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            Fatal blunders determine war
   

         

         In August 1940, Berlin was hit by British bombers. Hitler immediately ordered a series of gigantic air defences be built – each one more expensive than the city’s entire Olympic facilities – but they’re ineffective and resources are wasted. The Führer also has an opportunity to force the British out of North Africa and gain control of the Middle East’s valuable oil. But he rejects his generals’ advice, just as he unnecessarily draws the United States into the war in Europe. Had Hitler kept a cool head, the war could have gone in a different direction. But the Führer was not alone in making mistakes. British and French politicians gave Hitler concessions in the 1930s and failed to send troops to Germany immediately after war was declared. The Western powers have themselves to thank for the dictator setting Europe on fire before finally going on the offensive in spring 1940. This issue reveals the worst errors of the war. Enjoy!

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Allies give Hitler a long leash
   

         

         
            When Britain and France allow Nazi Germany to occupy parts of Czechoslovakia in 1938, Western powers expect Hitler to be satisfied. But the Anglo-French concession does not diminish the Führer’s cravings for conquest.
   

         

         Sporting a long, dark coat, white shirt with stiff starched collar and tie the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain disembarked from his plane at Heston Airport near London. Outside the aircraft, a jubilant crowd were waiting to welcome him home after his conference with Adolf Hitler.

         During the meeting in Germany, the Prime Minister signed the so-called Munich Agreement, which allowed Nazi Germany to annex the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia. Chamberlain claimed he’d created the conditions for a lasting peace in Europe. Moreover, the British leader and Hitler had signed an agreement that Chamberlain could proudly show to the people. The document promised that the Prime Minister and the German Führer would resolve any future disputes between the two countries peacefully. The crowd cheered as he waved the piece of white paper and waved their small Union Jacks that they’d brought with them to pay tribute to the politician.

         Later that day Chamberlain elaborated on the conclusions. Outside his official residence at 10 Downing Street the politician stated that Europe’s problems and conflicts would soon be a thing of the past. “I believe it is peace for our time”, said the Prime Minister. “Go home and get a nice quiet sleep”, he added confidently.

         The loser in the game was Czechoslovakia who lost Sudetenland, but with Hitler satisfied, Chamberlain and his French colleague Édouard Daladier hoped to put an end to any additional land claims from the German dictator.

         The policy of leniency was known as “appeasement”.

         Chamberlain’s belief in a peaceful future would, however, soon be proved wrong. Just a few months later, Hitler broke the agreement and annexed the western part of Czechoslovakia. Six months later, Hitler went a step further and invaded Poland. The invasion triggered World War II and proved conclusively that the policy of appeasement had failed.

         Führer broke agreements
   

         Hitler’s plan to start a war and expand Nazi Germany territory should not have come as a surprise to Chamberlain, as the Führer was known for breaking international agreements. Post-war peace conditions clearly stated Germany’s limitations. The country could not build an air force and could only have a minimum of soldiers and warships. However, since taking power in 1933, Hitler had rearmed as fast as German industry would allow. Contrary to international agreements he built a huge army, a powerful fleet and a modern air force.

         Rearmament was no secret either. During the so-called National Party day in Nuremberg in 1935 Hitler paraded long columns of soldiers. He also announced plans to increase Germany’s military strength. Britain did nothing to prevent the development – in fact, in June 1935 the country’s government had signed an agreement with the Germans that allowed the Nazi regime to increase its fleet.

         World War I horrors lurked in the wings
   

         But British kindness did not dampen German aggression. Nazi Germany annexed Austria in March 1938 without Western powers intervening. A few days later, on 14th March, Hitler made a triumphant entry into Vienna – nothing seemed to stop the dictator.

         “Czechoslovakia is next”, he proclaimed joyfully when he came home from Austria.

         Nazi success was not for Hitler’s benefit alone. Peace following World War I had created a new Europe with new countries and borders in Central and Eastern Europe. At the same time the victors established that all peoples had the right to self-determination.

         The Führer took advantage of the self-determination principle to legitimise the Nazi annexation of the Czech Sudetenland by referencing the German majority who lived there. In addition, Hitler was not blind to the fact that the Sudetenland also contained 66 percent of Czechoslovakian coal reserves, 70 percent of its iron and steel plants and the country’s largest arms producer.

         During WWI just 20 years earlier, the British had lost more than 740,000 men dead or missing, while France’s losses were nearly 1.4 million. The Great Powers would go a long way to avoid a repeat of the carnage. Moreover, very few Britons believed that in the light of the 1930s economic crisis that Britain had the money and military muscle to wage war. The crisis also led to ideological concerns. Labour riots, strikes and social unrest caused the country’s middle and upper classes to fear communism and especially the influence of the Soviet Union. In the eyes of the British government Nazi Germany represented the most effective bulwark against the Soviet state and the Bolshevik advance – so the tone was conciliatory towards Germany when on 27th September, 1938 Chamberlain spoke to the nation via BBC Radio.

         The Germans invaded Czechoslovakia
   

         “How horrible, fantastic, incredible it is that we should be digging trenches and trying on gas masks here because of a quarrel in a faraway country between people of whom we know nothing”, Chamberlain pointed out in his speech, referring to the German-Czech dispute over the Sudetenland.

         “War is a fearful thing, and we must be very clear, before we embark on it, that it is really the great issues that are at stake”, he continued.

         In Berlin, Hitler was informed of the speech, and a few hours later the phone rang in the British Foreign Office – the Führer would like to invite Chamberlain to Munich along with the French leader Édouard Daladier. Three days later, on 30th September, the Prime Minister returned from his visit to Hitler, waving his white piece of paper. The horrors of war had been averted, the British leader asserted. Instead, the British could look forward to peace.

         Chamberlain and the rest of the British population should, perhaps, have been wiser. Hitler not only took over the Sudetenland, in March 1939 he also occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia. “This is the most beautiful day of my life”, the Führer cheered to his secretaries. For the British, the invasion was a shocking and humiliating slap in the face. The action which the British referred to as “the rape of Prague” showed Hitler’s deception. Even Chamberlain seemed to have had enough.

         “No greater mistake could be made than to suppose that, because it believes war to be a senseless and cruel thing, the nation has so lost its fibre that it will not take part to the utmost of its power in resisting such a challenge if it were ever made”, he raged in a speech in his hometown of Birmingham.

         At the same time the Prime Minister introduced military service and declared that the British would save Poland in the event of a German invasion of the country – a scenario which, according to intelligence reports could be imminent. Hitler was furious when the British and French guaranteed Poland’s security. “I’ll brew them a devil’s potion”, raged the dictator as he pounded his fists on the Reich chancellery’s marble table. A few days later the Führer signed Fall Weiss (Operation White) – plans for the invasion of Poland.

         The plan was for to Germany to attack Poland by 1st September, 1939. Hitler did not fear intervention by Britain and France. “Our enemies are little worms. I saw them in Munich”, brayed the dictator to his generals.

         Aircraft bombed cities with pamphlets
   

         On 3rd September, 1939, two days after Hitler’s invasion of Poland, Britain and France declared war against Germany. The Poles were excited about their declarations of war. Outside the British Embassy in Warsaw people gathered with banners proclaiming “Long live England”, but the joy was premature. Neither Britain nor France acted on the war declarations. The French marched into the German Saarland shortly after Hitler’s attack on Poland, but the operation was half-hearted and in November the troops were withdrawn. Instead, a period began that was referred to as the “Phoney War”, warfare without battle. Britain was content, for example, to bomb German cities with propaganda leaflets. Secretary of State for Air Sir Kingsley Wood described the grandiose plane drops as a truth attack. The pamphlet drops were massive. On 3rd September alone, planes dropped six million copies of the publication “Note to German people”. The pamphlets expounded the Third Reich’s deficiencies, but also warned the Nazi leadership about what Britain could do with real bombs.

         The military had a different attitude. “It is ignominious to stage a confetti war against an utterly ruthless enemy”, declared General Edward Spears to Kingsley Wood. Conservative MP Leo Amery, former Lord of the Admiralty and an opponent of appeasement, suggested that the Royal Air Force make an incendiary air strike on the Black Forest, where the Germans stored their ammunition. But Kingsley Wood replied indignantly: “Are you aware that it is private property? Why, you will be asking me to bomb Essen next!”

         Although the British still conducted individual air raids against the Germans, the operations had no great effect. France and Britain tried to cripple Germany by imposing a blockade that would prevent German imports of food and raw materials. The blockade stopped, but Hitler didn’t. On 9th April, 1940 the Wehrmacht attacked Denmark and Norway. As the threat of war against Britain grew, the authorities introduced blackouts along a stretch of the southeast coast making it harder for enemy aircraft to find bombing targets in England. At the same time, children were evacuated from London for fear of German bombs. The British were preparing for a war on home soil.

         Churchill takes power
   

         Initially, Chamberlain had few critics, including the conservative Winston Churchill and Labour leader Clement Attlee. The Labour leader quickly saw through the Munich Agreement. “This has not been a victory for reason and humanity. It has been a victory for brute force”, said Attlee in the wake of Chamberlain’s statement “peace for our time”.

         In the spring of 1940, more critical voices could be heard. The loudest was Leo Amery, who urged the government to resign. Parliament put forward a vote of no confidence in the government. Chamberlain won, but the result – 280 for and 200 against – was humiliating, and on 10th May Churchill took over as Prime Minister.

         Hitler then invaded France, Belgium, Netherlands and Luxembourg. In a speech three days later, Churchill said that he had nothing else to offer Britons than “blood, toil, tears and sweat”. In return, the new Prime Minister promised to lead the British to victory: “For without victory there is no survival”.

         The Allied struggle against Nazi Germany was long and hard, but might have been different if the western powers had not remained passive during the German invasion of Poland. After the war, German Colonel General Alfred Jodl argued that: “If we [Wehrmacht] did not collapse already in 1939 that was due only to the fact that during the Polish campaign the approximately 110 French and British divisions in the west were completely inactive against the 23 German divisions”.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Giant flak towers will save Berlin
   

         

         
            After Allied aircraft unexpectedly bomb Berlin in August 1940, Germany realises its air defences are weak. Hitler responds by building concrete towers of unprecedented size, armed with massive artillery. The Führer believes they will put an end to the attacks.
   

         

         British bombers headed towards Berlin on the evening of 25th August, 1940. The day before, the Luftwaffe had bombed London’s financial centre and Oxford Street in the West End, and it was time for retaliation. The British targets were the weapons and ammunition plants north of the Tempelhof Airport in Berlin.

         When the planes reached Germany’s capital that night, they were subject to shelling from the ground, forcing them to fly higher. But from here, the bombers could not hit their targets precisely and many shells fell randomly. Most ended up in fields and forests, but some hit a residential area. When Hitler heard about the attack he was furious – not least because Hermann Göring, head of the Luftwaffe, had solemnly promised that the enemy planes would never be allowed to bomb German soil.

         Over the following week, Berlin’s citizens were forced back to their shelters several times. British bombers returned on the 28th and 30th August, and many civilians lost their lives.

         Hitler soon realised that Göring’s promise couldn’t be kept and that Berlin’s air defences would need to be improved. The Führer dreamed of transforming the capital into an impregnable fortress with the help of flak batteries. Flak is an abbreviation of the German word “Fliegerabwehrkanone” (aircraft defence cannon), but also refers to the actual shooting. The city was to be surrounded by flak batteries that could deliver such heavy fire from the ground that Allied planes would not dare approach. Simultaneously, battalions of Luftwaffe fighter aircraft were stationed in the region. To crown it off, Hitler decided to build a series of giant concrete towers with powerful guns arrayed on top. The indestructible towers would be named flak towers and would bring the huge guns up over Berlin’s rooftops. From here, the rapid-fire guns would have a decent line of sight and form an impenetrable wall of shell fragments and destructive pressure waves.
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