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Our Legions are brim-full, our cause is ripe.
The enemy increaseth every day;
We, at the height, are ready to decline.
There is a tide in the affairs of men,
Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;
Omitted, all the voyage of their life
Is bound in shallows and in miseries.
On such a full sea we now afloat,
And we must take the current when it serves,
Or lose our ventures.

William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, Act IV, Scene 3, 210–20.
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Introduction

IN THE SUMMER of 1914 the major European powers plunged into war with offensive plans for quick victories; by the winter those plans had come to naught. The elusive short war of manoeuvre turned into a long one of trenches and grinding industrial attrition. During 1915 Europe’s political leaders and general staffs soon discovered that they lacked the deep reserves of men and munitions to wage what would be called ‘total war’.1

As the battles raged on, governments scrambled to turn whole economies and societies into gigantic war machines. Raising the vast quantities of men, money and munitions demanded industrial and popular regimentation on an unprecedented scale. Peacetime government structures creaked and groaned under the mounting pressure. Existing bureaucracies swelled and new hydra-like mobilization agencies sprang up as powerful emergency instruments of state control and central planning. While wartime leaders diverted ever larger proportions of national resources into producing war materiel, pre-war patterns of trade and financial practices became distorted and market forces were curbed. Those who lived through the war experienced it as a titanic siege fought between economies and societies racing towards all-out mobilization.

Naturally, the cataclysm made an indelible imprint on the minds of those who survived it and who came of age after it. For many scholars, industrialists, officials, soldiers and statesmen of all political shades, the war had opened up the awe-inspiring possibility that in the future technocratic elites could rationally plan and manage entire industrial economies and societies to realize grand political aspirations. In the years just after the conflict, however, the overwhelming political impulse among the victors was not to perfect the wartime practices of centralized state control but to put into reverse the political, economic and social distortions generated by total war.

During the 1920s one of the major feats of this demobilization project was the restoration of the pre-1914 mechanism of international currency stabilization and exchange known as the gold standard. By adhering to the gold standard, all the capitalist states not only promoted the smooth flow of trade and capital across frontiers, but they also locked themselves into a strict budgetary discipline that would inhibit massive arms build-ups.2 Among the major capitalist nations, the onset of the Great Depression from 1929 onward broke the trend toward demobilization. The industrial slump, the spectacular failure of markets to self-correct and the breakdown of the gold-standard system helped to propel into positions of power cohorts of eager scholars, bureaucrats, soldiers and politicians who dreamed of salvation through the exercise of state control over some aspects or every aspect of national life, above all markets.

The economic crash also coincided with what was supposed to be the finale of another post-war exercise in demobilization, the opening in early 1932 at Geneva of the World Disarmament Conference. While officials squabbled over a deal on global levels of weaponry, to the shock of military men, many of whom were already reeling from slashed budgets, the slump cut huge swathes through the heavy industries and engineering firms that would be needed to maintain existing armaments and, of course, to expand them. This process began to crank into reverse once the Geneva talks closed in 1934 and the recently installed Nazi regime began to arm Germany at full throttle. And with that, for the second time in twenty years, another gigantic, bureaucracy-breeding, market-crushing power bonanza of an arms race was on.

This book tells the story of that arms race. It explains how arms rivalry among the great powers – the Soviet Union, Japan, Germany, Great Britain, France, Italy and the United States – contributed to the outbreak and expansion of war in 1939–41.

The two decades before the Second World War are usually remembered as an abject lesson in the hazards of shunning arms races. During the 1920s – so runs the cautionary tale – the democracies recklessly encouraged challenges by neglecting their defences. During the 1930s the democratic nations compounded that error by failing to arm fast enough to stop Axis aggression. That account of the arms race is firmly fixed in popular mythology as the story of how wicked dictators (chiefly Hitler) out-armed and out-smarted naïve ‘appeasers’ (above all Neville Chamberlain).

The trouble with the conventional view is that it reduces everything to simple choices (to arm or not) and ignores the role of the arms race as an independent, self-perpetuating and often overriding impersonal force that shaped events.3 My aim in this narrative study is to correct the orthodoxy by telling the more complex tale of how politicians and military men the world over struggled to cope in vain with the arms race as an underlying dynamic, the supreme wrecker of all master plans.

To tell the story in all its complexity, I have tried to combine the political, diplomatic, military and economic elements of arming into one international history. One of the arguments of this book is that the arms race can only be understood from a large-scale perspective. Arms races are like waves of action and reaction that ripple through the international system. In periods of acute political tension, one state races ahead to win a military edge over its rivals, who in turn respond to the menace by arming too, and a perilous cycle of actions and reactions ensues, which ends either in war or in some sort of uneasy political-military stalemate.4 Before 1914, for instance, the European great powers raced against each other by building ever more powerful battleships and by equipping mass conscript armies that could be mobilized for attack faster than their competitors. During the Cold War the superpowers spurred each other on to stockpile nuclear weapons far beyond the point of overkill.5

During the 1930s surges of action-reaction among the great powers sped up the making of ships, tanks, guns and aircraft. Diverting ever more money, factories, imported raw materials and labour to the mass production of munitions at the cost of profitable exports and living standards placed tremendous strains on each nation’s rivals. In the popular shorthand of the day, arming diverted production from ‘butter’ to ‘guns’. To do so the competitors found themselves imposing, or under mounting political, economic and competitive pressure to impose, state control over economic and social life. Entering the arms race was not a politically neutral act. The symptoms of escalating arms growth – swelling bureaucracies, multi-year industrial plans and social regimentation – proclaimed a new order to come. As the race spiralled out of control, it was no coincidence that ‘future war’ became interchangeable with ‘totalitarian war’. Planning trampled freedom: an efficient war economy was irreconcilable with parliaments, free markets and social progress.6 Arming meant turning entire nations into tightly integrated war machines that were self-sufficient (autarkic) in food and industrial raw materials. That was the universal military-political lesson of 1914–18 and the compelling emulate-or-capitulate logic that drove the arms race forward.

Not everyone reacted to that competitive pressure to conform in the same way. Some embraced it; others resisted. Everywhere military men saw disciplined societies and state-managed economies as the logical necessity of modern warfare and the arms race. Sometimes they met opposition from industrialists and state officials; sometimes they allied with like-minded entrepreneurs and ambitious civil servants to lobby hard in the budding bureaucratic power bonanza for industrial concentration, autarky and technocratic rule. The new revolutionary movements that secured power after 1914–18 – Bolshevism, Fascism and National Socialism – were profoundly marked by that conflict and by a belief in the need to prepare for future total wars that would demand sweeping mobilization. During the 1930s, once the arms race heated up and another big war loomed, it was widely accepted that the states which had already gone ‘totalitarian’ had a head start in the race toward all-out social and economic mobilization. As we shall see, confounded by runaway German rearmament, the liberal democracies struggled with the problem of how to arm themselves against the escalating threat of total war without succumbing to totalitarianism. Some predicted that the Nazi regime would eventually run out of steam; others thought that the only answer to the threat was to accelerate the arms race by redirecting ever more national resources into armaments; and others hoped to buck the relentless totalizing trend by arming just enough to deter Hitler.

In what follows I hope readers will be struck by the similarities between the internal political debates and organizational processes over arming that occurred at different times and in different places. Though expressed in different tongues, conceptions of the arms race, its logic and the measures it required, varied little. No matter what type of regime or its military starting point, the race sent everyone down the same totalitarian track. In the general effort to turn ideas into reality, similar technical, economic, political and military problems came up repeatedly. Everywhere the internal debates had a marked tendency toward rhetorical absolutes with a sharp political edge. Air force zealots untiringly oversold the capabilities of bombing to win bigger budgets. Intelligence was prone to inflation or (much less often) deflation of foreign threats to advance the goals of its advocate. And, as one exasperated economist noted at the peak of the race, disputes about economic organization flew off into fantasy. ‘Much nonsense has been talked in some countries about planning,’ he shrewdly remarked, ‘and much ink spilt in defence or attack of economic freedom that never existed and equally of patchwork intervention that was never logically planned.’7 Still, however detached from reality some of the debates may have been, narrating them in parallel, as I do here, reveals much about how the arms race acted as an agent and a rationale for action.

Although the arms race takes centre stage in this book, its story will be told from the vantage points of leading politicians and some less well-known military men, officials and businessmen. The way in which the race prompted decision-makers to adjust to changing circumstances and to recalculate the element of time is compelling drama. Like all historical processes, arms races occur over time. Once they get underway, there is no way to erase the unintended consequences of early actions and restore initial conditions. Escalating competition erodes the pacesetter’s advantages. Time itself becomes a real player, working for some and against others. As we shall see, first in Berlin, then in Rome and finally in Tokyo, the ebb and flow of arms competition compelled leaders to make now-or-never decisions about war.

Still, the tidal-like effects of arms racing did not force anyone to choose war. In Rome and Tokyo we can imagine alternative choices being formulated. What made a great European conflict inevitable was Hitler’s determination to wage one. Yet, as scholars have often noted, Hitler did not get the big war against the Soviet Union backed by Britain and Italy that he had originally wanted. Instead he provoked one against France and Britain.8 The explanation for why events unfolded in that way lies in the arms race. Hitler was losing it and he knew it. Refusing to be deterred, he decided to run the risk of an all-out war against a constellation of foes that possessed a crushing level of economic superiority over the flagging Third Reich. As economic historians have shown, the decisive wealth gap between Germany and its enemies was even wider than most contemporary experts believed. In retrospect that makes Hitler’s decision to venture into an unwinnable war even more astonishing. That the economic lightweights Italy and Japan followed that path too is doubly astonishing.9

While recognizing Germany’s pivotal role in the arms race and in causing the Second World War, we should not overlook the much wider forces that converged to make the arms race possible in the first place. The arming of the Nazi regime was as much a symptom as a high-octane accelerant of the underlying dynamic. My goal is to bring those wider forces into much sharper relief and to appreciate the interwar years as a chapter in the tragic history of twentieth-century armaments competition.

Broadly the organization of this book is chronological, but inevitably in writing about such a large-scale international topic I sometimes had to jump backwards in time at certain points to offer readers essential context. The first five chapters explain the coming of the arms race as a legacy of the First World War. They emphasize the elements that went into the making of the arms race: ideology, the structure of the international system, war planning, bureaucratic pressure, disarmament and the Great Depression. Chapter 6 focuses on key aspects of the naval rivalry. From Chapter 7 onwards I try to tell the story through interlocking parallel narratives, which attempt to capture the arms race as it appeared from various angles. The United States and the Soviet Union are treated individually because they were onlookers to rather than direct participants in the main drama unfolding in Europe. Chapters 10, 11 and 12 focus on Germany, Great Britain, France and Italy, and how intensifying diplomatic crises ratcheted up the arms race. As readers will learn in Chapter 12, though the Munich Agreement is remembered as the climax of peace efforts, its predominant effect was to speed up the arms race. Chapters 14 and 15 take the arms race into 1940–41, examining Germany’s lucky but temporary escape from defeat by knocking France out of the war, and the impact of the so-called Blitzkrieg on Italy, Germany and the Soviet Union. The closing chapter recounts the monumental escalations in American rearmament and the tortured trail of decision-making in Tokyo that ended with the decision to dive into world war.




1
‘Red Militarism’

ON 7 MAY 1932 Joseph Stalin wrote a letter of apology. The most powerful man in the Soviet Union sent carefully measured words of conciliation to the Red Army’s director of armaments, Mikhail Nikolayevich Tukhachevsky. The episode that prompted this rare admission of error by Stalin took place two years before. On 11 January 1930 Tukhachevsky, then serving as commander of the Leningrad Military District, had drafted a paper that described his vision of the scale and quality of forces required by the Soviet Union. ‘As you know’, wrote Stalin, ‘I subscribed basically to the views of our [military] Staff and expressed myself extremely negatively about your “memorandum”, considering it to be the fruit of “bureaucratic maximalism”, the result of “playing with figures”, and so forth . . . Now, two years later, when some unclear matters have become clearer for me, I must confess that my judgement was too sharp, and that the conclusions of my letter were not correct in all respects.’1

In his original proposal, Tukhachevsky admitted that his calculations were rough. From a statistical analysis of the Soviet Union’s expanding automobile and tractor industries, he derived figures for the maximum potential output of aircraft and tanks. His numbers were staggering: Soviet industry could churn out in each year of a future war 122,500 aircraft and 197,000 tanks. Accounting for losses through combat and wear and tear, and the time lag between manufacture and use, these figures meant that the Red Army could field approximately 35,000 airplanes and 50,000 tanks. The wartime army would consist of 250 divisions, 10 more than Germany had deployed in the First World War, and 150 more than the current war plan.2 Besides the colossal numbers, what really made Tukhachevsky’s proposal provocative was the important questions he left unanswered: How big would the whole army need to be to field these combat forces? What levels of spending and peacetime industrial readiness did warfare on this scale demand? What about all the artillery, machine guns, transport vehicles, small arms and explosives, not to mention the ammunition, food, fuel, clothing, medical equipment and other stores that Tukhachevsky’s projected maximum army would consume?

Boris Shaposhnikov, the chief of staff of the Red Army, put his officers to work on these questions. Tukhachevsky’s army would consist of eleven million men, or 7.5 per cent of the population of the Soviet Union. Simply to mobilize the manpower, so the staff claimed, 14- to 45-year-olds would have to be called up. The peacetime spending necessary to turn Tukhachevsky’s plan into a reality, 60 billion rubles, was twenty-four times more than the army procurement budget in 1930. Shaposhnikov’s staff calculated that the cost of mobilizing Tukhachevsky’s proposed army ‘would devour the whole state budget over the last three years and still not be adequately fulfilled’. Kliment Voroshilov, the commissar for defence, a member of Stalin’s inner circle and no friend of the ambitious war planner, sent a copy of Tukhachevsky’s ‘super-rearmament’ plan and the staff’s observations on it to Stalin. ‘To carry out such a “plan”’, Stalin replied, ‘would certainly ruin the economy of the country, and the Red Army: that would be worse than any counter-revolution.’ He denounced Tukhachevsky’s plan as a form of ‘red militarism’, which would lead to the ‘liquidation of socialist construction’.3

Stalin’s words would have baffled Kremlin watchers. Surely Stalin’s policy was ‘red militarism’? Most foreign observers saw the Soviet Union’s first Five Year Plan (1927–32), which was launched with the express purpose of overtaking the capitalist states in industrial production and technology, as Moscow’s preparation for war.4 Stalin’s turnaround from admonishing Tukhachevsky to asking for his forgiveness can in part be explained by the large volume of hardware churned out by the mushrooming weapons factories. But this peculiar episode in the history of Russian armaments also points to a widespread and recurrent pattern of these years. Before the outbreak of the Second World War, time and again, in the capitals of all the major powers, disputes erupted over the magnitude of armaments preparations between all-outers, who recognized few if any limits to arming, and their critics, who did.

In the Soviet Union there was of course no dispute about the need to rearm, nor that arming required an industrial economy to fight machine-age war. In March 1918, when the German army forced the Bolsheviks to sign a punitive peace treaty, Lenin bitterly remarked that ‘the war taught us much . . . especially the fact that those who have the best technology, organization, discipline and the best machines emerge on top; it is this the war has taught us. It is essential to learn that without machines, without discipline, it is impossible to live in modern society. It is necessary to master the highest technology or be crushed.’5 The lesson was reinforced by the Russian Civil War (1918–20), the intervention by the capitalist powers in that struggle, and the brief war against Poland (1920–21), which not only witnessed the humiliating defeat of the Red Army within sight of Warsaw, but also checked the spread of the Russian Revolution. The failure of other revolutions to take hold in central Europe in the turbulent years following the First World War endangered the survival of the only socialist state to emerge in the unforgiving world of cut-throat capitalism and relentless imperialism.6 Sooner or later, so Lenin and his followers predicated, the capitalists would during a great crisis combine forces to extinguish the Revolution.

After Lenin died on 21 January 1924, a struggle developed at the top of the Communist Party over what path to take toward a future workers’ utopia. The Party’s general secretary, the Georgian Joseph Stalin, who, with relentless cunning, emerged as Lenin’s successor, largely favoured the radical direction advocated on the left of the party by his chief rival for the leadership, Leon Trotsky. Stalin wanted to adopt coercive measures to transform the Soviet Union’s technologically backward and chiefly rural economy into an industrial powerhouse, but he rejected Trotsky’s call for collective leadership at the top. Once he had outmanoeuvred Trotsky, Stalin turned on his rivals on the right of the party, principally Nikolai Bukharin, who advocated a much slower and more orderly march towards a socialist society.7

Stalin believed that a showdown with the forces of capitalism was inevitable, but in the 1920s fear of imminent war was also a useful tool with which to isolate the right and mobilize the party, the officials and the people for a headlong dash to socialism in one country. In the summer of 1927 a war scare sparked by a diplomatic quarrel with Britain, which coincided with a grain crisis caused by the reluctance of peasants to surrender their harvest, provided a compelling backdrop. There was little difference between mobilizing for industrialization and mobilizing for war; and even less difference between planning a socialist economy and planning a war economy. In both cases, the countryside was the first battleground. To ensure that an external crisis did not turn into a civil war over grain, and to control the harvest for state purposes, Stalin planned to wage class war against resistors among the peasantry (the so-called kulaks).8 Once he had sidelined Bukharin and his allies at the end of 1928, industrialization and the collectivization of farming began in earnest. Large-scale, state-run collective farms replaced individual peasant farms and ended the limited free market in foodstuffs that had existed since 1921. In parallel, the Five Year Plan initiated the swift development of huge state-planned, administered and managed industries, and hastened the growth of a new urban working class.

In the drive to industrialize, Stalin saw the Soviet Union racing to ‘catch up’ and ‘overtake’ the capitalist states in economic and technological strength. ‘When we have seated the USSR on an automobile and the peasant on a tractor’, he wrote, ‘let the esteemed capitalists, who boast about their “civilisation”, try to catch us up then.’9 Building socialism and defending it were indivisible. In much the same way as he took a direct interest in Marxist-Leninist theory, socialist art, architecture, cinema and literature, Stalin kept a close eye on weapons development. The general secretary was not happy: ‘Our artillery is insufficient’, he scolded Voroshilov, ‘scandalously insufficient’. ‘Besides airplanes, tanks, artillery and ammunition’, he barked at the Politburo, ‘we must also check on the production of submarines. The situation with submarines is very bad, their production is too slow and outrageously bad. We must push this task hard, day after day, continuously, without a respite.’10

In constructing socialism, Stalin was flexible enough to make tactical retreats. In 1932–3, when forced collectivization caused food production to plummet and tested the loyalty of soldiers drawn from the peasantry, millions of whom were dying from famine or being persecuted as kulaks, he briefly eased the pressure on ‘de-kulakization’ and coercive grain requisitions. In armaments, Stalin also exercised flexibility by making tradeoffs between conflicting goals: although he dreamed of a magnificent fleet of battleships proudly flying the Red Banner across the world’s oceans, in the early 1930s he cut spending on ships to buy tanks. The same was true for the overall balance of investments in the early days of the first Five Year Plan, which put steel, iron, coal and especially tractors for farming ahead of artillery, airplanes and tanks. As jarring as it may seem to put it this way, when he called Tukhachevsky a ‘militarist’, Stalin was a relative moderate in armaments.

A true all-outer, Tukhachevsky was one of the archetypal future war systematizers of his age. Born in 1893 of an impoverished aristocratic family, the gifted young Mikhail Nikolayevich might have become a scholar or composer had his father possessed the means. Instead, he became an army officer. In 1915 he was wounded and captured by the Germans. In October 1917 he escaped and joined the Red Army, quickly earning himself a reputation as a bold field commander. After 1921 he distinguished himself first as head of the new military academy, and then as deputy to Mikhail Frunze, the commissar for defence. An old Bolshevik with an aptitude for strategy, Frunze indulged his protégé’s cascade of ideas about wars to come. Tukhachevsky’s relations with the rest of the Bolshevik elite – like that of all the ‘specialists’ retained from the Tsar’s army – was less good. During the war against Poland in 1920–21, Tukhachevsky had quarrelled over battlefield operations with a number of the swaggering revolutionaries, including Stalin and Voroshilov. Even so, Stalin seems to have respected the man. Voroshilov, on the other hand, who replaced Frunze when he died in 1925, found his new chief of staff insufferable. For his part, Tukhachevsky, a man with a titanic ego, found it difficult to conceal his contempt for the new defence commissar’s superficial grasp of modern war.11

How genuine was Tukhachevsky’s commitment to socialism is impossible to know. He certainly knew how to please his masters by composing his theories in the idiom of Marx, Engels and Lenin.12 The elegant coherence that Marxist-Leninism brought to industrial-age warfare probably appealed to his abstract intellect. Stripped to bare essentials, however, there was not much that was Marxist about his thinking. Tukhachevsky believed that future war would be decided by the capacity of rival economies to mass-produce tanks, bombers, artillery, gas and rockets, and the ability of their armies to manoeuvre mass divisions of these high-speed weapons working in unison through strong enemy defences, and then to fight ‘deep’ behind the enemy’s front. To fight deep would permit the Soviet Union to disrupt the enemy’s battlefield command, control, supply and support; at the higher, operational level, to fight deep would allow the Red Army to disrupt the inner productive sources of an opponent’s strength.13

When Tukhachevsky became chief of staff, however, the Red Army was at best only capable of re-fighting the civil war.14 Securing the ammunition for the old weapons the army possessed was difficult; procuring new stocks of modern munitions was impossible without radical industrialization. ‘One can say directly that if the craftiest spy had been given the task of disorganising [our arms industry] at its roots,’ lamented one staff officer, ‘then he could hardly have invented greater chaos and worse personnel.’15 Industrial weakness frustrated staff officers because armaments planning boiled down to economic planning. Soviet planners, like their counterparts everywhere, needed to grapple with three different industrial mobilization projections: The first concerned the arms needed in peacetime to equip the standing army (about 600,000 men in 1926) and the several million reservists who would be called up for immediate service. The second was to estimate realistic production targets to supply existing forces and to equip freshly trained men while industry geared up to full speed. And, finally, following those months of intense industrial mobilization, there was the problem of estimating the maximum production targets for each full year of a future war.

Obviously, the arms production capacity required in peacetime was much less than that needed in a long war. Tukhachevsky knew that it made no sense to set aside huge munitions factories fully stocked with machine tools and skilled workers just so that they could sit idle until a crisis. In the same way that the army relied on a core of long-service professional soldiers and short-service conscripts, who received two years of compulsory military training, to build up a large pool of reserves ready to bring fighting units up to full strength, officials planned to build a core of ‘cadre’ defence plants to meet peacetime demands, and to prepare civilian factories for conversion in wartime to weapons production. After all, soldiers and civilians agreed that the difference between making tractors, automobiles, transport aircraft and chemicals was not very different from making tanks, bombers, gas and explosives. Where they disagreed was over who should ultimately control these preparations, and whether civilian or military needs should take priority in the distribution of limited resources.16 Soviet military thinkers repeated emphatically that preparing industry for war must not wreck the economy as a whole. But with no less emphasis they always recalled as a cautionary tale the crisis of 1915, when the Tsar’s army was firing more shells than its factories were producing, and the other similar ‘shell shortages’ that year across warring Europe. Deep down in their gut, most soldiers felt that economics was too important to be left to civilians.

The most outspoken was Tukhachevsky. He suffered from the impatience that often comes with a relentlessly logical mind. Deep battle required deep mobilization. In pursuit of this depth, a command economy had the edge over market-driven ones, so long as a central directing authority structured the economy to make a seamless transition from peace to war. ‘We must learn how to manoeuvre our resources’, he urged, ‘exactly as we know how to manoeuvre our army.’17 Several obstacles prevented the orchestration of the war economy in this way. Not least of these was a divided command structure at the top of the Red Army. As chief of staff, Tukhachevsky jockeyed for control of the army with two other bodies with overlapping authority, the administrative and inspectorate branches. Frunze had deliberately set up this divided structure as a check on any future would-be Napoleon Bonaparte who might one day try to usurp the Bolshevik Revolution, but at the cost of efficiency. Outside the military, Tukhachevsky struggled to shape economic planning within a hierarchy of government bodies. In June 1927 a defence section of the State Planning Commission (Gosplan) was set up at Tukhachevsky’s initiative to coordinate military-economic preparations. Although this restructuring went a long way toward his object, he was not appointed chairman of Gosplan’s defence section. The details are unclear, but at some point in 1928 frustration with the bureaucratic tangle became too much for the high-strung chief of staff. His relationship with Voroshilov deteriorated. ‘Your constant phrases: “The Staff does not calculate with costs”, “economy does not interest the Staff”, and so on’, Tukhachevsky complained, ‘cannot but undermine the Staff’s authority in the eyes of other bodies.’ ‘You insisted on concentrating this enormous power in the Staff of the Red Army’, Voroshilov retorted. ‘I was categorically against this, because I considered that this task also be accomplished by the civilian authorities and be directed by a government organ.’18 In May 1928 Tukhachevsky offered (or was compelled to offer) his resignation as chief of staff and took command of the Leningrad Military District.

Shaposhnikov, a much more deferential soldier, with pre-war staff experience, shared some of Tukhachevsky’s views on staff primacy. He too was unhappy about the slow rate of military modernization. What Shaposhnikov did not share was his predecessor’s proclivity for poking holes in Voroshilov’s inflated sense of self-importance. The defence commissar regarded himself as the Red Army’s champion in the fight for resources within the Soviet oligarchy. In the late 1920s arms spending increased, but slowly. In the summer of 1928 Voroshilov exploded when the Soviet premier, Alexei Rykov, an associate of Bukharin, cut the budget. He complained to Stalin that ‘I don’t doubt for a second that someday [in a military crisis] Rykov will announce “Kliment Efremovich [Voroshilov] is the one responsible for defence,” and wash his hands of the matter, and forget his own helpful work in preparing the Red Army.’19 The political situation began to shift in 1929, with Bukharin’s expulsion from the Politburo and with the accession in the next year of Vyacheslav Molotov, Stalin’s lieutenant, to the post of premier. In July, three months after the formal decision was taken to begin rapid industrialization, and while the Red Army clashed briefly with Chinese troops over possession of the Russian-owned Chinese Eastern Railway in Manchuria, the Soviet leadership made its first significant decisions on rearmament within the timeframe of the first Five Year Plan.

On 15 July the Politburo adopted a resolution on the condition of Soviet defence. Brimming with the vocabulary of intense military competition, the document described the vulnerable state of the Soviet Union. According to the Politburo, the Red Army had fallen far behind the capitalist armies in military technology and mobilization planning. Industrial officials should accelerate the expansion of heavy industry most crucial to armaments output (metals, chemicals and machine tools). To measure future rearmament goals, the Politburo set down two yardsticks. The size of the Red Army should not ‘lag’ behind that of the most likely foe in the main theatre of war and should be qualitatively ‘stronger’ than any potential enemy force in two or three types of the most important weapons (aviation, artillery and tanks). The resolution on defence, which bemoaned the inferior quality of Soviet aircraft, established the target for air force strength at 2,000 first-line machines with 1,500 additional planes in reserve. By the end of the first Five Year Plan (1932), the fully mobilized army would field about three million soldiers, deploy at least 100 combat divisions armed with about 2,000 tanks, over 10,000 artillery pieces, and be equipped with up to 180,000 motor vehicles. The output capacity of the munitions industries was also to be scaled up to feed this modern force with a steady supply of fresh tanks, aircraft, guns, small arms, machine guns, bullets, bombs and shells.20

Expansion on this scale would transform the Red Army into the world’s most fearsome war machine. The mobilized Red Army would be twice as big as the mobilized French army – the world’s largest in 1929. The Soviet air force would possess more combat planes than either the British or French air forces. What made this arms growth practicable was a convergence of aims and interests inside the Soviet Union between military and industrial planners and the political leadership, but what drove the arming forward with increasing velocity was fear of the outside world.

Even in the relatively placid years 1926–9, the Soviet leadership saw much to fear beyond their frontiers. The war plans of this period provide a vivid picture of these anxieties. It is no coincidence that analytic war planning by general staffs, and also the craze for shockers that thrilled readers with tales of invasion by unscrupulous foreign armies, both originated in the 1870s, when the new mass-communications and firepower technologies called for well thought-out pre-war preparations and produced spectacular results. The ‘worst-case’ scenarios of the popular and official minds found their own forms of literary expression, but shared the common characteristic of projecting contemporary strategic anxieties into imagined futures.21

In the Soviet Union the magnum opus of all war plans was Future War. Originally commissioned by Tukhachevsky in 1926, the intelligence directorate of the Red Army staff did much of the detailed work contained in its 750 pages. The final version of July 1928 took readers on a panoramic tour of the coming struggle for survival against the combined forces of global capitalism. ‘The political purpose of intervention against the USSR will be the liquidation of the Soviet system,’ the planners began, ‘the subordination of Soviet influence for the purpose of the use of the Russian market and transformation of Russia into a colony.’22 France and Britain, the Soviet Union’s most implacable foes, would be the drivers behind the armed league that would some day form to crush communism. The armies of Poland, Romania, the Baltic states and Finland would bear the burden of the fighting, reinforced with anti-Bolshevik Russian émigrés. Britain, France, Czechoslovakia and Italy would supply their armies with stocks of munitions and advanced weapons, aviation, armour and warships, as well as technical aid. Assuming that the war would go well for the attackers, other nations such as Germany, Japan and the United States would throw their lot in with the enemy coalition. The authors of Future War legitimized these broad-brush images of the coming anti-Soviet crusade with page after page of detailed mathematical calculations of the hypothetical size and firepower of the capitalist forces, and also made the Red Army’s case for swift rearmament and huge investments in the defence industries all the more convincing.

In reality, although there was no love for the Soviet experiment in either French or British officialdom, there were no plans to enlist millions of Poles, Romanians, Balts and Finns to unseat the Bolsheviks. Yet the Red Army turned shadows into clear-cut intentions. Future War pointed to French agreements with Poland and other east European states, signed to contain Germany, as the diplomatic cornerstones of the anti-Soviet military alliance. The study also speaks categorically of the ‘plans’ of French and British general staffs to exploit the Baltic as a springboard for strikes into Russia. Regardless of the bewildering array of numbers and oblique facts in Future War, the Red Army actually knew little about the military strength of the western powers. Officials complained about the ‘complete absence’ of intelligence on foreign weapons as well as the ‘unsatisfactory’ means of gathering it.23 The war-making capacity of the Japanese, French, British or American economies was an even greater mystery. For clues, intelligence analysts combed official statements on defence distributed by governments and the League of Nations, as well as foreign newspapers, periodicals and military publications. Unfortunately, the available foreign military literature conveyed an inflated impression of the fighting strength of the capitalist powers. Soviet overestimates were also founded on the belief that their potential foes lied about defence. As Voroshilov said in April 1929, the ‘capitalist states spend no less than twice as much as their official military budgets’.24

During the brief interval between Tukhachevsky’s ‘super-rearmament’ plan of January 1930, and Stalin’s apology of May 1932, the hypothetical threats described in Future War became all too real. The fracturing of the global economy following the Wall Street crash of October 1929 heralded the long-predicted ‘crisis of capitalism’. World trade slumped; prices dropped; currencies devalued; banks closed and factories shut. The 1930s wore on with unheard-of levels of mass unemployment, grinding poverty, and chronic social unrest everywhere. No wonder Moscow predicted that the ruling classes in Paris and London would soon face the choice of either class war on their own streets or joining forces to strike a spiteful blow against the beacon of proletarian hope – the Soviet Union. Danger signs appeared in the west and east. At the end of 1929 came the short war with China. In 1930, a menacing drumbeat of complaints from Washington, London and Paris about Soviet ‘dumping’ of wheat onto the world’s depressed markets coincided with unusually friendly trade talks between Berlin and Warsaw. ‘The Poles are certain to be putting together (if they have not already done so) a bloc of Baltic states’, Stalin warned in September 1930, ‘. . . in anticipation of a war against the USSR.’ ‘To repulse both the Polish-Romanians and the Balts’, he added, ‘we should prepare to deploy (in the event of war) no fewer than 150 to 160 infantry divisions, that is, (at least) 40 to 50 divisions more than are provided for under our current guidelines.’25 In January 1931 the Politburo altered its original 15 July 1929 guidelines on defence: no longer would the Red Army simply not ‘lag’ too far behind the strength of a capitalist coalition, but instead the Red Army must be ‘superior to our probable adversaries’. Some officials now feared that the swift growth in Soviet arms might provoke their foes to strike before it was too late. ‘From the imperialists’ viewpoint’, wrote one planner, ‘a war [against us] in 1931 would have the character of a preventive war.’26

On 18 September 1931 another external jolt triggered even greater efforts in immediate armaments preparations. Japanese troops began the conquest of Manchuria, which had long been a region of conflict between the two powers. Although the Red Army had defeated the poorly armed Chinese in November 1929, the Japanese posed a much more serious threat to Russia’s sparsely defended 4,000-mile frontier with Manchuria. Intelligence that trouble was brewing had arrived in March: an intercepted message to Tokyo from the Japanese military attaché in Moscow advocated a ‘speedy war with the Soviet Union’.27 Was Manchuria just a first step? While Chinese resistance in Manchuria was crushed over the winter months, Stalin sought to dissuade Japanese ‘imperialists’ from further aggression in 1932 with concessions and an accelerated arms build-up. Offers to sign a non-aggression pact and to sell Russia’s stake in the Chinese Eastern Railway, however, did not appear to cut much ice in Tokyo. In December, to direct measures against the Japanese, Stalin formed a working group that included Molotov, Voroshilov and Sergo Ordzhonikidze, the pugnacious commissar who oversaw the economy.28 Orders for more tanks, planes and guns followed. Arms spending more than doubled. Work on new arms factories began and civilian plant was switched to military work. A steady strengthening of the Soviet Far East began with more troops, cavalry, armour, aircraft and artillery.

This escalation in arming occurred just when the internal crisis caused by the colossal scale of the first Five Year Plan was starting to peak. The magnitude of this economic transformation is difficult to imagine. A doubling of industrial investment and absurdly ambitious production targets drove everything forward at breakneck speed. As factories across Europe and the United States fell silent because of the Great Depression, from European Russia, the Urals, Siberia and Central Asia western workers and their governments could hear the steady din of blast furnaces, steel mills, electric generators, coking and chemical plans, aluminium and other metal works coming alive. Industrial production grew. The industrial workforce doubled. But the boom in heavy industry exacted a high price. The consumer-goods sector crashed. In the countryside, millions died of hunger, forced labour and repression. Even privileged urban workers suffered food shortages. Inflation drove up manufacturing costs, while raw-material shortages and shoddy workmanship forced constant delays. An adverse balance of trade developed because the world Depression reduced the value of Soviet grain exports, which made vital imports of high technology and foreign expertise all the more expensive. Despite all the strains, the Soviet government raised the 1931 investments and output targets to achieve ‘fulfilment’ of ‘the Five Year Plan in four years’. ‘Either we overtake the advanced countries in ten years’, Stalin warned, ‘or they will do us in.’29

The 1931 acceleration did not come too soon for the Red Army. In 1929–30 civilian planners often spoke of turning the Soviet Union into an unassailable bastion for waging total war, but in the rush to meet hopeless targets set by the Five Year Plan, steel, iron and tractors won out. Worse still for the Red Army, because urgent civilian projects took first call on limited resources, industry fell behind with deliveries on even the rather modest 1929–30 targets for the manufacture of weapons and ammunition. Shaposhnikov liked to joke that the relations between the military and civilian planners were ‘as hostile as that between Poland and Russia’.30 Thanks to the perception of coalescing external threats and the aggression of the Japanese army, the balance in this internal struggle over priorities swung sharply in favour of the Red Army. The central economic plan for 1931 projected an astonishing 125 per cent increase in military production. In June 1931 Tukhachevsky returned to Moscow from his command of the Leningrad Military District to become Voroshilov’s deputy and the Red Army’s director of armaments. The latter position, created eighteen months before to focus armament and mobilization planning within the Red Army staff, assumed even greater importance with the huge resources allotted to arming in 1931.31 Only a year and a half earlier Tukhachevsky had fallen foul of Voroshilov and Stalin over the magnitude of his ‘super rearmament’ programme. Now, the capacity to think big was exactly what the situation called for.

Unfortunately, many of the problems that plagued forced industrialization overall also frustrated the fulfilment of rearmament goals. Not the least of these difficulties was a lack of know-how and experience in the design, development and production of guns, tanks and aircraft. In 1929–30 Soviet officials travelled abroad to undergo training and to negotiate technical transfer agreements with American, British, Italian and German firms. The Soviet Union also employed a large number of foreign technicians in design bureaus and on shop floors. During the 1920s, the Soviet Union sought to compensate for the crippling damage done by revolution and civil war to its arms industries by cooperating closely with Germany. But this was an uneasy relationship. Soviet technicians suspected that their German counterparts withheld their most promising innovations. The Berlin connection was also an irritating reminder to the Soviet leaders of their reliance on the willingness of likely adversaries for the import of technology essential to national survival.32

In July 1929 the Politburo resolved to leap ahead in aircraft and tank design. ‘The Politburo and mainly Comrade Stalin’, Voroshilov later recalled, ‘demanded from us: take all measures, spend the money, even large amounts of money, run people to all corners of Europe and America, but get models, plans, bring in people, do everything possible and impossible in order to set up tank production here.’33 In the 1920s, Soviet workers built small batches of tanks based on early French models. The technical mission sent abroad to buy advanced prototypes struck luck in Britain and the United States. Vickers-Armstrong, a leader in the global arms trade, sold samples of Vickers 6-ton and Medium tanks, and a machine-gun carrier called the Carden-Lloyd Mark VI. The mission also signed a deal with the American entrepreneur J. Walter Christie, who dreamed of fast tanks and experimented with wheel-track suspension systems to make them go fast. Alarming reports of Polish interest in Christie’s design arrived in Moscow, but the Red Army alone adopted the prototype with deep passion. ‘Only a tank with great power and speed resources for fast attack’, gushed the Red Army’s director of motor-mechanization, ‘can confuse the enemy’s plans, disorganise and demoralise it and destroy the rear of its forces.’34

On 7 November 1931 Stalin watched as the first Soviet-adapted Vickers and Christie tanks rumbled past Red Square on parade. Mass production was the next step. Defence planners drew up a ‘great tank programme’, with a goal to build 2,000 BT tanks (Christie’s chassis), 3,000 T-26 tanks (Vickers 6-ton) and 5,000 T-27 (Carden-Lloyd) machine-gun carriers. Such vaulting ambition, so typical of the super-optimistic Five Year Plan, caused industrial chaos and waste. In 1931 industry made 2,000 of the older types. But the Vickers and Christie models required much more complex motors, gearboxes, chassis, caterpillar tracks, optics, traversing mechanisms, and cast and face-hardened armour plate for the hulls and gun turrets. All these precision-engineered parts needed to be fed into the assembly process on time to ensure a steady flow of finished tanks. Throw into this huge obstacles such as inexperienced managers, bungling engineers, too narrow a range of machine tools and workers inexpert in their use, frequent materiel shortages – all in a frenzy whipped up by propaganda screaming ‘fulfilment’ – and the result was breakdown. Converting tractor plants to tank assembly helped to boost output, but as Tukhachevsky and his staff soon discovered, ‘conversion’ was much easier said than done. In October 1932 Voroshilov boiled with frustration as the Red Army’s inspectorate branch confessed that ‘we still have not completely managed to master the production of tanks on the scale assigned by the government, especially with regard to malleable cast-iron, armour, thermal finishing of parts, and quality of assembly’. Production was about 4,000 units behind schedule, monthly output was one-third what it needed to be to hit the 10,000-tank target, and many of the allegedly finished tanks suffered from structural and mechanical flaws, and lacked treads, guns and turrets.35

The collision of impossible targets with industrial reality, combined with the infusion of foreign technology, intensified the deep-seated Soviet fear of internal enemies. After the revolution, the Bolsheviks retained many bourgeois ‘specialists’ in critical professions – military officers, administrators, scientists and engineers. Without this compromise, the revolution was bound to fail. However, doubts about the loyalty of bourgeois ‘specialists’ lingered long afterwards. In July 1929, not for the last time, the Politburo decided to sweep away the specialists in the defence sector. The problem was that some of them, such as the aeronautical engineers, could not be ‘liquidated’ without crippling whole enterprises. Even before the first Five Year Plan, the industry was rife with accusations of ‘wrecking’. A tiny design flaw, a missing bolt or a faulty control cable, and a test flight could end with a burning wreck. Typically, aviation experts came from bourgeois origins, and had regular contact with foreign contractors. In 1929–30 dozens were arrested and imprisoned to continue their work in an aircraft design gulag run by the secret police near Moscow.36

By the end of 1932 mounting inflation, a poor harvest, widespread famine and a decline in industrial output compelled Stalin and his inner circle to rethink their policies. In 1933 modernization slowed down. Investment was reduced and plans became more realistic. For a brief time, a market in consumer goods was permitted. Specialist-baiting was discouraged. After the huge investments in defence in the two previous years, the budget for 1933 was cut down. Voroshilov complained, but Stalin firmly applied the brakes. He also attacked the Red Army’s mobilization plans. It was ‘outrageously inflated and very burdensome for the state’, he wrote: ‘It must be reworked and cut back as much as possible.’37 Stalin was unperturbed about the large shortfalls in arms production: ‘Concerning tanks and aircraft, industry has obviously not yet sufficiently rearranged itself to (our) tasks. Never mind! We shall press and support it to adapt. The important matter is to keep certain (mainly the defence) industry branches under permanent control. They will adapt and shall fulfil the programme, if not 100 per cent, then 80–90 per cent. Is that really so bad?’38

Stalin had good reasons to be stoical. In the first six months of 1932, military production had risen by 60 per cent on the year before. Tank, aircraft and artillery output saw the biggest gains. In 1929 the army had 90 tanks; in 1933 the number leaped to about 4,700, with more coming down the manufacturing chain. By 1933 the strength of the air force reached 5,000 aircraft, with the proportion of newer models steadily rising. The army also now deployed 17,000 artillery pieces and 51,000 heavy machine guns. Work on new barracks, fortifications, naval bases and aerodromes surged ahead. The quality of weapons was as impressive as the quantity. The BT and T-27 tanks outclassed most other contenders well into the 1930s. The Red air force was the first to fly huge four-engine bombers. Formations of these TB-3s filling the sky above the Kremlin, with big red stars blazoned on their fuselages, came to symbolize the modernity of Soviet aviation. The French air force lavished praise on the quality of Soviet aircraft. British intelligence concluded that the Soviet Union possessed ‘a thorough organisation for planning industrial mobilisation which has already made considerable practical progress’.39 Though he might grumble about spending cuts, Voroshilov still could boast in the summer of 1932 that ‘by all main indicators (quantities, armament and training) at the end of the first Five Year Plan, the Red Army is capable of victoriously taking on the army of any capitalist country’.40

Tukhachevsky saw things in a different light. Stalin’s apology of 7 May appeared to be something of a vindication. Stalin had even conceded that a mobilized Red Army of six to eight million men might be within economic capacity in three or four years – though he had remarked that a force of eleven million (the staff’s projection from his ‘super-rearmament’ plan) was still a fantasy. Yet the director of armaments could not be content. Employing the same crude arithmetic projections that had featured so prominently in Future War, and in every forecast thereafter, his staff erroneously credited the economies of France, Britain and the United States with the wartime capacity to make 24,000 to 60,000 tanks a year. In the Soviet Union, in contrast, the big tank programme had fallen well short of its goal. The aviation industry lagged behind in adopting the techniques of mass production. A mobilized army of three million men equipped with only 14,000 trucks could hardly be called ‘motorized’. In anger, Tukhachevsky lashed out at boastful civilians, who obfuscated about production results: ‘This evil is not only a betrayal of the party’, he wrote, ‘but also one way to avoid implementing the military-industry orders.’41 The economy could not sustain the industrial effort pictured in the draft mobilization plans. Thousands of officials were now assigned to organize mobilization preparations across the economy – but was the work being done, especially as priorities were swinging back to civilian projects? Almost all the tank and aircraft production in 1931–2 had taken place in dedicated defence factories, and not in civilian plants. The switch of tractor factories to tank assembly had underscored the need for pre-war spending to make such conversions run smoothly in wartime. The dilapidated railways, vital for shifting men, machines and supplies, also cried out for investment. Yet the Politburo had sharply reduced capital investments and slackened the pace of armaments growth.42

In January 1933 the Central Committee of the Communist Party gathered in Moscow. The leaders were in a buoyant mood. ‘The successes of the Five Year Plan have mobilised the revolutionary forces of the working classes of all countries’, Stalin told the assembled audience. Without the plan, ‘our position would . . . have been more or less analogous to the position of present-day China, which does not have its own heavy industry, and its own armaments industry, and is nibbled at by anyone who feels like it.’ In his report Ordzhonikidze took up the theme. ‘Alarms’ in the Far East had made it necessary to produce tanks and aircraft in huge numbers. Stalin called out: ‘And to Tukhachevsky it’s all very little’. Laughter filled the Kremlin hall. Ordzhonikidze joined in the fun: ‘everything is little to him. But we can say to comrade Tukhachevsky the following: when we need to move these weapons to the front, we will give the Red Army as much as it needs.’ At the next day’s plenum Voroshilov too could not resist taking a dig at his deputy. While in his speech he expounded on the technical triumphs of the Red Army, he also produced diagrams showing Soviet armaments growing much faster than in any other country and gibed ‘Comrade Tukhachevsky has no grounds to be dissatisfied.’43

For the first and last time Stalin and his circle felt confident about Soviet armaments. Not long after the plenum, a new Chancellor took office in Germany. The slowdown in Soviet defence spending in 1933 was only temporary.
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