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A PERSONAL NOTE



At Histories of the Unexpected, we believe that everything has a history – even the most unexpected of subjects – and that everything links together in unexpected ways.


We believe that the itch, crawling, clouds, lightning, zombies and zebras and holes and perfume and rubbish and mustard – each has a fascinating history of its own.


In this book we take this approach into the Second World War. You will find out here how the history of carrots is connected to victory; how the history of handkerchiefs is all to do with resistance; and how the history of pockets is all about emergencies.


To explore and enjoy subjects in this way will change not only how you think about the past, but also the present. It is enormously rewarding and we encourage you all to join in! Find us online at www.historiesoftheunexpected.com and on Twitter @UnexpectedPod – and do please get in touch.
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WORLD WAR II: AN INTRODUCTION
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J. Howard Miller’s ‘We Can Do It!’ poster from 1943


 



WHAT WAS WORLD WAR II?



Between 1939 and 1945, some 100 million people became directly involved in a global conflict fought on a massive scale that involved more than thirty countries. The lives of countless millions more were indirectly affected. More than 60 million died, many of them civilians. Six million of those were Jews murdered in the Holocaust. Over 25 million are known to have been killed in the Soviet Union alone, and more than 15 million in China. All of this happened because the Axis powers of Germany, Italy and Japan were opposed by a conglomerate of nations known as the Allies and led by Britain, America, Russia and China; but during the course of the war, over sixty countries – at one stage or another – fought to oppose the Axis powers. At the same time, several states such as Spain, Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland and Turkey preferred to remain neutral.


It was the most devastating conflict the world has ever known, with the major powers harnessing their most deadly ideologies and technologies into a killing machine that included conventional weaponry alongside chemical and biological warfare, strategic bombing, genocide, starvation and massacres, and which culminated in the dropping of the atomic bomb.


The war was fought from the Arctic to the Antarctic, across seas and trade routes. It was fought on all fronts and in multiple arenas: in mainland Europe, throughout Asia, Africa and the Far East, as well as in the Mediterranean, the Middle East, the Pacific and the Atlantic. It was fought with boots and armoured tanks on the ground, carriers and destroyers at sea, bombers and fighters in the air, and with a whole host of ingenious devices utilized in the shadows of a secret war. It was fought in cities, villages, deserts, mountains and jungles, under the sea as well as on it. It was also fought in the mind, through propaganda, ideology and influence.


Outside of the main operational theatres, the war had far-reaching tentacles of influence on the economic and industrial output of each nation involved. The conflict was not experienced simply by the combatants in the field, air and oceans, but was also fought on the ‘home front’, where immeasurable contributions were made on all sides to the war effort – whether it was air-raid wardens administering first aid to a bleeding, blitzed city, or mothers mending, ‘making do’ and improvising family meals from meagre rations, or muddy-fingered gardeners fighting the war with a spade – literally digging for victory. This blurring of the boundaries between civilian and military had a profound impact on the way that people lived their everyday lives. It disconnected families and disrupted working conditions, pulling things apart, but at the same time forces working in the opposite direction drove people together in love and comradeship. The Second World War is certainly about death and loss, but it is also about life and gain.


WHEN WAS WORLD WAR II?


The dates of the conflict are traditionally bookended by the German invasion of Poland, which led to the declaration of war by Britain, France, Australia and New Zealand against Germany in September 1939, and the surrender of Japan in September 1945. But a broader perspective that still focuses on military conflict might look to 1937 and the start of the Second Sino-Japanese War, or to 1936 and the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, or to 1935 with Italy’s invasion of Abyssinia, or even as far back as 1931 with the Japanese seizure of Manchuria. And in each and every case, diplomats and politicians fought their own wars before the actual fighting broke out – a time when pens were guns, and words bullets. The clearest example of this was during the period of appeasement before the outbreak of the Second World War, when for four long years between 1935 and 1939 a sequence of British prime ministers, leading an army of diplomats and politicians, fought desperately to contain the rise of fascism in Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy. Throughout this period, Britain was militarizing in readiness, and many other powers were preparing for war.


When the war ended depended entirely on where you were. The war in Europe ended with VE (Victory in Europe) Day on 8 May 1945, which marked the unconditional surrender of Nazi Germany. It was not, however, until the next day that the German forces occupying the Channel Islands capitulated, and the war continued to be fought elsewhere in the world for many months. Japan surrendered on 15 August, bringing the war to an official end. This became known as VJ (Victory over Japan) Day or VP (Victory in the Pacific) Day. But despite these official declarations, some kept fighting – not knowing of their nations’ actions – and others continued to do so in spite of the peace. New wars, all born one way or another from the Second World War, broke out in Korea (1945), Vietnam (1945), Indonesia (1945), Iran (1945), the Philippines (1946), Greece (1946), Romania (1947), India (1947), Palestine (1947), Czechoslovakia (1948) and Burma (1948), some of which were not resolved for many years, and some of which have never been resolved – not least the Israeli-Palestine conflict, which began as a direct result of the war and the subsequent establishment by the United Nations of the Jewish state of Israel in Palestine. The Cold War of the 1950s – a long period of international brinksmanship and fighting – was also a direct result of the Second World War.


For those survivors whose wartime experiences were actually contained between 1939 and 1945, many continued to relive the war in their minds through the trauma they experienced. The war lodged like a splinter in their minds, profoundly affecting their beliefs, thoughts and behaviour for the rest of their lives. Over seventy years on, memories of the severity and sacrifice live on as the war is remembered and commemorated by those born long after it ended.


A WORLD OF EVIDENCE


A war of such magnitude means that the Second World War is one of the best-documented periods in history. The conflict impacted upon almost every aspect of civilization, and an overwhelming body of evidence survives: official documents, informal writings, art, poetry, oral history, living testimony, artefacts, film, audio, architecture and archaeology. The mile upon mile of documentary evidence means we can forensically reconstruct military operations in precise detail; chart the technological development of munitions and machines; understand policy-making at the heart of the Third Reich; study the impact of popular propaganda from newspapers, newsreels and wireless reports; and we can also learn about children’s experiences of the war and the impact that the conflict had on countless aspects of society. The challenge for the historian, therefore, is not only to pick a topic but also to pick a way to explore that topic – as each different approach will raise and answer different questions. For this reason, the Second World War is something of a historical kaleidoscope: looked at like this you see one thing, like that you see another, and that constant process of discovery is what makes the period so absorbing.


The scale of the war’s evidence and its relative proximity in time also makes this a deeply personal war for many of us today. Countless families have their own private archives from the period, perhaps stored in a cupboard, perhaps stuffed in a box in the attic, perhaps displayed for all to see in a frame; you may not have formally noticed it, but the war inadvertently made historians and archivists out of millions of us. Survivors have their own memories, and the generations are still close enough for those who did not experience the war to be able to remember very clearly those who did – and their stories.


We were both born in the 1970s and remember grandparents who lived through the conflict, which makes the period particularly relevant and close for us – regardless of the fact that we are professional historians. James’s father was born midway through the war, and he has a collection of postcards from his own father, who was fighting on the continent; they were written in pencil and partially in code to avoid being censored. Sam has diaries, uniforms, medals, flags, weapons and photographs from his grandparents, all of whom experienced the war in unique ways; as well as his own collection of memories of talking to them about their experiences. Private collections such as these shed light on the experiences of so many, and can be found in the homes of countless families across the world.


A WORLD OF INSIGHTS


The scale of the conflict and the extent of the surviving evidence also mean that the Second World War can be understood from a diverse range of viewpoints: historians have written about it from the perspective of nationality, race, religion, gender and sexual orientation. There is work on the experiences of children and the elderly and the disabled, and a whole range of occupations or other groups: those who fought, the pacifists who didn’t fight, and those who remained neutral; prisoners incarcerated for their nationality, faith, ethnicity or sexuality; medics and the wounded; volunteers, slaves, labourers and professionals; politicians and diplomats; entertainers, artists, authors, poets and composers; the cowardly and the courageous; the traumatized and anxious; the elated and the shamed.


Through such varied work, historians have been able to recreate the ‘lived experience’ of the war to see how the conflict played out in so many different minds. How did a Japanese soldier fighting on the front line in the jungles of Burma experience the war? Or a Japanese civilian living in the US or Canada, forced to spend the war in an internment camp? Or the pilot of a B-52 bomber dropping incendiary bombs on packed cities? Or a German mother of no fewer than twenty children, striving to raise a family ‘worthy’ of the German Reich? Or a Japanese father reading a letter from his only son, penned minutes before a mission in which he deliberately flew his plane into an enemy ship? Or an evacuee child taken from her parents and put on a train to the country during the worst of the Blitz? Each of these perspectives is unique in its own way, but cumulatively they build a complex picture of the war; a mosaic of glittering details.


AN UNEXPECTED APPROACH


Traditionally, the Second World War has been presented in a very straightforward way, concentrating on military campaigns, warfare and military technology, and following the well-known personalities, events and themes. We think, however, that the period comes alive if you take an unexpected approach to its history.


Yes, battles, bombs and bravery all have a fascinating history, but so too do handkerchiefs, furniture, Mozart, insects, blood, cars, mothers, King Arthur, gates, suicide, Zen Buddhism, cancer, puppets, pockets, cows, deafness, darkness, rubble and even carrots!


Each of these subjects is fascinating in its own right, and each also sheds new light on the traditional subjects and themes that we think we know so well.


Are you ready for an infusion of historical knowledge? Then let’s start with the history of blood…
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BLOOD
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Anti-Semitic article attacking Jewish kosher slaughter in Der Stürmer, Number 14, 1937


Blood is all about recruitment…


 



PARLIAMENTARY RECRUITMENT IN BRITAIN



In rousing political speeches made prior to and during the course of the war, spilled blood was synonymous with the sacrifice that British troops made for the nation. In 1938, Neville Chamberlain famously returned from Munich, disembarked from his plane to massed crowds, waved a piece of paper and proclaimed that he had achieved ‘peace with honour. I believe it is peace for our time.’ The paper was the Anglo-German Declaration, signed by Chamberlain and Hitler, confirming the details of an agreement between Germany, Italy, France and Britain known as the Munich Pact, which permitted Nazi annexation of the Sudetenland in western Czechoslovakia. It was the culmination of Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement.


The subsequent debate in parliament on 5 October between pro- and anti-appeasement MPs several times dwelled on the image of bloodshed. Colonel Sandeman Allen praised the prime minister, saying ‘there is no blood on our hands, and there might easily have been so’, mentioning a speech the previous night that had quoted the first chapter of Isaiah: ‘When you come to make prayers, do not have blood on your hands.’ This argument was countered equally effectively by the Welsh MP David Grenfell, who invoked the honour of sacrificing one’s life for the good of the country. He claimed that negotiation with Hitler would lead to the ‘threat of extermination’ for many in Eastern Europe, especially in Czechoslovakia. ‘I can sympathise’, he intoned:


with those gallant people who are willing, in the face of overwhelming odds, to stand as men have stood before and shed their blood that the people may be free when they themselves are dead and gone. The willingness to make that sacrifice has been denied to them. They are asked not to indulge in this proud act of self-immolation, but to refrain from exercising this privilege of men for the sake of the peace of Europe, and they are rewarded with a threat of extermination with the certainty almost of the complete dissolution of their collective life.


He championed here the valour and bravery of men – among them the Welshmen he represented – who were willing to lay down their lives so that others could be free.


Once the war had started, this motif of spilled blood in the service of protecting one’s country found its most powerful rhetorical performance in Winston Churchill’s speech to parliament on 13 May 1940. Churchill borrowed his imagery from earlier speeches from two very different sources: the Italian revolutionary Giuseppe Garibaldi (1807–82), and the former president of the United States, Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919).




Appeasement


A diplomatic policy during the period 1935 to 1939 of making political and material concessions to Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy in order to avoid armed conflict. This led to the signing of the Munich Pact on 30 September 1938. Appeasement was opposed by the Labour party and political left, and by Conservative dissenters like Winston Churchill, who argued: ‘You were given the choice between war and dishonour. You chose dishonour and you will have war.’ He was right. The following year, Hitler annexed the rest of Czechoslovakia in March, and in September invaded Poland, leading to the outbreak of the war.





The speech was made three days after Churchill became prime minister and came to be famous for the phrase ‘I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat’, which he had also used in a speech delivered to his cabinet when he met them earlier that day. The purpose of the parliamentary speech was to recruit support for a new all-party government. In it, he outlined the government’s policy:


I would say to the House as I said to those who have joined this government: ‘I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat’. We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have before us many, many long months of struggle and of suffering.


You ask, what is our policy? I can say: It is to wage war, by sea, land and air, with all our might and with all the strength that God can give us; to wage war against a monstrous tyranny, never surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human crime.


His rousing words were met with some support on the back-benches, and William Spens, Conservative MP for South Kensington, was so inspired that he referred to them directly in his own response:


I assure my right hon. Friend the Prime Minister and all his colleagues that, whatever we on the back benches on this side of the House can do, by supporting them, to help in winning the war, we intend to do. Blood or tears or toil or labour, we shall give most gladly.


BLOODTHIRSTINESS


Taken one way, the spilling of blood – especially if it was one’s own – was an act of great courage and valour, an image used to strengthen national resolve. But bloodshed could also be presented as something much darker and more menacing, and could be used to demonize the perpetrators. Nowhere is this more clearly witnessed than in the Nazi propaganda that sought to recruit to its banner by whipping up a hysterical and rabid hatred of the Jewish people, who were often presented as bloodthirsty and were even portrayed to children as ‘bed bugs’ or ‘bloodsuckers’.


Their relationship to meat – as slaughterers, butchers and eaters – was one of the key ways in which the Nazis sought to represent Jews as impure and a danger to ‘civilized’ German society. While on the one hand vegetarian associations were banned in Nazi Germany, key members of the party including Hitler himself paraded their vegetarianism, and Nazi animal protection laws safeguarded animals from ill-treatment. In this scenario, ideologically the Nazis became the protectors of animals, while Jews were vilified for harming them. This negative stereotyping of Jews focused on the act of slaughter, and especially the ways in which they spilled animal blood.


The Nazis were obsessed with kosher slaughter, in which the animal is killed by slitting its throat and allowing the blood to drain out, so the meat can be eaten without blood – as is required by Judaism. To the Nazis this caused needless added suffering to animals, and in their eyes it allowed them to characterize the Jews as vicious animal-haters. Images connected to kosher slaughter featured in the vehemently anti-Semitic newspaper Der Stürmer. An article in 1937 pictured a Jewish man dressed in a long black cloak guiding a cow towards a building, carrying the caption ‘The Jewish butcher leads the cow to the slaughterhouse’. The men in the background, presumably gentile Germans, look on with distaste and alarm.


In a later issue, the subject was further twisted by Nazi propagandists in a more forthright and vivid way. In 1938, a photograph of a dead cow hanging upside down was featured with the title ‘A Horrible Image’. The accompanying article described in gruesome detail the dispatching of the animal – which was slit across the throat to the vertebra, causing blood to spurt all over the walls – and the animal’s attempt at escape, concluding ‘what a horrible death’. The religious nature of slaughter was then introduced, with three photographs of a rabbi opening the wounds and pulling out a lung, into which he must blow to see if the beast is healthy. If it is, then the meat is deemed kosher; if diseased, it would then be sold to non-Jews to eat.


Thus, in an inaccurate caricature of their relationship to blood, Jewish people were branded by Nazis as inhumane killers, and their religious practices were mocked and turned against them as a symbol of their ‘impurity’: a powerful tool indeed for recruitment to the Nazis’ anti-Semitic mission.




Der Stürmer


Translated as The Stormer, this weekly German tabloid newspaper was founded in 1923 by Julius Streicher, a prominent member of the Nazi party. Although not an official Nazi publication – unlike the Völkischer Beobachter – the periodical was strongly anti-Semitic, and published a diatribe of propaganda that cast Jews, Catholics, Communists and monarchists in a bad light.





BLOOD DONORS AND THE AMERICAN RED CROSS


Alongside the rhetoric and propaganda of bloodshed as a vehicle for recruitment, there is a more practical side to its history, to do with blood donation. One of the most remarkable achievements in this area during the war was the work of the American Red Cross Blood Donor Service. From the point of the US entry into the conflict in 1941, the Red Cross collected blood from millions of ordinary donors across the country. This was then processed in laboratories to turn it into plasma and serum albumin substitutes (a liquid component of blood, and the key protein critical in the treatment of many types of trauma), which were then shipped along with blood supplies (including whole blood donations) around the world.


The whole operation was an enormous logistical feat, jointly run by the military and the Red Cross. By the end of the war, some 6.7 million volunteers had donated more than 13 million pints of blood. To run this operation, the Blood Donor Service itself had to recruit more than 100,000 volunteer staff, as well as myriad doctors and nurses.


According to one of the first historians of the organization, deliveries involved a range of methods to transport the blood to the furthest theatres of fighting: it was delivered ‘on the backs of mountain-climbing mules, on litters carried by natives in the jungles of the South Pacific, and in planes which at times dropped the plasma by parachutes to troops on land isolated from normal supply’. So successful was the campaign that General Dwight D. Eisenhower commented: ‘If I could reach all America, there is one thing I would like to do – thank them for blood plasma and whole blood. It has been a tremendous thing.’
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KING ARTHUR
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Susan Ashley (Evelyn Dall) and Arthur King (Arthur Askey) examine ‘Excalibur’ in a scene from the 1942 film King Arthur Was a Gentleman


King Arthur is all about the Battle of Britain…


 


You might think King Arthur, the legendary British king whose feats are recounted in medieval romances, would be an unlikely hero of the Second World War. But in 1940, as the British fought for their survival in the Battle of Britain, Arthur – along with his fabled Knights of the Round Table, his wizardy sidekick Merlin and his lover Guinevere – started to appear prominently and repeatedly in the consciousness of the British public. They were figures raised from the mists of history to inspire and lighten the hearts of the people in these darkest of days.


A TIME OF CRISIS


This resurgence of interest in Arthurian tales occurred at a time when the threat of Nazi aggression cast its shadow across the English Channel. In June 1940, the British Expeditionary Force was evacuated from Dunkirk, France fell to the Germans and the invasion of Britain was planned.


This was the month in which Churchill delivered his famous speech declaring Britain’s intention to resist German aggression, rousing Britons to fight on the beaches, landing grounds, fields, streets and hills, and never to surrender. When it came, the battle was fought in the skies of southern Britain, as the Germans sought to force Churchill’s hand into a negotiated peace. The bombing of British airfields soon gave way to the bombing of British cities.
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