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Introduction


World War II was by far the largest-scale conflict in human history. Beginning at different times for different nations – 1937 for the Chinese, 1939 for Western Europeans, 1941 for the Russians and Americans – it ended in 1945 having caused the deaths of roughly one in thirty of the world’s entire population.


Nothing about World War II was simple. It was not so much a single war as two separate conflicts that were only loosely connected. The first of those was a war between Britain, France, the United States and the Soviet Union on one side, and Nazi Germany and its European allies on the other, fought in Europe, North Africa and the Atlantic Ocean. The second was a conflict that pitted Japan against the United States, Britain and China, fought in the Pacific and Asia. These two wars were linked by the existence of a somewhat tenuous alliance between Germany and Japan, and by the involvement of America and Britain in both.
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To give a clear, accessible account of a war of such complexity and gargantuan dimensions is no easy matter. This book follows a broadly chronological approach, from the causes of the war through to its consequences, but strict date order is necessarily disrupted by the need to follow the sequence of events in different parts of the world and give coherent accounts of major topics such as the strategic bombing of cities or Nazi genocide. Although the military campaigns that decided the outcome of the conflict necessarily receive most coverage, due attention is paid to social and political issues and to specific technological developments, from the first jet aircraft and ballistic missiles to chemical and nuclear weapons.


In one of his most famous speeches during World War II, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill suggested the outcome of the conflict would decide whether ‘the life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands’ or ‘sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age’. If it is not possible now to present World War II as a straightforward contest between good and evil, it is still true that the hard-fought defeat of fascism and militarism has, to a large degree, determined the shape of the world in which we live today.
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the war to end war


on 11th November 1918 an armistice ended the Great War, later renamed World War I. Fought between the major European powers, with a late intervention by the United States, the war exacted a shocking death toll – almost ten million military personnel killed – and ended with the defeat of Germany and its allies. It was British Prime Minister David Lloyd George who, attempting to justify this slaughter, called it ‘the war to end war’. The conflict did indeed provoke a widespread longing for peace, but in practice its legacy was bitterness and instability. There was social and political upheaval in many countries, including a communist revolution in Russia and the overthrow of the monarchy in Germany. Some Germans refused to accept they had been militarily defeated, accusing German socialists and Jews of stabbing the army in the back. Among those who dreamed of reversing the verdict of the war was an ex-soldier, Adolf Hitler. As historian A J P Taylor wrote: ‘The first war explains the second and, in fact, caused it, in so far as one event causes another.’
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a scene from a front-line trench during World War I.
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the Versailles treaty


at the end of World War I the victorious powers held a peace conference in Paris. American President Woodrow Wilson envisaged a liberal settlement based on democracy and national self-determination. The French were more concerned to prevent any future German revenge attack. Britain and France had spent vast sums of money on the war and wanted to recoup the cost from the Germans. Under the terms of the Versailles Treaty, imposed without negotiation, Germany was largely disarmed and required to pay ‘reparations’. It lost substantial territory, chiefly to Poland and France. A ‘war guilt’ clause declared Germany solely responsible for starting the war. The German government signed the treaty under duress, but almost all Germans were shocked by terms they saw as an unjust punishment. This view gained the support of opinion-formers in Britain and America so that, from an early stage among the victor powers, the will to uphold the treaty was weak. Other observers considered the terms too lenient. French general Ferdinand Foch said prophetically: ‘This is not a peace. It is an armistice for twenty years.’
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the hall of Mirrors, Versailles, during the signing of the eponymous treaty.
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the League of nations


established as part of the peace settlement at the end of World War I, the League of Nations embodied liberal aspirations to a peaceful future based on international cooperation. Members agreed to pursue disarmament and take collective action against any state guilty of aggression. Forty-two countries took part in the inaugural meeting in Geneva in 1920, but defeated Germany and revolutionary Russia were not among them. Nor was the United States. President Woodrow Wilson had promoted the League of Nations concept but US Congress refused to ratify the Versailles Treaty, worried that membership of the league might commit America to future foreign wars. Despite this evidence of American isolationism, progress with disarmament was made in the 1920s, especially in limitation of naval strengths. The admission of Germany to the league in 1926 marked a hopeful moment in the normalization of international relations. But when militarist powers rearmed and mounted acts of aggression in the 1930s, collective security would prove a delusion, the league capable only of futile gestures of disapproval.
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published in the British satirical magazine, punch, in 1919, this cartoon comments on the absence of the united States from the League of nations.
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Mussolini and the rise of Italian Fascism


Italy was among the victor powers in World War I, but emerged from the conflict in a state of political and social chaos. Almost 500,000 Italians had been killed with little gain to the country. Benito Mussolini was a former socialist journalist wounded in the war. The experience of warfare converted him to militarism and extreme nationalism. Arguing that only a dictatorship could save Italy from parliamentary corruption and left-wing revolution, Mussolini attracted a following of similarly discontented exsoldiers whom he formed into a black-shirted militia called the Fasci di Combattimento. In summer 1922 Mussolini threatened to lead his blackshirts in a ‘March on Rome’ unless Italy’s king Victor Emmanuel III appointed him head of government. The king caved in and made Mussolini prime minister. By 1926 Mussolini had established a single-party Fascist state that he ruled as ‘Il Duce’. All opposition was crushed. Mussolini’s example inspired militant nationalists in other countries hostile to liberal democracy. The term ‘fascist’ came to be applied in general to such movements, including the National Socialist Party in Germany.
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Mussolini turns the March on rome into a triumphant parade, having been made prime minister by the king.
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the Weimar republic


at the end of World War I a revolution created a democratic regime in Germany known as the Weimar Republic. The republic faced multiple problems from the outset, not least an economy that was in ruins. Both communists and right-wing militarists tried to overthrow the regime by force. Widely blamed for signing the hated Versailles Treaty, the Weimar government sought popular support through resisting payment of war reparations.


Events came to a head in 1923. When French and Belgian troops occupied the Ruhr industrial area to extract reparations, its workers went on strike as an act of resistance. The German government printed money to support them, but this led to hyperinflation. In 1924 an American-brokered deal rescheduled reparations payments. The German currency stabilized and American loans refloated the economy. With conservative war hero Paul von Hindenburg as president from 1925, Germany was readmitted to the international community. Unfortunately this normalization proved brief and illusory.
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hyperinflation reached phenomenal levels in the 1920s, with bank notes worth billions of marks in daily use.
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adolf hitler


austrian-born Adolf Hitler was a destitute failed artist when he joined the German Army as a volunteer at the start of World War I. He served in the trenches, rising to the modest rank of corporal. Like many soldiers he was shocked when Germany agreed an armistice in 1918. Bitter and resentful, he joined the National Socialist (Nazi) Party, one of several ultranationalist fringe groups in the Weimar Republic. An electrifying public speaker and a ruthless political operator, he turned the Nazis into a vehicle for his personal power.


In 1923 Hitler led a coup attempt in Munich, but the army remained loyal to the republic and he was arrested. In prison he wrote Mein Kampf, a personal life story expressing his political beliefs. It called for Germany to conquer Lebensraum (‘room to live’) in the Slav east and blamed the Jews for Germany’s misfortunes. Released from prison in 1924, Hitler worked to achieve power through the ballot box. His long-term aim was to overthrow the Versailles Treaty and make Germany the dominant power in Europe.
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Leading participants of the attempted coup in Munich in november 1923. adolf hitler stands fourth from the right.
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the Great depression


In October 1929 a sensational crash in share prices on the New York stock exchange triggered a global economic recession.


In the years that followed, mass unemployment, collapsing banks and declining trade brought misery to millions. The Great Depression shook faith in liberal democracy and free trade.


In many countries authoritarian government or dictatorship replaced parliamentary rule. In Germany, as unemployment rose to five million by 1931, voters turned to extremist parties – the Nazis on the right and the communists on the left. With the German parliament split into hostile blocs, a government appointed by President Hindenburg ruled by decree.


Countries raised trade barriers and devalued their currencies in an effort to save their own economies at the expense of those of others. Nationalists and militarists, notably in Japan and Germany, argued that the only path to economic security lay in direct control of territory and resources. Implying a division of the world into self-sufficient empires, this was a recipe for wars of conquest.
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a poster from Germany’s 1932 elections declares hitler to be ‘our Last hope’.









[image: image]





hitler comes to power


From 1928 Hitler campaigned tirelessly to make himself popular. His uniformed SA (Sturmabteilung) militia intimidated opposition on the streets, but otherwise he played by the democratic rules, arguing that the Versailles Treaty was the cause of the country’s economic woes. The Nazis’ vote share in Reichstag (government) elections peaked at 37 per cent in 1932, making them the largest group in a deadlocked parliament. In January 1933 President Hindenburg invited Hitler to head a government composed largely of traditional conservatives. Once in place as chancellor, Hitler exploited his powers. On the pretext of a fire that destroyed the Reichstag building in February, civil liberties were suspended. An Enabling Act was passed allowing Hitler to rule by decree. The Nazis were declared the sole political party, their opponents locked in concentration camps. In July 1934 Hitler won the support of the army through the bloody suppression of his unruly SA on the ‘Night of the Long Knives’. After Hindenburg’s death in August, a referendum confirmed Hitler’s personal dictatorship as Führer (leader) of the Third Reich.
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a woman reads a boycott sign posted in the window of a Jewish-owned department store.









[image: image]





the Versailles treaty overthrown


Germany had long sought to evade the terms of the Versailles Treaty, ducking reparations and conducting secret military training. Under Nazi rule covert development of the Luftwaffe (Germany’s air force) was speeded up, but Hitler proceeded with caution. Although he withdrew from the League of Nations and from disarmament talks in 1933, it was not until March 1935 that he publicly announced rearmament, reintroducing conscription to expand the army to 600,000 men. Despite this blatant breach of the peace terms France failed to act, while the British even negotiated an agreement that legitimized German naval expansion.


By 1936 Hitler was ready for a serious gamble. The treaty banned Germany from stationing forces in the Rhineland, a part of Germany bordering on France. Sending troops into the area in March, Hitler knew any determined military response would force him to withdraw with fatal loss of face. But no resistance came. Britain and France had passively accepted the resurrection of Germany as a military power.
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German troops enter the rhineland to nazi salutes from civilians.
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Italy invades ethiopia


Italian Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini nourished imperial ambitions. In October 1935 he launched an invasion of Ethiopia.


Almost all of Africa was under European rule, so Mussolini saw no reason why his action should arouse objections. But Ethiopia was a member of the League of Nations and therefore theoretically protected by its principle of ‘collective security’. Italian use of air power and mustard gas against the Ethiopians outraged public opinion. British and French diplomats, who were courting Mussolini as a potential ally against Germany, devised a peace deal favourable to Italy, but when this plan was leaked in December 1935, an outcry in the press forced it to be dropped. Instead Britain and France backed economic sanctions on Italy, imposed by the League of Nations. In May 1936 Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie fled to exile in Britain. The League of Nations was discredited for having failed to prevent the victory of the Italian aggressors. Offended by the behaviour of the democracies, Mussolini signed a treaty with Hitler in October 1936, forming what the Italian dictator called ‘the Rome-Berlin Axis’.
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Fascist party Secretary Lieutenant-General achille Starace leads the occupation of the Lake tana district of ethiopia, april 1936.
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the Spanish civil War


In July 1936 nationalist army officers in Spain staged an uprising against the country’s Republican government, a left-wing Popular Front coalition. Since the government kept control of key areas, including Madrid and Barcelona, a prolonged civil war ensued. The international impact of the conflict was immense. Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany sent air and ground forces to support the nationalists. The Soviet Union intervened militarily in support of the republic and volunteers from many countries fought in communist-organized international brigades. The British and French governments adopted a policy of nonintervention that, in practice, favoured the nationalists. Viewed internationally as a fight between fascism and its enemies, the conflict served as an ideological preparation for World War II. Whereas in the wake of World War I large sections of the left had embraced pacifism, the Spanish Civil War convinced most socialists of the need to arm to fight fascism. The eventual victory of General Francisco Franco in April 1939 condemned Spain to almost four decades of right-wing dictatorship.
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a member of Spain’s unified Socialist Youth, Marina Ginestà was the longest-surviving French veteran of the Spanish civil War, pictured here, in Barcelona at the start of the conflict.
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Guernica


the most notorious single event of the Spanish Civil War was the bombing of the Republican-held Basque town of Guernica on 26th April 1937. The attack was carried out by aircraft of the German Condor Legion, the force sent by Nazi Germany to aid the Spanish nationalist rebels. Packed with people on market day, half of Guernica was reduced to ruins in three hours. The incident was widely publicized in the international press and memorialized by artist Pablo Picasso in a painting first exhibited at the World’s Fair in Paris the following June. The bombing fed widely shared fears about the effect of German air power. It is now thought the death toll at Guernica was probably around 400, but initial estimates put the figure at almost 1,700. With other factors, this led the British authorities to calculate that, if war broke out with Germany, the Luftwaffe would inflict 150,000 civilian casualties on London in the first week of hostilities. Such exaggerated fears of destruction weighed heavily on British policymakers, undermining their will to stand up to Hitler.
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the ruins at Guernica
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china in turmoil


after World War I, China struggled to achieve coherent government. The nationalist Kuomintang movement, under Sun Yat-sen and his successor Chiang Kai-shek, battled against powerful regional warlords for control. A small but dedicated Chinese Communist Party, founded in 1921, initially allied itself with the Kuomintang. In areas of economic value, including Shanghai, foreign powers governed ‘concessions’. Between 1926 and 1928, in a series of military campaigns known as the Northern Expedition, Chiang Kai-shek extended his rule over most of China. He also turned against the communists, massacring many of their activists. Survivors took refuge in remote rural areas. Escaping encirclement by Kuomintang forces in the Long March of 1934–35, the communists established themselves in Shaanxi province under the leadership of Mao Zedong.


Meanwhile, Japan, taking advantage of Chinese weakness, had begun a series of encroachments in the north. The Japanese occupied Manchuria in 1931 and pressed south towards Beijing.
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communists are rounded up in Shanghai during a nationalist purge of april 1927.
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the rise of Japanese militarism


When the young Emperor Hirohito ascended the throne in 1926, Japan was a parliamentary democracy and a member of the League of Nations. However, the military was not subject to the civilian government. When Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi tried to bring the military under civilian control in 1930, he was assassinated by a right-wing extremist. Radical nationalist ideas had taken root among junior officers, who aspired to making Japan a major imperialist power. In September 1931 army officers stationed in the South Manchuria Railway Zone, a Japanese concession in China, faked a Chinese attack on the railway at Mukden. This ‘Mukden Incident’ was used as a pretext for the Japanese army to occupy Manchuria, cheered on by a jingoistic press. Japan’s civilian government was powerless to halt this military adventure. Condemned by the League of Nations, Japan quit the league in March 1933. Politicians remained at constant risk from right-wing terrorism, another prime minister assassinated by junior officers in 1932. With weak central leadership, Japan drifted towards a war for domination of China.


34 the path to War









[image: image]





Victorious Japanese troops celebrate their invasion of Manchuria.
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the Sino-Japanese War begins


china and Japan entered a confused state of semi-warfare. As Japan extended its hold over northern China there were outbreaks of severe fighting, notably around Shanghai in 1932, but Kuomintang leader Chiang Kai-shek was more concerned with defeating the Chinese communists. Anti-Japanese sentiment mounted in China, while Japan was increasingly tempted by the prospect of empire-building in Asia. In December 1936 Chiang Kai-shek was pressured into agreeing a loose alliance with the communists against the Japanese. Events came to a head in July 1937, when fighting broke out between Chinese and Japanese troops at the Marco Polo Bridge outside Beijing. This incident triggered an escalation to open warfare. From August to November a large-scale battle was fought at Shanghai. Casualties, both military and civilian, were heavy as fighting raged from street to street, with bombardment by Japanese aircraft and naval gunfire. Eventually the Japanese landed thousands of fresh troops, forcing the Chinese army to retreat. In retrospect, this could be seen as the first battle of World War II in Asia.
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a terrified baby sits surrounded by destruction at Shanghai’s South Station, bombed by the Japanese.
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the nanjing Massacre


after their victory at Shanghai, in December 1937 the Japanese occupied the Chinese Kuomintang capital Nanjing. What followed was one of the worst atrocities of the 20th century. Japanese troops engaged in a six-week orgy of rape and sadistic killing that left at least 50,000 Chinese civilians and military personnel dead. Instead of breaking the Chinese will to fight, the massacre inspired an enduring hatred of Japan. Regrouped around Wuhan, Chiang Kai-shek’s forces fought in large battles through the summer of 1938. Chiang showed his ruthless determination by breaching the dykes of the Yellow River, flooding areas in the path of the Japanese advance at an uncounted cost in peasants’ lives. Japanese forces succeeded in occupying all of eastern China, taking Wuhan and Canton in October, but the Kuomintang army continued resistance from a base at Chongqing, as did the Chinese communists further north around Yan’an. Japan set up puppet governments to rule areas of China under its control, but found itself committed to a protracted war that drained its limited financial and manpower resources.
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anschluss and appeasement


German nationalists had long nurtured the desire to include Austria in a Greater Germany. On 12th March 1938 Hitler’s troops crossed the Austrian border and occupied the country without a fight. In advance of the takeover Hitler had used the Austrian Nazi Party to undermine the country’s government, but he had failed to extort an official invitation to send in troops. The Anschluss (annexation) was thus a clear act of aggression, as well as a breach of international treaties, yet Britain and France accepted it without protest. Since most Austrians were ethnically German, it was felt the principle of national self-determination justified Hitler’s takeover. Neville Chamberlain, British prime minister from May 1937, was determined to avoid a war with Germany, both because of the catastrophic loss of life it would entail and because Britain was ill-equipped to fight. While pursuing rearmament, he decided to seek agreement with Hitler based on acceptance of Germany’s ‘legitimate demands’ for a revision of its borders. This policy was dubbed ‘appeasement’.
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hitler is greeted by cheering crowds in the austrian capital Vienna following his occupation of the country.
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the Munich crisis


czechoslovakia, created by Czech nationalists in 1918, had a substantial ethnic German minority, chiefly in the Sudetenland border area. Encouraged by the Nazis, from spring 1938 the Sudeten Germans mounted a campaign for autonomy. This gave Hitler a pretext for a military attack on Czechoslovakia, planned to begin on 1st October. When British Prime Minister Chamberlain bullied the Czech government into making concessions, Hitler responded by increasing his demands. On 15th and 22nd September Chamberlain flew for meetings with Hitler in Germany but each time returned empty-handed. Britain and France reluctantly prepared for war. At the last moment, on 29th September, a four-power conference was arranged at Munich, Mussolini acting as intermediary. Hitler, Chamberlain, Mussolini and French premier Edouard Daladier agreed to impose a draconian solution on the Czechs, who were forced to hand the Sudetenland to Germany. Chamberlain returned to Britain declaring he had won ‘peace in our time’. Privately Hitler was furious at being denied a war.
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chamberlain waves the Munich agreement aloft in triumph.
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continued nazi aggression


chamberlain’s appeasement policy was based on the assumption that Hitler was a rational politician with limited aims. But the irrational extremist nature of the Nazi regime was increasingly evident, and Hitler’s goals did not change. He intended to achieve Lebensraum for the German people through the conquest of central and eastern Europe, win a war against the Western democracies, and impose a radical solution to the ‘Jewish problem’. On ‘Kristallnacht’ (night of broken glass),


9th–10th November 1938, Nazi attacks on Jews across Germany and Austria destroyed synagogues, wrecked businesses and left 30,000 Jewish men in concentration camps. Then, in March 1939 Hitler’s troops occupied the Czech capital, Prague. Czechoslovakia ceased to exist, divided into the pro-German state of Slovakia and the German-controlled Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. Finally convinced that only the threat of force would stop German expansion, the British government offered Poland a military guarantee against future German aggression. At the end of April Hitler told his generals to begin planning an invasion of Poland.
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German troops march into the grounds of hradcany palace, prague, after the occupation of czechoslovakia in March 1939.
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the nazi-Soviet pact


In 1919, to give newly independent Poland access to the sea, the Versailles peacemakers had allotted the Poles a strip of German territory, the Polish Corridor, and made the German port of Danzig (Gdansk) a Free City. In spring 1939 Hitler demanded the return of Danzig to Germany and a revision of the corridor.


He correctly estimated that Poland’s right-wing nationalist government would refuse, thus providing a pretext for an invasion. Desperate to avoid war, Britain and France continued to seek a compromise, while half-heartedly pursuing a rapprochement with Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin, whose military support would be essential if Poland was attacked. An Anglo-French military mission belatedly set off for Russia in August, but the Nazis acted faster. Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop flew to Moscow and hammered out a Non-Aggression Pact with the Soviets, signed on 23rd August. Its secret clauses allowed the Soviet Union a share in carving up Poland. This cynical alliance shocked the world, for Stalin and Hitler had been viewed as irreconcilable ideological enemies. It sealed Poland’s fate.


46 the path to War









[image: image]





German Foreign Minister Joachim von ribbentrop (standing third from left) and Joseph Stalin (fourth) at the signing of the nazi-Soviet pact.
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The war in Europe begins


In summer 1939 Hitler wanted a war with Poland, but not with Britain and France. The British and French governments also desperately wanted to avoid a war. A flurry of negotiations ensued in late August, while Hitler wavered about the timing of his long-planned invasion. Mussolini, who had signed a ‘Pact of Steel’ alliance with Germany the previous spring, contributed to Hitler’s hesitation by telling him Italy was unprepared for war.
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Introduction

World War Il was by far the largest-scale conflict in human
history. Beginning at different times for different nations —
1937 for the Chinese, 1939 for Western Europeans, 1941 for the
Russians and Americans — it ended in 1945 having caused the
deaths of roughly ane in thirty of the world’s entire population.

Nothing about World War Il was simple. It was not so much a
single war as two separate conflicts that were only loosely
connected. The first of those was a war between Britain,
France, the United States and the Soviet Union on one side,
and Nazi Germany and its European allies on the other, fought
in Europe, North Africa and the Atlantic Ocean. The second was
a conflict that pitted Japan against the United States, Britain
and China, fought in the Pacific and Asia. These two wars

were linked by the existence of a somewhat tenuous alliance
between Germany and Japan, and by the involvement

of America and Britain in both.
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To give a clear, accessible account of a war of such complexity
and gargantuan dimensions is no easy matter. This book
follows a broadly chronological approach, from the causes of
the war through to its consequences, but strict date order

is necessarily disrupted by the need to follow the sequence

of events in different parts of the world and give coherent
accounts of major topics such as the strategic bombing of
cities or Nazi genocide. Although the military campaigns that
decided the outcome of the conflict necessarily receive most
coverage, due attention is paid to social and political issues
and to specific technological developments, from the first jet
aircraft and ballistic missiles to chemical and nuclear weapans.

In one of his mast famous speeches during Warld War Il, British
Prime Minister Winston Churchill suggested the cutcome of
the conflict would decide whether ‘the life of the world may
move forward into broad, sunlit uplands’ or ‘sink into the abyss
of a new Dark Age'. If it is not possible now to present World
War Il as a straightforward contest between good and evil,

it is still true that the hard-fought defeat of fascism and
militarism has, to a large degree, determined the shape of the
world in which we live today.
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The war to end war

n 11th November 1918 an armistice ended the Great War,

later renamed World War |. Fought between the major
European powers, with a late intervention by the United
States, the war exacted a shacking death toll —almost ten
million military personnel killed —and ended with the defeat of
Germany and its allies. It was British Prime Minister David Lloyd
George who, attempting to justify this slaughter, called it ‘the
war to end war’. The conflict did indeed praovoke a widespread
longing for peace, but in practice its legacy was bitterness
and instability. There was social and political upheaval in many
countries, including a communist revolution in Russia and
the overthrow of the monarchy in Germany. Some Germans
refused to accept they had been militarily defeated, accusing
German sacialists and Jews of stabbing the army in the back.
Among those who dreamed of reversing the verdict of the war
was an ex-soldier, Adolf Hitler. As historian A J P Taylor wrote:
‘The first war explains the second and, in fact, caused it, in so
far as one event causes another!
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"™ he most notorious single event of the Spanish Civil War
was the bombing of the Republican-held Basqgue town
of Guernica on 26th April 1937 The attack was carried out
by aircraft of the German Condor Legion, the force sent by
Nazi Germany to aid the Spanish nationalist rebels. Packed
with people on market day, half of Guernica was reduced to
ruins in three hours. The incident was widely publicized in the
international press and memorialized by artist Pablo Picasso
in a painting first exhibited at the World’s Fair in Paris the
following June. The bombing fed widely shared fears about the
effect of German air power. It is now thought the death toll
at Guernica was praobably around 400, but initial estimates
put the figure at almost 1,700. With other factors, this led
the British authorities to calculate that, if war broke out with
Germany, the Luftwaffe would inflict 150,000 civilian casualties
on London in the first week of hostilities. Such exaggerated
fears of destruction weighed heavily on British policymakers,
undermining their will to stand up to Hitler.
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The ruins at Guernica
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The rise of Japanese
militarism

hen the young Emperor Hirohito ascended the throne in

1926, Japan was a parliamentary democracy and a member
of the League of Nations. However, the military was not subject
to the civilian gavernment. When Prime Minister Hamaguchi
Osachi tried tao bring the military under civilian control in 1930, he
was assassinated by a right-wing extremist. Radical nationalist
ideas had taken root among junior officers, who aspired to
making Japan a major imperialist power. In September 1931
army officers stationed in the South Manchuria Railway Zone,
a Japanese concession in China, faked a Chinese attack on the
railway at Mukden. This ‘Mukden Incident’ was used as a pretext
for the Japanese army to occupy Manchuria, cheered on by a
Jingoistic press. Japan’s civilian government was powerless to halt
this military adventure. Condemned by the League of Nations,
Japan quit the league in March 1933. Paliticians remained at
constant risk from right-wing terrorism, another prime minister
assassinated by junior officers in 1932. With weak central
leadership, Japan drifted towards a war for domination of China.
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Victorious
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China in turmoil

fter World War |, China struggled to achieve coherent

government. The nationalist Kuomintang movement, under
Sun Yat-sen and his successor Chiang Kai-shek, battled against
powerful regional warlords for contral. A small but dedicated
Chinese Communist Party, founded in 1921, initially allied itself
with the Kuomintang. In areas of economic value, including
Shanghai, foreign powers governed ‘cancessions’. Between
1926 and 1928, in a series of military campaigns known as the
Northern Expedition, Chiang Kai-shek extended his rule over most
of China. He also turned against the communists, massacring
many of their activists. Survivors took refuge in remote rural
areas. Escaping encirclement by Kuomintang forces in the Long
March of 1934-35, the communists established themselves in
Shaanxi province under the leadership of Mao Zedong.

Meanwhile, Japan, taking advantage of Chinese weakness, had
begun a series of encroachments in the north. The Japanese

occupied Manchuria in 1931 and pressed south towards Bejjing.

32 THE PATH TO WAR





OEBPS/images/page033.jpg
Communists are rounded up in Shanghai
during a nationalist purge of April 1927.
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The Nanjing Massacre

fter their victory at Shanghai, in December 1937 the Japanese

occupied the Chinese Kuomintang capital Nanjing. What
followed was one of the worst atrocities of the 20th century.
Japanese troops engaged in a six-week orgy of rape and sadistic
killing that left at least 50,000 Chinese civilians and military
personnel dead. Instead of breaking the Chinese will to fight, the
massacre inspired an enduring hatred of Japan. Regrouped around
Wuhan, Chiang Kai-shek’s forces fought in large battles through
the summer of 1938. Chiang showed his ruthless determination
by breaching the dykes of the Yellow River, flooding areas in the
path of the Japanese advance at an uncounted cost in peasants’
lives. Japanese forces succeeded in occupying all of eastern Ching,
taking Wuhan and Canton in October, but the Kuomintang army
continued resistance from a base at Chongging, as did the Chinese
communists further north around Yan’an. Japan set up puppet
governments to rule areas of China under its control, but found
itself committed to a protracted war that drained its limited
financial and manpower resources.
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The Sino-Japanese
War begins

hina and Japan entered a confused state of semi-warfare.

As Japan extended its hold over northern China there were
outbreaks of severe fighting, notably around Shanghai in 1932,
but Kuomintang leader Chiang Kai-shek was more concerned with
defeating the Chinese communists. Anti-Japanese sentiment
mounted in China, while Japan was increasingly tempted by
the prospect of empire-building in Asia. In December 1936
Chiang Kai-shek was pressured into agreeing a loose alliance
with the communists against the Japanese. Events came to a
head in July 1937, when fighting broke out between Chinese and
Japanese troops at the Marco Polo Bridge outside Bejjing. This
incident triggered an escalation to open warfare. From August
to November a large-scale battle was fought at Shanghai.
Casualties, both military and civilian, were heavy as fighting raged
from street to street, with bombardment by Japanese aircraft
and naval gunfire. Eventually the Japanese landed thousands of
fresh troops, forcing the Chinese army to retreat. In retrospect,
this could be seen as the first battle of World War Il in Asia.
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A terrified baby sits surrounded by destruction at
Shanghai’s South Station, bombed by the Japanese.
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Hitler is greeted by cheering crowds in the Austrian
capital Vienna following his occupation of the country.
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The Munich crisis

zechoslovakia, created by Czech nationalists in 1918,

had a substantial ethnic German minority, chiefly in the
Sudetenland border area. Encouraged by the Nazis, from
spring 1938 the Sudeten Germans mounted a campaign for
autonomy. This gave Hitler a pretext for a military attack on
Czechoslovakia, planned to begin on 1st October. When British
Prime Minister Chamberlain bullied the Czech government
into making concessions, Hitler responded by increasing his
demands. On 15th and 22nd September Chamberlain flew
for meetings with Hitler in Germany but each time returned
empty-handed. Britain and France reluctantly prepared for
war. At the last moment, on 29th September, a four-power
conference was arranged at Munich, Mussalini acting as
intermediary. Hitler, Chamberlain, Mussolini and French premier
Edouard Daladier agreed to impose a draconian solution on the
Czechs, who were forced to hand the Sudetenland to Germany.
Chamberlain returned to Britain declaring he had won ‘peace in
our time’. Privately Hitler was furious at being denied a war.
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Anschluss and
appeasement

erman nationalists had long nurtured the desire to include

Austria in a Greater Germany. On 12th March 1938 Hitler’s
troops crossed the Austrian border and occupied the country
without a fight. In advance of the takeover Hitler had used the
Austrian Nazi Party to undermine the country’s government,
but he had failed to extort an official invitation to send in
troops. The Anschluss (annexation) was thus a clear act of
aggression, as well as a breach of international treaties, yet
Britain and France accepted it without protest. Since most
Austrians were ethnically German, it was felt the principle
of national self-determination justified Hitler’s takeover.
Neville Chamberlain, British prime minister from May 1837, was
determined to avoid a war with Germany, both because of the
catastraophic loss of life it would entail and because Britain was
ill-equipped to fight. While pursuing rearmament, he decided to
seek agreement with Hitler based on acceptance of Germany’s
‘legitimate demands’ for a revision of its borders. This policy
was dubbed ‘appeasement’.
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German troops march into the grounds of Hradcany Palace,
Prague, after the occupation of Czechoslovakia in March 1939.
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The Nazi-Soviet Pact

n 1919, to give newly independent Poland access to the sea,

the Versailles peacemakers had allotted the Poles a strip of
German territory, the Paolish Corridor, and made the German port
of Danzig (Gdansk] a Free City. In spring 1939 Hitler demanded
the return of Danzig to Germany and a revision of the corridor.
He correctly estimated that Poland’s right-wing nationalist
government would refuse, thus providing a pretext for an invasion.
Desperate to avoid war, Britain and France continued to seek a
compromise, while half-heartedly pursuing a rapprochement with
Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin, whose military support would be
essential if Poland was attacked. An Anglo-French military mission
belatedly set off for Russia in August, but the Nazis acted faster.
Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop flew to Moscow and
hammered out a Non-Aggression Pact with the Soviets, signed
on 23rd August. Its secret clauses allowed the Saoviet Union a
share in carving up Poland. This cynical alliance shocked the world,
for Stalin and Hitler had been viewed as irreconcilable ideological
enemies. It sealed Poland’s fate.
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Chamberlain waves the Munich Agreement aloft in triumph.
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Continued Nazi
aggression

hamberlain’s appeasement policy was based on the

assumption that Hitler was a rational politician with limited
aims. But the irrational extremist nature of the Nazi regime
was increasingly evident, and Hitler’s goals did not change. He
intended to achieve Lebensraum for the German people through
the conguest of central and eastern Europe, win a war against
the Western demaocracies, and impase a radical solution to
the ‘Jewish problem’. On ‘Kristallnacht’ (night of broken glass),
9th-10th November 1938, Nazi attacks on Jews across Germany
and Austria destroyed synagogues, wrecked businesses and left
30,000 Jewish men in cancentration camps. Then, in March 1939
Hitler’'s troops occupied the Czech capital, Prague. Czechaslovakia
ceased to exist, divided into the pro-German state of Slovakia and
the German-controlled Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia.
Finally convinced that only the threat of force would stop German
expansian, the British government offered Poland a military
guarantee against future German aggression. At the end of April
Hitler told his generals to begin planning an invasion of Poland.
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German Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop
(standing third from left) and Joseph Stalin (fourth)
at the signing of the Nazi-Soviet Pact.
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The war in Europe begins

n summer 1839 Hitler wanted a war with Poland, but not with

Britain and France. The British and French governments also
desperately wanted to avoid a war. A flurry of negotiations
ensued in late August, while Hitler wavered about the timing of
his long-planned invasion. Mussolini, who had signed a '‘Pact of
Steel alliance with Germany the previous spring, contributed to
Hitler’s hesitation by telling him Italy was unprepared for war.

The British gavernment was under pressure from public opinion
to stand up to the Nazis. While urging the Poles to cede to
Hitler's demands, Chamberlain confirmed Britain’s commitment
to Poland in the hope of deterring a German attack. Hitler
decided to go ahead regardless. When German troops entered
Poland on 1st September, the British and French governments
still hesitated. Facing a mutiny in parliament, on 3rd September
Chamberlain at last sent the Germans an ultimatum, France
following suit. At 11.15 a.m. Chamberlain dolefully announced to
the British people: ‘This country is at war with Germany’.
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The League of Nations

Established as part of the peace settlement at the end

of World War [, the League of Nations embodied liberal
aspirations to a peaceful future based on international
cooperation. Members agreed to pursue disarmament and take
collective action against any state guilty of aggression. Forty-two
countries took part in the inaugural meeting in Geneva in 1920,
but defeated Germany and revolutionary Russia were not among
them. Nor was the United States. President Woodrow Wilson

had promoted the League of Nations concept but US Congress
refused to ratify the Versailles Treaty, worried that membership
of the league might commit America to future foreign wars.
Despite this evidence of American isolationism, progress with
disarmament was made in the 1920s, especially in limitation of
naval strengths. The admission of Germany to the league in 1926
marked a hopeful moment in the normalization of international
relations. But when militarist powers rearmed and mounted acts
of aggression in the 1930s, collective security would prove a
delusion, the league capable only of futile gestures of disapproval.
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Published in the British satirical magazine, Punch, in 1919, this cartoon
comments on the absence of the United States from the League of Nations.
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The Versailles Treaty

t the end of World War | the victorious powers held a peace

conference in Paris. American President Woodrow Wilson
envisaged a liberal settlement based on democracy and national
self-determination. The French were more concerned to prevent
any future German revenge attack. Britain and France had spent
vast sums of maney on the war and wanted to recoup the cost
from the Germans. Under the terms of the Versailles Treaty,
imposed without negotiation, Germany was largely disarmed and
required to pay ‘reparations’ It lost substantial territory, chiefly
to Poland and France. A ‘war guilt’ clause declared Germany solely
responsible for starting the war. The German government signed
the treaty under duress, but almost all Germans were shocked
by terms they saw as an unjust punishment. This view gained
the support of opinion-formers in Britain and America so that,
from an early stage among the victor powers, the will to uphold
the treaty was weak. Other observers considered the terms
too lenient. French general Ferdinand Fach said prophetically:
‘This is not a peace. It is an armistice for twenty years.
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The Hall of Mirrors, Versailles, during the signing of the eponymous treaty.
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The Weimar Republic

t the end of World War | a revolution created a democratic

regime in Germany known as the Weimar Republic. The republic
faced multiple problems from the outset, not least an economy
that was in ruins. Both communists and right-wing militarists
tried to overthrow the regime by force. Widely blamed for signing
the hated Versailles Treaty, the Weimar government sought
popular support through resisting payment of war reparations.

Events came to a head in 1923. When French and Belgian
troops occupied the Ruhr industrial area to extract
reparations, its warkers went on strike as an act of resistance.
The German government printed money to support them, but
this led to hyperinflation. In 1924 an American-brokered deal
rescheduled reparations payments. The German currency
stabilized and American loans refloated the economy. With
conservative war hero Paul von Hindenburg as president from
1925, Germany was readmitted to the international community.
Unfortunately this normalization praved brief and illusory.
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Hyperinflation reached phenomenal levels in the 1920s,
with bank notes worth billions of marks in daily use.
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Mussolini and the rise
of Italian Fascism

taly was among the victor powers in World War |, but emerged

from the conflict in a state of political and social chaos. Aimost
500,000 Italians had been killed with little gain to the country.
Benito Mussolini was a former sacialist journalist wounded in the
war. The experience of warfare converted him to militarism and
extreme natiaonalism. Arguing that only a dictatorship could save
Italy from parliamentary corruption and left-wing revolution,
Mussalini attracted a following of similarly discontented ex-
soldiers whom he formed into a black-shirted militia called the
Fasci di Combattimento. In summer 1922 Mussolini threatened to
lead his blackshirts in a 'March on Rome’ unless Italy’s king Victor
Emmanuel lll appointed him head of government. The king caved
in and made Mussolini prime minister. By 1926 Mussalini had
established a single-party Fascist state that he ruled as ‘Il Duce’.
All opposition was crushed. Mussolini’s example inspired militant
nationalists in ather countries hastile to liberal democracy. The
term ‘fascist’ came to be applied in general to such movements,
including the National Socialist Party in Germany.
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Mussolini turns the March on Rome into a triumphant
parade, having been made prime minister by the king.
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Adolf Hitler

ustrian-born Adolf Hitler was a destitute failed artist

when he joined the German Army as a volunteer at the
start of World War |. He served in the trenches, rising to the
modest rank of corporal. Like many soldiers he was shacked
when Germany agreed an armistice in 1918. Bitter and
resentful, he joined the National Socialist (Nazi) Party, one of
several ultranationalist fringe groups in the Weimar Republic.
An electrifying public speaker and a ruthless political operator,
he turned the Nazis into a vehicle for his personal power.

In 1923 Hitler led a coup attempt in Munich, but the army remained
layal to the republic and he was arrested. In prison he wrote Mein
Kampf, a personal life story expressing his political beliefs. It called
for Germany to conguer Lebensraum ('room ta live’] in the Slav
east and blamed the Jews for Germany’s misfortunes. Released
from prisan in 1924, Hitler worked to achieve power through the
ballot box. His long-term aim was to overthrow the Versailles
Treaty and make Germany the dominant power in Europe.
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Leading participants of the attempted coup in Munich in
November 1923. Adolf Hitler stands fourth from the right.
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The Great Depression

n October 1929 a sensational crash in share prices on the New

York stock exchange triggered a global economic recession.
In the years that followed, mass unemployment, collapsing
banks and declining trade brought misery to millions. The Great
Depression shaok faith in liberal democracy and free trade.
In many countries authoritarian government or dictatorship
replaced parliamentary rule. In Germany, as unemployment
rose ta five million by 1931, voters turned to extremist parties
—the Nazis on the right and the communists on the left. With
the German parliament split into hostile blocs, a government
appointed by President Hindenburg ruled by decree.

Countries raised trade barriers and devalued their currencies in
an effort to save their own economies at the expense of those of
others. Nationalists and militarists, notably in Japan and Germany,
argued that the only path to economic security lay in direct control
of territory and resources. Implying a division of the world into self-
sufficient empires, this was a recipe for wars of conquest.
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The Versailles Treaty
overthrown

ermany had long sought to evade the terms of the Versailles

Treaty, ducking reparations and conducting secret military
training. Under Nazi rule covert development of the Luftwaffe
(Germany’s air force) was speeded up, but Hitler proceeded with
caution. Although he withdrew from the League of Nations and
from disarmament talks in 1933, it was not until March 1935 that
he publicly announced rearmament, reintroducing conscription
to expand the army to 600,000 men. Despite this blatant breach
of the peace terms France failed to act, while the British even
negotiated an agreement that legitimized German naval expansion.

By 1936 Hitler was ready for a serious gamble. The treaty
banned Germany from stationing forces in the Rhineland, a
part of Germany bordering on France. Sending troops into the
area in March, Hitler knew any determined military response
would force him to withdraw with fatal loss of face. But no
resistance came. Britain and France had passively accepted
the resurrection of Germany as a military power.
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A poster from Germany’s 1932 elections
declares Hitler to be ‘Our Last Hope'
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Hitler comes to power

rom 1928 Hitler campaigned tirelessly to make himself popular.

His uniformed SA (Sturmabteilung) militia intimidated opposition
on the streets, but otherwise he played by the democratic rules,
arguing that the Versailles Treaty was the cause of the country’s
economic woes. The Nazis' vote share in Reichstag (government)
elections peaked at 37 per cent in 1932, making them the largest
group in a deadlocked parliament. In January 1933 President
Hindenburg invited Hitler to head a government compased
largely of traditional conservatives. Once in place as chancellor,
Hitler exploited his powers. On the pretext of a fire that
destroyed the Reichstag building in February, civil liberties were
suspended. An Enabling Act was passed allowing Hitler to rule
by decree. The Nazis were declared the sole palitical party, their
opponents locked in concentration camps. In July 1934 Hitler waon
the support of the army through the bloody suppression of his
unruly SA on the ‘Night of the Lang Knives' After Hindenburg's
death in August, a referendum confirmed Hitler’s persanal
dictatorship as Fiihrer (leader) of the Third Reich.
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Fascist Party Secretary Lieutenant-General Achille Starace leads
the occupation of the Lake Tana district of Ethiopia, April 1936.
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The Spanish Civil War

In July 1936 nationalist army officers in Spain staged an uprising
against the country’s Republican government, a left-wing
Popular Front coalition. Since the government kept contral of
key areas, including Madrid and Barcelona, a prolonged civil war
ensued. The international impact of the conflict was immense.
Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany sent air and ground forces to
support the nationalists. The Soviet Union intervened militarily
in support of the republic and volunteers from many countries
fought in communist-organized international brigades. The
British and French governments adapted a policy of non-
intervention that, in practice, favoured the nationalists. Viewed
internationally as a fight between fascism and its enemies, the
conflict served as an ideolagical preparation for World War |l.
Whereas in the wake of World War | large sections of the left
had embraced pacifism, the Spanish Civil War convinced most
socialists of the need to arm to fight fascism. The eventual
victary of General Francisco Franco in April 1933 condemned
Spain to almost four decades of right-wing dictatorship.
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Italy invades Ethiopia

talian Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini nourished imperial

ambitions. In Octaber 1935 he launched an invasion of Ethiopia.

Almost all of Africa was under European rule, so Mussaolini

saw no reason why his action should arouse chjections. But
Ethiopia was a member of the League of Nations and therefore
theoretically protected by its principle of ‘collective security’.
Italian use of air power and mustard gas against the Ethiopians
outraged public opinion. British and French diplomats, who were
courting Mussolini as a potential ally against Germany, devised a
peace deal favourable ta Italy, but when this plan was leaked in
December 1935, an outcry in the press forced it to be dropped.
Instead Britain and France backed economic sanctions on Italy,
imposed by the League of Nations. In May 1936 Ethiopian emperor
Haile Selassie fled to exile in Britain. The League of Nations was
discredited for having failed to prevent the victory of the Italian
aggressors. Offended by the behaviour of the democracies,
Mussolini signed a treaty with Hitler in October 1936, forming
what the Italian dictator called ‘the Rome-Berlin Axis’.
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A member of Spain’s Unified Socialist Youth, Marina Ginesta was
the longest-surviving French veteran of the Spanish Civil War,
pictured here, in Barcelona at the start of the conflict.





