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IN 1995, THE DEATH OF MY FATHER, a World War II veteran, reawakened my interest in the war that transformed his life and the lives of his friends and family in the close-knit working-class neighborhood where he grew up, graduated from high school, and met my mother. They were married not long after my father entered the Army Air Forces in 1942 at the age of nineteen. And when he left Reading, Pennsylvania, for basic training, she took a job at a local plant that produced parts for the planes of the air arm he served in for the next three years. Her father, a Slovak immigrant, worked in a steel mill that forged weapons of war for General Dwight D. Eisenhower’s great army of liberation. In 1944, that army swept across France and into Hitler’s Germany, where my uncle, John Steber, a mud-slogging infantryman, was captured and spent the remainder of the war in a Nazi prison camp. Before that, he had served in North Africa and fought and nearly died on Omaha Beach on D-Day.

Except for those like him who saw combat, Americans did not directly experience the plague of war. We were not invaded, nor were our great cities turned to rubble and ash. Yet Americans at home did suffer. Born in late 1944, I was too young to experience the war, but engraved in my mind is the living room of our neighbors, the Adamses, turned for many years after the war into a shrine for the boy who never came back. After the war, my father was President of the Catholic War Veterans post that was named after Francis Adams, and it was there, over a number of years, that I coaxed and pulled stories of the war out of tight-lipped veterans, many of them tough steel workers, like my uncle, who wanted to forget.

When my father died, these stories took a stronger hold on me. At the time, I had just finished one book and was well into the research for another, a history of the Vicksburg Campaign, the turning point of the American Civil War. But as I was about to begin writing, I discovered a book that moved me in the direction I really wanted to go. This was Henry Steele Commager’s The Story of the Second World War.

I found the book on a pile of papers in the office of my friend Lou Reda, a documentary film producer who has made over a hundred films on World War II for national television, all of them in his small shop in Easton, Pennsylvania, where I live with my family and teach at Lafayette College. Commager had played a part in my life. In college, the first serious book I read on American history was the magisterial work he co-authored with Samuel Eliot Morison, The Growth of the American Republic, one of the most influential, entertaining, and widely read general histories of the United States. That book and a number of others I read over the course of a lazy summer, playing basketball and chasing the girl I would marry, convinced me to switch my major from business administration to history, and years later, Commager himself gave my career a push by encouraging an editor to publish one of my first books. By 1995, I had read almost all of Commager’s work, yet I had no idea he had written a book about World War II. I was embarrassed to admit this to Lou Reda, who had been a close friend of Commager’s and made a film for television, The Blue and the Gray, with Commager and Bruce Catton serving as historical consultants.

Reda handed me one of his spare copies of The Story of the Second World War, and I took it home and got lost in it for the next two days. Written during the war, while Commager, a forty-three-year-old professor at Columbia University, was working as a propagandist and historian for the War Department in London, Paris, and Washington, it brought together some of the best stories of the war, many of them by correspondents whose work drew them into the thick of the fight. There are also official reports, public speeches, newspaper and magazine pieces, radio broadcasts, and selections from popular histories written while the war was being fought. Commager stitched together these various accounts with a vigorously written history of the war. He wrote with passion and patriotic fervor, picturing World War II as a clearly drawn conflict between good and evil. It is a work of history as well as moral partisanship, from the pen of an aroused humanist who believed that fascist tyranny threatened to plunge civilization into a new dark age. As his Columbia colleague Allan Nevins said: “When [Commager] takes up a cause … it is with fervor almost volcanic.”1

Commager did not set out to write a comprehensive history of the war. In late 1945 it was too soon for that; the official records were not yet available. “But war is not only a matter of information and statistics,” he wrote in the book’s preface. “It is felt experience, and no later generation can quite recapture that experience. Here is the story of the war as it came to the American and British people—as it looked and felt while the fighting was going on.”2

For me, the book’s pulling power was these qualities of immediacy and emotional empathy, the feeling it gave of living inside a tremendous moment in historical time. Reading of those grim days in the middle of the war, when it looked to knowing observers in the West that the Axis powers might prevail, one is quickly disabused of the idea of historical inevitability. It was a war the Allies could easily have lost.

This was a book, I thought, that deserved to be back in print, but in a greatly revised and updated form, to reflect not only the latest scholarship on the war but also the eyewitness accounts of those who lived through that world-transforming event.

Commager was, understandably, too emotionally involved in the war to write an unsparing account of it. He also had to contend with wartime censorship. There was tight government censorship of the letters of American servicemen and of the dispatches of war correspondents. This was done for reasons of military security, but the military also did not want folks back home to know how ferocious the fighting was on land, at sea, and in the air. Until the middle of the war, no pictures were published in the American press showing dead American boys, not even photographs of fallen fighting men with blankets covering their battered bodies.

Some of this censorship was self-imposed. “We edited ourselves,” John Steinbeck remarked, “much more than we were edited.”3 Steinbeck and his fellow war correspondents wanted to contribute to victory by bolstering home-front morale—not by twisting the truth but by not telling everything. Or as playwright Arthur Miller writes of the legendary war reporter Ernie Pyle: by telling “as much of what he saw as people could read without vomiting.”4 There was a shared feeling “that unless the home front was carefully protected from the whole account of what war was like,” Steinbeck writes, “it might panic.” It was only after the war, when those who had seen it up close began telling their stories in novels and memoirs, that the protected American public learned what a “crazy hysterical mess” much of the war had been.5

Commager had access only to the filtered reports of combat, and he never got close to the dirty and dangerous front lines. Here was an opportunity to enrich and broaden his book, drawing on material he might have used had it been available to him. Starting in my own community, I began interviewing World War II veterans, and I pulled out the notes I had made, years ago, on conversations with my father, my uncle, and their wartime buddies. At this point, Lou Reda became an enthusiastic partner in the enterprise. He gave me unrestricted access to the written transcripts and videotapes of over 700 interviews his production teams have conducted over the past thirty years with participants in the war—generals and GIs, corpsmen and nurses, combat correspondents and innocent victims of a total war that killed almost sixty million people, most of them civilians. None of this material had ever been used by historians.

When I described my project to Douglas Brinkley and Stephen Ambrose, the present and the former director, respectively, of the Eisenhower Center in New Orleans, they generously made available to me their capacious collection of oral testimonies, including 200 or so eyewitnesses’ accounts that they had recently acquired but had not yet catalogued. Margaret Drain, executive producer of The American Experience, also gave me access to transcripts of interviews in the archives of WGBH-TV Boston. This fresh material was especially valuable for reconstructing the Pacific War, which Commager, an ardent Anglophile—a native of Pittsburgh who spoke, dressed, and acted like an Oxbridge man—does not give the coverage it demands.

What began as a modest effort to update an unjustly forgotten work became, in this way, a new book but a book faithful, I hope, to Commager’s belief that the war was an event deeply based in human emotions that could not be understood by a cold recounting of the facts.

Readers who compare the original with the revised version of this book will notice that the narratives are structured differently. Commager used short historical accounts of his own to introduce longer published pieces by others, most of them correspondents and popular historians. I weave shorter—and many more—eyewitness accounts, most of them by men and women on the front lines, into a fuller, more personal, and more critical narrative than Commager had the resources—or, in fact, the intention—to write. And while people and their stories predominate, this is a history not only about what happened but also about why it happened.

In Commager’s original version of this book, the words and works of great men form the spine of the narrative. My revision is written from the ordinary fighting man’s point of view, the American fighting man primarily, because it is the on-the-spot accounts of these men that were available to me and because I am an American interested in the character and conduct of my countrymen.

“A battle exists on many different levels,” wrote the novelist and World War II veteran Irwin Shaw, author of The Young Lions, one of the truest works of fiction to come out of the war. “Generals sit in different pressed uniforms, looking at very similar maps, reading very similar reports, matching their moral strength and intellectual ingenuity with their colleagues and antagonists a hundred miles away….

“The men on the scene see the affair on a different level…. They see helmets, vomit, green water, shell-bursts, smoke, crashing planes, blood plasma….

“To the General sitting before the maps eighty miles away … the reports on casualties are encouraging. To the man on the scene the casualties are never encouraging. When he is hit or when the man next to him is hit … it is inconceivable at that moment to believe that there is a man eighty miles away who … can report, after it has happened … that everything is going according to plan.”6

After the war, General Sir Archibald Wavell, one of Britain’s most respected commanders, said that if he were to write a history of the past conflict he would focus on “the ‘actualities of war’—the effects of tiredness, hunger, fear, lack of sleep, weather…. The principles of strategy and tactics, and the logistics of war are really absurdly simple: it is the actualities that make war so complicated and so difficult, and are usually so neglected by historians.”7 This book is written in the spirit of General Wavell’s remark and from the down-close-in-the-dirt perspective of Irwin Shaw’s “man on the scene.”

It is a book about what the historian John Keegan calls “the face of battle.” But the principal characters are civilians who were shot at and bombed as well as fighting men who did the shooting and bombing. Included, also, are medical personnel and correspondents, women and men who put their lives on the line at the front and suffered high casualty rates. “If you stayed a correspondent long enough and went to the things that were happening, the chances were that you would get it,” recalled John Steinbeck.8

I share Commager’s conviction that this was a war against modern barbarism.

Writing in the midst of the emotional letdown that followed this tumultuous event—not only the greatest war, but perhaps the greatest human catastrophe, in recorded history—he wanted to assure his readers that the cause had been worth all the bloodshed and suffering. His assertive and dramatic style turns parts of the book into a prose hymn to the Allied war effort. But the war was more than a heroic crusade; it was a tragic and complex human experience. In battling evil, the armies of the democracies committed cruelties that sometimes rivaled those of the enemy, and in the maelstrom of combat, many men broke down or ran.

Just as every American fighting man wasn’t a hero, every general wasn’t a genius. Allied commanders made stupid blunders that resulted in the unnecessary deaths of thousands of young men, blunders that were covered up by military censors or by reporters who feared public criticism would jeopardize the war effort—or their own jobs. The American armed forces also practiced a policy of racial prejudice that was in obscene defiance of the ideals America claimed to be fighting for; and for long after the war, the military refused to recognize the enormous contribution to victory made by African-American and Japanese-American fighting men. I have tried to set the record right without losing sight of the democratic principles Commager rightly believes the war preserved.

I am not sure that the American men and women who saw combat duty in this war were the Greatest Generation, but they were certainly a great generation, one to whom the nation owes an unpayable debt. They took part in what Walter Lippmann called at the time “the greatest human experience that men have passed through for many centuries.”9 But only when we know, through their own words, the full horror of what they experienced, and the depth and complexity of their feelings when under fire, can we appreciate how they held together and saved the world from despotism. The American fighting man “was often bored; he wasn’t always brave; most times he was scared,” wrote Sergeant Debs Myers at the end of the war. “Maybe he didn’t know what fascism was—maybe he did. [He] did not destroy fascism. But he helped defeat the fascists, and he took away their guns….

“With his allies he saved the world and hoped to God he’d never have to do it again.”10

There is no need to embellish the deeds of these men; there is heroism enough in what they did.

The war left scars that never healed. This was a war that was so savage it turned some soldiers into savages, human beings who had to kill in order to keep on living. On the tiny Pacific island of Peleliu, one of the most murderously fought battles of the war was waged in tropical heat that reached 115 degrees. There was never a break in the action, and the enemy, sworn to fight the American “barbarians” to the last man, would not surrender. So neither side took prisoners. The fighting was continuous, day and night, and men broke down under these conditions. Some of them mutilated enemy corpses in retaliation for unspeakable atrocities committed on living and dead American prisoners. A group of Marines even killed one of their fellow Marines, whose mind had cracked in combat, so that his wild screams of anguish would not give away their position to the enemy.11

This is one of the reasons combat veterans were reluctant to talk about the war after it was over. Only those who had been there could truly understand what they had been through.

Telling the story of the war as it was—refusing to sanitize it or glorify it for our own current purposes—does not diminish good men who in bad situations did things they would later regret. Rather, it underscores the tragedy of total war, warfare without mercy or let-up.

This kind of fighting brought out the best as well as the worst in men. Boys who had barely begun to shave carried out stirring acts of heroism and selflessness, throwing themselves on grenades to save their comrades and carrying their wounded buddies in stretchers to aid stations—in the open, under withering enemy fire. And Army and Navy nurses went into the fire zones, right onto the sands of Iwo Jima and Omaha Beach, risking everything to care for and evacuate the wounded. The war tested these young people as they would never be tested again and brought many of them to their highest pitch as human beings, forcing combat veterans especially to draw on emotional and spiritual resources that were as important to them, said General Eisenhower, as their training and weapons. As one veteran recalled: “In combat the biggest battle is not with the enemy but with yourself. Facing death every second, you find out who you are. Will you fight or run? Will you risk your life to save a friend, or will you only try to save yourself ? And if you live and win, and knowing how scared and angry you are, will you treat your prisoners decently or will you, if you have the chance—and can get away with it—shoot them?—12

“Don’t get the notion that your job is going to be glorious or glamorous,” an American colonel told an Eighth Air Force bomber crew. “You’ve got dirty work to do and might as well face the facts: You’re going to be baby killers.” That didn’t sit well with bombardier Frank Clark, the son of a Wisconsin factory worker. “What I don’t like, and didn’t talk about to anyone,” he admitted after the war, “was the fact that we were bombing industrial towns that were largely populated with working people—much like the towns a lot of us came from….

“To me the war had a human face.”13

The Good War that was seemingly bereft of moral ambiguity was suffused with it. We can only know this by getting as close to it as we possibly can. And that is only possible through the ancient art of story telling, the kind of tales I first heard at my father’s Catholic War Veterans Post, just down the street from where I was born.

So we begin as John Steinbeck began his collection of war correspondence.

“There was a war, long ago—once upon a time …”14



CHAPTER 1
The Nazi Juggernaut


THE FAILURE OF APPEASEMENT


Before dawn of September 1, 1939, clouds of bombers and fighters flew eastward into the skies over Poland, raining death and destruction on helpless towns and villages, on airfields, railroads, bridges, and factories. From East Prussia, Pomerania, Silesia, and Slovakia gray-clad armies poured across the frontiers into the doomed country. The greatest of wars was on, a war which was, in the end, to involve the whole world in one vast conflagration.

How did it happen that a generation still healing the deep wounds of the War of 1914-18 permitted this second and more terrible war to come?

The explanation was to be found in the breakdown of the system of collective security and the growth of international anarchy, moral and political, in the post—World War I years.

Across the seas, unappreciated by the average American, there had arisen a new threat to peace, to law, and, ultimately, to American security. This was totalitarianism, as expressed in the political organization of Italy, Germany, and Japan. The essence of totalitarianism was the subordination of all individual or social interests to the interests of the “master race” as represented in the State; its object, the division of the world into spheres of influence, each sphere to be controlled by a master nation; its method, the ruthless use of force. Italy, under Benito Mussolini, had inaugurated the first totalitarian state in 1922; Adolf Hitler, who became Chancellor of Germany in 1933, improved greatly on the Italian model; Japan, long inured to despotism, fell increasingly under the control of reactionary military leaders who, with Emperor Hirohito’s active compliance, ruthlessly suppressed all political opposition and preached the doctrine of Japanese racial superiority and the nation’s sacred mission to free Asia of “contaminating” Western influences.1

Early in the 1930s the first of these totalitarian nations felt strong enough to strike. Determined to establish its hegemony in the Far East, Japan invaded Manchuria in September 1931, crushed Chinese resistance, and, a year later, set up the puppet state of Manchukuo. The United States protested and the League of Nations condemned the aggression, but Japan ignored the American protest, withdrew from the League, and prepared to extend its Asian conquests in order to end its economic dependence on white Western powers.

The moral was not lost on other discontented nations. Throughout the 1920s Germany had wrestled with the economic disorganization and social demoralization that followed its defeat in World War I, and the crisis was, by 1930, acute. German democracy seemed unable to cope with this crisis, but Adolf Hitler and his National Socialist (Nazi) Party promised relief from economic ills, escape from the “bondage” of the Versailles Treaty, and the union of the entire German race under one strong government. In 1933 the aged President Paul von Hindenburg was persuaded to appoint Hitler, a transplanted Austrian and failed artist, to the chancellorship, and within a few months all opposition leaders were in jail and the National Socialist Party had an iron grip on the political and military machinery of the country. Hitler moved swiftly to consolidate his position and implement his promises. Determined to make Germany the greatest military power in the world, he contemptuously withdrew from both the Geneva Disarmament Conference and the League of Nations and embarked upon a full-scale program of rearmament. And, as if to dramatize his dissociation from the moral standards of the Western world, he invoked the discredited doctrine of Aryan superiority to justify a reign of terror against the Jews.

Meanwhile, Mussolini, the founder of Fascism, thought the time was now ripe to reestablish the Roman Empire of ancient days. Ethiopia, which blocked the way from Italian Libya to Italian Somaliland, seemed an easy victim to start on. Early in 1935 Mussolini persuaded the slippery French Premier, Pierre Laval, to consent to an Italian conquest of Ethiopia, and during the winter of 1935-36 that conquest was consummated. Haile Selassie, the Ethiopian Emperor, appealed to the League of Nations, but he was powerless to stop Italy. On March 7, 1936, when the conquest of Ethiopia was all but complete, Hitler ordered his army into the demilitarized Rhineland, an audacious move to retake Germany’s “traditional” Aryan territories and a flagrant violation of the Versailles Treaty. The French, with the strongest army in the world, offered no resistance.

The identity of interest of these two totalitarian states was shortly dramatized in one of the great crises in the history of modern democracy—the Spanish Civil War. In 1931, the Spanish people had overthrown their decrepit monarchy and established a republic. The following years were troubled by escalating conflict between conservative and radical groups. The election of February 1936 placed a left-wing Popular Front coalition government in uneasy control of the nation, but reactionary groups still commanded the support of the Church, the great landowners, and the army, led by General Francisco Franco. The Nationalists, as these reactionary groups came to be known, revolted, and in midsummer 1936 Spain was plunged into a ferociously fought civil war that had much the same relation to World War II that the Kansas struggle of the 1850s had to the American Civil War.

The governments of Great Britain and France failed to appreciate the implications of this war, or feared that intervention might lead to a widening of the conflict, which would involve all Europe. Communist Russia alone actively supported the beleaguered Spanish Republic, but its support further discouraged the timid governments of the democracies. So while Germany and Italy, fearing the triumph of Bolshevism in Spain, hurried hundreds of planes and tens of thousands of “volun-teers” into the Nationalist camp, Britain and France adopted a policy of nonintervention, and the United States Congress clamped an embargo on the shipment of munitions to either side. These divergent policies ultimately decided the outcome of the war, and a Nationalist dictatorship was set up under General Franco in 1939.

Once more, it was Japan’s turn. In July 1937, the Kwantung Army invaded China. Immensely superior in armaments, the Japanese swept from victory to victory, overrunning most of northern China and all the important seaports. After taking the walled city of Nanking in December 1938, Japanese soldiers slaughtered over 200,000 military prisoners of war and unarmed civilians, raping, castrating, and beheading tens of thousands of them, in what has been called a Hidden Holocaust.2 To the entire world, the Japanese served notice that this was the new meaning of Bushido, the medieval code of the Japanese warrior that originally called for compassion toward one’s enemies.

The pattern and the menace of totalitarian conquest were becoming clear enough, yet the democracies, unprepared to risk war, continued to follow a policy of appeasement. Taking advantage of this, Nazi Germany moved swiftly to achieve three major objectives: the reincorporation into a greater Germany of all German peoples, the control by Germany of Middle Europe and the road to the Middle East, and the erection of a totalitarian barrier against Communism. Already in 1936 Hitler had called into existence the Rome—Berlin Axis, an anti-Communist alliance which shortly embraced Japan, Italy, Spain, and Hungary. He then began a policy of territorial aggrandizement.

Austria was the logical place to begin; it was small and defenseless, and its population was almost entirely German-speaking. In March 1938, the blow fell. While Britain and France held futile conferences, a Nazi fifth column in Austria took control of the Army and the police. The Austrian Chancellor, Kurt von Schuschnigg, who had resisted Nazi aggression to the last, abdicated, and on the night of March 11 the German mechanized Army sped across the border and the union of Austria and Germany was formally announced. A triumphant Hitler rode like a king through the neighborhoods where he had once lived as a struggling artist in miserable flophouses. And SS officials and Viennese Nazis launched a wild urban pogrom against the Jews.

G. E. R. Gedye, the veteran British correspondent in Vienna, described a city taken over by Hitler thugs wearing brown shirts and marching menacingly behind enormous swastika flags:
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NAZI TROOPS WELCOMED BY ETHNIC G ERMANS IN THE SUDETENLAND, OCTOBER 1, 1938 (M25).

IT WAS AN INDESCRIBABLE WITCHES’ SABBATH—stormtroopers, lots of them barely out of the schoolroom, with cartridge belts and carbines, the only other evidence of authority being swastika brassards, were marching side by side with police turncoats, men and women shrieking or crying hysterically the name of their leader, embracing the police and dragging them along in the swirling stream of humanity, motor lorries filled with stormtroopers clutching their long-concealed weapons, hooting furiously, trying to make themselves heard above the din, men and women leaping, shouting, and dancing in the light of the smoking torches which soon began to make their appearance, the air filled with a pandemonium of sound in which intermingled screams of: “Down with the Jews! Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler! Sieg Heil! Perish the Jews!”3

Hitler’s power in Germany was now absolute; his popularity with the German people overwhelming. He had restored the confidence of a shaken and badly divided nation, wiped out the humiliation of the Treaty of Versailles, pulled Germany out of a paralyzing economic depression, and won a succession of territorial conquests without shedding a drop of German blood. That this was accomplished by the complete suppression of civil liberties, the crushing of Leftist political parties, and a vicious policy of ethnic cleansing against the Jews, “was seen by most as at least a price worth paying—” writes historian Ian Kershaw, “by many as positively welcome.”4

Before the democracies had recovered from the shock of the Anschluss, or incorporation of Austria, Hitler moved against Czechoslovakia, demanding the cession of the Sudetenland, along the German border, home to more than three million ethnic Germans. Throughout the spring and summer of 1938 Hitler stormed at the hapless Czechs while he alternately threatened and cajoled their allies, Britain and France. Finally at the Munich Conference of September 29-30, Britain and France abandoned the little democracy to her fate. “[I bring you] peace with honor,” said Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain on his return to London. “I believe it is peace for our time.”5

Writing to his sister, Chamberlain declared that “in spite of the harshness and ruthlessness I thought I saw in [Hitler’s] face, I got the impression that he was a man who could be relied upon when he had given his word.”6

WAR


In March 1939, Hitler proved Chamberlain both a poor prophet and a poor judge of character, sending his army into Czechoslovakia, and, while Britain and France looked helplessly on, dismembering that country. Back in the United States, Senator Albert Borah, a strident isolationist, explained to Congress that this was not a violation of the Treaty of Versailles, and as if to confound him, Mussolini three days later seized Albania. In May, the two totalitarian leaders concluded a formal military alliance, directed against France and Britain. Then the German Fuehrer turned on Poland, demanding the return of territory it had been forced to cede to Poland by the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, the “Polish Corridor,” a wide stretch of land, inhabited mostly by Germans, that cut off East Prussia from the rest of Germany.

Convinced now that Hitler wanted war, England and France attempted to repair the damage of prolonged appeasement. But the diplomatic humpty-dumpty had had so great a fall that it was impossible to put it together again. France distrusted Britain, and Britain, France—and both with reason; Russia had lost confidence in both of them; the smaller nations could not fail to read the moral of Munich and of Prague. Yet Britain and France pushed ahead. They offered to guarantee Poland against aggression—though they failed conspicuously to indicate how they proposed to do this. As if to test the realism of the British, Russia proposed an alliance on the understanding that she be permitted to march troops into Poland and to take the Baltic states of Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia into “protective custody.” Acquiescence in this proposal might have exposed the British government to the charge of insincerity in its zeal for the welfare of the nonaggressor nations, and the proposal was rejected. Russia then turned to Germany, and on August 23 the two great antagonists concluded a nonaggression pact, which freed Germany to seize Poland without risking war with Russia.

Though there was a strong faction in both Britain and France that advocated further appeasement, this time the two governments did not back down. Hitler renewed his demands on Poland, but when he offered to “guarantee” the British Empire in return for a free hand in Poland, the British refused, informing him that they had obligations to Poland that they intended to honor.

Hitler was unimpressed. “Our enemies are small worms,” he told his generals. “I saw them in Munich.”7 On the morning of September 1, 250,000 German soldiers stormed across the Polish border, and 1,600 Luftwaffe aircraft smashed Polish towns and cities. Hitler issued no declaration of war, claiming Germany had been attacked by Poland.

THE BELLIGERENTS


On September 3, millions of people in the Western world, their radios alert to every step in the unfolding tragedy in Europe, heard the grave but firm voice of Neville Chamberlain announcing that Britain, in fulfillment of her commitments, was at war with Germany. That same day, reluctantly, France too went to war. And, with the single exception of Ireland, the British Commonwealth of Nations rallied to the support of the mother country. The war Hitler had hoped to confine to a series of episodes was underway; and the great combination against him was already beginning to be formed.

“Hitler’s ‘counterattack’ on Poland has on this Sabbath day become a world war!” William L. Shirer, the CBS newscaster, wrote in his diary. “To record that date: September 3, 1939.”

Shirer was in Berlin’s Wilhelmplatz when the announcement was made over the loudspeakers that England had declared war on Germany. A small crowd of people was standing there. When the announcement was finished, “there was not a murmur,” he wrote. “They just stood there as they were before. Stunned. The people cannot realize yet that Hitler has led them into a world war.” There was, he said, “not even any hate for the French and the British—despite Hitler’s various proclamations to the people … accusing the ‘English war-mongers and capitalistic Jews’ of starting this war.”8

POLAND


The Allies had a larger combined Army than Germany and a far stronger Navy, but Hitler’s Army was more highly mechanized, with five crack panzer divisions, and Germany’s industrial prowess was only second to that of the United States, a nonbelligerent. Germany also had a heavy advantage in airpower and had developed its air arm as a lethal offensive weapon. And while France and England had largely maintained their peacetime economies right into 1939, the entire Nazi war machine had been preparing for a lightning offensive strike for fully six years.

Poland had no time to organize its defense, nor did France or England have time to come to its aid. So Poland fought alone.

The conquest of Poland was swift, violent, and overwhelming, a stunning revelation of the potentialities of mechanized, blitzkrieg warfare and a dress rehearsal for action in the West. Within a week the Nazis had broken through to the defenses of Warsaw; within a month the Poles had capitulated, and the fighting was over. The Nazis had massed 1.5 million men, nearly 2,000 tanks, and over 4,000 planes for the invasion. Against this tremendous array the Poles were able to mobilize only some twenty-two infantry divisions, eight cavalry brigades, a single motorized brigade, and perhaps 1,000 planes, most of them antiquated.

The German campaign was planned with masterly skill, drawing on the audacious ideas of General Heinz Guderian, who envisioned a new kind of warfare using tanks, motorized infantry, mobile artillery, and fast-striking air power. Three great armies converged on Warsaw—one from East Prussia, one from Pomerania, and one, under Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, from the south. Western Poland offered no natural barriers to an advancing enemy, no convenient defense line. Hopelessly outnumbered, the Poles fought heroically, sending in horsemen armed with swords and lances against massive German tanks until their defenses cracked. The New York Times Berlin correspondent, Otto D. Tolischus, who was expelled by the Nazis the following year—the year he won the Pulitzer Prize—describes what happened in the first week of the German campaign:

WITH THE GERMAN ARMIES IN POLAND, September 11-Having hurled against Poland their mighty military machine, the Germans are today crushing Poland like a soft-boiled egg….

The Germans have proceeded not only with might and speed, but with method, and this bids fair to be the first war to be decided not by infantry, “the queen of all arms,” but by fast motorized divisions and, especially, by the air force….

Today the German rule of the air is so complete that, although individual Polish planes may still be seen flying at a high altitude, the German army has actually abandoned the blackout in Poland. It is a strange sensation to come from a Germany thrown into Stygian darkness at night to a battlefront town like Lodz, as this correspondent did the night after the Germans announced its occupation, and find it illuminated although the enemy is only a few miles from the city.

With control of the air, the Germans moved forward not infantry but their tanks, armored cars and motorized artillery, which smashed any Polish resistance in the back…. As a purely military matter, the German army is the height of efficiency.9

The fall of Warsaw would not necessarily have spelled the end of Poland. But in the midst of the fight against the Nazi invader, a new situation arose. On September 17 the Russians, anxious now for their own defense, marched in from the east. Confronted with the Wehrmacht on the west, the Red Army on the east, Polish resistance collapsed. On September 28, as the battered remnants of Warsaw surrendered, Germany and Russia arranged the partition of Poland, which, as it had so many times before, disappeared from the map. To Russia went the larger territory, but only one third the population and few of the industrial resources in which western Poland was so rich. But what Russia wanted was space in which to erect a barrier against a possible German attack. For this even eastern Poland was not enough. The following June, when the collapse of France had freed the Germans for further ventures, Russia took over the Baltic republics of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania.

One other frontier gave the Russians concern, and to that, having secured themselves along the Baltic Sea, they now turned their attention.

FINLAND


The Nazi conquest of Poland had made Joseph Stalin nervous. He was successful in building up a defense barrier from the Baltic to Romania. But he wanted to protect himself similarly in the north. When negotiations to gain territorial concessions from Finland failed, the Red Army invaded on November 30. The world, which had expected an easy conquest, was shortly astonished at the ferocity of the Finnish defense. The Russians, unprepared for winter fighting, unfamiliar with the terrain, and underestimating the fighting ability of perhaps the most warlike people in Europe, suffered costly defeats. North of Lake Ladoga the Finns cut three Russian divisions to pieces; at Suomussalmi two more divisions were wiped out. The American correspondent and author Virginia Cowles describes this battlefield of ice and snow, white forests and glassy lakes, shortly after the Russian defeat:

DURING THE PREVIOUS SEVEN WEEKS, over a hundred thousand Russian troops had crossed the frontier, in repeated attempts to cut Finland in two. But the Finns had repulsed the onslaughts with some of the most spectacular fighting in history; they had annihilated entire divisions and hurled back others thirty and forty miles to the border from where they started.

To understand how they did it, you must picture a country of thick snow-covered forests and ice-bound roads. You must visualize heavily-armed ski patrols sliding like ghosts through the woods; creeping behind the enemy lines and cutting their communications until entire battalions were isolated, then falling on them in furious surprise attacks. In this part of Finland skis out-maneuvered tanks, sleds competed with lorries, and knives even challenged rifles.

We approached the village of Suomussalmi just as dawn was breaking, and here I witnessed the most ghastly spectacle I have ever seen. It was in this sector that the Finns, a few weeks previously, had annihilated two Russian divisions of approximately 30,000 men. The road along which we drove was still littered with frozen Russian corpses, and the forests on either side had become known as “Dead Man’s Land.” Perhaps it was the beauty of the morning that made the terrible Russian débâcle all the more ghastly when we came upon it. The rising sun had drenched the snow-covered forests, with trees like lace valentines, with a strange pink light that seemed to glow for miles. The landscape was marred only by the charred framework of a house; then an overturned truck and two battered tanks. Then we turned a bend in the road and came upon the full horror of the scene. For four miles the road and forests were strewn with the bodies of men and horses; with wrecked tanks, field kitchens, trucks, gun-carriages, maps, books, and articles of clothing. The corpses were frozen as hard as petrified wood and the color of the skin was mahogany. Some of the bodies were piled on top of each other like a heap of rubbish, covered only by a merciful blanket of snow; others were sprawled against the trees in grotesque attitudes.

All were frozen in the positions in which they had died…. They were everywhere, hundreds and hundreds of grotesque wooden corpses; in the ditches, under the trees, and even in dugouts beneath the snow where they had tried to escape from the fury of the attack.10

After these costly defeats the Russians abandoned the effort to drive through snowbound wilderness and began a direct attack upon the Mannerheim Line, along the Karelian Isthmus. Here Russian superiority in manpower, artillery, and planes could make itself felt, and here after two months of the hardest kind of fighting, a breakthrough was achieved. On March 12, Finland ceded to Russia all the lands demanded before the invasion. The cost to the Soviets was high: over 200,000 dead soldiers, compared to some 20,000 Finnish fatalities.

The following month, Stalin ordered the massacre of almost all Polish officers captured by the Red Army in 1939. This was done secretly. The bodies of many of the victims were finally discovered in the spring of 1943 in the Katyn forest, near Smolensk. Why had Stalin done this? Probably to make sure neighboring Poland remained weak in the postwar years by eliminating 15,000 anti-Communist leaders.

Meanwhile, Hitler began the systematic slaughter of Polish Jews, Gypsies, and political “undesirables.” By the end of the war, 5.5 million Poles would be killed, most of them civilians, almost 16 percent of the population. (Poland suffered the greatest human losses in the war; Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union followed, with 10 percent and 5 percent dead respectively.) By early 1940, the world had begun to see that this war would be more barbaric than any civilized person might have imagined.

DENMARK AND NORWAY


In March, William Shirer confided to his journal*:

I HOPE I DIDN’T put myself out on a limb, but from what I’ve heard this week I wrote tonight in my broadcast: “Some people here believe the war may spread to Scandinavia yet. It was reported in Berlin today that last week a squadron of at least nine British destroyers was concentrated off the Norwegian coast and that in several instances German freighters carrying iron received warning shots…. From here it looks as if the neutrals, especially the Scandinavians, may be drawn into the conflict after all.”11

Shirer was not out on a limb. At four o’clock in the morning of April 9, German armies poured across the unfortified frontier of Denmark, with whom the Germans had recently concluded a nonaggression pact. Denmark, however, was not to be “con-quered.” It was to be a model protectorate, a laboratory of the New Nazi Order. But even when on their good behavior, the Nazis were unable to conciliate the people of an occupied country. Soon the usual process of exploitation and looting began, and soon, too, the Danish resistance movement was organized and began its long and heroic campaign of sabotage.

As German troops were marching across the Danish frontier, powerful elements of the German Navy were steaming into every important Norwegian port: Oslo, Kristiansand, Stavanger, Bergen, Trondheim, and Narvik. The Norwegians were caught unprepared. Yet everywhere but at Narvik they put up a stout resistance, inflicting heavy losses.

The Norwegian government had fled to Elverum, near the Swedish frontier, and the Nazis had established a new government under the leadership of Vidkun Quisling, whose name was soon to be a synonym throughout the world for traitor. German armies pushing rapidly northward from Oslo brushed aside fierce but unorganized resistance. Within a week the British had landed reinforcements—British, French, and Polish—but they were too little too late. The enemy controlled the sea-lanes and air, and by the end of April the Allied forces, outnumbered and outpowered, were forced to withdraw.
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In just two months Hitler had conquered Denmark and Norway and had isolated Sweden. His policy of appeasement thoroughly discredited by Hitler’s treachery, Chamberlain was forced to retire, and on May 10 a new government was formed under the leadership of Winston Churchill. He inspired the British people, and free peoples everywhere, with an implacable resolution to endure the worst that the Nazis could hurl against them and fight through to ultimate victory. It was entirely fitting that on the very day that Hitler launched his attack on the Low Countries, France, and ultimately Britain, he should be confronted by that indomitable man who, more than any other, was to be responsible for frustrating his wicked designs.

THE LOW COUNTRIES


“The hour has come,” Hitler told his army, “for the decisive battle for the future of the German nation. For 300 years the rulers of England and France have made it their aim to prevent any real consolidation of Europe and above all to keep Germany weak and helpless. With this your hour has come. The fight which begins today will decide the destiny of the German people for 1,000 years. Now do your duty.”

The army’s imperative was to conquer Holland, Belgium, and Luxembourg, overrun France, and bring Britain to her knees. It was one of the great campaigns in military history.

Holland and Belgium, mortally afraid of giving Germany any excuse to attack, had failed to mobilize their armies or coordinate their defenses with those of France. The French had dispersed their forces in the north, in the Maginot Line, and along the Italian frontier. The British were still frantically building up their Army and Air Force.

At early dawn, May 10, the Germans struck all along the Western Front, from the North Sea to Luxembourg. The major attack rolled through the rugged Ardennes toward the Meuse River. Planes bombed helpless cities, parachutists seized airfields and bridges, fifth columnists spread confusion and terror behind the lines.

The Dutch put up a stout resistance, but within four days most of Holland was in German hands. Then, while negotiations for the surrender were underway, the Luftwaffe bombed the center of Rotterdam, killing 814 civilians and leaving 80,000 homeless, the beginning of the war’s “terror bombing” campaigns. Under the threat to subject every Dutch city to similar treatment, resistance ceased. The conquest of Belgium was equally swift.

Meantime, Gerd von Rundstedt had broken through the Ardennes. This rugged forest-covered country, crisscrossed by winding roads and swift rivers, was thought to be unsuitable to mechanized warfare and was therefore lightly defended. It was assumed that it would take weeks for the Nazis to fight their way through here, and in that time the French could bring up the whole of their Ninth Army. But with Heinz Guderian’s panzer columns in the lead, the Wehrmacht smashed through in two days, crossed the Meuse River, and sped toward the English Channel.

It was a catastrophe of the first order. On May 21, the Germans reached the English Channel at Abbeville, and the encirclement of the Belgians and the British Expeditionary Force was complete. On May 26, Lord Gort, commanding the BEF, was authorized to reembark his army to Britain, and began to concentrate his forces on the only remaining port, Dunkirk. At this juncture, the whole situation was altered, the entire BEF threatened, by the unexpected surrender of the Belgian Army.

DUNKIRK


The BEF, as well as remnants of the French and Polish armies along the Channel—some 400,000 men—seemed doomed as the Germans closed the ring around them. But the sea was still open, and Britain still ruled the waves. With a valor that aroused the admiration even of the enemy, the French fought rearguard actions at Lille, Cassel, and in Dunkirk itself. A small British force held out with fanatical courage at Calais.

Then came Operation Dynamo or, as John Masefield has called it, the Nine Days’ Wonder. The Germans pressed on Dunkirk from all sides. Their artillery subjected it to ceaseless pounding, their planes smashed at piers and docks and at the embarkation fleet. The town was aflame, the water supply gone, the docks a shambles.

The Admiralty had already anticipated the task of reembarking the army from France. When it became clear that the withdrawal could no longer be delayed, the word went out for the gathering of the ships. The most fantastic armada in history—numbering 665 civilian craft and 222 naval units—assembled in the British ports nearest Dunkirk.

For nine days the evacuation went on, from May 26 to June 3, and even on the 4th and 5th a few stragglers and last-ditch fighters were brought out. Arthur D. Divine, who took part in the whole operation, has described it:

WHEN I HEARD THAT SMALL BOATS of all sorts were to be used at Dunkirk I volunteered at once…. The evacuation went on for something over a week, but to me the most exciting time was the night before the last.

I was given a motorboat about as long as my drawing room at home, 30 feet. She had one cabin forward and the rest was open, but she had twin engines and was fairly fast. For crew we had one sub-lieutenant, one stoker and one gunner. For armament we had two Bren guns—one my own particular pet which I had stolen—and rifles. In command of our boat we had a real live Admiral-Taylor, Admiral in charge of small boats.

We first went out to French fishing boats gathered off Ramsgate, boats from Caen and Le Havre, bright little vessels with lovely names—Ciel de France, Ave Maria, Gratia Plena, Jeanne Antoine….

They went as the leaders of the procession, for they were slow. With them went … dockyard tugs and towing barges. There were sloops, mine sweepers, trawlers, destroyers. There were Thames fire floats, Belgian drifters, lifeboats from all around the coast, lifeboats from sunken ships….

There was never such a fleet went to war before, I think. As I went round the western arm of the harbor near sunset, passing out orders, it brought my heart into my throat to watch them leave. They were so small! Little boats like those you see in the bight of Sandy Hook fishing on a fine afternoon….

When this armada of oddments was under way, we followed with the faster boats—Royal Air Force rescue launches, picket boats and the like….

It was the queerest, most nondescript flotilla that ever was, and it was manned by every kind of Englishman, never more than two men, often only one, to each small boat. There were bankers and dentists, taxi drivers and yachtsmen, longshoremen, boys, engineers, fishermen and civil servants….

It was dark before we were well clear of the English coast…. [But] even before it was fully dark we had picked up the glow of the Dunkirk flames. From a glow they rose up to enormous plumes of fire that roared high into the everlasting pall of smoke….

The picture will always remain sharp-etched in my memory—the lines of men wearily and sleepily staggering across the beach from the dunes to the shadows, falling into little boats, great columns of men thrust out into the water among bomb and shell splashes….

Some of the big boats pushed in until they were almost aground, taking appalling risks with the falling tide. The men scrambled up the sides on rope nets, or climbed hundreds of ladders….

The din was infernal. The 5.9 batteries shelled ceaselessly and brilliantly. To the whistle of shells overhead was added the scream of falling bombs. Even the sky was full of noise—anti-aircraft shells, machine-gun fire, the snarl of falling planes, the angry hornet noise of dive bombers. One could not speak normally at any time against the roar of it and the noise of our own engines. We all developed “Dunkirk throat,” a sore hoarseness that was the hallmark of those who had been there.

Yet through all the noise I will always remember the … astonishing discipline of the men. They had fought through three weeks of retreat, always falling back without orders, often without support. Transport had failed. They had gone sleepless. They had been without food and water. Yet they kept ranks as they came down the beaches, and they obeyed commands.
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COLONEL GENERAL HEINZ GUDERIAN, THE GREAT THEORIST OF BLITZKRIEG WARFARE, DIRECTS THE PANZER ASSAULT ON F RANCE FROM HIS COMMAND VEHICLE (M25).

Veterans of Gallipoli and of Mons agreed this was the hottest spot they had ever been in, yet morale held.12

All the equipment mobilized for the Battle of France was left behind on the beaches. But 335,000 British and Allied fighting men had been rescued to fight another day.

“To me Dunkirk was one of the great turning points,” Field Marshal von Rundstedt said later. “If I had my way the English would not have gotten off so lightly at Dunkirk. But my hands were tied by direct orders from Hitler himself,” orders that historians claim von Rundstedt agreed with at the time, only to change his story after the war.

While the English were climbing into their ships on the beaches Rundstedt was sitting uselessly outside the port with his infantry and five panzer divisions. Hitler had ordered him not to attack, insisting that, because of earlier losses, he did not have enough tanks in good repair to destroy the retreating British forces. “He did not real-ize,” Rundstedt explained in a later effort to clear himself of blame, “that many of the tanks reported out of action one day could, with a little extra effort on the part of the repair squads, be able to fight in a very short time.”13 Hitler also feared that the canal-crossed ground around the port was flooded and unsuitable for tank warfare. Two days later Hitler reversed his order but that delay had given the British time to organize their spectacular retreat, a retreat that may have saved Churchill’s government and prevented England from negotiating with Germany to withdraw from the war.

THE FALL OF FRANCE


Even while the remnants of the BEF were being evacuated, the Germans began the final campaign of the Battle of France. In a few days they had crossed the Somme and by the 10th of June were hammering the Marne, scene of some of the bloodiest battles of the last war. Other armies were driving into Brittany, across the Loire toward Nantes, down along the Maginot Line toward Lyon. At this juncture, with France reeling from thunderous blows, Mussolini decided that it was safe to declare war on the Allies.

By this time France was in a state of panic. The government had fled to Tours, and from there moved on to Bordeaux. The armies, still large, and potentially powerful, but demoralized, were in headlong retreat, their progress impeded by hundreds of thousands of refugees, most of them in automobiles, jamming all the roads to the south.

“It was,” said Virginia Cowles, “the first mechanized evacuation in history.”

IN THAT WORLD OF TERROR, panic and confusion, it was difficult to believe that these were the citizens of Paris, citizens whose forefathers had fought for their freedom like tigers and stormed the Bastille with their bare hands. For the first time, I began to understand what had happened to France. Morale was a question of faith; faith in your cause, faith in your goal, but above all else, faith in your leaders. How could these people have faith in leaders who abandoned them? Leaders who had given them no directions, no information, no reassurances; who neither had arranged for their evacuation nor called on them to stay at their places and fight for Paris until the last? If this was an example of French leadership, no wonder France was doomed.14

On the 14th the Germans entered Paris, one of the few Open Cities they had seen fit to spare. The French cabinet voted to ask for an armistice. Prime Minister Paul Reynaud resigned and the aged Marshal Henri Philippe Pétain, hero of Verdun, was asked to form a government. Pétain promptly threw in the sponge, calling an end to the fighting, and later forming a puppet government at the resort town of Vichy. Five years later a French jury would find him guilty of treason to the republic. His death sentence commuted to life imprisonment, he died on a remote Atlantic island in 1951, at the age of 95.

On June 21 came the formal surrender in a railroad carriage in the forest at Compiègne, the same carriage, preserved as a museum piece, that Marshal Foch had used when he dictated terms to the Germans in November 1918. Hitler, who had ordered the carriage brought to the forest clearing, had his revenge. France was dismembered. The North and the Western coast were put under Nazi occupation, and the rest of the country was ruled as a vassal state from Vichy. “The humiliation of France, of the French, was complete,” wrote William Shirer.1515

Not all Frenchmen accepted Pétain’s surrender. General Charles de Gaulle, who had fought courageously against Guderian’s panzer columns, fled by plane to London, where he went on the radio and declared the existence of “Free France.” The Frenchmen who joined him fought on in exile under the red cross of Lorraine, which Joan of Arc carried when she freed France at Orléans.

*His Berlin Diary was published in 1941 and became a bestseller.



CHAPTER 2
Britain Stands Alone


THE BLITZ


Dunkirk was a catastrophic defeat which the British turned, miraculously, into a moral victory. When, on June 4, 1940, the Nine Days’ Wonder was complete and the last troops evacuated from Dunkirk, Churchill hurled defiance at the enemy hosts crowding the French channel ports:

EVEN THOUGH LARGE TRACTS OF EUROPE and many old and famous States have fallen or may fall into the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule, we shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.1

Had Hitler invaded at once, he might have driven the British from their “ancient and famous island.” Yet invasion would have been a risky business. The Royal Air Force, as the summer was to show, still commanded the skies over Britain; the Royal Navy still swept the seas; the British Army and the home guard were fired by determination to resist any assault. British scientists had prepared a warm welcome for invasion barges: vast walls of flame from gasoline piped far out into the sea, other walls of flame on land. All that summer the Nazi soldiers sang “Wir fahren gegen England,” but they never did more than sing about it. And from Norway, Belgium, Holland, France, Poland, Czechoslovakia, exile governments fled to London, while remnants of their armies, navies, and air forces trained in Britain for the counteroffensive that would some day come.

But first Britain would have to defend itself from an expected invasion. “The Battle of France is over,” Churchill told a hushed House of Commons. “I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin.”2 Hitler hoped that a land invasion would not be necessary. The Luftwaffe would reduce Britain to rubble, while the U-boats, launched from new bases in Norway and France, would cut the precious lifeline of the Atlantic, starving Britain to submission. Still, he mobilized an immense invasion armada in the Channel and North Sea ports just in case.

All through May, June, and July the British and the Germans had bombed each other, somewhat ineffectually. Now, Field Marshal Hermann Goering prepared to launch the Luftwaffe in a full-scale attack on what he thought a helpless island. First came an effort to destroy the ports and the airfields; then a blow at London; then attacks on all the major industrial cities. This was the Battle of Britain—the first great air battle of history and Hitler’s first major defeat in the war. Beginning in August, it reached its crescendo in October and November, exacting a terrible toll of life and destruction. But the RAF fought back with skill and courage; antiaircraft gunners put a roof of flak over the island; firefighters, wardens, ambulance drivers, home guard, and all the other agencies of defense performed miracles of bravery and endurance.

The RAF, outnumbered four to one, proved itself plane for plane and man for man better than the Luftwaffe. Here is the story of twenty-one-year-old Pilot Officer John Maurice Bentley Beard, as he himself told it. He and other heroic RAF pilots were fighting for the very survival of their country.

I WAS SUPPOSED TO BE AWAY on a day’s leave but dropped back to the airdrome to see if there was a letter from my wife. When I found out that all the squadrons had gone off into action, I decided to stand by, because obviously something big was happening. While I was climbing into my flying kit, our Hurricanes came slipping back out of the sky to refuel, reload ammunition, and take off again. The returning pilots were full of talk about flocks of enemy bombers and fighters which were trying to break through along the Thames Estuary…. I was crazy to be off….

On we went, wingtips to left and right slowly rising and falling, the roar of our twelve Merlins drowning all other sound. We crossed over London, which, at 20,000 feet, seemed just a haze of smoke from its countless chimneys, with nothing visible except the faint glint of the barrage balloons and the wriggly silver line of the Thames.

I had too much to do watching the instruments and keeping formation to do much thinking. But once I caught a reflected glimpse of myself in the windscreen—a goggled, bloated, fat thing with the tube of my oxygen supply protruding gruesomely sideways from the mask which hid my mouth. Suddenly I was back at school again, on a hot afternoon when the Headmaster was … droning on and on about the later Roman Emperors….

It was an amazingly vivid memory, as if school was only yesterday. And half my mind was thinking what wouldn’t I then have given to be sitting in a Hurricane belting along at 350 miles an hour and out for a kill. Me defending London! I grinned at my old self at the thought.

Minutes went by…. I scanned the sky and there they were!

It was really a terrific sight and quite beautiful…. I could see the bright yellow noses of Messerschmitt fighters sandwiching the bombers, and could even pick out some of the types. The sky seemed full of them, packed in layers thousands of feet deep. They came on steadily, wavering up and down along the horizon. “Oh, golly,” I thought, “golly, golly …”

And then any tension I had felt on the way suddenly left me. I was elated but very calm….

The squadron leader’s voice came through the earphones, giving tactical orders. We swung round in a great circle to attack on their beam—into the thick of them. Then, on the order, down we went. I took my hand from the throttle lever so as to get both hands on the stick, and my thumb played neatly across the gun button. You have to steady a fighter just as you have to steady a rifle before you fire it.

My Merlin screamed as I went down in a steeply banked dive on to the tail of a forward line of Heinkels. I knew the air was full of aircraft flinging themselves about in all directions, but hunched and snuggled down behind my sight, I was conscious only of the Heinkel I had picked out. As the angle of my dive increased, the enemy machine loomed larger in the sight field, heaved toward the red dot, and then he was there! …

When he was square across the sight I pressed the button. There was a smooth trembling of my Hurricane as the eight-gun squirt shot out. I gave him a two-second burst and then another. Cordite fumes blew back into the cockpit, making an acrid mixture with the smell of hot oil and the air-compressors.

I saw my first burst go in and, just as I was on top of him and turning away, I noticed a red glow inside the bomber. I turned tightly into position again and now saw several short tongues of flame lick out along the fuselage. Then he went down in a spin, blanketed with smoke and with pieces flying off.

I left him plummeting down and, horsing back on my stick, climbed up again for more. The sky was clearing, but ahead toward London I saw a small tight formation of bombers completely encircled by a ring of Messerschmitts. They were still heading north. As I raced forward, three flights of Spitfires came zooming up from beneath them…. They burst through upward and outward, their guns going all the time. They must have each got one, for an instant later I saw the most extraordinary sight of eight German bombers and fighters diving earthward together in flames.

I turned away again and streaked after some distant specks ahead. Diving down, I noticed that the running progress of the battle had brought me over London again. I could see the network of streets with the green space of Kensington Gardens, and I had an instant’s glimpse of the Round Pond, where I sailed boats when I was a child. In that moment, and as I was rapidly overhauling the Germans ahead, a Dornier 17 sped right across my line of flight, closely pursued by a Hurricane. And behind the Hurricane came two Messerschmitts. He was too intent to have seen them and they had not seen me! They were coming slightly toward me. It was perfect. A kick at rudder and I swung in toward them, thumbed the gun button, and let them have it. The first burst was placed just the right distance ahead of the leading Messerschmitt. He ran slap into it and he simply came to pieces in the air. His companion … [made] one of the speediest and most brilliant “getouts” I have ever seen….

As I turned I had a quick look round the “office” (cockpit). My fuel reserve was running out and I had only about a second’s supply of ammunition left…. I put my nose down and [headed for home].3

By September 1, after a month of heavy fighting, the Germans had failed to destroy the fighters and pilots of the Royal Air Force. Then they switched tactics and began terror bombing London. The first great blow came on September 7, when 375 bombers—a small number by 1945 standards but stupendous for that day—unloaded their bombs on the capital in full daylight. The next day they were over London again, and the next, and the next, day after day, trying to knock out the world’s largest city, break British morale, and create massive panic and hysteria, a breakdown in public morale that would bring Britain to the bargaining table, making an invasion unnecessary.

London was stunned—but defiant. With astonishing rapidity and efficiency the whole complex organization of antiaircraft warfare and fire fighting was brought into play. The RAF rose to challenge the invaders, and on one day, September 15, shot down 185 Nazi aircraft. Firefighters worked day and night to cope with the flames which raged through the capital. Ambulance drivers—many of them mere girls—rescued the trapped and the wounded; wardens and other relief workers provided temporary food and shelter. And the antiaircraft gunners threw a “roof” over the city, forcing the enemy higher and higher into the skies. Failing to gain air superiority over southern England, on September 17, Hitler postponed the invasion, code-named Operation Sealion, indefinitely.

Germany had lost the Battle of Britain, but the Blitz went on. By the end of October the Nazis were forced, by mounting losses, to give up the daylight bombing and shift to night attacks—less accurate but no less murderous. The American correspondent Ernie Pyle described a night attack on London:

THEY CAME JUST AFTER DARK, and somehow you could sense from the quick, bitter firing of guns that there was to be no monkey business this night.

Shortly after the sirens wailed you could hear the Germans grinding overhead. In my room, with its black curtains drawn across the windows, you could feel the shake from the guns. You could hear the boom, crump, crump, crump, of heavy bombs at their work of tearing buildings apart. They were not too far away.

Half an hour after the firing started I gathered a couple of friends and went to a high, darkened balcony that gave us a view of a third of the entire circle of London. As we stepped out onto the balcony a vast inner excitement came over all of us—an excitement that had neither fear nor horror in it, because it was too full of awe.

You have all seen big fires, but I doubt if you have ever seen the whole horizon of a city lined with great fires—scores of them, perhaps hundreds.

There was something inspiring just in the awful savagery of it….

Into the dark shadowed spaces below us, while we watched, whole batches of incendiary bombs fell. We saw dozens go off in two seconds. They flashed terrifically, then quickly simmered down to pin points of dazzling white, burning ferociously. These white pin points would go out one by one, as the unseen heroes of the moment smothered them with sand. But also, while we watched, other pin points would burn on, and soon a yellow flame would leap up from the white center. They had done their work—another building was on fire.
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GERMAN BOMBER OVER THE LONDON DOCKS, SEPTEMBER 1940 (M25).

The greatest of all the fires was directly in front of us. Flames seemed to whip hundreds of feet into the air. Pinkish-white smoke ballooned upward in a great cloud, and out of this cloud there gradually took shape—so faintly at first that we weren’t sure we saw correctly—the gigantic dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral….

Later on I borrowed a tin hat and went out among the fires. That was exciting too; but the thing I shall always remember above all the other things in my life is the monstrous loveliness of that one single view of London on a holiday night—London stabbed with great fires, shaken by explosions, its dark regions along the Thames sparkling with the pin points of white-hot bombs, all of it roofed over with a ceiling of pink that held bursting shells, balloons, flares and the grind of vicious engines. And in yourself the excitement and anticipation and wonder in your soul that this could be happening at all.

These things all went together to make the most hateful, most beautiful single scene I have ever known.4

An Englishwoman, Mollie Panter-Downes, describes how it was for the people on whom the rain of fire fell:

FOR LONDONERS, there are no longer such things as good nights; there are only bad nights, worse nights, and better nights. Hardly anyone has slept at all in the past week. The sirens go off at approximately the same time every evening, and in the poorer districts, the queues of people carrying blankets, thermos flasks, and babies begin to form quite early outside the air-raid shelters. The air Blitzkrieg continues to be directed against such military objectives as the tired shop-girl, the red-eyed clerk, and the thousands of dazed and weary families patiently trundling their few belongings in perambulators away from the wreckage of their homes. After a few of these nights, sleep of a kind comes from complete exhaustion. The amazing part of it is the cheerfulness and fortitude with which ordinary individuals are doing their job under nerve-racking conditions. Girls who have taken twice the usual time to go to work look worn when they arrive, but their faces are nicely made up and they bring you a cup of tea or sell you a hat chirpily as ever. Little shopkeepers whose windows have been blown out paste up “Business as usual” stickers and exchange cracks with their customers.

On all sides, one hears the grim phrase: “We shall get used to it.”5
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A LONDON TUBE PLATFORM SERVES AS A BOMB SHELTER DURING THE BLITZ (M25).

“This night bombing is serious and sensational,” Edward R. Murrow reported from London that September. “It makes headlines, kills people, and smashes property; but it doesn’t win wars … [and] will not cause this country to collapse.”6 Frustrated, the Luftwaffe turned to the industrial Midlands in November and December. The most murderous of the attacks on England’s manufacturing was the night-long bombing of Coventry on November 14, but other Midland cities suffered devastating raids: Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, and Sheffield. The toll of civilian dead mounted to over 40,000; hundreds of thousands of houses were wrecked or damaged; essential services—gas and electricity and water and transport—were paralyzed; factories were laid in ruins.

Millions of Americans listened with horror to Edward R. Murrow’s radio broadcasts of the London Blitz, some of them made from the roofs of the city. But when the war correspondent A. J. Liebling returned briefly to America, he was shocked by the reaction of his friends to the situation in Europe. “Getting off the plane and meeting people who had stayed in America was a strange experience, because they hardly seemed to know that anything was wrong. When you started to tell them they said soothingly that probably you had a lot of painful experiences, and if you just took a few grains of Nembutal so you would get one good night’s sleep, and then go out to the horse races twice, you would be your own sweet self again. It was like the dream in which you yell at people and they don’t hear you.”7

THE ATLANTIC LIFELINE


The fight against the Luftwaffe was only part of the titanic contest which Britain waged throughout the world. Cut off from its former continental Allies, Britain depended more and more upon its dominions and empire—and, increasingly, upon the United States. Above all it was essential to her survival to guard the Atlantic and Mediterranean lifelines: if either of them were cut the consequences might be fatal. Upon the British Navy and its air arm was placed the almost intolerable burden of patrolling the water lanes of the world, hunting down marauding cruisers, destroyers, and pocket battleships, protecting convoys against packs of U-boats, sweeping mines from its harbors, getting supplies through not only to Britain but from the mother country to Gibraltar, Malta, Egypt, Russia, India, and the Far East.

In the beginning the combined British and French navies had unchallenged superiority over the German. But with the fall of France the balance shifted. Not only was the French Navy immobilized—soon the British went in to destroy it—but Italy brought to the Axis a powerful modern surface fleet and perhaps a hundred submarines. Germany, too, though weak in surface ships, could boast two giant battleships, Bismarck and Tirpitz, and three fast pocket battleships, in addition to several older battleships like Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. From nearby airfields German planes could bomb convoys approaching the British Isles and sow mines in British harbors. And Germany had close to 100 submarines which could operate from pens all along the Atlantic from Norway to the Spanish border.

The seriousness of the U-boat menace was speedily dramatized when, within two weeks of the outbreak of war, a submarine sank the aircraft carrier Courageous. The following month another U-boat penetrated the supposedly impregnable British fleet at Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands and sank the battleship Royal Oak, in what was the most sensational U-boat attack of the war. British submarines retaliated, the Salmon torpedoing the cruisers Leipzig and Bluecher. Then, in the distant waters off Uruguay, three British cruisers ran down the German pocket-battleship Graf Spee, damaged it, and drove it into Montevideo harbor, where its commander scuttled it.

Other German warships roamed the Atlantic preying upon convoys from the United States and Canada. But the German surface raiders and battleships did not have things their own way. In May 1941, the Bismarck and the heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen slipped out of their hiding places in a Norwegian fjord to harry British convoys. Reconnaissance planes of the Coastal Command spotted the ships almost at once, and the hunt was on. The raiders were intercepted on the morning of May 24, off the coast of Greenland. The British battle-cruiser Hood was fatally hit soon after the engagement opened, but the rest of the attack force chased the Bismarck through the ice floes, caught her, and sank her with torpedoes from planes and destroyers and salvos from 14- and 16-inch guns. Almost 2,300 sailors went down with the Bismarck, with her flag still flying.

Prinz Eugen got away, to join her sister ships, the battlewagons Gneisenau and Scharnhorst. Bombed again and again, these ships somehow managed to escape and, under cover of fog, make a spectacular dash around Brittany and up the English Channel to their home ports. Fully repaired, Scharnhorst, lurking in the fjords of northern Norway, preyed upon the huge convoys carrying tanks, trucks, and planes to Russia. Finally on December 26, 1943, the incessant efforts of the Royal Navy to lure her into a fight were rewarded and Scharnhorst was sunk.

By the early summer of 1941 the Royal Navy had won command of the surface seas, but the menace from mines and submarines remained. Mines were cheap to make, easy to lay, hard to detect or avoid but the minesweepers of the Royal Navy cleared a path for the convoys. Most dangerous of all was the minesweeping in the English Channel, for here the sailors were exposed not only to the mines but to attack from the air and bombardment from coastal batteries.

The U-boats remained the deadliest menace, however. Despite continuous bombing raids on German submarine pens along the coast of occupied France and on the plants inside Germany manufacturing parts, submarine production increased tremendously during the war. Destroyers afforded some protection to the convoys but there were still enormous losses. On October 31, 1941, a U-boat struck the USS Reuben James on convoy duty out of Iceland. The German commander, Erich Topp, who would ultimately sink thirty-four Allied ships, describes the incident:
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GERMAN U-BOAT PENS (M25).

AT THE END OF 1941, we learned that President Roosevelt had declared that half of the Atlantic Ocean would be under American control and we knew that he had already given 50 destroyers to the British, even though America was still technically a noncombatant.

This was the situation when I was operating in the western part of the Atlantic. On the early morning of the 31st of October, I made contact with a convoy and hit one of the destroyers. I was sure it was a British destroyer escort, but I had only seen the silhouette through my periscope. But soon by radio I heard that I had hit the Reuben James. When I hit it, there was a tremendous explosion, and a volcanic foundation of water came out of the ship, and after a time, an additional fountain of water. This was an explosion of the depth charges they used against our U-boats. Then a big fire started on the ship, and this was all I saw.

Later I heard of the tragedy of the Reuben James: that more than 100 men had been victims of my attack, and that men were caught in the ship and in freezing water filled with fire and oil.8

Commander Griffith B. Coale witnessed this tragedy and recorded it in his journal.

OCTOBER 31, 1941…. a sudden loud explosion brings me upright. Know instantly that it is a torpedo and not a depth charge. Spring from my bunk, jump for the bulkhead door … and land on the deck in a split second, with General Quarters still rasping. It is not us. A mile ahead a rising cloud of dark smoke hangs over the black loom of a ship. With a terrific roar, a column of orange flame towers high into the night as her magazines go up…. All the ship forward of No. 4 stack has disappeared. We move rapidly down upon her, as her stern rises perpendicularly into the air and slides slowly into the sea. A moment, and two grunting jolts of her depth charges toss debris and men into the air. Suddenly my nostrils are filled with the sickly stench of fuel oil, and the sea is flat and silvery under its thick coating. Before we know it, we hear the cursing, praying, and hoarse shouts for help, and we are all among her men, like black shiny seals in the oily water….

“We are the Reuben James’ men!” comes a chorus from one raft, and then we know. The spirit of these huddled greasy forms, packing the overloaded life rafts, is magnificent…. But the bobbing blobs of isolated men are more pitiful. Thrice blown up and choking with oil and water, they are like small animals caught in molasses. We are now in a black circle of water, surrounded by a vast silver ring of oil slick. The men to port are drifting toward us and the hove lines are slipping through their greasy, oily hands. Soon many eager hands are grasping our cargo net, but our ship’s upward roll breaks their weak and slippery hold. Instantly officers and men are begging permission to go over the side, and in no time three of our officers are ten feet from the ship on a reeling raft, and several chief petty officers are clinging to the net, trying to make lines fast around the slimy bodies of the survivors so that dozens of strong arms above on the deck can heave them aboard. The first man is hauled over the amidship rail vomiting oil. Forward from the lofty bridge I see an isolated man below me and hear his choking curses. Half blind, he sees the bridge above him. His cursing ceases—“A line, please, Sir!” I cup my hands and shout. A line is hove and he is towed amidships to the nets. Crossing to the starboard side, I see the obscure mass of another loaded raft. One man ignites a cigarette lighter and waves it in the darkness. They shout in chorus, but our lines fall short. They are drifting away to leeward. We shout through megaphones: “Hang on! We’ll get you!” One man alone is trying to swim toward us. “Come on, buddy!” I bellow, “you can make it!” But the line hove with great skill falls short—and we chart the course of their drift. It is a lengthy and desperately hard job to get these men aboard. Our men are working feverishly, but less than half have come over the rail and thirty-eight minutes have passed. The horizon is dull red with the coming of the dawn, and the increasing light makes the mass of our inert ship an easy target for the submarine which must be lurking near. One of our destroyers is continually circling us, as the Captain bellows from the bridge: “Get those men aboard!” After sixty-five minutes a few exhausted men still bob along our side. The Captain says to me: “We are in great danger. I cannot risk the ship and her company much longer.” Now there are two or three left…. A contact directly astern with a submarine! The telephone buzzes in the wheelhouse—the other destroyer gets it too! … We order the ensigns on the raft aboard with all haste … and we leap away, leaving two survivors to swirl astern. We roar away and the other destroyer lets go a pattern of depth charges…. We search, lose contact, and return, and the other ship picks up eleven men while we circle her. We hope she got the two we had to leave! A third destroyer comes back to relieve us with orders to search the spot until noon, and we with thirty-six survivors, and the other rescue ship, catch up with the fleeing convoy at twenty-five knots.

“Secure from General Quarters!” Ten-thirty and we can go to breakfast! Hot coffee—Lord, it’s nectar! We have been on the bridge since five twenty-three! The ship is a mess—her decks, rails, and ladders are covered with oil and the smell of it…. Ropes, life jackets, and the men’s clothes are piled along the decks in black and soggy masses. Four men with hemorrhages are put into officers’ bunks. We learn that all the officers died with the blowing up of the forward part of the ship, and we had many friends among them.9

LEND-LEASE


During the dismal days of Dunkirk, the fall of France, and the Blitz, many Americans all but despaired for Britain. The overwhelming majority hoped for a British victory and gradually, as Britain gathered her resources to strike back, the conviction grew that the Nazis might be stopped, and ultimately defeated. More important was the growing realization that Britain’s fight was, in the end, America’s fight; that Britain defeated would mean America isolated in a hostile world. From the beginning President Roosevelt was frankly anti-Nazi, and in this he faithfully reflected the attitude of the American people. Bolder than most of his followers, however, he was prepared to translate attitude into conduct. In September came the first important contribution from the United States: a transfer to Britain of fifty overage destroyers in return for ninety-nine-year leases on a series of bases from Newfoundland to British Guiana. But it was not enough. When Churchill pleaded with Roosevelt to give Britain “the tools … to finish the job,” FDR submitted to Congress his proposal for a lend-lease arrangement, and after two months’ heated discussion the plan became law in March 1941, committing America to become the “great arsenal of democracy.”10

The most urgent demand on America’s productive capacity was for ships—for without ships, the planes, the tanks, the food so badly needed by Britain and its Allies could not reach their destination. And in no field—not even in that of airplane production—did America reveal her industrial might and technological genius more clearly than in shipbuilding. Organized as vast assembly lines, American shipyards turned out eight million tons of merchant ships in 1942, almost 20 million in 1943. With the help of American war production and convoys, the Atlantic lifeline was held and Britain transformed, eventually, from a last outpost of defense to a forward base of attack.

WAR IN THE MEDITERRANEAN


After the Battle of Britain, the principal theater of war for the British was the Mediterranean. Italy’s entry into the war, together with the collapse of France, enormously increased the difficulties that confronted Britain. Not until Hitler had conquered the Balkans and immobilized the threat from Russia could he cut Britain’s lifeline to the Far East or obtain Persian oil. But Mussolini was now in a position to achieve these objectives. Could Britain, fighting for her life, spare sufficient forces to resist Mussolini? At first glance the task seemed insuperable. Mussolini dominated the Mediterranean. He had built up the Italian Navy to a first-class battle fleet; he boasted over 100 submarines. His planes, taking off from fields in southern Italy and Sicily, could cut far-flung British communications to Egypt. In Africa, his flank was secured by the surrender of France and he had a friendly government in Spain. His control of Libya also threatened Egypt from the west.

The most immediate threat was naval, for if Mussolini could make the Mediterranean his sea, the British were in terrible trouble. By itself the Italian fleet was no match for the British. But now the British fleet was engaged in defending the home island and the Atlantic lifeline, while there was grave danger that Italy and Germany might get control of French warships that had found refuge in a port near Oran, in French Algeria, and turn its guns upon the British. British commander Vice Admiral Sir James Somerville gave the commander of the French Squadron an ultimatum. When the French commander refused to surrender his ships, the British opened fire, sinking the battleship Bretagne, several destroyers, and the new battle cruiser Dunkerque, killing 1,300 French sailors. There were still powerful elements of the French navy at Toulon, but with the action at Oran, the threat of Axis control of the French fleet passed, and Britain was left to deal with Italy alone in the Mediterranean. The outraged Vichy government broke off diplomatic relations with England, and moved closer to active collaboration with Germany.

The British promptly took—and kept—the offensive. In one of the first torpedo plane attacks of the war, British fliers surprised and crippled half the Italian battle fleet at its base at Taranto. Then, in late March 1941, the Royal Navy inflicted a crushing defeat on the Italian fleet at Cape Matapan, southwest of Crete.

Taranto and Matapan effectively disposed of the Italian fleet, but the menace of the submarine and the plane continued. At all costs, the supply lines through Gibraltar and across the Mediterranean to the British Army in Egypt had to be kept open. Astonishingly enough Hitler failed to move through Spain to seize Gibraltar. Perhaps one reason for this failure—a failure which in retrospect seems as fatal as any which he made in the course of the war—was his belief that Italian planes and submarines, operating out of southern Italy and Sicily, could take care of any convoys that attempted to run the gauntlet. This assumption seemed sound enough, but its realization required the early reduction or neutralization of Britain’s island fortress of Malta. Malta did not fall, however, nor did it ever cease to serve as a base for punishing offensive action against German supply lines to North Africa.

DESERT AND MOUNTAIN VICTORIES


The Italians had already begun the offensive in North Africa that was designed to win them a vast empire. The prospects were splendid. They had almost half a million soldiers in Africa: against them the British could muster barely 100,000. The British were also badly outnumbered in tanks and planes, and while the Italian lines of communication were short, those of the British were almost 2,000 miles, all of them perilous. The Italian plan envisioned an invasion of Egypt from the south and east by its army in Ethiopia and, simultaneously, an attack from the west by a large and well-equipped army under Marshal Rodolfo Graziani. In September, Graziani began his advance through Libya and into Egypt. But the attack bogged down at Sidi el Barrani. There, in December, General Sir Archibald Wavell, the British commander in the Middle East, struck the Italians sixty miles inside Egypt and sent them hurtling back across the frontier. In a brilliant eight-week campaign, Wavell pursued and destroyed Graziani’s Army, capturing over 130,000 prisoners and great quantities of matériel.

Italy’s plans for the conquest of Egypt from Ethiopia were going badly too. Here the Italians had some 200,000 troops, outnumbering the British seven to one. Early in 1941 the British launched their offensive and within less than three months all Italian resistance in Ethiopia was wiped out, and Haile Selassie was once more on his ancient throne.

TERROR IN THE BALKANS


Wavell’s rapid advance along the Libyan coast came to an abrupt end as he was called upon to send half of his meager forces to the defense of Greece.

In October of the previous year, Mussolini, hoping to secure new outposts for his attack on Egypt, had launched an unprovoked attack upon Greece. The first Italian advance had pushed into the Pindus Mountains along the Albanian border, but by the end of winter, the Greeks had thrown the invaders back across the border and overrun almost half of Albania. Then the situation changed radically. Hitler, who had already determined to attack Russia, prepared to launch an invasion of the Balkans designed at once to secure his southern flank, rescue his Axis partner, and tie up with Vichy forces in Syria the pro-Axis elements in Iraq and Iran. All through 1940 he waged a war of nerves against the Balkan countries, and one by one Romania, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia fell, although in Yugoslavia guerrilla bands, under General Draja Mihailo-vitch and the iron-willed Communist insurgent Josip Broz, known as Tito, harried the invaders, immobilizing entire divisions of Nazi troops, and killing Italians and Germans in great numbers.

In March 1941, Wavell shifted approximately half of his forces from North Africa to Greece—a total of some 60,000 men—but was unable to stem the furious Nazi advance. On April 27, as the Nazis raised the swastika over the Acropolis, which Hitler ordered his airmen not to bomb, the British, hammered relentlessly by the Luftwaffe, were pulling out of Greece in what was another Dunkirk.

Miraculously, the British managed to evacuate to the nearby island of Crete some 50,000 of their 60,000 troops, along with remnants of the Greek army and King George II of Greece. If the Germans were to realize their plan for the conquest of North Africa and the control of the Middle East, possession of Crete was essential. In ten days the Nazis overran Crete, forcing Britain to engage in yet another humiliating evacuation.

DEFEAT


Things were going badly in North Africa as well. The Italian Army of some seven divisions had now been reinforced by the powerful Afrika Korps, under the command of General Erwin Rommel, the “Desert Fox.” Late in March Rommel attacked, and rapidly pushed the British back into Egypt. The retreat, however, was not complete, for the British left one Australian division in the Libyan port of Tobruk. These “rats of Tobruk,” as they came to be known, withstood an eight-month siege and were a constant threat to Rommel’s flank.

In this black chapter of defeat there was but one encouraging page. In the vast and strategically important Middle East, which stretches from the eastern shores of the Mediterranean to India, the British had outguessed, outnumbered, and outfought the Axis and its agents. The importance of this area can scarcely be exaggerated. If the Axis came to dominate Syria, Iraq, and Iran, they could secure for themselves the oil that supplied the Mediterranean fleet, immobilize Turkey, interpose an insurmountable barrier to lend-lease supply to Russia via the Persian Gulf, and threaten India from the west. But Britain moved with audacity to gain control of Iraq, Syria, and along with Russia, Iran.

After Wavell failed to break Rommel’s siege of Tobruk, Churchill replaced him with General Sir Claude Auchinleck, whose British forces were now consolidated into the Eighth Army. In November 1941, reinforced with new armored divisions and equipped with American lend-lease supplies, he took the offensive against Rommel in another effort to relieve the garrison at Tobruk. The offensive got off to a bad start when British tanks were outfought at Sidi Rezegh and Rommel cut across Auchinleck’s rear to invade Egypt. But Rommel too overplayed his hand, and soon he was forced by British armored and air superiority to retreat all the way back to El Agheila, in north-central Libya, where he had begun his offensive. There he received reinforcements, and the British, who were by this time overextended, were in turn forced to retreat toward Tobruk, near the Egyptian border with Libya.

In the ensuing months, the opposing armies raced to build up their armor—a race the Germans initially won by virtue of their short line of communications. On May 26, Rommel, heavily reinforced, mounted his most dangerous offensive. In this campaign the British were both outclassed and outfought. On “Black Saturday,” June 13, the Desert Fox lured the British Army into a trap at Knightsbridge and destroyed all but seventy of 300 tanks. It was one of the most stunning defeats of the war in Africa, but worse was still to come. On June 21, 1942, Tobruk, which had held out for so long against Axis attacks, surrendered, with 28,000 men. Winston Churchill, then in Washington, privately confessed that he was the most miserable Englishman in America since Burgoyne had surrendered at Saratoga. “The fall of Tobruk made an enormous impression in Berlin and throughout Germany,” wrote the Swedish journalist Arvid Fredborg. “Public spirits rose at once to a peak not experienced since the conclusion of the Battle of France in 1940. Rommel [promoted to Field Marshal] was the man of the day to whom nothing seemed impossible. Perhaps we can win the war after all, everybody said.”11

EL ALAMEIN AND BEYOND


But the British were not finished. General Auchinleck set up a defense line in the narrow neck between El Alamein and the impassable Qattara Depression and here, barely sixty miles from Alexandria, the Eighth Army hung on, preventing Rommel from advancing all the way to the Suez Canal.

President Roosevelt ordered every spare Sherman tank sent to the imperiled Egyptian front. Churchill himself came out to encourage the troops with his presence.

And in August, Auchinleck was removed and command of the Middle East was entrusted to General Sir Harold Alexander. His close friend General Bernard Law Montgomery took over the Eighth Army. The American reporter John Gunther gives a glimpse of Montgomery in Egypt:

HE WAS HEARTILY DISLIKED when he first arrived in Cairo. He was cavalier about his predecessors, which was considered bad form in the extreme, and many officers thought him insolent. Monty paid no attention. He went up forward and wandered around for a day or two, inspecting every position, talking to every man he met, making intimate personal contact with the troops. What he had to pray for was time. “Give me a fortnight,” he said, “and I can resist the German attack. Give me three weeks, and I can defeat the Boche. Give me a month, and I can chase him out of Africa.” Meantime, he took hold. Within forty-eight hours the difference in spirit at the Alamein front was prodigious. The previous commander had scarcely ever visited or even talked to his own men. But within forty-eight hours of Monty’s arrival, every man in Egypt knew that a fresh new wind was blowing, that their new commander was something quite different, something unique. He instilled into them, magically, his own magnificent superconfidence.12

The Allies—and the United States was, by this time, an ally—won the final lap of the battle for supply. During the summer months hundreds of Sherman tanks, thousands of jeeps and trucks, almost a hundred 105mm self-propelled guns, and hundreds of planes arrived from the United States. The British too strained every nerve to rush in supplies, and by October Montgomery had clear superiority in armor and in the air.

On the night of October 23, Montgomery hurled all his might at the enemy. The battle of El Alamein was, as Churchill said, “the end of the beginning,” one of the turning points of the war. Lieutenant Colonel J. O. Ewert, one of Montgomery’s intelligence officers, describes it:

THE TWENTY-THIRD OF OCTOBER, 1942, was a still and moonlit night in the desert. At 9:40 the roar of 800 guns broke the silence and marked the start of the battle of Alamein. Twenty minutes of flashing, deafening chaos … For these twenty minutes the sky was lit by the winking flashes along the horizon, then a quiet broken by the sound of tank tracks and the rattle of small arms. The Eighth Army was unleashed….

Rommel had fenced himself in behind barriers of mines and wire, sandwiching Italian battalions between German battalions. It was the deepest defense that either side had constructed in Africa, and there was no possibility of outflanking it. In front of the main position, a strong line with great keeps, there was a forward line. It was not so strong, but was joined to the main ladder. The front parts of the line between the “rungs” were weaker, so that our attacks would be canalized into a series of hollows and would lose direction. Into the “Devil’s Gardens,” as Rommel named them, a murderous defensive fire was to be laid down. In some areas there were as many as nine successive minefields to overcome.

General Montgomery had decided to make a break-in in the north, using the 30th Corps, which now included the 9th Australian Division (the Rats of Tobruk)…. He chose the north because a breakthrough in the north threatened the coastal road, the enemy’s life, and imperiled the security of all his forces on the southern part of the line….

By first light on the 24th … we had bitten deep into the enemy’s main defenses. Gaps had been made in the minefields and the armor of the 10th Corps had started to move up. We had broken in, but not through….

The first phase of the battle continued until the 26th. While our infantry ground down the enemy defenses slowly and steadily and beat off the counterattacks of the 15th Panzer Division, the sappers were making the corridors for the armour behind. The second phase began on the 27th. A purposefulness appeared in the enemy’s movements. We guessed that Rommel was back. [He had briefly returned to Germany on sick leave.] Subsequent evidence proved that we were right. He took an immediate grip on the situation, and concentrated all his reserves in the north. Meantime Montgomery was building up a hitting reserve behind the “bulge” as it was now called [and] … was making his plan for the breakthrough….

The plan had the simplicity of genius. It was to persuade the Germans that we were going one way, and then to go the other. It worked perfectly. On the 29th the 9th Australian Division after bitter fighting, advanced due north across the coast road almost cutting off an enemy force of about two regiments in a strong point known as Thomson’s post. The Australians were exposed in this precarious salient, but they were told to stay there. Rommel was drawn. [Soon] the whole of the enemy reserve … was concentrated astride the road, right in the north. It was tired and battle worn. The Australians had not yielded an inch.

It was the moment Montgomery was waiting for…. On November 2nd the whole weight of the Eighth Army’s armour poured west straight out of the bulge. The Germans were caught off balance. Their attention was toward the north…. Before [Rommel] could reconcentrate to meet the threat from a new direction, the 1st and 10th Armoured Divisions were among him. A fierce battle was fought at El Aqqaqir, and it was here in this flat out, hammer and tongs fighting on murderously open and featureless ground that the final pressure was applied. By nightfall the enemy had cracked, and was starting to disengage….

Rommel’s main stocks and dumps and workshops were at Daba, some twenty miles up the coast road. To cover their evacuation he tried to stand, but … the retreat for the moment became a rout. Tanks, guns, vehicles, stores were abandoned, burnt out and scattered along the roadside, while Rommel tried to break right away. Past Daba, where the tank workshops were left almost intact, and a train was still steaming in the station, past Fuka, the Axis remnants streamed, pounded ruthlessly by the R.A.F. Tanks were abandoned in panic when they ran out of fuel, aircraft abandoned intact on the Daba landing grounds.

Nose to tail, two deep, the Eighth Army poured west, back past the old familiar places, tanks, guns without number, without an enemy aircraft disturbing them. In the other direction marched long columns of tattered, tired, dejected Germans and Italians, to join the four divisions Rommel had abandoned in the southern part of the line, and to continue their dreary march into captivity in Egypt, the land they had so nearly conquered. The Axis had suffered its first great defeat and the tide had turned.13

Hastily Rommel pulled back his shattered Afrika Korps, hoping to make a stand, as so often before at Tobruk or Derna or Benghazi. But the pursuit was relentless, for 1,400 miles, all the way to Tunisia. By January 1943, Egypt was saved and the Eighth Army was at the gates of Tripoli.

The British reporter John Pudney describes the desert carnage the victorious Army marched through:

BELOW THEM STRETCHED NOTHING BUT DEATH and destruction to the very horizon. Shattered trucks, burnt and contorted tanks, blackened and tangled heaps of wreckage not to be recognized; they scattered the landscape as thickly as stars in the sky. Like dead stalks in the sand, rifles were thrust upright—a denuded forest. And each one meant a man who had been maimed or killed…. In dug-outs, pits and trenches the dead lay tangled and piled. Here and there from a heap of dead a hand reached forth as if in supplication, or a pair of eyes stared up accusingly—and would stare so until they rotted into the skull. Here was a body with limbs torn from it or without a head; and somewhere else a head lay on its own. Ripped-apart bellies with the viscera swelling outwards like some great sea-anemone; a throat impaled by the long shard of a shell. These are details of the scene repeated again and again in every corner of the desert landscape: a great rubbish-heap of metal and human flesh. So the victors sat, gazing across the gigantic desolation.14



CHAPTER 3
From the Vistula to the Volga


THE ATTACK ON RUSSIA


On June 22, 1941, Hitler took his greatest gamble.

“I decided today again,” he announced, “to lay the fate and future of the German Reich and our people in the hands of our soldiers.” As he spoke, his armies were rolling across the plains of eastern Poland into Russia. Hitler called it Operation Barbarossa, after the medieval German emperor who had won spectacular victories against the Infidel in the East.

Why did he do it? Germany had a nonaggression pact with Russia and, presumably, her eastern frontiers were safe. Yet neither Germany nor Russia put much confidence in that pact. Already Russia had moved in to create a defensive barrier in eastern Poland, Finland, and the Baltic states. Already Germany had extended its influence to Hungary, Bulgaria, and Romania and smashed its way into Yugoslavia and Greece. The nonaggression pact was a mere marriage of convenience, to be broken when it suited the parties to break it.

Hitler had wanted temporary security in the East while Germany fought in the West. Stalin had wanted time to prepare to repulse an attack if it came, although when it came, he was surprised, probably because it made no sense to him.

Even he underestimated the depth of Hitler’s hatred of Bolshevism and the Slavic people. Nor did he understand that, in Hitler’s mind, smashing Russia, the last hope on the continent of Europe against Germany, was a way to bring England to the bargaining table. “The thrust … of the entire campaign is clear,” wrote Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s minister of propaganda. “Bolshevism must fall and England will have its last conceivable continental weapon knocked out of its hand.”1
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SS TROOPS CELEBRATE GERMANY’S EARLY VICTORIES IN OPERATION BARBAROSSA (M25).

It was a reckless move. The Soviet Union was a nation of 190 million, with vast resources of territory and wealth. “This war with Russia is a nonsensical idea,” Field Marshal von Rundstedt wrote privately that May, “to which I can see no happy ending.”2

Yet if ever there was to be a test of strength, now was the moment when that test might be made most advantageously by Germany, Hitler calculated. With his allied, vassal, and conquered states he could muster formidable power. With immunity in the West, he could hurl against the Soviet Union a larger initial force—and a far better equipped one—than Stalin could mobilize.

It was a decision that would transform the shape of the modern world. It brought into the war one of the two officially neutral countries—the other was the United States—that, together, would make it impossible for Germany to win the war. And it set in motion the most terrible slaughter in the entire history of warfare. More people died on the Eastern front than on all the other fronts of the war combined.

THE BLOODIEST FRONT IN HISTORY


The Germans launched a three-pronged offensive with three enormous army groups, comprising over 3 million troops, slightly more than the number of Soviet soldiers opposing them. One offensive, under Field Marshal Wilhelm von Leeb, drove through the Baltic states toward Leningrad and a juncture with the Finns—who had joined in the war—coming down from the north. The second and major offensive, under Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, headed straight west toward Moscow. The third and, as it turned out, most successful, under Rundstedt, smashed through southern Poland toward the Ukraine, the Crimea, and the Black Sea.

At first, all three offensives met with spectacular success, the beneficiary of Stalin’s pathetic unpreparedness. The northern army plunged into Lithuania and by August was striking at the outskirts of Leningrad. The central army penetrated the Stalin Line and attacked Smolensk. The southern forces overran Kiev, while eager Romanian divisions swept down on Odessa.
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PANZER GRENADIERS PREPARE FOR AN ATTACK ON STALINGRAD (M25).

But the Germans badly underestimated their enemy. When Russian soldiers were surrounded they kept on fighting and killing Germans until they were overwhelmed. And Stalin, once he recovered his confidence, employed a “defense in depth” system against the Wehrmacht’s vaunted blitzkrieg tactics. Every time the Germans smashed through Russian defenses they found new Soviet armies in the rear. Soon Hitler was forced to change his strategy. “Instead of trying for a quick knockout by driving straight through Moscow, Leningrad and the Caucasus,” the American reporter Frederick Oechsner explained, “the Nazis had now to attempt to win by destroying the Soviet armies one after the other in a series of bloody Vernich-tungsschlachten or ‘annihilation battles.’”3 The result was the most terrible slaughter of the entire war. It was, as Oechsner pointed out, the bloodiest front in history:

WHEN HITLER, CULMINATING SIX MONTHS of secret preparation, hurled the German army across the Russian frontier, it attacked with an unparalleled mixture of hatred and fanatic zeal. This spirit had been implanted by twenty years of Nazi vituperation against Communism—except for a cynical two years of Nazi-Soviet “friendship” on paper—and the conviction that German Kultur must be brought to the benighted east. Also by a very great yearning for Russian food and raw materials. Millions of young fighters were impelled by this fanaticism, which had been lacking in the western campaigns.

The utterly ruthless character of the Nazi attack was best illustrated for me by an incident told me by a Nazi soldier. On the morning of the attack, that twenty-second of June, 1941, the Russian and German guards at a bridge straddling the frontier were due to be changed as usual. The German sentries approached their Russian colleagues for the customary meeting and salute in the middle of the bridge, but, instead of the usual civilities, whipped out their guns and shot the Russians dead.

That was the style of the onslaught along the whole huge front. It enabled the Germans to chalk up the victories of Bialystok, Minsk, Smolensk, Bryansk, Uman, Nikolaev, and finally Kiev and Odessa. But the Russians held eventually at Leningrad and Moscow, constantly inflicting huge losses on the attackers.

No, this campaign in the east was not like the march through Holland, Belgium and France, as I was able to see on a 2500-mile tour of the southern sector last autumn. I had been on the western front a number of times, too, and even for me, a non-participant, it had been different. In Belgium and France there had been numerous towns and cities with beds to sleep in. The food had not been bad. In Russia I slept on straw and ate raw bacon; I didn’t have my clothes off my body for ten days running. There were miles upon miles of empty country with only here and there a small, dirty village.

I could see why the German soldiers didn’t like the Russian show. It was a tougher war, resistance was more bitter, losses were greater, there was incredible punishment of equipment on the Russian roads. In the east there were not things to buy in the conquered territory: no silks or wine or chocolate to take home when you went on leave. Nor were the girls the same. I could see distaste written in the grim, weathered faces of thousands after thousands of German youngsters moving forward to the battle lines; I had seen these same youths in France, and their faces were different there.4

By mid-July the Germans were at Smolensk and there occurred the first great battle of the Russian campaign, a battle which ended with the Russians in headlong retreat and the Germans in possession of a shattered city. Meantime Rundstedt’s armies had moved on to drive the Red Army out of Kiev.

The Germans announced fabulous captures—324,000 prisoners on July 10, another 310,000 at Smolensk in August, 103,000 at Uman that same month, 675,000 in the Ukraine in September. The expectation was that all these prisoners, along with most of the urban population of East Russia, were to be starved to death, opening that vast area for German resettlement.5 By the end of September, the Red Army had lost some 2.5 million men and SS troops, assisted by special murder squads, indiscriminately slaughtered Jews, along with “subhuman” Slavic peasants, in horrific numbers. Hitler’s racial crusade against the Slavic people would backfire, however, driving potential Nazi collaborators, alienated by Stalin’s brutality, back into the arms of the tyrannical dictator.

THE BATTLE OF MOSCOW


As German armies to the north opened the siege of Leningrad and to the south the siege of Odessa, Bock prepared for the knockout blow against Moscow. By October the stage was set for one of the titanic battles of the war. The government moved to Kuibyshev, on the Volga, and Moscow prepared to fight for its life. The Red Army fell slowly back, meeting blitzkrieg war with fanatical resistance. The New York Times correspondent C. L. Sulzberger captures the barbaric nature of the fighting on the approaches to Moscow:
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A DETERMINED GERMAN SOLDIER PREPARES TO THROW A “POTATO MASHER” GRENADE IN THE BATTLE OF MOSCOW (NA).

IN THE VASTNESS OF THIS STRUGGLE, there have been few pitched battles on static lines. But day after day, night after night, thousands of men are dying, while others crawl to the rear wounded. The terrain over a 2,000-mile front varies only in foliage and climate. It is a monotonous flatland from the southern Ukraine to the wooded shores of Lake Ladoga, rarely broken by geological highlights. There is only this fundamental difference: from the Arctic to the central front the fields are enveloped by great forests … while to the south there is the open steppe.

There is no real front. When the battle is joined, the opposing troops come out of their slit trenches and dugouts and fight it out until the tide swings backward or forward….

My diary, describing a typical region northeast of Yelnya on the Moscow front, reads:

“…Most of this area has been reconquered, and the slightly sour smell of death hovers over it. Enormous bomb craters scar the roadsides, some of them 18 feet deep and more than 30 feet across. Fields have been chewed by tractor and tank treads, and pitted by shell bursts.

“Soldiers drive herds of cattle forward to fill the stewpots at soup kitchens. Privates labor in some of the fields. Crows and magpies peck at the blood-soaked earth.

“This is gray, gloomy, desolate territory. Villages have been smashed and leveled, and trees ripped apart. Fragments of wrecked machinery are seen everywhere. Here is a piece of a Messerschmitt hurled into the ocher-colored earth. There is a Skoda reconnaissance car or a Mercedes gun hauler; cases of mortar shells, tattered uniforms, rifle butts….”

These words describe a quiet day in a quiet area. In general the Russians remain on the defensive, making the Germans pay heavily for every attack, chipping down the size of the Wehrmacht day by day. They realize that Hitler’s greatest weakness, manpower, is their own chief strength—that no matter how much matériel the Führer can squeeze out of the slave factories of Europe he must have soldiers to use it. General Vassily Sokolovsky, [Marshal Semen K.] Timoshenko’s husky chief of western staff, described the Russian tactic to me as one of “blitz grinding.” The object is to chew the enemy slowly to pieces.6

The major battle was launched on October 2. The Germans planned a series of grand encirclements designed to destroy the Red Army on the central front, capture Moscow, and end the Russian war. The Moscow correspondent for the Associated Press, Henry C. Cassidy, describes the Battle of Moscow after the first unsuccessful German offensive:

THEIR PLAN WAS TO TAKE MOSCOW by encirclement, rather than by frontal assault. Snow was falling, the thermometer was dropping, the winter campaign, on which the Germans had not counted, was starting. There was need to hurry, for the Germans, but this time, there must be no mistake, for a mistake would mean disaster.

But Stalin, in his Kremlin, had another plan. The Red army command, either from direct information or from deduction, seemed to have known or to have figured out the second German offensive in advance. Stalin’s plan to meet it provided for concentration in depth of reserves both before Moscow and outside the ring of encirclement, strong defense along fortified lines to drain enemy strength, and finally a powerful, perfectly timed counteroffensive to defeat the enemy.

Moscow, meanwhile, had been declared in a state of siege October 19, the capital had been emptied of industries, commissariats, and civilians not essential for its defense, and General [Georgi] Zhukov was announced to be in command of the western front—a post he had already been holding throughout the bat-tle—while Marshal Timoshenko went to bolster the sagging southwestern front.

The people of Moscow were called upon to play a major part in the drama of life or death of their city…. Thousands of women, mobilized by their house committees and still wearing their city clothes, went by train, bus, and truck into the mud, slush, and cold west of Moscow, there to dig tremendous trenches and anti-tank ditches, running like scars across the countryside. The fortifications extended back into the city itself, where steel, sandbag, and earthwork barricades were raised. The Palace of Soviets, a naked skeleton of steel girders, which was to have risen as the world’s highest building, started to come down as raw material for defense. The Moscow Métro, most modern subway system in the world, was given over to movements of troops and supplies….

The Russians, being intensely human, did not undergo this strain without a tremor, any more than they had faced their first bombing without a qualm. When the mass evacuation began October 15, there were three days of stampede. People swarmed the railroad stations, seeking transportation, and when there was none, started on foot into the vast spaces of the east. Queues formed at food stores for the extra rations of bread, sausage, and cheese allotted to evacuées. There was a boom on the matrimonial market, as people married to go along with others whose offices or factories were being evacuated….

The Germans started their second general offensive against Moscow November 16. The great armies collided, the plan and counter-plan started working…. [At first] the German plan [of encirclement] seemed to be succeeding. But the Russian plan also was in full operation. It called, in the first phase, for a stubborn defense. What this meant was exemplified on November 16, the first day of the German offensive, in the Volokolamsk sector, by one of the grandest acts of heroism of the war.

Major-General I. V. Panfilov, a dapper little fellow who had been military commissar of the middle-Asiatic Khirgiz Republic, defended the Volokolamsk-Moscow highway with the 316th Red army infantry division…. General Panfilov died in the field. Twenty-eight of his troops, isolated at one point, died in their trenches. But they exacted, as the price of their lives, eighteen enemy tanks. And they checked the Germans.

Those twenty-eight became Soviet immortals….

The four Moscow Communist divisions went into action in the first lines. They had had little training, there were not enough automatic guns to go around, but they sacrificed their bodies to the defense. Their losses were horrible, but their resistance was strong. In sheer desperation, they delayed the Germans, while in the rear and on the flanks, other forces were gathering….

Those were bright days for the Germans. They had estimated the maximum strength of the Red army at three hundred and thirty divisions…. Now, before them appeared a few ragged new divisions of hastily mobilized workers, fighting with the spirit of demons but without the arms, training, or experience of regular troops. The Germans thought the end was in sight. Berlin editors were advised, December 2, to leave space on their front pages to announce the fall of Moscow.

During the first week of December, the Germans reached their farthest points of advance … the outskirts of the little Moscow-Volga canal port Khimki, five miles north of Moscow, connected with the capital by a commuters’ bus line.

In the meantime, regularly, as often as every quarter of an hour, trains were passing along railway lines to the front, carrying fresh young troops, dressed in warm winter uniforms and armed to the teeth….

The Russians’ hour to strike, with their full force, had come.

The Red army launched its counteroffensive on December 7….

In the battle of Moscow, from November 16 to December 10, the Soviet high command estimated the Red army killed more than 85,000 Germans.7

On December 7, with snow blanketing the land (what Stalin called “General Winter,” his greatest commander), Zhukov went over to the offensive. After wiping out Nazi salients to the north and south, he pushed the whole front back for varying distances from fifty to 200 miles, saving Moscow and proving that the Wehrmacht was not invincible.

During the Battle for Moscow the Germans had suffered defeats in the far north and at Rostov in the far south. They were unable to take Leningrad. And they had lost over one million men. “Never again,” one observer wrote, “would this German army be strong enough to attack in more than one large sector at a time. The following summer it was not all Russia they were attacking, but only southern Russia.”8

GUERRILLAS AND SCORCHED EARTH


The Germans had advanced hundreds of miles, smashed one army after another. But their “scorched-earth” policy brought them only barren space, and in the area they conquered, guerrilla armies sprang up like weeds in wheat fields. As one reporter wrote:

THIS WAS A FORM OF WARFARE with which the Nazis had never reckoned when they built their beautiful dream castles in the Ukraine and Moscow. Moreover, it was one which they could not understand and which they passionately resented. The Nazi newspapers and radio railed ceaselessly at the “bestial” Russians who continued this “senseless” resistance and had not the human intelligence to know when they were beaten. Only “sub-humans” could fight like this and keep on killing Germans, they wailed.99

The Germans had met resistance movements in Poland, Norway, and France, and they were to find a formidable one in Tito’s Yugoslavia. But this was their first experience with large-scale, relentless guerrilla resistance, and they were unprepared for it.

Here is an account from “Batya,” commander of the Smolensk guerrillas:

WHEN THE GERMANS INVADED the Smolensk region we headed for the forests and marshlands, took up arms and struck out at the scoundrels wherever we could. Every day saw new detachments coming into being. Today we number thousands.

We are steadily extending the so-called “small front” which stretches behind the battle line of the main Red armies. We have fought 300 engagements and liberated more than 300 villages. Six thousand Germans have met death at our hands. We burned or destroyed 17 tanks which were sent against us, and derailed five trains carrying reserves, tanks and other military equipment for the front.

We show no mercy to traitors who sell out to the foe. Wherever we set foot, Soviet power is restored and the people once again take up their peaceful labors. Today we possess not only submachine guns, trench mortars, and machine guns, but also artillery and tanks, all of which we have captured from the Germans….

We fight in the localities where we were born and bred. This enables us to attack the foe suddenly. Moving through forests and marshland, we converge imperceptibly on German units and swoop down on them. Every day our men mine the ways by which the enemy passes.10

No less upsetting to Nazi grand strategy was the transfer of factories and machinery to the region east of the Urals. With its industrial area overrun and without adequate supplies from Britain or the United States, Russian armament production should have been paralyzed. That is what the Germans counted on. Instead, production increased.

LENINGRAD


While the vast armies of Bock and Timoshenko were locked in combat before Moscow, Leeb’s armies were sweeping north of Leningrad and within two months these armies, together with a Finnish force under Marshal Carl Mannerheim, the Finnish commander-in-chief, all but completed the encirclement of the city. The siege of Leningrad was on, one of the most heroic in all history. For the people of Leningrad it was hold on or die, for Hitler had ordered his commanders not to accept the surrender of the city. It was to be destroyed, and with it, its three million people.
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RUSSIAN SOLDIERS DEFENDING THE APPROACHES TO LENINGRAD (M25).



William Mandel, an American reporter in Russia, gives a picture of the siege:

SIX THOUSAND CANNON, 4,500 trench mortars, 19,000 machine guns, 1,000 planes and 1,000 tanks, armoring forty divisions of troops, or approximately 600,000 men were hurled against Leningrad by the Germans in August, 1941. Salvos from the Germans’ huge railway guns reached every corner of the city. With all that huge power they expected to smash into the city in a short time….

The Red Army dug in against the assault. As many as 160,000 workmen dropped their tools and took up rifles, women and children replacing them at the factories.

Twelve railroads, a modern canal system, a huge deepwater port, and three excellent highways had been built to supply the three million people of Leningrad and its industries. By the middle of September, the Germans had cut all of these except the water route across Lake Ladoga. Supplies of food, fuel and raw materials rapidly dwindled. When the lake froze and the Germans took Tikhvin on the railroad running to its shore, it seemed that all was lost.

Tikhvin, however, was recaptured, and a truck highway was laid across the ice of Lake Ladoga. The single road kept the city alive during the winter. Even here, munitions and industrial raw materials got priority. Rations were cut again and again, until, for a short period, they reached a low, for the non-working population, of four ounces (five thin slices) of bread and a little watery soup per day….

Though freezing and weak from hunger, the population worked eleven hours a day, took military training in its spare (!) time and walked to and from work through the uncleared snow-drifts and the rubble left by the bombs. Had there been food other than bread and fish, there would have been no way to cook it, for there was no kitchen fuel. Neither could the water supply be maintained in the face of continual German bombardment and lack of power for their pumps. Water had to be brought from wells, the river and the numerous canals….

Not only industry but science, arts and education continued to function. Leningrad’s colleges graduated 2,500 students during the siege. Its entertainers put on 20,000 performances for the men at the front lines outside the city. Its publishing houses issued, among other books, a 100,000 copy edition of Tolstoy’s War and Peace, which people somehow found the time to read. And its artists put together mosaics for the new subway line just opened in Moscow.11

When the Germans cut the railroads to Moscow and the east, and the Finns and their German supporters the railroad to Murmansk, it seemed that Leningrad was doomed. People began to eat their domestic animals, along with hair tonic and Vaseline. Artillery pounded the stricken city day and night, while the Luftwaffe bombed it with a thoroughness reminiscent of the Blitz on London. But Russian planes and antiaircraft guns brought down more planes than the enemy could afford to lose, and Russian artillery proved superior to German. All through the winter, and the next year, fighting raged around the outskirts of the city and guerrilla bands plagued the invader.

It was estimated that almost a million Russians lost their lives during the siege, mostly by starvation. But life and work went on. The Russian writer and Moscow correspondent for the London Sunday Times, Alexander Werth, interviewed the people of besieged Leningrad:

AN ARCHITECT


THE FAMINE HAD PECULIAR PHYSICAL effects on people. Women were so run-down that they stopped menstruating…. So many people died that we had to bury most of them without coffins. People had their feelings blunted, and never seemed to weep at the burials. It was all done in complete silence without any display of emotion. When things began to improve the first signs were when women began to put rouge and lipstick on their pale skinny faces. Yes, we lived through hell right enough; but you should have been here the day the blockade was broken-people in the streets wept for joy and strangers fell round each other’s necks. And now, as you see, life is almost normal. There is this shelling, of course, and people get killed, but life has become valuable again….”

PETER S . POPKOV, PRESIDENT OF THE LENINGRAD SOVIET


IT WAS OUR PEOPLE and not the soldiers who built the fortifications of Leningrad…. During the three black months of 1941, 400,000 people were working in three shifts, morning, noon, and night, digging and digging. I remember going down to Luga during the worst days, when the Germans were rapidly advancing on Luga. I remember there a young girl who was carrying away earth inside her apron. It made no sense. I asked her what she was doing that for. She burst into tears, and said she was trying to do at least that-it wasn’t much, but her hands simply couldn’t hold a shovel any longer. And, as I looked at her hands, I saw that they were a mass of black and bloody bruises. Somebody else had shoveled the earth onto her apron while she knelt down, holding the corners of the apron with the fingers of her bruised, bloodstained hands. For three months our civilians worked on these fortifications. They were allowed one day off in six weeks. They never took their days off. There was an eight-hour working day, but nobody took any notice of it. They were determined to stop the Germans. And they went on working under shellfire, under machine-gun fire and the bombs of Stukas.12

STALINGRAD


The most successful of the German offenses, in terms of distance traveled, territory taken, prisoners captured, and production destroyed, was Rundstedt’s drive to the south-a drive in which the Germans had the aid of powerful Hungarian and Romanian divisions. After the destruction of the Russian army east of Kiev, the whole Ukraine fell into German hands. The Russians fell back to the south on the Crimea, to the east on the Donets River. Kharkov, a city of almost a million, was defended heroically, but fell late in October. Meantime Romanian troops had laid siege to the vital Black Sea port of Odessa, which finally fell after two months of desperate fighting- but not until the Russians had evacuated everything that was movable and destroyed the rest.

With Odessa in their hands, and the main Russian forces retreating, the Germans under Field Marshal Fritz Erich von Manstein turned south to take the strategically important Crimea with its mighty naval base of Sevastopol. By December they had broken through to Sevastopol and laid siege to it. The first assault on the city cost an estimated 35, German and Romanian casualties. The final attack, which raged all through June before it finally succeeded, took a far larger toll. Sevastopol was in German hands by July 1. Ten days earlier, Rommel had taken Tobruk, the double victories giving the German people an enormous injection of confidence.

With Sevastopol and the whole of the Crimea secured, the Germans prepared for a giant movement that was intended to outflank Moscow from the south, cut communications with the Urals, secure the Volga River and its valley, and capture the rich oil fields of the Caucasus, bringing the Soviet war machine to a halt. No campaign on a more prodigious scale, involving larger armies, and bringing richer rewards, had been seen.

At first all went according to plan. German armies swept north past Kharkov toward Voronezh on the Don. Other armies crossed the Donbas region toward Stalingrad on the Volga. And to the south still other armies moved down from Rostov and into the Caucasus. By August the path to the Caspian oil fields seemed open. Then Russian resistance stiffened, and the Germans were pushed slowly back.

The crucial battle, however, was at Stalingrad-one of the decisive battles of history. As Hitler’s 16th Panzer Division approached the Volga River in September 1942, the sprawling industrial city of Stalingrad was already burning from the first Luftwaffe raids, relentless air attacks that would eventually kill thousands of civilians. But Stalingrad held, in what was perhaps the most savage struggle of the war and the battle, more than any other, that convinced the Allies that Hitler could be beaten.

The ferocity of the fighting is suggested by Major Velichko’s on-the-spot account of the 62nd Army, led by General Vasily Chuikov, who had been summoned by Commissar General Nikita Khrushchev to defend the city:

A LIGHT YU. 2 PLANE soared slowly over the wide Don steppe. Down below foreign hordes crept eastwards along all the roads over the plain. Like metal worms the Germans crawled over the Russian soil, making their way to Stalingrad and the Volga.

The Yu. 2’s passenger was making notes on a map. He was Lieutenant General Chuikov, commander of the Soviet 62nd Army. He knew that it was not particularly safe to go cruising over the battlefield on his old coffeegrinder, as the Germans call the Yu. 2. He could easily have taken a faster plane. But during this leisurely amble across the sky he could see everything in perfect detail.

The enemy was forging ahead, pressing towards the city. Stalingrad was already ablaze. The headquarters of the 62nd army was installed on a height which gave a view over the whole city and the expanse of the Volga.

Chuikov returned. He tramped Stalingrad’s streets, looked over the houses and basements, broke open the stone to make a fortress, dug a grave for the enemy in the hard soil. Every window must shoot at the enemy, every paving stone must crush him, every city square must strangle him.

The 62nd Army set about making Stalingrad into a shield that would bar the way to the Germans.

The Germans, incomparably superior in numbers, bit bloodily into the defenses. At one time it seemed that the 62nd Army must crumble, that human flesh and blood could never withstand this trial. The Military Council discussed the situation. Chuikov, worn out yet unwearying, pointed to a line on the map and said: “The Guards must take up positions here.”

At dawn the Germans struck. [They] … had forced [their] way ahead some distance when the Guards launched a thunderbolt of a flank attack. The enemy had not even considered the possibility of such a blow. [They were] … mutilated, [their] thrust diverted from its course. Only a narrow German tongue reached the Volga crossing…. And that was as far as the Germans ever managed to get.

The scale of the Stalingrad battle grew day by day. Thirteen thousand machine guns were at work on both sides sixteen hours a day. The Luftwaffe made 2,000 flights a day over the city. But the 62nd Army fought back.

It created a university of street fighting. Its Red Army men students sat in trenches. Blockhouses were their lecture halls. Hatred of the enemy was their textbook.

The Red Army and the enemy tested each other’s mettle. It was in those days that Vasily Zaitsev, one of Stalingrad’s most famous snipers, coined the phrase: “There is no land for us on the other bank.”

It was a war of grenades. They were stored everywhere: at headquarters, in passageways, in messes and kitchens, near sentry posts, in special dumps. Every niche in every trench was packed with grenades.

The turrets and treads of German tanks could be seen buried under piles of brick and rubble. And under this layer was another and another of buried Germans and their armor. The counterattacks of the 62nd Army grew more and more daring. The Germans went mad. On October 14 the battle grew to monstrous proportions and all scale for comparison was lost.

Command posts and dugouts caved in. The bombardment was so terrific that men staggered in passageways as though on a ship in heavy seas. In the air bombers howled maliciously. Tens of thousands of bombs came down on the 62nd Army. It seemed that the Volga and her banks had moved from their places.

The terrible vibration shattered empty glasses. All the wireless stations went out of commission. Then the oil-covered Volga caught fire.

The Army and the city grew into one. Every soldier became a stone of the city, and a city cannot retreat.

Chuikov decided on a subterranean offensive. The first underground attack was launched by two sections under Vladimir Dubovoy and Ivan Makarov. Their blow was directed against a big centre of resistance from which the Germans kept the Volga under fire. They went down a well 16 feet deep and from the base of the well began to make a tunnel 32 inches wide and a yard high. They probed for 45 yards. For 14 days oil wicks shimmered in the tunnel. The sappers forgot what daylight was, what it felt like to stand on one’s feet. The air was foul. Their eyes grew sunken and their faces green.

At last they heard the German voices overhead. Three tons of explosives were placed in a chamber under the Germans. An explosion of terrific force shook the Volga bank.

Strong winds blew at night. They brought the ruins of many-storied buildings crashing to earth. A Red Army man from Kirghizia looked at the debris of a house and said: “The city is tired, the house is tired, the stones are tired. We are not tired.”13

No battle in history was more ferociously waged. Hitler had issued orders that the entire male population of Stalingrad, a city of a million people, be killed and that all females be deported. And in desperately defending the city the Russians executed 13,500 of their own soldiers for crimes ranging from desertion to failure to kill a comrade retreating without orders. Early in the battle, before the full fury of the Russian winter set in, a German officer described the desperate nature of the fighting, street to street, and in cellars and sewers and blasted-out buildings. “Ask any soldier what hand-to-hand struggle means…. And imagine Stalingrad; eighty days and eighty nights of hand-to-hand struggle…. Stalingrad is no longer a town. By day it is an enormous cloud of burning, blinding smoke; it is a vast furnace lit by the reflection of the flames. And when night arrives, the dogs plunge into the Volga and swim desperately to gain the other bank. The nights of Stalingrad are a terror for them.”14

German soldiers could not understand the grim tenacity of the Russian people. A corporal wrote home: “Father, it’s impossible to describe what is happening here. Everyone in Stalingrad who still possesses a head and hands, women as well as men, carries on fighting.”15

Later, the American journalist Edgar Snow asked General Chuikov what important tactical errors the Germans had made. Chuikov said that he had observed none.

“The only great error they made was strategic.”

“Why was that?”

“They gave Hitler supreme command.”16

By November the Red Army was ready to go over to the offensive. Albert Parry, an American reporter born in Russia, describes the great Russian advance:
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