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On November 5, 1937, Hitler met secretly with his top military advisers. He bold- ly declared that to grow and prosper 
Germany needed the land of its neighbors. His plan was to absorb Austria and Czechoslovakia into the Third Reich. When one 
of his advisors protested that annexing those countries could provoke war, Hitler replied, “ ‘The German Question’ can be 
solved only by means of force, and this is never without risk.”  
 

 

Austria was Hitler’s first target. The Paris Peace 
Conference following World War I had creat- ed the 
relatively small nation of Austria out of what was left of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire. The majority of Austria’s 6 
million people were Germans who favored unification  

with Germany. On March 12, 1938, German troops marched 
into Austria unopposed. A day later, Germany announced 
that its Anschluss, or “union,” with Austria was complete. 
The United States and the rest of the world did nothing. 
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Hitler then turned to Czechoslovakia. About 3 million 
German-speak- ing people lived in the western border 
regions of Czechoslovakia called the Sudetenland. The 
mountainous region formed Czechoslovakia’s main defense 
against German attack. (See map, p. 744.) Hitler wanted to 
annex Czechoslovakia in order to provide more living space 
for Germany as well as to control its important natural 
resources.  

Hitler charged that the Czechs were abusing the Sudeten 
Germans, and he began massing troops on the Czech border. 
The U.S. correspondent William Shirer, then stationed in 
Berlin, wrote in his diary: “The Nazi press [is] full of 
hysterical headlines. All lies. Some examples: ‘Women and 
Children Mowed Down by Czech Armored Cars,’ or ‘Bloody 
Regime—New Czech Murders of Germans.’”  

Early in the crisis, both France and Great Britain promised 
to protect Czechoslovakia. Then, just when war seemed 
inevitable, Hitler invited French premier Édouard Daladier 
and British prime minister Neville Chamberlain to meet with 
him in Munich. When they arrived, the führer declared that 
the annexation of the Sudetenland would be his “last 
territorial demand.” In their eagerness to avoid war, Daladier 
and Chamberlain chose to believe him. On September 30,  

1938, they signed the Munich Agreement, which turned the 
Sudetenland over to Germany without a single shot being 
fired. 

Chamberlain returned home and proclaimed: “My friends, 
there has come back from Germany peace with honor. I 
believe it is peace in our time.”  

Chamberlain’s satisfaction was not shared by Winston 
Churchill, Chamberlain’s political rival in Great Britain. In 
Churchill’s view, by signing the Munich Agreement, 
Daladier and Chamberlain had adopted a shameful policy of 
appeasement—or giving up principles to pacify an aggressor. 
As Churchill bluntly put it, “Britain and France had to 
choose between war and dishonor. They chose dishonor. 
They will have war.” Nonetheless, the House of Commons 
approved Chamberlain’s policy toward Germany and 
Churchill responded with a warning.  
“We have passed an awful milestone in our history… And do 
not suppose that this is the end…This is only the first sip, the 
first foretaste of a bitter cup which will be proffered to us 
year by year unless, by a supreme recovery of moral health 
and martial vigor, we arise again and take our stand for 
freedom as in the olden time.” Winston Churchill, a speech 
to the House of Commons, quoted in The Gathering Storm  
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As Churchill had warned, Hitler was not finished 
expanding the Third Reich. As dawn broke on March 15, 
1939, German troops poured into what remained of 
Czechoslovakia. At nightfall Hitler gloated,  

“Czechoslovakia has ceased to exist.” After that, the German 
dictator turned his land-hungry gaze toward Germany’s 
eastern neighbor, Poland. 
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Like Czechoslovakia, Poland had a sizable German-
speaking population. In the spring of 1939, Hitler began his 
familiar routine, charging that Germans in Poland were 
mistreated by the Poles and needed his protection. Some 
people thought that this time Hitler must be bluffing. After 
all, an attack on Poland might bring Germany into conflict 
with the Soviet Union, Poland’s eastern neighbor. At the 
same time, such an attack would most likely provoke a 
declaration of war from France and Britain—both of whom 
had promised military aid to Poland. The result would be a 
two-front war. Fighting on two fronts had exhausted  

Germany in World War I. Surely, many thought, Hitler 
would not be foolish enough to repeat that mistake.  
As tensions rose over Poland, Stalin surprised everyone by 
signing a nonaggression pact with Hitler. Once bitter 
enemies, on August 23, 1939 fascist Germany and 
communist Russia now committed never to attack each other. 
Germany and the Soviet Union also signed a second, secret 
pact, agreeing to divide Poland between them. With the 
danger of a two-front war eliminated, the fate of Poland was 
sealed. 
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As day broke on September 1, 1939, the German Luftwaffe, 
or German air force, roared over Poland, raining bombs on 
military bases, airfields, railroads, and cities. At the same 
time, German tanks raced across the Polish countryside, 
spreading terror and confusion. This invasion was the first 
test of Germany’s newest military strategy, the blitzkrieg, or 
lightning war. Blitzkrieg made use of advances in military 
technology—such as fast tanks and more powerful aircraft—
to take the enemy by surprise and then quickly crush all 
opposition with overwhelming  

force. On September 3, two days following the terror in 
Poland, Britain and France declared war on Germany.  
The blitzkrieg tactics worked perfectly. Major fighting was 
over in three weeks, long before France, Britain, and their 
allies could mount a defense. In the last week of fighting, the 
Soviet Union attacked Poland from the east, grabbing some 
of its territory. The portion Germany annexed in western 
Poland contained almost two-thirds of Poland’s population. 
By the end of the month, Poland had ceased to exist—and 
World War II had begun. 
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For the next several months after the fall of Poland, French 
and British troops on the Maginot Line, a system of 
fortifications built along France’s eastern border (see map on 
p. 744), sat staring into Germany, waiting for something to 
happen. On the Siegfried Line a few miles away German 
troops stared back. The blitzkrieg had given way to what the 
Germans called the sitzkrieg (“sitting war”), and what some 
newspapers referred to as the phony war.  

After occupying eastern Poland, Stalin began annexing  

the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. Late in 
1939, Stalin sent his Soviet army into Finland. After three 
months of fighting, the outnumbered Finns surrendered. 
Suddenly, on April 9, 1940, Hitler launched a surprise 
invasion of Denmark and Norway in order “to protect [those 
countries’] freedom and independence.” But in truth, Hitler 
planned to build bases along the coasts to strike at Great 
Britain. Next, Hitler turned against the Netherlands, 
Belgium, and Luxembourg, which were overrun by the end 
of May. The phony war had ended. 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