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War is too scriow a business to be left to toldicts. 



Preface 

These lectures were given in Cambridge in the Micbaclmas 
term of 1973· They arc essentially an attt:mpt at a synthesis of 
other men's work, although I have called on my own research, 
and that of others, into the primary materials whenever I could. 
Being a work of synthesis, some of iu undoubted defects spring 
from the gaps in the monograph literature which are large and 
peculiar. There is, for example, little or nothing on the social 
position and role of the British officer class. There is no work 
that focuses on the political role of the General Staff in Britain. 
Much remains to be done on the development of military 
doctrine in France and on the role of the General Staff under 
General Gamelin. More surprisingly, there is, at the moment 
of writing, no utiJfactory study of the evolution of the doctrine 
of the tll'mouretl Blitzkrieg in Germany. And, apart from the 
work of M. Rochat, academic study of the Italian armed forces 
hos hardly begun. 

The invitation to deliver these lectures came from the Master 
and Fellows of Trinity College, Cambridge, to whose kindncu 
and hOJpitality I owe much. To G. Kitson Clark, the fons et 
origo of the invitation and my unfailingly cowttow host on my 
six wrckly visits to Cambridge I have to pay an especial tribute. 
For hdp in access to the collec:tioos at Churchill College. Cam­
bridge. my thanks are due to Captain Stephen Roskill and to 
Miss Angela Raspin. the archivist. My work on the German 
naval and military archives has, over the years, been greatly 



fu/= 
misted by !he librarian of !he Foreign and Commoowcolth 
Office, the Enemy Documents Section of the Admiralty, the 
Historicol Section of !he Urutod Stales Office of !he Navy,lhc 
Library of Congress, !he libtarim of St Anthony's Colloge, 
Ozford, the Rockefeller FOUDdation (who fiDmccd my visit 
to Washington in 196o-61) and the Central Research Fund 
of the University of London (which ~nerowly financed my 
purchases of microfilm of Getman army records). 

Over the years I have lcamt eDOrmowly &om Captain 
Roskill mel Professor Michael Howard. I have benefited &om 
the courteous help of Professor Norman Gibbs of Oxford. My 
thanks arc also due to my students, past and present, whose: 
original research bas so gready helped me, especially Profesao 
Laun:nce Pratt of !he Uruvcnity of Albrna, Professo. Robut 
Young of the University of Winnipeg and Mr Uri Bialer of 
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. I have benefited, too, 
from the aid and advice of the oftidal historians in France, of 
M< Clifton Child of the Hm.ri<al ScctiDD of !he Cabinet Oflia: 
and of my colleagues on the British Committee for the History 
of the Second World War. None of these, however, need take 
any responsibility for the views czpressed in thCJC pages. 

April1974 



I The Nature of the European Civil War, 
1919-1939 

The theme of this book is the role of European armed forces 
and the approach of the Second World Wu. Its origins arise 
in a remark made several years ago on the contrast between 
this role and that played by their predecessors in the events 
leading up to the outbreak of the First World War. In 1914 
a belligerent military urged a reluctant civilian leadership into 
war, even to the extent of using deceit and misrepresentations 
to secure the vital orders from the Kaiser, the Austrian Emperor 
and the Czar. In 1938-9 the reverse was the case. It was the 
military leadctship, whatever its nationality, which dragged its 
fecc The Brilish Chiefs of Stall provided pessimistic prophecies 
of defeat until well after Munich. General Beck resigned the 
position of Chief of Staff of the German army rather than see 
his wuntry once again plunge down the road to disaster. His 
successors orgaoiKCi a military conspiracy which lost itJ raison 
4'2tre when Chamberlain went to Munich. General Pariani, 
Chief of the Ital;an Anny Stall, provided the gloomien prog­
nostications of defeat to all who would listen. Gentral 
Vuillcmin of the French air force, gulled and swindled by a 
series of Potemkin villages-or rather, airfields-returned from 
Gennany in 1938 conviDCCd that war would mean the ruin of 
Paris. The driving force towards war came from the civilians 
not the military. 

The argument in these chapters is that the Second World 
War was, in origin and for at least its first twenty-one months, 
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a civil war confined to Europe. Rwsia, a1though there is much 
to be said about its armed forces, had by 1939 ceased to be part 
of Europe in any rca1 SC:Dst: of the word. In his rise to power 
Stalin had caused the division and delivery for destruction of 
much of the European revolutionary socia1ist movement. The 
bulk of the surviving emigri leadership of this movement was 
an almost incidental casualty in the great purges. These fell 
equally harshly on a Soviet High Command trained in co­
operation with the Reichstwhr, and on Leningrad, the most 
EtuOpean of Rwsia's cities, deliberately built by Peter the Great 
to be Russia's window on to Europe. The purges broke much 
of the extraordinary European Comintcm organisation headed 
by Willi Miinzenberg, himself murdered in strange cirtum­
stanccs during the fall of France. The most militant of the 
rank and file of the European revolutionary movement fell in 
the Spanish Civil War, or were handed over from French 
internment to the Gestapo in 1940, as were those of the 
Ge:rman Communist leadership whom St:alin could not break 
to his will. The Nazi-Soviet pact and Soviet action against 
Poland, Finland, the Baltic states and Bcssarabia completed the 
picture of a Soviet Union withdrawing from an entity with 
which its only relations were to be those of war and conquest. 

The Second World War ended the hegemony of the powers 
of western and central EtuOpe. In its place now stands the 
hegemony of the extra-European powers, dra~d from their 
isolation in 1941. Until 1941, the war, with its fifty million 
deaths, its starvation, disruption, destruction and chaos, the 
wilful physical destruction (by those whom Arnold Toynbce 
would call the barbarians within the gates) of much of Europe's 
heritage of art and architecture, was a war of purely European 
dimensions, the battlcficlds confined to the areas west of longti­
tude 25° east. 

For most of its first two years, the Second World War was 
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largely confined to EW"Opc and to Europe's approaches. But it 
was more than simply an extension of what Mr A. J.P. Taylor 
has called 'the struggle for mastery in Europe'. To very many 
people who lived through the years of the 19305, what seemed 
to be in train was not the approach of another war between 
states, but the preliminary stages of a civil war taking place 
throughout EW'Opc. The shelling of the Karl Marx Hof in 
Vienna in r934, the movement of Italian armies and 
British warships through the Mediterranean in the autumn of 
1935, the bombs falling on Madrid, on Barcelona and on 
Gucrnica in 1936 and 1937, the rumble of German armour 
across the Austrian borders and into the Sudeten foothills in 
1938, seemed to them all to be parts of a process embracing all 
EW"Opc, a civil war between the forces of oligarchy, aristocracy, 
authoritarianism, Fascism and those of popular democracy, 
socialism, revolution. The British governments of the day could 
not be forgiven their failure to condemn the forces of the right. 
Since they did not condemn, they were taken to approve. And 
a whole school of political comment sprang up, seeking a socio­
economic and political rationale for that assumed approval. 
Since 1945 few but a handful of the young, a scattering of 
Americans, radicals and Anglophobes, some survivors of the 
19301 and the historians of the Soviet bloc can be found to 
repeat that particular line of argument. Attention has focused 
instead on the national grounds for the policies followed by the 
British government, on the disparity between Britain's mani­
fold military and financiaJ weaknesses and the parallel threats 
to her interests in peace in Western Europe, in the Mediter­
ranean and Middle East, and in the Far East. The massive 
release of the British records under the Public Records Act of 
1967 has swamped and obliterated the last of those who sought 
to explain British policy in terms of ideological affinities. And 
the civil war theory has been lost sight of in the ensWng flood 
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of detailed monographs, past, present and undoubtedly to 

"""'· Not for the first lime, hlstoriographi<:al fashion has emptied 
the baby out with the bathwatcr. Historians ignore at their 
peril the beliefs and attitudes of contemporary witnesses to the 
events they are studying. If contemporaries spoke of a Euro­
pean civil war, their image of Europe, their perception of 
common elements in the course of events in the variow coun~ 
tries of Europe arc themselves evidence worthy of study, even 
where those percc:ptions were formed only on the basis of the 
public face of events and in ignorance of all those aspects which 
escaped general attention at the time. In some sense, then, 
coatemporary witnesses felt the aistcnce of :a common Euro­
pean political society, a rit~itllt Euro~ and identified tho5e 
elements in it which were in conftict with each other, The 
outbreak of war in 1939 marked the failure to conserve or 
maintain any part of this common society, a failure which had 
become apparent much earlier with the rise: of Fascism and 
Nazism and their rejection of most of the conventions which 
had hitherto governed national behaviour within this society. 
September 1939 seemed to mark the return of the Euro~::an 
states to a condition of Hobbesian nature. But when, in the 
summer of 1940, the France of the Third Republic succumbed 
to military defeat and sued for armistice, when the Assembll!e 
Nationale abandoned its powers to the aged Marshal Petain 
and a military dictatorship based on Vichy, this was felt to be a 
disaster on a European rather than on a purdy national scale. 
Apart from a scattering of pusillanimous, if not fellow travel· 
ling neutrals, Britain alone remained as a home for Europe's 
exile~ and the last ho~ of a restoration of democracy in Europe. 

Clearly, there were clements of civil conftict within most of 
the m1jor states of Europe before 1939· Within the deii'IO­
cracics they were often localised: the Paris riots of February 
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1934• tbe occupatioa of la<rorics doriog tbe cady days of tbe 
Popular Front, the conspiracy of the Cagoulards, the street 
battles in the East Ead betwtto Mosley's supporters, the police 
aad tbe local inhabitants, for c:xamplc:. In those lta1os wbich 
had succumbed to totalitariaD rule, the battles had come earlier; 
in. Italy in. 192o-22; in Germany in the Ruhr md lower 
Suony in 1923 md in the saect battles in Berlin in 1931-2. 
By 1939 the defeattd were marked out for the concenaation 
camp. But their defeat was only temporary. 

In all the major powers the same phenomena ClUl be observed 
between the wars: political groups wearing uniform, aclmow­
lc:dgiog a COIDIIWidc:r or lc:adc:r, org..ucd OJ! qowi-miliwy 
lincs, using YioiCDCC agaiast their political opponents; a party, 
prc:achiog violc:nt soc:i.J aad polilic.J Jc:VOiulion, plc:dgiog tbe 
Ioy.Jty of ;u mc:mbc:n ., and Sllbjc:<t ., clUc:cboJu fmm tbe 
Soviet authorities ralher than to those of its own state; sttect~ 
violence; mti~semitism. These arc, however, not enough in 
themselves to be classified as European phenomena character~ 
istic of a European society as such, rather thm as particular to 
the individual nati.onaltoeicti.es in which they occurred. What 
made them European was their common origin and their 
interconnections and interactions. 

By the mid 1930s these phenomena had produced in most 
countries of Europe a dissolution of the normal social and 
politial processes into civil disorder or civil strife. They all 
have their origin in the years before 1914 which saw the break~ 
down of the European states system. Tbcy were saengthened 
and accentuated by the wartime saains of privation, siege, 
cnorm.ow battlefield casualties, and the deaths caused by flu or 
starvation in the nine months between Armistice: and Peace: 
Treaty. The botched job clone at the Paris peace conference: of 
replacing and repairing the links which had hdd Europe 
together only reinforced them. 
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Before 1914 Europe was clearly a 'traamational society' in 
Raymond Aron's coinage.• The social and polilicallinks which 
bound its governments and peoples together were to prove 
weaker in July 1914 than those which briefly buried the 
domestic discords of the belligerents in the s,.gfrieden or the 
Union St10te. But despite their failure in 1914, these links 
had been strong enough over the previous century to keep 
Europe from dissolution through the processes of German and 
Italian unifications, the withdrawal of the Ortoman empire in 
Europe, the scramble for Africa, the plunder of China. 

One can identify five separate sets of these links. Firstly, the 
states of Europe related in their political concerns, in their fears 
of war and hope of assistance more to each other than to the 
non·Europcan world. They formed a political system. Secondly, 
to avoid gratuitous conRict, their statesmen and diplomatists 
had evolved a set of rules and conventions amounting almost 
to customary law to govern their relations with each other, 
which, if often broken, were still sufficiently widely accepted 
for the breaches to be recogaiscd as such. They had, in addition, 
developed institutions of co-operation such as the ambassadors' 
conference, the statesmen's congress, the investment banks 
consortia, etc. Thirdly, the ruling classes, the nobility and the 
A11ute bourgeoisie, intermingled socia11y, travelling in one an­
other's countries, taking the waters in Baden Baden or shooting 
grouse in Badenoch together, and intermarried. The leaders of 
the professional classes, whose social importance was rising less 
rapidly than their value to the societies they served, entered 
increasingly into international scientific, academic and social 
association.• Fourthly, it was widely assumed that the inhabi· 
tants of this European society shared a common intcllccrual 
and cuiNral heritage from classical Greece and Rome, enriched 
by its passage through the art and literature of the Italian 
Renaissance; within this heritage English literature, paintiog 
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and design mingled with and enriched the art and literature 
of Paris and VicDDa which, in their turn, fed on the music: and 
the philosophy of German university towns and of the courts of 
Hapsburg V~enna. Exotic importations such as Moroccan 
decoration, Rwsian ballet, Chioese and Japanete painting and 
ceramics were to some extent shared by all. 

At their upper lcvcls, the state& of Europe related to each 
other's militory, financi.J and industrial migh~ acknowlcdg<d 
common conveo.ti.ODS, minglc:d their own ruling classes to­
gether, partook of a common culture, even, up to a certain 
point, shared a common morality. It was a Europe: for Harrods' 
cwtomcrs, not for those of Woolwortbs, it is true. One of the 
more difficult questions to answer is bow it catered for the 
customers of the Aimy and Navy or the Civil Service Stores. 

One can, perhaps, answer this question by looking more 
closely at the position occupied and the part played by the 
armed services in the various national socictics and at the effects 
of the war of 1914-18 and its aftermath upon l:bat position. 
To do this in detail will be the task of a later chapter. Here 
om: ouly need note that in the main European monarchies the 
officer corps of the armed forces provided the support on which 
in their traditionalist-deferential societies even the monarchies 
themselves rested. They were tied intimately into the land­
owning nobility. And the hierarchic:al societies bound them 
into the order on which they rested by professional, personal 
and class loyalties, and by the convention (which now survives 
only in the United States of America) that the business of 
government fell into two rigidly separated spheres, the civil 
and the military. Each of these had its own head-the 
Chancellor and l:be Chief of Staff-the ultimate responsible 
advisers to the unifying factor, the head of state, who was also 
head of government and Commander-in-Chief. The officer 
corps in general, the o&en of the Clitc units more particularly, 
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and the staff corps from which alone politions of real seniority 
could be reached most especially, were the ultimate defenders 
of the s111111s 'JIIO, bound to tbc state by their personal oaths of 
loyalty to its head. Order, authority, autoaacy, tradition were 
the qualities which they were dedicated to preserving. Even in 
France, where no head of state of monarchical status existed 
to focw the loyalties of the officer corps, its members were tied 
by their residual monarchism, and by tbci.r Catholicism, to the 
party of order and to an idealised France, the pays rlelle as 
opposed to the fHIYs lip/e. Their defeat at the hands of Captain 
Dreyfus's protagonists was to combine with this metaphysical 
solution to their problems of loyalty and identification, to form 
the first stage towards the tragic but vulgar farce of Vichy. 
As nationally-oriented as they were, the officer corps only par· 
took through their membership of the European aristocracy in 
the social relationsbips which made of pre-war Europe some­
thing IIlOl'C than a geographical expression. They did, however, 
play an extremely impotfllnt part in the power relationships 
which made Europe a political system. 

These relationships, the position of the states of Europe 
towards and in relation to one another, rested in fact fairly 
and squarely on the size, efficacy and efficiency of their armed 
forces. Military or naval power was one of the four csscntial 
clements of national strength. The European system of states 
and the systems of government which survived in them in 
1914 were, to a coosiderable extent, the product of five hun­
dred years of internecine war. They had survived, in fact, 
because of the efficiency with which they waged war, and 
because of their organisation as war-waging bodies. By com­
parison with the states and empires of the non-European world, 
their organisation for war made them superior long before 
European technology had provided them with the edge they 
enjoyed at the end of the ninctccnth century. The armed forces 
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themselves depended on a system of loyalty and discipline 
within the community at large which gave its members that 
singleness of mind and mutual confidence which is the basis of 
high morale, whether its contt:nt is religious or nationalistic 
or racial. They could not have functioned without an efficient 
and comparatively UDCOirupt administration, capable of seeing 
that their members were efficiendy led, clothed and armed. 
The food, clothes and arms in turn could not have been 
provided, if there were not the finances to pay for them, 
finances available not merely in specie but in taxable capacity, 
trade and above all the paper-credit necessary for prolonged 
war. No non-European statt: had evolved comparable institu­
tions. The drawbacks of the system were experienced in Prussia 
and France at the end of the eighteenth century. The demands 
of the armed forces for large numbers of rank and file necessi­
tated a large officer corps, which could only come from the 
nobility. The consequent necessity of preserving the privileges 
of the nobility prevented any alliance between monarch and 
bourgeois, tied the nobility firmly to the monarchy and made 
of the officer cotps a body rigidly identified with and pledgrd 
to defend the social and political sllltus quo. 

At the head of the armed forces stood the body responsible 
for military advice to the political leadership of the nation and 
for the command of the armed forces in war. The standing of 
its country in relation to other countries and even its sUIVival 
depended on the manner in which it fulfilled this responsibility. 
War, it usc:d to b.:: said, was the ultimate reason of kings, the 
final touchstone. If we arc to discuss the role of the armed 
forces of the major Europem powers in the events leading up 

I to the outbreak of the Second World War, it is on the com­
manders and advisers that our attention must initially be 
focused. The contention that both within the major powers 
Germany, France, Italy, Britain, Poland and the Soviet Union, 

I 
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and in the conflict which engulfed them there was a measure 
of civil strife necessitates our examining them under four 
different heads, to which the following four chapters arc 
devoted. 

In the first place there is the role which the commanders and 
advisers, the General Staif in fact, played in relation to their 
own political societies. To what extent did they identify with 
them? How fa:r were: their loyalties engaged to the survival of 
the political system they served? How far did they stand apart 
from the political system they served? And how far did the 
divided society of their particular country have confidence in 
their loyalties and efficiency? 

The second factor is the degree of effectiveness which the 
members of the General Staff exhibit as a military, war·\\oinning 
element. The twentieth century was a time of very rapid tech­
nological change. The development of the tank, the machine­
gun, the submarine, the bombing aircraft, radio and radar 
made the war of 1939-45 considerably different in character 
from that of 1914-18. The effectiveness of national armed 
forces in the defence of their respective states and in the pursuit 
of the respective governments' political objectives depends on 
the degree to which the commanders and advisers can adapt 
and refine the manner in which they conduct war and the 
view of warfare which inspires the arming and training of their 
troops, to the changing technologies and circumstances of war. 
Too little adaptation and they may find themselves faced with 
techniques of warfare to which they have no more answers than 
the Zulus, that nation prc-cminendy organised for war, had to 
the Maxim guns which destroyed them at Ulundi. Too rapid 
a rate of experimentation and they may find themselves, like 
the French Air Force in 1938, with a multitude of prototypes 
but no mass supply. Too early a transition from development 
to productiOA and the army reaches a technological peak which 



Cillil W.,., I91fr1939 

others, starting later, may easily overtake. In 1934 the Italian 
Air Force was the most advanced in the world. Marshal 
Balbo's bombing planes could outstrip the 6ghtcr aircraft of 
every other air force. But in 1940 much of the Italian Air 
Force was obsolete. If Britain had fought in September 1938 
she could well have been forced to fight the battle of Britain 
with one squadron of Hurricanes, one Spitfire and a radar 
chain untested and incomplete, whereas in I 940 both aircraft 
and aircraft location devices had been tried in practice and 
brought to battlefield readiness. 

The third factor we have to consider is the range of strategic 
postures taken by the powers of Europe towards each other. 
What kind of war and against what enemies did the com· 
mandcrs and advisers of the respective powers expect to have 
to fight? What kind of attack did they fear~ Did this strategic 
doctrine turn on defence or offence ? And how did they sec their 
potential enemies? What estimate did they form of their 
ability to make war? How good were their intelligence­
gathering machines? What philosophy of war governed the 
assessments made of the evidence they gathered? How had 
their strategic doctrines evolved since the war of 1914-18? 

When and if we elucidate the answers to these questions, we 
can turn to the fourth and, for this book, most important set 
of questions for any consideration of the role of EW"Opean 
armed forces in the approach of the Second World War, ques­
tions which all stem from one initial enquiry. Given the kind 
of enmJ.Y they expected, given the kind of war they expected and 
trained themselves to fight, given that by 1937 or so the 
imminent peril of a second European war was something to 
which they aU had to reconcile themselves, what did the com­
manders and advisers actually do? What advice did they give 
their governments? What part did they, in fact, play in the 
events which led up to the German attack on Po1and and the 
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sul»cqucnt disaster of the French defeat and the expulsion of 
Brilish forces from the Continent? 

The linal set of questions we have to answer is posed not so 
much by the theme of this book but by the answers it provides. 
That phase of the Second World War which was confined to 
the European powers ended in 1941 with the German attack 
on Rwsia and the Japanese assault on Pearl Harbor. The 
Italian armed forces sued for armistice in 1943· By 1945 units 
of the new Italian state were fighting against their former allies. 
A new French army had been built by the French in exile, an 
army whose tragic experiences in the wars of decolonisation 
were to lead to a new crisis and a new Republic in 1958. The 
German army, or a section of it, tried and failed to destroy its 
political master on 20 July •944· Thereafter it fought to the 
biner end. New German armies were to be raised in a divided 
Europe some six or more years later. How did the armed forces 
conduct themselves in the final disintegration of Europe? What 
lessons did they derive from it? And what advice did their 
commanders give as military advisers to the dwarfed and 
dwindled European power system which emerged at the end 
of the war? 

There are still other poinrs: the question of how far the 
Harrods-style Europe of the first decade of the twentieth 
century survived into the post-1918 period; how far it is legiti· 
mate to speak of a disruption of European society betwten the 
wars; in what ways that disruption was manifested, and what 
new factors, if any, entered into this hypothc:tical process. 

Inevitably, one has to begin with a few dieMs. At the politi· 
cal level it was intended by the peace-makers after the First 
World War that there should be a universal political system to 
maintain peace and security, the League of Nations. The 
circumstances of the League's creation in a peace conference 
devoted to the settlement of a war, all of whose major battle-
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fields had lain in Europe, already gave it a markedly European 
rationale. The exclusion of the United States and the Soviet 
Union from the League, even though both powers moved into 
closer association with Europe at the end of the 1920s through 
the mechanism of the Preparatory Commission to the Disarma­
ment Conference, and although the Soviet Union acrually 
joined the League in 1934, gave its membership, its dclibtra· 
tions, ih eth05, an essentially European character and pre­
occupations. The League suffered, however, from its attempts 
to substi.Nte juristical formalism for the rules and con.­
ventions which had evolved to govern the power relation-­
ships of the European great powers in the ninctccnth cenNry. 
Moreover, since the elements in this formalism were specific· 
ally inspired by the notion that they could be substi.Ntcd for 
these power relationships, which would then in some way 
cease to be, they in no sense corresponded with them. They 
failed, therefore, to sustain the confidence placed in them once 
they came up against the realities of power relationships, as 
they did over Manchuria and Abyuinia. When formal law 
ceases to be coforccable, confidence in it disappears-hence 
the frantic rush into collective neutrality by Belgium and the 
small states signatory to the Copenhagen Declaration of ·1938,1 

just as its more deep--rooted conventions were to disappear under 
the anarchy of Hitler's attiNde to international politics. This 
anarchy was expressed in his willingness to destroy states as 
such. And naked power relationship5 were not enough to 
restrain a Hitler wh05e miscalculations increased the more he 
tried to manipulatr cvcnh to his purpose rather than to wait 
on them. The war that began in September 1939 was the out· 

"""'· It is to these acNal power relationships that this book is really 
dirccn:d. Armed forces, it was said, played an essential part in 
them before 1914 by their size in relation to each other, by 
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their role in holding domestic society together and preserving 
internal order, hierarchy, discipline and morale, by their 
embodiment and perpetuation of national tradition and 
Dalioaal selfconsciousncss. In stable societies the armed forces 
rested on and maintained stability. But what happened if the 
societies to which they belonged and the governments they 
served were no longer stable? The role of the army leadership 
in an unstable society might be expected to influence its pattern 
of behaviour, even including in this the advice it gave to its 
political masters. And with changes in the social composition 
of the political leadership it served, changes in its own social 
composition, and in its degree of identification with the society 
it served might also prove of importauce. 

It has bcc:n suggested that prc-1914 Europe partook of the 
nature of a society in five respects: the power relationships 
between its states; the rules and conventions which governed 
their behaviour one to another; the social relationships between 
their Bites; the shared culture; and the common moralities of 
largely Christian states and peoples. 

At the end of the 1914-18 war the first of these was 
inevitably altered by the following factors: the defeat of Ger­
many, the disappearance of Austria-Hungary, the reappearance 
of the Polish state, the exclusion of Soviet Russia after the 
defeat of the Red Army before Warsaw, and the substitution for 
the Hap5burg-Russi:m confrontation across the corpse of the 
Ottoman Empire in Europe, of a mt~«tloine of intcr·Balkan 
impt:rialisms over such issues as Macedonia, the Oobrudja, 
Transylvania, the Banat, Fium.e. The underlying economics 
and actuarial realities however leh Germany potentially by far 
the most powerful state in central Europe. European politics 
became dominated by the issue of rcvisioDism, revision, that is, 
of the sllltus fUO established at Versailles. 

Of the remaining four points, the efforts of the League of 
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Natioo.s to provide new rules and conventions has already been 
noted. Its poteatialities for keeping the peace: rested on the 
assumption that aggression would be immediatdy obviow as 
the abnormality it was considered to be and that all members 
of the League would come together to end it. The oon­
Emopean character of the Soviet Union can be seen in the 
underlying assumption of the Soviet sccwity system, a network 
of bilateral non-aggression pacts with neighbours, the under­
lying assumption of which was that war was the normal state 
of relations between the Soviet state and its non-Soviet neigh­
bours and that formal undertakings were necessary to avoid 
this governing Soviet relations with those states in a position 
to attack her or to act as a base for such attacks. 1 

As to the other three points, very great differences can be 
observed after the 1914-18 war. Since the position of the social 
Clites that had ruled the major European powers before 1914, 
was largely destroyed or broken by the revolutions, the in­
flations and the social changes of the war and post-war years, 
their links with similar groups in other countries lost any 
political impmance. Pre-war society dwindled to the publicity­
seeking self-indulgence of the cafe, the casino and the illus­
trated papers. The common culture conlinucd though the 
divisions between Paris and Central Europe were accentuated, 
and the creative ~lites of Emope drew further and funhcr apart 
from those societies which gave them birth. Much of modern 
art, music, theatre, even literature and arehitcc::turc, was self­
consciously anti-bourgeois and intent on developing new forms 
of expression unacceptable, even unrecognisable as such to all 
but an extremely limited number of the very wealthy and very 
educated. The role of a common culture in holding European 
political society together was greatly diminished. Equally 
significantly, much of the creative work of the pre-war period 
fell victim to the propaganda of the war, so that, to this day, 
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Nietzsche and Wagner can still be used as stereotypes of bar· 
barism. It is only in recent years that the German and Austrian 
painters of the Sezession, of die Briit:ke or the Blaue Reiter 
movements, apart from the Swiu Paul Klcc, have achieved any 
real recognition west of the Rhine. To some extent the centri· 
petal role of the pre--war aristocracy was taken over by profes­
sional associations based on education and science (as, for 
example, the German Rhodes Scholars or the nuclear scientists 
sitting at Lord Rutherford's feet), on finance, especially after 
the foundation of the Bank of International Settlements in 
1928, ot on diplomacy. The regular meetings of the League 
Council and Assembly and the multiplicity of other confcrcoccs 
were to create friendships acrou the national boundaries that 
can be seen in operation in the dark days of the 19301. Much 
more important, however, arc the links of ideology, the inter· 
nationals, communist and anti-communist, fascist and anti­
fascist, COD!Cl'Vative catholic and conservative protestant. Their 
importance was enhanced by the degree to which the patterns 
of social disintegration within each country were matched and 
paralleled throughout Europe. 

What was at issue was the collapse of the hitherto accepted 
basis of authority and legitimacy and the failure to find any 
alternatives to them. The process can be seen at its strongest in 
Germany, where the revolution of 1918 and the abdication of 
the Kaiser initiated a period in which the legitimacy of the 
Republic of Weimar was challenged both by left and right, 
by Spartacisu and Communists, by Kapp putsch and by Bier· 
keller revolt. The challenge diminished significandy, as did 
the strength of monarchism, after the election of ex-Field 
Marshal von Hindenbcrg as President in 1925.' though the 
outward appearance of stability he offered was not enough to 
guard against the street fighting between Nazi and Communist 
of 1931-2 or the rise of Hitler. 



In France and in Italy thc:rc was no event as traumatic as 
that of the Kaiser's abdication. Neither state had established 
the strength of authority enjoyed by the German Kaiser. The 
drcumstanw of tbe birth of the Third Republic had isolated 
and put at enmity witb it many of the social group5 which 
would notlllally be expected to support an established system 
of government. For these the Third Republic lacked legitimacy. 
Its corruption, its anti-clericalism, its assault on the army at the 
time of Dreyfus, were irrevocably against it. After 1920 its 
achievements became even more insupportable. It was unable 
to preserve the value of money. It lost steadily to Britain in its 
traditional spheres of interest in the Middle East. It became 
dependent on Britain for peace in Emopc, accepting Locarno 
after the failure of the occupation of tbe Ruhr. It accepted 
inferiority to Britain at sea by treaty at Washington in 1922. 
From the beginning of the 1930s, the dependence of France 
on Britain bcamc more and more pronounced. When the 
efforts of Barthou and Laval to create a separate security policy 
based on agreements with Italy and Russia broke on the ltalian­
Ethiopian crisis, the Right turned more and more against the 
Republic. 

The post-war Right in Germany, France and lta1y--cvcn in 
Britain-differed considerably from pre-war conservatism 
even of the traditionalist kind. In the first place, the demands 
of mass warfare had produced an officer class drawn from levels 
of pre-war society whose members, before 1914, cou1d, at best, 
have hoped for rciCn'e officer status, that of 'temporary acting 
gentlemen', no more. The Armistice and the peace settlement 
dcmobiliscd them, but it could not return them, least of all in 
their own eyes, to their pre-war status. But their new position 
was worthless if revolution and inAation destroyed the only 
society in which its enhancement was of value. To these a­

ofliccn had to be added those age-groups which had spent 
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their adolescence under the strain of war, seeing no hope of 
o:istcDcc beyond their eighteenth birthday, and then being 
robbed of their chance of death or heroic adventure by the 
sudden outbreak of armistice. For these men, the war had 
destroyed idealism, leaving nothing unsullied to which the 
young might dedicate the enthusiasm and capacity for idealism 
which were the hallmarks of their youth. For these Garcia's 
words in AndU Malraux's L'Espoir, 'Transformer en con­
science une ex~rience aussi large que possible',' were the best 
they could do; but their experiences tended to be sought in the 
extra-curricular activities of the Frtikorps, the Black and Tans, 
or the ct~drts of European international communism. 

The civil war which began in Europe as the church bells rang 
out the armistice was in essence a triangular conflict: tradition­
alist conservatives and democrats, upholding the Rechsta111, 
being challenged by those new reactionaries of the anti­
parliamentary right, and by the revolutionaries of the anti­
bourgeois left alike. The dimensions of the conRict can be 
measured by the existence of para·military organisations side 
by side with those of the state. They came into existence to 
protect those who no longer trusted or felt they could rely on 
the forces of the stalt'-vigilantcs, home guards, Einwohne,.. 
wehren, identifiable originally by neighbourhood, then by 
social groups and then by a generalised totalitarian nationalism. 
They perpetuated the phenomenon of Grtl/JtnkamenulschtJ/t, 
identification with one's unit amidst the chaos of war and 
rcvoluti011/ They perpetuated the class identification of the 
social aniflistes, 'hostilities only' commissions of the war. These 
were the para-military forces of demobilisation; they were to 
be followed by the para-military of the depression years, more 
organised, bound to the anti-parliamentary political parties. Of 
the original twenty-five members of the SA, seventeen were too 
young to have fought in the war_ But the winning of power 
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left them no role to play; the bW"Caucratised SS, rival to the 
German profession.:~.! :a:rnw:l forces, fared successfully where the 
SA's ethos of spontancow revolution made them an easy 
victim to a dictator who preferred to capture rather than over~ 
throw the machinery of st.:~.te. 

The armed forces, then, faced the approach of the Second 
World War amidst a general and widely-spread belief that their 
own society in particular and that of EW'Ope in general was 
dissolving into civil strife. This feeling was least developed 
in Britain, the occasional trumpctings of the more aged 
embusf"h' notwithstanding. Violence, aside from the minor 
brutalities of Mosley's euphemistically named stewuds, was 
alleviated by emigration, the Palestine Police,• the International 
Brigade. By the side of the murders and shootings of the Kapp 
puUt:h, the General Sttikc was small beer and the Scapa Flow 
mutinies' symbolic rather than real. This was, perhap5, why 
the unfortunate Count Schwerin of the ~rman General Staff, 
desperately trying to make contact with his British opposites in 
1939, found himself regarded with the suspicion normally 
reserved for traitors from one's own side by the simple patriots 
of the British ~neral Staff. Britain was caught up, willy-nilly, 
in the Europe-wide civil war, without much understanding, 
and somewhat against the general will. But in the events which 
led up to its transformation into international war in Septem­
ber 1939, the armed forces of Britain played as much of a part 
as those of France, Germany, Italy or Poland, and infinitely 
more than those of the USSR. 

To sum up: it is the contention of this book that the 
processes which led Europe into the Second World Wu were 
both a conftict between the powers of Europe, working within 
a EW'Opean system of states, and a conftict between separate 
elements in a common European society: that the role of the 
armed forces in the disintegration of their own national societies 
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is part of the role they played in !be disintegration of that 
Europe which their countries had in common: that that role 
can be examined in the light of their ability to adapt their 
methods of warfare to the technologieal developments through 
which Europe was passing, in the light of their strategic policies 
and estimates of each other and in that of their common fears 
of a new European war. The examination of these: separate 
themes is to be: the task of the chapters which follow. 



2 Armed Forces Within a Disintegrating 
Society 

During the years 1914-18 the experiences of the major Euro­
pean belligerents followed a very similar pattern. In each of 
the major powers the balance between military and civilians 
was severely disturbed. ln Germany the army leadership, the 
Great Germany Military Headquarters came, Wldcr Minden­
burg and Ludendorff, to exercise what was to all intents and 
purposes a complete: military dictatorship. overriding the Kaiser 
entirely and thwarting and manipulating the growing power 
of the Reichstag and the political parties.' In France the 
habitual struggle between political leadership and the chambers 
had for much of the war to take second place to the struggle to 
assert any political authority over the military leadership.• In 
Britain. the Lloyd George Coalition was barely strong enough 
to remove a naval leadership which seemed set on losing the 
war, and had therefore no moral reserves with which to take 
on the power and authority of Sir Douglas Haig, even after 
the near disaster of 1917 and the German spring olfcnsivcs !:he 
following year. 

Civilian authority had only been re-established among the 
victors at the Paris peace conference, the most strains being 
on the relationship between M. Clcmcnccau and the allied 
Generalissimo, Manhal Foch.' It is hardly surprising, therefore, 
that in the years which followed the peace conference, public 
opinion in the victorious powers swung for a time bitterly 
against the military establishments. Anti-militarism had been 
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a growing movement before 1914. After 1920 it gathered 
strength and force as the military leadcrships came co be in· 
dieted by writer after writer, on the basis of first-band 
experiences, on charges of what amounted to mass murder by 
professional stupidity. Whether the authors con«:nttatrd on the 
appalling sufferings of the war in the front lines as in the work 
of the British war poets, Wilfred Owen, Edward Thomas aad 
others, in Erich Maria Remarquc's lm Westen niclrts neues, 
and in Henri Barbussc's Under Fire, on the barbarisation of 
ordinary life and values, as in Ernest Hemingway's A Farewell 
to .Arms, Edmund Bhmdca's Undertones of Will', Ernest von 
Salomon's Die Geii&hlelen, or on the allegedly criminal 
stupidities of the High CoDUDaDd, as in C. S. Forester's 
brilliant tofiT de for«, The Generrtl, the picture presented to 
and relished by very large sections of the intdlccNal, book­
reading public was one in which the losses of the war repre­
sented the last aime the military Bites were: to be a11owcd to 
perpetrate upon tbc ordinary people of Europe. • 

Literary anti-militarism combined with the ideaJisation of 
the League of Nations and of Article 10 of the Covenanr, with 
its provisions for disarmamenr, to produce a decade in which 
lhe need for armed forces per se was increasingly called into 
question. Ar tbe political level lhe prcSSW"e of public opinion 
for disarmament was gready reinforced by the demand for 
economy in public expenditure:, a demand which, on the 
political centre and left stemmed, it is true, in part from the 
old ninc:teenth-cc:nrury liberal idea thar expendi.turc: on arms was, 
in itself, socially wasteful, but which sprang much more from 
the desire on all sides for a return to the financial stability of 
pre-war Europe. 

Among both the victors and the vanquished the professional 
officer corps and their leading Clircs were forcc:d into the status 
of a beleaguered minority, whose rt~iso" tl'ltre was more and 
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more called into question. Visions of future wars, waged entirely 
with poison gas and from the air, completed the public image 
of them as dodos of the contemporary world, archaic survivals 
doomed to extinction; perhaps not dodo5, however, since they 
were still far from harmless in the eyes of the left in Britain 
and France, where militarism came to be associated more and 
more with the rising tide of Fascism. 

These processes put a severe strain on the loyalties of the 
military elites. The process of negotiating for disarmament, it 
has been said, is the transfer of warfare to the negotiating table. 
Its rationale, that international security can be maintained at 
the same level of confidence at all levels of armament provided 
the ratios between one nation's armed forces and thme of her 
political adversaries remain the same, fails to carry overwhcl• 
ing logical conviction even to the layman. Few military advisers 
accepted it for a moment, since for them there was always a 
minimum level of security irrespective of the relative strcngth1 
of their political enemies. The coupling of the ptcSIW'C for cuu 
in existing levels of armaments with an intcmatioaal security 
sylkm which included, under Article 16 of the Covenant, an 
open-ended commitment to employ national security forces 
anywhere, at the bequest of the League Council, made com­
plete nonsense in military terms, as the British Chiefs of Staff 
pointed out in a famous memorandum of 19:23.1 Paradoxical1y, 
the pressures towards 'perpetual peace through perpetual war' 
exacerbated both civil-military relations within the states who 
participated and relations between these states, too. It was an 
American press correspondent, reporting on the Geneva Naval 
Confcrc:ncc of 1927, who had to be reminded by his editor 
that he was not reporting a war.• The rebuke could weD have 
been directed at any of his EW"Opean colleagues. 

The armed forces of EW'Ope thus found themselves more and 
more alienated from the states and societies in which they 
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existed and which they served. These societies were at the same 
time Wldcrgoing severe internal strains as their coonomics sought 
adjustments to the disruptions and weaknesses set up by the war 
and its aftermath. To the more simplc.minded military the 
Ita1ian catch phrase, 'il mondo 114 • sinistN',' raising the spectre 
of socialism and Bolshevism, summed up a world in which order, 
authority, legitimacy and patriotism seemed increasingly to be 
losing their public appeal and acceptability-it was not foreign 
enemies but internal subversion, ideas rather thao bullets, that 
seemed to threaten their world. Many of them failed to recog­
nise that the real threat came, not from the radical anti· 
nationalists of the left, but from the nationalist radicals of the 
right, the attractiveness of whose sentiments hid a series of 
aims which were to prove much more destructive of the values 
and loyalties of the professional soldier than the anti-militarism 
of tho loft. 

In their intellectual isolation amidst the uncertainties of the 
19203, the professional soldiers of Europe tended to react 
according to one of three patterns: that of the professional 
soldier, that of the political soldier or that of the super~patriot. 
The professional sought moral self-approval in abstention from 
politics, becoming a 'N,..so/Jt~t' in the German phrase, a 
'6ghbng soldier' in the British. The professional soldier, while 
at best grudgingly admitting the necessity for this second cate­
gory, regarded the willingness of the political soldier to co­
operate with, to 'play the game' of an essentially non-military, 
if not anti~miliwy, civilian establishment, as despicable and in 
the long f'Wl self-defeating. To the super-patriots, whose politics 
were declaratory, not manipulatory, alliance with the anti~ 

political movcmentJ of the right, especially those with leader 
6gures which might in some way supply the personal focus for 
loyalty, lost with the disappearance of absolute monarchy in 
Europe, was the only way to protect the nation and the umy. 
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Such soldiers tended to embarrass the professional and the politi­
cal soldiers alike, and to be early candidates for superannuation 
or economy cuts. Their immediate reappearance in d1c ranks of 
the anti-political movements went a long way to confirm liberal 
and left-wing opinion in its inability to distinguish bctwccn 
military men and militarists, or between either and Fascists. 

The apericncc of the French armed forces between the wars 
epitomises these processes. The role of the army in Frt:nch 
politics had always been difficult. It was, as its defenders never 
ceased to remind the French public, the oldest French inslitu­
tion, much older than the Third Republic, with traditions 
rooted equally in the armies of the moaarchy, the Rcvolulion 
and the Empire. In essence, it betrayed its divided origin, 
being an uneasy alliance between the republican idea of the 
citizen army, the nation in arms,• and the tradition of a pro­
fessional army with an officer class drawn from the hereditary 
landowners, the catholic nobility. As such it had been through 
one hundred years or more, since the whiff of grape--shot of 
Vendemiairc and the expulsion of the deputies on 18th 
Brumaire, the bulwark of the party of order against the party 
of movement. It had cleared the streets of Paris in June 1848, 
suppressed the commune in 1871, and broken in turn the 
wine-growers in 1907, the Paris general strike of 1908 and 
the miners of the Nord in 1911-13. Since 1848 it bad been 
regarded as the class weapon of wealth and the social order. 
Suspicion of the standing army and its replacement by a true 
citizen militia, a temporary Ievie en m11sse, had been an essential 
clement in every progressive programme from Gambctta's 

. electoral campaign of 1869 to Jean JaurCs' Armle MUtlf!lle of 
1910. True to the revolutionary tradition of the career open 
to the talents, there bad always been much promotion from 
the ranks. But promotion beyond the rank of major had been 
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largely confined 10 the graduates of St Cyr or the Ecole Poly­
kchtliq~~e, preserves of the nobility and the gNnde bollf"geoisie. 

The French army bad seen its holy starus as the guardian of 
the national honour and hope of reiHlflche broken over the 
Dreyfus case and its senior officers purged in favour of those 
wbo5e Freemasonry guaranteed their loyalty to the Republic. 
Its cherished doctrine, the superiority of the moral over the 
material and of the attack over the defence, had been obliter­
ated by 1916, together with the flower of its pre-war officer 
corps. The military mutinies of 1917 hlld produced a PCtain 
quiet and long-suffering, in the place of the devotees of Foch 
and Grandmaison. Foch's rerurn to favour as the Allied 
Generalissimo had produced military victory at the C05t of new 
and heavy losses, but it was a victory whose dfcct had been 
whittled away both at Versailles, and by the failure of the 
army-sponsored Rhenish separatist movement and Poincad's 
invasion of the Ruhr. The financial disasters which followed 
hit the officer class of the post-war army particularly badly. 
In 1919-20, much of the surviving clements of nobilitJ and 
gf'llnde bourgeoisie among the officer corps had removed them­
selves by large-scale resignations.' The post-war officer class 
tended to eome from the middle and small bourgeoisie and 
from the prosperous farming classes, with fixed salaries and 
capital held in government bonds. The inflation which defeated 
Poincare and brought about the success and subsequent dis­
integration of the Cartel Jet Gauches hit those groups particu­
larly badly. The increases in taxation felt necessary to counter 
the inflation and the consequent inquisition into personal 
finances of the bureaucracy reinforced the hostility of the 
officer corps to the parliament, to the Republic and to the 
former Anglo..Amcrican allies 'massed against our 6nances'.10 

Returns to agriculture fell badly, ground ~nts in 1934 being 
worth barely half of their value in 1914.11 Officers' wives were 
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forced to take jobs. By the mid-1 9201 the crisis of morale in 
the officer corps, with all chances of promotion blocked by the 
top-heaviness of the senior ranks stuft'cd with wartime 
appointees, and faced with too many toW'S of colonial duty in 
Morocco, Syria or Indo-China, had reached crisis point. In 
1926, Painlc,·e wrote, 'The Army is at present the prey of a 
deep uneasiness. Its csJ"s are dispirited and look for an oppor­
tunity to leave the service. The young turn away from our 
militaryschools.''2 

The atmosphere was made worse by the machinations of the 
French parliamentary leaders. Military service had been reduced 
to cightcc:n months in 1923 and in 1928 was cut to one year. 
The erection of the Maginot Line became a military necessity 
when the annual intake was only just over IOo,ooo men, due 
to fall in the 1930s to 7o-8o,ooo, and the fulhime professional 
army was reduced to not much more than trairUng cadres for 
the annual class and the most available reserves. To man the 
Maginot Une fu11y required the full conscript class, a ready 
reserve: of 143•000 and 50,000 regulars out of the tota1 regular 
strength of I 36,ooo. This was a measure short of full mobilisa­
tion, it is ttuc, but under its tide, the coutJerture, clearly more 
than an ordinary peacetime force while at the same time (as 
General Wcygand, Chief of the Army Staff wrote in 1932) 
standing at 'the lowest level consistent with the security of 
France in the present state of Europe'." There was, in Uon 
Blum's words, an annual ritual, by which the military budget 
was cut all along the line before n:aclling Senate and Chamber 
for further cuts. It could hardly fail to convince the new Chief 
of Staff that the basic desire of the parliamentarians was to 
republicanisc the army and leave France defenceless before a 
renascent Germany. Indeed, his own appointment in 1930 
had given rise to parliamentary criticism so hostile as to force 
him to appear before his critics to defend himself.14 
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The French picture of German rearmament was, as we shall 
sec in a later chapter, grossly exaggerated. The German army 
had come more rcccndy than the French-to be accurate, on 
9 November 1918-to the state of dissociation with the 
German state that had haunted the French army since 1870. 
Being, however, unencumbered by any revolutionary traditions 
it had found a solution much more quickly, although this was 
to prove no more permanent than that of France. During the 
war the GTtJSse Hauptquarlier of the army and the duo, 
Hindcnburg and Ludcndorff, had come to exercise a very real 
dictatorship in Germany, •a against which neither the Kaiser 
nor the Reidutag could prevail but with whom both were 
forced to co-operate. As formal head of state and focus of the 
personal oaths of loyalty of the officer corps, the Kaiser was as 
essential to Germany as the Mikado to Japan. The Kaiser's 
sudden abdication on 9 November 1918 deprived Germany of 
legitimate government and the officer corps of any focal point 
for loyalty." At the 6rst meeting of Ebert's Cabinet on 10 
November 1918, when Er:zbcrger asked for plenipotentiary 
power to sign the armistice at CompiCgne, the Ebert Govc;rn­
ment lacked any authority to grant him such powers; it lacked, 
too, any wherewithal to maintain itself in power.U The action 
of General Grocner, who had the previous day not only told 
the Kaiser Aatly that the army would obey its generals and 
commandcn but that it did not acknowledge the Kaiser's 
orders any more but had also blocked a proposal that the Kaiser 
should abdicate only as Kaiser and not as King of Prussia,•• 
is well known. Critics of the Social Democratic leadership by 
the score have attacked Ebert for accepting Grocner's offer of 
army support as making a genuine democratic Germany im­
possible. One may be forgiven for doubting whether the dis­
integration of all Germany into the kind of civil war conditions 
that obtained in Bavaria and of the German army into Frtikorps 



Armed Forces in Disinkgt'Qiing Society 39 

of left and right would have served my genuine democratic 
purpose. What is import3Rt for our study, however, is Grocncr's 
motive for turning to Eben, the need to give the officer corps 
a new focus for its loyalties and to conjoin these loyalties 'not 
to a particular form of state but to Germany'" to which he 
added in 1925 'the restoration of a government based on Jaw, 
armed support against its enemies and the opportunity of call­
ing together a National Assembly', impeccably democratic 
sentiments surely.:. 

The Gcrm:tD officer corps of which General Groencr was to 
take such care had suffered losses as severe as any. In 1914 
there had been 23,000 regular officers and 29,000 reservists. 
By 1918 there were 46,000 regulars and 226,000 reservists. 
11 ,ooo regulars and 35,000 reservists were killed so that by 
1918, clcven-rv.-elfths of the officer corps were either not 
regulars but 'hostilities only' or were newly commissioned."' 
Under such conditions the group ideals of the regular officers 
could have been totally swamped. What saved the German 
army was the terms of Versailles and the imposition of the 
Joo,ooo-mcn army. The organisers of the new army were able 
to take their pick of the survivors of the 1914 regular officers, 
especially into the embryo General Staff. The remainder of 
the officer corps they drew from senior and medium-ranking 
regimental officers, younger regulars with General Staff 
appointments, wartime regular ofliccrs with battlefield com­
m:m.d and the group known as Noskc-lieutcnants, about 1,000 
long-service NC05 given commissions by the law of 9 March 
1919. The dfccts of this policy were that by 1934 the only 
major changes in the social composition of the officer corps was 
that the proportion of sons of landowners had fallen from just 
under 10 per cent in 1913 to just under 5 per cent in 1934• 
that of sons of businessmen and industrialists from 15 per cent 
to 9"5 per cent and those of sons of regular and reserve officials 
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and of former NCOs had risen from 24 per cent to 34 per cent 
and 4 pc:r cent to 8 per cent rcspectivdy.u 

The officer corp.t preserved its internal cohesion partly be­
cause of the rigid imp»irion upon its memben of the concept 
of Oberf'llrleiliclrkeit, total abstention &om politics, a measwc 
which Groener, both in 1918 and during his period as War 
Minister after 1928, saw as cnential to the avoidance of any 
kind of left-right polarisation of opinions among the corps; 
and partly because the old Prussian military tradition had 
emphasised loya1ty to Church as much as to Kaiser. With the 
disappearance of the crown, the churches became of increasing 
importance. Up to 1936 only Catholics or Lutherans were 
accepted into the officer corps and the chaplains were an indis­
pensable part of the bonds which kept the individual units 
together. 

The Weimar Republic led a short and troubled life. It failed 
to command the support of important sections of German 
society at aJIIevels from the nlllional-gesinnte judges who made 
holes in its laws to protect the violent men of the right"" to the 
sizeable German communist movement with its consistent use 
of street violence and its occasional attempts at armed revolu­
tion. As the German historian, Golo Mann, has written 'that 
which could never integrate itself, with the best will in the 
world could not integrate the army '.=• The army remained 
encapsulated in itself, an estate in the medieval sense, &ep2I'ate 
from the rest of the nation, with its own standards of 
'authority', its own sense of institutions and its own f~ling 
of honour. 

Two SOW'CCS of strain on the armies of the victors were kept 
&om the German army by a third action. The Dikllll of 
Versailles meant that there was never any serious conflict 
bctwccn army and civil authority over disarmament and little, 
if any, over any but the smallest details of foreign policy, 
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although the army abrogated to itself executive authotity in 
this field in relations first with Soviet R.ussia and later in 1933-
36 with China.•• The second was the absence of my real con­
flict between N~Wsolitlkntllm and nati.oDalist sentiment. This 
latter conffict was to come; but only as a consequence of the 
rise of Nazism, and of the very belated realisation by sections 
of the officer corps and the General Staf that a oationa1ist 
movement, professing the same goals as dld the army leaders 
themselves of rebuilding the nation and the army-might 
intend to command the army, usc it and indeed integrate it iDID 
the movement in a way which would tbrcatcn the cDstcnce of 
the army as such, whether the aim were aowncd with victory 
or came to defeat. 

Oherptuteilichkeit was, of course, never prescribed for the 
army leadership. General von Sceckt, it is true, hcJd the army 
apart both from the K.app putsch and from its suppression. 
Thereafter he kept the state at a distance until his own conee~ 
1lon of his powers brought him into conflict with it. But his 
successors, Generals von Hcyc and von H81Jl1DCr'Stcin, sought 
to reduce the distrust and General Grocncr, as Reichlflle!Jr­
mi,ister, felt himself forced to bring the army lcadcnhip into 
politics to protect the army from the anti-militarist lc&. But it 
was from the anti-parliamentary right that the real threat tame 
in the subversion of loyalties of the junior offitials revealed in 
the Schcringer trials in 1930. And the collapse of the parlia­
mentary republic in 1930 made the intcrveotion of the political 
ollicer, General von Schleicher, and his fioai betrayal by the 
blackmailing of von Hindcnburg and the pliability of General 
von Blomberg, inevitable. 

The German armed forces found themselves faced in 1930 
with the dilemma to which the Ita1ians had already succumbed: 
disintegrating public order, a collapse of ordinary policical 



Too Serio1u a Btniness 

government :-nd the thre;;.t of o:n imminc:nt co11p d'ita1 fro:n 
a patty not only sympathetically disposed toWards the army's 
own grievances but one which had absorbed many of their 
former comrades." Italian failure to contain Fascism stemmed, 
however, from the much weaker position occupied by the army 
in Italy, a country which had never succeeded in attaining the 
social cohesion to correspond with its political unification. The 
Itdim oJficer corps remained sundered from the social Bite 
of Italy (its members themselves regionally divided) by its 
Piedmontesc origins and its commitment to an anti-clerical 
state. Service in the army conferred status and the bella figun~ 
so essential to Italian self-esteem on an otliccr corps, sharing 
in the shallowness of aims of the Italian bourgeoisie from which 
the political leadership itself rose. And the collapse of Italian 
political leadership amidst the disappointments and defeats of 
the peace settlement was paralleled by a similar collapse in the 
prestige and appearance of the officer corps. Large-scale 
demobilisation threw on the economy not only the 'temporary 
gcndemen' with wartime commissions who graduated narur­
ally into the ranks of the para-military organisations of the 
right, but also substantial numbers of the generals, left destirutc 
on no pay or at best inadequate pensions. While d'Annunzio 
was holding the headlines with his Fiume adventure, the 
Minister of War was recalling Italian troops from Albania and 
Anatolia on the grounds that the internal conditions in Italy 
did not allow the maintenance of troops abroad, and General 
Adolfo Tcttioni, Chief of Supplies for the whole Italian army 
from 1915 to 1918, died of starvation in Turin, dcmobilised on 
a pension of fifty lire a day." 

In these moments the Italian military leadership was 
obsessed with status and appearances. The Commander-in­
Chief, General Diaz, attended the Prime Minister, Nitti, not to 
advise him on the best way to deal with d'Annunzio's insub-
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ordination but to solicit a Dation's gift of two million lire 
and the tide oE Duke of Vittoria."" And the future Marshal 
Badoglio. whose career in the war had not led to the command 
of an army, least of all the victorious command of an army, 
lent his secvices to Nitti's disgusted attack on the army in return 
for promotion to Chief of Staff and the appointment of Diaz to 
an honorific powerlessness.•• Ten Ministers of War i.n three 
years revealed the contempt Italian politicians had for the 
armed forces and for military policy. During that period 
Badoglio continued his intrigues. And Mussolini's Fascist 
forces used the plight of the army as a stick with which to beat 
the succession of parliamentary governments. The officer corps 
clung to its only lifeline, its loyalty to the crown rather than 
the state. The Fascist organisation seemed patriotic and in­
vulnerable; and Mussolini was careful not to call the position 
of the crown into question. The army leadership was equally 
careful to assure Victor Emmanuel that they would defend 
Rome despite the army's unalterable sympathy for Fascism: 
verbally General Diaz told the king the army would do its duty, 
but it would be better if this were not put to the rest." The 
march on Rome was not opposed. Indeed, several generals, 
including de Bono, took part in it. Mussolini rewarded Diaz 
by putting the army eompletely into his hands, and Badoglio, 
who for once had backed the losing side, sought refuge for a 
time as ambassador in Brazil. 

The German General Staff was made of much sterner stuff. 
Jn 1920, it is tnx:, von Sccckt had held the army aloof from the 
K.app putsch with the remark, 'the Reichswehr do not fire on 
the Reichswehr'. But when in 1923 the officer cadets and men 
of the Infantry School at Munich supported Hider's attempted 
Bierkellcr putsch, it was treated as mutiny excusable only in 
the peculiar circumstanc~s of Bavaria in 1923, as an example 
of what could happen if the young soldier was exposed to too 
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much politics.•• Von Secckt demanded total abstention from 
politics. And when von Hindenburg's t:!cction as President in 
1925 set at the head of the new state a man who had alre2dy, 
during the was years, served as a kind of Kaiser substitute, von 
Sccckt's own intrusions into politics cost him his position. 

What di!U'IIled the General Staif in 1932-3 was the collapse 
of the Weimar parliamentary regime under the attacks of the 
Right, in full cry against the Young Plan and enlisting in their 
support the anti-parliamentary forces of Nazism and the SA. 
The young officers, schooled to regard being non-political as 
synonymow with nationa1ist, nation.al-gesi,mt, listcJlc:d more 
and more sympathetically to Nazi attacks on the Weimar 
system. Few went as far as tho5e sentenced at the trials of 1930 
for spreading Nazi propaganda, but their sentencing aroused 
widespread sympathy for them. Von Hindenburg spoke slight­
ingly of Hitler as the Czech corporal, der biimische ~freiter. 
Groener saw the issue simply as one of discipline. In 1932, 
when he held the position both of Reichsrwlmninister and 
Minister of the Interior in the Briining Cabinet, he carried 
through the suppression of the SA. The new military leadership 
of von Schleicher and von Hammerstcin was not prepared to 
supp:~rt him against the p:~litieal storm his action aroused in the 
form of the misgivings of the divisional commanders. Von 
Sehlei.eher's own ambitions led him to conceive the idea of 
making the Nazis, now the second largest party, the political 
instrument of an army dictatorship. He was, however, unable 
to induce Hitler to fall into the obvious trap. despite his re-­
tegalisatio.n of the SA. Nazi-Communist eo-operation in the 
Berlin strikes of October 1932 raised the s~b'c of disorders 
too great for the army to contain. The Chanedlorship was 
evenrually forced on von Schleicher; and instead of his dividing 
the Nazi party, the amt~rillfl around von Hindenburgwere able 
to blackmail the old man into accepting Hider as Chancellor. 
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Hider himself, meanwhile, had found, through the agency of 
Colonel von Reichcnau, Chief of Scalf to the: East Division, a 
senior military figure-General VOD Blomberg-who was 
willing to play his game. The seoior olficers of the army, apart 
from VOD Schleicher's direct supporters and a small group 
whose rdigiow connections had already turned them against 
Hider, were as much affected by Hitler's apparent determina­
tion to restore direction and authority to the govti'DDKDt of 
Germany as were the junior officers. The disintegration of 
German political life, the second through which they had lived 
in fifteen years, clearly demanded a new order, a ru:w system. 
It scc:med for the time being that this had been found in Hider. 
The position of von Hindenburg, the appointment of von 
Blomberg as Reichswehrminis~r, and Hider's authorisation of 
a rapid build-up in the armed forces all confirmed this. 
Enlightenment was to be: a long time coming.•• 

By contrast with the trials and tribulations of the German, 
French and Italian armed forces, those of Britain had a remark· 
ably easy time, although this is hardly how they would have 
described their experience at the time:. The British officer corps 
was unique: among those of Europe: at the time in that its social 
role was not challenged, its conception of order hardly dis­
turbed, and its integration deep into the machinery of govcm­
ment unique. Socially the army leadership was conservab.ve 
and concerned with the maintenance: of British power. But this 
was far more likely to be challenged in India than in Britain; 
and the principal victims of the absolute: usc of military power 
were the Irish and the Indians. The reluctance of the army 
leadership to subject thc:ir b'Oops to the strains of maintaining 
order against a hostile citizenry was an important factor in the 
defeat of the policy of repression by the Sinn Fein and the IRA 
in 192o-22. And the fate: of General Dwyer, author of the 
Amritsar massacre, was a warning against the hazards of 



military action against civilians even in India. Troops helped 
or stood by during the General Strike: but they were unaffected 
in loyalty even by the spectre of a Labour government or the 
pressure on the navy to accept a level of forces which effectively 
ended the period of British naval supremacy. The one issue that 
had shaken the loyalty of the officer corps before 1914-Uistcr 
-from which so high a proportion of the military leadership 
was drawn, remained untouched. Before 1922 the Coalition 
Government of lloyd George was effortlessly outmanoeuvred 
by the politica11cadership in Ulster. After 1922 the domination 
of the Unionist party in Ulster was too important an element 
in the electoral strategy of the Conservative party for it to be 
raised again. 

The real strength of the leadership of the armed forces in 
Britain lay in its recruitment from broadly the same milieux 
from which the civilian elites drew their members, with per­
haps a larger bias towards the landed gentry than was true of 
the Bites as a whole: and in the complete integration of the 
highest levels of the military leadership with their civilian 
counterparts through the machinery of the Committee of 
Imperial Defence.1s Its Secretary, Colonel Sir Maurice Hankey, 
was also Secretary to both Cabinet and Privy Council." And 
the invention of the Chiefs of Staff Sub-committee, carried 
through by the first Labour government under the advice of 
Hankey and with the curious reappearance of Lord Haldane 
as, in effect, Labour's Minister of Defence, crowned this 
integration. Civil-military relations in Britain were thus able to 
survive the strains of demobilisation and po.n-war economies, 
of disarmament to a level which left Britain virrually defence­
less against her potential enemies, of the Geddes Axe, the Ten 
Years Rule, and the cuts in pay which accompanied the 
financial crisis of 1931. The Scapa Flow mutinies of 1931, 
significantly confined to the lower decks, were a consequence 
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of incompetenl maugcment and wcrc not repeated dJc.. 
where. 

The problems Britain's armed forces faced were concerned, 
not with their cxislcncc, but their effcctivencssj save only 
for the mythological, if not pathological battle provoked in 
1920-22 by the conviction of the fouaders of the new inde­
pendent Royal Air Force that the two older services were 
dominalcd by the aole idea of dismantling the Air Force into 
its original components, the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal 
Naval Air Service, and subordinating the air to the demands of 
older, more conventional forms of warfare. Trenchard, the 
first Chief of Air Staff, made himself the spokesman of the 
somewhat futuristic notions of those who believed that air 
bombing bad put an end to conventional land and air warfare. 
In fact the stralcgic deterrence he preached was beyond the 
primitive technology of air warfare in his ti:mc. And his in· 
sistence on doctrinal rigidity cost the Navy any chance of 
participati:ng in the development of air warfare at sea, impeded 
the development of Singapore, prevented any chance of the 
Chiefs of St:aft' developing a common stralcgic doctrine or view­
point and awoke civilian fears of attack from the air which 
were: to make a considerable contribution to the hesitancy with 
which Nazi Germany and Italy were treated in the early 19301. 

The adVCDt of Hitler to power, the J apancse defiance of the 
League over Manchuria, the break-up of the World Disarma­
ment Conference and the abortive Nazi putsch of July 1934 in 
Vienna in which the Austrian Chancellor, Engelbert Oolfuss, 
was murdered, marked a major change in the security system 
in Ewopc. Up to that point, the armed forces in Europe had 
worried about their task of maintaining the security and defence 
of their respective countries in an abstract sense only. From 
1933 onwards, the spectre of war in Europe, this year, llC:I:t 
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year, in five years or in teo, haunted their sleep and dominated 
their waking hours. 

Hider's coming to power in Germany was at first largely 
welcomed by the officer corps. The new Reichswehrminism 
insisted on a strict interpretation of the Oberparteilichkeil 
originally proclaimed by Groencr and von Scckt, an interpreta­
tion which forbade any interfcreocc: with the Nazi revolution, 
whether it was directed against the rtJi.dual powers of the states, 
or against the political partie~, trades unions or other political 
institutions and organisations. Gewehr zu Fuss!-' Stand Easy' 
-was tbe army's ~~aDding instruction, CYCil including a prohi­
bitioD on aidiag those who sought sanctuary with the army.11 

Proteltl from those whose religiow or constitutional convic­
tions Cbabled them to rc:cognise that this political neutrality 
wu makiag possible the establichment of a tyranny of which 
the army would soon be the victim, were subjected to the 
severest of pressure to keep silcot. .. The leading officers were 
able to secure that von Schleicher's supporters were replaced, 
not by von Rcichenau and similar pro-Nazis, but by professional 
10ldicrs such as Generals von Fritsch and Beck. And the fo11ow­
ing year they saw, as a reward for their adoption of an anti­
semitic purge of their number and the addition of the swastika 
to their insignia, the suppression of the SA. 

This suppression was accompanied by a number of political 
mw-ders, including those of Generals von Schleicher and von 
Brcdow. These events were foUowcd almost immediately by 
Hindenburg's death and the fateful ceremonial oath of personal 
loyalty to Hitler himself taken by the entire Army singly and 
severally." 

The bulk of the officer corpi and the army leadership seems 
to have been simply overtaken by these events without realising 
their full significance or having the opportunity to concert any 
objections against Hider's extraordinary unconstitutional 
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action. Rcsistaaa: began 10 gather against Hitler first of all in 
the &id of lo.c;p md mmwy pol;oy. Until tbe programme 
of accelerated rearmament, undertaken on Hitler's instructions 
in February 19331 began to pay off, it was, in the view of the 
army leadership. essential that German foreign policy should 
be calm, unprovocative and at all cmts directed towards the 
avoidance of COD.ftict. Moreover, every measure mwt be taken 
to prevent Germany becoming isolated diplomatically and being 
made the target of military pressure." Hider's policy of week· 
end coups, even where this resulted in the adoption of con· 
scription and the r=ilitarisatioo of the Rhineland, muek the 
army leadership u irresponsible and unwelcome. The orders 
of 2 May 1935 fur a staff •tudy on the millwy P"P"•tiom 
nccc:ssary for a sudden pre-emptive strike against an unnamed 
O>utb-eutem slate (obviously Cuchoslovalsia)" led Geoetal 
Beck, the Chief of the Army Sta1f, to threaten his resignation 
with the sentiment that 'a military leadership' which under­
took such an adventure ' would deserve the harshest condem· 
nation not only from its coatcmporaries but from history 
also' • .o 

With this, the ICCO.Dd round of Army opposition to Hitler­
the Jirst since his achievement of power-had begun. Char· 
actf:ristically, it expressed itself in an internal struggle betwceD 
the Army Command and the new Supreme Command in 
process of aeation by officers sympathetic towards Nazism. 
The need for such a Command which would unitf: the three 
anned services was obvious. Equally obvious &om a stricdy 
constitutional point of view was the need for political control 
over the armed forces as well. But Goering's U./IW116t with itJ 
own ministry and a minisrtt who was heir to the Nazi succet­
si.on was unconb'oUable. And the German navy Rady refused 
to have anything to do with a unified command. The: battle 
that developed was coofincd therefore to the army, to a conftict 
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between the traditionalist view that the Commander.in-Chicf 
of the azmy and the Chief of Staff were the responsible military 
advisers of the state, and that their respoosibility extended to 
the political aspects of the policies on which they were asked 
to advise, and the view that their role was purely technical and 
executive, and that in a sute run on the Fiil11v·sprin:::ip, com· 
mand by the political leader, there was no place for any doctrine 
of military co-responsibility ... This was the view taken first by 
General von Blomberg as Minister and, on his fall and the re­
placement of the Ministry by the OKW, by Generals Keitel 
and Jodi, iu professional heads. The row began in 1934,'" con­
tinued bitterly over the issue in June 1937 of the 'Orders for 
the unified preparation of the armed forces for war'" and took 
on new force when the report of Hitler's address of 5 Novem­
ber 1937 to the military commanders in chief, the Hossbach 
Protocol,"• reached Beck's cars. By then he had already flatly 
refused to take any action on that section of the June Orders 
that envisaged a coup d~ m11in against Austria in the event of a 
Hapsburg restoration-special case Otto. u The scene was set 
for the long conRict of 1938, with which we shall deal in a 
later chapter. 

The m:lin charxteristics of the army's conflict with the Nazi 
leadership in the 1930s was that it developed essentially over 
questions of German foreign policy and estimates of the re­
actions to that policy of the other European powers. That the 
policy at issue was revisionist, violent and essentially anarchical 
in a European context was equally the issue in Italy, France 
and Britain, though in each case it was conditioned by the 
particular experience of the military leadership in each country 
during the 19201. 

In Italy, for example, Mussolini had achieved power, not so 
much in alliance with the army, but by buying the ab5tenrion 
of the army by a promise to respect its position. His first 
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ministry included the: vic:torious comrades of the war, Arm:mdo 
Diaz, and the naval commander, Thaon di Revel. Since Musso­
lini's view of the: state was essentially manipulatory, the army 
was thereafter left undisturbed. The leadership settled down to 
confirm the privileges and intcrcsb of the officer class, leaving 
both policies and military development (which would have 
needed an active military policy and risked civilian control) to 
one side.'" Mussolini's repeated rhodomontades on the glory 
and power of Italy's armed forces hid the fact that the main 
capital expenditure was going into the navy and the air force. 
The Chiefs of Staff of the three services became dependent on 
Mussolini, who occupied the three Ministries of War, the Navy 
and the Air Force from 1925 to 1929 and again from 1933 to 
1943· And BadogJio, who bad recovered Mussolini's confidence 
suffi.cicndy to become Chief of the General Staff of the armed 
forces in 1925, was content to retain control over the army and 
leave the other two services to themselves. In 1927 he added 
the Governonhip of Libya to his prizes, multiplying his 
honours while reducing his influence to nil. Mussolini or~ 
ganiscd the Ethiopian enterprise through the Ministry of 
Colonies and with the co-operation of the Chief of Staff of the 
army, over Badoglio's head.•• Otherwise he gave no long-term 
strategic directives to the Chiefs of Staff, nor did they demand 
them, contenting themselves with their own theoretical exer­
cises and hypotheses. •• This continued right up until the 
Italian entry into the war. And deprived of strategic directives 
the generals could only express their anxieties in the void, or to 
their would-be allies. The German audience for Marshal 
Pariani during his visit to the country in the summer of 1938," 
the German military attach~ in Rome, .. the Gcnnan partici­
pants in the staff talks of April and June 1939," heard far 
more of these anxieties than Mussolini ever did. 

In France, the appointment of General Wcygand as Chlcf 
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of Staff to the army in 1930 marked the intensification of the 
civil-military struggle to its bitterest and most severe." In these 
years the internal strains on the Third Republic were grcady 
increased by the belated spread of the worldwide depression to 
France, by the actual summoning of the Disarmament Con­
ference, by the need to accept an end to the payment of repara­
tions by Germany as well as by thc rise of Hitler to power in 
Germany and the immediate: intensification of German re­
armament. The Versailles system seemed doomed. Weygand 
saw himself as the defender of the army and the nation against 
those who '''orkc:d to destroy them. As Foch's right-hand man 
and spiritual heir he had never accepted the legalism of Versailles 
as a proper substirutc: for that superiority of French forces which 
alone, in his view, could prevent the revision of the Versailles 
territorial settlement and the destruction of peace iu EW"Ope. 
He set his face, therefore, against any measure of disarmament 
whatever. The argument that France could not afford to be 
isolated diplomatically,let alone shoulder the responsibility for 
the failure: of the Disarmament Conference left him, though not 
Gamelin, who was to be his suc:cessor, unmoved. The politi­
cians' idea that a true collective security system (with inspec­
tions), breaches of which would leave France &ce to act (an 
idea Gamelin supported)."' he saw simply as a plot to weaken 
France's effectiveness, already, in his view, at the lowest margin 
compatible with French security. 

The conflict that devdoped had as its background a continu­
ing decline in the authority of the parliamentary and govern­
mental system of the Third Republic which was proving 
incapable of containing Germany, of maintaining the economy, 
even of maintaining internal order. In 1932, the index of 
national production fell 20 per cent, national income shrank, 
the deficit in the balance of payments rose threefold, there 
were suddenly a CJUBrfer of a million rcgistc:rc:d unemployed. 
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In 1934 the Daladier Government cravenly resigned in the 
lace of the Paris $11'CCt riots, although it still commanded a 
parliamentary majority. In 1935 the foreign policy of the 
Government of 'Nalional Concentration' swallowed German 
dcnunciatiOD. of Versailles before breaking entirely over Ethio­
pia. There followed eighteen months of chaos in industry as the 
Popular Front was confronted with working-class dcmaods 
for the 4o-hour week. The result was that the army saw-and 
failed to recognise-an immense accretion of power to ibe:lf 
through the simple weakening of the civil power. In practice 
this meant that as the army was still without the power to 
initiate a new defence and rearmament policy, for which 
parliament remained the oaly responsible body, because of the 
weakllcss of parliament and government no new policy was 
iniliated. For lack of any possibility of providing an alternative, 
the conservative arms policy of the past was continued. Wey­
gand might have defeated the politiciaDS; but the bureaucracy 
which duly cut the military budget was a different matter. 

Wcygand's conquest of the politicians can best be illwtrated 
in the debate over France's effective strength. By the late 193os 
it was expected that the annual intake of conscripts would fall 
to between seventy and eighty thousand, rcftccting the low 
birthrates of the war years. It was generally agreed that an 
extension of service to two years was politically impossible. The 
alternative was to stagger the CWTCD.t call-up, which would 
weaken the current number of effcctives but add to those in the 
future. The Loi Bffllin of 1933 was introduced to give dlcct 
to this. Already France's forct~ had been dangerously 
wcakc.acd. The reserve divisiom were skeletons of what they 
should be. In December 1933 Wcygand arraigned the Premier, 
Daladicr, before the Conseil Sup&icurc de Ia Gucrre!• Con­
fronted with the authority of France's three marshals Daladier 
withdrew, humiliated. In outrage Parliament passed the LDi 
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Bernier. But the Daladicr Government fell within the month. 
The Downerguc Cabinet which succeeded it included Marshal 
P&ain as War Minister. The Lm' Bernier was repealed. But 
PCtain did not feel strong enough to insist on two yean' service. 
When Weygand retired, his successor, Gamelin, had to 
negotiate with Parliament the right in times of national emer­
gency to retain the annual classes with the colours beyond their 
norlD21 period of service. And Daladier, who soon returned to 
the Cabinet and to the Ministry of War, rarely sought to activate 
the machinery for civil-military consultation thereafter. The 
military remained beyond civilian control. When, in January 
1936, M. Flandin demanded of the army the preparation of 
plans for an armed riposte in the event of a German military 
incursion into the demilitarised Rhineland, Gamelin simply 
procrastinated until Hitler turned Flandin's fears into 
reality.•• 

France thus entered the vital years of 1938-9 with a military 
that h:~.d acquired a virtually independent position within the 
state by virtue of the increasing weakness of the civilian power, 
but that had accepted as the price of that acquisition the in~ 
ability to react positively to the threat from Hitler either by a 
new alliance policy or a new policy of rearmament. The army's 
nemesis came in 1940 when it proved capable of surviving the 
military dCb1cle, but at U.e cost of being involved, not in a 
genuine national renewal, but to that obxene parody of French 
nationalist dreams, the Vichy state. Small wonder that many 
of the younger officers turned to the para~military leagues, the 
Croix Je Feu or the Union Nationtde Jes ComiHltllmJs or that 
when the Cago~1lard conspiracy was broken up, it was found 
to have ramifications within the army as far upwards as Colonel 
Groussard of the personal stall of Marshal Franchct d'Esperey, 
or General Duseigneur. The members of the Army Council 
found themselves on that occasion forced to pledge their indivi· 



Armed For«s in Disintegrtlling Society 55 

dual honour to Daladier, once more Minister of Wu, that they 
had no connections with the conspiracy. 

The French army preferred to take refuge from the rising 
threat from Germany in a state of self-encapsulation which 
m;adc them guardians of the nation;, defeat rather than against 
it. Although machinery existed for civil-military consultation" 
it was sparingly used and never achieved the integration of 
civil and military planning that existed in Britain. In this 
Britain was extremely fortunate. Civil-military divisions did 
exist, it was true. They arose at a time when the Chiefs-of-Staff 
machlnery was failing to function. Not that its members were 
at daggers drawn, as in the days of Admiral Beatty, Lord 
Milne and Lord Trenchard: Admiral Lord Chatfield's chair­
manship of the Chiefs of Staff was marked by that command 
of management and compromise that had distinguished his 
entire career. But the consequence of the Bcatty-Milnc­
Trcnchard era was that the three services had developed three 
quite separate strategies for three quite different wars, only 
one of which-the Admiralty's fears of Japan-had much 
political validity, but all of which, however, had at least served 
the purpose of arguing the annual battle of the estimates with 
the Treasury. 

The anncd services had borne the brunt of the Treasury cuts 
manfully throughout the lean years of the late I920S and the 
starvation of 1931-2. But when the Chancellor indicated that 
he expected enough of a surplus to permit some repair of the 
de6cieneics incurred in the past, and the Defence Require­
ments Sub-Commi~c of the three Chiefs of Staff, together 
with Sir Maurice Hankey in the chair, Sir Warren Fisher for 
the Treasury and Sir Robert Vansittart for the Foreign Office, 
was set up to advise the Cabinet on how this surplus should be 
spent, the Chiefs of Staff failed abysmally The political section 
of the report was clear and remarkably accurate in iu 



prognostic.atioDS." The Chiefs of Staff produced three separate 
shopping lists, predicated on their three alternative strategies, 
which together totalled a third a1 much agai.D as the anticipated 
surplus. Fisher, whc»e contempt for the Chief of Air Staff was 
even more monumental than that which he felt towards the 
CIGS, intervened with the Cabinet to impose a common 
strategy. The army was denied a Continental expeditionary 
force, the navy its dual standard against Japan and Germany, 
and the air force found itself saddled with an air defence of 
Great Britain which ran ftatly contrary to its belief in the 
strategic bombing offensive. FISher, Air-Marshal Dowding and 
Sir Robert Watson-Watt's radar saved Britain in 1940. But the 
common strategy imposed by Treasury fiat and maintained 
throughout the 19301 was a civilian strab!:gy which answered 
neither the needs of British diplomacy nor the demands of the 
services. The conflict was eventually however one about 
priorities. As such its story belongs to a later chapter in this 
book." 

At the opposite extreme to Britain, with its Wlified ~lite, lay 
the Soviet Union. The Red Army in 1933 was a powerful and 
progressive army, making impressive inaovatiORJ in its use of 
airborne ttoops and its development of mass armoured tactics. 
Its new officer corps was an amalgam of the radical and pro­
fessional survivors of the Czarist armies and the new entrants 
produced by the dvil wars and the emergence of a Soviet 
educated ~lite. In 1934, though still firmly under party control, 
it had won comparative immunity from the system of polilical 
commissars imposed on it in the early days. It had survived 
two purges unscathed. It was acquiring a professional cohesion 
-inspired, no doubt, by the ezample of the Reichswchr with 
whc»e forces it was in clandestine contact, though these con­
tacts were broken from. the Russian side in 1933.• There are 
still vast areas of ignorance in our knowledge of this, the first 
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Soviet peatetimc army; but it is clear that in the Soviet state 
it was the only form of ~litist 10eial organisation that could in 
any sense stand comparison with the position of the party •110 

It now seems reasonably well established that there were 
some clandestine contacts between officers of the German 
Geoeral Staff and their Red Mmy equivalents ia 1935-6. The 
evidence suggests that the Reic:hswchr representatives, un­
officially exploring the pouibilities of a renewal of the Rapallo 
policy of the 1920s, were greeted with reserve by their Russian 
con~1 at precisely the same moment as Stalin was approach­
ing Hider for a dltente through the intermediary David KaD.· 
delaki, the Georgian head of the Russian trade mission in 
Germany.•• Whether Stalin got word of these German contacts 
and decided 10 rid himself of those who were anticipating his 
own turn of mind or whether ao elaborately faked dossier was 
planted on him by the SS we shall possibly never know." But 
the effect was to launch him on the military side of the great 
purges and to destroy the existing High Command, over half 
of the trained staff corps and the chain of command down to 
brigadier level, and to decimate the entire officer corps." With 
this he destroyed any credibility the Soviet Union might hne 
enjoyed as a worthwhile ally. The shambles of the 1937 
manoeuvres'' and the Russian setbacks at Japanese hands in 
1937 and 1938 in the Far East underlined this. 

There remained the question how far the disintegration of 
society in Germany, France and Italy, and the apparent dis­
integration of Europe as a whole, led to any comparable change 
iD the attitudes of the military ~lites to Europe considered as a 
society. Military men are, by ttadition and training, Keno­
phobic, patriots rather than internationalists. Against this one 
em place the feelings of the more politically minded for their 
allies in past wars or for their potential allies in the future. 
Such feelings, as experienced by the advocates of a Russian 
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COilDC'C1ion in the lleichswehr, or by a:he pro-French and pro­
American groups in the Royal Navy tend to be bilateral, 
devoted to a single other nation rather than to some larger 
concept. More important in this contat was the general pre· 
valence of a loose anti·Bolshevism. in all the European armies. 
This led some into sympathy with Fascism (the more eccentric 
even into the advocacy of a native Fascism) and others into see-­
ing Russia as the main enemy. The desirability of a Nazi­
Soviet conflict is a not uncommon theme in military small-talk 
in Britain and France in this period." Few, however, ~nt so 
far as the egregiow Group Commander Wintetbotlwn,"' the 
air force expert in the Secret Service, with his assiduow cuiti· 
vation of Alfred Rosenberg. More significant, perhaps, is the 
emergence among the German military opposition to Hider, 
fint of an appeal to the traditional political morality of Europe 
against the crass and nationally selfish use of military power 
envisaged in Hider's foreign policy, and then to the first 
hesitant and tentative contacts with representatives of Britain 
and France. These contacts vary from the attempt to induce 
Britain to follow a policy most likely to reinforce German 
internal opposition to Hider to the provision of military 
intelligence: on a scale indistinguishable from old-style treason. 
This was justified as the salvation of the real inttrcsts of the 
GcrmaD. nation from those of the regime which was betraying 
them. (The same justification was made for Weygand's 
defeatism in 1940.) This, however, is a theme to be developed 
in a later chapter. 



3 New Doctrines and Technologies: 
Military Conservatism and Technological 

Change 

In the first chapter I made the point that the status of the 
individual states in the European political society depended to 
an important degree on their ability to defend themselves 
against foreign attack. This ability is a function of three 
factors: the geographical vulnerability of the frontiers of each 
state, the strength of its industrial and economic base, and the 
size and efficiency of its armed forces. In ninc~eenth-ccntury 
Europe, the relative combinations of these factors as perceived 
by the other states in the European system had produced what 
was ca11cd a balance of power, a device which, up to its break­
down in the first decade of the twentieth century, had preserved 
general security, though it had been unable to prevent various 
bilateral conflicts for nearly a hundred years. It is important to 
note in this context that, even in 1914, the objective facton on 
which the balance was based had not failed. The CO.Dttstants 
were far too closely matched for anything but a monstrously 
destructive stalemate to resu1t from the war. What had changed 
were people's perceptions of the balance. 

In tho~ one hundred odd years, the military forces of Europe 
bad met and mastered a considerable degree of kchnological 
change. The railway, the rifted gun, the machine-gun, barbed 
wire, the steamship, armour plating, refrigeration, canned food, 
high explosives, electricity, the field telephone, the motor car, 
long-distance cables and wireless, had, one by one, swum into 
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the ken of the military, gradually informed their approach to 
war, met with resistance &om military conservatives and fina11y 
became part of the accepted machinery of war. There is some: 
evidence to suggest that from the 1870s onwards the rate of 
technological change had accelerated beyond the capacity of 
the military to adapt. Certainly one of the most apparent 
sources of the appalling casualties suScrc:d by all sides on the 
Western Front was the failure of the Gcaetal Stalls to appreciate 
the effect on the standard field tactics laid down in their military 
manuals of the heavy artillery barrage, barbed wire and the 
machine-gun. The Russo-Japanese war had afforded clear 
evidence of all three of these new phenomena. But the lessons 
had simply not been studied or, where studied, they had not 
been ab5orbcd. The First World War was to produce four new 
technological developments: the military aeroplane armed with 
bomb and DlaChine-gun, the cross-country armoured vehicle 
with tracks rather thaD wheels, the lorry and poison gas. The 
last proved a chimera. It was too easy to counter, g:avc no side 
an advantage, was prepared but, by tacit consent, ocver used in 
the Second World War. The otbct three developments were 
used, if at all-the GerDWU never took to ta.nks-for most of 
the time as adjuncts to conventional warfare. Only if the war 
had lasted another year would tbe world have seen :m effective 
:md original usc of the: new weaporu on 11 scale adequa.te to 
reveal their fuJI capabilities. 

The Seeond World War in turn produced four major tech­
nological developments, each startling enough to make for 
overwhelming victory. The first was the combination of armour 
and dive-bombing aircraft which made the German army 
victorious in Poland, France, Jugoslavia, Greece and, until 
November 1942, in Russia. We call it the Blitzkri~g. The 
second was the combination of radar with the fast, single-wing, 
all-metal heavily armed fighter aircraft and the ground-ro-air 
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telephone which WOD the Battle of Britain in 1940 and with­
stood the deep penetration of the RAP and the USAAF over 
Germany in 1943· The third was the large aircraft carrier 
with dive-bombers and torpedo-bombers which wrecked the 
American PaciJic fleet at Pearl Harbor, swept the Royal Navy 
from East Indian waters, and nearly from the Indian Ocean too, 
and then was met and defeated by its own kind at the battles 
of the Coral Sea and Midway. The fourth was the atomic 
bomb. 

There were other minor developments: the jet fighter; the 
long-range flying bomb and missile; the submarinc-hcavyship 
combination used so devastatingly by the Germans against the 
ill-fated PQ 17; the magnetic mine; OOnitz's wolf-pack sub­
marine tactics; the schnorkcl submarine and so on. But they 
either came too late in the day or they were met and defeated 
by the scientists who served each side. They arc significant 
merely in that they demonstrate convincingly the importance 
which technological development and its masters, the 'boffins', 
had acquirrd for each side. The battle winners, nearly the war 
winners, were those developments which caught the other side 
unprepared and unable to adapt quickly to the new way of 
warfare. This lack of preparation or of adaptability stemmed 
in the first three cases &om the tenure of an alternative doc­
trine, a doctrine whose strength depended on the role the 
armed forces had come to occupy in their own society. 

THE ILITZllJ.IEC 

Let us begin with the Blitzkrieg. Its essential clements were the 
cruiser tank, fast and armoured to withstand light artillery 
fi":, 2nd the Aying artillery, the dive-bomber, trained to closc 



co.opaation with the armour and available to be called upon 
to blast any body of troops in field fortifications that stood in 
the way of the armour. To the tanks were added motorised 
assau1t troops, infantry and engineers, riding into battle on 
armoured carriers, if not on the tanks themselves. A later 
refinement, especially where command of the skies was not 
assured, was the sdf·propellcd assault gun. A still later refine· 
ment, used with devastating effect in Normandy, was the 
rocket-firing ground attack aircraft. These were, however, all 
refinements on the basic combination. 

The term Blitzkrieg hardly appears in the professionaJlitera· 
ture before the German conquest of Poland in •939· And 
indeed the employment of aircraft in combination with tanks 
was only finally accepted in Germany in the winter of 1938-9. 
But the idea - sudden, overwhelming attack with the aim of 
victory as soon as possible-is ccntraJ to German military 
thinking since the genesis of the Schlieffen Plan.1 Only by the 
speedy defeat of the enemies on one frontier could the spectre of 
German defeat through a two-front war be exorcised. German 
military commentators on the events of August-September 
1914 agreed genera11y that what bad gone wrong with the 
Schlieffen Plan was its execution, not its conception. As the 
military forces of the defeated nalion, determined on recovery 
of its losses, the German armed forces were therefore open, 
almost from the moment of defeat, to any military develop­
ment which promised a return to the war of movement and 
an end to trench warfare, especially the avoidance of a multi· 
fronted war. There were considerable doubts as to whether this 
would prove possible. But with its desirability no one was 
found to quarrel. 

The idea of making warfare mobile again was one common 
to all the armed forces of those who signed the Armistice of 
1918. This was the dominant philosophy of the British tank 
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corps, preached to it illctJSaDdy by its first Chief of Staff, 
Major-General Fuller, and incorporated by him into the 
strategic planning for the 1919 campaign during his service 
at GHQ, France. Pcnonal difficulties, and his conviction that 
the tank had superseded or should supersede all other orms 
of the army, made his career less important than that of Cap­
tain Sir Basil Liddell Hart, who came to the tank after the: war, 
from an daboration of the role of the infantry in the attack, 
which had already developed two of the fundamental principles 
of the Blintrieg: high concentration on the: poi.D.t of attack 
and the pouring of an 'expanding torrent' of fotcc:s through 
lhe point of breakthrough in a rapid and deep strategic pc:netra· 
lion.~ On the French side, General Jean Estienne had come 
to advocate a separate tank force in studies made for the French 
army in 1919-21 and had drawn up specifications for the 
French heavy 81 tank.• In Germany Colonel Guderian had 
pounced almost at once on Liddell Hart's paper' A New Model 
Asmy' that appeared in the Army Quarterly in 1924, two years 
after its rejection by the CIGS, the Earl of Cavan, as too 
contentious; Guderian had had it translated at once into 
German.• Cavan's successor, Lord Milne, was more open· 
minded. Having read Liddell Hart's Pari1 or the future of 
111111'," he authorised the creation of an experimental armoured 
force. Sheer lack of money and the competing claims of other 
branches of the army limited the effectiveness of much of the 
upcrimcnts carried out, although they did lead to the first 
official manual issued by any army on armoured war. Both 
this manual, the Purple Primer as it was commonly known, 
and its successor, the 1931 Moder, Formation1, divided the 
army into mobile divisions and infantry divisions, with light 
and medium tank brigades mingling with horsed troops in the 
mobile brigades.' And after the 1934 manoeuvres, widely be­
lieved to have been 'cooked' by the cavalry men, the army 
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embarked on the mecha.Disation of the cavalry rather than the 
expansion of the Tank Corps. Only in 1937 were the avalry 
ddinitely transformed iDIO light tank regimenb and it was 
even proposed 10 take the medium tank out of the mobile divi~ 
sion entirely. The eftcct, however, was 10 check my develop­
ment of tank types and the issue of new specifications. • The 
British tanks throughout the Second World Wu were thus to 
be one gcneralion behind their German (and Russian) equiva­
lents in gun calibre and range. 

Tbe British experiments had however been followed with 
interest by opinion on the Contintnt. Colonel Guderian bad 
been lecturing on mobility since 1924 and General von Sccckt 
bad become sufficiendy interested 10 press for the establishment 
of a tank centre as part of the facilities granted to the Rcicbs­
wehr by the Russians.• Dummy tanks were used in the 1927 
manoeuvres. Five German prototypes, all slow,lighdy annOW'Cd 
and equipped only with 37 and 75 mm guns (First World Wu 
infantry tanks, in fact) were tested in Russia in 1929.• At that 
time the Soviet tanks were very similar. General von Blomberg, 
then head of the Truppenaml, had criticised them for being 
too slow during the 1928 acrcises at Kicv.10 The Soviet army 
shared the German preoccupation with mobility and the offen­
sive, Voroshilov's 1929 Field Service Regulations talking in 
terms of luge numbers of tanks being used for a break~ 
through.11 But the idea of independent tank divisions being 
used for deep strategic penetration came 10 both Germans and 
Russians in the years 1931-2 under the impact of Fuller's 
Haldane Lectures of that year,11 Liddell Hart's studies of 
Sherman's campaigns in the American Civil war• and the 
arrival in Russia of sixty British tanks, including the VICkers 
Medium. This was capable of 15-20 miles per hour aaou 
country, and so for the first time gave reality to the theoretical 
speculation of the tank addicts." 
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In 19Jl, General von Lutz became Inspector of Motoriscd 
Units and took on Guderian as his Chief of Staft. It was under 
their direction that specifications wen: issued for what became 
Panzers Ill and IV, the principal types used by the Gcrmm 
army up to J943·n In 1934 Lutz and Guderian published the 
first comprehensive, German-language work on armoured 
warfare, the Austrian General Ludwig Ritter von Einsens­
bergcr's Der Kamp/wt~genl{rieg, a full-blooded advocacy on 
Fullerian lines of the tank corps and tank army. In 1935 the 
General Staff exercise of May at Bad Elster studied the use of a 
whole Panzer corps; the folloMng year, the use of a panzer 
army was studied.'' 

At that date the British first tank brigade under General 
Hobart was conducting experiments in deep strategic peoc.­
tration. Guderian was able to work the results of these experi­
ments into manoeuvres in July 1935 at MUnster. Three months 
later the first three Panzer divisions were formed. That, how­
ever, was as far as Guderian could take the new arm for several 
years. The 1936 manoeuvres on the Vogclsberg were an 
infantry exercise, involving five divisions and only one battalion 
of tanks, used in an infantry-supporting role." The 1937 
manoeuvres in Mecklenburg involved nine infantry divisions 
and one Panzer.•• So, it was only in April and May 1938, after 
the Anschluss, that two further Panzer divisions were added, 
with three light motorised on the British model the following 
November. That month, however, Guderian was made Com­
mander of Mobile Troops, a new position created by Hitler, 
with diro:t access to the FUhrer. By reducing the number of 
tanks to a division from 433 to 299• he managed to create the 
nine Panzer divisions that defeated France with a total of 2,574 
tanks and armoured cars.•• 

In these years the Soviet tank corps was the only one to keep 
pace with the Germans, if indeed it was not somewhat ahead. 
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In 1932 the Soviet BT high-speed tank units were being 
dcvclopcd for long-ra~~gc penetration. And Soviet ideas of 
indwtrialisation were being reproduced in military writings on 
the 'war of the machiocs' and the dc¥elopmcnt within the 
Soviet mau revolutionary wing of the ~lite motoNntchaniscd 
armies. In 1932 the Soviet Union had over two thousand 
tanks." And the 1936 FicJd Service Regulalions contained a 
section on the usc of tanks in mass attac:k. and for deep pene­
tration and encirclement of enemy forces wbida looks, at first 
sight, pure Fuller .11 

This is, bowcvcr, illusory. The Soviet High Command was 
as divided as that of the other Ewopcan countries. The Soviet 
tank corps aistcd in a framework of manned infantry and 
artillery and a fascination with m.zbicl. Tukhachcvsky him· 
self, shortly before his fall,11 publiJhed a long and hostile 
critique of the Fullerim mistakes of Soviet tank advocates, 
in not realising that tanks could not operate successfully with­
out mass artillery support. And in 1939 the seven mccb:mised 
corps were dissolved, as a result of what is now widely recog­
nised in the Soviet Union as a misreading of the lessons of the 
Spmish Civil War."' 

The Soviet authorities were not the only onct to draw a 
mistaken conclusion from the Spanish Civil War. The defeat 
of Franco's forces at Guadalajara, where he used large num­
bers of armoured vehicle~, was bailed by French writus as 
showing the superiority of the anti.tank gun over the tank,'" 
a doctrine which was to do oothing to accelerate the develop­
ment of tanks in France or the transition &om the DLM, the 
light motorised division, to the tank division. As a result, 
although France in fact had a slight numerical superiority in 
tanks in 1940 over Gcrmaoy md a very considerable advantage 
in tank types, this was of no avail.'' 

The armoured offensive and the deep penetration practised 
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by the German armour after the breakthrough at Sedan in 
May 1940 is only one part of the success oE the Blinf(rieg. 
The other is the substitution of the dive-bomber for the heavy 
assault gun which, at least before General von Lec:b's insistence 
on its development paid olf in Russia in 1941-2, was un­
motorisc:d and comparatively immobile. Here again the: Royal 
Air Force and its predecessor, the Royal Flying Corps, had held 
the: lead, the: employment of ground attack with light bombs 
and machine-guns having been one of the mo5t effective British 
restraints on the German infanuy offensives of spring 1918. 
These techniques had equally bcea used by the RAP in ill 
imperial policing days in Iraq, on the North· West Frontier in 
1918-19 and in the Aden Protectorates. They had, however, 
no place whatever in the doctrines of the Royal Air Force, 
olnesscd as its High Command was from 1922 onwards with 
strategic bombing and the strategic deterrent. 

The German LHftwaO~. independent, Nazi, the direct 
expression of the second most powerful man in Germany, 
Hermann Goering, is at first sight the last place one: would 
expect to find the development of a doctrine of battlefield co­
operation with the army. Here, above all, one: would anticipate: 
that denigration of the traditional arms and that embroidery 
of futuristic scenarios which distinguished both the Italian 
theorist Doubet and Lord Trenchard. The Lu/lwaOe did in 
fact go through a Douhetian phase in the years 1933-5 under 
the inAuencc of the first commander of the Lu/tkri~gtt~kadnnie 
and of its lint Chief of Staff, General w~." However, 
Wever's death in 1936 removed the main advocate: of pure air 
warfare just as the LM/twaBe was having its nose fimlly rubbed 
in the limitations imposed on such theorising by the current 
state: of air technology, by the difficulty of hitting any target 
on the ground accurately and by the immediate: needs of 
German defence against enemies on her frontiers, France, 
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Czcchoslovakia and Poland; to bomb these countries, long­
range strategic aircraft were: simply unnecessary. Spanish Civil 
War experience seemed to suggest that civilian morale was a 
lot firmer under bombardment from the air than Doubet or 
Trenchard would ever admit. The inadequacies of existing 
bombing sights led to concentration on dive-bombing with pin· 
point accuracy. Shortage of petrol and oil resources in Germany 
argued again for the same step-by-step conquest that Hitler was 
already planning, in which each defeated country provided one 
with bases for attacking the next. The demands of air warfare 
theorists were thus met, without destroying the basis of the 
army-air co-operation on which army advocates of the Blitz­
krieg laid so much stress. Destruction of the enemy air force in 
the opening days of the fighting, attacks on military concen­
tration areas, stores, etc., were all that was called for. Destruc­
tion of the sources of wealth and industry in the enemy country 
would also remove much of the loot potential-and economic 
rewards for aggression played a large part in Hitler's motiva­
tion. Against Poland, the Lt1/tWRO~ was forbidden to attack the 
centres of economic activity unless an immediate military 
necessity existed. The Lu/t~~~t~D~ was thus prepared for a short 
war, its front-line suength being backed by very little 
rearmament in depth. And its failure can be seen in 1940 
against Britain, when its inability to win command of the air 
from the Royal Air Force meant th:.t the invasion was never 
launched. 

Against the ground attacks of the Lt~/tlllllO~ on land, how­
ever, neither Britain nor France succeeded in developing any 
counter. The loss of command of the air over the battlefield in 
1940 and 1941, which, whether in Norway, Fr::~ncc, Greece 
or Crete was basically a fault of bad organisation or preparation, 
left the troops on the ground comparatively unprotected against 
the combination of tanks and aircraft. The Stuka dive-bomber 
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could, however, only opcralc: when the air battle had already 
been won. Tltcrcaftc:r it wa5 ClJUally eacctive against warships 
as against land targets, as the Royal Navy learnt to its cost off 
Greece and Crete. The: Royal Air Force never developed its 
own dive-bomber. The ground attack techniques of 1944• 
though practised by the RAF as much as by the USAAF, were 
of American development. 

Britain and France were prevented from either appreciating 
the danger of the techniques under development in Germany 
or developing their own brands of mobile warfare by their 
conviction of the superiority of the defence. In the ease of 
Britain this conviction came fairly late-at the military level, 
that is. Ever since the invesrig'dtions of 1919-20 into the 
lessons of the First World War, French military doctrine: had 
been dominated by two ideas. The first was the superiority of 
the defence in advance of, or at the very least on the frontiers 
of, France. The offensive could only succeed if it could muster 
a superiority of at least three to one manpower, six to one in 
guns and fiftttn to one in ammunition fired. The: First World 
War had been won by fire-power and by Allied superiority in 
mfltiriel de guerre: as Wcygand wrote in 1938 'the tyranny 
of material imposed by the omnipotent power of fire'." Since 
France's areas of greatest industrial wealth and activity were 
within easy reach of the German frontier, this made the holding 
of the frontiers without retreat of redoubled importance. 

From these ideas emerged the doctrine of the continuow 
front, extending the full length of France's frontiers. Fixed 
permanent fortifications, moreover, would make up for 
France's inferiority in manpower to Germany. The: answer, 
therefore, was the Maginot Line, a belt of fortifications running 
from the Rhine to the Ardennes where the Belgian fortifications 
would continue.11 Just as the machine-gun had doomed the 
frontal infantry attack to costly failure, so the anti-tank gun 
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would doom frontal attack by tanks to a similar fate. If 
Germany were not actually deterred from attack on France 
and Belgium by the pro5pcct of attacking sueh fortifications, 
she would face inevitable heavy lasses and, once the blood-­
letting had weakened her sufficiently, the victorious counter· 
offensive. 

These doctrines, as has been argued in an earlier chapter, 
gained an added strength as a result of the internal political 
position secured by the army after 1934. At this point the 
parliamentary vigour necessary to the major rearmament pro­
gramme which the evolution of a more offensive strategy would 
have required was simply lacking. After 1936 and the defection 
of Belgium into neutralism, French misgivings as to their 
ability to withstand a German flllllque bru1qllle grew. But the 
weakness of the French armaments industry•• and the improb­
ability of a major change in French military policy, which 
would involve a confession of error so great as to deliver the 
army into the hands of its radical critics, led to an almoJt 
hysterically exaggerated repetition of the old doctrine. Of this 
General Narcisse Charvinceau's Une inllfldon est-il encore 
pouible? (a question answered only a few months before the 
GcrmaD breakthrough at Sedan with a resounding negative) 
is the best known example."" 

British belief in the superiority of the defence was, unlike 
that of France, of 19301 vintage, and lacked any basis in the 
experience of the Fint World War or the manoeuvres of the 
19201. Captain Liddell Hart himself carries a good share of 
the responsibility. His studies of motorisation had brought him 
by 1935 to the belief that it would favour the defence by adding 
mobility to the m:achine-gun and the anti-tank gun. In works 
such as Whm BriMid Goe1 to w., (1935). Europe iFJ A.nn1 
(1937) and the Defenee of Brilllin (1939) he expressed such 
views as: 'it is a common assumption that attack has usually 
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paid in the past. This is contrary to the balance of evidence:. 
Analysis shows that in the majority of battles which are 
e.agraved on the pages of history the loser was the army which 
was the first to commit itself to the attack' •11 

It may be added that because the British army was committed 
to the proposition that the defeat of France would be a strategic 
disaster for Britain and that in any campaign in France, the 
French military contribution would be so very much larger 
than the British one that France would dictate the course of 
battle, there was little it could do but adopt the French strakgy: 
just as to suppnt France meant, inevitably, cooscriptiou and a 
large expeditionary force. 

There is a temptation to ascribe the triumph of military 
conserYatism in France and Britain over those who advocated 
the dcvdopme.at of ways of warfare based on the new tech· 
nology to the narrow social basis of the French and British 
officer corps, and the determination of its members to keep out 
anything which might threaten its social cohesiveness. This 
kind of populist approach, very prominent in the writings of 
the people's army advocates of 194o-41 in Britain,n is very 
largely nonsense and ignores the fact that both the military 
radicals of the inter-war years and those who successfully 
adapted the experience of 194o-41 to victory in 1943-5 came 
from the same social milieux as those they supplanted. If the 
French army rejected de Gaulle's call for an all-mechanised 
Clite Army of the Future, advanced in his book of the same 
name in 1934."' it was preci~ely in i!:litist, long-service pro­
fessional character, a flat contradiction of the whole French 
myth of the nation-in-arms, which most ensured its rejection. 
Similarly, Liddell Hart's call for a six-division, all-mechanised 
army, the 'Gold Medal &my' of the 1936 RUSI prize essay 
of that name, made political nonsense in a situation •here whar 
was needed was less arms than an assurance to a France feeling 
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itJelf increasingly weak and beleaguered that it was no lon~r 
alone. In purely military terms, the introduction of conscrip­
tion in May 1939 no doubt, made: very little sense. In political 
terms its effect would have been much greater a year earlier. 
But essential it undoubtedly was. 

The danger of seeking an easy sociological explanation becomes 
the more striking when the second of the major technological 
victory-winning developments here chOJen is examined. This 
is the combination of radar, single wing, high-speed fighter 
and ground-to-air radio telephone which won the Battle of 
Britain. It was an entirely British development, achieved in the 
teeth of the dominant British air force doctrine. That doctrine, 
built up by Air Marshal Lord Trenchard, Chief of Air Staff 
from 1918-.28, insisted that the airuaft was a weapon of 
offence not defence, and that un1css the utmost strength was 
employed to insist on that doctrine, civilian fears of air attack 
might well prevent the best use of air power. On the basis of 
the effects of the German bombing attacks on London in 1917, 
Trenchard maintained that in air attack the moral effect was 
much grcah:r than the mah:rial in a proportion of about 
twenty to one. Figbh:r defence, in his view, should be kept to 
the lowest possible figure as a concession to the wcakncu of 
civilians. The way to victory was to defeat the enemy nation 
rather thaD its armed forces. This unciviliscd and defeatist 
nonsense, which led directly to Air Marshal Harris's wholesale 
destruction of German cities, stemmed from a conviction of the 
general beastliness of war and the consequent desirability of as 
strong a deterrent and as speedy a solution as p:~ssible, once 
the dmrrent bad fail~. 
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It was a doctrine that had little room for the air defence of 
Great Britain and held little hope, once enemy bombing forces 
had been a1lowed to achieve numerical superiority in the air 
over Britain. Hence, until 1938 the successive Air Ministry 
plans for rearmament in the air sought mathematical parity 
with German air strength even to the point of building at con­
siderable expense many hundreds of aircraft which were 
obsolete even before their completion. Not until 1938 when 
parity per se seemed clearly out of Britain's reach was the Air 
Ministry forced as a whole to think about defence. By then 
Fighter Command was two years old and the Spitfire and the 
Hurricane were under development. The Air Ministry was 
not, however, prepared to order them off the drawing boards. 

The Ministry had been forced to acu:pt the development of 
6ghtcr defences and of Fighter Command by the Treasury as 
the price of Treasury consent to their own bomber plans. This 
prcsSW"C began with Sir Warren Fisher's role on the Defence 
Requirements Sub-Committee and the Cabinet rcaption of ih 
report. It continued through the second and third DRC 
reports in 1935, theTreasuryMinutcof 1936 and the establish­
ment of Sir Thomas lnskip as Minister for the Co-ordination of 
Defence in 1936. Fisher himself acted largely as Jnskip's 
Permanent Under-Secretary and the call in December 1936 for 
an ideal scheme of defence, the rejection of the first draft of the 
Air Ministry's scheme J in the spring of 1937 and the later 
insistence on priority for fighters in Scheme M adopted in 
November 1938 were either Fisher's c:ntirc:ly or owed a great 
deal to his inspiration. His surviving papers carry one constant 
theme: Britain is vulnerable, as never before in her history. This 
threat comes from the air. Until Britain has built up her air 
defences, there can be no strength to Britain's foreign policy.•• 

Fisher's insistence would, however, have been pointless 
without the invention of radar. The orthodox insistence that 
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the bomber would always get through was based on a very 
simple equation. By the time enemy bombers, flying at 15,000 
feet mel over, could be seen off Britain's coasts, their speed 
would carry them over London before the existing fighter 
types could climb to the requisite height to intercept them. 
Experiments with audio-location were atrcmcly unhelpful 
except at equally close ranges. Radar by contrast offered the 
idcnlification of hostile aircraft as such at ranges of up to forty 
miles. Its development took place in conditions of maximum 
secrecy, and even when the radar towers, 250 feet tall, were: 
erccttd around Britain's south-east coast, their trUe import 
was not understood by the Germans. It needed the capture in 
France of an installation provided by Britain as part of the 
Anglo-French alliance and not destroyed by the French to put 
the Germans on the right lines. 

The development of Britain's air defence system is an out­
standing aam.plc of the importance of timing. In 1 940 the 
production of Hurricanes and Spitfires was adequate to cope 
with the battldield rate of loss, there were enough trained 
crews to withstand the casualty rate and the radar chain was 
complete and bad had a year's operation to attain maximum 
efficiency. Since the LuftNJt~6e did not understand its purpose, 
it had not developed any scientific counter mcasurcL Two years 
earlier, one squadron of Hurricanes and one Spitfire were 
operational but only up to 15,000 feet as the oxygen masks had 
turned out to be defective. The radar chain was hardly begun. 
The elaborate: network of command centres, plotting the move­
ments of fortes on both sidc:s was only in process of creation. 11 

The French position was still worse. In 1938 the French air 
force possessed not a single modern fighter capable of matching 
the speed of the German bomben. The great air force of the 
1920s was totally obtolete. The early 1930s, the period of 
gestation in Britain, had been a period of total inactivity on the 
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part of the French army of the air, an inactivity still far from 
properly ezplained. Blame has been attached to du: nationalisa­
tion of the French aircraft indusay in 1936 by the Popular 
Front regime of Pierre Cot, but this neither prevented the 
industry from evolving excellent prototypes in 1937-8, nor 
should it have affected the proper ordering of new aircraft types 
in 1933-4, the period in whieh the RAF were persuaded to 
adopt the Spitfire and the Hurricane. An aamioa:tion of the 
French o:perieoce leaves one with the conviction that it was 
that of Britain whkh was unique. The French failure was 
compounded by military incompetence: and bad organisation. 
This more than anything else is responsible for the extra· 
ordinary paradox of the pressures brought on the British 
Cabinet to commit the reserves of Fighter Command to the 
Battle of France: at a time: when anything up to 1,500 French 
6ghtcr planes were lying around central France unused." 

The cvcots of 1941-2 were to reveal that the Llt/lt~~aOe was 
as ill-prepared for air defence as any air force, despite the 
tcchnieal cxcc:llencc of its ME rogs and 1 1os. The cz.planation 
lay in precisely that same concentration on army eo-operation 
and the short war that made its units such effective partners 
to the German armour in the Blitzkri~g. Goering's ill-timed 
boast that no enemy aircraft would get through to Berlin was 
the product of ignorance-an ignorance itself produced by the 
absence during the 19305 of any enemy within striking distance 
of Germany with an air force and a strategic doctrine of any 
danger to Germany. 

This is perhaps worth underlining in view of the aaggera· 
lions still put about by critics of the British abandonment of 
Czechoslovakia in 1938. While the prospect of major air 
attacks on German cities by Sovi~t airc:raft based on Czecho­
slovakia would almost certainly have had a deterrent ~ffcct on 
Hid~r's plans for Czechoslovakia in 1938, not only is there no 
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t1·;u:c u( ;my apprehcn~ion of sud1 a tlcvdopmcnt in dtc German 
military planning, but the Soviet air force set no store by 
theories of strategic bombing. As the opening phases of the 
1941 campaign in Russia were to show, it was as overladen 
lloith obsolete aircraft as ever the French or Italian air forces 
were. h did, however, have the capacity, the design skill and 
the allies to repair this deficiency. Like its fellow services, the 
Soviet air force was disastrously affected by the purges. Khripin 
and Alknis, who had developed Soviet bomber forces and 
played about with Douhcti.an ideas only to refute them in the 
name of the 'unity of all fighting arms', the dominant Soviet 
military ca.nt, were purged and Tupolcv the designer, im· 
prisoncd."' Poor Soviet bomber performance in the Spanish 
Civil War, the fault of local conditions and commanders, may 
have been held against them. Their successors wcre Loktinov, 
a non-entity, and Smushkcvich, a brilliant fighter pilot, with 
no experience of commanding anything larger than a wing. 
Their appointment coincided with the drying up of American 
help, reabsorbed into the American aircraft industry with the 
latter's recovery from the 1937 depression. Soviet aviation 
entered an era of prototypes-the disaster of 1941 was an 
adequate reRccrion of this. 

More extraordinary than the failures of the other major air 
powers to evolve efficient air defence programmes is the Royal 
Air Force's officiaJ and alternative doctrine of defence through 
countcr·bombing or the threat of it. The counter strike force 
had been official doctrine in the RAF since its formation. 
Before 1937, h•1\VCver, it had been a matter of oriental reitcra· 
tion, a kind of strategic Qm.Mani·Padmi-Hum, never related to 
any specific OpJ'IOnent save for the brief period in 1922 when 
the French air peril loomed over London. In the spring of 
1937, the future Air Marshals Harris and Slessor, led an 
examination of the application of air force doctrine to Germany. 
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They discovered that they had no idea of what was operation­
ally possible, what targets could be reached or how they could 
be hit, what effect the existing bombs would produce, what 
effect would be produced on the targets or what the casualties 
from enemy fighter forces would be. The capacity to hit and 
destroy German industry simply did not exist."" A yeu later, 
on 19 September 1938, Air Chief Marshal Sir Edgar Ludlow­
Hewitt, Commander of Bomber Command, suggested that the 
Command could do nothing wjthout bases in France and 
admitted that only fighters and AA guns could defend 
London.11 For neuly twenty years the Air Force High Com­
mand had been prcac:hing a strategy without reference to its 
operational possibilities, a sttategy of the Emperor's clothes 
being preferred to one of cutting one's coat to fit the available 
cloth. 

The last example of technological victory-winning develop­
ments lies in the Japanese and American development of long­
range naval warfare based on carrier-borne dive-bombers and 
torpedo-bombers. The only European powers to be met with this 
were Britain and the Netherlands, as the French possessions in 
South-EaJt: Asia were occupied by Japan without naval engage­
ment. But before those disasters the Royal Navy had learnt its 
own hard lessons at the hands of the LuftWtlfle's dive-bombers, 
and made one strikin~ly clfecth·c use of seaborne aircraft 
against the Italian navy at Taranto. 

The failure of the Royal Navy to de\•clop practices analogous 
to those of America and Japan was in pan a product of geo­
graphy, in pan an offshoot of the same preoccupation of the 
Air Forte High Command with theories of strategic deterrence. 
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Geographically the: vast spread of British naval stalions through· 
out the: world meant that the Navy was never properly seized, 
as were the Japanese and Amerieans with their Pacific 
preoccupations, with the problems of long-distance warfare. 
In 1924• Admiral Sir Herbert Richmond wrote from his 
temporary command of the East Indies station to Lord Hal· 
dane:•• 'Ask them', be wrote (referring to the newly developed 
strategy of naval concentration on Singapore in the event of 
trouble with Japan) 'what they intend to do with the battle fleet 
once they get to Singapore.' The suggestion was that current 
naval thinking simply cut off at that point. Ccrt:Unly, the Air 
Staff had never devoted a moment's serious thought to the 
demands of war in the Far East, save for Lord Trenchard's 
attempts to pre-empt the defence of Hong Kong and Singapore 
for the Royal Air Forte. 

The signi6cance of this lay in the control exercised between 
1918 and 1936 over naval air forces by the Royal Air Force. 
The naval component of the RAF during this period attracted 
no attention from the Air Staff, once the battle for iu control 
had been woo from the Salisbury Committee of 1923. The 
pilots and observers were in fact trained naval officers who 
stayed with the: service when it was returned to the Navy in 
1937.01 Even then it was only the actual seaborne aircraft that 
returned to the navy. All land-based aircraft co-operating with 
the navy remained in the so-called Coastal Command of the 
Royal Air Force. The: failure to develop any real theories of the 
usc of air power at sea is directly traceable to the largely 
fallacious bomber versus battleship controversy of the early 
1920s, revived in 1936 as pan of the Air Ministry's last ditch 
defence against the naval building programmes of battleships 
and aircraft carriers of 1937-8. Apart from that failure, this 
period of control and neglect was equally rcRected in the tech­
nological backwardness of British naval aircraft, the: Sword6sh 
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bipl"" and the Skua figho.rjd;ve-bomb<r baog lwdly the 
equivaleat of the land-based aii'CI'aft which tbey might expect 
to meet in combat. The valiant and, with the loss of HMS 
GloritnU, tragic story of the Fleet Air Arm's operations off 
Norway is adequate: iUustration of this ... 

NaYlll doctrine in fact regarded the role of the Fleet Air 
Arm as one of J"CCODDaissancc to be wed, in additioa, oa 
occasion for action against enemy warship5 so as to bring them 
to battle. Taranto and the actions against the D""fuerfue in 
Oran were regarded as exceptional, the 'proper function of the 
Fleet Air Arm', iD the rather defensive words of Captain Boyd 
of HMS Illruh'ioru after Taranto, being 'the operation of 
aircraft against an enemy ill the opc.a. sea' ... This is perhaps best 
illustrated in the air attacks on the Italian battleship JliiiOtio 
Jl eneto which, iD each cue, were flown by single Bights of 
half a dozen aircraft ot so from HMS Formidable whose full 
complement of aircraft was seventy-two. The idea of a Japanese 
or American carrier wing its forces in such penny packets is 
uothinkable. Indeed, only necessity of the direst sort would 
have sent a J apancsc or American carrier as the single com­
ponent of a major surface striking force. The hunt for the 
Bismarck was to reveal a similar paucity of material, HMS 
JlieiDriDIIS being able to fty only six Swordfish and two sub­
flights of Fulmars and HMS Ark Royal only fifteen Sword­
fish at each strike, the others having to be used as IOll:g-range 
reconnaissance aircraft. It took the disaster of the Schamhorst 
and GMisenau's break through tbc Channel, unstopped by the 
sacrifice of six Swordfish, all that the Admiralty could spare 
to stop an enterprise: which they had anticipated, to call public 
attcDtion to the supply of aircraft to the Fleet Air Arm. From 
1942 onwards the Fleet Air Arm was entirely re-equipped, 
almost completely with American machines. ln the landings in 
North Africa, Sicily and Italy and southern France, and in the 
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final stages of the war in the Pacific, in operations against 
Palembomg, Okinawa and the main Japanese islands, the Navy 
sho..,.,-cd its thorough digestion of the Amcric:~n experience, 
using its carriers in a group, flying air attacks of fifty to eighty 
aircraft at a time. A far cry from the single carrier sent to 
Singapore in winter 1941, which was saved from the dCbic:Jc 
which overtook the Pr;n« of Wales and the Repulse by its 
accidental running aground in Durban harbour. 

So far three examples of kchnological developments have been 
considered, the failure to adapt to which brought defeat on 
land to France, in the air to Germany and at sea to Britain. The 
first cost France her freedom and destroyed the Third Republic. 
The second ended the westward drive of the Third Reich and 
drove Hitler c2stwards against Russia and into eventual defeat 
by superior forces. The third cost Britain her Asiatic empire. 
The question in each c::asc must be whether this failure to adapt 
was coincidental or whether, as the theme of this book suggests, 
it stemmed from structural defects inherent in the inh:rnal 
divisions of national society. 

In the French case, the failure to adapt to the possibilities of 
the Blitzkrieg, a failure which was even more palpable in the 
air than on the ground, seems to have been inextricably in~ 
volvcd with the French army's view of itself as the alternative 
embodiment of the French nation and people. Its apotheosis 
amidst the parades of Vichy makes it impossible to call it a 
democratic view. It was, however, certainly a view of the nation 
as a whole, elitist only in its belief in the mission of the army 
to lead. Such an army could not accept the total separation 
&om the people which would have been involved in the 
abandonment of conscription aDd the adoption of a professional 
long-service army on the Scccktian model as advocated by 
General Charles de Gaulle. Nor was it ever happy as the servant 
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of the: regime. Ucncc its inRnibility of thought and doctrine 
became institutionalisetl and beyond the power of the weaken· 
ing governments of the 1930s to impose upon. 

By contrast the: British failure to adapt to the tank, after 
leading the: world in its invention and development requires 
a more complicated nplanation. In part, it was a question of 
finance, in part a reaction to the wholist claims of the extreme 
tank advocates, in part a rc8ection of the Clite position of the 
cavalry officers in army society, a position which led to general 
motorisation as the salvation of the cavalry regiments rather 
than to the expansion of the Royal Tank Corps. More import· 
ant, however, was the general determination of civilian 
strategists not to allow the generals to design a continental 
expeditionary force, a dc:tcrmination which largely ruled out 
tank expansion since tanks were thought rather ill-designed 
for the colonial wars which were all the army were allowed to 
plan for before: the winter of 1938.u 

Both France and Britain accepted that the anti-tank gun was 
to the tank as the machine-gun to the infantry, ignoring the 
lack of development or supply of effective anti-tank guns to 
their forces. Neither country developed anything to match the 
German 88 mm gun originally designed to be: used against 
air<:raft. 

German successful adaptation to the: BlJ"tzkrieg and ~man 
failure to anticipate the British air defence techniques stem 
from the same: source, the: obsession with an offensive and a 
short war which originated before 1914 in fears of a two-front 
war and was reinforced by the Nazi leadership's inability to 
manage the German economy without copious and regular 
injections of foreign loot. In this doctrine, practice, political 
revisionism and Hider's own instincts for leadership rein­
forced each other at all levels. 

Britain's successful development of the air defensive was 
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made possible by the freedom of b'affic of ideas and personnel, 
institutionalised in the whole structure of the CID and Cabinet 
Office network of committees, between the military, the civil 
servants, politicians and scientists. Without radar, the Spitfire 
and the Hurricane, it would have been nothing. All three were 
ideas originally developed outside the official world, though 
with what were for those days considerable injections of official 
money. The willingness of the scientific world to co-operate 
in official policy is a reflection of the adaptability of the ruling 
tlites to these new entrants, a reflection of the openness of a 
society which has always been prepared to recognise talent as 
one of the ways into its ranks. 

It is when one turns to the last of my four examples, that of 
the development of the atomic bomb, that the universality of 
European society is once more displayed. The nuclear physicists 
responsible for the discovery of the structure of the atom 
moved, in the years before the war,like iron filings in a chang­
ing magnetic field, from one centre to another: now clwtering 
around Rutherford's laboratory in Cambridge, now at GOtt­
ingcn, Munieh or Berlin, now scattering to laboratories in their 
own countries. They eame from Russia, Japan and America as 
well as from Britain, France, Switzerland, Germany, Italy, 
Denmark, Hungary, Poland and Austria. In the 1920s such 
movement was free. But from 1933 onwards EW'Ope's dis­
integration struck there also. Max Born and James Franck left 
GOttingen in 1933 as a result of the SA's anti-semitism. Peter 
Kapitza was lured back to Russia and kept a prisoner in a 
beautiful laboratory, equipped very largely by the generosity of 
Lord Rutherford from what he had used at the Cavendish. Leo 



New Docerinesand T«lmologies 83 

Szilard and Edward Teller left Germany, sensitive as Hun­
garians must be to the smell of tyranny. Enrico Fermi left 
Rome in 1938 to accept his Nobel Prize in Stockholm and did 
not return. Others took refuge in the Soviet Union to perish in 
the purge or, if saved by Western protest, as were Houterman 
and Weissberg, to be preserved for delivery to the Gestapo in 
1940··· 

It was among these refugee scientists that the first anxieties 
began to arise when the experiments of Mme Joliot-Curie in 
Paris had been finally accepted and verified by Otto Hahn, 
showing uranium and radium to be fissionable. It was in fact 
one of them, Lisa Meitncr, Hahn's former collaborator, in exile 
in Stockholm with her nephew, 0. R. Frisch, who published 
the vital article in Nature in February 1939.•• If a chain re­
action were possible, releasing enormow amounts of energy, a 
weapon was also possible which would give Hider a chance at 
the world domination he craved. Some American physicists, at 
Szilard's urging, began to operate a self..jmposcd censorship 
against citizens of totalitarian states. The censorship could not 
be maintained: but at the same time scientists in Britain, 
Germany and the United States began to urge the dangers and 
the need for research on their governments. At that rime, as 
the German physicist, Heisenberg, later remarked, 'twelve 
people might still have been able, by coming to mutual agree­
ment, to prevent the construction of atomic weapons'.•• After 
1945, Carl von Wcizlickcr remarked: 'The fact that we physi­
cista formed one family was not enough. Perhaps we ought to 
have been an International Order with disciplinary powers over 
its members.'•' 

The critical developments came from the French team, two 
of whose members, Halban and Kowarski, were evacuated to 
Britain with their vital supplies of heavy water in 1940; and 
from the British, greatly reinforced by the refugees, Frisch, 
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Rudolf Peierls, Josef Rotblat, and Max Born's favourite pupil, 
Klaus Fuchs.•• Their work was delivered to the United States 
in 1942, where it came under the increasing control of the 
nationalistically minded General Groves. ln 1945 America 
was able to pass laws denying any of the results of the subse­
quent developments to Britain, in flat breach of Churchill's 
agreement with Roosevelt.•• Nuclear fission had gone nation­
alist and lost the remainder of its European origins. Even the 
European refugees seemed to have taken on, in many cases, 
the paranoia of nationalism-as \\itness Edward Teller's har­
rowing of Robert Oppenheimer. 

But it was too late. The freemasonry of science had been 
prtK:rvtd in t~ muddled minds of a handful of European 
scientists who had joined the Communist party at the height 
of its anti-Fascist activities. Alec Nunn-May, recruited at Cam­
bridge in the early 1930s, Klaus Fuchs in the late J930s, Bruno 
Pontccorvo, the Italian, arc those whom we know to have 
paued some of the ·~crets' of their work to Soviet agents. 
European society at its most misguided had had its revenge on 
the new super powers and the secrecy their armed forces sought 
to impose on science. 



4 The Strategic Policies and Postures 
of the Powers, 1933-1939 

The ninettc:nth-ccntury European states system rested on the 
military balance between the major po\\'trs. Eventually it was 
a stable system, though it was not always perceived as such. 
The General Staffs of the powers kept an over..a,pprchcnsivc 
~c upon their neighboW'S. That eye might vary from the 
gendcman in knickerbockcrs peering through field glasses 
from behind a bush in the classic table gamc,l'Allllfue, to the 
more fantastic activities of a Mata Hari. But it made it fairly 
difficult for any of the major powers to steal a march on their 
rivals. Apprehension, despite Erskine Childers and William Lc 
Qucux, came from news of increased military budget£ or naval 
construction programmes. It came, too, from alliances. The 
British fed their imaginations and fears with stories of planned 
German invasions in force-the bolt from the blue striking at 
London via the improbable surroundings of Esher or Dorking.' 
Th~ Fn!nch loo~d for th~ gap in th~ Vosges and th~ vcil~d 
figur~ of Strasbourg in th~ Place de Ia RCpublique. The Germans 
calculated timetables and peopled the woods that lay bctwccn 
the Masurian lakes with milrauding Coss.~cks. It is in the nature 
of General Staffs to be alarmist; their alarmism f~d on th~ 
increased military budgets of 1912-13. What they wcr~ afraid 
of generally was surprise. Giv~n due warning and no politically 
inspired intcrfcrenc~, they thought they could cope. Only the 
German General Staff were really apprehensive; h~ncc the 
Schli~ffcn Plan and the agony which led the younger Moltkc 
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to mishandle it and so to make possible the miracle of the 
Marne. 

Between the wars, however, despair or at least despondency 
to the point of defeatism was common to the General Staffs at 
least of three of the four powers who were to find themselves 
at war in September 1939· A profound spirit of pessimism, no 
matter how they sought to disguise it from these civilian lords 
and masters, gripped their commanders and chiefs of staff. It 
was so profound as to constitute an important common f:u:tor 
in the disintegration of the European political society in the 
19301, the second-for many of them the third-in their own 
lifetimes. 

In parenthesis it must be remarked that this feeling of dl~ 
vu is something which historians of the 1930s and of the 
origins of the Second World War fail almost entirely to men­
tion. Yet they write of a generation in power which was 
composed almost entirely of victims of the First World War, 
whose memories, not only of the miseries of the: war itself, but 
of the days which led to its opening and of the European 
collapse which followed its end, had been kept alive by twenty 
years of ubiquitous war memorials to the fallen, of two-minute 
silences on Armistice Day, poppies and Laurence Binyon or 
his analogues. 

In part this professional pessimism came from the profound 
psychological shock administered to the sdf-cskem of the 
military in all countries by the failure of the First World War. 
To men whose entire professional ethos was that they were the 
~lite of Europe as of their nation, chosen and anointed to lead 
their armies to victory, the failures of courage and doctrine, 
followed by the destruction by defeat of the framework of their 
previous certainties, made a new, revived optimism possible 
only through the surrender of some part of their professional 
personality and judgement to the charisma of a Hider. That 
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this was not common among the German st:df corps can be 
seen in the contemptuous epithets of C•mmilDwe (rubber lion) 
or Lakllitel Qackey) bestowed on von Blomberg and Keitel, 
Hitler's men, by their contemporaries. 

This pessimism had equally deep roots, however, in the 
professional military distrust of the Covenant of the League 
of Nalions. Article 16 prop:~sc:d to maintain peace by 
threatening p:~tcntial aggressors with economic or military 
sanctions, imp:~sing on its signatories what the British Board 
of the Admiralty, in their comments of 3 July 1923 on the 
draft Treaty of Mutual Guaranlee, called 'large and unknown 
commitments'.• Such open-ended commitments would logic­
ally 'necessitate an increase:' in the forces of the signatories: 
'Provision would have to be made for meeting their commit­
ments under the Treaty as these: commitments might arise: 
when the services of the Fleet were required clscwhc:rc ••. ' 
But in fact the existence of these: provisions of Article 16 were 
used to suggest a reduction in armaments. And against dis­
armament the professional military advisers of all countries 
found themselves in agreed opposition. 'European peace', 
wrote General Weygand in 1928, 'should cootinue to rest on 
the sanction of preponderant forceJ.'1 

The professional military advisers bad, after all, to cope with 
a degree of reduction in armaments which went well below 
what their professional instincts regarded as the bare minimum, 
but which was impoted on their countries by the economic 
unccrtainti~ of the inter-war years and the increased demands 
made on the taxable capacity of their countries by the new 
areas of social expenditure into which the various European 
governments were increasingly being drawn. The economics 
which were forced on them, the run down of stores, the in­
ability to replace obsolescent weapons, manoeuvres with hand­
flags and dummy wcap:~ns, the axing of units, premature 
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retirement of comrades, scrapping of warships, lent an autum~ 
nat melancholy to every phase of their professional lives. 

Worst of a11, however, was their professional feeling that 
the new League of Nations concealed a desperate loss of 
security. For the French General Staff, deprived both of a 
separate Rhineland and of the Anglo-American alliance, there 
was the contemplation of an imbalance of force and indusuial 
potential already weighted against France and swinging 
steadily in Germany's favour. For the British General Staff and 
the Board of Admiralty there was the growth of Soviet pressure 
on Afghanistan, Persia and India and the increasing threat from 
Japan on the one hand and the continuous American demand 
for parity at a level which suited the Congressional require­
ments of the US Navy rather than the strategic needs of the 
Empire on the other. For the German General Staff, now 
concealed behind the modest title of the Trup~namt, there 
was the impossible task of defending Germany's eastern and 
western frontiers against France and Poland with an army of 
100,000 men, a rag, tag and bobtail of Home Guards, 
Freikorps, SA, etc. and no air force. There was a strong element 
of make-believe in both manoeuvres and military planning in 
all the major powers, save only in Italy where, secure in MuSIO­
Iini's hymning of their praises, the Italian generals gave up any 
serious military responsibilities entirely. 

These feelings of insecurity were greatly increased after 1931. 
The British Chiefs of Staff had seen their military expenditures 
limited by the original Ten Years Rule in 1919. The provision 
that no war could be expected for ten years had been reiterated 
in the years 1925--7 for each of the services. In 1928 Winston 
Churchill had made it a revolving provision. In 1931 despite 
the protests of the Chiefs of Staff, military expenditure had 
been eut still more drastically to balance the crisis budget of 
the autumn when Britain went off gold. The Japanese attack 
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in Manchuria in September 1931 and the actiYilies of the 
Japanese n:w:~llanding party in its conAict with the Nineteenth 
Chinese Route Army in Shanghai in February 1932 had con­
fronted the British Chiefs of Staff with a situation in which 
'the whole of our territory in the Far East', as they reported 
to the Committee of Imperial Defence that same month,• 'as 
well as the coastline of India and the Dominions and our vast 
trade and shipping lies open to attack .•• ' The Ten Years Rule 
was abolished. But the services were warned that the 'very 
serious financial and economic situation ••. would not justify 
an expanding expenditure by the Defence Services.'• 

To the Japanese threat in the Far East was added, in January 
1933, the appointment of Adolf Hitler as German Chancellor. 
His acceleration of the clandestine rearmament of Germany, 
especially in the air, quickly became known to the British and 
French, whose sources of information on the previous level of 
German armament were remarkably full, even, in the French 
case, to the point of considerable exaggeration. There was a 
joint Anglo-French Jlmarcllc in Berlin in the summer of 
1933.' and the revision of Macdonald's disarmament proposals 
of March 1933, put forward by Sir John Simon in September, 
was directly justified by the increasing disquiet which Hitler's 
actions in this field and against Austria had occasioned. Hitler's 
reply was to withdraw both from the League and Disarmament 
Conference. British negotiators attempted to reach a modus 
viutndi in the winter of 1933-·h and Hitler threw in his monel 
of spurious reasonableness in the form of a proposal for a 
3oo,oocrman army. But the publication early in April1934 of 
the new German defence budget which included sizeable open 
increases in expenditure gave the Doumergue-Barthou Govern­
ment of National Concentration in France the opportunity to 
denounce all funher discwsions on disarmament in its Note 
of 17 Apriii934·' 
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What m:ade the Frenc:h government's gesture so extraordinary 
wa.s th:at inste:ad of accompanying it with a programme of re­
armament for the French armed forces, it cut French defence 
expenditure still further. The vigour of the government was 
put into Barthou's search for military allies, in the Soviet Union 
and in Italy, a search continued by Laval after Barthou's 
assassination, French strategy remained unchangai in its major 
essentials, though there was a small but significant change in 
the rate: at which the frontier fortifications were being prepared 
and in the attitude of the High Command to the defence of the 
northern frontier. To understand the change it is necessary to 
go back a bit to the debate on the Maginot Line. 

This vital debate: on the report of the Commission on 
the Defence of the Fronliers took place before the Consci.l 
sup&icure de Ia Guem: on 17 December 19.26 and 18 January 
1927.1 I described in an earlier chapter the considerations that 
had lead the Commission to propose a fortification of France's 
frontiers: the expected decline in the French birthrate, the 
belief that the lessons of 1914-18 pointed to the superiority of 
fire-power on the battlefield, and the necessity of preventing a 
second invasion and capture of France's richest industrial areas, 
lying as they do so close to the frontiers. To these points were 
added, in the minds of the assembled gc:ncrals and politicians, 
the knowledge that under the terms of the Treaty of Locarno 
the Rhineland was due to be evacuated by 1930. 

France's frontiers left six classic invasion routes open. In the 
south lay the Belfort gap. The frontier was then covered both 
by the Rhine and the Vosges up to the Lauter tributary of the 
Rhine at the point where the Rhine ceased itself to be the 
frontier, where a second route lay from Landau across to 
Hagucnau. A third route lay through Saarbriickcn towards 
Mctz, a fourth down the Moselle valley through Luxembourg 
towards Met:z or Montmedy. The heavily wooded Eifel and 
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Ardennes area and inundations along the Meuse intervened to 
separate the route to Mc:tz lrom that down the Sam.brc: and the 
Saillant de: Chinay towards le Cateau and the Oisc:. A fifth 
route lay down and ncross the Escaut towards Bethune, Douai 
and Lens and the sixth struck down the coast of Flanders past 
Hazebrouck.• 

The key to all this was the gap bet'A'«D the Vosges and the 
Ardennes, in which lay Mea. In the famous words of Vaubaa 
to Louis XIV: 'Lcs places fortes de votre Majeste dCfendent 
ehacune une province. MeiZ defend l'Etat. ' 10 Here, it was 
decided, the fortifications would be given all possible priority. 
Here they would be the: strongeSL The north was more diAicult. 
From the Ardennes to the sea the &ontier lay not with Germany 
but with Belgium, France's ally. To fortify the frontier would 
be to range henvy guns on the territory of France's ally, and to 
indicate to that ally that it had been written off by the French 
High Command. The question was really how to enter 
Belgium, as in 1914, to reinforce the Belgian line of frontier 
forci6cations, or whatever line could be held ag:Unst German 
attack behind the frontier. On that line battle would be joined. 
Although both PCtain and Foch assumed that French forces 
would enter Belgium whatever the Belgian attitude, Poincare, 
then President of the Council, pointed out the impossibility of 
entering if the Belgians did not wish it." What should then be: 
done? The battlefield would have to be: organised on the French 
frontier. In any case, since the: battle was to be: defensive on the 
French side, great quantities of mobile field fortifications 
material, pares mobiles, would be required. In the meantime 
the length of the northern frontier requiring defence was to be 
effectively reduced by an extensive system of inundations and­
this being a later addition'"-by the development of certain 
forti6cd areas and lines of concrete field fortifications. It was 
the latter that the French turned to on Hitler's advent to power. 



., Too Serious a Brttiness 

And it was at this point that budgetary considerations inter­
vened to make these fortified areas mere empty shells of what 
was originally planned. 

The years 1934-6 ~ disastrow for France. In Britain 
these were the years of the Defence Requirements Committ«, 
the years in which the rearmament programme was debated, 
radar embarked upon, the Spitfire and Hurricane adopted, 
specifications issued for a strategic bomber type. No comparable 
developments can be seen in France. The tentative discussions 
of a rearmament effort were hamstrung by the weakness of the 
Flandin and Laval Governments, and even the moneys voted 
could not be spent, owing to the bad organisation of the supply 
side of the French War Ministry and the desuetude which had 
overtaken the French armaments industry in the 192os.11 In 
1934 Sch~ider Crcusot's machine tools were over twenty years 
old. Prototypes were developed but not decided upon, even 
though discussions of frontier defence assumed the presence of 
the weapons in large numbers. The 47 mm anti-tank gun was a 
case in point. It took from 1934 to 1937 to authorise develo~ 
meot from a prototype because of a dispute over whether it 
should be regarded as an infantry or an artillery weapon. In 
the end the units had to make do with the %5 mm gun, the 
inadequacies of which were abundantly displayed in 1940. The 
Freru:h 81 bis heavy tank was excellent and could be produced 
at a rak of two to four a day. But there were seventeen different 
engines developed for it, none of them in mass production. '4 

The French were relying as usual on diplomacy rather than 
military power. In 1935 staff arrangements were reached with 
the Italians by which a French army corps fought on a put:l.rive 
Italo-Yugoslav front against a German invasion of Austria.'" 
The break-up of the Stresa front on the Ethiopian issue made 
this a dead letter within months of its signature. The Franco­
Soviet Pact of 1935 linked the French army with that of the 
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Soviets, which the French disttusted and still assessed by its 
defeat at Polish hancl5 in the battle o£ Warsaw. On 6 March 
the Belgians denounced their alliance with France, choosing in 
September 1936 a position of neutralism. On 7 March 1936 
Hitler's troopt marched into the Rhineland. 

The military reaction to this was to reiterate and reinforce 
the doctrine of the defensive, creating 'l'ossaturc pcrmancntc 
d'un champ de bataille','" by the construction of field works, 
barbed wire and anti-tank obstacles guarded by concrete pill 
boxes armed with machine-guns and, in particularly important 
sectors, casements for the famow French 75 mm, forbfict~tiotl 
Je campt~gne Junzble, permanent field fortifications. The aim 
was to fill in all the lrKtlnae in the existing fortifications, 
strengthen the continuous front on which all troops were 
placed. The speed of German rearmament, said General Wey­
g.and, did not permit anything revolutionary. Moreover, these 
permanent field fortifications \W:re a lot cheaper than the 
enormous emplacements of the Maginot Line proper. 

The French Military Intelligence was, in fact, grossly, almost 
grotesquely overestimating the strength of the German armed 
forces and its rate of development. In 1935 it estimated the 
effective strength of the German armed forces at about double 
the real figure: 700,000 as against 35o,ooo, most of whom 
were new rcccuits. Their sudden absorbrion made tht: old 
Secckt army of 1oo,ooo disappear almost entirely into training 
uJres.11 A year after the SA purge, the SA strength was being 
reckoned as the equivalent o£ sixty reacrve divisions, an estimate 
which was almost total nonsense, considering the obliteration 
of the SA ~adcrship by the 1934 murders. Five divisions of 
frontier police, which \W:re para-military forces, armed with 
light weapons and under military discipline, had been identi­
fied. What French Intelligence did not allow for was that, 
barring the J 5,000 men in the Rhineland, all these frontier 
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police were incorporated into the W elrrnuzdl by the dccrcc 
announcing German rearmament, so that French intelligence 
was coUDting them twice. As for the tanks and motorised 
infantry necessary for the a1141Jue br~llffllle so greatly feared 
by French observers, they were only beginning to come into 
production. 

This overestimation was to be continued throughout the 
years after 1935· In 19.36 French estimates gave 295,000 
Germans uadcr arms in the Rhineland at the moment of rc­
militarisation,•• a figure only obtained by counting the I 50,000 
members of the NSKK, the Nazi equivalent of the AA and 
RAC. A true figure would have been about JO,ooo, including 
the 15,000 of the LAnJespolizei. In I9J81ntelli~nce reported 
the Siegfried Line completed and manned with more divisions 
than were in the whole German army. 

What w.:1s even more cwious was that while ~ French 
military commentator made much of the terrors of the German 
tJIIaque brusqule and a need for ever increasing armaments to 
match it, there was never any suggestion that perhaps its tech­
niques ought to be adopted by the French army. A prototype 
French dive-bomber was examined and rejected. Light tanks 
were projected-and ultta heavy ones-but nothing was done 
to form them into whole Panzer divisions. Instead the French 
army huddled ever more d05Cly into its fortifications. In 
October 1932 it was planning to occupy the Saar and seize part 
of the Rhineland as a negotiating factor in the event of any 
German breach of Locamo. n In March 1936 it turned out that 
nothing could be done without general mobilisation, and that 
only the most preliminary examination of the possibilities had 
been carried out."0 Any action would take eight days to set into 
operation. Even the most small-scale of operations required 
full mobilisation. The letlie ett masse theory of warfare had 
imposed on the French Government and High Command 
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mud> the same ciikmma as h<dcvillcd American clcfcncc policy 
before Macnamara's reforms. It bad eliminated any chance of 
graduated deterrence, since it admitted only general war as 
the alternative to peace. 

Tbw the French army was huddled into its fortifications 
and pill boxes, determined to await the Gc:rm.an offensive, still 
believing, despite everything, that its continuous line could be: 
held against German armourc:d attack, a belief which bore an 
evc:r-dccrc:asing relationship to the arms and weapons their 
units actually bad as opposed to those on the drawing board, 
in prototype: state or awaiting adoption. French military thi.ok· 
ing was overloaded with Skybolts. 

The British situation was profoundly diJfcrcnt from that of 
France. French military thought was obsessed with the single, 
por=ially more powerful """'Y· British thlnking, by contrut, 
was distracted, literally, by commitments all over the world. 
In 193 7 Sir Thomas Inskip, then Minister for the Co-ordination 
of Defence defined Britain's defence tasks under four heads:•• 
the defence of Great Britain; the defence of Britain's trade 
routes; the defence: of Brilish and Commonwealth overseas 
territory; and the defence of the territories of their allies. These 
commitments were recognised in 1919. Indeed, the Admiralty 
rcprcsentalive bad faced severe criticism at the Imperial War 
Conference in 1917 for the manner in which Australia and 
New Zealand bad been left defenceless against the marauding 
of Admiral von Hipper's squadron in the Pacific.u In the 
1920s the commitments involved the protection of Awtralia, 
New Zealand and Malaya against possible Japanese pressure­
primarily a navy responsibility; the prom:tion of India against 
possible Soviet military pressure on Afghanistan and incitement 
of the North-West Frontier tribes; even protection of Canada 
against the United States. 

The Canadian problem only came: up briefly, during the 
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period of maximum pressure on Britain of the American 1916 
and 19 1 8 naval COJUtruction programmes when the decision 
was taken to lay down four super-battleships, the super-Hoods 
as they were known. At the time the Admiralty representative 
saw the problem entirely in terms of protecting the Canadian 
grain trade. =a Otherwise the defence of Canada against its over­
mighty neighbour to the south was left to the fertile imagina­
tion of the Canadian Director of Military Operations and 
Intelligence:, Colonel J. Sutherland ('Buster') Brown, whose 
conviction of the inevitability of war with the United States, 
unsharcd by any other member of the Canadian Defence 
Establishment, led him to draft Defence Scheme No. 1. This 
envisaged a grandiose invasion of the United States across the 
49th Parallel, occupying Spokane, Seattle, Portland, converg­
ing towards Fargo in North Dakota and continuing in the 
general direction of Minneapolis: not bad for a militia of 
38,000 whose: budget in 1921-:2. permitted a full rUne days' 
training that year.•• 

The brunt of the strategic planning prior to 1931 was 
inevitably borne by the Royal Navy. The Washington Treaties 
of 1922 had ended the Anglo-Japanese alliance, prohibited 
any new fortifications in the area lying between Singapore, 
Haw:Ui and the Japanese Home Islands, and put an effective 
limitation on the navy's capital ships and aircraft carriers which 
established on paper parity with the United States and an 
actual two-power standard as against Japan and France, at least 
so far as capital ships were concerned. The strategy evolved 
to cope with the navy's responsibilities divided the battle fleet 
between home and Mediterranean waters, envisaging the dis­
patch of the bulk of the Mediterranean Elect via Suez to 
Singapore in the event of Japanese bclligc:rency. The manoeuvre 
was planned but never executed, although the concentration of 
cruisers (some carrying troops) on Shanghai in 1927 afforckd 
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a kind of low-level demonstration of its possibilities. But the 
commitment (and the development o£ Singapore) remained 
unchallenged until 1939, though by 1935-6 it was clear that 
the cost of maintaining and providing replacements for a Aect 
capable of matching that of Japan in the Far East and of main-­
taining naval supremacy in European waters was beyond 
Britain'sfinancialcapacity.u 

To the defence of the Empire was added in 19:25 the military 
responsibilities of guaranteeing the Locarno Settlement. In the 
19:zos very little notice was taken of these in military terms. 
They remained a kind of solemn shibboleth to be produced 
whenever the Chiefs of Staff were required to report generally 
on Britain's military position. Since the guarantee had been 
given formally to all three of the States whose frontiers had 
been guaranteed, any serious military planning was out of the 
question. What I.ocarno did do was to focus the attention of 
the Army on the possibility of involvement in another large­
scale war on the Continent-the ultimate form of land-war in 
which the army would return to the pruition of dominance 
over its sister.serviccs it had occupied in 1916-18. 

The matter was of importance because of the growing body 
of opinion, led by Captain Liddell Hart's writings, that the 
commitment to send the BEF to France in 1914 had con­
stituted a disasb'Ous abandonment of Britain's previous wartime 
policy of using bet maritime supremacy to lure and extend her 
Continental enemies until their over-extensions and exhaustion 
made them vulnerable to the final ro•f' J~ grlce from Britain 
and her allies. Nowhere did this doctrine strike stronger hold 
than in the Treasury.• 

Hider's advent coincided with the beginnings of c:conomic 
recovery in Britain. For the 1934-5 financial year a smallish 
surplus was anticipated, allowing the services the chance to 
repair some of the deficiencies which the desperate need for a 
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balanecd budget had impoxd on them in 1931-5, and which 
had led them to warn openly that they could no longer guaran· 
tee the security of the Empire. It would have lxc:n adequate if 
the services had simply been given some guide as to how much 
eztra funding they could expect and left to produce their own 
increased estimates. II was the Treasury-or rather Sir Warren 
Fisher who hit on the device of an interdepartmental Cabinet 
committee, to make a common recommendation. The Defence 
Requirements CommiE*, consisting of himself, Sir Maurice 
Hankey, Sir Robert Vansittart and the three Chiefs of Staff 
was to be the result.u Sir Warren's Germanophobia was only 
matched by thai of Sir Robert Vansittan:, and his long.standing 
campaign to make the Civil Service function as an entity bad, 
in defence matters, been thwarted previously by the doctrinal 
llllilerences between Lord Trenchard and his army and navy 
colleagues. 

It was the combination of Fisher and Vansittart which forced 
the DRC to look beyond the menace of Japan to Germany 
and pronounce her the ultimate potential enemy against 
whom long-range defence policy must be planned. This same 
combination urged dual Britain's 'subservience' to America, 
on whom no reliance whatever could be placed, should be 
abandoned and the most strenuous efforts made to reach 
agreement with Japan.1' This latter view failed to com­
mand the support either of the Foreign Office or the Cabinet. 
Its enunciation clashed with the prollOUDcement of the 
Am.au doctrine and the revelation of Japanese determination 
to be &ce of the restrictions of the Washington and London 
Naval Treaties. lnEad, the long effort to 'educate' Ameri­
can opinion in the realities of the world situation and the need 
for common action in the Far Easl was embarked upon. It 
was to be some time before it appeared to be reaping any 
bene6ts. 
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Both army and air force were encouraged by the setting up 
of the DRC to think in lcrms of an expeditionary force with a 
sizeable air component. It was to prove a vain hope. The DRC 
report was referred to a ministerial committee. From this it 
re-emerged in June 1934·" It was again the Treasury, speaking 
through tbe mouth of the Chanedlor, Neville Chamberlain, 
which made the three vital points which were to aftcct British 
strategy. Financial weakness and the need for financial 
reoovcry meant that management would have to proceed on a 
basis of priorities. Priority would have to be given to the defence 
of Great Britain rather than to the Far East. The chief danger 
Britain faced was in the air. Thus the RAF would have its 
allocation increased but this would be firmly ried to the develop­
ment of Britain's air defences. The navy's hopes of a new two­
power standard were dismissed. The army could only look to a 
BEF as a second line, a long-term development. The six 
divisions of the original DRC were simply out. In accordance 
with this view, a Belgian request for a 'preventative guarantee' 
of her territory was turned down as 'inopportune'. 10 And the 
army's request for [,40 million was cut by over half. 

The Chiefs of Staff and their ministers naturally let out a 
howl of protest. Their estimates of German strength were at 
this time inAatcd though not as much as those of the French, 
giving the Germans :u infantry, 3 cavalry divisions, aad 2 

mechanised divisions in process of formation.•• Their figures of 
German rearmament in the air were more accurate. The public 
attack on them by Mr Churchill and others, using more 
exaggerated figures almost certainly supplied, for reasons that 
remain unclear, from official German as well as Nazi sources, 
led to two revised air programmes. The DRC was reconstituted 
and reported in July and again in November 1935.11 The most 
remarkable clement in its report was its selection of 1939 as 
the date beyond which it would not be safe to postpone aa 
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effective stak of preparedness. The second was its stern under­
lining of the impossibility of coping with three enemies at 
once:: 'A cardinal requirement of our national and imperial 
security is that our foreign policy should be so conducted u to 
avoid the possibility of developing of a situation in which we 
might be confronted simultaneously with the h05tility, open 
or veiled, of Japan in the Far East, Germ:my in the west and 
any Power on the main lines of communication between the 
two.' For, by November 1935, the Ethiopian affair had lined 
Britain and Italy firmly against each other. 

Once more the DRC trotted out the ncc:d for an expedi­
tionary force, now caJied the Field Force, for use in Europe, 
of five divisions, with provision for reinforcement with 
twelve: Territorial divisions over the first eight months of 
hostilities. Once: more it became clear that ministers wne far 
from happy about a major commitment to a Continental war. 
Expenditure on the Territorial divisions was postponed for 
three years. And when the Rhineland crisis of March 1936 
necessitated a promise of staff talks with the French and Bel­
gians, all that Britain could offer were two regular divisions 
ninety days after the outbreak of hostilities and then only on a 
basis of 'pcrhap5'." 

It was only at this dak, March 1936, that the official re­
armament of Britain as opposed to the repair of deficiencies 
began. And it began on the basis of an army the commitment 
of which to a European campaign was for three years given the 
lowest of all priorities by the majority of the Cabinet. The 
third DRC report recommended that the Field Force should 
be available within a fortnight of the outbreak of war. By 
December 1936 the Chancellor was already worried by the 
manpower implication of sending seventeen divisions overseas, 
was arguing that a large air force "-ould be more of a deterrent 
than a larger army and was pleading the danger from public 
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opinion if commitment to a major Continental campaign 
sce~d to be under preparation in peacetime:. In March 1937 
the Treasury realised that the estimates of the three services 
wert already escalating alarmingly. The Chiefs of Staft were 
still pressing for a limited Continental army of seventeen divi· 
sions. But in May the Chancellor, Chamberlain, became 
Premier, and the matter was again rtftrrcd to a committee. 
That committee already had other matters on its mind. One of 
them was the Admiralty's continuing demand for a genuine 
two-power standard. And its members wert also immensely 
concerned with Britain's vulnerability from the air, the spectre 
of a 'knock-out blow from the air' which, with the so-called 
'Ideal Scheme' of air defence, was currently being considered 
by the Committee of Imperial Defence." The 'Ideal Scheme,' 
it turned out, would absorb two of the twelve planned Terri· 
torial divisions. Its cost would greatly inftatc the &my 
Estimates. By December 1937 the position was so bad that Sir 
Thomas lnskip was induced to draw up the memorandum 
already cited which put the defence of the territories of Britain's 
allies fourth on the list of priorities, with the ruling that for 
the time being no provision could be made for this; the primary 
role of the army became 'the defence of imperial commitments, 
including anti-aircraft defence at home', 

Thus was enunciated the notion of a war of limited liability, 
co be fought in defence of imperial commitments, on a scale of 
intensity less than that to be expected in operations against 
Germany on the Continent, Srratcgic commentators played 
with the idea of a small armoured corps of two Clitc divisions 
for Continental commitments. •• But the truth was that dlC 
arm~ forces wert locked up in Egypt and Palestine, facing 
the Arab revolt and a steady build up of Italian troops in 
Libya.•• For, by the summer of 1937 Anglo-Italian relations 
had deteriorated to the point where the possibility of war had 
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reluctantly to be facc:d by the military planners. When an 
Italian submarine attacked a British destroyer on the Spanish 
non-intervention patrol, war came very close indeed. In Feb­
ruary 1938 the proposals for the Field Force were consequently 
revised to provide four infantry divisions and one mobile 
division, to be ready within two months of the outbreak of war 
'in an Eamrn theatre': two more divisions were to be ready 
afru four months." Nothing more would be available until 
the eighth month at the earliest. Even these proposals were 
subject to Cabinet reduction. 

At chat moment two and a half infantry divisions or their 
equivalent were engaged in colonial garrison duties. A mobile 
division was in process of being organised in Egypt. The 
Indian Government was committed to providing three brigade 
groups for overseas service, one for Egypt and Aden, one for 
Singapore and one to protect the Persian oil fields. There were 
57,000 British troops in India. 

In March 1938, the Gcrmaos marched into Austria. British 
intelligence reported that the German army could put one 
hundred infantry and four to six armoured divisions into the 
field in the event of war-a considerable exaggeration.•• At the 
end of April 1938 the French ministers Daladicr and Bonnet 
appeared in London pressing for staff talks in view of the 
obviow prospects of a German-Czechoslovak conflict. They ran 
into very deep misgivings on the part of the Chiefs of Staff.11tis 
is hardly surprising, since the best that could be done wu to 
provide the first echelon of the Field Force, two divisions with 
an incomplete quota of Corps troops and many deficiencies in 
equipment. Nothing more could be provided for a year or more 
after dtc outbreak of hostilities. Indeed, in Mr Chamberlain's 
view, the only reason for their dispatch was to protect the 
Advanced Air Striking Force.•• 

To such a pitch had the financial and strategic anxieties of 
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Britain brought her that in military terms she bad practially 
deserted the European mainland entirely. The army was only 
prepared for a war in an eastern theatre. The navy was com­
mitted to blockade but also to a major transfer of forces to Far 
Eastern waters in the event of a Japanese threat to Singapore or 
Australia. Secret Anglo-American stall talks on future action 
against Japan in fact took place in January 1938 in London." 
The major part of Britain's armed forces was tied down in 
Palestine and the Middle East on the imperial lines of com­
munication. Militarily, Britain had virtually abandoned Europe 
and the stability of the European system-a fact of which 
Hitler's address to his generals on Guy Fawkes Day 1937, the 
Hossbach Conference, shows him to have been well aware. 
Politically, however, Britain remained part of the European 
system ... In only five months, Britain was pressing France for 
staff talks. Jn seventeen months Britain was at war. How this 
came about is a matter of politics rather than strategy. Jt did 
little to reduce the incidence of military pessimism. 

Certainty of British involvement, moral certainty, was the 
principal cause of military pessimism for Germany. The Ger­
man armed forces had spent the 1920s gloomily confronting 
their almost total inability to guarantee the defence of their 
country against France and her Polish and Czech allies. The 
German navy seriously wondered whether it was worth making 
any plans for war in the North Sea with the apparent impossi­
bility of stopping any French offdlsive west of the Elbc. Retreat 
behind the Skagcrrak and K.attegat and the sealing off of the 
Baltic appeared all that could be hoped for.ta Seen through the 
eyes of the Trupf!enamt, the Ein1110hnerwe!Jren and the politi­
cal para-military forces seemed only of the most limited military 
usefulness, units whose sacrifice might give a littJe more time 
for the preparation of defences deeper within Gcrmany.n 
Mobilisation plans were exercises, no more. In 1931, at a time 
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of great tension with Poland, the best that could be plano~ was 
to use German superiority at sea to cut the enemy off from the 
sea and destroy the coastal fortifications of Gdynia.u 

On his advent to power Hitler ordered a rearmament pro­
gramme to be completed by 1938'~ and announced his intention 
of malcing an agreement with Britain.•• The news was greatly 
comforting to his hearers. His wilder ravings about Leknll'flum 
were at first simply dismissed by his hearers as typical political 
ramblings. His adventurousness, on the other hand, they found 
alarming. 

The depth of their anxieties can be inferred from the orders 
issued by General von Blomberg on 25 October 1933 on the 
occasion of German withdrawal from the League. 11 The strict­
est secrecy was enjoined. Military .sanctions &om France, 
Belgium, Poland and Czechoslovakia were feared. Any attack 
on German shipping, and any entry on sovereign German terri­
tory was to be met with armed resistance on the spot without 
reference to chances of military success. In May 1934• he 
ordered that in the event of enemy action 01gainst the Rhineland 
the frontier forces were to be strengthened by bringing in the 
SA.41 The purge of the SA leadership in June 1934 nude the 
proposal useless. By October 1934 the institution of military 
sanctions by France was recognised as a casus belli.•' The 
signature of the German-Polish Non·Aggrcssion Pact in 
January 1934 had greatly relieved the military planners' fears 
of a new two-front war. But the intention of the 1933 orders 
to treat any military sanctions 01gainst Germany as w.u was 
underlined when the decision was taken on r:z March 1935 to 
reissue the orders of October 1933 under the title 'Instructions 
for the first phase of Command in War•.•o 

By March 1935, however, the political situation had 
worsened. The presuppositions as outlined by General von 
Rcichcnau•• were: a Franc~Italian decision to attack Germany, 
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a Czech mobilisation, Russian air force plans to use Czech 
bases against Gcnnaay, British and Belgian neutrality. Von 
Reicbenau envisaged a French invasion of the Rhineland, 
Italian invasion of Austria to be met by the holding of the 
Roer-Rhinc-Black Forest line, and a sudden attack on Czccho.. 
slovakia, once her attitude was clear, to deny Rwsia the air 
bases. It was in pursuit of this latter idea that von Blomberg Oil 

z May 1935 ordered the study of a sudden attack on an 
unnamed south-cast state 'without rtfcrcncc to the unsatis­
factory state of our armaments at the moment'. The subsequent 
fate of this order to which the code name Schul~~t~g was given 
is difficult to ttacc. '1 Some of it must have occupied the GcllCI'al 
Staff, as a year later von Blomberg issued an order rebuking 
stalf officers for careless talk on the subject of military prepara­
tions against Czechoslovakia. •• The date of the Schulung order 
is significant: it was the date of the signature of the Russo­
Czechoslovak Pact, complementary to the Franco-Soviet Pact. 

Orden for the year 1935-6 were, in fact, issued in July 
1935 to cover the defence of the western frontiers of Germany. 
They have not SUI'Yivcd; but it is clear from the orders issued 
at the time of the rcoccupation of the Rhineland that they 
covered the same ground as the 1933 orders.11 The Rhine was 
to be held by the armed LtznJespolizei against all attempts to 
CC05S it. All bridges and all Aoating craft on t:he Rhine were to 
be destroyed. The fall-back position lay in the Black Forest 

"'"· The dedsion to reoccupy the Rhineland was taken by Hitler 
in the course of February 1936. Two sets of considerations 
appear to have governed his timing. The first was the clear 
evidence t:hat Mussolini, one of the two guarantors of Locarno, 
was threatening to denounce it, if France agreed to apply oil 
sanctions against him. The other was an instinct that the 
Ethiopian conAict was nearing its end, and that if he did not 
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act soon, the chance of profiting from the disarray into which 
it had thrown the Strcsa front would be lost. The manoeuvre 
was brilliandy executed on the political front. In all only 
fifteen battalions were used actually to enter the Rhineland and 
only three of these, reinforced with tanks and armoured cars, 
actually CJ'055Cd the Rhine. Behind them, however, the bulk 
of the new German army, thirteen infantry divisions divided 
into three army commands, with the main weight, eight divi· 
sions in all in the south, was made ready. T~ advance troop5 
were under instruction to occupy prepared fortificati.ons­
Spt"aone-and to halt the enemy advance. In general, an 
invasion of German territory was to be treated as before, as 
WM. 

In the event, as noticed earlier, the action passed off without 
any Fm:~ch or British reaction. The Anglo-French stiff talks 
of April 1936 caused some political alarm and the German 
Foreign Ministry gave wide circulation to a speech in the 
Commons by lloyd George. But the German military and 
naval attaches in London, Colonel (later Gmcral) Gcyr von 
Schwcppcnberg and Captain Wasmer, were able to report in 
detail on the very limi~ availability of British forces, The 
provisional war instructions for the German navy issued on 
27 May 1936," therefore, specifically left war with Britain out 
of consideration as 'Suc:h a war', in tiM: drafting officer's words, 
'would have: to be conducted under spec:ial conditions and in 
such a case no war instructions looking to a successful termina­
tion of the war could be issued in advance.' The 'normal case' 
was ther~for~ ta~n, a war on two fronts with France, Russia, 
Lithuania, Czechoslovakia and possibly Poland. Italy's atritud~. 
according to the navy, had no influence on the war order. The 
neutrality of Britain, the Netherlands, the United States and 
Japan was, however, all-important. 

That summer the commanders' war games, as noticed 
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above, again involved the question of a strategic: pre-em.plive 
strike against Czechoslovakia. That it was sti.ll only a matter 
of staff studies is shown by von Blomberg's rebuke of those who 
had made it the subject of war games and aercises at a lower 
level. 

In the meantime, however, the key word was 'quiet'. The 
German Foreign Minister told the American Ambassador to 
Moscow, William BuJlitt, that unlil the new western fortifica. 
lions were completed Germany would keep her head down." 
So in fact she did, the only military involvcmcDt being the 
dispatch of the Condor legion to Spain. Hitler in the meantime 
bad embarked on a majordlort to usc the Spanish Civil War to 
create an anti.Soviet front. The anti..COmintcrn pact and the 
Axis were the general outcome. The sincerity of the policy can 
be seen in the secret memorandum with which he launched 
the second round of rearmament, the Four Year Plan." This 
memorandum drafted in August 1936 after prolonged rows 
with Schacht, who regarded any further rearmament as likely 
to prove disastrous to the German economy, was predicated 
as the belief that war with Rwsia was inevitable. The economy 
-and the armed forces-were given foW' years to be ready for 
w". 

In the summer of 1937, Re;dukrieglmin;sler von Blomberg, 
now Field Marshal, issued new military orders for the year 
1937-8 ... The general section with which these orders opened 
noted that no danger of aggression against Germany existed 
at that moment. No power wanted war, and the deficic:ncies 
in their preparations for war, 'in particular those of Russia', 
von Blomberg gave as the grounds for this so very definite 
statement. Continoous preparations for war were, however, 
ncccssary in order to counter attacks at any time 'to enable the 
military exploitation of politically favourable opportunities 
should they occur'. Plans were to be drafted for the probable 
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counc o£ military action in the event of war with France, 
Russia and Czechoslovakia. Case Red covered attack in the 
west, defence in the cast; and Case Green, attack in Czecho­
slovakia and defence in the west. 

German military intelligence, it should be noted, w;u no 
better at assessing the plans of potential enemies than were the 
intelligence services in France and Britain. In the case of war, 
the instructions noted: 'The opening of the war will probably 
be accompanied by an all-out attack by the French army and air 
force ••• ' Hardly could the drafter have displayed his total ignor­
ance of French military theory and plans more convincingly. 
The political provisos were British neutrality. British par­
ticipation, the memorandum noted, would result in 'our mili­
tary position being worsened to an unbearable, even hopeless, 
state'. These orders, it must be emphasised, were directed 
eventually at the General Staff. They involved general prepara­
tions, preparations for the two most likely eventualities, Case 
Red and Case Green, and staff studies pure and simple for the 
special cases: Otto (a coup de main against Austria). Richard 
(war with Republican Spain), and Enlargement Red/Green, 
the addition of Britain, Poland or Lithuania to the enemies 
envisaged in Red and Green. Although they envisaged possible 
aggressive action, they did not include any rime or date. The 
row which followed their issue, to which I referred earlier, was 
part of the on-going struggle between the Chief of Staff to the 
Army and the War Ministry on the matter of responsibility. 

Hitler's Hossbach address was, ho\\-ever, to confine this 
struggle to the archives. For the first rime a timetable was men­
tioned, even if in the vaguest of terms. It was this which upset 
the military men, von Blomberg and Fritsch, and the! Foreign 
Minister, Baron von Ncurath, so much as to cause Fritsch to 
ask if he ought to cancel his leave, and determine Hitler to be 
rid of them as soon as possible. The rest of the spccc:h they had 
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heard before, ad naustam, with one: other exception-Hider's 
characterisation of Britain as a hate-crazed antagonist. The 
prospect of war with Britain loomed menacingly on the 
horizon. Fritsch uiterated his fears of a French olfcnsivc: in the 
Rhineland, the Siegfried Line being in his view of insignificant 
value. Von Blomberg characterised the German motorised 
divisions as still more or less incapable: of movement. Raeder 
and von Nc:urath umaincd in appalled silc:ncc:, Von Blomberg 
was. howc:ver, sufficiently moved to reverse the orders for Case 
Green a month later with an c:laboratc: 'iffy' and 'butty' 
political introduction." This had the effect of directing General 
Beck's attention to the ual seriousness of Hider's plans and 
suppo!itions. The stage: was set for the long battle of the sununcr 
of 1938 which was to end with Beck's resignation and the 
Munich Conference, the triumph of radical nationalist politics 
over a military conservatism which was, as we shall sec in the 
next chap~r. to become steadily more 'European' in iu 



5 Reluctant Warriors: European Chiefs 
of Staff and the Fear of War, 1938-1939 

The European Chiefs of Staff had good reasons for the profound 
pessimism with which they regarded the prospects of war in 
1938. In no case bad the programmes of rearmament embarked 
on in the mid-19301 reached their positions of fulfilment. Fear 
of attack from the air, fear of a war on two fronts, fears of the 
new weapons added 1o the general unrcadincss which sat so 
heavily on the shoulders and troubled the sleep of the Chiefs of 
Staff and their staffs of planners and intelligence advisers. But 
their fears were the stronger for being fitted into a framework 
of thought about the nature of modern war which encom­
passed a much wider circle of official advisers in the various 
European governments than the professional military. This 
framework of thought centred on the war potential of the 
various European nations-that is, on their relative capacity in 
terms of industrial strength, accessibility to raw materials, 
capacity for earning foreign exchange and mobilising foreign 
credit, trained industrial manpower and agricultural potential, 
in a word, a German word, Webrwirtschaft. 

The concept of Wehrwirtscht~ft was developed in Germany 
in the reftections of the German General Staff on the reasons 
for Germany's defeat in the 1914-18 war. Its arch-prophet 
was General Georg Thomas, who entered the Armaments 
Office, the Heenstt~t~Oenamt of the Reichs~t~thrministerium in 
1928, became its chief in 1933, and in 1934 became head of the 
newly created office for Wellrwirtschaft tmd WaOen~t~tsen. and 
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remained Germany's leading expert iD the fic1d until his powers 
and office were swallowed up ia Albert Speer's take-over of the 
Ministry for Armaments and Munitions in 1942.' He defined 
the field as including 'the measures for the technical economic 
preparation of the [nation's] economy for war and, as a pre­
paration for that, the exercise of inftucncc upon the peacetime 
economy in W"ms of armaments, by thoJc responsible for 
national defence'.• In his view it also encompassed the 'study 
of the economic thoughts for war of onc's own country and of 
other statl:s, u well as the stUdy of the intctrclationships be­
tween the CCOJlOmy and the strength of the [nation's] military 
ponure both in actual and in ideal terms.'' The definition 
betrays in its mixture of the intellectual and the pragmatic 
the philosophical idealism of the German and the practical 
training of the professional soldier. 

The nearest British equivalent is the concept of 'economic 
warfare', one which seeps inlo the papers of the Committee of 
Imperial Defence in the mid-19305 without any philosophical 
discussion or trace of its authorship.' It too grew out of the 
experience of the Ministry for the Blockade in the First World 
War. It represented, however, the coming together of three 
different sets of developments. The first of these was the setting 
up in 1919, as a weak successor to the wartime Ministry of 
Blockade, of the Advisory Committee on Trade Questions in 
Time of War. It met very rarely in the 1920s but from 1935 
its Sub-Committee on Economic Pressures was engaged in con­
sidering the question of economic sanctions against Italy in 
particular,and economic prcsSW'eS in time of conflict in general. 

The second development was the establishment in 1924 by 
the Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) of the Principal 
Supply OJficcrs Committee, a standing committee consisting 
of the principal supply officers of the three armed services and 
a representative of the Boord of Trade. The Committee's 
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responsibilities were to ascertain and keep a watch on stocks 
of raw materials; to prepare a list of CJSCntial items and make 
arran~ments to prohibit their export in time of war; to pre­
pare plans for increased output; to maintain lists of contractor! 
who could be called on in time of war; and to report periodic· 
ally on all these matters to the main committees. The intention 
was to create what the official historians called 'a machinery 
and habit of constant and sympathetic consideration' of the 
problems of supply in wartime. The Committee was enlarged 
in 1927 by the inclusion of the Dominions High Commissioners 
and put wtdcr the direct chairmanship of the President of the 
Board of Trade." 

The third development took place in 1929 when the Cabinet 
and CID fowtd themselves confronted with a number of 
reports, originally of French provenance, on 'industrial 
mobilisation' in time of war and on the interest shown in this 
subject in Germany. A small staff was brought together to 
study the matter in the winter of 1929-30, and &om this came 
in 1931 the Industrial Iotclligcncc Centre, set up by Major 
Desmond Morton, who had been seconded to the Board of 
Trade in 1929.•The Centre assumed a more overt role in 1935, 
being affiliated to the Department of Overseas Trade; but its 
reports continued to go directly to the CID. 

The economic and financial disaster which overtook Britain 
in the summer and autumn of 1931 made the consideration 
of British economic strength al»olutcly central to the whole 
rearmament process as the debate on it unfolded from 1935 
onwards. 

The position of the United States was of key importance in 
this. Roosevelt's behaviour in 1933 had left much of the 
Cabinet, especially Neville Chamberlain, convinced that his 
administration neither understood nor cared what the effects 
of their policy of concentrating entirely on the domestic 
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economy of the United States v.-crc on world trade in general 
and on Britain's economic position in particular.' The Presi· 
dent's unwillingness to show any understanding of the effects 
of American policy on Britain's capacity to service her war 
debts to the United States (and, to judge by his private corre­
spondence, his total lack of comprehension of the issues)' was 
followed by an equal unwillingness to moderate the effects of 
his dear silver policy on China's economic capacity to stand up 
to Japan in 1935· The Johnson Act of 1934, which barred 
access to the American capital market to any state in default 
on its cxistio.g obligations to the United States, and the 
American neutrality legislation of 1935--6, faced the British 
Government with the possibility that in a new war with Ger. 
many Britain would not only have to finance the war out of 
her own resomces but also act as the principal arsenal for 
herself and her allies. 

This prospect linked Britain's rearmament effort directly 
'th her economic strength and level of economic activity. In 
936 and early 1937 this was enough to sustain the level of 
ritish rearmament, and it was only the escalating costs of the 
rogramm.c itself which led the Treasury and the Minister for 
e Co-ordination of Defence, Sir Thomas lnskip, to put on 

he brakes. In his second report to the Cabinet of early 
ebruary 1938,• Inskip, for example, pointed out that the 
rvicc estimates seemed to be running at J.z,ooo million 
stead of the £.1,500 million originally envisaged. 'Nothing', 

e wrote, 'operates more strongly to deter a political aggressor 
attacking this country than our f economic] stability. But 

other counb'ics were to detect serious signs of strain, the 
nt would at once be lost.' Given the current existing 

vourable conditions of trade, the Treasury, he reported, felt 
ritain could finance a five-year defence programme of [.I,65o 
illion. But, he continued, the plain facts were that 'it is 
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beyond the rt~Durccs of this country to make proper provision 
in peace for the defence: of the British Empire against three 
major powers in three different theatres of war'. The Chancel· 
lor, Sir John Simon, in the Cabinet discussion of this report, 
added that the figure of b ,650 million 'not only placed a 
terrible strain on the national finances but could not be increased 
without financial disorganisation to an extent which might 
weaken this country'. •o 

The favourable terms of trade were: not maintained. By 
November 1938, with the Roosevelt recession biting hard, Sir 
John Simon was protesting that the yield in revenue was 
'sagging with the declining activity of the country as a 
whole .••. In the end our monetary reserves which have already 
been heavily depleted since the fMunich] crisis by the with­
drawal of foreign capital from this country would be: still more 
rapidly exhausted and we should have lost the means of carry­
ing on a long struggle altogether.'11 Sir Warren Fisher had 
spclt out the British version of W~hrwirtsch•/1 in his comments 
on Sir Thomas Inskip's fint report in December 1937:11 

~ ~:~~~s;:e:r~~':~ !It :C~~ ~:Jv:':=:~~ 
The Treasury is as much concerned with our military sur­
vival as are the military de_partl!lentsj without economic 
stability-which includes conttoued capacity to obtain necessi­
ties from. abroad, the best usc: of manpower and the maximum 
industrial power-we shall be defeated. 

The view taken by lnskip and Chamberlain as to the deter­
rent power of Britain's economic strength certainly held more 
than a grain of truth so far as the German military and indus­
trial advisers to Hitler were concerned. Germany's foreign 
exchange earnings even in 1936 were less than adequate to 
cover the raw material import needs of the armaments industry 
and the gap between the consumption and production of food. 
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It was this situation which led the Economic Minister, Dr 
Schacht, ;,m •li•, to urge a n:duction in the pace of German 
rearmament and to embark on his own negotiations for a 
Jltente with the French Popular Front Government of Uon 
ilum. u This situation led to the setting up of the Four Y car 
Plan. The o:pericncc of the first eighteen months of the Four 
Year Plan was by no means happy. The most rigid controls 
could not, for example, prevent a shortage of sheet steel &om 
developing, which slowed down parts of the armament pro­
gramme to a noticeable CXftDL The Hoobach Conference was, 
in fact, originally called 10 decide on priorities in the allocation 
of armour plate between the three armed services. Hider's 
change of heart towards Britain is more than adequately illus­
trated by the fact tlw his decision awarded the priority to the 
navy. Schacht's increasing disagreements with Goering led to 
his resignation in November 1937· But even the deliberate 
avoidance of any armament in depth could not prevent the 
foreign exchange situation worsening, with consequent dfccts 
on the supply of food, steel, non-ferrous metals and oil. Even 
the W elrrmacht had to accept a considerable export activity by 
the very armaments industry whose products they most needed 
themselves. The pmiti.on grew steadily worse throughout 1938, 
the Sudeten crisis and the general tensions of the year being 
reBccttd in a further increase in raw materials prices, especially 
non-ferrous metals. 

It was this which led the ecOJlOIDic advisers to the German 
Government to their last efforts early in 1939 to get Hitler to 
slow down the rate of rearming-but in vain. Schacht was 
removed from his remaining office. State Sccrc:tary Brinkmann 
retired with a had nervous breakdown after a speech in Cologne 
in which he was reponed to have said that Germany had 
exhausted her foreign reserves, emptied the state's coffers, 
reached the limits of taxable capacity and produced a demand 
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for manpower so acute that the quality of the work was simply 
no longer rc:liablc." The Army General Staff, it emerges, were 
grossly overestimating France's military and industrial poten­
tial. In the technical literature can be found statements to the 
effect that (by contran with Germany) France was largely 
self-supporting in food. The French armaments industry was 
described as being in its 'scope and productivity the strongest 
in Europe'.•• In modern warfare, it was said, each soldier under 
arms needed seven to eight workers in industry to support him. 
Thus an army of three million would nc:cd a labour force of 
fifty-four million which, lacking any overseas credit, Germany 
was quite incapable of providing. As for the Blitzkrieg, or 
rather the short war, the General Staff's view was that this 
false conception had already led once to Germany's ruin, in 
1914. And it was an automatic assumption of virtually all 
writers on Wel~rwiTtsdraft in Germany that in the event of 
war with Germany, Britain would again, as in 1914-18, be 
able to rely on American industrial st~ngth. 

It is against this background that the pessimism of the 
General Staffs in 1938 and 1939 must be considered. nte 
easiest to discuss arc the Italians. The rigid separation between 
the three armed services, the absence of anything resembling 
a combined Chiefs of Staff machinery or a Ministry of Defence, 
Mussolini's own complete lack of either staff or expertise, 
meant that the approach of war in Europe found the Italian 
armed forces militarily unprepared, without any plans save 
thco~rical staff exercises prepared by the staffs of the three 
services virtually in a vacuum. Since rhe~ we~ no war plans, 
there we~ no plans for industry. Mussolini himself seems to 
have remained in the profoundest ignorance of all this, con­
vinced by his own rhetoric that all was well with the forces of 
the inheritor of the mantle of Pompey and Caesar. 

This alone can explain the extraordinary ignorance he was 
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to displ;•y in the ~ummc:r of 1 ,39· having signed the Pact of 
Stccl, the alliance with German}' in M:1y 1939. In 1939, 
according to the Diaries of Count Ciano, his son-in-law, he had 
been reduced to instructing the F:.scist prefects of each region 
to make a visual count of the aircraft on the military airJields 
in their regions as the: only way of learning the real strength 
of the Italian Air Force.'" Already in February 1939, Ciano 
was still recording Mussolini's total ignorance of what was 
going on in the army and air force." The revelations of the 
unpreparedness of the Italian army for war, which Ciano 
unleashed on him in August 1939 to stop him rushing into war 
with France, came as a total surprise." Yet the Italian military 
at least had been broadcasting their anxieties for well over a 
year. While Mussolini was carefully burying von Ribbentrop's 
request for an immediate German-Italian-Japanese alliance 
the previous October, General Pariani, the Chief of the Italian 
Army Staff, was expressing himself to the Germans on the need 
for German-Italian staff conversations in tones of near panic." 
The possibility of war with France:, let alone with Britain, had 
reduced him to a state of nerves so embarrassing to the German 
High Command that their military attache in Rome had to be 
instructed to have nothing to do with him for the rime being.11 

The French army in 1938-9 displays a similar deterioration 
in morale, slower perhaps but none the less significant. 
Officially the French army leadership, especially General 
Gamelin, was always confident. They saw no reason to doubt 
the effectiveness of the defensive strategy they had adopted or 
their ability to go over to the offensive once the German attack 
had been dc:fe:~.ted. Only in one area were France's c.lefcnces 
insufficient. That was in the air. Pierre Cot, Air Minister in the 
Blum Government had :~greed in October 1936 to an expan· 
sion of the French air force to r .500 front-line machines over 
five years."' In 1937 this figure was cut to thrtt years, but the 
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record of the nation.aliscd aircraft industry in 1937 was deplor· 
able. In January 1938 Cot was succeeded as Air MiDister by 
Guy Ia Cham.bre who introduced a target of 1,800 aircraft by 
1 January 1939 rising to 2,6oo by 1941 with one hundred per 
cent reserves. At the same time he put out the first feelers for 
a large-scale purchase of aircraft in Amcrica.21 In the mean· 
time, however, FtaDCe was defenceless against air attack and 
the Air Staff insisted on the need to avoid war in 1938. On 15 
March when M. Blum, once more Premier, asked the: Comitl 
ptrmanente de Ja drfetue ntUionale to examine the case for 
intervention in Spain, the Chief of Air Staff, General Vuillemin, 
said that would mean the annihilation of his forces within a 
fortnight."' That same day, the ComitJ also considered how 
France could actively assist in the defence of Czechoslovakia. 
It emerged from the presentations by M. Daladicr, then W:u 
Minister, hacked by the Chitfs of Staff to the Army and the 
Air Force, that all France could do was to pin down a number 
of German divisions on the western frontier. A major offensive 
wu simply excluded. It would run into the German frontier 
fortifications, the Siegfried Line, the state of completion of 
which French intelligence grossly overestimated.•• 

The matter was greatly complicated by Gamelin's unwilling· 
ness to say anything which might provide a handle for the 
politicians to use against the military. Thus. during the May 
weekend crisis of 1938, asked what France could do for 
Czechoslovakia, he replied 'I will attack •, but warned that it 
could be 'a long and exacting battle'.•• On 8 June he issued 
orders for a French attack on the Rhineland to be launched 
through the Saarland against the German defences; but his 
instruction that only a minimum number of troops were to be 
used makes it dear that what was envisaged was a rcconnair 
sance in force.11 Gamelin was, in fact, concerned that the 
French political leadership should be nudged into inactivity 
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but QDI: in such a way that they could put the blame on the 
army. 

This can be seeD in the careful discounting by him and his 
stall of the highly optimistic: reports of the Frcnc:h military 
attachC in Moxow. In 1937 he even refused the Soviets per· 
mission to attend the French autumn manoeuvrcs.u In April 
1938 he said he preferred Rwsiao. neutrality. n And in Septem­
ber he told Daladicr that Rwsia could only be of secondary 
i.tnportanc:e in the dc£cncc of Czechoslovakia.• French military 
intelligence paid especial attention to the effects of the purges 
on the Soviet military system. Their denigration of the Czech 
military in 1938, whom they had previously rated very highly, 
was the subject of bitter protest by General Faucher, the French 
military attac:hC in Prague, who subscqucndy renounced his 
French citizenship." But the High Command had made the 
mistake of allowing him to remain in Prague for fifteen yean, 
and regarded him as more Czech than French in his judge-­
moot. 

The Air Staff's view was one of real panic:. During the month 
of August, General Vuillemin made a week's official visit to 
Germany. He was shown the production rates in the German 
air industry, he was given a demonstration of dive-bombers in 
action, he was shown airfields carefully pac:ked with aircraft, 
assembled each day from other fields to give him a vastly 
inflated figure of German air strcngth.11 His own gready 
exaggerated picture of the strength of the German air force 
was echoed by tho5c of the famous American flyer, Colonel 
Charles Lindbergh, then resident in France. •• The effect was to 
leave the French Air Staff with the feeling that their own air­
craft were largely outclassed. On his return to Paris, General 
Vuillcmin again told Daladier his air forces would be destroyed 
in the first fortnight of fighting. Frcnclt insistcnc:e that there 
should be no air operations against German towns in general 
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or against the Ruhr was directly bound up with the fear of 
reprisals. All the principal cities in northern France, including 
Paris, would have to be evacuated prior to a French offensive, 
so Gamelin told the British in September 1938.oa Daladier left 
for Munich with General Vuillemin's parting words. that the 
French air force only had 700 front line planes, that their 
performance was insu/fiStlnk, and that 6o per cent would be 
lost in the first fortnight of war. a' 

After Munich the French military continued to show the 
utmost pessimism in its judgement of Hitler's future plans. 
The collapse of Czechoslovakia had ended their old reliance 
on an eastern front as a means of restraining Hitler. Gamelin 
tried instead a southern front. His memoranda of October 
193811 looked to a strengthening of France's position with 
Spain on the one hand and Turkey and the Balkans on the 
other. Italy he considered a likely enemy, a view confirmed by 
Mussolini's organised campaign for Nice, Corsica and Tunis 
launched at the end of November 1938. Rearmament in the 
air was to be accelerated. Poland and Russia were wri~n off 
as allies, the Deuxi~me Bumru duly dismissing Soviet military 
preparation as bluff. Against Italy, the Comitt permflnente Je 
Ia Jlfmse nationfllt:, meeting on 24 February 1939, considered 
various alternatives.•- French weakness in the air which dictated 
the retention of French air forces in Metropolitan France 
inhibited seriow :action against Italy's African Colonies unless 
Britain could be persuaded to take over the air defence of 
northern France, as the Royal Navy had taken over the defence 
of France's North Sea littoral in 1912. This view, which 
Daladicr had already put to Chamberlain in November 1938, 
found no «"ho in Britain."' In the staff talks held at the end of 
March the British reminded the French of their undertaking 
to prot«"t the new BEF from the air. The French found the 
British obsessed by the air defence of Britain. •• 
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It was the British guarantee of Poland at the tnd of M.arch 
1939 that really .awokt the misgivings of the French High 
Comm.and. Its inevitable concomitant was the approach to 
Russia, a revival of the whole eastern front idea, which the 
French army had seen disappear at Munich. The French armed 
forces saw no reason to alter their low opinion of tht va1uc of 
the Red Army and Air Force. They still worried lest tht real 
Soviet aim was to provoke .a conRict in the West. 

French milituy plans remaim:d the same as in 1938. The 
Poles were told that a French offensive of 35-38 divisions on 
the north-e.ast frontier would be mounted after the fifteenth day 
of mobilisation ... They were left to infer that this would be: a 
major offensive designed to take advantage of German military 
concentration against Poland. It was the genera1 directive of 
3 1 May,•o which the Poles did not sec, which gave the game 
.away. The offensive promised to the Poles had become 'feeling 
out operations' to be undertaken in the: awareness of the need 
to 'c:ccmomise' on the use of infantry, tanks and artillery. It 
w.as only as they waited desperately for some relief from the 
Blitzkritg of early September that the Poles realised that they 
had bc:cn deceived ... 

The curiously irresp:10sible attitude of the French military can 
be seen most strongly in August 1939. The French military mis­
sion to Moscow was sent without any instructions on the crucial 
issue of the passage of Soviet troops through Pol.and and 
Roumania. The dispatch of Colonel Bcaufrc from the mission 
to Warsaw was not authorised in Paris.oz The news of the 
Nazi-Soviet Pact which represented a total defeat for the 
eastern strategy was nevertheless followed by a meeting of the 
ComitJ permtmtntt tit Itt di/ttut tJtttionttlt on 23 August at 
which, whatever later critics might say, it is difficult not to feel 
that the High Command presented a more favourable view of 
the French position than the known facts warranted, especially 
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in the Air Minister's remark that the air factor should not 
in8uence the government in the way it did at Munich.•• In fact 
there is a good deal to be said for the theory that Gamelin was 
determined not to provide the defeatist French Foreign 
Minister, Georges Bonnet, with any arguments that would 
strengthen his position, and that Gamelin's own view was that 
France could not afford not to fight if Britain and Poland were 
prepared to. And yet on 2 September when the Conseil 
suplrieun de lt1 guem met again, only two of its nineteen 
members, Generals BUhrcr and Giraud were 1 resolute partisans 
of war•.u Absent in his Madrid Embassy, Marshal PCtain 
could speak for the remainder in denouncing the 1 rash declara­
tion of war'." Nine months later the gap between Gamelin's 
bluff and the reality was exposed for what it was. 

The underlying pessimism of the French General Staft did 
not prevent the French Government &om following a foreign 
policy largely dictated by that followed by Britain. France 
found herself at war with Germany in September 1939 because 
the right wing, the future collaborators and ViclJyssaise, could 
not persuade French opjnion that Hitler was a better alternative 
to the aid provided by Britain. For them to triumph needed 
that defeat which was always on the cards since German re­
armament began. 

In the case of the German army and navy, control over 
strategic planning had passed irretrievably out of their hands 
in February 1938 with the crisis provoked by the resignation 
of Field Marshal von Blomberg and the trumping up of homo­
sexual charges agairut the Commander-in-Chief of the Army, 
General Fritsch. The establishment of the OKW, swiftly 
followed by the occupation of Austria, created an entirely new 
strategic situation at a moment when Hider had finally ~ 
vided himself with the machinery for exploiting it. He began 
in April 1938 by considering the prospects of a coup de main 
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against Czechoslovakia. 41 His military minions, Jodi and Keitel, 
dra•d their beds a little on the plans, knowing that their 
implementation depended on Hitler's success in persuading 
Mussolini to conclude ao alli.aoce. But as the FUhrer's visit to 
Italy in early May 1938 was an uomitigatcd disaster, Keitel's 
draft of 20 May indkatcd that the new orders were simply a 
revamping of the old Case Green to cover the period until the 
winter of 1938-9, when new orders would have to be issued 
anyway.4' At that point international nervowncss led to a war 
scare, limited Czech mobilisation and a British and French 
Jimtuellt: in. Berlin. Hitler was infuriated into ordering pre­
parations for an attack in Czechoslovakia to be timed for the 
end of Septanbcr 1938.41 

The course of the September crilis and the Munich confer~ 
encc obviated the need to put these orders inb) operation and 
left Hider frustrated in his desire for war. The outcome of his 
brooding was a complicated plan to mop up Czechoslovakia, 
reach a permanent agreement with Poland over Danzig and the 
Corridor, and conclude a military alliance with Italy and 
Japan, adequate to distract and weaken Britain and America. 
The military thinking behind this was revealed in a document 
of 26 November 1938 designed for usc in staff talks with 
Italy.4' It envisaged a knock-out attack on France through the 
Maginot Line, with the aim of depriving Britain of her main 
ally on the European mainland. These orders were in turn 
overtaken in April when the breakdown of the German-Polish 
negotiations, consequent on the German occupation of Prague 
aod the Mcmclland, led to the preliminary draft of orders for 
an attack on Poland,ao orders which were confirmed in May 
after the signature of the Pact of Steel alliance with Italy and 
the openings of the conversations destined 10 lead to the Nazi­
Soviet Pact.11 The troops in fact moved up to the frontiers on 
25 August only to be recalled at the last minute when it 
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[)ccame clear lhat Italy was wclchin~ ()D her OJJii:mcc, and dlill 
Britain would not seize on the Nazi-Soviet Pact as an excuse 
for withdrawing from her guarantee of Poland. Failing to 
manufacture a new way of getting Britain off the hook, Hitler 
wc=nt ahead with the attack on Poland on 1 September. The 
British ultimatum followed on 3 September-and war. 

Faced with this relentless onrush into war with Britain, the 
members of the German General Staff failed to maintain their 
cohesion or to develop any feasible alternative. Their principal 
weakness lay in the position and character of von Brauchitsch, 
the new Commander-in-Chief, a man overweighed with the 
rcsponsibilities of his office. But the isolation from the gener­
ality of the German nation imposed during the Sccckt regime, 
of which many were only too conscious, made the General 
Staff helpless before the increasing Nazificarion of the junior 
officers taken in after the introduction of conscription. Nor did 
~ short-run events always confirm the soundness of 1hcir 
long-term judgement. Only too ofkn they seemed lo confirm 
the: views of Hitler and his supporters. The: bulk of the generals 
rcactt:d by withdrawal into NursolJat~ntum, circumscribing 
their activities into the purely military round of duties and 
business. Their oppc»ition and doubts were well known to 
Hitler who, from the summer of 1939 until November 1939• 
gave himself repeated opporlunities for confronting their 
argumcnls and opposing them wilh his own ahernativc view 
of the strategic realities of the day. That many of his audience 
werr only too conscious of the revolutionary nature of the times 
through which they were living only weakened their assurance 
and confidence in their own judgement. His very sucttJs 
seemed to underline that he, rather than his opponents, under· 
stood aright the world around them. 

Thus when one talks of the opposition within the General 
Staff and the officer corps to Hitler one is talking in terms of 
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manifestations in which often only a few acknowledged leader 
figures were involved. They had up to a point the sympathies 
of the mass of their colleagues, but not their support or their 
certainties. Having said this, one can distinguish three phases 
in the opposition between February 1938 and September 1939: 
one of vocal opposition associated with General Beck, one of 
conspiracy associated with General Halder and one of despair­
ing internarional intrigue which is probably best connected 
with Colonel Oster and Admiral Canaris of the Ab~hr. With 
the outbreak of war the last two phases, conspiracy and intrigue 
arc repeated, until the victories of 194o-42 and the defeats of 
1943 reopened the issue again. 

The reasoning behind the opposition can best be seen in the 
period of open vocal opposirion, the Beck era. This opened 
with the Hitler-Keitel conference of 21 April 1938 already 
referred to and with a lengthy counter memorandum directed 
to von Brauchitsch by General Beck on the 'current posirion of 
Germany from the viewpoint of military policy', •• Beck 
reckoned Germany to be confronted with the hostility of 
Britain, France and Russia, with Britain able to call at will on 
American industry. In a German war on Czechoslovakia, 
France and Britain would certainly fight on Czcchodovakia's 
side. Against such a coalition Germany was simply too weak to 
engage in a long war. As an ally in such a war Italy would be 
useless. Germany therefore simply had to find a solution to the 
Czech problem that was acceptable to Britain. 

Beck's memorandum failed to get past Brauchitsch and 
Keitel. Instead Hitler made the aftermath of the weekend crisis 
the occasion for a lengthy address to senior military officers on 
.28 May," following this two days later with the revised draft 
for Case Grctn, beginning: 'It is my unalterable d«ision to 
smash Czechoslovakia at the first available opportunity,'•• 
Beck's second memorandum of 29 May~~ accepted many of 
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Hider's presuppositioos but COIICCIIIJ'atcd on a detailed refutation 
of Hider's views on the current intemational situation. He went 
on, however, to propose a reorganisation of the procedures by 
which military advice was given to Hider, one which would 
clearly establish a monopoly p3sition for the Army High Com~ 
mand and side-track the OKW. From this he was to go on to 
argue that for the army leadership to proceed with Hitler's 
planned war would be to destroy the confidence the army and 
the people had in the army leadership. This brought him to his 
final proposal, the establishment of a collective view among the 
military commanders of divisions, which it would be von Brau­
chiuch's over-all responsibility to put to Hider. Failing this he 
proposed a collective resignation-a generals' strike in facL 
Behind that. in Beck's view, lay the neccssi.ty for a showdown 
.nth tho ss. 

Beck's proposals failed to move the senior gcncra1s at the 
meeting von Brauchitsch called for 4 August 1938, despite their 
complete acceptance of his strategic views. H Von Reichcnau 
was able to warn them how violently Hider would react to it. 
And General Bussch spoke for the soldierly duty of obedience 
and abstention from political intervention. Hitler's counter 
orations of IO August on the Berghof and oa 15 August on the 
Jiitenborg training area showed how seriously he took Beck's 
arguments." The generals seem to have remained equally 
unconvinced. But act they would not. Beck's resignation 
brought this phase to an end. 

Beck's succeuor as Chief of Army Staff was General Halder. 
At this sta~ he shared Beck's views. Hitler's order of 17 
August, removing the numerical limits previously set on SS 
recruiting and recognising them as standing troops ia peace as 
well as war, brought home 10 many the weakened position of 
the army on Beck's deftaL" The beginning of September 
brought with it clear signs of the closeness of war and the 
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accuracy of Bcdt's aoalysis. Halder turned to conspiracy, 
planning with General von WiiZkbea, Comm.mdcr of Military 
District III, in which Berlin lay, to seize Hitler and act .against 
the SS the momeat it became clear that war with the West was 
inevitable. As part of the conspiracy i.atttmediarics were dis­
patched to London to try to casurc: that Hitler was not grmtcd 
all he wanted. Here they met with i.acrc:dulity and obstruction. 
Chamberlain compared them. with the Jacobites at the court of 
Louis XVI, romaDiic has-bcens dreaming of a rc:turn to tbe 
heyday of Prussiu. Junkerdom." Their hints of a coup, their 
i.aability to speak plainly, and the parallels bctwtto. their aclion 
and the missions of more outright Nazi fcllow·travellcn like 
Captain Wiedc11Wl11,110 made them. uowclcomc if not iocom· 
prcbcmiblc. Mouover, Chamberlain's deep-rooted fear of war 
and feeling of personal responsibility made him the last man 
likely to gamble war and peace on tbe probability of an aoli· 
Nazi coup. His sudden appearance at Berchtcsgardcn led tbe 
way to a solution which, while far from salisfying Hider or 
deciding the issue bctwcen himself and lkck, gave the crisis an 
ending at the expense of the unforrunatc Czech end of the 
balance of industrial powc:r in central Europe, one which 
deprived the whole conspiracy of any Nison d'l'". 

For the bulk of the GermaD people Munich came as a deliver­
ance. For the younger officers and generals who had believed 
him to be bluffing it was a triumph for Hider. It destroyed the 
self-confidence, the inner security of even the core of the 
opposition. It drew men like Beck away from an opposition 
based on pragmalic arguments into one based on moral rejec­
tion of Nazism and of Hitler's leadership. Hitler made a clean 
sweep of three generals he knew to be disaffecr.::d. He followed 
this up with an instruction specificatly removing the responsi­
bility of the staff officers for the advice given and by an addrc:u 
at the Kroll Opera House on 10 February 1939 to a group of 
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senior commanders.•• Goering and von Ribbcntrop copied him. 
The term Mililiirpolilik was forbidden as a military interven­
tion into political matters. Von Brauchiuch made himst:lf an 
echo of much of this. Despite their feelings of rage and con­
tempt, the army stood by and did nothing while the anti-Jewish 
pogrom of ro-r r N(Mmber 1938, the Rticliskristiii/Nrnachl 
ng«<. 

Under these circumstancc:s the best the hard core of the 
opposition could do was to organise their own network of 
contacts and explore for recruits within the closed social 
milieux to which their members had easy access. There were 
a few exploratory missions to Britain, though Colonel Schwerin 
was the only known military contact.12 His mission was less to 
warn than to explore. The opposition's hand, or rather that of 
Admiral Canaris and Colonel Oster, can be seen much more 
dearly in the provision of unuuc, alarmist but convincing 
reports of Hitler's plans to British intelligence sowces. Four 
instances of these can so far be identified: the reports of a 
German invasion of the Netherlands probably coupled with an 
all-out air attack on London to take place around 21 February 
1939 which reached the British via various sowus in late 
Deccrnbcr and early January I 939, and which gave rise to the 
British request to France for staff talks;•• the information given 
to Mr Ian Colvin on his expulsion from Berlin at the end of 
March 1939, pointing to an imminent German attack on 
Poland which played an important part in the hasty issue of 
the British guarantee to Poland;"' the warning of a planned 
German air attack on the Fleet which led Lord Stanhope to 
his somewhat OVtt-alcoholic revelation of the warning to the 
British press on April 1939;" and the provision to the British 
Embassy in Berlin via Mr Louis Lochner, the American journ­
alist, of a very much doctored version of what were probably 
Admiral Canaris's notes of Hitler's speech at the Bc:rghof on 
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22 August 1939." The aim behind all this-and very dfcctivc 
it was, too-was to stir the British in 1939 to take a Sb'Onger 
and more resolute position towards Hider than they had the 
previous year. 

The Alnvehr's carefully planted pieces of misinformation 
succeeded where Ewald von K.lcist..Schmcnzin and Colonel 
BOhm.·Tcttclbach had failed the previous year, largely because 
of the change which had come over the senior dcfcncc staffs 
with the progress of the British rearmament effort. For the 
Chiefs of Stall and their juniors 1936 and 1937 were the worst 
years, years when nothing seemed able to prcvcat Britain's 
inevitable dc::fcat. Ismay, Hankey, Hollis and others have left 
records of the terrible burden of anxiety that lay upon them." 
The wont period was almost certainly the winter of 1937-8 
w~, having decided that the army should not be organised 
'with a military prepossession in favour of a Continental c:om· 
mitment' ,'1 to use the words of the new Secretary for War, Mr 
Horo-Belisba, the Cabinet sacked the CIGS, Sir Cyril Dcvcrcll, 
the Adjutant General, Sir Harry Knox, and the rest of the 
AnDy Council. 

It was at this time that the Chiefs of Staff sought to prevent 
any staff talks with the French on the straightforward political 
grounds that this would alienate Germany," provoking 
Anthony Eden to write, 'I cannot help believing that what the 
Chiefs of Staff would really like to do is to re-orientate our 
foreign policy and to clamber on the bandwagon with the 
dictators even though that process meant parting company 
with France and estranging our relations with the United 
States."0 

The Chiefs of Staff could, perhaps, be forgiven for resenting 
such a misconception, though Sir Maurice Hankey was capab1e 
of exhibiting marked antipathy to both the French and the 
Americans while at the same time expressing his admiration 
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for Mwsolini's regime in ltaly.11 They knew that the refusal 
to accept a Continental commitment was a llOJISCDse in miliwy 
rcrms and that once war broke out in EW'Dpe, the curious con.. 
cept of limited liability would be the fint cosualty. But they 
were coafroated with a situation in which sentiment in the 
House of Commons was cnlircly opposed to the provision of a 
Coolinental anoy and the leacfu>g ptUfcssiooal propoomt of 
this opp»ition sat in Mr Horc-Bc:lisha's oftice as his personal 
adviser. 

The Nmy Estimab:s enshrining the limited liability army 
were introduced into the Commons oo 10 March 1938. Two 
days lab:r Hitler's troops occupied Awtria. The French pressed 
for staff talks; the Chiefs of Staff found themselves overruled. 
Their professional alarm had already been expressed in 
December 193 7: 'W c cannot foresee the time when our dcfcncc 
forces wiD be strong enough to safeguard our trade, territory 
and vital interests against Gcrm:my, Italy and Japan at the 
same time ••• they cou1d not exaggerate the importance ••• of 
any political or intemational action which could be taken to 
reduce the number of our p>tential enemies and to gain the 
support of potcnbal allies .•. ,,. In March they reiterated their 
view that if a proloogcd struggle with Germany took place, 
' ••. it is more than probable that both Italy and Japan wouJd 
seize the opportunity to further their own ends and that in 
consequence the problem we have to envisage is not that of 
limited EW"Opcan war oDly but of world war.'" Such a war 
Britain did not have the resources to win. This remained the 
view of the Chiefs of Stall throughout the summer of 1938. 
Their warning was repeated to the sovcmment early in 
September 1938. 

The Munich Scttlc:mcnt delivered the immense Skoda arm~ 
mcnt worb over into German hands any lime they wished to 
seize it. It also destroyed the thirty-five-division--strong Czech 
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army. Pressure on Britain to make up these ddicicncia would 
have been expected almost immediately. Indeed, before Cham~ 
bc:rlain's visit to Paris in November 1938, the French press 
were already beginning to raJk in terms of "" eOort d• sttng. 
Conscription was only eight months away. In the light of 
everything one would expect the Chiefs of Staff to have retained 
the black pcuimism of the summer of 1938. Such an expecta­
tion would be disappointed. 

The Chiefs of Staff began, it is rnx:, in November by oppe»­
ing inter-army staf talks as tending to commit the UK to more 
detailed participation in French military plaDDing than was 
desirable.'• By January 19391 however, all had been chaugcd. 
The iDStrumcnt was the war scare of mid-January caused by 
the falsified reports of an imminent German attack OD the 
Netherlands. The Chiefs of Staff admitted that British inter­
vention would bring in Italy and possibly Japan and that this 
would impose a very severe strain on the Empire: 'If we were 
compelled to enter such a war in the ncar furure we should 
be confronted with a situation more serious than the Empire 
has ever faced before.'" Nevertheless the Chiefs of Staff recom­
mended war. In such a case 'failure to intervene would have 
such moral and other repercussions as would seriously under­
mine our position in the eyes of the Dominions and the world 
in general .•• Failure to take up such a challenge would place 
Germany in a predominant position in Europe.' This change 
was followed by agreement on the initiation of staff talks with 
France, and by mid-February 1939 the Cabinet bad been 
induced to accept the provision of a BEF of five regular and 
four territorial divisions with two mobile divisions at a full 
Continental scale of armaments..,. 

There followed in swift succession the doubling of the 
Territorial Army, the isSIJCS of guarantees for Poland, Rou­
mania, Greece and Turkey aDd the introducton of conscription. 
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These measures scattered much of inc regular divisions in 
training ct~dres for the new intakes. But although the military 
grumbled, their main efforts were devoted to sharpening their 
knives for the Secretary of State:, Mr Hore-Bclisha; there is 
little or none: of the profound pessimism which is so marked 
a feature of the private papers of 1936-7. The tone, for example, 
of the Chiefs of Staff European Appreciation of 1939-40. 
produced in February of that year, is grim but not hopeless." 

This change in mood is difficult to explain in any realistic 
terms. Partly it is a matter of personnel, but only in part. 
Partly it is a consciousness of an armaments effort which was 
beginning to be seen to f2Y off-in new aircraft, in ship.t, in 
anti-aircraft guns and searchlights. In part it seems to have 
arisen from a conviction that Munich brought the time of 
illusions to an end. It echoes a remarkable change in public 
opinion towards Germany, a change reflected in the increasing 
flow of volunteers into the Territorial Army, as in the collapse: 
of the anticipated resistance to conscription.'• It enters also in 
a conviction that at last the priorities arc right-that Britain's 
frontiers lay on the Rhine and must be defended there, an elSIC 
being secondary. Finally, the sheer historical familiarity of a 
sttugglc to prevent the European Continent being dominated 
by a single tyranny-something Britain had never failed to 
prevent in the past-eliminated many of the doubts and divided 
counsels. 

In the approach to war in 1939, among both British and 
Germans, one can trace the emergence of a stronger conscious­
ness of Europe. The growing sclf-con6dence of the British 
military made this express itself basically in strategic terms. 
The army, of course, benc6.ted greatly from a Continental war, 
since only in such a war was the army's role central to Britain's 
war effort. Confidence in the French army was enormous so 
that even among those sections of the army mo.st attuned to 
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Fr:mcc and to the ways of France, the liaison officers and the 
Field Sccwity Police, one finds in their memories of the: winter 
of 1939-40 repeated over and over again the same statement: 
we saw what was happening, and we did not believe:. •• What 
was happening was the slow collapse of French morale at all 
levels, encouraged by ~Fascists on one hand, by the French 
Communist party on another, both extensions of the European­
wide civil war of which I spoke in the first chapter. Long before 
the German offensive: opened on 8 May 1940, France had 
become a major battlefield in that war. The French military 
leadership had nothing to put against it, neither in peace nor 
in war. 

The opposition among the: German General Staff and the 
bureaucracy had more. But they had become compl~ly 
isolated from the mainstream of German life: by their reactions 
to the defeat of 1918 and the Weimar experience:, choosing 
deliberate encapsulation in their professions and the social 
milieux which surrounded them. The degree to which the 
Hiderian challenge intentionally threatened the values which 
they cherished struck them only very slowly, and their opposi· 
rloD developed from the professional to the moral plane with 
equal slowness. But as it dcvc:lopcd, so they began to look out­
side Germany to a wider sphere of rrfcrence. They looked, 
inevitably, not to France but to Britain, and they looked 
increasingly within a European framework: that is to say, they 
appealed to an idealised political and ethical system which they 
thought of as common to the culture of Europe. They looked 
to Britain for a variety of reasons. Her strength as a power, her 
aocial stability, her liberal institutions, her common Protcst:mt 
faith, her monarchy, all were attractive. And in that attraction 
the German military found themselves up against the ultimate 
conflict of loyalties, of loyalty to state and loyalty to principles, 
culrure, social conditioning, religion. For mo5t the conflict was 
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too great. Some it was to take into treason: Fabian von 
Schlabrendortrs warning to the British Em.baH)' in August 
1939 of the true conspiraton;10 Colonel Oster's warning to the 
Dutch of the imminence of the German attack;" General 
Beck's contact with the British Government via the Vatican. 
There were many others working for Britain quietly and 
patiently whose role is still unknowu. The fatt of Otto John is 
an indication of the degree to which, even in post-war Ger­
many, such activities did not command any general under­
standing." 

The pity is that after Dunkirk they commanded little more 
in Britain. David Astor has recorded the outraged reaction of 
one senior British officer to Count Schwerin's visit in 1939 
that it was 'damned cheek'.•• Perhaps Hider's position 
sm:.cked too much of old-style Prussian militarism. The war 
revived the deep hatreds of Germany fostered by the propaganda 
of 1914-18, so that when the British army re-entered Ga-mmy 
in 1944-5, it came as a conquering force not as a liberator. 



6 Experiences and Lessons of the War 
and its Aftermath 

The years 1939-45 saw the desb'Uction of pre-war, inter~war 
Europe as a socio-political organisation and as a polilical 
system. The French army, relying on a mistaken doctrine 
which it was itself unable to challenge without putting its posi­
tion in Frcncll political society at hazard, went down in 
irrebievablc defeat in May and June: •940· In so doing, by 
ruling out of court any continuation of the war from the over­
seas bases in southern and wcsECrD Africa, it revealed its 
dominant EuroctDtricity. And as its leaden forced the accept­
ance of an armistice on the government of the day, its reward 
was self-perpetuation in the limited form permitted by the 
German armistice terms, as an essential part of the system of 
presidential dictatorship which we call Vichy France. In 
November 1942, the Germans responded to the Allied invasion 
of North Africa by overrunning unoccupied France: and dis­
banding the armistice army. A substantial part of the total 
French armistice forces had, however, been stationed in North 
Africa. Here, despite its initial resistance to the Anglo­
American invasion forces, it was ro become: by far the largest 
part of the French army which was to accompany the Amcri­
caDs in the invasion of southern Franee and was to fight on 
the extreme right wing of the assault on Germany. Purges and 
budget cuts ia the years 1944-6 were to diminish its numbers 
but DOt to destroy its fundamental nature. The army of the 
Fourth and Fifth Republics is still essentially the army of the 
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Third, with its distinguishing characteristics enhanced rather 
than diminished by its experience. Only its frame of reference 
bas changed out of all recognition. 

The Italian army, as we have seen, abdicated most of its 
serious responsibilities in 1922 when it failed to take the neces­
sary measures to preserve the Italian state, in return for 
assurances that its own position and that of the monarchy 
would be unaffected. Mussolini attempted to play a role on the 
European stage well beyond the strength of his country; and 
although the Italian Chiefs of Staff helped preserve Italian 
neutrality in 1939, they, like Mussolini, were swept away by 
the fall of France. It was then that their neglect of their pro­
fessional responsibilities both in technology and in leadership 
was revealed in a series of ignominious defeats, in Greece in 
1940 and in the western desert. Only the long-drawn-out 
resistance of the Italian forces in Ethiopia under the Duke of 
Aosta went some way to redeem Italy's honour. In 1943, COD• 

fronted with demands that Germany's southern flank should be: 
defended to the last drop of Italian blood, army leaden backed 
the Crown and the Fascist Grand Council in getting rid of 
MUS$0lini and replacing him with Manhal Badoglio. The 
army's reward was to be torn in two: in the north and outside 
Italy it was ignominiousJy disarmed by its former ally, and 
only a scrappy militia permitted to the puppet Italian Republic 
of Sal6; in the south it was treated by the British and Americans 
as a source of labour, a coolie-army, and its officers mocked and 
humiliated. 

The German army abandoned its European position when 
its leaders failed to overthrow Hider at the last opportunity 
presented to them in November 1939· Its reward was a string 
of victories which lasted unbroken until the winter of 1941 
and the dt:b.Sclc before Moscow. At that moment Hider finally 
took over. The victories of 1942 were his; so were the defeats, 
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at Stalingrad, El Alamcin, and in the lastolleusive before Kursk 
in June 1943· Thereafter the German army was in retreat, 
caught between a supreme commander whose orders were 
governed by a political vision that had increasingly little to do 
with reality md the immense superiority in resources of the 
encirding enemy. The enormoU$ teehnical skill of its Nur­
soldllkn kept the German army in action and in being right up 
to the ultimate surrender; it was thus only just that Hitler's 
successor should be a service officer, albeit from the navy, 
Admiral Docnitz. Politically, however, it failed entirely. In 
infernal matters it was unable to avoid complicity in many of 
the most revolting of Nazi war-crimes. Externally, even ih 
hard core of mti~Nazis, those who organised the last desperate: 
attempt on Hider's life on 20 July 19441 failed to break the 
impression that they supported Hitler's ends and objeetc:d only 
to his failure:. As a result the German General Staff was cited as 
a criminal organisation at the Nuremberg war crimes trials, 
and a succc:eion of army leaders had to stand trial on war 
aimes charges. The armies of the post~war Gcrm.anies were to 
develop out of separate: strands in the German military tradi~ 
tion. But they were to perpetuate: the divided nature: of post~war 
Germany in their own separate development. 

The last of the armed forces of the major European powers 
were those of Britain. In accordance with long-standing tradi~ 
tion, they suffered a series of humiliating defeau in the initial 
years of war, in Norway, at Dunkirk, in Greece: and Crete, in 
the western desert in the summer of 1942 and in the Far East 
where, in Singapore:, British and Imperial forces surrendered 
to a Japanese army inferior in everything except leadenhip 
and morale. 

A ruthless political leadership found alternative commanders 
within ih ranks and its material requircm.enu were made up 
from the endless resowus of the United States. But the effect 
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of the defeats was to increase Britain's scmc: of isolation from 
Europe and to drive its Clites, including the military, to seck 
alternative frames of reference, alternative syste~ in the 
concepts of an overseas Commonwealth or an Adantie com­
munity, with a super-power with a Pacific and an Arctic coast­
line. Internally the: eviction of British forces from Europe once 
more destroyed the balance between the three branches of the: 
armed forces. Thw, in 1945 the: whole issue of m imperial 
versw a continental versus ao apocalyptic deterrent strategy, 
which had so bedevilled strategic planning before 1938, was 
reopened. And, as in the inter-war yean, the inexorable pressure 
of economics and geography was needed to resolve the debate 
twenty years later. 

These then must be: the themes of this last chapter. To begin 
with France: the German break-through at Sedan and its 
brilliant exploitation struck the: French Cabinet of M. Reynaud 
with panic. Tted hand and foot as French parliamentarians of 
the Third Republic were to historical tradition, M. Reynaud 
turned to thme representatives of French military history, 
Manhal PCtain and General Weygand, the surrogate Foch. 
Hopes were pinned on a new miracle of the Mamc. Weygand 
took only two steps, both of them significant. On 21 May he 
ordered an offensive into the corridor to Abbeville held by the 
Germans separating the armies of Flanders from those of 
France.' Faulty liaison produced little more than a brief British 
foray around Arras. The second was his order of :z6 May 1940 
that the line on the Somme was to be held' smsespril de recul', 
an order which meant inevitably that if that line was brolccn, 
an armistice was to be: preferred to a retreat to North Africa or 
a Breton redoubt.• The civilian mcmbcn of the ComitJ de 
Guen-e, meeting on 25 May to endorse Weygand's order failed 
to understand its military implications, pinning their hopes on 
an American declaration of war or a full committal of British 
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air foscc:s to battle, when unused modern fighter aircraft and 
tanks, to a number in excess o£ those demanded o£ Britain, lay 
scattered the length and breadth of France.• 

Confronted with defeat and the military demand that an 
armistice be sued for, the Reynaud Cabinet was lost. Wey­
gand's refusal to resign or to execute any orders other than 
those they desired, his insistence tbat the Reynaud Cabinet in 
no way represented France, left Reynaud no alternative. Hav­
ing preferred age and prestige: to youth and a new vision, the 
civilians, in essence, abdicated. The regime o£ Marshal Petain 
was the regime of the army leadership. All but a handful of 
maverick officers abided by their professional loyalties even in 
defeat. And after the British attack on the French fleet at Oran 
and the failure of the Free French expedition to Dakar, the 
military evcn toyed with the idea of a renversement des 
flllianees! The: principal Free: French leaders, General de 
Gaulle, General Catroux, General le Gcntilhomme, Colonel 
de Larminat, Admiral Muselier, were lried in lllnentits and 
sentenced to death and deprivation of citizenship.' 

The French army was to be reduced to 120,000 officers and 
men under the terms o£ the armistice. The effect was to make 
possible a retrenchment on a very narrow social base. The eight 
thousand officers allowed to continue in service were drawn 
largely from the gnmdes lrolts. Jews, Freemasons, the pro­
moted rankers and reservists of the First World War were all 
removed. In 1946 graduates o£ StCyr formed a much higher 
proportion of the higher officer corps than in 1938." 

The circumstances of the Vichy regime obviated any aami­
nation of the causes of the defeat of I 940 in terms of French 
military doctrine, material or tactics. The lessons of 1940 were 
seen in terms of morale. The leaders of the armistice army 
sought to preach the need for a new army fired by enthusiasm, 
passion, faith.' Its training programmes emphasised physical 
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fitness, military punctilio, parade ground smartness, privation, 
discipline:. Athletics, even the encouragement of claJ'e.cievil 
stunts, played a part inconceivable in the anny of garrisoned 
conscripts of the inter-war years. Cavalry returned to the horse 
-or the bicycle. Behind this lay the idea of the slow recovery 
of French national greatness by the: creation of a new spirit in 
the military Clite which was seen as the essential guarantor of 
social order, the cement that bound the mtion together. France 
had been betrayed by her allies. In future France must rely on 
herself, Ia FTtJnct m1k. Anglophobia was fanned by such 
episodes as Dakar and the British occupation of Syria in I 94 I 
and Madagascar in I942. Germanophobia fed on the German 
refusal to repatriate the million and a half French prisoners of 
war or to allow recruiting for the armistice army in occupied 
Frana:. 

The events of November 1942 revealed mueh of this to be 
based on illusion. Only in Tunisia did French forces resist the 
German takeover, and then too late. De Laure de Tassigny, 
attempting to organise resistance: in France, was arrested and 
sentenced to ten years.• His escape gave France her ablest war· 
time commander. Hitler dissolved the French metropolitan 
army. Laval saved one honorary regiment, the First French 
Regiment. Some regulars went into the underground and 
raised units bearing names of famous French regiments. But 
their role was limited by their unwillingness to accept a war 
of sabotage and assassination. Before J uoc: I 944 the time was 
not ripe for the: emergence of a large-scale maquis as was showa 
by the fate of the Gh&cs maq11it and the Vercors in the 
DauphinC. The Orgoisation Je Rhitunce de f A.rmh was 
very effective in stopping German military movements from 
south-west France towards Normandy in July 1944: but the 
main role in the mfP1uis was taken by the left. 1 

The 12o,ooo-strong French army in North Africa was an· 
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other matter. They fought strongly against the allied landing 
parties in AJgiers and Oran until .a formula was found in the 
person of the illf.amow D.arl.an to .allow for .a transfer of loyal­
ties. They were then to form the main part of the F"trst French 
Army which invaded southern France under de Latue de 
Tassigny. The G.aullist divisions of Leclerc and Koenig, des­
pite their valiant record .at Bir H.acheim, were, with only 
15,000 men, simply swallowed up in the new .army. General 
de Gaulle's determination to unite rather than divide France 
made him behave towards them with .almost Bourbon ingrati­
tude. 

The officer corps in France .at the time of liberation was not 
so fortunate. The maqflis and lprmllion led to 12,000 of the 
pre·war officer corps being pensioned off, 658 being dismissed 
without pension.• Armistice army commanders, acept for 
those few who bad redeemed themselves by maquis work or 
escape to North Africa were tried. But the army was able to 
outstay the maquis. Although 137,000 were incorporated 
from the French forces of the Interior into de Lattre de Tas­
signy's armies, few attained any rank above the most junior. 
Further dismissals of officers in the 1946 budget's tllgt~gement 
des a~tlres, a substantial reduction of the post-war forces, para­
doxically increased the bold of the loag·term. army officer 
corps. A quiet revenge was taken on the Gaullist officers who 
had 'broken discipline' by joining de Gaulle before November 
1942. Instead, men such .as Charles Aillcret or Paul Ely, three 
times Chief of Army Staff, whose ranks in the armistice army 
had been confirmed by the 1944-6 army as a recognition of 
their service in the underground, saw their way to the top.10 

The lot of the Italian army, as noted earlier, was much 
harder, and little attention has yet been paid to it by the military 
historian. In 1940 the Italian General Staff had hugged to 
itself the illusion that in entering the war against France it 
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was embarking, not on a disreputable trip among the Wt:"hr­
m•clu's camp followers, but ou a parallel war, waged in accord· 
ancc with what they conceived to be ItaJian aims and desires. 11 

Their experience: at the hands of the German armistice 
commissioners should have convinced them that this was a 
misconception. But it was a misconception which was created 
by their own inability to deliver any viciOries to match those 
of their German ally. To do the army chiefs justice, they had 
done their level best in the spring of 1940 to warn Mussolini 
of the deplorable state of Italy's army. It was without modern 
arlillery, without tanks, without tracked cross-country trans­
port. Only a few divisions were above two-thirds strength, and 
it depended on the import of raw material from abroad whose 
loss it was far from clear that Germany either could or would 
make up. But the illusion that Italy could stage a war limited 
to eleven divisions, of which only seven could actually take part 
in the opcralions against a Greek enemy whose full armed 
forces amounted to three limes that figure, and whose divisions 
were one-third as strong again as their own,u was the contri· 
bubon of the Italian General StaJf alone. The Greek victories 
in Epirus were followed by those of Wavell in the western 
desert, the victory of a small modern mobile army with tanks 
against an army of paradC$ and road-bound vehicles. In each 
case German intervention was necessary to prevent an irretriev­
ableitalian~efea.t. 

The Italian experience as Germany's aJly was an unhappy 
one. Italy's units always came second to the Afrika Korps for 
supplies and mobility, and at El Alamcin they were abandoned, 
after putting up a stout defence apinst the Eighth Army." In 
Tunisia the Germans surrendered where some Italians wished to 
continue fighting." And in Sicily, once the allied landings had 
been successful, it became clear to the Italian General Staff that 
Italy was being sacrificed to delay a direct attack on Germany, 
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or as the OKW war diary put it, to keep the war as fu as 
possible away 'from the heart of Europe and thus from the 
German frontier'.'• Hider's total preoccupation with the Kursk 
offensive at the time was not lost on them-nor was the case 
with which Getman reinforcements became available onc:e 
Mussolini's fall had confronted Hitler with the threat of Italy's 
withdrawal from the war." 

Ncvcrthcless the substitution of a Badoglio Government for 
that of Mwsolini appears to have been the work of the King 
and a dissident group in the Fascist Grand Counc:il rather than 
of the Army High Command. They made an armistice in 
despair, amidst signs of an imminent German take-oYer. But 
they made it also under the illusion that their navy and army 
would be welcome allies to the Anglo-American forcc:s. It was 
an illusion soon to be dispelled. The Italian dcdaralion of war 
and co-belligerency did not spare them an occupation policy 
quite as harsh in its own way, if not more so, than that the 
Germans imposed on northern Italy, rcsurrcc:tcd into the puppet 
state of Sal6. Sal6 was nco allowed its own army, of unwilling 
conscripu and desperate wluntccn, trusted by the Germans to 
hold the Maritime Alps against invasion from France and 
melting away by the thousand after the allied invasion of 
southern France in September 1944.11 Only the commanders 
of Sal6 were to face ttial after l945· Otherwise, like the French, 
the Italian army was to continue the same as before. 

By 1938, Hider had already brought about a social mrolu· 
tion in Germany which had deprived the German army leader· 
ship and officer corps of its old po!ition in the state. This social 
revolution did not lie, as Nazi propagandists often claimed it 
did, in the creation of a state where all the racially pure were 
equal, Volksgeaossm one and all. Wealth and social prestige 
continued as the rewards of succc:ss. Military·stylc ranks and 
hierarchies were multiplied to feed the vanity of the Jowcr. 
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middle-class ruriuUtes who made up so large a part of the Nazi 
leadership. Hider destroyed the SUI"Yivals of the imperial 
Stiindessltuil, the state based, on separate orders, and he des­
troyed, above all, the dominant position the army occupied as 
the St41nd, the order, whose: co-siguature was essential to the 
business of the state.11 When the army leadership failed to 
support General Beck's docaine of military co-responsibility, 
and when they accepted the commission of the SS as WafJm­
ITiig~, professional corporate bearers of arms, they surrendered 
the separate position of strength from which the army had 
hitherto operated and stumbled unknowingly into that of a 
beleaguered minority.'' 

It was Germany's peculiar sorrow that the ideals of that 
minority were in general more civilised than and much more 
preferable co the ideals and morals of those who supplanted 
them, and that joining the majority meant adopting the con­
cern for the defeated of the SS and the respect for human 
dignity of the SD. The alternative was a military dictatorship, 
a coup d'iltJl or pronunciemento on Latin American lines, in 
which an essential was the immediate arrest, if not the assassi· 
nation of the man to whom their personal oath of loyalty had 
been given. More than that, a coup would have to be followed 
by an armistice and a settlement which, to be acceptable to 
Hitler's external enemies, would entail the abandonment of 
German hegemony in Europe and the charge of treason not 
merely against the state but against the nation, not merely 
SllliUSvnral but Ltzntlesverral. 

The junior generals whom von Seeclct had trained were 
singularly unsuited for so bold and blind a stride into politics. 
In the end the plans for a coup in November 1939 failed for 
the lack of a commander to give the order to proceed.1' Central 
to that failure was the havering indecision of General von 
Brauchitsch. Without his order no other unit would proceed; 
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and while his indecision increased and multiplied &om day to 
day under the pressure of Hider's brutal attada on the spirit 
of Zosscn (where the Gcncnl Stall hod ib hadquan.n), the 
courage and determination of the army command melted away 
and the shame and dishonour of the SS excesses during the 
Polish tam.paign, which bad once determined 10 many on 
action, became IDOI'e and more easy to forget. For long the 
army leadership had reconciled itself to the domestic excesses 
of Nazism by considering them as the unavoidable concomi­
tants of nalional renewal or as the excesses of individuals rather 
than as the indispensable core of the Nazi system itself. 

It is worth emphasising this lack of a central command in the 
German officer COJ'p5 and the failure of the individuals iu 
command in 1938-g to rise to their individual responsibilities: 
since, by contrast with this, the emergence of the military 
conspirators in 1942-3 &om. among the youogcr members of 
the staff corps takes on the character of a collective decision 
of a minority, even a small minority, arising from their sense of 
alienation from and disgust with the Germany acated by 
Hider. Not for them the illusions of their elders, that it was not 
Hitler but his entourage who were to blame. The decision that 
he must be assassinated began as a series of individual decisions, 
thwarted by the accident of fate or by that siJ:tb ICDSC which 
bad served Hitler before. Time ran out on the conspirators, 
and what in 1943 might have still been generally acceptable as 
the beginning of a genuine change in Germany seemed, after 
D-Day, to be too much like amullt qui petao.a the part of those 
whom Allied public opinion was still half convinced were the 
real wire-pullers behind the Nazi leadership. Churchill himself 
had come to see Nazism as an outgrowth of Prussian.militarism., 
not an entirely unperceptive point of view but one which 
omitted any observation of the changes through which that 
Prussian military spirit might have passed in revulsion &om 
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the fruit it had produccd.11 Between Nazism and the values and 
morals of the Imperial A<my Offi= C<wps, lay a wide gulf 
and genuine Prwsian.s among Hitler's Nazi ~lites were a hand. 
ful of social renegades only. 

The tentative approaches of intermediaries from the genuine 
opposition were thus never distinguished from the host of other 
soundings which accompanied them, &om the am.bitiow SS 
to the ailed politici:ms, the dinident military, the would-be 
Abwelrr double agents, and the repentant fellow-travellers. 
After Schellenberg's successful impersonation of a dissident 
general had enabled him as a result of the Venlo incident in 
November 1939, to tripple the Netherlands offices of Military 
Intelligence and the. Secret lntelligc:nce Service together,11 

British intermediaries couJd be forgiven for dismissing any 
German initiative either as the work of an ag~nt i'TOt'OtYiteiW' or 
jwt another rat trying to work his passage. 

The Soviet Union was not so stupid. Its more than Airtation 
with the idea of a free German movement, its establishment in 
1943 of the League of German Officers among the generals 
and others taken at Stalin grad hid a serious determination to see 
established after the war in Germany a government under 
Soviet inAuencc and control.11 The seesaw-like changes of 
Soviet German policy which settled in the end on infiltration by 
Moscow-trained Communist teams .. rather than an appeal to 
the spirit of Rapallo probably represented a fairly shrewd 
judgement of the use that could be: made of French anti­
German feelings to thwart any Anglo-American insistence on 
the post-war economic recovery of Germany, following as it 
did General de Gau11e's visit to Moscow in the winter of 
1944·"· What is interesting here is the degree of response: the 
idea of a oew Rapallo evoked. To the end the conspirators of 
July 1944 could not decide between Russia and the West, the 
former Ambassador to Moscow, Werner von Schulc.oberg, 
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being held in readiness as Foreign Minister to a post-Hitlerian 
government should the Russian approach seem more advis-­
able. 

It is doubtful, however, whether many of the younger 
officers, save only the would-be assassin, von Stauifc:nberg him­
self, were atuacted by the idea of a new Rapallo or a revival 
of National BolsMvism. Their dominant ethos appears to 
have been of a Christian conservative kind, looking to some 
kind of European federation and a settlement with Britain and 
France rather than with Russia.•• The excesses of Nazism and 
those: of Bolshevism were to them indistinguishable, both 
threats to substitute terror for law as the basis of the state. 
Whatever their aims, Hitler was saved and those: who did not 
escape into suicide or succeed in concealing their tracks were: 
hauled one by one before Roland Frcisler's courts to perish, 
mostly before Hitler finally took his life. 

The army which surrendered in so piecemeal a fashion in 
May 1945 was commanded tither by Nazi sycophants or by 
the surviving Nursoltlaten. Many of them, like von Runstedt, 
Guderian, or Hcinrici, had been dismissed by Hitler in the last 
days on specifically military issues. Too many were tarred with 
the stigma of complicity in the massacre of partisans or host­
ages, in the execution of Allied commandos or prisoners of 
war, for service in the German army at any but the lowest 
ranks to be a mark of honour or distinction. 

With the surrender came the trials. At Nuremberg at the 
main trial the Prosecution sought unsuccessfully for a declara­
tion that the General Staff and Supreme Command were 
criminal organisations. Their failure had more than a little to 
do with the terms of the indictment, But the Tribunal ruled 
that against individuals war crimes charges could be procccdcd 
with. Their judgement of 'this collection of military officers' 
contained the following two paragraphs: 
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~::~~ff:n~e!h7rh~:1f~fe~~ =~=~or :n.:,s::: 
and children. They have been a disgrace to the honourable 

;:: :!::~~ ;i~id! ~~r hi~}~\io>'w ~;!~~d 
have been academic and sterile. Although they wen: not a 
group falling within the words of the Charter they wen: 
certa1nly a ruthless military caste. The contemporary German 
militarism flourished briefly with its recent ally, National 
Socialism, as well as or better than it had in the generations 
of the past. 

oa~a:r ~f:~~~cemet!! :ut!;~:!~~~fi:msutS:1~; 
defence they say they had to obey: when con&onted with 
Hider's great crimes which an: shown to have been within 

~~afiliC::' !ti:i~e~s;·ti~~:J i~hrz, d:hc:r:~~: !u! 
silent and acquiescent, witnessins the commission of crimes 
on a scale larger and more shockiDg than the world has ever 
had the misfortune to know ••• 11 

Those words, though confined by the Tribunal to the one 
hundred and thirty or so individuals who had held supreme 
command, or the position of Deputy Commander or of Chief 
of Staff in the three armed forces, in effect put the whole 
C'JCrman officer corps out of European civilisation. The verdict 
followed naturally from the evidence of complicity in war 
crimes and from the definition of crimes of war agrt:cd by the 
major powers of the United Nations who had set up the 
Tribunal. If Hitler's assault on the European system had repre­
sented, as it was clear it did, an attempt to substirute an alterna­
tive morality for that hitherto accepted, then the failure of the 
officer corps to prevent this involved complicity. The leading 
figures of the opposition had seen this in 1939· 

Only the British armed forces finished on the winning side. 
They were to find that the victory had solved none of the 
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dilemmas and troubles which had bedc:villc:d British policy 
during the pre-war years. Victory had, it was uue, produced 
an abler High Command in each of the three service~. It had 
not, however, settled the question of inter-senicc priorities. 
Churchill's own very idiosyncratic methods of civilian direction 
of the war did not lend themselves to formal incorporation into 
normal governmental practice. And Britain's military commit­
ments in Palestine, Egypt, Malaya, Greece:, as well as in the 
occupation of Venezia, south-eastern Austria and north-western 
Germany seemed to commit her to a Continental and an 
imperial strategy at one and the same time:. The grant of incfe. 
pendencc to India and Pakistan deprived her of her second 
army, as well as a major defence commitment. The hopes of 
development in Africa and the dependence on sterling-that is, 
Middle Eastern rather than dollar oil-made the continued 
exclusion of other major powers from the Middle: East of 
continuing importance. Lastly, the usc of nuclc:ar weapons in 
the Far East and the refusal of Congress to honour the 
Churchill-Roosevelt agrccmcnh on the sharing of nuclear 
secrets raised again the RAP's vision of strategic deterrence, 
despite the comparative balance and common sense of the Air 
Force command at the end of the war.21 

Britain was, in addition, caught between the dilemma of 
the large or the small war. The presence of very sizeable Soviet 
military contingents in Central Europe raised the spectre of a 
new large-scale war and much of the debate-the navy's six 
aircraft carrier programme, the RAP's desire for new lon~ 
range bombers, the army's reluctance to accept a hasty de­
mobilisation-related to the threat that one day the mass of 
Russian divisions would simply get up and march westwards 
UDtil the Channel stopped them. In 1946 this seemed still 
sufficiently remote for Field-Marshal Montgomery to assume 
a 6fteen-year lapse of time before the armed forces need again 
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be ready for a major war. Two years later the Czechoslovak 
roup and the blockade of Berlin made the government extend 
the term of conscript service by three months. 

There followed a furious debate over the commitment of 
major land forces to a Continental campaign in which, despite 
the Treaty of Dunkirk and the Brussels Treaty of West Euro­
pean Union, the Chief of Air Staff was still arguing against any 
long-term commitment to the Continent save in terms of a 
smaJI Bite army, armoU~"ed, motorised and highly mobile, a 
gold medaJ 'limited liability' army of the 19505. 

At the same time financial crises were hitting the armed 
services on a scaJe reminiscent of the 1931-3 years. Army 
strength was slashed, as was that of the RAF; and while long­
term development continued, short-term development was 
ruled out and the armed forces made to live on the residue of 
wartime weapons and development. As a resuh the armed 
fortts found themselves in a state of schizophrenia. For twenty 
years they planned and prepared and thought about and held 
manoeuvres and war games based on a major European war 
against the Soviet Union. For the same twenty years their 
troop5 fought and guarded, intervened and policed in an end­
less series of small wars, raids, police actions :md so on, most 
of which demanded a very high degree of mobility for very 
sma11 forces. Suez, with its long and arthritic preparation for 
an amphibious attack, showed the perils of such a strategy 
when its needs were scaled up to anything above a battalion or 
at m05t a brigade. It took another two or three years before 
Admiral Sir Caspar John was able to use his tact and per­
sistence as Chlcf of Naval Staff to obtain inter-service agree­
ment on a combined strategy. Only two years later the 
cancellation of Skybolt and the imposition of Polaris on an 
unwilling navy destroyed most of his work in the name of a 
national deterrent in whose credibility few could be found to 
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believe. Economic prcssurn to reduce Britain's overseas commit· 
menu fin:ally forced the :ab:andonment in 1967 of all but the 
most token of defence postures cast of Suc:z.1' Britain had 
finally been reduced to the Continental commitment she had 
accc:ptcd as a permanent responsibility in 1954 as the only way 
of securing French agreement to the rearmament of West 
Germany. 

The most interesting element in these twenty years &om the 
point of view of the theme of this book is the gradual accept· 
ancc by the army staff of a playing down of the European 
responsibilities in which Viscount Montgomery had realised 
their vital interest in 1946.'0 The increas:ing usc of army units 
in small wars brought a return of army thinki.ag and interest 
to the small wars of the nineteenth century and the need for 
amphibious c:xc:rciscs, especially after the Suez fiasco. The 
successful British back-up in Libya, Jordan, Aden and the Gulf 
of the American intervention in the Lebanon in 1958 showed 
how quickly the lessons had been learnt. The outstanding 
example however is the army's willing, indeed long-worked 
for, abandonment of conscription in 1958 in return for a long­
term volunteer army with the merest shadow of a general 
reserve for overseas service. It was the cuts in the reserve that 
agitated the army, and the figure of voluntary recruitment fixed 
by Ministry of Defence statisticians. The disappearance of the 
immediately mobilisable, short-term merve by which Mont· 
gomc:ry had set so much store hardly seems to have worried 
them at all. 

In this adjustment it can be argued the armed forces wen: 
only rcftccting a neglect of a EW"Opc: safely ensconced behind 
the American nuclear shield which was common to all political 
parties and had been since the Labour Party's rejection of the 
Schumann and Plcven Plans had been confirmed by the Eden 
Government's lack of interest in the Treaty of Rome. A 
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generation reared in the comfortable yet, as events proved, en­
tirely bogus isolationism of the Commonwealth of Nations of 
the yean 192o-38, was now in power, a generation that had 
forgotten in its bones the lCSSODS of Locarno and Munich-that 
Britain must, for reasons of strategy, always respond first to 
movements in the balance of power in Europe, and cannot 
alford a Europe dominated by another pov.'Cr even where that 
power is nominally friendly. But the long debate over Europe 
was to reveal many other illwions in Britain. 

The first of these was the degree to which the doctrines of 
the Vichy army, of LA Fnmu seule, were shared by de Gaulle 
and embodied in the foreign policy of the Fifth Republic. The 
army of the Fourth Republic had, as was shown above, been 
formed mainly from the personnel of the armistice army. Their 
ideas of a France reborn morally and spiritually to regain its 
position of dominance in Europe after suffering and the acquisi­
tion of discipline were pure Gaullism. It was de Gaulle who 
was right in 1940 in picking the victor and refusing surrender, 
not they-and this corrccmess of judgement was never forgiven 
him. But the army of the Fourth Republic was trained and 
exercised along lines utterly familiar to de Gaulle's own 
followers by the same Colonel Schlesser as commander of St 
Cyr in 1946 whom we have: seen leading the retraining of the 
SCCOJld division in 1942.11 The subsequent history of the army, 
isolated from the nation in two long and bitterly fought wars, 
both ended by political capitulation in Indo-China and in 
Algeri~ did nothing to change matters." The attempt to over­
throw General de Gaulle and avc:n an Algerian withdrawal 
was an attempt to save the honour of the army of the Fourth 
Republic in colonial wars alone. For those who had escaped the 
colonial debacles de Gaulle promised an end to a sySkm of 
alliances. In NATO, whose command structure SHAPE 
functioned on French territory, France seemed more and more 
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to be among tho •ho nn. The F.-end> army bad fought tho 
European Defence Com.mWlity tooth :md n:ail, the more be. 
c:ause of its support by the United States. General de Gaulle's 
ezpulsion of NATO and withdrawal from the military 
entanglements and the defence policy of arming France's 
missiles ,} IOU#t azimuths represented the epitomisation of the 
VlC.by doctrine of lA France seule. Only de Gaulle's France 
had conquered, a desperate Dr Adenauer having tied West 
Germany to his coat-tails by the Treaty of January 1963. 

The second great illusion nurtured in Britain until at least 
the early 196os was that West Germany, the Federal German 
Republic, set up in 1949 and permitted to rearm within the 
structure: of NATO in 1955 by the Treaty of Paris, was the 
direct inheritor of the military tradition and oudook of the 
Rei~luh«r and Rr:iclmwhr. This was to ignore the circum· 
stances and discontinuity of the German armed forces entirely. 
The West German Federal armed forces had their origin in 
the construction of two entirely separate lines of development 
The first was the conviction which overtook the NATO 
military planners from the outset that a defence of Western 
Europe against attack by conventional forces was impossible 
without a substantial German Contribution. The second was 
the reaction of the Federal German Government to the creation 
of armed Bere;ucha/len, standing security forces, so called, in 
the Soviet-occupied zone.11 

The outbreak of the Korean War provided the catalyst. 
Aden:auer drew his advisen from the survivors of the military 
opposition. Count Schwerin, Adenauer's first military adviser 
chose his own circle (to meet in October 1950 in the Him.­
merod monastery) from the SW'vivors of the opposition­
General Speidel, General Heusinger, General Baron von 
Vietinghoff-Scheel and Colonel Count von Kielmannsegg. On 
Schwerin's resignation, Adeaauer appointed a Catholic trades 
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unionist, Theodor Blank in his place. Others in the original 
group were Wolf, Count Baudissin, and one of the unsuccess­
ful would-be: assassins of Hider, vintlge 1943, Axel Frcibcrr 
von der Bussche. These men had had five years to reflect on 
what had gone wrong with the Reicluwehr. Their conclusions 
led directly to the three: distinguishing marks of the Bundes­
wehr: its subordination to thc law, the circumscription of the 
rights of the individual soldier and the provision of a parlia­
mentary commissioner to report on them, and the emphasis 
on moral leadership, innere Fiihrung."' This emphasis turned 
out to provide an excellent illustration of the theories of the 
functionalists, since the new Btmtleswehr drew very heavily 
for its cadres of officers, and still more of NCOs, on thc ranks 
of the former Reichswehr. The effect has betn to produce an 
army bedevilled by problems of adjwtmcnt to a non-military 
society, with military trades unions to complicate matters still 
further, But a political army the present Bundeswehr mOJt 
certainly is not-its influence on West German politics has 
been virtua1ly nil. 

For the British onlooker all this was very hard to swallow. 
To allow ex.Nazi generals to parade in command of troops 
seemed sh~r lunacy-and the occasional revelation of the 
murky past of some German representative at NATO was a 
godsend to the Soviet and East German propagandists and 
to all those for whom a Soviet source was not an immediate 
reason for rejecting allegations. Ind~d I myself must admit 
to a momenwy panic when I was visiting the British Army 
College of the Rhine in 1959· It shared a barracks with a 
German unit, and I woke to see out of the window the familiar 
peaked caps and grey-green uniforms of the cinema's German 
armies; I wondered if, for a brief moment, I had been shifted 
to a parallel universe where the Germans had won. 

This, however, was nothing to the shock of seeing the guards 
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outside the East German War Ministry in Berlin goose-stepping 
as they paced their beau. The East German Army, despite ita 
proletarian nature, originated in the technical advice of a group 
of former &ichswehr officers.•• The first units were raised as 
barrack garrison police and provided with arms and armour 
for usc in a para-military role to seize power in the event of a 
unified Germany coming into existence, The first commander 
of the East German Army, Vincenz MUller, one-time member 
of von Schleicher's staff and associate of General von Witzleben 
in his private conspiracy against Hitler in the summer of 1939• 
who went over to the Soviet's National Committee for a Free 
Germany after his capture by Soviet forces. MUller, like his 
opposite numbers in the Blank office, knew the importance of 
tradition in military life, Communist loyalty being guaranteed 
as in the early days of the Red Army by a structure of com· 
missars existing parallel with the command structure at all 
levels. 

To recapitulate briefly the theme of this book. It has been 
argued that in certain important respects the Second World 
War, particularly in the years 1939-41, was a EW"Opean civil 
war marking the breakdown of a complicated political eco­
nomic and social system, which was also a security system, 
erected hastily and rather uncertainly in 1919 and incorpor­
ating within itself various, often indigestible, features, survivals 
from the more coherent and consistent system existing before 
1914. To function properly the system required the armed 
forces of the major powers to play a double role, within the 
domestic politics of their own country and externally in relation 
to the other powers of Europe. Internally, their role was to 
guarantee stability and to advise on matters of military security. 
Externally, their job was to observe and warn on any change 
in the relative balance of power and to adapt their military 
thinking to changes in the technology of war. For various 
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historic reasons th• ar~ forces of all four powers to varying 
degrees failed in their task, tbe nearest to success being the 
British. All to some extent failed in relation to the changing 
tcchDOlogy of war, tbe lead being shared equally between Ger­
many and Britain. The reasons for these failures have been 
found in the historical and political relationships between the 
High Commands of the various branches of each nation's 
ar~ forces and the political leadership. in the powers of the 
military to force or persuade the politicians, and among the 
latter a willingness to listen and choose. Knowledge of their 
relative weaknesses led the miliwy advisers of the powers to 
warn very strongly against war in 1938 and after, in conttast 
with the position in 19 J 3-14. But their prophecies, which in 
nearly every case were borne out by events, were unable to 
withst:md the clash of ideologies between radical militant 
integral nationalism and the ideology of method held to by the 
democracies. Political miscalculation based on misinformation 
took the civilians into war. The second collapse of Europe 
followed inevitably. When a new Europe emerged it was to 
find a world divided, a con&ontation between the super-powers. 
It is to meet that challenge that the surviving par~ of Europe 
came together and arc now, through their historians, engaged 
in exploring once more a diverse past to find what they have 
in common to face an uncertain future. 
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