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FOREWORD 
 
      
 
    Since I was a young man, after reading a few biographies of Napoleon Bonaparte, I have been fascinated by his personality. When in was Paris, I did not miss the opportunity to pay a visit to the Dome des Invalides, where he was re-interred with all honors, 19 years after his death in exile on the island of Saint Helena, in 1840. There he finally found everlasting peace after a tumultuous life. 
 
    Was Napoleon a genius among men? Definitely yes. His entire life and brilliant military and political career attest to it. However, he was also a dictator, albeit one with a liberal touch. He was cultivated, a good mathematician, an aficionado of literature, and a follower of Enlightenment philosophers such as Voltaire, Diderot and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. He was also endowed with an outstanding memory and he had a good knowledge of history, in particular the ancient one. In fact, he liked to compare himself with illustrious Greek and Roman leaders such as Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, whence a question arises: is he in any way comparable with two other dictators, the Mephistophelian Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin, two criminals and, up to a point, good friends and allies?  
 
    A striking resemblance they all shared, which has not been given much notice, concerns their ethnicity: they all belonged to minorities. Stalin was not a Russian any more than Hitler was German and Napoleon French. This factor, however, did not prevent any of them from seizing absolute power through various machinations, exploiting troubled times for their own advantage. This is how Joseph Stalin, born in Georgia, became the Russians’ “Daddy”, Napoleone di Buonaparte, born on the Mediterranean island of Corsica, became Emperor of France and King of Italy, and the Austrian Adolf Hitler became the Supreme Leader – the Fuehrer – of Germany. A particular syndrome they shared as members of minority ethnic groups guided their thought and actions.  
 
    All three had rather modest origins, and the families in which they spent their childhood and adolescence years left a mark on their later life. In their wish to be "more Catholic than the Pope", they constantly tried to aggressively expand the borders of the countries they ruled and to create lasting empires for the "good" of their nations, but even more for their own glory. In the counterfactual spirit of Arnold Toynbee, I have often wondered what course history might have taken if Stalin had only ruled in his native Georgia, Hitler in Austria, and Napoleon in Corsica. 
 
    None of them was a great artist, nor a gifted tailor, but each one drew, altered, cut out, pasted, and generally handled the much-tried map of Europe at his own will. But grandness is transient and misleading, and great leaders have often failed to learn the lessons of history. So it was in the past, and so it will be in the future, due to the ruinous mixture of pride, ineptitude and folly that besets human nature. Such people should be reminded the old Latin dictum "Te hominem esse memento" – Remember that you are a man. Yet I know of no suicidal fool from the intimate circle of a dictator who dared to say it to the Emperor, the Fuehrer or the Tsar. The absolute power given to leaders is the reason of their ultimate downfall. Rather, a good leader is supposed to heed Pliny the Younger’s words: “Non est princeps supra leges, sed leges supra principem“ – The prince is not above the laws, but the laws are above the prince.  
 
    Many shelves of books have been written about each of these three leaders separately, especially after they exited the stage, and sometimes about Hitler in parallel with Stalin. This book is an attempt to compare the lives and deeds of all three. I hope that I have succeeded in depicting them as they really were.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The importance of information 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Un homme averti en vaut deux" – A warned man is worth two. This French proverb emphasizes the inestimable value of information, forewarning, and knowledge: Forewarned is forearmed. 
 
    While what is valid is accepted by any mortal, that was not the case of the genius Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili, aka Stalin. 
 
    Firmly convinced that all the bits of information from various multiple sources amounted to patent misinformation infiltrated through the "good will" of foreign espionage, especially the British one, Stalin rejected them one after another. The situation had become so absurd that the closest collaborators, such as his intimates from the Politburo, Beria, Molotov, Khrushchev, Mikoyan, Voroshilov, Malenkov, Kaganovich were simply afraid to report anything that would irritate or, God forbid, annoy their leader. This abnormal phenomenon stood out especially during periods of crisis: for example, when information was accumulating about an imminent German attack, in fact an all-out war, against the Soviet Union. In his moments of leisure, Stalin sometimes reaffirmed his firm conviction that there would be no war with Germany either in 1941 or later. Under these circumstances, the silence of the others is easy to understand, though not to be approved. Khrushchev’s memoirs confirm it. Joseph Stalin relied on his political and military genius (although he lacked military training), assuring his close collaborators that Germany would not attack the Soviet Union. He was too busy with the purges, gulags and executions that were under way. As his personality cult was rising, Stalin was obsessed with the consolidation of his image as a great leader of peoples, and his political myopia prevented him from properly and objectively analyzing the real geopolitical situation of the European continent in the spring and summer of 1940. European countries such as France, Belgium, Denmark, Norway, Holland, as well as the West of Poland and, later, in the spring of 1941, Greece and Crete were already under German occupation. Other countries, considered to be allied to Germany, were controlled by Nazi Germany through military and political alliances (Austria, Hungary, Romania, Italy). 
 
    The truth is that for very few people did Stalin have the sincere admiration and respect he had for Adolf Hitler. He was also firmly convinced that the Hitler-Stalin treaty, known as the Non-Aggression Pact or the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, signed on August 23, 1939 was valid more than ever, hence his political and military myopia. It is totally absurd, but equally true that the Kremlin sent orders to the military commanders of the border not to respond to any kind of ground or air military incidents at the common border, as he believed they happened without Hitler’s knowledge or that of the German High Command (OKW). He considered that the repeated armed incidents were sporadic and no more than local initiatives taken by German military commanders stationed with their troops along the border. 
 
    Following that line of thinking, Stalin adhered literally to the terms of the pact, keeping up the day and night delivery of endless freight trains loaded with raw materials of all kinds: iron, steel, manganese, coal, wood, grain (especially wheat), fodder, gasoline, diesel, and much more. One had the impression that Stalin had become the main supplier of raw materials to the German Army that was preparing for war against him. The last trains were sent to Germany on the very night before the invasion.  
 
    Stalin – like Hitler – was always right and did not admit to be contradicted. His myopia, in fact the inability to properly analyze the situation, was the principal cause of the death of tens of millions of Soviet citizens, both military and civilians. Stalin kept his promise, and took great care to rigorously observe the delivery of raw materials according to his understanding with Hitler. Of course, the German side was extremely pleased with the massive, continuous supplies of raw materials, indispensable for industrial production, the German war industry in particular. After the invasion and the outbreak of war, Stalin and Hitler turned from friends and companions in ideas into deadly enemies, and Stalin needed to look for new friends and allies. He did find friends, but this time they were American and English capitalists whom he deeply hated and mistrusted. These capitalists became overnight the only hope for the rescue of Stalin and the Soviet communist regime, but also the last hope of a humiliated Russia, in a moment of great danger. World War II, the most terrible and devastating ever known in history, cost the lives of more than 60 million people, and ended in the categorical victory of the Allied Forces. Indeed, a decisive, well deserved victory, but at what price, and with what sacrifice? 
 
    History, though sometimes forgiving, never forgets, and its impartial, objective judgment remains forever. 
 
    Unbelievable, but so true: the invasion began with a force and fire power never seen before: over 3.5 million people, thousands of tanks and artillery pieces, thousands of combat aircraft of various types, a modern, extremely mobile fighting technique, tens of thousands of trucks and hundreds of thousands of traction horses. The front line stretched over several thousand kilometers. At the same time, Soviet troops, outnumbered and technologically inferior anyway, still received categorical orders from the Kremlin not to open fire at any cost. Stalin still lived with the illusion that Hitler would have no logical interest in attacking the Soviet Union, all being just a diversion organized by foreign intelligence services. However, on the morning of June 22, 1941, when the invasion began shortly after 3 AM, there were a few local commanders who had prepared themselves despite the severe orders from the Kremlin not to retaliate. Due to these military commanders, the Russians were able to somewhat withstand the colossal power of the German onslaught. Even in the morning of this June 22nd, Stalin still didn’t believe that the war had begun. Besides the genius Stalin, the same old combat comrades and fellows in crime mentioned above (Molotov, Khrushchev, Malenkov, Mikoyan, Voroshilov, Kaganovich, Beria, Budyonny) rejected (as if they had a choice) the "false" information meant for "intoxication" by the secret services of the West (especially the British). All in all, Stalin's disbelief and obsession with the British intelligence service is incomprehensible. 
 
      
 
    * Several isolated individuals or even small groups of 3-5 German anti-fascist soldiers who deserted to warn about the imminent German invasion brought with them other military information. One of these soldiers was executed (as agent provocateur and spy) for spreading false information, following severe instructions from the Kremlin itself. 
 
    
* Information sent at least twice from the embassies in Sofia and Bucharest (the Romanian General Staff knew the exact date of the start of the anti-Soviet war). 
 
    
* Information coming from other diplomatic sources and embassies in European capitals. 
 
    
* Very accurate information was personally transmitted by the United States Ambassador to Moscow, without any positive reaction from the Soviet leadership, specifically Stalin. 
 
    
* Another equally precious and accurate item of information came from Britain's Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, but it shared the fate of its predecessors. Not even a man of Churchill's stature enjoyed credibility in Stalin's eyes. 
 
    
* Two other first-rate pieces of information, extremely valuable due to their source and accuracy, which were not given any attention at the Kremlin although they came from agents trained by the Soviet secret services, will be paid special attention in the chapter In Memoriam. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    In memoriam 
 
      
 
    “The right man in the right place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard Sorge  
 
    (October 4, 1895, Baku, Azerbaijan-November 7, 1944, Tokyo, Japan)
 
The famous Russian spy (code name Ramsay, Rus. Ramzai), one of the best Soviet agents during the Second World War, Richard Sorge was born on 4 October 1895 in Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan, later one of the Socialist Republics of the Soviet Union. His mother was of Russian origin and his father of German origin, so he spoke both languages fluently. An ardent communist and anti-fascist, Sorge was recruited and trained as a Soviet agent, acting as a "Nazi" journalist under cover first in Berlin and then in Tokyo. As an appreciated familiar of the German embassy in Tokyo, many of whose staff were close friends, Sorge was able to pass on to Moscow valuable and timely information, although for him the highest priority was the news about German-Soviet relations and, above all, Hitler's war intentions towards the Soviet Union. Not only was he able to transmit general intelligence on the imminent invasion of the Germans, but he even communicated the exact day and hour. As expected, Stalin totally rejected such a possibility, and after his usual bout of humiliation and abjections, this time against Sorge, he gave orders to reduce Sorge’s financial support as punishment. Sorge was deeply offended and felt aggrieved, not so much by the cut in support as by the injustice done to him. The Kremlin's total lack of trust and appreciation, however, did not prevent him from gathering more information. Thus, he was able to transmit again priceless intelligence: Japan would not attack the Soviet Union, more exactly Siberia and the Russian Far East. The failure to open a new front in Siberia against the Soviet Union, which at that time was still heavily engaged in defending itself with huge losses in manpower and equipment, caused great disappointment and tension with the German Allies and was of immense help to the Red Army. Hitler's personal frustration and anger peaked as he still hoped for a blitzkrieg against the Soviet Union. Self-confident and with an already hypertrophied ego, Hitler was certain that the "stroll" taken in the spring and summer of 1940 through Central and Western Europe would be repeated in the case of the Soviet Union. The Japanese military caste preferred to look in the direction of the South Pacific and continental and southeast Asia. Controlling the sources of raw materials, without which Japan could not arm itself and start a war, had become the main concern of the Japanese General Staff. Thanks to the exceptional information from Sorge, the Soviet Union was able, in the second half of September 1941, to redeploy substantial fresh, well-equipped troops from Siberia and the Far East to the Moscow front, as the fighting for the Soviet capital was raging.  
 
    Other theaters of military operations on the Soviet front also benefited from this military help, as unexpected as it was well-timed. The troops brought to the front amounted to about 20-22 divisions, several thousand tanks and combat planes, thousands of artillery pieces, etc. It can be asserted that this whole army changed the fate of the war. In this context, on August 31, 1939 the Soviet army won a great victory over the Japanese in the battle of Khalkhin Gol, on the border between Mongolia (under Russian rule) and Manchuria (ruled by the Japanese). The Soviet troops commanded by the general, future marshal, Georgy Zhukov inflicted great losses on the Japanese army. The Japanese general staff was deeply shocked by this unexpected, heavy defeat, which amounted to the decimation of its army in the area. After the battle, the "South" faction of the Japanese general staff gained the upper hand over the "North" faction, which had urged an attack on the Soviet Union through Siberia and the Soviet East; therefore, the major concern became the invasion and expansion into the south and south-east, towards the Pacific Ocean. Many historians regard the battle of Khalkhin Gol as the main cause of Japan's decision not to attack the Soviet Union. It prevented the opening of a new anti-Soviet front from the East, despite heavy German – and Hitler’s personal – pressure on the Japanese militarist government. It is easy to imagine Hitler's profound dissatisfaction with the Japanese ally.  
 
    Zhukov had been on Stalin’s deadly black list along with many other Red Army senior officers, during the terrible pre-war campaign of purges and arrests. After Khalkhin Gol, Stalin decorated him with the highest Soviet distinction. Thus, from an enemy of the Soviet people with Damocles' sword hanging over his head, Georgy Zhukov became a Hero of the Soviet Union. He also became Stalin's favorite as his most capable officer, and rightly so, as he later proved himself in other difficult military campaigns (Leningrad, Moscow, Stalingrad, Kursk, Berlin, etc.), hence his rising popularity and Stalin's jealousy.  
 
    Back to Richard Sorge, after only two years of successfully gathering information (1940-1941), towards the end of 1941 he was exposed as a Soviet spy by the Japanese espionage, to the great stupefaction of the German embassy in Tokyo and, no less, of the Nazi circles in Berlin. After interrogation, he remained in prison until November 7, 1944, when he was hanged in Tokyo, although by then the end of the war was nearing, both in Europe and the Pacific.  
 
    What was Stalin's reaction to Sorge’s unmasking and mock trial? Moscow disowned him, rejecting the accusation that he was a Soviet spy. Not only did Stain repudiate Sorge, but he also forbade any attempt at negotiating with the Japanese an exchange of prisoners, which is not uncommon even in times of war. Stalin could have saved Sorge if he had wanted to. But, by the end of the war, he preferred to apply the ancient Latin proverb "Faber est suae quisque fortunae” – Each man is the architect of his own fate. It took another 20 years until the rehabilitation and recognition of Richard Sorge's merits, in 1964. He was made a Hero of the Soviet Union post-mortem. 
 
    The Red Orchestra (Die Rote Kapelle)
  
 
    If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him. In Voltaire’s words, “Si Dieu n’existait pas, il faudrait l'inventer”. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leopold (Leiba) Domb Trepper
(February 23, 1904, Nowy Targ, Poland-January 19, 1982, Jerusalem, Israel).
  
 
    The story of the Red Orchestra is that of Leiba Domb, alias Leopold Trepper, another great Soviet superspy whose network is considered today as the most successful and efficient that operated before and during the Second World War in German-occupied Europe. So who was Mr. Trepper? 
 
    Leiba Domb, a Polish Jew and a committed communist, like Richard Sorge, was born in the Polish town Nowy Targ, in a southern province 80 kilometers from Krakow. Recruited and guided by the Soviet military espionage (GRU), he set up the network Rote Kapelle. The name was given by the Gestapo, who knew exactly which service it was working for, playing with it an endless game of cat and mouse throughout the war. The countries in which the members of the Orchestra operated were for the most part Belgium, France and Switzerland, although their sphere of activity was much wider.  
 
    The Bolshevik revolution and Marxist ideology won over Domb from his early youth: at only 19 years old, in 1923, when he worked as a miner in Galicia, he organized a labor strike in Krakow, for which he was "awarded" with eight months in jail. After being released from prison, in 1924 we find him in Palestine (under British mandate until 1948, the date of the establishment of Israel as an independent state), where he carried on as a communist militant, being also an active member of the Communist Party, which led to his expulsion by the English in 1929. Then he went to France, and was again expelled, in 1931, in the wake of the "Fantomas" Soviet spy network affair. In the Soviet Union he attended university for some time, and was fortunate to survive the Stalin purges of the 1930s, no doubt due to his superiors from the famous GRU (Main Intelligence Directorate). Sent to Brussels in 1938 under cover as a Canadian businessman, he founded and led the famous spy network Die Rote Kapelle. The messages sent by Domb Trepper were very difficult, if not impossible, to decipher: he used a mixture of three languages that he spoke very well (Hebrew, Yiddish, and Polish) and a special code. Arrested by the Gestapo in November 1942 in a dentist’s chair, he tricked his way out a few months later and joined the French resistance. The first-hand information he sent to Moscow on the German troops’ deployment and movement in Europe, especially on the border with the Soviet Union, and the precise date of the imminent invasion of the German troops, is still of great importance today, and not only for historians. That Stalin gave no importance to this warning either is no wonder. 
 
    Finally recalled in Moscow in 1945, he was "rewarded" with years of imprisonment, having the great "honor" of being interrogated at the famous Lubianka prison in Moscow by the notorious Viktor Abakumov, the head of the NKVD and successor of the famous criminal Lavrenti Beria. (Both Abakumov and Beria were shot by firing squad after Stalin's death, an otherwise well-deserved punishment.) After "only" 10 years in jail, Domb was released, because after Stalin's death, things were slowly returning back to normal. I have no doubt that if Richard Sorge had had the opportunity to go back to Mother Russia, whether recalled or of his own will, at the end of the war, he would have had the same fate as Leiba Domb, if not worse. 
 
    Fed-up and tired, Domb was deeply disappointed with the lost ideal for which he had endangered his life many times over. Khrushchev’s disclosures, made in 1956 at the 20th Congress of the Soviet Communist Party, about the abuses and crimes patronized by Stalin from the 1930s until his death in March 1953 and about his unprecedented personality cult, made Domb feel humiliated and betrayed in his communist beliefs. As he would later confess, he no longer wondered where the freedom, the respect for man, and the happy life were that the communist ideology had promised to the peoples of the Soviet Union and to the entire area under Soviet influence in the post-war period. The unmasked generalissimo and great leader was exposed overnight as what he actually was: a torturer and a criminal. All this determined Domb to return to his native country but, because of the wave of anti-Semitism raging in post-war Poland, he decided to emigrate to Israel. After years and years, with enormous efforts, he only succeeded in 1974. As he arrived in Israel, he at last found what he had wanted for so many years: a quiet, serene, almost anonymous life. In 1982 he died in his bed in Jerusalem, and was buried with military honors. After succinctly presenting the lifetime exploits of this very special man, who was thrown in jail successively by the English, the French, the Gestapo, and the NKVD/KGB, it is easier now to understand Voltaire’s words about God. They perfectly fit with the extraordinary life and deeds of Leon Domb, the Soviet superspy. When I think of “professional revolutionaries” and dictators of today (of which, unfortunately, there are many, too many, examples), who profess their peoples’ “happiness”, I wish they and their followers opened a history book now and then, or at least read Leon Domb’s autobiography. 
 
    Together and separately, the two superspies made a major contribution to Germany's defeat in the war and the fall of the criminal Nazi regime. Each of them was "the right man in the right place". 
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    Where and when the second world war broke out – and ended 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the issue of the place and date of the outbreak of World War II, there have been controversies between Western and Asian historians. For Western historians, the date is September 1, 1939, when the German army invaded Poland, and May 8, 1945 officially marks the end of the war in Europe (May 9 according to Moscow time, ratification being signed shortly after midnight). On the other hand, some Asian historians claim that the World War began in 1931 with the invasion of Manchuria by the Japanese imperial troops. Another variant claims that Japan's war against China (1937-1945) marks the start of World War II. According to these theories, World War II began and ended in Asia.  
 
    After the German invasion, the two countries that guaranteed the integrity of Poland, Britain and France, declared war on Germany. Two years later, in the summer of 1941, Germany invaded the Soviet Union, and in December, on the following day after the surprise attack on its large Navy base at Pearl Harbor (December 7, 1941), the United States declared war on Japan. Four days after the Japanese attack, in a raving, histrionic, tempestuous speech that betrayed his elation in the wake of Germany’s military successes, it was Adolf Hitler’s turn to declare war – on the US. These bellicose acts turned the conflicts in Europe and Asia from relatively limited continental wars into a world war: the war of all against all, “Bellum omnium contra omnes", the most ferocious in the history of mankind, with over 60 million dead.  
 
    After four years of fierce, bloody war, on May 8, 1945 the unconditional surrender of Nazi Germany was agreed on in Berlin. Germany's capitulation was signed by representatives of the three branches of the armed forces (Army, Air Force and Navy). Colonel General Alfred Jodl, head of military operations at the German High Command (OKW – Oberkommando der Wehrmacht), signed the act in front of the Allied Commission. Both Jodl and his direct superior, Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, were tried by the Nuremberg International Tribunal and sentenced to death as war criminals, then executed by hanging. The war in the Pacific ended on September 2, 1945, with the signing by a mixed group of Japanese diplomats and officers headed by Foreign Minister Mamoru Shigemitsu of the unconditional surrender of Japan. The ceremony took place aboard the USS Missouri anchored in the port of the capital city of Japan, Tokyo, in the presence of the supreme commander of the Allied Forces in the Pacific, five-star General Douglas Mac Arthur. Emperor Hirohito had to personally intervene with the military command of the Japanese army and the Japanese government to accept unconditional and immediate surrender. On August 14, 1945 (American time) the Japanese had declared the ceasefire. Just a few days before, the Americans had launched two atomic bombs, on Hiroshima on August 6, 1945 (an atomic bomb based on uranium), and on Nagasaki on August 9, 1945 (one based on plutonium). The Japanese government had not reacted in any way after the first bomb, despite the hundreds of thousands of dead and wounded and the complete destruction of the city. Until that fateful day, Hiroshima had not suffered any damage from the war. After some hesitation, the new President of the United States, Harry Truman, ordered the launch of the second atomic bomb. Following the destruction of the city of Nagasaki, which took the Japanese by surprise, they finally accepted the end of hostilities.  
 
    For more than 70 years now, hosts of military historians and analysts, politicians, career and retired officers, journalists, and others have debated the ethical and humanistic aspects of these events. At issue was the use of a weapon whose yet little known power of destruction was unprecedented, given that, in August 1945, it was quite clear that Japan had lost the war, it being just a matter of time until its capitulation. Did the bombing indeed save the lives of hundreds of thousands of American soldiers and allies, thus hasting the end of a bloody war? 
 
    One of the most authoritative answers came from the very man who, from a Boeing 29, by far the most sophisticated and advanced bomber of the Second World War, dropped the first atomic bomb, the famous "Little Boy", on Hiroshima: Air Force Colonel, later General, Paul Tibbets. (Interestingly, he baptized his plane with his mother's name: Enola Gay.) As far as is known, he never expressed regrets or apologies over the immense destruction caused by the bomb. Suffice it to quote Tibbets from a later interview, where he candidly says, "I sleep clearly every night". He lived to be 92, until 2007. 
 
    It is also necessary to analyze the geopolitical and military situation at the time. Stalin declared war on Japan only two days after the bombing of Hiroshima, in accordance with the Yalta secret agreements, and, of course, the Russians wanted to get their share of the prey. The French saying "À la guerre comme à la guerre" fits this case perfectly. The Russians took the Kurile Islands and the island of Sakhalin. 
 
    The bloody battles fought in the Pacific, in the Philippines and Guadalcanal, not to mention Iwo Jima, the Japanese island fortified with multiple bunkers and an underground tunnel network, determined the Americans to seek a military solution to save lives and overcome the resistance of the Japanese soldiers and their desire to fight until the end. At Iwo Jima, the losses were impressive on both sides. the Japanese general staff’s determination to continue the fight at all costs and the dogged resistance of the Japanese, who considered it shameful to be taken prisoners, preferring kamikaze attacks and other forms of suicide, raised the American toll substantially. All this went into consideration when the decision to drop the atomic bombs was taken. 
 
    The special diploma of appreciation sent by the US Department of Defense to the physicist and father of the atomic bomb, Robert Oppenheimer, in October 1945, said, among others, that if the new weapons were to enter the arsenals of nations preparing for war, a time would come when mankind would curse Los Alamos and Hiroshima. It also said that the peoples of the world must unite or perish. A clever, farsighted outlook that is as critically true today as it was in 1945. 
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    Childhood and adolescence 
 
      
 
      
 
    Napoleon Bonaparte 
 
      
 
    Napoleon I, Emperor of France and King of Italy, was born on August 15, 1769 in the capital of Corsica, Ajaccio, as Napoleone di Buonaparte. Although Corsican by birth, he was a French citizen, because one year before his birth the Genovese Republic had ceded Corsica to France. The Buonapartes, whose ancestors originated in Italy, was a well-known family in Corsica, which at the time had less than 150,000 inhabitants. At 8700 square kilometers, the island is the fourth largest in the Mediterranean (after Sicily, Cyprus and Sardinia) and the most mountainous. The distinctive relief of the island, the forested mountains, the beautiful and comfortable beaches, and the rich valleys provide good conditions for high-quality vine-growing, and Corsican wine is prized. The clean air and the gentle Mediterranean climate also attract many tourists. The geographic position of the island, north of Sardinia, only 90 kilometers from the western coast of the Italian peninsula and just 170 kilometers from the south-east coast of France, gave a major impetus to the tourist industry, by far the most important and constant source of income. Although Corsica has given mankind many famous people, especially opera conductors and singers (the most well-known to my generation is Tino Rossi), the pride of the Corsicans will always be Napoleon Bonaparte. As a family of provincial nobles, the Buonapartes’ material status was sometimes relatively good, and at other times precarious. Among Carlo Maria di Buonaparte and Maria Letizia Ramolino’s eight children, five boys and three girls, Napoleon was the second.  
 
    The wedding of Napoleon's parents did not take place at church, although the cathedral was in the vicinity of the Buonapartes’ house. Later on, an uncle, Luciano, the only priest in the family, registered the marriage of Carlo and Letizia (who was only 15 years old), on June 1, 1764, at the cathedral of Ajaccio. The purpose of this fictitious registration was primarily the family, but it was also the need to observe the Corsican tradition. Many speculations have been made about this somewhat unusual marriage, but historians agree on two facts. Firstly, Carlo was a convinced atheist influenced by Voltaire, especially in his attitude and relationship to religion and the church (hence his influence on his son regarding the Catholic Church and the papal institution, which became apparent a few years later). Secondly, it may look like Carlo’s revenge against his family and the institution of marriage. Carlo was in love with a young woman he intended to marry, but his family firmly opposed marriage to a commoner. The alliance between the Buonapartes and the Ramolinos was financially advantageous, given the undeniably superior material status of the latter. The fact is that Carlo and Letizia’s close ties to the French governor of the island, Mr. Marbeuf, whose counselor Carlo was, greatly improved the material condition of the future emperor's parents and their social position as members of the Corsican aristocracy. 
 
    Little is known about Napoleon's early years, nor is the information very accurate and credible. He was a lively, fussy child, always looking for something new. Besides his school obligations he used to read a lot. He was very good at math, and his remarkable memory was impressive. He was independent, strong-willed, and natively intelligent. No historian described Napoleon in his childhood as a genius, though his intelligence (in modern terms, his IQ level) was far superior to that of children his age or even older. In his confessions, made in exile on the island of St. Helena, Napoleon himself looked back at his childhood as the happiest time of his life. His mother Letizia, who had a major influence on him, was a beautiful woman in her prime, energetic, intelligent, determined and dominant – perhaps too dominant. She was in charge of the children’s raising and education, while also managing the affairs of the entire Buonaparte family. Her authority in the family was undisputed, and Napoleon, who worshipped her, once he became emperor, could not resist any of her demands. Although Napoleon was only nine when he left home, along with his older brother Joseph, to pursue his studies in France (1778), Letizia’s influence would be felt over many years. As Carlo was rather physically absent from home, his place was brilliantly filled by his wife, who was later called "Madame Mère de Sa Majesté L'Empereur". 
 
    Drawn to politics, Carlo Buonaparte was appointed representative of Corsica to the court of King Louis XVI. Through Carlo's influence, young Napoleon came to know and appreciate the ideas and philosophy of Voltaire. A few years later, while in France at the military school, he was conquered by Jean Jacques Rousseau's novel, humanist ideas. Rousseau was among the first to engage in the philosophy of politics, as well as the psychology of human nature and human behavior. (Beethoven himself was inspired by one of Rousseau's writings.) Very appreciated abroad as well, Rousseau was popular especially with the younger generation. Rousseau was also a leading figure of the Jacobin Club during the French Revolution. Thus, as an outcome of his early readings from Rousseau, Napoleon also became a Jacobin during the Revolution.  
 
    Napoleon, who liked military uniforms since a young boy, befriended the soldiers in the garrison near the Buonaparte house and played war games, eventually enrolled at the Royal Military School in Brienne, a few dozen kilometers from Paris. Prior to the start of the training, Napoleon had to attend intensive French language courses for several months, because his mother tongue was Italian. The training period at Brienne lasted five years, during which Napoleon was totally absorbed in all the subjects of the curriculum and remained the same passionate reader out of the classroom. He would continue this line when he went on to the Royal Military School in Paris, and throughout his career. Napoleon read everything with equal thirst for knowledge, preferring books over games in the company of the aristocrats from the Paris military school, whom he avoided as much as he could. Thus, he became a self-taught man in many disciplines that fascinated him. Mathematics, in which he excelled, which helped him enormously in his career as artillery officer; history and politics, in particular those of the Greek and Roman antiquity; and he was also passionate about literature, astronomy, philosophy, the military art, and famous ancient battles. The only major worry he had during these years was the insecurity of his family, who suffered from a chronic lack of money, which often led him to sacrifices. The death of his father, Carlo, at the age of 39, when Napoleon was still at the Royal Military School in Paris, further worsened the material situation of his family. Being incapable of helping his mother and the rest of his family from Ajaccio, including his six younger siblings, deeply hurt and humiliated him. This explains the excessive, obsessive personal care that he took both as consul and as emperor for each one of his brothers and sisters. Letizia played a major role in the prosperity of the family, especially of the three sisters, and Napoleon got along very well with his mother, to whom he couldn’t refuse anything. He adored and respected her, although he knew perfectly well that Letizia was pulling the strings in the Buonaparte family. 
 
    The nine-year-old Napoleon that arrived on the continent now turned into a small-framed teenager, but was very mature for his age. He was only 16 when he became an officer with the rank of sub-lieutenant, being assigned to a regiment to continue his training as a career officer, ironically in the service of the King of France, Louis XVI. Henceforth, the young officer pursued his fate and embarked on his relentless ascension to glory and immortality. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adolf Hitler  
 
      
 
    The future Fuehrer of Nazi Germany was born on April 20, 1889, in the provincial town of Braunau am Inn in Austria, then still part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 56 years later, on April 30, 1945, when the fate of the war was already sealed, he killed himself with his own Walther 7.65 pistol, along with his mistress-wife Eva Braun, in his Berlin bunker. The Reich Chancellery was under the fire of the Red Army. 
 
    His father, Alois Hitler, worked for a few years as a shoemaker in his youth, and later became a modest customs official who was promoted after some years to the position of customs inspector in Braunau and Linz. Despite his desire, repeated attempts to rise through the ranks failed for lack of adequate qualifications. Alois Hitler was married twice and was left a widower with two children. The third marriage was with Klara Pölzl (Adolf Hitler's mother), with whom he had another six children, Adolf being the fourth (or Alois’s sixth, taking into account Adolf’s two step brothers from his father’s previous marriage). The two spouses were second-degree cousins and age difference between them was 22 years. Therefore, Klara addressed her husband with respect, naming him "uncle". Following diphtheria and measles epidemics, of their six children, four boys and two girls, only two survived: Adolf and Paula. The British historian and philosopher Arnold Toynbee wondered why only one out of four boys survived the late nineteenth century epidemics. As the English say, "What is writ, is writ". Alois was heavy-handed, quick-tempered, nervous, and unaffectionate with either the children or his young wife. Adolf was his favorite punching bag, but Klara had her fair share once in a while. The unhealthy atmosphere at the Hitler family's house explains why Alois Jr., Adolf’s elder stepbrother, left his home. Adolf was also looking for a way to leave, which happened right after his mother’s death. The death of his father, seemingly due to a stroke after a serious wine-drinking binge, had come as a great relief, but his love and respect for his mother prevented him for a while from going though with his plan. At the age of 15, with an unfinished school and rather mediocre results behind him, Adolf turned his eyes to the capital city, Vienna, relying on his only talent at that time: painting. His childhood and adolescence had not been happy years. At the same age, Napoleon was already an officer in the French Royal Army and had taken his oath of allegiance to King Louis XVI; and the future Tsar of the Russians, Stalin, was assiduously preparing for a revolutionary’s life. In fact, when they had reached maturity, neither Hitler nor Stalin had any occupation to support themselves, and they both lived in absolute anonymity. The word “nobody” described them perfectly, whereas Napoleon was second lieutenant at the age of 16, and at 22 he was advanced to captain and artillery commander of his regiment.  
 
    Hitler’s mother, Klara Pölzl, came from a very modest family of peasants, and is described in various sources as a quiet, warm woman, full of affection for her two surviving children, Adolf and Paula. Klara's love was mostly poured on her darling, Adolf. The two understood and cared for each other very much. Klara was a devout Catholic, and often took Adolf and Paula, but also her step-daughter Angela, to church. It is only natural to wonder how Adolf grew to be such a criminal monster. He was a convinced vegetarian, did not smoke, did not drink alcohol, and yet, with unimaginable ease, sent tens of millions of people to death. At the peak of his power, Hitler kept in touch with his two sisters, to whom he provided financial support. In his memoirs, Hitler's personal valet, Heinz Linge, described the sincere emotion the two siblings felt when Hitler’s only biological sister visited Vienna in 1938, right after the Anschluss. The meeting took place at Hotel Imperial. The relationship of Adolf Hitler with his half-niece, Angela (Geli) Raubal, will be dealt with in another chapter.  
 
    A breast nodule that was beginning to disturb her determined Klara to turn to a doctor, after many delays, even though she had known about it for a long time. In 1907, after a visit to Dr. Eduard Bloch, she was sent to hospital for mastectomy. As the cancer had already metastasized, Dr. Bloch continued with the post-surgical, palliative treatment at the patient's house, paying daily visits. However, the anticancer treatment available at the beginning of the 20th century was radically different from the present-day therapy, and it was pretty clear how her illness would evolve. An important fact must be emphasized in this context, namely the close relationship between the teenager Adolf Hitler and the Jewish Dr. Eduard Bloch. Both Klara and her son appreciated Bloch’s efforts and devotion. All that happened in 1907, in the city of Linz. More than three decades later, in 1940, Adolf Hitler, now the Fuehrer of Germany at his zenith, personally took care of the fate of the Jewish doctor and his family, allowing him and his family free emigration to the United States. In his memoirs, Dr. Bloch describes in detail Hitler’s deep grief at the death of his mother. In his long career, he hadn’t seen many instances of profound and lasting mourning like this. His observation confirmed Hitler’s assertion from Mein Kampf, that he “respected” his father, but worshipped his mother. 
 
    Searching for an explanation of Hitler's many contradictory faces, some historians and doctors (not only psychiatrists) attempted to use the Jewish doctor example to understand Hitler's blind, obsessive anti-Semitic hatred and racist ideology. On the one hand, the feeling of gratitude and appreciation for Dr. Bloch's efforts in trying to save his mother determined Hitler, three decades later, to personally protect him against the discriminatory laws that he himself had initiated. On the other hand, the Nazi ideology as official state policy was imposed not only in Germany and Austria, but in all the European countries conquered by the Wehrmacht.  
 
    When he was 16, in 1905, Hitler had dropped out of high school. The only things he was interested in were drawing and painting. We find him in Vienna living a bohemian life with the little money that he made. He would sleep in hostels or at friends’ houses, and he had some menial jobs, while desperately trying to sell his drawings. Rejected two years in a row by the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna, in 1907 and 1908, as unfit, he saw his dream shattered. He was urged by the Academy's director to try architecture rather than painting. Hitler, who loved architecture too, realized that by dropping out of school he had missed much of the knowledge needed to study it. Later on, at the height of his power, he avenged his frustration and failure by working side by side with his favorite architect, the talented Albert Speer, on the design of various grand projects worthy of the Third Reich. Although on many occasions Speer did not share the ideas of his Fuehrer, he never dared to contradict him. The entire collection of paintings signed by Adolf Hitler is currently in the possession of the US as spoils of war.  
 
    In 1913, Adolf Hitler was reported in Munich, the capital of Bavaria. He refused to enlist in the Austro-Hungarian army, which he deeply loathed because of its multinational character, just as he loathed the conglomerate of languages, peoples and religions that constituted the Habsburg Empire. Likewise, he had not respect for the Habsburg dynasty, which he detested. However, after a first unsuccessful medical checkup, the young Adolf volunteered in 1914, but in the German army, in a Bavarian infantry regiment, as a soldier. At 25-26, he was still nobody: he had no profession, no career, no family, and presumably no future. But after Germany's defeat in World War I, what with the new state of affairs, Hitler's star began to rise, slowly but surely. The end of the war offered the frustrated, anonymous painter beset by rejection a great opportunity to finally become somebody. Militarist right-wing groups mushroomed in Germany, especially in Munich and other Bavarian cities. Although Hitler embraced their ideology, especially that of the famous nationalist military and political leader Erich Ludendorff, at 30 he was still a nobody – but not for long. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joseph Vissarionovich Djugashvili (Stalin) 
 
      
 
    Stalin (the steel man, from the Russian "stali") was born ten years before Hitler, on December 18, 1878 in the town of Gori, in eastern Georgia, 60 km from the capital Tbilisi (formerly Tiflis), then part of the Tsarist Empire. It is somewhat a mystery why the official date was set as December 21, 1879, when in fact he was born in 1878, on the December 18. His was a very poor, modest family. His father, Vissarion, a shoemaker, was a violent man with a primitive behavior, and a chronic alcoholic. Stalin's mother, Ekaterina, was a simple, illiterate woman, who often worked as a housemaid for wealthier families. That may be the reason why even as a little child Stalin hated the rich – a hatred that would persist all his life. Ekaterina often took little Iosif to church (like Klara Hitler did with Adolf and Paula), hoping that her son would embrace priesthood in the Russian Orthodox Church. His father hoped he would be a shoemaker like himself. As mentioned above, when he was 8-9, Adolf Hitler also often accompanied his mother to the church in Braunau; and his mother also hoped that the little Adolf would go into priesthood, which would have provided him with a quiet life free of material worries.  
 
    Stalin was the only one of the three sons of Vissarion and Ekaterina Djugashvili that survived. Similarly, Adolf was the only surviving boy out of the four sons of Alois and Klara Hitler. Stalin's childhood was also plagued by poverty. What with the frequent beatings from his father, who was more often drunk than sober, and sometimes from his simple, pious mother, a tough, resolute woman, one can imagine that going away to religious school in Gori (in 1888), then in Tiflis, must have been a long-awaited, welcome thing for little Joseph. At Gori, Stalin turned out to be a good, hardworking student, which won him a scholarship at the Theological Seminary in the capital, which was a great personal success. For his mother, the seminary was already a big step forward to a worriless priest's life. Whereas Napoleon, especially during his exile on the island of Saint Helena, was nostalgic and emotional about his childhood, neither Stalin, nor Hitler liked to remember their parental home and their early years. The domestic atmosphere of insecurity, physical violence, suspicion, and the lack of understanding and warmth left a mark on Stalin’s entire life. Hitler did not finish high school, which prevented him, for lack of absolutely necessary knowledge, from pursuing his dream and a career as an artist or architect in Vienna. Neither did Stalin attend the seminary to the end, because he was expelled. In fact, this is irrelevant, since both Stalin and Hitler became "illustrious" leaders of countries and peoples. At nine years old, Stalin was beginning his religious studies, Napoleon left Corsica for the military school in Brienne, and Hitler, a good boy, used to sing in the church choir of Braunau.  
 
    Thus, though Stalin attended the theological seminary as a merit scholar from 1894 to 1899, he was kicked out, rather than abandon school due to his atheistic convictions, as the officially approved biographies maintained. Stalin was being drawn to the Marxist ideology, which he propagated with talent and dedication. The years spent at the seminary were a time of blossoming when he enriched his knowledge, although he never became a real intellectual. He was a passionate reader, wrote with ease, and had a good memory, but he never rose to the level of Trotsky or Lenin, the undisputed leader of the Bolshevik Revolution. Likewise, he never reached the oratorical capacity of the two, especially Lenin's. However, Napoleon's remark during his exile on St. Helena, "What a novel my life has been!" befits both Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin.  
 
    Hitler’s hysterical, histrionic pathos, carefully studied and directed, but always under control, electrified the masses down to the last person. He often practiced his speeches in front of the mirror, seeking theatrical effects that would magnetize his audience. Napoleon’s solid, multifaceted education allowed him to speak with equal ease both to soldiers and to aristocrats. His spontaneous quips evinced depth and wisdom: "Every soldier carries a marshal's baton in his pack”; “From the heights of these pyramids, forty centuries look down on us” (words spoken to his soldiers during the 1798 campaign in Egypt – he was 29); "From the sublime to the ridiculous there is but a step." In contrast, Stalin was rather a taciturn man. 
 At the age of 20, Napoleon looked passively at the outbreak of the French Revolution, without realizing that it was smoothing his way to power and eternal glory. At 22, he was an artillery captain. At the same age, a dispossessed Hitler was still looking for a path in life, and Stalin, nolens volens, dropped out of school to join the revolutionary movement and street fighting, which perfectly suited his violent character. At the same time, he read Marxist literature and Lenin's writings, though he hadn’t yet met Lenin in person. He joined the Russian Social Democratic Party in 1901, for which he acted as an excellent agitator and organizer of strikes, demonstrations, street fights, rallies and frequent clashes with the Tsarist police. His revolutionary illegal activity required a conspiratorial name, Koba, used later by his underground companions in their intimate meetings with the new master of the Kremlin.  
 
    Stalin was married twice. His first wife, Ekaterina Svanidze, died of typhus at only 21, after giving birth to his first son, Yakov Dzhugashvili. His second marriage, with Nadezhda (Nadia) Alliluyeva, brought him two more children, Vasily and Svetlana. Their mother shot herself to death in 1932, when she was only 31, at the Kremlin. Stalin’s cruel, despotic behavior towards his younger wife makes him the only culprit. His total lack of affection, Nadia’s repeated humiliations, even in public, his drunkenness, and generally her tortured life with Stalin, pushed Nadia to suicide. Stories from his close circle suggest that Stalin’s first wife, Ekaterina Svanidze, was his only true love, and that her early death at only 22 had deeply shattered him. Many intimates, but also some historians, see this tragic episode as a trigger that destroyed him psychologically. It transformed Stalin emotionally, depriving him of empathy for human suffering. There was also an adoptive fourth child, Artem Sergeyev. (A mere aside: 22 years was the difference between Hitler's parents, as well as the difference between Stalin and his second wife, Nadia Alliluyeva. The difference between Hitler and his wife Eva Braun was 23 years.)  
 
    Becoming a convinced Marxist and revolutionary Bolshevik, Stalin broke his connections with the illegal organization Messame Dassy, which promoted Georgia's independence from Tsarist Russia. Understanding like none other the evolution of events, Stalin changed course, becoming a "Russian" patriot and nationalist. A similar process saw Napoleon breaking away from the Paolist movement, founded by Pasquale Paoli, the hero and symbol of Corsica’s struggle for independence. Napoleon's father, Carlo, had served as Paoli's assistant in his period of glory, and later became the representative of Corsica at the court of King Louis XVI. It was only natural for Napoleon to have longed in his youth for a free, independent Corsican homeland. Yet, being a pragmatic man, whose intuition permitted him a realistic interpretation of history, Napoleon became not just a French citizen and officer, but also very "French", and so would he remain, faithful and consistent, throughout his life. Without much effort, Hitler considered himself more "German" than a native German, identifying himself with Germany, as he had hated and rejected his native Austria and the Habsburg dynasty since his early youth. He also aspired to be the Fuehrer of all Germans. 
 
    One year after joining the party, Stalin, who already had a record with the Okhrana, the famous Tsarist secret police, was arrested and deported to Siberia. During these years (1902-1903), Joseph Dzhugashvili changed forever into “the steel man” Stalin. He was only 25 and a unanimously valued revolutionary with a criminal record, always on the run, sent again and again into the Siberian exile. At that time, nobody, not even Lenin, could imagine that this young Bolshevik would become a great historical figure, for better or – especially – for worse. 
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    The road to power and the apogee 
 
      
 
      
 
    Napoleon 
 
      
 
    In 1792, at the height of the French Revolution, Napoleon Bonaparte witnessed the dethronement of King Louis XVI, crowned at the age of 20, after an 18-year reign. “Tried” by the revolutionaries, the king was guillotined in January 1793. His wife, Queen Marie Antoinette, shared the same fate ten months later. Louis XVI was said to reign, but not rule. He had been a weak, unpopular king, without too much of a royal bearing, who lost his crown along with his royal head. Executing the king in public in Revolution Square (later renamed Place de la Concorde) symbolized the revolutionaries’ decision to put an end to monarchy in France for good. Soon Napoleon, who was 22 and a regiment captain, put his services at the disposal of the revolution. While he was aware that having served the monarchy and his modest origin would not make his advancement easier, his intelligent intuition saw that only the revolution could open his way to the top through a fast-track military career. Napoleon's closeness to Augustin Robespierre (the younger brother of Maximilien, the leader of the Revolution and later of the Terror) helped him a lot. The two met during the campaign in Italy, when Augustin, a member of the National Convention, came as a sort of observer, rather like a political commissar on inspection. After the execution of the two brothers by guillotine, on the same day of 1794 following the 9 Thermidor coup of July, Napoleon was summoned to provide explanations on his relationship with the Robespierre brothers. To his great luck, his explanations were accepted, despite the troubled, unstable times, when it was so hard to be believed and forgiven. Augustin was only 31 years old and his famous brother Maximilien, the incorruptible, intransigent revolutionary, 36 at the time of their execution. If we add another famous revolutionary – and political adversary of Maximilien Robiespierre – who was also sent to the scaffold, Georges Danton, the old adage that the revolution devours her own sons was as true as ever. Danton, who was 35 when he was guillotined, had prophesized that Maximilien would soon follow him to the scaffold, and it only took three months for his prophecy to be fulfilled. But, as often happens in life, what is bad for some can be useful for others. After a thorough inspection of the terrain, Napoleon, now a major, planned the liberation of the city of Toulon from the land and sea blockade enforced by the English Royal Navy under the command of the experienced admiral Hood. A gifted mathematician, Napoleon realized that he could exploit the geography and topography of Toulon’s harbor, calculating the exact number of guns and troops he needed, and his plan was approved by his superiors. Given that the young French Republic was, besides the shortcomings and hardships (constantly increasing inflation, declining living standards, shortage of many staples, intestine struggles between various political factions, etc.), surrounded by unfriendly, threatening countries, Napoleon's plan was difficult to put into practice. Also, the number of pessimists was quite high, as previous attempts to break the blockade of Toulon had not succeeded. Eventually, with the help of the Jacobin faction, the Paris Convention obtained a substantial surplus of Republican soldiers sent from various parts of France. Napoleon's victory over the English at Toulon brought him national recognition along with the rank of general and artillery commander of the Army of Italy, stationed on the Italian border. It was 1793, and he was only 24 years old.  
 
    From this crucial point on, Napoleon's career skyrocketed, until the full takeover of power in 1799. But, until his forced abdication, it was marked by almost incessant war. Some of these wars were forced upon him; others, however, were due to his policy of domination on the European political scene and to his conquests designed to broaden and consolidate the French Empire. A proud man, especially in the wake of his success, Napoleon was extremely careful about his image, and no less about his personal glory. In those years, Napoleon Bonaparte was the hottest, most fashionable name in Parisian salons. Women and men, soldiers and politicians alike were all vying for his friendship. But threatening clouds were gathering in the sky of revolutionary France. The most threatening power was Austria. The Habsburg Empire, which ruled in northern Italy, but cast its de facto influence over the entire peninsula, was the number one enemy. In 1792-1802, the French army under Napoleon's command won several battles against the first coalition put up against the young French Republic, made up of Austria, Russia, Sardinia, the Papal State and a few Italian city-states.  
 
    At Arcole, a few dozen kilometers from Verona, the French troops had to cross a bridge to continue fighting on the other side. Napoleon went on the bridge with the banner in his hand at the head of his troops, infusing courage into his soldiers. This is how he appears in a well-known painting by Horace Vernet, although there were reports that, during the skirmish, Napoleon had fallen over the bridge and his soldiers barely managed to save him. Likewise, Stalin's special NKVD units set up a kind of command point on the front line, from which Stalin was commanding the fighting units in person, oblivious to the risks he was taking. In reality, Stalin never visited the front, and his so-called inspections were rare and far from the real battlefront. Nevertheless, after the war, for these acts of "personal bravery and sacrifice", Stalin, a Marshall of the Soviet Union and Supreme Commander of the Red Army, was (self-)advanced to Generalissimo. From that to full deification was only a small step.  
 
    After the fall of the Directorate in November 1799, with Napoleon as First Consul, the second coalition against France (1799-1800) was also defeated. The Battle of Marengo (1800), with France's clear victory over Austria, drove the Austrians out of Italy. France annexed large territories, especially in the north of Italy. Prior to his appointment as Consul for Life (1802) and, two years later, in December 1804, his coronation at Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, Napoleon launched a campaign in Egypt. The idea of striking England economically by interrupting its trade link with India via Egypt belonged to Napoleon, who had given up the idea of invading England because of the obvious superiority of the British Royal Navy. Napoleon's victory over the Mamelukes in the Battle of the Pyramids in 1798 temporarily put Egypt under the control of the French expeditionary corps. However, Admiral Horatio Nelson managed to locate the exact position of the French fleet and achieved a brilliant victory in the Battle of the Nile in the same year. Thus, in an absurd turn of events, Napoleon won on land and lost at sea. Despite the defeat, he continued his journey through the Ottoman Empire, England’s ally, crossing the Sinai Peninsula to reach cities such as Yafo, Haifa, Acre (today in Israel), and as far as Damascus. At Acre, where the Ottoman forces had barricaded themselves in the fortress, relying on the support of the English navy, after two months of unsuccessful siege, Napoleon gave the order to retreat back to Egypt. Two events undoubtedly influenced his decision: the bad news from Paris about the political instability and the discontent of the French population; and the precarious situation of his army in Egypt, as an effect of human losses, dysentery, lack of minimal hygiene, fatigue, and the climate.  
 
    After several battles he won against the Ottomans, the thousands of Turkish prisoners became a burden for Napoleon’s army. It was the only instance in the Napoleonic wars when Napoleon ordered that all prisoners be executed by shooting. About 5,000-5,500 prisoners were killed in cold blood. Handing over the command of the army to General Kleber, Napoleon sailed to France together with several dozen soldiers and scholars who had accompanied him in the Egyptian campaign. He did not miss the opportunity to make a short stopover on his way to Paris, in his native Corsica, which he would never see again. He was in a hurry because Paris was waiting for him. Paris needed its hero, the greatest General of the French Republic. His prestige and popularity were at their peak. He took over political power by a coup in 1799, becoming the main political and military leader of France after the expected – and long-awaited – fall of the Directorate. 
 
    During the Consulate and later the Empire, the administrative and organizational genius of Napoleon was ubiquitous: social and economic reforms, the famous code that still forms the basis of French legislation, the reform of banking, education, science, culture, and so forth. Nor did he forget to improve relations with the Vatican, which had gone sour during the revolution. The relation with the Vatican was necessary from a purely pragmatic point of view, because as the leader of a predominantly Catholic nation, the Vatican’s support was needed to stabilize the country. 
 
    Once the Consulate, consisting of three men, was proclaimed, Napoleon became First Consul, and in 1802 he was appointed First Consul for Life. Thus he became the absolute, undisputed master of France. But "l'appétit vient en mangeant” – appetite comes with eating, so the next, perhaps natural step, was made two years later, in December 1804, when he crowned himself at Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, in the passive presence of a humiliated Pope Pius VII, and in the absence of his mother Letizia. The ceremony unfolded in luxury worthy of the Arabian Nights. Napoleon’s organizational genius once again proved itself. The poor child from Corsica who had arrived in France at the age of nine became, 25 years later, Emperor of France. Although his next ten years at the helm of power were just as fascinating as the previous, his crowning as emperor may be considered the apogee of his career. He was only 35. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitler 
 
      
 
    In the spring of 1913, Hitler was in the capital of Bavaria, Munich. He had dodged military service in the Habsburg army and with the last money left from the will of his father he continued his bohemian, destitute lifestyle that he had led in Vienna. He would occasionally sell a drawing that would bring him a few pennies. Years later, when he had become "somebody", the acquaintances who disagreed with him used to remind him about Vienna, but also about his early days in Munich, calling him an "Austrian upstart" who had wasted his time in the poor, squalid neighborhoods of Vienna. World War I was the great chance of the completely disorientated Hitler, who had no plans for the future. He volunteered in a Bavarian infantry regiment as a soldier. Enlisted in 1914 and discharged in 1918, at the end of the war, with the rank of corporal, he was wounded twice in battle, and was decorated with the Iron Cross, on the recommendation of his superior, the Jewish lieutenant Hugo Gutmann. Everyone described Hitler as a brave, disciplined soldier, because, as a courier, he had to run on foot or on bike from one trench to another. He fought in Belgium and France, and was lucky to survive a gas attack of the British (only 40 out of 250 survived in his company). Providence saved Hitler then just as it saved him from 22 failed attempts on his life when he was Germany's Fuehrer. After this chemical attack, Hitler temporarily lost his sight, which required a few weeks' hospitalization. While he was recovering in hospital, he learned of the ceasefire and Germany’s defeat. Physicians ascribed his temporary loss of vision to his hysterical fits. Such crises with partial or total loss of consciousness were also described later by two eyewitnesses, his personal physician and his valet. They were commonly diagnosed as epilepsy, sometimes as hysteria. Throughout World War II, Hitler avoided and never used gas or chemical weapons on the battlefield. 
 
    All of Hitler's military training and knowledge came from what he had seen, heard, and done in the four years of war, at the and of which he had been advanced to corporal. Nevertheless, as a supreme commander of the German army, he sent millions to war, simply because he could give orders to dozens of generals and marshals, all career officers with generations of military men behind them, many of which had aristocratic origins. It was precisely these officers that Hitler despised and mistrusted. His relationship with the generals will be dealt with in another chapter.  
 
    After his discharge from the army, Hitler would have liked to join it again, but it was impossible because of the drastic conditions imposed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles: the size of the German army was limited to a maximum of 100,000 soldiers and officers. Along with the deepening of the social and economic crisis, there were more and more voices stating that it was not the German army that had lost the war, but the politicians who had betrayed and capitulated. A political change was called for that would bring the country back to normal. All this time Hitler worked as an informer and participated in rallies organized in Munich by a relatively small, far-right nationalist party led by Anton Drexler: the German Workers' Party. The party was both anticapitalist and anticommunist, and had a reactionary, virulently anti-Semitic orientation. It also pushed for the violation of the Treaty of Versailles and the rebuilding of the German army with a view to future retaliation. At 30, Hitler finally found his vocation and a suitable political framework. In 1919 he became a member of the party and an appreciated orator at its frequent political gatherings. After a period of joint leadership, Drexler was removed and sidelined, and Hitler changed the name of the party to the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, in short, the Nazi Party. Due to his carefully, dramatically studied oratorical art, Hitler broke out of the inner circle of the Nazi party and became known and sought after outside it as well. The Nazi party was on the rise, but still rather slowly. 
 
    Hitler tried to seize power in an unsuccessful putsch on November 8-9, 1923, in Munich. Sentenced to five years’ imprisonment, he was released after only nine months, and returned to his previous political activity at the head of his party. Among the participants in the failed coup were his companions in ideas Herman Göring, who was wounded then, and Rudolf Hess. General Erich Ludendorff (a friend and colleague of Marshal von Hindenburg, the President of the Weimar Republic), who had fought in World War I and was a former Chief of Staff, then a candidate for president of the Weimar Republic (against his friend von Hindenburg), also took part in the Nazis’ coup.  
 
    In the months spent together at Landsberg prison, Hitler began to dictate to Hess his political creed, a kind of manifesto filled with autobiographical data and stating clear intentions about the future of the German state and people: Mein Kampf (My Struggle). Hitler’s ascension reached the national level. His road to power was paved with many corpses, but this was a minor thing for Hitler and his acolytes. The 16th-century cynical Florentine diplomat Niccolo Machiavelli’s maxim "The end justifies the means" was perfectly put into practice, because the aim had to be reached at any costs. Many crimes were committed even before Hitler became Chancellor, such as the murder of Ernst Röhm, the leader of the paramilitary group SA, a close traveling companion and collaborator, together with several hundred others from his homosexual circle, using lists made by Göring, Himmler, Goebbels, and Heydrich. The 1934 “Night of the Long Knives" was followed by the nationwide pogrom of November 1938, known as the "Night of Broken Glass" (Kristallnacht). To these may be added the mysterious suicide (?) of Hitler's niece, Angela (Geli) Raubal, who lived with Uncle Adolf in his Munich apartment. The quarrels between them were quite common, and after such an argument, Geli Raubal probably shot herself, in September 1931, when she was only 23 years old. Hitler's intimates knew that Geli was the only love of “uncle” Adolf, who was then 42.  
 
    In the 1930 general election, Hitler’s party won just over 100 seats in parliament, insufficient for his appointment as chancellor, which by law would have allowed him to form the new government. Two years later, in 1932, general elections were held again. Hitler earned more votes than in the previous elections, up to 33%, but Field Marshal von Hindenburg, the incumbent President, still held a majority. The pervasive instability that characterized the Weimar Republic also reflected in the political instability of the Reichstag. Hindenburg attempted a few political maneuvers, appointing first von Papen, then Schleicher chancellors, but neither stayed too long in power. The only possible compromise was the appointment of Adolf Hitler as Chancellor and von Papen as Vice Chancellor. The government, the first formed by Hitler, naturally included many Nazis in key positions, besides others. The sudden, though somewhat expected, death of the old Hindenburg in 1934 provided Hitler with an unexpected opportunity to finally seize full power. He dismissed the position of President of the Republic, albeit without canceling it, but by merging it with the position of Chancellor. With this simple political maneuver, he created a new, supreme office, that of Fuehrer (Leader). Thus, at 45, with the problematic political career of a violent instigator, crimes, and virtually nothing else in his curriculum vitae, except a long list of corpses, by bypassing the law, Hitler became overnight the sole ruler of Germany. An Austrian of humble origin and past was now at the helm of a powerful country.  
 
    But his apogee was yet to come, with the kneeling of France, after only six weeks of blitzkrieg, and the signing of its surrender in the same place as the 1918 armistice: the same wagon and the same forest of Compiègne, north of Paris. Hitler put on a theatrical show to emphasize his superiority, and masterfully organized the entire scene to humiliate the defeated France. He descended from the railroad car like a great winner, disdaining the French delegates. The armistice was signed by General Keitel and the French General Huntziger. It was June 22, 1940, one year to the day of Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union. Hitler's popularity both among the people and in the ranks of the army was undreamed of. His beloved motto, “Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Fuehrer”, was more real than ever. He had become the genius and savior of Germany and of Germans everywhere. He had reached the apogee of his career. In the years to come, his ascension would come to a halt. There was another, apparently insignificant, yet very important event, which Hitler, in the general euphoria, drowned in his own ego, failed to heed: the change of government in Britain. On the same day when Germany attacked France, May 10, 1940, following the resignation of the unfortunate, uninspired pacifist at any price, Neville Chamberlain, who suffered from chronic political shortsightedness, Winston Churchill became Prime Minister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalin 
 
      
 
    Stalin's way to supreme power is generally considered to have been less tortuous than commonly thought. The cause would be his control of the party apparatus – the apparatchiks –, which is extremely important in the bureaucratic system of any communist party, not to mention the increasing prestige he had earned among the top Bolsheviks of the old guard. The mysterious disappearance of the Testament left by Lenin, in which Stalin was not recommended as his successor, played an important role in Stalin’s rise to power. His frequent arrests since 1902, his deportations to Siberia and his successful escapes had given him the revolutionary halo of a Bolshevik hero. Stalin knew intuitively how to build his personal image and how to use it through backstage maneuvers and political cunning for his own good.  
 
    The 1917 Revolution found Stalin in exile again, this time as a dangerous recidivist with a heavy criminal record. He had been through six arrests, deportations and successful escapes, and now he was doing time in a godforsaken village beyond the Arctic Circle, from which only the Bolshevik revolution freed him. All his arrests and escapes had happened over a period of 15 years (1902-1917). Between two arrests, he went underground, with the secret police, Okhrana, always on his tail. Stalin carried out his “revolutionary” actions in various ways. Among his accomplishments was a hefty bank robbery in the capital of Georgia, Tiflis (today Tbilisi), which substantially improved the party's rather poor financial condition. The equivalent today of the money stolen in the 1907 holdup would be several million dollars.  
 
    The Bolshevik Revolution had begun in February 1917. The Tsar and his family were arrested a month later, and Kerensky formed a provisional government. The failure of this first "revolutionary" coup prompted the Bolsheviks to try again. On October 25, 1917 (November 7 according to the new calendar), following the arrest and fall of Kerensky's provisional government, the Bolsheviks headed by Vladimir Ilyich Lenin took over the government of Russia. The shaky Russian economy, the widespread, ever-increasing discontent, workers' strikes, the half-serfdom of the Russian peasantry, and the heavy losses in people and material after the defeat of the Russians by a superior German army in 1915 undoubtedly contributed to the rise of the Bolshevik influence. The Russian army's losses were estimated at over four million fallen, wounded, imprisoned or missing. In addition, the corruption and incapacity of the imperial government and Tsar Nikolai II’s lack of understanding of the urgent need for reforms, which the imperial family considered absurd and inadequate, greatly increased the Bolsheviks and Lenin’s desire to seize power, which they did by arresting Kerensky's provisional government in November 1917. Lenin, the first to put into practice the "dictatorship of the proletariat", is liable for the death of "only" a few hundred thousand people. Terror did begin with him, but it was Stalin, his faithful disciple, who raised it to the status of "science", by honing the machinery of fear and terror as state policy. At the same time, millions of innocent victims became (as they did later during Hitler’s reign) just a simple statistics issue, entirely devoid of importance. Like Hitler, Stalin enthusiastically adopted the famous Machiavellian adage. 
 
    Stalin became a top Bolshevik leader alongside Lenin, Trotsky, and Kirov, and in 1922 he was appointed Secretary General of the Bolshevik Communist Party, a rather symbolic office at that time, which nevertheless had control over party cadres and the records of members, old and new. Thus, with meticulousness, patience, internal machinations and cadre policies, Stalin began to consolidate his position in the party leadership circle, with the help of his close friends and of those he had promoted. In December 1922, Lenin suffered a stroke that forced him into a wheelchair and, following the advice of doctors who restricted his work hours, Stalin unofficially took over some of his remits. Eventually, Stalin's prior approval became necessary in order to be received by Lenin. Two of Lenin’s close collaborators, Trotsky and Molotov, admitted that it was Stalin who facilitated their meetings with the party leader. Stalin’s brutal, rude interventions, even in the presence of Lenin, soon led to tension between him and Lenin's wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya. Stalin's impulsive nature could have jeopardized his political future. It was no accident that, in his secret political Testament, Lenin recommended Leon Trotsky as the most suitable person to continue the revolution. 
 
    In 1923, Lenin's health was somewhat stable, but in early 1924 he suffered a second stroke that was fatal. The strained relations between Krupskaya and Stalin continued even after Lenin's death. A widespread fashionable joke that could be heard on the Kremlin's corridors was Stalin’s veiled threat about "the possibility of finding comrade Lenin another widow," if Krupskaya did not put an end to her private and public criticism against him. There was more than a grain of truth in that joke. In 1924, Stalin’s way was open, and the highest urgency in the consolidation of his position and acceptance as senior leader was the removal of the old, formerly underground Bolsheviks whose merits were higher than his own. A similar course of events involving the removal of the old guard took place in most of the communist parties in "socialist" countries. In parallel, Stalin was building new, more or less sustainable political alliances with new travel companions, all future victims of his cruelty and despotism. Two categories were unbearable to him: the genuine intellectuals from the party which made him feel embarrassed and inferior, a feeling that pursued him his whole life; and the Russian aristocracy, which he abhorred and deeply hated. Dozens of officers of aristocratic origin had joined the Bolshevik revolution on their own initiative as sympathizers and enthusiastic supporters. Trotsky, the founder and organizer of the Red Army, had many such advisors who shared their military experience. Their fate was as grim as Trotsky’s. Stalin, whose native slyness was sharpened even more by intrigues and struggles in the upper Bolshevik leadership, became the new Tsar, a red one. The great change of 1917 was tantamount to the replacement of a somewhat liberal dictatorship with another, more cruel and inhuman, the dictatorship of the "proletariat".  
 
    Once installed as the new master of the Kremlin, Stalin launched a vast national economic development program centered on the heavy industry. He did not forget agriculture, though, nor the poverty and illiteracy of the ordinary peasant. The program was immediately implemented, and it became obligatory for all the peasants in the Soviet Union to join the collective farms controlled by the party, the primary purpose of these kolkhozes and sovkhozes being tight control of the production of grain and fodder. The diabolical plan to constrain peasantry to a compulsory, poorly paid work proved, both in the Soviet Union and in all the other "democratic" socialist countries fallen under the Soviet boot, a great fiasco, more exactly, a social and economic catastrophe. The Soviet economy became more and more centralized, and while the development plans of various sectors were more or less realistic, their fulfillment was mandatory. Deviation from these plans or non-fulfillment were considered acts of sabotage of the socialist economy and punished as such. We are in the 1930s, and the Great Terror with its mass purges without discernment was getting underway. 
 
    Many of his intimates and even his own family described a different Stalin after the suicide, in 1932, of his second wife, Nadezhda Alliluyeva. Molotov himself would admit, years later, that he knew at least six or seven faces of Stalin. A lonely, secluded, highly suspicious, revengeful and sadistic man at play with the life and death of anyone who came into contact with him. Basically, he did not trust anybody, everyone around him was a suspect. Whether in his intimate group or in his wider circle, he saw around him only saboteurs, traitors and endless conspiracies. He had become completely paranoid, even more so in the postwar years, and it lasted until his death. Lifelong collaborators and old Bolshevik friends from the underground were under permanent life threat. Stalin's psychological instability in his last years of life, his frequent mood changes, his perpetual obsession with plots, his distrust and suspicion, generated extreme situations and brought suffering to countless innocent people. No one was immune or certain about his life. Not even torturers, NKVD chiefs, or his own appointees, such as Yagoda or Yezhov, escaped, although their zeal was unquestionable in deporting and killing on Stalin’s personal orders. If Lenin, the initiator of the Red Terror enforced by the CEKA, is to blame for the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people, under Stalin, who exceeded his master by far, the number of victims reached incredible numbers: millions of people, all of whom were innocent Soviet citizens. 
 
    Undoubtedly, modern psychiatry, with all the therapeutic arsenal of today, would have managed to treat Stalin successfully, but I will refer to this issue in another chapter. It is true that, during the Second World War, Stalin cut down on his criminal activity to some extent, but to everyone’s surprise, he resumed his old habits and practices after the war. As he was tirelessly searching for traitors unworthy of living in the communist heaven, the road to the Gulag camps or the firing squad was short and direct. His paranoia reached its peak with the famous trial of the “murderers in white gowns”, most of them Jewish doctors accused of cosmopolitanism (an extremely serious accusation in those years) and attempting to kill Stalin. Stalin's infamous murderous cog, his compatriot, the Georgian Lavrenti Beria (the Soviet counterpart of Heinrich Himmler), succeeded, by way of "super-democratic" and "human" persuasion, in bringing from prison written confessions of the physicians’ “guilt". Their salvation came at last with the death of the Father of Nations. One would hardly expect a man who had gone through long years of imprisonment and deprivation in Siberia to show such cruelty and disregard for the suffering of millions of people incriminated on the basis of fictional, entirely false evidence. The extremes touch, as a famous French saying goes, and the Stalinist gulags were quite similar to Nazi concentration and extermination camps. Unfortunately, the extremes often merge so much that the difference between them is impossible to tell. The testimonies of Alexander Solzhenitsyn, himself a survivor of the Gulag, are perhaps the best known among countless others, not least due to the Nobel Prize their author was awarded. 
 
    The question is often raised whether Stalin, through his policy of forced industrialization and establishment of collective farms at the price of unprecedented human sacrifices, actually succeeded in pushing Russia, a medieval, backward country, towards progress and modernization, and making the Soviet Union a respected, scientifically, technologically and culturally developed nation. I believe that, by and large, he did – in some areas more, in others less or not at all. He even had the opportunity to make Russia number two in the world, after the United States successfully detonated the first nuclear bomb in the desert of New Mexico in July 1945, as part of the giant Manhattan Project: in August 1949, the first Soviet atomic bomb was successfully tested in the Semipalatinsk region of Kazakhstan. What makes the communist atomic program stand out is that it was coordinated by the NKVD chief, Beria, while the director of the American project was General Leslie Groves, a highly knowledgeable and professionally recognized expert in construction and administration. Many participants in the Soviet atomic project were firmly convinced that, should the test fail, Beria had already prepared the black list of "saboteurs", which included well-known scientists such as Sakharov, Kurchatov, Ioffe, Zeldovich and Khariton. No one wonders today how come the first Soviet atomic bomb was so terribly similar to its twin American, "Little Boy", dropped on August 6, 1945 on Hiroshima. Was that a big success of Soviet espionage? It’s not difficult to guess. Molotov himself admitted in his last years that he personally handed to Igor Kurchatov, the Russian equivalent of Robert Oppenheimer, at the Kremlin, the top secret file with the American plans to develop the atomic weapon, which had fallen into the hands of the Soviet intelligence. 
 
    As I have previously tried to characterize the apogee of both Napoleon Bonaparte and Adolf Hitler, in the case of Stalin I believe that his heyday came in the postwar years. Sheer luck (along with the massive military and civilian assistance from the Americans) made him victorious at the end of World War II, a war he did not want, and in which he had entered completely unprepared, inferior in absolutely all parameters to the Germans. After the war, Stalin was acclaimed by communist propaganda as a great national and international hero, thoughtful and human, a true savior of human civilization, a brilliant military leader, Father of all Nations, a granddad with a broad, gentle, charming smile, holding his eternal pipe, and so forth. In short, Soviet propaganda and the personality cult went hand in hand, and we must admit that it was highly successful all over the world.  
 
    And then, the great bluff was exposed in public, "coram populo”, by none other than the Secretary General of the Soviet Communist Party, Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev, at the twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, held in 1956. The next, unsurprising step was the removal of Stalin's embalmed body from Lenin's Mausoleum and its relocation in a crypt in the Kremlin wall. Sic transit gloria mundi. 
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    The generals 
 
      
 
    Since each of the three leaders, Napoleon, Hitler and Stalin, commanded a huge number of troops, the number of senior officers was also very large – on average, a few dozen generals and marshals. The reader must also know that I chose to write only about a relatively small number of officers, mostly about those who distinguished themselves through their achievements or failures, while I was also trying to render the specific atmosphere of the time. It is equally true that many of these officers became famous not by personal merit, but by their proximity to the supreme leader, to whom they owed their careers and posthumous renown.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Napoleon’s generals 
 
      
 
    The victory of a young artillery officer, Napoleon Bonaparte, a perfect stranger, against the British fleet put an end to the blockade on the port and city of Toulon after many unsuccessful attempts. Lord Admiral Samuel Hood was at that time the commander of the British fleet in the Mediterranean. By blockading the city of Toulon at the request of the Royalists, he had hoped to give them a hand against the army of the revolutionaries. Another British admiral, by far the most famous, Horatio Nelson, is also associated to Napoleon, due to two well-known events that involved both of them. One was the annihilation of the French fleet that had brought the French expeditionary corps to Egypt, in the Battle of the Nile. As mentioned before, during the Egyptian campaign, Napoleon won on land, but lost at sea. The other event was the famous Battle of Trafalgar that took place in October 1805, when Napoleon was already Emperor of France. The clash between the British fleet and the joint French-Spanish fleet ended in a brilliant victory of the English, but Admiral Nelson was seriously injured and died. Both countries, France and England, commemorate the battle, albeit for different reasons. Two months later, in December 1805, Napoleon defeated the joint armies of Russia and Austria at Austerlitz, in the Battle of the Three Emperors (the other two rulers being Russia's Alexander I and Austria's Francis II). Another general, the Prussian Gebhard von Blücher, would have been much less famous and nothing like a hero had he not contributed to Napoleon's defeat in the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. The same can be said about the Anglo-Irish Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington, Napoleon's vanquisher at Waterloo. Another case worth mentioning is Prince Mikhail Kutuzov, General Commander of the Russian Imperial Army during the French invasion of 1812. Although his experience was rich, it was not the three battles against the Turks, nor the ones lost to Napoleon, that made him famous. Kutuzov met Napoleon several times on the battlefield (at Austerlitz, Borodino, and Berezina), and undoubtedly tried to forget Napoleon's triumph at Austerlitz. Only Napoleon’s defeat and the humiliating retreat of what had been once “La Grande Armée” brought him posthumous glory and celebrity. The experienced Kutuzov’s "scorched land" tactic was later adopted by Stalin during the Soviet retreat in the early World War II.  
 
    Napoleon often mentioned that at the Royal Military School in Paris, the young aristocrats had personal servants whose number exceeded by far the number of the youngsters they served. Of course, after graduation, all the young aristocrats reached the highest military ranks and honors in the service of the monarchy, irrespective of their capabilities. Napoleon's aversion to his “chosen few” military school colleagues who belonged to the high French nobility made him later surround himself with young, lower-class officers with true military skills. However, there was a great shortage of officers after the revolution, because many aristocrats had gone into exile, along with the king and other royalists. The gap was relatively quickly filled by young, brave, skilled officers devoted body and soul to the revolutionary ideals. These young men became generals of the Revolution and marshals of the Empire. Most of them set about their careers in the years of the Revolution, rising through the ranks to generals and marshals, on average before the age of 30. Not even the great Napoleon could have possibly fructified his genius without the change in the political system. 
 
    The relationships between Napoleon and his officers were very friendly. They were loyal and professional, and Napoleon generously rewarded them with money, land, titles, and military honors. He had a warm, often fatherly attitude towards his soldiers, especially the veterans, and really cared for them. They ate the same food, at the same table, in campaign circumstances, they marched together, and his conditions were not too different from those of his soldiers, hence the immense popularity. Realizing his military genius, the generals applied his battle plans to the letter. From the first round of appointments and advancements to marshal, three men accompanied him in most of his military campaigns: Ney, Massena and Bernadotte. 
 
    An endowed cavalry officer, Marshal Ney, brave and full of initiative, wounded in battles, famous for his charges joined Napoleon in his failed campaign to Russia. He paid his loyalty with his life: in 1815 he was sentenced to death, and gave himself the order to the execution squad. 
 
    Bernadotte served the newborn Empire and Napoleon until 1810, earning his glory in the Napoleonic wars. Later he became King of Sweden and the founder of the Bernadotte dynasty. 
 
    Massena was one of Napoleon's favorite marshals, not only due to his special military qualities, but also to his very modest origin. Next to Ney and Bernadotte, Massena was among the first marshals of the Empire appointed by Napoleon in person.  
 
    Several other marshals are also very well known. 
 
    Marmont, Augereau, Junot had their share of glory during the Napoleonic wars. In addition to their professional abilities, they were all very loyal to Napoleon. Marshal Cambronne is famous for more than his courage and loyalty. To him is attributed the famous encouragement during the battle of Waterloo, when the grenadiers he commanded suffered heavy losses: "La Garde meurt et ne se rend pas!” – The Guard dies and does not surrender. Seriously wounded at Waterloo, he fell prisoner to the English, but later he was released. Murat, one of Napoleon’s best cavalrymen, got married to Napoleon's sister, Caroline, and was welcomed with open arms in the family. He was ennobled as Grand Duke of Berg and Cleves, advanced to Admiral of France, and made King of Naples. He too was sentenced to death in 1815, and proceeded with manly courage, giving the order to the firing squad himself, like Marshal Ney. Another great fighter was Marshal Lannes, who fought in all the wars of the Revolution and later in the Napoleonic wars with much courage and spirit of sacrifice, being wounded on several occasions. Lannes accompanied Napoleon in the campaign to Egypt, and returned with him to Paris, where he took part in Napoleon's coup d’état. Thus, he became Napoleon’s intimate friend, Marshal of the Empire and a nobleman. Seriously wounded in the battle of Aspern-Essling in 1809, he died a few days later at the age of 40. The last, but not the least important, is Napoleon's old friend and colleague from the Brienne military school, Bourrienne. After graduating, Bourrienne took steps towards a civilian career, becoming a reputable lawyer and diplomat. During the Empire, he was Napoleon's private secretary, a counselor and a minister. He left very intimate and accurate memoirs about Napoleon, the Bonaparte family and the Empire. He dared to draw Napoleon's attention to the excessive care and hasty rush for enrichment and well-being of all the members of the Bonaparte family. The Emperor's mother, Letizia, pulled the strings of this vast "charity" work to the benefit of the family, with Napoleon’s more or less tacit approval. In time, the relationship between the two good friends cooled, and Bourrienne felt deeply humiliated and abandoned by Napoleon. Switching sides, he made a beautiful career under King Louis XVIII. The restoration and sometimes brutal reaction of the Bourbons, as if the revolution and the major changes it had brought about had never existed, prompted the astute diplomat Talleyrand to rightly exclaim about the Bourbons, with the King at their head, "Ils n'ont rien appris, ni rien oublié” – They have learned nothing, and forgotten nothing. 
 
    Before concluding, it would be appropriate to mention here two military episodes that occurred in different political circumstances, concerning charges against Napoleon that he had abandoned his army. One charge was that, in Egypt, he had left the army in great secrecy and hurry, and the other one refers to the Russian campaign, in which he is said to have abandoned what was left of the famous Grande Armée during the humiliating withdrawal. Here's how the two events happened in reality. During the Egyptian campaign, it was absolutely necessary to keep secret Napoleon’s departure to France, mainly due to the permanent presence of Nelson's British fleet patrolling, in fact controlling, the Mediterranean. Napoleon handed the command of the army to General Kleber (among the generals left in Egypt was also his future brother-in-law Murat). The rush of his departure to Paris was dictated by alarming news about the unstable political situation, which required his urgent presence. As for the withdrawal from Russia, Napoleon left only when the remnants of the army were safely out of Russia and on their way home. This time, he was forced to get to Paris as soon as possible, because a plot was underway to depose him and recall the king. Obviously, his presence in Paris was quite necessary on this occasion as well. Mother Letizia was right to fear about the future as she wisely observed the meteoric rise of her favorite child: “Pourvu que ça dure” – If only this lasted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitler’s generals  
 
      
 
    Although he knew how to use and manipulate his generals and marshals at his own will, Hitler, the corporal of World War I, now supreme commander of the Wehrmacht, was very suspicious of his superior officers, especially those belonging to the German aristocracy – the “vons”, as he called them. Hitler's mistrust in his generals became even more obvious after the failed attempt on his life, Operation Valkyrie, plotted by senior officers, on July 20, 1944. Of the ten officers who took part in the attempt to overthrow the Nazi government, four were "vons": von Stauffenberg, von Tresckow, von Haeften, and von Witzleben. Remarkably, there were few generals who entertained reservations about Hitler’s military capacity. After a series of military successes, based on Hitler’s conviction that no European power would react and stand up to him, even the skeptical ones came to believe that the Fuehrer was a military genius. No one dared to contradict him or fail to execute his orders. The road to a concentration camp was very short. However, some generals who had rendered him services – namely, victories – on the front, sometimes and with great care, took the liberty to express their reluctance or disagreement with the management of some military operation, or the need to temporarily withdraw to other positions. They either had their recommendations brushed aside (von Manstein, Rommel, Guderian, Paulus and others), or themselves removed from high positions in the OKW (Halder, Guderian). 
 
    The more glittering Hitler’s image became after the chain of victories through blitzkrieg, the greater his contempt grew for the high-ranking military around him. To this contributed without doubt yes-men such as Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, General Colonel Alfred Jodl, or General Otto Model, all of them docile, blind executants of Hitler's orders and desires. Model, for example, a toadyish opportunist, was particularly appreciated by Hitler because he was categorically and consistently against any plan to withdraw troops even temporarily, as dictated by the progress of the war and military logic, which coincided with Hitler’s demand. Hitler’s illogical attitude, which ignored the commanders' needs, was detrimental to the army on the Eastern front. Not accidentally, after the war, military analysts and German generals accused Hitler of gross mistakes made at crucial moments, caused by his direct and unprofessional interference. Some of the most important generals of the Second World War and their ups and downs in their personal relationship with their supreme commander are presented underneath. 
 
    Franz Halder came from a family with a long military tradition. He fought in the First World War, and after the war he was part of a growing circle of officers who considered themselves fooled, if not betrayed, by the politicians who had signed the armistice in conditions so unfavorable to Germany. In 1938 he was promoted to Chief of Staff (OKH), and worked in full agreement with Army Commander General Walther von Brauchitsch (OBDH-Oberfehlshaber des Heers). With authority and skill, Halder managed the German army for four years. His military opinions often differed from Hitler’s, but he expressed them openly and with courage, although, as a direct superior, Hitler demanded blind submission. General Halder had attended German military schools, with their old, sacred hierarchy and discipline, and felt often humiliated by his boss, who would change or modify his plans on a whim. The result of these disagreements couldn’t be any except Halder’s dismissal from the army and immediate transfer to reserves, which happened in 1942. In the summer of 1944, about one month after the failure of the plot against Hitler, Franz Halder was arrested by the Gestapo and imprisoned, among other places, at the famous Dachau camp. The charge against him was that, although he had been aware of the plot, he had not passed the information. In fact, in his years as an active officer, he had planned, with other senior officers, such an action against Hitler, but political events on the European scene confused him and prevented him from carrying on with his plan: the acceptance by France and Britain of the annexation of the Czechoslovak Sudetenland to the Third Reich, the agreement with Neville Chamberlain, the attack on Poland and the rather symbolic declaration of war by France and Britain in support of Poland, and so on. Hitler’s success, which had turned him overnight into a military and political genius and a very popular figure among the German people, who saw in him a Messiah, thwarted the conspirators’ plans more than once. By July 20, 1944, there had been about 20 attempts to assassinate Hitler and bring down his henchmen. Eventually, Halder was taken into American custody in May 1945. After the war, he occupied less important positions as a military historian in the Federal Republic. He died in 1972, at 88. He was the longest-living general to serve in the Wehrmacht. (Field Marshal Erich von Manstein died in 1973 at the venerable age of 86.) Both Halder and von Manstein died in peace in their beds, although peace was not among their values, and they had fought against it with fierce patriotism and heroic self-abnegation. Both had been decorated and re-decorated by Hitler for war service. “Faustrecht”, the right of the fist, does not apply or fit in any situation. 
 
    Erich von Manstein, a Field Marshal and leading commander of the Wehrmacht, was born in an aristocratic Prussian family with a military tradition of several generations. Paul von Hindenburg was his uncle. Despite the fact that some Jewish blood may have run through his veins, Hitler greatly appreciated and rewarded his military qualities. He was one of the best, if not the best of Hitler’s marshals. After the defeat of Poland (in four weeks) and France (in six weeks), we find him on the Eastern front, participating in the battles of Stalingrad and Kursk, in the siege of Leningrad, and many other military operations. On his way to Leningrad he received news of the death of his son, who was also fighting as a young officer on the Eastern front. Before reaching Leningrad, on Hitler’s order, a new order dispatched him to another theater of operations on the Eastern front. After the war, he would consistently maintain, with incontrovertible evidence, that two great battles would have ended in a different way if Adolf Hitler hadn’t got directly, rudely and incompetently involved in the plans drawn up by the General Staff. He claimed that he would have conquered Leningrad hadn’t Hitler turned him away, and that the defeat at Stalingrad was to blame on the two Romanian armies, the Third, stationed northwest of Stalingrad, and the Fourth, located southeast of the city. 
 
    However, German reports praised the Fourth Romanian Army, whose courage, boldness and spirit of sacrifice surprised their ally. As for Leningrad, the city held out, with immense human sacrifices, for nearly two and a half years, until the German blockade was broken. Stalin had replaced his friend, the incompetent old Bolshevik Marshal Kliment Voroshilov, and entrusted his greatest marshal, Georgy Zhukov, with the defense of the city. After recurring, unpleasant dissensions with Hitler on certain aspects of the military tactics appropriate on the Eastern front, von Manstein was also fired in March 1944, like Halder two years before, and like Guderian, who had revolutionized the role of the tank and armor in modern war. Following controversial talks with Hitler on the same issues, Guderian was sent packing in the middle of a General Staff meeting, with the words "You’re tired and you need rest." It was an original method of getting rid of military commanders who had become irritating. Fallen prisoner to the English, von Manstein was accused of war crimes, tried, and sentenced to jail. He was released in 1953, after only four years of imprisonment. Later we find him among the military advisors and architects of the new army of the Federal Republic of Germany. As I mentioned above, he lived in peace and prosperity until 1973. 
 
    General Colonel Heinz Guderian was by far the most successful armor commander of the Wehrmacht. For the young Guderian, who came from a Prussian family with a military tradition, his father being a former officer, his life career was obvious. He fought in the First World War and, like most officers of his generation, rejected the armistice signed in 1918. He thought that Germany was able and had to continue to fight. An adept of the blitzkrieg and full-motion battle, after successful military actions in Poland and France at the start of World War II, he arrived on the Eastern front and scored some partial successes. His tanks reached Smolensk. Moscow was only four hundred kilometers away. It was still summer, the end of August and beginning of September 1941. Winter was far away, and the panic that struck the Soviet capital and the Kremlin was great. At this very moment, Hitler intervened in the initially approved plan (as if he wanted to help his former good friend and business partner Joseph Stalin) and halted the attack on Moscow, ordering a southward move with the intent to strengthen and support the efforts of the Southern Army Group. Guderian protested vigorously and asked Hitler for a personal meeting, but to no avail. He was also transferred to reserve duty, not to say fired. Rommel, who appreciated him as a brilliant strategist, proposed him to the Supreme High Command (OKH), but the OKH rejected his proposal. The relationship between Hitler and Guderian was based exclusively on military issues and had gone through more downs than ups. Although he appreciated him as an accomplished professional, Hitler never advanced him to Field Marshal, a rank that he fully deserved. On the contrary, he fired him from the army – and recalled him twice. Guderian was reinstated as General Armor Inspector and even Chief of Staff. He was one of the few senior officers in the Wehrmacht who dared have a personal opinion in front of Hitler. He was detained by the Americans and condemned, and later we find him too as adviser to the West German government on the issue of building the army of the new democratic Federal Republic.  
 
    Guderian’s military strategy required a maximum concentration of armored forces in enemy territory and quick advancement in depth, followed by the expansion of the breach thus created. The maneuver, designed to outnumber the enemy, even temporarily, was not unknown to the ancients. Three centuries BCE, Alexander the Great defeated Darius III, the emperor of Persia. Since Alexander was in numerical inferiority, he concentrated most of his army where Darius stood, obtaining a moment of superiority that brought him the victory. Thus, in 331 BCE, after the battle of Gaugamela, in today's Iraq, east of Mosul, Alexander became not only the emperor of Persia, but in fact the master of Asia. Two thousand years ago, Alexander was not at all inferior to a Wehrmacht General. 
 
    Another great commander, who became famous not only for his victories, but also for his tragic end, was Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. Rommel fought in World War I as a young lieutenant. In 1918, at the end of the war, he was a captain, and was decorated for his courage. He had earned his soldiers' esteem because he was always at their head and protected them as much as he could from unnecessary loss of life, by avoiding hasty decisions. He did the same years later, as a general, in fighting the British in northern Africa. His popularity was rising steadily. He first met Hitler in 1934, when the latter inspected Rommel’s battalion. Hitler noticed the young officer on this occasion. He liked Rommel and appreciated his qualities as a military strategist. Rommel, in turn, was a sympathizer of Hitler, although he was never a member of the Nazi party. After fighting in the war against Poland, he continued on the Western front in 1940, attacking Belgium and France according to von Manstein’s plan. Hitler appointed him commander of the Afrika Korps and the German-Italian expeditionary corps in 1941. After a series of victories, he was finally defeated by the English under Marshal Montgomery, with massive American support. Advanced by Hitler to Field Marshal, he was transferred to the west coast of France to prevent the Allies’ landing on the continent. The Atlantic Wall, with all its fortifications and traps, did not hold out, and the successful landing of the Allied forces in June 1944 pushed the fight onto French soil, bringing the liberation of Paris and France on the way to Germany. With his exquisite military intuition, Rommel once more realized what he had known for a long time, namely that Germany had lost the war. In his desperate attempt to save his country and the army from a new defeat, he resumed the conspirative connections with a number of generals who had been planning to physically eliminate Hitler. His involvement in the conspiracy gave courage to many who were hesitant to join and Rommel, who had become a kind of national hero nicknamed, after the African campaign, the "Desert Fox", was arrested a month later. It took Hitler three months to decide Rommel's fate. The Fuehrer promised to spare his family and to organize a military funeral, and Rommel had no choice but suicide. He was not only one of Hitler's best generals, but also a humane person in dealing with the civilian population under occupation and the prisoners of war. He applied a correct treatment to the British prisoners in North Africa and on many other occasions. He respected his enemy, and respect was mutual. 
 
    Henning von Tresckow came from a noble Prussian family with an old military tradition (his father had been a general in the service of the Kaiser). He too fought in the First World War and was decorated for bravery. Von Tresckow was also a genuine intellectual: well-educated, well-traveled and well-mannered, and he spoke several languages. As any young German officer who had been in the First World War, he was very dissatisfied with the defeat of his country and the conditions imposed by the Treaty of Versailles. For this reason, at first he sympathized with the young Nazi movement and its leader, Adolf Hitler, though from a distance and without getting actively involved. Beginning with 1942, he made several unsuccessful attempts to remove Hitler from power. He was the mastermind of the last assassination attempt, the plot of July 20, 1944, followed by the arrest of all the officers involved. Although the network of conspirators was large enough, the secret was religiously kept. There were generals and marshals from the Army Group Center from the Eastern front, from the Western front, from Berlin, and of course the brave Colonel von Stauffenberg, who carried the briefcase with the bomb. After the plot failed, von Tresckow committed suicide in Poland, where he commanded a unit in which he was not the only plotter. Despite his Sisyphean efforts and attempts, in which he stands out as the absolute champion, luck was never on his side. The Italian saying "Chi dura, vince” (approximately: “Keep trying and you will win”) did not quite fit his destiny. 
 
    Field Marshal Günther von Kluge, as the particle "von" indicates, came from a family of Prussian militaries. Like most of the senior officers of his generation he had fought in World War I, among others in the Battle of Verdun. In the Second World War, the von Kluge family gave two senior officers: Günther and his younger brother, Wolfgang, also a general. He fought on both fronts, but in the East he witnessed the recurrent military errors generated by the crude personal interference of the great “strategist” in Berlin. Although a convinced anti-Hitlerian, he did not dare to take a firm stand against Hitler and his military “genius”. Rewarded by Hitler, not only with military orders and medals, but also with significant sums of money and other material goods, he kept an ambiguous position towards the Fuehrer. Though he desperately wanted Hitler's fall, he did not approve the attempt at assassination of a group of officers from the staff of the army he commanded, despite the very favorable occasion provided by Hitler's inspection to von Kluge's army on the Eastern front. Wounded on the Eastern front, after recovery he was appointed commander of the Western front. There, von Kluge and another favorite of Hitler's, Erwin Rommel, were contacted by conspirators in order to organize the assassination and the urgent measures to be taken after Hitler's fall. Given Hitler’s suspicion that von Kluge was among the plotters, he was summoned to Berlin for a personal conversation with the Fuehrer about a month after the failed plot. Von Kluge's response, albeit extreme, was the only logically possible one: suicide. 
 
    Military history provides examples of celebrities who owe their fame either to heroic victories or to crushing defeats. General Friedrich Paulus capitulated with the remnants of his 6th Army in the Battle of Stalingrad. It is precisely this defeat, after six months of cutthroat fighting, that has brought him worldwide fame. A commander of the Sixth Army, between August 1942 and the end of January 1943 Paulus failed to take Stalingrad, although at some point his army occupied about 90% of the city or, to be more exact, of its ruins. Taken by surprise by the Soviet army (the Uranus plan), he tried to break out of the encirclement. Field Marshal von Manstein came to help, but failed to break through the Soviet lines. The situation of the encircled army became more and more painful day by day, from lack of ammunition, food, and adequate winter clothes, and its fighters were sick, wounded, hungry, and desperate. Almost nothing was left of the army that only a few months before, victorious and arrogant, had advanced towards the next goal set by the Fuehrer, the city of Stalingrad. As the airborne help solemnly promised by Goering never came, Paulus was forced to ask permission twice from Hitler to withdraw and save what could still be saved. The answer was a categorical no. The order was to fight and resist to the last man and cartridge, and by no means fall prisoners, especially in Soviet hands. Thus, like Julius Caesar two thousand years earlier, Paulus was forced to “cross the Rubicon” and take the decision upon himself. On January 31, 1943, he surrendered to the Soviets. Hitler was among the first to figure out the magnitude of this military and moral defeat of the mighty, invincible Wehrmacht. He made a last cynical attempt to prevent this, by promoting Paulus to Field Marshal overnight. His intention was clear: he suggested that Paulus commit suicide, since no German field marshal had ever fallen into the enemy's hands. Rejecting the idea of suicide, at least partially on the grounds of his Roman Catholic religious beliefs, after being taken prisoner Paulus turned into a fierce critic of the "Austrian corporal" who was driving Germany quickly and surely towards disaster. The failed July 1944 plot against Hitler stimulated an even closer collaboration between Paulus and Soviet propaganda. There is no doubt that Paulus knew at least some of the plotting officers. Repatriated in 1953, after Stalin's death, he was employed as the director of the Military History Institute of the German Democratic Republic for another three years. Suffering from a degenerative disease of the central nervous system, incurable then as it still is now, he died in 1957. His last wish, mentioned in his will, to be buried alongside his wife, in West Germany, was accomplished. His entire career, with its tons of orders, medals and military distinctions of all sorts notwithstanding, Paulus went down as the loser of the Battle of Stalingrad. In one of his Letters, Horace tells us that "Quidquid delirant reges, plectuntur Achivi” – Whenever the kings go mad, the Greeks suffer. Field Marshal Paulus was undoubtedly one of the Greeks. 
 
    Wilhelm Keitel fought for three regimes: the Kaiser’s, the Weimar Republic’s, and Hitler’s. After the end of the First World War he remained in the new army, the Reichswehr, in accordance with the Treaty of Versailles, which limited the German army to 100,000. He played an important role in the rearmament of Germany. He joined the Nazi party and from there onwards, his entire military career depended on Adolf Hitler and his own total obedience. Officers who knew him well said that Keitel had canceled his own personality and followed the Fuehrer blindly, even when he did not agree with the latter in conducting military operations. Two events may be cited in which he expressed his reluctance to Hitler's plans: the invasion of Britain, and the Barbarossa plan (the attack on the Soviet Union). At the end of the war, Field Marshal Keitel signed, on behalf of the provisional government (only three weeks in office) headed by Admiral Dönitz, the unconditional surrender of Nazi Germany to the Allies. At the request of the Soviet side, the signing took place in Berlin on 8/9 May 1945. A day before, on the orders of Dönitz, General Colonel Alfred Jodl had signed Germany’s capitulation at Reims, in France, in front the Allies, in the absence of the Soviet representatives. As Chief of Staff of the German Army, Keitel was tried and sentenced to death by hanging by the Nuremberg International Tribunal. His body was cremated and his ashes scattered in 1946. Compared to him, Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz, appointed by Hitler his successor as head of state and supreme commander of the German Army, a convinced Nazi and Hitler’s faithful devotee, got away lightly at the Nuremberg trial: only 10 years in prison. Dönitz died peacefully in his bed, in 1980, at the beautiful age of 89, in West Germany. It is said that justice is blind and, if we recall the operations of the German submarines under his command in the Atlantic Ocean war, Dönitz is an excellent example.  
 
    Known as the OKW brain, the Head of Military Operations and Keitel's deputy, Alfred Jodl shared his boss’s fate. He had been convicted of war crimes committed as Chief of Staff during the occupation of Denmark and Norway, as well as during the Battle of Britain. Alfred Jodl was the signatory of several orders for frontline troops that allowed the slaughtering of civilians, prisoners of war, partisans, on the spot and without judgment. Although very loyal and appreciated by Hitler, he remained throughout the war only a General Colonel, while his direct superior, Wilhelm Keitel, way inferior to him as a military strategist, held a field marshal’s baton. The Nuremberg International Tribunal sentenced him as a war criminal, plus several other charges. He was hanged on the same day as his superior, in October 1946, and cremated, and his ashes were scattered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalin’s generals  
 
      
 
    If Napoleon had a solid military training, became general and emperor, and is rightly regarded as a genius, Hitler, a corporal who became a supreme leader and commander of an army of millions, at the height of his glory also considered himself a military genius. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that, after the war, Stalin promoted himself from an ordinary marshal of the Soviet Union, of which there were many already, to the supreme rank of Generalissimo of the victorious Red Army. He also thought of himself as a brilliant military leader and strategist, although his military training was close to zero. His only contact with the army had happened during the Bolshevik Revolution, when he worked as a political commissar. Like Hitler, Stalin wore several masks and moods, depending on the circumstances. From a family and children lover (Svetlana being his favorite child), passionate about literature (Maxim Gorki was his friend), music, ballet, theater, and cinema, he could easily change into a real monster without remorse. He approved and signed with his famous red pencil, and without a trembling hand, the lists of unfortunates to be sent to prison, camp, or firing squad. He took great pleasure in asking his collaborators to sign similar lists. And these puppets, all of them "respected" members of the politburo and Stalin's intimates, like Molotov, Beria, Voroshilov, Kaganovich, and the rest, signed without even reading the list he had submitted. Neither did Khrushchev make an exception to this rule when he was sent to restore "order" in Ukraine. No one’s life was safe around Stalin, not even his drinking companions’ at the Kremlin or at the Kuntsevo dacha. Damocles' sword was always hanging above all, and it was entirely unpredictable.  
 
    The most enlightening example is Marshal and Chief of Staff Mikhail Tukhachevsky. A young officer of the Russian army in the First World War, after a relatively short period of imprisonment, Tukhachevsky was returned to Russia by the Germans and joined the Bolshevik movement. His organizational and military skills did not escape Trotsky’s keen eye. Appointed head of the Bolshevik army, he won victories against the White armies led by Kolchak and Denikin in 1920, contributing to the strengthening of the young Soviet state. An educated man from a family of Russian intellectuals, he wrote books with military content, predicting, among other things, two absolutely necessary trends in a future modern war: the increased use of tanks, giving the possibility of a battle on the move, and the close cooperation between tanks and airplanes on the battlefield. The subject of his thesis on the modernization of the army and the new battle tactics was a sort of Soviet blitzkrieg. However, in the years before the outbreak of the war with Germany there were also superannuated officers from the old guard in the Red Army, surpassed by modern military technology, with influence in the training methods. For instance, Stalin's old friends, Marshal Semyon Budyonny, a famous cavalryman of the past, or Marshal Kliment Voroshilov, who was as uninspired as the former, still ineptly believed that cavalry was superior to tanks. Stalin must have felt more at ease in their company than in the presence of the younger marshals who were up to date with military technology, such as Zhukov, Vasilevsky or Shaposhnikov. 
 
    The Great Terror was in full swing and Stalin was its main architect: in this troubled period, when human lives were expendable, the army and its senior officers made no exception. Stalin had waited patiently for 17 years before the occasion arose to send Tukhachevsky to death for high treason. The rupture between them had occurred in 1920, when Tukhachevsky was waging the war against Poland, while Stalin, a political commissar, often bogged him down. Along with Tukhachevsky, a large number of experienced senior officers and generals of the Soviet army were sent to their deaths. Normally it is Stalin who should have been condemned for high treason because, through his actions, he practically decapitated the Soviet army, depriving it of its most capable, professional and skilled members. The elimination of these officers generated a major problem in the Soviet army's leadership just before the outbreak of World War II. Undoubtedly, Hitler was au courant with the earthquake that shook the Soviet army and his intentions were no longer a secret for anyone except Stalin. The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of August 23, 1939 also greatly contributed to putting Stalin’s vigilance to sleep. Tukhachevsky had begun a vast process of reforming and transforming the Red Army into a modern army with great firepower. The concept of coordination between tanks and planes was shared by another two generals, one German and one French: Heinz Guderian and Charles de Gaulle. By executing Tukhachevsky, who was only 44 at the time, Stalin inadvertently thwarted these plans. Convicted in 1937, Tukhachevsky was rehabilitated by Khrushchev in 1957.  
 
    Georgy Zhukov came from a very poor family: his father was a shoemaker, his mother a peasant. A career in the military was considered a good choice for young Georgy and an opportunity to escape poverty, and he proved that the choice was perfect. His qualities as a strategist and organizer had him remarked early. He was very gifted, intelligent and had a great capacity for concentration and work. Although he had been on Stalin's black list, fortunately without repercussions, he was advanced to general in 1940. A year later, for a short while, he was appointed by Stalin Chief of Staff. During the war, he fought on several fronts, and was specially sent by Stalin to organize the defense and resistance at Leningrad, Moscow and Stalingrad. He later commanded several armies and ultimately conquered Berlin. Not by accident, Zhukov was the most decorated Red Army officer, including several Hero of the Soviet Union medals. Equally respected by the Germans and the Allies, during the occupation of Germany he forged a close friendship, which lasted for years, with the Allied Force Commander on the Western front, General Dwight Eisenhower, the future President of the United States of America. However, Zhukov's relationship with Stalin was ambiguous. On the one hand, Stalin appreciated him very much for his military qualities, but at the same time he was extremely jealous of the enormous popularity Zhukov enjoyed both in the army and among people. Stalin rather reluctantly gave him the great honor of organizing and leading the grand military parade to celebrate victory in the Red Square in 1945, when Zhukov made his entrance on a white horse through the Spassky Gate of the Kremlin. Less known is the fact that Stalin had tried several times to get used to riding the same white horse for his own triumphal entry into the Red Square, but after getting thrown to the ground he had to bestow this honor on Zhukov. A senior cavalryman, Zhukov passed the test. After the war, Stalin, who saw in Zhukov a rival and a very possible successor, minimized his merits and sent him to various peripheral regions on unimportant assignments as local military commander. Blacklisted on Stalin’s orders, Zhukov’s fate was put in Beria’s hands, who stripped him of many assets and even searched his home. No one can guess where things would have gone if Stalin's death had not occurred in 1953. Zhukov was the brave man who undertook the arrest of Lavrenti Beria, summoned to an emergency politburo meeting. Beria was regarded as the Soviet counterpart of the Nazi criminal Heinrich Himmler. Zhukov's support for Khrushchev, especially at the famous 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (1956), was welcomed because Stalin's shadow was still in the congress hall, not only as a ghost but also through the live presence of old Stalinists such as Malenkov, Bulganin, Molotov, or Kaganovich who, a year later, attempted a coup to remove Khrushchev from power. After a brief appointment as Minister of Defense of the USSR, Zhukov withdrew from active political and military life, and in 1974 he failed to survive a second stroke. He was cremated, apparently against his will (he would have preferred a Russian Orthodox funeral), and his ashes were deposited in the Kremlin wall. He was the last Mohican of a violent, unpredictable era that casts its shadow to this day.  
 
    Rodion Malinovsky also came from a poor family. Orphaned of father at a very early age, unable to get along with his stepfather, he left his parents’ house and made ends meet through occasional jobs. He was a teenager when he participated as a volunteer in the First World War, in which he was wounded twice, and he was decorated for his courage. At the end the war he was a … corporal, just like another, more infamous one from the German army. He joined the Red Army and attended various military schools until he was sent to the prestigious Frunze Military Academy. Graduation opened his way to positions of high command. A general in World War II, he walked a victorious path from Stalingrad via Ukraine, Romania (the second Ukrainian front), Hungary, and Czechoslovakia. Malinovsky made an important contribution to the defeat of Nazi Germany. After the war, he was appointed deputy minister of Marshal Georgy Zhukov, the Defense Minister, and later became minister of defense himself, a position he held until the end of his life. Cremated after the communist atheist tradition, his ashes were deposited in the crypt of the Kremlin wall. Although Malinovsky owed his military career, or at least part of it, to Stalin, he was very close to Khrushchev, and he too condemned the terror and the abominable murders of the Stalinist era. The period in which Malinovsky was at the helm of the defense ministry coincided with the height of the Cold War. He is the man who fully developed the Soviet nuclear arsenal and intercontinental nuclear missiles, while not neglecting classic-conventional weapons. As a conclusion, Malinovsky’s contribution to the building and development of the Soviet Union's military power was fundamental, and the heir to the military tradition of the Soviet Union, the Russian Federation, has remained a superpower. 
 
    Konstantin Rokossovsky had Polish origins. He was born in a noble family in Warsaw, which then belonged to the Russian Empire. Rokossovsky became famous due to his exceptional merits in battle, as a Marshal of the Soviet Union, but also of his native Poland. After the Second World War, Stalin appointed him Defense Minister of Poland, because he was a trustworthy man who could "help" with the creation of a vassal state – the People’s Republic. In parallel, the Soviet Union successfully neutralized the influence of the Polish government in exile (London) and the Polish aspirations for a free, democratic, Western-oriented country. Once again Stalin, like Hitler, broke his promises from the agreements signed at the conferences of the “Big Three” (Roosevelt, Churchill, Stalin), in Tehran and Yalta. The man most disappointed with Stalin’s betrayal and Poland's postwar status was the British Prime Minister, Sir Winston Churchill. Born in an aristocratic family, educated as a true English gentleman, Churchill could not understand Stalin’s turnabout. Rokossovsky had an old military tradition in the family, therefore embracing the military career was in keeping with this tradition. He too was arrested during the Great Purge, interrogated and tortured, but he was eventually released. The cause of the arrest is rather obscure: an unconfirmed hypothesis mentions the relations with his superior, Marshal Tukhachevsky, or perhaps it was his noble Polish origin, often considered a crime in itself. For Stalin anything could be sufficient cause for arrest. His release can be attributed to the Red Army's shortage of experienced military commanders. During the war, Rokossovsky fought at Smolensk, Moscow, Stalingrad, and Kursk, alongside Zhukov and Tymoshenko. As for Stalin and his pathological way of thinking, he appointed Rokossovsky to the Moscow front as commander of military units made up of innocent people – inmates from the Stalinist prisons and gulags, who were criminals in Stalin's ill-sighted view. In his opinion, only a man like Rokossovsky, who had been through the tortures of hell during his arrest and interrogation, could control and command the battalions of "criminals". He was wounded and decorated many times. His great victory, which brought him unanimous recognition and fame, was Operation Bagration, his plan for the liberation of Belarus and the Red Army's advancement across the Vistula and to Warsaw. The plan, for which Rokossovsky undoubtedly risked his career and life, had been submitted for approval to the famous Stavka (General Staff of the Red Army, headed by Stalin), and approved only after several rejections. The fighting continued through Poland to Germany, where his troops formed a junction with the English troops under Marshal Montgomery, Rommel's famous opponent in North Africa. His mission to "pacify" and sovietize Poland after the war was the most unfortunate period in Rokossovsky's life, a man who had been in the gulag. It is easy to imagine the drama he lived on his return to his native country. He was unanimously rejected by the Polish people, who saw him as a traitor and blind executor of orders from the Kremlin. Recalled to Moscow, he was named a rather honorary Deputy Minister of Defense. He retired at the age of 66 and died four years later, in 1968. Like his colleagues, he too was cremated and his ashes were put in a crypt in the Kremlin wall. Rokossovsky’s courageous Bagration Operation was one of the greatest victories of the Red Army.  
 
    Andrey Vlasov, although not ranked among the most prominent commanders of the Red Army during the Second World War, is one of the most interesting. His career and life are undoubtedly a Hollywood-style action movie. Like Stalin, Vlasov attended a Russian Orthodox seminary, preparing for priesthood. Attracted by the revolution and influenced by its ideas, he was a young man when he joined the Red Army during the Civil War. Showing a lot of courage besides the ability to make quick, accurate decisions in battle, he was soon noticed and appreciated by his superiors. Thus, in 1940, the major general’s division ranked as one of the best, if not the best, during an inspection of the General Staff. Rommel was congratulated and advanced after Hitler came on inspection. Vlasov also received congratulations, from Marshal Tymoshenko, and now his career path was wide open. The sky was the limit. Vlasov distinguished himself in the battle for Moscow, when he often fought in the first line, next to his soldiers. Sent later to help break the siege of Leningrad, he was taken prisoner by the Germans after heavy fighting and the decimation of his army. Then his fate took a 180 degrees turn. From a great Russian patriot and a convinced Soviet communist, he turned into a fervent anti-communist overnight, becoming a real goldmine in Goebbels's hands, while Nazi propaganda acquired a harsh critic of Stalin and the Soviet terrorist regime. He was also chairman of a so-called Committee for the Liberation of the Peoples of Russia. Moreover, Vlasov made repeated appeals to form a “liberation” army made up of hundreds of thousands of Russian prisoners of war, volunteers and defectors, all of which were to fight on the Eastern front in alliance with the Germans. Hitler rejected the notion of such an army and ordered the deployment of Vlasov’s troops on the Western front. When in late 1944 the Germans’ situation on the Eastern front became critical, Hitler approved the sending of combat units of the Vlasov army there, but under the direct supervision of German commanders. At the end of the war, Vlasov was captured by Soviet troops and dispatched to Moscow. Convicted for high treason, he was sentenced to death by hanging in 1946. His fate was shared by a number of officers in his army. In his memoirs, Khrushchev refers to a question Molotov addressed to Stalin, because he wondered how this man had escaped the Great Purges. On the other hand, the great Soviet writer and journalist Ilya Ehrenburg describes, in his famous memoirs People, Years, and Life, his meeting on the front with Vlasov, when the latter was still a praised Soviet general. Ehrenburg depicts him in warm, somewhat flattering words, as a brave young officer and a good strategist. This did not prevent Vlasov from later becoming Goebbels's propaganda puppet and calling Ehrenburg names, reminding the writer of his Jewish origin. It is also true that the war reports from the front and from the freshly liberated territories, in which Ehrenburg unmasked the terrible, unbelievable crimes of the German army, the mass murder of the civilian population, the burning and wiping out of countless villages, the destruction of cities in Ukraine, Russia, Belarus, and so forth determined the Germans to eventually put a reward on Ehrenburg's head, dead or alive. 
 
    Kliment Voroshilov, a Bolshevik of the old guard, was one of the first Marshals of the newly established Soviet Union, and a member of Trotsky’s Military Council. A political commissar, like Stalin, during the Civil War, in which he fought as a cavalryman, as later in the war with Poland, Voroshilov held many important positions, not only in the army. He was “glued” to Stalin from this early stage, standing by him and supporting him unconditionally on his way to supreme power, while constantly rising through the ranks. Voroshilov was Minister of Defense and Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet. During Stalin's Great Terror, he denounced even close colleagues without hesitation. His signature also features on many condemnations to death. An outmoded, incompetent military man, he was replaced in 1941 on the Leningrad front by Georgy Zhukov. Despite his ineffectiveness, Stalin kept him in his entourage precisely because he was absolutely "innocent" in all respects. He was removed by Khrushchev from all official duties, joining other old Stalinists sent into retirement like Molotov, Kaganovich and Malenkov. He died without glory and almost forgotten at the age of 88 in 1969. The urn containing his ashes rests in the same crypt of the Kremlin wall. 
 
    Semyon Budyonny was the most longevous of all Soviet marshals. He lived to be 90, still eight years short of the longevity of Lazar Kaganovich, a Bolshevik of the old guard. He too owed his career to Stalin, whose disciple and faithful supporter he was all his life. Born in a poor family of Russian peasants, he was a great lover of horses and a very good rider since early childhood. He was a good friend of Voroshilov’s and as dull and obtuse, and together they revolved like two satellites around the Sun Stalin. During the Great Terror, when many generals and marshals were exposed and condemned, Budyonny and Voroshilov managed to keep their heads on their shoulders. The explanation is simple: Stalin was using them as needed at the moment, and neither of them posed a danger to Stalin's position in the party or the government. Budyonny served in turn in the Tsarist army, in the Civil War against the White army, in the Second World War, and will be remembered as a courageous cavalry officer. Although he graduated from the Frunze Military Academy, he was superannuated and failed to adapt to new requirements such as motorized combat techniques, tank fighting, joint tank-aircraft action, and so forth. He lived in the past and was completely surpassed by the new technologies. Deluged, like many others like him, with orders and medals (Hero of the USSR, Lenin Order, etc.), he retired after the Second World War and died of a stroke at 90, in 1973. Some joked that Budyonny was respected and renowned for his mustache, which he took great care of, rather than for his military abilities. Both Voroshilov and Budyonny are proofs of the acute shortage of gifted senior officers in the initial phase of World War II. Stalin’s purges may be considered real crimes against his own people, because they had destabilized both Soviet society and the Red Army, leaving the army completely unprepared and the country defenseless right before the outbreak of the war. Fouché, Napoleon’s Minister of Police (or, according to others, Talleyrand), coined a famous phrase after the kidnapping and assassination of the Duke of Enghien: “C'est pire qu'un crime, c'est une faute” – It’s worse than a crime, it’s a blunder. I wonder how the old fox Talleyrand would have commented on Stalin’s exploits. The execution of high Soviet officers before the war was both an immense crime and a blunder.  
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    Talleyrand and Fouché 
 
      
 
    Napoleon had countless ministers and advisors ever since his four years of Consulate, especially during the Empire, some of which held posts in both periods. Of all his ministers, two were truly remarkable: Prince Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord and Joseph Fouché. 
 
    Napoleon’s exclamation in the presence of his entourage who voluntarily accompanied him in exile to the island of Saint Helena: "Quel roman que ma vie!" – My life, what a novel! is undoubtedly just as appropriate for Talleyrand. An aristocrat by birth from an ancient family, Talleyrand had to give up an arms career after an accident he suffered in childhood, which left him limping in his right leg all his life. To walk he needed both an orthopedic boot specially adapted to his infirmity and a cane. The only career open to the young aristocrat remained the church. Indeed, he was ordained a priest at the age of 26, rising in the hierarchy of the French Catholic Church to the high rank of bishop. However, he regarded the bishop's seat as temporary. The church never appealed to him, nor was he interested, except in the management of the material assets of the church and his gift for financial transactions, which he had proven early in life. Later, in his lay period, Talleyrand made full use of what he had learned as a clergyman. His proverbial greed, his desire for quick, unscrupulous enrichment, the financial and real estate deals that had not benefited the church but his own pocket, eventually led to his name being removed from the list of priests submitted to King Louis XVI for approval and appointment to one of the rich vacant dioceses. Nor were his notorious binges, mistresses and gambling, befitting a priestly life. He was 31 years old, and it was only his noble origins that helped him obtain the bishopric of Autun three years later. From that moment on, his life as a politician and diplomat would come first, while the bishopric and its affairs took a back seat. At any rate, Talleyrand's episcopate lasted only 30 days. A new era was dawning, and France was immersed in newfangled ideas that quickly spread among the masses: the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, equality among people and the abolition of social hierarchies, confiscation of the assets of the Church and monasteries, the tax and bank reform, the reform of education, and many more. Along with his throne, King Louis XVI had lost his head. Ultimately, only three months after Danton, the father of revolutionary terror, the "incorruptible” and intransigent Robespierre, was also guillotined. With the disappearance of Robespierre, the Terror he had imposed stopped. After the abolition of the monarchy, the former prince and bishop Talleyrand, now a Citizen of the Republic, was appointed foreign minister. His extraordinary intelligence and intuition goaded him into contacting General Napoleon Bonaparte, in whom he saw the future of France, and perhaps his own. An accomplished gambler, Talleyrand took a bet on the young, brilliant general who had won several victories in the Italian campaigns, making a name for himself not only in France, but across all of Europe. His thirst for wealth could now be quenched. The prince had no qualms, nor did he feel any shame in asking for huge amounts of money, which he thought he deserved, from each and every person. His dubious dealings, the continual stock exchange speculations, as well as the money raised from more and more "donors" contributed to the ill repute of the former bishop. However, at the same time, the appreciation he enjoyed as the most intelligent diplomat was rising. Napoleon treasured Talleyrand's mind, but not his character, yet even he admitted that the services Talleyrand had provided to him were invaluable during the Consulate, but even more so under the Empire. In 1814, as Napoleon was about to go into his first exile, to the island of Elba, he exclaimed, "Ah! If Talleyrand was here, he would get me out of this mess." Talleyrand served Napoleon faithfully, although he often was unjustly humiliated in public by his sovereign: "Shit in a silk stocking" is just an example. Their collaboration lasted many years. Whether Napoleon was Consul, First Consul, Consul for Life, or Emperor he used Talleyrand's diplomatic talent and services, despite their personal ups and downs. Their political partnership enabled the great adventure known as the Napoleonic era.  
 
    Getting news that Napoleon had left the island of Elba and was attempting to regain power (which only lasted 100 days), the lucid Talleyrand exclaimed that Napoleon’s new adventure was “Le commencement de la fin" – The beginning of the end. The Battle of Waterloo put an end to their partnership. The defeated Napoleon was sent into exile again, now to the island of Saint Helena. His reputation notwithstanding, for Talleyrand there came a thriving period under the Bourbon Restoration. On the other hand, the murky side of his character had crossed the Atlantic, where President George Washington refused to receive Talleyrand despite his insistence. Talleyrand's elastic loyalty also made the First Director Barras say that "intelligence without character is good for nothing", although he had appointed Talleyrand foreign minister himself.  
 
    If Napoleon, even at the twelfth hour, had followed Talleyrand's advice, he could have kept his throne in spite of the catastrophic campaign to Russia in 1812. Two years later he could have avoided exile on the island of Elba while retaining his throne and the title of Emperor of France, but without the "empire", that is, within the geographical limits of France, if he had renounced the conquests he had made. But Napoleon rejected Talleyrand’s realistic, pragmatic advice. Many historians doubt a possible preservation of Napoleon's throne either after 1812 (Russia) or 1815 (Waterloo), claiming it has no objective basis. After Waterloo, Napoleon was a man of the past. Nobody and nothing could save him from himself. All the monarchs of Europe, led by the former coalition against him (England, Russia, Prussia and Austria), were firmly convinced that it was time to put an end to his belligerent adventures. Not even an enlightened mind such as Talleyrand’s could change that. At the Congress of Vienna, in 1815, Talleyrand wrought many miracles, but this time only for the benefit of France. Thanks to his political maneuvers, the defeated France was treated as an equal by the other European powers and was not punished. That was a little-known side of Prince Talleyrand – the true French patriot. It was often said that the defrocked bishop of Autun, the most intelligent and profound politician and diplomat of his century, "served all of them and betrayed them successively": King Louis XVI, the Jacobins, Napoleon, Louis XVIII, and later Charles X and Louis Philippe – in other words, from the House of Bourbon to the Revolution, from the Consulate to the Empire, and again the House of Bourbon, followed by the House of Orléans. There are few examples in history of such prolific activity spanning decades. Were it only for this Talleyrand deserves our respect. After Napoleon's abdication he managed to safeguard the territorial integrity and national dignity of France, and with the Treaty of London he made sure that Belgium would be an independent monarchy. He was, after all, a good servant of bad politics. He hated wars and its victories, always preferring peaceful compromise, at the negotiating table. Yet all his mastery could not influence the Bourbons after the restoration. Instead of uniting the country around the King, they went on with their acts of revenge, a period known as the Second White Terror, both after the first and after the second return to the throne of Louis XVIII. As a famous quip goes, the Bourbons had learned nothing and had forgotten nothing. Quite appropriate for that tumultuous period full of uncertainty.  
 
    Born in a poor family, Joseph Fouché gradually rose through the ranks, earning a noble title: Duke of Otrante. Equipped with an exquisite organizational talent and a flair for survival, Fouché transformed the French police into a modern, hierarchical, highly effective intelligence, espionage and surveillance system. Aware that information is power, he knew how to serve his masters, but also his own interests. If we compare Fouché's police system to today's security services, it becomes clear that he was among the first, if not the first, to set up an efficient system, despite the technological inferiority of the time. As a young student in Paris, he was influenced by the ideas of the French Revolution and became a fanatical member of the Jacobin party. Although apparently he knew the leader of the Jacobins, Maximilien Robespierre, since before the revolution of 1789, at some point they turned into deadly enemies. Even the restless Robespierre tried to temper his revolutionary fanaticism and the mass executions he initiated, without any apparent form of justice. Ironically, even though Fouché was among those who decided King Louis XVI’s fate, this did not prevent him from faithfully serving later, under the Restoration, King Louis XVIII, the brother of the beheaded king. A man among men with a highly developed sense of survival and upstartness, he became an active member of the National Convention (the parliament), which would proclaim the French Republic and abolish the monarchy. A political opportunist, he also offered his services to Paul Barras, who was President of the Directory, which lasted four years (1795-1799). Barras appointed Fouché Police Minister, making him one of the most powerful and influential people in France. Like Talleyrand, he intuited that the future belonged to the hero returning from Egypt (October 1799), and he put himself at Napoleon’s disposal, who confirmed him in his position. During the Consulate and the Empire, Fouché's role was crucial in restoring public order and stabilizing the French society. He fulfilled it with great success, and it brought him recognition and material benefits from Napoleon, who in private was actually disgusted with his minister. What's more, Napoleon suspected Fouché of plotting against him, but having no tangible evidence, he released him from office in 1810. Interestingly, during the Hundred Days we find Fouché again alongside Napoleon, although the latter was aware of his anti-Napoleonic activity in favor of the royal House of Bourbon during the exile on Elba. After the second restoration of King Louis XVIII, Fouché became again a committed royalist. Only this time, after a short period, he was fired: more and more real royalists wanted his head for regicide, and not only that. After 1815 he retired to Trieste, where he lived for another five years. It was not by accident that the two ministers who managed France’s affairs, Talleyrand and Fouché, were thought of as “Vice” and “Crime”. There is more than just a grain of truth in this characterization. In my opinion, the controversial affirmation made on the occasion of the abduction and assassination of the Duke of Enghien (“It’s worse than a crime, it’s a blunder”) belongs to Talleyrand rather than Fouché – the former was by far the more astute.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Goering, Himmler, Goebbels, Hess, von Ribbentrop, Speer  
 
      
 
    Hitler had a relatively large number of close advisors, most of them from the "underground" period before and after the failed Munich putsch. Hitler's intimate circle was made up of a small group of violent, arrogant opportunists. As well as the Nazi ideology, another element that united Hitler’s acolytes was the fierce desire of enriching themselves by all means. Besides Hitler, the most mafia-style thief was Hermann Goering, but other leading Nazis also took their share of the prey: Heinrich Himmler, Alfred Rosenberg, Martin Bormann, Rudolf Hess, Joseph Goebbels and others, for instance the only ministers who counted in Hitler's eyes as highly professional, the Foreign Minister von Ribbentrop and the architect Albert Speer. 
 
    Hermann Wilhelm Goering had been a fighter pilot and squadron commander during the First World War, and was decorated for his courage. He joined the Nazi Party (NSDAP) from the start, becoming one of Adolf Hitler's most zealous supporters. He was wounded in the failed coup of 1923 and treated in hospital. Hospitalization set off his addiction to morphine, which plagued him for the rest of his life. This addiction may explain his extravagant behavior and clothing style. Nobody dared draw his attention on his grotesque, circus-like public appearances, undignified for a high-ranking Nazi official, except Hitler. After all, he was not only number two in the Nazi hierarchy, but also Chairman of the Reichstag. During the war, Hitler also appointed him commander of the air force (Luftwaffe), with the rank of Reichsmarschall. In 1939 Hitler officially named him his successor at the head of the state and the army, should the Fuehrer become incapacitated or die. Neither Goering's failure in the Battle of England in 1940, nor his unkept promise to Hitler and to the Commander of the Sixth Army, General Friedrich Paulus, during the Battle of Stalingrad, to deliver the supplies needed by the encircled army determined Hitler to dismiss him. Instead, Goering's Luftwaffe heroically distinguished itself by destroying cities like London, Warsaw, Kiev, Leningrad and Stalingrad. No less "heroism" was proven by the air force pilots who attacked, with great efficiency and lack of discernment the real victims of their bombings, the civil population. There were too many murders that bound Hitler to Goering. Goering was the perpetrator of the worst organized looting known in history: paintings, statues, gold, precious stones and so forth, stolen in broad daylight from large museums of occupied Europe and from countless private collections (many of which owned by Jews), spoils that have not been fully recovered to this day. If the victorious Goering was stealing without shame, the frustrated painter Hitler considered himself a connoisseur. At the end of the war, Goering surrendered to the Americans in the hope that he would be able to talk with them about the future of Germany of which he, of all people, would be the leader. Predictably, he found himself in jail and in the war criminals’ box at the Nuremberg International Tribunal. His behavior, despite the clear evidence brought up by the prosecution, was shameful. He denied everything, knew nothing of the Nazi crimes, and had heard nothing of extermination camps, the Holocaust, or the massacres and atrocities committed on the Eastern front against defenseless civilians. Number Two shamelessly blamed everything on Hitler, claiming that he had been only a small pawn who executed orders, not always aware of what was happening on the battlefront and in camps. In fact, this was by and large the line of defense of all Nazi war criminals at the Nuremberg trial. They clung to their lives in an embarrassing manner, lying, faking oblivion and ignorance, abiding humiliation, after having sent millions of people to death without blinking an eye. Of course, those people’s lives did not matter, but their own were a different story. Goering was sentenced to death by hanging for war crimes, but the night before the execution he swallowed a cyanide capsule hidden among his personal effects. His body was cremated and his ashes scattered. The great ancient poet Horace wrote in Odes that “Pede poena claudo" – Punishment comes limping. This implies, nevertheless, that it does come, sooner or later. 
 
    Heinrich Luitpold Himmler came from a typical German bourgeois family and was raised as a Catholic. His mother was devout and God-fearing, but Heinrich, her thin, bespectacled son with the frail look of an intellectual would one day turn out to be one of the most brutal and cynical criminals in history: the architect of the Holocaust. A student at officer school in World War I, he failed to graduate and get the rank he wanted so much because in the meantime the war had ended with the surrender of Germany. Confused and jobless, he enrolled to study agronomy at the University of Munich, from which he graduated despite financial hardships. Described later by his classmates as a polite, but reclusive and introverted man, he entertained correct, friendly relations with the Jewish students from university. His extreme anti-Semitism manifested itself after he joined the German National Socialist Workers’ Party (NSDAP) in 1923. He became an enthusiast supporter of Ernst Röhm, the head of the paramilitary SA (Sturmabteilung, i.e. “Storm Detachment”), specializing in terror, violence and street fighting. Amid the global economic crisis, whose weight was felt in Germany more than elsewhere, what with the general dissatisfaction of the population and the army with the conditions of the Treaty of Versailles, the number of SA members reached nearly three million. At that time, the SS organization numbered only a few thousand. Undoubtedly, brutal violence in the streets was the job of Röhm and the SA, but their ever-increasing influence and popularity worried Hitler, now a Chancellor, and this was the leading cause of the liquidation of Röhm and the SA leadership, all homosexuals, during the famous Night of the Long Knives. Hitler hesitated on the fate of Röhm, who had been his mentor and travel and crime companion, but eventually he was persuaded by his intimates (Goering, Goebbels, Himmler) to get rid of the whole gang. In 1923, Hitler had founded the SS (Schutzstaffel), whose absolute chief would become Himmler. In 1933, in his turn, Goering established the famous Gestapo (Geheime Staatspolizei, i.e. Secret State Police), which would later be subordinated to Himmler upon Hitler's decision. Ergo, Himmler owed his entire career to Hitler. Everything else he had ever tried in order to earn a living, including his famous chicken farm, had gone bankrupt. Himmler found in Hitler a political and ideological mentor, and Hitler discovered in Himmler the cold-blooded murderer, the perfect executor of his plans. Himmler also held the title of Reichsführer SS, the equivalent of a Marshal in the German army, and the position of Minister of the Interior. In brief, he was one of the most powerful and influential persons, not only in the Reich, but also in all the occupied countries of Europe. Hitler appreciated two things in particular: his loyalty (“Der treu Heinrich”, i.e. “Loyal Heinrich”) and his organizational capacity and criminal “diligence”. A man who had not found a purpose in life, who had failed in everything he tried, finally found his vocation and career after joining the Nazi party and Hitler’s close circle. He was the initiator and organizer of concentration/extermination camps and the main perpetrator, besides Hitler himself, of the Holocaust. Himmler's control over all death camps was absolute. Himmler also set up the SS-Einsatzgruppen, death squads that operated in the occupied territories, especially on the Eastern front (Poland, Ukraine, Belarus, Russia, the three Baltic countries). The target of these special assassins was exclusively the civilian population. They did not fight on the front, their main activity unfolded behind the lines. It is difficult to accept the excuse of many military commanders on the Eastern front, who at the Nuremberg trial claimed that they knew absolutely nothing of the crimes, even though the Einsatzgruppen operated in the territories under their control. Field Marshal von Manstein’s claim at the Nuremberg trial that he had no information about the activity of these SS troops that carried out mass killings in the Soviet territory occupied and managed by himself is very strange.  
 
    Curiously enough, Himmler, who had been educated as a Roman Catholic, gave up his faith, becoming increasingly obsessed with occultism, spiritualism and ancient German mythology. He submitted to Hitler a proposal to abolish the Christian religion and traditions in Germany, which even the Fuehrer rejected. Apparently the non-Aryan origin of Jesus bothered him very much. Thus Heinrich Himmler was godless both in a proper and a figurative sense. In his memoirs, published after his release and repatriation from the Soviet Union, Heinz Linge, Hitler's valet and shadow, who accompanied him 24 hours a day, recalls about the secret face-to-face meetings between Hitler and Himmler in the Fuehrer's office, during which Hitler was updated about the Holocaust and the upcoming measures. Military issues or Germany's fighting on two fronts were not a topic of discussion, because Himmler did not have any military responsibility. As a matter of fact, the top Nazi leadership, all the intimates of Hitler (Goering, Goebbels, Bormann, and of course Himmler), were constantly updated on every important issue, from the situation on the front to the victims gassed at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Otto Günsche, Hitler’s adjutant, also confirmed it, though both Linge and himself, varying with the circumstances, sometimes suffered from total amnesia over the Holocaust or the indiscriminate massacre of the civilian population in the occupied territories in the East. Indeed, as the Nuremberg trial reports show, all the Nazi chiefs accused of war crimes and crimes against humanity were hit by total amnesia. In the spring of 1945, when it became clear that Hitler had lost the war, "Loyal Heinrich" had been having for a long time secret talks behind Hitler's back with the British and the Americans, via Count Folke Bernadotte, the president of the Swedish Red Cross. Several meetings took place, and the culmination of his "loyalty" came after April 20, 1945, when Himmler showed up in the Fuehrer’s bunker to congratulate him on his birthday, reassuring Hitler of his firm, unshakable loyalty. Hitler subsequently found out about Himmler's betrayal from English broadcasts. After the customary fit of rage, the Fuehrer ordered the traitor’s removal from all public functions and his exclusion from the party. Since Himmler was not to be found, Hitler took revenge on another "traitor," his brother-in-law, the husband of Gretl, Eve Braun's sister, the "brave" SS General Hermann Fegelein, who was Himmler's liaison to Hitler's headquarters. A self-seeking criminal, Fegelein knew of the secret negotiations carried out by his superior, Himmler, but even he did not tell Hitler a word. He was found by the special squad sent by Hitler in his Berlin apartment, dressed in civilian clothes, in possession of a huge sum of money, in addition to gold and jewelry. Following Hitler's personal order, Fegelein was shot to death on the spot. Meanwhile, Himmler had shaven his famous mustache, removed his glasses, put a patch on his eye, and disguised himself as a soldier, but he was recognized a couple of weeks later and taken prisoner by the British. While under arrest, during a medical checkup, he bit into a cyanide pill and died a few minutes later. He was buried in an unknown place.  
 
    In fact, almost all the Nazi rulers of the time had dropped by to congratulate Hitler on his birthday, including Goering. He too took refuge away from Hitler, making efforts not to fall into Stalin’s hands. Goering’s intention was to take over from Hitler after the capitulation of Germany. Hitler's natural reaction was to condemn Goering to death for high treason. As usual, when the ship sinks, all the rats run away. His timely surrender to the Americans only temporarily saved Goering from judgment. He remained in American custody another year, until the Nuremberg trial. The only members of the clique that were left in the bunker with Hitler were Joseph Goebbels and Martin Bormann, Goebbels's wife, Magda, and Eva Braun, Hitler’s wife for only 48 hours. 
 
    Joseph Paul Goebbels was born in a relatively modest and God-fearing family of practicing Catholics. Catholic priesthood seemed the most natural career for the young, frail Joseph. Joseph himself did not reject the idea, as he confessed both to his mother and in his diary. Of course, in choosing his future career, his birth infirmity had its weight. Goebbels’s right leg was thinner and shorter and made him limp, in spite of a special orthopedic boot that he had to wear permanently. Ironically, the propaganda machine of the little, ugly, feeble, limping, dark-haired man was supposed to promote the pure Aryan type of German: tall, athletic, well-built, with blond hair and blue eyes. Of the whole Nazi clique in Hitler's entourage, Goebbels and the architect Albert Speer were the only intellectuals. Goebbels had successfully completed his studies of literature, history and philosophy at several German universities. In 1921, he earned his PhD from the renowned Heidelberg University. During this period of doctoral studies, the young Goebbels’s coordinators were two Jewish professors. I was curious to learn about their fate, but I haven’t been able to find out if they or their families survived the war. The student Goebbels had a prodigious memory, was polite, tidy, diligent, and cultured. His anti-Semitism was still "light". His sharp, virulent, lying tongue appeared a few years later. And, as a witticism attributed to Cicero goes, "Mendacem memorem esse oportet” – “A liar needs good memory”. Goebbels’s wife Magda did not raise a finger when her stepfather, a Jewish Belgian tycoon, who had raised her during her and her mother’s stay in Belgium, was sent to the Nazi camps, where he died. After completing his studies, Goebbels tried various trades to support himself: journalist, clerk, plus a few literary attempts without any personal or financial success. He isolated himself and his depressive state became his best friend. The divine salvation came from Adolf Hitler: enrolled in the Nazi party, Goebbels joined the national-socialist cause body and soul, and soon reached Hitler's inner circle. An accomplished speaker, like Hitler, he too practiced in front of the mirror, before using his oratorial talent and vast intellectual knowledge to promote Nazi ideas. One must remember the difficult economic, social and military situation of Germany after World War I, the millions of unemployed, the frequent workers’ strikes, the universally resented Treaty of Versailles, to explain at least in part where the power of the nationalist socialist movement of Adolf Hitler was coming from. Many historians rightly ascribe to Goebbels and his lying propaganda a great deal of merit in Hitler's victory in the 1932 general elections. There were two rounds of elections in that year. After the first, President Hindenburg failed to form a stable government; after the second round, Hitler obtained nearly seven million votes. The old field marshal and President of the Weimar Republic invested Hitler Chancellor on January 30, 1933. Goebbels was rightfully delighted, for he had finally reached his ideal. He was full of energy, present and active everywhere. No trace was left of the depressed, isolated and withdrawn Goebbels of the past years. Hitler was the political genius and the leader he was looking for. Abandoning religion, he adopted a hard line against the Catholic Church of Germany. Like Himmler, he wanted to make it disappear forever. The officially undeclared cause was, of course, the non-Aryan Jesus Christ, who was in complete contradiction with the Nazi ideology and the Nuremberg racial Laws. It was unimaginable that the best of all races, the German one, should worship a Jew, even if he was the founder of the Christian religion. The divergence with the Vatican and the Pope were rather a matter of protocol. If, after the war, Stalin ironically asked, "How many divisions does the Pope have?", Hitler did not even bother to ask such a question. Another major issue on Goebbels’s hands was anti-Semitism, which had become an official state policy and a hysterical obsession in the country. He vastly contributed to the systematic and continuous washing of the German brain. On August 2, 1934, the old President Hindenburg died, providing Hitler with the long-awaited opportunity to combine the president and chancellor offices into one. A new special title was invented for Adolf Hitler, Fuehrer und Reichskanzler (Leader and Reich Chancellor). To be precise, Dictator. Named Minister of Propaganda and Public Enlightenment of the Reich, Goebbels gained control of all the information and misinformation in Germany. Everything was censored, from newspapers and magazines to theaters and the cinema industry. In addition to the increasingly violent anti-Semitism, the persecution of the clergy, in particular the Catholics, also intensified. Suddenly Goebbels appeared as a great moralist, pleading for the exemplary German-Aryan family and for education in a new spirit, encouraging German women to give birth to as many children as possible. His cynicism reached its peak with his reputation as a womanizer. While he was married to Magda and was a father, he would fall in love with various women, including a very attractive, but non-Aryan Czech actress, Lida Baarova. Only Hitler's personal intervention, at the request of Magda Goebbels, put an end to the affair. Otherwise, Hitler was very pleased with Goebbels’s feats and loyalty. In their turn, as a sign of appreciation and adoration, the Goebbelses gave all their six children (a boy and five girls) only names starting with the letter H (Helga, Holde, Hilde, Heide, Hedda and Helmut). The only person who was able to compete with Goebbels was the very talented film director Leni Riefenstahl, who shot the Nazi propaganda film "Triumph of the Will" in 1934 in Nuremberg. In it, Hitler appears as a positive hero, a savior of Germany, almost a god. Hitler used the airplane whenever he was pressed for time, and in the film the shadow of his plane famously hovers over the crowded stadium. The appearance of the airplane over those present in the Nuremberg stadium had an almost mystical effect. Was it the Messiah in person descending from heaven? Undoubtedly, the gifted Riefenstahl knew well the master she was faithfully serving. Like many others, after the war she found it very hard to explain her past. Goebbels's loyalty to Hitler was proven one last time when he decided that together with his wife and six children they would stay with Hitler in the bunker until the end. He and Martin Bormann were the witnesses of the upsetting scene of the notorious marriage ten feet below the ground between Adolf Hitler and his mistress Eva Braun, who became, for a few hours, Mrs. Hitler (April 29, 1945). The next day, the newlyweds committed suicide, their bodies being subsequently laid in one of the many craters made by the endless bombing of the Soviet artillery, and burned in what was once the garden of the Reich Chancellery. Hitler’s last will and testament, after Goering and Himmler’s betrayal, re-affirmed the designation of Admiral Karl Dönitz as president, while Goebbels was made chancellor. But Goebbels was chancellor only for one day, because on May 1, 1945, one day after Hitler's suicide, he also committed suicide, together with his wife and their six children, after SS doctors poisoned them at their request. The German proverb, "Wer A gesagt, muss auch B sagen” – Who said A must also say B, in other words, in for a penny, in for a pound, perfectly suits their case. Dr. Joseph Goebbels, the intellectual with a degree in Letters from the University of Heidelberg, played his part to the very end. 
 
    Rudolf Hess (not to be confused with Rudolf Höss, the sinister commandant of the largest extermination camp, Auschwitz-Birkenau) was Hitler’s deputy and third in the Nazi hierarchy after Hitler and Goering. Hess was born in Alexandria, Egypt, where his owned a flourishing business. At that time, the Ottoman rulers of Egypt encouraged German ethnics to come to Egypt. Things changed radically after the First World War, when Egypt fell into Britain’s sphere of influence. The father's business was expropriated, and financial insecurity set in. Rudolf fought in World War I, was injured and, of course, received a medal. After the war, he dedicated his time to his favorite hobby, piloting, and even obtained a pilot's license. He enrolled at the University of Munich, and became Professor Karl Haushofer’s admirer, disciple and friend. At university he first heard, from Professor Haushofer, his theory on "Lebensraum", the necessary vital space for the German people to develop and prosper, which promoted German expansion into Eastern territories. A passionate supporter, Hess persuaded Hitler to turn it into one of the Nazis’ brand names. A consistent anti-Semite even before meeting Hitler, Hess joined the Nazi party as soon as it was founded. His anti-Semitic activity grew in parallel with the organization of violent rallies, threats and street fights. He participated with Hitler in the Munich Beer Hall Putsch, with the stated purpose of taking first the city of Munich and then all the land of Bavaria. A year earlier, in 1922, following the march of Italian fascists on Rome, Benito Mussolini had managed to take over power in Italy. Hitler was really fascinated by Mussolini's personality at the time. But his own move, which involved thousands of supporters, failed, and Hitler and Hess were sentenced to several years in prison. Released after less than one year of detention, they immediately resumed their "revolutionary" activity, with increased energy and determination. During the detention period, Hitler wrote and dictated to Hess his book Mein Kampf, which would become compulsory reading after his rise to power. In this respect, Hitler's book is comparable to the faked Revised History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, published under Stalin, and Mao's Little Red Book. After Hitler became chancellor on January 30, 1933, Hess remained his deputy in the party. He fully supported all of Hitler’s decisions, including the infamous Nuremberg Laws, the violent elimination of all the political opponents, the establishment of the first camps, and so forth. He was advanced to SS General and, as mentioned above, became the third most important person in the German Reich. Although Hess's anti-Semitism grew with the persecution of the German Jews, he still circumvented the racist laws when necessary: he obtained an Aryan certificate for the Jewish wife of his beloved mentor and professor, Karl Haushofer. This conditional racist madness is very interesting: Goering and Dönitz procured similar certificates, moreover, signed by Hitler himself, attesting to the Aryan origins of their adjutants and close collaborators from the air force and the navy respectively, who were not pureblood Aryans. In May 1941, about a month before the invasion of the Soviet Union, after giving it some thought, Rudolf Hess remembered about his pilot's license. He began training again, and eventually flew to Scotland with the stated goal of reaching an agreement with Britain to give Germany a free hand in the East, while Germany promised in return that it would not target the possessions of the Empire on which the sun never set.  
 
    Most certainly, Hess knew of the imminent invasion of the Soviet Union. It is equally certain that Hitler was aware of Hess's plan. Heinz Linge, Hitler's personal valet, describes in his memoirs Hitler's attitude to Hess's "fleeing". Linge, who knew Hitler and his reactions in various circumstances very well and had witnessed his sham fits of rage before, is firmly convinced that the Fuehrer knew about the plan and was not taken by surprise. Nevertheless, Hitler put all his histrionic talent into play. Hess was removed from all positions and officially declared mad. But, since madness did not go along well with the Nazi leadership’s morals, Goebbels was advised to slow down on the Hess case in newspapers and cinema newscasts.  
 
    After having trained properly, including the special preparation of the Messerschmitt jet, to which had been added new fuel tanks, once over Scotland, Hess parachuted himself in order to avoid disclosing to the British the advanced technology of the German plane, which went crashing. However, he never met Winston Churchill in person, nor any other British cabinet member, and no talks were held with the English. He was put behind bars and, at the end of the war, he appeared with his confreres before the Nuremberg International War Crimes Tribunal. His pitiful behavior and cheap circus, the sudden amnesia he suffered ultimately won him "only" a life sentence, although the Soviet judge, who was in minority, justifiably required the capital punishment. Thus, Hess joined six other criminals sentenced by the tribunal to several years in jail, and all of them served time at Spandau prison in West Berlin. After a few years, the other six defendants, among which Karl Dönitz, Erich Raeder, and Albert Speer, were, one by one, released, and Rudolf Hess remained the only detainee at Spandau, until he strangled himself to death, at the age of 93, in 1987. The countless attempts to reduce his term and liberate him were always met by the opposition of the Soviets, the management of the prison being secured by all four victorious powers. After Hess's death, the family buried him in the cemetery of Wunsiedel. His place of eternal rest became, as expected, a pilgrimage site, a kind of sanctuary, a monument to the last authentic representative of the old Nazi guard, providing good occasions for protests and commemorations by both old and neo-Nazis. Consequently, it became necessary to exhume the body and cremate it. The ashes were then scattered. 
 
    Hitler's foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, was born in a Protestant family. His father was a career officer in the Kaiser’s army. As a child and adolescent he spent time in various European countries and acquired a good mastery of French and English, which would help him a lot in his later career in business. He did profitable business, especially with alcoholic beverages, in Canada and the United States. He returned to Germany on the eve of the First World War, and fought on both fronts as an officer. Later he was drawn to the Nazi movement, especially to Hitler, whose staunch supporter he became. Because of his self-importance and the habit of putting on airs, he was not wholly accepted by the Nazis of the old guard. Hitler approached him for his experience and his many contacts, not only in business, around the world. Sent as ambassador to Britain in 1936, he forged many contacts, especially with the British aristocracy, attempting to influence the Royal House to the benefit of Germany, but he did not fully understand that Britain’s foreign policy was the exclusive competence of the British Government, not of the Royal House, despite all the respect and popularity the royals enjoy even today. In 1938, Hitler named him Foreign Minister of the Reich. He enrolled as a member of the Nazi party, becoming one of its hardliners with regard to both anti-Semitism and Hitler's plans of conquest and territorial expansion. Ironically, many of Ribbentrop's business partners were German Jews, especially from Berlin, and he also had close business connections with Jews outside Germany, who saw him as a good friend and business partner. None of them foresaw his subsequent evolution as a convinced Nazi, who became an anti-Semite and a blind supporter of Adolf Hitler overnight. Of all the diplomatic treaties concluded as foreign minister, the most important is undoubtedly the Non-aggression Pact between Germany and the Soviet Union, signed with great pomp in Moscow, in the presence of Stalin, on August 23, 1939. On this occasion, Stalin made a toast in honor of his friend Adolf Hitler, whom he highly appreciated for his great achievements. After Molotov's trips to Berlin, which included meetings with Hitler, and Ribbentrop’s visits to Moscow, including meetings with Stalin, one of the most diabolical agreements in modern history was signed between the two dictators, who actually never met in person. What with the outbreak of the war, Ribbentrop has less and less work to do, diplomacy being replaced, as usual, by the clatter of weapons. Ribbentrop’s proximity to Hitler facilitated his presence and permanent contact with the Nazi hard core of the old guard (Goering, Himmler, Goebbels, Bormann). Nevertheless, Ribbentrop’s importance as foreign minister declined very much during the war. In fact, Hitler did not need him anymore. Once the war was lost, Ribbentrop took care to fall prisoner, not to his former Soviet negotiating partners, but to the Allied Forces. Arrested, he joined the other top Nazis at the war crimes trial in Nuremberg. He was sentenced to death as a war criminal and was hanged in October 1946, cremated, and his ashes were scattered. "Vae victis” – Woe to the vanquished, exclaimed a hero from the ancient Roman historian Livy’s book. Ribbentrop’s Soviet counterpart Molotov was on the winning side. He died in 1986, at the honorable age of 96, in his bed. Surprisingly perhaps, the only threat ever to Molotov's life came from Stalin, who had put him on his black list, in his last months.  
 
    Albert Speer was Hitler’s favorite architect and the Minister of Armaments and War Production. Born in a well-off family, an important thing during the economic crisis after the First World War, the young Albert could attend the Polytechnic schools in Munich and Berlin, which still enjoyed a solid scientific reputation both in Germany and abroad. Freshly out of school with an architect’s degree, the young man, who had high professional aspirations and was aware of his professional worth, gave up the university career that he deserved. He recounts in his memoirs his increasingly closer ties to Hitler who, like Stalin, dreamed of raising monumental, megalomaniac constructions one after another – in his case, buildings worthy of the Third Reich. The ambitious young architect was the man Hitler had been looking for for a long time, and became his favorite, although he had at his disposal several other no less talented architects. Their collaboration soon proved fruitful, so Speer gained access to the Fuehrer’s most intimate circle. Hitler, who had his own inclinations for drawing and painting, was often seen spending hours in Speer’s company, bent over a drawing board and discussing grandiose construction projects. Hitler's intention was to leave to posterity lasting, imposing monuments to remind future generations of the greatness of the Third Reich. These prolonged working meetings are described in the memoirs of Hitler's valet, Heinz Linge, and by Hitler's adjutant, Otto Günsche. Later, Speer admitted that he had realized very early that Hitler's goal was to conquer all of Europe in the first phase, therefore his constructions had to represent the strength and greatness of the Third Reich, and of course glorify the person of Adolf Hitler. As a prominent member of the Nazi party and chief architect, after several smaller projects in Berlin, for the headquarters of the Nazi party and Goebbels’s propaganda ministry, Speer began to receive orders befitting his professional talent and expertise. He designed the famous Nuremberg stadium, Zeppelinfeld, adding novel audio-visual effects (1933). Later, Leni Riefenstahl used the place for the artistic-propagandist part of her film, with ample scenes shot from original angles and positions, beginning with Hitler’s flight over the stadium. The special effects, the filming of the plane and its shadow concomitantly, the atmosphere and the impression on the crowd lifted Hitler to the status of a modern god. Speer also designed Hitler's chancellery in Berlin. However, Hitler's plans for the total reconstruction of the capital city of the Reich could not be fulfilled because war broke out, and because of the enormous costs incurred by such an extravagant project. Before the war, however, Speer managed to build a modern stadium for the 1936 Berlin Olympics. During the last three years of war, from 1942 to 1945, he spent a lot of energy as Minister of Armaments and War Production. He significantly increased the production of weapons of all types, from tanks and planes to warships and U-boats. One thing became very clear, in particular after the war, namely that Hitler would have never found a better man than Speer for this purpose. Even during the Allied bombing of industrial and armament targets, Speer always found the right solution for weapons production to be resumed with the same intensity as before and in the shortest possible time. At one point, Germany had too many weapons for the remaining combat troops. It was very difficult for Speer to explain to the judges at the Nuremberg court some incriminating facts such as the inhumanness of forced labor and the high mortality among the slave workers brought from Nazi concentration camps. Arrested in Flensburg at the end of May 1945, when he had become a member of the ghost government of Hitler's successor, Admiral Dönitz, he was tried and sentenced for war crimes. He was accused, among other things, of prolonging the war by weeks or months, due to his organizational capacity. Albert Speer was the only accused criminal in Nuremberg who assumed and recognized "a moral fault" and apologized for his deeds. Of course, he did not know anything about the Holocaust, nor about the crimes of the Wehrmacht and the SS, not even about the exhausting labor of the camp prisoners who drudged under his supervision. This blessed amnesia, sometimes total, sometimes partial, worked perfectly during the Nuremberg trial, as well as in his memoirs. It was the disagreement among the judges at Nuremberg that saved him from the gallows, although some reckoned that this was the just punishment for him. Sentenced to 20 years in prison, Speer was released in 1966. Some of the time he served at Spandau was spent in the company of Hitler's adjutant Rudolf Hess. Speer suffered a stroke while on a visit to London, in 1981. He was 76.  
 
    During the Nuremberg trial, American psychiatrists carried out some IQ tests whose purpose was to establish the degree of intelligence of various Nazi war criminals. Albert Speer had the highest IQ, well above the average of the other defendants. Second came Hermann Goering.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Molotov, Malenkov, Kaganovich, Beria, Khrushchev  
 
      
 
    Stalin had a large number of military and civilian ministers and councilors. Within the regime’s limits of terror and fear, some of them were more remarkable than others. The first place is reserved for the man who was for several decades at the center of the Soviet and international political scene, sometimes more so than Stalin himself.  
 
    Vyacheslav Mikhailovich Skryabin, known as Molotov (from the Russian word for hammer) was born in a relatively modest Russian family from an outlying town of Tsarist Russia. He became famous after his appointment as Foreign Minister of the Soviet Union, in May 1939. His first term lasted 10 years, until 1949. The second was shorter, only three years (1953-1956), and came after Stalin's death in March 1953. Molotov belonged to the solid core of true, time-tested revolutionary Bolsheviks devoted body and soul to the cause of the revolution and the leader of the Bolshevik party, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, who attracted Molotov like a magnet. His enthusiasm in joining the Bolsheviks and the ideology of the party with which he identified himself drew him close to Lenin, whose loyal collaborator he remained until the latter’s death in 1924. Molotov had embarked on professional revolutionary activity when he was very young, around 16-17, as an underground journalist, printing and distributing the newspaper of the Bolshevik party, Pravda (Truth). Close to Stalin and protected by him, he was propelled into various leadership positions. The purpose of these appointments was, in fact, to strengthen the control of the party everywhere. Before the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Molotov was appointed Chairman of the Council of People's Commissars, a rather symbolic position, equivalent to that of prime minister. He was also for many years a leading member of the Political Bureau of the Communist Party, alongside Stalin. He is attributed a heavy blame for the collectivization of the Russian peasantry, forced into inefficient cooperative farms named kolkhozes and sovkhozes. But, as mentioned above, Molotov’s career skyrocketed with his appointment as Foreign Minister of the Soviet Union. Stalin, whose admiration for Hitler was beyond limits, was seeking a rapprochement with Nazi Germany, therefore he got rid of his Jewish foreign minister, Maxim Litvinov, a talented diplomat, in order to appease the anti-Semitic Hitler and von Ribbentrop for the upcoming contacts and negotiations. If Litvinov was considered first a diplomat, then a Bolshevik, Molotov was exactly the opposite. Interestingly, although Hitler received the news of Litvinov's replacement with satisfaction, as a sign of Stalin's desire to collaborate with Germany, the fact that Molotov's wife Polina Zhemchuzhina was Jewish did not upset him. As Foreign Minister of the Soviet Union, Molotov made several trips to Berlin, where he was cordially received by Hitler and began talks with his German counterpart von Ribbentrop. Their talks ended in the infamous Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact signed in August 1939. Both Stalin and Hitler hated the Poles. The pact stipulated by secret agreement not only the partition of Poland between Germany and the Soviet Union, but the actual dismantlement of the country as an independent state. There were further clauses relating to the annexation by the Soviet Union of the conquered Finnish territory. The Romanian province of Bessarabia and part of the Baltic States were also ceded to the Soviet Union. Hitler signed the agreement although he knew in advance that he would not comply with it, while the unwitting Stalin was firmly convinced that he had tricked Hitler. The official position advanced by the Soviets after the war was that Stalin, in his great wisdom and farsightedness, signed the pact with Satan to gain time and provide the Red Army with an additional period of proper military training. It was a purely mendacious figment of Soviet propaganda, with absolutely no real basis. The pact was signed in Moscow in a festive atmosphere, in the presence of Stalin, who toasted the health of the Fuehrer and Russian-German friendship.  
 
    Domestically, Molotov remained Stalin's faithful travel and crime companion, as state terror, arrests and executions went on as a mere routine in the everyday life of the Soviet population exposed to Stalin's ominous whims. Stalin forced Molotov too to sign execution lists, which today can be found in archives. After ten years as foreign minister, Molotov fell into disgrace and was dismissed and sidelined. He served for another three years after Stalin's death, until Khrushchev also released Molotov from office, during the de-Stalinization campaign which culminated in the removal of Stalin's corpse from Lenin's mausoleum, after the famous 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (1956). The cause was the unsuccessful attempt to overthrow him, planned by the old Stalinists led by Molotov. Molotov was partially rehabilitated by the next General Secretary of the Communist Party, Leonid Brezhnev.  
 
    Molotov was one of Stalin's closest collaborators. He was his boss’s equal partner at the notorious drunken binges at the Kremlin. It was Molotov who, at Stalin's express request, announced the invasion of the Germans and the outbreak of war on the radio to the Soviet people. The shocked Stalin was at the time at his Kuntsevo Dacha, in a wretched mental state. He was unable to take action or talk with the commanding officers. He had fallen absolutely silent and unresponsive, and did not even come to his office at the Kremlin in the first two weeks. Addressing the Soviet people on the radio was out of the question. The truth is that he expected to be discharged, as was the routine procedure in such situations in the world of communist dictatorship. This did not happen because the delegation of the Politburo, made up of bootlicking opportunists, members of Stalin's intimate circle, all cowardly and scared, came to Kuntsevo to beg him to return and take the lead in the war.  
 
    Although Molotov and his wife also suffered from Stalin's paranoia, he remained a convinced Stalinist to his last breath. As evidenced by the archival documents disclosed after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Stalin's death arrived in the nick of time, preventing the arrest and condemnation of both Molotov and Anastas Mikoyan. Unbelievable but true, these two faithful, true Bolsheviks of the old guard featured on Stalin’s black list without any real guilt. Their fate had already been decided by the paranoid Stalin, and it was only a matter of when, where, and how the balance of their lives would tilt from life to death. "There is only one step from the sublime to the ridiculous," said Napoleon in December 1812, after the disaster of his Russian campaign. His words befit both the Bolshevik-Stalinist couple, Vyacheslav Molotov and Anastas Mikoyan, and the signatory ministers of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Molotov died in his bed at the venerable age of 96 (1986), while his friend and colleague in "international business", von Ribbentrop, wound up his career in Nuremberg, hanging from a noose.  
 
    Georgy Maximilianovich Malenkov is one of the few in Stalin's intimate circle who possessed a modicum of culture and a vocabulary that helped him in contacts with foreign diplomats. He attended the Moscow Polytechnic courses for an engineer’s degree, but did not graduate, because he was attracted to the dynamic, tumultuous political life. Malenkov came from a well-to-do family of Orthodox Russians that valued children's education. After completing high school, he enlisted in the Red Army, climbing up to the rank of commissar during the Civil War that opposed the Red Bolsheviks to the anti-Bolshevik Whites. Luckily for him, Lenin, who was an acquaintance of his family since before the Revolution, protected him personally. This paved his way to the top of the Communist pyramid, until he became a member of the Politburo of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, without having met any unreasonable hindrances. At about the same time, Stalin adopted him politically. Loyal and obedient, opportunistic by conviction and criminal by training, he blindly carried out any action or desire expressed by Stalin. Very active during the Stalinist purges, especially the Moscow Trials for conspiracy and treason, he increasingly stood out as the true heir to Stalin. On his master’s instructions, he tried, among other things, to denigrate and prosecute several senior Red Army officers, the most visible target being Marshal Zhukov. The accusation concerned the marshal’s postwar friendship with the Allied Force commander, the American General Eisenhower, the future president of the United States. The longstanding relationship between the two men had been friendly from the outset., but the real cause of the attempt to denigrate and humiliate Zhukov was Stalin's hatred and jealousy of the huge popularity that the marshal enjoyed both in the army and among people. Stalin felt overshadowed and threatened by Zhukov, but there was never any evidence that the marshal planned a military coup. In fact, the Soviet leader saw in any man of his entourage who was too popular or too successful a potential competitor who had to be neutralized, and in the case of Zhukov, the job of gathering incriminating evidence simply fell on Malenkov. After Stalin's death, Malenkov dominated the political scene for only two years, cumulating both functions, General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and Chairman of the Council of Ministers. A few years later, he was completely marginalized by Nikita Khrushchev. Marshal Zhukov, who did not want to see the rebirth of Stalinism in the Soviet Union, took Khrushchev’s side unconditionally. Finally, vengeance (though without capital punishment, as in Stalin’s time) reached Malenkov in 1957, when he was eliminated from the Politburo. A few years later, he was excluded from the Communist Party, a severe punishment, and exiled to a peripheral republic beyond the Ural Mountains, in a minor position. When he retired he was all but forgotten by all. The convinced Bolshevik atheist found refuge in the Orthodox faith of childhood, becoming an active member of the local church.  
 
    If one is to seek merits in Malenkov's work, we should mention his supervision of two secret projects of national importance: the ballistic missile program and the atomic bomb project. His appointment by Stalin was due to the engineering skills acquired at the Moscow Polytechnic School. By capturing a number of German rocket scientists, some of which belonged to the group led by the famous Wernher von Braun in Peenemünde, the Soviet and German scientists further developed the V2 missile into the Vostok rocket that launched the first ever satellite, Sputnik, in October 1957. On the American side, the great rocket specialist Wernher von Braun, a former SS major, now an American citizen, built the powerful, sophisticated Saturn V, without which man would never have reached the Moon in July 1969. The V2, the first ballistic missile, had been launched 15 years earlier (1942). At the age of 86, in 1988, Malenkov died in Moscow, in total anonymity. The religious service and the funeral took place in a private family ceremony. At that time, Malenkov had been as good as dead for 27 years, after being excluded from the Communist Party and from other official state functions. A pitiful end for Stalin's all-powerful successor. 
 
    Lazar Moiseyevich Kaganovich was the longest surviving member of the old Bolshevik guard. Born in a family of Ukrainian Jews, he joined the Bolshevik movement when he was a young man, and soon became a party member, like his older brother Mikhail. A very efficient organizer, he held countless party and state positions across the Soviet Union. In all places, he was concerned above all with strengthening the power of the Soviet regime, by using any means, from arrest and deportation to physical elimination of the opponents. This was how he earned a reputation as “Iron Lazar”. Stalin valued the harsh, violent character of this “true revolutionary”, quite similar to his own “revolutionary" qualities. Kaganovici acceded to membership in the Political Bureau of the CPSU after grossly rigging the elections for general secretary of the party in Stalin’s favor at the 17th Congress, when the very popular Sergey Kirov was the favorite of the participants, while Stalin was trailing behind.  
 
    Kaganovich became a loyal follower and blind executor of Stalin’s orders. With revolutionary determination, he eagerly put into practice Stalin’s economic plan, which prescribed rapid industrialization and forced collectivization. Together with his good friend Molotov, years later he was accused of genocide against the Ukrainian people, during the famine induced after the rejection of collectivization, by confiscating the grain of the “recalcitrant anti-revolutionary” Ukrainian peasants (1932-1933). On the same occasion, the wealthy peasants, the kulaks, were deported. The total number of the victims of famine and deportation amounted to about 10 million. Kaganovich's favorite proverb (put by others into Stalin’s mouth), "To make an omelet, you’ve got to crack some eggs," is quite illustrative of Stalin and his clique’s way of thinking and acting. Although after Stalin's death he enjoyed the sympathy and understanding of the Party's new Secretary General, Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev (whose political mentor and defender he had been in the early years), the unsuccessful coup against Khrushchev ended Kaganovich’s political career. Exclusion from the party was the last blow and a great trauma that the convinced Stalinist had to endure. He lived in seclusion in Moscow, suffering from advanced Alzheimer's disease, until the venerable age of 98. The terrible illness did not allow him to realize a crucial historical fact: his life spanned the entire period from the proclamation of the Soviet Union to its dissolution in 1991. He was himself History. Kaganovich died in 1991. 
 
    Lavrenty Pavlovich Beria, who, like Stalin, had Georgian origins, was rightly compared with the top Nazi Heinrich Himmler, and not just for their similar titles, positions and honors. Like Himmler, Beria became at one point the strong man of the dictatorial regime: Minister of the Interior, head of the gulags, marshal of the Soviet Union, chief of the Soviet atomic project. Such a similarity between two unscrupulous criminals, opportunists and sycophants without a backbone, but always ready to betray their master, was rarely seen in history. While Himmler was in charge of the special units made of SS-troops which constituted Hitler's personal guard, Beria was in a similar position with Stalin, as boss of the special units of the NKVD. What a sinister, unprecedented coincidence! When it came to saving their own hides, both stooped to the ground. The lives of millions of people sent by them to death with a simple signature or gesture did not matter much. It was a different story when their own lives were at stake. Himmler (others say Goebbels) illustrated well these words attributed to Stalin: “The death of one person is a tragedy; the death of one million is a statistic.” Murdering millions was a mere statistic for these people. Stalin, in the delusion of the bloody “great purges” that he undertook in 1936-1938, was in the habit of first using his appointed executioners, the loyal NKVD chiefs, only to arrest them later and, after a show trial, send them to the firing squad. That is what happened to NKVD chief Genrikh Yagoda (1934-1936) and to his successor Nikolai Yezhov (1936-1938). The next boss was Lavrenty Beria, who managed the double performance of staying at the head of the NKVD for the longest time and surviving the Stalinist period, though not for long. It may well be that not only did they speak the same language, but they also appreciated the cuisine and select wines from the Georgian motherland. Perhaps a certain degree of nostalgia determined Stalin to keep Beria in office for so long and promote him. Beria was relatively cultivated, having studied at polytechnic school in Baku, Azerbaijan. There is no concrete data on whether he graduated or not. What is known is that he enlisted in the secret police, Cheka, at a young age, 19 or 20. His "professional leap" came with the blood shed in the popular anti-Bolshevik revolt of his Georgian compatriots, which cost the lives of several thousands (1924). Then he was decorated and advanced. Another well-known Georgian, a communist and head of the NKVD in the Caucasus region, Sergo Ordzhonikidze, introduced him to Stalin. Beria used the occasion to "pacify" the Transcaucasian republics, where Soviet power was unstable because it was unwelcome. With Stalin's approval, Beria went on with the repression and the deportations to the Siberian gulags. It was Beria who suggested to Stalin the physical elimination of Polish prisoners from the Soviet detention camps. Stalin approved, and more than 25,000 thousand Poles – intellectuals, priests, doctors, scientists, army officers – were slaughtered. The crime, which decapitated the Polish intelligentsia for a long time to come, took place on March 5, 1940, in the Katyn forest, about 20 kilometers from the city of Smolensk. Besides Beria, the approval seems to have been signed by both Kliment Voroshilov and Nikita Khrushchev. Stalin's cynicism was once more proven at a meeting in Moscow, when Sikorski, the representative of the Polish government in exile to London, asked him about the fate of the Polish prisoners. The poker-faced Stalin nonchalantly answered that he knew nothing. He promised Sikorski that he would look into the matter.  
 
    During the Second World War, Beria successfully conducted some intelligence and sabotage operations behind the frontlines. In the country, huge masses of political prisoners were turned into hard laborers for the Soviet war machine, while others were made soldiers and sent to the front. Meanwhile, intoxicated by the enormous power he wielded, Beria had turned into a sexually obsessed man. Without ever treating his syphilis, he carried on with his erotic affairs at will. Nobody could stand in his way or refuse anything to Stalin's executioner. Dozens of cases of rape reached the ears of comrades in the Politburo, but no action was taken against the almighty Beria. Who would have dared? We remember the love affairs of the short, ugly, swarthy, lame Goebbels, and Himmler's illegitimate child. As long as Stalin's protective wing existed, things went on and on in the same direction. Right after Stalin's death (March 1953), Beria and his ally Malenkov, who was named prime minister, tried to get hold of power. The members of the Politburo got really scared. In no case did they want them to take over: yet another Georgian – moreover, with a reputation as bad as Beria's. Thus, with the essential support of Marshal Zhukov and the armed forces (Beria had his own security troops at his disposal), they lined up behind Khrushchev. In June 1953, Beria was invited to a special meeting, a trap set up by the Supreme Presidium, a meeting in which he was harshly criticized, exposed, and condemned for his criminal deeds. Marshal Zhukov came in and arrested the surprised and totally unprepared Beria, who now understood that his two-decade-long game was over. Neither his guards, nor his special security troops could help him. Without the energetic intervention of Marshal Zhukov, things would have taken a whole new, nasty turn. During his detention and interrogation, Beria's cowardly, humble behavior disgusted both the investigators and the members of the Politburo. After a brief trial, in December 1953 he was shot, and his body was buried in an unknown place. Beria had outlived Stalin by no more than ten months. 
 
    Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev was undoubtedly the right man at the right place and time. After years of terrible terror, deportations and mass executions, when the paranoid Stalin was the sole ruler of the Soviet Union, Khrushchev’s election as leader at the Kremlin was finally good news. Nikita Khrushchev was born in a family of poor peasants, in a village on the border between Russia and Ukraine. As an adolescent he worked to support his family, but at the same time he began his public political activity, at first in a trade union of the miners of Donbas. Later, as a member of the Bolshevik party, he climbed the steps in the party hierarchy. The real jumpstart came with the help of his political mentor and protector, Lazar Kaganovich. He attempted to complete his studies, first at a provincial technical school, then at the Stalin Industrial Academy in Moscow. Although in his memoirs he claims that he graduated from both, there is no reliable evidence to confirm it. He was not a career officer: his only military “training" was as commissar of the Red Army during the Civil War, then in the Second World War, on the Ukrainian front in Kiev, where the Red Army suffered huge losses. Stalin did not allow the army to retreat, which would have avoided the encirclement. Called to the Kremlin to report on the defeat and the losses, after being humiliated in a public meeting by Stalin, Khrushchev was in danger of losing his life. However, Stalin decided to send him to the Stalingrad front instead. Although the real hero of Stalingrad's heroic resistance was General Chuikov, the commander of the 62nd Army, Khrushchev was not ashamed to arrogate major military merits. Khrushchev was made lieutenant general, then promoted in the party apparatus, first in the Central Committee, and then as a member of the Politburo. By then, Khrushchev already had a record of active participation, in fact more active than necessary, in the waves of Stalinist repression and deportations. The reward came from Stalin, who encouraged him, among other things, as a counterweight to other members of the Politburo, whom he constantly and wrongly suspected of plotting and disloyalty. As long as Stalin lived, such plots only existed in his sick mind and imagination. After Stalin's death, as shown previously, Khrushchev, helped by most members of the Political Bureau, thwarted the plans of the Beria-Malenkov couple, and was confirmed as General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (1953-1964). At the 20th Congress of the CPSU, in the plenary held on the last day, during a speech that took several hours, Khrushchev exposed the crimes and horrors of the Stalinist period and the initiator of the crimes, Stalin’s personal responsibility. Later, in his memoirs, Khrushchev recounts the tense silence in the conference room as he was delivering his speech. Its echoes were enormous worldwide, both in the communist and the non-communist countries. From here to Stalin's removal from Lenin's mausoleum there was but a small step. There followed an opening and some degree of liberalization that Khrushchev initiated as a new national program, in parallel with the de-Stalinization process. Of course, it was not liberalization in the Western sense, but people felt more free, without fear of the famous black van that would show up at night for arrests. It was a period of relaxation in art and literature, as censorship, although still in force, became more flexible. Khrushchev traveled abroad a lot, especially in the US and Western Europe, but also in the socialist countries under Soviet domination. He also visited countries of the so-called Third World. The heads of states, in particular those in the West, were surprised by his crude habits and rough manners, and by his endless, often incoherent talk. To those who knew him, the surprise of the diplomats during the circus he put up at the UN General Assembly in October 1960 was inexplicable. Visibly irritated that he was not given proper attention, Khrushchev took off his shoe and slammed the desk, in Stalinist style. Needless to say, such a vulgar gesture had never happened before at the United Nations General Assembly, nor did it happen again after Khrushchev. Competence comes with advancing years – “Seris venit usus ab annis," said Ovid in Metamorphoses. Khrushchev, an experienced adult, was 66 at the time. But he was also the undisputed leader of the Soviet Union and the entire socialist-communist bloc, in Europe and Cuba. All the eleven years he was in power were years of Cold War, despite the timid opening to the West. The freezing of relations with the West had been the official policy of the Soviet Union after the war. Stalin's frustration was evident because the Marshall Plan (named after George W. Marshall, US Foreign Secretary and Nobel Peace Prize winner), which delivered a most necessary aid for the reconstruction of Germany and other Western European countries, was a great success, while the Soviet Union was unable to provide a similar economic aid to Soviet-occupied countries. Only a decade later, the Western countries were prospering, while the countries of Eastern Europe lagged far behind. The gap between the East and the West of Europe is observable to this day.  
 
    The Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962 brought mankind to the brink of a new global war, this time a nuclear one. Only the firm reaction of the American President John F. Kennedy determined Khrushchev to withdraw his missiles from Cuba. But Khrushchev's great passion was the cosmic space. During his term, the massive, sustained support of the government for the Soviet space program finally yielded the long-awaited results. The Soviet Union became the first country to send a human into space. The historical flight of Vostok 1 with Yuri Alexeyevich Gagarin on board took place on April 12, 1961. The Russians held the supremacy in space, while the Americans were taken by surprise by this mission, which lasted nearly two hours and ended in success. After 11 years at the helm of the Soviet Empire, in October 1964, an ambush meeting removed Khrushchev from office, replacing him with Leonid Ilych Brezhnev. Although he was 70, Khrushchev suffered a great blow, which threw him into a depression that required medical treatment. He died in 1971 from a heart attack, in isolated retirement, at the age of 77. He was buried in the famous Novodevichy cemetery in Moscow, the resting place of many other dignitaries who did not get the honor to be buried in the Kremlin wall. Despite his fears, Khrushchev died quietly in his bed, although Stalin's shadow still loomed large, as it does even today.  
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    There is a clear distinction between the women in Napoleon’s family (the three sisters and his mother Letizia) and his two wives.  
 
    Madame Mère de Sa Majesté l'Empereur, Letizia Ramolino Buonaparte, born in Ajaccio, Corsica, was married to Carlo. They had thirteen children, of which Napoleon was the second. Only eight survived, five boys and three girls. Letizia was already a widow at 35, but she was a vigorous, intelligent woman with a strong character and she managed her large family with an iron hand. Napoleon’s father probably died of the same disease that would kill his son: stomach cancer. As a young officer, Napoleon made savings and sacrifices in order to send money to help his family back in Corsica. After the death of his father, Napoleon officially became the paterfamilias of the Bonaparte clan. Together with Mother Letizia, he decided to move the remaining family from Corsica to the mainland, in Marseilles. With his rise through the military and political ranks, Napoleon's financial situation significantly improved, which also reflected on the well-being of his family. Mother Letizia and her favorite child worked hand in hand. The emphasis was on the future of the three girls, all of them younger than Napoleon. When he became Emperor of the French Empire and King of Italy, the desire for quick enrichment went on at a faster pace. At the same time, mother Letizia focused on marrying the three sisters, looking for noblemen worthy of their own imperial rank, because in 1804, by a decision of the Senate, all the members of the Bonaparte family were given the title of “Imperial Highness”. Thus, they became the equals of all the royal houses of Europe. Letizia’s energy and ambition determined Napoleon, who could not resist his mother's demands, to name three of his brothers kings in different parts of the new empire. The closest brother to Napoleon and his counselor, Lucien, contented himself with the title of Prince Français. This is how mother Letizia, who was speaking fluent Italian and the Italian-Corsican dialect, but did not speak French (or rather, she spoke a language that sometimes resembled French), came to influence the affairs of the empire. When asked how things were going, she would say: "Everything is wonderful, if only it lasted!" How wise and deep are her words. After Napoleon's fall, Letizia retired to Rome, where she died at the age of 86, in 1836, outliving many of her children. In 1840, Napoleon's corpse was brought from island of Saint Helena to Paris and reinterred with the high military honors worthy of a national hero. He had died 15 years before his mother. 
 
    Napoleon’s sister Pauline Bonaparte was a duchess and imperial French Princess. Married twice with Napoleon's intercession, she was widowed after her husband, General Victor Leclerc, died from a tropical disease while heading a flotilla sent by Napoleon to the colony of Santo Domingo to quell a rebellion. After defeating the rebels and restoring French power, General Leclerc was appointed General Governor. His illness and premature death determined Pauline to return to Paris. After a short period as a young widow, Napoleon intervened again and arranged a new marriage, with a noble Italian, Prince Borghese. Napoleon and Pauline were very close, but their relationship cooled to some extent due to Pauline's lack of respect for Napoleon's second wife, Empress Marie Louise. Nevertheless, Pauline was the only sibling who not only visited Napoleon when he was in exile on Elba, but also brought with her an important sum of money to ease his life there. After Napoleon's failed attempt to return to power during the Hundred Days, Pauline retired to Rome, where she died four years after her brother, in relative anonymity. Pulmonary tuberculosis, incurable then, shortened her life. 
 
    Caroline Bonaparte, also born in Ajaccio, like all the Bonaparte children, is the best-known of Napoleon's sisters. She was married to one of Napoleon's most famous generals, Joachim Murat. Napoleon took care of Caroline, protecting her just as he did with all his brothers and sisters. When her husband became King of Naples, Caroline joined him as queen in conducting the affairs of the kingdom. Caroline could not suffer the "intruder" Josephine, and their relationships were cold and formal. Instead, she received Napoleon’s second wife, the archduchess and daughter of the Emperor of Austria, Marie Louise, with open arms and great warmth right from the border, before she proceeded on her way to Paris. Napoleon was thrilled by the reception Caroline gave his future wife. This time, even Mother Letizia was pleased with his choice. At the Notre Dame coronation ceremony on December 2, 1804, in spite of the organization and the astonishing éclat, Letizia had not been present because of her daughter-in-law Josephine, whom she rejected from the first moment. However, at the request of Napoleon, his favorite artist, David, who painted the scene of the coronation, later added mother Letizia as if she had been present at the ceremony. The painting can be seen at the Louvre. After Napoleon's final fall and his second exile, to St. Helena, Murat lost his kingdom too, along with his life. Caroline found refuge in Austria, where she married a nobleman and former minister. She spent her final years in Florence, where she passed away at the age of 57, three years after mother Letizia. 
 
    Elisa Bonaparte also held several titles: Countess, Duchess, Princess and of course Imperial Highness. She was also Princess of Piombino. Elisa was married to a Corsican aristocrat, the general Felice Baciocchi Levoy. They ruled energetically in the Grand Duchy of Tuscany, Carrara and Lucca. She introduced Napoleon's code, modernized justice, founded and supported hospitals that provided free healthcare, and encouraged the arts. All in all, a complete social revolution. The inevitable occurred with the fall of brother Napoleon. She found refuge, not without difficulty, in Trieste, which then belonged to the Austrian Empire. Elisa died aged 43 in Bologna. She was the only sibling who did not outlive Napoleon, and would be remembered for the energy with which she introduced modernity in the Italian regions under her rule. 
 
    Josephine (Marie Josèphe Rose) Bonaparte, Napoleon’s first wife, six years older than him, lived the same number of years – 51. (Josephine – 1763-1814, Napoleon – 1769-1821). Born on the island of Martinique, a French overseas territory, she was the daughter of French colonists who owned a sugar plantation. Since very young she became aware of her beauty, elegant manners, native intelligence, in brief her appeal that seduced everyone around. After her arrival in Paris, the beautiful young Creole soon became the hottest subject of the aristocracy's salons. In Paris she honed her power of seduction, but also the art of salon conversation, in line with the customs of the time. She became increasingly popular and sought after. Due to her sense of survival and advancement in life, she entertained more or less platonic relationships with various influential politicians and statesmen. Married young with Alexandre de Beauharnais, a nobleman, she had two children: Hortense (the mother of the future Emperor Napoleon III, the father being the son of Louis Bonaparte, Napoleon's brother), and Eugène. During the French Revolution, Josephine’s husband was among the aristocrats hunted by the revolutionaries. He was caught, imprisoned and executed for no other guilt than being a nobleman. Josephine was also jailed for a short time and would have had the same fate as her husband if the great leader of the French Revolution and sponsor of the Terror, the “incorruptible” Robespierre, hadn’t met his own end under the guillotine. When the terror ceased, Josephine was released and subsequently reinstated to her rights and property that had been confiscated during the revolution. If the revolution and its terror had not come to be, the young Beauharnais couple would have probably had a normal life, together with their two children. Likewise, if Robespierre had not been guillotined in time, Josephine would never have met Napoleon, and we would not be reading now about Napoleon's great love for her, as it transpires from their passionate love letters, some of which still exist. The torrid nature and the jealousy of the meridional Napoleon is present in and between the lines. If it hadn’t been for her marriage to Napoleon, Josephine would not have gone down in history. But, as in any marriage, one partner loved more than the other, and in their case it was Napoleon who was head over heels. In 1796, a year after they first met, Napoleon and Josephine got married despite vehement opposition from the entire Bonaparte clan with mother Letizia at its head. The main cause of their opposition was the six-year age difference, but Josephine’s social status was also at issue, because she was a widow with two children. But, under Napoleon's protective wing, both children, which Napoleon adopted, pursued careers they could have never dreamed of. Napoleon Bonaparte's magnanimity was sometimes unbounded towards his soldiers, officers, close relatives, counselors, ministers, and of course the members of the Bonaparte family. The love of his life was Josephine, although both – especially Napoleon – were leading quite libertine lives. Over the years, especially as Napoleon was no longer just the commander of the army in Italy or the Egyptian campaign, the impossibility of having an heir from Josephine developed, day by day, into a serious state issue, and Napoleon's concern with the continuity of the dynasty became imperative. Consequently, in January 1810 he divorced Josephine, and two months later he married Marie Louise, an archduchess and the daughter of the Habsburg Austrian Emperor, Francis II. A year later, Napoleon and Marie Louise's son, Napoleon II, was born, and Napoleon finally saw his dream come true. Through the political and military alliance with a great European power, Austria, and with the recognition of the Bonaparte dynasty as equal among the European royal houses of Russia, England, Prussia and Austria, Napoleon acquired the legitimacy he needed. Napoleon learned of the death of Josephine in 1814, when he was in exile on the island of Elba. During the Hundred Days, while in Paris, Napoleon went to visit the chateau at Malmaison where they had lived together. Was it pure nostalgia? Longing? Remorse? Memories? We will never know. According to the testimonies of those who accompanied him in the second exile, to Saint Helena, Napoleon often spoke melancholically about Josephine and their time together. He had changed her name to Josephine, instead of Rose, and, in her turn, her influence on him was immense. She was the only person who managed to temper his volcanic character, always ready to erupt, offering him the tranquility of a home and the brilliance of celebrations during the Empire. The end of their story was not a happy one. 
 
    Marie Louise Bonaparte, Napoleon’s second wife and mother of his only natural son, was 22 years his junior. Born in Vienna, the daughter of Emperor Francis II of Austria found herself, without too much preparation, the wife of Napoleon Bonaparte and French Empress. Although it was a young empire, created by the will and force of his arm, Napoleon succeeded in a relatively short time to transform France into the leading economic and military power of Europe. The idea of marriage had been preoccupying Napoleon for some years, since Josephine could not provide a successor. After many delays from the Tsar, whose sister Napoleon would have liked to marry, Napoleon gave up the idea of an alliance with Russia, redirecting his efforts towards the Austrian imperial house. As for the failure of the Russian option, it was largely due to the tireless effort of the Austrian foreign minister, Prince Klemens von Metternich, who did everything possible to avoid his country’s being squeezed between the two great powers, Russia and France. The career diplomat, one of the most brilliant of his century, played a decisive role in arranging Marie Louise's marriage to Napoleon. Austria and France had been at war for over two decades, since the French Revolution, so peace and good relations were welcomed and mutually beneficial. Marie Louise's own will was insignificant among these cold political considerations. Following the custom, the marriage was announced only after all the details had been arranged and the signatures put down. One year later, in 1811, Napoleon II was born. Interestingly, in 1813, after Napoleon’s defeat in Russia and at the hands of the new coalition against him, once back in Paris he tried to revive the customs of the imperial court in its glorious days: magnificent balls, glamorous receptions, strolls outside the city with Marie Louise and little Napoleon II, and so forth. Napoleon was making enormous efforts to return to a kind of normality, even though he knew that the next war was knocking at the door. The disastrous withdrawal from Russia, with no more than one third of the Grande Armée left, was not good news. During their short marriage (1810-1814), good understanding and mutual respect reigned in the unusual couple, despite the age difference. Marie Louise was a quiet, polite, modest wife who always supported her husband, especially in the challenging situations that came later. Besides, she was a warm mother, full of attention and affection for her son, to whom she was very bound. Later on she had two more marriages, the first of them after Napoleon's death in exile. This one was also the result of the long hand and the manipulations of the Austrian Talleyrand, von Metternich. From the marriage to the Austrian Count of Neipperg she had three children. A third marriage came after the death of her second husband, but there were no other children. Meanwhile, Napoleon’s only natural son fell ill with pneumonia and died of tuberculosis, only 21 years old, in 1832. Although he was buried in Vienna, during the occupation of France by German troops in the Second World War, Hitler ordered the transfer of Napoleon II's remains to Paris, to be entombed next to his father’s, at the Dome des Invalides. The heart of Napoleon II stayed in Vienna. Historians do not agree on the significance of the gesture made by Hitler in 1940.  
 
    Following the Treaty of Fontainebleau, in April 1814, when Napoleon was dethroned and exiled under relatively generous, even luxurious conditions, to the island of Elba, Marie Louise received the Duchies of Parma, Piacenza and Guastalla, also preserving the title of Empress. She ruled over these duchies until her death in 1847. Although she passed away in Parma, her eternal resting place, as a member of the imperial family, is in the family vault in Vienna. She was only 56 years old and she was leaving a great history and personal tragedy behind.  
 
    It is not my intention to describe all of Napoleon’s escapades and love affairs, therefore I’ll confine myself to the women who meant something in his life. Obviously, with glory came an increasing number of women swarming around him. They were equally attracted by his power, his personal charm, and the mystery that surrounded him. The cold distance that Napoleon kept, not to say his contemptuous attitude towards the fair sex in his youth, slowly melted in time. Arriving in Paris during the Revolution, he was shocked by the political power and influence wielded by women in their fashionable salons, where politics was discussed and coalitions formed or disintegrated, in short, where destinies and careers were worked out. A young general of the Republic and then a Director, Napoleon understood very early the role of women in the political life of his country. His had his first sexual experience probably around the age of 17-18. As a young officer assigned to military units in southwest France, around Marseilles, he used to frequent brothels in the area. He had a talent for writing, recognizable in the impressions of his first sexual intercourse, with descriptions of his bodily excitement, but especially the turmoil of his soul, both before and after the act.  
 
    Napoleon also wrote a novelette whose heroes were himself, of course under pseudonym, and his 16-year-old fiancée, Désirée Clary. Although Désirée was a member of the Bonaparte family (her older sister was married to Joseph, Napoleon's brother), she was left by Napoleon, who was always in love with another woman, until he finally met the beautiful, sensual and intelligent Creole, Josephine. After breaking the engagement, Napoleon continued to care for the disconsolate Désirée, who was still in love with him, who later became Queen of Sweden and Norway. The warmth of their relationship comes to light in a letter sent by the abandoned woman shortly before Napoleon’s marriage to Josephine. It is a tender, sincere, wishing-well letter, reassuring Napoleon once again of her eternal love and devotion. Their correspondence lasted years, until Napoleon's exile. Désirée was openly accepted by the Bonapartes and very close to all of them. She did a lot of service to Napoleon, either at her own initiative or at his request. The confidence that Napoleon had in Désirée was complete and, in her turn, she never disappointed him. This may be proof that pure youthful love is never forgotten. Désirée outlived Napoleon by almost four decades. 
 
    Eléonore Denuelle was the woman who made Napoleon divorce his wife Josephine. The cause was as simple as it was plausible. She gave Napoleon a son, Charles, the future Count Léon, his first illegitimate child. After an affair that lasted about two years, Napoleon had her married with one of his officers, and as a caring father and gentleman, as it turned out later, he rewarded Eléonore imperially. Eleonor lived to be 81, outliving Napoleon by almost half a century. 
 
    Despite the interdiction, Pauline Fourès, known as the Egyptian wife or Napoleon's Cleopatra, went to Egypt with her husband, a cavalryman who participated in Napoleon's campaign. She was the only woman in the entire Napoleonic army in Egypt, because the immense love for her husband could not bear the idea of separation for such a long period of time. On the other hand, Napoleon had left his wife Josephine, from whom he had separated with great sorrow, back in Paris. Pauline was described by contemporaries as an energetic woman, blonde, beautiful, intelligent, and possessing a great slender body. Nothing to remind of the famous nose of the queen of Egypt and wife of Julius Caesar, and later of Mark Antony. Napoleon’s Cleopatra, Pauline Fourès, became his official mistress during the French military campaign in Egypt. The two behaved like a perfect couple. However, when Napoleon was forced to leave his army Egypt, under the command of General Kleber, Pauline was left behind, somewhat amazed at Napoleon's gesture. But Napoleon, with his political instinct and native intelligence, had come to the conclusion that at that moment his place was in Paris, not Egypt. He was preparing to dump an anachronistic institution, the Directorate, which had ruled in France for four years. Pauline, with her overactive and unpredictable nature, was not exactly an asset in the attempt to keep his immaculate image of a hero of France, and their bond was never resumed. Pauline outlived him by almost half a century. She died at 91. Although, after her divorce, she married again twice, many years later she still remembered her hero lover from Egypt with infinite nostalgia. 
 
    Maria Walewska, née Laczynska, was born in an old family of Polish nobles. She was rich, beautiful, young and well-known among the Polish aristocracy. At 19, she married another Polish aristocrat, Count Walewski. At that time, an age difference of 50 years between the spouses, as in this case, was not uncommon. When she was 20, she met Napoleon for the first time, in Poland, and the little idyll between the two quickly turned into a strong, consuming love. She is described as a proud, elegant woman with a strong personality that commanded respect. Napoleon, who was approaching 40, was in full glory, but despite his rich record of romantic adventures, he had never met a woman with such class. He was spellbound and conquered. A boy was born from their relation, who was adopted by the old Count Walewski and recognized as his son. The love between Maria and Napoleon was so powerful that Napoleon was writing fewer and fewer love letters to Josephine. He completely changed his plans and schedule in the summer of 1806, while in Poland with Maria Walewska. The days he spent then and there were the most beautiful and peaceful in his tumultuous life. It is hard to know to what extent the famous French phrase "coup de foudre" is relevant to this love story, because a rumor circulated, from the very beginning of their relationship, that the Polish aristocracy would have forced Maria’s hand for purely patriotic reasons, using her as a bait in order to secure Napoleon's support for the rebirth of Poland as an independent state. In 1795, Poland had virtually disappeared from the map of Europe, being divided between the great powers – Russia, Prussia and Austria. The historic link between Poland and France dated back to the time of the kings of France, hence the relatively large number of Polish soldiers and officers who fought in the Napoleonic wars in Italy, and later with the French army against Prussia and Russia. A great number of Poles also enlisted in Napoleon's Grande Armée prior to the unfortunate campaign to Russia in 1812. However, in 1806-1807, Napoleon was interested in keeping good relations with the Tsar and, following the Treaty of Tilsit (1807), he only founded the Grand Duchy of Warsaw, to give Poles some hope for the future. Since it was under French control, the duchy had limited independence. Of course, the Poles' disappointment with Napoleon was as great as their hope in the rebirth of Poland as a sovereign state on its whole territory. The duchy existed as long as Napoleon was able to support it, until 1813, when his lucky star left him for good. By then, his influence and military power was already in decline. In 1810, after four years of passionate infatuation from which a child was born, Napoleon broke up with Countess Walewska. For state reasons, he was already negotiating with the Imperial House of Austria a possible marriage to Marie Louise. Remarried to Count d'Ornano, Maria died at 31 in Paris of an unknown disease. Later she was reinterred in the family crypt in her native Poland. In her short life, she had three sons from three different men: Count Walewski, Napoleon Bonaparte, and Count d'Ornano. Unlike many of Napoleon's famous or unknown love affairs, the relationship with Maria Walewska had a serious side to it. Suffice it to remember that, on various and repeated occasions, Napoleon called her "my Polish wife" in public. 
 
      
 
      
 
    



  
 


Hitler 
 
      
 
    Unlike Napoleon, who left many written accounts, memoirs, confessions, letters, especially from the exile on the island of Saint Helena, Adolf Hitler, a controversial, volatile character, remained rather a mystery as far as his love life and women are concerned. What is absolutely certain is that he felt embarrassed and hung-up in their presence, especially if their age was closer to his own. He preferred young women, even minors, with whom he felt at ease, and who made his complex miraculously disappear. On Hitler’s alleged pedophilic inclinations, opinions are still divided. In any case, he preferred younger women, at least 20 years his juniors. In 1927-1928, Hitler was the leader of the small Nazi party. From Munich he often took trips to Berchtesgaden, where he had a cottage, rented with party money. That is where he first met the 16-year-old Maria Reiter.  
 
    Maria Reiter was from Berchtesgaden. She worked as a sales clerk (according to other sources, as a waitress) to help her family in Obersalzberg. Hitler was 22 years older, almost 39. This "magical" difference may be seen in his next relationships too: his niece Geli Raubal was 19 years and Eva Braun 23 years his juniors. It wasn’t hard for him to make an impression on Maria Reiter: he was a well-known political leader, he had money, he was elegant and tastefully dressed, he owned a luxury apartment in Munich and a Mercedes car, and above all he was unmarried. Of course, all his material possessions were paid from the party's coffers. In 1927-1928, such living standards and pleasures of life were not at everyone’s fingertips. Hitler wrote beautiful letters in which he declared his love, albeit without committing himself too much. His advice was always overbearing, due to the advantage of dealing with younger, less experienced women. The affair between Maria Reiter and Hitler would have continued if she had accepted his proposal to live together in his Munich apartment, with a vague promise of marriage in the future. For the time being, Hitler was only concerned with his duty and the historical "mission" to overhaul Germany from its foundations and rebuild its strong military power, dented by the Treaty of Versailles. Maria Reiter refused Hitler’s plan, pleading for immediate marriage. So they broke up, she got married, but she divorced soon after. She would later meet Hitler again, and they maintained a relatively regular correspondence until the spring of 1945. In her memoirs, published in Germany years later, she remembers the diminutives and hypocoristics used by Hitler, either orally or in writing. He did the same with Eva Braun, as a sign of intimacy and affection, a fact confirmed in his memoirs by Hitler's valet, Heinz Linge. Napoleon, instead, changed the name of his mistresses. Thus, Rose became Josephine forever. Likewise, he used diminutives for Desirée Clary, Marie Louise and Maria Walewska. 
 
    Winifred Wagner was born to English parents. She went down in history not as the wife of Siegfried, Richard Wagner’s son, but rather for her close, some say quite intimate, relationship with Adolf Hitler, which lasted from the 1930s to Hitler’s death and the fall of the Nazi regime. In his youth, Hitler discovered Wagner’s music. However, he was not interested in Wagner's entire musical work. His preference did not include Wagner’s novel music, his Romanticism, or works such as Tannhäuser and Lohengrin. He was interested in those pieces that glorified the “pureblood” German: a strong, courageous, fearless Teuton, way "superior" to other members of the human race, and of course blue-eyed and light-haired. On the other hand, Hitler identified with the veiled anti-Semitism of Wagner's works. The Nazis used that streak of the Wagnerian musical work for purely propagandistic, manipulative purposes. Goebbels had a unique opportunity to give the Nazi movement and propaganda apparatus a cultural luster. In his first part of his life, Wagner had many good Jewish friends (composers, instrumentalists, musicians, writers, etc.), but later he turned into an anti-Semite, denying the contribution of Jewish intellectuals to German art and culture, a contribution that was unanimously acknowledged, before and after him. Although Hitler was a great admirer of Richard Wagner since his youth, the two never met. Instead, a relationship was initiated and cultivated by Wagner's daughter-in-law. Winifred Wagner was born in England in 1897 in a well-off, middle-class family. Her life changed completely when, an orphan of both parents, she was adopted by a family from Germany. In 1915, when she was 17, she got married to Siegfried, who was nearly 30 years older – and bisexual. Although the Bayreuth festival was founded by Richard Wagner himself, it blossomed as a family business in the Nazi era. Hitler generously subsidized the annual festival with state funds. Winifred admired Hitler very much and embraced the Nazi ideology with enthusiasm, although she never became a party member. Her involvement with Hitler dated from the years before the failed Munich coup, and when Hitler was held in detention for several months, she used to send letters and parcels to him. After he became the Fuehrer of Germany, Hitler went every year to the Bayreuth festival, and always stayed in the villa of the Wagners. Winifred’s relationship with Hitler was very close, although how close we do not know even today. They often strolled in the garden together, had long talks, and it was obvious that they felt very well in each other's company. Rumors went so far as to speculate about a possible marriage. Their relationship lasted 15 years (1930-1945), as did their correspondence. After the war, Winifred was somewhat marginalized, deliberately forgotten, and she kept a low profile, passing the management of the festival into the hands of her sons. Unlike Hitler's closest collaborators, like Goering and Himmler, who betrayed him when the ship began to sink, Winifred Wagner professed her love, admiration, and full understanding of Hitler many years after the war. Although she was English, she remained loyal to Hitler and Nazism, recalling nostalgically the Nazi era until the end of her life in 1980, at the age of 83. Unfortunately for her, she was buried in the democratic Federal Republic of Germany, instead of the Germany she and her friend Adolf had dreamed about.  
 
    Angela Raubal, née Hitler, was Adolf’s half-sister. Like her brother, she was born in Braunau. All the children from the first and the second marriages of Alois Hitler, Adolf’s father, lived in harmony in the same parental house, under the protective and authoritarian wing of their father. Although Adolf was six years younger than his sister Angela, their family bond remained strong and steady over the years. From Alois Hitler's marriage with his second cousin Klara Pölzl, Adolf's mother, only two children survived: Adolf and his younger sister, Paula Hitler. Adolf took care of Paula, and in his will he allocated a substantial monthly indemnity to allow his two sisters a comfortable life after the war. As expected, they never saw that money. At Hitler's request, Angela moved to Obersalzberg, where she did the housekeeping of the entire residence, not an easy task even for a young and energetic woman like her. Although sometimes the siblings quarreled, especially because of the many “initiatives” by which Angela was exceeding her attributions (such as her brother’s relationship with Eva Braun), they got along well. Hitler never forgot that Angela was the only member of his family who had visited him in jail after the failed Munich coup, traveling all the way from Vienna. Even after the suicide of her daughter Geli Raubal in 1931, she carried on with her duties at the Berghof-Obersalzberg residence. During the war, although she left Obersalzberg, they stayed in touch and met from time to time. Fearing that she could fall prisoner to the Russians, Hitler brought Angela back to Obersalzberg, like he did with Paula, in the months prior to the fall of the regime. Angela Hitler Raubal died in 1949 of a stroke. Her children and grandchildren survived, living an ordinary life, some in Austria, others in Germany. Until her last breath, she maintained that her "dear and invaluable" brother Adolf knew absolutely nothing about the Holocaust or the horrors of the Eastern front. She was firmly convinced of his innocence and ignorance. This was another unfortunate way of misinterpreting real events. The chief architect, the innocent brother Adolf, the initiator of the criminal plans, was absolved of any fault. From this to the denial of the Holocaust is only a small step. "Qui tacet consentire videtur” – “He who is silent is taken to agree", goes the old Roman proverb. What the great German poet Schiller understood, in his poem The Alpine Hunter, old and neo-Nazis did not: “Raum für alle hat die Erde" – "The Earth has room for everyone.” 
 
    Angela (Geli) Raubal was Angela Hitler Raubal’s daughter from her first marriage, to Leo Raubal. Geli was born in 1908 in Linz, Austria. When "uncle" Adolf, the leader of the Nazi party in Munich, asked her mother to do the housekeeping at Berghof-Obersalzberg, Geli joined her. Unfortunately for her, Geli was a very beautiful girl who could not go unnoticed. Not only did she like music, but her Vienna and Munich singing teachers were encouraging her talent. Although they were relatives (Geli was the daughter of Adolf Hitler’s half-sister), Hitler developed a romantic obsession with her, forgetting that he was 20 years her senior. Hitler asked her to move in his central, sumptuous Munich apartment, which Geli did in 1929, when she was 21. In return, Hitler strove to satisfy all her desires, including walks on the street or in parks, car rides, theaters, cinema, opera. On the other hand, good uncle Adolf’s love had become jealous and obsessive, and he was an authoritarian. Their relationship turned cold and tense, until the evening before her supposed suicide when, during dinner at a Bavarian inn, their argument became noisy and violent, in the presence of two waiters and the owner. By midnight, the two of them were headed home. The next day, Geli Raubal was found dead in Hitler's apartment, with his personal handgun nearby. It was September 18, 1931, and Geli was only 23 years old. More than eight decades and hundreds of papers later, the exact cause of the alleged suicide has not been elucidated. Some apparently well-grounded speculations have it that Geli was pregnant and Hitler would have refused to make their relationship public. We must remember that Hitler's mother, Klara, also had a consanguineous marriage with her cousin, who became her legitimate husband and the father of Adolf Hitler. In the eyes of Hitler, not a great specialist in genetics, his refusal to marry Geli may have been the "trigger" of her suicide. The hypothesis that Hitler vehemently opposed Geli's plan to continue her musical studies in Vienna, which implied abandoning her "uncle", does not seem to be so serious as to lead to a crime or a suicide. Nor can Hitler's subsequent assertion that at the time of the suicide he was out of the city be a serious alibi. The event was commented on in Munich's local press a great deal and Hitler's career in politics was under threat more than ever. Intimidation and the use of force by Nazi thugs, street beatings, devastation of publishing houses and confiscation of opposition newspapers eventually led to the suppression of the story, in an atmosphere of fear and terror. Only 16 months after the "suicide”, in January 1933, Hitler became chancellor, appointed, after democratic elections, by the old aristocrat, President of the Weimar Republic, Field Marshal von Hindenburg. The following year, during the “Night of the Long Knives”, Hitler, who did not forget and did not forgive, “took care” of the three witnesses of his argument with Geli. The owner of the restaurant and the two waiters disappeared without trace. On that night, Hitler made his appearance, in tuxedo and bowtie, smiling, relaxed, courteous and attentive with all the guests at a reception in Berlin. He knew, of course, that at the very same moment the death squads sent by Goering, Himmler, Goebbels and Heydrich were murdering people all over the country, even in Berlin, from lists carefully drawn up beforehand, while he spoke of his desire for peace and prosperity in Europe. At the beginning of the 15th century, the King of France, Louis XI, said, “Qui nescit dissimulare, nescit regnare” – "He who does not know how to pretend does not know how to reign”. Although he is also known as Louis the Prudent, it would be a posthumous injustice if we didn’t add to his name “and Smart”.  
 
    Magdalena “Magda” Goebbels, née Ritschel, was born in Berlin in 1901, in a family of intellectuals. Her father Oskar Ritschel was a well-known engineer. After graduating from high school, she chose marriage over university studies, so at the age of 20 she was married to a wealthy industrialist and businessman, Gunther Quand, who was 20 years her senior. Ten months later, at the end 1921, their son Harald was born. Their marriage disintegrated due to the difference in age and interests, not to mention Magda's sentimental escapades. In 1929, Magda joined the Nazi movement as a volunteer, and her natural beauty and charm propelled her into Hitler's entourage. A year later, she became an active member of the party. Hitler often came to her apartment, both before and after her wedding with Goebbels, where they discussed Nazi ideas. It was clear to all that Hitler admired her intelligence and elegance as much as her beauty. It was Hitler who arranged her marriage to Joseph Goebbels in 1931, two years after her divorce from the first husband. Hitler’s goal was to keep Magda in his circle of intimates, and she was probably also supposed to play the role of First Lady of the Third Reich. The Goebbelses’ intimates knew that Magda, a practical, experienced woman, was not in love with her Aryan husband, the short, swarthy, scrawny, lame Joseph Goebbels. Magda’s desire to get to the top at any price, even without being able to reach Hitler himself, may have let her content herself with Goebbels. After the Nazis came to power, her husband, now Minister of Propaganda, enjoyed, like all the top-ranking Nazis, a life of luxury and pleasures. Hitler particularly appreciated him for his work and his oratorical verve. Although during her marriage Magda had some sentimental adventures, unlike her husband she was always discreet and never overdid it. The same cannot be said about Goebbels, which besides the press, radio, and the film industry was also in charge of theaters. Thus, one day he fell in love like a schoolboy with an actress of Czech origin, hence a non-Aryan, whom he even paraded in public. Magda complained to Hitler, who ordered Goebbels to cease his contact with the beautiful Lidia Baarova. Hitler was forced to intervene at least once more to save Goebbels' marriage. Through his multiple love affairs, Goebbels may have sought to compensate for his infirmity and the frustration which he had suffered from since childhood. Officially, the Goebbelses and their six children were showcased as an example of pure Aryan family living in harmony and understanding. After Hitler's suicide on April 30, 1945, Goebbels became Chancellor of the Reich by Hitler's will, though only for one day. The Goebbelses committed suicide together, after having poisoned their children with the help of two SS doctors. It was a premeditated gesture. Magda had requested a personal meeting with Hitler a few hours before his suicide, in order to get him to flee Berlin. Hitler's adjutant Gunsche and his valet Heinz Linge facilitated this interview. As a token of gratitude and appreciation, Hitler took the Nazi gold badge from one of his uniforms and pinned it on Magda’s chest. Only Magda's first child, from her marriage to Quandt, Harald, survived the war and successfully continued his father's business as a shareholder of BMW, Daimler Benz, the Varta battery factory, and many other flourishing businesses. 
 
    Eva Ana Paula Braun was born in Munich in a relatively modest family. She was the middle of the three daughters. After completing school, ay 17 she began work at Heinrich Hoffmann's photo studio. Hoffmann was a friend of Adolf Hitler, who often visited the place. Thanks to their friendship, Hoffmann joined the party and became Hitler’s and the Nazi Party’s official photographer. It was in his studio that Hitler met for the first time the 17-year-old Eva Braun, in 1929. Hitler was in love with his niece Geli, who had come to live with her uncle in Munich. After Geli Raubal’s "suicide" in 1931, the grieving, slightly depressed Hitler turned to Eva Braun, although she was 23 years his junior. Eva became Hitler's mistress, though hidden with great care from the public eye. Most Germans learned about her existence only after the war. After Eva’s move into the golden cage at the Berghof, she spent most of her time doing sports, watching movies and making photographs of the Nazi camarilla: Goering, Goebbels, Himmler, Speer, Dr. Morell, Ribbentrop, Bormann and many others. Her repeated suicide attempts are understandable. The golden prison was not exactly exciting for a young woman. She was aware of her position and importance in Hitler's life, who used her rather like a sex toy, without giving any thought to marriage. Eve's parents were not happy about this relationship either. In the last years of war, while the German army was constantly on the defense, under attack from the Red Army, Hitler spent most of his time in East Prussia, at his headquarters in Wolfsschanze (Wolf’s Lair). His relationship with Eva now consisted of an occasional phone call. Her sister Gretl's marriage to Waffen SS General and Hitler’s liaison officer to Himmler, Hermann Fegelein, in June 1944 provided an occasion for the first public appearance of the couple Eva Braun-Adolf Hitler. Towards the end of the war, as the Soviets were knocking on the Third Reich’s Chancellery door and closing in on the bunker, Hitler decided to marry Eva, as a reward for her loyalty and desire to be with him to the end. A brief ceremony took place in the underground bunker, with Joseph Goebbels and Martin Bormann as witnesses, in a macabre atmosphere. After 14 years of cohabitation and suffering, on April 29, 1945, Eva Braun finally became Mrs. Eva Hitler, albeit for just a few hours. The day before, her sister Gretl had been left a widow after her husband, accused of high treason, was shot on Hitler's orders. Fegelein had been Hitler and Eva’s brother-in-law for only 10 months. Then, in their bunker room, the newlyweds committed suicide together. Eva took a cyanide capsule and Hitler shot himself in the right temple. Their bodies were taken up the stairs to the Chancellery garden by the valet Heinz Linge, the adjutant Otto Gunsche, and Hitler’s secretary Martin Bormann. After being sprayed with gasoline, the corpses were burned in a shell hole made by the Soviet artillery bombing. One of the greatest German poets – and a non-Aryan –, Heinrich Heine, put it best: “Der Vorhang fällt, das Stück ist aus” – The curtain falls, the play is over. What a pity for mankind that the curtain fell too late. 
 
    Paula Hitler (Wolf) was the only biological sister of Adolf Hitler. They had the same parents, Alois Hitler and Klara Pölzl Hitler who, although they were cousins with 23 years between them, had six children. Only Adolf, the fourth, and his younger sister by six years, Paula, survived. Diphtheria caused the premature death of two other children, and another one died shortly after birth. As the older brother, Adolf always took care of Paula. As she would declare years later during her interrogation by the Americans, in her rather comfortable imprisonment, she had been very worried about her brother’s rapid, too rapid ascension. She also expressed her regret that Adolf hadn’t been admitted to the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna, because that entirely different "career" would have relieved mankind of the plague that he brought upon it. Nevertheless, she never disowned her brother. Their rare encounters were always cheerful and emotional. Heinz Linge recounted in his memoirs such an episode that took place in 1938 at the Imperial Hotel in Vienna. At that time, Adolf Hitler was the absolute master of his native Austria, which he had annexed to Germany. Although she shared her brother’s nationalist-socialist ideas, Paula Hitler was not a party member and did not get involved in politics. Nor did Hitler wish to see her or his step-sister Angela join the party or do Nazi propaganda. The reason seems to be his lack of confidence in the mental abilities of the two sisters. It was later found out that some of Hitler's relatives had serious mental health problems. According to some historians (though others reject the supposition), some of Hitler’s relatives from the St. Peter district of Graz were diagnosed as idiots and/or mentally retarded. They were all descended from the paternal line of the Schicklgruber family (who later changed their name to Hiedler, then to Hitler). Hitler was not the only one who knew about their existence, Himmler and Bormann also did. Was that why Hitler never wanted an heir? Or maybe the reason for applying euthanasia to the mentally ill in the Third Reich? In spite of the abominable crimes committed in his behalf, Adolf Hitler was never considered to be a madman, and he exercised full power until the last moment. The dramatic marriage, like the suicide, had been thoroughly prepared long before. In no case were these acts determined by a sudden psychological disturbance, nor were they regarded as insanity. Practically, there was no other way to escape the punishment that Hitler rightfully deserved. Paula was never married and had no children. After the war, she worked in a Vienna store. No trace of the money Adolf had left by testament in April 1945 was discovered, although both she and her half-sister, Angela Raubal were entitled to a large sum. From Vienna she retired to Berchtesgaden, where she led a secluded life. She used the surname Wolf instead of Hitler, at the request of her brother Adolf, who had used it as a conspiratorial name in his "revolutionary" period in Munich. Later, Paula requested in court the recognition of her inheritance rights as Adolf Hitler’s heiress, in accordance with Hitler's last will. Only a few months after her death in 1960 did the Berchtesgaden court's ruling recognize her right to two thirds of her adored brother’s assets. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalin 
 
      
 
    Stalin was married twice and had three children: two sons and a daughter. From his first marriage to Yekaterina (Kato) Svanidze he had one child, Yakov, and from the second marriage, to Nadezhda (Nadia) Alliluyeva, two children were born, Vasily and Svetlana. The fourth child was an adopted boy named Artem Sergeyev, who nevertheless was treated in the family in the same way as Stalin's biological children. An alleged third marriage of Stalin is sometimes mentioned, but there are no precise data to confirm it. Stalin would have had yet another son from a young woman, in one of his several periods of exile to a remote location in Siberia. Supposing this illegitimate child existed, there is no reliable information about his fate either. As Stalin loved and protected his children (especially Svetlana, the apple of his eye), it is hard to believe that he would have neglected him. Stalin was always surrounded by women, and in his awkward, sometimes embarrassed way, being a Georgian, he was delighted at the female "assault" to which he was constantly subjected, and engaged in little ephemeral affairs, which he quickly forgot. The super-human Stalin had human weaknesses too. 
 
    Kato Svanidze belonged to a well-heeled Georgian family. Her father, a teacher, took care of his children's education. Kato was beautiful, educated, refined and, like most members of the Svanidze family, active in the Bolshevik movement, which had gained momentum in the early 20th century. Kato was introduced to Stalin by her brother Alexander. At that time, Alexander and Stalin (who was still known as Joseph Dzhugashvili) were good friends, and also colleagues at the Tiflis (today Tbilisi) orthodox theological seminary. Unlike Stalin, who had been expelled from school, Alexander, a more serious, balanced type, eventually graduated. Kato and Stalin’s was a powerful, consuming love, and the only one in Stalin’s youth. In Kato’s presence, Stalin was an entirely different man. The revolutionary and agitator who fought in the streets, the brutal bank robber perpetually chased by the secret police, turned into a warm, attentive, affectionate man, eternally in love with Kato. Although Stalin was an atheist, he yielded to Kato’s entreats and in 1906 they wed at the Orthodox Church in Tiflis. Kato was 21 and Stalin was 27. Their marriage lasted less than two years, because Kato contracted typhus and died in 1907. The couple had one child, Yakov (Yasha), born in 1907. After his mother’s death, Yakov was raised by his maternal grandparents, and his mother's brother, uncle Alexander, became his adoptive father. In the summer of 1941, Yakov fell prisoner to the Germans in the battle of Smolensk. Stalin immediately disowned him, refusing any prisoner exchange proposed by the German side, which seemed very interested in Paulus, the "hero" of Stalingrad. After almost two years in detention, Yakov was shot (according to other sources, he committed suicide), in April 1943. At 36, Stalin's son left behind his wife Yulia Meltzer, a Jewish dancer, and their two children. After the premature death of his first wife, it was another moment that radically changed Stalin: he became cruel, insensitive to human suffering, always suspicious and in search of traitors, a manipulator who betrayed both his old Bolshevik companions and the newcomers who joined him. Alexander, still a friend of his former brother-in-law, was an influential member of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and one of Stalin's intimates. Married to a Jewish opera singer from Tbilisi, they had a son, Ivan, and a shining life colored in pink ahead. But, during the terrible years of the Stalinist purges, Alexander was arrested and executed, together with his wife, on Stalin’s orders. It is almost unbelievable that Stalin decided in cold blood the execution of his ex-in-laws whom, in his incipient paranoia, he probably wanted to erase from his memory and life. He hadn’t had time to prepare for war, and his confidence in Hitler, whom he sincerely admired, and in the pact they had signed was unshaken. The paranoia manifested itself more and more often, choosing victims from among his close friends, acquaintances and family. In this world of state organized crime everything was possible and unpredictable. How else could one interpret the fact that Ivan Svanidze, the son of Stalin’s former brother-in-law and good friend Alexander who was executed on Stalin's order, became Stalin's son-in-law a few years later, by marrying Stalin's only daughter, Svetlana Alliluyeva? Betrayal, murder, death games, widespread fear, extreme servility, the physical threat and insecurity about the future all featured now in the daily menu of ordinary Soviet citizens. The two-year marriage between Svetlana Stalina and Ivan Svanidze was Svetlana’s third, but not last (she was married five times). Ivan and Svetlana had no children. 
 
    Nadezhda (Nadia) Alliluyeva was Stalin's second wife for 13 years, until her suicide, when she was only 31, in 1932. The couple had two children, Vasily and Svetlana. When they got married in 1919, Nadia was 18 years old and Stalin was 41. As a regular in the Alliluyevs’ home, Stalin had known Nadia since she was a child. His good friend, the revolutionary Sergey Alliluyev, Nadia's father, often provided shelter and hid Stalin in his house when the fugitive was chased by the Okhrana. After the revolution, Nadia worked in Lenin's secretariat, where she proved her Bolshevik abnegation and loyalty. She was young, energetic, soberly but always stylishly dressed. Many of those who knew her were impressed by her beauty and modesty. No psychical problems were mentioned in that period. Later, when she fell in love with Stalin, or perhaps with his romantic-revolutionary image (remember Che Guevara?), she joined him, body and soul, in his climb to power. Nadia's marriage to Stalin (1919), despite the 23 years’ difference, was somehow natural and expectable. But, soon after, the first conflicts emerged. The "romantic" Stalin was increasingly showing his horns: vulgar, insensitive, verging on chronic alcoholism, and completely indifferent to his wife. He had a churlish habit of humiliating his wife, not only at home, but also in public. Such an occasion was the 15th celebration of the Great Socialist Revolution of 1917, attended by Stalin’s closest friends and collaborators with their wives. The banquet took place in November 1932 at the Kremlin. Stalin’s drunkenness and flirtation with another woman, as usual, sparked an argument with his jealous wife, who was deeply humiliated in front of the assembly. Nadia left the banquet, followed by her good friend and confidante, Polina Zhemchuzhina, Molotov’s wife. After she calmed down, Nadia headed home, where she decided to commit suicide, not before leaving a reproachful letter to Stalin. The pistol she used and the unnatural position of the body triggered questions and speculations on whether it was a suicide case or a murder. The case bears a marked resemblance to that of Geli Raubal. From eyewitnesses’ accounts, when Nadia's body was discovered, Stalin seemed sincerely surprised and anguished. But Stalin was Stalin. Without seeing his role in this tragedy, he took Nadia's gesture for a personal act of revenge and betrayal, and a premeditated attack on his person and image. He was very angry for a long time, because he could neither understand, nor forgive Nadia’s decision. The official cause of her death was peritoneal infection due to complications of appendicitis, which was not a rarity in those years. As in the case of his first wife's family, the Alliluyevs were eliminated a few years later on his orders. Moreover, Stalin's lasting memory and long hand did not forgive Nadia's friend Zhemchuzhina either. After Nadia's death, much emphasis was placed on her psychical instability, which alternated moments of cheerfulness with unexpected fits of depression, headaches, emotional unstableness, and sudden mood swings. Manipulation went so far as to suggest a diagnosis of schizophrenia. Since there is no information on whether Nadia was under treatment, the psychiatric disorder theory is rather a fantasy. On the other hand, nobody ever had the courage to mention Stalin's altered psychical state, although he was already a sick man in urgent need of help. Specialists have often reiterated that the today’s panoply of psychiatric pharmacology would certainly have improved both Hitler’s and Stalin's mental state and behavior. Neither of them was ever considered insane. Psychiatry may have cured their mental disorders, but who could be so suicidal as to raise such a sensitive problem to a dictator like those?  
 
    Svetlana Iosifovna Alliluyeva Stalina was Stalin’s only daughter from his marriage to Nadia. Unlike her older brother Vasily, the alcoholic general of the Soviet air force, who was never too close to his father because of his disorderly life, Svetlana was the apple of Stalin's eye, especially as a very clever toddler. Her 85 year-long life is worth a novel. She studied history at the University of Moscow although she was attracted to writing, literature and foreign languages. She grew to be an intelligent, balanced, cultivated woman who spoke several languages. The series of her marriages began at 17 and continued until she was 44. None of them lasted more than four years, the first two even less. Svetlana had three children. From the first marriage, a son, Joseph (christened in honor of his famous grandfather), and from the second a daughter. Both children were born in Moscow. The third child, a girl born in the United States when Svetlana was 45, came from her marriage to an American citizen. The third marriage, to Ivan, lasted two years, and brought no children. The fourth relationship was to an Indian communist, a polyglot intellectual, to whom she was never officially married, although they lived together as husband and wife for several years. In the aftermath of Stalin's death, Svetlana worked as a translator, like her pseudo-husband. The somewhat expected death of her Indian partner, who suffered from chronic respiratory failure, gave Svetlana the opportunity to join his family in India. In 1967, at the height of the Cold War, Svetlana Stalina asked for political asylum in the United States. Her gesture took the whole world by surprise, and for a good reason. In America, she married for the fifth and last time, at the age of 44, with an American architect, William Peters, and changed her name to Lana (for Svetlana) Peters. She published several autobiographical books, continued to write, appeared on television, and gave interviews whenever invited. Her message was one of condemnation of the crimes and horrors of her father. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, she paid a visit to her native country, on which occasion she regained her citizenship. Nevertheless, she preferred the capitalist paradise over the communist one, and chose to live in the US and the UK. She spent her final years in loneliness in an American retirement home, suffering from cancer. Svetlana died in 2011, at the age of 85. She was the longest-lived person in her family.  
 
    There were other, just as remarkable, political asylums granted by the US to members of families of communists or Nazis, like Nikita Khrushchev’s son, Sergey Khrushchev, or some members of Hitler's family. Sergey Nikitich Khrushchev, a refined, well-educated missile engineer, emigrated to the United States, where his expertise was well-appreciated. William, the son of Alois Hitler Jr. and Adolf’s nephew, who emigrated to America and served in the US Navy, changed his family name to Stuart-Houston. How ironic that the descendants of people hell-bent on destroying Western democracies should, from the first generation, ask for immigration visas from their deadly enemies. While Stalin was two steps away from making use of the nuclear weapon, Khrushchev, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, was only one. The French proverb, quoted by La Fontaine in one of his fables, sums it up best: “En toute chose il faut considérer la fin” – “In everything one must consider the end”. 
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    Hitler’s sexuality and sexual behavior  
 
      
 
      
 
    In the previous chapter, aspects were described of the three leaders’ relationships with women who played an important role in their private and political lives. In the case of Napoleon, although two centuries have elapsed, most aspects have been elucidated, while Stalin's intimate life has only begun to surface in recent years, through written and oral testimonies and the easier access to archives after the fall of the Soviet Union. Unlike them, Hitler preserves a shroud of mystery looming large over his sexuality and sexual behavior.  
 
    Stalin had countless short-lived affairs, largely due to the insistence of young, attractive women seeking his friendship or just a one-night stand. He made no distinctions between a lady of high rank and an attractive girl working in an office. The secret service always carefully selected his housekeepers, with special attention on his favorite Kuntsevo dacha outside Moscow. The women who did his housekeeping were mostly from the country, pretty, healthy, plumpish, but not fat, and much younger than him. All were trained in the spirit of serving Stalin 24 hours a day with absolute discretion. They quickly learned to evaporate whenever their presence was neither necessary nor desirable. Stalin's intimates were aware of the role of these women, such as the young housekeeper at Kuntsevo, for whom Stalin had a special, anything but paternal, attraction. Stalin had a big heart when it came to flirting or transient affairs with young women. A true Georgian, he was very proud of his "conquests". He loved them all without much passion or sentimental drama, then he cast them all into oblivion. His first wife, Kato, was the only woman he fondly remembered many years later, as in a rare confession from Svetlana’s memoirs.  
 
    Things are entirely different – controversial and unclear – with Hitler. Historians, psychologists, psychoanalysts, psychiatrists, sexologists and political scientists have been trying to decipher his enigmatic personality. This man who came from nowhere was the most powerful and influential dictator in the first half of the 20th century. His private life, the mystery that surrounded him, the leaked scraps of information were an eternal preoccupation of the intelligence services of the Allies, both before and during the war. After leaving the parental home forever, following his mother Klara's death, once in Vienna he took occasional manual jobs, often in construction. He lived in a hostel and tried, without much success, to sell his drawings on the street. Daily life in poverty was hard. Turned down by the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna as inadequately trained, he was a nobody with no future, occupation, or family. The “bohemian” time spent in Vienna later generated rumors that he had also practiced male prostitution. A few years later, while in Munich, he was enthusiastically adopted by Ernst Röhm, the head of the paramilitary group SA, all of them open homosexuals. Was Hitler homosexual? Bisexual? Why would the mighty, influential Röhm have welcomed the young Austrian newcomer so warmly? The SA had three million members, compared to Hitler’s SS headed by Himmler, which was at least ten times smaller. On the Night of the Long Knives (1934), Hitler liquidated all the SA bosses who had refused an honorable suicide, including Röhm. He personally supervised the operation, flying from Berlin to Munich. How was it possible to assassinate Röhm in the midst of his supporters, not to mention his huge, well-equipped “army”? The answer is simple: following democratic elections, in 1934 Hitler was already Germany's Chancellor, appointed in office by the President of the Weimar Republic, von Hindenburg. His prestige was steadily rising, and many Germans saw in him the man who would save Germany from chaos and anarchy. They all hoped that Hitler and nobody else would restore order and discipline in German society. In these circumstances, besides his position as Chancellor, Hitler had a great advantage over Röhm. Many SA chiefs were caught in indecent positions with their male lovers in bed, before being killed. According to this theory, in order to hide the fact that he was a homosexual himself or had practiced homosexuality, Hitler decreed a ban on homosexuality, pursuing and punishing homosexuals in concentration camps. It cannot be stated with certainty whether Hitler was homosexual or bisexual, but definitely he was not asexual. Likewise, it cannot be demonstrated that he had pedophiliac tendencies, although all his sexual relations were with much younger women, even minor teenagers, like 16-year-old Maria Reiter and 17-year-old Geli Raubal. Hitler’s relationship with Eva Braun was pathological, given that he exploited her both psychologically and physically. In his memoirs, Heinz Linge claims that Eva Braun and Adolf Hitler had normal sexual relations, and he recalls that once, upon entering their little salon unannounced, he surprised them hugging and kissing passionately. It is difficult to say to what extent Linge's memoirs are truthful. Linge admitted his sympathy and appreciation for his former master. Was his subjectivity all gone when he remembered the scene? Hard to believe. Linge also claims that Adolf and Eva had a warm relation. However, the sympathetic valet cannot explain Eva's recurrent suicide attempts. When things got worse on the Eastern front, Hitler's visits to the Berghof became scarce, as he spent most of the time in East Prussia, at his headquarters in the Wolf’s Lair. Another aspect yet to be clarified, on which speculation sometimes reached fever point, is Hitler's cryptorchidism (a congenital anomaly in which one of the testes fails to develop and move into the scrotum, remaining either in the inguinal channel or farther up, in the abdominal cavity). The anatomical consequence is the presence of only one testicle. Did Hitler have a single testicle? Nobody knows, because nobody saw him naked, and Hitler's charred body was unrecognizable. Advocates of Hitler's asexuality rely heavily on this anatomical defect, which could explain his lack of interest in women and sexual relations. Hitler's shadow looms again as his valet Linge, in endless interrogatories during his 10-year imprisonment at the hands of the Soviets, reiterated ad infinitum how on several occasions he had seen Hitler naked, about to take his bath, and declared under oath and with signature that Adolf Hitler had two testicles, not one. Linge never understood why it was so important for the KGB to know the exact number of Hitler's testicles. Moreover, one of Hitler's physicians, Erwin Giesing, an ear, nose and throat specialist, witnessed, together with Linge, an epileptic (or hysterical?) fit from which Hitler recovered after a short time, tired and slightly disoriented. From the narratives of the two, a few cocaine drops in the nostrils succeeded, as usual, in putting Hitler back on his feet after 20-30 minutes. With Hitler’s permission, Dr. Giesing did a full checkup, including the genitals, but found nothing abnormal. Dr. Giesing, who continued to practice medicine in Germany after the war until the age of 70, when he died (1977), never brought up again the "cardinal" issue of Hitler's testicles. The presence of a single testicle does not of course entail either impotence or asexuality. Hitler's complex psyche was reflected in his sexual life. It is not known for a fact whether he had pedophilic inclinations, was a homosexual in disguise or a heterosexual, suffered from cryptorchidism, or sold his body for money in Vienna. What is certain is that his sexual relationships often took on an aspect of violent, painful perversion, reported in detail by his female victims. Suffice it to recall the story of a beautiful young woman, Renate Müller, an actress who, either by accident or by carelessness, told more than just one person and on several occasions about the traumatic experience and psychological and physical pain she had had during sadomasochistic sex with Hitler. Of course, she was soon "helped" to commit "suicide" by Gestapo officers who presumably threw her from a top-floor window. The daughter of Hitler’s friend and official photographer Heinrich Hoffmann, Henriette, like Geli Raubal, had to endure the same sadomasochistic treatment at Hitler's insistence. There were a few persons in Hitler’s staff who knew about his sexual perversities. 
 
    In fact, from what surfaced after the war, we know that, out of the six or seven women with whom Hitler certainly had sexual relations, two committed suicide (Geli Raubal and Eva Braun), one had a failed attempt (Maria Reiter), another one made several attempts (Eva Braun), and yet another died in the mysterious circumstances mentioned above (Renate Müller). Henriette seems to be the only one who did not attempt suicide.  
 
    Adolf Hitler had no children. Apparently, the story of Jean-Marie Loret, born in 1918 following Hitler’s temporary relationship with Charlotte Lobjoie, when Hitler was on the Belgian and French fronts, failed the paternity crosscheck test that also involved Hitler's American relatives, i.e. his half-brother, Alois Jr.’s children.  
 
    While Napoleon and Stalin manifested normal sexual behavior, the same cannot be said of Hitler. Instead of being treated for his sexual problems, Hitler was allowed to decide on the fate of entire countries and peoples, with the well-known consequences. 
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    There is a tight connection between ideology and terror – ideological terror, if you will. In other words, without an ideological basis given to blind faith, there is no "scientific" terror. This is not new – examples abound. The blind terror of extremist Islam, illogical and merciless towards everything and everyone that does not accept its "values”, is based on a false ideology widely propagated by countless mosques and so-called Islamic cultural centers in Europe, the United States, Australia, and other Western countries.  
 
    The website www.britannica.com defines terrorism as “the systematic use of violence to create a general climate of fear in a population and thereby to bring about a particular political objective. Terrorism has been practiced by political organizations with both rightist and leftist objectives, by nationalistic and religious groups, by revolutionaries, and even by state institutions such as armies, intelligence services, and police”; and Wikipedia describes it as “the use of intentionally indiscriminate violence as a means to create terror, or fear, to achieve a financial, political, religious or ideological aim.” As for ideology, this is what the two websites say: “a form of social or political philosophy in which practical elements are as prominent as theoretical ones. It is a system of ideas that aspires both to explain the world and to change it” (Britannica); “Ideology is a comprehensive set of normative beliefs, conscious and unconscious ideas, that an individual, group or society has. An ideology is narrower in scope than the ideas expressed in concepts such as worldview, imaginary and ontology. Political ideologies can be proposed by the dominant class of society […]” (Wikipedia). 
 
      
 
      
 
    Napoleon  
 
      
 
    When referring to the Terror period of the French Revolution, one must make a distinction between the interval before Napoleon Bonaparte and the interval when Napoleon was already at the head of the state, i.e. the Consulate and the Empire. Although it may be difficult to separate the two, everyone agrees that the young officer, the hero of Toulon, later general and commander of victorious military campaigns in Italy and Egypt, was the right man in the right place and especially at the right time. The insurrection of August 1792 proclaimed the Republic and abolished monarchy. King Louis XVI was guillotined in 1793. Social and political riots soon led to the radicalization of the revolution. Since there were no political parties, clubs played their role, in particular the Jacobin Club, smaller than others, but very active and radical. The club’s leader was Maximilien Robespierre, whose Reign of Terror, started in the name of the revolution, lasted between 1793 and 1794. In July 1974, Robespierre himself was guillotined, and after his death, terror subsided and eventually ceased. There are many examples of revolutions devouring their "children". The victims of the bloody Jacobin Reign of Terror amounted to tens of thousands, and prisons were packed with thousands of noblemen and high prelates. In order to relieve the overcrowded prisons, the execution of a few thousand was proposed and approved in a few days. Aristocrats and bourgeois, royalists, Catholics, officers who were members of the nobility and many others fled France. Their number is estimated at tens of thousands to several hundred thousands. The privileges of the royal house, the aristocracy and the rich high clergy were abolished. The famous slogan of the revolution, "Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité", expressed then, as it does now, the popular will. The ideological basis of the Revolution was the Enlightenment project, whose supporters, such as Voltaire, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Montesquieu, Diderot, proclaimed progress, individual freedom, tolerance and full equality among people. Both their influence and the French Revolution echoed beyond the borders of France. The chaos and instability in the country, amid a financial and economic crisis, and dissatisfaction with the hardships of daily life required an urgent, significant political change. The four-year Directorate (1795-1799), corrupt and ineffective, had to be replaced by another political project. Napoleon's coup d'état (November 1799) was the most appropriate response to the power vacuum, but it would eventually turn into Napoleon’s dictatorship for the next 14 years. 
 
    Shortly after Napoleon's rise to power, his energy sparked a comprehensive reform program. Thus, in the following year and much of 1801, the Consul Napoleon was dedicated to the new reforms body and soul. Although he was very adept at putting to good use specialists in various fields, only now can we fully understand his genius, not only in military matters, but also in the administration. In parallel with the modernization of French society, he took measures aimed at limiting the influence of the clergy, nobility, monarchy and royalists. Napoleon also restrained freedom of expression, by reducing the number of newspapers and magazines, suppressing opposition newspapers, closing a number of theaters, and putting in place strict censorship. These measures were applied with even greater intensity during the Empire. The police surveillance handled by Fouché, the Minister of Police and Home Affairs, was also very effective. Napoleon survived several unsuccessful plots that were thwarted in time, such as a bomb attack while he was headed for the theater. His lucky star was still with him. After more than a decade of wars for and in the name of the revolution, France was now a different country: pacified, without intestine fights and political dissent. Order and peace, hence personal safety, reigned everywhere. The life of the average French citizen was greatly improved due to the economic recovery and the profound social reforms, which were approved by the majority. 
 
    From this time to his downfall, Napoleon was turning from a "simple" hero into a living legend, a legend that lives to this day. The restrictive domestic measures took a back seat in the new conditions. In the Napoleonic era, the mass murders of the Jacobin revolution were a thing of the past. It is also worth mentioning Napoleon's ambiguous attitude towards the Catholic Church. On the one hand, the church was completely marginalized, and its feudal “rights” were suspended; but on the other hand, in the final years of the Empire, he attempted a reconciliation with it. The old days in which the Pope and papacy were almost on equal terms with God, and the Pope's interference in the "earthly" affairs of kings and kingdoms was commonplace, were gone. The Walk to Canossa taken by a humiliated German emperor, Henry IV, seven centuries before, to ask Pope Gregory VII to lift his excommunication, was not going to happen again. The power of the popes had been unlimited, and they considered and defined themselves as "saints" and guardians of Catholicism. During the time of Napoleon, Pius VI then Pius VII stood at his disposal and “religiously” fulfilled his wishes and orders. Napoleon’s desire for controlled reconciliation with the Pope and the Vatican took into consideration the support they could provide him in France, the more so as the French had remained Catholic for the most part. Compared to Hitler or Stalin’s relationship with the church, Napoleon’s was more flexible, despite the humiliation to which he subjected the two successive popes: Pius VI was sent into exile from the Papal State after the French army defeated his troops in 1796; and his successor, the unfortunate Pius VII, was in charge of Napoleon’s (self-)coronation in December 1804. It is therefore possible to characterize Napoleon's time as one of controlled, somewhat liberal dictatorship, with a harsh, though elastic and effective censorship, but without mass terror or murder for murder’s sake, as during the Reign of Terror. The abduction and killing of the Duke of Enghien was rather a warning if not an accident, aimed at the monarchists who continued to plot outside the borders of France with the declared purpose of restoring the House of Bourbon to the throne lost during the French Revolution. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitler  
 
      
 
    Nazi terror emerged right from the beginning as a means of mass intimidation with the aim of conquering political power through violent propaganda and lies. The Nazi Party (NSDAP, the National Socialist German Workers' Party) was officially founded in 1920, and an important role in its ideological foundation was played by Adolf Hitler’s book Mein Kampf, written when he was held at Landsberg Prison after the famous November 1923 Beer Hall Putsch of Munich. The book was first published in 1925, when Hitler was 36. It is filled with racist hatred that propagates violent anti-Semitism and proclaims the absolute superiority of the German race, the burning desire to change the regime of the Weimar Republic by destroying the democratic parliamentary system, and expansion to the East in order to provide the German people with "Lebensraum”, the territory without which the German people would have no future, and could not grow and be born again as a new, powerful nation. The fact that the territory in the East was populated by tens of millions of people (Russians, Belarusians, Ukrainians, Poles, etc.) was a matter of secondary importance to Hitler, since they belonged to the "inferior” Slavic race. Hitler hoped that the book would bring him some financial relief, but it failed to sell as expected. He was still little known nationwide, and those who did know him did not take him seriously, or completely ignored him. The autobiographical part of Mein Kampf strengthens our conviction that it was Hitler who wrote this book, not Rudolf Hess, his companion in ideas and detention, as it was sometimes claimed. When he became Chancellor and then Fuehrer, Hitler's book began selling in hundreds of thousands, then millions of copies. At the same time, the foreign governments became interested in this bizarre phenomenon. In an effort to understand the politician Adolf Hitler, many translations were published. Millions of books about the history of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union were also "sold", just like Stalin's various biographies, all of which underwent official cosmetic treatment. Or, more recently, Mao’s Little Red Book, which every Chinese had to own. Hitler was not the only dictator, and certainly not the first, to exercise his writing skills. Dictatorship shows its ugly face wherever it appears. As the old French proverb goes, “les extrêmes se touchent”: ideological extremes meet, and sometimes merge.  
 
    The “brown terror” of the SA uniforms of the "Brown Houses", the headquarters of their branches, under the command of Röhm and Hitler, spread all over Germany. They were the violent rulers of the street: they put up raucous rallies, intimidated the population, and "punished" all their opponents, especially social democrats, German intellectuals, priests, and even officers who did not share their ideas, not to mention democratic and anti-fascist journalists and newspapers, whose offices they devastated. At one point the SA paramilitary movement numbered millions and their presence was felt everywhere in Germany. The fact that the group was led by a clique of homosexuals with Röhm and his deputies at its head did not bother Hitler. Their friendship and intimacy led to speculations that Hitler was also a homosexual. Whatever the case, two men were crucial in helping Hitler win the elections and later be named chancellor: Ernst Röhm with the terror of his armed gangs, and the future Reich propaganda minister, the intellectual Joseph Goebbels, whose tongue was not only sharp and venomous, but also highly mendacious. 
 
    Obviously, once in power Hitler could not afford to share his crown with Röhm and the homosexuals around him. Following the “purging” action known as the Night of the Long Knives, Röhm was arrested along with many of the SA leadership and shot to death. Hitler reduced the number of SA members: he had some enlisted in the police force, fewer in the army, and even fewer in the SS. Under Hitler’s leadership, supported by Himmler, Goering, Goebbels, Heydrich and their acolytes, terror and street violence became part of the official policy of the German Reich, therefore routine in the Germans’ daily life. Himmler was ordered to build concentration and "reeducation" camps, the first of which was Dachau, not far from Munich. From tens of thousands of people at the beginning, the Nazi camps soon came to detain an unbelievable number running into the millions, all of whom would be physically liquidated through various methods. Rudolf Höss, the future commander of the extermination camp of Auschwitz-Birkenau, "specialized" at the pilot camp in Dachau. As the Nazi party turned into a single party, the SS and the Gestapo became ubiquitous. The life of ordinary Germans, even in Berlin, was neither easy nor happy. During the war the situation worsened even more, with food shortages and rations becoming routine, just like the tough, constant surveillance. Equally controlled were the daily work hours and the observance of the program imposed on German citizens. There were clandestine writings and movements during the war, especially in Berlin. Some books describe the precarious situation realistically. Terror and insecurity, surveillance and denunciations were widespread. The trumpeted theory of "total war" obsessively raised by Goebbels to the level of official state policy further explains the abominable crimes committed in the occupied countries. The deadly ideology allowed the establishment and organization of special SS units of assassins operating on the Soviet front. The Einsatzgruppen carried out executions and mass killings without discernment in Poland, Ukraine, Belarus and Russia. Meanwhile, the extermination camps were working at maximum "capacity". As the war was approaching the end, the efficiency of the death factories increased. In the three summer months of 1944, when even the most fanatical Nazis knew that the war was lost, nearly half a million people were exterminated in death camps.  
 
    It is impossible to comment on terror and its ideology without mentioning the racist, profoundly anti-Semitic Nuremberg Laws of September 1935, the Nuernberger Rassengesetze. It is a mystery even today why the Nazis chose Nuremberg for their meetings, mass demonstrations and NSDAP congresses. Nuremberg is a quiet, picturesque Bavarian city, 160 km from Munich. Not accidentally, after the war the city, a former symbol of Nazism in full ascension, was for several years the seat of the International Tribunal that tried and punished the worst Nazi war criminals caught alive. Nuremberg became in those years a center of "attraction" for the whole world, especially lawyers and journalists. Practically, by adopting the Nuremberg race laws, the racist ideology of the Nazi party became the official ideology of the German Reich. From this to the Holocaust there was but a small step, because these laws already paved the way to the gas chambers. The race laws were in fact divided into three different laws: the official flag law; the Reich Citizenship Law; and the “Blutschutzgesetz”, or the Law for the Protection of German Blood and Honor, which prohibited marriage between a German Aryan and a non-Aryan, especially a Slav or a Jew. 
 
    Was perhaps the unclear and possibly half-Jewish origin of Hitler's father, Alois Senior, whose father was unknown, the cause of adopting this law of blood purity? When Hitler, in 1934-35, demanded that the German people give him only 10 years, solemnly and publicly promising that they would no longer recognize Germany afterwards, he did not imagine that he would become a prophet, and very accurate one at that. Indeed, ten years later, in 1945, Germany was a defeated, completely destroyed country, indeed unrecognizable. 
 
      
 
    Stalin  
 
      
 
    Although Stalin, like Hitler, is unanimously regarded as one of the greatest criminals in history, it was not him who patented the terror and its ideology in the Soviet Union. The man who invented the repression apparatus of the young Soviet Union is none other than the "saint" Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. The initial name of the repression machine was Cheka, i.e. the “All-Russian extraordinary commission for combating counter-revolution and sabotage”. Lenin's political police was compared a few years later, and rightly so, with the notorious Gestapo. As for Stalin's inheritance of Bolshevik/Communist terror, the ideological foundations being already well established, he did nothing but continue, develop and hone it. As Tsarist Russia and later the Soviet Union were never a truly democratic country, Stalin had the great "merit" of upgrading and modernizing the repressive system, to which he dedicated all his attention and means. By the way it was organized and conducted mass murder on a national scale, the Stalinist terror bordered on madness. There were two great waves of cruel Stalinist murders, one before the outbreak of World War II, the other after it. Stalin, the great humanist and victor, had reached the height of his power and popularity: the superhero and savior of world peace and human civilization, to which all good people of the world must bear eternal gratitude. But we often forget to mention the terror within the Soviet Communist Party's Political Bureau, and, most amazingly, the terror within his own family. The main reason of his crimes was to get rid of his old comrades, Bolsheviks that were more meritorious than himself. However, he spared some of them, who formed his intimate circle over the years: Voroshilov, Malenkov, Kaganovich, Molotov. But even they were in great danger towards the end of Stalin's life, particularly from 1951 to early 1953, in particular Molotov and Mikoyan, who were at the top of the black list, closely followed by Kaganovich, Khrushchev and even his conational Lavrentiy Beria. Stalin's mental condition was already verging on paranoia. He saw enemies, traitors and potential assailants everywhere. Let us remember that in the hands of this absolute dictator and obsessive criminal who was in a precarious psychic condition was the Soviet atomic bomb. Since 1949, American atomic supremacy had come to an end. Unsurprisingly, Stalin's intimates heaved a sigh of relief at his death, in March 1953, also because of the atomic danger that sometimes seemed imminent when Stalin spoke about the balance between the two big blocs, hinting at the military power of the United States.  
 
    After the Bolsheviks failed to take power by the February 1917 revolution, Kerensky's provisional government abolished the symbol of Tsarist oppression, the famous, almighty political police Okhrana. Kerensky initiated some measures to liberalize Russia's public and political life. On the other hand, he refused to take Russia out of the world war, something Lenin and his Bolsheviks wanted with all their hearts. Lenin did take Russia out of the war a few months later, after the Bolshevik coup known as the Great Socialist Revolution of October, which this time succeeded. Only a few weeks after Lenin's takeover of power, the institution that had to guard and defend the "conquests of the revolution of the Russian proletariat" was founded (December 1917). The new institution, which replaced the political police of the Tsarist period, was the Cheka or VCheka (later NKVD, then KGB). Thus, the foundations of the new social system, hence of the new repression, began with the establishment of the Cheka. The party hierarchy pyramid, now out of the underground, remained as tightly controlled by Lenin, while the Cheka was subordinated to the party, the appointments to its leadership being made directly or indirectly, but always with Lenin's personal assent. At the same time, the Bolshevik propaganda was already trumpeting in the party press the new political line and the official doctrine of the "dictatorship of the proletariat", meaning of the many versus the few. Things concerning the repressive apparatus and the "new democracy" were getting clearer every day. With the move of the capital, ordered by Lenin, from Petrograd (Sankt Petersburg) to Moscow, the Cheka followed the same path. The headquarters that Cheka chose in Moscow was the infamous Lubyanka prison. Repressions started all over the country, and those considered, following vague criteria, "enemies of the people” were arrested and executed without trial. Among them there were many workers, peasants, intellectuals, and generally innocent people. Revenge and mafia-style settling of accounts with political groups or parties and mass executions were possible due to the unlimited power of the Cheka, who were protected by law. The red terror spread across Russia. These events undoubtedly remind of the Nazis’ reprisals against so-called political or ideological opponents, the violence and attacks of the paramilitary SA, and the crimes and executions of the period before, but especially after Hitler's takeover of power. It is less important if the head of the Cheka was a Pole of noble origin and sad memory, Felix Dzerzhinsky, or any other blind executor of Lenin's orders. An undeniable historical fact is that the execution of the Tsar and the entire imperial family in July 1918 in the city of Ekaterinburg was carried out at the express order of Lenin. Even today, we cannot know for sure the exact number of victims of the period known as the Red Terror, from the 1917 revolution to the death of Lenin in 1924. The figures range from tens of thousands to several hundred thousand, all casualties of the civil war, prisons, massacres, summary executions. It is on these carefully verified historical facts that I relied when I emphasized that Stalin, for all his sins, which are neither small nor forgivable, had no exclusive patent on crime, and that he was not the "single father" of crime and terror in Bolshevik Russia/the Soviet Union either. For three decades, until his death, Stalin was Secretary General of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, appointed by Lenin in 1922. At the last congress of the Bolshevik party, in the spring of 1918, it was already decided to change the name of the party to Communist; naturally, all the Bolsheviks turned into Communists. The formal dissolution of the Communist Party became possible with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.  
 
    Lenin, the absolute and indisputable leader of the Bolshevik Revolution, the man who preached and legalized terror, suffered the first stroke in May 1922. He went through a difficult, partial recovery, during which he managed to work only a few hours a day. Lenin's period of illness was skillfully used by Stalin who, together with his new friends, through political scheming, consolidated their position in the party apparatus, as well as the subordinated security system. This is how things happened throughout 1923, on the backdrop of the disease and infirmity of Lenin who, despite this, remained the supreme leader and enjoyed unanimous approval in all his decisions. In January 1924, following a second stroke (or a third, according to other sources), Lenin died. After his death, he was deified. He was embalmed (an unprecedented act in Russia's history and tradition) and buried in a mausoleum. The artificial worship of Lenin lasted until the fall of the Soviet Union. If Nikita Khrushchev "dared" take Stalin out of the mausoleum, other Soviet and, later, Russian rulers did not dare to do the same with Lenin's remains: neither Konstantin Chernenko, nor Yuri Andropov, nor Boris Yeltsin, nor Mikhail Gorbachev, nor Vladimir Putin! After Lenin's death, which he had anticipated, Stalin prepared with his allies, in silence but carefully, to take over supreme power. Yet two major concerns disturbed Stalin's silence: the very bad personal relationship and mutual mistrust between him and Lenin's wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya; and, very importantly, finding as soon as possible the famous letter, Lenin’s political will, in which Stalin's name did not appear either as the favorite successor or in any way recommended by the testator. This "mysterious" letter, which was never found, helped Stalin enormously on his way to power. Lenin disliked Stalin’s vulgarity and cruelty. His favorite was an intellectual, the founder and first commander of the Red Army, Leon Trotsky (Lev Davidovich Bronstein) who, among many revolutionary merits, bore the aura of the victor in the Russian civil war and was a close collaborator of Lenin, who named him Defense Minister. The hatred between Stalin and Trotsky had been known to the party's senior members for several years. Trotsky, whose revolutionary record was acknowledged throughout the Soviet Union, disregarded Stalin as a man and as a true Bolshevik, because of the latter’s superficial education. Stalin, on the other hand, saw in Trotsky a strong, serious competitor with many supporters and a solid base both in the party and in the Red Army which he had built. Stalin had already begun to make plans for Trotsky's physical elimination. In the two years since his appointment as Secretary General, until Lenin's death, he managed to gain control on the party by promoting his close friends to leadership positions, especially in the crucial sector of party cadres. Thus, with the support of Kamenev, Zinoviev, Molotov and a few others, Trotsky lost and Stalin was reelected Secretary General in 1924. While strengthening his position as party leader, Stalin never neglected the security services. Thus, the Cheka changed into the GPU/OGPU (the “State Political Directorate”), and later (1934) into NKVD/NKGB, the “People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs”. After Stalin's death, the “Committee for State Security” (KGB) was founded, which lasted for 37 years, until the fall of the Soviet Union. Not only did Stalin strengthen and expand the terrorist security services, he also used them personally to eliminate real or, more often, imaginary political opponents, and to spread terror and purging throughout the Soviet Union. The millions of innocent people sent to forced labor and concentration camps, the famous Gulags from which many never returned, under heavy, inhuman conditions, eventually caused a major demographic issue, hence a dangerous social and economic imbalance. Not only society, but the country itself was at great danger. Stalin had appointed as leaders of his repressive services people from all the Soviet republics and of all nationalities: Georgians, Armenians, Poles, Jews, Ukrainians, Russians. All of them, without exception, would sooner or later in their turn fall victim to Stalinism, which until their arrest they had served with enthusiasm, opportunism and blind loyalty. Suffice it to mention two NKVD chiefs who were arrested and executed on Stalin's order, after only two years at the top. The first to run the NKVD service, in 1934-1936, was Genrikh Yagoda, arrested and executed for high treason and sabotage. The next was the diminutive Nikolai Yezhov, an inhuman and cruel man and a born criminal. In his two-year term as NKVD head (1936-1938), most deportations and crimes took place, during the “Great Purge” prior to the Second World War. This is considered the bloodiest period of Stalinism. Like Yagoda, Yezhov was "tried" and executed, for similar crimes. After Yezhov, Stalin appointed his compatriot Lavrentiy Beria, who also left behind a trail of sad memories that spanned a long period, until Stalin’s death in 1953. Beria outlived Stalin by only ten months, thanks to the special “care” of Nikita Khrushchev. With the unconditional support of the hero Marshal Georgy Zhukov and a group of officers and soldiers, Beria was arrested right in the midst of a Political Bureau meeting. He was tried and shot in December 1953 by a Soviet general. Legend has it that the list of those who offered to shoot Lavrenti Beria was very long, and there seems to be more than a grain of truth in it. The list of accusations was interminable, but one stands out: the Katyn Forest massacre in which 22,000-25,000 Polish prisoners lost their lives: intellectuals, career officers, priests, doctors, engineers, and others. The mass murder was carried out by special NKVD units on Stalin's approval, following Beria's insistence. An old Latin proverb illustrates the relationship between the two great Georgian criminals: "Qualis pater, talis filius” – like father (Stalin), like son (Beria). In late 1938 and until the invasion of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941, the terror decreased to some extent, though without ceasing altogether. Likewise, in the war years: the NKVD special units were always "on duty" to spread terror.  
 
    What happened after the Red Army's victory on the Wehrmacht and the unconditional capitulation of Nazi Germany? With the German invasion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 began what the Soviets justly called the Great War for the Fatherland. Had Stalin, the "great strategist and army leader", paid heed to the repeated warnings, from various sources, about Hitler's intentions, he could have limited the disaster, with huge losses in lives, military equipment and territories (almost the entire European part of the Soviet Union, including Ukraine, Belarus and swathes of Russia). Stalin not only dismissed what Soviet military commanders on the border had known for a long time, moreover, he punished them for creating panic and for their military and political myopia. His order was clear: not to respond in any way to the ever more frequent "border incidents" caused by German troops. According to Generalissimo Stalin's personal appraisal, these incidents happened without the knowledge of Hitler or the German High Command, as local initiatives of the German commanders posted at the common border. They were of minor importance in Stalin's military and political vision and in no case did they deserve to be given heed. That was the state of affairs in the spring of 1941, while the Soviet Union was not sufficiently prepared for an armed conflict with Germany, when Soviet society was still bleeding after the purges, mass deportations and executions without judgment, when the elite of the Soviet army, the competent and battle-experienced officers, had been liquidated for imaginary or fabricated guilts. These purges beheaded the higher ranks of the army, which led to an acute shortage of military commanders at the outbreak of the war. Among the victims was the Army Chief of Staff, Marshal Mikhail Tukhachevsky himself, a cultured, multilateral man from a noble family. Like Tukhachevsky, many other generals were shot, while others were living in permanent uncertainty about their lives. The grinding machine of the NKVD worked at full stretch, preparing new lists and files of potential traitors and saboteurs. Incidentally, Marshal Georgy Zhukov himself was at one point on Stalin's black list.  
 
    Stalin sincerely admired Hitler and trusted him blindly, just as he did the bilateral agreements, including the infamous 1939 Non-aggression Pact, signed in Moscow by the two foreign ministers, Ribbentrop and Molotov, in the presence of Stalin, who drank his friend’s health and wished prosperity to the German people. In this context, it is easier to understand Stalin’s deep shock when the invasion took place. Later memoirs by his intimates reveal that in the early days of the war, Stalin still did not believe that the German invasion was real. Stalin, who had fled to his dacha outside Moscow, was in a state of apathy and still incapable of taking action. Only two weeks later, under the pressure of the Politburo, did he finally address the citizens of the USSR. The criminal now spoke to his victims in warm words of encouragement, calling them brothers and sisters. This was the all-time low of Stalin's career. In his speech he reminded the Russians about similar situations from the past, from which they had always emerged as winners. The Georgian evoked great patriots such as Prince Alexander Nevsky, who in the 13th century won brilliant victories against the Germans, Prince Alexander Suvorov, who in the 18th century defeated Prussia, and Prince Mikhail Kutuzov, the great strategist who brought about the defeat and retreat of the Napoleonic Grande Armée in 1812. In his postwar winner’s speech, though, the "brothers and sisters" were only mentioned en passant as mere "citizens". It was an entirely different Stalin: now he was a hero and savior of human civilization, full of self-importance, very popular not only in the Soviet Union, but all over the world. Pipe in mouth, his charming grandfather’s smile on his face, Stalin reverted to his bad old habits. The dolce far niente, with visits to the opera and the Bolshoi Theater and merry banquets at the Kremlin in drunkenness resumed as before. On the other hand, he reactivated the blind, murderous terror conducted by the master of crime Lavrentiy Beria. Stalin's psychic state now acquired paranoid touches, endangering the lives of his closest brothers in crime and revelry. None of the members of the Politburo, whom he constantly suspected of plotting, could be sure of his life. Sometimes they were wondering, half-jokingly, if, after the terrible drunken party at the Kremlin or at the Kuntsevo dacha, their driver would take them home or straight to Lubyanka prison. In this atmosphere of uncertainty and fear, it is not surprising that key people in the Soviet leadership like Anastas Mikoyan and Vyacheslav Molotov were at the head of Stalin's blacklist. The truth is that neither did others, like Lazar Kaganovich, Nikita Khrushchev or the chief executioner, Beria himself, enjoy a privileged status. All this time, the atomic bomb was in the sick man’s hands. It was the Cold War, which Stalin had invented and now carefully cultivated. Unsurprisingly, Stalin's death in March 1953 was a great relief for all. While some mourned him bitterly, many others shed big crocodile tears. 
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    The war in Europe. Events that changed the course of the war  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Battle of Britain 
 
      
 
    In 1940, after almost four months (10 July-31 October) of unsuccessful efforts by the Luftwaffe, commanded by Hermann Goering, the former pilot of the First World War and Air Marshal of the Reich, to bring Britain to its knees, Hitler terminated the military hostilities against England, his priority now being the preparation of the German army for the future war against the Soviet Union that he had been longing for. The Royal Air Force had defeated the Luftwaffe and the heroism and dedication of the British pilots was the determinant factor in its victory. Germany’s Operation Sea Lion was meant to destroy Britain's infrastructure (bridges, railway hubs, industrial centers, ports, civilian and military airports, communication lines, etc.) through massive bombing in waves, as well as to demoralize the population. As the air raids did not yield the expected result, Hitler shifted to the bombing of cities, including London, which was hardest hit. There were periods of intense bombardment day and night, without any consideration for the civilians. But Hitler had forgotten an extremely important fact, namely that Britain now had a new Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, instead of the dovish, politically short-sighted Neville Chamberlain. Although England fought alone and inflicted heavy losses in planes and pilots on the Luftwaffe, neither Hitler nor Goering understood, or wanted to understand, that it was the first real defeat of the Nazis in the war. In his time, Napoleon had also aimed to invade England and even made some preparations. However, with his intelligence and military genius, he realized that an invasion was impossible given the inferiority of his fleet to the Royal Navy. Hitler's big mistake was to overestimate his military force after his “stroll” all over Central and Western Europe, where countries had fallen one after another: France, Belgium, Luxemburg, the Netherlands, Norway, Denmark, Poland, Czechoslovakia. Hitler's native Austria was already part of Germany, and other European countries – Romania, Italy, Hungary, Spain, Croatia – were his allies. During the preparation for the invasion of the Soviet Union, codenamed Operation Barbarossa, some members of the German General Staff opposed the war Hitler was planning, either because the German army was not yet well prepared or for fear of the enormous Soviet expanses.  
 
    The battle over air supremacy ending in the clear victory of England in the summer and autumn of 1940 is rightly considered the greatest World War II air battle, just as the Battle of Kursk, which involved six thousand tanks, is considered the largest armor confrontation in history.  
 
      
 
    The Battle of Leningrad 
 
      
 
    After the failure of the campaign against Britain, Hitler focused on the invasion of the Soviet Union, which began after several delays, on 22 June 1941. Its code name was Operation Barbarossa, the nickname of Friedrich, Holy Roman Emperor and King of Germany in the 12th century. It is unclear why this name was chosen, without any connection to Hitler's aggressive intentions, but it might be the reputation of “Kaiser Rotbart”, the great Middle Ages commander. The operation was originally targeted at three major cities of the Soviet Union: Leningrad, Moscow and Stalingrad, hence the three Army Groups: North for Leningrad, Center for Moscow, and South for Stalingrad. The Wehrmacht had considerable forces and firepower: nearly four million soldiers and officers, including those of its allies Romania, Spain, Hungary, Italy, Croatia and Finland, a few thousand combat and transport planes, thousands of tanks, tens of thousands of pieces of artillery, and sufficient trucks, ammunition, food, fodder, medical equipment, as well as two million horses. Hitler had put together one of the most impressive armies ever. The Blitzkrieg theory promoted penetration in depth, by surprise, with tanks at full speed, and the widening of the breach while fighting on the go. The great mobility of the German army had quickly brought Hitler the expected victories: France had fallen after only four weeks, Poland after six weeks, and other European countries had a similar fate: Belgium, Holland, Luxemburg, Norway, Denmark.  
 
    Two things were of special concern to Hitler: having to fight on two fronts at the same time, which reminded him of the First World War that had brought him the rank of corporal; and Napoleon’s unfortunate adventure in Russia: bogged down in the Russian snow in the winter of 1812, the French emperor ended up in exile on the island of Elba. Hitler failed to dodge both. Before Leningrad, Hitler categorically stated that he wanted to destroy the city and its entire population, avoiding its surrender at any cost. The siege of Leningrad and the starvation of its population lasted almost two and a half years (September 1941-January 1944). Starvation is a terribly inhumane weapon: people died in the hundreds of thousands, the approximate figure published later indicating one million. There were countless cases of cannibalism. The meager provisions that sporadically reached the city came over that part of Lake Ladoga still under Soviet control. The German Operation Northern Light ground to a halt in the winters of 1941, 1942 and 1943. Stalin sent to Leningrad his most capable General, Georgy Zhukov, who organized the defense of the city. Zhukov received unexpected support from the Finnish army which, despite all the pressure exerted by Hitler, refused to move beyond their internationally recognized border (previously modified by Stalin). The Finnish Marshal Mannerheim also refused to participate in the siege and bombing of Leningrad. Naturally, the Soviet troops stationed on the border with Finland, once transferred to the Leningrad front, were a real help when they joined Leningrad's defenders. After the successful Red Army offensive in early January 1944, the German troops were pushed back and were never again able to get closer to the city that bore the name of the father of the October Revolution. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Battle of Moscow  
 
      
 
    Although it lasted "only" several months (October 1941-January 1942), the Battle of Moscow was ruthless. On one side, two great German commanders, Field Marshal von Bock and armor General Guderian, on the other Generals Zhukov and Vasilevsky. (Zhukov also fought at Stalingrad and in the conquest of Berlin, and was present at the signing of Germany’s unconditional capitulation at his general headquarters in Berlin, on 9 May 1945.) After only a few weeks Guderian reached Smolensk and wanted to continue on his way to Moscow in the autumn of 1941, but Hitler stopped him and sent reinforcements from his army to the southern front. As Guderian later stated, this critical delay in the advance on Moscow was the main factor (though not the only one) that saved Moscow from German occupation. The Germans never got closer than 20-25 kilometers from Moscow. It was now that Stalin "visited" the front, for the first and last time, though from a distance. A special train was prepared for him which, in the event of an imminent fall of Moscow, had to take him beyond the Caucasus. But Stalin never left Moscow at that critical time, nor did he use the special train. The Soviet counteroffensive of January 1942 forced the Germans more than 150 kilometers back. It was the first major defeat of the Germans on the eastern front. They lost significant amounts of war material as well as many soldiers and officers, dead, wounded or taken prisoners. If at the beginning of the war at the gates of Moscow the Soviets and the Germans were on a par in terms of combat troops, the other parameters (aircraft, tanks, artillery, etc.) were greatly inferior on the Soviet side – about one half on average. Things changed radically after the successful Soviet offensive. As usual, Hitler blamed the two German commanders, von Bock and Guderian, for the defeat. Guderian, one of the few senior officers who allowed themselves to have their own opinion, even in the presence of Hitler, was fired. Although released from office, Guderian was later recalled into service and, until the next dismissal, he served as Inspector General of the Armored Troops and then even as Chief of Staff of the German Armed Forces. Once again Hitler showed that he did not trust the aristocrats from the higher ranks of the army, the "vons", as he often referred to them. In some way, Hitler was right, because the mistrust between him and some of the higher commanders of aristocratic origin was mutual.  
 
    If Napoleon’s Grande Armée, after the "conquest" of a desolate, burnt-down Moscow, was forced to retreat in the midst of winter in conditions specific to the 19th century, not the same can be said about a modern, mechanized, extremely mobile army like the Wehrmacht. It was not “General Winter” who defeated the German armed forces, as some historians (and not just historians) have claimed for various reasons. In the first year of war, until the German armies were blocked at Leningrad, Moscow and Stalingrad, despite their superiority in numbers and materiel, the Wehrmacht failed to advance farther. Adolf Hitler, the World War I corporal, the "great strategist and army leader", who was compared by the Nazi clique and Goebbels’ propaganda with great leaders such as Julius Caesar and Napoleon Bonaparte, did not understand that it was impossible to take a “stroll” in a huge country like the Soviet Union as he had done in Europe in 1940. When they baptized this war "the Great Fatherland War" the Soviets knew that the long, difficult, bloody fight that was to follow would take time and many sacrifices. In the Soviet military conception, the Blitzkrieg had but a purely theoretical value. The soldiers who came to defend the cities of Leningrad or Moscow, not to mention Stalingrad, were neither better equipped, nor better fed than the German soldiers. On the other hand, the heavy Russian winter froze the engines of the tanks and other vehicles in both the Soviet and the German camps. I felt the need to make this point because I heard many saying that Hitler would have had an easy time winning the war if the dreadful Russian winter had not thwarted his plans. Nothing more false than this superficial, unfounded claim. The economic and human potential of the Soviet Union was incomparably higher than that of Germany. It only needed to be put to work in a useful, intelligent way, which is exactly what the Soviets did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Battle of Stalingrad 
 
      
 
    The Battle of Stalingrad lasted almost six months (21 August 1942-2 February 1943). The Germans were supported by armies sent by Romania and Hungary, and to a lesser extent by Spain, Croatia and Italy. It was a cutthroat fight. The city was entirely destroyed by the German artillery and air force. Ninety percent of its ruins were occupied by the Germans. There were critical moments for the Soviets when they held no more than a strip of land 200-250-meter away from the Volga River. For Hitler, the conquest of Stalingrad had a double importance: from a moral and psychological point of view, in his conception, the city that bore Stalin's name, once conquered, would trigger the moral collapse of both the Red Army and the Soviet population; secondly, control over the traffic on the Volga was of great strategic importance to the Germans. The road to the Caucasus oil and gas fields would have been both open and secure after the fall of Stalingrad. Once these goals were achieved, Hitler expected the collapse of the Soviet state, whose European part would virtually cease to exist, and the war would be soon coming to an end with the victory of Nazi Germany. But besides the resolve and sacrifice of the Russian soldier, once again there was General Zhukov, who also organized the defense of the ruins of Stalingrad, while dealing with two key factors: keeping a constant supply of fresh troops and materiel on the Volga, necessary for the defense of the city, especially for General Chuikov’s 62nd Army, the main defender of the city; and ensuring the necessary time for his own plan of encirclement and destruction of the 6th German army under the command of General Friedrich Paulus. The fresh troops, well-equipped, well-rested and well-trained, arrived from Siberia just in time to be of real help. Although he did not have a special sympathy for the NKVD, who maintained terror and discipline among the Red Army soldiers and officers on the front, Zhukov understood that political commissars were needed to punish the thousands of deserters, cowards and defeatists, and to discourage similar attempts in the future. Combat forces were equal, one and a half million on each side, but the loss of human life was much higher on the Soviet side.  
 
    The German commanders on the eastern front and some officers from the General Staff were already worried about the slowing down of the offensive when a new, serious occasion for concern made its appearance: the US entry into war after the 7 December 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Just four days after this attack, with the arrogance spawned by success and his rhetorical pathos, Hitler declared war on the United States. Logically, that involved the opening of a new front, in the West, the thing that Hitler had feared, which involved moving some of the troops from the eastern front to the west of Europe. Hence, Hitler's pressure to finish the campaign in the east as soon as possible, at any cost. The Army Group South, after the conquest of Ukraine and the capital Kiev, was redirected in a two-pronged attack (Operation Blue). A part of the army was sent to the Caucasus area under the command of two of Hitler's best officers, the field marshals von Manstein and von Kleist. Another part of the South Army Group consisted of the Sixth Army, led by General Friedrich Paulus, supported by the Fourth Panzer Army under General Hoth. In June 1942, one year after the invasion, Operation “Blau” commenced. Paraphrasing what Talleyrand said in 1815 at the Congress of Vienna, when the fate of post-Napoleonic France was decided, namely that the Congress was dancing but not advancing, neither did the Germans advance at Stalingrad, despite the devastating "dance". General Vasily Chuikov’s 62nd Army stood its ground, foiling Hitler's plans. The human losses were overwhelming on both sides. As usual, Hitler blamed the Chief of Staff, General Franz Halder, for the failure, whom he replaced with General Kurt Zeitzler. In his postwar memoirs General Halder depicted Hitler's brutal, totally unprofessional intrusion into military operations, which led to countless tensions between him and the Fuehrer. In September 1942 Halder was released from office by Hitler and left the army. According to Halder, after his dismissal, in the General Staff now completely subjected to Hitler, military professionalism was replaced by the Nazi doctrine. 
 
    Meanwhile, behind the frontline, on the other bank of the Volga, General Zhukov was secretly organizing a great surprise which would turn around the war on the eastern front. Operation Uranus prescribed the encirclement of the German Army on the flanks, whose defense by Germany’s allies was weaker, in particular in the sectors of the two Romanian armies: the Third Army under the command of General Dumitrescu Petre, stationed northwest of Stalingrad, and the Fourth Army, under the command of General Constantinescu Constantin, stationed southeast of Stalingrad. Paulus' army was isolated by piercing the front through the flanks defended by the Romanian armies. Resistance was particularly weak from the Third Army. The same happened with the Fourth Army, though many German senior officers were surprised and full of admiration for the resistance, sacrifice and determination of the Romanian soldiers. Nevertheless, Field Marshal von Manstein always criticized the behavior of the Romanian armies, blaming them for the collapse of the front. Von Manstein tried without success to break through the circle formed by the Red Army units, in order to reach Paulus' 6th Army and release it from the encirclement. But the Soviet grip strengthened day by day, so the only reasonable solution was unconditional surrender of the 6th Army. Apart from the fact that the military equipment provided to the German army at Stalingrad was inadequate and insufficient, the Soviet army superiority, both in numbers and materiel, was overwhelming. The army led by General Nikolai Vatutin successfully accomplished its mission with relatively few losses. Hitler had forbidden any retreat, and although Paulus reiterated his request to withdraw to new positions several times, he was turned down. There were other – muted – voices in the German High Command approving Paulus' request. Goering’s firm promise that the Luftwaffe would be able to airdrop any necessary amount of weapons, ammunition, food, fuel, drugs for the 6th Army seems to have been the decisive factor in Hitler's decision against withdrawal. Although Hitler later admitted that because of Goering he had mistakenly disregarded the advice of his generals, he always defended his good friend. After all, Goering was the second most important person in the Nazi hierarchy and Hitler's designated successor. Their friendship went far back into the past, to the “underground” years of the failed Munich coup, when Goering was injured. Paulus was cornered, in an impossible situation. On the one hand, the promised air supply was ineffective, and on the other hand the physical condition and the morale of his soldiers was beyond recognition. Nothing was left of the undefeated 6th Army, who believed that Stalingrad would be taken without much effort. On 31 January-1 February, 1943 Paulus surrendered – ironically, not to General Chuikov, the principal defender of the city, but to the commander of the 64th Army, who defended the flank of Chuikov’s 62nd Army. Besides the desperate situation of the remains of the 6th Army, whose soldiers were in tatters, starving, sick, and wounded, Hitler's cynical decision to promote him to Field Marshal humiliated Paulus furthermore. With this hasty promotion, on 30 January, on the eve of capitulation, Hitler actually asked Paulus to commit suicide, because no German marshal had been taken prisoner before him. In Hitler’s mind, Paulus’ suicide would have saved the German army’s honor.  
 
    The number of 6th-Army soldiers who fell prisoners to the Soviets was 90,000, including 20 generals. Only 7% of them survived to return to East Germany, and only after Stalin's death. The brilliant victory of the Red Army at Stalingrad filled the world with astonishment and admiration. On the one hand it proved that Hitler's "invincible" army could be defeated, and on the other hand the initiative finally passed on to the Red Army. Hitler and the Nazi clique never recovered from the shock. With a calculated delay, Goebbels announced the defeat to the German people, reaffirming once again the confidence in Adolf Hitler and in the “Total War”, until the final victory. He said on the radio that the Wehrmacht was engaged in a temporary defensive war. The exact losses among the trapped Soviet population were estimated by the Soviets to more than one million. The Germans and their allies lost more than 800,000 (400,000 Germans, 200,000 Romanians and about 120,000 Hungarians, Croats, Spaniards and Italians). The largest army of Germany’s allies was the Romanian one, as were its losses, second only to the Germans’. At Stalingrad only, out of the 90,000 prisoners, about 3,000 were Romanians. 
 
    The Battle of Stalingrad was the bloodiest of World War II and Germany’s worst military defeat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Battle of Kursk 
 
      
 
    After the victory at Stalingrad, the Soviet counteroffensive generated a huge salient in the defense of the German army. Thus, the Red Army reached Kursk, about 500 kilometers south of Moscow, while the German army command decided to close the gap as soon as possible.  
 
    The Battle of Kursk lasted about seven weeks, from 5 July to 23 August 1943. The summer months of 1943, after Stalingrad, were used by both sides, especially the German one, to refresh and regroup their forces. Six to eight thousand tanks were involved in the battle, the largest concentration of tanks in history. The operation to close the Kursk salient, named by the German command Operation Citadel, met with many objections from the front commanders, including von Manstein and the great strategist, Guderian. As usual, Hitler interfered in the planning process, and did not agree to the advice of his generals to move to a line of defense. General Zeitzler, the new Chief of Staff, although regarded as a talented strategist, was too docile and submissive to Hitler, so he carried out Hitler's military decisions automatically. The only reasons why Hitler accepted the temporary postponement of Operation Citadel were the need for technical repairs and, chiefly, the production of new, heavy tank models with greater mobility, speed and firepower. If the fighting from house to house among the Stalingrad ruins saw countless cases hand-to-hand combat, at Kursk there were tanks that smashed into each other. Unlike on the German side, the Soviet high command (Stavka) and Stalin accepted the opinion of generals Zhukov, Vasilevsky and others who, in the first phase, when the Germans were certain to attack Kursk, wanted to prepare the Red Army for defensive positions, built in depth on many fortified, well-equipped lines. In the second phase, they launched a broad, decisive counteroffensive, codenamed Operation Kutuzov in the north and Operation Polkovodets Rumyantsev in the south. Stalin's attitude in this battle, as in other previous ones (Leningrad, Moscow, Stalingrad), was quite interesting. He listened carefully without intervening directly in the decisions of his generals, whom he fully trusted, and in their turn they did not disappoint him. Moreover, in some cases Stalin gave up his personal opinion to that of his generals. 
 
    The same heroes from Stalingrad were present at Kursk. On the Soviet side, Zhukov, Rokossovsky, Vatutin, and on the German side von Manstein, von Kluge, Hoth. The Soviet counteroffensive led to a new brilliant victory of the Red Army. Many cities and large Soviet territories were liberated. Operation Citadel was the Wehrmacht’s last serious attempt at offensive on the eastern front. If after Stalingrad there were officers who still believed in Hitler's military genius and in the victory of the German army, after Kursk things changed radically. The Red Army’s triumph was made possible by several internal and external factors. An important internal factor was the contribution of the partisans behind the German lines. They fought heroically, always in military inferiority to the German occupation army. An external factor was the landing of the Allies in Sicily in July 1943, a few days after the start of Operation Citadel, which forced Hitler to bring troops and equipment from the eastern front to support troops in Italy. Another crucial factor was the information received from the British, directly or indirectly, through various espionage sources, after the Germans’ Enigma cipher machine was broken. 
 
    At the beginning of Operation Citadel, the superiority of the Red Army in all parameters was evident: three times as many soldiers and officers, twice as many tanks, nearly five times as much artillery, and 1.5 times as many aircraft. All in all, both sides fielded nearly three million soldiers and officers. Although the Soviet losses were much higher than the German ones, after Stalingrad and, especially, after Kursk, the German army was no longer able to organize a serious offensive on the eastern front. The soldiers and officers’ confidence in the Wehrmacht’s success was shattered once and for all, while dissatisfaction with Hitler was steadily rising. An increasing number of German officers saw the removal of Hitler and the Nazis from power as soon as possible as the only escape from the thorny situation. From the more than 20 serious attempts on Hitler’s life, only the unsuccessful plot of the generals of 20 July 1944 is well-known and still commented on. In other words, one year had to pass between Kursk and the plot. A maxim from Roman law befits the (missed) goal of those assassination attempts: "Sublata causa tollitur effectus” – Upon removal of the cause, the effect is removed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Allied landing in Sicily 
 
      
 
    After Rommel's defeat in North Africa, the Mediterranean was under the control of the Allied forces led by the United States and Britain. For the first landing in Europe, the island of Sicily was chosen where a bridgehead could be established for the advance of the Allied troops towards the north of the Italian “boot”. The Allied Force Commander on the western front, General Dwight Eisenhower, installed his headquarters on the British-controlled island of Malta. Operation Husky consisted in landing in Sicily and taking the enemy by surprise. The German command was expecting a landing in the Mediterranean in a few other likely places (the coast of Greece, the island of Sardinia, etc.), but Sicily had not been seriously taken into consideration. The landing of the Americans, British and Canadians, which also involved airborne troops, took place on 10 July 1943. Hitler’s surprise was total. Operation Citadel, in which the Germans had placed all their hopes, had begun just five days before and the landing in Sicily came at the worst moment. The transfer of troops from Kursk as reinforcements on the Italian front weakened the German eastern front. After five weeks of fighting in Sicily, the Allies continued their advance northwards, and Rome was liberated on 4 June 1944.  
 
    The campaign got support from the Sicilian mafia. It sounds like a joke today, but at that time the US authorities, seeking support from the Sicilian Mafia, contacted the heads of the American Mafia, given the business and kinship ties between the two mafias, as the American one was the actual master of the island. Turning to the mafia proved to be very effective as mafia clans joined the Allied forces in the struggle for the liberation of Sicily. The political situation in Italy in the wake of the Allied landing was quite unstable, and most people demanded Italy's capitulation and exit from the war. On 25 July 1944 Italy's fascist ruler Benito Mussolini was arrested. After seven weeks in a luxury prison, he was freed by a small commando led by Hitler's Austrian conational, a convinced Nazi himself, SS Lieutenant Colonel Otto Skorzeny. Although temporarily restored to power, Mussolini was already considered a man of the past, without any real value either for Italy or for his German friend and ally. In fact, one day before Mussolini's arrest, Marshal Pietro Badoglio signed on behalf of Italy the armistice with the Allied forces and Italy's exit from the war. The Allied command (Dwight Eisenhower, George Patton, Bernard Montgomery, Omar Bradley, etc.) hoped that the landing in Italy would determine the deployment of German forces from the west coast of France to Italy. It is unclear to what extent it happened. In any case, the Allies had already planned the next step, the "official" opening of the second front by landing in Normandy. The long-awaited second front came true on 6 June 1944, a day that saw the largest and most complex landing in history. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Landing in Normandy (D-day) 
 
      
 
    Hitler did not want to fight on two fronts. He was well aware of the lessons of the First World War, when Germany had tried it without success. The situation on the eastern front was unfavorable to the Wehrmacht. Opening a new front in the west involved the transfer of troops from the east to west, although the Germans had built the fortification known as the Atlantic Wall across the western coast of Europe, for the likely event of an Allied landing. Erwin Rommel, a young Field Marshal and one of the few career officers that Hitler liked (until the July 1944 plot) was appointed by Hitler as commander of the western front. Once in his new post, Rommel undertook a detailed, in-depth inspection of the Atlantic Wall, and was shocked by the pitiful state of some important segments, wondering why more had not been done in previous years, although the Germans had all that was necessary at their disposal. He took urgent measures to fortify the wall, working against the clock. Like the German High Command, Rommel believed that the landing was certain, most likely in the Pas de Calais region, in northern France, just 40 kilometers from Dover, England.  
 
    The Battle of Normandy, codenamed Operation Overlord, began on 6 June 1944. It was the official opening of the second front, anxiously awaited by Stalin. The extremely complex amphibious landing, with thousands of warships, troop transport, weapons, fuel, tanks and fighting equipment, and even a specially built floating port, is the largest naval landing operation ever. Also participating were airborne troops, including paratroopers and gliders whose task was to take as much territory as possible and create bridgeheads behind the German lines. The air force was just as active and useful. Before the invasion, the cannonade unleashed from the warships prepared the ground, but the results, analyzed later, were not as expected. The bunkers and the expertise of the German defenders caused great losses to the Allies, especially in the first phase of the landing operation.  
 
    The Allied command had divided the landing area into five beaches, of which the most famous was called "Omaha". The biggest losses were incurred on this beach. They were caused by the topographic conditions, i.e. the steep, rocky terrain The courage and sacrifice of the Allied soldiers, especially the American, English and Canadian, eventually led to the collapse of the German defensive wall and advancement into the French territory, despite heavy losses, particularly in the first days. Stalin used to tell his intimates that the Americans and the English wanted to fight "to the last Soviet soldier". Of course, frustrated by the delay, he had made this remark before the Allied landing, as he mistrusted Roosevelt and Churchill’s repeated promises to open a new front in the West. He was only partially right. The delay was also due to the campaign in North Africa, which eventually chased the Germans and the Italians away from Africa. After the defeat of the “desert fox” Rommel’s Afrika Korps, the Allies gained almost full control of the Mediterranean, which made the landing in Sicily and the penetration into the Italian territory possible. These were substantial strikes that further weakened the Germans’ combat capacity. The Allies’ advancement into France was supported by the highly active French Résistance, and the French division of the Allied forces also contributed to the liberation of their homeland.  
 
    At the same time, the tragedy of the Polish people continued. Within the Allied armed forces there was also a Polish division whose soldiers hoped to return home to an independent and sovereign Poland after the war. More than a century before, many Polish soldiers had fought bravely in Napoleon’s army, hoping to get his support in their struggle for a sovereign, independent Poland. But, like Napoleon, Stalin had completely different plans that came into conflict with the Polish dream.  
 
    On D-day, the total number of soldiers was under 200,000, but soon after, the western front numbered more than one million. The Allies had superiority in all areas, and their air supremacy was absolute. After four years of occupation, Paris was liberated, without much resistance put up by the German occupation troops. The French General Leclerc’s division liberated Paris on 24 August 1944, and a few days later he and General Charles de Gaulle organized a victory parade cheered by the Parisians. It is worth remembering the attitude of the German commander of Nazi-occupied Paris, General Dietrich von Choltitz, who categorically refused to carry out Hitler’s order to dynamite the city and leave it in ruins.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Battle for and the fall of Berlin  
 
      
 
    The Red Army was attacking Berlin from two directions, and the capital of the Nazi Reich was encircled and isolated. Stalin had ordered the conquest of Berlin as soon as possible, because he did not intend to share the glory with his Western Allies. On the other side, General George Patton pressed the Americans to enter Berlin before the Soviets, but General Eisenhower did not allow him to advance towards the city. Was the cause of Eisenhower's opposition his sincere desire to save American lives, or was he abiding by a previous understanding between the three “greats”, concluded at the Yalta Conference? 
 
    Even before the onslaught of the Red Army, the Allied air force had carried out massive bombardments that in the second half of 1944 and the first months of 1945 had wreaked havoc in the city. The three fronts engaged in the Battle of Berlin, the 1st Belorussian, under the command of Marshal Zhukov, the 2nd Belarussian, under the command of Marshal Rokossovsky, and the Ukrainian, commanded by Marshal Konev, brought together one and a half million soldiers and officers. The superiority of the Red Army was evident both in numbers and weapons, including thousands of tanks, planes, artillery pieces, trucks, Katyusha rocket launchers known as Stalin's organ, and so forth. The Red Army's losses were great, but still fewer than the German side’s: in addition to the killed, the wounded, the missing, the sick and the prisoners, many civilians also lost their lives, among which Hitlerjugend teenagers sent into battle without a minimal military training. Many suicides occurred among young women, not to mention soldiers, officers, generals.  
 
    After Hitler’s suicide on 30 April 1945, the Russian-speaking General Krebs, a former military attaché to Moscow before the war, attempted to hold peace talks in the name of the new Chancellor for one day, Joseph Goebbels, who had been appointed by Hitler before suicide. On 2 May 1945, General Krebs discussed the conditions of the surrender with General Chuikov, the 62-year-old Stalingrad hero. Chuikov reported to his direct superior, Marshal Zhukov, who in turn reported to Stalin about the Goebbels-Krebs proposal. As expected, Stalin firmly rejected Goebbels and Krebs's offer of peace talks. He would accept only unconditional surrender, according to the agreement of the three “greats”, Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt. General Krebs returned to the Fuehrer’s bunker and committed suicide in the wee hours of 2 May 1945. The official handover of the city took place on the same day. The man who surrendered the city was the commander of the Berlin defense, General Helmuth Weidling. 
 
    The Red Flag with the sickle and hammer on the roof of the Reichstag in ruins heralded the end of the Second World War and the victory over Nazi Germany. After the war, Berlin was divided into four sectors (Soviet, American, British and French), and two separate urban entities, West Berlin and East Berlin. The latter, under Soviet occupation, was designated the capital of the German Democratic Republic. Berlin was to become one again after the fall of Communism and of the shameful Berlin Wall erected by the Soviets and their East German allies in the time of the "liberal" Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev, in August 1961. Almost three decades had elapsed when the Wall was torn down, in November 1989. The official reunification of Germany (Deutsche Wiedervereinigung) and of its capital in October 1990 symbolizes the end of the Cold War and the disappearance of the last remnants of the Second World War.  
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    The Jews and anti-Semitism 
 
      
 
      
 
    Napoleon 
 
      
 
    Arriving with the wind of freedom of the French Revolution, which blew far beyond the borders of France, the Civil Code proclaimed by Napoleon Bonaparte in 1804 granted religious freedom to all the citizens. It recognized all the religions of the minority groups, which before Napoleon's decree had been disfavored and discriminated against for centuries. The influence of the French philosophers of the Enlightenment on Napoleon since his youth, when he was a student at the military school, was indeed substantial. Voltaire and above all Jean-Jacques Rousseau were his spiritual mentors. Their writings modeled generations of young French intellectuals and French society at large. The Declaration of the Rights of the Man and of the Citizen, a product of the French Revolution, proclaimed freedom and equality for all. The famous words "Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité", still valid today, reflect the profound, radical transformations. Disseminated by Napoleon’s conquests, these ideas shattered the monarchies in power in Europe and awakened feelings of solidarity among intellectuals in the neighboring countries. The great German composer Ludwig van Beethoven dedicated to Napoleon Symphony No. 3 (Eroica), composed at the time of Napoleon's Consulate (1804). However, when Napoleon was proclaimed Emperor the same year, the deeply disappointed composer erased the dedication to him. 
 
    In 1806, Napoleon, who had a favorable attitude towards the Jewish communities in France and elsewhere, started a series of steps for the emancipation of the Jews. A year later he acknowledged Judaism as an official religion, equal to other minority denominations such as the Calvinist, Lutheran and Protestant, a measure still in force. As a gesture of reconciliation, he also restored all the "historical rights" of the French Catholic Church. During the campaign in Egypt (1799), Napoleon arrived at the gates of the fortress city of Acre, on the shore of the Mediterranean Sea (now Akko in northern Israel). He withdrew after an unsuccessful siege of the Ottoman-occupied city, which received substantial support from the English fleet. On this occasion, Napoleon decreed the release of all the Jews from North Africa and the Near East, encouraging them to join the French army and together liberate Jerusalem from Ottoman occupation. However, his intention to render the whole of Jerusalem to Jews did not materialize, and although he was in the Holy Land, he never reached Jerusalem, because he had to change his plans following the political events under way in France. Napoleon lost Jerusalem to win Paris. As for the Jewish communities spread throughout the French Empire, the dissolution of the ghettoes where they had been forced to live for centuries and the opening to French society, as well as admission to schools and universities, to the army and to state institutions created the conditions for them to become fully integrated as equal French citizens. 
 
    As he later confessed during his exile on the island of Saint Helena, Napoleon’s attitude towards the Jews was a fruit of his appreciation for them as an active people with initiative, very receptive to novelty, and always supportive of progress. In his view, Jews had the capacity and the energy to contribute to the development of his country. It is significant that Napoleon did not seek any benefit, whether political or other, by this benevolent attitude. As a sign of gratitude and appreciation, besides poems written in honor of Napoleon and the Empire, the French Jews did something unusual: they formulated a special prayer for Napoleon and to his memory. Some historians wondered if Napoleon's attitude towards the Jews could be explained by the fact that, though a French citizen by birth, he was not quite French himself. If this is the case, how can Hitler's or Stalin's anti-Semitic mindset be explained, given that the former was not quite German, and the latter was not quite Russian? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitler 
 
      
 
    Even until today, historians have not agreed on when and how Hitler became a racist and a virulent anti-Semite. Both racism and obsessive anti-Semitism were enshrined in the laws of the National-Socialist state. According to Dr. Edward Bloch, the Jewish doctor who treated Hitler's mother's for cancer, the young Adolf was always ready to lend a hand. Hitler, then aged 16-17, and Dr. Bloch, aged 35, had a rather friendly relationship, which became even closer with the frequent visits Dr. Bloch made to his patient, on which occasions they had long discussions on various topics. From Dr. Bloch's accounts, at least in those years Hitler's behavior was absolutely normal. The medical visits he paid to Klara Hitler were almost daily, and Dr. Bloch remembers the care she had for her family, especially for the young Adolf, with whom she had a profound affinity. The very accurate description of the young Hitler's thoughtful behavior during his mother's illness and of his sincere mourning of her death at only 47 (1907) reflects a completely different person, not the abominable criminal that he was to be. After Klara's death, the Hitler family children came to Dr. Bloch's office to thank him. The doctor particularly remembers Adolf extending his hand while assuring him of his "eternal gratitude". In 1940, Hitler personally handled the case of Dr. Bloch's family, who never suffered Nazi persecution. Moreover, Hitler facilitated their legal departure to the United States. The prophetic words of "eternal gratitude" of the young Adolf Hitler in 1907 and the fulfillment of the promise when he was the Fuehrer of Germany and the master of Europe, in 1940, demonstrate the complex character of Adolf Hitler's psyche. Neither in his memoirs, nor in the interviews given later does Dr. Bloch mention a hostile attitude to Jews in the Hitler family. The theory searching for the roots of Hitler's anti-Semitism in the failure of the Jewish doctor to save his mother does not stand up in the light of what has been described above. Even after leaving his home, following Klara’s death, during his "bohemian" life full of shortcomings in Vienna, there are no accounts of verbal or physical anti-Semitic acts by Hitler, done either alone or in a group. Apparently Hitler's steering towards extremism and Jewphobia occurred in post-World War I Munich amid general dissatisfaction with the humiliating Treaty of Versailles and the world economic crisis that hit the Weimar Republic during the Great Depression. Before 1920, Adolf Hitler was 30 and a nobody. His appointment as chancellor in 1933 was the Nazi party’s great chance to fully take power. When the old aristocrat and President of the Weimar Republic, Field Marshal von Hindenburg, died at the age of 86 (2 August 1934), Hitler, without officially giving up the title of Chancellor, and without officially taking over the now vacant title of President, established the National-Socialist dictatorship in Germany. Shortly after, Germany became the Third Reich, which according to the Nazi doctrine would rule for the next 1000 years, and Adolf Hitler assumed the title of Fuehrer, or single Leader. Only a few months elapsed until he organized the book burning “festival” in public squares of German cities, on 10 May 1933. Thousands of books that did not fall in line with the Nazi ideology, or written by anti-Nazis or Jews, irrespective of the fame of their authors, were turned to ashes: the works of Karl Marx, Stefan Zweig, Heinrich Heine (considered the greatest German lyric poet, whose attempt to convert to Christianity was of little use to him), Lion Feuchtwanger, the philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (grandfather of the great composer Felix Mendelssohn, whose Christian name was Bartholdy), and many more. A century before the Nazis, Heinrich Heine had openly condemned the burning of books by the Spanish Inquisition, predicting that "those who burn books will eventually end up burning people." The Reichstag fire of 27 February 1933, less than a month after Hitler’s appointment as chancellor, gave the Nazis an excuse to unleash terror all over the country and suspend civil liberties. Communists, socialists, other political opponents unjustly accused of plotting, anti-Nazi intellectuals and leftist members of parliament, members of the Social Democrat Party, priests, career officers – thousands upon thousands of people regarded as political rivals – were arrested. Among them, leading communist figures of the Comintern such as Georgi Dimitrov. Stalin stood aside, ignoring what was happening in Germany to the communists. The leader of the Communist Party of Germany and former member of parliament, Ernst Thälmann, was held in solitary confinement for eleven years before being executed on Hitler’s order in 1944. Neither did Comintern leaders in Germany have a better fate.  
 
    The Jews’ life in Germany was also getting worse every day. The race laws adopted at Nuremberg in 1935 and the pogrom known as Kristalnacht organized throughout Germany on 9-10 November 1938 sped up the removal of Jews from all sectors of German society: economic, cultural, artistic, scientific, academic, etc. About 200,000 Jews went into forced exile, especially to the United States, in the early years of Nazi dictatorship. From here to the idea of the final solution was only a small step. This mass extermination plan conceived at the end of December 1941 was officially approved one month later at the famous Wannsee Conference, in a suburb of Berlin. The conference was headed by Himmler's deputy, SS General Reinhard Heydrich, a young man known for his cruelty, who according to some who knew him well, was not always capable of telling good from evil. Heydrich, one of the "architects" of the Holocaust, was a cultivated man, fond of classical music (he played the violin) and good at sports. The blond, blue-eyed beast, as he was later described, was very much appreciated for his "qualities" by both his immediate superior Heinrich Himmler and the Fuehrer himself. He practically had free hand in everything to do with the Holocaust. Heydrich, who was also Protector of Bohemia and Moravia, was ambushed and shot in Prague in May 1942 by a group of local underground resistance fighters. At the time of the attack, Heydrich was only 38 years old and was leaving behind a pile of corpses. Among his many tasks, he had also been in charge of soldiers and officers operating in the occupied territories behind the front, organized in the infamous Einsatzgruppen. These "special" troops had the sole task of carrying out mass murders among the civilian population. The assassins, who usually operated with the knowledge of the military commanders in the area, operated in the occupied territories of Poland, Ukraine, Belarus, and the European part of Russia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aryan Jews” 
 
      
 
    The case of Dr. Eduard Bloch and his family aside, during the war Hitler granted a number of “pure Aryan blood” certificates to generals and officers of the army, air force and navy who were either Jews or partial Jews (Mischlinge), some of which were in direct professional contact with Hitler. If we add the roughly 160,000 Jews or Mischlinge who fought in the Wehrmacht, especially on the eastern front, the Nuremberg race laws, severely applied all over Germany, become a matter of debate. Hitler in person dealt with these officers and soldiers who had only one purely German parent, or grandfather, or grandmother. They were treated equally during the war, many of them being decorated for acts of bravery. This is particularly true in the early years of war, when the German army marched from victory to victory, conquering vast territories. After Stalingrad and Kursk, the German armies went on the defensive, and the mood of the German troops quickly shifted from euphoria to bitter frustration. As the German attempts to take the initiative on the eastern front failed one after another, the German command and Hitler’s nervousness led, inter alia, to restrictive measures against the Mischlinge on the front. Many of them were demobilized, arrested and sent to extermination camps on Hitler's orders. Although he needed them on the front after the huge losses he had suffered, Hitler made this irrevocable decision consumed by hatred. It came as a shock for the officers and soldiers devoted to his army to be sent to concentration camps. We cannot know what their fate would have been if Hitler had won the war. In his memoirs, Hitler’s valet Heinz Linge claims that he was present at all the official or unofficial meetings that Hitler had, with the exception of the long discussions held in private between Hitler and Himmler, which no other person could access. In retrospect, Linge realized that the topic of their secret talks was the Holocaust and the situation in the extermination camps. At some point the death machine of Birkenau-Auschwitz reached a "productivity record" of 2000 killed per hour. It now seems unbelievable that Hitler devoted that much time and energy to his sick obsession.  
 
    The certificates of blood purity, granted by Hitler for purely cold, rational reasons and signed by himself, gave full immunity both to the officers of Jewish descent and their families. Below are a few examples. 
 
    Admiral Bernhard Rogge (1899-1982) served under the Kaiser and the Weimar Republic, in the Nazi navy, and finally in the West-German navy (Bundesmarine). He is one of the few commanders who did not forget to be a human being. After sinking enemy ships, he had a humane, correct behavior towards his prisoners. He was never a real Nazi, but he needed the certificate signed by Hitler that proved the purity of his blood. Admiral Rogge is also one of the few commanders who was never arrested or investigated. Although after the war he was released from the army, he was recalled a few years later. He remained active until his retirement in 1962, and passed away after a quiet old age, in his bed, at the age of 82. 
 
    Field Marshal Erhard Milch (1892-1972) began his career in the German air force in the First World War. After the war he was one of the pioneers of the burgeoning civil aviation. The actual military career took off when the Nazis came to power: he was named Hermann Goering’s deputy at the Ministry of Aviation. Milch is rightly considered to be the founder of the Luftwaffe, his task including the continuous production and improvement of combat aircraft, which he fulfilled successfully. His organizational skills earned him Goering and Hitler’s appreciation. Thus, getting the certificate of pureblooded Aryan, signed by Hitler with Goering’s intercession, became a secondary matter for Milch whose father, Anton Milch, was a Jewish pharmacist (Milch was a “first-degree Mischling”). Through joint efforts, in close collaboration with the famous airplane designers and builders Willy Messerschmitt and Hugo Junkers, and later with Albert Speer, Milch managed to provide the quality and quantity required by Hitler in the preparations for war. The General and later the Field Marshal rank were gained after two successful campaigns, in France and Norway. Ironically, Milch was a member of the Nazi party, and his closeness to Goering and Hitler strengthened his nationalist-socialist convictions. At the Nuremberg Trials, he was accused of crimes against humanity. The judges emphasized the use of forced labor in the German war industry, in conditions of slavery, to which the civilian population and the prisoners from the Nazi camps had been reduced. He was sentenced to life imprisonment, but after a few reductions, he served only about three years. He kept a low profile until his death at the age of 80, away from interviews or sensationalistic reports about the Third Reich or his relationship and working meetings with Hitler, Goering and other high-ranking Nazis. 
 
    Air force General Helmuth Wilberg (1880-1941) was one of the flying aces of the First World War. Goering, who appreciated him a lot, made him a member of the air force General Staff. Only the fact that he was a Mischling (his mother was Jewish) prevented Goering from appointing him, as he intended, Chief of Staff. Wilberg was regarded as the best tactician in the air force and a Blitzkrieg expert in the cooperation between the army and the air force, to which he had his own contribution. He too received the famous blood purity certificate with Hitler's signature. Although he was not a sympathizer, he worked with the Nazis on a professional level. We cannot know what Wilberg's career in the Luftwaffe could have been, because he died in an airplane crash during a routine flight in 1941.  
 
    Goering, a convinced Nazi convinced and number two in the Reich hierarchy, officially designated Hitler's "heir to the throne", helped many senior officers (and not only) to obtain the infamous blood certificates, which only Hitler could sign. Some historians describe Goering as a "light" Nazi. I do not know to what extent this statement is true. While the Nazi heads were in detention during the Nuremberg trials, American psychiatric doctors carried out a series of IQ tests. First came the architect Albert Speer and second, with a higher than average IQ, was Hermann Goering. Other Nazi leaders such as Hitler, Himmler, Goebbels, who committed suicide, were spared from such an examination. The purpose of the intelligence tests, combined with a clinical psychiatric assessment, was to find a commonsense answer to the abominable crimes they had committed, never before seen in history. 
 
    There were other Mischling senior officers who received from Hitler the Aryan certificate, such as two Wehrmacht generals, the brothers Arty Johannes Zukertort and Karl Zukertort, and Colonel Walter Hollaender, a division commander on the eastern front. Wounded several times, Hollaender distinguished himself in the fierce Battle of Kursk. He received the Iron Cross twice and a great deal of other military honors. Of course, Colonel Hollaender was also awarded the Certificate. He belonged to a category of Jews that Hitler called "noble Jews". Perhaps Hitler considered himself a "noble Jew" too? That we will never know. According to the Nuremberg laws, he could be classified as a second-degree Mischling, while his father, Alois, would have been considered a first-degree one (half-Jewish, due to an unknown father, i.e. Hitler's grandfather). Or rather he was thinking like Goering who, when asked about the great number of certificates obtained through his intercession, would say directly: “Wer Jude ist, bestimme ich” – I decide who is a Jew. An official Nazi statistic indicated a total number of Jews who lived in Germany in 1933-1934 of less than 1% of the entire population (more precisely, 0.6%-0.7%). Those ranked as first- and second-degree Mischlinge amounted to 110,000-120,000. There were still a few tens of thousands, perhaps more, who were not taken into account even though they were of Jewish descent to various extents. In his excellent book Hitler's Jewish Soldiers, the American military historian Bryan Mark Rigg estimates the number of Jewish or partially Jewish soldiers in the Wehrmacht at about 160,000, a number confirmed by two other sources: The Israeli Army (Zahal) Archives, and the American War Veterans Association. 
 
    The total number of Jewish soldiers and officers who fought in World War II is estimated at 1,340,000: over 500,000 in the Red Army; 550,000 men and women in the US Army on the Europe and Asia-Pacific fronts; 100,000 in the Polish Army; 30,000 in the British Army; 160,000 in the Wehrmacht; plus several thousand volunteers in the British army, known as the British-Jewish Brigade in Palestine, in short the Jewish Brigade. 
 
    There were 36 generals, three admirals and one warship commander of Jewish origin in the Allied forces, and the number of Jewish casualties was 40,000. The Allied forces, especially the American army, decorated 49,315 Jewish soldiers and officers, three of them with the highest US military distinction: the Congressional Medal of Honor. 
 
    I could not find accurate data from the Soviet side and the German side. Soviet sources are not clear about the Jewish superior officers and generals who fought in the Second World War in the Red Army. 
 
    In most totalitarian regimes things are sometimes out of consensus, if not bizarre. Thus, shortly before the start of the hostilities, Nazi propaganda spread in the German media the photograph of a young, beautiful, certainly Aryan soldier named Werner Goldberg, presented as an example of the German ideal soldier. The mistake was repaired later, when they realized that the soldier was actually a Mischling. More recently, in 1981, at a press conference on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt was clearly partial in supporting the Palestinian cause. There was no honesty or balance in his words. The Israeli Prime Minister, Menachem Begin, accused him of hypocrisy and misrepresentation of the truth, reminding him of his "personal contribution" and “prowess” on the front. No one has ever accused Helmut Schmidt of having committed war crimes. However, the high distinction he received, the Iron Cross, was a reward for his "merits and services" in battle. There is a little spice in this story: Herr Schmidt was also a Mischling, because his paternal grandfather was a successful, well-known German-Jewish banker. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalin 
 
      
 
    Over the three decades of his dictatorship, Stalin had a radically changing attitude towards the Jews, whether his colleagues and comrades in struggle, genuine Bolsheviks from Lenin's old guard, or other close associates. In the first period of his dictatorship, until the outbreak of World War II, the only Jew who stood in Stalin’s way to absolute power was Trotsky, his mortal enemy. A few years later, two other Jews, very influential at the time, who at the beginning had supported him firmly on the road to the Kremlin, became leading political opponents when they realized, among the first to do so, that Stalin was not the right man for the supreme position. The two were Zinoviev and Kamenev, both leading Bolsheviks with merits and seniority. After the war, Stalin became paranoid and anti-Semitic, and he remained so until his death in March 1953.  
 
    Lev (Leon) Trotsky (Lev Davidovich Bronstein, 1879-1940) was a Ukrainian Jew, a convinced Marxist, and one of the few real intellectuals in the Bolshevik leadership. He spoke several languages and was a close collaborator of Lenin. Arrested several times for his underground revolutionary work, he was, like Stalin, Lenin and other Bolshevik leaders, sent into exile to Siberia, again and again. Since he was continuously chased by the Tsarist Okhrana, he sought refuge in various European countries (England, Switzerland, Finland), where he carried on with his revolutionary activity. During his stay in England, Trotsky got close to Lenin, who appreciated the intelligent, cultured man with organizational skills. Back in Russia, Trotsky was first elected in the first Politburo, in 1917, as a full member, the equal of Lenin, Stalin, Kamenev, Zinoviev, and briefly appointed Foreign Minister (People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs). In this capacity, he headed the Soviet delegation at the Brest-Litovsk talks concluded with a treaty signed in March 1918. Later, he was appointed Minister of Defense (People's Commissar for the Army). This was his great opportunity to prove his remarkable organizational capacity. Trotsky became the founder of the Red Army. A few months after the October 1917 Revolution, the civil war broke out between the “Whites” (Mensheviks) and the “Reds” (Bolsheviks), a war that would last several years (until 1923) and end in the final victory of the Red Army, in which Trotsky played a major role. It is from this period that his conflict with Stalin dates. Apart from the fact that Trotsky hadn’t the slightest appreciation for Stalin either as a revolutionary or as a man, he also attempted to resist the harsh line promoted by Stalin after Lenin's death. Towards the end of his life, in 1923, Lenin joined forces with Trotsky against Stalin. Lenin's premature death (21 January 1924) saved Stalin from punishment by the party whose secretary general was. The sanctions, if applied, could easily spell the end of Stalin's political career. Lenin’s supposed political testament, according to which he recommended Trotsky as his successor, did not help either, although it vanished into thin air soon after Lenin's death. Moreover, Trotsky, who happened to be on vacation, was not even aware of Lenin's death, nor was he able to attend the official funeral, due to Stalin's manipulation of the ceremony date. Stalin, who exerted control on the party, succeeded in depriving Trotsky of all his rights, eventually expelling the former number two from the Communist Party, an extremely serious punishment. Trotsky "chose" forced exile in 1929, but from exile he continued the anti-Stalinist line in the Comintern, through his writings and political work. On 21 August 1940, after seeking refuge in several European countries (Turkey, France, Norway), Trotsky was assassinated in Mexico by a Spanish communist and NKVD agent, Ramon Mercader, on Stalin's orders. Stalin's hatred, obsession and tenacity with which he followed his "enemies" extended its long hand as far as remote Mexico, even after eleven years. Such "major" issues consumed a lot of his energy and time, while he was failing to listen to all those who warned him about the impending war. He neglected to prepare the army and the population even when the Wehrmacht stood ready for action on the Soviet border. Ten months after Trotsky’s assassination, Germany invaded the Soviet Union. The only person who seemed sincerely surprised by the invasion was the Generalissimo. 
 
    Lev Kamenev (Rosenfeld) (1883-1936) was a member of the Bolshevik Party and of the first Politburo set up by Lenin in 1917. He was only 17 when he joined the revolutionary movement. Arrested and exiled to Siberia, like many other Bolsheviks, he became a member of Lenin’s circle in exile and his closest collaborator. After the unsuccessful Bolshevik coup of February 1917 and the investiture of Kerensky’s provisional government, heated arguments broke out among the leading members of the Bolshevik movement. A small, but still influential group in the Politburo and the Central Committee, led by Kamenev and Zinoviev, opposed the use of armed force for the purpose of taking power, while Lenin adopted the hard line that demanded a new coup to remove the provisional government. Lenin was very irritated by their position, which led to a cooling of their relations. On 25 October/7 November, the Bolsheviks arrested Kerensky and his government and became the new rulers of Russia.  
 
    After Lenin's death, Kamenev and Zinoviev sided with Stalin against Trotsky and “Trotskyism” (incidentally, the two were brothers-in-law, because the former’s wife was the latter’s sister). Eventually they succeeded in minimizing Trotsky’s influence, until he was expelled from the party and sent into exile. Stalin was re-elected Secretary General with the open support of Kamenev and Zinoviev. When they finally realized that Stalin's dictatorial style and cunning made him a bad choice, it was already too late. Not even their alliance with Nadezhda Krupskaya, Lenin's widow, produced any effects. Stalin was turning into the absolute master of the Soviet Union day by day. When Stalin got the support he needed from his own allies, his carefully planned revenge, with patience and sadism, was harsh. In 1927, Kamenev and Zinoviev were removed from the Politburo. In 1934, at the Party Congress, both ate humble pie in public, admitting some imaginary, absurd guilt. Unlike Trotsky, who was a dignified, consistent opponent, the once all-powerful Kamenev and Zinoviev became two "formers" deprived of importance and power. They tried to get under Stalin's skin and into the growing circle of toadies who automatically approved any measures taken by the great leader, but without much success.  
 
    The NKVD head between 1934-1936 was Genrikh Yagoda and the Great Purge was at the start. During the following period, between 1936 and 1938, the NKVD was led by the dwarfish (150 cm tall), sadistic murderer Nikolai Yezhov. The spineless toady helped, and sometimes overtook Stalin through excess of zeal, in the preparation of endless death lists, which often included several thousands names. It was the bloodiest period of the Great Purge and Stalinist crimes. After using the two NKVD heads, Yagoda and Yezhov, as he pleased, Stalin ordered them arrested and executed (first Yagoda by Yezhov, then Yezhov by Lavrentiy Beria, who became the new head of the NKVD in 1938. Beria himself was arrested and shot several months after Stalin's death, in 1953. Rightly compared with his counterpart Himmler, Beria was the "hero" of the postwar wave of Stalinist crimes. He encouraged Stalin, sometimes even competing with him, in finding new conspiracies all the time. He had free hand, and he was feared throughout the country and famous even abroad. 
 
    Lev Kamenev was arrested was executed in the presence of Yezhov in 1936. Nor did Stalin forget either his wife, Trotsky’s sister, or their children. They were all arrested and executed. Kamenev's family was extinguished. Once more, Stalin proved he did not forget or forgive. 
 
    Grigory Zinoviev (Gershon Aronovich Radomyslsky-Apfelbaum, 1883-1936) was, like Kamenev, a Bolshevik leader. He was among the first to join the new faction created by Lenin in 1903, split from the Russian Social Democratic Party. He too was a close collaborator of Lenin, both in Russia and in exile, and a member of the first Politburo. Of the Politburo’s seven members, three were Jews: Trotsky, Kamenev and Zinoviev. A few years after Lenin's death, all three, though convinced atheists, met their maker one after another, through the fatherly “care” of their colleague and former political ally, Stalin. Zinoviev was more active on the Comintern line, especially in Germany, which he wanted to turn into a Bolshevik-communist country following the Russian revolution and his experience. In Russia, Zinoviev's influence was limited to Petrograd/Leningrad, while Stalin ruled the rest of the country. After the dissolution of the triumvirate (Stalin, Zinoviev, Kamenev), during which the support given to Stalin by the latter two was crucial in the removal of Trotsky, Zinoviev, like Kamenev, went through a troubled, uncertain period of humiliation as Stalin’s opponent. Stalin was sadistically playing cat and mouse with them, never forgetting, never forgiving. The Stalinist circus was at its peak. Eventually, Grigory Zinoviev was also expelled from the party, removed from all the positions and deprived of all his longstanding rights, then arrested and executed on the same day of August 1936, along with his friend Kamenev, who happened to be born in the same year (1883). The Great Terror acquired Satanic dimensions in the years that followed.  
 
    Before his death, Lenin had felt abandoned, perhaps betrayed, by Kamenev and Zinoviev because they both opposed his plan to take power by force and overthrow the provisional government through a new coup d’état in November 1917. Nevertheless, Zinoviev was one of the few Bolshevik revolutionaries who had accompanied Lenin on the road from exile to Russia in the famous sealed train. Lenin’s promise was to pull Russia out of the war after taking power. Lenin and the Bolsheviks kept their promise, as in the German saying "Ein Mann, ein Wort” – a man is as good as his word. 
 
    At the court of the new Soviet Union Tsar, especially in Stalin's circle of partygoers and criminals, there were quite a few women and children too, some of Jewish origin. Among them were the wives of Stalin's close collaborators, Vyacheslav Molotov (Polina Zhemchuzhina-Molotova), Kliment Voroshilov (Golda Gorbman/Ekaterina Voroshilova), and Stalin's daughter-in-law Yulia Meltzer, his son Yakov’s wife. Also, Yevgenia Yezhova, the wife of the NKVD’s satrap, and many others from the lower ranks of the party. Most of these women barely made it through the Great Purge. One of them, however, was in real danger. Polina Zhemchuzhina-Molotova’s story deserves a brief account. 
 
    Polina joined the Bolshevik movement in her early youth. She was the only potentate’s wife to build a career, including as a minister, through her own ability and effort. Her revolutionary work brought her close to her future husband, Vyacheslav Skryabin (Molotov), whom she married in 1921. It was a particularly successful marriage that lasted until her death in 1970. All the Kremlin officials knew of the great influence that Polina had on her husband, and of his permanent care for Polina. They were the perfect couple living in true, lasting understanding and love. If Stalin, though reluctantly, accepted and forgave her sister’s emigration to Palestine under the British Mandate (which lasted from 1922 to 1948, the year of establishment of the State of Israel), and her brother’s being an American citizen, what was unforgivable in his eyes was the friendship and intimacy between Polina and Nadezhda Alliluyeva, his second wife, who in November 1932 chose suicide over a "happy" family life with Stalin. During the ill-fated Kremlin party, one of many, Stalin had rudely humiliated Nadezhda, who was very affected. Polina was the only person who had tried to comfort her. We do not know to what extent she succeeded, but Nadezhda shot herself to death that night. Although he felt no remorse, but rather interpreted her act as an undeserved betrayal, her suicide haunted Stalin all his life. Thus, Polina Molotova joined the black list of those suspected of plotting against Stalin. The dictator did not take his revenge against her until 1948, fourteen years later, when his Foreign Minister's wife was arrested and sentenced for high treason. It goes without saying that Molotov could not do anything for his wife. After more than four years in prison, soon after Stalin's death, Beria hastened to release her, and the Molotovs resumed their life together. Why did Stalin wait so many years to take revenge? A simple answer would be Stalin's continued mental degradation, which preoccupied everybody in the leadership, not least for fear for their lives. Mikoyan and Molotov were also in danger. Another two communist leaders, Nikita Khrushchev and Lavrentiy Beria, feared and hated Stalin to the same extent. Beria alternately cursed and kissed the moribund Stalin’s hand, not knowing for sure whether the dictator would recover from the stroke. Three years had to pass until someone publicly revealed Stalin's crimes and ordered his corpse out of Lenin's mausoleum, following the Soviet Communist Party's 20th Congress in 1956. That person was none other than the new leader at the Kremlin, a Stalinist himself, albeit in a "lighter" version: Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev. 
 
    Stalin's relationship with a number of Jewish intellectuals is very interesting. Stalin, who claimed to be an intellectual himself, often attended theater and opera performances. He also used to watch films in a special room, but there are no substantive data about the books he might have read. His manifestly anti-Semitic postwar orientation was reflected in his relationship with Jewish authors. Some of them, like Osip Mandelstam, met their end in a Siberian camp. Even though he did not understand or accept Stalin's hard line, Boris Pasternak, author of Dr. Jivago, based on which a famous film was made, and a Nobel prize winner in 1958, was lucky to survive, after Stalin himself deleted his name from a list of executions. Why did Stalin do that? No one knows. Likewise, asked how he managed to survive the Great Purge, Ilya Ehrenburg answered (in his excellent memoirs People, Years, Life): I don’t know. Despite being a prestigious writer, Ehrenburg spent more time in the trenches than in an editorial room. He was "honored" by Stalin with a few phone calls for "advice", not as a sign of friendship, but rather as a manifestation of the dictator’s usual mean cat and mouse game. The fact that the Germans had put a prize on Ehrenburg's head was good reason for Stalin to seek "advice" from him.  
 
    Like Ehrenburg, a brilliant writer and wartime journalist, Vasily Grossman, survived without ever understanding Stalin's vulgar anti-Semitic about turn in his late years. Solomon Mikhoels, a prominent actor, stage director and manager of the Moscow Jewish State Theater, fell victim to a "traffic accident" set up by the KGB in 1948. Isaac Babel, who, like Ehrenburg and Grossman, had a loose mouth, also criticized the political crackdown, the forced collectivization, the tragedy of the famine in Ukraine (Holodomor), with people starving to death like flies. Put on Yezhov’s black list approved by Stalin, Babel was executed in 1940, when he was 44, at the zenith of his creative power.  
 
    Many artists were arrested in the midst of filming or theatrical performances and sent to the Gulag. The worldwide famous film director Sergey Eisenstein, who revolutionized cinema with his original methods of shooting and editing, also suffered Stalinist persecution. Eisenstein became a suspect because of his ties with Western filmmakers, especially after the time spent at Hollywood, where he made a film, and in Mexico. He also protested against the lack of artistic freedom, the complicated, bureaucratic ways of getting budget funds for new films, and the strict censorship that suffocated him, which often distorted his artistic work. His films Battleship Potemkin, Alexander Nevsky, Ivan the Terrible made the young Soviet cinema famous beyond the country’s borders. Even the Stalin Prize he received did not prevent him from being arrested and deported. He passed away in 1948, after a heart attack, during preparations for a new film, amidst Stalinist terror.  
 
    Another example is an old, loyal Bolshevik who was among the first diplomats of the new Soviet regime, appointed by Stalin Foreign Minister (Commissar of the People for Foreign Affairs): Maxim Litvinov (Meir Henoch Wallach-Finkelstein). Despite the experience he had gained as the first ambassador to Britain after the 1917 Revolution and a series of other successful diplomatic missions, his ultimate "sin" was that he always sought better understanding with Western European countries and the United States. In 1939 Stalin gave Hitler personal satisfaction by replacing the Jew Maxim Litvinov, after 9 years in office, with the Russian Vyacheslav Molotov. Stalin's admiration for Hitler and his great “achievements” was unbounded, and the Molotov-Ribbentrop Non-aggression Pact was signed on 23 August 1939 with great pomp and champagne in the presence of Stalin, who drank the health of Hitler. Sidelined, deprived of any influence, assigned to minor positions, Litvinov died in 1951 on the New Year's Eve, in yet another "traffic accident" professionally arranged by the KGB, like Mikhoels. 
 
    These were only a few of the famous Jews who suffered from Stalin’s anti-Semitic persecution. As already mentioned, after the war Stalin was an entirely different man. On the one hand, a national and international hero, the man who had saved mankind and human civilization from the Nazis, a self-righteous winner in war; on the other hand, the wielder of the same old, obsolete, primitive methods of terror. After the war, the terror crossed the borders of the Soviet Union into the "socialist" Central and East-European “sister” countries now fallen under the Soviet boot. In this atmosphere, on Stalin's orders, an unprecedented aggressive anti-Semitic campaign began in the Soviet press and radio. The anti-Semitic dementia reached its peak with the “murderers in white gowns” “plot” allegedly hatched by cosmopolitan Jewish doctors who conspired to poison the leadership of the Soviet Union, and whose first target was, of course, Stalin himself. Incidentally, cosmopolitanism was a very serious accusation in 1952-1953. Not all the arrested doctors were Jews, but Jews were the majority, and included Stalin's personal physicians. Lavrentiy Beria, the head of the KGB and Marshal of the Soviet Union, and his obtuse friend Malenkov, were in charge of the setup. In fact, manipulating Stalin into believing in such plots was the only way to protect their own lives and families. While “only” a few dozen doctors were arrested at the beginning, before long their number reached several hundred, then a few thousand, as new "plots” and “plotters" were constantly discovered, not only in Moscow, but throughout the Soviet Union. The mass arrests, trials and false accusations fabricated by Beria and the KGB, and the torture and execution of many doctors echoed throughout the free world. A host of leading Western personalities such as Einstein and Churchill vehemently raised their voices in protest, but only the death of the dictator put an end to the carnage. All the doctors who had survived investigations and torture in prison were immediately released, and the charges against them were recognized as false and annulled. Beria was later arrested and executed for his entire criminal activity since 1938. The same fate befell many other KGB bosses. Like with most of the great criminals, no mea culpa, no word of regret was heard from Beria. Most of the time he was busy sending self-humiliating letters to former "friends" and “fellow travelers”, especially to Georgy Malenkov, who after Stalin’s death had become prime minister. Beria, who intimately knew the Soviet judicial system, to whose “improvement” he had brought his own contribution, understood very quickly that he would be sentenced to death. However, humble and whining, he tried to save his skin until the last moment. What did the lives of millions matter, whom he had sent to death in fifteen years of absolute reign? It was a long time since Cicero’s moaning exclamation: “O, tempora! O, mores!” – Oh, what times! Oh, what customs! 
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    Money, war, power 
 
      
 
      
 
    The big problem in any war is that one knows how it is started but never knows when and how it will end. This has been true since antiquity. Wars are usually started for material benefits and they end when the winning side has reached its goal to the detriment of the defeated. According to the Roman historian Quintus Curtius Rufus, in Histories of Alexander the Great, money is the sinew of war – "nervus belli", in other words, its pillar and the force that stimulates it. In the 15th century, King Louis XII asked his generals what they needed in order to conquer the Duchy of Milan, and received a precise answer: “Tre cose, Sire, ci bisognano preparare: danari, danari e poi danari” – Three things must be prepared: Money, money, and more money. Even a genius with a rich military experience like Napoleon Bonaparte recognized the importance of money in war: "C'est l'argent qui fait la guerre” – It is money that makes war. The desire for money and raw materials led Japan, a would-be world power, to invade China, Indochina and countries in the south-west Pacific. Napoleon’s plan to invade Britain was a consequence of the continental blockade (i.e. money again) imposed by England. Hitler attempted an agreement with Britain by which he would trade recognition of the British colonies in exchange for a free hand to conquer the European part of the Soviet Union (money again), under the pretext of getting “living space” (Lebensraum) for the German people through expansion to the east (not to mention the grain, the minerals, the iron and the coal of Ukraine, the vast forests in Belarus, Ukraine, Russia and Poland, and the oil and gas fields of the Caucasus and Transcaucasia). That is, money, money and more money. 
 
    Another example of the link between money and war is the invaluable help that was provided to Stalin through the Lend-Lease Act, as the war was raging in the Soviet Union. Stalin refused to acknowledge the massive debt he owed to the Americans for all the war materiel, including munitions, weapons, fuel, trucks, food, etc. Moreover, under the pretext of bilateral economic agreements and/or war damages, the Soviets managed to take full advantage of all the resources it was interested in from the "brotherly” socialist countries under its domination: wood, wheat, oil, uranium, even whole plants that were dismantled and transferred to the Soviet Union. The bankrupt communist economy (money again) was the factor that eventually led to the fall of communism and the official dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, a phenomenon that occurred throughout the European Communist bloc. The failure had been anticipated for a long time, given the incompetence of the people who controlled the totalitarian economy. Any first-year student of economics understands that there is a basic law that prescribes the influence of the economy on politics rather than the other way around, and that only a thriving economy with balanced finances leads to general well-being. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Napoleon 
 
      
 
    When Napoleon became consul after the coup that replaced the Directorate, France's financial situation was very precarious due to the numerous military campaigns – in Italy, against Austria, against England in order to break the blockade on Toulon, and the semi-successful campaign in Egypt –, all of them in the name of the Revolution. Faced with a financial and social disaster, Napoleon, now a highly popular Consul and national hero who had brought glory and honor to France, dedicated himself body and soul to setting France afloat again. Napoleon's great merit was that he put together a team of talented professionals who under his baton took France out of the deadlock. Napoleon, especially in his first years of consulate, gave an example of personal dedication in reconstructing French society, his involvement and influence being felt in all fields. Suffice it to mention his new fiscal and financial policy, perhaps even the first, albeit timid, attempts at what today is known as market economy. Napoleon understood a basic thing that neither the Bourbon kings, nor the revolutionaries or the directors did: a powerful, stable economy plays an important political role. The "economist" Napoleon thought like General Bonaparte. To prepare a strong, well-equipped, well-dressed, well-fed, and well-trained army, as much money as possible is needed. This became possible through the work of excellent economists and financiers, through administrative and tax reforms, by encouraging free trade, by stabilizing and strengthening the banking system through advantageous loans, credits, investments, tax policies, and so forth. At Napoleon's proposal, the Banque de France was founded in 1800, which over time became the most influential financial institution. The revived economy, now in full swing, domestic peace, stable and available finances, and a certain religious relaxation whereby the Catholic Church was no longer considered the enemy of the people, all yielded positive results. But the First Consul of the French Republic and former Citizen and General of the French Revolution, Napoleon was planning ahead. In March 1804, the Senate "offered" him the title of Emperor, and two months later it voted to invest him. The unfortunate Pope Pius VII, brought to Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris for the self-crowning of Napoleon Bonaparte as Emperor of France on 2 December 1804, had to utter the required words: "Vivat Imperator in aeternum” – Long live the Emperor forever. One year later to the day, Napoleon won the Battle of Austerlitz, his greatest victory ever, against a strong military coalition of Russia and Austria. However, in 1815, when he lost everything at Waterloo, the military and economic power of France was no longer what it had been ten years before. As the French would say, "L'excès en tout est à défaut” – Excess in all leads to failure. What a shame that the genius failed to stop in time. 
 
    Hitler 
 
      
 
    Adolf Hitler was not a stranger to money. By the 1920s he was gaining a reputation as a talented orator who could electrify his audiences. After his release from the few months in prison following the failed coup of Munich, his prestige among the extreme right grew considerably, not least for being a “hero” of street fighting. Party membership fees and donations that were flowing in allowed Hitler a comfortable personal life, including an elegant apartment in Munich, a car with a driver at his disposal, and large sums of money. At the same time, in the 1920s and early 1930s he was very disappointed that Mein Kampf did not have the desired circulation as the best seller he hoped it was. The print runs reached millions only after January 1933, when he became the Chancellor, as the book became mandatory not only for party members and the entire state apparatus, but also for soldiers on the front, not to mention that it was given as a gift to all the newlyweds by the Nazi official who conducted the ceremony. The enormous royalties went directly or indirectly into Hitler's pocket. In parallel, donations from the great moguls of Germany poured in, but there were substantial donations from abroad too. Here are a few weighty names. 
 
    Alfred Krupp came from an old family of German industrialists from the city of Essen, in the northern Ruhr basin. He was among the first enthusiastic Nazis in the German industry and joined the National-Socialist party before Hitler took power. Krupp’s multinational industrial concern manufactured all kinds of weapons, from the famous panzers to cannons (including mammoth cannons weighing over a thousand tons each, with a range of tens of kilometers), submarines, ammunition, etc. Thus, it contributed substantially to the rearmament of Germany, at first in secret. The cause of their "discreetness" was the difficult conditions imposed by the Treaty of Versailles on Germany after its defeat in the First World War. Gradually, urged by Hitler, the German war industry regained full vitality and production capacity in the open. But its growing needs required the forced labor of prisoners of war, both men and women, who were brought from the Nazi concentration camps and treated as slaves. There were also some volunteers from the occupied countries, especially from France. At some point, the number of persons forced to work in inhumane conditions, without pay, totaled 250,000-300,000. Both Alfred Krupp and his father Gustav were brought to court after the war. Gustav, who was in a state of advanced dementia, was exempted. His son Alfred was sentenced to jail for a short time, because he was still needed to resume the leadership of his huge industrial concern. 
 
    Another German tycoon who contributed huge sums to Hitler's rise to and consolidation in power was Friedrich (Fritz) Thyssen, also from the industrial area of the Ruhr. Like Krupp, Thyssen produced high-quality steel. Although in the immediate aftermath of the First World War they reoriented themselves to household appliances, after the takeover of power by Hitler they resumed mass production of new modern weapons that strengthened the German army. Here too mortality among the prisoners brought from concentration camps for slave labor was very high. Nevertheless, once war, which he did not want, broke out, Fritz Thyssen took distance from Hitler, although this spelled a lot of trouble for him and his family. Nevertheless, he survived the war. 
 
    The most famous foreign donor was Henry Ford, the king of the automotive industry at the time, whose assembly-line manufacturing had revolutionized it. His high regard for Hitler and their subsequent friendship were born from their shared racist and anti-Semitic feelings. Ford personally met Hitler and Goering and donated money with the pleasure of a man whose admiration for the Fuehrer and his ideology was boundless. He was awarded a high Nazi distinction for his efforts. He also penned works fueled by his anti-Semitic beliefs. Until his death in 1947, Henry Ford had a nostalgia for the old times. After the war, he tried to amend his stance, but he ignored the Roman saying "Verba volant, scripta manent" – Spoken words fly away, written words stay. Indeed, he left behind a pile of worthless hogwash. 
 
    After the death of President Hindenburg (1934), Hitler, without canceling the office of Chancellor or taking over the Presidency, which had remained vacant, arrogated the function of Leader. His dictatorship trampled the weak democracy of the moribund Weimar Republic, which nevertheless had allowed him to participate again and again in parliamentary elections. The economy of the Reich was recovering after the 1929 crash, unemployment dropped from six million to less than one million, a nationwide network of highways was being built, and both the civil and the military sectors were steadily growing. The Nazi silence of terror reigned supreme, the political opposition had been destroyed, and concentration camps were filling up fast. Hitler and his confederates were in complete control of the budget and finances of the country. The Austrian corporal was getting ready for war, anxiously looking forward to the right moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalin 
 
      
 
    In 1922, when Lenin was still alive, the Soviet Union was proclaimed, as a workers and peasants’ state. This and the move of the capital from Leningrad/Sankt Petersburg to Moscow marked the victory of the Great Socialist Revolution of the Bolsheviks in 1917. The situation of Tsarist Russia had been quite precarious even from before World War I. By and large, in some regions Tsarism reminded rather of feudalism than modern capitalism. Although the last Tsar of Russia, Grand Duke of Finland and King of Poland, Nicholas II, from the house of the Romanovs, reigned over 22 years, his achievements were rather modest. Yet, although he lost his throne with the abolition of monarchy in 1917, he still enjoyed a high popularity. This did not prevent Lenin from ordering a year later the suppression of Nicholas, together with his entire imperial family, a crime that took place at the Ipatiev House in Yekaterinburg.  
 
    The First World War had taken a great toll on Russia. Germany, in alliance with Austro-Hungary, Turkey and Bulgaria (the Central Powers), had been fighting against the Triple Entente: Russia, France, Britain, Romania, Italy, China and Japan. Naturally, Germany was interested in a Russian pullout, and the same was true of Lenin, while Nicholas’ government and later the Kerensky government wanted to go on with the war. However, Russia's pullout from the war and Lenin's conquest of political power did not solve the country’s difficult situation, because another bloody war broke out soon after, which lasted until 1923: the Civil War, which added a few more millions of casualties. The two wars, compounded by drought and famine, drained Russia. Poor agricultural production, the falling numbers of livestock, the continuous decline in industrial mining, the lack of funds, the free fall in the value of the national currency, the ruble, and high inflation pushed Russia to the brink of bankruptcy. The state of the army was just as deplorable. Such was the situation of Russia when a Georgian named Joseph Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili, known as Stalin, took power. For 17 years, until the invasion of the German armies (22 June 1941), Stalin was busy implementing Lenin’s great industrialization plans, with an emphasis on heavy industry, electrification and collectivization, which went in parallel with the liquidation of the political opponents, including old loyal Bolsheviks. The Great Purge was in the making. 
 
    Very soon, Stalin became the single, undisputed ruler of the Soviet Union. Thanks to his innate cunning and remarkable ability to manipulate both friends and political adversaries, he always managed to achieve his goal, by building new political alliances within the Politburo, which he would break up with the same ease at the right time. His forced plan to industrialize the country led to the formation of new enterprises, revived the economy, and even generated a slight increase in the living standards of the population. Stalin was less successful in agriculture, and supplying the population with food became a chronic problem that persisted even after his death. The forced collectivization by establishment of kolkhozes and sovkhozes proved disastrous from the start. The Soviet Union was forced to import first-necessity produce from the West, especially from the United States and Canada, for years. Although eventually the economy recovered, the ruble stabilized, the standard of life gradually improved, and the production of consumer goods increased, because of its typical communist bureaucracy the Soviet Union never managed to fully meet demand and the wishes of its citizens.  
 
    In contrast, the military industry was constantly developing. The immense country was blessed with huge quantities of raw materials. Under the circumstances, it wouldn’t have been difficult for Stalin to prepare the Red Army for the impending conflict with Germany. Although it outnumbered its adversary in personnel and number of divisions, the Red Army was technologically inferior (in tanks, aircraft, mechanized units, types of ammunition, etc.). Nevertheless, Stalin had at his disposal everything it took to prepare and train the army at the highest level, from a generally skilled, cheap workforce to raw materials. The financial factor was no longer a problem in those years. On the other hand, some of his old companions were still not updated to the 20th century. The carnival Marshals Semyon Budyonnyi and Kliment Voroshilov were firmly convinced of the superiority of cavalry over tanks. Like Hitler, Stalin made non-professional appointments to many leading positions, based on closeness and loyalty to the supreme leader. Napoleon, whose ministers were all genuine professionals, saw it differently. In addition, following repeated purges in the army, Stalin had virtually beheaded the higher echelons, made up of gifted career officers. The tragic example of the Chief of Staff Marshal Mikhail Tukhachevsky, executed as a traitor in 1937 along with many other senior officers, is quite conclusive. Even if he was the supreme commander of the Red Army, Stalin had no military training whatsoever, and was unable to produce a serious analysis of the geopolitical state of affairs. The sobering, reiterated warnings about the exact date of the German invasion, sent from Tokyo by Richard Sorge (a traitor and double agent, in Stalin’s opinion), or by the "Conductor" of the famous spy network that operated in Western Europe, "The Red Orchestra", Leo Domb Trepper (another traitor who only transmitted misinformation to sabotage the deal with Germany, according to Stalin) failed to persuade Stalin of the imminent danger. Nor was the British Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s warning taken seriously, because Stalin suspected that Britain’s objective was to spark off a war between the Soviet Union and Germany. There were also some warnings from other sources, including German ones, which met with the same fate, being shrugged off by the Soviet leader. No one, not even his closest friends in the Politburo, was able to awaken Stalin from his deep conviction that his honorable friend, Adolf Hitler, with whom he had signed a treaty of non-aggression, would not attack him. A common feature of dictators is that they never accept to be contradicted, especially on major issues. Those around Stalin did not dare to do that, for fear of falling into disfavor. In this context, the Red Army was smashed at the beginning of the war, with enormous losses. It was American money that enabled the Lend-Lease Act to provide huge aid to the reeling Soviet Union, playing a major contribution to the final Soviet victory. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    



  
 


[bookmark: CHAPTER14]CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Conspiracies and attempts 
 
      
 
      
 
    Napoleon 
 
      
 
    The long period of wars and military confrontations and the destruction suffered by France during the revolutionary excesses like the Jacobin Terror left little hope for peace. After a few victorious battles in Italy, the young General Bonaparte became a national hero both among the great public and the political circles in Paris. His subsequent campaign in Egypt at the time of the Directorate only raised his prestige. Napoleon’s sudden departure, leaving the French army in Egypt under General Kleber’s command, was a pressing political necessity. The failure of the Directorate and its five Directors, who had taken over the leadership of France in the bloody aftermath of the Revolution, and the urgent need for reform and stabilization gave Napoleon the opportunity to seize power without bloodshed. The new form of leadership, the Consulate, consisted of three consuls, Napoleon being one of them. During the four years of the Consulate, until 1804, when Napoleon became First Consul and was subsequently "elected" for life, his leadership became more indisputable every day. However, some political circles were interested in his physical elimination: the remaining monarchists, both from France and abroad, who had survived the guillotine, Jacobin extremists, his former comrades, and other plotters constantly funded by the English. On the other hand, the enormous popularity he enjoyed in the French army may explain why no plot ever originated there. 
 
    Napoleon escaped three serious attempts on his life, in addition to several less dangerous ones which were revealed in time. The “Plot of the rue Saint-Nicaise” almost cost him his life, while the abduction and execution of the Duke of Enghien was allegedly an act of prevention.  
 
    On Christmas Eve in 1800, Napoleon, together with Josephine, her daughter, one of his sisters, Caroline (wife of his general Joachim Murat), and a small group of friends, were all headed, in elegant carriages, to the opera for a gala show. The conspirators, who knew the route, placed a big bomb in a cart that was set to explode when Napoleon passed by. To his great luck, Napoleon, who was in the first carriage, had passed by only a few seconds before the explosion, and was not injured. His wife Josephine was not injured either, because she was in the last carriage, which closed the official column. Only her daughter, Hortense de Beauharnais, mother of the future Napoleon III, was slightly injured. The magnitude of the explosion caused the death of several passers-by, while others were wounded and many nearby buildings were hit. Napoleon's police minister, Fouché, kicked off an investigation at once, while Napoleon and his guests continued their trip to the opera and arrived as scheduled. The plotters were royalists who wanted to bring the Bourbons back to the throne of France. Napoleon took advantage to extract revenge on the former Jacobin revolutionaries who kept plotting against him because, in their view, he had betrayed the Revolution and its ideals. 
 
    Georges Cadoudal, a royalist and anarchist in the service of the British government, who actually lived in England, was well known in France for his repeated attempts. In 1804, he was caught in France when, together with two French generals, he was plotting to kidnap and/or assassinate Napoleon. The plot failed and Cadoudal was arrested and executed along with other conspirators. Napoleon’s reaction to conspiracy was merciless. 
 
    The Duke of Enghien, a member of the royal house of Bourbon and a contender to the throne, was living in exile after the French Revolution. He participated in battles fought by the so-called army of emigrants against Napoleon with the aim to restore monarchy. Apparently he was also involved in George Cadoudal's plot, as well as in hiring assassins to liquidate Napoleon. Without any incriminating evidence against the Duke, but with the impatience that characterized him, Napoleon sent what today would be called an "elite commando unit" across the border and the River Rhine to the duke's residence. The duke was abducted and brought to France. After a quick, summary judgment, he was executed by firing squad in 1804. The European aristocracy was appalled by the execution of the 31-year-old duke, the more so as memories of the executions under the Jacobin Terror only a few years before were still fresh in their minds. Talleyrand’s words (others attribute them to Fouché) reflected the state of mind that was reigning in France: "It is worse than a crime, it is a mistake." 
 
    Another plot was set up in October 1812 by General Claude de Malet, a constant, often vocal and troublesome opponent who, although somewhat tolerated by Napoleon, spent much of his short life in prison. After the shameful, disastrous withdrawal from Russia in the winter of 1812, what was left of the famous Grande Armée was but a shadow of its former self. The debacle spelled the beginning of the end of Napoleon’s Empire and of the Bonaparte dynasty. News of Napoleon's defeat quickly reached Paris, and General Malet organized a coup with several other generals and a group of top politicians, spreading rumors that Napoleon had died in the campaign, and appointing many of the conspirators in key positions. In the event that Napoleon was still alive, he was to be arrested and tried. In full retreat, Napoleon and his famous guard, plus several loyal officers, left the remnants of his army, transferring command to his brother-in-law, General Joachim Murat, and hastened to Paris. Malet was arrested and executed. Napoleon continued to drive the destinies of his empire until the unconditional abdication of April 1814, at the Fontainebleau palace. He was sent on his first exile to the Island of Elba in the Mediterranean, not far from his native Corsica.  
 
    An old Latin proverb says, "Quae nocent, docent” – What hurts, teaches. Napoleon spent only 300 days on Elba before a new attempt to seize power. He either did not know this wise proverb or did not give it the proper meaning. His minister Talleyrand put it best: “Napoleon was his own greatest enemy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitler 
 
      
 
    Hitler survived more than twenty assassination attempts, some of which in his early days as a "revolutionary" agitator and orator in the streets and beer halls of Munich. Most of the attempts, however, took place after he seized power.  
 
    As Hitler began to assert himself as an orator, before becoming famous outside the Nazi party, the right-wing groups, and their sympathizers, a first unsuccessful attempt on his life was made in a beer hall in 1921. While he was at the climax of his oratorical talent, several gunfire shots were directed at him, without injuring him. He was forced to interrupt his speech until a later date that came soon, because he was in great demand for his histrionic pathos. It was later discovered that Hitler was carefully studying and rehearsing his gesticulation, tone and posture in front of the mirror. His unsuccessful attempt to seize power in Munich was also a desire to emulate Mussolini's ascension in Italy, following the march on Rome a year before (October 1922). The Munich putsch ended in bloodshed, and both Nazis and police officers were killed in street fighting. Hitler was not hurt this time either, while Hermann Goering, his close friend and acolyte, was seriously injured and required medical attention. It is from this episode that Goering's addiction to morphine developed. The distinguished leadership of the one-thousand-year Reich lined up a cocaine-addicted man (Hitler took daily drops) and a morphine-addicted one. 
 
    After Hitler became Chancellor in 1933, and later when he assumed the title of Fuehrer, conspiracies and attempts on his life multiplied. Apart from plots originating in the army, there were also attempts of individuals alarmed by the Nazis’ seizure of absolute power. One of them was Maurice Bavaud, in 1938. He acted on his own, but he was no expert. Bavaud, a Swiss citizen, belonged to the Roman Catholic Church, which he loved so much as to undertake theology studies. To achieve his goal, he purchased a gun and tried different means to get close to Hitler. He knew of Hitler's habit of commemorating each year, in the company of his veteran comrades, the failed Munich putsch. Since the Fuehrer was well guarded by his own SS guard, he gave up the intention of using the gun, although he had come to Munich with the single purpose of assassinating Hitler. His obsessive interest in Adolf Hitler eventually led to his arrest by the vigilant Gestapo. During the investigation he confessed that he wanted to kill Hitler to save mankind and Catholicism in the Third Reich. The young Swiss was guillotined in a Berlin prison in May 1941, at only 25. Five weeks later Hitler ordered the invasion of the Soviet Union, and the world war reached unprecedented proportions. 
 
    Georg Elser’s attempt would have been more successful but for Hitler’s unpredictable early departure from the site of the explosion. Elser was a skilled cabinet maker. Since he had also worked for a clock making company and in a quarry where he had access to explosives, he had garnered the necessary knowledge to build a sophisticated bomb. On 8 November 1939, the commemoration of the Munich putsch was scheduled as usual at the famous Bürgerbräukeller in Munich. It was a rare opportunity for Elser to boobytrap almost the entire Nazi leadership. So, after a few weeks’ work at the Bürgerbräukeller, he built a bomb with a great power of destruction. From his point of view, everything worked perfectly, from the extra explosives added to the bomb to the exact clock mechanism and the smart hiding place built into a wooden pillar behind the speaker’s rostrum. The fact that Hitler shortened his speech by an hour saved him from certain death. The explosion caused a few deaths and many injuries. The whole scene was destroyed, and the ceiling fell on it.  
 
    Elser, a convinced anti-Nazi whose views were well-known among his acquaintances, was caught rather stupidly at a checkpoint while trying to cross the border to Switzerland. Arrested and investigated by Hitler's "specialists" from the Gestapo and the Security Service (SD-Sicherheitsdienst), he amazed everyone with his refined plan, while convincing them that he had acted on his own. Hitler, though, was incredulous, because he saw the hand of English espionage. Elser's explanations remained unchanged throughout the investigation: in his eyes, Hitler meant war, and without Hitler there would be peace. Such was the common sense of a simple, but realistic man who was not blinded by Nazi propaganda. After more than a year in custody of the Gestapo in Berlin, Elser was not executed, but sent to the Sachsenhausen concentration camp, where he worked as a carpenter and enjoyed a rather lenient treatment.  
 
    Like Stalin, Hitler, who was always busy with endless war-related affairs, took personal interest in the fate of some incarcerated people. After more than four years at Sachsenhausen, Elser was transferred to the concentration camp of Dachau, near Munich, where he was executed and incinerated on 9 April 1945, three weeks before Hitler’s suicide and one month before Germany’s unconditional capitulation.  
 
    Hitler acted in a similar way in the case of the chief of military intelligence (Abwehr), Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, who was executed on the same day at the Flossenbürg camp where he was imprisoned. It logically follows that three weeks before committing suicide, Hitler’s iron hand was still in control, and his orders were carried out as in the good old days.  
 
    Hitler's political opponent and former contestant in the elections, the parliamentary deputy Ernst Thälmann, who was the leader of the German Communist Party (KPD) and a major figure of the Comintern, was arrested by the Gestapo on Hitler's order in 1933 and kept in prison for 11 years, until August 1944. Hitler used to ask about Thälmann from time to time, but gave orders to execute him at the Buchenwald camp where he was interned, just months before the end of the war. Stalin, who until the German invasion of 1941 was very cordial with Hitler and his ministers, never raised a finger in favor of the German Communist leader whom both he and Lenin had met in person. To maintain good relations with Hitler, Stalin eschewed any political support for the German Communists, which he simply abandoned to the hands of the Gestapo. 
 
    Wehrmacht General Rudolf von Gersdorff fought on both fronts. He participated in Operation Barbarossa (the invasion of the Soviet Union), as well as in the occupation of Poland. Towards the end of the war he was transferred to the western front, in Normandy, to strengthen the Atlantic Wall against the expected invasion of the Allied forces. While he was an intelligence officer on the eastern front with the Army Group Center, he joined other conspirators, among which another "von", General Henning von Tresckow, a tireless plotter. In March 1943, the two generals and a few followers had three attempts. 
 
    The first attempt, on 13 March 1943, was canceled, not because of changes on the front, but because Field Marshal von Kluge opposed it. Hitler had come on inspection and for briefing at von Kluge's headquarters. If the Field Marshal had joined the conspirators under his orders, Hitler's fate would have been sealed in the spring of 1943. 
 
    A second attempt, during another of Hitler's inspections to the eastern front, using a sophisticated plastic bomb disguised as a whisky bottle placed on Hitler's plane did not succeed because the bomb failed to explode.  
 
    Only a week later, on 21 March 1943, von Gersdorff, frustrated by the previous failures, concluded that the only successful means was suicide bombing. He was ready to sacrifice his own life to rid Germany of Hitler and Nazism. The opportunity was the opening at the Military Museum in Berlin of a weapon exhibition that Hitler planned to visit. Von Gersdorff's task was to accompany Hitler as specialist and provide explanations on the exhibits, most of which had been captured from the Red Army. Despite the meticulous preparations, chance had it that Hitler left the building after just a few minutes, and von Gersdorff barely had the time to go to an adjoining office, detach the explosive charge, and defuse it on time. Sent to the western front, in Normandy, in 1944, he did not have the occasion to take part in von Stauffenberg’s plot of 20 July 1944. He was one of the very few German officers who conspired against Hitler and survived the war, dying a natural death in his bed, at the age of 74, in 1980. 
 
    Axel von dem Bussche was a Wehrmacht officer of aristocratic origin who tried twice to kill Hitler by suicide bombing. He took advantage of Hitler's weakness for uniforms and parades to present him some new models of military jackets. The first attempt, in November 1943, failed because the train in which he was traveling was targeted by an air raid that destroyed the samples prepared for the presentation. The second one failed after a new presentation of uniforms was canceled by Hitler, who was more concerned with the unfavorable course of the war on the eastern front than with the new models. Von dem Bossche was in close contact with Claus von Stauffenberg, who was not only aware of the plot, but also encouraged him to try again. Although in his turn von dem Bussche knew about von Stauffenberg’s plan, he did not participate in the 20 July 1944 attempt because he was sick at the time. Thus, von dem Bussche not only survived Hitler's cruel vengeance unleashed after 20 July, but was also the longest-living conspirator against Hitler's life. Like von Gersdorff, he died a natural death in 1993, when he was nearly 74. There were three serious attempts on Hitler's life by senior officers (all of them aristocrats) only in 1943.  
 
    The 20 July 1944 attempt known as Operation Valkyrie was planned by superior Wehrmacht officers from both the eastern and the western fronts and from Berlin. The preparations lasted more than a year, waiting for the right moment. The two officers whose names are linked to it are General Henning von Tresckow and Colonel Claus von Stauffenberg. The important role played by General Hans Oster, deputy head of the Abwehr, ensured the secret of the operation, whose main purpose was to assassinate Hitler and arrest the upper party echelons: Goering, Goebbels, Himmler, Bormann and others. The army conspirators also pursued the annihilation of the well-armed, well-trained SS troops, which was crucial in the aftermath of the attack. The Allies’ landing in Normandy on 6 June 1944 and the opening of the second front finally convinced some of the top officers who still believed in Hitler that Germany had lost the war. The only practical solution, which had to be implemented as soon as possible, was the physical elimination of Hitler and the removal of the Nazi party, in the desperate attempt to save what could still be saved. As an officer of the General Staff, von Stauffenberg had almost free access to Hitler. Undoubtedly, the fact that he was a war invalid, following an Allied air strike during the battles in North Africa, and the heavy injuries from which he recovered after many months contributed to a great extent to the confidence he enjoyed in Hitler's close circle. For lack of time, von Stauffenberg placed only one bomb instead of two as planned, at the foot of the map table, very close to Hitler. But two trivial things led to the failure of the attack and Hitler’s survival with only a few light wounds: One was the accidental, unpredictable shifting of the briefcase with the bomb by an officer who attended the discussion and wanted to be closer to the table; the other was the map table itself, made of massive oak, which shielded Hitler from the blast. Providence alone, as Goebbels proclaimed aloud, had saved Hitler once again. 
 
    The soul and brain of the operation, General Henning von Tresckow, committed suicide a day later, at his combat unit on the eastern front. On the same day, the bearer of the briefcase, Colonel Claus von Stauffenberg, was arrested and shot by General Friedrich Fromm, who was trying to conceal his role in the plot and reaffirm his loyalty to the Fuehrer. His cheap trick did not save his skin, and in March 1945 he was shot. He had been arrested two days after the failed plot, and during the eight months in detention, he was interrogated, "tried" and condemned.  
 
    Although he was not a prominent figure among the plotters, the last German ambassador to Moscow, Friedrich von Schulenburg, was also executed after the failed plot. In 1941, von Schulenburg was unaware of Operation Barbarossa, about which his boss, Foreign Minister von Ribbentrop, informed him only a few hours before the invasion. The two heads of German espionage, Admiral Wilhelm Canaris and his deputy General Hans Oster, who were sent to the Flossenbürg concentration camp, were humiliated and hanged on the same day: 9 April 1945. A few days later, the camp was liberated by the Americans. Hitler killed himself three weeks later, and after one week Germany surrendered unconditionally. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalin 
 
      
 
    No conspiracies or assassination attempts against Stalin are known in his three-decade reign. After an argument with Lenin's wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, in the presence of her husband, Stalin’s political career seemed sealed, but Lenin's somewhat unexpected death saved him. The later attempt by Krupskaya, in alliance with two influential members of the Politburo, Kamenev and Zinoviev, failed to dethrone Stalin. This democratic attempt, made in plenum, was probably the only serious effort. Another occasion arose with the German invasion of 22 June 1941. In deep shock, incapable of making decisions, Stalin retreated to his Kuntsevo dacha, where he was found by his old "friends" from the Politburo. He was certain that either he would be arrested and tried, in accordance with Soviet custom, or at best he would be replaced, marginalized and deported to some place far from Moscow. To his great surprise, the entire delegation asked him to return to the Kremlin and take over the country's leadership. Stalin was relieved and agreed, but some of the delegation members paid later, after the war, the price of having seen Stalin in his great fall, prostration and depression. The episode is no proof that many collaborators did not wish for a worthy, balanced man in the leadership position rather than a bloody dictator. There were some who, in fearful whisper, expressed this desire. But Stalin’s secret weapons were fear and savage, illogical terror. The general paralysis of those around him prevented them from even thinking of an alternative. No one, not even his closest "friends", knew if the car would take them home after the party, or to the infamous Lubyanka prison. 
 
    In these conditions, the only "conspiracies" against Stalin were those invented by his sick mind, and he derived great satisfaction from the great number of innocent victims. If no member of the Politburo of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union ever dared to be even theoretically considered as an alternative, and ordinary people never had an opportunity to get near him, then only senior army officers were able to make an attempt. But this never happened. Why didn’t the army stand up to Stalin? The explanation is rather simple and may be divided along two distinct periods. 
 
    The first coincides with the purges and executions of the years leading up to the Second World War, when many professional, career officers, including Marshal Tukhachevsky, were liquidated. Consequently, there were no favorable conditions for a change brought about by the army either before or during the war.  
 
    The second, postwar period saw a different Stalin. Molotov and Khrushchev speak of a man strongly influenced by the victory over Germany, considered a god of good and prosperity by the peoples of the Soviet Union and worldwide. His ego was hypertrophied, and the new Stalin was arrogant and self-seeking, despite his grandpa’s look and the benevolent advice (in fact, orders) that he imparted on the vassal Communist countries of Central and East Europe. He had never visited the front during the war and had never been a soldier, yet he became a Marshal after Stalingrad, and Generalissimo at the end of the war (taking Alexander Suvorov as an example). Who would dare to even dream that it was finally time for a change? Instead, Stalin embarked on another war, the Cold one, which lasted decades, until Mikhail Gorbachev's coming to power. The terror, executions and gulags came to an end only after the death of the dictator. 
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    Popular politicians and even more so dictators take great care of their public image, whether the image is contemporaneous or posthumous. Posterity is an obsessive concern, and quite a few publish their memoirs in their lifetime, hence the high degree of subjectivity of the confessions. Luckily, this heritage is subject to the judgment of history, which is not always in full agreement with the original intent. The good or bad inheritance works on different levels: economic, social, cultural, military, political. Talleyrand’s quip on Napoleon's being his own greatest enemy also applies to Hitler or Stalin. However, while in exile on the island of Saint Helena, Napoleon at last understood: "Du sublime au ridicule il n'y a qu'un pas” – From the sublime to the ridiculous is but one step.  
 
    One of the dictators’ common denominators, shared by the entire “unholy trinity”, is the misrepresentation of their own mistakes, not to mention the false claims and/or half-truths, in the attempt at glorification of their achievements. Then again, the historical truth compels us to distinguish between Napoleon's legacy and the legacy of Hitler or Stalin. After all, only the former is considered a genius. 
 
    Napoleon's legacy is vast and its influence largely unexpired, as are the progressive ideas promoted by famous French philosophers such as Rousseau, Diderot, Voltaire. The 1848 revolution still proclaimed the message of freedom, equality and fraternity of the French Revolution. The young citizen-general Napoleon Bonaparte, who until his coronation was an active supporter of the Revolution, contributed to the spread of these ideas, fighting against the monarchy and tyranny, as well as against the church, the high clergy and their centuries-old "sacred rights".  
 
    Another Napoleonic legacy is the Civil Code, promulgated in March 1804, that changed the foundations of French society, which was still governed by anachronistic laws and decrees that no longer met the current requirements. Aware of its importance for France and other European countries, Napoleon was very much involved in the drafting of the code, on which reputable jurists of the time worked for two years. The code mapped out the road to modernity, burying the feudal order. For the first time in history, all the laws of a country, the same for all citizens, were brought together.  
 
    Some examples can provide a wider view: 
 
    Abolition of birth privileges (whose target was aristocratic families, including the royal family); 
 
    Freedom of religion, including the recognition of religions belonging to minorities living on the territory of France, and later in the Napoleonic Empire; 
 
    Government-funded posts only for the truly meritorious with adequate professional training (as in today’s usual job recruitment process); 
 
    On the other hand, although it was commonly accepted in Europe at that time, proclaiming the husband’s superiority in marriage was not in agreement with other paragraphs of the code, which stipulated equality by birth. 
 
    The commercial code for the first time provided clear rules for domestic and international business, set to encourage production and trade. The code, revolutionary then, is still applicable today. Equally groundbreaking was the criminal code, such as in the provision that any person suspected of a criminal action must be considered innocent unless proven guilty, a rule still valid today too, albeit only in truly democratic countries. The criminal code was also based on the Declaration of the Rights of the Man dating from the French Revolution. In parallel, Napoleon greatly strengthened the authority and independence of the courts of law, an unprecedented fact. The tax code and the new National Bank were part of the tax reform, which restored economic stability and confidence in the national currency and in the disastrous financial and banking system inherited from the French Revolution.  
 
    Napoleon insisted that these codes be written as clearly as possible to be understood by all, because he wanted to avoid any possible misinterpretation or disputes.  
 
    Napoleon's Egyptian Campaign (1798-1801) was essential not only in its ephemeral military success, but also in its contribution to science and culture, not to mention its positive influence on Egyptians. Egypt was part of the Ottoman Empire and had been under occupation for more than four centuries, and the Egyptians came for the first time in contact with European civilization and technology on the arrival of the French expeditionary body. With his army, based on the 40,000 soldiers and officers hardened in battle in Italy, Napoleon also brought some 160-170 scholars from all relevant disciplines: orientalists, mathematicians, engineers, geographers, cartographers, geologists, chemists, archaeologists, some of which played an important role in providing solutions for the military commanders. On his trips out of Cairo Napoleon quickly understood the importance of a canal linking the Red Sea to the Mediterranean (the future Suez Canal). In Egypt, Napoleon, who loved to be likened to the idol of his youth, Julius Caesar, had the opportunity to be compared to another brilliant conqueror of antiquity, Alexander the Great.  
 
    The huge wave of Egyptomania that later encompassed all of Europe was a result of this campaign. The Egyptian Institute in Cairo was founded in 1798. A year later, an army officer found a black granite rock one meter high by 70 cm width. But the colossal importance of this stone did not lie in its color or size. The Rosetta Stone, named after the place in Egypt where it was discovered, had an identical inscription in Greek and two forgotten scripts from ancient Egypt, hieroglyphic and Demotic. When the French army was defeated by the English in Egypt, the French were forced to "donate" the stone, along with most of the archeological items they had gathered, to the victors. Thus, only a small part of their findings made it to the Louvre Museum in Paris, while most pieces, including the Rosetta Stone, went to the British Museum in London. The growing interest in the inscriptions on the stone was due to the presence of the Greek language, which could ultimately lead to the deciphering of the hieroglyphic script used in Egypt more than two thousand years before. A young Frenchman called Jean-Francois Champollion then made his appearance. A polyglot and specialist in several Semitic languages, acclaimed as a genius, he was fascinated by the Orient. He had read and reread Description de l'Égypte, published in France after the military campaign. A few years later, in 1824, Champollion deciphered the hieroglyphs, then traveled to Egypt to read as many as possible, becoming a star of linguistics. He is the father of Egyptology and the originator of a lasting competition between France and Britain in this realm. Champollion couldn’t have been in Napoleon's "army of scholars", as sometimes mentioned, because he was only eight years old at the time of the Egyptian Campaign. But let’s give Caesar what is his: we owe Champollion the decipherment and understanding of hieroglyphic writing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitler and Stalin 
 
      
 
    Despite the difference between them, their legacy is frighteningly similar: terror, concentration camps and gulags, hate, murderous racism, lies and abominable crimes, all under the control of one man, whose friends and subordinates without exception approved a priori any decision or order. Nobody’s opinion mattered, and the alternative for those brave enough to have one contrary to the official line, however cautiously expressed, was exclusion from the dictator's intimate circle and the punishment that would follow soon. 
 
    Hitler indoctrinated an entire people with the theory of German superiority, evinced even in a song adopted by the Nazis for propaganda purposes, "Deutschland, Deutschland über alles / über alles in der Welt" – Germany above all in the world, which came to be identified with the Third Reich. Not by accident, the denazification that began after the war was a long, painful process. From Hitler we inherited the anti-Semitic race laws of Nuremberg (1935), the pogrom known as Kristallnacht (8-9 November 1938), and the Wannsee protocol (January 1942) that envisaged the “Final Solution”, the extermination of European Jews. Between 1942 and the end of the war, over 15 million people across Europe were exterminated, including six million Jews.  
 
    Hitler's Mein Kampf, the Bible of Nazi leaders and many Germans, has been given a new lease of life through the care of the Institute of Contemporary History in Munich. After a 70 years’ ban on its publishing and dissemination, the new edition contains 3700 historical-scientific annotations and comments by renowned historians. Most of the notes refer to lies and half-truths as they appear in the original book, to Hitler's paranoid fear of diseases, especially syphilis, his obsessive fear of a demographic explosion and mass famine, and his intentions for the future, including his criminal plans and the desirable relations with “inferior” peoples. Such peoples included the Slavs (Poles, Ukrainians, Belarusians, Russians) who, after being decimated to the extent of 30-40 millions to allow the expansion of the Germans in the East, would only have the right to exist, under strict birth control, for the purpose of working and serving the “superior” Germans. In his sometimes unreadable book, Hitler also inserts some autobiographical elements. Threats against the Jews are ubiquitous, and between the lines one can read his nefarious intentions. In an interview published in the most popular daily newspaper of Israel (Yedioth Ahronoth –Latest News) in January 2016, Dr. Christian Hartmann, the project coordinator of the new edition, says that Hitler’s book still has some influence in Germany today. (Tangentially, in the 1980s Dr. Hartmann spent some time in an Israeli kibbutz as a volunteer.) In my humble opinion, even in its revised form, Mein Kampf has about a 50 percent chance to be seen in Israeli bookstores soon.  
 
    Stalin, another pathological murderer and a vicious, cunning, clever manipulator, had the patience of a man obsessed with his crime. He was capable of waiting years to get even, as he did with Marshal Tukhachevsky, Leon Trotsky, Polina, Molotov's wife, and others. Unlike Hitler’s close associates, who were protected by their boss, Stalin’s Politburo, old friends and companions were the most vulnerable and insecure. He is directly guilty of the deaths of tens of millions of Soviet citizens. As I pointed out before, the terror in the country and in the army went on even during the war. Uncertainty and fear were the secret binder that kept the fifteen republics of the Soviet Union together for decades. The gulags, the famine, the widespread shortcomings and the poverty that engulfed the Soviet Union are all the legacy of the cobbler’s son, the Generalissimo Joseph Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili. What good it would have done to mankind, above all to the Soviet peoples, if Stalin had followed his father's occupation, or at least his mother's wish to be a priest! The same can be said about Hitler’s father Alois, also a cobbler before turning customs official, if he had urged Adolf to embrace his profession. Alternatively, if the child Adolf, who used to sing in the church choir in Braunau am Inn, had become a priest, his mother Klara would certainly have been much happier.  
 
    Loss of life among the military was estimated, after the war, at about 25 million, most from the ranks of the Red Army. With the civilian population included, the toll of World War II adds up to an unbelievable 72 million.  
 
    A final brief account of Stalin's legacy. The great nationalist patriot and Nobel laureate in literature, Alexander Solzhenitsyn, in his youth an artillery officer twice decorated in the Second World War, was arrested on the front in February 1945, imprisoned and sent to the gulag for his criticism of the regime. The Red Army had just liberated the extermination camp of Auschwitz-Birkenau (in January 1945), the horrors of which were well known to Stalin and his acolytes. Yet, even after the atrocities of the war were revealed, Stalin was still building camps. Solzhenitsyn’s eyewitness account of his imprisonment shook the world. Later expelled from the Soviet Union, he returned during Gorbachev’s liberalization.  
 
    The ideological rapprochement between Hitler and Stalin, judging by their actions, has led to the conclusion that Stalin's criminal dictatorship bore no trace of the ideals of the Bolshevik Revolution. Both tyrants needed an ideological platform for their plans and desires, and these platforms were offered by the Nationalist Socialist Party and the Communist Party respectively. In spite of appearances, theirs were not entirely different or diametrically opposed ideologies. On the contrary, they led to the same result: criminal dictatorship. On the other hand, whereas Hitler's legacy officially vanished after the defeat of the Third Reich in 1945, Stalin’s shadow dwelled over the Soviet Union for decades, until the Soviet state disintegrated. Unfortunately, it still raises its head from time to time.  
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    Napoleon 
 
      
 
    Napoleon may have desired to conquer the world or not, but he certainly aspired to a united Europe, be it under the French flag. France’s most serious rival was Britain, and since Napoleon was not going to share supremacy in Europe with anyone else, the tensions between the two countries eventually led to the Continental System, a blockade against England initiated by Napoleon after the conquest of Berlin (1806). The competition dated a long time back, before Napoleon came to power in November 1799. During the Directorate, a proposal was put forward to invade England, but Napoleon, who respected the British army, especially the Royal Navy, which had become the undisputed master of the seas after the Battle of Trafalgar (1805), refused the idea. Instead, he suggested an alternative that was supposed to defeat England indirectly. The plan, approved by the Directorate, was to conquer Egypt and disrupt Britain's trade links with India and the Southeast Asian countries. It was estimated that in a relatively short time Britain would cease to be a military competitor. The plan did not succeed, because in the end it was the English who drove the French army out of Egypt and controlled the maritime routes. The partially successful blockade was in fact a ban on commerce between the Continent and England, including English ships docking in ports of the French Empire and its allies. But it also produced some surprises: 
 
    The port cities that had been thriving for centuries were now hit by both parties, because the British set up their own maritime blockade, targeting the ports of the French Empire and its allies; 
 
    France's trade links, imports and exports were seriously affected; 
 
    Official and especially unofficial smuggling skyrocketed, driving a serious breach in the blockade; 
 
    Cities and ports that had had commercial ties for centuries slowly fell into recession. The declining industry, supply of raw materials and farm produce was another reason for abandoning the blockade; 
 
    Given the circumstances, many of Napoleon's former allies swayed to the English side, making the blockade even more ineffective. 
 
    Absolute monarchs like Russia’s Alexander I, Austria’s Francis II and Prussia’s Frederick William II joined the anti-Napoleonic coalition. A pragmatic, intelligent man, Napoleon realized that a military coalition of European powers against him jeopardized his plan for a united Europe with France as first violin. It is true that both historians and Napoleon himself claimed that some wars were forced on Napoleon. His previous victories the Italian campaign against Austria and the papal army, and against the Mamluks in Egypt had bestowed glory on him as a strategist and commander. As Emperor, he continued the series of military triumphs, dismantling the enemy coalitions and expanding the boundaries of the Empire. In October 1805 he defeated Austria in the Battle of Ulm, destroying the Austrian army. In December 1805, at Austerlitz, in Moravia (today in the Czech Republic), although numerically inferior to Russia and Austria’s unified armies, with Kutuzov, among others, in command, Napoleon crushed the third coalition in a new brilliant victory. Since three emperors (of France, Russia and Austria respectively) took part, it is also known as the Battle of the Three Emperors. The following year, in October 1806, after the Battle of Jena against Prussia, Napoleon occupied Berlin. In February 1807, at Eylau (eastern Prussia), the battle against Russia and Prussia turned into a devastating slaughter on both sides, which again benefited Napoleon. Four months later (June 1807), in the Battle of Friedland (Prussia), Napoleon won a decisive victory over Russia, which led to the cessation of hostilities following the treaties signed at Tilsit (East Prussia). Russia undertook to "respect" the blockade against England, while France took possession of the “Seven Islands” (of which Corfu and Zakynthos are the best known) in the Ionian Archipelago, strengthening its position in the Mediterranean, only to lose them to the British after the 1815 Vienna Congress. Thus, Napoleon succeeded in breaking up the fourth coalition. The distrust between the two signatories of the Treaties of Tilsit, especially between Napoleon and Alexander I, was so great that a new meeting was needed, which was held one year later (1808) in Erfurt. On this occasion the two reiterated their desire to preserve peace and mutual understanding. Although Napoleon's adventure in Russia would take place only four years later, after Erfurt it became increasingly clear that Russia could neither abide by many of the 30 paragraphs imposed by Napoleon, nor go on with the blockade against England, which also affected Russia. One may conclude that Napoleon's decline began with the conclusion of the Treaties of Tilsit and the subsequent meeting of the two emperors. En passant, the treaties were signed on behalf of the French Empire by none other than the experienced diplomat and Prince of Benevento, Charles Maurice de Talleyrand. 
 
    After the dishonorable retreat from Russia with the remnants of the Grande Armée in 1813, Napoleon dedicated himself to the internal affairs of the empire, and spent much time with his wife, Marie Louise, and the young heir, Napoleon II. He willfully minimized the importance of the defeat, while restoring the brilliance of the imperial court and resuming the balls. His "business as usual" attitude was already overcome by events, as the troops of a new coalition headed for Paris. In the Battle of Leipzig (October 1813), the new coalition, under the leadership of Tsar Alexander, put an end to Napoleon’s political career and dynasty. The Treaty of Fontainebleau, signed on 11 April 1814, provided for Napoleon's exile to the Island of Elba, rejecting his request to leave his son Napoleon II on the throne of France under the regency of his mother, Empress Marie Louise. The Bonaparte dynasty renounced, through Napoleon's signature, the throne of France, though Napoleon and Marie Louise formally preserved the titles of Emperor and Empress. Likewise, the members of the Bonaparte family (mother Letizia, Napoleon’s brothers and sisters) received the approval to keep their nobility titles, in addition to a substantial revenue for each one. After a 300-day exile, Napoleon violated the convention and escaped from Elba, heading for Paris. Once there, he occupied his lost throne, but in June 1815 he was defeated by a new coalition, the last one, on the plain of Waterloo, near today’s Belgian capital Brussels. He signed an abdication act for the second time and surrendered to the English, after an unsuccessful attempt to embark for America. The long road to the Island of Saint Helena, in the southeastern Atlantic Ocean, thousands of miles away from Europe, became very short with the help of the British. In his second exile, Napoleon survived only five years, until 1821. The Bourbon king Louis XVIII, reinstated to the throne after Napoleon's departure, was the first king of France since the 1789 Revolution. After two decades in exile, Louis XVIII reigned for 10 years, with one minor interruption – Napoleon's Hundred Days of 1815. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitler 
 
      
 
    One of Hitler’s seldom mentioned major defects was his great confidence in his own military expertise, which drove him to intervene directly in the planning and management of military operations, ignoring the advice and reservations of the experts. Hitler was not a graduate of any military school, and his entire war experience was limited to the battles in which he had taken part as soldier and corporal in the First World War, on the western front, in Belgium and France.  
 
    Right after his appointment as chancellor, he still felt uncertain because President von Hindenburg had the legal power to dismiss him, which would have endangered Hitler’s political future. Von Hindenburg’s death was a welcome gift which opened the road to supreme power. After only three years at the top, like a skilled poker player, Hitler took advantage of the inability of the English and the French to react and prevent him from putting into practice his militaristic plans. In the summer of 1936, he ordered the reoccupation of the territory west of the Rhine, the Rhineland, a buffer zone belonging to Germany, but demilitarized according to the agreements signed at Versailles at the end of the First World War. It was a similar move to Napoleon’s, who set up the Confederation of the Rhine, a territory subsequently granted to Prussia after the 1815 Vienna Conference. Hitler did not make this move without suspicions or fears. If the European powers had militarily and politically intervened immediately, his fate would have been sealed. They didn’t, although at the time France had considerable military superiority over Germany. As would happen on other occasions, Hitler won the game without firing a shot. Thus, riding the wave of German nationalism caused by the humiliation of Versailles, Hitler was becoming ever more popular. In parallel, by reactivating and stimulating the German military industry, he succeeded in reducing the unemployment by millions. The precursor of the United Nations, the League of Nations, founded after World War I, lacked the power to thwart Hitler's plans. In addition, the Nazis orchestrated a massive propaganda diversion by organizing the Summer Olympic Games in Berlin in 1936. As an aside, even so, Hitler had a hard time accepting that a black athlete, the American Jesse Owens, won four gold medals, oblivious to the "supremacy of the German race". With the Olympics behind him, Hitler increasingly manifested his desire to be the master of Europe. In March 1938 he annexed his native Austria to the German Reich (Anschluss), and later that year the Czechoslovak province of the Sudetenland, where a large minority of ethnic Germans lived. And since the more you have, the more you want, in 1939 he attacked and occupied Poland. 
 
    After the cynical 1939 non-aggression pact between Stalin and Hitler and the partition of Poland between Germany and the Soviet Union, the two countries came to have a common border, an unprecedented situation. The Nazis were leading Germany with an iron hand, after the Night of the Long Knives and the elimination of their last political rival, Ernst Röhm. The repression carried out by the Gestapo and the first concentration camps provided the domestic peace that Hitler needed, so from spring to autumn in 1940, Germany occupied, one by one, Norway, Denmark, The Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France, which gave him the opportunity to humiliate the French by signing their defeat in the same railway car in which Germany had surrendered in the First World War. Hitler’s popularity was nothing short of deification and the cult of his personality as fiery as Stalin’s. Even the generals who had reservations about his military initiatives began to believe that the Fuehrer was a brilliant strategist on a par with Julius Caesar and Napoleon Bonaparte. 
 
    By 1940, Hitler had become master of Europe and Germany’s allies (Italy, Spain, Romania, Hungary, Croatia) enjoyed the benefits of the German umbrella. With a hypertrophied ego and a sickly obsession, now he was ready for the Barbarossa plan. On 22 June 1941, three and a half million German and allied troops invaded the Soviet Union. But the euphoria of the previous victories across Europe would not last long.  
 
    The Blitzkrieg soon reached the outskirts of Leningrad, Moscow, and a few months later Stalingrad. But Operation Nordlicht (Northern Light), which laid a 900-day siege of Leningrad (8 September 1941-27 January 1944), stalled, despite the starvation that was killing hundreds of thousands of inhabitants of the city. The losses among the Germans and the Finnish army were also considerable. In October 1941, the Germans arrived on the outskirts of Moscow, where they were met with the same fierce resistance. It took three months of ferocious fighting (2 October 1941-7 January 1942) for the Red Army to administer the first defeat to the Germans and push them hundreds of kilometers back. Until the start of the Red Army’s successful Operation Uranus in November 1942, Stalingrad had also seen fierce fighting, since August 1942. The surrender of the 6th Army commanded by General Paulus (2 February 1943) once again shattered the myth of German invincibility. The Blitzkrieg tactic failed at Leningrad, Moscow and Stalingrad, while Hitler's generals such as Keitel and Jodl were blindly carrying out his orders. It is at Stalingrad that Hitler's decline began. After the Battle of Kursk, which turned around the fate of the war in the summer of 1943, the Red Army took the initiative, and not only Hitler, but also his henchmen and generals finally understood that they had lost the war. Against this background there were repeated – though unsuccessful – attempts to assassinate the Fuehrer. Hitler had become a burden that had to be removed as soon as possible, along with all the Nazi leadership. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalin 
 
      
 
    It is somewhat difficult to determine the beginning of the decline of Joseph Stalin. After all, Stalin died in full glory, and apparently the peoples of the Soviet Union showered their gratitude on him for all the work he had done over three decades, above all his tremendous contribution during the Great War for the Motherland and the brilliant victory over Nazi Germany. From this point of view, Soviet propaganda was comparable with Goebbels’s. A peculiar thing worth remembering about Stalin's life is his mental breakdown at the beginning of the German invasion, described in a previous chapter. It was Molotov who had to give a little speech on the radio for the peoples of the Soviet Union, while the Politburo visited Stalin at his dacha, urging him to return to his Kremlin office and assume leadership. The vindictive Stalin, with his excellent memory, would not forgive many of those who came to Kuntsevo then only to find a shaken Stalin. However, two weeks later he found the necessary force to reach out to the Soviet people on the radio. On 3 July 1941, in a lengthy speech, he reminded the Russians of their glorious past and their victories over two great armies considered to be invincible, Napoleon’s Grande Armée in 1812 and Kaiser Wilhelm’s army in the First World War. Stalin's speech was balanced, clear, and meant to arouse nationalist feelings. In those trying times, his people were “brothers”, “sisters”, “friends”. After the war, in his radio speech of 9 May 1945, his brothers, sisters and friends had changed into comrades and compatriots. Such was the difference between Stalin in need and Stalin reborn. Another time, another rhyme. 
 
    There were no violent actions against him, such as an attempt on his life, during his lifetime. Only three years after his death was there a radical change in the way people looked at his legacy, following a closed meeting at the 9th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (25 February 1956), when Khrushchev’s speech took by surprise not only the delegates, but the whole communist and non-communist world. It was the first time, and in the presence of convinced Stalinists to boot, that Stalin’s criminal activity was unveiled in grim detail, from abuse of power and show trials to famine, gulags and mass murders. After all, Khrushchev had been at the helm too, and crime had united them all, a good reason for old Stalinists like Kaganovich and Molotov to try and dethrone him for his public disclosures. The demythification of Stalin was a long, difficult process, not unlike denazification. It took eight years to remove Stalin's remains from Lenin's mausoleum and bury them near the Kremlin wall. By that time, as Roman plays would put it, “Acta est fabula” - the story was over. 
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    The final days and the fall 
 
      
 
     
 
    Napoleon 
 
      
 
    In June 1815, defeated on the battlefield of Waterloo, Napoleon was forced to abdicate the throne of France and take the road of exile again. Although outnumbered by the British-Prussian coalition, a few days before he had managed to defeat General Blücher. Even at Waterloo, Napoleon was a step away from winning against the Duke of Wellington. The surprising appearance of the 45,000 Prussians commanded by General Blücher changed the fate of the battle. The several-hour delay of the attack against Wellington due to rainfall also contributed to Napoleon's defeat. If Blücher had shown up on the battlefield after Wellington's possible defeat, the end would have been different. Hadn’t it been for the rain, Napoleon could have won hours earlier and Blücher’s intervention would have no longer mattered. With Waterloo, the age of Napoleonic wars, which had lasted almost two decades, was over. Days later, Napoleon abdicated for the second time in favor of the Bourbon king Louis XVIII, who returned from his exile in Belgium. Meanwhile, Napoleon was planning to escape to America with a small group of loyal attendants, but the Royal Navy was on the alert and thwarted his plan by overseeing and blocking all the ports on the western coast of France. Napoleon surrendered to the English in mid-July, in the hope that he would be detained in England, in conditions similar to his first gilded exile on Elba. To his great surprise, he was sent very far away from Europe. After a sea trip of two and a half months, on 16 October 1815 he landed on the island of Saint Helena, in the southeast of the Atlantic Ocean, 1900 kilometers from the African coast and 3000 from South America. A new escape was impossible from the godforsaken island. The British had learned their lesson and had come to the conclusion that Saint Helena was the most suitable place to keep Napoleon while trying to bring peace to Europe. The island has only 122 square kilometers and a population of about 5000. The warm, humid climate and the strong winds blowing all year long certainly did not help Napoleon's already poor health. The climatic conditions were compounded by the poor accommodation and food, not to mention the humiliation brought about by the English guards. Aware that he had no possibility of ever returning to France, Napoleon went through depressive states. In the last year and a half of his life he complained more and more often of abdominal pain, and in the last few months he rarely got up from bed. His attending physician was helpless. The modest Corsican boy, an artillery officer under King Louis XVI at 16, General of the Republic at 25, First Consul at 30, and Emperor at 35, who had founded a new dynasty in Europe, passed away far from his family, surrounded by a handful of people, on 5 August 1821. His chosen burial place was a green meadow where he had often walked. The cause of Napoleon's death is not known exactly. The unanimous assumption is that he was ill with stomach cancer, like his father, Carlo Bonaparte, and another close relative. The theory of slow poisoning with arsenic, intentionally introduced into his food and wine, also has its supporters. It is based on the analysis of his hair, which contained an amount of arsenic several times higher than normal. Others believe that Napoleon’s hand-in-waistcoat paintings are proof of the abdominal pain he would have suffered from.  
 
    Napoleon wrote his memoirs and last will on the island of Saint Helena. The memoirs were published in France a few years after his death. Due to their echo among the French and to his reinterment in Paris, Napoleon gradually turned into a living legend that persists to this day. His desire to be buried on the banks of the Seine, in the midst of the people he loved and led to glory, was accomplished 19 years later after his death, in 1840. The carefully chosen place, a fitting choice, was the Dome des Invalides. At 51, Napoleon Bonaparte was leaving behind a legacy that, even two centuries later, is still thrilling us. How right he was to exclaim, after both his army and his prestige were destroyed in the Russian campaign, that "From the sublime to the ridiculous there is but a step." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitler 
 
      
 
    Few men who have led states, armies and destinies arranged their death so carefully. The capture of Benito Mussolini alive by Italian partisans and the public mockery to which his corpse, hanged head down, was exposed in a Milan square undoubtedly prompted Hitler to do otherwise. Another reason was Hitler's paranoid, though justified fear of falling alive, or even dead, into the hands of his former ally and friend Stalin. On the day of his suicide on 30 April 1945, the Red Army was on the outskirts of Berlin and the Reich Chancellery was under heavy bombardment, which explains the holes in its garden, where Hitler’s body would be incinerated hours later, according to his wish. Thus, Stalin’s preferred alternative, or rather dream, to parade Hitler alive on Moscow’s streets was no longer feasible.  
 
    On 20 April 1945, the Nazi leaders had gathered in the bunker to celebrate the Fuehrer’s 56th birthday. Unlike in previous years, it was rather an opportunity to put in an appearance. Shortly after the end of the ceremony, for “urgent”, “objective” reasons, most of the guests rushed to leave the bunker and Berlin forever. The few who stayed were Hitler's secretaries, Magda and Joseph Goebbels, Martin Bormann, Heinz Linge, the aide Otto Günsche, a few SS guards, and of course Eva Braun, who a few days later, on 29 April 1945, would become, for less than 24 hours, Mrs. Hitler. Hitler’s most faithful associates and partakers in theft and crime, Hermann Goering, his appointed successor, and Heinrich Himmler made themselves scarce, trying to save their skin. Himmler was already in talks with the vice-president of the Swedish Red Cross, Count Folke Bernadotte, and Sweden’s representative to the World Jewish Council, Norbert Masur, while Goering had assumed the role of Germany's future leader.  
 
    One month before his birthday, Hitler had received a nice gift from Artur Axmann, the leader of the Hitler Youth organization, giving the Fuehrer the opportunity to decorate a few young, indoctrinated, poorly trained soldiers who were fighting with the typical heroism and unconsciousness of adolescence, sacrificing their lives for a lost cause. From this small ceremony, held in the bombed courtyard of the Reich Chancellery, only a few meters from the bunker, remained a photo and a short film in which a dejected Hitler hides his left hand behind his back, unable to stop the permanent trembling.  
 
    The atmosphere was grim in the bunker on 20 April. Goebbels issued a statement on the radio, which besides the usual congratulations expressed confidence in Hitler's ability to overturn the situation, while Marshal Zhukov’s cannons and the Anglo-American air force were showering their own special gifts on Berlin. On 29 April, Hitler gave orders for the preparation of a short wedding ceremony between him and Eva Braun, his junior by 23 years and mistress of 15. With this gesture, Hitler was rewarding his secret mistress for her blind loyalty. Never mind that year after year Hitler had screamed from each and every rostrum that he was married to Germany and dedicated his life and work to her. The witnesses to the wedding were Martin Bormann, Joseph Goebbels and a certain Herr Wagner, who officiated. The small, intimate party was joined by Hitler’s secretaries Gerda Christian and Traudl Junge, Heinz Linge, Otto Günsche and a few other staff members. After the macabre “wedding” and the party which lasted about an hour came the time to put into practice Hitler’s plan. In the afternoon of 30 April, the newlyweds withdrew to their room and committed suicide together – Eva with a cyanide capsule, and Hitler by shooting himself. Their bodies were taken to the garden behind the chancellery and burned with gasoline. The remains were later recovered and identified by the Russians, since due to the bombings and the shortage of gasoline they had only partially burned. The Russians kept Hitler's remains in a Soviet military base in the East German city of Magdeburg. In the 1970s, the Soviet government decided to exhume, incinerate and scatter them in a tributary of the Elba River. Once again, Hitler's promises and prophecies were fulfilled. Ten years before, he had pledged that Germany would become unrecognizable. As the ancient Roman saying goes, "Abyssus abyssum invocat” – Deep calls to deep – and hell calls to hell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalin 
 
      
 
    Without the huge support from the US and Britain, the fate of the Soviet Union would have hung by a thread. Nevertheless, after the Allies' victory over Germany, Stalin was the first to become world hero and savior of civilization. The systematic brainwashing done by the Soviet propaganda and the shameless cult of Stalin's personality reached absurd levels: Stalin’s genius and outstanding leadership had won the war and saved the socialist homeland and the Leninist heritage. Stalin was compared with the likes of Suvorov, Nevsky and Kutuzov and eulogized like a sultan. Did the centuries of Turkish and Persian rule of his native Georgia leave a mark on the 70-something Stalin? More and more often on holiday, in exclusive villas by the Black Sea, in Abkhazia or Georgia, Stalin continued to rule the Soviet Union with an iron hand. The pompously titled Kremlin puppets (Molotov, whose wife was still in prison, Malenkov, Beria, Khrushchev, Kaganovich, whose brother was forced to commit suicide, Voroshilov, Mikoyan), all deprived of power, understood very well that Stalin's will was holy and had to be fulfilled no matter what. It took him some time until he eventually "accepted" the title of Generalissimo, on his lackeys’ insistence. At the same time, his movements were more and more cumbersome, not only due to old age, but also as a result of the disorderly life he had been leading for years. Besides the nightly drinking binges, after which he had to be carried home by his bodyguards, he used to work at night, a habit that forced everyone, including the leaders of the new socialist countries, to do the same, even though they could have been contacted by telephone.  
 
    Then came the night of 28 February-1 March 1 1953, when Stalin went to bed in the wee hours after a routine meeting with members of the Politburo. He had given orders to be woken up at 10 am, and nothing foretold the ensuing drama, the more so as Stalin had had no health complaints. Hours elapsed, one after another, with no sign from Stalin's room. No one dared to disturb him, even by phone. Late in the evening, though paralyzed by fear, the chief guard finally entered the room. What he saw was both shocking and dangerous. Stalin had fallen out of bed and had been lying unconscious on the floor for several hours, unable to speak or move the right side of the body. The chief guard’s dilemma was whom in the Politburo to tell, since not even he had the right to call for medical help. Several hours passed until all the leaders arrived at the dacha. The least scared of them, Beria, took over the leadership and ordered the guards to let Stalin have rest and not spread panic. He decided that no doctor was to be called. Thus, the Sun of the Peoples was deprived of medical care for about 24 hours. During this time, the delegation returned once more to inquire about his health, but the struggle for succession and secret political alliances had kicked off. Eventually, a few doctors were brought in to treat Stalin. There followed four days of coma, with short intervals of improvement, but a second stroke probably killed Stalin. Years later, Svetlana Stalina described in her memoirs her father’s painful death throes. The theory that Stalin was assassinated is mostly based on Beria's order that deliberately delayed medical assistance to his master, whom he buttered up and hated to the same degree.  
 
    Joseph Stalin died in his bed at the Kuntsevo dacha, surrounded by his two children, Svetlana and Vasily, his personal staff and guards and, of course, his "friends" and the surviving combat comrades from the Politburo, many of whom were already on the black list. His corpse was embalmed and buried with great pomp, and even greater pain, suffered by millions of Soviet and other people around the world. He was laid next to Lenin in the mausoleum on the Red Square, but was removed a few years later, after the revelations of Nikita Khrushchev, which shocked the world and split the communist bloc, eventually leading to the decline of communism.  
 
    Stalin, who ruled the Soviet Union for three decades, had lost the sense of reality, forgetting that everything in life, power and glory most of all, is fickle and short-lived. "Post mortem nihil est” – After death, there is nothing, Seneca wrote in his tragedy The Trojan Women. 
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    After the war 
 
      
 
      
 
    Napoleon 
 
      
 
    After Waterloo, peace descended on Europe for more than half a century. France was exhausted by the endless wars and Napoleon's popularity had been dwindling for several years, not least because of widespread shortages. Mothers urged their sons not to join Napoleon's army. Besides the depletion of the French treasury, the yearly wars had killed over 1.5 million (according to other sources 1.7-1.8 million). Nevertheless, a few short years after Napoleon’s death, the nostalgia of the French for their former emperor reappeared, prompted by the publication of his memoirs, written in exile on Saint Helena. It was a miracle that Napoleon, who was constantly on the move and brimming with grand ideas and plans, had survived for more than five years in his second exile. His only hope had been that one day his legitimate son, Napoleon II, would ascend to the throne of France as heir of the Bonaparte dynasty. But Napoleon, who died in 1821, never knew the cruel fate of his son, in which he had put all his hopes. Napoleon II died in 1832 from pulmonary tuberculosis. He was only 21. The man who took the fate of the dynasty in his hands, skillfully using the name Bonaparte, was Napoleon’s nephew, the son of his brother Louis and of Hortense de Beauharnais, Josephine’s daughter. 
 
    Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, known as Napoleon III, proclaimed himself emperor in 1852, 20 years after the death of his cousin Napoleon II, and ruled for 18 years, until 1870. Before becoming emperor, he had been elected President of the Second Republic by thoroughly legal vote. He was president between 1848 and 1852, until, through a coup d’état (like his famous uncle), he announced the renaissance of the French Empire and the Bonaparte dynasty. The coronation was held on 2 December, the same day when his uncle Napoleon I had crowned himself 48 years before. Peace reigned in Europe between the two Napoleons, from the 1815 Congress of Vienna to 1870, when Napoleon III lost the Battle of Sedan and with it the Franco-Prussian War and the Second Empire. Following the capture of Napoleon III by the Prussians, Britain once again played an important role, granting the prisoner political asylum as soon as he was released. Napoleon III died in his English exile after three years, in 1873. Two Napoleons, each in his own way, had brought about political and military instability for the best part of the 19th century. After Napoleon III, peace was restored in Europe for several decades, until the outbreak of World War I.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitler 
 
      
 
    A week after Hitler's suicide, World War II officially ended in Europe on 8/9 May 1945 by Germany's unconditional capitulation. All in all, the three great leaders, Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin, met three times. The first was in Tehran, in November 1943, a meeting that lasted four days. Since this was their first meeting and the war was still raging, they focused on current operations rather than the aftermath of the war, and the participants agreed that it was a success. The second conference was held at Yalta, in Crimea, in February 1945. By that time, Germany was almost defeated, and a discussion took place about the reorganization of Europe after the war and the borders of countries such as Poland, Finland, Romania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Germany and, of course, the Soviet Union. New spheres of influence were carved out. France regained Alsace and Lorraine, and Greece, at Churchill's insistence, remained under the influence of the West. The second meeting took place in an overall positive atmosphere of understanding. The last meeting was held in July 1945 in Potsdam, 20 kilometers from Berlin. This time, with his ego inflated by the victory, Stalin tried with some success to force his point of view on his Anglo-American allies. Stalin’s behavior was partly caused by his lack of confidence in the new American President, Harry Truman, whom he did not respect and trust as much as he had Roosevelt, who had died on 12 April 1945. On the other hand, his "friend" Churchill, whom Stalin greatly appreciated despite their mutual hate, had lost the elections in Britain, and had been replaced by the new Prime Minister, Clement Attlee. Thus, Stalin found himself facing two new leaders whom he did not know, which may explain, at least in part, his rather detached and a little superior attitude. The conference reaffirmed the necessity of the complete disarmament of Germany, denazification, demilitarization and division of the German territory and Berlin itself between the four major powers (including France), and the payment of war damages. In addition, the American side wanted the Soviet Union to declare war on Japan, which had not yet capitulated. The Potsdam Conference ended on 2 August 1945 with a big question mark for the Anglo-Americans, surprised by Stalin's attitude, which spelled a bad omen. However, days after the conference, Truman authorized the launch of the first atomic bomb on the Japanese city of Hiroshima, on 6 August 1945.  
 
    From 1945 to 1948 each of the four occupying forces administered its own chunk of the German territory separately. The decision of the United States, Britain and France to merge their three occupied areas in October 1949 was the founding act of the Federal Republic of Germany (Bundesrepublik Deutschland), with its capital in Bonn. So did the western allies in Berlin, creating the city of West Berlin. The Soviet response was the creation of the German Democratic Republic (DDR), with its capital in East Berlin. Thus, after the war, besides losing a significant part of its territory, Germany was divided into two diametrically opposed political, ideological, social and economic systems. Who could afford now to dream of the "vital space" that, in Hitler’s conception, was absolutely necessary for the development and prosperity of the German people?  
 
    The plan conceived by General George Marshall, the US Foreign and Defense Minister under President Truman, provoked the final rift between East and West and the beginning of the Cold War that would last four decades. The West European countries benefitted from massive American financial help and recovered after a few years of hard work and sweat, raising the living standards of their citizens.  
 
    The Iron Curtain, the Berlin Wall and the Cold War, anticipated by a clairvoyant Churchill in the aftermath of the war, appeared as new political and strategic concepts in the years when Europe was divided into two blocs. The Berlin Wall erected by the East Germans and Soviets in August 1961, which was to fall in November 1989, did not contribute to a better understanding between East and West, nor did it boost the economic growth of the socialist bloc. On the contrary, the "Berliner Mauer” became perhaps the most vivid symbol of the Cold War. 
 
    The reunification of Germany was officially ratified on 3 October 1990. It took an open-minded man who lived in the present, not in the past, to put an end to the Cold War. That man was Mikhail Gorbachev. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalin 
 
      
 
    After the end of the Second World War in Europe, the two main belligerents, the Soviet Union and the German Reich, had suffered the greatest destruction. Stalin was aware that the enormous amount of liquidities he required from the defeated Germany was not realistic, because Germany was unable to pay the damages. As a consequence, a vast, well-organized plan was set up which provided for the relocation of Germany's advanced technology to the Soviet Union. Entire production plants and laboratories were dismantled and moved, along with German scientists, including nuclear and rocket experts, in an invisible competition with the Americans for the human resources. Although the Soviets scored some points, in the end it was the Americans that won, because the German scientists preferred to surrender to them. Perhaps the best-known case is that of Wernher von Braun, the father of the V1 and V2 missiles, who built the Saturn V rocket without which Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin would not have landed on the Moon on 20 July 1969. Besides von Braun, roughly another 1700 German scientists had chosen America over the Soviet Union.  
 
    The European part of the Soviet Union (Ukraine, Belarus, Russia between the Don and the Volga rivers) had taken immense losses, both human and material, which took many years to rebuild. Stalin's terror and iron-hand policy in the years leading up to the world war had brought about unprecedented development in the Soviet Union's heavy and armaments industry. When the battlefront required it, they were quickly dismantled and sent to safety beyond the Ural Mountains. After the war, Stalin and after him Khrushchev and Brezhnev continued to support the heavy and military industry enterprises, which allowed the Soviet Union to become a major exporter of modern military equipment and technology. While the industry went well, farming did not, and food imports from countries like the United States and Canada became routine. The Soviet people hoped for a better life after the war, in peace and prosperity but, while the production of consumer goods increased, daily life was bleak and beset by shortages. The communist economy never succeeded in meeting demands to the same extent as Western economies.  
 
    Stalin rejected the Marshall Plan from the outset, for fear of losing influence on the "socialist" countries. His successor, Nikita Khrushchev, stuck to the same line, although he did away with Stalinist terror. In response, in 1949 the Soviets set up an economic organization of the "fraternal" socialist countries, based in Moscow: the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON). It relied on socialist centralized planning and was in fact a political rather than an economic body. Obviously, the Soviet Union, although now a superpower, was unable to provide substantial economic aid to its vassals, like the Americans did in the West. The economic gap between the prosperous West and the East under Soviet domination deepened even further in the 1970s. This artificial organization eventually went bankrupt and was dismantled in 1991, with the collapse and disintegration of the Soviet Union.  
 
    In 1955, Khrushchev also initiated a military alliance of socialist countries, the Warsaw Pact, as a counterweight to the establishment of NATO in 1949. However, the lack of unity among the members of the Warsaw Pact led to convulsions such as the Hungarian “counterrevolution” in 1956 and the Prague Spring of 1968, both drenched in blood following the Soviet military intervention, in spite of the basic principle of the Pact, “respect for national sovereignty”. In 1968, the new leader at the Kremlin, Leonid Brezhnev, applied his own doctrine, named after him, although of Stalinist inspiration, by invading Czechoslovakia. All the socialist countries from the Warsaw Pact (with the exception of the Russian Federation, of course) joined NATO after the collapse of the Soviet Union.  
 
    All in all, Stalin left behind a rather strong, feared Soviet Union. In 1949, the first Soviet atomic bomb was successfully experimented, and in 1961 the hydrogen bomb was produced. The first artificial satellite, Sputnik, was launched in October 1957, and four years later, in April 1961, the pilot-cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin was the first man in space, aboard the Vostok rocket. By that time, the Soviet Union had taken the lead in space research and technology. In politics, despite embarrassing moments such as Khrushchev’s shoe-banging incident during the meeting of the United Nations General Assembly in 1960 and fiascos such as the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, the prestige of the country worldwide grew constantly. But Stalinist mentality without Stalin and the lack of domestic reforms did not allow the shortsighted Khrushchev to see into the future and anticipate the end of the Soviet Union as a multinational state. After its disintegration, the Russian Federation took over the Leninist legacy. Nikita Khrushchev fittingly illustrates Mary Stuart's line from Schiller's tragedy: "Ich bin besser als mein Ruf” – I am better than my reputation. 
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    In History of Rome, Livy reminds us of the difference between "Vae victis” and “Gloria victis" – Woe to the vanquished and Glory to the vanquished. Napoleon, Hitler and Stalin all went through both triumph and defeat. But while Napoleon eventually understood that England and especially Russia were not easy to digest, Hitler, who claimed to have learned a lot from him, nevertheless tried his power against them, with comparable results.  
 
    Yet, the more one analyzes the way the three statesmen thought and acted, the more one discovers how much they resemble and how many sides of their personalities are similar rather than distinct. 
 
    Each of them took great care to make everything appear as legal as possible. Free elections, plebiscites, party congresses and meetings with everything under control, coups and backstage arrangements, any means was permissible to achieve the goal. Machiavelli’s centuries-old principle – "the end justifies the means" – was still in force.  
 
    Napoleon’s mother tongue was Italian, and his mother Letizia’s French was very poor. The future emperor honed his French all his life, striving to be equal among peers, especially when he was at the Brienne and Paris military schools. Hitler spoke German with the Upper Austrian accent from Linz. Stalin spoke Russian with a heavy Georgian accent (a period joke said that Lenin had devised his famous mobilizing catchword “Learn, learn, learn” after hearing him speak Russian). Moreover, each of them became "more Catholic than the Pope", manifesting themselves not as mere nationalists, but as ultranationalists (French, German, and Russian respectively). 
 
    Napoleon was wounded twice in battle: first in Toulon, where he broke the English blocakde and drove away the English navy, in 1793, on which occasion the 23-year-old officer rose to fame thanks to his brilliant plan; and in 1796, in the battle against the Austrians for the bridge at Arcole, in Italy. Hitler was wounded two or three times during the First World War, and decorated twice. He was also injured in the street fights against the Munich police, during the failed coup of November 1923. During World War II he paid frequent visits to the front, especially the eastern one (Poland, Ukraine, Russia). In contrast, Stalin never got too close to the frontline. Besides an ordinary arm injury incurred in his youth, Stalin was never seriously hurt.  
 
    On the other hand, while Hitler used to intervene in the planning of war operations, without taking into account the opinions and advice of career officers, Stalin never did that, nor did he impose his opinion on the battle plans, although he was head of the high command and knew the situation on the front and the location of the Red Army troops down to division and regiment level. With Napoleon, the issue of leadership was different. As both a career officer and emperor, since he was quite often and for long periods absent from Paris, he ran the affairs of the empire by way of precise instructions sent by special emissaries to Paris. Reliable accounts tell us that, during small breaks between battles, Napoleon often found time to read the correspondence sent by his ministers and reply to it. I have not found any account of Napoleon dictating several letters simultaneously, although there may be a grain of truth in this legend.  
 
    Hitler’s boundless admiration for Napoleon, whose military genius he would have liked to share, sent him on a visit to the Dome des Invalides in June 1940, after the defeat of France. I mentioned before Hitler’s "noble gesture" of transferring the remains of Napoleon’s son and heir from Vienna to the Dome, near his father’s, in December 1940. The Italian fascist leader Benito Mussolini also counted among his admirers Adolf Hitler, at least in his early years. The German tried to emulate his 1922 “March on Rome”, in fact a coup that forced King Victor Emmanuel III’s hand in appointing Mussolini prime minister. Hitler’s failed putsch of 1923 brought him recognition as an important political man, who was thus advertised free of charge in the free press of the Weimar Republic. In the same way that Hitler admired Mussolini, Stalin honestly admired Hitler in the pre-war years, marveling at Germany’s fast transformation and achievements. With no other country in the whole world did Stalin maintain such close bilateral relations. What united the two dictators was criminal totalitarianism based on similar, racist ideologies, terror, death camps and mass murder.  
 
    Stalin went so far as to minimize the heroism and the sacrifice of millions of Soviet soldiers and officers who were not ethnic Russians, although he came from a non-Russian republic himself. Hitler’s Wehrmacht had soldiers and officers from Nordic countries who were racially in line with the Nuremberg laws, but Hitler turned down Vlasov’s army’s help, although the Germans were in a tight spot on the eastern front. Napoleon, on the other hand, had no such prejudices. In the Russian campaign, about half of the Grande Armée was not French, but made up of Italians, Poles, Germans, Egyptian Mamluks and others. Napoleon's liberal dictatorship cannot be compared to Hitler's and Stalin’s murderous tyrannies. Napoleon's only crime was the execution of several thousand Ottoman prisoners of war during the campaign in Egypt, apparently forced by the problematic situation of the French army, deprived of food, drugs and bandages for its own wounded. Mass murders and ethnic cleansing never occurred in areas occupied by Napoleon's armies. The total losses recorded in all the Napoleonic wars are estimated at 1.5-1.7 million, while World War II left behind tens of millions of victims.  
 
    The Roman dictum "Vae victis" mentioned above is aptly illustrated by a comparison of Hitler and Stalin. The former received his well-deserved punishment, whereas the latter, although his "friend" and ally in crime, died in his bed of natural death. The fates of the signatories of their Non-aggression Pact, von Ribbentrop and Molotov, ran in parallel to their masters’: the defeated von Ribbentrop died at the end of a rope at the age of 53, after the Nuremberg trials, whereas the winner Molotov died aged 96 in his Moscow deathbed.  
 
    Hitler and Stalin’s brutal, murderous behavior makes one wonder which of them was a greater criminal. Both corporal Hitler and Generalissimo Stalin probably have equal merits. History would have taken another turn if the two of them had pursued their fathers’ wish and trade, that of a shoemaker. Pliny the Elder wrote two thousand years ago: "Ne sutor ultra crepidam” – Shoemaker, not above the sandal. No one should pass judgment above one’s expertise.  
 
    I cannot conclude this book without reminding the reader about Shakespeare’s words: "Mercy but murders, pardoning those who kill." Indeed, history will not forgive either Adolf Hitler or Joseph Stalin. 
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MAXIMS AND FAMOUS SAYINGS 
 
      
 
    Te hominem esse memento – Remember that you are a man (Latin dictum). 
 
      
 
    Non est princeps supra leges sed leges supra principem – The prince is not above the laws, but the laws are above the prince (Pliny the Younger). 
 
      
 
    Un homme averti en vaut deux – A warned man is worth two, or Forewarned is forearmed. French proverb quoted in the context of the information received by Stalin about the imminent German invasion. 
 
      
 
    Faber est suae quisque fortunae – Each man is the architect of his own fate (Appius Claudius Caecus). Quoted in connection with Stalin’s refusal to intervene with the Japanese to save the famous Soviet spy Richard Sorge. 
 
      
 
    Si Dieu n'existait pas, il faudrait l'inventer – If God did not exist, he should be invented (Voltaire). 
 
      
 
    Bellum omnium contra omnes – The war of all against all (Hobbes). 
 
      
 
    À la guerre comme à la guerre – A war is a war, or All is fair in love and war.  
 
      
 
    What is writ, is writ (Byron). 
 
      
 
    Du haut de ces Pyramides quarante siècles vous contemplent – From the heights of these pyramids, forty centuries look down on us. From Napoleon's speech to his soldiers during the Egyptian campaign. 
 
      
 
    Du sublime au ridicule il n'y a qu'un pas – From the sublime to the ridiculous there is only one step. Said by Napoleon in 1812, after the disastrous retreat from Russia. 
 
      
 
    The end justifies the means (Machiavelli).  
 
      
 
    Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Fuehrer – One people, one country, one leader. A phrase often repeated by Adolf Hitler in public speeches. 
 
      
 
    Les extrêmes se touchent – Extremes meet. French saying used in reference to the similarity between the two extremist ideologies, Communism and Nazism.  
 
      
 
    Coram populo – In public, in the presence of people. Ancient Roman expression meaning speaking freely, without fear. 
 
      
 
    Sic transit gloria mundi – Thus passes the glory of the world. Latin expression used in reference to the removal of Stalin's remains from Lenin's mausoleum on Khrushchev’s orders. 
 
      
 
    La garde meurt et ne se rend pas – The guard dies but does not surrender. Marshal Cambronne’s heartening words to his soldiers at Waterloo. 
 
      
 
    Ils n'ont rien appris ni rien oublié – They have learned nothing and forgotten nothing. Said by Talleyrand of the Bourbon king who had reverted to old habits after the fall of Napoleon. 
 
      
 
    Pourvu que ça dure – If only this lasted. Napoleon's mother's answer to a question about her son's meteoric rise. 
 
      
 
    Quidquid delirant reges, plectuntur Achivi – Whenever the kings go mad, the Greeks suffer, or Whatever wrongs the (Greek) kings are guilty of, their subjects (the Greeks) must suffer for (Horace). Used in reference to the mistakes made by Hitler regarding the Battle of Stalingrad, for which General Paulus paid. 
 
      
 
    The sky is the limit. The phrase applies to the talented General Vlasov, very much appreciated by the Soviet high command, who could have had a brilliant career in the Red Army had he not fallen prisoner to the Germans. 
 
      
 
    C'est pire qu'un crime, c'est une faute – It’s worse than a crime, it’s a blunder. Talleyrand's response to the abduction and execution of the Duc d'Enghien, on Napoleon's order. 
 
      
 
    Quel roman que ma vie! – My life, what a novel! Napoleon’s words to the small group of companions on the island of his second exile, Saint Helena. 
 
      
 
    C'est le commencement de la fin – This is the beginning of the end. Talleyrand’s remark after Napoleon’s flight from the island of Elba, followed by the brief 100-day reign and Waterloo. 
 
      
 
    Intelligence without character is good for nothing. The First Director Barras’ opinion about the poor reputation of Talleyrand. His bad opinion notwithstanding, Barras appointed Talleyrand Foreign Minister. 
 
      
 
    Pede poena claudo – Punishment comes limping (Horace). In the book, in reference to the punishment of war criminals, who eventually received their deserved retribution. 
 
      
 
    How many divisions does the Pope have? Stalin's answer to the question on whether he will adopt a more compromising attitude towards the Catholic Church after the war. 
 
      
 
    Wer A gesagt, muss auch B sagen – Who said A must also say B. German proverb that teaches us that once you start something, you must see it through: In for a penny, in for a pound. 
 
      
 
    Vae victis! – Woe to the vanquished! From Livy’s History, today as valid as ever. 
 
      
 
    You've got to crack a few eggs to make an omelet. A proverb used by Stalin and Kaganovich. 
 
      
 
    Killing one man is murder. Killing millions is a statistic. Often misattributed to Stalin, Goebbels or Himmler (although the latter never spoke in public about the crimes perpetrated in the concentration camps subordinated to him). 
 
      
 
    Seris venit usus ab annis – Experience comes from ripe age (Ovid). Used in reference to Khrushchev’s banging his shoe on the desk in the UN General Assembly, at a time when he was 66 years old. 
 
      
 
    Qui tacet, consentire videtur – He who is silent is taken to agree. A favorite motto of Pope Boniface VIII, true when applied to the mass of the German population and the Wehrmacht, who saw the crimes and the mass extermination, but kept silent.  
 
      
 
    Raum für alle hat die Erde – The Earth has room for everyone (Schiller). 
 
      
 
    Qui nescit dissimulare, nescit regnare – He who does not know how to pretend does not know how to reign (King Louis XI of France).  
 
      
 
    Der Vorhang fällt, das Stück ist aus – The curtain falls, the play is over (Heine).  
 
      
 
    Qualis pater, talis filius – Like father (Stalin), like son (Beria). Crime bonded the two more than their Georgian origin and songs, language, food, or the excellent Georgian wine they both liked. 
 
      
 
    Sublata causa, tollitur effectus – Suppress the cause and the effect disappears (Roman law). In reference to the attempts on Hitler’s life. 
 
      
 
    Wer Jude ist, bestimme ich – I decide who is a Jew. Goering’s reply to those who tried to obtain certificates of pure Aryan blood, signed by Hitler. 
 
      
 
    O, tempora! O, mores! – Oh, what times! Oh, what customs! (Cicero). Cicero’s words are applicable at all times and sundry situations. 
 
      
 
    Nervus belli – (Money is) the sinew of war (Roman dictum cited by Quintus Curtius Rufus). 
 
      
 
    Tre cose, Sire, ci bisognano preparare: danari, danari e poi danari – Three things must be prepared, Sire: Money, money, and more money. The answer given to King Louis XII by his generals before the battle for Milan. The importance of money in war is rendered in German by the expression: "Zum Kriegführen sind drei Dinge nötig: Geld, Geld und nochmals Geld!", and in French by: “C’est l'argent qui fait la guerre.”  
 
      
 
    Vivat imperator in aeternum – Long live the Emperor forever. Words uttered by Pope Pius VII on the coronation of Napoleon at Notre Dame Cathedral on 2 December 1804. 
 
      
 
    Quae nocent, docent – What hurts, teaches (Latin motto). Napoleon was sent in exile to Saint Helena because he had not learned his lesson from the previous exile on Elba. 
 
      
 
    Abyssus abyssum invocat – Deep calls to deep (Psalm 42). It is impossible to know when and how a war, once started, will end. 
 
      
 
    Ich bin besser als mein Ruf – I am better than my reputation (Schiller). A fitting characterization of Nikita Khrushchev. 
 
      
 
    Ne sutor ultra crepidam – Shoemaker, not above the sandal (Pliny the Elder). Had Stalin and Hitler pursued their father’s trade, history would have been immensely different.  
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    Adolf Hitler and Hermann Goering, brothers in crime and theft, reviewing a Nazi parade in Berlin 
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Paula Hitler, Hitler’s only biological sister. She lived a withdrawn life in her native Austria after the war. 
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Angela Raubal, Hitler's step-sister 
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    Adolf Hitler and Eva Braun in a domestic setting. The 23-year-old difference between Hitler and his mistress is noticeable 
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    Eva Braun, Hitler's mistress, rewarded with the title of Frau Hitler for only 36 hours after the macabre wedding in the Fuehrer’s bunker. Braun committed suicide together with Hitler on April 30, 1945. She was only 33 years old. 
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Hermann Goering, Marshal of the Third Reich and the official successor of Adolf Hitler. He was commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe during the war. Sentenced to death at Nuremberg, he committed suicide with a cyanide ampule a few hours before being hanged. 
 
      
 
    [image: Hermann Göring - Maresal al Reich-ului,desemnat  urmasul oficial al lu  Hitler] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    



  
 


Goebbels, minister of Nazi propaganda, an expert in lies and half-truths, was Hitler's fanatic, devoted follower until the end. 
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SS head Heinrich Himmler, supervisor of all Nazi concentration camps, a cynical criminal comparable to the Soviet Beria. A former chicken farmer, he saw in Nazism the chance of his life. He tried to sneak in disguise among other prisoners taken by the Allies. 
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    Martin Bormann, a Nazi fanatic and head of Hitler’s Chancellery 
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    General Heinz Guderian, a great strategist in armored warfare and expert in Blitzkrieg 
 
      
 
    [image: Heinz Guderian, Gen] 
 
    Field Marshal Erwin Rommel was very appreciated by Hitler, but had to commit suicide after the failed plot to assassinate Hitler in July 1944 
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    General Alfred Jodl, Chief of Military Operations of the German General Staff. Convicted at Nuremberg for war crimes and hanged on the same day as his former boss, Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, Chief of Staff of the Wehrmacht 
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    Wilhelm Keitel, Field Marshal and blind executor of Hitler’s orders. Found guilty at the Nuremberg trials he was sentenced to death and hanged on the same day with his subordinate Alfred Jodl. 
 
      
 
    [image: Feldmaresalul Wilhelm Keitel executorul orbeste al planurilor expansioniste ale lui Hitler ] 
 
      
 
    Claus von Stauffenberg, Wehrmacht Colonel, an aristocrat by birth, who carried the briefcase with the bomb in the failed attempt to assassinate Hitler on July 20, 1944 
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    Field Marshal von Kluge preferred to commit suicide after the failed plot against Hitler rather than be caught by the Gestapo 
 
      
 
    [image: Un alt ofiter superior  Feldmaresal von Kluge   participant la complotul contra lui Hitler] 
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    Joseph Stalin. An obsessive, he became even more suspicious and paranoid after the war and a permanent danger to his friends. By 1949, the button of the Soviet atomic bomb was at the tip of his fingers 
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Kato Svanidze, Stalin's first wife and mother of his first son Yakov, who died in a Nazi prisoner camp 
 
      
 
    [image: KATO Svavidze -prima sotie a lui Stalin] 
 
      
 
      
 
    



  
 


Nadezhda Alliluyeva, Stalin's second wife and mother of Vasily and Svetlana. She committed suicide by shooting herself 
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Vasily Stalin, Stalin’s son, pilot and air force general. Because he was an alcoholic and led a loose life, his father was not very proud of him 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: Vasiuli Stalin ,pilot si general de aviatie] 
 
      
 
      
 
    



  
 


Stalin and his daughter Svetlana, the apple of his eye. After she became an American citizen she distanced herself from her father's crimes 
 
      
 
    [image: Stalin cu slabiciunea lui unica sa fiica Svetlana,o fata zglobie,extrem de inteligenta si plina de farmec personal] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lavrentiy Beria, Stalin’s henchman, was executed a few months after his master's death 
 
      
 
    [image: Lavrenti Beria,Calaul lui Stalin asemanat pe buna dreptate cu Himmler] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vyacheslav Molotov, an old-guard Bolshevik, close to Lenin and Stalin, and a fanatical Stalinist to the end. He was Stalin's foreign minister 
 
      
 
    [image: Viaceslav Molotov membru in Politbiro, intim al lui Stalin,ministru de externe a fost in pericol de viata in lunile premergatoare mortii lui Stalin] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    



  
 


Anastas Mikoyan, member of the Politburo and one of Stalin’s intimates. Both he and Molotov were on Stalin’s black list after the war, but were saved by Stalin's unexpected death 
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    Nikita Khrushchev, a partaker in Stalinist crimes, in full glory as the new Kremlin master 
 
      
 
    [image: Nikita Sergheevici Hrusciov partas la crimele staliniste este acel care il va demitiza  pe Stalin] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Khrushchev’s famous shoe-in-hand photograph at the United Nations meeting 
 
      
 
    [image: Nikita Hrusciov la sedinta ONU,protestand vehement cu pantoful in mana, in spiritul democratiei comuniste] 
 
      
 
      
 
    



  
 


General Vasily Chuikov, the hero of Stalingrad, commander of the 62nd Army and conqueror of Berlin. He was later promoted to Marshal of the USSR 
 
      
 
    [image: Eroul de la Stalingrad,generalul Vasili Ciuikov comandantul armatei 62si cuceritor al Berlinului] 
 
    



  
 


General Andrey Vlasov, the great hope of the Soviet military. Captured by the Germans, he subsequently fought with them against his former Soviet comrades. He was executed by the Russians after the war 
 
      
 
    [image: General locotenent Andrei Vlasov, mare speranta al Statului Major Sovietic Spanzurat de catre sovietici dupa razboi ptr vina de Inalta Tradare] 
 
      
 
      
 
    



  
 


General Nikolai Vatutin studying the map before a battle 
 
      
 
    [image: General colonel  Nikolai Vatutin studiind harta  -Fotografie din timpul razboiului] 
 
      
 
    Soviet Marshal Ivan Konev, one of the leading Red Army commanders in World War II 
 
      
 
    [image: Maresalul Uniunii Sovietice - Ivan Konev] 
 
      
 
    Soviet Marshal Kliment Voroshilov, an old-guard Bolshevik from Stalin's entourage, antiquated by the time of the Second World War 
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Soviet Marshal Semyon Budyonny, one of Stalin’s intimates. The World War I cavalryman was more famous for his original mustache than for his military qualities 
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    Filmmaker Sergey Eisenstein, who brought fame to Soviet cinema in the world 
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Boris Pasternak, author of the famous novel Doctor Zhivago and victim of Stalinist terror 
 
      
 
    [image: Boris Pasternak autorul printre altele al celebruluiDoctor Jivago- una din victimele  staliniste] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    



  
 


World War II 
 
      
 
    The siege of Leningrad (September 1941-June 1944). There were cases of cannibalism in the besieged city 
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    Leningrad during the siege: people dead from starvation are gathered from the streets 
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    Battle of Kursk, the greatest tank battle in history 
 
      
 
    [image: Batalia de la  Kursk-cea mai teribila infruntare de tancuri  din Istorie] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Red Army soldiers marching on the streets of Moscow on their way to the front 
 
      
 
    [image: Ostasi sovietici marsaluind pe strazile din Moscova in drum spre frontul de aparare al orasului] 
 
      
 
      
 
    The landing of the Allied forces in Normandy (June 1944), under the command of US General Dwight Eisenhower. The greatest amphibious operation in history 
 
      
 
    [image: NORMANDIA-DEBARCAREA ALIATILOR OCCIDENTALI- Fotografie de razboi] 
 
      
 
      
 
     Battle of Berlin. Soviet tanks in the streets of Berlin 
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    Battle of Berlin. Soviet flag fluttering on the Reichstag building 
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