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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Germany

Adolf Hitler (1889–1945): Nazi Party leader who became chancellor in 1933 and took the additional grandiose title of Führer in 1934 following the death of President Paul von Hindenburg.

Joachim von Ribbentrop (1893–1946): foreign minister who signed the German-Soviet Nonaggression Pact in 1939, which set the stage for Germany’s invasion of Poland that marked the start of World War II. He was the first of the major Nazi war criminals to be hanged in Nuremberg.

Albert Speer (1905–1981): Hitler’s chief architect and, later, from 1942 to 1945, his minister of armaments and war production. Tried and convicted in Nuremberg for war crimes and crimes against humanity, he served a twenty-year sentence in West Berlin’s Spandau Prison.

Franz Halder (1884–1972): chief of the German army’s general staff from 1938 to 1942. Although he worked closely with Hitler during that critical period, he was later implicated in the July 20, 1944, plot to assassinate Hitler and sent to the Dachau concentration camp. After the war, he testified in Nuremberg against the Nazi leaders on trial there. His war diaries have proved invaluable to historians of the Third Reich.

Heinz Guderian (1888–1954): the commander of panzer units and proponent of the blitzkrieg (lightning war) tactics that were employed so effectively in the initial German conquests of World War II. An early favorite of Hitler’s, Guderian repeatedly clashed with the German leader over his handling of the invasion of the Soviet Union. In December 1941 Hitler dismissed him, but Guderian was recalled to wartime duty in 1943.

Georg Thomas (1890–1946): the German army general who was the chief economist of the Wehrmacht (the armed forces) and a longtime specialist in procurement. Thomas tried to warn Hitler of the dangers of launching a wider war but later helped design the Nazis’ Hunger Plan for the Soviet Union. Implicated in the July 20, 1944, plot to assassinate Hitler, he was arrested and held prisoner until the end of the war. He died in American captivity in 1946.

Soviet Union

Joseph Stalin (1878–1953): general secretary of the Communist Party and, as of May 1941, premier of the Soviet Union.

Vyacheslav Molotov (1890–1986): close associate of Stalin who held a variety of top Communist Party and state posts. As foreign minister, he was most famous for signing the German-Soviet Nonaggression Pact, also known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Expelled from the Communist Party in 1962 as a result of de-Stalinization, he was reinstated in the Party in 1984, two years before his death.

Georgy Zhukov (1896–1974): chief of the general staff and Stalin’s top general who led the defense of Moscow and other major campaigns all the way up to the drive on Berlin in 1945.

Anastas Mikoyan (1895–1978): Politburo member and member of the State Defense Committee, among other assignments. Despite his long association with Stalin, the Armenian “old Bolshevik” outlasted him biologically and politically, participating in Nikita Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization campaign.

Ivan Maisky (1884–1975): Soviet ambassador to the United Kingdom from 1932 to 1943. In his extensive diaries, he chronicled his frequent interactions with British officials from Winston Churchill on down. He later participated in the Yalta and Potsdam Conferences. In 1952, shortly before Stalin’s death, he was arrested and accused of espionage and participation in a Zionist conspiracy. He was released in 1955.

Britain

Winston Churchill (1874–1965): prime minister from 1940 to 1945, and from 1951 to 1955.

Anthony Eden (1897–1977): foreign secretary from 1935 to 1938, 1940 to 1945, and 1951 to 1955. Succeeded Churchill as prime minister from 1955 to 1957.

Lord Beaverbrook, William Maxwell Aitken (1879–1964): Canadian-British newspaper publisher who was an early supporter of appeasement but then held a variety of positions in Churchill’s War Cabinet: minister of aircraft production, minister of supply, and minister of war production. Along with Averell Harriman, he led the Anglo-American delegation to meetings with Stalin in Moscow in 1941.

Lord Ismay, General Hastings Ismay (1887–1965): Churchill’s chief military adviser, who supported providing aid to the Soviet Union but was wary of Stalin’s political and territorial ambitions. In 1952 he became the first secretary general of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).

Harold Nicolson (1886–1968): Conservative member of Parliament (MP) and staunch supporter of Churchill, who also worked in the Information Ministry. His diaries and letters provide revealing testimony about the atmosphere in wartime London.

John Colville (1915–1987): Foreign Office staffer who was assigned to 10 Downing Street at age twenty-four in 1939. When Churchill took office in 1940, “Jock” Colville worked closely with him on a daily basis, serving as his principal private secretary. He, too, kept detailed diaries.

United States

Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882–1945): president from 1933 to his death early in his fourth term in 1945.

Harry Hopkins (1890–1946): Roosevelt’s close adviser who embarked on special missions to London and Moscow. As the president’s “personal representative” to Britain, he cultivated strong personal ties with Churchill. He oversaw the Lend-Lease program and advocated unconditional aid to Stalin’s Soviet Union.

W. Averell Harriman (1891–1986): dispatched by Roosevelt to Britain to handle all Lend-Lease matters there, since Hopkins was only an occasional visitor. Along with Lord Beaverbrook, he led the Anglo-American delegation to Moscow, where the two men held extensive talks with Stalin.

John Gilbert Winant (1889–1947): former Republican governor of New Hampshire and Roosevelt’s pick as ambassador to Britain, succeeding the defeatist Joseph Kennedy. He also developed an excellent rapport with Churchill.

Raymond E. Lee (1886–1958): the popular, well-connected military attaché in the US embassy in London. A staunch supporter of US aid for Britain, the army general played an important behind-the-scenes role in preparing for America’s entry into the war.

Charles Lindbergh (1902–1974): famed aviator who became the most prominent spokesman of the America First isolationist movement.



INTRODUCTION

On June 28, 1940, shortly after the German invasion of France and that country’s capitulation, Adolf Hitler visited Paris for the first and only time in his life. During the mere three hours he spent in the French capital, there was no victory parade. The ostensible reason was the fear of British air raids. But the German leader later offered another explanation: “We aren’t at the end yet.”

At that point, Hitler’s Germany had reached its apogee. It had already dismembered Czechoslovakia, annexed Austria, and conquered Poland, Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg, culminating in its especially satisfying humiliation of France. The German military machine looked to be unstoppable.

Nonetheless, Hitler understood that his messianic dream of a new Germanic empire was only partially fulfilled. Three leaders stood in his way. Britain’s Winston Churchill, who replaced Neville Chamberlain as prime minister at the moment that France fell, was proclaiming Britain’s defiance and determination to fight back. The Soviet Union’s Joseph Stalin remained a de facto but uncertain ally since the signing of the Nazi-Soviet pact less than a year earlier, with neither tyrant completely trusting the other not to strike. And across the Atlantic, President Franklin D. Roosevelt was promising to keep the United States out of the conflict, but there was no doubt about his sympathy for an increasingly isolated Britain.

So instead of participating in military festivities in Paris, Hitler used the short visit as an opportunity to get a quick look at the city’s cultural landmarks.

Accompanied by his favorite architect Albert Speer and other aides, he drove directly to the Paris Opera, where an attendant took him on a tour of the empty, lavishly ornamented building. According to Speer, Hitler “went into ecstasies about its beauty.” Then the German delegation took in the Madeleine church, the Champs-Élysées, and the Trocadero before making another brief stop, this time at the Eiffel Tower.

The highlight of the tour, though, was Les Invalides, where Hitler lingered at Napoléon’s tomb. Pierre Huss of the International News Service was one of a small group of correspondents from Berlin who were allowed to witness the scene. The Nazi leader looked lost in his thoughts. “He folded his arms and murmured something we could not hear,” Huss recalled. “His lips moved, as if he were talking to himself, and once or twice he shook his head.”

Hitler came “out of his trance” and leaned forward on the balustrade to stare down at Napoléon’s tomb. “Napoléon, mein lieber, they have made a bad mistake,” he said. Huss admitted: “It startled me, standing there across from a live warlord and a dead emperor.” The correspondent also did not understand what Hitler meant.

The German leader promptly explained to everyone around him: “They have put him down into a hole. People must look down at a coffin far below them. . . . They should look up at Napoléon, feeling small by the very size of the monument or sarcophagus above their heads. You do not impress people if you walk in a street and they are on top of a building. They must look at something above them; you must be the stage and center of attraction above the level of all eyes.”

Hitler was applying the same principles of staging that had proven devastatingly effective at his rallies as he rose to power. In talking about Napoléon, he was also talking about himself. “I shall never make such a mistake,” he continued. “I know how to keep my hold on people after I have passed on. I shall be the Führer they look up at and go home to talk of and remember. My life shall not end in the mere form of death. It will, on the contrary, begin then.” H. R. Knickerbocker, another Berlin-based American correspondent, wrote that it would be wrong to dismiss the analogies between Napoléon and Hitler. “Hitler is the nearest thing to Napoléon since Napoléon,” he argued in his book Is Tomorrow Hitler’s?, which was published in 1941, after he had left Germany. He quoted a French colonel who had marveled at Hitler’s “miraculous sense of timing,” and explained to American readers that the German leader’s military successes were a result of the fact that he was “always right.” As if catching himself, Knickerbocker tacked on a caveat: “Well, nearly always.”

As far as Hitler was concerned, no qualifiers were necessary. On the evening when he returned from Paris to his temporary field quarters in a northern French village, he invited Speer to join him for dinner. “Wasn’t Paris beautiful?” he declared. “But Berlin must be made more beautiful.” Then he added casually: “In the past, I often considered whether we would not have to destroy Paris. But when we are finished in Berlin, Paris will only be a shadow. So why should we destroy it?”

While Hitler knew that he had not yet achieved total victory, his message was that it was coming soon—and Speer needed to start making preparations for a capital worthy of the new empire and its brilliant modern-day emperor. As Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel put it in the aftermath of the French campaign, Hitler had proven himself to be “the greatest military commander of all time.” By then, according to the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung, the German people had convinced themselves that Hitler was their messiah or at least the equivalent of an Old Testament prophet who would “lead them to the Promised Land.”

To the growing ranks of the true believers, victory was no longer a question of “if” but “when.”



A competing narrative was beginning to take shape even before Hitler’s visit to Paris and his subsequent return to Berlin, where he was welcomed with cheers, strewn flowers, and the ringing of bells across the city. It was carefully crafted by Churchill, first in his speeches and then in his memoirs. Following the collapse of France and the spectacular evacuation of 338,000 British and Allied troops from Dunkirk by the Royal Navy and a flotilla of small boats, the prime minister rallied his countrymen with his famous speech on June 4, 1940. Facing a possible German invasion, he pledged to “defend our island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets; we shall never surrender . . .”

But for all that imagery of resistance on land, the next battles were in the skies over England. There, in what became known as the Battle of Britain, Germany suffered its first defeat. The Luftwaffe could not cripple the Royal Air Force, which was bolstered by an influx of Polish, Czech, and Commonwealth pilots. Hitler thereby failed to gain the air superiority his forces needed to launch an invasion of that island nation. “Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilization,” Churchill told the House of Commons on June 18, rallying his countrymen and all those who were seeking to liberate their occupied lands to make this “their finest hour.”

In many accounts of the war, this is presented as the critical period marking the end of Hitler’s string of victories and the beginning of the reversal of fortunes that would lead to Germany’s defeat. “The Second World War seemed to have been decided early—not in May 1945, but after less than a year, in June 1940,” wrote German historian Christian Hartmann. To a limited extent, this is accurate. The Battle of Britain was the first turning point—but it fell far short of a decisive one.

And despite Churchill’s insistence that he had always believed in victory, he was not immune to moments of doubt. In the largely overlooked recollections of Scotland Yard detective W. H. Thompson, his longtime bodyguard revealed one such occasion. Returning from his meeting with King George VI at Buckingham Palace on May 10, 1940, after Chamberlain had tendered his resignation and German troops launched their invasion of France, Churchill was uncharacteristically subdued.

“You know why I have been to Buckingham Palace, Thompson?” he asked.

Thompson replied that he understood that the king had “at last” asked him to form a new government. “I only wish that the position had come your way in better times, for you have taken on an enormous task,” he added.

Churchill had tears in his eyes as he replied: “God alone knows how great it is. I hope that it is not too late. I am very much afraid that it is. We can only do our best.”

There was nothing inevitable about the subsequent sequence of events. As John Winant, who frequently traveled to London and would become US ambassador to Britain in 1941, pointed out: “You could not live in London in those early years and not realize how narrow was the margin of survival. It would have taken so few mistakes to bring about defeat. . . . There were many times in the early years of the war when you felt that the sands would run out and all would be over.”

In fact, Joseph Kennedy, Winant’s predecessor as ambassador, had not only advocated a policy of appeasement but also widely predicted that Britain would not be able to withstand the Nazi onslaught. After Poland fell in September 1939, Kennedy reported that military experts were not giving Britain, backed by its French ally, more than a “Chinaman’s chance” against Germany. Both in Washington and London, he was seen as “a defeatist,” and he kept predicting Britain’s demise even after his return to the United States.

Another foreign ambassador in London, the Soviet envoy Ivan Maisky, wrote in his diary on May 20, 1940, as France was collapsing: “The Anglo-French bourgeois elite is getting what it deserves. . . . We are witnessing the fall of the great capitalist civilization, a fall similar in importance to that of the Roman Empire.” Despite his close social ties with many top British officials, Maisky was relishing what he saw as Britain’s—and, by extension, the whole capitalist world’s—comeuppance.

As for the defeated French, most of their leaders saw no choice but to accept Hitler’s armistice, which meant nothing less than surrender. They not only predicted that Britain would follow their example but sounded eager for it to do so. The French military commander General Maxime Weygand offered a bleak prediction: “In three weeks, England will have her neck wrung like a chicken.”

Even some of Churchill’s staunchest supporters could not help but feel despair as the German blitzkrieg rolled across France. Conservative MP Harold Nicolson made a suicide pact with his wife, the poet and novelist Vita Sackville-West, securing poison pills they pledged to use if they were about to be captured by German invaders. In a letter to Sackville-West, Nicolson wrote that he did not fear that kind of “honourable death.” What he did fear, however, was “being tortured and humiliated.”

Churchill soon managed to lift the spirits of Nicolson and most of his countrymen, aided by the heroism and skill of the pilots who prevailed in the Battle of Britain. Their successes forced the indefinite postponement of Operation Sea Lion, the German plan for an invasion of Britain, in September.

Nonetheless, for the rest of 1940, the war could be described as an uneven stalemate. England had not collapsed, but waves of German bombers took part in the Blitz, dropping their deadly cargo on London, Coventry, and other cities. In the Battle of the Atlantic, U-boats and other German vessels targeted British ships, seeking to further isolate the lone holdout against the Nazi tide. On most of the Continent, the new German masters reigned supreme, unleashing a previously unimaginable reign of terror to subjugate the local populations. The decisive turning points had not been reached yet.

But they would be in 1941.

What transpired in that critical year set the trajectory that would lead to Nazi Germany’s ultimate destruction. It was the year of Germany’s “attack on the whole world,” as German writer Joachim Käppner put it. By the end of 1941, Hitler had taken almost every wrong decision possible. His early successes in Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the Soviet Union that he launched in late June, had turned into the first defeat of the German army on the outskirts of Moscow. His decision to make mass murder and terror his weapons of choice, not just in the first stages of the Holocaust but also in his treatment of Soviet POWs and others in the newly conquered territories, were already beginning to work against him.

The leader who seemed to be so “gloriously right,” as the American correspondent H. R. Knickerbocker had put it earlier, was by then disastrously wrong.

What accounted for this stunning turnaround in the short span of one year? What possessed Hitler to gamble again and again, raising the stakes each time? Once it was clear that Britain was not going to be added to his list of quick conquests, he gambled on delivering a swift knockout blow to the Soviet Union. When that failed, he not only welcomed Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, but rushed to declare war on the United States, thereby putting an end to the efforts of isolationists such as Charles Lindbergh and the America First movement to keep their country out of the conflict. As a result, Churchill’s Britain could boast two new powerful allies: the Soviet Union and the United States.

And what possessed Hitler to pursue a policy of terror and enslavement as his armies scored their initial successes in the western Soviet Union, where many Soviet POWs and local inhabitants would have otherwise welcomed any invader who promised liberation from Stalin’s tyranny? One key part of that rule-by-terror approach was “the Shoah by bullets” carried out by Einsatzgruppen, special squads assigned the task of shooting Jews, Gypsies, and other “enemies” of Nazi rule. It was no accident that 1941 was the year when the Holocaust was set in motion, although the further coordination of the logistics was then left to the Wannsee Conference that took place on January 20, 1942.

To outsiders and even to some of his inner circle, Hitler’s actions in 1941 often looked like lunacy. With the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that he had chosen a path that could only lead to the destruction of his country, his movement, and himself. But a “deranged monster” theory hardly provides adequate explanation for the fateful course he charted, or the mayhem perpetrated in his name. Nor does it explain the roles of the Allied leaders who benefitted from his key miscalculations and parlayed them into a strategy that led to victory in 1945.

World War II was much more than a clash of two opposing political and military alliances. It was at heart a worldwide struggle instigated by a man and a movement whose race-based ideology and inner conviction of infallibility defied common sense. Yet at the same time, it was propelled by a perverse internal logic based on a worldview that made perfect sense to its creator and his devoted followers.

Nineteen forty-one would prove to be the year when the war escalated into a truly global conflict, with Hitler scoring impressive short-term tactical victories while condemning his Third Reich to defeat. His actions also guaranteed that the Third Reich’s murderous policies would continue to take their toll right up until the end of the fighting, dooming millions. Finally, they allowed fellow mass murderer Joseph Stalin, his onetime ally-turned-foe, to dictate the shape of the postwar world, leaving Europe split into two antagonistic camps. This Cold War division remained frozen in place for nearly a half century afterward. That, too, was a legacy of 1941.



A personal note is in order here. During the many years that I worked as a Newsweek foreign correspondent based in cities such as Bonn, Berlin, Moscow, and Warsaw, World War II never felt like a distant abstraction. Its legacy remains a source of constant debate, its horrors a source of constant fascination. The latter raises fundamental questions not just about how someone like Hitler could have come to power but also about basic human nature. As a result, the books I have written since then all deal with various aspects of Hitler’s rise, the war, the Holocaust, and the search for justice afterward.

Each of those projects, along with my reporting for a broad array of articles earlier, helped provide me with research and interviews that I could draw upon for this book. In particular, the numerous interviews I conducted while working on The Greatest Battle, my book about the battle for Moscow, helped me emphasize the key difference between Hitler and Stalin in 1941: how Hitler’s megalomania led him to multiply his mistakes as the year progressed, while Stalin’s megalomania did not prevent him from charting a more calculated course to salvage his country and regime.

Given the passage of time, many of those who participated directly in these events are no longer with us, making my previous interviews all the more valuable. But even at this late date, I was able to find and interview some survivors from that era who I had not tracked down before. At the same time, the literature about World War II has kept growing, which meant that I could benefit from a variety of new studies with new perspectives.

My experiences as a foreign correspondent during the final years of the Cold War and the seismic upheavals that led to the collapse of the Soviet empire have prompted me to keep returning to a central theme: the role of the individual in history. History looks inevitable only in retrospect: in reality, it is shaped by the choices of both political leaders and their subjects, by the powerful and the dissidents—and, at times, by the element of pure chance.

In writing about contemporary events and recent history, I always look for the pivotal moments, actions, and decisions that produced the outcomes we now take for granted. An examination of those moments, especially if it includes a close look at the motivations of the key players, can shed new light on events that are often only partly understood.

In the broader histories of World War II, a single year’s significance can be hard to discern. This book is an attempt to bring the importance of 1941 sharply into focus.



ONE


[image: Image]

“MAD LOGIC”

On January 1, 1941, Ivan Maisky, the long-serving Soviet ambassador in London who frequently both vexed and intrigued his British hosts, made a bold prediction. “This will be the decisive year of the war,” he wrote in his diary. “Hitler must make a supreme effort (most probably in spring or summer) in order to bring the war to an end this year—in his own favor, of course.” It would be “catastrophic” for Germany if the war extended into 1942, he added, because by then, both British and US military production would be in full swing, and the Anglo-American allies would be “capable of simply raining bombs and shells on Germany.” Thus, Hitler needed to deliver “a final, decisive knockout blow” in 1941. While Maisky wrote his diary in Russian, he sprinkled in English words for emphasis—which was the case for “supreme effort” and “knockout blow.”

“But where? In which direction?” he mused. “I think it will be directed against England, for a blow in any other direction cannot produce a decisive effect.”

Maisky was right in the first part of his prediction: 1941 would prove to be the decisive year of the war. But the Soviet envoy was wrong about the direction of Hitler’s next blow. Like his boss Joseph Stalin, he refused to believe the mounting evidence that German plans for the invasion of the Soviet Union were already under way.

This was a huge strategic misjudgment—and far from the only one. As events unfolded in 1941, it became glaringly apparent that the two totalitarian tyrants were miserable judges of each other’s character and mind-set. Stalin was made to look the fool first, but Hitler would soon follow.

The irony is that these two leaders should have understood each other better than anyone else. After all, despite their ideological differences, they had a tremendous amount in common: cynicism, cunning, and staggering brutality. When they concluded their infamous nonaggression pact, signed by their foreign ministers, Joachim von Ribbentrop and Vyacheslav Molotov, on August 23, 1939, they both knew they were green-lighting the start of a new war, allowing the Germans to invade Poland from the west on September 1 and the Red Army to attack from the east on September 17. They were both eager to destroy the Polish state and divvy up the spoils—and, in the process, they appeared to realign themselves against new common enemies: Britain and France.

While proclaiming a new era of cooperation between Moscow and Berlin, Molotov declared in a speech to the Supreme Soviet on October 31: “A short blow at Poland from the German army, followed by one from the Red Army, was enough to reduce to nothing this monster child of the Treaty of Versailles. Now Germany stands for peace, while Britain and France are in favor of continuing the war. As you see, the roles have been reversed.” He added that it was “not only nonsensical but also criminal to pursue a war ‘for the destruction of Hitlerism’ under the bogus banner of a struggle for ‘democracy.’ ” Later, of course, when the two countries were at war with each other, Soviet propagandists would pretend that the Kremlin leaders never expressed such sentiments.

Even in terms of their personal biographies, Hitler and Stalin had much in common. Both men were born far from the political center of the countries they would come to rule: Hitler in Upper Austria, and Stalin in Georgia. Both men had fathers who believed in harsh discipline. Stalin’s father was a cobbler who was probably illiterate. “Undeserved and severe beatings made the boy as hard and heartless as the father was,” recalled a friend of the young Stalin. Hitler’s father, who died when Adolf was only thirteen, was a short-tempered customs official who also did not hesitate to beat his son.

In that era, such parenting was commonplace, and plenty of boys with similar experiences grew up to lead normal lives. In Hitler’s case, his years of drift after his father’s death, including his failure to gain admission to the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts, probably played a bigger role in sustaining his sense of grievance than whatever mistreatment he experienced in his early years. But it is fair to say that both men’s characters were shaped initially by their authoritarian fathers. The result, as General Dmitri Volkogonov, the former propaganda chief of the Red Army, wrote in his epic biography of Stalin, was someone who displayed “contempt for normal human values” and “despised pity, sympathy, mercy.” That description could have fit either tyrant.

Both men also rose to lead their movements by appealing to a collective sense of grievance. Hitler denounced Jews, Communists, the Weimar government and everyone else he blamed for Germany’s defeat in World War I, the humiliating terms of the Versailles Treaty, and the economic and political chaos that followed. Stalin claimed to represent the little people of tsarist Russia, even “the oppressed nationalities and the religions”—the same groups that he immediately labeled as enemies of the Bolshevik Revolution and persecuted when he took charge. Just like Hitler, he never hesitated to promise the exact opposite of what he delivered.

Once in power, both men quickly found pretexts to eliminate any potential rivals. On his deathbed, Vladimir Lenin famously warned against allowing Stalin to succeed him. “Stalin is too crude, and this defect, although quite tolerable in our own midst and in dealings with us Communists, becomes intolerable in a general secretary,” he dictated on January 4, 1923. “That is why I suggest that the comrades think about removing Stalin from that post.” The Party should find someone who is “more tolerant, more loyal, more polite, and more considerate to the comrades, less capricious, etc.”

But that warning, delivered by Lenin’s widow after her husband’s death a year later, came too late. Potential rivals such as Nikolai Bukharin and Leon Trotsky not only lost out in the power struggle but also lost their lives. Bukharin was swept up in the purges of the 1930s, put on display in the leading show trial, and promptly executed; Trotsky fled to Mexico, where a Stalinist agent murdered him with an ice pick in 1940. Hitler made sure that Gregor Strasser, his sole potential rival, lost out in a party power struggle right before the Nazi takeover in 1933. On June 30, 1934, Strasser was among the scores of victims of Hitler’s Night of the Long Knives, which gave a foretaste of the new German leader’s reign of terror.

Stalin, who had taken power a decade earlier than Hitler, boasted a far more extensive record of terror, with millions of victims, than his German counterpart in this period. His Great Terror targeted not just Ukrainian peasants who resisted forced collectivization, along with autocrats and intellectuals, but also the entire power apparatus: the Communist Party, the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, or NKVD (as the forerunner to the KGB was known), and the armed forces. In many cases, the executioners soon found themselves among those who were executed; just like the French Revolution, the Bolshevik Revolution devoured its own children.

During 1937 and 1938 alone, the NKVD rounded up about 1.5 million people, of whom only about 200,000 were released later. Many were dispatched to the Gulag, but about 750,000 of that number were shot outright—their bodies dumped in execution pits near cities all across the country. Among the victims were top military officers, often accused of hatching plots with Nazi Germany at a time when the two militaries had cooperated with the official blessing of their governments. Most of the accused were also tortured mercilessly to elicit full confessions of their imaginary crimes at the show trials.

Stalin reviewed personally many of the execution lists, and dismissed appeals for mercy with his usual fury. “Swine and prostitute,” he wrote on the appeal of General Jonah Yakir. His henchmen followed his lead. Politburo member Lazar Kaganovich added: “For a bastard, scum, and whore, there is only one punishment: the death penalty.” For the families of the victims, the guilty verdicts and executions of their husbands and fathers were often only the starting point of their ordeal. Some of the “wives of enemies of the people” were then tried, sentenced—and, in some cases, shot just like their husbands.

Little wonder that Stalin greeted the news from Germany about the Night of the Long Knives with admiration. “Hitler, what a great man!” he declared. “This is the way you deal with your political opponents.” Hitler was just as impressed by Stalin’s reign of terror and, during the war, once declared: “After the victory over Russia, it would be a good idea to get Stalin to run the country, with German oversight, of course. He knows better than anyone else how to handle the Russians.” This was more an ironical aside than a real recommendation, but it reflected Hitler’s genuinely ambivalent feelings about his rival. Once Germany began to suffer setbacks on the Eastern Front, Hitler also mused that he should have followed Stalin’s example by carrying out a purge of his top military officers.

In many other ways, too, the two dictators resembled each other. They were supposed to be ideological opposites, but it was hardly a coincidence that each built up their image as the all-knowing, all-powerful leader who deserved nothing less than public worship. Valentin Berezhkov, who served as Stalin’s interpreter for his meetings with German and later Allied leaders during the war, visited Berlin with a Soviet trade mission just after the German victory in France in June 1940. He observed Hitler as he arrived at the opera, where he was greeted by a frenzied crowd shouting “Sieg Heil!” “Heil Hitler!” and “Heil Führer!” This produced a startling reflection: “As I am watching all that, I am thinking—and the thought scares me—how much more there is in common between this and our congresses and conferences when Stalin makes his entry into the hall. The same thunderous, never-ending standing ovation. Almost the same hysterical shouts of ‘Glory to Stalin!’ ‘Glory to our leader!’ ”

To those who harbored secret doubts about their own leader, the resemblances were uncanny—but they also noticed differences. Valeria Prokhorova was a student in Moscow during the time of the uneasy Nazi-Soviet alliance and the subsequent German invasion of her country. By then, many of her family members and friends had disappeared during the successive waves of Stalin’s terror. In her eyes, the two dictators were “spiritual brothers,” with the main difference one of style. “Stalin reminds me of a murderer who comes with flowers and candy, while Hitler stands there with a knife and pistol,” she said.

As Hans von Herwarth, a German diplomat who served in Moscow in the 1930s, saw it, Stalin’s “flowers and candy” approach could be highly effective. “Stalin struck me then as exuberant, not without charm, and with a pronounced capacity for enjoying himself,” he wrote. “What a contrast he seemed to make with Hitler, who had so little zest for pleasure!” Herwarth may have heightened the contrast because of his dislike of Hitler. But he also pointed out “the feline manner in which he [Stalin] moved,” likening him to “a kind of lynx or tiger.” The image was that of an attractive yet dangerous animal.

And while tigers may look and even act alike, they can turn on one another very quickly. For Hitler, this was no mere theoretical possibility: he had been contemplating the conquest of his giant neighbor to the east from his earliest days, when he mapped out his Weltanschauung—his worldview—in his autobiographical screed Mein Kampf.



The Nazi Party was still in its infancy when Hitler launched his abortive Beer Hall Putsch in Munich. On November 9, 1923, along with World War I hero General Erich Ludendorff, he led the Brownshirts in their bid to topple the Bavarian government—with the further grandiose ambition of marching on Berlin and putting an end to the Weimar Republic. All this proved to be a short-lived fantasy when the state police met the Nazis with a burst of machine-gun fire. Found guilty of treason in early 1924, Hitler was dispatched to Landsberg Prison, where he received pampered treatment as a local celebrity—and then was released after serving less than nine months of his five-year sentence. During that short spell behind bars, he worked on the autobiography that would prove to be an invaluable tool as he sought to rebuild his movement.

To this day, many people who claim familiarity with Hitler’s thinking have read only excerpts from Mein Kampf. That is hardly surprising. After all, much of the prose is so turgid that even his supporters had difficulty wading through it.

Otto Strasser was an early follower of Hitler but had the good sense to break with him and escape from Germany before he met the same fate as his brother Gregor did on the Night of the Long Knives. During the 1927 party congress in Nuremberg, he recalled, he was at a dinner with several top Nazi officials. When it became apparent that no one had read all of Mein Kampf, they agreed they would ask anyone who joined them if he had done so—and stick that person with the bill. “Nobody had read Mein Kampf, so everyone had to pay his own bill,” Strasser reported.

The parts of the volume that are most familiar to the general public illustrate Hitler’s obsessive anti-Semitism and determination to “wipe out the vermin,” “a maggot in a rotting body,” as he characterized Jews. “All who are not of good race in this world are chaff,” he wrote. The Jew is “the eternal blood-sucker,” and “the hissing of the Jewish world hydra” represents the greatest danger to the Aryan race. Conversely, he argued: “A state which in this age of racial poisoning dedicates itself to the care of the best racial elements must someday become lord of the earth.”

But the sections that are worth examining more carefully, which signal the kind of thinking that spurred Hitler’s major actions in 1941, focus on Germany’s place in the world and, in particular, his determination to conquer and colonize Russia. Despite Hitler’s marriage of convenience with Stalin at the beginning of the war and the German leader’s occasional admission that he was impressed by the ruthlessness of his Soviet counterpart, they explain why he was never going to abandon that goal. Tactics dictated the Nazi-Soviet pact; his worldview dictated that it be short lived.

As Hitler explained, “Germany today is no world power” [his italics] and “Germany will either be a world power or there will be no Germany.” He envied Britain’s far-flung empire but understood that Germany could look for new lands to conquer only within Europe. The alleged reason for his push for Germany’s expansion: its need for Lebensraum—living space—to spread out its “excess population” and gain access to more natural resources. In Malthusian terms, he added: “If this earth really has room for all of us to live in, let us be given the soil we need for our livelihood.” Anticipating the fact that other nations would hardly agree to this, he argued that “then the law of self-preservation goes into effect; and what is refused to amicable methods, it is up to the fist to take.”

For Germany, the only logical direction to look was eastward—“by and large only at the expense of Russia.” Political boundaries should not be taken seriously; what was important, he maintained, were “the boundaries of eternal justice.” This vision dovetailed with his conviction that Russia was a land controlled by Jews, and Marxism “systematically plans to hand the world over to the Jews.” In his mind, the Jewish race and the Bolshevik creed were inextricably linked. Therefore, “the end of Jewish rule in Russia will also be the end of Russia as a state.” It would constitute the critical step in “a war of annihilation on Marxism” everywhere.

But Hitler was aware of historical precedent, which demonstrated that Russia could be a formidable foe. In World War I, he wrote, German forces had fought “without the slightest success” on the Russian front for three years. “The Allies almost laughed over this aimless undertaking,” he wrote. “For in the end, the Russian giant with his overwhelming number of men was sure to remain the victor while Germany would inevitably collapse from loss of blood.”

To achieve his goal, Hitler seemingly recognized that Germany had to find support elsewhere on the Continent. In Mein Kampf, he came to one conclusion: “For such a policy, there was but one ally in Europe: England.” While he also mentioned Italy as a potential ally and praised Benito Mussolini as “the great man south of the Alps,” he assumed that Germany would need at least the tacit backing of one of the bigger powers—and France, which he viewed as “the inexorable mortal enemy of the German people,” was never an option. “England desires no Germany as a world power, but France wishes no power at all called Germany,” he wrote.

In other words, France was still seeking the total destruction of Germany. England, on the other hand, could tolerate Germany as a continental power, leaving Britain as the uncontested global one. In essence, he was proposing his version of a grand bargain with Britain’s rulers, an idea that he would return to again and again.

From his earliest days, though, Hitler was fully committed to implementing his vision, regardless of whether he could convince England to protect his back as he mobilized Germany to strike eastward—or to remain on the sidelines whenever he would choose to strike in the opposite direction against France. In February 1936, at his mountain retreat in Obersalzberg, Hitler told Albert Speer: “There are two possibilities for me: To win through with all my plans, or to fail. If I win, I shall be one of the greatest men in history. If I fail, I shall be condemned, despised, and damned.”

At least in the latter part of his prophecy, he proved to be absolutely right.



Aside from his skills as an orator and stage master, Hitler displayed a mixture of talents and idiosyncrasies that kept those around him both in awe and frequently off guard. According to Percy Ernst Schramm, who served as Hitler’s war diarist from 1943 to the end of the conflict, the dictator realized that most people had a hard time dealing with his piercing eyes. “Knowing this, Hitler looked people straight in the eye without blinking,” he recalled. At the same time, Hitler was quite capable of telling jokes, drawing on his “phenomenal memory.” Yet he could switch in a second from appearing gracious, particularly with women and children, to “ferocity—morally, uninhibited, ruthless, ‘ice-cold.’ ”

Hans Karl von Hasselbach, one of Hitler’s physicians, noted after the war that he had “an extraordinarily high estimation of his own capabilities,” and that he considered himself to be an expert on almost any subject or country. But before the war, he demonstrated no interest in traveling outside of Germany and Austria to broaden his knowledge of foreign peoples and cultures. He was convinced he could teach himself everything he needed to know without stepping out of his familiar surroundings.

Hitler was indeed capable of learning enough to impress many of those around him. General Alfred Jodl, who worked closely with him on a daily basis, marveled at his “astounding technical and tactical vision” that allowed him to guide the development of new weaponry. He would routinely demonstrate his familiarity with details that no one expected him to know. For Schramm, though, this was a key element in his ultimate failure. “Even in technological questions, Hitler was his own worst enemy as he became more and more firmly convinced that he knew more than anyone else,” he explained.

Hitler also considered himself an expert judge of others. In fact, as Hasselbach pointed out, Hitler “underestimated many of his opponents in an ominous fashion.” This would prove to be true in his military, political, and economic calculations from the time he was preparing for war right up until his final days in his bunker in Berlin. It was particularly true in his dealings with the leaders of the other major powers who would soon be allied against him.

In Mein Kampf, Hitler unwittingly identified another one of his failings that manifested itself in his preparations for war: his disregard for the economic underpinnings needed for a successful military strategy. “Economics is only of second- or third-rate importance, and the primary role falls to factors of politics, ethics, morality, and blood,” he wrote.

Hermann Göring, the head of the Luftwaffe, who was already considered the second most powerful man in the country, echoed those sentiments in a meeting with army officers in the summer of 1938. “The armed forces should not concern themselves with the fate of the economy,” he told them, since he had “sole responsibility” for such matters. “The collapse of parts of the economy was irrelevant. Ways will be found.”

Both before the outbreak of the war and in its early days, other members of Hitler’s entourage, including within the military, attempted to warn the German leader that he was charting a dangerous course. They feared that his dismissing economic considerations, along with underestimating the strength and political will of Germany’s likely opponents, could prove to be a fatal combination. Even Göring expressed similar concerns on occasion. But all of them would be overruled again and again.

In the buildup to the crisis over Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland in 1938, General Ludwig von Beck, chief of the general staff of the army, had been in the forefront of those issuing such warnings. He was particularly alarmed that Hitler would risk a war with the Western powers at a time when he was convinced Germany would not have the arms or the resources to prevail. Beck sought assurances from him that his pressure on Czechoslovakia would not lead to war, and he tried to rally his fellow senior officers to stand up to Hitler with him. He failed on both counts and resigned in August.

A small group of anti-Hitler conspirators had then hoped to enlist Beck’s successor, Franz Halder, in their cause, possibly mounting a coup. According to Jacob Beam, a young staffer at the US embassy in Berlin who met one of the plotters, “The plan was to assassinate Hitler if he moved to the point of making war.” Beam’s senior colleagues were dismissive of his report, although it was consistent with what Halder and several other senior officers claimed at the end of World War II. But once Britain and France acceded to Hitler’s annexation of the Sudetenland and signed the Munich Pact in September, any plans for overthrowing the dictator were abandoned. It was hard to argue with such spectacular success.

Field Marshal Erich von Manstein wrote after the war: “We had watched Germany’s precarious course along the razor’s edge to date with close attention and were increasingly amazed at Hitler’s incredible luck in attaining—hitherto without recourse to arms—all his overt and covert political aims. The man seemed to have an infallible instinct.”

When the appeasement deal was struck in Munich, and Chamberlain made his infamous “peace in our time” pronouncement, even Hitler appeared astounded by his victory. Earlier, William Shirer, the CBS correspondent in Berlin, had noticed Hitler’s nervous tic as he made his demands for the Sudetenland. Observing Hitler upon his return to the German capital, he noted: “How different Hitler at two this morning. . . . I noticed his swagger. The tic was gone!”

But if Hitler had proven to his doubting generals that their fears of British and French intervention were misplaced at that point, the larger question of whether Germany literally could afford a new conflict remained open.

Two officials took on this issue directly. The first was Reich Finance Minister Schwerin von Krosigk. During that fateful summer of 1938, he was acutely aware of the soaring costs of Germany’s rapid military buildup and the strain this was putting on the country’s finances. He had raised taxes and increased borrowing, but worried how much longer he could maintain a steady course—and if a new war broke out, how long Germany could hold out against its foes.

In a memorandum that summer, he pointed out that “every war in the future will be fought not only with military means but also will be an economic war of greatest scope.” Krosigk, who had firsthand experience in England as a Rhodes scholar, warned that Britain would be a formidable adversary in any conflict, even if it appeared weak at the moment, with its army far from ready. It had “two great trump cards,” he wrote. “One is the soon-expected active participation of the United States of America in the war.” The other was Germany’s “financial and economic weakness.”

If a war started, he warned, England would try to outlast any initial German victories, waiting for the Reich to become “weaker and weaker” because of its economic vulnerabilities. By then, the United States would supply England with arms and airplanes, altering the military balance. Krosigk’s recommendation, which, not coincidentally, echoed the advice of Beck before his resignation, was for Germany to step back from confrontation, at least for the immediate future.

The other key figure in the battle to convince Hitler to slow down in his rush to war was Major General Georg Thomas, the Wehrmacht’s chief economist and a longtime specialist in procurement. In 1939, as the German leader was signaling his intention to move against Poland next, Thomas offered another set of warnings about German-versus-Western capabilities. Like Krosigk and others, he already viewed Washington as London’s ally. Consequently, he explained to Foreign Ministry officials that, along with its empire, Britain could rely on “the United States as an armory and reservoir of raw materials.”

Thomas offered specific calculations to make his case about the significance of this development. Comparing the combined planned defense expenditures of Britain, France, and the United States with the combined expenditures of Germany and Italy for 1939–1940, he calculated that the Western powers would be in a position to outspend Germany and Italy by the equivalent of at least 2 billion reichsmarks in 1940. And this was at a time when Germany was devoting a staggering 23 percent of its national income to military needs. Although Britain was increasing its military spending, it was at 12 percent, in Thomas’s calculations, while the United States was at a mere 2 percent. According to his analysis, the balance of forces was certainly not in Germany’s favor, and it was likely only to deteriorate further.

The United States, in particular, had plenty of room to beef up its military expenditures. Germany, on the other hand, was already stretching some of its resources to the limit. General Walter von Brauchitsch, the army’s commander in chief, pointed out that shortages of rod iron, steel, and copper were hobbling the country’s rearmament effort. Adam Tooze, the author of The Wages of Destruction: The Making and Breaking of the Nazi Economy, a detailed examination of the economy of the Third Reich and the debate about its implications for the war effort, explained what this meant: “Germany’s ‘wartime economy at peace’ had reached a critical threshold.”

Thomas kept insisting that his calculations about the industrial resources of the Western countries demonstrated that Germany should not risk a war with England and France by attacking Poland. Hitler was aware of his country’s precarious position. But he also knew, as Tooze put it, “that the Third Reich had assembled both the largest and most combat-ready army in Europe, as well as the best air force” by the summer of 1939.

On August 26 Thomas pressed his case by providing new charts and tables to General Wilhelm Keitel. In his diary, Thomas recorded the reaction: “Was not well received, but K. [Keitel] agreed to speak to the Führer again.” The next day, Thomas had the chance to raise the issue with Hitler directly. “Again sharp rebuke,” he noted, adding that he was kicked out of the meeting. Hitler’s final words to him: “Stop bothering me with the bloody Western situation.”

What accounted for Hitler’s anger? The German leader understood many of the negative trends that Thomas was projecting but did not accept his recommendation to hold off on the invasion of Poland. In effect, as Tooze explains in his authoritative study, Hitler drew the exact opposite conclusion, based on his own “mad logic” that made perfect sense to him: if Germany’s position was likely to get worse over time, then this was the moment to strike.

On September 1, 1939, German forces launched their attack. It would be the first in a series of Hitler’s decisions to ignore large, blinking yellow lights when contemplating military action. In Hitler’s mind, all such warnings proved that his troops should race through them as fast as possible.



In his preparations for war, Hitler had recognized the danger of provoking his more powerful enemies to the east and west simultaneously. In that sense, the warnings of his subordinates had not gone completely unnoticed. As a result, the German leader pursued a two-pronged strategy. The first part was to ensnare Russia as a partner in the dismemberment of Poland, thereby guaranteeing that it would not become an immediate enemy on the battlefield. The second was a long-shot hope: as German troops were crushing Poland with an impressive display of overwhelming might, Britain and France would back down from their pledges to fight for that country; they would accept the seemingly inevitable, just as they had in the case of Czechoslovakia.

Despite Hitler’s and Stalin’s similarities and admiration of each other’s ruthlessness, the two totalitarian leaders went into their provisional partnership with their eyes wide open. Hitler had spelled out his views about Russia’s leaders in Mein Kampf: “Never forget that the rulers of present-day Russia are common blood-stained criminals; that they are the scum of humanity. . . . Furthermore, do not forget that these rulers belong to a race which combines, in a rare mixture, bestial cruelty and an inconceivable gift for lying, and which today more than ever is conscious of a mission to impose its bloody oppression on the whole world.”

Stalin was well aware of Hitler’s rants on the subject of his country—and his ambitions to make it the new frontier of a German empire. He had read those parts of Mein Kampf that left no doubt about Hitler’s goal of conquering and enslaving Russia. Stalin had also read Konrad Heiden’s History of National Socialism, which offered a clear warning about Hitler’s tactics. “His promises cannot be regarded as that of a reliable partner,” Heiden wrote. “He breaks them when it is in his interest to do so.”

As the two sides wrapped up their negotiations for the nonaggression pact, they went through the motions of proclaiming their good intentions. When Ribbentrop arrived in Moscow to sign the agreement, he assured his Soviet hosts that Germany was focused on threats from the West, not from the Kremlin. Lifting a glass of champagne, Stalin proposed a toast to Hitler’s health. But the Soviet leader let loose with his true feelings when Ribbentrop suggested a flowery preamble to the pact.

“The Soviet Union could not possibly present to the Soviet people in good faith assurances of friendship with Germany, when, for six years, the Nazi government has showered the Soviet government with buckets of shit,” he declared. And during the signing of the pact, Stalin added, “Of course, we are not forgetting that your ultimate aim is to attack us.”

Nonetheless, both leaders were delighted by the result. Hitler had the guarantee he needed that the Soviet Union would not choose this moment to attack him. Stalin, for his part, believed he had outsmarted both Hitler and the West, allowing him to seize eastern Poland and the Baltic states as well. “Hitler wants to trick us, but I think we’ve got the better of him,” he told Ukraine’s Communist Party leader Nikita Khrushchev.

Hitler’s hopes for keeping Britain and France out of the conflict were quickly dashed. As late as August 29, just before Germany invaded Poland on September 1, General Halder noted in his diary: “The general impression is that Britain is ‘soft’ on the issue of a major war.” At nine o’clock on the morning of September 3, however, Sir Nevile Henderson, the British ambassador in Berlin, delivered an ultimatum to the German government to cease all aggressive actions against Poland. If it failed to do so by eleven that morning, Britain would declare war on Germany.

Henderson had wanted to deliver the ultimatum personally to Ribbentrop, but the foreign minister sent his interpreter, Paul Schmidt, to meet him instead. Schmidt promptly took the British demand to the chancellery. Stepping into the office, he saw Hitler seated at his desk and Ribbentrop standing by the window. Schmidt translated the note for them. He later described the scene:

“When I finished, there was dead silence. . . . Hitler sat immobile, staring into space. He was not stunned, as was later asserted, nor did he rant, as others claimed. He sat absolutely silent and unmoving. After an interval, which seemed an eternity to me, he turned to Ribbentrop, who had remained frozen by the window. ‘What now?’ Hitler asked his foreign minister with a furious glare, as if to say that Ribbentrop had misinformed him about the probable reaction of the British. Ribbentrop replied in a muted voice: ‘I assume that within the hour, the French will hand us a similar ultimatum.’ ”

Both Britain and France did declare war on Germany that day as promised. Interestingly, while the invasion of Poland on September 1 was the beginning of World War II, Nazi Germany treated that date as merely marking the “counterattack” against Poland. As long as the Third Reich existed, Germans were taught that World War II started on September 3, launched by Britain and France against them.

As the Poles soon learned, their allies were not ready to assist them in any significant way. Despite the valiant resistance of Polish forces, the German invaders overwhelmed them quickly with their superior firepower, as Hitler had anticipated. The initial British action of dropping leaflets over Germany looked almost comically ineffective—more a display of impotence than power. But even when the first bombing raids began, with British planes attacking German ships and other military targets, the conflict was promptly dubbed “the phony war.” It signaled the Western powers’ inability to seriously slow, much less reverse, Hitler’s momentum.

This allowed the German leader to continue to minimize the significance of his miscalculation about Britain and France. “He stuck unswervingly to his opinion that the West was too feeble and too decadent to begin the war seriously,” Speer recalled. But once again, it would be Hitler who would push to escalate the conflict to the point where his enemies had no choice but to take it seriously and act accordingly.

Despite the success of the Polish campaign, those military skeptics who had tried to slow down Hitler’s rush to war tried to push their case again—this time while Hitler was preparing to target France. On November 5, 1939, General Brauchitsch presented Hitler with statistics about the problems with Wehrmacht equipment, maintaining that more time was needed to prepare for any new offensive. Hitler’s response was to berate him at length and to angrily denounce the “sabotage” of the Wehrmacht commanders.

A month later, Thomas, the Wehrmacht’s economic expert, argued that more steel should be diverted to export production rather than allocated almost entirely to the military. In a long war, he warned, as he had before the invasion of Poland, Germany would falter if it did not bolster its economic base.

Relaying Hitler’s response, General Keitel told him: “The Führer himself has recognized that we cannot last out a war of long duration. The war must be finished rapidly.” In other words, Hitler was once again taking the appeals of his subordinates about the need for more time to prepare for the next stage of the war as a reason to arrive at a diametrically opposite conclusion: all their supporting arguments, he insisted, buttressed his case for immediate action.

In March 1940 Hitler wrote to Mussolini that Britain was fully committed to an all-out war. Its introduction of the draft and rearmament program meant that “a significant shift in the balance of forces in our favor was barely conceivable.” The upshot: Germany needed to take advantage of its current strength before the balance of power shifted to its enemies.

Given the subsequent string of victories of his armies in Western Europe, particularly in France, Hitler’s mad logic appeared to be vindicated yet again.



For Stalin, the speed and breadth of Hitler’s successes was deeply unsettling—and not something he had anticipated. Khrushchev was with him when he heard about France’s surrender. “He was racing around cursing like a cab driver,” Khrushchev recalled. “He cursed the French. He cursed the English. How could they allow Hitler to defeat them, to crush them?” Stalin also revealed his underlying fear: all of this would allow Hitler “to beat our brains in.”

Stalin had plenty of reasons to feel vulnerable. In stark contrast to the German record of swift conquest, the Soviet Union’s attack on tiny Finland on November 30, 1939, turned into a protracted winter war, which Politburo member Anastas Mikoyan described later as a “shamefully conducted” campaign. Stalin had predicted victory in two weeks, allowing him to install an already prepared puppet government and turn Finland into the Karelo-Finnish Soviet Republic. Instead, the Finns fought back ferociously, stunning the ill-prepared Soviet forces.

As Khrushchev noted in his memoirs, “Most of our troops were ground up by the Finns.” The casualty figures confirm this bleak assessment: more than 125,000 Soviet troops perished in the conflict, while Finnish losses totaled about 48,000. When the Finns were finally forced to accept the Moscow Peace Treaty in March 1940, they lost a good chunk of their territory—but they had succeeded in humiliating the Kremlin. None of that was lost on Hitler and his generals. “The Germans could see that the USSR was a giant with feet of clay,” Khrushchev added. “Hitler must have concluded that if the Finns could put up such resistance, then the mighty Germans would need only one powerful blow to topple the giant.”

As for Stalin, Khrushchev concluded, he had “lost his nerve” after his pyrrhic victory. “He probably lost whatever confidence he had that our army could cope with Hitler.” In fact, Stalin would later complain to Churchill and Roosevelt that “the Red Army was good for nothing” in the Finnish campaign.

As Hitler saw it, there was another reason to feel increasingly confident that the Red Army would not be able to survive an all-out attack by his forces. The German leader may have admired the brutality of Stalin’s purges of his top brass, but he also recognized that the wave of show trials and executions had taken its toll on the armed forces. In 1938 Kliment Voroshilov, the defense commissar, reported the “impressive” tally for the Red Army, which had been cleansed of more than forty thousand men. “The purge was drastic and thorough,” he said. “We purged everyone that it was necessary to purge, starting with high positions and finishing with the low ones.”

The results were devastating. Konstantin Rokossovsky, who was imprisoned for two years but was lucky enough to survive and even emerge as a top general during the war, declared: “This is worse than when artillery fires on its own troops.” The top ranks were hit the hardest. Three of the five marshals, thirteen of the fifteen army commanders, and eight of the nine fleet admirals were among the victims, and so on down the chain of command. “So many were executed that the high command as well as middle and lower echelons were devastated,” Khrushchev wrote. “As a result, our army was deprived of the cadres who had gained experience in the civil war, and we faced a new enemy unprepared.”

Khrushchev was not alone in that assessment. According to Stepan Mikoyan, his father, Anastas Mikoyan, did not hide his feelings in their discussions at home. The loss of so many experienced military officers, he told him, “produced the most damaging effect on both the preparation for repelling Hitler’s attack and the course of the war itself.” Stalin’s biographer General Volkogonov insisted that the purges “forged the defeats of 1941 which were to bring millions of new victims.”

But those were judgments made later. The key question in the period of the nonaggression pact was how Stalin and Hitler viewed their respective strengths and weaknesses, and what decisions they should make based on that analysis. Not surprisingly, they reached diametrically opposite conclusions.

Recognizing his country’s vulnerabilities, many of his own making, Stalin acted as if he could rely on the de facto alliance he had forged with Hitler to keep the peace between them—at least for a good while. He may have realized that this was only a temporary state of affairs, but he wanted to stretch it out as long as possible to allow him to bolster his country’s forces. Besides, so long as the war was taking place elsewhere in Europe, the Western world was in the kind of crisis that might work to the advantage of Soviet long-term interests.

To keep Hitler at bay, Stalin made sure his subordinates honored the trade and other agreements with Germany, while the Germans regularly fell behind in their deliveries. During the run-up to the German invasion of his country, the Soviet Union provided huge amounts of oil, wood, copper, manganese, rubber, grain, and other supplies. In April 1941, for example, it sent 208,000 tons of grain, 90,000 tons of oil, and 6,340 tons of nonferrous metals to Germany. As the warnings mounted from Stalin’s spies and elsewhere that he was only strengthening a formidable military opponent who was about to turn against him, Stalin was even more insistent on keeping those commitments. He wanted to prove to Hitler that he was not suspicious of him, figuring that the German leader was more likely to strike if he came to the opposite conclusion.

Khrushchev summed up the practical implications. “So while those sparrows kept chirping, ‘Look out for Hitler!’ Stalin was punctually sending the Germans trainload after trainload of grain and petroleum. He wanted to butter up Hitler by living up to the terms of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact!”

The “sparrows” included Soviet spies abroad. In June 1940, while German forces were still fighting in France, Colonel Ivan Dergachev, the Soviet military attaché in Bulgaria, sent a report from a source who predicted the armistice with France and “within a month’s time” an attack on the Soviet Union. “The purpose would be to destroy Communism in the Soviet Union and create a fascist regime there,” he wrote. Other reports were more accurate about the timing of the invasion, which was still a year away. A source code-named Ariets reported from Berlin on September 29, 1940, that Hitler planned to “resolve problems in the east in the spring of next year.”

The warnings would multiply in early 1941, but Stalin was not listening.



Hitler had also played the game of seeking to reassure Stalin. As soon as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was concluded, he instructed Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, the head of German military intelligence known as the Abwehr, to refrain from any operations that could be seen as targeting the Soviet Union. The spy agency immediately abandoned its efforts to cultivate sources there. In a directive on March 26, 1940, Canaris relayed those orders. “Nothing must be done to offend the Russians,” it declared. As Canaris’s biographer Hans Höhne pointed out, “The result of this self-inflicted paralysis was the Abwehr had almost no idea of what was going on inside Russia.”

The difference between Hitler and Stalin was that the German leader had never abandoned the goal that he had first spelled out in Mein Kampf: the conquest of Russia. After the failure of the Luftwaffe to dominate the skies over Britain and thereby prepare the way for an invasion of that country, Hitler refocused on that original objective. His reasoning why this was the next obvious move was, as always, convoluted. Nonetheless, he characteristically insisted that it made perfect sense, rejecting the advice of anyone who dared to voice any objections or doubts.

In a discussion with his military leaders on July 31, 1940, Hitler argued that the fulfillment of his dream of conquering Russia would solve his other problems as well—in fact, it would be the key to victory in the global struggle. According to General Halder’s account, he made the following points:

“Britain’s hope lies in Russia and the United States. [Halder’s italics] If Russia drops out of the picture, America, too, is lost for Britain, because elimination of Russia would tremendously increase Japan’s power in the Far East.”

“Russia is the Far Eastern sword of Britain and the United States pointed at Japan.” Once Russia was defeated, he reasoned, the Japanese would tie down the Americans in the Far East. Those developments would also seal the fate of Britain. “With Russia smashed, Britain’s last hope would be shattered. Germany then will be master of Europe and the Balkans.”

Hitler’s conclusion: “Decision: Russia’s destruction must therefore be made a part of this struggle. Spring 1941. The sooner Russia is crushed the better.”

As was the case before Hitler unleashed his forces against Poland and then Western Europe, some of his officials were skeptical about the wisdom of taking on their huge Eastern neighbor. Serving in the German embassy in Moscow in the 1930s, Herwarth—whose anti-Nazi views had prompted him to forge close ties with Western diplomats—soon learned that any attempt to warn Berlin against underestimating Russia’s capabilities could backfire. “We decided that our responsibility was to point out the continuing strength of the Soviet Union,” he recalled. But when he and his colleagues did so, “Hitler interpreted our reports in exactly the opposite way to what we had expected. Learning that the Russians were still strong and were likely to grow yet stronger, Hitler resolved that he had better strike immediately, lest the Russians grow to the point where they could dictate their terms to all Europe.”

More senior officials who put forward other arguments against invading Russia met with a similar response. Ernst von Weizsäcker, the Foreign Ministry’s secretary of state, observed that such an action “would only give a fresh boost to British morale,” since it would be seen as a sign of “German uncertainty about the success of our war against Britain.” Admiral Canaris, another skeptic, pleaded with General Keitel to warn Hitler against underestimating Russia’s ability to fight back. “My dear Canaris, you may know something about military intelligence,” Keitel replied. “Being a sailor, you surely don’t propose to give us any lessons in strategic planning.”

In making his case for an attack on Russia, Hitler invoked not just political and military calculations but also economic ones—despite his impatience with Thomas and other subordinates who had attempted to use economic arguments against embarking on a hasty war. On January 9, 1941, he told his generals that victory in Russia would make Germany invulnerable. “The gigantic spaces of Russia conceal immeasurable riches,” he declared. “Germany must dominate them economically and politically.”

The irony was that Germany had come to rely on the steady flow of Russian supplies since the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Without the Soviet Union’s massive shipments of animal feed, oil, metals, and minerals, both Germany’s military and civilian economy would have been severely weakened. Colonel Eduard Wagner, the quartermaster general of the army, declared that “the conclusion of the treaty has saved us.”

A few examples of the significance of Soviet supplies prove his point. In 1940 Germany received 65 percent of its chrome ore, 74 percent of its phosphates, and 55 percent of its manganese from Russia. But instead of considering how a German invasion of Russia could jeopardize that flow, Hitler fixated on the notion that a speedy and successful military campaign would provide his country with the “immeasurable riches” he mentioned to his generals. All the arguments about Germany’s economic vulnerabilities would then become irrelevant.

During the discussions in the summer and fall of 1940 about an invasion of the Soviet Union, Field Marshal Fedor von Bock was largely out of the loop while on extended sick leave. But on December 3, Bock’s sixtieth birthday, Hitler came to see him, bringing a small gift and delivering a blunt message. “After some preliminary inquiries about my health, he told me that it will be necessary to eradicate the Soviet Union from the face of the earth,” Bock recalled. “I was somewhat surprised by the Führer’s statement and remarked that Russia’s enormous terrain and untested military strength would make this a difficult task, even for our powerful forces.”

His visitor abruptly turned “cold and stiff,” Bock noted. Hitler insisted that it was “Germany’s destiny to launch this great crusade against Bolshevism.” Switching back to a friendlier tone, he told Bock that he expected him to play “a decisive role” in that crusade. In fact, Bock would command Army Group Center, the forces whose mission it was to conquer central Russia and Moscow itself.

Two weeks later, on December 18, Hitler issued his Directive Number 21, “Case Barbarossa.” Its opening paragraph:

“The German Armed Forces must be prepared, even before the conclusion of the war against England, to crush Soviet Russia in a rapid campaign (‘Case Barbarossa’).”

Like so much about this rush to expand the war to the Eastern Front, even the selection of the name of the operation suggested dubious preparation. Barbarossa was the nickname of Frederick I, the German emperor who drowned while trying to lead his troops to the Holy Land in 1190.

Hitler had convinced himself that his troops would pull off another stunningly swift victory. By the spring of 1941, he declared, they would be “visibly at their zenith,” while Soviet forces would be at “an unmistakable nadir.” As he put it in early January, “Since Russia has to be beaten in any case, it is better to do it now, when the Russian armed forces have no leaders and are poorly equipped.”

His commanders still harbored doubts. Gerhard Engel, Hitler’s army adjutant, noted in his diary on December 18 that General Halder had asked him to find out if the dictator “really intends war or is only bluffing.” Engel, who acted as a go-between between the military brass and Hitler, may have been projecting those doubts onto Hitler when he wrote: “I am convinced that F. [Der Führer] still does not know what will happen. Distrustful of his own military leaders, uncertainty about Russ(ian) strength, disappointment over British stubbornness continue to preoccupy him.”
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