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Cry “Havoc,” and let slip the dogs of war . . .

—MARK ANTONY,
 in Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, Act III, Scene 1


 



 



 


Our Legions are brim-full, our cause is ripe.
 The enemy increaseth every day;
 We, at the height, are ready to decline.
 There is a tide in the affairs of men,
 Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;
 Omitted, all the voyage of their life
 Is bound in shallows and in miseries.
 On such a full sea we now afloat,
 And we must take the current when it serves,
 Or lose our ventures.

—MARCUS BRUTUS,
 in Julius Caesar, Act IV, Scene 3
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INTRODUCTION


In the summer of 1914, the major European powers plunged into war with offensive plans for quick victories. By the winter those plans had come to naught. The elusive short war of maneuver turned into a long one of trenches and grinding industrial attrition. During 1915, Europe’s political leaders and general staffs soon discovered that they lacked the deep reserves of men and munitions to wage what would be called “total war.”1


As the battles raged on, governments scrambled to turn whole economies and societies into gigantic war machines. Raising the vast quantities of men, money and munitions demanded industrial and popular regimentation on an unprecedented scale. Peacetime government structures creaked and groaned under the mounting pressure. Existing bureaucracies swelled, and new hydra-like mobilization agencies sprang up as powerful emergency instruments of state control and central planning. While wartime leaders diverted ever larger percentages of national resources into producing war materiel, prewar patterns of trade and financial practices became distorted and market forces were curbed. Those who lived through the war experienced it as a titanic siege fought between economies and societies racing toward all-out mobilization.

Naturally, the cataclysm made an indelible imprint on the minds of those who survived it and who came of age after it. For many officials, soldiers, statesmen, scholars and industrialists of all political shades, the war had opened up the awe-inspiring possibility that in the future technocratic elites could rationally plan and manage entire industrial economies and societies to realize grand political aspirations. In the years just after the conflict, however, the overwhelming political impulse among the victors was not to perfect the wartime practices of centralized state control but to put into reverse the political, economic and social distortions generated by total war.

During the 1920s one of the major feats of this demobilization project was the restoration of the pre-1914 mechanism of international currency stabilization and exchange known as the gold standard. By adhering to the gold standard, all the capitalist states not only promoted the smooth flow of trade and capital across frontiers but also locked themselves into a strict budgetary discipline that would inhibit massive arms build-ups. Among the major capitalist nations, the onset of the Great Depression from 1929 onward broke the trend toward demobilization. The industrial slump, the spectacular failure of markets to self-correct and the breakdown of the gold-standard system helped to propel into positions of power many cohorts of eager scholars, bureaucrats, soldiers and politicians who dreamed of salvation through the exercise of advocated state control over aspects of national life, especially markets.2


The economic crash also coincided with what was supposed to be the finale of another postwar exercise in demobilization, the opening in early 1932 in Geneva of the World Disarmament Conference. While officials squabbled over a deal on global levels of weaponry, to the shock of military men, many of whom were already reeling from slashed budgets, the slump cut huge swathes through the heavy industries and engineering firms that would be needed to maintain existing armaments and, of course, to expand them. This process began to crank into reverse once the Geneva talks closed in 1934 and the recently installed Nazi regime started to arm Germany at full throttle. And with that, for the second time in twenty years, another gigantic, bureaucracy-breeding, market-crushing power bonanza of an arms race was on.

This book tells the story of that arms race. It explains how arms rivalry among the great powers—the Soviet Union, Japan, Germany, Great Britain, France, Italy and the United States—contributed to the outbreak and expansion of war in 1939-41.

The two decades before the Second World War are usually remembered as constituting an abject lesson in the hazards of shunning arms races. During the 1920s—so runs the cautionary tale—the democracies recklessly encouraged challenges by neglecting their defenses. During the 1930s the democratic nations compounded that error by failing to arm fast enough to stop Axis aggression. That account of the arms race is firmly fixed in popular mythology as the story of how wicked dictators (chiefly Adolf Hitler) out-armed and out-smarted naïve “appeasers” (above all Neville Chamberlain).

The trouble with the conventional view is that it reduces everything to simple choices (to arm or not) and ignores the role of the arms race as an independent, self-perpetuating and often overriding impersonal force that  shaped events. My aim in this narrative study is to correct the orthodoxy by telling the more complex tale of how politicians and military men the world over struggled to cope in vain with the arms race as an underlying dynamic, the supreme wrecker of all master plans.3


To tell the story in all its complexity, I have tried to combine the political, diplomatic, military and economic elements of arming into one international history. One of the arguments of this book is that the arms race can only be understood from a large-scale perspective. Arms races are like waves of action and reaction that ripple through the international system. In periods of acute political tension, one state races ahead to win a military edge over its rivals, who in turn respond to the menace by arming too, and a perilous cycle of actions and reactions ensues, which ends either in war or in some sort of uneasy political-military stalemate. Before 1914, for instance, the European great powers raced against each other by building ever more powerful battleships and by equipping mass conscript armies that could be mobilized for attack faster than their competitors. During the Cold War the superpowers spurred each other on to stockpile nuclear weapons far beyond the point of overkill.4


During the 1930s, surges of action-reaction among the great powers sped up the making of ships, tanks, guns and aircraft. Diverting ever more money, factories imported raw materials and labor to the mass production of munitions at the cost of profitable exports, and living standards placed tremendous strains on each nation and each nation’s rivals. In the shorthand of the day, arming diverted production from butter to guns—or in the case of Japan, from rice to guns. To do so the competitors found themselves imposing, or under mounting political, economic and competitive pressure to impose, state control over economic and social life. Entering the arms race was not a politically neutral act. The symptoms of escalating arms growth—swelling bureaucracies, multi-year industrial plans and social regimentation—proclaimed a new order to come. As the race spiraled out of control, it was no coincidence that “future war” became interchangeable with “totalitarian war.” Planning trampled freedom: an efficient war economy was irreconcilable with parliaments, free markets and social progress. Arming meant turning entire nations into tightly integrated war machines that were self-sufficient (autarkic) in food and industrial raw materials. That was the universal military-political lesson of 1914-18 and the compelling emulate-or-capitulate logic that drove the arms race forward.5


Not everyone reacted to that competitive pressure to conform in the same way. Some embraced it; others resisted. Everywhere military men saw disciplined societies and state-managed economies as the logical necessity of  modern warfare and the arms race. Sometimes they met opposition from industrialists and state officials; sometimes they allied with like-minded entrepreneurs and ambitious civil servants to lobby hard in the budding bureaucratic power bonanza for industrial concentration, autarky and technocratic rule. The new revolutionary movements that secured power after 1914-18—Bolshevism, Fascism and National Socialism—were profoundly marked by that conflict and by a belief in the need to prepare for future total wars that would demand sweeping mobilization. During the 1930s, once the arms race heated up and another big war loomed, it was widely accepted that the states that had already gone totalitarian had a head start in the race toward all-out social and economic mobilization. Confounded by runaway German rearmament, the liberal democracies struggled with the problem of how to arm themselves against the escalating threat of total war without succumbing to totalitarianism. Some predicted that the Nazi regime would eventually run out of steam; others thought that the only answer to the threat was to accelerate the arms race by redirecting ever more national resources into armaments; and others hoped to buck the relentless totalizing trend by arming just enough to deter Hitler.

In what follows I hope readers will be struck by the similarities between the internal political debates and organizational processes over arming that occurred at different times and in different places. Though expressed in different tongues, conceptions of the arms race, its logic and the measures it required, varied little. No matter what type of regime or its military starting point, the race sent everyone down the same totalitarian track. In the general effort to turn ideas into reality, similar technical, economic, political and military problems came up repeatedly. Everywhere the internal debates had a marked tendency toward rhetorical absolutes with a sharp political edge. Air force zealots untiringly oversold the capabilities of bombing to win bigger budgets. Intelligence was prone to inflation or (much less often) deflation of foreign threats to advance the goals of its advocate. And, as one exasperated economist noted at the peak of the race, disputes about economic organization flew off into fantasy. “Much nonsense has been talked in some countries about planning,” he shrewdly remarked, “and much ink spilt in defence or attack of economic freedom that never existed and equally of patchwork intervention that was never logically planned.” Still, however detached from reality some of the debates may have been, narrating them in parallel, as I do here, reveals much about how the arms race acted as an agent and a rationale for action.6


Although the arms race takes center stage in this book, its story will be told from the vantage points of leading politicians (Stalin, Mussolini, Roosevelt, Hitler, Chamberlain, Churchill and others) and some less well-known military men, officials and businessmen. The way in which the race prompted decision makers to adjust to changing circumstances and to recalculate the element of time is compelling drama. Like all historical processes, arms races occur over time. Once they get under way, there is no way to erase the unintended consequences of early actions and restore initial conditions. Escalating competition erodes the pacesetter’s advantages. Time itself becomes a real player, working for some and working against others.

As we shall see, first in Berlin, then in Rome and finally in Tokyo, the ebb and flow of arms competition compelled leaders to make now-or-never decisions about war. Still, the tidal-like effects of arms racing did not force anyone to choose war. In Rome and Tokyo we can imagine alternative choices being formulated. What made a great European conflict inevitable was Hitler’s determination to wage one. Yet, as scholars have often noted, Hitler did not get the big war against the Soviet Union backed by Britain and Italy that he had originally wanted. Instead he provoked one against France and Britain. The explanation for why events unfolded in that way lies in the arms race. Hitler was losing it and he knew it. Refusing to be deterred, he decided to run the risk of an all-out war against a constellation of foes that possessed a crushing level of economic superiority over the flagging Third Reich. As economic historians have shown, the decisive wealth gap between Germany and its enemies was even wider than most contemporary experts believed. In retrospect that makes Hitler’s decision to venture into an unwinnable war even more astonishing. That the economic lightweights Italy and Japan followed that path too is doubly astonishing.7


While recognizing Germany’s pivotal role in the arms race and in causing the Second World War, we should not overlook the much wider forces that converged to make the arms race possible in the first place. The arming of the Nazi regime was as much a symptom as a high-octane accelerant of the underlying dynamic. My goal is to bring those wider forces into much sharper relief and to appreciate the interwar years as a chapter in the tragic history of twentieth-century armaments competition.






CHAPTER 1

DEEP WAR AND RED MILITARISM


On May 7, 1932, Joseph Stalin wrote a letter of apology. The most powerful man in the Soviet Union sent carefully measured words of conciliation to the Red Army’s director of armaments, Mikhail Nikolayevich Tukhachevsky. The episode that prompted this rare admission of error by Stalin had taken place two years before. On January 11, 1930, Tukhachevsky, then serving as commander of the Leningrad Military District, had drafted a paper that described his vision of the scale and quality of forces required by the Soviet Union. “As you know,” wrote Stalin, “I subscribed basically to the views of our [military] Staff and expressed myself extremely negatively about your memorandum, considering it to be the fruit of bureaucratic maximalism, the result of playing with figures, and so forth. . . . Now, two years later, when some unclear matters have become clearer for me, I must confess that my judgement was too sharp, and that the conclusions of my letter were not correct in all respects.”1


In his original proposal, Tukhachevsky admitted that his calculations were rough. From a statistical analysis of the Soviet Union’s expanding automobile and tractor industries, he derived figures for the maximum potential output of aircraft and tanks. His numbers were staggering: Soviet industry could churn out in each year of a future war 122,500 aircraft and 197,000 tanks. Accounting for losses through combat and wear and tear, and the time lag between manufacture and use, these figures meant that the Red Army could field approximately 35,000 airplanes and 50,000 tanks. The wartime army would consist of 250 divisions, ten more than Germany had deployed in the First World War, and 150 more than the current war plan. Besides the colossal numbers, what really made Tukhachevsky’s proposal provocative was the important questions he left unanswered: How big would the whole army need  to be to field these combat forces? What levels of spending and peacetime industrial readiness did warfare on this scale demand? What about all the artillery, machine guns, transport vehicles, small arms and explosives, not to mention the ammunition, food, fuel, clothing, medical equipment and other stores that Tukhachevsky’s projected maximum army would consume?2


Boris Shaposhnikov, the chief of staff of the Red Army, ordered his officers to find the answers. After running the numbers, they concluded that Tukhachevsky’s army would need eleven million men, or 7.5 percent of the country’s population. Simply to mobilize the manpower, every male from fourteen to forty-five would have to be called up. The peacetime spending necessary for Tukhachevsky’s plan, sixty billion rubles, was twenty-four times the entire army procurement budget for 1930. Shaposhnikov’s staff calculated that mobilizing Tukhachevsky’s proposed army “would devour the whole state budget over the last three years and still not be adequately fulfilled.”

Kliment Voroshilov, the commissar for defense, a member of Stalin’s inner circle and no friend of the ambitious war planner, sent a copy of Tukhachevsky’s “super-rearmament” plan and the staff’s observations on it to Stalin. “To carry out such a ‘plan,’” Stalin replied, “would certainly ruin the economy of the country, and the Red Army: that would be worse than any counter-revolution.” He denounced Tukhachevsky’s plan as a form of “red militarism,” which would lead to the “liquidation of socialist construction.”3


Stalin’s words would have surprised Kremlin watchers. Most foreign observers saw his Five Year Plan (1928-32), to overtake the West in industrial production and technology, as preparation for war, and thus self-evidently red militarism. Stalin’s turnaround from admonishing to apologizing to Tukhachevsky can in part be explained by the large volume of hardware churned out by the mushrooming weapons factories in the Five Year Plan. But this peculiar episode in the history of Russian armaments also mirrors a widespread and recurrent pattern of these years. Before the outbreak of the Second World War, time and again, in the capitals of all the major powers, similar disputes erupted over the magnitude of armaments preparations between all-outers, who recognized few if any limits to arming, and their critics, who did.4


In the Soviet Union there was of course no dispute about the need to rearm, nor that arming required an industrial economy to fight machine-age war. In 1918, after the German Army had forced the Bolsheviks to sign a punitive peace treaty, V. I. Lenin, the founder of the Bolshevik Party and the first leader of the Soviet Union, bitterly remarked that “the war taught us . . . that those who have the best technology, organization, discipline and the best machines  emerge on top. . . . It is necessary to master the highest technology or be crushed.”5


The lesson was reinforced by the Russian Civil War (1918-20), in which the capitalist powers had intervened against the Bolsheviks. When the Red Army lost the Soviet-Polish War of 1920-21, their defeat checked the spread of the Russian Revolution and endangered the survival of the only socialist state in the unforgiving world of cut-throat capitalism and relentless imperialism.6


After Lenin died on January 21, 1924, a struggle developed at the top of the Communist Party over what path to take toward a future workers’ utopia. The Party’s general secretary, Joseph Stalin, who, with relentless cunning, emerged as Lenin’s successor, largely favored the radical direction advocated on the left of the party by his chief rival, Leon Trotsky. Both men favored coercive measures to transform the Soviet Union’s technologically backward and chiefly rural economy into an industrial powerhouse. But Stalin rejected Trotsky’s call for collective leadership at the top and sought to isolate him. Once he had outmaneuvered Trotsky, Stalin turned on his rivals on the right of the party, principally Nikolai Bukharin, who advocated a much slower and more orderly march toward socialism. By the end of the 1920s, Stalin emerged from the power struggle as Lenin’s successor, and the supreme leader of the Soviet Union.7


Stalin believed that a showdown with the forces of capitalism was inevitable, but fear of imminent war was also a useful tool to isolate the right and mobilize the party, the officials and the people for a headlong dash to socialism in one country. After all, there was little difference between mobilizing for industrialization and mobilizing for war; and even less difference between planning a socialist economy and planning a war economy. In both cases, securing the food supply was essential. In the summer of 1927 a war scare (sparked by a diplomatic quarrel with Britain) and a grain crisis caused by the reluctance of peasants to surrender their harvest provided pretexts for action. To control the harvest for state purposes, Stalin began to wage a class war against resisters among the peasantry, the kulaks, and ended the limited free market in foodstuffs that had existed since 1921. Once he had sidelined Bukharin and his allies at the end of 1928, industrialization and the collectivization of farming began in earnest. Large-scale, state-run collective farms replaced individual peasant farms. In parallel, the Five Year Plan initiated the swift development of huge state-planned, administered and managed industries, and hastened the growth of a new urban working class. 8


In the drive to industrialize, Stalin saw the Soviet Union racing to catch up to and overtake the capitalist states in economic and technological  strength. “When we have seated the USSR on an automobile and the peasant on a tractor,” he wrote, “let the esteemed capitalists, who boast about their ‘civilisation,’ try to catch us up then.”9


Building socialism and defending it were indivisible, and the Soviet leader kept a close eye on everything: Marxist-Leninist theory, socialist art, architecture, cinema, literature and of course weapons development. On this last, as on much else, he was not happy: “Our artillery is insufficient,” he scolded Voroshilov, “scandalously insufficient.” “Besides airplanes, tanks, artillery and ammunition,” he told the Politburo, “we must also check on the production of submarines. The situation with submarines is very bad, their production is too slow and outrageously bad. We must push this task hard, day after day, continuously, without a respite.”10


In constructing socialism, Stalin was flexible enough to make tactical retreats. In 1932-33, forced collectivization caused food production to plummet. Millions of peasants were being persecuted as kulaks or dying from famine. Because many soldiers were peasants themselves, their loyalty was tested. Realizing this, Stalin eased up on de-kulakization and coercive grain requisitions. In armaments, Stalin also exercised flexibility by making tradeoffs among conflicting goals. Although he dreamed of a magnificent fleet of battleships proudly flying the Red Banner across the world’s oceans, in the early 1930s he cut spending on ships to buy tanks. The same was true for the overall balance of investments in the early days of the first Five Year Plan, which put steel, iron, coal and especially tractors for farming ahead of artillery, airplanes and tanks. As jarring as it may seem to put it this way, at the time he called Tukhachevsky a “red militarist,” Stalin was a relative moderate when it came to arms.

 



 



A TRUE ALL-OUTER, Tukhachevsky was one of the archetypal future war systematizers of his age. Born in 1893 to an impoverished aristocratic family, the gifted young Mikhail Nikolayevich Tukhachevsky might have become a scholar or a composer had his father possessed the means. Instead, he became an army officer. In 1915 he was wounded and captured by the Germans. In October 1917 he escaped and joined the Red Army, quickly earning a reputation as a bold field commander. After 1921 he distinguished himself first as head of the new military academy and then as chief of staff to Mikhail Frunze, the commissar for defense. A dyed-in-the-wool Bolshevik with an aptitude for strategy, Frunze indulged his young protégé’s cascade of ideas about wars to come. Tukhachevsky’s relations with the rest of the Bolshevik elite—like those of all the “specialists” retained from the Tsar’s army—were  less good. During the war against Poland, Tukhachevsky had quarreled over battlefield operations with numerous swaggering revolutionaries, including Voroshilov and Stalin himself. Even so, Stalin seems to have respected the man. Voroshilov, on the other hand, who replaced Frunze when he died in 1925, thought his new chief of staff insufferable. For his part, Tukhachevsky, a man with a titanic ego, found it hard to conceal his contempt for the new defense commissar’s superficial grasp of modern war.11


How genuine Tukhachevsky’s commitment was to socialism is impossible to know. He certainly knew how to please his masters by composing his theories in the idiom of Marx, Engels and Lenin. The elegant coherence that Marxist-Leninism brought to industrial-age warfare probably appealed to his abstract intellect. Stripped to bare essentials, however, there was not much that was Marxist about his thinking. Tukhachevsky believed that future wars would be decided by the capacity of rival economies to mass-produce tanks, bombers, artillery, gas and rockets and the ability of their armies to move mass divisions of these high-speed weapons through enemy lines, and then to fight “deep” behind the enemy’s front. To fight deep would permit the Soviet Union to disrupt the enemy’s battlefield command, control, supply and support; at the higher, operational level, to fight deep would allow the Red Army to disrupt an enemy’s entire industrial system.12


When Tukhachevsky became chief of staff in 1925, the Red Army was incapable of fighting a major war. He saw that without radical industrialization, securing the ammunition for the army’s old weapons was difficult and procuring new stocks of modern munitions would be impossible. As one staff officer lamented, “One can say directly that if the craftiest spy had been given the task of disorganising [our arms industry] at its roots, he could hardly have invented greater chaos and worse personnel.” Industrial weakness frustrated staff officers because armaments planning boiled down to economic planning. Soviet planners, like their counterparts everywhere, needed to grapple with three different industrial mobilization projections. The first concerned the arms needed in peacetime to equip the standing army (about 600,000 men in 1926) and the several million reservists who would be called up in an emergency. The second involved estimating realistic production targets to supply existing forces and to equip freshly trained men while industry geared up to full speed. And, finally, following those months of intense industrial mobilization, there was the problem of estimating the maximum production targets for each full year of a future war.13


Obviously, the arms production capacity required in peacetime was much less than that needed in a long war. Tukhachevsky knew that it made no sense  to set aside huge munitions factories fully stocked with machine tools and skilled workers just so they could sit idle until a crisis. The army relied on a core of long-service professional soldiers and short-service conscripts, who received two years of compulsory military training, to build up a large pool of reserves. Now, officials planned to build a core of “cadre” defense plants to meet peacetime demands and to prepare civilian factories for conversion in wartime to weapons production. After all, soldiers and civilians agreed that making tractors, automobiles, transport aircraft and chemicals was not very different from making tanks, bombers, gas and explosives. Where they disagreed was over who should ultimately control these preparations, and whether civilian or military needs should take priority in the distribution of limited resources. Soviet military thinkers repeated emphatically that preparing industry for war must not wreck the economy as a whole. But they could never forget how in 1915 the Tsar’s army desperately needed more shells than Russia’s factories could produce. Deep down, most soldiers felt that economics was too important to be left to civilians.14


The most outspoken was Tukhachevsky. He suffered from the impatience that often comes with a relentlessly logical mind. Deep battle required deep mobilization. In pursuit of this depth, a command economy had the edge over market-driven ones, so long as a central directing authority structured the economy to make a seamless transition from peace to war. “We must learn how to maneuver our resources,” he urged, “exactly as we know how to maneuver our army.”15


Several obstacles prevented the orchestration of the war economy in this way, however. Not least of these was a divided command structure at the top of the Red Army. As chief of staff, Tukhachevsky jockeyed for control of the army with two other bodies with overlapping authority, the administrative and inspectorate branches. Frunze had deliberately set up this divided structure as a check against any future would-be Napoleon who might try to usurp the Revolution, but it was at the cost of efficiency. Coordination between civilian industrial managers and armaments planners was also lacking. Tukhachevsky struggled hard to gain for the military some influence in economic planning. In June 1927, at his initiative, a defense section of the State Planning Commission (Gosplan) was set up to coordinate military-economic preparations. Although this restructuring went a long way toward achieving Tukhachevsky’s goal, he was not appointed chairman of Gosplan’s defense section.

The details are unclear, but at some point in 1928 frustration with the bureaucratic tangle became too much for the high-strung chief of staff. His relationship  with Voroshilov deteriorated. “Your constant phrases: ‘The Staff does not calculate with costs,’ ‘economy does not interest the Staff,’ and so on,” Tukhachevsky complained, “cannot but undermine the Staff’s authority in the eyes of other bodies.” Voroshilov retorted, “You insisted on concentrating this enormous power in the Staff of the Red Army. I was categorically against this, because I considered that this task also be accomplished by the civilian authorities and be directed by a government organ.” In May 1928 Tukhachevsky resigned to take command of the Leningrad Military District.16


His successor as chief of staff, Shaposhnikov, a much more deferential soldier, shared some of Tukhachevsky’s views on staff primacy. He too was unhappy about the slow rate of military modernization. What Shaposhnikov did not share was his predecessor’s proclivity for poking holes in Voroshilov’s inflated sense of self-importance. The defense commissar regarded himself as the Red Army’s champion in the fight for resources within the Soviet oligarchy. In the late 1920s arms spending increased, but slowly. In the summer of 1928 Voroshilov exploded when the Soviet premier, Alexei Rykov, an associate of Bukharin, cut the budget. He complained to Stalin: “I don’t doubt for a second that someday [in a military crisis] Rykov will announce ‘Kliment Efremovich [ Voroshilov] is the one responsible for defence,’ and wash his hands of the matter, and forget his own helpful work in preparing the Red Army.” The political situation began to shift in 1929, with Bukharin’s expulsion from the Politburo and the accession the next year of Vyacheslav Molotov, Stalin’s lieutenant, to the post of premier. In July, three months after the formal decision to begin rapid industrialization, and while the Red Army clashed briefly with Chinese troops over possession of the Russian-owned Chinese Eastern Railway in Manchuria, the Soviet leadership made its first significant decisions on rearmament within the time frame of the first Five Year Plan.17


On July 15, the Politburo adopted a resolution on the condition of Soviet defense. Brimming with the vocabulary of intense military competition, the document described the vulnerable state of the Soviet Union. The Red Army had fallen far behind the capitalist armies in military technology and mobilization planning. Industrial officials should accelerate the expansion of heavy industry most crucial to armaments. To measure future rearmament goals, the Politburo set down two yardsticks. The size of the Red Army should not “lag” behind that of the most likely foe in the main theater of war, and the armed forces should be qualitatively “stronger” than any potential enemy force in two or three types of the most important weapons (aviation, artillery and tanks). The resolution on defense, which bemoaned the inferior quality of  Soviet aircraft, established the target for air force strength at 2,000 first-line machines with 1,500 additional planes in reserve. By the end of the first Five Year Plan (1932), the fully mobilized army would field about three million soldiers, deploy at least 100 combat divisions armed with about 2,000 tanks, and over 10,000 artillery pieces, and be equipped with up to 180,000 motor vehicles. The output capacity of the munitions industries was also to be scaled up to feed this modern force with a steady supply of fresh tanks, aircraft, guns, small arms, machine guns, bullets, bombs and shells.18


Expansion on this scale would transform the Red Army into the world’s most fearsome war machine, twice the size of the mobilized French Army, which in 1929 was the world’s largest. The Soviet Union would possess more combat planes than either the British or French air forces. What made this arms growth practicable was a convergence of aims and interests inside the Soviet Union between military and industrial planners and the political leadership, but what drove the arming forward was fear of the outside world.

Even in the relatively placid years 1926-29, the Soviet leaders saw much to fear beyond their frontiers. The war plans of this period provide a vivid picture of these anxieties. In the Soviet Union the magnum opus of all war plans was Future War. Tukhachevsky commissioned it in 1926, and the intelligence directorate of the Red Army staff did much of the detailed work contained in its 750 pages. The final version of July 1928 took readers on a panoramic tour of the coming struggle for survival against the combined forces of global capitalism. “The political purpose of intervention against the USSR will be the liquidation of the Soviet system,” the planners began, “the subordination of Soviet influence for the purpose of the use of the Russian market and transformation of Russia into a colony.” France and Britain, the Soviet Union’s most implacable foes, would be the drivers behind the armed league that would someday try to crush communism. The armies of Poland, Romania, the Baltic states and Finland would bear the burden of the fighting, reinforced with anti-Bolshevik Russian émigrés. Britain, France, Czechoslovakia and Italy would supply their armies with munitions and advanced weapons, aviation, armor and warships, as well as technical aid. Assuming that the war would go well for the attackers, other nations such as Germany, Japan and the United States would throw their lot in with the enemy coalition. The authors of Future War legitimized these broad-brush images with page after page of detailed mathematical calculations of the hypothetical size and firepower of the capitalist forces, which made the Red Army’s case for swift rearmament and huge investments in the defense industries overwhelming.19


The reality was somewhat different than that portrayed in Future War. Most French and British officials had no love for the Soviet experiment, but they had no plans to enlist millions of Poles, Romanians, Balts and Finns to unseat the Bolsheviks. Yet the Red Army turned shadows into clear-cut intentions. Future War pointed to French agreements with Poland and other east European states to contain Germany as the diplomatic cornerstones of the anti-Soviet military alliance. Regardless of the bewildering array of numbers and oblique facts in Future War, the Red Army actually knew little about the military strength of the western powers. Officials complained about the “complete absence” of intelligence on foreign weapons as well as the “unsatisfactory” means of gathering it. The war-making capacity of the Japanese, French, British and U.S. economies was an even greater mystery. For clues, intelligence analysts combed official statements on defense distributed by governments and the League of Nations, as well as foreign newspapers, periodicals and military publications. Unfortunately, the available foreign military literature conveyed an inflated impression of the fighting strength of the capitalist powers. Soviet overestimates were also founded on the belief that their potential foes lied about defense. As Voroshilov said in April 1929, the “capitalist states spend no less than twice as much as their official military budgets.”20


Between Tukhachevsky’s super-rearmament plan of January 1930 and Stalin’s apology of May 1932, the hypothetical threats described in Future War became all too real. The fracturing of the global economy after the Wall Street crash of October 1929 heralded the crisis of capitalism long predicted by Lenin and his followers. World trade slumped, prices dropped, currencies devalued, banks closed and factories shut. The 1930s wore on with unprecedented levels of unemployment, poverty and social unrest everywhere. No wonder Moscow predicted that the ruling classes in Paris and London would soon face the choice of either class war on their own streets or joining forces to strike a spiteful blow against that beacon of proletarian hope, the Soviet Union.

Danger signs appeared in the West and the East. At the end of 1929 the Red Army defeated Chinese forces in a brief border war. In 1930, a menacing drumbeat of complaints from Washington, London and Paris about Soviet dumping of wheat onto the world’s depressed markets coincided with unusually friendly trade talks between Berlin and Warsaw. “The Poles are certain to be putting together (if they have not already done so) a bloc of Baltic states,” Stalin warned in September 1930, “in anticipation of a war against the USSR. . . . To repulse both the Polish-Romanians and the Balts, we should prepare to deploy (in the event of war) no fewer than 150 to 160  infantry divisions, that is, (at least) 40 to 50 divisions more than are provided for under our current guidelines.”21


In January 1931 the Politburo altered its original July 15, 1929 guidelines on defense: it was not enough that the Red Army simply not “lag” too far behind the strength of a capitalist coalition; it must be “superior to our probable adversaries.” Some officials now feared that the swift growth in Soviet arms might provoke their foes to strike before it was too late. “From the imperialists’ viewpoint,” wrote one planner, “a war [against us] in 1931 would have the character of a preventive war.”22


On September 18, 1931, another external jolt triggered even greater efforts in immediate armaments preparations. Japanese troops began the conquest of Manchuria, long a region of conflict between the two powers. The Red Army had defeated the poorly armed Chinese in November 1929, but the Japanese posed a much more serious threat to Russia’s sparsely defended 4,000-mile frontier with Manchuria. Intelligence that trouble was brewing had arrived in March: an intercepted message to Tokyo from the Japanese military attaché in Moscow advocated a “speedy war with the Soviet Union.”23


Was Manchuria just a first step? While Chinese resistance in Manchuria was crushed over the winter months, Stalin sought to dissuade Japan from further aggression in 1932 with concessions and an accelerated arms build-up. Offers to sign a nonaggression pact and to sell Russia’s stake in the Chinese Eastern Railway, however, did not cut much ice in Tokyo. In December, to direct measures against the Japanese, Stalin formed a working group that included Molotov, Voroshilov and Sergio Ordzhonikidze, the pugnacious commissar who oversaw the economy. They ordered more tanks, planes and guns. Arms spending doubled. Work on new arms factories began, and civilian plant was switched to military work. Troops, cavalry, armor, aircraft and artillery poured into the Soviet Far East.24


This escalation occurred during the height of a major internal crisis caused by the colossal scale of the first Five Year Plan. The magnitude of this economic transformation is difficult to imagine. A doubling of industrial investment and absurdly ambitious production targets drove everything forward at breakneck speed. As factories across Europe and the United States fell silent because of the Great Depression, blast furnaces, steel mills, electric generators, coking and chemical plants, aluminum and other metal works were coming alive in European Russia, the Urals, Siberia and Central Asia. The industrial workforce doubled. But the boom exacted a high price. The consumer-goods sector crashed. Privileged urban workers suffered food shortages, but millions of peasants died of hunger. Inflation drove up manufacturing costs, while raw-material  shortages and shoddy workmanship forced constant delays. An adverse balance of trade developed because the world depression reduced the value of Soviet grain exports, which made vital imports of high technology and foreign expertise all the more expensive. Despite all the strains, the Soviet government raised the 1931 investments and output targets to achieve fulfillment of the Five Year Plan in four years. “Either we overtake the advanced countries in ten years,” Stalin warned, “or they will do us in.”25


The 1931 acceleration did not come too soon for the Red Army. In 1929- 30, civilian planners often spoke of turning the Soviet Union into an unassailable bastion for waging total war, but in the rush to meet hopeless targets, steel, iron and tractors won out. Shaposhnikov liked to joke that the relations between the military and civilian planners were “as hostile as that between Poland and Russia.” Thanks to the aggression of the Japanese Army, however, the balance in this internal struggle over priorities swung in favor of the Red Army. The central economic plan for 1931 projected an astonishing 125 percent increase in military production. In June 1931, Tukhachevsky returned to Moscow from Leningrad to become Voroshilov’s deputy and the Red Army’s director of armaments. The latter position, created eighteen months earlier to focus armament and mobilization planning within the Red Army staff, assumed even greater importance with the huge resources allotted to arming in 1931. Only a year and a half earlier Tukhachevsky had fallen foul of Voroshilov and Stalin about the magnitude of his “rearmament” plan. Now, the capacity to think big was exactly what the situation called for.26


Many of the problems that plagued forced industrialization, however, also frustrated fulfillment of rearmament goals. Not the least of these difficulties was a lack of know-how and experience in the design, development and production of guns, tanks and aircraft. In 1929-30 Soviet officials traveled abroad to undergo training and to negotiate technical transfer agreements with U. S., British, Italian and German firms. The Soviet Union also employed many foreign technicians in design bureaus and on shop floors. During the 1920s, it sought to compensate for the crippling damage done by revolution and civil war to its arms industries by cooperating closely with Germany. But this was an uneasy relationship. Soviet technicians suspected that their German counterparts withheld their most promising innovations. The Berlin connection was also an irritating reminder to the Soviet leaders of their reliance on the willingness of likely adversaries for the import of technology essential to national survival.27


In July 1929, the Politburo resolved to leap ahead in aircraft and tank design. “The Politburo and mainly Comrade Stalin,” Voroshilov later recalled,  “demanded from us: take all measures, spend the money, even large amounts of money, run people to all corners of Europe and America, but get models, plans, bring in people, do everything possible and impossible in order to set up tank production here.” In the 1920s, Soviet workers had built small batches of tanks based on early French models. The technical mission now sent abroad to buy advanced prototypes got lucky in Britain and the United States. Vickers-Armstrong, a leader in the global arms trade, sold samples of Vickers 6-ton and Medium tanks, and a machine-gun carrier called the Carden-Lloyd Mark VI. The mission also signed a deal with the American entrepreneur J. Walter Christie, who dreamed of fast tanks and experimented with wheel-track suspension systems to make them go fast. Alarming reports of Polish interest in Christie’s design arrived in Moscow, but the Red Army alone adopted the prototype with deep passion. “Only a tank with great power and speed resources for fast attack,” gushed the Red Army’s director of motor mechanization, “can confuse the enemy’s plans, disorganise and demoralise it and destroy the rear of its forces.”28


On November 7, 1931, Stalin watched as the first Soviet-adapted Vickers and Christie tanks rumbled past Red Square on parade. Mass production was the next step. Defense planners drew up a “great tank program,” with a goal to build 2,000 BT tanks (Christie’s chassis), 3,000 T-26 tanks (Vickers 6-ton) and 5,000 T-27 (Carden-Lloyd) machine-gun carriers. Such vaulting ambition, so typical of the superoptimistic Five Year Plan, caused industrial chaos and waste. In 1931 industry made 2,000 of the older French models. But the Vickers and Christie models required much more complex motors, gearboxes, chassis, caterpillar tracks, optics, traversing mechanisms, and cast and face-hardened armor plate for the hulls and gun turrets. All these precision-engineered parts needed to be fed into the assembly process on time to ensure a steady flow of finished tanks. Throw into this mix inexperienced managers, bungling engineers, a too narrow range of machine tools and workers inexpert in their use, frequent material shortages—all in a frenzy whipped up by propaganda screaming for “fulfillment”—and the result was breakdown. Converting tractor plants to tank assembly helped to boost output, but as Tukhachevsky and his staff soon discovered, conversion was much easier said than done. In October 1932 Voroshilov boiled with frustration as the Red Army’s inspectorate branch confessed that “we still have not completely managed to master the production of tanks on the scale assigned by the government, especially with regard to malleable cast-iron, armour, thermal finishing of parts, and quality of assembly.” Production was 4,000 units behind schedule, monthly output was a third what it needed to be to hit the 10,000-tank  target, and many of the finished tanks suffered from structural and mechanical flaws and lacked treads, guns and turrets.29


The collision of impossible targets with industrial reality, combined with the infusion of foreign technology, intensified the deep-seated Soviet fear of internal enemies. After the revolution, the Bolsheviks had retained many from the bourgeoisie who were specialists in critical professions—military officers, administrators, scientists and engineers. Without this compromise, the revolution would have been bound to fail. However, doubts about the loyalty of bourgeois “specialists” lingered long after. In July 1929, not for the last time, the Politburo decided to root out the specialists in the defense sector. The problem was that some of them, such as the aeronautical engineers, could not be “liquidated” without crippling whole enterprises. Even before the first Five Year Plan, the industry was rife with accusations of “wrecking.” A tiny design flaw, a missing bolt or a faulty control cable, and a test flight could end with a burning wreck. Typically, aviation experts came from bourgeois origins and had regular contact with foreign contractors. In 1929-30 dozens were imprisoned to continue their work in an aircraft design gulag run by the secret police near Moscow.30


By the end of 1932 mounting inflation, a poor harvest, widespread famine and a decline in industrial output compelled Stalin and his inner circle to rethink their policies. In 1933 modernization slowed down. Investment was reduced, and plans became more realistic. For a brief time, a market in consumer goods was permitted. Specialist baiting was discouraged. After the huge investments in defense in the two previous years, the military budget for 1933 was reduced. Voroshilov complained, but Stalin applied the brakes. He also attacked the Red Army’s mobilization plan. It was “outrageously inflated and very burdensome for the state,” he wrote. “It must be reworked and cut back  as much as possible.” Stalin was unperturbed about the large shortfalls in arms production: “Concerning tanks and aircraft, industry has obviously not yet sufficiently rearranged itself to (our) tasks. Never mind! We shall press and support it to adapt. The important matter is to keep certain (mainly the defence) industry branches under permanent control. They will adapt and shall fulfil the programme, if not 100 per cent, then 80-90 per cent. Is that really so bad?”31


Stalin had good reason to be stoical. In the first six months of 1932, military production had risen by sixty percent over the year before. Tank, aircraft and artillery output saw the biggest gains. In 1929 the army had ninety tanks; in 1933 it had 4,700, with more in production. By 1933 the air force had 5,000 aircraft, with the percentage of newer models steadily rising. The army also  now deployed 17,000 artillery pieces and 51,000 heavy machine guns. Work on new barracks, fortifications, naval bases and airfields surged ahead. The quality of weapons was as impressive as the quantity. The BT and T-27 tanks outclassed most of the competititon well into the 1930s. The Red Army was the first to fly huge four-engine bombers. Formations of these TB-3 s filling the sky above the Kremlin, with big red stars blazoned on their fuselages, came to symbolize the modernity of Soviet aircraft technology. The French Air Force lavished praise on the quality of Soviet aviation. British intelligence concluded that the Soviet Union possessed “a thorough organisation for planning industrial mobilisation which has already made considerable practical progress.” Though he might grumble about spending cuts, Voroshilov still could boast in the summer of 1932 that “the Red Army is capable of victoriously taking on the army of any capitalist country.”32


Tukhachevsky saw things in a different light. Stalin’s apology of May 7 appeared to be something of a vindication. Stalin had even conceded that a mobilized Red Army of six to eight million men might be within economic capacity in three or four years—though he had remarked that a force of eleven million (the staff’s projection from Tukhachevsky’s “super-rearmament” plan) was still a fantasy. Yet as director of armaments, Tukhachevsky could not be content. Employing the same crude arithmetic projections that had figured so prominently in Future War and in every forecast thereafter, his staff erroneously credited the economies of France, Britain and the United States with the wartime capacity to make 24,000 to 60,000 tanks a year. In the Soviet Union, in contrast, the big tank program had fallen well short of its goal. The aviation industry lagged behind in adopting the techniques of mass production. A mobilized army of three million men equipped with only 14,000 trucks could hardly be called “motorized.” Tukhachevsky lashed out at boastful civilians who obfuscated about production results: “This evil is not only a betrayal of the party but also one way to avoid implementing the military-industry orders.”33


The economy could not sustain the industrial effort pictured in the draft mobilization plans. Thousands of officials were now assigned to organize mobilization preparations across the economy—but was the work being done, especially as priorities were swinging back to civilian projects? Almost all the tank and aircraft production in 1931-32 had taken place in dedicated defense factories, not in civilian plants. The switch of tractor factories to tank assembly plants had underscored the need for prewar spending to make such conversions run smoothly in wartime. The dilapidated railways, vital for shifting men, machines and supplies, also cried out for investment. Yet  the Politburo had sharply reduced capital investments and slackened the pace of armaments growth.34


In early January 1933, the Central Committee of the Communist Party gathered in Moscow. The leaders were in a buoyant mood. Stalin spoke to the assembled audience on January 8: “The successes of the Five Year Plan have mobilised the revolutionary forces of the working classes of all countries.” Without the plan, he said, “our position would . . . have been more or less analogous to the position of present-day China, which does not have its own heavy industry, and its own armaments industry, and is nibbled at by anyone who feels like it.” In his report to the committee two days later, Ordzhonikidze took up the theme. “Alarms” in the Far East had made it necessary to produce tanks and aircraft in huge numbers. Stalin called out: “And to Tukhachevsky it’s all very little.” Laughter filled the Kremlin hall. Ordzhonikidze joined in the fun: “Everything is little to him. But we can say to comrade Tukhachevsky the following: when we need to move these weapons to the front, we will give the Red Army as much as it needs.” At the next day’s plenum Voroshilov too could not resist taking a dig at his deputy. While in his speech he expounded on the technical triumphs of the Red Army, he also produced diagrams showing Soviet armaments growing much faster than those of any other country and joked, “Comrade Tukhachevsky has no grounds to be dissatisfied.”35


For the first and last time Stalin and his circle felt confident about Soviet armaments. At the end of January, a new chancellor took office in Germany. The slowdown in Soviet defense spending in 1933 was only temporary.






CHAPTER 2

COLONEL ISHIWARA GOES TO MANCHURIA


Rich in natural resources such as coal, iron ore and timber, Manchuria consists of a large central plain surrounded by low mountain ranges. Its continental climate, which subjects the fertile plain to the extremes of blazing hot summers and freezing cold winters, provides good conditions for the cultivation of soya beans, rice, millet, maize, wheat and other cereals. Historically, the land of the Manchus was divided into three provinces—Heilongjiang to the north, Kirin to the east, and Liaoning (as it was named in 1928) to the south. Between the two world wars, estimates of Manchuria’s total area varied because of its ill-defined and disputed frontiers: geographers often equated it to the landmasses of France and Germany combined, or about 380,000 square miles. To the west lay Inner and Outer Mongolia; to the southeast, the Japanese colony of Korea; to the north, the Amur River formed a natural border between Manchuria and the Soviet Union’s vast Siberian wilderness.1


That Manchuria became the flashpoint between the Soviet Union and Japan in the early 1930s came as little surprise. For the first three decades of the century, Russia and Japan had vied for domination of Manchuria at China’s expense. In 1904 they went to war, and Japan won on land and sea. Afterward, Russia retained influence in northern Manchuria, while the south fell to the Japanese. When war came in 1914, Russia and Japan found themselves fighting on the same side. Japanese soldiers captured the German leasehold territory in China at Shantung, and Tokyo exploited the opportunity to demand from the Chinese greater economic and political privileges on the continent. The chaos in Russia during the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 allowed Japan to advance into northern Manchuria and Siberia. Only in 1925, when  Japan recognized the new Bolshevik government, did the last Japanese soldiers finally leave Soviet soil.2


The responsibility for the defense of Japan’s railway concessions and growing population of colonists in Manchuria belonged to a detachment of the Japanese Army of about 10,000 men known as the Kwantung army. As so often happens with soldiers stationed on the frontiers of empires, the Kwantung officers developed a taste for freebooting action and a disdain for paper-pushing warriors and weak-kneed civilians back home. They saw across the frontier a land rife with communism and believed they knew best how to deal with the situation. Running networks of agents and informers across northern China, the Kwantung army meddled in the struggle between the Chinese warlords for control of the capital, Peking.3


By the end of the 1920s, defending Japan’s foothold on the continent became much more difficult. China was reviving from decades of decline and crippling internal turmoil. With military aid from Moscow, the Chinese Nationalist Party, under the leadership of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, became the strongest faction in the civil war for national unification. From 1926 to 1928, in a series of military campaigns known as the Northern Expedition, the generalissimo defeated his rivals in central China and established the Nationalist government in Nanjing. With Chinese popular nationalism directed against the foreign imperialist presence on Chinese territory gaining strength, Chiang aimed to unify the whole of China, including Manchuria.

All the great powers with imperial and commercial stakes in China, including not just Japan but also Britain, France and the United States, reacted to the nationalist upsurge by offering small political and economic concessions. However, it was impossible to reconcile the Chinese dream of national unity with Japan’s wish to remain predominant in Manchuria. The inevitable clash came on September 18, 1931. The Kwantung army staged a fake Chinese attack near the city of Mukden in southern Manchuria as a pretext to overthrow the local Chinese warlord. Over the next six months, the Japanese operation expanded to the whole of Manchuria and the fighting spread to central China. In Manchuria the Japanese claimed that they were backing a popular liberation movement. They smuggled Henry Puyi, the young “last emperor” of the defunct Manchu Ch’ing dynasty, out of China and installed him as ruler of the puppet state of Manchukuo. Defying the League of Nations’ efforts to mediate, Japan recognized Manchukuo in September 1932 and in 1933 withdrew from the organization altogether. For the moment, the newly established Nationalist government could not afford an all-out war  with the Japanese. As China’s supreme military and political leader, Chiang had little choice but to accept a truce.

The initiative for the Mukden incident came not from the government or army headquarters in Tokyo, but from a conspiracy of Kwantung army officers, with the sympathy of others in Japan. The conspirators opposed making concessions to Chinese nationalism, which they regarded as a slippery slope to Japan losing its influence in Manchuria and control of its colonies, Korea and Taiwan. The conquest of Manchuria was thus as much a shock to the government in Tokyo as it was to the Chinese. The conspirators had calculated that the establishment of Manchukuo would be so popular in Japan that the government would be forced to endorse it, and they were right. News of the Kwantung army’s attack ignited a wildfire of patriotic enthusiasm across Japan, just when the Great Depression, financial scandals and the political deadlock in China had battered the authority of parliamentary government.4


The mastermind of the conspiracy was Colonel Ishiwara Kanji. This bookish, forty-two-year-old officer with a serene expression must have appeared out of place on the rough and ready, hard-living frontier. But Manchuria was the place he wanted to be. This was unusual for a staff officer with as brilliant a career as Ishiwara’s, who might have been expected to seek a prestigious posting as an attaché in Europe or on the general staff. Yet his whole career was marked by a headstrong individualism. In 1915 Ishiwara first distinguished himself by earning a place at the elite army staff college, and then three years later by finishing second in his class. Apart from a brief tour of duty in China, most of his postings over the next decade were in military education and research. Ishiwara spent three years in Germany, where, all around him, soldiers, scholars and politicians agonized over the catastrophe that had befallen them. Ishiwara then returned to Japan to teach at the army staff college until October 1928, when he joined the Kwantung army as chief of operations.5


In his new post Ishiwara took charge of drawing up contingency plans for the Kwantung army. But his imagination soared high above the details of operational movements and missions. Ishiwara had developed a vision of warfare that blended orthodox military theory with an historical determinism worthy of Karl Marx. From history Ishiwara deduced that warfare oscillated in irregular cycles between decisive and continuous wars. Decisive wars (such as Japan’s war against Russia in 1904-5) were won by defeating the enemy’s army in swift operations. Continuous wars (of which 1914-18 was the supreme example) were won by grinding the adversary down over years to the point of  exhaustion. Only limited mobilization of armed forces was needed to wage decisive wars, while continuous wars called for the total mobilization of whole economies and societies. A devotee of the apocalyptic teachings of the Nichiren sect of Buddhism, Ishiwara predicted that the cycles of human warfare would end in one final conflict, fought on a titanic scale with the most terrifying weapons of the machine age, squadrons of city-destroying bombers. In this coming Armageddon, the Japanese were destined to lead Asia against the United States. After Japan’s victory, humanity would “enter an era of peace under the guidance of the imperial throne.”6


One can only guess what his more down-to-earth Kwantung army colleagues made of Ishiwara’s “final war” prophecies. Yet his prescription of what needed to be done to prepare for future war appealed to the gung-ho frontiersmen: Japan needed Manchuria, and the only way to get it was through a masterstroke.7


 



 



COLONEL ISHIWARA went to Manchuria as the standard-bearer of a powerful set of ideas held by many forward-thinking military officers and civilian bureaucrats. True all-outers, these visionary young men rose to prominence after 1931 to build a totalitarian “national defense state,” and by doing so drove Japanese rearmament forward.

For the soldiers the defining moment had come in 1918. Germany’s defeat troubled Japan’s officer corps because it struck at their roots. In 1868 two centuries of feudal rule in Japan known as the shogunate ended. To prevent Japan falling victim to the kind of Western colonization that had befallen Indochina, the Dutch East Indies, the Philippines and China, a small group of reforming barons from the most developed southern regions of Japan established a modern state under the authority of the emperor in a brief civil war known as the Meiji Restoration. With the slogan “Rich Country, Strong Army,” Japan adopted advanced technology and established national institutions. Within a short time, the Japanese were making modern armaments and laying down the foundations of an industrial economy. For help with army organization, doctrine and training, Japan turned to Germany. It was a natural choice. In the years before and after the Meiji Restoration, German armies employing the latest implements of land warfare, railways, telegraphs and rifles unified their nation by smashing first the Austrian and then the French armies. Among swaggering German soldiers, Japan’s eager-to-learn modern warriors felt right at home. Although in 1914 Japan formally sided with Germany’s foes, much of the military elite rooted for their venerated old Prussian tutors.8


What went wrong with the German war effort became the preoccupation of the 1920s, debated in countless Japanese Army study groups and periodicals. In the search for an answer, up-and-coming officers like Ishiwara toured Europe and America to meet the men who had waged total war. For those who saw victory wholly as the just reward for individual heroism and the unwavering devotion of the nation to martial values, the answer was shocking: Germany had lost not because its army performed badly but because Germany’s economy had failed. The Allies had won because their blockade had cut Germany off from food and raw materials. What was alarming was Japan’s own economic vulnerability. As the country’s top officers knew, had Russia fought on in 1905, Japan would have gone bankrupt in a few months. In the 1920s the resource-poor home islands lacked the vital commodities—food, raw materials and fuel—to feed its fast-growing cities and supply its heavy industries. Measured against the severe standards of total war, Japan was neither rich nor strong.9


For one group of officers, Japan’s future capacity to wage a total war started as a seminar topic, became an obsession and finally a mission. In the late 1920s these officers, who had graduated from the academy in the first decade of the century, would gather to dine, present papers and debate. Aspiring leaders now reaching the middle ranks, they resented the monopoly over key positions in the army held by the founding clans of the Meiji era. Bound by a shared purpose, their number included Major Suzuki Teiichi of the general staff; Colonel Tōjō Hideki, the future wartime prime minister; Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan of the Army Ministry, a man consumed by thoughts of industrial mobilization—and Ishiwara Kanji. In its essentials, their crude geopolitical logic would have scored top grades at any war college on the face of the earth. If the Japanese Empire in wartime did not have the resources to feed its soldiers and workers and run its factories, so ran the logic, then Japan was not a great power. Japan must be a great power or someday fall prey to one; Manchuria contained many of the industrial raw materials and the rich farmland that Japan needed for autarky; therefore Japan must take Manchuria. While at the end of the 1920s these total-war officers spoke of autarky and pulled each other up the career structure, events moved ahead that prompted them into action.10


On the continent, Chinese nationalism now threatened Japan’s foothold in Manchuria. Yet, over the horizon, something much more ominous appeared—the resurgence of Soviet armaments. After the war of 1904-5, Japanese war planners expected that Russia would one day seek revenge. In the early 1920s  the threat was only theoretical. True, the Japanese saw the malign hand of Bolshevism behind Chinese nationalism and fretted over Chiang’s links to Moscow, but the prospect of the Red Army marching into Manchuria looked a long way off. (At the time Mao Tse-tung’s Chinese Communist Party was only a small force, and after 1927 Chiang tried to stamp it out several times.)

All this changed with the Soviet Union’s first Five Year Plan (1928-32). A foretaste of what it would do for the Soviet presence in Asia came at the end of 1929, when Red Army air and ground forces swept aside Chinese troops in a railway dispute. Intelligence warned of worse to come. The Army Ministry in Tokyo calculated that one quarter of the budget of the Five Year Plan was devoted to armaments. A Japanese military officer who attended Red Army combined tank and aircraft exercises warned that the Japanese Army could not stop such attacks, and, even if it could, Soviet arms factories would be making these machines in such vast quantities that the Japanese would eventually be wiped out. When would the Soviet Union muscle its way into northern China? “Although Russia probably won’t be starting anything for two or three years,” predicted the Japanese Army’s chief of operations in March 1931, “to say flatly that they won’t would be a mistake.” Total-war officers such as Suzuki, Nagata and Ishiwara agreed. A Soviet Manchuria would prevent autarky. Without autarky, Japan would fall irreversibly into armaments decline while the Soviet Union’s war machine grew stronger and moved closer. With each passing month, the urge to take preventive action grew.11


The Five Year Plan provoked horror and fascination. Bolshevism as a political creed disgusted the total-war officers, but they admired the way the Soviets armed. Given the people, space and resources available to Red Army planners, it made perfect sense to Suzuki, Nagata and Ishiwara that the Russians would “plan” their economy. A planned economy was a war economy. And just like their Soviet counterparts, these officers wanted an “economic general staff ” to plan in peacetime for a swift transition to all-out war. This drive for domestic modernization encompassed more than a desire for the military to get its hands on the economic levers. Japan was simply not the centralized state that their prophecies of future war required. Under the constitution, sovereignty was invested in the emperor, but he did not rule. Until the 1920s, cabinets dominated by the Meiji oligarchs governed. In 1924 oligarchy gave way to cabinets of party politicians drawn from the elected Parliament. This limited Taishō democracy ushered in a modest liberalization abhorrent to military men. In their eyes, party politicians were greedy and corrupt “degenerates.” Foreign ideologies such as pacifism, socialism and communism twisted naïve minds. The political parties were seen as hostile to the  military and eager to slash arms budgets, while free-market economics exposed Japan to global booms and busts and encouraged the frivolous pursuit of profits. The remedy to these evils championed by the total-war officers was a new, army-run “national defense state,” which would control the economy, distribute resources to maximize armaments and mobilize the nation around the imperial throne.12


The total-war officers, however, were not the only ones looking to replace free-market capitalism with a state-run economy. A rising cohort of “reform” bureaucrats shared their outlook. In their youth at the University of Tokyo, in the same years when Lenin and his followers began to make the Soviet state, these future civil servants avidly read Marx and Engels. Many of them absorbed the economics of the German historical school, which claimed that the value of any individual could only be realized through the state. In the 1920s, when they joined state ministries in junior posts, the Japanese economy was reeling from the First World War. During that war, as Europeans turned their factories and farms over to war production and abandoned Asia’s markets, Japanese producers stepped in. Japanese manufacturing and agriculture prospered accordingly thanks to the export boom. National income doubled. New steel, machinery and chemical factories sprang up. When peace came, however, the demand for Japanese goods fell, and the country suffered a financial shock, mass bankruptcies and rice riots. The postwar stagnation persisted, punctuated only by another financial panic in 1927, until things got much worse after 1929 with the onset of the Great Depression.13


What was wrong with the Japanese economy? The young men of the ministries, especially those working in the newly formed Ministry of Commerce and Industry, came to one conclusion—the free market. Unregulated competition drove a price-and-demand roller-coaster. Market forces favored consumer and export goods and were slow to allocate investments to heavy industries, like steel, iron, chemical and machine tools. The remedy was state control and central planning. Experiments with control took place in the 1920s, when the Ministry of Commerce and Industry promoted industrial concentration and rationalization through formation of self-regulating cartels in industries such as coal, steel, shipbuilding and engineering.14


For the reform bureaucrats, this was a step in the right direction, but one step too short. They rejected “self-control” by industrialists and instead wanted state control by technocrats like themselves. Foremost among them was Kishi Nobusuke. Born in 1896, a top graduate of the University of Tokyo, in 1920 Kishi joined what was then the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce. In the mid-1920s he toured America and Europe to study industrial policy. In the  booming United States, he marveled at mass production and consumption; in Germany, he saw state-sponsored industrial cartels. Yet what “shocked and impressed” him most was the Soviet Five Year Plan, which turned him into a planomaniac. During the 1930s Kishi became one of the prime movers behind the alliance of reform bureaucrats and total-war officers. His corporatist vision of Japan’s national economic destiny was an ideal conceptual twin for the “national defense state” envisioned by those officers.15


In Manchuria, to test-run the ideas of the total-war officers and reform bureaucrats, Ishiwara carved out an enclave bigger than France and Germany combined. What he and his staff planned was as recklessly ambitious as the Soviet Five Year Plan. Manchukuo was a deliberate emulation of Russia’s forced industrialization—a reply in kind, one powerful armaments economy to be raised against another.

From the start, army planners imposed their will in Manchukuo. Manchuria would be not simply a fund of resources but a huge military-industrial complex held together by a modern transport network and integrated into the home economy. Industries essential for armaments would get the biggest investments: coal, iron, steel, other metals, chemicals and machine tools. To erect this military-industrial powerhouse, a legion of civil servants, engineers, accountants, managers, clerks, skilled workers and farmers marched in from Japan. Distrustful of Japan’s huge banking and industrial combines, the army planned to organize the state-owned enterprises on the principle of “one industry, one firm.” Yet Manchukuo cried out for private money to achieve economic take-off. When Kishi Nobusuke became Manchukuo’s deputy minister for industrial development in 1935, he reconciled the army to private investment. He also took the army’s principle of “one industry, one firm” a step further—“all industries, one firm.”16


Meanwhile, back in Japan, the creation of Manchukuo helped shift power away from the party politicians to the military-bureaucratic elite. Even before the Mukden incident, civilian-dominated government was teetering. In 1930, against the advice of the admirals and public opinion, the cabinet of Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi capped the size of the navy by agreeing to the London Naval Treaty. With the League of Nations World Disarmament Conference due to begin in 1932, everyone expected the army to be next. Reducing arms spending was part of a policy of tight money and balanced budgets. In January 1930, to induce steady industrial growth and competitiveness, the Hamaguchi cabinet pegged Japan’s currency to the gold standard. Whatever the merits of fixing the yen to the gold standard, however, the timing was calamitous. During the worst depression ever, the Hamaguchi  cabinet clung on, pricing Japanese goods out of the world market. In November 1930 a lone fanatic angry at the naval treaty and the distress of farmers killed Hamaguchi. The new government lasted only until December 1931. The next government under Inukai Tsuyoshi took the yen off the gold standard, yet this too proved damaging. Public outrage over rumors of currency speculators amassing fortunes while ordinary souls lost everything shook the government. In May 1932, ultranationalist naval cadets killed Inukai in a botched coup. Emperor Hirohito then called upon Admiral Saito Makoto to form a national unity cabinet. From now on, Japan’s prime ministers would be drawn from a mixed bag of admirals, generals and senior state officials and one from the nobility.17


The sort of intense instability experienced by Japan in the early 1930s sometimes confers upon an unlucky few a role that runs contrary to their true motives and values. This was the fate of Takahashi Korekiyo, Japan’s finance minister from December 1931 to February 1936. Some see him as the last barrier to militarism, but he did more than anyone else to facilitate a sustained acceleration in Japanese arms spending. When he took up the Finance Ministry for the fifth time at the end of 1931, he was seventy-seven. He was born the illegitimate son of an artist and a housemaid, and his rise from errand boy to head of the Bank of Japan attests to his genius. A product of the Meiji era, he attached much more importance to making the Japanese people rich rather than making the army and navy stronger than he thought they needed to be. Although he believed that the government must in times of trouble intervene in the economy to counteract market forces, he was against permanent state controls.18


Takahashi planned Japan’s recovery from the Great Depression with his own brand of interventionist economics. His first act was to abandon the gold standard. The yen’s value dropped by fifty percent. Although this enriched currency speculators and blackened the image of the government, the new exchange rate also set off a surge in Japanese exports while most of the rest of the world’s trade stagnated. To stimulate business investment and growth, he cut interest rates. To fuel demand, Takahashi increased state spending through deficit financing.

Apart from financial relief for Japan’s struggling farmers, most of Takahashi’s expenditures went to shipbuilders, munitions makers and other defense-related industries. The military budget rose from 462 million yen in 1931 to over one billion yen in 1935. By 1935, seventy-eight percent of the total rise in state spending was in defense. The elderly banker who loathed extravagant defense spending tossed cash at the military to spend his way out  of the slump. With no less irony, it was Takahashi who began to erect the type of government controls that one U.S. secretary of state aptly vilified as “economic armament.” In July 1932 and again in March 1933, the state imposed central control on foreign currency movements and required all overseas business transactions to be approved by the Ministry of Finance. Takahashi once joked that “it is much harder to nullify the results of an economic conquest than a military conquest.” He would live long enough to see the truth of his remark.19


Takahashi’s largesse played into the hands of the new army minister, Araki Sadao, who was appointed to unify the Japanese Army after the Kwantung army’s disobedience. Nicknamed the Tiger, Araki was a fierce spokesman for the Imperial Way faction within the army and much admired among subordinates. Proponents of the Imperial Way emphasized the cultivation of “flesh before steel,” that is, what they saw as exceptionally Japanese spiritual qualities above the mere stockpiling of weapons. Araki’s faction was formed in opposition to manpower cuts made in the mid-1920s by his predecessor, the then army minister, General Ugaki Kazushige, who had diverted the savings to tanks and aircraft. In his new post, Araki at first showed little favoritism to his own faction and appointed Ugaki’s supporters, especially total-war officers such as Suzuki, Tōjō and Nagata, to high posts.20


All this changed, however, in June 1933, when Araki convened a meeting of top military planners to decide on policy. He proposed a crash two-year mobilization, expanding the army, stockpiling weapons and ammunition and on the continent building border fortifications and improving rail networks—to be ready to fight the Soviet Union by 1936. Nagata, now a general, was baffled. During the First World War he had reported from neutral Denmark on Germany’s economic collapse. No matter what Japan did in the next three years, he knew that it could not fight Russia on an equal footing and would be doomed to suffer Germany’s fate. The whole purpose of Manchukuo had been to achieve autarky. Capturing Manchuria’s resources without building the factories to convert them into explosives, bullets, bombs, guns, tanks and aircraft was pointless. What was needed, Nagata argued, was a long period of peace to build up the heavy industries necessary to wage total war.

Araki was not ignorant of these considerations. He just did not believe that Japan could win an arms race against the Soviet Union. He also resented the influx into war planning of civilians, who uttered buzzwords like rationalization and scientific management. The idea that 1936 represented some sort of “crisis year” was more a tool for mobilizing ordinary citizens and prying yet more money out of Takahashi than a genuine prediction of future war.  To fire up junior officers, Araki would shout: “If the Soviet Union does not cease to annoy us, I shall have to purge Siberia as one cleans a room of flies.” In reality, he negotiated with the navy, the army’s most dangerous rival, in the internal struggle for money and steel. He offered to support the navy’s policy of denouncing the naval arms-limitation treaties if it backed the army’s rearmament program and his plan to introduce ideological indoctrination into schools. Nagata was appalled. Japan could not at the same time win a land-air race against the Soviet Union and a naval race against the United States and Britain. Nagata was also out of the job he loved most. Araki had him transferred out of planning to the command of a regiment.21


Nagata’s exile was temporary. Araki’s purge of senior officers like Nagata and his bombast about the “crisis of 1936” made him unpopular with his fellow generals as well as the cabinet, and in January 1934 he resigned. Under the new army minister, General Hayashi Senjurō, Nagata and others returned to the high command, restoring long-term work on autarky, the industrialization of Manchukuo and the mobilization of Japan. He lobbied the Court and Parliament to endorse his vision of a totalitarian national defense state. In March 1934, in the first of many war-oriented controls, Parliament passed legislation requiring petroleum companies to retain a six-month stock of fuel. In May 1935 the cabinet created a new super-agency, the Cabinet Research Bureau, to coordinate the armaments and mobilization planning work of the armed services and the civilian ministries. Nagata was euphoric. Since the mid-1920s, he and other total-war officers had lobbied for an economic general staff. Now they had one in the making because the Cabinet Research Bureau placed military planners and the reform bureaucrats together at the apex of the state—a prime location to circumvent the formal structures of decision making and to make their influence over policy felt most.22


Nagata did not enjoy his success for long. Araki’s protégés blamed him and others for conspiring against Imperial Way. On August 10, 1935, a sword-wielding army officer burst into his office and killed him.23


Nagata’s assassination was a blow to the total-war officers. But just before he died, he appointed some of his own men to the high command, including Ishiwara Kanji. Ishiwara’s exploits in Manchuria had made him something of a luminary within the army, and a potentially troublesome one too. Although his Mukden plot had paid off, the army could not reward insubordination. His career therefore followed the routine pattern for an officer of his rank and experience. In 1933 he was given the command of a regiment, where he remained until the summer of 1935, when Nagata had him posted to Tokyo as head of the operations section of the general staff.

Nearly two years’ worth of field exercises, training courses and parade-square bashing with his regiment had removed Ishiwara from the big picture of what had taken place on the continent since 1932. When he studied the intelligence on the scale of Soviet forces across the Manchukuo-Siberian frontier, he was shocked. Like so many arms racers before and after, Ishiwara and the other total-war officers assumed that their adversary’s speed of arms growth would remain fairly constant, while their own program sped ahead. They had not anticipated that Stalin would accelerate his armaments build-up in the Far East in response to the creation of Manchukuo and the expansion of the Japanese Army.

Before the Mukden incident in September 1931, the Japanese had estimated that the Red Army in the Far East amounted to six rifle divisions with modest aircraft and tank support. By the time Ishiwara had left Manchuria in 1932, the intelligence section of the general staff calculated that the Russian strength had increased to eight rifle divisions and a regiment of cavalry, supported by about 300 aircraft and the same number of tanks. In 1933 Japanese forces began to notice strong defensive positions—wood and wire barricades, watchtowers, pillboxes and other steel and concrete emplacements—springing up on the other side of the frontier. Spies reported that in strategic areas the work extended deep behind the frontier. The Polish Army had told the Japanese about deep fortified zones of this type, and now they were seeing them for themselves. Overflights of Soviet territory revealed that the Russians were improving roads and building airstrips at a startling rate, and double-tracking the trans-Siberian railway, allowing for speedier reinforcement of the Far East.24


What the Japanese did not know until they saw the result was that Stalin and Tukhachevsky considered air power the key to deterring the Japanese Army from aggressive war. In the summer of 1932, when Stalin learned that only six of the four-engine TB-3 heavy bombers were heading for the Far East, he said, “We need to send no less than 50-60 TB-3s.And as soon as possible. Without this the defence of the Far East is only an empty phrase.” One year later Tukhachevsky reported that the Japanese arms build-up in Manchuria continued unabated and war now seemed imminent. Unlike Araki, who prophesied that 1936 would be the critical year, Tukhachevsky considered 1934 the year of crisis. “If we could deploy, say, 2,000 aircraft,” he added, “then a war in 1934 could be considered excluded.”25


The Japanese got the message. By the end of 1935, Japanese intelligence estimated that the Red Army air forces had 1,200 planes, including 170 twin-engine TB-5 bombers within range of Japan. The Japanese put on a brave  face in public. Araki told a British journalist in March 1935 that, so long as they were not “taken by surprise,” Japan’s air defenses could repulse the “500 planes” stationed at Vladivostok. Soviet officials told foreign correspondents that their bombers could ignite Japan’s “paper and matchwood” cities. The ratio of opposing forces between the Kwantung army and the Soviets was no less intimidating. In 1935-36, the total number of Red Army divisions rose to nineteen, including four mechanized and three cavalry, or 300,000 troops, equipped with 1,200 tanks. The Kwantung army had under 200,000 men equipped with 230 planes and 150 tanks. “Although the military power of the Soviet Union in the Far East was originally in a state of balance, only four short years after the Manchurian Incident,” one of Ishiwara’s subordinates reminded him, “Japanese troop strength in Manchuria is only a fraction of the Soviet forces, and in aircraft and tanks particularly, there is no comparison.” Worse still, plans for developing Manchuria’s war economy were only just starting to pick up speed; in the Soviet Union the second Five Year Plan (1933-37) was well under way.26


Ishiwara concluded that he had to accelerate Japan’s drive for arms and autarky. Two obstacles, however, stood in the way. The first was Finance Minister Takahashi’s resistance to further arms increases. State spending and the expanding deficit fueled inflation. Overseas purchases of raw materials, machine tools and oil required foreign exchange earned through trade, but imports to keep up the armaments boom were growing faster than exports. In November 1935 the eighty-one-year-old finance minister slugged it out with the army and navy in a twenty-four-hour cabinet meeting. His aides carried the old man home. On February 26, 1936, Takahashi was murdered during another abortive army coup, this time by young supporters of the Imperial Way faction in a last-ditch effort to set Japan on the true path. His successor, Baba Eiichi, caved in to service demands. Arms spending jumped from 2.3 billion yen in 1936 to three billion in 1937. Munitions makers increased imports of raw materials, fuel and machinery. Japan now faced a full-blown balance-of-payments and inflation crisis.27


The second obstacle to Ishiwara’s plan was the navy. Both services enjoyed near autonomy under the Meiji constitution: the army saw the Soviet Union as the prime threat, whereas the navy’s number-one foe was the United States. The erosion of cabinet authority during the 1930s and a lack of coordination intensified their differences. In 1934-35, at the navy’s behest, the government demanded, during the international naval arms control negotiations, the right to build a fleet as large as each of the world’s two biggest navies, the American and the British. Washington and London rejected the demand. A naval  arms race now seemed certain. For the Japanese Army this was a nightmare. Warship building would gobble up huge amounts of money, steel, plant and skilled labor. The army asked the navy to postpone its plans; the navy asked the same of the army. Ishiwara explained to his naval colleagues that Japan must first attain autarky and industrialize Manchukuo. It was a convincing case, just the sort of logic that would justify a freeze on naval construction. The admirals understood this perfectly and continued to draw up plans for the most powerful big-gun warships ever built. In August 1936, at the end of an effort to hammer out a focused strategy, the cabinet endorsed a vague shopping list of aims, the Fundamentals of National Policy. Japan would seek better diplomatic relations and more trade abroad, and stabilize the government at home. The army would get what it wanted to resist the Red Army in the Far East; naval strength would be raised to a point sufficient to fight the U.S. Navy in the western Pacific.28


Undaunted, Ishiwara and his team of staff planners continued to work out a five-year plan to prepare Japan-Manchukuo for an all-out slugging match with the Soviet Union. Pressure for a comprehensive plan also came from officials in Manchukuo such as Kishi and Tōjō, who had been appointed to the headquarters of the Kwantung army. Reform bureaucrats in the Cabinet Research Bureau, now inspired by the Nazi regime’s economic measures, saw expanding armaments as a vehicle for greater state control over the economy and for more power in the hands of the technocrats. From Manchuria, Ishiwara brought Miyazaki Masayoshi, a top planner employed by the South Manchurian Railway, to Tokyo to supervise the detailed work. Overall, the goal was to be able by 1941 to field a force eighty percent the size of the Red Army deployed in the Far East. To sustain and expand that future army, the various drafts of plans prioritized steep annual increases to the empire’s heavy industries: targets for steel, metals, fuel, chemicals, machine tools, vehicles and aircraft. By 1941 Ishiwara wanted Japan to be producing twenty percent of the world’s aircraft—or 10,000 a year, of which 3,000 should be built in Manchukuo.29


Resistance to these measures and their 3.13 billion yen price tag came from the party politicians, businessmen and cabinet ministers. The corporate elite resented the attack on their managerial rights and profits. The older generation of civil servants who dominated the ministries disliked giving up what was left of their influence over economic and social life to the arch-centralizers of the Cabinet Research Bureau. In November 1936, after months of lobbying by the army, Japan signed an anti-Soviet agreement with Germany, the Anti-Comintern Pact, and the Army Ministry circulated 300,000 copies of a pamphlet  to raise support for its arms program. Japan was losing the arms race against the Soviet Union and China, the pamphlet declared, and the only solution was a “national defense state”: “The state must be rebuilt on the basis of the Japanese spirit and in accordance with the needs of modern armaments. A state reorganised on a totalitarian basis has latent power in time of peace which would prove the decisive factor in time of emergency.” In December, amid competing accusations of treason and militarism, the army’s program was rejected in Parliament. The government fell.30


In 1937 the former army minister and old friend of Nagata, General Hayashi, became prime minister, but even he could not square the burden of the five-year plan with a healthy economy. “If we do exactly as the most powerful of the middle-echelon in the army wish,” wrote one minister, the present economic “structure will collapse and lead to chaos.” Spending was reduced. Many of the most aggressive state controls contained in the plan were removed. The setback for Ishiwara and his bureaucratic allies, however, was temporary. In June 1937 the popular forty-six-year-old Prince Konoe Fumimaro replaced Hayashi. He supported a controlling “national defense state” and the other goals of the total-war officers. But he wanted arms and autarky to expand in stages and within the limits set by a healthy balance of trade and a vigorously growing economy. Like Ishiwara—and Nagata before him—Konoe knew that Japan needed a long period of peace to prepare for total war.31


And then, on July 7, 1937, mere weeks after Konoe took office, fighting spontaneously erupted between Chinese and Japanese patrols around the Marco Polo Bridge near Peking. In Tokyo the cabinet believed that the Nationalist government would cave in after a short, sharp offensive in north China from the Kwantung army. But neither Chiang Kai-shek nor the Chinese people would back down. Only a few months earlier, Chiang’s followers had forced him to abandon his war against Mao’s communists and instead unite with them against Japan. He was in a good position to do so. Ironically, thanks to training and weapons from Japan’s nominal ally, Germany, the Nationalists now commanded an elite force of 400,000 soldiers.32


The fighting in China horrified Ishiwara. Japan did not have the resources to fight the Chinese and at the same time arm against the Soviet Union, the British Empire, the United States and the other Pacific powers. China “will be what Spain was for Napoleon,” he predicted correctly, “an endless bog.”33







CHAPTER 3

“REARM AND GET READY”


On the evening of February 3, 1933, the commanders of the German armed forces were invited to dinner at the Berlin home of General Kurt von Hammerstein-Equord. The principal guest was Germany’s new chancellor, Adolf Hitler. General Werner von Blomberg, the new defense minister, had arranged the event so that Hitler could speak directly to the top brass. Blomberg was gushingly enthusiastic about the new chancellor, but others, including the host, greeted the National Socialist leader with aristocratic aloofness.

After dinner, Hitler spoke for over two hours. He began by stating that his supreme goal was the recovery of German political power. To achieve this, Marxism, pacifism and democracy had to be stamped out, especially among the young, who would fill the ranks of the future armed forces. The military, as a tool of political power and a mechanism for national integration, was the most important institution of the state. The task of fighting the internal struggle against the forces of Bolshevism would, however, fall to the Nazi Party. Hitler promised he would not attempt to merge the army with the Nazi Party’s militia of brown-shirted storm troopers, the SA. As for the economy, Hitler rejected increasing exports as a solution to Germany’s army of unemployed workers. A healthy economy, he asserted, could be founded only on greater Lebensraum (living space) for the German people. The external purpose of political power would be the conquest of more living space in “the east,” which would be “ruthlessly Germanized.” The idea that Germany would cap the size of the armed forces according to agreements reached at Geneva was absurd. The military must expand. Meanwhile, the period of initial arms growth would be the most dangerous. If there were any “prudent statesmen” in France, Hitler warned, the French and their allies would strike before Germany rearmed.1


Judging from the surviving transcripts, Hitler’s audience was most interested in what he had to say about the place of the military in the state. He did not disappoint. Germany would rearm, and the army would stay out of what the soldiers regarded as the dirty job of crushing German communism. Expressing the views of many present, Admiral Erich Raeder, the head of the German Navy, called the speech “extraordinarily satisfying.” Although Hitler did not present a detailed program for what he intended to do once Germany rearmed, his talk of living space made his long-range intentions clear enough. Even those who dismissed his words as the half-baked ranting of a foreign policy novice did not voice objections. As Blomberg had hoped, the dinner party initiated an alliance between the military elite and Hitler that would drive the first phase of all-out German rearmament.2


Despite the huge gulf between their social standing, education and experience, the alliance of the German officer corps and the Nazi leader was not at all surprising. What drew them close together was a powerful set of ideas about future war and what needed to be done to wage it successfully. The vocabulary and logic of arming for total war were not exclusively German or Nazi. The developing arms race between the Soviet Union and Japan had been shaped fundamentally by the same ideas well before Hitler took office. These all-pervasive ideas belonged to a general effort to understand the First World War and impose order and meaning on wars to come.

To most Germans, defeat in 1918 had come as a shock. After all Germany and its allies had advanced deep into France and fought the western alliance to a stalemate; by 1917 Russia had been beaten. A year earlier Germany’s supreme warlords, Generals Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff, had launched a huge program of social and economic mobilization for one final maximum effort. That great push came in the summer of 1918, when the Germans attacked the British, French and growing American forces in the west. But it failed, and everything fell apart. In November the high command packed Kaiser Wilhelm off into exile and abdicated responsibility for negotiating peace to a cabinet of social democratic politicians. The navy mutinied, soldiers’ and workers’ councils formed and armed revolutionaries took to the streets. To prevent a Bolshevik revolution, the high command cut a deal with the government: the army would protect the new republic founded at Weimar from the revolutionaries, and the republic would respect the command privileges of the officer corps.

After the war, German soldiers raked over these events. On the pages of military journals, in history books and in countless debates, a single lament arose: “We won the battles, but our enemies won the war for reasons that had  nothing to do with military operations.” Defeat on the home front emerged as the chief explanation. Ludendorff championed this explanation in its most venomous form, the stab-in-the-back—the idea that socialists, democrats, Jews and war profiteers broke the resolve of the German people while the army fought on from victory to victory. This was nonsense. It was in fact the failure of Ludendorff’s final offensives of 1918, his realization that Germany’s flagging economy could not sustain more total war and the high command’s bid to find a face-saving way out of the defeat that sparked the internal collapse. Even so, the larger lesson that Germany lost the war because its economic and social regimentation had not been “total” became a powerful idea. Modern war, so ran the lesson, had become “a terrible competition of production, and victory falls to the competitor who produces faster and more ruthlessly.”3


During the early 1920s German soldiers remained obsessed with the problem of mobilizing the totality of the nation’s resources for war. Some, including the young Blomberg, toyed with the idea of waging a decentralized “people’s war” against the victors, but most soldiers agreed that a mass insurgency was likely to end in national disintegration rather than liberation. The peacemakers, meanwhile, had ensured that Germany could not wage a conventional conflict. Under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles of 1919, Germany was limited to a long-service army of 100,000 men. Tanks, artillery, gas and aircraft were banned. Arms factories were disassembled. And Germany’s western region, the Rhineland, was vulnerable to a French invasion because the peacemakers had banned the Germans from building fortifications or placing troops there. Despite the difficulties, the army worked with civilian ministers to rearm covertly on a small scale. Most officers saw this accommodation with the republic as temporary. Some began to dream of an all-encompassing mobilization and a new state fit for the task. Foremost among them was Blomberg. The tall, dashing officer who would become Hitler’s defense minister was a forward-looking soldier with the type of expansive imagination and impulsive enthusiasm that triggered automatic hostility from colleagues. At age forty-nine, in 1927, he had risen to the position of chief of the army staff. Although he lacked Tukhachevsky’s powers of expression and Ishiwara’s millenarian outlook, Blomberg’s systematizing military mind was no less captivated than theirs by the mechanistic logic of total war.4


What fascinated Blomberg was the capacity of the modern state to organize industry and society for grand political purposes. He looked to the Soviet Union and the United States for inspiration. In 1928, at the beginning of the first Five Year Plan, he visited the Soviet Union, was stunned by what he saw and returned joking that he had become a Bolshevik. In 1930 he toured  the United States as a guest of the U.S.Army.The “pulsating” hum of American mass production and the U.S. Army’s talent for drumming a “healthy” spirit of “militarism” into young reservists left him gushing: “The army, National Guard, organised reserves, and the preparation of war industry are cut out for the creation of an army of millions.”5


On a more modest scale, German rearmament began in October 1928. By a secret decree, the cabinet approved a four-year program to build up the stocks for a projected field army of twenty-one divisions, or 300,000 men. The German Army’s victory here was the cabinet’s endorsement of systematic civil-military preparations for this force, including pilot plans to mobilize industry. But there were limits to how much the Weimar state, committed as it was to progressive welfare protection for workers, would and could invest in armaments, even before the shock waves from the 1929 collapse of the American stock market paralyzed the republic’s finances. In the 1920s Germany had borrowed heavily to finance its recovery and to pay war reparations. As the Great Depression began to bite, foreign investors called in their loans, most of which were short-term credit from American lenders. In Europe, German industry was the hardest hit. Between 1929 and 1933, unemployment jumped from one to six million. In March 1930, unable to resolve the financial and political deadlock caused by the slump, Germany’s last social democratic government fell.6


German officers regarded the Weimar Republic with the same venom that their Japanese counterparts reserved for Taishō democracy. It was a social democracy born out of a humiliating defeat, and its politicians valued social reform over military spending. Few if any officers mourned its decline. The way was now in fact opening for an authoritarian national defense state. With this alluring prospect looming, a split opened at the top of the officer corps between all-outers, such as Blomberg, and more cautious men such as General Kurt von Schleicher, the army’s most influential and ambitious officer. Blomberg and the other radicals found themselves posted away from Berlin. Schleicher worked with the powerful circle around Hindenburg, who had become president of the Weimar Republic in 1925, to override the German Parliament. Hindenburg exploited his legal powers to appoint a series of presidential chancellors (Schleicher being the last before Hitler) and to set up an authoritarian regime. But, to the frustration of the old elite, Hindenburg’s appointees could not mobilize enough public support to claim a credible national consensus. Meanwhile the German Communist Party and especially the National Socialists attracted more and more followers.

A solution to this political problem was needed if Germany were to rearm at all. Expanding the army called for national youth-militia training schemes because the last soldiers trained up to 1918 who were fit for call-up would dwindle after 1931. The industrial predicament was equally pressing. During 1932, while German diplomats in Geneva demanded the right to rearm, German arms planners put the final touches to an enhanced five-year plan to equip the army with tanks, guns and aircraft. At the same time, the Great Depression was wrecking the industries indispensable to rearming. Unless they received token orders or financial subsidies, many small and medium-sized engineering firms would soon shut for good.7


It was in this context that on January 30, 1933, with the approval of the army, Hindenburg appointed Hitler chancellor. The Nazi leader offered the conservatives the mass base of popular support that they lacked, and his SA had the potential to provide the cover that the army needed to train Germany’s youth. To ensure the army’s autonomy, Hindenburg swore in Blomberg as defense minister hours before the rest of the new cabinet.

Historians often remark that it is impossible to think of Nazism, the coming of the Second World War and the Final Solution without Hitler. But is it as difficult to imagine a European arms race in the 1930s without Hitler? What if General Schleicher had used the army to install himself as dictator? Under a military dictatorship Germany would have rearmed—less rapidly perhaps, but rearmed nonetheless—and by so doing would have invited military escalation from its neighbors. Grisly scenarios of total wars to come would have induced arms planners across Europe—as they did in the Soviet Union and Japan—to press for more forces and more influence over their national economies. Whether a European arms race without Hitler would have ended in another world war or a cold war is another question.8


What we do know is that Schleicher shrank at the thought of a coup d’état, and that Hitler took office instead. And, as Blomberg realized, there was little difference between what the army and the Nazi leader understood by rearmament: 1914-18 had defined them both.

Before the war, Hitler’s life was one of failure and isolation. After leaving school in 1907, this resentful son of an Austrian customs official eked out a dismal living as a landscape painter in Vienna. On the streets and in the flop-houses of one of Europe’s greatest centers of art and learning, the young Hitler absorbed the radical nationalism, social Darwinism and anti-Semitism that would be fundamental to Nazism. Corporal Hitler then saw industrial-age war at the front, thriving on what he and many others experienced as the  fraternity of the trenches. He was decorated for bravery and wounded just before Germany’s collapse. After Hitler recovered, the army employed him as a political agitator and informer. In 1919 he joined the small, nationalist German Workers’ Party and quickly stamped his own vision upon it. In 1923, during the turmoil brought about by the French occupation of the Rhineland, Hitler, along with Ludendorff and other right-wingers, led a failed coup in Munich. After a brief stay in prison, during which he dictated his book Mein Kampf, Hitler reasserted his charismatic leadership over his party and sought power through mass politics.9


In his speeches and writings the Nazi leader spoke of arms, autarky and a new people’s community. For Hitler, history was a story of racial competition. To flourish, a race had to preserve its biological purity and seize more living space. The Treaty of Versailles, which had left the Germans stripped of their weapons and confined within reduced frontiers, jeopardized the survival of the race. Hitler too pinpointed the cause of the defeat of 1918 in the sabotage by Jews, Marxists, pacifists and other internal enemies. He felt that destiny had ordained him to be Germany’s savior. Hitler intended to erase the peace settlement and destroy the most dangerous foe, the Jews. In his eyes, Jews were parasites who plotted on a global scale to enslave some races with Bolshevism, such as the Slavs, and to destroy others, especially the Germans. To expand, Germany needed great armaments and a racially pure, ideologically cohesive home front to preclude another stab in the back.10


Hitler’s idea of living space should be understood in terms of the same siege mentality that lay behind the Soviet Union’s first Five Year Plan and Japan’s conquest of Manchuria; or, more broadly still, in the widespread rejection of liberal capitalism that accompanied the Great Depression. Reliance on world trade made Germany vulnerable to market forces and blockade, while the unfettered pursuit of wealth encouraged Germans to act at the expense of the national community. Germany needed to control its own sources of food and raw materials to win the big wars to come, and the state needed to direct resources to national purposes. Autarky, as one Nazi economist put it, was “the vital right of every people and every nation to organize the economy in such a way that it is like a defensive fortress, where it is safe from starvation and death from thirst in case of involvement in trade, foreign [currency] exchange or even military conflicts.” The geopolitical reasoning of the time predicted that the future belonged to continental-sized states. As Hitler argued in Mein Kampf, Germany’s living space lay to the east: the wheat fields of the Ukraine, the material riches of the Urals and the forests of Siberia.  Like so many Europeans, liberal, socialist and fascist, Hitler was impressed by and apprehensive about the rise of the American model of mass industrial production and consumption. The mission of National Socialism, as he saw it, was to prepare the German people to compete on this titanic scale by remaking first Germany and then the Eurasian landmass.11


In the first two years of Nazi rule, the alliance between the army led by Blomberg and Hitler as chancellor was cemented. Hitler kept his promises. The Nazis used terror to secure a dictatorship. Political opposition was stamped out. Parliament surrendered its powers. Parallel state and party structures grew. Public associations such as labor unions, the churches and the professions were Nazified. Race laws against Jews and other “non-Germans”were enforced with savagery. Some military officers voiced their distaste at the lawless brutality, but they accepted it.12


The only concern for Blomberg and the officer corps was the faction of the Nazi Party that called for the replacement of the army with the Nazi storm troopers, the SA. Chief among them was Ernst Röhm, the leader of the SA. Hitler did not tolerate rivals. He also knew that the army was still in a position to impose a military dictatorship when the question of who would succeed President Hindenburg arose. On June 30, 1934, in what came to be called the Night of the Long Knives, Hitler had Röhm and the rest of the SA leadership massacred. For good measure, he ordered his predecessor as chancellor, General Schleicher, murdered, along with a few other political enemies. Blomberg approved of Hitler’s ruthless actions. After Hindenburg died on August 2, 1934, Hitler became chancellor and president. On Blomberg’s initiative, the armed forces swore a new oath of “unconditional obedience” to Hitler as Führer of the German people.13


Despite some differences about just how close the armed forces should be to the new regime, Blomberg and his fellow officers had good reasons to be pleased. Germany was undergoing the transformation required by their forecasts of future war, the army’s position within the state was assured, or so it seemed, and Hitler meant what he said about arming. At the first cabinet meetings in February 1933 he scolded ministers for not spending money fast enough on arms.14


Thanks to Hitler, therefore, the armed forces benefited most from the German recovery from the Great Depression. By 1935 they accounted for seventy-five percent of state spending. As a percentage of national income, the military’s share from 1933 to 1935 had jumped from one to almost ten percent. No nominally capitalist state had ever before devoted resources on this scale  and with such speed to arming in peacetime. Much of the state spending on work creation was also defense related, such as the construction of airfields, barracks, bridges, railways, waterways and highways.15


More men, materiel and transport networks, and the money to pay for them, were all items that had been on the army’s wish list for years. But the planners had also craved something much deeper. Before the 1930s the job of mobilization planning in the German Army had been a speculative task. Staffers wrote papers, read the technical literature, collected statistics and compiled surveys of industrial plants, but not much more. The most prophetic of these officers was Georg Thomas, the son of an industrialist. At the end of 1927 the thirty-seven-year-old Thomas was posted to the army’s arms-procurement office in Berlin. There, he found his calling. In this world of draft production timetables, budget forecasts and macroeconomic abstractions, Thomas, like Nagata Tetsuzan, became an evangelist for the rational pursuit of industrial-age total war. “Modern war,” he solemnly declared, “is no longer a clash of armies, but a struggle for the existence of the peoples involved. All the resources available to a warring nation must be pressed into service, not just the population, but also industry and the economy.”16


By the early 1930s Thomas had coined two concepts that captured the modern military condition: “breadth” and “depth” of armament. Breadth meant all the trained men, materiel and stocks available at the outbreak of war; depth meant the capacity of the economy to mobilize, expand and sustain the fighting forces and itself over a long war. As Thomas knew, the restrictions of the Treaty of Versailles and the years without cycles of orders and technological renewal of the arms industries had left Germany with little breadth or depth. Of course, the armed forces had worked on developing illegal weapons with foreign companies and their Soviet counterparts, but these were sporadic projects and not systematic preparations for all-out production. Some German manufacturers cooperated with covert arms work, especially if cash subsidies were offered. But, to the irritation of the planners, German firms were reluctant to cooperate if the illegal work jeopardized their foothold on the world market. Worse, the few monopoly firms legally authorized to make arms for the army could not produce weapons at low prices without long production runs. The armaments program of 1932 included funds for industrial infrastructure, but to the horror of the planners, the Depression threatened to bankrupt the monopoly weapons makers and many other firms that would be needed for future armaments growth.17


In 1934, when Thomas, now a colonel, moved into the Defense Ministry to head the Office for War Economy, money for long production runs was no  longer a problem. The problem was building up a properly functioning war economy. Blomberg and Thomas, both apostles of organization and centralization, agreed that the Defense Ministry should coordinate the expansion of the army, air force and navy and that the new regime should restructure the economy so that Germany armed efficiently. To this end, some had spoken of “socializing” German industry, but for now Blomberg and Thomas favored strong state supervision of private producers. While Thomas established a network of regional inspectorates to work with industry on munitions production and mobilization plans, Blomberg took his chair as Hitler’s deputy on the new Reich Defense Council—a position from which, among other things, he intended to shape economic policy. As the armed forces started to grow in 1933-34, the jump in armaments spending quickly began to put pressure on the economy. Measures to reorganize industry for large-scale arming were also slow to take hold. Production of equipment lagged behind. Progress on building plants to produce synthetic fuel, oil and rubber was also slow. Raw materials, and the foreign currency needed to buy them, became alarmingly scarce. Calls for the brakes to be applied could now be heard from the economic and finance ministries.18


In the spring of 1934, Blomberg and Thomas went on the offensive. In a series of memos to Hitler and his economic advisers, they warned against an arms slowdown. A striking assertion of the Thomas-Blomberg line came from the head of the army’s ordinance office in a lecture to senior officers. Word of what was said reached Hitler, and he asked for a transcript. It told a familiar story: modern armies consumed huge quantities of munitions; no army could stockpile all it would need in peacetime; a powerful war economy needed “deep” preparations in peacetime to meet wartime exertions. Germany lacked such depth. And “armed forces which must lay down their weapons after six or eight weeks because of a complete lack of ammunition and fuel are useless to a field commander, and still less useful in the hands of a statesman who wishes to conduct a foreign policy.”19


Blomberg and Thomas were calling for an economic dictator exercising complete authority over finance, industry, agriculture and trade and ensuring the primacy of arms and autarky. The man they had in mind for the job was the president of the Reichsbank, Hjalmar Schacht. With his stiff collars, dark suits and pince-nez perched on his beak of his nose, he looked every inch the respectable banker he truly was. Schacht had made his reputation for financial wizardry in 1923, when hyperinflation ravaged Germany. As president of the Reichsbank, Schacht helped to negotiate the Dawes Plan, which financed Germany’s reparation payments to France and Britain through American loans  to Germany. He thus played no small part in embedding Germany in the liberal economic order of the 1920s. Yet deep down he was a strident nationalist who counted the days to Germany’s release from its postwar financial and political obligations. By the spring of 1930 he had grown frustrated with cooperation as a way to achieve release. After negotiating a deal on the final reduction and rescheduling of reparation payments devised by the American businessman Owen Young, Schacht bitterly attacked its implementation. He was forced to resign as president of the Reichsbank. By 1932 he saw Hitler as the solution to Germany’s ills; in April 1933 Hitler returned Schacht to his former post as Germany’s top central banker.20


As Hitler’s financial wizard, Schacht not only backed Blomberg against any slowdown in military expansion but also developed the system of credit finance that fueled the initial arms boom. Under Schacht, the Reichsbank and four blue-chip industrial firms with a big stake in rearmament set up a dummy company, Metallurgische-Forschungsgessellschaft, or Mefo, which provided a smoke screen to allow the Reichsbank to print more money to pay for the expansion of the armed forces. From 1933 to 1938 Mefo issued twelve billion Reichsmarks’worth of state-guaranteed credit notes to pay arms producers. Cooking the state’s books was not his invention, but Schacht took covert deficit spending soaring to new fiscal heights.21
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