
Road to war – German actions 

1933-1939 

 Hitler’s aims in Mein Kampf 

1) Abolish the Treaty of Versailles 

2) Expand German territory (lebensraum – living space) 

3) Defeat communism 

German steps towards war 

1) Saar Plebiscite January 13, 1935 

 Under the Treaty of Versailles, it was decided that the Saar (coal producing) region would be 

autonomous under the supervision of France and the League of Nations for 15 years 

 The League of Nations conducts a plebiscite in the Saar region  

 Plebiscite is 90% in favour of joining Germany 

 Hitler’s first expansion of Nazi territory 

2) Rearmament 

 1933 ordered generals to raise the army to 300,000, ordered 1000 war planes, build barracks 

 1935 Germany’s military expansion is made public – outright defiance of the Treaty 

Reaction from the Allies? 

 Britain was dealing with the World Depression and could not afford to go to war 

 France responds defensively by building the Maginot Line 

Stresa Front 

 A meeting between France, Britain and Italy 

 A reaction to Hitler rearming 

 An agreement to form a front against Germany 

 Falls apart 7 months later when Italy invades Abyssinia (1935) 

 Rome-Berlin Axis created in 1936 to join the fascist nations 

3) Remilitarization of the Rhineland March 7, 1936 



 Hitler orders 32,000 men to reoccupy the area that was to be demilitarized under the Treaty 

 they were ordered to retreat if they faced opposition 

 Allied reaction 

 France was distracted by internal politics 

 Britain didn’t think this needed to be enforced since it was still German territory 

4) Anschluss 

 1938 demanded to Austria that the Nazis in Austria be left unrestricted or he would invade 

 Hitler was advised that an invasion would rule out any chance of gaining reconciliation with 

Britain 

 Britain also wished to stay at peace with Germany so Neville Chamberlain announced publicly a 

policy of appeasement 

 His foreign secretary disagreed and later resigned 

 Therefore, Chamberlain offered no view of the Austrian ultimatum 

 Italy backs Germany because of Britain and France’s sanctions against Italy’s invasion of 

Abyssinia 

 Austria gives in to Hitler’s demands and agreed to:  

 lift the ban against the Austrian Nazi Party 

 Give amnesty to all Nazis in prison 

 appoint Austrian Nazis to key cabinet posts giving them charge of the police, the army 

and the economy 

 Austria is forced to accept a new Chancellor and place Nazis in the government 

5) Sudetenland 1938 

 Germany controlled this area before WWI but it was given to Czechoslovakia after WWI 

 Hitler was cautious about invading Czechoslovakia  

 It was a mountainous area that is difficult to invade 

 It may bring Russia or Britain onto the Czech side 



 Hitler meets with Chamberlain, Daladier and Mussolini to discuss his demands on the 

Sudetenland 

 Threat to invade Czech if he isn’t given the Sudetenland 

 Munich Agreement 

 Munich Conference (Pact) September 29, 1938, between Italy, Germany, Britain and France, an 

agreement to give the Sudetenland to the Germans is granted 

 Czech head of state protests the decision but Britain replies that it is unwilling to go to war for 

this area 

 Hitler did not allow Czech representatives at the meeting 

Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement 

 Hitler lucky so far? 

 Hitler knew that Britain and France were not ready and unwilling to go to war 

 It is unlikely that Britain and France would ally with Russia 

 Britain seems to know war is coming 

 1938 a National Register is set up that details what people would do if war broke out 

 1939 RAF increases production of planes to 400 a month 

 Defence budget increased 

 Air raid shelters created 

6) Hitler Occupies Czechoslovakia March 15, 1939 

 First invasion of non-German people by Hitler 

 Held a meeting with the president of Czechoslovakia 

 Prague would be bombed if they did not surrender 

 Czechoslovakia surrenders 

 Not a violent invasion, just a march 

 Why Czechoslovakia? 

 Fertile lands for growing food 

 Held munitions plants that could boost Hitler’s war production 
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7) Nazi-Soviet Pact  - Nazi-Soviet Non Aggression Pact August 1939 

 Agreement not to take up arms against each other – not to defend each other 

 Secret agreement to recognize influence of each nation’s claim in Finland, Estonia, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Romania, Poland 

 Poland was agreed to be the first attacked and split between the two 

Reasons 

Time to prepare for war  

 Stalin said: ‘We got peace for our country for 18 months, which let us make military 

preparations’.  

   

Hope to gain  

 ‘Stalin was sure that Russia could only gain from a long war in which Britain, France and 

Germany exhausted themselves.’    

     

Unhappy with Britain  

 Stalin was insulted by Britain’s slowness to negotiate, and did not trust Britain.   When the 

Anglo-Soviet alliance failed, he turned to Germany.    

     

Germany  

 Hitler wanted the alliance because only Russia could keep Britain’s promise to defend Poland. 

He believed that, if he got a promise of peace with Russia, Britain would be forced to back down 

over Poland and Danzig.  

 8) Invasion of Poland  

Sept 1, 1939 

Reasons: 

 Lebensraum 

 No fear of opposition from Britain (precedent set) 

 Defend Germans in Poland against Poles 



 Defy the Treaty of Versailles 

 Oppose communism 

 Nazi-Soviet Pact agreement 

All linked to Mein Kampf 

 After Germany took over Czechoslovakia, Britain promised to protect Poland since Germany 

controlled the western border with Poland 

 Britain declares war on Germany Sept 3, 1939 

 


