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Introduction





  World War II was the supreme cataclysmic event in the history of mankind. It resulted in more than seventy million deaths, and the fighting raged across the globe from desert to arctic to steppe to jungle to metropolis. Entire peoples were decimated, maps redrawn, great cities reduced to rubble, and the power of the atom unleashed, which heralded the possible extinction of our species. As such a monumental event, it is worthwhile to understand why the war happened and unfolded the way it did and influenced the world that emerged from its ashes.




  It is difficult to believe that after more than seventy years and the publication of a vast number of scholarly volumes regarding World War II that there could be anything of import yet to write about the conflict. However, I believe that a few of the most important events of the period have been overlooked or misinterpreted. This volume will attempt to shed new light and analysis on two of the most crucial points of the war and argue the following:




  (1) That the Nazi Third Reich’s attack on the USSR in 1941 was not a doomed act of madness or hubris as many historians now conclude. Rather, it was a logical gamble that maximized Germany’s chance of achieving its war goals and came extremely close to success. Other options presented to Hitler were considered and correctly discarded as unlikely to lead to victory. In November 1940, the German dictator offered his Soviet counterpart a deal to prevent or delay a conflict, but Stalin spurned the opportunity. Ideology, geographic ambitions, and a scramble for economic resources meant that war was probable between the two totalitarian powers once the buffer states between them had been ripped away. Hitler calculated that an attack on the USSR in 1941 was the time most likely to result in a Nazi victory and hegemony for his nation over northern Europe.




  (2) That Germany’s failure to conquer the Soviet Union was primarily due to other than the most commonly believed reasons. The defeat was not a result of a military that was too small to perform the task, a diversion in the Balkans that delayed the invasion, a severe Russian winter, the Nazis’ evil ideology, or Hitler’s refusal to listen to his generals and direct the focus of the invasion on an early capture of Moscow. No, the primary reason for the USSR’s eventual triumph was a failure of Axis diplomacy. Germany failed to gain the offensive actions it needed from its allies, Finland and Japan, to achieve victory. As a result, all three went down to defeat. Had Hitler engaged in committed diplomatic and military coordination with his partners, it is difficult to see how the USSR could have survived.




  To understand the two points above, we must understand why the war occurred. Most historians agree that the cause of World War II was the militarism and expansionist aims of Italy, Japan, and Germany. Without Germany’s support, Italy and its ineffective military would never have been able to wage a conflict of great import and geographic scope. Without Germany’s 1940 land victories over France, the Netherlands, and Britain, it is unlikely that Japan would have been able to achieve such smashing triumphs prior to its fiery ruin. Thus, it was the power of Germany that allowed a handful of regional grievances and conflicts to become a world at war. So, what were Adolf Hitler’s goals? Answering that question will tell us why World War II happened the way it did and, to a great extent, it was the decisions made by the German dictator from 1939 to 1942 that shaped the twentieth century world that followed.




  There are several competing theories as to why Germany sparked the conflict known as World War II. Was it to right the wrongs of the Treaty of Versailles after a great war in which both sides were equally at fault? Was it to refight and win World War I? Was it to exterminate the Jews and other peoples despised by a warped Nazi ideology? Or was it even bigger than that? Was it an outright attempt to conquer the world?




  This book argues that Hitler’s goals become clearer when viewed from a geopolitical viewpoint and with an analysis of his published writing. Simply stated, he wished to secure Germany as the dominant nation in northern Europe and have it achieve Great Power status. Hitler was a murderous megalomaniac, but his declared objective for Germany was Lebensraum or “living space,” not conquest of the entire planet. After all, he was willing to assign great swaths of the globe to his allies, demanded no territory of the British Empire, and endeavored to avoid disputes with the United States. This does not mean a realization of his goals would be peaceful. At a minimum, France and Poland would have to be militarily defeated and forcibly dismembered. If Britain, the USSR, and the United States opposed Hitler’s plans, as was likely, then the dramatically larger combined GDP and populations of these enemies would overwhelm the Third Reich. Thus, to achieve his objectives, Hitler had to find a way through diplomacy, bluster, and strategy to keep these three Great Powers from combining against Germany.




  Despite an evil, false, and genocidal ideology, Hitler’s territorial goals were effectively the same as those of Germany in World War I. For over a decade, he played an exquisitely successful strategic game and came remarkably close to achieving a sustainable victory. Evaluated in this light, World War II looks significantly different compared to the common belief that the Nazis were striving for nothing less than global conquest. The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 1939 becomes obvious from a German point of view. It needed to defeat its enemies sequentially, as it could not stand against all of them at once. The invasion of Russia in June 1941 also appears significantly more rational and well timed: it was a calculated gamble rather than a great mistake. What otherwise would seem to be uncharacteristic forbearance shown by Hitler toward the belligerence of the United States and President Roosevelt is clearly logical under this analysis.




  There are entire books dedicated to enumerating long lists of Hitler’s mistakes.1 Of these errors, the consensus is that the greatest was the German attack on the USSR on June 22, 1941. Consider the following quotes regarding the invasion from esteemed historians Ian Kershaw, Niall Ferguson, Drew Middleton, Joachim Fest, Norman Rich, and William Shirer:




  
	“The decision looks like a death wish for himself and his nation.”2



  	“It is a truth almost universally acknowledged that the attack on the Soviet Union was Hitler’s fatal mistake.”3



  	“Hitler’s decision to invade Russia was the product of the convictions and illusions of the dictator’s demonic psyche.”4



  	“The decision to attack the Soviet Union even before the war in the West was decided has often been viewed as one of Hitler’s ‘blind,’ ‘puzzling,’ or ‘hardly comprehensive’ resolves. . . . His decision to launch the war in the East at this particular time resembled an act of desperation.”5



  	“The German attack on Russia in 1941 has been called the greatest blunder of the Second World War.”6



  	“The destruction of the Soviet Union came first. . . . This, we can now see, was a staggering blunder.”7








  The majority of German casualties took place in crushing defeats in the East, so a conclusion that the invasion was a mistake seems reasonable. Nevertheless, Part I of this book will respectfully argue a different opinion: that an analysis of geopolitics, German war aims, and facts on the ground show that the invasion of the USSR was not a mistake. It was a gamble, yes, and a huge one at that, but one in which the odds were calculated and distinctly in Hitler’s favor. Yes, Germany lost and the USSR won. Nevertheless, Hitler seized on the moment that maximized his chance of victory and minimized Stalin’s. German military power was at its height, while that of the Soviet Union was at a low point. Germany started the invasion brimming with confidence and with willing allies ready to commit blood and treasure to the cause. The USSR was alone, ringed by enemies, and seething with internal dissent in the wake of the murder of millions of its citizens in Stalin’s purges and mass forced starvations. Germany’s position versus its larger eastern neighbor was starkly more advantageous in 1941 compared to that in 1914. We should recall that in 1914 to 1917 the Germans successfully defeated and dismembered Russia, and so hopes of a repeat victory were reasonable rather than delusional.




  Many have made the case that Hitler should have left the USSR alone and focused on other military options available to Germany in 1941. However, this book will attempt to show that these other options were fraught with risk and unlikely to succeed. In addition, if pursued, their failure could place the Third Reich in a position of great disadvantage if the USSR subsequently chose to attack. Hitler knew Stalin had engaged in discussions to ally his nation militarily with Germany’s enemies before and after the war began. The ideologies of the Nazis and the Bolsheviks were diametrically opposed, and the two nations coveted many of the same territories. War between Germany and the USSR in the 1940s was all but inevitable.




  In 1914, Kaiser Wilhelm’s government enumerated its war aims in the Septemberprogramm. One of these goals, the conquest of western Russia, was achieved in 1917. Hitler made clear that he planned to refight and win World War I. He wrote in Mein Kampf that Germany should conquer the western half of the USSR in its quest to achieve Great Power status. Since 1919 the Soviet government had been supporting the Comintern, which fomented violent Bolshevik revolts across Western Europe. Certainly, a reading of the Moscow newspapers and communist theory would lead a rational German strategist to expect the Soviets to march West and conquer as much of Europe as possible at the first opportunity. An attempt had already been made to do this in 1920, but the Poles turned back the Red Army on the outskirts of Warsaw.




  Perhaps a German-Russian war could have been delayed past 1941. Peace could have been maintained for a time with Soviet acceptance of German preeminence in Europe. But Stalin engaged in his own aggressive territorial and diplomatic moves that brought the two totalitarian powers that much closer to war. The partition of Poland created a common frontier between the two Great Powers along which a clash of arms became possible. Stalin then ordered an invasion of the Baltics, which stationed Red Army troops on the German border for the first time. A slice of Romania was annexed, which advanced Soviet forces that much closer to Germany’s primary source of petroleum. Finland was to be absorbed as yet another Soviet Republic, and the flow of critical German imports from Scandinavia would then continue only on the whim of Stalin’s caprice. War was coming. To Hitler, the question was only if it was to be fought on German or Russian soil.




  Part II will examine why the USSR triumphed over the German invaders. Not only the Nazi leadership, but most senior British, Japanese, and American military observers expected the Red Army to be defeated quickly. If nothing else, the almost universal international expectation of German success belies the argument that the Russian invasion was a foolhardy mistake. If Hitler was delusional that his army would conquer the USSR in the second half of 1941, then so too was the US Secretary of War and the British Imperial General Staff. That is not how history played out, but the failure of Operation Barbarossa, the German invasion of the USSR, was not preordained.




  Scholars have offered various arguments to explain the Nazi regime’s defeat in the East: it was due to a failure of its military capabilities, or its logistics train, or Hitler’s leadership, or the fury of the Russian people and their winter. Despite these criticisms, the Wehrmacht advanced with remarkable speed, destroyed army after army arrayed against it, and fought its way more than nine hundred miles into the USSR—to Leningrad, to Moscow, to Stalingrad. This volume will advance an explanation that has not been sufficiently explored. While the most famous image of World War II may be a diplomatic one of Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin sitting together, little discussion has taken place arguing that the Soviet victory can be tied directly to a failure of German diplomacy and coordination with its allies. Had Hitler been able to cajole the Finns to advance further after their initial victories in 1941, and had Japan been persuaded to attack the USSR in the Far East, a Russian military collapse would have been all but assured.




  Even after the Wehrmacht was driven back from Moscow, a German victory over the USSR could still have been achieved in 1942 when the two sides were so evenly matched. The Finns and the Japanese fielded fresh legions massed close to Murmansk and Vladivostok as well as the two railways leading from those ports. Critical shipments of US aid to the Red Army moved along these rails, yet Germany’s allies failed to attack. The USSR stripped these quiet fronts of hundreds of thousands of troops to fight and defeat the Germans from the Baltic to the Volga, and then in the long campaign to Berlin.




  A note on the tone and viewpoint of this book: it attempts to analyze the military strategies of Germany, and within that context, the decisions of its dictator in the initial years of World War II. It is not a polemic against the evil of Hitler, nor an attempt to rank his homicidal policies against those of Stalin. Other books have done that in great detail and in a more compelling manner than I could ever hope to achieve.




  GOALS




  Part I of this book will attempt to persuade that the German attack on the USSR, generally viewed as a monumental blunder, was in fact a calculated, rational choice. In the context of achieving his nation’s war aims, Hitler weighed the odds in 1941, concluded they were in his favor, and rolled the dice. He knew he was taking a great gamble in Russia, and his voiced fears, sleepless nights, and rapid increase in drug use belied the boastful promises of an easy victory he issued to larger audiences.




  Part II will attempt to show that while Hitler came tantalizingly close to victory in the USSR, it was primarily a failure of diplomacy rather than a deficiency in German military acumen or generalship that led to defeat. The cold of the winter, the fighting spirit of the Russian soldier, and the inability to take Moscow will always loom large in the German failure. Nevertheless, I hope to show that the choices made by Finland and Japan in 1941 to 1943 reveal the true proximate cause for Soviet victory.









  
Part I THE GERMAN QUEST FOR GREAT POWER STATUS AND THE LOGIC OF BARBAROSSA













   
• 1 • The German Strategic Predicament and Hitler’s Rise





  As with all nations, geography has defined Germany’s existence. The country sits on the western side of the European Plain, a generally flat area broken up by forest and the rivers that flow primarily to the North, Baltic, and Black seas. With no defining geographic barrier to stop armies, this region has repeatedly been one of the great battlefields of history. In the centuries before the creation of modern Germany, the Plain provided an easy avenue for invasion and counterattack by the powers of the day. The Romans invaded from the west, and waves of tribal invaders flowed in from the steppe to the east. The Goths, Huns, Franks, Swedes, French, Prussians, and Russians all sent army after army back and forth across these lands.




  This geographic position was both Germany’s greatest asset and its greatest weakness. As northern Europe became the richest and most powerful part of the world after 1600, Germany’s central position on the continent placed it strategically to prosper from the region’s growth. An array of navigable rivers—the Rhine, the Danube, the Elbe, the Oder, and their tributaries—allowed for the economical and rapid movement of goods from the interior of the nation to the coast, facilitating the accumulation of capital at population centers along their banks. This process was accelerated by the Industrial Revolution, mechanization of production, and the expansion of railroads that were most useful in flat areas such as the European Plain. In the late nineteenth century, Germany emerged as a major continental power, defeating its primary rival France in 1870, and embarking on a drive toward economic and military hegemony. To the east, Germany had to contend with the massive but backward Russian Empire. In the west, it was confronted not only by a wary France but also by Britain.
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  By the start of the twentieth century, France remained a Great Power, but even with its overseas territories it could not keep pace with a rising Germany. Britain was most interested in maintaining its vast empire and ensuring that no hegemonic power arose in Europe that could threaten its command of the seas or penetrate its channel moat. Britain had been happy to side with German states in the 1700s and 1800s to maintain a balance of power against the French. With Teutonic ascendency and the building of the High Seas Fleet, the British backed France to manage the equilibrium. Russia was late to industrialize but was catching up, and its huge population, vast raw materials, and territorial reach offered significant potential. The Russians were also an imperialist power looking to secure greater control of the littorals of the Baltic and Black seas. Such aims were bound to conflict with an equally expansionist Germany no matter who were the leaders in Moscow and Berlin or the ideologies that drove them.




  A peaceful continuation of the status quo was made increasingly unstable by Germany’s alliance with the Austrian-Hungarian Empire and its kaleidoscope of ethnic nationalities straining for self-determination. A spark was all that was needed to end the peace. That spark was of course ignited in Sarajevo in 1914 with the assassination of the Austrian archduke. So began a thirty-year conflict in which Germany fought to vanquish its continental foes and become a preeminent world power. This struggle only concluded with the final defeat of the last fanatical Nazi soldiers around Hitler’s Berlin bunker in 1945.




  At the start of the conflict in 1914, the geography the European Plain determined the scope of plans for German conquest just as it would in World War II. As the German armies advanced into France in the opening act of the “War to End All Wars,” the government of Kaiser Wilhelm under its chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, established goals for the conflict in what became known as the Septemberprogramm. Despite later protestations that the Allies were just as complicit in the violence of 1914 to 1918, Germany’s explicit war aims were aggressive and extreme in scope: in the west, France was to be permanently relieved of its territory along the English Channel, many of its colonies, and its Great Power status. In addition, French trade with the British Empire would be forbidden, and crippling long-term war reparations would be paid to preclude a potential Gallic rearmament program. Luxembourg was to be annexed, Belgium was to become a dismantled vassal state, and the Netherlands would only survive as an economic dependency.2




  Looking eastward, the German government and its industrial elite concluded that Russia could be defeated first: “A separate peace in the east is certain, if Italy does not enter the war. But even if Italy does become involved, the moment may arise in certain circumstances when Russia is no longer willing to continue the war, and we can as a result conclude a separate agreement with Russia.”3 When this capitulation took place, Germany planned to annex much of western Russia. “In the interest of striking a balance between industry and agriculture, it is also necessary to demand that we obtain new territory in the east—land for settlement—in which new farms could be created for German settlers and land could be provided as well to German workers who might arrive from Russia.”4 This was a plan to implement what we would now refer to as the war crime of “ethnic cleansing.” German farmers could only safely move east into newly annexed territories if the established Slavic occupants were forced off their land and into the shrunken remaining domains of the Russian State. The German government realized that such actions would trigger a retaliation by whoever ruled Russia after the war. Thus, much of the German-ethnic minority that had been living in the tsars’ domains for centuries would be expelled and could be resettled in the newly conquered eastern lands of the expanded Reich. While the German goals of World War I should in no way exonerate Hitler and his henchmen of the crimes committed in the USSR in 1941 to 1944, it is quite clear that the Nazis were following a path blazed by their predecessors.




  The greatly expanded German Empire resulting from a successful implementation of the Septemberprogramm would dominate the continent through a Mitteleuropa economic union that would “provide for ostensible equality among its members, although it will in fact be under German leadership; it must stabilize Germany’s economic predominance in central Europe.”6




  The kaiser’s government also envisioned that its European continental empire would secure shipments of natural resources from newly created Mittelafrika, stretching from the Atlantic to the Indian oceans and made up of then-current German holdings combined with ceded colonial possessions of France, England, and Belgium.




  What is striking is how neatly the goals of the Septemberprogramm match up with the geography of the European Plain. By 1943 the Third Reich achieved these aims for a short period. Hitler’s armies conquered most of the Plain after they seized the littoral along the English Channel and the Bay of Biscay in the west, and then pushed to the Volga River in the east. In both world wars, the Germans were motivated by a perceived need to expand to defendable geographic boundaries.




  From 1914 to 1918, Germany maximized its three great advantages: interior lines of communications, better artillery, and its Army General Staff, which institutionalized military excellence in planning and battle. These factors allowed the Germans to handily outfight and outkill their opponents.7 The British, French, and Americans suffered more war dead on the Western Front than the Germans did in all theaters of the conflict. In addition, despite the common view of World War I as static trench warfare, historian John Mosier points out, “With each year of war, the Central Powers eliminated a major adversary, destroying its army completely and occupying enormous amounts of its territory: Belgium in 1914, Serbia in 1915, Romania in 1916, Italy in 1917, and at the end of 1917, Russia as well.”8 Front lines were pushed back away from the German borders, and the Allies were stretched to the breaking point.




  With the signing of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, Germany secured its territorial goals in Russia and appeared poised to push on to total victory as it redeployed upward of fifty divisions from the Eastern to the Western Front in early 1918. In the Spring Offensive that followed, the Allied armies were driven back toward Paris, and the Germans seemed on the cusp of victory. However, US troops had begun to arrive in France in late 1917. With them came the first cases of the “Spanish flu,” which quickly swept across the continent. By the following August, the American Expeditionary Force, with more than one million men, went on the offensive against a German army ravaged by disease. In the end, weight of numbers, a starving German population, and an outsized impact of the global influenza pandemic on the Central Powers won out, leading to an armistice.9 Instead of shearing off territory from its foes, Germany’s borders shrank as it lost 13 percent of its national territory and ceded its overseas colonies. Rather than receiving massive war reparations, Berlin had to make economically debilitating payments to the Allies. The empires of the Central Powers were shattered. In light of the goals of the Septemberprogramm and the terms of the Brest-Litovsk settlement, the Treaty of Versailles was lenient in comparison. Of course, “fair” is not how most historians have viewed the agreement that ended the “War to End All Wars.”




  The deadliest conflict to date in the history of the world was over and, for a time, Germany was defeated in its quest to dominate Europe. It lost all its overseas colonies as well as a significant chunk of what it considered its home territory to France and Poland. The High Seas Fleet was scuttled, its army reduced in size, and its economy ravaged by hyper-inflation. The nation reached a nadir in early 1923. Germany defaulted on its reparations payments, and in response, France militarily occupied the industrial Ruhr region. Few would have believed that twenty years later Germany would rise to militarily dominate Europe and conquer even more territory than envisioned in the Septemberprogramm. The year 1923 is also the year Adolf Hitler found himself confined to a comfortable jail cell in Bavaria. Once there he began to write Mein Kampf, which envisioned a dramatic recovery for his adopted nation.




  

  THE GEOPOLITICAL IMPERATIVES OF GERMANY’S ADVERSARIES




  To conquer the European Plain and assume the role of a Great Power, Germany would first have to reconstitute itself and rearm. Then it would have to defeat several enemies who each had their own core interests that were antithetical to Hitler’s plans. Let us consider these antagonists in turn.




  Smallest, but of consequence, was Poland, which divided East Prussia from the bulk of Germany and would have to be conquered or subjugated to allow for a Teutonic revival. The Poles had proven their willingness to fight for their independence against long odds as recently as in the victory over the USSR in 1920. Poland’s geographic position was terrible, sandwiched as it was between two larger and more powerful states who desired its territory. With a population and GDP much smaller than that of Germany’s, Poland would fight, but its best chance to survive was through securing allies.




  Next was the old nemesis, France. It could be counted upon to resist Hitler’s goals though it also needed allies to achieve victory against a resurgent Germany. Even with its overseas possessions, France had a smaller GDP than Germany and a smaller local population base. For centuries, the lands west of the Rhine had been attacked by scores of invaders from the east flooding through the European Plain. The modern Germans were only the most recent attackers. The French knew they could not win on their own—they had been beaten by Prussia in 1870 and bled white in 1914 to 1918 before the timely arrival of the American Expeditionary Force. Thus, France had a keen interest in maintaining Germany in a prostrate condition. To the imprisoned Hitler, the recent invasion of the Ruhr and confiscation of its coal output to fuel an adversary’s steel industry was the most concrete example of postwar German national weakness versus the Gallic rival to the west.




  Britain opposed the occupation of the Ruhr and favored allowing Germany to pay a lower level of reparations. Nonetheless, that was not to assume that Britain would support a resurgent and rearmed Germany. Britain could be counted upon to continue its strategy of maintaining a balance of power on the European continent. Over the centuries, the British had undermined the Spanish, the French, and then the Germans in turn. It lent support to whichever lesser continental allies it could find that would occupy the main power of the day. This minimized the possibility of both a loss of control of the seas and the possibility of an invasion of England. British opposition to German continental hegemony could be taken as a given. While Britain maintained the world’s largest navy with a tradition of excellence and victory, the same level of success had rarely been achieved by the Empire’s smaller army. Britain’s military strategy against European rivals had historically been to (1) use its navy to protect the homeland, (2) blockade and raid coastal areas to weaken an opponent, and (3) add its army to those of continental allies so as to eventually form an armed coalition strong enough to resist any hegemonic aspirant. Germany could not hope to control the European Plain unless it secured Britain’s acquiescence. To achieve this, the Germans would have to defeat Britain militarily and end all hopes of the island nation securing continental allies.




  East of Poland lay the Soviet Union, which had reconquered almost all of the lands of the tsars and adopted many of the same expansionist urges. Like the Russian Empire before it, the USSR showed an interest in expanding its borders to the west and southwest. Russia’s historic goals included territorial conquest along the Baltic coast of the European Plain, controlling the Turkish Straits as well as establishing hegemony over the Balkans. But of course, Bolshevik ideology demanded more—much more. Through the Comintern, the Soviet Union endeavored to export its Bolshevik revolution to every corner of the world. Germany was a prime target. Moscow had supported the recent March Action workers’ revolt of the Communist Party of Germany in 1921, which had been violently suppressed by the police and army of the Weimar Republic. While devastated by almost a decade of war (1914–1922), the USSR’s huge population and abundant natural resources represented a great industrial potential that, if achieved, threatened any hopes of German continental hegemony.




  Finally, across the Atlantic waited the United States. Early in its history, the United States had enunciated the Monroe Doctrine and a desire to limit European expansion in the Western Hemisphere. As American power grew, this doctrine morphed into an active policy to push the old powers entirely out of the New World. The French, Russians, and Spanish were ushered out, leaving only the British as a possible hemispheric rival. After the emergence of the United States as a world power in the Spanish-American War, the United States expanded its geopolitical goals to ensure that no hegemonic power arose in Eurasia that could possibly project its power across the oceans. A shared language, legal system, and intertwined financial structures made the United States a natural ally of Britain in supporting the British goal of maintaining a balance of power on the European continent. This explained the US intervention in World War I to halt the rise of Germany. Despite retreating into isolationism after 1918, Hitler would have to assume that American foreign policy would oppose any attempt by Germany to dominate northern Europe.










  HITLER’S STATED GOALS




  Hitler understood that a German rise to European preeminence could only take place after the acquiescence or conquest of several foes. His writings are a scary and jumbled mess—the musings of a racist lunatic. One needs to push through hundreds of pages of vitriol and ramblings to get to the clear strategic goals in the latter parts of Mein Kampf. It is only in Volume II, Chapter 14, that Hitler finally laid out the core of his goals for German hegemony on the North European Plain. Consider the following five quotations (italics from the original text):




(1) “Only an adequately large space on this earth assures a nation of freedom of existence. . . . Hence the German nation can defend its future only as a World Power. . . . The German people entered this struggle as a supposed world power. I say here “supposed” for in reality it was none. If the German nation in 1914 had had a different relation between area and population, Germany really would have been a world power and the War, aside from all other factors, could have been terminated favorably.”10




  (2) “If the National Socialist movement really wants to be consecrated by history with a great mission for our nation, it must be permeated by knowledge and filled with pain at our true situation in this world; boldly and conscious of its goal, it must take up the struggle against the aimlessness and incompetence which have hitherto guided our German nation in the line of foreign affairs. Then, without consideration of ‘traditions’ and prejudices, it must find the courage to gather our people and their strength for an advance along the road that will lead this people from its present restricted living space to new land and soil, and hence also free it from the danger of vanishing from the earth or serving others as a slave nation.”11




  (3) “The demand for restoration of the frontiers of 1914 is a political absurdity of such proportions and consequences as to make it seem a crime. Quite aside from the fact that the Reich’s frontiers in 1914 were anything but logical. For in reality they were neither complete in the sense of embracing the people of German nationality, nor sensible with regard to geo-military expediency.”12




  (4) “For it should scarcely seem questionable to anyone that even the restoration of the frontiers of 1914 could be achieved only by blood. Only childish and naïve minds can lull themselves in the idea that they can bring about a correction of Versailles by wheedling and begging.”13




  (5) “Germany will either be a world power or there will be no Germany. And for world power she needs that magnitude which will give her the position she needs in the present period, and life to her citizens. And so we National Socialists consciously draw a line beneath the foreign policy tendency of our pre-War period. We take up where we broke off six hundred years ago. We stop the endless German movement to the south and west, and turn our gaze toward the land in the east. At long last we break off the colonial and commercial policy of the pre-War period and shift to the soil policy of the future. If we speak of soil in Europe today, we can primarily have in mind only Russia and her vassal border states.”14




  Hitler stated his objectives for his nation quite clearly: (1) Germany needed to become a world power if it wanted to control its own destiny, and it could only do so by expanding its sovereign territory; (2) this expansion would not stop solely at the reclamation of the 1914 borders; (3) Germany would fight to gain the land it required or be destroyed in the attempt; (4) the prime areas of conquest were to the east with a focus on the territory of the USSR.




  Hitler promoted the goal of greater Lebensraum, or “living space” for Germany, but he did not invent the concept. The Pan-German League popularized the term by 1901, and it remained a goal of German nationalists in the decades that followed.15 Long before he rose to power, Hitler acknowledged that his policies would lead to war and the German people needed preparation for a long period of armed conflict. This was quite clear when he wrote, “The task which therefore falls to all really great legislators and statesmen is not so much to prepare for war in a narrow sense, but rather to educate and train thoroughly a people so that to all intents and purposes its future appears inherently assured. In this way even wars lose their character as isolated, more or less violent surprises, instead becoming part of a natural, indeed self-evident pattern of thorough, well secured sustained national development.”16









  THE MARCH TO APPEASEMENT




  There are many factors that led to the rise of militarism, fascism, and dictatorship in Europe in the 1920s and 1930s. Foremost was the economic contraction of the Great Depression, resentment in the shattered pieces of the Central Powers regarding the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, economic elites’ reaction to the threat of communist revolution, and the lack of will exhibited by France and England to stand up to the totalitarian regimes that arose across Europe.17




  Hitler came to power in early 1933 assuming the office of chancellor. He then created the title Führer after also assuming the powers of the presidency in 1934. Hitler engaged in a multifaceted program to implement the strategy laid out in his previous writings:




  
	
Engage in diplomacy to gain back some of the losses of 1918.


  	Rearm and expand the military.


  	Encourage other dictatorial states and movements across the world and form a united front against the power of the British/French alliance.


  	Agitate among Germanic populations in other nations and encourage them to clamor to join the Reich.


  	Violently suppress all domestic groups likely to offer resistance to the program.


  	Prepare the German people for war.







  Hitler received significant support from a military wishing to regain its former glory. Driven back on the battlefield in 1918, and then stripped of its equipment, size, and stature after Versailles, the German officer corps was eager for a rematch. Prior to the Nazi’s assumption of power, the military had already begun to rebuild and expand its forces. In 1932, Chancellor Franz von Papen approved a secret plan of accelerated rearmament, which continued once Hitler took power.18 From 1935 onward, the German military or Wehrmacht (composed of the army, Heer; the navy, Kriegsmarine; and the air force, Luftwaffe) expanded openly.




  Of great consequence was the creation in the interwar period of a military doctrine that became known to the world as Blitzkrieg, or “lightning war.” These new practices very much grew out of the older doctrine of the Prussian army of Bewegungskrieg or “maneuver warfare,” as well as Kampfgruppen or “combined arms.” Simply put, this line of military thinking married the older concepts of rapid movement, breaching of enemy lines, and encirclement of opposing armies with the modern weapons of war. The new German military doctrine led to complementary interactions between the large units of tanks, squadrons of dive bombers, batteries of artillery, and traditional infantry that dominated the battlefield in World War II.




  Diplomacy and propaganda were Germany’s greatest weapons in the 1930s as it expanded and undermined the nontotalitarian nations of Europe. Of course, Hitler’s goal as he had published and repeated in public speeches was a Germany with borders that were significantly larger than those in 1914. Thus, appeasement was always doomed to fail. Hitler did not want only what he gained through diplomacy: the Rhineland, Austria, the Sudetenland, the rump of Czechoslovakia, and the city of Memel. No, he believed that Germany needed to be much larger and have the economic output, workforce, and industrial might to militarily defeat its rivals and achieve its goal of dominating the European Plain.




  Much has been written regarding the folly of the policy of appeasement and that a more robust British and French response to German aggression between 1933 to 1939 could have halted Hitler’s geographic aggrandizement. Certainly, the remilitarization of the Rhineland could have been blocked with only a small amount of military force, and the Czechoslovakians were willing to fight if supported by allies. Many British were of differing opinions regarding Hitler’s true goals. As General Sir Maurice Hankey put it in 1933, “Are we still dealing with the Hitler of Mein Kampf, lulling his opponents to sleep with fair words to gain time to arm his people, and looking always to the day when he can throw off the mask and attack Poland? Or is it a new Hitler, who discovered the burden of responsible office, and wants to extricate himself, like many an earlier tyrant from the commitments of his irresponsible days? That is the riddle that has to be solved.”19




  In general, France was willing to follow the British lead, and the Little Entente (Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Yugoslavia) was willing to follow the French. Sadly, British leaders solved the Nazi “riddle” by believing that Hitler could be appeased with only small tweaks to the borders drawn at Versailles in 1919. Thus, Germany gained the Rhineland, Austria, and Czechoslovakia in turn without firing a shot and then turned its focus east toward Poland.




  One factor behind the appeasement policy was the great fear in the ruling circles of Britain and France of Soviet communism. Many in London and Paris thought that Nazi Germany could be directed against the USSR and its export of revolutionary communism. Former prime minister Lloyd George gave a speech in the British House of Commons in late 1934 in which he stated, “In a very short time, perhaps in a year or two, the Conservative elements of this country will be looking to Germany as the bulwark against Communism in Europe . . . do not let us be in a hurry to condemn Germany. We shall be welcoming Germany as our friend.”20




  As late as 1937, Nevile Henderson, the British ambassador to Germany, wrote, “On the other hand, though Germany must be regarded as the most formidable menace of all at the present moment, there is no reason provided she does not ruthlessly disregard the vital principles of the League of Nations or revert to a policy of naval and overseas rivalry or a renewed push to the West, or deliberately threatens us by air, why—restless and troublesome though she is bound to be—she should perpetually constitute a danger of war for us. To put it quite bluntly, Eastern Europe emphatically is neither definitely settled for all time nor is it a vital British interest and the German is certainly more civilized than the Slav, and in the end, if properly handled, also less potentially dangerous to British interests.”21




  The historical focus on the British in general, and Prime Minister Chamberlain in particular, as deserving of the lion’s share of blame for appeasement is not truly fair. The French withdrawal from the Rhineland, failure to oppose its militarization, and construction of the Maginot Line in the 1930s signaled to its allies in Eastern Europe that France was only willing to fight a defensive struggle against Germany. It is difficult to view the 1934 German-Polish Non-Aggression Pact today as something other than a factor contributing to Poland’s fate. Democratic nation support for the Republican side in the Spanish Civil War was nothing short of pathetic when contrasted with the focused efforts of Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. Even across the Atlantic, FDR was known to escape Washington and the American press corps by taking long fishing excursions when German troops were on the march.22




  Let us also remember that Germany was not alone in fascism’s rise. Hitler found significant allies across Europe. Well before the signing of the 1939 Pact of Steel, Mussolini’s Italy had become a partner of the Third Reich. Similarly, Admiral Horthy’s Hungary was willing to ally itself with Germany in its own quest to wrest territory from its neighbors. Nazi Germany also found amenable governments in Spain, Portugal, and Romania and active fascist movements in Austria, Czechoslovakia, Norway, Croatia, the Netherlands, and even Britain.




  To summarize the results of Hitler’s policies from his ascension to power in 1933 through the summer of 1939:




  
	German troops returned to the Rhineland and militarized the region.




  	A union, or Anschluss, with Austria took place.


  	The German economy surged as it rearmed and experienced a dramatic decline in unemployment.


  	Dissidents, Communists, Jews, the infirm, the disabled, and all others viewed as possible threats to the Nazi regime were harassed, driven from the country, or killed.




  	Hitler’s National Socialist government banned all other political parties.




  	The German armed forces expanded rapidly and prepared to execute on their vision of modern combat.




  	
Italy and Germany provided decisive military aid to the Nationalists in Spain to overthrow the democratically elected Republican government.




  	The nation of Czechoslovakia was dismembered, with the bulk being absorbed by Germany.




  	A robust military and political alliance was signed with Italy. Germany also became diplomatically closer with other militaristic regimes such as those of Japan, Hungary, Spain, and Romania.




  	The strategy of appeasement was finally viewed as flawed, and the Western democracies promised to fight to protect the borders of its Polish ally.







  Germany gained a great deal in a short number of years through diplomacy. By 1939, the period of bluster and threat had ended and war was in sight. The military conflict Hitler had foreseen in Mein Kampf fifteen years earlier was at hand.













 

   
• 2 • German Relative Economic Weakness and the Fall of France





  On the cusp of World War II in Europe, let us evaluate the relative economic strengths of the parties involved and how these measures would impact German plans for a war of territorial expansion.




  A German leader considering fighting a European war in 1939 against the Allies could draw several conclusions from the economic data of the time. Clearly, a short war, or Blitzkrieg, would be advantageous to Germany. Its GDP, with that of annexed Austria and Czechoslovakia, as well as an allied Italy, was roughly equivalent to the combined output of France, Britain, and Poland. Population levels were also similar. Chances of victory were favorable if it could be achieved in short order: the Third Reich would be operating on interior lines of communication, and it did not have to allocate forces to garrison duty in far-off colonies as required by France and Britain. In addition, the Wehrmacht had primarily built its military for a land conflict compared to its opponents with their relatively larger naval forces. The odds against Germany would lengthen if a conflict were to drag on and the economic weight of the French and British colonies were brought to bear. Things would get even worse if the British Dominions joined the conflict to aid the mother country. Canada, Australia, and New Zealand would add thirty-four million in population and a combined GDP a third the size of Britain’s, to the scale’s weight against Germany.1




  At least those additional potential foes were far away across the oceans. Of greater concern would be if the USSR joined the alliance to oppose a Germanic drive for continental European dominance. The Soviet Union had been industrializing rapidly, had a massive population, and its GDP had surged past that of Germany’s. It was imperative that the USSR be excluded from a war at least until after Poland, France, and Britain had been dealt with on the battlefield.




 

     

 
Table 1. GDP by Nation 1929–1939 in Millions of 1990 Geary-Khamis Dollars2






	

	France

	Britain

	Italy

	Germany

	USSR

	US

	Poland

	Austria










	1929

	194,193

	251,348

	125,180

	262,284

	238,392

	843,334

	58,980

	24,647






	1930

	188,558

	249,551

	119,014

	258,602

	252,333

	768,314

	56,247

	23,967






	1931

	177,288

	236,747

	118,323

	238,893

	257,213

	709,332

	52,177

	22,044






	1932

	165,729

	238,544

	122,140

	220,916

	254,424

	615,686

	48,107

	19,769






	1933

	177,577

	245,507

	121,317

	234,778

	264,880

	602,751

	46,771

	19,113






	1934

	175,843

	261,680

	121,826

	256,220

	290,903

	649,316

	47,439

	19,277






	1935

	171,364

	271,788

	133,559

	275,496

	334,818

	698,984

	48,107

	19,652






	1936

	177,866

	284,142

	133,792

	299,753

	361,306

	798,322

	49,504

	20,238






	1937

	188,125

	294,025

	142,954

	317,783

	398,017

	832,469

	58,980

	21,317






	1938

	187,402

	297,619

	143,981

	342,351

	405,220

	799,357

	67,788

	24,037






	1939

	200,840

	300,539

	154,470

	374,577

	430,314

	862,995

	

	27,250











  As if the odds were not already stacked against Germany, the United States was yet another Great Power ready to oppose the creation of a hegemonic state on the European mainland. How could Germany hope to oppose the industrial might of the United States? By the late 1930s, the economic output of much of Europe had recovered from the shock of the Great Depression and then surged ahead. In contrast, the economy of the United States suffered another recession in 1938 and had only recovered to the level of GDP recorded in 1929. Despite this, America’s economic output was double that of Germany’s even with a wealth of underutilized American plant, equipment, and labor. If the United States mobilized its potential, its GDP would swell further past that of Germany’s, allowing the Americans to intervene in a European conflict as they had in 1918.




  In contrast, if Hitler was able to first consolidate the bulk of European economic output under Axis control, then the Third Reich would approach the United States on more or less even terms. Such a consolidation of European power might be sufficient to force a grudging American acceptance of Germany’s new status as a Great Power. Economic considerations made it of paramount importance to Hitler that America not enter a European war until the Third Reich’s continental conquests were complete.




  

  GERMANY’S LACK OF THE “RIGHT” NATURAL RESOURCES: OIL, IRON, AND NICKEL




  Germany certainly had an advantageous location with few geographic barriers, productive agricultural regions, and a large number of navigable rivers emptying into the Baltic, Black, and the North seas so as to facilitate trade and the rise of industry. Unfortunately for Germany, the technology of warfare had evolved in ways not advantageous to that nation’s natural resources. The great inputs of World War I: infantrymen, draft horses, machine gun bullets, barbed wire, and artillery shells all arrived at the front lines by rail. These required great amounts of food, fodder, iron, and coal. The Central Powers were able to supply these, and only years of naval blockade by the Allies finally led to critical shortages, particularly of food. However, by 1939, the tank, the truck, and the airplane had come of age. This is not to say that petroleum, aluminum, and steel were unimportant in World War I, or that horses and railroads were no longer used in World War II. Rather, there had been a massive shift in the importance of, and quantities required of, several industrial commodities to the functioning of armies and economies by the outbreak of World War II.




 

 

     

 
Table 2. 1939 Population of Selected Nations in Millions






	Austria

	6.8






	Czechoslovakia

	10.5






	UK Dominions

	30.0






	Poland

	35.1






	France

	42.0






	Italy

	43.4






	UK

	47.5






	Germany

	68.6






	Japan

	71.9






	USA

	130.5






	USSR

	192.4














  While Germany possessed large supplies of coal, it had effectively no oil, insufficient reserves of iron ore, and little in the way of essential metals such as chromium, nickel, manganese, and tungsten required by the steel industry.3 In addition to this crucial deficiency in petroleum, Hitler’s Third Reich of 1939 was not self-sufficient in iron. The loss of territory in the Treaty of Versailles deprived Germany of much of its iron ore mines as well. France and Britain had the continent’s largest iron output, but these nations were certainly not reliable sources for a Germany bent on territorial expansion. On the eve of World War II, a US government study on European industry argued, “The more one thinks about the status of iron as a power among metals, greater than that of all other metals combined, the more he realizes why nations must secure control of iron ore resources. No war can be waged without considerable stocks of iron, and countries that have achieved dominion over the principal sources of supply have the best chance to win the conflict, provided that they have the furnaces and fuel to melt the iron into steel for munitions.”4 Neutral Sweden ranked third in European reserves of iron, and by the end of the 1930s, it was Germany’s largest source of that import that arrived by ship in Hamburg via Norwegian or Swedish ports.5 Also from Scandinavia came nickel, as the closest mines to Germany were located in northern Finland.




  The only significant source of petroleum close to Germany in 1939 came from the Balkans, which also supplied several other critical natural resources: “South-eastern Europe provided half of Germany’s cereal and livestock requirements. Greece, with Yugoslavia, was the source of 45 percent of the bauxite (aluminum ore) used by German industry, while Yugoslavia supplied 90 percent of its tin, 40 percent of its lead and 10 percent of its copper. Romania and, to a marginal extent, Hungary provided the only supply of oil which lay within the radius of German strategic control.”6 Even with the output of the Balkans, petroleum supplies for the Nazis in wartime would be tight. In addition, by the end of 1940, Germany and its allies only controlled 4 percent of the world’s oil refining capacity. Its declared enemies had 22 percent, and neutral nations (including the USSR and the United States) had the rest.7 Maintaining and protecting a sufficient supply of petroleum to power its tanks, trucks, and aircraft was critical for Germany’s war plans. Perhaps Hitler did not have to conquer Scandinavia and the Balkans, but he could not allow those regions to fall into the hands of any other power.




  Geographically the USSR was the best positioned nation to threaten Germany’s trade links. From the Kronstadt naval base near Leningrad, Soviet forces could interdict Baltic shipping with the world’s largest fleet of submarines.8 From the Ukraine, the Red Army could push into Romania and utilize its Black Sea Fleet to land forces on the Bulgarian coast. Of lesser concern would be a potential British effort to threaten Scandinavian and Balkan trade flows. It would be extremely hazardous for the British navy to sail past Denmark into the Baltic Sea in the face of German naval and aviation opposition. Thus, the British would have to land forces in Norway and advance into Sweden and Finland to impact German ore imports. In the south, the Royal Navy could place an expeditionary force ashore in Greece as it had done in World War I and push up into the Balkans to threaten the Ploesti oil fields in Romania.




  Incorporating geographic, economic, and demographic factors of 1939 versus 1914, a Germany looking to achieve Great Power status and expanded territorial borders would have to defeat Poland, France, and Britain. This victory would need to be achieved quickly before the resources of the overseas French and British empires could be brought to bear, and a naval embargo damaged the German economy. In addition, Hitler required a clear plan as to how to deal with the USSR. In the short term, he needed to forge an understanding with the Soviets to keep them out of the Baltic, the Balkans, and the conflict. If such an understanding could not be maintained until the end of a war, or if the war was not a short one, then Germany would have to conquer much of western USSR to protect its economic base. This would also complete the territorial goals as laid out in the Septemberprogramm a generation before.
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