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Munich

FrRANCE’s ABANDONMENT of Czechoslovakia in late September 1938
has become a metaphor for short-sighted and even cowardly decision
making. The Munich Agreement has served as a touchstone for histor-
1ans who argue that French leaders surrendered to drift and indecision
before the Second World War. This interpretation of Munich is based
on two assumptions. First, that decision makers did not understand the
nature of the Nazi threat. Second, that going to war with Germany
over Czechoslovakia was the correct decision to take. Neither of these
assumptions stand up to careful analysis, however. French civilian and
military décideurs had few illusions about the nature of the Nazi regime.
Most were convinced, however, that France could not make war on
Germany in 1938.

The picture of the balance of power presented to decision makers by
the intelligence services was central to France’s Munich policy. Accord-
ing to Rivet, it was at this stage that ‘the responsible chiefs at last sensed
the need to go directly to the source of intelligence information . . .
[and] . . . to bypass the many filters that stood between the organs of
information and the organs of decision’.! Both Daladier (who became
Premier in April) and Gamelin held face to face meetings with Rivet
over the course of 1938 and intelligence was integrated more thor-
oughly into policy making than at any point since the Doumergue era.
Throughout French intelligence continued to produce penetrating
assessments of Hitler’s intentions. Its evaluations of German cap-
abilities, however, were increasingly overblown. Once again the ten-
dency to overestimate German military power was linked to French
self-perception. An acute awareness that France was neither materi-
ally nor psychologically prepared for war underpinned a series of
‘worst case’ assessments of the situation across the Rhine. This trend

' SHAT, Fonds Paillole, 1K 545, Carton 1, dr. 3, ‘Note du Général Louis Rivet: Rap-
ports du SR avec le ministre’, 1941.
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culminated during the Sudetenland crisis, when military intelligence
assessed the motivations and timing of Hitler’s policy with startling
accuracy but produced vastly inflated appreciations of the power of the
Wehrmacht. Inaccurate intelligence on German military power did
not, however, alter the course of French policy in any fundamental
sense. In the autumn of 1938 France was in no way prepared for
another European war. Intelligence provided decision makers with
superb justification for the policy of pre-emptive retreat in the east
that had been pursued since the collapse of the alliance with Italy in
early 1936.

Through late 1937 and early 1948 the intelligence services continued to
sound the alarm over the long-term objectives of Nazi foreign policy.
In an overview of November 1947 intelligence chief Gauché had again
predicted that a German grab at the resources of eastern Europe was
imminent. Austria and Czechoslovakia were the states considered the
most immediately threatened. Gauché warned that ‘[a]llowing Ger-
many free rein [champ libre] in eastern Europe will only postpone the
coming of a Iranco-German war. . . . One would have to know nothing
of the German mentality to believe otherwise.”” If France wished to
challenge Germany’s bid for European supremacy, war was inevitable.
Several weeks later General Gamelin warned the CPDN to anticipate
German aggression in east-central Europe in the coming year. Echo-
ing Gauché, Gamelin submitted that once the Reich had achieved pre-
dominance in the east it would only be a matter of time before Hitler’s
ambition threatened France’s status as a European power.® But
Gamelin and the military had been warning civilian leaders about the
mmmediacy of the Nazi menace since 1934. It was Daladier’s gradual
realization of the seriousness of the situation in early 1938 that proved
decisive. In February, the minister of defence began to campaign, for
the first time since the summer of 1936, for further increases to France’s
rearmament effort. He warned the Chamber army commission that
German people had been ‘fanaticized’ by a National Socialist govern-
ment that was ‘completely seduced by the idea of conquest and

2 SHAT, 7N 25221, ‘Réflexions sur un conflit éventuel en Europe’, g Nov. 1937.
* SHAT, 2N 25, Procés-verbal of CPDN meeting, 8 Dec. 1937.
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domination’. Irance had no choice, he argued, but to increase its
military strength ‘to the maximum’.!

This bleak but unfortunately accurate interpretation of the inspir-
ation of Nazi foreign policy did not become a central element in the
making of Irench national policy until March of 1988. It was at this
point that Léon Blum succeeded Chautemps and put an end to ten
months of drift in foreign and defence policy. Although the Blum gov-
ernment was unsuccessful in its bid to form a coalition of ‘national
defence’, it did adopt a number of crucial defence measures that inaug-
urated the period of réarmement a outrance that was to last through to the
outbreak of war. March 1938 saw the creation of a Caisse Autonome des
wnvestissements de la Défense Nationale, the adoption of the first truly sub-
stantial air rearmament programme of the inter-war period, the
approval of an ambitious supplementary naval construction pro-
gramme, and the approval of an ‘exceptional programme’ aimed at
accelerating the pace of land rearmament.’ These measures were then
retained and even amplified by the ensuing Daladier government. On
12 April 1938 Daladier formed a government which would prove one
of the most stable and durable ministries in the history of the Third
Republic. By combining the portfolios of Premier and minister of
defence, Daladier ensured that defence requirements received the
highest priority. Presenting his government to the Chamber, the new
Premier characterized his ministry as ‘above all, a government of
National Defence’.® By obtaining wide-ranging powers of decree from
Parliament, Daladier secured the authority necessary to implement a
series of vigorous measures aimed at stimulating the economy and bol-
stering the rearmament effort.

The priority accorded to defence policy under Daladier was based
on the conviction that Nazi foreign policy was aimed at European
domination. In a summit with British Prime Minister Neville Cham-
berlain in London on 27 April Daladier declared that Hitler desired
‘nothing less than total domination of the European continent’” and
that ‘Europe has not faced a threat of these dimensions since the era of
Napoleon’. Seeking to disabuse Chamberlain of the misguided belief
that Germany could be appeased by concessions over the Sudeten-
land, Daladier argued that to cede Germany a free hand in eastern

* AAN, Commission de ’'armée, 16¢éme législature, Carton 16, Daladier audition, g Feb.
1938.

> Irank[enstein], Le Prix, 85—9 and 178-87.

5 Edouard Daladicr, Défense du pays (Paris, 1939), 9.



250 Munich

Europe would only increase the military capacity of the Reich. He
warned that ‘[1]f Germany gains control of eastern and south-eastern
Europe, it will be assured the resources necessary to turn against the
west, which, out of weakness, will have provided her with the means
with which to wage the long war which she is at present incapable of
sustaining’.” Nor was this merely alarmism for British consumption.
Daladier advised the Chamber army commission several months later
that ‘[ Jor my part, I believe that if we stand aside and allow Germany
to establish its hegemony [in east-central Europe] it is clear that in a
relatively short period of time it will be the independence of Irance
itself which is threatened with destruction’.? Neither the Premier nor
the military had any doubt about the dimensions of the Nazi threat.

IT

Although the Deuxiéme Bureau was confident that Hitler intended to
move eastward, the precise timing of this move remained uncertain in
early 1938. Analysts continued to judge the German high command
fundamentally opposed to an adventurist foreign policy. There was
increasing evidence, however, that the Party had achieved consider-
able success in its efforts to ‘nazify’ the younger members of the officer
corps. Renondeau observed in March of 1937 that ‘[d]uring the early
years of the regime the officer corps was far from uniformly National
Socialist and there was considerable repugnance for Hitler. But the situ-
ation has evolved to the point where now one would have to say that
the great majority of the army is loyal to Hitler.” This analysis
appeared to be confirmed by the events of the first week in February
1938. Hitler’s purge of the army command structure on 4 February was
the crucial stage in the Gleichschaltung of the armed forces (the ideo-
logical unity of the Party, the state, and the military). Defence minister
General von Blomberg and army commander General Werner von
Iritsch, along with sixteen other high-ranking army generals, were
replaced and the command structure of the German military was com-
pletely renovated. Hitler assumed the role of Commander-in-Chief of
Germany’s armed forces and I'ritsch was replaced as army commander

7 AN, Archives Daladier, 496 AP 8, dr. 3, unedited text entitled ‘Munich’, 44-5. See also
Duroselle, La Décadence, 336—7.

% AAN, Commission de 'armée, 16eme législature, Daladier audition, 31 Aug. 1938.

? SHAT, 7N 2599, ‘I’Armée et le national-socialisme’, 16 Mar. 1937.
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by General Walther von Brauchitsch, who assured Hitler that he was
‘ready to do anything’ to bring the army ‘closer to the state and its
ideology’.'?

French intelligence interpreted the events of 4 February as a crush-
ing victory for the Party over the high command in the struggle for con-
trol of the army. Colonel de Geflrier estimated that the military had
‘lost forever the magnificent autonomy within the state that it has
guarded jealously under a succession of regimes and which has until
now allowed it to remain a state within a state’.!" Renondeau con-
cluded that the army had become ‘a docile instrument in the hands of
the government’.'? Francois-Poncet echoed this point of view in his
report to the Quai d’Orsay. He characterized the successful purge of
the high command as the ‘decisive stage in the process of achieving the
complete subjugation of the state and all of its vital organs’, and pro-
vided ‘testament to the health, the vigour and the vitality of National
Socialism, its self-confidence and its irresistible dynamism’. The net
result of the crisis, according to Francois-Poncet, had been to ‘concen-
trate all of the forces of the state under Hitler with the objective of pro-
viding added weight to German policy and to permit the Reich to
pursue its grand designs’."® These assumptions, which were endorsed
by the Deuxi¢éme Bureau, and would condition the I'rench response to
rumours of opposition within the German high command to Hitler
during the Czechoslovak crisis the following summer.

The Iritsch-Blomberg crisis heightened anticipation of an immi-
nent coup de force which intelligence sources indicated was in prepar-
ation against Austria. In late 1937 Irench intelligence received
increasing evidence of collusion between Germany and Italy in Spain.
Renondeau speculated that the Axis had signed a military alliance.
The Deuxieme Bureau interpreted the tightening of the Axis asaneces-
sary prelude to moves against Austria and Czechoslovakia. Shortly
thereafter, the SGDN warned of an imminent threat to Austrian inde-
pendence.' Renondeau deemed that the extremism of Himmler,

0 K.-J. Miiller, Das Heer und Hitler: Armee und nationalsozialistisches Regime 19331940
(Stuttgart, 1969), 263, 255-89; Deist, “I'he Rearmament of the Wehrmacht’, 520-31; and
G. Weinberg, Germany, Hitler and World War II (Cambridge, 1995), 137-43.

""" SHAT, 7N 2601, ‘Réorganisation du commandement’, air attaché report, g Feb. 1938.

' SHAT, 7N 2601, ‘Crise de commandement: Dénouement’, 5 Feb. 1938.

13" DDF, 2eme série, viil, no. 138, Frangois-Poncet to Paris, 10 Feb. 1938.

'* For Renondeau’s views, see SHAT, 7N 2600, “Voyage du Général von Fritsche en
Italie’, 21 Dec. 1937. For the impressions of the Deuxiéme Bureau and the SGDN, see 7N
2514, RH, 1522 Nov. 1937; Fonds Gamelin, 1K 224-8, ‘Note sur les données actuelles du
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Goebbels, and Ribbentrop had achieved ascendancy over the caution
of the army in the counsels of the Fihrer on 4 February. He speculated
that the temptation to use the army might now prove irresistible for the
Nazi government and predicted a spring of increased international
tension."”

Once again Renondeau’s estimate proved accurate. Tension began
to escalate between Berlin and the Austrian government of Kurt von
Schuschnigginlate January. Austria was threatened with military occu-
pation during a meeting between Schuschnigg and Hitler in Berchtes-
gaden on 12 February. Schuschnigg was forced to comply with Hitler’s
demands that a number of Nazis be placed in the Austrian cabinet.
The Austrian government tried to project calm abroad, assuring the
Quai d’Orsay that negotiations with Germany were proceeding on an
equitable basis. But I'rance’s military and civilian leaders knew this was
a bluff. Both the SR and the foreign ministry were reading high-grade
Austrian diplomatic traffic and, through communications between
Vienna and the Austrian Embassy in Paris, were aware of the real tone
of negotiations in Berchtesgaden. Intercepts in mid-February revealed
that the Austrian government was under intense pressure and antici-
pated further demands from Berlin. They also made clear that Austrian
policy was based on the hope that Hitler would be deterred from using
force to achieve an Anschluss by the prospect of a general war.'® Vienna
was therefore trying desperately to avoid the appearance of collapse.
The Schuschnigg government feared that evidence of capitulation
would lead the Western powers to withdraw their support for an
independent Austria. If this happened, the Austrian foreign ministry
advised its ambassador in Paris, ‘all hope would be lost and it will be too
late for us to take any measures whatsoever’.!”

Signals intelligence thus kept Irench decision makers well informed
of the true status of Austria. A report summarizing Nazi demands on
the Schuschnigg government was prepared for Delbos on 13 Feb-
ruary.'® The weekly intelligence summary of 28 February predicted

probléme militaire francais’, SGDN note forwarded to Daladier by Gamelin, 8 Feb. 1938
and 2N 2241, ‘Répercussions de la situation internationale’, note from Daladier to Premier
Chautemps, 1 Feb. 1938.

" SHAT, 7N 2601, ‘Crise du haut commandement: Dénouement’, 5 Feb. 1938.
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"7 MAE, Collection de Télégrammes Interceptés, vol. 3, Autriche, Intercepts 16 and 2
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' MAE, Papiers 1940: Rochat, vol. 5, ‘Note pour le Ministre’, 13 Feb. 1938.
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that the Anschluss was both imminent and inevitable. ‘It might take
some time,” the report concluded, ‘but it is coming and this is the
important point.”"? This impressive work by French code-breakers was
in no way decisive. Irench policy towards Austria had been deter-
mined in advance. During the second week in February Daladier and
Gamelin discussed the ramifications of an Anschluss for the strategic situ-
ation and agreed that there could be no question of unilateral military
action. Neither official nor popular opinion considered preserving
Austrian independence worth war with Germany. Indeed, news of the
invasion and annexation of Austria found the Irench political elite pre-
occupied with yet another cabinet crisis over the resignation of
Chautemps. The reaction of the defence and foreign policy establish-
ment was framed by its unspoken policy of pre-emptive retreat in the
east. Thus, when the crisis broke, the Quai d’Orsay made a series of
official protests and Austria became part of the Reich.?

Tor the intelligence services, the German coup was a test of their sys-
tem of surveillance in Germany. In the aftermath of the Anschluss the
SR was censured in the press for having failed to provide advance
warning of the coup. This censure was unjustified, however. The final
decision to move against Austria was taken in Berlin only in the
evening of 10 March and the SR received its first intelligence warning
about Austria at 10:30 the following morning. Rivet’s diary entry for
14 March reads: ‘Annexation pure and simple of Austria. Good work
by the SR.”?! There does seem to have been a failure in liaison between
army intelligence and the foreign ministry however. The Quai d’Orsay
was caught off guard by the precise timing of the Anschluss and Léger
complained to Gamelin that the DAPC had not been kept informed by
the SR and Deuxieme Bureau.?” But this breakdown in communica-
tion was to have positive effects. It appears to have convinced the Quai
d’Orsay to sponsor weekly information sharing conferences which

' SHAT, 7N 2515, RH, 2128 Feb. 1938.
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convened from mid-April 1938 through to the outbreak of war. These
were chaired normally by the head of the DAPC and attended by rep-
resentatives from the army, air, and naval Deuxiéme Bureaux, the SR,
the SGDN, and at least one representative from the ministry of the
mterior. The Anschluss also led to the implementation of the SR’s pro-
posal to station secret intelligence officers in French consulates inside
Germany. In late April both Léger and Emile Charvériat (deputy
director of the DAPC) finally agreed to this measure as a means of
better monitoring preparations for mobilization in Germany.*?

In the weeks following the Anschluss, the Deuxieme Bureau, like
much of the rest of the world, correctly identified Czechoslovakia as the
next target of German aggression. Once again, however, determining
the precise timetable of Hitler’s aggressive policy proved problematic.
During the ‘May crisis’ of 1938 military intelligence endorsed reports
emanating from Czechoslovakia of an imminent German invasion of
that country. While these rumours proved to be unfounded, the rea-
soning of the Deuxieme Bureau was fundamentally sound. Intelli-
gence officials attributed tremendous importance to the military
imbalance in their assessments of the likelihood of war. Time, they
reckoned, was on the side of the rearmament efforts of France and
Britain. It was assumed that Germany would be tempted to strike
before it lost its military superiority.** This line of reasoning was to
increase in importance within the French general staff and to underpin
the phoney war strategy of 1939.

Rumours of an imminent threat to Czechoslovakia began to surface
even before the annexation of Austria. Naval intelligence reported an
imminent German attack on Czechoslovakia on 17 February. This
intelligence, along with other rumours emanating from Prague, was
dismissed by the SR.* On 8 April, however, Hans-Thilo Schmidt
reported that Hitler was considering an attack on Czechoslovakia in
the immediate future. He added that the German high command was
said to be opposed to such an attack and sought its delay until the fol-
lowing October at the earliest. “The final decision’, the SR noted, ‘once
again depends entirely on the Fihrer.”* The hypothesis of a German

% Carnets Rivet, i, entries for 1, 23, and 29 Apr. 1938.

2t MAI, Papiers 1940: Fonds Daladier, vol. 1, ‘Note sur la situation militaire actuelle
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coup de force appeared strengthened in mid-May by reports of the pres-
ence of an abnormal number of mechanized and motorized units near
the Gzechoslovak frontier at the same time as a resurgence in Sudeten
agitation which was considered ‘more or less fomented by Berlin’.?’
Rumours of the build-up of German aggression exploded into an
international crisis several weeks later when Czechoslovak intel-
ligence became convinced that Germany was about to invade. The
Czechoslovaks had received detailed information, from a source that
remains obscure, which alleged that Germany had deployed ten
infantry and mechanized divisions along its frontier with Czechoslo-
vakia.?® This intelligence arrived in Paris early on the morning of
20 May. The same day the Irench military mission in Prague, citing
Czech sources, reported German troop concentrations in Saxony and
Bavaria.”

Significantly, virtually all reports of German troop concentrations
had come from the Czechoslovaks. The military attachés in Berlin,
despite reconnaissance trips to Saxony and Silesia, could report no
inordinate military activity inside Germany*® Reconnoitring by
Renondeau, Réa, and the British and Belgian military attachés on 21,
22, and 23 May, supplemented by the aerial reconnaissance of de Gef-
frier and Stehlin, uncovered nothing out of the ordinary in terms of
military preparations.’’ But the Deuxiéme Bureau attached great
importance to the information from the Czechoslovaks and warned
the high command, the foreign ministry, and the Premier that Ger-
many might attempt another Austria-like coup that weekend.*® In
London, the SIS was of the same view and warned the Chamberlain
government of the danger of an imminent European war.*® Just after
midday on 22 May, Daladier summoned Colonel Rivet to his offices on
the rue St Dominique. Rivet described the situation as ‘grave’ and
urged the Premier to consult with the entire high command.*!

27 SHAT, 7N 2515, RH, 25-30 Apr. 1938.
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The governments in Paris, Prague, and London all took these
warnings seriously. The Czechoslovaks called 200,000 reservists to the
colours. The Irench and the British governments both made strong
protests in Berlin, which alarmed and surprised officials at the Wilhelm-
strasse because rumours of a possible invasion were unfounded. The
troop movements reported by the Czechs were routine manoeuvres.
The information received by Prague probably originated with Hitler’s
mstructions to the German high command to prepare a list of divisions
that could be ready to march against the Czechoslovaks within twelve
hours. There were no finalized plans to invade Czechoslovakia at this
juncture. The Germans denied any intention of moving against
Czechoslovakia and by the late afternoon of 22 May the storm clouds,
which had appeared so menacing over the weekend, had dispersed.®

But the May crisis was a watershed in the history of intelligence dur-
ing the inter-war period. It marked the first episode where both the
French Premier and the British Prime Minister were paying close atten-
tion to intelligence and making decisions based on information
received from secret sources. Clearly, Daladier’s accession to the prem-
iership had confirmed the importance of intelligence in the making
of national policy. The chief effect of the crisis on French perceptions of
the international situation was to increase the expectation that
Germany would move against Czechoslovakia in the near future. In
Berlin, Renondeau had at first dismissed the Czech information as
entirely unfounded and advised that in the future information from
Prague be treated with scepticism. ‘Rash decisions taken on the basis of
unconfirmed intelligence’, he warned, ‘might lead to the gravest of
consequences.”* Eventually, however, he changed his mind and judged
that Hitler had been contemplating intervention in Czechoslovakia but
had been persuaded to put off the operation after the high command
had warned that Germany was not yet ready to attack Czechoslovakia
and hold off the French in the west at the same time. Renondeau con-
sidered that ‘this does not mean that the Germans have not secretly
made up their minds to resolve the Sudeten question militarily’, and

that ‘there is no doubt the question will be raised anew’.*’
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Once again, Renondeau proved the best informed of French sources
on the situation inside Germany. The May crisis had, if anything,
strengthened Hitler’s resolve to settle matters with Czechoslovakia as
soon as possible. The following week, expressing his “‘unalterable deci-
sion to smash Czechoslovakia by military action at the earliest possible
opportunity’, Hitler instructed the German high command to acceler-
ate planning for an invasion of Czechoslovakia.*® Plans for a revised
Fall Griin (attack on Czechoslovakia) began immediately with the target
date set for 28 September. Military intelligence was faced with the dual
task of determining the timetable for the operation and judging
whether Hitler could be deterred by a strong show of support for
Czechoslovakia by France. The Deuxiéme Bureau proved capable of
both tasks. It was able to provide the precise date which had been set for
the operation and to correctly advise Irench decision makers that
Hitler was not bluffing,

Through May and June the Deuxi¢éme Bureau remained vigilant
for indications of an imminent German aggression. A clear picture of
German intentions did not begin to emerge, however, until late June.
The principal source of information at this time was Luftwaffe Deputy
Chiefof Staff General Karl Bodenschatz. Bodenschatz was a confident
of Hermann Goring and an important figure within the Nazi hier-
archy. He had served as Goring’s adjutant in the famous Richtofen
fighter squadron during the First World War and had rejoined his
superior at the air ministry shortly after the Nazis succeeded to power.
Bodenschatz was considered an ambitious man of average intelligence
but also ‘inclined to share confidences’. He was responsible for liaison
between Hitler and Goring and was therefore regarded as a prize
source of information by French army and air intelligence.*® At a party
given at the embassy on 25 June, Bodenschatz purposefully struck up
a conversation with assistant air attaché Paul Stehlin about the Euro-
pean situation. He informed Stehlin that the attitude of France and
England during the May crisis had ‘profoundly irritated the Fiithrer’.
Denying that Germany had harboured any aggressive intentions
during this crisis, Bodenschatz declared that ‘[t|he Fithrer has decided
to accept no further provocations from the Czechs and to respond by

% Quoted in P. M. H. Bell, T%e Origins of the Second World War in Europe (London, 1986),
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force to the next incident fabricated by Prague’. He then confided
that, in order to defend Germany’s western frontier against possible
intervention by France, Hitler had decided to construct a system of
fortifications along the Franco-German frontier ‘the scale of which
defies description’. At the same time Bodenschatz lamented that
Irance and Germany should feel compelled to expend so much time
and energy erecting fortifications ‘on a frontier that the Fuhrer has
solemnly guaranteed’. He assured Stehlin that ‘[w]e have absolutely
no interest in any Irench territory, we ask only that you allow us to
settle purely German problems as we see fit’. A detailed summary of
this conversation was prepared the very same evening by the embassy
and forwarded to Daladier, Bonnet, Gamelin, and the Deuxiéme
Bureau by diplomatic valise the following day.*’

Hitler was by now convinced that the time had come for the first of
his short wars. Bodenschatz’s confidences were part of a programme of
disinformation and intimidation which the Germans mounted in the
summer of 1938. The institution of civil conscription and the intense
propaganda campaign which accompanied construction on the west-
wall were other such measures. Similarly, the Wehrmacht made no
effort to conceal its gradual mobilization over the ensuing two months.
Stehlin and de Geffrier were not prevented from tracking German
preparations from the air. Nor were Renondeau and his adjutants for-
bidden from travelling anywhere in Germany—with the predictable
exception of regions where fortifications were under construction. The
aim of this sustained campaign of deception was to intimidate Western
decision makers into inaction.*!

One week later the Deuxieme Bureau produced an assessment of
the situation for Daladier. According to this report expansion in the
east remained the idée directrice of German foreign policy. The key con-
sideration in determining the timetable of this expansion was the exist-
ing balance of forces: ‘Germany’s present [military] superiority is
without doubt the principal reason it desires to precipitate a war sooner
rather than later.”*? Contrasting reports on the progress of work on the
westwall with the information received from Bodenschatz, the SAE
concluded that Bodenschatz was exaggerating the strength of German
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fortifications.*® The ostentatious work on the Siegfried Line, along with
frequent and voluble proclamations of the solidity of the Axis with Italy,
were carefully orchestrated attempts to dissuade I'rance from respond-
ing to the coming attack on Czechoslovakia. The time necessary to
build a really formidable system on the scale which Bodenschatz had
described would permit Irance to regain much lost ground with its
rearmament effort. The Deuxiéme Bureau was convinced, however,
that Hitler would not wait until the westwall was fully completed but
would attempt to profit from the present military imbalance. An oper-
ation against Czechoslovakia, Daladier was warned, could come any
time after the middle of August.**

Intelligence on the timing of the anticipated German action against
Czechoslovakia began to arrive in Paris in early July. On 8 July Dal-
adier read to the Irench cabinet a message from Irancois-Poncet
which predicted that after mid-August Europe would face a “particu-
larly critical period’ and that Hitler had decided on a ‘lightning attack
against Czechoslovakia’ using the first available pretext.*> Another
intelligence scare emerged on the weekend of 2123 July when the SR
reported that the entire 1913 class of German reservists had been called
up. At the same time, the normally reliable military attaché from
Switzerland informed the general staff that long columns of army ve-
hicles had been observed moving south from Dresden and north from
Vienna towards the Czechoslovak frontier.*® This alarm proved false. It
was important nonetheless in that it prompted the SR to mobilize its
network of Centres de Renseignements along France’s northern and
castern frontiers and to amplify its exchanges of information with
Czechoslovak and Polish intelligence.*” This triggered a flood of daily
messages reporting on the call up of reservists, that workers and mater-
1al were pouring westward for construction on the Siegfried Line and
that the mood in Germany appeared increasingly fatalistic at the
prospect of war. The daily intelligence comptes-rendus increased in
length from an average of two to three pages to an average of eight to

* SHAT, 7N 26021, ‘Affaire tchécoslovaque et fortifications de I'Ouest’, 29 June 1938
and ‘Fortifications allemandes’, 6 July 1938.

 MAL, Papiers 1940: Fonds Daladier, vol. 1, Deuxiéme Bureau Report, 13 July 1938.

5 MAL, Papiers 1940: Fonds Daladier, vol. 1, Note from Reynaud to Daladier discussing
the cabinet proceedings of 8 July, 8 July 1938. For Frangois-Poncet’s report, see DDF, 2¢me
série, X, no. 150, 5 July 1938.

* SHAT, 7N 25231, ‘Comptes-rendus’, 20 and 21 July 1938.

7 SHAT, 7N 24863, ‘Note sur la mobilisation des Centres de Renseignements’, 24 July
1938 and Carnets Rivet, ii, 23 and 26 July 1938.
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nine pages. The SAE also began producing daily intelligence sum-
maries which were circulated to Generals Colson, Georges, and
Gamelin.” Through the remainder of July, August, and September,
the Deuxi¢éme Bureau provided decision makers with a remarkably
accurate picture of the situation.

It was in late July that intelligence began arriving in Paris concern-
ing unrest within the German army high command. A group of high
ranking officers, including army Chief of Staff Ludwig Beck, opposed
the timing of the operation against Czechoslovakia, did not share the
Fiihrer’s confidence that France and Britain would stand aside and was
convinced that Germany could not wage war on two fronts. After a
failed attempt to organize collective insubordination to Hitler’s orders
by the general staff, Beck resigned on 21 August. Beck’s successor,
General I'ranz Halder, appears briefly to have considered the idea of
a conspiracy against Hitler but this notion was quickly abandoned.*
French intelligence received fragmentary news of the existence of
determined opposition to Hitler’s war plans from Renondeau, the SR,
and from the Quai d’Orsay. In April Carl Goerdeler, Mayor of Leipzig,
a German nationalist and future conspirator against Hitler, visited
Paris and met with Alexis Léger. He informed Léger of the resistance
to Hitler in Germany and advised that Irance adopt a firm policy
towards future German threats.”

But there was other evidence of dissatisfaction within the army high
command. Through the spring and summer of 1938 Renondeau main-
tained the judgement that the army was opposed to risking a two-front
war.”! His views were supplemented by information which reached the
Quai d’Orsay from Roger Cambon, chargé at the London embassy,
that unofficial emissaries from the German army high command had
appeared in London to urge the British to take a firm stand over
Czechoslovakia and hinted that this might facilitate the overthrow of
Hitler’s regime.”? These rumours were supplemented by an SR report

* These daily reports are in SHAT, 7N 2523-1.

* Miiller, Das Heer, 342—77; Deist, “The Rearmament of the Wehrmacht’, 527-8; Messer-
schmidt, ‘Foreign Policy’, 659-60; and Weinberg, Starting World War I1, 141-5.

*" On this and other rumours of a coup against Hitler, see Lacaze, France et Munich, 503—4;
P. Hoffman, The History of German Resistance, 1933-1945 (Cambridge, Mass., 1979), 56—7; and
K. von Klemperer, German Resistance against Hitler (Oxford, 1992), 95-6.

> SHAT, 7N 2602-1, Renondeau to Paris, 20 July 1938; ‘Situation générale’, 27 July
1938; “Situation générale’, 17 Aug. 1938. See also the Liaison hebdomadaire of 9 June 1938 in
7N 2522-2.

52 MAT, Papiers Massigli, vol. 19, Cambon to Massigli, 9, 23 Aug. 1938. These emissaries
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from an indeterminate source which related that in war counsels Hitler
had insisted the situation was favourable for a move against Czecho-
slovakia and had refused to listen to any dissenting opinion. The report
claimed that the German high command was ‘highly agitated” by
Hitler’s views and ‘are openly criticizing the bellicose projects of
National Socialist policy’.”® Further rumours of discontent within the
army high command were communicated to Paris in early September
through Dr Reinhold Schairer, a lecturer in international law at the
London School of Economics and contact of Karl Goerdeler, Hjalmar
Schacht, and other conservative opponents to the Nazi regime within
Germany.”*

None of the rumours of a possible coup directed against Hitler were
taken seriously by either the Quai d’Orsay or the Deuxieme Bureau.
Nor should they have been. The hesitancy of the German general staff
in no way threatened Hitler’s government.”® Renondeau judged that
Hitler’s will would ‘smash all opposition to his designs on Czechoslo-
vakia’. Along with Irancois-Poncet, he rightly dismissed ‘whispered
messages’ urging a policy of firmness on the Irench government as
unreliable and of suspicious origin.”® The Deuxiéme Bureau agreed.
An appreciation prepared for Gamelin which reached Daladier’s per-
sonal staff judged that the Iritsch-Blomberg crisis had rendered the
German high command ‘incapable of opposing the violent policies of
the Chancellor’.”” Gamelin accepted this interpretation. In London in
mid-September he advised the British Chiefs of Staff that, although the
German high command was not enthusiastic about attacking Czecho-
slovakia, it would follow orders and its efficiency would not be gravely
compromised.” The same view prevailed within the Quai d’Orsay.
Karl Goerdeler’s advice was treated with great scepticism because he
was known to have close ties to both Goring and Hitler’s adjutant

were General Ewald von Kleist and Colonel Hans Boehm-Tettelbach. These events are
examined in Weinberg, Starting World War 11, 3947 and Andrew, Secret Service, 556—7.

% SHAT, 25232, ‘Hitler et les chefs de 'armée et I’affaire tchéque’, 27 Aug. 1937.

s MAL, Papiers 1940: Cabinet Bonnet, vol. 1, ‘Note remise au Directeur Politique’,
8 Sept. 1938. Dr Schairer was also in contact with Paul Reynaud, see the explanation in the
Archives Daladier, 496 AP 11, dr. 2, sdr. b, ‘Compte-rendu d’une conversation tenue par
mon représentant avec M. Xle 6 et 7 Novembre’, undated but certainly Nov. 1938.

» Klemperer, Resistance, 105-10; Messerschmidt, ‘Foreign Policy’, 659—60; Deist, ‘Re-
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% SHAT, 7N 26021, Renondeau to Paris, 20 July and 22 Aug. 1938.
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stamped ‘exploité pour le ministre’, 24 Aug. 1938.
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Captain Iritz Wiedemann. Nor, finally, did Beck’s resignation have any
effect on French policy. Indeed, the SR did not learn of his replace-
ment by General Halder until 5 September.*

By late August, however, the Deuxi¢éme Bureau was able to identify
the end of September as the targeted date for the German offensive. On
24 August information arrived from a tres bonne source (which, again,
cannot be identified) that Hitler had ‘declared his intention to occupy
Czechoslovakia on the 28th of September’ and was convinced that
neither Britain nor France would intervene.®® The following day
Schmidt informed the SR that Hitler was in a highly nervous state and
had decided on the 25th as the day the Wehrmacht would move.®! On 6
September Schmidt repeated that the attack would come at the end of
the month.” At the same time, the SR reported that many of its
double agents had been advised that the settlement of the Czechoslovak
question would come at the end of September.®® These reports were
complemented by intelligence on German troop concentrations
throughout the month of September. In late August the Deuxi¢me
Bureau learned that the Wehrmacht had called up a number of
Landwehr divisions. Thisled to the conclusion that Germany was in the
process of a virtual mobilization.®* On 15 September military intelli-
gence informed the high command that the Germans had moved nearly
all of their motorized and mechanized divisions to the Czechoslovak
frontier.® Analysis of Wehrmacht radio traffic indicated the transfer of
at least sixteen divisions from western Germany to Austria.®® At mid-
night on 17 September Gauché and Rivet prepared a summary of the
situation for Daladier to take with him when he left to confer with
Chamberlain in London early the next morning.*” On 19 September

» SHAT, 7N 2523-1, ‘Compte-rendu de renseignements’, 6 Sept. 1938 and DDF, 2éme
série, Xi, no. 40, 7 Sept. 1938 and Lacaze, France et Munich, 504—5.

% SHAT, 7N 26021, ‘Compte-rendu’, 24 Aug. 1938. This intelligence corresponds with
the information which Thiimmel provided Czechoslovak intelligence: Moravec, Master of
Spies, 150-1.

ot Carnets Ruvet, 1i, 25 Aug. 1938; SHAT, 7N 25232, SR report from ‘Source 7’ (‘excellent’
marked in pencil next to this appellation), 25 Aug. 1938.

% SHAT, 7N 25251, SR report ‘Source 7, 6 Sept. 1938.

% SHAT, 7N 2523-2, SR report, 7 Sept. 1938. Similar reports of 1, 7, 8, 16, and 17 Sept.
in Dossier 1 of this carton also point to the end of the month as the time of the invasion. See
also Young, ‘French Military Intelligence and Nazi Germany’, 279-83.

* SHAT, 7N 25231, BdR, 30 Aug. 1938.

% SHAT, 7N 25231, BdR, 15 Sept. 1938.

5 SHAT, 7N 25232, ‘Note pour le Général chef de I'Etat-major de Parmée’, 7 Sept.
1938.

57 Carnets Rivet, ii, 17-18 Sept. 1938.



Munich 263

the army Deuxi¢me Bureau estimated that the Germans had mo-
bilized seventeen to twenty reservist divisions and the forces on the
Czech frontier would be ready to move in three days.*

Significantly, intelligence analyses of the situation through the
month of September remained convinced that Hitler was not bluffing,
that he desired to settle the Czech affair militarily and that he could not
be deterred from this course of action by a policy of firmness. Renon-
deau forwarded a penetrating analysis of German policy to Paris, judg-
ing that ‘Hitler is counting on our inertia, our impotence and, if worst
comes to worst, the protection of his defensive systems’.® He also
deemed that ‘[t]he reason the Germans avoid outlining their demands
openly is quite simple. The Fihrer and his entourage are not interested
in negotiated solutions. The solution they desire is the most radical: the
destruction of Czechoslovakia.””® During the first week in September
Renondeau wrote directly to Dentz to express his conviction that
Hitler had ‘decided absolutely’ to move against Czechoslovakia.”! On
23 August the Deuxiéme Bureau report to the weekly intelligence
meeting concluded that, ‘Hitler will be satisfied with nothing less than
the complete dismemberment of Czechoslovakia and its removal as a
factor in international politics’.’”> Even Bonnet, the high-priest of
Trench appeasement, understood that Hitler would not be satisfied
with concessions over the Sudetenland, but instead desired to ‘erase
Czechoslovakia from the map of Europe’.”?

Moreover, the Deuxiéme Bureau combined the view that Hitler
actively desired war with the familiar judgement that Czechoslovakia
was only a stage in Germany’s bid for European hegemony. An appre-
ciation in July advised that ‘the destruction of Czechoslovakia will be
only the first episode’ in Germany’s drive to dominate the continent
and that the Reich was secking to obtain in eastern Europe the raw
materials and foodstuffs it lacked and which would permit it to wage a
long war and establish its dominance on the continent.”* In fact, assess-
ments were imbued with a sense of inevitability regarding the coming
war: ‘The force of Germany’, Daladier was reminded in July, ‘is driven
by the most primitive of motives and guided by the powerful will of its

% SHAT, 7N 25231, ‘Compte-rendu’, 17 Sept. 1938.

SHAT, 7N 2599, Renondeau to Paris, 22 Mar. 1937.
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Quoted in Duroselle, La Décadence, 337.

SHAT, 2N 224-1, ‘Note sur I’évolution du probleme militaire frangais’, 27 July 1938.
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chief. .. [it] . . . cannot be broken by peaceful means.’”> Hitler’s thirst
for domination would not be satisfied by concessions over the Sude-
tenland. Sooner or later France would either have to submit or fight.

In sum, French intelligence supplied policy makers with detailed
and accurate warning that Hitler had targeted Czechoslovakia long in
advance of the actual threat in September of 1938. Intelligence reports
also placed Czechoslovakia within the framework of a vast plan of
expansion and domination which posed a mortal threat to Irench
security. In addition, the Deuxiéme Bureau also underlined that the
German high command did not feel ready to run the risk of a two-front
war. Yet the Daladier government, to the enduring humiliation of
Irance, abandoned Czechoslovakia and capitulated to Hitler at
Munich. French policy evolved from retreat in advance to open retreat.
A central element in this process was the perception that the strategic
situation favoured Germany in 1938. The picture of German military
capability outlined by French military intelligence in the spring and
summer of 1938 was crucial in shaping this perception.

IIT

Nineteen thirty-eight marked a turning point in overall Irench naval
policy as the naval staff’s foreboding view of the strategic situation
finally penetrated to the upper echelons of the government. Calcula-
tions of the future naval balance reached their inter-war nadir during
the first months of 1938. In September of 1938 total German naval
strength was estimated at 150,000 tonnes, including the three pocket
battleships, four first-class cruisers, and twelve submarines suitable for
missions outside the Baltic sea.”® In the more important category of
ships under construction, the Deuxi¢éme Bureau estimated that more
than 250,000 tonnes in new warships were under construction in Ger-
man shipyards. It reported that the 1959 naval programme would
include a third 35,000-tonne capital ship that would probably mount
eight 16 inch guns. The intelligence section also predicted that 83,097
tonnes in new warships would come into service with the German navy

by the end of 1938, including the capital ships the Gnewsenau and the

7 SHAT, 2N 2241, ‘Note sur I’évolution du probléme militaire frangais’, 27 July 1938.

> SHM, 1BB2, 95, ‘Situation des flottes allemande et italienne’, 12 Sept. 1938. Only the
712-tonne Type IX class and the 500-tonne Type VII class were considered able to operate
on the high seas.
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Scharnhorst, nine destroyers, and as many as fifteen ‘blue water’ sub-
marines.”” Longer range estimations of the rate of German naval pro-
duction concluded that by mid-1940 the German fleet would have two
raiding forces, each comprised of two battleships, one aircraft carrier,
three or four cruisers, and two squadrons of destroyers, available for
use against French shipping in the Atlantic.”® By 1943 the German fleet
was expected to surpass 430,000 tonnes of modern warships and to be
comprised of five large battleships, three pocket battleships, two air-
craft carriers, fifteen heavy and medium cruisers, and at least sixty
ocean-going submarines.”® Typically, however, evaluations of the fight-
ing power of these new vessels were not integrated into Deuxiéme
Bureau assessments of the present and future naval balance.

This was probably due to a general lack of information about Ger-
man naval matériel. While, the fragmentary state of the Marine archive
makes it difficult to make unqualified assertions, it does appear that a
serious dearth of technical intelligence on the ships under construction
persisted into 1938. Irench naval intelligence assumed that both the
Bismarck and the Tirpitz were being built close to the 35,000-tonne limit
imposed by the second Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1937. It also
continued to estimate the size of the Gnewsenau and the Scharnhorst
battlecruisers as close to the 26,000 tonnes announced officially by the
Germans.® But actual designs for German capital ships were much
larger than Irench estimates. The Bismarck, for example, was to be a
42,000-tonne battleship mounting eight 15 inch guns. Meanwhile, the
Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were 20 per cent larger than IFrench estimates
assumed, both displacing more than 31,800 tonnes.?' Conversely, esti-
mates of the rate of German shipbuilding were exaggerated. By mid-
1937 a lack of shipyard capacity combined with chronic raw material
shortages to produce a ‘general crisis’ in the German shipbuilding
industry. This caused delays of between eight months and one year in

7 SHM, 1BBz2, 92, BdR, May 1938; SHM, 1BB2, 94, ‘Le Programme naval allemand’,
11 Oct. 1938 and SHM, 1BB2, 180, ‘Situation internationale des armements navals’, 20 Jan.
1938.

8 SHM, 1BB2, 94, ‘Les Marines allemande, italienne et britanniques’, Feb. 1938.

7 SHM, 1BB2, 94, ‘Le Programme naval allemand’, 11 Oct. 1938.

% SHM, 1BB2, 94, ‘Les Marines allemande, italienne et britannique’, Feb. 1938; SHM,
1BB2, 92, BdR, May 1938 and SHM, 1BBz2, 95, ‘Constructions pour la Marine de Guerre en
Allemagne’, 28 Aug. 1938.

81 Diilffer, Marine, 372—80. During the summer of 1937 the Soviets obtained accurate
intelligence on some German naval construction and forwarded this to the British Admir-
alty. Unfortunately, either this intelligence was not shared with the French naval staff or it
was rejected by the Deuxieme Bureau. See Maiolo, ‘Admiralty Intelligence’, 40-1.
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battleship and aircraft carrier construction. The Gnewsenau and Scharn-
horst did not enter into service until the outbreak of war and the aircraft
carriers under construction never became part of the German fleet.*
The mistakes made in assessing the German naval threat at this
stage stemmed from the familiar combination of a lack of information,
on the one hand, and entrenched assumptions about the situation
across the Rhine, on the other. Two central misconceptions about
naval rearmament conditioned naval intelligence appreciations. The
first, which contradicted initial analyses of German attitudes towards
the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, was that Germany was adhering
to the technical limitations imposed by its naval agreements with
Britain. In February of 1938 the naval attaché reported that these
limitations were considered as ‘definitive and permanent’ by German
policy makers who wanted above all to avoid another naval race with
the British.?® The second was the by now standard failure to integrate
reports of widespread raw material shortages into estimates of the pace
of German shipbuilding. In November 1937, for example, naval intelli-
gence reported correctly that ‘the lack of raw materials remains the
most pressing preoccupation of the Reich’ and that ‘the lack of metals
concerns naval construction in particular’.® Although the Deuxiéme
Bureau received a steady stream of information confirming this report,
raw material shortages were never mentioned either in the studies of
German naval production cited above or in overviews of the naval
balance. Emphasis was instead placed on information that German
shipyards were working in split shifts to accelerate production. Darlan
complained that, while French construction was restricted by the 40-
hour week, German shipyards were working at maximum capacity.®
Grim estimates of the future naval threat from Germany were not
enough to alter French policy, however. It was Mussolini’s announce-
ment on 8 January of a new naval programme that would include two
more 35,000-tonne battleships that finally pried funds loose for large-
scale rearmament. The naval staff was ready for the Italian proclam-
ation because the Deuxi¢me Bureau had reported the Italian intention

% On the state of the German shipbuilding industry, see Diilffer, Marine, 566—71;
Salewski, Seekriegsleitung, . 37-63; and Deist, Wehrmacht, 82—3.

% SHM, 1BB2, 94, ‘Les Marines allemande, italienne et britannique’, Feb. 1938.

% SHM, 1BB2, 91, BdR, Dec. 1937; for subsequent information, see esp. SHM, 1BB7, 134,
‘Le Potentiel de guerre allemand’, 7 July 1938.

% SHAT, 2N 224-1, ‘Situation actuelle’, 17 Oct. 1938; SHM, 1BB2, 180, ‘Politique
navale’, 20 Jan. 1938; SHM, 1BB2, 95, ‘Constructions pour la Marine de Guerre en Alle-
magne’, 29 Aug. 1938.
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to build two new capital ships the previous November.?® In a lengthy

note of 20 January the naval stafl warned that the new Italian pro-
gramme, which would double the amount of naval tonnage under con-
struction, had ‘demolished the equilibrium in the Mediterranean’.
The combination of the accelerated German and Italian building
programmes would mean that:

Up to 1939 the French fleet will be clearly superior to the individual German
and Italian fleets. From the middle of 1939 up to 1941 the French fleet will be
comparable to the Italian fleet and superior to the German fleet. From 1942
the French fleet will be clearly inferior to the Italian fleet and, in relation to the
German fleet, it will be first comparable and then inferior.

The political consequences of this situation would be devastating:

Up to 1939 we can face one of the two continental naval powers. From 1939 to
1942 our fleet will not be capable of acting alone with success in the Mediter-
ranean. After 1942 our fleet will constitute a heavy burden for an eventual ally
and we could be defeated if we acted alone in any theatre. Our overseas pos-
sessions would be at the mercy of other powers.

The note ended with a reminder that ‘decisions taken in 1938 will con-
dition the situation in 1942-1943".* In a note to Campinchi, Darlan
demanded a supplementary construction programme. He warned, in
typically restrained fashion, that ‘if we continue to sleep, our country
will be incapable of following a foreign policy of any kind’.?®

This ‘worst case’ picture of the strategic balance achieved its object-
wve. In March the CPDN and the short-lived Blum cabinet approved
plans for a tranche 19384us aimed at funding all construction delayed by
the austerity measures of the previous spring and summer. This pro-
gramme was amplified by the ensuing Daladier government in the
form of a 2 May decree authorizing the laying down of 98,575 tonnes
of combat vessels including two more g5,000-tonne capital ships. In
total six billion francs were to be invested in a five-year construction
programme aimed at achieving a total of 743,558 tonnes of warships by
1943, thus ensuring France’s place as the strongest continental Euro-
pean naval power. Even Darlan expressed satisfaction with these
results.®

% SHM, 1BB2, 92, BdR, 8 Oct.—8 Nov. 1937.
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The timing of the Sudetenland crisis could not have been worse for the
French air force. The appointment of Guy La Chambre as air minister
in January 1938 had marked the beginning of a new era in I'rench air
policy. By spring 1938 La Chambre did not need to convince his cab-
inet colleagues of the need for an immense effort to redress the situ-
ation in the air, the danger was all too apparent. And relations with the
rest of the defence establishment were no longer confrontational. La
Chambre was a close friend of Daladier and enjoyed good relations
with both parliamentary aviation commissions.” Under these condi-
tions air policy was able to make the kind of progress which had been
impossible under Cot.

The new minister replaced air force chief of staff FFéquant with Gen-
eral Vuillemin and he resurrected the Conseil Supérieur de I’Air, which
had fallen into abeyance during Cot’s tenure. He took further steps to
re-establish the relationship between the ministry and the air staff by
abolishing the structural reforms of the Cot ministry and reorganizing
the air force once again.”” Most importantly, La Chambre was able to
secure the funding necessary for an ambitious air rearmament pro-
gramme. Before officially assuming his responsibilities, La Chambre
had met with Daladier to discuss the situation of French aviation. Cru-
cially, both agreed that major investment would be necessary to
expand and retool the aviation industry in order to introduce effective
mass production.”?

The foundations were thus laid for a massive effort to restore French
air power. The rearmament programme introduced by the air ministry
in March of 1938, Plan V, was formulated to meet the strategic require-
ments of French air power in the event of a war in which France and
Britain were pitted against Germany and Italy with Spain neutral.”®

Frank[enstein], Le Prix, go—1 and 177-91; Masson, ‘Réarmement’, 73—7; Coutau-Bégarie and
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The objective was to equal estimated German air power in January of
1938. The rearmament programme aimed at providing Irance with a
force with 2,617 first-line aircraft and 2,122 reserves by 1940. This force
would consist predominantly of fighters, which were less expensive and
could be produced faster than bombers. Plan V was to be achieved in
two stages. In keeping with the defensive—offensive configuration of
French grand strategy, priority was given to securing I'rench airspace.
Consequently, the first tranche would consist almost exclusively of
fighters. Just as importantly, the new programme called for a major
retooling and expansion of the aeronautical industry which aimed at
increasing production to g3o aircraft per month (six times the target of
the Cot regime) by June of 1959. In pursuit of these objectives, the new
regime borrowed heavily from the British system that had been in
place since 1946. In early March a British air mission came to Paris to
discuss new strategies for modernization and mass production with
representatives from the French air ministry and aero-industry. The air
ministry was allocated a total of 16 billion credits to finance the new
programme. Expenditure on air rearmament rose from 21 to 42 per
cent of total defence spending.”*

Significant increases in credits, however, could not immediately
transform the situation. Owing to the inability of the aviation industry
to cope with the enormous demands of the new rearmament pro-
gramme, Plan V was not expected to improve significantly the dispar-
ity between French and German air power until the spring of 1939.% In
April La Chambre commissioned Senator de la Grange to begin nego-
tiations for the purchase of up to 1,000 American-built fighters.” But
the existing disparity in air power was not alleviated by these measures.
During the summer of 1938 Plan V had yet to begin paying dividends,
there was a desperate shortage of modern equipment and the Armée
de I’Air was in the midst of the structural reorganizations decreed by
the new team at the air ministry. France’s vulnerability in the air at this
stage made German successes in building the Luftwafte all the more
impressive and demoralizing. The resulting sense of impotence and

“* AN, Archives Daladier, 496 AP 32, dr. 5, sdr. d, ‘Les Armements francais en 1938’,
undated. See also Facon, L’Armée de l'air, 81—7; Frank[enstein], Le Prix, 88—9go; Vivier, Politique
aéronautique militaire, 438—42. On Franco-British technical cooperation, see P. Fridenson and
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and Thomas, Britain, France, 220-1.

% AN, Archives Daladier, 496 AP 32, dr. 5, sdr. d, ‘Les Armements francais en 1938’.

% See Vivier, Politique aéronautique militaire, 46977 and Haight, American Aud to France, 4—11.



270 Munich

inferiority conditioned perceptions of the situation in the air and
underpinned the tendency to overestimate German air power.

In May 1938 Duvernoy was promoted to deputy chief of air staff and
was replaced as chief of the Deuxieme Bureau by Lt. Colonel Alfred
d’Arnaud de Vitrolles. From one of the wealthiest and most influential
families in Irance, de Vitrolles, like his predecessor, was originally a
cavalry officer who joined the air force after the Rif War in Morocco,
receiving relatively rapid promotion to the rank of Group Command-
ant by the summer of 1929.”” De Vitrolles attended the Ecole Supérieur
de Guerre from 1992 to 1935 and was attached to the personal staff of
air minister Denain upon his graduation. He headed air intelligence
from 15 May 1938 until he was killed in a plane crash during the phoney
war. Although he took over the Deuxi¢me Bureau at a particularly
bleak juncture in terms of assessments of the air balance, de Vitrolles
would prove a very capable intelligence chief. His estimates of the situ-
ation in the air were consistently more balanced and less alarmist than
those of his superiors, Vuillemin in particular.

By spring 1938 the air intelligence had concluded that most of the
first-line aircraft of the Luftwaffe were products of the German air
ministry’s renovation programme of 1937. The quality of the aircraft
introduced under this programme was impressive. The Messer-
schmidt Bf 109 had set the world speed record the previous November
and was considered the finest fighter in the world. The new twin engine
Heinkel He 111 and Dornier Do 17 medium bombers were capable of
speeds from g9o to 440 km/h and were thus faster than all but a hand-
ful of Irench fighters. These bombers, according to the Deuxiéme
Bureau, were also able to transport up to two tonnes of explosives as far
as 1,000 kilometres.”® As Europe hovered on the edge of war during the
summer of 1938, the Deuxi¢me Bureau estimated that the Luftwaffe
possessed an operational strength of 230 squadrons and 2,760 air-
craft—including 1,568 bombers and 524 fighters. Even more unset-
tling was the conclusion that 8o per cent of German first-line fighters
and 87 per cent of first-line bombers, 1,766 aircraft in all, were con-
sidered to be products of the recent refurbishment programme and

9 SHAA, uncatalogued ‘Etat des services de Lt. Colonel de Vitrolles’. This personal
dossier is incommunicable until 2017.

% SHAA, 2B 63, ‘Note sur 'appareil de chasse allemand Messerschmidt Bf. 109’, 1 Apr.
1938; 2B 61, ‘Notice sur 'armée de I'air allemande’, Jan. 1938; 2B 59, ‘Dossier de campagne’,
1 June 1938; SHAT, 5N 579-2, Daladier to Churchill, 11 May 1938. See also Stehlin,
Témoignage pour Uhistoire, 88, for impressions of German matériel in 1938.
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superior to any aircraft in service in the Irench air force.” Added to this
was the power of the air defence network developed by the Germans
during the 1950s, which Irench intelligence considered the best in the
world.'"”

This estimate was significantly overblown. Once again, calculations
of the total number of squadrons and first-line aircraft were accurate.
The decisive flaw in French assessments was a failure to determine the
percentage of modern and serviceable aircraft in the Luftwafte order of
battle. These were difficult issues which no foreign intelligence service
was able to resolve at this point. In September of 1938 only 1,669 of
2,750 first-line German aircraft were fit to take part in operations. Less
than half of these were modern.'” The importance of this inflated view
of the Luftwaffe was magnified by the perception that German planes
would begin bombing Paris from the outset of war.

In 1948 air intelligence expected the Luftwaffe to play an important
strategic role in a Franco-German conflict. Aware of debate between
army and air force representatives within the Wehrmacht over the use
of air power, air intelligence judged that Goéring’s status as Hitler’s lieu-
tenant would secure for the Luftwaffe an independent role in German
strategy. This was an important misperception on the part of the air
force Deuxiéme Bureau. In reality, the primary role of air power in
German war doctrine was one of tactical support for ground forces.
Significantly, French analysts did not lack evidence which pointed to
this conclusion. As early as December of 1935, an attaché report pre-
pared by Poincaré had called for a reconsideration of the assumption
that the Luftwaffe was first and foremost an independent force. Poin-
caré had noted that in the Wehrmacht command structure the com-
mander in chief of the air force was subordinated to the army high
command. This, he concluded, suggested that the first responsibility of
the air force would be to provide close support for ground oper-
ations.' This interpretation appeared to be confirmed by an analysis
of the German manoeuvres of autumn 1936 produced by the air
Deuxiéme Bureau:

9 SHAA, 2B 59, ‘Dossier de campagne: Allemagne’, 1 June 1938; SHAT, 7N 2697,
‘Ordre de bataille de I'armée de I’air allemande a la date du 1 Septembre 1938,

100" SHAA, 2B 61, ‘Conference sur 'armée de air allemande’, Oct. 1937; ‘Notice sur
Parmée de 'air allemande’, Jan. 1938; and ‘L.’Armée de l'air allemande’, Jan. 1939.

%" Overy, ‘German Air Strength’, 468—70. On the very similar difficulties experienced by
British air intelligence at this stage, see Wark, Ultimate Enemy, 4852 and 61-78.

192 SHAT, 7N 2596, ‘Organisation de I’ Aéronautique: Emploi de I’aviation dite indépend-
ante’, 11 Dec. 1935.



272 Munich

The structure of the German air force, the temperament of its chief and cer-
tain information garnered from the press all give the impression that German
air doctrine will be inspired by a nearly absolute spirit of independence
regarding the ground command. . . . But the latest manoeuvres have shown
that this is not the case. The air command has proceeded with extreme care to
collaborate closely with ground forces. The capital lesson to be taken from the
manocuvres of 1936 is that in all decisive action the air command is directly
subordinate to the ground command.'”

These manoeuvres had further demonstrated ‘a particular preoccupa-
tion with coordinating aviation and army operations’ in German doc-
trine. In addition to heralding the appearance of close tactical co-
operation between armoured and dive bomber units, the manoeuvres
also revealed that ‘all bomber and dive-bomber planes intervene in
the decisive phase of the battle in cooperation with armoured for-
mations’.'”" A subsequent study based on a synthesis of attaché reports,
reports on operations in Spain, and on a captured Luftwaffe manual
entitled Luftkriegfiihrung (Conduct of Aerial Warfare), stressed that the
versatility of the new German medium bombers permitted them to
either intervene in conjunction with fighters and dive-bombers on the
field of battle or to be employed to disrupt enemy supply and commu-
nications systems and to prevent reinforcements from reaching the
battlefield. The entire bomber fleet could therefore be expected to sup-
port the army during ground operations.'® This was a comprehensive
understanding of the role of air power in German military doctrine. It
was supplemented by lessons taken from the war in Spain, which sug-
gested that air power could play a key role in supporting ground oper-
ations. There were few instances, conversely, where large-scale
bombing achieved decisive results.'®

Yet, down to the outbreak of war, air intelligence continued to focus
on the ‘strategic’ threat posed by the Luftwaffe and ignored evidence
that it would be placed at the disposal of German ground forces. The

1% SHAA, 2B 57, BdR, 2¢me trimestre 1937.

10t Cited from SHAA, 2B 61, ‘Notice sur ’armée de I’air allemande’, Jan. 1938 and 2B 6o,
‘Les Grandes Manoeuvres allemandes—1937’, 3 Feb. 1938. See also Young, ‘French Military
Intelligence and Nazi Germany’, 289-94.

195 SHAA, 2B 62, ‘Etude sur la doctrine d’emploi de I'armée de Iair allemande’, Jan. 1939.
See also 2B 62, ‘I’Armée de Iair allemande’, Jan. 1939.

196 SHAT, 7N 2506, ‘Etudes: Enseignements de la guerre d’Espagne’, Mar. 1938. This
lengthy summary cites air intelligence bulletins as well as air force and military observers in
Spain. See also M. Astorika, ‘I.’Aviation et la guerre d’Espagne: La Cinqui¢me Arme face
aux exigences de la guerre moderne’, in Hildebrand and Werner (eds.), Deutschland und
Frankreich, 325-48.
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air Deuxiéme Bureau held insistently to the conviction that ‘the Ger-
man air force is above all an offensive tool’, and that its ‘fundamental
role is that of an independent strike force’. The chief argument for this
interpretation was the preponderance of bombers, particularly
Heinkel and Dornier medium bombers, in the Luftwaffe order of
battle. Another argument was the fact that Goring was the only Field
Marshal in the Wehrmacht and that he would therefore secure a deci-
sive and independent role for air power in German war doctrine.'” At
the root of this analysis remained entrenched attitudes within the air
force general stafl regarding the use of air power in a future war.'*®
Appreciations continued to be conditioned by the air staff’s mirror
imaging. Assessments and intelligence remained convinced down to
the outbreak of war that the fundamental task of the German air force
would be to undertake large-scale bombing offensives against Irance’s
polentiel de guerre. German bombers were expected to strike at airfields in
France immediately (perhaps before hostilities had officially been
declared) and to bomb French industrial and population centres
heavily from the outset of a conflict.'™

This misreading of the role of air power in German military think-
ing undoubtedly contributed to the general terror which an air attack
inspired in civilian officials responsible for French security. But the rela-
tive importance of this mistake should not be exaggerated. Historians
Williamson Murray and Wesley Wark have argued persuasively that
the preoccupation of British intelligence with the ‘strategic’ role of the
Luftwaffe distorted perceptions of German military power and pro-
vided unjustified support for the policy of appeasement in London. '
The same argument does not apply in the IFrench case. Although the
Luftwaffe was incapable of mounting effective air raids on Britain
without bases in the low countries, it was quite capable of mounting a
sustained bombing offensive against northern France.!'' French air

197 Cited from SHAA, 2B 61, ‘Notice sur 'armée de ’air allemande’, Jan. 1938.

'% On the tension between the army and air force high commands over the role of mili-
tary aviation, see Vivier, Politique aéronautique militaire, 58—71 and 364-86; Young, “The Stra-
tegic Dream’, 57-76; and M. Alexander, ‘Force de frappe ou feu de paille? Maurice Gamelin’s
Appraisal of Military Aviation before the Blitzkrieg of 1940°, Colloque Air (Paris, 1985), 65-80.

19 SHAA, 2B 62, ‘Idées allemandes sur ’emploi de I’'armée de I'air indépendante’, 8 Sept.
1938. See also 2B 61, ‘Notice sur 'armée de Iair allemande’, Jan. 1938; 2B 59, Dossier de cam-
pagne: Allemagne, 1 June 1938.

"% W. Murray, ‘German Air Power and the Munich Crisis’, in Bond and Roy (eds.), War
and Soctety (London, 1977), 107-18 and Wark, Ultimate Enemy, 65-9.

" Murray, Strategy for Defeat, 1213, 21.
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mtelligence was therefore correct in emphasizing that, should static
warfare once again prevail on the western front, the large number of
Luftwaffe bombers would provide Germany with an important
advantage.'?

Intelligence on the productive capacity of the German aircraft
industry was equally alarming and equally misleading, According to
the air force Deuxi¢me Bureau, the aviation industry had more than
doubled 1n size between 1956 and 1938. Appreciations of the number
of workers employed in the manufacture of aircraft increased from
40,000 in January of 1936 to well over 200,000 by 1939.'" In January of
1938 air intelligence estimated that Germany was manufacturing 350
military aircraft per month. By June this figure had been raised to 450
with the prediction that output could be doubled if the industry was
placed on a war footing.'"* Estimates continued to rise during the sum-
mer of 1938. By August Irench, British, and American air attachés
were duped into reporting that German factories were working two
10-hour shifts. This caused production estimates to rise to an incredible
1,000 fighting machines per month for the crisis months of August and
September.''?

In contrast to the massive acceleration reported by the air Deuxiéme
Bureau, actual aircraft production declined during 1938. Germany
produced only 427 military aircraft in September of 1938."'° The fail-
ure of air intelligence to provide accurate information on the German
aircraft industry is strikingly similar to the errors made in estimating
levels of armaments production by the army Deuxiéme Bureau. Intel-
ligence analysts were unable to penetrate the Nazi fagade to detect the
organizational difficulties and the general scarcity of iron, steel, other
essential raw materials, and, not least, labour, which combined to limit
aircraft production. While periodic assessments made reference to

12 SHAA, 2B 61, ‘Notice sur 'armée de Iair allemande’, Jan. 1938.

15 SHAA, 2B 58, BdR, 1er trimestre 1936; 2B 62, ‘Mémento: L’Industrie aéronautique
allemande’, 1 Dec. 1937; 2B 61, ‘Notice sur armée de 'air allemande’, Jan. 1938; 2B 62,
‘L’Armée de I'air allemande’, 11 May 1939.

'"* 2B 61, ‘Notice sur 'armée de I'air allemande’, Jan. 1938; SHAT, 5N 579, Daladier to
Churchill, 11 May 1938. Figures correspond roughly to those provided in Homze, Arming
the Luftwaffe, 190.

115 MAE, Eu 1840, Allemagne, Carton 663, ‘Accroisement du matériel de I’Armée de
I’Air en Allemagne’, g Nov. 1938; SHAT, 5N 5795, ‘Le Matériel et la production aéronau-
tique du Reich’, La Chambre to Daladier, 2 Dec. 1938.

"% Homze, Arming the Luftwaffe: 1445, 159, 231 (figure cited from 231). See also Wagentfiihr,
Dre deutsche Industrie im Krieg, 74; Overy, “The German Pre-War Aircraft Production Plans’,
781; Deist, ‘Rearmament of the Wehrmacht’, in GSWIV, i/2, 498—9.
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these reports, there was no systematic attempt to measure the effect of
these deficiencies on the aero-industry. Appreciations were based
instead on the assumption that the general shortage of labour and raw
materials in Germany would not be permitted to affect the aircraft
industry. More important in shaping French perceptions was a declar-
ation made by Goring in late 1937, quoted in three separate studies on
the German aircraft industry, that ‘material considerations’ would not
be permitted to interfere with air rearmament.'"” The overblown
analyses of German air power produced by the air force Deuxi¢eme
Bureau during the summer of 1938 were a major victory for the
German campaign of bluster and disinformation.

Numerous historians have attributed decisive importance to the
mistakes made by air intelligence in 1938. Inflated estimates of the
capabilities of the Luftwaffe, it has been argued, distorted perceptions
of the balance of power and exerted an undue influence on decision
making.'"® This interpretation is misleading. It was the decrepit state of
the Irench air force, rather than the power of the Luftwaffe, which was
foremost in the minds of key policy makers. Moreover, the credulity
with which Irench air intelligence officers interpreted German intimi-
dation tactics can only be understood within the context of Irench
weakness in the air. Unbelievable as it may seem, in September of 1938
the Irench air force possessed less than 50 modern warplanes. More-
over, only 700 of its 1,126 total aircraft lanes were operational-—250
fighters, 320 bombers, and 150 reconnaissance planes. Of these, only a
handful of Potez and Morane fighters were considered even roughly
comparable to the latest Messerschmidts under mass production in
Germany.'"” There were no modern bombers. The best French
bomber, the Bloch 210, had been designed in the late 1920s and was
more than a generation behind the German bombers in technical
terms. Most Irench bombers were constructed of wood and canvas
rather than the steel and stressed aluminium used in the construction

"7 See, in particular, SHAA, 2B 61, ‘Notice sur I'armée de I’air allemande’, Jan. 1938;
2B 61, ‘L’Armée de Iair allemande’, Jan. 1939; and SHAT, 5N 579-5, ‘Le Matériel et la
production aé¢ronautique du Reich’, La Chambre to Daladier, 2 Dec. 1938. See also Vivier,
Politique aéronautique militaire, 507—18.

"8 Lacaze, France et Munich, 50%-6; Buffotot, ‘Réarmement aérien allemand’, 280—2; Du
Réau, ‘Renseignement et la décision’, 257-8; Vaisse, Diplomatie et outil militaire, 389-9r1;
Duroselle, La Décadence, 340—1; Adamthwaite, France, 238-51; Le Goyet, Munich, 563-5; and
W. Murray, ‘Appeasement and Intelligence’, INS 2 (1987), 47-66; and Path to Ruin, 235-47.

"9 SHAA, Z 11607, piece 156, ‘Rapport du controleur Thouvenot’. AN, Archives Dala-
dier, 496 AP g2, dr. 5, sdr. d, ‘Aviation Francaise—Avril 1938°, and 496 AP g2, dr. 6, ‘Ftat
actuel des forces aériennes frangaises’, 2 Apr. 1938.
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of the latest Heinkels, Dorniers, and Junkers.'?® The aircraft industry
was in an equally dismal state. Production had not yet recovered from
the breakdown which followed Cot’s decentralization programme.
During the first six months of 1938 the entire industry produced an
average of 5o military aircraft per month. In July and August, at the
very height of the crisis over Czechoslovakia, Daladier was informed
that French factories had produced a total of 50 military aircraft.'?!

The summer of 1938 was thus the bleakest period in assessment of
the German air threat. An acute sense of inferiority combined with a
lack of reliable information generated an addiction to worst case think-
ing. The results were vastly exaggerated appreciations of Luftwaffe
strength, the threat of mass bombing of urban centres, and the pro-
ductive power of the German aircraft industry. The weaknesses that air
mntelligence had detected in the German air force since 1934, paradox-
ically, do not figure in the intelligence appreciations which were pro-
duced during the spring and summer of 1938. The focus was instead
overwhelmingly on the numerical and qualitative disparity between
the Irench and German fleets.

Trance’s crushing inferiority in the air was the dominant preoccupa-
tion of General Vuillemin, the newly appointed Chief of Staff of the
air force, during the months leading up to the Munich Conference.
Vuillemin reiterated his apocalyptic prediction of mid-January, that
the Irench air force would be wiped out within a fortnight in the event
of war with Germany, before a meeting of the CPDN on 15 March and
then to virtually anyone who would listen during the tension filled
month of September. Vuillemin’s determination to press his view upon
civilian decision makers served to keep the disparity in air power in the
forefront of the minds of La Chambre, Daladier, and the cabinet.!??
Daladier was virtually bombarded with alarmist reports. Before
departing for his first meeting with Neville Chamberlain in early April,
Daladier was advised by the SGDN that ‘[g]iven the present state of
our aviation it is absolutely essential that Britain agrees to deploy a

120 Facon, L’Armée de U'atr, 26—30 and T'. Vivier, ‘L’Armée de I’air et la révolution technique
des années trente (1933-1939)°, RHA 1 (1990), 34-75.

121 SHAA, Fonds Guy La Chambre, Z 12932—1, ‘Production des avions de guerre’. These
figures match those in SHAT, 5N 583-9, ‘Information du Président: Production aéronau-
tique’, 17 Sept. 1938.

122 P. Facon, ‘Le Haut Commandement aérien francais et la crise de Munich’, RHA g
(1983), 10-16; A. Teyssier, ‘Le Général Vuillemin: Un haut responsable militaire face au dan-
ger allemand’, RHA 2 (1987), 105-6.
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significant portion of its air power on French soil in the event of war’.
Gamelin was equally direct when he advised the Premier that the
Trench air force was, ‘completely outclassed’, and that ‘aerial cooper-
ation with Britain is indispensable’.'** Upon his return from London,
Daladier received a lengthy Deuxieme Bureau report documenting
the growth of German air power since 1936. By the end 0f 1938, he was
informed, the Luftwaffe would comprise ‘two thousand ultra-modern
combat planes’ and concluded that ‘German air strength is without
any doubt superior to that of any other Great Power’.'*!

Predictably, Daladier took a bleak view of the air balance and
its ramifications on the strategic situation. During an interview in
May, US Ambassador William Bullitt queried Daladier as to whether
Trance would make war in support of Czechoslovakia. “‘With what?’
was Daladier’s reply. He went on to explain that ‘the present air dis-
parity between Irench and German forces” made war to protect
Czechoslovakia ‘impossible’. Quoting from the aforementioned intel-
ligence report, Daladier informed Bullitt that Germany would soon be
producing 500 aircraft per month while France was struggling to
manufacture one-tenth that amount. Britain, the French Premier com-
plained, was ‘unwilling to engage in war on the continent for
Czechoslovakia or any other purpose than the defence of their imme-
diate interests on the channel coast’. The situation for the Czechs, he
concluded, was hopeless.'*

General Vuillemin did everything possible to further darken Dala-
dier’s perspective on the balance of power. After a much publicized
visit to Germany in late August, he returned with an even stronger con-
viction that the Irench air force would be wiped out in a war with Ger-
many. A report Vuillemin submitted upon his return, which was
circulated to the ministries of defence and foreign affairs, confirmed
the intelligence the air ministry had received over the past several
months. Contrary to what has been alleged by a number of scholars,
however, neither Vuillemin nor his entourage were ‘taken in’ by

125 DDF, 2¢me série, ix, no. 230 and SHAT, 2N 2273, ‘Note sur la collaboration franco-
britannique’, 24 Apr. 1938. For Gamelin to Daladier, see Archives Daladier, 496 AP g2,
dr. 5, sdr. d, 2 Apr. 1938.

128 AN, Archives Daladier, 496 AP g5, dr. 2, sdr. b, ‘Forces aériennes allemandes en 1938°,
27 Apr. 1938.

1% Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States: 1938, i, Bullitt to Secretary of
State Cordell Hull, 9 May 1938, 493—5. Daladier also opined that, although its air force com-
prised 5,000 aircraft, it was doubtful that the USSR would take the offensive in Europe
because of the state of its army.
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German deception tactics.'?® Both Vuillemin and air intelligence chief

de Vitrolles, who also travelled to Germany, acknowledged that the
German object throughout had been to ‘bluff” the French with intimi-
dating displays of the overwhelming strength of the German air force
and to mislead them as to the capabilities of various German aircratft.
Despite their acknowledgement of these efforts at deception, both con-
cluded that the Armée de I’Air was clearly outclassed by the Luft-
waffe.'” Vuillemin reiterated this judgement again in an assessment
prepared for La Chambre and Daladier of 26 September. He warned
that the vast majority of Irench aircraft were ‘clearly inferior’ and
reserves remained ‘for all intents and purposes non-existent’. More
alarming still, the ‘extreme disproportion of forces in favour of Ger-
many’, would render France’s demographic and industrial centres vir-
tually defenceless against ‘massive and repeated air attacks’.'*® During
a meeting with Daladier on the eve of the Munich conference
Vuillemin became so overwrought at the prospect of war that the for-
mer became embarrassed and felt compelled to terminate their
interview.'*

During the Czechoslovak crisis the air minister was unequivocally
munichois. On 19 September the La Chambre read aloud portions of
another exceedingly bleak report which Vuillemin had prepared upon
his return from Berlin to a meeting of the cabinet.!®* La Chambre
painted a dismal view of the situation to Ambassador Bullitt. German
planes would be able to bomb Irench cities at will and ‘the destruction
of Paris would pass all imagination’.’®! In a post-Munich testimonial
La Chambre submitted that ‘[i]n September 1938 the situation of
French aviation was so deficient that it effectively deprived our country
of its freedom of action in the international sphere . . . its restoration
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was the preliminary condition to any decision’.'*? For Daladier, Ger-
man air superiority was a_facteur primordiale which limited his options
during the crisis. He later submitted that ‘[t]he air situation constantly
conditioned my thinking. When considering our options we always
came back to the same problem, the inferiority of our aviation in rela-
tion to that of Germany.”"** Colonel de Geflrier, air attaché in Berlin
since the previous January, summed up the role of the air situation in a
report prepared in the aftermath of the Munich Conference. “The
German air force’, he concluded, ‘has, by the sole threat of its power,
held all of Europe breathless.’***

A%

Although the situation on the ground was not considered as disastrous,
the assumption was that little could be done to prevent Germany from
overrunning Czechoslovakia. Almost immediately after the Anschluss,
the Deuxi¢me Bureau began to produce bleak assessments of the
strategic situation for Czechoslovakia.'” Estimates of how long the
Czechoslovaks could resist a German invasion ranged from several
days, to several weeks, to several months. At the height of the crisis the
Deuxiéme Bureau judged that the Czechoslovak army represented a
‘formidable force’ of thirty-five well-equipped divisions ‘determined to
give battle to the invader’. Nonetheless, it predicted that the Czechs
could hold out for a maximum of one month."* Throughout the crisis
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the Irench high command consistently advised that the only way to
ensure the survival of Czechoslovakia was to avoid war.'* This exceed-
ingly grim interpretation of the strategic situation was not based on an
underestimation of Czechoslovak military potential. Throughout the
1930s the Deuxieme Bureau had produced invariably positive assess-
ments of the quality of Czechoslovakia’s armed forces.'™ It was based
instead on a distorted perception of German military power.

In the spring of 1938 Irench military intelligence constructed an in-
depth assessment of Germany’s ground forces. It estimated that the
regular army comprised forty-three divisions and 850,000 effectives
including three light mechanized and four Panzer divisions. The Deux-
1éme Bureau reckoned that the German army, after mobilization, could
field another 1.5 million men in thirty-six reservist divisions and thirty-
six Landwehr divisions. In total, French intelligence estimated that Ger-
many could field 116 divisions seven days after general mobilization had
been declared.'® In an invasion of Czechoslovakia, the Deuxiéme
Bureau anticipated that Germany would deploy forty-eight divisions,
including all of its armoured and motorized divisions, against the
Czechoslovaks. A defensive force of thirty divisions, composed primar-
ily of reservists, would be deployed along the Franco-German frontier.
The remainder of the German field army would be held in reserve.'*

This was a serious distortion of the size and capability of Germany’s
ground forces. In a magnification of the pattern of Irench appreciations
of the German threat during the 1930s, the Deuxi¢éme Bureau proved
efficient in estimating the size of the German regular army but very in-
accurate in its assessment of the number of reserve divisions. In the sum-
mer of 1938 the German regular army consisted of thirty-seven infantry,
four light mechanized, and three Panzer divisions. But the Reich simply
did not possess the industrial capacity to outfit large numbers of reservist
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divisions. In fact, mobilization could provide only twenty-seven add-
itional reservist and Landwehr divisions. Nor was this force prepared to
fight a war of attrition. The German army possessed ammunition for
only six weeks of heavy fighting.'*' Hence the Deuxi¢me Bureau over-
estimated the number of reserve-type divisions by nearly 150 per cent
and the size of the German field army by nearly 70 per cent. This error
was not a purposeful exaggeration intended to secure increased expen-
diture on the military. Estimates drafted in view of securing more funds
for the military budget were even more exaggerated. One of these, pro-
duced several weeks later for the ministry of defence and the CPDN,
attributed nearly 200 divisions to the German army after mobiliza-
tion."*” Behind this critical misperception was the continuing lack of
crucial intelligence on German industrial output. In December of 1937
and again in February of 1938 Daladier admitted to the Chamber army
commission, that accurate information about such critical factors as
armaments production and stocks of strategic raw materials remained
fragmentary.'* The Deuxi¢me Bureau was again relying on its exagger-
ated view of German industrial capacity and to estimate levels of arma-
ments production. Thus, once again, intelligence analysts failed to make
the connection between widespread shortages in raw materials and their
mevitable affect on armaments production. The result was a series of
grave miscalculations of Germany’s capacity to wage war.

It would be wrong, however, to conclude that the French were com-
pletely overawed by the power of the German army. Military intelli-
gence correctly identified a number of the Wehrmacht’s deficiencies.
Both regular and reserve formations were considered desperately short
of trained officers.'* Renondeau judged that ‘grave deficiencies’
remained in the armament of the peacetime army and that the field
army was much worse.'* The Deuxi¢me Bureau reckoned that only

"' Murray, Path to Ruin, 219—22.

"2 SHAT, 7N 3434-3, ‘Note sur les besoins auxquels doit satisfaire ’armée frangaise’,
note by the general staff of General Georges, 1 Apr. 1938. See also a general staff memoran-
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8 Apr. 1939.

" AAN, Commission de 'armée, 16¢me législature, Daladier auditions, 1 Dec. 1937,
g Feb. 1938.

' SHAT, 7N 2601, ‘Degré d’entrainement de I'infanterie allemande’, 17 Jan. 1938 and
26802, ‘I.’Armée allemande fin de 1937’, 25 Apr. 1938.
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one-third of the regular army formations were equipped with heavy
artillery. An appreciation of early 1938 judged that ‘although one
should not underestimate its force, there is no doubt that the German
army has far to go before it reaches the level desired by its general
staff”."** Another study prepared in September postulated that,
although the Wehrmacht was ‘a very powerful instrument, possessing
modern material and able to undertake operations on extremely short
notice’, it was ‘not yet ready to throw itself into a general conflict’.!*’
Intelligence which the Deuxi¢éme Bureau had received about the diver-
gence of views between the high command and the Fithrer appeared to
reinforce this point of view. The Deuxiéme Bureau deemed that these
weaknesses would make it imperative for Germany to smash the
Czechs quickly and ‘present the world with a fait accompli’ before
being faced with the prospect of a two-front war."*® Nor, significantly,
was the Wehrmacht considered capable of breaking through France’s
defences. German armour was deemed insufficient and unable to
withstand the firepower the Irench army could bring to bear either in
Belgium or along the eastern frontier.'*?

These factors were never important considerations in the thinking
of the high command. By 1938 Irance’s military leadership was pre-
occupied with their own impotence and had abandoned any intention
of a swift offensive into western Germany. The French army was in no
way ready for war. France’s armaments industry had proved utterly
incapable of coping with the massive demands placed by French re-
armament. Widespread bottlenecks in almost every sector of this indus-
try had set the timetable of Irench rearmament back up to fourteen
months. Only one of three envisaged light mechanized divisions was
operational while the planned heavy armoured division was far from
ready. The renovation of the active army remained confined to its pre-
liminary stages due to the chronic delays in the delivery of all types of

6 SHAA, Fonds Guy La Chambre, Z 129681, ‘Ministre de ’Air: Cabinet’, 11 Feb. 1938.
Summary of a report on the German army received from the army Deuxieme Bureau.

"7 SHAT, 7N 2676, ‘I’Armée de terre allemande’, Sept. 1938.

8 SHAT, 7N 2522—2, ‘Considérations sur la forme que pourrait prendre une attaque
allemande contre la T'chécoslovaquie’, 23 July 1938.

9 For the high command’s conviction that Germany could not break through France’s
defensive system in 1938, see SHA'T, 7N 1N 43-3, ‘Note sur la situation militaire actuelle dans
le monde’, 29 Mar. 1938; 7N 34343, ‘Note sur les besoins auxquels doit satisfaire I'armée
frangaise’, 1 Apr. 1938 (study prepared by General George’s staff ); 2N 2241, ‘Note sur I'évo-
lution du probléme militaire frangais’, 27 July 1938. For Daladier’s views, sce AAN, ‘Com-
mission de 'armée’, 16eme législature, no. 16, Daladier audition, 31 Aug. 1938. On this
question, see also Kiesling, Arming against Hitler, passim.
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material from weapons to armoured cars.'*® The training and organ-
ization of the regular army had declined dramatically as a result of the
cancellations of large-scale manoeuvres from 1935 to 1997. Signifi-
cantly, the partial mobilization of the French field army at the height of
the Munich crisis proved a complete disaster. Thousands of reservists
were sent to the wrong assembly depots, there were desperate short-
ages of equipment of all kinds at every level and there had been a gen-
eral breakdown in the system established for transporting assembled
units to their assigned positions."”! Nor was the French army capable of
striking a decisive blow at Germany. In 1938 the emphasis on ensuring
the inviolability of Irance’s frontiers was more immediate than ever.
After the Anschluss the army operations bureau prepared a fifteen-page
study of the possibility of a swift Irench offensive into western Ger-
many. It concluded that to mount such an attack with the hope of even
moderate success would require ‘a complete reorganization of our
army and the restructuring of our military policy’."”?

The ramifications of this conviction for the Czechoslovak alliance
were made explicit to France’s political leadership during a meeting of
the CPDN on 15 March where Gamelin and Daladier advised that, in
the event of German aggression, Irance could supply no direct aid to
its ally but could only hope to pin down a portion of German military
strength along the Franco-German frontier while Germany devoted its
main effort to crushing Czechoslovakia.'”® The operations bureau con-
cluded that ‘[w]e can have no illusions about providing [Czechoslova-
kia| with significant aid’."** France could eventually attack in the west
but only after a lengthy phase of preparation. The conclusion was that
‘[b]y the time we intervene, if we intervene, the situation for the
Czechoslovaks will already be very critical’.'”® The army staff had
ceased to plan any major offensive operations against Germany since
the collapse of the Franco-Italian military arrangement. In fact the
only offensive operations envisaged in the short term were against Italy

%0 The best discussions of these problems are in Alexander, Republic in danger, 120—4 and
Dutailly, Les Problemes, 13374
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in North Africa. This had been confirmed by the CPDN the previous
December when Irench strategic policy was officially reoriented and
the Mediterranean was designated the principal theatre of operations
during the initial stages of a conflict. This strategy would hardly bene-
fit the Czechoslovaks in a war with Germany. Hence the bemused
complaint of one Foreign Office official to French planning during the
crisis: ‘when one asks how the Irench are going to fight for Czechoslo-
vakia the only answer one gets is that they will march—in Libya!**°
Gamelin would not have resisted the order to go to war, but he did
everything in his power to drive home the unfavourable military cir-
cumstances to Daladier and the rest of the government. This included
emphasizing the strengths of the Wehrmacht and playing down its vul-
nerabilities. The issue of Germany’s fortifications in the west is a case
in point. The German westwall had been under construction since late
1936. Yet intensive work had begun only after Hitler decided on invad-
ing Czechoslovakia at the end of May 1948. The building of the
Siegfried Line was accompanied by a massive propaganda campaign
aimed at intimidating the West into believing that the westwall was
much further advanced than was actually the case.’”” The Deuxiéme
Bureau, however, was well-informed on the progress of the westwall.
In addition to the reports and the useful aerial photographs provided
by Section Nemo, the Deuxieme Bureau received reports from several
SR agents who had infiltrated work on these fortifications as labourers.
An engineer was assigned to the Section Allemande to aid in the assess-
ment of the strength of the Siegfried Line.'*® By August the Deuxiéme
Bureau estimated that over 200,000 civilian labourers were employed
in the construction of fortifications in the west. It concluded that,
despite the vast quantities of manpower and resources which were
being poured into work on the westwall, there was no chance that this
system would constitute an effective defensive barrier before the spring

of'1939."*
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Utterly opposed to the idea of a headlong offensive into Germany,
however, Gamelin and the general staff continually stressed the diffi-
culties which these fortifications would pose to a projected Irench
offensive.'® In fact, the operations bureau of the general staff had
explicitly ruled out an offensive into western Germany before con-
struction on the westwall had been expanded.'®' Yet Gamelin repeat-
edly alluded to the importance of the Siegfried Line. ‘I will attack,” he
promised Daladier, ‘but before me I have fortifications . . . [thus] . . .
expectations should be realistic.” An offensive into the German forti-
fied region, he advised, would result in a ‘modernized Battle of the
Somme’.'*? This emphasis on the strength of Germany’s defensive sys-
tem in the west was a smokescreen, a distortion of received intelligence
that deceived only the wilfully blind. Privately, Gamelin judged that
‘another year or even more would be necessary to make the Siegfried
Line really formidable’.'®® And Daladier revealed to the Chamber
army commission in late August that the German westwall was ‘in no
way comparable to our Maginot Line’, and ‘will not constitute a
powerful defensive front until the summer of 1939”."%*

Germany had been conceded powerful western defences by default.
Gamelin, as we have seen, had abandoned serious plans for an offen-
sive months before the Rhineland had even been remilitarized. Gauché
had done his part to justify this pre-emptive abandonment when he
observed in March of 1937, months before any serious work was even
begun on the Siegfried Line, that ‘[1]n the near future a French offen-
sive into the Palatinate will encounter significant difficulties’.!® Nor
can it be argued that Daladier was deceived by the army staff in this
regard. In the minds of French officials psychologically committed to a
defensive posture during the initial stages of a conflict, Germany’s
western fortifications were unbreachable long before they even existed.
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VI

Intelligence on the political and economic situation across the Rhine
reinforced the pervasive gloom that prevailed in Paris. Through the
summer of 1938 assessments continued to reinforce the perception that
Germany had subordinated its entire economy to preparations for war.
The Irench commercial attaché in Berlin abandoned completely the
idea that Germany might revise its economic policy and concluded
that ‘[t]he intensity of the German industrial effort can have only one
explanation: preparations for war’.'®® To French observers all too
aware of the divisions in their own society, Germany seemed to exude
an aura of determination and militaristic vitality that was quite terrify-
ing. A report prepared by financial attaché Jean Aris in the summer of
1938 conveys the sense of a coming war:

For the past five years, the new masters of Germany have single-mindedly pur-
sued the goal of restoring the nation’s military power and have prepared, with
the method and efficiency which characterizes the German spirit, for an even-
tual war. Step by step the economic activity of the nation has been subordin-
ated to the creation of an instrument of conquest capable of establishing
German hegemony in Europe.'”’

Reports such as this could only have strengthened the conviction that
Hitler was not bluffing over Czechoslovakia.

Yet appreciations of the economic situation indicated that the struc-
tural weaknesses in the German economy continued to create difficul-
ties for the Nazi leadership. In early summer 1938 the DAPC prepared
a lengthy report on German war potential that received wide circula-
tion within the defence community. While underlining German indus-
trial and demographic strength, this study concluded by citing the
judgement of the Berlin embassy that Nazi Germany’s ‘latent
strengths’ were ‘certainly inferior to those of Imperial Germany’ and
that ‘[a]n examination of [Germany’s] material and human re-
sources . . . tends, it seems, to show that after several months of a
general war Germany will be faced with grave difficulties in terms of
both supply and effectives’.'® In a subsequent report, Aris considered
that the ‘frenetic state spending’ and the ‘abuse of public investments’

1% DDF, 2¢me série, X, no. 149, 5 July 1938.

17 France, Ministére des Finances (cited hereafter as MI) Série B, 31484, Questions
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1% SHAT, ARR, 505, dr. 182, DAPC to EMA-2¢me Bureau, 11 July 1938, summarizing
reports of 13 Apr. and 23 June.
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had brought Germany to the verge of the worst financial crisis since 1923.
The Nazi government, he judged, could avoid financial collapse only
by reducing its rearmament effort or by embarking on a policy of con-
quest.'® Similarly, a commercial attaché report which the Deuxiéme
Bureau received depicted the German economy as stretched to the
limit:

The National Socialist government has placed the national economy com-
pletely at the service of rearmament. All of the resources of the nation are now
mobilized. These measures have restricted the population to a Spartan
lifestyle. Germany is essentially a vast factory where the worker labours more
than nine hours per day. In certain industries factories operate non-stop.'”"

Trancois-Poncet agreed. He considered that ‘[t|he economy of the
Third Reich is more than a paradox, it is an idol with clay feet . . .
becoming more precarious as it grows larger’. Aslong as Hitler retained
his hold over the German people, the system could hold together. He
concluded that this was why ‘Hitler has no choice but to keep searching
for success in the domain of foreign policy’.!”! The familiar anxiety that
an internal crisis might propel Germany towards war was as powerful
as ever in 1938. Renondeau endorsed this point of view. He unequivo-
cally rejected the possibility that Germany might scale back rearma-
ment and reported instead that plans existed for the construction of two
new Panzer divisions and to increase the size of the regular army by
25 per cent by 1939.'7% All of this pointed to war and soon.

Significantly, the possibility of a popular revolt by the German people
was discounted and did not play an important role in decision making
in during the Czechoslovak crisis. Received intelligence indicated that
the German population was becoming resigned to the prospect of war.
Renondeau reported that the ‘war psychosis’ of the German people
had deepened into a ‘general malaise’ in which the inevitability of
war was accepted with resignation.'” In another report Renondeau
characterized the public mood as dominated by a sense of fatalisme de
guerre.!™ A Deuxiéme Bureau synthesis judged popular opinion in
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Germany to be ‘in truth very anxious and opposed to war.” It con-
cluded, however, that the German people would follow their Fiihrer:
‘Iffaced with the prospect of war, there is no doubt the masses will obey
with discipline but without enthusiasm.’'”® This analysis appeared to
be confirmed as tension mounted in September and Renondeau
described Germany as ‘a vast armed camp’.'”®

The central considerations in assessments of the German threat
during the summer of 1938 were not the weaknesses in the German
economy but instead the strengths of the Nazi system of Wehrwirtschafi.
The tremendous advantages which this system provided Germany in
terms of economic mobilization and general preparedness to make
war were a central component of intelligence assessments of German
military capability. During the annexation of Austria in March, for
example, Irench observers were struck above all by the speed with
which Hitler’s decision to move into Austria was put into operation.
According to one study, Vienna had been occupied only 72 hours after
Hitler had decided to move. Such rapidity of action was deemed pos-
sible ‘only in a political system where the entire machinery of the state
1s placed at the disposal of the leader and the armed forces’. The system
of Wehrwirtschafl, the report warned, had been designed ‘with the sole
and specific purpose of allowing the nation to move to a war footing”.'”’
Another assessment judged that the state of semi-mobilization at
which the German economy was functioning constituted a crucial
advantage in strategic terms:

Thanks to the present state of organization of the German economy, in the
event of a conflict the process of shifting to wartime production levels, so crit-
ical to most states which will have to transform fundamentally their national
industry, will be for the Third Reich only a matter of implementing the final
stages of a system which is already in place.'”

The steps taken to prepare Germany both physically and morally for
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war had provided Hitler with a decisive material and psychological
edge over Irance.

VII

The contrast between Germany’s short-term preparedness and the
situation in France was demoralizing. The Irench economy was pro-
foundly unprepared to undertake war with any major power. By early
1938 national production was still less than 75 per cent of pre-19o0
levels. National revenue had decreased by over a half and Irance
remained unable to resolve its seeming endless financial difficulties.'”
The franc, which had functioned since 1927 as a symbol of French eco-
nomic stability and had served as an effective agent of French interests
abroad, had been devalued for the third time in eighteen months. As a
result, another exodus of capital had drained the gold reserves of the
Bank of Irance and caused panic at the ministry of finance. During the
crisis days of September a run on the franc prompted finance minister
Paul Marchandeau to warn Daladier that France was threatened with
financial collapse. Significantly, the mobilization procedures of late
September ‘caused wholesale upheaval in the French banking system’
and forced the government to impose strict restrictions on capital flee-
ing the country in order to prevent the bankruptey of the treasury.'®
The collapse of investment reflected the poor state of national confi-
dence at this juncture. It was both a cause and a symptom of France’s
stagnant industry. And these developments came to a head at a time
when German national production had effected a spectacular recov-
ery, marking a 17 per cent increase from its pre-Depression levels. To
make matters worse, in the summer of 1938 the lag between the finan-
cial effort devoted to rearmament and the production of French
defence industries was at its greatest.'®! Hence, while the flight of cap-
ital and the costs of rearmament threatened France’s finances with

'79°S. Berstein, ‘La Perception de la puissance par les partis politiques frangais en
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bankruptcy, Germany’s military superiority had increased.'®? Daladier
was painfully aware of the relationship between economic strength and
military power. In his initial address to the Chamber after the forma-
tion of his government in April he stressed that ‘[t]he fundamental
requirements of national defence are a healthy currency and a strong
economy’, and that ‘a Great Power cannotlong retain its status if it is not
served by a vibrant economy’.'® The economic situation in France con-
stituted a powerful restraint on France’s response to Nazi aggression.

Aless tangible but equally important factor in French perceptions of
the balance of power were the deep ideological fissures in French soci-
ety. The effects of the divide between right and left had been sharpened
by the social policies of the Popular Front. The right attributed Irance’s
economic problems to Popular Front policy. The left considered that
the conservative elements in Irance had systematically sabotaged the
efforts of the Popular Front to reform and revitalize the nation’s econ-
omy. Each side accused the other of egotism detrimental to the cause of
national defence. Dispute crystallized into a bitter conflict over the
question of the 40-hour week. The right considered that this law had
crippled national production while the left cherished the 40-hour week
as the most important achievement in the history of the workers move-
ment in Irance. Amid all of this acrimony, the Czechoslovak question
did not serve as a rallying theme. Quite the opposite in fact. The prin-
cipal conclusion reached in the massive study of French public opinion
at this juncture by Yvon Lacaze is that Irance was deeply divided at
every level over Czechoslovakia.'®* Daladier could not hope to lead a
united Irance into war in 1948. Looking across the Rhine, the pro-
found rifts in French society contrasted sharply with the resolve and
strength of purpose conveyed by Nazi Germany. Intelligence reports
tended to stress the iron grip with which the Party controlled German
society. Germany appeared better prepared to face the rigours of war
at every level.

The diplomatic situation was equally grim. By the summer of 1938
the Irench eastern system lay in ruins. Poland, the largest and most
populous of France’s eastern allies, desired to share in the spoils of an
mvasion of Czechoslovakia. French observers in Warsaw judged that
Poland might very well enter an eventual conflict on the side of Ger-
many. The Little Entente, moreover, had been broken. When tension
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increased over the Sudeten question during the summer both
Romania and Yugoslavia declared their intention to remain neutral in
the event of hostilities.'"® Nor did Soviet intervention appear a viable
option. Russia’s armed forces, with their ravaged command structure,
were judged incapable of intervening to prevent Germany from over-
running Czechoslovakia. According to the Deuxiéme Bureau the exe-
cution of Marshal Tukhachevski and the bulk of the Russian officer
corps had left the Red Army ‘no more than a decapitated corpse’.'®
Vuillemin and the air force general staff considered that the USSR
could not provide significant air support to Czechoslovakia in time to
prevent the destruction of the latter’s major airfields.'®” These percep-
tions of Soviet power were as much a product of the ideological bias of
the Irench military as they were calculated readings of the military
situation. They were accepted, however, without serious question by
civilian decision makers who were profoundly suspicious of Soviet
motives and unwilling to count on the assistance of Communist Russia
in a war with Germany. The war in Spain had only exacerbated these
suspicions. The army staff and defence ministry, in particular, became
convinced that the USSR desired to use the Spanish Civil War as a pre-
text to foment war between France and Germany. And this conviction
only delayed the slow evolution of Irench strategic policy towards a
military alliance with the Soviet Union.'®

Most importantly, neither the United States nor Great Britain
would commit to supporting Irance in the event of war over Czecho-
slovakia. During the summer of 1938 Ambassador Bullitt warned
Trench officials repeatedly that the Roosevelt government would apply
its neutrality legislation from the moment war broke out in Europe. All
sales of military hardware to Irance would cease and American aid
would be limited to the moral support of its more enlightened citi-
zenry.'® The British government had made it clear the previous
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November, in April of 1938 and again on 8 September that Great
Britain would not enter a war ‘caused by German aggression against
Czechoslovakia’.'”” In private, London was unsure how it would react.
As late as 30 August 1938 the British cabinet was still refusing to con-
sider the question of aiding Czechoslovakia.'”! The British govern-
ment had been receiving overviews of the strategic situation which
were every bit as dire as those produced by the Deuxi¢me Bureau.
British air intelligence warned of a ‘knock-out blow’ by the Luftwaffe
while military intelligence, basing its estimations in large part on infor-
mation obtained from Paris, exaggerated the size and effectiveness of
the German army.'”? These considerations do not appear to have
shaped decision making in London however. At the heart of the policy
of appeasement as it was practised by Britain was instead Neville
Chamberlain’s belief that it was possible to come to a workable under-
standing with Hitler in which the structure of Europe could be main-
tained.'” It was this conviction that set Chamberlain apart from
Daladier and which distinguishes British from Irench appeasement.
And Irench policy makers were well aware of this. Signals intelli-
gence was able to provide confirmation that the British government
was working fervently to forge an agreement with Hitler over Czecho-
slovakia, at almost any price. Irench cryptanalysts were reading the
British ‘R’ code, a low-grade Foreign Office cipher used for transmis-
sions that were not highly sensitive. This enabled French observers to
follow the day-to-day correspondence between London and the Paris
Embassy. It did not, however, provide insight on the perceptions of
high-level British policy makers. But the material from the ‘R’ code
was useful. It provided the Irench with both advance notice of what
they would be hearing from Ambassador Phipps and a check on how

Munich Crisis’, JMH g2: 4 (1960), 333-52; and A. A. Offner, American Appeasement (Cam-
bridge, Mass, 1969), 229-69.

19 See e.g. British foreign minister Anthony Eden’s warning to this effect in late 1937 in
DDF, 2¢me série, vii, no. 41. The British held this line through 1938. See the discussions
between the British and French heads of state in Apr. 1938 where the broad outlines of
Anglo-French cooperation over Czechoslovakia were established. These are in DBFP,
grd series, 1, no. 164. The French record of these exchanges, which is less detailed, is in DDF,
2¢eme série, xi, no. 405. For the warning of 8 Sept., see DBFP, grd Series, ii, no. 814.

91 PRO, CAB 23/94, 30 Aug. 1938.

192 See Wark, Ultimate Enemy, 59-79 and Hinsley et al., British Intelligence, 45-85.

19 Recent and compelling versions of this argument include Parker, Chamberlain and
Appeasement, passim, and an interesting and highly nuanced study by Erik Goldstein, ‘Neville
Chamberlain, the British Official Mind and the Munich Crisis’, Diplomacy & Statecrafi, 10
(1999), 276-92.
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accurately the British embassy was relating messages back and forth
between Paris and London.'"* All indications from Great Britain, both
official and clandestine, indicated that if France decided to aid Czecho-
slovakia it would do so alone.

Such a decision simply would not be taken. The progress of German
rearmament meant that Great Britain had never been more important
to Irench planning In the spring and summer of 1938 Daladier
received memoranda concerning the vital importance of British sup-
port from all sides. ‘More than ever,” Gamelin declared in a personal
note in late March, ‘it is essential that we have England with us.”'*> On
the eve of his departure for the first summit meeting with Chamberlain
in April the SGDN produced a long document on the importance of
Franco-British military cooperation. The acute disparity between
Trench and German air power and the familiar bogey of demographic
inferiority were invoked along with the possibility of war with Italy. In
such an event France would face a bloc of 75 million Germans and
40 million Italians. ‘France cannot resist forces three times as numerous,’
the SGDN warned. British support would be essential.'*® From Paul
Marchandeau at the ministry of finance came repeated warnings that
Trance was dependent on British support to maintain the solvency of
the franc.'”’ Daladier’s cabinet summed up the strategic situation with
the conclusion, ‘France can only defeat Germany in a war if it is
assured, in every possible respect, of total British assistance.”'%

This was preaching to the converted. Daladier had been a firm
believerin close ties with Britain since the early 1930s. It had been Dala-
dier who had declared to the CPDN that ‘[o]ur policy is presently, and
will continue to be, aimed at complete collaboration with Great
Britain’.'” The overriding priorities of the Daladier government were
to redress Irance’s terrible military, economic, and diplomatic situ-
ation and to meet the Nazi challenge in close accord with Great
Britain. Accordingly, economic reform, rearmament, and British

19 Transcripts of intercepted messages encoded in the ‘R’ code (labelled “chifire alla’ by
French code-breakers) are in MAE, Télégrammes Interceptés, vols. 1-2. I am grateful to
John Ferris for information on British ciphers during this period.

19 DDF, 2¢me série, viii, no. 432, 14 Mar. and no. 445, 15 Mar. 1938.
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195 AN, Archives Daladier, 496 AP g1, dr. 5, ‘Note sur la mobilisation industrielle’, 5 Apr.
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military support received priority over ties to Czechoslovakia. Several
weeks before Daladier acceded to the premiership Gamelin officially
requested a 87 million franc increase in defence spending and recom-
mended an end to the 40-hour week. A memorandum produced by the
SGDN warned that ‘given the current international situation, mea-
sures to increase our armaments production must be taken with all
urgency whatever the financial and industrial repercussions’.”® On
20 April, less than one week after forming his government, Daladier
assured Gamelin that ‘T am in complete accord with your note of
11 February. . . . The question of supplementary credits will be settled
very soon by decree laws which I intend to demand from Parliament
which will permit us to order a substantial portion of the material
earmarked for 1939.” In the same note Daladier hinted at ‘alterations’
to the 40-hour week.?" All of the major undertakings of the ensuing
twenty-two-month period—the extensive financial reforms, the
modification of the 40-hour week, the Law for the Organization of the
Nation in Time of War, and the ever-expanding outlays for army and
air force rearmament—were intended to attract capital back to
France, restore the national economy, and bolster France’s military
preparedness.

The direction of French policy was established with Daladier’s
choice of Georges Bonnet as foreign minister the previous April. His-
torians have often argued that this decision was taken in response to
British pressure.?”® This overstates the role of Great Britain and ignores
the importance of military considerations in the making of Irench pol-
icy. After Reynaud, Blum, and Herriot were eliminated as candidates,
the final decision was between Paul-Boncour, also foreign minister in
Blum’s short-lived government, and Bonnet. Bonnet was in favour of
accommodating Germany at the expense of Czechoslovakia while
Paul-Boncour advocated standing by the Czechoslovak alliance with
or without Great Britain. The British government, significantly, had
made it clear that it preferred anyone but Paul-Boncour as foreign min-
ister. On 10 April Paul-Boncour met with Daladier to request the for-
eign minister’s portfolio. Daladier’s perspective on the European
balance of power is distilled in his response to Paul-Boncour ‘[t]he

200 SHAT, 2N 2241, ‘Les Données actuelles du probléme militaire frangais’, SGDN note
forwarded by Gamelin to Daladier, 2 Feb. 1938. See also Fonds Gamelin, 1K 224-8,
‘Développement des armements’, Gamelin to Daladier, 11 Feb. 1938.

21 SHAT, Fonds Gamelin, 1K 224—9, dr. 1, Daladier to Gamelin, 20 Apr. 1938.

202 Most recently in J. Herman, Paris Embassy, 84—7.
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policy you propose is a good one, the honourable course for France to
follow. Sadly, I do not believe that we have the capability to follow such
a policy. I will take Bonnet.”” This interpretation is borne out by
Colonel Rivet’s account of his meeting with Daladier during the May
crisis. According to Rivet, the Premier described France as ‘impotent’
and ‘had decided not to intervene in the German—Czech conflict’.?"

Under Daladier and Bonnet, Irench foreign policy aimed at pre-
senting a solid Iranco-British alliance to Berlin which would provide
Czechoslovakia with leverage in its negotiations with Germany over
the Sudetenland. This was the context in which the meetings between
Trench and British heads of state in April and again in September must
be interpreted.”” France would publicly affirm its fidelity to the
alliance with Czechoslovakia. IFrance would, in conjunction with
Britain, warn Germany of the possible consequences of unprovoked
aggression. There was no hope, however, that France could save
Czechoslovakia by going to war. This was made clear to Czechoslovak
government in mid-July when Bonnet informed the Czech ambas-
sador in Paris that IFrance would not make war with Germany without
British support.*”® When, as French intelligence had predicted, Hitler
refused to negotiate on a reasonable basis, the betrayal of Czecho-
slovakia became all but inevitable.

This is not to say that Irance would not have gone to war under any
circumstances. There were two possible scenarios that could have
brought about a decision for war. The first was a guarantee of British
support in war against Germany. The second was Czechoslovak defi-
ance. Had the Benes government refused to submit, it is possible that
public opinion in both France and Great Britain might have forced a
change of policy. Any discussion of France’s Munich policy should
mention that the Daladier government had begun taking precaution-
ary military measures in late August. Leave was cancelled and various

203 Paul-Boncour, Entre deux guerres, iii. 101. 201
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classes of reservists were called up until, by 24 September, France had
more than one million men under arms and the majority of the Marine
had been placed on 24-hour alert.*®” On 25 September Rivet recorded
a ‘sense that we are moving rapidly towards war’.?® But neither of the
above scenarios emerged and Daladier flew to Munich to participate
in the dismemberment of Irance’s lone military ally.

This policy was not founded on the hope that Hitler could be trusted
once he had been appeased over the Sudetenland. Appeasement, for
Daladier, was a policy of expediency, the dangers of which he was
painfully aware. It was based on the conviction that France was
unready to face the prospect of war with Germany. The perceptions of
German power conveyed to the high command and to Daladier were
central to this conviction. The elements of German power stressed in
mtelligence reports—quantitative superiority on the ground and espe-
cially in the air, the superior productive capacity of its war industries,
and the concept of Wehrwirtschaft—became all the more compelling as
arguments for capitulation when compared with the disorganized state
of the French army, the impotence of French air power, the inadequa-
cies of Irance’s armaments production, and the frailty of the French
economy. The military balance was not the only factor involved in the
decision to forsake the Czechs. It was kept to the forefront, however, by
proponents of appeasement both inside and outside the government.

During the Czechoslovak crisis, intelligence played a central role in
shaping perceptions of both the balance of military force and the day-
to-day movement of events. Both Rivet and Gauché were in constant
contact with the high command and the Premier’s offices throughout
the crisis. There is no doubt that decision makers were kept up-to-date
regarding the political situation in Europe in general and German
intentions in particular. But it is also clear that the intelligence services
performed less well when it came to evaluating German military cap-
ability. The crucial failure was the assumption that Germany’s manu-
facture of armaments was keeping pace with the expansion of the
regular army and the training of reserves. This led to the erroneous
conclusion that Germany could field an army of millions upon mobil-
ization and constituted an important victory for Nazi propaganda.
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The sense of impotence and inferiority which conditioned thinking
within the general staff played an important role in this failure. Military
intelligence was psychologically incapable of penetrating the veneer
of propaganda to see the widespread organizational and material
deficiencies which afflicted the German army.

Yet, once again, the failures in intelligence assessment were not deci-
sive factors in the decision to retreat before Germany. Given the state
of the Irench army, the impotence of the Armée de I'’Air, Britain’s
refusal to commit to Irance, the impending financial catastrophe
coupled with the general sickness of the economy, and, perhaps above
all, the overwhelming reluctance at every level of Irench society to
accept the risk of war, exaggerations of German military capability
were not decisive in shaping policy. Indeed the exaggeration of Ger-
man power was in many ways a product of the inferiority complex
which reigned in both civilian and military circles.



