
Adolf Hitler narrowly escaped being called Adolf Schicklgruber. His father was christened Alois Schicklgruber and did not change his name to Hitler until he was 39 years old. Adolf was born thirteen years later. 

Adolf Hitler was always sensitive about his family. [image: image1.png]


When he came to power, he required all Germans to have an Ancestors Book to prove their ethnic purity, but ironically, he himself did not know who his grandfather was.
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Young Adolf loved his mother, Clara, but he disliked, even hated, his father. Alois was a successful customs official, but he was unbending and violent. It infuriated Alois that Adolf did not work hard in school and did not want to be a government official like himself. Adolf preferred to read about ancient German gods and heroes, and listen to the music of Richard Wagner, who wrote operas about them. Adolph was not a good student; he planned to be an artist or musician and looked down on people with boring jobs. He sang in the choir of the nearby monastery and was a rather gifted artist, who preferred to paint buildings and skies, not people. His father died when he was 13, and his beloved mother when he was 18. The Jewish doctor who took care of her in her last illness said that Adolf was unusually close to his mother, was a loving nurse to her, and was devastated when she died. (This doctor later appealed to Hitler to save him from anti-Jewish persecution. Hitler did “save” him from being killed, but the old doctor still had to leave Austria. He died poor and in exile in America.) 

Now Adolf was almost alone in the world. He had only a much older half-brother and -sister, and a little sister of eleven, who went to live with an aunt. For the rest of his life, he scarcely saw his family again. He had inherited some money, and set off for Vienna to study art. Unfortunately for Hitler and the world, he failed the art academy examinations twice—the examinations were largely based on drawing the human figure. At first Hitler lived fairly well, in nice rooms, and could afford to go to the opera. But he had no work, and gradually ran through all his money. He spent several miserable years in Vienna, barely surviving, wearing cast-off clothes from charity, living in a shelter for homeless men, painting postcards and pictures to make money.

It was then, Hitler said later, that he came to hate the Jews, who formed a large minority in Vienna. Many Jews were middle-class or wealthy, had lived in Vienna for generations, and felt completely Austrian. Others were desperately poor, dressed in odd clothes, spoke Yiddish, and lived in a ghetto. The Jews had been persecuted in Christian Europe since the Middle Ages, and occasionally they were even murdered. There were many restrictions on them until the 1800s. But by the time of Hitler’s stay in Vienna, most Jews felt that those days were far in the past, and that modern, civilized Europeans would treat them like everyone else. Although there were still many people with the traditional mistrust of Jews, including the racist mayor of Vienna, few people went beyond anti-Jewish jokes or remarks. The reasons for Hitler’s particular, intense hatred of the Jews, which became the most important thing in his life, have never been completely clear. 

In the early 1900s, Vienna was still the capital of the Austro-Hungarian empire, a huge unwieldy nation of many cultures and languages, ruled by a very old, German-speaking emperor, Franz-Josef. Austria-Hungary was visibly starting to crumble. In the parliament, the many different nationalities showed little respect for each other, shouting insults in various languages and even coming to blows. The Austrian army was the “most beautiful in the world,” but incompetent. There were spies everywhere, and an enormous number of officials in fussy uniforms. Hitler was disgusted, and looked instead to prosperous, military Germany as his ideal country. He wanted to be part of Germany.
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In 1913, Hitler went to Munich, in Bavaria, southern Germany, partly to escape the Austrian draft. The Austrian government later tracked him down and ordered him to go back home to be drafted, but by the time he had the medical examination, Hitler was so thin and poor that he was allowed to go back to Germany. When World War I started, Hitler was thrilled. He joined the German army and for the rest of his life said he was a German—although he always  kept his strong Austrian accent, with rolling r’s. The army gave Hitler a home he was proud of, and he was known for taking such good care of his uniform and boots that the other men teased him. They also noted that after the first year of the war, he never got any letters from his family. He was a messenger, notably brave, even winning two medals for his courage, but he advanced only to become a corporal. 

When the war ended, Hitler was lying in bed, temporarily blind from a gas attack. He said that when he heard the news, he buried his head under his pillow and sobbed. [cont.] 
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Klara and Alois Hitler




