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Introduction

The first volume of this biography concerned Hitler’s time of ‘ascent’. It described how an obscure private in the First World War worked his way up in the 1920s to become the undisputed leader, the Führer, of the racist and nationalist right in Germany; how he got hold of the levers of power thanks to an alliance with conservative elites in January 1933; and how after establishing his dictatorship, he dismantled the Treaty of Versailles piece by piece, gradually moving from a politics of revision to a politics of expansion. That part of Hitler’s story concluded with his fiftieth birthday celebrations, replete with enormous pomp, on 20 April 1939. At the time, his meteoric rise seemed unstoppable. Yet, as a number of acute contemporary observers recognised, his fall had already begun. Nemesis was knocking at his door.

The second volume of this biography covers Hitler’s ‘years of downfall’. It encompasses the relatively brief period from his unleashing of the Second World War in the summer of 1939 to his suicide in the air-raid bunker of the Reich Chancellery in the spring of 1945. It has been said, correctly, that Hitler and National Socialism ‘found themselves’ in the war.1 As a magnifying glass does with sunlight, armed conflict focused the criminal dynamics of the Nazi regime and the man at its head. War gave Hitler the opportunity to act on his ideological obsessions and realise his homicidal aims: the conquering of ‘living space in the east’ as a basis for German domination of first Europe, then the world; and the removal of Jews from Germany and, if possible, the whole European continent. On the other hand, as we will see, Hitler would never have been able to realise these goals as much as he did without willing helpers in almost all the institutions of the Nazi state and broad parts of German society.

In war, we see Hitler in a new role, that of a military commander. After Germany’s unexpectedly swift victory over France in May and June 1940 at the very least, Hitler was not just nominally, but also practically Germany’s commander-in-chief. He increasingly reserved the right to make final decisions about the planning and execution of military operations, thereby reducing the influence of the professional officers in the general staff. From that point on, he devoted the lion’s share of his time and energy to discussing the military situation in his ever-changing series of headquarters. In a sense, he only served ‘part time’ as Nazi Party leader and German chancellor.2 In keeping with this, a considerable part of this book will be dedicated to the military history of the Second World War.3

In their post-1945 memoirs, Germany’s generals rejected any responsibility for the country’s military defeat. The war could have been won, they argued, had the ‘dilettante’ Hitler not got involved and botched things. One star witness for this point of view was the former head of the general staff Franz Halder. By the summer of 1946, the Americans had already engaged him to work for the German department of the Historical Division in the US Army Center of Military History, in the hope that the expertise of Wehrmacht commanders would be useful in the incipient Cold War with the Soviet Union. In a pamphlet published in 1949, Halder denied that Hitler had any military talent whatsoever, dismissing him as ‘not a military leader in the German sense’ and ‘by no means a field commander’. Unable to temper his demonic determination, Halder added, Hitler had repeatedly disregarded the limits of what was possible militarily and caused the German catastrophe.4 One obvious function of that narrative of the strategically incompetent Führer, divorced from all reality, was to exonerate people like Halder himself. Blaming Hitler alone for all mistakes removed the need to discuss one’s own shortcomings. Yet Hitler was not at all as incompetent in military matters as the German military leadership claimed after 1945.

The course of the Second World War directly reflected the man who started it. Hitler’s hostile personality and conviction that Germany needed additional ‘living space’ made war inevitable, and at the start of the conflict, his tendency to go for broke and act in surprising and outrageous ways worked astonishingly well on the battlefield. Those same qualities, however, also proved his undoing because they led him to overstretch himself – there is no way to understand the key moments in the conflict, Operation Barbarossa and declaring war on the United States, except as consequences of Hitler’s personality. Meanwhile, his role as field commander gradually overwhelmed him so that he could no longer call upon useful traits such as strategic flexibility or ruthless realism. And once things began going wrong, they rapidly spiralled out of control, as Hitler’s alternately hot-headed and intransigent responses – constantly dismissing his military professionals, ruling out tactical retreats – only made the situation worse. By the conclusion of the war, the catastrophe he wreaked on Germany, with the support of the German people, was mirrored by the physical and psychological catastrophe he wreaked on himself. Germany ended up in ruins, just as its Führer ended his life as a complete wreck.

In no way does this make Hitler or a small group of Nazi ‘elites’ exclusively responsible for German atrocities between 1939 and 1945. Like most high-ranking Nazi functionaries, German generals styled themselves as victims of Hitler who had not been able to override his commands; and they laid the blame for crimes against humanity in Poland and the Soviet Union squarely at the feet of Himmler and Heydrich’s SS death squads, the Einsatzgruppen. The Wehrmacht leadership and the units under their command, it was claimed, knew nothing of the atrocities. It was not until two widely visited historical exhibitions staged by the Hamburg Institute for Social Research in 1995 and 2001 that the myth of the Wehrmacht’s ‘clean hands’, tenaciously maintained for decades, was finally discredited.5 In the wake of the fierce debates that followed, in particular after the first exhibition, historians published a series of studies proving beyond doubt that numerous Wehrmacht units were involved in Nazi crimes against humanity.6 Today, there is no longer any debate among historians about the character of Nazi Germany’s campaign against the Soviet Union, Operation Barbarossa, as a historically unprecedented, racially motivated war of conquest and annihilation.

This all means that, by necessity, this volume will pay special attention to the relationship between Hitler and the Wehrmacht elites. How did the commander-in-chief exercise his role as supreme leader, and in what ways was the general staff involved in his strategic decisions? To what extent did Germany’s generals support Hitler’s criminal aims, and what efforts did they make to either promote or hinder them? Did relations between the Führer and his military leaders change over the course of the war and, if so, what caused that change?



At the centre of this book is also what the National Socialists called the ‘final solution to the Jewish question’ – the genocide of European Jews. This atrocity was unique in human history because, as Eberhard Jäckel put it in 1986 amid a highly publicised debate among West German historians, ‘never before had a state, authorised by its leader, decided and announced that it was going to wipe out a certain group of people, including the elderly, women, children and infants, and then used all imaginable instruments of power to carry out that decision’.7

For decades after the end of the Second World War, Holocaust research remained a relatively neglected area of history, and it is no accident that in his celebrated Hitler biography of 1973 Joachim Fest devoted only scant attention to the topic.8 It was only in the 1990s, with the belated reception of Raul Hilberg’s The Destruction of the European Jews, originally published in 1961, that Holocaust studies established itself as a major branch of German history. Since then, remembrance of this unique crime against humanity has been at the core of both the German and the international culture of memory.9

Today, the literature on the Holocaust is almost impossible to survey. The year 2008 saw the beginning of a sixteen-volume edition of documents on the persecution and murder of Europe’s Jews by Nazi Germany that aims to take a comprehensive look at all European countries involved in the Shoah.10 In particular, recent research has yielded two main insights. First, the circle of direct German and Austrian perpetrators was much larger than was long assumed: historians now put their number at between 200,000 and 250,000 people. In addition, millions of others directly profited from the destruction of the Jews. Second, Hitler never issued a written order to commence the genocide. The Holocaust developed from the complex interaction between, on the one hand, the central authority in Berlin and, on the other, SS, German police and Wehrmacht units operating on the periphery of the area under German control in the east. At the same time, more attention is also being paid to collaborators, particularly in the occupied countries of eastern Europe.

Yet while it is important not to restrict our perspective to Hitler and the direct executioners of his insane and genocidal ideas, Himmler and Heydrich, we should not downplay the role of the dictator at the centre of the decision-making process in pushing forward and legitimising the Holocaust. The present book seeks to define Hitler’s specific contribution to the Holocaust as precisely as possible by showing when, how and with what results he intervened and accelerated the genocide.



To that end, this book retains the approach employed in the first volume. The focus will be on Hitler’s person and the fateful role he played, without which neither the course of the war nor Germany’s road to the Holocaust can be adequately described and understood. For that reason, it is crucial to trace the depths of his character – those complexes, obsessions and homicidal urges that determined how he thought and behaved.

Just as research into the perpetrators of Nazi crimes draws on the history of various European societies during the Second World War, so a biography of Hitler must also link his life to the social history of the Third Reich. Especially during the war, the National Socialists depended on the heightened mobilisation of all sections of society. Considerable attention, therefore, needs to be paid to social context. This book will continually ask how the German populace reacted to the course of the war and what effects it had on the levels of acceptance and popularity of the Führer.

One important source of that sort of information is the SS Security Service’s secret reports about the popular mood, the ‘Meldungen aus den Reich’. They remained surprisingly true to their stated aim of providing the leadership of the Nazi party and state with an unvarnished picture of what ordinary Germans were thinking and feeling.11 In addition, like the previous volume, this book will seek to include as broad a spectrum as possible of contemporary voices. They include admirers and followers of Hitler, first and foremost propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, whose extensive diaries represent a key document not just for Hitler’s biography but for the entire history of the Third Reich.12 But we will also not neglect the ‘little people’, such as Lore Walb, a young student of German literature who like millions of other Germans believed in ‘her Führer’ to the bitter end.13 Conversely, we also hear amply from Hitler detractors like the writer Thomas Mann, who followed and commented on events in Germany from exile in the United States; the Jewish former university lecturer Victor Klemperer, who survived the nightmare years of the Third Reich in Dresden thanks to his marriage to a Gentile woman; and the former general director of the Krupp company Wilhelm Muehlon, who had emigrated to Switzerland during the First World War out of disgust for the jingoistic nationalism of Wilhelmine Germany.14

A truly excellent source is the wartime diaries of Friedrich Kellner, which were first published in 2011.15 Kellner was a court official in the western German town of Laubach and attentively monitored the National Socialist press while recording things he overheard or was told by friends. His diaries show that it was entirely possible for normal people in small-town Germany to see through the lies of Nazi propaganda and learn of things like the ‘euthanasia’ murders of patients in psychiatric institutions and the mass executions carried out in occupied parts of eastern Europe.

A recently published collection of diplomatic correspondence contains a wealth of important material on the views of foreign observers16 and this volume also makes use of the insightful notes of Ivan Maisky’s, the Soviet ambassador in London, which were discovered in Russian archives.17 Taken together, these sources provide a kaleidoscope of ideas and attitudes, interpretations and misapprehensions – and astonishingly accurate estimations of what would happen in Hitler’s dictatorship during the war.



This biography will continue to proceed more or less chronologically with the occasional analytic interruptions. Thus, the chapter ‘Total War and Ethnic-Popular Community’, for example, examines how successful Hitler and his paladins were in mobilising the loyalty of the masses even as defeat became more and more inevitable, air raids on German cities were stepped up and all manner of necessities grew ever scarcer.

The chapter ‘Decline of a Dictator’ summarises the changes in Hitler’s personality over the course of the war. It proceeds from the assumption that the decisive turn of Germany’s military fortunes came not, as often asserted, with the capitulation of the 6th Army in Stalingrad in late January/early February 1943, but much earlier with the failure of Operation Barbarossa to bring about a quick defeat of the Soviet Union in the autumn and winter of 1941. How did military setbacks affect the self-image and physical and mental constitution of a dictator so accustomed to success? How did he manage to preserve his rule and prevent the rise of rivals while he increasingly avoided appearing in public and became virtually invisible for the vast majority of his ‘ethnic-popular comrades’?

The chapter on ‘The Berghof during the War’ continues a theme I explored in the first volume. Notwithstanding arguments that, given the monstrous dimensions of Hitler’s crimes, any attempt to depict the ‘private Hitler’ is superfluous or even inappropriate, it is impossible to cleanly distinguish the dictator’s private life from the political and military sphere. On the contrary, both arenas were interwoven to an unusual degree, and this was most vividly apparent in Hitler’s Alpine retreat, the Berghof. It was here, among circles of intimates, that the dictator sought to preserve the vestige of a private sphere even as the war took its course. On the other hand, the Berghof was also the site of numerous discussions of military strategy, of decisions how to wage the war and advance his genocidal obsessions. By looking at Hitler’s Alpine world, we can see how fluid the boundary was between idyllic pretence and criminal reality.

The final chapters are devoted to the apocalyptic last days of the Third Reich. They seek to show how Hitler consciously staged his own downfall and what mythical images and models he called upon. In so doing, we will draw connections between developments at the front and the domestic situation in the final months of Hitler’s life. How was the Nazi regime able to pursue a hopeless war down to the bitter end? And why did large segments of the German populace remain willing to follow their leadership?

From Hugh Trevor-Roper to Joachim Fest, the insane world of the subterranean bunker under the Chancellery in the war’s final days has been often described.18 Indeed, the drama of events in that phase carries a special appeal for all biographers. But we must separate what really happened from the numerous mythical post-war embellishments. The concluding chapter will attempt to generally evaluate the ‘case of Hitler’ and describe its place in history.



‘Resist it as we might, but we must always return to think about Adolf Hitler,’ Friedrich Kellner noted in his diary in December 1942.19 Little has changed in the more than seven decades since the dictator’s suicide. Hitler is considered the epitome of evil, and the monstrous crimes committed under his regime constantly demand new explanations. The procession of new books on the subject is continuous, and for each new biographer, it is increasingly difficult to maintain an overview.20

For the second volume of this biography too, published source material was augmented with extensive research at the Federal German Archive in Koblenz, the Federal Military Archive in Freiburg, the Federal Archive in Berlin-Lichterfelde and the Institute for Contemporary History in Munich. I was especially interested in the estates of major protagonists in the Nazi regime and leading military officers with whom Hitler spent the most time in the final six years of his life. Since the dictator destroyed all his personal documents shortly before committing suicide, the papers left by the men around him are most likely to yield new insights.

In total, I have devoted eight years to what the historian Golo Mann rightfully called a ‘repulsive subject’. It was an enterprise that took a definite psychological toll. My relief at now being able to pursue other, happier topics is mixed with the hope that the second volume of this biography, like the first, will find an interested readership.




1

Unleashing the War

‘I have overcome the chaos in Germany, restored order and hugely increased productivity in all areas of our national economy,’ Hitler proclaimed to the Reichstag when he looked back on his first six years of rule on 28 April 1939, a few days after his fiftieth birthday. ‘To ward off the threats by another world, I have not only politically united the German people but armed them militarily, and I have tried to eradicate, page for page, that treaty whose 448 articles contained the most dastardly rape ever perpetrated on peoples and human beings. I have given back to the Reich those provinces that were taken away from us in 1919 … I have restored the 1,000-year-old territorial integrity of the German living space, and I have … endeavoured to do all of this without shedding blood or inflicting the pain of war on my people or others. I have done this … solely on the back of my own strength as someone who was an unknown worker and soldier for my people twenty-one years ago. I can thus claim before history a place among those human beings who achieve the maximum of what can be fairly and justly demanded of an individual.’1

What the German dictator did not mention, of course, was the dark side of his seemingly perfect record of success. Hitler had indeed reimposed ‘order’ – but only with the help of a finely honed system of repression and terror that targeted his former political opponents, the Communists and Social Democrats; dissident Catholic priests and Protestant pastors; various marginal groups stigmatised as ‘anti-social’; and above all Germany’s Jewish minority, which had been harassed, pressured and stripped of all civil rights. With the pogrom in November 1938, ordered by Hitler, the Third Reich had departed the community of civilised nations for good. Mass unemployment had indeed been taken care of unexpectedly quickly, and Germany rearmed at a furious pace, but only at the cost of recklessly shaky finance politics which in the long term could only end in disaster. The terms of the Treaty of Versailles had been revised one after another, but only because the Western powers had allowed themselves to be fooled repeatedly by Hitler’s assurances about his peaceful intentions and felt too weak to offer decisive resistance. With the annexation of the remainder of the Czech part of Czechoslovakia in March 1939, in breach of the Munich Agreement, the German dictator had irrevocably crossed a line and forfeited any claim to be trustworthy in future.

When Hitler crowed about having ‘restored the 1,000-year-old territorial integrity of the German living space’, he conveniently forgot to mention that his ultimate, non-negotiable goal was to conquer ‘living space’ that extended well beyond the Greater German Reich deep into eastern Europe, and that this was to be achieved by a racist and ideological war of annihilation against the Soviet Union. Moreover, what he considered to be his achievements were by no means down to his own strength alone, as he claimed. In all his endeavours, he had received help from all German institutions and all social classes, which had not only done his bidding, but often acted in anticipation of his wishes on their own initiative.

In his 1978 book Defying Hitler, Sebastian Haffner argued that in 1938, at the height of Germany’s general faith in the Führer, ‘probably more than 90 per cent of Germans’ were behind Hitler.2 That is no doubt an exaggeration, but it can scarcely be denied that the Führer enjoyed the overwhelming support of the German populace, particularly after the Anschluss of Austria. If Hitler had been assassinated at that point, Joachim Fest once wrote, hardly anyone would have hesitated to call him ‘one of the German people’s greatest statesmen and perhaps the man who completed their historical destiny’.3 We can extend this counter-factual game of imagination by asking: what would have happened if in the spring of 1939, after his latest foreign policy coup, the absorption of the rest of the Czech state and the Lithuanian Memel (Klaipėda) region, he had changed his course and been satisfied with what he had achieved.

Yet such speculations are completely futile. As we saw in the first volume of this biography, stopping or reversing the course leading to war would have run contrary not only to the massive momentum of his regime but also to Hitler’s own personality. ‘A high-tension electrical condenser that slowly recharges after every powerful discharge, only to release another jolt when a certain ignition point has been reached – that is what Hitler reminded me of in the fateful year of 1939,’ the head of the Reich Press Office, Otto Dietrich, would later recall. ‘He was like a roulette player who refuses to quit while he has a winning streak because he believes he has a system that can recoup all his losses and break the bank.’4 And indeed, immediately after the Munich conference of 29–30 September 1938, whose result he interpreted as a defeat because it averted the war he wanted with Czechoslovakia and prevented him from annexing the entire country, Hitler had already set his eyes on the next victim of his aggression: the country with which he had, to the astonishment of many, concluded a non-aggression pact in January 1934.



Hardly had British prime minister Neville Chamberlain left Hitler’s private apartment on Munich’s Prinzregentenstrasse on the morning of 30 September 1938, to fly back to London with their joint pledge to settle all future disagreements peacefully, than the German dictator told his military adjutants Rudolf Schmundt and Gerhard Engel that he did not feel bound by his word. ‘There is no rush to resolve the controversial issues with Poland’, he remarked, but when the time was ripe he was going to soften up Poland with ‘tried-and-tested methods’ to prepare for the final assault.5 By that Hitler meant a combination of seduction, deception and blackmail – everything up to and including the threat of declaring war.

Initially, the regime tried diplomatic means to make Poland receptive to German wishes. On 24 October 1938, German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop invited the Polish ambassador, Józef Lipski, to the Grand Hotel in Berchtesgaden and suggested a ‘general clearing up’ of all sources of friction between their two countries. Specifically, he demanded the return of the Free City of Danzig (Gdańsk) to the German Reich and Warsaw’s assent to the construction of an extraterritorial German rail line and motorway to East Prussia through the Polish ‘corridor’. In addition, Ribbentrop wanted Poland to join the 1936 Anti-Comintern Pact between Germany, Italy and Japan. In return, Germany would guarantee the borders of the Polish state and extend the 1934 non-aggression pact for ‘ten to twenty-five years’.6

Although the three-hour discussion had been friendly in tone, the Polish government was not fooled. In Warsaw it was only too apparent that the German proposals were the start of an offensive aimed at making Poland dependent on the Third Reich and forcing it into a common front against the Soviet Union. In his official answer to Ribbentrop’s suggestions on 19 November, the Polish foreign minister, Józef Beck, rejected the reincorporation of Danzig into the Reich, although he agreed to consider replacing the League of Nations statute with a German–Polish treaty as long as Danzig continued to be a Free City and the customs union with Poland was maintained. Beck did not comment on the idea of an extraterritorial connection with East Prussia, although when he delivered the answer to Ribbentrop, Lipski made it known that he believed a compromise could be found on this score.7 In an unmistakable demonstration of its intent to stake out an independent position between its powerful neighbours to the east and west, on 27 November Poland extended the non-aggression pact it had concluded with the Soviet Union in July 1932.

Hitler was angered by the unexpected rejection of his offer and on 24 November ordered the Wehrmacht Supreme Command to prepare for a ‘surprise occupation of Danzig’. Nevertheless, at that point he did not want to start a war with Poland: he was only going to exploit the ‘politically favourable situation’ for a lightning-quick strike.8 On 5 January 1939, Hitler received Beck at the Berghof for lengthy consultations, confronting him again with the list of German demands from the previous October. While declaring that Germany viewed ‘a strong Poland … simply as a necessity’, Hitler reiterated German claims on Danzig, telling Beck that ‘Danzig is German, will always be German and will join Germany sooner or later’. The Polish foreign minister reacted evasively, saying that he was going to take time to think things over, but cited public opinion in Poland, which was very sensitive on the issue and did not give him much room to manoeuvre. In conversation with Ribbentrop in Munich the following day, Beck stuck to his formally cordial, but resolutely negative position. Ribbentrop also returned empty-handed from a reciprocal visit to Warsaw at the end of the month.9

Nonetheless, in his speech to the Reichstag on 30 January 1939, Hitler avoided an aggressive tone towards Poland. On the contrary, he characterised the non-aggression pact signed five years previously as a ‘truly relieving agreement’ and praised German–Polish friendship as ‘one of the calming phenomena of European political life’.10 What was foremost on Hitler’s mind in the first months of 1939 was not the coming conflict with Germany’s eastern neighbour, but the question of how he could take over the rest of Czechoslovakia. After lunch in the Chancellery in early February, Goebbels noted: ‘Almost all the Führer talks about now is foreign policy. He is mulling over new plans again. A Napoleonic personality!’11 But it was clear to keen observers that the German dictator would turn his attention to Poland after landing his coup in Prague on 15 March. It was generally assumed, the Polish consul general in Dresden reported to Lipski, that as soon as the Memel region had been incorporated, Hitler ‘would have to move on to the demands on Poland, first and foremost a takeover of Danzig and the “corridor”’. In his attempts to resolve these issues, he could count on the ‘understanding and acceptance’ of the German people.12

On 21 March, Ribbentrop summoned Lipski to the Foreign Ministry and reiterated, this time in the form of a near ultimatum, the German demands of October 1938 and January 1939. Hitler was ‘baffled’ by the Polish government’s position, Ribbentrop said, adding that it was imperative to ‘avoid the impression that Poland was simply refusing to play ball’.13 For Warsaw it was now clear that Poland faced the same fate as Czechoslovakia. If the Polish government acceded to the German demands, Berlin would simply make more, and the case of Prague amply illustrated what a guarantee of territorial integrity from Hitler was worth. On 24 March, Beck told his staff that Germany had ‘lost its predictability’. There was no giving in to Hitler, he added. The German dictator should be met with decisiveness and clear signals that Poland was prepared to fight if necessary.14 As Count Jan Szembek, state secretary in the Polish Foreign Ministry, noted in his diary: ‘In my opinion, we must now bare our teeth at the Germans.’15

On 26 March, Lipski returned to Berlin and presented Ribbentrop with a memorandum from the Polish government that flatly rejected the German proposals. Politely but unmistakably, Beck also made it known that while he would like to accept Ribbentrop’s invitation to visit Berlin, such a visit would have to be subject to careful diplomatic planning. The Polish foreign minister was not about to expose himself to the same brutal strong-arming experienced by Austrian Chancellor Schuschnigg in February 1938 and Czech President Hácha earlier in March. Ribbentrop reacted in extremely brusque fashion. If things continued to develop the way they were going, the German foreign minister growled, ‘a serious situation could arise in the near future’. Ribbentrop threatened outright that Germany would regard ‘a violation of Danzig’s sovereign territory by Polish troops’ as an attack on the Reich and react accordingly.16 In response, on the evening of 28 March, Beck summoned Germany’s ambassador in Warsaw, Hans-Adolf von Moltke, to the Polish Foreign Ministry and informed him that Poland would see it as a casus belli if Germany ‘unilaterally tried to alter the statute governing the Free City’. Poland continued to be interested in negotiations, Beck said, but was increasingly getting the impression that they had reached ‘a turning point in German–Polish relations’.17

At that juncture, Hitler was still unsure how to react to Poland’s wait-and-see position. On the evening of 24 March, after returning from the German-annexed Memel district, he discussed his future plans with Goebbels, who wrote: ‘The Führer is mulling over how to solve the Danzig question. He wants to put some pressure on Poland and hopes it will cause a reaction.’ In this vein, Hitler said over lunch at the Chancellery the following day: ‘Poland has yet to make up its mind concerning Danzig, but our pressure will be increased. We hope we can achieve our goal.’18 To the commander of the army, Walther von Brauchitsch, Hitler revealed that he did not intend at that point to try to solve the ‘Danzig question’ with violence because he did not want to drive Poland ‘into England’s arms’. Nonetheless, he added, in the ‘near future’, under ‘particularly favourable political circumstances’, a situation could arise in which a solution to the ‘Polish question’ would become a necessity. The Wehrmacht general staff should begin preparing for this eventuality. If it became a reality, Hitler declared, ‘Poland must be defeated so thoroughly that it will no longer be regarded as a political factor in the coming decades’.19

In the late evening of 25 March, Hitler travelled to Munich and Berchtesgaden to relax for a few days. Thus he was not in Berlin when Ambassador Lipski delivered Poland’s ultimate refusal of the German proposal, although Ribbentrop no doubt swiftly informed him of it. Goebbels described Hitler’s reaction after a telephone call with the Führer, noting in his diary on 27 March: ‘Poland is creating major difficulties. The Poles will always be our enemies, even if for selfish reasons they have done us several favours in the past.’20

On 30 March, Hitler returned to Berlin and immediately met with his foreign minister. ‘There was a certain tension in the air,’ Hitler’s adjutant Nicolaus von Below remembered.21 The next day events took a turn the dictator had not anticipated, when Chamberlain guaranteed Polish independence before the House of Commons. If Polish sovereignty came under serious threat, Chamberlain declared, the British government would offer all forms of assistance in its power. The French government also endorsed this guarantee. With that, it became clear that a German attack on Poland would mean war with the Western powers. (Similar guarantees were issued for Romania and Greece on 13 April.) After Hitler’s crass violation of the Munich Agreement, London finally understood that the German dictator could not be appeased. As Foreign Office under-secretary Alexander Cadogan explained the change of direction, the main objective of Britain’s guarantee to Poland was to deter Germany from further acts of aggression.22 In early April, Polish Foreign Minister Beck paid a visit to London, at the end of which it was announced that the two countries had signed a mutual assistance pact. The American correspondent in Berlin William Shirer was confident that ‘this will halt Hitler for the time being, since force is something he understands and respects and there is no doubt in my mind after a week here that the Poles will fight and that if Britain and France fight too, he is in a hole.’23

Hitler learned of the British guarantee on the evening of 31 March on his special train, which was taking him to the North Sea port of Wilhelmshaven. There, on the morning of 1 April, he attended the launching of the MS Tirpitz, Germany’s second-largest warship after the MS Bismarck. In his speech at a mass rally in the town square that afternoon, Hitler talked about this latest development. Britain, he fumed, was engaging in a ‘policy of encirclement’ against the German Reich similar to the one it had pursued before 1914. He threatened to cancel the naval agreement of 1935 in retaliation and fired off a warning to ‘satellite states’ – by which, of course, he meant Poland. Those who were happy to ‘take the chestnuts out of the fire’ for the Western powers, Hitler said, should be prepared to get their ‘fingers burned’.24 Goebbels immediately picked up on the term ‘encirclement’, making it the centre of his anti-British propaganda in the weeks that followed. Just as had happened before 1914, the idea was to trigger public fears and direct the blame for an eventual war in advance on to the British government.25

That very evening, Hitler boarded the cruise ship MS Robert Ley, built to take people on state-sponsored ‘Strength through Joy’ holidays, before it set off for its maiden voyage. He made a relaxed impression on the holidaymakers, letting people take his picture and bathing in the enthusiasm and respect with which he was universally greeted. At noon on 4 April, the ship docked in Hamburg. Hitler had himself driven to Dammtor station and proceeded via special train back to Berlin, where he only paused for a couple of hours before leaving for an extended stay on the Obersalzberg.26

The day before, while still aboard ship, he had instructed the Wehrmacht Supreme Command to begin preparing an attack on Poland under the codename ‘Case White’. The attack was to be carried out ‘at any time from 1 September 1939’.27 On 11 April, the day after Easter, at the Berghof, Hitler signed the ‘Instruction for Unified War Preparations of the Wehrmacht for 1939–40’. The section concerning Case White began with the statement that Germany would continue trying to avoid ‘disturbances’ in its relationship with Poland. Nonetheless, and notwithstanding the still-valid German–Polish non-aggression pact, if Germany’s eastern neighbour should adopt a ‘posture threatening the Reich’, a ‘final reckoning’ would become necessary: ‘The goal is then to destroy the Polish military capacity and to create a situation in the east favourable to the needs of defending our country. At the outbreak of the conflict at the latest, the Free City of Danzig will be declared territory of the German Reich. The political leadership regards it as its task to isolate Poland, that is to restrict the war to Poland, in this case.’ The Wehrmacht was charged with annihilating the Polish army. To that end, it was crucial to ‘set and prepare a date for a surprise attack’.28 It appears that Hitler wanted to invade Poland without formally declaring war.

The scepticism with which the military leadership had regarded Hitler’s plans for war on Czechoslovakia the previous year had by now disappeared completely. On the contrary, in a speech to senior officers in the latter half of April, Franz Halder, the chief of the army general staff, backed without reservation the ‘excellent … instinctively correct policies of the Führer’. Because of the technological backwardness of its armed forces and the poor training of its soldiers, Poland was ‘not a serious adversary’, and the Wehrmacht would ensure that it was completely defeated by the ‘quickest possible route’. ‘We have to dispatch Poland within three weeks and, if possible, fourteen days,’ Halder added. In that case, he believed that Germany could even afford to risk British and French intervention.29 Here, the traditional anti-Polish sentiment of Germany’s nationalist military elite was again making itself felt. In the eyes of the generals, war against Germany’s hated neighbour to the east was an ideal scenario. Hitler had no reason to fear any resistance from his army commanders.



Hitler returned to Berlin on 18 April, as preparations to celebrate his fiftieth birthday were in full swing. The following evening, despite a full schedule of appointments, he received the Romanian foreign minister, Grigore Gafencu, for a two-hour audience during which he vented his anger at Britain’s guarantee of Polish sovereignty. If Britain wanted war, Hitler told his visitor, it could have it. ‘But it will not be the easy war that [Britain] imagines it to be,’ Hitler raged. ‘It will be a war of destruction that is beyond anyone’s imagination.’30

The Führer spent the days after the birthday celebrations working on a speech to the Reichstag in which he was going to respond to a message from US president Franklin D. Roosevelt.31 Washington was alarmed at Germany’s ‘grab for Prague’ on 15 March and Italy’s occupation of Albania three weeks later. On 14 April, Roosevelt appealed to Hitler and Mussolini to return to policies of peace and resume negotiations over arms reduction. The president listed thirty-one states in both Europe and the Middle East by name and demanded assurances from the German and Italian regimes that they did not intend to attack any of them.32 Hitler considered this an affront, characterising it to Goebbels as ‘an impertinently stupid new Wilson-style swindle’.33 He then used his 2½-hour speech to the Reichstag on 28 April to pour scorn and contempt upon the US president. He had enquired of each of the states named whether they felt threatened by Germany, Hitler claimed, and the answer had always been ‘a thoroughly negative and sometimes brusquely dismissive one’. Some of the states, Hitler added, could not be approached ‘because, like for example Syria, they are not currently in possession of their freedom, being occupied and denied their rights by the military forces of democratic states’.34

Marianne von Weizsäcker, the wife of the state secretary in the Foreign Ministry, Ernst von Weizsäcker, came away impressed, particularly by the passages of the speech dealing with the Treaty of Versailles. Hitler had ‘spoken from her heart’, she wrote in a letter, adding: ‘What was felt back then was said today.’35 William Shirer, who had followed the speech from the Reichstag press gallery, had to admit that ‘Hitler was a superb actor today – he drew every last drop of irony’. Reichstag deputies had rewarded Hitler’s words with shouts of approval.36 But Hitler had done more than just make fun of Roosevelt. He had also announced the cancellation, with immediate effect, of the 1935 naval treaty with Britain and the German–Polish non-aggression pact. Twisting the facts as was his wont, the German dictator blamed his adversaries. Thanks to its ‘policy of encirclement’ against Germany, Britain had destroyed the basis for mutual trust, and by agreeing to support Britain, Poland had violated the 1934 pact. Warsaw reacted cautiously to this latest provocation from Berlin. In a major speech to the Polish parliament, Foreign Minister Beck stressed his government’s determination not to bend to German strong-arming. ‘We Poles do not know the idea of peace at all costs,’ he said. ‘In the lives of human beings, peoples and states there is only one commodity that has no price: honour!’37

Germany’s withdrawal from its agreements with Britain and Poland immediately raised tensions in Europe. ‘The obligatory crisis is now commencing,’ Goebbels noted. ‘We will, of course, win out sooner or later. But this time, the Western powers have no easy way of backing off.’38 In the meantime, Hitler had abandoned his original intention of using negotiations to make Poland receptive to German wishes and reduce it to the status of a satellite. He was now placing all his bets on the military option. ‘The Poles need to get socked in the face at the next possible opportunity,’ Goebbels quoted Hitler as saying. ‘Warsaw will end up where Prague ended up.’39 To buttress the attack planned for the late summer, Germany sought to deepen its relationship with Italy. Although Hitler was enraged at Mussolini for not consulting him about Italy’s attack on Albania on 7 April, calling it an ‘aping’ of his own coup against Prague, he also expressed understanding of the Duce’s position, admitting that he had not asked for Mussolini’s advice either. ‘If you confide in those talkative Italians, you may as well speak to the newspapers,’ he remarked.40

Such denigrating opinions notwithstanding, Berlin now pressed for the political Axis to be expanded into a military alliance, and Göring visited Rome on 15–16 April for talks to that end. In his first conversation with Mussolini and the Italian foreign minister, Galeazzo Ciano, he adopted such an aggressive tone towards England and Poland that the Italians came away with the impression that Germany was about to declare war. The next day, Göring backed off somewhat, stressing that Hitler had told him that ‘he was not planning anything against Poland’. Still, Mussolini found it necessary to point out that the Axis powers would need two to three years to ‘enter into a general conflict well-armed enough to have prospects of victory’.41 Italy’s ambassador in Berlin, Bernardo Attolico, was also worried about German intentions. Hitler, he warned on 18 April, had after the Polish refusals of the German suggestions ‘gone into that Sphinx-like state … which precedes all of his attacks’. Given the fact that an attack on Poland could bring about Anglo-French intervention, he added, Rome should take care not to be presented with a fait accompli.42

During talks with Ciano on 6 May in Milan, Ribbentrop tried to dispel the Italian fears. He was certain that if in several months the ‘Polish question’ came to a head, no Englishman or Frenchman would march to war to defend Poland. Ciano once again said for the record that Italy needed three more years of peace. But that evening, to the surprise of the German delegation, Mussolini came out in favour of a military alliance with Nazi Germany.43 Consequently, on 22 May, Ciano and Ribbentrop signed the German–Italian Friendship and Alliance Agreement, soon to be known as the ‘Pact of Steel’, in the reception hall of the New Chancellery building. It was initially limited to ten years and required the signatories not just to consult closely, but to defend one another in case one of the parties ‘became embroiled in hostilities with another power or powers’.44 Hitler attended the signing ceremony, and Ciano found that he had ‘aged somewhat’. He had dark circles under his eyes, and from Hitler’s entourage Ciano heard that the Führer was sleeping ‘less and less’.45

The sumptuous party Ribbentrop hosted in his Berlin villa for the Italian delegation could not conceal the fact that the two Axis partners were deeply mistrustful of one another’s intentions. Whereas for Ciano the military pact contained ‘true dynamite’ because the mutual defence promise applied to cases of German aggression and not just self-defence, Goebbels was laconically sceptical about the value of the treaty. ‘Hopefully, the Italians will keep their end of it,’ he remarked.46 As would soon become apparent, such doubts were entirely justified.

Mussolini, too, had every reason to be concerned about Hitler’s next moves. Hardly had Ciano departed Berlin on the morning of 23 May than the German dictator called a meeting in his Chancellery office of the commanders of the army, navy and air force and their chiefs of staff to brief them on the overall political situation as he saw it. There, Hitler reaffirmed his decision, and the subsequent instruction of 11 April, ‘to attack Poland on the first suitable occasion’ and left no doubt that this war was to be only the beginning of the realisation of his wider plans. The minutes of the meeting, taken by Wehrmacht Adjutant Schmundt, read: ‘Danzig is not the true object of all this. For us, the point is to expand our living space in the east and to secure food as well as to resolve the Baltic problem.’ Hitler said that it was necessary to ‘isolate’ Poland so that things ‘did not come to a simultaneous conflict with the West’. Nonetheless, he conceded that depending on circumstances, it might not be possible to localise the German–Polish conflict and that England and France could intervene. In that case, it would be better ‘to attack the West and take care of Poland at the same time’. Fundamentally, Hitler doubted that there could be a peaceful reconciliation with Britain. ‘England sees our development as the establishment of a hegemony that would weaken England,’ he said. ‘England is thus our enemy, and the conflict with England is one of life and death.’

Hitler told the leaders of the Wehrmacht to get ready for a long struggle. If Schmundt’s notes are correct, he even spoke of a ‘war of ten to fifteen years’ duration’. The key to success, he said, was secrecy: ‘Our goals must be kept secret even from Italy and Japan.’ Thus, the ink on the Pact of Steel, which had been signed only hours before, was hardly dry before Hitler declared that he did not feel bound to share information or consult with his ally. The only person who spoke at the meeting apart from Hitler was Göring, who wanted to know when the three branches of Germany’s armed forces should expect major hostilities. Hitler’s answer that the armaments programmes were to be ‘completed by 1943 or 1944’ probably came as a relief to the military commanders. After all, Hitler had named the same time frame in their meeting on 5 November 1937, and a lot could happen between now and then. On the other hand, anyone who had believed Hitler was not serious about going to war with Poland now knew better. The Führer had made it abundantly clear that with Poland he did not expect a ‘Czech repeat’ of an act of aggression not leading to war. ‘Further successes cannot be achieved without shedding blood,’ Hitler predicted.47



As operative preparations went on behind the scenes for Case White, Hitler tried to assure the public that nothing out of the ordinary was going on. He spent most of the summer months on the Obersalzberg and was only spotted a few times in the German capital, for instance during a state visit by the prince regent of Yugoslavia from 1 to 4 June or for the reception of the Legion Condor, when it returned from the Spanish Civil War on 6 June.48 After that, he travelled extensively. On 7 June, he informed himself about the progress of the construction of the Volkswagen factory near Fallersleben. Three days later he arrived in Vienna to take part in ‘Reich Theatre Week’, attending the performance of a Richard Strauss opera with the portentous title Day of Peace and receiving the musicians afterwards. The following day, he went to the Burgtheater. ‘Here was where he once had his major theatrical experiences,’ noted Goebbels. ‘And now the entire city is cheering him.’49 Before leaving for Linz on 12 June to discuss his plans for developing the city with the local Gauleiter, August Eigruber, he visited the grave of his niece Geli Raubal. En route from Linz to Berchtesgaden, Hitler stopped off in two places of his childhood: Hafeld, where his father had moved after his retirement in 1895, and Fischlham, where his tiny one-room former schoolhouse had remained unchanged.50 To those around him, it seemed as though he were living in his past.

But that impression was mistaken. Even at the Berghof, along with making plans for monumental construction projects, he was constantly thinking about the imminent war with Poland. When Goebbels visited Hitler in his Alpine residence on 20 June, the dictator immediately came to the point, predicting that ‘Poland will first offer resistance and then pathetically collapse after its first defeat’. The campaign could be over and done with in a fortnight, Hitler assured Goebbels, and England would never keep its pledge to guarantee Polish sovereignty. ‘London will leave Warsaw in the lurch,’ he said. ‘They are just bluffing. They have too many other concerns.’51 It is difficult to say whether Hitler truly believed his ‘bluff theory’ or whether he just wanted to act optimistic in front of his propaganda minister. In the meeting with his highest military commanders on 23 May, he had refused to rule out an intervention by the Western powers, but had said that it was improbable.

On 3 July, Hitler visited the Luftwaffe’s test base in Rechlin am Müritzsee and inspected the latest technological innovations in German aviation. The following evening, he once again sounded a confident note to his entourage in the Chancellery: ‘Our fortifications are fantastic. Our potential for war grows day by day. Above all, our defensive weapons are much better than those of our adversaries. This is a pleasant result of Versailles. In any case, everything is going as well as it can.’52 The day after hosting a reception for Bulgarian prime minister Georgi Ivanov Kyoseivanov on 5 July, Hitler flew to Munich in a new four-motor Condor plane that was not only far more spacious but also 100 kilometres an hour faster than the Ju-52. During his subsequent week-long stay on the Obersalzberg, he devoted himself to the details of the Wehrmacht’s planned campaign against Poland.53 To conceal what he was doing from the German and international public, he announced on 10 July that the annual Nuremberg Rally would go ahead in September as usual. The event was given the cynical title of ‘Reich Rally for Peace’. Preparations also continued for a planned act of state on 27 August at the Tannenberg Memorial in East Prussia to commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the First World War battle that had been fought there.54

As he had the previous two years, Hitler also participated in events related to the ‘Day of German Art’ in Munich. On the evening of 14 July, he hosted a large-scale reception for artists in the Führerbau, which was attended by representatives from the Nazi Party, the government and the Wehrmacht as well as an Italian delegation led by the minister for popular education, Dino Alfieri. ‘A festive, intoxicating scene!’ gushed Goebbels. ‘It was very nice and lively. The Führer is in a splendid mood.’55 The dictator even took time the next day for the annual meeting of the Reich Chamber of Fine Arts in the ballroom of the Deutsches Museum, and at the opening of the Third Great German Art Exhibition on 16 July in the Haus der Deutschen Kunst he held a speech in which he praised the ‘purification’ of German culture from the corrosive influence of modernism. ‘The whole swindle of a decadent, sickly, mendacious, fashionable art has been swept away,’ the Führer proclaimed.56 But fate was not on the side of the festival parade that afternoon. Rain came down in buckets, which significantly dampened the atmosphere. ‘Hitler was in a very poor mood – he had sent his raincoat over to his “friend”, Miss Braun,’ the former German ambassador to Italy Ulrich von Hassell learned from the Bruckmanns, Hitler’s early patrons, whose enthusiasm for the dictator had noticeably cooled.57

On the morning of 17 July, Hitler had breakfast with Alfieri in his private apartment in Munich and then withdrew to the Obersalzberg. A week later, he set off for his annual visit to the Wagner festival in Bayreuth. At the opening performance on 25 July, he did not wear the customary tuxedo or dinner jacket but rather his party uniform. For alert observers this was a sign that unusual things were afoot. And indeed, Bayreuth was not exempt from politics. At the invitation of press chief Otto Dietrich, Lord Kemsley, the publisher of the Sunday Times, had travelled to the Bavarian city to discuss the modalities of an exchange of articles between German and English newspapers. At a meeting in the Villa Siegfried, Hitler was noticeably reserved, repeating in a monotone voice that the preservation of peace in Europe was up to England alone. He declined even to receive the British ambassador, Sir Nevile Henderson, who arrived in Bayreuth on 29 July.58 By contrast, he paid considerable attention during the festival to Unity Mitford and her sister Diana, the wife of British fascist leader Sir Oswald Mosley. During a meal with Winifred Wagner, Lady Mosley asserted with great conviction that because of its insufficient armaments programme, England was completely incapable of waging war. According to his adjutant Engel, that was music to the Führer’s ears.59 It was entirely possible that Hitler saw this as confirmation of his belief that the British government was only bluffing and would back off declaring war at the last minute.



Hitler spent the next three weeks without interruption on the Obersalzberg. While the Führer was demonstrably displaying normality and pursuing a ‘tactic of silence’ towards the Western powers, Goebbels’ propaganda ensured that the conflict with Poland was kept on the boil.60 The German press constantly reported on alleged Polish offences against the country’s German minority. As in the Sudeten crisis the previous year, incidents were staged to incite Polish reactions which could then be exploited for publicity. ‘In Poland we already have our first casualty,’ Goebbels reported gleefully in mid-May 1939. ‘Everything is taking its preordained path.’61 On 7 August, Hitler summoned the Gauleiter of Danzig, Albert Forster, to the Obersalzberg and told him he was ‘at the limit of his patience’ with Poland. Upon returning home on 10 August, Forster stoked the mood of agitation with an event on Langer Markt (Długi Targ). Poland, he told the crowd, needed to be aware that Danzig was ‘not alone and abandoned’ and that ‘the Greater German Reich, our motherland and our Führer Adolf Hitler’ were standing firmly by the city.62

On 11 August, Hitler had one of his private aeroplanes fly the high commissioner of the League of Nations in Danzig, Carl Jacob Burckhardt, to Salzburg. He received the Swiss diplomat and historian in the Adlershorst, a large teahouse above the Berghof, and with no further ado revealed that at ‘the slightest incident’ he would ‘destroy Poland without warning’. When Burckhardt objected that this would bring a ‘general war’, Hitler exclaimed: ‘Then so be it!’ If he had to wage war, the Führer added, then ‘better today than tomorrow’. At the end of the conversation, as the high commissioner recalled in his memoirs twenty years later, Hitler reiterated: ‘I am not bluffing. If anything at all happens in Danzig or happens to our minorities, I will strike a hard blow.’63 Again Hitler showed how good he was at fooling his conversation partners, since no matter how things developed in Danzig, he was determined to go to war against Poland in any case. The same day he received Burckhardt, he ordered the anti-Polish campaign to be ratcheted up to ‘80 per cent volume’, causing Goebbels to note, correctly: ‘It is coming down to the final sprint.’64

On 12 August, Hitler authorised the Wehrmacht to prepare the invasion of Poland and set 26 August as the day it would commence. Two days later, he called Brauchitsch and Halder to the Berghof and told them that it was impossible to obtain further political or military victories without risk. Nevertheless, he said his conviction that the war could be localised was growing ‘from day to day’. Everything indicated that ‘England and France will not join the war since they are under no obligation’.65 Afterwards, Hitler told a small group of listeners that he had summoned the two military leaders to ‘give them a shot in the arm’.66 Not that they needed one. The prospect of soon being able to strike against Poland put wind in the military commanders’ sails and gave them great satisfaction. Like Hitler, they were certain that, given German military superiority, they could conclude the Polish campaign in a couple of weeks.

Meanwhile, fears were growing in Rome that despite the consultation clause of the Pact of Steel, Italy’s ally was going to present Mussolini with a fait accompli. In early July 1939, Foreign Minister Ciano ordered Ambassador Attolico to find out precisely what Germany intended to do on the Polish issue. While Ribbentrop offered assurances on 6 July that Hitler had no concrete war plans and would not let himself be lured into ‘any heedless gestures’,67 the Italian military attaché in Berlin, General Efisio Marras, passed along reliable information to the ambassador dispelling any doubts that the German leadership intended to attack Poland. In what was perhaps an attempt to apply the brakes, Attolico suggested reviving the German suggestion of a meeting between Hitler and Mussolini. The Duce and Ciano agreed, and 4 August was set as a date. The Italians were hoping to use the meeting, as they had in Munich the previous September, to gain German support for the idea of an international conference. But Berlin was not forthcoming. Ribbentrop summarily rejected the conference proposal – and no doubt he was of one mind with Hitler on this score. For the Führer a diplomatic solution to the crisis was out of the question: he was set for war against Poland. In late July, the meeting of the two dictators was postponed indefinitely.68

Instead, on 11 August, Ciano travelled to see Ribbentrop on his country estate, Fuschl Castle, near Salzburg. Before he left, Mussolini had insisted that he ‘make the Germans clearly see that war with Poland must be avoided since it will be impossible to localise and a larger war would be disastrous for everyone’.69 But right from the outset, Ribbentrop informed his Italian colleague in no uncertain terms that Hitler had decided to attack Poland and that his decision was final. ‘The will to war is unbending,’ Ciano summarised in his diary. ‘He rejects any solution that would satisfy Germany and avoid war.’70 Ribbentrop brushed aside Ciano’s objections that the Western powers would inevitably intervene. The German foreign minister, observed the translator Paul Schmidt, ‘was already in a state of feverish excitement, like a hunting dog that cannot wait for its masters to turn it loose on its prey’.71 The atmosphere during the foreign ministers’ ten-hour meeting was icy. Over dinner, the two did not exchange a word.

The following day, Hitler received Ciano at the Berghof. He treated his guest with emphatic cordiality but was as unyielding as Ribbentrop on the Polish question. ‘He has decided to strike, and he will,’ Ciano noted. ‘Our objections will not deter him in the slightest. He kept repeating that he would localise the war with Poland, but his contention that the great war would have to be waged while he and the Duce are still young only strengthens my suspicion that he is duplicitous.’72 Whereas Ciano had energetically contradicted the German foreign minister on 12 August, the following day he seems to have simply capitulated to the Führer’s monologue, folding, as Schmidt remembered, ‘like a pocket knife’. Schmidt quoted Ciano as saying: ‘You have been proven right so often that I consider it possible that this time, too, you see things more correctly than we do.’73 From that point on, the Italians could be under no more illusions about the German determination to start a war. Their only options were either to break the pledge of military assistance made in the Pact of Steel or to be sucked by Hitler into a military adventure whose outcome was completely unclear. ‘I am returning to Rome, disgusted by Germany, its leaders and their behaviour,’ Ciano entrusted to his diary. ‘They have deceived and swindled us.’74



Ribbentrop and Hitler had also concealed from their ally one of the main reasons why they had so candidly blurted out the truth: Nazi Germany was about to reach a deal with its mortal enemy Bolshevik Russia. Since the spring of 1939, Moscow had been sending signals to Berlin indicating that the Soviet Union was ready to change its policies towards Germany. In his report to the Eighteenth Party Congress on 10 March 1939, Stalin had declared that he would not allow the country to be ‘dragged into conflicts by war-mongers’ who were only interested in ‘getting others to take the chestnuts out of the fire for them’.75 The jibe was aimed at the Western powers, which the Soviet dictator suspected of trying to embroil his country in war with Germany as a way of taking themselves out of the firing line. Stalin had no illusions about Hitler’s long-term aims or the inevitability of war between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. But he wanted to delay the conflict for as long as possible so that he could build up the Soviet military. An arrangement with the Third Reich to Poland’s detriment not only allowed him to play for time but gave him a portion of the spoils – those territories that revolutionary Russia had been forced to surrender to Poland, the Baltic states and Finland between 1917 and 1920.76

On 3 May, the people’s commissar of foreign affairs, Maksim Litvinov, an advocate of collective security and Russian cooperation with the West, was replaced by the Stalin loyalist Vyacheslav Molotov. ‘Much scratching of heads about Litvinov’s resignation,’ commented Goebbels. ‘In London and Paris they think Moscow wants to orientate itself more strongly towards us.’77 It was precisely this impression which the chargé d’affaires of the Soviet embassy in Berlin, Georgy Astakhov, sought to reinforce in conversation with Legation Counsellor Karl Julius Schnurre, the director of the eastern Europe division in the economic department of the German Foreign Ministry. According to Schnurre, Astakhov raised the question of ‘whether this event would change our position towards the Soviet Union’.78

Initially, Berlin was sceptical about the Soviet advances. After all, since the early 1920s, Hitler had constantly railed against ‘Jewish Bolshevism’, depicting it as the greatest threat to Germany and the ideological mortal enemy of National Socialism. A sudden deviation from this principle would confuse Hitler’s supporters and the German public as a whole. On the other hand, Hitler was enough of a Realpolitiker to recognise the advantages of temporarily making common cause with Stalin. It would keep his back free in the east in case war broke out with the Western powers while he was subjugating Poland. Berlin had looked on with concern as London and Paris extended feelers towards Moscow to entice Stalin into a mutual defence pact. The Soviet dictator was in the enviable position of being courted by both sides.

In late May 1939, as State Secretary Weizsäcker informed Germany’s ambassador in Moscow, Count Friedrich Werner von der Schulenburg, Hitler gave the green light to ‘sound out’ the Russians.79 ‘We are making advances,’ Weizsäcker told Astakhov in early July on Hitler’s instructions. ‘You can be our friends or our enemies, as you wish.’80 Nonetheless, Berlin was not sure what Moscow wanted. Soviet policy was ‘for the time being non-transparent to the Führer’, Goebbels noted. It was ‘difficult to comprehend’.81 The German Foreign Ministry feared that the Soviet leadership might only be using talks with Germany to increase the price for an alliance in its negotiations with the Western powers. But a month later, after talks between Molotov and Schulenburg, the misgivings appear to have been cleared up. On 8 July, when Goebbels visited the Obersalzberg, Hitler confided in him. ‘He no longer believes that London and Moscow will reach an agreement,’ Goebbels noted. ‘The path is clear for us.’82

In mid-July 1939, the deputy director of the Soviet trade mission in Berlin, Yevgeny Babarin, returned from Moscow with instructions to resume negotiations over a German–Soviet trade pact. On 26 July, on orders from Ribbentrop, Schnurre invited Astakhov and Babarin to dinner at a Berlin restaurant and broached the question of whether they could go beyond the economic negotiations to reconstruct German–Soviet relations by ‘taking into account our mutual vital political interests’. From the German perspective, Schnurre said, there were no fundamental obstacles since despite all their differences in world view, the two sides had ‘one thing in common … opposition to the capitalist democracies’.83 A few days later, on 2 August, Ribbentrop summoned Astakhov to the German Foreign Office and told him that ‘from the Baltic to the Black Sea there is no problem that cannot be solved to our mutual satisfaction’. That was a loaded choice of words: an implicit offer that Germany and the Soviet Union could divide up Poland.84

For the Soviet leadership, this was an unmistakable sign that the Germans were seriously interested in reaching an agreement and that the desire to successfully conclude negotiations as quickly as possible meant that war with Poland was imminent. On 12 August, Astakhov issued an invitation for negotiations in Moscow, although Molotov initially dragged his feet on Ribbentrop’s offer two days later to travel to the Russian capital for ‘immediate talks’ with Stalin.85 The Soviets knew that time was on their side. On 16 August, Ribbentrop repeated his offer. He declared himself ready ‘at any time’ from 18 August onwards to fly to Moscow ‘with the complete authorisation of the Führer to negotiate over the entire constellation of German–Russian issues and to sign any resulting treaties’.86 Once again, Molotov was evasive, saying that a visit by the German foreign minister would require careful preparation. The matter went back and forth, with the German side becoming increasingly nervous. The planned date for attacking Poland was only a few days away.87

‘The great crisis of nerves has begun,’ Goebbels noted on 17 August. ‘… The air is full of tension and pressure.’ Two days later, the propaganda minister got a call from the Obersalzberg. He was told to turn up the campaign of hatred against Poland to ‘full volume’. ‘So we can begin’, Goebbels noted. From the chief of the Wehrmacht Supreme Command, Wilhelm Keitel, he learned about the state of play. ‘Everything is ready for an attack on Poland. Almost 2.5 million men under arms. Everyone is waiting for the Führer to give the signal to start … It would take a miracle to avoid war.’88 On 20 August, the German–Soviet Credit and Trade Agreement was signed in Berlin, but the two sides were still far apart with regard to Poland. Then Hitler decided to make an unusual gesture. That very day, he sent a telegram to Stalin asking him to receive Ribbentrop on 22 August or at the latest on 23 August. The German foreign minister would bring with him the ‘most comprehensive general authorisation’ to sign a non-aggression treaty and the ‘additional protocol’ that the Soviets had requested to delineate the two sides’ spheres of influence in eastern Europe.89 Hitler assured Stalin that the conclusion of the non-aggression pact represented a ‘commitment of German policy in the long term’ – a bare-faced lie that would have hardly deceived Stalin as to Hitler’s future intentions. The telegram was delivered at 12.45 a.m. in Moscow but only relayed by Schulenburg to Molotov in the afternoon of 21 August.

On the Obersalzberg, Hitler waited with visible agitation for Stalin’s answer. Finally, during dinner, a servant brought a note. ‘He scanned it, stared straight ahead for a moment, his face turning red, then pounded the table so that the glasses clinked and cried out with his voice breaking, “I have them! I have them!”’ recalled Albert Speer. ‘Seconds later he had already regained control of himself. No one dared ask any questions, and the meal continued.’90 In his telegram, which arrived at the Berghof at 9.45 p.m., Stalin agreed to ‘the arrival of Mr Ribbentrop in Moscow on 23 August’. The Soviet leader also expressed his hope that the non-aggression pact would create ‘the basis for the liquidation of political tension and for the creation of peace and cooperation between our two countries’.91 Later that evening, German radio interrupted its regular music broadcast to announce the sensational news that Germany and the Soviet Union had agreed to a non-aggression pact. ‘This produces a whole new situation,’ Goebbels commented. ‘We are on top again.’92

On 22 August, Hitler called the leaders of the three branches of the Wehrmacht to the Obersalzberg to run through the reasons for the imminent war one more time. The fifty or so high-ranking officers travelled to Hitler’s Alpine retreat in civilian clothing to avoid attracting scrutiny. Only Göring stood out in his imaginative hunting outfit. In the great hall of the Berghof, several rows of chairs had been set up for the military men. At noon, Hitler, as usual wearing his simple party uniform, began a two-hour speech. He spoke extemporaneously, only casting the odd glance at the notes he held in his left hand. Since the spring, he said, it had become clear to him that ‘it will come to conflict with Poland sooner or later’. Originally, he had wanted first to ‘turn against the West’ in a few years’ time, and only afterwards go after ‘the East’, but he had been forced to reverse that sequence. Germany’s relations with Poland had become ‘intolerable’ and the time to strike was auspicious
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