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World War II—fought between 1939

and 1945—was the most widespread
and deadly war in recorded history.
Beginning just 20 years after World War I,
three countries in particular aggressively
sought power: Germany, Italy, and Japan.
However, by the war’s end, most of the
world’s nations had fought with or against
this “Axis” coalition. Within these pages,
readers will gain insight to a war that
shifted world power in unexpected ways,
tested the mettle of soldier and civilian
alike, and cost the lives of millions upon
millions of people.

In 1919, the Treaty of Versailles
stripped much from the defeated nations
of World War I. Germany lost territory,
military strength, and great wealth. Adolf
Hitler rode the rising tide of the German
public’s postwar discontent, becoming the
leader of the Nationalist Socialist—or
Nazi—Party. In 1934, Hitler became the
German dictator—the Fiihrer. Fascism tight-
ened its grip on Germany as its leaders
wielded propaganda as both a powerful
weapon and a lure. In March 1935, Germany
began rebuilding its military overtly, the
nextyearsending troops into the Rhineland,
a demilitarized area along France’s border.
These actions made France, along with
many other European countries, anxiously
speculate the extent of Hitler’s ambition.

Unlike Germany, Italy fought on the
victor’s side of World War I. However,
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Italians were disappointed that their nation
did not benefit from postwar reparations
as others had. In the subsequent years,
Benito Mussolini constructed a Fascist
government, first becoming prime min-
ister in 1922. Eventually, he became a
dictator known as Il Duce, or “The Leader”
Italy’s imperialist objectives were made
known in October 1935 with the invasion
of Ethiopia. The following year Mussolini
and Hitler forged an alliance, later called
the “Axis” They battle-tested strategies
and weapons during the Spanish Civil
War of the mid-1930s.

Meanwhile, Japan’s growing popula-
tion desired more natural resources and
additional territory. In 1931, Japan seized
Manchuria in northeast China; an all-out
war began several years later. In 1937,
Japan signed the Anti-Comintern Pact,
essentially uniting with Germany and
Italy against Communist Soviet Union,
the nearest powerful nation capable of
halting Japanese imperialism.

In March 1938, Germany annexed
Austria and appeared poised to occupy
Czechoslovakia. Hoping to avoid war,
Great Britain, France, Italy, and Germany
entered into the Munich Pact, giving
western Czechoslovakia to Germany in
exchange for peace. On August 23, 1939,
Hitler and Soviet leader Joseph Stalin
signed a surprising treaty of nonaggres-
sion; an invasion of Poland seemed likely.

London’s Evening Standard announces Germany’s invasion of Poland, September 1, 1939.

Hulton Archive/Getty Images
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Great Britain and France, uniting as the
core “Allied” powers, promised retribution.

On September 1, 1939, German forces
stormed into Poland, revealing the power
of blitzkrieg, or “lightning war” Air
strikes of low-flying dive bombers
destroyed communication and trans-
portation centres, while tanks and troops
pushed deep into enemy territory at
great speed. After the slow-moving
trench warfare of World War I, blitzkrieg
was unprecedented. Germany’s aggression
surprised few, but its tactics and technology
were unanticipated. Consider that Great
Britain did not have a single armoured
division, while Germany commanded
2,400 tanks in 1939. Hitler had been pre-
paring for war while the Allies had been
avoiding it. On September 17, the Soviet
Union invaded eastern Poland, revealing
that the Soviets and Germans had agreed
to partition the country in their pact.

In the spring of 1940, the German
Wehrmacht (“armed forces”) exploded
into action. After an invasion of Norway
and Denmark, they ploughed through
the Netherlands and Belgium. On May
10, a German offensive force attacked
France through the forests of the
Ardennes, a maneuvre previously not
thought possible by Allied strategists.
More than 300,000 British, French, and
Belgian soldiers were evacuated from
the port of Dunkirk. Shortly after,
Mussolini—eager to show support for
Germany—declared war against the Allies
and sent troops to France. The Axis took
Paris on June 14.

Shortly before the collapse of France,
Winston Churchill became the prime
minister of Great Britain. From July to
September 1940, the Battle of Britain
raged in the skies. German General
Hermann Géring sought to cripple the
nation first with air raids, followed by an
invasion. The Royal Air Force used radar
to detect attacks, thereby enabling British
fighters to shoot down Luftwaffe bombers
faster than they could be replaced.

Meanwhile, Hungary, Romania, and
Slovakia became part of the Axis, joining
Germany, Italy, and Japan. Greece and
Yugoslavia fell by spring of 1941. On the
battlefront in North Africa, Italian and
British forces battled in present-day Libya
and Egypt. When Nazi General Erwin
Rommel and the Afrika Korps joined the
Italian forces in 1941, all British gains
were lost. However, the Allies held terri-
tory in East Africa and the Middle East,
ensuring the security of the Suez Canal.

In June 1941, about three million Ger-
man soldiers invaded the Soviet Union in
the largest military campaign in history.
Had the Wehrmacht triumphed, the Third
Reich would have been the largest empire
in the world. The Axis captured Kiev—
killing, wounding, and capturing more than
one million Soviets. Though the Germans
nearly reached Moscow by November,
miscalculations and a Soviet counterattack
drove them back, and they were never able
to regain as much ground or strength.

In the Pacific theatre of war, Japan
used Germany’s success in Europe as an
opportunity to attack European colonies in
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After capturing the Philippines in the spring of 1942, the Japanese force-marched American

and Filipino prisoners of war in what became known as the Bataan Death March. MPI/

Hulton Archive/Getty Images

Asia, starting with southern Indochina in
July 1941. Recognizing the United States
as a major obstacle, Admiral Yamamoto
Isoroku planned a surprise assault. On
December 7, 1941, dive-bombers attacked
Pearl Harbor naval station in Hawalii as
well as the Philippines, for a time crip-
pling the U.S. Pacific naval and air forces.

Though the United States declared war
the day after the Pearl Harbor offensive, the
first half of 1942 was a time of one Axis
victory after another. The Japanese out-
manned Allied forces in Asia as the

Allied powers concentrated on Europe.
By summer, Japan held the Philippines
and several Allied Pacific strongholds.
Mainland China remained in peril
Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese army, under
American command, lost Burma by the
end of the year.

However, in June 1942, U.S. intelligence
learned of the intention of Japanese
forces to conquer Midway Island and
demolish the American fleet. U.S. forces
mounted their own surprise strike,
destroying Japan’s first line of aircraft



12 | WoRLD WAR Il: PEOPLE, PoLITICS, AND POWER

carriers. Beginning with Guadalcanal in
August 1942, Allied forces advanced on
Japanese holds, one island at a time. Japan
abandoned Guadalcanal by February.

After a harsh winter on the Eastern
Front, a renewed offensive for the city of
Stalingrad was a seminal point for the
German forces. In late August 1942, one
of the deadliest battles commenced,
forcing a massive German retreat and
the relinquishing of territory won that
summer.

In October 1942, British General
Bernard Montgomery’s Eighth Army
attacked Rommel’s Afrika Korps near el-
Alamein, eventually pushing Axis forces
out of Egypt into Tunisia. Major General
Dwight
overtaking of northwest Africa in late

Eisenhower coordinated the
1942. Victories in Morocco and Algeria
placed the Axis in the middle of two major
Allied forces. By mid-1943, all of North
Africa was in Allied hands. Churchill
and Roosevelt met in Casablanca to dis-
cuss further offensive action in Sicily
and Asia.

In July 1943, Hitler’s Wehrmacht
executed one more assault against the
Soviets. The Battle of Kursk, the largest
tank battle in history, resulted in a decisive
German loss. Also in July, on the Western
Front, Sicily fell to the Allied forces of
Montgomery and American General
George Patton. By early September 1943,

Mussolini had fallen from power. Though
Italy formally surrendered, Germans con-
tinued fighting within its borders.

Beginning in late 1943, Hitler’s
strategy was to fortify German forces in
western Europe at the expense of the
Eastern Front. In December, Russia began
a winter offensive, pushing the Germans
out of their country. One advantage of
Germany waging war against the Soviet
Union had been a new cooperation
between Allied and Soviet forces. How-
ever, the relationship became strained.
Stalin intended to keep control of Soviet-
occupied Poland and was interested in
other German-held territories as well.
The Allies wished to stop the spread of
Communism, yet needed the strength
of the Soviet Red Army. On November
1943, Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin met
in Cairo, Egypt. It was decided that
Eisenhower would take Allied forces into
France while the Soviet Red Army would
simultaneously attack the German
Eastern Front.

In the first half of 1944, the Allies in
the Pacific gained western New Guinea.
In June, the Battle of the Philippine Sea
was decidedly disastrous for the Japanese
fleet, and the Imperial navy retreated
northward toward Okinawa. In July, the
loss of Saipan in the Marianas was such a
blow that Japanese Prime Minister T5j6
Hideki and his entire cabinet resigned.

Bombed by the Japanese on December 7, 1941, the USS Shaw, dry docked in the Pearl Harbor
Naval Yard, was quickly engulfed in flames. Lawrence Thornton/Hulton Archive/Getty Images
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American forces continued to advance
in the Philippines despite kamikaze
fighters, winning the Battle of Leyte Gulf
by the end of 1944. Meanwhile, the Allies
made headway in Burma and China.

“Operation Overlord”—the Allied
invasion of northern France—took place
on June 6, 1944. Though fully expected
by the Wehrmacht, the Germans didn’t
know just where or when it would be, and
they were ultimately overwhelmed as the
largest armada ever assembled delivered
more than 150,000 soldiers to the beaches
of Normandy. Allied land forces moved
south, aided by air support. With addi-
tional American and French troops, the
Allies had northern France in two months.
On August 25, Paris was liberated. Hitler
refused to withdraw from France, result-
ing in hundreds of thousands of German
soldiers becoming Allied prisoners.

The progress of the Soviet armies on
the Eastern Front made it imperative for
the Allies to come to terms with Stalin
about the fate of eastern Europe. Churchill
and Roosevelt met for their second Que-
bec Conference, code-named “Octagon,”
on September 11, 1944. A plan was formed
to divide Germany into Allied zones of
occupation.

On December 24, 1944, Hitler orga-
nized his last major attack, using all
soldiers and weapons available on the
Western Front. This last offensive through
the Ardennes became known as the Battle
of the Bulge. It was meant to divide the
Allied forces; however, by January, high
casualties forced the Germans back into
their own territory. In addition, the Allied

air offensive under U.S. General Carl
Spaatz had major success, destroying
Germany’s production of synthetic oil for
its war machine.

By early 1945, Allied bombings and
raids had paralyzed German transporta-
tion. The Red Army under Georgy Zhukov
had little trouble piercing the Eastern
Front and capturing Warsaw in January
1945 and Berlin by late April. By then,
Allied units had crossed the Rhine into
Germany. Hitler encouraged suicide
attacks and the destruction of German
resources so that the Allies would have
nothing to gain; many now turned against
their Fithrer.

Several fateful changes in leadership
rapidly occurred. On April 12, 1945, U.S.
President Franklin Roosevelt died, suc-
ceeded by Harry Truman. Then, Benito
Mussolini was executed on April 28. Two
days later Hitler committed suicide,
replaced by Karl Dénitz. His successor did
everything in his power to surrender the
1.8 million German troops to Allies, fearing
Soviet retribution. At midnight on May 8,
1945, the war in Europe was officially over.

From July to August 1945, the Allied
leaders—Stalin, Truman, and Churchill
(later replaced by Clement Attlee)—
met at Potsdam, occupied Germany.
Operations against Japan were discussed,
and a declaration called on that nation to
surrender. Stalin also persuaded Truman
and Attlee to consent to Soviet reparation
demands.

Back in the Pacific theatre, Allied
forces had defeated the Japanese in Burma
by May 1945, but war raged on. Despite a



heavy bombing campaign, American
forces were compelled to land on the tiny
island of Iwo Jima, resulting in a signifi-
cant loss of lives. The next invasion—the
target Okinawa—was the largest amphib-
ious operation of the Pacific War. Okinawa
was in Allied hands by July. Douglas
MacArthur, now in command of all Pacific
army units, prepared for a Japanese
invasion.

With so many soldiers and civilians
already killed, President Harry Truman
made the controversial decision to “shorten
the agony of battle” On August 6, 1945, the
most destructive weapon ever released
by man—an atomic bomb—was dropped
on Hiroshima. Another bomb followed on
August 9, 1945, falling this time on Naga-
saki. With close to 120,000 people killed in
two days, Japan surrendered on August 15.

The aftermath of World War II was
overwhelming. The total number of dead
varies anywhere from 35 million to 60
million; maybe as many as 30 million
civilians across 61 nations died. Few have
ventured to calculate the total number of
wounded or disabled.

The most horrifying events of World
War II are known by a single word—
Holocaust. Since Hitler’s rise, he fomented
Jewish persecution. Nazi task forces were
created to wipe out the Jews—whom the
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Nazis depicted in racial terms—this,
though Judaism is a religion. Many Jews
were forced into concentration camps,
such as the notorious Auschwitz. When
the prisoners became too weak to work,
they were sent to the gas chambers. Some
six million Jews were murdered by 1945.
For these crimes, as well as atrocities such
as the Bataan Death March, German and
Japanese war criminals stood trial.

Totackle the reconstruction of Europe
and Japan, the Marshall Plan of 1947
provided money for non-Soviet territories.
In an effort to keep more nations from
falling under Soviet control, the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
was created in 1947. As Winston Churchill
described it, an “Iron Curtain” had fallen
between the United States and the Soviet
Union. The “Cold War” was hostile, but
with few major conflicts. Eventually, the
Soviet Union would disband.

World War II cannot be designated
as the “war to end all wars,” just as the
World War I had not been. Wars continue
to be fought for causes both honourable
and corrupt. Yet as this book shows,
haunting images of World War II remain
—from crumbling buildings to emaciated
bodies—to remind and caution us to
weigh the consequences of human
conflict.






CHAPTER 1

THE ORIGINS OF
WORLD WAR II,

1929—-39

he 1930s were a decade of unmitigated crisis culminating

in the outbreak of a second total war. The treaties and
settlements of the first postwar era collapsed with shocking
suddenness under the impact of the Great Depression and
the aggressive revisionism of Japan, Italy, and Germany. By
1933 hardly one of the economic structures raised in the 1920s
still stood. By 1935 Adolf Hitler’s Nazi regime had torn up the
Treaty of Versailles and by 1936, the Locarno treaties as well.
Armed conflict began in Manchuria in 1931 and spread to
Abyssinia in 1935, Spain in 1936, China in 1937, Europe in
1939, and the United States and U.S.S.R. in 1941.

The context in which this collapse occurred was an “eco-
nomic blizzard” that enervated the democracies and energized
the dictatorial regimes. Western intellectuals and many
common citizens lost faith in democracy and free-market
economics, while widespread pacifism, isolationism, and the
earnest desire to avoid the mistakes of 1914 left Western
leaders without the will or the means to defend the order
established in 19109.

The militant authoritarian states on the other hand—
Italy, Japan, and (after 1933) Germany—seemed only to wax
stronger and more dynamic. The Depression did not cause
the rise of the Third Reich or the bellicose ideologies of the
German, Italian, and Japanese governments (all of which
pre-dated the 1930s), but it did create the conditions for the
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Nazi seizure of power and provide the
opportunity and excuse for Fascist
empire-building. Hitler and Benito
Mussolini aspired to total control of their
domestic societies, in part for the purpose
of girding their nations for wars of con-
quest, which they saw,in turn,as necessary
for revolutionary transformation at home.
This ideological meshing of foreign and
domestic policy rendered the Fascist lead-
ers wholly enigmatic to the democratic
statesmen of Britain and France, whose
attempts to accommodate rather than
resist the Fascist states only made inevi-
table the war they longed to avoid.

— THE ECONOMIC BLIZZARD

The Smoot-Hawley Tariff, the highest in
U.S. history, became law on June 17, 1930.
Conceived and passed by the House of
Representatives in 1929, it may well have
contributed to the loss of confidence on
Wall Street and signaled American
unwillingness to play the role of leader
in the world economy. Other countries
retaliated with similarly protective tariffs,
with the result that the total volume of
world trade spiraled downward from a
monthly average of $2,900,000,000 in
1929 to less than $1,000,000,000 by
1933. The credit squeeze, bank failures,
deflation, and loss of exports forced
production down and unemployment up
in all industrial nations. In January 1930
the United States had 3,000,000 idle
workers, and by 1932 there were more
than 13,000,000. In Britain 22 percent of

the adult male work force lacked jobs,
while in Germany unemployment peaked
in 1932 at 6,000,000. All told, some
30,000,000 people were out of work in
the industrial countries in 1932.

Panicky retrenchment and disunity
also rendered the Western powers inca-
pable of responding to the first violation
of the post-World War I territorial settle-
ments. On Sept. 10, 1931, Viscount Cecil
assured the League of Nations that “there
has scarcely ever been a period in the
world’s history when war seemed less
likely than it does at the present” Just
eight days later officers of Japan’s
Kwantung Army staged an explosion on
the South Manchurian Railway to serve
as pretext for military action. Since 1928,
China had seemed to be achieving an
elusive unity under Chiang Kai-shek’s
Nationalists (KMT),now based in Nanjing.
While the KMT’s consolidation of power
seemed likely to keep Soviet and Japanese
ambitions in check, resurgent Chinese
nationalism also posed a threat to British
and other foreign interests on the main-
land. By the end of 1928, Chiang was
demanding the return of leased territories
and an end to extraterritoriality in the for-
eign concessions. On the other hand, the
KMT was still split by factions, banditry
continued widespread, the Communists
were increasingly well-organized in
remote Jiangxi, and in the spring of 1931
a rival government sprang up in Canton.
To these problems were added economic
depression and disastrous floods that
took hundreds of thousands of lives.



Japan, meanwhile, suffered from the
Depression because of its dependence
on trade, its ill-timed return to the gold
standard in 1930, and a Chinese boycott
of Japanese goods. But social turmoil
only increased the appeal of those who
saw in foreign expansion a solution to
Japan’s economic problems. This inter-
weaving of foreign and domestic policy,
propelled by a rabid nationalism, a power-
ful military-industrial complex, hatred of
the prevailing distribution of world power,
and the raising of a racist banner (in this
case, antiwhite) to justify expansion, all
bear comparison to European Fascism. It
was when the parliamentary government
in Tokyo divided as to how to confront
this complex of crises that the Kwantung
Army acted on its own, invading Man-
churia. Mancuria, rich in raw materials,
was a prospective sponge for Japanese
emigration (250,000 Japanese already
resided there) and the gateway to China
proper. The Japanese public greeted the
conquest with wild enthusiasm.

China appealed at once to the League
of Nations, which called for Japanese
withdrawal in a resolution of October 24.
But neither the British nor U.S. Asiatic
fleets (the latter comprising no battleships
and just one cruiser) afforded their gov-
ernments (obsessed in any case with
domestic economic problems) the option
of intervention. The tide of Japanese
nationalism would have prevented Tokyo
from bowing to Western pressure in any
case. In December the League Council
appointed an investigatory commission

The Origins of World War II, 1929-39 | 19

under Lord Lytton, while the United
States contented itself with propounding
by  which

Washington merely refused to recognize

the Stimson Doctrine,
changesborn of aggression. Unperturbed,
the Japanese prompted local collaborators
to proclaim, on Feb. 18, 1932, an indepen-
dent state of Manchukuo, in effect a
Japanese protectorate. In March 1933,
Japan announced its withdrawal from the
League of Nations, which had been tested
and found impotent, at least in East Asia.
The League also failed to advance
the cause of disarmament in the first
years of the Depression. The London
Naval Conference of 1930 proposed an
extension of the 1922 Washington ratios
for naval tonnage, but this time France
and Italy refused to accept the inferior
status assigned to them. In land arma-
ments, the policies of the powers were
by now fixed and predictable. Fascist
Italy, despite its financial distress, was
unlikely to take disarmament seriously,
while Germany, looking for foreign-
policy triumphs to bolster the struggling
Republic, demanded equal treatment.
Either France must disarm, they said, or
Germany must be allowed to expand its
army. The League Council nonetheless
summoned delegates from 60 nations to
a grand Disarmament Conference at
Geneva beginning in February 1932.
When Germany failed to achieve satis-
faction by the July adjournment it
withdrew from the negotiations.
Negotiations were delayed by a sudden
initiative from Mussolini in March. He
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called for a pact among Germany, Italy,
France, and Britain to grant Germany
equality, revise the peace treaties, and
establish a four-power directorate to
resolve international disputes. Mussolini
appears to have wanted to downgrade the
League in favour of a Concert of Europe,
enhancing Italian prestige and perhaps
gaining colonial concessions in return
for reassuring the Western powers. The
French watered down the plan until the
Four-Power Pact signed in Rome on June
7 was a mass of anodyne generalities.
Any prospect that the new Nazi regime
might become part of collective security
agreements disappeared on Oct. 14,
1933, when Hitler denounced the unfair
treatment accorded Germany at Geneva
and announced its withdrawal from the
League of Nations.

THE TREATY OF VERSAILLES
— ISSHREDDED

THE RISE OF HITLER

The National Socialist German Workers’
Party (Nazis) exploited the resentment
and fear stemming from Versailles and
the Depression. Its platform was a clever,
if contradictory, mixture of socialism,
corporatism, and virulent assertion in
foreign policy. The Nazis outdid the
Communists in forming paramilitary
street gangs to intimidate opponents and
create an image of irresistible strength,
but unlike the Communists, who implied
that war veterans had been dupes of capi-
talist imperialism, the Nazis honoured

the Great War as a time when the German
Volk had been united as never before. The
army had been “stabbed in the back” by
defeatists, they claimed, and those who
signed the Armistice and Versailles
agreements had been criminals. What was
worse, they claimed, was the continued
conspiracy against the German people
by international capitalists, Socialists,
and Jews. Under Nazism alone, they
insisted, could Germans again unify
under “ein Reich, ein Volk, ein Fithrer”
and get on with the task of combating
Germany’s real enemies. This amalgam
of fervent nationalism and rhetorical
socialism, not to mention the charismatic
spell of Hitler’s oratory and the hypnotic
pomp of Nazi rallies, was psychologically
more appealing than flaccid liberalism or
divisive class struggle. In any case, the
Communists (on orders from Moscow)
turned to help the Nazis paralyze demo-
cratic procedure in Germany in the
expectation of seizing power themselves.

Heinrich Briining resigned as chan-
cellor in May 1932, and the July elections
returned 230 Nazi delegates. After two
short-lived rightist cabinets foundered,
German President Paul von Hindenburg
appointed Hitler chancellor on Jan. 30,
1933. The president, parliamentary con-
servatives, and the army all apparently
expected that the inexperienced, lower-
class demagogue would submit to their
guidance. Instead, Hitler secured dictato-
rial powers from the Reichstag and
proceeded to establish, by marginally
legal means, a totalitarian state. Within
two years the regime had outlawed all
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Adolf Hitler, leader of the Nazi Party, arrives at a rally in Niirnberg in September of 1933.
Officers, including Rudolf Hess, follow closely behind. Keystone/Hulton Archive/Getty Images
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other political parties and coopted or
intimidated all institutions that competed
with it for popular loyalty, including the
German states, labour unions, press and
radio, universities, bureaucracies, courts,
and churches. Only the army and foreign
office remained in the hands of traditional
elites. But this fact, and Hitler’s own caution
at the start, allowed Western observers
fatally to misperceive Nazi foreign policy
as simply a continuation of Weimar
revisionism.

Hitler’s worldview dictated a unity of
foreign and domestic policies based on
total control and militarization at home
and war and conquest abroad. In Mein
Kampfhe ridiculed the Weimar politicians
and their “bourgeois” dreams of restoring
the Germany of 1914. Rather, the German
Volk could never achieve their destiny
without Lebensraum (“living space”) to
support a vastly increased German pop-
ulation and form the basis for world
power. Lebensraum, wrote Hitler in Mein
Kampf, was to be found in the Ukraine
and intermediate lands of eastern Europe.
This “heartland” of the Eurasian continent
(so named by the geopoliticians Sir
Halford Mackinder and Karl Haushofer)
was especially suited for conquest since
it was occupied, in Hitler’s mind, by Slavic
Untermenschen (subhumans) and ruled
from the centre of the Jewish-Bolshevik
conspiracy in Moscow. By 1933 Hitler had
apparently imagined a step-by-step plan
for the realization of his goals. The first step
was to rearm, thereby restoring complete
freedom of maneuver to Germany. The

next step was to achieve Lebensraum in
alliance with Italy and with the sufferance
of Britain. This greater Reich could then
serve, in the distant third step, as a base
for world dominion and the purification
of a “master race.” In practice, Hitler proved
willing to adapt to circumstances, seize
opportunities, or follow the wanderings
of intuition. Sooner or later politics must
give way to war, but because Hitler did
not articulate his ultimate fantasies to
the German voters or establishment, his
actions and rhetoric seemed to imply
only restoration, if not of the Germany of
1914, then the Germany of 1918, after
Brest-Litovsk. In fact, his program was
potentially without limits.

To be sure, Mussolini was gratified
by the triumph of the man he liked to
consider his younger protégé, Hitler, but
he also understood that Italy fared best
while playing France and Germany
against each other, and he feared German
expansion into the Danubian basin. In
September 1933 he made Italian support
for Austrian Chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss
conditional on the latter’s establishment
of an Italian-style Fascist regime. In June
1934 Mussolini and Hitler met for the
first time, and in their confused conver-
sation (there was no interpreter present)
Mussolini understood the Fiihrer to say
that he had no desire for Anschluss. Yet,
a month later, Austrian Nazis arranged a
putsch in which Dollfuss was murdered.
Mussolini responded with a threat of
force (quite likely a bluff) on the Brenner
Pass and thereby saved Austrian



independence. Kurt von Schuschnigg, a
pro-Italian Fascist, took over in Vienna.
In Paris and London it seemed that
Mussolini was one leader with the will
and might to stand up to Hitler.

Joseph  Stalin, meanwhile, had
repented of the equanimity with which
he had witnessed the Nazi seizure of
power. Before 1933, Germany and the
U.S.SR. had collaborated, and Soviet
trade had been a rare boon to
the German economy in the
last years of the Weimar
Republic. Still, the behaviour
of German Communists con-
tributed to the collapse of
parliamentarism, and now
Hitler had shown that he, too,
knew how to crush dissent
and master a nation. The
Communist line shifted in
1934-35 from condemnation
of social democracy, collec-
tive security, and Western
militarism to collaboration
with other anti-Fascist forces
in “Popular Fronts,” alliance
systems, and rearmament.
The United States and the
U.S.S.R. established diplo-
matic relations for the first
time in November 1933, and
in September 1934 the
Soviets joined the League
of Nations, where Maksim
Litvinov became a loud pro-
ponent of collective security
against Fascist revisionism.
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Thus, French foreign minister Louis
Barthou’s plan for reviving the wartime
alliance from World War I and arranging
an “Eastern Locarno” began to seem
plausible—even after Oct. 9, 1934, when
Barthou and King Alexander of Yugo-
slavia were shot dead in Marseille by an
agent of Croatian terrorists. The new
French foreign minister, the rightist

Pierre Laval, was especially friendly to

Soviet leader Joseph Stalin at work in his office. A portrait of
German philosopher Karl Marx, whose theories are credited
as the foundation for communism, hangs on the wall over
Stalin’s head. James Abbe/Hulton Archive/Getty Images
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Rome. The Laval-Mussolini agreements
of Jan. 7, 1935, declared France’s disinter-
est in the fate of Abyssinia in implicit
exchange for Italian support of Austria.
Mussolini took this to mean that he had
French support for his plan to conquer
that independent African country. Just
six days later the strength of German
nationalism was resoundingly displayed
in the Saar plebiscite. The small, coal-rich
Saarland, detached from Germany for 15
years under the Treaty of Versailles, was
populated by miners of Catholic or social
democratic loyalty. They knew what fate
awaited their churches and labour unions
in the Third Reich, and yet 90 percent
voted for union with Germany. Then, on
March 16, Hitler used the extension of
French military service to two years and
the Franco-Soviet negotiations as pre-
texts for tearing up the disarmament
clauses of Versailles, restoring the military
draft, and beginning an open buildup of
Germany’s land, air, and sea forces.

In the wake of this series of shocks
Britain, France, and Italy joined on April 11,
1935, at a conference at Stresa to reafiirm
their opposition to German expansion.
Laval and Litvinov also initialed a five-
year Franco-Soviet alliance on May 2, each
pledging assistance in case of unpro-
voked aggression. Two weeks later a
Czech-Soviet pact complemented it.
Laval’'s system, however, was flawed;
mutual suspicion between Paris and
Moscow, the failure to add a military con-
vention, and the lack of Polish adherence
Franco-Soviet

meant that genuine

military action was unlikely. The U.S.S.R.
was in a state of trauma brought on by
the Five-Year Plans; the slaughter and
starvation of millions of farmers, especially
in the Ukraine, in the name of collectiv-
ization; and the beginnings of Stalin’s
mass purges of the government, army,
and Communist Party. It was clear that
Russian industrialization was bound to
overthrowthe balance of powerin Eurasia,
hence Stalin was fearful of the possibility
of a preemptive attack before his own
militarization was complete. But he was
even more obsessed with the prospect of
wholesale rebellion against his regime in
case of invasion. Stalin’s primary goal,
therefore, was to keep the capitalist
powers divided and the U.S.S.R. at peace.
Urging the liberal Western states to
combine against the Fascists was one
method. Exploring bilateral relations
with Germany, as in the 1936 conversa-
tions between Hjalmar Schacht and Soviet
trade representative David Kandelaki,
was another.

Italy and Britain looked askance at
the TFranco-Soviet combination, while
Hitler in any case sugar-coated the pill of
German rearmament by making a pacific
speech on May 21, 1935, in which he
offered bilateral pacts to all Germany’s
neighbours (except Lithuania) and assured
the British that he, unlike the Kaiser, did
not intend to challenge them on the seas.
The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of
June 18, which countenanced a new
German navy though limiting it to not
larger than 35 percent the size of the



British, angered the French and drove a
wedge between them and the British.

ITALIAN AGGRESSION

The Stresa Front collapsed as soon as
Paris and London learned the price
Mussolini meant to exact for it. By
1935 Mussolini had ruled for 13 years
but had made little progress toward his
“new Roman Empire” that was to free
Italy from the “prison of the Mediterra-
nean.” What was more, Il Duce concluded
that only the crucible of war could fully

undermine the monarchy and the church
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and consummate the Fascist revolution
at home. Having failed to pry the French
out of their North African possessions,
Mussolini fixed on the independent
African empire of Abyssinia (Ethiopia).
Italy had failed in 1896 to conquer
Abyssinia, thus to do so now would erase
anational humiliation. This spacious land
astride Italy’s existing coastal colonies
on the Horn of Africa boasted fertile
uplands suitable for Italy’s excess rural
population, and Mussolini promised
abundant raw materials as well. The
conquest of Abyssinia would also appear
to open the path to the Sudan and Suez.

An Abyssinian soldier has his head bandaged by native members of the British Red Cross.
The ill-equipped Abyssinian army was no match for the Italian forces when Mussolini invaded

in October 1935. Popperfoto/Getty Images
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Finally, this landlocked, semifeudal
kingdom seemed an easy target. In fact,
Emperor Haile Selassie had begun a
modernization program of sorts, but this
only suggested that the sooner Italy
struck, the better.

The Italian army was scarcely prepared
for such an undertaking, and Mussolini
made matters worse by ordering ill-
trained blackshirt brigades to Africa and
entrusting the campaign to a Fascist
loyalist, Emilio De Bono, rather than to a
senior army officer. The military buildup
at Mitsiwa left little doubt as to Italian
intentions, and Britain tried in June to
forestall the invasion by arranging the
cession of some Abyssinian territories.
But Mussolini knew that the British
Mediterranean fleet was as unready as
his own and expected no interference.

De Bono’s absurdly large army
invaded Ethiopia from Eritrea on Oct. 3,
1935. Adwa, the site of the 1896 debacle,
fell in three days, after which the advance
bogged down and Mussolini replaced
De Bono with Marshal Pietro Badoglio.
The League Council promptly declared
Italy the aggressor (October 7), where-
upon France and Britain were caught
on the horns of a dilemma. To wink at
Italy’s conquest would be to condone
aggression and admit the bankruptcy of
the League. On the other hand, to resist
would be to smash the Stresa Front and
lose Italian help against the greater threat,
Germany. The League finally settled on
economic sanctions but shied away from
an embargo on oil, which would have

grounded the Italian army and air force,
or closure of the Suez Canal, which
would have cut the Italian supply line.
The remaining sanctions only vexed
Italy without helping Abyssinia. Ger-
many, no longer a League member,
ignored the sanctions and so healed its
rift with Rome.

In December, Laval and Sir Samuel
Hoare, the British foreign secretary,
contrived a secret plan to offer Mussolini
most of Abyssinia in return for a truce.
This Hoare-Laval Plan was a realistic
effort to end the crisis and repair the
Stresa Front, but it also made a mockery
of the League. When it was leaked to the
press, public indignation forced Hoare’s
resignation. The Italians finally took the
fortress of Mekele on November 8, but
their slow advance led Mussolini to order
a major offensive in December. He
instructed Badoglio to use whatever means
necessary, including terror bombing and
poison gas, to end the war.

THE FIRST GERMAN MOVE

Hitler observed the Abyssinian war with
controlled glee, for dissolution of the
Stresa Front—composed of the guarantors
of Locarno—gave him the chance to
reoccupy the Rhineland with minimal
risk. A caretaker government under
Albert Sarraut was in charge of France
during a divisive electoral campaign
dominated by the leftist Popular Front, and
Britain was convulsed by a constitutional
crisis stemming from King Edward VIII’s



insistence on marrying an American
divorcée. On March 7,1936, Hitler ordered
a token force of 22,000 German soldiers
across the bridges of the Rhine.
Characteristically, he chose a weekend
for his sudden move and then softened
the blow with offers of nonaggression
pacts and a new demilitarized zone on
both sides of the frontier. Even so, Hitler
assured his generals that he would retreat
if the French intervened.

German reoccupation and fortification
of the Rhineland was the most significant
turning point of the interwar years. After
March 1936 the British and French could
no longer take forceful action against
Hitler except by provoking the total war
they feared. The French Cabinet also
concluded that it should do nothing with-
out the full agreement of the British. But
London was not the place to look for
backbone.
Baldwin shrugged, “They might succeed

Prime Minister Stanley
in smashing Germany with the aid of
Russia, but it would probably only result
in Germany going Bolshevik,” while the
editor of The Times asked, “It’s none of
our business, is it? It’s their own back-
garden they’re walking into.” By failing to
respond to the violation, however, Britain,
France, and Italy had broken the Locarno
treaties just as gravely as had Germany.
The strategic situation in Europe
now shifted in favour of the Fascist pow-
ers. In June, Mussolini appointed as
foreign minister his son-in-law Galeazzo
Ciano, who concluded an agreement
with Germany on July 11 in which Italy
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acquiesced in Austria’s behaving hence-
forthas“aGermanstate.” TheRome-Berlin
Axis followed on November 1, and the
German-Japanese Anti-Comintern Pact,
another vague agreement ostensibly
directed at Moscow, on November 25.
Finally, Belgium unilaterally renounced
its alliance with France on October 14
and returned to its traditional neutrality
in hopes of escaping the coming storm.
As a direct result of the Abyssinian
imbroglio, the militant revisionists had
come together and the status quo powers
had splintered.

Meanwhile, on May 5, 1936, Italian
troops had entered Addis Ababa and
completed the conquest of Abyssinia,
although the country was never entirely
pacified, despite costly and brutal repres-
sion. The Abyssinian war had been a
disaster for the democracies, smashing
both the Stresa Front and the credibility
of the League. As the historian A.J.P.
Taylor wrote, “One day [the League] was
a powerful body imposing sanctions,
seemingly more effective than ever
before; the next day it was an empty sham,
everyone scuttling from it as quickly as
possible” In December 1937, Italy, too,
quit the League of Nations.

BRITISH APPEASEMENT AND
— AMERICAN ISOLATIONISM

THE CIVIL WAR IN SPAIN

The Spanish Civil War highlighted the
contrast between democratic bankruptcy
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and totalitarian dynamism. In 1931 the
Spanish monarchy gave way to a republic
whose unstable government moved
steadily to the left, outraging the army
and church. After repeated provocations
on both sides, army and air force officers
proclaimed a Nationalist revolt on July 17,
1936, that survived its critical early weeks
with logistical help from Portugal’s arch-
conservative premier, Antdnio Salazar.
The Nationalists, rallying behind General
Francisco Franco, quickly seized most of
Old Castile in the north and a beachhead
in the south extending from Cérdoba to
Céadiz opposite Spanish Morocco, where
the insurrection had begun. But the
Republicans, or loyalists (a Popular
Front composed of liberals, Socialists,
Trotskyites, Stalinists, and anarchists),
took up arms to defend the Republic
elsewhere and sought outside aid against
what they styled as the latest Fascist
threat. Spain became a battleground for
the ideologies that were wrestling for
mastery of Europe.

The civil war posed a dilemma for
France and Britain, pitting the principle
of defending democracy against the
principle of noninterference in the domes-
tic affairs of other states. The ineffectual
Blum at first fraternally promised aid to
the Popular Front in Madrid, but he
reneged within a month for fear that such
involvement might provoke a European
war or a civil war in France. The British
government counseled nonintervention
and seemingly won Germany and Italy
to that position, but Hitler, on well-
anti-Bolshevik

rehearsed grounds,

hurriedly dispatched 20 transport planes
that allowed Franco to move reinforce-
ments from Morocco. Not to be outdone,
Mussolini sent matériel, Fascist “volun-
teers,” and, ultimately, regular army
formations. The Italians performed mis-
erably (especially at Guadalajara in
March 1937), but German aid, including
the feared Condor Legion, was effective.
Hitler expected to be paid for his support,
however, with economic concessions, and
he also saw Spain as a testing-ground for
Germany’s newest weapons and tactics.
These included terror bombing such as
that over Guernica in April 1937, which
caused far fewer deaths than legend has
it but which became an icon of anti-
Fascism through the painting of Pablo
Picasso. International aid to the Repub-
licans ran from the heroic to the sinister.
Thousands of leftists and idealistic vol-
unteers from throughout Europe and
Americaflocked to International Brigades
to defend the Republic. Material support,
however, came only from Stalin, who
demanded gold payment in return and
ordered Comintern agents and commis-
sars to accompany the Soviet supplies.
These Stalinists systematically murdered
Trotskyites and other “enemies on the
left,” undermined the radical government
of Barcelona, and exacerbated the intra-
mural confusion in Republican ranks.
The upshot of Soviet intervention was to
discredit the Republic and thereby
strengthen Western resolve to stay out.
The war dragged on through 1937
and 1938 and claimed some 500,000 lives
before the Nationalists finally captured



Barcelona in January 1939 and Madrid
in March. During the final push to victory,
France and Britain recognized Franco’s
government. By then, however, the fulerum
of diplomacy had long since shifted to
central Europe. The Nationalist victory
did not, in the end, redound to the detri-
ment of France, for Franco politely sent
the Germans and Italians home and
observed neutrality in the coming war,
whereas a pro-Communist Spain might
have posed a genuine threat to France
during the era of the Nazi-Soviet pact.

JAPAN’S AGGRESSION IN CHINA

The first major challenge to American
isolationism, however, occurred in Asia.
After pacifying Manchukuo, the Japanese
turned their sights toward North China
and Inner Mongolia. Over the intervening
years, however, the KMT had made prog-
ress in unifying China. The Communists
were still in the field, having survived
their Long March (1934-35) to Yan’an in
the north, but Chiang’s government,
with German and American help, had
introduced modern roads and communi-
cations, stable paper currency, banking,
and educational systems. How might
Tokyo best round out its continental
interests: by preemptive war or by coop-
erating with this resurgent China to
expel Western influence from East Asia?
The chief of the operations section of
the Japanese general staff favoured col-
laboration and feared that an invasion
of China proper would bring war with
the Soviets or the Americans, whose
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economic potential he understood.
Supreme headquarters, however, preferred
to take military advantage of apparent
friction between Chiang and a North
China warlord. In September 1936, when
Japan issued seven secret demands that
would have made North China a virtual
Japanese protectorate, Chiang rejected
them. In December Chiang was kidnapped
by the commander of Nationalist forces
from Manchuria, who tried to force him
to suspend fighting the Communists and
to declare war on Japan. Called the Xi’an
Incident, this kidnapping demonstrated
the unlikelihood of Chinese collaboration
with the Japanese program and strength-
ened the war party in Tokyo. As in 1931,
hostilities began almost spontaneously
and soon took on a life of their own.

An incident at the Marco Polo Bridge
near Beijing (then known as Beiping) on
July 7, 1937, escalated into an undeclared
Sino-Japanese war. Contrary to the
Japanese analysis, both Chiang and Mao
Zedong vowed to come to the aid of North
China, while Japanese moderates failed
to negotiate a truce or localize the conflict
and lost all influence. By the end of July
the Japanese had occupied Beijing and
Tianjin. The following month they block-
aded the South China coast and captured
Shanghai after brutal fighting and the
slaughter of countless civilians. Similar
atrocities accompanied the fall of Nanjing
on December 13. The Japanese expected
the Chinese to sue for peace, but Chiang
moved his government to Hankou and
continued to resist the “dwarf bandits”
with hit-and-run tactics that sucked the
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invaders in more deeply. The Japanese
could occupy cities and fan out along
roads and rails almost at will, but the
countryside remained hostile.

World opinion condemned Japan in
the harshest terms. The U.S.S.R. concluded
a nonaggression pact with China (Aug. 21,
1937), and Soviet-Mongolian forces skir-
mished with Japanese on the border.
Britain vilified Japan in the League, while
Roosevelt invoked the Stimson Doctrine
in his “quarantine speech” of October 5.
But Roosevelt was prevented by the
Neutrality acts from aiding China even
after the sinking of U.S. and British gun-
boats on the Yangtze.

On March 28, 1938, the Japanese
established a Manchukuo-type puppet
regime at Nanjing, and spring and sum-
mer offensives brought them to the Wuhan
cities (chiefly Hankou) on the Yangtze.
Chiang stubbornly moved his govern-
ment again, this time to Chongqing,
which the Japanese bombed mercilessly
in May 1939, as they did Guangzhou
(Canton) for weeks before its occupation
in October. Such incidents, combined
with the Nazi and Fascist air attacks in
Spain and Abyssinia, were omens of the
total war to come. The United States
finally took a first step in opposition to
Japanese aggression on July 29, 1939,
announcing that it would terminate its
1911 commercial treaty with Japan in six
months and thereby cut off vital raw
materials to the Japanese war machine. It
was all Roosevelt could do under existing
law, but it set in motion the events that
would lead to Pearl Harbor.

ANSscHLUSS AND THE
MUNICH PACT

THE GERMAN-AUSTRIAN UNION

Heightened assertiveness also character-
ized foreign policies in Europe in 1937.
But while Hitler’s policies involved
explicit preparations for war, Britain’s
consisted of explicit attempts to satisfy
him with concessions. The conjuncture of
these policies doomed the independence
of Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Poland,
and set Europe on a slippery slope to war.

By the end of 1936, Hitler and the
Nazis were total masters of Germany
with the exceptions of the army and the
foreign office, and even the latter had to
tolerate the activities of a special party
apparatus under the Nazi “expert” on
foreign policy, Joachim von Ribbentrop.
Nazi prestige, bolstered by such theatrics
as the Berlin Olympics, the German
pavilion at the Paris Exhibition, and the
enormous Niirnberg (Nuremberg) party
rallies, was reaching its =zenith. In
September 1936, Hitler imitated Stalin
again in his proclamation of a Four-Year
Plan to prepare the German economy for
war under the leadership of Hermann
Goring. With the Rhineland secured,
Hitler grew anxious to begin his “drive
to the east,” if possible with British
acquiescence. To this end he appointed
Ribbentrop ambassador to London in
October 1936 with the plea, “Bring me
back the British alliance.” Intermittent
talks lasted a year, their main topic
being the return of the German colonies



lost at Versailles. But agreement was
impossible, since Hitler’s real goal was a
free hand on the Continent, while the
British hoped, in return for specific con-
cessions, to secure arms control and
respect for the status quo.

Meanwhile, Stanley
Baldwin, having seen the
abdication crisis through
to a finish, retired in May
1937 in favour of Neville
Chamberlain. The latter now
had the chance to pursue
what he termed “active
appeasement”: find out what
Hitler really wants, give it to
him, and thereby save the
peace and husband British
resources for defense of the
empire against Italy and
Japan. By the time of Lord
Halifax’s celebrated visit to
BerchtesgadeninNovember
1937, Hitler had already lost
interest in the talks and
begun to prepare for the
absorption (Anschluss) of
Austria, a country in which,
said Halifax, Britain took
little interest.

On November 5, Hitler
made a secret speech in the
presence of the command-
ers of the three armed
services, War Minister
Werner von  Blomberg,
Foreign Minister Konstantin
von Neurath, and Géring.
The Fihrer made clear his
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beliefthat Germany must beginto expand
in the immediate future, with Austria and
Czechoslovakia as the first targets, and

that the German economy must be ready
for full-scale war by 1943-45. Historians
have debated whether the November 5

Afterits annexation in 1938, German soldiers—as well as the
familiar flag of the Nazi Party—became a common sight in
Austria. Hugo Jaeger/Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images
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speech was a blueprint for aggression, a
plea for continued rearmament, or prep-
aration for the purges that followed. But
there is no denying that the overheated
Nazi economy had reached a critical turn
with labour and resources fully employed
and capital running short. Hitler would
soon have to introduce austerity mea-
sures, slow down the arms program, or
make good the shortages of labour and
capital through plunder. Since these
material needs pushed in the same direc-
tion as Hitler’s dynamic quest for
Lebensraum, 1937 merely marked the tran-
sition into concrete time-tables of what
Hitler had always desired.

German intrigues in Austria had
continued since 1936 through the agency
of Arthur Seyss-Inquart’s Nazi move-
ment. When Papen, now ambassador to
Vienna, reported on Feb. 5, 1938, that the
Schuschnigg regime showed signs of
weakness, Hitler invited the Austrian
dictator to a meeting on the 12th. In the
course of an intimidating tirade Hitler
demanded that Nazis be included in the
Vienna government. Schuschnigg, how-
ever, insisted that Austria remain “free
and German, independent and social,
Christian and united,” and scheduled a
plebiscite for March 13 through which
Austrians might express their will. Hitler
hurriedly issued directives to the military,
and when Schuschnigg was induced to
resign, Seyss-Inquart simply appointed
himself chancellor and invited German
troops to intervene. A last-minute Italian
demarche inviting Britain to make colonial
concessions in return for Italian support

of Austria met only “indignant resigna-
tion” and Anthony Eden’s irrelevant
complaints about Italy’s troops in Spain.
A TFrench plea for Italian firmness, in
turn, provoked Ciano to ask: “Do they
expect to rebuild Stresa in an hour with
Hannibal at the gates?” Still, Hitler waited
nervously on the evening of March 11
until he was informed that Mussolini
would take no action in support of Austria.
Hitler replied with effusive thanks and
promises of eternal amity. In the night-
time invasion, 70 percent of the vehicles
sent into Austria by the unprepared
Wehrmacht broke down on the road to
Vienna, but they met no resistance.
Austrians cheered deliriously on the 13th,
when Hitler declared Austria a province
of the Reich.

THE TAKING OF CZECHOSLOVAKIA

The Anschluss outflanked the next state
on Hitler’s list, Czechoslovakia. Once
again Hitler could make use of national
self-determination to confuse the issue,
as 3,500,000 German-speakers organized
by another Nazi henchman, Konrad
Henlein, inhabited the Czech borderlands
in the Sudeten Mountains. Already on
February 20, before the Anschluss, Hitler
had denounced the Czechs for alleged
persecution of this German minority, and
on April 21 he ordered Keitel to prepare
for the invasion of Czechoslovakia by
October even if the French should inter-
vene. Chamberlain was intent on appeasing
Hitler, but this meant “educating” him to
seek redress of grievances through
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(From left to right) Prime Ministers Lord Neville Chamberlain (UK.), Edouard Daladier
(France), German Chancellor Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini (Italy), and Italian Foreign
Minister Count Ciano meet in Munich on September 30, 1938. At this meeting, a treaty was
signed allowing Germany to annex Czechoslovakian territory called the Sudetenland. AFP/

Getty Images

negotiation, not force. As the prospect of
war increased, the British appeasers grew
more frantic. Chamberlain then journeyed
to Berchtesgaden and proposed to give
the Germans all they demanded. Hitler,
nonplussed, spoke of the cession of all
Sudeten areas at least 80 percent German
and agreed not to invade while
Chamberlain won over Paris and Prague.

The French Cabinet of Edouard
Daladier and Georges-Etienne Bonnet
agreed, after the latter’s frantic pleas to
Roosevelt failed to shake American isola-
tion. The Czechs, however, resisted

handing over their border fortifications
to Hitler until September 21, when the
British and French made it clear that they
would not fight for the Sudetenland.
Chamberlain flew to Bad Godesberg the
next day only to be met with a new
demand that the entire Sudetenland be
ceded to Germany within a week. The
Czechs, fully mobilized as of the 23rd,
refused, and Chamberlain returned
home in a funk: “How horrible, fantastic,
incredible it is that we should be digging
trenches and trying on gas masks here
because of a quarrel in a far-away country



34 | WorLD WAR |I: PEOPLE, PoLITics, AND POWER

between people of whom we know noth-
ing” But his sorrowful address to
Parliament was interrupted by the news
that Mussolini had proposed a confer-
ence to settle the crisis peacefully. Hitler
agreed, having seen how little enthusi-
asm there was in Germany for war and on
the advice of Géring, Joseph Goebbels,
and the generals. Chamberlain and
Daladier, elated, flew to Munich on
September 29.

The awkward and pitiful Munich
Conference ended on the 30th in a com-
promise prearranged between the two
dictators. The Czechs were to evacuate
all regions indicated by an international
commission (subsequently dominated
by the Germans) by October 10 and
were given no recourse—the agreement
was final. Poland took the opportunity
to grab the Teschen district disputed
since 1919. Czechoslovakia was no longer
a viable state, and Bene$ resigned the
presidency in despair. In return, Hitler
promised no more territorial demands
in Europe and consultations with Britain in
case of any future threat to peace.
Chamberlain was ecstatic.

Hitler had no intention of honouring
Munich, however. In October the Nazis
encouraged the Slovak and Ruthene
minorities in Czechoslovakia to set up
autonomous governments and then in
November awarded Hungary the 4,600
square miles (11,914 sq km) north of the
Danube taken from it in 1919. On March 13,
1939, Gestapo officers carried the Slovak
leader Monsignor Jozef Tiso off to Berlin
and deposited him in the presence of the
Fithrer, who demanded that the Slovaks
declare their independence at once. Tiso
returned to Bratislava to inform the Slovak
Diet that the only alternative to becom-
ing a Nazi protectorate was invasion. They
complied. All that remained to the new
president in Prague, Emil Hécha, was the
core region of Bohemia and Moravia. It
was time, said Hacha with heavy sarcasm,
“to consult our friends in Germany.” There
Hitler subjected the elderly, broken-spirited
man to a tirade that brought tears, a faint-
ing spell, and finally a signature on a
“request” that Bohemia and Moravia be
incorporated into the Reich. The next day,
March 16, German units occupied Prague,
and Czechoslovakia ceased to exist.
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By the early part of 1939 the German dictator Adolf Hitler
had become determined to invade and occupy Poland. Poland,
for its part, had guarantees of French and British military
support should it be attacked by Germany. Hitler intended to
invade Poland anyway, but first he had to neutralize the pos-
sibility that the Soviet Union would resist the invasion of its
western neighbou