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Preface

When research was begun on this thesis, the
object was to evaluate the British estimates of German
military strength and intentions and then to determine the
effect of these estimates on British policy. This has
proved impossible largely because of the length of time
that would be required to complete the study. As a result,
the thesis has been strictly limited to an evaluation of
British estimates of German military strength and inten-
tions. Wherever possible, the estimates made by Govern-
ment officials have been compared and contrasted with

those made in Parliament and in the British press. The

major primary source of information about the Government

estimates was the standard Documents on British Foreign

Policy 1919-1939 edited by Woodward and Butler, which is

incomplete for the years between June 1934 and February
1938. This source has been supplemented by reference to
the official histories of the war, the Parliamentary de-
bates and various memoirs. Other original sources are as
vet unavailable. The official report of the debates in

the House of Lords and in the House of Commons and three



ii

newspapers, The Times (of London), The Manchester Guardian

and The Observer, have been used to illustrate public esti-

mates of German military strength and intentions. General-
izations about the attitude of the "British press" are
based solely on these three representative newspapers.

An examination of the above sources has led to
the conclusion that contrary to many accounts, both the
British Government and the public were well-informed about
most aspects of German rearmament and about her possible
intentions. A second conclusion is that the Government
estimates, particularly about the strength of the German
Air Force or Luftwaffe, were usually closer to the truth
than those appearing in the press or made in Parliament

by private Members.
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Part I

January 1934 - March 1935



CHAPTER 1

ESTIMATES OF GERMAN REARMAMENT

Introduction

Public opinion in Great Britain received the
first of repeated shocks in October of 1933 when Germany
not only withdrew from the Disarmament Conference but also
announced her decision to leave the League of Nations. On
January 23, 1934, the Berlin correspondent of the Times
reported:

There can be no doubt of her intention. The

remarkable intensification and improvement

in the methods of training, disciplining,

controlling, uniforming, and organizing man-

power since National Socialism came to power

have surprised even close observers. Rearm-

ament in materiel, overt or covert, is not

likely to lag behind. The increase in Ger-

many's potential strength is already great.
A Member of Parliament, Captain Guest said, "...if one
looks the situation fairly in the face one is bound to rec-

ognize that Germany has every intention of rearming as

quickly and as best she can."2

lThe Times (London), (January 23, 1934), p. 14.
Hereafter cited as The Times.

House of Commons Debates, 5th Session, Volume 286,
column 2050, (March 8, 1934). Hereafter cited as H.C.
Deb., vol., col.



Some Britons were convinced that not only did
Germany intend to rearm, but that she was rearming.
Shortly after Captain Guest spoke, Winston Churchill de-
scribed the situation in terms both colourful and fore-
boding:

This terrible new fact has occurred. Ger-
many is arming, she is rapidly arming, no one
will stop her. None of the grievances be-
tween the victors and the vanguished have
been redressed. The spirit of aggressive
nationalism was never more rife in Europe and
in the world. Far away are the days of
Locarno....

Soon, public knowledge of Germany's active rearmament was
almost as widespread as it was undisputed. Discussing

the possibility of regulating German rearmament, an edito-
rial in the Times of April 27, 1934 stated:

There is ample testimony that in the meantime
Germany 1is rearming as fast as she can. The
only doubts that exist are how far that rearm-
ament has already proceeded, and how far it

is intended that it shall go. Has Germany
already provided herself with tanks, and big
guns, and military aeroplanes? Few persons
well acquainted with the revival of German
ambitions will confidently answer in the
negative.4

The change which had come over Europe with such apparent

speed, and perhaps the sense of bewilderment that this

31bid., col. 2073.

“The Times, (April 24, 1934), p. 15.



‘change evoked, is echoed in the words of yet another
Member of Parliament with a service background, Captain
Cazalet:

It is only some three years ago that members

of all parties in this House were advocating

in their constituencies the cause of dis-

armament and trying to rival each other with

regard to what had been done to reduce our

armaments.... But there is a great change

to-day. Why? Let us face it. It is very

largely because of the new situation which

has arisen in Germany.>5

Between 1934 and March of 1935, few observers
believed that Germany would or could launch an unlimited
arms race. Germany's basic "national determination" with
respect to the size of her armed forces seemed to be to
win acceptance as a great power, free of external re-
strictions. Qualitative, not necessarily quantitative
equality seemed to be desired.6 There were no tangible
signs that she was seeking the military domination of
Europe. Both the French General Staff and the British
War Ministry knew that German armaments factories were not
working on a war production scale. Economically, Germany

was not considered to be in any position to engage in an

arms race with Britain and France, or to win it if she did.

5
H.C. Deb. 5s, vol. 289, col. 2090, (May 18, 1934).

6The Manchester Guardian, (February 5, 1935), p. 10.




Even the current rearmament programme might be retarded
by the worsening economic conditions:

Although Germany has recovered considerably,
she is not yet a great military power and she
is beginning to find it impossible to finance
her rearmament sufficiently to make her one.
At present the pace of her rearmament is
slowing down. She may be able to disregard
international treaties with impunity, but ghe
cannot disregard the laws of economics....

While the Manchester Guardian correspondent's optimistic

view of the inviolability of economic law was not shared
by all, many British observers in Germany felt that eco-
nomics, if nothing else, would lead to arms limitations,
tacit or negotiated. This hope seemed to be borne out

by the estimates of Germany's military strength.
German Air Strength

German naval estimates in the years before 1914
caused much concern and antagonism in Great Britain but
the First World War saw the large~scale introduction of
a new weapon - the airplane - and the consequent addition
of a new dimension to warfare. While the early fighters
and bombers did relatively no damage by present day stand-

ards, their effect on military theorists was extensive.

T1bid., (April 2, 1935), p. 9.



For centuries Great Britain had only to worry about at-
tack from the sea; now she also had to fear attack from
the air. This new fear was greatly increased by the theo-
ries of air power developed shortly after the War.

The senior officers of the British Air Force
were among the first to elaborate the theory that the bomber
would be decisive in future wars.8 This concept of the
primacy of air power was strengthened by the publication

of The Command of the Air by the Italian, Douhet, in 1921

and by the published articles of Brigadier-General Groves
and other air polemicists. By 1934, there were few people
in Great Britain who did not have an exaggerated idea of
the oft-mentioned 'threat from the air.' Commentators
stressed two main aspects of air power, the lack of defence
against aircraft, and the speed with which a nation could

be defeated. A Manchester Guardian editorial expressed

a widely-held opinion when it stated:

For the first time in the world's military
history a weapon has been invented to which
there appears to be no adequate reply....
With the coming of the aeroplane attack seems
to have permanently outrun defence.?

8H.S. Dinerstein "The Impact of Air Power on the Inter-
national Scene 1933-40" in Military Affairs vol. XIX,
(Summer 1955), p. 65.

9The Manchester Guardian, (February 9, 1934), p. 8.
Editorials of March 2 and August 16 said substantially
‘ the same thing.




Mr. Atlee, an important member of the Labour Party, stres-
sed the 'overwhelming' power of air forces during the
March 1934 debate on the Air Estimates:

I take it that it is now an established fact

that in any future war the decision will be

reached in the air. It is, of course, impos-
sible to argue about that.... It seems to

me perfectly obvious that in the next war,

if there should be another war, you may have

your Air Force disarmed before you can get

your Navy or Army into action.... At the
present time scientific developments are

such that air forces can destroy whole cities

with comparative ease, and also vesselsi

whether armoured or mercantile vessels.
"In case of air war," so stated an editorial in the
Observer, "the lack of equal power and readiness on the
first day would mean Britain's last judgement."

Under these circumstances, it was natural that
some officials and segments of Parliament and of the Press
were concerned about the rapid establishment and expan-
sion of a German air force. As early as the summer of
1933, reports received by the British Foreign Office and
the Air Ministry had suggested that Hitler intended to

accelerate the illegal air rearmament of Germany. The

British Government had known for some time that Germany

10g.c. peb. 5s, vol. 286, col. 2044, (March 8, 1934).

llThe Observer, (March 11, 1934), p. 18.




was building military aircraft in anticipation of the re-

vision of the military clauses of the Treaty of Versailles.
In fact, at the beginning of 1933 the British Air Ministry
estimated that Germany already had at least 127 high-power

12 "The new factor in

aircraft suitable for military use.
the situation," wrote Sir R. Rumbold from Berlin, "is
that the German air authorities make little or no endeav-
our to conceal, in conversation with the air attaché&, the
fact that this construction is taking place."13 On the
tenth of June, Herr Bolle, Ministerialrat in the German
Air Ministry, told Group Captain Herring, the British

Air Attaché, "...it was useless to try to keep the fact
that Germany was arming in the air a secret; mistakes
were bound to occur and it was inevitable that a rearma-
ment programme such as that now in progress should become
known." At the same time, Herr Bolle admitted that the
Arado aircraft firm had never built anything other than

high-powered types of single-seat airplanes.14

Although
Herr Bolle later repudiated these statements when the

British Government protested, the air attaché remained

12pocuments on British Foreign Policy ed. Woodward and
Butler (London: 1946), series 2, volume 6, document 313,
p. 474. Hereafter cites as DBFP ser., vol., doc., pP.

131pid., vol. 5, doc. 223, pps. 377-8.

141bid., pps. 378-9.



convinced that the interview had been contrived by the
German Government. The attaché felt the unreserved state-
ments were in the nature of a trial balloon to gauge the

15 The German

British reaction to open German rearmament.
Government seemed to assume that the construction of mil-~
itary prototypes was not of sufficient importance to call
forth a protest to the League of Nations because their
total was so small.l6

While these June and July reports of increased
German violations of the air clauses of the Treaty of
Versailles and the Paris Air Agreement did not suggest any
sense of urgency, such a feeling was more apparent in the
Foreign Office memorandum of February 1934 on the illegal

17 Instead of 127 aircraft of military

German Air Force.
type Germany now had a total of 338. 1In existence were
167 fighters, 67 bombers, and 42 general purpose or recon-
naissance airplanes; and additional 41 fighters and 21

bombers were under construction. There was also an uncon-

firmed report that the German Air Ministry had ordered

151pid., vol. 5, doc. 223, encl. 3, p. 502. The
Foreign Office also felt that the purpose of the interview
might have been to have Great Britain "connive" at German
rearmament. Ibid., vol. 5, doc. 253, pps. 424-425,

161pia., doc. 223, p. 378.

171pia., vol. 6, doc. 313, pps. 473-475.



300 three-engined Junker 52's. According to the British
Air Ministry, the performances of the German service air-
craft so far produced were not very satisfactory nor were
the service airplane engines particularly good. Over the
years, the German aircraft industry had been unable to
keep abreast with the advances made in aircraft design,
partially because the efforts of the Defence Ministry to
subsidize it had been continually harassed by the "left
wing" parties in the Reichstag, and partially because
those who could have insured its progress, were indecisive.
However, despite the apparent technical 'backwardness' of
the German planes, the British Air Ministry believed that
their performances would soon equal the performances of
the latest British models.18
Summarizing the changes in Germany's air posi-
tion after one year of National Socialism, Group Captain
Herring wrote:
...it is no exaggeration to describe them
as fundamental; the former cleavages, though
never important, have now closed, every sec-
tion of aviation has become a hive of energy,
something very like a war spirit appears to
have found its way into all those in any way

connected with the air, and changes are now
carried out and new schemes started without a

181bid., p. 474 and annex 3, p. 479.
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whisper of criticism. There is no doubt that
the year has brought a remarkable accession

of strength to Germany's potential air power,
the morale of all those connected with the air
has improved out of all recognition, the aero-
nautical industry's production has increased
very substantially, and a certain purposeful-
ness is now evident that was formerly lacking.l9

This concluding paragraph to the air attaché's annual re-

port was quoted in the Foreign Office Memorandum on the

Present State of the Illegal German Air Force. The Memo-

randum probably marks the beginning of the divergence be-
tween the Foreign Office and Air Ministry estimates of
the strength of the German Air Force.

The difference in the reaction of the two depart-
ments to German air rearmament was at least partially the
result of their different sources of information. Aside
from the routine sources of information available, The
Permanent Head of the Foreign Office, Sir Robert Vansittart,
gradually built up an "intelligence network" of his own in
Germany. He wrote:

A few brave men there knew that I realized a

war to be nearing. They thought that if they

fed me with sufficient evidence, I might have

influence enough to arouse our Government
and so stop it. They would not have worked

191bid., p. 479

Ibid., p. 475. These differences became apparent
in June 1934,
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for a foreign intelligence, but they hoped
to serve Europe by revealing the German
conspiracy .... One of my sources was in the
German Air Ministry. From him I got the Ger-
man Ajir Estimates and particulars of construc-
tion.
The members of the Foreign Office were not alone in their
concern about Germany's growing air power or in their
scepticism of the Government estimates of the potential
and current strength of the German Air Force.

An article entitled "Disarmament Means War" in

the Daily Mail of November 14, 1933 stated in part:

It is a most significant fact that side by
side with Herr Hitler stands at the head of
this state General Goering, who served in

the war in the world-renowned Richthofen
'circus' as an airman and is now German Air
Commissioner. The rapid expansion of the Ger-
man Air Force as a result of his influence
may be taken for granted.<<

Late in January 1934, the Observer predicted that unless
Great Britain "woke up" she would lose her position as the
sixth largest air power in the world to a Germany deter-

23

mined to create a first rate air force. The Berlin

correspondent of the Times noted that the manufacture of

1 . . . . .
Quoted in Ian Colvin Vansittart in Office (London: 1965),
pps. 125,6.

2. . Ces
Vicount Rothermere My Fight to Rearm Britain (London:
1939), pps. 32-33. Underlined sentence printed in italics.

23
The Observer January 28, 1934, Editorial.
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military aircraft had been "progressively intensified by

a German aircraft industry potentially equal to that of

other countries."24

It is difficult to know how much information
the Foreign Office passed on to certain newspapers and
Parliamentarians; however, it is certain that some infor-
mation was passed on, frequently to the embarrassment of
the Government. During 1934 Ralf Wigram, Head of the
Central Department of the Foreign Office, briefed some
newspapermen on the more disturbing reports of German air

strength.25 Mr. Wigram was also one of Winston Churchill's

26

more valuable sources of information. On one occasion

Sir R. Vansittart admitted, "Of course I tell him (Church-

i11) whatever I know. It is so important that a man of

27

Churchill's influence be properly informed." Vansittart

also authorized an official leak to newspapers of Hitler's

claim to air parity with Great Britain. 1In this case, he

28

acted without the authorization of the Government. These

24The Times January 24, 1934, p. 12.

25Colvin, op. cit., p. 93.

6Winston Spencer Churchill, The Gathering Storm
(Canada: 1948), pps. 80-81.

27 . .
Colvin, op. cit., p. 49.

28
Ibid., p. 45.
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official leaks reinforced the information that newspapers
and Parliamentarians were receiving from foreign correspond-
ents, the foreign press, and private correspondence.

One of the important areas of controversy in the
estimates of German air strength was the degree to which
commercial aviation could reinforce military air power.
Forbidden to build a military air force, the governments
of the Weimar Republic had heavily subsidized civilian
flying in all its aspects. By 1933, this policy was paying
dividends because Germany was acknowledged as being supreme
in European civil aviation, and as being second only to
the United States in the world.

Of the features of civilian air strength that
could be exploited for military purposes, 'convertible'
aircraft seemed to pose the greatest short-term threat.
Germany was known to have many airplanes designed or usable
as war planes which were being employed on commercial air
routes. Once when the British Air Attaché pointed to the
new Heinkel and Junkers express postal aircraft, the wife
of a German aeronautical official replied,"Oh, those will
29

be two of the new single~seater fighters, I suppose.™

Estimates of the number of these 'convertible' airplanes

29DBFP ser. 2, vol. 5, doc. 223, p. 379.
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varied, depending on the standards employed to differen-
tiate between civilian and military craft. The Air Minis-
try believed that about 250, or roughly one-fifth of
Germany's licensed commercial planes could be used for
military operations.30 Mr. Cocks, a Member of Parliament,
quoted figures alleging Germany had 500-600 transport
planes which could gquickly be transformed into bombers,
and the same number of light planes belonging to various
Air Sport organizations which could be used as fighters.31
Another Member of Parliament, Captain Guest, placed the
total aircraft ready for 'instant' conversion from civil-
ian to military uses at 1,099 in March of 1934, and at

1800 in July of the same year.32

The highest estimate of
these convertible aircraft was probably that quoted in the
Rothermere newspapers; at roughly 2400, this estimate was
one-third larger than Air Ministry estimates of the li-
censed German air fleet.33

Toward the end of 1934 and early 1935, interest

301bid., vol. 6, doc. 313, p. 478.

3lg.c. peb. 5s., vol. 285, cols. 1021-1023, February
6, 1934.
32, .
Ibid., vol. 286 cols. 2052-2053; vol. 292, col. 2387.
Captain Guest also contributed an article to The Observer
February 24, 1934, p. 19 on the same subject.

33
Viscount Rothermere op. cit., pps. 84-85.
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in 'convertible' airplanes began to decline. Commenting

on Brigadier-General Grove's book Behind the Smoke Screen,

an editorial in the Manchester Gardian claimed that the

'threat' of German converted civilian aircraft could be
dismissed.3? At the same time, the Air Ministry seems to
have lost what interest it had had in Germany's civilian
aircraft, probably because the middle 1930's were witness-
ing a revolution in military aircraft design and produc-
tion, as well as a growing divergence between civilian
and military types.

In addition to furnishing 'convertible' aircraft,
the commerical aviation of Germany could provide the basis
of organization for a military air force. Throughout 1933
the British Air Attaché& in Berlin reported on the systematic
organization of Germany's civil air establishment to serve
the purposes of the Nazi state. Early in the year an Air
Commissariat under Captain (later General) Goring was
split away from the Air Section of the Ministry of Trans-
port, which previously had been responsible for all aero-
nautical activities. By April the Air Commissariat had

been replaced by the German Air Ministry (Reichsluft-

fahrtministerium) whose functions were parallel to those

34The Manchester Guardian March 9, 1934, p. 8.
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of the British Air Ministry.35 In June the attaché noted
that the various branches of German aviation were being
united under the direction of the new Air Ministry and
that the wearing of a military-style uniform was being en-
couraged to promote discipline.36 Furthermore, an increas-
ingly professional cast was being given to this organiza-
tion by encouraging members of the army, navy, Storm
Troops, and the police to take up flying.37
Counting pilots trained by commercial air com-
panies and those trained by the huge Air Sport organization,
the attaché estimated that Germany had several times the
number of qualified pilots that could be absorbed by air
line companies.38 The British Air Ministry estimated that
Air Sport alone had trained 500 pilots in 1933 and would
train some 1,000 in 1934.39 Altogether, Germany appeared
to have at least 3,000 trained airplane pilots and an ad-
ditional ten :‘to thirteen thousand glider pilots who could

40

quickly be turned into war pilots. Civilian air concerns

35DBFP ser. 2 ,vol. 6, doc. 313 Annexes 2 and 3.

36Ibid., vol 5, doc. 223, enclosure 3, p. 380.

371pid., vol. 6, doc. 313, pps. 476, 478.

. 9
381b1d., annex 2, p. 478. 3 Ibid.

40_
Ibid., p. 478.
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according to British estimates, could also supply the
thousands of trained ground crew so essential in war time;
to maintain one air plane on a war time basis required the
sérvices of several trained technicians. This superiority
in trained personnel, a result of Germany's emphasis on
civil aviation, was frequently stressed both in Parliament
and in the columns of the Observer. Ground installations
such as airfields and hangers built for commercial pur-
poses had obvious military uses. According to the esti-
mate of Captain Guest, Germany had over two hundred and
fifty airfields and more were being built as fast as pos-

41

sible. Churchill perhaps best summarized the importance

of German civilian aviation to Great Britain when he said:

They already have a civil aviation which is
called "Air Sport" and which is, I believe,
on a gigantic scale, with aerodromes, trained
pilots and so forth. All they have to do is
to give that vast plant a military character-
istic. It may take a long time but it will
not take anything like as long as it would
take us, with our very limited aviation, to
develop our air armaments.42

Air Sport and commercial air lines between them had another

“lg.c. Deb. 5s., vol. 292, col. 2387 (July 30); vol.
295, col. 943 (Nov. 28); vol. 285, col. 1156 (Feb. 7); vol.
286, col. 2052 (March 8). Figures given for Great Britain;
1500 war pilots and 1000 reserve pilots. (Capt. Guest
vol. 292, col. 2387 (July 30) glider pilots 350 or 580 (vol.
285, col. 1156; 286, col. 2052).

42
Ibid., vol. 292, col. 734 July 13, 1934.
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very important indirect value; they immensely stimulated
the German aircraft industry.

Estimates of the capacity of German factories
to produce military airplanes were obviously crucial in
arriving at an estimate of her potential as an air power;
yet, estimates of this capacity varied tremendously. On
November 1llth and December 6th of 1933 Colonel Heywood
reported that the French General Staff believed the German
aircraft factories were making every effort to mass pro-
duce airplanes, something neither Britain nor France were
capable of doing. 1If these factories began to work on a
war time basis they could very rapidly reach a monthly

43

production of 2500 airplanes a month. At this time, an

editorial in the Daily Mail stated: "In the opinion of ex-

pert authorities in the closest touch with her present
conditions she (Germany) could create an air fleet of
10,000 or more machines in eighteen months."4 The figure
of 2500 planes a month was to be gquoted consistently by
both the French officials and the newspapers controlled
by Viscount Rothermere. According to the British Air

Ministry, as of February 1934, Germany was producing sixty

430BFP ser. 2, vol. 6, doc. 48, p. 49; doc. 103, p. 160.

4 .
4 Quoted in Rothermere, op. cit., p. 65.
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complete aircraft a month and could increase this produc-
45
tion to 600 within half a year.
Differences in the estimates of Germany's poten-
tial air strength were reflected in estimates of her then
current strength in military planes and the rate at which
this strength would increase. On February 6, 1934, Mr.
Cocks gave a detailed estimate of German air power. As
of May 1934, Germany would have an air fleet of between
1,750 and 2,100 planes. In addition to 1,000 to 1,200
'convertible' aircraft she would have:
(3) Experimental planes and new construction
of the big airplane factories, which can
be estimated as between 50 to 100.

(4) Military planes which are stored in the
foreign 'daughter' firms of the German
factories. Careful estimate, about 300.

(5) War airplanes of all kinds which are

being built in Germany itself and whose
number is not too highly estimated at
400 to 500.46
A Foreign Office Memorandum prepared six weeks later by
Sir John Simon put the strength of Germany's air fleet at

600 military planes.47

It is not possible to say whether
this figure represents the Foreign Office or the War Min-

istry estimate. However, it is probably the latter because

*5pBEP ser. 2, vol. 6, doc. 313, Annex 2, p. 474.

46

H.C. Deb. 5s, vol. 285, cols. 1021-1023, February 6, 1934.

7
DBFP ser. 2, vol. 6, doc. 363, p. 575.
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if either Germany's 250 'convertible' airplanes or the 300
Junker 52 transports reportedly on order are added to the
February Air Ministry estimate of 338 military planes, the
total is about 600.

Foreign Office and Air Ministry differences of
opinion about the expansion of the German Air Force became
apparent at least as early as June 1934. Anthony Eden
remarked on an Air Ministry note outlining the future organ-
ization of a regular German Air Force, "I share the preva-
lent scepticism of Air Ministry estimates." The general
trend of comments by the Foreign Office was that the Air
Ministry was underestimating Germany's potential strength.48
At this time, the Air Staff believed the German plans for
expansion involved the production of 480 first-line aircraft
by the autumn of 1935, with two further expansions, 480
aircraft each to reach a first-line strength of 1,440 air-
planes by 1942, Later, in the fall of 1934, the Air Min-
istry produced a revised estimate forecasting a German
first-line strength of 1300 by the fall of 1936 and an
eventual strength of between 1500-1600 aircraft. This es-

timate represented a much more rapid expansion of the

48The Right Honourable, The Earl of Avon The Eden
Memoirs vol. 1, (London: 1962), p. 182.
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German Air Force than the Air Ministry's original esti-

mate.49

This official opinion differed radically from
that expressed by Sir Edward Ellington, Chief of the Air
Staff. He believed that Germany could maintain a force of
800 aircraft with reserves in six months' time and "could,
if she wished, build up rapidly in peace time to a force
of two thousand aircraft, and that the preparations she

is now beginning to make may within, say, five years en-

able her to maintain such a force at practically its full

strength in war." Sir Edward Ellington's minority opinion

was not sent on to the Cabinet because it was considered
"unduly alarming."5

Following these minuted expressions and memoranda
of disagreement, the discussion spread to Parliament.
Stanley Baldwin, Lord President of the Council, in reply-
ing for the Government during a debate on armaments, admit-
ted that it was difficult to estimate the German strength
and continued:

but we have little doubt that it is her inten-

tion - and we have always recognized that -

the moment she feels free to rearm, the air
will be one of her principle considerations.>!

49¢. Webster and N. Frankland The Strategic Air Offensive
against Germany 1939-1945, vol. 1, (London: 1961), pps. 68-69;
The East of Avon, op. cit., pps. 184-185,

50
Webster and Frankland, op. cit., p. 69.

51
H.C. Deb. 5s, vol. 292, col. 2329, July 30, 1934.
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Even if allowance is made for the understandable reluc-
tance of the Government t¢ affront a sensitive foreign
power, particularly while they still hoped to extract
some form of air limitation agreement from the wreck of
the disarmament talks, Mr. Baldwin's speech was neverthe-
less misleading. The Government intended to increase the
s trength of the Royal Air Force from 844 to 1,304 first-
line planes over a five year period. There is an obvious
parallel between the British plan for expansion and the
Air Ministry estimate of the German plan. If the Air
Ministry estimate proved realistic, the Royal Air Force
would barely maintain its superiority over the German Air
Force. The reasons given for the plan to expand the Royal
Air Force were the difficulty in negotiating an air conven-
tion, the unrest in Europe that might make disarmament
impossible, the intention of other European powers to reno-
vate or increase their air forces. Aside from a vague
reference to the Rhine as being Britain's frontier, the
only reference to Germany was the suggestion that she in-
tended to carry out air rearmament some time in the future
when she felt free to do so.

If Mr. Baldwin hoped to calm the fears of some
Parliamentarians, he was not notably successful. Shortly

after his speech, Mr. Churchill, in support of the RAF
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expansion plan, made several predictions about the strength
of the German Air Force:

I first assert that Germany has already in

violation of the Treaty created a military

air force which is now two-thirds as strong

as our present home defence air force ....

The second is that Germany is rapidly increas-

ing this air force.... By the end of 1935

the German air force will be nearly equal in

number and efficiency ... to our home defence

air force at that date even if the present

proposals are carried out.

The third statement is that if Germany contin-

ues this expansion and if we continue to carry

out our scheme, then, some time in 1938 ...

Germany will be definitely and substantially

stronger in the air than Great Britain.

Fourthly, and this is the point which is caus-

ing anxiety, once they have got that_lead we

may never be able to overtake them.

Mr. Churchill and Mr. Baldwin publicly clarified
the issue of the strength of the German Air Force in a
debate on November 28, 1934. Mr. Churchill sparked the
discussion by moving an addition to the Address, expres-
sing lack of confidence in the adequacy of the national
defences, particularly in the air. 1In his speech he elabo-
rated the four statements made in July. He altered his

prediction of Anglo-German air parity by November of 1935

to claim that if the fastest of Germany's 'convertible'

>21pid., col. 2374, July 30, 1934.
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aircraft were taken into account, the German Air Force
would be substantially stronger than the British by that
time.53
Mr. Baldwin's reply was naturally based on the
information supplied him by the Air Ministry, rather than
on the assessment of the Foreign Office. The Germans,
he said, were "engaged in creating an air force - creat-
ing an air force." Hence, most accounts of German strength
given in Britain and in the press were "very much exagger-
ated." The number of service aircraft was variously esti-
mated at between 600 and 1,000 while the French Government
placed the figure at 1,100. So far as the Government knew,
no service units had been formed, but the Germans were
showing great haste in preparing airfields and the capacity
of the air industry had increased markedly within the last
six months.54 Summarizing the difficulties of reestablish-
ing an air force, Mr. Baldwin pointed out that it took
three years to train a good aircraft mechanic, one year

to train a pilot, and even longer to teach a pilot night

flying, navigation, and gunnery.

53
Ibid., vol. 295, cols. 257-258, 266-267, November 28,

1934.

54
Ibid., cols. 875~-876, November 28, 1934.
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Germany can produce the aircraft rapidly, if
she chooses, and she can rapidly produce men,
if she chooses; but a country which has for
years possessed no military air force starts
under a very heavy handicap, and it must neces-
sarily be some time before, from a military
point of view, such a force can be equal in
efficiency to a force which would have behind
it, ever  since the War, the whole of the
technique of its training under which men
were trained in the War and have been trained
ever since.55

Turning to Mr. Churchill's statements, Mr. Baldwin re-
assured the House:
It is not the case that Germany is rapidly ap-
proaching equality with us .... Even if we
confine the comparison to the German air
strength and the strength of the Royal Air
Force immediately available in Europe, Germany
is actively engaged in the production of ser-
vice aircraft, but her real strength is not
50 percent of our strength in Europe to-day.
Furthermore, he stated that at the current rates of expan-
sion, Britain would still have a fifty per cent superior-

ity in November 1935.56

This assurance that Great Britain enjoyed a fifty
per cent superiority was based on the Air Ministry estimate
that Germany had 1,000 service aircraft. Allowing for re-
serves on the British scale, this would leave some 250 air-

planes available for front-line units as opposed to a

551pid., col. 880, November 28, 1934.

56Ibid., col. 882, November 28, 1934.
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British front-line strength of at least 560 home defence
aircraft.57 The prediction that Great Britain would still
have a fifty per cent superiority in November of 1935 was
based on an estimate that Germany planned to reach a first-
line strength of about 500 airplanes in November 1935.
However, Mr. Baldwin's statement seems to have ignored
the revised estimate reflecting the triplication of the
German Air Force by October 1936 to a first-line strength
of 1,300 aircraft.”8This oversight was to prove embarrassing
to the Government, to say the least, when news of Hitler's
own claim of air parity became public in March of 1935.

* * *

The estimates of German air strength made in
Parliament and in the newspapers between July 1933 and
March 1935 were generally exaggerated but their value was
undeniable if only because they countered pacifist pressure
against any increase in the size of the Royal Air Force

and publicly pricked the complacency of the Air Ministry.

57
G.M. Young, Stanley Baldwin (London: 1952), p. 182.

The Air Ministry used the term "first-line strength"
to designate aircraft organized into squadrons at opera-
tional air fields and backed by an aircraft reserve of at
least 200 per cent. The term did not include aircraft
attached to training units.
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A major reason for the great difference between official
and unofficial estimates lay in the different aspects of
German air power stressed by the 'amateur' and 'professional’
air experts. The 'amateurs' were obsessed by the 'raw
materials' - the capacity of German industry, the size of
her commercial and sport air organizations - which were
available to speed expansion. They had little interest in,
or knowledge about, the number of military aircraft organ-
ized into squadrons - the tactical unit of air warfare.

Air ministry officials, on the other hand, were primarily
interested in the number of fully operational squadrons
Germany possessed and how quickly German air resources
could be organized to add to them.

The objects of the first stage of the German ex-
pansion plan as laid down by General Milch and General
GOring were to force the German aircraft industry to expand
as fast as possible and to provide enough planes to train
pilots. 1In January of 1934, the German Air Ministry
ordered 4,021 aircraft for the years 1934 and 1935. German
industry, which had only produced an average of thirty-one
aircraft per month in 1933, raised this average to one
hundred and sixty-four in 1934. Of the 1,968 aircraft pro-

duced, eight hundred and forty were military types.59 By

‘ 59Derek Wood and Derek Dempster, The Narrow Margin
(New York: 1961), pps. 42-43.
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the spring of 1935, Germany was probably producing over

two hundred airplanes a month. It is impossible to say
what the 'war production' capacity of the aircraft industry
was between 1933 and 1935, but it was not a fraction of

the 2,500 airplanes a month quoted in the Rothermere press
and by French officials. This figure of 2,500 was based

on German World War I production of relatively simple
airplanes and was completely irrelevant in the early 1930's.
When war broke out in 1939, Germany had just reached a pro-
duction rate of seven hundred aircraft a month.

Strangely enough, even the Air Ministry's November
estimates of the strength of the German Air Force were
slightly high. At the end of 1935 twenty-two of the forty-
eight squadrons envisaged for the first stage of the German
expansion plan had been formed on paper. These squadrons
had an average of six or seven aircraft each, against a
planned average establishment of eleven. 1In all, the Ger-
man Air Ministry had five hundred and sixty-five military
aircraft suitable for first-line squadrons and many of
these aircraft lacked engines or other components.60 The

German Air Force certainly did not pose an immediate threat

60pa5i1 Collier, The Defence of the United Kingdom
(London: 1957), p. 27.




29

to anyone, and the first 'round' in the controversy between
'amateur' and 'professional' estimates was won by the pro-

fessionals.

The Position of the German Army

Rapid expansion was in many ways much easier
for the German Army than it was for the Luftwaffe. General
Goring and General Milch inherited no detailed plans for
expansion and no expert planning staffs; these were impro-

vised as time went on and necessity arose. The Reichswehr, on

the other hand, had been organized with the possibility of
rapid expansion in view. All the German General Staff
lacked before 1933 was the opportunity to put their plans
into effect; Hitler gave them this opportunity.

The British War Office summary of infractions of
the military clauses of the Treaty of Versailles, made in
July 1933, did not, however, suggest the immediate implemen-

tation of any plans for the rapid expansion of the Reichswehr.

There were unauthorized but "minor" changes in the army

establishment and scales of equipment. German troops were
being trained on and were using certain unauthorized types
of light artillery pieces and machine guns, and stocks of

munitions exceeded the established quantities. Reports also
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indicated the large-scale manufacture and export of war
material, not to mention the production in Germany of war
gas. Both the German police and the 'associations'
(Stalhelm and Storm Troops) either received military train-
ing or took part in military matters. The reconstituted
and illegal German General Staff had also made preparations
for military and industrial mobilization.6l Most of these
statements are similiar to other descriptions of German
infractions of the Treaty between 1920-1932, and their
general sense is in contrast to the information received
by the military attaché& in Paris later in the year.

The French estimates placed the strenght of the

Reichswehr, excluding reserves, at 140,000 in October and

at about 165,000 in December of 1933.62 Computing and
weighing the military value of the various reserves avail-

able to the Reichswehr was a fruitful source of disagree-

ment among analysts of German military power. To begin
with, there was the mass of well over a million ex-service-
men of the Imperial Army who had not joined any of the
various semi-military associations. Although now in their

thirties, these men had received at least their basic

6lDBFP ser. 2, vol. 5, doc. 253, annex 1, pps. 426-428.

62__ .,
Ibid., doc. 508, p. 736. Also, summary of French
dossier, The Times, December 15, 1933, p. 15.
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training and most had seen action in the First World War.
Roughly 100,000 policemen were being given intensive mili-
tary training for two months each summer and they formed
what could be considered an immediate reserve. In addition
to these men, there were about one million members of the
Nazi and Nationalist organizations undergoing military
training for periods varying from one night a week to
several months. In the opinion of Colonel Koeltz, head
of the Deuxié&me Bureau at the French War Ministry, this
latter group formed a force quite similar to the British
Territorial Army.63

The French Ministry of War believed that Germany
possessed enough small arms to equip at least sixty-four,
and possibly as many as eighty divisions. However, the
Germans would not be able to furnish all these divisions
with their full allotment of Army, Corps, and divisional
guns and howitzers. French information was not precise
about the exact number of divisional artillery guns the

Reichswehr possessed but they were certain that this number

was at least two thousand and that it included the normal

establishment of 155 millimeter or heavy weapons.

63Ibid., doc. 508, p. 736. The Times December 15, 1933,
p. 15. DBFP vol. 6, doc. 48, p. 49. 1Ibid., doc. 103,
pps. 159-160,

64
Ibid., doc. 48, p. 49; doc. 103, appendix A, p. 165.



32

All told, the Germans had sufficient artillery for at least
seven army corps or twenty-one infantry divisions. As far
as the other 'illegal' weapons were concerned, General
Gamelin believed that Germany had passed through the stage
of making prototypes to small-scale production of equip-
ment for experimental units.65

According to information received from Colonel
Koeltz, the French General Staff thought the German General
Staff were working on a three-stage expansion plan - ini-
tially by January of 1934 Germany projected possible mo-
bilization of twenty to twenty-five infantry divisions;
possibly as early as the summer of 1935, forty to fifty
infantry divisions, and lastly, by 1938, sixty to seventy
infantry divisions. During each stage of this expansion
Germany would also be able to mobilize four to five cavalry
divisions, one or two mechanized formations, and forty to

fifty Grenzschutz or frontier defence divisions. The

Grenzschutz divisions would have very little or no artillery

and would be used to screen frontiers and to protect lines
of communication. At this time, apparently, the French
General Staff did not think the number of cavalry divisions

or of mechanized forces would be increased to any appreciable

®5Ibid., vol. 5, doc. 508, p. 736.
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extent.66 These figures suggested a more rapid rate of
expansion than the estimate of Germany's plans given by
General Gamelin to the military attaché a month earlier
on October 24, 1933. Then, the military attaché& had been
told that Germany could equip twenty-one divisions with
field artillery. These divisions could be supported by

thirty Grenzschutz divisions at short notice. General

Gamelin thought the German General Staff intended to pro-
duce, in the future, a force whose strength on mobilization

would be fifty divisions plus fifty Grenzschutz divisions.

Of the fifty regular divisions, twenty-five to thirty would

be used as a striking force, ten would help the Grenzschutz

divisions hold defensive fronts, and the remainder would
be held in reserve.67
Summarizing the French estimates of German plans

for the expansion of the Reichswehr, the military attaché

Colonel Heywood wrote:

In short, the French General Staff estimate
that by 1938 Germany will have recruited a
powerful army approximately equal to the
French Metropolitan Army in the number of its
divisions, superior in numbers owing to the
Grenzschutz divisions, and the larger supply
of men which can be drawn from its larger

661pid., vol. 6, doc. 103, pps. 161-162.

®71bid., vol. 6, doc. 103, p. 164.
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population, superior in its armament as it
will all be new and of later pattern than
the French, superior in the ability of its
mobilised industry to maintain this army in
the field in case of war, not to mention its
probable superiority in aircraft and in
chemical warfare. In fact, an army far more
powerful than the Germany Army of 1914.68

Colonel Heywood's concluding remarks about the information
received from the French General Staff are interesting be-
cause they illustrate the problems of evaluating such in-
formation. He said:

... it must be remembered that the French

at the beginning of the last century under-

estimated the capacity of Prussia to rearm

and to resuscitate its army after the latter

had been crushed at Jena, whilst at the begin-

ning of the present century they again under-

estimated the number of fighting formations

which the German Empire could put into the

field. The French General Staff have not for-

gotten their lessons, and it may safely be

assumed that their latest estimate does not

err on the side of under-estimation.69

Neither the British newspapers nor the Members
of Parliament took as much interest in the expansion of
the German Army as they did in the re-establishment of a
German Air Force; however large it became, the German Army
posed no immediate threat to Great Britain. In addition,

both the British War Office and the newspapers tended to

6811,id., vol. 6, doc. 103, p. 164.

69 1pia.,
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be conservative in their estimates of the expansion of

the Reichswehr. The Berlin correspondent of the Times,

commenting on the French charge that the strength of the

Reichswehr was 165,000, felt that it would be difficult

to prove the existence of the extra 65,000 men supposedly

incorporated into the Reichswehr. He did admit, however,

that the triple-unit system of three platoons to a company,

three companies to abattalion, etc. used by the Reichswehr

was an admirable basis for a sudden expansion during an
emergency.70

By the spring of 1934, the British War Office
was still not convinced that the peace strength of the

Reichswehr was being increased. This does not mean to say

that either the War Office or the British newspapers did
not realize that a great potential for such an expansion
existed. The rapid improvement in the appearance, discipline,
and training of the Storm Troops was noted by the corres-

pondents of both the Manchester Guardian and the Times.

Companies of Storm Troopers were alleged to be undergoing
exactly the same rifle, machine gun, and field gun training

. 71
as the Reichswehr. The War Office had information that

70The Times, January 24, 1934, p. 11.

71, .
Ibid., also, The Manchester Guardian, March 7,

1934, p. 1L.




36

200,000 selected men from the Schutz Staffeln (S.S.) and

Storm Troops had been or were being trained by the Reich-
swehr for periods of three months. As a result, the War
Office noted, "... it seems probable, therefore, that
Germany is now or will shortly be in a position to expand
the regular army of 100,000 to the proposed peace estab-
lishment of 300,000 by the addition at the shortest notice
of trained personnel." At the time, Germany could mobilize
three or four cavalry divisions, twenty-one infantry

divisions, thirty-three Grenzschutz groups, the equivalent

of strong mixed brigades, and eleven police regiments for

the Rhineland.72
The War Office believed that the cavalry and

infantry divisions would have artillery on a low scale

but would be greatly deficient in the "very important"

medium artillery. Stocks of artillery shells were not

sufficient for prolonged intensive fighting and tanks were just

coming into large scale production. Lack of materiel

other than uniforms and small arms would probably prevent

the raising of additional mobile units until five or six

months after mobilization. Despite the efforts to in-

crease the number of officers by increasing the number of

72DBFP ser. 2, vol. 6, doc. 363, annex 2, pps. 580-581.
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officer cadets, lack of experienced officers presented a
definite limitation. For these reasons, the British War
Office believed that the German General Staff were working
on a relatively long-range programme of expansion.73
The rather optimistic assessment of the German
military situation by the War Office was contradicted by
the account of a conversation between Colonel Heywood and
General Gamelin in June 1934. According to the French
General Staff, the German military situation was improv-
ing much more rapidly than they had believed possible at
the beginning of 1934. They now thought that Germany
would have carried out most of the work necessary to mobil-
ize a full-size army by the end of 1935 instead of by 1938.
The twenty-one divisions which the German General Staff
were known to want as the peace-time establishment of the
army, were already in existence. By June, the German Army
had about 220,000 men and would probably have 300,000 in

October. This figure included the original 100,000 men

of the Reichswehr in addition to men being enlisted for
74

eighteen months.

British newspapers centred their attention on

1bid., pps. 581-582.

74_. .
Ibid., vol. 6, doc. 456, pps. 757-758.
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the conflict between the Reichswehr on the one hand and

the Nazi Party forces, the S.A. and S.S., on the other.
The conflict had its roots in the struggle over how the
army was to be expanded from 100,000 to 300,000 men. The

Reichswehr was prepared to enlist individual members of

the S.A., but refused to enroll whole units. Tension grew
during the spring and culminated in the 'preventative'
execution of the senior officers of the S.A. and other
Germans hostile to the regime on June 30, 1934, After a
lull of a few months, additional reports indicated a simi-

lar conflict between the Reichswehr and the S.S., Hitler's

bodyguard, over the efforts of the latter to be equipped

with heavy weapons.75
Throughout the summer and autumn, the German

Army continued to grow. In the Times of October 4th, it

was admitted that there were reasons to believe that the

Reichswehr had already been increased to about 300,000 men.76

Both Mr. Baldwin and Sir John Simon, the Foreign Secretary,
referred to the expansion of the German Army during the

debate on November 28, 1934.

75The Times, May 7, 1934, p. 15; December 3, 1934, p. 14.
The Manchester Guardian, December 4, 1934, p. 12, December
5, 1934, p. 6. The Observer, January 6, 1935, p. 19,

6
The Times, October 4, 1934, p. 13.
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Mr. Baldwin admitted:

The rumours that have been prevalent about

the formation of the army we believe are

founded on fact - that Germany is in course

of expanding her long-service army of 100,000

men into a short-service peace-time army of

300,000 .... To what extent that task has

been completed I cannot say for certain, but

undoubtedly it is proceeding and undoubtedly

it will be accomplished.77
Speaking of the armaments of the German Army, Sir John
Simon was equally noncommittal. "We are bound to assume,"
he said, "that this expanded, reorganized army is being
equipped with a range of modern weapons, but as to the
calibre of the guns, I am not able to make a statement."78
Here the question rested untili there were reports of hints
in German newspapers that Germany would reinstitute con-
scription as of April 1, 1935. The Observer, at least,
felt that Hitler was unlikely to introduce conscription,
because German youth was already being trained in various
organizations and because of the adverse effect its intro-
duction would have on negotiations for arms limitation.

The British and French estimates of the capabil-

ity of the German Army were as sharply divergent as their

7Tg.c. peb. 5s, vol. 295, col. 875, November 28, 1934.

781pid., col. 978, November 28, 1934.

7The Observer, February 24, 1935, p. 17.
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estimates of its mobilization strength. According to the
French General Staff, by 1935 the German Army of roughly
one hundred divisions would be able to fight an offensive
war on either the Polish or Czechoslovakian fronts, or
both. In the west, it would be able to maintain an of-
fensive on a front roughly one hundred and fifty miles
long.80 Virtually all British observers believed that

the German Army was not strong enough to prevent French
intervention in German affairs, and that in particular,

the German Army could not prevent the occupation of the
Rhineland. This opinion was shared by the War Office, the
Foreign Office and the newspapers. In March of 1934 a
memorandum prepared by the War Office stated that reports
tended to show that the German military authorities were
still "oppressed" by a feeling of insecurity; their forces,
they believed, were still not adequate to prevent the oc-
cupation of the Rhineland by France and still less adequate

81

to fight Poland and France simultaneously. The very rapid

expansion of the Reichswehr and its virtual 'revolution'

into a mixed long and short service army was bound to have

an impact on its overall effectiveness. One observer went

80pBFP ser. 2, vol. 6, doc. 456, p. 758.

8l1pid., doc. 363, annex 2, pps. 580-581.
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so far as to report, as of early 1935, that the German
Army was probably less formidable than it had been when

the Nazis came to power. The Reichswehr had then been a

compact mechanized force with great mobility and striking
power; by 1935 it had much better weapons but had become
diffuse, lacking sufficient staff officers and upset by

82

the reorganization. Concluding his report, the corres-

pondent wrote:

It is true that German rearmament has advanced

very far, but it is doubtful whether it will

be possible to class Germany among the great

military Powers for some time to come. To

achieve full "preparedness" will be a slow

and difficult process.

How long would it be before the new German Armed
Forces 'jelled' and Germany took her place as a great mili-
tary power? Sir Eric Phipps, the British Ambassador at
Berlin thought that Germany would not be ready for a war

84 The British War Office

until 1944 or probably later.
was convinced it would be 'several years' before the Ger-
man Army would be fit to "initiate a new war," and specu-

lated that the ten year truce with Poland might indicate

the length of time which the Reichswehr needed.85 In Paris,

82The Manchester Guardian, January 30, 1935, p. 12.

831pi4.

84DBFP ser. 2, vol. 6, doc. 241, p. 365.

85_. .
Ibid., doc. 363, annex 2, p. 582.
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Colonel Heywood got the impression, whatever the exaggera-
tions of the French intelligence, that by 1938, "... the
German General Staff will have built up, and will hold at
the disposal of whatever Government is in power in Germany,
a practically unequalled instrument of force wherewith to

n86

support its policy. In Parliament, Mr. Boothby mentioned

the year 1937 which, he said, Members should remember. By
1937 the strategic roadway in the south of Germany and her

armament programme would be finished.87

861pid., doc. 103, p. lé4.

874.c. deb. 5s vol. 295, col. 962, November 28, 1934.



CHAPTER 2

ESTIMATES OF HITLER'S INTENTIONS 1934 - 1935

If estimates of Germany's immediate rearmament
plans tended to suggest that these plans were limited to
the de facto abrogation of Part V of the Treaty of Versail-
les, estimates of German territorial ambitions showed few
such limitations. In the House of Commons, Mr. Cocks, who
was a persistent critic of Germany, told the Members:

The aim of the German Government is to build

up again her forces and to make herself the
strongest military power in Europe. That is
the meaning of the suggestion that she must
increase her army because of her long and
indefensible frontiers. That is the reason
why she seeks to make herself the strongest
military power in Europe, to enforce her will
on her neighbours, whether they be little un-
armed Denmark or Austria, to tear up the Treaty
of Versailles which Herr Hitler some years

ago said it was his intention to do, and to
enlarge her territories to accomodate a grow-
ing population, as General Goering has said

is the policy of Germany. She intends to carry
out these designs by naked brutal force, by
armed forces; and that is war.l

This opinion is similar to one expressed by the British
Ambassador soon after Hitler came to power. "The present
German Government," he wrote, "have to rearm on land, and,

as Hitler explains in his memoirs, they have to lull their

la.c. peb. 5s, vol. 285, col. 1020, February 6, 1934.
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adversaries into such a state of coma that they will allow
themselves to be engaged one by one."2 A year later, in
January 1934, another ambassador was reporting that "Nazi
Germany believes neither in the League nor in negotiation.“3
Neither Hitler nor his chief lieutenants made
any secret of their ambitions. From their speeches, these
ambitions seemed twofold - the formation of a greater Ger-
many to include all the German minorities in countries ad-
jacent to the Nazi state, vague and not so vague references
to expansion towards the East. The first objective was
pictured in British newspapers as a revival of the pre-war
philosophy of Pan-Germanism. Commenting on the German re-

occupation of the Saar in the spring of 1935, the editor

of the Manchester Guardian suggested that the Nazi revolu-

tion was nothing less than a "Pan-German movement in plen-
itude of power."4 Among the nations endangered by Hitler's
Pan-German plans would be Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland,
Lithuania, Denmark, Belgium, France, and Italy.

While virtually every country bordering on Ger-

many seemed threatened by Hitler's Pan-Germanism, Austria

DBFP ser. 2, vol. 5, doc. 36, p. 53, April 26, 1933.
3
Ibid., vol. 6, doc. 241, p. 362.

4Manchester Guardian, March 2, 1935, p. 12. The
Observer, April 22, 1934, p. 18, editorial. o
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was considered to be his primary objective. Fusion with

Austria was listed by the British Ambassador to Berlin as
5

the first aim of German foreign policy in January 1934.

A correspondent of the Manchester Guardian reported from

Austria:

Germany is not strong enough as yet to

face the probable consequences of what would,

in reality, be the German conquest of Austria ....
If Germany were strong enough to ward off in-
ternational intervention, the Austrian Nazis
would, with German help (in arms and money
discretely supplied) seize power. Austro-

German un%on would then be an accomplished

fact ....

Thus, while an attempted Nazi putsch in Austria was expected
at some time in the future, its occurrence on July 25,
1934 was unexpected. "This, then," ran the account of the

putsch in the Survey of International Affairs for 1934,

"was the ferocious guise in which the German beast of prey
presented itself, after an absence of sixteen years, in

its old European hunting grounds."7

Aside from heralding
the return of the German 'beast of prey,' the putsch proved

that Germany was indeed not strong enough to force through

5DBFP vol. 6, doc. 24, p. 362.

6
Manchester Guardian, April 2, 1934, p. 9.

7Survey of International Affairs, 1934 A.J. Toynbee,
ed., (London:1935), p. 326.
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the anschluss with Austria against the threat of active
intervention from Italy. After the failure of the putsch,
newspaper reports suggested that Hitler had adopted a new
plan to subjugate Austria. Emphasis was to be placed on
short-term 'legality' and long-term subversion by the
Austrian Nazi Party; temporarily, the ballot box was to be
substituted for the bomb.8 There was even the hope that
Germany might sign a joint guarantee of Austrian indepen-
dence in order to win peace and security in which to rearm
and find allies.

Poland was the second of the most frequently
mentioned targets of German revisionism. With the excep-
tion of the German socialists, Germans of all political
parties bitterly resented the loss of territory to Poland
as a result of World War I. Therefore, the German-Polish
Non-Agression Pact was greeted with as much scepticism as
it had caused sensation in European capitals. A report
of Sir Eric Phipps five days after the announcement of the
Non-Aggression Pact stated that rectification of her east-

ern frontiers was a major aim of German foreign policy.lO

8
The Observer, July 29, 1934, p. 15.

9Manchester Guardian, October 9, 1934, p. 11.

10
DBFP ser. 2, vol. 6, doc. 241, p. 362, January 31, 1934,
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Correspondents of the Manchester Guardian were among the

most sceptical commentators on the rapprochement. On
February 15th, one reported that the very existence of
Poland was incompatible with the ultimate aims of German
foreign policy because Poland was the chief stumbling block
to any German ambitions of carving an eastern empire out
of Soviet territory.ll

A Foreign Office memorandum of April 7, 1934,
drew attention to the continuity in the attitudes of the
Weimar Republic and of the Nazis - both before and after
the German-Polish agreement - toward the Polish Corridor
and Polish Silesia. S8Sir R. Vansittart, who drafted the
memorandum, reviewed the evidence suggesting that Germany
would not accept the Polish borders as final. In 1931
the British ambassador in Berlin had reported that " a war
against Poland to rectify the eastern frontiers would be
in the nature of a crusade." Shortly after the conclusion
of the German-Polish agreement, Hitler was reported to
have remarked to the Yugoslav Minister in Berlin: "Don't
think that I have forgotten the Polish Corridor." More-
over, the intentions of the Nazis had been underlined in

several confidential memoranda and speeches by Party leaders

11
The Manchester Guardian, February 15, 1934,
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to the Storm Troops. These memoranda and speeches stressed
the temporary and expedient nature of the agreement; at

a 'propitious moment,' Hitler would bring strong pressure
to bear on the Poles to revise the Polish-German frontiers.12

The Berlin correspondent of the Manchester Guard-

ian put the same construction on the Polish-German agree-
ment as did the Nazis and the British Foreign Office; two
of his observations are particularly pertinent; in February,
and later, in October 1934, he wrote:

Until she has completed her military prepara-
tions, Germany is bound to do all and is doing
all in her power to placate the Poles and to
avoid giving them any kind of provocation.
(February 1934)

Later on, when Germany is fully rearmed her-
self and at the head of a coalition of Powers,
the question of the "Corridor" and of Austria ...
can be considered afresh.

(October 1934)

An editorial in the Manchester Guardian drew a historical

parallel between the thirteenth and the twentieth centuries.
"Towards the middle of the thirteenth century," commented
the editorial, "Poland allied herself with the Teutonic
Knights who were to prove her deadliest enemies. If the

Third Realm ... becomes a friend of Poland, is it not so

12DBFP ser. 2, vol. 6, appendix 3, pps. 979-980.

13
The Manchester Guardian, February 15, 1934, p. 6;
October 9, 1934, p. 11.
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as to become a deadlier enemy later on? If the Polish-
German understanding were a reconciliation and not a manoeu-
ver it would not arouse concern in Paris, suspicion in

Geneva, fear in Moscow, and hopeful expectancy in Tokyo."14

There is one element in the British estimate of
German military intentions between 1934-1937 that is, as
yet, virtually impossible to assess. This element is the
degree of control which British diplomats and attachés

believed the Reichswehr had over German foreign policy.

Under the Weimar Republic, General von Seeckt, de facto
if not de jure Chief of the General Staff between 1920-

1926, had raised the Reichswehr above politics and had made

it the final arbiter of the fate of the various governments,
Having played a considerable role in the events that led
to the final collapse of the Weimar Republic and to the

takeover of the Nazis, the Reichswehr was expected at least

to maintain, and probably to improve, its position of au-
thority in the state.

Ironically, even those most opposed to the spirit
of German militarism began to look on the leaders of the

Reichswehr as a 'moderate' and stabilizing influence in

14
Ibid., September 14, 1934, p. 8.
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Nazi Germany. The 'cool' leaders of the army, so the at-
taché&s and newspaper correspondents reported, realized
that the German Army would not be ready for war for a long
time; consequently, they would act as a brake on the rash
impulses of the Nazi Party. If anything, the influence
of the army was pictured as having been greatly enhanced
by the 'Blood Purge' of the Storm Troops on June 30, 1934.
Mr. Sargent and Sir Robert Vansittart of the Foreign Office
minuted an account of the 'Blood Purge' by the Berlin am-
bassador as follows:
What is important is that the upshot of the
whole matter is the emergence of the Reich-
swehr as the dominant force in Germany to-
day. From now onwards, when we try to esti-
mate the future course of German policy we
will have to consider it primarily from the
cold-blooded and strictly material point of
view of the German_Generals and German mil-
itary opinion ....13
To a greater or lesser degree, the newspapers echoed this
opinion; Hitler, they believed, had been forced to des-

troy the radical elements in the Nazi Party which could

have counterpoised the influence of the army. An editorial

15DBFP ser. 2, vol. 6, appendix 1, no. iii, p. 969.
Minute by Mr. Sargent; Vansittart minuted his agreement
and added, "We may live to regret the Nazi regime, des-
pite its flagrant faults and vices, as the smaller of
two evils." Exactly what the other "evil" was, is not
mentioned. Presumably he was referring to a military
dictatorship; possibly, he was referring to a Communist
takeover should the Nazi regime collapse.
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in the Observer said that, far more than before June 30th,
the army was now the decisive factor in the entire German
situation, and a report from Berlin was headed "Real Rulers
of Germany / 0ld Gang Back Again."16

As the volumes of Documents on British Foreign

Policy dealing with German affairs between July 1934 and
March 1938 have not been published, it is impossible to
know exactly what form, if any, the diplomats and attachés
expected the 'moderation' of the German generals would
take. Newspapers tended to suggest that the generals
would not be rushed into risking another defeat, hence

would not permit any dangerous foreign adventures.l7

* * *

In summary, British estimates of German military
strength from 1934 to the spring of 1935 suggested that
Germany might shortly reach the military status cof a great
power, that given her manpower and other resources, she
might in time become the preponderant military power of
Western Europe. The German Air Force was becoming increas-
ingly formidable in numbkers of modern aircraft but was

seriously deficient in experienced personnel and organization.

16The observer, July 8, 1934, p. 16 and 17.

17
The Manchester Guardian, January 30, 1935, p. 12.

The Observer, March 3, 1935, p. 18.
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The German Army, had lost some cf its strength because of
its very rapid expansion and the consequent lessening of
its mobility, cohesiveness, and the dilution of its very
highly trained personnel. Few British observers believed
that either the German Air Force or the German Army posed
more than a limited immediate threat to the Western Powers;
many considered that the German forces were not yet suf-
ficient to fend off a determined French effort to reoccupy
the Rhineland. As far as future expansion was concerned,
economic considerations alone seemed to suggest some pos-
sible limitation. The German Air Force generals seemed

to have set parity with France as their immediate goal
while the army generals gave every indication that they
would be satisfied with an army peace-strength of twenty-
one divisions. In addition, the full equipment of both
the air force and the army would take considerable time,
particularly as the German armaments industries were not
working on a war-time basis.

Estimates of Hitler's ultimate intentions boiled
down to a frank disbelief in his pacific assurances (on
the basis of almost overwhelming but basically verbal evi-
dence to the contrary) on the part of the professional
diplomats, some Members of Parliament and newspaper corres-

pondents. Yet editorials welcomed with various degrees
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of optimism each new 'peace offensive' launched to coin-
cide with the latest infraction of the Treaty of Versailles.
If, or when, Germany decided to use force, it was felt

that she would likely move east rather than west. 1In any
event, serious military action was improbakle for several
years; the period of grace could possibly extend into the

middle 1940's.



Part II

March 1935 - November 1937



CHAPTER 3

THE EMERGENCE CF GERMANY AS A GREAT MILITARY POWER

German rearmament became cfficial in March of
1935. By this time Hitler had decided that the announce-
ment of Germany's intention to build up her armed forces
openly would not precipitate effective British, French or
Italian intervention to enforce the Treaty of Versailles.
Once large-scale German rearmament had become publicly
acknowledged, British newspapers and to a degree Parlia-
mentarians, lost some interest in the details of German
rearmarent. Outside events, the Abyssinian crisis, the
Spanish Civil War, and the renewed Japanese intervention
in China, diverted considerable attention from the course
of German rearmament and from Hitler's military intentions.
As a result, information about these aspects cf Germany,
particularly of her armed forces, is somewhat spotty be-
tween 1935-1937. What information about the German Armed
Forces did find its way intc British newspapers clearly
mirrored the consolidation of German rearmament and the
emergence of Germany as a first-class military power.

Instead of levelling off or declining as hoped,
the pace of German rearmament was spurred on even faster

between 1935 and 1937. 1In Parliament the expansion of
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German fighting pcocwer was called "uvnprecedented probakly

in the whcle history of any country.“l Government offi-
cials increasingly referred to the dangers posed by the
subordination of almost the whcle of German industry to
arms production. Mr. Baldwin outlined the dangers to

Great Britain and the "tremendous power" that munitions
marufacture on a "war basis" would bring to a country, if
it were the only naticn having the advantage.2 While Mr.
Baldwinrn did not specifically menticn Germany, the reference
was obviocus. The Secretary of State for Air, the Marquess
of Londonderry, was more blunt. On the same day that Mr.
Baldwin spcke, May 22, 1935, he told the House of Lords
that the organization of German industry was "perhaps still
more menacing to the peace of the world and the safety of
this country than the actual steps she has taken, cr is

at present taking towards the development of her Air Forces."3
According to Lord Llcyd and others, every material neces-
sary for war producticn which was unavailable to Germany

either naturally cr synthetically was being impcrted in

1

House of Lords Debates 5th Session, volume 96,
columns 996-997. Speech of Lord Lloyd on May 22, 1935.
Hereafter cited as H.L. deb 5s, vol. col. date.

2
H.C. Deb 5s, vol. 302, cols. 369-370, May 22, 1935,

3H.L. Deb. 5s, vol. 96, cols. 1015-1016, May 22, 1935.
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great volume. The Rhineland "coup" of 1936 stimulated the
general fear about German rearmament and the militarization
of her economic life. Winston Churchill claimed that since
Hitler had come to power, Germany had spent the equiValent
of & 1,500,000,000 sterling on preparing for war.4 All
the productive and distributive trade of Germany had been
co-ordinated with these preparations, and industrial pro-
grammes and plans had to be sanctioned by the Ministry of
War. The General Staff also had control over public works
such as railways and canals.5 Churchill claimed, and
many would have agreed with him, that much of German indus-
try was already working on a de facto war basis. German
military equipment was being designed with two objectives
in view; mass production, and simplicity of construction
so that unskilled or women workers could be used in war-
time.6 Speaking of German rearmament during the debate on
the 1936 Defence White Paper, Sir Samuel Hoare said:

... there is the fact that no one can deny,

not even the best friend of Germany, that the

central factor in the European problem is

German rearmament, that the central problem

in our defence programme is German rearma-

ment, and that what every Member in every part
of the House is thinking this afternoon is

4
H.C. Deb. 5s, vol. 309, cols. 2006-2007, March 10, 1936.

5., .
Ibid., vol. 315, cols. 1924-1925, Lieutenant-Commander
’ Fletcher on July 31, 1936.

6
H.C. Deb. 5s, vol. 312, col. 1445, May 21, 1936.
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German rearmament. It is significant ...
that Herr Hitler has been able, in the course
of so short a period as two years, to re-
create Germany into a great military

power ....

By 1936, it was becoming increasingly common to
describe German power as formidable, gigantic, overwhelm-
ing, etc. Yet some men tried to put Germany's overall
strategic position into perspective and show that she was
relatively weaker than she had been in 1914. Thus Mr.
Lloyd George summed up his estimate of Germany as: "Ger-

many, small; Germany with no allies; Germany with France,

8

Russia and part of Austria against her." The Marquess

of Lothian supported Lloyd George's estimate. He told
the House of Lords:

Germany, whatever you say, is immesurably
weaker than she was before the War. Then
she had not only the resources of much larger
area, but could also draw on the immense
Austro-Hungarian Army; she had an extra
45,000,000 people at her disposal as well as
her Turkish and Bulgarian allies. At the end
of the war she was denuded of the whole of
her Western frontier fortresses; they are
now in the hands of France. She is entirely
cut off from East Prussia and a large part of
Eastern Silesia; she has a great deal of ter-
ritory taken away. The only friends she now
has in Europe are small and obscure Powers.
The balance of this combination is over-
whelmingly on the side of France, Russia,

7Ibid., vol. 309, col. 1867, March 9, 1936,

8Ibid., cols. 2034-2035. The "part of Austria"
referred to was Czechoslovakia.
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Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Poland 3nd Italy
as against a diminished Germany.

Lord Lloyd quoted figures to illustrate the overwhelming
military strength of the nations opposed to Germany.

These few voices trying to counter exaggeration about the
relative armed strength of Germany and her neighbours

went virtually unheard. Meanwhile, Germany continued to
rearm and the military balance in Europe continued to shift
in her favour; the most dangerous aspect of this process,
from the British standpoint, was the continued and accel-

erated expansion of the Luftwaffe.

In March and April of 1935, Hitler repudiated
those clauses of the Treaty of Versailles denying Germany
a military air force and a conscript army, and further in-
formed the Western Powers that Germany was to begin her
naval rearmament by building submarines. Because the
British had been well briefed on the growth of an illegal
German Air Force, the announcement that it would be of-
ficially reconstituted as of April 1, 1935 did not cause
too strong a reaction. However, the sudden news of Hitler's

claim that Germany had already reached parity in first-line

9
H.L. Deb. 5s, vol. 100 cols. 204-205, March 24, 1936.
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strength with Great Britain and soon intended to have par-
ity with France caused a furor. During conversations,
Hitler had showed the British Foreign Secretary and Anthony
Eden a diagram giving the British a total strength of 2100
airplanes, including reserves, and implied that German
strength was close to this figure.lO Although Churchill
had predicted on March 19th that the declared strength of
the new German Air Force would be at least 600 first-line
aircraft and possibly double that figure, Parliament and
the newspapers had accepted Mr. Baldwin's categorical
statement of continued British superiority which he had
made the preceding November.ll Consequently, Hitler's
boast led to considerable confusion in British estimates
of German air strength.

Once again, a sharp divergence appeared in the
respective estimates of German air strength put forward
by the Air Ministry and the Foreign Office. Officials of
the Air Ministry flatly contradicted the German assertion.
Reliable secret information of their own as well as that
of high officials in the German Air Ministry suggested a

much lower figure, in the vicinity of 1,375 military

lOThe Earl of Avon, op. cit., p. 183.

1
lH.C. Deb. 5s., vol. 299, col. 1054, March 19, 1935
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12 Further efforts to "correct" Hitler's state-

aircraft.
ment led to greater confusion. The British air attaché
in Berlin was told that the precise meaning of Hitler's
statement was that Germany's first-line strength equalled
the strength of the Royal Air Force including the squadrons
stationed abroad and the naval air arm. This would give
the Germans a first-line strength of some eight hundred
to eight hundred and fifty aircraft, a thirty per cent
superiority over the total number of squadrons stationed
in Great Britain.l3 The British Air Ministry maintained
its opinion that the German claim was essentially a hollow
boast; Germany did not have 800 - 850 aircraft organized
into squadrons at operational air bases and supported by
adequate reserves. In the House of Lords, the Marquess
of Londonderry, Secretary of State for Air, explained the
means by which Germany could claim such a large first-line
strength:

Germany, as it appears from Herr Hitler's

words, has decided to push forward into her

first-line ... a larger proportion of her
available air resources; for the German

2Derek Wood and Derek Dempster, The Narrow Margin
(London:1961), p. 91, and The Earl of Avon op. cit., p.
184. The Foreign Office gave the figure of 1,375 as the
Air Ministry estimate.

l3The Earl of Avon, op. cit., p. 183. Webster and
‘ Frankland op. cit., p. 69.
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Government have informed us that they now claim
to be already near parity with this country
on the basis that their first-line strength
is between 800 and 850 aircraft ... I must
not be taken as accepting that figure as a
reliable basis for comparison between the air
strengths of our two countries as they stand
to-day. I myself think they can only be
justified, even superficially, by Germany
including in her figures of first-line air-
craft a greater proportion of her total air
resources than is justifiable or compatible
with what is necessary to provide and main-
tain an effective combatant force.

The Secretary of State further stated that Germany did
not have nearly as many military aircraft as Britain.l4
Unlike the Air Ministry, the Foreign Office
generally accepted the German claim to parity. 1In a
letter addressed to Prime Minister MacDonald on April 10th,
the Foreign Secretary said he could see "no likely motive
for the German Air Ministry deliberately to exaggerate to
our air attaché the figure of their present air armaments. "1°
During the interval between Hitler's interview
with the British officials and the Marquess of Londonderry's
speech in the House of Lords, British newspapers published

their own sources of information about German air strength.

Many of the reports were both very accurate and at the same

14y.1. Deb. 5s., vol. 96, col. 1010, May 22, 1935.

15
The Earl of Avon, op. cit., pps. 183-184.
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time misleading. They were misleading because they did
not differentiate either between a total number of planes
and first-line strength or between war planes, military
trainers and reserve aircraft. For example, on April 4th,

the Berlin correspondent of the Manchester Guardian gave

a figure of 1,800 war planes as the most frequently men-
tioned estimate of Germany's air strength. A month later,
figures of 1,500 to 1,600 appeared in the same paper.
This time, the source of the estimate was the diplomatic
correspondent.16 This second estimate, although apparently
smaller, could be considered as being much larger because
the term 'first-line' suggested considerable numbers of
airplanes in reserve. The Observer meanwhile, contented
itself with the assertion that Germany had a two-to-one
superiority over the British Home Air Force whose first-
line strength was 500.17

The real strength of the German Air Force in
March of 1935 was 1,888 aircraft; however, a very high
proportion of these were military trainers. Hence, the

total number of military aircraft in Germany organized in

squadrons was probably less than the Air Ministry estimate

16The Manchester Guardian, April 4, 1935, p. 6 and

May 10, 1935, p. 6.

17
The Observer, April 28, 1935, p. 19 and p. 23.
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of 1,375, or roughly half the number of airplanes Britain
possessed at the time.l8 Although the Air Ministry esti-
mates of the number of military aircraft Germany possessed
were the most accurate, the Air Ministry was forced to
admit that its critics' assessment of German aircraft pro-
duction was the more realistic.

Once again, as in 1934, much of the public con-
cern about German air rearmament centred on the sheer scope
of the German effort which gave every indication of being
limited only by German technical, financial and human
resources. Many critics of the Government estimates quoted
figures showing the number of men employed in the German
aircraft industry, and the rate at which this figure was
increasing, to illustrate the scale of aircraft production.
No one placed the number of men actively employed in air-
craft production at any fewer than 100,000 as of May 1935,
while one estimate placed the number of men employed by
one aircraft factory at 132,000.19 The Foreign Office
letter to Prime Minister MacDonald estimated that between

the autumn of 1933 and the autumn of 1934, the number of

18Wood and Dempster, op. cit., p. 91 and The Earl of

Avon, op. cit., p. 185.

4.c. peb. 5s., vol. 302, col. 453, May 22, 1935;

H.L. Deb. 5s., vol. 96, col. 996-7, May 22, 1935.
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men employed in the aircraft industry had doubled and since
then had increased by a further 83 per cent.

Another aspect of German aircraft production
that caused increasing concern was the method of production.
It had become obvious to some correspondents and Members
of Parliament that the Germans had already begun to mass
produce airplanes in at least some factories. According
to Captain Balfour, a single requisition had called for
27,000 castings of a particular pattern sufficient to sup-

ply 3,000 engines of a particular type. Furthermore,

21
orders of such size were frequent. Winston Churchill

described the operation of the mass production principle
at Dessau, one of the four or five main air factories in
Germany, as follows:

... owing to the fact that the Germans had
to prepare their air force in secret and
unofficially, there has grown up a somewhat
different method of producing aircraft from
that which obtains in this country and in
France. Much smaller elements are actually
made in the main factories than are made
over here. Nuts and bolts and small parts
are spread over an enormous producing area
of small firms, and then they flow into the
great central factories. The work which

is done there consists in a rapid assembly,
like a jig-saw puzzle or meccano game, with

20The Earl of Avon, op. cit., p. 184.

21
H.C. Deb. 5s., vol. 302, col. 412, May 22, 1935.
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the result that airplanes are turned out

with a rapidity which is incomparably greater

than in our factories, where a great deal of

the f%ger stages of the work are done on the

spot.
Captain Balfour put the matter more succinctly when he
said: "Aeroplane parts go in at one end and come out of
a large sort of shed at the other as finished aircraft,
four or five abreast."23 At the same time, estimates of
German production ranged from a low of 100 airplanes a
month to more than 200. The figure of 125 a month was
supported by the knowledge that at least five of the Ger-
man aircraft factories were capable of producing one air-
plane a day. On this basis the minimum rate of production
would be 120 aircraft a month.24 However, the Foreign
Office believed they had reason to estimate German produc-
tion at "at least 200 per month and very probably more."25

There is little doubt that the officials of the

Air Ministry underestimated the capacity of the Germans

to increase the rate of aircraft production and the rate

221hid., col. 1058.

23H.c. Deb. 5s., vol. 302, col. 412, May 22, 1935.

24y.c. peb. 5s., vol. 299, col. 1058 March 19, 1935;
The Manchester Guardian, April 4, 1935, p. 6.
25
The Earl of Avon, p. 184, quoting from Foreign
Office letter to Prime Minister MacDonald.
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at which a determined regime could develop this capacity.
The Foreign Secretary, explaining the apparition of a Ger-
man Air Force apparently equal to the British said: "The
rate of production of aeroplanes in Germany has increased
very much more rapidly than our advisors thought likely
when these calculations as to the future (strength of the
German and British Air Forces) were presented last autumn.
The Marquess of Londonderry himself obliquely admitted
the error of the Air Ministry, acknowledging in his memor-
andum on the state of the German Air Force that "there is
reason to believe that the organization of the aircraft
industry for war purposes in Germany is already in advance
of that in this country" and that "the future, as opposed
to the present, must cause grave concern.“27
The Foreign Office estimate of Germany's air-
craft production, "200 per month and very probably more"
was very close to the mark; Germany actually produced an
average of 265 airplanes a month during 1935.
Nonetheless, "concern" about the future did not
penetrate into the minds of the British Air Staff. On

May 22, 1935 General GOring stated that Germany hoped to

26u.c. peb. 5s., vol. 301, col. 683, May 2, 1935.

27
The Earl of Avon, op. cit., p. 185; Webster and

Frankland, op. cit., p. 69.

26



67

achieve a first-line strength of 2,000 by the end of the
year. The British Air Staff analyzed their information
about the German Air Force and concluded that Germany
might have 2,000 military pilots and airplanes by December
1935, but could not attain a first-line strength of 2,000

28 Instead, the Air Staff reasserted

by British standards.
the estimate of the German expansion plan made in the fall
of 1934; Germany planned to have a first-line strength of
1500 by April of 1937. The reasons for this stubborness
were not realistic, being based on estimates of intention
and not on estimates of capacity. Germany was proclaim-
ing her right to equality with France, which would have
1,500 first-line aircraft by 1937. 1In addition, the Air
Ministry had circumstantial evidence relating to the Ger-
man programme which suggested a figure of 1,512 as the
objective for early 1937.29 Contrasted to this optimistic

prospectus were reports that when completed, the German

Air Force would equal the combined French and Russian Air

Forces.30

28Basil Collier, The Defence of the United Kingdom
(London: 1957), p. 46 and 117-8.

29
Ibid., The Earl of Avon, op. cit., pps. 184-185.

30The Manchester Guardian, May 10, 1935, p. 6.
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Increasingly rigid military security and brutal
treatment of informers in Germany made it difficult for
newspaper correspondents and Members of Parliament to get
reliable information about the German Air Force in 1936
and 1937. There was a tendency therefore, to calculate
German first-line strength on the basis of the size of
the German aircraft industry; hence the conviction through-
out 1936 that Germany's first-line strength had already
considerably surpassed that of Great Britain. Reports in
the Observer spoke of the strength of the Luftwaffe tre-
bling and then doubling on the basis of the size of the
German aircraft industry, commercial air force, national
discipline and determination. In March, the Times stated
that Germany had a first-line strength of 800 aircraft,

probably the most accurate estimate. The Manchester

Guardian estimated that Germany had 1,200 first-line air-
planes at the beginning of 1936 and that all the available
evidence left no doubt that Germany had surpassed Great

Britain in the air.-1l

Two of these reports deserve elaboration espe=

cially because they were similar in many respects. On

3lH.C. Deb. 5s., vol. 135, March 19, The Observer
April 19, 1936, p. 19; The Manchester Guardian, June 3,
p. 5; The Observer, June 21, 1936, p. 20.




69

June 21, 1936 the diplomatic correspondent of the Observer
reported that the Luftwaffe had been doubled in the three
previous months and that a "well-informed source" had pre-
dicted on a "conservative" basis, a German first-line

strength of 3,000 aircraft with an equal number of second-

32

line airplanes by the end of 1936. A report from the

diplomatic correspondent of the Manchester Guardian a week

later gave the following information: the first-line air-
planes of the Luftwaffe were organized into two hundred
and ten squadrons and by 1937 the Germans intended to have
a first-line of 3,300 and a reserve of 2,800.33 Estimates
of German aircraft production differed considerably; the
Observer report stated that the German aircraft industry

would be capable of producing 200 airplanes a month by the

end of 1936 while the Manchester Guardian report stated

that production had been increased to two hundred and fifty
a month in March.

On the surface at least, 1936 completely vindi-
cated the estimate of German expansion plans made by the
British Air Ministry in the autumn of 1934 and obstinately

maintained thereafter. 1In the autumn of 1936 the Air

321he observer, June 21, 1936, p. 20.

3
The Manchester Guardian, July 1, 1936, p. 1l1l.
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Ministry informed the Government that the second stage of
the German expansion programme was almost completed. They
credited Germany with a first-line strength of 1,100 air-
craft organized into one hundred and fourteen squadrons.
The first-line strength was less than the Air Ministry had
anticipated in 1934 because the Germans had decreased the
number of first-line aircraft in a squadron from twelve
to nine. Although this estimate was confirmed by a con-
fidential statement from the German Government, the Air
Ministry had to warn the Government to expect a progress-
ive expansion of the German Air Force to a first-line
strength of at least 4,000 aircraft.34

When the Government estimate of Germany's first-
line strength became public, it was greeted with consider-
able scepticism, but the critics could not agree among
themselves about the strength of the Luftwaffe. The two
most formidable of these sceptics were Brigadier-General
Groves and Winston Churchill. Of the two, Churchill made
by far the better case. Writing in the Observer, Brigadier-
General Groves quoted the Marquess of Londonderry's 1934

estimate that Germany had 1,000 military planes and

continued:

34Basil Collier, Barren Victories (London: 1964),
pps. 46, 117,118,
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In view of Germany's colossal expenditure
on armaments during the past two years, her
great aircraft industry considerably expanded
in the same period - her air transport system
which is by far and away the largest and
most highly developed in Europe, her network
of aerodromes, and her hundreds of flying
clubs, can it seriously be maintained that she
has added no more than 200 machines in two
years?
He placed the German first-line strength at 2,500 war-
planes instead of the 1,200 estimated by the Government.
Brigadier Groves' most glaring inaccuracy was the equa-
tion of a figure representing the total number of military
planes with one representing a first-line strength.
Winston Churchill began his criticism with the assumption
that Germany had at least one hundred and fifty formed
squadrons. He then speculated on whether the difference
between his and the Government estimate might not be his
count of twelve German planes to the squadron. The Ger-
man squadron was organized on the basis of three flights
of three planes each with three aircraft in reserve.
These reserve planes were the same quality as the others

36 Churchill had already claimed

and had first-rate pilots.
that the Germans did not need any great pool of reserves

because they could feed their squadrons directly from the

35The Observer, November 15, 1936, p. 20.

36
H.C. Deb. 5s., vol. 319, col. 1014, January 27, 1937.
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37 Consequently, the full

factories and testing grounds.
twelve airplanes of the German squadron could be included
in her first-line strength giving her a first-line strength
of 1,800 planes instead of 1,350. If the immediately
available squadrons of Lufthansa, the German state airline,
were added, Germany would have a first-line strength of
2,000, the figure quoted in the French Chamber.38

A report of the Manchester Guardian's diplomatic

correspondent illustrates the often contradictory nature
of the unofficial estimates of the German Air Force. In
July 1936 the correspondent had placed German first-line
strength at a minimum of 1,200 aircraft organized into

two hundred and ten squadrons as of the beginning of the
year. On February 19, 1937 he reported that Germany had
had about fifty squadrons with 750 first-line airplanes

a year earlier. At the time of writing his later dispatch,
he credited the Luftwaffe with 2,060 first-line airplanes,

organized into a hundred and thirty-seven squadrons.39

371bid., vol. 309, col. 2014-2015, March 10, 1935.
38
Ibid., vol. 319, col. 1014, January 27, 1937.

9
3 The Manchester Guardian, July 1, 1936, p. 11;

February 19, 1937, p. 15.
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Few reports in British newspapers touched on
either the composition of the Luftwaffe or on the quality
of its equipment. In common with most of the European
air forces, at least half, if not more, of its squadrons
were known to consist of bombers but beyond this, little
information found its way into the newspapers or was men-
tioned in Parliament. These bombers were thought to be
both relatively slow and to have a relatively limited range

of about four hundred miles. According to the Manchester

Guardian the speed of the German bombers was 186 mph and
the speed of the fighters was 211 mph and the speeds of
both the Spitfire and the Hawker Hurricane were over 300
mph.40 Press opinion of the performance of German planes
was further lowered by the poor showing of German airplanes
in the Spanish civil war. This apparent British superior-
ity in quality was deceptive because obsolescent German
airplanes were being compared to the most modern British
types which were only available in very modest numbers.
New German bombers were known to be on the way. There
were some references to 'special bombers of a heavy type'

and to faster bombers which were being produced in "vast

“0The Manchester Guardian, July 1, 1936, p. 1l. The
Spitfire and Hurricane were then "proto-types" and were
not on issue to RAF Units for another two years.
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quantities" but few if any references were made to any
specific airplane. Once these more modern aircraft were
sent to Spain, they made short work of their opposition.41
The most serious criticism made about the German
airplanes in British newspapers concerned their sloppy
construction caused by continued efforts to increase the
production of German aircraft factories. Reports indi-
cated a very large number of airplane crashes and equally
high casualties among German military pilots, particularly
those in training. These accidents killed as many as
three or four German airmen a day and resulted, reportedly,

in a waning enthusiasm for the Luftwaffe among young

4
Germans.

The numerical strength of the German Air Force
surpassed that of the Royal Air Force during the summer
of 1937. It was perhaps ironic that after two years of
either proclaiming or predicting German air supremacy,

the critics of the RAF expansion plans should apparently

4ly.L. Deb. 5s., vol. 100, cols. 133-134, March 19,
1935. Lord Strabolgi referred to German bombers with a
speed of 250-300 mph. H.C. Deb. 5s, vol. 319, col. 968,
reference to the Junkers J.U. 86. The Manchester Guardian
February 19, 1937, p. 15.

42Especially The Manchester Guardian, June 3, 1936,
pP. 5; also The Observer, June 21, 1936, p. 20, and Liddell
Hart Europe in Arms (London: 1937), pps. 14-15.
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fall silent while the event occurred: there was no worth-
while mention of the strength of the Luftwaffe in the
three newspapers or in Parliament during the summer and

fall of 1937.

The effect of the Air Ministry's warning that
the British Government had to face the possibility of a
further expansion of the Luftwaffe to a first-line strength
of 4,000 aircraft was disastrously weakened in early 1937.
A British air mission visited Berlin and Air Chief Marshall
Sir Christopher Courtney, Director of Operations and
Intelligence was shown the supposed German plan of expan-
sion. Far from projecting an immediate increase to a first-
line strength of 4,000 aircraft, the plan showed that Ger-
many's first-line strength would only be 1,755 aircraft
in September 1938 as opposed to a British strength of 1,736.
Shortly before the visit to Germany, the Air Ministry had
assured the Government, on the basis of their own informa-
tion about the German expansion plan, of a continued
British superiority, both in numbers as well as in overall
quality, until the middle of 1938. Now, the Germans had
thoughtfully supported the Air Ministry estimate. However,
two other reports cast a pall on this optimistic forecast:

the Foreign Office had calculated that Germany would have
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a first-line strength of at least 2,500 airplanes with
1,700 bombers by April 1939 and a secret Defence report
also showed that Germany would have 800 long range bombers

43 There was more

by May 1937 while Britain would have 48.
bad news to follow.

The Air Ministry's cherished illusions about the
rate of future German expansion began to collapse in April
1937 when Vansittart forwarded reports from his informants
showing that the old programme of Luftwaffe expansion which
was to have been completed by 1938 had been replaced by
one of greatly increased size. The new programme had al-
ready been introduced and supplementary construction in
factories had started on March lSth.44 Taken by surprise,
the Air Ministry, in October 1937, was forced to revise
its estimates of the future strength of the German Air
Force. The Government was warned that the Germans would
have a first-line strength of 3,240 first-line aircraft

including almost 1,500 bombers by the end of 1939, %5

43The Earl of Avon, op. cit., pps. 483-486.

4

Ian Colvin, Vansitbart in Office (London: 1965),p. 135.
45

The Earl of Avon, op. cit., p. 492.
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British estimates of Germany's air power between
1935-1937 present many paradoxes. On a day to day basis,
the Air Ministry estimates were suprisingly accurate, yet
the British Air Force was eclipsed by the German Luftwaffe.
Most of the public pronouncements about German air power
grossly underestimated actual German aircraft production,
yet their estimates of Germany's first-line strength were
usually exaggerated.

The Air Ministry made two major errors when cal-
culating German strength. Air Staff officers did not take
into account the tremendous expansion in the capacity of
German industry to produce aircraft. Vansittart passed on
to the Air Ministry very accurate reports estimating German
potential production capacity at 500 airplanes a month.
After analysis, the Air Staff concluded that the estimate
was slightly exaggerated, but was not fundamentally at
variance with their own views.46 Yet, when presenting
estimates of the future strength of the Luftwaffe, the Air
Ministry does not seem to have taken this capacity into
account. The second Air Ministry mistake was to assume

that General Goring and the other officials of the German

46Colvin, op. cit., p. 133. German monthly production
did not exceed 500 per month until 1939.
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Air Force would be governed by the spirit of the German
General Staff and that the German Air Force would be built
up rapidly but systematically with due attention paid to
adeguate reserves, careful organization, etc. Hence the
Air Ministry held to their opinion that the Luftwaffe would
reach a strength of about 1,500 by spring of 1937 with no
further expansion for at least two years. These two years
would be used, so the Air Ministry believed between Octo-
ber 1934 and June 1937, for consolidation and preparations
for war instead of for further physical expansion. Unfor-
tunately, the Luftwaffe was a Nazi creation, and its poli-
tical leaders were as radical as the army generals tried
to be conservative. Being themselves "professionals" the
leaders of the Royal Air Force too often failed to realize
that they were dealing with revolutionaries, prepared to
organize German resources ruthessly whatever the cost in
human lives or economic efficiency. The objective of the

Nazi Air Force leaders was primarily to give the Luftwaffe

an aura of overwhelming strength, not to build up a perfect
military machine. The British Air Ministry was consequently
caught off guard and was unprepared for the German decision
to continue to accelerate the formation of new units.
Critics of the Air Ministry estimates more accu-

rately reflected the scale of the German effort in the air
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and the spirit of the Luftwaffe in their estimates. As

a result, they proved correct in the long run but gener-
ally made inaccurate estimates of Germany's first-line
strength. A glance at the actual German production and
allocation figures for 1935-1937 will show a major reason
for the critics' exaggeration.

German factories produced a total of 3,183 air-
planes in 1935, 5,112 in 1936 and 5,606 in 1937. Average
monthly production each year increased from 265 airplanes
in 1935 to 426 and 467 aircraft in 1936 and 1937 respec-
tively. These actual figures of production were consid-
erably higher than any British estimate of them. However,
more than fifty per cent of these airplanes were trainers,
not military airplanes. Many British observers failed to
make allowance for the need to supply thousands of air-
craft for training purposes. For example, of the first
3,000 or so aircraft produced under the expansion plan
2,168 were alloted to training while only 1,085 aircraft
were alloted to operational units with training duties

47 Other

and a further 115 were supplied to Lufthansa.
reasons for exaggerating Germany's first-line strength

were the difficulty in getting reliable information, the

47Figures taken from Wood and Dempster, op. cit.,
pps. 41-43.
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difference between various methods of calculating first-
line strength and the failure to compensate for the very
large number of aircraft smashed up in accidents.

By the end of 1937, the German Air Force was
unquestionably the second largest air force in Europe (the
Russian Air Force was numerically the largest) and perhaps
the strongest on an overall basis. Furthermore, its mar-
gin of superiority over the French and British Air Forces
was increasing. To outstrip the air power of the two west-
ern democracies in the incredibly short time of four years
(roughly the time it took to design and produce a new
airplane in quantity) was no mean feat and the menace of
this 'miracle' was all the greater because the German
General Staff was obviously trying to accomplish a similar

feat.
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The Expansion of the German Army

I. Service in the Wehrmacht is based on compul-
sory military service.

IT. The German Army in time of peace, will com-
prise 12 army corps and 36 divisions.

III. The complimentary legislation, regulating
the introduction and operation of compul-
sory military service, will be submitted to
the Cabinet as soon as possible by the
Minister of Defence.

Adolf Hitler, decree of conscription
March 16, 1935

Hitler's announcement of a new Army law embody-
ing the conscription of German youth and the expansion of
the peace-time basis of the German Army surprised Great
Britain because the magnitude of the expansion was unan-
ticipated. Most commentators had expected the announcement
of a mixed long and short service army of twenty-one div-

isions. 1In this way the strength of the Reichswehr could

be built up, considerable reserves of trained men could

be accumulated, all without too seriously dulling the
cutting edge of the military machine built up by General
von Seeckt. Full conscription, it was argued, would

swamp the original 100,000 highly trained officers and men

of the Reischwehr in tens of thousands of half-trained
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recruits. Consequently, the news of Hitler's intention

to introduce conscription and expand the German Army to
thirty-six divisions instead of twenty-one came as a con-
siderable shock to correspondents because it ran counter

to what was known of the wishes of the German General Staff.
The timing of the announcement caused a diplomatic shock

as well, coming as it did on the eve of the Foreign
Secretary's departure for Germany.

Initial analysis of Hitler's proclaimed inten-
tion of building up the German Army to twelve corps and
thirty-six divisions, led to conflicting estimates by
British correspondents of the man-power strength necessary
for the 'new' German Army. The lowest estimate was made
in the dispatch of the Berlin correspondent for the

Manchester Guardian. As the German Propaganda Ministry

placed the strength of the German division at 9,000, he
estimated that the new divisions would have a total strength
of 324,000, not much above the then current strength of

the Reichswehr. The figure quoted by the diplomatic cor-

respondent was "roughly half a million men."48 Correspond-
ents of the Times provided more detailed analyses, which

were also considerably at variance. Their reports stated

48The Manchester Guardian, March 18, 1935, p. 9.
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that the new establishment of the German Army was a frame-

work for expansion and did not represent a fait accompli.

The correspondents calculated the likely strength of the
German Army in different ways. Liddell Hart, the military
correspondent, estimated the full-strength German division
at 18,000. Thus thirty-six divisions would need at least
650,000 men as well as large numbers of corps and army
troops. However, he considered it unlikely that the peace-
time strength of the division would be more than 12,000

men or 440,000 for thirty six. Provision for corps and
army troops would increase the total to between 500,000

and 600,000 men, perhaps more.49

The Berlin correspondent
made his calculations on the basis of 40,000 troops to a
corps or 480,000 in all. While this figure included pro-
visions for 120,000 long service technical troops, it
made no adequate provision for corps or army troops.50
In later dispatches the Berlin correspondent reassured
readers that:

All available information tends to support

the view that it would be foolish at present

for foreign public opinion to take the

German military service law as a reason for
serious apprehension, whatever vague mis-

49The Times, March 18, 1935, p. 14.

50
Ibid., p. 1l2.
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givings the general tendency towards rearm-
ament in Europe may arouse.

He believed that the peace strength of the army was going
to be 500,000 and no more, if only for financial reasons.
At the time of writing he considered it more than doubt-
ful that Germany had enough so-called defensive armaments
to completely equip 400,000 men. The provision of adequ-
ate armaments was bound to take considerable time "in view
of financial and raw material limitations from which even
the army in Germany to-day is not entirely free."51
Another area of disagreement was in the respec-
tive estimates of the degree of professionalism they be-

lieved could be maintained in the expanded German Army.

Liddell Hart considered that the Reichswehr was reverting

to a mass army from a qualitative professional army. To
him, the re-introduction of conscription was essentially

a renouncement of von Seeckt's doctrine of quality and mo-
bility.52 The Berlin correspondent reported that the Ger-
man General Staff would make every effort to maintain
"quality" as well as "quantity." This would be accomplished

initially by resorting to 'selective' rather than mass

conscription and later by dividing the army, once it had

>l1pid., March 19, 1935, p. 16 and March 20, 1935, p. 16.

52_. .
Ibid., March 18, 1935, p. 14, see also L. Hart.
op. cit., p. 24.
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reached its essential maximunof 500,000 into a "spearhead"
force of 200,000 long-service technical troops and an
annual conscript force of 300,000.53

It was immediately clear to all the correspon-
dents that if Germany applied her right to "equality"
arithmetically, as she seemed to be doing, she would even-
tually become the strongest single military power in Europe.
The annual German class would number 300,000 once the con-
tingent system was fully working, compared to a French
contingent of 230,000. The French metropolitan army con-
sisted of 25 divisions and about 400,000 men. Just before
Hitler's announcement, she had had to increase the length
of service for conscripts from eighteen to twenty-four
months just to keep up her strength of 400,000. Germany,
as a Times editorial said, was deliberately planning to
have an army, not just equal to the largest non-Russian

army, but bigger.54

In fact, the attitude taken by the
newspapers as well as officials in London was that it was
just a matter of time before Germany became the dominant

power on the continent. Few would deny the contention of

the Survey of International Affairs for 1935 that,

>3The Times, March 20, 1935, p. 13.

Ibid., March 18, 1935, p. 13; The Manchester Guardian,
March 18, 1935, March 29, 1935, pps.l0&13; The Observer
drew attention to Germany's eventual preponderance from

the spring of 1934,
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... if this enormous expansion of Germany's

armed forces was to be carried out, with all

the weight of the German man-power and machine-

power behind it, at the moment when France

was entering upon her 'lean years,' then the

military hegemony in Europe seemed bound to

pass from France to Germany at some date be-

tween 1935 and 1939.55

Estimates of both the immediate strength of the
German Army and its eventual strength continued to esca-
late. Figures quoted in the French Chambre and mentioned
in British newspapers, placed the strength of the German
land forces at 800,000 men in November 1935. Aside from
the regular army of 530,000 there were 30,000 military
police, 40,000 auxiliary troops and 200,000 partially
trained members of the labour corps. This total could

6

rise within a few months to 900,000 - 1,000,000.5 Yet,
when the few months had elapsed reports indicated that by
the end of 1936 Germany would have completed the organiza-
tion of her thirty-six divisions and would be able to put
1,600,000 men in the field. This force would consist of

550,000 regulars, 250,000 conscripts and 800,000 graduates

. . 57 . .
of a special eight week course. The major difference in

555urvey of International Affairs, A.J. Toynbee ed.
(1935), vol. 1, p. 144.

56 .
The Times, November 20, 1935, p. 13.

57The Manchester Guardian, February 4, 1936, p. 12.
' The Survey ... op. cit., 1936, p. 123,
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the two estimates was the appearance of these 800,000 men
whose military value was very low. When the conscription
scheme was introduced into Germany, in November 1935, the
German General Staff had many more potential conscripts
than they could hope to train adequately. One way of main-
taining a degree of professional quality in the army and
still providing it with mass reserves, according to the

Manchester Guardian, was to train all those men who should

have been called up for service between 1920-1933 (when
conscription was not in effect) outside the regular army
in special reserve battalions, where they could receive

instruction for two months each summer.58

While the object
of doing this was to build up Germany's reserves of trained
men, the 800,000 could not be compared in military value

to the French reservists.

Two further increases were made in the size of
the German Army during 1936. The length of service was
doubled from one to two years in August. In theory, this
would increase the size of the peace time German Army to

800,000 at least, and possibly to a strength of 1,200,000

if the extra reserves being trained were included.

58
The Manchester Guardian, January 8, 1936, p. 13.

59The Times, August 26, 1936, p. 1l1; p. 12. The

Manchester Guardian, August 26, 1936, p. 13.
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Most British correspondents believed that the new measure
would be exploited qualitatively and not quantitatively
because Germany did not have either the officers, non-
commissioned officers, or the necessary weapons for even
900,000 or a million men.60 The extra men would be used
to maintain an even flow of about 300,000 recruits a year
during the 'lean years' when the low birth rate during
World War I would mean a substantial decrease in the number
of men becoming of military age between 1935-1939. Des-
pite the belief that the German General Staff would try
to limit the influx of recruits, the continued construc-
tion of barracks, and the orders and promotions of the
German Army suggested strongly that the number of divisions
and corps in the army would be increased beyond the thirty-
six originally announced.61
The announcement in October 1936 of the formation
of three armoured divisions not only confirmed in part the
suspicions of the correspondents about increases in the

establishment of the German Army; it also confirmed the

contention of the Paris correspondent of the Times that:

60The Manchester Guardian, August 26, 1936, p. 13;

The Times, August 26, 1936, p. 1l.

61
The Times, August 26, 1936, p. 11, October 21,

1936, p. 14.
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A glance at the stages of development since
German rearmament began - long before it was
openly admitted - points to the conclusion
that Germany will have precisely the military
forces she wants as she wants them and can
organize them, and that increases will be
made known, if at all, precisely when and as
it may seem expedient for reasons of home or
foreign policy, or both. 62
Once again estimates of the eventual size of the German
Army were thrown into confusion. The establishment seemed
to be thirty-six infantry and three armoured divisions.
Yet some authorities were suggesting that the ratio between
armoured divisions and infantry divisions should be one to
three. This would mean a German Army of some forty-eight
divisions.63 On February 19, 1937, the diplomatic correspon-

dent of the Manchester Guardian wrote that two new army

corps and fifteen new infantry divisions had been formed
since the beginning of the year. The report could be in-
terpreted as suggesting that these divisions, or the major-
ity of them, were in addition to the thirty-six authorized
by Hitler's decree.

Concerned almost solely with the mass of the Ger-

man Army, few correspondents made any effort to assess the

®21pid., August 26, 1936, p. 12.

631pid., October 21, 1936, p. 14.

64The Manchester Guardian, October 31, 1936, p. 17.
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state of its organization or of its weapons. The result
was not only an exaggerated picture of the number of men
and divisions in the German Army but also a rather lopsided
picture of strength during 1935 and 1936. It took the Ger-
man General Staff until October 1936 to organize twenty-
eight divisions. At this time the skeletons of a few other
divisions existed but the headquarters staffs of the elev-
enth and twelfth corps had just been formed.65 In early
1937 the British Chiefs of Staff reported that Germany
would be able to mobilize thirty-six infantry divisions

66 wWhile

and three armoured divisions by May of that year.
this was a conservative estimate, it was a much more ac-
curate assessment than those that had appeared in the press
and had been quoted in the French Chambre.

The manoeuvres held by the German Army in Septem-
ber of 1935, 1936 and 1937 furnished foreign observers
some opportunity to gauge the progress of German training
and to witness again the organizational genius of the Ger-

man General Staff. All the foreign guests were impressed

by the spirit and enthusiasm of the troops taking part in

65J.W. Wheeler-Bennett, The Nemesis of Power (London:

1961), p. 349.

667he Earl of Avon, op. cit., p. 486.
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the exercises; and a report referred to the "almost fana-
tical spirit of military devotion and technical keenness

n67 Discipline, camouflage

amongst both officers and men.
and small tactics also drew favourable comment. However,
the chief interest of the 1937 manoeuvres was in the use
of tanks on the battlefield.

As a relatively new formation, the armoured div-
isions of the German Army drew more attention than the in-

fantry divisions. On February 19, 1937 the diplomatic cor-

respondent of the Manchester Guardian reported that the

German cavalry was being absorbed into the armoured divi-
sions and was to be used as the nucleus of future divisions.
One of the armoured divisions was supposed to consist of

a regiment of artillery, a motorized detachment, a regiment
of cavalry and two regiments of tanks with two hundred and

68 This account of the organization of

fifty tanks each.
an armoured division differed only slightly from that given
by the military correspondent of the Times in his book

Europe in Arms which was published in 1937. According to

this book, the armoured divisions had three parts: one for

probing, one for hitting, and one for holding. The offensive

67The Manchester Guardian, January 13, 1936, p. 9.

8
The Manchester Guardian, February 19, 1937, p. 15.
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"punch" was concentrated in a tank brigade which was sup-
posed to consist of three regiments with a total of six
hundred tanks. Fast but light tanks armed with two machine
guns in their turrets were the basis of the armoured divi-

63 Reports from Spain, where Germany was testing

sion.
her new weapons in the civil war, indicated that these

tanks were only a limited success; they had not proved ade-
quate for attacks on strongly fortified positions and were
easily damaged.70 Furthermore, the handling of the Ger-

man tanks was not considered to be too good. In the man-
oeuvres of 1936, although tank attacks were parried by
anti-tank guns instead of other tanks, "the tank units still
betrayed the newness of this unit in Germany.“71 Another
report from Spain indicated that the handling of tanks in
battle was equally poor. Nevertheless, the German General
Staff apparently tended to regard tanks chiefly as a weapon
for achieving a "break through" against strongly fortified
lines and were coming to believe that decisive battles

could only be won by massed formations of tanks, airplanes,

artillery and infantry.72

69Liddell Hart, op. cit., p. 27.

70rhe Manchester Guardian, March 30, 1937. p. 9.
7lThe Times, September 28, 1936, p. 1l.

72

The Manchester Guardian, March 30, 1937, p. 9. This
was the general view of how tanks should be used as opposed
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Unlike the period from 1933-1935, reports in
the three newspapers between 1935-1937 showed a surpris-
ing agreement in the amount of time it would take Germany
to complete her rearmament. No date later than 1940 was
mentioned and the usual estimate was either 1938 or 1939.
This was a significant change from the earlier estimates
and was essentially a tribute to the determination of
Hitler, the expansion plans laid down by General von Seeckt
and the organizational abilities of the German General
Staff.

While very few estimates of the capability of
the German Army to launch an offensive were made in
either the newspapers or Parliament, it was obvious that
the German Army was not yet ready for a major war by the

end of 1937. 1In Europe in Arms Liddell Hart wrote:

Against a country with an open frontier or
an army inadequately equipped with anti-tank
guns, their new armoured divisions might
prove a formidable factor in the opening
phase of a war, but there is cause for

doubt whether the German Army has yet
developed the equipment or the tactics to
solve the problems created by §3strong

and thoroughly modern defence.

72¢6 the theories of Liddell Hart, Brigadier General
Fuller, Charles de Gaulle, General Guderian, etc.

73_ .
Liddell Hart, op. cit., p. 28.
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General Ironsides, a senior officer in the British Army
who attended the German manoeuvres in September 1937, was
equally convinced of the unpreparedness of the German
Army for a major conflict. Two entries in his diary prob-
ably reflect the views he reported to the war office.

He wrote:

I am quite sure that they are nowhere near
ready for war, even at the tempo they have
been going. If I were to hazard a guess,

I might say 1940 .... When they have had

several more manoeuvres and exercises they
may go a little quicker ....

The second quotation lacks neither irony nor the grim
humour of professional soldiers. When General Ironsides
was drinking with three German generals:

In the end Reichenau wanted to drink to
"brotherhood with England but only for two
years." Most amusing, and I don't think

that any of the three villains saw any humour
in their toast, which I drank enthusiasti-
cally. I wonder if there is anything pro-
phetic in 1940 or 1941? There is no doubt
that these people are not ready. Not for a
big foe. I am sure of that. But will they
try it out on the dog first? ....’%

A further question would be, what 'dog' was the most likely

victim?

74Colonel R. Macleod and D. Kelly, The Ironside

Diaries (London, 1962), p. 27.




CHAPTER 4

ESTIMATES OF HITLER'S MILITARY
INTENTIONS 1935 - 1937

For a short time after Hitler's announcement of
conscription, there was some concern lest he be tempted to
follow his success in repudiating the military clauses of
Versailles with an attempt to repudiate some territorial
clauses of the Peace Treaties. Initially at least, the
Austrian Nazis were known to hope that if Germany were
strong enough to repudiate the military restrictions im-
posed on her, she would be strong enough within six months
to force through Anschluss. However, none of the news-
paper correspondents believed that there would be any ser-
ious trouble in Austria for some time. The Austrian Nazis
were badly disorganized and it would probably be another
two or three years (1938-or 1939) before Germany was
strong enough "to make her weight felt in Europe." As
yet, she was still too weak to risk incurring war with
France and Italy over the Austrian question.l Articles

in both the Observer and the Manchester Guardian showed

that Austria was the key to Hitler's Pan-German ambitions

and that his policy of gradual subversion might easily

lThe Manchester Guardian, March 27, 1935, p. 14;
July 27, 1935, p. 10; January 11, 1936, p. 13.
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prove successful in the end. The article in the Observer
on March 31, 1935 suggested that after economic and polit-
ical union with Austria had been achieved, Czechoslovakia
would be disrupted by her "exulting minority of three and
a half million Germans"; Hungary would be up in arms "at
once or soon after" and Germany would demand the return
of Upper Silesia and the Corridor from Poland cffering her
compensation, "which she would not receive," at Russian

and Lithuanian expense.2 In the Manchester Guardian L.B.

Namier, a distinguished historian, stressed the strategic
and political impcrtance of Vienna to Central and Eastern
Europe. The loss of RAustria to Hitler would mean the loss
of Czechoslovakia which in turn could lead to attacks on
both flanks of Yugoslavia and Rumania by the Magyars and
Bulgars.3 Editorials in both newspapers stressed that if
Austria disappeared as an independent country, so would
Czechoslovakia and possibly Poland and at least one edi-

torial in the Manchester Guardian admitted that it was

4
doubtful whether the Anschluss could be averted.

Germany's other Pan-German ambiticns were also

2The Observer, March 31, 1935, p. 18.
3
The Manchester Guardian, June 28, 1935, p. 11.
4
The Manchester Guardian, July 27, 1935, p. 10; November
25, 1935, p. 8; January 11, 1936, p. 13; The Observer,
. February 9, 1936, p. 1l6.
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affected by her military weakness. This fact was stressed

over and over again in the Manchester Guardian. Poland

was putting economic pressure on the increasingly Nazi-
dominated regime in Danzig and editorials in the newspaper
warned that if and when German rearmament was completed
she would not remain indifferent to the fate of the German
Danzigers. For the time being Pcland, as Germany's only
friend, could afford to blackmail her. While Poland main-
tained her armed neutrality, she afforded Russia  auto-
matic protection from German attack but she herself had
to fear Russo-German collusion.5 Czechoslovakia was being
increasingly threatened by the growth of the Sudeten Nazi
Party. A report from the diplomatic correspondent in
February 1936 said that the Pan-German agitation among the
Sudetens was so great that it was rapidly becoming a mat-
ter of national survival to Czechoslovakia itself:

It leaves no room whatever for doubt that

it is the intention of Hitlerite Germany

to di§membe¥ Czegho—slovakia when the

occasion arises.

Throughout the latter part of 1935 Hitler was assumed to

be marking time in foreign affairs until he saw how the

5Manchester Guardian, March 19, 1935, p. 10; July
5, p. 10; July 25, p. 8; August 3, p. 10; August 10, p. 10.

6

Ibid., February 6, 1936, p. 14; also May 21, 1935, p.

10.
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'collective' system of security and the League of Nations
withstood the shock of the Italian attack on Abyssinia.
At this time, it was not expected that Hitler was contem-

plating more than the Abyssinian crisis and Austria.

The Rhineland 'Coup'

The re-occupation of the Rhineland by German
troops on March 7, 1936 'surprised' the British and French
without any plans for a military countermove although they
had had ample warning and information about German activi-
ties in the demilitarized zone. Early in 1934, the Italian
Military Attaché in Berlin informed his British counter-~
part that work on field fortifications in the demilitarized
zone east of the Rhine had already been secretly started.’
Vansittart's April Memorandum on the future of Germany
warned:

The French are right as regards the demili-

tarized zone. It is only a gquestion of time,

at most until Germany is strong enough to pre-

vent re-occupation, kefore some cvert break

of treaty obligations occurs there ....

A year later at the Stresa Conference, the French tried to

7DBFP, ser. 2, vol. 6, appendix iii, p. 979.

8Ibid., doc. 347, p. 545.
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table a detailed summary cf illegal military activities

in the Rhineland. Rhenish para-military troops were receiv-
ing intensive training, a large military camp had been es-
tablished outside Cologne and fortifications were under
construction west of Coblenz. This and other information
had led the French tc believe that the pace of the recccupa-
tion was being speeded up and that unless some action were

taken, the Western Powers would be faced by a fait accompli.

Shortly after the reintroduction ¢f conscription,

an editorial in the Manchester Guardian speculated on the

possibility that Hitler might decide to sweep aside the
demilitarized zcne. A few months later, another editorial
commented on the Cerman charge that the Franco-Russian
Agreement shcok the validity of the Treaty of Lccarno; if
the Treaty of Locarno were invalid, the editorial pointed
cut, so were the clauses governing the demilitarized zcne.
When the Agreement came up for ratification, German news-
papers began tc hint that Germany might ke forced to re-
occupy the Rhineland. These hints of drastic acticn Le-

came stronger as time went on.

9The Earl of Avcn, cop. cit., p. 180. Both the Treaty
of Versailles and the Treaty of Locarnc forbade the re-
militarization of the Rhineland.

lOTh.e Manchester Guardian, March 18, 1935, p. 8;
June 4, p. 10.




100

The first reacticn in British newspapers tc re-
ports of the possible re-occupation of the demilitarized
zone wae one cf scepticism. This reassuring view was shared
and probably encouraged by the British Government. The

diplematic correspondent of the Marnchester Guardian reported

in two articles on the 15th and 20th of January 1936 that
nothing was known in London of any German intention to
send troops into the Rhineland. Germany not only had no
valid excuse for doing so, but for awhile at least, she
had every interest in respecting the Locarno pact which
protected her as much as it did France.ll The report of

the Times Berlin correspondent confirmed the view that

Germany was unlikely to take direct action but did stress
that there was strong pressure to recover military freedom

in the Rhineland.'?

Although Germany was not expected to
openly violate the Treaty of Lacarno, none of the reports
suggested that she would continue to accept the demilitar-
ized zone forever. In this respect, the editorial in the
Guardian of February 1, 1936 is interesting particularly

because it claimed that no military action would be taken

against Germany even if she did unilaterally denounce the

11 .
Tbid., January 15, 1936, p. 12 and January 20, p. 11,

12The Times, January 18, 1936, p. 12.
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demilitarized zone. The editorial stated in part:

It is officially assumed that Germany will
not challenge "Locarno" for a long time to
come. But for how long a time? One year?
Five years? Ten years? We cannot tell; it
is not inconceivable that the challenge will
come in a few months. It may take one of
several forms. Germany may occupy the bridge-
heads with military ferces and then, finding
nothing very disastrous ... happens, proceed
to occupy the rest of the Rhineland. Or she
may occupy the whole of the demilitarized
zone at once and dare the Western Powers to
do their worst, which whatever it may be,
will not be war.l3

Altogether it was a strikingly accurate assessment of what
proved to be the Western reaction to Hitler's 'coup.'
Nevertheless, both this editorial and other reports sug-
gested a more likely course for Hitler to take.

As an alternative to sending troops into the
Rhineland, Hitler was expected to negotiate a legal re-
entry or symbolic remilitarization in return for a new
Western settlement which would preserve the bilateral
parts of the Treaty of Locarno and which would be based
on equality between France and Germany. If these negotia-

tions failed, then Germany might act unilaterally.14

l3The Manchester Guardian, February 1, 1936, p. 12;
The Times, January 18, 1936, p. 12.
14, .

Ibid., and the Times, Feb. 1, 1936, p. 12. This
was the gist of a conversation between the British and
German Foreign Ministers. See the Earl of Avon op. cit.,
p. 332.
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After February 4th, reports from the diplomatic correspon-

dent of the Manchester Guardian indicated both the impa-

tience of the German Government and the reluctance of
some German leaders to gamble on the reaction of Britain
and France. On February 5th he reported that there was
no evidence of a German intention to raise the question
of the demilitarized zone in the near future. The next
day he wrote that Germany would demand the right to re-
militarize the Rhineland much sooner than expected des-
pite the fact that the military leaders and many politi-
cal leaders of Germany doubted that Germany should risk
a crisis when they had no ally to support them.15 This
was the only suggestion in the three newspapers prior to
the event that the German generals were profoundly disturbed
by, and opposed to, Hitler's intentions.

It was not until early March that the possibil-
ity of immediate German action in the Rhineland was discus-
sed. 16 By March 7th, however, there were reports that
Hitler had been in consultation with his senior cabinet
ministers and the chiefs of the armed forces and would

likely denounce the clauses of the treaties of Versailles

157he Manchester Guardian, February 5, 1936, p. 6;
February 6, 1936, p. 14; February 7, 1936, p. 7.

1®7he Times, March 3, 1936, p. 13.
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and Locarno dealing with the demilitarization of the Rhine-
land. The article in the Times also stated that Hitler
was not expected to announce immediate remilitarization,
"but with Herr Hitler the unexpected often happens."l7
Judging from the Parliamentary debates and the
three newspapers there was little discussion of the stra-
tegic importance of the demilitarized zone to Central and
East European security from German attack. In the middle
of February 1936, the Foreign Office informed the Cabinet:
... the disappearance of the demilitarized
zone will not merely change the local mili-
tary values but is likely to lead to far-
reaching political repercussions of a kind
which will further weaken France's influence
in Eastern and Central Europe, leaving a
gap which eventually be filled either by
Germany or by Russia.l8

The diplomatic correspondent of the Manchester Guardian

wrote that, "... in no case can she (Germany) be expected
to move in the east, or even in Austria until she has
secured her rear - that is to say, until she has reoccu-

19 An ar-~

pied and refortified the demilitarized zone."
ticle in the Observer was more explicit. The Paris cor-

respondent noted that fortifications built on Germany's

17 .
"1bid., March 7, 1936, p. 12; The Manchester Guardian
March 7, 1936, p. 13.

18
The Earl of Avon, op. cit., p. 335.

19
The Manchester Guardian, March 9, 1936, p. 14.
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western frontier could be made impregnable with 300,000
troops "while the rest of her armed forces would be per-
fectly free to start a war of conquest in the east." 1In
the French view, according to the report, German forti-
fications on the Rhine would greatly increase the danger
of war because only Germany's relatively exposed position
in the west restrained her military ambitions elsewhere.20
After the German Army had marched into the Rhine-

land it was once again the diplomatic correspondent of the

Manchester Guardian who drew attention to the obvious mil-

itary advantages Germany had gained. If Germany were al-
lowed to maintain full sovereignty over the Rhineland,
she would have an enormous strategic advantage over France.
The Rhine river was an almost impassable barrier in the
rear of the German 'centre' and 'right' and it protected
the front of her 'left.' France had no similar natural
defence and the Maginot line encouraged a German plan to
advance on Paris through Holland, Belgium and Luxemburg.
In summary:

... Germany by reoccupying the Rhineland

achieves the double aim of making herself im-

pregnable in the west and of achieving her
maximum offensive power in the west also.

2
0The Observer, February 23, 1936, p. 12.
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She thereby secures a free hand against

the Eastern and Central European Powers, for

France would have the greatest possible dif-

ficulty in coming to their help without in-

viting self-destruction.

Although Parliament met on March 9th and 10th
and the Rhineland was discussed, it was not until March
26th that any reference was made to the strategic conse-
quences of Hitler's action. Mr. Eden, the Foreign Secre-
tary, speaking on the foreign situation said: "Few people
in this country realize the immense significance to certain

22 While its

parts of Europe of that demilitarized zone."
importance to France and Belgium was occasionally brought
home, only two or three backbenchers, among them Brigadier-
General Spears and Winston Churchill spoke in some detail.
The rest of the House avoided the military implications

of the Rhineland 'coup' to Austria and Czechoslovakia.23
Less than two weeks later, Churchill informed the House
that Germany was fortifying the Rhineland and predicted
that a barrier of "enormous" strength would be built with-

in three to six months. Again he emphasized the strategic

impact these fortifications would have on Western and

2lThe Manchester Guardian, March 9, 1936, p. 14.
22

H.C. Deb. 5s., vol. 310, col. 1445, March 26, 1936.

23Ibid., cols. 1509-1510 and 1527-1528.
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Central Europe. Other reports supported his information.
While they did not approach the strength of the Maginot
Line in France, the fortifications did include a series of
strong points, permanent trenches and fieldworks with
machine gun and anti-tank posts.24 By the time the Survey

of International Affairs for 1936 was published in late

1937, the importance of a refortified Rhineland had become
more obvious; the absorption of Austria by Germany seemed
"inevitable" and the next most likely victim would probably
be Czechoslovakia.25
Speculation about possible German intentions
after the Rhineland crisis followed a pattern set by the
German Propaganda Ministry; the various 'crises' instigated
by German newspaper attacks were reflected by newspapers
in Great Britain. Between March and July of 1936 it was
the turn of Austria. There were repeated hints of impend-~
ing German action to end Austrian independence. Hitler
had made no mention of Austria when proposing non-agression

pacts to Eastern and Western neighbours and the diplomatic

correspondent of the Manchester Guardian reported:

241pid., col 2484, April 6, 1936 and The Manchester
Guardian, May 15, 1936, p. 15.
25
The Survey of International Affairs 1936, (London:
1937, p. 478.
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It is difficult to escape the conclusion that

the reoccupation of the Rhineland is in its

method a precedent and in its accomplishment

a prelude to the invasion of Austria .... 6
This was the common view, both in Austria and in Great
Britain before the first shock of Hitler's move into the

27 Although Austria's continued in-

Rhineland wore off.
dependence seemed in continual jeopardy during April and

early May it was still doubted whether the disorganized,

ill-armed Austrian Nazi Party could overthrow the govern-
ment by itself and equally doubted that Hitler would risk
another exploit so soon after the Rhineland and while

28 Thereafter the

German rearmament was still incomplete.
pressure eased and an Austro-German Agreement emerged in
July; Hitler had apparently put off the absorption of
Austria for an indefinite period.

No sooner had conjecture about the possibility

of a sudden coup de main against Austria died down, than

a German press offensive was launched against the separa-
tion of Danzig from Germany. Here too, dispatches in the

newspapers gave reasons both for and against German inter-

26The Manchester Guardian, March 9, 1936, p. 14.

2 .
7The Times, March 11, 1936, p. 15; The Observer,

March 8,1936, p. 24.

8

The Manchester Guardian, April 18, 1936, p. 16;
April 28, p. 6; April 29, p. 6; April 30, p. 7. The Times,
May 1, 1936, p. 15.
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vention. German military and naval officers saw Danzig

as a potential base for operations in Northeastern Europe.
If Danzig were seized, Germany could then secure the
Lithuanian territory of Memel which also had a Nazi domin-
ated German majority. Germany would then expand along the
Baltic and if Russia intervened, she could be pictured as
the aggressor.29 Intervention in Danzig was also less
likely to precipitate a general war than was Anschluss
with Austria. Finally, Germany feared Poland, the 'pro-
tector' of Danzig, much less than she feared the military

power of Italy.30

The evidence against such a move was
less conclusive. Ordinarily, there was a long period of
warning before the Germans acted, so the press attacks prob-
ably were the opening 'bombardment' in a long campaign that
would not reach its climax until at least 1938, when the
German General Staff might be prepared to risk war with
Poland.31

Toward the end of 1936 and during 1937 the empha-

sis of German propaganda, and hence of British estimates

of German intentions, shifted from the problems of Danzig

2 .
9The Manchester Guardian, July 3, 1936, p. 10, July

13, pps. 8,12.

301pi4.
31

The Times, July 6, 1936, p. 13.
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to those of Czechoslovakia. Czechoslovakia and the prob-
lem of the Sudetenland Germans were considered to have be-
come the major obsession of Hitler and the most likely
cause of a possible Central European war some time in the
future. The feeling of impending crisis was stimulated
by reports that Hitler was on the verge of action but had
held his hand because German rearmament was not sufficiently
advanced.32 Because Germany was not thought to be strong
enough to force a direct confrontation, some British
critics felt he would adopt a policy of indirect attack.
Czechoslovakia would become another Spain where Germany
would intervene with volunteers to assist the Sudeten Ger-
mans in a revolt while maintaining the appearance of non-
intervention.33

Military evidence, rather than speculation about
a possible German intention of attacking Czechoslovakia,

was reported only in the Manchester Guardian. In January

and again in April, a special correspondent wrote that
German military activity on the Czechoslovakian frontier

was more of an offensive than a defensive nature.34

32The Manchester Guardian, December 15, 1936, p. 14,
January 13, 1937, p. 6.

33g.c. Deb. 5s., vol. 321, col. 221, March 2 1937;
vol. 328, col. 365, Oct. 27, 1937; Survey op. cit., 1936,
pps. 479-80; The Times, Jan. 29, 1937, p. 15.
3
4The Manchester Guardian, Jan. 15, 1937, p. 6;
April 13, p. 6; July 20, pps. 6, 10.
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Germany had built a large number of permanent fortifica-
tions opposite Poland, but the fortifications on the Czech-
oslovakian frontier were not of a particularly defensive
character and indicated that the German General Staff
thought in terms of a holding action opposite Poland and
an offensive against Czechoslovakia. Other evidence sup-
ported this conclusion. Garrisons in the frontier regions
had been increased and so had the number of irregular
troops. Munich had become the centre of an extensive sys-
tem of strategic roads and supply dumps being built to
service the large numbers of air bases and barracks near
the frontier. The positioning of heavy long-range guns
behind the German lines suggested to the correspondent
siege operations against Czech defences instead of protec-
tion of what German defences there were. Nevertheless,
all those suggestions could be considered defensive, having
become necesssary because of Czechoslovakia's alliances
with France and Russia. However, the notable lack of
haste in constructing permanent defensive fortifications
on the Czechoslovakian frontier tended to contradict Hitler's
claim of a 'Bolshevik-Czech' threat to Germany.

While the threat of a German attack on Czechoslo-
vakia mounted during 1937, the belief that Germany intended

to launch a crusade against Soviet Russia (if such a crusade
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became possible) wavered. Many observers felt that the
German General Staff would not encourage a life and death
war with a Soviet Russia whose military leaders and mili-
tary power they respected. This view can be illustrated
by the speeches of two Members of Parliament, Mr. Boothby,
speaking on March 26, 1936, and Mr. Grenfell, speaking a
year later, on March 2, 1937. The major fallacy of those
who wanted to make unlimited concessions to Germany, Mr.
Boothby said, was the idea that Germany and Russia would
fight each other. The German General Staff, he thought,
was unlikely to choose the "hardest military road" when
they had

stretching before them the most alluring

road which they have trod before with great

success, which begins at Vienna, goes on to

Belgrade, and finishes up at Bucharest -

Prague would be very early in the line, almost

before Vienna.
Mr. Grenfell believed that the danger of a joint Polish,
German, and Japanese surprise attack on the Soviet Union
had faded, at least for the time being.36

In 1937, several reports indicated that even

some leading Nazis had lost their enthusiasm for a "super-

35
H.C. Deb. 5s., vol. 310, col. 1497-1498, March 26, 1936.

361pid., vol. 321, col. 201, March 2, 1937. L.B.
Namier had dismissed the possibility of a Polish-German
attack on Russia as "mere bubbles" see The Manchester
Guardian, June 28, 1935, p. 11.
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Napoleonic march on Moscow." The great Stalinist purges
of the Soviet political, military and industrial leaders

had begun and the diplomatic correspondent of the Manchester

Guardian wrote that the National Socialist Party hoped
that imminent internal conflicts would eliminate the Bol-
sheviks and Stalin as well as weaken Russian military
strength. The Conservatives (army generals, diplomats and
industrialists) on the other hand, thought that Russia was
evolving into a nationalistic, militaristic state dominated
by General Voroshiloff, and not into a communist state.37
There was alse a conviction that the supposedly violent
antipathy expressed in public by Russian and German politi-
cal leaders was more superficial than real and could ulti-
mately change into a spirit of collaboration.38

While the British strongly distrusted the mili-
tary intentions of Germany with respect to Central and
Eastern Europe, few believed in the possibility of a Ger-
man attack in the west against either Great Britain, France
or the Low Countries, Germany seemed perfectly satisfied

with her western frontiers and the issue of the restoration

37The Manchester Guardian, November 26, 1936, p. 6;
March 3, 1937, p. 11; April 5, 1937, p. 6,.

38

The Observer, November 26, 1936, March 14, 1937.
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of her pre-war colonies was not regarded as a likely cause
of war. Opponents of the policy of the British Government
could only point to the possibility of an overt and covert
German and Italian occupation of Spain. They feared that
if victorious, General Franco, the leader of the national-
ist-fascist revolt, would be forced to surrender to any
German or Italian demands for air and naval bases in return
for the support Franco had received. In July 1937 several
Members of Parliament insisted that General Franco was
mounting heavy howitzers on both sides of the Straits of
Gibraltar with German help. These howitzers were supposed
to have sufficient range to close the Straits and to make
the Gibraltar dockyard and anchorage untenable. While

men like Mr. Lloyd George, Mr. Dalton and Mr. Churchill

saw a strong ulterior motive in the emplacement of the guns,
other Members were equally convinced that the gun emplace-
ments had been constructed to protect nationalist territory
from bombardment by Loyalist warships. The government
admitted the existence of some guns "of smallish calibre"
capable of firing over the Straits but denied that they

39

constituted a menace to Gibraltar. The episode showed

395.C. deb. 5s., vol. 326, cols. 1917-1922, July 19,
1937. Debates on Spain were not without irony. The govern-
ment turned a blind eye to increasing overt intervention
by Italy and Germany while the Liberal and Labour
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how deeply German intentions were suspected and how anxious
some people were to prove that the Nazi regime posed a

direct threat to Great Britain.

* * *

40 of a con-

The so-called "Hossbach Memorandum"
ference between Hitler and his senior military and diplo-
matic advisers offers an insight into both the General
Staff's estimate of the relative strength of the German
Army and into Hitler's military priorities. His reasons

for calling this meeting are obscure. The most popular
interpretation has been that Hitler was irrevocably deter-
mined to go to war at this time.41 Recently, however, there
has been a tendency to downgrade the "Hossbach Memorandum"
and to consider it the outcome of an impasse between

Hitler, who wanted to continue full-scale rearmament, and

Hitler's Minister of Economics, Dr. Hjalmar Schacht, who

39Opposition became intensely concerned about the
menace a Fascist Spain could pose to Imperial communications.
It was one of the few times after the World War that the
Labour Party allowed the "old discredited idea" of military
strategy to impinge upon a question of foreign policy.

40Documents on German Foreign Policy 1918-1945, series
D, vol. 1, pps. 29-39.

41William L. Shirer in: The Rise and Fall of the Third
Reich, Crest Books, (1962), p. 422 says: "Hitler had com-
municated his irrevocable decision to go to war." The
survey ... for 1938 vol. 2, p. 2 states, "from 1937 onwards,
The Second Warld War was being actively engineered by
Hitler." There are numerous other examples.
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was worried about the effect of continued massive rearma-
ment on the German economy.42 Neither explanation seems
particularly adequate.

As a "blueprint of aggression," the Memorandum
was a complete failure. Beginning with the assumption
that the German people needed more space to secure self-
sufficiency, particularly in foodstuffs, Hitler then as-
sessed the strengths and weaknesses of Germany's two "hate-
inspired antagonists," Britain and France. To this point,
the Memorandum bears some resemblance to a military
'operations order' - both the 'situation' and the 'mission'
had been set forth and discussed; but the core of an opera-
tions order, the 'execution' or the means by which Germany
would impose her will on her neighbours, was weak and almost
entirely passive. The process of expansion "could only
be carried out by breaking down resistance and taking
risks," and had to be accomplished by 1943-1945 at the
latest, before the weapons of the German Army became ob-
solete. Yet military operations against Czechoslovakia
could only be undertaken if the French Army were effectively
neutralized, either through internal strife or in a war

with Italy. The only way Hitler offered to bring about

42A.J.P. Taylor, The Origins of the Second World

War (London: 1961), p. 97.
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this condition was to keep the Spanish pot boiling as long
as possible and hope for the best. If Germany herself
became embroiled in the west, Czechoslovakia and Austria
would have to be attacked simultaneously to remove their
threat to the German flank. This event too, was unlikely

because the only likely casus belli between Germany and

France was a German attack on Czechoslovakia or Poland,
French allies. Finally, when General von Fritsch, Com-
mander-in-Chief of the German Army, suggested that he
should not take his annual leave after the conference, but
draw up plans instead, he received no encouragement from
Hitler. While the minutes of the conference do not bear
the stamp of a blueprint for aggression, it seems unlikely
that the sole purpose of the meeting was to isolate Dr.
Schacht from his fellow Conservatives. Dr. Schacht's op-
position was an embarrassment to Hitler but Hitler gener-
ally preferred to play his men off against each other in
private or find more direct ways than a conference. Per-
haps the major reason for Hitler's intervention in the
meeting was to assert his belief that events would continue
to break in favour of the Nazis, and that his string of
seemingly impossible 'coups' had not reached its end with
the reoccupation of the Rhineland twenty months earlier.

The Hossbach Memorandum did, however, confirm
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some of the British estimates of German strength and in-
tentions. Germany had reached the end of her vulnerable
period and had reached the status of a great power but
not the greatest power. Militarily, both Hitler and his
generals were agreed that the German Army could deal with
the Czechs provided - and the generals stressed this much
more strongly than did Hitler - the French Army did not
intervene. Also confirmed was the growing conviction that
Czechoslovakia was the most likely victim of attack; the
'Bolshevist menace' was not mentioned nor were possible
moves in Danzig or in the west. Hitler was waiting on
events but felt that Germany was strong enough to act if

an opportunity appeared.



Part III

December 1937 - September 1939



CHAPTER 5

THE ABSORPTION OF AUSTRIA AND
NEUTRALIZATION OF CZECHOSLOVAKIA

Almost to a day of the second anniversary of his
Rhineland 'coup' Hitler ordered the German Army to occupy
Austria: as in the past, France and Great Britain were

faced with a fait accompli, having had little advance

knowledge of Hitler's impending military action. Austria
had been slipping steadily downhill into the hands of the
Nazis and overt military action was not believed necessary
to eventually end her independence. On February 12,

Hitler had forced the Austrian Chancellor to sign an agree-
ment and to give Dr. Seyss-Inquart, the Austrian Nazi
leader, control of the police as Minister of the Interior.
When news of the Agreement leaked out a few days later,

press comment in both the Times and the Manchester Guardian

virtually wrote off Austria as an independent country.
The Vienna correspondent of the Times wrote that if Dr.
Seyss-Inquart were given control of the police, "the com-
plete subordination of Austria to Reich policy, if not

1

the annexation of Austria, could not be long delayed."

Two days later, an editorial in the Manchester Guardian

lThe Times, February 15, 1938, p. 4.
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claimed the agreement was "designed ... to start the work

of converting Austria into a Nazi State which will, at a
. . .. . 2

time to be chosen by Herr Hitler, join Nazi Germany."

Increasingly as more was learned of the Berchtesgaden meet-

ing, concern focused on the methods Hitler had used to ex-
tort an agreement favourable to Germany. Press reports
indicated that three German generals had made their presence
next door obvious while the ‘negotiations' were in progress
and that large-scale troop movements in Bavaria as well
as an air force demonstration near the Austro-German front-
ier had been used to speed ratification of the Agreement
by Austria.3 Recording Austrian reaction to t he Agreement,
the Times Vienna correspondent wrote:
The ultimate reason for the feeling of some
depression among Government supporters - a
feeling which incidentally is shared by the
Austrian Monarchists - is the belief that
force lay behind the arguments which led Herr
von Schuschnigg to make the Agreement of
Berchtesgaden and that the same argument would
be used again if need be, irrespective of

undertakings to respect Austrian sovereignity.%

The Austrian Government had been given the alternative of

2The Manchester Guardian, February 19, 1938, p. 8.
3Ibid., February 15, 1938, p. 11; The Times, February

16, 1938, p. 12; The Manchester Guardian, February 16,

1938, p. 10.

“The Times, February 17, 1938, p. 14.
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a "gradual or a sudden loss of her independence"; Hitler
appeared prepared to absorb Austria slowly, but the absorp-
tion had to be sure.

The crisis that ended with Anschluss and the dis-
appearance of Austria as a sovereign state began, reached
its climax and was ruthlessly brought to a conclusion in
the course of a few days. If there was little advance
warning of Hitler's military moves, it was primarily be-
cause these moves were largely improvised at the last
minute. He spoke to his generals on March 10th and by the
evening of the 1llth, the British Consul General in Munich
had informed the British Ambassador in Berlin that he had
seen German armoured units moving up to the frontier. The
reaction of the Ambassador was to become typical; he denied
that these movements could exist because General Keitel
had assured him that there were no troop movements.6 Ger-
man Army units began to move into Austria on March 12th,
despite the fact that the Austrian Government had cancelled
the plebiscite called for March 13th and had complied with
Hitler's ultimatum to make Seyss-Ingquart, Chancellor.

Three days after the Anschluss, the Ambassador

5The Manchester Guardian, February 16, 1938, p. 10;

March 5, p. 12.

6Ian Colvin, Vansittart in Office (London: 1965),
pps. 196-197.
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to Czechoslovakia predicted that Hitler would next foment
trouble with Czechoslovakia and that Herr Henlein, leader
of the Sudeten German minority, might be used as a "Seyss-
Inquart."7 Lord Halifax, the new Secretary of State for
Foreign Affairs, admitted to the House of Lords that no
one who looked at a map could be blind to the new position
of Czechoslovakia or to the significance Hitler's action
might have for Czechoslovakia and for EurOpe.8 A great
many other Members of both Houses of Parliament had looked
at maps and had also concluded that Czechoslovakia was en-
dangered. Churchill's speech in the Commons was again

the highlight of the debates of both Houses, cogently des-
cribing the importance to Europe of Hitler's latest acqui-
sition. Possession of Austria, he pointed out, gave Ger-
many economic and military control of the road, rail and
river communications of the old Austro-Hungarian Empire
and of other countries to the south-east of Europe.
Geographically, the 'Little Entente' had been split apart,
leaving Germany in a position to dominate a hinterland

containing 200,000,000 people. Czechoslovakia had been

7 s . .

Documents on British Foreign Policy ed. Woodward and
Butler,(London: 1946), Series 3, Volume 1, Document 86,
p. 55. Hereafter cites as DBFP ser., vol., doc.,

8

House of Lords Debates, 5th Session, Volume 108,
Column 181-182, March 16, 1938,
Hereafter cited as H.L. Deb. 5s., vol. col. date.
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isolated both economically and militarily and could be cut
off from her sources of raw materials and from her markets.9
Militarily, as Mr. Mander said, Czechoslovakia's position
had been radically changed for the worse. Before the Ger-
mans occupied Austria, the Czech frontiers facing Germany
were well-fortified, but afterwards, German troops could
pour across the almost undefended Austro-Czechoslovakian
border at will.lO The Bohemian fortress that juts into
the heart of Germany had German troops stationed on either
side of the narrow "neck" joining the predominantly Czech
and the predominantly Slovak territories.

Throughout the summer and early autumn of 1938,
British estimates of Hitler's intentions were contradic-
tory, reflecting reports from Germany suggesting on the
one hand that Hitler had no intention of attacking Czecho-
solvakia in the near future, and on the other hand that
he was going to attack on the first opportunity he had.
Between March and May 1938, both Churchill and the Guardian
diplomatic correspondent stated quite clearly that they

felt a German attack on Czechoslovakia in the near future

11
to be unlikely. They, and many others, thought that

9
House of Commons Debates 5th Session Volume 333,

Columns 96-98, March 14, 1938. . Hereafter cited
as H.C. deb 5s., vol., col., date.
10

Ibid., cols. 109-110.

llThe Manchester Guardian, March 18, 1938, p. 6;

7
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Hitler could reduce Czechoslovakia to a state of vassalage
with a combination of military, political, economic and
propaganda pressure. The military-attachés, in general,
and Colonel Mason-MacFarlane (Berlin) in particular, sup-
ported this view.

There were essentially two major reasons for
believing that Germany would not attack Czechoslovakia and
hence that Hitler's threats were a bluff. Czechoslovakia
had defensive agreements with two major European Powers,
France and Russia; consequently, German aggressionwould pre-
cipitate a major European war.12 Secondly, in the opinion
of the attachés, Germany did not appear capable either econ-
omically or militarily of waging a major campaign. Already
overtaxed with problems of training a new mass army, the
German Army had suddenly been ordered to undertake the con-
siderable task of organizing a 'march on Vienna,' and of
occupying the rest of the country. This operation natur-
ally had interfered to a great extent with the training
schedules. Furthermore, to their own forces that had to
be trained, there were added eight or nine divisions of

13

the Austrian Army to reorganize and absorb. While the

Myay 9, p. 14; May 16, p. 6. H.C. deb 5s., vol.

333, cols. 1447-1448
12
Ibid.

13 - . .
Documents on British Foreign Policy ed. Woodward




124

addition of the Austrian divisions represented a long-term
advantage, the German War Office admitted to the military
attaché as late as August 8, that the forthcoming attempt
to mobilize some of them was ambitious, and that they con-
sidered the Austrian Army far from perfect.14 Despite
the fact that it was two years since Germany had reoccupied
the Rhineland, her defences in the west needed considerable
strengthening before they could be expected to hold a
French attack while the bulk of the German Army attacked
Czechoslovakia. For these reasons, the German High Com-
mand, the industrialists and other groups considered 'con-
servative' or 'moderate' were known to have no desire to
see Germany precipitated into a war with Czechoslovakia
if there were any danger of a general conflagration. The
British Attaché in Rome reported on September 16th that
his German counterpart,

was certain that he was expressing the views

of the whole German Army when he said that

the last thing in the world they wanted was

war, and particularly war with Great Britain.

He personally had been so worried that he had
not slept for two nights.l15

13
and Butler, London 1946 -. Series 3, Volume 1,

Document 129, p. 122; Volume 2, Document 553, p. 16.
Hereafter cited as DBFP ser. vol. doc.

4__ .
L Ibid., vol. 2, doc. 593, p. 63.

15
Ibid., vol. 2, doc. 899, p. 356.
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The essential guestion about the German 'opposi-
tion's' attitude toward a major war was whether it could
or even would act as an effective brake on Hitler and his
more militant followers. In early January of 1938 the
British War Office circulated a long memorandum on the
world situation. The authors of this document believed
that unless Germany's internal situation made a foreign
adventure imperative, the German Army would prevent Hitler
from risking war.16 On the heels of this declaration of
faith in the power of the German General Staff, Hitler
purged the High Command and tightened Nazi control of for-
eign and economic policy.l7

Just before this purge the diplomatic correspon-
dent of the Guardian wrote a summary of the reasons for
the then current tension between the army and the Nazi
Party. According to his information, some military com-
manders, particularly Major-Generals Beck and von Fritsch
were dissatisfied with certain aspects of Nazi policy and
had expressed themselves in very strong terms. The chief

bases of contention were the Nazi attack on Christianity,

16colonel R. Macleod and D. Kelly, The Ironside
Diaries (London: 1962), p. 44.

177he reports of the military-attaché and the opinion
of the War Office on the 'purge' are unavailable.
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the rearmament programme, and the generals' assertion that
it would take Germany four years, not two, to reach full
preparedness. The article concluded with the observation
that "generally speaking, the always latent conflict be-
tween the so-called 'moderates' ... and the "radicals" ...
has gone in favour of the 'radicals' ...."18 This same
correspondent initially suggested that the resignation of
General von Blomberg was instigated by the more conserva-
tive officers because von Blomberg willingly accepted Nazi
action and orders.19 However, when the full extent of the
changes became known, all three newspapers admitted that
whatever influence the 'conservatives' had exerted in the
realm of foreign policy had been severely curtailed. An
editorial in the Times of February 7, 1938 said in part:
Most important of all, in the realm of foreign
affairs it was believed at the time that the
re-occupation of the Rhineland was ordered by
Herr Hitler in face of cautious warnings from
the Army; there was strong and successful res-
istance in the Army last summer to military
adventures in Spain; and a number of officers
have been said to be doubtful about the policy
of the Rome-Berlin Axis and the Anti-Comintern

Pact.20

Editorially, the Manchester Guardian, which had never

187ne Manchester Guardian, February 2, 1938, p. 12.

191pid., February 3, 1938, p. 11.

20The Times, February 7, 1938, p. 15.
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believed in the existence of an organized opposition in
Germany, simply said that the "realities of the German
situation have not changed, they have merely emerged; the
Third Realm stands before us in starker nudity than be-
fore."21
For a short time after the senior 'conservative'
generals and officials were forced into retirement, there
were some rather extreme rumours of disorders in the Rhine-

land, Pomerania and East Prussia; these were treated with

scepticism by both the Times and the Manchester Guardian.

The Berlin correspondent was brutally clear:
The stories of revolts in the Army or of resis-
tance on the part of high officers to the
Government are in the highest degree unlikely,
because they are not in a position to resist
by force even if they wished to.
His counterpart for the Times stressed the acceptance of
the Nazi decision by General Keitel, the new War Minister,
and General von Brauchitsch, the new Commander-in-Chief.

For the time being at least, Hitler had apparently split

the Officers Corps. The correspondent concluded: "The

2lThe Manchester Guardian, February 7, 1938, p. 8.
Also August 19, 1935, p. 8, and September 17, 1935, p. 8.

22Ibid., February 11, 1938, p. 11. The correspondent
mentioned the officer class' loss of power and the strength
of Herr Himmler's secret police as reasons for the lack of
resistance.
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disunity in the Army should, accordingly, effectively safe-

guard the Government against a serious crisis, even if feel-

ing in the officers' corps went much deeper than it is sup-

23
posed to go." After the middle of February there were

few if any references in the newspapers to active military
opposition to Hitler's foreign policy until a report sug-
gested on September 9th that General Beck had resigned be-
cause Hitler's policy would involve Germany in war with
France, England and Russia.24 Between February and Septem-
ber discontented German officers occasionally suggested
to Colonel Mason-MacFarlane that the army might oppose Hitler
with more than verbal confidences to foreign attachés.
One of the most concrete of these suggestions came from
the acting head of Attach&-Gruppe. Discussing the partial
"Test Mobilization" planned for the autumn, "he privately
agreed that the intentions of the High Command were deplor-
able" but that:

there was a limit to the extent to which

General von Brauchitsch, could refuse to

comply with the Government's demands. The

army was not yet in a position to stand up
to the party and go into active opposition.

23he Times, February 11, 1938, p. 14. Underlined

portion printed in italics. The Observer, being a Sunday
paper could not comment before the 'crisis' had died out.

24The Manchester Guardian, September 9, 1938, p. 11.
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They might never succeed in doing this.??

Nine days before Munich, when Western diplomats were scram-
bling to preserve peace, the military-attaché in Paris
reported:

The situation is another triumph for Hitler-

ian diplomacy. There is every reason, more-

over, to suppose that once more it has been

achieved in defiance of the opinion of his

military leaders, and it cannot fail to

increase Sgormously his prestige with the

army ....

In brief, the military attachés as well as the
newspaper correspondents agreed that the German High Com-
mand would do everything in its power short of overtly
opposing Hitler to prevent a German attack on Czechoslovakia.
No one believed that the High Command's opposition was based
on anything but military expediency; there was no suggestion
in any of the reports that the German Army would not march
if ordered to do so by Hitler.

As in so many other European crises, there were
clear indications that if Great Britain would declare her-
self, there would be no aggression. In Parliament, most

critics of Prime Minister Chamberlain's policy of appease-

ment claimed that if Great Britain guaranteed Czechoslovakia

25DBFP ser 3, vol. 2, doc. 575, p. 44.

26
Ibid., vol. 2, doc. 1012, p. 454.
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or otherwise made it clear that she would not remain neu-
tral, Hitler would not attack. Appeals to history and to
the events preceding the First World War were not infre-
quent. Major Milner on one occasion told the House of
Commons:

In my submission war would be less likely

if the Government of this country to-day

would speak with the necessary firmness....

I would remind the House that it is now the

considered opinion of the great majority of

authorities that the Great War itself would

not have occurred if the Government of this

country had stated its position with firmness.27
The more usual claim in the latter stages of the crisis
was that a war between Germany and Czechoslovakia was cer-
tain if Hitler felt he could assume British neutrality.
If he could not count on British neutrality, then the risk
of going to war with Czechoslovakia, would probably appear

excessive, even to Hitler.28

Some of the reports of the
military attachés supported the view that decisive British
action could prevent a possible war. In Belgrade on Sep-

tember 8th the German Military Attaché told Colonel Stronge

quite bluntly that the Nazi leaders cared little about the

27h.c. deb. 5s., vol. 333, col. 1442, March 24, 1938.

28
Especially The Manchester Guardian, July 20, 1938,
p. 1l1; July 21, p. 6; H.C. Deb. 5s., vol. 338.
debate on Supply July 26. This matter naturally became
a subject of much greater debate when the Munich Agreement
was being discussed. H.C. deb. 5s., vols. 339-340.
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Sudeten problem and in reality wanted Czechoslovakia it-
self for economic reasons. He believed that Hitler's
policy was in effect largely one of bluff, and that he
would not then risk a world war.29 This opinion was in
harmony with an observation Colonel Stronge had made in
March when commenting on the possibility of war: "But
a declaration of Great Britain to stand by France and
Russia would probably prevent it.“30 Colonel Mason-
MacFarlane naturally received a great deal of similar in-
formation in Berlin. It was obvious that the Germans had
a "keen desire" to find out what the attitude of Great
Britain would be to a possible German attack on Czechoslo-
vakia.31 One of his contacts, apparently an officer, said
on August 21lst that Hitler had definitely decided to at-
tack Czechoslovakia in late September, but that:
If by firm action abroad Herr Hitler can be
forced at the eleventh hour to renounce his
present intentions he will be unable to sur-
vive. Similarly, if it comes to war the

immediate intervention by France and England
will bring about the downfall of the regime.

29DBFP ser. 3, vol. 2, doc. 805, p. 268.
3%1pid., doc. 120, p. 107.
31,

Ibid., doc. 631, p. 101 August 17

32
Ibid., doc. 651, p. 126.
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Three days after receiving this information, Colonel
Mason-MacFarlane himself reported that there was an "out-
side possibility" (in another place he said "it is quite
possible") that war could be prevented or postponed if
Great Britain clearly stated that she would fight. Sir
Neville Henderson, the British Ambassador at Berlin, agreed
that Hitler would not go to war in 1938 if he were certain
Britain would intervene forcibly, but Sir Neville's opinion
was coloured by his belief that to stop Hitler in 1938
would gain Britain, "mere postponement and a rising mar-
ket."33

Often in the same dispatches with the above evi-
dence that Germany would not attack Czechoslovakia in the
near future, was evidence that she would. Troop movements
can be construed either as training exercises or as pre-
liminary steps to aggression; it is frequently difficult
if not impossible for a detached observer to tell where
the one leaves off and the other begins. In practice, the
interpretation usually depends on which side of a disputed
frontier the observer stands. From the time of the Anschluss

there were constant troop movements in Austria and between

Germany and Austria. At no given time could it be certain

331pid., vol 2, doc., 692, pps. 162-163; doc. 613,
p. 83; doc 665, pps. 131-132.
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that these forces would not suddenly concentrate and attack
Czechoslovakia before she could mobilize. At first, the Czech
Government protested about the excessive number of German
troops in Austria without being too worried. The Czech
General Staff felt that war with Germany within the next

two years over the Sudeten minority was a probability, and

the British Attaché, Colonel Stronge, agreed with them.3

It was not until May that the first serious crisis unfolded,
when the Czech General Staff reported that the Seventh and
Seventeenth German Infantry Divisions were advancing in

the direction of the Bavarian-Czechoslovak frontier and

that additional air force squadrons had been sent to Saxony.35
The consulates in both Dresden and Vienna provided addi-
tional information about supposed German troop concentra-
tions against Czechoslovakia. As a result, the Czechoslo-
vakian Government called up some 170,000 reservists, assum-
ing that Germany was going to force a settlement of the
Sudeten problem in her favour. By May 24th, however, it was
obvious that there had been no German concentration.

Colonel Mason-MacFarlane had made an extensive round of the

German frontier areas, finding no signs of troop movements.

His conclusions were that the Czech General Staff had drawn

34pBFP ser. 3, vol. 1, doc. 120, p. 107.

351pid., doc. 245, p. 327.




134

many false deductions and had been guilty of "much exag-
geration and of invention as well." Nevertheless, the

May crisis had driven home two possibilities: the first,
that in the future, a real attack, or preparations for an
attack, might be concealed by apparently ordinary troop
movements; and secondly, that there was the possibility
that if another crisis arose, enough half-correct informa-
tion might be gathered to make the Czech General Staff
start a "call-up" again.

Such contrasting explanations of German military
activity clashed during the summer. A series of three re-
ports exchanged between Mr. Strang of the Foreign Office,
and Colonel Mason-MacFarlane at Berlin is the best example
of this difference of opinion. On July 5th, the military
attaché had suggested that the German military activity was
not necessarily for the immediate purpose of an attack on
Czechoslovakia, but because the German General Staff inten-
ded to be prepared for all eventualities.3/ Mr. Strang dis-
agreed with this intrepretation.38 The best German pilots

were being withdrawn from Spain; construction of fortifica-

36
Ibid., doc. 316, pps. 380-381.

37_. .
Ibid., doc. 530, p. 610. This had also been stressed
in a report of June 7. 1Ibid., doc. 380, p. 451.

38 .
8Ibid., doc. 530, pps. 610-611.
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tions in the west was proceeding with great haste. One
source said that there was a definite plan for an attack

on Czechoslovakia when the crops had been harvested. Ac-
cording to this source, "Everything, however, was very un-
certain and the Fuhrer was reported to have been in a de-
pressed mood and to have been inaccessible recently."

Autumn had been chosen, among other reasons, because British
and French air rearmament would not kecome effective until
1939. If there were a war, Hitler hoped for a quick vic-
tory over Czechoslovakia and that Britain would then per-
suade France to make peace. Colonel Mason-MacFarlane agreed
with most of the evidence quoted (he had supplied some of
it) but disagreed with the conclusions. He had never had
any doubt that the German General Staff had a plan ready

for attacking Czechoslovakia;39 he did doubt that this plan
was being put into effect as yet. Sometime in February
(according to his information), Hitler had told his service
chiefs that they might have to fight a war in 1938, and

that in consequence they had to speed up their military
preparations. For this reason, the armed forces were doing
everything short of actual mokilization to prepare them-

selves. The dictum that Colonel Mason-MacFarlane had used

391pid., doc. 380, p. 450.
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in June still applied: there was nothing to indicate that
Germany was surreptitiously staging any military operation
against Czechoslovakia "of the type which they would have
to undertake should such action be almost certain to pro-
voke intervention by France."40

For the two months following the May crisis, few
hints of any extraordinary military preparations going on
in Germany appeared in the three newspapers. In late May
and early June two editorials of the Observer foresaw the
possibility of a major crisis of peace or war much sooner
than had been generally expected with the Czech 'problem'
reaching its boiling point sometime in August or September
of 1938 instead of one or two years later.4l The possi-
bility of a major crisis became a probability when Germany
announced that reserve units would take part in the autumn
manoeuvres and furthermore declared a belt approximately
thirty-five miles deep along the Belgian and French front-
iers a prohibited area to foreign attachés.

Both the newspaper correspondents and Colonel
Mason-MacFarlane became increasingly alarmed at the German

'crash programme' of refortification in the Rhineland. For

40115 4.

41
The Observer, May 29, 1938, p.l16; June 12, p. 14.
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two years the rearmament of the western frontiers had pro-
ceeded at an unexpectedly leisurely pace, but on August 1lst,

the Times Berlin correspondent reported:

It is commcn talk here, however, that the pace

has been speeded up tremendously since the

Czechoslovak crisis of May last disclosed the

international dangers to which the Sudeten

German question can give rise.4
Throughout August the work on the fortifications was fur-
ther intensified. Various estimates placed the number of
men involved in the construction at between fifty and two
hundred thousand: masons, carpenters and other skilled
construction labourers were being sent from Berlin and even
German nationals living on the French side of the border
were being conscripted.43 Reports from the military attaché
indicated that work on the fortifications had proceeded
'hurriedly' at first and then at 'hectic speed.' These
fortifications, while not estimated to be as elaborate as
the "Maginot" line, were of considerable depth. Less em-
phasis was being placed on massive works and more on the
construction of mutually supporting pill boxes for machine

44
guns and on anti-tank defences. Both the Reuters cor-

respondent and Colonel Mason~-MacFarlane considered that

42The Times, August 1, 1938, p. 10.

3
The Manchester Guardian, August 12, 1938, p. 13;
The Times, August 1, 1938, p. 10; August 6, p. 9.

4
DBFP ser. 3, vol. 2, docs. 575,580, 635.
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these defences constituted a seriocus obstacle and that

45 While

any effort made to. breach them wculd be costly.
the construction of very strong frontier defences to
counter the French 'Maginot' line had been regarded as in-
evitable, their construction as a work of emergency, sug-
gested that the German Army was working to a fixed schedule.
It was the knowledge of the German Army plan to
hold a "test mokilization" on a large scale in September
and of their intention to delay the release of second year
conscripts until November that caused Colonel Mason-Mac-
Farlane the greatest concern. In the first place, he re-
garded both these measures, and particularly the decision
to delay the release of one conscript class for which there
was no excuse, as "most dangerous" and politically "des-
perately provocative."46 Faced with a large "test mobili-
zation" of one division per corps area along her frontier
with Germany, and with the Austrian Army completely mobil-
ized on her flank, Czechoslovakia would have to mobilize;

otherwise, Germany would be an extra four or more days

ahead of Czechoslovakian mobilization and Hitler might not

be able to resist the temptation to strike.47 Secondly,
45__ .
Ibid., and The Manchester Guardian, August 26, 1938, p.
46

DBFP ser. 3, vol. 2, doc. 575, p. 43; doc. 564, p. 564.

47
Ibid., doc. 575, pps. 43-44.



139

Colonel Mason-MacFarlane saw, in the proposed partial
mobilization, evidence of the increasing domination of
the General Staff by Hitler. This caused him to write on
August 4th:

I wish to make it quite clear that although

I am still of the opinion that it does not

necessarily follow that Herr Hitler has

made up his mind irrevocably to employ force

against Czechoslovakia this autumn, the pos-

sibility that he may do so has now in my opin-

ion become more real.48

British diplomats and military attachés alike
believed that the crisis over the Sudetenland would come
to a head some time after August 15th when a good portion
of the German Army was mobilized. The period between the
harvest and "the end of the military year" (September -
November) was a traditional time for launching European
wars and the regular Nazi Party rally in early September
would give Hitler the opportunity to spring another of his
diplomatic surprises. Increasingly, German officers and
officials spread the news that Hitler had announced his

intention of attacking Czechoslovakia towards the end of

September, a report reaching the News Chronicle correspon-

dent even mentioned an exact date, September 28th, that

apparently had been passed on indirectly by the German

481pid., doc. 577, p. 46.
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9 Another unnamed informant told the

Commander—in-Chief.4
military attaché& that opposition from the generals had
been half-hearted when they learned of Hitler's intenticns
and that the progressive mokilization already begun, was
to be completed by September 15th. 9

The "Test Mcbilization" as many cbservers haad
feared , gradually began tc resemble a prcgressive general
mokilization. Preliminary steps toward mobilization were
reported ir all three British newspapers between August
13th and August 15th. Civilian vehicles were being requi-
sitioned, the arnual leave of some Government workers, in-
cluding railwaymen, had been cancelled, and reservists had
begun tc jcin their units. None of the reperts found much
consclation in the assurance that there would be no mass
ranceuvres; instead, it was pointed cut that there would
be svch a large number of small maroeuvres as to constitute
"big" manoceuvres cor a partial total mobilization. Neverthe-
less, there was no suggesticon in the articles con German

military meoves of a German intenticn to fully mobilize.51

49Ian Colvin, Vansittart in Office, (London: 1965),
pps. 218-221.

50
DBFP ser. 3, vol. 2, doc. 651, pps. 125-126.

51
The Times, August 13, 1938, p. 10; August 15, p. 10;
The Observer, August 14, p. 13; The Manchester CGuardian,
August 15, 1938, pps. 9, 13.
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Scon afterward, however, evidence rapidly began to accumu-
late in the dispatches of the military attachésthat Germany
was nearly fully prepared for an immediate war against
Czechoslovakia. Colonel Gauché& the Head of the 2° Bureau
(French military intelligence) reported-to the British
Military Attaché that two German reserve divisions had
been definitely recognized and that the formation of five
more was suspected.52 Yet, even while it was obvious that
the German Army was mobilizing, Colonel Mason-MacFarlane
could find no evidence of a build-up along the Czechoslo-
vakian frontier up to the time of Hitler's speech at Nurem-
berg on September 12th and Prime Minister Chamberlain's
first trip to Germany. By September 10th although a large
number of troops were absent from their barracks, there
was still no military evidence that the German Army had
begun its concentration against Czechoslovakia. >3
The evaluation of the Czechoslovakian position by
British observers was as important as the assessment of
German military intentions. Should Great Britain be forced
to support France and Czechoslovakia in a war against Ger-

many, and should Czechoslovakian resistance suddenly col-

>2DBFP ser. 3, vol. 2, doc. 721, p. 190.

>31pid., doc. 820, p. 281.
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lapse, Britain and France would either have to make a hur-
ried peace, or face the prospect of fighting a Germany

with only one front to defend. Unfortunately, British esti-
mates, and those of the military attaché&s in particular,

did not hold out much hope for protracted Czech resistance.
This did not imply a criticism of the Czech Army itself,
which was considered to be the best among the smaller states
of Europe; but, though basically well-trained, well-equip-
ped and efficient, the army could not overcome the wvulner-
able strategic position of Czechoslovakia itself, nor could
it remedy its own deficiencies sufficiently to meet a Ger-
man attack.

Czechoslovakia was surrounded by enemies. Bohemia
was almost surrounded by German territory and both of Czech-
oslovakia's other neighbours, Poland and Hungary, had their
eyes on pieces of Czechoslovakian territory. In one form
or another the three newspapers stressed that Czechoslovakian
survival might well depend on her ability to satisfy the
grievances of Hungary and even more, those of Poland which
was equally threatened by Pan-Germanism and Hitler's East-

ern ambitions. An editorial in the Manchester Guardian of

August 17th summed up the Polish-Czechoslovakian dilemma.

Poland has her grievance, too, against Czecho-
Slovakia, and it is highly desirable that
there should be "justice for the Poles of
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Teschen" no less than for the Sudeten Germans.

Poland cannot be expected to engage in strong

partisanship against Germany in Czecho-

Slovakia's behalf, and, it is only human that

she should feel relief because the long ex-

pected blow which a rearmed Germany was al-

most sure to deliver threatens not her but

Czecho~-Slovakia. But Poland cannot be in-

terested in the defeat, least of all in the

disappearance, of Czecho-Slovakia. It is as

sure as anything can be sure in politics that

her turn would come next.24
Nevertheless, throughout the crisis Poland kept up a steady
stream of vilification, and both Colonel Stronge and Colonel
Mason-MacFarlane felt that the possibility of a Polish-
Hungarian attack on the rear of Czechoslovakia had to be
taken into account. Such an attack, if it occurred, could
have a disastrous effect on Czech military morale.

Not one of Czechoslovakia's allies, and on paper
they were many, had a common frontier with her and only
France could apply direct pressure on Germany and divert a
considerable portion of the German Army. However, on nu-
merous occasions during 1938, officers of the French
Army suggested to the British Military Attachés that

France might abandon Czechoslovakia in the event of a Ger-

man attack. On March 29th Colonel Stronge reported that

54The Manchester Guardian, August 17, 1938, p. 8. The

use of the hyphenated form of Czechoslovakia, which stressed
Slovak partnership, is interesting. Until the Munich settle-
ment the form Czechoslovakia was in general use.

Polish attitude summed up in reports of Kennard to
Halifax June 1-June 14,1938; DBFP vol. 1, doc. 196, p. 271,
May 9, 1938.
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he was doubtful whether France would in fact honour her
obligations "to the full." The French Military Attaché

in Belgrade had told him that the French peasants would
fight for none but their own soil.56 Ordinarily, such a
report would not carry much conviction but this one received
startling confirmation a month later when General Gamelin
told the British Secretary of State for War that it was
impossible for France to give military assistance to Czech-
oslovakia.

French support for their ally during the May
crisis ended these hints for the time being but the doubts
returned at the height of the September crisis. General
Gamelin, asked about the possibility of war, replied: "Of
course there will be no European War, since we are not
going to fight." About the same time General Dentz did
not reply directly to the obliquely worded charge of the
British Attaché that France did not intend to fight, and
he left the attaché with the impression that he regarded
the virtual annexation of Czechoslovakia by Germany as a

fait accompli. The generals claimed that the German Air

Force would lay French cities in ruins and that France was

56, .
Ibid., vol. 1, doc. 120, p. 108. March 29, 1938.

57 . .
R.J. Minney, The Private Papers of Hore-Belisha

(London: 1960), p. 120.
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incapable of dealing with it.58 Even if the French did
honour their treaties, Colonel Mason-MacFarlane believed
there was a chance that relatively few German troops could
hold them. The Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia's other great
power ally, did not have a common frontier with either
Germany or Czechoslovakia. The problem of how the Soviet
Union's military strength could be brought to the defence
of Czechoslovakia was not discussed in the three newspapers
although they generally believed that at least France and
probably the Soviet Union would come to the aid of Czech-
oslovakia.59

The state of Czechoslovakia's defences facing
Germany were a source of worry to Colonel Stronge, the
British Attaché in Prague, as they were to the Czechoslo-
vakian General Staff which had been caught unprepared by
the swiftness of Hitler's Austrian 'coup'. While the
defences on the old German frontier were patterned after

the Maginot line and were strong enough to hold out at

least until mobilization had been completed, the defences

58
DBFP vol. 2, doc. 1013, p. 454, September 21,
doc. 1034, p. 474, September 22

The Manchester Guardian's special correspondent did
made an effort to weigh Russia's ability to help Czecho-
slovakia. He concluded that this ability was "slight."
August 20, 1938, pps. 1l1-12.
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on the Austrian frontier, where the major German attack
was expected, were considered less than satisfactory. On
this flank, unprotected by major natural barriers, there
were few extensive systems of fortifications. Work had
gone on night and day since Anschluss, with the result
that the newly exposed frontier had been covered with a
network of fieldworks, machine gun and artillery positions,
and some concrete works on the more likely approaches.
These fortifications were not considered strong enough to
stop a German attack or to prevent Germany from cutting
Czechoslovakia in two.60
The Czechoslovakian armed forces themselves pre-
sented both strengths and weaknesses. The military attachés
agreed that after mobilization, the Czech Army would con-
sist of between thirty-three and forty divisions. Interest-
ingly enough because of the relative position of the two
newspapers vis-a-vis the policy of appeasement, Robert
Leurquin writing for the Times, placed the mobilized
strength of the Czech Army at forty divisions while the
military correspondent of the Guardian only credited the

Czechs with a potential strength of between. twenty-four

®01pbid., August 20, 1938, p. 11; September 15, 1938,
p. 13; The Times, September 28, 1938, p. 12; DBFP ser. 3,
vol. 1, doc. 120, p. 106, March 29, 1938.



147

and twenty-six divisions.61 One of the greatest strengths
of the army was the very highly developed armaments indus-
try supporting it. The famous Skoda factories and others
had provided the army with much equipment which was of
equal or of better quality than the German. However, the
attaché in Prague reported that the Czechoslovakian General
Staff had been slow to decide on the designs for new weap-
ons. Consequently, there were production shortages as
late as September 3rd for anti-aircraft guns, heavy artil-
lery and trucks, although these shortages were rapidly
being overcome.62 The military attach&s do not seem to
have taken any account of the Czechoslovakian Air Force
other than to say that it was not strong enough to protect
either the army or the cities. This was essentially the
conclusion of the military correspondents, one of whom re-
ported that it was doubtful whether the Czechs had suffi-
cient personnel, airfields, repair shops and spare parts
even to maintain sizeable air force reinforcements from

Russia.63

61The Times, September 27, 1938, p. 13 and the
Manchester Guardian, September 15, 1938, p. 13.

62
DBFP vol. 2, doc. 794, pps. 258-259,.
63The Manchester Guardian, August 20, 1938, pps. 11-12,

September 15, 1938, p. 13; The Times, September 28, 1938,
p. 12.
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The Sudeten Germans were as much a potential
threat to the defence of Czechoslovakia as they were a
constant threat to European peace. Scattered around the
fringes of Czechoslovakia in areas adjacent to Germany
and frequently just behind the frontier fortifications,
the Sudetens posed two military problems. With the weap-
ons being smuggled in they were in a position to reduce
the efficiency of any defence that Czechoslovakia might
offer. by deliberate acts of sabotage such as blowing up
bridges, blocking roads and attacking various defence in-
stallations. Sudetens comprised a considerable portion
of the Czechoslovakian Army and reserves, and here again,
their opportunity for abstention or sabotage was virtually
unlimited.64 Colonel Stronge believed the decision to
respond to or to ignore call-up orders would be made on
an individual, not a mass basis. In the minds of Sudetens,
race and German nationalism would be balanced against the
military oath of allegiance the Sudetens had taken to
Czechoslovakia and by the traditional German respect for
such oaths. 1In effect, Colonel Stronge could not predict

the exact attitude of the Sudetendeutschen toward their

military obligations, but he did report of the whole

4
The attitude of the Sudetens is discussed in DBFP
ser. 3, vol. 1, docs. 120, 129, 196, 365.
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internal situation:

In view of the increased aggressiveness of
the Sudetendeutschen and the facilities

they will have for sabotage on a large scale
I am personally doubtful as to the true
efficiency of the defence which it will be
possible to offer.6>

Strangely enough, the military attachés apparently
did not comment on the loyalty of the Sudetens during the

autumn crisis. Military correspondents for both the Times

and the Manchester Guardian were convinced that the Sudetens

in the Czechoslovakian Army would serve loyally, even if
unwillingly. Two reasons were given for this view. During
the May crisis the recall order had been obeyed by all and
there had been no sabotage or passive resistance. Secondly,
the Czechoslovakian General Staff, being themselves well
versed in the "art" of planning mass desertions, had taken
precautions against similar desertions from the Czechoslo-
vak Army. Ninety-eight per cent of the officer corps was
Czech, the reserve officers corps had been carefully
screened to remove those of doubtful loyalty, and eighty-
five per cent of the non-commissioned officers were Czech;
the special corps such as the artillery, armoured forces,
air force, etc., like the General Staff, were exclusively

Czech. The Sudetens had been spread among the infantry

®51bid., doc. 120, p. 106.



150

divisions where they were powerless and could be watched.
Because of these measures, the Czechoslovakian Army was
expected to maintain its cohesion even in a war with Ger-
many.66

Colonel Mason-MacFarlane and Colonel Stronge
disagreed in their estimates of how long the Czechs could
hold out against Germany. Some time before the May crisis,
Colonel Mason-MacFarlane considered that the confidence
of the Czechoslovakian General Staff in their ability to
hold off a German attack was based on "sweeping and false
deductions" drawn from the German occupation of Austria.
This operation had been exceptional in many ways, and the
Czechs had greatly exaggerated the shortcomings of the
German Army. He further suspected that Czech military con-
fidence was largely artificial, designed perhaps to make
Great Britain and France think more seriously about a pre-
ventive war, and he concluded: "It would in my opinion be
most dangerous to embark on hostilities on the assumption
that the Czechs would be certain to hold up the Germans

completely or even for a very considerable time."67

606
The Times, September 28, 1938, pps. 11-12; The
Manchester Guardian , September 15, p. 13. Such measures
as these aggravated the Sudetens, deepening the bitterness
of racial relations which Hitler exploited.

67
DBFP vol. 1, doc. 196, p. 272, May 9, 1938.
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Colonel Stronge, on the other hand, tried to counter the
assertion that Czechoslovakia would necessarily collapse
very quickly. He believed that if the Czechoslovakian de-
fences held and if she were supported at least by French
mobilization along the Rhine, the army could and probably
would offer protracted resistance to a German attack and
inflict heavy casualities. "Herr Hitler," he reported,
"is supposed to have said that such a war ‘?ne in which
Czechoslovakia fought single-handed] would be over in
three weeks .... I do not know if he has, in fact, cal-
culated upon so rapid a victory, but would like to point
out that, if that is the case, he is counting upon an
achievement altogether without precedent in modern times."08
Colonel Stronge did stress that the extent of Czech res-
istance depended very heavily on their morale. Resistance
might collapse after one or two weeks if the Germans suc-
ceeded in overrunning or outflanking the Czech defences
at the onset, if their mobilization were either delayed
or disrupted, or in the event of a Polish-Hungarian "land-
grab" in their rear.

The question of Czech resistance and of Czech

morale came up again between September 26th and September

681pid., doc. 794, p. 258, September 3, 1938.
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28th just prior to the Munich Conference and at a time
when a European war seemed almost a certainty. At this
time the Czech General Staff believed that if France
co-operated, Germany would be able to spare only about
seventy-five divisions for an attack on Czechoslovakia;
the French, however, believed that the Germans would con-
centrate forty divisions against Czechoslovakia, keep
twenty and fifty divisions on the Polish and French fronts
respectively, and still have an additional ten in reserve.
On September 26th, General Gamelin spoke to Prime Minister
Chamberlain about Czechoslovakia's powers of resistance
and Chamberlain told the British Cabinet that the Czecho-
slovakian Army would give a good account of itself and
would continue to exist as a fighting force even if forced
to retire to the eastern part of the country, but he ap-
parently did not give the Cabinet an estimate of the dura-
tion of Czech resistance. A Foreign Office instruction

of the next day reported General Gamelin as being con-
vinced that Czech resistance to an immediate German attack
would be "of extremely brief duration," but did not say
whether it would be brief in terms of days, weeks, or

months. Colonel Mason-MacFarlane supported this view: he

69_. .
Ibid., vol. 2, doc. 1130, p. 567, September 27, 1938,

and doc. 1202, p. 610 September 28, 1938.



153

considered Czech morale to be poor and that resistance would
be futile. The Foreign Office document concluded the esti-
mate of the military situation of Czechoslovakia with:

If therefore our efforts for peace fail and
instead German troops enter Czechoslovakia
on Thursday [September 29} , as now seems
probable, we may expect to be faced in a
very short time with a fait accompli, so far
as Czechoslovakia is concerned. No declara-
tions or actions of France or ourselves in
the meantime can prevent this sudden and
overwhelming result ....7

The question of Czech resistance would seem to
have been settled, but Colonel Stronge refused to let the
matter rest. In a dispatch of September 27th he dissented
from Colonel Mason-MacFarlane's estimate of Czech morale
and asserted that the Czechs had "confidence in their
cause, their leadership and their equipment."7l Likewise,
Colonel Fraser, the attaché in Paris, questioned the ac-
curacy of the Foreign Office appraisal of General Gamelin's
estimate of the Czech military situation. Colonel Fraser
had just spoken to Colonel Gauch&, head of the French in-
telligence, and Colonel Petitbon, General Gamelin's Staff

Officer. Both considered Czech morale high, and Colonel

70
Ibid., doc. 1143, pps. 575-576.

71 .
Ibid., doc. 1148, pps. 581-582. Colonel Stronge was
commenting on an earlier report of Colonel Mason-MacFarlane
Ibid., doc. 1113, pps. 551-552.
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Petitbon doubted whether the Germans would overrun Czecho-
slovakia quickly and without hand fighting and heavy losses.
This report, written on September 28th, only reached the
Foreign Office on September 30th, when the die had been
cast and Chamberlain had left for Munich.72
In summary then, the European situation did not
appear at all favourable from the British standpoint.
Czechoslovakia could not be defended; she could only be
restored after a German attack by a protracted and success-
ful Anglo-French war against Germany. If the German Armed
Forces were not considered ready for a major war, neither
were those of the powers likely to oppose them. The pub-
lic did not become fully aware of this relative British
and French unpreparedness for war until after the Septem-
ber crisis.73 The possibility that the German General
Staff might depose Hitler if faced with the certainty of
effective Franco-British intervention was balanced by very
great doubts about the willingness of France to fight an
aggressive war in the west or the ability of Czechoslovakia

to maintain a second front long enough for Anglo-French

721bid., doc. 1203, pps. 609-610.
73 s . .

In Britain public and parliamentary concern centered
on the lack of anti-aircraft defence. 1In France the chief
concern was the negligible monthly output of aircraft in
addition to the defenceless state of the cities.
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pressure in the west to become effective. On the other
hand, the consequences of a surrender to German pressure
were made adequately clear in Parliament, the press and
in the reports of the attaché&s. Many believed that com-
plete Sudeten autonomy or even worse, the absorption of
the Sudeten regions into Germany would place the Czecho-
slovakian defence system in German hands and make Czech
resistance to further German demands impossible. The

special correspondent of the Manchester Guardian wrote a

series of articles claiming that complete autonomy for the
Sudetens would spell the end of Czechoslovakia. One of
these articles, appearing on August 24th, maintained:

The present conflict is part of a struggle

between Prague and Berlin for the possession

of the mountain ranges that divide Bohemia

from the Reich. Full Home Rule for the

Sudeten Germans would hand these ranges

over to the Reich.7’4
After the Munich crisis, many Parliamentarians who opposed
the settlement were agreed that Czechoslovakia would be
unable to preserve its independence. As a result, Germany
would dominate directly or indirectly Czechoslovakia's war
potential. The reports of the military attachés, while

agreeing with the major contention of the critics of the

Government, that Czechoslovakia would effectively be

74The Manchester Guardian, August 24, 1938, also
August 19th, 20th.
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neutralized as a factor in the Central European balance

of power, denied that the cession of the Sudetenland would

leave Czechoslovakia defenceless. The main Czech defences

were situated behind the predominantly Sudeten German areas

and would not be lost. Nevertheless, the effect of autonomy

or outright separation would make resistance to further
German demands unlikely.

As 1938 drew to a close, the military attaché
in Berlin and other correspondents began to submit their
summaries of German military progress during 1938 and on
this basis their estimates of Hitler's possible courses
of action in 1939. By the end of 1938 and throughout
1939, the three branches of the German armed forces, the
Navy, the Army and the Air Force, were still at quite
widely separated stages of rearmament or of expansion and

consequently of preparedness for war.



CHAPTER 6
ESTIMATES OF THE GERMAN ARMED FORCES

1938 - 1939

The German Navy was the service the least pre-
pared for war in 1939. Severely limited both guantita-
tively and qualitatively by the Treaty of Versailles so
as never again to pose a threat to British naval supremacy,
the German Navy was relatively the 'cinderella' of the
German defence budgets which were dominated by the require-
ments of Hitler's rearmament programmes for the army and
the air force. Consequently, signs of German naval revival
did not become obvious until almost two years after Hitler
came to power. Some three months after Hitler had denounced
the military restrictions of the Treaty of Versailles,
Britain tried to forestall a naval race by concluding an
agreement with Germany.

The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1935 was
central to British estimates of German naval rearmament,
whatever its other merits and drawbacks. Together with
a later agreement, it maintained some quantitative and
qualitative restraints on the size of the German Navy.
Germany was permitted to build a fleet equal to thirty-

five per cent of British strength while the recreated



158

German submarine fleet was fixed at forty-five per cent
of Commonwealth strength. There was, however, an escape
clause permitting construction of up to one hundred per
cent of Commonwealth submarine tonnage if Germany so de-
sired and after prior consultation with Britain. Almost
as important as the actual limitation agreements was the
arrangement to exchange advance information about naval
programmes and details of construction and armament.
Perhaps these exchanges of information partially explain
the virtual absence of naval attaché reports in the third

series of Documents on British Foreign Policy.

The major reason for concluding the Anglo-German
Agreement was the knowledge that Germany had already begun
her naval rearmament and was building forbidden warships,
including submarines. It is not clear just when the
British Admiralty first realized that Germany had begun
her naval rearmament. A summary of the military infrac-
tions of the Treaty of Versailles in July 1933 only men-
tioned the 'possibility' that the gunnery training ship
"Bremse" could be considered as a cruiser and that the
fishery protection ships "Weser" and "Elbe" could be classed

1
as destroyers. As late as March 1lth, 1935 Mr. Baldwin,

1
DBFP ser. 2, vol. 5, doc. 253, p. 428.
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reviewing the increased construction programmes of Japan,
the United States, France and Italy, made no mention of
German plans to build forbidden naval vessels.2 Accord-
ing to the First Lord of the Admiralty, the British Naval
Attaché in Berlin was informed on April 26, 1935 of a
government order for the machinery and armament of twelve
two hundred and fifty ton submarines. This order had been
given the previous Christmas while construction of the
hulls and assembly of the component parts had begun about
the middle of April 1935.3

More interesting than the secret manufacture and
assembly of submarines was the announcement that Germany's
two new 10,000 ton warships were in reality 26,000 ton
battleships or battle cruisers. These came to light when
the German building programme for 1935-1936 was made public
and again it is difficult to say when the Admiralty learned
of their existence. In April of 1934, the Chief of Staff
to Admiral Raeder, head of the German Admiralty, told the
naval attaché that if Germany had the choice they would
decide to build battleships of between twenty and twenty-
five thousand tons with eight or nine thirty centimeter

(11.8") guns. At the time, the Chief of Staff said that

2H.C. deb., 5s., vol. 299, col. 52, March 11, 1935.

31bid., vol. 301, col. 346, May 1, 1935.
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no decision had been made and no plans drawn up for these
warships.4 A year later, a report from an Italian source
claimed that the German naval programme for 1935-1936
would include two battleships of twenty thousand tons,
armed with nine eleven inch guns and having a speed of
thirty-two knots.5

These possible lapses aside, the fault of
British Admiralty estimates of the German Navy lay not so
much in an underestimate of its strength, as in a miscal-
culation of the threat posed by the various parts of the
German fleet. Assuming that, despite the advent of air
power, Great Britain could only be overrun by seaborne
troops, the Admiralty considered that there was little pos-
sibility of a decisive Anglo-German fleet action or of an
attempted German invasion.® Limited to thirty-five per
cent of British strength, the German surface fleet would
be unable to risk an open encounter and to challenge
British control of the home waters. Less than six months
before the outbreak of the World War, the Parliamentary

Secretary to the Admiralty assured the House of Commons

‘DBFP ser. 2, vol. 6, doc. 389, p. 626.

5'Giornale d'Italia' quoted in The Manchester Guardian
May 1, 1935, p. 11.

B. Collier The Defence of the United Kingdom
(London: 1957, p. 49.
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that the British fleet was so strong that it could accept
a direct challenge in battle from "any combination of
foes.“7 ITf the British Navy could keep the number of
ships required to protect supply lines to a minimum, this
optimistic assessment would be valid. TIf, however, a very
large part of the fleet were required to protect British
commerce, the margin of safety over the "combination of
foes" could become non-existent. After 1937, the Admir-
alty increasingly feared that the German Navy would be used
almost exclusively for attacks on British sea communica-
tions.8

British commerce was threatened, so the Admiralty
believed, by airplanes, mines, submarines, and surface
raiders. Geographically, Germany was well placed to harass
vital British supply routes while she herself was rela-
tively immune from the direct weight of the British Navy.
If the powerful new warships of the German Navy were em-
ployed as surface raiders, they could inflict very heavy
casualities on British merchant shipping. In fact, the
First Sea Lord of the Royal Navy believed that nothing

would paralyze the British supply system and seaboard

"H.C. @eb. 5s., vol. 345, col. 653, Mr. Shakespeare,
March 16, 1939,

8collier op. cit., pps. 58-59; S.W. Roskill, The War
at Sea 1939-1945, vol. 1 (London: 1954), p. 35.
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trade "so certainly and immediately as successful attack

2 While Admiralty attention was

by surface raiders."
focused on surface raiders, the threat posed by submarines
was consistently underestimated. It was expected that the
submarine menace would not be as great as it had been in
World War I when the convoy system had proved effective in
reducing the loss of cargo tonnage to tolerable limits.

In addition, the development of 'asdic' and other scien-
tific devices for hunting, detecting and killing submarines
led to overconfidence. Lacking the Admiralty's knowledge
of these scientific developments, some Members of Parlia-
ment and newspapers more accurately evaluated the relative
threats posed by the German fleet, surface raiders and
submarines.

There seems to have been relatively little pub-
lic concern about the eventual re-emergence of a German
surface fleet thirty-five per cent as strong as the British.
Many of the bitter memories of Anglo-German naval rivalry
were laid to rest by Hitler's willingness to accept British
naval supremacy. According to the diplomatic correspondent

of the Manchester Guardian, the naval agreement could almost

be called a capitulation made in the interests of German

9Roskill, Ibid., p. 35.
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foreign policy. Success for German policy in Austria and
in the east depended (or so the Germans thought) on at
least British neutrality. As a result, the pressure from
German naval quarters for a limit of fifty per cent of
British strength had been ignored.lo However, a number

of commentaries on the Agreement brought attention to a
possible German qualitative advantage. There was a strong
fear that by rapid construction of modern ships, Germany
could reach her agreed ratio while the bulk of the British
fleet was still obsolete. 1In this case, the German Navy
could far exceed thirty-five per cent of the actual fight-
ing strength of the Royal Navy. It was not forgotten

that into the ten thousand ton limit of the Treaty of
Versailles, the Germans had poured sufficient speed and
firepower to enable the 'pocket battleships' supposedly

to escape anything that could sink them and sink anything
that could catch them with the exception of the three
British battle cruisers. The two battle cruisers being
built for Germany were expected to be faster than their
British equivalents and to be capable of overhauling and

11

destroying almost every cruiser Britain possessed. With

10
The Manchester Guardian, July 3, 1935, p. 12.

1lp.c. deb. 5s., vol. 302, cols. 417-418; col. 439,
May 22, 1935. The Observer, June 23, 1935, p. 16; The
Times, July 10, 1935, p. 15; The Observer, July 14, 1935,

p. 20.
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the expectation that Germany would build her new capital
ships expressely for commerce raiding rather than for
fleet action, visions of legions of super 'Emdens' running
amok on the high seas excited the fears of many outside
the Admiralty.

Between 1935 and the Czechoslovakian crisis of
1938, the German building programmes do not seem to have
excited much adverse comment in either the newspapers or
in Parliament. The Germans agreed to some qualitative
limitations, particularly with regard to heavy cruisers.
More important than this was the knowledge that Germany
was building a balanced fleet at a relatively moderate pace.

According to a report in the Manchester Guardian, the Ger-

man fleet would consist by 1942 of five battleships of
thirty-five thousand tons or less, four armoured cruisers,
three of ten thousand tons and one of twenty-six thousand
tons, two aircraft carriers, thirteen cruisers and forty

12

destroyers. An almost identical summary of German build-

ing plans was printed in a German newspaper, the Boersen
Zeitung, some six months later and was quoted in the Times

3
of July 7, 1937.l

120he Manchester Guardian, December 5, 1936, p. 17.

13 .
The Times, July 7, 1937, p. 15. The German newspaper

only mentioned three 'pocket battleships' but referred to
fourteen cruisers instead of thirteen.
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In August of 1938, just prior to the Czechoslo-
vakian crisis, the naval correspondents of both the Observer

and the Manchester Guardian wrote articles about the German

Navy. ©Neither of them suggested that it posed any serious
threat to Britain. According to the naval correspondent
of the Observer, the German Navy was still substantially
under the tonnage permitted by the Anglo-German Agreement
in each of the categories. Germany was one hundred thou-
sand tons under the limit for capital ships, about an equal
amount under the aggregate tonnage for cruisers, destroyers,
etc., and could build two more aircraft carriers of twenty
thousand tons. Not only was the rate of construction
slower in Germany than in Britain, but in the opinion of
the correspondent, the German fleet was "far from assuming
alarming proportions."14 However, if Britian's position
vis-a-vis the German surface fleet was considered sound,
newspapers and Parliamentarians exerted increasing pres-
sure on the Government to counter the growing threat of
the German submarine fleet.

The experience of World War I, when German sub-
marines had come within measurable distance of blockading

Britain, had taught the British to regard the submarine

l47he Observer, August 21, 1938, p. 9; The Manchester
Guardian, August 25, 1938, p. 5.
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not only as a weapon of aggression, but as a weapon of
aggression directed specifically against Great Britain.
Reaction to the announcement that Germany would soon have
twelve submarines was varied. The Times contented itself

with a simple statement of fact, the Manchester Guardian

editorial said that the news might be "extremely disagree-
able" but was not "surprising," while the editorial in

the Observer was entitled "New German Challenge.“15 Under-
standably, the sections of the Anglo-German Agreement most
heavily censured were those allowing Germany forty-five

per cent of the submarine strength of the British Empire
and the right to build to one hundred per cent if she first
notified Britain.

Once again there were fears that Germany would
immediately "mass produce" the long-range ocean type of
submarine. Even men as experienced as Mr. Churchill spoke
of the possibile construction of forty to fifty thousand

16

tons of submarines by August 1937. As the naval corres-

pondent of the Manchester Guardian reported, the large

number of submarines being constructed, twenty-eight for

1935-1936, was not as serious as it seemed because most

157he Times, April 29, 1935, p. 14; The Manchester
Guardian, April 29, p. 8; The Observer, April 28, p. 10.
16
H.C. deb. 5s., vol. 309, cols. 2017-2018, March
10, 1936.
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of them were small, intended for the defence of the Baltic
coast. Only eight of the twenty-eight were to be of ocean-

17 other reports submitted by the naval corres-

going size.
pondents suggested that Germany intended to reach her al-
lotted strength in submarines by 1942 in fairly even stages
after the first large programme. This estimate proved to
be correct, for only seven more ocean-going submarines were
started in 1936 according to the Times Berlin correspon-
dent.18 Another example of the relative moderation of the
German submarine building plan was the report that only
four submarines were scheduled for completion in 1937.19
Most of the correspondents estimated that as of August 1938
Germany had launched about twenty-four small submarines of
two hundred and fifty tons and about twelve to fifteen
submarines of between five and seven hundred tons. The
aggregate tonnage of submarines built and building was es-
timated at roughly twenty-six thousand tons, some six thou-
sand tons less than forty-five per cent of British Empire

Tonnage.20

l7The Manchester Guardian July 9, p. 11. The plan

called for six five hundred ton submarines and two seven
hundred and fifty ton submarines.

180he Times, September 20, 1937, p. 11. 1In all, fif-
teen submarines were started in 1936 according to the re-
port. Of these fifteen, eight were part of the 1935-1936
programme.

19
The Manchester Guardian, December 5, 1936, p. 17.

20
The Observer, August 21, 1938, p. 9; The Manchester

Guardian, August 18, 1938, p. 13; December 3I, p. 11.
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While the relative moderation of the German sub-
marine programme and the high proportion of small coastal
submarines had quietened British distrust of German naval
intentions, Hitler's decision to build to one hundred per
cent of British strength revived all the old fears and
suspicion. The German claim that the Bolshevik threat
necessitated the increases was greeted with polite disbe-

lief. The diplomatic correspondent of the Manchester

Guardian wrote "... it is France and Britain that have to
reckon with the consequences of this increase, and most
of all Britain ...."21
The first casualty of Hitler's decision was the
accuracy of the public estimates of German submarine
strength. To reach equality with Great Britain, Germany
would have to build forty to forty-five thousand more tons
of submarines, or so the British estimated. In March of
1939, Winston Churchill suggested that a large proportion
of this extra tonnage had already been built in sections and
had only to be assembled.22 His suggestion found some

support in information coming out of Germany to the effect

that Germany was preparing to speed up submarine construction

21
The Manchester Guardian, January 3, 1939, p. 15.

22
H.C. deb. 5s., vol. 345, cols. 676-677, March 16, 1939,
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by assembling them in various parts of the country.23

Other estimates of German submarine strength ranged from
seventy-one to the possibility of some one hundred and
fifty in the "comparatively near future."24 Growing pub-
lic concern about the apparently very rapid expansion of
the German submarine fleet after 1938 was reflected by the
tremendous pressure exerted by members of all parties in
the Commons and by newspapers for a vastly increased des-
troyer programme. During the March 1939 debate on the
naval estimates, nearly every speaker urged the necessity
of building more small, fast destroyers.25

A final question when dealing with British esti-
mates of German naval rearmament is the effect which Brit-
ish observers expected this rearmament to have on the na-
val balance in Europe. There was little doubt that German
naval rearmament would consolidate German control of the

Baltic Sea. 1In 1935, the Manchester Guardian ran a series

of articles on the naval situation in the Baltic. A major
conclusion drawn from these articles was that the German
navy, once its rearmament was complete, would have a de-

cisive margin over the combined fleets of the other Baltic

23Ibid., col. 391, March 15, 1939.
24

Ibid., col. 970,931, March 20, 1939.

25
Ibid., cols. 668-973, March 16, 1939,
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26 However, the

naval powers, Sweden, Poland, and Russia.
moderate rate of construction between 1935 and 1939 meant
that the bulk of the German Navy would be required to pro-
tect the Baltic coast of Germany and to ensure the contin-
ued supply of iron ore from Scandinavia. As a result, the
German surface fleet was not expected to pose a threat to
British domination of the major seas, even the North Sea.
Because the majority of the German submarines were too
small for operations in the oceans, they seemed to pose
only a limited threat to British trade and commerce. How-
ever, some Members of Parliament and newspapers drew at-
tention to the possibility that Germany would force General
Franco to permit small German submarines to operate out

of Spanish ports or from Spanish islands. Operating from
Cadiz, Vigo, or the Canary Islands, which were close to

British sea routes, the German coastal submarines might

take a heavy toll of British shipping.

The Army

The post-Munich reports of the military attachés

and other correspondents dealing with the strength and

26The Manchester Guardian, April 29, 1935, p. 9;
July 4, p. 8; August 2, pps. 9-10.
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basic preparedness of the German Army still did not sug-
gest the imminence of large scale war. Rather, they sug-
gested that the strength of the German Army was rapidly
increasing but would not reach its peak in 1939. Early

in 1938 correspondents of the Manchester Guardian had

learned of German plans to increase substantially the num-
ber of divisions and to correct some of the more obvious
weaknesses of the army. The dispatches suggested a fu-
ture 'regular' strength of some forty-five infantry and
seven mechanized divisions. These increases had been
foreshadowed in late 1937 but now it was expected that

at least skeleton units would be formed in the near future.
Scarcity of available manpower, as well as a shortage of
both raw material and equipment were given as reasons for
the belief that these new formations would not be "fleshed
out" until circumstances permitted.27 Two major steps
were also being taken to reduce the chronic shortage of
officers. All officers had been made liable for indefin-
nite service, including those regular officers who had
been discharged or retired from the Imperial Army or from

the Reichswehr. 1In addition, some of the best conscripts

were being offered the opportunity of spending an additional

27The Manchester Guardian, February 24, 1938, p. 9,

and March 1, p. 14.
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year in the army after their two year period and thus of
qualifying for an officer's commission in the reserve.
Churchill, with his own private sources of information, ar-
rived at an estimate roughly the same as that of the cor-
respondent for the Guardian. As of June lst, he believed
the German Army consisted of thirty-six regular and four
armoured divisions. The non-armoured divisions could be
duplicated and were rapidly acquiring the power to be
triplicated, but the Germans only had enough artillery for
seventy divisions. By October, Churchill expected there
would be no fewer than sixty fully equipped and armed di-
visional formations supported by enough trained men for
thirty-six additional divisions. Equipment, small arms,
and a very low establishment of artillery could be found
for these extra divisions, "if a lower standard were ac-
cepted for part of the active army." The western democra-
cies, then, might expect to face about ninety-six German
divisions exclusive of the Austrian Army by the autumn of

9
the year.2

28 . .
The Times, April 21, 1938, p. 13, The Manchester
Guardian, March 1, 1938, p. 1l4.
29 . .
W.S. Churchill, The Gathering Storm (Canada: 1948),
p. 236. Letter to M. Daladier, the French Prime Minister.
Germany actually mobilized 105 divisions in September 1939.
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The regular end-of-year summary of Germany's
military position, prepared by the military attachés, con-
firmed these reports of expansion to a degree and also
summarized the effects of the year's events (which had al-
ready been discussed in Parliament and in the newspapers)
on the German Army. Anschluss with Austria and the an-
nexation of the Sudetenland had tremendously improved the
strategic position of the army in the east and had pro-
vided a large reserve of manpower, while the intensive
fortification work along the Rhine had considerably im-
proved its strategic position in the west.30 By the end
of 1938, Colonel Mason-MacFarlane estimated that the peace-
time army had been expanded to thirty-six infantry divi-
sions, four armoured divisions, two light divisions, and
two mountain divisions. As of November 30th, an additional
four divisions were in the process of formation, including
a fifth armoured division, and two or three more infantry
divisions were being motorized. There had also been a
very large increase in the number of specialized units,

such as machine gun battalions, paratroop regiments, and

0Because Hitler had refused to allow the Czechs to
move out their heavy guns from the Sudetenland, Germany also
supplemented her heavy artillery. However, these guns
were not the same calibre as the German and hence would
pose a problem of logistics.
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independent tank batallions and regiments. If the
Austrian Army were included together with the é&lite para-
military troops, they would add another eight divisions.
According to the attaché&, Hitler had mobilized some ninety
divisions at the height of the Sudeten crisis.3l The in-
corporation of Austria and the Sudetenland meant that fu-
ture expansion would no longer be limited by the number of
conscripts available, but by the capacity of German fac-
tories to arm them. Colonel Mason-MacFarlane calculated
that the German armaments industry could produce enough
weapons and equipment to outfit about fifteen divisions
a year. On this basis Germany would be able to mobilize
roughly one hundred and five divisions by the fall of 1939.
(This was the actual number that Germany did mobilize on
September 1, 1939,)32

A considerable number of new weapons had also
made their appearance during 1938, and had been issued in
large numbers. Among these weapons were a machine gun
which could be fired from the shoulder or mounted on a
tripod, heavy artillery and a new heavy infantry gun. In

April, the correspondents of both the Guardian and the

31pprp ser. 3, vol. 3, doc. 389, pps. 368-373.
32
Ibid., and J.R.M. Butler Grand Strategy vol. 2

(London: 1957), pps. 50, 57.
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Times had noted the appearance of some new tanks in a pa-
rade. These tanks seemed to weigh about twenty tons each
and to be armed with either a 37 millimeter or a 77 mm

33

gun as well as a machine gun. Quoting from the German

Army Yearbook, the Times correspondent calculated that on

the basis of two light divisions with about one hundred
tanks each and five armoured divisions each having two
regiments of about two hundred tanks apiece, Germany

had approximately 2,000 medium tanks and four hundred light

tanks.34

While this estimate was exaggerated to some de-
gree, it was reasonable, unlike the wild estimate of Lloyd
George who repeated a claim of a "prominent authority"
that the Germans had, "tens of thousands of tanks, cer-

tainly about 20,000."3>

The relative military value of
tanks was still a source of disagreement among the military
observers. Neither Colonel Stronge in Prague nor Colonel
Mason-MacFarlane in Berlin gave much importance to the

German armoured divisions, even as late as October 1938.

Colonel Stronge was particularly emphatic, believing "the

33pBFP ser. 3, vol. 3, doc. 389, pps. 368-373; The

Times, April 21, 1938, p. 12; The Manchester Guardian,
April 21, p. 1l1.

34

The Times, November 30, 1938, p. 13.

35H.C. deb. 5s., vol. 347, col. 1817, May 19, 1939.
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claim made for the tank arm as being a decisive factor in
modern warfare to be the greatest delusion of post-war
times." In his opinion, modern infantry, with the immense
fire-power and mobility resulting from motorization, was
still the most decisive factor.36 Colonel Mason-MacFarlane
was extremely doubtful that the Germans would have used
their armoured divisions to spearhead the offensives
against Czechoslovakia: "their main tank resources would
have been kept up their sleeve to deal with what the Ger-
mans consider to be their principal task - namely, the ex-
ploitation of success."37 The correspondent of the Man-

chester Guardian on the other hand considered the mobile

and armoured divisions an essential part of Hitler's
policy of bluff and extortion. With their capability of
rapid concentration, they were an ideal complement to his
diplomacy. Germany built no heavy tanks to match French
and Russian models of seventy tons because,

Germany, in accordance with her belief that
the war of the future will be one of move-
ment, builds no weapons of so heavy a type.
For German tank units with the maximum size
of 18 to 25 tons are offensive weapons to be
used as a form of attacking cavalry, as dis-
tinct from infantry-supporting arms as in
the French Army.38

36pBFP ser. 3, vol. 3, doc. 286, p. 254.
371pid., Appendix 3, p. 628.

38The Manchester Guardian, April 21, 1938, p. 1l1;
November 16, 1938, p. 9.
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Equally divergent conclusions were drawn about the effi-
ciency of the German Army in action during the occupation
of Austria and the Sudetenland.

Colonel Mason-MacFarlane considered that despite
the lack of preparation the move into Austria had progres-
sed satisféctorily and that the value of this experience
was demonstrated in the autumn. Whereas the occupation
of Austria had been marked by a number of difficulties,
particularly with motor transport and vehicle breakdowns,
the move into the Sudetenland had been accomplished with-
out many serious problems. The General Staff work ap-
peared to Colonel Mason-MacFarlane to have been smooth
and efficient despite "the hurry with which the critical
movements had to be started." On this occasion, the motor
transport had been "strikingly" efficient, and few if any
cases of vehicle breakdowns had been seen by observers.
Writing in October, a correspondent called the invasion
of Austria a military debacle, the road from Lidz on the
frontier to Vienna having been blocked for a day and a
half by vehicles in trouble. The Austrian officers appar-
ently had been astonished at the poor quality of German
equipment and at the lack of training displayed by German

officers. This report contrasts with that filed by the

39
DBFP ser. 3, vol 3, doc. 191, p. 1lé66.
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Times Vienna correspondent. "In my wildest dreams," he
wrote, "I had not seen anything so perfectly organized,
so brutal, so ruthless, so strong. When this machine goes
into action, it will blight everything it encounters like
a swarm of locusts."40 Both these reports were consider-
ably exaggerated, but the German Army still had its weak-
nesses.

Colonel Mason-MacFarlane reported that prior to
1943, when the German High Command intended to have the
army working at maximum efficiency, there would be two peri-
ods when war would catch them at a disadvantage.41 These
periods would be the winters »f 1938-1939 and 1939-1940,

when the army would be disorganized by the simultaneous

effort to train a new class of recruits and to carry out

40The Manchester Guardian, November 16, 1938, p. 9.
History of the Times Part 2, 1921-1948 (London: 1952), p. 917.
This report was not published probably because it asserted
that the ultimate Nazi objective was the destruction of
England.

Not even the German generals can agree on what per-
centage of Germany's mechanized forces broke down on the
march into Austria. General Jodl's figure of seventy per
cent was denied by General Guderian, who commanded the
armoured troops. Heinz Guderian, Penzer Leader (London:
1952), pps. 53-56. o o

41
DBFP, ser. 3, vol. 3, doc. 389, p. 372.
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the expansion programme. Other European mass armies that
had already reached their maximum peace strength would not
be in guite so disorganized a state. Until the German

Army reached its maximum peace strength in the autumn of
1939, a new mobilization plan would have to be prepared
each year to take account of its increasing size. As a
result, the German Army could only be mobilized between
winter and spring by means of a temporary and complicated
tinkering with the previous mobilization plan. The Ger-
man Army had a number of deficiencies, most of them brought
about by its tremendously rapid expansion. With the forma-
tion of each new division, the already limited proportion
of experienced officers and non-commissioned officers was
further reduced. The very atmosphere of tension and un-
certainty in which the army existed was detrimental to train-
ing. In 1938, the army had twice been ordered to mobilize,
and according to Mason-MacFarlane, it had been "forced to
run before it could, in theory, walk."42 A number of units,
particularly those stationed in East Prussia, had been
short of certain types of weapons, such as mortars and
machine guns, when the military attach&s had attended their
manoeuvres in September of 1938. The training of individuals

and of units had been impressive, but their collective per-

421p14., p. 371.
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formance had been poor and the scale of weapons-issue had
been low. In addition, the tank units had been badly
handled.43

The German High Command, according to the attachég,
still did not feel completely confident that the German
Army would be ready for a major war before 1943. By that
time, the army would have had four years of training with-
out the handicap of rapid expansion and would have a suf-
ficient reserve to mobilize at least one hundred and fifty
divisions.44 For this reason, as well as for economic
reasons, Colonel Mason-MacFarlane was convinced that Hitler
did not envisage a long war. He also assumed that the army
probably would not encourage any policy that might precipi-
tate any war before June, because the new class of conscripts
had not joined the colours until December. In 1939, the
best time for a war from the standpoint of the army would
be the autumn, when it had again worked itself into a state
of peak efficiency. However, if Hitler said differently,
the army would not oppose the man "who has proved them
wrong in every major situation where their opinions have

45
clashed." In addition, Colonel Mason-MacFarlane believed

431pid., vol. 2, doc. 943, p. 408.

44
Ibid., vol. 3, doc. 389, pps. 368-373.

451pbid., doc. 505, p. 547.
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that Hitler had been "bitterly disappointed"” when deprived

of a small war with Czechoslovakia.46

The Alr Force

One of the reasons that the military attachés
were convinced that Germany would commit aggression in 1939
was based on their estimates of the strengtih of the German
Air Force. Colonel Mason-MacFarlane wrcte in December that
the German Air Force was the most "uncertain military
factor" in an appraisal of possible German intentions for
1939.47 Group Captain Vachell, the air attaché&, reported
in February: "... if Germany does decide that war is neces-
sary for her aims, the year 1939 is the most suitable from
the air point of view.48

Most British observers exaggerated the strength
of the German Air Force during 1938. Early in the year,
the German Air Force was estimated to have a first-line

strength of between three thousand and thirty-five hundred

airplanes. General Weygand of the French Army placed the

461pid., p. 550. 471piq.
48 _ .
Ibid., vol. 4, doc. 117, pps. 117-119. Estimates
of Hitler's intentions follow the discussion of the Luft-
waffe,
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relative strengths of France, Great Britain and Germany

at one thousand, fifteen hundred and three thousand res-
pectively. His figures carried a considerable amount of
authority in Great Britain, being accepted by the Observer
and by Churchill among others. Hence the belief that the
Luftwaffe was at least twice as strong as the Royal Air
Force, if not stronger.49 Concern about the relative
strengths of the RAF and the Luftwaffe found its outlet

in strong criticism of the Air Estimates by Members of
both Houses in May. Once again the critics of the Govern-
ment's air policy strongly stressed German producticn and
her additional capacity. At the time, Germany seemed to
be producing about three hundred and fifty airplanes a
month but had not reached her full capacity by any means.
Sir H. Seeley estimated conservatively that German facto-
ries could produce four to five hundred airplanes a month
if they worked at full capacity. Mr. Dalton suggested that
this reserve capacity existed because the German factories
were working only one shift and were using only about sixty
percent of their available floor space. Another Member of
Parliament predicted that Germany would have increased her

output from three hundred and fifty to twelve hundred air-

49The Observer, April 3, 1938, p. 16; H.C. deb. 5s.,
vol. 332, col. 1601, March 7, 1938.
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planes a month by 1940. On the basis of these estimates,
Germany was expected to have a first-line strength of be-
tween six and eight thousand machines by 1939 with the pro-
ductive resources to supply reserves and to maintain this
number of first-line airplanes at war strength.51 Fears

of an imminent and extensive increase in the Luftwaffe,

an increase which could not be matched by the RAF, were

supported by a report of the Manchester Guardian's diplo-

matic correspondert in July. His information was that,
as a result of the May crisis, the entire military estab-
lishment in Germany was united in its approval of Field

Marshal Goring's long-time ambition to double the Luftwaffe's

first-line strength of between twenty-five hundred and
three thousand.52 However, there was no indication either
in Parliament or in the three newspapers that this plan
to double the strength of the Luftwaffe had begun to be im-
rplemented by the time of the September crisis.

The amount of information available abocut the

official British Air Military estimate of the German Air

_ 50H.C. deb. 5s., vol. 335, cols. 1752, 1853, May 12,
1938; vol. 336, cols. 1238-1239, May 25.

51
H.L. deb. 5s., vol. 108, col. 1071, May 12, 1938;

H.C. deb. 5s., vol. 335, col. 1752, May 12, 1938.

527he Manchester Guardian, July 9, 1938, p. 13.
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Force in 1938 is scant. Reports reaching the Prime Minister
early in the year, however, indicated that the expansion of
the air force was being accelerated, but how fast this ex-
pansion was thought to be is unclear.53 Group Captain
Vachell, the air attaché in Berlin, wrote in February 1939
that the year 1938 "was one of steady though nct spectacular
progress."” Hitler's orders to further expand the Luftwaffe
in March 1938 appeared to Group Captain Vachell to have

been slow in bearing fruit because no new Luftwaffe units
were discovered until late in the year; even when an air
base seemed to have been completed, there had been a notice-

d.°% wnile this report

able delay before it was occupie
contradicts the sense of the reports reaching the Prime
Minister, it is not known whether the attach& realized the
unspectacular nature of the Luftwaffe expansion at the

time, because none cf his estimates of German air strength

are included in the Documents ... for 1938. A brief com-

ment by the British Ambassador at the end of a private
letter written to the Secretary of State on October 12,

1938 suggests that Group Captain Vachell did note the

53Basil Collier, Barren Victories (London: 1964),
p.121; The Defence of the U.K.(London: 1957), p. 66 does
not ¢give any details of the Air Ministry estimate.

5

4DBFP ser. 3, vol. IV, doc. 117, p. 118.
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difference between German expansion plans and accomplish-
ments in 1938, The Ambassador, Neville Henderson, wrote
in part:

I am afraid from what I have heard directly
and indirectly that our authorities still

do not grasp the immensity of the German

air effort. The expenditure of huge sums in
aeronautical research, the mokilization of
industry, the almost unlimited resources in
personnel and the truly Herculean labour of
the air chiefs and staffs have worked a mir-
acle ....

According to my information the Germans
have a first-line strength which is at least
double ours. In design and perfcrmance they
are far ahead of us. They have, for example,
bomkers which are not only faster than some
of our fighters, but have a much longer
range than our bombers ....

Meanwhile - and this is the most disturb-
ing thing - German production is proceeding
in full swing. I believe that the total
production is about 1000 aeroplanes a month
and new orders are cocnstantly being placed ....55

This estimate of German air pcwer was one cf the most ex-
treme especially as it also included an equally high esti-
mate of the guality and guantity cf the German ground de-
fences which would rok the RAF bombers of much of their

raison d'étre, their deterrent effect. The report con-

clvuded, bhowever, with the admission that the air attaché
did not agree with this summary cf Cerman strength. The

rajor disagreement between Ambassadcr Henderson and Group

®S1pid., vol. 111, Appendix 1, p. 6L6.



186

Captain Vachell was probably cne cof degree; the latter
did not bkelieve that the Luftwaffe either was or would re-
main overwhelmingly strong.

In his analysis of the condition cof the Cerman
Air Force Aas of Fekrmary 1939 Vachell ceoncluded that the
Luftwaffe wonlé be relatively stronger than the British
and French Air Forces during the year but that thereafter
it would become relatively weaker for a few years. While
a steady formation of new units was to be expected, a
further rapid expansion, such as had occurred after 1935,
appeared impossible, unless there was some "radical change
in conditions." Production of airplanes had accelerated
during 1938 but by February 1939 most of the new factories
were working at close to their full capacity and were un-
likely to increase their output in the near future. If
anything, production might temporarily fall off slightly
because new jigs and tools were being introduced to pro-
duce new types of airplanes. On the other hand, produc-
tion in both France and Britain was rising and Germany
could not hope to match their combined output if these
factories were permitted to reach their full production.
Thus the relative numerical superiority which Germany had,
would gradually disappear. Until the middle of 1939 the

German Air Force would also have a relative superiority
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in overall quality because all of her units would be
equipped with airplanes first produced in 1936 and the
British still had units equipped with planes first pro-
duced in 1933 and 1934. Newer aircraft such as the Junkers

88 medium bomber and the twin-engine Messerschmitt 110

were beginning to be issued to German units. The new
French and British planes, because they were of more re-
cent design than the German, would give better performance;
consequently, the attaché estimated that qualitative super-
iority would favour Great Britain and France by the end
of the year. Although the British, and probably the French pilots
were better trained than the German, the attaché did not
consider that "any doubts about the standard of training
reached by the German Air Force would cause any hesitation
to put it to the test."56

Both Group Captain Vachell and Mr. Henderson were
agreed, however, that faced with certain loss of its quali-
tative and quantitative superiority after 1939, that year
would be the best time for the Luftwaffe to fight a major
preventitive air war. Both men also agreed on the impor-

tance of the Luftwaffe in any plans Hitler might have for

the year. 1In October 1938 Mr. Henderson had written the

>01pid., vol. IV, doc. 117, pps. 117-119.
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Foreign Secretary that "Hitler's intransigence and readi-
ness to embark on war was solely due to the conviction
that Germany as a result of Goering's efforts possessed
(1) an air force which in quantity and quality far sur-
passed anything which France and England could put up
(2) an immeasurably superior ground defence."57 In 1939,
he cautioned that "the efficiency and commanding superior-
ity of the German Air Force during 1939 are only one of
the many factors which would have to be taken into con-
sideration by the German Government in the event of the
embarkation on any war."58 Finally, neither the Ambassador
nor the attaché believed that the Luftwaffe had been built
up to attack any particular enemy; its organization, equip-
ment, and general deployment gave little evidence ¢f any
strategical design and its role seemed primarily to be to
cower nations that might resist German aims.>?

Estimates of German air strength made in Parlia-
ment and in the newspapers did not lead directly to the con-

clusion that 1939 would be the most favourable year for a

57Ibid., vol. 3, Appendix 1, p. 616.

58_. .
Ibid., vol. 4, doc.1l1l7, p. 116, preface to Group

Captain Vachell's report.

>1bid., pps. 116, 119; ibid., vol. 3, Appendix 1,
pps. 616-617.
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war as far as the Luftwaffe was concerned,. but some of their
information suggested this was so. Even reports of some

of the most staunch critics of official estimates of Ger-
man strength suggested that at least the relative strengths
of the Luftwaffe and the RAF had not altered in Germany's
favour. Hence, while Sir Hugh Seeley was very critical of
those who suggested that Germany had "shot her bolt in the
air," his estimate showed that the Luftwaffe had maintained,
but not increased, its two-to-one superiority over the RAF
and that contrary to his prediction of May 1938, it would
not have six thousand first-line planes by May of 1939 but

nearer thirty-five hundred.60

Other Members of the House
of Commons were convinced that Britain was catching up to
Germany in aircraft production. Lieutenant-Colonel Moore
Barbazon admitted that for the first time in his Parlia-
mentary career he was, "broadly speaking, satisfied on the
question of air rearmament."6l Mr. Grant-Ferris believed
that if British production were four hundred a month, then
the 'gap' in production was fast closing, for although

German production was reputed to be very high, difficulties

of procuring raw materials and labour were certain to slow

04.c. deb. 5s., vol. 344, col. 2414, March 9, 1939;
ibid., vol. 335, col. 1752, May 12, 1938.

®lpid., vol. 344, col. 2469.
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it down.62 Even the Observer, perennially pessimistic about
Britain's air strength vis-3a-vis Germany, contained a re-
port from the air correspondent on July 9th claiming that
Great Britain, making 750 planes a month, was outprodiucing
Germany for the first time. The report cautioned, however,
that once the Germans had re-organized the recently ac-
quired Czech factories, they might re-establish their lead.63
There were also a few references to Germany's declining
qualitative superiority but Parliament and the press gener-
ally remained obsessed with the quantitative aspect of air
power, paying little attention to the relative quality of
German and British airplanes.64
While the trend of public estimates of German
air strength was cautiously optimistic in 1939 there were

reports that contradicted this optimism. One of these,

from the diplomatic correspondent of the Manchester Guard-

ian on May lst, stated that information from German

sources indicated a rise in German production from about

®21bid., col. 2469, March 9, 1939.

63The Observer, July 9, 1939, p. 18; in January Ger-
man production had been estimated at between four and six
hundred; in March at between five and six hundred. Ibid.,
January 29, p. 12; March 19, p. 21.

4
The Times, March 3, 1939, p. 13; H.C. deb. 5s.,
vol. 344, col. 2414.
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nine hundred to a thousand aircraft a month in August 1938
and a further increase to twelve hundred a month after
January of 1939. Furthermore, German front-line strength
was put at about three hundred squadrons of which some
one hundred and seventy were bomber squadrons. Having a
total of nine regular and six reserve airplanes each, those
squadrons gave a first-line strength of 4,500-5,000 planes
and were supported by an equal number of machines in re-
serve, complete but unassembled.65
Unfortunately, public estimates of the strength
of the German Air Force end rather abruptly in May of 19309.
Therefore, these sources give no further idea of what size
air force the Parliamentarians and correspondents expected
would face Great Britain when war broke out in September.
Perhaps one of the reasons for this lack of information was
that by May Britain was rearming as fast as possible and
had already committed herself to oppose any further German
expansion. Britain had committed herself to oppose Germany
because some of the predictions that had been made about
Hitler's political intentions following the Munich settle-

ment had come true.

65The Manchester Guardian, May 1, 1939, p. 14.




CHAPTER 7
ESTIMATES OF GERMAN INTENTIONS

OCTOBER 1938 - AUGUST 1939

The Lull:October - March

The Sudetenland is the last territorial claim
I have to make in Europe.

Adolf Hitler, September 26, 1938
For the second time in our history, a British
Prime Minister has returned from Germany bring-
ing peace with honour. 1I believe it is peace
for our time.

Neville Chamberlain, September 30, 1939

A great many people believed these statements.

The reports of the correspondents of the Manchester Guardian

and those of the military attachés show that they, and many
other people, did not. They spent the next five months
speculating and collecting information, not on "if" Hitler
would march, but "when" and "where" he would march.
Immediately following the Munich settlement, the
reports of the diplomatic and Berlin correspondents of the
Guardian reflected the widespread fear that Hitler would
proceed to break up the rest of Czechoslovakia in the near
future. On September 30, 1938 the diplomatic correspondent

of the Guardian reported a prediction current in London:
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the European crisis was believed to be at an end but,

The end is regarded as no more than provi-.

sional, but it is believed that whereas Ger-

many would have made herself master of all

Czecho-Slovakia almost at once under the

terms of Hitler's ultimation, it will now

take her the whole winter and perhaps the

spring to get what she wants, though some

unofficial observers believe this view to

be rather optimistic.
Churchill, in the Commons debate of October 5th, also ex-
pressed the view that the remnants of Czechoslovakia would
be 'engulfed' in the Nazi regime within "a period of time
which may be measured by years, but may be measured only
by months."2 Nevertheless, fears of an imminent German
move into Czechoslovakia gradually died down and the at-
tention of British observers began to centre on how parts
of Czechoslovakia might be used to further German plans.

An immediate goal of Germany seemed to be to pre-
vent Ruthenian Czechoslovakia, which separated Hungary and
Poland, from slipping into the control of either of these

countries.3 The possible purpose of this German action was

expressed succinctly in a Manchester Guardian editorial of

November 5th:

lThe Manchester Guardian, September 30, 1938, p. 1ll.

2
H.C. deb. 5s., vol. 339, cols. 365-366, October 5, 1938.

3
The Manchester Guardian, October 26, 1938, p. 6.
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An independent Ruthenia, however divided and

impoverished, robbed and misused,will make

an a@m%rable base from whicp to plan tHe

partition of Poland and Soviet Russia.
Germany was expected to exploit the ever-present Ukranian
nationalism in Russia, Poland and Rumania in order to carve
out an independent Ukraine which she could dominate. This
intent seemed to be borne out by a reportedly steady worsen-
ing of German-Polish relations. On November 24th, a report
in the Guardian suggested that German-Polish friendship,
which had been "nothing more than a piece of transient
political opportunism," was coming to an end over the ques-
tion of Ruthenia, and that the Germans were seriously plan-
ning to treat Poland "& la Czechoslovakia." The dismember-
ment of Poland and the establishment of an independent
Ukraine would be the prelude to the dismemberment of and
colonization of Russia.5

During the first two weeks of December there were
strong suggestions that Germany might make an eastward move

as early as February 1939. Two reports in the Observer as

well as continuing reports in the Manchester Guardian, sug-

gested the possibility of a new 'dynamic surge' east.

4Ibid., November 5, 1938, p. 12. An earlier report
also described fundamental German-Polish antagonism,
ibid., October 20, p. 6.

5.
Ibid., November 24, 1938, p. 16; November 28th, p. 8.
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Supposedly, the German plans were so far advanced that a
'Ukranian Commissar' had been selected to organize a school

6 The

for training future Ukranian military instructors.
British press reported rumours about German activities in
Ruthenia such that Mr. Dalton, speaking in the House of
Commons on December 18th, felt it would be "a matter of
weeks" before there might be changes in the German border
with Poland.7 The possibility of early military action by
Germany also figured strongly in the despatches of the
attachés and other diplomatic representatives, so strongly
in fact that Viscount Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, wrote
on January 27th, "... it is remarkable that there is one
tendency running through all the reports."8
Colonel Mason-MacFarlane prefaced his Memorandum
on possible German military action in 1939 with the admis-
sion that there was insufficient evidence to make "definite
prophetic deductions" about Hitler's intentions.9 It was

guite possible that Hitler had not yet decided how to use

his army during the next year. However, if he had done so,

6The Observer, December 11, 1938, p. 18; December 18,
p. 14; The Manchester Guardian, December 12, p. 12; December
19, p. 12; December 31, p. 15.

7

8DBFP ser. 3, vol. 4, doc. 40, p. 39.

9Ibid., vol. 3, doc. 505, p. 546, December 26, 1938.

H.C. deb. 5s., vol. 342, cols. 2508-2511; December 18, 1938.
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all evidence suggested early action, perhaps as early as
February. Most of the officers in the German War Ministry
were not planning to take their usual skiing holiday in
January or February, and there were rumours that no leave
would be granted to members of the air force after January
lst. Warning orders had been sent out to all of the reserv-
ists, and a considerable amount of transport had been reqg-

uisitioned.lO

Toward the end of January, other measures of
a minor nature were reported which could be interpreted as
signs that Hitler might march in the near future. Officers

in Berlin began to decline invitations in the evenings,

and the Chief of the Operations Section of the Oberkommando

der Wehrmacht was suddenly ordered away on duty.ll Colonel

Mason-MacFarlane reported his impression that the German
Army was preparing for possible action on a large scale.
However, by the end of January, the reports of the military
attachés still gave no certain indication as to where Hitler
would strike next.

After Hitler's speech of January 30th, which was con-
siderably milder than had been expected, the prevailing assump-
tion that Hitler would laﬁnch another aggression in 1939 wa-

vered somewhat. Colonel Vitrolles, who a few weeks earlier

101pia., p. 547.

1l1pid., vol. 4, doc. 23, p. 24, January 24, 1939.
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had insisted that Hitler must expand or face internal col-
lapse, told his British counterpart that Germany did not
intend war during 1939. The economic situation, according
to Vitrolles, was such that war would be a precarious gam-
ble; if Hitler did not win a quick victory, he would be
defeated. 1?2 Very few others shared Colonel Vitrolles'
optimism. A day after Hitler's speech, Colonel Stronge
reported a conversation with the Yugoslavian Military
Attaché, who had assured him that "there was no doubt that
Germany was making thorough and speedy preparations for

a major war."13 There followed a month of quiet during
which the Germany Army continued to work at high pressure
preparing for action - exactly when and where no one knew.
Hitler was waiting for the situation to "clarify itself."
German armament continued apace, showing no signs of slack-
ening. A week before the German occupation of Czechoslo-
vakia the Polish Military Attaché told Colonel Mason-Mac-
Farlane that his information pointed to an acceleration

in the pace of the German armament programme in the pre-
vious six weeks. Particular emphasis was being placed on

a still further expansion of aircraft production, with the

121pid., vol. 4, doc. 79, p. 74, February 1, 1939.

131pida., doc. 69, p. 65, January 31, 1939.
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object of eventually increasing the number of air divisions
from six to eighteen.l4

Another interesting possibility frequently men-
tioned in the January 1939 reports of the attachés was that
of an indirect attack on Great Britain through occupation
of Holland. Colonel Mason-MacFarlane suggested on December
26th the possibility of a German attack on Great Britain,
but considered the odds against it to be ten to one.15 A
few days later, Colonel Gauché the Head of the 2€ Bureau,
told Colonel Fraser that in a future war Germany would prob-
ably attack neither France nor Belgium. Instead, she would
seize all Holland north of the Rhine, thus securing control
of the whole river, plus an excellent line of defense in
the north, and bases from which to launch submarine attacks

16 on January 13th, the Chief of

against the British coast.
the Belgian General Staff told much the same story to the
military attaché in Brussels and added that a "sure source"
had reported a recent study conducted by German Staff
Officers to weigh the possibilities of such an attack. He
estimated that the Germans would take about eight days to

overrun Holland.l7

141pid., doc. 181, p. 186, March 6, 1939.

151pid., vol. 3, doc. 505, p. 549.

161p3i4., vol. 3, doc. 509, p. 556.
17

Ibid., doc. 535, p. 583.
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The belief in an imminent attack on Holland was
based not only on a certain amount of evidence,rbut also
on reasoning that was strategically sound. All of the
sources agreed that the German Army was not yet the equal
of the French, and that it had little chance of turning
the Maginot line by attacking through Belgium.18 Nor was
the spring the most favourable time for the German Army
to attack, even if its objective was only to seize Holland
and then stand on the defensive. However, spring would be
an ideal time for the German Air Force to attack, and the
seizure of Holland would bring the air force into range of
both France and Great Britaingonce he had gained this stra-
tegic position, Hitler could do one cr all of three things.
He could launch an all-out aerial attack on Great Britain
and France before they achieved air superiority. Both
Colonel Mason-MacFarlane and Colonel Gauché& knew that Ribben-
trop at least had advocated this course, partly because he
believed that Great Britain would crack under heavy bombing

k.19

attac Colonel Gauché had also told Colcnel Fraser that

an air attack was the only conceivable way that Hitler

20

could hope to win in the west in 1939. As a second choice

181pid., vol. 3, doc. 553, p. 609; vol. 4, doc. 29, p.30.

19_. .
Ibid., vol. 3, doc. 506,p. 549; doc. 511, p. 556,

201pid., vol. 3, doc. 553, p. 609, January 18, 1939.
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open to Hitler, Colonel Gauché suggested that Hitler could
demand Belgian and French neutrality, and attack Great
Britain unless she returned the German colonies lost after
the World War. This course of action might conceivably
break up the Anglo-French understanding, for the French
according to Gauché&, would be loath to risk Paris for a few
British colonies.?l Hitler's third choice was to black-
mail both France and Great Britain with the threat of the
German Air Force. In this case the object would be to give
the British and French public the clear choice between the
destruction of London and Paris, and the surrender of over-
seas possessions.22 In addition to these military considera-
tions, there would be an economic advantage in occupying
Holland since Germany was reputed to be running short of
foreign exchange. However, from February on, interest in

the possibility of an attack in the west declined.?3

21l1pbida., vol. 3, doc. 522, p. 570, January 4, 1939.
221pid., vol. 3, doc..553, p. 609, January 18, 1939.

23There were few references in the three newspapers
to a possible German attack in the west except in the
Manchester Guardian. On January 7th, p. 12, Liddell Hart
wrote in The Manchester Guardian that as a result of the
Munich settlement, Germany was free to concentrate all
her power in the west. At the end of January, another
article claimed that Hitler had still not decided whether
to turn east or west (January 26, p. 6); the fear of an
attack on Holland occasioned by the attachés reports,
called forth a report from the diplomatic correspondent,
(January 27, p. 11).
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According to many of the attachés' dispatches,
a German attack in the east would probabkly be Hitler's
next move. In his report of Decerber 26th on possible Ger-
man action in 1939, Colonel Mason-MacFarlane, suggested
"if there is no intervention from the west, Hitler is prob-
ably convinced that he is strong enough tc deal with Poland
and any Russian opposition so long as the objective in the
Ukraine is limited."24 The lure of the Ukraine for Hitler
would be his desire to increase German living space and
the urgent economic necessity of gaining control of the
Ukrainian resources tc stave off economic collapse. Colonel
Vitrolles told the British Air Attaché& cn January 12th that
Germany could nct afford the luxury of a war in the west
for colonies or imperial pride; she had to gain control of

25

the Ukraine. No direct military evidence could be found

by the British attachés to confirm this possibility; how-

)

4
ever, Colonel Mason-MacFarlane found much evidence consis-

tent therewith, and none to refute it."26

There were per-
sistent rumcurs in Berlin tc the effect that progressive
mobilization wculd begin in February with a view tc a sum-

mer concentration in the east. In addition, Colonel Mason-

24DBFP ser. 3, vol. 3, doc. 505, p. 550.

25__ . .
Ibid., doc. 536, p. 584, January 12, 1939,

261h1d., doc. 505, p. 550.
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MacFarlane had a "definite" report of a German Air Force
Officer reconncitering in Slovakia and Ruthenia, and the
information from the Lithuanian Military Attaché that Ger-
many was urging Poland to join in an attack on White Russia
but would attack Poland if Poland refused to co—operate.27
Speculation by the attach&s and newspaper cor-
respondents about an immediate German military cperation
against Poland died down toward the end cf January, follow-
ing a meeting between Cclonel Beck and Hitler. To a greater
or lesser extent, these cbservers believed that Hitler's
attention had shifted to the south and west. Dispatches
of koth Colonel Mason-MacFarlane and Colonel Stronge drew
attention tc possible German attempts to push France and

28

Italy into a Mediterranean war. The Times Warsaw corres-

pondent was inclined to discount the likelihood of a German

27Ibid., pps. 546, 548. 1In November 1938 the Times
Berlin correspondent suggested the possibility of joint
Polish-German action to exploit a Soviet internal collapse,
or of joint military action to cause such a collapse. The
Times, November 10, 1938, p. 16. T

281pid., vol. 4, doc. 23, p. 23, January 24, 1939, and
doc. 100, p. 102, February 10, 1939, express the view that
immediate action was unlikely; also, The Times, January
18, p. 12; January 19; The Manchester Guardian, January
24, p. 5, agreed but stressed continued attempts tc subvert

Ukrainian groups..
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attempt to create a 'Great Ukraine' because cf the diffi-
culties involved. Rather, Hitler was expected to maintain
a policy of 'good will' toward Poland thus securing his
Eastern frontier and freeing the Axis powers for 'adven-
ture' elsewhere.29
Although most estimates of German intentions men-
ticned the pessibility of Cerman intervention in Czechoslo-
vakia, its outright cccupation almost came as a surprise.
Reports of unremitting German pressure on Czechoslovakia,
both internally and externally, were frequent, but such in-
formation was generally interpreted as part cf a continued
pregramme to dominate Czechoslcvakia without the necessity

of occupying the ccuntry. As late as March 11lth, editorials

in beoth the Times and the Manchester Guardian contained no

hints that Hitler would take advantage of the internal crisis

over Slovak independence to occupy the country.30 However,

29The Times, January 19, 1939. The correspondent be-
lieved it would take Germany two to three years to prepare
for the creation of a Great Ukraine. An editorial in the
Manchester Guardian of January 30, p. 8, also implied the
possibility of axis intervention in disputes over Tunis,
Spain or colonial matters.

30A whole series of reports about German pressure on
the Czechs appeared between February 15 - March 11, among
others: The Manchester Guardian, February 15, p. 10, 11;
15th, p. 5; March 2, p. 13; 11th, p. 12; the editorial of
the 13th referred to "a calm" occasioned by German "in-
decision": The Times, February 20, p. 11; March 11, p. 13.
Other possibilities for German action were also discussed,
including a German 'tropical' expedition. The Manchester
Guardian, February 4, p. 11.
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a day earlier, on March 10th, the Czechoslovak Military
Attaché in Berlin had told Colonel Mason-MacFarlane that
Germany would probably push the Slovak claims for indepen-
dence to the point of "civil disturbances” and then send

31 Three days later there

in troops to "preserve" order.
were reports that German troops were moving toward Vienna.
Colonel Fraser reported that the French General Staff con-
sidered the alerts to the army and S.S. police, and the
movement of troops, as "reminiscent of those which pre-
ceded the Anschluss .32 By March l4th, the newspapers were
full of reports about German troop movements toward the

frontier with Czechoslovakia.33

Prague was, in fact, oc-
cupied by the Germans by March 16th and furthermore, with-
in a week of its occupation Lithuania was forced to evacu-
ate Memelland.

These two further 'coups' by Hitler were to have

profound results. Colonel Mason-MacFarlane at once sent

three major memoranda.34 1In brief, these dispatches gave

31pBFP ser 3, vol. 4, doc. 197, p. 218. Possibility
of an end to Czech independence also mentioned in doc.
201, p. 221 of same date.

321pid., doc. 227, 228, p. 236, March 13, 1939,

33The Times, March 14, 1938, The Manchester Guardian
March 1l4th, p. 11.

34DBFP ser. 3, vol. 4, docs. 434, March 18, 1938, doc.
522, March 25, Appendix 1, March 28,
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his analysis of the new situation and his conclusion that
Great Britain and France should declare war on Germany as
soon as possible. The Germans had captured sufficient weap-
ons and equipment in Czechoslovakia to arm about forty divi-
sions and the attaché expected the Germans to form special
divisions of Sudeten Germans supplied and maintained inde-
pendently of the German Army. Thus the potential strength
of the German land forces would be increased by at least
twenty-five per cent.

Colonel Mason-MacFarlane felt the only sure way
to bring about the defeat of Germany was to force her to
fight a two-front war while she was at the same time block-
aded. In his opinion, Germany and the German Army were
not yet sufficiently strong to fight such a two-front war
and at the same to conquer and hold the economic resources
necessary to resist a blockade. However, this might be-
come possible in another two or three years. It might al-
so be possible if Great Britain and France could not suc-
ceed in forming an active "Eastern" front, without which
a British blockade could not be effective. Hitler would
then in effect be fighting only a one front war. Colonel
Mason-MacFarlane warned that:

The situation from our point of view looks

black. The chances of establishing an "east-
ern front" farther west than the frontiers of
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Russia, Turkey, and Greece are receding
daily.35

The first military priority was then to convince the small
countries adjacent to Germany that Great Britain and France
would fight, and that Germany had to be defeated if they
were to maintain their independence.

The second military priority was to declare war
on Germany within three weeks of March 28th, even if such
a war had to be deliberately provoked. Colonel Mason-
MacFarlane reported:

I consider that provided we can now secure

the eastern front that we desire, the present

would be the most unfavourable moment for

them (i.e. the Germans) becoming involved

in general hostilities.
At the time, much of the German Army was scattered through-
out Czechoslovakia. Other units were either demobilized
or under strength. The effort of equipping units with Czech
arms would add to the troubles of an already overworked
General Staff and training cadres, and add to the disorgan-
ization caused by the regular training and expansion pro-
grammes., Colonel Mason-MacFarlane predicted that if Great

Britain and France waited on events and permitted Germany

to gain her Lebensraum and the German Army to reach its

351bid., vol. 4, doc. 555, p. 535, March 18, 1939.

361pid., doc. 522, p. 506.
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peak of strength, "... it may well be the end of France

and ultimately of ourselves."37

The German Intentions and The Eastern Front

Any successful 'active' Eastern front that Colonel
Mason-MacFarlane proposed, would depend on the strength of
the Polish and Russian Armed Forces. The reports of the
attachés and correspondents however, were as depressing as
they had been in the case of Czechoslovakia.

Lieutenant-Colonel Sword saw little chance of
Poland offering more than a limited resistance to a large-

scale German offensive.38

After general mobilization, he
estimated the Poles could put fifty-four infantry divisions,
two cavalry divisions, and twelve armoured battalions in

the field.3?

Nevertheless, to an even larger extent than
the Czechoslovakian Army, the Polish Army, in his opinion,
suffered from the combination of a virtually impossible

strategic position and serious deficiencies in weapons,

371pid., Appendix 1, p. 626. Group Captain Vachell
disagreed with Colonel Mason-MacFarlane. Vachell advocated
that Britian and France avoid war in 1939, if possible.

38
Ibid., vol. 5, doc. 12, p. 42, April 5, 1939.

391bid., and vol. 4, doc. 498, p. 479, March 22, 1939.
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equipment and personnel. The attaché considered that Ger-
many would control both the Baltic Sea and the Polish
Corridor from the onset of any war.40 Thus Poland would
be completely land-locked and it would be impossible to
supply her with any military aid from the west. The only
other means of communication Poland had with the outside
world was a single railway line to Rumania which crossed
Russianterritory.41
The equipment of both the Polish Army and the
Polish Air Force was considered poor. The army lacked
heavy weapons, particularly heavy artillery, anti-aircraft
guns and all kinds of armoured fighting vehicles. As a
result, a Polish infantry division would have much less
firepower and mobility than a corresponding German divi-
sion.42 Colonel Sword and Group Captain Vachell were
agreed that the Polish Air Force was totally incapable of
protecting the Polish Army, cities or industry, all of
which were particularly vulnerable to devastating air at-
tack. Group Captain Vachell estimated that Poland had
about fifty modern bombers; the rest of the air force was

obsolete, and their fighters in particular were "quite

401pid., vol. 4, doc. 498, p. 479.

41 42

Ibid., vol. 5, doc. 12, p. 41. Ibid.
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ineffective." Despite these deficiencies he did not recom-
mend that Britain re-equip the Polish Air Force because
it was "no more obsolescent than the Army."43

The contrast between the reports of the attachés
and of the correspondents was marked - so marked indeed
that one wonders whether they refer to the same armed
forces. With one exception, a report by Robert Leurquin
for the Times of July 5th, 1939, these estimates were super-

ficial. A typical example, taken from the Manchester

Guardian read:

Materially and morally, the Polish Army of to-
day is the most formidable she has ever

had and should without any exaggeration be
ranked with the finest modern armies in
Europe.

The correspondent for the Observer wrote that Poland could
mobilize five million men in twenty-four days and that the
army was mechanized and up-to-date; yet, according to the
report, military plans depended on the feet of the soldiers
and the feet of horses (since one third of the army con-

45

sisted of cavalry). Poland's Air Force was estimated

431bid., pps. 43-44.
44The Manchester Guardian, March 8, 1939, p. 1l.

Essentially the same remark was made in the January 26th
issue, p. 14.

45The Observer, May 7, 1939, p. 21.




210

at about two thousand first-line aircraft, of which some

46 1p Parliament,

five hundred were modern fast bombers.
Mr. Lloyd George realistically analyzed Poland's military
position during one of his more devastating criticisms of
Government policy. He concluded that without Russian aid
British support of Poland was worthless.47

While the only way of keeping Poland on her feet
in a war with Germany was to arrange for Russian support,
the Polish diplomats rejected the pleas of the British
Government to allow Russian troops to cross Polish soil
to attack Germany; the Polish General Staff turned an
equally deaf ear to the arguments of the attaché in favour
of Polish-Soviet military collaboration. Politically, the
Poles feared that once permitted entry, the Soviet troops
would not leave; militarily, they had absolutely no faith
in Stalin's intention of taking the offensive in a war,

or in the capacity of the Red Army to mount an offensive. 48

46Ibid., and The Manchester Guardian, March 8, 1939, p.1ll;
The Times, April 3. Leurquin's article appeared in the Times
on July 5th, p. 17 and gave a detailed description of the
army's organization and defence measures.

47
H.C. deb. 5s., vol. 345, col. 2507, April 3, 1939.

48por efforts of attachés to convince Polish General
Staff to collaborate with Red Army see DBFP ser. 3, vol.
7, doc. 155, August 22, 1939, and doc. 156, August 21.
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The Polish doubts of the military capabilities
of the Soviet Union were no different than those which the
British attach&s and correspondents had been relaying to
London ever since the spring of 1938. The first problem
was both geographical and political; Russia had no common
frontiers with Germany. To make contact with Germany the
Red Army would have to pass through either Poland or Ruma-
nia, both of which refused to allow Russian troops to
cross their land. The second problem was military.

On paper, the Red Army was extremely formidable.
Both the attaché&s and correspondents agreed that its peace-
time basis was between one hundred and one hundred and ten
infantry divisions, thirty to thirty-five cavalry divisions
and five mechanized corps. Behind these divisions stood
a virtually unlimited man-power reserve whose utility was
limited only by the capacity of Russia to equip and main-

tain armies in the field.49

Perhaps the strongest facets
of the Russian land forces were their artillery, tradition-
ally strong, and the large number of armoured fighting

vehicles supporting them. Colonel Firebrace, the attaché

in Moscow, estimated that the Soviet Union possessed nine

191pid., vol. 1, doc. 148, p. 167, April 18, 1938;
vol. 4, doc. 183, p. 194, March 6, 1939; The Times,
February 23, 1938, p. 16y August 11, 1939, p. 9.
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thousand tanks of high quality even though their armour

50 There

was too thin to resist modern anti-tank defences.
was no doubt that the Russian troops were very well armed
and equipped, while the individual training of men and units
was frequently good. Industrialization, which had been
ruthlessly accelerated since 1928, meant that the Red Army
was supported by a much larger armaments industry than the
old Imperial Army of 1914-1917.51 vet, despite the great
potential strength of the Red Army, few military attachés
or correspondents of any nation considered it capable of
mounting or maintaining an offensive.

The two major reasons for doubting the Red Army's
offensive power were the effects of the great purge of 1937-
1938 and the lack of adequate communications on Russia's
western front. The Russian High Command had been almost
wiped out as a functioning body. Colonel Firebrace reported
that about sixty-five per cent of the office corps, from
the rank of divisional commander up, haé disappeared. As

a result, the attach& doubted whether the new high command

>OpBFP ser. 3, doc. 183, p. 194, March 1939; vol. 6,
appendix 1, p. 786; The Times, February 23, 1938, p. 15,
credited Russia with 8,000 tanks.

>LpBFP vol. 1, doc. 148, p. 162, April 18, 1938; vol.
4, doc. 183, p. 194, March 6, 1939; The Manchester Guardian,
November 9, 1938, p. 11; The Times, February 23, 1938, p. 15.
August 11, 1939, p. 9.
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could conduct an offensive and equally doubted the ability
of junior commanding officers to carry out their orders
adequately, especially since the authority of the command-
ing officers had been disastrously weakened by the intro-

52 The other severely

duction of military commissars.

limiting factor on the offensive power of the Red Army was

the general lack of transport and communication facilities.

The Russian railway system was in very poor condition;

there was not enough rolling stock or locomotives, and what

the Russians had was in poor condition. Roads in the vicin-

ity of her Western frontier were inadequate, and the Russians

were known to have very little mechanical transport. There-

fore, even a limited offensive would be brought up short

by the inability of the Russians to keep the advancing

troops supplied either by rail, or by road.53
The air attaché&, Wing Commander Hallawell, and

the correspondents evaluated the Red Air Force somewhat

differently. The attaché considered that it was capable

52pBFP vol. 1, doc. 148, p.163; vol. 4, doc. 498, p. 478.
The Manchester Guardian, November 9, 1938, p. 11, warned
that the adverse effects of both the purges and the commis-
sar system should not be overestimated. The Times, February
23, 1938, p. 16; the article of August 11, 1939 p. 9, warned
that the Russian Army had shown it could make a sudden dis-
concerting offensive.

>3pBFP vol. 4, doc. 183, p. 197 and vol 6, Appendix 1,
p. 776, p. 786; The Times , August 11, 1939, p. 9.
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of developing little offensive power against Germany with-
out Polish cooperation and that even with this cooperation,
the offensive would be limited. Although Russia had an
impressive number of airplanes, he estimated that only
about one thousand modern short-range fighters and four
hundred and fifty medium bombers could be expected on
Russia's Western frontier. These could reach vital German
centres only if they were based on Polish soil; but if they
were so based, their efficiency would drop because of ad-
ministrative and supply difficulties. All in all, the
attaché believed the Red Air Force could probably sustain
air operations "for a few months."54
Newspaper accounts of Russian air strength tended
to dwell too much on the numerical strength of the Red Air
Force and too little on its possible effectiveness against
Germany. Dispatches of the Times correspondent gave figures
of between four and six thousand for its first-line strength
while the Guardian quoted figures showing that the Soviet
Union would soon have an air force of twenty thousand air-
planes. ©None of the articles expressed the same doubts

about its effectiveness as did those of the attachés.55

54DBFP ser. 3, vol. 4, doc. 183, p. 195, March 6, 1939,

and vol. 6, appendix 1, pps. 787-789. It must be remembered
that a considerable portion of Russian military strength had
to be deployed facing Japan.

>5The Times, February 23, 1938, p. 15; August 19, 1939,
p. 9; The Manchester Guardian,February 27, 1939, p. 8.
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However, once Britain was committed to the defence

of Poland, there was a natural inclination to stress the
more positive side of Russian strength; no one else but
the Russians could possibly help the Poles. Nevertheless,

the authors of the Instructions to the British Military

Mission to Moscow had to conclude that "any substantial and

rapid Russian military support to Poland is out of the

question."56

Poland: March - August

The two countries the most obviously threatened,
first by the German occupation of Czechoslovakia and secondly
by the Italian occupation of Albania, were Poland and Rumania.
In the opinion of the Observer during March and early April,
Rumania was the next most likely victim because of its oil
and because its demise probably would not precipitate a
European war. An editorial of March 19th continued:

German policy aims at the absolute domination

of all Eastern Europe between the Baltic and

the Black Sea; at the mastery of Rumanian oil

and wheat in the next phase; and at the break-
ing of Russia as a further objective.

5
6DBFP ser. 3, vol. 6, Appendix 1, p. 786. This

memorandum is a useful summary of British strategic and
political thinking about a possible war and the forms it
. might take.
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Hitler's ultimate aim was German supremacy in the world.>’

An editorial on April 9th was even more explicit about the
danger to Rumania. "Rumania," it stated, "and no other
country, is regarded as the decisive objective by the Axis
Powers. Poland is not in the front-line of danger ....

Poland can wait."58

In the Times, however, it was Poland
that was considered to be in the greatest danger. An edi-

torial of March 18th commented that no one believed Hitler

would ever give up his claims to Danzig, the Polish Corridor,

or to Upper Silesia. The Berlin correspondent noticed an
increasing impatience in German references to Poland.
Stories of Polish maltreatment of the Germans in the Cor-
ridor were being featured in the press, and the correspond-
ent quoted one particularly menacing warning:

The responsible factors in Poland will cer-
tainly not overlook the peculiar geograph-
ical position of their State, which has de-
termined the policy hitherto followed of
maintaining independently - that is to say,
without tension - good relations with Poland's
neighbours on all sides.59

57 The Observer, March 19, 1939, p. 16, p. 17. While
the editorial stressed Rumania, the diplomatic correspond-
ent mentioned the Polish Corridor as well: the Berlin cor-
respondent admitted there was no concrete clue as to Ger-
many's immediate intentions or where she would march but
he thought the Ukraine the most probable target.

581pid., April 9, 1939, p. 10.

>9The Times, March 28, 1939, p. 10, p. 14; March 29, p.16.
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It was not a coincidence that this warning came just as
the time for Colonel Beck's visit to London approached.60

In Parliament,while most of the concern focused
on the threat to Poland and to a lesser degree, to Rumania,61
there was a growing fear that Germany might attack in the
west and that Hitler's ultimate objective was the destruc-
tion of Great BritainsMr. Nicholson told the House on March
15th that Czechoslovakia was the last "episode" for the
time being in the 'drama' being played in Central and East-
ern Europe. When the "curtain" next went up, it would be
in the west, Holland might be occupied, Switzerland in-
timidated, or France embroiled with Italy. Mr. Attlee
felt that the Axis Powers would wait until the disintegra-
tion of south-eastern Europe was complete before they

turned west.62

Other Members from all parties believed
that sooner or later, Hitler would turn on the British
Empire. Thus Sir A. Sinclair warned the House that the

"ultimate goal" and "richest prize" sought by the Axis

OChamberlain\issued an unconditional guarantee to
Poland on March 31, about two weeks before Colonel Beck's
visit.

61
H.C. deb. 5s., vol. 345, col. 447, March 15, and
cols. 2490, Sir A. Sinclair and Mr. Dalton,April 3.

®21bid., vol. 343, col. 509, March 15, 1939, vol.
345, cols. 17-18, April 13.



218

was nothing less than "the possessions, resources and trade
of Britain." Colonel Wedgwood noticed that German propa-
ganda had been concentrated on Great Britain since the dec-
laration of the Polish guarantee.63 However, these specu-
lations about a possible German attempt to dismantle the
Commonwealth were remote. Poland was becoming the focal
point of another crisis.

Throughout April and until the middle of May,
the military attachés believed that Hitler was fully cap-
able of suddenly ordering the occupation of the city state
of Danzig, or alternatively, of launching a surprise at--
tack on Poland itself. The Italian invasion of Albania in
the first week of April had left the European military sit-
uation somewhat unsettled. This uneasiness was heightened
by the constant German troop movements in Czechoslovakia
and toward the Polish frontiers. In Berlin, the Polish
Military Attaché& told his British colleague that a state
of readiness had been ordered throughout Germany. Various
units had been identified that were apparently headed for
Silesia, and there had also been reports of increased mil-

itary activity on the Polish frontier.64 In addition, the

©31pid., vol. 345, col. 21, and 59,60, April 13, 1939.

641bid., vol 5, doc. 31, p. 67, April 8, 1939.
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build-up of German troops in East Prussia continued. By
the middle of April, Polish intelligence estimated that
there was the equivalent of eight or nine divisions on the
Western frontiers of Poland. The German divisions in
Bohemia and Moravia were in a state of flux. Of the thir-
teen "mobile" German divisions, Major de Linde reported
that two armoured, two light and four motorized divisions
were still in Czecho-Slovakia by April 8th. Another three
were seemingly withdrawing, while two had never moved from
their normal peace stations in Germany.65 Polish intelli-
gence placed the number of German divisions occupying

66 While

Bohemia and Moravia at between eleven and twelve.
the Polish General Staff were not inclined to consider
these troop movements as an imminent threat, they were
aware that additional troops could be moved from Berlin to
the frontier over—night.67
Colonel Gauché told the British Military Attaché
on April 7th that according to his information, Hitler had

intended to occupy Danzig by April 1lst. The visit of Colo-

nel Beck to London had so infuriated him that he was

®31bid., vol. 5, doc. 34, p. 72, April 8, 1939.

®61pid., doc. 168, p. 204, April 14, 1939.

®71bid., and doc. 31, p. 67, April 8, 1939.
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perfectly capable of attacking Poland "in the next few

68 1n early May, "a military source that had given

days."
correct military advance information about the invasion
of Czechoslovakia," suggested that all preparations were
being made to invade Poland through Lithuania within two
weeks. If this plan were dropped, any invasion would be
postponed for four months.69 At the same time, a member
of Goring's staff told the Polish Military Attaché that
war in 1939 was inevitable, and that British and French
interference would not prevent the rapid destruction of
Poland.70

Another possibility was discussed by Colonel
Mason-MacFarlane and the Ambassador in Berlin. They had
received information that the German Government was con-
templating the seizure of Danzig by Hitler's birthday on
April 20th. The method used would be an internal revolt,
staged by the Nazi-controlled Senate, and followed by mil-

itary occupation by German troops. By presenting both

Poland and the Western powers with a fait accompli, the

Germans believed that they could avoid a clash with Polish

®81pid., vol. 5, doc. 34, April 7, 1939.

®91bid., doc. 334, p. 390, May 2, 1939.

701pid., doc. 377, p. 433, May 5, 1939.
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troops and that Great Britain would not intervene. How-
ever, neither the Ambassador, nor the Military Attachég,
could envisage such a coup without active Polish, and thus
British and French, intervention.71 While the attaché& was
mistaken about the date of this 'coup' he proved correct
about the lever Hitler would use to put pressure on Poland.
As spring wore into summer, Europe watched and
waited; waited for the results of the Anglo-French talks
with the Russians and watched the steady and obvious mili-
tarization of Danzig. Regular German troops, storm troops,
and armaments were reportedly being smuggled in from East
Prussia. Reports of these shipments appeared very fre-
qguently in the press. Various reasons were given for the

German action. In the Manchester Guardian it was suggested

that Germany was occupying the city from within and that
when the time came, the Danzigers would liberate the city
and then hold off Polish attack until German forces could

arrive.72

The Poles, according to the Times correspondent,
considered the military hustle and bustle in Danzig an
effort to provoke Poland rather than a serious strategic

measure. They were convinced that the city could be "blown

7lpBFP vol. 5, doc. 163, p. 199, April, 14, 1939.
72Th.e_.Mam:hesJ;Qr_G_Lmrdi_an, May 26, 1939, p. 6.
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to pieces" at the outbreak of hostilities.73

The Observer
correspondent in Berlin also doubted that the Germans would
make a 'coup' in Danzig and wrote that a peaceful method
for the incorporation of Danzig was being sought.74
In the middle of July the military crisis over

Danzig, which had been limited to the occupation of the city
from within by German soldiers, entered a new phase. In-
creasingly, reports indicated that military measures were

being taken against Poland itself.’® on July 1lth, the

diplomatic correspondent of the Manchester Guardian wrote

that Germany was modifying the character of her military
preparations. These preparations suggested that the main
attack on Poland, if carried out, would be made against
the concentration of Polish war industry in the south.76
A further dispatch indicated a military "build-up" in

Czechoslovakia: Prague had become an armed camp with Ger-

man staff officers occupying the larger hotels; Czech trans-

73The Times, June 20, 1939, p. 14,

74The Observer, May 28, 1939, p. 11.

5. . o . .

Prime Minister Chamberlain mentioned the stra-
tegic and economic importance of Danzig to Poland and
specifically included Danzig in the British guarantee.

76The Manchester Guardian, July 11, 1939, p. 6.
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port had been commandeered and troops were moving east

71 At the same time, the Ambassador to

through Moravia.
Berlin was notifying the Government that:

the fact cannot be overlooked that the number

of reservists now under training and, indeed,

the general military preparations in this

country mean that the mobilization of the

German army could be effected at the shortest

possible notice and practically without

warning.

By early August, reports of German mobilization
measures were in all the newspapers. Between August 5th
and 8th, the Berlin correspondents all predicted that
Germany's military preparations would reach their climax
by the end of the month. Autumn manoeuvres were being held
two weeks earlier than in 1938 and the Germans were making
every effort to ensure that the harvest would be collected
by August 15th when some two million Germans were expected

to be under arms.79

This information was very close to
that furnished by the attaché&s. Their reports showed that
there were two periods of concentration against Poland.

August 1l4th marked the beginning of the first stage and

Colonel Mason-MacFarlane's replacement in Berlin estimated

"T1pid., guly 15, 1939, p. 17.

78pBFP ser. 3, vol. 6, doc. 335, p. 369, July 17, 1939.

79The Times, August 5, 1939, p. 12; The Observer,
August 6, p. 13; The Manchester Guardian, August 9, p. 5.
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that between two and two and a quarter million men in Ger-
many were under arms. "Germany," he noted, "is making
every preparation which would accelerate and facilitate

n80 In East Prussia, which because

a rapid mobilization.
of its separation from the Reich was usually almost a week
ahead in its military preparations, signs indicated that
the reserve divisions were beginning to be formed. Every-
where in Germany, divisions were returning from training
and were concentrating in their home areas. Units of field
bakeries and gendarmeries, as well as ambulance convoys,
began to form.81 According to the dispatches, actual con-
centrations of troops against Poland did not begin until
August 18th, but even by August 21lst, the exact concentra-
tion areas were not known®? The next day, the Polish
General Staff told the military attaché that a maximum of
twenty divisions had been moved toward the Polish frontier.
Of these twenty divisions, five were in East Prussia, and

83 At this point, there was a notice-

only two were mobile.
able hiatus of four days when the military concentrations

were suspended, and Hitler gauged the reaction to his latest

80pBFP ser. 3, vol. 6, doc. 660, p. 693, August 14, 1939.
8l1pid., vol. 7, doc. 14, p. 14, August 15, 1939.
821bid., doc. 100, p. 97, August 21, 1939.

83Ibid., doc. 99, p. 96 and doc. 143, p. 126, August 21,22.
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diplomatic coup, the Russo-German Non-Aggression Pact.
Speculation about a possible German-Soviet rap-
prochement had been rife in the newspapers starting in
January 1939.84 The resignation of M. Litvinoff stimu-
lated this speculation to a large degree, and the possi-
bility of such a move was never discounted, particularly
when it was noticed that German propaganda attacks on
Russia were dropped.85 There were also strong indications
that Hitler was awaiting the outcome of the Anglo-French
talks with the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, the worst that
was envisaged was the failure of the talks or Soviet neu-

86 the British press, like the

trality in the event of war;
Foreign Office, regarded an outright alliance between Ger-

many and Russia as (to use the words of the Foreign Office)

84 The Times January 26, 1939, p. 10. Paris was jittery
about impending trade talks between Russia and Germany.
85Ibid., May 5, 1939, p.14; on May 6, p. 12,These were
two articles, one from Rome, one from Toyko. The attitude
of the two axis partners toward an German-Soviet rapproche-
ment was decidedly different. The Manchester Guardian
May 8, p. 14, considered the possibility "barely concei-
vable."

86The Manchester Guardian, June 20, 1939, claimed that
Germany wanted Russian neutrality and discussed German
reactions to successful or unsuccessful Anglo-French talks
g%th Russia; the Times, July 5, p. 16; The Observer, July
, p. 15.
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"inherently improbable.“87 When the news of the Soviet-
German Non-Agression Treaty "broke," on August 22nd, there
was little doubt that an important step toward war, a west
European war at least, had been taken.

Four days later (August 26-28), the concentra-
tions which had apparently slackened off between August
22nd-26th rapidly came to a completion. During the first
period of concentration, the mobile divisions, the cream
of the German Army and an essential factor in any attack
on Poland, had remained inert. Now, the missing eleven
mobile divisions (4 armoured, 4 light, 3 motorized) were
reported to be moving in "an easterly direction," and were
expected on the Polish frontier by August 26th.88 On that
day it was obvious that the general mobilization of Germany
had been ordered. Reports indicated that first-line reser-
vists had begun to join their units, and that certain per-
sonnel of the army and air ministry were leaving Berlin to

join General Headquarters.89

Preparations for action
against Poland were reported to be reaching their final

stage; on August 28th, the Germans had concentrated enough

87pBFP vol. 5., doc. 413, p. 462, footnote 2, May 8, 1939.

881bid., vol. 7, doc. 197, p. 160, August 23, 1939.

89__ .
?Ibid., doc. 325, p. 266; doc. 333, p. 276, August
26, 1939,
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divisions for the attack. The military attaché& in Paris
predicted that the final concentration would be finished
by September lst-2nd and that there was little chance of

an attack before then.90

901pid., doc. 443, p. 376, August 26, 1939,



CHAPTER 8

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Between 1934 and 1939 British newspapers and
Members of Parliament displayed an unprecedented peacetime
interest in the military intentions, and in some aspects
of the armed forces of a foreign power. Hardly a word,
for example, was written about the strength of the Italian
armed forces, less was written about Japanese strength,
and the armed forces of Czechoslovakia, Poland and Russia
were discussed solely for the purpose of weighing them
against the German.l As far as military intentions were
concerned, Italian and Japanese adventurism intermittently
aroused concern, but British attention always returned to
speculation about German intentions, whether in central
Europe, Russia or in Spain.

In the earlier sections of this paper, we saw
that there was a strong tendency among Parliamentarians
and newspaper correspondents alike to over-state the

strength of the German armed forces and to credit Hitler

lStrangely enough, little public interest was shown
in the French armed forces until after Munich. Even then
only the weakness of the French Air Force was mentioned.
It was generally assumed that the French Army was at least
as strong as the German, and probably stronger.
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with designs for which he had no military plans. An exam-
ination of the actual growth of the German armed forces
in 1938 and 1939 shows that the British were still, in
many important respects, overestimating the forces which
Hitler had available to support his diplomacy.

Germany's Navy was not prepared for war with
Great Britain in September 1939, and it does not seem to
have been taken into consideration by the British during
the September crisis of 1938. In 1935, when the German
Navy was just beginning to expand, Admiral Raeder under-
stood from Hitler that he intended to maintain friendly
relations with Britain, Italy, and Japan; only France and
Russia were envisaged as likely German enemies. Guaranteed
the neutrality of the major naval powers, (presumably
Hitler did not consider the United States a potential en-~
emy) , the German Admiralty could base their expansion on
the feasability of a fleet action against the Russian and

French fleets.2

This decision, affecting the strategic
presuppositions of the German fleet, was not understood
by the British public which assumed that any large fleet

built up by a foreign power, particularly by Germany, was

destined to oppose British control of the seas; hence the

2A. Martienssen, Hitler and His Admirals, (New York:
1949), p. 11.
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confusion when the Germans began building a balanced fleet
instead of concentrating on ships built primarily for in-
dividual action. The relatively slow rate of construction
of new ships resulted from the German Admiralty's belief
that Germany would not become involved in a major war be-
fore the middle of the 1940's and also because the naval
authorities, unlike the General Staff, were allowed to
carry out their expansion plan without undue interference‘
and were not hurried by Hitler and constant demands for
quicker and more formidable results.

Until 1938, the expansion of the German Navy
was carried out the way the General Staff would have pre-
ferred to expand the army and the way the air force should
have been established - gradually, and systematically.
Navy plans for rational and balanced expansion had to be
shelved when the basis of the program, the assumption of
British neutrality, was reversed in 1937-1938 and Britain
came to be considered one of Germany's potential enemies.3
While Hitler promised there would be no war with Britain
before 1943-1944 at the earliest, the German Navy would

have to bear the brunt of such a conflict, if it occurred.

3pocuments on German Foreign Policy 1918-1945, series
D, vol. I, pps. 29-39. The Hossbach memorandum quotes
Hitler as including Britain with France as one of Germany's
"hate-inspired" enemies.
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Accordingly, Plan "Z" was drawn up to provide Germany with
thirteen battleships, thirty-three cruisers, four aircraft
carriers and two hundred and sixty-seven submarines by 1948,
a force large enough to cripple British sea communications
and to risk a fleet action. Less than a year after its in-
augration, Plan "Z" had to be radically altered when it
became clear that war with England might come much sooner
than 1942, and the role of an unprepared German Navy would
consequently be restricted to attacking British shipping
while avoiding a fleet action.

The measure of the German Navy's unpreparedness
for war with Britain lies in a comparison of the strength
of the navy on September 1lst 1939 with the strength thought
necessary by the German Admiralty for an Anglo-German naval
war. Of the two hundred and sixty-seven submarines envis-
aged, only twenty-six of the fifty-seven in service were
ocean-going; five light and three heavy cruisers were
available instead of thirty-three; three "pocket" battle
ships of ten thousand tons, two of twenty-six thousand tons,
and two of thirty-five thousand tons were ready or nearly
completed instead of thirteen.? Both the legions of "super

Emdens" and the schools of submarines had failed to

4Martienssen, op. cit., p. 13.
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materialize, contrary to British fears.

While the German Army was better prepared for
war than the Navy, it was not as well prepared as some
reports suggested. The dispatches of the newspaper cor-
respondents were quite accurate in their estimates of the
number of divisions Germany had, and quick to stress in-
creases and the formation of new units; but they also gave
an exaggerated impression of the real numerical strength
of the German Army. Hence, the awareness of the unprepared-
ness of that army for a major war was somewhat compromised.
By the spring of 1938, the lowest British estimate of the
German Army gave it a peace-time strength of thirty-six
infantry and four armoured divisions. At this time, ac-
cording to General Jodl, about twenty-seven or twenty-
eight divisions were complete in respect to equipment and
personnel. Of the specialized divisions, this figure in=
cluded only one Panzer division (the others being unequip-
ped, skelton formations), one cavalry division, and one moun-
tain division.5 By the autumn of 1938, some thirty-nine
regular divisions were ready, together with about fifteen

reserve divisions. Not all of these divisions were either

STrial of the Major War Criminals, Nuremburg Proceed-
ings (Nuremburg: 1948), Vol. 15, May 29-June 10 testimony
of General Jodl, p. 425.
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fully manned or fully equipped; in particular, two of the
armoured divisions were not completely prepared for war.

In all, General Jodl testified that the General Staff could
"set up approximately fifty-five divisions - including re-
serve divisions."6 Even if the seven or eight Austrian
divisions are added to the fifty-five mentioned by General
Jodl, the total is only two-thirds of the number that
Colonel Mason-MacFarlane estimated had been mobilized dur-
ing the September crisis. Either the attaché badly over-
estimated the number of divisions mobilized, or, as is

more likely, he included in his estimate "formations"

which the German General Staff would not equate with "divi-
sions in terms of equipment, training, and personnel.

A much more detailed glimpse of the real strength
of the German Army in 1938-1939 than that afforded by
General Jodl's testimony, is given in a record of General
Thomas' lecture on May 24, 1939. The peace-time strength
of the German Army then stood at eighteen Corps Headquarters,
twenty-two independent machine gun battalions and fifty-
one divisions. Four of the thirty-nine infantry divisions

had been fully motorized and there were in addition twelve

6Ibid., p. 426, also B.H. Klein, Germany's Economic
Preparations for War, (Harvard, 1959), p. 20 and E.M.
Robertson, Hitler's Pre-War Policy and Military Plans
1933-1939, (London: 1963), p. 134.
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special divisions including three mountain, five armoured,
and four light. A large number of full-time (standiger)
frontier defence units (Grenzschutzformationen) supported
the peace-time army. General Thomas was obviously trying
to impress his German Foreign Office audience with the
strength of the German Armed Forces. He did not mention
the army's chief material weaknesses, a shortage of all
types of artillery and equipment for the reserves, while

7 Nor did

extolling the armaments of the peace-time army.
he give any idea of what strength the German Army would
have after mobilization. General Jodl claimed that Ger-
many had only seventy-five divisions in the autumn of 1939
and spring of l940.8 A month before the outbreak of war,
the British General Staff estimated Germany's potential
mobilization strength at one hundred and twenty to one
hundred and thirty divisions, two-thirds of which, or about
eighty-two divisions, would be fully armed and equipped.9
If General Jodl was referring to first-line divisions only,
the British estimate of first-line units was within ten

per cent of his figure. Nevertheless, as a whole, the

7Trial of the Major .... op. cit., Nuremburg
Documents, number 028-EC, pps. 114-115.

8Ibid., Nuremburg Proceedings , vol. 15, testimony of
General Jodl, p. 425.

9

DBFP, ser. 3, vol. 6, appendix 1, pps. 770-771
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British estimate was misleading, largely because it had

to take account of the twenty to twenty-five divisions
that might have been completely outfitted with Czech weap-
ons and equipment, but were not. Thus Germany was cred-
ited with some fifteen or twenty-five more divisions than
she actually had.

On September 1, 1939, the Germans mobilized one
hundred and five divisions in three "waves." The regular
army of fifty-two divisions (a sixth armoured division
had been formed) comprised the first wave; eighteen divi-
sions of young reservists who could be relied on for large-
scale operations formed the second; and thirty-five divi-
sions of over-aged or semi-trained troops constituted the
third. Germany committed some fifty-four divisions to the
attack on Poland, including all of her mobile and mountain
divisions and all but ten or so infantry divisions from
the first wave. The Western front was held by the remain-
der of the first-line troops and by frontier troops - a
total of thirty-three divisions of all sorts.10 Although
the British Chiefs of Staff correctly supposed that Ger-
many would use some sixty divisions against Poland, they

assumed that between fifty and fifty-five would be avail-

105 r.M. Butler, Grand Strategy, (London:1957), vol.2,
pps. 50, 57.
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able in the west (forty on the frontier, ten to fifteen
in reserve).ll In reality, Germany had only some seven
divisions which could 'mask' Rumania and/or act as a cen-
tral reserve. German strength in the west was therefore
vastly over-estimated both numerically and in terms of
quality. However, the over-estimation of the German Army
by the British General Staff was without much importance;
whether Germany had ninety or a hundred and thirty divi-
sions, Britain could offer France fewer than half a dozen.
The over-estimation of Germany's air power, on the other
hand, was a matter of much greater importance to Great
Britain.

The German Propaganda Ministry did everything in
its power to cause Britain and France to over-estimate the
size and power of the Luftwaffe; the visit of Charles
Lindbergh to German aircraft factories was a prime example
of the Ministry's methods and success. During 1938 and
1939, the Luftwaffe had many real strengths, but also suf-
fered from some extraordinary weaknesses. Retooling and
the introduction of new types of aircraft into the assembly
lines caused a very severe drop in total production in

some months of 1938 and contributed to an overall drop in

LlpBFp ser. 3, vol. 6, appendix 1, pps. 770-771.
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production of some 400 aircraft (from 5,606 in 1937 to
5,235 in 1938) for the year. At the same time, the air-
craft industry was increasingly devoting itself to produc-
ing combat planes. Hence, while Germany produced an aver-
age of two hundred and twenty combat planes a month in
1937, this figure rose to two hundred and eighty a month
in 1938.12 The year 1939 saw a very large increase in
German output which averaged six hundred and ninety air-
craft of all types each month; production of combat air-
craft showed an even greater relative increase, from two
hundred and eighty to five hundred a month, or six thou-
sand a year.13 Thus the fears, expressed in many British
quarters, of Germany producing six to eight thousand "first-
line" airplanes a year, did not come true until late 1939.
The actual strength of the Luftwaffe during August
and September 1938 was much less than estimated by the
British public and slightly less than the Air Ministry esti-
mated. German air force units had a total of approximately

three thousand aircraft of all types. According to the

12Wood and Dempster, op. cit., p. 50.

131bid., and B.H. Klein, Germany's Economic ... op.
cit., p. 19. Klein suggests that British intelligence
believed that German production of combat types was about
830 a month, a 40 per cent over-estimate. The British
probably estimated the total production at 830 a month,
still a 20 per cent error.
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figures quoted by Woodward and Dempster, of the 1,669 air-
craft that were serviceable on August 1lst, only four hun-
dred and fifty-three were fighters and seven hundred and
forty-one were bombers or dive-bombers.14 On September 26th,

according to Basil Collier in The Defence of the United
15

Kingdom, some twenty-eight hundred aircraft were service-
able, including 1040 bombers and two hundred and twenty
dive-bombers. At this time, the British Air Ministry be-
lieved that Germany had twelve hundred bombers.16
Air Ministry estimates of available German long-
range bombers just before the outbreak of war were less ac-
curate than those of 1938. 1In August 1939 they estimated
that Germany had 1,750 long-range bombers, three hundred
short-range bombers, and 1,175 fighters, with a total first-

17

line strength of forty-two hundred. The Luftwaffe actu-

ally had 1,180 long-range bombers, of which 1,008 were
serviceable , and four hundred short-range and ground at-
tack bombers, for a total first-line strength of thirty-

18

six hundred. The extra six hundred heavy bombers that

l4wood and Dempster op. cit., p. 51

15London 1957, p. 66.

16
p. 186.

17DBFP ser. 3, vol. 6, appendix 1, p. 778.

R. Higham The Armed Forces in Peacetime (Britain: 1962),

18Collier, the Defence ... op. cit., p. 77.
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British intelligence 'gave' Germany in effect increased
the supposed striking power of the Luftwaffe by thirty
per cent.

British intelligence made other serious errors
in assessing German air power. Germany was believed to
have ample reserves behind her first-line strength, so
ample in fact that in comparing British and German strength,
the Air Ministry "rolled up" several British squadrons,
thus providing reserves on the supposed German level.19
In reality, German reserves were only twenty-five per cent
of her first-line strength or less than one thousand air-
craft. British intelligence, then, over-estimated German
reserves by five hundred per cent.20 Nor had the Germans
bothered to build up an adequate recovery and repair sys-
tem for damaged aircraft, a factor which went unnoticed.
The Air Ministry assumed that Germany would concentrate
her bombing on densely populated areas and on vital links
of supply and distribution. In the spring of 1939 they
had calculated that with 1,650 long-range bombers, Germany
could drop seven hundred tons of bombs a day for the first

21 .
two weeks of a war. Both these assumptions proved wrong.

19DBFP vol. 6, appendix 1, p. 778, footnote.
20Collier, The Defence ... op. cit. p. 77.
21

Ibid.
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Germany struck first at her victim's air power and mili-
tary communications, in other words at tactical targets,
not at strategic ones. With few more than a thousand
long-range bombers, the Luftwaffe could presumably deliver
less than five hundred tons of bombs a day for the first
two weeks. In fact, the Luftwaffe was not organized or
equipped for long strategic warfare but for short intense
campaigns with a respite between them. At the onset of
war it was not even capable of prolonged terroristic at-
tacks on civilian populations, for the Germans had not
built up adequate bomb-producing facilities or reserves.22

Nevertheless, 1939 was the best year for the
Luftwaffe to fight a major war. As Group Captain Vachell,
the air attaché&, pointed out when disagreeing with Colonel
Mason-MacFarlane's plea for immediate war in March 1939,
time would favour Great Britain and France and reduce

German superiority.23

* * *
Reaching a final evaluation of British estimates
of German military intentions is difficult. On the surface

at least, they were accurate; Hitler after all did send

22Testimony of General Milch Nuremburg Proceedings

23pgFp vol. 5, doc. 51, p. 102.
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German troops into the demilitarized zone, into Austria,
Czechoslovakia, Poland, Russia and, somewhat more reluc-
tantly, into the Low Countries and France as many had pre-
dicted he would. Furthermore, these attacks took place
between 1938 and 1941 as the British Foreign Office, the
War Office and many others estimated they would. The pre-
dominating strain in the speculations about German inten-
tions revolved around pan-Germanism in the east - a possi-
ble Nazi intention of incorporating with the Reich those
territories or countries with a German majority. There
was little fear of a German attempt to include the German
minorities on her Western borders, in Denmark, Belgium,

24 In addition to these more immediate

France and Italy.
objectives, it was suspected that Hitler intended eventu-
ally to attack and to occupy large parts of Russia. Many
of the estimates of German military intentions suggested

the existence of a long-term military plan of aggression

drawn up soon after Hitler came to power. Judging by the
military evidence, Hitler never had any such master plan.

His decisions were frequently made on the spur of the mo-

ment in reaction to an opponent's move, or without prior

240n one or two occasions there were indications that
the German minority in Demnmark might follow the example
of the Sudeten Germans, Danzigers, etc. However, no trouble
developed.
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consultation with his senior diplomatic and military offi-
cials. Since these officials supplied much of their con-
fidential information, British correspondents as well as
diplomats were often taken by surprise in the timing of

some of Hitler's attacks on the status quo. When Hitler

was working to a military timetable, as was the case dur-
ing the Czechoslovakian and Polish crises, his major in-
terest was to make a final decision only at the very last
moment. As will be seen, Hitler himself was as much
plagued by the necessities of military timetables as were
the leaders of more democratic countries.

Until late 1937 the orientation of German mili-
tary planning was strategically defensive, with the object
of protecting Germany from French intervention during her
'vulnerable period' when the German armed forces were at
their weakest as a result of expansion. After 1935, a war
with France was also likely to involve at least two of her
Eastern allies, Russia and Czechoslovakia. Czechoslovakia,
jutting as it did into the heart of Germany, was a partic-
ular threat for geographical as well as political reasons;
hence the origin of the first plan for a surprise attack

on her, a directive code-named Schulung.25 The object of

25g .M, Robertson, Hitler's Pre-War Policy and Military
Plans (London: 1963), p. 90.
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Schulung would obviously be to remove a threat from the
south-east in order to concentrate on stopping a French
invasion from the west.

Later German plans of June 1937 were still
largely defensive but one assumption had been changed.

An attack on Germany was likely to be the result of a Ger-
man attempt to exploit the fluid European situation, ra-
ther than a French attempt to enforce German disarmament.
The major emphasis of the new plan was still defence
against French attack (Concentration Red) while the pur-
pose of Concentration Green, a surprise attack on Czecho-
slovakia, was to deprive Russia of forward air bases.

With the November Conference of 1937, German
planning entered a new phase. For the first time Hitler
and his senior military officers considered the feasibil-
ity of a simultaneous attack on Czechoslovakia and Austria

as an end in itself, not as part of a strategic plan of

defence against a French attack. Even then, as was noted
in the previous discussion of the Hossbach Memorandum, the
written record of this conference, the very possibility of
the attack depended on a hypothetical and ideal political

situation in Europe. Following the Conference, a supplement

261pid., pps. 90-91.
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to the military directive of June 1937 gave 'Operation
Green' precedence over 'Operation Red' but only a qualified
priority for it stated:

When Germany has attained full preparedness for

war in all spheres the military conditions for

an offensive against Czechoslovakia will have

been established and with it the problem of

Germany's living space can be solved victor-

iously even if one or other Great Power should

intervene against us.27
There was also a reference to the "primary importance" of
the fortifications opposite France and Belgium. Even when
these were strong enough to hold off many times the number
of troops required to hold them, the Government,i.e. Hitler,
was expected to avoid the risk of a two-front war or any
situation to which Germany was not equal economically or
militarily. Here the military planning rested until
Anschluss with Austria led to more.

Germany's absorption of Austria came with a sud-
denness that surprised everyone. Hitler gave his generals
less than twenty-four hours in which to prepare for a march
on Vienna. Consequently, they had only time enough to 'dust
off' an old contingency plan drawn up for use in the event

of a Habsburg restoration. Hitler took another obviocus

military step in the direction of Czechoslovakia on April

271bid., pps. 108-109.
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21lst, five weeks after the annexation of Austria, when he
ordered General Keitel to work out the basic plan for
'Green.'28 on May 20th the revised 'Draft Directive for
Operation Green,' much more detailed than the first draft,
was presented by CGeneral Keitel to Hitler for his approval.
While it did contain a general strategic plan for an at-
tack on Czechoslovakia, it gave no date for this attack.
On the contrary, it began with the assurance that Hitler
did not intend to "smash" Czechoslovakia in the "immediate
future without provacation."

From the available evidence, it seems likely
that Hitler determined to reduce Czechoslovakia to mili-
tary impotence following the May crisis. On May 30th he
reversed the opening sentence of the revised draft to read
that it was his "unalterable decision to smash Czechoslo-

23 General

vakia by military action in the near future."
Keitel was also warned that the execution of the Directive
had to be assured by October 1, 1938 at the latest. Thus,
far from discouraging an attack, the action of the Czechs

in May precipitated the detailed preparations for one.

Nevertheless, the question of whether Hitler was "bluffing"

2 . . .
8Documents on German Foreign Policy series D, vol. 2.

Operation Green pps. 239-240 and revised draft pps. 299-303.
29

A. Bullock, Hitler, A Study in Tyranny (Odhams, 1952),
p. 447.
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or was determined to attack Czechoslovakia is as surrounded
by controversy to-day as it was in 1938. The traditional
interpretation of the September crisis is that Hitler was
bluffing, that faced with determined Anglo-French defiance
at Munich, he would have backed down. More recently, how-
ever, a contrary argument has been put forward.30 This
interpretation deserves detailed elaboration both because
of its uniqueness and because of the weight of evidence
supporting it.

According to E.M. Robertson's argument, Hitler
was not bluffing in the fall of 1938. His decision to at-
tack Czechoslovakia was based on the belief that Germany
could overwhelm Czechoslovakia before France and Britain
could develop effective pressure against the very weak
forces defending Germany's Western frontier.31 Britain

and France were thus expected to accept the fait accompli

and Hitler would have won his major objectives - the elim-
ination of the Czechs as a military factor in Central
Europe, and the incorporation of the Sudeten Germans in

the Third Reich. If Neville Chamberlain was able to snatch

307he chief exponent of this view is E.M. Robertson,
op. cit., pps. 136-142.

lGerman plans assumed that Czech resistance could be
broken in about four days and that the French wculd not
fight until four to eighteen days after a German attack
on Czechoslovakia. E.M. Robertson, op. cit., pps. 128.
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"peace" out of the series of conferences with Hitler,
collectively called the Munich Settlement, he may have

done so against the wishes of Hitler. There is evidence

to suggest that Hitler's own intentions were foiled, not

by Chamberlain's dramatic visits to Germany, but by polit-
ical miscalculation and rather inflexible military plans.32
The plans of the German General Staff envisaged an attack
at the end of September or in the first few days of October
as decreed by Hitler in late May. Somehow, the activities
of the Sudeten Germans were not co-ordinated with this
timing because the Sudetens broke off negotiations and re-
volted on the twelfth of September, more than two weeks
ahead of the military schedule. For a while, the border
areas of Czechcslovakia were kadly disturbed while Czech
police and troops were moving in to restore order. This

was the perfect political casus belli, but one that Hitler

could not exploit: German mobilization had been planned
fer 21st-30th September and these dates could not be ad-
vanced because work on the defences facing France would
absorb essential railway facilities until September 20th.
Hitler was trapped ketween political expediency which dic-

tated an immediate attack and military necessity which

321pid., pps. 136-138.
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ruled out premature action. As a result of this failure

cf co-ordination between the political and military cli-
maxes, Hitler was forced to stand aside while the Czechs
guickly put down the Sudeten disorders. Nor could he issue
an ultimatium during his speech at the Nuremburg rally on
September 12th, or reject Mr. Chamberlain's first offer

tc visit him. Thus, the initiation of negotiations was
necessary to win time and to keep the situation fluid.

The above interpretation of Hitler's intentions
does not necessarily mean that there was nothing Britain
and France could have done to make Hitler change his mind,
but it dces suggest that verbal threats would not have
been enough. O©On the other hand, if Britain had adopted
military conscription in March or June of 1938 instead of
a year later, the effect might have proved decisive.

Whatever the intentions of Hitler between the
beginning cf June and the middle of September, thereafter
he seems to have been oscillating between his emotional
need tc physically smash and overrun the whole of Czecho-
slovakia, and his desire to drive up the price of peace
and thus pull off another "bloodless" coup. He made the
latter choice, probably influenced by the signs that Great
Britain and France were mobilizing on sea and land, by the

kncwledge that the Czechs had not lost their nerve and cne
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million of them were calmly awaiting his decision, and by
the obvicus lack of enthusiasm shcwn by the German Army
and pecple as well as by Mussclini, for a general war.
Following the Munich settlement, British esti-
mates were again inaccurate inr that they assumed Hitler
had a grand design; they alsc mistakenly predicted that
Hitler would probably try tc annex the Ukraine. The re-
ports of the attachés did, however, correctly assume that
Hitler had freedom cof action and cculd next attack in the
west, the north-east cr the south-east. Instead of out-
lining an ambitious programme of conquest, Hitler's mili-
tary plans were "bush league" cpportunism ccmpared to es-
timates of them. The Germanr Army was to be held ready
either tc liquidate the rump of Czechoslovakia or to oc-

33 as with the Austrian crisis, the

cupy Memel or Danzig.
rapid svuccess of his efforts to undermine the remnants

of Czecheslovakia caucht Hitler by surprise. Fe had been
urging the leaders of the semi-autonomcus Slovak state to
assert their independence. They did, but the Czech Central
Government still had sufficient self-confidence to re-

assert its authority. The disturbances in Czechoslcvakia

quickly gave Hitler an excuse for intervening, as the Czech

33Bullock, op. cit., p. 447.
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military attaché had feared they would.

From the beginning of 1939, and more urgently
after the final dismemberment of Czechoslovakia, British
observers considered that Danzig and the Polish Corridor
were the obvious focal points of a future German-Polish
conflict. While this assumption proved correct, the gen-
eral belief that Hitler intended to use these issues as an
excuse to smash Poland and to occupy the Polish Ukraine
is more doubtful. Hitler was unquestionably determined
to settle the question of Danzig on his terms and to estab-
lish at least an extraterritorial link with East Prussia
through the Polish Corridor, but destruction of Poland
does not seem to have been his chief motivation at first.
Even following the Polish refusal to make concessions over
Danzig and the Corridor, General von Brauchitsch, Commander-
in-Chief of the German Army,was told by Hitler that no
immediate solution of the Polish question was envisaged
other than under "exceptionally favourable conditions."
Then Poland would be so badly mauled that "it need not be
taken into account as a political factor for the next few

n34

decades. At this stage, then, Hitler probably intended

to explode Polish "Great Power" pretensions, but did not

31pid., p. 497.
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necessarily intend to destroy the Polish state. The
British guarantee to Poland and the increasingly close
connections between London, Paris and Warsaw furnished
Hitler with a powerful incentive to strike Poland down.
In early April, Hitler issued instructions that the prep-
arations for "Operation White," the plan to eliminate the
Polish armed forces, be finished by September lst at the
latest. These preparations were supposedly precautionary,
in case Poland should reverse her non-agressive policy to-
ward Germany and adopt a threatening attitude. In the
meantime, Hitler's policy was to be based on avoiding
trouble.35 The decisive steps in the direction of war
with Poland were taken in May. Orders were sent to the
army to prepare for the capture of the economic installa-
tions of Danzig. Nevertheless, Danzig was no longer the
centre of the dispute; Hitler had decided that Poland
would always be on the side of his enemies. 3°
On May 23rd Hitler told his generals that while
Germany would not be forced into war, war could not be
avoided because there could be no more bloodless successes.

Somehow Poland, like Czechoslovakia the year before, had

3 . . .
5Documents on German Foreign Policy series D. vol.

6, Docs. 149 and 185.

3670hn W. Wheeler-Bennett, Munich: Prologue to Tragedy,
‘ (London: 1948), pps. 385-386.
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to be isolated, for "there must be no simultaneous con-
flict with Britain and France."3’ Poland could be isolated
in two possible ways. The most obvious would be to get
France and Great Britain to withdraw their guarantee from
Poland. "Danzig is not worth a European war" was to be

the catch-word of German propaganda. Hitler himself felt
that neither Great Britain nor France would, in the final
analysis, fight. "Our opponents," he said, "are poor crea-
tures (little worms). I saw them at Munich."38 This opin-
ion was eventually to lead to disaster for the Third Reich.
The other possibility was to come to an arrangement with
Russia. At the meeting on May 23rd, Hitler suggested that
"it is not impossible that Russia will show herself dis-
interested in the destruction of Poland."39 During the
summer, Hitler waited either for the nerve of Great Britain
and France to break, or for their negotiations with Russia
to fail. Either occurrence would give him the opening he

wanted.

* * *

British estimates of German military strength

seem generally to have varied, with the public over-estimating

371bid.
38

Taylor, op. cit., p. 212

39Wheeler—Bennett, Munich, op. cit., p. 386.
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her capabilities by twenty to forty per cent, and the of-
ficial estimates being somewhat more conservative, but also
frequently attributing greater capability to the German
armed forces than they possessed, at least on paper. British
estimates of German's military intentions seem to have been
relatively well-founded, judging by the events which oc-
curred after 1939. There can be no doubt that these esti-
mates played a considerable part in influencing the opin-
ions of the leading British statesmen, and that they there-
fore played a considerable role in shaping British policy
towards Germany during the period. It may be that, on fur-
ther examination, this influence on British policy was not
always very fortunate, and that British statesmen did not
always agree with their professional military advisers

and follow their advice. The examination of a relation-
ship between the British estimates of German military
strength and British policy towards Germany is a subject

which needs much further investigation.
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