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PRINCIPLES OF CZECHOSLOVAK DEFENCE IN 1938 

by V.ě r a O 1 i v o v á 

Many studies and books have been 
written, many explanations given, and 
many accusations made about the critical 
year 1938. 

All discussion has always narrowed 
down to one single question. Whether 
Czechoslovakia should or should not have 
defended itself. As stereotyped as is this 
question so are most of the answers. Yet 
the key to understanding Munich lies 
elsewhere - in world power politics -
in that combination of power and poli~ 
tical forces in which Czechoslovakia was 
a ·chessman in a big~power game played 
simultaneously in Europe, in China, in 
the Near East and in America. 

Munich was a quesUon of power and 
politics and that is how it was resolved 
in 1938. In any serious historical analysis 
it must be resolved in the sam~ way. 

Yet it is quite surprising to realise how 
very little has been said so far about 
Czechoslovak policy in that period of 
crisis; what aim it pursued, on what it 
based its defence. Even after thirty years 
it is necessary to point out that it really 
did defend itself. 

• Czechoslovakia's foreign political line 
in the twenty years between the Great 
Wars was marked by an unusual stability 
based on the fact that it was led by one 
political group and, in fact, by one pere 
son - Edvard Beneš. It was grounded 

in an attempt to take root and to secure 
Czechoslova.kia , in the fra.me of that 
Etirope formed in 1918. That was YJ'hy, 
on the basis of peace treaties, Czecho~ 
slovakia concluded a number · of agree~ 

ments, chiefl y with its neighbours. 1t 
tried to base its existence on big~power 
support from France and the Soviet 
U ni on. It activel y engaged in the work 
of the League of Nations whose princip~ 
les of collective security gave it - as 
a snťall country - an opportunity to 
make its voice heard in open discussion. 
It devoted unusual attention to éildea~ 

"vours to re~organise Central, Eastern 
and Southeastern Europe. Out of a more 
broadly based concept of Central Euro~ 
pean collaboration, only a grouping of 
three nations emerged - namely, Czecho~ 
slovakia, Romania and Yugoslavia, which 
became at the time the only real possibi~ 
lity of uniting small, new states in this 
are a. 

Czechoslovakia was aware of the in~ 
stability, the lack of preparedness and 
the alarming shortcomings of that Europe 
which was formed after the war, in 1918. 
But it tried to remove these shortcomings, 
gradually, through agreements and ad~ 
justments and by means of calming and 
stabilising all of Europe. 

However, in the cqurse of time, all 
these basic · princip les on which Czecho~ 

sl o vak · foreign policy built the existence 
of this new state, slowly disintegrated 



from within. They disintegrated much to 
the same extent as Europe disintegrated 
starting in 1918. The first big effort to 
shift the newl y established situation on to 
new foundations occurred in Locarno in 
1925. Four European powers Great 
Britain, Germany, France and Italy -
tried to attain a big-power agreement, 
outside the frame of the Versailles system 
and outside the League of Nations - as 
the only, the mosť'simple and most effec
tive means of making decisions. These 
decisions were intended chiefly to resolve 
problems of Western Europe. 

The second crisis came about between 
1932 and 1933, when the same big-power 
grouping, in the form of a suggestion 
to create a directorium of four, attempted 
to re-organise Central, Eastern and 
Southeastern Europe and to attain a new 
big-power divisián of the world. Czecho
slovakia acted vigorousl y against this 
attempt and in defense of the existing 
state of affa.irs. This was done by means 
of regenerating the League · of Nations, 
based on new Franco-Soviet cooperation 
supported by the Little Entente and Bal
kan paéts. The third European cns1s 
broke out in March, 1936. ln connection 
with the remilitarisation of the Ruhr, a 
struggle was fought between Germany 
and France on the decisive, big-power 
position in Europe and in Central, Eastern 
and Southeastern Europe in particular. 
This crisis ended in a great victory for 
Germany. 

Face to face with Hitlerite Germany, 
France refused 'ne help offered it by the 
Soviet Union and Gzechoslovakia, refused 
the support of · the Little Entente and 
Balkan pacts and of Paland. It succum
bed to a psychosis of fear and its own 
internal, political weakness. It surren
dered its own defence and the defence of 
Central, Eastern and Southeastern Europe 
which, until this time, had been the 
second pillar of its big-power position 
in Europe. Instead, it relied on Great 
Britain, whose big-power strength seemed 
to France to be a better guarantee 
against Hitlerite Germany than the con
tinental anti-German wall, linking West
ern, Central and Eastern Europe on the 
principles· of the Versailles system and 
the League of Nations. The French atti
tude, encouraged by British policy, inter
nationall y led to a weakening of the new 
Soviet influence in the a.reas of Central, 
Eastern · and Southeastern . Europe, to 
'deflecting Soviet policy from European 
problems. At the same time it relinquish
ed this area to Germany as its old hege
mony. 

The consequences of this French move 
were apparent in the political breakdown 
of this whole area and its transfer to 
Germany's big-power sphere. Following 
Paland, which had already taken this step 
in January 1934, · and in the wake of 
Hungary, which from the beginning had 
supported German policy, in July, 1936, 
through agreement Austria embarked on 
this German road, and during 1937 and 
at the beginning of 1938 it was Yugo
slavia's and Romania's turn. This move
ment was accompanied by internal poli
tical changes within these countries _,... 
their internal fascisation. 

The only country in this region which 
resisted the growing German pressure 
was Czechoslovakia. Isolated internation
ally and weakened internally, losing 
firm ground under its feet, it was the 
only country that did not conclude either 
an economic or a political agreement 
with Germany, it was the only country 
which tenaciously and with great diffi
culty defended its internal democratic 
regime against the. pressure of fascism. 
That was why the greatest pressure was 
directed by Hitlerite Germany against 
.Czechoslovakia. After the Anschluss with 
Austria in· March, 1938, the decisive phase 
of this unequal battle began. 

The basic principle on which Czecho
slovakia based its defence was an. endea
vour to revive the -old allied system 
broken up by the Ruhr crisis. This Czecho
slovak allied system was ·so deeply in 
European politics - there were so many 
meaningful and deliberate links with it 
- that any sort of regeneration would 
have had to result in changes in all of 
European policy. Any form of revival -
chiefl y bringing back to life the Czecho
slovak-French and Czechoslovak-Soviet 
agreements - would have necessarily 
meant a change in European policy. The 
creation of an anti-German .front was in 
contradiction with developments opened 
up by the Ruhr crisis. And in particular 
it was in contradiction with British po
licy which ever since the Ruhr crisis, and 
despite its agreement with France, was 
involved in European politics and began 
to interfere more openly in it. 

The British position towards the chan
ges made in 1918 in Central, Eastern and 
Southeastern Europe was known. Great 
Britain regarded them as absurdities of 
the post-war period and certainly not as 
a permanent solution. It . never stopped 
regarding Germany as the'' natural hege
mony of this region. Thus when France 
submitted to its leadership in March, 
1936, it left Germany with an open hand 
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in this area. Great Britain's disinterest 
in this region was expressed again in 
November, 1937, by Lord Halifax in con
versation with Hitler. British policy only 
tried to m.ake sure that the revival of 
German hegemony came about by rpeace
ful means, that this transfer to Germany's 
sphere of influence occurred without 
open conflict which might disturb the 
peace of Europe and thereby also affect 
Great Britain. This was the main line of 
the British policy of appeasement, of its 
policy for maintaining peace. 

The Czechoslovak line of defence was 
com.pletely at odds with this British con
cept. It tried to regenerate a system 
whose disintegration in March, 1936, 
Great Britain regarded as an essential 
prerequisite for the success of its poli
tical line · of appeasement. 

This antagonism between Czechoslovak 
and British policy was evident in sharp 
encounters throughout 1938. Czechoslova
kia:, endeavouring to regenerate its allied 
system in defence against Hitlerite .ag
gression, came into conflict not only 
with Germany but also with Great Britain, 
supported by France. · 

Thus, the struggle for thé existence of 
the Czechoslovak allied system became 
the cardinal question not only for Czecho
slovakia but also for European develop
ment in 1938. • 

The beginníngs of Czechoslovak defence, 
based on attempts to regenerate the 
allied system, can be seen at the very 
moment when Hitlerite Germany began 
its power advance into Central Europe 
through an Anschluss with Austria. Cze~ 
choslovak foreign policy used the shock 
to Europe and public opinion of an An
schluss with Austria and turned to its 
allies - to France and the Sciviet Union 
- with an open question: whet.her the 
governments of both nations stili . felt 
under obligation · to honour their agree
ments vis a vis Czechoslovakia, i. e. the 
French agreemenť of 1925, and the Sóviet 
agreement of 1935. Both · governments 
replied at once. On March 17, 1938, Peo
ple's Commissar Litvínov declared that 
"the Soviet Government is full y aware 
of its measure of responsibility as laid 
down by the League of Nations, the Bri
and-Kellog Pact and agreements on mu
tual aid with France and Czechoslovakia". 
That same day the last French Govern
ment of the People's Front, through its 
Prime Minister Leon Blum, declared that 
France would honour its obligations to 
Czechoslovakia and that in the event of 

a German attack it would offer "im
mediate, effective and full assistance". 

Coming in the wake of a two-year pe
riod of silence and stagnation, these 
replies indicated a certain political re
vival and, at the same time, a certain 
public regeneration of the Czechoslovak 
allied system. 

However, on the heels of this first, 
unquestionable succes~~ of Czechoslovak 
policy there came the hard blow of 
British, Chamberlain diplomacy. The Bri
tish Government decided to forestall any 
possible consequences of a regenera.tiori 
of the Czechoslovak allied system which, 
through France, would involve itself. It 
decided to steal a march on any potential 
possibilities inherent in a regeneration 
of such a system - namely, the creation 
of an anti-German front which contained 
in itself the spectre of upsetting the 
Ruhr policy, the speétre of war. Cham
berlain was fortuhate enough to obtaiÍl 
for this blow the support of France where 
highíy important political changes had
occurred. The Blum People's FrOnt Go
vernmenť had fallen and was replaced 
by the right-wing government of Bonnet~ 
Daladier, which not only did not feel 
itself bourtd by Blum's pledge óL March 
17, but which, on the. contrary, intensive
ly sought a . means of sheddihg its un
pleasant obligations to Czechoslovakia. 

At the end of April there was an im
portant gathering in · London of represen
tatives of the conservative governments 
of Great Britain and France. Out of this 
gathering came a cond~tion, or demand, 
which deeply affected the application of 
the Czechoslovak-French agreemenť and, 
through it, the Czechoslovak-Soviet ágree
ment. This condition, essentially narrow
ing the effectiveness of the whole Czecho
slovak allied system, was based 01;1 the 
fact that this whole system could be set 
in motion onl y in the event that Czecho
slovakia became the victim of an un., 
provoked aggression. Only in this case 
could CzecJ:!oslovakia request help from 
the League of Nations. 

The Anglo-French condition was made 
in connection with this clause on an un
provoked aggression. This condition,whose 
full farce and tragic effects we experien
ced and which is difficult for us to un
derstand, had a certain logic in itself . 
and could therefore be made. This con
dition was the demand that thé Czecho
slovak Go'ver:nment come to an agreement 
With the Henlein Sudeten German Party 
by fulfilling the latter's demands made 
on · 24 Apríl, i. e. just before the London 
conference, and contained in the eight 



Karlovy Vary points. If the Czechoslovak 
Government did not fulfil these demands, 
it would be possible - according to the 
Anglo-French version to consider 
Hitler's declared intention to act against 
Czechoslovakia as one in defence of the 
German minority and as one provoked 
by Czechoslovakia, i. e. provoked by a 
Czechoslovak Government unwilling to 
meet the dem.ands of the German mino
rity. In such a situation Czechoslovakia 
would lose the right to any international 
support. 

This condition brought the situation to 
the edge of absurdity. It changed the 
very logic of events. It made of the 
small Czechoslovak state, which was de
fending itself against Hitler aggression 
through the latter's fifth column - that 
is through the Henlein Sudeten German 
Party - a violator of peace, the country 
preventing a peaceful solution to the 
"justified" demands of the German mino
rity. 

The British and French Governments, by 
putting this condition, knew perfectly 
well wbat it meant. They khew that its 
fulfilment made inevitable the profound 
disintegration of the Czechoslovak state. 
On the other hand, chiefly British policy 
- which recognised without question 
Germany's rights in Central Europe -
regarded this approach as the only one 
capable of preserving peace. lts purpose 
was to localise the Czechoslovak-German 
problem to a deceptively insignificant, 
internal~ question and . to prevent it from 
expanding into a world conflict. 

This condition - announced on May 7, 
1938, to the Czechoslovak Government by 
the British and French representatives in 
Prague in the form of a sharp note -
paralysed Czechoslovakia's effort to re
generate its allied system. lt paralysed 
the main principle of Czechoslovakia's 
defence and willfully and intently led 
it up a blind alley. In addition, the Bri
tish Charge ď Affaires in Berlín informed 
the German Government of the results 
of the London conference and also in
formed it about the character of the note 
presented in Prague. 

Hitler regarded the results of the Lan
don conference - · and not incorrectl y -
as a green light for his attack against 
Czechoslovakia. That was why German 
soldiers and SS units began to move 
towards the Czechoslovak frontier. 

At this point, in May 1938, the defence 
of Czechoslovakia entered its second 
phase. In it the Czechoslovak Govern
ment rejected the Anglo-French condition 
in a special memorandum issued on May 

14. In the name of its duty to defend 
the integrity and inner strength of the 
country it refused to confer with Henlein 
on the platform of the Karlovy Vary 
points. In addition, it made of Hitler's 
secretly prepared plan of attack an in
ternational cause celebre by officially 
informing London, Paris and Moscow and 
by demanding an explanation from Berlín. 

In the third place it carried aut a par
tial mobilisation on 21 May. This was in
tended not only to serve in defence of 
its borders but was also a political step. 
It was a direct appeal to Czechoslovakia's 
allies - to France and the Soviet Union. 
1t was intended to be a <ll new, concrete 
step to reviving the Czechoslovak allied 
system by means of direct defence action, 
by means of a fait accompli. Czechoslo
vakia assumed that by this extreme mea
sure it would succeed in putting into, 
motion the . mechanism of its allied sys
tem. 

Czechoslovakia's defence system, mov
ing along several Unes at once, had very 
complex and very contradictory results. 
The greatest and most positive was the 
fact that Hitler gave up his attempt at 
direct aggression. He had to withdraw. 
Czechoslovak defence triumphed. But· 
apart from this unquestionable, real Cze
choslovak victory, the May crisis had still 
another political result. It was in sharp 
contrast to . this victory. 

It resulted, in fact, in an Anglo-German
French agreement directed against Cze
choslovakia. Basically, what happened 
was that Czechoslovakia, by its mobilisa
tion, by its fait accompli, had not only 
manoeuvred France but in the end also 
Great Britain . to the very brink of war. 
In such a situation and in response to 
this Czechoslovak approach, a report was 
issued by the British and French military· 
attachés ln Berlin confirming Hitler's as
sertion that the whole May crisis was 
deliberately provoked by Czechoslovakia. 
Since - as the report stated - in the 
area of the German-Czechoslovak frontier· 
,no unusual concentration of German míli- / 
tary forces was to be observed. Czecho
slovak information to this effect was de
clared untruthful and Czechoslovakia was 
branded before the whole world not only 
as the disseminator of venal information 
but as a military provocateur. 

This political result of the May crisis, 
which meant a sbarp Anglo-German
French blow against Czechoslovakia, 
transformed Gzechoslovakia's victory into 
a political defeat. At the same time it· 
was the starting point for the third phase 
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·of the struggle of and for Czechoslovakia, 
in the summer of 1938. 

ll 

A marked feature of this phase was 
Hitler's withdrawal into the background. 
Nazi Germany confined itself, first, to a 
vicious anti-Czechoslovak Goe'bbels-pro
paganda campaign, second, to redefining 
and modifying its military plan, the in- . 
famous Fall Griin, and thirdly, and pri
maril y, to the activities of the Henlein 
·sudeten German Party ·inside Czechoslo
vakia. The German approach maintained 
the necessary degree of tension, but it 
awaited the results of the Anglo-French 
pressure on Czechoslovakia which formed 
the main content of those summer months 
- June, July and August of 1938. 

In this stage, British policy now very 
clearly took into its own hands the so
lutimi of the Czechoslovak problem. At 
the same time, its main goal - to break 
·up the Czechoslovak allied system - was 
carried aut by much stronger methods 
:than employed in the previous phase. 

At the very beginning of June there 
was renewed, official · Anglo-French pres
sure on Czechoslovakia. On 3 June, the 
"British Government handed the Prague 
·Government apother, sharp note in which 
it insisted that the Czechoslovak Govern
·ment accept the Henlein Karlovy -Vary 
demands. This step was supplemented on 
June 7 by a French note which emphasi
'Sed that if these d~ri:lands were not met, 
France woúld have to revise its relations 
to Czechoslovakia. 

In this situation, the British Govern
ment stepped up pressure and cpncentra
ted it on the person of · E. Beneš, who 
was the main figure in Czechoslovakia's 
defence. 

In a way that can onl y be called a 
direct stab in the back, he was forced to 
receive the Runciman Mission on July 20. 
With its arrival, British pressure was. 
brought directly to Czechoslovakia. The 
purpose of the Runciman Mission was to 
farce Czechoslovakia to accept _ the Hen~ 
lein Karlovy Vary demands. 

Sirn.ultaneously, howevér, British policy 
sbught another way in which to solve the 
Czechoslovak problem. In June it con
sidered holding a plebiscite in the Ger
man areas. This demand - after experi
ences in the Saar and Austria -'- was 
equal to suggesting that the Sudeten 
areas be ceded to Gerrn.any. In the middle 
of Jíme the British presented their French 

· allies with a map m.arked with areas · 
whic,h sho~uld be ceded to Germany. The 

British Government also began to con
sider at this time the possibility of call
ing an international, big-power confe
rence. 

All- of these ideas the British Govern
ment introduced into direct diplomatic 
discussion not only with France but also 
with Germany. The central problem was 

· the so-called neutralisation of Czecho
slovakia. The idea was to annul all of 
the Czechoslovak agreern.ents, not only 
the Franco-Czechoslovak agreements and 
the Czechoslovak-Soviet one, but also the 
Czechoslovak-German arbitration agree
ment of 1926 in which both parti:es pled
ged to resolve contestable problems 
through discussion. 

The purpose of this was to destroy the 
Czechoslovak allied system, to neutralise 
the country, i.e. to farce it into a period 
of isolation, as Austria had been in 
March. 

In such a situation, an attack on Cze
choslovakia would not involve any obli
gations on the part of other countries. 
A Czechoslovak conflict with Germany 
would remain localised and the destruc
tion of -Czechoslovakia would incur no 
international consequences. No military 
conflict could result from this, and thus 
peace would be assured. 

British policy of that time was workirig 
to obtain agreement on a worldwide 
scale with Hitlerite Germany. Agreement 
in . which it Willingly recognised Germany's 
demands in Central, Eastern and South
eastern Europe in order to obta~n a de~ 
limitation · of spheres of influence in those 
areas which were the basis of its colonial 
rule - in Asia and Africa. 

O ne of the outstanding pa ths along 
which British policy was feeling its way, 
in view of the above-mentioned, was the 
Runciman Mission in Czechoslovakia. In 
talks at 'the červený Hráde,k on August 
18, - Runciman discussed with Henlein, 
Without the participation of Czechoslovak 
representatives, about the possibility of 
cuttihg off German ·land from. Czechoslo
vakia on the basis of a plebiscite. The 
British put the question of calling an 
international conference. At the same 
time Runciman, on orders from the British 
Government, · requested Konrad Henlein -
in the role of mediator -- to inform Hit
ler about London's interest in Anglo-Ger
man talks on worldwide problems. 

AU of this was going on in a period of 
heightened tension and nervousness. This 
was brought about by German manoeuv
res in which one and a half million sol
diers were called up. Furthermore, pre
parations were under way for the Nurem-



berg Congress of the German fascist par
ty which, as was expected, was to provide 
the signal for a new advance of German 
policy. As part of this deliberately step
ped up tension, the Soviet-Japanese con
flict was diverting the Soviet Union's 
·prime interest from European events. 

Thanks to this development, and chief
ly the attitude of the British, Czechoslo
vakia was forced into critical isolation 
and its abilitv to act was paralysed in 
an unbelieveable manner. 

Its main line of defence continued to 
be attempts to maintain the existence of 
its allied system proportionate to the 
way in which in the West - in Britain 
and in France - the lack of interest in 
defending Czechoslovakia and endeavours 
to shed obligations was being transform
ed into direct and rath.er brutal pressure 
for Czechoslovakia to submit to Germany's 
demands. For the defence of Czechoslo
vakia, logically, the significance of its 
eastern ally - the Soviet Union.- began 
to grow. 

The attitude of the Soviet Union to 
Czechoslovakia at this time, like that of 
France and Great Britain, was determined 
·by its attitude to .Central, Eastern and 
Southeastern Europe' in general. Great 
Britain had no interest in this region 
and regarded Germany as its natural 
hegemony. In the Ruhr crisis France had 
already relinquished its .leading position 
in which this· area had always formed 
only the second line of its European po
·ucy. The Soviet Union, in contrast, was 
much more directly interested in this 
area for the very simple reason that it 
bordered direct,ly on its territory. At the 

·same time, however, the Soviet Union 
did not have a greater position in this 
region and the Ruhr crisis had dealt a 
heavy blow to its influence here, which 
was just beginning to grow. Soviet policy 
from this moment maintained a reserved 
attitude, however it followed events in 
this area with increased attention. In 
1938, when Czechoslovakia began its de
fence struggle it had the full support of 
·the Soviet Government. 

Duri:ng 1938 there was a revitalisation 
of Soviet-Czechoslovak relations. Impor
·tant contacts were strengthened through 
a series. of economic tal ks and agree
ments, communication was built up be
tween Prague and Moscow, there were 
also military and political discussions. 

This means that at a time when Ger
mqny was pressuring to destroy Czecho
·slovakia, when Britain and France were 
adopting a hands-off position o! no sup
:port for . Czechoslovakia and when Great 

Britain was conducting direct negotiations 
with Germany against Czechoslovakia, the 
policy of the Soviet Union was Czecho
slovakia's only political support. As 1938 
progressed, Czechoslovak-Soviet relations 
became a more and more outspoken fac
tor in Czechoslovakia's endeavours to 
maintain its allied system. 

On the other hand, this fact, which was 
at odds with British policy and a direct 
Germ.an advance - provoked deep resis
tance am.ong these two big powers, and 
was strengthened by fears among con
servative circles of the spread of com
munism. In this way a fact which from 
the beginning had been in th«;! background 
now came more and more to the fore. 
This was the power struggle between 
Great Britain, Germany and the Soviet 
Union - and · in second_ place, France, 
Italy and Japan- for spheres of influence 
in Europe, Asia and Africa. 

German-Soviet interests clashed chiefly 
in Central Europe but they were not with
out significance in Asia either, specially 
in the Near East. The · Asian continent 
was full of areas of conflict oetween 
Great Britain and the Soviet Union. Not 
just because the Soviet Union was a big
power, but chiefl y for its revolutionary 
influence which deeply disturbed the Bri
tish position in the Near East, in India, 
in China and in other parts. These anta
gonisms, in fact, linked German and 
British policy against the Soviet Union. 
Therefore Britain was interested in· .an 
agreement with Germ.any, that was why 
it gave it a free hand in Europe, With 
the understanding that agreement in the 
Asian area, where Germany was not so 
obviously engaged, would be easy. 

In other words, the possibility of an 
Anglo-German agreement threatened the 
Soviet position both in Europe and in 
Asia. At the same time, developments in 
Asia were of decisive and prime impor~ 
tance for Soviet policy - just as for 
British policy. 

Simultaneously, an Anglo-German front 
for the Soviet Union represented the 
great danger of enormous and almost 
complete isolation on a worldwide scale. 
There existed a relatively simple possibi
lity of extending this front to include 
more countries - France, Italy and Japan 
- which would place the Soviet Union 
against a large, big-power bloc and . pos
sibly, as a result, facing superior military 
forces. 

All of this affected the Soviet approach 
to the degenerating Central European 
crisis. The Soviet Governm.ent was in
terested in ;defending this region against 
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Germany, which ís why Czechoslovak de
fence had Soviet support. On the other 
hand, by becoming too involved in Cen
tral Europe, the Soviet Union might come 
into conflict with Germany - either di
rectly or indirectly - supported by Great 
Britain and the other countríes. This 
possíbílíty determíned the Soviet Union's 
retícence towards the growíng crísis. 

This meant that Czechoslovakia's de
fensive struggle had entered into world
wíde politics, chiefly the big-power, An
glo-Sovíet differences. These long-range 
results on the one hand supported Cze
choslovak defence polícy, but on the 
other hand it forced Czechoslovakia to 
become extrern.ely and unusually circum
spect. 

At the same time Czechoslovakia's po
sítion was the more difficult in that ít 
had to figqt continuously for world pub
lic opinion whose · support was an olit
standing factor in its defence. It was. up 
to public opinion whether Czechoslovakia 
would have an opportunity to gain the 
League of Nations' support. Therefore 
Czecb.oslovakia, defending itself from the 
pressure of British policy and the threat 
of German aggression had to act in such 
a way as not to lay itself open to a new 
charge of having provoked a military 
conflict or of spreading international 
communism. 

It required enormous courage and poli~ 

tical and diplomatic skill to find a path in 
this manifold antagonistic dilemna. Cze
choslovak polícy also moved very guard
edly along unštable and rocky soil. It 
had to take into consideration the com
plications of worldwide developments and 
at the same time resolve a whole myriad 
of detailed, internal problems which, in 
turn, were affected by this world deve-
lopment. · 

Czechoslovakia refused to accent Hen
lein's Karlovy Vary demands but the 
government began talks with the Sudeten 
German Party on the basis of its own 
proposals, in the frame .of the Czecho
slovak Constitution. It tríed to show the 
European public that the SdP's approach 
was directed from Berlín and therefore 
that all talks were only manoeuvres with
out any real effort J:o reach agreement. 
It therefore· tried to move the talks from 
closed consultations to the open forum 
of Parlíament. However, the intervention 
which forced it to receive the Runciman 
Míssíon made it impossible to realise this 
through discussion in Parliament, though 
the latter ·had been called on Jul y 25. 

The arrival of the Runciman Mission in 
itself made matters exceedingly difficult 
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for the Czechoslovak line of defence since 
the talks were conducted under the 
direct control of the Mission, which had 
no detailed knowledge about the concrete 
problem, nor the inclínation and patience 
to gain it. The Germans, for their part, 
further muddled such talks by presenting 
more and more documents, which con
fused the situation no end. 

In the middle of August - in connec
tion with the critical breakdown of the 
worldwide situation - President Beneš 
took over the leadership of the Czecho
slovak side in these talks. He presented 
the German party with a proposal of far
reaching concessions and asked that the 
SdP express its public willingness to co
operate and pledge that during negotia
·tions it would respect a truce and cease 
the campaign of villification in its press. 
Beneš's proposals were so timed that they 
immediately preceded the Henlein and 
Runciman talks at the červený Hrádek, 
which the Czechoslovak Government 
rightly feared. Although it had forced the 
representatives of the SdP into a blind 
alley, it was unable to prevent an Anglo
German agreement. That same night, b~
tween 17 and 18 August, the Sudeten 
German representatives took . a special 
plane to Berlin for further instructions. 
According to these, and on the basis of 
them, and despite all the efforts of the 
Czechoslovak Government, talks ware 
held on 18 August at the červený Hrádek 
which paved the way f-or the fateful 
Anglo-German agreement. · 

In this situation, face to face with an 
Anglo-German agreement, Edvai'd Beneš 
- aware of all the worldwide aspects of 
the maturing · crisis - took a · bold ·step. 
On the eve of the opening of the Nurem
berg Nazi Party congress he fulfilled the 
so-called fourth plan of the Henlein Kar
lovy Vary · demands. 

By taking this step a new situation was 
created in many ways. At the price of 
extreme concessions that actually threa-' 
tened the integrity of the nation, Cze
choslovakia fulfilled that critical condi
tion on which Great Britain and France 
had insisted in order to honour their 
obligations vis a vis Czechoslovakia. It 
led the Anglo-French efforts to break up 
these. alliances into a blind alley, and 
also the policy of the Henlein party 
which in raising the Karlovy Vary de
mands had never counted on the possibi
lity of their being fulfilled. And not only 
this. By this move, Czechoslovakia smash
ed the possibility of an Anglo-German 
agreement from being reached on the 



basis of a solution to the Czechoslovak 
question. 

By this measure, Czechoslovakia attain
ed its main goal. It saved its allied sys
tem. But the results of this step were 
stili more far-reaching. It meant a poli
tical failure for Henlein, and also for 
Hitler and for Germany as a great power. 
It affected French policy, but it mainly 
acted upon British policy. This step by 
Czechoslovakia prevented the rupture of 
British alliances with Central Europe and 
its peaceful surrender to Germany, so 
that in the end it prevented a possible 
bíg-power, Anglo-German agreement. This 
occurred at a moment when the existing 
opposition against Daladier and Bonnet 
in France began to get stronger, when 
the anti-Chamberlain opposition in Great 
Britain became more marked and was 
obviously concentrating around Winston 
Churchill, Eden, the Labour Party and the 
trade unions; when even in the generals' 
circles of the German army an opposition 
was created whose representative, Kleist, 
made contact with the Churchill group 
in Great Britain ; when in other German 
·circles there was growing dissatisfaction 
with Hitler's hazardous policy leading to 
the brink of war, and when in the Far 
East the Japanese attack against the 
Soviet Union failed and German-Japanese 

· antagonisms were coming to the surface. 
Czechoslovakia was undoubtedly strength

ened by this development, Czechoslovak 
policy had also calculated on this. This 
Czechoslovak move, and the political 
victory it engendered, was not an insig
nificant contribution to all these currents. 

Thus, although the fourth plan was the 
hardest sacrifice, the very fact that Cze
choslovakia upheld its allied system gave 
it a great victory which had a positive 
effect on worldwide developments. 

• 
The first few days after the fourth 

plan there was a profound silence 
throughout Czechoslovakia, a silence that 
was carried to the rest of the world. As 
it turned aut shortly afterwards, it was 
the silence bE!fore the storm. It was the 
pause before the new, and fourth phase 
of Czechoslovakia's defensive struggle in 
1938. 

The front against Czechoslovakia - un
til this time more diplomatic than con
crete - became sharper and was trans
formed into open attacks against the 
country. 

Hitler's final speech at the Nuremberg 
CQngress, September 12, 1938, was the 

signal for a direct attack by Germany on 
Czechoslovakia. There was a specific at
tempt by the Sudeten German Party to 
carry out a putsch, which was intended 
as a prelude to a German attack. 

Together with this German offensive, 
Chamberlain's British policy was set in 
motion. Like Hitler. Chamberlain also, 
and not incorrectly, felt that he had been 
outwitted and dealt a blow by Czecho
slovakia's move. Therefore, like Hitler, 
he also decided to act directly. The night 
of September 13, when he sent Hitler an 
offer to meet personally, he took the 
solution of the Czechoslovak problem into 
his own hands. 

On September 15, 1938, in Berchtes
gaden, an Anglo-German agreement was 
reached on handing over Czechoslovakia'S 
border areas to Germany. This happened 
at exactly the same time - and regard
less of this. - when Czechoslovakia had 
put down in a few hours Henlein's at
tempt to bring ,about a coup d'etat inside 
the country. But not only this. Through 
this move the Czechoslovak Government 
broke up the whole le_adership of the 
Sudeten Germany Party which fled to 
Germany, the Party was banned and its 
organisational structure smashed. Thus, 
in this phase it liquidated the danger of 
a fifth column along the lines of which 
Hitler's attacks against Czechoslovakia 
had been concentrated. 

But the Berchtesgaden agreement chan
ged this trul y great Czechoslovak victory 

/ - just as was the case in May, 1938 -
into a big political defeat. 

In this critical moment, on September 
16, President Beneš turned to the French 
Government with a message asking for 
assurances that it would not join the 
Anglo-German front, which would inevitab
ly affect it. He asked and begged France 
not to break the Franco-Czechoslovak 
aggreement, and thereby not just the 
whole Czechoslovak allied system but the 
main pillar of the European anti-nazi 
front. He wrote: "The decisive moment 
is approaching in the struggle between 
us and Berlin. The gist of the matter is 
not our minority. This is an old struggle 
for the German rule of Central Europe. 
We are to be mortall y hit and thereby 
the whole of Central Europe will be hit, 
the whole policy of France and France 
itself. · If we stand strong, we shall de
feat Hitler. I ask that the French Govern
ment consider all the circumstances. We 
have remained faithful to France and 
will remain faithful to it even in the 
most difficult moments. We make this 
emphatic ap.peal to the Government of 

85 



France and believe that in the spirit of 
aur treaty of alliance it will remain 
with us in this struggle whatever hap
pens. If we stand strong, the rest of 
Europe will go along with us against 
nazí Germany." 

But the French Daladier-Bonnet Govern
ment gave preference - this time to its 
alliance with Great Britain. Quite the 
contrary, at the latter's side it tried to 
enforce the Berchtesgaden agreement, to 
break Czechoslovak resistance. 

The struggle that took place on 19, 20 
and 21 September, was oruel. All the 
more cruel in that it was a struggle · be
tween Czechoslovakia and its allies -
Great Britain and France. These allies 
tried to farce Czechoslovak President Ed
vard Beneš to submit ťo the destruction 
of his own country, desuite the fact that 
Czechoslovakia had a:ttained a reFll víc
tory in its direct struggle. with Henleiri 
·and Hitler. 

But President Beneš, thi-ough the Cze
choslovak Am.bassador in Paris, Osuský, 
and tbe Gzechoslovak Ambassador in Lan
don, Jan Masaryk, was in direct contact 
~th tbe democratic, anti-Bonnet and 
a:ritFChamberlain opposition, which en
couraged him in his struggle. He was. 1n 
contact with the Soviet Government which 
stood on the principles of the Czecho
slovak-Soviet agreement. And he had tre
mendous support inside Czechoslovakia, 
in the enormous unity of the people in 
defence of their country against fascist 
Germany. 

In this sitp_ation, President Beneš re
jected Anglo-French pressure to accept 
Hitler's Berchtesgaden dem.ands. This re
fusal, in the first place, deeply affected 
the two main Berchtesgaden partners -
Chamberlain and Hitler. Again it raised 
the spectre of an anti-German front: 
Again it deeply affected the. self-confi
dence of German big-power. Once 
again it touched on Chamberlain's policy 
of appeasement· and on the final goal of 
this policy - to reach an Anglo-German 
agreement. It strengthened the opposi~ 
tion. It threatened the personal prestige 
of Chamberlain and Hitler. 

Therefore the reaction to this refusal 
was- new Anglo-French pressure which 
grew in proportion to the approaching, 
rrew Anglo-German talks at Godesberg ..,.... 
to take place one night later. During that 
evening - between the 20 and. 21 Sep
tember - there was fantastic pressure on 
President Beneš. Pressure, in which he 
was told that if a war broke out of this 
new situation, Czechoslovakia would be 

responsible and France would not join 
such a war. 

This meant that regardless of the fact 
that Czechoslovakia in the past had ful
filled the Anglo-French condition on 
which the existence of its allied system 
depended, there now was, in fact, a one
sided repudiation of allied obligations by 
France. And Czechoslovakia, and particu
larly its president - E. Beneš - was 
made personally responsible for the out
break of a military conflict! Perhaps with 
the passing of time we cannot even rea
lise the terrible burden of responsibility 
placed on the shoulders of a single per
son who was presented to the European 
public as a warmonger. 

In the absurdity of the power struggle, 
all the responsibility for an armed con
flict was laid at th.e door of czechoslo
vakia. It was branded a warmonger and 
thus expelled frorri the society of peace
loving nations. And those Who, despite 
this, were willing to help it were them
selves indicted as aggressors. 

In this strained and highly charged 
atmosphere, on Septem.ber 21, Czechoslo
vakia accepted Hitler's Berchtesgaden de
mands. What Hitler had b8en unable to 
win by direct attack he gained through 
agreement with Chamberlain. 

• 
But, as it tU:rned out in the immediate 

hours following this, the · Czechoslovak 
defimsive struggle did not even enď here, 
at the very moment the Berchtesgaden 
demands were met. It embarked upon its 
further m.odification, and thus a new, 
fifth phase. 

In this phase, tl:le main weight of Cze
choslovak defence became internal, within 
the. countrv. Insi.de Czechoslovakia one 
of · the most imuortant derrwnds, the 
maintainance forbidding assem.bly, was 
withdrawn. There then arose a huge a11d 
spontaneous wave of resistance, a wave 
of demonstrations dem.anding the defence 
of the nation. This wave overthrew the 
Hodža GC>vernrnent and brought to power 
a new governm.ent, the m.Hitary govern~ 
m.ent of Syrový. His first áct was to de
clare a mobilisation in defence of the 
nation's frontiers. 

This internal strugg~e, through its re
sults, was intended to influence the si
tuation internationally .. It was a new 
attempt to maintaiiJ. Czechoslovakia's al
lied system at a moment when all its 
hopes had failed either through agree
ment or the possibility of · support from 
the League pf Nations. In fact, it was ijn 



attempt to bring it back to life through 
a fait accompli. 

This time too Czechoslovakia's move 
had a very great effect on the interna
tional situation. In the first place, it 
significan tl y in fl uenced the Godesberg 
talks between Chamberlain and Hitler. 
It pointed up and deepened their own in
terna! crises. The talks at Godesberg 
were marked from the outset by Anglo
German differences to which the previous 
move of Czechoslovak defence had un
doubtedly contributed. Chamberlain thought 
that agreem.ent by the Czechoslovak Go
vernm.ent with the Berchtes'gaden agree
ment thereby solved the whole question 
of Czechoslovakia. His purpose was to 
reach an Anglo-German agreement on 
worldwide questions. In contrast to this, 
Hitler stili regarded the Czechoslovak 
question as the main problem of his po
licy. Czechoslovak resistance annoved 
him~ The defeats which Germany had 
suffered at the hands of Czechoslovakia 
were unparalleled. The need to fully des
troy Czechoslovakia became Hitler's idee 
fixe. Tlierefore, in Godesberg Hitler re
jected Anglo-Germ.an talks and raised 
new dem.ands on Czechoslovakia. In the 
first place he extended considerably the 
area that he insisted be joined to Ger
manv. In contrast to the Berchtesgaden 
demands, in the new demands he now 
added that the new German annexation 
line should iťlclude all the main Czecho
slovak fortified points. The purpose of 
these proposals was clear. To deprive 
Czechoslovakia of an v possibi.litv ar" de
fence. Apart from the areas that were 
first intended for German annexation, 
Hitler now ins,isted on holding a plebis
cite in other areas. The most far-reaching 
demands were made on areas in Moravia 
which in places was to be reduced to a 
corridor of 30 to 40 kilometres separating 
Bohemia frnm Slovakia. This proposal 
was basically identical to the line of 
Fall Gríin, which presupposed an attack 
on C7.echoslovakia by a pincer move in 
the Moravian region. · Together wlth these 
far-reaching, new German demands, Hit
ler informed Chamberlain of the territo
rial dem.ands m.ade bv Paland and Hun
garv on Czechoslovakia. 

Chamberlain had not foreseen all this. 
For him Czechoslovakia was a subordinate 

.matter. He was working for Iong-term, 
Anglo-German agreement. 

The Godesberg talks reached an im
passe. Th.e Czechoslovak question divided 
Hitler and Chamberlain. In this moment 
of stagnation in the Godesberg consulta
tions, Czechoslovakia moved in once 

again, directly, and right into the heart 
of these talks. 

At the véy time when Hitler was giv
ing Chamberlain a memorandum of his 
demands - that is on September 23, 
1938, at 10: 30 P.M. - he received the 
news that Czechoslovakia was mobilising. 
Hitler reacted to this with a sharp out
burst of anger which best shows how 
deeply he was rankled by Czechoslova
kia's defence moves. He declared that 
the Czechoslovak mobilisation compelled 
him to take military measures. Chamber
lain was forced to point aut that under 
these circum.stances it was useless to 
coqtinue the talks. 

When the Gf)desberg talks failed it 
seemed that the policy of appeasement 
had· reached its nadir. 

Influenced. by Czechoslovakia's mobili
sation, France and the Soviet Union also 
mobilised. Great Britain was forced to 
take measures in the event of war, and 
this opened up the possibility of the fall 
of the unsuccessful governínent of Cham
berlain. Czechoslovak-Polish tal ks were 
begun. And both Little Entente partners 
- Romania and Yugoslavia - announced 
that they regarded as btnding their old 
obli~ations to Czechoslovakia in the event 
it was attacked by Hungary. 

Czecboslovakia triumpbantly rejecteď 
Hitler's Godesberg demands and declared 
its determ.ination to stand up to h;m "in 
defen.ce of its sovereignty".- The Czecho
slovak Government and army carried aut 
all pre'J)arations to repulse a German at
tack which Hitler had decided would be 
launched at two in the afternoon on 
September 28, 1938. 

On September 27, the Czechoslovak 
Government met in the evening for the · 
last time. It declared that "if war comes, 
there is a reconstructed front, created 
bv superhuman efforts, and we can look 
with hope -to the outcome". That same 
night Czechoslovakia sent a note to Ge· 
neva which the Czechoslovak represen
tative was to present to the League oť 
Nations in the event of an attack by Hit
ler on Czechoslovakia. The note contained 
a demand for the imrnediate convocation 
of the League of Nations, indicting Hítler· 
Germany as the aggressor. This was in
tended to fully open the path, both in 
international politics and along legal 
li nes, for Czechoslovakia's defence against · 
Hitler in the frame of a bro.ader allied 
Czechoslovak system. The climax of these 
CzechosloVak preparations was the re
quest for Soviet air aid, presented to the 
Soviet Government by President Beneš on 
September 28, in the morning. 

BT 



During the , week l:5etween 23 and 28 
September, 1938, it seemed as though 
Czechoslovakia's fait accompli would 
bring positive results, that it would per
mít Czechoslovakia to defend itself 
against Hitlerite Germany. That it would 
bring to life a broad, anti-German front, 
similar to the one created in the middle 
of tb.e 'thirties - pri-or to the ·· Ruhr crisis~ 
It seemed that the Czechoslovak struggle 
to regenerate the allied system would 
·prove successfuL That this allied system 
would · become the basis not only to con
i:ain German aggression but also to cre
ate a new political grouping influencing 
worldwide developments~ 

However, at the climactic . moment of 
this whole situation, it became apparent 
that the strength of Czechoslovakia, .as 
a small state, was not proportionate to 
the far-reaching consequences of its · de
·fence. 

Czechoslovakia's fait accompli mano-. 
·euvred. the big:-powers intó a position 
which they had tried to prevent from the 
"Very begihning. · 

That was why they decide(l to put an 
e!ld to this situatíon. The path that I1ow 
seemed open and which.had appeared 
many tim.es iii'. the ··past .. in diplomatic 
tálks l~d • throl.l&h an internatiohal big
·povver cqnference .. Hitler's . invitation to 
talks at Muniel1. was accepted with plea"~ 
sure · by ·. GJ;lamberlélin, Qalad~er and. Mus: 
sblini. -The big::power coalition of Locarnó 
.arid the · · directorfum of the .. four, which 
had appeared on the horizon in European 
-politics at 'the. turn of 1932-1933, was 
orevivéd.· The last and final phase pf end
ing Czeclloslpvakia's deferice in 1938 had 

·b~eg\ln. ··.·•·· . .. . . . . . .· 
The . tal ks. · at . the big-power eonference 

in Muntch on 29 artd · 30 September, 1938, 
marked a victory for other .·and op
posing • principles than those on which 
ezechó~lovakia's defence. was based: The 
'Czechbslovak··defence· system was,. in.· this 
manner, .· in:ímeaiately ,annulled.~ .. Franc~ .• 

iollowing . Great B:tl!aih, . moved from its 

allied . agreement with · Czechoslo\rakia to 
direct agreement against it, to agreement 
with Germany. The Soviet Union kept its 
distance from new developments in this 
crisis and did not intervene. The Munich, 
big-power grouping spelled a danger for 
it too. · 

Czechoslovakia found itself in a situa
tion against which it had so tenaciously 
fought. In deep and complete isolation 
internatio~ally. 

In Munich, Czechoslovakia was dismem
bered by a big-power agreement between 
Great Britaiď, Germany, Italy and France. 
By this move the parties to the agree
ment, with utter finality, got rid of an 
upleasant factor which despite its small 
size. and . thro1.lgh its . defence had ad:
versely and deeply affected European .and 
worldwide politics; To prevent this coun
try once and for aU from an y further 
possibility of . defending itself, the Munich 
agreemerit went into forcé -'- regardl~s$ 
of Czechoslovakia's viewpoint. - simply. 
by a decision of these big-powers. 

Muntch closed the defensiva .struggle 
of the Czechoslovak Republic in 1938~ 
;:rhis defence meéhanism was destro'yed 
in its very princip les. Jt .marked · a defeat 
and the rape of Czechoslmtakia. March 
15; ď 1939, ·was on ly the elimax~of this d,e
feat. 

But very soon"; it appeared tflat the 
liqťtidation of Czechoslovakia did not .leád 
to any Anglo,-German agreement · limiting 
s.pheres' . of. 'ínfluence on a. worldwige 
scal~; Quite the ·• con!raJ:'y. Bot:t1 these. big 
powers came in to. muťual conflict sh()rtly 
afterwards in the · frame · of a new. world · 
war~ · In .. the . course ·. of that ·. war, sloyvl y. 

.and with difficulty, there gJ;adJially was 
born a bíg power, anti-German Jront, bas
ed on a policy of an· anti-nazi front. But 
this (lctu~lly w~s framed only in the 
sun;lmer .. ot .. 1941: . Tactically .. ·· it was . that 
front whicli Gzechoslovakiél hadtried t() 
form in thetenacious · procěss. of its· own 
defence in 1938. · · 
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