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‘This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that, unless we hear from them by 11 o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.

‘You can imagine what a bitter blow it is to me that all my long struggle to win peace has failed … I know that you will play your part with calmness and courage.’
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11:15 am, 3 September 1939. The people of Britain gather around their radios to hear the announcement they have feared for months: the nation is at war with Germany.

Seventy years on from that historic day, the ordinary men and women who lived through the tumultuous events of that year share their gripping stories, while soldiers and child evacuees also speak of their experiences. Featuring testimony from key figures, including Winston Churchill, Neville Chamberlain and King George VI, this is the story of 1939, from the events of the early months of the year and the growing sense of unease to the dramatic hour-by-hour deadlines of early September and the ultimate decision to declare war. Here too are the first months of conflict, the first shots fired and casualties of battle, as well as the first war-time Christmas.
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‘Unless we heard from them by eleven o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us.’ Neville Chamberlain, 3 September 1939.
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FOREWORD

I just missed the start of the Second World War. On Sunday, 3 September 1939 I was not quite ready for landing. That happened on 6 October. Nevertheless the war was the landscape and currency of my childhood – its background noise, its daily prayers, the atmosphere of life both at that time and in some ways forever since.

Windows were blacked out nightly to give the German bombers no chink of light and even we children staggered rather drunkenly around the twisting alleys of the small town with weak pencil torches nervously flashed on and off but always pointed downwards. Rationing ruled the kitchen. Stories of war were our daily bread and games of war our childhood antidote. The wireless was the altar and news bulletins the daily service. It was a time when children conceived violent hatreds of nations and peoples they knew nothing of, when no propaganda was too black and yet the greatest tragedy of all was – to take my own experience – not even whispered in the streets. We did not know the depth of evil out there.

There were outings now and then, mainly to the seaside, to Silloth ten miles away, and the churches filled in social gaps with gaslit youth clubs. There would be dances in the blacked-out basement of a Congregational church where women, often in coats against the cold, danced with women or taught their children the steps of old ballroom dances.

And there were treats. Children whose fathers were in the war got a present now and then from sympathetic families doing their bit and felt very special because of it.

I lived in north Cumbria in the north-west of England, a borderland near Hadrian’s Wall, a place both ruined and ripened in wars over the centuries – Romans, Vikings, Normans and in the Middle Ages 300 years of reiving border warfare with the Scots.

Then came the imperial wars with local regiments called up in heavy numbers to plant and to defend the flag. My grandfather and five of his brothers went through the First World War. My father and three of his brothers were in the Second.

Where I lived was involved in battles in the air not because it was on the aerial frontline but because it was so far from it. Fractured aeroplanes hedge-hopped from the south-east of England to a place thought to be out of range and out of sight of the German bombers. They were ‘turned around’ and sent back south into battle.

There were soldiers marching even in this small market town, Wigton, population 5,000. There were morale-boosting marches when the music played and little boys ran alongside in the gutters. There were soldiers and sailors and airmen on leave with the occasional story of combat and horror but those were tight-lipped days. And there were the casualties to men from the town and, early on, the growth of fear as the defeats could not be concealed and towards the end the birth of an even greater bottomless fear as the atom bomb entered into history.

And so when I realised that the seventieth anniversary of World War Two was all but on us, there were hundreds of iron filings which rushed to that magnet of the war in my past. You only rarely have a complete idea immediately. This was one of them.

I wanted to make a television programme about the day the Second World War broke out, the very day. To track through that day, to show what happened here in my own country and also in France, Germany, Poland, Australia, America, the Commonwealth and elsewhere. The proposition was accepted by ITV for an hour-long documentary.

You always want more and it would have been good to have two or three programmes which included a long and complex lead up to the war but others in print and in exhibitions will I’m sure do that. Outbreak stuck to the day.

There is something very satisfactory in the shape of a day. By concentrating on that we could embrace and contrast great acts of state with private mundane actions from members of the general public. There would be the grand drama unfolding but also, I hoped, the sense and evidence, the humour and personal fears in ordinary lives.

Above all I wanted the story to be told by those involved in the day either through archive (which was rich) or through finding people who could remember 3 September 1939.

That led the research team to some remarkable discoveries, not only in this country but in Germany, France, Poland, Australia and the West Indies.

We could go from a woman holding up a dress in which she had been christened on that Sunday, 3 September to a woman who had been on the SS Athenia sunk on the same day. We could go from the Dowager Duchess of Devonshire to words and recollections of Winston Churchill, from the memories of Richard Attenborough and children sent away from London to the countryside as evacuees to words from the Prime Minister of the day and from King George VI.

The team employed several telling strategies. For instance, descendants of the main players would read the words written about the time – Lady Soames quoted her father Winston Churchill. There was Neville Chamberlain’s grandson. They played back the speech of King George to those who had listened to it at the time including George Cole, Betty Driver, Vera Lynn, Tony Benn and Nicholas Parsons, and their reactions were telling.

When the Imperial War Museum indicated interest, I was delighted. It was like being awarded a degree. The Museum had already drawn up its own plans to commemorate the seventieth anniversary with an exhibition and an accompanying book by its Senior Historian Terry Charman. With his immense knowledge of the period and his eye for detail, we were fortunate indeed to have Terry’s services as historical consultant on the programme. In his thirty-five years at the Museum, he has assisted many eminent historians, including Asa Briggs, Sir Martin Gilbert and Professor Richard Holmes with their books. Now he has had the opportunity to write his own.

There cannot be many books that bring together both the vituperative diary entries of Dr Goebbels and the risqué jokes of Max Miller. Drawing on the immense and almost unrivalled collections at the Imperial War Museum, the book has skilfully woven together the stories of not only the Great and the Good, but also of ordinary people living through extraordinary times. We meet the vain and alcoholic Colonel Beck, Poland’s foreign minister, who nonchalantly accepts Britain’s guarantee to his doomed country between two flicks of his cigarette ash, and at the same time physiotherapist Joan Strange of Worthing, who perceives only too clearly the evil nature of the Nazi regime through her work for Jewish refugees.

Our programme dealt with just the one day, 3 September 1939, but the book goes on to cover the last months of 1939, and the first of what became known at the time as the ‘Phoney War’. But while the RAF confined itself to dropping propaganda leaflets, Outbreak shows that there was no Phoney War at sea. Nor was it phoney in Poland, where right from the start the Nazis unleashed a campaign of racial terror that eventually led to the deaths of over six million Poles, Jewish and non-Jewish. Nor in Finland, a victim of aggression, not on Hitler’s part this time, but from his new ‘ally’ Stalin. We learn how on 25 December 1939, while the British enjoyed a near-normal Christmas, the citizens of Helsinki spent most of it in air-raid shelters. We encounter both the sinister ‘Lord Haw Haw’, William Joyce, for whom the British people had such a morbid fascination during the war’s first months, and ‘Our Gracie’ – Gracie Fields – still not recovered from a serious illness, but determined to entertain the ‘boys’ out in France.

The first day of the Second World War can without exaggeration be called one on which the world was changed. To have that day put on film and in an exhibition and in a book could not be more fitting. All of them give a salute to what the Allies undertook on Sunday, 3 September 1939.

In Outbreak, Terry Charman has produced a book that chronicles, in Evelyn Waugh’s words, ‘that odd, dead period before the Churchillian renaissance’. As Churchill himself used to say, you will read it with ‘pleasure and profit’.

Melvyn Bragg


INTRODUCTION

‘. . . a far-away country . . .’

– Neville Chamberlain, 27 September 1938

For the people of Britain, for her friends and for her enemies too, two-thirds of 1939 was spent in uneasy peace, one-third in a state of declared, but seemingly ‘phoney’, war. But for many, the years from 1933 had been a kind of ‘phoney peace’, full of ‘wars and rumours of wars’.

1938, especially, had been a year of ever-increasingly serious crises. In February, Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden resigned over disagreements with Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s policy of appeasing the dictators. On Eden’s departure, one-third of Britons, when polled, said they expected there would be a war. Eden’s resignation was soon followed by Hitler’s ‘bloodless’ invasion and annexation of his Austrian homeland on 13 March 1938. Then, in May, came the first crisis over Czechoslovakia. Throughout the summer and autumn, Czechoslovakia and Hitler’s demands for the German-speaking region of that country, the Sudetenland, dominated newspaper headlines in Britain. The Sudeten Crisis culminated on 29 September 1938 in the signing of the Munich Agreement. At Munich, in the words of a contemporary survey of the year:

The British and French Governments assented, in the hope of preventing war, to the mutilation of a free and democratic land, which Hitler’s propaganda had covered with foul abuse. They handed over to Nazi Germany the Sudeten regions of Czechoslovakia, with all that country’s chief fortifications, under threat that unless they did so Hitler would let loose a world war. He promised that this would be his last territorial claim in Europe.

Many believed, or professed to believe, him. Chamberlain flew back from Munich promising ‘peace for our time’, and the country’s most popular columnist, Godfrey Winn, gushed in the Sunday Express, ‘Praise be to God and to Mr Chamberlain. I find no sacrilege, no bathos, in coupling those names.’

In Britain there was an immense feeling of relief that war had been averted, but many entertained feelings of guilt too. Leslie Weatherhead, Britain’s leading religious writer and broadcaster, spoke for many when he wrote, ‘Do you feel a little uneasy, as though you had made friends with a burglar on condition that if he took nothing from you or your immediate friends, you would say nothing about what he took from somebody else? I feel like that.’

A Cambridge undergraduate put it more succinctly: ‘I know we’ve let them down like hell, but then we’re always swine, aren’t we?’

In France, which, unlike Britain, had formal treaty obligations to Czechoslovakia, there was a similar feeling of euphoria that peace had been saved. Chamberlain’s French opposite number, Edouard Daladier, had half expected to be lynched when he arrived back at Le Bourget airport from Munich. Instead, he was greeted by delirious crowds. But in France too there were those, like former premier Leon Blum, who confessed to a feeling of ‘cowardly relief and shame’. Diplomat Alexis Leger, who had accompanied Daladier to Munich, put it more crudely: ‘Oh yes, a relief! Like crapping in your pants.’

Six weeks after Munich, Britain and France, the victors of 1918, commemorated the twentieth anniversary of the signing of the Armistice. Over 740,000 men from the British Isles had died in the Great War, and almost double that number of Frenchmen. Memories of ‘The War To End War’ were still vivid and all too painful for some. One ex-soldier said to a younger colleague: ‘The average fellow who was in the thick of it wants to forget all about it.’ But another, exasperated by the threat to peace posed by Hitler, told his workmates, ‘We ought to have gone right into Germany and wiped them all out.’ In Britain, forty million poppies were sold, and 80 per cent of people polled by the new Mass Observation public-opinion organisation observed the two minutes’ silence. But Mass Observation also noted:

The general attitude towards the Great War has changed. A new generation has grown up. Since 1918 the League of Nations has come into existence and then practically faded out again. The Versailles Treaty has been made and broken. The Great War is less in people’s minds than the possibility of the next war.

That possibility was reinforced for many people in the New Year when the Government distributed twenty million National Service booklets. The booklet detailed the various organisations that Britons might volunteer to join in order ‘to make us ready for war’. Foremost among them was Air Raid Precautions, for it was ‘the shadow of the bomber’ that dominated official and public thinking when it came to the prospect of a new war. In the 1914–18 war, Britain had been subjected to German air attacks by both airships and aeroplanes; 1,414 Britons had been killed and 3,416 seriously injured in these raids. These were small enough figures when compared to the enormous casualty figures on the Western Front. But it was the psychological effects of the raids that really mattered. They demonstrated that not only was Britain no longer an island, but that civilians, as well as the fighting forces, were now in the firing line. In 1935, Chamberlain’s predecessor Stanley Baldwin had spoken of ‘the tacit assumption on the part of all nations that the civil community will no longer be immune from the horrors of warfare as they have been since the barbarous ages until modern times’.

The following year, at the cinema, millions saw a celluloid depiction of the horrors of a new world war in Alexander Korda’s Things to Come. The scenes of a devastating air raid on London, with high-explosive bombs and gas raining down on the practically defenceless city, shocked British picturegoers. So too did the newsreels of the bombing of Spanish and Chinese cities. Exaggerated accounts of the strength of Hitler’s air force by, among others, the famous aviator Charles Lindbergh, did nothing to allay their fears. Nor did statements by politicians. In December 1938, Sir John Simon, Chamberlain’s Chancellor of Exchequer told an audience, ‘The Germans had it in their power to let loose 3,000 tons of bombs in a single day . . . in the first week or two of war the Germans might do an amount of damage in London and other great cities which would amount in money to £500,000,000.’

A month later, on 28 January 1939, Chamberlain himself warned, ‘If we should ever be involved in war we may well find that if we are not all in the firing line, we may all be in the line of fire.’

But despite all the official doom and gloom, and the darkening international situation, life for most Britons in 1939 went on much as before. The worst of the Great Depression was over, but of Britain’s population of 47,762,000, over 1,270,000 were still registered as unemployed. The average weekly wage for a man in 1939 was £3.9s.0d (£3.45), while that of a woman’s was a mere £1.12s.6d (£1.63). The average hours they worked to earn those wages were 46.5 and 43.5 respectively.

In 1939, Greater London, with a population of 8,650,000, was still the world’s largest city, with Tokyo its nearest rival. The capital had a Jewish population of 210,000, and 313,900 foreigners, mainly French, Italians, Germans, Swiss and Americans, lived and worked in London. The capital’s total working population was 2,749,000. Many lived in London’s suburbs, where the price of a semi-detached house ranged from £400 to £600 (a similar house in the provinces fetched £100 less). Flats, such as ones in Hackney with deep balconies, advertised in early 1939, could be rented from as little as 10s (50p) per week, with larger ones at £1.1s.0d (£1.05).

To furnish them, there were bedroom suites from Fred Lawrence’s of Westbourne Grove costing as little as £22.1s (£22.05), and half that in the sales. In the wardrobe there might be found, from Swan and Edgar’s, a lady’s sports jacket at £2.12s.6d (£2.63), trousers at £1.7s.6d (£1.38) and a matching shirt at 10s.9d (54p). The man of the house could buy a suit from Montague Burton, the Fifty Shilling Tailors, for £2.10s (£2.50). A three-piece drawing-room suite could be got for the same amount, while a dining-room set of table, four chairs, and sideboard cost £12.12s.0d (£12.60). For the dining room, an 84-piece canteen of cutlery could be bought for as little as £7.7s.0d (£7.35). Labour-saving devices were still coming into their own by 1939. Although few middle-class homes boasted a fridge, many now had a Hoover or Goblin vacuum cleaner which could be got from Southern Electrical Products of Kingston, Surrey, at £4.0s.0d (£4.00) and £2.9s.6d (£2.48) respectively, or weekly instalments of 3s.6d (18p) on the ‘never-never’. In 1939, only 1,200,000 British homes had a telephone, and most people still relied on the Royal Mail for sending messages. A letter cost a penny-halfpenny (1p), while a telegram was sixpence (3p) for the first nine words and then a penny for each additional word.

In the bathroom, one could find a bar of Palmolive soap at threepence (1p) or a tablet of Wright’s Coal Tar soap costing sixpence (3p), the same price as a tube of Pepsodent or Kolynos toothpaste. In the medicine cupboard, to guard against coughs and colds, the household might have a large bottle of Galloway’s Cough Syrup, ‘equally effective for young and old’ at 2s.6d (13p). There might also be DDD Prescription which had ‘golden drops with miraculous powers to clear the skin of spots’ at only 1s.3d (6p) a bottle. Most men still had wet shaves, but a Remington Electric Close Shaver could be bought for £3.7s.6d (£3.38). To keep his hair in place, the man of the house could buy Brylcreem at 1s.9d (9p) a jar. His wife or daughter’s lipsticks cost from sixpence (3p) to 2s.6d (13p). A lot of British homes still did not have an inside, or separate, lavatory. But in those that did, one would probably find ‘Bronco: the perforated toilet paper for economy, health, comfort and neatness’, a 700-sheet roll for 1s (5p).

Downstairs in the lounge, or drawing room, the family’s radio, or wireless set, took pride of place; 9,009,700 wireless licences at ten shillings (50p) were sold in 1939. A Bush all-wave radio set with ten push buttons, recommended by Britain’s first disc jockey, Christopher Stone, cost £12.12s.0d (£12.60) cash, ‘or on popular payments’. Also in the room might be the family’s HMV portable wind-up gramophone, which retailed at £6. Records of some of the early hits of 1939, like ‘And the Angels Sing’ and ‘If I Didn’t Care’, cost two shillings (10p). The room’s cocktail cabinet would undoubtedly be stocked with whisky at 12s.6d (63p) a bottle, and a bottle of gin at just slightly less. A litre (1.76 pints) of Martini Dry cost 5s.6d (28p), the sweeter version a shilling (5p) less. A bottle of Gilbey’s ready-made ‘Odds On’ wine cocktail retailed at 2s.6d (13p).

For those Britons who preferred to drink away from home, there was always the public house or pub. Bolton in Lancashire had no less than 304 pubs in 1939. In any of them one could buy a pint of mild for 5d (2p), India Pale Ale for 7d (3p) a pint and strong ale for 11d (5p). Whisky, rum and gin cost 6d (3p) a measure, while a Single Malt might cost as much as 10d (4p). A glass of port, sherry or Empire Wine was sold at threepence (1p) a time. In 1939, Britons sank 895 million gallons of beer and 10,098,000 proof gallons of spirits. The same year, they drank 887 million gallons of milk. Less healthily, they also smoked a lot too. A packet of twenty Player’s Navy Medium Cut cost just under a shilling (5p) in 1939, while other brands like Woodbine, Piccadilly and De Reszke Minors cost even less. To light them, a Ronson lighter could be got for £1.1s.0d (£1.05). Pipe tobacco cost a shilling (5p) an ounce, and five Manikin cigars were 11d (5p) a packet.

For those Britons with a sweet tooth, an extra large tin of Quality Street cost 4s.6d (23p), while a packet of Maltesers sold at twopence (1p), and Black Magic chocolates at 2s.10d (14p) a pound box. And if one over-indulged oneself there was always Beechams Pills and Powders at 1s.3d (6p) a packet, and Kelloggs All Bran, ‘a food that brings normal “regularity” to constipation victims’, retailing at 7½d (3p).

1939 saw the passing of the Holidays with Pay Act. Three million more Britons now received, for the first time, a fortnight’s holiday with pay. Most people still went to British seaside resorts for their annual holidays. The majority went there by train or charabanc, but quite a number of Britain’s 1,900,000 private-car owners packed up the family Morris Eight (£128) or the swisher Sunbeam Talbot (£285) and made for the coast. For those who wanted a more energetic holiday than sitting in a deckchair on the beach at Margate or Skegness, there were the Norfolk Broads, where the hire of an eight-berth cruiser for two weeks cost £18.

For those even more adventurous and with 15s (75p) for a passport, there were plenty of holidays advertised in Britain’s ally, France. A room at the Hotel Opal near the Madeleine in Paris cost as little as 6s (30p) a night, while one with a bath at the smart resort of Deauville cost £1, and for an extra 12s (60p) one could get full board. To get away, if only physically, from Europe’s troubles in 1939, a luxury cruise of fifty-six days to South America, the West Indies and Florida was being advertised at just 5s (25p) short of £100. For those Britons curious to see Nazi Germany at first hand, the London branch of the German Travel Bureau advertised an all-inclusive nine-day tour of the Reich for £6.16s.0d (£6.80). Ominously, as tension mounted that summer, the tour was advertised as being ‘specially escorted’.


CHAPTER 1

Countdown to War

January–August 1939

January

1 January, LONDON
Gordon Cosmo Lang, Archbishop of Canterbury, broadcasts a New Year’s Day message from Lambeth Palace. The archbishop tells listeners: ‘In the dawn of a new year it is still a confused and troubled world that we see. Terrible wars are being waged in Spain and China. In Europe restless national ambitions are increasing the widespread sense of insecurity. No wonder it seems as if the whole world were going mad.’

1 January, WORTHING
‘Everyone’s wondering what can happen next!’ (Miss Joan Colebrook Strange, aged thirty-four, a trained physiotherapist living with her widowed mother in Langton Road, Worthing. Joan Strange was a committed Christian who undertook a great deal of voluntary work amongst German and Austrian Jewish refugees.)

2 January, WORTHING
 ‘The Archbishop of Canterbury broadcast last night a New Year’s Sermon telling all “to hope for the best and prepare for the worst” – not very encouraging!’ (Joan Strange)

5 January, OBERSALZBERG
On his way back from Monte Carlo, Polish foreign minister Colonel Jozef Beck pays a courtesy call on Hitler at the ‘Berghof’. Hitler surprises the Pole by calling for Danzig’s return to Germany. Under the terms of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles, Danzig has had the status of a ‘Free City’ with a League of Nations commissioner. The population is overwhelmingly German and the Nazis have control of the ruling Danzig Senate. Hitler tells Beck that Germany will guarantee Poland’s frontiers if a ‘final settlement’ can be reached on Danzig, and other outstanding issues between the two countries. ‘Danzig,’ the Fuehrer reminds the Pole, ‘was German, would always remain German, and sooner or later would return to Germany.’ Beck, who has a reputation for deviousness, is evasive. He tells Hitler that Polish public opinion would be against any change in Danzig’s status.

7 January, LONDON
Picture Post, Britain’s largest-circulation illustrated weekly, features comedian Leslie Henson’s humorous ‘Outlook for 1939’. Henson warns readers: ‘But to carry a rifle may at any time become compulsory, particularly in civilized countries.’

11 January, ROME
British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and his foreign secretary Lord Halifax visit Rome in an attempt to further the cause of peace. Chamberlain believes that Italian dictator Benito Mussolini is a moderating influence on Hitler. But nothing is accomplished by the visit. Mussolini tells his son-in-law and foreign minister Count Galeazzo Ciano: ‘These men are not made of the same stuff as Francis Drake and the other magnificent adventurers who created the empire. These, after all, are the tired sons of a long line of rich men and they will lose their empire.’

Ciano telephones his German opposite number Joachim von Ribbentrop and tells him that the visit has been a ‘huge farce’.

11 January, WORTHING
 ‘Mr Chamberlain and Lord Halifax have arrived in Rome this afternoon. Accorded a great welcome. Should we welcome Mussolini in a like manner, I wonder?’ (Joan Strange)

15 January, BRITAIN
The Irish Republican Army starts a bombing campaign on mainland Britain. Targets in London, Manchester and Birmingham are attacked. The IRA demands the withdrawal of all British forces and officialdom from Ireland. The Nazi-orchestrated press in Germany reports the news with more than a touch of Schadenfreude:

Five bombs went off, dreadful, my dear!

Old England nearly choked with fear.

When the overfed Englishman at his breakfast table heard this news he dropped his beefsteak from his fork in horror.

23 January, BERLIN
Anti-Nazi Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, head of German military intelligence, leaks misinformation that the Nazis are about to invade the Netherlands. They will seize Dutch airfields in order to use them to deliver a knockout blow on Britain. The leak is taken seriously in Whitehall. It is decided that ‘an attack by Germany on Holland would be a first step to attack on us and must be regarded as a direct challenge’.
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Hitler receives Polish foreign minister Colonel Jozef Beck at the Berghof, Obersalzberg, 5 January 1939. Beck told an English visitor, ‘Hitler has power and charm and flair, but he is not a Colonel Beck.’
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The British ministerial visit to Rome, January 1939. From left to right: Count Galeazzo Ciano; Lord Halifax; Neville Chamberlain; and Benito Mussolini. As Chamberlain departed, British residents in Rome sang ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’. ‘What is this little song?’ Mussolini asked.
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24 January, WORTHING
‘In Spain, the Government’s defence of Barcelona is giving in rapidly. Barcelona is bound to fall very soon. Hitler and Mussolini are reported to be preparing their manifesto on their colonial demands for January 30th. Can war possibly be avoided?’ (Joan Strange)

26 January, BARCELONA
General Francisco Franco’s Nationalist forces enter Barcelona. They encounter only sporadic resistance from the city’s Republican defenders. Spain’s civil war, which began in July 1936, and has cost over half a million lives, is now approaching its end.

26 January, WARSAW
Reich foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop pays an official visit to the Polish capital. He again brings up Hitler’s proposals regarding Danzig and the Polish Corridor, the territory that separates East Prussia from Germany proper. Beck once again rebuffs the German offer. The vain and pompous von Ribbentrop returns empty-handed to Berlin. He has misled Hitler over the Poles’ willingness to negotiate the future of Danzig and the Corridor.

26 January, PARIS
French foreign minister Georges Bonnet, regarded in Paris and London as an out-and-out appeaser, makes a speech reaffirming France’s commitments in eastern Europe. Few believe that the Foreign Minister is being sincere. Bonnet is suspected of having told von Ribbentrop of France’s disinterest in the region, when the Nazi visited Paris six weeks ago.

26 January, TEDDINGTON
‘Barcelona fell to Franco at noon. Heigho!! I wish it could have offered the resistance Madrid has done.’ (Mrs Helena Pare Lydia Mott, aged sixty-six; a woman of independent means living in Teddington, Middlesex)

28 January, BIRMINGHAM
In a speech at Birmingham, Chamberlain defends the Munich Agreement: ‘For myself looking back, I see nothing to regret nor any reason to suppose that another course would have been preferable.’

30 January, BERLIN
Adolf Hitler addresses the Reichstag on the sixth anniversary of his coming to power. He warns the deputies: ‘If international Jewish finance inside and outside Europe should succeed in plunging the nations into a new world war, the result will not be the Bolshevization of the earth and thereby the victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race.’ The Fuehrer’s words are greeted with stormy applause.

30 January, TEDDINGTON
‘Hitler’s speech at seven. We had dinner early and he was in full blast when we had finished. Seemed to have a good reception – but his speech was much faster and much more clip style and varied very much in tone – high and biting . . . coughed at intervals. He went on bawling until 9.25pm then Goering. All sang “Deutschland, D- ueber alles in der Welt”, “Horst Wessel”. Heil! Heil! Heil! Damn!’ (Helena Mott)

30 January, WORTHING
‘While all Germany was listening to Hitler’s broadcast on the sixth anniversary of the Third Reich, Worthing held a most interesting meeting in connection with the Jews. A Mr Davidson from Woburn House, London, gave a talk on the work of the refugee problem and a committee was formed to coordinate efforts being made here in Worthing. I got on!’ (Joan Strange)

February

3 February, LONDON
The BBC broadcasts a radio programme entitled Children in Flight. It consists of interviews made at the Dovercourt camp for German Jewish refugee children. They have come to Britain under the Kindertransport scheme, following the excesses of Kristallnacht last November. The Nazi Party newspaper, the Voelkischer Beobachter, attacks the broadcast. It accuses the BBC of ‘making political capital out of pity and at the same time agitating indirectly against Germany’. The paper says the interviews with the children were ‘cleverly selected to appeal to sentimentality’.

3 February, WORTHING
‘In all the evening for once! Listened to excellent broadcast “Children in Flight”, a series of sound recordings of the German child refugees taken about Xmas time. The little Laufen boy, Peter, five and a half, was one of the little children at Dovercourt. His father told me that Peter asked him if it were true that when he came to England he would be allowed to go into a garden again. In Austria and Germany Jews are not allowed in public gardens. Their sufferings have been indescribable.’ (Joan Strange)

6 February, LONDON
In a House of Commons speech, Chamberlain reaffirms that: ‘Any threat to the vital interests of France, from whatever quarter it comes, must evoke the immediate co-operation of this country.’

9 February, LONDON
The Home Office, responsible for air-raid precautions, announces plans to provide shelters to thousands of homes in areas thought vulnerable to air attack. Families with an income of less than £250 a year will receive their shelters free. Other households may buy them for £6.14s.0d (£6.70). The shelters are already being called ‘Andersons’ after Lord Privy Seal Sir John Anderson, the dour and rather pompous but ultra-efficient minister with responsibility for civilian defence. They are steel-built, tunnel-shaped shelters measuring 6 ft 6 in by 4 ft 4 in. They are made in sections and need only two people to put them up. It is reckoned that a million and a half ‘Andersons’ will be given out by the end of August. Last September at the height of the Sudeten Crisis, over thirty-eight million gas masks, costing 2s.6d (13p) each, were distributed to the civilian population.

10 February, VATICAN
Pope Pius XI dies. Although a Concordat was signed with Hitler back in July 1933, Pius XI has often spoken out against the Nazi regime and its persecution of the Roman Catholic Church. In May last year he deliberately and ostentatiously left Rome for Castel Gandolfo during Hitler’s state visit.

10 February, WORTHING
‘A remarkable character, and devoted to the cause of peace.’ (Joan Strange on the Pope’s death)

14 February, WILHELMSHAVEN
Germany’s latest battleship, the 35,000-ton Bismarck, is launched. In his political testament Mein Kampf, Hitler wrote that it was a mistake on the part of the Kaiser’s Germany to antagonise Britain by building a fleet to rival the Royal Navy. But it now looks as if he too is intending to challenge Britain’s naval superiority.

15 February, TEDDINGTON
‘£580,000,000 to be spent on defence for the year. What an abominable wicked thing due to one paltry Austrian paranoiac.’ (Helena Mott)

25 February, LONDON
The first Anderson shelters are delivered in Tiber and Carlsbad Streets, Islington. Mrs Treadwell of Tiber Street tells the Daily Telegraph: ‘I hope we shall never have to use it. Still if trouble does come, I’ll feel safer there than in the house. In any case, we can always use it as a summer house!’

26 February, WORTHING
‘And today we hear the British Government proposes to recognise Franco – blow!’ (Joan Strange)

28 February, LONDON and PARIS
The British and French governments formally recognise General Franco’s regime as the legitimate government of Spain. In the House of Commons, there is an Opposition vote of censure about the recognition. Amid angry scenes, in which there are shouts of ‘Heil Chamberlain’, it is defeated by 344 votes to 137. In Paris, head of government Edouard Daladier persuades eighty-two-year-old Marshal Philippe Petain, the Hero of Verdun, to become France’s first ambassador to Franco.

March

2 March, VATICAN
Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, the Vatican Secretary of State, is elected pope and takes the title Pius XII. He was Papal Nuncio in Bavaria at the time of the Soviet republic there twenty years ago, and the experience has left him with a fear and loathing of communism. Many Vatican experts believe that this might make him turn a blind eye to the worst excesses of the Nazi regime.

10 March, LONDON
At Chelsea Town Hall, Home Secretary and staunch Chamberlain supporter Sir Samuel Hoare delivers a speech to his constituents. He has asked the Prime Minister what tone he should adopt. ‘Cheerful,’ Chamberlain replied, ‘there is every reason for it.’ Now Hoare tells his audience that a Golden Age could be in the offing: ‘Five men in Europe (Chamberlain, Daladier, Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin), if they worked with a singleness of purpose and a unity of action, might in an incredibly short space of time transform the whole history of the world . . .’
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‘Well, I suppose we should feel safer, but I think I should stay in bed – until the guns began. I might go outside then.’ Anderson shelters being loaded onto carts, ready for distribution at Wilbraham Road, Manchester, February 1939.
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‘It was always my fate to see him when he was under stress of some emotion or other.’ British Ambassador Sir Nevile Henderson (left) and Hitler at a reception, 1 March 1939. Hitler’s interpreter, Dr Paul Schmidt, translates for the two men.
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10 March, MOSCOW
Soviet dictator Josef Stalin delivers a major speech on Soviet foreign policy. He tells the members of the Communist Party Congress that it is still Soviet policy to resist aggression and warns Britain and France against ‘retreating and retreating’, and making one con cession after another to the dictators. This policy, Stalin tells the delegates, will in the end lead to war. But he then warns that the Soviet Union will not allow itself ‘to be drawn into conflicts by warmongers who are accustomed to have others pull the chestnuts out of the fire for them’.

10 March, PRAGUE
In an attempt to preserve the unity of Czecho-Slovakia, the Prague government dismisses Monsignor Jozef Tiso, the premier of the autonomous Slovakian government. Ever since Munich, forces inside and outside the country have been intent on destabilising the administration of Emil Hacha, who became president after Eduard Benes resigned last October.

13 March, BERLIN
Hitler receives Tiso. He tells him, ‘I am disappointed in Slovakia. The way your people have been behaving lately, they might almost be Czechs.’ The Fuehrer then goes on to advise the Slovakian premier to declare his country’s independence from Prague. Germany, Hitler assures Tiso, will guarantee that independence.

13 March, LONDON
At Holborn Town Hall there is a testing of gas helmets designed to protect babies and infants. The test proves successful and the Government announces that 1,400,000 gas helmets will be distributed within a few months.

14 March, BRATISLAVA
The Slovak Diet votes to break away from Prague and declares Slovakian independence.

14 March, BERLIN
At 11pm, sixty-six-year-old President Emil Hacha of Czecho-Slovakia, accompanied by his daughter and his foreign minister Frantisek Chvalkovsky, arrive in the German capital. The two Czech politicians have come to discuss the worsening situation in their country. The Czechs are taken to Germany’s foremost hotel, the Adlon, where there is a large box of chocolates from the Fuehrer waiting for Hacha’s daughter. At midnight, Hacha and Chvalkovsky set out for the Reich Chancellery where Hitler has just been watching a film called A Hopeless Case.

15 March, BERLIN
Just after midnight Hitler, accompanied by von Ribbentrop and Luftwaffe chief Hermann Goering, receive Hacha and Chvalkovsky. Hitler bluntly tells the two Czechs that ‘in order to restore order’ he has ordered the German Army to occupy the Czech provinces of Bohemia and Moravia. He tells them that any resistance will be useless and Goering threatens to bomb Prague ruthlessly if any is shown. Hacha, under great physical and mental stress, gives way. He telephones Prague and orders that no resistance is to be offered to the German invaders. He then signs a document stating that he has ‘confidently placed the fate of the Czech people in the hands of the Fuehrer of the German Reich’. In the same document Hitler accepts Hacha’s declaration and ‘expressed his intention of taking the Czech people under the protection of the German Reich and of guaranteeing them an autonomous development of their ethnic life as suited to their character’.

Ecstatic at his success, Hitler tells two of his female secretaries, pointing to his cheeks, ‘So, children, each of you give me a kiss there and there . . . This is the happiest day of my life . . . I will go down as the greatest German in history.’

15 March, LONDON
In the House of Lords, Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax announces that Hitler’s action in occupying Prague ‘is inconsistent with the spirit of the Munich Agreement’, while in the Commons, Chamberlain tells MPs: ‘I bitterly regret what has now occurred. But do not let us on that account be deflected from our course . . . We will continue to pursue our policy of appeasement.’

In and outside Parliament, the Prime Minister’s statement attracts a lot of unfavourable comment. He is accused of bringing ‘humiliation and shame’ on Britain. His personal shuttle diplomacy last September is now condemned as being ‘a fatal mistake’. Even the faithful Chamberlain supporter and industrialist Lord Nuffield says, ‘If it weren’t for Neville Chamberlain’s feelings, I would advocate the starting of war against Germany tomorrow.’

15 March, PRAGUE
Hitler arrives at Hradcany Castle to view his latest conquest. At a buffet in the castle’s banqueting hall, the normally teetotal Hitler picks up a small glass of Pilsner lager and drains it dry. He grimaces and then laughs. Returning to Berlin he tells his entourage, ‘marching into Prague pleased me more than all that shilly-shallying at Munich’.

15 March, WORTHING
‘Another wretched crisis in Czecho-slovakia – Hitler appealed to, and off to Prague immediately. The whole state built up by Masaryk completely disrupted and Hitler snaps up all the valuable pieces. The whole world aghast at Hitler’s arrogance. His flag hoisted on the wonderful old palace of Hungarian royalty. The Czechs humiliated to the dust – suicides, imprisonments, the Gestapo and all manner of dreadful things.’ (Joan Strange)

15 March, TEDDINGTON
‘Hitler’s troops marched into Prague. The people hissed and booed and sang the Czech national anthem . . . German troops entered Slovakia – in response to an appeal from the Slovak government. I wonder!!! So many lies are told and such atrocious deeds done that no reliance can be placed on any statement that comes out of Berlin. No words are fit for Hitler who, maniac though he is, is allowed to do anything without let or hindrance – much to our shame.’ (Helena Mott)

16 March, TEDDINGTON
‘Hitler (may he be damned) proclaims Czech state part of German empire. Bohemia and Moravia to be known as the Protectorate. He’s taken Slovakia also . . . 5,000 Czechs have been arrested by the Gestapo. Himmler is in Prague with Hitler (two fine specimens of cruel evil, ruthless brigands).’ (Helena Mott)

17 March, LONDON
Virgil Tilea, Roumanian Minister in London, hears a rumour that his country is about to be attacked by Germany. He asks Lord Halifax if Roumania can expect British support if the Nazis invade. The next day, the Foreign Office hears officially from Bucharest that there is not a word of truth in the rumour.

17 March, BIRMINGHAM
Chamberlain is genuinely surprised at the vehemence of parliamentary and public opinion against Hitler’s Prague coup. Now, on his home ground of Birmingham, the Prime Minister acknowledges, ‘Public opinion in the world has received a sharper shock than has yet been administered to it, even by the present regime in Germany . . .’ and asks, ‘Is this the end of an old adventure or is it the beginning of a new? Is this the last attack upon a small state, or is it to be followed by others. Is this, in fact, a step in the direction of an attempt to dominate the world by force?’ In either case, Chamberlain concludes, ‘Others, too, knowing that we are not disinterested in what goes on in South-East Europe, will wish to have our counsel and advice.’

As a gesture of British disapproval, Ambassador Sir Nevile Henderson, who has only just returned to Berlin after an operation for throat cancer, is now recalled to London, ‘to report’.

17 March, WORTHING
‘The whole European situation looks almost as black as it did last September.’ (Joan Strange)

18 March, BERLIN
French Ambassador Robert Coulondre delivers France’s protest at the occupation of Prague. Like Sir Nevile, he too is recalled ‘for consultations’.

18 March, PARIS
The Chamber of Deputies, followed by the Senate, votes full powers to Daladier, President of the Council of Ministers, to deal with the ongoing international crisis.

19 March, MOSCOW
The Soviet Government refuses to recognise the legality of Hitler’s Prague coup. It describes the latest German aggression as having ‘dealt a fresh blow to the feeling of security of the peoples of Europe’.

21 March, WASHINGTON DC
The State Department strongly condemns the German occupation of the Czech lands and the ‘temporary extinguishment of free and independent people’.

21 March, LONDON
French President Albert Lebrun arrives on a state visit to London to demonstrate the solidarity between France and Britain and the firmness of the Entente Cordiale. The visit is a great success, but disaster is only narrowly averted. At a reception at the Foreign Office, a sofa topples over and three British ministers are very nearly catapulted onto the King and Queen and their French guests. ‘How Hitler would have laughed,’ thinks Tory MP and devoted Chamberlainite Henry ‘Chips’ Channon.

21 March, BERLIN
Polish ambassador Jozef Lipski has an interview with von Ribbentrop. Beck has instructed Lipski to protest at Germany’s recent move against Czecho-Slovakia. Poland is now threatened on three sides. Von Ribbentrop counters by saying that Hitler’s patience with Poland is wearing thin. A solution to the problem of Danzig and the Polish Corridor must be found soon. This, von Ribbentrop tells Lipski, is a prerequisite for the peaceful future of German– Polish relations. Furthermore, Colonel Beck should himself come to Berlin to discuss the situation.

21 March, KAUNAS
The Lithuanian Government, under threat of German military action, are forced to agree to Hitler’s demand to hand over the port of Memel and its hinterland. Lithuania seized the German-inhabited territory back in 1923.

21 March, WORTHING
‘Memel is about to return to Germany – the Jews there panic-stricken.’ (Joan Strange)

21 March, TEDDINGTON
‘Halifax states new policy. The Government has decided to take initiative in forming a powerful league against aggression . . . Russia, I do not think, will be cozened too easily. “Isvestia” [sic] says what is the value of lamentations like the British Premier’s at Birmingham? French and British statesmen are not children. The authors of the dangerous non-aggression game are now reaping the new fruits of their policy.’ (Helena Mott)

21 March, TEDDINGTON
‘Franco sent a telegram of congratulation to Hitler on his raping of Czecho-slovakia and Hitler thanks him in a return message. Thieves’ honour!!!’ (Helena Mott)

22 March, BERLIN
From today, each evening at 8.15pm, German radio’s Reichssender is to broadcast the news in English. This will, the Nazi press assures readers, ‘give to the listener in foreign lands something quite new – the truth’.

22 March, TEDDINGTON
‘Memel has been surrendered by Lithuania to Germany . . . Ribbentrop demanded absolute and immediate submission. And still we sit back and do not do anything, even protest.’ (Helena Mott)
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Dr Emile Hacha (left) arrives in Berlin to receive, at Hitler’s hands, ‘the old tested methods of political tactics’, 14 March 1939.
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‘If you apply a bit of pressure, things happen.’ Lithuanian and German foreign ministers, Juozas Urbsys and Joachim von Ribbentrop (seated left to right), sign the formal agreement transferring Memel and district to the Reich, 22 March 1939.
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22 March, WORTHING
‘Memel now under German Nazi rule. The ultimatum was delivered to Lithuania last night and accepted tonight – another “bloodless victory”(?)’ (Joan Strange)

24 March, BERLIN
It is announced that any German who listens to foreign radio broadcasts and spreads the news contained in them is now liable to five years’ imprisonment.

23 March, MEMEL
Hitler arrives in the port on the pocket battleship Deutschland. Since leaving Swinemuende yesterday, the Fuehrer has suffered from severe seasickness. He only spends three hours in the newly ‘liberated’ territory, before returning to Berlin. Hitler nonchalantly tells his SS manservant Heinz Linge, ‘we now perform these trifles as a matter of course’.

27 March, LONDON
Chamberlain tells his cabinet that he is prepared to offer Poland a unilateral guarantee of her independence. The Prime Minister believes that Poland is going to be Hitler’s next objective and he hopes that a guarantee will both deter the Fuehrer and stiffen the Poles in their resistance to Nazi demands.

28 March, MADRID
The Spanish capital finally falls to General Franco’s forces. Throughout the Civil War, Franco has had the support of Italian ‘volunteers’ and Germany’s Condor Legion of airmen and armoured troops.

28 March, WARSAW
Polish foreign minister Beck warns the German ambassador that any attempt by Germany to use force to gain Danzig will lead to war.

28 March, TEDDINGTON
‘Madrid surrendered at 2pm after two years and four months marvellous hold out. I only hope the treatment they receive may be free from cruelty. Poor things, they’ve suffered enough.’ (Helena Mott)

29 March, LONDON
The Government announces plans to double Britain’s Territorial Army to bring its strength up to 340,000 men. The move is seen as part recognition that, in the event of war, Britain will have to furnish extensive land forces as well as the Royal Navy and Royal Air Force. But one eager would-be recruit, on presenting himself at a recruiting office, is first asked, ‘Could you come back tomorrow morning?’ On doing so, he is told, ‘Well, you see, we can’t do anything until after Easter, but you’ll certainly get a letter from us then.’

30 March, WARSAW
At the Foreign Ministry, British ambassador Sir Howard Kennard delivers the terms of Britain’s guarantee to Poland. Colonel Beck accepts them ‘between two flicks of his cigarette ash’.

31 March, LONDON
In the House of Commons, Chamberlain announces the news of the British guarantee to Poland. He tells MPs, ‘In the event of any action which clearly threatened Polish independence, and which the Polish Government accordingly considered it vital to resist with their national forces, His Majesty’s Government would feel themselves bound at once to lend the Polish Government all support in their power.’

Labour’s deputy leader Arthur Greenwood says, ‘The Prime Minister’s statement may prove as momentous as any made in this House for a quarter of a century.’ And anti-appeaser Alfred Duff Cooper, who resigned over Munich, is incredulous at Chamberlain’s reversal of policy: ‘Never before in our history have we left in the hands of one of the smaller powers the decision whether or not Great Britain goes to war.’

31 March, BERLIN
Hitler, on hearing of the British guarantee, falls into a terrible rage. ‘I’ll a brew them a devil’s stew that they’ll choke on,’ he raves to his staff.

31 March, BUCHAREST
Roumanian foreign minister Grigore Gafencu, on hearing of the guarantee, says, ‘The British must be mad. Poland is the least moral country in Europe.’

31 March, WORTHING
‘Mr Chamberlain made an important announcement to the Commons which was specially broadcast at four o’clock, committing us definitely to Poland.’ (Joan Strange)

31 March, TEDDINGTON
‘Chamberlain three o’clock in the House – England will go to war for Poland – well! Well! Well! “Bound to give Polish government all the help in our power.” Question . . . whether Russia and other powers will not join in a conference against aggression?’ (Helena Mott)

April

1 April, WILHELMSHAVEN
Hitler attends the launching of the battleship Tirpitz. After the ceremony, the Fuehrer delivers a speech in which he makes thinly veiled attacks on Poland and Britain’s ‘encirclement policy’. He tells the crowd, ‘He who does not possess power loses the right to life.’ And in a strange echo of Stalin’s 10 March speech, Hitler says, ‘Anyone who declares himself ready to snatch the chestnuts out of the fire for the Western Powers must expect to burn his fingers.’

1 April, MADRID
The Spanish Civil War is officially announced to be at an end.

3 April, BERLIN
Hitler is presented with the Wehrmacht’s operational plans for ‘Case White’, the invasion of Poland and the destruction of its military forces. Hitler dictates a preamble to the directive which orders the armed forces to be ready to carry out ‘Case White’ at any time after 1 September 1939.

4 April, LONDON
Colonel Beck arrives in London for talks. An American reporter thinks Poland’s foreign minister looks like a ‘ham actor made up as the lean and hungry Cassius’. At the end of his discussions with British ministers, Chamberlain announces that Britain and Poland have agreed to sign a mutual assistance pact in the event of an attack ‘by a European power’. France also issues a similar pledge.

5 April, LONDON
The Government’s plans for civilian defence are debated in the House of Commons. Minister of Health Walter Elliot tells MPs that plans are being prepared for the immediate evacuation of 2,500,000 children in the event of war. It will be, Elliot tells them, ‘a colossal task’. The Minister then goes on to say that 279,435 Anderson shelters, providing cover for 1,500,000 people, have already been distributed, and 80,000 are being delivered each week.

It is also revealed that twelve regional commissioners, ‘men of national standing, capable of undertaking great responsibilities’, are to be appointed. They will have sweeping powers in the event of their region being cut off from London by enemy action.

7 April, ROME
Mussolini, piqued at Hitler’s foreign policy successes and bloodless conquests, occupies his own client state of Albania. King Zog, Queen Geraldine and their day-old son Prince Leka flee the country, and Italian King Victor Emmanuel is proclaimed King of Albania. Count Ciano notes in his diary that ‘international reaction (is) almost nonexistent’ and that the British ‘protest’ note ‘might have been written by our own offices’.

7 April, WORTHING
‘On an extra news bulletin at one o’clock heard that Italy has “smashed and grabbed” Albania. Just like Hitler and his methods. What will result? The nine o’clock news reports fighting there.’ (Joan Strange)

8 April, VATICAN
Much to the annoyance of Mussolini, the new Pope Pius XII denounces violations of international treaties.

8 April, LONDON
Picture Post publishes an article which argues that an Anglo-French alliance with Russia is now vital. It concludes, ‘Let Mr Chamberlain fly there.’

8 April, TEDDINGTON
‘20,000 Italians land simultaneously at four Albanian towns. Zog’s queen had to travel to Greece two days after her baby was born. King Zog is expected to have gone too . . .’ (Helena Mott)

13 April, BUCHAREST and ATHENS
Roumania and Greece accept British and French guarantees similar to that already given to Poland.

15 April, WASHINGTON DC
President Franklin D. Roosevelt dispatches personal messages to both Hitler and Mussolini. He proposes an exchange of pledges of nonaggression pacts for ten or possibly twenty-five years between the dictators and thirty-one states. The pledges would then be followed by an international conference to discuss disarmament, raw materials and international trade. Mussolini is contemptuous of FDR’s proposal. ‘A result of progressive paralysis,’ he tells Count Ciano.

16 April, WORTHING
‘Germany and Italy seem somewhat stunned by Roosevelt’s proposal. There is a very bitter anti-British press campaign going on in the German press just now and now Roosevelt will be vilified too.’ (Joan Strange)

20 April, BERLIN
Hitler’s fiftieth birthday is celebrated with a massive military parade. The British, French and American ambassadors are all conspicuous by their absence, but among the guests is Emil Hacha, now puppet President of the Reich Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. The parade goes on for nearly five hours, and propaganda minister Dr Josef Goebbels enthuses, ‘The Fuehrer is fêted like no other mortal has ever been.’ Among the telegrams of congratulations is a restrained one from King George VI.

20 April, TEDDINGTON
‘Hitler’s birthday. He had an immense show of tanks, arms and aeroplanes for five solid hours. I hope he enjoyed himself.’ (Helena Mott)

23 April, LONDON
Roumanian foreign minister Grigore Gafencu, on a tour of European capitals, arrives in Britain. At an audience at Buckingham Palace with the King and Queen, Queen Elizabeth asks Gafencu what Hitler is like. The foreign minister replies that he got the impression that the Fuehrer could be ‘very simple in manner if he wished, but that made him all the more to be feared’. The Queen replies, ‘If he is simple, it might be that he is really great, unless it should be greatness of another sort.’ When Gafencu meets with Chamberlain, the Prime Minister is more forthright in his opinion of Hitler. ‘He is a liar,’ he tells the Roumanian statesman.

26 April, LONDON
Chamberlain announces to the Commons the introduction of compulsory military training. This is the first time that conscription has been introduced in peacetime in Britain, and the Prime Minister acknowledges that ‘it is a departure from our cherished ideals’. But Chamberlain tells MPs, ‘A very little weight one way or another might decide whether war is to come or not.’ The Military Training Bill for all men between the ages of twenty and twenty-one will be introduced on 1 May.

28 April, BERLIN
Hitler addresses the Reichstag. He denounces both the 1934 Non-Aggression Pact with Poland and the 1935 Anglo-German Naval Agreement, ‘since the British Prime Minister was not able to trust German assurances’. Hitler also sarcastically replies to President Roosevelt’s proposals of a fortnight ago. None of the states named by the President, Hitler says, feels threatened by Germany. But he boastfully reminds Roosevelt: ‘I have brought back to the Reich provinces stolen from us in 1919. I have led back to their native country millions of Germans who were torn away from us and were in misery . . . and Mr Roosevelt, without spilling blood and without bringing to my people, and consequently to others, the misery of war . . .’

28 April, WORTHING
‘Hitler made his two-and-a-quarter-hour speech in the Reichstag in answer to Pres. Roosevelt’s Peace Statement. He demands Germany’s former colonies, denounces the Anglo-German Naval Treaty, makes demands on Poland. But on the whole the situation is no worse.’ (Joan Strange)

29 April, LONDON
Picture Post features a series of photographs of Prague under German rule. And in an article on economic appeasement, it argues strongly that ‘it is wicked to dream of trade agreements with Germany’.

May

3 May, MOSCOW
Maxim Litvinov is replaced as Soviet foreign minister by Stalin’s right-hand man Vyacheslav Molotov. Litvinov, a Jew, has always been regarded as pro-Western and has followed a policy aimed at ‘collective security’ with his slogan, ‘Peace is Indivisible.’ His abrupt dismissal is seen by many as indication that Soviet foreign policy may now take a new direction. Oliver Harvey, Lord Halifax’s private secretary, wonders, ‘Does it mean Russia will turn from the West towards isolation? And if so, won’t she inevitably wobble into Germany’s arms?’

4 May, TEDDINGTON
‘Litvinov, foreign minister of USSR after ten years, is superseded by Mr Molotov. This may make all the difference to the negotiations with Russia.’ (Helena Mott)
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Soviet Dictator Josef Stalin, flanked by Vyacheslav Molotov (left) and Maxim Litvinov, walking in the Kremlin. Molotov replaced Litvinov as Soviet foreign minister, 3 May 1939. ‘The last great friend of collective security is gone.’
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5 May, WARSAW
Colonel Beck
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