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            The world is set on fire
   

         

         On 9th August, 1945, American pilot Charles W Sweeney threw a nuclear bomb over the Japanese city of Nagasaki. 43 seconds later, his deadly cargo exploded in the air over the port city and turned the thriving city centre into a molten ruin. Up to 70,000 people lost their lives. The atomic bombs which were dropped on the two Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were the culmination of six years of horror. Since Nazi Germany’s troops had invaded Poland in 1939 and thus threw the world into another great war, the fighting had evolved into the most ruthless that the world has ever seen. But the brutality did not stop on the battlefield. Hundreds of thousands of civilians lost their lives in random carpet bombings or were victims of bitter soldiers’ revenge, while an entire people were attempted to be wiped out in the Nazi death camps.

          
   

         A World at War is not at all easy reading. It is, like the war, at the same time, in equal measures both awful and fascinating.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Japan goes to war
   

         

         
            Early summer 1937: Japanese soldiers invade central China, following the plans of their powerful generals, to extend the Japanese Empire across all of eastern Asia. Motivated by a racist ideology with a divine emperor at its centre, the Japanese brutally oppress and abuse the conquered Chinese through nearly four years of war. Conquest and plunder fuel ambition and Japan’s powerful elite declare their readiness to take on the world’s strongest imaginable enemy: the United States of America.
   

         

         On 13th December, 1937, 30 Japanese soldiers broke into a private home in the southeastern part of Nanjing. On that day, the Chinese capital fell to the Imperial Japanese Army, and the Japanese rushed through the streets of the city. As the soldiers broke into the house, they killed the owner of the home. Then they shot the homeowner’s wife and a tenant before turning their attention to the tenant’s wife. Brutally, they tore off the woman’s clothes, raped her, forced perfume bottles into her vagina and killed her with their bayonets. The soldiers also stabbed her one-year-old infant to death. Further inside the house, the soldiers found the woman’s parents and two daughters. The old couple were immediately shot, after which the soldiers threw themselves on the girls of 14 and 16 and raped them.

         Before the soldiers left, they executed the homeowner’s two children of five and two years. The eldest was killed with a bayonet. The youngest they beheaded with a sword. The only survivors of the house were an eight-year-old girl and her four-year-old sister. The two had hidden under a blanket.

         The murders in the house in southeastern Nanjing were common. In homes, hospitals, shops, and places all over the fallen capital, 50,000 Japanese soldiers murdered, mutilated and raped the citizens throughout the next six weeks in one of the bloodiest massacres experienced throughout world history.

         A shocked outside world christened the suffering of the 500,000 city inhabitants as “The Rape of Nanjing”. Historians have never been able to determine the extent of the massacre, but it is clear that Japanese soldiers raped between 20,000 and 80,000 women, while the number killed was at least 200,000. Chinese historian Sun Zhawei set the death toll as high as 377,400 – more than the total number of people killed after the atomic bomb blasts in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

         Imperial brainwashing
   

         The seeds of Japanese cruelty in China were planted many years earlier. At home in Japan, an increasingly fanatical, ultra-nationalist cult arose around Emperor Hirohito. The Japanese officially reestablished the emperor in the late 19th century and regarded him as a living god. His word was all-knowing and his command would never be questioned. Where Germany had Nazism and Italy Fascism, Japan in the 1930s was steeped in an ultra-nationalist version of Japan’s ancient Shinto religion.

         The emperor was originally one of many divine forms, but the ultra-nationalists made him the undisputed centre. They considered Japan a divine nation with the right to dominate all of Asia, while politically and in the military ranks, the ultra-nationalists took power.

         The growing importance of the emperor was a tremendous advantage for Japan’s ambitious military generals, as the constitution stated that the armed forces were directly under the emperor and not subject to political control. By lifting the emperor’s words to law, the nationalist generals only required convincing one man to get their way: the young emperor Hirohito, who was only 25 when he climbed the throne in Tokyo in 1926.

         The emperor’s god-like status also allowed the ultra-nationalists to brainwash the population. The Japanese were taught that if an order was presented as the emperor’s will, it was a divine command that must be obeyed. A schoolchild during the war, Wakana Nishihara explains the meaning in his own words:

         “In Japan, they said, ‘Die for the Sake of the Emperor.’ No one could disobey an order to die for him.”

         Desire for british-type colonies
   

         From the beginning of the 1930s, the economic world crisis following the stock market crash in the USA hit the overpopulated and already financially pressured Japan exceptionally hard. Exports were halved and the incomes of the population fell by one third. These developments gave the ultra-nationalists even more wind in their sails. Their solution to the crisis was not unlike Hitler’s solution to Germany’s corresponding struggle of the same period: the Japanese must improve their situation by conquering neighbours to gain resources – such as oil and agricultural land. The nationalist military leaders and their supporters also held the western wave of colonisation in the 18th and 19th centuries as an example to follow.

         If the USA, Great Britain, France and the Netherlands could take over large lands and empty them for oil, minerals and agricultural products, Japan could do the same. The message was spread through propaganda. Much of the population responded with cheers when agitators proclaimed that Japan had not lost a war throughout its 2,600-year history and therefore would never do so.

         Critical voices were brutally silenced. Seven prominent politicians, including two prime ministers, were murdered by the ultra-nationalists. Both politicians and the general public learned to fear the Tokyo intelligence unit, which was known as the “thought police”. The unit was compared with the Gestapo of Nazi Germany, as they arrested thousands of people for “thinking dangerous thoughts” – thoughts that were critical of the emperor, government or army.

         Conscripts get daily beatings
   

         While Tokyo tightened its grip on opposition voices, the military expanded its power. In 1937, the army and navy were five times larger than at the turn of the century, and much of the state budget went into developing military equipment and growing its arsenal.

         To control the many new conscripts, the officers introduced rigorous discipline to the barracks. Physical punishment and beatings became commonplace in Japan’s military, where officers occasionally set the conscripts to beat each other to impose military order. “Sometimes in the evening we couldn’t eat our food because our faces were so swollen,” conscript Toyoshige Karashima recalled.

         Concurrently, soldiers were exposed to indoctrination, which was more powerful than the version given to the population. The young men in Japan’s armed forces learned that since the military was directly under the emperor, any order from a superior must be considered a divine command. When Japan embarked on a campaign, it was a holy war. Officers constantly bombarded the soldiers with the idea that Japan was superior to Asia and that the Japanese deserved more land. The rhetoric was specifically directed at China, where since 1931 Japan had ruled over a de facto colony, Manchuria. The Japanese, at best, considered the Chinese in northern China as cheap labour and peasants who could, if necessary, be removed to make room for more Japanese colonists. It was such a simple and barbaric solution.

         Yoshio Tsuchiya served in Japan’s secret military police in Manchuria and has since explained how the Japanese looked at their Chinese subjects.

         “We called the Chinese ‘Chancorro’, that meant below human, like bugs or animals. Whereas the Japanese are a superior race, which had been in existence for 2,600 years, the Chinese were inferior. The Chinese didn’t belong to the human race. That was the way we looked at it.”

         Many of the soldiers who murdered and raped the regular everyday people in Nanjing’s streets and homes in the winter of 1937-38 had a similar view of the Chinese. Shockingly they considered that putting a bayonet into a Chinese child was just like smashing a cockroach.

         In Japan, the people were told nothing about the brutal massacres in China’s capital. And in their ignorance, the soldiers were instead hailed as heroes, and Nanjing’s fall celebrated with marches and parades through the country’s large cities.

         However, Chinese forces struggled on deeper inside China. The battles were incredibly brutal and new Japanese conscripts were welcomed to the front and initiated with violent rituals where they had to prove their worth by killing Chinese civilians or prisoners of war with bayonets, knives or swords.

         Pact with Hitler and Mussolinii
   

         In the early autumn of 1940, Japan invaded northern French Indochina in an attempt to cut off the Chinese from the south. Beyond China lay dreams of a massive empire that would dominate half of the world. The possibility of such a situation was irresistible.

         Japan’s leaders, however, realised they could not wage major campaigns alone – they needed to secure a crucial alliance with like-minded rulers in Europe: Adolf Hitler of Germany and Italy’s Benito Mussolini. Japan’s desire for an alliance with the two European leaders was satisfied on 27th September, 1940.

         In Berlin the streets were draped with the flags of Germany, Italy and Japan surrounding the Japanese embassy where Japan’s ambassador to Germany, Saburo Kurusu, met at an historic moment to add his signature on the same document as Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop from Germany and Foreign Minister Galeazzo Ciano from Italy.

         With the Tripartite Pact, Japan, Germany and Italy promised to help each other politically, economically and militarily if any one of the countries was attacked by a fourth country that was not yet active in the war. Hitler personally attended the session – clearly satisfied that thanks to the new alliance, his European opponents would soon have another powerful enemy to deal with.

         The USA blocks oil for Japan
   

         The Japanese hoped that the pact would ensure the United States would also have to wage war in Europe when Japan and the US began hostilities – something Japanese leaders considered inevitable.

         The USA had long been an outspoken critic of Japan’s invasion of Manchuria, and American companies had banned exporting important resources such as iron, steel, airplanes and aviation fuel to the resource poor Japan.

         The Tripartite Pact and Japan’s continuing attempts to subjugate French Indochina frustrated USA’s President Roosevelt who then reconsidered taking action and following up a step he had long hesitated to take: an oil embargo.

         The stop of American oil would be a tough blow for Japan. The country was entirely dependent on imported oil and oil from the USA in particular, to keep the army and air force capable of fighting.

         But an oil embargo would also be an escalation, which could lead to war, Roosevelt believed. The President waited until 25th July, 1941 before deciding. That day, the US government announced that all Japanese funds in the US would immediately be frozen and an oil embargo had begun.

         Moving toward pearl harbor
   

         The cessation of oil exports to Japan was supported by Great Britain and the Dutch exile government, which controlled the oil fields in Dutch East India. From their perspective, it was necessary for Japan to conquer Southeast Asia’s oil fields and become independent of imported oil.

         Knowing that a conquest war would cause the Americans to declare war on Japan, the Japanese leadership secretly began working on a new, daring plan: to disable the USA by hitting the Pacific’s fleet hard and fast without warning. On 24th September, 1941, the Japanese Navy’s intelligence service sent a top secret message to their spy in Hawaii, Takeo Yoshikawa. Hawaii’s Pearl Harbor was home to the majority of the US’s mighty Pacific naval fleet.

         The message to agent Yoshikawa told him to make vessel reports with regard to warships and aircraft carriers, noting those at anchor, in the quay and at dock.

         While Yoshikawa was secretly monitoring and reporting movements of the giant American warships, diplomatic negotiations with the USA were slowing to a standstill. The Japanese were stubbornly refusing to comply with USA demands to withdraw from China and sever ties with Nazi Germany while still pretending to be committed to finding a diplomatic solution.

         Meanwhile, the planning of a surprise attack on the US pacific fleet continued at full speed back home in Japan.

         Americans taken by surprise
   

         On 1st December, 1941, the plan of attack was presented to Emperor Hirohito, and the 40-year-old monarch approved it and gave his generals their wish.

         The six Japanese aircraft carriers Akagi, Kaga, Soryu, Hiryu, Shokaku and Zuikaku had already travelled half the way from Japan to Hawaii with hundreds of Japanese bombers on board. Early in the morning of Sunday, 7th December, 1941 – Monday, the 8th Japanese time – the six aircraft carriers with their load of bombers found themselves less than two hours’ flight from Hawaii, and at just after 06.00, the first wave of attacks launched.

         At 07.55 the first bombs fell upon Pearl Harbor’s giant warships and the totally unprepared naval troops. Nearby, other bombers immediately incapacitated 200 US aircraft at nearby airfields. Over the next two hours, hundreds of Japanese aircraft swarmed around the American naval harbour in two devastating waves, while their bombs and torpedoes crashed into American ships.

         When the bombing run finished, eight US battleships, three cruisers, and several smaller ships were either sunk or severely damaged, and more than 2,400 Americans lost their lives. In comparison, only 29 Japanese aircraft had been shot from the skies.

         Japan expands its empire
   

         While the Americans were trying to get over the shock of the situation, the Japanese acted quickly. Two days after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Japanese troops invaded Hong Kong, the Gilbert Islands, Malaysia, Thailand and the US Pacific islands of Wake and Guam.

         Japan took the first, decisive step on its way to a great Asian Pacific empire, and in the following months, no army could stop the Japanese soldiers from marching across Southeast Asia.

         Unfortunately for the Japanese, the damage to Pearl Harbor – despite the many destroyed warships and planes – was manageable for the Americans. Essentially, all Pearl Harbor aircraft carriers were out of the port during the attack, and the Americans did not lose a single one of those vessels. The US carriers would prove to be the deciding factor in future naval battles.

         Furthermore, the Japanese admiral in charge of the attack on Pearl Harbor, despite a myriad of calls from his officers, never performed a third wave of planned attacks. The admiral feared losing a large number of aircraft, and Pearl Harbor’s torpedo warehouses, ship docks and fuel stores survived undamaged from the attack.

         The Americans could quickly rebuild the base, and soon the American war machine would run with a effective power that could match the Japanese.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Blitzkrieg defeats Europe
   

         

         
            May 1940. Hitler’s Panzer Army rumble through France’s defences. Within six weeks, the Germans have one of the most powerful armies that the world has ever seen. Over the next two years, forcing blitz torn Europe to her knees while The Third Reich Forces thunder through the Balkans, North Africa and Stalin’s massive Soviet Union.
   

         

         Timeline: 10.00 May 13, 1940. Carving up the skies there’s an infernal howling from the plummeting Stuka bombers that are flying over Sedan in North-eastern France. Over the next six hours incessant banging German artillery, supported by the Luftwaffe, fly freely on the French positions behind the Meuse River, south of the City.

         From the French bunkers, the artillery and tanks are fighting back, yet the German Elite Corps Regiment Gross Deutschland is met with only a scattered resistance, when they cross the river in their rubber boats. In less than an hour, the Germans have created a bridgehead on the south bank.

         At midnight, their engineers start to build pontoons over the Meuse and their armored division of 1, 2, and 10s tanks can now cross over: The most concentrated collection of tanks that the world has ever seen – numbering 850 – rattling directly onto French soil, followed by more than 20,000 vehicles and 60,000 soldiers.

         During the days leading up to the attack, the Germans had positioned 1,800 tanks in the shelter of the Ardennes Forest – an area the French generals had perceived as completely impervious to a modern army.

         Because of this, the French are completely unprepared for the German attack on Sedan.

         In the few short hours after the first German troops cross the river, panic and mayhem breaks out within the flustered French defences.

         Rumours spread that German tanks are already in the town of Bulson, seven kilometres south of Sedan. For fear of being caught in a pincer movement attack, the French troops scatter. A lot of hysteria ensues. German tanks are everywhere and soldiers start receiving orders with mysterious – nonexistent – commands to retreat. The stage is set for the fall of France. Just seven weeks later, the Nazi flag is flying over the middle of Paris.

         No more trench warfare
   

         The attack on Sedan is the perfect demonstration of the Germans’ new and effective war tactic, Blitzkrieg.

         Against the Germans’ will, World War 1 turned into bloody trench warfare, every attack involved a heavy loss of soldiers. Two men armed with machine guns could fire from their trench putting 1,000 advancing foot soldiers in a state of checkmate.

         In order not to repeat the suicide-like attacks from WWI German generals developed a new war tactic in the 1930s. Inspired by Napoleon’s words that “the art of war boils down to one simple principle: Concentrate a larger force than the enemy at a given place”, the German general Heinz Guderian’s idea behind the creation of Germany’s new, hyper-efficient armored divisions was formulated.

         So far, tanks had been used as scattered support for cavalry and infantry, but Guderian formed the major tank division, which could move with great speed, accompanied by moving infantry and artillery. Speed and manoeuvrability was a top priority and the majority of German tanks were small, fast and manoeuvrable, making a strong impact.

         As a groundbreaking addition Guderian had a specific role for the Air Force in his new tactics. Until then, the Air Force fought its own, isolated war on airspace. Now, the German Stuka became an invaluable weapon against enemy positions and tanks on land.

         Luftwaffe, tanks, infantry and Special Forces had to move quickly and as a single iron fist. Guderian installed radios in all German Panzer tanks. During the attack on France communications equipment gave the Germans significant advantages. The French didn’t have radios and in order to pass information, French tank officers had to walk or ride from tank to tank to pass on their instructions.

         France barricades its borders
   

         The endless trench battle of the First World War had been Germany’s major play; with their fast and well coordinated onslaught; by contrast, the French had learnt a very different lesson from the 1914-18 war. The French believed that the First World War, more than any other, proved that strong defences could keep any attack at bay. And because of this, the Army Command created immense fortifications along the Franco-German border – Maginot Line. Defence installations included concrete fortifications, large gun stores and even an underground railway, which could carry supplies back and forth. The most obvious risk was that if the enemy troops reached behind the Maginot Line, there was no plan B: but it was not considered necessary, when the French commanded a 900,000-strong army – in their eyes the world’s best equipped – there were almost four million men in the reserve and the most impregnable fortifications in history.

         French troops were not located on the Maginot Line, or their generals who had been stationed in Northern France before the outbreak of war. The Maginot Line’s western most point was south of Luxembourg, and therefore there was a need for forces to extend the defence line right up to the coast of the English Channel. Since Germany’s invasion of Poland in early autumn 1939, the Northern French troops also enjoyed the company of the British expedition forces. Together, the French and British formed a formidable force.

         France walks into a trap
   

         Three days before the attack at Sedan, German troops invaded Holland and Belgium. French and British forces rushed into the two Benelux countries to counter the German invasion; waltzing straight into a German trap. While the French and the British sent virtually all available munitions to the Front in the north, Heinz Guderian and his Panzer troops break through at Sedan and storm west towards the English Channel, south of the French and British forces. In just two weeks Guderian’s tank soldiers fought through to the Channel, leaving both the French and British in Holland and Belgium where they were isolated and cut off from supplies.

         British expedition forces had to surrender and 338,000 British soldiers were evacuated to Britain via the beaches of the port city of Dunkirk in warships, fishing boats and hastily convened civilian boats of all sizes. The French troops were less fortunate. Nearly all of the 1.7 million soldiers in Holland and Belgium had to surrender. At the same time their artillery, cannons and tanks fell into the hands of the thousands of Germans.
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