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CZECHOSLOVAKIA 1918 - 1945 
The assassination in Sarajevo of Austrian Crown-Prince Francis Ferdinand d´Este (1914).
Before the war, Czech representatives recognized that Austria created a necessary shield in an area where the interests of imperial Germany and Russia were likely to come into conflict. However, Austria-Hungary was ceasing to carry on in this role. 
WWI devastated all Europe, and shook the continent’s entire system of values. It undermined the old social order in every European country and provided the opportunity for new social groups to increase in influence. Old elite was reinforced by people enriched by the war; women started to take the place of men who had been called to arms; masses politically radicalized.

In Masaryk´s conception the Czechs and Slovaks were two branches of one nation and should live in one state. Tomáš G. Masaryk defected from Austria-Hungary in 1915. In exile he was joined by Edvard Beneš (1884-1948) and Milan R. Štefánik (1880-1919) and together they created The Czechoslovak National Council. Czechoslovak Legions in Russia, France and Italy fought with the allies against Austria and Germany.
October 18th, 1918, Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk [1850-1937] issued in Philadelphia the Czechoslovak Declaration of Independence, supported by Woodrow Wilson´s note.

1918, October 28th – Czechoslovakia was spontaneously proclaimed in Prague and other places, followed by the Slovak declaration on joint coexistence in the town of Turčanský Sv. Martin.

Sudeten Germans would not accept their position as a minority (reversed situation in comparison with the pre-war conditions. In 1919 they established four autonomous provinces in the Sudetenland. These provinces were of course not viable; but their representatives declared them to be integral parts of a socialist Republic of German-Austria, which would, in turn, join socialist Germany. The Allies, however, refused to accept this plan, because it would make Germany stronger than it was before the war. 
The rights of Czechoslovak Germans were guaranteed rather in the individual level than as a minority. But the approach of Czechoslovakia towards minorities was better than usual international practice.

Peace conference at Versailles fixed borders of Czechoslovakia (ČSR). The conference accepted the idea of self-determination of nations that should base borders on ethnic criteria. But taking into account a very complicated situation in some territories as well as the fact that other aspects (economic, strategic or historic) had to be considered, too, it is clear that just borders were impossible to draw. 
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Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk was elected president (November 14th, 1918).

1920, Constitution of Czechoslovakia – based on French and American models.

Finance Minister Alois Rašín (assassinated in 1923 by a Communist radical) carried out currency reform (separation of the Czechoslovak crown from the Austro-Hungarian inflationary currency: this included stamping original banknotes and withdrawal of c. 1/3 of money in circulation).

GREAT ECONOMIC DEPRESSION – industrial production in Czechoslovakia fell by 40%, the crisis hit German border areas and Slovakia more than the Czech-speaking parts of the country ( growth of hostile and nationalistic feelings.

The pro-Nazi Sudeto-German Party led by Konrad Henlein gained support of most of the Sudeten Germans in the border regions. In 1935 elections, it took 63% of Sudeten German votes, and 15% of votes in the republic as a whole.
1935 TGM abdicated because of old age, Edvard Beneš elected president.

Minorities strengthened their ties to “mother” countries ( Germany stepped up demands towards Czechoslovak govern​ment. 
March 1938 – “Anschluss” (annexation) of Austria. 
Mission of British diplomat Walter Runciman was sent to mediate in the dispute between Czechoslovakia and the Sudeten German Party (SdP), representing the radicalized ethnic German minority within the country.
1938 Munich Agreement agreed to by Hitler, Neville Chamberlain, Edouard Daladier, and Benito Mussolini – cession of border territories to Germany, the Těšín region to Poland and southern and south-eastern regions of Slovakia to Hungary. 
Overnight, Czechoslovakia lost a third of its territory and population, and most importantly, its military advantage: its defensive frontier of both mountains and fortifications had been given away, and without it the Czechoslovak army was worthless.
Czechoslovakia, abandoned by its allies, gave in to international pressure. Even today debates continue whether this catastrophe was caused by the betrayal of Czechoslovak allies, or by the unrealistic analyses of Czechoslovak politicians. Definitely, it broke the Czech national spirit, many people started to doubt democracy, which helped the Communists become dominant on the post-war political scene.

The Sudetenland comprised 3.2 million German-speaking people, and 750,000 Czechs who suddenly found themselves in the Reich and were facing a wave of hatred and revenge. There were numerous attacks by the ordners [striking force of the SdP] who were notorious for terrorizing Czech and Jewish people as well as democratically minded Germans.

In the annexed territories, all Czech political parties were banned, their property confiscated without compensation. Since December 1938 communication with the offices had only been happening in German. Czechs were even not allowed to talk in Czech in public. Czech schools were closed, and young people were not allowed to apprentice to more skilled jobs. Czech libraries, papers or amateur theatres banned. Czech dancing parties or football matches between Czech teams were not allowed. Catholic masses said in Czech were suppressed.

On the other hand, Germans in the confiscated territories joined the NSDAP en masse, so the party membership in relative numbers was the highest in whole Germany there. In their euphoria, Sudeten Germans did not realize they were going to pay with loss of democracy, many got killed fighting in the German military. 

President Beneš abdicated and left for Britain ( demise of “the first republic”. 
July 28, 1952 | +
Sir:

In your June 9 Letters Column, Randolph S. Churchill says TIME was wrong in referring to Czechoslovakia as “Britain’s ally” and denounces the “holier than thou” attitude adopted by some Americans towards the English in regard to Munich, and states that England had no more moral or legal obligation to defend Czechoslovakia than had the U.S. Mr. Churchill implies that the respective positions of Great Britain and the U.S. towards Czechoslovakia were on a par …

Britain’s military alliance with France under the Locarno Pact of 1925 … although it did not guarantee Czechoslovakia against aggression as it did Belgium, made it inevitable that if France went to war to fulfill its own direct obligation under the Franco-Czech Treaty of 1924, England would be drawn in … England was deeply committed, by her treaty with France and by her official actions …The illustrious father of Mr. Churchill has admitted that Great Britain was deeply involved and that “it must be recorded with regret that the British Government not only acquiesced but encouraged the French Government in a fatal course” (Churchill, The Gathering Storm).

The U.S. had no political involvement in Europe in 1938 … President Roosevelt never sent congratulations to Mussolini for arranging the Munich Conference, as alleged by Randolph Churchill … The President’s telegram to Mussolini on Sept. 27 was a final appeal asking Mussolini to intervene with Hitler …

John F. Kennedy, HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES WASHINGTON, D.C. 

President Beneš´s successor – Dr. Emil Hácha [1872-1945], hitherto Chairman of the Supreme Administrative Court.

Capitulation to Hitler encouraged extremist elements, hostile to democracy. A significant proportion of the public began to have doubts about the democratic organization of society.

Hitler never meant to take the Munich Agreement seriously as a final arrangement. So, some months after, he started to act:
March 14th, 1939 – formally “independent” Slovak state was established;

March 15th, 1939 – Germans marched into Czech lands;

March 16th, 1939 – “Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia” was created, which meant the demise of residual Czechoslovakia.

November 17th, 1939 – all Czech universities were closed, students sent to concentration camps, 9 student leaders shot – result of demonstrations on October 28th.

Czech and Slovak pilots took an active part in the battle of Britain in 1940.
1942 – assassination of the “Reichsprotector” Reinhard Heydrich by two Czech agents ( martial law was declared, annihilation of the villages of Lidice and Ležáky, mass executions.

May 5, 1945 – uprising in Prague; Prague liberated by General Andrey Vlasov [1900-1946], the Russian opponent of Stalin ( Soviet tanks rolled into relatively quiet city, following an agreement between USSR and USA. This agreement prevented General George S. Patton [1885-1945] from liberating Prague, although he was with his army in the nearby Plzeň.

Transfer (eviction, expulsion, driving out) of Sudeten Germans from Czechoslovakia in two waves [wild and organized] – problem of “collective guilt”, summary justice, remains a sore point even today.

