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Prologue

People do not often know a great deal about the decades immediately before and after they were born; the first is too late to be history, the second too early. I was born in 1929. The inter-war years, between 1919 and 1939, are therefore relatively unknown to me. In the course of my life I have, of course, read many books written during or about that period, but my knowledge was far less systematic than was true, say, of the years before 1914 or after 1945. I resolved to put that right.

This book is, therefore, a voyage of discovery. It is not a book for specialists; with the exception of the abdication crisis, there is no subject about which those who are authorities in their respective fields do not know far more than I do. I have relied on the work of these experts, am most grateful to them for their labours and hope that I have not misused or misrepresented their scholarship.

The choice of subjects is arbitrary and reflects my own tastes and interests. I have, for instance, devoted a chapter to the publication of James Joyce’s Ulysses. It might as well have been E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India, Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms, Kafka’s The Castle or Sartre’s Nausea. There can be no right or wrong in such matters: all these are great novels, the choice of any one of them could be justified convincingly. I have sought to touch on all parts of the world and all the main fields of human endeavour. I have failed. There is, for instance, no chapter on Australasia. To suggest that nothing of importance happened in Australia or New Zealand between 1919 and 1939 would be as silly as it would be impertinent: it just happened that there was no convenient peg on which to hang a chapter at a time at which something of greater moment was not going on elsewhere. Any readers of this book are likely to ask themselves: “Why on earth did he include this?” or “How can he possibly have omitted that?” They will be fully justified in doing so. There are many more or less significant incidents in world history that this book might have covered, but my primary concern has been to follow what emerged as the two main themes: the recession of European power and the road to the Second World War. These have in large part determined the choices that I have made.

All I can say with confidence is that the book has been most enjoyable to write. I hope that it will be equally enjoyable to read.
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