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INTRODUCTION


‘All the systems evolved by human beings for living on this earth were now shown to be either delusory, destructive, sadly outdated or at risk.’


– Booker Prize-winning British author Penelope Fitzgerald recalls her thoughts as a 22-year-old at Christmas time 1938.


‘I tremble for my happiness, the future of my fatherland, for life, freedom, health and work – I am fearful of all those things in these minutes.’


– Erich Ebermayer, successful Nazi-era scriptwriter and playwright, confesses his true thoughts to his diary during the final moments of 1938.


In the crucial year between the autumn of 1938 and the autumn of 1939, the nations of Europe slid from the promise of peace into the horror of total war. This book’s title, The War Nobody Wanted, reflects the fact that, when this happened, there was no mass outbreak of enthusiasm for war as there had been a quarter of a century earlier, in 1914. Moreover, Hitler had hoped initially to limit the conflict. So perhaps even he did not want the war that he got.


There is, of course, another issue here. While few in Britain or Germany wanted a war, it is a historical fact that the mass of the people in both countries eventually tolerated one, and participated, if not with enthusiasm, then with a grim determination. This is especially true of the journey undertaken by the mass of the public in Germany, which had been deeply reluctant go to war in September 1938 over the Sudetenland, but a little less than a year later allowed itself to be persuaded that conflict with Poland was legitimate and necessary. The propaganda campaign undertaken by the Nazi regime to this end provides a near-perfect example of how, when a government exercises total control of information, an entire nation can be bent to its will.


*


How did all this happen? The broad diplomatic and political events of 1938–9, and the roles of the elites involved, have been described and analysed many times since. But what did it feel like, as an ‘ordinary’ person in Britain or Germany, to be living through this time of tension, fear, uncertainty, and – ultimately – catastrophe? What was occurring day by day far away from the diplomatic drawing rooms and the conferences and the cabinet meetings? To gain a deeper insight into this under-reported aspect was my main motivation for researching and writing this book.


In my research on the bombing of Dresden, the building of the Berlin Wall, the air raid on Coventry – books dealing with crises in human affairs – I have tried to take a fresh, ‘ground-up’ view of such great and terrible events. The War Nobody Wanted is in that tradition. Yet in building up a vivid, humanly graspable picture of lives that were lived over that fateful year, I have had to hunt more avidly and more widely than ever for sources that enable such an approach to the past.


Historians working now, eighty years after the events described, are acting at the limit of human memory. When I first began to write this kind of history, almost twenty years ago, people who as adults had taken part in, or been eyewitnesses to, the Second World War were relatively plentiful; now, most surviving eyewitnesses were children at the time I am writing about. This fact affects the lens through which their memories are viewed. I did indeed interview a substantial number of people in their nineties in Britain and in Germany, the oldest of whom was ninety-six. There was nothing wrong with their ability to remember, or to describe what they recalled, but the memories were those of children, unaware of or protected from the greater, more frightening events occurring outside the home. All were fascinating and often delightful partners for conversation, but in most cases their views were limited. In particular, one of the things that I instinctively suspected but found clearly confirmed by these encounters was that peace, however desirable, is altogether less memorable than war; it is monaural rather than stereo, black and white rather than colour, at least as far as ease of recollection is concerned. A child does not remember the news of the Munich conference, but children recall the experience of a bombing raid. There are, of course, dramatic exceptions to this rule, as readers will see from this book, and those exceptions justify all the extra effort.


Fortunately, there turned out be no shortage of other sources that bear witness to the everyday experiences of life just before the Second World War. In Britain, there is the Mass Observation Archive, with its precious diary material supplied by hundreds of ‘ordinary’ civilians of differing ages and classes, some of it directly related to the great crises of the day, much of it not, but yet equally valuable and informative for this book’s purposes. There is a host of diaries, memoirs and newspapers (particularly popular newspapers such as the Daily Mirror and the Daily Express) that all provide lively and often surprisingly unmediated insights into the everyday lives, fears, hopes and prejudices of the British population during the year covered by this book. The press also contains fascinating and quirky, sometimes unsettling, detail that has been lost in the great sweep of historical narrative but proves, if one is prepared to put in the necessary hours of searching newspapers’ inside pages, recoverable. There is also the astonishing trove of audio interview recordings available at the Imperial War Museum, London, and online, much of it taped twenty or thirty or more years ago. And there is a mass of published diaries and memoirs.


In Germany, there was no equivalent of Mass Observation – unless one is allowed to count the apparatus of the Nazi police state, which reported on citizens’ opinions, complaints and fears, as well as goings-on in the Reich’s small towns and great cities alike, and was often surprisingly willing to admit the uncomfortable aspects of those goings-on. The SS Security Service, the Gestapo and the local Party organizations all collected reports on public opinion; I have dipped into some direct archive material and also drawn on published collections of such documents. The German press of the time, although of course thoroughly controlled by the regime, also reveals a surprising amount – sometimes inadvertently – about the anxieties that preoccupied both the average citizen of the Third Reich and the men (I can safely say that, because Nazi rule was exclusively male) who dictated what their fellow Germans heard and read and were expected to think. A month’s issues of a German newspaper from the Baltic coast city of Stettin, for instance, centring on the horrors of the November 1938 anti-Jewish pogrom that is familiar even to English-speaking readers by its German name, Kristallnacht – ‘the night of broken glass’ – shows more intensely and terrifyingly, because it is so localized and specific, how such events affect a seemingly average, workaday place; one, moreover, that is scarcely mentioned in most history books of the time. It is all too clear that the destruction of Stettin’s synagogue, first by fire and then by dynamite, occurred while the city’s life went on around it, with its bustling restaurants, shops, bars and nightclubs, its theatres and newly built cinema complexes, chillingly similar to their twenty-first-century equivalents. I also gained access to diaries and memoirs from the period, which are held by the remarkable Deutsches Tagebucharchiv (German Diary Archive) in Emmendingen, near Freiburg in south-west Germany. Most of these are evidence of the extent to which, no matter how much they desired peace, ‘ordinary’ people accepted and lived with – in some cases passionately embraced – the Nazi regime and its everyday demands. Other published diaries and memoirs, especially those of Ruth Andreas-Friedrich and Erich Ebermayer, also provide precious insights into the private worlds that somehow survived within a monolithic totalitarian structure.


*


I have, I think, ended up writing a different book from the one I would have conceived even just a few years ago. Before the disastrous economic and political events of 2008–9, it was possible to blithely assume that we had left the brutal and unpredictable world of the 1930s behind us. However, just as the economic crisis of 1929–31 summoned up the demons described in this book, so our own time’s economic and social problems – excessive national and private debt, globalization leading to unemployment and low wages for the majority but high profits for the few, and uncontrolled mass movements of populations – have led to similarly destabilizing and demoralizing developments in Europe, America, and parts of Asia. At the same time, large-scale abuse of data, accompanied by manipulation of online information and social media, has placed persuasive power into the hands of twenty-first-century authoritarian disrupters to an extent that their predecessors in the 1930s could only have dreamt of.


The rebellion against membership of the European Union, culminating in the British ‘Brexit’ referendum on 23 June 2016, represents a new high-water mark for anxious and distrustful popular sentiment. A little more than seventy years after the war against extreme nationalism appeared won, a small but clear majority of those who chose to vote essentially reaffirmed the near-absolute primacy of nationalism over internationalism, reversing the political direction in which the United Kingdom and the rest of Europe had appeared to be travelling since 1945. In the United States, a phrase with dubious historical pedigree, ‘America First’, has become current once more.


What we are living through is not, of course, precisely a repeat of the 1930s. However, the study of the 1930s reminds us of the dangers of crass inequality, of international ‘beggar-my-neighbour’ competition, of the capacity of marginalized social groups for extreme violence based on the scapegoating of minorities, and of the many other consequences that flow from irresponsible and often sadly misjudged notions of national self-interest.


As for us, the ‘ordinary people’ of today, like our grandparents and great-grandparents in the late 1930s, we are sure that we want all the advantages of prosperity, safety, a roof over our heads and the conveniences of fast travel and communication. And, like them, we want the gift of international peace, which guarantees all these good things. However, many of us also seem to think we can combine these benefits with crude national self-aggrandizement while remaining immune to the consequences.


No one really expects another war in Europe. However, it is also true that for the first time in almost three-quarters of a century, no one really rules it out.


In this trend lies the chilling similarity between our world and the experience of the people living day by day, week by week, through the chaotic and unpredictable time immediately preceding the outbreak of the Second World War. This is how it felt to be human beings existing in the thick of a fateful and ultimately catastrophic phase in European history, their experience unmediated by hindsight. Like most of us today, our grandparents and great-grandparents were largely preoccupied with private daily duties and routines, preoccupations and gratifications. They could not, of course, foresee the future. Wider dangers remained unseen or half-seen, individual and communal hopes for peace and continuing prosperity had not yet been dashed.


Britain was quite ‘modern’ (if the term makes sense) by the end of the 1930s. Germany, it should be said, was also a typical Western consumer society in many, often quite disarming, ways. However, with the active encouragement of the Nazi governing apparatus, the country was also a pressure cooker of passions.


A regime such as Hitler’s, which follows a major peaceful diplomatic victory (the Munich Agreement) in short order with a state-sponsored savage and murderous attack on a law-abiding section of its own population (the Kristallnacht outrages against Germany’s Jews), is not one whose leader’s actions on the international stage can be viewed in a value-free way as ‘pragmatic’.


There is, it seems to me, something much more powerful and compulsive at work here in the German national psyche at that time – turmoil within, that eventually became reflected in turmoil without. Piecing together a mosaic of public and private feeling, and judging its often hidden power, seems to me a way of redressing the imbalances of a ‘top-down’ view that can end up looking at major political actors’ machinations in a kind of arid, almost laboratory isolation. Perhaps some similar history will be written years from now about present-day Britain and America – especially the latter – in this fascinating and unnerving context.


Most books about the pre-war era that try to balance a ‘top-down’ narrative with a ‘bottom-up’ element tend to confine themselves to sketching what ordinary people are doing when they are fearing the imminence of a war that, with hindsight, we know lies just over the horizon. The War Nobody Wanted will establish what they were doing when the threat of war was not presently on their minds – working, spending time with family, worrying about money or their personal appearance, eating and going dancing or to the cinema – so allowing us to enter fully their world of eight decades ago.


*


The closing weeks of 1938 appeared to draw a line under the post-war era, satisfying most of Germany’s grievances about the injustices of the Treaty of Versailles, securing more just and potentially more stable borders for the states of Central Europe. There were high hopes of permanent peace. The problem and ultimate tragic causality lay – as we know now but millions alive at the time did not – in the sinister nature of Hitler’s true ambition.


Austria, having lost its centuries-old empire, had tried to join with newly democratic Germany in 1918 but been prevented by the victors from doing so. In 1931 the small and impoverished republic tried again, this time in the form of a customs union with its ‘big brother’ to the north. Again, the great powers blocked this in many ways sensible move, for political reasons. Even in the case of the Sudetenland, the German-speaking districts of Bohemia and Moravia (which had also tried to join Germany in 1918), there was a cultural logic to their incorporation into a single German-speaking state in October 1938.


The German public, even those portions of it still unsympathetic to Nazism, approved. So, more unexpectedly, did the populace in Britain, France and other democratic countries. Opinions had changed since 1918. Their governments had denied these concessions to the mostly benign democratic politicians of Weimar Germany right through the 1920s, but now, belatedly, had come to view the post-war settlement as unjust and unsustainable. The recipient of their resulting largesse was not, however, a rational statesman – it was too late for that – but an insatiable dictator.


The ruling elites in Britain and France failed to realize in time that they were not dealing with a slightly more excitable version of Weimar’s Gustav Stresemann or Heinrich Brüning. Hitler was a new phenomenon: an ideologically driven leader who sought not reasonable national satisfaction but absolute power. How did so many people miss seeing this catastrophe in the making until it was (almost) too late?


Professional property and industrial developers use (when they can get away with it) a clever but none-too-moral method of gaining permission from the planning authorities for dubious projects. This entails applying for – and being granted – a succession of minor, apparently reasonable, and not necessarily dangerous-looking permissions until, in effect, these accumulate into a permitted project that would not have been allowed had the authorities been presented with the overall plan from the start. This is known in the business as ‘salami slicing’. With hindsight, we can see that Hitler was adept at the ‘salami-slicing’ technique in his relations with the British, French, Czechoslovaks, Poles and other interested parties during the later 1930s.


By 1939, showing his characteristic mixture of boldness and guile, the Führer had accumulated what he needed, in territory, diplomatic clout and military strength, in order to dominate Europe – not to mention, potentially, the Eurasian lands to the east. During this same year, the democratic powers began to realize the true extent of his aims. Of course, by then it was far too late to thwart him without resorting to massive force.


Following on from this, the populations of the European nations (soon to be joined by the Americans and Russians) were drawn into a vast and bloody worldwide war of extermination that just three or four years earlier no one had imagined could ever happen. The price ultimately paid on both sides was a terrible one: in blood, in senseless destruction, and in the nightmare that was the Holocaust. On a material, perhaps less essential level, it also delayed what might be called the modern project. Had war not intervened, shattering so much peaceful promise, Europe might not only have been spared immeasurable horror, but would also have been able to enjoy the harmless pleasures and securities of prosperous consumerism in the 1940s, rather than having to wait until the 1950s and 1960s. That thwarted promise of a better material life also forms part of this book’s theme.


*


During the fateful first days of September 1939, most adult Europeans were, of course, aware of the appalling cost of the previous war. Many millions dead. The collapse of historic nations. Destruction. Hunger. Revolution. Few, apart from a minority of fanatics, wanted another conflict of that type.


The two decades that had elapsed since the Great War ended had seen hyperinflation, disorder and economic depression – a roller-coaster ride of social and political instability. As the world approached the mid-1930s, however, the international economic climate had improved. Despite continuing poverty and unemployment in some parts of Europe, a phenomenon that we would see as recognizably modern had begun to emerge: a mass consumer society. Before 1914, just about all of what could be called luxury had been confined to the topmost segment of society; in 1939, the spread, while still relatively limited, was far greater. More people shared in the comfort and convenience of material things than ever before, in a way that caused changes in how society functioned and in its members’ expectations.


By 1938, the level of consumption had risen in all the advanced countries of Europe. There was radio in millions of households, there were telephones, there were fairly sophisticated electrical appliances for the home, there was commercial air travel as well as the established rail network. Private car ownership, though still much rarer than in America, was no longer the preserve of the rich and privileged. There was even television, which came first to Germany in 1935, in good part for the very modern reason that the Olympic Games were due to take place the next year in Berlin. Britain followed in 1936 (with better-quality pictures).


*


In peacetime, Nazi Germany, for all its cruelties and intolerance, was not Soviet Russia. American and other foreign films were shown throughout Germany (unless the directors or stars were well known to be Jewish). Foreign newspapers were on sale in German cities (so long as they were not clearly socialist or communist). Newspapers carried the schedules of foreign radio stations as well as German ones (a situation that would change radically once war was declared, after which listening to non-German transmissions became a serious, potentially capital, offence).


The facade of relative normality and prosperity that the country presented to the casual view was, of course, deceptive. The mass of the German public might have continued to hope for peace. It had, however, voted for Adolf Hitler, a naked militarist and racist, in sufficient numbers to make the Nazi Party the largest in the country and its leader, on 30 January 1933, Chancellor. Once in power, while throwing hundreds of thousands of dissidents and political opponents into concentration camps and beginning a consistent policy of pogroms and discrimination against German Jews, the obnoxious but to many of his people spellbinding Austrian-born adventurer had appeared to miraculously solve the problem of high unemployment.


Hitler’s programme of rearmament and national self-assertion (while still proclaiming peaceful intent, a trick perhaps learned from Soviet propaganda) gained him further popularity and served to mask the regime’s contradictions. True, German industrial workers were distinctly less well off than their equivalents in Britain, France, and certainly the USA, and were forced to work even harder (a compulsory sixty-hour week was introduced in early 1939). However, at least they had jobs, as their government constantly reminded them. There were compensations for loyalty in the form of the Party’s ‘Strength Through Joy’ pleasure and leisure organization, and a wide range of government-supported training and further education courses for the ambitious worker. Of course, for those bold enough to suggest that all this was still not quite enough, there was always the threat of the Gestapo, the Geheime Staatspolizei, to enforce acquiescence.


Almost six years after Hitler had seized power, he seemed more popular than ever. The fact nonetheless remained that Germany, though outwardly strong and prosperous, was storing up problems. Falls in foreign currency reserves and raw materials shortages threatened to bankrupt the country. So long as the economy remained Nazified and therefore in normal economic terms unsustainable, these problems could only be ‘solved’ by acquiring new territory and resources – with or without war.


*


By contrast, Britain in the late 1930s, although gradually losing its grip on Empire and suffering from setbacks to its traditional mining and heavy industrial sectors, was on the whole in good shape economically. The decision to abandon the gold standard in 1931 had permitted a more flexible economy than in other advanced countries, and thus a speedier recovery.


High unemployment in the still depressed north of the country – leading to desperate popular protests such as the Jarrow March – contrasted with rising living standards in the English south and Midlands, where modern consumer-directed manufacturing (including motor-vehicle production, electrical equipment, radio communications and latterly aircraft production) and new service industries brought unheard-of prosperity. Owing to cheap credit, the 1930s was also an era of enormous expansion in house building, leading to a booming construction sector.


From 1936, and with reluctance, after it grew clear that Germany was rearming, the British government paid reluctant heed to expanding its armed forces. Local city and town officials were primed with providing a basic civil defence infrastructure, for it was clear that a new war would involve devastating aerial bombardment. However, many, especially those controlled by the broadly anti-war Labour Party, dragged their feet in imposing what was decried as a ‘militarization of everyday life’.


The great majority of the British population did not favour war. Britain was no longer the almost limitlessly wealthy superpower it had been before 1914. The country’s continuing world-power status now relied on the maintenance of a rules-based international order, with its guarantees of the global status quo (and especially of Britain’s precious Empire). A world war would make British power vulnerable to Germany, and to Germany’s allies, Italy – in the Mediterranean and the Middle East – and Japan (in the Far East). This prompted much of the reasoning behind Neville Chamberlain’s so-called ‘policy of appeasement’.


In Germany, whatever the private feelings of some citizens (which they were usually wise enough to keep to themselves), there was not much obvious opposition to rapid remilitarization, or the building of air-raid shelters and imposition of rigorous air-raid drills. All these began to be implemented almost immediately after the Nazi seizure of power. There was little active desire for war, but unlike the case in Britain, little or no opposition to restoring the ability to wage it – especially as rearmament created much-needed jobs. In short, what many Germans wanted was the fruits of war without the need for actual conflict, which does not quite equate to wanting peace. The contradiction between these twin desires – for peace on the one side yet aggressive expansionism on the other – obvious as it might seem to many observers outside Germany, did not seem so to many of the Führer’s subjects, even during the final months before war broke out. The regime deceived, with its message of Hitler as a ‘man of peace’, and found millions of Germans all too ready to be accept the lie.


Moreover, the suspicion that the Western powers were ‘encircling’ Germany as they had supposedly done before 1914 also fed a powerful popular undertow even among Germans who did not actively support the Nazi regime. Anything that smacked of defiance of the hated Versailles Treaty was broadly favoured by most Germans.


So, the Nazis’ exit from the League of Nations, followed by such coups as Hitler’s remilitarization of the Rhineland in 1936 (which, as a breach of the Treaty of Versailles, could have provoked a legitimate Anglo-French armed response), increased the Führer’s popularity, providing the twin satisfactions of defying the Allies and at the same time increasing Germany’s defensive capability. And these ‘wins’ were achieved without war. The same proved true of the forced annexation of Austria in March 1938 and of Hitler’s management of the crisis that preceded the Reich’s acquisition of the Sudetenland in October of the same year, at which point our narrative proper begins.


The War Nobody Wanted describes a breakdown of hope, accompanying a collapse in what remained of the European political order. In its conclusion, with the German invasion of Poland, it also marks the beginning of a terrible transformation in the attitude of a large section of the German people, from passive, even sullen, accepters of the Führer’s will to accomplices in genocidal horror. The means by which this change of heart was effected – a continual, ruthless and mendacious campaign of vilification in the captive German press and other media against all the ethnic groups and countries, large or small, that stood in the way of Nazi ambitions – forms a key theme of this book.
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ONE


September 1938


‘So, No War!’ 


On Tuesday 27 September 1938, Europe held its breath. Just under twenty years since the end of the ‘Great War’ – supposedly the conflict to end all conflicts – matters in the troubled centre of the Continent had come to a head. After weeks of disturbances, leading to wild accusations of violence and maltreatment of German-speakers in the western provinces of Czechoslovakia – a few of them justified, most not – the German dictator, Adolf Hitler, had made a dark promise: unless his demands were met, he would send his Wehrmacht into Bohemia and Moravia to ‘rescue’ the country’s German-speaking minority from supposed state-sponsored violence and to punish the Czech government and people for their real and imagined crimes. Britain and France had publicly sworn to go to war if he did so.


Among the anxious millions was Ann Magnus, a twelve-year-old English schoolgirl living in tranquil rural Essex, experiencing a first serious intimation of how dangerous her world had become. Her father, a City stockbroker, had moved out of London in response to the German bombing raids on the capital in the final years of the First World War. By now, after years of commuting, he had retired. He led her outside after dark to view a novel spectacle. ‘We saw searchlights over London,’ she recalled. Together, they watched from their farmhouse garden as the beams played eerily over the distant British capital for the first time since 1918. Her mother had refused to leave the house, finding the idea of another war and more bombing too distressing.1


On 26 September 1938, in a speech at the Berlin Sportpalast, Hitler had told a huge audience of Nazi believers that the die was cast. Unless Czechoslovakia gave in to all his demands before 1 October, he would take the country by force. To show he meant business, a demonstration of Germany’s military power was planned for the next day in the heart of the Reich capital.


In Berlin, as the afternoon of 27 September wore on, trucks filled with troops, tanks and artillery pieces rumbled along the wide thoroughfare of the Wilhelmstrasse and through the Wilhelmplatz. Here they passed the grandiose facade of Hitler’s recently completed New Reich Chancellery. From its purpose-built second-floor balcony the Führer was expected imminently to view this impressive array of forces that he had publicly vowed to send against Czechoslovakia.


Dusk began to fall. There was always a bit of a crowd in front of the Chancellery – mostly provincial tourists, hoping for a sight of the Führer. Today’s gathering was larger than usual, reflecting the dramatic international atmosphere and the attraction of a major parade.


Directly across the street stood Berlin’s oldest, grandest, hotel, the Kaiserhof, where Hitler had lived and established his headquarters in the weeks before he seized power almost six years earlier. In its elegant bar sat two equally elegant women in their thirties, celebrating the end of their working day with one, two, and then three Martinis. One of these women, Ruth Andreas-Friedrich, would record her experiences of that day – as she did for all the terrible days and years that followed. Just turned thirty-seven years old, she married young and divorced before thirty. She had a teenage daughter, a career as a magazine journalist and reviewer, and a partner, ‘Andrik’ (real name Leo Borchard),* who was a well-known orchestral conductor (currently touring Scandinavia). Her wide circle of artistically inclined Gentile and Jewish friends had at least one thing in common: they shared a loathing of the Nazi regime.


Andreas-Friedrich’s companion in the bar of the Kaiserhof, named in her account as ‘Karla Simson’ (real name, Susanne ‘Susy’ Simonis), was three years younger, also a journalist and an active anti-Nazi. Both women were fully aware of the dangers the world faced that autumn day. Simonis, in particular, was well connected inside the German Foreign Office, through her cousin, Erich Kordt (his name changed to ‘Erich Tuch’ for Andreas-Friedrich’s account), a senior aide to Hitler’s Foreign Minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop. Kordt was actually inside the room at the Chancellery that very evening.


Simonis drained her third Martini, then fished the olive out of her cocktail, popped it in her mouth, and said thoughtfully: ‘I think we’re in the wrong place. World history is being made outside.’ Andreas-Friedrich nodded. ‘Okay, let’s mingle with the people.’2


Outside on the Wilhelmplatz, the two friends found the crowd surprisingly subdued. There was a certain febrile anxiety abroad in the early evening air. They did not have long to wait for the great moment. The curtains on the second floor parted, the high windows opened, and out onto the balcony stepped Adolf Hitler. He advanced towards the balustrade, followed at a respectful distance by a gaggle of senior officers, and surveyed the crowd below. Andreas-Friedrich glanced at the faces of the people surrounding her in the crowd. They looked, she wrote later: ‘like whipped dogs’. No one was shouting support for the Führer, as was otherwise usual when he presented himself to the people. Her friend plucked at Andreas-Friedrich’s coat and whispered in her ear: ‘All dressed up and nowhere to go.’


The tanks went on rumbling past while the crowd remained near-silent. After a few more moments, Hitler turned on his heel and disappeared back into the building. White-gloved SS-men shut the door behind him and closed the curtains. A young worker in the crowd muttered: ‘If this doesn’t mean war, I’ll eat a broomstick.’ ‘And more fools us,’ said a middle-aged postman, still in uniform. He glanced around nervously, astounded at his own temerity.


After they parted, a depressed Andreas-Friedrich was unwilling to go back to her little apartment in suburban Steglitz. She walked around for some time in central Berlin before ending up, after midnight, ‘looking by’ Hiller’s restaurant in Unter den Linden. There she met a habitué of the place, the Jewish journalist Heinrich Mühsam, an old friend and former colleague at the magazine where she worked. Mühsam was not a conventionally attractive man, with his lank hair, crumpled suit and bulbous, shiny nose, but he was wise and charming and a fine writer. Andreas-Friedrich sometimes wished her affection for him could find physical expression, but it could not. ‘As we sit at the table together,’ she wrote, ‘we are almost in love. I just can’t kiss him. But I don’t dare tell him that. One cannot cause further hurt to people who already have things hard enough’. There they stayed until 3 a.m., when they shared a taxi to their respective homes.


*


In the meantime, unknown to the general public, the crisis over the Sudetenland had begun a further series of twists and turns that would change everything, at least for the immediate future. Hours earlier, the crowd on the Wilhelmplatz, including Andreas-Friedrich and Susy Simonis, had seen the Führer disappear wordlessly back into his Chancellery. Almost everyone who witnessed this had echoed the man in the crowd – ‘This means war.’


In fact, however, on his return to the room full of officials and high officers, Hitler had been filled with gloom at the evident lack of popular enthusiasm for the planned military action against Czechoslovakia. ‘With a people like this,’ he confided to his intimates, casting a sour glare at the Propaganda Minister, Joseph Goebbels, ‘I cannot make a war yet.’


That morning, Hitler had spoken in the Chancellery with Sir Horace Wilson, a senior British civil servant, foreign policy adviser to and emissary of the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain. Wilson had told him that France would support Czechoslovakia in case of a German invasion (indeed, was bound by treaty do so). Should this mean war, Britain would be obliged to fight too. Hitler had responded uncompromisingly, insisting that he would ‘smash Czechoslovakia’ if his terms were not accepted. He had prepared for all emergencies. And not for nothing had he spent four and a half billion Reichsmarks fortifying Germany’s western border.


Nevertheless, at 10.30 on the evening of that same day – Tuesday 27 September – within a few hours of the Führer’s disappointing encounter with German public opinion, Chamberlain received a letter from Hitler. In it, the Führer promised him that German forces would not move beyond the territory that the Czechs had already agreed to cede to the Reich, that a plebiscite in the territories would be a free vote, and that Germany was prepared to guarantee the integrity of what remained of the Czechoslovak state.3


It was true that Chamberlain had also shown signs of not being entirely behind the firm line that Wilson had conveyed to Hitler. In a broadcast on BBC radio that evening, the Prime Minister referred to the many desperate letters, pleading for peace, which he had received from the general public. He continued in a vein that would become notorious:


If I felt my responsibility heavy before, to read such letters has made it seem almost overwhelming. How horrible, fantastic, incredible it is that we should be digging trenches and trying on gas-masks here because of a quarrel in a far-away country between people of whom we know nothing. It seems still more impossible that a quarrel which has already been settled in principle should be the subject of war . . .


. . . However much we may sympathise with a small nation confronted by a big powerful neighbour, we cannot in all circumstances undertake to involve the whole British Empire in war simply on her account. If we have to fight it must be on larger issues than that.4


It did not quite amount to a volte-face – any more than did Hitler’s temporary change of tactic – but it came close. The bizarre assertion that the crisis was taking place ‘in a far-away country between people of whom we know nothing’ seemed especially egregious. If such ignorance about Czechoslovakia – a key country in the chain of Eastern European alliances set up to help contain Germany after the First World War – was indeed a fact, then the Prime Minister needed to sack his foreign policy advisers – or possibly himself. The Czechoslovak crisis had dominated everyone’s thoughts, not to mention the newspaper headlines, in Europe and beyond since the early months of 1938. Chamberlain had already flown to Germany twice with his French counterpart, Édouard Daladier, to tackle the problem in direct encounters with Hitler.


At the first set of crisis meetings, on 15 September, at the Führer’s mountaintop home, the Berghof, near Berchtesgaden, they had discussed the Sudeten question in great detail. Chamberlain had surprised his host by agreeing in principle to an adjustment of the Czech borders so long as this was confined to German-speaking-majority districts. He met the Führer again a week later at Bad Godesberg, in the Rhineland. Here Hitler, sensing his opponents’ strategic indecisiveness and ever the gambler, stepped up his demands. As a result, perhaps unexpectedly so far as the Führer was concerned, he encountered a strong level of resistance from the French and the British. The Western allies issued new guarantees of the Czech state’s right to existence, leading to a new European crisis and the most serious danger of war so far.


The Czechs mobilized their considerable army. Over the previous twenty years, the Czechoslovak state had constructed an elaborate and sturdy defence system throughout the mountainous Sudetenland – an area which in the previous century the great German chancellor Bismarck had described as ‘a fortress built by God in the heart of Europe’. Hitler moved seven divisions of the Wehrmacht up to that same border, from Saxony in the north, Bavaria in the middle, and his recently acquired new province of Austria in the south.


In Britain, gas masks were distributed (gas, the great terror weapon of the First World War, seemed for many, including those in authority, a greater danger than bombs). Slit trenches were dug to provide rudimentary protection against bomb shrapnel, public buildings sandbagged, and many thousands of children were evacuated from the major cities. For almost a week, war seemed likely, if not inevitable.


*


The British Prime Minister, sixty-nine years old, had long been the ‘strong man’ of the Conservative-dominated so-called ‘National Government’, which had been formed in November 1931 in response to the Great Depression. As Chancellor of the Exchequer for five and a half years, Neville Chamberlain had engaged in ruthless cost cutting, engineering a budget surplus that most voters accepted put the country in a much better financial and economic situation than had seemed possible in the depths of the downturn. Chamberlain had been the natural successor to Stanley Baldwin. The veteran three-time Tory Prime Minister, aging and unwell, had resigned in May 1937, following his successful resolution of the crisis that led to the abdication of Edward VIII and the accession of his brother, George VI.


At the Treasury, Chamberlain had presided over brutal cuts to the military budget. However, from 1935 onwards he had supported a renewed expansion of the Royal Air Force and a general increase in armaments production to cope with the possible threat from Hitler’s Germany. This decision had been opposed by the opposition leader, Clement Attlee, and his Labour colleagues, who at the time condemned it as ‘warmongering’.


Chamberlain was, in fact, a surprisingly ruthless politician. With the aid of his harshly disciplinarian chief whip, David Margesson, he kept the parliamentary Tory Party under strict control, showing ‘an icy ruthlessness in bending Tory MPs to his and the government’s will’.5 Any rebels against the official line found themselves in serious political and sometimes personal trouble, not least because of the activities of the head of the Conservative Research Department, Sir Joseph Ball, a close friend of Chamberlain and frequent companion on the fly-fishing trips that took up a lot of the Prime Minister’s spare time. A former senior official in charge of special investigations for MI5, Ball gathered information on the government’s and Chamberlain’s enemies, using methods that one historian has compared to those employed by President Nixon’s ‘dirty tricks department’ thirty years later, including phone tapping.6


All this efficiency in power-wielding, and a powerful reputation for competence, belied Chamberlain’s faintly comical air of wing-collared, umbrella-wielding Edwardian stuffiness. His professional toughness was further balanced out by eccentricities that imbued him with a certain human vulnerability. He was a skilled fly-fisherman and a fine shot, fairly conventional upper-class life skills, but also had a passionate love of trees, for example. His letters to his much-loved sister were full of mentions of whether they were in leaf and how much they flourished. In fact, according to his chauffeur, James Joseph Read, when staying at Chequers, his official country residence in Buckinghamshire, Chamberlain would often make energetic forays into the estate woods with a saw, for ‘it worried him to see dead branches on a tree’. Although nearly seventy at the time, the Prime Minister would clamber into the upper reaches to do the necessary surgery.


One story told by Read had Chamberlain perched atop a tree just by the house when a terrified stag raced into view. Chamberlain called down to Read to open up the entrance to the estate’s coal cellar, which lay across the yard. The animal duly dived into it and Read shut the door. Shortly after, the local stag hunt rode up. On Chamberlain’s instructions, the chauffeur professed to have no idea of their quarry’s whereabouts. The hunt galloped off, and the animal was saved. All this time, Chamberlain – the most powerful elected official in the British Empire – remained in the highest branches of the tree, saw in hand, silent and unobserved.7


Neville Chamberlain was also a martyr to gout, and Read became expert, he recalled, at easing the Prime Minister’s swollen feet into his boots. The chauffeur even says that, when Chamberlain had occasion to fly to Germany for the first crisis meeting with Hitler, there were discussions as to whether he might be included in the party, in case a gout attack occurred during the crucial negotiations. In the end, it was decided that there was too little room for Read on the plane.


Before the end of 27 September, Chamberlain had already replied to Hitler’s apparently emollient offer and agreed in principle to fly to Germany for a third time in a little more than two weeks, even going so far as to tell Hitler in advance: ‘I feel certain that you can get all essentials without war and without delay.’8 On the other hand, the British fleet was mobilized at just about the same time. The carrot-and-stick pressure for new talks mounted, and not just from the British side. During the small hours in London – still evening in America – President Roosevelt broadcast an appeal for a new conference on the Sudeten question.


By 11.30 next morning, 28 September, Chamberlain had contacted both Hitler and Mussolini and made a concrete proposal for a four-power meeting in Germany. Shortly afterwards, the German military mobilization, planned for 2 p.m., was postponed.


*


Understandably, after her late-night wandering and her even later tryst with Heinrich Mühsam, Ruth Andreas-Friedrich slept late the next day. It was almost 10 a.m. when, luxuriating in the shower, she heard the outside doorbell of the shared block ring four times, the signal that she had a visitor. She threw on a bathrobe and answered the door. It was her friend Susanne Simonis.


‘Man alive – it’s all off!’ Simonis panted, having obviously run all the way there.


‘What – where – who?’


‘The war, of course!’


Andreas-Friedrich muttered something about needing to get dressed and make herself a cup of tea before she could grasp anything at all. Simonis waited impatiently while her friend quickly dressed, brewed her tea, and fetched a slice of breakfast bread from the cupboard.


‘So, no war!’ Simonis explained then. ‘Peace! Real, honest-to-God peace! They’re going to negotiate a deal tomorrow. In Munich. Between Hitler, Mussolini, Daladier and Chamberlain. I got this from an authentic source!’


Among people like these, ‘authentic’ was a key word, meaning genuine information rather than rumour or propaganda. In this case, the source was Simonis’s cousin on her mother’s side, Erich Kordt, diplomat and right-hand man to Ribbentrop. Kordt was an insider, but as his friends knew, one with thoughts of his own that his boss and his comrades didn’t know about and must never get to know. Although he had joined the Nazi Party the previous year, he was no supporter of the regime. Along with his older brother, Theo – currently chargé d’affaires at the German Embassy in London – he was plotting with senior Wehrmacht officers to get rid of Hitler if it came to war over Czechoslovakia.


Simonis told Andreas-Friedrich that her cousin had been inside the grand room at the Chancellery when Hitler had gone out onto the balcony the previous evening. He had seen everything from the window, even spotted the two familiar female faces in the crowd below. She repeated what Erich had told her in the interim:


So at that moment, the war was on a knife-edge. Hitler stepped out onto the balcony to salute his soldiers. Never before had he been so determined to take by force that which he had been refused in peace. We helped spoil that moment for him. With our glum faces and our unraised arms. For thirty minutes after stepping back into the room, he stood behind the curtain and took full account of our disfavour. Meanwhile, Goebbels, with his hat pulled down, cruised all over Berlin in a car with the blinds down and checked out the public mood. That put the lid on it. ‘With the situation this way, we’re going nowhere,’ as the Berliners would say – especially when it came to running a war, and that was what the Nazis realised. So, they put their heads together again and postponed the thing. You just watch, from tomorrow those tormented Sudeten Germans will disappear from all the newspapers.9


Andreas-Friedrich felt little relief, only a flatness of mood, and it was clear to her that Simonis felt much the same. She went to the wireless and switched to Czech national radio. At first she got just the interval signal – a few bars of Smetana’s patriotic symphonic poem Vyšehrad (The High Castle) – before Prague broadcast a funereal all-male choral piece.


For the rest of the day, as Andreas-Friedrich confessed to her diary, she wandered around in a daze. The high tension of the past weeks had somehow, it seemed, robbed her of the capacity for joy. ‘War or peace?’ she wrote. ‘Both seem to me equally terrible and burdened with guilt.’


Seen from the point of view of oppositionists such as Andreas-Friedrich and her circle, this was true enough. As peace-loving human beings, they did not want war, but many were nonetheless beginning to suspect that only a war would rid the country of Hitler and his regime. The Kordt brothers – Erich, assistant to the Nazi Foreign Minister, Ribbentrop, and Theo, senior diplomat at the London Embassy – were part of a conspiracy involving leading military and political figures. Their aim was to stage a coup against Hitler in the case of war against Czechoslovakia, pleading overriding national necessity due to the Führer’s insanity. Susy Simonis was also involved, as an occasional courier between her cousins, Erich in Berlin and Theo in London. She had been in London at the beginning of that same month, bearing a secret message that she had learned by heart to avoid any risk of interception.10


The originators of the plot were officers associated with the Abwehr, Germany’s military intelligence, among them Lieutenant-Colonel Hans Oster and Major Helmuth Groscurth. Some of the Wehrmacht’s most senior officers were loosely involved, including retired General von Witzleben, General Beck, until recently Chief of the General Staff, the army’s Commander-in-Chief, von Brauchitsch, and the Abwehr chief, Admiral Canaris. Leading civilian figures within the conspiracy’s orbit included the Economics Minister, Hjalmar Schacht (the man who had defeated the hyperinflation of 1923), the conservative former Mayor of Leipzig and now head of overseas sales for the Bosch concern, Carl Goerdeler, and the State Secretary at the Foreign Office, Ernst von Weizsäcker (as such, the boss of the Kordt brothers). Most were old-style German conservatives, with a strong mix of monarchists, rather than democrats. Not all even wanted to overthrow or kill Hitler – more to ‘bring him to his senses’11 – but all believed that war at this time and for this cause would mean Germany’s ruin. They were prepared to take drastic action to prevent it.


The British government was quite aware of this group’s existence, and of its expressed aims. Theo Kordt appears on 6 September in the diaries of 53-year-old Sir Alexander Cadogan, permanent head of the British Foreign Office and the diplomatic service, as ‘Herr X’.12 On that day, Kordt had approached Sir Horace Wilson to inform him of Hitler’s intention to move his forces against the Czechs on 19 or 20 September. This was a prediction that the German diplomat repeated the next evening in the presence of Cadogan and the Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax – the Prime Minister was away fly-fishing in Scotland – after being secretly summoned to Downing Street (‘through the garden entrance’). Kordt added a plea that the British publicly declare their intention to stand by the Czechs, come what may. He even suggested that London might make a specific warning radio broadcast to the German nation13 – an idea that Cadogan thought potentially disastrous, adding that it ‘almost makes me suspect’, i.e. think that Kordt might in fact be some kind of agent provocateur.


Over the next days and weeks, Kordt and his friends would make desperate attempts to steel British resolve against Hitler’s machinations. The opposition’s plans depended on Franco-British firmness in the face of Nazi aggression, even – perhaps especially – if that firmness led to war in Central Europe. The problem was that, as Cadogan’s reaction showed, the British could never quite work out whether this affair represented a genuine attempt at transnational cooperation against the Hitler peril or whether London was being, in the modern parlance, ‘played’ by some clever and devious Nazi diplomats.


In the final analysis, and perhaps sometimes with a certain regret, the British government chose to behave as if the opposition represented by Theo Kordt was not trustworthy. The British ruling class’s distrust of its German equivalent had not, after all, suddenly sprung into being in 1933 when Hitler assumed power; it dated at the latest from these men’s experiences of the First World War and the ever more bitter Anglo-German rivalries that had preceded it.


*


As for the British public, among most ordinary people, who knew only what they saw in the newspapers and heard on the radio, tensions still ran high. As the weekend approached, Leonard Grugeon, a 22-year-old bank clerk in Swindon and observer for Mass Observation, wrote of the atmosphere among colleagues at the bank where he worked: ‘Meanwhile we wait anxiously while the statesmen confer . . . A great laziness affects the people. No work beyond that which is essential is undertaken. Letters remain unwritten, books unread, theatres unvisited, for none knows what tomorrow will bring – but everyone wonders.’14


Slightly earlier in the crisis, some had still tried to make light of it. Elizabeth Crowfoot, a young actress on tour with a repertory company, quoted her fellow company members discussing the latest news:


B.R. (actor, c. 30) came up and said, ‘I shouldn’t mind a war. Think of it – shan’t have to bother about a job, no “keeping in touch”, all costumes provided, no make-up, digs free –’


K.K. ‘And [£]2/10 a day – it must be that because you get that on the dole.’


E.B., who was in the last war, just looked at them.


‘K.K.’ went on to say that he might apply to join the RAF, because there would be the delay of being trained – or the Navy, as that would be ‘moderately clean’. He ‘couldn’t stand dirt or rats’.15


In Coventry, a centre for armaments manufacturing in the British Midlands and therefore a prime German bombing target, a reporter for Mass Observation mentioned hearing a sixteen-year-old youth telling a passer-by that if war broke out he would ‘hare away home – wouldn’t catch me staying in Coventry, I should put as much distance between me and Coventry as I could!’ A friend of the reporter returning from Birmingham had told her that Barrow’s, a large department store in the city’s Bull Street, was ‘coping with a rush of people only comparable to Christmas time’.16


The next day, after Chamberlain’s trip to the Munich conference had been agreed, things relaxed perceptibly, though civilians encountered by the reporter spoke of digging trenches in case of air raids (‘Bloody lot of good they’ll be to us’). In Tunbridge Wells, 25 miles south of London, Miss Miller, a young schoolteacher and firm anti-Fascist, listened to the BBC six o’clock evening news after she got back from work. She wrote in her report:


Chamberlain to go to Munich. Feeling of immense relief. Even catches excitement of parliament. At the same time suspense – Will England and France now make things impossible for Czechoslovakia? Will Mussolini demand our compliance re. Spain for his services? Still it is most hopeful news. After this, and lying on couch . . . to listen to news, I feel most refreshed and less tired.17


Miss Miller admitted that today she had also been intending to dig a trench in the garden and had purchased a pickaxe for the purpose. She had even decided at the weekend on a spot for the trench, ‘but due to better news, lateness, etc., [I] postpone it’.


Back in Coventry, that evening there was a ‘confused babble’ of voices on the bus home, with a young shop worker in his early twenties declaring ‘in a superior voice: “Well, what did I always say? I knew there’d never be a war. Come pretty close to it, but—”’ and another young commuter was equally optimistic: ‘Hitler may be a fool, but he’s not as big a fool as to start a war – never thought it would come to war.’18


*


In Germany, it was also unclear to most of the population whether the new development meant certain peace or just a more complicated way to war. Wilm Hosenfeld, a 43-year-old First World War veteran, was a schoolteacher in the village of Thalau, in eastern Hessen. He combined being a faithful Catholic with enthusiastic membership of the National Socialist Party, and had attended the Nuremberg Rally two years earlier. Hosenfeld had nonetheless been disturbed by Hitler’s aggressive speech on 26 September: ‘He speaks without restraint, in a bullying way, you can say that his manner has little grace or superiority. Expressions such as “lying democratic toad” are unworthy of a great statesman who is representing a great people. He does not intend to compromise. We fear that there will be war.’19 The next day there was even a hint of a political rethink. Perhaps dictatorships bring problems as well as advantages?


Just now, despite everything, one is given cause to be aware that the political form of the pure dictatorship can also bring great danger. What is there to stop Hitler from remaining impervious and plunging the German people into war? A referendum? Big words, but in reality the people are not being consulted. Quite different to democracy, with a parliament.20


The next day, not being privy to the secret information that had cheered Ruth Andreas-Friedrich and her friends, the provincial schoolmaster was only marginally less gloomy. This was also a ‘bad day’ (böser Tag) in which the shadow of war seemed to darken further. ‘This war,’ Hosenfeld wrote in his diary, ‘would be enormously bad in its consequences – every time there is news on the radio, we rush to the set to listen. A [Annemarie, his wife] is so downcast that the slightest emotional stress leads to tears.’21


In the south-west of the country, at Canstatt, just outside Stuttgart, a woman in her twenties, working as a gardener, was writing a diary entry for the day. As she went on, she switched from the subject of the exceptionally hot weather, now dominant for two weeks past, to the Sudeten Crisis and the meeting in Munich. Although clearly a keen supporter of Hitler, she wrote with evident concern about the situation and what it might mean for her father and brother:


Certainly, if it must be, it will be each to his place, and trust in the Führer‘s lucky touch and in Italy’s and Japan’s readiness to help. Events are piling one on top of the other, today the Führer is meeting Chamberlain and Daladier in Munich for talks, and tension as to the result is getting higher all the time. Every few hours there is news on the radio and reports of the terror in Czechia, the tension is at bursting point.


Will Papa have to go, and later Heinz? What will become of us if we all get dispersed? I am afraid for our future. The news from foreign radio stations, which we often listen to, only serves to confuse us the more, they are always different from ours, they are never pro-German. They are envious of our Germany’s growing strength, that is all, and the Jews who have fled and now also are having to leave Italy will be doing their usual business.22


She then proceeded to describe going with a girlfriend to the Zarah Leander film that had reportedly won the Mussolini Trophy at Venice.*


In Berlin, meanwhile, 38-year-old Erich Ebermayer occupied a curious position, close to the elite of the Third Reich and yet constantly on the edge of illegality. A successful novelist, playwright and screenwriter, he had been a prominent liberal voice in the Weimar era, and many of his works had been banned by the Nazis. However, he had contacts within Hitler’s circle, including Reichsleiter Philipp Bouhler, one of Hitler’s earliest supporters and from 1936 head of the Führer’s political Chancellery, who was a cousin on Ebermayer’s mother’s side. Through another cousin, he was related by marriage to Dr Fritz Todt, Hitler’s construction tsar and leader of the vast civil and military engineering behemoth named, after him, Organisation Todt. So Ebermayer would attend some glittering Nazi cultural festival one day, then be invited in for a tense ‘chat’ with the Gestapo on another – though it must be said that he never ended up in a concentration camp.


Fortunately for Ebermayer, his non-political plays were still performed, and he was permitted to write film scripts of a neutral, popular nature, to take on lucrative jobs as a (usually uncredited) ‘script doctor’, and to work as a theatre director. As a consequence, he still made a handsome living throughout the Nazi period. And he kept a diary. On 28 September, he wrote about Hitler’s rabid, rabble-rousing speech of 26 September, of which he had just read a newspaper account (‘I found it physically impossible to listen to it [on the radio]’):


The mood of people in Berlin is interesting. If we disregard the fanatical masses who filled the Sportpalast . . . we see only miserable faces everywhere. No one wants war – but many would like the Sudetenland. All the same, things are going so well! We are getting paid so well! We have a car, a refrigerator, a radiogram – what do we want with a war? The ‘Führer’ has done the trick before without a war. He’ll do it this time, too . . . 23


As Ebermayer had observed, all depended, for most Germans, on the Führer’s success in his latest, most crucial meetings with the Western powers. They had trusted him during these recent years to gain all that Germany needed by peaceful means. He had not, so far, let them down.


*


At 7.30 on the morning of Thursday 29 September, Sir Alexander Cadogan and his daughter Gillian picked up Lord Halifax from his London home, 86 Eaton Square, and drove him out to Heston aerodrome, west of London. From here Neville Chamberlain was preparing to board the American-built Lockheed 14 Super Electra that would take him and his aides to Munich. It was the same civilian-registered fourteen-seater aircraft, operated by British Airways,* that had taken him to Bad Godesberg a week earlier. In drizzly weather, they duly waved the PM off on his crucial mission. It was, Cadogan judged, ‘a good show’.24


For Cadogan, at least, the rest of the day was, as the overworked civil servant recorded, ‘easy’ – ‘the calm in the middle of the typhoon!’ It even included a cheering call from the American Ambassador, Joseph Kennedy, who insisted he would ‘tell the P.M. that I’m the man for Washington!’* With Chamberlain away in Germany, Cadogan even managed to enjoy dinner at home with his family, ‘the first in days’.


At 11.51, German time, Chamberlain and his negotiating team landed at Oberwiesenfeld aerodrome, on the northern edge of Munich, a place familiar to the Prime Minister from his trip earlier in the month. He was met by Foreign Minister Ribbentrop and a welcoming committee that included not just relatively ‘respectable’ Nazis such as General Ritter von Epp but also SS-Brigadeführer Christian Weber, a burly former bar-room bouncer. Weber was unofficial city boss of Munich, prominent among the Nazi ‘old fighters’ (alte Kämpfer), the bruisers who had guarded Hitler from his earliest days as a rabble-rousing small-time politician in Bavaria. Also on the tarmac, by way of contrast, was the Eton-educated British Ambassador to Germany, Sir Nevile Henderson.


Without delay, the British delegation was whisked to quarters at the Regina Hotel on the Maximiliansplatz. From there it was a distance of less than a kilometre to the so-called Führerbau, the recently completed administrative headquarters of the National Socialist Party and Hitler’s political base when in Munich, where the crisis talks were scheduled to take place.


The discussions began at 12.30 p.m. in Hitler’s study in the Führerbau. The event was carefully stage-managed, with Hitler deliberately seated with his back to the window, so that his face was in shadow. Chamberlain was on his left, while Daladier and Mussolini sat together on the sofa.25 The document they were to agree upon had supposedly been originated by the Italians as ‘honest brokers’. It had in fact been drafted by Göring and put into formal language by Foreign Office State Secretary and putative Resistance leader Ernst von Weizsäcker, then sent off on a circuitous route via Rome before returning along with the Duce and his entourage to be placed before the negotiators in Munich as if it were their own work.26


The session went on into the afternoon, when there was a break. They reconvened at 10 p.m. to hammer out the final agreement. ‘Poor P.M. must be half dead!’ as Cadogan commented in his diary. When proceedings were complete, at 2.30 a.m., Hitler had got all that he had wanted (or rather, all that he had decided he wanted, for now, having been robbed of his excuse for invading Czechoslovakia). Only Daladier and his chief aide, Alexis Léger, raised fundamental anxieties about the future of Czechoslovakia, but this was little more than a rearguard action.27


Under the terms of the final agreement, German troops would be permitted to occupy the so-called ‘Sudeten’ territories on 1 October, a reversion to Hitler’s original deadline. The borders were dictated by strategic rather than purely ethnic considerations – hundreds of thousands of Germans were left in the Czech rump state and almost a million Czechs absorbed into Germany. Anyone currently living in these areas, Czechs or German-speakers, who did not wish to become German, would have to leave by 10 October. They would be allowed to take nothing with them and receive no compensation. The impressive fortifications that the Czechs had built in the mountainous border areas facing Germany would pass to the Reich: the Czech lands beyond would, in effect, lie at the mercy of the Wehrmacht. The majority of the Czechoslovak republic’s heavy and armaments industries would also be ceded to Germany.


*


On the afternoon of 29 September 1938, while the four-power discussions were grinding on at the Führerbau, Maria Jörg, a 23-year-old domestic servant, was cycling along a country road that cut through the Forstenrieder Park, an extensive forest reserve that had once been a royal hunting ground, 15 kilometres or so south-west of Munich’s city centre. She had reached a gentle curve in the road close to where there stood a modest, hip-roofed nineteenth-century building – Forsthaus Oberdill – belonging to the forestry service. It was the only habitation in the immediate area.


At this moment a man in his early thirties, likewise on a bicycle, passed her, coming from the opposite direction. She pressed on, but almost at once strong arms grabbed her from behind and pulled her down from her seat. The oncoming cyclist had swerved around and attacked her. Within seconds, the man had successfully dragged her to the roadside. There he throttled her before shooting her in the back of the head with a small revolver. He then hauled her further into the woods and attempted to rape her, though later evidence would indicate that he ejaculated before he could manage penetration.


The attacker dismembered Maria Jörg’s corpse with a knife and dug a hole in the soft forest floor. After depositing the body parts in the hole he covered it with a mixture of pine needles and soil. As for the young woman’s bicycle, he hurriedly dismantled it and cast the bits into the undergrowth. He took with him a few of her possessions, including a purse, and was gone.


Fifteen kilometres and a world away in Munich the day’s great events continued their course, and anxious humanity’s gaze remained fixed upon the city. It would be some months, in fact, before anything was found in the woods opposite Forsthaus Oberdill. Maria Jörg had, it seemed, simply joined the ranks of the disappeared. Only as the next year progressed would the truth about her small but infinitely terrible fate begin to come to light – as would be the case for much else of a fateful nature, greater but just as terrible in its way, which took place on 29 September 1938.


*


Vojtech Mastny, Prague’s Minister to Berlin, and Hubert Masařik, secretary to the Czechoslovak Foreign Minister, had been sent by the Czechoslovak government to Munich as ‘observers’. They too had booked into the Regina Hotel, but on arrival in Munich were intercepted by Gestapo officials, who effectively kept them prisoner at their hotel, thus preventing them from attending the negotiations.28


Even before anything was agreed, the Czechoslovak state’s humiliation was complete, but that did not prevent further insults, not just from acknowledged foes but also from supposed friends. After Chamberlain returned to the Regina Hotel in the small hours, with Daladier in tow, they invited the Czech representatives to attend on them. It was now gone 2 a.m. and Chamberlain did nothing to conceal his exhaustion, yawning openly as the Agreement was briefly explained to the Czechoslovak representatives. It was made clear that their assent was not necessarily required. If they did not agree to the terms, they would simply be on their own. ‘They were then finished with us,’ Masařik said, ‘and we were allowed to go.’29


For his part, Hitler appeared very pleased with the outcome, even insisting that the visitors’ book be brought over from his old headquarters, the co-called ‘Brown House’, so that the leaders could sign that too. However, in truth he cared little for the Sudeten lands as such (although, as an Austrian, he probably cared more than most Germans from the ‘old Reich’). He actually wanted Prague and all of Bohemia. So far as he was concerned, he had been forced by the French and British to settle for less. The Führer had been compelled, in other words, to stand by his public claim (that his sole interest was the safety and right to self-determination of the Sudeten Germans) and abandon – or, as it turned out, postpone – his secret objective, which was the total destruction and occupation of Czechoslovakia by military means.30


On the morning after the signing of the agreement, Friday 30 September, Chamberlain left his hotel and drove in an open-topped car to Hitler’s flat in an apartment block at 16 Prinzregentenplatz, just across the river Isar, where the dictator had kept his Munich residence since 1929. Chamberlain had requested an extra meeting, man-to-man and nation to nation, seeking a further bilateral assurance of peace. Britain’s French allies had not been informed. The Prime Minister was loudly cheered by Munich locals during his short journey, a fact that thrilled Chamberlain but further angered his host. Nonetheless, for form’s sake, Hitler humoured the ‘man with the umbrella’.


The Führer engaged in an hour and a half of apparently friendly conversation before, along with Chamberlain, putting his name to a further document, the so-called ‘Anglo-German Declaration’. This expressed the two countries’ mutual desire ‘never to go to war with one another again’. Significantly, so it seemed, the agreement promised formal machinery for assuring peaceful resolution of any problems occurring in future between Germany and Britain. However, according to Frank Ashton-Gwatkin, an Appeasement-supporting Foreign Office official, a German acquaintance claimed Hitler remarked afterwards that he had signed the second agreement because Chamberlain ‘seemed like such a nice old gentleman, and I thought I’d give him my autograph as a souvenir!’31


In the afternoon, after a little more than twenty-four hours on German soil, Chamberlain climbed back into his Lockheed Electra and returned to London, landing once again at Heston aerodrome at about 5.30 p.m. Large crowds of well-wishers thronged the area around the runway. As Chamberlain faced the press after leaving his aircraft, he fished the Anglo-German Declaration from his pocket and read out a section to the assembled reporters and camera crews, who included, as a ‘first’, an outside broadcast team from the BBC’s new television service. This was the famous – or, as it became, notorious – ‘piece of paper’.


‘My good friends,’ the Prime Minister concluded, ‘this is the second time that there has come back from Germany to Downing Street peace with honour. I believe it is peace for our time.’32


Sir Alexander Cadogan had commented in his diary for 30 September: ‘Times this morning publishes the Munich Agreement. Looks to me quite good.’33 Held up by traffic on the Great West Road, he had raced to be present when Chamberlain landed. Cadogan failed at the time to see any particular significance in the Prime Minister’s words. The F.O.’s mandarin of mandarins recorded the events matter-of-factly in his diary:


Crashed through crowd at gates, brandishing the police pass, and constables opened up the crowd and let us right through on to the concrete where we arrived as the pilot switched off and P.M. stepped out. He shook hands first with Clarendon, who brought summons from the King, then with H. [Foreign Secretary Halifax] and me. He broadcast a speech and got away fairly quickly. Rain began again as he finished.


*


The separate so-called ‘Anglo-German Agreement’ that Chamberlain had brandished on his return to London may have impressed many back home in Britain, with its implication that Hitler genuinely desired peace between the two countries, but Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s Propaganda Minister, had an altogether more cynical explanation. He wrote in his diary on 2 October 1938, after discussing the matter with Hitler, that the Führer had signed the Anglo-German agreement mainly because ‘at the time the agreement was being drawn up, we did not yet know if the Czechs would agree [to the terms of the broader Munich Treaty] and for that reason it was an excellent way of tying London’s hands’.34 He also wrote of the dramatic public events that followed the Munich Agreement:


The march of the German troops [into the Sudetenland] begins at 14.00 hours. What a happy day! You could hug yourself for joy. The Führer’s reception by the city of Berlin is being given great attention and coverage in the entire world’s press. The German press has been operating in exemplary fashion these past days.


A more jaundiced version of how the German media had actually functioned during the crisis was presented by Ruth Andreas-Friedrich, who described the mood at the press organization where she worked:


It is curious. Each day thousands of hundredweights of newsprint roll out of this building. Spewing a torrent of national socialist propaganda over humanity. And nonetheless there’s scarcely anyone under this roof who actually concurs with what he writes, typesets, prints, edits, or as a messenger boy carries along the corridors. For as long as the walls still have no ears, people grumble in pairs or small groups behind every door. The few ‘hundred-percenters’ [convinced Nazis] are well-known, are sucked up to and – avoided. We warn of their approach, fall silent or change the subject as soon as they enter the room. No one, however, dares tell them to their face what he really thinks, what is really depressing him, what is making him anxious.35


It did not matter all that much to the almighty Goebbels, of course, so long as the impression given to the papers’ readers and to any foreigners still influenced by what they saw in the German press was the one he favoured. Right up to the final hour in Munich, the German press – whatever journalists’ personal feelings and including, as she herself admitted, Andreas-Friedrich and her colleagues – had maintained a universal, synchronized campaign of hysterical atrocity-mongering to keep up the pressure on the Czechs and their allies while the capitulation was being prepared. Reports of ‘unimaginable terror’ against innocent local Germans subsided, but now the emphasis switched to warnings about the treacherous Czechs and their alleged puppetmasters in Moscow.


On 29 September, the SS newspaper, Das Schwarze Korps (Black Corps), printed a grotesque cartoon of the Czechoslovak President, Edvard Beneš, as ‘Stalin’s ape’, perched on the Russian dictator’s shoulder while they were given instructions by an exaggeratedly Jewish caricature of the Soviet Foreign Minister, Litvinov.


On the same day, in the Rhenish shoe-manufacturing centre of Germany, Pirmasens, far from sophisticated Berlin, the headline in the local paper shrilled: ‘Beneš Loots and Murders On’.


On 1 October, even as the news of the Munich Agreement was spreading through the world, there was no let-up. Goebbels’s new line was that the Czechoslovaks might have swallowed the bitter pill of Munich, but they would now try to lay waste to the Sudeten territories before the Wehrmacht could take control. The Bodensee-Rundschau, down on Lake Constance, screamed: ‘Prague Accepts and Begins Its General Work of Destruction’. The (mostly fictitious) claim that the Czechs were carrying out a scorched-earth policy was repeated in another report from Vienna, claiming: ‘Huge Coal Depots Are Set Ablaze – Jews as String-Pullers behind the Czech Attacks’.36


All the same, once the Munich Agreement had been signed, the statesmen had gone home, and the Wehrmacht had moved over the border into the new territories, there was not merely a huge sigh of relief but a mass outburst of joy in Germany. The SS Security Service, the SD (Sicherheitsdienst), which along with the local Gestapo stations closely monitored the popular mood, was forced in its report on the year 1938 to admit the existence of widespread ‘war psychosis’ during this period, accompanied by a certain defeatism that had ‘escalated into the strongest criticism of the “adventurous policy of the Reich”’.37


During the crisis, there were worries within the regime about panic, or a run on the savings banks, as had occurred in the summer of 1914. In one small Saxon town near Leipzig, a local agent of the SD was diverted from his usual reports on the political reliability or otherwise of local worthies to inquire of the local savings bank about this matter. He was able to conclude that money had continued to be paid into accounts in the usual amounts, and there had been no exceptional withdrawals because of the international political situation.38 People, or at least the good folk of Naunhof, had trust in the Führer’s judgement.


For the moment, the wave of anxiety receded. Hitler had triumphed again, and without a war. Or so it seemed.










TWO


October 1938


‘More Popular than Hitler’


There was no question that in Britain, too, most of the general public found reason only for celebration in the Munich Agreement. The relief at the fact of ‘no war’ was enormous. Trenches had been dug, gas masks distributed, bomb shelters ordered, and family members evacuated away from the larger cities. Now all this could be put on hold – perhaps, if it was true that Hitler now had everything he wanted, eventually abandoned. One young woman whose father worked in Whitehall at the War Office reported: ‘Apparently Wing-Commander Hodsoll, director-general of Air Raid Precautions . . . reported that there was quite a traffic in gas-masks to American tourists who wanted to take them home as “souvenirs” of the crisis!’1


As Cadogan had indicated, a messenger from the King greeted Chamberlain the moment he stepped from his plane at Heston. He bore an invitation for the PM to come directly to the Palace. For the first time since the armistice in 1918, so far as Cadogan recalled, a prime minister appeared on the balcony of Buckingham Palace, along with the King and Queen, to receive the plaudits of the public. ‘The King Leads the Cheers’, proclaimed the Daily Mirror, originally a paper aimed at the middle classes but now publishing in the new ‘tabloid’ format, copied from America, and on its way to becoming a highly illustrated, left-leaning paper for the workers. It carried a photograph of a beaming Mr and Mrs Chamberlain acknowledging the tumultuous applause, with King George and Queen Elizabeth standing, against protocol, off to one side as if to grant the triumphant Premier extra prominence. More photographs followed in the inside pages, of Mrs Chamberlain being mobbed by fans in St James’s Park, and of her husband leaning out of a window at Downing Street to greet the crowds gathered there.


Dee Moss, a thirteen-year-old from Leyton, East London, was among the crowd outside Downing Street. She had been left with her father and uncle when her mother took her younger siblings off to the country at the beginning of the crisis. The family was very anxious about a new war, and with reason. Their house had been damaged by a bomb dropped from a Zeppelin airship in the first war – the blast had shattered the French windows, which had never been properly repaired. Dee was also confronted with the unfamiliar sight of searchlights probing the night over Bakers Arms, on the border between Leyton and Walthamstow. She could only ask nervously: ‘What are they for? What are they doing?’


After the Munich Agreement was announced and the crisis seemed at an end, the Mosses went into central London to join the large, jubilant crowd outside the Prime Minister’s residence. Dee saw Chamberlain entering Number 10 from a vantage point perched on her father’s shoulders. This did not particularly interest her, as she found the Prime Minister old and boring-looking. However, she was very excited to see the dashing former Foreign Secretary, Sir Anthony Eden (a leader of fashion who even had a hat named after him, a type of black, silk-brimmed Homburg), who was then still very young for a senior politician at a mere forty-one. The impressionable young girl reported that she ‘fell in love with him’ on the spot. He was ‘like a film star’.2


Not everyone in Britain was delighted by the Munich settlement. Vera Ines Elkan, a left-wing photographer who had made something of a reputation reporting from the Republican front line in the Spanish Civil War, was back in London at the time, working with Spanish refugees. She went with her fellow aid workers from the refugee centre on Tavistock Square to the Tavistock Hotel to hear Chamberlain speak on the radio. They were outraged at what he had to say.


I felt so sick, and it was clear he was this fool of a man, didn’t know what he was talking about even. So for the first and only time in my life – there was a demonstration soon afterwards – and I marched and I marched [sic] on this demonstration. It was three miles but seemed like three hundred. Beside me marched this enormous policeman on an enormous white horse and I thought, any minute he will step on me. I don’t remember where we marched from but I remember we walked past Hyde Park and past Marble Arch and I think down Oxford Street and it was terrible, I hated it. We shouted all the time: Chamberlain-Must-Go! Chamberlain-Must-Go! And then he didn’t go . . .3


While the anti-Fascists might have been expected to react in this way, deep cracks had also begun to develop within the fabric of government and the British establishment. George Patrick Jellicoe was the son and heir, born late in his father’s life, of John, Admiral and First Earl Jellicoe. The Earl had commanded the British North Sea Fleet in the spectacular but inconclusive Battle of Jutland (known to Germans as the Skagerrak-Schlacht) in May 1916 and had later served as First Sea Lord and finally Governor General of New Zealand. He was fifty-eight when his son was born, and died in November 1935, which meant that George succeeded to the earldom at the age of seventeen, even before he went up to Cambridge University. George was, as he himself recalled, resolutely apolitical until Munich, which occurred just before he was due to begin his final year:


I had been in Germany for a ‘gap six months’ and had some interest in what was going on and the rise of Hitler, but I was not greatly involved and I don’t think most of my friends were. But the great exception was Munich. I think I became politically and internationally much more aware at that time. I felt very strongly about it. I remember going to stay with a great friend of mine, Archie John Wavell, son of the Field Marshal, General Wavell as he then was. He was commander at Salisbury, and I remember feeling strongly, right or wrong, about Munich, deploring it, feeling very ashamed of it, and I think a lot of my friends felt this . . . 4


During the night of 29/30 September, in Munich Chamberlain and Daladier struggled unsuccessfully to salvage something from the (to them, at least) inevitable ruin of Czechoslovakia. Meanwhile, the First Lord of the Admiralty in Chamberlain’s government, Duff Cooper, a well-known bon viveur, was attending a dinner organized by The Other Club. This exclusive dining circle, made up of politicians and other public figures of note, met in the Pinafore Room at the Savoy Hotel. It had been founded a quarter of a century earlier by Winston Churchill and the late F.E. Smith, and unlike many such societies had a rule (which Churchill claimed had been included at his insistence) that ‘nothing in the rules or intercourse of the club shall interfere with the rancour or asperity of party politics’.


On this night, it lived up to that particular rule. Cooper and the government’s Minister of Health, Walter Elliot, found themselves viciously attacked for their continuing support of Chamberlain’s ‘Appeasement’ policy. They came under withering fire, first from Churchill and then, as the evening wore on and yet more drink was taken, also by a group of Churchill’s political allies. Cooper himself actually represented a small group within the government that was trying to steer a stronger line against Hitler – Elliot, too, was a member of this group, though less vociferous – but of course, although Cooper’s fight for increased naval spending in the face of the German threat had become public knowledge, while he remained a minister he was bound by ‘cabinet responsibility’ to defend its general policies. Cooper was renowned for his fearsome temper, and in the heat of the evening he gave as good as he got. As he recalled in his memoirs: ‘everyone insulted everyone else’ in a monumental battle of words that went on into the small hours.


Given the fact that they were beginning a new day, one of The Other Club’s members reminded his fellow diners that the early editions of the newspapers would now be on the stands. Someone went out to get a paper. On his return, this was snatched from his hands by Duff Cooper, who read the headlines in silence and then the rest of the final report from Munich out loud, in a voice heavy with rage and disgust. The betrayal by Britain and France of the Czechs was complete and undeniable. He threw the newspaper on the table and stalked out of the room.5 The next day, he resigned from the cabinet.6


*


The day after Chamberlain’s return from Munich, 1 October, was a Saturday. It was the first weekend in months when it seemed that there would, could, be no war.


The theatres in the capital offered relieved Londoners the playwright and actor Ivor Novello in a glittering commercial production of Shakespeare’s Henry V at Drury Lane, Sybil Thorndike and Emlyn Williams in Williams’s own play, The Corn is Green at the Duchess, the stage version of Goodbye, Mr Chips at the Shaftesbury, and the long-running smash-hit musical Me and My Girl at the Victoria Palace, ‘Home of “The Lambeth Walk”’. The novelty dance from the show had become internationally famous. A British journalist recalled people in Prague defiantly dancing the Lambeth Walk while they awaited their country’s fate in that long, hot, late-summer crisis that ended, temporarily at least, with the Munich Agreement.7


Films on release in London included one of MGM’s most successful of the year, Clark Gable, Myrna Loy and Spencer Tracy in the aeronautical thriller/romance Test Pilot (which had also premiered in Germany in mid-August 1938), A Yank at Oxford with Robert Taylor and Vivien Leigh, the Marx Brothers’ comedy A Day at the Races, and the first feature-length Disney animation classic, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (which was banned from general release in Germany despite being a favourite of Hitler, who had his own copy).8


Saturday was, of course, the day when hundreds of thousands of British football fans – totalling around 22 million a year for Football League matches alone, excluding cup ties and reserve matches – could see their teams play. This was a time when the maximum wage permitted for a professional footballer was £8 per week (£6 in the close season), but there seemed to be just as much excitement involved as today, and as much space devoted to the game in the paper’s pages – though the articles were almost entirely about actual football rather than the players’ lifestyle or private exploits. Given that they earned a mere three times the average industrial wage and were likely to arrive at the ground by bus along with the fans, and drink with them in the same pubs afterwards, this was hardly surprising. On BBC Radio there was motor racing, including coverage of the British Grand Prix at Donington. The twenty thousand or so owners of television sets close enough to London to receive broadcasts from the Alexandra Palace transmitter could enjoy Look in and Laugh with Queenie Leonard, followed by the Gaumont British News, and then by a serio-comic play about Saint Simeon Stylites, who in the fifth century AD spent thirty-seven years living on a platform atop a pillar in what is now Aleppo, Syria. The play had already been transmitted, live, on 23 September, and was now not just transmitted but also performed, again, since the first performance had not been recorded. After a four-and-a-half-hour break in transmission there was then a show called Cabaret.
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