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A Note on Names, Dates, and Method

A war fought across six continents and a dozen languages does not surrender easily to a single set of conventions. A few choices have been made for the reader’s sake.

Place names are given in the form most familiar to English-speaking readers at the time of the events described, with modern names noted where confusion is likely: Stalingrad rather than Volgograd, Danzig rather than Gdańsk, but with a guiding hand where a city has since changed hands or names. Foreign terms — Blitzkrieg, Lebensraum, Wehrmacht, kamikaze — are italicized on first use and defined in the Glossary at the back of the book.

Dates follow the day-month-year order standard in most of the world, and times are given by the twenty-four-hour clock where precision matters, as it so often does in military history, where the difference between dawn and mid-morning could decide the fate of an army.

Casualty figures deserve a special word of caution. The dead of the Second World War cannot be counted with the tidiness a reader might wish. Records were destroyed, whole populations vanished, and the regimes that did the killing were not in the habit of keeping honest books. Where this narrative gives a number, it gives the best estimate of serious scholarship, and where the range of credible estimates is wide it says as much. The reader should treat every total — fifteen million here, fifty-five million there — as a monument rather than a measurement: an attempt to mark a magnitude of loss that exceeds the human capacity to truly grasp.

The aim throughout has been to tell the whole war — not the European war with the Pacific as an afterthought, nor the soldiers’ war with the civilians’ war left in the margins, but the entire catastrophe, from the diplomats’ tables where it was made possible to the death camps where its logic reached its end, and on to the rebuilt and divided world it left behind. The tone is sober. The subject does not permit otherwise.





Introduction: A World on the Brink

On the morning of 1 September 1939, a retired German training ship named the Schleswig-Holstein lay at anchor in the harbor of the Free City of Danzig, on a courtesy visit that fooled no one. At 4:47 a.m. her guns opened fire on a small Polish garrison at the Westerplatte peninsula, and the first shells of the Second World War fell on a sandy spit of the Baltic coast. There was no declaration, no ultimatum honored, no last diplomatic flourish. There was only the flat concussion of naval artillery in the dark, and a few hundred Polish soldiers who would hold out for a week against impossible odds, and the beginning of six years that would kill more human beings than any event in the history of the species.

Within hours, German aircraft were over Polish cities and German armor was pouring across the frontier in three great pincers. Within two days, Britain and France had declared war. Within a month, Poland had ceased to exist as a state, carved between Berlin and Moscow under the terms of a secret agreement signed only a week before the invasion. Within two years, the war would stretch from the gates of Moscow to the deserts of North Africa; within three, from the Aleutian Islands to the beaches of Guadalcanal, from the convoys of the frozen Arctic to the jungles of Burma. Before it ended, it would consume the lives of an estimated fifty to sixty million people, perhaps two-thirds of them civilians, and it would close with the detonation of a single bomb over a Japanese city that announced, in one blinding flash, that humanity had at last acquired the means to destroy itself.

How did it happen? That is the question this book sets out to answer, and it is a harder question than the simple answer — that a uniquely wicked man in Berlin willed it so — allows. Adolf Hitler was indeed the indispensable author of the European war, a man whose appetite for conquest and whose racial fanaticism turned an ordinary crisis into an extermination. But Hitler did not act in a vacuum. He rose to power in a Germany humiliated by defeat and embittered by a peace it considered a betrayal; he expanded against democracies paralyzed by the memory of the last war and the fear of the next; he was enabled, at the decisive moment, by a cynical pact with the very Soviet state he had sworn to destroy. And on the other side of the world, in Tokyo, a different militarism with its own logic and its own grievances was driving toward a collision with the United States that would make the war truly global. The road to 1 September 1939, and to 7 December 1941, ran through Versailles, through the Great Depression, through Manchuria and the Rhineland and Munich, through a thousand decisions taken and not taken. To understand the war, one must first understand the peace that failed to prevent it.

This book is built to follow that road from its beginning to its end. It opens, in Part One, with the origins of the catastrophe: the flawed settlement of 1919, the rise of the dictators in Italy, Germany, and Japan, the slow collapse of the international order, and the fatal policy of appeasement that mistook a revolutionary for a statesman. It then follows the war itself in roughly chronological order — the lightning conquests of 1939 and 1940, the globalization of the conflict in 1941 with the German invasion of the Soviet Union and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the great turning points of 1942 and 1943 at Stalingrad and Midway and El Alamein, the Allied onslaught of 1944 from the beaches of Normandy to the islands of the central Pacific, and the apocalyptic final year of 1945, which ended in the ruins of Berlin and the ashes of Hiroshima.

But a war is not only a sequence of battles, and this book pauses, at the moment its logic reaches full horror, to look directly at the thing that sets the Second World War apart from every other conflict in history. The Holocaust was not a byproduct of the war; it was, for the regime that waged it, among the war’s central purposes. So too were the deliberate starvation of Soviet prisoners, the enslavement of conquered peoples, the bombing of cities, and the mobilization of entire societies for total war. Part Four turns from the front lines to the killing grounds, the occupied territories, the home fronts, the resistance movements, and the secret war of codebreakers and spies — the parts of the story that a narrative of generals and battle lines too easily leaves out.

The book closes, in its final part, with the reckoning. It counts, so far as anyone can, the cost. It follows the surviving leaders of the Nazi regime to the dock at Nuremberg, where a new idea — that there are crimes against humanity itself, for which men may be hanged — was written into the law of nations. And it traces the world the war made: the rise of two superpowers and the descent of the Iron Curtain that divided them; the founding of the United Nations and the dawn of the nuclear age; the collapse of the European empires and the birth of dozens of new nations from their wreckage. The world we live in now — its borders, its institutions, its anxieties, its moral vocabulary — was forged in these six years. We are, all of us, the war’s inheritors.

It is tempting, eight decades on, to file the Second World War away as settled history, a black-and-white newsreel of a vanished age. This book resists that temptation. The men and women who lived through it did not know how it would end; they did not know, in the dark spring of 1940 or the desperate winter of 1942, that the cause for which they fought and died would prevail. They made their choices — to resist or to collaborate, to fight or to flee, to look away or to bear witness — in the fog of an unfolding catastrophe, with imperfect knowledge and at terrible cost. To understand them, we must follow them back into that fog. We must begin not with the guns of Danzig, but with the room in which the seeds of the next war were sown even as the last one ended: the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, in the early summer of 1919.





Chapter 1: The Peace That Failed — Versailles and Its Discontents

On 28 June 1919, in the Hall of Mirrors at the Palace of Versailles, two relatively obscure German officials walked the length of a vast gallery lined with the reflected glory of the Sun King to sign a document they had not been permitted to negotiate. The date was chosen with deliberate cruelty: it was the fifth anniversary of the assassination at Sarajevo of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the spark that had set the First World War alight. The room was chosen with equal deliberation. It was here, in January 1871, amid the wreckage of France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, that the German Empire had been proclaimed and a humiliated France had watched its enemy crowned in its own most splendid palace. Now the wheel had turned. The victors of 1918 meant the Germans to feel the full weight of the reversal, and the Germans did.

The treaty they signed that day would shape the next twenty years of European history and help to ensure that those twenty years would end in an even greater catastrophe. To understand the Second World War, one must begin here, in the Hall of Mirrors, with a peace that satisfied no one — too harsh to be forgiven, too soft to be final, and built on a foundation of resentment that a clever demagogue would one day learn to exploit.


The War to End All Wars

The First World War had ended not with a clean victory but with an exhausted collapse. By the autumn of 1918, the German army, having gambled everything on a final spring offensive that fell short, was retreating across France. The home front was starving under the British naval blockade; the navy mutinied at Kiel; revolution flickered through the cities; and on 9 November the Kaiser abdicated and fled to the Netherlands. Two days later, in a railway carriage in the forest of Compiègne, German representatives signed an armistice that took effect at the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month. The guns fell silent across a continent that had lost some nine million soldiers and perhaps as many civilians, and that had no clear idea of what to do next.

It is essential to grasp one fact that would poison German politics for a generation: when the armistice was signed, no foreign soldier stood on German soil. The fighting had ended in France and Belgium, on territory Germany had occupied for four years. To ordinary Germans, fed a steady diet of confident communiqués, the sudden collapse seemed inexplicable. They had not seen their armies destroyed; they had simply been told the war was over and lost. Into this gap between perception and reality crept one of the most destructive myths of the twentieth century: the Dolchstoßlegende, the “stab in the back,” which held that the German army had been undefeated in the field and betrayed at home by socialists, liberals, and Jews. It was a lie. The German army had in fact been beaten, and its own high command had demanded the armistice. But it was a comforting lie, and a useful one, and the men who would later seize Germany would build a movement upon it.



Fourteen Points and the Politics of Peace

The Germans had not simply surrendered; they had requested an armistice on a specific understanding. In January 1918, the American president Woodrow Wilson had laid out his Fourteen Points, a vision of a just peace founded on national self-determination, freedom of the seas, open diplomacy, reduced armaments, and a League of Nations to keep the peace thereafter. It was on the basis of these idealistic principles that Germany had laid down its arms, expecting a negotiated settlement among more or less equal parties.

What it received instead was a Diktat — a dictated peace, handed down by the victors and presented for signature without negotiation. The reasons lay in the gulf between Wilson’s idealism and the war aims of his European allies. France, which had been invaded twice by Germany within living memory and had lost a generation of young men in the trenches, wanted security above all — and security, to the French premier Georges Clemenceau, meant a Germany permanently weakened, disarmed, and bled of the means to make war again. Britain, under David Lloyd George, was more ambivalent, wary of leaving France dominant on the continent yet bound by an election fought on promises to “make Germany pay.” The negotiations at Paris in the first half of 1919 were a collision of these visions, and the treaty that emerged bore the scars of every compromise.



The Terms

The Treaty of Versailles, when its terms were finally revealed in May 1919, struck Germany like a physical blow. It was longer and harsher than almost anyone had expected.

Germany lost about thirteen percent of its European territory and all of its overseas colonies. Alsace and Lorraine, seized from France in 1871, returned to France. The province of Posen and most of West Prussia went to the newly reconstituted state of Poland, creating a “Polish Corridor” that gave Poland access to the sea but severed East Prussia from the rest of Germany. The port city of Danzig, overwhelmingly German in population, was made a Free City under League of Nations administration — an arrangement that would itself become a flashpoint twenty years later. The coal-rich Saar Basin was placed under international control. The Rhineland, the industrial heart of western Germany, was to be permanently demilitarized.

The military clauses were designed to render Germany incapable of aggression. The army was capped at one hundred thousand men, with no tanks, no military aircraft, and no general staff. The navy was reduced to a coastal force with no submarines. Conscription was forbidden.

Then came the financial and moral provisions that wounded German pride most deeply. Article 231, the “war guilt clause,” required Germany to accept responsibility for “all the loss and damage” caused by the war. On this basis Germany was assessed reparations that were eventually fixed, in 1921, at 132 billion gold marks — a sum so vast it seemed designed less to compensate the Allies than to chain Germany to debt for generations.



A Peace Built on Sand

Almost no one was satisfied. The Germans regarded the treaty as a betrayal of the Fourteen Points and a national humiliation, and every government of the Weimar Republic that followed would be tarred by association with it. The French, paradoxically, thought it too lenient: Marshal Ferdinand Foch, the Allied supreme commander, read the terms and pronounced with grim prophecy, “This is not peace. It is an armistice for twenty years.” He was wrong by only sixty-five days.

The economist John Maynard Keynes, who had attended the conference as a British Treasury official, resigned in disgust and published The Economic Consequences of the Peace, a withering critique arguing that the reparations were both unpayable and immoral, and that a prostrate Germany would drag the whole European economy down with it. The book was enormously influential, and it had a curious double effect. In Germany, it confirmed the sense of victimhood. In Britain and America, it bred a guilty conviction that the treaty had been too harsh — a conviction that would, in the 1930s, soften the democracies’ resistance to German demands and provide the moral scaffolding for appeasement.

There was a deeper flaw still. The treaty was punitive enough to enrage Germany but not crushing enough to disable it permanently. Germany remained the most populous and potentially the most powerful industrial nation in Europe west of Russia. Its essential strength was intact; only its arms and its pride had been stripped away. A wiser settlement might have either reconciled Germany to the new order or rendered it permanently harmless. Versailles did neither. It left a great power humiliated, resentful, and — crucially — still capable, once it found the will and the leadership, of overturning the whole arrangement.



The League of Nations and the American Withdrawal

The treaty’s one genuinely new idea was the League of Nations, Wilson’s cherished instrument for resolving disputes by collective action rather than war. On paper it was a noble experiment, the first standing international organization dedicated to keeping the peace. In practice it was crippled from birth.

The most damaging blow came from Wilson’s own country. The United States Senate, jealous of its constitutional war powers and wary of foreign entanglements, refused to ratify the treaty. America never joined the League it had invented. The world’s emerging economic giant retreated into a continental isolationism that would last, with consequences, until December 1941. The League was thus deprived of the one power whose participation might have given it teeth. It had no army of its own and depended on the willingness of its members to act collectively — a willingness that would prove fatally absent when Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931, when Italy invaded Ethiopia in 1935, and when Germany began to tear up the Versailles treaty clause by clause.



The Wider Settlement and Its Time Bombs

Versailles was only one of several treaties that redrew the map of the world after 1919. The companion settlements — Saint-Germain with Austria, Trianon with Hungary, Neuilly with Bulgaria, Sèvres and later Lausanne with Turkey — dismembered the old multinational empires and scattered new nation-states across central and eastern Europe. The Austro-Hungarian Empire vanished, replaced by Austria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and an enlarged Yugoslavia. The Ottoman Empire was carved into mandates administered by Britain and France across the Middle East, drawing borders whose consequences are with us still. Poland reappeared after more than a century of partition.

The principle invoked was national self-determination, but it could not be applied cleanly to a continent where peoples were hopelessly intermingled. Millions of Germans found themselves citizens of the new Czechoslovakia, in the border region called the Sudetenland, or of Poland. Hungarians awoke under Romanian rule. These stranded minorities became standing grievances, and Hitler would later pose as their champion, using the principle of self-determination — invoked by Wilson against the old empires — as a weapon against the very settlement the democracies had built.



The Long Shadow

When the German delegates signed in the Hall of Mirrors that June day, the crowds outside cheered and the fountains of Versailles played for the first time since 1914. The statesmen believed, or hoped, that they had built a durable peace. A few saw further. Foch’s twenty years; Keynes’s economic warning; the unaddressed German resentment; the toothless League; the stranded minorities; the absent Americans — all of these were time bombs, and all would detonate.

It would be too simple to say that Versailles caused the Second World War. The treaty did not compel anyone to invade Poland; that was Hitler’s choice, made for his own reasons two decades later. But Versailles created the conditions in which a Hitler became possible: it gave him his grievances, his myths, his stranded Germans to “liberate,” and his demonstration that the international order was fragile and its guardians irresolute. The peace that failed at Versailles did not write the script of the next war, but it set the stage and assembled the props.



The Reparations Trap and the Ruin of the Mark

Nothing did more to poison the early years of the Weimar Republic, or to discredit democracy in German eyes, than the question of reparations and the economic catastrophe bound up with it. The sum finally fixed in 1921 — 132 billion gold marks — was so vast that it seemed to many Germans, and to sympathetic foreign observers such as Keynes, designed less to repair the damage of the war than to enslave a nation to debt for generations. When Germany fell behind in its payments, France and Belgium, determined to extract what they were owed, sent troops into the Ruhr, Germany’s industrial heartland, in 1923, to seize the production directly. The German government called for passive resistance, the workers of the Ruhr went on strike, and the government printed money to pay them — with consequences that became a byword for economic disaster.

The hyperinflation of 1923 destroyed the savings of the German middle class and seared itself into the national memory. The mark, which had traded at a few to the dollar before the war, collapsed until it took trillions to buy a loaf of bread; workers were paid twice a day and rushed to spend their wages before they became worthless; banknotes were burned for fuel or papered onto walls, being cheaper than wallpaper. The catastrophe was eventually halted by a currency reform and by the renegotiation of reparations under American auspices, which brought a measure of stability and a flood of American loans in the later 1920s. But the damage to the legitimacy of the republic was lasting. A generation of Germans had seen their savings, their security, and their faith in the new democratic order annihilated, and they associated the catastrophe with the republic, the reparations, and the hated settlement of Versailles. When the Great Depression struck a few years later and the American loans were called in, the German economy — built on those loans — collapsed again, and the embittered middle class, twice ruined within a decade, turned in desperation to the extremes. The economic wounds of the postwar settlement thus fed directly into the political catastrophe that followed.

And in the chaos of postwar Germany, amid hyperinflation and humiliation, street violence and broken dreams, an unemployed Austrian-born veteran was discovering that he had a gift for speaking to a nation’s wounds. To understand how the resentments of Versailles became the engine of a second and greater war, we must turn next to the men who learned to harness them: the dictators.





Chapter 2: The Rise of the Dictators — Mussolini, Hitler, and the Fascist Tide

In the autumn of 1922, a stout, jut-jawed former schoolteacher and journalist named Benito Mussolini stood at the head of a movement of black-shirted militants and threatened to march on Rome. He did not, in fact, march; he took the overnight train, in a sleeping car, after the king had already invited him to form a government. But the legend of the March on Rome was more useful than the truth, and Mussolini understood, as few men of his age did, that in the new mass politics of the twentieth century the legend was the truth that mattered. By the end of October he was prime minister of Italy. Within a few years he had dismantled parliamentary democracy and made himself Il Duce, the Leader, of a one-party state. He had invented fascism, and in doing so he had built the model that a watching Austrian in a Munich beer hall would study, imitate, and ultimately surpass.

The rise of the dictators between the wars was not a single phenomenon but a family of them, sharing a bloodline of grievance, violence, and contempt for the liberal order, yet differing in temperament and aim. To understand how the world came again to war, one must understand these men and the movements that carried them to power — for the Second World War, more than most, was a war made by individuals, by the specific ambitions and hatreds of a handful of leaders who bent whole nations to their will.


The Crisis of Liberalism

The dictators rose because the liberal democratic order seemed, to millions of Europeans, to have failed. The First World War had discredited the old certainties of progress and reason. The peace had brought not prosperity but dislocation. Parliamentary governments seemed weak, fractious, and corrupt, incapable of mastering the economic chaos of the postwar years. And looming over everything was the specter of revolution: in 1917 the Bolsheviks had seized power in Russia, and for a few years afterward it seemed that communism might sweep westward across a prostrate Europe. Bavaria, Hungary, and parts of Germany saw short-lived Soviet republics. To frightened property-owners, industrialists, and middle-class voters, the radical right offered something the timid liberal center could not: a bulwark against Bolshevism and a promise of order, restored greatness, and national renewal.

Fascism answered a hunger that liberalism could not feed. It offered belonging to the uprooted, purpose to the demobilized soldier, and pride to the humiliated nation. It glorified action over deliberation, the will of the leader over the wrangling of parliaments, the nation or the race over the individual. It was, at bottom, a politics of myth and violence dressed in the language of rebirth. And it spread.



Mussolini’s Italy

Italy had been on the winning side in 1918, but it felt like a loser. Italians spoke bitterly of the vittoria mutilata, the “mutilated victory,” convinced they had been cheated of the territorial spoils they had been promised for entering the war. Postwar Italy was a cauldron of unemployment, strikes, and factory occupations, with a feeble government and a frightened propertied class. Into this turmoil stepped Mussolini, a former socialist who had broken with the left over the war and reinvented himself as a nationalist street-fighter. His Blackshirts beat and murdered socialists and trade unionists while the authorities looked the other way, grateful for anyone who would break the strikes.

Once in power, Mussolini moved methodically to consolidate a dictatorship. The murder of the socialist deputy Giacomo Matteotti in 1924, after Matteotti denounced fascist electoral violence, briefly threatened to topple the regime; instead Mussolini brazened it out, took responsibility for the climate of violence in a defiant speech, and used the crisis to crush the remaining opposition. By the late 1920s Italy was a single-party state with a controlled press, a secret police, and a cult of the Leader who supposedly made the trains run on time. Mussolini dreamed of recreating the Roman Empire, of making the Mediterranean an Italian lake — mare nostrum, “our sea.” Those dreams would lead him, in 1935, to invade Ethiopia, and eventually into a fatal embrace with a more powerful and more ruthless partner to the north.



The Austrian Corporal

Among the millions of demobilized soldiers wandering the wreckage of postwar Europe was a failed artist from provincial Austria named Adolf Hitler. He had served as a dispatch runner on the Western Front, been decorated for bravery, and been temporarily blinded in a gas attack in the war’s final weeks. He received the news of Germany’s surrender in a military hospital, and he later wrote that in that moment he resolved to enter politics. Whatever the truth of that self-dramatizing account, the war had given the rootless young man the one thing his aimless earlier life had lacked: a cause, and a hatred.

In Munich after the war, employed by the army to spy on fringe political groups, Hitler discovered a tiny nationalist party and discovered, too, that he possessed an extraordinary and terrible gift. He could speak. In the smoky beer halls of Bavaria he found that his torrential, rage-filled oratory could hold a crowd, could give voice to its resentments and channel its fury. He took over the party, renamed it the National Socialist German Workers’ Party — the Nazis — and gave it a private army of brown-shirted thugs, the SA, and a hooked-cross emblem, the swastika, that would become the most recognizable symbol of evil in human history.

In November 1923, intoxicated by Mussolini’s example and by the chaos of Germany’s hyperinflation, Hitler attempted his own seizure of power in the Beer Hall Putsch in Munich. It was a fiasco; the police opened fire, the marchers scattered, and Hitler was arrested and tried for treason. But the trial gave him a national platform, and his brief, comfortable imprisonment gave him the leisure to write Mein Kampf (“My Struggle”), a rambling, venomous testament that laid out, for anyone who cared to read it, the program he would later carry out: the destruction of democracy, the conquest of Lebensraum (“living space”) in the east at the expense of Russia and its Slavic peoples, and above all the obsessive, exterminatory hatred of the Jews, whom he blamed for every ill that had befallen Germany and the world. The tragedy is that so few took it seriously. Hitler had written down his intentions, and the world dismissed them as the ravings of a jailed agitator.



The Wilderness and the Opportunity

The mid-1920s were lean years for the Nazis. As the German economy stabilized — aided by American loans and a renegotiation of reparations — extremism lost its appeal. In the relatively prosperous “golden twenties,” the Weimar Republic seemed at last to be finding its feet, and Hitler’s party languished on the margins, winning a derisory share of the vote in the 1928 elections. Had prosperity continued, Hitler might have remained a footnote, a crank orator in a Munich beer hall.

It did not continue. In October 1929 the Wall Street crash sent shockwaves around the world, and the Great Depression that followed hit Germany harder than almost any other country. American loans were called in; banks failed; factories closed; and by 1932 some six million Germans — roughly a third of the workforce — were unemployed. The fragile prosperity of the late 1920s evaporated, and with it the German people’s faith in the democratic system that had presided over a second economic catastrophe in a single decade. Desperation drove voters to the extremes, to the Communists on the left and, in far greater numbers, to the Nazis on the right.

Here was the opportunity Hitler had awaited. He campaigned tirelessly, flying from city to city in a manner unprecedented for the age, promising work, bread, and the restoration of German greatness, denouncing the Versailles “criminals,” the Marxists, and the Jews. In the elections of July 1932 the Nazis became the largest party in the Reichstag. The republic was paralyzed, governing by emergency decree under the aged President Paul von Hindenburg.



The Seizure of Power

Hitler did not seize power in a violent coup; he was handed it through the back door by conservative politicians who thought they could use him. A clique of aristocrats and industrialists around Hindenburg, convinced they could control the upstart agitator and harness his mass following to their own ends, persuaded the old field marshal to appoint Hitler chancellor on 30 January 1933. “We have hired him,” one of them boasted. They could not have been more wrong.

Within weeks Hitler had demonstrated the speed and ruthlessness with which he would consolidate total power. When the Reichstag building burned at the end of February — whether by Nazi design or, as most historians believe, the act of a lone Dutch communist — Hitler used the fire as a pretext to suspend civil liberties and arrest his opponents. The Enabling Act of March 1933, passed by an intimidated parliament, gave him the power to rule by decree. Political parties other than the Nazis were banned; trade unions were dissolved; the press was muzzled; opponents were dispatched to the first concentration camps, which opened that spring. In June 1934, in the “Night of the Long Knives,” Hitler had the leadership of his own SA murdered, along with assorted old enemies, reassuring the army and the conservatives that he would brook no rivals. When Hindenburg died that August, Hitler merged the offices of president and chancellor and made himself Führer — Leader — of the German Reich. The army swore a personal oath of loyalty not to the constitution but to Hitler himself.

In eighteen months, the most advanced industrial democracy in continental Europe had become a totalitarian dictatorship.



A Continent of Strongmen

Italy and Germany were the most consequential, but they were not alone. The interwar tide of authoritarianism washed across much of Europe. Spain would descend into civil war in 1936, ending in the dictatorship of General Francisco Franco. Authoritarian or semi-fascist regimes took hold in Portugal, Poland, Hungary, Romania, the Baltic states, and the Balkans. And to the east loomed the colossus of Stalin’s Soviet Union — not fascist but totalitarian, in the throes of forced collectivization that starved millions in Ukraine and the paranoid blood-purges that would soon decimate the Red Army’s officer corps. The democracies, by the mid-1930s, seemed a beleaguered and dwindling island in an authoritarian sea.



The Collapse of Weimar Democracy

The death of German democracy was not a single event but a process of disintegration that unfolded over the final years of the Weimar Republic. The constitution of the republic contained a fatal flaw in its Article 48, which permitted the president to rule by emergency decree, bypassing the parliament; as the political system deadlocked under the strain of the Depression, successive chancellors governed increasingly by such decrees, hollowing out parliamentary democracy from within even before Hitler arrived. The Reichstag, fragmented among irreconcilable parties and paralyzed by the refusal of the extremes — the Nazis and the Communists — to support any moderate government, ceased to function as an effective legislature. Democracy was dying of its own paralysis before it was murdered.

Into this vacuum stepped the intrigues of the conservative elites around the aged President Hindenburg, who imagined they could use Hitler’s mass following for their own ends while controlling the man himself. A clique of aristocrats, industrialists, and army officers, contemptuous of democracy and frightened of communism, maneuvered to bring Hitler into a coalition government in which conservatives would hold the majority of cabinet posts and, they believed, keep the upstart corporal in check. “We have hired him,” one of them boasted; within months Hitler had reduced them to ciphers. The speed of the Nazi consolidation of power after January 1933 — the exploitation of the Reichstag fire, the Enabling Act, the banning of parties and unions, the purge of the SA in the Night of the Long Knives, the merging of the offices of president and chancellor — revealed how catastrophically the conservatives had misjudged the man they thought to use. They had opened the door to a revolutionary who would brook no partners and no limits, and who would bend the entire apparatus of the German state to his will with a speed and ruthlessness that left his erstwhile sponsors helpless. The lesson — that a determined extremist movement, underestimated by those who imagine they can control it, can capture and destroy a democracy from within — is among the most sobering of the interwar period.

It was this transformation that made the Second World War possible. Democracies are slow to make war on one another; dictatorships, built on the glorification of force and the cult of expansion, are not. By 1935 Europe contained two aggressive revisionist powers, Italy and Germany, led by men who despised the postwar order and meant to overturn it, and who would soon find common cause. Far to the east, a third revisionist power was already on the march. To understand how the European and Asian crises would merge into a single global war, we must now travel to the other side of the world — to Japan, where a different militarism, with its own grievances and its own dreams of empire, had already fired the first shots of the coming storm.





Chapter 3: The Sun and the Sword — Japan’s Imperial Ambitions in Asia

On the night of 18 September 1931, a small charge of explosives detonated beside the tracks of the Japanese-owned South Manchuria Railway near the city of Mukden, in the northeast of China. The damage was so slight that a train passed safely over the spot minutes later. The explosion had been set by Japanese army officers themselves, as a pretext. Within hours, blaming Chinese saboteurs, the Japanese Kwantung Army launched a coordinated assault on Chinese forces throughout Manchuria. Within months it had conquered a region larger than France and Germany combined, and installed a puppet state called Manchukuo, with the last emperor of China as its figurehead. The civilian government in Tokyo had not ordered the operation and could not control it. The army had made policy with its guns and presented its own government with a conquest as an accomplished fact.

The Mukden Incident is often called the true beginning of the road to the Second World War — the first time in the postwar era that a great power seized territory by naked force and got away with it. The League of Nations condemned the aggression and commissioned a report; Japan responded by walking out of the League and keeping Manchuria. The lesson was not lost on the watching dictators of Europe. Collective security had failed its first serious test. But to understand why Japan was on this collision course with the world, and why it would eventually attack the United States, we must look back at the remarkable and turbulent rise of the only non-Western nation to join the ranks of the great powers.


The Meiji Transformation

For more than two centuries, Tokugawa Japan had sealed itself off from the world, a feudal society frozen in deliberate isolation. That isolation ended abruptly in 1853, when an American naval squadron under Commodore Matthew Perry steamed into Tokyo Bay and demanded, at cannon’s mouth, that Japan open its ports to trade. The shock of this humiliation, and the unequal treaties forced upon Japan thereafter, convinced a generation of reformers that the country must modernize or be devoured, as China was being devoured, by the Western imperial powers.

The result was the Meiji Restoration of 1868, one of the most astonishing feats of self-transformation in history. In a single generation, Japan abolished feudalism, built railways and factories and a modern banking system, adopted a constitution, created a conscript army on the Prussian model and a navy on the British, and established a system of universal education. The slogan of the age was fukoku kyōhei — “rich country, strong army.” Japan studied the West not to imitate its values but to master its methods, and above all to acquire the one thing that, in the late nineteenth century, marked a nation as a true great power: an empire.



The Hunger for Empire

Japan’s drive for empire was rooted in both ambition and anxiety. The home islands were mountainous, poor in arable land and almost devoid of the raw materials — iron, coal, oil, rubber — that an industrial economy and a modern military demanded. A rapidly growing population pressed against limited resources. To Japanese strategists, secure access to the resources and markets of the Asian mainland seemed not a luxury but a matter of national survival. And the model before them was the European empires that had carved up Asia: if Britain could rule India and France could rule Indochina and all of them could batten on a prostrate China, why should Japan, the one Asian nation strong enough to compete, not claim its share?

Japan announced its arrival as a great power through war. In the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95 it crushed the decaying Chinese empire and took Taiwan and a foothold in Korea. A decade later, in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05, it stunned the world by defeating a major European power, destroying the Russian fleet at the Battle of Tsushima and besieging the great fortress of Port Arthur. It was the first time in the modern era that an Asian nation had defeated a European one in a full-scale war, and it electrified colonized peoples across the globe while alarming the white empires. Japan annexed Korea outright in 1910 and emerged from the First World War — in which it had fought on the Allied side, picking up Germany’s Pacific colonies — as the dominant power in East Asia and one of the five great powers of the world.



Democracy and Its Discontents

In the 1920s, Japan seemed to be evolving toward liberal democracy and peaceful cooperation. Political parties contested elections, the press was relatively free, and Japan participated in the international system, signing the Washington Naval Treaties that limited the size of the great navies and accepting, for a time, a junior partnership in a Western-dominated order. This was the era sometimes called “Taishō democracy,” and it offered a glimpse of a different path.

But the foundations were shallow, and three forces undermined them. The first was the Great Depression, which devastated Japan’s export economy, threw millions out of work, and ruined the rural villages from which the army drew its soldiers. As in Germany, economic catastrophe discredited the liberal politicians and the businessmen associated with them, and drove desperate people toward radical solutions. The second was a deep and growing resentment of the West. Japanese were galled by the racial discrimination they encountered — the rejection of a racial-equality clause they had proposed at Versailles, the American immigration laws that explicitly barred Japanese, the naval treaties that fixed Japan’s fleet at an inferior ratio to Britain’s and America’s. To many Japanese, the Western powers were hypocrites who had built their own empires by conquest and now sought to freeze Japan in a position of permanent inferiority.

The third and most dangerous force was the peculiar structure of the Japanese state, which gave the military a degree of autonomy fatal to civilian control. The armed forces answered, in theory, directly to the emperor rather than to the cabinet; the army and navy ministers had to be serving officers, so the military could topple any government simply by refusing to supply a minister. And within the officer corps a cult of ultranationalism took hold, blending emperor-worship, contempt for “corrupt” party politicians, and a romantic glorification of violence and death in the emperor’s service. Young officers formed secret societies and assassinated politicians and businessmen they deemed insufficiently patriotic, often escaping serious punishment because the courts and the public sympathized with their professed motives. Government by assassination became a real feature of Japanese political life in the early 1930s.



The Road to China

It was in this climate that the Kwantung Army seized Manchuria in 1931, and the civilian government, unable to control its own soldiers and unwilling to be seen opposing a popular conquest, acquiesced. The success of the insubordinate officers emboldened the militarists and discredited the moderates further. An attempted coup by radical young officers in February 1936, in which several leading statesmen were murdered, was suppressed, but its aftermath left the military more dominant than ever over a cowed civilian leadership.

The full-scale war with China began in July 1937, again from a small incident — a clash between Japanese and Chinese troops at the Marco Polo Bridge near Beijing — that escalated, this time deliberately, into all-out war. Japanese armies drove deep into China, capturing Beijing, Shanghai, and the Nationalist capital of Nanjing. The fall of Nanjing in December 1937 was followed by one of the war’s first great atrocities: over several weeks, Japanese troops murdered tens or hundreds of thousands of Chinese civilians and prisoners and raped many thousands of women, in an orgy of violence that became known to history as the Rape of Nanjing. It was a foretaste of the savagery that would mark Japan’s conduct throughout the war in Asia, where prisoners and civilians alike were treated with a brutality rooted in a military culture that regarded surrender as the ultimate disgrace.

Yet China did not collapse. The Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek retreated into the vast interior, established a new capital at Chongqing, and fought on, aided by an uneasy and temporary truce with the Chinese Communists under Mao Zedong. Japan found itself bogged down in a war it could not win and could not end, pouring men and resources into a quagmire that consumed its strength year after year. The “China Incident,” as Tokyo euphemistically called it, became the great strategic trap from which all of Japan’s subsequent and fatal decisions flowed.



The Fateful Logic

By the late 1930s, Japan faced a strategic dilemma that would push it, step by step, toward war with the West. The war in China was insatiable, and it depended on imports of oil, steel, and other materials — most of which came from the United States. As Japanese aggression mounted, American opinion hardened, and Washington began to apply economic pressure, restricting and then embargoing exports to Japan. This presented Tokyo with an agonizing choice: abandon its conquests in China and bow to American demands, which the militarists regarded as unthinkable humiliation, or secure the resources it needed by seizing them elsewhere — in the oil-rich European colonies of Southeast Asia, the Dutch East Indies and British Malaya.

But to strike south meant war with Britain, the Netherlands, and almost certainly the United States, whose Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor flanked the southern route. Here was the trap closing: the conquest of China required resources; the resources lay in Western colonies; seizing them meant war with America; and war with America was a gamble against a nation with ten times Japan’s industrial capacity. A more cautious leadership might have drawn back. But Japan’s leaders, captives of their own militarist ideology and the war they had begun in China, convinced themselves that a bold stroke and the supposed decadence of the democracies might yet bring victory — or at least a negotiated peace that left their empire intact.



The Rape of Nanjing and the Character of the War in Asia

The fall of the Chinese Nationalist capital of Nanjing in December 1937 was followed by an atrocity that announced, to a horrified world, the character of the war Japan would wage across Asia. Over several weeks, Japanese troops gave themselves over to an orgy of mass murder and rape in the captured city, killing tens or hundreds of thousands of Chinese prisoners and civilians — estimates vary widely and remain a source of bitter contention to this day — and raping many thousands of women. Eyewitnesses, including Western residents who established a safety zone that sheltered some of the population, recorded scenes of horror that beggared belief: mass executions, the bayoneting of civilians, the systematic violation of women of all ages. The Rape of Nanjing became one of the most infamous war crimes of the twentieth century and a permanent wound in relations between China and Japan.

Nanjing was not an aberration but a foretaste. The brutality that the Japanese military displayed there flowed from a military culture steeped in contempt for the Chinese, indoctrination in absolute obedience and the glorification of death, and a pervasive disregard for the lives of those it conquered. This savagery would mark Japan’s conduct throughout the war in Asia — in the treatment of prisoners and civilians, in the use of biological and chemical weapons against the Chinese, in the system of sexual slavery imposed on the so-called “comfort women,” and in the countless massacres that accompanied the Japanese advance. The war in Asia, which had begun years before the conflict in Europe, was from the outset a war of conquest pursued with a ferocity that placed it among the most terrible chapters of the entire global catastrophe, and the memory of these crimes would shape the politics of East Asia for generations after the guns fell silent.

The fuse laid at Mukden in 1931 was burning toward an explosion that would, ten years later, bring the Pacific into a war already engulfing Europe. Before that explosion came, however, the European democracies would have their own fatal rendezvous with the dictators they had hoped to appease. To that failure of nerve and judgment we now turn.





Chapter 4: The Democracies Adrift — Appeasement and Collective Security’s Collapse

In the small hours of 30 September 1938, an exhausted British prime minister named Neville Chamberlain returned to London from Munich, stepped off his aircraft at Heston aerodrome, and waved a single sheet of paper at the cheering crowd. It bore his signature and Hitler’s, and it pledged that Britain and Germany would never go to war with one another again. Later that day, from a window of 10 Downing Street, Chamberlain told the throng below that he had brought back “peace for our time,” and advised them to go home and sleep quietly in their beds. The crowds adored him. He was, for that brief moment, the most popular man in Britain, the statesman who had flown three times to Germany in two weeks and, by patient negotiation, saved the world from war.

Within a year the world was at war anyway, and Chamberlain’s name had become a byword for the folly of appeasing aggressors. The word Munich entered the political vocabulary of the twentieth century as a synonym for craven surrender, and “appeasement” became one of the most damning charges that can be leveled at a statesman. Yet the policy that led to Munich was not simply cowardice or stupidity, as it is often caricatured. It was a considered response to real and agonizing dilemmas, pursued by intelligent men for reasons that seemed compelling at the time. To understand why the democracies failed to stop Hitler while stopping him was still possible, we must understand the world as it looked to them — and the chain of German provocations that they met, again and again, with concession.


The Roots of Appeasement

The men who governed Britain and France in the 1930s were haunted, above all, by the memory of the last war. The First World War had killed nearly a million British and almost a million and a half French soldiers and maimed millions more. An entire generation had been consumed in the mud of the Somme and Verdun, and the survivors and their leaders were determined never to repeat that horror. Pacifism ran deep in the democracies; in 1933 the students of the Oxford Union famously voted that they would not fight for king and country. To risk another great war over a quarrel in central Europe seemed to many not merely imprudent but immoral.

There was also a widespread sense, fostered by Keynes and others, that Germany had been treated unjustly at Versailles, and that many of Hitler’s early demands — to rearm, to reoccupy the Rhineland, to unite with Austria, to protect the Germans of the Sudetenland — were not unreasonable in themselves. They were, after all, dressed in the respectable language of national self-determination, the very principle the Allies had championed in 1919. If Germany only wanted to revise the harshest terms of an unfair treaty and to gather its scattered Germans into the Reich, was that worth a war? Many Britons, in particular, thought not, and saw in Hitler a strongman who, however distasteful, might at least serve as a bulwark against the far more frightening menace of Soviet communism.

The democracies were also genuinely weak, or believed themselves to be. Britain’s armed forces had been run down through years of disarmament and Depression-era austerity; its strategists, dazzled and terrified by air power, believed that “the bomber will always get through” and that a future war would open with the annihilation of London from the air. Britain’s empire was vast and vulnerable, threatened by Japan in the Far East and Italy in the Mediterranean as well as by Germany in Europe, and its planners doubted they could face all three at once. France, scarred by 1914 and divided by bitter internal politics, had retreated behind the great fortified line named for its war minister, André Maginot, and adopted a defensive crouch that sapped its will to act. And the United States, the one power whose weight might have decisively tipped the scales, had withdrawn into isolation, forbidden by its own neutrality laws from taking sides.



Hitler Tests the Waters

Against this irresolute backdrop, Hitler moved with a gambler’s instinct, advancing whenever he sensed weakness, pausing whenever he met resistance, and learning, each time, that resistance was unlikely to come.

His first major stroke came in March 1935, when he openly repudiated the disarmament clauses of Versailles, announcing that Germany already possessed an air force and would reintroduce conscription to build an army far larger than the treaty allowed. The Allies protested but did nothing. Britain, indeed, soon undercut the common front by signing a naval agreement with Germany that permitted the Reich to build a fleet up to a third the size of the Royal Navy — a unilateral British concession that effectively blessed German rearmament and dismayed the French.

The decisive test came on 7 March 1936, when Hitler ordered his still-small army to march into the demilitarized Rhineland, the buffer zone along the French border that Versailles had forbidden Germany to fortify or garrison. It was a colossal bluff. The German forces were few and under orders to retreat at the first sign of French resistance; Hitler later admitted that the forty-eight hours after the Rhineland operation were the most nerve-wracking of his life, and that had the French marched, the Germans would have had to withdraw in humiliation, perhaps fatally damaging his prestige. But the French did not march. Paralyzed by political division, by the absence of British support, and by inflated estimates of German strength, France did nothing while Hitler remilitarized his western frontier and began building the fortifications that would later shield Germany from a French attack. It was, in retrospect, the last moment at which Hitler might have been stopped cheaply. The lesson he drew was that the democracies would not fight.



The Spanish Rehearsal

That same year, the dictators found a new arena in which to test their weapons and their will. In July 1936, a group of right-wing generals led by Francisco Franco rose in revolt against the elected Republican government of Spain, plunging the country into a savage civil war. Hitler and Mussolini sent aircraft, tanks, and men to aid Franco’s Nationalists; the Soviet Union sent aid to the Republic; and the Western democracies, terrified of the conflict spreading, adopted a policy of non-intervention that in practice favored the better-supplied rebels. The Spanish Civil War became a proving ground for the tactics and technologies of the coming conflict — most infamously in April 1937, when German bombers of the Condor Legion obliterated the Basque town of Guernica, a horror immortalized in Picasso’s painting and a grim preview of the aerial destruction of cities to come. Franco’s eventual victory in 1939 added another authoritarian regime to the European map and demonstrated, once again, the democracies’ reluctance to confront the fascist tide.



Anschluss

By 1938 Hitler felt strong enough to begin the open expansion of the Reich. His first target was his own homeland, Austria, a German-speaking nation that the Treaty of Versailles had forbidden to unite with Germany. Through a combination of internal subversion by Austrian Nazis and brutal diplomatic intimidation, Hitler engineered a crisis, and in March 1938 German troops marched across the border to a rapturous welcome from much of the population. The Anschluss — the union of Austria with Germany — was proclaimed, and Hitler returned in triumph to Vienna, the city where as a young man he had failed and starved. Austria simply vanished from the map. The democracies protested and did nothing. Hitler had added seven million people and a strategic salient pointing into central Europe to his Reich without firing a shot.



The Munich Crisis

Hitler’s next target was Czechoslovakia, the one functioning democracy in central Europe, a well-armed state with strong frontier fortifications and a treaty of alliance with France. Its vulnerability lay in the Sudetenland, the mountainous border region inhabited by some three million ethnic Germans. Through the summer of 1938 Hitler manufactured a crisis over the alleged mistreatment of these Sudeten Germans, whipping up agitation and massing his armies, until Europe stood on the brink of war.

It was to avert that war that Chamberlain flew to Germany — an extraordinary step for a British prime minister, who had never before traveled by air on official business. After two tense meetings in which Hitler escalated his demands, the crisis was resolved at a four-power conference at Munich on 29–30 September 1938, attended by Hitler, Mussolini, Chamberlain, and the French premier Édouard Daladier. The Czechs themselves were not invited; they were simply informed of the verdict. To preserve the peace, Britain and France agreed to compel their Czech ally to surrender the Sudetenland to Germany, stripping Czechoslovakia of its fortifications, its industries, and its defensibility. In return Hitler promised that he had no further territorial demands in Europe.

Chamberlain believed him, or hoped to, and came home to his hero’s welcome. But not everyone was deceived. In the House of Commons, a then-marginalized backbencher named Winston Churchill rose to deliver a verdict that history would vindicate: “We have sustained a total and unmitigated defeat,” he told the chamber, over angry interruptions. “You were given the choice between war and dishonour. You chose dishonour, and you will have war.”



The Reckoning

Churchill was right. In March 1939, in flagrant violation of his Munich promises, Hitler sent his troops into Prague and swallowed the rest of Czechoslovakia, a non-German nation whose absorption could not be justified by any principle of self-determination. The scales fell, at last, from British and French eyes. Hitler, it was now plain, did not seek merely to revise Versailles or to gather Germans into the Reich; he sought domination, and his word was worthless. Appeasement was dead. Britain and France hastily issued guarantees to Hitler’s likely next victim, Poland, pledging to come to its aid if it were attacked. The policy of concession had given way to a policy of deterrence — but it was deterrence offered late, by powers Hitler had learned to discount, on behalf of a country they could not easily defend.



The Anatomy of a Failure

Why did the democracies, possessing in combination greater resources than Germany, fail to halt Hitler while halting him remained possible and cheap? The question has haunted the memory of the 1930s, and its answer lies in a convergence of pressures that, taken together, paralyzed the will to act. There was the trauma of the First World War, which had bled a generation and left in the democracies a horror of war so deep that it shaded into a pacifism unwilling to contemplate force. There was the genuine, if exaggerated, sense that Germany had been wronged at Versailles, which lent Hitler’s early demands a spurious legitimacy and bred a guilty reluctance to resist them. There was the fear of communism, which led some to see in a strong Germany a useful bulwark against the Soviet menace and to prefer Hitler to Stalin. There was the real military weakness of the democracies, run down by years of disarmament and Depression-era austerity, and the terror, born of the theorists of air power, that a future war would open with the annihilation of the cities from the air.

And there was, underlying all of this, a failure of imagination and of nerve — an inability, or an unwillingness, to take Hitler at his word, to recognize that he was not a conventional statesman pursuing limited and negotiable aims but a revolutionary bent on domination, and that each concession, far from satisfying him, whetted his appetite and confirmed his contempt for the democracies’ resolve. Appeasement was not simply cowardice or stupidity; it was a considered policy, pursued by intelligent men for reasons that seemed compelling at the time, and it commanded broad popular support. But it rested on a fatal misjudgment of the man it sought to placate, and it taught Hitler the lesson that would embolden him to the final, fatal step: that the democracies would always flinch. The tragedy of the 1930s was not that the democracies wanted war and shrank from it, but that, wanting peace above all, they pursued it by means that made the greater war inevitable.

Whether appeasement was a tragic necessity or a catastrophic blunder has been debated ever since. Its defenders argue that it bought a year in which Britain rearmed, built the radar chains and fighter squadrons that would win the Battle of Britain, and united its people and its empire in the conviction that war, when it came, was truly unavoidable. Its critics, following Churchill, argue that it threw away the chance to stop Hitler cheaply, sacrificed a capable ally in Czechoslovakia, and convinced Hitler that the democracies would never fight — an illusion that emboldened him to take the final, fatal step. What is certain is that by the spring of 1939 the time for cheap solutions had passed. The dictators were on the march, the democracies had at last drawn a line, and the only remaining question was where and when the line would be tested. The answer would come at the gathering storm over Poland — but first, Hitler had one more astonishment to spring upon the world.





Chapter 5: The Gathering Storm — Rhineland, Anschluss, Munich, and the Nazi–Soviet Pact

On the evening of 23 August 1939, in the Kremlin in Moscow, two foreign ministers raised their glasses in a toast that stunned the world and sealed the fate of Europe. Joachim von Ribbentrop, representing Nazi Germany, and Vyacheslav Molotov, representing the Soviet Union, had just signed a pact of non-aggression between the two states whose ideologies were supposedly mortal enemies. Hitler had built his career on anti-communism; Stalin had built his on anti-fascism. Each had denounced the other as the great threat to civilization. Now, in a single night, they had become partners. When the news broke, communists around the world reeled in disbelief, and the chancelleries of Britain and France understood at once that the last barrier to war had fallen. As Stalin reportedly remarked, raising his glass, he knew how much the German nation loved its Führer, and he wished to drink to Hitler’s health. The cynicism was breathtaking, and it was about to consume Poland.

The Nazi–Soviet Pact was the final and most shocking of the diplomatic maneuvers that brought on the war. To understand how it came about, and why it made war certain, we must draw together the threads of the preceding years — the steady accumulation of German power and the steady erosion of the international order — and follow them to their breaking point in the late summer of 1939.


The Failure of Collective Security

The hope of the postwar settlement had been collective security: the idea that aggression anywhere would be met by the united resistance of all peace-loving nations, acting through the League of Nations. By the late 1930s that hope lay in ruins, killed by a series of failures from which the dictators had drawn the obvious conclusions.

In the 1920s there had been real grounds for hope: the Locarno treaties of 1925 seemed to reconcile Germany with its western neighbors, and in 1928 the nations of the world, in the Kellogg–Briand Pact, had solemnly renounced war as an instrument of national policy. These were the high-water mark of interwar optimism, and they proved hollow. The first blow had fallen in Manchuria in 1931, when the League proved unable to halt Japanese aggression. The second came in 1935, when Mussolini’s Italy invaded Ethiopia, one of the few independent African states and a member of the League. The League declared Italy an aggressor and imposed economic sanctions — but the sanctions were half-hearted, omitting the one commodity, oil, that might have crippled the Italian war machine, and the Suez Canal was left open to Italian troopships. Ethiopia was conquered; its emperor, Haile Selassie, made a dignified and prophetic appeal to the League that fell on deaf ears. The episode achieved the worst of both worlds: it alienated Mussolini, driving him into Hitler’s arms, without saving Ethiopia or preserving the League’s credibility. By 1936 the League of Nations was, as an instrument for keeping the peace, effectively dead.

In its place there emerged a new alignment of the aggressors. In 1936 Germany and Italy proclaimed the Rome–Berlin Axis, and Germany and Japan signed the Anti-Comintern Pact, ostensibly directed against international communism. In 1939 Germany and Italy formalized their partnership in the “Pact of Steel.” The revisionist powers were drawing together, while the democracies dithered and the Soviet Union watched warily from the wings. The world was dividing into camps.



Poland in the Crosshairs

After swallowing Czechoslovakia in March 1939, Hitler turned to Poland. His public demands centered on Danzig, the German-populated Free City on the Baltic, and on a corridor of road and rail across Polish territory to link Germany with the isolated province of East Prussia. These demands, like his earlier ones, were clothed in the rhetoric of righting the wrongs of Versailles. But Hitler’s true aims went far beyond Danzig. Poland, with its large population and its position athwart the road to the east, stood in the way of his ultimate ambition: the conquest of Lebensraum in the Soviet Union and the enslavement or extermination of the Slavic peoples who lived there. Poland was to be the first of these victims, and Hitler had decided on its destruction regardless of any concession it might make.

This time, however, Britain and France had drawn their line. Chastened by the betrayal at Prague, they had guaranteed Poland’s independence in March 1939, pledging to fight if Germany attacked. The guarantee was meant to deter Hitler. Instead it convinced him that he must neutralize the one power that could make the guarantee meaningful: not Britain or France, whose ability to aid Poland directly was limited, but the Soviet Union, whose vast army on Poland’s eastern flank could turn any German invasion into the two-front war that German strategists dreaded above all.



The Diplomatic Race for Moscow

In the summer of 1939, all eyes turned to Moscow, where Stalin held the balance of European peace in his hands. Both camps sought his alliance. Britain and France opened negotiations for a mutual-defense pact, hoping to recreate the encirclement of Germany that had existed before 1914. But the Western approach was half-hearted and clumsy. The democracies distrusted Stalin’s communism as deeply as he distrusted their intentions; they sent low-ranking negotiators by slow boat rather than by air, dragged out the talks, and could not deliver the one thing Stalin demanded — the right to march the Red Army through Poland and the Baltic states, which those nations, with bitter memories of Russian domination, refused to grant.

Hitler, by contrast, could offer Stalin exactly what he wanted: territory, time, and a free hand. For Stalin, the calculation was coldly logical. He had no faith that the Western democracies, who had appeased Hitler at every turn, would fight seriously; he feared they hoped to turn Hitler eastward against the Soviet Union and watch the two totalitarian states bleed each other white. An alliance with the West risked making the USSR the main battlefield of a war the West might not truly join. An agreement with Hitler, on the other hand, would turn the German war machine westward against the capitalist powers, buy the Soviet Union time to rearm after the devastation of Stalin’s own purges of the Red Army, and — most temptingly — restore to Russia the territories it had lost after the First World War.

So Stalin chose Hitler. The non-aggression pact signed on 23 August pledged each power not to attack the other. But its true substance lay in a secret protocol, hidden from the world for decades, that divided eastern Europe into German and Soviet spheres of influence. Poland was to be partitioned between them; the Soviet Union was to have a free hand in the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, and in parts of Romania. Two predators had agreed how to share the prey.



The Last Days of Peace

With his eastern flank secured, Hitler was free to attack. He had originally set the invasion of Poland for 26 August, but a last-minute hesitation — Britain’s formal signing of its alliance with Poland, and Mussolini’s nervous admission that Italy was not ready for war — caused him to pull back for a few days. There followed a frantic week of diplomacy, with Sweden’s businessmen, the Vatican, and assorted intermediaries shuttling messages, and with Britain making clear that it would honor its guarantee. But Hitler was merely going through the motions, manufacturing a record of Polish “intransigence” to justify the assault he had already decided upon. He was contemptuous of the men he had outmaneuvered at Munich; “I saw them at Munich,” he sneered of Chamberlain and Daladier, convinced they would flinch again.

On 31 August, Hitler issued the final order. That night, in one of the war’s first and most cynical deceptions, SS men dressed in Polish uniforms staged a fake attack on a German radio station at Gleiwitz, near the border, leaving behind the body of a concentration-camp prisoner murdered for the purpose and dressed as a Polish soldier. It was the pretext, the manufactured “Polish aggression” that Hitler would cite as he addressed the Reichstag the next morning. The lie deceived no one who mattered, but it served its purpose for the German public.



The Storm Breaks

At dawn on 1 September 1939, the German war machine rolled across the Polish frontier, and the Schleswig-Holstein opened fire on the Westerplatte. The Second World War in Europe had begun. Britain and France delivered ultimatums demanding German withdrawal; when these went unanswered, both declared war on Germany on 3 September. Chamberlain, the architect of Munich, broke the news to the British people in a weary radio broadcast, his voice heavy with the collapse of all he had worked for: everything he had hoped and believed in during his public life, he said, had crashed into ruins. In Paris and London, air-raid sirens wailed almost at once — a false alarm, but a sign of the dread that gripped populations expecting the bombers to come within hours.

The war that began in September 1939 was not yet the global cataclysm it would become. The United States remained neutral; the Soviet Union was Germany’s silent partner; Japan was bogged down in China and would not strike south for another two years; Italy hung back, waiting to see which way the wind blew. It was, for the moment, a European war, fought over Poland by Germany on one side and Britain and France on the other. But the logic that had brought it about — the ambition of the dictators, the failure of the democracies, the collapse of collective security — would within two years draw in nearly every nation on earth.



The Secret Protocol and the Partition of a Continent

The true significance of the Nazi–Soviet Pact lay not in its public clauses of non-aggression but in the secret protocol attached to it, hidden from the world for decades and denied by the Soviet Union until the very end of its existence. In this secret agreement, the two totalitarian powers coldly divided the nations that lay between them into German and Soviet “spheres of influence,” disposing of the independence and the populations of half a dozen countries as though they were items in a commercial transaction. Poland was to be partitioned along a line through its center; the Soviet Union was assigned a free hand in Finland, Estonia, Latvia, and parts of Romania, with Lithuania later transferred to the Soviet sphere in a supplementary deal. Two regimes that had built their identities on mutual ideological hatred had, in a single night of cynical bargaining, agreed to carve up the lands between them.

The protocol was not a dead letter; it was executed with brutal thoroughness in the months that followed. While Germany overran western Poland, the Soviet
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