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            Heroes and villains cross swords
   

         

         With Europe overrun by Hitler’s thundering war machine, Churchill is the only head of state with the courage to stand up to the Führer. The British Prime Minister’s iron will makes him a role model in Great Britain and across the continent. Churchill and his V-sign become a symbol of resistance against Nazi Germany. In Germany in February 1942, armaments minister Albert Speer has the job of making sure that there’s a steady supply of prisoners of war to man the plants and factories -at the same time as the SS are on a killing spree. But Speer isn’t saving prisoners’ lives: men, women and children are worked to death producing weapons for the German army. Churchill was a true hero, and Speer, a nasty villain – or were they? Churchill had racist views, while Speer defied Hitler at risk to his own life and saved Germany’s infrastructure. This issue gets up close to World War Il’s greatest personalities. Happy reading!

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Dictator murdered his officers
   

         

         
            Soviet leader Joseph Stalin saw enemies everywhere. It led him to embark on a large-scale cleansing that would eliminate anyone who could threaten his power. But his eagerness to remove any threat to his own life, his country and his army ended with disastrous results.
   

         

         The October hall in the Union house in central Moscow was once the setting for magnificent celebrations. Between the elegant white columns and delicate pale blue walls the ladies and gentlemen of the Russian nobility met to dance and make polite conversation.

         But on 24th August, 1936, the beautiful hall was host to a different more sombre event. 16 men stood in judgment, accused of murder, treason and an attempted coup. In front of an audience of more than 350 citizens and a wide array of international media, the prosecution presented the overwhelming evidence, after which the accused, repentant and humble, confessed their crimes. They admitted to being; “traitors” and “scum” who “deserved to be shot”. Despite their actions, they all swore allegiance to Stalin.Most heartbreaking were the words of Lev Kamenev, who, together with Grigory Zinoviev was the main accused, and he concluded his confession with, “Whatever my judgment, in advance I consider it fair”. Kamenev directed his speech to his children, as he knew he would never see them again. “Do not look back. Go forward with the Soviet people. Follow Stalin”, he added then collapsed at the table, his face buried in his hands.

         Kamenev’s words were merely a repetition of the propaganda slogans he had heard again and again over the past year. But the counsel to follow Stalin contained a chilling truth. Over the following two years, anyone who did not follow the line that Stalin had set out – or was simply suspected of not wanting to follow it – could be tortured and dragged to court. The outcome was a death sentence or at best deportation to the Soviet State labour camps in Siberia. Historians believe that more than 1.7 million of Stalin’s enemies – imagined or real – perished or were deported in mass murder known as the Great Purge.

         It was ironic that Kamenev and Zinoviev were Stalin’s first targets. 12 years earlier, when revolutionary leader Lenin died, the two supported Stalin against rival Leon Trotsky, who was regarded as Lenin’s natural successor. Thanks to Kamenev and Zinoviev, Stalin became the nation’s leader. Stalin sent Trotsky into exile and began his great plan that would transform the Soviet Union, which was then a backward agricultural country, into one of the world’s leading industrial nations.

         Magnificent plan failed
   

         The plan was, however, not quite as the Soviet leader intended. To enhance agricultural efficiency so it could feed the many industrial workers, Stalin displaced millions of peasants and forced them into collective farms. The heavy handed methods led to a massive famine in which at least six million perished. In industry, Stalin pushed on with his inflated five-year plan to the utmost, to the detriment of both health and property. From 1932 to 1934 there was growing criticism of Stalin. A pamphlet published by a party faction even said that Stalin was “the revolution’s evil spirit” and campaigned for Trotsky to return.

         Change had gone too far; even loyal supporters such as Kamenev and Zinoviev pointed out errors in Stalin’s government. At the same time, pressure from outside increased. To the east an increasingly belligerent Japan armed with sabres rattled on and in the west the tramp of marching Nazis was heard, who years before had taken power. Something had to be done if Stalin was to stay in power.In 1934, Stalin had an idea of how to do away with his critics. On 1st December, Sergey Kirov, the popular president of the Leningrad Communist Party, was shot outside the door to his office in the party’s city headquarters. Assassin, Leonid Nikolaev, was apprehended immediately, but many historians believe Stalin was behind the murder. He feared that Kirov’s popularity would eventually threaten his position.

         Without a shred of evidence, Stalin dragged a group of prominent critics, including Zinoviev and Kamenev, to justice. They both confessed when Stalin promised that they would not be executed. The Soviet leader forgot his promise instantly and that same night, the two men were taken down in the basement of the security service NKVD building and shot. The other 14 accused were executed too.

         Warnings from engineers were ignored
   

         The executions were only the beginning. Throughout the autumn, arrests of Stalin’s critics continued, this time with accusations of sabotage and terrorist activities.

         The charges appeared credible, given the Soviet Union was violently plagued by on-the-job accidents, which were so important for Stalin’s great plan for industrialisation. In 1934 alone, authorities throughout the country registered 62,000 accidents on the railways, and heavy industry and mining were also hard hit by accidents and crashes. When an explosion in the Tsentralnaya mine in 1936 killed 12 miners and injured 14 others Stalin arrested the mine managers.

         In the subsequent trial, eight engineers were sentenced to death and shot. A later search of the company’s office revealed that the executed engineers were innocent: they had repeatedly made the authorities aware that the mine was dangerous, with no response.

         The cause of many accidents was a completely different story: in order to reach the inflated five-year plan’s target, workers and managers in industry, railways and mining had relaxed safety by a large degree and as a result there was an increase in the number of accidents. By pursuing workers and industrialists, Stalin could kill two birds with one stone; at the same time he relinquished any responsibility for the human cost of industrialisation and so gained a pretext to execute even more of his enemies.

         Soon, through the NKVD, Stalin imprisoned hundreds of railway workers. He also struck down even more party members. This time 17 were charged through a counter-revolutionary centre called “the anti-Soviet, TrotskyiteZinoviev centre” accused of being behind the imaginary terrorist activities. The public trial began on 23rd January with the same weight of seriousness as the previous one.

         The chief prosecutor here as in most lawsuits was Andrey Vyshinsky. He argued with virtually no concrete evidence, but thundered against the “mad dogs” and “accursed pest” in the dock, who deserved to be shot.

         West believed in stalin
   

         Communist parties in the West rushed to support Stalin. “The amount of evidence in this case was sufficient to convince even the most sceptical that these men were in league with Trotsky and the fascist powers and had implemented a number of heinous crimes with loss of life and substantial damage to follow”, wrote leading British Communist, Robin Page Arnot.

         Party members were not alone. “There probably was a conspiracy… if the accused had any hope of being acquitted, why should they confess?” asked the moderate British newspaper The Observer. Also, the Soviet population declared their confidence in Stalin. A few days before sentencing on 30th January, 200,000 people defied temperatures of minus 27 degrees Centigrade to show their support on Red Square. “The court’s judgment is the people’s verdict”, proclaimed the banners. Of those convicted, 13 of the 17 accused were shot while the rest were sent to prison camps in Siberia.

         But statements of support from Germany and abroad were not enough for Stalin. He still feared losing his grip on power, and most of all he was afraid that other leaders would become more popular than him. In this respect no one was more dangerous than the officers in the Red Army. The propaganda during the revolution and subsequent civil war had touted soldiers and officers as heroes. Now Stalin feared that a whole cult would produce a rival that could remove him from power. Alongside the other purges, he began to make up charges against the officers and non-commissioned officers.

         With a plan that was like something out of a spy novel, Stalin succeeded by doubling the number of spies to obtain forged documents, which showed that prominent officers were in collusion with Nazi Germany. On 11th June, 1937, nine senior officers were put on trial, charged with treason and shot the same night.

         Unlike party members, there was no public hearing for the officers. Stalin feared that the experienced officers would expose his lies, and besides, he feared that the population would turn against him if they allowed such highly respected officers to be publicly humiliated.

         Officers disappeared one by one
   

         Common to most of those executed was that they were young and eager advocates of new weapons like bombers and tanks. In addition, they had all responded with a lack of enthusiasm to the purges within the party. Less than two weeks after the first executions, 980 officers were arrested, including the leaders of 21 and 37 Corps division commanders. At the prestigious Frunze Military Academy in Moscow, not a day went by during the autumn of 1937 without a member of the teaching staff being arrested. One was even arrested during a lecture break.

         Officers and non-commissioned officers followed one another in quick succession when arrests created holes in the ranks. When asked how the army serviced their many shifts, one officer said, “we do as stated in our orders: when an officer leaves the division, he will be replaced by the second in command; like when there is war”.

         Stalin was eager to wipe out any rival opinions and influence completely. On 2nd July, 1937 the Politburo – the government’s policy-making authority – ordered that local party secretaries from all over the Soviet Union should shoot “the most hostile anti-Soviet elements”. The judges should be troikas of local party people – typically the Party secretary, a prosecutor and the local head of the NKVD – while the killings would be organised in the same way as those Stalin had planned for industry targets. On 30th July, 1937, in cooperation with the NKVD chief Nikolai Yezhov, he released an instruction for each region to meet two quotas; one for arrest and one for execution. In the first instance, 259,450 would be arrested, and 72,950 executed. The regional party leaders proved eager to meet Stalin’s wish and within a few days had already asked for increased quotas. In a pen stroke, Stalin raised the quotas to 767,397 arrests and 386,798 executions.In a parallel attack, Stalin tackled what Soviet jargon referred to as “national groups”: prisoners of war, refugees or immigrants. The attacks hit the Poles hard: they made up 110,000 of the 247,157 foreigners shot.

         Party elite danced while blood flowed
   

         While the executions were going on, Stalin and the party elite amused themselves in a social setting. Those in Stalin’s circle, elegantly dressed women and up-standing men, danced to future jazz hits and movie tunes. One of the most popular songs was “Higher and higher”, a song written to commemorate how in recent years, Soviet aviation had celebrated great triumphs. For example, on 20th June, 1937, a Soviet aircraft was first to fly to Canada via the North Pole. A few years before, the construction of a gigantic hotel and the city’s efficient metro had underlined Moscow’s status as the capital and metropolis. “It was a time of joy and great hope for the future”, remembered Stepan Mikoyan, son of one of Stalin’s loyal supporters in the Politburo.

         For the ordinary citizen, life was so-so and in an attempt to lift the mood, the railways sent a pamphlet, “How to organise railway ensembles for song and dance and jazz orchestras”, with instructions to place a jazz band at every station.

         The exhilaration was necessary, as in a very short time the NKVD had shot so many workers that the railways had difficulty keeping the operation going. Also elsewhere in society, effects of the purges began to be felt through the lack of qualified people to take the jobs.

         In return, Stalin was ready to start afresh. Virtually all communists from the Lenin era were gone. Those left were the ones who could thank him for their lives and careers, and therefore – the Soviet leader hoped – would be absolutely loyal. Therefore, he set out a decree on 17th November, 1938 saying that most of the orders that had authorised killings were out of necessity. In order to prevent the wave of criticism that would inevitably come from the NKVD and others interested in maintaining a terrorist regime, top secret service agents and others with incriminating knowledge were executed.

         Among those murdered was NKVD chief Nikolai Yezhov, who had enthusiastically followed – and participated in – the torture and supervised the killings. When Stalin’s people searched his apartment, they made an eerie discovery: among the half-empty whisky bottles lay two pistol bullets, carefully polished and with two names engraved: Kamenev and Zinoviev.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Death doctor tested weapons on people
   

         

         
            Researchers from the infamous Unit 731 exposed captured Chinese to deadly diseases, extreme cold and painful operations without anaesthesia. Doctor Shiro Ishii was behind the gruesome experiments which led to effective biological weapons.
   

         

         As always building dust wafted in the air over the building site in Ping Fan on an autumn day in 1936. Shiro Ishii proudly considered his giant project to make Japan a leader in biological and chemical warfare. From the conference room, the 44-year-old physician and microbiologist had a panoramic view of the six-square-kilometre facility where thousands of Chinese workers toiled all day long in the gravel and building dust.

         Some months previously, the Empire’s troops had forcibly removed Chinese peasants from the area in Japaneseoccupied Manchuria, and now occupying forces bullied local Chinese. Day by day the buildings grew, but the purpose of the construction project in the Ping Fan desert was top secret.

         “High walls were constructed with a barbed wire fence at the top. It was obvious that this camp had to be isolated from the outside world”, noted a Japanese worker.

         Shiro Ishii had even spread a rumour that the Japanese were building a saw mill. But the rumour hid a terrible truth. Although the building contained harmless structures such as greenhouses and Shinto temples, Ping Fan also included secret tunnels, prison cells, laboratories and underground testing areas from which screams soon resonated through the air. The plant, which Ishii looked out over in autumn 1936, was anything but a saw mill. The complex was a death factory.

         Ishii would win war with new weapons
   

         When Shiro Ishii used to harp on about anatomy and microbiology at the medical school in Kyoto in the 1910s, he had already shown special characteristics. Several teachers believed that Ishii was a potential genius. However, his fellow students perceived Ishii as harsh, nasty and arrogant.

         Like many young Japanese in the first decades of the 1900s, the medical students demonstrated an almost fanatical loyalty to both motherland and emperor, and Ishii was determined to combine medicine with a career in the military. He specialised in microbiology and studied bacteria and viruses. Ishii joined the army too, rising rapidly through the ranks.

         “Ishii is ambitious and likes to do great things. In a way he is a braggart. He is very anxious to rise through the ranks by performing meritorious acts”, explained one of his colleagues.

         Already by 1930, ultra nationalist Ishii had been decorated with a major star, and was a military success in Tokyo: “Ishii’s face was known to the staff at headquarters and he stressed the importance of bacteriological warfare”, officer Endo Saburo wrote in his diary.

         Ishii believed that the Japanese could kill far more enemy soldiers and civilians by poisoning water or throwing bacterial bombs than by sending thousands of troops armed with rifles and bayonets.

         Ishii got money for research and quickly developed a special filter that soldiers could use to purify drinking water for pathogens. However, filters and vaccines that protected the empire’s troops were not enough for the ambitious doctor. Ishii ached for research that would lead to the development of new weapons:

         “There are two types of research in bacteriological warfare, A and B. A is the attack research and B is defensive research. Vaccine research belongs to the B-type and can be made in Japan. A-type, on the other hand, can only be carried out abroad”.

         Ishii felt trapped in desolate Manchuria in northern China, which had come under Japanese control in 1931-32. In this area, researchers could carry out their experiments without the prying eyes of the outside world. In the summer of 1932, the microbiologist wrote a letter to top executives in Tokyo: “Thanks to your great help we have already come a long way in our bacterial research. It’s time to start experiments”.

         Prisoners were cut up alive
   

         By the autumn of 1932 and probably until 1936, Ishii and a team of 300 employees had already experimented with bacteria on Chinese prisoners who were brought to a Japanese camp at Beiyinhe in Manchuria. But it wasn’t until the end of August 1936 that Ishii had funds to set up his gigantic death factory in Ping Fan: Unit 731.

         Ishii stood in the plant’s conference room considering how the complex would grow and grow. The workers had just finished building the prison cells as covered trucks and trains rolled in with more Chinese prisoners. In a tasteless display of humour the prisoners were called Maruta – “pieces of wood” – in reference to Ishii’s cover story describing the Ping Fan complex as a simple saw mill. The Japanese considered themselves as a superior race and the Chinese as simple wood that could be broken, cut and burned.

         “New pieces of wood”, shouted the soldiers, when the doors opened under cover of darkness. The prisoners were led into the cold prison cells and chained by their feet.

         Ping Fan’s complex structure meant that the guards could drag the prisoners through secret underground tunnels. On the way, Chinese workers could not see or hear the prisoners when they were led from the cells to experiment rooms.

         At the same time, Ishii and the other doctors made the unit’s state of the art testing facilities and laboratories ready. Rows of containers with plague, cholera, tuberculosis and typhus bacteria were prepared for injection into the victims. At other times, doctors saved bacteria in food and drink – cakes, vegetables, fruit, tea, milk and beer – to find the foods that best transmitted diseases to humans.

         After hours or days, the victims were sick and showed obvious signs of disease. For Ishii and his colleagues the symptoms were a signal to herd the prisoners into dissection rooms where scalpels and saws were lined up next to the couches. Sometimes doctors’ assistants had the dubious honour of initiating the dissection. One of the assistants was just a teenager when he cut his first plague-infected prisoner: “The guy knew it was over for him, so he did not fight, as they led him into the room and tied him quickly. But when I grabbed the scalpel, he began to scream. I cut him from the chest to the abdomen, and he screamed terribly, his face contorted in pain. He made an indescribable sound, he screamed so vilely. But eventually he stopped. This work was everyday life for surgeons, but it really made an impression on me because it was my first time”, the assistant explained after the war.

         Other times the Japanese didn’t tie the prisoners down, they let four strong men hold the victims by their arms and legs until the pain became so much that the victim fainted. Then the surgeons’ continued their more thorough work: “Organs were removed, conditions such as colour and weight were compared to healthy conditions and the organs were preserved”, recounted an anonymous young medical student who, in December 1937, became part of Unit 731’s education section where Ishii taught students personally.

         The young medical student came close to the experiments because besides his study he had other tasks like carrying buckets full of blood and internal organs:

         “I preserved samples from human laboratories in formalin. Some included the heads, arms, legs and internal organs, while others were whole bodies. A large number of glass containers were set up in series and even contained samples from children and babies. When I first walked into the room, I was sick and could not eat for days after”.
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