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      Introduction

      Sir Harold Nicolson (1886–1968) was a diplomat, author and politician who, for all his calm, civilized and rational exterior,
         was prey to profound passions. Why Britain is at War, a Penguin Special written on the outbreak of the Second World War, which soon became a bestseller, is a passionate and brilliantly
         sustained polemic against Nazism, but also against the appeasement of Hitler, against both of which Nicolson had bravely stood
         out during the 1930s. Equally passionate were his superbly written journals, which, in my view, constitute the finest British
         political diaries of the twentieth century. His homosexual passions, and the turbulent lesbian love affairs of his wife, the
         writer Vita Sackville-West, are well recounted in their son Nigel’s 1973 book Portrait of a Marriage.


      
      Born in Tehran, the third son of Sir Arthur Nicolson (the 11th baronet and later 1st Baron Carnock), Harold Nicolson attended
         Wellington and then Balliol College, Oxford, passing the fiendishly hard Foreign Office exams in 1909. After serving in the
         Madrid and Constantinople embassies he was recalled to London, and it was he who delivered Britain’s declaration of war to
         the German embassy there. At the war’s end he played a part during the Versailles Peace Conference in 1919, indeed when A.
         J. Balfour criticized David Lloyd George, Georges Clemenceau and President Woodrow Wilson as ‘those three, all-powerful, all-ignorant, men sitting there and partitioning continents with only a child to take notes for them’,
         Nicolson was that child. In 1920 Nicolson was appointed CMG for his efforts and promoted to First Secretary.


      
      Postings at the League of Nations, as Counsellor at the Foreign Office and as chargé d’affaires at the Tehran and Berlin embassies followed, before Nicolson suddenly resigned from the service in September 1929. ‘I am
         presented with a cactus,’ he wrote of his leaving party. ‘It symbolizes the end of my diplomatic career.’ Some prosaic souls
         in the diplomatic service had failed to appreciate the books that he had written – such as the witty Some People, published in 1927 – and he also needed to earn more than his meagre stipend. Furthermore he wanted to see more of his beloved
         Vita, who had not joined him at either Tehran or Berlin.


      
      On the left of politics, few would have predicted the next stage of his career, which was to work on the ‘Londoner’s Diary’
         column of Lord Beaverbrook’s reactionary Evening Standard newspaper, a job he soon started to hate and which lasted only eighteen months. During that time he moved to Sissinghurst
         Castle in Kent, where he and his wife created one of Britain’s most beautiful gardens, and he also began to keep his daily
         diary.


      
      In 1931 Nicolson entered politics, standing but losing the Combined Universities seat as a candidate for Sir Oswald Mosley’s
         New Party. He also edited the party’s weekly newspaper, Action. He left the party the following year when its underlying fascism became evident, and before it changed its name to the British
         Union of Fascists. Nicolson’s utter loathing of fascism and dictatorship is clearly evident from Why Britain is at War. In the 1935 general election, he was elected to parliament as the National Labour candidate for Leicester West.


      
      Throughout the 1930s Nicolson continued to write assured prose in highly regarded books – such as Lord Carnock, People and Things, Peacemaking, 1919 (about the Versailles Conference), Curzon: The Last Phase, Helen’s Tower and Diplomacy – and after Hitler’s rise to power he resolutely opposed the appeasement policy adopted by the National Government he had
         been elected to support. He was one of the few MPs in the chamber of the House of Commons to refuse to stand up and cheer
         Neville Chamberlain when he announced that he would be flying to Munich to try to save the world from war in late September
         1938.


      
      On 25 September 1939, less than a month after the German invasion of Poland and Britain’s declaration of war, Allen Lane,
         the chairman and managing director of Penguin, commissioned Nicolson to write a Penguin Special of 50,000 words which would
         explain to the British people why war with Germany had been unavoidable, and must be won. ‘His deep-rooted conviction that
         Hitler represented evil’, recalled his son Nigel, could now be given full rein to a mass audience. First published on 7 November
         1939, Why Britain is at War quickly sold 100,000 copies and went through three reprints by February 1940. ‘There is a great deal in the book which will
         annoy the Government terribly’, Nicolson warned the pro-appeasement Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, Rab Butler, in
         mid-October 1939, but two months later Butler replied that the book ‘is a work of art and perfectly correct’. Anthony Eden also told Nicolson how he was ‘very much
         in favour of my Penguin and has bought many copies’.


      
      The book was badly needed: Fascists, Communists and a large pacifist movement bitterly opposed the war, and between the surrender
         of Poland in October 1939 and Hitler’s invasion of Norway and Denmark in April 1940 there was no military activity on the
         Western Front to distract public attention. It was being nicknamed the ‘Phoney War’ and the ‘Bore War’, and many Britons were
         asking the question that the superbly direct title of Nicolson’s book sought to answer. His use of high irony, low sarcasm
         and the telling phrase – he describes Hitler as ‘this lazy, feminine, unscrupulous but most remarkable man’ – was ideally
         suited to the hour.


      
      Inevitably Nicolson got some things wrong: it is unlikely that Hitler was ever a street-beggar, for example, and he did not
         allow control of events to pass to his generals. Few would today write of the Führer that ‘the democratic countries have much
         to learn from his social experiments,’ and Nicolson’s proposal effectively to abolish the aeroplane after the war was naive,
         but overall the book is a triumph of hard-hitting prose and well-crafted propaganda. ‘I face the future with sorrow,’ Nicolson
         writes, ‘with resolution, but without fear.’ In teaching his fellow countrymen to adopt that attitude in 1939 and 1940, Harold
         Nicolson did Britain, and civilization, a great service.


      
      When Neville Chamberlain’s Tory-dominated National Government faced a vote of no confidence on 8 May 1940, over the issue of its mismanagement of the Norway campaign, Nicolson took the opportunity to vote against it,
         one of a group of 41 rebels to do so. (Others included Alfred Duff Cooper, Bob Boothby, Leslie Hore-Belisha, Nancy Astor,
         General Spears, Ronald Tree, Leo Amery and Admiral Sir Roger Keyes.) It was enough to force the Prime Minister to resign two
         days later, and when Winston Churchill took over as premier, Nicolson became Parliamentary Secretary at the Ministry of Information.
         To his intense chagrin, Nicolson held the post for only fourteen months before being sacked at the same time as his Secretary
         of State, Duff Cooper. The Ministry of Information was unpopular and both men were held to have failed, for all their undoubted
         talents beyond politics. ‘I had youth and success together,’ he wrote in his diary on the day of his enforced resignation,
         ‘and now I have old age and failure.’ He was 54.


      
      A Governor of the BBC from 1941 to 1946, Nicolson’s other great contribution to the war effort, besides writing Why Britain is at War, were his weekly ‘Marginal Comment’ articles in The Spectator, the best of which were collected and published. After unsuccessfully standing as a National candidate in the 1945 general
         election, he joined the Labour Party in 1947, but lost a by-election in Croydon in 1948. He devoted the rest of his life to
         writing, with such books as The Congress of Vienna, The English Sense of Humour, Benjamin Constant, King George V, Good Behaviour and The Age of Reason. He was sadly denied the peerage that would have allowed him to continue to contribute directly to the national debate. He died in 1968.

      *

      One of the most attractive personalities of his day, and showing great moral courage when his country most needed it, Harold
         Nicolson personified the civilization for which the free world fought. Considering that he wrote Why Britain is at War when Soviet Russia was still allied to Nazi Germany, and before Chamberlain’s fall, it shows Themistoclean foresight as well
         as being an inspired, biting work of polemical eloquence. His criticisms of British politicians for not having read the ‘long
         passages of sententious immoralising’ in Mein Kampf were well made: even the foreign secretary Lord Halifax only perused a digest of the expurgated version of Hitler’s blueprint
         for action.


      
      Why Britain is at War still stands today, for all that it has been superseded by events from the Fall of France to the liberation of Auschwitz,
         as one of the best explanations of why Hitler had to be stopped. Its scintillating prose can be read as much for its literary
         as its historical merits, but it is really as a political and moral work that it bears re-reading in a modern context, especially
         for its certainty that: ‘The virtue of human beings and not their vices in the end prevail.’ Nicolson’s central message transcends
         the war for which it was written, and speaks to us untarnished across the decades.


      
      Andrew Roberts

      
      January 2010

      
      www.andrew-roberts.net


      
      CONTENTS

CHAPTER

    I. BRIDES IN THE BATH

   II. ADOLF HITLER

  III. MEIN KAMPF

  IV. THE SEIZURE OF THE RHINELAND: SATURDAY, MARCH 7TH, 1936

   V. THE SEIZURE OF AUSTRIA: SATURDAY, MARCH 12TH, 1938

  VI. THE ROAD TO MUNICH: MARCH–SEPTEMBER, 1938

 VII. THE SEIZURE OF CZECHOSLOVAKIA: MARCH 15TH, 1939

VIII. THE SEIZURE OF POLAND: SEPTEMBER 1ST, 1939

   IX. WHAT ARE THE REAL CAUSES?

    X. WAR AIMS

      
            

      
      CHAPTER I

      
      BRIDES IN THE BATH

      
      AT 3.15 on the afternoon of Thursday, July 1st, 1915, George Joseph Smith was convicted at the Old Bailey of the murder of Beatrice
         Mundy. In passing sentence Mr. Justice Scrutton informed the defendant that the jury, after a careful and patient hearing,
         had found him guilty of “a cold-blooded and heartless murder.” He thereafter sentenced him to be hanged by the neck until
         he was dead. This sentence was carried out at Maidstone Gaol on the morning of August 14th.


      
      George Smith had an excellent defence. He pointed out that he had met Bessie Mundy at Clifton, and that they had fallen in
         love with each other at first sight. He had married her at the local registry office under the name af Henry Williams. Miss
         Mundy possessed a fortune of £2,500, and on the very first day of their marriage her husband had induced her to make a will
         bequeathing all her worldly goods to him. They had then left together upon a honeymoon at Herne Bay. George Smith (who asserted
         untruly that he was particular in such matters) had insisted that their choice of lodgings must be dependent upon the lodgings
         possessing a wide and well-appointed bath-room. On arrival at Herne Bay, Mr. Smith (or Williams) displayed the greatest solicitude
         regarding the health of his bride. He assured her that she was looking very ill indeed. She replied that she had never felt better. He insisted that they should visit the local doctor. He drew the doctor aside
         and informed him that his young wife had had a fit in the train. The doctor suggested the symptoms of that fit and Mr. Smith
         agreed that those were in fact the very symptoms which his wife had displayed. The doctor prescribed a dose of bromide. On
         returning to their lodgings Mr. Smith induced his wife to write a letter to her relations stating that she had been afflicted
         by a mysterious seizure and that the kindness of her dear husband had been beyond praise. Mr. Smith then advised her to take
         a hot bath. Shortly afterwards she was found dead in the bathroom. The coroner, on hearing the evidence, pronounced that she
         had died from drowning induced by syncope when in a bath. George Smith inherited the estate.


      
      On the merits of that particular episode Smith possessed an almost perfect case. No shadow of suspicion rested upon him. All
         that he had done was to assert his rights. Encouraged by this successful speculation, he repeated the experiment. He met Miss
         Alice Burnham and again contracted a marriage at a registry office. He was a man of great physical charm and Miss Burnham,
         for her part also, fell in love with him at first sight. The same technique was applied. Miss Burnham was persuaded by her
         husband to insure her life and to make a will in his favour. They left on their honeymoon for Blackpool. Again he told her
         how ill she looked, and again he suggested that she should write to her relations informing them that she had been taken queer
         and how kind her husband had been. The local doctor was again called into consultation and George Smith, fortified by previous
         medical information, was able to explain to him exactly what symptoms his young bride had displayed. The bride herself denied
         that she had been conscious of any such symptoms. Mr. Smith winked at the doctor and the doctor winked at him. Obviously the
         poor lady had become unconscious at the moment of her seizure. They returned to their lodgings and the bride had a bath. She
         did not recover from that experience.


      
      George Smith thereafter encountered Margaret Lofty. For the third time this was a case of love at first sight. The honeymoon
         on this occasion was spent at Highgate. Again the bride was told by her husband that she was demonstrably suffering from internal
         symptoms indicating a weak heart with a tendency to epilepsy. Mr. Smith advised his bride to have a bath. She also died after
         this experience.


      
      A report of the inquest which was held at Highgate found its way into the newspapers. Miss Burnham’s uncle happened to read
         this report. It seemed to him that such a repetition of misadventure was strange indeed. He drew the attention of the police
         to the Highgate inquest citing the analogy of his own niece’s experiences at Blackpool. George Smith was arrested, tried and
         hanged.


      
      It should be observed that Smith could scarcely have been convicted of the murder of Miss Mundy, had he not been so foolish
         as to employ exactly the same technique in his assassinations of Miss Burnham and Miss Lofty. One dead bride in a bath might
         well have been regarded as an unfortunate circumstance. Two dead brides in a bath might have been excused as a most regrettable
         coincidence. But three dead brides in a bath transcended the limits of human credulity. And George Smith was therefore hanged owing to the fact that he had been too stupid or too arrogant to vary his technique.


      
      2

      There are interesting comparisons to be drawn between the case of George Joseph Smith and the case of Adolf Hitler. Even as
         George Smith might have got away with the murder of Margaret Lofty had not his two previous brides been done to death in an
         identical manner, so also might Adolf Hitler have got away with the seizure of Danzig and the Corridor, had he not already
         applied the same technique to the destruction of Austria and Czechoslovakia. The methods adopted by each of these two persons
         are not dissimilar and merit a comparative analysis.


      
      George Smith’s technique can be summarised as follows:

      
      
	1. Choice of intended victim and exercise of charm.

	2. Every attempt made to convince the victim’s relations that his intentions were strictly honourable.

	3. Marriage with victim at a registry office.

	4. Victim persuaded to make a will in her husband’s favour.

	5. Suggestion to victim that she is looking extremely ill and is displaying marked symptoms of epilepsy or heart-disease. Evidently
               grave internal disorder.


	6. Visit to local doctor to whom these symptoms are described.

	7. Letter from victim to her relations saying that she has suffered from fainting fits and that her dear husband has been most
               considerate.


	8. Bath and murder.

	9. Inquest withheld from the relations. Many crocodile tears.

	10. Consolidation of inheritance thus acquired.

	11. Preparations for next murder.



      Herr Hitler’s technique can be summarised as follows:

      
	1. Choice of intended victim and exercise of charm.

	2. Every attempt made to assure both the victim and her friends that his intentions are strictly honourable.

	3. Treaty with, or assurances to, intended victim.

	4. Preoccupation with health of intended victim. Friends and relations informed that victim is suffering from some mysterious
               internal disease. Symptoms of this disease manufactured artificially. German minorities organised under some Gauleiter who
               takes his orders from Hitler. Acts of provocation committed by these organisations. These lead to reprisals on the part of
               the local population or to disciplinary measures on the part of the authorities. Such measures are described as “intolerable
               persecution of our brothers in blood.” If on the other hand the victim Government take no measures of repression the news
               is broadcast that they have lost control of the governmental machine and that law and order must be re-established.


	5. Meanwhile foreign opinion continues to be assured of the good intentions of Herr Hitler and the justice of his cause. The
               ultimate purpose of destruction is concealed. Herr Hitler isolates from his real programme that part of it which will seem
               reasonable and just to foreign opinion. He then puts it about that this reasonable part of his programme represents his final demands.


	6. At this stage favourable terms are offered to the victim “as a basis of discussion.” Yet these terms are either conveyed in
               a vague or tentative manner so that they are not taken seriously. Or else conveyed in the form of an ultimatum such as no
               independent Government can accept.


	7. A press campaign is then launched against the victim.

	8. Troops are massed in overwhelming force upon the frontier.

	9. The pace of the negotiations is suddenly increased and the victim and her friends are informed that in view of the delicacy
               of the situation a settlement is not a matter of weeks or days but of hours.


	10. At the last moment an attempt is made to induce the victim to send a plenipotentiary to Berlin. If he comes, he is submitted
               to third-degree methods and placed in the bath. If he refuses to come, then the responsibility for the ensuing bloodshed is
               thrown upon him. When a rupture has by this means been engineered, then the most charming terms are adduced as representing
               the terms which would have been offered to the bride if she had agreed to enter the bath.


	11. The victim is then seized, her screams are stifled, and all compromising documents are destroyed.

	12. Consolidation of inheritance thus acquired.

	13. Preparations for next murder.



      
      3

      It is not only in this matter of technique that one can observe a similarity between George Joseph Smith and Adolf Hitler.
         The former (although an almost totally uneducated man) was convinced that he possessed literary and artistic gifts of a high
         order. His self-confidence was unbounded; his conceit immeasurable; his arrogance overweening. Such was his contempt for the
         intellectual limitations of his fellow mortals that he believed that he could defy all human morality as well as the forces
         of law and order. His first successes gave him such confidence in his own astuteness that he became blind even to the probabilities
         of chance. Yet with all his ambition, with all his greed for money, he was a mean-minded man; he haggled over the price of
         the coffins in which his successive brides were interred. He was an irritable man and at his trial he refused to listen to
         the advice of his counsel and indulged in bursts of vituperation and rage which did much damage to his cause. To the very
         end he remained convinced that there had arisen some misunderstanding between himself and society and that the latter were
         at fault in not recognising that so great a genius stood above the rules and regulations by which lesser mortals are constrained.
         He went to the scaffold feeling that a great artist and a leader of men had fallen a victim to the machinations of a mediocre
         people. For him truth, honesty, gentleness, and moderations were little more than excuses with which lesser mortals tried
         to cover up their own lack of will-power. He was the perfect criminal type.


      
      There are two points, however, at which Herr Hitler differs from George Joseph Smith. Smith was a sensualist and wished to
         accumulate money: Herr Hitler is an ascetic and desires only to accumulate power. And whereas Smith never committed to writing
         the methods by which he had planned to murder his three brides, Herr Hitler has recorded with elaborate precision the technique
         of his own intended stratagems.


      
      I propose in this book to examine in some detail the three crimes committed by Herr Hitler in exercising robbery with violence
         against Austria, Czechoslovakia and Poland. I thereafter propose to consider the question whether such procedure concerns
         Great Britain; and, if so, why. But before I embark upon these three curious cases, or consider how far we ourselves need
         be concerned in the suppression of crime, it may be interesting to describe the origins, character and past record of Adolf
         Hitler and to consider that curious document, Mein Kampf, in which he informed the world of his own intentions. The audacity of such an avowal induced many people to assume that
         it was too bad to be true: the style in which it was written was such as to render it, even for expert criminologists with
         a sound knowledge of German, almost illegible. It was perhaps unfortunate that so few British politicians had studied Mein Kampf in the unexpurgated edition: the original English translation of that work omitted any passages which might cause offence
         to British Conservatives. Until March 15th, 1939, the British public remained convinced that Herr Hitler was, in spite of
         his extremely comic appearance, a “bulwark against bolshevism.” They had not
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