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INTRODUCTION


On the first day of September 1939, German forces struck at Poland, and what was to become known as the Second World War officially began. To begin with, despite the involvement of Germany, France and Britain, what fighting that did take place was confined to Europe. Even twelve months later, the only fighting on land was relatively small-scale scuffling in the Horn of Africa and along the Libyan coast, for France had surrendered and the tiny British Expeditionary Force had been driven from Europe. The following year, however, Germany invaded Russia and a whole new dimension opened up. Later in the same year, the involvement of the United States and Japan made the war truly global.


In 1939 the powers of the first rank – or those that considered themselves to be in the first rank, the Great Powers – were Britain, France, Germany, the USA, the USSR and Japan. Of these, all at some stage entered the war, and all but France were still engaged at the end. Of the second- and third-rank powers, Italy, China, Yugoslavia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Greece, Spain, Holland, Belgium, Norway and Denmark were all involved, although Spain did not declare war, despite providing a contingent of troops and an air squadron under German command on the Eastern Front. When all those who declared war – whether or not they actually provided combat units – and all those who provided troops – whether or not they actually declared war – and all those who were occupied or attacked with or without a declaration of war are totted up, then we find that the perhaps astonishing total of fifty-five nations can be said to have been officially involved in the war.*




Many – nay, most – of these fifty-five made no military contribution or, if they did, were of little use. Germany’s official allies – Italy, Romania, Hungary, Finland and Bulgaria – were more of a hindrance than a help and needed constant bolstering up or bailing out by German resources. On the other hand, it is often forgotten (because it is inconvenient to remember it) that there were many Poles and Russians in German service who fought well until the end, and that the Waffen SS happily recruited Belgians, Dutchmen, Scandinavians, Balts and even Frenchmen, all of whom did well by their masters. Indeed, it is difficult not to have some sympathy with those who afterwards were considered traitors. The USSR had not ratified the Geneva Convention, and was thus not entitled to its protection. When the choice was between languishing (or, more likely, being worked to death) in a German prison camp, and taking part in the international crusade against Bolshevism, with three square meals a day, a salary and a uniform to boot, the argument for collaboration was persuasive. Poles might not have liked the Germans, but they didn’t like the Russians either. Similarly, there were many Western Europeans who had no particular love for Britain, and genuinely saw Russia as a threat, as of course she was.


Of those nations which rowed in on the Allied side, many, having been invaded and occupied by Axis forces, had little option, although a finalist for the prize for bare-faced cheek must be the London-based government-in-exile of Luxembourg (population 300,000), which in December 1942 declared war on Germany, Italy and Japan. But Luxembourg was at least occupied by Germany (and indeed annexed by her as Gau Moselland), so the trophy must be awarded to the government of Liberia, most of whose citizens were unlikely to have ever seen a German, or to have known where Germany was, but which nevertheless declared war on Germany and Japan on 27 January 1944. It is not at all clear what contribution Haiti, having declared war on Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania on Christmas Eve 1941, thought she could make to the cause of democracy and the freedom of small nations, but the award for blatant opportunism is shared between Argentina, who declared war on Germany and Japan on 27 March 1945, six weeks before Germany’s surrender, and the Soviet Union, who declared war on Japan on 8 August 1945, six days before Japan’s unconditional surrender. There is no prize for a complete and total inability to feel national embarrassment, but if there were it would have to go to Italy, who declared war on Britain and France on 10 June 1940, four days before German troops marched into Paris, invaded Greece on 28 October 1940 without telling her German allies and got a very bloody nose, surrendered to the British and Americans on 8 September 1943 and then declared war on Germany five weeks later, thus adhering to Napoleon’s dictum that no Italian state had ever finished a war on the same side as that on which it had started, except when it had changed sides twice.


At the height of the Second World War, the battle raged – or, in some cases, stagnated – in three of the world’s seven continents. There had, of course, been world wars before, although the term was but recently coined. The 1914–18 war was not referred to as the First World War until the Second started – before that, it was simply the Great War. In that conflagration there had been serious fighting in only two of the seven continents, but, with all the then Great Powers – the USA and the empires of Britain, France, Russia, Austria-Hungary and Germany – involved, and a total of twenty-eight participants, a world war it undoubtedly was. During the nineteenth century’s major disagreement between countries that mattered – the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, which lasted from 1791 to 1814, with a final spasm in 1815* – fighting took place in four continents: Europe, Asia, Africa and America. The Powers – England, France, Austria, Russia and Prussia – and nearly every other European state were all involved, and so that must also qualify as a world war. Prior to that, the Seven Years War, from 1756 to 1763, saw serious combat in three continents – four, if one includes naval engagements – and the involvement of the Powers, leading one inescapably to the conclusion that it too must be classified as a world war.


While it would be perfectly sound, therefore, to nominate the Seven Years War as the First World War, the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars as the Second, and the Kaiser’s War the Third, with 1939–45 being the Fourth World War, it is not my intention to tilt at windmills by trying to change the universally accepted nomenclature; it is merely to make the point that global war has not been confined to the disputes of the twentieth century. Some historians, of course, are of the view that the two world wars of the twentieth century were in fact one war, with an armistice between 1918 and 1939, and, in that the settlement at Versailles in 1919 did result in a whole plethora of provocations which Germany was bound to try to resolve once she was strong enough, there is much merit in that argument. Versailles was not, however, the sole forcing house for the rise of extreme German nationalism; there were economic, cultural and racial factors too, along with an unwillingness, or an inability, on the part of France and Britain to deter Germany and Italy until it was far too late.


Although war on a global scale was nothing new, there are certain aspects of what we shall continue to call the Second World War that were. In previous conflicts civilians had rarely been targeted. True, besieged populations tended to starve, but that was incidental, and marauding armies tended to spread disease, and not only of the venereal variety. More recently, Boer women and children had died in British camps but this was due to a failure to understand health and hygiene rather than, as some South African historians still allege, a deliberate policy of genocide. In the first war, German shelling of English coastal towns along with attacks on London and elsewhere by Zeppelins and Gotha bombers had killed a few British civilians, but the intention here had been clear – to entice units of the Royal Navy into battle or to hit military targets. In the second war, however, both sides deliberately sought to kill each other’s civilians, mainly from the air. That the Blitz by the Luftwaffe and the de-housing of the German population by the Royal and United States Army Air Forces failed to bring an end to the war by themselves, or even to dent morale, and that it took a very long time to seriously affect industrial production, is irrelevant. While air forces attacking England or Germany or occupied Europe occasionally remembered to claim that they were aiming for military targets and that civilian deaths were collateral, there was no pretence that the fire-bombing of Tokyo and the dropping of atomic weapons on Japan were anything but the deliberate wiping out of large chunks of the population. There was, too, a racial dimension: large amounts of high explosive dropped on Germans were one thing, but nobody ever suggested dropping an atomic bomb on them. Germans may have been the enemy but they were still, after all, white, civilized and Christian, whereas the Japanese were the Yellow Peril and Japan was a very long way away. However targeted, civilians were nevertheless in the front line and this, along with the mobilization of the whole energies and resources of the combatant nations towards one end, makes the Second World War history’s first total war.*


We tend to think of the Second World War as one war, with nations joining – or leaving – at intervals. In many ways, however, there were a number of wars all going on at the same time. Germany’s war with Russia, from 1941 until 1945, is almost a separate conflict: Russia accepted all manner of materiel from the West, particularly wheeled transport (she didn’t think much of British or American tanks), but she told her supposed allies very little of her war aims or her operational plans, nor would she have subordinated them to any overall direction that did not coincide with her own agenda. As far as Germany was concerned, it was in the East that the real war was being fought: North Africa and Italy were subsidiary theatres and, even at the height of the Normandy campaign, never less than 75 per cent of the Wehrmacht was deployed on the Eastern Front.


When the United States of America joined the war in 1941, it was one of Churchill’s few real contributions to eventual victory (or, perhaps more accurately in the British case,‘eventual not losing’) that he persuaded President Roosevelt to adopt the Germany First policy, even though many Americans saw Japan as being a greater and more immediate threat to them. That said, the USA’s direct military (as opposed to industrial) contribution to the war in the West was modest until June 1944, and the big American battles were in the Pacific. In contrast, as far as Britain was concerned, the war in the Far East was almost peripheral, and for the most part manpower and materiel were only committed to it if they were surplus to requirements in the West: what happened in the East could not directly affect the existence of the United Kingdom as an independent nation.As for Japan, she did not even inform Germany of her intention to initiate war with the United States and Britain, and, while Germany did immediately declare war on America, there was no coordination of Japanese and German strategy. In many ways, therefore, the Far East theatre was also a separate war.


Countries may operate as part of a coalition – indeed, on land Britain has only very rarely fought alone – but that does not mean that the war aims of that coalition’s members necessarily coincide. The preservation of the British Empire was, for example, of no concern to the United States – indeed, some Americans welcomed the thought of its disintegration. Britain seriously considered whether she was obliged to declare war on the USSR when that country gobbled up its agreed share of Poland in September 1939,and she sent RAF fighters to support the Finns in their Winter War.* British and American politicians and chiefs of staff disagreed profoundly as to the need for and the merits of the Italian campaign, and there were severe differences of opinion as to the best time to launch Operation Overlord, the invasion of North-West Europe.


As for technology, war has always inspired its development, but this conflict gave birth to little that was actually novel – most was merely a refinement of what was there before. Radar, the delivery of troops by parachute, battlefield radio, ballistic missiles and atomic weapons were certainly new. Aircraft and tanks, however, along with aircraft carriers and submarines, had all been used in the first war, as had plastic surgery, even if their development before and during the second produced machines and weapons systems that would have been almost unrecognizable when set beside those of 1914–18. The frail, single-seater flying machine of 1914 which relied on wing warp to control its progress through the air had metamorphosed into long-range bombers and jet fighters, the Mark I tank of 1916 had become the Panzer Mark VI Tiger, and the 1914 carrier HMS Ark Royal, a 7,500-ton converted merchant ship carrying seven sea and land planes, was by 1945 the 60,000-ton USS Midway with her complement of 137 of the most modern aircraft.


* * *


Authors of accounts of wars, revolutions, economic collapse and divers catastrophes like to talk about gathering storm clouds, and from the early 1930s onwards there was indeed a plethora of indicators that war was coming. The trouble was that nobody, or almost nobody, paid very much attention. Britain was ostensibly still a superpower; the Royal Navy patrolled the sea lanes, although Britain had surrendered absolute command of the oceans in the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922, unable to fund the naval construction programme necessary to retain it. It was literally true that the sun never set on the British Empire, but despite all the flags and parades there were huge weaknesses. Having been severely mauled by the Geddes Axe of 1921, the British armed forces totalled only half a million men, and the British Army was still armed with much the same equipment that it had fielded in 1918, but with rather less of it. With no money for interwar experimentation, the army that had invented Blitzkrieg in 1918 now had few tanks and little experience of air-to-ground cooperation. The only aspect of defence to have received any serious attention at all had been air defence, but with the Royal Air Force funded on the understanding that, in the event of another European war, there would be no land component sent across the Channel, there was a serious shortage of air support for the British Expeditionary Force when political priorities changed and it was, after all, sent to France in 1939.


France possessed a huge army, but its generals were fixated on a rerun of 1914–18 and its soldiers were mostly underpaid and poorly fed conscripts. The French did have some military thinkers of vision and originality and did possess a large number of very good tanks, but the military establishment had not agreed on how they should be used and in the event most were spread far too thinly or employed merely as semi-mobile gun platforms. As a result, they were easily outmanoeuvred by German armour that was of lesser mechanical quality but directed by men who had given a great deal of thought to its employment. Furthermore, the Third Republic was riven by political and social strife and, as the subsequent adherence to Pétain and Vichy showed, there were many French men and women who thought that the whole edifice was so rotten that only by knocking it all down and starting again could France be restored to her proper place in the world.


At around 6 million men, the Soviet army was enormous, but its organization and structure were unwieldy and ramshackle and it was led by an ill-educated and barely competent officer class whose operational decisions were subject to review by a parallel command structure of political commissars at all levels. The ravages of forced industrialization, collectivization of agriculture and Stalin’s purges of 1937–38, which despatched to execution, imprisonment or exile around 100,000 army officers, including nearly all the high command, left Russia in no state to resist when invasion came in 1941.


The United States of America was even less prepared for war than Britain. Many Americans thought that it had been a mistake to become involved in the first war. Congress had declined to ratify the Versailles Treaty in 1919 and the nation had withdrawn into isolation, with no intention or expectation of again participating in a European war that could not possibly affect American interests. In the year that Hitler came to power in Germany, America had an army of 132,000 men, which meant it was even smaller than Czechoslovakia’s. That army had one acting full general (the Chief of Staff, Douglas MacArthur), no lieutenant-generals and a promotion system by strict seniority. Its tanks were obsolete and its aircraft rapidly becoming so. The army was mainly deployed along the Mexican border or in the Philippines, and, while the USA did have a sizeable navy, the Depression had ensured that the 1916 Fleet, the threat of which had frightened the British into signing the Washington treaty, was never built.


Even Germany, where more thought, energy and money had gone into the armed forces than anywhere else, was unprepared for a long war. Ever since the days of little Brandenburg, German soldiers and statesmen had striven to avoid a war on two fronts. Prussia, and later Germany, had to win a war quickly, or she could not win it at all – a reality determined by geography, economics and the relative size of her population. In 1870 she had defeated France in six weeks – all else was mere mopping up. In 1914 she had tried, via the Schlieffen Plan, to win by Christmas and she had failed. Having taken on the empires of France, Britain and Russia, and then the United States, and having given time for the traditional British weapon of blockade to bite, she had eventually discovered that the odds were simply far too great. In the 1920sand 1930s the only state with which Germany could cooperate in attempting to build up a military machine that might break the shackles of Versailles was the world’s other pariah – Soviet Russia – and both Weimar and National Socialist regimes carried out tank and aircraft development deep inside Russia, the quid pro quo being that Russian officers attended German military courses. Despite National Socialist antipathy towards Bolshevism, there was a strong historical justification for alignment with Russia: from 1815 onwards Prussia had usually had what Bismarck called an insurance treaty with Russia to avoid war on two fronts, a treaty which was only discarded on the insistence of Kaiser Wilhelm II, who thought it unnecessary.


In 1939, therefore, the Wehrmacht was a tactical, rather than strategic, organization, and the German armed forces that entered the war were structured for short, sharp campaigns based on mobility and shock action. The Luftwaffe’s main role was to provide ground support while the German navy, the Kriegsmarine, was configured for commerce raiding, mine-laying and submarine warfare. Germany did not believe that France and Britain would actually keep their promises to Poland, but thought that, even if they did, they could be swiftly disposed of.


Perhaps the most extraordinary aspect of Germany’s conduct of the war is not that she tried to take on the world – fair enough, if you think you can do it – but her treatment of her own and Europe’s Jews. There is scant – if any – evidence that German Jews were other than loyal citizens; indeed, during the first war a German government survey was carried out to determine whether Jewish soldiers were being killed at the same rate as other Germans and found that they were.* There is no logic in the German extermination policy of 1942–45, which used up transportation and manpower assets that would have been far better employed in trying to win the war. Behind the rhetoric of racial contamination – which thinking Germans must have known was nonsense – it is impossible to find any good reasons for the judicial killing of millions of people. There was, of course, a long history of anti-Semitism in Europe, but, whereas in America and Britain anti-Semitism was characterized by the blackballing of Jewish applicants for membership of golf clubs, in Europe Jews were subject to pogroms and all manner of discrimination. Nevertheless, if National Socialist Germany really believed that she had to eliminate her Jews entirely, why not win the war first and then slaughter at leisure?


What is even more extraordinary is that, while all this was going on, there were still Jews serving in the German armed forces. Horst Rippert, a former sergeant pilot of the Luftwaffe now aged eighty-eight, has recently come to public attention because he may, or may not, have been the Bf 109 pilot who on 31 July 1944 shot down the French author and Free French pilot Antoine de Saint-Exupéry as he flew a reconnaissance mission from Corsica over south-western France. Rippert, who went on to become a sports journalist after the war, said in passing that he was at one stage taken off flying duties ‘because I was Jewish’, but was later reinstated and subsequently decorated by the Luftwaffe’s Commander-in-Chief, Hermann Göring.1 Meanwhile, this author was recently introduced to a Jewish student whose German Jewish grandfather, who was blond and blue-eyed, had served happily in the Waffen SS. It was not all as simple as it might now seem.


We tend, of course, to excuse or gloss over Japanese atrocities during the war as being symptomatic of an apparently barbarous people who knew no better, but the Germans were educated, civilized and cultured and most assuredly did know better. I have asked a number of German historians why, morality aside, they did not postpone killing their Jews until after the war. The only reply that seems to make some sort of sense is that to National Socialism the ridding Europe of Jews for all time was more important than winning the war. Wars can be re-fought; a race, once extinct, is gone for ever. That said, even if Germany had won the war, it is difficult to see how she could have justified the extermination camps to the world or to her own population, and what happened and the opprobrium that it attached to the very name of Germany has echoes to this day.*


Hitler and the NSDAP did their best to equate, in the public mind, Jewishness and communism. Some Jews were, of course, communist, as were some Roman Catholics, Lutherans and atheists, but the vast majority were not. Europeans were frightened of communism: it had a self-avowed international aspect, whatever Stalin might say about socialism in one country, and it could be a lot nastier than anything the NSDAP came up with. Hitler made officials and generals he lost faith in retire to the country; Stalin had them shot. If you can convince people that communism threatens everything you believe in – which up to a point it did – and you then manage to convince people that Judaism goes hand in hand with communism, then it makes it a lot easier to ship your Jews off to remote areas out of sight and presumably out of mind. No doubt some of the Allgemeine (or general, not to be confused with the Waffen, or armed) SS who ran the death camps were psychopaths but they cannot all have been so – most must have believed that what they were doing was in the national interest.


As to exactly which institutions and individuals were culpable in the policy towards the Jews is still the subject of debate. After the war, it was in the interests of democratic politicians trying to establish the new Germany and of Western governments that needed Germany as an ally in the Cold War against the new threat from the USSR to believe that most Germans knew nothing of the extermination camps and that the German armed forces had fought an honourable war. As most of the camps were either in remote rural areas or in what had been Poland, the majority of the German civilian population were probably ignorant as to what actually went on,† and may well have convinced themselves, or at least tried to convince themselves, that, when their Jewish neighbours were rounded up and put on railway wagons, they really were just going to be resettled in the East. Most American and British veterans of the war would agree that by and large the German armed forces, the Wehrmacht, fought decently: the Geneva Convention was adhered to and prisoners were properly treated. Misbehaviour was rare and such deviations that did occur were by individuals or small groups acting without the sanction of higher authority. The position is less clear in the East. That atrocities were committed against civilians is unquestionable; the debate is to what extent the Wehrmacht, primarily the army, was involved.


As the German army was initially welcomed as liberators by many Soviet citizens who had no love for Stalin or communism, it made no military sense to antagonize them. The treating of Russians as sub-humans and the shooting out of hand of political commissars and anyone suspected of political affiliations or, later, partisan activity turned those who might have been sympathetic to Germany, or at least quiescent, into terrorists and tied down large numbers of German troops protecting their lines of communication – troops that would have been far more usefully employed in fighting the Red Army. In the early days of Barbarossa, the German invasion of the USSR, the army was careful to adhere to the norms of civilized behaviour.Very soon, however, responsibility for the administration of occupied territory was taken away from the military and handed over to civilian or SS authorities. Some army commanders refused to promulgate or enforce the so-called Commissar Order, which instructed that political commissars in the Red Army were to be executed; others considered that it was none of their business, but, while they may have provided fatigue parties or guards to assist, they made sure that the actual shootings were carried out by the Allgemeine SS. Legal pedants might argue that, as the USSR had not recognized the Geneva Convention, her citizens and soldiers were not entitled to its protection, but this cannot wash. What appears to have happened is that the soldiers tried to avoid becoming involved in atrocities, found that they could not prevent them and, as time went on and partisan activity became more savage, were inevitably drawn into carrying out reprisals. The war in the East was a brutal one, and men on both sides became brutalized by it.


As for Japan, once she had elected to join the world, rather than remain cut off from it, war was inevitable. Japan wanted to be a great power, at least in the region, but she had no, or almost no, raw materials to sustain the industrial base that great powers need if they are to pursue an independent foreign policy. Oil, iron ore, rubber and the like can, of course, be bought from those countries that do have them, but supply can be suspended at the whim of the seller and the only way to obtain those materials without dependence on the policies of others is to take them. In Japan’s instance, this meant seizing the rubber plantations of Malaya and the oil fields of Burma and the Dutch East Indies. Once that was done, however, a defensive ring had to be created to hold the newly acquired territories. That, added to a deepening involvement in China and an opportunist grab for India, stretched Japan way beyond her capabilities. As long as the Western powers held their collective nerve, Japan could not win. She could invade British, Dutch and American possessions, she could sink Allied ships, but she could never pose a realistic threat to the American homeland, nor, unless the Germans did it for her, to mainland Britain either. Japan had a large and well-motivated army and an impressive navy, but the army’s logistic machinery was never going to be able to sustain simultaneous campaigns in China, the Pacific and Burma; nor could she hope to maintain air superiority at sea once the American shipyards and aircraft factories got into their stride. Japan was always going to lose.


* * *


After sixty years, it might be felt that, with most of those who fought in the Second World War dead or in their eighties, emotions have had time to cool, and a reasonably detached view might be taken, but, as the crowds passing daily through war museums and the seemingly insatiable appetite for films and television programmes about this war – the last European war – show, the events of 1939–45 still have the capacity to provoke interest, anger, outrage and pride. With nearly all the information about this war now in the public domain, it is perhaps timely to re-examine the aims of the warring nations, analyse why they went to war and why and how they prosecuted the war in the way that they did. Any such study must consider the influence of technology, of economics and of individual personalities, and, while it must inevitably look at the influence of Stalin and Hitler, Roosevelt and Churchill, Mussolini and Tojo, it should include the common soldier too, for how men fight and why they fight is as much part of a nation’s character as whether they eat bacon and eggs or beetroot soup for breakfast. While political, economic, social and military history all impinge upon and are affected by each other, this book is primarily a work of operational military history, mainly concerned with why and how the war was fought as it was, and written because it seems, to this author at least, that, at a time when in the Western democracies there is uncertainty and much debate as to how national defence postures should develop, such a study is timely and may even prove helpful.


It is a hackneyed old joke that history does not repeat itself, while historians repeat themselves. Certainly, the wars of the twentieth century have been subjected to a great deal of ‘revisionism’, where somebody takes what has become the accepted view and turns it on its head. Much revisionism is actually re-revisionism. Immediately upon its close, the first war was widely regarded as having been necessary and well conducted until those with an axe to grind got started. Sir Basil Liddell Hart’s influence on military history, for example, and particularly the history of the first war, has been nothing short of pernicious. The long shadow he cast over a later generation of politicians and scholars, whose views inevitably influenced those of the wider reading public, led to a popular view of the generals of the 1914–18 period as being uncaring butchers and unthinking bunglers. That in its time was revisionist history. Later John Terraine led a re-revision, and he and historians including Correlli Barnett, Brian Bond, Peter Simpkins, Gary Sheffield, John Bourne, Mark Connelly and others showed that the conclusions of Liddell Hart, John Laffin, Denis Winter and their ilk were not just mistaken, but in some cases deliberate distortion, and that the British had, within the constraints of the assets and the technology available at the time, fought the war competently until by 1918 they could launch massive all-arms offensives using all available assets which forced the Germans to sue for peace. Most modern military historians would lean more towards the Terraine interpretation than to that of Laffin, although the majority of the public are probably still of the opposite view. What was revisionist history of the first war has now almost become orthodoxy.


The interpretation of the Second World War, too, has been subject to revision. With almost unlimited funding, an army of researchers and, unusually, permission from the prime minister, Clement Attlee, to trawl government papers without restriction, Winston Churchill produced the first British version of the war to appear on the shelves. His was a magisterial view from the mountain top, embracing grand strategy and high politics, in which all that was bad could be blamed on the appeasers, and in which plucky Britain, standing alone until the New World came to the assistance of the Old, played the major role in defeating the aggressors. As more accounts began to be published, on both sides of the Atlantic, and as scholars began to analyse the performance of the British armed forces, and as German generals released from imprisonment began to publish their (admittedly largely self-justificatory) memoirs, the competence of the British armed forces in the war began to be questioned. An accepted version arose, one which viewed the German army as being far superior in fighting quality to that of the British, and which acknowledged that the Germans had lost because once again they had taken on the British Empire, the USSR and the USA at the same time. More recently, revisionist (or perhaps rerevisionist) study is suggesting that the British Army’s performance during the war was actually quite good (although in this author’s opinion the emphasis must be on the ‘quite’), and that its conduct in the North African and North-West European campaigns in particular is deserving of praise. The truth, I fear, is that Britain was very rarely a match for the Germans.


Elsewhere, in the United States there has never been any doubt that the American performance was anything short of superb – which, once the nation was aroused, it by and large was – and some American accounts are severely critical of the British effort, in the main because of the complete inability of Montgomery and his satraps to work harmoniously in a coalition. In the USSR the view has always been that the destruction of fascism was achieved with only a marginal contribution from the other Allies, a position that remains largely unchanged in post-communist Russia today. In Germany historians have painted the Germans themselves as being victims of Nazism and the Hitler era is still surrounded by much sensitivity and self-flagellation. In 2007 a German teacher who suggested that certain aspects of National Socialism might be praiseworthy was dismissed from her post. The aspects she cited were transport (and Germans are still using Hitler’s autobahns) and support for the family. In some countries, it is a crime to deny what has become known as the Holocaust.* Making it a crime to express unacceptable opinions is the thin edge of a very thick wedge (equally reprehensible, for example, is the refusal of some British academics to have any dealings with Israel because of her perceived attitude to the Palestinians). The way to deal with views with which one disagrees, or which are palpable nonsense, is surely to subject them to rigorous scholarly examination in the full light of day. When opinions are made illegal, it only encourages people to wonder whether there might not be something in them.


My own position is that I am firmly in the Terraine–Sheffield camp as regards the first war. As I have explained both above and elsewhere, I consider that war to have been necessary and to have been well conducted, at least by the British.* As regards the Second World War, I regret that I simply cannot agree with some current work which suggests that the British Army, as opposed to the Royal Navy or Air Force, fought rather well. You simply cannot compare Montgomery’s ten divisions and one brigade at Alamein (of which four divisions and the brigade were not actually British)† taking on eleven under-strength German and Italian divisions that were starved of materiel, with, say, the German Sixth Army battling six Russian armies at Stalingrad, nor the shameful incompetence of the British surrender of Singapore with the tenacious and fanatical German defence of Berlin to (almost) the last man and the last bullet.


Between 1914 and 1918, almost the entire British Army was fighting the main enemy (Germany) in the main theatre (the Western Front) for the whole of the war. In 1940, however, the BEF was bustled unceremoniously out of Europe and the British Army subsequently did very little until returning to France in 1944. All else – North Africa, Italy, even the Far East (where only one third of the British Army was actually British) – was peripheral to the defeat of the main enemy. Britain’s major contribution to the war was in not losing it in 1940, and thus making herself available as a staging area for British and American forces to launch Operation Overlord, the Normandy landings in June 1944.


The more recent the event, of course, the more difficult it is to form an opinion of it, if only because one tries to avoid giving too much offence to those who were there and are still around to heckle. Evidence from the veterans of any conflict is sometimes useful, but it becomes less so with the passing of time. Former combatants may come to believe what others think they ought to believe and views formed over the years may be very different from those held at the time. As a result, confusion, however honest, can set in. On a recent visit to one of the three Normandy beaches on which British troops landed in 1944, I was approached by a lovely old boy wearing his medals and his regimental beret complete with cap badge, who told me that he had landed there with his battalion on D-Day. It seemed churlish to tell him that he had landed on the next beach down on D + 1, so I kept quiet.


And finally, a brief point about the structure of the book. As I have alluded to above, the causes of the various wars in Europe, Africa and the Far East were not identical, and in some cases were not even associated. That all these wars happened in the same time frame is, of course, not entirely coincidental, but for ease of understanding I have considered them as separate, albeit related and interlinked, conflicts. I trust that this approach will enlighten rather than confuse.


Gordon Corrigan


Kent 2010










PRELUDE


FEBRUARY 1942


The Russian village of Nikolskoje, a motley collection of log cabins thatched with turf, lay 180 miles south-west of Moscow and was of no importance whatsoever except that in February 1942 it was held by units of the Red Army’s 32 Cavalry Division, a mix of horse- and tank-mounted troops, and, like a host of similar villages all along the 1,200 miles of the Eastern Front, it would have to be dealt with to give the Germans a jump-off line for the resumption of the drive east once the snow cleared and the ground hardened.


Nikolskoje had been taken by the Germans in 1941, and for a brief time Field Marshal Fedor von Bock had his headquarters there, but then it had been abandoned as the Germans went into defence for the winter of 1941/42. On 10 February 1942, Major Günter Pape was ordered to take Nikolskoje, along with its outlying hamlet of Solojewka. Pape commanded the Third Motorcycle reconnaissance battalion of 3 Panzer Division, part of Colonel-General Rudolf Schmidt’s Second Panzer Army of Army Group Centre commanded by Field Marshal Günter von Kluge, and in addition to his own battalion he was allocated a motorized infantry battalion of the Waffen SS, three tanks and an anti-tank platoon commanded by Oberfeldwebel (Staff-Sergeant) Albert Ernst, a thirty-year-old regular soldier who had joined the Reichswehr in 1930.


Pape’s battle group moved off at 0700 hours, an hour before first light, and, as the likely threat was from Russian tanks, the anti-tank platoon led. With its Krupp six-wheeler vehicles to tow the guns, the platoon had a reasonable cross-country capability, but in any case there was little shelter on the snow-covered ground. Soon two Russian machine-gun posts began to chatter: Ernst ordered one of his 50mm guns to unhitch and return fire, and very soon the machine-guns ceased. A little farther on and a Russian mortar opened up, but the effects of its bombs were muffled by the snow and Ernst simply ordered his lead vehicle to drive over it: those of its crew who were not crushed beneath the wheels fled back to Solojewka in their rear. Now the German infantry came up and stormed into the buildings while the Mk III tanks and Ernst’s guns provided fire support. As they hurled themselves from hut to hut through the now fiercely burning village, the infantry found that they had stumbled upon the Red Army divisional headquarters – far further forward than it should have been – and accepted the surrender of a bemused divisional commander.


Russian soldiers were now fleeing as fast as they could in the snow to reach the safety – as they thought – of Nikolskoje, but Ernst’s anti-tank platoon and the Mk III panzers were in hot pursuit and Ernst reached the outskirts and set up his guns just as his vehicles were consuming their last drops of fuel. Giving the Russians no time to organize a coherent defence, Major Pape ordered the tanks to shoot the infantry in and by eleven o’clock in the morning the German battle group had taken Nikolskoje and had pressed on with the infantry and the tanks, driving the Soviets from the next three villages, or more properly the straggling collections of mud-floored hovels of Nowo-Dankilowo, Moskwinka and Stakanowo.


Pape * was awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross for the action, and Ernst the Iron Cross First Class, but in the greater scheme of things the four-hour battle was but a minor skirmish: it is covered only in personal memoirs and was mentioned just briefly in Pape’s hometown newspaper. It was, nevertheless, one of the first successful attacks of the German army’s 1942 campaign, and soon, after many little actions like it, all would be ready for the next phase, when the German army would surge forward to the Volga and then turn south into the Caucasus and the glittering prize of the oil fields that would feed German industry and the Wehrmacht, regardless of Allied blockade or bombing.


* * *




As Major Pape’s men regrouped and congratulated themselves on the successful first moves to continue the eastwards march of German conquest, 5,000 miles to the south-east it was night and the men of the Japanese 18 Division were filing down to the bank of the estuary of the River Skudai, at the tip of the Malayan peninsula and directly across the strait from the north shore of Singapore Island. In a hastily assembled collection of sampans, army landing craft and rubber assault boats, they would form the first wave of the landings on Britain’s impregnable Far East bastion. The soldiers’ morale was high but most were resigned to the fact that there was a very good chance of dying for the emperor before the night was over: so far the Japanese advance down Malaya had been unstoppable, but now the British and the Indians and the Australians would surely fight like cornered rats, even if the invading force managed actually to get across the water and land in the teeth of the artillery fire that would swamp the boats and rend the bodies of their occupants.


All day, the positions of the Australians defending the opposite shore had been subjected to bombardment, but, as the little armada moved out into the water, the Japanese had to cease shelling, for fear of hitting their own men. Now, surely, would come the retaliation, but as the boats moved closer and closer to the shore, there was no reply from the defenders, until at last, only fifty yards from landing, a desultory rattle of rifle and Bren gun fire began. It was far too late. The Japanese lieutenants and sergeants and corporals who led that first wave could hardly believe their good fortune as they stormed ashore and through the hastily dug defences. There should indeed have been a devastating artillery barrage to fall upon them, and Vickers machine-guns and anti-tank guns should have ripped through the plywood and rubber of their boats, but the searchlights that the British had sited to illuminate them had never come on (nobody ever knew quite why); the frantic telephone messages from the artillery forward observation officers had not got through as the cables had been severed by the Japanese shelling; there were too few radios and communication by this means was anyway patchy; and the last resort of flares fired in a certain sequence to bring down fire were not seen by the men on the guns in their camouflaged positions two miles behind.


Within hours, the invaders had reached Tengah airfield, abandoned days before by the RAF as the station commander shot himself in shame and desperation, the shore defence had collapsed and more and more Japanese troops were streaming off the landing craft. In a matter of days, it would all be over. Singapore would be in Japanese hands and the myth of British invincibility shattered. Next would come Burma, and then India, the jewel in the crown of the British Empire that, were it not taken by the Japanese themselves, would fall into their hands by internal revolt. The Japanese dream of the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere was only a grasp away from becoming reality.


* * *


For any German – or Italian or Japanese – the world view must indeed have seemed a rosy one in mid-February 1942.In 1939, the Wehrmacht had swept into Poland, and then in 1940 had conquered the whole of Western Europe in a mere six weeks, with the opposition either running up the white flag or, in the case of the British, scrambling humiliatingly back across the Channel. The invasion of Russia in June 1941 had been a run of almost unbroken success, with the Luftwaffe ruling the skies and hundreds of thousands of Red Army soldiers encircled, defeated, killed or taken prisoner. True, the German army had been unable to take Moscow in 1940, but, as Hitler had said, Moscow was only a name on a map, and now they had survived the coldest Russian winter for fifty years. Meanwhile, in North Africa Rommel’s German and Italian forces were preparing an offensive that would drive the British Eighth Army all the way back from Gazala to the Egyptian border and in the Far East Germany’s ally, Japan, had driven the British from Malaya, captured Hong Kong and Singapore, destroyed the Dutch empire in the East Indies and would soon take the surrender of the American and Filipino forces on Corregidor.


It would be both a cliché and simply untrue to remark that, despite all the euphoria in Berlin, Rome and Tokyo, there were dark clouds on the horizon, for dark clouds can be seen, and it would have been a brave man indeed in those heady days of mid-February 1942 who would have been prepared to lay any sort of odds against the Axis winning the Second World War. But wars are not predictable, and, however much we soldiers might wish it to be otherwise, they are not necessarily decided by the courage, leadership, training and loyalty of the troops involved, nor by the quality of the equipment they deploy – these are, of course, important, but money, population and industrial capacity are often the final deciders.


In very short order, the global situation would change utterly. In less than four months, the Japanese Combined Fleet, far from luring the Americans to disaster, would itself suffer a devastating defeat; a month after that, American forces would land on the Japanese-occupied island of Guadalcanal; in October, the British Eighth Army, hitherto beaten and outgeneralled, would strike the first blow at Alamein that would drive Panzer Army Africa all the way back to Tunisia, and then the British and Americans would invade Vichy French Algeria and Morocco, spelling the death of the German and Italian campaign in North Africa. Worst of all for the Axis, by the end of 1942 the German drive to the Volga would be halted by the disaster of Stalingrad and most of the Caucasus oil would prove unreachable. The Russian campaign, until now a more or less unbroken string of great German victories, would instead become a grim and bloody defence – an unremitting succession of desperate counter-attacks and heartbreaking retreats back to the gates of Berlin and the heart of the Reich itself. The fortunes of war are indeed fickle.
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ON YOUR MARKS…


It would be quite unfair to blame the United States of America for starting the Second World War. Hitler did not come to power because of the Wall Street Crash, but, as the Great Depression sparked off by the crash affected the economies of the whole developed world and encouraged the rise of extreme politics, it certainly helped. Indeed, before the crash led indirectly to the collapse of a major Austrian bank in May 1931 – a collapse which brought down the entire German banking system with it – German liberal democracy might, just, have survived; after it, the rise of extreme German nationalism could not be contained.


Stock markets depend on confidence – confidence in the soundness of the market, confidence in the individual companies and utilities quoted on it, and confidence in its regulation. When any of these factors is absent, then it is only a question of time before financial chaos and collapse ensue. The Wall Street Crash was not the first such implosion, nor by any means the last. Economists still argue about the causes of the 1929 crash, but what actually happened is clear enough, even if the reasons for it are not. Democracies and controlled economies are mutually incompatible and in a free market occasional adjustment – recession even – is probably inevitable. The United States had been heading for recession in 1914 and the First World War had got her out of it. The slack in American industry was taken up by British and French contracts for war-making materiel, and indeed there were cynics who claimed (unfairly, in this author’s view) that America only entered the war to make sure that the Allies won and she got paid. As the only participant that actually emerged from the war richer than she entered it, America was poised for a period of sustained economic growth after it, and, under the administrations of Presidents Calvin Coolidge from 1921 and Herbert Hoover from 1928, she got it. Among the results of this boom were very large amounts of cash looking for a home, and some of this surplus cash was absorbed by lending to overseas governments and financial institutions: by 1929, American banks had outstanding foreign loans of $8.5bn, about half of this total being to Germany.* A proportion of these loans were undoubtedly dubious, but, as long as the lenders were happy to lend and the borrowers could service the loans at interest rates that were not onerous, nobody minded very much.


It was not just corporations and the US government that used overseas loans as a seemingly safe resting place for spare capital, but individuals too, and many not only bought into loans but piled into the stock market, which seemed as if it would go on rising for ever.By 1929 it was estimated that 9 million individuals were engaged in owning, buying and selling shares, which, if dependants are included, means that around 20 per cent of the entire US population (120 million in 1929) was involved with the stock market and directly affected by it. Many knew perfectly well that shares can go down as well as up, but there was an almost universal suspension of belief that for many years appeared to be justified as the market marched ever upwards.


America had never believed in the regulation of making money, and there was the usual crop of out-and-out swindlers who encouraged investment in companies that either did not exist or were set up purely to fleece the gullible. Most brokers – those who arranged for the purchase and sale of shares – were not dishonest, but too many of them were either incompetent or incurable optimists who encouraged the naive and the greedy to buy and to go on buying. By 1929 shares were changing hands at prices that could not possibly be justified by the underlying assets backing them, and between 1925 and 1929 the total of share prices on the New York exchange had trebled. The trouble about booms, though, is that they nearly always over-extend themselves and are followed by some sort of bust.


Matters were hardly improved by the fact that, alongside the straightforward investment in the Wall Street market, there was a great deal of buying on margin, which was effectively a way of buying shares with borrowed money, the collateral for the loan being the shares themselves. If the market went up, the profits could be enormous,* but, if it went down, then the investor had to keep pumping more and more money in to back the loan, which now became increasingly greater than the value of the shares. As it was, by October 1929 a staggering total of $6.8bn was outstanding in loans to buy shares, most of it backed by the shares themselves. In short, Wall Street had become as much a medium for gambling, with many small investors sucked in by the lure of easy money, as it was a mechanism for economic growth. It had taken twenty years, from 1907 until 1927, for the Dow Jones industrial average – the measure of the total value of a representative basket of shares on the New York market – to double. It took only another two years – from 1927 to 1929 – for it to double again. The bubble could not go on expanding for ever, and eventually it burst.


The twenties had stopped roaring well before October 1929, although very few seemed to notice. On the 17th of that month, the committee of the Investment Bankers Association of New York warned that speculation in utilities (gas, electricity, water) had ‘reached danger point and many stocks are selling far above their intrinsic value’.2 No one seemed to listen. On Wednesday, 23 October, New York prices started to drop and the second-highest number of shares in the history of the exchange was traded. The telegrams demanding increases in margin payments started to go out. The next day’s opening saw more selling but there was a modest upturn in late trading when the banks and investment houses pumped money in to steady the market, and the morning’s losses were halved. On Friday, 25 October, the Dow Jones closed marginally up, and on Saturday marginally down but in steady trading. Both the optimists and those who were in too deeply to get out without huge losses breathed again.


Their relief was short-lived. On Monday morning, a rumour-fuelled wave of selling saw Wall Street’s biggest drop in share prices to date, with $14bn lopped off the value of shares. Worse was to come. On Tuesday, 29 October, massive selling, which was now panic selling, continued. By the close of trading that day, 16.4 million shares had been traded. The Dow, which on 1 October stood at 343, was at 230 and it would be another twenty-five years before it would reach its pre-crash levels again. In all, $10bn had been wiped off the market value. To put this sum into perspective, it was equal to the total cost to America of the first war, ten times the Union budget for the Civil War and twice all the money in circulation throughout the entire nation.3 It was now breathtakingly clear that this really was a crash: there would be no correction, no rally, no pumping in of money by the banks. By the time loans had not been repaid and banks and businesses had failed, the total cost has been estimated at $50bn or $559bn in today’s money.


Manufacturing industries, which were slowing down anyway before the crash, now found themselves with warehouses full of goods that nobody could afford to buy, and employers began to lay off workers. Before the crash, there were 1.5 million Americans unemployed, or 3.3 per cent of a workforce of 45 million. By 1932, that had risen to 15 million, or a third of the workforce. Inevitably, recession in the wake of the crash and the collapse of the American domestic economy quickly began to affect the rest of the world. Overseas companies that sold to America found orders were cancelled or not renewed. If Detroit was not making cars, then it did not need rubber to make tyres, and so there was a slump in the rubber plantations of Malaya, then a British colony. Much the same applied to those exporters of tin, oil and European luxury items. One of the first things that people or companies do when faced with a liquidity crisis is to call in outstanding debts, and this is what American banks began to do.


In these days, when goods cross borders with ease, it is sometimes forgotten that free trade, now accepted by most advanced nations, was still hotly argued about in the interwar years. The USA was protectionist – that is, she imposed tariffs on goods imported from abroad, in order to protect domestic producers. Had tariffs not been imposed, then foreign goods might undercut those produced at home and would drive the price of the latter down, and the wages of those who made them down too. Up to the time of the crash, these tariffs were not a serious obstacle to international trade and even those imposed on goods in direct competition with those made at home were not onerous. All that was to change in 1930 with the imposition of the Smoot– Hawley Act, which imposed swingeing import duties on a wider range of foreign goods, raising some of them by an unprecedented 50 per cent.


Now foreign countries could no longer export with ease to the United States, and some began to impose retaliatory tariffs on US goods. If commodity producers could not export to the United States, then neither would they import American wheat and meat. Grain, unsold and so unharvested, rotted in the fields of the Midwest and cattle were slaughtered because it was not worth bringing them to market. Rightly or wrongly, America was widely blamed for exporting recession: foreign governments argued – with some reason – that, if they could only be allowed to export to America, they could earn dollars and thus repay loans owing to the USA, while American exporters argued that, even though US exports were but a very small part of GDP, foreigners were deliberately driving them out of business. Either way, a crisis of global proportions was in the making.


At home, while America was protectionist, she was also non-interventionist. It was unthinkable then for the federal government to finance a public works programme (which might have solved, or at least massively reduced, unemployment) and impossible for it to direct the banking system. There was a Federal Reserve, but it had little real influence and the plethora of banks, many of them badly managed and mainly confined to one state, were generally uncooperative with it. There was no strong central bank with the power to intervene and offer a lifeline to financial institutions in trouble. It was up to the private sector to get itself out of its own mess, and that the private sector was unable to do. Domestically, President Hoover got little thanks from his countrymen for his handling of the recession. Hard though he tried to stimulate recovery – against all his own principles and those of his party, which saw rescue as being the prerogative of the individual and not the state – he could not succeed, largely because the recession was worldwide and deepening, but also because the machinery whereby he could intervene decisively simply did not exist. Then, in the summer of 1931, Hoover announced a moratorium on foreign debts owed to the government, but it was beyond his – or anyone’s – power to stay debts owed to private investors and private banks, and it was those non-public debts that would prove critical.


* * *


The first spark that would ultimately ignite the Second World War was struck when Kredit Anstalt collapsed in May 1931. The largest bank in Austria and probably the most important bank in Europe, or at least in Central and Eastern Europe,* it had been in trouble in 1929, but such an institution could not then have been allowed to fail and it had been bailed out by a consortium of banks that included JP Morgan (America), Schroeder (UK) and Rothschild (Austria). Then, in March 1931, Austria turned to her natural ally, Germany, and formed a customs union or free trade area. To France, this was completely unacceptable – the enemies of 1914–18 were getting together again – and French loans to Germany and Austria were immediately called in. Two months later, in May, a run on the bank again brought support, this time from the Bank of England, the Austrian government and the Federal Reserve, but it was not enough. The bank collapsed and Austrian governmental credit had run out. Shortly afterwards came the collapse of virtually the entire German banking system – and this too had been underwritten by the Bank of England. Then, in September 1931, Britain went off the gold standard. Most of Europe went off it too, but for the Bank of England no longer to back sterling with a guarantee to change it into gold on demand inflicted far-reaching and chaotic effects on the global economy. The Bank of England had been effectively the world’s banker, with sterling in wider use as an international currency than even the dollar. Many countries, including France along with most of Europe, kept their national reserves in sterling, which was regarded as totally safe and realizable against gold. Now there was no certainty that these reserves would keep their value.


In America, there was little interest in what was going on in Europe, at least from the general public. The country’s own problems – economic, industrial, social – were quite sufficient without having to worry about what effects the slump might be having elsewhere. Besides, despite the fact that they showed a net profit from their involvement in the first war, many Americans had a sneaking suspicion that the wily British and the mercurial French had somehow conned them into entering it, and given that the United States had refused to ratify the Treaty of Versailles, which brought the war to an end, there was little incentive to become embroiled again in the doings of Europeans.


Across the Atlantic, however, the view was very different, and that France called in her loans to Germany and Austria in 1931 so peremptorily should have come as no surprise. Of all Germany’s erstwhile opponents, France had more reason to fear and hate her than most. Prussia had played a major part in the downfall of Napoleon and she had defeated and humiliated the second Napoleon’s* empire in 1870: as a crowning insult, William of Prussia was declared emperor of a united Germany in the Hall of Mirrors in Versailles. This, combined with the fact that France had to pay a very large indemnity and lost Alsace (which was largely German-speaking) and one third of Lorraine (with rather less justification), left no great love for the Germans in French hearts – indeed, they were probably disliked almost as much as the British, who at least were no threat to metropolitan France on land.


Almost half a century after the indignities of the Franco-Prussian War, France was to emerge on the winning side in 1918, but at fearful cost. With a population 7 million less than that of the United Kingdom, she had suffered twice as many military deaths, and as she already had a declining and ageing population, one in which men of military age comprised a much smaller percentage than they did in Britain, the effects were even worse than the bald statistic might indicate.4 It was France that was the moving spirit behind the harsh terms of the Versailles Treaty, and she was determined to brook no deviation from them. Suggestions by the British and Americans that payment of reparations might be modified cut no ice with successive French governments and, while Britain had some – even considerable – sympathy with the fledgling Weimar Republic, she was not prepared to break with France.


While Britain, and to a lesser extent the United States, had spent large sums in prosecuting the war, America herself suffered no damage to the homeland and, apart from the occasional air raid or shelling of a coastal town, neither did Britain. In France, however, at least 300,000 dwelling places were destroyed or damaged so badly that they had to be completely rebuilt and 20,000 factories or manufacturing establishments were rendered unusable. The country was faced with the huge problem of reconstruction while at the same time she could make few savings from disarmament as, unlike Britain, which rushed to get rid of her soldiers, sailors and airmen as quickly as possible, France, even with a defeated and disarmed Germany as a neighbour, felt unable to drop her guard completely. Furthermore, France, like Germany, had opted to finance the war from domestic and international loans rather than from increased taxation and these now had to be paid back. The cost of rebuilding and the repayment of international loans would, the French government hoped, be met from German reparations and any suggestion by the British or the Americans that Germany might not be able to pay were brusquely dismissed. To begin with, even with reparation money coming in, outgoings were only partly covered, and, when reparations lessened and then stopped altogether, serious currency inflation was inevitable. By 1925, the franc was worth only one tenth of its 1914 value, which meant that domestic investors found their wartime loans to the government repaid with a greatly reduced purchasing power. While French inflation was not nearly as bad as Germany’s, it caused serious economic, social and political dislocation nevertheless.


Initially, the weak franc helped exports, but this was short-lived. The Wall Street Crash and the Great Depression hit France, with her less advanced industrial and financial base, later than the rest of the developed world, but much French overseas trade depended on the export of relatively expensive items – wines, cognacs, leather goods, textiles – and luxury goods were amongst the first savings to be made by foreign importers. From 1929 French exports fell dramatically, and from a situation of full employment, and in some sectors a shortage of labour, in 1920, unemployment soared to nearly half a million by 1933.5


During the first war, the normal political processes of competing parties trying to persuade the electorate to favour them over others had been in abeyance, and the Union Sacrée (‘Sacred Union’) had maintained a more or less stable support for the war. Once peace came, however, the in-fighting began again and many of the strains inherent in the Third Republic* reappeared. In very broad terms, French politics between the wars saw a somewhat incongruous alliance of the rich, the aristocracy, conservative peasant smallholders, small businessmen and investors, and much of the lower middle class – this latter previously a staunch supporter of the republican state – set against the proponents of a welfare state, socialists, communists, radical workers, civil servants and intellectuals.* These groupings were not absolute – there was considerable overlap and the influence of the left was reduced by splits in the socialist and communist ranks between those who wanted to follow Moscow’s line (most, but not all, communists) and those who saw themselves as republican patriots (most, but not all, socialists). While supposedly part of the left but in practice in the centre was the Radical Socialist Party, which drew its support from white-collar workers, the lower end of the professions and some of the peasantry. On the right were a number of fairly unpleasant organizations that were opposed to the whole concept of the Republic. These included L’Action Française, which had grown out of the debacle of 1870 and was monarchist, Catholic and anti-Semitic, taking the Church’s side in the old struggle between secular and clerical influence in government and sending its strong-arm squads out to beat up communists. Allied with them, although not quite so extreme, was the Croix de Feu (literally, ‘Cross of Fire’), an ex-servicemen’s organization, and other bodies whose beliefs varied from a vague feeling that the Third Republic was not working to outright fascism. The actual membership of these organizations was not large, but they wielded considerable influence, particularly amongst those French men and women who looked for stability in an increasingly chaotic world.


The French Army had borne the brunt of the fighting in the war of 1914– 18 and had been more involved than any of the Allies in trying to prop up the White Russians after it. Hundreds – perhaps thousands – of individuals had served with military missions, in training teams, as advisers or providing logistical support to the anti-Bolshevik forces, and it was the French navy that provided naval support in the Black Sea and eventually evacuated the last of the White Russian armies along with large numbers of civilians fleeing the new Soviet regime. In the minds of many – perhaps most – professional officers of the French Army, opposition to the Bolsheviks in Russia was, after 1920, translated into fear and hatred of communism in France. To them, it was an alien philosophy imported from abroad and owing allegiance not to France but to its puppet masters in Moscow. It had been the communists and the communist-controlled press that had fanned the flames of the army mutinies of 1917, and, when the French Army marched into the Ruhr in January 1923 in order to enforce reparations, the high command saw the voluble opposition of a section of French public opinion as being symptomatic of defeatism and treason encouraged by the communists. Professional armies tend to be uninterested in politics except where it affects them directly, but in a conscript army, which the French Army was, it was inevitable that political opinions held in civilian life were carried on into the military. Tracts condemning the Ruhr occupation began to circulate amongst the soldiers and stern action was taken against such inflammatory activity. The leftist newspaper L’Humanité was banned and men spreading propaganda critical of the army or of the occupation were arrested and subject to courts martial. Meanwhile, operations in North Africa in the 1920s – against the Moroccan rebel Abd-el-Krim and in putting down incipient nationalist agitation in Algeria and Syria – cost the army 12,000 dead with little thanks from those at home.6


As the twenties wore on, many French officers, and a sizeable section of the French right, became increasingly distrustful of the institutions of the Republic, but, just as France was beginning to see some signs of peace and prosperity, the Wall Street Crash and the Depression seemed about to plunge her into chaos. It appeared to many Frenchmen that in America unregulated capitalism and democracy were failing, while at home ministerial crises, financial scandals and unemployment were all symptomatic of the failure of the state. Much military and some civilian opinion lurched to the right, and the evident failure of the attempt to institutionalize the universal brotherhood of man in the shape of the League of Nations intensified the view that only by doing away with the Third Republic and rebuilding the nation anew could a prosperous, stable and powerful France re-emerge.


* * *


Once the British had decided in 1914, somewhat late in the day, that they would, after all, make a major contribution to the war on land, they had to expand their own tiny (by European standards) army and, in most cases, turn token Dominion and colonial armies into contingents large enough to be effective.* It was the most intensive war in which the British had ever been engaged, and casualties in the inexperienced and under-trained Territorial Force and New Army units created from volunteers in the first two years of the war were inevitably far heavier than anyone imagined they might be. Despite this, the British learned, and they ended the war with the most technologically advanced and best-equipped army in the world, the most powerful navy bar none and the world’s first independent air force. On the face of it, Britain emerged victorious with her Empire and her economy intact. But Britain’s national debt had increased tenfold since 1914, much of her overseas investments had been liquidated to pay for the war, and the pre-war international trade network that was the basis of British prosperity had been ruptured and could not easily be reassembled. American industry, and to a lesser extent Dominion and Indian industry too, had been stimulated by the war and would now be competitors in the servicing of world markets.


Immediately after the war, there was a short-lived boom as goods not available during the war reappeared on the shelves, but this quickly collapsed. The war had meant full employment; now wartime industries were closing down and demobilized soldiers were swelling the labour pool. In 1918 Lloyd George’s Liberal–Conservative coalition government had granted universal suffrage to males from the age of twenty-one and to females from the age of thirty* and this increased the power and influence of the trades unions through the fledgling Labour Party. Britain was the first nation to industrialize and now she would be the first to feel the pains of post-industrialization. As the economy slowed and went into recession followed by depression, a population accustomed to a steady improvement in living standards was not prepared to accept reductions in wages – after all, said many, we won the war, didn’t we? Britain received virtually no reparations from Germany and watched anxiously as the German economy began to improve, financed by American loans. Lloyd George’s coalition hung on until 1922, by which time one fifth of the workforce was unemployed, and it was the last time the once great Liberal Party held office until the coalition of 2010. The party had never recovered from the Asquith–Lloyd George wartime split and would now be eclipsed by the Labour Party. There were two weak Labour governments, in 1924 and from 1929 to 1931; otherwise, for the rest of the interwar period Britain would be managed, or mismanaged, by Conservative or Conservative-led governments.


Britain lurched from economic crisis to economic crisis. A plan to create a tariff-protected market within the Empire foundered on the Dominions’ reluctance to be mere suppliers of raw materials to and importers of finished goods from Britain. Taxes rose and wages were cut. There were strikes by workers and a mutiny in the navy; the Geddes Axe scythed great swathes through public sector employment (including the armed forces) and cut state subsidies. In 1926 a dispute between the coal miners (and Britain was still hugely reliant on coal, which was privately owned) and the mine owners led to a general strike when workers in other industries came out in sympathy with the miners.* The strike was broken: the army, police and volunteers manned essential communications and supply services, but, while the miners took a cut in pay, the strike did force the government to ameliorate some of its recessional recovery policies.


In a democracy, there are no votes in defence. The aim of every politician is to get into office and, once in power, to stay there. With a restricted franchise, there will be some hope of voters occasionally putting the national interest first, but with universal suffrage, as Britain had from 1918, a greedy and ignorant electorate, which seeks instant gratification and views each issue in the light of how it affects them personally, is one which has to be pandered to. Governments do this by bribery: providing or improving things that directly impinge upon the majority of voters, and this has to be financed. In a time of economic downturn, the money can come from seizing or selling off national assets (Henry VIII and the dissolution of the monasteries), squeezing the rich (Charles II and distraint of knighthood), taxation (William Pitt inventing income tax to pay for the French Revolutionary Wars) or taking money from something else and hoping that no one will notice, or, if they do notice, will not care. After the war Lloyd George said that, while the government could afford to take chances with defence, it could not afford to take chances with social welfare. Navy, army and air force estimates were regularly cut and the nation’s defence posture was based on the Ten-Year Rule, which said that there would be no major war for ten years, there was no need for an expeditionary force and all defence planning was to be based upon those assumptions. The rule was particularly pernicious by its being made a rolling assumption, so that the risk of war was always ten years in the future. The British Admiralty (albeit opposed by military dinosaurs like Churchill) had concluded that the all-big-gun battleship should be superseded by the aircraft carrier as the capital ship, but, instead of the planned seven carriers to be built, there was money for only two, and in any case, as has been noted, Britain had surrendered her naval supremacy at the Washington Naval Conference in 1922.*


The Wall Street Crash happened just as the British economy was beginning to recover, and it hit the United Kingdom earlier and more severely than the rest of the developed world outside America. Unemployment doubled, social services were reduced, taxes were raised and a National Government took Britain off the gold standard, thus devaluing the currency.† Britain was still a world power with an empire, but underneath – and sometimes on the surface too – all was not well.


* * *


There would have been a Russian Revolution without the first war. The Tsar was not likely to moderate his autocratic style and the nods that had been made in the direction of liberalization prior to 1914 were bound to stimulate demand for more. As it was, the perceived failure of the Protector of the Slavs to intervene during the two Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913 had not gone unnoticed, while in the wider war a variety of factors – the breakdown of the transport network, the social and economic dislocation inevitable upon rapid industrialization and the provision of food and essential supplies as a matter of priority to the armed forces while civilians, or at least poor civilians, queued for bread – left the Tsar with little room for manoeuvre.


Russia mobilized 12 million men between 1914 and 1917, more than France, or the UK or Germany. While estimates of Russian casualties vary greatly, there may have been as many as 2 million military deaths, which as a proportion of the population was a lot less than the equivalent French figure, but the civilian death toll due entirely or partially to the war may have been as much as another 2 million, a far greater figure than those suffered by any ally or enemy. With mounting casualties, no victory in sight and increasing agitation against the Tsar, the army high command made it clear that they would neither accept a transfer of power to the sickly Tsarevitch nor intervene to preserve the monarchy. The Tsar found he had no alternative but to abdicate, which he did on 2 March 1917. The Provisional Government that assumed power was a reasonable coalition, and seemed to be well able to restrain its extremists. What scuppered it was its declared intention of remaining in the war, coupled with the arrival of the exiled Lenin, inserted into Russia by the Germans and unprepared to compromise his communist principles in any way. The publication of the supposedly secret treaties with Britain and France that granted the Dardanelles – hitherto international waters – to Russia brought massive disillusionment as the liberals, socialists and intellectuals realized that they were fighting not for Mother Russia but for the government’s expansionist ambitions. After a failed summer campaign – the Brusilov Offensive – desertion and mutiny began to shake the army apart. The October* Revolution followed, the communists seized power and Russia sued for peace.


Russia’s chief negotiator, Leon Trotsky, attempted to buy time in the hope that Lenin’s prediction of socialist revolutions in Western Europe, including Germany, would come true, and, when he refused German demands for autonomy for Poland, Finland, Estonia, Lithuania and the Ukraine (in all of which territories there were already anti-communist uprisings or resistance), the German army called his bluff and carried on advancing eastwards against no opposition. Persuaded largely by Lenin, Russia returned to the negotiations and the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed on 3 March 1918. Half of the main grain-, iron- and coal-producing areas and almost half the population of the former Russian Empire were lost and German troops occupied the Ukraine with the intention of using its grain supplies to feed a German population reduced to near starvation by the Royal Navy’s blockade. It was Foch, the French coordinator of Allied military effort, and Haig, Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force, who saved Lenin – had Germany won the war, the communist regime could not have survived. As it was, the communists were not convinced that even the humiliating peace they had signed would hold, and in March 1918 they shifted the capital from St Petersburg–Petrograd to Moscow. Moscow had been a Russian capital in the past – but that was two centuries ago. Versailles cancelled Brest-Litovsk, but the Bolsheviks were by no means in control of the whole country.


The Don Cossacks rebelled against confiscation of their land in 1917;in 1918 Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan declared independence and from December 1918 until April 1919 the French occupied the port of Odessa, intending it to be used as a base for supplying the anti-communist forces. In May 1919 an allied force of British, French and American troops, under British command, landed in Murmansk and Archangel and attempted to support the White Russians,* before withdrawing in the autumn, and from December 1917 until 1922 the Japanese occupied Vladivostok. In June 1918, 100,000 Czechs, a mixture of deserters and prisoners of war, made common cause with the Czech Legion, a band of turncoats who were originally to be employed against the Germans alongside the Russians, and finding the situation changed considerably as a result of Brest-Litovsk, they seized control of the Trans-Siberian railway. Providing themselves with weapons by disarming ramshackle communist militias, they marched on Ekaterinburg, getting there just too late to prevent the execution of the Tsar and his family † They announced that they wished to be transferred to the Western Front, received the backing of the French, and entered into negotiations with the Soviets, before being eventually rescued by the Americans, who intervened to guard the railway and organized the evacuation of the Czechs from Vladivostok. The Soviets were prevented from establishing control of the Caspian Sea by the Royal Navy, which also evacuated cornered White Russian troops. As well as the Russian Civil War, the fledgling Soviet state fought wars against Estonia in 1918, Finland from 1918 to 1920, and Poland from 1920 to 1921 (when the Polish Army was supported and advised by French officers including Marshal Franchet d’Espèrey and General Weygand), all of which she lost.




Within the USSR, the anti-communist forces were eventually defeated: incompetent leadership, over-ambitious plans, an inability to coordinate the activities of the various armies, logistic difficulties, the reluctance of the Allies to become embroiled in a full-scale military campaign and a failure to realize that, apart from some of those who were not ethnic Russians, most people in what had been the Russian Empire wanted peace at almost any price. The Civil War and the wars on the boundaries of the USSR allowed Trotsky, the People’s Commissar for Defence, to weld a disparate collection of workers’ and peasants’ militias, bits of the old Imperial Army and politically motivated bearers of whatever arms they could find into what would become the Red Army. It also convinced most of Lenin’s colleagues that rather than a workers’ militia, which had been seriously suggested as the future armed force of the state, there was a need for a professional, conventionally organized army.


Not only had the major grain-producing regions been lost to Russia until Versailles restored them in 1919, but the harvest in 1917–18 was bad and there was a serious shortage of food, compounded by peasant growers refusing to sell to the state grain monopoly. Furthermore, it was all very well for Lenin to speak grandly of workers and peasants’ control, but the factories had been run by either the derided bourgeoisie or – heaven forfend – bloodsucking capitalists and Tsarist sympathizers. Their removal meant that there was no one capable of running the plants, and medium- and small-sized enterprises collapsed. Factory output in the early years of the USSR fell to a third of what it had been before the war. Wages fell, not returning to their pre-war level until the late 1920s, and strikes by disgruntled workers were rife. The only apparent solution was a state takeover of factories – the banks had already been taken over in December 1918 – which accorded with the communist principle of common ownership of the means of production. Lenin, the instigator and the inspiration of the communist revolution, died in January 1924.As the effective head of state,he was succeeded by Joseph Stalin.


Joseph Stalin, born Dzhughashvili, was born around 1878 in Georgia, one of the most backward parts of a backward empire, where serfdom had only finally been abolished in 1871, ten years after emancipation in the rest of Russia. Joseph came from humble origins, spoke Russian as a second language, had an interrupted education and became an incipient revolutionary at a very early age. ‘Stalin’ or ‘man of steel’ was only one of many cover names that he used during his early life, which was marked by regular detention, imprisonment, escapes and exile since he was constantly on the run and agitating against the monarchy and the capitalist system. He was a Bolshevik almost from the start and, while he revered Lenin, he did not agree with all his idol’s policies. In essence, Stalin may have been an uneducated terrorist, but, while he organized bank robberies and assassinations, he was none the less a highly intelligent and politically aware terrorist, and he was completely amoral. As editor of the underground party newspaper Pravda, he initially supported the 1917 Provisional Government’s policy of refusing to negotiate with the Germans. Lenin, the pragmatist, said that anyone who took this line was betraying socialism. Stalin, after gauging grass roots opinion, decided that, while the wind might not be blowing in Lenin’s direction just yet, it would do so eventually, and changed his stance.


With the overthrow of the Provisional Government, Lenin appointed Stalin as Commissar (minister) for Nationalities. As he was himself a member of a minority ethnic group, this was an obvious post for him to hold. The trouble was that many of the nationalities had no wish to be communist, and even those who were prepared to tolerate communism had no wish to be organized in the way that Stalin wished. The Bolsheviks’ original policy was to grant each nationality self-determination, assuming, somewhat naively, that the new states would be communist and would cleave to Mother Russia. This did not happen and Lenin and Stalin were forced to change the policy from devolution of power to centralization. Much the same happened with the economy, but in reverse: an entirely controlled economy did not work, partly because the people who might have been able to run the factories and the utilities had at worst been shot or exiled and at best were under suspicion of just waiting for the revolution to fail. Lenin, supported by Stalin, forced through the New Economic Policy, which allowed a certain amount of leeway to local entrepreneurs and producers, despite the opposition of diehards who wanted no going back to old ways. In December 1921 the Terror, during which recalcitrant officials or political opponents were subjected to show trials and then executed, imprisoned or exiled, was relaxed somewhat, and the number of secret policemen reduced from 143,000 in December 1921 to 105,000 in May 1922.* Stalin’s support for Lenin got him ‘elected’ – appointed – to the two controlling bodies of the party, and hence government, the Politburo and the Orgburo. The Politburo was the inner circle of the Central Committee of the Communist Party and made policy for, initially, the Russian Federal Republic and, later, for the whole of the USSR. The Orgburo was responsible for the civil service and government organizations and also for personnel matters. A Secretariat maintained liaison between the two bodies. In April 1922, in an attempt to lighten the workload on Lenin, whose health had been failing since an assassination attempt in August 1918,* Stalin was appointed to the newly created post of general secretary to the Secretariat. Most thought that the new general secretary would be a mere dogsbody and Lenin’s poodle. How wrong they were would soon be apparent; the general secretary was responsible for appointments, and was able to pack the organs of state with his own supporters, while still professing total loyalty to Lenin – and, to be fair, almost certainly being totally loyal. But Stalin’s support for Lenin did not extend to blind, unthinking concurrence in everything. Lenin, despite his pragmatism in ending the war and relaxing the economy, firmly believed that socialist revolutions would follow in Western Europe, and that the USSR would become a loose federation including Hungary, Germany and, perhaps, even France. Stalin, ever the realist, knew that no such revolutions were remotely likely and thought that the Party should concentrate on establishing the communist system in the USSR without wasting time in wishful thinking about what went on abroad. It was Stalin, too, who realized that Lenin’s idea of linking the Russian Republic (which included a number of so-called ‘autonomous’ republics within it) to Belorussia, the Ukraine and the Transcaucasian Federation (Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia) with nothing more than bilateral treaties was not going to promote communism in those areas, and that they must be brought under the direct control of Moscow.


With his health deteriorating in the last year of his life, Lenin took no part in the governing of the country and, by the time he died on 21 January 1924, the USSR was governed by a collective which was drawn from the Central Committee and included Stalin. During his time as general secretary, Stalin had been able to advance the careers of his supporters and slow down or halt altogether those of his opponents. Once Lenin was safely embalmed, his mausoleum built by the Kremlin wall and Petrograd given yet another name change, to Leningrad, the triumvirate of Stalin, Gregory Zinoviev and Lev Kamenev* emerged as his inheritors. The other leading candidate for Lenin’s mantle, Trotsky (née Bronstein), was not only associated with the Mensheviks, the relatively liberal revolutionary wing which had split from the communists in 1914, but, like Zinoviev and Kamenev, was Jewish, and anti-Semitism had not disappeared with the revolution, whatever the Bolsheviks might claim. Despite Trotsky’s great service in creating the Red Army (and, in the opinion of many, saving the revolution thereby), he was dismissed from his offices, sent into exile and eventually assassinated in Mexico in 1940. It took Stalin a little longer to neutralize Zinoviev and Kamenev,† but by 1927 they were out of favour and out of the Central Committee and Stalin was the undisputed leader of the Soviet Union.


The modest success of the New Economic Policy, the end of starvation and Stalin’s caution in regard to world revolution made him genuinely popular with party members, quite apart from the fact that as head of personnel he had been able to pack party and government offices with his own men. Once firmly in the saddle, however, Stalin replaced the New Economic Policy with centralization. This involved the forced collectivization of agriculture, with cereal growers forced to sell to the state and Kulaks (yeoman farmers who owned their land) persecuted, and a Five-Year Plan which took all factories into state ownership and gave them production quotas and targets.


From outside, this forced and central direction of the national economy gained some respectability after the Wall Street Crash. All over the developed world, unfettered capitalism seemed to be failing while in Russia the proletariat appeared to be protected from its effects. Stalin knew that, if the USSR were to be dragged kicking and squealing into the modern industrialized world, then he would need finance, machinery and expertise from the West to do it, and the Western powers would only cooperate if they were sure that the USSR was not about to instigate world revolution by force of arms – hence Stalin’s insistence on the slogan ‘Socialism in One Country’. The USSR may in fact be the only nation of note that actually profited from the crash and the Depression that followed. With the slowdown in industrial output, unemployment and lack of investment everywhere else, banks and industrialists saw Stalin’s Five-Year Plan as an opportunity not to be missed. Loans and credit agreements were arranged, tenders submitted and contracts signed as the great leap forward out of backwardness and into modernization began. Even the Ford Motor Company, that epitome of rampant capitalism, signed an agreement to build a car-manufacturing plant.* There were limits, though, to this commercial largesse. The Red Army much admired the American Christie tank suspension, even if it had been rejected by the US Army, but selling Ford cars was one thing, bits of tanks quite another. The Russians smuggled it out nevertheless and it became the basis for the BT series of Russian tanks that duly led to the highly successful T-34.†


The rush to modernize came with a very great price in human lives. The Kulaks were, understandably, opposed to agrarian collectivization, and there were estimated to be between 5 million and 7 million of them. As officers of the Red Army who came from peasant stock might not be prepared to enforce collectivization with sufficient rigour, the secret police (the OGPU) were reinforced by party militias and bully boys from the cities and the factories. Those who persisted in opposing government policy were either shot, exiled to the Russian Far East or forced to labour in physically demanding and unpleasant industries, such as mining, where the concept of workers’ health and safety did not exist. It is thought that up to 5 million people perished from a combination of compulsory grain seizures, punishment for being anti-Stalin or worked to death in labour camps in the winter of 1932–33 alone.7 But Stalin’s paranoid suspicion and distrust of anyone or any institution that might oppose him would soon be extended from recalcitrant farmers to the organs of the Soviet state. The armed forces would not escape, and thousands of officers of the Red Army would be removed.




* * *


According to national legend, the first emperor of Japan was the great-great-great-grandson of the Sun Goddess. The Sun Goddess created Japan – and, presumably, the rest of the world too, although this is not mentioned by the chroniclers. The Japanese imperial family traces its line back to 11 February 660 bc, which puts the creation of the world at around 810 bc, so the planet is even younger than Bishop Ussher’s calculations made it.* While the Japanese claim that their emperor is the only reigning monarch whose descent is unbroken from the Sun Goddess, and that his subjects are descendants of the goddess’s brother, may not be entirely accurate, Japanese emperors, unlike their Chinese counterparts, were not overthrown or deposed, largely because they had no power other than that exercised by advisers in the imperial name. That is not to say that emperors did not die mysteriously, nor abdicate early, but the emperor himself was seen as being ‘above the clouds’ or remote from the day-to-day governance of what was actually a loose collection of quasi-independent baronial estates, and, being above mere politics, he was a focus for loyalty and respect (but not yet actual worship) by all classes.


By around 1600 the constant feuding between rival magnates had made the country even more difficult to govern than it already had been, and Tokugawa Ieyasu, a member of a hereditary military clan, achieved supreme temporal power by a mixture of alliances and slaughter, frequently of his own allies. That Ieyasu at one stage during his early career killed his first wife and ordered his son to commit suicide in order to prove his loyalty to a superior is a fair indication of the sort of society Japan had become, and taking the traditional military title of shogun, Ieyasu established a form of government which, against all the odds, lasted for 250 years. The emperor was still the emperor, of course, but, instead of decisions being taken by the emperor’s advisers, they were now taken by the shogun and, latterly, by the shogun’s advisers.




Japanese society was rigidly hierarchical, bolstered by the Shinto religion, which was part ancestor worship and part a reinforcement of a caste system decreeing that one was born into a station in life out of which one could not escape. As Hinduism, which shares Shinto’s belief in caste, has also demonstrated, such a system is a most effective tool for social control, and during the period of the shogunate the stratified layers of precedence – and bloody repression where that failed – enabled the shogun and his successors to hold together the often mutually antipathetic principalities. Loyalty and obedience were everything: to one’s elder siblings and parents, to the village, to the local lord, to the ruler of the province, to the shogunate and ultimately to the emperor. The national religion had no moral code, other than loyalty and obedience, and there was no concept of looking after those less fortunate than oneself. Lords might take action to improve the lot of their workers, but only did so because, if they did not, the work would not get done; the idea that one should look after one’s subordinates because that is the decent thing to do was quite alien. Confucian and Buddhist influences did moderate behaviour somewhat, but the shoguns were so concerned about Christianity that they banned it and banished its missionaries.


Japan had always been suspicious of outsiders, and under the shoguns she became more so. Japanese merchants did trade with China but the only Europeans allowed to maintain a permanent trading post were the Dutch, and they were confined to an island off Nagasaki. In the first half of the nineteenth century Japan was still feudal when the rest of the world had moved on, but even in its rigidly stratified society things were changing. The relative influence of the four classes into which Japanese were divided – warriors, peasants, artisans and merchants – was not as it was. The shogunate had brought relative peace, and the hereditary warriors – the samurai, who made up 10 per cent of the population and insisted on maintaining their traditional dress, carrying two swords and demanding obeisance from all those below them in the pecking order – were becoming redundant. All samurai were supposed to follow a lord, to whom they owed total and unthinking loyalty, but the shoguns had kept the lords in check by taxing them and too many of them were in hock to the merchants and money lenders and could not afford to keep great bands of retainers with nothing to do. Rather like the Junker of Prussia or the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy, the magnates and the samurai had aristocratic tastes and pretensions, but increasingly lacked the wherewithal to indulge them. Not only did the samurai consider that working for a living was beneath them, but they were also barred by law and custom from all trades and professions, other than their own, save that of intellectual or bureaucrat. As the number of samurai who could become, say, poets or civil servants was limited, by 1850 it was estimated that there were 400,000 ronin, or samurai without a liege lord, who wandered the country at best hoping to find a lord, and at worst indulging in brigandage.8


It is generally assumed that it was Commodore Perry and his Black Ships that forced Japan out of the medieval and into the modern. Perry, under orders from the American president, Millard Fillmore, sailed into Edo Bay (now Tokyo Bay) on 8 July 1853 and demanded that Japan open its ports to American trade. Two of Perry’s ships were powered by steam and all of them mounted modern cannon; they were met by dummy shore batteries and warriors armed with smoothbore muskets and swords. The Japanese did not have a navy and, after procrastinating and delaying as long as they could, were forced to recognize Perry’s presence. Perry delivered his president’s demands, and, after announcing that he would return in a year with a fleet, sailed away. While Perry himself made much of the claim that it was he who forced Japan to open itself to the outside world, in fact the system was rotten and falling apart before Perry came on the scene. The merchant class had the money, they wanted trade with the West, and the British and the Russians were pressing for Japanese ports to be opened to them. Japanese of the governing and merchant classes knew very well that the British had trounced China militarily in the 1840s, and drew the obvious conclusion that the Japanese system of government, imported from China, might not last for ever. Japanese suspicion of the outside world had always been mixed with curiosity. There was much about Western technology that was attractive to the Japanese, and it had not escaped their notice that a small island nation such as Britain, which depended on trade, could manage very well if it had colonies and a powerful navy – a point which was reinforced in 1862 when the Royal Navy flattened the capital of a particular clan of samurai as punishment for an attack on a lone Englishman travelling across Japan overland.


While Perry may not have precipitated the period of anarchy, civil war, assassination and chaos that lasted until the Meiji Restoration in 1868, he was certainly one of its catalysts. It was a restoration because the constitution drawn up by those who emerged victorious from the bloody struggles of the previous decade supposedly ‘restored’ power to the emperor, but in no sense was this a liberal or enlightened revolution in the manner of those that had broken out all over Europe (and in the main failed) in 1848. Rather, it was, as one historian has put it, as if the fox-hunting squirearchy of England had risen up and seized power as the champions of liberalism.* The architects of the restoration concluded that Japan was powerless to resist the unequal treaties that she had signed to permit contact with the West, and that the only way to stand up to the Europeans was to learn their ways and be better at them than they were. Hence a written constitution, top hats and morning dress, political parties, elected assemblies and a monarch who supposedly acted in accordance with the advice of his ministers – but was now officially divine. With all this went massive and rapid modernization, industrialization and expansion; the British built railways and spinning mills and trained a Japanese navy, the Dutch built arsenals, the French built ironworks, Germans drafted the laws, trained the army and introduced the polka; the Italians, the Swiss and the Americans all were involved in one of the most rapid industrializations of a backward agricultural economy; and all the while, looking over their shoulders, were bright young Japanese learning how it was all being done. Long before Stalin, the Japanese squeezed the peasantry to provide capital for industrialization, a side effect being a population drift to the towns and cities that duly provided the workforce for the factories.


While the restoration’s slogan of ‘Respect the emperor, expel the barbarians’ might not have been applicable just yet, that of ‘Rich country, strong army’ certainly was, and by 1895 the Japanese had an army of 240,000 men armed with modern weapons, mainly peasant conscripts led by Samurai officers and NCOs, and a small but efficient navy of twenty-eight steam-powered warships.† 9 That same year Japan, in her first foreign war of modern times, took Korea and Formosa from a decaying Chinese empire, and in 1904–5 defeated the Russians. Even though the latter were already tottering and their armies and navy were operating a long way from home, it was none the less a decisive victory.


But underneath the top hats and Western façade, Japan had not changed all that much. Class divisions may have been legally abolished but power still rested with the aristocracy, the samurai and the merchants; the emperor may have been transformed into a constitutional monarch but he was now to be worshipped as divine; political parties may have been tolerated for a time but they had no power, and all the time were stressed the ‘virtues’ of obedience, loyalty, respect for the emperor, while any show of individualism was discouraged. Huge commercial enterprises grew up, with the power and influence that money brought, but they were expected to work in the interests of the state rather than in those of shareholders, and it was an unwritten alliance between the industrialists and the military, motivated not only by a need to safeguard their own narrow interests but also by a conviction that Japan should be – must be – a powerful and respected country with an empire like the British, the French, the Russians and the Americans that was to send Japan along the road of expansion, conquest and repression. Much the same motivation inspired the newly unified Germany, and it is no surprise that it was to the German, rather than to the British or American, model of government that the shapers of Japanese institutions looked.


The Japanese admiration for all things German was not reciprocated, however, and so the Japanese, in 1902, allied themselves with the British, and English newspapers lauded‘the plucky little Japs’ when they went on to smash the Russian colossus. The First World War came as a welcome opportunity. Japan joined the Allies and her economy boomed. Factories proliferated and heavy industry grew, particularly steel mills, which in turn boosted shipbuilding. Japan supplied the Western powers with textiles and was able to penetrate markets that the British and French could no longer service. While she did no fighting, the presence of her navy in the Far East allowed the British to transfer ships to home waters and in 1915 she took possession of the German concession of Shantung in China. Japanese participation in the war persuaded the British to ignore her penetration of Manchuria, but her seizure of the German Pacific island territories of the Marianas, Palau, the Marshalls and the Carolines increased existing American suspicions of Japanese long-term aims.


Japan ended the war as an industrialized nation with the wherewithal to manufacture but without the necessary raw materials – coal, rubber, iron, oil – which had to be imported, and with a society deeply divided socially and economically, but united by emperor worship and dislike of foreigners. At the top were the army, the navy and the powerful industrialists, and at the bottom were the increasingly exploited toilers – factory workers and peasants. There was virtually no middle class, and, as the administration clamped down mightily on any mutterings from the left, politics revolved around conflicting interpretations of nationalism and loyalty to the emperor. Japan had sent 70,000 troops to Russia, supposedly to assist the anti-Bolshevik forces but in reality to protect her own interests – unsure though she was what those interests were – and she did not withdraw them until 1925,thus earning the permanent hostility of the new Soviet state. Japan increasingly saw herself as becoming isolated internationally – mainly, she thought, owing to the machinations of the British and the Americans, who were both anxious to protect their own interest in Asia – and so the feelings of insecurity and aggressiveness grew. The articles of the Washington Naval Treaty, which gave Japan a ratio in naval tonnage of only three to Britain’s and America’s five each, and the British refusal to renew the Anglo-Japanese alliance, which ended in 1923, seemed only to confirm the developed world’s hostility towards Japan. All the country’s most powerful interests now accepted that expansion was needed; the only argument was whether that expansion should be by peaceful persuasion or by military might, and whether it should be north into Soviet controlled territory or south-west into China.


Japan suffered an economic wobble in 1927, when there were a series of bank failures that also brought down a number of small businesses – many of which were then gobbled up by the zaibatsu or big industrialists. This experience did make Japan better prepared for the Wall Street Crash than some other economies but, when the silk trade in the United States collapsed, Japanese exports plummeted. The solution, it seemed to many Japanese, was to expel the colonialists and create an Asian economic trading area in which Japan would provide the manufactured goods from raw materials supplied from within the bloc. The last vestige of influence held by the lobby in favour of peaceful penetration evaporated and increasingly the military, and their allies the zaibatsu, would shape Japanese foreign and defence policy.


* * *


It was not long after the first war that the cry ‘We wuz robbed’, or its Italian equivalent, was raised. Italy had been a unified country only since 1861, and, despite attempts by her founding fathers to link her with the glories of the Roman Empire, the truth was that 1,500 years of invasion, fragmentation and immigration had left precious few of the once rulers of the known world and had replaced them with a distillation of a variety of Balkan tribes. In modern parlance, Italy was desperate to punch above her weight, but, by the time that her king and government realized that a good way to divert attention from domestic problems was to embark on adventures abroad, there was precious little left to colonize. Italy joined the Triple Alliance with Germany and Austria in 1882, but always made it clear that she regarded it as a defensive pact and in any event would not go to war against Britain. As the Mediterranean was a British lake, this was a very sensible reservation.


Italy had interests in Eritrea and attempts to expand there led to war with Abyssinia and a disastrous defeat at Adowa in 1896. She sent a 2,000-strong contingent as part of the relief force to China during the Boxer Rebellion, and in 1911 she embarked on a campaign to seize Libya from a tottering Ottoman Empire. In a conflict marked more by Italian ingenuity in committing atrocities than by any great military skill,* Libya was eventually brought under nominal Italian control in 1912, when Turkey was distracted by the First Balkan War.


The Triple Alliance was unpopular with many Italians, who saw it as an obstacle to the incorporation of areas on her borders belonging to Austria but containing large numbers of ethnic Italians, or at least Italian-speakers. Austrian residents of Trieste were bemused by the apparent attachment of so many of their fellow citizens to opera, to the extent that the most common graffiti on the city walls was ‘Viva Verdi’, but they were not to know that this was shorthand for Viva Vittorio Emmanuele Re d’Italia. When war broke out in 1914, Italy declined to join Germany and Austria, pointing out that, as the alliance was a defensive pact and Austria-Hungary had declared war on Serbia, Italy was not obliged to join in. Both sides courted the Italians. To the Germans, Italian entry on the side of the Central Powers, or at least a guarantee of neutrality, would release Austrian troops for the Western Front, open another front against France and make life difficult for the British navy in the Mediterranean. From the Allied point of view, Italian belligerence would tie down large numbers of Austrians and keep them away from Russia. There was little that Germany could or Austria would offer Italy, but the Allies could hold out the promise of satisfying Italian irredentism at Austria’s expense. The Pact of London, signed in April 1915, duly granted Austrian territory to Italy in return for her entering the war on the Allied side no later than 26 May 1915.




Bismarck said that Italy had a large appetite for territorial gains but very poor teeth.10 Anyone who has served with NATO regards the modern Italian Army as something of a joke, one that lends weight to the old adage, ‘If you can’t fight, wear a big hat’, and assumes that this has always been so, but this is not entirely fair. Italy’s performance in the first war was noted for the dogged stoicism of her soldiers, who were let down by her leaders and the lack of a military-industrial base. Estimates of Italian military deaths vary between 460,000 and 650,000 – losses comparable to those of Britain (700,000) and suffered by a smaller population in a shorter war. Italy made few advances and was only saved from complete collapse by the despatch of French and British divisions in late 1917. Even what is celebrated as the glorious victory of Vittorio Veneto was spearheaded by British troops, a fact that is notably absent from Italian history books.*


The Italian economy, kept running at full speed during the war, went into recession after it as contracts for war materials stopped. Soon 10 per cent of the workforce was unemployed and this was made worse by the arrival of 4 million demobilized soldiers on to the labour market. Prices rose, wages could not keep up and the government, saddled with massive war debts, faced long delays before it could begin to pay war pensions to the disabled and the families of the dead. There were strikes, riots, army mutinies and general disorder. Using the old ploy of blaming someone else, the Italian government soon began to blame the Allies. Italy had gone to war to expand her territory at the expense of the Central Powers. She got Trieste, part of the Tyrol, part of modern Slovenia and Istria at the head of the Adriatic (including large numbers of Germans and Slavs who lived there too), but what about German colonies in Africa, and what about the Italian position in the Middle East? Those German colonies and the Italian position in Eritrea had not been specifically promised in the negotiations that brought Italy into the war, but the French and the British had agreed Italy’s claim to part of Dalmatia. This arrangement was not, however, agreed by the Americans, who in 1915 had been neutral and therefore not involved in the discussions. At Versailles, President Woodrow Wilson refused to recognize the London pact and took the side of Slav self-determination, thus vetoing any suggestion of an Italian Dalmatia. The erstwhile allies had therefore cheated Italy of her due rewards for all her dead, and all her problems could be blamed on them.


In the uncertainty of post-war Italy, communism began to take hold amongst the have-nots, and the inevitable counter was the rise of the extreme right. Fascism, its principles originally enunciated by Gabriele D’Annunzio, an extreme nationalist writer and son of a hero of the struggle for Italian independence, but taken up by Benito Mussolini, was the counter to communism. Both sides drew their foot soldiers from much the same pool but, while communism focused on the working classes and had an international dimension, fascism focused on the state. Mussolini, a journalist and political activist before the war (and, like many eventual fascists, originally a socialist), was conscripted into the Italian Army, became a sergeant and was invalided out with injuries sustained in training. His charismatic rhetoric, espousing patriotism and pride in race, authoritarian order, anti-corruption, elitism and economic self-sufficiency, all wrapped up in the symbolism of the Roman Empire, was a heady mix for Italians disillusioned by the failure of the war to resolve all social ills, and attracted the landowners, industrialists and Catholics terrified by the prospect of communism. In the summer of 1922 a strike called by the Socialist Party was a failure, and those services that were affected were kept running by fascist volunteers. In October 1922 Mussolini ordered a ‘March on Rome’, supposedly a demonstration of the Fascist Party’s loyalty to the king, but in reality intended to intimidate the government into accepting the fascists into a coalition, and, when the Liberal President of the Council (prime minister) asked the king, Victor Emmanuel III, for special powers to deal with the march, the king refused, the prime minister resigned and the king appointed Mussolini as prime minister.


In the April 1924 general election Mussolini’s fascists received 65 per cent of the votes cast, and even without the undoubted intimidation and vote-rigging they would have got a large majority. Mussolini managed to escape, albeit narrowly, the political backlash after the murder of a socialist leader, Giacomo Matteotti, widely believed to have been at the instigation of Mussolini (although this was never proved), and by 1926 he was able to give up all pretence of democracy and rule by decree. Once all political parties except the fascists were abolished, Mussolini was able to bring all the organs of state under fascist control and introduce a planned economy, encourage a rise in the birth rate and undertake a (half-hearted) pruning of a swollen civil service. The Italian currency, the lira, was revalued (in fact, grossly over-valued) from one seventh of its pre-1914 value to one third, and food production was increased.11 Mussolini really did drain the Pontine Marshes, something that no Roman emperor had been able to manage, and he did make the trains run on time. In 1925–26 Italy managed to secure a promise of loans from the United States, which, it was hoped, would stabilize the economy and allow staged repayments of war loans to Britain. Mussolini also solved the Roman Question – the relationship between the state and the Vatican – which had eluded Italian politicians (and the anti-clerical king) so far.* That this meant withdrawing all copies of Mussolini’s pre-war pamphlet God Does Not Exist, the banning of freemasonry,† laws banning contraceptives and ‘lewd behaviour’ during Lent, and considerable financial concessions made to the Church mattered not a jot. Pope Pius XI – a man just as autocratic as Mussolini – declared that the Church now recognized the fascist state and this brought huge domestic and international prestige.


All this had its positive aspects, but it also meant a savage deflation, higher taxes and, once the lira had been revalued and Italy returned to the gold standard in 1927, a drop in exports. The Wall Street Crash and the Great Depression hit Italy as it did the rest of the world, but Italy’s financial markets were far less sophisticated than those of America or Britain, and, even though the effects were exacerbated by the withdrawal of loans and the overpriced lira, Mussolini managed to avoid social unrest, although living standards fell and unemployment rose. Far from weakening the fascist position, the Depression – which could be blamed on the Anglo-Saxons and linked to the refusal to award Italy her rightful spoils from the Great War – only strengthened the appeal of order and strong government. Nevertheless, the inescapable fact remained that Italy was a poor – and,in many respects,backward – country and lacked the resources to posture as a great power. In due course she would pay the price of the overweening ambition of her leaders.
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GET SET. . .


If Britain and the countries of Europe were still in the recovery room following the Great War, then in the 1920s Germany was still on life support. The Versailles Treaty had apportioned the entire blame for the war, and all the damage and destruction thereof, to Germany and she was forced to accept that responsibility and agree to pay for it. This was only one of the shackles of Versailles but it was the one that was most obvious to the German man in the turnip patch. Germany in the 1920s and early 1930s had a flourishing chemical industry and many of her technical industries were world leaders, but she was far from being a fully industrialized and urban society in the way that Britain was. After unification in 1870, the German population grew from 24 million to 67 million by 1914, but by 1930, after war deaths and the loss of territory resulting from Versailles, it was 65 million, of which 15 million relied on subsistence agriculture. Germany had financed the Great War by raising loans rather than taxes, and as the country embarked painfully on the democratic experiment, with six coalition governments between 1919 and 1923, the wherewithal to repay the loans was not there. The Reichsmark declined from 20 to the pound sterling in 1914 to 250 in 1919, 500 in early 1921 and 1,000 at the end of that year, until it stood at 35,000 to the pound in 1922.12 The Weimar Republic was blamed for failing to live within its means, but the only way it could stave off collapse was by printing more and more money, leading to an even faster decline in the value of the currency. When Germany simply could not pay the reparations demanded and defaulted in 1923, the French, dragging the Belgians behind them, sent 60,000 troops into the Ruhr, Germany’s industrial heartland. Britain and America disapproved, but Raymond Poincaré had been president of France throughout the war and was still president, with no love for Germany or sympathy for her problems. This was the final blow to the German economy. Unemployment in Germany rose; hyperinflation set in; Berlin suspended all reparations payments and the value of the mark sank to 16 trillion (16,000,000,000,000) to the pound. Germans embarked on a policy of passive resistance and the only country with money to spare – the United States – was asked to help. The result was the Dawes Plan.


Charles W. Dawes was an American banker who had masterminded inter-Allied procurement during the First World War. Asked to produce a plan to stabilize the German currency and to rationalize reparations payments, Dawes, assisted by Owen Young, the chairman of General Electric, came up with a plan that seemed to satisfy everyone. Reparations payments would be consolidated and would gradually rise until the full instalments became due from 1928.The Reichsmark was restored to its pre-war level and inflation was checked by pegging it to the US dollar. A Reparations Office would supervise the German economy and take control of the German central bank with the authority to stop or reduce reparations if such payments would substantially damage the German economy. The Dawes Plan came into effect in 1924 and to everyone but the extreme nationalists (who objected to foreign control and the fact that reparations payments had not been reduced, only delayed) it seemed to meet all requirements: the wartime Allies would get their reparations in due course, the German economy would not be destroyed by inflation and the German currency was worth something once more. Germany could import and it seemed that the Weimar Republic would survive and could concentrate on economic growth rather than military adventures. Unemployment fell dramatically, to less than 1 million in January 1925, and fluctuated between 1 million and 3 million from then until autumn 1929, when it was only just under 1 million prior to the Wall Street Crash.13


Of course, somebody had to pay for all this. The German currency’s peg to the dollar had to be backed by monetary reserves in Germany, and this was provided by loans. The largest was $100m raised on Wall Street, where it was hugely over-subscribed. In a genuine act of philanthropy, the US government had put its own credibility behind the loan, and, as interest rates in Germany were higher than those in the United States, there was no shortage of banks and private investors to participate. Other loans followed. Germany was now able to begin to pay her reparations to Britain and France with money borrowed from America, and Britain and France could use that to repay their American wartime loans. This led to a mounting burden of international debt for Germany, but, as long as America seemed happy to lend, then the merry-go-round could continue – and it did lead to pressure from America to reduce reparations in order to ensure that Germany could repay her loans, hence the Young Plan of spring 1929.


Owen Young, who had been very much part of the Dawes Plan, now produced a restructuring that reduced the total amount of reparations by about 75 per cent, and extended the repayments until 1988. All the involved governments signed up to it, partly because something was better than nothing, and partly because they realized that, unless they did, the Weimar Republic could not survive. For the democratic parties in Germany, the Young Plan meant stability and peace, while the nationalists once again criticized it and the president of the Reichsbank, Hjalmar Schacht, resigned in protest, throwing his influence behind Hitler, who had asked, not unreasonably, why generations as yet unborn should be saddled with the debts of their parents. The plan’s details had been widely leaked and known, but in the May 1928 elections Germans had gone for economic stability first and Hitler’s NSDAP* obtained but 2.5 per cent of the vote and twelve seats. The largest party was the Social Democrats, the SPD (liberals, in British terms), with 153 seats, and the communists came fourth with 54.


Then came the Wall Street Crash, and America had no more money to lend, or, if she had, she would not do so in the face of a collapse of international trade, and loans began to be called in. In Germany, the only way to maintain the stability of the currency when unemployment was rising again was to deflate with compulsory cuts in wages and increased taxes (including a poll tax), many of these measures being forced through by emergency decree. In fact, unemployment increased from under 1 million just before the crash to over 3 million in January 1930, and in the general election of September 1930 the NSDAP obtained 18.5 per cent of the popular vote and became the second-largest party in the Reichstag with 107 seats; the SPD had 143 and the communists 77. President Hoover’s moratorium on foreign debts in the summer of 1931 – by which time Germany owed 8.5bn Reichsmarks to the USA and 13bn to European and British lenders – came too late and, in any case, if this was to apply to Britain and France too, as indeed it was, then it was to proceed in tandem with Hoover’s other plank of policy, that of disarmament. (As it turned out, American efforts to establish a global framework of arms limitation were a failure, the World Disarmament Conference of 1932–34 ending without agreement.)


It is hardly surprising that at times of political, financial and social uncertainty people will turn to those who can, or claim they can, impose stability and order. If this involves giving up a certain amount of personal liberty, then so be it, and anyway the inhabitants of much of Europe had never enjoyed a great deal of personal liberty. In Germany, National Socialism was attractive because it seemed to provide an answer to all the nation’s problems: it was against the Young Plan, it would bring down unemployment, boost trade, look after the farmers and repudiate Versailles. Above all, it seemed the only safeguard against communism. The 1930s was a time of instability all over Europe: parliamentary democracy had failed, economies were collapsing, unemployment was rising, wages were going down in real terms and it was not only in Germany that authoritarian regimes obtained power – mostly by consent. Indeed, Yugoslavia, Estonia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Poland, Greece and Spain all rejected democratic parties in favour of fascist or semi-fascist governments, and Italy had been fascist since 1922.


National Socialism was a rather woolly mixture of racial theory, misunderstood genetics, Nietzschean philosophy and unashamed nationalism. While today one would get into all sorts of trouble for implying that any race was in any way superior to any other, it must be remembered that Social Darwinism – a belief that if individual species were as they were as the result of natural selection, a process whereby only those features that helped the organism to survive were passed on and those that were inhibitive were discarded, then the same could be applied to races, only the ‘fittest’ of which would survive – was considered to be a perfectly tenable, if somewhat eccentric, theory between the wars. It was a widely held view in the most respectable of circles that the European races were of higher intelligence and operated on a higher moral plane than, say, the savages of Africa or the Australian aborigines. In Britain the Eugenics Society believed in positive measures to improve the race by selective breeding, and suggested ways of ensuring that defective genes were not transmitted to future generations. The aims of the Eugenics Society stopped well short of genocide, but its members did lobby for compulsory sterilization of those considered unfit to breed. Many countries and legislatures passed laws to permit compulsory sterilization (including Sweden and some states of the USA), although in the UK the move was defeated by an alliance of the Roman Catholic Church, liberals and the Labour Party. Believers in and supporters of Social Darwinism and eugenics in Britain included the writers and intellectuals Thomas Huxley, J. B. Priestley, George Bernard Shaw, D. H. Lawrence, W. B. Yeats and H. G. Wells, the politicians Arthur Balfour and William Beveridge (the author of the report that led to the creation of the National Health Service), the birth-control advocate Marie Stopes, Bishop Barnes of Birmingham and numerous medical authorities.


Much of what the believers in Social Darwinism and eugenics said in the 1920s and 1930s may now have been scientifically discredited, but it seemed perfectly logical at the time.What the NSDAP did was take it to extremes, with the claim that the Aryan race was superior to all others and destined to rule the world – and indeed, if it did not seize the advantage in the immediate future, then it was fated to be subsumed by the mongrel races of the East, which of course included Soviet communists. That there was (and is) considerable doubt as to exactly what the Aryan race (as opposed to the Aryan language group) is was irrelevant: as far as the NSDAP was concerned, the true Aryan was tall, blonde and blue-eyed, Teutonic and Scandinavian, a definition which included not only the Germans but also the British, the Dutch, some of the French and the Flemish Belgians. The fact that Hitler and most of his senior henchmen did not come anywhere near that description, and that Germany had its share of the short, fat and dark, mattered not. To underwrite the theory of the new creed, the National Socialists hijacked the ideas of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), a vastly overrated German philosopher who was barking mad for most of his life. Nietzsche’s ideas revolved around the concept of the Übermensch, the superman or superior man, who would by right dominate the inferior races. That Nietzsche in his rare moments of lucidity had opposed militarism and despised anti-Semitism was conveniently forgotten.


Where the leaders of the NSDAP were clever was in their ability to appeal to all classes, or at least to obtain their tacit approval. The industrialists were promised a massive programme of public works on the table and rearmament under it, the workers full employment (not yet, of course, but in time) and the farmers an increase in domestic food production. The middle classes were promised stabilization of the currency and the traditional elites – the aristocracy, the great landowners, the army – the negation of Versailles and the restoration of Germany to her rightful place among the Great Powers. In particular, the intention to rebut the ‘War Guilt Lie’ was attractive to all. Of course, many Germans found Hitler and his acolytes vulgar and hysterical but presumed that the realities of power would temper their more extreme policies. Abroad there were those, including many in Britain and America, who thought that only firm government could sort out the German economy and, most important of all, act as a bulwark against communism, which was a threat to everything the West held dear. Very few people in 1930, in Germany or elsewhere, thought that National Socialism was evil. It might have been coarse, noisy, rabble-rousing, silly even, but it was not evil.


By March 1932 there were 6 million Germans unemployed and the chancellor, Heinrich Brüning, was increasingly having to ask President Paul von Hindenburg to force through by decree unpopular measures intended to restore economic stability. Already the democratic credentials of the Weimar Republic were looking distinctly weak and, as civil service and public sector salaries were reduced and even war pensions cut, foreign debt climbed and the street fighting between communist and NSDAP gangs increased in intensity. Brüning managed to ban the SA and the SS, the uniformed militias of the NSDAP, but in the presidential election of March 1932 Hindenburg, the hero of the Great War, only won in a run-off, with Hitler coming second with 37 percent of the votes cast. In May, Brüning resigned, to be replaced by Franz von Papen, a former junior officer in the army who had been expelled from the United States in 1916 while military attaché at the German embassy in Washington, suspected of planning sabotage of factories producing war material for the British.Von Papen was an old-fashioned nationalist who was happy to work with the NSDAP, and lifted the ban on the latter’s uniforms, but his government was too narrowly based – it was very much a collection of well-bred old pals – to command a majority in the Reichstag, while his monarchist and Christian beliefs made him suspect to the NSDAP. To try to achieve a majority, he persuaded Hindenburg to dissolve parliament, and in the general election of July 1932 the NSDAP got 37 per cent of the votes cast – 14 million – and 230 seats, while the SPD came second with 133 and the communists third, increasing their 78 seats to 89.Von Papen offered Hitler, now head of the largest party in the Reichstag albeit without an overall majority, the post of vice-chancellor, but Hitler held out for chancellor or nothing. On this occasion, it was nothing, as Hindenburg distrusted Hitler, disliked his politics and refused to appoint him.


Von Papen now introduced some measures to ameliorate the plight of the workers and in another election in November 1932 there was some falling off in support for the NSDAP, who nevertheless remained the largest party with 33 per cent of the votes and 196 seats, while the communists gained 11 seats, bringing their total to 100. Von Papen resigned, to be replaced by Kurt von Schleicher. General von Schleicher had been closely involved with the secret rearmament that had started under Weimar, and with the arrangement with the Red Army that allowed German soldiers to train in armoured warfare and develop military aviation well inside Russia and away from the prying eyes of the British and the French. He was an extreme nationalist, prepared to use the NSDAP but not to put them into power, and an arch intriguer and political fixer. He tried to form an alliance between the trade unions and the army aimed at keeping the NSDAP out, but only succeeded in alienating big business and the landowners. Unable to carry the Reichstag, and finding Hindenburg unwilling to let him impose a military dictatorship, he resigned in January 1933. Hindenburg now had no options left, and he sent for Hitler.


Von Schleicher is generally regarded as the man who buried the Weimar Republic and made it possible for Hitler to come to power, but it is difficult to see how Hitler could have been prevented from coming to power by legitimate means. Only an unlikely coalition of the SDP and the communists could have outvoted the NSDAP in the Reichstag, but even then, if the NSDAP could have obtained the votes of the fifty-two nationalist Deutschnationale Volkspartei (DNVP) members (probable) and the Catholic Centre Party’s seventy (possible, if only to block the communists), Hitler could have formed a coalition with an absolute majority. The fact is that most Germans wanted Hitler, if nothing else as a last-ditch antidote to economic chaos, social collapse and unemployment.14


Adolf Hitler, appointed chancellor of Germany on 30 January 1933, has possibly had more written about him than anyone else in modern history, and it is still almost impossible to glimpse the real man through the smoke of propaganda (his own and his enemies’), revulsion at what eventually happened in the concentration camps set up by his regime, and the results of the denazification of Germany at the end of the Second World War and since. Today, no German will stand up in public and defend any aspect of the Third Reich* and trying to get officers of the modern German army, the Bundeswehr, to discuss any aspect of the 1939–45 war is like drawing teeth. Certain facts are, however, indisputable. Firstly, Hitler and his party came to power as a result of the normal, albeit in some respects flawed, democratic political process. Secondly, not all of what the NSDAP did when it achieved power was bad – it made provision for old-age pensions, adult education and public health services far better than anything that existed in Britain at the time, and it built the autobahns. Thirdly, Hitler was a charismatic leader and brilliant orator. While he was quite ready to use terror, mere fear could not have kept virtually the whole nation fighting right to the bitter end. Hitler may have been bad, but he certainly was not mad. Indeed, had he stopped after the absorption of the Sudeten Germans in 1938, he might well now be regarded as the greatest German since Charlemagne.*


It is always dangerous (albeit fun) to speculate on what might have happened had not the Wall Street Crash forced the Weimar government into an inescapable round of deflation, higher taxes and unemployment, thus making the promises of Hitler and others to stabilize the currency and restore full employment (and, incidentally, to break free from the shackles of Versailles) so attractive. The Weimar Republic had been rearming in secret; any German government, whatever its political colour, would have wanted to renegotiate the borders fixed by Versailles; the Polish Corridor could not realistically be expected to remain Polish nor Danzig a ‘Free City’ for ever; even a liberal and democratic Germany would have wanted to station its troops in the Rhineland, extend customs union with Austria into full-blown amalgamation and incorporate the Sudeten Germans. But a democratic Germany might have achieved all of that by negotiation, and she might have stopped short of gobbling up the whole of Czechoslovakia in March 1939. It is also reasonable to suppose that a democratic Germany would have resisted the temptation to have another crack at the old enemy, France, but it is very possible that she would have gone to war with Russia eventually, and quite possibly in alliance with the British and the French. The Second World War might well have happened anyway, although the sides might have lined up differently.


As it was, Hitler’s aims were straightforward: all power in Germany was to be in the hands of the NSDAP, the economy was to be restored, and the Versailles Treaty to be annulled or ignored and the German territories lost after 1918 were to be recovered. Longer-term goals included the establishment of Lebensraum, ‘living space’, or territorial expansion. As this could not be to the west or the south, it would be at the expense of Russia and Poland in the east. With himself as chancellor but with only two others (Frick and Göring) of his own party in the cabinet of what was supposedly a coalition government, Hitler now had to establish NSDAP control of the country and then to consolidate it. The Reichstag was dissolved on 1 February and in the March elections the NSDAP got 43.9 per cent of the vote and 288 seats, which in coalition with the nationalist DNVP with its fifty-two seats gave Hitler a small overall majority. The election was marred by intimidation, bullying of opponents and vote-packing by the SA (Sturmabteilung or ‘Storm Detachment’), the rough trade of the NSDAP, but even so the election was reasonably fair and Hitler would have had a thumping majority without the assistance of the SA gangs.


Hitler now moved remarkably quickly, helped by an arson attack on the Reichstag building in February 1933 that could conveniently be blamed on the communists. Despite conspiracy theories then and since, there is no reason to believe that the Berlin police did not get their man – a simple-minded Dutchman, Marinus van der Lubbe, who may or may not have acted on the instigation of a communist, but almost certainly not on the orders of the Communist Party, which had nothing to gain and much to lose from his action. In the event, the communists lost anyway as in March 1933 the newly elected Reichstag passed an enabling act, which by law had to have a two-thirds majority, granting emergency powers to the chancellor, Hitler, to rule by decree. As the eighty-one communist members of the Reichstag were in jail and not able to vote, the result was a foregone conclusion, but, if they had been there, Hitler would almost certainly still have got his majority. Progress now was rapid. That same month, communist and socialist trades unions and newspapers were taken over and either abolished or transformed into supporters of the regime, the first concentration camp was opened at Dachau (not yet an extermination centre) and the German state legislatures were taken over by NSDAP appointees. In April foreigners and Jews (except those who had served in the 1914–18 war) were dismissed from the public service, and the Secret State Police, the Geheime Staatspolizei or Gestapo, was formed. In May all trades unions were subsumed into the NSDAP German Labour Front and in June the Social Democrats, the SPD, were banned and the other political parties, seeing the graffiti on the wall, disbanded ‘voluntarily’. By July 1933 Germany was a one-party state and in a referendum in November 1933 92 per cent of the voters approved.


The NSDAP had seized power, or rather had it handed to it, and despite his revolutionary rhetoric Hitler now needed stability in order to consolidate that power. Stability was threatened by the activities of the SA, which had its origins in the working class and the unemployed. Its members wore party uniform (the ‘brownshirts’) and as stewards and general bully boys had been the standard-bearers of the party in its long upward struggle. Now, however, the SA was an embarrassment with its members taking the law into their own hands, beating up those whom it thought were its enemies (including anyone talking with an odd accent, or of swarthy appearance) and generally behaving as if they were a state within a state. Statements by its commander, Ernst Röhm, a former captain in the army, that the NSDAP revolution was unfinished alarmed industrialists and landowners, while his claim that the 4-million-strong organization should form the army of the new state angered the generals. As all the institutions that Röhm threatened were needed by Hitler for his long-term plans for Germany, the National bit of National Socialism had to stamp on the Socialism bit and Röhm had to go, although this was undoubtedly made easier by his being a drunkard and a homosexual, about which orientation the NSDAP leadership held Presbyterian views. In July 1934 the Night of the Long Knives removed any threat the SA might pose, and settled numerous old scores the while. At least seventy-seven NSDAP members, including the entire SA leadership, were shot or arrested and then shot, along with some 100 others, including the former chancellor, General von Schleicher, and his wife.


In August 1934 Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg died, aged eighty-seven. He had fought in the Austro-Prussian and Franco-Prussian wars of German unification and from 1916 was Chief of the General Staff, professional head of the German army. He was revered throughout Germany and many saw him as the last link to an honourable past. The NSDAP portrayed him as having handed over all that was best in the old Germany to the vigorous and dynamic new Germany, in the shape of Hitler. Hitler now combined the offices of president and chancellor into one and became Führer (leader) and Reichskanzler as well as Commander-in-Chief of the Wehrmacht or ‘Armed Forces’. All members of the Wehrmacht were required to swear an oath to Hitler personally,* and, in a referendum held in August when the voters were invited to approve Hitler’s becoming Führer, 89.93 per cent voted ‘yes’. That the published result showed that around 4.5 million had voted ‘no’ would indicate that the referendum was properly conducted and that approval of Hitler was genuine.


By the end of 1934 Hitler and the NSDAP were the unchallenged rulers of Germany, with legal permission to do almost whatever they liked. Now for Versailles and the lost territories.


* * *


At the height of the war to come, the United States would dispose of 100 divisions and 8 million men† in the most technologically advanced army the world had yet seen, but in 1932, when Hitler was preparing his party for power in Germany, America was one of the least militarized societies in the developed world and her army’s most visible military operation was against her own people in her own capital.


This was the third year of the Great Depression and there were few signs of it ever ending. For most of the inhabitants of Washington, however, the great unfolding drama was that of the Bonus Expeditionary Force, as the 25,000 veterans of the Great War called themselves. They had come to the capital, unemployed, hungry and broke, many with their wives and children, to seek early redemption of a promise made to them in 1924. Then, in a rare fit of generosity, Congress had passed an act granting a cash bonus of $1,000 to all who had served in the Great War, to be paid in 1945, the idea being that by then the veterans would be entering middle age and could do with a handout, and by then the money to pay it would be easily available from public funds. The veterans had calculated that if the bonus were to be paid now, rather than their having to wait another thirteen years, they would each get $500 – $7,600 or £3,800 at today’s values – a sizeable sum. In order to make their point, the veterans marched up and down Pennsylvania Avenue and held meetings, when they would harangue each other and anyone else who would listen. Squatting in derelict buildings and makeshift camps in parks and fields, they kept themselves alive by begging, generally non-aggressively, or with donations from sympathizers. While the House of Representatives passed a bill to pay the bonus, it was defeated in the Senate. Congress had no intention of redeeming its promise early – it did not have the money, or, if it did, there were more important things to spend it on. President Hoover found the whole thing an unwelcome distraction and refused to see the representatives of the marchers.


To begin with, many of the Washington police, including the commissioner, had some sympathy with the marchers and were reluctant to use force to move them on, but, as the long hot summer wore on, presidential and governmental irritation increased. The marchers would not go home (many had no homes to go to or, if they had, there was nothing to go there for), hygiene in their camps deteriorated and the whole thing was becoming a national embarrassment. The press, initially supportive, began to turn against the marchers and it was claimed that the whole thing was being stirred up by communist agitators. In Michigan a demonstration by unemployed workers outside the Henry Ford factory got out of hand and police fired on the crowd, killing four and wounding a number. While what happened in Michigan was nothing to do with the Bonus Marchers, it fed the paranoia of the conspiracy theorists, who began to see any gathering of the unwashed, veterans or not, as composed of red rabble rousers. On 28 July Congress ordered the Washington police to remove the Bonus Marchers from public buildings and parks. Stones were thrown, the police over-reacted and drew their pistols and two marchers were killed. The president now ordered the army to put an end to what he described as ‘rioting and defiance of civil authority’ and what General Douglas MacArthur, the army’s Chief of Staff, called‘incipient revolution’.15


At around 5 p.m. the army moved in, led personally by MacArthur in full uniform. It was unfortunate that office work had just ended for the day, and the streets were packed with office workers leaving for home. The vanguard of the military might about to be unleashed was the 3rd Cavalry commanded by Major George S. Patton. It was doubly unfortunate that instead of charging the Bonus Marchers, which is what they were presumably supposed to do, Patton’s warriors laid into the office workers and uninvolved spectators, riding them down and whacking them with the flats of their drawn sabres, before then turning their attention to the marchers. After the cavalry came the infantry, backed up by six tanks (which did more damage to the road surface with their steel tracks than they did to the marchers). An infantry charge preceded by a bombardment of tear gas drove the marchers back and by 10 p.m. two adults and a baby had been killed and the troops were pouring petrol over the marchers’ makeshift huts and setting them on fire. It was the end of the Bonus March, and, while the Secretary for Defense lauded MacArthur as the hero of the hour for saving the capital from the ravages of ‘communists and persons with criminal records… few if any of whom had ever worn an American uniform’, the truth was that this down-at-heel, helpless and hopeless body was made up of men of whom, according to the veterans’ administration, 94 per cent had served in the armed forces, 67 per cent had served overseas and 20 per cent had been disabled by war service.


It was not a glorious chapter in the history of the United States Army and a public relations disaster at a time when its very existence and purpose were in question, but this was an army that was under-funded, ill-equipped and with little training, and certainly none in crowd control. The Bonus Expeditionary Force melted away, and the men the army had dispersed drifted back into the population of the nomadic unemployed. Eight years later, when the children of the Depression’s 15 million unemployed were conscripted, 40 per cent of them failed the medical examination: the chief reasons were rotting teeth, defective eyesight, heart problems, deformed limbs and mental instability.


In the presidential election of November 1932 the Democrat Franklin Delano Roosevelt defeated the Republican Hoover and became president in February 1933. His priorities were to stabilize the economy and prevent what many people thought was incipient revolution by the lower classes – by which was meant the manual workers and agricultural labourers. Roosevelt withdrew US participation in the International Monetary Conference – an attempt to fix exchange rates – and devalued the dollar. What became known as the New Deal brought the National Recovery Act, the Agricultural Adjustment Administration, the Tennessee Valley Authority (state involvement in the production and distribution of electric power), the Wagner–Connery Act (to regulate labour disputes), the National Labour Relations Board and a flurry of legislation delving into matters that had hitherto been regarded as the responsibility of the private sector, business or the individual. It also took the United States off the gold standard and brought the repeal of the unpopular and increasingly unworkable Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution which banned the manufacture, import, export and sale (but not the possession or drinking) of alcohol. Some of Roosevelt’s measures were overturned by the Supreme Court as being unconstitutional – leading to a long-running battle between president and court – and those that were not would take time to work through. Strikes by those who were in work became commonplace and increasingly threatening, with police or National Guard regularly opening fire, and self-help organizations sprang up, whereby barter, either of goods or of services, replaced money as the means of exchange.


Despite 420,000 workers being on strike in September 1934, halfway through Roosevelt’s term of office, by 1936 his measures were beginning to have an effect. For all the strikes nationwide and black riots in Harlem in 1935, unemployment was halved and industrial production had increased by 20 per cent, company profits were up by 50 per cent and the Dow Jones had risen by 80 per cent. Hindsight says that Roosevelt was a shoo-in for a second term, but all the polls and most of the press said otherwise. For the 1936 presidential election, the smart money was on Roosevelt losing by a landslide, hated as he was by right-wingers, the rich and big business, but also by the extreme left, which reminded anyone who would listen that he had vetoed the spring 1936 passing of an Act to pay the erstwhile marchers their bonus – a veto which was duly overturned by a two-thirds vote of each house. In the event, he won by the largest majority achieved up to that time, carrying every state except Maine and Vermont and gaining 523 Electoral College votes to the Republican Landon’s eight. As the Democrats also now controlled 75 per cent of both houses of Congress, Roosevelt could do pretty much as he liked.


The New Deal passed the Minimum Wages Act, which also stipulated a forty-hour week. It was thrown out by the Supreme Court but the Social Security Act, which introduced pensions and unemployment insurance, survived, probably because it specifically did not apply to the bottom of the social scale: migrant and domestic workers and agricultural labourers. All this demanded a huge injection of public funds, and something had to go. As usual in democracies, it was defence that took much of the hit, and, apart from some increases in the naval estimates, the military establishment, already tiny, shrank and then shrank again. Much was made in the press of a forty-two-year-old lieutenant and a sixty-year-old sergeant being on the army’s active list, with the average age of captains being forty-three.* Half a million undergraduates had signed a petition saying that, if Congress declared war, they would refuse to serve. Douglas MacArthur was sent off to the Philippines in 1936 to get him out of the way – probably rightly, Roosevelt regarded him as one of the two most dangerous men in America* – and with him went his staff officer, Major Dwight D. Eisenhower. Pacifism and isolationism were in the air and as ever there were no votes in defence.


Roosevelt’s enemies said he had no foreign policy. This was not entirely fair. The president did have views on foreign affairs but he kept them to himself at a time when his, and the nation’s, priorities were domestic. Americans took a passing interest in Edward VIII’s affair with Mrs Simpson and his subsequent abdication, and they knew Winston Churchill as a writer of anti-communist tracts, but otherwise they had little knowledge of what went on abroad. The United States recognized the USSR in November 1933 but was certainly not interested in foreign entanglements. The Neutrality Acts, passed by Congress in 1935 and reluctantly approved by Roosevelt, were a sop to those in America who insisted that she had achieved none of her goals in the first war, and had merely acted as a provider of loans that were not being repaid. These were the same people who regarded the League of Nations (of which the United States was not a member) as an imperialist plot to lure America into foreign wars that were none of her business, and, while they probably did not represent majority opinion, which was broadly uninterested, they were a vocal and influential lobby.† The Acts banned the export or sale of arms and the granting of loans to any belligerent in a war in which the US was not herself engaged. The Democratic Party’s election manifesto in 1936 proclaimed, inter alia: ‘We shall… guard against being drawn, by political commitments, international banking or private trading, into any war which may develop anywhere.’16 America refused to join Britain in a condemnation of Japan’s actions in Manchuria; declined to apply an oil embargo against Italy when that country invaded Abyssinia; avoided taking any stance in the Spanish Civil War; declined to protest against the ill-treatment of Jews in Germany; and when the Japanese attacked and sank an American gunboat, the USS Panay, off Shanghai in 1937, and then claimed it had all been a frightful mistake, American reaction was decidedly muted, a fact that was carefully noted by the Japanese. (They had also noted the result of the American naval exercise of 1932 when an aircraft carrier had evaded the guard ships and notionally sank the warships anchored in Pearl Harbor.) It was not that Roosevelt could not see the threat posed by fascism, particularly by Germany and Japan: he most certainly could see it, but he knew that, at least while America was still in the throes of Depression, he could not carry the country with him in any attempt to intervene.


In 1937 there was more serious labour unrest followed by a mini stock market crash and by the spring of 1938 5 million workers who had found jobs since Roosevelt came into office in 1933 had lost them, and 14 per cent of the workforce was on relief. While things were still better than they had been, the weaknesses in the economy were proving to be deeper and longer-lasting than anyone could have foretold. Fortunately for American business, however, affairs in Europe would soon point a way out of the Depression.


* * *


In Germany the NSDAP government proceeded to do exactly what Hitler had said it would. In October 1933 Germany abruptly left both the League of Nations and the World Disarmament Conference. There was some huffing and puffing from the powers, but nobody did anything. In July 1934 an attempted coup by Austrian National Socialists failed, largely through the Italian dictator Mussolini making it clear by sending troops to the Brenner Pass that he was not ready to see a Greater Germany on his borders. In January 1935 German morale received a boost when voters in a League of Nations plebiscite in the Saarland, administered by the League as part of the Versailles settlement, were offered the choice of becoming French, returning to Germany or continuing with the status quo. Nine out of ten plumped for Germany. In June of the same year, to the fury of the French, the Anglo-German naval agreement allowed Germany to expand her surface fleet to 35 per cent of the size of the Royal Navy, and in the same month Germany re-introduced conscription and not so secretly re-formed the air force, the Luftwaffe – all clear violations of the Versailles Treaty. In March of the following year, 1936, there was even more blatant defiance when German troops marched into the Rhineland, that portion of Germany bordering on France which Versailles had ordered to be demilitarized to meet French security fears. The German generals crossed their fingers and even Hitler held his breath, but the Allies did nothing except harrumph ineffectually.


In July 1936 the Spanish army garrison in Morocco rebelled against the Popular Front Spanish government, a loose alliance of liberals, communists and socialists whose reforms had angered the landowners and the Catholic Church. German aircraft ferried the troops under General Francisco Franco from Spanish Morocco to Spain and continued to support him with aircraft and weapons, although not with troops on the ground. (Franco’s troops could not come by sea because the Spanish navy supported the Republicans.) In August, in Berlin, Germany hosted the Olympic Games, which were a triumph of propaganda and a message to all that Germany was back on the world stage, and in November Germany and Japan signed the Anti-Comintern Pact, which was designed to counter the influence of the USSR.


In 1937 German Jews, having been dismissed from the professions and the civil service, were required to wear a yellow Star of David armband. Having been frustrated in 1934, Anschluss was finally achieved in March 1938 when German troops marched into Austria without a shot being fired. A subsequent referendum in Austria gave 99 per cent approval of the merger, and, even with the packing, threatening and blatant fiddling of the results that undoubtedly went on, there can be no doubt that the vast majority of Austrians really did want to be united with their German cousins. In the Munich agreement of September 1938 the British and French agreed to German demands that the Sudetenland, that portion of Czechoslovakia bordering on Germany and containing many ethnic Germans, be ceded to Germany, and pressured the Czech government into agreeing. While that government would have been delighted to get rid of its troublesome German minority, it was not at all happy to lose Czechoslovakia’s natural defences of the hills and rivers that made up the Sudeten strip.


It was now clear to Germany that the erstwhile Allies could be safely ignored – they were paper tigers, could do nothing and would do nothing. In November 1938 a German diplomat was assassinated in Paris by a German-Polish Jew, which precipitated Kristallnacht, an orgy of looting and destruction aimed at Jewish businesses and individuals. While the civilized world might have accepted polite discrimination against Jews, this sort of behaviour aroused widespread revulsion – which worried the Nazis not a jot. In March 1939 Germany encouraged the Slovaks to agitate for independence and the German army marched into Czechoslovakia. That state ceased to exist, being replaced by the German-administered Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia and the German client state of Slovakia. For the first time, any pretence that Hitler only wanted to reunite German people and erstwhile German territory was laid bare. The only possible reason for dissolving Czechoslovakia was to give Germany a jumping-off point for adventures in the East, as well, of course, as the opportunity to lay her hands on one of Europe’s most sophisticated arms industries. Then, in August 1939, to the amazement and consternation of the rest of Europe, Germany signed a mutual assistance treaty with the USSR. The public provisions not only contained a non-aggression clause but provided for the supply of raw materials and foodstuffs from the Soviet Union in return for manufactured goods and machine tools from Germany. The secret provisions divided Poland between Germany and the USSR at a time in the future. Now the centuries-old fear of German soldiers and statesmen of a war on two fronts was eliminated. Germany’s back door was secure.


* * *


That the Germans were allowed to get away with blatant defiance of the Versailles Treaty, and that they were not stopped well short of war in 1939, is generally laid at the door of the pusillanimous British and the almost as pusillanimous French. But there is a very wide gulf between what one should do and what one can do. Popular misconception says that, if the Allies had acted militarily when Germany reoccupied the Rhineland, then Hitler’s war of conquest could never have happened. It is true that many German officers were against the reoccupation, and there was some idle talk in officers’ messes as to what might happen if it failed. The reality is that neither the French nor the British were in any state to intervene, militarily or otherwise. General Ironside, the Chief of the British General Staff, was quite clear that his men would be no match qualitatively or quantitatively for the Germans, and the French would not act unless the British did. In any case, the Rhineland was German; in January 1935 the British government had accepted that the continuation of a demilitarized Rhineland was not a vital British interest; it had been created to serve French and Belgian interests and was no concern of Britain’s. It would be reoccupied legitimately in a few years anyway and no one, bar the outcast Churchill and his eccentric clique, was prepared to go to war to prevent it happening now. Contrary to opinion then and since, it is most unlikely that the German troops in the Rhineland would have scuttled tamely home in the face of French or British intervention. On the contrary, even those few German battalions that had occupied the left (French) side of the Rhine had been instructed to fight.17 The whole force would have fought a determined and skilful defence, and, given the speedy build-up of the initial twelve battalions and supporting artillery into four divisions, would probably have been at least a match for whatever the Allies might have fielded.


The word ‘appeasement’ has become something of an insult, with connotations of craven cowardice and toadying to unpleasant bullies, but the word simply means the pacification of the potentially hostile and was a perfectly respectable political tool before it was made into a form of denigration by its failure in the 1930s. The British had generally recognized that much of the Versailles Treaty was unfair, and that the potentially largest and richest nation in continental Europe could not be ground down for ever. They wanted Germany to resume her place in the family of nations, and strove to help her to do so in a way that would suppress any latent revanchist tendencies. Here British policy diverged from that of the French, who were unrepentant, saw no reason why Germany should be forgiven or released from the strictures of Versailles and were convinced (rightly, as it turned out) that, given half a chance, Germany would be at their throats again. The first, half-baked, attempt to restrain German ambitions was the so-called Stresa Front, signed by Britain, France and Italy in April 1935, but it had no teeth and soon fell apart. In June of that same year Baldwin’s Conservatives won the British general election and Ramsay MacDonald’s coalition government was no more, the Labour opposition now being led by Clement Attlee.* Baldwin was a realist and a world - weary sceptic who had already been prime minister twice. Austen Chamberlain, who had good reason to dislike him, thought him ‘self-centred, selfish and idle, yet one of the shrewdest politicians, but without a constructive idea in his head and with an amazing ignorance of Indian and foreign affairs’.18 Austen’s half-brother, Neville, thought he had a singular and instinctive knowledge of how the plain man’s mind works’.19 Within days of becoming leader of the government Baldwin acceded to the Anglo-German Naval Agreement. Despite French anger, there was little else that the British could do. Germany was going to expand her navy regardless, and neither Britain nor anyone else was prepared to go to war to stop her. Better to agree some limitations than to stand back and do nothing at all. The Germans might, of course, sign the agreement and then ignore it, but that was a chance that was seen to be worth taking – after all, there were enough honourable old school diplomats in the German Foreign Office to make sure the agreement held.


Baldwin’s first real crisis in foreign affairs was the infamous Hoare–Laval Pact. Sir Samuel Hoare, the man who had saved the RAF when Secretary for Air, was now Foreign Secretary and, as he travelled to Switzerland for a holiday, called on the French foreign minister and acting premier, Pierre Laval. Between them, they hatched a plot to give a large part of Abyssinia to Italy, in the hope of thereby keeping Mussolini on their side as a counterweight to Hitler. The proposal was written down, both men initialled it and Hoare went on his way. It was unfortunate that the plan was almost immediately leaked, probably from the French side, and there was the most almighty kerfuffle in the British and French press and in both parliaments. There was much cant about poor little Abyssinia, the emphasis being on the fact that she was a Christian country, and great sympathy for the Emperor Haile Selassie. That Abyssinia was a backward, corrupt and oppressive autocracy that still tolerated slavery and that most emperors were either hopelessly inbred or mad (or both) was conveniently forgotten, and both Hoare and Laval had to resign. Mussolini was discommoded, continued his Abyssinian war anyway and moved closer to Hitler.*




For much of 1936 the attention of the British government was taken up with the problem of the new king, Edward VIII, who succeeded his father when George V died in January. Edward was idle, a playboy and probably not very bright. He was more interested in cheap popularity and the company of louche sycophants than in the traditional roles of a British monarch. King George had doubts about him, and the awful Mrs Simpson did the nation a great service by agreeing to marry him, and thus provoking his abdication in favour of his brother, George VI, a thoroughly good king who produced an excellent successor in Elizabeth II. Even when not engaged in trying to resolve the succession crisis, Baldwin tended to leave foreign affairs to his Foreign Secretary, Eden, who had replaced Hoare. Thus, as a result of the Abyssinian crisis, Italy drew closer to Germany, the Germans began to build the Siegfried Line to defend the Rhineland, the League of Nations was increasingly shown to have no clothes and still there was no serious attempt by the British or the French to bring the two European autocrats to heel. If France would not fight for the Rhineland – the last guarantee of her security – then, thought many, she would not fight at all. Belgium now abandoned her mutual assistance treaty with France and declared ‘independence’ – in effect, neutrality.


In May 1937 Baldwin resigned and was replaced by Chamberlain, who had hitherto been Chancellor of the Exchequer. It is at Chamberlain’s door that most of the blame for ‘appeasement’ – by which was and is meant the failure to stop Hitler before it was too late – was and is laid, particularly by those who profited by Chamberlain’s later fall, namely Churchill and his supporters. In fact, Chamberlain was the first government minister to advocate rearmament, and he wanted to fight the 1935 election on that basis, but was dissuaded by Baldwin, who thought the voters would never stand for it. When one examines the newspapers of the time, particularly the letters columns, and the correspondence between the British and Dominion governments, it is abundantly clear that no British politician could have carried the country to war, or even to full-scale rearmament, at that time, and it is pointless, and unfair, to claim that the Second World War was all Chamberlain’s fault. If the Rhineland was not a casus belli for the British, then the union of the two German states, Germany and Austria, was certainly not one either, and as for the Sudeten question, resolved, so the British and French thought, by the Munich agreement of September 1938, then it was surely not unreasonable that the Sudeten Germans should be repatriated. The general view in Britain, and in the Empire, was that, while Hitler was clearly a vulgar populist, and his party was very tacky indeed, what he had done so far – the incorporation of Germans living on the borders of Germany into his Reich – was not unacceptable. It was a great pity that he had got what he demanded by threats, when he might well have got them by negotiation, but now that he had no further demands in Europe, things would quieten down and the Germans would revert to the normal diplomatic processes inherent in international relations.


While full-scale rearmament had not been implemented before Munich, what spare British cash that was available for defence had been spent on the Royal Air Force. It was an article of faith, held not just by the British but by the Germans, Italians and Americans too, that aerial bombardment of civilian populations, which all sides publicly eschewed but privately feared and prepared for, would so cripple industry and destroy the population’s will that the nation subjected to it would have to give up the fight. In hindsight, of course, bombing from the air had almost the opposite effect on morale, both in Europe and in the United Kingdom, and industry simply moved underground or surrounded itself with anti-aircraft defences, but at the time the slogan ‘The bomber will always get through’ was widely believed.* In the event, more or less the only field in which Britain was militarily reasonably well prepared when war did come was in the nation’s air defence. Despite Chamberlain’s ‘peace in our time’ rhetoric, intended for public consumption both in the UK and abroad, it was becoming increasingly apparent that another European war was brewing up nicely. With the German occupation of the rump of Czechoslovakia, it was no longer a question of if, but of when. Britain and France issued a guarantee to Poland – neither country was in any state to actually do anything, but it was hoped that the very existence of the threat of military action might make the Germans stop and think.


In 1939 the Royal Navy was the largest in the world, but many of its ships were old, the planned number of new aircraft carriers had not been built, and the Washington Naval Conference of 1922–23 had forced Britain to lay up or destroy ships to reduce her fleet to the agreed tonnage. The army – volunteer and professional, unlike European conscript armies – was tiny, and spread over the Empire. Not only is a professional army expensive, and therefore small, but it does not have the turnover in manpower that a system of conscription does, and hence there is the difficulty of producing a first-line reserve available to expand the army in time of major war. This had been recognized in the early years of the century and led to the setting up of the Territorial Force by Lord Haldane and Major-General Sir Douglas (later Field Marshal Earl) Haig. This organization, which changed its name to the Territorial Army in 1920, consisted of civilians, or those who had served in the regular army but had no reserve liability, who trained in the evenings and at weekends and was supposed to mirror the regular army in organization and equipment, but in fact was poorly trained and scantily equipped. This was not the fault of its members who, discounting the drinking-club element, were by and large well-motivated patriots who wanted to ‘do their bit’, albeit not as a full-time career, but an inevitable consequence of the shortage of funding for and interest in defence between the wars. What few assets were made available naturally went to the regular army, with precious little left over for the part-timers. Thus, the British government’s announcement in spring 1939 that the TA was to be doubled in size was an empty gesture militarily, but one which might show the world that the British meant business. In February 1939 the government at last accepted a continental commitment and staff talks with the French, an admission that the British would have to provide land forces in Europe in the event of a war, an eventuality for which the armed services had been training for some years but which had been steadfastly denied by politicians who rather hoped that the British contribution would be a naval blockade and bombers over Berlin. In May of the same year the British government introduced conscription.
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