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Praise for Sebastian Haffner

‘This is the most remarkable memoir . . . If you have never read a book about Nazi Germany before, or if you have already read a thousand, I would urge you to read Defying Hitler. It sings with wisdom and understanding, and, through a deft patchwork of the historical and the personal, manages somehow to explain the inexplicable’

Craig Brown, Mail on Sunday

‘It is nothing less than a clear-eyed autobiographical analysis of the German character as it appeared to the writer, and who experienced it, in his own heart and mind . . . It is raw, revelatory stuff . . . Haffner distils the essence of the Weimar Republic: its snapshot scenes are little nuggets of pure sensation informed by sensibility. If it were to be a movie, it would be the German equivalent of Les Quatre-Cents Coups’

Iain Finlayson, The Times

‘Raw, passionate . . . The book has already topped the bestseller list in Germany for a year. No wonder: it reads as compellingly as a top-class thriller. The outstanding impression you get as Haffner takes you from day to day through early 1933 is how easy it was for Hitler, beginning in such small ways, to turn a civilised, intelligent people into a helpless, penned-in flock of sheep’

Peter Lewis, Daily Mail

‘Each of us sometimes asks what we would have done if we had been young and German in 1933. There could scarcely be a better way to explore this question than to read Haffner’s book . . . He is vivid, concise, lucid, penetrating, humane, brave, playful and profound: a representative of the German civilisation which thuggish German nationalsists tried to destroy’

Andrew Gimson, Evening Standard

‘A brilliant, moving and terrifying evocation of the destruction of civilisation in Germany by the Nazis’

Anthony Daniels, Sunday Telegraph

‘An unforgettable memoir of life in Germany during the rise of the Nazis, a mesmerising study of the way a generation surrendered to Hitler’

Robert McCrum, Observer

‘Episodes from everyday life provide memorable illustrations of what was happening throughout the country . . . This is a riveting story, which the translator helpfully continues in a brief Afterword to satisfy the reader’s curiosity about Haffner’s life after we leave him in the final chapter’

Theo Richmond, Spectator

‘As gripping as any thriller I’ve ever read’

Miriam Gross, Sunday Telegraph

‘Haffner’s outstanding gifts of observation and imagination enabled him to reconstruct, vividly and convincingly, the state of mind of the German people during the tumultuous decades before 1933’

Roger Morgan, TLS
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Germany is nothing, each individual German is everything.

GOETHE (1808)

But first the most important thing:

‘What are you doing in these great times?

Great I say; for times seem great

to me, when each man, driven

half to death by the era’s hate,

and standing in the place he’s given,

Must willy-nilly contemplate

no less a thing than his own BEING!

A little breath, a second’s wait

may well suffice – you catch my meaning?’

PETER GAN (1935)
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Introduction

My father, Sebastian Haffner, might not have been pleased to see this book published. He died in 1999 at the age of ninety-one, a celebrated German author and historical journalist, with a reputation for books containing highly original, coolly and lucidly argued insights into the history of Germany in the twentieth century. This book, the first political book he wrote, was started in exile in England early in 1939. Abandoned in the autumn of that year, it may be original and lucid, but it is not cool. It is the passionate outburst of a young man whose career has been cut off and whose life has been turned inside out by his own countrymen, following a leader and an ideology he views only with contempt and disgust. In his old age, my father tended to be slightly ashamed of the early works he had published in England. What would he have thought of this one, unfinished, raw, and revealing so much of his inner self?

It describes his life and the political events in Germany from 1914, when he was seven years old, until 1933. The original plan was to continue the narrative up to the time of his emigration to England in August 1938, but the advent of the war caused him to stop working on the book, presumably because its theme is the question of how it was possible for the Nazis to come to power. Instead he started another one, whose subject was the more urgent question of how to deal with Nazi Germany.

The memoir deliberately avoids the use of my father’s real name, Raimund Pretzel, and so it seemed reasonable to publish it under his pseudonym, Sebastian Haffner. It is a mixture of autobiography and political analysis. I have added footnotes to explain some of the political references that may not be familiar to present-day readers. They will, I hope, assist the narrative without interrupting the flow.

Today the very reason that caused my father to lay it aside, its closeness to the events it describes, and its evocation of the predicament he faced, seem to me to give it its particular interest.

Oliver Pretzel

November 2001

London

Revised edition

May 2003


PROLOGUE


One

This is the story of a duel. It is a duel between two very unequal adversaries: an exceedingly powerful, formidable and ruthless state and an insignificant, unknown private individual. The duel does not take place in what is commonly known as the sphere of politics; the individual is by no means a politician, still less a conspirator, or an enemy of the state. Throughout, he finds himself very much on the defensive. He only wishes to preserve what he considers his integrity, his private life and his personal honour. These are under constant attack by the Government of the country he lives in, and by the most brutal, but often also clumsy, means.

With fearful menace the state demands that the individual give up his friends, abandon his lovers, renounce his beliefs and assume new, prescribed ones. He must use a new form of greeting, eat and drink in ways he does not fancy, employ his leisure in occupations he abhors, make himself available for activities he despises, and deny his past and his individuality. For all this, he must constantly express extreme enthusiasm and gratitude.

The individual is opposed to all of that, but he is ill-prepared for the onslaught. He was not born a hero, still less a martyr. He is just an ordinary man with many weaknesses, having grown up in vulnerable times. He is nevertheless stubbornly antagonistic. So he enters into the duel – without enthusiasm, shrugging his shoulders but with a quiet determination not to yield. He is, of course, much weaker than his opponent, but rather more agile. You will see him duck and weave, dodge his foe and dart back, evading crushing blows by a whisker. You will have to admit that, for someone who is neither a hero nor a martyr, he manages to put up a good fight. Finally, however, you will see him compelled to abandon the struggle or, if you will, transfer it to another plane.

The state is the German Reich and I am the individual. Our fight may be interesting to watch, like any fight (indeed I hope it will be), but I am not recounting it just for entertainment. There is another purpose, closer to my heart.

My private duel with the Third Reich is not an isolated encounter. Thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of such duels, in which an individual tries to defend his integrity and his personal honour against a formidably hostile state, have been fought in Germany during the last six years. Each is waged in total isolation and out of public view. Many of the duellists, greater heroes or martyrs by nature, have taken the fight further than I – as far as the concentration camp or the gallows – and may perhaps be honoured by a future monument. Others were defeated much earlier and are now silent grumblers in the ranks of SA reservists or NSV Blockwarts (block wardens).1

One might well consider my case as typical. From it, you can easily judge the chances for mankind in Germany today.

You will see that they are pretty slim. They need not have been quite so hopeless if the outside world had intervened. It is still in the world’s interest, I believe, for these chances to be improved. It is too late to avoid a war, but it might shorten the war by a year or two. Those Germans of goodwill who are fighting to defend their private peace and their private liberty, are fighting, without knowing it, for the peace and liberty of the whole world.

Thus it still seems worth while to me to draw the attention of the world to the unknown events inside Germany.

The book will tell a story, not preach a sermon; but it has a moral which, like that ‘other and greater theme’ in Elgar’s Enigma Variations, silently ‘runs through and over the whole’. I will not mind if, after reading the book, you forget all the adventures and incidents that I recount; but I would be pleased if you did not forget the underlying moral.

1. SA (Sturm-Abteilung), Nazi storm troopers; NSV (National-Sozialistische Volkfursorge), National Socialist Society for the Welfare of the People.


Two

Even before the totalitarian state advanced on me with threats and challenges, and taught me what it meant to experience history in person, I had already lived through a fair number of ‘historical events’. All Europeans of the present generation can make that claim, and none more so than the Germans.

Those events have naturally left their mark on me, as on all my compatriots. If one fails to appreciate this, one will not be able to understand what happened later. There is, however, an important difference between what happened before 1933 and what came afterwards. We watched the earlier events unfold. They occupied and excited us, sometimes they even killed one or other of us or ruined him; but they did not confront us with ultimate decisions of conscience. Our innermost being remained untouched. We gained experience, acquired convictions, but remained basically the same people. However, no one who has, willingly or reluctantly, been caught up in the machine of the Third Reich can honestly say that of himself.

Clearly historical events have varying degrees of intensity. Some may almost fail to impinge on true reality, that is, on the central, most personal part of a person’s life. Others can wreak such havoc there that nothing is left standing. The usual way in which history is written fails to reveal this. ‘1890: Wilhelm II dismisses Bismarck.’ Certainly a key event in German history, but scarcely an event at all in the biography of any German outside its small circle of protagonists. Life went on as before. No family was torn apart, no friendship broke up, no one fled their country. Not even a rendezvous was missed or an opera performance cancelled. Those in love, whether happily or not, remained so; the poor remained poor, and the rich rich. Now compare that with ‘1933: Hindenburg sends for Hitler.’ An earthquake shatters sixty-six million lives.

Official, academic history has, as I said, nothing to tell us about the differences in intensity of historical occurrences. To learn about that, you must read biographies, not those of statesmen but the all too rare ones of unknown individuals. There you will see that one historical event passes over the private (real) lives of people like a cloud over a lake. Nothing stirs, there is only a fleeting shadow. Another event whips up the lake as if in a thunderstorm. For a while it is scarcely recognisable. A third may, perhaps, drain the lake completely.

I believe history is misunderstood if this aspect is forgotten (and it usually is forgotten). So before I reach my proper theme, let me tell you my version of twenty years of German history – the history of Germany as a part of my private story. It will not take long, and it will make what follows easier to understand. Besides, it may help us get to know each other a little better.


Three

My conscious life started with the outbreak of the Great War. It found me, like most Europeans, on my summer holidays. Indeed, the worst thing the war did to me was to spoil those holidays. With what merciful suddenness the last war began, compared with the slow, tortured approach of the one that is now imminent! On the 1st of August 1914, we had just decided not to take the matter very seriously, and to continue our holidays. We were on a farm estate in eastern Pomerania, lost to the world, in the midst of woods which I, as a small boy, knew and loved like nothing else in the world. The return from those woods to town, which usually took place in the middle of August, was the saddest and most unbearable event of the year for me; comparable, perhaps, only to the dismantling and burning of the Christmas tree after the New Year.

On the 1st of August that return was still two weeks away. A few days earlier, some disquieting things had happened. The newspaper contained something never seen before: headlines. My father read it longer than usual, looked very worried, and cursed the Austrians when he put it down. On one occasion the headline was ‘WAR?’ I kept hearing new words which I did not understand, but which were soon to be explained by events: ultimatum, mobilisation, alliance, Entente. A major who was staying on the same estate, and with whose daughters I was on terms of teasing conflict, suddenly received an ‘order’ – another of those new words – and departed precipitately. One of our host’s sons was also called up. As he drove off to the station in a gig, we all ran after him shouting, ‘Be brave!’, ‘Take care of yourself!’, ‘Come back soon!’ Someone called, ‘Thrash the Serbs!’ and I, remembering what my father had said after reading the newspaper, shouted ‘And the Austrians!’ I was very surprised when everyone burst out laughing.

It made a far deeper impression on me to hear that the best horses on the estate, Hanne and Wachtel, were being taken away because (what a quantity of words to be explained!) they belonged to the ‘cavalry reserve’. I loved each and every horse on the estate, and the fact that two of the finest were suddenly leaving was a great blow.

Most depressing of all was hearing the word ‘return’ every now and then. ‘Perhaps we shall have to return tomorrow.’ That sounded to me exactly as if someone had said ‘Perhaps we shall die tomorrow.’ Tomorrow – and not after an eternity of two weeks!

In those days there was no wireless, of course, and the papers arrived in our woods with twenty-four hours’ delay. They also contained far less than nowadays. The diplomats were much more discreet. So it came about that, on the 1st of August 1914, we decided that there was not going to be a war, and that we were going to stay put.

I shall never forget that 1st of August. The memory of that day will always instil in me a profound feeling of calm, of suspense resolved, of ‘all’s well again’. It was a Saturday, with all the wonderful stillness that a Saturday produces in the country. The day’s work was done. Bells of cattle returning home tinkled through the air. Peace and quiet reigned over the entire farm. The farmhands and girls were in their rooms scrubbing themselves for an evening dance.

Downstairs, in the hall, with its hunting trophies on the walls and a row of pewter jugs and bright earthenware plates ranged along a high shelf, I found my father and our host, the owner of the estate, seated in deep armchairs, solemnly and weightily discussing the situation. Of course I did not understand much of what they were saying and I can recall no details. But I have not forgotten how calm and consoling their voices sounded, my father’s higher tones against the deep bass of our host; how reassuring the sight of their leisurely manner was, the fragrant smoke of their cigars rising above them in slender columns; and how, the longer they talked, the clearer, the better and the more comforting everything became. Until, finally, it was irrefutably clear that war was quite impossible and, therefore, we would not let panic chase us back to town. Instead, as in all previous years, we would stay on to the end of the holidays.

Having listened this far, I walked outside, my heart swelling with relief, contentment and gratitude, and gazed with feelings almost of piety at the sun setting over the woods which had been returned to me. The day had been cloudy but had cleared towards evening and the sun, ruddy and gold, floated in the sheerest blue, promising a cloudless new day. Cloudless as, I was sure, would be the entire fourteen-day eternity of those holidays which again lay before me.

When I was awakened next morning, packing was in full swing. At first, I did not understand what had happened. The word ‘mobilisation’, which they had sought to explain a few days previously, conveyed nothing to me. Anyhow, there was little time to explain anything. We had to clear out, bag and baggage, that very afternoon. It was doubtful if a train would be available any later.

‘Today,’ said our efficient maid, ‘everything’s nought point five.’ The meaning of this expression remains obscure to me. It seemed to signify that everything was topsy-turvy, and it was a matter of each for himself. Because of that I was able to steal away to the woods unnoticed. There they found me only just before we were due to depart, sitting on a tree stump, my head buried in my hands, weeping inconsolably, and quite unresponsive to the explanation that there was a war on and everyone had to make sacrifices. Somehow they managed to tuck me into the carriage and off we went, drawn at a trot by two brown horses – not Hanne and Wachtel, they were long gone – with clouds of dust rising behind and enveloping everything. I never saw my childhood woods again.

That was the only time I experienced an aspect of the war as reality; and I felt the natural pain of one from whom something is snatched and destroyed. On the journey itself things already began to change; they became more exciting, more adventurous – more glorious. The journey by train lasted twelve hours instead of the usual seven. There were constant stops, and each time a train full of soldiers passed us everyone rushed to the windows, boisterously shouting and waving. Instead of a compartment to ourselves, as had been usual when we travelled, we stood in the corridors, or sat on our bags, tightly squeezed in the crowd who talked and chattered incessantly as though they were not strangers but old acquaintances. They talked mostly of spies. During the journey I learned all about that romantic trade, which I had never heard of before. We crossed every bridge very slowly and each time this gave me a pleasantly creepy sensation. Perhaps a spy had left a bomb underneath. It was midnight when we arrived in Berlin. I had never in my life been up so late. The house was not ready for us, the furniture still buried under dust-sheets, and the beds rolled up. They put me to bed on a sofa in my father’s tobacco-scented study. War certainly had its pleasurable side after all.

In the following days I learned an incredible amount in an incredibly short time. I, a seven-year-old boy, who a short while ago hardly knew what war meant, let alone ‘ultimatum’, ‘mobilisation’ and ‘cavalry reserve’, soon knew, as if I had always known, the ‘hows’ and ‘wheres’ and ‘wherefores’ of the war, and I even knew the ‘why’. I knew the war was due to France’s lust for revenge, England’s commercial envy and Russia’s barbarism. I could speak these words quite glibly. One day I simply started to read the newspaper and was surprised at how extraordinarily easy it was to understand. I asked to be shown the map of Europe, and saw at a glance that ‘we’ could handle France and England, but experienced dumb anxiety at the size of Russia. I consoled myself with the thought that the terrifying numbers of Russians were counterbalanced by their unbelievable stupidity, depravity and incessant vodka-swilling. I also learned, as quickly as if I had always known them, the names of the various military chiefs, the strengths of the armies, the types of armaments and displacements of the ships, the positions of the most important fortifications, and the locations of the front lines. In fact I soon realised that a game was being played here that made life more exciting and thrilling than anything before. My enthusiasm for this game, and my interest, held to the bitter end.

Here I must say a word in defence of my family. It was not my close relatives who turned my head. The war oppressed my father from the very start. He looked on the enthusiasm of the first weeks with scepticism, and on the hate propaganda that followed with profound disgust, though as a loyal and patriotic man, he wanted Germany to win. He belonged to the many liberal spirits of his generation who had secretly been convinced that war among Europeans was a thing of the past. The war found him at a loss and, unlike many others, he refused to indulge in wishful thinking. I occasionally heard him utter words full of bitterness and doubt – not just about the Austrians – that offended my newly acquired enthusiastic bellicosity. No, it was not my father’s fault, nor any of my other relatives’, that within a few days I became a fanatical jingoist and armchair warrior.

You must blame the atmosphere, the general mood, the tug of the masses, which produced unimagined emotions in those who surrendered themselves (even seven-year-old boys), and left those who stayed aloof suffocating in a vacuum of arid emptiness and isolation. For the first time I felt, with naive delight and without a trace of doubt or misgiving, the effect of my people’s strange talent for creating mass hysteria (it may be a compensation for their limited talent for individual happiness). I had no idea that one might possibly exclude oneself from this general festive delirium. It did not occur to me that there could be anything bad or dangerous in something which so obviously filled one with joy and provided such delightful intoxication.

For a schoolboy in Berlin, the war was something very unreal; it was like a game. There were no air raids and no bombs. There were the wounded, but you saw them only at a distance, with picturesque bandages. One had relatives at the front, of course, and now and then one heard of a death. But being a child, one quickly got used to their absence, and the fact that this absence sometimes became irrevocable did not seem to matter. As to the real hardships and privations, they were of small account. Naturally, the food was poor. Later there was too little food, and our shoes had clattering wooden soles, our suits were turned, there were school collections for bones and cherry stones, and surprisingly frequent illnesses. I must admit, all that made little impression. Not that I bore it all ‘like a little hero’. It was just that there was nothing very special to bear. I thought as little about food as a football enthusiast at a cup final. The army bulletins interested me far more than the menu.

The analogy with the football fan can be carried further. In those childhood days, I was a war fan just as one is a football fan. I would be making myself out to be worse than I was if I were to claim to have been caught up by the hate propaganda, which, from 1915 to 1918, sought to whip up the flagging enthusiasm of the first few months of the war. I hated the French, the English and the Russians as little as the Portsmouth supporters detest Wolverhampton fans. Of course, I prayed for their defeat and humiliation, but only because these were the necessary counterparts of my side’s victory and triumph.

What counted was the fascination of the game of war, in which, according to certain mysterious rules, the numbers of prisoners taken, miles advanced, fortifications seized and ships sunk, played almost the same role as goals in football and points in boxing. I never wearied of keeping internal score-cards. I was a zealous reader of the army bulletins, which I would proceed to recalculate in my own fashion, according to my own mysterious, irrational rules: thus, for instance, ten Russian prisoners were equivalent to one English or French prisoner, and fifty aeroplanes to one cruiser. If there had been statistics of those killed, I would certainly not have hesitated to ‘recalculate’ the dead. I would not have stopped to think what the objects of my arithmetic looked like in reality. It was a dark, mysterious game and its never-ending, wicked lure eclipsed everything else, making daily life seem trite. It was addictive, like roulette and opium. My friends and I played it all through the war: four long years, unpunished and undisturbed. It is this game, and not the harmless battle games we organised in streets and playgrounds nearby, that has left its dangerous mark on all of us.
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