitherto could

not determine) in our attempt to reconstruct an accurate in-focus image of

Hitler. In short, Hitler’s regiment will allow us to determine what role his

First World War experience played in ‘making’ him. 

A few weeks after first encountering the photo of Hitler in the 1932

regimental history, I sat on a plane to Munich, the city which was home

to the List Regiment, the city that the Nazis saw as their spiritual capital, 

which today is one of the most pleasant, liberal, and prosperous places

on earth, and home to the Bavarian War Archive and thus to the papers
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of the List Regiment. When I first arrived at the War Archive, I was

worried: did the fact that nobody had ever written about Hitler’s regiment

using wartime sources imply that no useful files existed or survived? As I

leafed through the search aids for the regimental papers, I could see why

nobody had ever really used the regimental papers. The listings were few

and the titles of the listings sounded forbidding. However, when the

archivist placed in front of me the search aids for the Brigade and Division

to which the List Regiment belonged, I rejoiced. Here was a treasure trove

of papers on Hitler’s regiment. As I untied each of the fragile threads that

held together the bulky piles of files, covered in dust and undisturbed for

almost nine long decades, the picture of Hitler’s regiment became ever

sharper. The one big disappointment, though, was that I could not find any

military justice files or letters of ordinary soldiers. This disappointment

lasted only until my next visit to Munich when one day the War Archive’s

main archivist told me that the regiment’s justice files had indeed survived, 

including numerous confiscated letters and testimonies of both soldiers and

officers. They had just never been catalogued and sorted and, yes, I was welcome

to use them if I could make my way through the mountain of unsorted files. 

From the moment that I first stepped off the plane in Munich on my first

research trip to Bavaria’s capital, one find led to another. As I cast my net

wider, new information about the List Regiment appeared almost every-

where I looked, as long as I dug deep enough and was not put off by the

daughter of a leading Nazi, who hung up on one of my research assistants, or

by dubious vendors on antique markets, who either wanted to sell SS

paraphernalia to me or would not make their holdings available as I did

not look like a Nazi sympathizer. What emerged from the holdings of

Munich’s various archives, from letters21 that had sat in attics for decades

in the Bavarian countryside, from the Nazi Party membership files as well as

the files of the FBI and the predecessor of the CIA in the US National

Archives, from the collections of the Leo Baeck Institute in the busy streets

of New York City and of Yad Vashem in the tranquil hills of Jerusalem, was

the amazing story of the men of Hitler’s regiment in the First World War

and what became of them once their former comrade turned into the most

infamous leader Germany ever produced. This book tells their story as well

as that of Hitler’s wartime years. It tells the story of how they got caught up

and entangled in the transformation from the relative political stability of the

nineteenth century to the bloodiest period of history the world has ever

witnessed. The book chronicles their lives both on the Western Front and
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in Private Hitler’s Third Reich. It seeks to answer the question of what roles

the men of the List Regiment played in ‘making’ Hitler. 

Hitler’s First War unravels the battle experience of Hitler and the men of his

regiment and tells their story at the moment when the nineteenth-century

world of empires died and the modern age of destruction, total war, and

genocide was born. Part I of this book tells the story of the impact on Hitler

and the men of the List Regiment of four years of combat. It follows Hitler

and his comrades from the days when the outbreak of war uprooted them

from their communities across Bavaria, through the muddy trenches of

Belgian Flanders and northern France, to defeat and their chaotic return

home in 1918. Part II shows what role Hitler’s war experience and what role

the men of the regiment played in the rise of Nazism to power, in Hitler’s

empire, as well as in American-occupied Germany. 

This book also raises the question of whether the war was the breaking

point, or—as George F. Kennan famously put it for Europe as a whole—‘the

seminal catastrophe’22 in German history. For a long time, historians believed

that since the Enlightenment Germany had been radically different from any

other European country and that the roots of the Third Reich reach back

deep into German history. 23 At the time, explaining Hitler and the course of

German history was relatively easy. Today, however, few historians would

still subscribe to this view. The new consensus (even though a significant

number of historians still hold onto the old view) is that until the First

World War, Germany had really not been all that different from Britain or

France and that Germany was, at any rate, more liberal than tsarist Russia. 

This all begs the question of what effect the First World War had not just on

Hitler but on Germans at large. The jury is still out on this question. The

battle of ideas now rages between a view that puts most of the blame on the

war experience—positing that Germany had been destabilized by the war to

such an extent that the rise of right-wing extremism was highly likely—and

one that argues that Germany had not been politically in almost terminal

decline since 1918. In short, recent debates have revolved around the

questions whether the war itself radicalized Hitler and his comrades and

turned them into would-be Nazis, whether Hitler and his comrades were left

with a choice as they returned from the war in late 1918, or whether their

political convictions were by 1918 already fully formed. 

To summarize: at the core of the book are five questions: did the war

politically radicalize Hitler and his comrades, in other words, did the war
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turn the men of the regiment into would-be Nazis (who would not

inevitably but easily be turned into Nazis); or were they politicized only

by their post-war experiences in the form of extreme economic volatility, 

fear of Communist revolution, the perceived injustices of Versailles, and

right-wing take-over? Were the majority of the men of the regiment

politicized by experiences during or after the war at all? What role did the

men of the regiment and the myth about them play in the establishment of

the Third Reich and in keeping Hitler’s Germany running? Finally and

maybe most importantly, the book raises the question of how typical a

product Hitler was of his regiment. 

The final question is essentially the same question raised by Stephen Fry’s

Making History. In this book by the British writer, wit, and comedian, a

young Cambridge Ph.D. history student and a Cambridge scientist whose

father had carried out medical experiments in a concentration camp set out

retrospectively to change the course of history. The protagonists build a

time machine that allows them to send substances back in time and poison

the well in the street in which Hitler’s parents lived. Hitler senior becomes

impotent and Hitler junior is never born. Yet the alternative history the

characters in Fry’s book have unwittingly unleashed is more horrible than

the history they tried to prevent from unfolding. For Hitler’s place is taken

by a young officer in Hitler’s regiment. Gloder, the young officer, is less of a

procrastinator and a better organizer than Hitler. Gloder fills the vacuum

created in Germany by the First World War and its aftermath, taking on

the role Hitler would have performed. What follows is a more ‘perfect’

Holocaust.24

Needless to say, Fry’s book is not intended to be serious but the idea he

uses is. The question it raises is whether anybody from the List Regiment

could have taken Hitler’s place, if he had not existed. Or differently put, 

whether Hitler was a typical product of the List Regiment and would have

turned out differently had it not been for his war experience in the

regiment. The implication of the book is clear: anybody who went through

the same political and mental socialization as Hitler and who had the same

war experience would fit the bill to take Hitler’s place. Yet what is still

unclear is whether the regiment was full of Gloders and Hitler clones, or

whether it included a certain number of Gloders and would-be Hitlers

among a number of men with very different political convictions. In the

former case, the story would be relatively straightforward, particularly if we

accept that the List Regiment was representative of German society at large. 
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In other words, the great majority of members of the List Regiment and of

Germans in general would then be all but mutations of the same political

creed. In the latter case, we are still left with the question whether and why

the Hitlers and the Gloders of Germany were politically transformed

or ‘made’ by the war experience in regiments like the List Regiment, 

even if the same experiences had a different impact on other men in these

regiments. 

Another question is—even if it turns out that Hitler was not a typical

product of his regiment—why he found an audience in the Germany of the

1920s and 1930s, that is to say why a situation arose in which Hitler could

thrive. This question has, of course, been raised a million times. However, 

this book uses the microcosm of the veterans of the List Regiment to show

why an increasing number of Germans with political attitudes that were

often far from identical with those of Hitler decided to support him. How in

other words a diverse regiment and a sectarian Weimar Republic25 turned

into a collectivist dictatorship, and why Germany ended up with Private

Hitler, rather than a Mussolini, Franco, Piłsudski, Horthy, or Metaxas, 

while France’s collectivist authoritarian tendencies26 did not produce a

right-wing dictator. In short, the book explains how collective action

(and inaction) came about in the List Regiment during the war and in

German society after the war. Hitler’s First War challenges the thesis accord-

ing to which German society collapsed because it had the wrong kind of

civil society following the First World War. 

The contention of the book is that little of what we thought about

Hitler’s regiment is true but equally that the real history of the List Regiment

that looms darkly under the mythical cloak woven by Hitler and his

propagandists is pivotal for understanding the collapse of the relatively stable

and peaceful nineteenth-century first age of globalization and Hitler’s

meteoric rise to power. 

PART

I

 This page intentionally left blank 
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A Crowd in Odeonsplatz

1 August–20 October 1914

Theywerebornwithinadayofeachotherexactlytenyearsapart.They

both grew up in small towns; both were mediocre students who

aspired to be artists. Both ultimately ended up in Munich, the German

Mecca for artists. After the outbreak of war, both were assigned to the same

regiment the day it was set up. Both loved their regiment: the 16th

Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment (RIR 16), commonly called the List

Regiment after its first commander Julius von List. Both were fully com-

mitted to the war. Yet this is where the similarities between Albert

Weisgerber and Adolf Hitler stop—and not just because Weisgerber, unlike

Hitler, was accepted by the arts academy and became one of Germany’s

most successful painters; nor was it just because Weisgerber became one of

the celebrated heroes of the official 1932 history of the List Regiment, while

Hitler was barely mentioned. 

While Hitler’s pre-war friends came from the Pan-German nationalist

milieu, Weisgerber’s friends included Theodor Heuss, the towering figure

of German Liberalism and West Germany’s first President after the fall of

Hitler. Whereas Hitler’s friends would become pawns of his regime, one

of Weisgerber’s closest friends and collaborators, Rudolf Levy (a war

volunteer), became a Holocaust victim in 1944. Moreover, whilst Hitler’s

relationship with women was troublesome, Weisgerber was married and his

wife would be labelled a ‘Half-Jew’ once Hitler’s Nuremberg Laws came

into effect. Whereas Hitler had never travelled beyond a small section of

German-speaking Austria and southern Bavaria, Weisgerber had spent a year

in Paris, where he met Matisse. While Hitler painted third-rate postcards

in the streets of Munich, Weisgerber became President of the Neue

Secessionisten—the most avant-garde group of Expressionists, whose
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paintings would be branded ‘degenerate art’ in Hitler’s empire.1 Weisgerber’s

and Hitler’s biographies thus immediately illustrate the dangers of drawing too

direct a line from service in and love for the List Regiment to the evolution of

Nazi Germany. 

Before we follow Adolf Hitler and Albert Weisgerber to the Western front, 

we will encounter the two men and their would-be comrades in the streets of

Munich at the moment when news reached the Bavarian capital that Germany

was at war. We will be introduced to their regiment and the society from

which RIR 16 had sprung before witnessing how the men of Hitler’s

regiment were hastily trained in a manner that inadvertently turned them

into likely perpetrators of war atrocities once they were to arrive at the front. 

Once war came in the summer of 1914, both Hitler and Weisgerber

willingly followed the call to arms. On Sunday, 2 August 1914, the day

after war had broken out, Hitler hurried to Odeonsplatz in central Munich

to attend the huge patriotic gathering taking place there that day. While

assembling in front of the Feldherrenhalle, the city’s imposing edifice

honouring past Bavarian military commanders, Hitler found himself sur-

rounded by many of the men who would serve with him in the First World

War. In a photograph depicting the scene (Plate 1)—a photograph that

would become one of the most iconic photographs of the twentieth

century, we see Hitler amidst a sea of cheering people.2 The image, we

have been told time and time again, clearly demonstrates two things: that

Munich was infected with public enthusiasm for the war and that Hitler was

representative of the average and ordinary Munich population.3 The whole

of Germany, it was long believed, could not wait for the First World War to

break out.4

Among the people in Odeonsplatz who were to serve with Hitler in the

First World War was Fridolin Solleder, a trainee in the Bavarian State

Archive. In the early 1930s, he recalled of the gathering in Odeonsplatz

that ‘all the noble passions that people had internalized now seemed to

come out. The melodies, warrior songs, and enthusiastic words heard

that day sounded like the song of songs of German strength, of German

confidence . . . It was a celebration of brotherhood; for many it was a last

farewell. I shook the hand of many a man who would lie in foreign soil

within a year.’5

Similarly, Hitler, while imprisoned in Landsberg Fortress in the 1920s, fondly

looked back on the weekend the war had broken out. For him, it had been
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the best weekend ever: ‘I am not ashamed to acknowledge today that I was

carried away by the enthusiasm of the moment,’ he wrote in Mein Kampf, 

‘and that I sank down upon my knees and thanked Heaven out of the

fullness of my heart for the favour of having been permitted to live in such

a time.’6 Like millions of Germans, Hitler recalled, he had been looking

forward to the war: ‘The War of 1914 was certainly not forced on the

masses; it was even desired by the whole people.’ In a moment of

‘excessive enthusiasm’, the German people ‘looked forward to a radical

settlement of accounts. I also belonged to the millions who desired this.’ In

Mein Kampf, Hitler saw the outbreak of war as an ‘inexorable test’ that ‘the

hand of the Goddess of Destiny’ set for nations to determine their ‘truth

and sincerity’, concluding that ‘just as millions of others, I felt a proud joy

in being permitted to go through this test.’7

If we are to believe Hitler, who only a year earlier had moved from

Vienna to Munich almost certainly in an attempt to dodge the Austrian

draft,8 he volunteered to serve in the Bavarian Army as early as the day

following the patriotic assembly in Odeonsplatz. Hitler’s enlistment in

the Bavarian Army as an Austrian citizen was unusual. He later claimed

that he had petitioned the Bavarian king to be allowed to serve in the

German armed forces. According to Hitler, it only took a day before he

received special dispensation to serve in the Bavarian Army. In Mein

Kampf, he recalled how he supposedly received the letter from the

cabinet’s office of the king: ‘I opened the document with trembling

hands; and no words of mine could now describe the satisfaction I felt

on reading that I was instructed to report to a Bavarian regiment. . . . 

For me, as for every German, the most memorable period of my life

now began.’ Hitler claimed that his gratitude and feeling of joy had no

bounds.9

By mid-August, Hitler, who had turned 25 in April, was admitted to the

Sixth Recruit Depot of the 2nd Bavarian Infantry Regiment. From there, on

1 September 1914, he was transferred to the 1st Company of the newly

established List Regiment.10

Hitler tells us that there was nothing unusual in his volunteering, remind-

ing us ‘how more than two million German men and youths voluntarily

joined the colours, ready to shed the last drop of their blood for the cause’.11

Similarly, Solleder contended in 1932 that following the patriotic gathering

in Odeonsplatz that Hitler and he had attended, crowds of men had flocked
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to recruitment centres and more often than not ended up in the same

regiment as did Hitler and he himself:

In front of the recruiting centre the stream of war volunteers was forming a

crowd. Munich’s deputy mayor Dr Merkt stepped out onto the balcony and

gave a speech. Spontaneously, the volunteers responded with the German

song of defiance, ‘The Watch on the Rhine’. Most of the volunteers present

were sent into the field a few weeks later with the List Regiment. 12

One of the volunteers whom Solleder might have seen outside the recruit-

ing centre was Arthur R€odl. A locksmith trainee in Munich, R€odl—who

thirty-one years later was to commit suicide for his involvement in the

crimes of Nazi Germany—was one of the youngest volunteers in Hitler’s

regiment. Having turned 16 only in May, young Arthur had to lie about

his age, making himself two years older than he really was, when he

volunteered the same day that Adolf Hitler attended the patriotic assembly

in Odeonsplatz. 13

The List Regiment was one of the new volunteer regiments; or at least

this is what all Hitler biographies, the official 1932 history of the regiment, 

as well as numerous other publications tell us. 14 It was, as Adolf Meyer, who

was to serve with Hitler in the war, put it in his flattering 1934 memoirs of

Hitler’s and his war years, ‘the first Bavarian volunteer regiment to arrive at

the Western Front in October 1914’. 15 The implication of RIR 16 being a

volunteer regiment is, of course, that Hitler would immediately appear as

representative of the whole regiment and, by extension, of all Bavarians and

Germans who readily endorsed the war. 

Postcards available to members of the List Regiment who wanted to write

home encouraged them to see the List Regiment as a volunteer regiment. 

One such card reproduced a poem that the father of Karl Naundorf, a

24-year-old war volunteer in RIR 16, had written for his son shortly after he

had volunteered:

Now strap on your sword, my son, 

Go willingly into the field! 

God willing, you’ll come home a victor. 

If not, you’ll die a hero, 

For our beloved precious Fatherland, 

And as a reward I’ll tell you:

You were, you are, and you’ll always be, 

A brave German son.16
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Furthermore Valentin Witt, an officer who acted as an army recruiting

officer after the outbreak of war and who was to serve in RIR 16, claimed in

a late 1915 pamphlet about the war service of the List Regiment up to that

time that after the outbreak of war his recruitment office had been swamped

with volunteers: ‘An hour ago I had a poster put up on the door to the

school, which henceforth will be the home of the battalion, which said:

‘‘Volunteers being recruited’’. The space in front of my office is already

uncomfortably full. . . . There’s pushing and shoving all around me as I ask

for documents; everyone wants to be first, everyone is afraid he won’t make

it to the front of the queue.’ Witt wants us to believe that all of Munich

desperately tried to volunteer and none more so than the city’s youth:

They hurried away from school, the office, the factory, to come to the aid of the

Fatherland. All professions were represented. In particular, many men of the arts

and sciences reported for duty, to whom Munich chiefly owed its famous name

and importance. The sons of the best families in our city are signing up for

duty . . . Rich and poor, without distinction. Being called to duty, they have

responded. The love of the Fatherland showed the men the way—to arms.17

Like Witt, numerous Nazi propagandists would later claim that the regiment

was full of students, artists, and university graduates.18 We are indeed told by a

leading authority that the huge number of students and university graduates in

the regiment were of pivotal importance in the ‘making’ of Hitler.19 Valentin

Witt also wants us to believe that the plan to augment the List Regiment with

old experienced soldiers was abandoned once the Bavarian military author-

ities realized the exceptional quality of the volunteers to the List Regiment:

‘The ranks of the new regiments were to be mixed with [experienced

reservists]; they wanted to assign to them experienced soldiers who had

completed their mandatory military training.’ However, as the superiors

watched the ‘Listers’ during the drills, they were found to be fully-fledged

soldiers who could be sent out confidently and without a ‘chaperone.’20

Powerful though the accounts by Hitler, Solleder, and Witt are, they are

little more than fiction. Hitler’s rendering of how as an Austrian citizen he

managed to be admitted to the Bavarian Army is particularly problematic as

it was not in the remit of the office of the king’s cabinet to issue special

dispensations to serve in the Bavarian Army. Even if the office had had the

power to grant requests of foreigners to volunteer for the German armed

forces, it would have had more important business to attend to on the day
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after the outbreak of war than to consider a petition of a 25-year-old

Austrian postcard painter.21 At any rate, Hitler’s case was not as exceptional

as sometimes believed; he was indeed not the only Austrian soldier in the

List Regiment.22 It is likely that Hitler was accepted into the Bavarian Army

either simply because nobody had asked him if he was a German citizen

when he first volunteered or because the recruiting authorities on the

ground were happy to accept any volunteer and simply did not care

what Hitler’s nationality was, or because he might have told the Bavarian

authorities that he intended to become a German citizen. We cannot know. 

Far more important than the details of how Hitler managed to be

admitted into the Bavarian Army is his claim that his attitude and behaviour

were representative of the men of his regiment and of the masses; in other

words, that his response to the outbreak of war was typical of the German

response to the war. 

It is true that in the days prior to the outbreak of war, brass bands had

played patriotic songs in the streets and cafeś of Munich. Students and a

rowdy crowd had smashed up a cafe´ that was perceived as insufficiently

patriotic.23 Yet, it is difficult to ascertain the degree to which these cases of

patriotic outbursts were representative of the general population, as the

loudest and most visible responses to the outbreak of war do not neces-

sarily equate to the most widespread responses to war. In fact, only a

minority of Germans were initially genuinely enthusiastic about the war.24

Anxiety, fear, and grief were the initial responses. A young Heinrich

Himmler, who experienced the outbreak of the First World War in

Landshut in Lower Bavaria, complained on 27 August of the lack of

popular enthusiasm for the war in Lower Bavaria. He noted with disdain

in his diary that Landshut had been full of sobbing and weeping people. 

There is, in fact, a vast discrepancy between immediate responses to the

war as the one described by Himmler and accounts that were published

later on in an attempt to give the war meaning retrospectively.25 This is

why we need to treat post-war recollections of August 1914 with a huge

grain of salt. The same is true of the photograph of Hitler amidst crowds in

Odeonplatz from 2 August (Plate 1). 

The photograph, in actuality, does not in any way support Hitler’s claim

that he was representative of the population of Munich, nor of the would-

be members of the List Regiment, nor of the German population at large. 

The photo tells us more about why its photographer, Heinrich Hoffmann, 

would later become Hitler’s personal photographer than anything about
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the mindset of the German people at the outbreak of war. During the Third

Reich, it would be his masterful photographs and Leni Riefenstahl’s mag-

nificent propaganda movies that would create the public image of Hitler

and of a young, energetic, and forward-looking Germany. 

On 2 August, only a tiny fraction of Munich’s near 600,000 residents26

attended the patriotic assembly Hoffmann depicted. On Hoffmann’s photo, 

the entire square appears filled with cheering people. However, a film clip

that has survived of the scene and that, unlike Hoffmann’s photo, did not

zoom in onto the crowd immediately in front of the Feldherrenhalle gives

us a very different impression. Parts of the square are not filled with people. 

There is even enough space for a tram to move at normal speed across the

square. When the film camera started filming the crowd, we see restless

people. Only when they become aware that the camera is filming do they

start to cheer and to raise their hats. At that very moment, Heinrich

Hoffmann, standing close to the camera crew, took his photo. And thus

the myth of central Munich overflowing with cheering and warmongering

crowds was born. There is even some indication that Hoffmann might have

‘doctored’ his photograph to place Hitler in a more prominent position, for

in the film clip Hitler stands in a less central position than in the photo. And

where there are crowds of people in front of Theatiner Church in the

background of the photo, there are far fewer people at the same spot in the

film clip.27

Even if the List Regiment had been a volunteer unit in a strict sense, it

would not necessarily have consisted of men with uniform attitudes to the

war. The cases of Eduard Abtmayr, a hardened criminal, who volunteered

for the List Regiment almost certainly to avoid having to go to prison, 28 or

of Georg Ferchl—a 19-year-old technician and war volunteer who, while

still in Munich, ran off for almost two weeks from his recruit depot because

he felt he had been paid insufficient attention by his superiors29 (which was a

widespread feeling)—are cautionary tales against automatically equating

voluntary enlistment for the war with hyper-nationalist, chauvinistic, and

militarist political attitudes. 30

At any rate, contrary to conventional wisdom, Hitler’s regiment never

was a volunteer regiment. We do not know how many of the men Solleder

had witnessed outside Munich’s main recruitment centre ended up in the

List Regiment. But we do know that they did not typify a representative

cross section of the regiment. The regimental history of RIR 16 contains
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a reproduction of a painting of the masses of volunteers outside Munich’s

recruitment centre that Solleder described.31 Unlike Hoffman, the painter

did not even require the skill of a Heinrich Hoffmann to distort reality. 

With his brush, he could simply project onto the canvas his post-war

fantasies and longing for the popular enthusiasm and unity that had sup-

posedly existed in Germany in August 1914. 

Even at the beginning of the war, only a minority of the men of the List

Regiment had been volunteers. Of the soldiers who had joined the unit by

the end of 1914, no more than three out of ten were volunteers.32 In Hitler’s

1st Company, the figures were even lower. More than 85 per cent of the

men of his company were, unlike him, not volunteers, but conscripts. 33

The group that came closest to the Nazi claim that the Hitler’s regiment

was a volunteer unit was ironically Jewish, men like Leo Guggenheim, who

had recently returned from Italy, where he had spent six months learning

Italian, and immediately volunteered on the outbreak of war. In total, three

of the six Jews in RIR 16 in 1914 were volunteers. However, the high

volunteering rate among Jews was merely a result of the extraordinarily

high educational and social background of the Jews in the List Regiment. 

Compared to Protestants and Catholics of a similar social status, the volun-

teering rate of Jews was not out of the ordinary. Contrary to the public

image of the regiment, only a relatively small number of the volunteers were

either university or high-school students (less than 5 per cent.) However, it

is worth pointing out that the number of volunteers among all students in

the regiment was staggering (72 per cent), irrespective of their religious

background.34

To be sure, the great majority of the regiment (more than 70 per cent) had, 

unlike Albert Weisgerber but like Adolf Hitler, received no previous military

training.35 However, they were not volunteers at all. They had been members

of the Ersatzreserve or supplementary reserve. All adult men in Imperial

Germany had in theory been subject to conscription. In reality, however, 

the German armed forces lacked the capabilities and financial resources to call

up more than 55 per cent of the male population each year.36 The majority of

those who did not serve would simply never be called up. However, a

minority among those who did not serve had initially been called up but

had been put straight into the Ersatzreserve.37 Recruits assigned to the supple-

mantary reserve were generally men who were deemed insufficiently fit to

serve in the army in peacetime but still sufficiently fit to be called up in the

event of war. The List Regiment thus did not consist of cheery volunteers like
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Hitler but of a medley of half-fit men, formed in a last ditch attempt by the

German armed forces to scramble together an army big enough to knock out

France before the anticipated war with Russia. 

In mid-August, Hitler and the men of RIR 16 started training in locations

across Munich. They now had less than two months to prepare for their

baptism of fire in what would be the First Battle of Ypres. On 8 September, 

Colonel Julius von List, the 49-year-old career soldier who had just been

appointed regimental commander, spoke the following words of welcome

to Hitler and his fellow recruits:

Comrades! I welcome with all my heart and full of confidence all officers, 

doctors, and officials, all Offiziersstellvertreter, NCOs, and troops. The Regi-

ment, whose men for the most part are untrained, is expected to be ready for

mobile deployment within a few weeks. This is a difficult task, but with the

admirable spirit which animates all member of this regiment, not an impos-

sible one. . . . With God’s blessing, let’s begin our work for Kaiser, King, and

Fatherland! 38

Life in Munich, Hitler and his new comrades soon realized, had dramatically

changed since the beginning of the war. The Bavarian authorities had even

cancelled Munich’s famed Oktoberfest because of the war. 39

The only thing the Munich-based List Regiment shared with a vol-

unteer unit was that its men were utterly unprepared and untrained for

the realities of warfare. As Munich’s military barracks had no space for

all the new recruits and volunteers, Hitler, Solleder, Weisgerber, and the

men who would become their comrades were housed in several schools

that had been hastily transformed. 40 Hitler now wore the first uniform of

his life—a simple greenish-grey uniform, with an ‘RIR 16’ sown in red

onto his epaulettes and a red stripe down the side of the trousers, which

he was under strict instructions not to pleat. He had to tuck the trousers

into his new leather boots and to put a thick belt around the jacket of his

uniform. As the supply of helmets and of army knapsacks had run out, 

Hitler and his comrades were kitted out with ordinary rucksacks and oil-

cloth hats with a grey cotton cover that was supposed to give the hats

the appearance of helmets. The men of Hitler’s regiment thus were to

go to war with hats that provided next to no protection and that, as they

were to find out, looked from a distance to other trigger-happy German

troops like British helmets.41 As their poor equipment made blatantly

clear, Weisgerber and Hitler were in a regiment that was, and would
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continue to be, not very high up the pecking order in the Bavarian

Army. 

While training in Munich, Hitler and the other previously untrained men

in the List Regiment soon learned how their regiment functioned and what

its place in the German armed forces was: it was one of more than 400

infantry regiments, part of the newly set up 6th Bavarian Reserve Division

(RD 6), which included a total of 4 reserve infantry regiments, as well as

cavalry and artillery units (the 6th Bavarian Reserve Cavalry Regiment and

the 6th Bavarian Reserve Artillery Regiment), and over time also an engineers’

company (the 6th Bavarian Reserve Pioneers Company). The Bavarian

Army, which since the foundation of Imperial Germany in 1871 had

remained a semi-autonomous army under the umbrella of the German

armed forces, now, unlike in peacetime, was under the supreme command

of the German Kaiser. The troop contingents of the smaller German states

had long been integrated into the Prussian Army but the bigger states had

kept their own armies, which meant that the German armed forces con-

sisted of the separate armies of Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony, and Wurttemberg. 

The sister infantry regiments of the List Regiment were RIR 17, RIR 20, and

RIR 21, which were regiments of a similar social make-up as the List

Regiment. Each of the regiments had been established in one of Bavaria’s

military districts. However, even though the majority of men of each

regiment tended to come from within its military district, all four regiments

also received very significant numbers of recruits from beyond their own

military district, giving the regiments an all-Bavarian character. As Hitler’s

brothers-in-arms soon realized, each of the two reserve infantry regiments

were teamed up as brigades: RIR 16 and RIR 17—the two South Bavarian

regiments—formed the 12th Bavarian Reserve Brigade (RIB 12); and RIR

20

and RIR 21 from Franconia in northern Bavaria made up the 14th

Bavarian Reserve Brigade. 42

Once it was ready to go into battle, the regiment consisted of three

battalions which were each subdivided into four companies. Each of

the battalions included a thousand men. Yet the total number of men

who passed through the regiment during the war is far higher. The rolls

of service include up to 16,000 names of soldiers who were members of the

regiment at some point between 1914 and 1918. However, the actual

number of men who served in the regiment is smaller since many men

were listed in more than one company of the regiment. There are, for

instance, two entries for Hitler: one for 1st Company in which he served
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during the first year of the war, and another one for the rest of the war

when he served in 3rd Company.43 The battalions and companies were

commanded by experienced officers, including Julius Graf von Zech auf

Neuhofen, a former Governor of German-Togo who had not led a military

unit for seventeen years but was now in charge of Hitler’s battalion.44

Up to early October, Hitler and the men of the regiment underwent a

crash course for soldiers in Munich, learning to shoot, set up tents, and how

to boil drinking water at the front.45 However, due to shortage of supplies

and as yet another sign that RIR 16 was close to the bottom of the food chain

of the German armed forces, the List Regiment was trained with outmoded

rifles that functioned differently from the rifles that the regiment was to use

once at the front.46 For most of the men, including almost certainly Hitler, 

this was the first time they had touched a gun. 

Hitler was typical of his regiment in that the median age of the soldiers of

the List Regiment came very close to Hitler’s, who was 25 when war broke

out. Almost 60 per cent of soldiers were born within five years of Hitler’s

own birth. The oldest men were born in the 1870s but their numbers were

extremely small, while 18.5 per cent were born after 1895. Hitler’s unit

was dominated by farmers, agricultural workers, tradesmen, and crafts-

men. Close to a third worked in agriculture and around 40 per cent were

tradesmen or craftsmen; 7.5 per cent were blue-collar workers, 7.7 per cent

white-collar employees, 4.9 per cent ran their own businesses or were

property owners, just under 2 per cent were university or high-school

students, 3.6 per cent were professionals or academics, while another

3.6 per cent were non-agricultural servants or day labourers.47 The regiment

was primarily made up of recruits from Munich and southern Bavaria

(80 per cent). However, only just over half of the unit’s members came

from Upper Bavaria itself. Hitler was not the only soldier who had grown

up or lived outside Bavaria. In total 4.4 per cent came from regions outside

Bavaria (of whom approximately half came from abroad).48 More than half

of the men of Hitler’s regiment came from rural communities. A quarter

even came from villages with fewer than 100 inhabitants. Just over one in

ten soldiers came from towns of small to medium size, while a third of the

members of RIR 16 lived in bigger towns and cities, the great majority of

whom lived in Munich. In total two out of ten soldiers came from the

Bavarian capital.49 Many of the soldiers from the countryside and from

Munich had lived in worlds far apart from each other. 

22

A C R O W D I N O D E O N S P L A T Z

Life in southern Bavaria outside Munich and the bigger towns was rural

and traditional. It was a region of small towns and villages and, in the

foothills of the Alps, of lonely farms or villages consisting of a handful of

dairy farms, an inn, and a church. Unlike northern Bavaria or many parts of

Prussia, farms continued to be small family enterprises as they had been for

hundreds of years. In 1907, fewer than 40 per cent of farms in southern

Bavaria used any machinery. Rural life was dominated by local farmers who

were patriarchs in their communities. Life in rural Bavaria was more akin to

those Sicilian villages that had given birth to the Mafia than Munich, 

let alone Berlin or the industrial cities of the Ruhr. More than half the

Bavarian population lived in places with less than 2,000 inhabitants, com-

pared to only about a third of the population in the entire German Empire. 

In Lower Bavaria almost 70 per cent of the population still worked in

agriculture. Much more than was the case in the rest of Imperial Germany, 

people in the Bavarian countryside still lived in a world that was dominated

by the local, or at best the Bavarian. Locals saw themselves as Bavarians and

as people from a particular village, and as Catholics, but not predominantly

as Germans. If they thought of their monarch, their Bavarian king and Mad

King Ludwig’s castles came to mind, not the German Emperor and the

palaces of Potsdam.50

The population of rural regions of southern Bavaria were mostly apolitical, 

habitually voting for the Catholic Centre Party at every election.51 After the

outbreak of hostilities, the population not only in Himmler’s Landshut but

also in the countryside responded to the war with fear and anxiety. When

Balthasar Brandmayer, a 22-year-old construction worker from rural Upper

Bavaria who would serve with Hitler, received his call-up order in the post, 

his mother and sister did not rejoice but burst into tears. They were not able

to utter a single encouraging word.52 In the collective memory of the rural

population of southern Bavaria negative memories of war competed with

and often prevailed over the memory of the victorious war over France in

1870/1. Farmers worried about what would happen to their farms if they

were called up, particularly since Russian agricultural labourers across south-

ern Bavaria had to leave their posts after the outbreak of war. There were

widespread reports of tearful wives and mothers. Some younger, unmarried

men saw the outbreak of war as an opportunity to go out and see the world

but the overwhelming response was one of pessimism. As a result, the

Bavarian government felt compelled to plant rumours to whip up a bellicose

mood, such as that the French had bombed a railway line close to Nuremberg
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and that there was widespread espionage. In an effort to increase support for

the war among churchgoers, Catholic priests across southern Bavaria read out

a letter from the Bavarian bishops during Mass telling them that the war was a

defensive one that had been forced upon Germany.53

While life in the Bavarian countryside was thus still dominated by farm-

ing and Catholicism as it had been for hundreds of years, and while there

was a relative lack of enthusiasm for war in the rural regions of Bavaria, 

Munich had been transformed in the late eighteenth and the nineteenth

centuries into an elegant capital city. By the eve of the First World War, art

deco buildings, both municipal and private, had been mushrooming, while

both Liberalism and Social Democracy had been flourishing. The vote for

the Social Democrats and the liberal parties was so large in Munich that

even overall in Upper Bavaria, despite its rural regions that were anything

but conducive to liberal or socialist political ideas, the Social Democrats

received 33.6 per cent in the Reichstag election, while the different liberal

parties received 17.2 per cent of the vote. Munich’s art scene made it

possibly the most liberal and cosmopolitan of Germany’s cities. Lenin, 

who had lived in Munich a few years before Hitler, had been attracted by

its left-wing political subculture. Under the aegis of a benevolent and—

compared to existing alternatives—progressive royal house, the Munich of

fin-de-siècle artists and of Lenin peacefully coexisted with traditional, Con-

servative ways of life and with a growing number of industrial workers. It

was only the extreme political and economic volatility of post-war Munich

that would provide explosive fodder for communal relations and thus create

the conditions under which National Socialism could flourish. In the 1912

Reichstag election in Upper Bavaria no radical right-wing party received

any number of votes worth speaking about. Even the Conservative Party

received less than half a per cent of the vote.54

The majority of Hitler’s comrades in the List Regiment came from the

hinterland outside Munich. Under 20 per cent came from Bavaria’s capital

itself. Most men came from the villages and towns that lay in the hinterland

of Munich and in the foothills of the Alps. The members of the regiment

were from all professions and walks of life, including a good number of

intellectuals and artists, such as the writers Georg Kleindienst, Josef Pflu¨gl, 

and Heinrich Schnabel, and Albert Weisgerber.55 However, claims that a

great number of the men of the regiment were university students are not

supported by the facts. Of the men who joined RIR 16 in 1914, less than

2 per cent were either university or high-school students.56
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The men of the regiment, unlike Hitler, were ordinary Bavarian men. 

Just over 60 per cent of the men of RIR 16—unsurprisingly because of the

regiment’s age structure—were unmarried. Typical of southern Bavaria, but

untypical of the German Empire as a whole, the overwhelming majority

were Catholic (approximately 88 per cent). A very small minority were

Jewish (0.8 per cent) and the rest were Protestants.57

In total, fifty-nine Jews would serve in the List Regiment,58 among them

three men from Ichenhausen, a picturesque southern Bavarian town of

some 2,700 inhabitants. At the beginning of the war, Germans of almost

all political persuasions celebrated how well and successfully Jews had

integrated into mainstream German society and how willing Jews were to

pull their full weight for the German war effort.59

To be sure, early twentieth-century Bavaria was home to some

considerable low-level old-fashioned Catholic and Protestant anti-

Semitism. Moreover, modern racial anti-Semitism had also started to

rear its ugly head in some subsections of Bavarian society.60 However, as

made clear, for example, in an article Fridolin Solleder wrote about the

history of Jewish–Gentile interaction in Lower Franconia, published in

1913, racial anti-Semitism was still confined to the fringes of Bavarian

society. Solleder argued that many Jews of Lower Franconia had pos-

sessed negative traits during the middle and early modern ages, including

greed and a frequent falseness of character. However, those traits, he

posited, were a result of the discrimination to which Jews had been

subjected, of treating Jews as foreigners in their own country. Solleder

reserved his most negative words for those Christians who persecuted

Jews. He detailed how the ‘mob’ killed ‘Jewish martyrs’ during the

crusades and how ‘the blinded and distraught public’ resorted to murder

during the time of the Black Death. Meanwhile, he celebrated those

who had acted as ‘powerful patrons of the Jews’ and had undermined

anti-Jewish policies. He argued that the problems that had existed for

hundreds of years had been successfully resolved through the process of

Jewish assimilation into German life. The nineteenth century, ‘the age of

the great liberation movements’, he concluded, had brought the ‘eman-

cipation and civil equality’ of the Jews, which allowed them, with all the

talents they possessed, to contribute ‘in a fruitful manner’ to trade and

the professions.61

On the balance sheet, things had indeed been moving in the right

direction for the Jews of Bavaria. German Jews prided themselves on
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being the most assimilated and successful Jews in the world. As a symbol of

their self-confidence and pride, the Jewish community of Munich had

erected a magnificent synagogue in central Munich, which on its opening

in 1887 had been the third biggest Jewish temple in Germany.62

Contrary to a long-held belief, in Imperial Germany German Jews had

just as many career opportunities in the professions as well as in public life as

their British counterparts across the English Channel.63 The one sector of

society into which Jews had only temporarily managed to break was the

Prussian Army. A significant number of Jews had become officers in the

Prussian Army during the Franco-Prussian War. However, between 1885

and 1914, no practising Jew had been promoted to the officer class (though

300 Jewish converts to Christianity had become officers including at least

one general), while by 1910 France had 720 Jewish officers amongst its

numbers. However, this stark Franco-Prussian contrast cannot possibly

explain what was to happen to German Jews during the Third Reich. The

situation of Jews in the pre-war Bavarian Army—in other words, the army

in which Hitler would serve and which supposedly ‘made’ Hitler—and the

British Army and Navy was virtually the same. Thanks to its relatively

progressive, enlightened political class, Bavaria—together with Germany’s

other southern German states—generally afforded Jews even more oppor-

tunities than the rest of the Reich. Unlike the Prussian Army, the Bavarian

Army continued to have (practising) Jewish officers right up until 1914. In

1909, there were 88 Jewish officers in the Bavarian Army, while, in 1910, 

the combined figure for the much larger British armed forces (i.e. the Royal

Navy, the Regular Army, the Militia, the Yeomanry and Volunteers, and

the Reserve of Officers) was 182.64

In principle, in Germany Reform and secular Jews in urban, Protestant

regions were the most integrated. However, the Orthodox Jews in Catholic

rural regions who would serve in units such as the List Regiment defied this

principle. In 1800, Ichenhausen had a higher percentage of Jews among its

population than Jerusalem; by 1900, Ichenhausen still had in relative terms a

larger Jewish population than New York City. Jews were heavily repre-

sented in the local assembly, in prominent positions in local clubs and

societies, and even in the veterans’ association of the Franco-Prussian War. 

In 1913, the town even awarded honorary citizenship status on the chairman

of the Jewish community. At the beginning of the war, the Catholic priest

and the Jewish rabbi of Ichenhausen walked together from door to door to

collect money for serving soldiers. The case of Ichenhausen might have
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been an extreme example. Yet it was an extreme, rather than an atypical

example.65 After the outbreak of war many Jews were among the most

fervent supporters of the German war effort. 

On 8 October, Hitler and his new comrades paraded in front of King

Ludwig III of Bavaria in the Prince Arnulf Barracks in Munich, who then

personally bid the men of RIR 16 farewell.66 However, before being

deployed to the front, Hitler, Weisgerber, and the other men of RIR 16

trained for ten days on the Lechfeld north of Munich, the site of the

medieval battle in which Emperor Otto the Great had defeated the Mag-

yars. During a service held on the Lechfeld, the Protestant divisional

chaplain, Oscar Daumiller, who himself had served in the German Army

following his university studies, told the soldiers of the List Regiment that

they were about to face ‘a holy war for the just cause of our people’. 

Daumiller also told them to be prepared ‘should they be called by God to

a holy death’.67

If anybody had thought that young Hitler and the List Regiment were

ready to go into battle when Ludwig III had inspected the regiment, any

such hopes were crushed on the Lechfeld. Hitler even whined about how

strenuous it had been to get to the Lech Valley: ‘As I told you,’ Hitler wrote

to Anna Popp, the wife of his landlord in Munich, ‘we left Munich on

Saturday. We were on our feet from 6.30 a.m. until 5 p.m. and during the

march we took part in a major [exercise], all in pouring rain. We were

quartered in Alling. I was put in the stables and I was wet through. Needless

to say I could not sleep a wink.’68

Once at their training site on the Lechfeld, without having any Magyar

(or British and French) warriors to face, the men of the regiment were

experiencing fatigue before even reaching the front. Hitler wrote to Anna

Popp that ‘the first 5 days in the Lech valley were the most tiring of my

whole life. Each day a longer march still, more strenuous exercises and night

marches up to 42 kilometres followed by brigade manœuvres.’69 By con-

trast, Ludwig Waldbott Count Bassenheim, a Bavarian aristocrat born in

Jersey and an officer in the List Regiment, noted in his war diary on the

same day Hitler wrote his letter that the exercises had not been particularly

strenuous, but that ‘discipline had grown very bad due to [the] marches and

over-exertion’.70 Once close to the front, Bassenheim would complain

that the troops had not trained hard enough and had wasted their time on

the Lechfeld.71
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The only consolation was—if we are to believe the accounts of Hitler and

of the official regiment history—how well received the regiment was by the

local population. If true, it would be testimony of how well the public

supported the regiment and the German war effort. Hitler wrote to Anna

Popp that the local population had ‘almost stuffed [them] with food’.72 In

the official regimental history, Franz Rubenbauer, an officer in the regiment

who was also briefly regimental commander in early November 1914, 

similarly noted that, 

we still gratefully remember the warm welcome we received from the local

population in the places where we had our living quarters. When in the

afternoon the units came back to their living quarters after the exhausting

daily exercises on the vast Lechfeld or from the practice firing range in the

meadows of the Lech, singing marching songs with high and clear voices, old

and young were out and about and marched with us. After we were dismissed

for the day, they took us back into their homes, where the food waited ready

for us on their stoves.73

Rubenbauer’s post-war account is belied by Count Bassenheim’s war diary. 

He confided to his diary that the local farmers ‘are exceptionally unfriendly. 

Colonel List had to act with utmost firmness because we could obtain no

food or heating materials at the inn.’ One day, two companies were only fed

half portions because local farmers had provided the regiment with rotten

meat.74

It is common wisdom that armies plan for future wars by refighting the

previous one. Ever since Germany’s last major war, the Franco-Prussian

War, Germans had been obsessed by the danger the francs-tireurs—the

French partisans—had posed in 1870/1. The solution to the problem was

for the officers of the List Regiment to hand out ropes to the troops. 

Bassenheim noted that his ‘Company provided the troops with ropes to

hang franc-tireurs; every three men receive a readily prepared noose. The

ropes are heavily sought after by the men.’75 When Bassenheim had handed

out the ropes for use for francs-tireurs, or partisans, to inexperienced, ill-

trained troops, who were trying to make up for their inexperience with a

gung-ho mentality, he had, as we shall see, inadvertently set up a self-

fulfilling prophecy. 

2

Baptism of Fire

21 October–Early November 1914

Intheearlyhoursof21October,theirbagsstuffedwithapples,cigarettes, 

and candy, the men of the List Regiment left Bavaria. Many never

returned. Friends and family stood on the platform as their trains left

Munich’s goods station.1 The previous day, Hitler, who after the out-

break of war only corresponded with the family of his landlord and one

other acquaintance but not with surviving members of his family or former

friends, had written to Anna Popp that he was ‘tremendously excited’.2 The

men of RIR 16 still did not know for certain where they were to be

deployed, but many hoped that it would be against ‘England’.3 Soon after

Britain had entered combat, ‘perfidious Albion’ began to be held respon-

sible for the war. The day before the regiment left Bavaria, Hitler had

written to Popp: ‘I hope we shall get to England’.4 Similarly, Weisgerber

had written to his wife a few days earlier: ‘It would be splendid if we could

be part of the high point of the war—the invasion of England’.5

After Hitler’s and Weisgerber’s trains had pulled out of Munich, they

headed north-west. Weisgerber reckoned that this indeed implied that

they were to be taken to Calais, and from there across the English

Channel.6 Wherever the trains transporting the regiment stopped en

route to the Belgian border, the men of the regiment were greeted by

cheering crowds. In one of the trains sat Father Norbert Stumpf, a short, 

stocky, and well-fed Capuchin monk with a thick, black beard and a calm

and serious appearance, who now was the Catholic army chaplain of

Hitler’s division and who, only hours before, had celebrated his forty-

first birthday. In the opening paragraph of his war diary, Norbert noted

with delight that on their first stop after leaving Munich they had been fed

Bavarian Weisswurst and beer. Smiling women in Red Cross uniforms
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everywhere welcomed the men of the List Regiment and of its sister

regiments.7 This was all a great adventure for young Hitler. When his

train stopped briefly in Ulm, Hitler hurriedly sent a postcard to Joseph

Popp, his landlord, sending him ‘best wishes from Ulm on my way to

Antwerp’.8

Hitler reported that ‘after a glorious journey down the Rhine’, as they left

Aachen, the last German city before the Belgian border, ‘we were given an

enthusiastic send-off by thousands of people, and much the same thing

happened throughout our journey.’9 Similarly, the commander of the 6th

Bavarian Reserve Division to which the List Regiment was attached, Max

Freiherr von Speidel, noted in his diary: ‘Our train has been warmly

welcomed by the population everywhere; at every stop we have been

given refreshments . . . cigars, and cigarettes.’10

The support the local population gave to the passing trains, draped in the

colours of Munich, Bavaria, and Germany, should not necessarily be taken

as a sign of widespread popular enthusiasm for the war. It was support of the

kind that was put on for the short period a passing train remained in a

station. However, prior to the arrival and after the departure of the trains in

locations along the line between Munich and the Belgian border, the mood

was different. When a refreshment station for transit troops had been built in

Heidelberg a few weeks before Hitler and his comrades passed through the

town, Karl Hampe and Hermann Oncken, two professors of history at

Heidelberg University, were disappointed by the lack of enthusiasm in

Heidelberg. Hampe noted in his diary: ‘Tonight I went with people from

the Red Cross to the goods station, where barracks had been built for the

catering of passing troops. Oncken and I were disappointed. Order and

spirit [among the people] were not first class. Perhaps things are always like

this during mobilization, and we simply lack any point of comparison.’11

Rather than being an expression of enthusiasm for war, support shown to

units like the List Regiment was thus meant as support for ‘their boys’ who

were about to put their lives on the line. 

As we have seen, the majority of the men of the List Regiment had not

volunteered. Yet now almost three months into the war, and after several

weeks of training, many were eager to get to the front to defend, as they

thought, their Fatherland. As the men of RIR 16 left Bavaria, Count Bassenheim

described their mood as excellent. When crossing the Rhine and passing the

Niederwald Statue, an enormous statue of Germania with a sword and the

crown of the German emperor in her hands, erected high above the banks of the
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Rhine after the Franco-Prussian War, the troops of the List Regiment

reportedly broke out into singing ‘The Watch on the Rhine’.12

The song—which would be sung again and again at the front—was the

unofficial national anthem of Imperial Germany. Today maybe best known

from the famous scene in the Hollywood classic Casablanca in which

German soldiers sing the song in Rick’s Cafeánd prompt the regular guests

of the bar to chant the Marseillaise in response, its message was defensive

in character. Written in the aftermath of the Napoleonic occupation of

Germany, it calls Germans to be ready to defend Germany from foreign

occupation, rather than to start on a quest for world domination:

to the Rhine, to the Rhine, to the German Rhine! j . . . Firmly and devoted

stands the watch, the watch on the Rhine! Through hundreds of thousands it

quickly twitches, and everybody’s eyes brightly flash; the German honestly, 

piously, and strongly, protects the sacred land. . . . As long as a drop of blaze

still glows, j a fist still draws the dagger j and one arm still holds the rifle, j no

enemy will here enter your shore! . . . Firmly and devoted stands the watch, j

the watch on the Rhine!13

The attitude of Bavarians towards the song perhaps best epitomizes

Bavarian, German, and European society on the eve of the First World

War. A militarized society it was to be sure. Yet it was a society that by

and large did not actively push for war but was prepared to take up arms if

called to duty when their country was under siege.14 And the song was

certainly no more militaristic than the Marseillaise, the French national

anthem. 

Prior to the war, anti-French feeling had not been at the core of German

nationalism. The essence of pre-1914 nationalism had not been, as sometimes

claimed, the creation of the ‘other’, that is other nations, as enemies.15 To view

pre-1914 nationalism as a mutually antagonistic force that would sooner or

later make a major European war almost inevitable is to read history backwards

in an attempt to make sense of the two world wars.16 However, once war had

broken out, a German defensive nationalism redefined pre-war nationalism, 

blocking out elements that allowed for a peaceful coexistence of the nations of

Europe, and trying to make sense of the conflict. This is why the men of the

List Regiment, as they sang ‘The Watch on the Rhine’, now focused on the

cultural legacy of resistance to French invasion. They saw themselves as

members of a mythical tradition following those who had, in their minds at

least, tried to defend Germany against the hordes of Louis XIV when

Heidelberg Castle was destroyed in the seventeenth century, against French
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revolutionary troops in the wake of the French Revolution, then against the

Napoleonic invasion, and in what was seen as a pre-emptive defence against

the perceived aggression of Napoleon III in 1870. 

Britain, however, was an unexpected adversary in the war. It is some-

times forgotten that in the hundred years leading up to the outbreak of the

First World War, Britain had been at war with all her major allies in the

Great War (France, Russia, and the United States) but not with any of her

main adversaries (Germany and Austria-Hungary). Indeed Germany and

England (or Britain) had never faced each other on a battlefield prior to the

First World War. Despite pre-war Anglo-German tensions, few Germans

had thought that Britain would join France and Russia against Germany:

hence the feeling of betrayal and outrage at Britain’s declaration of war, and

hence probably Hitler’s hope to face Britain on the battle front. Weisgerber

had already referred to the British as ‘English dogs’ in mid-September. 17

Moreover, where British and French POWs had been transported together

to Germany in the early weeks of the war, public anger had been directed

much more at the British than the French POWs to the extent that food and

drink had been given to groups of travelling French POWs but denied to

British soldiers. 18 When the men of the List Regiment saw a train full of

British POWs while passing through Aachen, talk spread that the Bavarian

troops would indeed be sent to England, which was greeted by the troops

with great joy. 19

As the List Regiment crossed the Belgian border in the early morning of

23 October and as Hitler thus left German-speaking lands for the first time

in his life, troops shouted ‘Hooray’ and broke into song. Lights had to be

kept switched off on the trains, as they were now in imminent danger of

bombardment by enemy fighter planes. By the early afternoon, the troops

were ordered to keep their weapons ready at all times, as francs-tireurs had

been reported in the region they were passing through. For the next day, 

the trains containing the soldiers of the RIR 16 crawled through the ruins

of Belgian cities. 20 Twenty years later, Ignaz Westernkirchner, who was to

become one of the closest comrades of Hitler, was to remember: ‘The

country seemed awfully flat and monotonous; the only villages we passed

were nothing but heaps of gaping ruins. Dead horses blown up like

balloons lay in the ditches.’21 Hitler himself recalled of the train ride:

‘At 9 a.m. we arrived in Liège. The railway station was badly damaged. 

The traffic was tremendous. Army transport only, of course. At midnight
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we arrived at Louvain. The whole town is a heap of rubble. Via Brussels

we went on to Dournay.’22 Hitler wrote of this early part of the journey:

our journey went fairly well and peacefully but then we had nothing but

trouble. In some places the rails had been prised loose despite the closest

watch, and then we came across an ever greater number of blown-up bridges

and smashed railway engines. Although our train was moving at a snail’s pace, 

we kept grinding to a halt more and more often. From the distance we could

hear the monotonous roar of our heavy mortars. Towards evening we arrived

in a fairly badly damaged suburb of Lille. We got off the train and then

lounged about our piled arms. Shortly before midnight, we at long last

marched into the town along an endless, monotonous road with low factory

buildings on either side, and an endless row of sooty and smoke-blackened

tenements.23

Lille, the unofficial capital of northern France, rather than the port city of

Antwerp as Hitler had anticipated, was thus the final destination for the men

of the List Regiment. It was now clear to Weisgerber and Hitler that Britain

had not been their destination after all. Hitler and his comrades, who had

grown up in the relative peace of the long nineteenth century, now saw the

destruction of war at close range for the first time in their lives. How they

interpreted what they saw was determined by their ability to empathize

with the suffering of others, of which Father Norbert was well capable and

young Hitler utterly incapable. 

Occupied by the Germans since 12 October, ‘Lille, and in particular the

central station, was a terrible sight’, noted Father Norbert in his diary. ‘The

entire train station was a shambles. The wounded lay everywhere. 1,200

houses were said to have been destroyed by the bombardment, most of

them grandiose buildings. There were burnt-out gables and smoking piles of

rubble everywhere, along with crying and begging women and children, and

withdrawn, sullen men.’24 Equally, the Bavarian Crown Prince Rupprecht, 

the commander of the Bavarian troops, felt ‘compassion for the hard-hit city’

on his visit after it had fallen to the Germans.25 Hitler, meanwhile, wrote to

Joseph Popp: ‘Lille is a typical French town. Parts of it have been shot up or

burnt down by us. By and large, however, the town has suffered little. ’26

Spy fever had erupted on both sides of the front. A few days prior to the

arrival of RIR 16 in France, the Toronto Globe reported that ‘the shooting of

batches of [suspected German] spies takes places daily’ in northern French

towns unoccupied by the Germans. ‘In the last three days there have been as

many women shot as men. It is most hard for the veteran who loathes the
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task of shooting women but, according to the laws of war, it must be done. 

They are lined up with men, often young girls or women of refinement, at

the zenith of their charm and beauty.’ Spy fever had soon turned into

paranoia: ‘So many spies have been caught in France recently that the

possession of papers, apparently in good order, avails a man or woman

nothing, once an accusation has been made or a suspicion levelled.’27

Equally, Hitler’s division suspected, rightly or wrongly, that it was sur-

rounded in Lille by spies and guerrilla fighters: ‘In the military hospitals, of

which there are 15 in the city,’ wrote Father Norbert, ‘lie about 4,000

soldiers, most of them seriously wounded, but no clergymen; the French

priests are not allowed to visit the injured due to fear of espionage.’28 The

Germans and the French had thus converged in their spy paranoia. 

In a letter to his wife, Weisgerber, meanwhile, described how in Lille the

wine flowed freely: ‘Our war is still beautiful. But every day we see and hear

a little bit of the real war.’29 Lille was so packed with German soldiers that the

men of Hitler’s company had to sleep their first night in the city under the

open sky:

We spent the night in the courtyard of the Bourse. The pompous building has

been left unfinished. Since we had to bed down with all our gear—we were

on alert—and since it was freezing cold on the cobble-stones I did not sleep a

wink. Next day we changed our quarters. This time we were put into a very

large glass building. There was no lack of air, quite the opposite as only the

iron framework had been left standing. The blast of German shells had

shattered the glass into a million fragments.30

At night, Hitler sang with his brothers-in-arms. By day, he had a chance to

explore his new surroundings: ‘During the day we did a little training, 

visited the town and admired the huge army machine that had left its

stamp on the whole of Lille and now rolled past our astonished eyes in

gigantic columns.’31

During Hitler’s third night in Lille, the men of the List Regiment were

abruptly woken up. ‘No one knew precisely what was happening, but we all

believed it was a kind of drill. It was a very dark night,’ wrote Hitler.32 Soon

Hitler and his brothers-in-arms realized that this was the real thing; they

were finally going to the front. Yet before they could leave the city and start

marching towards the Belgian frontier in the direction of Ypres (Jeper), they

were delayed at first. The reason was that several troops had lost their way

on their way to their meeting place.33
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As the men of the regiment were soon to find out, while they were not to

go to England, as Hitler and Weisgerber had hoped, at least they would face

the British Expeditionary Force. In a field order from late October, the

Bavarian Crown Prince Rupprecht told the soldiers of Hitler’s 6th Army

who their enemy was, in case there had been any doubt:

Soldiers of the Sixth Army! We now also have the pleasure of facing the

English before us, the front-line soldiers of that nation whose envy has for

years been hard at work to encircle us with a ring of enemies, in order to

strangle us. It is above all [to England] that we owe this bloody, terrible

war. . . . let us seek retribution for such hostile cunning, for the many heavy

casualties!34

The task of the List Regiment was temporarily to join the 54th (Wurttem-

berg) Reserve Division and support the German assault on the British

positions around the Flemish city of Ypres, just to the north of the

Belgian–French border, in an effort to break through to Ypres in what

would later be known as the First Battle of Ypres, or simply as 1st Ypres. 

Ypres was famed for its medieval beauty, but had long been reduced to a

quiet country town.35 In strategic terms, however, a successful breakthrough

at Ypres would have allowed the Germans to win what was to become

known as the Race for the Sea. The German plan to move swiftly through

Belgium, as the only good and viable natural route into France, and rapidly

invade and defeat France before turning to Russia, had come to a standstill on

the right wing of Germany’s invading formation earlier in the autumn.36

Almost all seemed lost. However, the German High Command still had one

hope. At the far end of their right wing lay the Belgian coast with only weak

defences. The calculation was that if German forces managed to race to the

North Sea, they could still break through there, envelop enemy troops, and

move rapidly towards the heart of France. The Belgians, however, thwarted

this plan. They opened the floodgates at the Belgian port of Nieuwpoort at

high tide on 27 October (the day the men of RIR 16 received their marching

orders in Lille), flooding the lower-lying land and closing the floodgates

before low tide set in.37 The only option left for the Germans now was to try

a desperate breakthrough at Ypres some 30 kilometres inland. And it was

here that the List Regiment was to be thrown into battle. 

After marching for a full day towards the front from Lille, Hitler was still

restless: ‘At 9 p.m. we were handed our rations,’ he reported. 
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I couldn’t sleep, alas. There was a dead horse four paces in front of my

palliasse. It looked as if it had been dead for two weeks at least. The beast

was half decomposed. Just behind us a German howitzer battery fired two

shells over our heads into the dark night every 15 minutes. They kept

screaming and whistling through the air, followed by two dull thuds in the

far distance. Everyone of us listened out for them. We had never heard

anything like it before. And while we lay pressed one against the other

whispering and looking up into the starry sky, the distant noise drew closer

and closer, and the individual thuds of the guns came faster and faster until

finally they merged into one continuous roar. Each one of us could feel his

blood pound in his veins. We were told the English were making one of their

nocturnal attacks. Unsure of what was really going on, we all waited anxiously

for the next move. Then everything died down until finally the hellish din

stopped completely, except for our own battery which kept spitting its iron

salutes into the night every 15 minutes.38

Contrary to the post-war portrayal of the regiment as well disciplined,39

even with only a few miles to go to the front, the men of the List Regiment

still showed no sign of being so. Count Bassenheim recorded in despair:

‘The indiscipline happily acquired on the Lechfeld finds its expression now

as the men try to kill the chickens of Le Halois with their bayonets, all the

while running a high risk of injuring each other. I have forcefully restored

order and as punishment I will have the men pay the farmers for the

chicken.’40 Later in the day, after a messenger on a horse had been shot

and injured reportedly by a franc-tireur, the regiment received a divisional

order to arrest all locals in the village in which they were staying that night.41

The men of Hitler’s regiment were eager to hang them. Yet to the disap-

pointment of Bassenheim and his troops, they were not allowed to hang

them.42 But why did the men of RIR 16 feel the urge to go on a killing spree

in the first place? And how typical of the German armed forces were Hitler’s

comrades in this behaviour? Does the willingness to execute the Belgian

villagers suggest that pre-war German culture and political attitudes had set

the men of the List Regiment on a path of destruction and had infused them

with a deeply ingrained hatred of their French and British adversaries? 

By the time the List Regiment arrived at the front and in contrast to the

first weeks of the conflict, German military authorities were trying to curtail

excesses in counter-guerrilla warfare. They thus stopped the men of the List

Regiment from going on a killing spree of suspected francs-tireurs. However, 

as we have seen, the rudimentary and hurried military training the men of

the List Regiment had received in Bavaria had conditioned them to expect
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encounters with francs-tireurs as soon as they entered the combat zone. In the

first few weeks of the war, the German armed forces had indeed used

excessive force to quell the involvement in the war of francs-tireurs or what

we would call today guerrillas, partisans, irregular troops, or unlawful

enemy combatants. The German counter-insurgency strategy included the

summary executions of illegal combatants as well as of hostages, the burning

of the houses of suspected guerrillas, and deportations. The Germans also

used human shields in an attempt to keep pace with a hectic timetable. 

In the event, in at least 130 episodes German troops killed more than ten

Belgian or French civilians each. Most of these episodes happened during an

eleven-day period from 18 to 28 August and they occurred in Belgium

rather than in France. In total, German troops killed an estimated 6,400

civilians and destroyed between 15,000 and 20,000 buildings. The rationale

behind this heavy-handed approach was to prevent a repetition of the

Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1, in which approximately 60,000 francs-

tireurs, or guerrillas, had tied up a quarter of all German troops outside

Paris, resulting in up to a thousand German casualties. In fact, objectively

speaking, German troops encountered only very few irregular troops in

1914. However, the expectation of encountering guerrilla fighters made

them see francs-tireurs everywhere, with lethal consequences. In many cases

of ‘friendly fire’ directed by German troops on other German troops or on

occasions when German troops could not work out the direction of enemy

fire, the existence of illegal enemy combatants was immediately assumed

with devastating and disastrous results. To make matters worse, the Belgian

Garde Civique—or home guard—that had been deployed particularly

during the first few days of the war (and thus immediately prior to the

eleven-day period in which most atrocities took place) did indeed not wear

regular uniforms. Moreover, the Garde Civique lacked sufficient numbers

of tunics, armbands, and national cockades to mark new volunteers as even

belonging to the Garde Civique.43 The willingness of the men of the List

Regiment to liquidate the inhabitants of an entire village was thus well in

line with German attitudes at the beginning of the First World War. 

The reason why Hitler and his comrades did not become grass-root

perpetrators of the summary execution or hanging of civilians was due to

one simple fact: namely that the German armed forces had realized that the

situation had got out of hand and that the reports of German conduct had

had a devastating effect on public opinion in the United States and other

neutral states. Yet the question remains why Hitler’s comrades were so
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ready to participate in war atrocities? And why were German counter-

insurgency measures so heavy-handed? 

We will not be able to answer these crucial questions and thus to take our

story forward without briefly looking at whether the behaviour of Hitler

and his comrades was part of an evolving German national and military

culture that was becoming ever more radical, ruthless, and ‘absolute’. 

The standard answer to the questions raised here is to blame a combin-

ation of situational and cultural factors for the growing violence. There is not

much dispute about the situational factors at play here, such as the nervous-

ness and anxiety of hastily mobilized, largely untrained civilians, panic, or

the slippery slope from requisitioning to looting and pillaging. More prob-

lematic are the cultural factors that supposedly interacted with situational

ones and generated a lethal dynamic which is said to have fuelled the

atrocities. These cultural variables, which are claimed to have produced a

delusional and self-induced paranoia about the existence of franc-tireurs, were

said to be a deeply ingrained anti-Catholicism, a demonizing ‘war culture’, 

and a culturally produced fear of invasion, racism, and social Darwinism

directed at a predominantly Catholic Belgian and French population. 44

If only troops from Protestant regions of Prussia or Franconia had been

involved in the massacres, an explanation based on anti-Catholic feeling

would have potentially something to offer. 45 However, this fails to explain

why the List Regiment, composed predominantly of Catholics (85 per cent

of the men of Hitler’s company were Catholic), would be eager to kill and

humiliate other Catholics. Another problem with the conventional explan-

ation is that even the supposedly ‘predominantly Protestant’ troops who—

according to the standard work on the subject—were driven by a ‘markedly

anti-Catholic’ sentiment (the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Armies and the Wurt-

temberg units of the 5th Army)46 were not predominantly Protestant at all. 

In fact, an equal number of Protestants and Catholics lived in the recruiting

area of the 1st Army, while the 2nd Army included not only North German

Protestant troops but also the troop contingents from Westphalia and the

Rhineland, where almost two thirds of the population was Catholic. Even

in Wurttemberg, 30 per cent of the population was Catholic. 47 Due to the

existence of conscription, the 1st–5th armies thus consisted of a mix of

Catholic and Protestant soldiers, rather than being a more or less homoge-

neous Protestant unit out to target Catholics. 

Moreover, resorting to cultural explanations such as anti-Catholicism, 

social Darwinism, and the demonizing of the enemy to account for the
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German atrocities in 1914 does not explain why, with the notable excep-

tion of Kalisz on the German–Russian border,48 no large-scale atrocities

took place on the Eastern Front in predominantly Catholic Poland. Nor

does it explain why social Darwinism did not translate into widespread

anti-Slavic atrocities in the East. Furthermore, the existence of a deep-

seated cultural drive behind the 1914 atrocities would not explain why, by

late 1914, atrocities had all but ceased. If German culture cannot then

sufficiently explain why the men of RIR 16 wanted to hang Belgian

civilians on their arrival at the front, how do we make sense of the

behaviour of Hitler’s brothers-in-arms? 

One answer is to point to the evolution of a specifically institutional

culture of the German military that is said to have led time and time again

to atrocities and ‘absolute destruction’. The idea here is that cultural-

ideological factors such as anti-Catholicism, hyper-nationalism, or social

Darwinism mattered relatively little. Rather, what counted was an institu-

tional culture within the German armed forces that supposedly always

pushed for the most extreme measures. The starting point for this propos-

ition is the statement that all military institutions will push for the most

extreme of alternatives, following the developmental logic of military

culture. The argument is that the military is driven by the power of its

own potential, an inherent logic which, if unchecked, pushes it to extremes, 

always to invoke military necessity, to the repeated and unlimited use of

violence, towards an idealization of risk, violence, and fear. The almost

inevitable result, if the military is left to its own devices, is the emergence of

policies of ‘absolute destruction’, ‘annihilation’, of decisive victories, and of

total or ‘final solutions’. In the German case, these results were the 1914

atrocities in Belgium, the massacre of the Herero and Nama in German

South West Africa in 1904/5, the Schlieffen plan (the strategic plan for a

two-front war involving a defeat of France with lightning speed before

Germany would turn towards Russia), the harsh occupation and scorched-

earth policies during the First World War, the German instigation and

condoning of the mass killings of Armenians in the eastern reaches of the

Ottoman Empire in 1917, and ultimately Nazi genocide and warfare.49

Was the mindset of Hitler’s comrades thus different from that of the

soldiers they were to face in their preparedness to participate in a massacre? 

Not necessarily, if the theory of Germany’s military institutional culture as

the instigator of ‘absolute destruction’ is correct. Germany was different

from other countries, the theory tells us, for one simple reason that had little, 
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if anything, to do with ideology or political convictions: a lack of civilian

oversight of the German military. While the political sphere and the public

in other countries supposedly stopped the armed forces from gravitating

towards ‘absolute destruction’ and ‘final solutions’, the German armed forces

were constitutionally autonomous and independent in Imperial Germany. 

They were thus isolated from criticism and external challenges. A good

example of this, we are told, is the different way Britain and Germany dealt

with the maltreatment of Dutch settlers in the Boer War and the massacre of

the Herero and Nama.50 In fact, the comparison reveals something rather

different, indeed something that helps us understand why the List Regiment

had become so close to perpetrating a massacre: on one level, the compari-

son is highly problematic as it compares a case of ill-treatment of white

European settlers with one of natives.51 Yet on another level, the compari-

son is very instructive in explaining German behaviour in general, as well as

the conduct of the List Regiment in particular: the main difference between

the Boer War and German South West Africa does not lie, as claimed, in the

responses to the two crises (which were ultimately very similar) but in the

different timescale in which the crises unfolded and in which German and

British authorities responded to them.52

The real difference lay in the speedy conduct of military affairs in the

German case. Even though the reversal of German policy against the

Herero, following an outcry in political circles and the press, came, in

fact, much faster than in the British case, it ultimately came too late as

Lothar von Trotha, the German general in charge of the campaign against

the Herero, had already managed to kill a large percentage of the Herero

population. Germany was thus not different because of a purported lack of

civilian oversight of the military but because of her speedy conduct of

war. 

The speedy German conduct of war was a result, not of German consti-

tutional arrangements, but of Prussia’s historical experience of relative

financial and military weakness and of its geographical position in the

heart of Europe. The lessons of Prussia’s emergence and survival as the

smallest of Europe’s great powers since the seventeenth century was that

Prussia could only win wars against powers with superior financial

resources and manpower if she defeated them swiftly and if she developed

tactical and operational supremacy. The inherent logic of this policy, as

opposed to the logic of National Socialism, was the rapid annihilation of

an opponent’s military capability rather than of the opponent itself.53
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In addition, the German military had to face a parliament that was progres-

sively less willing to grant the armed forces the levels of funding military

planners thought that they required. By contrast, a more militaristic German

society would have thus ironically created a military that would have felt less

inclined to go for extreme measures.54

This is what conditioned the Schlieffen plan; this is also what condi-

tioned the German atrocities in the late summer of 1914, and what almost

turned the men of the List Regiment into perpetrators of a massacre. 

In other words, the perception of the existence of Belgian guerrilla warfare

implied that the German armed forces would be held up which, in turn, 

endangered a swift Prussian-style victory. The results were extreme and

harsh measures as the seemingly only fast and effective way of dealing with

guerrilla warfare and of creating a deterrent for the future.55 Nevertheless, 

the policy of resorting to extreme violence as a counter-insurgency strategy

during the invasion of France and Belgium was too short-lived for the

theory of the German Army always going for ‘absolute destruction’ to be

true. The policy should not have been stopped until the ‘final solution’ of

the destruction of partisans and a German breakthrough through French

and British lines had been achieved. Yet the opposite was the case; the

atrocities were curtailed. 

What, then, explains the urge of the men of RIR 16 in late October to

hang the population of a small Belgian village? It was the convergence of six

factors which we can only lay out here but not discuss in detail. The first was

the expectation of guerrilla warfare that was borne out of the historical

experience of 1870/1 (and in the case of the List Regiment had been instilled

in the minds of its soldiers during the rushed training on the Lechfeld); the

second, the perceived need for a swift annihilation of France’s military

capability (but not of France or the French), borne out of Prussia’s historical

experiences; the third, Germany’s relative military and financial weakness; 

the fourth, the fact that most men of RIR 16 had been ill-trained as soldiers; 

the fifth, ‘friendly fire’ that was perceived as enemy fire; and the sixth, 

stronger than anticipated Belgian resistance during the German advance as

well as the brief deployment of tens of thousands of Belgian soldiers in

unusual uniforms (or no uniforms at all) that created a perfect storm. It was

the kind of tempest that would almost have turned the men of the List

Regiment into grass-root perpetrators of the massacre of civilians. However, 

whether it was just a question of time before Hitler and his comrades

became involved in atrocities against civilians and enemy soldiers, and

2 1 O C T O B E R – E A R L Y N O V E M B E R 1 9 1 4

41

whether thus there was to be a straight line from the conduct of the List

Regiment to Hitler’s subsequent beliefs, still remained to be seen. As yet, on

28 October, it was time for them to prepare themselves for their first battle. 

On 28 October, the troops were still in exuberant spirits. That day, they also

tried to shoot down a plane, not realizing that the plane at which they were

aiming was in fact a German one. 56 Father Norbert, meanwhile, reported that

they were surrounded by spies: ‘Because the enemy received intelligence

from the church tower, through signs and the chiming of the hour and the

direction of the hand, the clergymen were arrested and were not allowed to

enter the rectory again.’ He himself, in his long brown monk’s habit, which

he preferred over the uniforms available to army chaplains, was mistaken for a

spy and franc-tireur: ‘My accoutrement, or monk’s habit, excited everywhere

a great commotion amongst friends and foe alike. I was even to be arrested as a

spy as a result of my dress. For five hours, I was closely watched by a constable

and 15 men, until the mistake was cleared up.’57

As night fell, the troops of the List Regiment no doubt wished they had

been allowed to kill the chickens from the previous day, for the field kitchen

unit had been incompetent enough to get lost during the day. The men of

Hitler’s regiment thus had to go to sleep hungry on the eve of their first

battle.58

In the early hours of 29 October, 349 men of the List Regiment woke up for

the last time in their lives. Awakening to a still dark night, they marched

silently for four hours towards the flickering light of burning villages in the

combat zone. Many men were eagerly awaiting their initiation into combat. 

For others, the anticipation of battle, the stress, and the heavy load they had

to carry was just too much. Quite a few of them suddenly stumbled to one

side and let themselves fall into the roadside ditch.59

As dawn approached, the men still could not see. They were surrounded

by heavy fog, with a visibility of less than 40 metres. The troops went into

battle still wearing their cotton hats and rucksacks.60 The good news was

that new supplies of the Gewehr 98, the standard battle rifle of the German

armed forces, had finally arrived three days before Hitler and his comrades

left Bavaria. However, it was only good news for the British troops whom

the men of RD 6 were going to face during their first day of battle, for as

Bassenheim confided to his diary, the men of the regiment did not have any

clue about how to use the Gewehr 98. 61
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Around 6 a.m., Hitler and his comrades reached their destination. They

assembled behind the top of a small hill just behind the front. As Hitler

loaded his rifle and attached a bayonet to it, he was surrounded by fresh

German graves on top of which lay the helmets of the fallen soldiers—a

clear sign that finally Hitler’s first war had begun. Fridolin Solleder, who

fought in 12th Company, later recalled that his company leader sent them

off into battle with the words: ‘Men, we must attack! Conduct yourselves

bravely! Good luck!’ The objective for the List Regiment was first to get

past the hill, then to face the enemy in the hollow beyond, and finally to

fight their way up the next hill. The primary goal was to throw the British

out of the Flemish village of Gheluvelt on top of the hill and to break

through towards Ypres.62 Gheluvelt, with its eighteenth-century castle, lay a

few kilometres to the east of Ypres on the Menin road, the street that ran

straight from the German positions to Ypres. The German armed forces put

all their effort into breaking through the enemy lines here. Kaiser Wilhelm

was waiting a short distance behind the front, ready to enter Ypres in

triumph.63

Probably in an attempt to ensure that the men of RIR 16 would readily

advance, they had been told, as a soldier from 11th Company wrote home, 

that ‘the Englishmen do not have any ammunition left, and their positions

would have to be attacked today’. 64 Hitler and his comrades, meanwhile, 

could hardly make out where their opponents were. Bassenheim noted:

‘We can barely see anything of our own troops, or of the enemy because of

the fog’. 65 Not only was the vision of the men of the List Regiment impaired

by the heavy fog but the landscape, dotted with hedges, fields, little forests, 

farm buildings, and the buildings of the village, made it well nigh impossible

to see the British. As Weisgerber wrote home, in order to advance they had

to squeeze through holes in thick hedges across dead bodies .66 Adolf Meyer, 

who served in 11th Company, later recalled that he had to storm past

‘mortally wounded comrades, and the torn cadavers of horses and cattle’. 67

When the regiment came under artillery fire, still a good distance from

the British positions, Bassenheim speculated that the fire had been directed

at them by those locals whom they had not been allowed to hang the

previous day. 68 In fact, the British knew of the impending attack because

they had intercepted a German radio message the previous afternoon. 69

Once the List Regiment started to attack the British positions, shells

started to rain down on Hitler and his comrades. Yet an awesome barrage

of fire from the Germans allowed the regiment to advance.70 Early in
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the battle, Ludwig Klein of 11th Company smoked one of his last two

‘Mu¨nchner Havanna’ cigars, as if he were a convict eating his last meal

before his execution. However, as yet the shelling could do nothing to

dampen the high spirits of Klein and his fellow soldiers from RIR 16.71 They

still thought that all this would be jolly good fun. Hitler would later claim

that, as shrapnel was exploding around his comrades, they shouted ‘a wild

‘‘Hurray’’ . . . in response to this first greeting of Death.’72 Weisgerber

reported: ‘It started up again right away, with ‘‘Hurrays’’ across the fields.’73

Hitler’s claim is also supported by a diary entry of Count Bassenheim, who

recorded of the first shelling in his diary that ‘the troops enjoy themselves

and joke about the grenades that come down everywhere around us.’74 The

behaviour described here might well be understood as a release of the

tensions and anxieties that had built up in the run-up to the battle. One

might also interpret the jokes of the men of the List Regiment as a coping

mechanism for dealing with fear through gallows humour rather than any

sign of confidence. 

Due to an order the troops of the regiments of RD 6 had received, there is

good reason to believe that the shouting of ‘Hurray’ in the battle by the men

of the List Regiment should not be taken as evidence either for or against the

existence of enthusiasm among the men of RIR 16. The chanting of

‘Hurray’ was, in fact, not necessarily a sudden and genuine expression of

the feelings and attitudes of the soldiers of the List Regiment; Hitler and his

comrades were under orders to shout ‘Hurray’ as soon as they entered

enemy positions.75

The men of the regiment recklessly charged forward. As they crossed the

British trenches they failed to check whether the trenches had already been

cleared, which resulted in British soldiers shooting them from both the front

and from behind.76 The officer in charge of Klein’s platoon kept on shout-

ing: ‘Jump up. March—March!’77 At some point when his company was

ordered to move backwards, Weisgerber, clearly ignoring the order, 

shouted at his men: ‘Stay, fire!’ He recalled: ‘There were about a hundred

men all around me who followed my order and opened rapid fire on the

Englishmen.’78 However, the fact that men kept on charging forward, not

turning round, was in part due to the fact that they could not bear the

thought of having to look into the faces of their comrades. Weisgerber told

his sister: ‘It was terrifying the way my comrades fell all around me with

ghastly injuries. I couldn’t face any of it, so I kept looking forward and never

backward.’79
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Hitler would later claim in Mein Kampf that amidst close-quarter fighting

they heard soldiers chanting what would become the German national

anthem in 1922: ‘Deutschland, Deutschland u¨ber alles, u¨ber Alles in der

Welt’.80 a song that would send shudders across the world from 1939 to

1945. Hitler claimed that ‘with a burning love of the homeland in their

hearts and a song on their lips, our young regiment went into action as if

going to a dance.’81 While there is indeed some evidence that German

soldiers sang patriotic songs at the front early in the war,82 Hitler’s claim that

they sang ‘Deutschland, Deutschland u¨ber alles’ is not credible. In no

contemporary descriptions of the battle, nor in a 1915 pamphlet about the

List Regiment containing detailed battle reports about 1st Ypres, is there any

reference to the song.83 Even in the two letters that Hitler wrote in

December and February to acquaintances in Munich that describe the battle

in great detail (and in far more detail than in Mein Kampf ), there is no

reference to the song.84 The only reference to soldiers singing during the

battle is Solleder’s account in the official regimental history. However, here

the reference is to ‘The Watch on the Rhine’ and the claim is that soldiers

sang the song to recognize each other in the chaos of the battle,85 a practice

that was also used by the sister regiment of the List Regiment.86 Similarly, 

according to a late 1915 account, soldiers from the List Regiment sang ‘The

Watch on the Rhine’ during the first ceremony during which Iron Crosses

were awarded on 8 November 1914.87 Meanwhile, in the 1932 report of the

same event from the official regimental history, the song had mutated into

‘Deutschland, Deutschland u¨ber alles’.88

Hitler’s claim in Mein Kampf and the account which appeared in the

official 1932 regiment history, according to which enthusiastic young

German volunteers marched into machine-gun salvos at Langemarck (the

German term for 1st Ypres) with ‘Deutschland, Deutschland u¨ber alles’ on

their lips, as they were mown down by British machine guns, have to be

understood as stemming from the post-war nationalist myth.89

The good mood among the Bavarians did not last long. As they ran across

the fields outside Gheluvelt, casualties were mounting. A British machine-

gun squad based inside the windmill of Gheluvelt had a field day gunning

down members of the List Regiment,90 as had British soldiers who, from the

cover of a tobacco field just outside the village, shot the advancing Bavarian

soldiers one by one.91 However, due to the acute shortage of machine guns

in the British Expeditionary Force, most of the slaughter of German soldiers

in 1st Ypres was a result of rifle fire,92 a fact that Hitler chose not to mention. 
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In a letter to Ernst Hepp, an acquaintance from Munich, Hitler wrote that

he and his comrades did not have any protection against British fire:

‘Because we had no cover, we simply had to press on. Our captain was in

the lead now. Then men started to fall all around me. The English had

turned their machine guns on us. We flung ourselves down and crawled

through a gully.’93 Throughout the day, the men of the regiment would

now be involved in man-to-man combat, often with bayonets and rifles

used as clubs.94 In Hitler’s letter to his acquaintance in Munich, this all

sounded very heroic and victorious: ‘We crossed the fields at lightning

speed and after many bloody hand-to-hand skirmishes we cleared the lot

of them out of their trenches. Many came out with their hands up. Those

who did not surrender were mown down. And so we cleared trench after

trench.’95

The reality was less heroic. The Bavarians benefited from the fact that

their opponents—units from the York Regiment, 1st Coldstream Guards, 

1st Black Watch, 1st Grenadier Guards, and 2nd Gordon Highlanders—96

had run out of ammunition and energy after weeks of combat. However, in

man-to-man combat, the men of the List Regiment with their two months

of training, no battle experience, and cotton hats were still no match for

tired but experienced professional British soldiers. Hitler claimed that on 29

October, ‘we lost nearly all our officers and our company was only left with

[illegible word] vice-sergeant majors’. 97 He also stated that he was the only

soldier of the group (Haufen) with which he fought who survived the day. 98

This was a huge exaggeration. In fact, the total number of soldiers from

Hitler’s 1st Company killed on 29 October was 13—barely more than a

squad. This means that if all the members of Hitler’s squad other than him

had died that day, all the other squads of his company would hardly have lost

a man, which is extremely unlikely. 99 At any rate, it is unlikely that Hitler

survived because of his superior combat abilities. He was rather a weak

young man with scant military training, who had been rejected for military

service by the Austrian authorities because of his poor physique less than a

year prior to the outbreak of the war (they had eventually caught up with

him after his attempt to dodge the draft). Hitler thus almost certainly just

tried to stay alive, knowing when to duck, rather than attempting to fell any

battle-hardened Highlanders. 

In his letter, Hitler claimed that when, after several hours of combat, he

and his comrades had found the Major in charge of them—Julius Graf von

Zech, the former Governor of German-Togo100—‘lying on the ground
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with his chest torn wide open, and a heap of bodies all round him’, they had

been ‘boiling with rage’. Hitler maintained that all of them had yelled

at Zech’s adjutant, Lieutenant Bernhard Piloty, the son of a prominent

professor of law, who was the only officer still around: ‘ ‘‘Lieutenant, lead us

into the attack.’’ . . . And so on we went to the left of the wood, for we

couldn’t possibly make it on the road. 4 times we advanced only to be

thrown back.’101 This was most probably an example of Hitler boasting and

embellishing a story more than three months after the event. Evidence from

the day of the battle suggests that, after several hours of fighting, with many

casualties, the men of the List Regiment found that their nerves did not

allow them to fight the war that they wanted to fight. Their baptism of fire

was indeed not like the one they had fondly imagined during their training

marches through the Lechfeld. 

After witnessing the death of his best friend, Eugen Roth’s attitude

towards the war was transformed. While earlier in the day he had

willingly charged forward, Roth now just threw himself to the ground

and waited for the battle to end.102 When, towards evening, Count

Bassenheim ordered his company to go forward again, he had to give

the order no fewer than three times before his men began to move.103

Furthermore, during the battle, several men of Hitler’s 1st Batallion

went AWOL and only returned to the regiment a week or so after the

end of the battle.104

The British troops who were trying to thwart the advance of the List

Regiment on 29 October received unsolicited help from other German

units: many men of the List Regiment were killed by ‘friendly fire’. The

reason for this was that other German troops had mistaken the men of RIR

16 as British troops because of their grey cotton hats.105 As Hans Raab from

12th Company, who would later be caught in a gas attack with Hitler

in 1918, recalled in 1939: ‘It was the first black day for us, when our

Wurttembergers and Saxons mistook us as English troops because we

had been put into battle in the front line and because we wore Landsturm

[i.e. units comprising untrained conscripts and very old reservists] hats with

a [grey] cover (just like the List Regiment as they marched into battle). They

mistook us for the enemy and we were shot at by them from behind, hence

the great number of casualties.’106

That any men of the List Regiment survived the first day of battle was

due to the shortcomings of the British, which rivalled those of RIR 16. At

times, the British troops fighting in the vicinity of Gheluvelt and the List
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Regiment seemed to have been competing to be the more ineffectual and

incompetent. The British troops were dug into defences and trenches

that were unconnected in and around the village. There was virtually no

communication between the different contingents. Moreover, two machine

guns that had been supposed to keep the Bavarians at bay jammed, and a

large number of cartridges that had been issued to the British troops at

Gheluvelt were too big and did not fit into their rifles. Furthermore, the

artillery had only nine shells per gun. With the battle already fully under way, 

the reserves of the 1st Grenadier Guards who were stationed close to the

village were sent back to the rear for breakfast since the Grenadier Guards did

not know what was going on. 107

Following the first day of battle, at the close of which Hitler and the men

of his company had to move backwards, ‘crawling slowly, flat on the

ground’, 108 the List Regiment fought at Gheluvelt and a neighbouring

village for another three days. By the end of the second day of combat, 

which was rainy and cold, Hitler’s battalion had fought its way halfway up

the hill to Gheluvelt. Yet his battalion was barely still the size of a company. 

Its new commander, Captain Franz Rubenbauer, argued in vain on the

evening of 30 October that the men of Hitler’s battalion were utterly

exhausted. Continuing the attack the following day, he argued, would

surely result in the death of most of his men.109 Rubenbauer was ignored, 

as listening to him would have meant an admission that Germany had lost

the Race for the Sea and that there would be no breakthrough towards Paris. 

The battle had to continue, and continue it did. 

On 31 October, the men of the 3rd Battalion of RIR 16, in a joint effort

with Wurttemberg and Saxon troops, managed in savage close-quarter

combat to occupy Gheluvelt. Later in the day, the 3rd Battalion was caught

by surprise, resulting in many casualties, when suddenly troops of the 2nd

Worcesters tried to retake the park of Gheluvelt Castle, lying just outside the

village. A British Major later recalled the grounds of the castle being ‘littered

with bodies and debris of equipment, rifles, caps and helmets of the dis-

comforted enemy’. 110 The day’s casualties included the commander of RIR

16, Colonel Julius List, who was killed while entering the park of Gheluvelt

Castle, as well as the regimental adjutant, Lieutenant Philipp Schnitzlein, who

was injured. 111 Hitler and the men of his battalion had been luckier. While

their comrades from 3rd Battalion were fighting from house to house, Hitler

and the men of 1st Battalion spent the attack on Gheluvelt inside the relative

safety of a former British trench outside of the park of Gheluvelt Castle.112
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Gheluvelt was now under German control, but the German objective to

take Ypres was never to materialize. The British would later refer to the

fighting around Gheluvelt between 29 and 31 October as the ‘Three Great

Days’, 113 realizing that German success at Gheluvelt could have changed the

outcome of the war but that the British had withstood the Bavarian-Saxon-

Wurttemberg attack. The front now stretched all the way from the Swiss

border to the English Channel. By 11 November, the front near Gheluvelt

had advanced not more than 3 kilometres towards Ypres. There it would

more or less remain until at least the second half of 1917. Static warfare had

begun. 

After the first few days of battle, Oscar Daumiller, the Protestant chaplain

of RD 6, was overwhelmed by the horrors he had seen. He was also awed to

observe how profoundly combat had changed the men of Hitler’s regiment

and its sister units: ‘It is horrible to see the torments, the indescribable

injuries; it is horrible to see how the strife that has not gone on for long

yet has shattered the hearts [of the troops].’ Yet Daumiller desperately tried

to find meaning in all the horrors of war, noting: ‘It is, however, joyful to

see how they all have a longing for God. . . . The devotion with which they

all listen to the prayers is beautiful to see. . . . Again and again one hears

the words: We will gladly endure everything, if only it means that our

Fatherland will be safe.’114

During the battle, the troops of RD 6 had experienced a steep learning

curve as to how they viewed their opponent, concluding, as Father Norbert

noted in his diary, that ‘the Englishmen are surprisingly brave and skilled

soldiers’. The result was that neither side had benefited from the battle:

‘One moment our troops went forward, the next they had to go back.’115

That did not stop Hitler from selling the battle as a triumph. ‘We beat the

English,’ he claimed in a letter on 3 December. 116 Similarly, the regimental

commander Colonel Julius List had announced on 29 October, the evening

of the debacle at Gheluvelt: ‘Enemy thrown out of all his positions, several

hundred prisoners.’117 The List Regiment was desperate to sell its failure as a

triumph lest the casualties of the first four days of battle appeared to have

been in vain. And the casualties had been staggering. 

Weisgerber wrote to his wife: ‘Half the regiment is dead or wounded.’118

According to Hitler, casualties had run even higher. ‘By the end of the

fourth day of fighting,’ he wrote, ‘our regiment had been reduced from

3,600 to 611 men. For all that, we beat the English.’ This amounted to an 83

per cent casualty rate. 119 Hitler was not far off the mark with his numbers: in
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fact the regiment had been reduced by roughly 75 per cent from approxi-

mately 3,000 to 725, and the number of officers from 25 to 4.120 According

to Adolf Meyer, the regiment had been reduced to the size of a battalion.121

Weisgerber, who was now 36 years old, still believed that ultimately

Germany would win the war. 122 He wrote to his wife that he was coping

well with the war: ‘I endure everything as well as the youngest man, maybe

even better. Hopefully it will continue this way. Now two days rest. Then

back under the free sky with its shell fire.’123 Yet to his friends he wrote less

sanitized letters. He told one friend that he had to endure ‘four terrible

days’, concluding: ‘What I have experienced would be enough.’124 To

another friend, he worried about how many men were still to die in the

war and what lay ahead.125

The high casualty rate among the men of the List Regiment resulted, of

course, from injuries rather than from deaths. Among the injured were Hans

Raab, Arthur R€odl, the 16-year-old war volunteer from Munich, and

Fridolin Solleder, who had been hit in the stomach by a bullet. Lucky

ones like Count Bassenheim had simply fallen sick and were sent home. 

Ludwig Klein wrote home that he was taken from hospital to hospital in

Lille as all of them were hopelessly overflowing with the casualties of 1st

Ypres. As all the drinking water from the wells in the region had been

depleted, dying and thirsty injured soldiers from the RIR 16 now had to

drink water that looked like liquid manure. 126

Their baptism of fire had been totally different from what the men of

the List Regiment had expected. Nearly a quarter of all German losses in

1914 occurred at 1st Ypres. 127 On the first day alone 349 men of the List

Regiment died but the remaining days of 1st Ypres were no less bloody. 

By 24 November, the end of 1st Ypres, as many as 725 men of the

regiment—or approximately one in four men—had died. Hitler, 

though, was still alive. Hitler’s survival was in part due to his assignment

to 1st Company. Had he joined any of the companies of 3rd Battalion, 

he would have been twice as likely to die during the first seven days of

combat. Had he been put with Ludwig Klein in 11th Company, the

chances of him today being buried in some grave in Flanders and of

a dramatically different twentieth century would have even been

three times higher than the odds he faced through his service in 1st

Company.128 The Highlanders of the Black Watch and the Coldstream

servicemen had missed their golden opportunity to kill Hitler on the List

Regiment’s first day of battle. 
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Soon Hitler’s position in the regiment was to change in a way that would

set him apart from the front-line soldiers of RIR 16. By the end of 1st Ypres

it was still unclear whether the experience of seeing hundreds of their

comrades killed or injured by British servicemen was to lead to a brutaliza-

tion and politicization of the men of RIR 16. At the height of the Second

World War, Hitler, at any rate, would claim that it was this experience that

made him start to believe ‘that life is a constant horrible struggle’. 129

3

Two Tales of One Christmas

Early November 1914–31 December 1914

PresentskeptonarrivingatthefrontinthedaysleadinguptoChristmas

1914. They were a sign that the war would not be over by Christmas, 

as soldiers had imagined on the outbreak of hostilities in August. German

military authorities had grown increasingly worried over how the men of

the List Regiment, as well as their comrades along the Western Front, would

react to this blow to their expectations and dreams. Yet at first it seemed that

the worries were unwarranted. 

After weeks of wet weather, Christmas Eve had brought a sharp frost and

had cleared the air. The men of the List Regiment—survivors of 1st Ypres as

well as new reinforcements—were thrilled that they could spend Christmas, 

if not with their loved ones at home in Bavaria, then at least not in the

trenches but in the Dutch-speaking Belgian village of Messines (Mesen). 

Lying to the south of Ypres, Messines lay on top of a low ridge overlooking

the positions from which the regiment had faced British and French troops

since the end of 1st Ypres in late November. A few hundred metres outside

the village lay the rather appropriately named Bethlehem Farm which had

housed the command post of regimental HQ the previous month. Hitler

described the outskirts of Messines as ‘partly flat and partly undulating and

covered with countless hedges and straight rows of trees’.1

For centuries, Messines had been dominated by an imposing medieval

monastery which had been turned into an orphanage in 1492 and which

Hitler sketched in late 1914 (see Plate 3).2 In Hitler’s words, ‘Messines is a

village of 2,400 inhabitants, or rather it was a village, for now nothing is left

of it except an enormous heap of ash and rubble.’3 The combat of the

previous weeks and months had indeed reduced Messines and its monastery

to rubble. Father Norbert fittingly referred to the village as ‘the ruins
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of Messines’.4 However, compared to the trenches, Messines seemed like

paradise. After their sister regiment, the 17th Bavarian Reserve Infantry

Regiment, had relieved them the previous day amidst light snow, the men

had found shelter in the cellars of bombed and burnt-out houses. As night

fell over Messines on Christmas Eve, which for Germans is the most

important day of their Christmas celebrations, three companies gathered

in the ruins of the village’s former monastery. There they recreated some of

the magic of the traditional Bavarian Christmas celebrations, gathering

round a festively decorated and lit Christmas tree. Also present at the

Christmas celebrations, under their feet in the crypt of the former monas-

tery, were the remains of the mother-in-law of the last successful invader of

their adversaries’ country, William the Conqueror. After singing ‘Silent

Night’ and praying that Christmas would bring peace, the men of RIR 16

opened presents donated by companies, clubs, schools, and ordinary citizens

from Munich in a room adjacent to the monastery’s cloister, while they

drank the Bavarian beer that Munich breweries had shipped to the front.5 As

Weisgerber opened his present, he became very excited: ‘Every package

was a success,’ he reported. ‘We had a Christmas tree as well and the mood

was thus really festive. We have sparkling wine here too, almost every day. 

What else could one want?’6 On Christmas Day, it was the turn of some of

the remaining companies to join in the festivities.7

By all accounts, Adolf Hitler was highly critical of religion. Unlike almost

all of his comrades, he did not drink and did not particularly like receiving

presents from friends and family.8 He had indeed long lost touch both with

his family, including his sister Paula, and with friends from his childhood

and youth.9 Yet there is no reason to believe that he would not have joined

in the Christmas festivities in the ruins of Messines’s former monastery.10

Hitler and men like him had accepted the reality that war would not

end as swiftly as had been predicted. Victories on the Eastern Front, 

celebrated with beer shipped in from Munich,11 had helped to fuel their

continued morale. Unreservedly still supporting the war, they had, in

many cases, volunteered for the war, been prepared to kill perceived

francs-tireurs, had pulled through 1st Ypres, and had put up with the weeks

of mud and incessant warfare until Christmas had brought them temporary

relief. In the letters to his local Protestant pastor in the south Bavarian

village of Feldkirchen, the Commander of the Military Police unit of

RD 6, Georg Arneth, acknowledged the bad conditions and tough combat

the men of the division had had to face. Yet he maintained that
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‘our position in the war remains good’, stating that the men of RD 6 fought

with ‘true defiance of death’. He told his pastor that he had no doubt that

victory would be theirs.12

As Hitler celebrated Christmas, he was no longer a simple infantryman. 

His experience as a combat soldier and a regular infantryman had lasted only

a few days longer than those who had died in the fields and hedges of

Gheluvelt. Soon after the List Regiment’s initiation into the war, on 3

November (but retrospectively effective from 1 November), at a time

when the List Regiment was desperately short of officers, NCOs, and troops

of higher rank—when virtually all NCOs and higher-ranking NCOs had

been promoted to fill the vacant ranks (as was Albert Weisgerber, who had

become a Offiziersstellvertreter, or warrant officer)—Hitler had been pro-

moted to Gefreiter.13 This was a promotion in the Bavarian Army still

within the rank of Private in the US or British armed forces.14 It was a

rank that did not provide Hitler with any power of command over other

soldiers—as the rank of Corporal or Lance Corporal (which English-

language publications tend incorrectly to apply to Hitler)15 would have

done. Another event which occurred around the same time transformed

Private Hitler’s war to an even greater extent, an event without which

Hitler’s life and that of the world he made would have been very different. 

Eleven days after arriving at the front, on 9 November, Hitler was made a

dispatch runner and was assigned to regimental headquarters. 16 The full

impact of this turn of events, affecting how Hitler would view the war, how

he would fit into the List Regiment, and, in due course, how he would

develop politically were to become apparent only much later. 

The men at regimental headquarters were rapidly becoming an ersatz

family for Private Hitler. He displayed steadfast and often courageous loyalty

towards his superiors. Indeed when, in the later stages of 1st Ypres, RIR 16

had to storm a heavily defended forest a few kilometres to the north-west of

Messines, Hitler might well have saved his commander’s life. According to

one report, in an attack that would cost the lives of 122 men, Hitler and his

fellow dispatch runner Anton Bachmann saw how the List Regiment’s new

commander, Lieutenant Colonel Philipp Engelhardt, had foolishly stepped

out of his cover on the edge of the forest. Engelhardt immediately drew

French fire. If we can believe a 1932 report by Georg Eichelsd€orfer, the

former regimental adjutant, Hitler and Bachmann dramatically leapt for-

ward, covering Engelhardt’s body and taking him back to safety. 17 The gist

of the story is supported by a report of the same event, published in late 1915
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in a commemorative brochure celebrating the List Regiment’s war service

to date. The differences between the 1915 report, written at a time when

Hitler was a nobody, and the report published the year before Hitler came

to power are, however, as interesting as the similarities. The 1915 report

describes four dispatch runners, rather than just Hitler and Bachmann, 

stepping forward to protect Engelhardt. In this report, Engelhardt himself

is not actually under fire but the dispatch runners are worried that the heavy

fire of the battle might move towards him. Interestingly, the hero of the

1915

report is not Hitler but Bachmann who is credited with having

crawled 30 or 40 metres out of the trenches and then carrying a wounded

man of the List Regiment through French fire to safety. 18

On 17 November, two days after Hitler may have saved his commander’s

life, Hitler and Engelhardt only narrowly escaped death when their battle

regimental post—a simple makeshift hut—was hit by a shell. Hitler had

reportedly left the hut only five minutes before it was shelled. He described

the incident as ‘the worst moment in my life’. 19 The men who were still with

Engelhardt had been less lucky. Seven of them were killed. Engelhardt himself

was hit by shrapnel in the hand and legs, piercing the main artery of his leg. He

believed that he was going to die but lived to tell the tale. 20 Indeed the tales

he was to tell in the inter-war years about Hitler’s wartime service, whom he

encountered for a mere seven days during the entire war, would assist in

establishing the ‘Hitler myth’ and help to silence Hitler’s many critics. 

By the time Hitler and Weisgerber sat under a Christmas tree in Messines, 

the two men were among the few members of the List Regiment who had

already been decorated with the legendary Iron Cross 2nd Class, the second

highest military honour for men of their rank. All four dispatch runners who

had stepped forward to alert Engelhardt to the danger he had faced in mid-

November, had—on the recommendation of the regimental adjutant

Georg Eichelsd€orfer—been among the sixty recipients from RIR 16 of

Iron Crosses on 2 December. 21 Hitler recorded the following day: ‘Yester-

day, on 2 December, I finally received the Iron Cross. It was the happiest

day of my life.’22

Few of the other men of his regiment experienced their existence

in the trenches close to Messines as the happiest days of their lives. 

Their experience of both the weeks leading up to Christmas and of

Christmas itself was very different to Private Hitler’s. An acute shell

shortage following the big battles of the autumn had turned the

conflict south of Ypres into a low-level one. It was dominated by
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snipers, occasional fusillades of rifle fire, and typically two daily rounds of

shelling around lunchtime and dinnertime.23 As Hitler recalled in 1942, ‘in

general, the battles on the Western Front had come to an end by the end of

November/beginning of December. Then it suddenly began to rain and to

snow, and the entire story was washed away.’24

In the period between 25 November and Christmas fewer than two

members of RIR 16 a day were killed in action.25 Low-level though the

conflict was, the artillery fire was heavy enough to make it often impossible

to recover injured soldiers: ‘Some wounded soldiers lie in pain for days in

the fields, exposed to shellfire, without being found,’ noted Father Norbert. 

‘Once the wounded have been placed in the casualty station, they have to

lie in wet cellars or destroyed houses because of the difficulty of evacuation, 

abandoned to the shell fire and to adverse exposure.’26 The cumulative

number of casualties had been enormous. By Christmas, only thirty of the

original men of 12th Company, Fridolin Solleder’s company, were still with

the regiment:27 in other words, almost 86 per cent of the men who had left

Munich with 12th Company two months earlier were either injured or

were slowly decomposing in Flanders’ fields. The regiment also rapidly

started to change character with the arrival of the new recruits following 1st

Ypres.28

In the month leading up to Christmas, the men of the List Regiment found

themselves fighting not just the British and French forces but also the elements. 

‘The old Landwehr men must suffer terribly with the constant wet and cold

weather, and with the difficult food rations,’ recorded Father Norbert. 

‘Rheumatism, enteritis, cases of typhus fill our infirmaries. ’29 Many men had

to be treated for frostbite to their feet. 30 Weisgerber wrote to his wife:

We are now rotated out of the trenches every three days, as the troops would

not be able to endure staying there any longer. They stand up to their knees in

muck and water. The men build themselves hollows like cavemen, but the

rain presses against the walls at night and everything falls in on itself. Some of

the soldiers have been killed this way. The water is disgusting and surges

everywhere inside both from above and below—we can’t do anything about

it. The rain of bullets is more tolerable. The men must shovel out the trenches

day and night without pause. There are no dry feet here, much less dry

clothing.31

The region around Ypres, like most of Flanders, is characterized by high

ground-water and an abundance of rain and fog. The name Flanders is

believed to have originally meant ‘flooded land’ for good reason.32
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For centuries, a system of drainage ditches and water-courses had kept the

water at bay. It was, however, a system ill-prepared for the combined on-

slaught of heavy rain in one of the wettest late autumns and winters recorded in

history, and the enormous damage continued combat had inflicted on the

drainage system. Soon the men of the List Regiment found themselves living

in a morass of water and liquid mud. They were almost constantly cold and

wet, as their winter coats proved to be too thin to afford any protection against

the chilly and wet weather. Their woollen blankets were equally useless as they

had no means of keeping the blankets dry. Moreover, they had to eat wet

bread, as their bread bags had turned out not to be waterproof. The walls of the

trenches constantly collapsed and the water in them often stood for days more

than knee-high. The only consolation was that conditions were even worse in

the British trenches, which lay lower than the Bavarian ones.33

The men had to alternate between spending generally three or four days

in the mud-filled filthy trenches, where they only received food after

nightfall, followed by four days in Messines, and an occasional reprieve in

a former industrial plant in the town of Comines on the French–Belgian

border, a few kilometres behind the front.34 According to Weisgerber, 

while in the trenches, ‘we live like moles and only come out to attack’.35

The troops had to be relieved so often, wrote Weisgerber, ‘as the men

would not be able to endure being there any longer’.36 Life in Comines, 

meanwhile, Weisgerber at least thought, was very pleasant, particularly

since food and alcohol were still plentiful (a result of the requisitioning of

70,000 bottles of wine in the town)37 in 1914: ‘These 3 days rest [in

Comines] have been beautiful, except for the hours of periodic shell fire

in the area. The evenings are pleasant. . . . We do not want for anything; 

there is more than enough sparkling wine and food.’38 However, on their

way from Messines to Comines, the men of the List Regiment had to pass

the rotting corpses of British colonial troops, mostly from India, which still

could not be buried due to the heavy enemy fire.39

In the wet and dark nights, the men of the List Regiment started to see

enemy soldiers everywhere. One night, dark shadows were moving slowly

towards them. The men of RIR 16 sensed an imminent enemy attack. Soon

they sent a formidable barrage of fire at the shadows. Yet strangely enough

not a single shot was returned. They were soon to find out why. As the sun

rose the following morning, the area ahead of their front was littered with

dead bodies—the dead bodies of a herd of cattle that had gone astray during

the night.40 This was not the war that they had expected. 
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It was not just the old men who had been drafted into the List Regiment

whose morale was low. Contrary to the image created by post-war mythical

publications about Hitler and the List Regiment and contrary to how

Military Police officers such as Georg Arneth might have viewed the war, 

the harsh, miserable, and brutal experience of 1st Ypres and its aftermath had

killed any romantic ideas that some of the men might have harboured about

going to war. As the commander of the sister regiment of RIR 16 noted, the

troops had been ill trained for the conditions they were now encountering. 

One might add that, in reality, they had been ill trained for any conditions. 

The commander also thought that his own men were inferior to their

British counterparts in their combat ability to make use of the terrain around

them. 41 The officers of the 12th Reserve Brigade concluded in late Novem-

ber that increasingly often soldiers from RIR 16 and RIR 17 tried to get away

from the front by any means, noting:

The strain put onto the men in the last few days produced a fairly high

incidence of absence due to illness. However, many soldiers also tried to

remove themselves from the unit under false pretences. It was thus decreed

by the brigade that troops might only leave the unit if they had a pass that had

been issued by an officer. 42

Around the same time, Father Norbert observed: ‘As a result of their terrible

days at war—made worse by adverse weather conditions . . . , our troops are

very dispirited.’43 Many soldiers, wrote Norbert, were upset that officers

constantly addressed them ‘in harsh military voices’ even when talking to

soldiers with injuries.44 In early December, Father Norbert realized that

the dramatic fall in morale was not limited to older, married men; on the

contrary, he noted: ‘Even the young volunteers were no match for the

strains that the winter campaign brought. It is particularly these young men

who . . . make a pitiful impression. Everyone yearns for peace, our beautiful

Christmas present.’45

The fall in morale among the Bavarian troops had been so radical that an

officer of another Bavarian Division that was also stationed in Comines

thought that the only solution was to force them into combat by making the

price of disobedience so high that men would rather go into combat than

face the consequences. In a private letter, he wrote in December:

For two days now the British have been attacking fiercely. They are brave

men, far better than the French, better, I fear, than our old Landwehr men

with whom we have to plug the gaps. . . . The fearful effects of modern
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artillery and infantry fire have to be combated with an even more threatening

compulsion to obey the will of the leadership so that cowardly men are

more afraid of what awaits them behind the lines than the fire from the

front. . . . The long time spent lying in the trenches and shelters has damaged

the morale of the men. They only care about staying under cover, and they

forget that there are moments when that thought has to be dropped.46

Even men such as Weisgerber, whose career had advanced rapidly within

the List Regiment and who had been much more positive about the war

than many of the troops were longing for peace. Even though earlier that

month Weisgerber had written that ‘to take part in a storm attack and live

creates a feeling of exhilaration that I will hopefully never lose’47 and that

he had enjoyed it ‘when a direct hit impacts the trenches [of the enemy]

and the chaps scatter from the force’,48 he wrote on Christmas Day: ‘We

would gladly have peace! Peace! When will the day come?’49 The falling

morale evident in the List Regiment in the winter of 1914/15 was not

limited to Hitler’s military unit but visible throughout the German and

British forces. Going by the prevalence of self-inflicted wounds, the winter

of 1914/15 was the British Army’s real period of crisis, rather than 1916

or 1918. 50

The individuals of the List Regiment responded very differently to the

first two months of the war. Hitler’s experience was very different from

Weisgerber’s, and both their experiences were very much unlike that of

many ordinary front-line soldiers. However, the most common response to

the war among the men of RIR 16 was to turn towards religion. As Oscar

Daumiller soon realized, the only men in RD 6 who were actively dismis-

sive of religion were some of the army physicians who thought of ‘the

Christian religion only as antiquated junk’. On one occasion, a young army

doctor told one of the Protestant ministers who worked under Daumiller

and who ‘prepared a dying soldier for his death, to do something else, as the

dying man would pass away anyway.’51 Yet with the exception of these

cases, a religious renaissance was almost universal within the List Regiment. 

As a soldier from Hitler’s regiment wrote home in the aftermath of his

experience of combat: ‘Quite a few of the men told me after the battle that

they rediscovered their long-forgotten prayers to God.’52 This was also how

the Catholic population in rural southern Bavaria—for whom religion had

remained at the centre of their daily lives anyway—responded to the war

for the first half of the First World War. As in France, the revival in

religion often became allied with the German national cause in the war.53
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However, as we shall see, this nationalism tended to be defensive in

character. In other words, the increased religious interest in the regiment

was not to translate into hyper-nationalism. 

The services held for the 6th Reserve Division were overcrowded, as

many soldiers were attending services for the first times for years.54 Father

Norbert noted, in recording his impressions of the services for soldiers of

RD 6: ‘Low sobbing and crying interrupted the sacred stillness during the


sermon, and many an Ave Maria of the rosary was choked in the throat

during the holy mass.’55

There is no doubt that the relationship between Bavarian occupiers and the

French and Belgian local population was extremely volatile and uneasy, as

evident in the forced labour of local men and the requisitioning, not just of

wine, as we have already seen, but also, among other goods, of all vehicles, 

horses, firearms, wood, and farm produce. Nevertheless, the soldiers of the

units of RD 6 and the local Belgian population did sometimes even attend

services together. On one occasion, ‘after the mass, the Belgian civilians

present expressed their repeated approval of the pious Bavarians’. On another, 

soldiers from RD 6 attended the funeral of a local civilian.56

Similarly, a soldier from the List Regiment wrote home in November

1914 that the French people with whom he had been quartered in Lille had

been ‘very [nice people], who were anything but fervid chauvinists’.57 A

French doctor working in the ophthalmology ward of a hospital in Lille

which had been taken over by German military authorities, meanwhile, had

noted days prior to the arrival of the List Regiment in Lille: ‘Two German

soldiers have started to work at the hospital, good fellows who were

delighted finally to have a break; they exhaust themselves with politeness

and smiling expressions now. . . . We can in no way complain about the

behaviour of the German military doctors.’58

In fact, German military authorities tried to keep tensions with the

French and Belgian population to a minimum. For instance, after a German

cavalry officer had tried illegally to requisition large amounts of jam and

chocolates in Comines, as well as levying a fine on the municipality, the

French local representatives felt confident that reporting the officer to

the German occupation force would help their case and indeed it did. 

The French complaint resulted in a shouting match between a German

official from RD 6 and the cavalry officer, which the latter lost. As a result

of this, the illegal act of requisitioning was revoked. Furthermore, in

December 1914, the German Commander of Comines, Rittmeister von
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Faber, felt compelled to write a letter to the French mayor of Comines in

which he told him that he was stunned at the lack of interest the French

mayor had shown in handling welfare provisions for the poor people of

Comines. Von Faber urged the mayor to get his act together as he did not

want the local population to suffer on his watch.59 Whatever Faber’s real

intentions, he had decided that it was preferable to deal with, rather than to

ignore, the plight of the population under occupation. 

Father Norbert also noted that soldiers from his division were helping

local nuns to care for old, sick civilians, concluding: ‘Incidentally, the

soldiers are full of heart-felt care for the poor people.’60 At least for the

moment, the sentiment that had seen francs-tireurs in all enemy civilians had

died. It had indeed been a short-lived phenomenon of the first weeks of

the war, rather than an expression of a deeply ingrained German culture. 

‘The coexistence of the local troops with the returned population is a very

good one,’ wrote the French-speaking Father Norbert in his diary on 3

December 1914.61 Three days later, on St Nicholas Day 1914, he noted: ‘It

is being said by the soldiers serving in the first line that the Frenchmen often

throw cigarettes to the Germans, while the Germans throw chocolates back

in return . . . until suddenly fire is ordered and the situation once again takes

on an antagonistic character.’62 The Christmas of these men was to be very

different from that of Private Hitler. 

On Boxing Day, which Germans still consider to be part of Christmas, the

combat troops of RIR 16 had to return to the trenches at 3 a.m. On taking

their positions, they learnt from the troops of their sister regiment, which

they were to relieve, that during the previous two days something miracu-

lous had happened. On Christmas Eve, the men of RIR 17 and of the

Devonshire Regiment on the other side of the trenches had taken turns to

sing Christmas hymns and carols. The men of RIR 17 put up Christmas

trees. Soon a member of RIR 17 stepped out of the trenches, shouting: ‘You

no shoot; we no shoot. It is your Christmas. We want peace. You want

peace.’ Scores of English and Bavarian men had now emerged from their

trenches, leaving their weapons behind. They had met each other in the no

man’s land between their trenches, exchanging little presents.63 In the sector

right next to the one of RIR 17, between two and four hundred British and

German soldiers, including their officers from the Norfolk Regiment and

from a unit of RD 6 or its neighbouring division, had met in no man’s land

conversing and singing hymns together.64
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The company leaders of the List Regiment had tried to prevent a

reoccurrence of this Christmas Truce on Boxing Day, but to no avail. As

the first rays of light turned night into what would become a frosty but very

bright day, Josef Wenzl, a soldier in 2nd Company from rural eastern

Bavaria, saw British soldiers emerge out of their trenches, waving at him

and his comrades. Wenzl’s brothers-in-arms took this as an invitation to put

up a Christmas tree on the parapet of their trench. They lit its candles and

rang its bells as if in invitation to their British counterparts. Soon the men of

the List Regiment and of the Manchester and Devonshire Regiments shook

hands, engaged in simple conversations in German and English, and

exchanged presents. When Wenzl decided to join his comrades, as he

wrote home, a British soldier immediately approached him, shook his

hand and gave him some cigarettes. He reported: ‘Another gave me a

handkerchief, a third signed his name on a field postcard, a fourth wrote

his address in my notebook. The soldiers chatted with each other, as much

as they could, getting along with each other well. An Englishman played a

German comrade’s harmonica, others danced, and still others were ex-

tremely proud to try on a German helmet.’ Wenzl’s comrades from RIR

16 and their British counterparts now assembled around the illuminated

Christmas tree and sang Christmas carols. Wenzl wrote home that as many as

half of the men of his platoon mixed with British soldiers,65 while Weisgerber

reported: ‘We even celebrated a cheerful Christmas. Today we exchanged

greetings with the Englishmen. There was no shooting, and instead all of the

soldiers came out of the trenches and sang and danced together. It is a strange

war.’66 Max Herold from 8th Company, meanwhile, received several Christ-

mas wishes from British soldiers that they had hastily scribbled on the back of

photos of themselves or postcards. One read: ‘Wishing you a very happy

Christmas and to a speedy ending to the war. L.A. Praer, 15. Devonshire.’

The following day, on 27 December, the British troops were relieved by

other troops from the Manchester Regiment and the Norfolk Regiment. This

did not put an end to the Christmas truce, as the men of Hitler’s regiment

now also exchanged presents with them too.67

The Christmas Truce between the List Regiment and troops from

three regiments of the 5th Division of the British Expeditionary Force

was not an isolated event. The truce did not spring up everywhere, to be

sure. Yet it did occur on about two thirds of the stretch of the Western

Front on either side of the Belgian–French border that was manned by

British forces.68 While in the case of the List Regiment, the Christmas Truce
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was initiated by British troops, elsewhere it originated at least as often with

German troops as with British ones.69 One British serviceman from the 1/5

Londons reported of his conversations with Saxon soldiers during the

Christmas Truce that ‘none of them seemed to have any personal animosity

against England and all said they would be fully glad when the war was

over’.70 Elsewhere, German soldiers told members of the 2nd Royal Dublin

Fusiliers: ‘We don’t want to kill you, and you don’t want to kill us. So why

shoot?’71 According to some reports, German and British soldiers played

football against each other; elsewhere soldiers from both sides of the English

Channel swapped barrels of German beer for plum pudding and buried their

dead together.72

The perplexing question is why the Christmas Truce did not continue? 

The answer lies in a change in the weather and in orders that were issued, 

which had nothing to do with the political convictions and cultures of the

combatants. As the war diary of 1st Battalion recorded on Boxing Day, 

‘Attempts at fraternization between the Englishmen and our own men were

energetically opposed.’73 The day following Boxing Day, a break in the

weather had brought back the soaking Flemish rain and turned the ground

back into a sea of mud. Two nights later brought one of the worst winter

storms with thunder, ‘a terrific gale of wind and sheets of rain’. A British

officer nearby recorded: ‘Even in the tropics I have never seen lightning

more vivid.’74 The atrocious weather and fiercely worded orders from their

superiors thus finally put an end to the Christmas Truce of 1914. On 28

December, the regimental leadership of the List Regiment ordered the men

to shoot any British soldiers leaving their trenches.75 This was followed by a

German army order and a similar British instruction the following day, 

prohibiting any and all fraternization and approaches to the enemy in the

trenches as high treason.76 By New Year, killing as usual had returned. 

The British novelist Henry Williamson, who had participated in the

Christmas Truce a few miles from the position of the List Regiment, later

saw the Truce as the single most transformative event of his life. As he

drifted more and more into the arms of British Nazi sympathizers in the

1930s, he fantasized about Hitler having participated in the Truce just a few

kilometres up from where he himself experienced the Christmas Truce of

1914. He tried in vain to convince a 1930s British public that Hitler was

some sort of hybrid of his friend Lawrence of Arabia and himself. The war, 

Williamson wrote, had turned Hitler into an idealist who wanted to create a

new and better world and to avoid another war. According to Williamson, 
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neither Hitler nor the Nazi Party possessed a ‘war mentality’.77 Like

millions of Germans, Williamson projected his own hopes and dreams

onto Hitler. 

The only thing, though, that Williamson perceived correctly was that

Hitler wanted to create a new world. Hitler certainly did not participate in

the Christmas Truce. For one, his role in the support staff of regimental HQ

would have rendered any participation almost impossible. For another, if we

can believe the 1940 testimony of Hitler’s fellow dispatch runner Heinrich

Lugauer, Hitler had abhorred the Christmas Truce and was enraged by

the behaviour of the men of his regiment. Lugauer reported in 1940:

‘When everyone was talking about the Christmas 1914 fraternization with

the Englishmen, Hitler revealed himself to be its bitter opponent. He said, 

‘‘Something like this should not even be up for discussion during war-

time.’’ ’78 Even if we treat Lugauer’s testimony with a pinch of salt, the fact

remains that Hitler adored the officers of regimental HQ and behaved in a

reverential way to them throughout the war. It is thus inconceivable that he

would not have shared the critical attitude among the officers of regimental

HQ towards the Christmas Truce, whose job was to curtail it whatever their

private thoughts were on the matter. However, the question remains how to

make sense of the fact that soldiers from the List Regiment—who had been

prepared to become perpetrators of the summary execution of civilians, who

had cheered when finding out that they were facing the British, and who had

displayed a gung-ho mentality in the run-up to their first battle—fraternized

with British soldiers during Christmas of 1914. After all, unlike Hitler, at least

half of the men of the List Regiment participated in the Christmas Truce. 

The problem in answering this question is that, ever since news of the

truce broke in early 1915, there has either been a tendency to downplay the

importance of the truce, to see the German soldiers involved as unrepre-

sentative of Prussian-dominated Germany, or to romanticize the Christmas

Truce. The ‘romantic’ school of thought has had a tendency to see what one

book on the Christmas Truce has called ‘the best and most heartening

Christmas story of modern times’79 as an expression of universal bonds of

humanity against a militarist elite. The central theme of a recent scholarly

book on the Christmas Truce indeed is ‘whether the episode had the

slightest chance of bringing hostilities to an end’.80 Similarly, the lavishly

filmed, Oscar-nominated Joyeux Noe¨l tried to tell the tale of the Truce as

some kind of modern version of the great inter-war pacifist novel and film

All Quiet on the Western Front.81
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At the other end of the spectrum, the Christmas Truce has been dismissed

as ‘simply . . . a festive interlude in a war that needed to be won’82 and as

primarily driven by an urge to bury the dead.83 Another idea that has been

put forward, that the German soldiers who participated in the Truce were

‘good Germans’ who were unrepresentative of Germany as a whole, is

based, meanwhile, on the observation that Bavarian and Saxon troops, 

rather than Prussian ones, were the protagonists of the Truce. They were

supposedly culturally more prone to participating in the Truce, rather than

nationalist and militarist Prussians.84

This interpretation does not explain why, when accounting for the

Christmas Truce, suddenly in this context Saxons (and their culture) should

be grouped together with Bavarians as the ‘good’ Germans in opposition to

the ‘bad’ Prussians, when, as we have seen, the Saxons (and their pre-war

traditions) had been associated with Prussians as the ‘bad’ Germans in

opposition to the South Germans in the context of the war atrocities in

August and September 1914. This interpretation ignores one simple fact:

that the behaviour not of German units but of British, French, and Belgian

ones made all the difference. Despite the chocolate and cigarettes that had

crossed the lines in the sector of RD 6 in early December and even though

some cases of Franco-German and of Belgo-German fraternization

occurred during Christmas 1914, they were the exception that proved the

rule. Fraternization involving British and German units, meanwhile, was

extremely widespread. The reason for this lay quite possibly in the different

motivations for fighting the war and of the place of Christmas in the military

cultures of British, French, and Belgian soldiers. For one, Christmas had a

higher importance in British than in French and Belgian military culture. 

For another, the war was, according to one argument, a much more

concrete and personal war that was fought on home soil with most of

Belgium and some of France under German occupation and with its

population terrorized.85 Whatever explains the difference in behaviour of

British, French, and Belgian soldiers, the important point here is that almost

all cases of fraternization during Christmas took place on the rather short

section of the front that was held by the British Expeditionary Force

between German and British soldiers. 

Facing the British section was the 6th German (predominantly Bavarian)

Army with which some Saxon and a small number of Westphalian (Prussian)

units also served temporarily. Little surprise then that it was primarily Bavarian

and Saxon, rather than Prussian, units that participated in the Christmas Truce. 
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Significantly, the Prussian units that did serve with the 6th Bavarian Army

opposite the British sector did also participate in the Truce, while the

Bavarian, Saxon, and Prussian troops that faced French, rather than British, 

troops at the southern end of the sector of the 6th Bavarian Army only were

involved on rare occasions. Equally, the French troops who faced the men

of the List Regiment at one end of their sector did not join in the Truce. 

Unlike the British troops on the other side of Hitler’s regiment these

‘Frenchmen continued to shoot’, according to a note sent from 1st Battalion

to regimental HQ on Boxing Day.86

In short, what determined German behaviour during the Christmas

Truce were not cultural, ideological, and political variations between Prus-

sia and the rest of Germany. What mattered was whether German units

faced British, French, or Belgian ones. 

Similarly, if the Truce had almost exclusively been driven by an urge to

bury the dead, it should have been a much more sombre affair and should

have excluded episodes of the men of the List Regiment dancing with their

British counterparts or of British soldiers temporarily wearing the helmets of

Hitler’s regiment. Likewise, the ‘romantic’ school clearly poses the wrong

question. The question is not if soldiers were prepared to continue fighting

or not. The real question is why the Truce took place and why soldiers were

willing to continue fighting. 

If the orthodox view of pre-war European society being rife with

militarism and hyper-nationalism was true, the Christmas Truce should

not have taken place. According to this view, the collapse of the pre-

war European society was, more or less inevitable because European

‘men of violence’ were yearning for war.87 According to one authority, 

pre-1914 Europe was a ‘torn, conflicted world caught up in the grip of

an arms race that one might well have called suicidal’.88 Furthermore, it

has often been argued that there was a constant rise of Anglo-German

antagonism and hatred at both the popular and political level89 which

supposedly explains an outburst of public Anglophobia in the autumn of

1914, with Bavaria being the centre of anti-English agitation through-

out the war.90

If these explanations were correct, they might well explain the German

war atrocities in August and September 1914, the expression of joy among

the men of the RIR 16 upon learning that they were to face the British, as

well as their gung-ho behaviour in combat during the first few hours of their

baptism of fire. However, if these explanations were correct, we will be
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left with no answer as to why at least half of the men of the List Regiment

participated in the Christmas Truce. 

The involvement in the Christmas Truce of the men of the List Regiment

and so many other British and German soldiers indeed suggests the possi-

bility that the men of RIR 16 were not fighting because of pre-war cultures

of militarism, hyper-nationalism, an aggressive masculinity in crisis, or

deep-seated Anglophobia. The events of Christmas 1914 indicate that the

cultural similarities of the men on either side of the trenches—which went

well beyond the fact that British Christmas traditions had been heavily

influenced by German ones—might well have been stronger than any

kind of culturally driven hatred. The involvement of the men of RIR 16

in the Truce raises the question of how deep the anti-British sentiment of

Hitler’s comrades in late October 1914 really ran. Anti-British manifest-

ations after the outbreak of war had indeed often been a sudden expression

of a feeling of betrayal by the British at the beginning of the war. 91 The

Christmas Truce suggests that the extreme form of Anglophobia from the

first weeks of the war did not even survive until Christmas. Worse still, the

behaviour of the front-line combat soldiers of the List Regiment showed

that all the anti-British propaganda in the German trench newspaper, the

Liller Kriegszeitung, had not worked. Likewise, all the atrocity propaganda

about German soldiers being brutish monsters, more akin to animals than to

humans, did not stop the men of the Manchester, Devonshire, and Norfolk

regiments from fraternizing with the men of the List Regiment. This is not

to say that British and German soldiers did not associate any negative

connotations with each other’s countries. Far from it; moreover, the British

blockade of Germany did not make the United Kingdom any more popular

in Germany. However, the Truce suggests that militant versions of Anglo-

phobia as expressed by intellectuals, official propaganda, and the radical

right92 failed to resonate with the majority of ordinary soldiers, or at least

that it was not directed at enemy soldiers on the ground. 

By contrast, it has been argued that, whatever cultural proximity might

have existed prior to the war, the war had turned into an ideological war, 

a ‘war of ideas’, by late 1914 which was ‘embraced’ by the populations of

Europe. This was now supposedly a war, as far as ordinary combat soldiers

and intellectuals alike were concerned, of liberalism against militarism, 

individualism against community, anarchy against order, and of capitalism

against state socialism: ‘The determination of the belligerent state to appro-

priate the ‘‘ideas of 1914’’ suggest that they were also what the people
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wanted to hear. Soldiers’ letters, not only of 1914 but later in the

war, frequently mouthed the phrases and ambitions of the academics’

outpouring.’93

One argument against this view is that it is based primarily on rather

selective compilations of war letters, including one that was originally

published during the war94 and was meant, according to the editor of the

compilation—who also was the editor of the army newspaper of 7th Army, 

as well as a speaker for Patriotic Instruction events on the home front, and

the recipient of an Iron Cross for his propaganda work—to serve both as a

‘national document’ and ‘particularly as propaganda in neutral foreign

nations’.95 These compilations of letters tell us more about German war

propaganda and the culture wars over the legacy of the Great War in inter-

war Europe than about the mental state of combatants in late 1914. More-

over, the great majority of postcards that both the men of the List Regiment

and of the German armed forces at large sent home during the war neither

tended to celebrate violence nor to be propaganda postcards full of patriotic

slogans which were readily available to the men of the regiment. They were

rather postcards that had been produced prior to the war for tourists, 

depicting panoramas of towns, street scenes, and churches.96 The soldiers

who sent postcards like these home wanted to share with their friends and

family where they were and what places they had visited, not spread the

‘ideas of 1914’. Wartime evidence as well as a critical reading of post-war

sources indeed suggest, as we shall see, that the majority at least of the men

of the List Regiment were not fighting for the ‘ideas of 1914’. Nor does the

available evidence suggest that most men now subscribed to a Hitlerite

view of ‘life [as] a constant horrible struggle’.97 They rather suggest, as

another historian has put it, ‘the lack of rancour between many front-line

soldiers’.98

Whether this Christmas 1914 mentality was to persist, or whether the

experience of continued warfare was indeed to politicize, brutalize, and

change opinions and thus make the great majority of the men of the List

Regiment more similar to Hitler (or at least to those views Hitler would

express after the war), was an open question, as the men of RIR 16 returned

to the business of killing in the final days of 1914. 

4

Dreams of a New World

1 January–May 1915

Byearly1915,thewarhadstartedtoweardownevenPrivateHitler.In

December, he had already written to his Munich landlord Joseph

Popp: ‘Sometimes I have a great longing for home.’1 Now, in January, he

wrote:

We are still in our old positions and keep annoying the French and the

English. The weather is miserable; and we often spend days on end knee-

deep in water and, what is more, under heavy fire. We are greatly looking

forward to a brief respite. Let’s hope that soon afterwards the whole front will

start moving forward. Things can’t go on like this for ever.2

In a separate letter from the same day, Private Hitler wrote: ‘Our daily losses

are often relatively severe, despite our defensive position. The strain is

tremendous.’3 Hitler, who had to alternate between the regimental HQ

posts in Messines and Comines, reported a few days later that ‘what is most

dreadful is when the guns begin to spit across the whole front at night. In the

distance at first, and then closer and closer with rifle fire gradually joining in. 

Half an hour later it all starts to die down again except for the countless flares

in the sky. And further to the west we can see the beams of large searchlights

and hear the constant roar of heavy naval guns.’ Hitler told Popp that

‘because of the eternal rain (we have had no winter), the closeness of the

sea, and the low altitude, the meadows and fields look like bottomless

swamps, while the roads are covered ankle-deep in mud.’4 On one occa-

sion, when Father Norbert had to ride from Comines towards Messines, his

horse occasionally disappeared up to its stomach in water and mud.5 The

almost constant rain, Solleder would later recall, turned the men of RIR 16

into ‘walking clay monsters’.6
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On 5 February, Hitler wrote to Ernst Hepp, a Munich acquaintance:

‘I am very nervous right now. Day after day we are under heavy artillery

fire from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. and that is bound to ruin even the strongest of

nerves.’7 As Georg Arneth, the Commander of RD 6’s Military Police, 

reported to his Protestant pastor at home: ‘Combat rages here day and

night. Every metre of terrain must be fought over. The wretched war will

probably continue for a long time and many of our brave men will have to

bite the dust.’8 Small raids, persistent artillery fire, and sniping continued

throughout the winter of 1914/15. In a four-day period in early January

alone, British units fired an estimated 8,000 shots at the section of the front

occupied by RD 6. Artillery fire also destroyed the post of the regimental

HQ in Messines. However, this was far from being the only hazard the

men of RIR 16 had to endure, each of whom had to guard a two-metre

stretch of the trench. For instance, the bodies of the soldiers were infested

with lice. By February, disease was mounting.9 Indeed, typhus soon proved

a worse foe than enemy snipers and artillery, as Gustav Scanzoni von

Lichtenfels, the commander of RD 6, concluded: ‘If one bears in mind

that all men suffering from typhus will probably be out of action for the rest

of the war, then our losses during these quiet times are higher through

illness than through the enemy weapons.’10 Similarly, as the officers of the

List Regiment learned from a diary found on the body of a dead British

soldier, more British troops were incapacitated by frostbite and sore feet

than by Bavarian fire.11

The landscape on either side of the front looked beautiful now only

during cloudless nights, when the silvery light of the moon created flicker-

ing reflections on the sea of mud and water. The rest of the time it looked

desolate, bleak, and miserable. The knee-deep water in the trenches and the

dugouts was hated by everyone but the insects who laid their eggs in it. By

March, the regiment had to battle an infestation of flies.12

In spite of this hardship, Private Hitler remained steadfast in his support of

the war: ‘But nothing on earth can ever shift us from here,’ he wrote to

Joseph Popp: ‘Here we shall hang on until Hindenburg has softened Russia

up. Then comes the day of retribution!’13 Through Hitler’s letters shines a

man who is deferential to authority and relishes concepts like revenge. 

Hitler put his hopes in the arrival of new recruits. They were supposed to

replenish his regiment, which in early 1915 was standing at 1,794 men rather

than the 3,000 men a regiment was supposed to have,14 and was seriously

undermanned:

70

D R E A M S O F A N E W W O R L D

A few kilometres to our rear the place is teeming with fresh young Bavarians. 

Every Belgian pocket now has young German troops. They are still being

pampered and trained. I don’t know for how long, but then the fun is bound

to start. As for our old volunteers, they are a bit low right now. The constant

fighting has claimed a great many victims, and then there is the cold and the

wet. 15

Hitler now started to dream of a new better world. As he wrote to Hepp, a

better world for him meant a world in which Germany had emerged

victoriously from the war and, more importantly, a world with a less

cosmopolitan Germany:

I often think of Munich, and each one of us has only one wish: that he might

soon get a chance to even scores with that crew [mit der Bande; i.e. the

British], to get at them no matter what the cost, and that those of us who are

lucky enough to return to the fatherland will find it a purer place, less riddled

with foreign influences, so that the daily sacrifices and sufferings of hundreds

of thousands of us and the torrent of blood that keeps flowing here day after

day against an international world of enemies will not only help to smash

Germany’s foes outside but that our inner internationalism, too, will collapse. 

This would be worth much more than any gain in territory. 16

Hitler’s letter is so important because it provides us with the clearest

wartime statement we have about his ideology. Unlike all his post-war

statements, or statements by people he encountered during the war, this is

the only letter which we know beyond any doubt really represents his

wartime political thinking; or, one should add, his thinking at the beginning

of the war. Hitler’s wish for a return to a pure, less cosmopolitan Germany

was expressed in language that had been commonplace among the radical

Right in both Imperial Germany and the German lands of the Habsburg

Empire. The significance of the letter is that in it he aligned himself with the

political fringes of German politics. It should really be read as a bitter attack

against pre-war mainstream German political thought. It might also well be

read as a scathing criticism of those of his comrades-in-arms in the List

Regiment who only a few weeks earlier had fraternized with British soldiers. 

Events in 1915 would show whether the majority of the men of the List

Regiment would, like Hitler, channel their war experience to date into a

steadfast and unqualified support of the war. More importantly, events in

1915 would reveal whether they would support the war for the same reason

as Hitler did. In other words, the coming months would reveal whether the
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men of RIR 16 would, like Hitler, see as their goal a less international and

cosmopolitan Germany—in short, whether they would become in their

political aspirations more like Hitler—or whether they would channel their

war experiences in different directions. Finally, events in 1915 would show

how typical Hitler’s war service was of the regiment at large and what front-

line soldiers thought about him. 

The reinforcements which Hitler put all his hope in and who kept

arriving in the first few months of the year had, in fact, been very poorly

trained and, according to the officer who kept the war diary of the 12th

Reserve Infantry Brigade, still could not even shoot straight by the time

they arrived in Belgium and France. 17 However, many new young recruits

compensated for their lack of training, at least until they had gone through

their baptism of fire, with a hawkish eagerness to prove themselves in

the front line: ‘The young replacement troops appear impatient, as they

have to drill all the time and are not yet allowed to go to the trenches,’

observed Father Norbert in early March.18 At least some of them, no

doubt, displayed the kind of attitude towards the war that had been

characteristic of Nikolaus Denk, a 28-year-old son of a farmer in 1st

Company. While dying on 5 March from injuries he had incurred the

previous nights, he breathed, ‘Germany must prevail, Germany will pre-

vail, Germany prevails!’, as the regimental physician Max Riehl scribbled

in his diary. 19

This incident suggests that Hitler’s hopes about the new recruits were

justified. However, contrary to his perception, neither the men in his

regiment who had already been with RIR 16 for several months nor the

older men among the regiment’s recruits shared Denk’s attitude. 

It was now that the first cases of self-mutilation occurred in the army

group to which RIR 16 belonged. Sometimes men would leave their unit, 

inflict a wound on themselves, and then report to another unit in the hope

of being transported to an army hospital or even home.20 Falling morale was

not limited to those who mutilated themselves. Father Norbert noted that

discontent with the war had been brewing among the men who had already

spent several weeks or months in the trenches and among the older men of the

reinforcement troops: ‘ ‘‘If only the war were over! If only it were suddenly

peacetime!’’ This is what one hears everywhere, particularly from the older

reservists.’21 In short, as yet, there had been little sign of agreement in the

attitudes of Hitler and the majority of the men of his regiment. Then again, 

the big bloody battles of 1915 (and the impact of the battles on the men of
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RIR 16 with their potential for a brutalization and radicalization) still lay in

the future. 

The officers of the List Regiment, meanwhile, had to face the problem of

how best to deal with the growing levels of discontent in the regiment in an

attempt to sustain morale among the men of RIR 16. 

Bavarian military planners and the officers of the List Regiment used both

sticks and carrots to keep up morale among the soldiers and to make them

continue to believe that this was a war worth fighting (and if necessary

dying) for. Initially at least, the emphasis lay on using incentives in an

attempt to combat any growing discontent in the regiment. In fact, at no

time in the war would German military authorities use disciplinary measures

as relentlessly as the British, French, and Italians. While, for instance, 307

British servicemen, approximately 700 French soldiers, and up to 900 Italian

soldiers were executed, the Germans carried out the death penalty only on

48 of their men.22

The efforts to maintain high morale among the men of the List Regiment

included visits to the front by both King Ludwig III of Bavaria and Crown

Prince Rupprecht. King Ludwig’s visit was for the soldiers, as Father

Norbert noted in his diary, ‘a day that would go down in history’. Ludwig

even came to visit the men of Hitler’s regiment in their rest quarters in

the Galant factory in Comines, shaking the hands of many men from RIR

16—most of whom had never imagined that their position in society would

ever allow them to meet their monarch in person—and telling them how

important the service of every single soldier was.23 Privately, Rupprecht, 

however, had huge doubts about the men of RD 6, noting: ‘During the

parade, the differences between the individual sections became quite con-

spicuous. One could clearly see which of the men were trained soldiers and

which were members of the Ersatzreserve or war volunteers. A few of these

who had spent a long time in the forward line and had just come out of the

trenches made a truly haggard impression.’24

The officers of the List Regiment also tried to give their men short, albeit

very infrequent, periods of leave in which they could return home and visit

their families and, later in the year, help to bring in the harvest.25 Another

element of the attempt to keep up morale was the establishment of soldiers’

messes, set up in Comines for Catholic soldiers by Father Norbert and for

Protestant ones by Oscar Daumiller. They were extremely popular with the

troops while they were on reserve duty in Comines. It provided them with

a space for social life, a sense of normality, and a home from home. 
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‘The soldiers gather in these messes for cheerful get-togethers,’ wrote

Father Norbert into his diary one day. ‘There were newspapers and

magazines. . . . For a small payment, coffee, food, and cigars were handed

out. Our mess was situated in the theatre room of an institution run by the

Soeurs de Notre Dame. The nuns who had stayed on here eagerly lent us a

hand with the preparation of the food and drink.’26

The war experience at Gheluvelt and Messines led a great number of

soldiers from the List Regiment to turn to gallows humour as a coping

mechanism that helped them to interpret their predicament more positively,27

as Father Norbert noted: ‘Our soldiers use it to deceive themselves about

their dangerous situation. ’28 However, unlike irreligious Private Hitler, 

beyond resorting to jokes, an increasing number of men turned towards

religion for guidance, rather than dreaming of the kind of Germany Hitler

had envisioned in his letter to Hepp. For many throughout the German

forces, religion gave meaning to the war and was a source of strength,29 as

men either imagined that God would protect them, or at least that their

fates lay in his hands, rather than in those of the enemy on the other side of

the trenches. 

On 15 January, for instance, almost all Catholic soldiers of RIR 16

attended a service held for the regiment,30 while on Sundays, the two

churches of Comines, with a combined capacity of more than 9,000, still

did not provide enough room for the Bavarian soldiers staying in Comines. 

Sometimes hundreds had to follow the services from outside the two

churches. 

Among the churchgoers was Alois Schnelldorfer, one of the young new

recruits, who wrote to his parents: ‘I was at church in the morning[;] I wish

that you too could see something so celebratory some day. The windows

are blown out. There was a German sung mass being held in which about

500–800 men took part. What a sound that made! During the breaks one

could always hear the thunder of cannons. Our army chaplain always gives a

beautiful sermon as well. There is seldom anyone there without a rosary.’31

The men of the List Regiment attended services, first and foremost, not

from boredom but out of a sense of strengthened religious feeling; they

prayed in private using their rosaries and flocked not just to the services but

also to confession and to the other Catholic sacraments. Father Norbert had

to deal repeatedly with overcrowded confessionals. In a context in which a

huge number of people in the recruitment regions of RIR 16 saw the war

first and foremost as divine punishment, Norbert, together with army
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chaplains on both sides of the trenches along the Western Front, skilfully

connected in his sermons and addresses faith in the nation with religious

faith. In his services, Norbert alternated between prayers and hymns with no

connection to the war and ones that prayed for guidance and protection in

battle, such as the Niederl€andisches Dankgebet (Dutch Prayer). 32 First used

as a prayer by Dutch troops in the late sixteenth century, the third verse of

the Niederl€andisches Dankgebet was meant to reassure the men of RIR 16

that God was on their side and that victory was theirs: ‘Beside us to guide us; 

Our God with us joining; Ordaining, maintaining; His kingdom divine; So

from the beginning; The fight we were winning; Thou, Lord, wast at our

side; All glory be Thine!’33

Protestant army chaplains across the German armed forces took support

for the war one step further. While Catholic chaplains were priests of a

global and universal Church, Protestant chaplains were members of an

essentially national Church. It was thus much easier and much more

tempting for them to stress the national mission of the war. As we have

seen, Oscar Daumiller had told the men of the 6th Bavarian Reserve

Division before their departure from Bavaria that they were going to fight

a holy war for Germany. Similarly, Robert Hell, who acted as Protestant

chaplain in one of the military hospitals of the division, told his patients in an

address he delivered in the spring of 1915: ‘Everything that is un-German in

our people shall yield, everything that is not true, not genuine, what is

contrived and smug, what is only outer appearance without inner truth.’34

Hell sometimes also signed private letters he sent from the front: ‘With true

German greetings.’35 Similarly, Wilhelm St€ahlin, who served from Novem-

ber 1914 to March 1915 as one of RD 6’s Protestant army chaplains under

Daumiller, had declared at the beginning of the war that a warrior ‘has

God’s will to do’.36

The fundamental message of Protestant theology during the war was that

the conflict was not merely being fought in self-defence but that the fighting

would purge, renew, and redeem the German people. The domestic war

aim was to destroy and replace a corrupt society, to combat materialism, and

to unite a divided and fractured society. 37 In its ideals, Protestant war

theology came ostensibly close to Hitler’s wish expressed early in 1915 for

the war to change radically German society. 

And yet there is no easy equation between Hitler’s conception of the war

and that of Protestant war theology, as the approach of German Protestant

theology towards the war was not a German peculiarity. Indeed there was
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little difference between the wartime theology of German and British

Protestant army chaplains. Both shared a common ideal of the nation’s

mission and the meaning of the war and both shared a common moral

language.38 As, however, Britain did not follow a path towards Fascism in

the twentieth century, we should be extremely cautious about drawing too

direct a parallel between Hitler’s aspirations and Protestant war theology. 

Even though both Hitler and Protestant army chaplains might have

wished to cleanse German society through the war, their visions of a perfect

society Hitler and the Protestant army chaplains of RD 6 wanted to achieve

were rather dissimilar. Oscar Daumiller, for one, saw the war as a test God

had set for the people to enable them to become more pious rather than to

create a new less cosmopolitan and international Germany: ‘Despite the

long duration of the war,’ he noted in May 1915, ‘our people have not come

as far as God would have wanted them to. Our people and we as individuals

must devote ourselves much more wholeheartedly and completely to Him, 

to the only one who can offer solace, relief, and salvation.’39 Wilhelm

St€ahlin, for another, had been more than a little worried when a fellow

attendee at a conference of field clergymen expressed ‘that religion was now

coloured by nationalism and that the Fatherland was now religious’. St€ahlin

noted: ‘I must admit that this train of thought seems very dangerous to me. 

This close association between religious and vo¨lkisch sensibilities may be

justifiable from time to time on special occasions; generally, I would, 

however, advocate emphasizing that God is eternally, changelessly peace-

loving.’ St€ahlin also thought that God’s kindness and love should be brought

to the fore rather than the future of the nation. He firmly believed that it

was important ‘to point out that God is the father of all men and uses very

different standards from those that we humans use’. At any rate, St€ahlin had

come to the realization that the majority of soldiers were objecting to

services that were used as a ‘rally to battle’. 40

Yet the invocation of religion was not the only measure used to try to

entice soldiers to keep up their morale. Announcements put up about

successes on the Eastern Front, and the practice after victories on the Eastern

Front to have the church bells rung in the villages in which the List

Regiment and its sister units were stationed, were also meant to boost the

morale of the troops. 41 As Alois Schnelldorfer concluded in early March: ‘If

America remains blessedly neutral, peace will come soon. . . . When we

received the good news from Russia, it was one in the morning, the officers

had us cheer Hurrah three times.’42 Selling the war as a defensive endeavour
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was another strategy to reinforce support. At the funeral of Karl Naundorf, a

24-year-old war volunteer and battalion dispatch runner killed by a British

infantry bullet striking right through his heart, the commander of 2nd

Battalion, Emil Spatny, told his men that they were fighting a defensive

war: ‘[Naundorf] died as a hero in the most loyal fulfilment of duty for the

preservation and greatness of our Fatherland.’43

The real test of how morale among the men of Hitler’s regiment had

developed in early 1915 and how they now viewed their enemy would, of

course, lie in how they would cope with a major new battle. 

As the winter in wet, cold Flanders drew to a close and as the ranks of the

regiment were replenished, the men of the List Regiment expected the

new season to bring a Franco-British spring offensive. However, they

thought that first they would have some time to rest and sleep when on 8

and 9 March they were finally taken out of the section of the front near

Messines and away from Comines, where they had lain since early

November. The men of RIR 16 and their brothers-in-arms in RD 6

were in a boisterous and cheery mood: ‘All night long one could hear

the singing regiments and troop units pull through the streets,’ reported

Father Norbert.44 ‘We moved out of Comines like moving away from

home. The French people and the remaining German troops stood in the

street everywhere to wish us farewell. People were waving after us from

all the windows. . . . Naturally we were in a cheery mood, as we were

moving towards a better future.’45

After four months in Belgium, during which time 819 members of RIR

16 had been killed, Hitler and his fellow soldiers were taken back across the

French border to Tourcoing, an industrial town nestled between Lille and

the Belgium border. Once the men of RIR 16 had arrived at the spinning

mill which had been transformed into the ‘Kronprinz Rupprecht barracks’, 

their most urgent need was to sleep. After rising late in the morning, and

receiving a warning from both Father Norbert and Oscar Daumiller about

‘the dangers of city life’, 46 they started to frequent the bars of the town

anyway, drinking cheap liquor, and strolling through the local shops. The

men of Hitler’s regiment were looking forward to two weeks, maybe more, 

of such an existence.47 Yet the spring offensive came much, much faster

than expected. 

Since February the French had already been trying to pierce the German

front further south. On 10 March, it was the turn of the British to try to
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break through the German front and shatter the stalemate. The British

identified the German front next to the once sleepy medieval farming village

of Neuve Chapelle, lying amidst flat and soggy farmland 25 kilometres to

the south-west of Lille and approximately 15 kilometres south of the

Franco-Belgian border, as the spot where they had the best chance of

breaking through the German lines. The British plan was to obliterate the

German front along a 2-kilometre stretch. They tried to accomplish this by

firing more shells than they had during the entire Boer War on an approxi-

mately 4-kilometre-long section of the front close to Neuve Chapelle. 

British troops were then supposed to move swiftly through the gap in the

German front. In the event, the British botched the attack by advancing too

slowly. They had only been able to advance just over a kilometre on a 2-

kilometre wide stretch before German forces brought the advance to a

standstill.48 Yet the situation was still precarious. The German armed forces

feared that over the next few days the British would continue their on-

slaught. This is when the German high command decided that the best

defence was a counter-attack. For that, they needed new troops and they

needed them fast. This brought an abrupt and sudden end to what the men

of RIR 16 thought would be a time of recuperation and training. 

At 3 p.m., the List Regiment received their orders. As Jakob Sch€afer, a

21-year-old mechanic from Munich and a war volunteer in 2nd Company

who had been with the regiment since January noted, the call to arms came

as a total surprise and was the source of great annoyance and complaint

among his comrades. Yet within minutes they had packed their rucksacks, 

assembled outside their quarters in the spinning mill, and were ready to go.49

They still did not know where they were to be deployed but they knew to

where they wanted to be sent. Wilhelm Schlamp, the Commander of 9th

Company told one of his NCOs: ‘Albert, now that we have fought against

the English and the French, we shall strike the Russians as well.’50 This was a

common sentiment in the List Regiment. It is today sometimes forgotten

that the war that mattered in the minds of Germans in late 1914 and 1915

was the war on the Eastern Front where Germany had to date usually been

victorious. Unlike the fear that being sent to the Eastern Front instilled in

any German soldier in the Second World War, the men of the List

Regiment thus now wished, not for the first time during the war, to be

sent to the Eastern Front.51 Yet this was not to be. 

After having had to encounter the excited French population who

imagined that they were about to be liberated by British troops, the men
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of the regiment boarded a train to Don at 5.30 p.m., one of the stations close

to Neuve Chapelle. The next day was spent in hurriedly preparing for the

counter-attack, planned for the following day, 12 March 1915. Two battal-

ions of RIR 16 had received the order to form the third wave of a Prussian-led

attack, while the third battalion was to be kept in reserve.52 This was supposed

to be a return to a classic battle of movement, in which soldiers ran forward

with bayonets attached to their rifles, rather than living like moles under-

ground. On the eve of the battle, Weisgerber would later write to his wife, 

‘every man made closure with his earthly life once again, like so many times

before’.53

It is worth looking at how the battle unfolded for ordinary front-line

soldiers, as it provided them with combat experiences very different from

those of Hitler. 

Josef Wenzl from 2nd Company later wrote home that they had been

‘full of confidence’ going into battle. Yet almost from the start of the

counter-attack in the early hours of 12 March, it was doomed because of

poor preparation, a lack of coordination between different military units, 

and atrocious battle and weather conditions. Previous days still had seen the

occasional fall of snow. While Private Hitler spent the battle in the com-

mand post of regimental HQ in the de Biez Farm a few hundred metres

behind the front, the men of the List Regiment had to cross the du Bois

Forest, which had turned into a swamp, before facing British troops. Inside

the small forest, many soldiers had to abandon their boots, which had stuck

in the mud, and move forward barefoot. Others threw off their combat gear

in an attempt to get through the muck. Once they had passed through the

forest, the Garhwal (Indian) Brigade and other British units greeted them

with an awe-inspiring wall of fire produced by artillery, machine guns, and

rifles. The soldiers of RIR 16 ran into a wall of fire. From each of the British

machine guns, 600 rounds of fire a minute streamed at the advancing

Bavarians and Prussians. They ran straight into the line of fire of a British

gunner from the 2nd West Yorkshire Regiment: ‘I saw another mass come

out of the wood, what a target. One could not miss. It was just slaughter. 

A third lot came out of the wood further down, but there was no escape,’ he

recalled. Wenzl, meanwhile, experienced the moment the men of RIR 16

emerged from the forest: ‘The entire area was wrapped in a single cloud of

smoke. . . . I believed that my last hour had struck; the apocalypse itself could

not have been worse.’ As the holes in the ground and trenches were all filled

with water, it was next to impossible to find adequate shelter from the
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British bullets and exploding shells. However, even heavily wounded

soldiers threw themselves into the smelly, dirty, and cold water, trying to

keep their head above the surface. Soon the uniforms of the men of the List

Regiment turned yellow from the acid gas emanating from British shells. By

the end of the battle, 243 men from RIR 16 had died. In some companies

the fatalities were as high as those incurred at Gheluvelt in late October. In

9th Company, for instance, fifty soldiers died, or more than one in four. 

The overall casualty rate in 1st Battalion stood at 19 per cent and at 25 per

cent in 2nd Battalion.54 Alois Schnelldorfer had been among the lucky ones

who survived the battle unharmed. Shrapnel had pierced his eating utensils

but had narrowly missed his body. After the battle he proudly wrote home:

‘I have now been properly baptized by fire.’55

After a huge number of soldiers had, as we have seen, fallen into British

hands as prisoners, the men of 10th Company believed that the British had

tricked them unfairly during the battle. Survivors from 10th Company

alleged, maybe self-servingly, that some British troops had worn German

helmets and uniforms.56 This sentiment was widespread among German

participants of the Battle of Neuve Chapelle who often believed that the

British had used illegal dumdum bullets and that Indian soldiers had acted in

a particularly treacherous fashion.57 Whether these claims are true or not, 

the impression that their British counterparts were fighting in a deceitful

manner left its mark on the minds of the men of the List Regiment, 

potentially transforming the Christmas 1914 image of British soldiers into

an object of personal hatred. 

As made clear by the case of the battalion that had originally been kept in

reserve during the battle, coercion, rather than simply an unquestioning

conviction in the purpose of the war, became an increasingly dominant

motivator for Hitler’s brothers-in-arms continuing to fight: two companies

of the battalion (7th and 8th Company) were ordered almost instantly to

join the battle. Their task was to stop the retreat of troops from the Prussian

104th and 139th Regiments, who—according to a British officer—had

experienced a ‘slaughter [that] was prodigious’ to the south of the du Bois

Forest, and to lead them back into the German counter-attack.58 One

regiment was thus pitted against another to prevent soldiers from fleeing

the scene. 

The reality of what happened in the battle did not fit the carefully

choreographed picture which the Nazis subsequently painted. The monu-

mental losses of the List Regiment as well as the attempts to pit one German
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unit against another in an effort to prevent soldiers from retreating do not

feature at all in Adolf Meyer’s Nazi-era memoirs of Hitler’s and his own war

experience. In it, he reduced the Battle of Neuve Chapelle to a successful

repulse of the British attack, ‘during which many Indian troops bled to

death in front of our ranks’.59

The Battle of Neuve Chapelle came to an end as night fell, when the

British aborted their attempt to break through the German lines. At a cost of

more than 11,000 British and a similar number of German casualties60—

equal to the population of a university town such as Tu¨bingen—the battle

ended in a draw and brought neither side any military advantage. 

During the night of 13/14 March, RIR 16 was relieved and taken out of

the Neuve Chapelle section of the front. For the following three days, the

List Regiment regrouped in villages behind the front, trying to transform the

survivors of the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, who were, in the words of Father

Norbert, ‘deeply shaken’, back into a cohesive unit, shuffling men from

company to company.61 It was still unclear what impact the battle had had

on the attitudes and political mentalities of Private Hitler and the men of his

regiment. The battle had certainly not changed Alois Schnelldorfer. He was

very proud of having earned battle experience. Now, he reasoned, he

would always be a veteran who had risked his life for his fatherland. Yet

Schnelldorfer had no taste for a prolonged or cataclysmic war, telling his

parents: ‘I hope that there will be peace soon but there is still no sign.’62

As it turned out, the men of RIR 16 were to stay in the vicinity of Neuve

Chapelle for the foreseeable future. Their task was to relieve a Prussian

regiment at the section of the front outside the village of Fromelles just 5

kilometres to the north-east of Neuve Chapelle.63

As the men marched for the first time into the village on the evening of

17 March, the moonlight dimly showed the jagged ruins of the church

tower of Fromelles. That was all that they were to see of the village for the

moment, as they were taken straight to their new trenches, lying some 3

kilometres to the north-west of the village.64

The following morning, as night turned to day, it was time for the men to

inspect their new ‘home’. Their ‘neighbours’ on the other side of the

trenches were still British troops, as Alois Schnelldorfer observed: ‘The

enemy (Blacks, Scotsmen, and Englishmen) is only 60–80 or 100 metres

away from our new positions.’65 If Schnelldorfer carefully sneaked across the

parapet of his regiment’s new trench, he could see, behind no man’s land
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and the British trenches, meadows, brooks, drainage canals, occasional trees, 

and a small forest in the distance.66 The men of the List Regiment thus still

had an opportunity to take revenge on the British for any real or imagined

British acts in 1st Ypres and at Neuve Chapelle; in other words, as Hitler

had put it in early February, ‘to even scores with that crew, to get at them no

matter what the cost’.67 If Schnelldorfer and other front-line soldiers turned

their back on their British opponents for a moment, the landscape awaiting

them was one of more meadows, willow trees, bushes, and ruined farms

lying at the foot of the heavily damaged village of Fromelles, which sat on

top of a very low ridge (the Aubers Ridge).68 It was, as Father Norbert

observed, a once glorious region: ‘We find ourselves in a magnificent

area. . . . We are surrounded by lovely rolling hills with many small towns

and villages, as well as numerous castles in magnificent parks. . . . Naturally

not everything remains in its ideal condition. The villages and castles are sad

ruins, the parks are laid waste in parts. Everything speaks of former grandeur

and lost glory.’69

The men of RIR 16 now did what many soldiers do in alien environ-

ments. They gave familiar names to locations in their segment of the front, 

thus trying to recreate a miniature version of Bavaria as well as a sense of

familiarity and belonging. One dugout was christened ‘L€owenbr€au’ after

Munich’s famous brewery; a position just behind the trenches was chris-

tened ‘Wasserburg’ after the Upper Bavarian town of the same name; others

were called ‘Dachau’ or ‘Schwabing’, while the makeshift tram-railway line

that zigzagged through the rear area of RIR 16’s section of the front was

called ‘Isartalbahn’ after the river that runs through Munich.70

In the weeks after their arrival in Fromelles, the men of RIR 16 drew little

fire during the day. At night, they were subjected to machine-gun fire and

occasional artillery fire that crossed the German artillery fire in mid-air. This

was a relative quiet time; on average, approximately one soldier from the

List Regiment was killed every day and a half during the first month and a

half at Fromelles.71 It was so quiet that the leaders of Private Hitler’s division

bothered to worry about accidents that were occurring when the more

absent-minded among its soldiers were getting off the train. They urged the

men of its units to remember ‘that on Belgian and French railroads the

platforms are usually on the left’.72

There are many reasons why the men of Hitler’s regiment continued to

fight. First, even disgruntled men in most wars tend naturally to believe that

their national cause is just, or, even if they have doubts, that winning the
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war is still preferable to losing it. Therefore a far better question to ask, than

simply whether or not the men of the regiment would continue to fight

(since the general expectation for soldiers in any war is that they will

perform), is to enquire about concrete battle motivations and the underlying

ideological and cultural assumptions that drove their continued participa-

tion in the war. 

One of the reasons why the regiment continued to perform as well as it

did is that motivation for the tasks individual soldiers had to perform was

driven both by their abilities and their attitudes towards the war. Disgrun-

tled or less able men only had to man the trenches or to upgrade the trench

system and, other than that, were allowed to keep their heads down. This

was still an extremely dangerous task. It was also considerably more dan-

gerous than Hitler’s task, as we shall see. However, in-between battles and

based on a day-to-day calculation, the cost of continuing to perform was

considerably lower than the potential cost of protest and disobedience. In

the former case, soldiers, of course, ran the risk of being killed, while in the

latter case the likelihood of being subjected to the death penalty was, as we

have seen, almost non-existent. However, the odds of a soldier in the List

Regiment being killed on any one day in January stood at approximately

1:2,000. The risk of being killed for soldiers who did not, for instance, 

volunteer for patrols was even lower than that. Meanwhile, the likelihood

that an act of desertion would bring disgrace, a prison term, and a cessation

of welfare provisions for family members was close to 1:1.73 The rational

choice of action for men in the List Regiment, particularly for dissatisfied

soldiers who had further minimized their risk of being killed by not

volunteering for dangerous tasks, was naturally to continue to perform, as

long as they calculated their risk on a short-term, rather than a cumulative, 

basis. 

Men with a very positive attitude towards the war, meanwhile, were asked

to participate in far more dangerous tasks. For instance, they were urged to

join hand-grenade platoons. As an order from 1st Battalion decreed: ‘Every

company has to form a hand-grenade troop from each platoon. It should be

made up of volunteers and led by a particularly spirited NCO.’74 Later

volunteers were used to form storm troops—mini-units which would pierce

and infiltrate the front. Volunteers were also sought for patrol missions. Two

such patrols were formed in early May exclusively from volunteers for this

task under the leadership of Albert Weisgerber, who by then, to his great

delight, had been made commander of 1st Company.75
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This division of tasks would gain significance retrospectively in the

inter-war years both when the official regimental history and semi-mythical

accounts of Hitler and his regiment were published. They took those

soldiers who had been most positive and brave in their war service as pars

pro toto of Hitler’s regiment, thus editing out the war performance and

experience of the majority of men of the regiment. Yet even the subsection

of the regiment on which Nazi propaganda would focus was, in reality, a

heterogeneous group. Albert Weisgerber’s involvement in the two patrol

operations is a reminder that a positive attitude towards the war and a

willingness to volunteer for dangerous tasks far from equates a proto-Fascist

Hitlerite political attitude or even politicization at all. Weisgerber wrote to

his wife in early April: ‘You see, I don’t believe that the war alters men, or

alters anything in the world at all. However, I do believe that some people

become more simple and direct.’76

The new routine for the List Regiment was to rotate troops between

active duty in the combat trenches, stand-by duty in the reserve trenches or

the brewery at Fromelles and other buildings in and nearby Fromelles, and

going on reserve in Fournes, a village 4 kilometres to the south-east of

Fromelles, or in two other villages, La Basseé and Santes. The tedious and

mindless reality for the next few weeks was for the men of RIR 16 to spend

more time reinforcing their position and drilling than shooting at the

British. All front-line trenches had to be upgraded, concrete dugouts

built, barbed wire put out in front of the trenches, support trenches dug, 

support lines and paths created, bridges across creeks constructed, new

living quarters for the soldiers put up, drainage trenches dug, and tram

tracks laid. Some days, the existence of the men of the List Regiment was

more akin to construction workers than to soldiers.77

Either from ignorance or driven by an urge not to admit that he was not

fully in control of the men of the List Regiment and its sister units, the

Commander of RD 6’s military police, Georg Arneth, wrote to his Prot-

estant pastor in Feldkirchen that the troops were happily putting up with the

tasks put before them: ‘Our troops are blessed with high spirits. They are

treated well and receive good provisions. . . . They march through the towns

and villages to their trenches at the front singing the usual soldier songs that

one would hear at home or in the garrisons.’78

The reality was rather different. By late March, Schnelldorfer com-

plained: ‘I wished the troops were treated a bit better.’79 Alexander Weiß, 

a soldier in RIR 16, meanwhile observed: ‘It was just an unpleasant rotation
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between standing guard, filling sacks of sand, and working as a Sherpa.’ His

fellow soldiers, noted Weiß, became increasingly ‘embittered’ around

Easter 1915.80

Their bitterness was not simply translated into hatred towards the British

or the French. There was also growing animosity against the nation which

the Bavarians had last faced on the battlefield in 1866, only five years earlier

than their last military clash with the French: the Prussians. This animosity is

often forgotten by historians writing about the uneasy legacy of the Franco-

German War of 1870/1. Anti-Prussian feeling was indeed now rampant, 

which did not go unnoticed by the local population. The ophthalmologist

from Lille confided to his diary a few days before Christmas: ‘Recently a

small difference of opinion arose at the Cafe´ Belle-Vue between Bavarian

and Prussian officers. The Bavarians complained that their turn to take up

the artillery position came too often. There is talk of many Bavarian

deserters.’81 Now in early 1915, the men of the List Regiment blamed

Prussia increasingly often for the predicament they found themselves in. 

The nagging doubt that the war was not a result of the perfidy of Britain, 

French ‘revanchism’, and Russian expansionism but also of decisions taken

in Berlin had indeed for many turned into a firmly held belief. After many

cases in which soldiers of the List Regiment and its sister regiment had

insulted, sworn at, and threatened soldiers they encountered from non-

Bavarian units, the men of Hitler’s regiment were told at the daily roll-calls

on three successive days that their behaviour ‘befitted neither the German

camaraderie nor the reputation of the division’. They were warned that if

their behaviour continued they would be ‘most severely punished’.82 The

rise in anti-Prussian feeling in the List Regiment, which was symptomatic of

the entire Bavarian Army as well as of the home front,83 is clear evidence

that the national unity after the outbreak of war—the Burgfrieden, in which

nationalist feeling transcended all other loyalties of class, religion, or regional

origins—had only temporarily existed and had already been eclipsed. For

the rest of the war, the German war effort had to be based on pragmatic and

temporary alliances full of potential tensions. 

Hitler would later blame anti-Prussian feeling in his regiment exclusively

on British propaganda leaflets, dropped from aeroplanes. The leaflets told

Bavarian soldiers that the war was directed solely at Prussian militarism and

that no hostility existed towards Bavaria.84 Hitler again did not comprehend

that the harshness of trench life, rather than superior British propaganda, 

led the men of the List Regiment to distance themselves from the war and
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from Prussia. Moreover, many soldiers in the List Regiment did not buy

into the kind of stories and news coverage aimed at inspiring soldiers and at

sustaining their morale. As Alois Schnelldorfer told his parents, he found

much of the newspaper coverage of the war laughable:

While reading the papers I discovered so many ‘new’ things [and learned] how

wonderful the war and life in the trenches was. . . . Such news comes mostly

from people who are five hours behind the front, who hear shooting, ask

someone about it, and then explain everything . . . as if they had taken part in

it. What I am writing to you only presents part of the truth, telling you about

how well it’s going here for me. But it’s not like this every day.85

Officers like Wilhelm von Lu¨neschloß, the 52-year-old commander of 3rd

Battalion who had lost an eye in 1st Ypres at Gheluvelt, did not help to

make the men of the regiment feel more at ease. One day, he saw a man

from RIR 16 urinate in the driveway of the house in which his horse was

kept in Fournes. He lost his temper, took out his horse whip, and struck it

across the back of the soldier.86 This case was just the tip of the iceberg in the

deteriorating relations between officers and troops, as revealed by evidence

from units across the Bavarian Army.87

Josef Stettner, a soldier in RIR 16, would later recall of this time: ‘the wet, 

indescribably bad position at Fromelles and Aubers turned the once so

proud regiment into an embittered and grumbling community that was

unhappy with God, the world, and itself, that performed its tough duty out

of loyalty and a survival instinct. Our primary enemy in that position

was . . . the water, mud, and the rats.’88

This was a period when the List Regiment and their British opponents

were not trying to antagonize each other. Quite the contrary, rather than

actively seeking opportunities for revenge against the British, they operated a

‘live and let live’ strategy, generally ignoring each other as best as they could. 

It was behaviour that was endemic all along the Western Front and was the

result of a realization among small units facing each other for extended

periods of time in trench warfare that the benefits of mutual cooperation

outweighed those of aggression. In other words, soldiers understood that

they operated under what game theorists call a relative simple case of a

prisoner’s dilemma under stable conditions in which tit-for-tat behaviour

offers the highest chance of survival: if they either did not shoot at all or, 

when ordered to shoot, deliberately tried not to aim at the soldiers of the

unit facing them, the chances were high that their adversaries would behave
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in the same way.89 Very occasionally, the men of the List Regiment even

tried to communicate with each other across the lines. One day, for instance, 

British soldiers shouted across the lines—amidst singing, whistling, and

mouth-organ music—in impeccable German: ‘Germans, do you still have

bread? Would you like cigarettes? Do you have beer? Sing us a song!’90

Partially as a result of this informal cooperation, only very few fatalities

occurred in-between battles. For instance, just as in January, less than

one soldier died on average each day in February and in April. 91 However, 

potentially every new battle would make the ‘live and let live’ approach

less sustainable. Every battle would bring the possibility of more real or

imagined cases of maltreatment, treachery, and massacres. After a sunny

April in which, as Weisgerber reported to his wife, ‘the men lie around

half naked [in the trenches] and sunbathe’, 92 precisely such a battle was not

far away. 

May brought an increase in artillery fire and in bombs dropped from British

planes but it also brought a decrease in machine-gun fire.93 Above all, it

brought the glories of May to the region around Fromelles and Fournes, 

when Western Europe looks its most beautiful, thus lifting everybody’s

mood: ‘The wonderful spring days have spread a rare natural glory over our

region. Everything is green and blooming; the birds sing and chirp,’ wrote

Father Norbert. Were it not for the war and all the traces of destruction, 

‘one could feel completely happy where we are’.94

For the men of the List Regiment, 9 May was supposed to have been just

another day of ‘war as usual’ with some intermittent fire, maybe some

patrols, and possibly some more mockery from their British counterparts. 

RIR 16 had been lucky enough not to have been thrown into 2nd Ypres, 

which had started in April. Albert Weisgerber and his men from 1st

Company, now in reserve for a few days while the men of 2nd and 3rd

Battalions were manning the trenches, were preparing for another day of

relative comfort in Fournes behind the front. But at 5 a.m. shells started to

rain down heavily on Fournes. Forty-five minutes later the distant sound of

heavy barrages of fire was a tell-tale sign that this day was to be different for

Weisgerber and his men. Fifteen minutes later, the soldiers of 1st Company

could see the men of regimental headquarters, possibly including Private

Hitler, racing off towards the advance post of regimental HQ at Fromelles

Castle. As night turned into a glorious, sunny May day, the heavy

bombardment continued. The fire created havoc among the troops of 2nd
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and 3rd Battalions at the front. Otto Bestle of 8th Company saw how, a few

metres away, a British shell tore the body of his comrade Josef Meisl into

two pieces, severing the lower part of the body from the upper half. 95

At 7 a.m., Bestle and Weisgerber heard an ear-splitting detonation, 

caused by the explosion of two mines that British troops had placed in a

tunnel they had dug right under the position of 10th Company; among

them was Adolf Meyer who had been transferred to the company. A pillar

of fire erupted. Fountains of soil, rubble, as well as dozens of men from 10th

Company were catapulted into the air. Unlike scores of his comrades, 

Meyer had been lucky enough to stand away from the explosion. Together

with other survivors of the explosion he was encircled by British troops all

day before he was freed late at night. Of the eighty-nine soldiers from 10th

Company who died that day, the bodies of only forty soldiers were ever

recovered from the craters of the explosion. Many of the bodies did not

show any wounds, a clear sign that they had either had been killed by the air

pressure from a shell explosion or suffocated, buried under metres of soil and

debris. Back in the battle, British troops from the 8th Division of the BEF, 

who had lain hidden in the yellow rape fields behind the British trenches, 

poured forward. Each of them carrying 200 bullets, waterproof blankets, 

and food supplies for two days, they now quickly moved through the gap

created in the front under the cover of the black and yellow smoke of the

explosion. As the soldiers of the List Regiment were later to find out, the

attack was part of the Battle of Aubers Ridge, a sideshow British troops were

putting on to ease the French attempt to break through German lines

further south. Many groups of men from RIR 16 were now trapped by

British troops.96 Some fell into the hands of the British, among them

Engelbert Niederhofer from 9th Company. Niederhofer and his comrades

had been at the centre of the heavy shelling that preceded the British

advance. He had twice been buried alive. After his comrades had rescued

him the second time, only eight men of his squad were still alive. Their

ordeal was, however, far from over. They found themselves surrounded by

British soldiers who took them prisoner. A few days later, while giving

evidence to his officers after his eventual lucky escape from the British, 

Niederhofer recalled of the occasion:

The Englishmen came into our trench and took the eight of us prisoner and led

us towards the right to the rear of the position. Injured Englishmen lay there

on the ground who immediately shot at us from all sides when we arrived
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there. 2 of my mates collapsed straightaway. I jumped, so as to duck, into a hole, 

as did two fellow soldiers who, however, were hit in the event, one in the foot, 

the other in the shoulder. 

Now the three of us lay still on our stomachs in the hole. After approxi-

mately half an hour, my mate to the right of me moved. Immediately a fatal

shot hit him in the head, another hit me in my left buttock. When after

approximately two hours my other mate lifted his head slightly, he was shot

too and was instantly killed: all shots came from injured Englishmen who lay

about 5 metres away. Then I was hit by a second shot at the same spot as before

but I am not sure if I was hit by an infantry bullet or a shell splinter. 

I remained lying on the ground as if dead for the entire day. At night, 

around midnight I removed my coat and crawled through the [position] past

the injured and the dead. A gap in the trench created by a shell allowed me to

get back here without being noticed by the British. Around 1 a.m. I reached

the German position.97

It was at least partly for fear of enduring such an ordeal that the men of the

List Regiment ferociously and aggressively fought back during the British

assault. The hand grenades and machine guns in the possession of the men of

the List Regiment gave them the tools and the confidence to resist forcefully. 

They indeed used the machine guns and hand grenades to great and lethal

effect, thus slowing down the British attack. Chaos reigned wherever troops

from RIR 16 and British troops engaged with each other. On many an

occasion, close-range bayonet combat ensued. In a scene depicted in a

photograph that became one of the most reproduced images from the List

Regiment (Plate 13) Weisgerber and his men, meanwhile, were waiting all

day under the trees of the park of Fournes Castle, thus being protected against

detection by British planes, ready to be deployed. As dusk was approaching, 

Weisgerber and his men, as well as the other companies of 1st Battalion, were

finally ordered to move forward, joining the fierce combat that had gone on

all day. After heavy fighting throughout the night, the German lines were

back in the possession of Hitler’s regiment by 5 a.m. on 10 May. A total of

142 British soldiers had fallen into the hands of the List Regiment, while

countless British soldiers lay dead. Yet the price the men of RIR 16 had to pay

for this was enormous. On 9 and 10 May, 309 men of the List Regiment died, 

a figure almost as high as during the first day of battle in November. The total

number of casualties ran to approximately 600. Among the dead were Albert

Weisgerber and thirteen of his men, who in the middle of the night had got

lost on the battlefield and had been ambushed. Weisgerber, who was 37, had

been killed by two bullets, one of which had hit him in the temple.98
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The death of Albert Weisgerber, one of Bavaria’s most famous and

successful painters as well as the commander of the company of which

Hitler was still nominally a member, became a symbol of the sacrifices of

the men of the List Regiment in the war. 99 For him, the policy of burying

fallen soldiers in France, rather than taking dead bodies home to Bavaria, 

was not followed. After he had initially been buried by his brothers-in-arms

in Fournes, his body was exhumed, taken to Munich, and buried there in

early June in the presence of many soldiers and artists of the avant-gardist

Neue Sezession.100 Newspapers, meanwhile, celebrated him as ‘the model

of a brave soldier, a leader with incomparable courage [Schneidigkeit], a man

of most noble character’. 101 Even in the regimental history of 1932, Albert

Weisgerber was to be the celebrated hero of the List Regiment, while only

perfunctory lip-service was to be paid to that other painter from 1st

Company, Adolf Hitler.102

It took a long time after the battle before any kind of normality returned

to the trenches. The massacre of Niederhofer’s comrades after they had

been taken prisoner by the British no doubt helped to instil into the minds

of the men of the regiment a realization that continuing to fight was less

dangerous than surrendering. 

The claim by Adolf Schmidt, an NCO in 4th Company, that in the early

hours of 10 May 1915, when recapturing a German trench, his squad had

found mutilated bodies of German soldiers had a similar effect on the troops. 

Schmidt’s superior investigated the report and concluded that, in fact, the

allegation had resulted from an optical illusion due to the half-light in the

recaptured trench. 103 However, the real point about these episodes is not

whether they really took place. It is that soldiers of the List Regiment

thought that they had occurred. Some publications directed at soldiers

encouraged them to believe that they really had occurred. One such had

already asked in March: ‘Who will punish the fiendish criminals who cut

out the eyes of our defenceless wounded?’104

It should also be added that a strong disincentive for soldiers to surrendering

to the enemy was not just the fear of the enemy, but also of their own peers

who might interpret a fellow soldier’s surrender as an act of personal betrayal

and treason. What could happen in that event was illustrated by the example

of two British soldiers who tried to surrender to a combined unit of troops

from the List Regiment, RIR 17 and RIR 20, just over a week after the battle

of 9 and 10 May: ‘Early on 15 May 1915, two people approached my left-

wing troops,’ reported an officer from RIR 17. ‘I immediately realized that
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the two wanted to defect and gave the patrol, which had been dispatched in

the meantime, the order not to shoot the two people who kept getting

closer and closer to my men. As the first of the two Englishmen was still

only twenty steps away from my patrol, he was shot in the head from the

English side.’105 There was nothing to choose between British and German

behaviour in this regards, as a similar incident had happened in February. At

the time, snipers from RIR 17 shot dead a German soldier, who had

surrendered to the British, when they caught sight of him inside the British

trenches. 106 Furthermore, on 6 May Albert Weisgerber had written to his

wife in his last letter before his death that his men had shot dead British

soldiers who had tried to surrender: ‘The E[nglishmen] were on an advance

post [vorgeschobenem Horchposten] and wanted to give themselves up, but as

[our men] did not understand them they shot them all. The English artillery

will probably avenge its fellow soldiers today.’107

It has been argued that it was the fear of falling into the hands of an enemy

who simply takes no prisoners that really did change the combatants of the

First World War and led to a brutalization of warfare. Both the perception

and the reality of the execution of prisoners and other acts of violence is said

to have given birth to mutual hatred and erased any sense of common

origins and of a common predicament. The result supposedly was an ever

faster spinning cycle of violence and an unleashing of primitive impulses

such as revenge and bloodlust on the battlefield. This was, the argument

goes, the end of the sentiment that had made the 1914 Christmas Truce

possible. A repeat of the Truce was supposedly henceforth inconceivable.108

This was, however, as we shall see, not quite what was to happen once

Christmas 1915 came, even though 1915 was to be the most murderous year

of the war. If we can believe Father Norbert’s observations, the anger of the

men of the 6th Reserve Division towards the English resulting from the

battle did not translate into maltreatment of the British who had been taken

prisoner (at any rate not once they had been led away from the battlefield):

‘The bitterness against the Englishmen is terrible; however, the prisoners are

being treated well.’109 Moreover, several soldiers of RIR 16 and its sister

regiments handed in personal belongings of fallen British soldiers, so that

they could be returned to the families of their fallen adversaries. 110 By mid-

1915

there were as yet no signs that the majority of men of the List

Regiment were supporting the war for the reasons Hitler had stated in

February, nor that they had become more like Hitler. 

5

Of Front-Line Soldiers

and ‘Rear Area Pigs’

May 1915–31 December 1915

After the battle of 9 and 10 May, even the physical landscape had

changed. The orchards, fields, hedges, and trees behind the trenches

of RIR 16 had been turned from their spring splendour into a scorched

landscape. Days after the battle, hundreds of dead bodies of British soldiers

still littered the no man’s land between the trenches. Worse still, for days the

moans of the badly injured soldiers who lay in no man’s land, doomed to

die, could be heard on both sides of the front. With every day that passed, 

the smell of the decaying bodies left out in the ever-warmer weather

worsened. The bodies were covered with flies that had laid their eggs on

the bullets’ point of entry. Next, the bellies of the fallen soldiers started to

bloat. Then carnivorous beetles started to attack the corpses. As Alois

Schnelldorfer wrote to his parents in early June: ‘500 Englishmen lie dead

near us just over the front line, black in the face and stinking up to a

kilometre away. They are horrible to see and yet men on patrol missions

have to crawl close by them and even grope their way along them!’1 When

six weeks after the battle Father Norbert visited the trenches of RIR 16, the

smell of the decomposing bodies was almost unbearable: ‘The air is full of

the stench of the putrescent bodies that after six weeks remain unburied

between our trenches and those of the enemy.’2 While Private Hitler spent

his time in the relative comfort of Fournes or Fromelles, the front-line

soldiers of his regiment had constantly to endure an odour that was akin to

the smell of decaying fish, ‘dense and cloying, sweet but not flower-sweet. 

Halfway between rotting fruit and rotting meat.’3 After several weeks, the

smell was so bad that soldiers crawled up to the decomposing bodies, which
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lay on soil sodden with the liquids of human decay, and injected a cresol

solution into the corpses as a disinfectant.4

After the battle, Private Hitler, meanwhile, could settle back into his

routine as dispatch runner for regimental headquarters rather than having to

endure the intense smell of decomposing bodies. It still remained to be seen

whether the recent battles had changed the mental outlook of the majority

of the men of the List Regiment in a way that made them more similar to the

views expressed in Hitler’s letter to Ernst Hepp. 

Private Hitler’s assignment as dispatch runner for regimental HQ was very

dangerous, as was any assignment in his regiment. By the time RIR 16

moved to its section of the front near Fromelles, it had its fourth com-

mander, excluding one temporary fill-in. Colonel List himself had been

mortally wounded. As we have seen, Hitler might well have died together

with Philipp Engelhardt, the regiment’s second commander, back in No-

vember. A few days prior to the incident involving Engelhardt, Hitler had

already narrowly escaped death when he had been lucky enough not to have

been present at the combat post of regimental HQ in Bethlehem Farm, 

when the post was shelled by the French forces. At the time, a piece of a

French shell had flown through the door of the farm, grazing the regimental

adjutant Valentin Witt and killing the divisional doctor.5

Hitler, however, claimed that his job was not just very dangerous but that

it was more dangerous than any other assignment in his regiment. In early

December 1914, Hitler had already written to Joseph Popp of his post as

regimental dispatch runner: ‘Ever since [being appointed dispatch runner], 

I have, so to speak, been risking my life every day, looking death straight in

the eye.’ From that, Hitler concluded: ‘It is a sheer miracle that I am hale

and hearty.’6 In February, he had written to his Munich acquaintance telling

him that his assignment as dispatch runner for regimental HQ was ‘slightly

less dirty work but all the more dangerous’.7 Hitler was already an incorri-

gible embellisher of his own war service. For instance, in January 1915, he

wrote to his Munich landlord of the German capture of Messines in 1st

Ypres:

First we stormed the place. The English put up a desperate defence. Only

when our heavy artillery opened up and our 21-cm mortars produced craters, 

each large enough for a hay-cart to turn round in without difficulty, and only

when the whole village with its great monastery went up in flames, did our

regiments manage to take it amidst streams of blood.8
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Hitler clearly implies here that his own regiment was involved in the

capture of Messines, not volunteering the information that at the time of

the fall of Messines, the List Regiment was still fighting close to Gheluvelt. 

Hitler’s job in the war was all the more dangerous, as Nazi school

textbooks and other propaganda accounts would recount, because he had

to take messages through machine-gun fire from trench to trench, while

ordinary front-line soldiers could find some protection from enemy fire

inside the trenches. For instance, the 1935 children’s book Die Geschichte von

Adolf Hitler den Deutschen Kindern Erz€ahlt (The Story of Adolf Hitler Told for

Children) gives an account of young Hitler constantly fighting his way

through collapsing trenches, infantry fire, and exploding shells,9 concluding:

Hitler was always one of the bravest soldiers in every battle. His comrades at

that time later said that they often marvelled that Hitler had not met with a

bullet long ago. Because he was so brave and dependable, he was made a

dispatch runner. He had to run straight through gunfire and bring news from

one officer to another. This was a very dangerous job but Hitler always

performed it courageously and quietly. For this, the Kaiser first gave him

the Iron Cross Second Class, and after that even the Iron Cross First Class, 

which only the very bravest soldiers were given.10

In the same vein, Karl Lippert, the NCO in charge of the regimental

dispatch runners, claimed in 1940 that during one of their missions in

early 1915 Adolf Hitler, Anton Bachmann, and he himself ‘ran into . . . 

heavy machine-gun fire’ at ‘the street intersection in Messines’.11 Similarly, 

in 1940, Hitler’s fellow dispatch runner Heinrich Lugauer told the Nazi

Party archive, which for propaganda purposes was recording testimony of

Hitler’s former comrades: ‘I specifically remember his perpetual readiness

for duty in the delivering of dispatches near Fromelles in early 1915. He

would regularly take up the more dangerous routes for his married com-

rades. Actually we shook our heads often enough in disbelief that he

managed to return completely unharmed, particularly during the advance

on the Marne.’12 Ignaz Westenkirchner, one of Hitler’s other fellow dis-

patch runners, tried to underline how dangerous Hitler’s and his task was by

pointing out: ‘Generally two of us were sent out together, each bearing the

same dispatches, in case anything happened to either of us.’13 Meanwhile, 

Hans Mend, a cavalry dispatcher in the List Regiment, claimed in the

introduction to his quasi-hagiographical account of Hitler’s war years, 

first published in 1930, that Hitler was ‘brave, fearless, outstanding’.14
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Similar characterizations were provided by Balthasar Brandmayer in the

1930s when he told a heart-warming story about how Hitler volunteered to

take over his job for two weeks in addition to his own, so that Brandmayer

could visit his family in Germany.15 Similarly, Max Amann, the Staff

Sergeant of regimental HQ, told US interrogators in May 1945: ‘Hitler

was courageous and stood up well under strain; even then he showed a

passion for war.’16

These accounts would indeed suggest that Hitler’s war service was very

similar to that of front-line combat soldiers, and possibly even more dan-

gerous. They would also suggest that Hitler and the men of his regiment

formed a band of brothers. But are these accounts reliable? 

According to much of the literature on Hitler they are indeed trust-

worthy. In fact, they have informed much of what historians have written

about Hitler and the role the First World War had in ‘making’ him. One of

the most popular books on the First World War from the 1990s, for

instance, tells us that Hitler had to carry ‘messages up and down the front

line through barrages and bullets’ and that his job was thus ‘one of the war’s

most dangerous assignments’. 17 Elsewhere we are told that Hitler was a

‘battalion runner’ (which was a considerably more dangerous post), 18 rather

than a runner for regimental HQ. We are also told that the fact that Hitler

‘survived for four years, while he watched thousands of his colleagues killed, 

was mere chance’.19 According to one of the standard Hitler biographies, 

Hitler had to take messages to the forward positions of the List Regiment

and any doubts that were later expressed about his bravery were just

politically motivated. 20 A 1990s TV documentary for the BBC and PBS, 

meanwhile, characterized Hitler’s job as ‘extremely dangerous . . . because it

involved subjecting yourself to artillery fire and to machine gun fire’. 21

Another Hitler biography tells us that Hitler showed ‘exceptional courage’

during the war and ‘escaped death an inordinate number of times’. Evidence

for this characterization included the fact that at 1st Ypres, ‘under heavy fire

Hitler, now a regimental dispatch carrier, found a medic and the two

dragged the deputy [regimental commander] back to the dressing station’. 22

Hitler also was, we are told, the epitome of a combat soldier: ‘As he

slouched around, rifle in hand, helmet askew, moustache drooping, ‘‘a

lively glow’’ in his eyes, he was the picture of the front-line fighter.’ We

are also told that Hitler survived three months in the Battle of the Somme, 

one of the bloodiest battles of world history. 23 Hitler was, ‘as brave as the

next man and a good deal more conscientious’.24
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The key message of all these accounts of Hitler’s war service is that he was

an exceptionally brave and heroic soldier and that he had been seen by the

men of the List Regiment as one of their own. It is this view that lies at the

core of the conventional view about Hitler’s years in the List Regiment

during the First World War according to which the regiment was the

‘university’ that formed him. 

The reality of Hitler’s war existence was rather different. Private Hitler

had to alternate between three day shifts at the advance post of regimental

HQ inside Fromelles Castle and three day shifts at the regular regimental

headquarters in Fournes, where the administrative support of the regiment

was based. 25 Fournes lay an hour’s walk from Fromelles behind the front. 

Even though British and French artillery fire had inflicted severe damage on

the church, school, and the rest of the village in October 191426 and even

though pre-war guidebooks had warned tourists of the ‘primitive provincial

characteristics’ of inns and ‘watering places’ in places like Fourmes, 27 Private

Hitler’s domicile seemed like heaven to the soldiers of RIR 16. The popular

claim that Hitler ‘knew what it meant to live in the mud and the slime of the

Western Front’28 is thus quite wrong. 

Fridolin Solleder would later recall that life in Fournes was totally

different from the life in the trenches: ‘The lovely summer sun in Flanders

and the cool breeze that blows from the sea lets the infantrymen—who are

staying a good hour away in the quiet quarters behind Fromelles, where

French children play ‘‘shop’’ with grenade splinters and play with balls of

shrapnel—soon forget the horrors of the trenches.’29 Fournes, which had

existed for a millennium, was well past its prime, mostly consisting of long

rows of modest brick buildings. Yet the elegant eighteenth-century castle, 

the bandstand at the centre of the village, as well as the little chapel opposite

the bandstand similar to the kind that could be found in every village in

Catholic regions of Bavaria gave Fournes a charm and a sense of home and

belonging that stood in stark contrast to life in the trenches. While the

chateau housed the HQ of the 12th Reserve Brigade, the regimental HQ of

RIR 16 was located in the home of the local public notary, which was one of

Fournes’ most elegant houses. Private Hitler and his fellow dispatch runners

had been assigned a room in the building attached to the rear of the main

building.30

As a dispatch runner for regimental HQ, Hitler’s main task was to take

messages to the headquarters of the regiment’s battalions. The job to take

messages to the trenches was generally left to dispatch runners of battalions
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and of companies. This is not to say that he never made it to a trench but this

was not normally his job. The primary danger for Hitler was artillery fire

behind the front and not machine-gun and rifle fire or any of the other

grave hazards of trench life such as from mines explosions right under

German trenches. Karl Lippert’s 1940 claim that Hitler and he had been

subject to heavy machine-gun fire at the crossroads in Messines is fictitious. 

No concerted machine-gun fire could have reached all the way to Messines

from the British positions at the bottom of Messines Ridge. 31 Similarly, 

Ignaz Westenkirchner’s ‘proof ’ of the extraordinary danger of Hitler’s

post—namely that two dispatch runners had to be deployed in order to

make sure that at least one runner would get the message through—needs to

be treated with great caution. In fact, according to Hitler’s superior, Fritz

Wiedemann, sending two dispatch runners was standard procedure which

due to the shortage of men during the war was rarely followed in the List

Regiment.32 Moreover, Brandmayer’s claim that Hitler took over his duties

for a fortnight is bogus. Even if Hitler had volunteered to do so, it would

have simply been impossible for him to carry out the duties of two dispatch

runners unless he had gone totally without sleep for two weeks. 

It is difficult to find anything accurate in the statement from one of the

standard Hitler biographies about Hitler’s rescue of the deputy regimental

commander at Gheluvelt in late October, according to which, as we have

seen, ‘under heavy fire Hitler, now a regimental dispatch carrier, found a

medic and the two dragged the deputy [regimental commander] back to the

dressing station.’33 For a start, Hitler was not yet a regimental dispatch

carrier when the List Regiment fought at Gheluvelt and thus not attached

to regimental HQ. Moreover, the deputy regimental commander—Hitler

presumably refers to the regimental adjutant, Lieutenant Philipp Schnitzlein, 

here, as there was no such rank as a deputy regimental commander—was

injured on 31 October in Gheluvelt.34 On that day, however, Hitler’s

company spent its time in the relative calm of a former British trench outside

of the park of Gheluvelt Castle.35 Hitler was thus not anywhere near

Schnitzlein and could not possibly have been in a position to save Schnitzlein

‘under heavy fire’. Furthermore, the portrayal of Hitler as ‘the picture of a

front-line fighter’ is more akin to the kind of description Nazi propaganda

liked to give than to an accurate rendering of the appearance of a dispatch

runner. Furthermore, Hitler was not to spend three months in the Battle of

the Somme. In fact, as we shall see, Hitler was only to spend four days in that

battle. 
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One might still wonder though, as historians repeatedly have, 36 whether

the early award of an Iron Cross 2nd Class to Hitler, as well as the award of an

Iron Cross 1st Class in 1918, did indeed suggest that Hitler’s job had been

exceptionally dangerous and that he had been unusually brave and heroic in

his service. It was, we are told, ‘a rare achievement for a corporal’ to receive

both Iron Crosses. 37 One of the standard Hitler biographies also points out

that the new regimental adjutant, Fritz Wiedemann, and the regimental Staff

Sergeant, Max Amann, had even proposed Hitler for an Iron Cross 1st Class in

November 1914: ‘Wiedemann and Sergeant Amann now had time to make

up the decoration list. They recommended Hitler for the Iron Cross, 1st Class, 

but since he was on the staff put his name at the bottom of the list. For this

reason alone Hitler was turned down and instead given a 2nd Class award’.38

This story is little more than fiction, as Wiedemann was still serving with

RIR 17 at the time and did not join RIR 16 and become its regimental

adjutant until 1915.39 There are good reasons to doubt even the proposition

that the award of the Iron Crosses suggests extraordinary bravery on Hitler’s

part compared to the rest of the List Regiment. While certainly an award for

bravery, the Iron Cross being awarded to Hitler does not necessarily prove

that he was more courageous than most men in the front line. Often the

award of an Iron Cross signified rather how well connected soldiers were to

regimental headquarters than serving as an absolute measure of a soldier’s

bravery. In other words, Iron Crosses tended to go either directly to

officers, such as the Commander of RD 6’s military police unit, Georg

Arneth, or to those soldiers who were familiar with the officers who had the

privilege to nominate soldiers for awards. It was thus little surprise that the

sixty recipients of Iron Crosses on 2 December included the four dispatch

runners of regimental HQ. At the same time, Father Norbert (who himself

had been awarded an Iron Cross in mid-November which he proudly wore

attached to his monk’s habit) had recorded in the aftermath of the baptism of

fire of RD 6 the disappointment many soldiers felt at having not been

honoured. 40 In short, the mere fact that Hitler was assigned to regimental

headquarters, rather than his commitment and dedication, increased his

chances of receiving an Iron Cross. That combat soldiers were less likely

to receive Iron Crosses than men behind the front was even posited by

Fridolin Solleder in the official 1932 regimental history:

In fairness towards the comrades who stood in the first line of fire year long

without anything but wounds to show as decoration, we have to say that the
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healthy belief of our Bavarian Crown Prince—that Iron Crosses should above

all be awarded to combat troops—unfortunately was not acted upon. Among

combat troops themselves, in which so few ranks could ever be decorated, it

was only natural that there were hardly any left for the plain front-line

soldiers. 41

The resentment front-line soldiers still felt years after the war about the

privileged award of Iron Crosses to non-combat soldiers like Hitler found its

expression in the fact that Hans Ostermu¨nchner, a sniper in RIR 16, 

underlined the above passage in his own copy of the regiment’s history.42

One might, of course, raise the question of how we explain that, as Nazi

propaganda wants us to believe, almost all officers, as well as virtually all

veterans of the List Regiment, irrespective of their political convictions, 

stood by Hitler when newspapers questioned his version of his war service

in the 1920s and early 1930s.43 The answer is that the claims made by Nazi

propagandists are simply not true. 

Ostensibly the claim made by Hitler’s spin doctors appears true if we

look at a number of instances in which soldiers and officers of the

regiment gave testimony in support of Hitler’s vendettas in German

courtrooms against the newspapers that questioned his account of his

war service. For instance, Wilhelm von Lu¨neschloß, the one-eyed

former commander of 3rd Battalion, was to testify in 1922 that Hitler

‘was a dispatch runner for the staff of [RIR 16] and had truly proved

himself as such. Hitler never failed and was particularly suited to the

tasks that one could not give to the other dispatch runners.’44 Similarly, 

on the same occasion, Friedrich Petz, who had commanded RIR 16

during the first war winter, was to declare: ‘Hitler was an exceedingly

diligent, willing, conscientious, and dutiful soldier, and he was also

unfailingly reliable and truly devoted to his superiors. He proved himself

to be mentally very active and physically fresh, deft, and strong. Par-

ticularly stressed should be his personal grit and the ruthless courage with

which he confronted the most dangerous circumstances and the perils of

battle.’45 Two other former regimental commanders, Emil Spatny and

Anton von Tubeuf, were to express similar views. 46 Yet, it was the

testimony Michael Schlehuber, a committed Social Democrat and

trade unionist, was to give in support of Hitler in 1932 that is apparently

the best piece of evidence that there was no substance in the claim that

Hitler’s real war service had been significantly different from Hitler’s

mythical version. Schlehuber was to declare:
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I’ve known Hitler since our deployment [Ausmasch] with the Bavarian

Reserve Infantry Regiment 16 and was with him in the Bethlehem-Ferme

in mid-November 1914, likewise during combat ordinance. I knew Hitler as a

good soldier and an impeccable comrade. I never observed Hitler trying to

shirk his duties or holding back from danger. I was within the division from

deployment to the return home, and I never heard anything unfavourable

about Hitler even later on. I was astounded to read adverse reports about

Hitler’s accomplishments as a soldier in the newspapers. Politically, I stand at

the other end of the spectrum from Hitler and am giving this opinion only

because I think highly of Hitler as a war comrade. 47

The claim that the officers and troops of his regiment almost universally

stood by him also appears to be supported by the facts, if we look at a

collection of letters in the Nazi Party archives that were sent by veterans of

the List Regiment to Hitler. A number of these letters indeed offer Hitler

assistance against newspaper accusations against him. 48

Looking exclusively at this set of sources, however, is a case of an

observational selection fallacy. In plain English, this means that by focusing

on these pieces of evidence we look only where the Nazi propagandists

wanted us to look. Hitler would hardly have asked soldiers who disagreed

with him to provide evidence for him in legal proceedings. Moreover, we

would hardly expect to find soldiers critical of Hitler to write to him and for

those letters to be housed in a collection of the NSDAP archive called

‘Reports and Statements of Former Front Comrades’. 

However, if we track down the newspaper articles critical of Hitler’s

version of his war years we soon realize that they were often written by

veterans of the List Regiment. One such article was published by the

Volksfreund, a Social Democratic newspaper in the north German city of

Braunschweig, when Hitler ran unsuccessfully for the German presidency

in 1932. The state of Braunschweig, incidentally, had also finally given

German citizenship to Hitler earlier that year without which he could not

have run for the presidency and could not have been appointed Chancellor

in 1933. 

The article was written by Josef Stettner, whom we have encountered

before. Through Stettner’s eyes, Hitler’s war experience looked like a life of

plenty. This did not endear Hitler to Stettner:

Hitler had worked out for himself how to get out of the line of fire on time. 

He had already managed to get a small post as regimental dispatch runner

behind the front at the end of 1914. At first he lay with the regimental staff in
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the underground vaults and basements of Fromelles. For months, the infantry

companies that lay in reserve behind the front and pioneers that had specially

been deployed for this task had to make the shelters of the regimental staff

bomb-proof. While we had to lie in the wet trenches at the front line for seven

to ten days without a break or while we stood up to our stomachs in the mud, 

Hitler lay on a warm, lice-free stretcher and had several metres of protective

stone above his hero’s body. 

But it did not take very long before the entire regimental staff set itself up

even more comfortably in Fournes, approximately 10 kilometres behind the

first line. There for more than a year the dispatch runners had a room of their

own in a former Estaminet (small pub or cafe´). Every one of us in the trench

would have given his eye teeth to swap with the hero Hitler even just for eight

days. 

. . . The front experience of Private Hitler consisted more in the consump-

tion of artificial honey and tea than of the participation in any combat. He was

separated from the actual combat zone by a zone some 10 kilometres deep. 

Thousands of family fathers would have filled Hitler’s little post behind the

front just as well as him: however, at the time Hitler did not display any sign

that he felt driven towards military front-line action, as he is trying to tell the

blinded German youth today. He did, as we front-line soldiers used to say at

the time, ‘keep his position’.49

Josef Stettner reminds us that as a dispatch runner for regimental HQ, rather

than for a battalion or a company, Hitler rarely had to cross the line of fire:

Some worshippers of Hitler have pointed out now that the job of a dispatch

runner was more dangerous than that of a soldier in the trenches. While the

troops in the first line could calmly lie under cover, it is said in Hitler’s

defence, the dispatch runners would have been much more exposed to

enemy fire while on duty. However, I can accept that only for dispatch

runners of companies or maybe also of battalions. In the worst-case scenario, 

the regimental dispatch runner had to go to the dugout of a battalion which

still lay far behind the first line. And even in those cases, it was for the most

part the dispatch runners of the battalion themselves who had to pick up the

messages at the regimental headquarters, particularly when things were getting

dangerous. All the duties of a regimental dispatch runner lay outside the

dangerous zone of machine-gun fire.50

Even the command posts of the battalions were well behind the front, as

Fridolin Solleder’s account in the official regimental history confirms.51

Most of Stettner’s claims are confirmed by other sources produced both

during and after the war. The gist of his account is also verified by an article

by another veteran of the List Regiment which was to appear in the Echo der
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Woche, the weekend edition of a Social Democratic newspaper in Hamburg, 

and by the accounts of a medic who joined the List Regiment in September

1915 and who was to serve from then until the end of the war with Hitler in

regimental HQ. 

The Echo der Woche article—the contents of which closely mirrored

Stettner’s account—was to become the subject of a legal battle between

Hitler and the paper which, as we shall see, Hitler brilliantly exploited in his

attempt to falsify the historical account of his war record. The great obstacle

for the defence team of the Echo der Woche was that the paper had decided

that in order to protect his safety it would not disclose the identity of the

veteran who was the author of the bitter attack on Hitler’s war record. This

made it much easier for Hitler to dismiss the article as politically motivated

and as having been fabricated from thin air. The only information we have

about the identity of the article’s author is that he had started the war as a

reservist, that he came from the Bavarian mountains, had been a member of

the same company as Hitler at the beginning of the war, that he continued

to serve in the same company throughout the war, that he received Iron

Crosses of both classes, and that he was heavily injured during the war.52

Unlike Hitler in 1932, we can today match these pieces of information with

the muster rolls of 1st Company and the records pertaining to the Iron

Crosses awarded to members of RIR 16 and thus identify the author of the

article. 

The only member of 1st Company who fits all criteria is Korbinian Rutz. 

Rutz was not just any soldier. On the contrary, the teacher from the Upper

Bavarian countryside during the war was the photographer of the blurry, 

borderline insulting photograph of Hitler used by the 1932 regimental

history. Furthermore, Rutz was the Commander of 1st Company. He had

begun the war as a battalion dispatch runner in the List Regiment but by

1916

had become the Commander of 1st Company53 and was known

during the war ‘for his exemplary intrepidness and sangfroid’.54 As a former

dispatch runner and as the commander of the unit of which Hitler was a

member for the first half of the war, Rutz thus knew perfectly well what he

was writing about. 

The medic whose account also supports Stettner’s recollection, mean-

while, was Alexander Moritz Frey, a writer of grotesque, satirical, fantastic

novels and short stories, whose friends included Thomas Mann as well as

Franz Marc. In 1946 Frey recalled of his encounters with Hitler: ‘Although

we were assigned different duties, we encountered one another quite often. 
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Taken out of our companies, we were both assigned to regimental HQ.’

According to Frey, their tasks were as follows: ‘As a subordinate, Hitler had

to bring news and the like to the battalion HQs. I worked for the regimental

doctor at the casualty station, or as a scribe in the resting quarters.’ Frey recalled

that service even in Fromelles was still considerably less dangerous than that

in the trenches, not least since artillery fire tended only to rain down at

Fromelles in a predictable pattern: ‘The Englishmen bestowed the ‘‘evening

blessing’’ upon us every day [in Fromelles]; three shots came from long-

distance cannons every day almost to the same minute. Three shells ex-

ploded in the already crushed ruins of the village. We knew that and holed

ourselves up at that time.’ Frey thought that Hitler had neither been a hero nor

a coward: ‘Claims that he was cowardly are untrue. But he was also not

courageous—he lacked the requisite composure. He was always alert, ready

for action, conniving, very much caring about himself; all comradeship was

a fac¸ade, put on in order to make himself popular and to make a striking

impression.’ Frey, who was eight years Hitler’s senior, concurs with Stettner

that Hitler’s and his service had been rather different and rather safer

than that of front-line soldiers in the trenches. Even at the price of non-

promotion, Frey argued, the members of the support staff of regimental HQ

were eager to keep their posts:

Without a doubt Hitler could have re-enlisted with a company and done trench

duty with the goal of promotion. But he did not seem to have wanted that; there

were certain positions, so treasured that if troops got hold of them, they would

not want to give them up, as they had certain automatic advantages. In this case, 

these were better quarters and better food than infantryman in the trenches had. 

I had to resist the urging of my company commander that I leave my post in the

medical service (since I was not a doctor, I couldn’t go much farther in this

particular field) and take part in an officer training course. I did not want to leave

my field of work—probably for the same reasons that Hitler did not want to

leave his. Measured against the dreadful hardship of trench duty, our posting was

a small alleviation, combined with small comforts. 55

Frey made the privileged war experience of Hitler and himself also the

subject of a novel published in 1945 as H€olle und Himmel (Hell and Heaven):

We received reasonably decent meals, at least some of the time, even into

1918, along with Sergeant B€

ahmann [as Amann is called in the novel], 

Corporal Wurm, and two dozen other men. All the while, the others, who

spent their time outside in the trenches, had long ago received nothing much

better than filth to eat. We still had the better uniforms and the dryer quarters
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than all the others. We were cleaner on the whole. No wonder, as we were in

the constant company of the officers of Regimental HQ. . . . I don’t want to

say that it was easy for us, but Severin [Hitler’s name in the novel], it was

better for us than for the most people, of whom you expected to keep going

until they had no trousers on their backsides and no barley in their stomachs. 

They then have to stand across from your picture-perfectly clothed and well-

nourished form in this state . . . 

You (should have) gone into the trenches at the time, because then you

would have had to . . . say goodbye to the quarters of regimental HQ and their

covered saucepots . . . Do you know what the trench soldiers, these exhausted

and tired-out men, occasionally said, after you gave them a pep talk when they

reached us in our quarters? ‘Severin [i.e. Hitler] shouldn’t hang around here. 

He should join us in the real shit.’ Now you haven’t dodged your duty, you

have carried out your duties in a soldierly manner, but you did so from behind

the trenches and like me, with a degree of security. Wherever high-ranking

officers (colonels and so on) had to do their duty, there was always still a

remnant of outward order, of soap, edible food, of a roof above one’s head. 

We got to enjoy that. 56

The fact that even Frey was to be awarded an Iron Cross 2nd Class in late

1917,57 even though he had tried as hard as he could to stay out of harm’s

way, is yet another proof that Iron Crosses were more an indicator of how

close soldiers were to the officers who proposed men for such awards than

of how dangerous and courageous the conduct of the recipients of the

crosses really was. It is also of note that Frey’s short stories and novels—

such as ‘Der Pass’, published in 1915, which is highly critical of the spy fever

and the blindness of the masses in wartime Germany and which features the

metamorphosis of the story’s protagonist from a German into a French-

man58—did not stop Frey from receiving his Iron Cross. In other words, the

award of Iron Crosses to Hitler and Frey as men with very different political

convictions suggests that the award of Iron Crosses to Hitler should not be

taken as a sign of similarity of political attitude between Hitler and the

officers of the List Regiment. 

The question, of course, still remains how representative Stettner’s and

Frey’s accounts are of the views held by members of RIR 16. Stettner, 

who clearly had Social Democratic leanings, tried to discredit Hitler as

much as he could in his article to prevent Hitler from being elected German

president, while Frey, who had to spend the long years of the Third Reich in

exile, clearly had an axe to grind. 
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However, even Adolf Meyer inadvertently confirms the validity of much

of Stettner’s and Frey’s claims in his 1934 memoirs. While emphasizing the

extraordinary courage of Hitler in certain sections of his book, his account

of his first two encounters with Hitler, when Meyer—at the time an

NCO—was still serving with 10th Company in the trenches, gives credence

to Stettner’s account. Both encounters took place in the troops’ living

quarters, consisting of corrugated iron huts rather than dugouts, a few

hundred metres behind the front. On one occasion, Hitler had just returned

from a mission to the List Regiment’s sister regiment rather than from the

trenches. During the encounter, there was a fundamental divide between

the front-line soldiers and Hitler over how they perceived an existence a

few hundred metres behind the front. Hitler had rolled up his epaulettes to

avoid identification of his unit by the enemy as was required in combat

zones, whereas the men of 10th Company wore them openly on display

because they considered their living quarters to lie outside the combat zone. 

Hitler thus genuinely perceived an area that front-line soldiers thought

belonged to the rear area, as lying in the front-line combat zone.59

Alois Schnelldorfer’s letters to his parents also testify to the gulf in the war

experience that existed between men serving in the trenches and those

serving like Hitler with regimental HQ. Schnelldorfer himself had been

transferred from his service in the trenches to regimental HQ in early

April. Ever since then, he had been assigned to serve with the signal units. 

Like Hitler, he now divided his time between regimental HQ in Fournes and

the advance post of HQ in Fromelles. Like Hitler, he also had to operate in

the open in the area behind the immediate front line as he had to check daily

and repair the telephone lines of the regiment. After being transferred, he told

his parents: ‘Was transferred to the signal unit today. This is very different

from being a sapper. I sit in a chair and wait for news . . . You see that things

are getting better for me all the time. By the end, I’ll probably have absolutely

nothing to do. But I will still be here a long time.’60 A week later, he

elaborated on his service: ‘I am now, as I wrote before, with the signal

unit. It’s going very well for me there. My task is to sit in an armchair and

make calls like a postmistress . . . . Then there are the patrols at night, mending

wires, etc. . . . Today I slept on a mattress until 10 in the morning. I wasn’t

allowed to do that with my old company. It was like being at home.’61

By the end of the month, he still could not believe his luck at being able to

serve with regimental HQ: ‘It is now so different; being a signal technician

or telephonist I don’t have to do physical work any more, I don’t have to
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stand guard . . . I’m also always well groomed and my hands are clean so that I

look respectable when I bring [news] to a company commander or to

regimental HQ. ’62 Schnelldorfer also told his parents that men like him

received more generous provisions than the men in the trenches: ‘I don’t

need to go hungry, thank God. You will have seen from my last letter that

I’m doing very well with the signal unit. . . . It is very good in Fournes. I can

drink a litre of beer under a shady walnut tree. . . . I have free rein in Fournes

as a telephonist. ’63 When Schnelldorfer encountered two soldiers in early July

with whom he had trained as recruits but who were still serving in the

trenches, he immediately realized how different the impact of service with

regimental HQ had been compared with service in the first line of fire. He

told his parents that ‘most people think that I have just arrived since I look so

well’, while the two soldiers with whom he had been trained ‘looked pretty

bad. I look the complete opposite.’64

We can find watertight confirmation that Stettner’s and Frey’s views

were widely shared by members of the List Regiment where we would

least expect it, namely among the letters veterans sent to Hitler that

found their way into the archive of the Nazi Party. However, this

particular letter is not housed with the collection of quasi-hagiographical

letters to him grouped under ‘Reports and Statements by former Front-

line Comrades’. 65 It is hidden away in a miscellaneous collection of

letters. 66 The letter was written by Ferdinand Widman, who had served

with Hitler at regimental HQ. Formerly a musician, by the early 1930s he

was a low-paid local official in the Lower Bavarian village of Mengkofen. 

Widman felt compelled to write to Hitler in 1932, when Hitler was

engaged in furious legal activity against anybody who questioned his war

record. In the letter, he told Hitler that he should know well that the

essence of the attacks against him was almost identical with that of the

consensus view among combat front-line soldiers in the List Regiment

during the war, namely that ‘all the soldiers in the trenches thought that

those serving with regimental HQ were [already] rear area pigs [Etap-

penschweine]’. He went on to recall how there had been a ‘general outcry’

in the regiment when the regiment’s dispatch runners had received

holidays. ‘Millions think so and the job as dispatch runner is thought

little of by all these men,’ he wrote to Hitler. He concluded that while

both he and Hitler had, of course, served honourably, much of the

criticism directed at them was not without merit, telling Hitler that he

could not deny that the conditions under which they had to serve had
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been very different and indeed better than that of front-line combat

soldiers:

It cannot be ignored that life was indeed better at regimental headquarters than

with a company. Adolf, we can’t deny that we were regimental staff members. 

The belief that no infantry or machine-gun bullet could have struck a dispatch

runner is the opinion of these people. However, they don’t mean this in an ill

manner, because whoever did not lie in a trench achieved nothing in their

minds. You are not to be held responsible for your residence in the basement

of the monastery in Messines, or in the secure shelters in Fromelles and

Fournes. You also were not the one to decide that these shelters should

even be built.67

There was thus indeed a growing gulf between Private Hitler and the men

of regimental HQ and front-line soldiers, rather than a convergence of

attitudes and experiences of Hitler and the majority of the men of the

regiment following the Battles of Neuve Chapelle and Aubers Ridge. The

full significance of that growing gulf for the development of Hitler and his

rise to power was to become apparent only much later. 

Between mid-May and the end of the year, the List Regiment was not

involved in any major battles. As Georg Arneth noted in a letter to the

Protestant pastor of Feldkirchen in late August, the men of RD 6 were very

lucky that their opponents did not realize quite what bad a state their units

were in:

If our enemies knew how weak we were here, they would certainly have

handled themselves differently. . . . It is a huge secret, and speaking of troop

movements etc. is harshly punishable. Everything is in the East. . . . I men-

tioned how I found out from a officer who had been on leave that in Munich

it is often said that the brave army stands in the East, and the fire department is

fighting in the West.68

The one time the List Regiment was involved in battle between May and

the end of the year was in the Battle of Loos—the failed renewed British

attempt to break through the German lines that took place some 10

kilometres south of the section of the front occupied by the List Regiment. 

Only two companies from RIR 16 were deployed at Loos. However, they

were involved in very fierce combat. Seventy-four, or almost 28 per cent, of

the soldiers from RIR 16 who fought in the battle became casualties.69 ‘Our

military hospital was overflowing with the wounded, both serious and

M A Y 1 9 1 5 – 3 1 D E C E M B E R 1 9 1 5

1 0 7

minor cases,’ noted Robert Hell, one of the Protestant divisional chaplains. 

‘A hall in Ward 1 was and is still a picture of misery: nearly all are victims of

bullets in the head. One can speak to very few of them. They dream, and

gasp for breath.’70 Among the soldiers killed in action at Loos was Leopold

Roth€armel, a Catholic volunteer with a citation for bravery on a patrol and a

musician seventeen days short of his eighteenth birthday.71 His body was to

be excavated eight decades later by a British TV crew and rather bizarrely

given the identity of a Jewish soldier for dramatic purposes.72

Even though Roth€armel was not Jewish, the case of the Jewish soldiers

from RIR 16 in the Battle of Loos testifies to the, by and large, continued

amicable relationship between Jews and non-Jews in Hitler’s regiment and

its division. One of the two officers in charge of the contingent from RIR 16

deployed in Loos was Hugo Gutmann, the adjutant of 3rd Battalion, a Jew

from Nuremberg nine years Hitler’s senior who had joined the regiment

in early 1915. Hitler’s and Gutmann’s interaction at the end of the war

was to influence each other’s lives dramatically once Hitler had risen to

prominence.73

Prior to the Battle of Loos, Oscar Daumiller had held brief services for the

men of the division. In his official report for 1915, he was full of praise for

the behaviour of a Jewish company commander (whose name he does not

provide) during these services. He recalled of the occasion: ‘As I [illegible

word] and prayed with two companies in the monastery garden in Beau-

camps, where they stood ready to move out, a Jewish company leader came

to me and asked me to come to his company; [he told me that his men]

stood in the other courtyard; I responded: ‘‘I was just about to come

anyway, but I’m happy that you asked me personally.’’ ’74

With the exception of the Battle of Loos, this was a period of low-level

conflict, in which every day, on average, between one and two soldiers

were killed and in which, at times, the 6th Reserve Division noted that their

British counterparts were seriously short of both infantry and artillery

ammunition. At night the men of the List Regiment now had busily to

reinforce their positions, to try to dig tunnels under enemy positions, and to

guard the trenches. With dawn came the highest risk of attacks and fire. 

Once the sun had risen, with the exception of a few men who had to act as

guards, it was time for the men to go to sleep. During the day, snipers or

artillery would only occasionally fire across the trenches. In the heat of the

summer of 1915, as planes became an increasingly common sight in the skies

above the trenches close to Fromelles and as wells dried up, the men of RIR
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16 were kitted out with their first, still very primitive, gas masks, as the

British had recently introduced gas into their arsenal following the French

and Germans. (All three nations had already experimented with the military

application of gas prior to the war.)75

The realization had spread that the war would not be over any time soon. 

In June, Alois Schnelldorfer came to the conclusion that ‘I think we should

be happy if we don’t have to fight World War [19]14–[19]15–[19] 16.’76 By

early July, Schnelldorfer told his parents: ‘Until now there has still been

damned little hope for peace.’77 Even though the men of the List Regiment

did realize that the war was going to last longer than anticipated, they always

assumed that it would be over within a manageable time-frame. This

explains why the realization that this was to be a longer war than anticipated

did not lead to a widespread drop in morale. What has been said about the

attitude of the French people to the war can also be applied to the men of

Hitler’s regiment: ‘they found that each new phase brought with it the

hope that this would be the last. They were like the mountaineer who, at

every peak, discovers another rising beyond.’78 The men of RIR 16 simply

did not foresee how long and how cruel an ordeal the war was still going

to be. 

What gave the men of the List Regiment confidence and a continued

willingness to fight beyond this was the arrival of good news from the

Eastern Front which made it possible for soldiers to imagine that the war

would be over within a manageable time-frame and thus that their chances

of personal survival were very high (even though the entry of Italy into the

war on the side of the British, French, and Russians was source of some

concern in the regiment).79

In late May, Schnelldorfer had already come to the conclusion that the

war in the East would be decisive: ‘With the situation here and with all the

attacks of the Englishmen, there is still no peace in sight. The whole thing

will be decided in Russia, I think, and when we get troops from there, we’ll

be able to break through here too. . . .’80 In June, he wrote: ‘When it’s all

over in Russia then it will happen the same way here. General offensive. 

March, march to Calais. Then to England for all I care; this would give me

the opportunity to go there.’81 By 25 July, Schnelldorfer thought that the

war in the East was almost won: ‘By the time you get this letter, Warsaw

will have fallen. Then the offensive will come here.’82

However, as we shall shortly see, what boosted the willingness of the men

of the List Regiment to fight above all was the availability of hand grenades, 
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which the men were busily being trained to use.83 The hand grenades

helped to overcome the feeling of impotence and the perception that the

enemy had an advantage in the use of weapons available to them.84 It was

those feelings which lay at the heart of fear among soldiers. The new ready

availability of hand grenades gave many combatants of RIR 16 new hope of

victory and allowed them to subdue their fear and to continue to perform. 

The flipside of the new heavy reliance on hand grenades was, as Emil

Spatny, the Commander of 2nd Battalion, concluded after the Battle of

Loos, that a ‘lack of hand grenades immediately arouses the feeling of

insecurity in a troop that finds itself in battle, and can lead to panic in certain

circumstances’.85 The downside of hand grenades was also that accidents

were almost unavoidable. In the battle of 9 and 10 May, for instance, a

soldier from 8th Company had thrown his hand grenade too early, giving a

British soldier time to throw it back, thus tearing the German soldier to

pieces.86 On another occasion, a soldier dropped a bag full of hand grenades

during a practice session behind the front, killing himself as well as three of

his comrades and injuring another twenty soldiers.87 Yet accidents like these

were rare. The men of the List Regiment tended to look at the positive side

of having hand grenades, as a battle report from the Battle of Loos reveals. 

According to the report, hand grenades gave the men a sense that they could

really overpower their opponents in an attack. In the Battle of Loos, hand

grenades made all the difference to the men of the combined unit from RIR

16 and RIR 17. The 5,000 hand grenades they threw gave them the courage

to charge forward and clear out British trenches in what the battle report of

the List Regiment called a ‘vehement’ fashion.88 Yet it should be borne in

mind that hand grenade attacks were often performed by soldiers who had

volunteered for the task. The gung-ho confidence hand grenades instilled in

men was thus arguably a phenomenon primarily among a self-selected

subgroup of the men of the regiment. 

The same is true of the brutalization of members of RIR 16 and of the

Bavarian Army in general. Brutalization had certainly occurred among some

men of the regiment. Interestingly, however, the most gung-ho anti-British

attitude emanated not from the men in the trenches but, as at least one case

suggests, from the relative safety of the support staff of regimental HQ. On 4

August, Alois Schnelldorfer wrote to his parents:

I keep waiting with baited breath to see when we will start to fight and enforce

peace [obs nicht bald losgeht, den Frieden zu erkaempfen]. I don’t believe that
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the Englishmen would give up so easily without actually being beaten. . . . but

then they won’t have anything to laugh about, because everyone here has a

fanatical hatred of the enemy.89

Schnelldorfer had reserved special hatred towards Indian soldiers, referring

to them as ‘damned devils’ and ‘fanatical dogs’ whom ‘one should never

take prisoner; they should all be killed’.90 At least for the time being, 

however, only a minority of the men of the regiment had shown signs of

lasting and sustained brutalization. It is not clear anyway why a widespread

brutalization should have only happened in 1915 or after, if it occurred at all. 

If wartime brutalization resulted from the experience of mass death, it

should have occurred in 1914, as the first few months of the war were

among the bloodiest of the entire conflict. The casualty rate of September

1914 in the German armed forces stood at almost five times the monthly rate

of the period from mid-1915 to mid-1916.91 Moreover, as we know from

Prince Rupprecht, acts that could have easily translated into a tide of

brutalization had certainly repeatedly occurred in the Bavarian Army in

1914. With a clear-headed mind, Rupprecht had noted in his diary that

these acts were the result not of a deep-seated antagonistic attitude but of the

chaos of war. Rupprecht saw no difference between the behaviour of

Bavarian, French, and British soldiers. On one occasion he noted:

Once again it happened that several Englishmen were killed. The reason for

that was that after the majority of them had raised their hands in surrender, 

others started to fire again, which exceedingly angered our men, who saw this

behaviour as an insidious ruse. The situation was actually much simpler: The

cowards raise their hands, the brave ones continue to fire after a brief respite, 

and the cowards follow their example, as they fear they would otherwise be

killed.92

On another occasion, Rupprecht noted: ‘Today it happened again that

wounded French soldiers shot at the stretcher-bearers! Clearly somebody

had told them that the Germans would kill all wounded that they came

upon. The result of this foolish behaviour is that our stretcher-bearers really

do leave wounded French soldiers lying on the battlefield since they don’t

trust them not to shoot.’93

Widespread brutalization should thus have already occurred early in the

war, there should have been no Christmas Truce in 1914, and the war

atrocities against perceived guerrilla fighters from the early weeks of the war

should not have abated. 
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To be sure, maltreatment and the killing of POWs certainly did happen

in the List Regiment and in the Bavarian Army as a whole in 1915. 

Moreover, brutalization and kindness can and does, of course, coexist in

individuals. However, what mattered was, first, how widespread brutaliza-

tion was, in other words, to what extent collective ‘brutalized’ action of a

majority of the men of the List Regiment occurred; and, second, whether

brutalized behaviour was condoned or even encouraged by fellow soldiers

as well as by the Bavarian military authorities. At least on the evidence of a

case from October 1915, there was no widespread condoning of violence

towards POWs. In that month, a pastor from an unidentified Bavarian

location wrote to Crown Prince Rupprecht, bringing an incident to his

attention that one of his parish members had told his family. According to

the pastor, the soldier had witnessed one of his comrades cutting the throat

of a British POW. Challenged on why he had killed the POW, his response

was: ‘I just felt like it.’ He also reported and criticized cases in which British

POWs had died of heat stroke, which was a common euphemism for the

killing of POWs. 94

Two of the reasons why incidents like these did not turn into a mass

phenomenon were that, thus far, no universal and lasting mutual personal

hatred existed between British and German soldiers, discounting necessary

antagonism in the heat of battle, and that the Bavarian military authorities

tried all they reasonably could to prevent the killing and maltreatment of

POWs. In mid-October, the Commander of RD 6, Gustav Scanzoni von

Lichtenfels, used the incident that had been drawn to Rupprecht’s attention

to instruct the List Regiment and all the other units of the division to do all

they could to prevent the maltreatment of POWs:

I will use this opportunity once again to state clearly my abhorrence of any

mistreatment of prisoners. All superiors are obligated to the harshest interven-

tion, when suspicion arises of such activities, which are not worthy of a

German soldier and only perpetrated by bestial hordes. Every soldier of the

division must know that offences in the treatment of soldiers are judicially

prosecuted without mercy, even when these may lead to a murder charge. 95

Bavarian civil society as well as checks within the Bavarian Army thus pre-

emptively blocked any risk of Bavarian soldiers going for ‘absolute destruc-

tion’96 in the second half of 1915. There is good reason to doubt that the

enormous losses at Neuve Chapelle, Fromelles, and Loos had created a

lasting anti-British hatred that fuelled a vicious circle of violence. Most of
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the interaction between German and British soldiers in the summer and

autumn was a repetition of the mocking treatment seen in the spring. 

Soldiers from RIR 16 who were on patrols left notes in the barbed wire in

front of the British trenches reading, for instance, ‘Greetings from Mun-

ich!’,97 while British soldiers, amidst much cheering, put up posters, an-

nouncing the loss of German battleships or of Russian victories. On one

occasion, they shouted across the trenches in German: ‘Konstantinopel ist

kaput (sic!), der Krieg ist bald beendet.’ (‘Constantinople is in pieces, the war

is almost over!’)98 Sometimes, the chanting across the lines was in a less

boisterous mood. In mid-November, for instance, British soldiers shouted

across the trenches in German, asking the men of the List Regiment ‘if

[they] wouldn’t get to go home soon’.99

The continued willingness to fight was not necessarily a result of an ever

growing anti-British drive among the majority of the soldiers of RIR 16. 

Father Norbert, at least, referred to the British in his diary in the summer of

1915, in an ironic manner as ‘the ‘‘evil enemy’’ ’,100 in the same manner that

the British students of an elitist British boarding school in Heidelberg had

referred to the German students they were to face in a rowing regatta a few

weeks prior to the outbreak of war as ‘our friend ‘‘the enemy’’ ’.101 Simi-

larly, in his diary he had nothing but kind words for a British officer killed in

action whom he had to bury in late June: ‘The body made a very agreeable

impression in its impeccable uniform. The Englishman must have been a

grand man. Even in death, the look in his open blue eyes was a most

peaceful one.’102 Looking at the views and attitudes of a Catholic military

chaplain is, of course, not necessarily the best way to identify the brutalizing

and radicalizing effect of war. However, it needs to be said that the funeral

of the British soldier attracted a huge number of soldiers from RD 6 who

acted most respectfully towards the dead British officer. The funeral ‘pro-

ceeded in a very dignified manner’, noted Father Norbert.103 As the behav-

iour of the soldiers attending the funeral reveals as well as their conduct once

Christmas 1915 came, the majority of the men of the List Regiment did not

continue to fight the British out of personal hatred. They had not dehu-

manized the British but continued to fight them because they believed that

Germany’s cause was just or at the very least because they deemed that the

cost of ceasing the fighting was too high. 

The war experience of 1915 translated less into violent Anglophobia

and a brutalizing cycle of violence than in a heightened sense of religios-

ity, even compared to the spring.104 In mid-June, Father Norbert noted:
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‘Since Easter the troops have so frequently gone to the sacraments that

one can hardly keep up with the confessions.’105 Nothing had changed by

November: ‘Barely manageable confessional work,’ noted Norbert. ‘The

gravity of our days brings people very close to our Lord God.’106 Make-

shift altars and crucifixes now mushroomed in the dugouts of the List

Regiment, while front-line soldiers carried on them rosaries and medal-

lions blessed by priests.107 Oscar Daumiller also reported well-attended

services among the Protestant soldiers of RD 6. 108

Father Norbert observed increasingly often that the men of the List

Regiment were ‘in a sombre mood’, anticipating that it might be their

turn to die next. 109 With the exception of a subsection of the younger

recruits, this was also true of the new troops that kept on arriving as

reinforcements at the front. As early as late April, Norbert reported of a

service for new recruits:

This ceremony made a deep impression on the soldiers, who were very

solemn from the funeral preceding the ceremony. Only three days earlier

had they said goodbye to their homes, now they were already so close to the

serious realities of war. . . . So many tears roll down the faces of the young and

also the old, as we have many Landwehr men among our replacements. 

Deeply shaken, the comrades now receive the general absolution. 110

In Mein Kampf, Hitler also was to acknowledge that by the second half of

1915, his romantic enthusiasm for war had given way to feelings of fear and

horror. Yet for him, if his claims in Mein Kampf are to be trusted, it did not

translate into either religiosity, indiscipline, low morale, or a questioning of

the war but into something higher and better than romantic enthusiasm. It

was a transformation, he tells us, which not only he but his entire regiment

and the whole German Army underwent:

A feeling of horror replaced the romantic fighting spirit. Enthusiasm cooled

down gradually and exuberant spirits were quelled by the fear of the ever-

present Death. A time came when there arose within each one of us a conflict

between the urge to self-preservation and the call of duty. And I had to go

through that conflict too. As Death sought its prey everywhere and unrelent-

ingly a nameless Something rebelled within the weak body and tried to

introduce itself under the name of Common Sense; but in reality it was

Fear; which had taken on this cloak in order to impose itself on the individual. 

But the more the voice which advised prudence increased its efforts and the

more clear and persuasive became its appeal, resistance became all the

stronger; until finally the internal strife was over and the call of duty was
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triumphant. Already in the winter of 1915—16 I had come through that inner

struggle. The will had asserted its incontestable mastery. Whereas in the early

days I went into the fight with a cheer and a laugh, I was now habitually calm

and resolute. And that frame of mind endured. Fate might now put me

through the final test without my nerves or reason giving way. The young

volunteer had become an old soldier. This same transformation took place

throughout the whole army. Constant fighting had aged and toughened it and

hardened it, so that it stood firm and dauntless against every assault.111

The reality in 1915 was rather different. As Father Norbert wrote in a letter

to Bishop Michael von Faulhaber in October 1915: ‘These have become

hard times for our men, especially since we have hardly any young men

who are on active military duty in [our] Reserve Division. Instead we have

mostly Landwehr and Landsturm men.’112 These were clearly neither the

kind of soldiers that the officers of the List Regiment had been hoping for, 

nor did they display any of the characteristics described by Hitler. 

Eduard Ziegler, the 35-year-old Commander of 10th Company, had

been full of disdain for and frustration with the quality of the men in the

List Regiment as early as May. A lawyer in peacetime and a drunkard with

extreme mood swings at the front, Ziegler walked the trenches, slapping

soldiers in the face for falling asleep, for being disrespectful to superiors, or

for not showing up for tasks they had been ordered to do. Ziegler explained

that he had no choice in the matter, as ‘the majority of the company . . . 

consists of replacement troops who do not have any sense of discipline and

who can be brought to some kind of order only with exceeding difficulty. 

In addition, they take no particular joy in the hard labour that in the present

time must necessarily be demanded of the men.’ Ziegler’s opinion was

shared by one of the platoon leaders, Martin Kuisle. He said that ‘The

company consists for the most part of people who, after their short military

education, still have no sense for order and discipline, who don’t like to

work and to whom one must pay close attention.’113 Needless to say, none

of these tensions made it into the 1934 memoirs of Adolf Meyer, who

served under Kuisle during this time.114

The complaints voiced particularly by troops recently arrived at the front

that they were not adequately fed and that the food was distributed unfairly

and unevenly among the men of the regiment were only one of the minor

problems the officers of the regiment had to face.115 Far more worrisome

was the fact that the expectation that they would not survive the war had

gained currency among some of the recruits by May 1915, as the key to the
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resilience of soldiers to date had lain in the ability of soldiers to deceive

themselves and to overestimate their chance of survival. 116

As he was leaving for the front, Hans Amnon, a 20-year-old mechanic

from Nuremberg, wrote to his girlfriend: ‘They say that not every bullet

will be aimed at me but there will be one that will put my life to an end.’117

The previous month, Father Norbert had already noted at one of the

frequent solemn and well-attended funerals at the new German military

cemetery in Fournes, which had to take place at dusk, for fear of artillery fire

and aerial bombardment:118 ‘Every man present was conscious of the fact

that he could be the next to be buried. It was thus quite to be expected that

we were all in a solemn mood, and that some tears were shed during my

address.’119

Soon patriotic addresses were ordered for recruits, as the perception that

they had no sense of what they were fighting for gained currency. Signifi-

cantly, the talks were entrusted to the divisional chaplains, rather than the

officers of the division—a clear sign who recruits were trusting: ‘Patriotic

addresses in front of 450 recruits in Santes about ‘‘A soldier’s duties’’ ’, noted

Father Norbert in early August. ‘These newest recruits are mostly between 36

and 44 years old. With them, the drills alone are insufficient; their belief in the

necessity of their current tasks must first be awakened and then maintained.’120

Other topics for the talks included ‘The Meaning of Military Obedience’ and

‘Comradely Loyalty.’121 Furthermore, the commander of RIB 12 contem-

plated in September publishing a weekly newspaper for the men of the List

Regiment and of RIR 17, which was meant to mark, reward, and draw

attention to soldiers who, for example, had participated in patrols.122

Soldiers from Hitler’s regiment who were critical of the horrors of the

war, meanwhile, had no inhibitions about voicing their opinions. In late

June, men from 4th Company erected an altar for a service for 1st Battalion

with which they expressed their belief that the horrors of their war were an

insult to God, as Father Norbert realized when inspecting the altar:

Only one thing was surprising, the pedestal of the altar cross. On it is namely a

larger-than-life (½ m), beautifully painted Sacred Heart with a crown of

thorns, and pierced by a Bavarian [illegible word] bayonet bearing the

sword knot of 4th Company. As I attempted to criticize the depiction a bit

and asked how 4th Company had offended the Sacred Heart, the soldiers

present were astounded at my ignorance about the symbols they had used. 

The heart pierced by a military bayonet was supposed to signify that the

Sacred Heart had been insulted by the atrocities of war; the sword knot of

116

F R O N T - L I N E S O L D I E R S A N D ‘ R E A R A R E A P I G S ’

the 4th Company, however, was supposed [merely] to declare to the world

that the altar artist belonged to 4th Company of Reserve Infantry Regiment

16.123

The fact that the military court of RD 6 accepted the testimony of a soldier

who had run off from RIR 16, according to which he had not tried to desert

but only to report to the military authorities in Munich in order to be

deployed to a different military unit, shows in what low esteem service in

Hitler’s regiment was held.124

By late September 1915, Gustav Scanzoni von Lichtenfels, the com-

mander of RD 6, felt compelled to warn the commanders of RIR 16 and

its sister regiments about a new escape ruse front-line soldiers would

sometimes use by seeking permission to see the doctor. However, rather

than reporting to the doctor, they left the front.125 Furthermore, Jakob

Sch€afer, the twice-injured war volunteer from 2nd Company—after telling

his girlfriend in a letter that ‘Freedom is an ideal. Only an idiot allows

himself to be enslaved’126—tried in September to run away from the

regiment out of annoyance that despite his two serious injuries he had not

been allowed to visit his loved ones back in Bavaria. However, he had to

realize that ‘all streets and alleys were occupied by the military and I could

not find passage without a pass’. German authorities had felt compelled to

set up a chain of military policemen behind the combat zone of RD 6 to

prevent soldiers from deserting and to set up a huge disincentive even

to attempt to run off. 127 Military policemen also patrolled all trains going

back to Germany for deserters as well as the train stations of Bavarian cities

upon the arrival of trains from the front.128

As a military policeman of RD 6 had to learn the hard way one November

night, indiscipline was fast rising among the soldiers of the division. That

night, he entered the canteen of the living quarters of RD 6 units that were in

reserve in a factory in Santes. On telling the crowd that it was closing time, a

soldier from either RIR 16 or one of its sister regiments threw a bottle at him. 

When he tried to find out who had thrown the bottle, all the soldiers present

surrounded him and one of them hit him hard with a military kettle, injuring

him close to his eye. The bartender managed to arrest the soldier who had

thrown the bottle but when he handed him over to two NCOs they let him

go as soon as they had left the building, rather than taking him to the next

military police station. 129
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The transformation that had taken place in Hitler’s regiment thus had

little in common with that ‘habitually calm and resolute’ fighting spirit that

‘stood firm and dauntless against every assault’ which Hitler claimed he as

well as German soldiers in general had felt during this period. 

After a warm and sunny early October, the dreadful rainy and foggy

weather that is the hallmark of Flemish winters returned to the region of

Fromelles. With the return of the bad weather came the return of rising

water levels in the trenches. Only for the men of regimental HQ like

Hitler or Schnelldorfer was the situation half-tolerable, as they at least

could keep themselves dry, as Alois Schnelldorfer told his parents: ‘It has

rained here . . . for days on end. We telephonists at least have the opportunity

to dry ourselves off or change clothes.’130 What had looked like beautifully

constructed trenches in the spring now filled with water. By mid-November, 

the reserve trenches stood one metre under water. Some trenches simply

collapsed under the onslaught of water and mud. Others filled so completely

with water that they had to be abandoned. Meanwhile, the soldiers of the List

Regiment had to perform the almost impossible feat of trying to stay dry by

avoiding the bottom of the trenches without exposing themselves to British

fire. Furthermore, the men of the regiment subjected themselves to the

imminent danger of contracting diseases when, out of desperation, they

started using their eating utensils to bail water out of their trenches. Much

of the leather equipment of the men of RIR 16 now was covered in a green

layer of mould. The happiest inhabitants of the trenches were rats and mice

who had the rather disconcerting habit of nibbling at the strings and the

covers of the hand grenades that were stored in the trenches. 131 There was no

sign that things would improve any time soon, as Georg Arneth wrote to the

Protestant pastor of his home village in mid-December, a month prior to

Arneth’s unexpected death from heart disease:

The rumbling and groaning of cannonry and the cracking of impact have

ruled over us for a long time. Only one who has survived it could describe it. 

One is tempted to believe that no man will survive. But these murderous

bullets and shells do not strike everyone, thank God. Many will have to die a

hero’s death before the final peace, and this peace is still far off. 132

As it turned out, the battles at Neuve Chapelle, Fromelles, and Loos had not

led to a lasting brutalization of the men of Hitler’s regiment. By December, 

the sentiment that had given birth to the Christmas Truce 1914 returned
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to the trenches close to Fromelles. As Hitler was spending his time away

from the trenches in his own little world in regimental HQ, maybe reading

the architectural history of Berlin he had purchased in late November,133

British soldiers shouted across the trenches on 8 December: ‘Bavarians! 

Don’t shoot!’134

On Christmas Eve, a grey and rainy day, massive machine-gun fire had

been ordered to prevent a reoccurrence of the 1914 Christmas Truce. 

However, during the morning of Christmas Day, the British soldiers on

the opposite side of the trenches started to wave with their hats at the men of

the List Regiment and its sister regiment. The soldiers facing the List

Regiment, amidst singing and accordion playing, tried to make contact

with the men of Hitler’s regiment, shouting: ‘Bayern’ (‘Bavarians’) and

‘Kameraden’ (‘Comrades’) across the trenches. The British servicemen

in the sector opposite RIR 17 and the German unit that lay to the left of

RIR 17, lying right to the left of the sector of RIR 16, actively tried to

fraternize to the delight of the men of the sister regiment of RIR 16.135 ‘A few

of our people have, enticed by similar incidences in the left neighbouring

regiment, left our trenches and wanted to approach the Englishmen,’

reported the war diarists of RIR 17.136 These were not isolated events. 

Next to the 6th Bavarian Reserve Division lay the 14th (Prussian) Infantry

Regiment which fraternized with soldiers belonging to the British Guards

Division, among them Private William Tate of the 2nd Coldstream Guards. 

In a scene reminiscent of the previous year, Tate saw how the Prussian

soldiers ‘came out of their trenches and walked towards our line. We did

not fire on them as they had no equipment or arms of any sort. Some of our

fellows went over to meet them. They shook hands and exchanged greetings, 

they also exchanged money and cigarettes.’137 To the dismay of the Earl of

Cavan, the commander of the Guards Division, similar scenes occurred with

the 13th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment. He had to report ‘that in spite

of special orders there was communication held between the lines occupied

by the Guards Division and the 13th Bavarian Reserve Regiment this morn-

ing. I have seen the Brigadiers who were on the spot within 20 minutes of

hearing of the episode and our men were back in the trenches within 30 to 40

minutes after first going out.’ Just as in 1914, German reports tended to state

that attempts at fraternization had originated with the British, while British

reports, of course, claimed the opposite: ‘Large parties of unarmed Germans

were the first to appear,’ the Earl of Cavan wrote, ‘but this is no excuse, and

I regret the incident more than I can say.’138
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Why then did the scenes of the Christmas Truce 1914 not repeat

themselves on a larger scale? There is a simple answer to this question that

has nothing to do with a brutalizing cycle of violence in 1915: the British

fired shrapnel on the units of the 6th Bavarian Reserve Division and the

Bavarian soldiers ‘were ordered back and punished’ as soon as grass-roots

attempts to repeat the Christmas Truce 1914 started to get off the ground.139

Furthermore, despite the slightly foggy weather on Christmas Day, British

fighter planes constantly circled over the sector of RIR 16. 140 Moreover, the

Grenadier Guards who were facing the List Regiment sent a patrol out

during the day of Christmas Eve which, of course, was inevitably followed

by orders from the officers of RIR 16 to shoot at the patrol, resulting in the

deaths of two Guards soldiers.141 As Christmas 1915 was approaching, the

commanders of British units had been reminded of ‘the unauthorized truce

which occurred on Christmas Day at one or two places in the last year’. 

They were now ordered to make sure ‘that nothing of the kind is allowed

on the Divisional front this year’. To help this along, ‘the artillery will

maintain a slow gun fire on the enemy’s trenches commencing at dawn’ and

‘snipers and machine guns are to be in readiness to fire on any German

showing above the parapet’.142 As Alois Schnelldorfer wrote to his parents

on Christmas Day: ‘There was no attack[,] just terrible artillery fire.’143

At no time in December had the British artillery fired on the positions of

the List Regiment and its sister units as strongly as during the period

immediately following Christmas. The villages in which the reserve battal-

ions and the headquarters of the regiments, brigades, and division lay, were

indeed only shelled on three days in December: on 7 December, the day

before Christmas Eve, and on the evening of Christmas Eve itself.144 Father

Norbert reported that vigorous artillery could be heard throughout the

Christmas Mass he celebrated with soldiers on leave in the church of

Beauchamps. Three days later, when he celebrated another Christmas

service with soldiers from an RD 6 unit in a cowshed within the combat

zone, the shed was struck by a direct hit, destroying the space where the

altar had stood. 145

It was thus direct orders, punishment, as well as the awesome lethal force

of thousands of shrapnel balls erupting from anti-personnel artillery shells, 

rather than growing mutual hatred or wartime brutalization, which pre-

vented a reoccurrence of the Christmas Truce of 1914. What had changed

was not so much the mindset and combat motivation of the men of the List

Regiment and their British counterparts but the response by the military
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authorities behind the front to any nascent attempts to strike up a Christmas

Truce. The key factor which explained why Christmas 1915 was so

different from the previous year was thus official policy and not grass-root

opinion. 

The question, however, remains how to explain the ferocious combat in

March at Neuve Chapelle, in May at Fromelles, and in September at Loos

on the one hand, and the relative lack of hatred towards the British after the

battles of 1915 as well as the attempt at a reoccurrence of the Christmas

Truce in 1915 on the other. 

The fact that the profound Anglophobia of the early months of the war

was driven by an acute sense of betrayal rather than deep-seated traditions of

mutual antagonism might well explain why there was no sustained Anglo-

phobia among the men of RIR 16 and why the Christmas truces were

possible. However, this does not explain the ferocity of combat in the three

major battles in which the regiment was involved in 1915. The answer

might well lie in the presence of a common anthropological response to

combat among Hitler’s comrades, in which the natural fear of death is

translated into a ‘fight or flight’ impulse, which in turns leads to a release

of copious amounts of adrenalin and ultimately of aggression and feelings of

exuberance, euphoria, exhilaration, and elation during the act of killing—in

short, to a ‘combat high’. Success in combat, which is ultimately measured

in either the maiming or killing of one’s opponent, is the best inhibitor of

fear. There has been a taboo in the Western tradition to speak about this

aggression during combat, sometimes labelled ‘blood lust’. However, much

of the research carried out on combat motivation over the last century or so

strongly suggests that soldiers across extremely varied national cultures and

ideologies have the same experience in that once they have overcome their

fear of going into battle, during combat they, at least temporarily, lose all, or

almost all, inhibitions about aggression, often feeling a thrill when killing an

opponent. However, this loss of inhibition does not necessarily translate

into a brutalization of warfare. Even the celebration of the act of killing

within military units does not automatically equate to a lasting hatred of the

enemy. Combat aggression does not necessarily survive after the end of the

battle. Once all the adrenalin is gone, remorse, and subsequently a ration-

alization process sets in. With the exception of a very small number of

sociopaths, hatred and aggression towards the enemy is only sustained

by factors other than combat aggression such as ideology or feelings of

revenge.146 In the relative absence of those factors among most of the
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soldiers of the List Regiment, there was no contradiction between the

ferocious combat performance of many men of RIR 16 in the three big

battles of 1915 and the relative lack of rancour towards British soldiers of the

front line for the rest of the year. This is why only orders from above

prevented the reoccurrence of a widespread Christmas Truce in 1915. 

Differently put, combat aggression, where it existed among the men of

the List Regiment (it needs to be pointed out that not all front-line soldiers

of RIR 16 even displayed combat aggression), did not equate to a change of

the political mentalities of the men of the regiment. 

Since, in February 1915, Hitler had provided in his letter to Ernst Hepp a

blueprint of his attitude towards the war and of his utopian vision of a future

Germany in his letter to Ernst Hepp, there had thus been, at least in 1915, no

apparent convergence of attitudes towards the war between the majority of

the men of the List Regiment and of the ideas expressed by Private Hitler in

his February letter. Unfortunately, beyond Hitler’s letter from February

little is known about his attitudes and perceptions of the war in 1915. 

Despite the heavy losses 1915 had brought on all sides—by the end of

1915, 47 per cent of all fatalities in the List Regiment and more than

50

per cent of all wartime fatalities in the French Army had already

occurred, 147—there had been surprisingly little change in the attitudes of

the men of the List Regiment between Christmas 1914 and 1915. This was

to cause a problem for Hitler after the war when he was to try to tell the

story of how the war experience had changed him, the men of the List

Regiment, and German society as a whole for good. The most traumatic

battle of the war, however, had not yet occurred. 

6

Occupation

January–July 1916

DuringtherelativelyquietperiodbetweenNewYearandthesummer

of 1916, at a time when elsewhere Germany waged its futile all-out

attack on Verdun in Lorraine, aimed at bleeding the French Army to death, 

it became routine for Hitler and his immediate comrades to go into Lille

every time they received leave. On the way to northern France’s cultural

and administrative centre, Private Hitler and his comrades sat huddled

together in the tram that ran from one of the neighbouring villages of

Fournes along endless rows of simple suburban brick houses to Lille. The

visits to Lille of Hitler and his brothers-in-arms as well as the time they spent

in places such as Fournes and Haubourdin inevitably brought them in

contact with the local French population. Their interaction with civilians

provides a fascinating glimpse of their evolving view of the world. 

Hitler’s trips to Lille had been made possible because the command of RD

6 realized the need to set up incentives that would ensure that young Hitler

and the men of his regiment would continue to fight and perform at a time

when the war had already lasted much longer than anticipated. On a visit to

RD 6, it was not lost on Crown Prince Rupprecht in what dire a state the

men of Hitler’s division were in and how important it was to set up

incentives aimed at making the men feel appreciated: ‘One can clearly see

the stresses of the past weeks in the deployed troops, especially those who

came from the left wing of the forward position. Many have a sallow colour

to their faces, a sign of sleep deprivation.’1

Another predictably Bavarian strategy to keep men happy had been to

ship beer from Munich in special beer wagons to the front to ensure that

each soldier would get his daily ration of half a litre. The division frequently

corresponded with other military authorities and with Munich breweries
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regarding complaints such as that the beer had arrived too warm or com-

plaints from troops that they wanted to get draught beer rather than bottled

beer.2 Unlike Private Hitler who was a committed teetotaller, the men of

RIR 16 had a reputation for drinking to excess, particularly when they lay in

reserve behind the front. When a butcher from the foothills of the Alps was

arrested one January night after he had assaulted a guard in Santes while

rearing drunk, investigations revealed that he had first consumed between

six and seven litres of beer and then finished a bottle of cognac with two of

his comrades.3

After their arrival in central Lille during their outings, Hitler’s immediate

comrades would dash straight to the nearest bar. From time to time, Hitler, 

together with some of the men from regimental headquarters, attended

theatre performances put on by the ‘Deutsches Theater Lille’, set up in

Lille’s Theáˆtre de l’Opeŕa in 1915. However, on trips to Lille that did not

feature visits to the theatre, Hitler and his comrades went their separate

ways. As the others drank away their sorrows, Hitler walked the streets of

Lille.4 Hitler thus missed the opportunity to meet ordinary front-line

soldiers and to hear how they saw and experienced the war. As we have

seen through the episode in which Hitler believed, unlike the soldiers

whom he met, to be in the combat zone and had rolled up his epaulettes, 

Hitler, of course, did encounter ordinary soldiers from his unit while on

duty. However, there is no record that gives any hint of him mixing socially

with ordinary front-line soldiers. 

Occasionally, while in Lille, Hitler sat down on walls or benches and took

out his sketch pad. As he sketched street scenes in the same style he had

drawn postcards in Munich prior to the war,5 some of Hitler’s comrades

graduated from local bars to the brothels that had been mushrooming since

the beginning of the German occupation,6 which for a few Marks, the men

of Hitler’s regiment could buy sex.7 As a wartime French novel put it, the

German occupiers felt that ‘they had a double right to the favour of all

women and girls, being at once lords and conquerors’.8 Hitler, meanwhile, 

was dismissive of soldiers who were sleeping with prostitutes or local

women, as were many of the married Catholic soldiers from the Bavarian

countryside.9 The often-told tale that Hitler fathered a son during the war is

indeed a hoax.10

Hitler’s brothers-in-arms had no difficulty in fulfilling their sexual desires. 

As the French ophthalmologist had already noted in late November 1914, ‘[the
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German soldiers] have great love for their uniforms, and I must admit that

they wear them very well. The fairer sex thus [behaves towards the German

soldiers in a way that brings] about no high opinion of their ‘‘love of their

Fatherland’’ or of the dignity of the women of Lille. I quote the following

opinion of an officer from the City Commander’s Headquarters: ‘‘All the

women here are harlots.’’ ’11 Oscar Daumiller, meanwhile, had noted in

early 1915: ‘The long spell in one and the same place allows the men to get

to know the town and village inhabitants and affords them the possibility of

building relationships with local girls and women.’12

Trashy wartime novels—with titles such as Kriegsbr€aute (War Brides), Die

Schwester des Franktireurs (The Sister of the Franc-Tireur), Deutsche Hiebe, 

Deutsche Liebe (German Thrashing, German Loving)13—also inspired the

soldiers of RIR 16 to strike up amorous encounters with local women in

Lille and in the villages and towns behind the front. When Hermann

Mu¨nderlein, one of the Protestant army chaplains in RD 6, had to write a

report about his work to date, he was not complimentary about the

behaviour of the men of the List Regiment and its sister units. He thought

that the units of RD 6 were rife with problems of ‘alcohol, promiscuity, 

aggression and unkind criticism, theft, disobedience, materialism, descent

into indifference, and apathy’. The officers of the units, he thought, were

just as bad. Not only did they display an ‘antisocial behaviour towards the

men’ but they consumed alcohol in excessive quantities and were just as

lecherous and sexually promiscuous as the troops. 14

So widespread was the problem that the Command of the 6th Army had

felt prompted to establish special wards for men suffering from VD in army

hospitals behind the front.15 In the villages that the men of the List Regiment

frequented, military authorities had put up notices warning Hitler and his

comrades of the perils of VD: ‘Warning: Soldiers! Protect your health! All

prostitutes, waitresses, and loose women are infected!’16 The army doctors

of the List Regiment even had to compile a secret list of men to whom

condoms had been handed out, so as to be able to punish anybody who had

contracted VD who had not used condoms. Soon allegations arose that

French doctors deliberately did not treat prostitutes and other women

suffering from VD properly in order to use them as a secret weapon against

German soldiers. 17 As Oscar Daumiller claimed, ‘one woman boasts that she

has ‘‘delivered’’ more Germans than many French soldiers at the front.’18

The 6th Reserve Division was quite worried about the extent of prostitution

and of the attempts of the soldiers of its units to make advances towards
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French women behind the front. By January 1915, special military police

patrols walked the streets of Comines to prevent soldiers of the List Regi-

ment from striking up relationships with local women or from frequenting

brothels. 19

With war had come, of course, also the danger of rape committed by


soldiers. Rape during the First World War was not the result of wartime

brutalization specific to the Great War. 20 Rape has indeed been the hallmark

of all military conflict throughout history and it occurred on all fronts during

the First World War. While war tends to bring a general increase in criminal

behaviour among soldiers, the rise is generally higher for sex crimes.21 It is

impossible to tell how widespread a problem rape was among the men of RD

6. However, we do know of at least one case that was to happen in early 1918

in Picardy, when a soldier of one of the sister regiments of the List Regiment

was to rape an 11-year-old girl and was to try to rape another woman in the

same village. 22

The frequenting of brothels by Hitler’s comrades while Hitler walked the

streets of Lille is a reminder that trips to Lille, as well as life in the villages and

small towns behind the front, such as Fournes or Haubourdin, brought

regular interaction with the local population. The history of this encounter

is both a fascinating and a precarious one. Even the deployment of foreign

troops in ‘friendly’ countries inevitably led to tensions with the local

population, as evident, for instance, in the ransacking and setting ablaze of

the red-light district in Cairo by Australian troops on Good Friday 1915.23

Yet any encounter of occupying troops in a hostile environment necessarily

unleashes forces—collaboration, resistance, as well as the temptation of

heavy-handed occupation policies—that are far more explosive. 

It is utterly unsurprising that many of Hitler’s brothers-in-arms were

whoring and drinking their way around Lille in the spring of 1916. More

revealing of the development of their political mentalities and their opinion

of the enemy is their relationship with the local French population on a day-

to-day basis. 

For the men of the List Regiment, their relationship with the local

French population had to bridge the gap between the need felt by German

military planners, for example, to coerce local men to work for them and

to persuade the local population to cooperate with them (particularly

since the German goal was to operate as much as possible through

indigenous institutions) and not to engage in any activity that was likely

to be used by foreign propaganda against them.24 The potential for tension
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was increased through the necessity for the German occupation forces

essentially to live off the land as the Germans had to experience a far more

acute shortage of resources than their adversaries. This relative shortage was a

result of the smaller economic output of Germany and her allies compared to

that of her enemies as well as of the Allied blockade of Germany. The Germans

thus faced the agonizing dilemma whether too lenient a treatment of the

population in the occupied territories would unduly drain Germany’s resources

and thus increase the likelihood that Germany was going to lose the war. 

For the French locals, their relationship with the men of the List Regi-

ment was coloured by the difficulty of juggling between competing bonds

of loyalty in weighing up how best to come through the war while

protecting the interests of their families, as epitomized, for instance, by

the case of a Frenchman at Fournes. The man had agreed to contribute to

the Gazettes des Ardennes, the newspaper the German occupation force

published in France. However, ever since starting to work for the Germans

he was worried, as he told the German occupiers in November 1915 that he

might be ‘lynched by his fellow countrymen’ at Fournes. 25 Similarly, the

unidentified physician and diarist in Lille had been outraged by the behav-

iour of some of his compatriots: ‘I’ll mention in passing the loathsome

behaviour of our local policemen. They kowtow before the German

officers and conduct themselves during the requisitioning operations of

the Germans with a servility that is comparable to complicity.’26 Other

collaborators operated in cities and villages other than their own, 27 to

prevent reprisals by their neighbours. 

As in all wartime occupations, local officials had to face the agonizing

decision about whether collaboration, cooperation, or resistance best served

the interests of their communities. And as in all wartime occupations, local

officials were unlikely to receive gratitude for the difficult and impossible

decisions they had to take, as the wartime mayor of Comines, Paul Le Safre, 

was to find out after the war when an official investigation was launched

into his wartime activities. 28

As we have seen, the beginning of the war had been marked by over-

zealous, inexperienced German soldiers who in the chaos of the first months

of the war saw francs-tireurs everywhere. Even once atrocities of the early

weeks ceased, the war was still marked by tensions between German

occupiers and the French and Belgian populations. 

Signs of tension were everywhere. In 1915, anti-German graffiti appeared

on walls in Haubourdin. In the late spring, just after the arrival of the List
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Regiment in Haubourdin, locals were forced to turn in their bikes. Some

owners, however, threw their bikes into the canal rather than hand them

over to the Bavarians. There were also cases of alleged espionage by

civilians. The prohibition against civilians leaving their villages at night29

also did not help to ease tensions. Neither did the case of Josef Leclerq. A

native of Fournes, which had been badly looted by German soldiers prior to

the arrival of the List Regiment,30 he had deserted his regiment after the fall

of Lille in October 1914. His wife had then burnt his uniform and thrown

his rifle into an outhouse. After a few weeks in hiding in Lille, he moved to

Haubourdin where he was hidden in the local brewery. The German

authorities eventually got wind that his wife in Fournes sent parcels to

him through Ceśarine Bouchacourt, a tall, slender woman with dark

blond hair, who had a German permit to take goods from Fournes to

Haubourdin. On New Year’s Day 1916, German military policemen wear-

ing civilian clothes secretly followed Bouchacourt to Haubourdin, ultim-

ately arresting Leclerq. He now received a draconian sentence of fifteen

years in prison, as German authorities treated all Frenchmen who were in

the French Army but found without uniforms as spies. 31 Similarly, notices

put up in the villages in which the List Regiment was stationed informed the

local population in late July 1915, that six men and women residing in Lille

had been condemned to death for hiding and sheltering a French soldier. 

Moreover, in the first half of 1916, locals in Haubourdin were forced to help

construct the makeshift tramline behind the German lines and to dig graves

in the graveyard; others were deported to the Ardennes to carry out forced

labour there. 32

All the tensions described here indeed seem to support the common

argument that the essence of the German occupation of northern France

and Belgium—both on the level of German military institutions which

formulated policy and at the grass-root level at which soldiers carried out

policy and personally encountered civilians—was its brutality: a brutality

that was part and parcel of the general brutalization and radicalization

brought by the Great War and that was particularly pronounced in the

German case. For German policy makers and soldiers on the ground alike, it

is said, terror and violence became tools intentionally to humiliate the

population under occupation in an attempt to prevent the French from

ever waging war against Germany again. 33

If this view were true, Hitler’s comrades would have not been trying to

have sex with French women for the same reason that Australian troops
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had frequented the brothels of Cairo but in order to humiliate and terrorize

the local population and thus to target the enemy by different means in the

same way as they were trying to target the British troops on the other side of

the trenches at Fromelles. 

However, there is a danger of overstating the level of tension and of

hostility towards the local population among the men of Hitler’s regiment. 

Tension and heroic resistance are omnipresent in the collective and indi-

vidual memory of all traumatic wartime occupations, while recollections of

collaboration and cooperation and the tough choices a population under

occupation had to face tend to be edited out of the story. 34 Furthermore, 

even during the war British and French propaganda had a vested interest in

presenting German soldiers as irredeemable rapists as a device for recruiting

and for boosting morale in order to persuade hesitant French and British

men to fight the Germans. Any suggestion in wartime novels such as

Marguerite Yerta’s 1917 Les six femmes et l’invasion (Six Women and the

Invasion) that French women were sleeping with German soldiers volun-

tarily or even only for the sake of feeding their children was censored. 35 But

a fair number of French women did sleep with the enemy. For instance, in

1916, Madeleine Le Safre, the daughter of the mayor of Comines, bore

the child of one of the officers who lodged with the mayor’s family. 36

A 36-year-old woman in Haubourdin, meanwhile, engaged in a sexual

relationship with the cook of the 2nd Batallion of RIR 20 in the spring of

1916. She seems neither to have been coerced into the relationship nor

received any financial rewards for sleeping with the chef. 37 Indeed, in

reality, wartime occupations produce, as one historian has put it, ‘more

complex relationships than those of brutal oppression’ between occupiers

and the local civilian population than the collective memory of the occu-

pied will ever allow. 38 Maybe surprisingly, over time the German occupiers

of northern France and the French local population grew closer together. 39

Military necessity had dictated that the men of Hitler’s regiment find a

modus vivendi with the local civilian population that would allow them to

interact with the population under occupation.40 The French population

had an equal interest in a working relationship with the Germans. As our

ophthalmologist and diarist from Lille had noted in February 1915:

The enemy has always conducted himself appropriately since occupying the

city. After the people of Lille and the German Army had regarded each other

with hate and distrust for a few weeks, gradually people reached a state of
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indifference and even felt the beginnings of ‘sympathy’, in the etymological

sense of the word. One does not live unaffected side by side if entrenched in

the same unfortunate situation: finally one starts to find this situation bearable

and to set about making mutual concessions. . . . The common people who

live with the soldiers by necessity and house them will eventually fraternize

with them. Both parties, the victors and the conquered, succumb to circum-

stances and have a chance to understand one another. Thus one can observe

everywhere situations like the following: a young beggar follows a soldier who

finally gives him some money after speaking some broken French to him; or

one sees soldiers ordered to escort requisitioning wagons secretly giving poor

women several pieces of coal or a small quantity of petrol. . . . The soldiers

who have been billeted in private homes make themselves useful as much as

they can, and even share the food that they bring home with the people with

whom they stay. As a result, many workers ask to house soldiers. As far as the

officers (with whom the town is teeming) are concerned, they are measured, 

polite even, when one has to come into contact with them.41

More than that, it was very much in the interests of the men of Hitler’s

regiment and its sister units to strike up good relations with local civilians as

the civilians, in effect, constituted a human shield against British attacks. 

While the List Regiment was still lying on the French–Belgian border close

to Messines, Father Norbert noted in his diary:

While the troops in Warneton [a neighbouring village of Comines] stay by

day in their cellar rooms and are only allowed to slink along the house walls on

necessary errands, the civilians can move freely through all the streets and

squares. The goal in this is to deceive the enemy about the presence of troops

and to deter the enemy from bombardment out of consideration for the

inhabitants. Enemy planes circle constantly over Warneton for surveillance

purposes.42

The 6th Reserve Division was also careful to prevent the appearance that its

units were engaging in cultural destruction. In a divisional order of 13

February 1915, the command instructed its units not to confiscate church

bells and church apparatus and to hand over ownerless damaged church

goods to church parishes which were still active.43 The attempts to ease the

relationship with the local population under occupation did not stop there. 

For instance, by late 1915, French courses were held twice a week in the

soldiers’ mess.44 Moreover, unlike in other military conflicts, rape was not

used as a weapon, nor was rape tolerated as it was, for instance, arguably by

the officers of some American units in Vietnam.45 Suggestions that German

military authorities gave tacit justification to rape by dehumanizing the
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French and Belgian local population as francs-tireurs46 or that they ‘system-

atically humiliat[ed]’ women and girls, making them ‘the chosen subject in

total war’47 are not supported by the experience of the 6th Reserve Division. 

On the contrary, after the incident in which a soldier from one of the sister

regiments of RIR 16 raped an 11-year-old girl, her mother reported the case

to the officer in charge of military justice in RIR 17. The fact that she

reported the rape to the German authorities is significant in itself. It suggests

that at least some among the French local population felt that they could get

justice from the German military authorities. The officer immediately

embarked on an extensive investigation that ultimately failed to identify

the rapist but that sent the strongest possible message to the soldiers of RIR

17 that rape and the maltreatment of the local population was absolutely

unacceptable. He first investigated the place where the rape had taken place. 

Next he ordered all men of his regiment who had been in the village to be

examined by the regimental doctor the same day for traces of blood on their

clothes or any other signs that would identify the rapist. A few days later, he

lined up the 118 men of his regiment who potentially fitted the description

of the rapist. However, neither the raped girl nor the women who had

narrowly escaped rape could identify their attacker. The military court of

RD 6 abandoned the investigation a few days later only after another line-up

of about half the 118 men still had not produced the rapist. 48

Crown Prince Rupprecht was particularly sensitive to the need to treat

the local French population with as much respect as possible. When he

visited Haubourdin in the summer of 1916, local military authorities had put

the local French population under a strict curfew, forcing them to keep all

their doors and windows shut. When Rupprecht heard of this, he immedi-

ately revoked the order and allowed locals out of doors.49

Despite all the tensions and in spite of the official harsh post-Somme

occupation policies that still lay in the future, over time the treatment of the

local population by ordinary soldiers became, in fact, less, not more, severe. 

The relations between French civilians and German occupiers thus devel-

oped in a direction which was contrary to what was to happen in the

Second World War.50 In a divisional order from late February 1915, the

command of RD 6 had already felt compelled to tell the soldiers of its units

not to give any bread to civilians. 51 By May 1915, another divisional order

complained that there had been a growing number of cases in which soldiers

of the division had volunteered to receive letters for locals and pass them on

to them. 52 For instance, the husband of a French woman from Wattignies
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(a village in the region occupied by RD 6), who stayed in the unoccupied

part of France, sent letters to the Zurich-based wife of Robert Weber, a

Private in RD 6’s Reserve Artillerie Munitions Kolonne 10 who was

stationed in Watignies. Weber’s wife then forwarded them to her husband, 

who passed them on to the local French woman.53

Furthermore, in June of 1915, the commander RD 6 issued an order

reminding soldiers of the need ‘to exercise strict restraint with regard to the

French population in speech as well as in the rendering of personal favours’. 

The order also warned them not to deliver letters for the local population, 

not to engage in ‘careless conversations’, and, in general, not to display ‘a

misguided appearance of friendliness’.54 The shared Catholic identity of

occupiers and occupied also helped, at least in some cases, to find ways of

coexistence in the face of the tensions caused by wartime occupation. In

mid-January 1915, Father Norbert noted of the people with whom he was

quartered in Comines: ‘My new hosts are an 80-year-old man with his

around 50-year-old daughter. Both are members of the Third Order. That I

am most heartily welcome in my new quarters I need not even mention.’55

The improvement in the relationship between German occupiers and

the French local population was not limited to the interaction of soldiers

of RD 6. For instance, the president of the Comite´ des Re´fugieś du

Departement de la Somme had concluded in May 1915 that ‘according to

the statements of those who have returned to their Fatherland, the Germans

no longer conduct themselves with the arrogance and conceit that they

displayed at the beginning of the war. They don’t want to be treated like

‘‘barbarians’’, and they comport themselves properly with the occupied

population. In the villages of the region, there has been no more devastation

since the second occupation.’56 By February 1916, the complaint was that

some soldiers of RD 6 in Santes were trading with French women to their

mutual advantage, giving food to the women and receiving thread and other

items that were in short supply back in Bavaria, which they sent home.57

The reality of the encounters of the men of the List Regiment with the

local French and Belgian populations during their time in the region of

Comines, Messines, Fournes, and Fromelles does not support the thesis that

German policies and conduct of soldiers at the grass-roots level were driven

by an urge to terrorize, humiliate, and shock the local population. 

German conduct was often harsh, sometimes brutal. However, the aim of

the policy towards the civilian population was not to destroy forever

France’s capability of waging war. In reality, the official policies were
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driven, first, by an attempt to win the war under conditions of ‘total war’—

in which the ideal is to apply all military and economic resources to the

conflict—and, secondly, by the shortage of resources the Germans and her

allies were facing. Within these parameters and at least until 1916, German

military authorities tried—but due to adverse conditions often failed—to

treat the population in the occupied territories in an acceptable manner. 

These policies were not necessarily driven by a love for the French but by a

cost benefit calculation according to which it was not in the interest of the

Germans to antagonize the local population any more than was deemed

militarily absolutely necessary. The conduct of the men of the List Regiment

was driven by similar considerations. However, by the spring of 1916 the

surprising consequence of the continued encounter with the local French

population was that, if anything, many men of Hitler’s regiment had

become less anti-French, rather than more. The deep-seated anti-French, 

anti-Belgian, anti-Catholic German nationalism that was supposed to have

driven German soldiers both during the atrocities in 1914, as well as

throughout the war, was simply not a majority sentiment in the List

Regiment. 

The behaviour of Hitler’s brothers-in-arms during their trip to Lille as

well as their continued preparedness to fight should thus not be read as

giving evidence of wartime brutalization or a political radicalization of the

majority of the men of Hitler’s regiment. At any rate, as several pieces of

evidence suggest, by the first half of 1916 the fervour with which the men of

the List Regiment and Bavarians in general were supporting the war effort

was no longer what it had once been. 

As was not lost on Alois Schnelldorfer, the German authorities desper-

ately tried to make the German population look at the war through rose-

tinted spectacles: ‘But naturally pains were taken so that nothing negative

reached the home front. Thus letters were opened, vacations were denied, 

etc.,’ he wrote to his parents. ‘A deputy of the Bavarian Parliament came to

see us once, naturally after prior notification had been given . . . There was

roast beef with potatoes and beer, and, as you know, when a Bavarian has

beer, he laughs. Photographs were then taken and snapshots were made of

the good spirits of the troops. . . . In reality, life is less splendid than we are

allowed to describe.’58

Bavarian civil and military authorities were indeed aware that the situ-

ation was precarious. In early 1916, several local authorities in the recruit-

ment region of the List Regiment had complained that soldiers had sent
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letters home requesting their family and friends to stop buying war bonds, in

the hope that the German Empire would run out of money to fight the

war.59 Moreover, in February, the Bavarian War Ministry had sent a rather

alarmist secret letter to the commanders of the Bavarian divisions according

to which ‘in some circles on the home front, the will to persevere at all costs

has been abating’ because of ‘reports from soldiers in the field army and

stories from soldiers on leave about real and claimed injustices, grievances

etc., that poison the morale of whole communities’.60

In the List Regiment, the behaviour of some soldiers indicated that the

officers of RIR 16 could no longer take it for granted that their soldiers would

either be fully committed to the war or at least deem the cost of disobedience

higher than that of obedience. For instance, in March one soldier from 2nd

Company refused to follow a direct order he had received from one of his

officers, telling him in reply: ‘I don’t care if you shoot me, I’ll even give you

the bullet to do it, even though I have a wife and children at home.’61 Then

in April, the officers of the sister regiment of the List Regiment complained

that its troops displayed a lack of respect towards the regiment’s officers and

performed their duties in a lax manner.62 In May, an NCO refused to adjust

his hat when ordered by a military policeman, adding: ‘I don’t care if I am

imprisoned; then I won’t have to go into the trenches!’63

In June, Dominikus Dauner, an NCO from 1st Company, expressed

what many NCOs and officers really thought about the men of Hitler’s

regimemt. He told two soldiers who had joined the regiment earlier in the

year, in terms that could hardly have been less flattering: ‘You are useless. If

you (he said to Grundwu¨rmer [who was one of the two soldiers]) were good

for anything, you would have a commendation. You fit in well with the

regiment. It is full of shirkers and good-for-nothings. You are scallywags. 

You’ve never done anything of value.’64

The mood described here among both soldiers and civilians at home

created an extremely volatile situation that was to explode in the second half

of 1916. However, the fact that no major battles had taken place for almost

half a year was central to why most soldiers continued to perform for the

time being. The sector of the front occupied by the List Regiment was, in

fact, so quiet and manned by such poor troops compared to the rest of the

British sector of the Western Front that the Australian contingents of the

British armed forces, which only started to pour into Europe in 1915, used it

as a ‘nursery’ to introduce new formations of trench warfare. From April

1916, RIR 16 faced the I Anzac Corps that had just arrived in Europe.65
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Another reason why the men of the List Regiment continued to perform

was that, like their peers along the Western Front, they had spent only a

fraction of their time in the front line. They spent at least as much time

drilling, resting, training, on transportation, or on leave as they spent in the

trenches. 66 It has been said that the characteristic act of men at war is

‘killing’; 67 in fact, in the First World War most men spent far more of

their time ‘waiting’. Boredom was a more common feeling among the men

of Hitler’s regiment than either acute excitement or horror. 

Escapism was another coping mechanism. Rather than consuming the

propaganda books that were shipped to the regiment,68 soldiers were long-

ing for books that would provide some escape and books that would allow

them to see normality and wildlife amidst the horror they were experien-

cing. For instance, Arthur Janzen, a 30-year-old soldier in Hitler’s 1st

Company, asked the divisional mobile library to acquire a book on water

birds. Others requested books on free thinkers or on Liebesleben in der Natur

(Love Life in Nature). No soldier in the List Regiment requested a book of a

remotely political character. 69 The soldiers of RIR 16 were in the habit of

shunning the kind of books propagandists wanted them to read, just like the

German soldiers in general. Light entertainment, humorous literature (par-

ticularly Wilhelm Busch’s books), and novels and novellas were most sought

after, while instructional reading was the least popular genre. For instance, 

not a single soldier from the 105th Prussian Infantry Regiment took out

from their regimental field library Bismarck’s Speeches, The Address to the

German Nation by the high priest of German nationalism Johann Gottlieb

Fichte, or Martin Luther’s To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation. 

Meanwhile, the great classics of Germany’s erstwhile enemies, including the

works of Leo Tolstoy, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Victor Hugo, and Charles

Dickens, were popular choices.70

We have seen how important religion was in helping the men of the List

Regiment to cope with their war experiences in 1914 and 1915. Father

Norbert, Oscar Daumiller, and the chaplains working under them had also

tried to instil a high morale into the men of the regiment. However, by the

second half of 1915 religion had started to lose its central place in the hearts

and minds of at least some of the men of Hitler’s regiment. How did this

change affect how the men of the List Regiment viewed the war? Was it a

result of a wider change of attitude, whether political or otherwise? 

We do not really know how Father Norbert assessed the situation in

1916, nor for that matter later in the war, as his diary that is kept in the
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archives of his religious order suddenly ends in early 1916.71 However, 

several other sources reveal how religious the men of RIR 16 were in

1916. The long war, at least for some, had led to new doubts about how

God could allow the continued horrors of the war to happen. Both Catholic

and Protestant army chaplains across the Bavarian Army reported in 1916

that fewer soldiers were flocking to services than in 1914 and 1915. Some-

times Catholic chaplains were branded among the troops as war-mongers. 72

The distancing from religion, where it happened, did not tend to imply a

hardening of support for the war from an anti-religious hyper-nationalist

perspective as advocated by National Socialist ideology after the war. It sug-

gested rather a distancing from hyper-nationalism or indeed sometimes a rise

in fatalism. As Hermann K€ornacher concluded in January 1916 of his work

since May 1915 as a divisional chaplain under Oscar Daumiller: ‘Our work

here will become harder the longer the war lasts. One comes across those

who have become completely indifferent or fatalistic because of their war

experiences.’

Yet there is a danger of exaggerating the extent to which religiosity was

on the wane. In absolute terms, religious attendance and interest had, as

several reports confirm, remained higher than in peacetime both among

Catholic and Protestant soldiers. 73 Moreover, the soldiers of RIR 16 did not

display any signs of their religious beliefs becoming more nationalistic

during the war, despite attempts particularly in Protestant war theology to

link religion with a call for a national renewal. There was little taste for

nationalistic sermons. Religion continued to equip soldiers with a mechan-

ism for coping with the strains of war, rather than with a vehicle to express

nationalist sentiments. Oscar Daumiller, at any rate, did not detect any

change in the religious beliefs of the Protestant soldiers of RD 6 in 1916, 

noting: ‘What I have heard in occasional conversations with comrades and

during my Bible hours, as well as what I have heard from my officer friends

about the beliefs of their men, have led to the following judgement: The

substance of their faith is the same as it was before the war, but spiritual life

has deepened and become more internalized.’74

Significantly, while the upsurge of religiosity in 1914 and 1915 as well as

the continued religious beliefs of a large number of the men of RIR 16 helped

them to deal with the war and structured how they saw the war, Private

Hitler in regimental HQ had been largely isolated from this religious revival. 

The reason for this was that the officers of the units of RD 6—in other

words the figures at the centre of the milieu in which Hitler lived during the
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war—were rather lukewarm in their attitude towards religion. Several of the

Protestant chaplains in RD 6 agree on this point. Hermann K€ornacher was

full of disappointment about the officers of the division when he sat down

one day in late 1916 to pen his report about his activities to date in RD 6:

The participation of the officers and doctors, and in general of the educated

ranks, in religious services and in religious life has been less than impressive. 

Most of them don’t participate at all. First of all, there may be many external

reasons why this is; however, according to the Weltanschauung and attitude

towards life of many, many officers, which I have got to know a bit better, 

nothing else is to be expected. It was only the war that has revealed how much

materialism has crept into the educated classes.75

Hitler thus moved in a microcosm in which, unlike in the regiment as a

whole, many, at least among the officers, were critical of religion. It is

important to repeat here that throughout the war he looked up to his

officers and acted towards them in a deferential manner. This is not to say

that the political ideology of the officers of RIR 16 was necessarily the same

as Hitler’s. Indeed the memoirs of Fritz Wiedemann, the regimental adju-

tant, a Swabian career officer who had joined the List Regiment in 1915, 

suggest that, unlike discussions with his immediate comrades, Hitler did not

talk about politics with his officers: ‘What [Hitler] said at the time was no

different from what was expected that any decent soldier during the first

years of the war would say.’76 However, Hitler’s service in regimental HQ

and his submissive attitude towards the officers of his regiment, whom he

saw as the heads of his ersatz family, did mean that his lack of exposure to

religion deepened the gulf between himself and the front-line soldiers and

their mental attitudes. Hitler was thus divorced from religion, and religion

was one element that explains how front-line soldiers approached the war. 

There was little chance that he would turn towards religion as a strategy for

dealing with the war, when many of the officers of his regiment were full of

disdain for religion. Hitler was thus, arguably, more receptive to alternative

ideologies than soldiers in the trenches. 

After his brief stint as a combat soldier, Hitler, who was characterized by

Max Amann as ‘a homely, pale soldier’,77 had indeed more interaction with

officers and their support staff at regimental headquarters than with ordinary

combat soldiers. Hitler was thus removed from the realities of the trenches

and the camaraderie of front-line soldiers. 

As Alois Schnelldorfer kept reminding his parents in the first half of 1916, 

as a member of regimental HQ he was much better off than the men in the
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trenches: ‘As a telephonist, I have it pretty good here,’ he wrote on one

occasion.78 Unlike the men who lived in the dirt of the trenches, Schnell-

dorfer and his fellow members of regimental HQ had the luxury of worrying

about how they were groomed: ‘Once again, I have been able to get a shave

and a haircut. At the moment I thus have a handsome, smooth, youthful

face.’79 Schnelldorfer, Hitler, and their comrades even had their own allot-

ment, as Schnelldorfer reported to his parents: ‘Everything in our vegetable

garden is growing beautifully. I can’t wait to taste the first radish.’80

The men serving with regimental HQ consisted of, in Alexander Moritz

Frey’s words, ‘a relatively small group immediately subordinate to the

wishes of the officers’.81 Regimental HQ consisted of four officers (a

commander, a regimental adjutant, a physician, and a quartermaster) and

approximately fifty NCOs and troops.82

The deepest emotional feeling Hitler felt for any other being during the

war was for a British deserter—a dog, which had belonged to a British unit

and which he christened Foxl, or ‘little fox’. Teaching the white terrier

tricks, Private Hitler enjoyed the extent to which Foxl obeyed him.83 Even

though he had reserved his most affectionate feelings for a dog, Hitler also

felt at ease among the men of the support staff in regimental headquarters, as

he never had since the death of his mother. He was closest to two other

dispatch runners, Ernst Schmidt and Anton Bachmann, and it was with

Bachmann that Hitler had reportedly saved Engelhardt’s life in November

1914. Hitler was also on good terms with the other dispatch runners. They

included Jakob ‘Jackl’ Weiß, Josef Inkofer, Balthasar Brandmayer, Franz

Wimmer, and Max Mund. He was also close to Karl Lippert, an NCO who

until 1916 was in charge of the regimental dispatch runners,84 and Franz

Mayer, a cyclist dispatcher, for regimental HQ.85

According to Hans Mend, a cavalry dispatcher in the List Regiment from

1914 to 1916, Private Hitler was not just close to Schmidt—a decorator

exactly Hitler’s age who had spent the two years preceding the war in

Switzerland, France, and Austria—but was in fact his lover. In a December

1939 meeting with Friedrich Alfred Schmid Noerr, an academic and phil-

osopher who then was a member of the conservative resistance circle around

the chief of the German military intelligence service, Admiral Wilhelm

Canaris, Mend was to tell of his time with Hitler in the First World War:

Meanwhile, we had gotten to know Hitler better. We noticed that he never

looked at a woman. We suspected him of homosexuality right away, because
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he was known to be abnormal in any case. He was extremely eccentric and

displayed womanish characteristics which tended in that direction. . . . In 1915

we were billeted in the Le Fèbre brewery at Fournes. We slept in the hay. 

Hitler was bedded down at night with ‘Schmidl,’ his male whore. We heard a

rustling in the hay. Then someone switched on his electric flashlight and

growled, ‘Take a look at those two nancy boys.’86

Tantalizing though this account is, it is, of course, impossible to tell for

certain whether Hitler was homosexual or not. However, Mend’s claim of

Hitler’s homosexual activity at the front is not credible. In fact, not a single

word uttered by Mend can be believed unless supported by other sources. 

First and maybe least important, Mend’s behaviour and actions from the

end of the First World War to his death in a Nazi prison in 1942, as we shall

see, make him an unreliable witness. The fact that he was convicted ten

times prior to 1933 mostly for fraud, harassment, embezzlement, and the

forgery of documents87 does indeed suggest that he was not the most

trustworthy of witnesses. Second, the two accounts of Mend and Hitler’s

war years by Mend totally contradict each other. The first is a hagiograph-

ical account of Hitler and his war service, published first in 1930 as Adolf

Hitler im Felde,88 while the second is the report of Mend’s conversation with

Schmid Noerr, known as the ‘Mend Protocol’.89 Both accounts are totally

over the top, the former in its celebration of Hitler and the latter in the

criticism of his former comrade. How do we know which, if any, of the

accounts we should believe? As we shall see, Mend and Hitler fell out

shortly before Hitler came to power and from the day Hitler came to

power, Mend was targeted by the Nazis, which does not make him exactly

a reliable witness. Finally, both accounts are full of verifiably wrong state-

ments. For instance, Mend claimed in his conversation with Schmid Noerr

that ‘it was also Lieutenant [Hugo] Gutmann who got him his Iron Cross

2nd Class at Christmas 1914’.90 In fact, as we have seen, Gutmann did not

even join the List Regiment until early 1915. 

Moreover, Mend tells his readers of his encounter with Hitler in regi-

mental headquarters on the eve of the List Regiment’s baptism of fire in

1914, when he saw him among the dispatch runners, noting that Hitler

‘walked leaning slightly forward and with a smile on his face’.91 He also

reports that the other dispatch runners at regimental headquarters told him, 

while the battle of Gheluvelt was still raging, that there was general agree-

ment that Hitler was one of the most fearless and reliable dispatch runners. 

Inconveniently for Hans Mend, Hitler was not a dispatch runner for
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regimental headquarters at that time. Furthermore, Mend narrates in dra-

matic terms a conversation he claims to have had with Colonel List, 92

ignoring the fact that at the time the conversation was supposed to have

taken place List was already dead. Furthermore, on almost every page of his

book Mend gives very long, detailed verbatim quotes which he could not

have possibly remembered almost twenty years after the event. Both as a

source for Hitler’s sexuality and for writing the wartime history of the List

Regiment, Mend’s book is thus absolutely useless. It should be seen as part of

the post-war rewriting of the history of RIR 16. 

Even among the support staff at regimental headquarters, Hitler was

something of an outsider, but a well-respected one. In the six wartime

group photos that depict Hitler with his immediate comrades, he looks

comfortable but, with the exception of one photo, always chose to stand or

sit at the edge.93 His trips to Lille were also symptomatic of his relationship

with his immediate comrades. He would attend theatre performances with

them and he would give them as presents some of the drawings and pictures

he produced while they were out and about in town94 but he would not

bond with them over beer and wine in the bars of Lille and thus did not

quite fit in with the rest of the support staff of regimental HQ. 

Even those closest to him would later describe him as reclusive, at a time

when they had no incentive to distance themselves from him. They also saw

him as a bookworm who was not always very practical. As Alois Schnell-

dorfer later remembered, they joked that Hitler would starve to death in a

canned food factory, as unlike them, he did not succeed in opening a can of

food with a bayonet. 95 Heinrich Lugauer, another dispatch runner, recalled

Hitler in a report he gave to the Nazi Party central archive in 1940 as a

man distanced from his peers: ‘Every free minute he used to read. Even in

the forward position he sat in a corner, his cartridge pouch attached and his

rifle in arm, and read. He borrowed some book from me once; it was

Nietzsche, as far as I can remember.’96 In the same year, Karl Lippert, the

NCO who had until 1916 been in charge of Hitler and the other dispatch

runners of the regiment, reported that ‘as soon as there was a so-called quiet

day in the command post at Fromelles or at Fournes, Adolf Hitler busied

himself with drawing or reading. He particularly liked works on the history

of Germany and Austria. Almost every man in regimental headquarters

was sketched by him, some also as caricatures.’97 Lugauer and Lippert’s

verdict was shared by Hans Bauer, a telephonist at regimental HQ who

had been assigned to regimental HQ in May 1915 and who took some
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of the photos we have of Hitler during the war. Bauer described Private

Hitler as a ‘lonely man’ who spent his spare time reading, while maintaining

that his ‘relationship with Hitler as a comrade [was] the same as with all of

his comrades.’98 According to another member of regimental HQ, Hitler

spent his free time memorizing historical dates from a study guide, 99 while, 

according to Jackl Weiß, Hitler either constantly talked about history or

paced up and down a patch of grass in Fournes, thinking and studying.100

Ignaz Westenkirchner, one of Hitler’s fellow dispatch runners, meanwhile, 

recalled that he ‘was always the one to buck us up when we got down-

hearted: he kept us going when things were at their worst. . . . He was one of

the best comrades we ever had.’101 The only suggestion that everybody

around Hitler found him ‘intolerable’ and that ‘all cursed him’ was made in

Hans Mend’s unreliable account.102

There is hence no reason to doubt, even though nobody took him particu-

larly seriously, that Hitler seems to have loved the company of the support staff

of regimental HQ, trying in his own way to get on everybody’s good side. 

There is also no reason to doubt that, even while being seen as an oddball, he

was well liked among the support staff of regimental HQ. To the officers of

regimental HQ, meanwhile, Private Hitler was submissive, trying to anticipate

their wishes, and thus making himself popular with his superiors. 

An amicable relationship with the officers was not unusual among the

men of regimental HQ. ‘All of the active officers here are very kind and

friendly, and one can put absolute faith in them,’ Alois Schnelldorfer told his

parents. ‘Among them is Colonel Spatn[y]. Have sent a picture of him home

before. [He] is our regimental commander.’103

Hitler got on particularly well with Max Amann, the staff sergeant of the

regiment who was two years his junior. Amann was the most important of

the lower staff of the regiment. A short man with blonde hair and a

moustache, who was, as has been remarked, ‘strong and active looking, 

with a heavy head and a short neck almost lost between his shoulders’, 

Amann was the logistical brain of regimental HQ. The Office of Strategic

Services (OSS), the predecessor organization of the CIA, would, in 1943, 

come to the conclusion that Hitler modelled himself on the Amann he had

got to know during the First World War: ‘[Amann] is the typical militarized

commonplace man and knows himself to be commonplace. He has the

assurance to proclaim his right to decide all questions, even such as are

beyond his horizon. He is typical of the sergeant sub-Fuehrer type on which

Hitler has based his power.’104 Likewise, Frey recalled of Amann: ‘He had
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the regimental office under his control, he was in the ranks of a staff

sergeant, he was small, entreating, fawning, and clever in the treatment of

his superiors, and brutal in his treatment of his underlings.’105 Hitler also got

on well with Adolf Meyer, the regiment’s reconnaissance officer, and with

Fritz Wiedemann, the regimental adjutant, who thought of Hitler as ‘brave

and reliable’ and as ‘a particularly quiet, humble, and dependable subordin-

ate’ with an ‘unmilitary demeanour and a slight Austrian accent’.106

In 1947, Max Amann described Hitler during the First World War: ‘He

was obedient, zealous, and modest. . . . He was always devoted, always

loyal. . . . He was always ready for duty.’ Amann recalled that when during

the war he had entered the room of the regimental dispatch runners in the

middle of the night ‘and cried: ‘‘Dispatch’’, no one moved; only Hitler leapt

to action. When I said: ‘‘It’s always you’’, he replied: ‘‘Let the others sleep, it

is no problem for me.’’ . . . He was a good and eager soldier, who also never

blew his own trumpet.’107

Private Hitler, throughout the war, received commendation for his

behaviour towards his superiors. 108 Regimental HQ became for Hitler, in

the absence of friends and family ties, his ersatz family. 

The image we get of Hitler from his comrades is one of a loner sitting in

the corner, constantly drawing and reading (art guidebooks to Berlin or

Brussels and above all newspapers rather than Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, 

as Hitler and one of his comrades later were to claim), 109 occasionally mixing

with the men around him. According to Max Amann, everyone in regi-

mental HQ referred to Hitler as ‘[the] painter’ or ‘[the] artist’. 110 Even that

favourite pastime of First World War soldiers, letter-writing, was an activity

Hitler indulged in little. Other than the family of his landlord in Munich

and one other acquaintance with whom he was not even on first-name

terms, he had nobody to write to. As Max Amann would tell his US

interrogators in 1947: ‘He was the poorest soldier. He had no one who

would send him a care package.’111

As the war progressed, Hitler did not even write to his acquaintances any

more. His evolving but still confused and shifting world-view was informed

as much by the reading he did as by the views of his immediate comrades

among the support personnel of regimental HQ. His behaviour and per-

sonality was such that it was little surprise that he was never promoted

during the war above the rank of Private, even though his conscientiousness

and commitment would earn him the highest German military orders

available to men of his rank, the two Iron Crosses. 
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Rather implausibly and nonsensically, Max Amann was to tell US inter-

rogators after his capture in 1945 that Hitler ‘was not promoted because

there was no opening.’112 Equally nonsensically, Bruno Horn, who for a

while was the officer in charge of the dispatch runners in regimental HQ, 

was to declare when giving testimony for Hitler in a libel case Hitler

brought in 1932 against a newspaper that had questioned his war record:

‘Had Hitler been promoted to NCO, he would not have been able to

remain a dispatch runner and the regiment would have lost its best run-

ner.’113 The obvious flaw in Horn’s reasoning is that had Hitler been seen as

talented as claimed by Horn, the regimental commander would have clearly

preferred to use his talents for a more important and senior post than that of

dispatch runner. 

It has also been suggested that Hitler did not want to be considered for

promotion for fear of having to leave his regiment.114 However, this was

almost certainly not the case as a promotion did not necessarily entail a

transfer, as made clear by the cases of Alexander Moritz Frey and Adolf

Meyer, among many others, who were promoted and yet stayed in RIR 16. 

In direct contradiction to his own testimony in 1945, even Amann

confirmed to his interrogators in 1947 that Hitler could have been pro-

moted within RIR 16, which is also confirmed by Wiedemann’s memoirs:

One day I proposed him as a candidate for the post of NCO. Our NCO in

charge of the dispatch runners had been wounded and I said: we’ll take the

next one, Private Hitler, he should have long been up for promotion. That’s

why I proposed him to Wiedemann . . . I had him brought to me and said:

‘Congratulations, you are a NCO from now on.’ He looked at me completely

in shock and said: ‘I would like to ask you not to promote me. I have more

authority without laces than with them.’115

Another suggestion has been that the class structure of German society made

a promotion impossible,116 which would explain why Hitler did not be-

come an officer but would not resolve why he did not at least become an

NCO as there were a good number of NCOs from social backgrounds

similar to that of Hilter. Meanwhile, Alexander Moritz Frey claimed, as

we have seen, that the most likely reason why Hitler was not promoted was

that, like Frey, Hitler did not want to leave the relative security of life at

regimental HQ. 

In fact, no record exists of Hitler ever even trying to get promotion. His

lack of social skills and eccentricity might also have explained why he never

became so much as an NCO.117 Wilhelm Diess, who for a while was the
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officer in change of Hitler during the war, told a student of his in post-

Second World War Munich while teaching in the Faculty of Law at

Munich University that the reason why Hitler was never promoted was

that he had been too quarrelsome and self-opinionated, always thinking that

he was right. 118 Furthermore, the reality, ironic though it is, was that Private

Hitler did not display any leadership qualities during the war. Another one

of Hitler’s superiors, at any rate, could not detect in him any ‘leadership

traits’ nor any talent for leading other soldiers. Moreover, Hitler’s ‘posture

was lazy’, according to Fritz Wiedemann, ‘and his answer, whenever

someone asked him something, was anything but militarily short. He

usually had his head cocked somewhat to the left.’119

While it is not too difficult to figure out what Hitler’s position in

regimental HQ was by 1916 and how the political mentalities of the men

of the List Regiment at large had developed, it is much more difficult to

locate Hitler on the political radar in 1916 due to the absence of contem-

porary documentation. 

In Mein Kampf, Hitler claims that during the war he stayed well clear of

politics: ‘I was then a soldier and did not wish to meddle in politics, all the

more so because the time was inopportune. . . . I despised those political

fellows and if I had had my way I would have formed them into a Labour

Battalion and given them the opportunity of babbling amongst themselves

to their hearts’ content, without offence or harm to decent people.’ Yet

Hitler maintains that his war experience slowly and gradually politicized

him: ‘In those days I cared nothing for politics; but I could not help

forming an opinion on certain manifestations which affected not only the

whole nation but also us soldiers in particular. ’120 Hitler contends that he

now already formed quietly all the ideas that he would express in Mein

Kampf. 121 He also claims to have conversed with his brothers-in-arms in

regimental HQ about the need to set up a new nationalist classless party:

‘I frequently discussed that want with my intimate comrades. And it was

then that I first conceived the idea of taking up political work later on. As I

have often assured my friends, it was just this that induced me to become

active on the public hustings after the War, in addition to my professional

work. And I am sure that this decision was arrived at after much earnest

thought. ’122 Ignaz Westenkirchner and Ernst Schmidt would later also

claim that Hitler talked about either becoming an artist or a politician, 

even though, it needs to be pointed out, Westenkirchner was an unreliable

witness, as we shall see. Equally, Jackl Weiß would tell Fritz Wiedemann, 
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once Hitler had come to power: ‘Well, he did occasionally give us political

lectures. We had thought that maybe he could one day become a deputy of

the Bavarian Parliament, but Reich Chancellor—never!’123 However, un-

like Hitler, even Westernkirchner, Schmidt, and Weiß do not claim that

Hitler had a clearly formulated world-view. 124 According to Max Amann, 

Hitler’s politicking was limited to criticizing the Habsburg monarchy: ‘He

was always spouting off to the other men about the condition of Austria, 

that it was decayed, that it was lucky the war had come as long as the

Emperor was alive, etc.’125 As, with the exception of Mend’s fabricated

memoirs,126 neither Hitler’s comrades nor his superiors recall the kind of

conversations Hitler claims had taken place, we can be pretty certain that

they simply did not happen. 

Rather than conversing with his comrades about how to create a new

nationalist, classless world, Hitler did, however, according to Frey, have a

reputation for wildly railing against the ‘impudence’ of the ‘stupid English-

men’ and of the ‘French swines’ and to argue whatever his superiors wanted

to hear. So doing, he ‘talked, scolded, decried and distorted the true state of

affairs with a certain cunning deftness’, Frey claimed in 1946, concluding

that during the war one could already see all the hallmarks of his later style of

propaganda and politics. 127 However, his wildly articulated ideas had not yet

made the transformation from merely bitterly extolling the stupidity of a

military enemy and the House of Habsburg towards expressing National

Socialist ideas as found in Mein Kampf. In short, Hitler might have acquired

most of his subsequent rhetorical style by this point. He might also have

harboured fantasies about a political career. His political ideas, as expressed

to others (as opposed to whatever ideas Hitler might have silently and

secretly harboured) were, it seems, still limited to an expression of some

Pan-German ideas and to a venting of frustration about the battlefield

adversaries of the List Regiment. 

7

Collapse

July–October 1916

In the first half 1916, the war of Hitler and his brothers-in-arms only

started to change in little ways. In February, the food rations for the men

of the List Regiment were reduced—a clear sign that the long war and the

allied blockade of Germany were taking their toll and a warning that time

was working in favour of Germany’s adversaries. The army cooks of RIR 16

had to attend special courses on how to cook without meat, as the meat

ration had been reduced from 375 to 300 g.1 Gas attacks were also becoming

more frequent. However, the effectiveness of gas warfare was still very

limited in 1916 due to technological limitations that were overcome only

towards the end of the war. At this point, gas clouds would only slowly

crawl towards the men of the regiment and they would have time to put on

their gas masks and to try to find shelter.2

Despite the growing hardship, the experience of RIR 16 compares well

with that of many other German units on the Western Front, for the

men of the List Regiment had successfully avoided becoming fodder for

the Battle of Verdun, which had been consuming soldiers faster than new

reinforcements could be brought in. In the summer, they were also not

rushed to the Somme, after the British and the French had embarked on

their all-out attempt to break through the German front and end the war. 

Their continuing task was to guard the quiet sector of the front close to Lille

where they had lain now for well over a year. This was a task appropriate for

a regiment not particularly high up the pecking order. 

It had not escaped the attention of the British forces that German troops

were stretched dangerously thin at quiet sectors of the Western Front. They

thus decided to strike at the weakest link as a diversion to the Battle of the

Somme. That link was the sector occupied by RIR 16. 
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The attack, on a front of nearly 4 kilometres, was left to two inexperienced

British divisions: the 61st (2nd South Midland) Division and the 5th

Australian Division. On the evening of 19 July 1916, after a heavy three-

day bombardment, the men of 3rd Battalion, who were manning the first

line, suddenly saw British troops go over the top and storm towards them.3

The attack was a total failure. The BEF soldiers ran straight into the

machine-gun and infantry fire of the List Regiment and were mown down. 

RD 6 turned out to be a much more resilient opponent than their adver-

saries had expected. Retreating BEF troops were hit by German shrapnel. 

However, the sister regiments of RIR 16 were less lucky. Australian troops

broke through the Bavarian lines on either side of the List Regiment. The

men of Hitler’s unit faced the immediate danger of being trapped.4

This is when the units of RD 6 started their counter-attack. Luckily for

the Bavarian troops, the Australian troops who had broken through got

stuck once they reached the German rear trenches which, to their dismay, 

turned out to be filled with water. RIR 16 was under strict orders not to start

a frontal attack but to move into the vacated German first line and cut the

enemy off. It was now the Australians who were trapped. Chaotic close-

range combat ensued and lasted the entire night. In the chaos and darkness

of a foggy night, there were instances of soldiers from RIR 16 throwing

hand grenades at each other. Yet as night turned into morning, the List

Regiment and its sister regiment had managed to reconquer most of the lost

territory. This was due in no small degree to the energetic combat per-

formed by hand-grenade and storm troops—mostly led by volunteers such

as Georg Dehn of 1st Company, a student of archaeology who had been

close to Albert Weisgerber. What also helped the men of Hitler’s regiment

was that many of the attacking Australians were drunk.5 Bavarian soldiers

seemed to close in on the Australians from all sides. An Australian Sergeant

saw ‘dead bodies lying in all directions, just as they had fallen, some without

heads, other bodies torn apart minus arms or legs, or pieces cut clean out of

them by shells’.6 The battle came to an end when huge numbers of

Australian soldiers surrendered after being trapped and fired upon by friend

and foe alike. RIR 16 had emerged victorious from the Battle of Fromelles at

a cost of more than 340 casualties, of which 107 were fatal.7

The casualties the List Regiment had incurred, however, were small

compared to those of their opponents. The Australians alone had incurred

more than 5,500 casualties, of which almost 2,000 were fatal. It was the

single darkest day in Australia’s military history. The English casualties, 
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meanwhile, ran at more than 1,500. Following the battle, the ground

between the first Bavarian line and the rear trenches was covered with

countless dead Australian and English soldiers.8

After the battle, some Australian soldiers stated that they had seen

Bavarian soldiers shooting injured Australians.9 According to Australian

reports, Bavarian soldiers let an Australian soldier who had been blinded

stumble in circles before they shot him.10 A report by 1st Battalion of the

List Regiment agrees that the laws of ‘civilized’ warfare had been broken. 

However, the villains of the RIR 16 report were Australian, not Bavarian:

‘Under these conditions the recovery of the large number of prisoners has

become extremely dangerous for us. The number of our losses incurred

while undertaking this task is a result of the perfidiousness of the enemy, as

they first feign surrender and then resume combat when we come close to

them.’11

How widespread the practice of shooting injured or surrendering soldiers

was is almost impossible to say; we also do not know if soldiers shot injured

soldiers out of mercy or out of revenge and hatred. At least some soldiers, no

doubt, were driven by a growing hatred of the British. Alois Schnellorfer, 

for instance, had already written to his parents from regimental HQ a few

days before the battle: ‘My only wish is that God will punish England.’12

Furthermore, several British soldiers believed that the killings had been

motivated by revenge. As a soldier from the Royal Engineers who had

fought at Fromelles recounted years later, the result was that he and his

comrades stopped taking prisoners.13 Perceptions were thus as important as

the reality in feeding the circle of violence. 

The reason why prisoner-taking during the war was precarious and why

it is difficult for us today to determine how widespread wartime brutaliza-

tion really was is that acts of decency and of treacherous violence coexisted

and were sometimes combined. One such incident occurred at the end of

the Battle of Fromelles, when two Bavarian soldiers carried an injured

Australian soldier back to the Australian trenches, saluted the injured sol-

dier, and then, as they walked back towards German lines, were shot by

other Australians who probably simply were oblivious to what had

happened.14 Another tragic incident occurred when an officer from the 14th

Australian Infantry Brigade decided to surrender to the Germans on 20 July

1916, after he had realized that the situation of his unit had become hopeless. 

He thus gave himself up to two Bavarian soldiers from RD 6 (we do not know

from which regiment). He ordered his men to surrender too. However, in
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defiance or in ignorance of their superior, they now shot the two Bavarian

soldiers dead.15

It seems, however, that acts of decency in the aftermath of battle were

more common than acts of brutality. POWs later recorded that on arrest

they were not treated at all brutally. Similarly, with some exceptions, 

injured soldiers reported that German medical teams treated them very

well. So readily forthcoming had been the help afforded to injured Austra-

lian and English troops by the men of RIR 16 that the commander of the List

Regiment felt compelled to issue the order that the men of Hitler’s regiment

were only supposed to help their Anglo-Saxon counterparts once their own

injured soldiers had been taken care of. He also felt the need to remind them

that captured soldiers, rather than the men of the List Regiment, were

supposed to carry injured Australian and English soldiers to the rear. Fur-

thermore, on 2 August, less than two weeks after the battle, twenty to thirty

Australian soldiers who faced either RIR 16 or RIR 17 climbed up the

parapet of their trenches and tried to fraternize.16

The Battle of Fromelles had not led to a collapse of morale in the regiment. 

On the contrary, it had boosted the willingness of many of the men of the

regiment to continue fighting as it had brought their first victory for a long

time. For the rest of the summer, while new reinforcements were arriving, 

calm returned to the sector of the front of Hitler’s regiment. In addition to

their trips to Lille, the men of 3rd Battalion were taken on a day trip to the

seaside resort of Heyst in an attempt to boost their morale. This was the first

time that many men of Hitler’s regiment ever saw the sea.17

Yet not everything was moving in a favourable direction for the List

Regiment and the Germans. In late August, for instance, Romania joined

the ranks of Germany’s enemies, a fact that the troops facing the List

Regiment and its sister units rubbed in by sending a grenade-dud with a

piece of paper attached to it announcing the entry of Romania to the war. 18

The case of two NCOs from 10th Company was also the source of some

concern. They thought that their company commander, Lt. Bachschneider, 

was a ‘complete and utter swine’ for not having joined them in the trenches

but having stayed in his fortified dugout during the Battle of Fromelles. 

Their resentment had grown to such an extent that after a drunken night

in mid-August, one of the NCOs told the Commander of Santes that he

was going to desert to the British: ‘Screw you, I’m going to do whatever

I want to do.’19 The case of the two NCOs revealed that many of the
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front-line soldiers, as well as some of the NCOs—unlike Hitler who was full

of admiration for the officers of RIR 16—were starting to resent their

officers for, as they thought, keeping their heads down, while they put

their lives on the line. 

Another source of concern was that a growing number of soldiers were

becoming impatient for still not having been given leave to visit their families

in Bavaria. Alois Schnelldorfer claimed that soldiers started to worry that if

they were denied home leave, their wives would start to sleep with prisoners

of war.20 Sometimes the frustration of soldiers became so intense that they

simply refused to continue to perform and went AWOL, as did, for instance, 

Heinrich Munzer, an NCO from Munich, in early September. The patience

of the soldiers was wearing increasingly thin. Some started to snap over the

smallest of incidents, regardless of the consequences. For instance, when an

officer asked Xaver Christl, an infantryman in 6th Company, to put out and

throw away the cigarette he was smoking during a roll-call, Christl told his

officer to get lost. 21 On another occasion, an infantryman from 8th Company

said to his NCO, when ordered to continue to move forward on a march:

‘Kiss my arse; you can carry my knapsack yourself.’22 All these cases indicate

that the situation in the regiment remained extremely volatile and that

the recovery of morale was very fragile and likely to break with any

major change in the tasks that the men of Hitler’s regiment were asked to

perform. 

Throughout the summer, the men of RIR 16 could hear the distant sound of

the Battle of the Somme raging some 70 kilometres to the south. From the

reports the soldiers read, but more importantly from stories troops returning

from the Somme were telling, the Battle of the Somme seemed increasingly

like a giant black hole that kept on sucking in new troops. More and more, 

the men of RIR 16 sensed that it would only be a question of time before the

Somme would consume them too. The letters Alois Schnelldorfer sent to

his parents in 1916 clearly show that he did not think that the war was going

well. On 19 September, for instance, he wrote: ‘I am certain that we have

not gone through the worst yet; things will still get worse. Unfortunately, 

once war has started, it cannot easily be stopped. . . . the war will not end any

time soon. It is inevitable that we will have [another] Christmas at war.’23

As word reached Hitler’s comrades, both sides had made wide use on the

Somme of gas, which killed soldiers, horses, and rats indiscriminately. The

sight of men in gas masks caused mules to panic and stampede. In September
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alone, the Germans incurred 135,000 casualties on the Somme. According

to reports from the front, the British and French kept pushing forward

relentlessly. And the first use of the ‘caterpillar machine-gun destroyer’—

soon to be known as tanks—by the British in September was causing dumb

horror among German troops. To the dismay of the Germans, the British

finally seemed to be on the move, managing to capture as much ground in

the second half of September as they had done in the first two and half

months of the battle. The constant rain of September transformed the

battleground on the Somme into a sea of mud in which corpses—on

which rats were feeding—served as stepping stones. It was a battle in

which ultimately three million men fought. 24 By late September, at a time

when British newspapers such as the Daily Post believed that ‘the killing of

Germans is the only way to peace’,25 rumours were spreading that the List

Regiment was about to be deployed on the Somme. 26

The news that the men of Hitler’s unit were about to join the German

forces on the Somme abruptly ended the fragile and volatile recovery in

morale that had occurred in the aftermath of the Battle of Fromelles. By

August, Gustav Scanzoni von Lichtenfels, the commander of RD 6, had

already concluded: ‘Recently, the number of cases in which soldiers went

AWOL for both shorter and longer periods of time has increased.’27 Yet

once the men of RIR 16 knew that deployment on the Somme was

imminent, the problem escalated. 

After artillery soldiers had told Ludwig Reininger from 11th Company

what to expect on the Somme, Reininger decided he had had enough. In

the event, on 26 September, as his company stood ready in Haubourdin for

its deployment on the Somme, Reininger and his friend Jakob Reindl, who

like him was in his thirties, came from rural Lower Bavaria, and had not

served in the military prior to the war, and two other soldiers just walked

off. They made their way to Tournai, where Reininger and Reindl separated

from the two other soldiers and boarded a train to Munich. There they split

up and both walked to Lower Bavaria. They kept their heads down until

they heard from comrades in the List Regiment who were on home leave

following the end of the Battle of the Somme that the battle was over. They

both now walked to the closest office of the Ersatz unit of their regiment

and turned themselves in. Reindl stated: ‘I didn’t want to go into the

trenches because I was afraid of the shooting.’28

Reiniger and Reindl’s case suggests that it was the core, or primary, groups

to which soldiers belonged, rather than their company or the regiment at
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large that would determine both the individual and collective behaviour of

soldiers. It was there, among their immediate comrades, that soldiers talked

about their fears and about their attitude towards the war. It was to their

primary group that soldiers felt a sense of belonging. To be sure, the

majority of primary groups decided that they would continue to fight for

various reasons; and it was loyalty to the members of one’s core group that

tended to act as an inhibitor against desertion. It was thus as a web of

loosely interconnected primary groups that the List Regiment continued

to perform. However, the case of Reindl, Reininger, and their two co-

conspirators was far from isolated. Indeed nineteen cases of desertion, 

absence without leave, and other offences relating to disobedience—more

than the combined figure for the first six months of 1916—were deemed

significant enough eventually to make it to military court of RD 6. In almost

all of the eighteen cases, the soldiers tried had been motivated by the fear of

being deployed on the Somme. And these cases do not include those that

occurred in early October en route to the Somme. The common feature of

the soldiers who deserted was that they looked pale and distraught, had

trembling hands, and that they deserted jointly or had at least talked with

comrades about their plans or had received help from others. Some had

been buried alive in previous battles and were unable to keep their balance

when closing their eyes. 29

The cases of insubordination included that of Anton Haimbacher, an

agricultural worker from rural Upper Bavaria and infantryman serving in

2nd Company with reddened eyes. He went AWOL on 24 September, 

walking to nearby Aubers, where he hid among Prussian soldiers in their

barracks and dugouts for fourteen days, being supplied all the while with

food by the Prussian soldiers. Haimbacher’s case suggests that the vast

number of soldiers who chose not to go AWOL and to continue to

perform understood well those men who had deserted. They no longer

saw them as traitors but as comrades in need of their help. When

Haimbacher eventually was arrested, he declared that he had deserted

because of his fear of the Somme. He also stated that his primary

allegiance was to Mintraching, his village. He was indifferent to national

identities, professing: ‘I don’t care whether [after the war] I’ll be Bavarian

or French.’30

Note that the choice Haimbacher allowed was between being Bavarian

or French, not even mentioning a national German identity. His case is a

reminder that at least some German soldiers from the rural countryside, like
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their counterparts from rural France, still had no concept of nationality. 31

For many Bavarian farmers, their regional identity was still the only one that

mattered, as is evident from the opening sentence of an undated manuscript

of a talk given for the purpose of ‘Patriotic Instruction’ during the second

half of the war: ‘The farmers often say that they don’t care if Alsace-Lorraine

stays German or becomes French, because they would continue to sow their

seeds, harvest their grain and their potatoes, and plough their fields, regard-

less of whether the French or the German flag waved over Strassburg.’32

The very significant number of soldiers going AWOL on the eve of the

Battle of the Somme, as well as their testimony, and the help they received

from other soldiers suggests that, even though most soldiers did not desert, 

the underlying reasons for desertion were widely shared among the men of

Hitler’s regiment. Such reasons were a fear of the Somme, growing fatalism, 

and a feeling of disenchantment with the war, rather than a lasting distan-

cing from the political system of Bavaria and Germany, in spite of the case of

Anton Haimbacher and in spite of occasional critical voices among Bavarian

soldiers that the Bavarian king was too submissive to the Prussians. 33

Fear more than anything else led to a collapse of morale and discipline on

the eve of the Battle of the Somme. As we have seen, fear can be translated

into aggression in combat as long as soldiers still feel that they can still in

some way control the dangers of the battle through their own behaviour. 

However, the bottom line of all the rumours about the Battle of Somme

was that this was a battle in which soldiers had lost all sense of control. 

Furthermore, enemy artillery fire was on the rise in September which

resulted, as the war diary of 1st Battalion recorded, in an increase of

‘incidents of strained nerves’. 34 It was precisely this state of being an

impotent and vulnerable target for heavy shelling and bombing without

the ability to strike back that put a larger strain on soldiers than many forms

of close-range combat.35 The breakdown of discipline on the eve of the

Battle of the Somme thus resulted from the kind of fear occasioned by

incessant long-range fire as well as from the expectation of being deployed

in a battle in which the men of RIR 16 had no control over their own

survival. 

It was no secret that units like the List Regiment were simply not up to the

task that awaited them on the Somme and that a collapse of morale in units

like RIR 16 was to be expected. However, in the absence of other available

troops, the German High Command felt that there was no alternative but to
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deploy units such as RIR 16 on the Somme. As Crown Prince Rupprecht

noted on 4 September 1916, ‘unfortunately, our troops at the Somme front are

for the most part not the best, and those who will come to relieve them will not

be any better. The ranks of veteran officers and troops are being constantly

diminished, and the large quantities of Ersatzreservists have not enjoyed the

same soldierly education and are for the most part physically lacking. ’36

On the night of 24–5 September, the 19th Bavarian Infantry Regiment, 

just having returned from the Somme and full of stories about the horrors of

the battle, replaced the men of the Hitler’s regiment in their position close to

Fromelles. The men of the List Regiment were given two days to rest behind

the front in Loos and Haubourdin.37

In the early hours of 27 September it was time for Private Hitler and the

troops of RIR 16 to board the trains that would carry them to the Somme. 

Alexander Moritz Frey recalled how Max Amann constantly talked to him

on the train, while Hitler sat opposite them, fast asleep with his mouth open. 

Several hours later, they got off their trains and marched through rolling hills

to two villages just to the east of Bapaume, the old medieval town at the most

north-eastern point of the territory on which the Battle of the Somme was

fought. By this time, the battle had already been raging for three months.38

Initially, the men of the RIR 16 were lucky. Rather than being thrown

into the battle, they had to help build a new line of defences to the east of

Bapaume. At night, the men watched in awe the artillery fire of the nearby

battle that illuminated the night. At night, they also endlessly played cards

and smoked to calm their nerves. The men of the List Regiment now

received steel helmets, each weighing 1.25 kg, which signalled the end of

the German spike helmet.39

After four days of helping to build the new German defence line, the men

of RIR 16 ran out of luck. They were told that the following day, on 2

October, they were to be thrown into the battle.40

The Germans had tried to stop the continued British advance and put

up a defence line on the Warlencourt Ridge in the farmland just to the

south of Bapaume. The task of the men of the List Regiment was now, 

in rainy weather, to defend and reinforce the new defence line which lay

close to the old Roman street running from Albert to Bapaume on

ground that had already been the stage for fighting in the Franco-

Prussian War of 1870/1. Regimental HQ, and consequently Hitler, as

well as the battalion battle posts were set up in the tiny village of Le

Barque, approximately 2 kilometres behind the front. On the evening of
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2 October, the men of the regiment arrived at the front in pouring rain. 

A few hours later, they relieved RIR 21. The front-line defences into

which the men of the List Regiment marched looked like a scene from

hell. The constant shelling of the previous days and weeks had turned

the once rich farmland and gentle hills into a desert of shell craters, a

landscape more reminiscent of the moon than the earth. There were dead

bodies of men and horses everywhere; shell-holes had filled up with foul-

smelling water. The position of RIR 16 included of trenches that were often

only a metre deep; in other cases, the trenches merely consisted of shell

holes that had been linked up. The only communication to the front line

was through runners, whose task was hellish. 41 Luckily for Private Hitler it

was not the job of regimental dispatch runners to take messages to the

trenches. 

British artillery fire on the Somme, however, brought danger even to

relatively privileged soldiers behind the immediate front, such as Private

Hitler. And indeed, on 5 October—on the List Regiment’s fourth day in

the Battle of the Somme, Hitler, together with his fellow dispatch runners

Anton Bachmann and Ernst Schmidt, was wounded for the first time in

the war, when a British shell hit the dispatch runners’ dugout in the village

of Le Barque. 42 When the dugout had been constructed, its entry had

been set up so that it could not be hit by artillery fire. However, due to a

change in the front line that had occurred earlier in the battle, this was no

longer the case. Now on 5 October, a small grenade exploded right

outside the entrance to the dugout, firing splinters right into the entrance. 

A shell splinter hit Hitler in his left upper thigh, while several of his

fellow dispatch runners were injured too, though none of them was killed, 

contrary to the story told by Nazi propaganda. 43 He was neither hit by a

shell splinter in the face, nor was he in a front-line dugout, as we

sometimes still read. 44

According to a Polish priest, who claims to have had conversations in the

1960s with the medic who treated Hitler after his injury, Hitler lost one of

his testicles in the battle. The medic, Johan Jambor, had allegedly told him

of Hitler: ‘His abdomen and his legs were covered in blood. Hitler was

injured in the abdomen and had lost his testicle. His first question for the

doctor was: ‘‘Will I still be able to have children?’’ ’ A friend of Jambor

claimed that Jambor had given him a similar account: ‘Jambor and his friend

searched for injured soldiers for hours. They called Hitler ‘‘the screamer’’. 

He was very loud and shouted ‘‘Help, Help!’’ ’45
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Maybe Jambor really believed in this version of events, however self-

serving the telling of the story was. Yet his testimony should certainly be

treated as fiction.46 Even if we ignore the fact that none of Hitler’s military

and medical records mention an injury to the abdomen and that Hitler did

not have to be ‘found’ as he was not injured on the battlefield but in the

dugout of the support staff of regiment headquarters, Jambor’s account is less

than convincing. Even if Hitler really had lost one of his testicles and was

saved by Jambor, why would he have remembered the fate as well as the

name of this particular still totally unknown, insignificant soldier, when he

must have encountered hundreds, maybe thousands, of injured soldiers

during the war? 

If we can believe the memoirs of Fritz Wiedemann, Hitler was worried

that the injury meant that he had to leave the regiment, telling Wiedemann:

‘It’s not so bad, Herr Lieutenant Colonel, eh? I can stay with you, stay with

the regiment.’47 Hitler’s injury was indeed only a light wound, as the

casualty list of his Battalion, the official Bavarian casualty list, as well as

Wiedemann’s recollections make clear,48 but it was serious enough to

warrant being sent home. 

When Hitler described the incident in Mein Kampf, the real account of his

injury was not dramatic enough for the aspiring dictator. In typical fashion, 

he embellished the story:

At the end of September 1916 my division was sent into the Battle of the

Somme. For us this was the first of a series of heavy engagements, and the

impression created was that of a veritable inferno, rather than war. Through

weeks of incessant artillery bombardment we stood firm, at times ceding a

little ground but then taking it back again, and never giving way. On October

7th, 1916, I was wounded but had the luck of being able to get back to our

lines and was then ordered to be sent by ambulance train to Germany.49

Similarly, Ignaz Westenkirchner would incorrectly claim in 1934 that in the

shelling of 5 October, ‘four of us lay dead, and seven others lay hideously

wounded spouting blood on the ground. A splinter had gashed him in the

face.’ According to Westenkirchner’s fictional account, Hitler still fought

for another week on the Somme when ‘he ran such a gauntlet between

exploding mined and burning houses, that for the most part his own clothes

singed on his back’. The conditions were so bad that ‘it took six runners

now to get a message through’. It was supposedly only Hitler and Schmidt

who still volunteered to bring messages forward, which led to Hitler’s
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injury: ‘This time only Schmidt got back. Hitler had been hit in the left leg. 

Later on the regimental stretcher-bearers brought him in . . . . ’50 A similar, 

equally fictitious account was provided by Balthasar Brandmayer in his

unreliable pro-Hitler memoirs.51 Brandmayer’s and Westenkirchner’s testi-

monies are probably the real origin of Jambor’s story, as their memoirs

claim—as does Jambor’s account—that Hitler was injured on the battlefield

rather than inside a dugout. 

The truth is that, Hitler, who at no point in Mein Kampf mentioned that

after the first battle he was a dispatch runner rather than a front-line soldier, 

had not lived through weeks of ‘incessant artillery bombardment’. By the

time he was injured on 5 October (not on 7 October as Hitler himself

stated),52 he had spent only four days engaged in the Battle of the Somme. 

Hitler also lied about where he was injured, stating that he had to get back to

the German lines, implying that he was wounded as a front-line soldier

rather than in regimental headquarters in a village 2 kilometres behind the

front. 

Moreover, because of the intense rain between 2 and 7 October, British

air observers had been grounded and the British artillery was thus severely

hampered. While Hitler was on the Somme, British troops, guns, tanks, and

supplies could barely be moved due to the atrocious weather conditions. 

Serious British operations against the List Regiment thus did not start until 7

October. When on 7 October, in a futile attempt to break through the

German lines, British shrapnel, exploding gas shells, and infantry fire wiped

out the lives of 104 men of the List Regiment and when soldiers pretended

to be injured just to be taken away from the Somme, Hitler, Bachmann, and

Schmidt were already safe in an army hospital at Hermies well behind the

front. As British shells tore to pieces men like Heinrich Langenbach, a

Jewish soldier and opera singer, or buried them alive, the commander of

1st Battalion warned that morale was so low that he could not guarantee that

his men would still resist any future enemy attack.53 Moreover, as the

soldiers of RIR 16 gained the impression that they would only be replaced

once the casualty rate of their unit exceeded 50 per cent,54 Hitler was already

on a hospital train to Germany. 

Despite the horrific conditions that RIR 16 had to endure, it was still not

taken out of the battle as the German battle plan demanded that each

infantry division deployed on the Somme had to hold the line for two weeks

before it could be relieved, whatever the cost.55 Crown Prince Rupprecht

described the predicament of German troops on the Somme thus: ‘The
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enemy’s almost complete air superiority until recently, the superiority of their

artillery in accuracy and number, and the extraordinary quantity of ammuni-

tion they have, allow them utterly to pulverize our defensive positions. . . . Our

men can only lie in shell-holes, without barriers or shelters. . . . Also, the men

often cannot eat in the forward lines because of the smell of corpses, and they

cannot sleep either.’56 It was not just the shrapnel emanating from the explosion

of grenades and mines that made the heavy artillery fire so deadly. It was also so

lethal because of the shock waves of the explosions which destroyed the body’s

most easily compressed tissue, which is situated in the lungs. Damage to this

tissue, in other words, ‘the tiny, delicate air sacs where the blood picks up

oxygen and drops off carbon dioxide’, has been described in the following way:

‘An explosive shock wave compresses and ruptures these sacs. Blood then seeps

into the lungs and drowns their owner, sometimes quickly, in ten or twenty

minutes, sometimes over a span of hours.’57

With every day the situation worsened. On 9 October, 1st Battalion

noted: ‘Morale low. The nerves [of the soldiers] are shot.’ Moreover, 

‘mental depression’ was on the rise. On 10 October, the battalion recorded:

‘The troops become unreliable if replacements do not arrive. . . . Even

during moderate artillery fire, [the men] conduct themselves as if they

were crazy.’ The assessment of the following day was: ‘The troops in the

first line do not all seem to be dependable. . . . The new men are also

mentally too weak. . . . The new replacements are worthless in this fire.’

On 12 October, soldiers of the regiment abandoned their positions in

droves, clearly feeling abandoned to their fate by their commanders. In

one case, fifteen men from 4th Company jointly walked to the rear. 

Military police had to be ordered in to stop men from leaving their posts

and to return the deserters to the front.58 Even Emil Spatny, who had been

regimental commander of RIR 16 since the spring, broke under the strain

of the battle and maybe also under the responsibility he felt for the deaths of

so many of his men. Finding solace in the bottle during the Battle of the

Somme, Spatny was almost constantly so drunk that he was often in no

state even to sign the regimental orders that his adjutant had prepared for

him. On the urging of the officers of RIR 16, Spatny was eventually

released from his post the following spring, as he had become an unsus-

tainable liability.59

Oscar Daumiller also experienced the meltdown of morale among the

troops of RD 6 during the Battle of the Somme. He noted that by 10

October, ‘the state of the morale of the men was alarming.’ That day, 
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Daumiller recorded, ‘I have heard that of 300 men [from one Battalion]

about 100 men deserted during the advance.’ During the battle, as Daumiller

realized, the soldiers were no longer responding to patriotic slogans:

‘During the Battle of the Somme, resorting to patriotic slogans did not

help to comfort the soldiers; only the word of God helped.’ Daumiller

concluded that the men of Hitler’s division had great difficulty in finding

any meaning in their involvement in the battle: ‘When the drum of gunfire

continued in the first line with unyielding intensity for hours, when

renewed misery arose in the tents of the casualty stations, when we stood

in the open trenches for 8 to 10 hours a day, then doubts clouded the faces of

many.’ Long gone were the days when Daumiller had described the war as a

holy war and supported the German national cause unreservedly:

The days on the Somme have taken on great meaning for my own thinking

[about the meaning of life]. The truth of Psalm 90: 5–7 became frighteningly

clear to me, just like the emptiness of our entire famed culture of the peoples

of Europe. Men and entire peoples went bankrupt and One alone has

remained fearless in his holy majesty and has again become a helper in love

and in mercy for those who finally listen to him, God, the Living. 60

Daumiller, however, did not, or at least not immediately, share these thoughts

with the survivors of the Somme. Rather than sharing his honest opinions, 

probably out of a feeling of responsibility or duty, he told them in a service

honouring the fallen of the battle that the deceased had ‘found a hero’s death in

the battle trenches at the hand of a rifle or machine-gun bullet or of an artillery

projectile. About them it is appropriate to say: ‘‘There is no more beautiful

death in the world than to die at the hands of the enemy and fall upon green

meadows in the open field.’’ The battlefield has become their grave. ’61

The battle had even changed the physical appearance of the men of the

List Regiment and its sister units. As one of the officers of RIR 20 noted, ‘the

appearance of most of the men was sallow, their features were strained, 

vacant, their cheeks and eyes sunken. In addition, many men were in shock

from having been buried alive.’62 Futhermore, the skin of the survivors of

the battle was, as the war diarist of 1st Battalion noted, covered with ‘scabs, 

boils, and abscesses’, stemming from the constant scratching of their skins

which was an inevitable result of ‘a lack of opportunity for hygiene [and the]

constantly lingering plague of lice’. 63

The cost of the battle for the men of RIR 16 was astronomical. Of all the

men of the List Regiment killed on the Somme, 78 per cent were killed after
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Hitler had been transported to safety. In total, 335 soldiers from RIR 16 had

died on the Somme and 827 men had been injured, which amounts to a

casualty rate of more than 50 per cent. Among the injured was Hugo

Gutmann, who had received a wound to the head in the early hours of

RIR 16’s last day on the Somme. By 13 October, the List Regiment had

shrunk to such a degree that it could no longer function and it was hurriedly

withdrawn.64

8

In the Shadow of the Somme

October 1916–31 July 1917

After his injury on the Somme, Hitler had been taken to an army

hospital at Beelitz, near Berlin, where he remained for a little less

than two months. He had not been to Germany since October 1914 and was

shocked by what awaited him. In Mein Kampf, he drew a picture of a stark

difference between the morale of the men in the List Regiment and of the

patients in the army hospital at Beelitz: ‘The spirit of the army at the front

appeared to be out of place here,’ wrote Hitler. ‘For the first time I encoun-

tered something which up to then was unknown at the front: namely, 

boasting of one’s own cowardice. . . . loud-mouthed agitators were busy

here [in the hospital] heaping ridicule on the good soldier and painting the

weak-kneed poltroon in glorious colours.’ He recalled of his time at Beelitz:

A couple of miserable human specimens were the ringleaders in this process of

defamation. One of them boasted of having intentionally injured his hand in

barbed-wire entanglements in order to get sent to hospital. Although his

wound was only a slight one, it appeared that he had been here for a very

long time and would be here interminably. . . . This pestilential specimen

actually had the audacity to parade his knavery as the manifestation of a

courage which was superior to that of the brave soldier who dies a hero’s

death. There were many who heard this talk in silence; but there were others

who expressed their assent to what the fellow said.1

It is extremely difficult to find out what Hitler really thought of the

changes happening all around him in 1916, as no letters or other documents

survive to give an indication of how he responded to the signs of collapsing

morale. A postcard Hitler sent to Franz Mayer, the cyclist dispatcher

for regimental HQ, indicates that, while in Beelitz, his focal reference

point is likely to have remained the support staff of regimental HQ. 
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Meanwhile, there is no indication that he corresponded with anybody, 

either on the front proper or on the home front, who was not a member

of regimental HQ. Unfortunately, the brief message he scribbled on the

postcard—‘Dear Mayer. Warm congratulations on the Iron Cross. I’m

pleased that they finally thought of you. Warmest Greetings A. Hitler’—

does not tell us anything about Hitler’s political attitudes in the autumn of

1916.2

We do know, however, what Hitler retrospectively claimed, while

writing Mein Kampf in the 1920s, his response to the fall of morale during

the war was. We have already seen that in Mein Kampf Hitler blamed

superior British propaganda as cause for the pessimism among many at the

front. The culprits which Hitler added through his account of 1916 in Mein

Kampf were women. According to him, they were sending defeatist letters

to the front. Contradicting his own protestation that the spirit of the army

was intact in 1916, he wrote:

The whole front was drenched in this poison which thoughtless women at

home sent out, without suspecting for a moment that the enemy’s chances of

final victory were thus strengthened or that the sufferings of their own men at

the front were thus being prolonged and rendered more severe. These stupid

letters written by German women eventually lost the lives of hundreds of

thousands of our men. 3

Although Hitler claimed that there was a profound difference between the

morale of the men of his regiment and that of the men he encountered in

the army hospital, in reality Hitler’s description of the soldiers he came in

contact with at Beelitz closely resembles that of the men of the List

Regiment during the period of his absence, as the cases of soldiers such as

Friedrich Hofbauer make clear. 

Hofbauer’s superiors had never had a problem with the 38-year-old

innkeeper and livestock trader from Passau in Lower Bavaria. Serving in

the 2nd Machine Gun Company of the List Regiment, he had always done

what had been asked of him. However, the horrors of the Somme had left

deep scars on this father of two. 4

Nobody knew how men such as Hofbauer would perform in the post-

Somme world, as the survivors of the battle were taken to their new

segment of the front, where they would remain until early February 1917. 

Hofbauer now found himself in the German trenches halfway up Vimy

Ridge, some 30 kilometres south of Lille. Unlike the ridges of Messines or of
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Fromelles, this one was formidable. Their opponents likened it to a giant

whale. From the regiment’s position on the slope facing the enemy, Adolf

Meyer, who had recently become the reconnaissance officer of regimental

HQ, could on a clear day look deep into unoccupied France, as Vimy Ridge

suddenly rises out of an almost flat terrain. He could see a panorama of

industrial towns, surrounded by fields and forests, and dotted with church

and mine towers, and with slag heaps, which from the distance looked almost

like sugar cones. The regiment was now close to the heart of one of France’s

most important coal basins. So devastating had the British and French fire on

the ridge been during previous attempts to capture it that the new ‘home’ of

RIR 16 looked, as had the battlefield on the Somme, in places like a lunar

landscape; on top of the ridge nothing but the charcoaled remains of tree-

trunks were left standing. Some craters were so vast that Bavarian and enemy

snipers took positions on opposite sides of the crater’s lip.5

Hofbauer and the men of RIR 16 still faced British positions which were

manned by Canadian troops. Their time on Vimy Ridge started out as a

relatively quiet period which was wholly appropriate for a depleted, medi-

ocre and average regiment. There was little fire, as both sides tried to

conserve ammunition on ‘quiet’ sectors of the front.6 However, on 28

October, just over two weeks after Hofbauer had been pulled out of the

carnage of the Battle of the Somme, he snapped. Ordered to stand guard on

the edge of one of the mine craters, he repeatedly refused to follow the

instruction, saying that he would not have his head blown off. The NCO

who had issued the order now tried to intimidate him into doing as he was

told. He called Hofbauer a ‘sad clown’ (trauriger Hanswurz) and a ‘weed’

(Schlappschwanz), and told him that he would shoot him dead unless he

followed the order. The intimidation did not work. Hofbauer’s only response

was: ‘What do you want? To shoot me? I don’t believe you could do it.’7

Hofbauer’s case was far from isolated. Josef Leicher, whose disciplinary

record had been ‘excellent prior to the Somme’, had already stopped

performing their duties two days earlier than Hofbauer. The soldier, 

whose two brothers had been killed in action, simply refused to go into

the trenches, stating that he did not want to end up the same way his

brothers had.8

Despite the fact that ‘only’ sixteen men were killed in November, cases

like these did not go away. Alois Mu¨ller, a worker from Munich, for

instance, told the company clerk of his unit while in reserve that ‘under

no circumstances would he go to into the trenches’. The following day, his
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company commander personally ordered him to go into the trenches later

that day. In the event, however, Mu¨ller chose to remain in bed. Upon then

being ordered to report to the company commander, he just lay down in

front of all his comrades who stood ready to march into the trenches and

repeated that he would not join them.9 Mu¨ller did not show any sign of

concern that he might be seen as a traitor for his action. 

Mu¨ller shared this sentiment with many of his peers. For instance, when

Max Bentenrieder, a 21-year-old soldier from the Bavarian countryside

serving in 1st Company, went AWOL he was helped by his comrades, 

just as had been the case with many of the soldiers who had deserted on the

eve of the Battle of the Somme. The first night, one of Bentenrieder’s

comrades in the 3rd Machine Gun Company of RIR 16 put him up and hid

him in his living quarters in a village behind the front, while Bentenrieder

spent the following day with soldiers from his own company in nearby

Douai before boarding a Germany-bound train. On a stop in Luxemburg, 

he was arrested. A few weeks later, his brother wrote a letter to him, telling

him what the people in his village thought about the war and reassuring him

of their support: ‘It’s just a big fraud through and through; everyone says so. 

Hugo [Sieder] wrote to me and told me so. He praises you. If the war

doesn’t end soon he’ll do the same as you.’10 Meanwhile, another soldier

told his officer that he no longer wanted to serve in the List Regiment:

‘I want to go to jail. I’d rather be there because there I don’t have to risk

my life.’11

Discontent was brewing even in regimental HQ. Alois Schnelldorfer

wrote to his parents that if after the hardships of the Somme—he had to

fix telecommunication cables under heavy fire for days on end—he did not

receive leave to visit them soon, ‘I won’t go forward in the next battle’. He

told his parents that ‘since the Somme’, he was ‘a changed man’, particularly

since he felt that those who could sweet-talk their way up with the officers

would receive all the honour, while those who really risked their lives were

almost ignored. Two days later he wrote that he wanted those who were

responsible for the war themselves to experience the front line, concluding:

‘To the devil with the war. . . . Down with the military, we don’t need

them.’12

Even under the relatively quiet conditions of Vimy Ridge in the late

autumn of 1916, there was thus little that indicated that Hitler’s regiment

had recovered from the Battle of the Somme. And the quiet conditions

were not going to last forever. Unbeknownst to the men of RIR 16, even
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though only thirteen men were killed in December, the plans the

British and French were drawing up for Vimy Ridge were intended to

end the ‘quiet’ in this sector. December saw heightened enemy activity. 

The busy trench mortar fire, the very active enemy aerial reconnais-

sance, as well as the sound of the digging of enemy tunnels under-

ground, were a clear sign that something was afoot close to the

regiment’s new ‘home’. In the first week of December alone, 4,000

mortar shells were fired on the positions of RIR 16.13 None of this was

likely to help restore morale. 

In December, conditions on the slopes of Vimy Ridge grew progressively

and rapidly worse. With the wet winter and the heavy bombardment, the

walls of the trenches or the access to dugouts of the List Regiment collapsed

increasingly often, each time bringing the risk of burying the soldiers in the

trenches alive under mounds of mud. Moreover, at night, unnaturally fat

rats would run across the sleeping bodies of the men of RIR 16 or feed on

dead bodies. The glutinous mud that covered the entire terrain made it

almost impossible to walk. It did not take long before the temperature

dropped and the bitter frost turned the mud as hard as granite. There

were instances in which men were wounded by flying chunks of earth. 

Throughout the winter, wet, cold fog, snow, sleet, and rain were constant

companions of Bavarian and Canadian soldiers alike. 14

One day, a few days before Christmas, Karl Hackspacher decided that he

had had enough. The conduct to date of the 26-year-old dental technician

from just outside Munich had been excellent. He also had recently been

proposed for an Iron Cross. Yet on a patrol the week before Christmas

1916, Hackspacher, who had a pale face and blonde hair, suddenly ran off

from the patrol and surrendered to the British. Soon he wrote to his parents

from a POW Camp in England, telling them: ‘I am well, my health is first

rate.’15 One of the hitherto most reliable and brave soldiers had thus decided

that the cost and danger of surrender was lower than that of continuing to

fight. 

In late December, another soldier went AWOL after grenades had rained

down on his platoon, because, as he stated, he could no longer control

himself when he had to experience close-range detonations. 16 Furthermore, 

on 30 December, two soldiers in their early twenties from 5th Company

with no previous disciplinary problems told the NCO in charge of them

that ‘they would no longer go into the trenches; they no longer dared to do

so’. 17 These cases suggest that even though few men of the List Regiment
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had been killed in action since arriving on Vimy Ridge, morale had never-

theless not recovered. 

Between the end of the Battle of the Somme and the end of the year, a total

of twenty-nine cases of desertion, disobedience, AWOL, self-mutilation, and

cowardice occurred that were deemed serious enough eventually to make it

to the divisional court. Countless other cases of insubordination were not

sent to the court but were dealt with at the regimental level. Remarkably, the

conduct in the war of well over half of the twenty-nine soldiers tried by the

court of RD 6 had previously been excellent (sehr gut) or good (gut), while

only less than a quarter had a record of bad or inadequate conduct. It is also

noteworthy how many of the younger soldiers were among these twenty-

nine soldiers. Their average age was 25.4 years. The mean age was even two

years lower than that, as eight of the twenty-nine soldiers were still only 21 or

younger.18

The common feature of many of these cases was that soldiers openly told

NCOs or officers that they would no longer do as they were told. These

cases also indicated a deteriorating relationship between ordinary soldiers

and their junior officers and NCOs that had previously provided much of

the glue holding the List Regiment together. 19

The rapid increase in cases of infringements of the code of military justice

in the form of desertions, going AWOL, self-mutilations, disobedience, and

cowardice thus did not, as Hitler claimed, only become a problem in the

regiment with the influx of recruits that were would-be ‘November crim-

inals’ in the final year of the war. 

In no period of the war to date had so many cases been brought before

RD 6’s military tribunal than in the second half of 1916, at a time when the

home front by and large still supported the war. It was thus the experience

of the trenches and of bloody battles, and in particular the experience of the

Battle of the Somme, that made the men turn their back on the German war

effort. The case of Hitler’s regiment thus suggests that internal strains in the

German armed forces had already begun in mid-1916, and not only in 1917

or 1918, as usually believed.20

Of course, only a minority of soldiers were taken to court. The number of

soldiers from RIR 16 tried for desertion and other disciplinary offences is minute

compared, for instance, to the 9 per cent of all Union Army soldiers who

deserted during the American Civil War.21 Yet it would be a mistake to see the

cases of the men of RIR 16 who were tried by the divisional court as constitut-

ing an unrepresentative section of Hitler’s regiment. As many letters and
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memoranda make blatantly clear, the cases of desertion and of absence

without leave were just the tip of the iceberg in terms of the fall in morale

in RIR 16. And it needs to be repeated that, by comparison to the British

and French armed forces, German officers and military courts were far less

harsh. During the Christmas Truce of 1914, British soldiers had indeed

complained to the men of 1st Battalion about ‘the strictness of [their]

officers.’22 Due to the relative leniency of the German military justice and

disciplinary system, the men of Hitler’s regiment were far less likely to be

tried than their counterparts on the other side of the trench. This means

that, unlike what would have been the case had RD 6 been a unit in the

French or British forces, only the most severe cases are represented in the

figures provided in Figure 1. In fact, not only were far fewer German

soldiers executed than in the forces of her enemies but the minimum

sentence for various forms of desertion and going absent without leave

was also reduced twice in 1916 and 1917 at the urging of the Reichstag;23

this was also a sign that the checks and balances between civil and military

institutions in Germany worked at least sometimes and that wartime

Germany was not a military dictatorship. 

In the German case, the majority of cases of insubordination were dealt

with on the level below military courts as it was seen as preferable to hand

out disciplinary detentions rather than to try soldiers in court.24 Moreover, 

company and regimental commanders had every reason to try to deal with

cases of insubordination themselves rather than pass them on to the court

martial, as they were worried that if too many of their men were tried by
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Figure 1. Cases relating to morale measured in six-month periods. 

Note: the disciplinary offences represented here include desertion, absence without leave, 

self-mutilation, cowardice, disobedience (both Ungehorsam and Achtungsverletzung). Also

included are two specific cases of defamation. 
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court martial, they would be seen as not having their units under control and

thus as incompetent. Many also thought that it would be counter-productive

to try soldiers who had only temporarily lapsed. They thus often deliberately

ignored cases of insubordination and absence without leave.25

If we look at how the officers and NCOs assessed the situation in the

regiment internally, rather than at the semi-mythical memoirs of Hitler’s

comrades according to which there was ‘no room for shirkers and deserters’

in the List Regiment,26 one thing becomes clear. It is that the cases brought

to the military court indeed constitute only the tip of the iceberg and that

soldiers were trying to circumvent orders where they could in an attempt to

stay alive. 

The sentiment that had led to an explosion in the number of deserters was

more often channelled into a growing sense of fatalism, apathy, and resig-

nation among German soldiers than into open acts of protest. When a

German psychologist surveyed the coping strategies of servicemen, he

found that almost one in four German combatants had adopted fatalism as

their mindset at the front.27

Another reason why the absolute number of cases that made it to the

court martial of RD 6 under-reports the extent to which the men of RIR 16

had become disenchanted with the war was that strong disincentives to

desert existed, such as the prospect of being ostracized by their families and

communities in Bavaria, factors that are unrelated to how positively or

negatively a soldier saw the war. Jakob Sch€afer, the war volunteer who

had tried to desert in 1915, for instance, urged the military court of RD 6

not to write to his parents about the punishment he would receive, as he

was sure ‘that the sorrow would send them to their graves’.28 Another

disincentive was that family members of deserters lost their right to welfare

provisions back home, which explains why the overwhelming majority of

deserters were unmarried. Moreover, the many military checkpoints and

military police patrols behind the front also made it difficult to desert, thus

serving as another obstacle to desertion.29 This is why it is more useful to

look at the change in frequency of cases that made it to the divisional court, 

rather than their absolute number. 

While Private Hitler—who missed what was happening on Vimy

Ridge—thought that the collapse of morale really only occurred on the

home front but not in his regiment, in reality, the attitudes of the men in the

hospital in Beelitz and in his regiment were thus almost interchangeable in

the aftermath of the Somme. 
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When Hitler was finally released from hospital, he encountered for the first

time the realities of the home front. Soon he was forced to realize that the

kind of behaviour he had experienced at Beelitz and that he could have

experienced among the men of his own regiment on Vimy Ridge, had he

been a front-line soldier, was ubiquitous. 

The first place he visited was Berlin, where he arrived in early December. 

Previously, he had never been to the city that would eventually become

both his capital and his grave. However, his well-thumbed art guide to

Berlin that he had purchased the previous year in Fournes had prepared him

thoroughly for his stay. While the front-line soldiers of his regiment in

Vimy busily tried not to be buried alive by mud from collapsing walls and

positions, the museums and the architecture of Germany’s metropolis

enthralled Private Hitler. However, if his account of his visit to Berlin in

Mein Kampf is to be trusted, he soon realized to his great dismay that the

mood among the population ‘was much the same as in our hospital’. 30

Hitler had arrived in Berlin during the ‘turnip winter’, the worst winter

in Europe for twenty-one years, in which many Germans died from

malnutrition. During the course of the entire war, according to some

reports, between 500,000 and 700,000 Germans died from the indirect

effects of malnutrition, such as tuberculosis. In other words, far more

Germans died from malnutrition during the First World War than from

the bombing of German cities in the Second World War, which would cost

the lives of approximately 400,000 civilians. Urban unrest resulting from

food shortages and other factors in Berlin had started as early as late 1914. 

By the summer of 1916, the streets of Berlin were rife with food-related

discontent, as the food intake of many urban Germans stood at 40 per cent

of pre-war levels, 25 per cent below the standard of necessary consumption. 

The deteriorating material conditions in Berlin, and the unrest that was a

product of it, was primarily the result of Germany’s limited food resources, 

which were considerably worsened by the Allied blockade. 31

The problem Germany faced was that, as the world was moving towards

total war, ultimately production capacity and access to raw materials had

become the deciding factor in winning. The combined resources of the

British Empire, France, their Allies, and their supporters in the USA

exceeded those of Germany by so much that, short of a miracle, in the

long run no degree of German dedication and military genius could have

made up this shortfall. Germany had thus been fighting a war in which

the odds were heavily stacked against it from the very day Britain had
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entered the conflict. As long as Germany’s enemies did not lose their will to

fight and as long as they did not make any fatal mistakes in the way they

conducted the conflict, the question was not if Germany would lose the

war but when.32 Hitler, of course, did not see it that way and after the war

would embark on a crusade to identify those elements on the home front

that were apparently responsible for Germany’s worsening predicament in

the war. 

Hitler, meanwhile, was allowed only very briefly to stay in Berlin as he

had to report back to the Ersatz unit of his regiment in Munich. While in

Bavaria’s capital, where he would remain until returning to the front in

March, Hitler’s health had not fully recovered yet. As a result, as Hitler

bitterly complained, he was not allowed to eat jam, his favourite food

during the war. He wrote to Balthasar Brandmayer, one of his fellow

dispatch runners: ‘Am suffering from hunger-induced typhus because I

cannot eat bread; additionally I am adamantly denied any sort of jam.’33

During his time in Munich, Private Hitler met up with Bachmann and

Schmidt, who had also been released from hospital, as well as two other

dispatch runners, Max Mund and Franz Wimmer, with whom Hitler

celebrated Christmas 1915.34 Even in Munich, Hitler’s main social contacts

were thus the members of his core group at the front, in other words the

support staff of regimental HQ, rather than pre-war acquaintances and

family, as would have been the case for most soldiers on leave. He was

thus relatively isolated from the home front even while he was in Munich. 

He superficially observed the collapse of morale on the home front without

understanding it. 

On Vimy Ridge, meanwhile, as the men of the List Regiment were getting

ready to celebrate Christmas, there was little indication that the slaughter on the

Somme had finally led to a brutalization, heightened nationalism, and growing

hatred of the British among the men of the List Regiment. Rather remarkably, 

Bavarian and Canadian soldiers on either side of the trenches on Vimy Ridge

attempted a repeat of the Christmas truces of the previous two years. 

In the run-up to Christmas 1916, British and German commanders on

Vimy Ridge had tried everything to prevent attempts at initiating a new

Christmas truce, particularly as the experiences since October strongly

suggested that a new Christmas truce was in the offing. When Canadian

troops had first reached Vimy Ridge in October, around the same time that

the List Regiment arrived, German soldiers—we do not know from which
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unit—held up a sign from their trenches reading: ‘Welcome Canadians’. 

Another German sign told the Canadian soldiers: ‘Cut out your damned

artillery. We, too, were at the Somme.’35 There had also been cases of

Canadian and German soldiers waving at each other in the run-up to

Christmas. Canadian wartime letters and war memories indeed suggest

that, as one historian has put it, ‘for the Germans, most private soldiers felt

no emotion other than a mild curiosity’. They shot at the Germans because

they shot at them, but not as a personal matter. 36 The mortality among the

men of the List Regiment in months in which no battles took place had

remained stable throughout 1915 and 1916. If we take out of the equation

the three months in 1915 and the two months in 1916 in which RIR 16 was

involved in major battles, on average almost exactly ‘only’ one member of

Hitler’s regiment a day was killed in 1915 and 1916 alike. In December

1916, the mortality rate was even lower than that. 37 In the light of this

evidence, it thus seems that cooperation across enemy lines was a more

widespread phenomenon than brutalization. 

As in the previous years, military authorities were trying to prevent a

Christmas truce from occurring through increased combat activity. For

instance, British planes dropped bombs on the villages behind the front at

Vimy, in which the command posts and reserve troops of RD 6 were

stationed. 38 Some Canadian officers had been so worried about a repeat of

the Christmas truces of the previous years that they had cancelled the daily

rum ration for Christmas Day. However, the officers of the Princess

Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry Regiment had doubled the rum portion

of their men. Whether a result of the double portion or not, soon the men

of the Princess Pats embarked on a truce with their German opponents. All

attempts to prevent a truce had been futile. The men of the Princess Pats and

the Germans facing them met in no man’s land, conversing with the help of

a Canadian soldier who spoke German. We do not know if it was the List

Regiment or one of the other German units at Vimy Ridge that was

involved in this incident. However, we do know that the war diary of the

sister regiment of RIR 16 also recorded attempts at Christmas fraternization. 

Both incidents were put to an end by orders from above, as well as by the

heavy artillery fire that erupted, the explicit intention of which was to

prevent the truce from spreading. As the war diary of the RIR 16’s sister

regiment noted on Christmas Day: ‘Attempts at initiating fraternization

by . . . of the enemy (calling out, raising of hands, etc.) are immediately

quashed by the snipers and artillery men who had been ordered in and
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had stood ready to fire.’ Just as in the previous year, Christmas Eve and

Christmas Day brought increased British patrol activity, which inevitably

led to a lively exchange of fire between Hitler’s regiment and its sister units

on the one side and Canadian troops on the other. 39 Bavarian and Canadian

officers had indeed not trusted their men for good reason and it was only

their policies that prevented a widespread repeat of the Christmas Truce

of 1914. 

As the behaviour of the men of the List Regiment thus reveals, while

morale in the regiment had been at a critical level ever since the eve of the

Battle of the Somme, the men of RIR 16 did not display any likelihood of

responding to Germany’s worsening situation in the same way that Hitler

claimed in Mein Kampf that he did. 

Hitler’s time in Munich was a huge disappointment to him, a city which

like Berlin was suffering from catastrophic material shortages and where

soldiers on leave had started to resort to begging the previous winter. The

realities in the city he had chosen as his home in 1913 had little in common

with the Munich of his dreams. Like Berlin, Munich had seen food riots the

previous summer, at the height of which 2,000 people demonstrated outside

Munich’s city hall and had broken its windows. The previous winter, the

first flyers had already appeared in Munich calling for a revolution. 40 In Mein

Kampf, Hitler recorded that the conditions in Munich were far worse even

than those in Berlin and Beelitz: ‘Anger, discontent, complaints met one’s

ears wherever one went. . . . the general spirit was deplorable. The art of

shirking was looked upon as almost a proof of higher intelligence, and

devotion to duty was considered a sign of weakness or bigotry.’41

Hitler felt ill at ease in Munich, as he hated the attitudes of people towards

the war. What is more, he was again a nobody. He thus longed to get back

to the front; not to the front proper, but to the support personnel at the

regimental headquarters of his regiment. On 21 December, he had written

to Balthasar Brandmayer from Munich: ‘A transport left a few days ago for

the regiment. Unfortunately, I could not get on it.’ He wrote to Brand-

mayer at least three times from Munich.42

Unlike Hitler, other men from his regiment on leave in Bavaria had no

urge to board a train to the front. Between the end of the Battle of the

Somme and the time Hitler returned to the front in early March, nine

soldiers overstayed their home leave to such a degree that they were tried

by the military tribunal of RD 6. 43 Similarly, another eight soldiers of Hitler’s

regiment were desperate to travel in the opposite direction from the one that
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Hitler desired. After going AWOL, they tried to make it back to Germany. 

However, as German military police were constantly patrolling trains going

to Germany for deserters, only three successfully made it to Bavaria.44

In Mein Kampf, Hitler reported that he experienced anti-Prussian feelings

everywhere in Munich: ‘The work of inciting the people against the

Prussians increased. And just as nothing was done at the front to put a

stop to the venomous propaganda, so here at home no official steps were

taken against it. Nobody seemed capable of understanding that the collapse

of Prussia could never bring about the rise of Bavaria. On the contrary, the

collapse of the one must necessarily drag the other down with it.’45

Even Hitler knew that in spite of the possibility that British propaganda

had had a considerable effect on soldiers at the front, it could not possibly

explain what he had been experiencing in Beelitz and Berlin and what he

was witnessing in Munich. Even ‘stupid’ letters written by women were at

best a symptom of the deepening crisis and a vehicle for transporting

attitudes from the home front to the front proper, rather than an explanation

of the crisis. Hitler was in need of an explanation that would account for all

the signs of crisis. While incarcerated at Landsberg fortress in the 1920s, he

was to identify the work of Jews behind all of Munich’s and Germany’s

problems:

Government offices were staffed by Jews. Almost every clerk was a Jew and

every Jew was a clerk. I was amazed at this multitude of combatants who

belonged to the chosen people and could not help comparing it with their

slender numbers in the fighting lines. 

In the business world the situation was even worse. Here the Jews had

actually become ‘indispensable’. Like leeches, they were slowly sucking the

blood from the pores of the national body. By means of newly floated War

Companies an instrument had been discovered whereby all national trade was

throttled so that no business could be carried on freely. 

Special emphasis was laid on the necessity for unhampered centralization. 

Hence as early as 1916–17 practically all production was under the control of

Jewish finance. But against whom was the anger of the people directed? It was

then that I already saw the fateful day approaching which must finally bring

the debacle, unless timely preventive measures were taken. 46

In Mein Kampf, Hitler was to see a Jewish ploy even in the anti-Prussian

feelings in Munich: ‘In it I could see only a clever Jewish trick for diverting

public attention from themselves to others,’ he argued. ‘While Prussians and

Bavarians were squabbling, the Jews were taking away the sustenance of
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both from under their very noses. While Prussians were being abused in

Bavaria the Jews organized the revolution and with one stroke smashed

both Prussia and Bavaria.’47 Hitler’s recollections in Mein Kampf of wartime

Munich thus centred around a long tirade against Jews whom he blamed in

1924 for all the ills of wartime Germany. 

According to conventional wisdom, Private Hitler frequently engaged in

‘violent attacks on the Marxists and Jews’ already during the war. 48 Hugo

Gutmann, the Jewish officer from Nuremberg, it is claimed ‘was generally

unpopular with the men’ of the regiment and ‘detested by Hitler.’49 It has

also been said that ‘there is no reason to presume . . . that [Hitler’s] account

of his anti-Jewish feelings in 1916 was a backwards projection of feelings

that in reality only existed from 1918-19 onwards.’50 This view concurs with

the message Hitler and some of the post-war hagiographical accounts of his

war years tried to convey for political reasons, namely that he had been a

full-blown and open anti-Semite by 1916 and that anti-Semitism was

ubiquitous in both the List Regiment and in German society at large. Yet

the question remains whether Hitler’s account in Mein Kampf about his

feelings during the ‘turnip winter’ of 1916/17 is a truthful reconstruction of

what he really felt during the war. 

Whatever Hitler’s views on anti-Semitism were in late 1916, he, no

doubt, experienced an outpouring of anti-Semitic hatred while visiting

Germany. Germany’s faltering war fortunes in 1916 had provided fertile

ground for the radical Right. The rise of radical right-wing groups would

culminate in their union in 1917 through the foundation of the Fatherland

Party. Throughout 1916, vicious anti-Semitism, very much along the lines

sketched out by Hitler while writing Mein Kampf after the war, was one of

the focal points of their political agitation. Up and down the country, claims

were heard that the Jews were not pulling their full weight and that they

were profiteering from the war. The peak of anti-Semitic agitation was in

mid-1916 when voices blaming the food shortage on Jewish profiteers were

on the rise in Germany’s urban centres.51

The claim that Jews were not pulling their full weight in the German war

effort prompted the German armed forces to conduct a Jewish census in the

German military in October 1916, officially at least to refute claims that Jews

were dodging front-line duties. The decision not to publish the results of

the census aroused anti-Semitic suspicion to an even greater extent.52 In

Hitler’s regiment, the census identified, in addition to Hugo Gutmann, 

who, like Hitler, spent Christmas 1916 recuperating in Bavaria, six other
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Jews in RIR 16, two of whom had been volunteers. Three of the seven

had received Iron Crosses and three would be killed in action during the

war. 53 Over the course of the entire war, more than 30 per cent of all

Jews in RIR 16 were honoured for their bravery, while 17 per cent of all

Jews serving in Hitler’s regiment would be killed in action. 54 Hitler’s

post-war claims were thus far off the mark. In fact, the Jews of the

regiment had pulled far more than their own weight. Calculations

carried out after the war showed that nationwide almost exactly the

same percentage of Jews as gentiles had served in the German armed

forces during the war. 55

The war experience of the Jews of the List Regiment should not be

viewed through the prism of the genocide Private Hitler was to trigger in

the 1940s. The increase in anti-Semitism in Germany during the Great War

indeed needs to be put in context. Unlike in Britain, where, for instance, in

1917 anti-Jewish riots in Bethnal Green in north London involved a crowd

of 5,000, and in Leeds another 1,000, amidst claims that British Jews were

pulling strings to be excluded from conscription, 56 no anti-Semitic riots or

large-scale street violence occurred in wartime Germany. 

The anti-Semitism of 1916 in Germany did not tend to be proto-Fascist

and racial. Far fewer people than is sometimes claimed, even though

producing a lot of noise, expressed the kind of anti-Semitism favoured

by Hitler after the war. 57 As wartime reports from various districts in

southern Bavaria reveal, the kind of anti-Semitism associated with the

1916

‘Jewish census’ was very rare in the countryside. 58 Significantly, 

Hitler said in Mein Kampf that in Munich people were anti-Prussian during

the ‘turnip winter’. Even he did not say that they were anti-Semitic. Also

the fact that the German Chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, 

of all people, was accused by radical anti-Semites in Germany of being the

‘chancellor of Jewry’ and a ‘servant of the Jews’59 clearly indicates that the

political ideologies of the proto-Fascist radical Right and of the governing

elite and mainstream German conservatism were far apart during the war. 

The majority of anti-Semitic voices being heard in wartime Germany

used terms such as ‘Jewish gouger’ (swindler) to represent anyone engaged

in the act of profiteering. It was not linked to the heritage of a person and

functioned alongside other expressions of class antagonism.60 Furthermore, 

as we have seen, Jewish converts to Christianity had become officers even in

the pre-war Prussian Army, which is another sign that, where it existed, 

anti-Semitism was not primarily racially motivated. 
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Some of the tensions between Jews and Christians in Germany at the

time were of the same kind as the tensions that existed between Catholics

and Protestants, and should not thus be viewed through post-Holocaust

lenses. As the mother of one of the soldiers serving with the List Regiment

wrote to her former Protestant pastor in Feldkirchen, she found it very

difficult after moving away from Feldkirchen to have to live among Cath-

olics, whom she did not even consider Christian: ‘As I was raised Christian, 

it is a very difficult thing to have to live with these Catholics.’61

It would take the experience of revolution for anti-Semitism to become a

widely and persistently used and accepted currency in southern Bavaria. 

Furthermore, the Jewish census was, initially at least, conducted to refute, 

not to incite, anti-Semitic agitation. Moreover, to say that radical right-

wing groups were on the rise, and that the Prussian military felt a need to

respond to them, is not the same thing as to demonstrate that a majority of

Bavarians or of Germans agreed with these groups. Note that the Fatherland

Party was to be formed against the majority of Reichstag parties which also

happened to be the parties that had received the overwhelming majority of

the votes in the recruitment region of the List Regiment. 

The German armed forces were not a hotbed of radical anti-Semitism

either. In fact, of the 754 wartime letters which the director of the Reichen-

heimisches Waisenhaus, a Jewish orphanage in Berlin, received from the

front from 81 different individuals, the great majority of whom had grown

up in his institution, only one single letter recorded an incident of anti-

Semitism. And even in this instance, the case is based on hearsay, not on the

personal experience of the correspondent. 62 This obviously is not to say that

no anti-Semitism existed in the German armed forces. However, it does

suggest that, more often than not, anti-Semitism was not a central feature of

the German military. 

During the war, the German armed forces tried to make special arrange-

ments for its Jewish soldiers to observe Jewish high holidays on the front and

in cases in which Jewish soldiers were due for home leave to allow them to

return home for these festivals. 63 On the Eastern Front, meanwhile, where

German troops encountered the several million strong Jewish populations

of Poland and the Baltic that the SS was to target for destruction less than

thirty years later, the Germans presented themselves, not without reason, as

the liberators of Jews from tsarist oppression. It is certainly true that during

the occupation of Poland and the Baltic some anti-Semitic officers and

soldiers found confirmation for their hatred of Jews. However, the majority
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of German soldiers on the Eastern Front shunned anti-Semitism.64 As

one authority put it, during the war, ‘Jews on the eastern front fled from

the ravages of the Russian Army to the civilized embrace of Austria or

Germany.’65

The German armed forces went so far as to tell their soldiers that if some

of the Eastern European Jews they encountered appeared dirty or behaved

as crooks, they should know that this was only a result of having lived under

Russian occupation for so long. As two articles from the army newspaper of

the 10th Army told its readers in early 1916, at their core the Jews of Eastern

Europe had kept a ‘truly astounding vitality and moral fortitude’, ‘a strong

and selfless idealism’, and ‘a deep and honest thirst for knowledge and

education driven by great intelligence, sobriety, temperance, thrift, and a

goodness of character’. Furthermore, the Jews’ ‘adherence to the German

language’ was another indicator that Jews and Germans ultimately had

interchangeable characteristics and values. All it needed for Eastern

European Jews to lose any negative traits they might possess, the articles

concluded, was for the Germans ‘to free the captives from their chains’. In

short, Germany’s mission in the war was to liberate the Jews of Eastern

Europe, to ‘bring freedom and light to millions of unfortunate people’.66

As we have seen earlier, in total fifty-nine Jews served in Hitler’s

regiment during the war. Even more soldiers had Jewish family links, such

as Albert Weisgerber, who had been married, as we have seen, to a Jew. The

regimental papers of the List Regiment do not provide any suggestion that

the Jewish soldiers of Hitler’s regiment were subject to anti-Semitism. Oscar

Daumiller’s interaction with a Jewish company commander before going

to battle at Loos in 1915, as we have seen, rather suggests amicable Jewish–

gentile relations in Hitler’s regiment. Moreover, a far higher percentage of

Jews serving in the List Regiment were officers than was the case for

Christian soldiers. For instance, Ludwig Rosenthal, the deputy commander

of 1st Battalion in mid-1918, was Jewish. While almost 12 per cent of the

Jewish servicemen in RIR 16 were officers, the overall figure for the

regiment was only approximately 2.5 per cent.67 Neither Hugo Gutmann’s

career in the List Regiment nor the evaluations Gutmann received from his

superiors both up to 1916 and, as we shall see, later in the war suggest the

existence of particularly deep-seated anti-Semitism. 

Born in Nuremberg to Emma and Salomon Gutmann, Hugo Gutmann’s

pre-war life had been an example of the ever-growing assimilation of Jews

into Bavarian and Imperial German society. Young Hugo had made the most
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of his opportunities. The son of a merchant, he carried out his military

service together with the educated elite of Nuremberg in 1902 and 1903, 

being promoted to NCO. By the time war broke out, he had set up his own

company in Nuremberg. Soon after his transfer to RIR 16 in early 1915, 

Gutmann was promoted to Lieutenant of the Landwehr 1st Class. On the

occasion of his promotion, he was praised for his exemplary character and

behaviour in the war to date. Gutmann’s Jewish background did not seem to

bother any of the officers in Hitler’s regiment who unanimously voted in

favour of his promotion. By January 1916 Gutmann had been awarded the

Iron Cross 1st Class, for his ‘distinguished service’ in general, and his ‘prudent

conduct’ during the Battle of Loos in particular. Following the Battle of the

Somme, the Commander of 3rd Battalion, Wilhelm von Lu¨neschloß, singled

out Gutmann for his ‘energetic and fearless action’ and his ‘exceptional

discretion and great courage’. Lu¨neschloß commended him as a role model

of perfect behaviour under heavy fire, pointing out that Gutmann had gone

to great lengths during the battle to ensure that the troops in the first line of

fire received warm food. Lu¨neschloß thought that Gutmann’s performance

as his adjutant during the battle had been so exemplary that he deserved

another honour on top of his Iron Cross 1st Class: ‘Lt. Gutmann distin-

guished himself in a way above and beyond the call of duty during the Battle

of the Somme (2–13 Oct. 1916). . . . Lt. Gutmann contributed to the success

of the battalion in such an outstanding way that I hereby propose him for a

particularly honorific award.’68 As we shall see from the case of a Jewish

soldier who was to join the regiment in August 1917, anti-Semitism did not

feature in his war experience either. Meanwhile, another Jew, Siegfried

Heumann from Munich, had joined the List Regiment in January 1917, 

whose patriotic lyrics of songs with titles such as ‘The Old Colours’ (Die

alten Fahnen) or ‘The Bavarian Lions’ (Die bay’rischen L€owen) had been

printed on postcards in 1916. One linked the Franco-Prussian War with the

First World War and was meant to inspire Bavarians to fight in the war and to

be ‘proud, that I can be a German in my Bavaria’. Another one with a strong

anti-British undertone included the refrain: ‘God be with you, Land of

Bavaria, with loyal heroes, we renew this plea, for the brave Bavarian lions.’69

There is good reason to believe that even Hitler had not grown into a

full-blown and overt anti-Semite by early 1917. In fact, no contemporary

sources exist recording any wartime anti-Semitic expression by Hitler. 

Other than Hitler’s own mythical claims in Mein Kampf, the only indicators

that suggest that Hitler had already turned into an open anti-Semite are
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three hagiographical accounts by former comrades (Balthasar Brandmayer, 

Hans Mend, and Ignaz Westenkirchner) that were published only in the

1930s.70 Westenkirchner, for instance claimed: ‘Two things seemed to get

his goat—what the papers were saying at home about the war and all, and the

way the government, and particularly the Kaiser, were hampered by the

Marxists and the Jews.’71 Their accounts are hardly the kind of descriptions

of Hitler that would point out flaws and contradictions but were wholly

in keeping with Hitler’s self-construction in Mein Kampf. In fact, Westenkirch-

ner is just as unreliable a witness as Mend is as evident, for instance, in

Westenkirchner’s verifiably wrong account of Hitler’s injury on the Somme. 

Similarly, as we shall see, once we encounter how Nazi propaganda kept on

rewriting Brandmayer’s memoirs in the 1930s, Brandmayer’s account is

barely more trustworthy than Mend’s. Significantly, Brandmayer even

contradicts himself by claiming at one point in his book that during the

war he and the other dispatch runners of RIR 16 had despised Gutmann

for his Jewish traits while claiming a few chapters later that he himself had

not been anti-Semitic at that point but full of sympathy for the plight of the

Jews. 72 Furthermore, according to Fritz Wiedemann, the interaction Hitler

had with Jewish officers in the List Regiment during the war did not suggest

that he was already anti-Semitic.73 Had Hitler already been an overt anti-

Semite during the war, we will have, as we shall see, huge difficulty in

explaining Hugo Gutmann’s behaviour towards Hitler during the summer

of 1918. 

Back at Vimy Ridge late in 1916, there was thus almost certainly relatively

little open anti-Semitism that went beyond the traditional but low-level anti-

Semitism of the Catholic regions of Europe. The war experience of 1916 had

translated neither into widespread anti-Semitism nor into a growing hatred of

the British or into brutalization. After more than two years of fighting and

after a dramatic fall in morale, the majority of the men of the List Regiment

had not significantly changed their pre-war outlook on life. Nor had the war

brought a widespread questioning of the legitimacy of pre-war society and

Bavaria’s reformist political settlement. This is not to say that the war

experience of all front-line soliders was the same. Nor is it to doubt that

some soldiers might well have harboured deeply anti-Semitic, anti-British, 

and anti-Western sentiments, might have adored violence, or have subscribed

to radical revolutionary thoughts. However, sentiments of this kind were at

best undercurrents within a majority culture in the regiment that was

not prone to a fervent and lasting hatred of Jews or even of the British or
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to acting in a brutalized fashion. At any rate, they failed to bring about

collective action among the majority of the men of RIR 16 consistent with

wartime brutalization or strong forms of anti-Semitism or Anglophobia. 

Had Hitler been allowed to return to the front and go to Vimy Ridge just

before Christmas 1916, he would thus have escaped the kind of political

attitudes which he so desperately wanted to avoid in Munich only by return-

ing to the bubble of regimental headquarters, rather than to the trenches on

the slopes of Vimy Ridge. Even that might not have done the trick, as Alois

Schnelldorfer’s growing discontent with the war indicated that even among

the support staff of regimental HQ the mood had started to change. 

As 1916 turned into 1917, the situation for the men of the List Regiment

on Vimy Ridge did not improve. Far from it; by January, the British forces

stationed there were shooting with devastating torpedo mines at the posi-

tions of RD 6. Even walls of dugouts that were several metres thick did not

provide protection against them. Furthermore, on two occasions, mines

rolled down the steps of dugouts, causing havoc among the troops inside. 

Heavy artillery fire grew stronger as January gave way to February, as did

the frequency of Canadian patrols as well as the activity and alertness of

Canadian snipers. 74 The constant noise caused by the digging and blo-

wing-up of tunnels by Canadian sappers led to, as a report by RIB 12

from February 1917 put it, ‘quite a worry among the men in the trenches’

of the List Regiment and of RIR 17.75 According to an assessment made by

3rd Battalion of RIR 16 in the spring of 1917, the regiment was even then

still under the spell of the horrors of the Battle of the Somme: ‘For months

on end, the immense demands of the Battle of the Somme took their toll on

the troops both mentally and physically.’76

While the majority of the men of the List Regiment did not show signs of

radicalization (at least not of the radical right-wing variety), the Imperial

political and military leadership did. Ever since Paul von Hindenburg and

Erich Ludendorff, the celebrated heroes of victories on the Eastern Front, 

had been appointed to direct the German war effort in the summer of 1916, 

they tried to concentrate all military and civil power under them and

channel it in a totalitarian manner towards winning the war. 77 They had

realized that the emergence of total war had fundamentally changed the

rules of the game. 

Unlike Hindenburg’s predecessor, Erich von Falkenhayn, who had

believed that total war was unwinnable and that ultimately the war could

only be ended at the negotiating table, the conclusion Hindenburg and
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Ludendorff drew was that if Germany uncompromisingly applied all her

resources towards the war effort and conducted the war in a more ruthless

manner than hitherto had been the case, a war of annihilation of the

enemy’s military capabilities was still possible. Driven in no small degree

by desperation, Hindenburg and Ludendorff believed that Germany could

only still win the war through totalitarian means, including a dramatic

reversal of policy in the occupied territories of France and Belgium. The

Germans now ruled there as if in conquered land. 78

When, in the second half of 1916, Hindenburg and Ludendorff de-

cided, that they would shorten the Western Front and thus free up troops, 

they meticulously drew up a plan in cold blood for a scorched-earth

policy. The plan for Operation Alberich, named after the spiteful dwarf

from the Nibelungen saga, was to turn the area from which the Germans

were to retreat into a desert that would minimize the ability of the Anglo-

French forces to attack the new shortened front line. 

The policies carried out in the abandoned territories during Operation

Alberich stand in stark contrast to the treatment of the French population

behind the line in places such as Fournes or Comines. Houses and

churches were razed, bridges blown up, and orchards cut down in

preparation of the shortening of the front. Up to 150,000 civilians had

to leave their homes and were shipped away, while towns such as

Bapaume were almost obliterated. It had taken hundreds of years to

build Bapaume. The city had survived the onslaughts brought by the

Hundred Years War, the French invasion of 1641, the Napoleonic

Wars, as well as the Franco-Prussian War. The Germans now destroyed

the town within forty-five minutes, through a series of explosions and 400

fires. This was total war.79

While stationed on Vimy Ridge, the List Regiment was deployed just

to the north of the region that was vacated. However, RD 6 was

ordered to participate in the implementation of Operation Alberich. 

In a dramatic reversal of the policy of RD 6 to go out of its way to

tell the soldiers of the List Regiment and its sister units to avoid the

destruction of churches and other cultural symbols, the division now

was instructed to draw up a plan systematically to destroy behind its

lines all buildings of potential strategic value: ‘In the event of a retreat to

the second or to any line even further back, it will be necessary to

destroy all architectural structures of art-historical value that could be

used by the enemy for combat purposes or for transport and supplies.’
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Among the candidates for destruction were ‘mine towers, chimneys, 

water towers of mines and church towers . . . dugouts fortified with iron-

reinforced concrete, strategically important streets, and power stations.’80

Once the implementation of Operation Alberich started on 9 February, it

is possible that the companies from the List Regiment which were on

reserve at the time had to carry out some of the destruction in the region

to the south and south-east of Vimy Ridge. 

The construction of the new trench system for the shortened front line

and the implementation of Operation Alberich has been seen as nothing less

than the ‘the invention of the war of annihilation or in any case of one of its

central aspects: scorched-earth warfare’. It was supposedly here that the

German Army started to mutate into the Wehrmacht of the Nazis; and it

was here that Germany developed a ‘totalitarian syndrome’ and embarked

on its ‘path towards the war of annihilation’.81 This proposition clearly

overstates the case. Scorched-earth policies were hardly an innovation of

the First World War, nor were they exclusively a German phenomenon

during this war. The people on the receiving end during the sacking of

Carthage, the Russian retreat during the Napoleonic War, or the burning of

farms and infrastructure during the Boer War, to name but three examples, 

would have certainly been surprised at the proposition that scorched-earth

policies were still to be invented. Moreover, during the First World War, 

the Russians had already implemented a scorched-earth policy while retreat-

ing in 1915.82 Furthermore, the suggestion that Germany acquired a ‘totali-

tarian syndrome’ in the winter of 1916/17 essentially tells a story of the

twentieth century that cuts the period of 1918 to 1933 out, when German

policy makers most certainly did not employ totalitarian policies. 

Operation Alberich and the policies of Hindenburg and Ludendorff have

also been seen as part of Germany’s ‘tendency to go to extremes’, and as a

continuation of Germany’s approach to colonial warfare and of the war

atrocities in 1914. Operation Alberich was supposedly part of a ‘spiral of

extremity’ that was uniquely German because of a lack of civilian oversight

over the German armed forces. The claim also is that Germany was different

from the other warring powers of the First World War in that, in 1917 and

1918, the Germans are said to have supposedly only sought a tactical solution

to a strategic problem, that is, that they had no strategy other than to knock

out the enemy by military means. Germany’s conduct of the war in 1917 and

1918 is said to have also been uniquely German because German military

planners did not reflect on, for instance, the Russian scorched-earth policies
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of 1915 when drawing up their own extremist policies. In other words, they

did not ‘learn’ from Russian policies but only from Germany’s own past

conduct of the war.83 This is an odd argument as the existence of scorched-

earth policies on both sides, irrespective of whether either side learned from

the other, suggests the existence of a parallel development towards total war, 

rather than a unique German phenomenon. Moreover, as we have seen, 

under pressure from the Reichstag, the German Army lowered the min-

imum sentence for desertion in 1917 which demonstrates that it was unable

always to go for the most extreme measure and that civilian oversight did

have an impact on the military. 

It might be more useful to put the German war effort in early 1917 into a

global context. It is indeed difficult to see how the German strategy during

the last two years of the war, namely to knock out her enemies militarily at

all cost, was any different from the strategy of the French and the British. At

any rate, by means of Operation Alberich and their other policies, Hinden-

burg and Ludendorff were following the inherent logic of total war in an

industrial age, as did Germany’s enemies and allies. Despite important

differences in intentions, ethical considerations, and outcomes, the British

in their attempt to starve Germany through a naval blockade, the Russians

with their forced deportation of approximately 200,000 ethnic Germans, at

least 500,000 Jews, 300,000 Lithuanians, 250,000 Latvians, and 743,000

ethnic Poles from tsarist Poland and the Baltic to the East, and the Turks

with their policies of ethnic cleansing towards the Armenians, to name but

three examples, were ultimately and increasingly often following the logic

of modern total war in their conduct.84 The end point of the inherent logic

of warfare in this kind of conflict in an industrial age was the 1940–1 Blitz of

English cities, the 1945 bombing of Dresden, the Nazis’ industrialization of

killing, and the 1945 dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and

Nagasaki, though not necessarily the Holocaust.85 This is, of course, not to

say that there is a moral equivalence between all these actions; nor that the

Second World War was inevitable. It is merely that it was only once a new

world war had broken out that all belligerent powers developed the full

potential of the inherent logic of total war. 

Even though the German conduct of war in the First World War was not

more extreme than that of her adversaries and allies, the men of the List

Regiment were sucked into Germany’s new policy of totalitarian destruction

through the involvement of their division in Operartion Alberich. And yet

there is no indication that the men of RD 6 participated in these policies for
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any reason other than those that had kept the men fighting since the

beginning of the war. Yet the radicalization of the German military and

political war effort inevitably changed the conditions under which the men

of the List Regiment operated. By following the men of RIR 16 to the

locations in which they were deployed, we will see whether the radicaliza-

tion initiated by Hindenburg and Ludendorff as well as the radical Right in

Germany ultimately pulled the men of the List Regiment along and radic-

alized them too. 

By the time RIR 16 was withdrawn from Vimy Ridge in February, the

men of the regiment still did not know why their sector of the front had

been so unexpectedly active. Only for two weeks in February did they

now have a chance to recuperate some 15 kilometres behind the front

from the stressful and taxing months on Vimy Ridge. 86

On 4 March, they had to take up their new positions close to La Basseé, 

about halfway between Vimy Ridge and Fromelles. The following day, 

Hitler’s wishes to return to the front were fulfilled. Initially Hitler had

been ordered to report to the 2nd Bavarian Infantry Regiment after his

recovery. However, he had successfully begged Fritz Wiedemann, the

adjutant of RIR 16, to be allowed to return to his ersatz family, to his

place in the regimental HQ of the List Regiment, writing to Wiedemann, 

‘it is my urgent wish to return to my old regiment and to my old

comrades’. 87

The new positions of the regiment lay right by the La Basseé Canal in flat, 

swampy land. In the almost two months that Hitler’s unit spent in its new

position, little combat took place, with the exception of fairly frequent

patrols and occasional mine explosions. Just as at Fromelles, their opponents, 

still British units, used the section of the Western Front guarded by the List

Regiment as a nursery to introduce new troops to the front. Opposite

RIR 16 and its sister units lay drunken British troops who distinguished

themselves by singing and yelling loudly. 88

Hitler had thus missed most of the Battle of the Somme as well as

the extremely unpleasant months on Vimy Ridge and returned to the front

only after the regiment had been moved to a relatively quiet sector. He had thus

also been oblivious to what had been going on in the regiment which made him

arguably more susceptible to right-wing propaganda and hence more likely to

blame the subsequent defeat of Germany on Jews, Socialists, ‘traitors’, and

women on the home front. Hitler had missed the period when his regiment was
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stabbed in the front on the Somme and on Vimy Ridge, not in the back by

traitors on the home front as Nazi propaganda would have it. 

By 9 April, it had finally become clear what the Canadians facing the List

Regiment had done all winter while Hitler was in Germany. They had dug

an impressive system of tunnels that has survived to the present day in

preparation for a major assault on the German lines. On 9 April, what has

been called the ‘epic Canadian assault’89 began. After an awesome rain of 2.6

million British shells had been dropped on the German positions on Vimy

Ridge, the four Canadian divisions, fighting together for the first time, and

being aided by other British units, managed to dislodge the Germans from

Vimy Ridge and thus from the positions that had been inhabited by the men

of RIR 16 throughout the winter. The victory on the ridge marked the

beginning of the Battle of Arras and Vimy Ridge and it was, above all, a

stunning victory in a year that was generally a disastrous one for the Allies. 

After the fall of the ridge, British forces managed to break through

German lines to a depth of 10 kilometres before German forces brought

the advance to a halt. The British, however, desperately tried to press on

since a gain of a territory that was a mere 10 kilometres deep was hardly

likely to make a significant change in the war. As a result, the German forces

threw all their units at their disposal at the position where the British

advance had come to a standstill. Consequently, Hitler’s regiment was

brought back to the region to the east of Vimy Ridge on 25 April. For the

first sixteen days, RIR 16 managed for the most part to avoid direct

involvement in the battle. However, when moved into the German posi-

tions to the east of Vimy Ridge in the night of 11/12 May, it had to

withstand a massive British attack. After intensive bombardment, British

troops started a frontal assault on the positions of RIR 16, managing to break

through with eighty men and machine guns. The machine-gunners stopped

40 metres into the position of 1st Company, turned round and started to fire

at the men of Hitler’s regiment from behind. Soldiers of RIR 16, however, 

managed to take out the machine-gunners with hand grenades, which led

the surviving British soldiers to flee back to their own lines. The men of RIR

16

also managed successfully to withstand a renewed British attack the

following day.90

On 19 May, on the day that the regiment was finally pulled out of the

battle, Franz Pfaffmann, a soldier from Feldkirchen, wrote to his Protestant

pastor back home that in the wake of the battle everyone in Hitler’s regiment

hoped that the war would be over soon: ‘It is quiet right now, but all hell
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was let loose here a few days ago. Hopefully it will all be over soon; that is

everybody’s fondest wish out here.’91

The price the List Regiment had to pay in the Battle of Arras and Vimy

Ridge was terrible: 149 men were killed and hundreds wounded. 92

However, if we can trust the recollections of Anton von Tubeuf—an

energetic officer in his late forties with an authoritarian streak who had

been the new commander of RIR 16 since late April—the success in

withstanding a series of British attacks had finally helped to boost morale

in the List Regiment, as the men of the regiment felt that they were superior

to the British troops.93 By 17 May, RD 6 had indeed concluded that the

British had been wavering for some time now and had run out of steam. 94

During the battle, Hitler had been most impressed by the performance of

the German air force. At the height of the Second World War, Hitler would

recall that ‘during the Battle of Arras, the Richthofen Squad cleared out the

entire sky. . . . I myself saw some of this, [and witnessed] how each and every

one of [a squad of] 10 aircraft was brought down. Then we had free rein.’95

Even though Vimy Ridge had been lost, the Germans had prevailed

strategically over the Allies by the end of the Battle of Arras and Vimy

Ridge. Despite its status as ‘the greatest achievement of Canada as a nation in

that war’ and as one of the foundation stories of modern Canada,96 the

Canadian success at Vimy turned out to be a Pyrrhic victory. The front had

merely been moved some 10 kilometres to the east over a stretch of maybe

50 kilometres. As we have seen, the Germans had shortened their front line

and given up a lot of territory anyway through Operation Alberich to free

thirteen divisions to fight in the East. Moreover, the Allies inflicted casualties

on the Germans that exceeded their own only by less than 12.5 per cent. In

the great scheme of things, the Battle of Arras and Vimy Ridge had produced

only minute strategic advantages for Britain and France. 97 Furthermore, the

number of cases of desertion and other disciplinary offences brought before

the military court of RD 6 was lower throughout 1917 than it had been in

the second half of 1916. This was unusual compared to the German

armed forces as a whole, where the number of desertions had increased

hugely between 1916 and 1917. 98 This does not mean, however, that

morale in the List Regiment had fully recovered since the number of cases

remained at a high level. The relative decline in numbers was a result of the

absence of major battles in which the List Regiment was involved in 1917. In

periods of low-level conflict, different strategies of expressing low morale

existed, as then the life-saving pay-offs of simply resorting to apathy and
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fatalism were not much lower than that of desertion, while the price of

desertion was much higher. 

Anton von Tubeuf’s self-serving post-war claim that by the spring of

1917 morale had been restored and was high throughout the regiment as a

result of the Battle of Arras and Vimy Ridge cannot be trusted. As a matter

of fact, the commander of 1st Battalion, Karl Leeb, complained in an

internal report on 21 May 1917 of ‘very lax troops’ who only under duress

continued to carry out their duties, concluding:

Repeatedly incomprehensible cases of refusals to follow orders occurred

here. . . . There is an urgent need for Imperial Military HQ to issue a decree

stating that deserters cannot count on an amnesty after demobilization. The

men are counting too heavily on an amnesty. It must also be made known

that, after the war, the Regional Commands will pursue every single case of

desertion.99

In total, eighteen cases of insubordination that occurred between Hitler’s

return to the List Regiment and the time when the unit was pulled out of

the Battle of Arras and Vimy Ridge made it to the level of the divisional

court. The fact that soldiers who had gone AWOL continued to receive

support from their comrades is a good indicator of how widespread

dissatisfaction with the war was. For instance, a soldier from the 1st

Machine Gun Company, who did not return from his leave home in

March, spent several months in Munich before being arrested. Through-

out this time, he was in touch with comrades from RIR 16 who were

recuperating from injuries and illnesses in Munich.100 In mid-April, an-

other soldier who pretended to be suffering from toothache in order to

avoid having to go back into the trenches, told his superior: ‘I’m not

going to build trenches; I’m going to the dentist. I don’t want to

construct trenches, even if I’ll get shot for it!’101 Another soldier refused

to go back into the line of fire during the Battle of Arras and Vimy Ridge, 

saying that he had to stay alive as he had to provide for his family after the

recent death of his father, since two of his brothers had been killed in

action, while a third had been gravely injured.102 There had thus been

little change in the behaviour and attitudes of the soldiers of Hitler’s

regiment since they had left Vimy Ridge. 

We have seen that there was no one reason why the men of the List

Regiment had continued to fight for more than two and a half years. 

Neither enthusiasm for war, militarism, Anglophobia, Francophobia, 
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other pre-war political and cultural mentalities, nor a brutalization of the

soldiers of the List Regiment can sufficiently explain why they continued

to perform. To be sure, all these factors had served as motivators for

subgroups of soldiers but none constitutes a single factor that would

explain why the men continued to perform. Looking at the first three

years of the war, it was factors that do not suggest a politicization of the

men—such as simple cost benefit calculations about the price of continu-

ing to fight, the fear of the consequences of defeat on the home front, a

willingness to fight a defensive war, a division of labour of tasks according

to what individual soldiers were prepared to give—that explains why the

men continued to fight. However, if we are to believe Nazi propaganda, 

there was indeed one element that drew all the men of the regiment

together: that one element is supposed to have been a sense of Kamerad-

schaft and Frontgemeinschaft, which can loosely be translated as ‘comrade-

ship’ or ‘camaraderie’ and the ‘community of the front’. However, none

of these translations quite capture the German terms. The idea was that

there existed an esprit de corps in German regiments that transcended all

rank and class divisions. According to Nazi ideology, it was this idea of

Kameradschaft and Frontgemeinschaft that had given birth to a German

Volksgemeinschaft—a classless German society, the full realization of

which became the goal of the Nazi movement. 103

It is, of course, true that in wars throughout history loyalty to one’s mates

has been one of the prime battle motivators. To state the obvious, con-

tinued support from their peers in combat is indeed the best life insurance

for soldiers. However, in the case of military units such as the List Regiment, 

the idea that soldiers were driven primarily by an esprit de corps and by ideas

of Kameradschaft and Frontgemeinschaft transcending the entire regiment is

mythical at best. Due to the high fluctuation rate of soldiers in the List

Regiment and similar Bavarian units, even those soldiers who did stay in

their unit for a long time did not tend to serve together with the same

group of men for long. This inhibited many soldiers from fully identifying

with their unit and explains the growing fragmentation of the List

Regiment. 104 In May 1915, Crown Prince Rupprecht had already realized

that this was a problem that affected the entire Bavarian Army: ‘Not even

the regimental commanders know all their officers, and trench warfare

makes it difficult even for a battalion commander to get to know his officers

and influence them. Under these circumstances, feelings of unity, mutual

understanding and trust are suffering.’105 Rupprecht’s assessment, of course, 
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refers to middle and lower-ranking officers. However, ordinary soldiers did

not form a Frontgemeinschaft either. 

As a soldier from Augsburg, serving in a different Bavarian unit, wrote

home in July 1917, ‘the so-called camaraderie [Kameradschaft] exists only on

paper. Nowhere have I ever found as much selfishness as here in the

military.’106 Similarly, Justin Fleischmann, who would join the 7th Com-

pany of the List Regiment in August 1917, reported in his war diary in the

autumn of 1917 that the different companies of Hitler’s regiment stole from

each other and amidst enemy fire competed for the best dugouts: ‘We take

over the emergency dugouts during constant shell fire. 1st Company comes

over as well and tries to force us out. We stay. People from 1st Company

steal into our dugout. . . . It gets light; 5th Company comes to our dugout

and tries to toss us out (carrying a military order to the effect). We stay. 5th

Company backs off.’ Similarly, he would record in the spring of 1918 that

another company of RIR 16 stole a machine gun from his company. If there

ever had been an esprit de corps in RIR 16, it had long evaporated by the

second half of the First World War.107

Competition and envy among soldiers over promotions were also

common. Furthermore, as in all the armies in the First World War,108

many men who had been drafted resented, and often hated, war volunteers

(like Hitler). Cases in which conscripted men tried to load all tedious tasks

on volunteers were frequent sources of tension. 109 One soldier in the 32nd

Bavarian Infantry Regiment, for instance, noted in May 1917 how happy he

and all his peers were after one of the war volunteers of his unit did not

return from a patrol: ‘Everyone was happy because the war volunteer

Gesicht had been taken prisoner. The French are very fair; they even did

not take us under barrage.’110

There was thus no particularly deep-running esprit de corps or sense of

Kameradschaft among the men of the List Regiment that transcended the

entire regiment. A soldier from 8th Company declared after his arrest

following his unsuccessful desertion in early June 1917 that all he wanted

was to get out of the List Regiment ‘because I don’t like being in this

regiment’. 111 However, as we saw while encountering small groups of soldiers

going AWOL both on the eve and during the Battle of the Somme, it was

small groups of peers that determined both individual behaviour and collec-

tive action in the regiment. Soldiers from rural backgrounds in particular

formed small groups with men from their communities, which also gave

them a sense of familiarity and home. As in the regiments of the armies of all

O C T O B E R 1 9 1 6 – 3 1 J U L Y 1 9 1 7

189

warring nations during the First World War, small, or primary, groups made

up the true structure of the List Regiment.112

After the end of the Battle of Arras and Vimy Ridge, the List Regiment spent

the rest of May recuperating and training behind the front in what Oscar

Daumiller described as the ‘glorious region to the East of Douai’.113 This

period of rest, which was also meant to help restore bonds of solidarity

between the men of the regiment after the battle. The Intelligence Section

of the US General Staff concluded that, while training in 1917, RD 6 was

turned into an attack unit.114 This was absolutely not the case. The division

remained a unit whose purpose was to man a small piece of the Western

Front and hold the line. What the List Regiment and its sister units did train

for were counter-attacks in the event of an enemy attack.115 Around this

time, soldiers also started to worry that the home front no longer supported

them. As Anton Haimbacher—the soldier who did not care if his village was

French or Bavarian after the war—wrote to a friend in May, while early in

the war soldiers on home leave had been held in high regard, the word was

that that was often no longer the case. 116

In early June, when Messines Ridge—which Hitler’s regiment had

defended in the winter of 1914/15—fell to the British amidst what has

been called ‘history’s greatest man-made non-nuclear explosion’,117 the regi-

ment spent another few days manning a section of the front to the east of

Vimy Ridge. Here they came under heavy artillery fire and had to endure gas

grenades, while Hitler was based in the regimental command post in the

village of Quieŕny la Motte, a few kilometres behind the front.118 The 6th

Reserve Division concluded that following British gas attacks an extraordin-

ary number of troops from the List Regiment and its sister units needed

replacement. The men of RD 6, who had grown more and more irritable and

nervous as a result of the constant shelling, injuries, and danger of being

buried alive,119 had to be reminded that there was no point trying to escape

gas: ‘Drivers of horse-drawn vehicles and horsemen have got to be briefed

thoroughly that it is dangerous and pointless to step up the pace to escape a gas

cloud. The gas will get to them anyway and moreover they endanger the

horses of their patiently waiting comrades, who will get nervous and will

throw off their gas protection.’120 Despite all the death and suffering he had

seen since 1914, it was taxing for Oscar Daumiller, who was finally to leave

RD 6 in the summer, to have to deal with soldiers who had been gassed: ‘It is

a heartbreaking sight to see these poor men, struggling for air,’ he wrote. 
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‘Sometimes one of them would seem to be on the road to recovery, and I

would speak with him; a few moments later, I would turn back and look at

him again, and there he would lie, already dead.’121 The growing irritability of

the men of RIR 16 had also found its expression in the behaviour of a soldier

from 7th Company, who had been buried alive during the Battle of the

Somme. In late May, he had told the NCO in charge of him: ‘Leave me

alone, or I’ll run you through with my bayonet!’122

Despite Anton von Tubeuf’s claim to the contrary in the official 1932

regimental history, 123 morale continued to be far from excellent in the List

Regiment. In fact, it was close to rock bottom. In Hitler’s regiment, it had

been the custom for some time to remove the epaulettes from the uniforms

of the men of the regiment to prevent the enemy from identifying their units. 

However, as Tubeuf complained internally in 1917, the men in Hitler’s

regiment had also worked out that if the enemy could not identify them, 

neither could other Germans: ‘During combat the absence of identification

numbers makes shirking extremely easy. It allows the troops to mix them-

selves with men from any other unit as they please. The concealed identi-

fication numbers are also an impediment to maintaining discipline.’124

After a ten-day stint behind the front in the region to the east of Vimy,125

RIR 16 was finally moved out of the region on 24 June and was moved

back into the Flemish plain. Late that day, the List Regiment crossed the

Belgian–French border for the first time since March 1915. Franz Pfaffmann

was thrilled to leave France: ‘Thank God we are out of filthy France which

just has suffered too much under the war. We are being deployed to where

the blood of so many 16ers had already been spilled in 1914/15. . . . Hope-

fully, peace for which we have longed so much is near.’126

The List Regiment was clearly in no state to be deployed anywhere. It

was thus taken to two villages in Flanders well behind the front where they

would remain until mid-July. There the regiment celebrated a summer

party with free beer and a competition ‘in hand-grenade-throwing, sprint-

ing, relay running, sack racing, [and] tug-of-war’. No records have survived

of a sack-racing Private Hitler. In his recollections in the official regimental

history, written in a heroic mode of remembrance, Anton von Tubeuf

describes what a glorious time the men of the regiment had enjoying the

Flemish summer.127 However, the omissions in Tubeuf’s account are as

significant as what he does mention. For instance, he edited out of the story

the fact that during this period the regiment did not have sufficient wheat to
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feed the men of the regiment adequately, nor was there sufficient mineral


water.128

What made the shortage of food for the troops even worse was that some

soldiers illegally sold food to Russian forced labourers behind the front. 

Moreover, the complaint was that the men of the List Regiment and its two

neighbouring regiments treated the local population too leniently. 129 This

was a sign that Hindenburg’s harsh post-Somme policies of running the war, 

had not changed the attitude of the men of the List Regiment towards the

local populations. It was also a sign that the radicalization of the German war

effort triggered by Hindenburg and Ludendorff had not the altered

the political and cultural mentalities of the men of Hitler’s regiment on

the ground, in other words that they had neither acquired a totalitarian

syndrome, nor that they had been infected by a culture of destruction. If we

look at the level of official policy and the institutional culture of the High

Command, the argument that there was ‘a radicalization of war with a

tendency towards systematic, total exploitation of enemy civilians and the

resources of the conquered territory’130 may well be true. However, for the

men of Hitler’s regiment this radicalization did not occur. Indeed even in

March 1918, German military authorities would still complain that surpris-

ingly often French women who had been deported to Belgium received

visits from German soldiers on short-term leave from the combat zone in

France from which the women had been deported.131

The behaviour of the men of Hitler’s regiment in the First World War

indeed suggests that there was little specifically German which would

explain why the men of the List Regiment continued to fight in the war. 

In other words whatever changes had or had not occurred at the policy-

making level, they did not bring a sea change in how soldiers in RIR 16

viewed the war at a grass-roots level. 

Soldiers also proved more or less immune to ideological indoctrination, as

suggested by their reading habits, the fact that they were more likely to send

postcards depicting local sights than ones with patriotic slogans, and their

lukewarm response to Patriotic Instruction, particularly in the second half of

the war. This is not to say that they only fought because of ‘timeless’

anthropological group processes, a division of tasks according to the prepared-

ness of soldiers to carry them out, a cost—benefit calculation of the advantages

of continuing to perform, or a fight or flight instinct. All these factors could

only work well because they were supported by an essentially defensive

nationalism, a militarism that did not encourage a gung-ho mentality but
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conditioned men to follow calls to duty, a model of masculinity that

celebrated military virtues, and a conception of religion that promoted

military participation of men or at least helped them to deal with the strain

combat entailed. There existed a symbiotic relationship between these

anthropological, military-institutional, ideological, and societal factors. 

The societal and ideological factors at play in all the armies engaged in the

First World War emanated from different national and regional cultures. 

Yet they were all part of a common European culture, even if combatants at

the time did not always perceive it that way. The common trends in

different European national cultures explain why men across Europe fought

in the war and continued to perform for more than four years; however, 

they also explain the relative absence of excesses of warfare, of atrocities, and

of brutalization at the grass-roots level of combat.132

The new post-Somme policies of the German High Command also did

not change the political mentality of Matthias Erzberger, the leader of the

Catholic Centre Party, the all-dominant political party in the recruitment

area of the List Regiment. On 6 July, as Private Hitler’s brothers-in-arms

trained and recuperated in Flanders, Erzberger dropped a political bomb-

shell in the Reichstag, directly assaulting the German High Command. He

told a stunned public that Germany’s submarine campaign had failed, that

Germany’s allies were on the verge of collapse, and that the military

situation was close to hopeless. The leader of the most popular party in

the communities from which the men of RIR 16 came concluded that

Germany should immediately start to negotiate for peace and forsake any

territorial gains. 133 Erzberger’s views were a clear sign that even the prag-

matic and temporary alliances on which the German war effort had been

based after the fall of the short-lived intense sense of national unity at the

beginning of the war were no longer holding. 

Erzberger’s propositions were fully supported by Philipp Scheidemann, 

the leader of the Social Democrats in the Reichstag, who for the radical

Right was a traitor of the first rank. After the war, the Nazis were to target

Scheidemann as one of the prime ‘November criminals’ for having

proclaimed the Republic and for having become Germany’s first demo-

cratically elected Reich Chancellor. When in early September Wilhelm

St€ahlin, who, as we have seen, had been one of the Protestant army

chaplains of RD 6 earlier in the war, met Scheidemann, St€ahlin was

immensely impressed by him. He was, St€ahlin thought, ‘very charming’. 

Scheidemann, who was to survive a right-wing assassination attempt after
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the war, St€ahlin concluded, ‘makes a very clever and thoroughly agreeable

impression’. 134 St€ahlin also thought that any comparison between the

period of the Reformation and the World War which had been suggested

by German propaganda was ill-advised for several reasons. He confided to

his diary that, unlike the war, the Reformation had supported ‘individu-

alism’ rather than ‘collectivism’, stating: ‘With that we must recognize the

distressing point that, under censorship, we can hardly sing songs in praise

of freedom of thought, or in praise of the mighty word.’135 Despite the

national mission of the war and the domestic war aims that many Prot-

estant war chaplains stressed, St€ahlin was thus politically closer to Hitler’s

future enemies than to him. 

Soon after Erzberger’s intervention, the Centre Party, the Social Demo-

crats, and the Left Liberals teamed up and openly challenged the German

High Command. On 19 July, the majority parties in the Reichstag voted

with a majority of 212 to 126 votes (62.7 per cent) in favour of a peace

without annexations. The parties that had received overwhelming support

in the recruitment area of the List Regiment disapproved in their peace

resolution of calls for territorial expansion and believed in international

arbitration of conflicts, in other words in the kind of internationalism

against which Hitler had spoken up in his letter of February 1915. 136 It

stated: ‘Germany took up arms in defence of her freedom, her independ-

ence, and the integrity of her soil. The Reichstag strives for a peace of

understanding and a lasting reconciliation of peoples. . . . The Reichstag will

actively promote the creation of international organizations of justice.’137

To be sure, some Bavarian politicians of the Centre Party had been critical

of Erzberger’s initiative. However, an assessment of attitudes among both

Bavarian soldiers and civilians on the home front makes it blatantly clear that

the overwhelming majority of Bavarians both on the front proper and the

home front supported Erzberger’s stand. 138 Proto-Fascists, meanwhile, saw the

hand of Jews in the Reichstag vote. Yet the parties that were seen as ‘Jewish’, 

unlike the groups that were to found the radically right-wing Fatherland Party, 

received the support of the great majority of Germans as well as of the over-

whelming majority of the people in the recruitment area of RIR 16. 

Of course, the men of the List Regiment themselves could never vote

specifically on these matters during the war. However, there is a very strong

likelihood that the mainstream political opinions of the men of Hitler’s

regiment and the way they viewed the war were much closer to the ideals

expressed in the Reichstag peace motion than to the goals of the German
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High Command for one simple reason: that the Reichstag had been elected

by universal male suffrage and that, due to the existence of conscription, the

List Regiment was more or less a mirror image of the communities from

which the regiment was recruited. 

The three parties behind the peace resolution had received 75.3 per cent

of the votes in the 1912 Reichstag election. Support in Upper Bavaria for

the three parties had even stood at 82.7 per cent and in the Oberpfalz at

92.6 per cent.139 This would suggest that the majority of the men of the List

Regiment had indeed voted for the parties that were behind the peace

initiative. It needs to be pointed out that the left wing of the Social

Democrats had broken away from the Social Democratic Party and had

voted against the peace initiative. However, they only voted against the

peace initiative because it was not radical enough for them. They were thus

even more critical of the High Command. 

As we shall see, the election results of the first post-war election in

southern Bavaria strongly suggest that the majority of Germans continued

to support throughout the war, not the Fatherland Party, but the parties the

radical Right was deriding as ‘Jewish’ parties, in other words, those parties

that had been in favour of the peace initiative. Until after the war, the ideas

Hitler expressed in Mein Kampf thus remained out of line with mainstream

Bavarian opinion and with the men of his regiment. 

Significantly, the Bavarian royal family was closer in their attitude to the

war to the men of the List Regiment than they were to Hindenburg and

Ludendorff. Crown Prince Rupprecht had internally challenged the policy

of absolute destruction during Operation Alberich140 and criticized the

harsh deportation policies, noting on 13 February 1917: ‘Most regrettable

is the fate of the French civilian population, which, in the implementation

of [Operation] Alberich, has been ordered to be moved out of the area to be

vacated prior to the destruction of their towns and villages. While travelling

to the Command of the Third Army, I came across several groups of these

unfortunate people, who trudged, laden with bundles, to the available rows

of automobiles or trains.’141 He had been critical of the degree to which the

war impacted on the civilian population right from the beginning of the

war. On 3 May 1915, he had noted in his diary: ‘These bombings of cities, 

which both sides are now engaging in, are barbarous nonsense.’142 When

the plans for Operation Alberich were drawn up in the autumn of 1916, 

Rupprecht, meanwhile, had written in his diary that he disapproved of the

idea that the region that was to be vacated should be laid waste: ‘This order
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reminds me of the one that Louvois once gave for the destruction of the

Pfalz. . . . [The order] seems extraordinarily harsh to me.’143 The Bavarian

Minister President, Georg von Hertling, a former Professor of Philosophy

now in his mid-seventies, was also highly critical of Hindenburg and

Ludendorff’s radicalizing conduct of the war. In a closed meeting of the

Finance Committee of the Bavarian parliament, Hertling had declared:

‘Excellency Ludendorff . . . is making peace in the West impossible with

this U-boat war.’144 In the run-up to the 1917 peace initiative of Pope

Benedict XV, Hertling also liaised with and fed information to Eugenio

Pacelli, the papal nuncio to Bavaria and future Pope Pius XII. 145

Despite the hardships of the Flemish summer behind the front, the period in

Flanders was, nevertheless, infinitely better than what had preceded it and

even more blissful compared to what followed. For RIR 16 was about to

face among the worst losses it was to incur during the whole war right

where it had had its baptism of fire in 1914, in Gheluvelt. However, few of

the soldiers of RIR 16 who had been with the regiment at the time were still

with the unit. Among them were Adolf Hitler and Adolf Meyer. 146

The time of the men of Hitler’s regiment close to Gheluvelt started out

calmly enough. For the first half of the ten-day stint in the new position, the

soldiers had to endure nothing worse than what they were used to from all

the previous sectors of the Western Front that they had been manning. 

However, on 18 July—the day of the Reichstag peace resolution—the

British whom the List Regiment were facing embarked on a heavy artillery

bombardment of the German positions to the east of Ypres. The bombard-

ment would last for ten days. The men of RIR 16 knew perfectly well that

this meant that the British were ‘softening up’ the German defence system

for a major battle. The men of RIR 16 expected a British attack to start at

any moment. In the event, that attack did not come until after they had left

the Gheluvelt sector of the front. However, so heavy was the British

artillery bombardment that the List Regiment incurred a staggering 800

men in casualties in the ten days the regiment spent in the Gheluvelt sector. 

The British forces had now twice as many heavy guns and howitzers at their

disposal than the previous year. They used them to devastating effect. 

Between 16 July and 31 July, the British fired a total of 4.3 million shells

on the German troops deployed in the Ypres Salient, employing as many gas

shells as possible in an attempt to neutralize the German troops. Even the

soldiers who did not become casualties suffered extreme fatigue, exhaustion, 
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and nervous strain. 147 Anton von Tubeuf reported that his regiment was

close to melt down:

The troops were unable to sleep or rest at all. Due to the shortage of troops in

the trenches, at night everyone had to carry out either sentry or sentry relief

duty. Because of the constant gas and mine attacks, it was impossible to rest at

any rate. . . . The repeated gas mine and gas grenade attacks really shattered the

nerves [of the troops]. 

The men of the regiment had lost all trust in the effectiveness of their gas

masks: ‘Various men claim that, despite having put their gas masks on in

time, they still breathed in the gas and fell ill from it. . . . The men stated:

‘‘Now even the masks are no longer of any use to us.’’ ’ Tubeuf continued:

‘The constant sight of horribly mutilated bodies, of the badly injured, of

those sick from the gas (those with particularly aggressive symptoms), and of

those killed by the gas, had a very depressing effect on the men. . . . The men

of the regiment [are], at this time, both physically and mentally finished.’148

Tubeuf concluded: ‘The company commanders are convinced that the

physical and mental stamina and capacity [of the men] at this moment are

not up to the challenges that fresh action would bring with it. Considering the

low number of rifles and the physical and mental condition of the remaining

men, I cannot but conclude that the regiment has no combat value at

present.’149 A sign of the desperation of the officers in charge of Hitler’s

regiment was that they did not even arrest men such as Anton Markl, an

infantryman from 10th Company. On 23 July, Markl yelled at his company

commander in the presence of all the soldiers of his platoon: ‘I don’t want to do

this any more! I don’t care about anything any more. Do you really think that

I’ll have myself killed because of you? I’d rather go to jail.’ The following day, 

Markl told the Commander of 3rd Battalion: ‘You get to stuff yourself with

good food and booze while I have to fight for you.’ Markl was still not arrested. 

He was not even arrested when another two days later, he told his company

commander during the roll-call of 10th Company that ‘he didn’t want anyone

to tell him what he had to do, he wanted to have his peace, or else he’d rather

be imprisoned or shot.’ Markl managed to force his own arrest only after he

had deserted as his company was about to return to the trenches, walked to a

nearby town, and turned himself in. 150 It is less Markl’s actions than the

response of his officers that is remarkable. The inaction of Markl’s superiors, 

in the face of Markl’s repeated and provocative expressions of disobedience (in

the presence of his comrades), indicates that the officers in charge of Markl
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thought that the feelings he expressed were ubiquitous throughout the regi-

ment; in other words, that it was pointless or even counter-productive to

clamp down on him. 

Due to the mounting problems in RIR 16, Tubeuf thus requested an

immediate withdrawal of his regiment from the Ypres Salient on 24 July, 

the same day that, as a sign of how ‘total’ the war had become, the church

bells of Ichenhausen were removed from the local church and designated to

be melted down and turned into weapons. Tubeuf’s request for withdrawal, 

however, was turned down as the German Army did not yet have new units

at its disposal.151

After just three days, the regiment was put back into the line, now at

another sector in the Ypres Salient, a few kilometres to the north of

Gheluvelt, where the conditions were almost as bad. Yet the anticipated

British attack still had not occurred. Soon after, German military authorities

finally decided that the units of RD 6 had been decimated to such a degree

that they were immediately to be taken out of the line of fire. As a result

of that decision, two of the three battalions of the List Regiment were

successfully moved out of the Ypres Salient before the British attack finally

came. Second Battalion, Hitler, and the men of regimental HQ were less

lucky. Before it could be pulled out of the battle zone, it had to endure the

first day of the all-out attack of the 5th British Army on a 25-kilometre

stretch of the front. 152

Adolf Meyer claims that that day he himself, Private Hitler, and six other

men from regimental HQ only narrowly escaped death, when they had to

lead reinforcements to the combat zone and suddenly found themselves

exposed to both British artillery and machine-gun fire. How close they

came to death is difficult to verify. However, the fact that all eight men

returned unharmed to regimental HQ, on a day that brought epic losses for

RIR 16, indicates that there might well have been a considerable gulf

between how Meyer perceived the situation and the actual reality. 153

After the battle, RD 6 had to conclude that it was difficult to determine

‘how exactly the fighting went in the first line because only few of the

combatants who fought there returned [to tell the tale]’. To be sure, the

machine gunners of the units of the division managed to kill a considerable

number of British soldiers. However, there were just far too many British

soldiers and tanks that kept on creeping towards the men of the List

Regiment. On 31 July, the British did indeed manage to break through

the lines of 2nd Battalion as well as elsewhere in the Ypres Salient. 
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This British success marked the opening day of what would come to be

known as 3rd Ypres, or simply as Passchendaele, a battle that continued until

November whilst the British were stubbornly trying fully to break through

the German lines as well as cutting off the German submarine bases in the

English Channel. This was to be the final great battle of attrition in the war. 

Around half a million German and British soldiers were to become casual-

ties of the battle. However, this was clearly not the kind of battle in which

the List Regiment in its current state would have been of any use to the

German war effort. In the evening of the day on which 3rd Ypres started, 

2nd Battalion and regimental HQ were also withdrawn. The List Regiment

was moved away from Ypres as far as possible. It ended up in the section of

the Western Front that was the most peaceful. RIR 16 was now moved back

to Germany to Alsace—that territory hotly contested between France and

Germany—for two and a half months. At the end of seventeen days of

action in Flanders, 318 men of the division had been killed, 101 men were

missing, and 2,516 were wounded, two thirds of whom had been gassed.154

Hitler, meanwhile, was most distraught at the loss of Foxl, who was

nowhere to be found when it was time to leave Flanders. Even while

fighting the Second World War, Hitler told those present at one of his

‘table talks’ in January 1941: ‘The swine who took him from me doesn’t

know what he did to me.’155

9

Blinded

August 1917–11 November 1918

Once arrived at their new destination in the rolling hills west of

M€ulhausen, the List Regiment had to guard the only section of the

front on German soil. The men of RIR 16 were thrilled temporarily not to

be deployed in occupied foreign territory: ‘I am happy to be on German soil

once again, and to be able to speak with German civilians,’ Franz Pfaffmann

wrote home. As he reported, this was an extremely quiet segment of the

front: ‘Maybe 5 rounds from the artillery all day. Up there in Ypres, there

were barrages of fire all day and all night. . . . Everyone is being accommo-

dated in houses here with the exception of those in the first line. I think a

mutual accord exists, based on allowing weary troops to rest here.’1

Of course, sporadic fire was exchanged between French troops and the

List Regiment, killing twenty-two men from RIR 16 over two and half

months. Yet compared to Vimy and Third Ypres, life was bearable. No

battles were expected in Alsace and unlike during the run-up to 3rd Ypres, 

hardly any cases of desertion occurred in RIR 16 whilst in Alsace. Their new

position, which was surrounded by orchards, was so quiet that the men of

the regiment had to be reminded not to go into the trenches without their

weapons.2 It was here that Justin Fleischmann, an 18-year-old Jewish recruit

from Munich who had recently left grammar school, joined Hitler’s regi-

ment.3 The deceptively quiet conditions of Alsace allowed him still to see

the war as an adventure for grown-up boys. This was quite common among

young men from educated middle-class backgrounds who had gone

through the grammar schools and universities of Wilhelmine Germany. 

Their socialization had encouraged them to combine defensive patriotism, 

martial manly values, and a deep sense of duty and honour. The resulting

mentality explains the very high participation rate of high-school and
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university students in the First World War in the forces of all the warring

nations.4

As Fleischmann, whose two brothers also served in the war (see

Plate 14),5 recorded in his diary, his service in the List Regiment began

with an ‘easy stroll’ for his battalion. His 7 August entry was: ‘Stole apples. 

Tried out revolver.’ He spent the following day ‘reading, writing, etc.’, 

while on 11 August, he encountered ‘beautiful orchards, plums and mira-

belle prunes’. On 13 August he had ‘cheerful drills until 6 o’clock’. Five days

later, he was quite obviously excited to have had ‘thrown 2 live hand

grenades’ that day. On 29 August, he enjoyed the ‘good life in Oberspeck-

bach. Big orchard. Roasted apples and enjoyed eating pears.’ The first day of

September brought some more excitement: ‘rat and mouse hunting with

revolver’, while the highlight of the day on 15 September was when he ‘saw

through my binocular: French civilians who were working, etc. No news

other than that.’ On many days, his only diary entry was: ‘Nothing of

importance’. The worst hardship for Fleischmann, while in Alsace, was

posed by his heavy luggage: ‘9:30 p.m.—terribly exhausting march with full

luggage to the forward positions’.6

There is no indication that his Jewishness bothered any of his fellow

soldiers in Hitler’s regiment. Just like the hundreds of letters that the

Director of the Reichenheimisches Waisenhaus in Berlin had received

from Jewish soldiers at the front, Justin Fleischmann’s war diary does not

record any anti-Semitism or even tensions with fellow soldiers. Indeed the

only explicit reference to his Jewishness in his diary is to the Jewish high

holidays. On 17 September, on Rosh Hashanah, he scribbled into his diary

‘New Year’. And a week later, he and Julius Mendle, a fellow Jewish soldier

in 7th Company, received two days’ leave to celebrate Yom Kippur:

‘On leave to M€uhlhausen for Yom Kippur. Marched with Mendle to

Brunnstadt, from there took the tram to M€uhlhausen. Looked for the

synagogue. . . . Found lodgings in the ‘‘Zum goldenen Lamm’’ . . . Went

for dinner in the Traubengasse: Potato soup, mashed potatoes, 2 helpings

of beef with sauce, mixed vegetables. Compote. Synagogue at 9 o’clock.’7

The deceptive quietness in the new sector and subsequently in Picardy—

the easternmost part of the Paris Basin, where the List Regiment was

stationed next—as well as the relatively easy life behind the front proper, 

is likely to have lulled Hitler into exaggerating out of all proportion how

strong his regiment and the other German units on the Western Front still

were. It made it easier for Hitler subsequently to put all the blame for
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Germany’s defeat in 1918 on Communists, Socialists, Democrats, Jews, 

striking munitions workers, and all kind of other ‘traitors’ on the home

front. As Hitler would tell his post-war audiences time and time again, 

they all had stabbed Germany’s army in the back on the brink of

victory.8 Hitler failed to see, or did not want to see, the bleak state of

his regiment. In fact, had RIR 16 been deployed at a more serious

section of the front, there would have been no way even for Hitler of

escaping the realization that his regiment was in dire straits by the winter

of 1917/18. In that sense, the stab-in-the-back myth—so popular among

the political Right in Weimar Germany—had its origin for Hitler, not

only in subsequent events, but also in the deceptive conditions of late

1917 and early 1918. 

Meanwhile, the big question facing the officers of the List Regiment was

whether a stint back in Germany would help recover morale and ensure that

the unit was going to continue to perform and not collapse. 

The health of the men of the regiment was restored relatively quickly in

Alsace. However, Hitler seems to have been oblivious to the fact that the

regiment now faced a new problem: unlike Fleischmann, the majority of

the reinforcements that RIR 16 received were grumbling old men who

either had never served in the army at all or who had trained many years

before. For the moment, few young recruits would be put into as mediocre

a unit as the List Regiment. RIR 16 had to report that the new men displayed

‘a strikingly low spirit’9 and that the only thing the old disgruntled rein-

forcements were capable of was performing drills. Their combat training, 

particularly for trench warfare, had been dismally bad. As the regiment

complained, it was next to impossible to form one coherent group out of

the existing troops and the new arrivals. Moreover, RIR 16 was seriously

short of officers.10

Fleischmann, who unlike Hitler encountered ‘ordinary’ soldiers from

the List Regiment on a daily basis, soon came to understand that it was not

just old men who displayed low morale. He recorded of the survivors of

the prelude to Passchendaele: ‘Low morale among the men.’ One day in

early October, Fleischmann also noted ‘at 1 a.m., infantryman [Haass] who is

in my company shot himself in the foot with his own gun. ’11

In paternalistic fashion, the officers in charge of the regiment did every-

thing they could to improve the spirits of the men, talking to them for

hours, bribing them with cigarettes, and, most important of all, giving them

liberal amounts of leave to visit their families in Bavaria.12 Moreover, the
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command of one of the sister regiments of the List Regiment suggested that

‘in order to preserve the morale and high spirits’ of the regiment, twenty-

five soldiers of each company of Hitler’s division should be allowed, while

in reserve, to go to M€ulhausen and attend a concert or see a film or a play. 13

This was the first time that Hitler, who had recently been honoured with

a Bavarian Military Medal of Honour 3rd Class, applied for regular leave

during the war. In late September, together with Ernst Schmidt, who was

also on leave, Hitler first visited Brussels, Cologne, Dresden, and Leipzig. 

Then he went by himself to Berlin, the capital of Prussia, staying with

the parents of Richard Arendt, a comrade from regimental HQ until

17 October.14

Political turmoil was brewing in Germany’s capital during Hitler’s stay

there. For instance, the Minister of War, General von Stein, was howled

down in the Reichstag. Long gone were the days of the Burgfrieden—of the

political truce following the outbreak of war, as the different political parties

and organizations and their publicity machines increasingly turned on one

another.15 All over Germany, there were signs of fragmentation in state and

society, of declining morale, of growing levels of political rancour, and of

deteriorating material conditions. As early as 1916, children in Germany had

been encouraged to go barefoot.16 However, Private Hitler had no eyes for the

escalating crisis, nor for other aspects of the grim reality. As he wrote to Ernst

Schmidt on a postcard depicting one of Berlin’s most famous museums, he

visited the city’s cultural institutions and adored its imperial splendour: ‘The

city is magnificent, a real metropolis. The traffic is tremendous even now. I am

out and about almost the whole day. At last I have the chance of getting to

know the museums a bit better. In brief: I am short of nothing.’17

The only other correspondence that has survived from Hitler’s trip

consists of three postcards of Berlin sights (with perfunctory greetings

scribbled on them) that he wrote to the staff sergeant of his regiment, 

Max Amann. 18 Hitler’s visit to Germany was thus most unusual compared

to the behaviour of ordinary servicemen. While almost every other soldier

on leave visited friends and family, Hitler went sightseeing in Berlin. The

reason for this was that he perceived his ‘family’ to be at the front and that he

had no home to go to, as made blatantly clear by the fact that his only

correspondence was with other men of regimental HQ. Significantly, Hitler

did not visit Munich, of which he was apparently not fond, contrary to

claims by Nazi propaganda19 and the subsequent designation of Munich as

‘The City of the Movement’ and contrary to Hitler’s own claim in Mein
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Kampf that he ‘[was attached to Munich] more than to any other spot on this

earth’.20

Nor did he visit the homes of his comrades in Bavaria. He had not

forgotten his hatred of the anti-Prussian feeling in Munich and of Bavaria’s

Catholicism during his previous visit to Munich. He did not display any

desire to go back to Bavaria. 

By mid-October, it was time for the regiment to leave the relative peace and

tranquillity of Alsace. Even with the new arrivals, the List Regiment was still

well over 300 men short. Even towards the end of their stay in Alsace, the

men of RIR 16 had been deemed incapable of anything other than being

deployed in static trench warfare. However, the men’s mood had changed

for the better towards the end of their stay in Alsace.21

As Justin Fleischmann noted, in ‘very bad weather’, which soon left him

and the men of RIR 16 ‘completely soaked’, the List Regiment was now

moved back to France to the border region of Picardy and Champagne, the

region about 150 kilometres to the north-east of Paris in the vicinity of

Rheims, where Fleischmann’s company stayed in a ‘huge farm in a very

barren area in Champagne, about 30 km from Rheims’.22 It was here that

Private Hitler rejoined the regiment. This was a slightly more dangerous

section of the Western Front than the one in Alsace. Yet luckily, particularly

since the new recruits of the regiment still had been insufficiently integrated

into the unit, the regiment did not see any action in the less than two weeks

in which it stayed there. However, after the French had broken through the

German line to the south-west of Laon on 22 October, not far from where

RIR 16 was stationed, Hitler’s regiment was moved back into action. In the

attack, the French had forced the Germans off the strategically pivotal

Chemin des Dames, the famous ridge between the valleys of the Aisne

and Ailette rivers named after the road running across it, necessitating a

rushed German retreat behind the Oise–Aisne Canal.23

When the men of the regiment arrived at the rather narrow canal during

the night of 25/6 October, close to the villages of Lizy and Anizy-le-

Chaˆteau, they had to guard the northern bank of the waterway in a muddy

and swampy terrain that was essentially still unfortified. By the time they

arrived at their new location, they were utterly exhausted. Justin Fleisch-

mann recorded of the final march towards their new position: ‘Our company

became separated from the rest and got lost; strenuous march; Gruber

collapsed unconscious. Another two or three follow him. A swift march
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along a street that is under a barrage of enemy fire. About 20 half-decayed

horses lay all around. Disgusting stench. . . . We were completely soaked

with rain and sweat and were terribly cold.’24

During the first few days, when regimental HQ was based inside a cave

on a hill behind the front (thereafter the regimental command post was

hidden inside a forest),25 the front-line men of the regiment, who could not

stay in the safety of a cave, were subject to heavy French fire. For several

nights, Justin Fleischmann and his comrades had to sleep in holes in the

ground that they had dug and covered with branches to avoid detection by

French planes. One night, even that was not possible, as he recorded in his

diary: ‘We set up posts and slept on the ground.’ A few days later, he

reported: ‘Spent the night in a shell crater.’ Throughout these days, Fleisch-

mann and his peers were ‘completely exhausted and famished’. 26

By contrast, Anton von Tubeuf, who was almost universally disliked by

the front-line soldiers of RIR 16, decided one day that he would go hunting

in the forests behind the front, using the men of the support staff, including

Hitler, as beaters. In other words, while the front-line soldiers of RIR 16

were risking their lives, experiencing cold and hunger, and being exposed

with little protection to the French on the other side of the canal, the

primary danger Hitler had to face was posed by wild boars. On 29 October, 

one of the regiment’s barrack camps, which included a depot of gas

grenades, received a direct hit, setting the depot on fire and thus killing

seven members of RIR 16 and injuring another forty. However, soon after

this tragic event, combat in the List Regiment’s sector of the front died

down almost completely. For the following weeks as well as for most of the

winter of 1917/18, the men of the regiment spent more time reinforcing

the German defences to the north of the canal than actively fighting the

French. 27 An exception was Justin Fleischmann, who, after being promoted

to NCO and having completed a training course as a machine-gunner in

November, had to man a machine gun dangerously close to the French. 

The young Jewish soldier from Munich showed exceptional bravery almost

daily: ‘I was with 4 men in the NCO post which is situated on the war-

ravaged bridge over the Oise-Aisne Canal,’ he reported on 5 December. 

‘We are only 30 metres away from the Frenchmen.’ On 6 December he had

a ‘7-hour-long stay on the bridge in fairly intense cold’; the same on 9

December: ‘At 6 p.m., I went with 8 men to the NCO post on the bridge. 

We were on guard there from 6 p.m. to 8 a.m., and returned to the shelter

on the railway embankment completely exhausted.’28
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Hitler’s regiment spent a very quiet Christmas on the Oise–Aisne Canal.29

This time, there was no attempt at a Christmas truce. The reason for

this was, first, that a waterway divided the men of RIR 16 from their

opponents, and second, that Hitler’s brothers-in-arms faced French, rather

than British, troops who had always been less prone to engage in Christmas

truces. 

That the morale of the men of the regiment had been restored to some

extent by the time the List Regiment arrived in Picardy was not just the

result of the Alsatian air and visits home. Suddenly everything seemed to

move into the right direction for Germany. With the Italian Army, includ-

ing the 32-year-old Benito Mussolini, almost knocked out of the war and

the Russian armed forces on the brink of collapse, Hitler felt elated, if we can

believe his account of late 1917 in Mein Kampf:

Towards the end of 1917 it seemed as if we had got over the worst phases of

moral depression at the front. After the Russian collapse the whole army

recovered its courage and hope, and we were gradually becoming more and

more convinced that the struggle would end in our favour. We could sing

once again. The ravens were ceasing to croak. Faith in the future of the

Fatherland was once more in the ascendant. 

The Italian collapse in the autumn of 1917 had a wonderful effect; for this

victory proved that it was possible to break through another front besides the

Russian. This inspiring thought now became dominant in the minds of

millions at the front and encouraged them to look forward with confidence

to the spring of 1918. It was quite obvious that the enemy was in a state of

depression.30

This is one of the few fairly accurate sections from Mein Kampf—or at least it

mirrored the official perception of regimental HQ, as we know from a

report about the morale among the men of the List Regiment and its sister

regiments from late October: ‘The spirit among the troops is high and

confident,’ the report stated. ‘The news of victory from the Italian front

had a particularly reinvigorating effect on the morale of the troops.’31

In the event, the regiment spent five months in Picardy, guarding the

Oise–Aisne canal until mid-January, and again from mid-February, against

the elusive French troops on the other side of the waterway. In between the

two stints on the canal, RIR 16 spent several weeks more than 30 kilometres

behind the front where it was retrained for the imminent German spring

offensive that was to bring an end to the German strategy of employing a

defensive, static stance on the Western Front. It was during this period, that
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Erich von Ludendorff, Germany’s chief strategist since 1916, attended a

field exercise of RD 6.32 Private Hitler, still an insignificant dispatch runner, 

of course, did not meet Germany’s third most powerful man on that

occasion. Yet within five years, Ludendorff was to become one of Hitler’s

followers. 

Throughout the winter, when munitions workers in Munich, Berlin, and

other German cities went on strike, demanding a negotiated end to the war, 

morale in Hitler’s regiment remained at a higher level than it previously had

been. After the losses of the first week in Picardy, only another thirteen men

would die during this period.33 In Mein Kampf, Hitler described this time as ‘the

calm before the storm’.34

There is no indication, however, that the temporary restoration of

morale changed the general attitude towards the war of the men of the

regiment and of the people in the communities from which the soldiers of

RIR 16 came. Morale remained at a critical level, as is evident in cases in

which soldiers of the List Regiment told their officers, for instance, that they

no longer saw any sense in the war, or that they would rather go to prison or

even be shot than to return to the trenches.35 Moreover, most Bavarian

soldiers were full of disdain for the annexationist goals of the Fatherland

Party, as they thought that the policies advocated by the party would serve

to prolong the war.36 The party was so unpopular among wide sections of

the Bavarian population that the Bavarian War Ministry tried to prevent

meetings of the Fatherland Party from taking place for fear that the activities

of the party would put popular support for the war in jeopardy.37

On his daily walks through the Englische Garten in Munich, Max von

Speidel, the former commander of RD 6, who now worked in the Ministry

of War, experienced the meltdown of morale in Munich in late 1917 and

early 1918. He was frequently stopped by people in the park, who com-

plained to him about the lack of food and asked how soon the war would be

over. Speidel had to realize that people remained unimpressed by his

answers. The former commander of Hitler’s division also noted: ‘If one

boarded a tram and tried to take a soldier to task for continuing to smoke his

cigarette without taking notice of the officer present, one could feel that all

of the passengers, including the conductor, would take sides with the

soldier.’ Speidel thus concluded: ‘The discipline of the troops in Munich

went to hell at an alarming rate. Attempts to boost it have been unsuccessful. 

It has also become increasingly obvious that the Munich populace has been

worn down by the length of the war and the lack of provisions.’38

A U G U S T 1 9 1 7 – 1 1 N O V E M B E R 1 9 1 8

207

Throughout the winter, the List Regiment was short by hundreds of men. 

By spring, conditions improved slightly with the arrival of a group of 18-

year-old recruits, as RD 6 had once again become eligible to receive

significant numbers of young reinforcements. But even then, conditions

started to look only slightly rosier after an accounting trick had lowered the

criteria of what was considered a fully manned regiment. According to the

original criteria, RIR 16 remained seriously under-manned even by spring. 

Moreover, the new troops had still been insufficiently integrated. For most

of the winter, the regiment was thus deemed suitable at best for static

trench warfare. Even in the absence of serious combat, RD 6 managed

only with enormous difficulty to maintain the health of its soldiers. 

Furthermore, food, new uniforms, and equipment were extremely difficult

to procure. There were barely enough facilities to delouse the units of the

division.39

Unlike Hitler, the German High Command knew perfectly well by the

spring of 1918 that—despite recent successes in the East—time was running

out fast for the Germans: new American troops kept on flooding into

Europe, Germany’s resources had almost dried up, and morale among

soldiers and civilians alike was difficult to maintain. Objectively speaking, 

time had already run out for Germany. In February, Crown Prince Rup-

precht thus embarked on a futile attempt to convince the Kaiser that peace

with Britain was possible and necessary. 40

Yet Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff did not listen to the

Crown Prince or the men of the List Regiment. Now that Russia had been

knocked out of the war, which finally ended the German nightmare of a

prolonged war on two fronts, the two men decided on one last gigantic

reckless gamble. It was so huge that it was reminiscent of the hazardous plan

in 1914 to knock out the French within weeks. And as in 1914, things at first

seemed to go according to plan. 

The plan was to leave only a limited number of divisions on the Eastern

Front and to use up all of Germany’s remaining resources to try to break

through the Allied lines with lightning speed, to finish off the British forces, 

and ultimately push towards Paris. In the event, a million German soldiers

were transferred from the Eastern to the Western Front. By the time that the

offensive started on 21 March, the Germans had managed to field fourteen

more divisions on the Western Front than the Allies. But the problem was

that the Allies had more guns, aircraft, and tanks. German tactical military
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ingenuity, decentralization, and trust in officers at low echelons of

command, and a superior ability for self-reform, however, made up for

that disadvantage. By 5 April, the German armed forces had already gained

1,000 square miles, dwarfing the modest Allied gains after the Canadian

attack on Vimy Ridge a year earlier. By the time the spring offensive had

come to a standstill, German troops had come dangerously close to Paris. 

The problem for the Germans, however, was that they had lost troops too

quickly. On the first day of the offensive alone, they had lost far more

men—78,000 men—than the British did on their most fateful day of the

war, the first day of the Somme. 41

The List Regiment took part in countless operations in the German

spring offensive in Picardy and Champagne. It operated in the wake of

‘real’ combat units. Its task was an auxiliary one. 42 Everywhere the men of

RIR 16 went they saw the traces of heavy combat that had just taken place. 

‘Here lay bodies on top of bodies,’ observed Franz Pfaffmann, the soldier

from Feldkirchen whom we encountered earlier. ‘Our gas must have

worked fatally, because most of them lay quite blue on the ground with

their gas masks still on. . . . Well, it’s good that it isn’t summer yet, or the

stench would be unbearable.’ Pfaffmann was shocked at the destruction

the war had brought to local villages, sympathizing with the French: ‘And

the towns and villages, how they look! La Fere, Roor, and many villages

[have been reduced to] heaps of rubble. Many times I’ve wondered about

the thoughts of a Frenchman as he is led through [what is left of] his towns

and villages.’ After Pfaffmann encountered abandoned British lines, he no

longer believed the claims made by German propaganda that the British

would not be able to continue their fight for long: ‘By now, I doubt that

there is a lack of food in England because of all that falls into the hands of our

troops. The finest meat products, chocolate ([and] the town of Mondichy is

teeming with wine).’43

The abundance of food the men of RIR 16 associated with British units

epitomized the general perception that the war had become unsustainable

for the Germans, particularly since the List Regiment itself had run out of

food during the spring offensive. On the same day that soldiers in

Regensburg, the capital of the Oberpfalz, were heard shouting, ‘Three

Cheers for England, down with Germany!’44 an NCO from RIR 16 wrote

to the mayor of his home village: ‘where the advance came to a

standstill, we had nothing left to eat, as our provisions had run out and

no more were coming from the rear. There was no coffee at all and in the
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evening we only had potato soup or ‘‘warm water’’, whatever one wants

to call it.’

Soldiers who had been injured were sometimes deliberately given only small

quantities of food in army hospitals and were told: ‘If you are given too much, 

you are not returning to the front at all.’45 Around the same time, a soldier from

RIR 16, who was a member of the Social Democratic Party, and who was on

leave in Munich, together with other front-line soldiers, stormed and dis-

rupted a Pan-German pro-war meeting and demanded an end to the war. 46

In late March and for most of April, the task of Hitler’s regiment was to

help set up a new line of defence to protect the newly gained territories. 

Even though RIR 16 was by no means an attack unit, it had incurred

monumental losses in its new position to the west of the medieval town

of Montdidier in Picardy. In contrast to the men of regimental HQ, who

stayed in the deep cellar of a chateau behind the front, there was hardly any

protection against the heavy French artillery fire. There was a total absence

of the kind of dugouts and trenches to which soldiers had grown accus-

tomed.47 On 17 April, Justin Fleischmann recorded: ‘Night of 16–17 April:

terrible artillery fire. Heavy gas bombardment around morning. Severe

losses. In the evening, we marched to the most forward line with only 40

men [left] . . . We got lost and ran into heavy artillery fire.’48

The List Regiment lost almost half its men through death, injury, and

illness in April, including Fleischmann who was hit on his head by shrapnel. 

When the men of RIR 16 were relieved on 26 April, they stank indescribably

as they had not washed or had had a change of clothes for almost seven

weeks. On the four-day march east through the wasteland of the Battle of the

Somme and of Operation Alberich, some men collapsed from exhaustion. 

After a few short days which were supposed to help them regain their

strength, the men of the regiment were back in their old positions on the

Oise–Aisne Canal. They remained there under fairly heavy artillery fire for

ten days, followed by another ten days behind the front. The day the men of

RIR 16 arrived at the canal, their Crown Prince tried in vain to persuade

Ludendorff that Germany should immediately begin negotiations for an

armistice. Ludendorff, however, would not hear of it.49

Even though the List Regiment was only the size of half a regiment by

then, RIR 16 soon had to rejoin the offensive. The next stage of the

operation was to attempt a breakthrough to the south of the already gained

territories. Like gamblers who are close to broke, Hindenburg and

Ludendorff threw their last coins away in a final act of desperation. 
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Hitler’s regiment was supposed again to operate at the rear of combat units. 

However, due to unforeseen circumstances, it briefly found itself in the first

line of attack in late May. In the hilly region of southern Picardy, it luckily

had to face only weak French forces, among whom the List Regiment took

many prisoners. Nevertheless, on 28 May alone, fifty-nine men were killed

in action.50 The high losses were in no small degree due to the inadequate

length of time allowed for integrating reinforcements into the regiment. As

Hitler would recall during the Second World War, some of the new arrivals

had to engage in combat during the spring offensive within less than

tweny-four hours of joining his regiment: ‘We set off for the second

offensive in 1918 on the night of the 25th. On the 26th we spent the

night in a forest, and on the morning of the 27th we reported for duty. At 5

o’clock in the morning we departed. The day before, during the afternoon, 

we received the reinforcements for the big offensive at the Chemin des

Dames.’51

By 1 June, the day on which Rupprecht unsuccessfully tried to persuade

the Chancellor that Germany could not possibly defeat her enemies and

that peace negotiations should begin immediately, the German advance

came to a halt. For most of the first half of June, the regiment now had to

set up a new line of defence on the Aisne River close to Soissons. By then, 

the men of Hitler’s regiment had to fight not just the French but also the

outbreak of the Spanish Influenza, which ultimately would take more lives

than the First World War. Hitler’s brothers-in-arms lay shivering in their

positions or inside the wet caves behind their new lines of defence. 52

Among them was Franz Pfaffmann who did not really know what to

make of the new mysterious pandemic. He wrote to his pastor back

home that he had ‘lain in a fever for four weeks already. A type of malaria

that now has moved to my lungs and that I contracted during the last

offensive.’53 By 7 June, as a result of both the spring offensive and the

Spanish Influenza, the companies of RIR 16 consisted of only twenty to

twenty-five men each.54

The regiment spent the rest of the month in Picardy behind the front, 

during which time the German Foreign Secretary, Richard von K€uhlmann, 

who had been the enthusiastic architect of pre-war attempts to improve

Anglo-German relations, voiced scathing criticisms of the High Command

in parliament. To the outrage of Hindenburg and Ludendorff, he told the

German public that the war could not be won by military means alone. 

Moreover, Vorw€arts, the newspaper of Germany’s most popular party, the
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Social Democratic Party, told its readers that there would be ‘No End to the

War by Military Decision’. (The result of the speech and the article was the

sacking of the Foreign Secretary and the banning of the SPD newspaper.)55

One of the still most reliable men in the List Regiment was Justin Fleisch-

mann. He was thus awarded an Iron Cross 2nd Class on 19 June and sent on an

officer’s training course a few days later from which he only returned on 19

October. On his return, the young Jewish soldier remarked that the officer

training course had been for him ‘a splendid time’ and that he had been given a

‘rousing send-off ’.56 His Jewishness did not to seem have bothered them at all. 

Following its brief stint behind the front, RIR 16 was moved to

Champagne close to Rheims, where the High Command planned to

throw all its available divisions into battle in a last-ditch attempt to break

through towards Paris. By the time the attack came on 15 July, the unit

had been replenished with 900 new men, consisting equally of extremely

young new recruits and of soldiers only half-recovered from injuries and

illnesses. The new arrivals were undisciplined and thus worse than useless. 

When an officer, who inspected a group of men in a recruitment depot in

Bavaria, including recruits for the List Regiment, remarked that their hair

needed to be cut, several soldiers started to yell: ‘We are not prisoners, we

won’t allow ourselves to be insulted.’57 And when another group of

soldiers travelled in mid-June to the front as reinforcements for RD 6, 

they started to fire from their train as soon as they had reached the border

of Bavaria and Wurttemberg. At the next stop, they stormed a local pub

and helped themselves to beer. As their train pulled through Ludwigsburg, 

just outside Stuttgart, some of the new soldiers of RIR 16 and of its sister

units climbed onto the train’s roof, shooting with live ammunition right

into the city. 58

In the event, the attack of 15 July, commonly known as the Second Battle

of the Marne, was a colossal failure. It is true that for the first three days

German troops managed to gain some territory and to cross the Marne

River. The List Regiment participated in this attack in a supporting role in

the rolling hills, vineyards, and forests to the south-west of Rheims. Yet

the French had been well prepared for the German attack. What is more, 

28,000 fresh American soldiers had joined them and by the fourth day of

battle, the Franco-American forces started their counter-attack. Private

Hitler and his comrades had to run for their lives. As they rushed

back across the Marne on a make shift bridge, made from doors and
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whatever else they could get their hands on, several soldiers are said to have

lost their balance on the slippery surface of the bridge and drowned. Even

Ludendorff, Hindenburg, and the Kaiser finally came to the realization that

the German spring offensive had run out of steam and that it had failed. 59

Depleted of resources, Germany had lost the war. Hindenburg and Luden-

dorff, however, stubbornly pressed on. 

The spring offensive had cost the lives of 482 men in the List Regiment. 

In total, the German Army had lost more than 880,000 men between

March and July 1918.60 The offensive had left the men of the German

armed forces burnt out. However, unlike the crack and serious combat

units and also unlike the front-line soldiers of RIR 16, the support staff of

regimental HQ of the List Regiment had been kept away from the worst

combat. It was thus possible for Hitler to portray the German spring

offensive of 1918 as a glorious and epic endeavour. In Mein Kampf, he

claimed that ‘once again the lusty cheering of victorious battalions was

heard, as they hung the last crowns of the immortal laurel on the standards

which they consecrated to Victory.’61 By contrast, Germany’s 6th Army

reported in mid-April that ‘the troops will not attack, despite orders. The

offensive has come to a halt.’62

Hitler did not see the ultimate failure of the German war effort in the

spring and summer of 1918 as the logical consequence of an offensive that

due to Germany’s limited resources, had arguably been doomed from the

beginning. 63 In 1918 the Allies had indeed six times as many motor vehicles

available as the Germans. Similarly, Germany’s ninety tanks in 1918 were

dwarfed by the thousands of tanks at the disposal of Britain, France, and

their Allies.64 The spring offensive had been a hazardous all-or-nothing plan

that was not sustainable for months on end. As the Command of the army

group directed by Crown Prince Rupprecht had noted in the run-up to the

spring offensive, ‘it is out of the question that we will undertake a war of

attrition like the one perpetuated by the British and French on the Somme

and at Arras. Months of fighting is not an option for us. We must break

through promptly.’65

The spring offensive was thus lost on the front proper, not the home

front. However, Hitler, at any rate from the vantage point of his imprison-

ment following his failed 1923 coup d’e´tat, did not perceive it that way. 

Rather, in the post-war world he would accuse striking German munitions

workers, the German press, and Socialist and Democrat politicians calling

for a negotiated peace, of ‘spiritual sabotage’ and of treacherously having
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stabbed the German Army in the back. 66 He did not realize that even

without any industrial unrest on the home front, the German attack could

have been sustained at best for another few days. 

Rather than pulling the plug when it was still possible, Hindenburg and

Ludendorff had employed the List Regiment in an offensive that had

ultimately been doomed from the beginning, or at least from the moment

that it had become clear that the Germans had failed to knock out either the

British or the French Army in one lightning strike. As a result of this all-

fated decision, the moderately high morale among the men of RIR 16 from

early 1918 had all but evaporated by the end of the spring offensive. 

Discipline and morale among the men of Hitler’s unit was dropping dra-

matically and was never to recover. 

Morale on the home front was no better. For instance, the owner of a

cinema in Munich realized in the summer of 1918 that propaganda movies

would no longer work as people did not wanted to see images of war.67 The

Bavarian Ministry of War, meanwhile, had come to the conclusion that ‘the

people’s power to resist and their willingness for sacrifice suffers ever more; 

alarming set backs from month to month. . . . This is not only the case in

cities and towns but—according to indisputable evidence—particularly in

the countryside.’ The Ministry saw ‘widespread pessimism’ everywhere. All

attempts to counter the fall in morale had been futile due to the negative

reports from soldiers of Bavarian units that had made it back to the recruit-

ment region of the List Regiment:

Using any means necessary, the military and civil authorities on the home

front are working to raise morale and convince the homeland of the unavoid-

able necessity of its perseverance. Unfortunately, this work is constantly met

with the indisputably proven resistance of field soldiers on home leave, whose

stories about everything concerning the war still continue to find absolute

belief at home.’ The War Ministry had come to the conclusion ‘that a large

number of men abuse this authority given them by the home front to dish out

the most foolish stories about the Kaiser, about the food on the front, about

the lives of the officers both at and behind the front, about losses . . . and about

their relationship with the non-Bavarian contingents. 68

Following the end of the spring offensive, RIR 16 spent the rest of July

helping to hold the new line of defence on the site of the failed Second

Battle of the Marne. The German Army was forced now to revert to a

defensive strategy against the quick succession of tactical Allied blows that

were to become the hallmark of fighting on the Western Front for the
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remainder of the war. In late July, an exhausted and decimated RIR 16 was

taken out of the line of fire and moved north to Le Cateau, some 40

kilometres to the east of where the regiment had fought during the Battle

of the Somme. 69 It was here that on 4 August 1918 one incident would

occur that more than anything else created the myth of Hitler as a brave and

extraordinary soldier: Hitler was awarded the Iron Cross 1st Class, the

highest honour in the German armed forces available to men of his

rank.70 During the years of the Third Reich, the only military decoration

which Hitler would wear was his Iron Cross. 

To the present day, Hitler’s Iron Cross 1st Class has commonly been

seen as evidence of how dangerous his life as a dispatch runner had been. 71

In fact, it does not show that at all. To be sure, the award of an Iron Cross

1st Class to troops below the rank of NCO was extremely rare. According

to a newspaper report, by the summer of 1918 more than 51,000 Iron

Crosses 1st Class had been awarded to officers and another 17,000 or so to

NCOs, compared with a mere 472 Iron Crosses 1st Class to troops. 

Ordinary soldiers would normally at best receive an Iron Cross 2nd

Class. Eighty-seven men of the List Regiment had received Iron Crosses

1st Class between November 1914 and May 1918. Of those, only two

went to Privates. In all other units of RD 6, only another six men

below the rank of NCO received an Iron Cross 1st Class during that

period. 72

All this would suggest that Hitler had been an extraordinarily brave

soldier, more so than almost any other men in the regiment. Josef

Stettner, however, pointed out in his 1932 newspaper article that such

a reading of Hitler’s award is flawed. In fact, he tells us, Iron Crosses

1st Class for ordinary troops were most often awarded to support staff

behind the lines who had sweet-talked their way up in regimental HQs

rather than to combat soldiers:

Among real front-line soldiers it has never been a secret that the Iron Cross

and, in particular, the Bavarian honours could be earned far more easily with

the staffs behind the front than in the trenches at the front-line. I know

particularly in our regiment these officer servants (Offiziersburschen) and

dispatch runners at the rear command posts who were more likely to get the

‘usual’ decorations even than brave officers in the trenches. 73

Stettner, of course, had an axe to grind with Hitler in 1932. Yet his

observations of how Iron Crosses 1st Class were awarded were correct. 
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Of the only two recipients of the Iron Cross 1st Class among men below the

rank of NCO between November 1914 and May 1918, one went to a

dispatch runner. (The other one went Private Johann Stepper who had

repeatedly volunteered for dangerous patrols).74 Hitler’s Iron Cross 1st Class

was thus less a sign of bravery than of his position and long service within

regimental headquarters. 

Hitler had initially, albeit unsuccessfully, been proposed for an Iron

Cross 1st Class by Max Amann and Fritz Wiedemann, Hitler’s two

most fervent supporters among the officers and NCOs of RIR 16.75

That Hitler finally did receive the Iron Cross 1st Class was not due to

the intervention of Amann and Wiedemann, who were to become the

men of the List Regiment who rose the highest in Hitler’s Third Reich. 

For his award, he tragically had to thank Hugo Gutmann, who by that

time had risen to be regimental adjutant. After Hitler had delivered a

dispatch to front-line units of RIR 16 on a particularly dangerous

occasion, Gutmann took up Hitler’s case and advocated the award of

the Iron Cross 1st Class to him.76 Emmerich von Godin, who had just

become regimental commander, then officially proposed Hitler for the

award, writing that ‘as a dispatch runner he was a model in sangfroid

and grit both in static and mobile warfare’, stating that he was ‘always

prepared to volunteer to deliver messages in the most difficult of

situations under great risk to his own life’.77 Hitler’s Iron Cross had

also been made possible by an order, probably originating from Kaiser

Wilhelm II himself, according to which a higher percentage of Iron

Crosses 1st Class were to go to ordinary troops.78 Yet the

main facilitator of Hitler’s Iron Cross had been the regiment’s highest

serving Jew. 

Once Hitler had made a career as a politician and demagogue on anti-

Semitic diatribes and once he had embarked on the Holocaust, Hitler, for

obvious reasons, edited out of his autobiography Gutmann’s role in

facilitating his Iron Cross. Moreover, Hitler would then also disparage

Gutmann. His own and Balthasar Brandmayer’s 1930s account would

claim that Gutmann had been universally detested in the regiment.79 In

his hagiographical account of Hitler’s war years, Hans Mend recalled an

incident in which Hitler and Gutmann allegedly had openly clashed. 

Mend claimed that one December morning in 1915 Mend had run into

Hitler on a street behind the front. As they were talking to each other, 

they saw Gutmann approaching. According to Mend, Hitler now quickly
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jumped off the street, hiding behind a tree, as he did not want to have to

salute Gutmann:

[Hitler], however, had been seen by [Gutmann] and was asked to explain why

he was hiding. Hitler just stared at him in response. His expression appeared to

reveal something else, as the snobbish G[utmann] grew more and more upset

and eventually rode off, after threatening to report Hitler for punishment. As

Hitler walked back over to me, he said, ‘I recognize this Jew as an officer only

in the field. Here he readily gives voice to his Jewish impertinence, [but]

when, once in a while, he really has to go into the trenches, he just crawls into

a hole and does not come out; then he does not care if he is saluted.’80

Many Hitler biographies have also adopted Hitler’s post-war characteriza-

tion of Gutmann.81 They have tended to see the alleged negative attitudes

towards Gutmann as evidence of mounting anti-Semitism both in Hitler’s

regiment and in German society. However, this reading misses the point

that beyond Hitler and Brandmayer’s post-war claims there is no evidence

that supports such an interpretation. 

If Hitler had really been a fervent, overt, and active anti-Semite by 1918, it

seems odd, to say the least, that a Jewish officer would go out of his way to

propose him for an Iron Cross. Furthermore, all wartime evaluations of

Gutmann by his superiors, as he rose through the officer ranks of the List

Regiment to eventually become regimental adjutant, praise Gutmann’s char-

acter. For instance, Wilhelm von L€uneschloß, the commander of 3rd Battal-

ion, had described him in 1917 as ‘very gifted’ and ‘conscientious’ and pointed

out that he had a ‘first-class character’ and ‘always thought about the well-

being of the troops’. In the summer of 1918, Gutmann received a similarly

positive evaluation from the regimental commander of the List Regiment.82

The story that would be told by Nazi propaganda was, of course, not that

of a Jew nominating Hitler for his Iron Cross. Curiously, Hitler himself was

rather silent on the details of how he had earned his Iron Cross. Nazi

propaganda was not. According to an article in a regional Nazi newspaper

in 1932, Hitler had personally taken an entire group of British soldiers

prisoner:

As a dispatch runner, Hitler had come under a barrage of fire en route to

battalion headquarters; he assumed that the battalion lay behind [the next] hill, 

rushed up the slope, and ended up in a mine crater occupied by Englishmen, 

who immediately ordered him to surrender. Hitler pulled out his pistol, which

was his only weapon, and with it not only kept the Englishmen at bay, but also

managed to take them prisoner and lead them to his regiment’s headquarters.83
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The article does not share with us why the British soldiers simply surren-

dered to Hitler rather than piercing Hitler’s body with hails of rifle bullets

the moment he took his pistol out. 

Another version of the story was the one told to schoolchildren in the

Third Reich according to which Hitler single-handedly took twelve

French soldiers prisoner in early June 1918,84 an account that is seconded

by Ignaz Westenkirchner’s 1934 account.85 This story has hitherto been

dismissed as National Socialist propaganda. In fact, the incident really did

take place. However, the entire regimental staff was involved in the

episode. And its hero was not Adolf Hitler but none other than Hugo

Gutmann. 

The capture had taken place during the last two days of May in Picardy

during the spring offensive. The objective for the List Regiment at the time

had been to occupy the villages of Veźaponin and E

´ pagny. While the

battalions of RIR 16 had still been fighting French troops to the north of

one of the villages, the regimental staff had rushed ahead to occupy the

bridge to the south of Veźaponin. Anton von Tubeuf, the regimental

commander, noted in a letter dated 4 August, the date of Hitler’s award of

the Iron Cross:

While I had the twelve Frenchmen that I had taken prisoner restore the blown-

up bridge to the south of Veźaponin, I divided the regimental staff into two

groups to occupy the bridge and to hold the bank of the brook. Lieutenant

Gutmann volunteered for the latter assignment. Even though the enemy

retreated to the west, the patrol led by Gutmann managed to inflict considerable

casualties on the enemy.—On 31 May 1918 Gutmann again went on a voluntary

patrol on his own to the northern side of the bank of the Aisne that was still held

by the enemy; he personally took prisoners and as a result of his reconnaissance

report the regiment could continue to advance to the bank of the Aisne. 

Gutmann’s role had been such that Tubeuf proposed that Gutmann, who, as

we have seen, had already been awarded an Iron Cross 1st Class long before, 

should be honoured in a special way. As on many previous occasions, 

Gutmann was praised for his ‘extraordinary drive and caution’, for being

tactful, and for having acted ‘in a self-sacrificial way’. 86

On 15 August, the time of Private Hitler and his brothers-in-arms in Le Cateau

came to an end. They were taken a few kilometres to the north, where

the regiment continued to exercise and drill. On 20 August, the regiment

was suddenly given marching orders, as British troops were trying to run
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against the German positions to the north of Bapaume, within walking

distance of the village in which Hitler had been injured in 1916. For a week, 

the men of RIR 16 had to endure British shells as well as repeated tank and

infantry attacks. Hitler, however, missed this week of fighting that was to be

among the worst in the war as he had left for Germany on 21 August to

attend a signal training course in Nuremberg.87

After Hitler had left the Western Front for Bavaria, a British all-out

attack on the position of RIR 16 ensued for several days. The exhausted

and dispirited regiment was no match for the Australian troops it had to

face. While the air was impregnated with black smoke, the smell of

poisonous gas, and projectiles, the regiment lost 700 men through close-

range combat, illness, artillery fire, and prisoner-taking to the north of

Bapaume.88

As the Commander of 1st Company, Lieutenant Ernst Rombach, found

out, even now pre-war attitudes—the belief in the coexistence of nation-

alism and European transnationalism which had been, for instance, propa-

gated by British and German elites studying at universities such as Oxford

and Heidelberg89—had not been wholly replaced by wartime brutalization

and radicalization. On 25 August, Rombach was severely hit twice amidst

heavy combat. Rombach lived to tell the tale due to the actions of a British

officer who had studied in pre-war Heidelberg. The officer stumbled across

the critically wounded Rombach, personally put bandages on the four

wounds from which he was bleeding heavily, and then had him carried

away by medical orderlies.90 The same day that Rombach was injured, Otto

Rosenkranz, the Commander of 3rd Company, was taken prisoner by the

British. While he reported that en route to the POW Camp in England

both the French and English population yelled at him, he also noted after

the war on his return to Germany that ‘the behaviour of the Englishmen

was generally proper’.91

By the time the List Regiment was relieved during the night of 26/7

August, morale in RIR 16 had been collapsing rapidly. The cumulative

strain and exhaustion of the troops led to an explosion of cases of desertion. 

In August twenty-three cases of desertion and disobedience (three times the

figures of June) were deemed serious enough to warrant proceedings

by the military tribunal of RD 6. The sentiment of the men who were

tried is summarized well by the statement one of them made in court. He

stated that he had lost control of himself, thus not being able to bring himself

to go forward.92
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So mediocre was the performance in battle of German regiments during

this period that one historian has concluded that the German armed forces

were in the grip of a ‘covert military strike’, arguing that as a result of

exhaustion, discontent, and hunger, soldiers had decided that they would

not throw their lives away in a conflict that could not be won.93 German

soldiers irrespective of the units in which they were serving were exhausted

and apathetic. Lax discipline reigned supreme. Soldiers now were totally

uninterested in Patriotic Instruction and other attempts by officers to

explain the war to them. A report had come to the conclusion that the

level of bitterness among German troops was ‘incredible’. Soldiers were

either abandoning their positions and making their way home on their own, 

or were surrendering to enemy troops in droves. Similarly, the population

of southern Bavaria firmly believed by that time that victory was no longer

possible and that the war was lost. In short, both the Bavarian soldiers on the

Western Front and the society they had come from had lost the will to

fight.94

As Private Hitler was away from RIR 16 for most of the time between the

end of combat to the north of Bapaume and the end of the war, he again

failed to understand why morale was collapsing so quickly among the men

of his regiment. In Mein Kampf, Hitler stated that ‘in August and September

the symptoms of moral disintegration increased more and more rapidly, 

although the enemy’s offensive was not at all comparable to the frightfulness

of our own former defensive battles.’95

As far as his own experience is concerned, Hitler’s assertion is, without a

doubt, accurate because he was in Germany far away from the front during

the most fearful battles that the List Regiment had to fight in the summer

and autumn of 1918. So for him, unlike his comrades, the experience of

earlier battles had indeed been more terrible. Hitler thus saw in the collapse

of morale only the work of traitors on the home front.96 This was little

surprise for a man who, during this period, spent more time on the home

front than on the Western Front and when on the Western Front could

more often than not be found a few kilometres behind the front. 

After completing his signal training course in Nuremberg, Hitler took

regular leave. Rather than setting foot in Munich, he chose to leave Bavaria

as fast he could and spend a couple of weeks in Berlin where he witnessed

the twilight of Imperial Germany. In Berlin, revolution and the imminent

fall of the House of Hohenzollern was now the talk of the day.97
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In Mein Kampf, Hitler would leap to the conclusion that there existed a

causal link between what he had experienced back in Germany and the

morale among the men of his regiment. He asserted, as did post-war right-

wing propaganda, that young recruits had infected the regiment with low

morale.98

Once back on the Western Front on 27 September—the List Regiment

had in the meantime been moved back to the Ypres Salient in Flanders to

where the regiment had stood in 1914—Hitler had only enough time to

witness, but not to understand, the disintegration of the regiment. For

instance, on 30 September, an NCO in the 3rd Machine Gun Company

simply refused to follow a direct order, telling his superior to his face: ‘I’m

tired of this war.’99

The day after Hitler’s return, a British attack forced the regiment to

retreat from its positions close to Comines, where the regiment now had

to guard the Lys River.100 It was close to here that Hitler’s war ended during

the night of 13/14 October, which saw heavy British artillery fire.101 That

night, Hitler was exposed to poisonous gas in the company of his fellow

dispatch runners Heinrich Lugauer and Hans Raab and of signal personnel

on a hill behind the front near Werwik, a town on the French–Belgian

border just to the east of Comines.102 The incident is alluded to in the 1932

regimental history: ‘The Englishmen tormented the post with their artillery

fire and particularly with gas, the result of which is that there are now

casualties to bemoan—among them a large number of men from regimental

HQ.’103

During the trial following his failed 1923 coup, Hitler would tell the

judge that ‘three of my comrades were killed immediately, others were

permanently blinded’.104 Hitler’s comrades would also embellish the story, 

suggesting that they were immediately blinded and only survived because

they clung to each other and were led back to regimental HQ by a comrade

who had been slightly less blinded.105 This account does not ring true as the

gas they were exposed to, mustard gas, only affects the eyes after a few

hours.106 Even Hitler stated in Mein Kampf that he started to feel pain only

towards the morning. However, once the pain had set in, the symptoms

were anything but pleasant: ‘Towards morning I also began to feel pain. It

increased with every quarter of an hour; and about seven o’clock my eyes

were scorching as I staggered back and delivered the last dispatch I was

destined to carry in this war. A few hours later my eyes were like glowing

coals and all was darkness around me.’107
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And yet Hitler had been lucky, just as he had been in 1916 on the Somme. 

He had been exposed to a non-lethal quantity of gas that would not leave any

long-term medical effects but that ensured that he was knocked out for the

rest of the war. However, it was not the gas as such that brought an end to

Hitler’s first war. The quantity of gas to which Hitler was exposed was, in

fact, so small that it would not even have necessitated an extended stay in an

army hospital. Hitler’s blindness was not physical but psychosomatic. 108

As RIR 16 collapsed under British attacks, Hitler was safely on a hospital train

en route to Pasewalk, 100 kilometres to the north-east of Berlin in Pomerania, 

where he was to be treated for ‘war hysteria’ in the hospital’s psychiatric

department, not the ophthalmology ward.109 According to a US intelligence

report based on an interview with one of the doctors from the psychiatric

department at Pasewalk, Hitler was diagnosed as a psychopath with symptoms

of hysteria.110 According to one speculation, Hitler was put into a hypnotic

trance as part of his treatment, from which his doctor failed to release him as

the doctor was discharged from his post before completing Hitler’s treatment. 

This unfinished treatment, we are told, explains Hitler’s radical change of

personality from a fairly unremarkable and deferential soldier to a man with a

self-confident €uber-personality.111 Be that as it may, within a little more than a

fortnight of returning to the front from his leave in Berlin, Hitler had been

caught in a gas attack and was back in Germany being treated for a mental

disorder. In stark contrast to the story he would tell of himself after the war

and that would become the core of the Nazi myth, even though he had shown

an astonishing degree of resilience during four years of war, he was eventually

no longer able mentally to withstand the realities of war. 

Hitler was not to return to Flanders until 1940. He thus missed the

horrors of Flanders at the end of the war with its relentless British attacks

when, for instance, Josef Gabriel, a 24-year-old machine-gunner who had

tried to find a shelter in a hole was careless enough to raise his head for a few

seconds. The next thing his mate Eugen Schneider saw was Gabriel lying

next to him, with a bullet hole both in the back and the front of his head and

with the remains of his brain scattered all over the ground.112 The day after

Hitler had been injured, the regiment had to retreat, the first of several

retreats that, by the time Armistice Day came on 11 November 1918, would

bring the List Regiment to the village of Sint Goriks-Oudenhove, 30

kilometres to the west of Brussels. That day, the regiment received notifi-

cation at 10.50 a.m. that by noon the war would be over. 113
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Hitler only found out a day later that the war was over, when the hospital

chaplain called an assembly of all patients, telling them the news of the

armistice, that revolution had broken out, and that the Kaiser had gone. 

Hitler claimed in Mein Kampf that on receiving the news, he went blind

again and started to cry: ‘As my eyes once again went dark, I fumbled and

felt my way back to the dormitory, threw myself on my bed, and buried my

burning head in my pillow and the duvet. I had not cried since the day I had

stood at my mother’s grave. Now I couldn’t do anything else.’114

Hitler’s war service as regimental dispatch runner for regimental HQ had

set him apart from the rest of the regiment. What also set him apart was his

unusually long service in the war. He had served on the front for approxi-

mately forty-two of the just over fifty-one months that the war lasted, which

was well above the average of other soldiers from the List Regiment. 115

It was time to count the dead. By the end of the war, 3,754 men of the

List Regiment had been killed, 8,795 injured, and 678 had been taken

prisoner. 116 It is difficult to compare the figures for Hitler’s regiment with

those for the German armed forces as a whole, as the exact number of

soldiers who served with the List Regiment during the First World War is

hard to determine. However, we can confidently say that the war had been

far bloodier for the List Regiment than for the German armed forces as a

whole. While about one in four of the men of the List Regiment had been

killed, the figure for the German armed forces as a whole was one in six. 

Similarly, the casualty rate in the List Regiment stood at approximately 80

per cent, as opposed to just under 50 per cent nationwide. The percentage

of soldiers who became POWs, however, at approximately 4 per cent, was

below the national average of about 7.5 per cent. 117 The men of Hitler’s

regiment who had fallen into the hands of the British or the French had

been lucky, all things considered, as the French and British generally treated

POWs well, which is not true for German POWs in Russian hands. While, 

in total, 91 per cent of German POWs returned home alive, a staggering 40

per cent of POWs on the Eastern Front died in captivity.118

The national casualty figures given here, however, include the large

number of soldiers who had served in Germany in the Heimatheer or who

were involved in the running of the occupied territories in both East and

West. If we take out of the equation those soldiers serving in the Heimatheer, 

approximately a third of all soldiers at one time119 (even leaving those

soldiers serving in the occupied territories in the equation), the national

average was that approximately one in four soldiers were killed, which is

A U G U S T 1 9 1 7 – 1 1 N O V E M B E R 1 9 1 8

223

exactly the same figure as for the List Regiment. Compared to other

German units that had served at the front, the war of Hitler’s regiment

had been no more and no less bloody. 

However, the experience of Private Hitler as a dispatch runner for

regimental HQ had been much safer than that of the front-line soldiers of

both his regiment and the German armed forces at large. In 1915, Hitler was

photographed together with Balthasar Brandmayer, Anton Bachmann, Max

Mund, Ernst Schmidt, Johann Sperl, Jakob Weiß, and Karl Tiefenb€ock (see

Plate 7). Of the eight people in the picture, only Bachmann did not survive

the war. Bachmann, however, was not killed while serving with the List

Regiment but only after he was transferred to a unit deployed in Romania. It

is not even clear that Bachmann was then still a dispatch runner and, if he

was one, whether he served with regimental HQ or with a company or

battalion. In other words, in their post of dispatch runner for regimental

HQ of RIR 16, the survival rate of the men with whom Hitler was depicted

in 1915 was 100 per cent. This provides the final proof that Hitler’s task had

been considerably less dangerous than he, as well as Nazi propaganda, were

to claim time and time again. Moreover, Karl Lippert, the NCO who until

1916

had been in charge of the regimental dispatch runners, Heinrich

Lugauer, Hans Mend, and Hans Raab (who had served with regimental

HQ since May 1915), were also still alive. 120 As Hitler thus never exp-

erienced the destruction of his own Frontgemeinschaft, which was highly

unusual for German soldiers, it arguably became subsequently much easier

for him to idealize life at the front. 
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Revolution

11 November 1918–Early 1919

WhenAdolfHitlerwasreleasedfromthemilitaryhospitalatPasewalk

on 17 November 1918, the world around him had changed. On the

way back to Bavaria, he had to pass through Berlin, which had been in the

grip of the revolution since 9 November. That day Philipp Scheidemann, 

the Social Democratic politician whom Wilhelm St€ahlin had so admired, 

had proclaimed Germany a republic. 

During the war, the Social Democrats had been divided over the ques-

tion of whether a future Germany should take the form of a constitutional

monarchy or a republic.1 However, the demand of President Woodrow

Wilson of the United States that he would not accept peace with Germany

unless the monarchy was abolished had settled that question. The same day

that Scheidemann had proclaimed the republic, Max von Baden, the pro-

reform last Imperial Chancellor and heir to the throne of the south-west

German state of Baden, had thus announced—against the wishes of

Wilhelm II—the abdication of the Imperial royal family. Max von Baden

had also named Friedrich Ebert, the leader of the Social Democratic Party, 

as his successor as Chancellor.2

Despite the fondness that Adolf Hitler had developed for Berlin during

the war, the now 29-year-old Private did not stay in Germany’s capital

this time. He quickly made his way to Munich, where the revolution had

swept away the House of Wittelsbach, rulers of Bavaria for more than

800 years. Revolution in Bavaria had occurred even earlier than in Berlin, 

on 7 November, the anniversary of the Bolshevik Russian October

Revolution. That day, Kurt Eisner, the leader of the Bavarian Independ-

ent Social Democrats, who had quit the Social Democratic Party out of

frustration with the party’s lack of revolutionary zeal, had declared Bavaria a
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Socialist Republic. The revolution in Bavaria had thus been spearheaded by

the radical Left, while in Berlin centrist reformist Social Democrats led the

political transition of Germany.3

In the years to come, Hitler was to claim that he was utterly appalled and

disgusted by the revolutionary events unfolding all around him in Pasewalk, 

Berlin, and Munich in late 1918. In Mein Kampf, he was to state, for

instance, that he had left the hospital in Pasewalk a changed man, vividly

describing how he had become outraged by the defeatist attitude in the

hospital and how he had broken down on hearing of the revolution. From

the vantage point of 1924, he recalled that behind the revolution had lain a

‘gang of despicable and depraved criminals’ consisting mainly of Jews, and

that it was there and then that he decided to go into politics.4

Is this how Hitler really experienced the revolution, as he returned to

Munich on 19 November? Even though there is general consensus that

he embellished the details of his stay at Pasewalk for propaganda purposes

and that it is questionable whether he had already decided to go into

politics there, the gist of his account of late 1918 and early 1919 has been

widely accepted as true. To date, there has been near universal consensus

that the general foundations of Hitler’s world-view had been laid by the

time he returned to Munich. In other words, the war had supposedly

‘made’ him. What was still unclear, as Hitler came back from the war, 

was not the general shape but the exact design of the edifice that he

would erect on those foundations. The implication is that the world war

had put in place all but the precise details of Hitler’s world-view. The

post-war period in Munich is said merely to have solidified and ration-

alized his political views.5 This interpretation is essentially based on

Hitler’s own account of his life between 1914 and 1919. However, 

curiously, his account of the end of the war and of the five months

following the war is full of silences and contradictions. It indeed raises

more questions than it answers. 

Even Hitler’s reasons for his decision to return to Munich and to stay

there do not ring true. This was a city he had for so long avoided coming

back to and a place he had quite obviously disliked during the war. Why

then did he return to Munich, rather than staying in Berlin, a city which had

enthralled him from his first visit? 

Hitler almost certainly returned to Munich not because of any particular

liking for the city but because of one simple reason: he had to return to

Munich, as the demobilization unit of his regiment was based there.6
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And he is likely to have stayed only because his sole social network at the

end of the war was the support personnel of the regimental staff of RIR 16

and one or two of his officers and NCOs. Private Hitler simply had no

friends or family with whom he was still in touch, no job, or life to which to

return. With the end of the war and the imminent decommissioning of his

regiment, Hitler thus also faced the imminent disintegration of his personal

world. In order to avoid the collapse of his social network, he thus had to

stay where his ‘ersatz’ family was to be demobilized. That Hitler would stay

in Munich for several years and that the city would become the ‘City of the

[National Socialist] Movement’ was arguably only a result of these factors

and of subsequent events. 

Once back in Munich, Hitler did indeed immediately try to recreate his

social network from regimental HQ. He soon met up with Ernst Schmidt, 

his closest acquaintance among the support staff of the List Regiment, who

had been discharged from hospital shortly before him. In February 1919, he

also tried unsuccessfully to visit Karl Tiefenb€ock in rural southern Bavaria.7

After the war he also re-established his acquaintance with Max Mund, with

whom he had been wounded on the Somme, occasionally meeting up with

him in local bars.8

Two weeks after Hitler’s arrival in Munich, Schmidt and Hitler, who both

opted against being decommissioned, were sent to Traunstein, close to the

Austrian border, not far from where Hitler would set up his favourite resi-

dence whilst in power. There, they guarded the main gate of a POW camp for

French and Russian soldiers, which was about to be disbanded and which was

run by a soldiers’ council in support of the Bavarian revolution. In late January

or early February, the two returned to Munich. From 20 February, they had

to perform guard duty at Munich’s central railway station for two weeks, using

their meagre income to attend opera performances whenever possible.9

Hitler’s service in Traunstein and at Munich’s central station does not call

into question his claim to have returned politically fully matured and ready to

become a National Socialist even though technically at least he was now

serving the revolution. However, he was soon to engage in activity that stands

in direct contradiction to the story he was to tell in Mein Kampf. 

On Hitler’s return to Munich, his regiment, meanwhile, was still deployed

in Belgium. After the end of the war, it had remained there for almost two

weeks. 
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On 13 November, RIR 16 marched into Brussels. The Belgian capital

was full of looting, drunken soldiers. The task of the men of RIR 16 was to

help restore some kind of order in the city and to guard two railway stations. 

Significantly, the men of the List Regiment decorated the regiment’s

vehicles and their machine guns with Bavarian blue-and-white flags, rather

than with German ones. 10 In the hour of Imperial Germany’s defeat, for

which they had fought for more than four years, their primary allegiance—

or at least the one put on display—lay with Bavaria, not with Germany. 

The commanders of RD 6 and its units now faced the agonizing choice of

how to behave towards the new regimes in Germany and how to respond to

the revolutionary Socialist Soldiers’ Council in Brussels.11 Like the German

Army as a whole, they decided to cooperate with the new governments in

Berlin and Munich, both of which had for the time being proved fairly

moderate. In this decision, they were largely driven by anti-Bolshevik

convictions and the consideration of how best to channel the disaffection

of soldiers in their units, particularly those from Munich, away from

Bolshevism towards more moderate ideas. As the Commander of the 6th

German Army, General Ferdinand von Quast, had put it, the aim now was

to cooperate with the moderates to prevent ‘terrorist Bolshevism from

spreading all over Germany’.12

The most urgent question Maximilian von Baligand, the regimental com-

mander of RIR 16 since mid-August, had to face while in Brussels was how

the men of his unit would respond to the revolution. The choice of the List

Regiment as a unit to help restore some minimal order in Brussels suggests

a lack of radical left-wing revolutionary fervour in Hitler’s unit. Had German

military authorities perceived RIR 16 as a hotbed of militant Socialist revo-

lutionary activity, it would hardly have been chosen for this task. 

On 17 November, RIR 16 was the last German regiment to leave

Brussels. Unlike in October 1914, when the men of the regiment had

travelled by train in the opposite direction in excited anticipation of their

baptism of fire, the men of the regiment had to march eastwards for a week

towards the German border past the ruins of Louvain and Liège. On the

march back to Germany, red flags, the colour of the revolution, suddenly

appeared on the List Regiment’s military equipment. In a contribution for

the 1932 regimental history, von Baligand was to claim that Prussian soldiers

had been behind these revolutionary flags on the regiment’s equipment. 

This claim was part of the self-serving tale, which was also disseminated by

Nazi propaganda, according to which RIR 16 had been a disciplined
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regiment and thus an island of order in a sea of chaos in Brussels and on the

retreat.13 Baligand’s 1932 tale, however, has little in common with how he

had really perceived the situation in 1918. In the event, he reported that the

List Regiment had ‘rapidly deteriorated’ and that it had been rife with

‘growing indiscipline’. Furthermore, in a letter to his superiors, he did not

blame Prussian soldiers but an NCO from RIR 17 for the red flags that had

appeared on the regiment’s equipment. 14 Indiscipline was not just rife in

Hitler’s regiment but all over the Bavarian Army. Crown Prince Rupprecht

was appalled by the behaviour of German troops in Belgium: ‘An unutter-

able revulsion overtook me; for the first time in my life, . . . I was ashamed

to be German. What the Belgians must think of us and how they must

despise us!’15

Despite the growing indiscipline, as the election results to the revolu-

tionary soldiers’ councils that took place all over the German armed forces

in the wake of the revolution reveal, the majority of the men of RIR 16 did

not support the actions of the NCO who was responsible for the red flags. 

By late November, Maximilian von Baligand could report that the forma-

tion of a Soldiers’ Council in RIR 16 had been a success. The men of Hitler’s

regiment had elected men critical of the radical Left, or as von Baligand put

it, ‘people with the right kind of convictions, who exert a positive influence

on their men’.16 Radical Socialists thus did not have any wide-ranging

support in RIR 16, as the men of the regiment were about to return home

from the war. 

The List Regiment crossed the Belgian–German border on 24 November. 

Once RIR 16 was back in Germany, Hitler still had to wait for a while for

the return of his comrades to Munich. The German demobilization plan

stipulated that the units of RD 6 were not moved straight back to Bavaria, 

primarily to ensure an orderly return of the masses of military units flooding

back into Germany. The List Regiment was ordered to make its way to

Barmen, the industrial town south of the Ruhr where Friedrich Engels, 

Marx’s brother-in-arms, was born and where the men of Hitler’s regiment

were about to witness revolutionary turmoil. 

On 3 December 1918, Hitler’s regiment arrived in Barmen, a town

which lay in the constituency of Friedrich Ebert, who as the first post-war

Chancellor, and subsequently as the first democratically elected President of

Germany, was to do more than quite possibly anyone to move Germany

towards becoming a liberal and parliamentary democracy. However, in
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Barmen local delegates of Ebert’s own party had broken with him. They

had left the Social Democratic Party during the war to join the breakaway

radically left-wing Independent Social Democratic Party, which was, of

course, the party that had led the Bavarian revolution under Kurt Eisner. 

Just after Ebert had become the head of the German government and was

in the process of organizing the election to a National Constitutional

Assembly, the delegates of the Independent Social Democrats in Barmen

and in the region grew ever more radical, campaigning against the estab-

lishment of a National Constitutional Assembly and for the dictatorship of

the proletariat. The belief was that the entire region stood on the brink of

a Bolshevik revolution. The practice of deploying non-local troops such

as the List Regiment in German cities was meant to help to prevent a

Bolshevik revolution from breaking out and to stop troops from fraternizing

with local revolutionary forces. Before complaints by the local population

put an end to this practice, the men of the List Regiment had been ordered

to guard Barmen—which was full of red flags—with rifles fitted with

bayonets. Throughout the entire region, soldiers from RD 6 and other

divisions—whether under orders or driven by grass-roots initiatives is

difficult to establish—removed red flags amidst the cheers of the local

population. The deployment of RIR 16 and of other Bavarian units was

indeed seen by local revolutionaries as evidence that the SPD had joined

forces with the counter-revolution, which led one local Independent Social

Democratic leader to call for an end to all prevarication and for the

introduction of a dictatorship. Similarly, in a neighbouring town, local

revolutionaries threatened civil war, while in another town in the region

a list of hostages of local dignitaries was drawn up by radical revolutionaries

that was meant to force units such as RD 6 out of the region and to entice

the local population to submit themselves to a Bolshevik revolution. 17

The first experience of the men of the List Regiment after their return to

Germany was thus with a city in which calls for a Bolshevik revolution

could frequently be heard. Significantly, they originated in members of the

same party that had spearheaded the revolution in Bavaria. We can only

speculate about the degree to which this experience influenced how the

men of the List Regiment were to view the political situation in Bavaria and

in Germany in the months to come. 

It has often been remarked that the likelihood of a Bolshevik revolution

in Germany was rather remote, as moderates among German Socialists

outnumbered radicals.18 This argument is not necessarily wrong; however, 
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it does have the benefit of hindsight. At the time, the fear of revolution

seemed real enough. 19 It is also important to remember that the Russian

revolution had also initially produced a liberal and democratic government

and that the Bolsheviks managed to seize power in their subsequent

revolution, which really was a coup d’e´tat, without majority support.20 In

other words, with the information available to historical actors in late 1918

and with the experience of what had happened in Russia the previous year, 

Barmen indeed appeared to be on the verge of revolution when the men of

Hitler’s regiment were deployed there. And the men of the List Regiment

were to see in Munich a few months later what could happen if a deter-

mined, revolutionary group decided to seize power even without popular

support. 

In the early hours of 10 December, almost a month after the end of the war, 

the first contingent of the List Regiment finally left Barmen for Bavaria. 

Between 12 and 15 December, the trains carrying the men home arrived in

Grafing, outside Munich, where they were given a warm welcome by the

local population and then quickly demobilized.21 On 12 December, Maxi-

milian von Baligand issued the last order to his men, which gave credence to

the legend according to which the German armed forces had not suffered

military defeat:

Men of the Regiment! 

From the glorious storming of Wytschaete . . . to the heated battles of 1918

close to Montdidier . . . , and once again on blood-soaked Flemish soil, the

Reserve Infantry Regiment 16 has added glorious chapter after glorious

chapter to the book of its history. . . . The regiment that knows itself to be

free from guilt about the disastrous outcome of the war can always look back

on its actions with pride. 

You will now take up new civic duties. Honour them as well as our heroes

have honoured their duties in the field! . . . Live well, comrades! In your

strength and discipline, in the pureness of your hearts, there lives the pledge

for a better future. My best wishes will go with you. May God be your

protector, and let dutifulness and true patriotism adorn all the days of your

lives. 22

For the men of Hitler’s regiment, the war was finally over. The question

arose now whether they were going to mentally demobilize too or whether

the attitudes and views they had acquired during the war made them prone

to carry on their fight whenever possible. This question was swiftly and
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decidedly answered in the first half of December when volunteers were

sought for ‘Grenzschutz Ost’ units. These were semi-official or Freikorps

units that were supposed to protect Germany’s eastern border. In reality, 

they were also supposed to guard German interests in the multi-ethnic

borderlands to Germany’s east that boiled over in a frenzy of violence

after the First World War. Even though the men of the List Regiment

were deployed in Barmen when the calls for volunteers were being issued

and thus exposed to calls for a Bolshevik revolution, the overwhelming

majority of the men had no desire to join Freikorps that would fight

‘Bolsheviks’ in the East. In fact, no more than eight men from the entire

regiment, all of whom came from the Trench Mortar Company, volun-

teered to serve in ‘Grenzschutz Ost’ Freikorps. 23 The great majority of men, 

not only in the List Regiment but also in the German armed forces as a

whole, just wanted to get home and return to civilian life. A desire for peace

and a return home trumped everything for Bavarian soldiers. Few soldiers

were receptive to voices on the radical Right who—like Hitler in the years

to come—blamed Germany’s defeat on traitors on the home front.24

There were, of course, exceptions. In particular, some members of regi-

mental HQ, including Adolf Hitler and Ernst Schmidt, resisted decommis-

sioning. Max Amann also stayed in the army for the time being, taking up a

position in the Bavarian Ministry of War. In 1947, Amann would tell US

interrogators, consistent with his rather implausible line of defence of having

always been an apolitical man, that he only stayed in the army out of loyalty

to one of his superiors: ‘We were redirected to Grafing and there demobil-

ized. The Lieutenant Colonel then begged me and said: ‘‘I still urgently need

you.’’ I told him that I had already been a soldier for 6 years and that he

should let me go, as I was planning to get married. He told me that it would

last 6 months more, and that he had a position that he needed me for.’25

However, even men such as Hans Bauer, who later became Nazis, had

no taste for staying in the army. Bauer was demobilized as early as 16

December.26 Fritz Wiedemann, the regimental adjutant from 1915 until

the time he was succeeded by Hugo Gutmann and moved on to serve with

the HQ of RD 6, meanwhile, left the army after a short stint on the staff of the

3rd Bavarian Infantry Regiment in December. After serving in the Bavarian

Army for eight years, the 27-year-old enrolled at Munich University to

study economics.27

It is, of course, impossible to identify and quantify the political convictions

of the men of the List Regiment in the months after its demobilization beyond
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stating that in the aftermath of the revolution the overwhelming majority of

the members of RIR 16 had voted for candidates in the Soldiers’ Council

elections who were not radical Socialists and that they had shunned radical

right-wing Freikorps fighting in the East. This all suggests a relative absence

in the regiment of political radicalization on either side of the political

spectrum. This was also a sign that throughout more than four years of

war, the majority of the men of RIR 16 seem to have kept their pre-war

outlook on life, in other words that the war had remarkably little effect on

the political attitudes of the men of Hitler’s regiment. 

Moreover, when the election to the National Assembly took place on 19

January 1919—from which Private Hitler as an Austrian citizen was, of

course, excluded—the men of RIR 16 voted almost certainly overwhelm-

ingly for the parties that had supported the Reichstag Peace Resolution and

that would form the Weimar Coalition, in other words, for the parties that

formed the bedrock of the new republic: the Bavarian People’s Party (as the

Bavarian arm of the Catholic Centre Party was called after the war), the

Social Democratic Party, and the Left Liberals. As voting was secret, we

cannot obtain an exact breakdown of the vote for the National Assembly for

the men of the List Regiment. However, between 80 and 85 per cent of

voters in the recruitment region of RIR 16 voted for the three parties most

supportive of the new republic in the election for the National Assembly. 

Was this very high support for the parties of the Weimar Coalition a

result of a politicization that had been generated by the war; in other words, 

a politicization that did not produce radicalism but one that implied a shift

of political attitudes from an authoritarian monarchy to a democratic

republic? Conventionally, this question has been answered by pointing

towards a claimed fundamental break with an authoritarian, semi-feudal

monarchy in favour of a liberal democracy and republic. There has been a

tendency to ignore or explain away the election results of early 1919 and to

argue that due to the claimed radical change occurring in 1918, the Germans

were faced with too liberal and democratic a political system for which they

were not ready.28 In fact, this answer falls far wide off the mark. 

A comparison of the combined pre-war election results for the parties of

the Reichstag Peace Resolution and of the Weimar Coalition with the

results for the election to the National Assembly in the recruitment areas

of RIR 16 reveals that for the great majority of the electorate a fundamental

shift of political attitudes simply did not occur during the war. The com-

bined election results for the Social Democrats, the Bavarian arm of the
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Note: Votes for the Bavarian People’s Party are counted as votes for the Centre Party. 

Centre Party, and the Left Liberals in 1912 and in 1919 were almost identical

(see Figure 2). Indeed, if we track the election results for the three parties

between 1890 and 1919, it is astonishing to see how little impact the war had

on the combined vote for the three parties most in favour of a negotiated

peace during the war and the strongest proponents of the Weimar Republic

post-war. What stands out is not the period of 1912 to 1917 but the late

1890s when during the agrarian crisis of this era the Catholic Centre Party

temporarily lost the confidence of many farmers. This crisis of the 1890s

thus had a deeper impact on the political attitudes of Bavarians than the First

World War. Remarkably, the war thus had no discernible impact on the

political attitudes of the vast majority of Bavarians. 

The election results of the period 1890–1919 leave us with the apparent

contradiction that, after the war, the vast majority of Bavarians and almost

certainly also of the men of the List Regiment supported, through elections, 

the same political parties they had before the war, yet in 1919 gave legitimacy

to a political system at the voting box very different from the one they had

voted for before the war. However, this apparent contradiction dissolves if

we look at the underlying values and characteristics of the political systems of

the pre-war monarchy and the post-war republic in Bavaria. The two

systems were in fact far less different than commonly assumed. 
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Even though pre-war Bavaria, and pre-war Germany in general, had

semi-autocratic political systems, on the balance sheet pre-war Bavaria

possessed a reformist political system that had been very slowly moving

towards more democracy, liberalism, and equality. It was crucially also a

reformist system that the Bavarian royal house had by and large supported, 

although not always enthusiastically. There is thus no contradiction

between support for the pre-war political system, a relative lack of criticism

for Crown Prince Rupprecht and Ludwig III among the men of the List

Regiment during more than four years of war, and support for the Weimar

Republic in early 1919. When Ludwig had been criticized during the war in

Bavaria, he was generally (only) criticized for giving in too easily to the

Prussians, while calls for an end of the monarchy had been limited to a very

small, but very vocal, minority. Even though most of Rupprecht’s criticism

of the German conduct of the war had occurred behind closed doors, 

his critical stance towards Hindenburg and Ludendorff had been common

knowledge and much appreciated in southern Bavaria, as evident in

rumours that had been circulating in rural parts of Upper Bavaria and

Swabia in the early summer of 1918 that Crown Prince Rupprecht had

refused to continue to sacrifice his troops in a war that was already lost and

had thus shot Hindenburg dead in a duel. Furthermore, when the official

regimental history of RIR 16 was published in 1932, Hans Ostermu¨nchner, 

from the 3rd Machine Gun Company, approvingly underlined in his copy

of the book all references to Rupprecht’s criticism of the German conduct of

war. 29 In short, by late 1918 the monarchy had not lost all its legitimacy. The

Centre Party advocated a reformist monarchy. As the war drew to a close, 

many Social Democrats, including their leader, were promoting, often for

pragmatic reasons to be sure, the transformation of Bavaria and Germany to

a constitutional monarchy, rather than a revolution.30

Rupprecht’s track record suggests that he would probably have made a

good constitutional monarch, and that the Bavarian military and adminis-

trative elite would have supported him, had the Allies not insisted on an end

to the monarchy in Germany. For instance, Rupprecht had confided to his

diary during the war: ‘That [Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg] is bitterly

hated by the Prussian Conservatives for his support for the extension of

the Prussian suffrage speaks for him.’31 This was a sentiment that was shared

by the Bavarian Minister of War, General Philipp von Hellingrath. 

Similarly, Alfons Falkner von Sonnenburg, the director of the Press Office

of the Bavarian War Ministry, and thus in charge of censorship, passionately
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advocated democratic reform.32 Even Max von Speidel, the former com-

mander of RD 6 and a staunch monarchist, was willing for pragmatic reasons

to cooperate with Kurt Eisner during the revolution, by which time von

Speidel was a high-ranking civil servant in the Ministry of War. Three days

after the revolution erupted, Hitler’s former superior met up with Eisner

and offered him his support. The same day, he drove, together with

revolutionary delegates, to the castle at which Ludwig III had stayed on

the outbreak of revolution to persuade the Bavarian king to release the

officers of the Bavarian Army from their oaths of allegiance to him. As the

king was not to be found, von Speidel decided the following day to issue a

decree himself urging the officers and soldiers of the Bavarian Army to

cooperate with the new government.33 Furthermore, in the aftermath of the

Munich Soviet Republic, von Speidel was to advocate an amnesty for

Communist leaders.34

Moreover, Rupprecht’s grandfather had already shown in 1912 that the

House of Wittelsbach was prepared to accept a gradual transformation

towards democratic and parliamentary government, when he appointed a

politician from the largest party in the Bavarian parliament as Minister

President. This politician was Georg von Hertling, who had previously

been leader of the parliamentary group of the Centre Party in the Reichstag. 

When Hertling was eventually appointed Reich Chancellor in November

1917, even though he was highly critical of Ludendorff, he initiated the first

steps towards a constitutional reform of the Reich and also appointed several

parliamentary leaders to government positions. Similarly, the 1906 and 1908

election reforms of Bavarian and local elections had catapulted Bavaria

into the international vanguard of progressive and democratic electoral

systems.35

The willingness at least to accept liberal and democratic reforms was not

limited to the pre-war Bavarian governing, administrative, and military elite

but was also prevalent among many members of the Prussian ruling circles. 36

For instance, Hermann Ritter Mertz von Quirnheim, whose son would

become one of the brains behind the attempt to assassinate Hitler in 1944, 

had advocated the introduction of universal suffrage in Prussia during the

Great War.37 Moreover, when in 1920 the co-founder of the Fatherland

Party, Wolfgang Kapp, attempted a coup d’e´tat against the Weimar Republic, 

it was not, as the radical Left tried to convince themselves, a general strike

that prevented a takeover of the radical Right but the refusal of government

civil servants to cooperate with Kapp. Kapp’s daughter had, in fact, to type
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‘government’ decrees on a typewriter which putschists had to requisition

from a shop in central Berlin, as no one in the Reich chancellory was willing

to follow Kapp’s orders. Moreover, most militias based in regions close to

Berlin refused to join ranks with him. (The radical Left, meanwhile, used

the coup attempt as an excuse for an anti-democratic takeover attempt of

their own, establishing a ‘Red Army’ 50,000 men strong in the industrial

region of the Ruhr, which was only put down after civil war-like combat

had occurred, which resembled a bloody civil war.)38

There is thus no evidence that the majority of the men of the List

Regiment had been politically radicalized by their experiences in Belgium

and France between 1914 and 1918 or that the war had fatally undermined

the legitimacy of the pre-war reformist political system and society. The

acceptance of the collapse of Bavarian state institutions including the

monarchy in 1918 was not the result of a revolutionary politicization of

soldiers and civilians alike but of collective cumulative exhaustion and an

urgent desire for peace, which had created apathy, not anger across the

German armed forces.39 There is no evidence for the claim that the

monarchy in Germany fell as a result of popular pressure from below, 

which supposedly foreshadowed the Volksgemeinschaft of the National

Socialists.40

The political pre-war attitudes of the men of the List Regiment had not

changed much; they had no taste for political radicalism on either side of the

political spectrum. The preference for the majority of the men of RIR 16

probably would have been for a constitutional monarchy, or, like the leaders

of the Social Democratic Party, they would have at least accepted a consti-

tutional monarchy. Hardly any voices in the List Regiment had questioned

the institution of the monarchy during the war. However, few among the

men of RIR 16 were hardcore diehard monarchists. The members of the List

Regiment were thus, by and large, prepared to live with Wilson’s demand

for an abolition of the monarchy. They were ready to support the new

republic, particularly since it promised, just as a constitutional monarchy

would have done, to generate the same benefits towards which the pre-war

political system in Bavaria had slowly been moving. Crucially, the new

republic was run by the parties that had already received most of the votes in

Bavaria prior to the war. In other words, the great majority of the men of

the List Regiment and of Bavarians in general embraced, or at least accepted, 

the new republic because it stood in the tradition of the pre-war political

system of Bavaria. 
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The exact form and shape that the post-war democratic settlement of

Bavaria and Germany took had emerged for most of the actors involved—

who possessed a multitude of different goals that were only distantly related

to each other—unintentionally out of conflict amongst each other. How-

ever, this is the general rule rather than the exception of how new political

systems and institutions come into being. 41 The important point here is that

the overwhelming majority of Germans supported the new political order, 

despite all their differences over how they viewed the world. 

The sometimes expressed idea that ‘perhaps even a majority’ of Germans

had shown ‘downright hostility’ towards democracy from the republic’s

‘very founding’42 is thus baseless, as is the argument that the end of the

First World War had ‘merely marked a relative respite’ before the people of

Europe and America had to return ‘to fight again to contain German

aggression’. 43 Neither of these ideas is supported by the development of

the political attitudes of the men of the List Regiment and of the Bavarian

population at large. 

However, the Bavarian electorate left no doubt that while it supported

the Weimar Republic it did not embrace Kurt Eisner’s Socialist Republic. 

When Bavarian elections took place the week prior to the election for the

National Assembly, only 2.5 per cent of the vote went to Eisner’s party, 

while 82 per cent voted for the three parties that would form the Weimar

Coalition. In the countryside hardly anybody voted for Eisner’s party. In

Ichenhausen, home to some of the men from RIR 16, for instance, a mere

five voters gave their vote to his party. Even in Munich, Eisner’s party only

received 5.1 per cent of the vote, compared to 46.7 per cent for the Social

Democrats. The fate that befell the party of the self-appointed Bavarian

leader a week later in the national election was just as dire.44 Only one in

twenty Bavarians supported Eisner but more than four out of five embraced

the parties in support of the Weimar Republic. The radical right-wing

successor parties of the Fatherland Party, which itself had dissolved at the

end of the war, received hardly any votes in Bavaria at all in early 1919. 

Even Balthasar Brandmayer, who eventually was to become a committed

National Socialist, claimed in his 1932 memoirs that initially he had

welcomed the republic. 45

Bavaria and Germany’s future looked bright. Unlike for eastern

and south-eastern Europe, the First World War was, for Bavaria at least, 

far less of the ‘seminal catastrophe of our century’ than George F. Kennan

thought it was. 46 Among mainstream society, political radicalism had been
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largely curtailed. The hyper-nationalist and proto-Fascist groups in Bavaria’s

capital were about to return to where they had been before the war, to the

fringes of politics. Hitler was close to having to return to drawing second-

rate postcards of Munich’s sights in order to eke out a living. However, with

one stroke things went horribly wrong. Within months, the Bavarian

political landscape was drastically to change and to radicalize, giving Hitler

a cause and an audience. 

The events that would limit the prospect of a peaceful and reformist future

in Bavaria were triggered on 21 February 1919 when Kurt Eisner was

assassinated by Count Anton von Arco-Valley, a radical right-wing former

officer who, according to some reports, felt that he needed to prove himself

after being turned down for membership of the proto-Fascist Thule Soci-

ety because of the Jewish ancestry of his mother. As a response to the

assassination, Eisner’s Independent Social Democrats refused to hand over

power to the parties that had found such overwhelming support among the

Bavarian electorate. In total disregard of the electorate, they convinced

leftist elements among the Social Democrats, who were in a dilemma about

what course of action to follow, to join them in setting up a ‘Central

Council of the Bavarian Republic’, under the leadership of Ernst Niekisch, 

a left-wing Social Democrat who would soon cross floors to the Independ-

ent Social Democrats47 and whose path would cross Hugo Gutmann’s in

the 1930s. 

The Social Democrats, meanwhile, feverishly negotiated behind the

scenes with all political parties and tried everything to save the Republic. 

After the SPD finally managed to gather support for a new legitimate

government under the leadership of the SPD, even including the Inde-

pendent Social Democrats, Niekisch’s revolutionary council showed its true

colours and refused to hand over power. In the wake of Eisner’s assassin-

ation, the council had already ordered hostages to be taken from amongst

the numbers of Munich’s notables. Soon both Liberal and Catholic news-

papers were suppressed in Munich.48 The Communist epidemic had spread

to Bavaria and, unlike in Berlin where a Communist attempt to overthrow

Ebert’s democratic and liberal government and to prevent elections from

taking place had failed after four days of street fighting in mid-January, 

it created havoc in Munich and continued to spread. By 21 March, Bela

Kun had established a Soviet Republic in Hungary which was to last until

August. 49
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The new Bavarian government headed by centrist Social Democrats

under Johannes Hoffmann, who had started his political life as a Liberal, 

meanwhile, had fled to Bamberg. With every day, the democratically

elected government grew more worried about how to regain power from

the illegitimate, undemocratic revolutionaries in Munich. On 14 April, the

day revolutionary troops militarily defeated the Republican Militia (Repub-

likanische Soldatenwehr), which had tried to return Munich to liberalism and

democracy,50 an official in the Ministry for Military Affairs in Bamberg

warned all other ministries and the command of the Bavarian troops that

‘the situation in Munich has worsened since last night. . . . A Red Army is

being formed.’51

The situation escalated further still. The revolution devoured its own

children. Following the fighting of 13 April, hardliners unseated Niekisch

and proclaimed a Bavarian Soviet Republic, modelled on Bolshevik Russia

and calling for a dictatorship of the ‘Red Army’ which had been formed

out of 20,000 workers and soldiers in Munich. The Soviet Republic

also spread through the south Bavarian countryside. Despite almost non-

existent popular support, the decisiveness of Communist revolutionaries

allowed them to seize control of an array of towns in the region between

Munich and the Alps, including Miesbach, Rosenheim, Kolbermoor, and

Kempten.52

The experience of this second Bavarian revolution was later utilized to

the full by Nazi propaganda. Even when interrogated after the Second

World War, Max Amann would still tell a mythical version of his experi-

ences during the revolution. When the Munich Soviet Republic was

suddenly established, Amann was still working in the Ministry of War. He

claimed during the days of the Soviet Republic to have ‘observed the march

of the Bolshevists and the shooting of hostages in Munich’. 53 It is, in fact, 

most unlikely that Amann’s claims are true as the only execution of hostages

occurred inside a school. 

On 17 April, the Social Democratic-led Bavarian government, the Bavarian

Soldiers’ Council, and the Bavarian armed forces issued an urgent appeal for all

former members of the Bavarian Army to join up immediately and form a

people’s army to liberate Munich:

Appeal to all former members of the Bavarian army! 

. . . The government is calling all trained men to protect the homeland, 

rescue our German brothers, and fight against terror. . . . Therefore . . . join the
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ranks of those fighting for the government regardless of age, class, or political

party! Register at the local recruitment centres (Wehrstellen) for the fight for

freedom and justice, and for the redemption and rescue of our brothers! 

For the Soldiers’ Council: Rothfuß

For the [Bavarian] government: [Wirseling]

For the Command of the 2nd Army Corps [ Joil]54

The Bavarian government assured men that it would not require them to

serve beyond the unseating of the revolutionaries in Munich: ‘Fixed-term

enlistments in the militia (Volkswehr) are accepted. For 14 days, for

example.’55

Did the veterans of the List Regiment follow the call to arms by the

government for which the great majority of Bavarians had voted? Unfortu-

nately, we do not know how many answered the call. In general, in the

regions of southern Bavaria where there was no actual or perceived imme-

diate danger of a Communist takeover, such as in parts of Swabia, few local

men joined up, while in regions where Communist takeovers had occurred

in some towns, men were far more likely to volunteer. However, as a report

from the district administration of Chiemgau to the south-east of Munich

made clear, where there was a willingness of men to serve it was indeed

strictly limited to the goal of preventing a Communist takeover: ‘There was

willingness in late April to join up for a few days to meet the danger of

Communist rule. Beyond that, men do not want to commit themselves to

anything.’56 Even though we cannot know the exact number of those of

the RIR 16 veterans who joined up, we do know that, while the attempt

to recruit members of Freikorps fighting in the Baltic among the men of the

List Regiment had been a resounding failure, a considerable number of

men enlisted now. In total 19,000 men were enlisted in Bavarian Freikorps

and local militias during the campaign against the Soviet Republic.57

Considerable though the number was, it was minuscule compared to the

total number of Bavarian veterans of the Great War. It was barely greater

than the total number of men who at some point or another during the war

had been members of Hitler’s regiment. 

One of the Freikorps volunteers among the veterans of the List Regiment

was a former war volunteer, Private (Gefreiter), and dispatch runner. This

veteran was not Adolf Hitler, who had no intention at all of joining a

Freikorps; it was Arthur R€odl, the war volunteer who had lied about his age

in 1914 in order to be allowed to serve in the war. After his injury in 1st

Ypres, he had soon returned to the List Regiment, ultimately becoming
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a dispatch runner by 1916. Now in 1919, R€odl joined the Freikorps

Oberland. 58 Among the veterans who joined a Freikorps was also Fritz

Wiedemann. The student of economics had left Munich after the assassin-

ation of Kurt Eisner. In Kempten, in the south-west corner of Bavaria close

to the Alps, he joined the Freikorps Schwaben, in which he served from

May to June 1919 as the commander of a company. In the event, his

Freikorps was only deployed in Kempten itself. It consisted almost exclu-

sively of local men from the region, who were driven by an urge to defend

their homes rather than by ideology. 59 Fridolin Solleder, meanwhile, com-

manded a deployment of eighty Freikorps men who helped to put an end to

Communist rule in Landshut and Kolbermoor. 60

Another officer from RIR 16 who joined up was Karl Frobenius, a

Protestant pastor who had been commander of 4th Company until he lost

his eye in the Battle of Fromelles of 1916. Frobenius now became a staff

officer in Freikorps Epp, which also included a whole host of future top

Nazi leaders, including Ernst R€ohm as quartermaster, Hans Frank, Rudolf

Hess, and Gregor Strasser as well as his brother Otto. 61 Philipp Engelhardt, 

the former regimental commander whose life Hitler might have saved in

1914, meanwhile set up his own Freikorps, the Freikorps Engelhardt, in

Erlangen in Franconia. 62 Ludwig von Vallade, the former commander of

RIB 12 and a friend of Rupprecht von Bayern, meanwhile served as a

Bavarian liaison officer in a non-Bavarian unit (Gruppe Friedeburg) during

the campaign against the Munich Soviet Republic.63

It is impossible to get an exact profile of those among the RIR 16 veterans

who joined Freikorps since the muster roles of the Freikorps, at any rate those

held by the Bavarian War Archive, do not include details about previous

military units of which Freikorps recruits had been members.64 A much higher

number of veterans of the List Regiment—such as Hans Ostermu¨nchner, a

former sniper in RIR 16 and a farmer living close to the Bavarian Alps—is likely

to have joined the local militias (Einwohnerwehren) that had been set up in the

wake of the Communist revolution in Bavaria and were meant to defend the

republic and prevent a radical left-wing takeover of Bavaria. Ostermu¨nchner, 

for instance, together with the other men from his local militia, had to guard a

bridge against Communists in nearby Penzburg. By 1920, as many as 300,000

Bavarians had joined local militias, which answered to the Bavarian govern-

ment. However, as a result of the Versailles Treaty the militias were disbanded

in 1921.65 Yet, with the full knowledge of local authorities, many kept their
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weapons anyway. Ostermu¨nchner, for instance, hid six machine guns on

his farm. 

Whatever the exact number of veterans joining Freikorps and militias in

the spring of 1919 was, unlike in late 1918, some, maybe many, of Hitler’s

former brothers-in-arms were willing to join paramilitary units now. 

Protecting their own homes against the perceived or real threat of Bol-

shevism at the instigation of their own democratically elected government

was quite a different matter from fighting in the East. The case of Hitler’s

regiment thus does not support the idea that the activities of Freikorps in

post-war Germany were unequivocal evidence of a general wartime bru-

talization of front-line soldiers generated by the First World War. It was the

dynamic and logic of the post-war conflict, rather than either general

wartime brutalization caused by the First World War or some longing for

unity or Volksgemeinschaft among the German bourgeoisie, as has some-

times been claimed, 66 that explains the relative popularity of Freikorps and

militias—and their willingness to employ violence—in the Germany of

1919.67 If it were true that veterans, as has been said, ‘shifted their brutal

front-line practices to the home front and went on waging war’68 and that

virtually all members of Freikorps were ‘ideologues and agitators’69 the men

of the List Regiment would not have waited to join Freikorps until

being urged by Bavarian authorities to defend their communities against

Bolshevik revolutionaries. And if the argument were true that the vision of

all Freikorps and of all its members ‘stood completely opposed to democr-

acy; it was, instead, a Fascist ethos that they espoused and practised’,70 we

are left with no answer as to why DDP members such as Fridolin Solleder, 

and even some Jewish veterans, had fought in a Freikorps. Even the Frei-

korps Oberland, sections of which were later to form the nucleus of the SA, 

included not only Heinrich Himmler and Arthur R€odl, who, as we shall

see, was to become a Concentration Camp Commander, but also several

Jewish members. 71 Even Himmler’s politicization towards Fascism was

only to take place in 1922. There was thus no direct line from service in

a Freikorps to a politicization towards radical right-wing Fascism. 

It is worth repeating here that the appeal for veterans of the List Regiment

and of other Bavarian units to join up derived from the fact that they were

to defend, rather than assault the post-war democratic political settlement. 

What caused them to join Freikorps units was thus not the war experience of

a long brutal war but the urging of the centrist parties that had been the
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parties of choice for Bavarians before and after the war to defend Bavaria

against Bolshevism. 

On 1 May, regular army units, militias, and Freikorps that had been amassed

around the city started to move in on Munich. The men in these units had

been reminded time and time again that the Republic could only be saved

from Communism if they acted ruthlessly.72 They were told that the federal

Minister of Defence, Gustav Noske, a Social Democrat, had issued an order

in early March, according to which ‘any person who is found fighting

government troops with a weapon in hand will be shot on sight’.73

The Bolshevik experiment in Bavaria ended amidst the cheers of

Munich’s population when a ‘White’ Armada of regular and irregular troops

defeated the ‘Red Army’ in a sea of blood and violence, resulting in the

deaths of between 550 and 650 men and women, with men of Hitler’s

regiment fighting probably on both sides of Bavaria’s very brief but ferocious

civil war. The ‘Red Army’ managed to inflict between approximately forty

and sixty deaths on the troops ordered in by the legitimate government of

Bavaria, while it itself lost around a hundred men. The majority of deaths, 

however, occurred when in the aftermath of the combat that had taken

place, regular troops and Freikorps tried to hunt down real or imagined

Communist insurgents. 74 Bloody though the end of the Munich Soviet

Republic was, we should resist the temptation to exaggerate the brutality

of either the ‘White’ or ‘Red’ forces. The truth is that more than 98 per cent

of all ‘White’ and ‘Red’ troops (the figure just for ‘Red’ troops is approxi-

mately 97 per cent) survived the end of the Communist regime in Munich. 

Robert Hell, who during the war had served as one of the Protestant

divisional chaplains under Oscar Daumiller, experienced the end of the Soviet

Republic in Perlach, a working-class suburb of Munich, where Hell was

Lutheran pastor. On 1 May, the Lu¨tzow Freikorps arrived in Perlach. The

leader of the unit, Hans von Lu¨tzow, stayed in Hell’s house, where he was

welcomed with open arms, while the men of the Freikorps tried to arrest real

and imagined Communist revolutionaries and put up posters requesting under

the threat of the death penalty that all guns be handed in. As it became clear

that the Freikorps would stay in Perlach only for a few hours, Hell’s wife grew

worried, confronting Lu¨tzow with her fear of Communist reprisals after the

departure of the Freikorps. Lu¨tzow told her not to worry, reassuring her that

he and his men were only one phone call away. In the three days following

the departure of the Freikorps, Hell and other ‘Whites’ in Perlach received
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several threats for having aided the Freikorps Lu¨tzow. There were also

reports, whether based on fact or fiction is next to impossible to ascertain, 

about ‘Red Army’ activity. These included claims that farms had been set

alight and that clandestine ‘Red Army’ meetings had taken place in a forest

close to Perlach. Hell’s name had also appeared on a list of local dignitaries

allegedly drawn up by Communists as possible hostages. Whether out of

paranoia or not, Hell and his wife feared for their lives by 4 May. Hell’s wife

thus took Lu¨tzow up on his offer to call him if necessary. The ultimate result

of this fateful phone call was that a few hours later a deployment of the

Lu¨tzow Freikorps arrested fifteen suspected Communist revolutionaries. 

When the officer in charge of the arrests confirmed the names of the arrested

men in the late hours of 4 May, Hell told him: ‘They make no bones about

it; they just line them right up against the wall.’ As the officer was leaving

Hell’s house, he told Hell that the arrested men would not return alive. The

fifteen men were taken to Munich, where the following morning they

were shot in the courtyard of one of Munich’s foremost beer halls, the

Hofbr€aukeller. 75

For men among the veterans of Hitler’s regiment like Hell, it was not the

war, but rather the experience of the short-lived Soviet Republic that had

been the seminal event of their lives. If we can believe a mid-1920s article

published in Vorw€arts, the Social Democratic flagship paper, Robert Hell’s

response to the Soviet Republic was typical of a huge section of Bavarian

society. Hell was for the paper the personification for everything that had

gone wrong during the revolutionary period. 76

The legacy of the short-lived Munich Soviet Republic was to be tragic for

Bavaria, as it helped the fortunes of the radical Right and undermined the

Social Democrats. There has long been a taboo against discussing the degree

to which the attitude of Germans towards National Socialism and other

radical right-wing movements was centrally driven by anti-Bolshevism and

the experience of radical Socialist revolutions across Central and Eastern

Europe, lest historians were seeking to exculpate ‘ordinary’ Germans for

their support of the Third Reich and trying to provide an apologia for the

crimes of National Socialist Germany. 

Pace the participants of the heated 1980s debate over the nexus between

Communism and National Socialism (the Historikerstreit), to allow the

central importance of anti-Bolshevism in the rise of Nazism is merely to

enter the minds of ‘ordinary’ Germans, not to justify their behaviour. Nor is

it to equate Bolshevik violence with the Holocaust or to ignore the
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Freikorps’ own violence after the war. To explain is not to excuse; to

empathize is not to sympathize. Even though the existence of the Munich

Soviet Republic was a conditio sine qua non for the growing acceptability of

proto-Fascist groups in Munich in the spring of 1919, it does not remove

any responsibility for subsequent events from radical right-wing groups and

their supporters. 

In their origins National Socialism and Fascism were intellectually

neither a response to Bolshevism nor a product of the First World

War. 77 However, the involvement of radical right-wing and Fascist

political groups in containing Bolshevism in Bavaria brought increasing

legitimacy, but not large-scale outright support for their political goals, to

groups that previously had been confined to the fringes of the political

spectrum. In other words, the Soviet Republic allowed radical right-wing

groups to become a serious political force in so far as people perceived

them as a bulwark against Communism, while not necessarily looking too

closely at what the real political goals of Fascism were. To be sure, it had

been a moderate government that had ordered the removal of the Soviet

Republic. However, after the crushing of the Communist regime the

paranoia of the radical Right about Bolshevism, at least ostensibly, 

appeared as less crazy. Moreover, an increasing number of Bavarians, 

who never were to vote for radical right-wing parties in free elections, 

started at least to respect hyper-nationalist groups as defenders of Bavaria

against the Socialists and Bolsheviks, even if they did not agree with all of

the policies of proto-Fascist groups. It was thus due to the legacy of the

Soviet Republic that an increasing number of Bavarians would start to see

groups on the radical Right as reliable tools, or, one might say, as useful

idiots, to further their own political ideas, even if they did not actively

support the core of the ideology of these groups. From a 1920s perspec-

tive, the experiences of the Bavarian Soviet Republic and of Bolshevism

in Russia were real (even if the likelihood of a Bolshevik takeover of

Germany was pretty slim at best), while the horrors of the Third Reich still

lay far in the future. Fear of Bolshevism hardened into paranoia and

blinded many Bavarians towards the violence of the radical Right. 

Radical anti-Semitism also saw a breakthrough now, as the extreme Right

portrayed Eisner’s government, Niekisch’s council, and the Bavarian Soviet

Republic as a Jewish ploy, which was made easier by the fact that Eisner and

most of the prominent leaders of the Soviet Republic had been Jewish. 

Ironically, however, two of the three parties of the Weimar Coalition and of
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the Reichstag Peace Resolution had been the traditional political homes of

German Jews, rather than the groups that supported the Soviet Republic. 

Moreover, one of the ‘White’ hostages shot by the ‘Red Army’ was Jewish. 

Yet in the nationalist mind of a growing number of Bavarians—and of an

increasing number of Eastern and Central Europeans around the same

time—Bolshevists and Jews became interchangeable. For instance, on

Theresienstraße, not far from where Hitler had lived prior to the war, pieces

of paper, the size of a business card, were stuck to the walls of houses in July

1919 reading: ‘Racial disgrace! German women, beware of the Jews! They

will treat you like a commodity and defile your blood!! Do you want Jew

children?’78

Yet compared to the disintegrating parts of the former tsarist empire—

where during the revolutionary period and the ensuing civil war more

than 150,000 Jews were killed, 79 relatively little physical violence to-

wards Jews occurred in post-war Germany.80 While many farmers in the

southern Bavarian countryside started to complain about Jewish swind-

lers and profiteers during the revolutionary and post-revolutionary

period, they also tended to exclude local Jews in their own communities

from that criticism. Racial anti-Semitism, meanwhile, was almost absent

from the southern Bavarian countryside. Nor did the rural population

blame the loss of the war on the Jews. 81 Despite his membership of an

anti-Communist militia in 1919, Hans Ostermu¨nchner continued to

have good business relationships with local Jewish cattle traders through-

out the 1920s. 82 Arnold Erlanger, the son of Levi Erlanger, who had

served in 6th Company during the war, claims that, during the years of

the Weimar Republic, his father did not run into any trouble when he

was travelling on the train while praying with hand-tefillin (the Jewish

prayer boxes), wrapped around his arms. He recalled in his memoirs that

Jewish–gentile relations had been amicable in Ichenhausen when he

grew up in post-war Germany:

I cannot recall any inappropriate or anti-Semitic remarks or even any other

kind of incidents. . . . Whenever [Christian] processions took place, we

watched and behaved respectfully. We children greeted the Catholic priest

Sinz most respectfully and were proud to be allowed to shake his hand. I must

also point out that during the service on the eve of the Day of Atonement, 

Christian men, women, and children sat in the gallery of the synagogue and

listened. . . . On 1 January, our rabbi went to Father Sinz to wish him a happy

New Year. The priest also came to wish our rabbi all the best on our New
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Year’s Day. In short, most of the people in Ichenhausen respected us and we

respected them. We were German but could live Jewish lives. It was only with

Hitler’s rise and the ‘seizure of power’, that that all changed.83

Racial anti-Semitism in Munich was also limited to a small, but extremely

vocal, minority. In fact, next to the racially anti-Semitic slurs put up on

Theresienstraße, other pieces of paper had appeared in response: ‘Not the

Jews, but the war profiteers and the Fatherland Parties are to blame for our

misfortune. They are, in reality, the betrayers of the Fatherland. (See

Erzberger’s revelations.) . . . Racial hatred is idiotic. . . . Your megalomania

was Germany’s downfall.’84 Even Heinrich Himmler, who was a student at

the Technical University of Munich at the time, was not yet a racial anti-

Semite during the revolutionary and post-revolutionary period.85

While the number of RIR 16 veterans joining the radical Right in early 1919

was small, the number of those joining the extreme Left was even smaller. 

Just as it is impossible today fully to lift the cloud of history from the

involvement of veterans in Freikorps, it is equally difficult to establish how

many men of the List Regiment exactly served the revolutionary government

in the spring of 1919. However, both the election results of the Soldiers’

Council elections among the men of RIR 16 in late 1918 and the election

results of the Bavarian and national elections in January strongly suggest that

the number of veterans supporting the revolutionary government was very

small. Yet we know with certainty of at least one veteran serving the

revolutionary regime. He was a former member of the support staff of

regimental HQ. This man was none other than Private Hitler. 

Perhaps surprisingly, once back in Munich, Hitler did not act in any way

consistent with his later beliefs. In fact, his actions during the five months

after his return to Bavaria did not show any consistency at all. They were full

of contradictions and reveal a deeply disorientated man without a clear

mental compass to steer him through the post-war world. Hitler, who in

painstaking detail described all other periods of his life in Mein Kampf, skated

at great speed over the first five months after his arrival back in Bavaria, 

including the time of the Bavarian Soviet Republic, as though he were

hiding something—and he had a lot to hide. 

In the spring of 1919, as a soldier based in Munich, Hitler served a

government that he was later to deride as treacherous, criminal, and Jewish

in Mein Kampf. And he did not keep his head down. Soon, he had been

elected to the Soldiers’ Council of his military unit, the Ersatz Battalion
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of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, and was based in military barracks in

Oberwiesenfeld, close to where Munich’s Olympic Stadium stands today. 

More precariously, on surviving film footage of Eisner’s funeral we see

Hitler with a few men from his unit walking behind Eisner’s coffin in the

funeral procession of the Bavarian leader. We clearly see Hitler wearing two

armbands: one black band to mourn the death of Eisner and the other a red

one in the colour of the Socialist revolution. 86 Similarly, Hitler appears on

one of Heinrich Hoffmann’s photographs of the funeral procession for

Eisner, 87 taken shortly before Eisner was eulogized: ‘Kurt Eisner, the Jew, 

was a prophet who fought relentlessly against the fainthearted and wretched, 

because he not only loved mankind, but believed in it and wanted it.’88

While Hitler could easily have joined, for instance, the Thule Society, 

which had inspired Eisner’s assassination and which was full of future

National Socialist leaders, such as Alfred Rosenberg, Rudolf Hess, or Hans

Frank, Hitler chose publicly to show his support for Eisner. 

Even two days after the Soviet Republic had been proclaimed, Hitler

stood for election again, when the new regime conducted an election

among Munich’s soldier councils to ensure support for the Soviet Republic

by Munich’s military units. Hitler was now elected Deputy Battalion

Representative and remained in the post for the entire lifespan of the Soviet

Republic. His task included liaising with the Department of Propaganda of

the new Socialist government. 89

All explanations that are normally given to make sense of Hitler’s behaviour

during this period—ranging from assertions that Hitler really was a Socialist

at the time to one that argues that he was merely superficially hiding his true

self and really was the spokesperson of Pan-German nationalist counter-

revolutionaries90—are unsatisfactory. 

If he really had been a committed dyed-in-the-wool Pan-German anti-

Socialist, anti-Semite, and hyper-nationalist and had only overtly cooper-

ated with the new regime to steer the men around him away from

Communism and Social Democracy, why did he not join a Freikorps with

his comrades prior to the defeat of the Soviet Republic? Furthermore, Ernst

Schmidt was demobilized during the days of the Soviet Republic91 which

clearly indicates that Hitler could have left his post if he had so desired. 

Otto Strasser, the Nazi leader, indeed later asked after he had broken with

Hitler, why Hitler had not like him joined the forces that put an end to the

Soviet Republic: ‘Where was Hitler on that day? In which corner of

Munich did the soldier hide himself, he who should have been fighting
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in our ranks?’92 If Hitler really had been hiding his true colours and had

been the champion of all the other anti-revolutionary men in the unit who

were also keeping their heads down, why did none of those men make a

statement to that effect once Hitler had become famous? If Hitler really had

been trying to undermine the revolution by staying in his post, why did he

not brag about it in Mein Kampf instead of keeping silent about this time? 

Meanwhile, if he really was a Socialist after the war, how do we make sense

of his anti-Socialist expressions during the war (for which contemporary

sources exist at least for 1915)? How do we make sense of his closeness to

and adoration of officers among the regimental staff who clearly were not

Socialists? 

What most Hitler biographies, which tend to argue that Hitler’s political

outlook and prejudices had almost fully developed by the end of the war, 93

did not fully take into account is that the whole point of Hitler’s behaviour

in the month after the end of the war is that it was inconsistent. It is

impossible convincingly to arrange the existing evidence from Hitler’s

time after the war in a way consistent with either a portrayal of Hitler as a

Socialist or as the hyper-nationalist Pan-German anti-Semite that he was to

become for one simple reason: he was neither. 

Hitler was confused and his life could have still developed in different

directions. The experience of revolution as such thus did not radicalize

him. Hitler retrospectively invented a revolutionary experience to suit his

subsequent radicalization. To be sure, during the revolutionary period, 

Hitler was not a man without qualities and without a biography who

could have developed in any direction. The directions into which he

could have developed were limited by the often contradictory political

and social influences: the pro-Bavarian sentiments from his time in Mun-

ich in 1913/14 and reinforced by his social network among the support

personnel of the regimental staff versus his anti-Bavarian sentiment result-

ing from his visits to wartime Munich, his wartime reading, his pre-war

company in Munich and Vienna, the anti-Bolshevik, pro-Ebert policy of

his superiors whom he adored, his own anti-monarchist stance, and his

belief in a classless society, to name but a few. Hitler was torn between

these often contradictory poles. Over time, some influences would have

to be eliminated at the expense of others if he was ever to make the leap

from being politically disoriented to having a clear political world-view. 

However, it was not preordained which of these influences were to be

eliminated. This implies that the influences on him could have been put
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together in different ways and could have produced different political

mentalities, which included, but was by no means limited to, National

Socialism. 

It does not require too much of a stretch of the imagination to see how

under different circumstances Hitler could have been attracted by Ernst

Niekisch’s idiosyncratic anti-Western National Bolshevism that promised

to merge nationalism with socialism;94 by other Social Democratic groups, 

including some elements in the ‘Reichsbanner Schwarz-Rot-Gold’ (the

paramilitary group that was to be set up in defence of the republic), 

which attempted to merge nationalism, anti-materialism, and socialism; 95

or by centrist Social Democrats who advocated the importance of both

patriotism and socialism (but probably not by the Catholic BVP, Liberals, or

monarchists.)

It is likely that Eisner’s and Niekisch’s regimes, with their acceptance of

the nation state, had been acceptable to Hitler in a way that that was not true

of the Soviet Republic. One possibility is that Hitler had missed jumping

ship after Niekisch’s demise because at the time he had deemed continuing

to serve with his unit as advantageous over any existing alternative but that

he had never been fully comfortable with the internationalism of Soviet

leaders such as Ernst Toller. In his approach to the Munich Soviet Republic, 

he might thus have acted in a way similar to the behaviour of those Germans

who never fully supported Hitler after 1933 but either saw support for him

as advantageous over existing alternatives or deemed the potential price of

resistance to be too high. 

The suggestion that Hitler might conceivably have developed in the same

direction as either Niekisch or even mainstream Social Democrats is not to

equate either Niekisch or Social Democracy with National Socialism, 

which would be absurd. It is merely to argue that Hitler’s future was

undetermined and that he could have moved in the direction of diametric-

ally different political movements as long as they combined the promise of a

classless society with some kind of nationalism. 

Hitler’s undetermined political future becomes even less surprising

if we bear in mind that the intellectual origins of Fascism share central

tenets with the non-Marxist Left. According to one argument, despite

its eventual collusion with the conservative Right once Fascism tried to

come to power, early Fascism had been in its promises, rather than in its

eventual application, more socialist than capitalist, more plebeian than

bourgeois.96
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Two interlocking factors determined which of the influences on Hitler

would prevail: the way his acquaintances would develop politically and

post-war conditions. At this point in his life, Hitler adapted to the people

around him, as he was in the process of building up an ‘ersatz’ family (that

was built on, but was not identical with the men of regimental HQ of

RIR 16). To please the people of his social network was paramount for him

at this point, as he did not have a life outside the support personnel of the

remnants of the regimental staff of the List Regiment. The company of men

that Hitler’s acquaintances such as Ernst Schmidt—who was a member of a

trade union backed by the Social Democrats97—mixed with after their

return to Munich would also become Hitler’s company. To which political

circles Hitler was exposed thus largely depended on the choices made by his

acquaintances. 

Later, once Hitler had fully developed his political ideas and become the

dictator of the Third Reich, people around him would ‘work towards the

Fu¨hrer’,98 trying to develop and implement policies that would please Hitler

and go hand in hand with his general ideas. At this point, however, the

process worked in reverse: Hitler worked towards his acquaintances and

because their political ideas and development depended on post-war con-

ditions and events, Hitler’s future had not been predetermined by the time

he had returned to Munich. 

In short, at the time he returned from the war, Hitler was a man unsure

about his future and his identity. He was a man who even now could have

been swayed in different directions. His confused ideas about the world

could have still been composed in different ways. Hitler and the men from

his regiment still had a choice. When Hitler returned to Bavaria in late 1918, 

his future was still wide open. 

11

Hitler’s Kampf against the

List Veterans

Early 1919–1933

Karl Mayr was heavily overworked. Running the counter-revolution

propaganda unit of the army in Munich had fully consumed him for

most of the five months since the defeat of the Munich Soviet Republic. He

really had no time to attend to the kind of letter he had just received. The

long tedious letter culminated in the question: ‘Are the Jews not the threat

that they are seen to be, is their corruptive influence being overestimated, or

is the government misjudging the danger, or is the government too weak to

take action against the dangerous Jewry?’ Rather than answer the question

himself, Mayr scribbled a note on a piece of paper which he put together

with the letter into an envelope addressed to one of his most reliable men, 

none other than Private Hitler.1

On receiving the letter, Hitler learned that Mayr wanted him to answer

the letter on his behalf. He was happy to oblige. Just as in regimental HQ of

RIR 16, he was still excelling at pleasing his superiors. However, more than

that, now he had to quell any doubts about his behaviour during Niekisch’s

regime as well as during the Soviet Republic. Hitler sat down to compose

the letter Mayr had asked him write: ‘Anti-Semitism as a political move-

ment should not and cannot be driven by emotions but by facts. The fact, 

however, is that first of all, the Jewry is a race, not a religious community.’

In terms that include all the hallmarks of the vile anti-Semitism that he

would preach in the years to come, Hitler elaborated that Jews could not

be Germans, stating further: ‘[The Jew is a] leech upon the peoples of the

world. . . . And from this follows: [the end goal of] rational anti-Semitism
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must be, without any compromise, the removal of the Jews. Only a

government of national will can be capable of both.’2

Five months prior to composing the letter, Hitler had still been serving the

Soviet Republic. Relatively little is known about his time in the final days of

the Bolshevik republic and its immediate aftermath. Hitler made sure figura-

tively and quite possibly also literally to burn any traces of his activities during

this period. Whatever these had been, it did not take long before he had swiftly

turned on some of his comrades from those fateful days in April by becoming

an informer on Communist activities in his unit for an investigation commis-

sion into the Munich Soviet Republic. Whether true or not, Amann would

later claim that he had to face Hitler when being discharged, as Hitler’s task was

to interview members of his demobilization unit about their involvement in

the Soviet Republic.3 No evidence has survived that would allow us to tell

whether Hitler became an informer because he had been given the choice

either to turn on his comrades from the days of the Soviet Republic or to be

targeted himself, or whether he volunteered, ready with a story of how he had

supposedly hidden his true self under Communist rule. 

From his position as informer, he had proceeded to take one of Mayr’s

courses that trained soldiers to carry out counter-revolutionary education

among the troops, though not as an education officer as he wants us to

believe in Mein Kampf, or as Max Amann would tell US interrogators after

the Second World War.4 After completing his course, Private Hitler started

to work for the propaganda unit of the army in Munich, where he dis-

covered that his confused and disoriented political ideas could flourish. The

unit allowed him to distance himself from his apparent flirtation with left-

wing ideas during the revolutionary period through a 100 per cent com-

mitment to political ideas at the other end of the political spectrum. It was

also there that the mutually contradictory parts of his political make-up

were channelled in a direction which were soon to lead him into the lap of

the National Socialists. Yet as Captain Mayr’s own political future would

reveal, the path from the propaganda unit in which Hitler served did not

inevitably lead to a Fascist future. In fact, as we shall see, even when Hitler

was writing his spiteful letter in September 1919, he was among a group of

men whose political futures were still wide open, as long as they combined

some kind of nationalism with forms of collectivism. 

Unlike the majority of the men of the List Regiment who had long been

discharged and had returned to their civilian lives, Hitler stayed in the army

until March 1920. However, it would be wrong to portray those who like
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Hitler were not immediately demobilized as proto-Fascist Hitler clones. 

Infact, in the Bavarian election of 1919, for which special election districts

had been set up for soldiers who were still based in military barracks and

military hospitals, the overwhelming majority of soldiers voted for the

Social Democrats (72.5 per cent). Eisner’s party received only 7 per cent

of the vote, while the radical Right received virtually no votes at all.5 In

other words, proto-Fascist ideology did not resonate with the overwhelm-

ing majority of soldiers still in the army. The election results from the special

election districts also shed further light on Hitler’s own political convictions. 

The fact that hardly any soldiers voted for radical right-wing parties in the

Bavarian election (which was secret) and that at the same time the soldiers of

Hitler’s unit elected him as one of their representatives on two successive

occasions in early 1919 strongly suggests that Hitler’s peers did not view him

as standing on the extreme right at that point. In contrast to this time, once

he had started to work for the counter-revolutionary unit, Hitler was out of

step with most of the men who had stayed in the army, if we can believe the

testimony Max Amann would give to US interrogators in 1947. 

Amann recalled a chance encounter with Hitler in Munich in the post-

revolutionary period. On that occasion, Hitler had told him of his post as a

propagandist in the army: ‘ ‘‘I give talks against Bolshevism.’’ I asked him if

they interested the soldiers. ‘‘Unfortunately not’’, said [Hitler], ‘‘it’s pointless. I

don’t like doing it on a continuing basis.’’ ’ According to Amann, Hitler had

said that officers, in particular, had no ears for his warnings about the dangers

Germany was apparently facing. ‘They interested the soldiers more than the

old majors, whom they didn’t interest at all.’ Hitler clearly must have thought

that even ordinary soldiers were not particularly interested in his endeavours as

otherwise he would not have deemed his talks useless. His point was that the

officers disapproved of his talks even more than ordinary soldiers, stating: ‘I

give talks to groups of soldiers up to the size of a battalion, [but] the majors do

not enjoy them at all. They would prefer if I entertained the soldiers with a

dancing bear, but that I don’t like and that is why I will leave.’6

Private Hitler’s job in Mayr’s unit included the observation of the

activities of small political groups. On 12 September 1919, Mayr ordered

him to monitor a meeting of an obscure little party: the German Workers’

Party. Hitler immediately fell in love with the party and joined it within a

week.7 The party provided Hitler with a new arena for his activities and it

offered him a way out of his current post in the army that he had quite

obviously not enjoyed because of the uninterested response to his speaking

258

H I T L E R ’ S K A M P F A G A I N S T T H E L I S T V E T E R A N S

engagements. Furthermore, his joining of the German Workers’ Party

helped Hitler to avoid encroaching solitude as most men from regimental

HQ of the List Regiment were no longer in the army and had returned to

their respective civilian lives. The unit which he had served as a councillor

after the war, meanwhile, had been compromised through its involvement

with Niekisch’s regime and the Soviet Republic. To be sure, Hitler tried as

far as he could to stay in touch with his immediate former comrades in

regimental HQ, to whom he had shown affection, and would continue to

do so, by giving them paintings, drawings, photographs, or later presents

such as watches. Moreover, for a while after the war, when Hitler had

nowhere else to go he stayed in the apartment of Hans Mend. He also

visited Josef Inkofer, one of his fellow dispatch runners, several times, as

well as on two occasions Franz Ku¨spert, who had served with him in

regimental HQ.8 However, he was fighting a losing battle in his attempt

to resurrect his ‘family’ from the war, as the support staff of regimental HQ

no longer formed a cohesive social network since its members were scat-

tered all over Bavaria. Hitler’s ‘families’ from the war and the revolutionary

period did not exist any longer, while the post-revolutionary army had

ultimately proved insufficiently welcoming to him and had lost its appeal. 

On 31 March 1920, Private Hitler was thus formally discharged after

spending more than 2,050 days in the army.9

In the German Workers’ Party, Hitler found a new home and social

network. Soon after joining it, he had become the star of the party, soon

to be renamed National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP). Hitler

had finally found his calling. With great talent, within three years Hitler

turned the NSDAP from one of the many radical right-wing political

groups that had been mushrooming on the political fringes of Munich in

the aftermath of the Soviet Republic into Bavaria’s leading right-wing

protest party. 

It still needs repeating that Hitler’s path from the end of the war to right-

wing extremism by late 1919 was atypical not only of his regiment, but also

of those veterans who, by the time of the first anniversary of Armistice Day, 

like Hitler, had ended up at the far right of the political spectrum. While they

tended to have served in Freikorps units against the Munich Soviet Republic, 

Hitler had—at least formally—served both Niekisch’s regime and the

Munich Soviet. His decision to join anti-revolutionary hyper-nationalists

might thus well have been driven as much by opportunism as by deeply held
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political convictions. The best life-saving strategy for anybody involved in

the Soviet Republic was naturally to join their strongest opponents. 

While building up the Nazi Party, Hitler turned to the members of

regimental HQ for advice and support. He now set out to recruit them

and thus to merge his old and new ‘families’, that is, the men of regimental

HQ and the inner circle of his party. This might be read, first and foremost, 

as an attempt not to lose his ‘ersatz’ family from the war but it was likely to

have been more than that. The organizational structure of regimental HQ

was the only functioning organization Hitler had ever encountered. He thus

tried to replicate in his new party the way regimental HQ had been run and

for that he needed to recruit the men of regimental HQ. 

Soon Hitler had persuaded Ernst Schmidt and Max Amann to enlist

in the NSDAP. As early as 1 March 1920, Schmidt joined as party member

No. 858, while at the same time continuing to be a member of a Social

Democratic trade union. 10 Like Hitler, Schmidt, who had been his closest

associate during the revolutionary period, was thus fluctuating between

collectivist ideologies of the Left and the Right. 

Hitler also visited Jackl Weiß at his home in the Upper Bavarian coun-

tryside in the late autumn of 1919 whom he had not seen since the end of

the war and asked him to join his political movement. If we can believe a

propaganda account of the visit from 1933, Hitler said to his former

comrade: ‘Jackl, I already have seven men and soon I’ll have a million.’11

Amann, meanwhile, had started to work for a small mortgage bank after his

discharge from the army in August 1919. In the early summer of 1921, 

Hitler approached Amann and asked his former superior from the war to

join him and run the machinery of his new party, telling him that his

current staff was incompetent. Hitler had some persuading to do, as Amann

was worried about losing a safe job and a pension to support his wife and

young son. After a long monologue by Hitler about the imminent danger of

Bolshevism, stressing that his pension would not be safe anyway in the event

of a Bolshevik revolution, Amann gave in. Hitler had won over the staff

sergeant of RIR 16, who now could help to model the organization of his

new party on regimental HQ of the List Regiment. Hitler made Amann the

managing director of the NSDAP. A year later, in 1922, Amann also became

managing director of the Franz Eher Publishing House, the publishing

house of the party, and turned it into a propaganda machine. He now

spent the mornings with the publishing house and afternoons in the

party administration. 12 Adolf Hitler and Max Amann, the two men from

260

H I T L E R ’ S K A M P F A G A I N S T T H E L I S T V E T E R A N S

regimental HQ of the List Regiment, had teamed up to construct the party

that would bring war and genocide to Europe: Hitler knew how to speak

and incite, Amann how to run a business. 

Hitler also recruited Arthur R€odl for his movement. Unlike other vet-

erans who only temporarily served in a Freikorps during the revolutionary

period of 1919, R€odl had found his calling in the Freikorps Oberland in

which he was to serve until 1927. Furthermore, in 1921, during the ‘Polen-

aufstand’ R€odl was to serve in Upper Silesia in the contested German–Polish

borderlands.13 Unlike the majority of the veterans of RIR 16, R€odl really did

fulfil all the stereotypes of a veteran brutalized by the war, 14 who had

developed a permanent war mentality. 

Hitler also managed to recruit Karl Ostberg, who had served with him in

the same company at the beginning of the war. Ostberg, a policeman in

Munich, became one of the first members of the NSDAP. Holding the


highly prestigious membership No. 56, he joined the party as early as March

1920. When a Nazi Party court was set up in 1926, Hitler appointed him as

one of its three judges. During the 1920s, Ostberg also made a name for

himself as one of Munich’s foremost National Socialist thugs. For instance, 

in 1928 he stormed into an opera performance of which he disapproved and

threw stink bombs at members of the orchestra. On another occasion, he

was injured in a brawl with political opponents. Ostberg was also notorious

for secretly putting up anti-Semitic posters, calling for anti-Jewish violence, 

all over Munich. The city’s police found as many as 300,000 anti-Semitic

pamphlets in his apartment during a house search in 1929.15

Max Amann, meanwhile, offered in vain the post of arts editor of the

Nazi Party newspaper, the Vo¨lkischer Beobachter, to Alexander Moritz Frey, to

whose anti-war novel and short stories Amann must have been oblivious. 16

Despite the setback of Frey’s refusal to join their ranks, Hitler seems to

have genuinely believed that after the war and the revolution, the men of his

regiment saw the world the same way as he did. With this in mind, he

attended a reunion of the veterans’ association of the List Regiment in 1922. 

In the run-up to the reunion, he had already contacted his immediate

former comrades and asked them to attend the function. 17 However, at

the get-together, he encountered resistance in his attempts to recruit the

men of RIR 16 for his cause, to an extent he had not anticipated. For

instance, he approached Fritz Wiedemann, who had become a farmer

in rural Bavaria. Hitler asked the former regimental adjutant, for whom

he had, according to an FBI report, ‘developed a dog-like affection and
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adoration’ during the war, if he wanted to help build up the SA. 

Wiedemann flatly turned down the offer. 18

The officer whom Hitler most vigorously tried to enlist for his new party

was Anton von Tubeuf, who had led RIR 16 for much of 1917 and 1918. 

Since 1919, Tubeuf had lived in retirement in Bad Aibling, halfway be-

tween Munich and the Austrian border, attending to his orchard, his roses, 

and his bees. 19 While most of the front-line soldiers of RIR 16 had hated him

and while one of the commanders of RD 6 had stated that he possessed a

‘a slight trait of malevolence’, 20 Hitler adored him, possibly for his 100 per

cent dedication to the war and for his willingness always to go the extra

mile, and his decisive leadership at a time when the regiment had been on

the verge of collapse. Even once in power, Hitler always sent him a telegram

on his birthday. 21 During the Second World War, Hitler was to say that only

once Tubeuf had joined RIR 16 ‘did we finally [get] a regimental com-

mander of calibre’. 22 Hitler’s praise for Tubeuf, of course, is also a good

indicator of what he really thought of all the other regimental commanders

of the List Regiment. 

Hitler’s and Tubeuf ’s esteem for each other was mutual. Tubeuf had

been impressed by the dedication and conscientiousness of Hitler’s service as

a dispatch runner.23 In 1922, he stated: ‘[Hitler] became closest to me out of

all the men, and in private conversation I was happy to hear his great love

of the Fatherland, as well as his fair, well-reasoned patriotic views. I wish

him all the best in life.’24 Nevertheless, Tubeuf’s staunch conservatism and

Hitler’s political convictions only partially overlapped. Unlike Amann and

Schmidt, Tubeuf proved resistant to the offer to join ranks with Hitler

and continued to be so once Hitler was in power.25

Private Hitler did not prove any more successful in his attempts to

recruit other officers from the List Regiment than he had been with

Wiedemann and Tubeuf. Whilst sometimes encountering sympathy, 

Hitler ran up against a brick wall in his efforts to talk them into joining

his party. The great majority of the officers of RIR 16 never were to join

the Nazi Party. 

At the 1922 reunion, Hitler also tried to recruit RIR 16 veterans who came

from beyond the numbers of the officers of his unit and the men of regimental

HQ, in other words from beyond his personal contacts from the war. 

However, as he came to realize, most of the veterans cold-shouldered Hitler

the ‘rear area pig’ and had no intention of becoming his brothers-in-politics. 
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While lending no ear to Hitler, the veterans present at the reunion, meanwhile

attentively listened to Wilhelm Diess, who delivered the main address at the

event. They were captivated by Diess, a gifted storyteller and lawyer and, in

many ways, the quintessential non-Hitler: educated, good-humoured, and a

non-racist Bavarian and German patriot. After the war, Diess, whose wartime

posts had included that of military commander of Fournes and officer in

charge of the dispatch runners of RIB 12, including Adolf Hitler, married a

woman, who according Hitler’s criteria was a ‘half-Jew’. During the Second

World War, as we shall see, Diess was to join an anti-Hitler resistance group. 

While the veterans of RIR 16 were enthralled by Diess, their response to

Hitler was so lukewarm that the aspiring dictator never again attended a

meeting of the veterans’ association of the List Regiment.26

The 1 November 1920 issue of Das Bayerland, a bi-weekly magazine

publishing articles about the history and culture of Bavaria and edited by

Fridolin Solleder, could have already given Hitler a hint that the men active

in the veterans’ association of RIR 16 were politically heterogeneous and not

likely universally to embrace his ideology. The issue published the war

memories of eight veterans of the List Regiment. The articles were also

published as a stand-alone publication, which celebrated Albert Weisgerber, 

rather than Adolf Hitler, by placing his photo on the cover (see Plate 13). The

articles were also to form the nucleus of the much more extensive regimental

history published in 1932. They described the war in many different and

varied voices. One article was by Adolf Meyer, who later was to single himself

out with his staunchly pro-Hitler memoirs. However, another article cele-

brated the Christmas Truce, which Hitler had treated with disdain. Two of

the remaining articles were written by Wilhelm Diess, and by another of

Hitler’s opponents during the years of the Third Reich: Georg Dehn, Albert

Weisgerber’s friend, who was to emigrate to South America during the years

of Hitler’s power. Fridolin Solleder, meanwhile, was from 1919 to 1933 a

member of the pro-Weimar German Democratic Party (the DDP).27

Even once the Nazi Party grew in popularity, the great majority of the men

of the List Regiment stayed well clear of Hitler’s party. While most of his

immediate comrades from regimental HQ joined the Nazi Party, 28 their

behaviour is not representative of the regiment at large. 

There have been some attempts to look at the careers of Nazi leaders and

to conclude from them that the First World War had turned the veterans of

the Great War into Nazis, as a great number of National Socialist leaders had
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served in the First World War. Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy, for instance, 

had been, like Hitler, a war volunteer in a Bavarian unit during the Great

War.29 Rudolf H€oss, the future commander of Auschwitz, meanwhile, had

served in a German unit in the Middle East in the First World War and after

the war became a committed Freikorps soldier, and joined the Nazi Party as

early as 1922.30 However, the flaw in looking at the biographies of leading

Nazis to identify the origins of National Socialism is that, of course, the

great majority of Nazis born before 1900, just as the great majority of

German men born before the turn of the century, had served in the Great

War. The important point here is that these men were born prior to 1900

and thus subject to military service during the war. While almost all Nazi

leaders born before 1900 naturally served in the war, the majority of men

who fought in the war did not join the Nazi Party later in their lives. 

In fact, the generation that had been too young to fight in the First World

War, men such as Werner Best, the future Nazi administrator of occupied

Denmark in the Second World War who had been born in 1903, were far

more likely to join the Nazi Party than the veterans of the First World

War.31 It was thus non-service in the war and a feeling of having been

cheated from an opportunity to serve, rather than the experience of combat

and an alleged brutalization during the First World War,32 which increased

the likelihood of German men joining Private Hitler’s party. As Erhard

Auer, the Bavarian Social Democratic leader during the revolution, was to

remind pro-Republic war veterans on 22 February 1931, unlike their own

party, Hitler’s party primarily consisted of people ‘who during the war had

not even yet attended school’.33

Of a sample of 623 veterans who had served in the 1st Company of the

List Regiment, only 17 per cent of veterans joined the Nazi Party at any

point between 1919 and 1945.34 In total approximately 10 per cent of the

German population joined the Nazi Party. However, the overwhelming

majority of party members were male.35 If we thus exclude women and boys

who were not old enough to join Hitler’s party, the percentage of List

veterans who became members of the NSDAP was well in line with the

adult male population of Germany. It is likely to have stood even slightly

below the national average. This figure clearly disproves the idea that the

regiment as a whole ‘made’ Hitler or that Hitler’s political radicalization was

typical of the men of the regiment. 

Even fewer members of the regiment joined the SS. Of a sample of 984

veterans who served in 1st Company, only two joined the SS at any time
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during the existence of the SS. 36 One of the two veterans was Karl Ostberg, 

the fellow dispatch runner and early follower of Hitler. The former police-

man and NCO in RIR 16 was indeed one of the most important men in the

early history of the SS. By 1932, he had risen to become a Sturmbannfu¨hrer

in the 1st SS Standarte and was in charge of political indoctrination of the

unit. 37 Unfortunately, it can no longer be established how many veterans of

RIR 16 joined the SA.38

The overwhelming majority even of those veterans of Hitler’s regiment

who did join the Nazi Party did so only after 1933. Of the sample of 623

veterans from 1st Company under investigation, only two men joined the

Nazi Party prior to 1923, that is, between the foundation of the Party and

the Hitler putsch. The two men were Hitler himself and Karl Ostberg. 

Between 1925, when the ban on the Nazi Party was lifted, and Hitler’s rise

to power in 1933, only another eleven of the 623 men under examination

joined the NSDAP. In other words, prior to the birth of the Third Reich, 

only 2 per cent of all veterans of RIR 16 underwent a politicization that

matched that of Private Hitler. Neither the politicization of Hitler, nor the

evolution of National Socialism thus have their roots in the List Regiment

or in similar German First World War units. 

With the exception of Hitler’s immediate peers from regimental HQ, 39

factors such as class and religious affiliation, rather than the war experience in

RIR 16, were decisive for those veterans who chose to join the Nazi Party. 

The military rank of soldiers or the act of war volunteering did not signifi-

cantly affect the probability of veterans joining the NSDAP. There is hardly

any variance between veterans of different rank as far as the likelihood of

joining the Nazi Party is concerned. Men of Hitler’s rank (Gefreiter) were no

more, and no less likely, to join the Nazi Party than men of any other rank. 

War volunteers were even marginally less likely than conscripted men to

enter the Nazi Party. Furthermore, there was no discernible difference

between NCOs and privates (both infantrymen and Gefreite) in their like-

lihood of joining Hitler’s party. In other words, if we understand promotion

in the war and the act of war volunteering as an indicator of the attitudes of

soldiers towards the war, then these figures strongly suggest that different war

experiences and attitudes of soldiers towards the conflict did not influence

their decision to join, or not to join, Hitler’s party.40 Maybe surprisingly, 

there is no significant correlation either between the age of soldiers and their

likelihood of joining the Nazi Party. Even the youngest among the men of

RIR 16 were not more likely to join ranks with Hitler than the average. 41
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However, the religious background of soldiers had a huge impact on the

odds that veterans would become members of Hitler’s party. For instance, 

Protestant veterans were almost twice as likely to become a member of the

NSDAP as Catholic ones. The regional background of veterans also strongly

influenced the likelihood of members of RIR 16 joining the Nazi Party. While

there was little variance between the behaviour of soldiers from southern

Bavarian and other Catholic regions of Bavaria—the figures for these regions

are slightly below the regimental average of 17 per cent—one in three of the

veterans from predominantly Protestant Upper and Middle Franconia joined

the NSDAP. In fact, more than half (55.6 per cent) of the Protestant veterans

from Upper Franconia joined the Nazi Party, while only 15.8 per cent

of Catholic veterans from Lower Bavaria joined. Put differently, between

80 and 90 per cent of those veterans from Lower and Middle Franconia

who joined Hitler’s party were Protestant. Significantly, due to Hitler’s

Austrian background, the likelihood of soldiers residing abroad joining the

Nazi Party was well in line with the regimental average. 42

The general rule was that the more rural the background of a soldier, the

less likely it was that he would join ranks with Hitler. 13.9 per cent of the RIR

16 veterans who came from villages (the figure for villages with less than 100

inhabitants was even only 12.0 per cent) joined the Nazi Party, while 16.1 per

cent of soldiers from small to medium-size towns became members of

NSDAP. The figure for bigger towns and cities was 20.5 per cent, which

was also the figure for Munich. We see again here that factors unrelated to a

soldier’s war experience determined the likelihood that a veteran would join

Hitler. However, it needs to be stressed that the overwhelming majority of

veterans from rural and urban backgrounds alike did not enter Hitler’s party. 43

There was a huge variance between veterans in their likelihood of joining

the Nazi Party according to their occupational background: while only 8.5 per

cent of agricultural labourers, and 9.2 per cent of farmers joined the Nazi Party, 

the figure for business and property owners was 33.3 per cent, for professionals

and academics 26.6 per cent, and for white-collar workers 25.5 per cent. 

The figure for tradesmen and craftsmen, meanwhile, was 18.6 per cent, for

blue-collar workers 21.7 per cent, and for non-agricultural servants and day

labourers 4.5 per cent. None of the university and high-school students within

a sample of 623 soldiers from 1st Company joined the Nazi Party.44 The

variance we see in these figures cannot be explained in detail here. How-

ever, it underlines the fact that social class (and religion), rather than service

in Hitler’s unit, determined the likelihood that veterans would join the party of
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their former brother-in-arms. National Socialism was at its core a social

movement, 45 which explains why religious and class affiliations, rather than

the experience of war and violence, determined the likelihood that the men

of Hitler’s regiment would join his party. 

Despite the fact that the NSDAP had been founded in Munich and even

though the home of the List Regiment would be celebrated during the

Third Reich as the ‘City of the Movement’, the great majority of the

Munich populace, like the veterans of RIR 16, shunned Private Hitler’s

party. Even a 1936 National Socialist guidebook to Munich alludes to the

fact that initially little love was lost between the inhabitants of Munich and

the Nazi Party. It claims that the populace of Munich preferred to listen

to foreign (volksfremde) rather than to National Socialist ideas, concluding:

‘[Munich] was the city that refused, out of its conservative smugness . . . the

offer of salvation in Adolf Hitler’s movement.’46

Even though the majority of Hitler’s peers from the war displayed no

interest in joining ranks with Hitler, his star continued to rise in the early

1920s. The Treaty of Versailles, the punitive peace treaty Germany was

forced to sign in late June 1919, further helped his fortunes. However, it was

neither the harshness of the treaty nor France’s staunch stand towards

Germany that helped Hitler most decisively. Hitler could only thrive

because the powers on the winning side of the war managed to agree to

harsh peace terms and to make the new German government sign up to them

but then disagreed over whether the terms should really be implemented. 

The victorious powers had thus inadvertently weakened the German

government as it was now easy for Hitler to portray the members of the

German government as traitors to their own people for agreeing to terms

that, as it seemed, even the British and Americans deemed excessive. 

The letter that one of Hitler’s former comrades from regimental HQ wrote

to Hitler in April 1923 is emblematic of Hitler’s rising fortunes: ‘My dearest

Hitler, whoever has had the opportunity to follow you from the foundation of

the movement until today cannot hide their adoration of your character. . . . 

You have achieved what no other German man could have achieved, and we

your comrades from the front stand ready to serve your will. Thousands upon

thousands of men feel the same.’47 Hitler shared with the veteran who had

written to him a grossly inflated sense of how much support he had among the

German population. In November 1923, he thus felt so assured of his support

that he decided the time was ripe for a coup d’e´tat. 

E A R L Y 1 9 1 9 – 1 9 3 3

2 6 7

Inspired by Mussolini’s march on Rome, Hitler planned a march on

Berlin, which took off from one of Munich’s beer halls on 9 November

1923. Hitler was joined in his putsch by Erich von Ludendorff, Germany’s

third most powerful man during the second half of the war. By coincidence, 

Alois Schnelldorfer was in Munich on the day of Hitler’s attempted putsch, 

as he had to run errands in the Bavarian capital. At the time, Schnelldorfer

did not know much about Hitler’s policy goals. However, he considered

joining Hitler on his march once he heard that his former comrade from

regimental HQ was in the city to try to seize power. He thus waited in the

square in front of Munich’s City Hall for Hitler’s march to arrive. Yet once

Hitler arrived in the square, Schnelldorfer changed his mind about Private

Hitler and his plan of joining him when he saw Ludendorff, whom he

despised. Schnelldorfer decided that a political movement supported by

Ludendorff could be up to no good and just walked off, never to join the

Nazi Party.48

Within minutes of Schnelldorfer’s decision to keep his distance from

his erstwhile wartime comrade, Hitler’s march on Berlin turned into

a farce. It ended after just another few hundred metres when Bavarian

police—commanded by Michael Freiherr von Godin, the brother of the

former commander of Hitler’s regiment who had awarded the Iron Cross

1st Class to Hitler—opened fire on Hitler and his followers extremely close to

the spot where Hitler had stood on Odeonsplatz in 1914 on the outbreak of

war. A number of Nazis were shot dead, while many of Hitler’s co-conspir-

ators, including Erich von Ludendorff, were arrested. Hitler himself was put

in custody the following day.49

At his trial, Hitler made the most of his service in the war. He used the

Munich courtroom in which the proceedings against him took place as a

stage to tell the world how dangerous his service had been and how the First

World War had given birth to National Socialism. In the event, Hitler’s

sentence was light, only five years’ imprisonment, of which the last four and

a half years were suspended. 50 When Max Amann was eventually also tried

for his involvement in the putsch, he claimed that he was an apolitical

businessman and escaped with a mere fine of 100 gold marks, or ten days’

imprisonment, for an ‘illegal assumption of official authority’. 51

While Hitler received an astonishingly light prison term for his attempt to

bring the Weimar government down and while both Bavarian state institu-

tions and the Bavarian People’s Party (which headed the Bavarian government
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from 1920 until 1933) included individuals who only half-heartedly accepted

modern democracy and occasionally were openly hostile to it, it is also true

that the Bavarian police was the only German state authority ever to shoot at

Hitler and that the Nazi Party was outlawed after the failed coup. Even though

Bavarian state authorities tended to rein in radicals on the radical Left far more

harshly than radicals at the other end of the political spectrum, ultimately, 

successive Bavarian governments successfully met the challenges posed to the

Weimar Republic by both the radical Left and the radical Right between 1918

and 1933. 

As a result of his involvement in Hitler’s putsch, Karl Ostberg, for

instance, had to leave his post in the Munich police in early 1924. Mean-

while, Arthur R€odl, who was to be awarded a ‘Blutorden’ (the highest Nazi

Party decoration) for his role on 9 November 1923, had to leave the army. 

Even those within the BVP who did not fully embrace the Weimar

Republic tended to dream of a Bavaria run by Crown Prince Rupprecht

in the tradition of Bavaria’s pre-war reformist political order rather than a

state run by Hitler. Rather than join forces with the Nazi Party, the BVP

decided that it was preferable to form a coalition in Bavaria with the liberal-

conservative DVP, the party of Gustav Stresemann, the Nobel Peace

Laureate and defender of the Weimar Republic. Furthermore, after his

release from prison in 1925, the Bavarian government issued a ban on Hitler

speaking in public, which was in effect until 1927. After the initial wide-

spread support for the centre Left in Bavaria after the revolution had

evaporated, a shift had taken place among the Bavarian electorate towards

the centre Right, rather than the far Right. Once the National Socialists

seized power in Bavaria away from the BVP-led government in March

1933, they did so by force, unlike at the national level. 52 To label Bavaria in

the years of 1920 to 1933 as an ‘eldorado for radical right-wing organiza-

tions’53 is thus highly misleading. 

Whilst serving his prison sentence in Landsberg fortress, not far from where

he had undergone his training in the autumn of 1914, Hitler was visited by

Ernst Schmidt, who since moving to the Bavarian countryside in 1922 no

longer saw Hitler as often as he once had. Around the time of his visit, 

Schmidt completed his political journey away from Socialism and Social

Democracy to National Socialism. As we have seen, both Hitler and

Schmidt had been equally disoriented after the war and had been torn

between the promises of different versions of Socialism and nationalism. 
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However, while Hitler had fully embraced Fascist socialism within months

of the fall of the Soviet Republic and had broken with competing political

ideologies, Schmidt’s political future had remained open for much longer. It

was only in the spring of 1924, as Hitler was imprisoned, that Schmidt finally

left the Social Democratic trade union and founded a local branch of the

V€olkischer Block54 which carried the torch of National Socialism during the

period in which the Nazi Party was outlawed (which lasted from 1923 to 1925). 

Meanwhile, in Landsberg fortress, Hitler sat down to write Mein Kampf. 

In it, he codified his war experience as the foundational myth of the Nazi

movement. He claimed that his four years on the Western Front had

provided him with prophet-like revelations that would allow him to lead

Germany away from the trauma of defeat, inflicted on a militarily unbeaten

nation by ‘November criminals’, consisting of Socialists, Democrats, and

Jews, to salvation: a renewed, classless, and powerful Germany. 

In the years to come, Nazi propaganda was to use the post-war story of

the men of the List Regiment along the lines sketched out in Mein Kampf:

namely as the story of a united and heroic band of veterans who supported

Hitler. The claim was that the war experience in Hitler’s regiment had

given all the veterans of RIR 16 the same revelations as Private Hitler and

that he was thus a typical product of his regiment. This myth has proved

surprisingly resilient to the present day. 

In Mein Kampf, Hitler used his First World War experience as a rallying

cry for the establishment of a new German Empire that would last a

millennium: ‘For a thousand years to come nobody will dare to speak of

heroism without recalling the German Army of the World War. And then

from the dim past will emerge the immortal vision of those solid ranks of

steel helmets that never flinched and never faltered. And as long as Germans

live they will be proud to remember that these men were the sons of their

forefathers.’55 Mein Kampf is in many ways Hitler’s Bildungsroman. The

experience of the First World War and the lessons he drew from it provide

both the Alpha and the Omega of National Socialism. Written in a terrible, 

almost unintelligible prose, it, however, provides little more than a laundry

list of his convictions, grievances, and prejudices. Distilled down to its

essence, his ‘laundry list’ of why Germany had lost the war was as follows:

• that Jews, Socialists, Democrats had stabbed a victorious army in the back, 

• that during the war, ‘the Kaiser held out his hand’ to ‘Jewish’ Marxism, 

• that the Reichstag had been defeatist and politically fractured, 
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• that the German press had undermined the German war effort by ‘dam-

pening the public spirit’, and

• that Germany’s universities were ‘Jew-ridden’. German universities thus

had supposedly fed political and military leaders with erroneous ideas

about how to fight a war.56

The lessons of defeat and of his own war experience included the

following revelations:

• The state has to proceed against Marxism as a Jewish ideology ‘leading

humanity to its destruction’. Hence there is a need ‘to exterminate this

vermin’. 

• In wartime, there can be no truce or cooperation, not even a tactical one, 

with Socialists, or any other political group, ‘that [is] opposed to the

national spirit’. It is ‘the duty of any Government . . . to . . . mercilessly

[root]’ them out. 

• Ideologies such as Marxism cannot be destroyed by ‘the application of

force alone’ but can only ‘be broken by the use of force [if] this use of

force is in the service of a new idea or Weltanschauung which burns with a

new flame’. The fight against Marxism will thus only succeed if a new

Weltanschauung based on positive ideas that go beyond the defence of the

status quo will employ force ‘systematically and persistently’. Without the

‘spiritual conviction’ of a new ideology, there will inevitably be episodes

of ‘hesitation’ and ‘tolerance’ which will be counter-productive and

ultimately serve to strengthen rather than weaken Marxism because

Marxists ‘will not only recover strength but every successive persecution

will bring to its support new adherents who have been shocked by the

oppressive methods employed’. 

• The only way to fight Marxism is to set up a new classless nationalist party

aimed at rallying the entire German people behind the fight against

Marxism, as Hitler thought that the ‘proletarian masses’ would never

join bourgeois parties. 

• Parties should be abolished in wartime. Parliament has got to be ‘brought

to its senses at the point of the bayonet, if necessary’ and ideally be

‘dissolved immediately’. 

• ‘When public [war] enthusiasm is once damped, nothing can enkindle it, 

when the necessity arises. This enthusiasm is an intoxication and must be

kept up in that form.’ The role of the press thus is ‘to raise the pitch of

public enthusiasm still higher’ in order to ‘keep the iron hot’. 
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• War-waging nations should not care about what ‘foreign opinion’ thinks

about the way they conduct the war and should present their case for war

to their own people.57

In short, Hitler presented his war experience as having provided him with

two sets of revelations: the first one was about how successful wars ought to

be waged ideologically, in other words, how, for instance, the press and

propaganda have to be directed in wartime and that parties have to be

abolished and parliament ‘brought to its senses at the point of the bayonet’. 58

The second set is ultimately the more important, as Hitler uses his war

experience as the revelatory source of the core of his ideology: namely that a

new powerful, classless, and prosperous Germany can only be established if

Germany rids herself and the world of Marxism and the Jews, for, as Hitler

put it, ‘there is no such thing as coming to an understanding with the Jews. 

It must be the hard-and-fast ‘‘Either-Or’’.’59

Ever since the day Mein Kampf was delivered to the first bookshop, there

has been fierce disagreement over the significance of Hitler’s book. Posi-

tions range from the belief that Mein Kampf provided a blueprint for the

Third Reich, the Second World War, and the Holocaust that was system-

atically and gradually implemented over time, to a position according to

which Hitler’s positions and policies evolved only gradually. According to

the latter view, Hitler had only laid out a rough programme that was often

contradictory in character and used strong, metaphorical language that was

at that point still bare of any genocidal intent. 60

An equally interesting question as the one about what objectively Hitler’s

intent was at this point, is what other people including the veterans of the List

Regiment—few of them actually ever read the extremely tedious and long-

winded Mein Kampf even if they owned a copy—thought Hitler’s intent was. 

Whatever Hitler’s real intent, most Germans did not take Mein Kampf liter-

ally, at any rate not his anti-Semitism. Hitler was to come to power not

because of, but in spite of his crude and virulent anti-Semitism. 61

In late 1924, Hitler was released from prison and shortly thereafter, the ban on

the NSDAP was lifted. As a foreigner, Hitler, however, had to fear deportation

from Germany, as he was now an ex-convict. Yet Hitler’s Iron Cross, above

everything else, saved him from repatriation to Austria. Whatever the real

background behind his Iron Cross had been, it allowed him to make the

claim that he was German. He declared that since he had risked his life for
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more than four years serving in the German Army, he had already earned

German citizenship and therefore would refuse to beg for it.62 The Austrian

authorities, meanwhile, argued that they would not admit Hitler back into

the country on the grounds that he had lost his citizenship by serving in a

foreign army during the war.63

Once the threat of deportation had been averted, Hitler immediately set

out to rebuild his party. However, he soon realized that his ideas still failed

to resonate with the German public. In the 1925 presidential election, the

candidate backed by the Nazis only won the support of 1 per cent of the

German electorate, while in the 1928 Reichstag election, Private Hitler’s

party received a mere 2.6 per cent of the vote. When the former British

ambassador to Germany, Viscount d’Abernon, published his memoirs in

1929, he thought that Hitler had by then been reduced to an irrelevant

footnote in history, noting that Hitler had had his fifteen minutes of fame

during the Beer Hall putsch of 1923. Hitler, d’Abernon observed, ‘was

finally released [from Landsberg fortress] after six months and bound over

for the rest of his sentence, thereafter fading into oblivion’. 64

If one thing was clear to Hitler after 1925, it was that he urgently needed

to broaden his popular appeal. To that end, he set out to write a new book

as well as to start using language in his speeches that would resonate with a

larger section of the German population than he had to date. The former

endeavour turned into a fiasco but the latter one ultimately proved spectacu-

larly successful, due to Hitler’s clever use of the war myth of the List Regiment. 

In the book, he set out to explain his foreign-policy goals, including an

absurd plan for an Anglo-German alliance that was meant to allow Britain

and Germany to divide the world between them. 65 Hitler was either

persuaded, or realized himself, that his new book would do more harm

than good and that, at any rate, even Mein Kampf would not sell well. For

instance, in 1928, a mere 3,015 copies of Mein Kampf were sold. In the

event, Hitler’s new book was never published during his lifetime.66 How-

ever, he proved extremely successful in identifying and integrating into his

rhetoric those elements of the war experiences of Germans that had an

appeal across political and class boundaries. 

The single most successful such element was the invocation of the

Frontgemeinschaft and Kameradschaft that had supposedly been the hallmark

of the relationship of German soldiers to one another during the war. It was

used by Germans of diverse political convictions, ranging from regimental

veterans’ associations to left-wing groups critical of war as an instrument in
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international politics (but who still maintained that a Kameradschaft of

ordinary Germans in opposition to Germany’s military and political lead-

ership had existed), as a model for overcoming the fractured, and often

sectarian, society of Weimar Germany. Kameradschaft was used by some as a

rallying cry for a new, strong Germany, and by others as a call for friendship

with France, Britain, and America, and for support of the League of

Nations. It was indeed celebrated by liberals, conservatives, and the Left

alike.67 In the past, the National Socialists, however, had been strangely

absent from this celebration of the virtues of Frontgemeinschaft and Kamer-

adschaft. Their ideal had been that of a heroic lone warrior. 68

After his release from Landsberg, Hitler realized how valuable a tool

references to Kameradschaft and Frontgemeinschaft were in broadening his

appeal and in propagating the Nazis’ own dream of a Volksgemeinschaft—or

classless community. Soon, talk about the comradeship amongst soldiers in

the trenches as the origin of Hitler’s vision of a future society took centre

stage in National Socialist propaganda. 69 An invocation of Kameradschaft was

also a perfect tool to further the one idea that the Communist, National

Socialist, and other right-wing collectivist revolutions shared: to bring an

end to the conflicting nature of human society; in other words to eliminate

the liberal credo that conflict is part of human nature and a source of human

progress. 70 The irony, of course, was that Communism and Fascism believed

far less in compromise and non-violent conflict resolution than Liberal

Democracy did. However, the Communist and Fascist habit of seeing any

compromise as rotten but at the same time preaching a world free of conflict

was perfectly consistent. While Liberal Democracy believed in a fruitful

dialectic of conflict and compromise, collectivist ideologies of the Left and

the Right believed that a conflict-free universal or nationalist egalitarian

world was only possible if competing ideologies were wiped off the map

of the earth. 71 When Communists, Liberal Democrats, and Fascists thus

invoked the ideals of wartime Kameradschaft they hence ultimately meant

very different things. However, all played towards a general popular longing

for a less fractured society. This allowed ideologues on either side of the

political spectrum to appeal to sections of society who hitherto had not been

seduced by the temptations of right-wing or left-wing extremism. 

It was hence here in the constant celebration of Kameradschaft that the war

myth of the List Regiment became more central than it had ever been in the

early years of the Nazi Party. Hitler shamelessly invented a version of his

experiences in the List Regiment during the war that allowed him to
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recount how he himself had experienced the comradeship of the Frontge-

meinschaft and how he had used these experiences to develop his ideas about

what form Germany’s future should take. This is the reason why, over time, 

invoking Hitler’s war experience became more and more central for Nazi

propaganda. And this is one of the reasons why the Nazis were to be so

assertive in trying to discredit or silence anybody who pointed out that the

reality of life in the List Regiment had been rather different from what

Private Hitler made it out to be and that, in fact, his regiment had been a

heterogeneous, often disunited, unit. 

It was thus really in the period of 1925 to 1933 that the myth of the List

Regiment took centre stage in Hitler’s rhetoric and that his references to the

war in general increased. For instance, in the foreword that he provided for

a nationalist book in 1931, he described ‘the western front [as the place]

where the belief in the old Reich was shattered on barbed wire and in drum-

fire—and where, out of the crater fields in blood and fire, in hunger and

death, the new belief in a better Germany was born.’72

Nazi propaganda now preached up and down the country that Hitler’s

service as an ordinary front-line soldier who had bravely met the challenges

of combat for more than four years gave him special legitimacy to speak for

the generation that had served in the war and to make himself heard in

politics. As a Nazi regional newspaper put it, it was in the First World War

‘that Adolf Hitler earned the right, with blood and mire, to speak for the

generation that had served at the front and to fulfill the legacies of the two

million killed in action.’73

Hitler and Nazi propaganda were aided in their attempt to widen Hitler’s

public appeal by a shift that had occurred in Western thought in the late

eighteenth century. Until then war had been understood, first and foremost, 

in religious terms. Defeat and victory in battle had been seen as signs of

God’s displeasure or grace. Even some Catholic soldiers in RIR 16 from the

Bavarian countryside still had believed the war to be God’s punishment, as

we have seen. However, since the late Enlightenment, combat was increas-

ingly understood as a revelatory experience, which had hitherto never been

the case. This allowed Hitler to claim that his war experience had revealed a

higher truth about himself and about the world, which he believed privil-

eged him as a leader.74

The myth of Hitler’s war record was now propagated in a myriad of ways. 

One core element in the propaganda strategy was the publication of mem-

oirs by some of Hitler’s comrades. One such memoir was Hans Mend’s
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quasi-hagiographical account of Hitler’s war service which was published in

1930

under the title Adolf Hitler im Felde 1914/18.75 In the run-up to

Christmas 1931, it was repeatedly praised in the Vo¨lkischer Beobachter as

‘the finest Christmas gift for any supporter of Hitler’76 and the following

year it was widely circulated during the campaign for Hitler’s unsuccessful

bid for the German presidency. 77 Memoirs such as the one by Mend use the

conventions of Bildungsromane, telling how the experiences of the First

World War ‘made’ Hitler and how he rose from the ranks of the regiment

to save Germany. They also all follow a similar pattern in their insistence

that they were apparently apolitical in character. The authors of the mem-

oirs tended to claim that they had been outraged by public accusations

against the accuracy of the story Hitler told about his personal war experi-

ence, that they were apparently not driven by political considerations at all, 

and that they simply wanted to put the record straight. Hans Mend wrote in

the introduction to his memoirs: ‘With this book, I hope to give the

German people true and unadorned information about ‘‘Adolf Hitler, the

front soldier’’. . . . It is far from me to want to support any particular party in

this book, as I myself do not belong to any one of them.’78

While the myth of Hitler’s war record became ever more central to the

attempt to broaden the NSDAP’s appeal after 1925, the veterans from RIR

16 who had played an important role in the development of the Nazi Party

up to 1923 became marginalized after the rebirth of the Nazi Party in 1925. 

The reason for this was that they were out of their league in the running of a

political party, which is particularly true of Max Amann. Even though he

was given the highly symbolic and prestigious membership number ‘No. 3’

when new NSDAP membership cards were issued in 1925, Amann lost his

post as manager of the Nazi Party but stayed at the top of the Nazi

publishing empire. 79 Amann’s diminished role was a result of his personality, 

rather than a distancing of Hitler and Amann. Amann always remained at

heart the staff sergeant he had been in the List Regiment, which made him a

successful businessman but a miserable politician. This became evident

when Amann, to whom Goebbels referred behind his back as ‘Sergeant

director’,80 became National Socialist city councillor in Munich. 

During council meetings, Amann had no talent whatsoever as a speaker

and debater. Newspapers referred to him as ‘the brawling city councillor’. 

Superficially jovial in character, he could not contain his outbursts of anger

towards friends and foes alike, calling anyone he disliked ‘Schweinehund’, 
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‘Sauhund’, or ‘Schweinekerl’. He was so excitable that the Munich police

refused to issue him a gun permit. In City Hall, he would threaten his

political opponents: ‘Just wait, fellow—when we come to power, you will

be the first to go.’ Even fellow Nazis disliked him because of his aggressive, 

rowdy behaviour. In 1925, they had been adamant that he was not to be

reappointed as managing director of the Nazi Party. Amann was feared by

his subordinates for his domineering, brutal, and bullish behaviour. He

frequently hit or kicked subordinates and shouted at them; on one occasion

he even attacked Hermann Esser, Hitler’s former propaganda chief, with

scissors. His behaviour became such a spectacle that people would stop

outside the windows of the Eher Publishing House to watch the former staff

sergeant of the List Regiment.81

Whereas Max Amann at least did not pose any threat to the evolving

myth of Hitler’s war experience, the same cannot be said for the majority of

the veterans of the List Regiment. As we have already seen, 98 per cent of

List veterans did not join Private Hitler’s party prior to 1933. Unfor-

tunately, only fragmentary evidence has survived about those veterans

who never joined the Nazi Party or one of its organizations. The papers

of the veterans’ association of the List Regiment (Vereinigung der ehemaligen

Angeh€origen des Listregiments) no longer seem to exist. They were quite

possibly destroyed in a Second World War air raid on Munich which

inflicted heavy damage on the collections of the Bavarian State Library, 

where some of the association’s papers seem to have been kept. Moreover, 

the membership files of political parties other than the NSDAP and of

national veteran associations have not survived either. However, scattered

in collections around the world, sufficient evidence about the veterans of

Hitler’s regiment still exists, which once put together produces a conclusive

picture of a heterogeneous body of veterans that does not live up to the

myth Hitler was trying to propagate. 

We have already seen, while discussing both the 1922 RIR 16 reunion

and the 1920 Bayerland articles commemorating the war service of the men

of the List Regiment, that those veterans who joined the official regimental

veterans’ association were heterogeneous in their backgrounds and convic-

tions. Furthermore, Fridolin Solleder, even though a member of the

staunchly pro-Weimar DDP, was the deputy chairman of the veterans’

association,82 which further supports the idea that the men of his regiment

were not politicized by the war in the way Hitler claimed. The veterans’

association also included Siegfried Heumann, the Jewish soldier who had

E A R L Y 1 9 1 9 – 1 9 3 3

2 7 7

written the lyrics for patriotic songs during the war. Heumann was also

active in the ‘Reichsbund ju¨discher Frontsoldaten’, the veterans’ association

of Jewish soldiers founded in 1919 which at its height had 30,000 members, 

as well as of the Order of B’nai B’rith, the Jewish community and advocacy

organization. 83 His membership provides further evidence that the veterans’

association of the List Regiment was politically disparate and was not

quintessentially anti-Semitic. Heumann’s case, it should be added, was not

isolated. For instance, the local veterans’ assocation at Ichenhausen, the

‘Veteranen-, Krieger und Soldatenverein Ichenhausen’, also admitted Jew-

ish veterans.84 Moreover, in many communities across Germany, Jews and

Christians were listed together on local war memorials,85 while Hugo

Gu¨nzburger from Memmingen in Swabia, a Jewish owner of a knitwear

company who had served together with Hitler in 1st Company at the

beginning of the war, was a member of the local rifle club, the ‘Kgl. Priv. 

Schu¨tzengesellschaft Memmingen’. 86

When just before Christmas 1931 the official regimental history of the

List Regiment finally appeared, an additional challenge emerged to the

foundational myth of Hitler and the Nazi movement. Edited by Fridolin

Solleder and following the same formula as the special issue of Das Bayerland

in 1920, it told the story of the List Regiment through the eyes of various

members. Containing extended and rewritten versions of the Bayerland

articles, 87 it also included an abundance of new contributions, as well as a

listing of all 3,637 members of Hitler’s regiment who had fallen during the

war or died in captivity or as a result of accidents. It also reproduced an

order from Gustav Scanzoni von Lichtenfeld, the uncle of the defence

lawyer of one of Hitler’s opponents. Moreover, the regimental history

reproduced, facing the title page, a full-page photo of the memorial window

for the List Regiment (see Plate 20) that had been installed in Munich’s city

hall during the First World War. The inclusion of the memorial window in

such a prominent position in the book is remarkable given the criticisms

hyper-nationalists had voiced against it during the war. They had found the

window distasteful and distorting the truth, arguing that it made the members

of RIR 16 look apathetic and that it failed to represent the heroism of the List

Regiment. Significantly, one of the protesters, Eugen Roth, did nevertheless

contribute and article to the regimental history. It thus included both sup-

porters and critics of the interpretation of the war experience of Hitler’s

regiment offered by the memorial window. 88 The book also included a

number of contributions by Fritz Wiedemann, who in the future was to
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become one of Hitler’s closest allies, and by Georg Eichelsd€orfer, who was

to join the NSDAP in 1941. With contributions by Solleder, Wiedemann, 

Meyer, Dehn, and Diess, it thus included both future supporters and staunch

opponents of Hitler. Furthermore, Hugo Gutmann, the Jewish officer who

had proposed Hitler for his Iron Cross, was mentioned twice in very positive

terms. As we have seen earlier, with just over a year to go before Hitler was to

come to power, Albert Weisgerber was eulogized in the regimental history, 

while Hitler was barely mentioned. The awkward and blurred image of

Hitler included in the book, meanwhile was taken by Hitler’s political

adversary Korbinian Rutz, the commander of 1st Company.89 Another con-

tributor to the regimental history, August Haugg, was a passionate advocate of

the Weimar Republic. In 1924, he had published a pro-republican pamphlet

entitled Deutsche Heraus. In it, he described the Weimar constitution as ‘the

best constitution that has ever been created’. He argued that the Weimar

Republic was the logical end product of two millennia of Germanic traditions

of freedom. He also advocated that Germany should further her national

interests through trade, rather than through war.90

The case of the veterans’ association of the List Regiment thus suggests

that, just like in France,91 there was no direct line from the trench

experience of German soldiers, via veterans’ associations, to Fascism. 

The politically heterogeneous character of the veterans’ club also chal-

lenges the idea that post-war Germany had the ‘wrong’ kind of civil

society—in other words, a robust and strong civil society that supposedly

helped bring down the Weimar Republic. It is said to have weakened the

post-war republic because German voluntary organization had been set up

‘within rather than across group boundaries’ and were the result of

frustration ‘with the failures of the national government and political

parties’. This is said to have provided fertile ground for the Nazis with

their ‘unifying appeal and bold solutions to a nation in crisis’.92 The

veterans’ organization of the List Regiment, by contrast, had been set up

across political boundaries. It is likely, however, to have included only a

minority of the veterans of RIR 16—in other words, a self-selected largely

middle-class group (in which officers were heavily overrepresented) that

was politically diverse but felt a common bond of allegiance through their

service in the same regiment. 

The majority of veterans of RIR 16 probably either did not join any

veterans’ associations, were members of associations critical of war, or they

were active in the local veterans’ associations of the villages and towns in which
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they lived. This was partly a result of the great distances that veterans would

have had to travel to attend reunions of the List Regiment at a time of

economic hardship. Maybe more significantly, a large number of veterans

are likely to have felt no particular esprit de corps towards RIR 16 as they served

with the regiment only for a short period of time. Furthermore, during the war

the men of the List Regiment had felt, as we have seen, allegiance and

attachment to the men of their core groups rather than to the regiment as a

whole. It is also highly likely that many soldiers had not forgotten those

instances when soldiers of one company had stolen from those in another

and had competed for the best dugouts. Many RIR 16 veterans in communities

across Bavaria thus had more in common with other veterans from their own

communities than with the men of the List Regiment. The relative low

attendance of the reunion of the List Regiment that was, as we shall see, to

take place in 1934 on the twentieth anniversary of the establishment of the

regiment, indeed suggests that the veterans of the List Regiment always

remained a heterogeneous, disunited group. The regimental veterans’ associ-

ation constituted thus a self-selected subgroup of the members of Hitler’s

regiment. That the activities of the List Regiment were dominated by the

officers of the regiment is unsurprising not only because of the hierarchical

character of military units but also because the regiment’s officers were more

likely to feel an esprit de corps towards the regiment than ordinary soldiers, as, 

unlike them, officers had always been members not only of a company but also

of the officer corps of the entire regiment. 

A significant number of veterans of the List Regiment were also likely to

have been members of the paramilitary groups that stood politically close to

the Bavarian People’s Party and the Social Democrats. These groups had

been set up specifically in response and opposition to the activities of Private

Hitler and other extremists on either side of the political spectrum. In the

early 1930s, the ‘Bayernwacht’, the BVP-backed paramilitary group, had a

membership of 30,000.93 Unfortunately, today it is impossible to tell how

many RIR 16 veterans joined the ‘Bayernwacht’. The same is true for the

‘Reichsbanner Schwarz-Rot-Gold’, founded in 1924. Standing close to the

Social Democrats, it understood itself as a ‘Bund republikanischer Kriegs-

teilnehmer’ (League of Republican Combatants). By the time of its first

official meeting in early July 1924, the Munich chapter of the Reichsbanner

already had 2,500 members, and consisted of 27 subsections. By the early

1930s, membership had swollen to 2,800. The Reichsbanner thus had

more members in the city that was the home of Hitler’s regiment than
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the SA, which had a membership of approximately 2,400 in 1932. As the

Munich police concluded in 1931: ‘A growth in the Reichsbanner is making

itself known everywhere.’ Local groups of the Reichsbanner were also set

up in towns and villages across Bavaria. For instance, by the early 1930s, 

the local Reichsbanner chapter in Hausham, a village on the outer reaches

of the Alps, had between forty and fifty members. The goal of the Reichs-

banner was to foster international cooperation, collective security, and the

prevention of future wars. It was by far the most successful veterans’

association of inter-war Germany. Within a year, it had attracted a million

members. According to some estimates, the membership was even higher

than that. The Reichsbanner was even backed by the Centre Party until the

end of the 1920s, while the Left Liberals were also in support of it; in other

words, the Reichsbanner was supported by the parties that in 1919 had

found such overwhelming support in the recruitment region of the List

Regiment.94

Rather astonishingly, one of the men who joined the Reichsbanner was

the man often seen as Hitler’s political mentor.95 This man was Karl Mayr, 

Hitler’s commanding officer from the propaganda unit of the army in

Munich who also joined the Social Democratic Party. Mayr eventually

became one of the leading and most outspoken voices of the Reichsbanner-

Zeitung, the periodical of the association. Hitler’s former boss argued time

and time again that the lesson of the First World War was that the European

nations could only solve their future in cooperation with each other, rather

than by war.96 While Mayr and Hitler had once been politically close, Mayr’s

political journey thus had ultimately led in a very different direction from

Hitler’s, even though Mayr continued to describe himself as a ‘national

Socialist’—but as one spelt without a capital ‘n’. 97 Like Hitler and Ernst

Schmidt, after the war Mayr had been torn between anti-Semitic right-wing

collectivism and left-wing ideas.98 However, unlike Hitler and Schmidt, 

Mayr ended up in the SPD-backed veterans’ association that had been

formed in defence of the Weimar Republic. Mayr’s and Schmidt’s political

journeys thus underline the argument that Hitler had been part of a political

milieu after the war that had not been fixed and allowed its members, within

certain limits, to develop in different directions. An important subsection of

radicals on either side of the political spectrum had indeed displayed a fluidity

of ideas in the early years of the Weimar Republic.99 While Hitler and

Schmidt had ultimately ended on the extreme Right, Mayr became a

defender of the Weimar Republic. 
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When in early 1931, republicans grew increasingly worried about the

danger of a renewed Nazi coup d’e´tat, Mayr passionately addressed the

Munich branch of the Reichsbanner on 22 February. So many members

had come that day that two parallel meetings had to be held in two of

Munich’s biggest beer halls, which were decorated in the colours of the

Republic for the occasion. According to police reports, between 2,100 and

2,500 people attended the two meetings. Amidst frantic applause, Mayr

spoke for fifty minutes. In a clear allusion to Hitler’s mythical war experi-

ence, but draped in language that would not allow Hitler to take him to

court, Mayr said that Hitler’s 1923 coup had been carried out primarily by

those ‘who had never seen the trenches, rear area ‘‘combatants’’, men

serving with general staffs, profiteers, and poseurs’. The Reichsbanner, by

contrast, was full of veterans ‘who had experienced all the horrors of

modern warfare in the trenches’. The Reichsbanner was directed, he said, 

against both Bolshevism and Fascism. It was, Mayr told an enthusiastic

audience ‘the torch-bearer of true nationalism’ and ‘of the true European

alliance of peace’. 100

It would be wrong to see regimental veterans’ associations politically in

direct opposition to the Reichsbanner. 101 In reality, the veterans’ association

of RIR 16 was, as we have seen, a politically heterogeneous entity. It

included men, who like the members of the Reichsbanner, were staunch

supporters of the Weimar Republic. The tensions that institutionally existed

between regimental veterans’ associations and the Reichsbanner did not

result from irreconcilable attitudes towards the Weimar Republic and dem-

ocracy; the disagreement was over what role power and military force

should play in international relations. 

Even though the events of 1919 had brought legitimization to the radical

Right and had turned Hitler into a Fascist demagogue, the war had thus not

turned the majority of the men of the List Regiment into proto-Fascists, 

which was well in line with German veterans at large. Indeed twice as many

German veterans of the Great War joined the anti-war Reich Association of

War Disabled, War Veterans, and War Dependents (including the List

veteran who had disrupted a Pan-German meeting in Munich in the spring

of 1918) as became members of the Freikorps. The great majority of German

veterans of the Great War joined neither a Freikorps nor a veterans’ associ-

ation.102 Many agreed with Ferdinand Widman, Hitler’s wartime comrade

who, as we have seen, confirmed that there had been a growing gulf

between the soldiers of regimental HQ and front-line soldiers. In 1932, he
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wrote to Hitler: ‘I hate the war and all that is associated with it; my job has

been taken from me, during the inflation my money was taken from me; and

to be blamed is only the war, the megalomania [of Germany’s leaders], 

Wilhelm-The-Vanished, and that we did not have a revolution but only a

collapse.’103

Nazis among the veterans of Hitler’s regiment often ran into trouble for

their political convictions among their peers. Georg Hammerl, for instance, 

who lived in a small village 30 kilometres to the north of Munich, com-

plained in 1932 that ‘whenever I go to the pub, I get into a political

argument because I am a member of the Frontkriegerbund and read the

National Socialist Landpost’. 104 Similarly, in 1932, Balthasar Brandmayer

claimed that prior to 1931 nobody in his village was attracted to National

Socialist ideas and that even then the local farmers were continuing to shun

Hitler. 105 Many veterans as well as their peers from the communities in which

they lived had thus not been politicized or radicalized even by the traumatic

experience of the Soviet Republic. Rather they just continued to live their

lives, only sporadically attending meetings of veterans’ associations. Further-

more, unlike Hitler, many veterans did not invoke their war experience to

justify their political demands. In fact, many of the veterans of the List

Regiment only spoke about their time in the war in the presence of their

former comrades or of other men from their villages who had served in the

war. Other than that, the war was seldom brought up. Many veterans would

have agreed with Oscar Daumiller on the subject: ‘Everyone has his own

wartime experiences. One does not discuss them gladly. But when former

comrades get together, then the old memories come to life once again.’106

Even though veterans were allowed to visit First World War sites and the

graves of their comrades in France from 1924 onwards and even though

from 1927 veterans could go on specially organized trips to the locations

where they had fought during the war, the great majority of veterans and of

the families of fallen soldiers had no urge to visit First World War sites. In

fact, only the families of three in every hundred German soldiers killed in

the war even enquired to the agency in charge of war graves about the

whereabouts of their fallen relatives in the decade between 1920 and

1930.107

As Hitler’s war years had become so central in his attempt to broaden his

public appeal after 1925, it did not take long before his political adversaries

began to look for holes in his war tales in an attempt to expose him
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as a fraud. 108 Hitler’s propaganda machine, meanwhile, embarked on a clever

and uncompromising campaign in defence of his mythical war experience, 

realizing how important it was for his political fortunes and legitimacy. 

The attack on Hitler’s war record intensified during his unsuccessful 1932

campaign for the German presidency, when Upper Bavarians were among

the least likely to vote for Private Hitler. As part of the assault on Hitler’s

war record, on 29 February 1932, the Hamburg Social Democratic news-

paper Echo der Woche published an article bearing the title ‘Kamerad Hitler’, 

that pointed out, as we have seen earlier, that most of Hitler’s war stories

were fictional. As we have also seen, in order to protect his safety, the Echo

der Woche did not reveal that the article was written by Korbinian Rutz, the

former Commander of Hitler’s 1st Company. 

Rutz’s article argued that Hitler had been an Austrian deserter. Other

than that, it closely mirrored Josef Stettner’s article in the Braunschweig

Social Democratic Volksfreund, which was published shortly after the Echo

der Woche article, stating that Hitler had spent the war in the relative safety of

regimental HQ rather than fighting in the first line of fire, that he had

probably not fired a single shot himself during the war, and that he had

received two Iron Crosses only because he was on intimate terms with the

people who had the right to propose soldiers for honours.109

Hitler, immediately realizing the great threat to his legitimacy posed by

the article, lost no time in bringing a libel suit against the Echo der Woche in

early 1932. He emerged victorious from the lawsuit, due to his smart legal

and propaganda strategy, thus turning a potentially extremely dangerous

situation into a triumph. He concentrated on the one glaring error in the

article, namely that he was allegedly an Austrian deserter. Even though he

had indeed initially tried to dodge the Austrian draft, he had eventually

made himself available for an army medical examination in Salzburg in early

1914, which he could easily prove. Furthermore, his lawyer cleverly argued

that the unwillingness of the Echo der Woche to disclose the name of the

veteran who had written the article implied that in fact the veteran simply

did not exist.110

The Nazis also used the honour code of the military to their advantage, 

as the code served as a huge disincentive to any current or former member

of the military publicly to question the courage of other soldiers. Until at

least the First World War, accusations against the courage of other soldiers

if made by officers resulted either in a duel or in very risky proceedings

in the Honour Courts of the German officer corps. The potential cost of
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questioning the honour of other soldiers thus was prohibitively high. 

Because of this tradition, Hitler could be fairly certain that only very few

veterans of RIR 16 would publicly speak out against his war record, even if

privately they were full of disdain for it. 

The only officer in the trial in Hamburg who thus did speak out against

Hitler was a lieutenant of the name of Reinhardt. The lawyers represent-

ing the Echo der Woche started their court proceedings by reading out a

telegram from him. In it, the officer from RIR 16 declared that Hitler had

never served in the trenches. 111 However, as Reinhardt was the only

officer prepared to give testimony against Hitler in a court room and as

the lawyers of the Echo der Woche could only disclose that the article

had, in fact, been written by an officer too but could not name him, it

was easy for Hitler’s lawyers and propagandists to dismiss Reinhardt’s

verdict. 

In short, due to the high cost of making accusation against a former

comrade, very few veterans critical of Hitler were prepared to speak out

against Hitler in the courts. This meant that as long as Hitler was able to find

a number of his former comrades and officers who were willing to give

testimony in his favour, the deceptive (and false) public image would be that

the veterans of his regiment unanimously stood by him. 

The people who provided affidavits for Hitler included the usual suspects

such as Ernst Schmidt, whom Hitler still saw occasionally over meals with

Eva Braun in his favourite Italian restaurant in Munich. However, Hitler’s

real coup was that he had managed to persuade Michael Schlehuber, Hitler’s

comrade from regimental HQ with Social Democratic leanings, to give

testimony on his behalf, as we have seen earlier.112 It is also important to bear

in mind that Hitler and his comrades from the support staff of regimental

HQ, irrespective of their political backgrounds, all sat in the same boat in

that they all faced the criticism that they had been ‘rear area pigs’. Even if

they had not become Hitler’s political disciples, they thus had no incentive

to question his war service, as questioning his conduct in the war equalled

questioning their own conduct. 

The Nazi press, which put all its might into discrediting the Echo der

Woche article, disseminated Hitler’s clever defence all over Germany. Die

Volksgemeinschaft, a Heidelberg-based Nazi newspaper, for instance, dedi-

cated a full page to undermining the claim that Hitler had lied about his war

service, claiming that ‘superiors and comrades stand unanimously behind

Adolf Hitler’. The message of the article is that all the List Regiment stood
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by Hitler and that the Echo der Woche article had merely been ‘a dirty Marxist

assassination attempt upon the honour of our Fu¨hrer’. 113

Even though a small number of the men of RIR 16 had come to Hitler’s

defence in 1932, the great majority of the men of the regiment publicly

neither supported nor attacked him before 1933. Only two men sent letters

of support to Hitler in 1932, which can hardly be taken as a ringing

endorsement by the men of his regiment, especially since the article in the

Echo der Woche had been penned by an officer of the List Regiment—who

also was a former dispatch runner. The other letter was not even from a

veteran of the List Regiment but merely from a veteran of a pioneer unit

that had been stationed close to RIR 16 for a year during the war.114

In 1932, Hans Mend, who since writing his hagiographical account about

Hitler’s war years had parted company with Hitler, also joined in the attack

on Hitler’s war record. In a piece published by the Munich left-wing paper

Der Gerade Weg, edited by Fritz Gerlich, who, once the Nazis came to

power, had to pay dearly for this, Mend lashed out at Hitler: ‘Had I

mentioned all that I had consciously kept quiet about Hitler in my book, 

Hitler would not be the great hero he has been built up to be.’115 The letter

was reprinted by newspapers across Germany. Papers critical of Hitler had a

field day using Mend’s public letter to lay bare the ‘fraud of the great

hero Adolf ’. 116

Alexander Moritz Frey also clearly did not support Hitler’s account of the

List Regiment. Ever since the end of the war, he had continued to write

pacifist anti-war stories about the mental and physical scars the war had left

on veterans. 117 During occasional chance encounters with Hitler in his

favourite cafeĺocated in Munich’s fashionable Hofgarten, Hitler—who

tended to avoid personal confrontations—always greeted him fleetingly

but quickly looked away. Amann, meanwhile, did not have any such

qualms. When he ran into Frey, he told him, ‘That Hitler, he will make

it!’, adding that it had been a mistake not to join the Nazis: ‘You will

become to regret that!’118 Yet Frey had no intention of changing his mind. 

In 1929, Frey published an autobiographical novel about his war experi-

ence as Die Pflasterk€asten, telling the story of the List Regiment ‘through the

eyes of a stretcher bearer’. 119 The book was also published in Britain and

America in 1930 and 1931 under the title The Cross Bearers and the Social

Democratic newspaper Vorw€arts and the Daily Herald in Britain also printed

the novel in instalments. 120 The protagonist of the novel, based on Frey
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himself, declares in Die Pflasterk€asten: ‘I want, want, want to speak the

truth—I want to say: the military and war are the most foolish, shameless, 

and ignorant vulgarities in the world.’121 The novel soon became the target

of bitter attacks by right-wing newspapers, upon which Frey restated his

bitter criticism of the officers of the List Regiment:

These things which I have written down, I have actually experienced—and

experienced more horribly than I described them. These officers, who grew

mushrooms for themselves instead of looking after the sick soldiers, who holed

themselves up in a dugout when artillery fire came, who wanted to punish a

medical orderly because he was not wearing the sanitary emblem that he did

not even have to wear, who were drunk when they needed to be sober—I

could name these officers and I have witnesses who could attest to the truth of

these claims. 122

Ultimately, Alexander Moritz Frey, Korbinian Rutz, and their comrades

fought a losing battle, as masses of disenchanted voters moved towards

supporting Hitler’s party in the wake of the vast economic turmoil of the

world economic crisis, ready to believe Hitler’s promises to lead Germany

out of the crisis and prepared to listen to Hitler’s war stories about Kame-

radschaft as the source and inspiration of a new and united Germany. It was

only now in a situation of extreme economic volatility that the NSDAP as ‘a

catch-all party of protest’123 received wide-ranging support. Any argument

that posits that the rise of the Nazi Party was not primarily a result of the

economic and political crisis of the late 1920s and the early 1930s but that

Germans wanted to become Nazis all along since they had dreamt ever since

1914 of unity and a national community of all Germans124 ignores the fact

that in the first national election after the world economic crisis 13.5 times

more Germans voted for Hitler’s party than in the election prior to the crisis. 

In the July 1932 German election, 32.9 per cent of Bavarians voted for

Hitler’s party. What is significant, however, is that non-Bavarians gave

Hitler considerably more support (37.9 per cent of the German electorate

had voted for him). Most of Hitler’s support inside Bavaria came from

Protestant northern Bavaria. In Upper Bavaria, where most of the men of

the List Regiment came from, only 25.8 per cent of voters supported the

National Socialists.125 In other words, in no free election did more than one

in four people in the core recruitment region of RIR 16 vote for Hitler. 

By the second half of 1932, Hitler’s popularity had already peaked. Hitler

lost the 1932 presidential election by a wide margin to Hindenburg. Moreover, 
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when, in November 1932, Germans had to go to the polls again as parlia-

ment had become ungovernable, the Nazi Party received huge losses. 

Private Hitler thought that all was lost, that he had lost momentum, and

had no chance of ever becoming either Chancellor or President. 

Hitler also had to fear that his war tales had finally been exposed as a

fabrication, as General Kurt von Schleicher, the arch-conservative last Reich

Chancellor before Hitler came to power, had heard rumours from journal-

ists, while still Minister of Defence under Chancellor Franz von Papen, that

the reality of Hitler’s treatment at Pasewalk had been rather different from

Hitler’s own account. Realizing the value this information might have for

his strategy to split the National Socialists and thus to prevent a Fascist

dictatorship from coming to power, von Schleicher ordered military intel-

ligence officers to confiscate Hitler’s medical file from the files of the former

army hospital at Pasewalk. Von Schleicher, however, tragically decided not

to make immediate use of the file and kept it in a safe location. 126 His

decision not to use the file immediately was a colossal mistake. In January

1933, at the urging of Conservatives who foolishly thought that they

could control Adolf Hitler, von Schleicher was dismissed as Chancellor

and replaced by Private Hitler in the greatest blunder and miscalculation of

the twentieth century just over fourteen years after Hitler’s first war

had ended. 

12

Private Hitler’s Reich

1933–1939

Ontheoccasionofthetwentiethanniversaryoftheoutbreakofthewar

in 1934, newspapers, both in Germany and abroad, widely reprinted

the photo depicting Hitler on Odeonsplatz in August 1914.1 They thus

disseminated the message that Hitler had been trying to convey for years:

that he was a man of the people, that his volunteering in 1914 had been

representative of the German people as a whole, and that the war had given

birth to a new and more egalitarian Germany, to Private Hitler’s Third

Reich. 

Two months later, the Nazi propaganda machine orchestrated a huge

reunion of the List Regiment, an event full of pageantry displaying symbols

of Germany’s past and present, thus presenting the new state as the sup-

posedly organic and natural product of Germany’s history. Flags were hung

all over Munich for the two-day event on 13 and 14 October 1914. The

festivities featured a service in the courtyard of the barracks in which

Ludwig III had inspected the men of RIR 16 in 1914 prior to their

deployment to the front. Events also took place in City Hall in front of

the commemorative window for the List Regiment as well as in one of

Munich’s beer halls. It also included a march through the streets of Munich

which passed the Nazi Party headquarters and Odeonsplatz. 

Only a relatively small number of the veterans of the List Regiment

attended the reunion. Participants included non-Nazis such as Alois

Schnelldorfer as well as committed Nazis such as Jackl Weiß and Ignaz

Westenkirchner. List veterans such as Hans Ostermu¨nchner—the sniper

wartime acquaintance of Hitler and former local militia member, who had

hidden machine guns on his farm throughout the years of the Weimar

Republic before they were confiscated in 1933—stayed in their villages, feeling
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neither an affinity for Hitler’s ideology nor particularly for the regiment at

large. Anticipating this, Nazi organizers included in the celebrations large

numbers of men from the SS, the SA Standarte List (the SA unit named after

the List Regiment), the regular German Army, the German postal services, as

well as a group of children, a deployment from the Hitler Youth, and

representatives of the veterans’ associations of various other regiments dressed

in historic costumes. All these ‘extras’ ensured good photo opportunities in

line with Hitler’s claim that the veterans of RIR 16 almost unanimously

supported him.2

The Nazi press made sure that Germans even in the remotest corners of

Hitler’s new Reich would be exposed to the reunion of the Fu¨hrer’s

regiment and the symbolic significance that Nazi propaganda placed upon

it. For instance, the Illustrierter Beobachter, the Third Reich’s primary glossy

magazine, published a photospread of the event. The V€olkischer Beobachter, 

meanwhile, used the event once more to hammer the message home that

Hitler had emerged as an unknown, ordinary soldier from the ranks of the

men of the List Regiment to rescue Germany.3

Adolf Hitler himself, in fact, did not even attend the reunion, just as he came

to Munich less and less frequently, preferring to spend his time in his alpine

retreat close to Salzburg. From there he could fantasize about replacing the

Munich that had often cold-shouldered him—a city of medieval, elegant

nineteenth-century, as well as art deco buildings, and a city where as recently

as 1927 the party had to amalgamate several local chapters for lack of

members4—with a new Munich of his dreams, a city of cold, monumental

buildings. Hitler’s closest comrades were well aware of the reason why Hitler

did not attend the reunion. It was because even in 1934 only a few of the

veterans of RIR 16 supported him. The former dispatch runner of regimental

HQ thus did not dare to meet the members of his regiment face to face. As

the wife of one of Hitler and Jackl Weiß’s wartime comrades wrote to Weiß

the day after the reunion, ‘I hope that the day will come soon when Hitler

can stay with his loyal comrades. My heart is bleeding that there are still

comrades who lack the holiest and inner conviction that the future lies with

Hitler. This is why Hitler cannot attend [reunions of the List Regiment]. 

I understand this all even though I am just a woman.’5

Nazi propaganda, meanwhile, glossed over Hitler’s absence by simply

reproducing in the Illustrierter Beobachter photospread a photograph of Hitler

from the 1922 reunion of the List Regiment.6
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Hitler’s decision to stay away from the event epitomizes why, a year after

Hitler’s seizure of power, Nazi propaganda still felt a need to put up a

charade about the role of the List Regiment in the ‘making’ of Hitler. The

reason for this was that even once Private Hitler had become Reich

Chancellor in 1933, he still could not be sure of the support not only of

his fellow soldiers from RIR 16 but also of Germans in general. Hitler’s

power, at least in the eyes of contemporaries, had indeed initially been seen

as standing on shaky ground. 

It was unclear whether the Germans who had voted for Hitler in the

November 1932 national election would continue to support him. After all, 

only four years earlier, 97 out of 100 Germans had not voted for him. Even

in the autumn 1932 election, 2 out of 3 Germans still had not given their

support to the National Socialists.7 Moreover, until Paul von Hindenburg’s

death in 1934, Hitler was not even formally Germany’s leader and could, in

theory, have been dismissed. In 1933, many Germans had not expected that

the former dispatch runner from the List Regiment was there to stay. For

instance, Victor Klemperer, a Jewish professor in Dresden, had noted in his

diary in July 1933 that even though Hitler’s position was strong for the

moment, his political regime was ‘absolutely un-German and consequently

will not have any kind of long-term duration’. In the following month, he

had noted: ‘I simply cannot believe that the mood of the masses is really still

behind Hitler. Too many signs of the opposite.’8

In order to consolidate his power, Hitler thus embarked on a triple

strategy. It included the ruthless use of violence towards political opponents

and even towards many of the Conservatives who had helped the Nazis

come to power in the hope of using Hitler as a vehicle to further their own

goals;9 the pursuit of policies that had an appeal beyond the core Nazi

constituency, focusing on fighting unemployment and on ‘undoing’ the

Versailles settlement; and the continued propagation of Kameradschaft, sac-

rifice, and Volksgemeinschaft, in other words, concepts that appealed to a

wide range of Germans from disparate political backgrounds. It was due to

the last element of his strategy that Hitler’s invented war experience in the

List Regiment remained centrally important to Nazi policies and propa-

ganda throughout the 1930s. It was deemed so important that every German

student would be exposed to it in their history lessons.10

As Gunter d’Alquen, one of the Nazis’ chief propagandists, wrote in

an article about ‘Front-line Soldier Hitler’, published in the Vo¨lkischer

Beobachter, ‘the Kameradschaft [of the trenches] gave birth to the will for a
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German Socialism, and with it to the firm belief in a new and great com-

munity. . . . For us class and origin did not count for anything [during the

war]; all that mattered was achievement and sacrifice. This is how our storm

troops became a living example of our will to create a new community; this is

how the blood and the sacrificial death of our comrades became the proof of

the sanctity of our convictions; only this allowed us to break the power of

reactionary forces and of Marxism and thus to seize power in Germany.’11

In implementing Hitler’s strategy to achieve greater public support for his

movement and in thus presenting the Third Reich as a state of comrades

based upon Kameradschaft, 12 Nazi propaganda cleverly focused on Hitler’s

wartime peers rather than on his own words.13 For instance, in April 1933, a

Nazi newspaper published a series of articles about Hitler’s record in the

war, based in large part on Hans Mend’s recollections, glossing over the fact

that Mend had recently turned against Hitler. The articles argued that an

account of Hitler’s war years, more than anything else, would allow people

still unsure about Hitler’s character to learn what Hitler was really like. This

would show them that Germany was safe in Adolf Hitler’s hands. 14

Then, in 1934, Adolf Meyer’s war memoirs were published under the title

of Mit Adolf Hitler im Bayerischen RIR 16 List. The importance of the book for

Nazi propaganda was underlined by the fact that Julius Streicher, the most

infamous of all of Hitler’s ideologues, wrote its preface. In his memoirs, 

Meyer claimed that Hitler’s experience during the war had been typical of all

ordinary men of his regiment and that it was that experience that had allowed

him to become Germany’s leader: ‘Only from these fighters, who with their

suffering and their lives had protected the homeland’, wrote Meyer, ‘could

the man emerge, who would give form and expression to the longing of the

best, and who would provide guidance for moving to a new age and who in

this would be the uncontested and natural Leader.’15

Nazi propaganda also used the biography of Ignaz Westenkirchner to full

effect. Hitler’s fellow dispatch runner had emigrated to the United States in

1928. Following the Great Depression, Westenkirchner, a carpenter and

wood carver, had become impoverished and felt increasingly ill at ease in his

home in Reading, Pennsylvania. He thus approached Hitler, who offered to

pay for his return ticket to Germany. Once back in Munich in the winter of

1933/4, he was given a job in the dispatch department of the Vo

¨lkischer

Beobachter. His return to Germany was a propaganda godsend, allowing

the Third Reich to circulate the war myth of Hitler and the List Regiment
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in a subtle way. Photos of Hitler and Amann joking over coffee with

Westenkirchner appeared in illustrated magazines and propaganda books. 

Furthermore, when the Nazi author Heinz A. Heinz wrote his pro-Hitler

biography in 1934, which tells Hitler’s life through the eyes of different

people close to him, he chose to approach Westenkirchner to cover the war

years of the new German leader. As we have seen, the story Westenkirchner

and Heinz produced is full of verifiably wrong claims, all of which were

aimed at backing up Hitler’s invented war experience. In his interview with

Heinz, Westenkirchner also made a direct connection between the war

experience of the men of the List Regiment and the birth of the Nazi

movement. He stated that after the war, he had met Hitler and the other

veterans of RIR 16 in the Munich pub that was the spiritual home of the

Nazi Party. ‘We old comrades of the List Regiment’, Westenkirchner

posited, ‘would meet at the Sterneckerbr€au.’16

Nazi propaganda also disseminated the myth of Hitler’s war experi-

ence through the story of Jackl Weiß, who became mayor of his village

after Hitler’s rise to power and who was extremely proud of being

close to Hitler and of still occasionally meeting him. 17 Newspapers

published articles about Hitler’s visit to Weiß in late 1919, which

Nazi propaganda used to present Hitler as the new messiah. The articles

explicitly refer to Hitler as a ‘prophet’ to whom people initially had not

listened. In their description of Hitler’s visit they heavily borrowed

from Christ’s nativity story, telling a tale of Hitler arriving in Weiß’s

village at nighttime and being turned away by all inns in the region, as

a result of which, just as Mary and Joseph, Hitler had to spend the

night in the cold. The articles then proceed to tell the story of Hitler’s

rise to power through the eyes of Weiß, who presented Hitler as

bringing salvation to Germany by basing the Third Reich on the ideals

of Kameradschaft. 18

The Nazi Party archive, meanwhile, vigorously attempted to get their

hands on all documents—photographs, drawings, paintings, or letters—

pertaining to Hitler’s war years and to set up a central repository of

material that could be used to tell the story Hitler wanted to put across. 

To the same end, the archive also sought to record as many glorifying

reports about Hitler’s war years as possible. Propaganda exhibitions

throughout Germany displayed the documents showing his award of the

Iron Cross 1st Class, while a bust of Hitler was put up in Hitler’s former

hospital in Pasewalk. 19
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The careers of two of Hitler’s superiors from the List Regiment, Fritz

Wiedemann and Max Amann, also reinforced the mythical public image of

Hitler’s and the men of the List Regiment’s war experience. 

In the year Hitler came to power, Amann became a Reichstag deputy, 

which was only of symbolic significance as the Reichstag had lost all its

power in 1933—in other words, while keeping Amann, with his distinct

lack of talent for politics, safely away from real political power, making

him a Reichstag deputy nevertheless had huge propaganda value. It further

underlined the message Hitler wanted to convey about the role of his

military unit in forming him. More significantly, Amann was made Presi-

dent of the Reich Press Chamber, giving him control over the entire

German press, a control which he exerted with an iron fist.20 Even though

Amann and Hitler were not friends in a social sense, their relationship was so

close that, in 1943, the OSS, the American secret service, considered

abducting or assassinating him and three other men close to Hitler, as ‘the

death of any of these close associates’, as an OSS memorandum put it, ‘can

best be described as the most successful harpoons, except the death of

Goebbels, to be directed at Hitler’. 21

Unlike Amann, Wiedemann had not been close to Hitler during the

years of the Weimar Republic. Since his refusal to join the Nazi movement

during the 1922 List reunion, only a brief chance encounter in Hitler’s

favourite cafeín Munich in 1929 had brought Wiedemann and Hitler

together again. However, the two met again after Hitler had come to

power. Hitler now invited him to join him in the Reich Chancellory and

to recreate the wartime regimental HQ under reversed roles. This time

Wiedemann did not turn Hitler down.22

After a short stint in the office of Hitler’s deputy, Rudolf Hess, Wiedemann

became one of Hitler’s personal adjutants. Only when he started to work for

Hitler—but not before—did Wiedemann join the Nazi Party on 2 February

1934. He was now at the very heart of Hitler’s empire. In Berlin and often also

in Hitler’s alpine retreat, Wiedemann, a tall, dark man, who, apart from his

‘horrendous Prussian haircut’, was handsome and well dressed, was at Hitler’s

side daily. Hitler, who could be quite charming, and Wiedemann clearly

enjoyed each other’s company, reminiscing about the old days in the war. He

was present at Hitler’s daily extensive luncheons, attended to Hitler’s private

correspondence, acted as go-between for people who wanted to approach

Hitler, or accompanied him on his visit to Mussolini in Italy. In short, 

Wiedemann’s task was, as it had been in regimental HQ during the war, to
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ensure the smooth running of Hitler’s office rather than to formulate policy. 23

More than that, Wiedemann was the personification of the Nazi claim that

the First World War and the List Regiment had ‘made’ Hitler. 

Talking about the First World War was, of course, not just a propaganda

tool for Hitler. At the height of his power, his war experience continued to

be one of his favourite topics of conversation. After the daily screening of

light entertainment movies in the Reich Chancellory or in Hitler’s alpine

retreat, nobody from his entourage in need of a full night’s sleep dared to

bring up the subject of the war. According to Fritz Wiedemann, when

Hitler started to talk about the First World War following the screening of a

film ‘it might happen that we had to listen to him until 3 a.m., as we

adjutants could not just get up and leave. As a result, we were ready to

murder any guest who brought the conversation back to one of his infam-

ous ‘‘favourite topics’’ after 11 p.m.’24

Others among Hitler’s immediate comrades in regimental HQ may not

have had quite as spectacular a career as Amann and Wiedemann. Yet in their

small worlds, in the communities in which they lived, their careers mirrored

those of the former adjutant and Staff Sergeant of regimental HQ and thus

helped Hitler’s attempt to boost public support for the Third Reich. Ernst

Schmidt, for instance, who had been local party boss of the NSDAP in

Garching an der Alz since 1926 as well as a local SA leader, became deputy

mayor of Garching after his fellow dispatch runner had risen to power in 1933. 

Schmidt was also included in the official march on the tenth anniversary of

Hitler’s failed putsch in November 1933. The following year, he received the

golden membership badge of the Nazi Party. On that occasion, photos of Hitler

and Ernst Schmidt appeared in newspapers and magazines across Germany. 25

How ruthlessly Nazi propaganda rewrote Hitler’s war experience in order

to help him widen his public appeal is nowhere more apparent than in

Balthasar Brandmayer’s war memoirs. First published on the eve of Hitler’s

ascension to power, it was in its ninth edition by 1940. All editions

portrayed Hitler as a messianic prophet. However, over time, Nazi author-

ities made countless substantive changes to the book. They give firm

evidence that all the memoirs of Hitler’s comrades as well as his own

wartime recollections in Mein Kampf are fairly useless in reconstructing

Hitler’s war experience. 

For instance, Hans Mend was written out of Brandmayer’s book after he

turned against Hitler. Any characterizations of Hitler that ran against his
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public image, however well intended were also removed. For example, 

Brandmayer’s original claim that, in 1915, Hitler had expected the war to be

over within a year implicitly questioned Hitler’s political judgement. In the

1940 edition of the book, Hitler’s alleged claim was thus put into the mouth

of one of the other dispatch runners. Other alterations were meant to

embellish the accomplishments of the Germans. While, for instance, the

1933 edition of the book mentions Hitler and his comrades watching an

enemy plane being forced down by the German air force, the number of

neutralized enemy planes had miraculously increased by 1940. 26

All of the more radical changes to the book were meant to increase the

book’s ability to advertise Hitler’s regiment as the birthplace of a more

egalitarian, National Socialist Germany. Any references that ran contrary to

the claim that Hitler’s regiment had been a role model of Kameradschaft (and

had thus been the nucleus of the National Socialist Volksgemeinschaft) were

either deleted or replaced with fictitious claims. The 1933 edition of the

book, for instance, saw Brandmayer having to make his way back to

German lines all on his own after being severely injured in the Battle of

Neuve Chapelle. In the 1940 edition, ‘merciful comrades’ carry him back to

safety.27 Moreover, the 1933 edition includes a nineteen-page rant, not just

against Jews but also against groups whose support Nazi authorities

were trying to win—including traditional conservatives, aristocrats, and

capitalists—yet which are portrayed by Brandmayer just as negatively as

Jews. Meanwhile, he derided the Kaiser’s government as having being run

by freemasons. Nazis propagandists simply cut this entire section from

the book.28

In the early editions of his book, Brandmayer also portrayed most of the

officers of RIR 16 as incompetent, aloof, and selfish, and as having had no

respect for the troops. He argued that Germany had lost the war in large part

because the List Regiment and the German Army as a whole had had far too

few good officers. The 1940 edition, meanwhile, turns Brandmayer’s argu-

ment upside down, claiming that most of the officers of Hitler’s regiment

had been role models of exemplary behaviour towards ordinary soldiers. 

Similarly, Brandmayer originally described the officer in charge of the

dispatch runners as having being hated by all his peers. He accused him of

having continually bullied the dispatch runners of RIR 16 in petty ways. 

By 1940, Brandmayer’s complaint about Hitler’s and his officer had been

purged, as had the characterization of an NCO from RIR 16 as a ‘bully’ (i.e. as

a Leutschinder and Schikanierer), and had been replaced with invocations of
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the Kameradschaft of the List Regiment: ‘One day the time will come in

which the song of songs of the comradeship of the trenches will be sung all

over Germany. Everyone cared about the well-being of their fellow

soldiers; everyone shared his joys and sorrows with their comrades; all felt

like belonging to one big family.’ Moreover, in stark contrast to the 1933

edition of his book, the claim of the 1940 edition was that almost all farmers

in Brandmayer’s village supported Hitler. 29 In short, neither Brandmayer’s

memoirs, nor any of the post-1933 publications about Hitler, his comrades, 

and the List Regiment were driven one iota by an attempt to give an

accurate account of the war years of Hitler’s military unit. They were

motivated by one consideration only: to increase the popular support for

Adolf Hitler and his regime. 

When Hitler had come to power in 1933, many of his opponents had been

well aware of the ruthlessness of Hitler and Nazi propagandists in inventing

his war experience. They thus knew, as did Hitler himself, that his mythical

story of his political coming of age was his Achilles heel. In other words, 

they sensed that persuading Germans that, in fact, Hitler’s tale about his

experiences during the war and the revolution had been made up out of thin

air had the potential of undermining Hitler’s attempt to widen his appeal. 

The Munich chapter of the Reichsbanner, for instance, thus embarked

on one last-ditch attempt to attack Hitler on 26 February 1933. In a fully

packed Zirkus Krone, Munich’s largest venue for public functions, the

event’s main speaker asked: ‘Where was Adolf Hitler when the fight against

Bolshevism in Munich really was on?’30

Nazi authorities lost no time in putting down with an iron fist any such

challenges to Hitler’s legitimacy. They diligently and very successfully

policed the carefully choreographed story of Hitler’s experience in the

war and the revolution. Anyone questioning Hitler’s story about his First

World War experience was immediately targeted and silenced, while the

ranks of the police were once again augmented by thugs who had been fired

during the years of the Weimar Republic, such as Karl Ostberg, the RIR 16

veteran and SS officer. 31

Realizing the danger he was in as a Reichsbanner leader who previously

had been Hitler’s commanding officer, Major Karl Mayr feared for his life

after the Nazis’ rise to power. He thus fled to France in 1933.32 Edmund

Forster, the doctor who had treated Hitler in Pasewalk for psychosomatic

hysteria, meanwhile, grew worried that Hitler would get his hands on his
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notes about Hitler’s treatment in 1918. In the summer of 1933, he thus

smuggled them out of the country, handing them over to Ernst Weiß, a

German-Jewish e´migre´, medical doctor, and writer in Paris. Soon after

returning to Germany, Forster committed suicide under circumstances

that have remained unresolved to the present day. Hitler’s official medical

file, meanwhile, was still in the possession of either von Schleicher or one of

his associates when Hitler came to power. Yet it did not remain there for

long. In the wake of the Night of the Long Knives in 1934, the Nazis

liquidated both von Schleicher and General Ferdinand von Bredow who

had worked under von Schleicher. In the event, Hitler’s medical file was

taken from one of the two men and subsequently almost certainly locked

away in Hitler’s alpine retreat where it is believed to have been burnt during

the final days of the Third Reich in 1945. 33

Max Amann also did his best to silence critics of the myth that Hitler had

created about himself. On 9 March 1933, just as the Nazis had taken control

of Bavarian state institutions, Max Amann and a group of SA men burst into

the offices of Der Gerade Weg, the weekly paper which had published

Mend’s article questioning Hitler’s war record. They seized Fritz Gerlich, 

the paper’s editor-in-chief, and pushed him into a dark room. Amann

informed Gerlich—against whom Amann also held a personal grudge due

to an article directed at him from 1931—that ‘the time for revenge is now’. 

While SA men directed their pistol at Gerlich, Amann repeatedly punched

him in the face. As Gerlich’s face was bleeding, the former staff sergeant of

RIR 16 decided that his deed had been done. As he left the office, his face

was pale and trembling with excitement.34

Soon the Nazis turned their attention also to Alexander Moritz Frey. 

Since the publication of Die Pflasterk€asten, of all the veterans of the List

Regiment, Frey was arguably the most obvious target for the wrath of the

Nazis. It came as no surprise to Frey that his autobiographical novel about

Hitler’s regiment was among the books burned in public squares all over

Germany on 10 May 1933. Five days later, SA men turned up at his flat in

Munich. They smashed his belongings to pieces. However, through a

stroke of luck Frey visited a friend outside Munich that day. From

there, Frey immediately fled the country. Hidden in the boot of a car, his

friend drove him across the Austrian border, where he spent the next few

years in exile just a short distance across the mountains from Hitler’s alpine

retreat.35 In 1938, as Nazi Germany occupied Austria, it was time for Frey to

flee again, ultimately settling in Basel in Switzerland. While in exile, his
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friends and acquaintances repeatedly asked Frey half-jokingly why he had

not given Hitler rat poison during the war.36

Hans Mend was another obvious target. After he had turned against

Hitler, claiming Hitler’s account of his war years to be fraudulent, the

Nazis cleverly started to discredit Mend. This was made all the easier by

Mend’s long criminal record which included convictions for fraud, 

embezzlement, and the forging of documents. In 1933, at a time when

Nazi newspapers still made use of Mend’s pro-Hitler war memoirs, Hitler’s

personal adjutant, Wilhelm Bru¨ckner, very swiftly issued an arrest warrant

for Mend, as a result of which Mend spent more than a month in Dachau

Concentration Camp in an attempt to intimidate him into keeping his

mouth shut.37 Curiously Hitler was hesitant to kill any of his immediate

former comrades from the List Regiment. Nevertheless, the Nazi regime

continued to target and sideline Mend, who spent much of 1937 and 1938 in

custody. Then, in 1938, the Nazi regime decided to withdraw Mend’s

book, no longer considered ‘the finest Christmas gift for any supporter of

Hitler’.38

Moreover, soon after Hitler’s rise to power, the former commander of 1st

Company and author of the Echo der Woche article, Korbinian Rutz, a

teacher in the foothills of the Alps, found himself interned in Dachau

Concentration Camp, too. When a few days before Christmas 1933 Rutz

was finally released from Dachau, he decided that his life and the well-being

of his family was more important than exposing the truth about Hitler’s war

record. He signed a declaration in which he retracted his criticism of

Hitler.39

A veteran who bravely did not agree to be silenced was Siegfried Heu-

mann, the Jewish veteran who before 1933 had been a member of both the

veterans’ association of RIR 16 and of the Reichsbund ju¨discher Frontk€amp-

fer. In 1936, he anonymously sent copies of the official Reichsbund publi-

cation to approximately twenty officers based in Munich. He attached to

the publications notes in which he complained about the treatment of

Jewish veterans by Private Hitler’s regime. One read: ‘León Blum, the

Frenchman and Jew, respects and venerates Adolf Hitler as a combatant—

Adolf Hitler condemns, dishonours, and demeans Jewish combatants.’ In

the trial against him, Heumann declared that he had sent the notes to high-

ranking officers in the hope of finding among them an understanding of the

psyche of Jewish front-line soldiers’. Significantly, Heumann’s superior

from the List Regiment, Otto Rehm, an officer now working for the
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Munich transport department, agreed to give testimony on Heumann’s

behalf and to defend him against the accusations levelled against his soldier

by the regime of Private Hitler. Rehm declared that Heumann ‘had proven

his patriotic credentials in the field’. The testimony of the officer from RIR

16, however, did not sway the court. Heumann’s bravery cost him the

statutory prison term of three months as well as two other terms of ‘pro-

tective custody’ (Schutzhaft). 40

Private Hitler had thus gone to great lengths to use (and police) the mythical

account of his time in the List Regiment in his attempt to increase public

support for National Socialism. Did his strategy work? 

This question is extremely difficult to answer, as it is notoriously hard to

measure the popularity of authoritarian states that do not hold free elections. 

It is equally tricky to attribute changes in Hitler’s popularity to specific

causes. 

There is no doubt that support for Hitler grew considerably during his

first six years in power. It is sometimes even argued that, by 1939, the

German population supported Hitler almost universally, readily and know-

ingly giving consent even to the coercive elements of the Third Reich. 41

Even where as extreme a position as this is not accepted, the claim still is that

the overwhelming majority of Germans backed Hitler by the late 1930s

making him by far the most popular head of government in Europe. 

This was, the argument goes, because of the seductive nature of Hitler’s

charisma, a longing for ‘heroic’ leaders, and a Volksgemeinschschaft among

Germans as well as the personal cult that had been built around Hitler (and it

is here where Hitler’s war myth mattered so much), to foreign-policy

successes, falling unemployment rates, and the championing of family and

community values, generous new welfare programmes and other redistribu-

tive policies, and, more generally, to the ‘seductive surface’ of National

Socialism with all its propaganda, architecture, and promises to make exotic

travel and cars affordable for everyone.42

The behaviour of the veterans of Hitler’s regiment and of the population

of the recruitment regions of RIR 16, however, does not support the idea

that, by the time he turned 50 in the spring of 1939, Hitler enjoyed the

backing of an overwhelming majority. For instance, Ernst Schmidt’s actions

during the last election before the war in 1938, which were a sham event, 

indicate that the Nazis could not easily achieve overwhelming support even

in staged and unfree elections. On the occasion, Hitler’s closest comrade
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from the war drove from village to village close to his native Garching and

manually turned all ‘no’ votes into ‘yes’ votes. 43

The fate of the Jewish veterans of Hitler’s regiment, too, suggests that at

least in most of the recruitment areas of RIR 16, Hitler largely failed in his

attempt to generate a huge increase in full-blown popular ideological

support for his movement. 

From the day that Hitler came to power, his former Jewish fellow soldiers

had begun, of course, to suffer tremendously under Nazi persecution. For

instance, Nazi authorities did not lose any time in instigating the dismissal of

the Jewish veterans of the local veterans’ association of Ichenhausen. 

Henceforth, the three veterans of the List Regiment living in Ichenhausen

were only allowed to be members of the local chapter of the ‘Reichsbund

Ju¨discher Frontsoldaten’. Then, on 1 April 1933, when the countrywide

National Socialist boycott of Jewish businesses occurred, SA men stood

guard outside the butcher’s shop of Levi Erlanger and tried to prevent

customers from entering. To add insult to injury, the street in which

Erlanger’s shop was located was renamed after his former comrade from

the List Regiment, ‘Adolf-Hitler-Strasse’. 44

The ‘half-Jewish’ widow of Albert Weisgerber was also targeted. In

November 1934, police appeared at her apartment and searched for

‘immoral pictures’ and confiscated a folder with ninety etchings by her

deceased husband, the late commander of Hitler’s 1st Company.45 Hugo

Gutmann, meanwhile, who ran a typewriter business in Nuremberg, was

heavily hit by the boycott of Jewish businesses in 1933. Several companies

producing typewriters revoked his licence and all municipal and state

agencies with which he previously had done business cut ties with

him. 46 Nuremberg was indeed one of Germany’s foremost centres of

anti-Semitic activity during the Third Reich. And it was particularly in

Nuremberg’s Protestant hinterland that the kind of anti-Jewish actions to

which the Jewish veterans of Hitler’s regiment were subjected were

popular. 47

Gutmann was in danger not just because he was a Jew. His personal safety

was also in jeopardy because of his role in the award of Hitler’s Iron Cross

with its potential to expose the carefully created myth of Hitler’s past as a lie. 

Gutmann also had contacts with Ernst Niekisch, Bavaria’s revolutionary

leader in the wake of Eisner’s assassination, who had set up a resistance

group to Hitler in the 1930s. 48 It was thus little surprise that in July 1937

the Gestapo arrested Gutmann, upon which he was interrogated and
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incarcerated in a Nuremberg prison for more than two months. During the

interrogations, a Gestapo officer told him that Heinrich Himmler himself

wanted to know everything Gutmann knew about the award of Hitler’s

Iron Cross 1st Class. Gutmann was charged with having made ‘contemp-

tuous, derogatory and untrue comments about the ‘‘Fu¨hrer’’ ’. To his great

surprise, Gutmann was released in September. 49

The reason why Gutmann and his fellow Jewish veterans from Hitler’s

regiment could cope at all during the dark days of the Third Reich prior to the

outbreak of the Second World War was that many of their brothers-in-arms

from the war, and many people in the communities in which they lived, 

never fully bought into Nazi ideology and its radical form of anti-Semitism. 

After the Second World War, Gutmann was to write to a friend that he

had been able to cope while being in prison because its prison guards, unlike

the Gestapo officers, had treated him well:

I was lucky that a few of the men in the Deutschhaus barracks had been in my

regiment. Particularly decent was a policeman who was a guard in the prison. 

He often came to me and told me that as a good Catholic he despised the

Nazis. He said he was there against his will. He got me all the food I required; 

he was even courageous enough to go at night into the Gestapo room where

my files were kept. He informed me that they had nothing concrete, I mean

no evidence, against me. Furthermore, through him I could keep up contact

with my wife. . . . Later after my release, he visited me with his wife in my

apartment under great danger to himself. 50

Gutmann’s treatment by the veterans of his regiment among the prison guards

during his incarceration in 1937 thus further undermines the idea that Gut-

mann had been universally hated in the regiment, that RIR 16 had been a

deeply, existentially and universally anti-Semitic band of brothers, and that

Hitler enjoyed near-universal support in the second half of the 1930s. 

We do not know for certain why Gutmann was released in September

1937. However, we do know that one of Gutmann’s friends from the List

Regiment, Mathias Mayrhofer—a Catholic bank clerk from Lower Bavaria, 

who in 1918 had been the officer in charge of RIR 16’s dispatch runners and

whom Gutmann described as ‘a fearless friend’—went to see Fritz Wiede-

mann, Hitler’s adjutant, to ask him if he could provide assistance in getting

Gutmann out of prison. Gutmann later was to write that ‘Wiedemann

asked him not to speak but briefly to write down what he had to say

because the walls of his room were bugged with microphones.’51 Mayrho-

fer, the officer in charge of Hitler in 1918, thus chose to side with Hitler’s
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enemies rather than with the dispatch-runner-turned-dictator. The role

Wiedemann, meanwhile, played in getting Gutmann out of prison might

appear as very odd at first hand but the motivations of Hitler’s adjutant were

only to be revealed by Wiedemann’s actions during the Second World War. 

The behaviour of the Catholic prison guard who had helped Gutmann, 

was unusual only for its bravery in actively helping a Jew targeted by

the Nazis. The underlying political outlook—a lack of racial anti-Semitism

and of Nazi ideology—was still reigning supreme in the Catholic recruit-

ment regions of the List Regiment. In the Catholic regions of Bavaria, 

communal relations between Jews and non-Jews remained much more

stable after 1933 than in Protestant regions. For instance, with few excep-

tions the population of Ichenhausen ignored Nazi calls for an anti-Jewish

boycott for the first few years of the Third Reich.52 Moreover, many farmers

across Bavaria were reluctant to stop doing business with Jewish livestock

traders. The farmers did not act in this way because they lived in a Catholic–

Jewish utopia. On the contrary, many of them were not free of traditional

Catholic anti-Semitism and their behaviour was often partly driven by

economic concerns as Jewish traders tended to offer them better terms

than agricultural cooperatives which outweighed any other concerns. In

other words, while elsewhere the economic crisis following the Wall Street

crash had spectacularly increased support for Hitler, the economic interests

of many farmers, as well as their Catholicism, actively kept the Catholic

rural population away from National Socialism. 

By 1937, the Gestapo had still failed to stop the farmers of N€ordlingen

and Ichenhausen from continuing to do business with Jewish livestock

traders, which included Nathan Winschbacher from Ichenhausen, who

had served in one of the machine-gun units of RIR 16.53 Moreover, in

1935, several signs that had been put up in streets in Memmingen, home to

three of the List Regiment’s Jewish soldiers, were secretly changed from

‘Juden sind hier unerwu¨nscht’ (‘Jews are not welcome here’) to ‘Juden hier

erwu¨nscht’ (‘Jews are welcome here’). In the same year, a ‘Jews are not

welcome here’ sign was secretly removed in the Franconian town of

Forchheim, where another Jewish veteran of the List Regiment lived. A

similar incident is recorded from Ichenhausen. In the following year, Nazi

authorities complained that trade between Jews and gentiles in Forchheim, 

far from dying down, was actually on the increase.54

The Nazis’ failure to make serious inroads into the Catholic Bavarian

population, it needs to be stressed, was less driven by economic concerns
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than by a relative lack of racial anti-Semitism in Catholic regions of Bavaria, 

about which Nazi authorities repeatedly complained after 1933. The anti-

Jewish policy in the core recruitment region of the List Regiment was

generally very much a top-down, rather than a bottom-up affair. 

On many an occasion, Nazi authorities expressed in internal memo-

randa their concern that in the Catholic regions of Bavaria, both the local

population and the Catholic Church were far too philo-Semitic. 55 One of

the complaints was that ‘reports of cooperation between Catholic circles

and Jews are being reported repeatedly, particularly from Munich’. 56

Another one was that many Catholic priests told their parishes that the

Jews were God’s ‘chosen people’ and urged them to continue buying in

Jewish shops. 57 Furthermore, Cardinal Faulhaber of Munich used a ser-

mon in late 1933 to point out that Jesus had been a Jew. 58 According to a

report from spring 1937, Jews were ‘widely supported by the rural popu-

lation [of Catholic regions of Bavaria] which opposed National Social-

ism’. 59 In August 1937, the Gestapo bitterly complained that the Bavarian

Catholic rural population was still totally immune to Nazi racism and

ideology. It concluded ‘that particularly in the regions in which political

Catholicism still exerts it pull, the farmers are so infected with the teach-

ings of militant political Catholicism that they are deaf to all discussion

of the racial problem. Furthermore, this fact shows that the majority of

the farmers are completely unreceptive to the ideological teachings of

National Socialism. ’60

On the evening of 9 November 1938, in part out of frustration with the

failure to effect a serious rise of popular support for Nazi racial ideology, the

Nazis unleashed a pogrom that brought on that night—soon to be known as

Kristallnacht or the Night of Broken Glass—and the following day the worst

anti-Jewish violence in Germany for hundreds of years. 

Being tipped off minutes before Nazi personnel arrived at his apartment

on Kristallnacht, Gutmann managed to make an escape with his young

family. They were first hidden by nuns in a Catholic hospital and then by

relatives. 61 Most German Jews had been less lucky. In Munich, for instance, 

Nazis broke into the apartment of a Jewish doctor and veteran from RIR 16, 

searching and looting his property. 62 Kristallnacht was also driven to a large

extent by a frustration among Nazi leaders that despite all the anti-Jewish

measures of the previous years the great majority of Jews had remained in

Germany63 and that, by National Socialist standards, the German population
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had hitherto acted in an insufficiently anti-Semitic manner; this was par-

ticularly true of places like Ichenhausen. 

As communal relations in the small Swabian town had continued to be

fairly good until 1938, SS men and members of the Hitler Youth from

nearby towns were sent to Levi Erlanger and Nathan Winschbacher’s home

town on 10 November 1938. Together with local collaborators, they laid

waste to the synagogue’s interior, desecrated the Jewish graveyard, and

threw the books of Ichenhausen’s Jewish teacher into the local river. 

Boys, who had been instructed to shout ‘Today we go against the Jews’

during the pogrom, chased old Jewish men—among them Levi Erlanger—

along the streets of the town while spitting at them. As many as twenty

Jewish men were taken to the concentration camp at Dachau that day. The

great majority of the non-Jewish population of Ichenhausen, however, did

not join in the pogrom. Jews and many non-Jews alike cried as they saw

how the pogrom brought an end to hundreds of years of Jewish–Christian

peaceful coexistence in Ichenhausen.64 The Nazi district governor, mean-

while, was outraged by the behaviour of the non-Jewish population of

Ichenhausen declaring: ‘I had to realize that parts of the Ichenhausen

population pity the ‘‘poor’’ Jews or even side with them.’65 In the aftermath

of Kristallnacht, the Sicherheitsdienst (the intelligence service of the SS)

came to the conclusion that the anti-Jewish pogroms of 9 and 10 November

had backfired in Bavaria as the Bavarian population had been more prone to

believe foreign radio stations and the Catholic Church than the Nazi radio

station and Nazi propaganda in general and stood, as a result of Kristallnacht, 

‘almost in opposition’ to Nazism. ‘A majority of the population’, the SD

concluded, was ‘without any comprehension’ of the ‘Jewish question’. 66

In one respect at least, Kristallnacht had worked from Private Hitler’s

perspective. While in early 1938 the SS had complained that in the previous

year in Bavaria ‘the emigration [had] practically [been] at a standstill’, 67 Jews

were finally leaving Germany in droves, which, throughout the 1930s, 

Hitler saw as the ‘final solution’ to the ‘Jewish question’. 

Even though Arthur Wechsler, an Orthodox Jew from Munich and a

former staff sergeant from 1st Company, had emigrated to Britain as early as

1933, most German Jews thought that they could wait out Private Hitler’s

regime. As Wechsler later declared, he too had not imagined that the leaders

of the Third Reich would try to exterminate the Jews of Europe.68 While by

the end of 1937, approximately 70 per cent of German Jews thus still

remained in the country of their birth, between 50 and 60 per cent had
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emigrated by the outbreak of the Second World War—figures well in line

with those for the communities in which the Jewish veterans of RIR 16

lived.69 In short, as after five years of life under the Third Reich, still no

popular large-scale grass-root National Socialist movement aimed at driving

Jews out of Germany had taken root, Hitler’s regime had to revert to a top-

down demonstration of violence and intimidation to move forward Private

Hitler’s anti-Semitic crusade. 

Among the e´migreś who left Germany as a result of the new top-

down anti-Semitism was Justin Fleischmann, who until then had continued

to live in his apartment just to the west of Munich’s city centre. Deciding in

1939 that his life in Germany had become untenable, he made his way, 

together with his family, to America, where he ultimately settled in Pitts-

burgh.70 Similarly, in the summer of 1939, Alexander Wormser and Ernst

Dispecker, both recipients of Iron Crosses, decided that the country which

had once decorated them was no longer a place for them. Wormser set sail

for America, where he arrived in New York City on 17 August 1939. The

former Jewish war volunteer from RIR 16 ultimately settled with his family

in Buffalo in upstate New York, whereas Dispecker, who had been an

officer in the List Regiment, found a new home in New York City in

Manhattan. Later that year, Leo Sichel, a dentist who had served with 9th

Company, emigrated to the US too, while Hugo Neumann, a veteran from

the same company and living in Munich, emigrated to Spain.71 Moreover, 

Georg Dehn, the officer and archaeologist who had been close to Albert

Weisgerber and who had been one of the authors of the official regimental

history and who like Hitler had earned the Iron Cross 1st Class during the

war, 72 emigrated to South America. In Quito he became very active in the

local Lutheran parish.73 The background behind the emigration of Weis-

gerber’s friend remains unclear. However, Fritz Wiedemann, who knew

him very well, described him as Jewish74 which suggests that one or both of

Dehn’s parents were Jewish and that hence Dehn is likely to have fled racial

persecution. 

After Kristallnacht, Hugo Gutmann had realized that he too had to get out

of the country with his family before it was too late. After a friend of

Gutmann’s in Nuremberg’s municipal offices had illegally issued him with

a passport, he managed to leave Germany in late February 1939 with the

help of the Belgian consul general in Cologne, another one of Gutmann’s

friends. He then settled with his family in Brussels.75 According to an

unconfirmed 1941 newspaper report from an American newspaper, it was
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again Fritz Wiedemann who had helped him and, ostensibly rather

strangely, had been instrumental in getting Gutmann out of the country.76

Both the fate of the Jewish veterans of the List Regiment and the

complaints about the relative lack of racial anti-Semitism in the communi-

ties of Hitler’s former Jewish comrades thus strongly suggest that Private

Hitler’s core ideology did not really resonate with the majority of the men

of his regiment and that Hitler’s attempt to widen his popular appeal after

1933

had not really worked. In relative terms, however, there was, of

course, growing support for Hitler among the men of RIR 16 after 1933. 

Whereas prior to Hitler’s rise to power, only a tiny number of veterans had

fully supported the Nazi Party by joining it, a significant minority of

veterans joined the party of their former wartime brother-in-arms after

1933. 

While, as we have seen, only 2 per cent of the List veterans had joined

Hitler’s party by 1933, an additional 12.2 per cent entered the NSDAP

between 1933 and the outbreak of the Second World War.77 Those of the

veterans who joined the party of their former comrade after 1933 did so for a

variety of reasons, ranging from genuine ideological conviction in Hitler’s

cause to opportunism. One of the opportunists was Dr Albert Huth, a List

veteran, careerist, and civil servant in the Bavarian employment agency. 

Having joined the SA in the second half of 1933 in order not to have to

become a member of the Nazi Party, he became a member of the NSDAP

anyway when SA members were automatically signed up for Hitler’s party

in 1937.78 Two of the other new recruits to Hitler’s cause were Ernst

Tegethoff and Franz Aigner. The former had been an interpreter with

regimental HQ during the war, while the latter, a Catholic, was a veteran

of 1st Company and a policeman from Munich. Both joined the NSDAP in

1933, while Aigner also became a member of the National Socialist vet-

erans’ association and the NS-Reichskriegerbund. However, Aigner did not

stop there. In order to be able to join the criminal investigation department

of the Munich police, he joined the Gestapo in 1938.79

While support for Hitler had thus grown among the List veterans by the

time the Second World War broke out, the levels of growth had been pitiful

compared with Hitler’s megalomaniac claims. The continued low levels of

outright and unqualified support for their former comrade from the Great

War among the men of RIR 16 was not as unusual as one might think. If an

anonymous postal survey of their political attitudes during the Third Reich

among 715 randomly selected Germans, conducted in 1985, is reliable, only
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18 per cent of Germans had held an unqualified ‘positive’ view of National

Socialism, 80 a figure almost exactly the same as the percentage of RIR 16

veterans who joined the Nazi Party. 

If so few veterans from the List Regiment, so few people in the recruitment

regions of RIR 16, and so few Germans in general fully supported Hitler, how, 

then, did he manage to stay in power for more than twelve years, unleashing

war and genocide at an unprecedented level? Part of the answer is that Hitler’s

regime thrived to a large degree on partial support.81 Even though only a

minority of RIR 16 veterans wholeheartedly embraced all aspects of Nazi

ideology, a far larger number of them gave partial support to Hitler. 

A good example of such support is the qualified backing Anton von

Tubeuf gave to Hitler. While in power, Hitler continued to adore von

Tubeuf. In 1935, he even promoted him retrospectively to colonel.82 Yet

von Tubeuf doggedly refused to join the Nazi Party. Little is known about

von Tubeuf’s own political convictions but most signs suggest that he was

the kind of German conservative who would never have voted for the Nazi

Party yet who nevertheless saw the National Socialists as useful political

allies. Some of Tubeuf’s family members had actively supported Hitler’s

party from early on. His family indeed included members of the SS and

veterans of Hitler’s failed 1923 coup d’e´tat. However, Tubeuf’s brother, a

professor at Munich University, had protested against the dismissal of Jewish

academics in 1933. Tubeuf’s niece, meanwhile, married a Jew. In Novem-

ber 1944 both she and her husband were arrested. While she survived the

war, her husband fell victim to the Holocaust. Both Tubeuf’s sister and her

children ended up in internment camps. 83 Whatever von Tubeuf’s exact

political beliefs, he neither joined the Nazi Party, nor actively resisted

Hitler. Because of the existence of a large number of Germans like von

Tubeuf, it was easy for the Nazi regime to stay in power, even without

unqualified majority support. 

Even Franz Aigner’s behaviour during the Third Reich was far more

ambiguous than his Gestapo membership would suggest, as the denazifica-

tion tribunal he had to face after the war recognized. Initially he received a

sentence of two years and four months in a labour camp for his involvement

with the Third Reich. However, his appeal tribunal decided that his actions

during the Third Reich only warranted a classification of him as an oppor-

tunist, or Mitl€aufer. In their decision, the tribunal took into account the

testimony, for instance, of a neighbour of the Gestapo man who was
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married to a Jew. She stated that Aigner had always been kind to them and

had helped to rescind an evacuation order that would have thrown them

out of their apartment in 1938, the year of Kristallnacht. Then in 1942, he

tipped off an acquaintance who secretly corresponded with a Jewish relative

of an imminent search of her apartment by the Gestapo. Similarly, during

the Second World War the RIR 16 veteran was briefly arrested himself

while serving on the French–German border for sending a hearing- and

speech-impaired Jew who accidentally had crossed the border into Ger-

many back into France. According to credible testimony provided by

several witnesses, Aigner declared after his own arrest that he wanted to

leave the Nazi Party. However, after he was threatened with being sent

either to a concentration camp or to the Eastern Front, he decided to

continue to stay in the party and to serve in the police.84

Tegethoff’s denazification panel, meanwhile, decided that he also had

been an opportunist. However, Tegethoff’s opportunism had not been

particularly selfish. When Hitler came to power, he taught at a Catholic

school in the Bavarian countryside. He only joined the Nazi Party and the

National Socialist Teachers’ Association after his director had told him that

doing so would help to prevent the closure of the school by Nazi author-

ities. Unlike many other members of regimental HQ he never met Hitler

again after the war. When Nazi authorities tried to persuade him to act as an

interpreter for a propaganda tour of the veterans’ of RIR 16 to France that

took place in 1938, he declined the offer. More than that, in the staunchly

Catholic milieu of his students, the former NCO from regimental HQ and

editor of collections of French fairy tales was brave enough, as one of his

students from the early 1940s recalled, to poke fun at the stupidity of Nazi

functionaries and to tell his students that Hitler had been known as the ‘mad

Austrian’ in regimental HQ. In his classroom, Tegethoff was also said to

have removed his Nazi Party lapel from his jacket, only putting it on again as

he left his students at the end of each lesson. According to his students, 

Tegethoff also hid a ‘half-Jewish’ woman in his apartment for a while.85

While never joining the Nazi Party, Alois Schnelldorfer, like millions of

other Germans, meanwhile, initially hoped that the new regime would

deliver on its promise to bring economic recovery. Like many of his

countrymen, he divorced the violence of the Third Reich from Hitler, 

blaming the SA for it and believing that his former comrade from the

regimental HQ could not possibly condone mass violence.86
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Why Hitler’s regime could blossom for more than a decade also becomes

apparent in the behaviour of three of the Protestant chaplains of RD 6. 

Epitomizing the problematic relationship between the Protestant Church

and the National Socialists, at least two of them gravitated between support

of and outright opposition to the Third Reich. 

Oscar Daumiller’s career really took off during the years of the Third

Reich. In 1934, he became Kreisdekan, or head, of the Protestant Church

in southern Bavaria. While many Protestants in Germany were in exuber-

ant mood once Hitler came to power and while Daumiller had publicly

shown support for Hitler in 1932,87 Daumiller’s career was not a result of

Hitler’s ascent to power. Once Hitler had been appointed Reich Chan-

cellor, Daumiller immediately saw what Hitler’s true colours were and

realized that the advice he had given to voters to use support for Hitler as a

vehicle to set up a more nationalist conservative state had been foolhardy. 

When the Protestant Church essentially split into two, with the ‘German

Christians’ supporting the Third Reich and those supporting the ‘Con-

fessing Church’ being critical of Hitler, Daumiller joined forces with the

‘Confessing Church’, as did Friedrich K€appel, who had also served as a

divisional chaplain under Daumiller for a while. In 1933, Daumiller also

resigned his membership in the Kriegerverein when it was incorporated

into the NS-Reichskriegerbund. In 1934, the Protestant Bishop of Bav-

aria, Hans Meiser, sent him to Nuremberg to support the Confessing

Church in Nuremberg against the ‘German Christians’. As a result of his

actions in Nuremberg, the ‘German Christians’ tried to force Daumiller

out of office, temporarily suspending him from his post and banning him

from public speaking. The ‘German Christians’ ultimately did not prevail

in this. However, the Nazi regime did everything it could to intimidate

people like Daumiller. The Gestapo repeatedly called him in and threat-

ened him with arrest. They also appeared at K€appel’s residence in 1939 to

conduct a search of his house.88

By contrast, Hermann Kornacher, one of the former divisional Protestant

ministers under Oscar Daumiller, who was physically almost a spitting image of

Daumiller, moved from a critical distance to Hitler to being a supporter of the

Third Reich. Initially, little love had been lost between Kornacher and Nazi

authorities. After 1933, he was a member of the Confessing Church. In 1934, 

when Kornacher, a pastor in a Protestant parish in Erlangen in Franconia, who

was about to take up a new post in Kempten in southern Bavaria, openly

criticized the Nazi regime in his final sermon in his old parish, the local Nazi
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authorities were not amused.89 They thus cancelled a farewell meeting with the

members of his parish and placed an article critical of him in the local

newspaper:

Ministers of the kind we do not desire! Away with the Ministers Kornacher

and Baum. 

Last night Ministers Kornacher and Baum wanted to bid their farewell to the

parish in the Colloseum Hall. The planned event was, however, banned by the

Political Police at the instigation of the NSDAP district headquarters, as the two

ministers agitated in the most inflammatory manner in church yesterday morn-

ing, as a result of which serious disturbances were feared. The uproar among all

classes is so intense that only a swift removal of the two ministers from Erlangen

will save them from the justice of the mob.90

While in Kempten, Kornacher initially continued his critical stance towards

the regime of Private Hitler. However, by 1936, Kornacher, believed that

the Third Reich and Hitler were becoming more moderate, as did many

other Germans.91 The hope was that the violence and political extremism of

the early period of the Third Reich had just been the unwelcome symptoms

of a revolution and that Hitler had calmed down, ready to institute a

conservative regime in a more traditional mould. In 1936, after the Rhine-

land had been returned to full German sovereignty, and men close to the

Confessing Church had been appointed to senior positions in the church

hierarchy, and after Hitler had given a speech in which he appeared

conciliatory towards the Christian Churches, Kornacher decided that it

was time to abandon his opposition to the Third Reich. On 28 March, 

the day prior to the 1936 sham plebiscite, the local newspaper in Kempten

published a public appeal under the title, ‘Why I will give my vote to the

Fu¨hrer on 29 March’. In the appeal, Kornacher and three other Protestant

ministers in Kempten called on the population to vote for Hitler ‘because

they [i.e. the four Protestant ministers] had suffered, together with all

Volksgenossen [compatriots], under the dishonour and lies of Versailles, 

they support with a clear conscience the will to liberate and to triumph of

the man, to whom leadership of our people is entrusted and who, if any

time, needs our prayers, our devotion and our loyalty.’92 Kornacher, how-

ever, realized soon that his hopes that Private Hitler and the Third Reich

had changed had merely been an illusion. Soon he was back criticizing the

Third Reich as well as anti-Jewish pogroms and euthanasia. When, for

instance, pro-Nazi posters were put up on his church doors after the

‘Anschluss’ of Austria, he removed them.93
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How widespread partial support for Hitler exactly was among the

veterans of his regiment is impossible to quantify. However, the small

number of veterans who fully supported Hitler, as well as the motivation

of the partial support of some of the veterans whom we have come across, 

suggest that the number of veterans who gave partial support to Hitler out

of ideological conviction was limited. In other words, it is likely that no

overwhelming majority among the veterans of RIR 16 existed that gave

either full or partial support, that was driven primarily by conviction, to

National Socialism. This finding is well in line with survey results about

the behaviour of the German population at large, carried out in the 1980s

and 1990s. The 1985 survey of 715 Germans suggests that in addition to

the 18 per cent of Germans during the years of the Third Reich who had a

‘positive’ view of National Socialism, another 31 per cent had ‘mostly

positive’ views, while 9 per cent had either ambivalent or neutral views

and 43 per cent had ‘mostly negative’ or ‘negative’ views of National

Socialism.94 This would indicate that half the adult German population

had sympathy for Hitler’s regime at some point between 1933 and 1945. It

is likely that the figures among the veterans of the List Regiment and the

population of the main recruitment regions of RIR 16 were even lower

than that. 

A series of surveys from the 1990s, similar to the one from 1985, suggest

that in predominantly Catholic regions support for Hitler remained much

lower than in Protestant regions throughout the years of the Third Reich. 

For instance, only 31 per cent of the population of Cologne and 39 per cent

of the inhabitants of Krefeld are believed to have harboured ‘positive’ or

‘mostly positive’ views of National Socialism.95 Support among Catholics of

the generation that had fought in the First World War was even lower than

that. Of those surveyed in Cologne who had been born prior to 1910, only

23

per cent had sympathy with National Socialism.96 The question, of

course, remains how reliable surveys carried out in the 1980s and 1990s

are in unearthing the political attitudes of Germans during the Third Reich. 

However, the fact that, for instance, 80 per cent of the people surveyed in

Dresden, with a high-school education, admitted to having held sympathies

with the Nazis97 indicates that the survey results are almost certainly fairly

trustworthy. In other words, the fact that people from a social, religious, and

regional background, among whom we would expect high levels of support

for National Socialism, had no problems admitting to their past support for

Hitler in an anonymous survey, indicates that the surveys from the 1980s
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and 1990s about attitudes towards National Socialism prior to 1945 are

fairly reliable. 

If only half the German population is likely to have held positive or mostly

positive views of National Socialism, where then does the claim come from

that most Germans supported Hitler by the late 1930s? In the absence of

democratic elections or reliable contemporaneous polling data, this view is

essentially based on the results of the elections and plebiscites that the Nazis

staged in 1934, 1936, and 1938; photos depicting crowds ecstatically cheer-

ing Hitler and other Nazi leaders or crowds attending public executions; 98

internal Nazi reports and intelligence gathered by Social Democrats who

had gone into exile; and letters, diaries, and other sources relating to a

selected number of individuals. 

All these sources, however, are likely to overestimate the support Hitler

received, as they tend to take public (and often staged) expressions of

support as representative of society at large. Ultimately, of course, any

statement made about the political attitudes of those large numbers of

Germans who neither publicly supported, nor openly resisted, the regime

is little more than an unfalsifiable hypothesis. However, it is safe to say that

the problem with taking expressions of support, in the absence of wide-

spread protest, as representative of the population at large is that in repres-

sive dictatorships the default behaviour of people in disagreement with the

status quo is to keep their heads down, rather than openly to speak up, due

to the prohibitively high cost of protest. While the Third Reich accepted

occasional semi-private expressions of disgruntlement, it struck down

uncompromisingly with an iron fist both public expressions of dissent

and attempts at dissenting collective action. Yet in dictatorships in which

even loyalists have no vehicle to voice their dissent, no dissenting collective

action is likely to occur without outside triggers. Where such a trigger does

not emerge, simulated compliance—in the form of passive and opportun-

istic conformity (by publicly lying about one’s own political preferences

and by putting on false appearances) is the order of the day. Political

privatism, rather than open expressions of political opposition, is the

most common behaviour for dissenting people in authoritarian states. 

This all creates the potentially deceptive image of a stable regime with

widespread popular support. Worse still, authoritarian regimes are provided

with an extra lifeline through the public lies of members of the public

about their real political preference.99 We should not, then, be satisfied
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to interpret the absence of widespread protest in authoritarian states and the

existence of some impressionistic reports as well as of photos depicting

people cheering on the leaders of a regime as necessarily equating with

almost universal support. 

Particularly problematic has been the use of photographic evidence in

publications which argue that, by 1939, the overwhelming majority of

Germans backed Hitler. How do we know, for instance, that the people

attending public executions100 did so as an expression of support for the

Third Reich, rather than out of sympathy with the condemned prisoners

or for apolitical reasons? Similarly images depicting cheering and Nazi

flag-waving Germans tell us nothing about how widespread support for

Hitler was, in the same way that, for instance, a photo of a cheering sea of

children from the fortieth anniversary of the German Democratic Republic, 

taken weeks before the fall of the Berlin Wall, would not be able to prove

the popularity of Socialism among East Germans in 1989. 

The fact that many of those disagreeing with Hitler kept their heads

down did not constitute any problem for the Third Reich. In fact, wide-

spread partial support for a regime, in combination with non-action among

those partially or fully disagreeing with the status quo, allows authoritarian

regimes, if necessary, to sustain themselves on relatively little core support. 

It even allows them to carry out unspeakable crimes. For instance, in a study

of the involvement of the members of two police units in the Holocaust

who, in effectively carrying out orders, became grass-root perpetrators of

genocide, it was found that only between 24 and 31 per cent of the members

of the unit were eager and ideologically motivated killers. 101

Authoritarian regimes in Europe throughout the twentieth century—

irrespective of whether they legitimately came to power, used coups d’e´tat, or

were forced upon one state by a more powerful one; irrespective of the

prior histories of the states in which they were instituted; and irrespective of

their political ideology—all survived for years, many for decades. Even if

many authoritarian regimes might well have carried the ultimate seed

of their own destruction in their fabric from inception, the short- and

medium-term default position of all authoritarian regimes was their stability, 

which is why there is no easy equation between a regime’s stability and its

popularity. 

The cases of men like Fridolin Solleder reveal why it has been so easy

throughout the twentieth century for authoritarian states and dictatorships

around the world to stay in power as long as they managed to seize control
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of central state institutions in the first place. The former vice-chairman of

the veterans’ association of the List Regiment and member of the most pro-

Weimar party bravely wrote an article in early 1934 against one of the

central tenets of Nazi ideology, the ideal of racial purity. He argued that

Albrecht Du¨rer, the famous Renaissance artist and icon of the German

nationalist Right, was of mixed ethnic heritage and that his case thus, in

fact, showed that the mixing of the blood of peoples and tribes was more

likely to create genius than racial purity. However, once he had been

reprimanded for his article, Solleder decided that he did not want to

compromise his career and his personal well-being, henceforth abstaining

from any open criticism of National Socialism and keeping his head down, 

and subsequently making the most of the fact that he had edited the

regimental history of Hitler’s regiment. Solleder thus managed to be

appointed the Director of the Bavarian State Archive in Nuremberg in

1940. While he was never to join the NSDAP and while the appraisals he

received throughout the years of the Third Reich make it patently clear that

his superiors were perfectly aware that Solleder did not believe in Nazi

ideology, it was men like Solleder who through their service kept the Third

Reich alive arguably more than anyone else. 102

Authoritarian regimes such as the Third Reich thus managed to enforce

cooperation even of those who had been full of disdain for Hitler’s ideology

but who had decided that the cost of protest was too high and its likely

benefits too low—in other words, that individual acts of protest were

unlikely to bring the regime down but were highly likely to have an

immediate negative effect on the well-being and the careers of their fam-

ilies. The full and partial support afforded to Hitler by up to half the German

population, in combination with the conformity of the great majority of

those Germans who did not agree with Hitler, thus allowed Private Hitler

progressively to radicalize his policies. These popular attitudes ultimately

made it possible for him to lift the smokescreen from his real motives and to

start his second war, a war that was meant to avoid the mistakes he thought

had been made during his First War. 

13

Hitler’s Second War

1939–1945

Throughout the 1930s, Hans Ostermu¨nchner, Alois Schnelldorfer, and

many of their fellow veterans from the List Regiment were far from

being alone in their hope and desire that the Great War would be the only

war they would have to experience in their lifetimes.1 The majority of

Germans had no taste for a new war. Hitler was popular not because he was

seen to plan for war but because he had undone the Versailles Treaty

without war, thus being viewed as ‘General Bloodless’.2 Moreover, many

Germans, including Alois Schnelldorfer,3 divorced the violence of the

Third Reich from Hitler, assuming that it was rogue elements, particularly

in the SA, rather than Hitler, who were behind the regime’s terror. A

postcard personally signed by Hitler that Jackl Weiß kept among his most

treasured possessions—depicting Hitler feeding two fawns and bearing the

caption ‘The Fu¨hrer as a friend of animals’ (see Plate 22)—gives us a good

indication that even Hitler’s closest comrades from the war did not associate

aggressive warmongering activity with their former comrade. Private

Hitler, meanwhile, had been busily building up Germany’s military cap-

ability ever since coming to power, using his own war experience in RIR 16

as a clever smokescreen for his real plans for aggression, the goal of which he

had defined in 1933, in the presence of several generals, as ‘expanding the

living space of the German people . . . with arms’.4

Hitler ruthlessly told people both at home and abroad to rest assured that

he would do everything in his power to prevent a new war, as he had

experienced the horrors of war himself. However, to avoid war, Hitler

reasoned, Germany had to rearm in order to be taken seriously, thus making

possible a peaceful resettlement of the Versailles Treaty that would bring

long-term peace and stability to Europe. As early as in December 1933, 
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Hitler wrote to Lord Rothermere, the British newspaper tycoon and Nazi

sympathizer: ‘As an old soldier of the world war—I was myself in the front

line for four and a half years facing British and French soldiers—we have all

of us a very personal experience of the terrors of European war. Refusing my

community with cowards and deserters we freely accept the idea of duty

before God and our own nation to prevent with all possible means the

recurrence of such a disaster.’5 Hitler also used his own war experience to

persuade Neville Chamberlain, the chief architect of British appeasement

towards Germany, that all Germany wanted was to undo peacefully the

injustices of the Versailles Treaty. Standing in front of a copy of a painting

depicting Private Henry Tandey, one of the most decorated British soldiers

from the Great War, which hung in Hitler’s alpine retreat, he told Cham-

berlain an unlikely story of how Private Tandey had encountered him

personally during the war and how Tandey could have shot him dead but

had refused to do so.6

As part of Hitler’s decoy for his real plans, in 1938, he sponsored a trip of

approximately 200 List veterans to the places where the regiment had been

deployed during the war. The Vo¨lkischer Beobachter used the occasion to

claim, only thirteen months before Hitler’s troops were to start overrunning

Europe, ‘that neither a feeling of hatred nor of revenge existed between the

German and French front-line combatants but that a pure and honest front-

line and warrior Kameradschaft was shared by everyone’.7 This was indeed

the sentiment felt during the trip. Among the veterans travelling to France

was Alois Schnelldorfer, who recalled that everywhere the veterans of

Hitler’s regiment went, French hosts and German guests alike expressed

the hope that war would never return.8 Private Hitler, however, had fooled

them all, as he readily admitted in late 1938 to Nazi journalists and pub-

lishers: ‘It was only out of necessity that for years I talked of peace.’9

Twenty years and ten months after the end of his first war, the

former dispatch runner from RIR 16 unleashed a new war—a conflict that

would leave an estimated 60 million people dead. On the day war broke

out, the mood of most Germans was sombre. While in 1914 sufficient

numbers of Germans had assembled in Odeonsplatz and in public squares

all over Germany at least superficially to give the appearance of enthusiasm

for the war, even that did not happen on the day that Hitler’s second war

started. In response, Hitler made one of his rare appearances in parliament. 

As Germany’s troops overran Poland on 1 September 1939, he tried
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everything he could to sell the conflict as a defensive war that had been

forced upon Germany, just as the Great War supposedly had been. Huddled

around radio transmitters in their living rooms across Bavaria, the veterans

of the List Regiment could hear their former comrade tell the German

people now that they all had to follow the example he had set as an ordinary

soldier in the last war and uncompromisingly defend their country:

This night for the first time Polish regular soldiers fired on our own territory. 

Since 5.45 a.m. we have been returning the fire, and from now on bombs will

be met with bombs. . . . I will continue this struggle, no matter against whom, 

until the safety of the Reich and its rights are secured. . . . I am asking of no

German man more than I myself was ready throughout four years at any time

to do. There will be no hardships for Germans to which I myself will not

submit. . . . I am from now on just first soldier of the German Reich. I have

once more put on that coat that was the most sacred and dear to me. I will not

take it off again until victory is secured, or I will not survive the outcome. 10

The youngest ones among the RIR 16 veterans were still young enough

initially to be asked to put on again, like Hitler, their ‘sacred coats’ and fight

for Germany. Alois Schnelldorfer, for instance, had to report for duty after the

outbreak of war. However, soon army authorities realized that the army had

little use for men in their forties. As Schnelldorfer was sent home again, 11 it was

thus the generation of those who had been too young to fight in Hitler’s first

war who defeated Poland within six weeks and who in the spring conquered

with lightning speed Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, and

France. It was a considerable personal triumph for Hitler that in as little as

forty-four days Germany managed to defeat the two countries in which he had

spent more than four unsuccessful years between 1914 and 1918. 

After the fall of France, a triumphant Hitler, in the company of Ernst

Schmidt and Max Amann, thus returned to the places which had been his

home between 1914 and 1918. For two days, the three veterans of the List

Regiment visited the places of Hitler’s first war, stopping amongst other

places in Gheluvelt, Wytschaete, Messines, Comines, Fournes, Fromelles, 

and Vimy, 12 where subsequently signs were put up to remind passing

German soldiers that ‘In 1916, our Fu¨hrer Adolf Hitler lay in these quarters

as a soldier of the Bavarian Inf. Rgt. List’. 13 During the trip, Hitler also

visited Ypres and the German military cemetery to capitalize on the Lan-

gemarck myth and thus remind a generation of new young Germans that it

should be their duty and their honour enthusiastically and unreservedly to

fight for Germany. 14
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During the war, the Nazi propaganda machine continued to make the

most of Hitler’s war experience in its attempt to rally the German people

behind Hitler. It tried its utmost to capitalize on Hitler’s visit to the places at

which the List Regiment had been deployed in the Great War. To that end, 

Heinrich Hoffmann, Hitler’s photographer, accompanied him to Belgium

and France. Soon after the visit, Hoffmann brought out Mit Hitler im

Westen, a beautifully produced book with a print-run in the hundred of

thousands, which showed Hitler, for instance, in the company of Schmidt

and Amann (see Plate 8) in the garden of the former regimental HQ in

Fournes and at the Canadian war memorial at Vimy Ridge.15

Hitler’s regime also tried to benefit from the myth surrounding his First

World War regiment by naming a new unit after RIR 16, which, as we have

seen, ceased to exist at the end of the Great War. The Grenadier Regiment

19 was thus redesignated as ‘List Regiment’ in 1942.16

While most Germans would have preferred to have avoided a new war in

1939, the phenomenal successes of 1939 and 1940 and the early successes in

the Balkans and the Soviet Union let most Germans forget their qualms

about a new war, which helped to sustain Hitler’s popularity. It is, however, 

doubtful whether Hitler’s popular support really was, as conventionally

believed,17 on a meteoric upward swing from the moment Poland was

defeated until Germany’s 6th Army was obliterated in Stalingrad in late

1942 and early 1943. 

A good indicator of how the popularity of Hitler and his regime changed

during the war is to look at the changing popularity of the name ‘Adolf’ and

‘Horst’ (after Horst Wessels, a Nazi activist killed by Communists in 1930

and lionized by the Nazis after his death) for new babies. The popularity of

baby names cannot, of course, measure the absolute percentage of Germans

supporting Hitler but gives a good indication of changes in public opinion. 

The popularity of the name ‘Adolf ’ decreased steadily from the moment

Hitler embarked on war, while the popularity of the name ‘Horst’ only grew

marginally between 1939 and 1940 and then plunged dramatically. 18 This

would suggest that Germany’s early successes in the war did not translate into

a phenomenal rise in the Nazis’ popularity. Furthermore, the men of the new

List Regiment, who were fighting on the Eastern Front, were less proud to

serve in a unit named after the Fu¨hrer’s First World War regiment than they

worried about the impact on their safety that the new name tag added to their

uniforms would have if they fell into the hands of Russians. As a soldier

serving in the new List Regiment was to recall: ‘We were now even more
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afraid to become prisoners of the Russians because [we were worried that]

they would see us as a Nazi elite [unit].’19 The very small number of RIR 16

veterans who joined the Nazi Party during the war also suggests that the war

did not suddenly became hugely and overwhelmingly popular after it had

turned out victorious. During the entire war only 1.6 per cent of the veterans

of Hitler’s regiment became new members of his party. 20

It would, of course, be wrong to suggest that Hitler’s second war

was hugely unpopular. Among wide sections of society, particularly

among young Germans, it was indeed very popular. Men like my own

grandfather—who was accepted into the Luftwaffe as a volunteer in 1943 at

the age of 17—were extremely proud to be admitted into the German

armed forces. However, the argument here is that while the war was not

hugely unpopular, it was not overwhelmingly popular either. Even prior to

the invasion of the Soviet Union—at a time when Nazi Germany was still

unbeaten on the European continent—secret reports from the southern

Bavarian countryside suggested, in language reminiscent of similar reports

from the First World War, that the mood was ‘bad and tired of war’. 21 As we

have seen while encountering the reasons why the men of the List Regiment

continued to fight in the First World War for more than four years, a

willingness to fight should not necessarily be equated with an enthusiasm to

fight. Once a nation is embroiled in war, the default position for men is to

continue fighting for a host of reasons. Moreover, while the cost of protest

in authoritarian states is already prohibitively high during peacetime, it

becomes unacceptably high during a war as acts of protest or other acts of

resistance are now seen as treason in a situation where the nation is under

siege. Moreover, many members of the German resistance thought that

they had to wait for the right moment to attack Hitler, in order to avoid

creating a renewed ‘stab-in-back’ legend that would undermine their legit-

imacy.22 These facts arguably help to explain why so few Germans ever

openly resisted Hitler during the war and why it took those conservatives

who ultimately tried to assassinate Hitler so long to take action. The

threshold to engage in acts of collective resistance23 was thus only lowered

sufficiently for a critical mass of Germans in the second half of the Second

World War, culminating in the attempt on Hitler’s life on 20 July 1944. 

However, much earlier on a number of men from the List Regiment and

its brigade had already crossed the line from support, collaboration, or

cooperation with Hitler to resistance. Among them were Wilhelm Diess, 

Ludwig von Vallade, and Friedrich Wiedemann, Hitler’s adjutant. 
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During the war, Ludwig von Vallade, the former commander of RIB 12, 

formed a resistance group which included Wilhelm Diess, with whom he

had occasionally played the piano during the First World War; as we have

seen, Diess had given the main address at the List reunion at which Hitler

had been shunned. It also included a number of former high-ranking

officers as well as the closest aide to Rupprecht von Bayern. They met

regularly to discuss their stand towards Hitler as well as steps that should be

taken to bring him down. Towards the end of his life, von Vallade was to

state that the greatest regret of his life was that their discussions had not been

translated into an attempt on Hitler’s life.24

Rupprecht himself travelled to Italy in late 1939 and was not allowed to

re-enter Germany for the entire course of the Second World War. While in

Florence, he was put up for a while and helped by the Franchetti family, an

aristocratic Jewish family related to the Rothschilds.25 When his wife and

children followed him to Italy in early 1940, SS men shouted at Rupprecht’s

children: ‘You all should have been shot a long time ago.’26

Realizing that Hitler’s myth about his First World War years continued to

be his Achilles heel, the Conservative resistance to Hitler tried to find out

the truth behind Hitler’s war service. Rather unfortunately, they made

contact with Hans Mend, who was not the most reliable of sources, as we

have seen. 

Early in the Second World War, Hans Mend was interviewed by Friedrich

Schmid Noerr, who probably knew Mend because they both lived on Lake

Starnberg south of Munich, where Mend worked as a riding instructor at

Eltzholz Castle. In an honest attempt to dig up murky aspects of Hitler’s past

for a resistance group that had been formed in the German Military Intelli-

gence Service, Schmid Noerr interviewed Mend for several hours. It was

now that Mend told the tale of Hitler’s homosexual activities as well as a lot of

other equally unlikely yarns. Schmid Noerr subsequently passed on the

summary of his interview to Wilhelm Canaris, the chief of the Military

Intelligence Service, and to General Ludwig Beck, the general who had

broken with Hitler in 1938, as well as to a number of foreign diplomats.27

We do not know how they responded to Mend’s account. However, it is not

too difficult to imagine that Mend did not help his own cause. His testimony

would no doubt have had a greater impact had he stuck to the facts rather than

tell Schmid Noerr whatever he thought the philosopher wanted to hear. 

Soon Mend, who had been in and out of prison since his release from

Dachau, was again in prison. In March 1941, he was sentenced to another
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two years. In attempts to strike up extramarital affairs, he had boasted about

his personal encounters with Hitler, telling young women he encountered

on Lake Starnberg of Hitler’s homosexuality. He claimed ‘that he knew the

Fu¨hrer well and knew exactly why the Fu¨hrer was not getting married,’

adding that ‘the Fu¨hrer had lived with him for weeks on end and had often

stood in front of him with his dressing gown open.’ Mend told the young

women, between claiming that he would fulfil their wildest wishes and

fantasies, that Hitler had had ‘the others who were like that shot and [Hitler]

himself was also that way’. Once jailed, this time, Mend was not to leave

prison again. The former cavalry dispatch rider and author of one of the

most hagiographical accounts of Hitler’s years in the List Regiment finally

died in prison in 1942 almost certainly of natural causes.28

Oscar Daumiller, meanwhile, who had long realized his misjudgement of

Hitler in 1932, was in contact with one of the leading members of the White

Rose resistance group. Soon after Sophie and Hans Scholl, two university

students and today the most famous members of the group, had been

arrested following their failed attempt to distribute their anti-Hitler flyers

at Munich University, Professor Kurt Huber, one of their co-conspirators, 

was also apprehended. When the Gestapo interrogated Huber, they tried to

implicate Oscar Daumiller, showing him incriminating documents against

Daumiller and trying to force Huber to tell them about the degree to which

Daumiller was involved in the resistance to Hitler. Huber bravely resisted

these pressures and through a Protestant minister he was allowed to see in

prison prior to his execution, he warned Daumiller that the Nazi regime

was targeting him too. 29

The most astonishing change of heart towards Hitler, however, did not

occur with Daumiller but with Fritz Wiedemann. No man from the List

Regiment had been as close to Hitler as Wiedemann after 1934. Few men in

general had indeed been as close to Hitler, since Wiedemann was one of his

personal adjutants. 

At the height of his power in the summer of 1938, when Goering was

about to send Wiedemann to London on a precarious mission, no one could

have foreseen Wiedemann’s actions during the Second World War. At the

time, Wiedemann’s task in London was to find out whether Goering could

be invited to England. Goering thought that an understanding between

Germany and Britain could be reached but the new German foreign

secretary, Joachim von Ribbentrop, whom Goering thought incompetent

and stupid, stood in the way of any deal with Britain. Hitler had given

322

H I T L E R ’ S S E C O N D W A R

approval for the visit, during which Wiedemann met Lord Halifax, the

British foreign secretary. With the news in his pocket that the British were

in principle prepared to invite Goering (which is not quite what Halifax had

said but was what Wiedemann had heard) and that one day they would like

to invite Hitler to London, he travelled back to Germany. However, by the

time Wiedemann arrived back in Berlin, Hitler had lost interest in the

endeavour, while Ribbentrop was furious that Wiedemann had gone behind

his back. From that point on, Wiedemann’s position was weakened. When

it then became known that Wiedemann thought that Hitler should make a

compromise on his territorial demands against Czechoslovakia in order to

avoid war, Hitler dismissed Wiedemann in January 1939.30 After the war, 

while giving testimony in the run-up to the Nuremberg Trials, Wiedemann

claimed, maybe somewhat self-servingly, that Hitler had told him on

dismissing him: ‘I have no use for people in my entourage who do not

support my policies with their full heart.’31

In early 1939, Hitler decided that he wanted to get the former adjutant of

his regiment out of his sight, yet he still felt obliged to him and remained

courteous towards him even then. Hitler thus appointed Wiedemann as

German Consul General in San Francisco, the city that Wiedemann had

loved since his 1937 holidays in America. 32 As a US interrogator put it in

1945, Wiedemann had ‘showed [his] dissatisfaction and [was] put in the

doghouse’. 33

On arrival on the West Coast of America, Wiedemann set up residence in

the affluent suburb of Hillsborough between the San Francisco Bay and the

Pacific Ocean and contemplated his next move. US authorities were rather

nervous about his arrival, suspecting that a former top aide to Hitler on a

third-rate diplomatic posting could only mean that Wiedemann was on a

secret mission to set up and run a Japanese–American spy ring out of San

Francisco. An American illustrated magazine covering his arrival in the Bay

area was clearly confused about Wiedemann: ‘The Captain’s arrival was

somewhat of an anticlimax. Instead of a shorn-haired, gimlet-eyed officer of

the Prussian type, the reporters found a friendly and very courteous man

with a quick smile and pleasant manners.’ According to the magazine, 

Wiedemann’s ‘appearance was attractive. Tall, dark, and immaculate, he

looks ten years younger than his age of 48. He dresses informally but well. 

The pugnaciousness in his face with his massive jaw and low, receding

forehead disappears when he grins—and he grins frequently.’ With his

‘disarming way’, the former regimental adjutant of RIR 16 was ‘to the
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newspapermen . . . a surprise and a disappointment’. The article also noted

that he had acted in a most reserved manner towards local Nazis and that in a

speech he had told ‘West-coast Germans that they are not Germans but

Americans and should act as such’. Wiedemann even mentioned at parties, 

to the surprise of the magazine, that he was ‘really in disfavour with

the Fuehrer’. However, the magazine as well as the FBI, acting on intelli-

gence received from the State Department, concluded that Wiedemann’s

behaviour was just a smokescreen for his spy activities. 34

When shortly after Wiedemann, Princess Stephanie von Hohenlohe

Waldenburg Schillingfu¨rst—a colourful Hungarian socialite and divorcee

in her mid-forties, daughter of a Jewish convert to Catholicism, occa-

sional guest of Hitler’s, rumoured lover of Wiedemann, and suspected

spy-master—also arrived in San Francisco, the suspicions of the FBI were

seemingly confirmed. US authorities speculated that Hitler had sent Ste-

phanie von Hohenlohe, whom the bureau ‘characterized as being extremely

intelligent, dangerous and clever, and as an espionage agent worse than ten

thousand men’, to teach Wiedemann how to set up a spy network. 35 It was

only during the Second World War that US authorities realized that they had

been very much mistaken about the plans of both the former regimental

adjutant of RIR 16 and the red-haired Hungarian aristocrat. 

Out of genuine disgust with Hitler’s policies, disillusionment, or resent-

ment following his demotion, Wiedemann continued to distance himself

from Hitler after the outbreak of war. 

His distancing started with small things, such as not sending a birthday

telegram to Hitler for his birthday in April 1940. Yet he did not leave things

there, deciding to make himself available to British intelligence. Using her

British contacts, Stephanie von Hohenlohe arranged two meetings with Sir

William Wiseman, a New York City-based banker in his mid-fifties, who

worked for British intelligence. The second and more crucial of the meet-

ings took place in the presence of Hohenlohe on 27 November 1940 in

Wiseman’s room in the Mark Hopkins Hotel in San Francisco, lasting from

7.30 p.m. until the early hours of the following morning. After exchanging a

few pleasantries, they quickly settled down to business, discussing how the

war could be brought to an end and how a lasting peace could be estab-

lished. There was no beating about the bush. Wiseman flatly stated that ‘this

peace, to be lasting, cannot and will not be made with Chancellor Adolf

Hitler’. Wiedemann immediately agreed, stating that only a constitutional

monarchy would have both the legitimacy and stability to secure a lasting, 
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stable, and sustainable peace, arguing that he ‘believes that a lasting peace

can be made’ but ‘that this peace must be made with a strong political party, 

possibly a monarchy headed by the German Crown Prince, and to accom-

plish this the present Hitler [regime] must be destroyed. In this connection, 

he stated that Germany should return to the monarchical [system] because

the present system has no constitutional rights. . . . it will be necessary to go

back and establish some form of government based upon a constitution.’

Wiedemann had lost all faith in the former dispatch runner of his regiment, 

replying to Hohenlohe’s question about whether he thought that it would

make all the difference if Hitler were removed: ‘All the difference’. 36

Hohenlohe also speculated that ‘the Jew banker, who is a friend of

[Wiedemann’s] might be able to help them in their endeavour’. 37

For very much the same reason that Wiedemann had joined a Freikorps in

1919, namely to prevent a Bolshevik takeover of Bavaria, he now opposed

Hitler and discussed the best methods of removing him from power. 

Bolshevism and Hitler’s National Socialism, Wiedemann argued, were but

two sides of the same coin. He ‘commented that besides the great struggle

between England and Germany, there was a terrific struggle between

Bolshevism and National Socialism on one hand and Capitalism on the

other. . . . the only difference between Russian Bolshevism and German

Socialism is that Russian Bolshevism has an international aspect and on the

other hand, German Socialism is only national. Otherwise . . . the two are

identical.’38 According to the secret FBI recording of their conversation, 

Hohenlohe, who acted as an interpreter when Wiedemann had difficulty in

expressing his thoughts adequately in English, told Wiseman: ‘[Wiede-

mann] says that irony of fate consisted in that Hitler, who has had so

many people drawn to him and he has gotten them to vote (phonetic)

and to pauper (phonetic) by fighting Bolshevism in Germany, who was in

truth the person who created Bolshevism in Germany.’39

Even though Wiseman flew straight to Washington DC to see his contacts

in the British Embassy and to notify Lord Halifax, Wiedemann and Wise-

man’s initiative came to nothing, in spite of the US President, Franklin D. 

Roosevelt being briefed. 40 However, the political evolution of Wiedemann

provides us with a fascinating insight into how the attitudes of veterans of the

regiment towards Hitler were not fixed and unchanging but determined by

changing perceptions of who Hitler was and what he stood for. 

Half a year after the meeting with Wiseman, Wiedemann again decided

that he had to do something against Hitler. He volunteered to provide
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everything he knew about the Nazi regime to one of the magazines of the

publishing empire of William Randolph Hearst, America’s most successful

and famed media tycoon. However, Wiedemann’s offer was vetoed by the

US State Department, as the Under-Secretary of State, Sumner Welles, was

opposed to bargaining with Wiedemann and, more importantly, was wor-

ried about endangering the position of US representatives in Germany, if a

German diplomat and former top aide to Hitler was allowed to speak out

against him. 41

After all the German consulates in the US were ordered to close in July

1941, Wiedemann sailed back to Germany, where he had an uncomfortable

twenty-minute meeting with Joachim von Ribbentrop, Hitler’s foreign

minister, who, as we have seen, intensely disliked Wiedemann. Without

having seen Hitler, Wiedemann was sent off to a posting in the German

consulate in Tientsin, approximately 150 kilometres to the south-east of

Beijing—as far out of the sight of Hitler as possible. According to intelli-

gence obtained by the OSS, Wiedemann had been told by army officers

while in Germany that they were disgusted at the senseless killing of civilians

in the East and had noticed a growing resentment in Bavaria towards

northern Germany and the anti-Catholicism of the Nazi regime. 

While Wiedemann was on the way to his new posting, the director of the

OSS, William J. Donovan, asked Roosevelt if he thought it ‘desirable, in

view of the present situation, to see if Wiedemann would repudiate his

party’. In the event, however, the White House and the OSS decided not to

pursue the matter further.42

While in Tientsin, sensing that he had to jump a sinking ship soon, 

Wiedemann already prepared notes about his time as Hitler’s adjutant, 

collecting incriminating facts about Hitler and other top Nazis.43

What do we make of the behaviour of people like Wiedemann or of others

on the Conservative political spectrum such as Oscar Daumiller or

Hermann Kornacher, who at some point had supported Hitler but then

distanced themselves from him again? For a long time, this question was

hopelessly politicized as the generation that had lived through the Third

Reich retrospectively constructed a version of their own involvement with

the Nazi regime that overemphasized resistance. It continued to be politi-

cized heavily as the children of those implicated with Nazi Germany tried to

persuade them to live up to their involvement. However, as the conflict

between the generations of 1933 and of 1968 no longer dominates public
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debate, it has become much easier to explain in non-moralistic terms the

collaboration of Germans with Hitler’s regime—whether conscious or

unconscious, voluntary or involuntary, informed or uninformed, ideo-

logical or opportunistic, collusive or combative. 

While for a long time there was a tendency to portray the Catholic milieu

from which most of the men of the List Regiment came as not fundamen-

tally different from the Nazis for its lack of collective action against crimes

committed under Hitler’s regime, and to view Conservatives as essentially

the same as National Socialists due to their role in bringing Hitler to power, 

these views have lost much of their persuasive power. We now know, for

instance, that, even though the key responsibility for Hitler’s rise to power


lies with Hitler’s voters and with the Conservative establishment, the reason

why there was so little Conservative resistance to Hitler until well into the

war was to a large extent a result of the coercive measures and the violence

against key Conservative figures in 1933, thus rendering Conservative

institutions impotent.44

The initial ideological distance between men such as Wiedemann and

Daumiller on the one hand and Hitler on the other, followed by support

for Hitler, and eventual resistance to him suggests that there never was a

near congruence between their ideologies. Rather it indicates that they

always saw support for Hitler as ‘merely’ a vehicle to further their own

political convictions which, needless to say, does not take away any of their

responsibility for the crimes committed under Hitler. Even though the

actions of German Conservatives were pivotal in Hilter’s rise to power, 

the Third Reich was not necessarily the sum of the individual intentions and

preferences of all the Germans who directly or indirectly had contributed to

Hitler’s appointment as German Chancellor; political actors regularly be-

have in ways contingent on one another, frequently creating new political

regimes and institutions that are only distantly related to the expected

outcomes of most of the actors involved. 45

The beliefs of the many Germans who were at least temporarily drawn to

National Socialism were often different from the ideological core of

Hitler’s own beliefs, such as, for instance, redemptive anti-Semitism or the

belief in an imminent social Darwinian showdown. They were drawn to

Hitler’s regime for the same reason that Europeans across the continent were

drawn to authoritarian, collectivist regimes: for instance, a disillusionment

with liberal democracy in the aftermath of the world economic crisis, the

1 9 3 9 – 1 9 4 5

327

growth of leadership cults, anti-Bolshevism, integral nationalism, anti-

minority movements, and fear of Russia.46

The emergence of the Third Reich was thus a result of two sets of

contingent factors, both of which are only marginally linked to the First

World War: the first was that a situation arose in the late 1920s and early

1930s that was conducive to the rise of authoritarian, collectivist political

movements. The second one was closely related to Hitler. It was that in the

German case Hitler, together with other Nazi leaders similar to him—in

other words a leader who was often not perceived as, but would ultimately

turn out, far more radical than his counterparts in the rest of Europe—was

the only viable person on the Right to exploit the opening created by the

crisis of the late 1920s and early 1930s for a collectivist, authoritarian

movement. This was the case because other right-wing authoritarian, 

collectivist groups and different (more moderate) factions within the

NSDAP had been sidelined for a host of other contingent factors. 

As a result of this constellation, many of those who helped Hitler come to

power ignored, or were blind to, Hitler’s more radical ideas, thinking that he

and his party could be used as a tool, for instance, to combat the economic

consequences of the Depression, to fight Bolshevism, to ‘undo’ the Versailles

Treaty, or to set up a more conservative state. They did not realize either that

Hitler’s core beliefs went well beyond their own (in other words, they

assumed that Hitler’s more radical goals had to be understood metaphoric-

ally) or they underestimated the fact that Hitler, once in power, would not

treat them as equal partners but sideline, and sometimes even target them, 

and thus use them as a tool to further his own core beliefs (i.e. they assumed

that Hitler would be in no position to carry out his more radical goals). 

Hitler’s rise to power and the support he at least temporarily received

from wide sections of the conservative milieu were thus a result of a whole

series of contingent factors. Yet the process we have seen here is common to

the rise of charismatic leaders who tend to gain control of the society they

wish to destroy by sharing certain traditional features of the society they

wish to transform which they exploit at a time of serious disruptions and

crises. It is these features that allow them to garner widespread support. 

Hitler’s invocation both of goals that were formally congruent with the

goals of many German Conservatives and of the ideals of Kameradschaft

based on his mythical war experience in the List Regiment thus made it

tempting for so many Germans to help Hitler into power; yet it also allowed

Hitler, once in power, to pursue policies that many a German who had
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initially colluded with Hitler, including men like Wiedemann and Daumil-

ler, came to rue. 47

For Hitler himself, his First World War experience in the List Regiment was

pivotal for the way he fought the Second World War. 

Hitler had not been ‘made’ by the Great War, as we have seen. Nor did

he see his second war as a rerun of his first one. Yet, there is a very direct

connection between the two world wars, as far as Hitler was concerned. 

The link is the way in which Private Hitler tried to put the lessons of the

First World War into practice as he saw them from the vantage point of

the post-1918 war world (as opposed to the time of the Great War itself). 

And this is why the Second World War was ‘a very, very different war

indeed’ from Hitler’s first war.48 However, Hitler drew the most import-

ant lesson for fighting his second war less from the First World War itself

than from history in general (in the form that had filtered through into

Hitler’s mind in the aftermath of the Great War). The lesson was that

nations and states were locked in a Darwinian struggle for survival, which

depended on sufficient Lebensraum, or living space, for its people; nations

also had to eradicate any influences on them which would weaken them in

their epic struggle for survival. A new war thus had to have two goals: to

create new Lebensraum and to ‘cleanse’ the German people of any negative

influence. And it was here—in solving the question of how such a war

could be won and in identifying supposedly poisonous influences on

the nation—that Hitler turned to his First World War experience for

inspiration. 

The scrupulous German propaganda colossus that was at work during the

Second World War, aimed at rallying the German people behind the war

and at wooing foreign collaborators, was thus driven by Hitler’s belief, as

expressed in Mein Kampf, that Germany’s allegedly inferior propaganda

between 1914 and 1918 had been one of the main causes of Germany’s

defeat. Another lesson Hitler drew from his first war was that the compara-

tively benign and lenient approach towards military justice in his regiment

and in the German armed forces as a whole had undermined the German

war effort. As a result, between 20,000 and 22,000 German soldiers were

executed during the Second World War. 49

Hitler also claimed that seeing the waste of resources during the First

World War at first hand, when soldiers were sent, ‘for instance, from

Messines to Fournes to take a pound of butter there’,50 taught him to cut
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waste and use resources more efficiently both in running the German

economy and the war effort. 

Hitler’s own experience in the war almost certainly heavily contributed to

the fact that he remained impressed with the fighting power of Britain and of

Dominion troops throughout the Second World War, while he never took

the French armed forces too seriously. In 1940, Hitler humiliated the French

by making them sign the official declaration of surrender in the forest of

Compiègne, on the very spot the Germans had to sign the armistice in 1918. 

He also had the French memorial in the forest blown up. By contrast, shortly

after he had had that memorial obliterated, Hitler visited the Canadian war

memorial at Vimy Ridge—a stunning and solemn modernist sculpture in

which two grieving figures are set against two pylons of sandstone—to pay

respect to the almost 60,000 fallen Canadian soldiers of the Great War. 51

Furthermore, Hitler told Wiedemann in 1936 when discussing the Abyssi-

nian question: ‘If I had a choice between the Italians and the English, then I

would naturally go with the English. Mussolini is closer to me but I know the

Englishmen from the last war, I know they are hard fellows.’52

Hitler also drew what he thought were positive lessons from the Great

War. In 1941, for instance, he used the memory of the perceived partisan

attacks in Belgium in 1914 to justify brutal conduct against civilians in the

Soviet Union: ‘The old Reich already knew how to act with firmness in the

occupied areas. That’s how attempts at sabotaging the railways in Belgium

were punished by Count von der Goltz. He had all the villages burnt within

a radius of several kilometres, after having had all the mayors shot, the men

imprisoned, and the women and children evacuated. There were three or

four acts of violence in all, then nothing more happened.’53

As Hitler listened less and less to his own generals after the German war

effort had started to turn sour, he increasingly turned to his own war

experience for inspiration in deciding how to direct the war. For example, 

he overruled Heinz Guderian, the commander of the 2nd Panzer Army

during the invasion of the Soviet Union, when Guderian advised Hitler to

retreat in December 1941. Hitler instructed him that his troops should blast

craters in the ground with howitzers, as had been done in Flanders during

the First World War, and dig themselves in for the winter, ignoring

Guderian’s plea that mid-winter conditions in Flanders were hardly com-

parable to the Russian winter.54

Hitler increasingly became prisoner of his own lies which he had intern-

alized. For instance, on 18 June 1944, less than two weeks after the Allied
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forces had landed in Normandy on D-Day, forgetting that towards the end

of the 1918 spring offensive, he and the men of his regiment had had to run

for their lives, Hitler, full of megalomania, told his generals that all they had

to do was what the Germans had done in early 1918, when ‘during our

offensive during the Great Battle of France, we chased the Englishmen out

of the area completely’.55 On another occasion, Hitler dismissed advice

from his officers because, as Fritz Wiedemann put it, he thought that he

knew much more about how to build new positions than his generals

‘because he himself as a simple soldier had sat in dugouts’, while his generals

had seen nothing but drawing boards far behind the front during the Great

War.56

The longer Hitler directed the Second World War, the more he looked

back at, and romanticized, his own experiences as a private in the Great

War. In the summer of 1941, for instance, as his soldiers overran the Soviet

Union, Hitler declared during one of his infamous monologues that during

the Great War, he had been ‘passionately glad to be a soldier’.57 Then in

October 1941, he reminisced about his time in the List Regiment as ‘the one

time’ when he had ‘had no worries’ as food, clothing, and accommodation

were all provided for him.58 Hearing about former comrades from the List

Regiment thus provided Hitler with one of the few joys he had after the fall

of Stalingrad. For example, when, in 1944, he happened to read an article in

a Munich newspaper about the Liebhardt brothers, who had served with

him in 1st Company at the beginning of the war, he instructed Max Amann

to find out more about the life story of the brothers since 1914. 59

Those groups that Hitler had retrospectively identified as having had the

most negative influence on Germany during the First World War—

primarily Jews and Socialists—were sidelined from the day Hitler came to

power, as Hitler believed that Germany could only survive the Darwinian

showdown that lay ahead, if Germany ‘cleansed’ herself of Jews and Social-

ists. Until the end of the 1930s, Hitler’s preferred solution to ridding his

Third Reich of Jews and Socialists was almost certainly non-genocidal. For

the first two years of the war, too, ethnic cleansing, rather than genocide, 

was meant to free Germany of Jews and to liberate the new Lebensraum in

the East for German colonization. However, as the Jews whom German

forces had rounded up in the occupied territories in the East since 1939

could not be moved anywhere else during wartime and as they were

deemed as unnecessary consumers in a time of a worsening shortages, 

sometime in 1941, Hitler and his regime embarked on genocide as the
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preferred option. In justifying the physical extermination of the Jews of

Europe to himself and to his inner circle, Hitler obsessively repeated his idea

that the Jews were the chief culprits of Germany’s defeat in his first war. 

On 25 October 1941, in a disjointed fashion, he told the leader of the SS and

his deputy, Heinrich Himmler and Reinhard Heydrich: ‘This criminal race

has the two million dead of the World War on its conscience, now again

hundred of thousands. Don’t anyone tell me we can’t send them into the

marches [Morast]! Who bothers, then, about our people? It’s good when the

horror [der Schrecken] precedes us that we are exterminating Jewry.’60

By the end of the Holocaust between five and six million Jews had been

killed at the hands of a large number of Germans and their local collabor-

ators. Among the victims were at least twelve of the forty-nine Jewish

soldiers in RIR 16 who had survived the First World War.61 Arthur R€odl, 

meanwhile, was one of the leading perpetrators of the Holocaust. After

1933, the RIR 16 veteran had served in the concentration camps at Lichten-

burg, Sachsenburg, and Buchenwald. In 1941, he became the Commander

of the Groß-Rosen Concentration Camp, which was at the time primarily a

slave labour camp. Under his command, thousands of Soviet POWs were

shot dead. From 1943, he served as a Standartenfu¨hrer (the SS equivalent of

a colonel) with the SS in Ukraine and later in Croatia.62

The only reason for the survival of a significant number of the Jewish

veterans from RIR 16 was the rather reluctant embrace that the democracies

of the New World, as well as Britain and her authorities in Palestine, 

afforded to those who had decided to emigrate from Germany. One of

the e´migreś was Justin Fleischmann. He and his brothers put all their energy

into defeating Private Hitler’s regime from the shores of America, just as

they had put their whole heart into fighting for Germany during the First

World War. While one of Justin’s brothers developed and patented high-

quality bullets, his other brother was to experience the invasion of Germany

as a colonel in the Combined Intelligence Ordnance Section of the US

Army.63

America also saved the life of Hugo Gutmann. When Hitler’s army

overran western Europe in 1940, Gutmann and his family managed to flee

to Lisbon, from where they set sail for New York on 28 August. Six weeks

after arriving in New York City, Gutmann and his family moved on to

St Louis. Along with Wiedemann, two of the former regimental adjutants of

RIR 16 were now in the United States. Once in Missouri, the officer
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who had facilitated the Iron Cross 1st Class for the private who was now

driving Germany’s Jewry out of the country, broke with his past. Gutmann

renamed himself, transforming himself from Hugo Gutmann into Henry G. 

Grant. He declared in court that due to ‘many harrowing experiences at the

hands of the German Government and its people’ he and his family wished

to ‘dissociate themselves from anything German, including the names they

bear’. Living with his wife and two children in an old apartment building on

Clara Avenue, a high-rent area of the city close to the fashionable Forest

Park, he now worked for the Underwood Elliott Fisher typewriter com-

pany in downtown St Louis, telling a local newspaper: ‘My past is entirely

forgotten and all I want to do now is live peaceably and sell some type-

writers.’ Two years after their arrival in America, Gutmann/Grant’s son

Howard Charles (Heinz Werner) joined the US Army, enlisting at Jefferson

Barracks in South St Louis County. He was deployed in the European war

theatre. Later the son of RIR 16’s former regimental adjutant was to join the

US civil occupation force of Germany that was to try to extinguish any

traces of Private Hitler in the minds of Germans.64

Ernst Weiß, the physician and writer to whom Hitler’s doctor from Pase-

walk had handed over his notes in 1933, was less lucky than Hugo Gutmann. 

Weiß desperately tried to get out of France after the German invasion of 1940. 

Not knowing that his visa and transatlantic ticket were already ready and

waiting at the American Embassy, he gave up all hope on 14 June 1940 and

went to the bathroom attached to his room in Paris, ran a bath, took sleeping

pills, and slashed open his wrists, thus taking his life. Another e´migre´ who

knew of Hitler’s medical history and who had been more fortunate with the

destination of his emigration than Weiß was Karl Kroner, a Jewish doctor

who had worked with Edmund Forster at Pasewalk and who had emigrated

to Iceland. US Naval Intelligence located him there and used his testimony as

the core for a report about Hitler that they produced for the Office of

Strategic Services.65 Like Weiß, Karl Mayr found himself stranded in France

after the German invasion of 1940. Hitler’s former political mentor, who

unlike Hitler had ended up a defender of the Weimar Republic and a Social

Democrat, was now arrested and taken back to Germany. He died or was

killed in Buchenwald Concentration Camp in early 1945.66

The widow of Albert Weisgerber—the celebrated officer of the List Regi-

ment—also survived the Holocaust in exile. While she spent the war

in London, her family was less fortunate. Weisgerber’s brother-in-law
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pre-empted his own death at the hands of the Nazis by committing suicide, 

while other members of the family were killed in Nazi camps. 67

The great tragedy of those Jewish veterans who perished in the Holocaust

is that because of their service in the war and the relatively good relations in

their communities they remained in Germany, 68 when other German Jews, 

particularly the young ones, had chosen to leave. For instance, Levi Erlanger’s

sons, Arnold and Gustav, emigrated to the Netherlands in February 1939 and

the daughter of Julius Mannheimer, a veteran of 4th Company, moved to

Britain with the financial help of non-Jewish friends of her parents, while their

fathers stayed behind. Even fifty years later, the daughter ‘still remember[ed]

the despair in their eyes when (prior to a rigorous body search) on Munich

airport, [she] embraced and kissed them for the last time. ’69

As the tragic and inadvertent effect of the relatively low levels of anti-

Semitism in many of the communities in which RIR 16 veterans lived, 

many veterans of the List Regiment thus found themselves trapped in

Second World War Germany. 70 At the beginning of the war, many of

them were forced to carry out slave labour, among them Levi Erlanger

and Josef Heller, one of the two other Jewish RIR 16 veterans from

Ichenhausen, who were forced to work in a brickworks factory. Julius

Mannheimer, meanwhile, had to work in a stone quarry. The material

conditions of Erlanger, Heller, Nathan Winschbacher, and their fellow

Jews in Ichenhausen also grew progressively worse, as Hitler’s regime

took the inherent logic of total war, already visible during the Great War, 

to its extreme, allocating only very meagre food rations to anyone deemed

not to be contributing to victory in a total war. 

There was, however, a crucial difference between Germany’s totalizing

war effort in Hitler’s first and second wars. This difference was not that only

now did the Germans, as did the other warring nations, try to fulfil the full

potential of fighting a total war. The fundamental difference was that

Private Hitler’s policy makers had mixed the concept of total war with

that of a racial war, thus allocating resources not according to the ability of

individuals to contribute to the war effort, but according to their (per-

ceived) ethnic background. This was not an extreme form of the kind of

total war fought by the List Regiment in the First World War, but it was its

counter-productive perversion. Or differently put, it diverted resources

away from the real military conflict in order to fight an imaginary enemy, 

namely international Judaism. The material conditions of Jewish veterans in

Ichenhausen and in other communities was only slightly alleviated by acts of
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kindness of local non-Jews, who secretly passed them food across the fences

of their back gardens. 71

The first Jewish veteran of RIR 16 had already been killed before the

Holocaust started. The veteran was Siegfried Sch€onfeld from 11th Com-

pany who died in Buchenwald Concentration Camp on 20 March 1941.72

The earliest Jewish veterans to die in the Holocaust were those from

Munich. Julius Mannheimer, who had joined the List Regiment on the

eve of the Battle of the Somme, decided that, rather than be deported to

the East, he would take his own life. On 12 November 1941, eight days

before he was to be deported, the recipient of an Iron Cross in the List

Regiment threw himself, together with his wife, at 9.27 a.m. in front of a

moving train on a suburban railway track. 73 A day and a week later, Karl

Goldschmidt, a merchant and former NCO in 9th Company, was

deported on a transport that took 999 Jews to the Baltic. On their arrival

in Kowno (Kovno) in Lithuania, members of the German Police Battalion

11 and local collaborators took them out of the train and started to march

them in the direction of the ghetto. Goldschmidt did not know what

awaited him. As the people on his transport were led along the street that

cuts through the Kowno ghetto, they asked Jews behind the fences: ‘Is the

Camp still far away?’ They were, however, led straight to Fort IX, a

fortification built during tsarist times, where pits had already been dug

for their bodies. Once there, Goldschmidt had to climb into the pit. Then

the SS Einsatzkommando 3 opened their machine guns on Hitler’s fellow

soldier from the List Regiment, while they ran the engines of all their

trucks continuously, to prevent the gunfire and screaming from being

heard. Subsequently they threw hand grenades into the pit full of dying

Jews, and ordered the pits to be filled with earth, without first checking if

all victims were already dead.74

The next Jewish veteran to be murdered was Michael Fru¨h. A veteran of

7th Company and a recipient of an Iron Cross, he had returned after the

First World War to his native Fu¨rth, known due to its thriving Jewish

community as ‘the Bavarian Jerusalem’. Unlike other Jews from his home

town, such as young Henry Kissinger, he had decided against emigration. 

On 24 March 1942, he was taken to the grounds of the monumental Nazi

Party rallies in Nuremberg. Together with another 431 Jews, he boarded a

train, which took him to the Jewish ghetto of Izbica in Central Poland. In

Izbica, he might have met Julius Lindauer, a veteran of 5th Company, who, 

1 9 3 9 – 1 9 4 5

335

like Fru¨h, had been the recipient of an Iron Cross. None of the 432 Jews on

Fru¨h’s train, including Lindauer, survived the Holocaust.75

Soon after Fru¨h’s and Lindauer’s deportation, Nathan Winschbacher and

Josef Heller from Ichenhausen and Karl Leiter from Augsburg, who had

served in 2nd Company, were taken to Piaski, another ghetto in central

Poland. Prior to their departure, they had been told that they were to

carry out forced labour in Poland. However, all three veterans of Hitler’s

regiment were killed either straightaway in Piaski, or subsequently in the

death camps of Trawniki (Travniki), Sobibor, or Belzec. Meanwhile, in

Ichenhausen, the belongings of Heller, Winschbacher, and their fellow

evacuees were sold off in a street auction carried out by the SS and the

SA, which attracted a despicable crowd of greedy people from the entire

region out for a ‘good’ bargain.76

The deportation and killing of the Jewish veterans still in Germany

continued without mercy: in the summer of 1942, Arthur Dreyer, one of

the regimental physicians of RIR 16, and Gabriel Steiner, a veteran from 8th

Company, were deported on two separate transports to Theresienstadt

Concentration Camp. The camp had been set up on the site of a former

Habsburg fortress as a ‘model’ concentration camp for Jewish war veterans

with decorations or who had been injured during the war, as well as for

other ‘privileged’ Jews. One of the goals of the establishment of the camp

was to deceive the Red Cross and international opinion about the real

character of Nazi concentration camps. However, with the exception of a

few apartments for prominent Jews at the centre of the camp that took the

character of a Potemkian village, conditions were dire in the camp. 

Shortly after Steiner’s and Dreyer’s arrival in Theresienstadt, the aunt of

Wiedemann’s co-conspirator Stephanie von Hohenlohe died there. Dreyer

and Steiner did not survive the Holocaust either. Dreyer died in February

1943, whether from the typhus epidemic that was running riot in the camp

that winter we cannot know, while Steiner was sent to Auschwitz in

January 1943 and killed there, after the Nazis had decided to reduce the

number of Jews in Theresienstadt in preparation for an inspection by the

International Red Cross and a number of international guests.77 Auschwitz

was also where Levi Erlanger was taken, as was Siegfried Heumann, the

veteran who had been a member of the regimental veterans’ association and

who had bravely protested against the marginalization of Jewish veterans in

1936. Within a few months of each other the two veterans from Hitler’s

regiment were killed in Auschwitz.78
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After March 1943, at most a handful of Jewish veterans from the List

Regiment were still left in Germany. They were most likely ‘protected’

Jews; in other words, Jews with non-Jewish wives. Jakob Rafael, from 6th

Company, who had been severely injured on the Somme and who had been

awarded an Iron Cross, for instance, continued to live in Augsburg, together

with his wife, until 22 February 1945. By the time ‘protected’ Jews were also

deported, only forty-four Jews out of more than 1,200 were left in Rafael’s

home town of Augsburg. Rafael was taken to Theresienstadt concentration

camp on the second last deportation from Munich. On the same transport

was Hugo Gu¨nzburger, the RIR 16 veteran from Memmingen. 79

It has been suggested that it was a result of the First World War that a crime

as heinous as the Holocaust could occur: ‘What the 1914–18 war did was to

make those crimes possible. The war opened a doorway to brutality through

which [the perpetrators of the Holocaust] willingly passed. To them, the

war and the revolutionary upheaval that followed it were a training course

in mass violence and male comradeship.’80

It is perfectly true that the Second World War and the Holocaust grew out

of a political situation that would not have existed without the First World

War. It is also true that the emergence of total and industrialized war made

Nazi genocide possible. However, the supposition that the brutalization that

the First World War is said to have brought made the Holocaust possible is

rather dubious. First, the overwhelming majority of the men who carried out

the mass killing on the ground were SS men who had been too young to fight

(and thus experience brutalization) in the First World War.81 Moreover, none

of the four main architects of the Holocaust within the SS—Heinrich Himm-

ler, Reinhard Heydrich, Adolf Eichmann, and Ernst Kaltenbrunner—had seen

active service in the First World War either. When the Great War broke out in

1914, Josef Mengele, the chief doctor of Auschwitz, who grew up a mere 10

kilometres from Ichenhausen, was barely old enough to walk. Secondly, if it is

true that the Holocaust became possible through the brutalization which its

perpetrators had experienced in the First World War, the obvious question

arises about where the perpetrators of a great number of other instances of

modern genocide and ethnic cleansing—in which no wars took place in their

countries during their lifetimes (e.g. Cambodia in the 1970s or Yugoslavia in

the 1990s)—received their training course in mass violence. 

It also unconvincing to claim a direct causal link between colonial

violence and the Holocaust. It is, of course, true that the father of Hermann
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Goering had been Reich Commissioner of German South West Africa in

the late 1880s and that Franz Ritter von Epp, who was Nazi governor of

Bavaria, had served in German South West Africa during the time of the

massacres against the Herero and Nama. It is also true that German advisers

to the Ottoman rulers were implicated in the ethnic cleansing of the

Armenians during the First World War.82 However, what do these links

reveal? They are at best tenuous. The majority of men who had served in

the colonies did not become involved in genocide. At any rate, Goering had

been a colonial official in German South West Africa well before the

massacres against the Herero and Nama took place. Moreover, the mas-

sacres in the colonial empires of other European powers did not translate

into genocide, nor did the ethnic cleansing and mass killings of the Arme-

nians in the First World War turn the sons of wartime leaders of the

Ottoman Empire into perpetrators of genocide in the 1940s. 

A far more convincing answer to the question of what made possible

the killing of at least twelve Jewish veterans from the List Regiment as

well as another five to six million other Jews, rather than focusing on

First World War brutalization, colonial violence, or a claimed loss of

human solidarity in nineteenth century Germany,83 is to point towards

the lethal cocktail of ethnic conflict, extreme economic volatility, and

empires in decline;84 as well as the transformation of a European state

system of multi-ethnic empires to modern ethnically defined nation

states and an obsessive fear of Bolshevism in general, and Hitler’s

paranoid anti-Semitism in particular. 

The transformation process from the multi-ethnic, multi-religious dyn-

astic world of Central, Eastern, and South-Eastern Europe into a world of

modern nation states was, in large part, so very bloody because the ethnic-

ally mixed character of the region made the seamless creation of new nation

states with clear ethnically defined borders well nigh impossible. It is of note

in this context that men from ethnically mixed areas abroad and German

territories lost after 1918 were heavily overrepresented among Nazi war

criminals.85 It is probably no exaggeration to say that the Holocaust is

unlikely to have happened, or at least to have occurred on the same scale, 

had it not been for Nazi war criminals from multi-ethnic borderlands. 

Similarly, as we have seen earlier, the dropping of the atomic bomb on

Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the bombing of British and German cities, 

rather than the Holocaust, stand in the tradition of the German massacres of

1914 and of the harsh policies of Operation Alberich. Hitler’s second war
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was at its core, not just a total war, but a racial war and a war for Lebensraum; 

his first war had been neither.86

In the spring of 1944 when bad news continued to arrive in Berlin from all

fronts, Hitler became increasingly worried that the Second World War was

to become a rerun of the final stages of his first war. In a conversation with

Albert Speer, Hitler’s architect and confidante turned minister for muni-

tions, Private Hitler even indirectly acknowledged that his blindness at the

end of the First World War had been a result of psychosomatic hysteria. He

told Speer that he was worried that as in 1918 he would again go blind.87

As American, British, Dominion, and Soviet troops made their way into

Germany in late 1944 and early 1945 and as Jakob Rafael and Hugo

Gu¨nzburger were liberated by the Red Army in Theresienstadt,88 Hitler

did not understand why ‘his’ Germans had ‘betrayed’ him and refused to

stage large-scale partisan warfare against the forces of the democracies of

the West. Hitler’s myopia was in part a result of his flawed analysis of what

had gone wrong in the List Regiment and in the German armed forces at

large in the First World War. In an attempt to maintain morale among

Germans and to trigger a ‘stab-in-the-back’ in the armies of Germany’s

enemies, the Nazi regime tried in 1944/5 to recreate with reverse roles the

conditions Hitler believed had existed in 1917/18: the Nazi leadership

thought that its superior propaganda would allow it to create an ideologic-

ally and committed home guard (Volkssturm) that would draw out the war long

enough and inflict casualties high enough for the American and British home

front to waver and stab their victorious armies in the back. The result would be

German victory supposedly in the same way the Allies had won the war in

1918. 89 In short, Hitler’s post-war delusions about the war experience of the

List Regiment fed his delusions at the end of the Second World War, which in

turn determined Germany’s fate during the twilight of the Third Reich. 

Right until his suicide in the ruins of Berlin in the final days of the war, his

war service in the List Regiment remained the focal point of Hitler’s self-

identity and the propagandistic staging of his life story. During the night of

28 and 29 April, with Russian tanks only blocks away from Hitler’s bunker, 

Private Hitler dictated his political testament, reminiscing in his darkest

hours about his days in the First World War in the List Regiment. The

opening sentence of his testament makes clear how he wanted to be

remembered: as an ordinary man who hade been ‘made’ by his experiences
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in the First World War and who courageously tried to lead Germany back

to greatness: ‘Since 1914, when as a volunteer, I made my modest contri-

bution to the World War that was forced upon the Reich. . . . ’90

Around the same time that Hitler contemplated how he wanted to be

remembered, and that members of the Hitler Youth put death threats

bearing a skull and crossbones into the letter box of the List veteran who

had disrupted a Pan-German meeting at the end of the First World War,91

many Nazis tried to take as many of their declared enemies down with them

as possible, taking concentration camp prisoners on death marches away

from advancing Allied troops. When in late April Oscar Daumiller heard

that Dachau Concentration Camp had begun to be evacuated, he courage-

ously tried to foil the plans of the Nazis behind the Dachau death march. 

Together with a Catholic priest, he told local farmers along the path of the

death march to go out into the street with their dogs in order to intimidate

the guards leading the marches.92

The wife and daughters of Rupprecht von Bayern were now also liber-

ated. They had been arrested in Italy in the aftermath of the attempt on

Hitler’s life, whereas the would-be heir to the Bavarian throne having

managed to flee to the unoccupied part of Italy. Since then, his wife and

daughters had been taken to the concentration camps at Sachsenhausen, 

Dachau, and Flossenbu¨rg, where they were liberated by US forces.93

A day and a half after he had looked back at his first war while dictating

his testament, Adolf Hitler, newly wedded to Eva Braun, retired with his

bride to his study. He put a cyanide capsule into his mouth and at the same

time as biting it, he put his 7.65 mm Walther pistol to his right temple and

pulled the trigger.94 His second war was over. Private Hitler was dead. 

Epilogue

Theinterrogatorsofthe7thUSArmyhadquestionedMaxAmannfora

while on 26 May 1945, when Amann saw Goering being marched

past the interrogation room. The former staff sergeant of the List Regiment, 

whose eldest son had died during the invasion of the Soviet Union, jumped

up from his seat, excitedly pointing at Goering and saying: ‘This fat slob

here, you should hang him. He is responsible for the war and the death

of my son. It is him, not we small people.’ Neither then nor during any of

his subsequent interrogations in Nuremberg later that year, did Amann

show any remorse. All he could think of was to blame Goering. Amann, 

who was described by his interrogators as ‘homely’ in appearance and

‘coarse by nature’, did not show any sign that he thought that there was

anything wrong with National Socialism as such or with own deeds, often

giving defiant and snappy answers in his thick Bavarian accent to his

interrogators.1

Rather ludicrously, Amann was trying to present himself as only having

had a business relationship with Hitler. More preposterously still, he de-

scribed himself as a philanthropist who had saved confiscated non-National

Socialist publishing houses from ruin.2 During an interrogation in 1947, he

was trying to convince his interrogators that he had only served Hitler out of

loyalty to him as an old war comrade, with no eyes for politics: ‘That’s how

one can get caught up in things if one is loyal to others . . . I would never

have thought that this man would start a war because he had served in a war

as a simple soldier himself.’ Amann tried to blame Himmler for having

corrupted Hitler, conveniently not mentioning that Himmler had been his

neighbour on Tegernsee.3 Amann was eventually tried by a denazification

tribunal for his political involvement with National Socialism, for which he

received a sentence of ten years’ imprisonment in a labour camp. He was

also tried by a regular court for his 1933 assault against the editor of the

Munich weekly that had questioned Hitler’s war record, for which he was

condemned to a prison term of two and a half years. The public prosecutor
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declared in his final statement during his denazification hearing: ‘Amann has

remained all his life nothing other than a brutal sergeant’.4 Amann was

released from prison in 1953 and lived another four years before dying in

1957.5

Fritz Wiedemann, who despite all his defects, had let his disagreement

with Hitler’s Czechoslovakia policy be known when it would have been

easier to keep quiet and who had discussed possible ways of removing

Hitler with British intelligence when he could have just kept his head

down, took a rather different line of action. The former regimental adjutant

decided that his best course of action in order to save his neck was to

cooperate fully with the Allies. Having weathered the summer of 1945 in

Tientsin, he contacted the Swiss consul in the city in mid-September asking

him to convey a message to the Allies that he desired to place himself in

their hands and that he wished to contact Lord Halifax, the former British

foreign secretary who was by now British ambassador to the United States. 

Within days, he was in the custody of the OSS. After being flown to the

Chinese headquarters of the OSS in Kunming in south-west China on 18

September, Wiedemann gave testimony to four OSS counter-intelligence

officials for several days, willingly detailing German Gestapo and intelli-

gence activities in China and the United States. If Wiedemann was frigh-

tened, he did not show it, rather repeatedly joking and laughing during his

testimony.6 Realizing the intelligence value of Wiedemann, who was

‘believed reliable’, within days the Military Intelligence Service flew him

to Washington DC, where he was interrogated between 29 September

and 3 October 1945.7

His Washington interrogators detected behind Wiedemann’s desire ‘of

being most cooperative’ and his ‘ingratiating and talkative attitude’ a fear that

Wiedemann ‘himself may be considered a war criminal’. They concluded

that ‘this threat used at the proper time should not only bring results but be

most helpful in using subject as an informer for more incriminating details on

the lives of the Nazi War Criminals’. He volunteered his recollections of

how the former dispatch runner from his regiment had actively planned for

war. He also offered character analyses of Nazi leaders and advocated the

death penalty for most former Nazi leaders still alive, including Goering, 

Ribbentrop, Ley, Keitel, Kaltenbrunner, Rosenberg, Frank, Frick, Streicher, 

D€onitz, Rader, von Schirach, Jodl, Bormann, von Papen, Seyss-Inquart, and

Neurath. Wiedemann tried to talk US authorities out of using him as an

official witness in Nuremberg, rather suggesting that he would check
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statements made by Nazi war criminals instead. His request was not granted.8

Wiedemann was hurried via Paris to Nuremberg, where he would repeat-

edly give testimony to US authorities. He continued his policy of full

cooperation, detailing the inner workings of Hitler’s Chancellery in the

1930s and explaining why any protestations by German leaders and their

underlings not to have known what had been going on in the concentration

camps were implausible. Unlike his interrogators in Washington, the ones in

Nuremberg did not think that Wiedemann’s forthrightness in giving testi-

mony was driven by fear of being tried himself, concluding: ‘The witness is

cooperative and since he feels that he is far removed from being charged as a

war criminal he is disposed to be helpful.’ Wiedemann agreed with his

interrogators that ‘a number of unspeakable crimes had been committed

under the Nazi regime’.9 For the rest of his life Wiedemann led a quiet

existence on his son’s farm in a Lower Bavarian village upon his release from

US custody in May 1948. In 1964, he published his memoirs with the help of

Stephanie von Hohenlohe, with whom he had reconnected after the war. 

He died in January 1970 at the age of 78. 10

Unlike Wiedemann, Ernst Schmidt never broke with Hitler. US forces

apprehended him in late May 1945. A week later he was transferred to the

labour and internment camp that had been set up on the site of the former

concentration camp at Dachau. He remained in internment camps for three

years. Unlike all the other Nazis who now claimed to have never really

supported Hitler fully, Schmidt remained steadfast to his dying day in his

support of Hitler, telling American interrogators that he had already recog-

nized Hitler’s ‘genius’ in 1914 and that he had been a great man both in

public and in private.11 According to friends, even towards the end of his

life, Schmidt never said ‘anything about Hitler that might have changed his

reputation’.12

Oscar Daumiller, meanwhile, encountered many Nazi criminals after the

war. His job as head of the Protestant Church in southern Bavaria included

providing pastoral care for suspected Nazi criminals. His task often took him

to Landsberg prison, where many of the death sentences against Nazis were

carried out. As Daumiller recalled, ‘they were hung with a view of the cell

in which Adolf Hitler had been interned.’13

Alexander Moritz Frey survived the war in exile. In 1945, Frey published

H€olle und Himmel, his autobiographical novel about his encounter with

Hitler. He briefly contemplated returning to Germany but then decided

against it. He had grown too embittered with his compatriots while in exile. 
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In a letter to the editor of the Zurich periodical Tat, he wrote in 1946: ‘This

is how I recognize my Germans, [or] a particular kind of them. . . . When

they got themselves into a mess, they start to waffle in arrogant grandeur

rather than objectively and without remorse face the new conditions, which

has nothing in common with masochism.’14 With a singled-minded vigour

and tenacity, he now embarked on a crusade against writers who had lent

their support to Hitler’s regime, naming and shaming them wherever he

could. He died of a stroke in early 1957 in Switzerland without ever having

set foot in Germany again.15 Others from Hitler’s regiment or from among

the officers in charge of Hitler, however, contributed to the rebuilding of

a new democratic Germany. Albert Weisgerber’s friend Theodor Heuss

became West Germany’s first president. Moreover, Michael von Godin, 

the commander of the brigade that had shot at Hitler and put down

his coup d’etat in 1923 and also the brother of Hitler’s wartime regi-

mental commander, was appointed chief of the Bavarian police in 1945.16

Fridolin Solleder, meanwhile, became the director of the state archives of

Bavaria.17

After the war, Wilhelm Diess was asked to rebuild and purge Nazi

ideology from both the Bavarian legal system and the arts scene. The former

officer in charge of Hitler and the other dispatch runners of RIB 12, worked

tirelessly towards this goal as a high-ranking civil servant in the Bavarian

Ministry of Justice, as an adjunct professor of law at Munich University, 

as Director General of the State Theatre of Bavaria, and as director of the

literature section of the Bayerische Akademie der Sch€onen Ku¨nste, before

dying in 1957. 18

Ludwig von Vallade remained a monarchist all his life, moving in with

two of the daughters of his friend Rupprecht von Bayern, Hildegard and

Helmtrud von Bayern. He put a lot of his energy in his remaining years into

preventing functionaries of the Third Reich from regaining influence in

post-war Germany. For instance, Hitler’s former superior tried to prevent

the publication of a book by Werner Naumann, the former deputy of

Joseph Goebbels. A few months before his death, von Vallade noted

down his views about the state of the world, concluding that despite

being a monarchist at heart himself, Germans should show their full support

for Konrad Adenauer’s republicanism and Western orientation. The future

of Germany, von Vallade wrote in mid-1955, lay in a ‘United States of

Europe’. 19 The case of the former commander of Hitler’s brigade was thus

the personification of an alternative vision of Germany that was killed by
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the combined onslaught of the First World War, Woodrow Wilson’s

demand for an abolition of the monarchy, and subsequent events: a reformist

constitutional monarchy transforming Germany into a modern progressive

Western state without the horrors of the period from 1914 to 1945. 

Hugo Gutmann/Henry G. Grant never told his story. As we have seen, he

had already told a St Louis newspaper shortly after his arrival in the Mid-

West that his ‘past is entirely forgotten’ and that he wanted to move on. 20

Attempts to locate his family were unsuccessful: he lived until the early

1960s in his apartment on Clara Avenue but there is no trace of his later life; 

his daughter Helen Mary (Hella Maria) Grant, was a commercial artist; his

son’s army records were destroyed in a fire. 21 Justin Fleischmann (see Plate

15), meanwhile, lived a fulfilled life as a photographer in Pittsburgh and died

at the biblical age of 95 in 1993. It was my good fortune that a student of

mine from the University of Pennsylvania, Marvin Verman, had known

Fleischmann while growing up in Pittsburgh, which allowed me to locate

Justin Fleischmann’s son and thus his remarkable war diary.22

Hugo Gu¨nzburger was one of the few Jewish veterans of Hitler’s regi-

ment who remained in Germany after the war. After his liberation in

Theresienstadt he returned to Memmingen, where he died in 1977. 23

Very few visible traces are still left of the List Regiment on the Western

Front. Outside Fournes, one of the German concrete bunkers that formed

part of the German third trench line still survives. In Fournes itself, the most

obvious sign of the presence of Hitler’s regiment in the village for a year and

a half is the German military cemetery in which so many of Hitler’s

comrades still lie buried. However, unlike the beautifully maintained and

dignified British and French cemeteries, Fournes’ German military cemet-

ery has disgracefully but understandably been tucked away behind moun-

tains of sand and the factory workshop of a local company. Understandably, 

there are no references to Hitler’s presence in wartime Fournes anywhere in

today’s sleepy but friendly village. Today the most visible reference to

Bavaria in Fournes are the huge logos of Paulaner beer from Munich—

which includes the profile of a Bavarian monk who is almost a spitting

image of Father Norbert—in the windows of the local sports bar on the

village’s main street. 

The scarcity of surviving visible traces of the List Regiment’s more than

four years on the Western Front is matched by the paucity of surviving
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records about Hitler’s time between 1914 and 1919, which explains why the

myth that Hitler created about his own war experience has proved so very

resilient. As we have seen, Hitler treated his war experience as a palimpsest

from which he erased, as he felt fit, his real war experience and replaced it

with one that suited his political needs. Yet, despite all his attempts to

destroy any incriminating evidence, Hitler did not cover his traces diligently

enough. The letters, diaries, and other pieces of evidence pertaining to the

men of RIR 16, scattered in archives and private homes around the world, 

have allowed us to reconstruct with a high degree of probability what Hitler

did not want us to see. We thus no longer have to rely either on Hitler’s lies

or on an understanding of his war years that matches the blurry, out-of-

focus image of Private Hitler from the regimental history, depicting him in

Fournes in 1915. 

Piece by piece, the picture that has conclusively emerged by putting all

the surviving pieces of evidence together is the image of a Private Hitler

who was shunned by most of the front-line soldiers as a ‘rear area pig’, and

who was still unsure of his political ideology at the end of the war in 1918. 

The view of the List Regiment as a band of brothers, with Hitler a hero at its

heart, has its origins in Nazi propaganda, not in reality. The First World

War did not ‘make’ Hitler. Even the revolutionary period seems to have had

a far less immediate impact on Hitler’s politicization than hitherto assumed. 

Central for Hitler’s radicalization was thus the post-revolutionary period, a

time when he was still surrounded by people like Ernst Schmidt and Karl

Mayr, who like him possessed fluctuating political attitudes. This period of

Hitler’s life is still clouded in much secrecy. 

His invented First World War (and his made-up revolutionary) experi-

ence was nevertheless of the utmost importance for Adolf Hitler. It became

the focal point of his self-identity and for the propagandistic staging of his

life story. Throughout the years of the Weimar Republic and the Third

Reich, Hitler continued to reconfigure his war experience for political ends. 

Retrospectively, his war experience in the List Regiment thus mattered

greatly. Hitler’s tactical conscious reinvention of his war experience thus

lies at the heart of the story of how he rose to power. 

Hitler also used the war retrospectively to rationalize his own new world-

view. For instance, with hindsight his war experience at the front seemed to

support perfectly his view that force was not just the last, but the primary, 

resort of politics. The same is true of his virulent anti-Bolshevism and anti-

Semitism. Retrospectively, the war was thus indeed a formative period in
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Hitler’s political coming of age. His ‘near miss’ experiences from the First

World War might also have helped to convince Hitler that he was saved for

great things in the future. Furthermore, it seems reasonable to argue that he

used the organizational model of regimental HQ of RIR 16 when reorgan-

izing the NSDAP and when remodelling the Reich Chancellery after 1933. 

Furthermore, during the Second World War, Hitler looked back to his war

experience in the List Regiment (in its reformulated post-1919 form) for

inspiration for how to fight his new war. However—not only because he

turned to war experiences that had been reconfigured under the conditions

of Weimar but also because Hitler tried to learn the lessons from the Great

War, rather than to refight it—his second war turned out to be a very

different war indeed from his first one. 

The origins of Hitler’s radicalization hence lie in the post-war period, not

in the First World War. As far as Hitler is concerned, the First World War

was thus not the seminal catastrophe of the twentieth century. The same is

true for the men of his regiment. The majority of them had not been

brutalized, radicalized, and politicized by the war but had returned to

their towns, villages, and hamlets with their pre-war political outlook

more or less intact. The war for them had not caused—to use a term that

has been applied to describe the situation in France—a ‘great mutation’ of

their minds. 24 It has been the argument of this book that their political

attitudes, as well as those of Bavarians and Germans in general, were not

incompatible with a democratization of Germany. 

The men of Hitler’s regiment were a product of a conservative, reformist

society that had gradually been moving towards more democracy. Popular

attitudes had of course not always been actively pushing for more democ-

racy and liberalism—far from it. However, despite or maybe because of

traditions of confessional politics and apolitical deference, by voting in

overwhelming numbers for the parties of the Reichstag Peace Initiative

and of the Weimar Coalition, the people from the recruitment regions of

the List Regiment had proved compatible both with the gradual democra-

tization of the pre-1914 period and with post-war democratization. Post-

1918 democratization, of course, ultimately failed spectacularly. Yet neither

the experience of an extremely violent war—as the case of the post-Civil

War United States indicates25—nor concessions to pre-democratic elites

as such necessarily derail democratization. Quite to the contrary, they can

even foster democratization. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centur-

ies, democratization was a far more turbulent and muddled process than
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long believed. It neither tends to occur in a linear and gradual way, nor in a

clear-cut revolutionary fashion,26 which means that both the pre-1914 and

post-First World War processes of democratization in Germany were far less

unusual than commonly assumed. 

Yet because of its turbulent character, democratization is also far more

volatile and more exposed to contingencies than was traditionally thought, 

and therefore also open to failure and spectacular episodes of de-democra-

tization. From the perspective of early 1919, the chances that Bavaria’s and

Germany’s democratization would prove sustainable and that Private Hitler

would have to return to drawing postcards were reasonably high. The story

of how Private Hitler managed to transform himself from a ‘rear area pig’, 

shunned by the men of his regiment, to the most powerful right-wing

dictator of the twentieth century is thus a cautionary tale for all democra-

tizing and democratized countries. If de-democratization could happen in

interwar Germany, it can arguably occur anywhere. 27

Postscript

Hugo Gutmann’s Story

One day in the spring of 2010, Andreś and Carolina Strauss, from

Buenos Aires, visited the villa on Lake Wannsee in which top Nazi

bureaucrats had plotted the implementation of the Holocaust in early 1942. 

To my great good fortune, the Argentinean couple struck up a conversation

with Veronika Springmann, a friend of mine who was working at the

museum housed in the villa, who put them in touch with me; for Andreś’s

grandmother was Hugo Gutmann’s sister. 

Neither Hugo Gutmann nor his son ever wanted to talk about their

experiences in Germany, especially not to journalists and historians. How-

ever, after the recent death of Gutmann’s son, Howard Charles, in February

2010, his family decided that it now was the time to tell the amazing life

stories of Hugo/Henry and Heinz/Howard. Andreś Strauss, as well as his

family across three continents, were thus happy to help me, not least because

they were eager to find out more about the early lives of Hugo and Heinz

Gutmann themselves. As Gutmann’s grandson Rohn Grant put it, ‘probably

one of the reasons my hunger is so great is that my family’s history was often

shrouded in a mysterious veil. My father never spoke more than a few words

about his complete past, and never set foot in Germany again after the

war. . . . When I was a small child [my grandfather] would take us to the Zoo

in St. Louis, or join our family vacation in Florida. He did not talk about the

past to us, even in a story telling manner.’1

As it turned out, Hugo Gutmann’s son had lived just a few miles north of

where I myself had stayed when I had first tried to locate him, close to

Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport. This is the story of the highest-serving

Jewish officer in Hitler’s regiment as it emerged from the recollections of

Hugo Gutmann’s family, and especially from the documents and stories

that Howard’s wife, Beverly—the epitome of a warm-hearted Jewish

grandmother—shared with me over bagels and cakes on my visit to her house:2
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Howard barely spoke about the war even to his wife. It was only after his

death that she found out that Hugo Gutmann’s son had been decorated

several times while serving in the US Army. One reason for the silence of

both father and son was, as Rohn Grant put it, that they ‘wanted very much

fully to assimilate and disappear into the conformity of middle America’. 

Howard would regularly tell his family and friends: ‘we look forward; you

don’t look back.’ Yet there was more to their silence than a wish fully to

embrace their new American identity. For Howard it was his service in US

intelligence in the aftermath of the Second World War (and possibly during

the war too). However, the most immediate reason for Hugo Gutmann to

keep his head down and to change his name was fear. Following his

interrogation by the Gestapo about Hitler’s Iron Cross, Gutmann was

worried that Nazi agents would track him down in America and liquidate

him. So when Hugo walked past a [branch] of the W. T. Grant dime store

chain shortly after his arrival in New York City, he decided that the store’s

name would provide the perfect cover against being hunted down by

Hitler’s agents. 

For the next twenty years, Hugo Gutmann lived a quiet life centred in St

Louis; his work as a salesman took him to the Midwest and the West where

he sold typewriters and later furniture, never speaking German in the

presence of his daughter-in-law, and spending his holidays hiking through

the mountains of Colorado. When in 1961 the former officer from Hitler’s

regiment and his wife retired to San Diego in California, he could look back

on a full and rich life, unlike so many of his Jewish peers from the List

Regiment who were murdered in the Holocaust. A few months before

his death from cancer in early summer 1962, he wrote to his son: ‘I enjoyed

a wonderful life and with 81 you have to know that you cannot live

for ever.’3

After Hugo Gutmann’s death, his wife started to talk more about their

lives in Germany, telling her grandson ‘incredible stories over dinner about

her life with [his] grandfather, and in particular why they stayed so long, and

then how fast they had to leave Germany’. To a post-war generation of

American Jews, it seemed incomprehensible why most German Jews had

emigrated only in the late 1930s, but Hugo’s wife would remind them that

Germany had been their home in every sense of the word and that they had

thought that they could weather the storm, expecting Hitler’s rule to pass. 

Whereas Hugo Gutmann never talked about his experiences with Hitler

during the First World War once he had arrived in the New World, his
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sister Klara did. Andreś Strauss recalls how as a little boy his grandmother

told him how his great-uncle had been involved in the award of Hitler’s

Iron Cross 1st Class. Her story is almost certainly historically inaccurate. Yet

it provides us with a fascinating insight either into how Hugo himself had

tried to find a way of relating his story to his immediate family or how his

sister had struggled to find a way in which she could tell arguably the most

painful episode of her brother’s life to her own family:

Adolf Hitler was one day sent to the front with some other soldiers, and from

this mission the only one who came back alive was Adolf Hitler. Of course, 

then people said that Adolf Hitler was a coward, never went to the front to this

mission and hid behind a tree, so when all other soldiers died (or most of that

patrol died), Adolf Hitler did not . . . So when World War One finished there

was a whole discussion if the soldier Adolf Hitler should get the Iron Cross 1st

Class or 2nd Class. Of course, my great uncle Hugo did not want to give him

the 1st Class Cross (he knew that Adolf Hitler never went to the mission) and

only the 2nd Class Cross. But then some kind of discussion went on with

other officers and Adolf Hitler got the 1st Class Cross! You can imagine that

for Adolf Hitler it was not good to say that a Jew gave him the Iron Cross, so

my great-uncle had to escape in one way or another from Germany because

Adolf Hitler was looking for him to eliminate him. 

Even though Hugo Gutmann and his son had never disclosed anything

about their past in Germany other than occasional passing remarks, the

letters, notes, and other documents that they kept all their lives and that

have surfaced in recent months in Howard’s house finally allow us to shed

light on some of the mysteries surrounding Hugo Gutmann, the List

Regiment, and the ‘making’ of Adolf Hitler. 

As we have seen, while still in Germany, Hugo Gutmann had talked

about his role in the award of Hitler’s Iron Cross not just with his sister but

also with Ernst Niekisch. It was the conversation with Niekisch, and the

notes Niekisch took of it, that landed Gutmann in the hands of the Gestapo

in 1937. Hugo Gutmann had also shared his story with others. One of them

recounted the story (but with some inaccuracies) to Aufbau, the newspaper

of the German Jewish community in New York City, which printed the

account during the early days of the Second World War. Without identi-

fying how exactly Hitler had earned his Iron Cross, the article gave an

account of how Gutmann had awarded it to him. The article also claims that

after the war, Gutmann had been on the executive committee of the

Nuremberg chapter of the Reichsbund ju¨discher Frontsoldaten.4
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From Hugo Gutmann’s private papers, we also learn how close he came

himself to becoming a victim of the Holocaust. On 14 May 1940, Hugo

Gutmann, his wife, daughter, and mother-in-law managed to get out of

Brussels on the last train before German troops moved in. Their escape was

so close that the German Air Force attempted to bomb their train. After an

odyssey through France, during which they passed the area close to Lille

where Private Hitler and Gutmann had served together in their first war, the

Gutmanns arrived in Perpignan, close to the Spanish border. 

Gutmann’s son, who had been a classmate of Henry Kissinger in Nur-

emberg, had been less lucky. Together with his uncle and scores of other

German Jewish refugees, he was arrested after the German occupation of

Brussels. He was deported by rail to the Saint Cyprien Internment Camp, 

just miles from Perpignan. Soon Hugo Gutmann had to join his son and

brother-in-law in the camp that lay on the shores of the Mediterranean

and that was run by the Vichy government. For now, the camp was ‘just’

an internment camp. However, had Hugo Gutmannn, his son, and brother-

in-law not managed to get out the camp, they would have been transferred

to Gurs Internment Camp in the autumn in 1940 and from there to

Auschwitz in 1942. Yet Gutmann’s ability to make friends and the crucial

and unwavering support of a distant relative in the United States, Leo F. 

Keiler, saved them. The letters that Gutmann had received from Keiler’s

friends—among them Alben W. Barkley, the majority leader of the US

Senate—and, maybe, more importantly, the ‘tips’ that Gutmann was able to

pay due to Keiler’s help, immensely impressed the officials and thus opened

the gates of Saint Cyprien Internment Camp and allowed them legally to

cross into Spain. 

Hugo Gutmann sighed with relief once he had boarded the Excalibur, the

ship that took the Gutmanns from Lisbon to New York City, on 28 August

1940: ‘We were now on American, free territory. . . . Dusk was breaking, 

the lights of Lisbon and the search lights of the light house flashed. . . . strife-

torn Europe disappeared from our sight. . . . The stars began to glisten; now

we were hopefully steering towards our new home, the United States of

America, the country of freedom and happiness.’5

Although Hugo broke with his German past the moment he stepped

onto American soil in New York City harbour, he nevertheless had with

him a number of photos from his service in the List Regiment, including

one that depicts him sitting on an artillery gun. He even had a private photo

of Adolf Hitler and a number of his fellow dispatch runners taken in 1916
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(Plate 28). He presented the photo to his old friend Berthold Kaufmann, 

who hosted the Gutmanns for their first six weeks in America. We can only

speculate about the exact reasons why Gutmann kept the photo between

1916 and 1918 (at a time when Hitler was a nobody) and took the photo

home with him at the end of the First World War. The most likely

explanation is that he felt that he had a good relationship with the dispatch

runners of regimental HQ and had thus kept the photo of Hitler and his

peers as a memory of the war, in the same way that employers keep photos

of some of their former loyal employees. 

Although he gave away his photo of Hitler, Gutmann kept his other

photos from the war. Despite outward appearances, Hugo, his wife, and

children never quite managed to break with their past. When in 1958 Ernst

Niekisch published his memoirs, which included the account Hugo Gut-

mann had given to him about Hitler’s Iron Cross, either Hugo or his son cut

out a newspaper article that published excerpts of the story.6 It should be

added for the record that outlandish stories that populate the internet

claiming that Niekisch and Gutmann met after the war, that Hitler and

Gutmann secretly met in 1936, or that Gutmann continued to receive a

pension from Hitler until 19457 are without foundation. For the rest of his

life, Gutmann continued to correspond with a number of old friends and

acquaintances in Germany. Sometimes in these letters he enquired about

the state of anti-Semitism in Germany, about which he remained worried

until his death.8

From Gutmann’s private papers we also learn that after the Great War he

had served in a Freikorps,9 a fact that supports the argument advanced in this

book about the political character of post-First World War Germany. 

Gutmann’s papers also confirm how well integrated he was in Hitler’s

regiment. In the letter Gutmann wrote after the war, in which he detailed

how men from his regiment among the prison guards had helped him while

he was incarcerated in 1937, he also singled out his old friend Franz Christ

for having helped him ‘under great danger to his own safety’ when he was

targeted by the Gestapo.10 A letter Christ wrote to Gutmann’s widow in

early 1982 identifies Gutmann’s close friend as an officer from the List

Regiment. After Gutmann’s death, Christ and Gutmann’s wife stayed in

touch over the years, from time to time exchanging news about their

families. In his letter from 1982, Christ—old, frail, and almost blind—told

Gutmann’s wife that he was one of only two officers from the List Regiment

still alive. He also recalled how Gutmann had travelled to visit him briefly

h u g o g u t m a n n ’ s s t o r y

353

before fleeing Germany. 11 As Gutmann’s letter from 1946 testifies, Franz

Christ stood by him at a time when it was very dangerous for him to do so. 

As revealed by the behaviour of Gutmann’s fellow members of the List

Regiment towards him both during and after the First World War, the

highest-ranking Jew in Hitler’s regiment was respected and integrated

among the men of RIR 16 in a way that Hitler never was. 
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attitudes towards the British in

status of soldiers 24; recruitment

the 28, 65–6, 79, 84, 85–90, 

region 20, 21–4, 265, 351 n. 48; 
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