HITLER A LA MODE
Alan Bullock

Robert Payne's is one of the several studies of Hitler that have reccently ap-—-
pearcd or been announced. This fact, together with the launching of a new film =
about Hitler's ¢nd and a2ll the ballyhoo that accompanics such an eVent, has led
the pross first to discover a "sudden revival" of interest in Hitler and then to
ask why this should bé so. I doubt if there is such a reviVal,'outside newspaper
‘Aha publisher's offices, but if there is, then (like the insatiable demand fob
books about the Second World War) it is a matter on which a socials bpsychologist
would give a better opinion than a historian.

The questlon to put to the hlstorlan is, obviouély, how much does any of these
books add to what 19 alr eady known about Hitler,' Apart from the story of a visit
by Hltlor to leerpool before 1914 - hltherto‘unknown to m¢, and the source for
which I should want %o know a lot morc about before accepting it - the answer,
in tho:caso of Robort Paynec's book iss Nothing. I do not myself attach too much im—
porfaﬁoe to this as a criticism, Ilir. Payne makeé no claims to original rescarch.
He has sot put to nroVide a Plain Han's Guide to Adolf Hitler, emd he is obvious-
ly famlllmr with the materlal already publisheds

Of coursc new ov1denoe will turn up, and somé¢ of it may even be impatants But
the real test of a blography af Hltlor will always lie in something clse, the -
ablllty to make conv1n01ng the carcer of a man who at first sight appears to be
the most 1mp1aus1ble candldate therc has ever been for a historical carcer su--
porflolally oomparablo with Napoleon s, and arguably without a parallel- in the evil

and sufferlng hc let 1oose on the world witout any form of compcnsntory benefit,

Mr. Payne starts well, and the first hundred and flfty pages are as good an accou
count as I have read of the early ycars of Hitler's life down to the time when
he camg out of prison after tho failurc of his Munlch Dut ch. From that point

onward, however, the book becomes less and loss satlsfaotory ‘and dotcrloatos into
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a series of disjointed enisodes which fail to make a coherent picture., This is
disappointing, and it dis worth asking what has gone wrong. . j o vl

v Hpe. Payne set out with the detemination to hold on to Hitler the man without .
getting lost in the tangle of German and Zuropcan politics. ThisAis_unde;standable,
but in practice the "rounded portrait" which Payne speaks of is beyond anyone's
capacity to draw, for Hitler was not a rounded man: his personal lifc was meager,
banal; boring, and (more imgqrtant) throws little if any light on_gis place‘in
history. In the early part of Hitler's carecerrthere is course litthwjo write
about other than his personal lifc, and Payne's approach works well enough. But
once Hitler becomes absorbed in politios it proves to lecad nowhecre. 3

Mr. Pagyne might have found a way out of this difficulty by making Hltler '8 7
personal life the basis for exemining his-psychologye. I do not share the scorn
that some historians express for nsychiatric evidence, but in practice it secms

to me extraordinary difficult material to handle, something to be attempted"'
not after a brief survey of :the psychological literature bqﬁ;onlywafter jcars

of clinical cxperience. :In Hitler's case the evidence onvwhioh to base an opinion
ig irncomplecte and much of it is unreliable,.The.conclusioqs_arc cgprcspoqqingly
speculative, -and .one ‘can hardly blame lir, Paync if -his psychglogio@l,obsgryations
do not "gd much beyond remarking that Hitler was abnormal.

~‘Dutif .we:are be given.an account of Hitler'ﬂlpgychology, then thc only reason
i can sce for wrltlng a life of Uitler at all is an interest in what he did, the
polltlcal carrecr wh1ch domlnated first German, then Juropcan, and finally world
politics for a dccade and a half, and whlch 1cft COHQOOJCHCC“ (thc division of
Burope, for instance) tha havc stlll not workod themsclves out Hore at last
there is no lack of materlal on whlch to draw,. Yet it is prec1sely in writing
about politics, the medlum 1n whlch Hltlcr found soopo for his extroqrdlnary po-

wers and. played out hlp part in hlstory, that Payn\ 'ig at bhis wcakcst.
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Let .mec take only two examples. In a book of 600 pages, no moro than seventeen
arc devoted to Hitler's risc to nower, a chanter Drcfaoed bJ a quototlon from Le—
nin about "the mysteries by which wars begin" and the remark "Just as strange
are tho mysteries by whlch dictators rise to power"., This is 81mp1y not true, .
Hitler's psychology, mqy defy explanetlon but the steps by whlch he achleved power
are not. This is a picce of hlstory ﬁas been worked over with thc grecatest care9
and rightly so, for it is one of the keys to understanding the ngture of twcnt1eth~
century politics. lir. Paync had only to-turm to Karl Dietrich Bragher's account
in 'The German chtaiorshlp (published in the US by Pracger, as is his own book,
but not cven mentloned in his blbllography) to find the fruits of twenty y;ars’
work summed up in- masterly. fashlono Instcad he perpetusti{s the exploded but dan-
gerous myth that Hltler came.to power by the. exercise of dark and 1nscrutublo i
arts. , L _

Equally unsatlsfwotory is his-account of the so-called Night of the Long Kn1ve°
in 1934. We arc given all the familiar details of Hltlcr s sudden fllght to Hu~-
nich, the journey to the Tegernsce, the murder of Roehm, end the blood bath which
followed, But not once does Mr. Paync attempt.to explain what luy behlnd all thls,
the qucstion of the "Sccond Revolution", the issuc of the sucocs51on of Hlndenberg,
Hitler's rclationship with thc army, in short the crisis of the reglme Wthh Hitler
had to. master or to be broken by, and from which he cmerged as the master of Ger
many e |

Thesc arc not matters that . blogra hcr of Hitler is frce to put in or 1eavc
out as he chooscss: power was the central issuec of his carecer, as Hitler well un-
derstood, the theme which alone gives intcrest and importance to his 1life. If that
ig not firmly prasped and madc the ccntral theme of any biography, then what
Hitler liked to €at, where he lived, and;whet he did in private are‘withoui
signifieqnce. lr. Payne has got things thcﬂqung way round, putting the trivia-
lities, the personal details, in the center of his picture and leaving the es-
scntials out, , ,

With CGerhard Boldt's book we are bnck on famlllmr ground. "In 'Hitlers The Last
Ten Days'", we rcad on the jacket, '"he rccords with stunning precision the death
throcs of the Fiihrer's 'thousand-ycar Reich' and of the intimates who were the
architects of Hitler's dark dcs;gna,.'“F;rst.publlshpd in 1947, Boldtfs remini-
scencés. of his stay in the Bunker have long been known and used by historians.

They are now re-issucd for the.third time, in what is described as "a complete
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and ‘cxpanded vérsion", to coincide with the appcarance of Sit Aléc Guinness's
new £ilm to which Captain Boldt acted as consultat. If you likc your history
raw, this (and not Trevor-Rovper's classic 'Last Ten Days of Hitler) is cvident-
ly the book’' to get: To quote thé blurb again: "Higtorians from Shirer to Bul-
lock have described the ehd of the'Reich, but their accounts lack the dread

fascination of this unforgéttable firs&thand account." To whidh I can only adds

- Amen,

Barton Whalcy's book is a“very different matters highly professionsl; limited
to"a ‘single event - Hitler's invasion of Russia — and to ‘finding the answer to
a single question ‘about that cvents Why'did Stalin reéfuse to 1listen when he was
repeatcdly-warﬁcd of Hitlér's plan to attdck the Soviet Union? But this is very
from being the plodding monograph which such ‘a ‘description suggests. lir. Whaley
writes with wit as well as a sense of stylies his chapter headings include quo=-""
tations from sourcecs as diversc as the plays of Térence ("I am fall of lcaks, ' =
and T let secrcts out hither and yon"), the 0ld and thé Néw Testamerits, Stalin
and HMontgomery. lore importsant, He has ichosen a subject ‘that ig both of interégt -

in itself and capable, because of the way 'in which-he trate it, of illumineting

"larger historical questions.

" It has oftcn 'been pointéd out ¥hat ‘diplomatic historians overlodk tHe impor— .

tance of Intelligence, just as socidl historians overleodk the rolc of the po- -
licey, in both cascs, at the risk of meking serious mistakes. But to say that in-
telligence is the missingdimension of ‘dinlomatic history ig one thing; it is

quite another to makec ‘good thc deficiency in practice. In the Half world of

‘espionage, the deviding line between fantasy and fact is cven more tenuous

than in plitics, and'thc ordinary common-scnse criteria of probability on which
cvery historian - relies arc useless. It is hard to obtdin access to the filess '
if ypi &re fortunatc cnough to come upon # picce of information that looks re-
liable, it isg unlikely that you will be able to track -dewn its source, estimatec
the extent to which it remained secret (in 1940-1941, llr, Whaley 1ells us, ieach
of the six'major powers was reading the seccret communications of at least two
of the othér~five),”br discover what attention, if any, was paid to it By those
responsible for making decisions. ;

I doubt if any hisborian can master thesc difficulties unléss he has himsclf
served in the Intelligence, as Barton Whalcy did during the Korean War. But Tir.

Whaley hac done more than draw on his personal cxpericnces he has gone -on to
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think about the method with which to attack such problems, and this gives his

book a much wider interest than the particular casc he examines, exciting as
this is,

Whaley beglns with the dlﬂarmlng atmission that he did not sclect, but stum-

bled on the puzzle of Barb“roosa (thc code name for Hltlcr g plan 1o 1nvwde

'uus51ﬂ) and that this was thc regult of getting a wrong solution to a qulte dif»
ferent problem° Once discntangled, tho puzzle wag uﬂsy to state and evon, it
seemcd, to solve. Hitler's attamk achlcvod conpletc gtratoglc and very nuarly
completc tactlcal surprisc as well: the Rud Army barely survived thc initial
German onolﬁught Yot Stalin wes warncd what to expect wocks bcforohend° Between
Christmas, 1940, and the night of Juno 21/22, 191119 Ifr. Whalcy lists scvonty—
cight such reports, the majority of which were r0001vcd in lMoscow., Why thon

did Sta 11n, one of the most suspicious men who ever 11vod9 not pay ﬂttcntlon

to them? - '

The accepted answes {s well known: "Only the monstrods fatuity of a Tyzanbtine
dictator and his authoritﬁridn systcm could eipiain“éuch blirdness." Not at all,
sqys INr., Uhalcyo if you look corcfull¢y at *he ev1dencc, it emergco that this
was a venoral qnd not an idiosyncratic case of fdlllng to read the portentso
With o fow oxccptlons (Churchlll is the most strlklng) most politicians, geno-
rals:;ndintolligcncc sérvices were just as wide of the matk as Stalin. This was
not hccausc they 1ackod tho information, any more than Stalih;diﬁy or (Whaley's
first thothcs1s) bccausc the q1gnﬂls were confusing, but bccdﬁét Hitler mani-
pulatcd the 1nformat10n to crecate a falso cxppctatlon and so left Stalin not
unccrtain and 1ndc0191vc, but certain, decisive = and wronge :

Hr, Whaley's conclu31on ig a controversial on¢ which not cveryonc ié'gbing to
accept. But that dO(s not affcct my admiration for the clcar and systematic way
in which he hdo.’onw about his °tudy, with & running commecntary explainir" at
cach stﬁgo what hp is d01ng, buildi.g up first onc, then 2 no‘tho'rih*fbot.lcsic
as he fits the dlfxcrent blts of evidonce into placc, for this is a way of pur-

ulng hlotorlcal 1nqu1ny that allowv mlstakos to be correcte' and alternative
nypothcsos 001)1dored w1thout 1nva11det1ng the mwthod, ‘a casc study in histori-
ral detectlov whlch would havc delighted thc late R Go Colllngwood (comnnrc his
chwpter on hlstorlcal ov1dcncc 1n"Thc Idon of Hlstory ) and whlch gaVL ne preat

1ntellectua1 ploasuro to rcad.
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llicholas Bethell 's book lacks the profcesionalismiand the interest in method

of Whaley's study, but it is worth rcading for gseveral reasons, According to
conve » tional reckoning, the Second World War began on September 1 or September
3, 1939, the first bcing the date when Hitlcr attacked Poland, the sccond the day
on which Brltaln and I'pance nnnounccd that a state of war existed between Ger-
- many and themselves, about as obligue 2 deolcrﬂtlon of war as anygone could de-
visc. In fact, no scrlous flghtlng took nlacc between the Western Allics and
GormanJ untll the sprlnn of 1940, and Hltlcr was pcrfeutly rcudy to conclude
peacc - on a v1ctor'~ tcrms, of course - 3fter the conqueut of Poland, which he
_1n31stcd was a puroly 1oca1 ﬁffalr that need not dlsturh thc rclations betwcen
the Great Powcrso _ : -

v Instcad of pa< 1ng rﬁpldly on to tho time when no onc .could any longer. doubt
that it was a world war whlch was, being fought, Wicholas Bethell had the, idea
of stopping the £film 1n October, 1939, and asking us td look more clésely at
what was happqn;ng, what people werc saying and thinking before it all came
overlaid by the.tromcndousigﬁopts that followcd. : ]

This reccord is L'painful onc;-No 6nc, as Hitler had guessed,bmovod a finger
to hebp the Poles. 'The Brltlsh and the ﬂronch whose guarantee of qid had heen
given less thnn six months boforu were not in a pqs1tion to do much, and took
carc not to do cven that for fear of starting a waf in earnest. Thosc who had
’ followod 2 ;)ollcy of appcaaement toward Hitler were stlll in office and had
not overnlfht become capable of waging war. Truc, thoy 1acked armg, but they
lacked even more the conv1ct10n and. the courage to usc thom. Thcy still hopecd,
gsomchow, thqt "the dl»aoter of war'" could be ov01ded, and they were encouragod -
not only by dofontlst on the rlght who sympathized w1th Hitler and thought Rug~
sia the real cncmy, but by the DagCILlst minded 1oft who lookod on war, or R
oapltallsm, or 1mnef1a11 as the cnemy and could not v1suallzc what dCLGat
end occupatlon at thﬂ hands of thc Nazlo m1ght mean..

The rccord of the rest of the world is not much more 1nsp1r1ngs American
isolationists asking "Can we kecp out?"j dc V::lcr"1 roﬁrcttlng that the Irish
could not take any part bccausc of the wrong of nmrtltlon, the well-meaning neu-—
.trﬂls hurrylnv to offer their mcu'at10n° the Rus31°ns making sure of their .
| half of otalln s barvaln w1th Hltler, and oommunlsts “throughout tho world
standing on thelr heads to proclalm that the roal enemy was 1nper1qllsm, in L]

opposition to which the Soviet Union and Nagzi Germany now found common ground.
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All this Hitler understood and played up to with the skill of a master. Was
Danzig worth a war? Who werc the warmongers now - the Fiihrer, who offered pcaccy
now that the problcm of Boland had been '"solved", or Churchill, who wanted to
turn it into a world war? And if Hitler had been content with this anduﬁad not
himseclf rencwod and cxtcnded hostilitics at the opening of 1940, he might well
not only have won h1° war of 1939, but have turncd it into a pecacc scttlement.

Bethell reinforwes the interest of-this unusual nerspective on the war by
making use, for the first time, of the yooently released British documents am
so illumunating the divided minds of Chgmberlain and his advigers., This is fas-
cinating to fead, but the wey in which Bethell emnloys his matcrial gives it more
than o arochial interest. For, instcad of working up our indignation once more
against the "guilty men", hc is at paing to show that it was as much Chamber-
lain's virtues as his defccts that made him unwilling to facc the pricce of de-
fecating Hitler - his horror of war, hisg anguish at the thought of destruction,
violence, and sacrifice of lives that it would cntail. In this hc was as repre—
sentative of thc mood of the British in the 1930s as Churchill was in the 1940s.
This is a disadvantage which pcooles with the civilian outlook of the British
are~always going to suffer in facing determined and ruthless adversaries, and
from which they may not always find a leader with the . .very different virtues of
a Churchill to rescuc them in time.

The British wcre lucky, the Poles were not, and beforthhe year 1939 was over
Hitler had alrcady sct in opcration his plans to destroy ?hgm as 2 nation. In
any othcr casc such an expression would be taken as 2 rho%oriorl figure of
spcech: in Hitler's it was quitc literally wiat he meant and comc.very close
to doing. Hitler's "New Order" in Poland, as ilr. Bethell shows, was not impro-
vised nor was it the product of wartime pressures: it was systematic and preme-
ditated, like the cxtermination of the Jews. Few men have imggined evil on such
a scale, fewer still have attempted to translate it into rcallty9 nonc with so
total an indiffercncc to human suffering. Anyonc who reflccts“on the hlatory
Mr. Betell recalls will not be surpriscd that pcople are stlll,gmtcrested in
Hitler, and will no%”scck the cxplanation in some spurious "rev1v gl". As long
as men rcmember the history of the twenticth century at all, they will go on

asking themsclves, "How could it happen?”

wers
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