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Abstrakt 

Diplomová práce U.S. and the Czechoslovak Crisis in 1938: Policy of Appeasement? 

zkoumá politiku Spojených států amerických v roce 1938 ve vztahu ke sporu 

Československa a nacistického Německa ohledně sudetoněmecké otázky. Předkládaná 

práce je případovou studií a analyzuje zejména diplomatickou korespondenci a veřejné 

projevy hlavních představitelů americké zahraniční politiky převážně v období březen 1938 

– říjen 1938 vůči tzv. Československé krizi. Cílem práce je zhodnotit americkou politiku 

vůči československé krizi a rozhodnout, zda lze politiku Spojených států ve vztahu 

k československé krizi označit jako politiku appeasementu. 

Práce je rozdělena do čtyř kapitol. První kapitola rekapituluje americkou zahraniční 

politiku před rokem 1938, krátce zmiňuje problematiku appeasementu a popisuje 

Československo-americké vztahy před rokem 1938. Druhá kapitola se zabývá politikou 

Spojených států během tzv. Květnové krize. Třetí kapitola je zaměřena na politiku 

Spojených států v mezidobí před Mnichovskou konferencí. Čtvrtá kapitola analyzuje 

postoje a činy představitelů americké zahraniční politiky v období Mnichovské konference.      

 

 

 



Abstract 

This Master thesis, U.S. and the Czechoslovak Crisis in 1938: Policy of Appeasement?, 

examines the policy of the United States in 1938 during the dispute between 

Czechoslovakia and Nazi Germany over the Sudeten German issue. This paper is a case 

study and it analyzes a diplomatic correspondence and public statements of key 

representatives of U.S. foreign policy in the period March to October 1938. The goal of the 

paper is to evaluate the U.S. policy towards the Czechoslovak crisis and to consider 

whether or not the U.S. policy could be labeled as a policy of appeasement.   

There are four chapters. The first chapter recapitulates U.S. foreign policy before 1938, 

briefly describes issues of appeasement and describes the Czechoslovak-U.S. relations 

before 1938. The second chapter deals with U.S. policy during the so-called May crisis. 

The third chapter focuses on U.S. policy during the Munich Conference. The fourth chapter 

analyzes attitudes and actions of U.S. representatives in the time of the Munich Conference. 
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Introduction 

After the takeover of Austria, Hitler and Nazi Germany turned their attention towards 

the Sudetenland and began a campaign against Czechoslovakia which culminated at the 

Munich Conference in September 1938 and resulted in Germany’s annexation of the 

Sudetenland. The developing crisis between Czechoslovakia and Germany played a key 

role in European affairs during 1938, demanding much of European diplomatic energies. 

The key players on this ‘chessboard’ were, of course, Czechoslovakia, Germany, France, 

and Great Britain. However, there were other interested states if not directly involved. The 

Soviet Union, Italy, Poland, Hungary, Rumania, and the United States all played a role in 

the events leading to the Munich Conference. The U.S. diplomats abroad carefully 

observed the situation and sent their reports to the State Department; some of them even 

proposed policies for the U.S. Government to follow.  

This is a case study in international history. In general, the major goal of this paper is to 

analyze the U.S. policy towards Czechoslovakia in 1938. With the exception of the chapter 

one, the major focus is devoted to the period from March to October 1938. For clarity this 

period is referred to the Czechoslovak crisis.  

What was the role of the Unites States in the Czechoslovak crisis 1938? To what extent 

did the Czechoslovak crisis in 1938 matter to U.S. foreign policy? What policies did the 

Unites States follow in the Czechoslovak crisis? Was there a coherent unambiguous policy 

at all? How did the United States perceive policies of appeasement?  This paper attempts to 

reconsider the U.S. policy in respect to the Czechoslovak crisis in 1938 and decide whether 

or not the U.S. policy in the Czechoslovak crisis was a policy of appeasement.  

Czech scholars almost never examine the U.S. policy toward the Czechoslovak crisis in 
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1938.
1
 American scholars focus more on the role of the U.S. administration during the 

events leading to the Munich Conference of 1938. Some scholars do not offer an 

assessment of the U.S. policy in respect to the Czechoslovak crisis at all.
2
 Others assess the 

U.S. policy as “a series of small gestures […] rejecting appeasement and not standing in its 

way.”
3
 One scholar sees the U.S. policy heavily leaning towards appeasement of Nazi 

Germany and concludes that “[…] diplomats in Washington sought, if not at any price, 

peace with honor, but above, all peace.”
4
 Scholar John McVickar Haight, Jr. focusing on 

U.S. – French relations in 1938 concludes that although Roosevelt “[…] was appeaser, he 

never went so far as so to favor peace at any price.”
5
 Professor Rauch, rejecting Beard’s 

revisionist interpretation of the U.S. foreign policy, sees the U.S. role before and during 

‘Munich’ as almost anti-appeasement.
6
 Professor Frederick W. Marks III, constructing his 

thesis on the evidence of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s talks with the French Ambassador in the 

United States, is probably the scholar most critical of U.S. policy in the period of ‘Munich’ 

as he even condemns Roosevelt for “[his] effort to obtain a lion’s share of the credit [for his 

role during the days preluding the Munich Conference].”
7

 The most recent study, 

employing original decision-making theory, about the U.S. role in the ‘Munich events’ 

                                                 
1
 For the only complex Czech study of the U.S. policy towards Czechoslovakia in 1938 see Milada 

Polišenská, Diplomatické vztahy Československa a USA 1918-1968 [Diplomatic relations of Czechoslovakia 

and the USA in 1918-1968], Vol. 2, book 1 (Praha: Libri, forthcoming). 
2
 William L. Langer and Everett S. Gleason, Challenge to Isolation: The World Crisis of 1937-1940 and 

American Foreign Policy, Vol. I (New York: Harper & Row, 1964); David Reynolds, The Creation of the 

Anglo-American Alliance 1937-1941: A Study in Competitive Co-operation (Chapel Hill: The University of 

North Carolina Press, 1982), 33-37. 
3
 Robert Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy, 1932-1945 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1979), 158, 168. 
4

 Arnold A. Offner, American Appeasement: United States Foreign Policy and Germany, 1933-1938 

(Cambridge: University Press, 1969), 269. 
5
 John McVickar Haight, Jr. “France, the United States, and the Munich Crisis,” The Journal of Modern 

History 32:4 (1960): 342. 
6
 Basil Rauch, Roosevelt from Munich to Pearl Harbor: a Study in the Creation of Foreign Policy (New 

York: Barnes & Noble, 1967), 79-80. 
7
 Frederick W. Marks III, “Six between Roosevelt and Hitler: America’s role in the Appeasement of Nazi 

Germany,” The Historical Journal 28:4 (1985): 982. 
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argues that Roosevelt, though vague and ambiguous, strived to strengthen resistance of 

democracies in the dispute between Czechoslovakia and Nazi Germany.
8
 

Since ‘Munich’ is still a very sensitive topic in the Czech Republic; I am fully aware 

that, being Czech, I may harbor preconceptions or prejudices. On one hand, I hoped to add 

to scholars’ discussion something from Czech interpretations. However, I am not seeking 

‘guilt’ of people or states. The goal of this paper is to reconstruct, examine and analyze all 

events and deeds related to the Czechoslovak crisis in 1938 linked to U.S. foreign policy as 

objectively as possible. 

This work is divided into four parts. The first chapter deals with the U.S. foreign policy 

before ‘Munich’, ideas of policy of appeasement and U.S. attitudes towards it, and the 

Czechoslovak-U.S. relations before 1938. The first chapter may make the paper more 

heterogeneous. However, it is useful to include these topics in order to fully grasp the U.S. 

policy in 1938 and its position towards the Czechoslovak crisis. The second chapter depicts 

the U.S. attitude to development of events after the Anschluss until the end of the so-called 

May crisis. The third chapter examines the period between the May crisis and early 

September 1938. The last chapter focuses on the U.S. policy shortly before and during the 

Munich Conference and it also describes the U.S. attitudes toward the Munich Agreement. 

The last part concludes and summarizes key arguments. 

*** 

A series Foreign Relations of the United States of 1938 (FRUS) is an essential source 

providing valuable information about the interaction between the State Department and U.S. 

diplomats in Czechoslovakia, Germany, Great Britain, and France. Thanks to a grant from 

                                                 
8
 Barbara Rearden Farnham, Roosevelt and the Munich Crisis: A Study of Political Decision-Making 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 115-119. 
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the Roosevelt Study Centre, in Middelburg, Netherlands, I studied, with assistance of their 

hospitable and professional staff, the collection of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Office 

Files, 1933-1945, in one week. This grant provided information additional to the 

documents of Foreign Relations of the United States of 1938. The U.S. diplomats used, 

sometimes, in their communication the term Praha instead of Prague and they frequently 

mixed Czech and Czechoslovak. When quoted, I did not correct such errors in order to 

provide to readers with an undistorted picture of U.S. policy. Public speeches and addresses 

of President Roosevelt or Secretary of State Cordell Hull provided necessary additional 

sources. 

Memoirs proved to be the most problematic sources. President Beneš’s memoirs, 

though trying to provide to the reader as much information as possible, did not appear to be 

objective. In respect to the policy of the Unites States, President Beneš is almost uncritical 

of President Roosevelt, while to the contrary, he is extremely critical of the U.S. diplomats 

in France, Germany, and Great Britain blaming them for doing everything in favor of 

appeasement.
9
 This assessment is fair neither to President Roosevelt, nor to the U.S. 

diplomats. Kamil Krofta, the Czechoslovak Minister for Foreign Affairs, does not mention 

the role of the Unites States in the Czechoslovak crisis at all.
10

 

Sumner Welles defends himself before history in his memoirs rather than providing 

objective information.
11

 Cordell Hull evaded the temptation to justify his role or the role of 

others in the historical events. However, an eager reader does not find too much new 

                                                 
9
 Edvard Beneš, Mnichovské dny [Days of Munich] (Praha: Naše vojsko, 2003). 

10
 Kamil Krofta, Z dob naší první republiky [From the Times of the First Republic] (Praha: Jan Leichter, 

1939). 
11

 Sumner Welles, The Time for Decision (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1944). 
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information on the topic in his otherwise detailed book.
12

 George Kennan’s memoirs served 

as a good source for description of the atmosphere shortly after the Munich Conference as 

regarded by a U.S. diplomat. 

Collections of correspondence gathered by Elliot Roosevelt and Orville H. Bullitt 

include some personal correspondence between President Roosevelt and William Bullitt, 

the U.S. Ambassador to France, as well as other U.S. diplomats. These collections contain 

important insights to the topic and help to better clarify the role of all participants.
13

    

      A collection Československá zahraniční politika v roce 1938 [Czechoslovak foreign 

policy in 1938] edited by J. Dejmek includes some Czechoslovak documents regarding the 

U.S. policy towards Czechoslovakia from the Czechoslovak perspective.
14

 

There are also several secondary sources relevant to this work. Basil Rauch explains 

well the reasons behind the U.S. policy during the Czechoslovak crisis and provides a 

comprehensive picture to the reader. And his picture is not affected by some minor 

mistakes.
15

 Arnold A. Offner’s book American Appeasement: United States Foreign Policy 

and Germany, 1933-1938 is a great, readable, and complex study and it is a ‘must’ read text 

for any scholar who wants to study and understand the U.S. role in the ‘Munich’ events.
16

 

Professor Dallek describes U.S. foreign policy accurately in his book FDR and American 

Foreign Policy, 1932-1945, though he limits the Czechoslovak crisis to a few pages. 

                                                 
12

 Cordell Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull, Vol. II (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1938). 
13

 Orville H. Bullitt, ed., For the President: Personal and Secret Correspondence between Franklin D. 

Roosevelt and William C. Bullitt (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1972); Elliot Roosevelt, ed., The 

Roosevelt Letters: Being the Personal Correspondence of FDR, Vol. III (London: George G. Harrap, 1952). 
14

 Jindřich Dejmek, ed., Československá zahraniční politika v roce 1938 [Czechoslovak Foreign Policy in 

1938] (Praha: Ústav mezinárodních vztahů, 2000). 
15

 For example, on page 75, Professor Rauch refers to Czechoslovakia as the Czech Republic. See Basil 

Rauch, Roosevelt from Munich to Pearl Harbor: a Study in the Creation of Foreign Policy (New York: 

Barnes & Noble, 1967), 75. 
16

 Arnold A. Offner, American Appeasement: United States Foreign Policy and Germany, 1933-1938 

(Cambridge: University Press, 1969). 
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Warren Kimball’s great book The Juggler accurately explains President Roosevelt’s 

approach to international issues.
17

  

John McVickar Haight, Jr. and Frederick Marks studied the U.S. role in the 

Czechoslovak crisis with respect to France. In addition to Foreign Relations of the United 

States, Professor Haight relied heavily in his article France, the United States, and the 

Munich Crisis on French sources including the French press and Bonnet’s memoirs. 

Frederick Marks enriched the topic with new documents regarding conversations of 

President Roosevelt or Secretary of State Hull with French diplomats - Six between 

Roosevelt and Hitler: America’s role in the Appeasement of Nazi Germany.
18

 

David Reynolds focused on Anglo-American interaction in appeasing Germany in 1938 

in his book The Creation of the Anglo-American Alliance 1937-1941: A Study in 

Competitive Co-operation.
19

 Although it offers a too fragmentary look at U.S. foreign 

policy and Reynolds provides no clear conclusion to his readers, the book helps to better 

understand the complexity of the topic. However, the complex British policy towards 

Czechoslovakia in relations to ‘Munich’ is best examined in Vít Smetana’s vast study In 

the Shadow of Munich: British Policy towards Czechoslovakia from the Endorsement to the 

Renuniciation of the Munich Agreement (1938-1942).
20

    

Roosevelt and the Munich Crisis: A Study of Political Decision-Making is a book 

written by Barbara Rearden Farnham. It is not a typical study in history but an attempt to 

                                                 
17

 Robert Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy, 1932-1945 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1979); Warren F. Kimball, The Juggler (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991). 
18

 John McVickar Haight, Jr. “France, the United States, and the Munich Crisis,” The Journal of Modern 

History 32:4 (1960): 340-358; Frederick W. Marks III, “Six between Roosevelt and Hitler: America’s role in 

the Appeasement of Nazi Germany,” The Historical Journal 28:4 (1985): 969-982. 
19

 David Reynolds, The Creation of the Anglo-American Alliance 1937-1941: A Study in Competitive Co-

operation (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1982). 
20

 Vít Smetana, In the shadow of Munich: British Policy towards Czechoslovakia from the Endorsement to the 

Renunciation of the Munich Agreement (1938-1942), (Prague: Karolinum, 2008). 
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employ an original decision-making theory on President Roosevelt’s decisions during the 

Czechoslovak crisis. The final result, stressing all of the restraints which Roosevelt faced, 

provides an original look at the U.S. role in the Czechoslovak crisis, one which is not 

distorted by a few factual mistakes.
21

        

Freedom from Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929-1945 by 

David M. Kennedy and The passing of American Neutrality by Donald F. Drummond are 

good studies of the power of isolationism in the United States.
22

  

In the late 1960s, Martin Gilbert published a book The Roots of Appeasement. In this 

interesting book, Gilbert attempted to dispel some general misconceptions about the policy 

of appeasement. Along with the study of Jeffrey Record, Appeasement Reconsidered: 

Investigating the mythology of the 1930s, the book serves as a key source for the study 

devoted to the policy of appeasement.
23

 

Milada Polišenská’s first volume of Diplomatické vztahy Československa a USA 1918-

1968 [Diplomatic relations of Czechoslovakia and the USA in 1918-1968], is an incredibly 

detailed study, including information from Czech and American archives, and it is the best 

account of the U.S.–Czechoslovak relations before ‘Munich’ so far.
24

 William W. 

Kaufmann’s essay Reaction to the Collapse of the European System: Two American 

Ambassadors: Bullitt and Kennedy is an important source to read in understanding the 

                                                 
21

 For instance, Roosevelt appealed to Hitler and Beneš for the first time on September 26 instead of 

September 25 – see Barbara Rearden Farnham, Roosevelt and the Munich Crisis: A Study of Political 

Decision-Making (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 92. 
22

 David M. Kennedy, Freedom from Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929-1945 (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1999); Donald F. Drummond, The Passing of American Neutrality 1937-1941 

(Michigan: Michigan Press, 1955). 
23

 Martin Gilbert, The Roots of Appeasement (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1966); Jeffrey Record, 

Appeasement Reconsidered: Investigating the mythology of the 1930s (Carlisle: Strategic Studies Institute, 

U.S. Army War College, 2005).  
24

 Milada Polišenská, Diplomatické vztahy Československa a USA 1918-1968 [Diplomatic Relations of 

Czechoslovakia and the USA in 1918-1968], Vol. 1, book 1 (Praha: Libri, 2012). 
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behavior of the key U.S. diplomat during the Czechoslovak crisis.
25

 Jan Tesař’s book 

Mnichovský komplex: jeho příčiny a důsledky [Complex of Munich: its Causes and 

Consequences] is an inspiring work which destroys some (Czechoslovak) myths about the 

critical year of 1938.
26

 

    

    

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
25

 William W. Kaufmann, “Reactions to the Collapse of the European System: Two American Ambassadors: 

Bullitt and Kennedy,” in The Diplomats 1919-1939, eds. Gordon A. Craig, Felix Gilbert (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1953). 
26

 Jan Tesař, Mnichovský komplex: jeho příčiny a důsledky [Complex of Munich: its Causes and 

Consequences] (Praha: Prostor, 2000). 
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1 Historical introduction, policy of appeasement and the 

U.S.-Czechoslovak relations before Munich 

    

1.1 U.S. Foreign Policy before Munich 

After the First World War the United States Congress refused to ratify the Versailles 

Treaty or to join the League of the Nations. The United States returned to a typical attitude 

of isolationism. European affairs were, once again, a different world not significant to U.S. 

interest. Warren G. Harding won the presidency in 1920 with his motto ‘Back to normalcy’ 

and focused on domestic issues. This pattern was followed by all Republican 

administrations in the 1920s with a few exceptions of gestures to internationalism, such as 

the signing the naval-limitation treaties in 1922 and 1930. In 1928, the U.S. Secretary of 

State, Frank B. Kellogg and his French counterpart, Aristide Briand, initiated an 

international agreement in which signatory states agreed not to use war to resolve their 

differences. The treaty was signed by more than forty nations including Germany, Italy, 

Japan, and the Soviet Union. 

In the early 1930s, Roosevelt was sure how to judge Hitler. In March 1933 he told 

privately to his friend, Paul Claudel, that “Hitler is a madman and his counselors, some of 

whom I personally know, are even madder than he is.”
27

 However, in the 1932 presidential 

campaign Franklin D. Roosevelt fully supported isolationism.
28

 When he became President 

in March 1933, his focus was dominated by domestic concerns. Roosevelt’s attention and 

energy were fully consumed by the effort to fight the severest economic recession in U.S. 

                                                 
27

 Quoted in Farnham, Roosevelt and the Munich Crisis, 53. 
28

 Kennedy, Freedom from Fear, 388. 
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history.  

This meant that Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, was the U.S. dominant voice in 

international affairs in the early 1930s. Hull pursued policies of free trade, economic 

interdependence and disarmament as the only means to prevent international conflicts.
29

 

Moreover, Americans believed that their involvement in World War I was a mistake and 

supported strict neutrality, which resulted in enacting of the first Neutrality law in August 

1935, a few weeks before the Italian aggression in Ethiopia.
30

  The Neutrality Act of 1935 

imposed a general embargo on the shipment of arms to all belligerents. President Roosevelt 

privately supported a version allowing the President to select particular belligerents on 

whom to impose embargoes. But Roosevelt, still occupied by domestic chaos, did not want 

to fight with the isolationists and did not use his veto power to challenge the law. In 

February 1936, the Neutrality Act was extended for another 14 months with new 

prohibitions on loans or credits to nations at war. Two further neutrality laws were enacted 

in 1937 and in 1939. The Neutrality Act of 1937; however, allowed arms trade with 

belligerent nation on a cash-and-carry basis thus favoring Great Britain and France.
31

 

When the international situation deteriorated after Hitler’s goals became more obvious, 

President Roosevelt started to pay more attention to European developments.
32

 Despite the 

fact that Roosevelt did not have a national security adviser, he was an eager consumer of 

diplomatic information and maintained close ties with some American diplomats especially 

with Sumner Welles and William C. Bullitt.
33

 Putting an emphasis on personal diplomacy, 

Roosevelt also encouraged competitive ideas within his administration. He appointed 

                                                 
29

 Kimball, The Juggler, 44-45. 
30

 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy, 102-103, 109. 
31

 Kennedy, Freedom from Fear, 395-397. 
32

 Farnham, Roosevelt and the Munich Crisis, 47. 
33

 Kennedy, Freedom from Fear, 389. 
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different officials or agencies to be responsible for the same tasks and policies, let them 

compete among themselves and then made his own decision. For instance, in the State 

Department Secretary of State Hull was often bypassed by his Under-Secretary Sumner 

Welles who was encouraged to meet directly with the President.
34

 The same applied to U.S. 

diplomats, many of who communicated directly with the President with no obligation to 

inform the State Department of it. 

In 1936, due to growing tensions in Europe, Roosevelt turned his attention toward 

international affairs. The Italian aggression in Ethiopia, the remilitarization of the 

Rhineland by the German army, the ongoing civil war in Spain, and Japanese aggression, 

made Roosevelt think that a general confrontation between democracies and dictatorships 

would come sooner or later. Therefore, his initial goal was to try to slow down the world’s 

march to war. Secondly, he attempted to avoid direct American involvement in war if it 

occurred. To achieve these goals he was willing to experiment.  

His policy was not a chain of logical and complementary steps. In May 1942, Roosevelt 

described his policy to Secretary of Treasury Morgenthau saying “I never let my right hand 

know what my left hand does.”
35

 He was juggling with ideas and policies willing to try new 

policies, even when they contradicted his previous efforts. In 1935, he wrote to Colonel 

House about his idea of how to deal with a more and more assertive Germany. “[I]f France, 

Italy, England and the ‘Little Entente’ decide on positive action they would be far wiser not 

to invade Germany but rather to establish a complete blockade of Germany. […] If we 

found it was an effective blockade, […] recognition of the blockade by us would obviously 

                                                 
34

 Kimball, The Juggler, introduction. 
35

 Ibid. 
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follow.”
36

  

In August 1936, a few months before the presidential election, Roosevelt founded 

politically necessary to mention a few words about isolationism during a speech at 

Chautauqua, New York. However, he did not forget to express his doubts about efficacy of 

the neutrality laws.   

 “We are not isolationists except in so far as we seek to isolate ourselves completely 

from war. Yet we must remember that so long as war exists on earth there will be some 

danger that even the Nation which most ardently desires peace may be drawn into war. […] 

No matter how well we are supported by neutrality legislation, we must remember that no 

laws can be provided to cover every contingency.”
37

 

 

After Roosevelt took an active role in creating U.S. foreign policy, he faced two 

dilemmas. First, in relation to Europe, he wanted to help democracies to achieve peaceful 

settlements but he faced hostile public and political opponents who did not want to commit 

to European affairs at all. Roosevelt’s difficult task was to find out how to transform this 

deeply-rooted attitude of isolationism of the American public without losing his office. 

Secondly, Roosevelt was not sure how to approach dictators. He heartily despised them and, 

in the case of Hitler, he spoke of his disgust,
38

 but he was indecisive whether to cooperate 

or appease Hitler and Mussolini or to isolate them or even to deter their aggressiveness. 

In February 1937, Roosevelt sponsored a disarmament conference to include an 

economic boycott against any state failing to comply with the will of the majority.
39

 But, 

very soon, Roosevelt decided upon a bolder move. 
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In the fall, Roosevelt tried a different – tougher – approach. On October 5, 1937, he 

delivered a speech in Chicago related to international affairs. He reacted to increasing 

aggressiveness of Italy, Japan and Germany, trying to attract the attention of the American 

public to the international scene and prepare them for prospective U.S. commitment in any 

actions against dictatorships. Near the end of his speech, Roosevelt warned against “the 

present reign of terror and international lawlessness.” He continued:  

“[i]t seems to be unfortunately true that the epidemic of world lawlessness is spreading. 

And mark this well: When an epidemic of physical disease starts to spread, the community 

approves and joins in quarantine […] against the spread of the disease. […] We are 

determined to keep out of war, yet we cannot insure ourselves against the disastrous effect 

of war and the dangers of involvement.”
40

  

 

In this speech, Roosevelt, temporarily abandoning ideas of collective disarmament, 

tried to deter aggressors in the international arena by threatening collective action against 

them. However, Roosevelt met with massive criticism at home from isolationists, who 

hailed the speech as war mongering, so he abandoned this approach. Later on, he privately 

remarked “it is a terrible thing to look over your shoulder when you are trying to lead – and 

find no one there.”
41

 

 A few days after the ‘Quarantine Speech’, Roosevelt had a discussion with Sumner 

Welles who presented to the President a proposal how to approach aggressive regimes. In 

opposition to the ‘Quarantine Speech’, Welles, who traveled to various European capitals in 

September 1937, sought to commit Germany, Italy, and Japan to a common agreement with 

the democracies. Welles assumed that Hitler and Mussolini might have accepted 

cooperation in exchange for concessions from democracies. Welles wanted President 
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Roosevelt to call the governments of the world to a conference where “the essential 

principles of international conduct” should be settled.
42

 In addition, the conference was to 

resolve the questions of disarmament, promote economic security, i.e. equal access to raw 

materials, stability, and respect for humanitarian conditions in the event of war.
43

 The goal 

was to satisfy some demands of Germany, Italy, and Japan in exchange for their peaceful 

behavior in international affairs. Welles was even sympathetic to German demand for 

colonies keeping in mind that “[o]nly with a satisfied Reich could one settle with Italy.”
44

  

Roosevelt liked Welles’ ideas, and after a negative response to his ‘Quarantine speech’ 

he adopted the proposal enabling him to promote some liberal ideas to which he truly 

adhered. On December 12, 1937, the Japanese sank the American gunboat Panay. After the 

incident, Roosevelt again considered a naval quarantine of Japan in association with Great 

Britain.
45

 But he soon turned his attention to Europe and to Welles’ cooperative plan and 

contacted the British, on January 11, 1938, asking them about their opinion of this plan.  

Chamberlain, without consulting Foreign Secretary Eden,
46

 opposed Roosevelt’s 

proposal for a conference on January 13.
47

 The next day, Chamberlain sent a telegram to 

Roosevelt asking him to wait, “holding his hand for a short while to see what progress we 

can make.”
48

 Chamberlain was resolved to proceed alone in appeasing Europe and, 

moreover, he might have doubted Roosevelt’s ability and political power to fulfill all 

requirements of such an international conference. On January 10, 1938, a few days before 

Roosevelt contacted the British, the U.S. Congress voted down by a very narrow margin 
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209 to 188 the Ludlow Amendment. If this proposal had been enacted, the Congress of the 

United States would have been limited to a declaration of war unless a national referendum 

approved this declaration.
49

 Chamberlain, without doubt, was well aware of the power of 

isolationism in the U.S. and, therefore, did not want to cooperate with an unreliable partner.  

Despite the fact that Chamberlain changed his mind on January 20 and agreed to 

participate in the prospective conference, the White House decided to postpone the 

proposal indefinitely. At the end of January, when the conference’s proposal was watered 

down, Roosevelt sent a special message to Congress calling for an $800,000,000 naval 

building programme.
50

  

 

1.2 Policy of appeasement and the United States 

The term appeasement is generally connected with British foreign policy in the 1920s 

and the 1930s in respect to Germany. In general, phenomenon of appeasement might be 

regarded as an effort of states to adjust or settle their differences by measures short of war. 

Professor Stephen Rock defines appeasement as “the policy of reducing tensions with one’s 

adversary by removing the causes of conflict and disagreement.”
51

 Historian Paul Kennedy 

sees appeasement as “the policy of settling international […] quarrels by admitting and 

satisfying grievances through rational negotiation and compromise, thereby avoiding the 

resort to an armed conflict which would be expensive, bloody, and possibly very 

dangerous.“
52

  

Any policy of appeasement, currently, triggers negative connotations amongst the 

                                                 
49

 Kennedy, Freedom from Fear, 402. 
50

 Roosevelt, The Roosevelt Letters, 227. 
51

 Stephen R. Rock, Appeasement in International Politics (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2000), 

5. 
52

 Quoted in Record, Appeasement Reconsidered, 9-10. 



17 

 

general public. It is regarded as a weak, unwise, and immoral policy which reached its peak 

by France and Great Britain ‘selling out’ Czechoslovakia at the Munich Conference. 

However, this is too restrictive. Even Winston Churchill, who can be hardly suspected to be 

an appeaser, admitted that “[a]ppeasement in itself may be good or bad according to the 

circumstances. Appeasement from weakness and fear is alike futile and fatal. Appeasement 

from strength is magnanimous and noble, and might be the surest and only path to world 

peace.“
53

 Martin Gilbert argues that “appeasement [in the 1920s] was not a coward’s creed, 

but a constructive, realistic policy based upon British interests and a search for European 

peace and harmony.”
54

 According to Gilbert, British appeasement was needed as a 

necessary counterweight to anti-Germanism of France and to soften the harsh conditions of 

the Treaty of Versailles imposed upon Germany after World War I.
55

 John Maynard 

Keynes shared the same opinion and criticized the Treaty of Versailles as too harsh against 

Germany in a few books.
56

  

In the 1920s, appeasement had adherents in Great Britain in all political parties and in 

all social classes. For some British politicians, Germany appeared not as the sinner, but as 

the victim.
57

 In the 1930s, the public desire to promote appeasement was stronger than the 

actual British policies.  

To some extent, the same applies to the American public and politics. In the early 1930s, 

the U.S. public opinion regarded the German demands as legitimate due to the German 

humiliation in Versailles. Increasing violence and aggressiveness of Germany in the late 

1930s turned the U.S. public against Germany but the U.S. public, isolationist in nature, did 
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not reject policy of appeasement at all.
58

 

In the year of the Munich Conference, Neville Chamberlain was the British Prime 

Minister. All his predecessors agreed and followed the policy of appeasement of Germany. 

Lloyd George even visited Hitler in 1936 and reported that Fuehrer was a reasonable man.
59

 

Chamberlain had no illusions about Hitler but he still believed that even Nazi Germany 

could be appeased. He was not a senile old man. He was rather a broker, a realistic 

politician continuing the traditional policies of his predecessors. However, the British 

appeasement of Germany in the late 1930s differed from that of the 1920s. For Winston 

Churchill, it was not appeasement from strength but appeasement from fear and weakness. 

‘Munich’ was not appeasement’s finest hour but its most perverted one.
60

 

President Roosevelt avoided making any public comment on policy of appeasement. 

Privately he expressed doubts about morality and practicality of British policy of 

concessions. However, he was unable to persuade American public opinion that an Axis 

danger existed. If Chamberlain succeeded in his effort to appease Hitler, Roosevelt was 

willing to accept it. But, in March 1938, Roosevelt wrote to Chamberlain his opinion about 

appeasement using a small-town analogy. 

“As someone remarked to me – If a Chief of Police makes a deal with the leading 

gangsters and the deal results in no more hold-ups, that Chief of Police will be called a 

great man – but if the gangsters do not live up to their word the Chief of Police will go to 

jail. Some people are, I think, taking very long chances…”61 

 

The attitude of the U.S. administration towards the policy of appeasement in 1938 was 

ambivalent. It did not reject it did not approve it. 
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1.3 The U.S. – Czechoslovak relations before 1938 

The United States did not play a significant role in the creation of Czechoslovakia, 

However, the United States, eventually, paid more attention to Czechoslovakia in the late 

1930s due to rising tensions in European affairs. 

In April 1918, Masaryk toured the U.S. to gain an attention of the U.S. public and 

persuade U.S. politicians to support his conception of an independent Czech, later 

Czechoslovak state. The ‘Czechoslovak cause’ was known to the American politics due to 

the enormous efforts of Charles Pergler, the Czechoslovak-American and a head of the 

Slavic Press Bureau, and Charles Crane, a wealthy American businessman who was an old 

friend of Masaryk, and who enthusiastically supported Slavic nations.
62

 

In June 1918, Masaryk met U.S. Secretary of State R. Lansing and, later, President 

Wilson, both statesmen expressed their respect for the performance of the Czech legions in 

their discussions with Masaryk.
63

 On September 3, 1918, the United Stated recognized the 

Czechoslovak National Council de facto as a government fighting the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire.
64

 However, the U.S. recognition de iure of Czechoslovak independence was 

achieved by an appointment of the first minister to Czechoslovakia on April 23, 1919.
65

   

Richard Crane, a brother-in-law of Jan Masaryk, was the first U.S. Minister appointed 

to Czechoslovakia.
66

 During Crane’s tenure, Czechoslovak-U.S. relations were excellent. 

The U.S. anthem was sometimes played in Czechoslovak theaters and, for instance, the 

Sokol Festival ended its one-month meeting on July 4 in honor of the anniversary of the 
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declaration of the U.S. independence. 

Crane was replaced in 1921 by Lewis David Einstein who served in Prague until 1930. 

Einstein’s reports found the political situation to be standard and stable. Contrary to the 

British Minister to Czechoslovakia who presented Czechs with prejudice and antipathy, 
67

 

Einstein approached the situation in Czechoslovakia without preconceptions being as 

objective as possible. During Einstein’s tenure, Czechoslovak-U.S. relations were good and 

correct on both sides, focused primarily on trade and war debt negotiations.
68

  

The pattern focusing on trade was followed by appointment of three former bankers – 

Abraham Ratshesky (1930-1932), Francis White (1933), and Joshua Butler Wright (1934-

1937). However, the general trade agreement was not concluded until 1938.
69

 

The first official representative of Czechoslovakia in the United States was Charles 

Pergler of the Slavic Press Bureau. However, Pergler was an American and the United 

States did not accept his nomination. Therefore, Jan Masaryk was temporarily appointed to 

the United States as a chargé d’affaires. Masaryk started his mission in December 1919; his 

major goal was to insure “a good image of Czechoslovakia in the USA” in which he 

succeeded thanks, in part, to his sociable nature. However, in sending regular and useful 

reports home and promoting trade relations, he was less successful.
70

   

Masaryk was replaced by Karel Halla in October 1920. It was again a temporary 

appointment and Halla served as a chargé d’affaires. The first Czechoslovak Minister 

appointed to the United States was Bedřich Štěpánek. Unfortunately, very soon after 
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Štěpánek’s arrival in the United States in January 1921, his subordinates started to send 

reports complaining about his performance. The situation escalated and Štěpánek was 

called back in November 1922.
71

 This affair prolonged the temporary status of the 

Czechoslovak legation in the United States. 

Professionalization and stabilization of the Czechoslovak legation occurred under 

ministers František Chvalkovský (1923-1925), Zdeněk Fierlinger (1925-1928), and 

Ferdinand Veverka (1928-1936).  

Minister Veverka met presidents Hoover and Roosevelt several times and reported to 

Prague that Czechoslovakia is regarded in a very good light.
72

 Veverka’s reports dealt with 

the political situation in the United States and issues of trade.  

The last Czechoslovak Minister appointed to the United States before the Czechoslovak 

crisis was Vladimír Hurban. He continued in maintaining of good and correct relations with 

the United States and, after the occupation in March 1939, he refused to close down the 

Czechoslovak legation and continued in his job striving to persuade the U.S. Government 

to recognize the Czechoslovak government in exile.
73

 

In 1938, Wilbur John Carr was appointed by President Roosevelt as the U.S. Minister in 

Czechoslovakia. Carr, holding a law degree from Georgetown University and George 

Washington University, served in the State Department since 1892. He was one of the 

longest-serving officials in the U.S. Foreign Service and also one of the most influential. 

He knew Secretary of State Cordell Hull and Under-Secretary Sumner Welles well and they 
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knew him.
74

 He also stood behind the Rogers Act of 1924 which merged the United States 

diplomatic and consular services into the Unites States Foreign Services. The Act also 

defined the personnel system and rules on assigning diplomats abroad.  

Despite the fact that Carr worked in the State Department for more than forty years, his 

mission to Czechoslovakia was his first appointment abroad.
75

 The appointment was partly 

a reward for Carr’s long services but more importantly Secretary of State Hull and 

President Roosevelt were well aware of the growing tensions in Central Europe and the 

selection of Carr indicates their effort to strengthen the diplomatic position in the tense 

region. 

Carr, already sixty-seven years old, but very vital, received the appointment on July 8, 

1937, and reached Prague on September 9, 1937. He quickly acquainted himself with the 

situation in Czechoslovakia and, in his first personal letter to Hull, offered a rather 

pessimistic view on the possible solution of the Sudeten German question.
76

 He represented 

the United States in Czechoslovakia until March 1939 when he left after closing the U.S. 

legation a few days after German occupation. 
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2 The May crisis 

2.1 The Anschluss 

In March 1938, after the Anschluss, it became apparent that Czechoslovakia was likely 

to become another victim of Hitler’s despotism. On March 18, Hitler addressed his puppet 

Reichstag to threaten Czechoslovakia.
77

 These events had been predicted by George 

Messersmith, the Assistant Secretary of State, in a memorandum to Cordell Hull on 

February 18, 1938. Messersmith declared: “there is no doubt that Czechoslovakia is just as 

much as objective as Austria […] and in four or five months Hitler will confront 

Czechoslovakia.” 
78

  A few days after, Hitler made his first significant public statement on 

the Sudeten German issue, saying that he “will not tolerate the continued oppression of 

3,500,000 Germans.”
79

 

After the Anschluss, on March 14, the U.S. Chargé in France, Thomas Wilson met with 

Štefan Osuský, the Minister of Czechoslovakia to France. Wilson reported to the State 

Department that Osuský told him about an earlier offer from Hitler, and Czechoslovakia‘s 

refusal to sign a pact similar to the German-Polish Non-Aggression Pact of 1934 in 

exchange for Czechoslovakia’s abandonment of its alliance with France and Russia. 

According to Wilson, Czechoslovakia was determined to fight against any German 

aggression.
80
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Cordell Hull received the German Ambassador to the Unites States, Hans-Heinrich 

Dieckhoff, who handed Hull a note informing the U.S. government of the incorporation of 

Austria into the German Reich on March 14. The Secretary of State received this note 

without any conversation with the German Ambassador.
81

   

On the same day, the Czechoslovak Minister to the U.S., Vladimír Hurban, talked with 

Under Secretary of State, Sumner Welles. Hurban protested against German aggression in 

Austria and complained about flights of German squadrons over Czechoslovak territory in 

the German occupation of Austria. Sumner Welles, more concerned about finalization of 

the trade agreement, said to Hurban that the policy of the Unites States “was to remain 

completely aloof from any involvement in European affairs.” However, Welles noted that 

the Czechoslovak government should negotiate with its German minority.
82

 

However, the United States did not stand completely outside of the events in Europe. 

On March 17, Cordell Hull made a lengthy speech on U.S. foreign policy to the National 

Press Club in Washington, D.C., condemning the Nazis’ actions in Austria and warning 

against further aggression. Fearing isolationists at home, he stressed in his speech that, even 

though the Unites States needed to arm itself against rampaging international lawlessness, it 

had no intentions of policing the world. However, he also warned against ‘extreme 

isolationists’ who contended that the United States should neither protest against abuses of 

international order nor collaborate with other nations to secure international stability. The 

second purpose of his speech was to appeal to the American journalists to “keep the press 
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and the public informed [about U.S. foreign policy].”
83

 Hull’s objective was to slowly and 

gradually educate the U.S. public about deteriorating international affairs and about 

possible involvement of the United States if a severe crisis occurred. In his memoirs, Hull 

assessed his speech by saying “[…] further than this speech we could not go.” In addition, 

on March 19, Hull issued a statement of the State Department in which he sent a subtle 

warning to Germany. “The extent to which the Austrian incident, or any similar incident, is 

calculated to endanger the maintenance of peace and the preservation of the principles in 

which this Government believes in is, of course, a matter of serious concern to the 

Government of the United States.”
84

 

Franklin D. Roosevelt wanted to penalize Germany somehow for the flagrant violation 

of the Versailles Treaty. Unlike Hull, he thought that economic sanctions would be the best 

way.
85

 Therefore, in April, Roosevelt instructed Secretary of the Treasury Morgenthau to 

remove Austria, from the list of nations enjoying most-favored-nation privileges.
86

 The 

United States demanded, that Germany guarantee Austrian debts. Tariffs were imposed on 

Austrian exports and the U.S. legation in Austria was reduced to consulate general. On the 

day of the Anschluss, the U.S. Treasury held Austrian bonds worth $28 millions.
87

  

Moreover, Secretary Ickes declined to fulfill a previously approved contract to sell 

helium to Germany. President Roosevelt, convinced that the Unites States had a moral 

obligation to sell helium, tried, unsuccessfully, to persuade his reluctant secretary to fulfill 
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the contract.
88

 Despite the fact that Hitler flagrantly violated the Versailles Treaty, 

President Roosevelt did not rule out the possibility of fair dealing with Hitler.  

 

2.2 The first German pressure against Czechoslovakia 

Despite the fact that Field-Marshal Göring informed the Czech Minister in Berlin, 

Vojtěch Mastný, shortly after the Anschluss that “Germany has no hostile intentions against 

Czechoslovakia,”
89

 Hitler’s regime, immediately after the incorporation of Austria, started 

its campaign against Czechoslovakia. On April 21, General Keitel, chief of the high 

command of the armed forces, presented Hitler first draft of the “Case Green”, a plan of 

military invasion of Czechoslovakia.
90

  

On March 28, Konrad Henlein, a leading Sudeten German politician, visited Hitler in 

Berlin where he was instructed to gradually demand so much that such demands could 

never be satisfied by the government in Prague.
91

 Wilbur Carr sent a short message to 

Cordell Hull where he correctly assumed that there was agreement between Hitler and 

Henlein to apply as much pressure on the Czechoslovak government as possible.
92

 

Therefore, at the Sudeten German Party’s convention in Karlovy Vary on April 24, Henlein 

presented a program of “eight points”. The Sudeten German Party demanded following:  

 equality of status for Sudeten Germans and Czechs, 

 legal personality for the Sudeten group of the German race, 

 recognition of the German race in Czechoslovakia and legal recognition of its 
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boundaries, 

 full autonomy in every department of public life, 

 guarantees for those living outside the area of their own race, 

 removal of all injustices done to the Sudeten Germans since 1918 and reparation 

for all damage they have suffered thereby [!], 

 recognition of the principle of German officials in all German districts, 

 full liberty for Germans to proclaim their Germanism and their adhesion to the 

ideology of Germans and in addition Henlein called for a complete revision of 

Czechoslovak foreign policy.
93

  

Fulfillment of these demands would lead to the creation of an ‘inner state’ within 

Czechoslovakia, it would destroy the international position of Czechoslovakia and would 

make it practically impossible for the Czechoslovak government to retain political 

sovereignty and maintain national security. 

Two months before the Anschluss, President Roosevelt appointed Hugh R. Wilson, a 

career diplomat, esteemed among his colleagues, as a member of the ‘realist’ school of 

thought, as the U.S. Ambassador to Germany.
94

 In April, Ambassador Wilson had already 

reported the German’s press campaign against Czechoslovakia, especially against President 

Beneš, “the German press has been building up day by day the Czechoslovak situation. 

Each day the facts and arguments used tend to show the unbearable plight of the Sudeten 

Germans.”
95

 On April 22, six days before the report, the U.S. Chargé in France sent a 

telegram on the same topic. He commented on a ‘hellish’ campaign of propaganda in 
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France by Germany, Italy and Poland directed against Czechoslovakia which was depicted 

as a center of bolshevism.
96

  

  

2.3 Escalation of the May crisis 

The Czechoslovak government, aware of its deteriorating ability to defend its territory 

due to the Anschluss, refused to negotiate with the Sudeten German Party on the basis of 

the Sudeten German program from Karlovy Vary but it did not refuse to negotiate with the 

Sudeten Germans a priori.
97

  

A few days after, the Sudeten German Party announced its program, Wilbur Carr sent a 

report from Prague to the State Department. In his dispatch he assessed the Sudeten 

Germans demands “made intentionally impossible […] to excuse an intervention.” Carr 

also referred to his talks with Beneš and Masaryk and their assurance to him that the 

Czechoslovak government is prepared to make any reasonable concessions. Moreover, at 

the end of April, Carr believed that “Germany can be checked without war if France and 

Great Britain, with the moral support of the United States, do so in the right manner. 

Otherwise France, Great Britain, and the United States will have to fight the battle for our 

form of civilization against Germany made strong by the resources of Czechoslovakia, the 

wheat of Hungary and the oil of Rumania.”
98

 Quite extraordinarily, Carr received a 

response from Cordell Hull. Despite the fact that the response came to Prague more than 

two weeks after, the Secretary of State thanked Carr for his “good letter […] with 
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interesting observations and comments on the Czechoslovak situation.
99

  

In May and June local elections were held in Czechoslovakia. The Sudeten German 

Party received around 90 % of the German votes. Before the elections took place the 

Sudeten Germans started their first destructive campaign. On April 30, there was a major 

demonstration by the Sudeten Germans in Opava. Participants of the demonstrations 

shouted a Nazi salute ‘Sieg Heil’ while marching in the streets. The next day, Henlein’s 

supporters organized another march in Ústí nad Labem. Many participants of these 

demonstrations held flags with the swastika, illegal in Czechoslovakia, and some 

ostentatiously imitated the Nazi’s salute by raising their right hand.
100

 In addition, maps 

incorporating parts of Czechoslovakia into Germany appeared in the windows of shops 

across cities in the Sudetenland. The Sudeten German businessmen offered jobs only to the 

members of the Henlein’s Sudeten German Party and paid their employees to participate in 

the Sudeten German Party’s political activities. The Sudeten German Party also demanded 

that the Sudeten German home owners decorate their buildings with Sudeten German 

symbols. Occasionally, there were several skirmishes between the Czechoslovak police and 

the Sudeten Germans and between Sudeten German youth and Czechoslovak youth. On 

May 1, while Henlein was making a speech in Ústí nad Labem, Sudeten German youth 

marched across the Republic Square in Prague in quasi-military formation shouting ‘Heil 

Hitler’ and throwing fire crackers at pedestrians. After police action, the Czechoslovak 

people gathered around the Republic Square and sung a Slavic song ‘Hey, Slavs’.
101
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2.4 First reports about the May crisis from France 

As the situation in Czechoslovakia escalated in early May, the U.S. Ambassador to 

France, William Bullitt, posted his first reports to the State Department regarding the 

situation in Czechoslovakia. William Bullitt, a close friend of President Roosevelt and the 

first U.S. Ambassador to the Soviet Union, was appointed to Paris in 1936. As a close 

friend of Roosevelt, with whom he exchanged almost daily letters, cables, or telephone 

conservations, he was very warmly received by French leading politicians.
102

 Bullitt had no 

difficulty in approaching the Prime Minister of France, Édouard Daladier, or the French 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, Georges Bonnet, as the tensions in Czechoslovakia increased.  

 On May 6, he referred to his talks with the former French Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Yvon Delbos, who expressed his conviction that France would fulfill its pledge to fight 

against Germany if Czechoslovakia was attacked. However, Bullitt did not share this 

conviction absolutely. He thought that France would not act immediately. According to 

Bullitt, only popular pressure would force, after a week or more of Czechoslovak resistance, 

the French government to declare war on Germany.
103

 Three days later, contrary to his 

previous estimates, he concluded that “it was impossible for France to go to war to protect 

Czechoslovakia.”
104

 Between May 6 and May 8, Bullitt had two conversations with 

Daladier which probably influenced his judgment. First, Daladier informed Bullitt about the 

disproportion in French and German production of planes. Germany was able to produce 

500 planes per month while French capacity fluctuated between 42 and 84 planes per 
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month.
105

 Then, the French Prime Minister quite honestly admitted that he saw the position 

of Czechoslovakia to be hopeless after the annexation of Austria.
106

  

After 1932, Czechoslovakia started to build a network of fortifications at its frontier 

with Germany. However the frontier with Austria was not included in this plan and, after 

the Anschluss, Czechoslovakia appeared almost defenseless against German attack.
107

 

Nonetheless, the original Czechoslovak military strategy in case of German attack rested on 

a gradual evacuation of the Czechoslovak army from the Czech lands and Moravia to 

Slovakia where the army was supposed to resist the German pressure as long as possible to 

buy enough time for the French offensive and potential Soviet assistance.
108

 But once the 

German troops had access to the geographic areas of Lower Austria and Vienna, it would 

make easier for Wehrmacht, to cut Czechoslovakia in half and prevent evacuation of the 

Czechoslovak army in one engagement. After a quick victory the majority of the German 

army participating in the attack against Czechoslovakia would move to the German western 

front to confront the French.  

Compared to the U.S. ambassadors to Great Britain, Germany and Czechoslovakia, 

Bullitt was by far the most active during the Czechoslovak crisis, showing little concern 
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about isolationists at home. He posted “clouds of excited dispatches to Washington.”
109

 

However, the quantity was not equal to quality. Bullitt was a reporter rather than an analyst. 

His opinions were volatile, based on recent developments of crisis. He was not able see 

through and to provide information as a neutral observer or propose adequate policies. The 

French government was willing to share some classified information and maintain 

confidential relations. The French hoped that the United States would help them to check 

Nazi Germany.
110

 Therefore, Bullitt was in an important and unique position, one which he 

could potentially influence the French Government. But he failed to do so, instead of 

influencing, he was influenced. For example, he completely accepted the Nazis’ 

interpretation of the Sudeten German issue as a threat to world peace. He did not interpret 

the struggle between Czechoslovakia and Germany over the Sudeten German issue as a 

confrontation between two independent nations with different values and forms of 

government and different attitudes in respect to human rights. 

President Beneš, in his memoirs, claims that there were two currents of foreign policy 

within the U.S. administration. The first one was firmly against appeasement and was 

mainly represented by President Roosevelt and the second one was willing to appease 

Hitler, particularly in the case of Czechoslovakia. The latter current, according to Beneš, 

was represented by the American ambassadors especially Bullitt, Wilson and Kennedy.
111

 

However, this claim is a bitter statement rather than an expression of reality. First, in 

Roosevelt’s administration there were no rivaling currents arguing about the direction of 

U.S. foreign policy; at least, any distinction was not as clear and vivid as President Beneš 
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presented it. Second, President Roosevelt was in touch with Bullitt and was well aware of 

his opinions on the Czechoslovak crisis. If his view had been in such opposition to Bullitt’s, 

he could have simply replaced him. And most importantly, Beneš overestimates Bullitt’s 

role and his ability to influence the French government.      

On May 17, Bullitt warned the State Department to be prepared to face a major 

European war before August 15.
112

 On the next day, Wilbur Carr’s report, calmed down 

State Department by stating he had “no fear of a military attack by Germany” after his talks 

with the Czechoslovak Minister for Foreign Affairs and that Hitler, during a visit in Rome, 

was warned by Mussolini that Italy was not disinterested in the Central European region.
 113

 

However, the incidents provoked by the Sudeten Germans continued and Hitler 

declared the he would intervene if the Sudeten Germans became objects of extreme 

brutality. Moreover, on May 19, the Czechoslovak government received the first 

information about movement of German troops at its frontier.
114

 As a result, the 

Czechoslovak government decided to partly mobilize and called up one class of reservists 

in the night of May 20-21.
115

 In the early morning of May 21, two Sudeten Germans, Jiří 

Hoffman and Mikuláš Böhm, were killed by a Czechoslovak policeman while he was trying 

to stop them in their effort to cross the Czechoslovak frontier assuming that they might be 

transporting information to the Reich about Czechoslovak military plans.
116

 On the next 

day, Bullitt sent an excited and lengthy telegram to President Roosevelt. He was persuaded 
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that “Czechs had decided to have general war rather than give the Sudeten Germans a 

sufficient autonomy. […] They will shoot some Sudeten Germans and Hitler will march to 

Praha,” warned Bullitt.
117

 For the first time, Bullitt proposed a policy. His main goal was to 

influence France not to march to help Czechoslovakia if Germany attacked. He wrote to the 

President: “if you believe as I believe that it is not in the interest of the United States to 

have Europe devastated I think we should attempt to find some way which will let the 

French out of their moral commitment [to Czechoslovakia].” Then he suggested actions 

which President Roosevelt should take. First, if it was evident that the military 

confrontation between Czechoslovakia and Germany was imminent, the President should 

call to the White House the Ambassadors of England, France, Germany, and Italy. After a 

general conversation, Roosevelt would to have personal conversations with each 

ambassador and, to the German Ambassador, Roosevelt was supposed to stress his 

conviction that France and England would fight if Hitler attacked. The second step was to 

propose a conference. According to Bullitt, the President should propose that England, 

France, Germany, and Italy should send their representatives to the Hague to work out a 

peaceful settlement of the Sudeten German issue. Bullitt did not include an invitation of a 

Czechoslovak representative. A representative of the United States would participate during 

the conference if it was desired by other participants. Bullitt was aware that “selling out a 

small nation” would have a negative impact on the U.S. administration. However, he 

personally did not hesitate “to take that brick on [his] head” and to join the conference as a 

representative of the United States. Bullitt assumed that the outcome of the conference 

would be a recommendation to hold a plebiscite in disputed Sudeten German regions, 

which would have been unacceptable to the Czechoslovak government allowing France 
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escape from its obligations. In concluding Bullitt explicitly asked President Roosevelt to 

approve this plan.
118

 But Roosevelt remained silent during the whole May crisis over 

Czechoslovakia and did not respond to Bullitt, who, receiving no answer, did not take any 

further steps to implement this plan. 

 

2.5 First reports about the May crisis from Great Britain 

Unlike Bullitt, Joseph Kennedy, the U.S. Ambassador to Great Britain, was a business 

person having no previous diplomatic experience. Kennedy, who helped Roosevelt in the 

presidential campaign, started his mission in London in 1938 with the conviction that the 

preservation of peace was necessary. Kennedy assumed that by maintaining peace, at any 

price, the prosperity of the Unites States would be secured. In comparison to Bullitt, 

Kennedy was less active and sent a substantially lower number of dispatches to the State 

Department than his colleague in France striving to avoid the American involvement 

abroad. 

Kennedy also had an easy access to the highest British politicians and was  

well-informed about British policies. He often talked with the German Ambassador in 

London, discussing the Hitler’s policies, showing sympathy to some of them.
119

 

On May 14, Kennedy had a conversation with Jan Masaryk, the Czechoslovak Minister 

to Great Britain, about the Sudeten German’s demands and the situation in 

Czechoslovakia.
120

 Two days later, on May 16, Kennedy reported home about the good 
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effect of Henlein’s recent visit in London.
121

  

Kennedy, like Bullitt, was a reporter and failed to provide a deeper analysis for the 

State Department or to influence U.S. policy. About the escalation of situation in 

Czechoslovakia on May 20-21 Kennedy did not send any report and he turned his attention 

to the Czechoslovak crisis again in July. 

 

2.6 The end of the May crisis 

Due to the smooth partial mobilization in Czechoslovakia and firmness of France and 

Great Britain, Hitler found himself in the situation where the complete responsibility for 

war would have been his. In addition, the position of Italy in a potential conflict was not 

certain and fortification of the Western German front was not yet completed. Therefore, 

Hitler backed off for a while and the crisis ended at the end of May. But, on May 30, he 

issued an order “to destroy Czechoslovakia by military action in the foreseeable future.”
122

 

The policy of the United States during the May crisis was to be aloof. “No risks, no 

commitments” was the slogan of the State Department.
123

 While President Roosevelt 

remained silent during the tensions demanding no action, Secretary of State Hull set the 

course of U.S. policy which was complete passivity.  

On May 21, Wilson sent a dispatch to the State Department regarding the situation in 

Czechoslovakia as alarming after the killing of the two Sudeten Germans. He then proposed 

to Hull action for the United States in order to prevent outbreak of hostilities. Wilson wrote: 

“[y]ou might wish to consider whether it would be advisable to instruct Carr and myself 

to say orally to the respective Ministers for Foreign Affairs that the United States is 
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concerned at the dangerous situation which seem to be developing, that the only interest of 

the United States in the matter is the preservation of peace in Europe as elsewhere, that my 

Government earnestly hopes that a peaceful solution to this problem will be found.”
124

  

 

Wilson received Hull’s response two days later. “We appreciate your suggestions but 

[…] for the present at least a simultaneous approach to Berlin and Praha would not be 

advisable.”
125

 

On May 22, Bullitt informed Hull of Bonnet’s desire to instruct Carr in Prague to call 

on Beneš and inform him that “the Czechoslovak government would not have the sympathy 

of the American government if it should not attempt seriously to produce a peaceful 

solution of this conflict by making concessions to the Sudeten Germans which would 

satisfy Henlein and Hitler.”
126

 When Bullitt received no answer, he informed Hull on May 

24 that the French demanded that he make some public speech to express “the hope of the 

United States that peace in Europe might be preserved, urging moderation on all 

concerned.”
127

 And since Bullitt was scheduled to make three public speeches in the week 

when he sent that dispatch, Hull immediately retorted his answer that “it would be 

preferable to have the announcement of the hope of this Government, in the sense you have 

indicated made here in Washington either by the President personally or by the Secretary of 

State or by both.”
128

  

Finally, Hull made a public speech on May 28 where he announced that the United 

States had been following recent development in Central Europe with close and anxious 

attention and reminded all that the Kellogg-Briand pact is still binding for all the parties.
129
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Hull’s public position remained very similar to his statement after the Anschluss - slight 

warning for Germany but no real commitment and no expression of any U.S. possible 

actions. However, the day before, Hull spoke to German Ambassador Dieckhoff, who was 

leaving for Berlin for a few weeks. Hull, aware that Dieckhoff was going to report Hitler 

about this conversation, tried to convince the German Ambassador that the United States 

would not stay completely aloof from the conflict if Germany attacked Czechoslovakia.
130

 

On May 31, the Czechoslovak Minister to the United States, Hurban, reported reactions 

of the U.S. public to Hull’s speech. According to Hurban, the speech was warmly received 

and was considered to be a warning to Germany. Hurban also praised Hull for his stable 

and delicate policy to lead the United States out of isolationism.
131
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3 The summer before the Munich Conference 

3.1 Demands for involvement 

Czechoslovakia appeared victorious after the May crisis and Hitler remained silent. 

Bullitt continued to send his reports to the State Department. Once the situation in 

Czechoslovakia calmed down, he was optimistic in his dispatches. In early June, Bullitt 

reported that the French press regarded the position of the United States in the crisis as a 

support of the efforts of France and England to reach a peaceful solution of the 

Czechoslovak question. On June 23, Bullitt had a talk with Daladier, who was resolved to 

go to war “if the Sudeten Germans and Hitler rejected a reasonable proposal [from the 

Czechoslovak government].
132

 In early July Bullitt announced that “diplomatic 

constellation is bad for Germany.”
133

 However, Henlein’s Sudeten Germans continued 

refusing to accept any reasonable concessions from the Czechoslovak government. Despite 

the fact they accepted participation in the first round-table conference with the cabinet 

members on June 23, they followed their previous policy with more unrealizable 

demands.
134

 

 On July 13, Bullitt sent a telegram about his conversation with Bonnet who asked 

Bullitt whether President Roosevelt would be willing to act as an arbitrator in the 

Czechoslovak crisis.
135

 The French Minister was probably encouraged by previous 

conversations of Roosevelt with the French Ambassador to the United States, Count René 

de Saint-Quentin, in June, when Roosevelt stated that if France were to go down, “quite 

                                                 
132

 Bullitt, FRUS 1938, June 23, 526-527. 
133

 Bullitt, FRUS 1938, July 13, 529. 
134

 Armstrong, When There is No Peace, 32. 
135

 Bullitt, FRUS 1938, July 13, 530-531. 



40 

 

obviously we shall go down with her,”
136

 he tried to probe for further involvement of the 

United States in the Czechoslovak crisis. However, Bullitt’s response was negative, 

pointing out that “involvement in a small state in the center of Europe would certainly not 

appear to the American people as a duty of the President.”
137

 

This was not the first time that Bonnet, an unfailing appeaser, tried to use the influence 

of the United States in support of his policy. During the May crisis he asked the State 

Department via Bullitt to instruct Carr in Prague to put some pressure on the Czechoslovak 

government to demobilize and carry out talks.
138

 In all cases, Bullitt remained neutral. 

Ambassador Wilson in Berlin, had a similar experience shortly after the May crisis 

when the Italian Ambassador to Germany, Count Bernardo Attolico, asked Wilson whether 

“the United States could say something in Praha and naturally to Berlin.” Attolico 

maintained that “such action by the United States as a completely disinterested power 

would have a unique effect perhaps greater in some respects than that of Great Britain or 

France.”
139

  

The British asked for support of their policies as well. On July 29, Kennedy reported on 

the upcoming Runciman’s mission and about the British desires to have approval from the 

President or the Secretary of State.
140

 As with Bullitt, Kennedy remained neutral and 

indecisive when the British asked directly about the position of the United States. 

However, throughout the summer the deadlock in negotiations between the 

Czechoslovak government and the Sudeten Germans continued. On June 20, the 

Czechoslovak government approved the Nationality Statute, a significant concession to the 
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Sudeten Germans. But the Sudeten German leaders continued to avoid a compromise. At 

the end of July, the Sudeten German demands leaked from the negotiations with the 

Czechoslovak government. The Sudeten Germans demanded a split of the National 

Parliament into national groups and also the division of the territory of the state among the 

national groups. Carr, after a conversation with Beneš, who considered the Sudeten German 

proposals as impossible, viewed any solution of the dispute pessimistically, sharing the 

view of newsman Walter Lippmann, who was in Prague in the last weeks of July. 

Lippmann assessed the dispute between the Czechoslovak government and the Sudeten 

Germans to be “unsolvable”.
141

    

On August 3, Walter Runciman began a mission in the Sudetenland to reconcile the 

Sudeten Germans and the Czechoslovak government or rather to convince the 

Czechoslovak government to make further concessions. Before his mission began, 

Runciman sent a personal letter to President Roosevelt to inform him of his mission in the 

Sudetenland, sending a copy of his letter to London, too.
142

 Roosevelt was well informed 

about the British perception of the situation in Czechoslovakia and may have read 

Runciman’s assessment of the Sudeten German issue. Runciman wrote during August that 

“the Czechoslovak rule in the Sudeten areas, though not actively oppressive and certainly 

not ‘terroristic’, has been marked by tactlessness and lack of understanding“. Runciman 

saw cession of some territory as inevitable.
143

 

During the first week of August, Runciman began his mission in Czechoslovakia. His 

mission ‘coincided’ with a one-day visit of the U.S. Ambassador to Germany to Prague. 
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Wilson flew to Prague using a Messerschmitt fighter on loan from the German air force on 

August 6.
144

 Before a luncheon honoring Runciman’s mission, Wilson met President Beneš 

for more than an hour and later met Czechoslovak Minister for Foreign Affairs, Kamil 

Krofta. Wilson warned Beneš, that under no circumstances Czechoslovakia could count on 

any support from the United States.
145

 

 

3.2 Kingston speaker 

Contrary to Wilson’s tough approach to the Czechoslovak President and the 

expectations of the French and British, probably even his own diplomats, Kennedy and 

Bullitt, Roosevelt decided to encourage resistance to Hitler’s pressure instead of supporting 

appeasement. On August 18, he delivered a speech at Queens University in Kingston, 

Ontario, where he emphasized that the United States did not stand completely outside of the 

events in Europe.  

“We in the Americas are no longer a far away continent, to which the eddies of 

controversies beyond the seas could bring no interest or no harm. […] The Dominion of 

Canada is part of the sisterhood of the British Empire. I give to you assurance that the 

people of the United States will not stand idly by if domination of Canadian soil is 

threatened by any other Empire.”
146

  

 

On August 31, Roosevelt wrote to Lord Tweedsmuit that he made the speech because it 

seemed “to fit in with the Hitler situation,” and perhaps it would have “some small effect in 

Berlin.”
147

 The French press extended the Roosevelt’s guarantee for Canada to the British 

Empire and France. Despite the fact that Roosevelt was resolved to defend Canada, not 
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European nations, neither he nor the State Department protested allowing European leaders 

to think that the United States would somehow participate if war appeared between 

Germany and Czechoslovakia. Adolf A. Berle, Assistant Secretary and member of 

Roosevelt’s ‘Brain Trust’, wrote that the purpose of the speech was supposed, at least, “to 

create a certain amount of doubt as to what our intentions may be.”
148

 Roosevelt’s speech 

was a bold move taking into account the U.S. public opinion and power of isolationists.   

The effect of the Roosevelt’s speech was strengthened by the fact that, two days earlier, 

Cordell Hull delivered a radio address related to current U.S. foreign policy. Similarly to 

Roosevelt, Hull warned his public, in order to weaken attitudes of isolationism in the 

United States, that:  

“[a]ll governments and all peoples should therefore be on guard against certain 

dangerous developments. We cannot expect to remain unaffected by trouble elsewhere. 

Hence, it is necessary that, as a nation, we should become increasingly resolute in our 

efforts to contribute with other peoples – always within the range of our traditional policies 

of non-entanglement – to the support of such a programme.” 

  

Hull’s perspective included adherence to international law, economic reconstruction, 

respect for the observance of treaties, voluntary self-restraint, abstention from the use of 

force in the pursuit of such a policy, and preparation to limit and progressively reduce 

armaments.
149

 

Hull was known for his firm refusal to become involved in European affairs. Once he 

delivered a speech where he, somewhat vaguely, admitted that the United States might 

participate in a prospective conflict, making it clear that the U.S. policy did not stay 

completely outside the developments in the Czechoslovak crisis. 

The American press then speculated that Hull’s and Roosevelt’s speeches presaged 
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changes in the neutrality laws and Kennedy informed Hull that both speeches had a good 

psychological effect in London and Berlin.
150

 The Czechoslovak Chargé d’affaires in the 

United States sent a brief telegram to the Czechoslovak government that Hull’s speech had 

been positively accepted by the American press and was generally regarded as an 

acceptable response to Hitler’s aggression. Czech Foreign Minister Krofta then sent a letter 

of thanks to Cordell Hull.
151

  

 

3.3 Active approach? 

At the end of August, Roosevelt was still determined to pursue a policy of deterring 

Hitler. On August 30 Roosevelt asked his Secretary of Treasury, Morgenthau, to prepare a 

special fund for French and British gold. Morgenthau quickly worked out a plan which 

included a possibility of using the threat of countervailing duties against Germany if she 

attacked Czechoslovakia. Roosevelt was pleased with the plan which supported his efforts 

to deter Hitler. Roosevelt even suggested the German Ambassador to the United States 

might be told that if Germany attacked Czechoslovakia the United States might apply 

countervailing duties. However, Hull had reservation feeling that it was a too big 

commitment for the U.S. public and therefore Roosevelt decided to take no action then.
152

 

But Hull’s reluctance was not the real reason that Roosevelt did not follow the plan for 

deterring Germany. While he was looking for a means to stiffen resistance against German 

pressure, his diplomats abroad did not help him. While Roosevelt was making his plans, 

Kennedy, on August 30, was conferring with Chamberlain who warned that the British had 

heard from various sources that Hitler intended to invade Czechoslovakia. Kennedy noted 
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that “it [would] be hell“ if Germany attacked Czechoslovakia and that “if France went in, 

and the British had to, the United States would probably follow before long.“
153

 But, most 

importantly, Kennedy expressed his conviction to Chamberlain that Roosevelt had decided 

to support Chamberlain, that whatever course Chamberlain decided to adopt, he would 

think right.
154

 For this statement, Kennedy had no authorization from President Roosevelt 

or the State Department. Moreover, it did not reflect Roosevelt’s intentions but it provided 

enough confidence for the British to try to maneuver the United States into a position where 

it would share responsibility for any decision of Great Britain. 

In addition, Kennedy proposed to give a speech in which the main message was to say 

“[I] can’t for the life of me understand why anybody would want to go to war to save the 

Czechs.“ 
155

 Hull, after a talk with Roosevelt, quickly rejected Kennedy’s speech and 

diplomatically let him know that U.S. foreign policy is decided in Washington. “[…] the 

recent public speeches and public statements of the President […] accurately reflect the 

attitude of this Government toward European and world situation, and it would not be 

practicable to be more specific as to our reaction in hypothetical circumstances,” wrote Hull 

to Kennedy on September 1, one day after’s Kennedy’s conversation with Chamberlain.
156

 

A few days after Kennedy’s blunder, Bullitt created a small sensation in France. The 

American Ambassador attended a banquet in Bordeaux where he ostentatiously declared 

that the United States and France were “united in war as in peace.”
157

 Next day, Bullitt 

delivered a speech at Pointe de Graves where he said “[w]e hope and pray that we may 

remain at peace with every nation in this world. But […] if war should break out again in 
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Europe, no human being could undertake to prophesy whether or not the United States 

would become involved in such a war.
158

  

A few days before making the speech at Pointe de Graves, Bullitt forwarded a draft of 

his speech to Washington for approval. However, it met with Hull’s disapproval as he 

preferred making almost no other statement on European affairs. Bullitt, making a phone 

call to Washington, insisted on his proposal and requested a transfer of the call to the White 

House. President Roosevelt, after a brief conversation, personally dictated to Bullitt his 

wording of the disputed paragraphs.
159

 So the core of the speech was approved by the 

President personally. However, a French journalist serving as correspondent to the 

American Associated Press reported to the United States that Bullitt said that “the United 

States and France are united in war and peace”.
160

 The isolationists in the United States 

used this report to increase political pressure. Despite the fact that Bullitt declared on 

September 8 that his words had been misinterpreted and accused the Associated Press of 

falsification,
161

 President Roosevelt had to distance himself completely from the statement 

and when asked at a press conference on September 9 “[…] to comment on the growing 

impression abroad that the United States is allied morally with the democracies of Europe 

in ‘Stop Hitler’ movement,” he replied that “such an interpretation was 100 per cent 

incorrect.”
162

 

These incidents discouraged Roosevelt from pursuing an active course in relation to the 

Czechoslovak crisis. Disappointed by the performance of Kennedy in London, who was 

Chamberlain’s instrument binding the United States to his policy of appeasing Hitler, and, 
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once again, criticized by the isolationists at home for committing the United States to 

European affairs, Roosevelt decided to abandon his active approach and became again only 

an observer of the events.   
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4 Munich    

4.1 Sudeten Germans cancel negotiations 

On September 5, the Czechoslovak government proposed the so-called Fourth Plan 

which guaranteed virtually all of the demands that Henlein requested in his program 

announced at Karlovy Vary on April 24. The Czechoslovak decision was welcomed by 

Walter Runciman and some moderate Sudeten Germans.
163

 The radical Henleinists, 

unprepared for the action of the Czechoslovak government fulfilling the majority of the 

demands from Karlovy Vary, utilized a minor incident, provoked by the Henleinists a few 

days later, in Moravská Ostrava, and withdrew from the negotiations.
164

   

On September 12, Hitler made a fierce speech at the Nuremberg rally against the 

Czechoslovak treatment of the Sudeten Germans especially denouncing Beneš.
165

 After 

Hitler’s speech, the Henleinists rioted and the Czechoslovak government was forced to 

proclaim martial law in order to restore order.
166

 After that, Henlein announced that the 

Sudeten German issue was no longer autonomy but union with the Reich.
167

  

However, U.S. diplomats still saw the situation as resolvable. On September 10, Carr 

sent an optimistic dispatch assuming that the conservative wing of the Sudeten Germans 

would, in a showdown, be willing to accept the Czechoslovak proposal.
168

 The following 

morning, after the Hitler’s speech in Nuremberg, Bullitt felt that Hitler left the door open to 

further negotiations and Carr reported that “[t]he immediate reaction [in Czechoslovakia] to 
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Hitler’s speech was relief“ but, in case of a German attack, he saw the people of 

Czechoslovakia “prepared to make any sacrifice required for the defense of the country.“
169

 

However, after Hitler’s speech, both Great Britain and France increased their pressure 

on Czechoslovakia to grant further concessions to the Sudeten Germans. The British were 

obviously willing to appease Hitler at almost any price and the French were willing to 

follow their policy. Bonnet, for instance, asked Bullitt on September 12, if the government 

of the United States might be willing to instruct Ambassador Wilson in Berlin to say to the 

German Foreign Office that the negotiations between the Czechoslovak government and 

the Sudeten Germans offered great possibilities.
170

 And two days later, Bullitt referred to 

his talk with the British Ambassador to France who said that “[…] it had become clear to 

the British Government that the trouble maker in the present situation was Beneš.”
171

 On 

the day of Chamberlain’s visit to Hitler, Carr reported to the State Department that the U.S. 

Legation in Prague had established a bombproof shelter and proposed to advise Americans 

living in Prague to leave the country.
172

 

 

4.2 Chamberlain’s meetings with Hitler 

A day before Chamberlain’s first meeting with Hitler, William Shirer, an American 

correspondent for the Chicago Tribune working between Germany and Czechoslovakia, 

wrote to his diary that “Czechs suspect a sell-out and they are right.”
173

 

On September 15, Chamberlain decided to meet Hitler and flew to Berchtesgaden to 

personally discuss the tensions in the Sudetenland with the Fuehrer. Bullitt glossed over 
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Chamberlain’s decision by commenting to Roosevelt “If you have enough airplanes, you do 

not have to go to Berchtesgaden.”
174

 But, as with the French, Bullitt believed that some 

revision of the Versailles Treaty was necessary in order to satisfy German demands.  

Despite the fact that Roosevelt publicly denied any involvement of the United States in 

the Czechoslovak crisis after Bullitt’s speech at Pointe de Graves, he personally was still 

determined to stand firm against “Germany’s brutal diplomacy” and favored England 

“making a strong stand against aggression.” On September 12, Roosevelt privately 

admitted to the British Ambassador that “you may count on us for everything except troops 

and loans.”
175

 

Roosevelt was not pleased with Chamberlain’s initiative recognizing that Britain and 

France were ready to abandon Czechoslovakia. To his secretary Harold Ickes, Roosevelt 

remarked that the French and the British would “wash the blood from their Judas Iscariot 

hands.”
176

 The evening of Chamberlain’s visit to Berchtesgaden, Roosevelt wrote to the 

U.S. Ambassador in Italy, William Phillips, that Chamberlain’s visit to Hitler may result 

only in a temporary postponement of an inevitable conflict and that the Unites States would 

be in the position within few years to pick up the pieces of the European civilization and 

help to save what remains from the wreck.
177

 Roosevelt was also resolved not ask the 

American people to be neutral in thought if war between Germany and Czechoslovakia 

occurred. In many conversations and in correspondence, he expressed his conviction that 

the Americans were overwhelmingly anti-German, compared to the situation before the 

First World War. This assumption was right. In September 1938, 65 per cent of the U.S. 
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public favored England and France in any potential war with Germany. 32 per cent favored 

neither side and only 3 per cent expressed their support for Germany. However, the 

Americans were willing to abandon only their ‘personal neutrality’ or ‘neutrality in spirit’. 

The U.S. public was not ready to go further; at ‘Munich’, over 90 per cent of Americans did 

not support any military action by the United States, over 70 per cent considered that 

neutrality policy should rest in the hands of Congress, and the majority did not want to 

support commercially or financially the coalition against Hitler.
178

 The majority of the U.S. 

public wished the Allies to win the war against Hitler but, simultaneously, they were 

determined to remain outside the conflict.          

Roosevelt, on the other hand, was willing to accept Chamberlain’s policy, if it worked. 

To the British Ambassador in the United States, Ronald Lindsay, Roosevelt admitted that 

he was impotent in the present crisis and the maximum he could do was to attend a 

conference, but only if the meeting were held outside Europe.
179

 

Once the British and the French representatives, on September 19, presented to 

President Beneš their proposal to cede the Czechoslovak districts where the Sudeten 

Germans constituted a majority, Roosevelt refused to express disapproval of German 

aggression in order not to encourage Czechoslovak resistance.
180

 Moreover, in a private talk 

to the British Ambassador to the United States, Ronald Lindsay, he said that he would be 

“the first to cheer if French and British pressure on Czechoslovakia bore fruit.”
181

 

Officially, Hull and Roosevelt continued to remain neutral and almost silent in respect 

to Chamberlain’s negotiations with Hitler. Cordell Hull, when asked at a press conference 
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to comment on Chamberlain’s efforts, said meaninglessly: “The historic conference today 

between the Prime Minister of Great Britain and Chancellor of Germany is naturally 

observed with the greatest interest by all nations which are deeply concerned in the 

preservation of peace.”
182

  

In the meantime after Chamberlain’s second meeting with Hitler, both Bullitt and 

Kennedy sent reports supporting incorporation of Sudeten German districts with a majority 

of the German population to Germany thus sponsoring the British view that the Sudeten 

Germans were morally right and the Czechoslovak government wrong in the dispute.
183

 On 

September 20, the Czechoslovak Chargé d’affaires, expressing his belief that 

Czechoslovakia would fight under any circumstances, had a conversation with the Chief of 

the Division of European Affairs, Pierrepont Moffat, who he asked for a favorable 

statement about Czechoslovakia by either the President or the Secretary of State.
184

 

On September 21, President Beneš, under British and French pressure, with no chance 

to participate in the discussion of their proposal, and, after consultations with the 

Czechoslovak government, decided to accept the British-French proposal thus sacrificing 

the territorial integrity of the Czechoslovak state in exchange for British and French 

security guarantees for the remaining Czechoslovak territory.
185

 Winston Churchill issued a 

press statement on September 22 where he condemned the British-French pressure on the 

Czechoslovak government. He declared: “[t]he idea that safety can be purchased by 

throwing a small State to the wolves is a fatal delusion. The German war power will grow 
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faster than the French and British can complete their preparations for defence.”
186

     

On September 22, Chamberlain flew to Godesberg to meet Hitler for second time 

thinking that everything was to be easy to finalize the deal. However, Hitler expanded his 

demands thereby making the British-French proposal, approved by the Czechoslovak 

government, a dead agreement. Chamberlain, shocked by further greed from Hitler, 

considered the situation to be hopeless, left for London, mobilized the Royal Navy and 

ordered air raid shelters to be built.
187

  

Hitler’s further blackmail in Godesberg seemed to be a turning point in the crisis which 

would lead to war. The French informed the Czechoslovak government on September 23 

that they no longer could take responsibility for advising the Czechoslovak government not 

to mobilize.
188

 On the eve of September 23, the Czechoslovak government, led by General 

Jan Syrový, a one-eyed hero of the Czechoslovak Legions reminiscent, of the medieval 

invincible Hussite military leader Jan Žižka, ordered full mobilization. In three days, about 

800,000 armed men were ready to defend the Czechoslovak state to be supported by half a 

million of Frenchmen.
189

  

 

 

4.3 Roosevelt’s first appeal 

The next day, September 24, Carr reported his conviction that “[a] survey of the record 

leaves no room for doubt that if a war occurred, Germany must bear the responsibility for 

deliberately bringing it about. […] the Czech in the past, I feel that it can truthfully be said 
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that their self-restraint and patience in the face of great provocations [of Henleinist 

Freikorps], their recognition of their responsibility for making every possible effort to 

preserve world peace have been superb.”
190

 Bullitt had no doubts that the French 

Parliament would vote for war.
191

 Wilson was sure that Germany would march soon due to 

a major press campaign and the Czechoslovak Legation informed the State Department that 

German troops were moving along the Czechoslovak frontiers.
192

      

Roosevelt, as well as Hull, was a close follower of these events. He was surprised by 

the decision of the Czechoslovak government to accept the British-French proposal on 

September 21. His expectations that Czechoslovakia would fight in the showdown 

declined.
193

 However, he was more surprised by Hitler’s expanded demands and escalation 

of the whole situation. After September 23, he dedicated most of his energy to the crisis 

over Czechoslovakia. 

The approach of the State Department towards the Czechoslovak crisis at this point was 

cold-hearted or hard-headed pattern of no commitment and Assistant Secretary of State, A. 

A. Berle, urged in his memorandum that the policy of the United States should not “be 

swung off base by either diplomacy or emotion.”
194

  

However, on September 25, Roosevelt, pushed by the U.S. diplomats and Welles, asked 

several times whether there is anything he can do to help.
195

 The answer was not without 

making a real commitment.
196

 On that same day, Carr transmitted to Roosevelt Beneš’s 

direct appeal to the President asking him to urge the British and French Governments not to 
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desert Czechoslovakia allowing it to be destroyed and informing President Roosevelt of 

Beneš’s denial of Hitler’s demands at Godesberg.
197

 Bullitt and Kennedy informed 

Washington that Polish troops would attacked Czechoslovakia at once if Germany 

marched.
198

 

Roosevelt, thinking that a war is imminent and that the French and the British would 

have to fight, decided to act. He ordered his subordinates to draft a text of his appeal to 

Czechoslovakia and Germany. His subordinates, Assistant Secretary, Berle, and the Chief 

of the Division of European Affairs, Moffat, worked on it all day. Bullitt’s plan, recently 

advised again by Bullitt himself on September 24, to call the representatives of some 

involved states to a conference was ruled out.
199

 The first draft contained a different 

commitment of the United States. President Roosevelt would offer his services as mediator 

in the dispute between Czechoslovakia and Germany. A wording of the key paragraph of 

the first draft follows: “If therefore I am asked by the parties in interest to offer my good 

offices to help them work out a settlement, I shall accept.“
200

  

The draft also hinted at a revision of the Versailles treaty. Members of the State 

Department, joined by Hull and Roosevelt in the evening of the day, discussed the wording 

of the appeal late into night until President Roosevelt decided to omit the offer of direct 

mediation between Czechoslovakia and Germany.
201
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At 1:00 A.M. on September 26, Roosevelt appealed for peace to Hitler and Beneš. The 

Secretary of State transmitted the text to Chamberlain and Daladier. In the appeal, 

Roosevelt assured all statesmen that “[t]he United States has no political entanglement“ and 

asked all parties not to break off negotiations. At the end of the text, Roosevelt stated: 

“So long as these negotiations continue so long will there remain the hope that reason and the 

spirit of equity may prevail and that the world may thereby escape the madness of a new resort to 

war. 

On behalf of the 130 millions of people of the United States of America and for the sake of 

humanity everywhere I most earnestly appeal to you not to break off negotiations looking to a 

peaceful, fair, and constructive settlement of the questions at issue.”
202

 

 

Roosevelt’s appeal, as a result of its characteristic vagueness, ambiguity and usage of 

general terms left space for further interpretation. Bonnet, for instance understood the 

appeal as a support of his and Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement.
203

 However, 

Roosevelt’s claim that “reason and spirit of equity may prevail” suggests his intention to 

support the position of Czechoslovakia and to assign responsibility for prospective war to 

Germany.
204

 

Roosevelt’s intention was clearly understood by President Beneš who informed the 

President that Czechoslovakia, even though it made greatest sacrifices in the negotiations 

up to now, is prepared to continue in the negotiations “[…] in a spirit of equity without 

resort to force.”
205

 Chamberlain thanked Roosevelt for his effort saying “His Majesty’s 

Government have done and are doing their very utmost to secure a peaceful solution.”
206
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4.4 Roosevelt’s second appeal  

  On September 26, everyone expected Hitler’s reply to Roosevelt’s first appeal. The 

State Department received Hitler’s telegram at 9:14 P.M., September 26. Hitler, unlike his 

generals, ready to unleash his Wehrmacht,
207

 insisted that everyone agreed that the 

Sudetenland should join the Third Reich and denied any responsibility of the German 

people and their leaders in the Czechoslovak crisis blaming the “Czechoslovakian regime 

of violence and bloodiest terror [for] countless dead, thousands of injured, ten thousands of 

persons arrested and imprisoned [of Sudeten Germans].“
208

 In reaction, Hull immediately 

asked Carr about Hitler’s charges against Czechoslovakia.
209

 Carr, possibly trying to gather 

as precise information as possible, answered Hull’s inquiry at the evening of September 28, 

a few hours after the Munich Conference began. Carr denied Hitler’s charges against 

Czechoslovakia and he assessed Hitler’s response to Roosevelt as “a mixture of half-truths 

and misstatements of facts.”
210

  

On the morning of September 27, Chamberlain issued a public statement asking Europe 

to avoid general war; however, the situation appeared to be headed to war. Once again, the 

whole dispute was reduced only to the question: war or no. The American diplomats, staff 

of the State Department and Roosevelt himself shared this narrow vision to some extent. 

Roosevelt called a special meeting of his cabinet and advisers on the same day. Assistants, 

Welles and Berle, were ordered to work out a draft of the second appeal to Hitler. The first 

draft suggested that Roosevelt was to host a peace conference and participate as an observer, 
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which was reminiscent of Bullitt’s previous proposals to summon a conference to the 

Hague.
211

 The draft was presented to Roosevelt at about noon. In agreement with Hull, who 

feared that such a proposal would throw the United States into the same appeasement camp 

with Chamberlain,
212

 Roosevelt rejected the idea of direct participation in the settlement of 

the dispute.
213

 

In the afternoon, Roosevelt ordered Hull to instruct all the officers in charge of 

American missions to suggest to a chief of the state to which they were accredited to issue 

an appeal similar to the Roosevelt’s first.
214

 Moreover, Roosevelt decided to send a 

personal and confidential message to Mussolini. Therefore, Hull cabled to the Ambassador 

to Italy, Phillips, to tell Mussolini that Roosevelt hoped that Duce would help. “[…] 

[E]xtend your help in the continuation of the efforts to arrive at an agreement.”
215

 

Mussolini received a similar message asking for his help earlier that day from Chamberlain. 

The Ambassador to Germany, Wilson, sent a pessimistic telegram thinking that Hitler 

had burnt all his bridges and predicted the outbreak of war next day after Chamberlain’s 

speech in the House of Commons. Wilson saw war to be inevitable even if all parties 

agreed, once again, to cede the Sudetenland territory to Germany but still considered it 

useful for Roosevelt to appeal to Hitler for the second time.
216

 The same opinion was 

expressed by Bullitt and Kennedy in their telephone conversation with Sumner Welles.
217
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In the evening, Roosevelt, smoking incessantly, Hull, Welles and Berle worked together 

on the final version of the Roosevelt’s second appeal. They finished around 10:00 P.M. and 

immediately sent it to Hitler.
218

 In the appeal, Roosevelt said: 

“[…] difference between the German Government and the Czechoslovak Government 

could and should be settled by pacific methods [and] nothing stands in way of widening 

their scope into a conference of all the nations directly interested in the present controversy. 

Such a meeting to be held immediately – in some neutral spot in Europe – would offer the 

opportunity for this and correlated questions to be solved in a spirit of justice, of fair 

dealing, and in all human probability, with greater permanence.”
219

  

 

Unlike Bullitt, Roosevelt decided not to explicitly specify countries which were to 

participate in a prospective conference. A formulation “all the nations directly interested” 

suggests that Roosevelt meant Czechoslovakia to be a member of negotiations. And 

“neutral spot in Europe,” “spirit of justice,” and “fair dealing” also suggest that future 

arrangements of the Munich Conference were far from Roosevelt’s proposal. 

The term “all the nations directly interested” tried to specify the U.S. Ambassador to the 

Soviet Union, Alan G. Kirk. On September 28, he asked the State Department whether the 

Soviet reports that Roosevelt stated to one of his secretaries that he meant Czechoslovakia, 

Germany, Poland, the Soviet Union, England, Hungary, Italy were “all the nations directly 

interested”. But he received no reply and it is very unlikely that Roosevelt would omit in 

his proposal France.
220
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4.5 U.S. policy and the Munich Conference 

Yet before the Munich Conference, Cordell Hull, after a request from the Czechoslovak 

Foreign Minister for Foreign Affairs, Kamil Krofta authorized on September 22 

Ambassador Wilson to take over the protection of Czechoslovak citizens and interests in 

the German Reich in case of the conflict between Czechoslovakia and Germany.
221

 

In the afternoon of September 28, Hitler issued an invitation to Chamberlain, Daladier 

and Mussolini to discuss the Sudeten German issue in Munich. Joseph Kennedy was sitting 

in a gallery in the Parliament when Chamberlain received and accepted Hitler’s invitations. 

Kennedy was convinced that the “President’s appeal had done the trick” and thought that 

“England will thank Chamberlain but certainly their second choice will be the 

President.”
222

 Before the arrival of the Kennedy’s dispatch, Roosevelt wired to 

Chamberlain only “good man” as he accepted Hitler’s invitation.
223

 By this message, 

Roosevelt, probably, appreciated Chamberlain’s ability to swallow his pride, again, rather 

than approving the outcome of the Munich conference or Chamberlain’s policy.
224

 

Moreover, on September 29, before the outcome of the Munich Conference, he wanted to 

transmit his outrage over Polish behavior in the dispute between Czechoslovakia and 

Germany.
225

 Roosevelt wanted the Polish to know that the crisis “[…] reminded him of a 

fight between a very big boy and a very little boy. The big boy had the little boy on the 

ground and a third boy stepped forward and kicked the little boy in the stomach.” Daladier, 
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earlier in a talk with Bullitt on September 26, considered that Poland played the part of a 

vulture in the crisis.
226

 If Roosevelt wanted to appease Hitler at any price, why was he 

outraged by the Polish actions which, admittedly, helped Hitler in his takeover of the 

Sudetenland? In addition, on September 28, before the Munich Conference, Hull talked 

with the German Ambassador. The Secretary of Stare warned Dieckhoff that isolationism 

was decreasing in the United States due to the policy of Berlin and therefore the United 

States could be thrown into the scale on the side of Great Britain.
227

  

At the Munich Conference, negotiations began in the afternoon of September 29. In the 

beginning, Hitler quickly refused Chamberlain’s attempt to allow the Czechoslovak 

delegation to be present and, then, the negotiations proceeded smoothly. The so-called 

Italian plan, prepared in the German Foreign Office,
228

 did not differ too much from 

Hitler’s original demands in Godesberg and, at 1:30 A.M., September 30, the final 

agreement was concluded. The Czechoslovak diplomats, not participating in the 

negotiations, were informed by the British delegation, including pleasantly sleepy 

Chamberlain, and French diplomats, headed by beaten and broken Daladier, that 

Czechoslovakia was to submit to the plan of the Sudetenland’s cession otherwise it would 

resist Nazi Germany alone.
229

  

At 6:00 A.M., September 30, the Czechoslovak representatives delivered the Munich 

Agreement in Prague to the Czechoslovak government which later in the afternoon agreed 

to abide by the agreement. That night, Carr walked through Prague, crossing the Charles 

Bridge a few times, and noted “it was as if the life of the city had died.” The people seemed 
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crushed.
230

 The same feeling was shared by George Kennan who came to Prague on the eve 

of the Munich Conference. As the Second Secretary to the U.S. legation to Czechoslovakia, 

he had to deal with a delicate problem a few days after his arrival to Prague.
231

 Joseph 

Kennedy wanted Kennan to help his son, John, the future American President, to visit 

Prague as part of John’s fact-finding tour. Kennan, afraid for John Kennedy’s safety, 

managed to escort Kennedy to Czechoslovakia through the German lines and, after a few 

days Kennan relieved, having no idea that he was guarding the future American president, 

saw John Kennedy leave successfully Czechoslovakia.
232

   

The morning of September 30, Bullitt, not acquainted with the details of the Munich 

Agreement, rushed to Bonnet’s office to congratulate the French Minister for Foreign 

Affairs, his hands full of flowers. Bonnet, also emotionally moved, thanked Bullitt for the 

American support. However, both were soon returned to reality by Daladier who assessed 

‘Munich’ to be a complete diplomatic defeat for Great Britain and France.
233

  

Once the complete wording of the agreement became known, Hull, forced by press 

inquiries, issued a neutral statement on September 30, vaguely appreciating preservation of 

peace but, as did Roosevelt, he did not explicitly approve the terms of the Munich 

Agreement.
234

  

Historians believed that Roosevelt expressed his approval of the Munich Agreement in 

a letter on October 17 to Ambassador to Italy, Phillips.
235

 Before all parts of the written 

exchange between Roosevelt and Phillips were completed, a part of the letter seemed to be 
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demonstrating Roosevelt’s approval. The statement was “I want you to know that I am not 

a bit upset over the final result” and historians thought that Roosevelt referred to ‘Munich’. 

However, once the complete wording is seen, it is obvious that subject of the conversation 

was different. “Yours of September twenty-night and October first have just come and I 

want you to know that I am not a bit upset over the final result.” Roosevelt referred to 

Phillips’ proposal of his resignation as a result of his delay of September 27 to deliver 

Roosevelt’s message to Mussolini. Roosevelt, who realized that the British appeal to 

Mussolini reached Rome earlier than his own, informed Phillips that he did not want him to 

resign.
236

 

On the evening of September 30, a ‘Save Czechoslovakia’ rally was held at the City 

College, New York. 3,000 students and faculty protested against the Munich Agreement 

and expressed sympathy to Czechoslovakia. Vojta Beneš, brother of President Beneš, 

received a five-minute ovation before his address to the audience. A similar gathering took 

place at Hunter College, New York. More than 800 students and faculty issued an appeal 

against the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia.
237

 

On October 1, Cordell Hull forwarded a memorandum written by the Assistant 

Secretary of State, Messersmith, to President Roosevelt. Messersmith wrote the 

memorandum on September 29, a few hours before the Munich Conference began. He 

warned his superiors that “the greatest mistakes made in handling the European and 

German problem may be made now. If […] to far-reaching concessions are made, we will 

find that instead of arranging for peace a war has been made inevitable.” Messersmith 
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predicted a cynical sellout of principle at the Munich Conference and warned against the 

German totalitarian state and its propaganda. 

 “Goebbels, who is the most profound cynic in the world today, said in German the 

equivalent of the following, ‘There is nothing so untrue which if repeated often enough all 

the people will not end in believing’. As a fundamental practice of National Socialist 

Government this requires no elucidation. How dangerously true it is is reflected in the 

growing opinion in this country that the Czechoslovakian Government has really oppressed 

and ravaged the Sudeten area. The world has apparently ended in believing that what was in 

reality a certain unequal treatment of the Sudeten was in effect a regime of barbarity and 

oppression. There is food for thought in this.”
238

 

   

American public opinion polls indicated that Messersmith’s assessment was right.  At 

the outset of the Munich crisis, almost 59 per cent of the American public, even though the 

majority was anti-German, thought well about ‘Munich’.
239

  

On October 3, Sumner Welles said about the Munich Agreement that he was satisfied 

with the existing state of things and even thought that “the moment of speaking offered 

perhaps the best opportunity in the two decades to establish a new world order based upon 

justice and law.”
240

 However, Roosevelt expressed little conviction that peace had been 

secured in his radio addresses at the end of October.  

After the Munich Conference, Czechoslovakia began to vanish from the U.S. field of 

vision. When Germany occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia on March 15, 1939, the U.S. 

legation closed its office in Prague and withdrew all personnel, except George Kennan who 

worked as semi-independent political observer.
241

 However, the United States continued 

recognize the pre-Munich Czechoslovak legation to the United States. The United States 

also accorded recognition of the Czechoslovak ‘provisional’ exile government in July 
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1941.
242

 A year later, the full de iure recognition appeared when President Roosevelt sent a 

telegram to President Beneš addressing him “the President of the Republic of 

Czechoslovakia,” a year’s delay in comparison with Great Britain and France.
243
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5 Conclusion 

It is not an easy task to assess U.S. policy towards the Czechoslovak crisis. The role of 

the United States in the crisis was neither decisive nor insignificant. Since March 1938, the 

Sudeten German issue became the most resonant topic in the European politics and the 

Unites States was a close follower of the development of events in Europe. The U.S. 

diplomats in Czechoslovakia, Germany, France, and Great Britain observed the situation 

carefully and supplied the State Department with regular reports. In the heat of the crisis, 

some of them proposed concrete policies which the Unites States should pursue. However, 

nobody from the group of Bullitt, Kennedy, and Wilson, fully grasped the nature of the 

dispute between Czechoslovakia and Nazi Germany over the Sudetenland. They were 

afraid of war and wanted to do almost anything to avoid it. If war had broken out, they 

would have, at best, awarded the some share of responsibility for it to Czechoslovakia. 

Only Carr in Prague, a cold-hearted and precise observer, understood the Henleinists’ true 

effort – to break up Czechoslovakia. Most importantly, especially Bullitt and Kennedy were 

influenced by politicians of their host country. The French and, especially, the British 

sought at least a symbolic approval of their policy from Washington. And Kennedy and 

Bullitt were easy to influence.      

However, U.S. foreign policy was set in Washington not in France by Bullitt or in 

London by Kennedy. Cordell Hull and President Roosevelt were fully aware of British and 

French efforts to get the United States linked to their policy but the President and the 

Secretary of State were ‘tougher’ players to play with. Hull did not want to commit the 

United States to the Czechoslovak crisis under almost any circumstances. During the May 

crisis, Hull’s view prevailed and both Secretary of State Hull and President Roosevelt 
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remained almost silent during the crisis. However, this does not mean they were satisfied 

with the outcomes of the events. To the contrary, both were fully aware of domestic 

restraints, especially those of isolationists, and hesitated to take any firm stand. Secretary 

Hull attempted to gradually and methodically educate the U.S. public in order to gain 

support for involvement of the United States in European affairs if the situation deteriorated 

severely. However, for the whole year 1938, he did not agree even to U.S. participation in 

any conference where the Sudeten German issue could be resolved. His rejection of such 

conference was guided, in part, by his rejection of policy of appeasement but, more 

importantly, by his fear of domestic isolationism. 

President Roosevelt feared isolationists less. Contrary to Hull, he sought to expand, 

somehow, the U.S. role as the German threat increased. He was willing to experiment. In 

order to stop Nazi aggression, he thought about ‘quarantine’, blockade, peace and 

disarmament conferences, economic pressure, and also appeasement. Professor Dallek 

points out accurately that Roosevelt was a juggler willing to try almost any policy in order 

to prevent a European war. Therefore, the U.S. policy was ambiguous and often incoherent. 

If, for example, Professor Offner condemns Wilbur Carr for knowing “little about 

American intentions [in the Czechoslovak crisis],” he should rather blame President 

Roosevelt for his inability to set a coherent policy and consequently to transmit this politics 

to his subordinates. But Roosevelt himself was not sure what approach to take in the 

Czechoslovak crisis.
244

 

Without any doubt, he flirted with appeasement. Once the British refused to support his 

plan of a multilateral conference in January 1938, he let Chamberlain try to appease Hitler. 

He neither rejected appeasement nor supported it. However, he did not stand in the way of 
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Chamberlain’s efforts. 

Frederick Marks blames Roosevelt that he “positioned himself so that he might share in 

the credit for Munich.” Moreover, according to Marks, Roosevelt tried to achieve the status 

as “chief architect of Munich.”
245

 These claims are based on very narrow evidence and, 

moreover, this argumentation does not reflect the full context of historical events. 

Roosevelt did not seek credit for Munich at all. He knew that it was a dirty deal and was 

happy that he made very little commitment. In addition, some of Marks’ assumptions about 

Roosevelt’s attitude towards Nazi Germany are completely incorrect. For example, 

Roosevelt expressed his belief many times that Americans were fully anti-German already 

in 1938 and it would make no sense for him to seek credit for a deal with a man who was 

despised by the U.S. public.  

On the other hand, there is also no need to ‘sanctify’ the role of the U.S. in the 

Czechoslovak crisis as Professor Rauch does. His claim that “[t]he President’s interventions, 

on September 27 and the day before, represent attempts to strengthen British policy at 

moments when it seemed oriented against appeasement”
246

 is not a precise expression of 

Roosevelt’s efforts. During the Munich Conference, Roosevelt, like many others, accepted 

the cession of the Sudetenland to Germany under reasonable circumstances. The outcome 

of the Munich Conference obviously exceeded the position beyond which Roosevelt was 

willing to go and which he vaguely described in his second appeal to Hitler. However, 

Roosevelt’s urging of Mussolini on September 27 and ‘good man’-message to Chamberlain 

on September 28 suggest that Roosevelt was ready to appease Hitler and wanted to resolve 

the Czechoslovak crisis by an agreement of interested parties instead of war.  
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However, Offner’s claims that the “[United States] condemned the British and French 

for doing what they would have done in their place”
247

 and that “the U.S. position remained 

[…] misguided appeasement at worst“
248

 is a negative expression of the U.S. positions in 

the Czechoslovak crisis. It is true that that Roosevelt leaned to appeasement in the short 

period of ‘Munich’. However, Roosevelt was not a convinced appeaser. He saw his small 

commitment in the appeasement of Hitler as a time-saving move. In January 1938, he 

expanded the U.S. naval building programme and in the September 1938 he was convinced 

that the supremacy of German air forces would crush Czechoslovakia and France if war 

appeared. Welles’ positive comments about the outcome of the Munich Conference in early 

October appear to be a solitary opinion within the State Department. No other U.S. policy 

maker approved the terms of the Munich Conference. Before the Munich Conference, 

George Messersmith worked out a highly critical memorandum condemning efforts to 

appease Hitler. 

Czechoslovakia saw the United States in the Czechoslovak crisis as the only trusted 

partner and, to some extent; it counted on its support in the conflict with Hitler, though only 

symbolic. President Beneš approved President Roosevelt’s mediation in the dispute with 

Germany if Hitler accepted it. Moreover, the Czechoslovak Minister of Foreign Affairs 

asked his U.S. counterpart for the protection of Czechoslovak citizens and interests in Nazi 

Germany in case of the conflict between Czechoslovakia and Germany during the crisis. 

Cordell Hull issued this guarantee on September 22. 

The United States was not a direct participant in the Czechoslovak crisis but it was an 

important third party whose reactions were carefully observed by all direct participants in 
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the Czechoslovak crisis. From March 1938 to early October 1938 the Czechoslovak crisis 

consumed most of U.S. diplomatic energies. The U.S. policy towards the Czechoslovak 

crisis was restrained by the U.S. neutrality laws and American isolationism. Therefore, the 

U.S. statesmen had to approach the issue very carefully. There was no single unambiguous 

and coherent policy. The United States did not stand in the way of appeasement but it did 

not support it systematically. The U.S. policy was based on mixture of three contradictory 

elements: isolationism, an idea of collective resistance against aggressors, and temporary 

appeasement. 
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Summary  

Diplomová práce U.S. and the Czechoslovak Crisis in 1938: Policy of Appeasement? je 

případovou studií, která zkoumá politiku Spojených států amerických v roce 1938 ve 

vztahu k tzv. Československé krizi. Práce analyzuje zejména diplomatickou korespondenci 

a veřejné projevy hlavních představitelů americké zahraniční politiky. Práce se krátce 

věnuje i analýze interních dokumentů amerického ministerstva zahraničí. Cílem práce je 

posoudit americkou politiku vůči sporu Československa a nacistického Německa ohledně 

sudetoněmeckého problému v období od března 1938 do října 1938. 

Práce je rozdělena do čtyř kapitola. První kapitola představuje širší úvod ke 

zkoumanému tématu. Kapitola rekapituluje zahraniční politiku Spojených států před rokem 

1938, krátce zmiňuje problematiku appeasementu a také popisuje Československo-

americké vztahy od vzniku Československa do roku 1938. Zbylé tři kapitoly jsou již 

věnovány politice USA a československé krizi. Druhá kapitola se zabývá událostmi a 

americkou zahraniční politiku v době po anšlusu Rakouska do konce května 1938, kdy 

vyvrcholila tzv. Květnová krize. Kapitola zmiňuje první americké postoje vůči 

sudetoněmeckému problému v Československu. Třetí kapitola zkoumá politiku USA v 

období od květnové krize do konce srpna 1938. Čtvrtá kapitola je věnována období 

Mnichovské konference. Kapitola analyzuje především postoje a činy představitelů 

americké zahraniční politiky. 

Práce dochází k několika závěrům. Role Spojených států v Československé krizi nebyla 

rozhodující, ale také nebyla zanedbatelná. Prakticky po celé období březen-říjen 1938 byla 

československá krize hlavním předmětem, kterým se zabývala americká diplomacie. 

Všichni přímí účastnící československé krize brali v potaz postoj Spojených států 
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amerických. Avšak, americká administrativa nezaujímala jednotnou a koherentní politiku 

vůči rostoucímu napětí v Československu. Američtí představitelé zahraniční politiky museli 

brát ohled na silné postavení izolacionistů na americké politické scéně a také na legislativu 

o neutralitě. Spojené státy neprosazovaly politiku appeasementu vůči československé krizi, 

ale také ji nestály v cestě. Americká zahraniční politika ve vztahu k československé krizi 

byla determinována třemi protichůdnými myšlenkami: izolacionismus, myšlenka 

kolektivního odporu vůči agresorům a dočasný appeasement. 
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Appendix B 
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Appendix C 

Messersmith’s memorandum issued on September 29 
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