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Preface


The origin of this book is easy to explain. I’ve spent the last thirty years making documentaries and writing books about the Third Reich, Stalinism and the Second World War. As a consequence I’ve met hundreds of people who experienced life under Hitler’s and Stalin’s rule – not just those who suffered, but those who enthusiastically supported the dictators as well. It was my encounters with these first-hand witnesses, and the intriguing things they said, that made me want to write this book.


Fourteen years ago, for instance, I was in the Moscow apartment of the most famous Soviet cartoonist of the Second World War, Boris Yefimov.1 He revealed that his work had been so strictly monitored that Stalin needed to approve personally any cartoon he drew on a sensitive topic. When pressed on how it felt to be an artist who could not practise self-expression but instead had to create state-sanctioned propaganda, Yefimov replied that artists had to realize the responsibility they possessed ‘not to do harm to their own people’ and ‘country’.2


It was, of course, a totally different perspective on the role of the artist from the one that we possess today in the west. And as he talked I remembered similar views I had heard years before, when I met film directors who had worked for the infamous Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels.3 They too spoke about the need for their artistic work to serve the state. So, in this respect at least, the two regimes sounded alike.


In contrast, the experiences of those people I met who personally encountered Hitler and Stalin on a regular basis could hardly have been more at odds. It was most certainly not the same thing to walk into a meeting with Stalin as to walk into one with Hitler. As individual personalities the two tyrants were far apart.


Over the years I started thinking more and more about this comparison between the two leaders and their regimes. What were the key differences? In what ways were the regimes similar? And, perhaps most crucial of all, to what extent did Stalin and Hitler shape the times they lived in, and to what extent did the times shape them?


After much thought, I decided to focus this work on the period 1939–45. That’s because these were the years during which Hitler and Stalin had a direct relationship, first as colleagues in an alliance of sorts, and then not just as mere adversaries but as the two most powerful warlords the world had ever seen. Even though they never met, each of them was very much aware of the other. They even admired each other’s ruthlessness.4 Hitler and Stalin were linked together for nearly six years, and I believe it’s that connection that makes this comparison particularly striking.


An emphasis on the war years is one way this book differs from the best-known previous attempt to compare the two dictators – Alan Bullock’s Hitler and Stalin: Parallel Lives.5 I’ve also benefited from the wealth of scholarly research that has taken place on this subject since Bullock wrote his book nearly thirty years ago. But perhaps the biggest difference between this work and Parallel Lives is the way I’ve been able to draw on millions of words of original eyewitness testimony. So much so that most of the interview material quoted here has never been published before.


It’s been one of the great privileges of my professional life that, together with my various production teams, I was able to travel across the former Soviet Union and meet people who had never felt able to talk publicly about this history before. Over many years, and for a variety of projects, we travelled from Siberia to Ukraine, from Kalmykia to the Barents Sea and from Lithuania to the River Volga. We met retired members of the secret police, villagers who had suffered at the hands of both German soldiers and Red Army partisans, veterans of gigantic battles like Stalingrad and Moscow, even Stalin’s former telegraphist who revealed how the Soviet dictator had nearly fled the capital in the dark days of October 1941. If the Berlin Wall had not fallen, and the Soviet Union had not subsequently collapsed, these witnesses to epic events could never have talked of their experiences without fear of retribution. Their stories would have been lost for ever.


This primary source material is especially valuable in the context of a comparison between the two dictators, because Hitler and Stalin made decisions in warmth and comfort that resulted in the torment of millions, and it’s vital that ordinary people who suffered at their hands have a voice.


It’s important to treat eyewitness testimony with particular care, and I’ve written elsewhere of how we checked the authenticity of the material we obtained, and of the nuanced way in which it must be used.6 But notwithstanding these caveats, and after years of experience dealing with personal testimony, I’ve concluded that it is a mistake to think that individuals speaking after the event are somehow inherently less ‘reliable’ than documents of the time. This point was first brought home to me with great force thirty years ago, when I was making a film featuring the testimony of members of a Slovenian unit called the Domobranci, who were handed over to Marshal Tito’s men by British forces in the summer of 1945.7 These eyewitnesses spoke of the brutal way that Tito’s soldiers had treated them, and of how the British had seen their suffering. But a report in the archives, written by a British officer at the time, offered a radically different perspective. It spoke of how well Tito’s men had treated their prisoners, saying, ‘They were kindly and efficiently handled, and provided with light refreshments…’8


This could be taken to demonstrate the primacy of documents over testimony. But when I interviewed the British officer who had written the report he confirmed the evidence of the Domobranci, and said that he had been told at the time by his superior officer to lie. He expressed surprise that anyone could believe the words he had written in his report, since he had been deliberately ironic. How could anyone, he said, possibly think that Tito’s forces would have offered ‘light refreshments’ to their enemies in such a situation?9


I mention this not to suggest that eyewitness testimony is somehow better than contemporaneous material, merely to point out that historians must treat every single source with scepticism.10 Nor, especially in the context of this history, would I dispute the enormous importance of archival evidence. Many times the discovery of a document that has been hidden for years has reshaped our understanding of the period. Think, for example, of the piece of paper Stalin signed early in the war which authorized the killing of thousands of Polish officers, and which only came to light after the fall of communism in the Soviet Union.11


Notwithstanding my decision to focus this work on the period of the Second World War, I also discuss key events that occurred before these years when an understanding of them is helpful for the narrative. For example, I look at the impact of the Red Army purges of the 1930s in the context of the Soviet Union’s protracted war with Finland. However, I also thought it would be useful, in the Introduction that follows, both to mention some other necessary biographical context and to foreshadow some of the major themes of the book.


Though this is a work of history, I believe it is of particular relevance to today. There are still plenty of tyrants in the world. And some of them have the means to destroy us.














Introduction


Hitler and Stalin both came from outside the mainstream. Stalin entered the world in December 1878 in Georgia, 1,300 miles from the heart of Imperial Russian power in St Petersburg. Hitler, metaphorically if not physically, came even further from the centre of German political life. He was born in April 1889 not in Imperial Germany but in neighbouring Austria, in the border town of Braunau am Inn. Both came from ordinary families. Hitler’s father was a customs inspector. Stalin’s father – a cobbler – was considerably poorer. Both fathers drank and beat their sons.


All this is true, but potentially misleading. That’s because we need to remember that large numbers of others at the time were brought up in much the same way, and they didn’t go on to terrorize millions. We also need to guard against the temptation to think that even individuals as dominant as Hitler and Stalin were somehow destined to achieve great power. They weren’t.


Hitler and Stalin were catapulted into prominence only in the wake of an epoch-shattering event over which they had no control – the First World War. In July 1914, just before the war began, no one would have predicted that Hitler, then twenty-five years old, would go on to become one of the most infamous leaders in the history of the world. He was not even pursuing a career as a politician, but was struggling to earn a living as a painter in Munich, having travelled there from Vienna. He was perceived as an oddity, with a tendency to harangue people about art or literature and blame the world for his failures. ‘There was no end to the things, even trivial ones, that could upset him,’ remembered Hitler’s flatmate from his time in the pre-war Austrian capital.1 ‘Altogether, in these early days in Vienna, I had the impression that Adolf had become unbalanced. He would fly into a temper at the slightest thing.’2 If you had met this pre-First World War Hitler, most likely you would have agreed with the subsequent judgement of one of his comrades in the trenches – there was ‘something peculiar’ about him.3


By 1914 Stalin, unlike Hitler, was already a revolutionary. Fifteen years before, he had abandoned the seminary where he had been training to become a priest, and embarked as a committed Marxist on a mission to overthrow the state. As the guns of the First World War started to fire, he was in exile in Siberia with a history of crimes behind him – most notably his role in organizing a violent robbery in Tiflis (today’s Tbilisi) in Georgia in 1907. Despite his ardent belief in revolution, and his rejection of his birth name of Iosif Jughashvili and his adoption of the dramatic pseudonym ‘Stalin’, meaning ‘Man of Steel’ in Russian,4 there seemed little prospect of his revolutionary group ever gaining power.


The First World War changed both men’s fortunes. In the wake of food riots at home and a disastrous campaign on the front line, the Russian Tsar Nicholas II was forced to abdicate in March 1917. But this didn’t mean that the Bolsheviks, the group of Marxist revolutionaries to which Stalin belonged, would inevitably come to power. It took a calamitous decision by the Provisional Government after the Tsar had departed, combined with a general disintegration of political and economic institutions, to precipitate that decisive event. In the summer of 1917 the Provisional Government ordered the Russian Army on to the offensive. It was a moment the Bolsheviks, under the leadership of Vladimir Lenin, were ready to exploit. Shortly after battle had been joined with Austro-Hungarian troops in Western Ukraine, the army started to mutiny as Bolshevik revolutionaries embedded in individual units turned the soldiers against their leaders. A few months later, after the October Revolution, Lenin and his Bolsheviks were in power.


If it’s hard to see how all that could have happened without the events of the First World War, it’s impossible to imagine how Hitler could ever have become the leader of a political party, let alone Chancellor of Germany, without the circumstances of Germany’s defeat in November 1918. It was his disgust and anger at the loss of the war, together with his desire to find scapegoats for that loss, which propelled him into politics. He joined a small extremist group called the German Workers’ Party in Munich in September 1919. Two years later he was their leader, with the party renamed the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, subsequently known as the Nazis for short.


By the 1920s, Hitler and Stalin were already very different from each other in how they saw their role in the political worlds they inhabited. Hitler, unlike Stalin, was the archetypical ‘charismatic leader’ – a concept originally defined by the German sociologist Max Weber. Charismatic leaders rely primarily on the power of their own personalities to justify their office. They don’t fit well into bureaucratic structures and project an almost ‘missionary’ aura.5


‘Everything came from the heart, and he struck a chord with all of us,’ recalled Hans Frank, who heard Hitler speak in 1920 and subsequently became a leading Nazi. ‘He uttered what was in the consciousness of all those present and linked general experiences to clear understanding and the common wishes of those who were suffering and wishing for a programme… But not only that. He showed a way, the only way left to all ruined peoples in history, that of the grim new beginning from the most profound depths through courage, faith, readiness for action, hard work, and devotion to a great, shining, common goal… I was convinced that if one man could do it, Hitler alone would be capable of mastering Germany’s fate.’6


Frank’s statement that Hitler ‘uttered what was in the consciousness of all those present’ offers an important insight into his appeal. Charismatic leaders like Hitler are effective only if the audience is receptive to their beliefs. If you disagreed fundamentally with Hitler in the 1920s then you would almost certainly have been impervious to his ‘charisma’. His oratory, for example, did not convince a man like Herbert Richter, a German veteran of the First World War. Richter, who was not predisposed to support Hitler, thought he talked in a ‘scratchy’ voice and had a tendency to ‘shout… really, really simple’ political ideas.7


In contrast, Stalin was the antithesis of Weber’s model of the charismatic leader. Not only was he a less than inspiring orator, but far from shunning the demands of bureaucracy he embraced them. Throughout his political life he had a profound understanding of the power of committee meetings. In that respect he was fortunate that his own personality exactly matched what the new structures of the Soviet state required. He would preside over a gigantic expansion in the number of people working as administrators within the Soviet system – from fewer than four million in 1929 to nearly fourteen million by 1939.8


Stalin was appointed General Secretary of the Communist Party at the Eleventh Party Congress in April 1922 and, as a consequence, had control over vast swathes of communist bureaucracy, including decisions about personnel. This administrative empire became his power base. He was helped by the desire of Lenin and other leading Bolsheviks to centralize power – a goal symbolized by the creation of committees like the Politburo and Orgburo. Significantly, Stalin was the only person to be a member of both the Orgburo and the Politburo as well as the party Secretariat.9


So much did Stalin work away from the spotlight in these years that historians still argue about the precise moment at which he became the pre-eminent figure in the country. After Lenin’s death in 1924 he was just one of a number of senior figures who ran the newly created Soviet Union. It wasn’t until the early 1930s that he managed to shoulder his way to the front. Even then, he never became head of state – that role was fulfilled by another Bolshevik revolutionary, Mikhail Kalinin. But Kalinin had little power within the system. So little, indeed, that Stalin demonstrated his dominance by having Kalinin’s wife, Ekaterina, arrested and tortured in Lefortovo prison in 1938.


If the exact moment that Stalin attained power remains opaque, the same can never be said of Hitler. On 30 January 1933 he became Chancellor of Germany and on 2 August 1934, on the death of President Paul von Hindenburg, he was appointed head of state and Führer of the German people. All the world knew, from that point onwards, that Hitler was the central figure who would chart the destiny of Germany. And just as it was providential for Stalin that his own character suited what the new Soviet system required, so Hitler benefited from the fact that his own personality appealed to millions of Germans during the economic chaos of the early 1930s. Qualities that would have excluded him from power in more settled times were now perceived by many as strengths rather than weaknesses: his lack of political experience was seen as refreshing, given the failure of conventional politicians to fix the crisis; his inability to listen to others’ points of view and reach a compromise was viewed as a positive, since many now wanted a ‘strong man’ to take control; his hatred of democracy was embraced, because it seemed that the democratic system had been instrumental in creating the mess in which Germany now wallowed.


This dichotomy, between Hitler the charismatic orator and Stalin the man of many committees, is a crucial one, and a thread that runs through this whole history. It was a distinction that informed, for instance, their differing attitudes to the role of the political parties they oversaw. Even though Stalin, over time, allowed the NKVD secret police and certain economic commissariats to rival the power of the party, it was inconceivable that he would ever have tried to destroy the Communist Party completely – he always remained, at least in theory, its devoted servant. Hitler, in contrast, was always suspicious of any institutional attempt to restrict him. He did everything he could to dismantle any centralized structure that could potentially usurp him. To that end he allowed the German cabinet to atrophy – indeed, the cabinet never met again after 1938. He might even have thought the Nazi Party he had helped create was potentially disposable. According to Hans Frank, at a dinner in 1938 Hitler said that he would be ‘the first to throw a burning torch’ and ‘radically destroy’ the Nazi Party if he thought it was no longer needed.10


Membership of the Nazi Party was much less exclusive than membership of the Soviet Communist Party. Around five million people carried a Nazi Party card in 1939, compared to fewer than two million card-carrying Bolsheviks – despite the Soviets outnumbering the Germans by more than two to one. Stalin saw the party as an elite institution. And though Hitler continued to value the Nazi Party, he was never quite as committed.


It was the presence of the mighty Gauleiters – Nazi district leaders – that was symptomatic of the way Hitler wanted to run Germany. The forty or so Gauleiters owed their authority entirely to the Führer.11 He could meet with them, one by one, and ensure they stayed true to his vision. Such was their autonomy under Hitler that they could even ignore instructions from the sinister Heinrich Himmler of the SS. On occasion, they could go as far as to joke about him. Albert Forster, Gauleiter of Danzig–West Prussia and a particular bête noire of the SS leader’s, once remarked, ‘If I looked like Himmler I wouldn’t talk about race.’12 It is inconceivable in the Soviet system that any of Stalin’s subordinates would have openly ridiculed Himmler’s equivalent – Lavrenti Beria, head of the NKVD.


Just as the ways in which they approached the process of government were very different, so was the experience of meeting Hitler and Stalin in private. Typical, for the committed Nazis, are the memories of Fritz Darges, a member of the SS who became one of Hitler’s adjutants during the war. ‘I was very impressed by his bright eyes,’ said Darges. ‘I had a feeling that the Führer’s mind shone right through me. At the same time I had a feeling that I could trust him… Even then during our first encounter, I felt that he exuded trust and confidence and never did I feel frightened, nor was I ever inhibited in his presence. I would speak to him as to somebody I trusted and knew well.’13


Karl Wilhelm Krause, who was Hitler’s valet in the five years leading up to the war, agreed that the Führer was a ‘nice person’ and ‘only wanted the best for the German people’. After the war, like many former supporters of the regime, Krause clung to the erroneous belief that other people around Hitler were responsible for the horrendous crimes of the Nazis, rather than the leader himself. In Krause’s eyes, Hitler was ‘not guilty’. Moreover, said Krause, he was ‘no tyrant, no, he wasn’t. He was angry sometimes, who isn’t?’14


Foreign statesmen could also succumb to the supposed allure of Hitler’s presence. The Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King met Hitler in 1937 and thought that his eyes had ‘a liquid quality about them which indicate[s] keen perception and profound sympathy’. King believed that Hitler was ‘really one who truly loves his fellow-men, and his country, and would make any sacrifice for their good’.15


Once again, however, this was a case of an individual meeting Hitler who already had at least partial sympathy for his views. Just after his encounter with Hitler, Mackenzie King had lunch with the German Foreign Minister, Neurath, and listened without protest to his analysis of why it had been necessary to curb the alleged power of the Jews. The following year King fought hard against admitting Jews to Canada in the wake of the German takeover of Austria.16


For statesmen who were not so predisposed to be enamoured of Hitler, first impressions of the German dictator could be very different. When the British politician Lord Halifax met Hitler for the first time at his house in the mountains of Bavaria, he allegedly mistook the almighty Führer for a footman and was about to hand him his coat before being alerted to his error.17 The British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, also found Hitler unimpressive when they met in 1938, and later described him as ‘?“the commonest looking little dog” he had ever seen’.18


Many people – Halifax and Chamberlain included – thought not only that Hitler was undistinguished as an individual, but that he was a crude and blustering rabble-rouser who refused to listen to reason. This was not a new trait – he had been like this since his youth. August Kubizek, who knew him before the First World War, said that when Hitler was talking about a book he had just read, he didn’t want to hear anyone else’s opinion.19 Indeed, one of the dangers of taking a meeting with him – as Benito Mussolini discovered – was that it could be hard to get a word in yourself. ‘Hitler talks, talks, talks, talks,’ recorded the Italian Foreign Minister, Count Ciano, in his diary after a meeting in April 1942. ‘Mussolini suffers – he who was in the habit of talking himself, and who, instead, practically has to keep quiet. On the second day, after lunch, when everything had been said, Hitler talked uninterruptedly for an hour and forty minutes. He omitted absolutely no argument: war and peace, religion and philosophy, art and history.’20 Thus – depending on your point of view – Hitler was either a crashing bore or an inspirational visionary.


It would be hard to come away from a meeting with Joseph Stalin feeling either of such extremes. In this respect he was the reverse of Hitler. For the most part, he wanted other people to talk. He was an aggressive listener, and an even more aggressive watcher. ‘Stalin was by nature very attentive,’ said Stepan Mikoyan, who grew up in the Kremlin in the 1930s, ‘and he watched people’s eyes when he was speaking – and if you didn’t look him straight in the eye, he might well suspect that you were deceiving him. And then he’d be capable of taking the most unpleasant steps.’21


Vladimir Yerofeyev, an interpreter who translated for Stalin, remembered how stealthily the Soviet dictator moved: ‘Stalin comes in, I’m sitting with my back to the door, I can’t hear him enter. But nevertheless I can feel a new presence in the room.’ He also experienced Stalin’s economy with words: ‘if he touched upon a certain subject he would make a statement, say what he had to say then listen to what people had to say to this… It wasn’t entirely safe to work with him because if he didn’t like something, there would have been no forgiveness.’22


Moreover, unlike Hitler, it was almost impossible to know what Stalin was thinking. Grigol Uratadze, who was incarcerated with Stalin in Georgia before the First World War, recalled that ‘he was completely imperturbable. We lived together in Kutaisi Prison for more than half a year and not once did I see him get agitated, lose control, get angry, shout, swear or – in short – reveal himself in any other aspect than complete calmness. And his voice exactly corresponded to the “glacial character” which those who knew him well attributed to him.’23


One of the keys to Stalin’s character, according to Stepan Mikoyan, was that he was ‘very suspicious… he was capable of cheating and betraying others and he suspected other people of behaving likewise… He’d sense it if you were lying to him. The most terrible thing was to lie to him… [or] if you told him the truth and then someone else told him something different, Stalin would think you’d lied to him. And that for him was the greatest crime of all.’24


It’s hard to overestimate the importance of this insight. Stalin appears to have treated everything and everyone with suspicion. The dominant question in his mind was always: who could be about to betray me? Memorably, he remarked to a military officer as he walked down a passageway in the Kremlin that was lined with guards, ‘See how many of them there are? Each time I take this corridor, I think, which one? If this one, he will shoot me in the back, and if it is the one around the corner, he will shoot me in the front.’25


Stalin’s niece, Kira Alliluyeva, agreed that Stalin was inherently suspicious, but thought that ‘he was born with that quality.’26 That might be so – we can never with certainty know the cause of this kind of characteristic – but the fact that he had spent years living as a revolutionary on the run, never knowing for sure whom he could trust, must surely have contributed to Stalin’s suspicious nature.


Hitler did not possess this level of personal wariness. He tended to trust those in his immediate circle until they demonstrably did something to betray him. If he had not been this trusting, the attempt on his life by Count von Stauffenberg in July 1944 would almost certainly never have happened. Indeed, it’s significant that while there were a number of attempts on Hitler’s life, there is not one recorded attempt on Stalin’s. An intensely suspicious nature clearly has its benefits.


We should also recognize how the technology of the period influenced the public perception of both Hitler and Stalin. That’s because they were two of the first individuals in history to have created personas that existed independently of themselves in propaganda films. Previous leaders had used a variety of other media to project their image – via coins, statues or paintings – but this was different. Via the medium of film Hitler and Stalin could be seen and ‘known’ by millions of people who never actually met them. There they were on the screen, their every action edited for maximum effect.


Inevitably, this could sometimes lead to a disconnect between the propaganda image and the reality. Just as Lord Halifax could think Hitler in the flesh more resembled a servant than the demi-god shown in Goebbels’ newsreels, so Stalin in real life could sometimes fail to live up to expectations. When the British Army officer Hugh Lunghi met Stalin during the war he was shocked, because ‘in front of me was an elderly little gentleman, even smaller than me and I’m not very tall… and he looked rather like a kindly old uncle, and then when he opened his mouth I got another shock because he spoke with this Georgian accent, quite a strong rather marked Georgian accent, perfect Russian, excellent Russian, but with this accent, and he kept his voice very low so it was rather difficult for one to hear what he was saying without a strain.’27


To the American diplomat George Kennan, Stalin appeared as a ‘low-slung, smallish figure’, but ‘there was also a composed, collected strength, and a certain rough handsomeness, in his features. The teeth were discolored, the mustache scrawny, coarse, and streaked. This, together with the pocked face and yellow eyes, gave him the aspect of an old battle-scarred tiger. In manner – with us, at least – he was simple, quiet, unassuming.’28


Others in the western alliance concluded that Stalin, unlike Hitler, was not just down-to-earth in manner but ultimately unknowable. ‘I found him better informed than Roosevelt, more realistic than Churchill, in some ways the most effective of the war leaders,’ recalled the suave American statesman Averell Harriman. ‘At the same time he was, of course, a murderous tyrant. I must confess that for me Stalin remains the most inscrutable and contradictory character I have known…’29


Stalin and Hitler each dressed modestly – Hitler in the 1930s often in a brown military-style jacket and Stalin in a grey workers’ tunic.30 This was not an accident. They would have been conscious of the ostentation of the monarchs who had recently ruled their respective states. Tsar Nicholas II and Kaiser Wilhelm II had possessed a whole selection of glittering outfits to choose from, though they had done little to deserve these fancy clothes other than to be born to the right parents. Hitler and Stalin, by dressing simply, demonstrated not just their connection to the ordinary people, but their distance from the monarchs who had preceded them.


Both Hitler and Stalin despised the institution of monarchy. In a conversation in March 1942, Hitler remarked that ‘there were at least eight kings out of ten who, if they’d been ordinary citizens, would not have been capable of successfully running a grocery.’31 As for the Soviet leader, Stalin sought to build a state whose values were diametrically opposed to those of an hereditary monarchy – it was after all Bolsheviks who had murdered Tsar Nicholas II and his family in 1918. It’s ironic, therefore, that both Hitler and Stalin ruled until the last moment of their lives – just as monarchs aspire to do. The grip Hitler and Stalin had on their respective nations was relinquished only when their hearts stopped. Given their characters and the political structures around them, it’s all but impossible to imagine that either of them would ever voluntarily have stepped aside. In that respect, they had more in common with monarchs than they would have admitted.


There’s another similarity between the two tyrants. Neither was married at the start of the Second World War. Stalin had been married twice. His first wife died of illness in 1907 and his second committed suicide inside the Kremlin in 1932. His relationship with his three legitimate children was strained – one son attempted suicide, another became an alcoholic and Stalin sent his daughter’s boyfriend to a Gulag. He had no relationship of consequence with any of his several illegitimate children. As for Hitler, he had never married, had no children – illegitimate or otherwise – and saw his girlfriend, Eva Braun, only sporadically. He was not to marry her until the last moments of his life in April 1945.


It’s also interesting to note that not only did Stalin’s second wife kill herself – and it appears that his treatment of her played a part in driving her to this extreme – but many of the women who had close dealings with Hitler also either committed or attempted suicide. For instance, Eva Braun tried to kill herself twice during the 1930s; Maria Reiter, a shopgirl in Berchtesgaden who became entranced by Hitler, tried to hang herself in 1928; and Hitler’s niece Geli Raubal shot herself in Hitler’s apartment with his revolver in 1931.


There has been much lurid speculation about Hitler’s and Stalin’s sex lives – especially Hitler’s – but the central point is almost always missed. By 1939 and the start of the Second World War, both men were essentially alone. Neither appeared to possess an intimate confidante.


However, all these similarities are as nothing compared to the one vital quality that Hitler and Stalin shared – by far the most important connection between them. They both believed they had uncovered the secret of existence. They were not like ordinary dictators who resemble Mafia bosses. No, these two actually believed in something outside themselves. They weren’t even similar to the religiously driven European monarchs of the past who had faith in a Christian God. On the contrary, both of the dictators abhorred Christianity. In private, Hitler remarked that ‘Christianity is an invention of sick brains’32 – though for pragmatic reasons he largely concealed his true opinion on the subject from the German public.33


They were both profoundly post-Enlightenment figures. They believed not only that God was dead, but that he had now been replaced by a fresh, coherent ideology. Moreover, millions of those who followed the two dictators also subscribed to this new reality.


Hitler and Stalin, of course, believed in different things. The secret that Hitler proselytized was most certainly not the same as the one Stalin lived by. Equally, neither Hitler nor Stalin originated the ideologies that they thought revealed the truth about the nature of life; both adapted them from the work of others.


For Hitler the starting point was ‘race’. The core of his belief system was the assertion that the way to assess people’s value was by examining their ‘racial heritage’. This was an idea that came to prominence in 1855 when the diplomat Arthur de Gobineau published his Essai sur l’inégalité des races humaines (Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races), in which he claimed that the ‘lesson of history’ was that ‘all civilizations derive from the white race, that none can exist without its help, and that society is great and brilliant only so far as it preserves the blood of the noble group that created it…’34


It followed for Hitler that preserving the ‘purity’ of the race was crucial, so it was necessary to sideline the ‘racially inferior’. Once again, this wasn’t a new concept. Dr Alfred Ploetz, in a book published in 1895, had even suggested that doctors should decide which babies should live or die depending on racial worth.35 Twenty-five years later, in 1920, Professor Alfred Hoche called for the killing of the ‘incurably ill’ and the ‘mentally dead’, asserting that these deaths would be ‘desirable for the general welfare’ of the state.36


This idea that ‘race’ was the key to understanding the nature of existence was also proclaimed by a number of different German political groups. For example, in November 1918, Rudolf von Sebottendorff – the leading light in the Munich-based Thule Society – claimed that political unrest in Germany was ‘created by inferior races in order to corrupt the Germanic peoples’. Around this time, in the Münchener Beobachter, a newspaper edited by Sebottendorff, an article appeared which called for Germans to ‘Keep your blood clean… Purity of race means public health. When all elements of the people are steeped in purity of the blood, then the social question is solved…’37 For groups like the völkisch Thule Society there was an anti-Semitic dimension to all of this. In his speech in November 1918, Sebottendorff had declared that chief among the racial dangers that Germany faced was the ‘Jew’, who was ‘our mortal enemy’.38


Sebottendorff hadn’t invented the canard that the Jews were racially dangerous. In the late 1890s, the philosopher Houston Stewart Chamberlain had written in his Foundations of the Nineteenth Century that the ‘Aryan’ race – which encompassed most Germans – was locked in a battle with the Jews. In Chamberlain’s view, this was because both the ‘Aryans’ and the Jews took pains not to breed outside of their own racial groups, and so consequently they were each involved in a fight for supremacy.39


Without acknowledging his debt to the vast majority of those who had voiced such ideas before him, Hitler stated his vision of the world in Mein Kampf, a book he composed in prison after the failure of his coup attempt in Munich in 1923. For him life was a never-ending battle. ‘Those who want to live,’ he wrote, ‘let them fight, and those who do not want to fight in this world of eternal struggle do not deserve to live.’40 In this permanent struggle the Jew was the greatest enemy. The Jew, he asserted, ‘remains the typical parasite, a sponger who like a noxious bacillus keeps spreading as soon as a favourable medium invites him’.41 According to Hitler, the Jews were also responsible for the ‘doctrine of Marxism’ – an ideology that he said was a demonstrable threat to Germany, since there had been socialist uprisings, which had been subsequently crushed, in Berlin and Munich in the immediate aftermath of the First World War.42


None of these racial ideas, claimed Hitler, was mere theory. They were fact – a reality borne out by the self-evident truths of the world around us. As Hitler saw it, this ‘planet once moved through the ether for millions of years without human beings and it can do so again some day if men forget that they owe their higher existence, not to the ideas of a few crazy ideologists, but to the knowledge and ruthless application of Nature’s stern and rigid laws’.43


For Hitler, disagreeing with ‘Nature’s stern and rigid laws’ was as futile as arguing that the earth was flat. And a number of equally dogmatic conclusions flowed from this reality. One of the most consequential was that what mattered in assessing the worth of a particular country was not just conventional economic measures like Gross National Product, but measuring the racial composition of the population. This warped reasoning led Hitler to conclude that America was potentially a more dangerous rival to Germany than the Soviet Union. In his posthumously published Second Book, which he wrote in the late 1920s, he claimed that the United States was inhabited by ‘people of the highest racial quality’ and that ‘only a deliberately ethnic racial policy could save the European nations from losing the power of the initiative to America.’44 On the other hand, in the Soviet Union – or Russia as he persisted in calling it – the ‘population is not accompanied by such an intrinsic worth that this [huge] size could become a danger for the freedom of the world. At least not in the sense of an economic or power-political domination of the rest of the world, but at most in the sense of an inundation with sickness-causing bacteria, which are currently found in Russia.’45


Hitler foresaw catastrophe for Germany if the racial composition of the country was altered, either by breeding with different races or by the emigration – particularly to America – of the racially most prized human specimens: ‘This gradual removal of the Nordic element within our people leads to a lowering of our overall racial quality and thus to a weakening of our technical, cultural, and also political productive forces.’46


If you accepted Hitler’s racist premise, his vision was coherent. The purpose of life was to strengthen the racial community via any means possible – by controlling who bred and, if necessary, by acquiring more land so that the best racial elements could flourish. Might is always right. To assert otherwise was to go against ‘Nature’s stern and rigid laws’.


There’s one final statement contained in Hitler’s Second Book that offers another notable insight into his worldview. ‘Beginning with the birth of the human until his death,’ wrote Hitler, ‘everything is doubtful. The only thing that seems certain is death itself. But that is exactly why the final commitment is not the most difficult, because it will one day be demanded in one way or another.’47


Hitler is arguing something fundamental here. Instead of focusing on trying to postpone our deaths for as long as possible, we have to understand that it is only a matter of detail whether death comes to us in the next second or in fifty years’ time. Death comes regardless.


It follows that life should be about taking risks. That’s because death comes to the boring and cautious as much as it does to the daring and the courageous. As a veteran of the First World War, and a witness to countless violent and sudden deaths, Hitler knew all about the arbitrariness of existence.


It was this cocktail of passionately held beliefs that led Hitler to subscribe to the views of those like Dr Ploetz who advocated killing ‘racially unwanted’ children. Incredibly, one might think, in a speech in 1929 he said that the murder of 70–80 per cent of all newly born German children might be beneficial. ‘If Germany gained 1 million children annually,’ said Hitler, ‘and eliminated 700,000–800,000 of the weakest, then in the end the result would probably even be an increase of force. The most dangerous thing is that we cut off the natural process of selection…’ He spoke with approval of the ‘strongest racial state in history, Sparta’, which he said had ‘implemented these racial laws systematically’. He warned that, since ‘criminals have the possibility of reproduction’ and ‘degenerates are being laboriously coddled in an artificial way’, the consequence was that ‘we slowly grow the weak and kill the strong.’48


Shortly after he became Chancellor, Hitler pushed through legislation that authorized the sterilization of Germans who suffered not just from diseases like schizophrenia but also from conditions like ‘severe alcoholism’. The Nazis sought to justify this step by pointing to the laws of the animal kingdom. The short propaganda film Das Erbe (Heritage), released in 1935 and intended to promote the value of forced sterilization, starts with a scene in which a well-meaning but naive student suggests that the insects that are being studied in the laboratory would have ‘lived quietly’ had they been left in the forest. She is gently chided by her professor, who tells her that ‘a quiet life can’t be found anywhere in nature’ and that animals ‘all live in a permanent struggle whereby the weak are destroyed’.49


Hitler’s violent anti-Semitism fitted seamlessly into this worldview. He subscribed not to the religion-based anti-Semitism of the past but to a ‘modern’, racially based hatred. The Jews were inherently dangerous, he believed, because of their ‘blood’. His desire to persecute the Jews was such that by 1939 German Jews suffered under a whole series of cruel and restrictive measures. The largest pre-war attack on German Jews occurred on ‘Kristallnacht’, the night of 9 November 1938, when Jewish property was destroyed, synagogues were burnt to the ground, more than ninety Jews were murdered and around 30,000 were taken to concentration camps.


As for the ‘Aryan’ members of the ‘ethnic community’, they were told that they were better than anyone else and that their most precious possession was their own racial purity. ‘We bear a holy obligation’, wrote SS man Joseph Altrogge, in a note contained in his personnel file, ‘to keep our blood pure and pass it on to our children and grandchildren.’ It was this ‘holy obligation’ that offered the chance of eternal life – not the traditional promises of the Church: ‘Every one of us is merely a link in the chain of the hereditary stream that runs from us to our most distant grandchildren. If we don’t cut this hereditary stream, we will live on in our children and grandchildren and will be truly immortal. We don’t want to be the weakest link in the chain or interrupt it by staying celibate or childless.’ The ‘struggle’ to achieve this goal, he wrote, had just started, and ‘our children and grandchildren will continue it, so that one day the objective, the Trinity of the Reich, the Volk [the People] and the Faith, will be accomplished.’50


It also followed that since there was no everlasting life except through your offspring, there was no need to be concerned about any ‘day of judgement’ after you died. This was a belief that an SS man like Joseph Altrogge had in common with the atheistic Bolsheviks in the Soviet Union. 


Like Hitler, Stalin had also been convinced by the work of others. The most influential was Karl Marx. It was primarily Marx’s teachings that had drawn him away from the seminary and into the world of revolution. Marx, in a series of works such as the Communist Manifesto (written with Friedrich Engels and published in 1848) and Das Kapital (published in 1867, with two more volumes published after Marx’s death in 1883), laid bare the problems that confronted working men and women in the light of the Industrial Revolution. He declared that working people – whom he called the ‘proletariat’ – were alienated from productive life. Instead of work being, as it should be, a way for people to feel fulfilled, life in the grim factories of the nineteenth century was destructive of the human spirit. Workers were alienated in several ways: they were alienated from the products they created – since workers in production lines never had the satisfaction of creating something themselves, as they were merely cogs in a giant machine; they were alienated from their own humanity – because they were perceived to have worth only as a result of the products they created for the factory owners; and they were alienated from each other – not least because in the modern factory work is seldom collaborative.51


Marx also emphasized the inherent unfairness in the relationship between the workers and the owners of the factories. How could it be right that workers gave up much of their lives to creating products, and yet the profit generated flowed to the rich – merely because they owned the buildings in which the workers were enslaved? The owners could sit around, enjoy themselves and live off the sweat and torment of the alienated workers. How could such a situation be tolerated?


It was a compelling analysis of nineteenth-century working life. And even though Marx’s views seemed to apply more to the sweatshops of Manchester than to the agricultural lands of the Russian Empire, Stalin was convinced by them. A sense of the injustice of this world – in which rich peasants, the kulaks, appeared to live off the work of their poorer neighbours – stayed with him to his dying day.


The trouble was that, while Marx was brilliant at analysing the problem, the solution he proposed was not necessarily so convincing. One difficulty was that he asserted that history was destined to move through certain phases. For instance, there was an imperial phase, a feudal phase, a capitalist phase, a socialist phase and a communist phase.52


At the time Marx wrote his analysis, he was primarily concerned with the capitalist phase, which was the one he felt he was living through. But he believed the world would move forward, eventually, to communism. In that ultimate endgame of history there would be common ownership of the means of production, no exploitation of anyone, a totally fair society and no need for government, since the state would inevitably ‘wither away’. 


Arguments raged among followers of Marx about exactly what the great man had meant by certain predictions and theories, and what was the best way of implementing them. Marxist followers denounced each other for corrupting Marxist teachings, much as medieval Christians had attacked each other for ‘heresy’. It was this kind of dispute that had led to the formation of the Bolsheviks in the first place. Vladimir Lenin, a revolutionary follower of Marx, had published a book in 1902 called What is to be Done? In it he amended Marx’s prediction of what needed to happen to escape the capitalist phase of history. Instead of the workers rising up on their own, Lenin said that once the oppression of capitalism became too great a group of dedicated revolutionaries would be needed to lead the world on to socialism. This, and other issues he raised, led to conflict within the Marxist group, the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party. In 1903 there was a split. The followers of Lenin were in the majority, and they became known as Bolsheviks (bolshinstvo means ‘majority’ in Russian), those who disagreed were called Mensheviks (from the Russian word for ‘minority’).


Stalin, who first met Lenin two years after the split in 1905, was decidedly a Bolshevik. Like Lenin, he believed in professional revolutionaries leading the seismic change necessary to reshape society. Moreover, Stalin was also clear that the working class could only supplant the rich bosses by force. ‘Communists do not in the least idealise methods of violence,’ he said in an interview with H. G. Wells in 1934. ‘But they, the Communists, do not want to be taken by surprise; they cannot count on the old world voluntarily departing from the stage; they see that the old system is violently defending itself, and that is why the Communists say to the working class: Answer violence with violence; do all you can to prevent the old dying order from crushing you, do not permit it to put manacles on your hands, on the hands with which you will overthrow the old system.’53


Lenin, for his part, recognized Stalin as a man of action – his role in the bank heist in Tiflis in 1907 guaranteed that. But it wasn’t until 1913, when he wrote Marxism and the National Question, that Stalin was seen as a Marxist thinker of any note.


Nationalism was a tricky political issue because Imperial Russia contained a large number of potential ‘nations’, not least Stalin’s native Georgia, and the Bolsheviks needed an unambiguous policy on the matter. Stalin’s premise was simple. He said it ought to be ‘readily understandable that the nation like any historical phenomenon has its own history, its beginning and its end’.54 Individual ‘nations’ within the new Bolshevik state might be permitted to have an element of self-rule, but this was only a temporary solution since Marxist theory dictated that eventually all nations would disappear. Lenin approved of Stalin’s work and appointed him head of the People’s Commissariat for Nationalities after the revolution.


There was thus an obvious gulf between Hitler and Stalin in the way each viewed the world. One was a devout racist, the other a man who thought the environment primarily shaped individuals. One was a believer in the laws of ‘Nature’, the other a dedicated follower of Karl Marx. What was more, they each passionately hated the other’s belief system. Hitler feared and despised Bolshevism and Stalin detested Nazism.


In this context, the fact that Hitler led the National Socialist German Workers’ Party has caused confusion among those who aren’t that familiar with the history. Wasn’t Stalin, they say, also a believer in socialism as a route to communism? So weren’t Hitler and Stalin both much the same? The answer is no. They weren’t. Stalin was committed to destroying what he saw as the absolute evil of capitalism. He was open about this, saying that ‘Without getting rid of the capitalists, without abolishing the principle of private property in the means of production, it is impossible to create [a] planned economy.’55 Hitler never held such views. Indeed, he came to power with the help of powerful business figures. But it was useful for the Nazis to say they were socialists in propaganda terms, since they thought it made them more appealing to German workers.


The word ‘socialism’ also symbolized the Nazis’ desire to eliminate all class divisions in German society. Hitler wanted to create what he called a Volksgemeinschaft – a ‘people’s community’ – in which every ‘true’ German pulled together for the good of the nation, and big business was required to cooperate towards this goal as much as every other group. As Hitler declared in a speech in April 1922, ‘we said to ourselves: there are no such things as classes: they cannot be. Class means caste and caste means race… with us in Germany where everyone who is a German at all has the same blood, has the same eyes and speaks the same language, here there can be no class, here there can be only a single people and beyond that nothing else.’56


But even in the ‘classless’ Germany envisioned by Hitler, where everyone was the same ‘race’, there was still plenty of room for capitalists to make money from the toil of the workers. Hitler, despite leading the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, never came close to imposing the kind of controlled economy that Stalin favoured, and he was certainly no socialist himself.


There was also a chasm between the two dictators in terms of their ultimate goals, with the communist aim of a stateless society presenting a sharp contrast to Hitler’s idea of a giant empire based on violent racism. This distinction informs how the two ideologies are perceived today. The type of racial hatred that was at the core of Hitler’s thinking is rightly condemned – indeed, expressing such beliefs is illegal in many countries – whereas there are still a number of people who proudly proclaim they are Marxists. But, in the context of Stalin’s leadership, there is a problem with this analysis, because the harmonious goal of the Bolsheviks – of a state in which government ‘withered away’ – was not realistically achievable under Stalin. And even Stalin came close to admitting as much.


In his address to the Eighteenth Congress of the Communist Party in March 1939, Stalin admitted that Marx and his collaborator Friedrich Engels had not always been right, and that ‘certain of the general propositions in the Marxist doctrine of the state were incompletely worked out and inadequate.’ Specifically, when Engels had said that once ‘there is nothing more to be repressed’ then the state ‘withers away’ he had omitted to mention the ‘international factor’. The problem, said Stalin, was that because other countries were not on the road to communism, the Soviet Union needed ‘at its disposal a well-trained army, well-organized punitive organs, and a strong intelligence service’ in order to defend itself.57 In other words, get used to the ‘well-organized punitive organs’ sticking around, because there was no prospect of them leaving unless the whole world went communist, and who seriously thought that would happen in the foreseeable future?


Finally, we need to recognize one overarching similarity between Hitler and Stalin – both of them offered a vision of a future utopia. They were different utopias, of course, but utopias nonetheless. The road to get there would be hard – even, as Stalin admitted in 1939, taking longer than you could possibly imagine – but a wonderful goal lay ahead regardless. Both offered a vital purpose in life, in a world that could seem meaningless without religious belief.


For Nikonor Perevalov, born in 1917, the year of the Russian Revolution, the reason for his existence could not have been clearer: ‘I was aware that the Communist Party had been created in our country in order to build initially a socialist society, and then in future to build communism, and that this society could be built only by conscientious people. This is why I joined the party, in order to be a conscientious person, to lead the masses to this awareness of the need for the victory of socialism and communism… We wanted to improve the life of the peoples of Russia.’58 Perevalov subsequently tried to ‘improve the life of the peoples of Russia’ by joining the NKVD and organizing mass deportations to Siberia.


Johannes Hassebroek, Commandant of Gross-Rosen concentration camp, gained a similar purpose in life from his membership of the SS: ‘I was full of gratitude to the SS for the intellectual guidance it gave me. We were all thankful. Many of us had been so bewildered before joining the organization. We did not understand what was happening around us, everything was so mixed up. The SS offered us a series of simple ideas that we could understand, and we believed in them.’59


One of the ‘simple ideas’ offered by both of the ideologies preached by Hitler and Stalin was staunch opposition to the values of liberal democracy. Both rejected outright the principles that constitute ‘freedom’ today. Both condemned free speech, both attacked human rights at every level. Crucially, both sought to destroy your ability to be an individual. You had no right to be the self you chose. You conformed to the new value system or you were persecuted. Ultimately, this was the reason why the utopias Hitler and Stalin sought could never be free from tyranny – because even if the Promised Land had been reached, anyone who was contrary enough to say they didn’t like this new paradise would be punished.


As I hope this book demonstrates, oppression could never be excised from either system. It was the system.














1. The Pact


In August 1939, Hitler and Stalin – the greatest of ideological enemies – did something truly extraordinary. They agreed a pact of friendship. And to many of their supporters, it was an arrangement that seemed to go against all logic.


‘We couldn’t make sense of it,’ said Karl-Hermann Müller, then a young German sailor. ‘On the one hand, communism was fought against – at least it should have been – and on the other hand a pact was made with the communists… There was no sense in it.’1


It’s easy to understand Karl-Hermann’s confusion – and the bewilderment of millions of others. Hitler had been railing against the Soviet Union for years. As far back as 1924 he had written in Mein Kampf that ‘the rulers of present-day Russia are common blood-stained criminals’ and ‘the scum of humanity’, who ‘overran a great state in a tragic hour, slaughtered and wiped out thousands of her leading intelligentsia in wild blood lust’ and once in power operated ‘the most cruel and tyrannical régime of all time’.2


Hitler, as one who saw the world almost entirely in racial terms, believed race was the key to understanding the action of the Bolsheviks: ‘these rulers belong to a race which combines, in a rare mixture, bestial cruelty and an inconceivable gift for lying, and which today more than ever is conscious of a mission to impose its bloody oppression on the whole world.’3


As if that wasn’t enough, Hitler then offered in Mein Kampf the final – and, for him, devastating – reason why the Soviet Union was so dangerous. ‘Do not forget’, he wrote, that ‘the international Jew’ ‘completely dominates Russia’ and ‘regards Germany, not as an ally, but as a state destined’ to suffer the same fate as Imperial Russia had at the hands of the communists. Moreover, control of the Soviet Union, claimed Hitler, was just the first step for the Jews: ‘In Russian Bolshevism we must see the attempt undertaken by the Jews in the twentieth century to achieve world domination.’4 Any political deal with the Soviet Union was thus unthinkable as far as Hitler was concerned. He explicitly said in Mein Kampf that ‘you do not make pacts with anyone whose sole interest is the destruction of his partner.’5


Hitler’s wild theories about the Soviet Union were accepted by his supporters not just because many of them were either overt or latent anti-Semites, but also as a consequence of Germany’s defeat in the First World War. In order to deal with the humiliation of the loss, many people – particularly those in nationalistic parties on the right – had looked for scapegoats. They blamed ‘the Jews’ for plotting behind the lines to bring about German defeat, and Jewish ‘democrats’ for negotiating the hated peace treaties after the war – most notoriously the treaty of Versailles. And when there were attempted revolutions in Munich and Berlin in 1919, they claimed that Jews, as the force allegedly behind Bolshevism, were attempting a takeover of Germany.


By cherry-picking facts, they tried to defend their claims. Had not a number of Jews led the revolution in Munich which established a short-lived ‘Soviet’ republic in Bavaria in 1919? Had not Jewish politicians, like Otto Landsberg, taken part in discussions about the Versailles treaty? Were not leading Bolsheviks like Leon Trotsky Jewish? Indeed, had not Marx himself been born a Jew?


However, like all statements of prejudice, the arguments behind these assertions collapse under examination. Yes, a small number of Jews had been involved in the Munich revolution, but the vast majority of German Jews led law-abiding lives and abhorred violent insurrection. Yes, Otto Landsberg had discussed the Versailles treaty, but he was so opposed to it that he subsequently resigned. Yes, Leon Trotsky had been born into a Jewish family, but many other leading Bolsheviks – Stalin and Molotov to name but two – were not. Finally, while Marx had Jewish ancestry he was never a practising Jew. In fact, his father converted to Christianity.


 None of those details mattered to Hitler. Throughout his political career he never let the facts impede him, and his blind hatred of the Soviet Union helped him make sense of the world. Indeed, it is hard to think of any single foreign policy belief that Hitler held more passionately in 1924 than his loathing of ‘Russian Bolshevism’. His vast prejudice against the Soviets brought together the key strands of his ideological thinking: his racism, his anti-Semitism and his fear of the corruption of German ‘blood purity’ by a people who sought to destroy their enemies with ‘lies and slander, poison and corruption’.6


Hitler also openly admitted that he wanted Germany to steal territory from the Soviet Union. He wrote in Mein Kampf that he had decided to ‘stop the endless German movement to the south and west, and turn our gaze toward the land in the east’.7 He explicitly said that his ‘gaze’ rested on territory in ‘Russia and her vassal border states’. He could scarcely have been clearer. He sought to create a new German Empire in the west of the Soviet Union; and he said this not in a secret meeting, conspiring with his closest confidants, but in a book published to the world.


In popular myth, this desire to seize land in the Soviet Union is often cited as one of the first examples of Hitler’s megalomania. How unbalanced does a human being have to be, so the argument goes, to want to conquer Russia? As Field Marshal Montgomery said, ‘Rule One’ of war is ‘don’t march on Moscow.’8 But that’s not how it was seen at the time.


Hitler was aware, as he wrote Mein Kampf in 1924, that just six years before the Bolsheviks at German insistence had surrendered vast swathes of land and a third of the population of pre-revolutionary Russia. Under the treaty of Brest-Litovsk, agreed early in 1918, the Bolsheviks gave up the Baltic States, Ukraine and much else besides. The Germans thus discovered in 1918 that invading ‘Russia’ could be a very profitable enterprise indeed.


Lenin agreed to this humiliating treaty because he wanted out of the First World War. He needed to concentrate on consolidating the revolution at home, and this was the price he had to pay. He wrote in March 1918 that while Brest-Litovsk could be considered an ‘obscene peace’, the reality was that if the Bolsheviks did not escape the war then ‘our government would be swept aside.’9 He later compared the peace treaty with a deal made with criminals. ‘Imagine that your car has been stopped by armed bandits,’ he wrote. ‘You give them your money, your identity papers, your revolver and the car itself. In exchange you are excused their pleasant company… Our compromise with the bandits of German imperialism was just such a compromise.’10


The Germans had not been impressed with the calibre of the Bolshevik representatives who had arrived to discuss the deal. ‘I shall never forget the first dinner we had with the Russians,’ wrote Major General Max Hoffmann, a member of the German delegation. ‘Opposite me was the workman, who was evidently caused much trouble by the various implements that he found on his table. He tried to seize the food on his plate first with one thing and then with another…’ Hoffmann also noticed that a Bolshevik representative, when asked whether he would like ‘claret or hock’, replied that he would ‘prefer’ to have whichever was the ‘stronger’.11


The Brest-Litovsk treaty did not survive long – it was dismantled after Germany’s defeat in November 1918 – but when Hitler wrote Mein Kampf the memory of the original deal was still fresh.12 So, at the time, it was not unreasonable to suppose that a deal the Bolsheviks had accepted in early 1918 might one day be forced upon them again. Had the Bolsheviks not already shown their weakness – almost, it might be thought, their cowardice?


One can accuse Adolf Hitler of many things, but lack of consistency in his ideological vision is not one of them. In 1936, for instance, in one of the few broad policy memos he ever wrote, he once again voiced his obsession with the danger of ‘Bolshevism’. ‘Since the outbreak of the French Revolution,’ he wrote in almost apocalyptic terms, ‘the world has been moving with ever increasing speed towards a new conflict, the most extreme solution of which is called Bolshevism, whose essence and aim, however, is solely the elimination of those strata of mankind which have hitherto provided the leadership and their replacement by worldwide Jewry. No state will be able to withdraw or even remain at a distance from this historical conflict. Since Marxism, through its victory in Russia, has established one of the greatest empires in the world as a forward base for its future operations, this question has become a menacing one…’13


Lest anyone be uncertain exactly what Hitler meant with these words, Hermann Göring made their meaning plain at a cabinet meeting in September 1936, when he declared that the Führer’s memo started ‘from the basic premise that the showdown with Russia is inevitable’.14 And while Hitler was no longer open in his speeches to the general public about his intention to snatch land in the east, he did reiterate the immense danger posed by the existence of the Soviet Union. In a speech at Nuremberg in September 1937 he talked about the struggle against Bolshevism in epic terms. Never afraid of hyperbole, he described it as a ‘colossal event in world history’ and the Bolshevik threat as ‘the greatest danger with which the culture and civilization of the human race have been threatened since the collapse of the states of ancient times’.


Hitler emphasized that the conflict with Bolshevism was all encompassing. Everything was under threat – German spiritual life, the economy ‘and all other institutions which determine the nature, character and life’ of the state. Hitler also reminded his audience yet again that the Jews were behind Bolshevism. He painted a terrifying picture of the threat this posed. He claimed that the Jews – ‘an inferior race, through and through’ – pursued a policy of exterminating the ‘intellectual classes’ of the people they ruled. They had to do this, he said, because otherwise they would be defeated by ‘superior intelligence’. Summing up, Hitler asserted that there existed in the Soviet Union ‘an uncivilized Jewish Bolshevik international guild of criminals’ whose aim was to ‘reign from Moscow over Germany’.15


Notice that Hitler wasn’t saying that it was necessary to invade the Soviet Union simply in order to gain more land for Germany. On the contrary, he claimed that Germany was threatened by the desire of the Bolsheviks to pursue ‘world revolution’. He positioned himself as the prophet who was warning against an existential threat. This was a clever tactical position, given his ultimate goal – because it followed that one, as yet unspoken, way to prevent the Bolsheviks’ own alleged expansionist plans was to attack them before they moved on Germany. The Germans would thus gain all the land they needed in the east not because they were imperialists, but as an ‘unintended’ consequence of an act of self-defence.


Stalin’s attitude to Hitler during the 1930s was nothing like as straightforward. In July 1932, less than a year before Hitler became Chancellor, he ordered that the German Communist Party concentrate not so much on the threat from the Nazis as on the danger posed by other socialists within Germany. A group of German communists went to see Stalin to try to convince him to change his mind, but he dismissed their concerns, saying to one of them, Franz Neumann, ‘Don’t you think, Neumann, that if the nationalists come to power in Germany, they’ll be so completely preoccupied with the West that we’ll be able to build up socialism in peace?’16


Stalin seems to have believed that the Nazis’ well-publicized attack on the ‘November Criminals’, who had signed the hated Versailles treaty at the end of the First World War, meant that Hitler would be focused on trying to change the restrictive terms of the agreement with the western powers. To a degree, he was right. While Hitler’s ideological enemy was always the Soviet Union, in the short term Germany’s relationship with France, Britain and the United States mattered more. These were the countries that had primarily been responsible for the crippling reparations, loss of territory and limits on the size of the German armed forces that had been imposed on Germany post-Versailles.


This is not to say that Stalin was ignorant about Hitler’s designs on the Soviet Union. He was a keen reader of Mein Kampf and marked key passages in his private copy with a coloured pencil.17 But he knew that geographical reality also meant that Hitler posed no immediate physical threat, because other countries – principally Poland – stood as a barrier between Germany and the Soviet Union. So for all of Hitler’s desire to seek land in ‘Russia and her vassal states’, in practical terms how could he achieve that end?


Nor was the Soviet Union currently pursuing, as Hitler claimed, ‘rule over Germany’ and ‘world revolution’. While it’s simplistic to say that Stalin had rejected Bolshevik support for revolution in other countries, it’s also the case that he showed little enthusiasm for this goal during the 1930s. True, he did not disband the Comintern – the organization of international communist groups established in 1919 – but as we’ve seen in his instructions to the German communists in 1932, his primary focus was on crushing other groups on the left that he believed were a threat to the Soviet experiment in socialism.


Only on rare occasions did Stalin approve of Soviet involvement in foreign conflicts. And even when he did, his actions were not straightforward. While, for instance, he sent money and guns to help in the war against General Franco in Spain, he always remained concerned about the exact nature of the groups he was helping. In particular, he wanted the answer to one vital question: did they support the man he hated almost more than any other – Leon Trotsky?


Stalin had managed to outmanoeuvre Trotsky, a fellow revolutionary, during the 1920s. Trotsky’s charismatic personality and intellectual gifts had been no match for Stalin’s patient cunning. Stalin had expelled him from the Soviet Union in 1929, and Trotsky had been causing trouble for him ever since. From exile, Trotsky – unlike Stalin, a gifted writer – had been criticizing not just Stalin’s policies but Stalin the man. Above all, he claimed that Stalin had betrayed the revolution by refusing to embrace the call for world revolution. Instead, he maintained, Stalin had built a stifling bureaucratic structure in the Soviet Union in pursuit of his own power base. Consequently, he called for Stalin’s removal. In 1933 he wrote that the ‘Proletarian vanguard’ needed to eliminate the Stalinist ‘bureaucracy’ by ‘force’ in order to make Stalin hand over power.18 Four years later, in 1937, he went even further and said in an interview that the only way to oust Stalin, whom he accused of placing himself ‘above all criticism’, was by assassination.19 That same year his devastating polemic The Stalin School of Falsification was published in English. ‘You can juggle quotations, hide the stenographic reports of your own speeches, forbid the circulation of Lenin’s letters and articles, fabricate yards of dishonestly selected quotations,’ Trotsky declared in the book’s conclusion, attacking what he believed was Stalin’s attempt to rewrite the history of the revolution. ‘You can suppress, conceal and burn up historic documents. You can extend your censorship even to photographic and moving-picture records of revolutionary events. All these things Stalin is doing. But the results do not and will not justify his expectations. Only a limited mind like Stalin’s could imagine that these pitiful machinations will make men forget the gigantic events of modern history.’20 But, sadly for Trotsky, it was the man he thought possessed a ‘limited mind’ who triumphed over him in the end. After Stalin had ordered Trotsky’s murder, a Spanish communist called Ramón Mercader attacked him with an ice axe in Mexico on 20 August 1940. Trotsky died of his injuries the following day.


The surprising truth was that during the 1930s Stalin feared not so much that Bolshevik revolution would fail to break out in other countries as that the wrong sort of revolution – one led by ‘Trotskyites’ – would succeed. It was a concern that explains much of his behaviour, as his anxiety about Trotsky fuelled his intensely suspicious nature. Who, he demanded, were the ‘Trotskyites’ working in secret within the Soviet Union? As we shall see, the search for the answer to that question would lead, at Stalin’s instigation, to many thousands of bloody deaths.


This then was the background against which Stalin made an important foreign policy speech in the spring of 1939. On 10 March, at the Eighteenth Party Congress, he said that it was ‘incredible, but true’ that ‘non-aggressive states’ like America, Britain and France had made ‘concession after concession’ to the ‘aggressor states’ (by which he meant Germany, Italy and Japan). Perhaps, he added, the ‘non-aggressive states’ were pursuing a policy of appeasement because they feared that if there was another war a revolution might break out in their countries. After all, everyone knew that the Bolshevik Revolution had happened in Russia during the ‘first imperialist world war’. Or, alternatively, said Stalin, it was because they had abandoned the idea of ‘collective security’ in favour of ‘neutrality’ – a policy that only helped ‘the aggressors in their nefarious work’.21


Stalin went further, and even suggested that the ‘non-aggressive states’ had a secret agenda against the Soviet Union. He pointed out that they had offered only a feeble response in the face of German aggression against Austria and Czechoslovakia, and yet published ‘lies’ in the press about ‘the weakness of the Russian army’ and ‘the demoralization of the Russian air force’. They were thus ‘egging the Germans on to march farther east, promising them easy pickings, and prompting them: “Just start war on the Bolsheviks, and everything will be all right.”’22 It was during this speech that Stalin made his famous statement that the Soviets would ‘not allow our country to be drawn into conflicts by warmongers who are accustomed to have others pull the chestnuts out of the fire for them’.23


Stalin’s speech sufficiently troubled Winston Churchill, who was not yet back in government, for him to ask the Soviet Ambassador in London, Ivan Maisky, if this meant that Stalin was not ready to ‘cooperate with the democracies’. Maisky replied that it was more a call for the democracies to be ‘prepared to fight against the aggressors and not just chatter about it’.24


This all occurred as Hitler was making a decisive move, one which revealed his true nature and intentions. In March 1939 he orchestrated the dismantling of Czechoslovakia by creating a subservient new country – Slovakia – in the east, and by sending German troops into the remaining western territory in order to establish the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia.


This was immensely significant, in part because of what had happened the year before. In March 1938 the Germans had first invaded Austria and then subsequently threatened Czechoslovakia. In order to avert European war Hitler had been forced to shelve his plans to occupy the whole of Czechoslovakia and, after the Munich conference of September that year, agree merely to taking the border area of the Sudetenland, which was largely occupied by ethnic Germans. This last point was crucial to his case, because he had publicly maintained during the 1930s that he was only pursuing the aim of uniting all German-speaking people under his rule. There was some international sympathy with this position, or at least a lack of enthusiasm to go to war over it. As Sir Frank Roberts of the British Foreign Office put it, ‘public opinion [in Britain] would not understand getting involved as an ally of France in a war with Germany in Europe, to prevent Germans being attached to other Germans.’25


This insouciant attitude was about to change, as Hitler dismembered the rest of Czechoslovakia. And the manner in which he went about this task in March 1939 tells us a great deal not just about the brutal way he felt able to conduct his foreign policy, but also about the extent of his contempt for weaker nations. It was a contempt, as we shall see, that Stalin shared.


Slovakia, territory in the east of Czechoslovakia, had been granted special status by the Czechs after the Munich agreement, and a Catholic priest, Jozef Tiso, had been appointed Prime Minister of the Autonomous Slovak Region. But early in March 1939 the Czech President, Emil Hácha, removed Tiso from office. He was concerned that the Slovaks led by Tiso would declare independence, something the Nazis were trying to engineer. But Tiso was uncertain what to do, until he met Hitler and listened to his threats. The Führer told him that he was going to move into the Czech lands regardless of what the Slovaks decided. The only question for the Slovaks now was whether they preferred independence or for the Nazis to agree to Hungarian designs on their territory. As Hermann Göring had brutally phrased it, when he met a Slovak delegation the previous month, ‘Do you want to make yourselves independent? [Or should] I let the Hungarians have you?’26


On 14 March, the day after meeting Hitler, Tiso returned to Bratislava for a crisis meeting of the Slovak parliament. One of the politicians present, Martin Sokol, summed up the tense atmosphere: ‘No one really wanted to take on the responsibility before history [for declaring independence], because who knew… what would happen with Slovakia by the afternoon…’27 Nonetheless, the Slovaks determined that, on balance, independence was the least dangerous way forward and immediately created the Slovak state.


The evening of the same day, Tuesday 14 March, President Hácha of Czechoslovakia arrived in Berlin for talks with Hitler. It would turn out to be a meeting that was less a discussion between statesmen than an exercise in ritual humiliation. Hitler first kept the sixty-six-year-old Hácha waiting – this after the sickly Czech President had endured a lengthy journey from Prague. The urgent business that prevented him from seeing Hácha consisted of watching a film called Ein hoffnungsloser Fall (A Hopeless Case), a German romantic comedy. He only got round to meeting Hácha at about one o’clock in the morning, and immediately launched into an angry rant. The only way to protect the Reich, he said, was for Germany to occupy the Czech lands at once. If Hácha didn’t place an urgent call to Prague and order Czech forces to offer no resistance to the invading Germans, bloodshed would result. Göring, who also attended the meeting, added that his planes were ready to bomb Prague that very morning. At this point Hácha collapsed.


Manfred von Schröder, a young German diplomat, witnessed what happened next: ‘We needed a doctor, and that was my task… the famous Professor Morell [Hitler’s own doctor] was around, so I called him and he came and made an injection. People later said he gave him an injection to do everything Hitler wanted, but I think it was quite a normal injection he gave him in the arm… Hácha [once he had recovered] went back to sign the surrender of Czechoslovakia.’28


After Hácha had left, broken by the night’s events, Hitler told his secretaries, ‘This is the happiest day of my life. What has been striven for in vain for centuries, I have been fortunate enough to bring about. I have achieved the union of Czechia with the Reich. Hácha has signed the agreement. I will go down as the greatest German in history.’29


Hitler had achieved the ‘happiest day of [his] life’ by ruthless bullying. He believed that in the ‘eternal struggle’ of life, a small country, seemingly without friends, could be made to do whatever a bigger, more powerful neighbour wanted. It was a harsh political and geographical reality that Stalin understood in precisely the same way.


However, Hitler faced a problem as a result of his occupation of the Czech lands and the creation of a Nazi vassal state in Slovakia. He had, without question, broken the promise he had made just the year before that the Sudetenland was his ‘last territorial demand’. And since Czechoslovakia was demonstrably full of people who did not consider themselves German, his claim that he only wanted to unite German-speaking people was shown to be a lie.


Sir Alexander Cadogan of the British Foreign Office wrote in his diary, on 20 March 1939, that ‘we have reached the crossroads’. As long as Hitler only tried to gain territory occupied by German-speaking people the British ‘could pretend that he had a case’, but if he ‘proceeded to gobble up other nationalities, that would be the time to call “Halt!”’30


Hitler’s actions were especially damaging to the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain. Not only had he signed up to the Munich agreement, which had now obviously been broken, but in a crass misjudgement of the situation he had told journalists just days before Nazi tanks moved on Prague that ‘The foreign situation is less anxious and gives me less concern for possible unpleasant developments than it has done for some time.’31


After the swift Nazi takeover of the Czech lands, Chamberlain believed there was nothing that could be done to restore Czech independence. Instead, now was the time to prevent further German expansion, particularly into Poland. Hitler had said for years that he wanted to recover German territory lost to Poland as a result of Versailles. So Chamberlain, anxious to send a signal to the world, told the House of Commons on 31 March that ‘in the event of any action which clearly threatened Polish independence, and which the Polish Government accordingly considered it vital to resist with their national forces, His Majesty’s Government would feel themselves bound at once to lend the Polish Government all support in their power.’32


The Labour MP Arthur Greenwood asked Chamberlain if he would attempt to bring the Soviet Union, among other countries, ‘into this arrangement’ – that is, to guarantee the safety of Poland. Chamberlain answered that Lord Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, ‘saw the Soviet Ambassador this morning’ and ‘I have no doubt that the principles upon which we are acting are fully understood and appreciated by that Government.’33 This was, however, a disingenuous response.


Ivan Maisky, the Soviet Ambassador, recorded in his diary details of the meeting with Lord Halifax that morning. He wrote that Halifax had handed over a copy of Chamberlain’s statement and then asked if it was permissible for the British government to say, in a few hours’ time, that the Soviets approved of it. Maisky replied that as this was the first time he’d seen it, and obviously his government hadn’t yet read the statement either, ‘under such circumstances’ how was it possible to say the Soviet Union approved of it? Halifax was ‘embarrassed’ and replied, ‘You may be right.’34


Halifax’s cursory treatment of the Soviets reveals how much the British were wary of Stalin and his regime. To his cabinet, Chamberlain was open about his feelings, saying on 5 April that he ‘had very considerable distrust of Russia, and had no confidence that we should obtain active and constant support from that country’.35 Moreover, he thought that it was a ‘pathetic belief’ to look to ‘Russia as the key to our salvation’.36


It’s easy to imagine why some members of the British governing class, including Chamberlain and Halifax, felt this way. They knew how the Bolsheviks had murdered the Russian Imperial Family after they came to power. The British upper class and royal family could expect to be treated in just as bloody a way if there was a communist revolution in the United Kingdom. Moreover, hadn’t the Bolsheviks said they wanted their ‘world revolution’ to spread?


On the other hand, these were desperate times and the immediate threat came not from the Soviet Union but from Germany. So the British and French suggested that Stalin offer guarantees to Poland similar to the ones they had just promised. The Soviets replied on 17 April, and proposed a wide-ranging military alliance between Britain, France and the Soviet Union. They suggested not only that each of the three countries would support the others if one was attacked, but that all three countries should commit themselves to assisting the eastern European states that bordered the Soviet Union in the event that they were also invaded.


It was an idea that immediately made the British suspicious. ‘We have to balance the advantage of a paper commitment by Russia…’, wrote Cadogan in an advisory document at the time, ‘against the disadvantage of associating ourselves openly with Russia. The advantage is, to say the least, problematical…’ The reason the proposed alliance was ‘problematical’ was self-evident to the British. For, as Cadogan wrote, how could the Soviets ‘fulfil that obligation without sending troops through or aircraft over Polish territory? That is exactly what frightens the Poles.’37 Lord Halifax put the Poles’ anxieties even more bluntly. ‘An intelligent rabbit’, he said, ‘would hardly be expected to welcome the protection of an animal ten times its size, whom it credited with the habits of a boa constrictor.’38


This concern about possible Soviet incursion into Polish territory would not be resolved over the succeeding months of discussion. Indeed, it’s hard to see how it could ever have been. How could the Poles be expected to believe that Red Army soldiers would ever leave their country after they had entered Poland to fight the Germans, especially given that the Poles had fought a bitter war with the Bolshevik regime over territorial questions twenty years before? Matters were further complicated by the British offer of additional guarantees to two new countries – Romania and Greece. So they too would have to be consulted about the Soviets potentially coming to their aid.


Nor did the British seem to think the Soviet armed forces were up to much. In April 1939, the Chiefs of Staff reported that while the Red Army was undoubtedly large, there were many weaknesses in its structure and leadership. Chamberlain agreed, saying that in his opinion ‘the Russian fighting services were at present of little military value for offensive purposes.’39


However, this was not the whole story. Despite the problems they identified with the Red Army, the British Chiefs of Staff thought that the sheer size of the Soviet military offered one advantage. It meant that ‘even if the war went so badly for the Allies as to result in Poland and Rumania [sic] being overrun the Russians would still contain very substantial German forces on the Eastern front.’ Prophetically the Chiefs of Staff also spotted one enormous risk the British would take if they did not engage with the Soviet Union: ‘We should perhaps draw attention to the very grave military dangers inherent in the possibility of any agreement between Germany and Russia.’40


Meanwhile, Stalin’s suspicious nature continued to make him see potential plots everywhere. What if the British and the French were conspiring together to make the Soviets fight the Germans on their own? In practical terms, wouldn’t that be the consequence of any alliance the Soviets entered into with Britain and France, since the Soviets were the only ones who could offer immediate help to the Poles on the battlefield? The British and French, for all the fine words of their Polish guarantee, could only stand by as the Wehrmacht marched on Warsaw. Even worse, what if the British and French were plotting some kind of secret deal with the Germans that would leave Hitler free to attack Poland, and subsequently the Soviet Union, once the two countries had a common border? Had not Chamberlain shown himself all too willing to appease Hitler at Munich? Why wouldn’t he do the same thing again?


All of this makes it hard, if not impossible, to know what Stalin’s precise intentions were in proposing a military alliance to the British and the French. He must have realized that the Polish question would be all but impossible to resolve. Most likely he just wanted to keep all his options open. He did not want to ‘pull the chestnuts out of the fire’ for the British and French, but at the same time he was wary of isolation.


As for the British, they were uncertain what to do. One faction remained intensely distrustful of Stalin. Sir Alexander Cadogan at the Foreign Office even described Stalin’s proposal for a military alliance as ‘mischievous’.41 Chamberlain also remained suspicious of the Soviets. If it had been left to him there would have been minimal engagement with Stalin. Not only did he regard ‘Russia’ as ‘a very unreliable friend’, but the memory of the run-up to the First World War was on his mind, and he feared that if blocs of alliances were put in place, as they had been in 1914, then it could precipitate rather than prevent a conflict.42


But others in the cabinet disagreed, and gradually their view came to predominate. For them, the dangers of a neutral Soviet Union, or – worse – a Soviet Union in alliance with Hitler, outweighed the difficulties of establishing a deal. Consequently, by the end of May the British had decided to engage with the Soviet dictator. It’s worth noting the significance of this decision, not so much because the British changed their minds, having initially rejected Stalin’s proposal for a military alliance, but because it demonstrates one fundamental difference between democracies and dictatorships. Hitler and Stalin made the major foreign policy decisions themselves. While they did not act in utter isolation – they always had to consider the various factions around them and, to a certain extent, broader public opinion – ultimately they themselves chose the way forward. As we shall see, in 1939 it was Hitler, and Hitler alone, who decided that Germany should invade Poland in September. And it was Stalin, and Stalin alone, who decided to enter into a pact with Nazi Germany. Yet in May 1939 Chamberlain agreed to discuss a possible deal with Stalin against his own instincts. Unlike the two dictators, he was directly answerable to his colleagues, and so Britain pursued a policy that its Prime Minister disliked.


Discussions between the British and the Soviets continued over the following weeks, culminating in a decision at the end of July to send a military mission to Moscow. Having thought initially that this was ‘an extraordinarily important’ development, Maisky, the Soviet Ambassador, became ‘seriously alarmed’ when the members of the British mission came for lunch at the Soviet embassy before leaving for the Soviet Union. The leader of the delegation, with the quadruple-barrelled name of Sir Reginald Aylmer Ranfurly Plunkett-Ernle-Erle-Drax, told Maisky that they had decided not to fly to Moscow because it would be ‘uncomfortable’ in the aircraft and they had ‘a lot of luggage’. Maisky described as ‘incredible’ the news that the mission was instead travelling to the Soviet Union by slow freight steamer. ‘Does the British Government really want an agreement?’ he asked himself.43


At the same time as the British prepared their slow-motion mission to Moscow, there were the first indications that the Germans might consider a deal with the Soviets. On 26 July, the week before the ineffectual Admiral Drax and his team lunched at the Soviet embassy, German and Soviet officials met in Berlin, under the guise of trade discussions. Following on from this, on 2 August, Joachim von Ribbentrop, the German Foreign Minister, discussed the ‘remoulding’ of ‘German–Russian relations’ with the Soviet diplomat Georgii Astakhov. Ribbentrop even went so far as to say that ‘from the Baltic to the Black Sea, there was no problem which could not be solved to our mutual satisfaction.’44


In contrast to the British approach, the Germans moved swiftly to try to reach an agreement with the Soviets. Crucial was Ribbentrop’s enthusiasm for the deal. According to the British agent Group Captain Malcolm Christie, Ribbentrop had been keen for years on an alliance between Germany, Italy, Japan and the Soviet Union.45 Ribbentrop, however, was Hitler’s subservient creature, and he would never have progressed discussions with the Soviets without his Führer’s blessing.


There had been a clue to Hitler’s own attitude in his speech on 28 April 1939, not in terms of what he said, but rather in terms of what he didn’t say. Despite the wide-ranging nature of the speech, and its international importance, he barely mentioned his well-publicized hatred of the ‘Bolsheviks’.46 Instead he emphasized his desire for ‘close Anglo-German friendship and cooperation’. He also stated his belief in ‘the importance of the existence of the British Empire’, notwithstanding the fact that the British had ‘very often’ used ‘the most brutal violence’ to create it – though he added, ‘I am nevertheless aware that no other empire came into being by any other way.’47 But, as a result of recent British actions, he had been ‘forced’ to come to the conclusion that ‘Britain will always make a stand against Germany,’ something he ‘deeply’ regretted.48


This was also the speech in which Hitler gave his infamous reply to President Roosevelt’s request that he declare that Germany did not intend to attack a whole host of named countries. Hitler was at his most cutting and sarcastic in his response, ridiculing Roosevelt’s attempt at mediation and pointing to the President’s hypocrisy, as ‘the United States has undertaken six cases of military intervention since 1918 alone.’49


The speech marks a watershed in Germany’s relationship with the United States. Beginning with Roosevelt’s initiative in the spring of 1938 to convene a conference about the plight of the Jews in Austria and Germany, one eventually held at Évian a few months later, Hitler had come to see America as a growing threat. It made little difference that the Évian conference had proved ineffectual and that few Jews had been helped – that only fuelled Hitler’s sense that the rest of the world were hypocrites when it came to the ‘Jewish question’. What mattered to him was that Roosevelt had shown his sympathy for the Jews. Ever since his first speeches in the early 1920s, Hitler had asserted that the Jews were so duplicitous that they sought to control both Bolshevism and capitalism. So here, in his eyes, was confirmation of that belief, as the leader of the largest capitalist state was allegedly bending to their will.


However, the fundamental ideological reality remained. Hitler was moving towards what, for him, was the wrong war. For years he had wanted an alliance with Britain, and his flattering remarks about the British Empire in his April 1939 speech showed how much he still admired the British. Yet now they had rejected him. So he was forced to arrange a pact with a country he had always wanted to invade, and fight a country he had wanted as a friend. It was hardly a foreign policy triumph. Still, it demonstrated a central truth about Hitler’s political acumen. He was able to form a long-term vision – in this case the desire to create an empire in the Soviet Union – and could respond swiftly to short-term crises – here the need to protect his eastern flank so as not to fight a war on two fronts. What he couldn’t do was link his short-term responses with his long-term vision. This middle ground of coherence was lacking, and the result would be bewilderment among many of his supporters.


As for Stalin, in August 1939 he appeared to be in an exceptionally strong position, since both the British and Germans were courting him. But this strength was to a large extent an illusion. There were, for instance, doubts about how serious the British and French mission to Moscow really was.50 The members of the delegation finally arrived in the Soviet capital on 11 August, and showed no desire to pursue a deal with any urgency. This wasn’t by accident. Admiral Drax had been told ‘to go slowly and cautiously’. Indeed, confirmed Drax, Chamberlain hadn’t even wanted the approach to Stalin to be made at all.51


Hitler’s political ambitions, unlike Chamberlain’s, demanded that an agreement be reached in a hurry. He wanted to move on Poland before the autumn rains, and an arrangement with Stalin would secure his eastern border after Poland had been destroyed. On 11 August, the same day Drax arrived in Moscow, Count Ciano, the Italian Foreign Minister, met with Ribbentrop. ‘The decision to fight is implacable,’ records Ciano. ‘He rejects any solution which might give satisfaction to Germany and avoid the struggle.’52 The next day Hitler told Ciano that ‘the great war must be fought while he and the Duce are still young.’53


Nonetheless, Hitler remained frustrated that he had to consider a deal with Stalin in order to pursue the German attack on Poland. The day before he met Ciano, on 11 August, Hitler spoke with Carl Burckhardt, the League of Nations Commissioner in Danzig, and told him, ‘everything that I undertake is directed against Russia; if the West is too stupid and too blind to understand this, then I will be forced to reach an understanding with the Russians, smash the West and then turn all my concentrated strength against the Soviet Union. I need the Ukraine, so that no one can starve us out again as in the last war.’54 In ideological terms, Hitler thus remained as consistent as ever.


On 22 August Hitler met his military commanders at Berchtesgaden in the Bavarian Alps to enthuse them about the war ahead. And the contrast between this meeting and the discussions that would take place the following day in the Kremlin involving Ribbentrop and Stalin is revealing. Both Hitler and Stalin, in their respective meetings, demonstrated key aspects of their personalities. In his address to his generals, Hitler was at his most preening and self-obsessed. He announced at the start that ‘essentially all depends on me, on my existence, because of my political talents,’ but acknowledged that he could be ‘eliminated at any time by a criminal or a lunatic’. Later in his talk he reminded his audience that ‘No one knows how much longer I shall live. Therefore, better a conflict now.’ It’s a remarkable moment – a glimpse of his bloated ego. For Hitler was saying that one reason for millions to be drawn into war was his anxiety about his own longevity.


Another factor, he said, was the ability of other countries to confront Germany. The ‘favourable circumstances’ that existed at the moment would ‘no longer prevail in two or three years’ time’. He emphasized that ‘it is easy for us to make decisions. We have nothing to lose; we have everything to gain.’ But he also issued a warning: ‘We are faced with the harsh alternatives of striking or of certain annihilation sooner or later.’ This last sentence was typical of the way he structured his arguments. One of Hitler’s standard rhetorical tactics was to pose dramatic alternatives – ‘either/or’ – and he only ever offered extreme options.


The idea that Germany was facing ‘annihilation’ unless Poland was attacked was grotesquely hyperbolic. While it was certainly the case that the economy was approaching crisis point, that was a situation Hitler had created himself by demanding that money be poured into armaments rather than consumer goods. But perhaps the ‘annihilation’ that Hitler had on his mind was not Germany’s but his own. He was, like all mortals, most definitely en route to physical ‘annihilation’ at some point in the future, and he was concerned that he would die before the great empire he craved in the east had been gained.


Paradoxically, what Hitler was frightened of at this precise moment was not that there would be war, but that there would be peace. ‘I am only afraid’, he said, obviously thinking of the Munich agreement the year before, ‘that at the last moment some swine or other will yet submit to me a plan for mediation.’55


Later that same day he emphasized that Germany was involved in a ‘life and death struggle’ and that ‘a period of peace would not do us any good.’ He openly admitted that he would give a false or ‘propaganda’ reason for ‘starting the war’ since ‘the victor will not be asked afterwards whether he told the truth or not.’ As he ended his address, he told his audience to ‘close your hearts to pity’ and ‘act brutally’.56


It used to be argued that a major step change in Hitler’s attitude towards the nature of war occurred with his decision to invade the Soviet Union in 1941, a conflict he openly called a ‘war of extermination’. But in this August 1939 speech he reveals the same bloodthirsty nature. Hitler was calling, from the first moment of the war, for his generals to ‘act brutally’ and put aside traditional notions of chivalry and honour.


The very next day, Wednesday 23 August 1939, Joachim von Ribbentrop met Stalin and Vyacheslav Molotov, the Soviet Foreign Minister, in the Kremlin. From the first, Stalin was down to earth and cynical. When Ribbentrop, at the start of the meeting, proposed that the non-aggression treaty should be for a hundred years, Stalin replied, ‘If we agree to a hundred years people will laugh at us for not being serious. I propose the agreement should last ten years.’57


Stalin did not speak using pseudo-philosophical maxims, as Hitler often did, but preferred to talk in purely practical terms – hence the speed with which the meeting with Ribbentrop moved to a discussion of ‘spheres of interest’. Without defining exactly what this term meant, Stalin, Ribbentrop and Molotov cheerfully divided up large chunks of the Europe that lay between them. The only sticking point was Latvia. Ribbentrop argued that Germany should keep part of the country in its own ‘sphere of interest’ but Stalin wanted it all for himself. After one call to Hitler back at Berchtesgaden, and Hitler’s acquiescence to Stalin’s demand, the deal was done. Significantly, even though the Germans had not yet invaded Poland – and Ribbentrop only hinted at the possibility, saying ‘the Führer is determined to resolve the German–Polish disputes without delay’ – they agreed that the eastern part of Poland should be in the Soviet ‘sphere of influence’. Despite the vagueness of the term, and the lack of any explicit mention of Nazi plans to attack Poland, everyone in the room knew what was being discussed. Each of them had chosen which countries they would dominate. The exact form that dominance would take was a secondary matter. The important thing was that the two most powerful nations in the region had agreed in advance of any military action how to divide the spoils. It was the clearest possible sign of the gangster mentality they both shared.


Once everything had been agreed, Stalin was presented with a draft communiqué about the talks to issue to the world. He read the grandiloquent language used to describe the new relationship between the two countries and then raised an objection. He asked Ribbentrop whether they shouldn’t ‘pay a little more attention to public opinion in our countries?’ After all, said Stalin, their propagandists had been denigrating each other for ‘many years’ and yet ‘now all of a sudden are we to make our peoples believe that all is forgotten and forgiven? Things don’t work so fast.’ Following Stalin’s comments, the language used in the press release was toned down.58


Afterwards, there was something of a party. Stalin wandered round clinking glasses with members of the German delegation, and even toasted the health of Hitler. When, in the early hours of 24 August, photographers were allowed in to memorialize the signing, Stalin asked that ‘the empty bottles should be removed beforehand, because otherwise people might think that we got drunk first and then signed the treaty’.59 The Soviet leader seems to have found the incongruity of the occasion entertaining. ‘Let’s drink to the new anti-Cominternist,’ he said as the celebrations continued – ‘Stalin!’60


He was well aware of the cynical nature of the arrangement. He knew that the ideological chasm between the two sides had been crossed only by a narrow bridge of self-interest. Immediately after the Germans had left the Kremlin, he told Nikita Khrushchev, then head of the Communist Party in Ukraine, that ‘there’s a game going on here to see who can best outwit and deceive the other.’ According to Khrushchev, Stalin was in a ‘very good mood’ and understood that Hitler wanted to ‘trick’ the Soviet Union.61


The contrast between the way Stalin conducted negotiations with Ribbentrop and Hitler’s bombastic address at Berchtesgaden the day before was pronounced. Where Hitler was loud and vainglorious, Stalin was quiet and watchful. Where Hitler boasted about his own self-importance, Stalin was careful to include Molotov in the meeting and give the false impression that decisions were made collectively in the Soviet state. Where Hitler preached his ideological vision, Stalin dealt in practicalities. He was even prepared to laugh at himself, something Hitler never did.


Even though the Nazi–Soviet non-aggression pact initially shocked the world, the immediate benefits to both sides were obvious. Hitler had managed to ensure that Germany would not be trapped between the Soviet Union in the east and the British and French in the west. And Stalin had achieved his goal of sitting on the sidelines and watching as Hitler and the other western states weakened each other with war. Moreover, as a result of the secret protocol to the non-aggression pact, he gained the possibility of extending Soviet-dominated territory at little or no military cost.


It had always been extremely unlikely that the Soviet Union would, instead of reaching an agreement with the Nazis, have come to an arrangement with the western powers. The question of Red Army access to Poland in the event of a German invasion guaranteed that. But the British, and Chamberlain in particular, also contributed to the destruction of any possible chance of an Anglo-French–Soviet military treaty. As for Hitler, he had still not entirely given up the idea of a settlement with the British. On 25 August, the day after the pact had been signed, he met the British Ambassador to Berlin, Sir Nevile Henderson, and put forward one last proposal for peace. He demanded that ‘the German–Polish problem’ be immediately resolved, and – once it was – offered the prospect of a comprehensive alliance with Great Britain.


These conditions could never be acceptable to the British, since the only way of solving the ‘German–Polish problem’ to Hitler’s satisfaction was for Poland to capitulate and voluntarily hand over territory. Nonetheless, the very fact of the meeting on 25 August demonstrates once again that Hitler ideally wanted an alliance with the British. ‘It is no exaggeration to say that he assiduously courted Great Britain,’ wrote Henderson of Hitler, ‘both as representing the aristocracy and most successful of the Nordic races, and as constituting the only seriously dangerous obstacle to his own far-reaching plan of German domination in Europe.’62


Given that the British would never have agreed to participate in such an alliance with Hitler, the pact with Stalin was scarcely surprising. The Soviet and Nazi governments may have been far apart in their ideological and political goals, but in the practical mechanics of oppression they were closely linked. While Hitler could not understand why Sir Nevile Henderson would not act in what he considered to be British interests and toss aside an agreement made with weaker states, Ribbentrop had a meeting of minds in Moscow with Stalin. Once they sat down together and talked, they found they could easily understand each other and at least pretend to become friends.














2. Eliminating Poland


Despite the ideological gulf between them, in the autumn of 1939 there was one issue on which Hitler and Stalin were in complete agreement. They both loathed Poland. And just a few weeks after the signing of the Nazi–Soviet pact, each of them separately ordered an invasion of this country they so despised. As a consequence millions of Poles would suffer in one of the most brutal occupations in history.


Hitler was angry not just that German territory had been incorporated into Poland after the First World War, but that the Poles had refused his diplomatic attempts to reach an accommodation during the 1930s – a deal that would inevitably have meant the Polish government surrendering part of Poland to Germany.


As for Stalin, his hatred was more personal. Most likely it had been his own experience with the Poles twenty years before that had been the catalyst for his special dislike of the Polish nation. He had played a part as a commissar in the war between Poland and the embryo Soviet state just after the First World War, and had been blamed for not authorizing the transfer of troops when they were needed elsewhere.


The Polish adventure ended in humiliation not just for Stalin, but for the whole new-born Bolshevik state. By the time the war was over in 1921, the Polish government had control of land in the east that contained not just Poles but large numbers of Ukrainians and Belorussians as well. The Poles saw this territory as their ancestral homeland, but the Soviets held a very different view, and that is the perceived wrong they claimed their action in 1939 was designed to put right.


The first to invade were the forces of the Third Reich. On 1 September five German armies – around one and a half million men – attacked Poland. Then, just over two weeks later, on 17 September, more than half a million soldiers of the Red Army moved against Poland from the opposite direction. Polish resistance was soon crushed, and within six weeks the Germans and the Soviets had swallowed up the entire Polish nation. Poland was an independent country no more.
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