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Introduction



Imagine eighty million people.


That is the latest agreed figure for the total number of deaths in World War II, from sources such as the Public Broadcasting Service in the USA and British writers such as Anthony Beevor. It is far higher than the originally agreed death toll of 55 million. Whichever way one looks, it is an extraordinary figure as it represents far more people than most nations today have people living in them.


The United Kingdom has 63 million inhabitants and the biggest US state, California, has 38 million. As the Netherlands has around 17 million inhabitants, the new consensus death count is the populations of the United Kingdom and the Netherlands combined, or just over twice the number of Californians. So imagine if all the British and Dutch were killed or if an earthquake wiped out the whole West Coast of the USA and Canada. And that would only approximate to the death toll of World War II.


We are familiar with some statistics, including that of the near six million Jews wiped out in the Holocaust. But some of the even greater genocides from the war may not be so familiar. Twenty-seven million Soviet citizens were wiped out in the four years 1941–5, and a full fifteen to seventeen million of those were civilian non-combatants. A fifth of the entire Soviet state of Belarus lost their lives. At least twenty million Chinese were killed and over six million Poles. Of the belligerent nations, the Japanese lost at least three million and perhaps as many as nine million ethnic Germans were killed.


But then compare the two main English-speaking participants, the United States and the United Kingdom, for which figures are probably more reliable. Some 418,000 Americans died, all but 1,700 being military. For Britain, the most recent count is 383,000 combat deaths and around 67,000 civilians who died in bombing raids and similar attacks.


When we think of the war, what picture comes to mind? Is it the Blitz in London? The story of how brave American troops landed in Normandy on D-Day? Both these images are wholly legitimate and probably an accurate representation of how two English-speaking nations experienced the conflict.


The death toll puts the carnage of the war into a very different perspective from the one familiar in Western countries. Fourteen percent of all Soviet citizens died, and 0.32% of Americans.


Television documentaries, such as those by Laurence Rees, have begun to show the war in its true light. However, for many of us this perspective will be wholly new. It is to explain the more recent revised way of thinking about World War II that is the main purpose of this book.


Furthermore, it is, as the title states, a Beginner’s Guide. One of the most widely used university textbooks is Gerhard Weinberg’s A World at Arms. It is a definitive work. It is also 1,178 pages long. To use a culinary example, it is a main course book. What we have in this book, therefore, is an appetiser, something to stimulate interest in World War II for non-specialists. By this I mean the keen amateurs who have not read the arcane expert literature, but who want a basic introduction on the foundation of which they can then dig deeper.


It is inevitable that in so short a book much has to be left out. This is a bird’s-eye view of the war, written with the hope that someone wanting to know much more about particular details will now be inspired to follow up in depth about matters that could only be skirted over here. A Further Reading section is provided for this purpose.


Just to take two examples of what this book will consider: when did the war begin and what proportion of German troops fought the Allies in Western Europe as opposed to the conflict with the USSR on the Eastern Front?


It is said that a British actor realised that he needed to return home to the UK from Hollywood when his school-age daughter told him that World War II began in 1941. Of course, if you are American, then 1941 is the correct date of entry into the war – but for the British war broke out on 3 September 1939, over two years earlier.


However, that is an English-speaking perspective. For the USSR the war also began in 1941. The surprise twist comes in that for the Chinese, 1937 is actually a far more logical place to begin, a whole four years and more before Hitler invaded the Soviet Union. Therefore, as we shall see, when war began is itself an issue for debate.


Second, British people can be condescending – sometimes with good historical reason – about the Hollywood version of the past. The Enigma machine was smuggled to the UK by Poles and not by an American submarine, and there were as many British and Canadians fighting on the beaches on D-Day as Americans. While, therefore, a wonderful TV series such as Band of Brothers is accurate about the US experience it misses out almost altogether those equally courageous soldiers fighting alongside the Americans.


However, even television documentaries are now making the deeper truth about the war in Europe apparent: all the British, Canadian and US forces put together were fighting only fifteen percent of the German army. Fully eighty-five percent of the Wehrmacht was engaged not against us in the West, but against the Red Army. Compared to battles such as Kursk or Stalingrad, a battle such as Alamein merits hardly a mention.


It would seem unimaginable to a British person that Alamein would be unfamiliar to most other nationalities. Likewise, how many readers in the UK will be familiar with Midway, or Coral Sea, two of the most important and famous American victories in the Pacific?


This book is designed to introduce its readers to each other’s greatest victories, to give as proper a balance as can be gained in where the real fighting was, and the battles that actually mattered. This is not to downplay the bravery of any army, especially that of my own country, the United Kingdom, whose solitary struggle from 1940–1 made long-term victory for the democracies possible at all. But it is to say that the major areas of struggle in World War II were the Soviets against Germany, and the Chinese and Americans against Japan. The contributions of other nations, such as Britain, Australia, Canada and India, while very far from irrelevant, were not central after the main conflict began in 1941. And, as we shall discover, logistics, especially that of the mighty industrial power of the USA, was every bit as important as the valour of the armies, navies and air forces in winning the war for the Allies.





1
The Origins of War and the Great Betrayal



Britain and other European countries are filled with memorials to a conflict described by those who built them as ‘The Great War’. Sometimes the people of the town or university or whoever created the original plaque have added new names, for those killed between 1939–45.


Anyone who sees such monuments can notice that far more died in the first world war than in the second. These are of course military deaths, those killed in actual combat. What made World War II so much worse was the fact that millions of civilians were slaughtered in bombing raids, in deliberate genocide and in ways inconceivable before 1939.


Those who lived through what we now call World War I believed strongly that it was the ‘War to End All Wars’– the last carnage on such a scale. People of the 1920s and 1930s could not conceive of the atrocities to come.


It is vital that we remember this. As Billy Wilder said, ‘Hindsight is always twenty-twenty.’ We see the years 1919–39 entirely and understandably through the prism of what happened in the six years that followed. It was a war that was truly on a scale unlike any other, genuinely global and with a death toll (of well over the 55 million guesstimate) that would have been inconceivable to the survivors of World War I. There is only one precedent for the number of civilians who died in World War II, namely the Thirty Years War of 1618–48. Perhaps only the ferocity and savagery of the Mongol Horde under Chinggis (or Genghis) Khan comes anywhere near the barbarity of the Japanese and Germans from 1937–45. In the 1920s, these Mongol invasions were a long way in the past.


It is very easy, therefore, to be wise after many events. Of few historical episodes is this more the case than with World War II. ‘How could people not listen to Churchill,’ we think, ‘when you look at the Holocaust?’




THE HOLOCAUST




The murder of nearly six million innocent Jewish civilians during World War II has become the symbolic act of barbarism not just of that conflict but also arguably of all time. Unfortunately, events since the end of the war have put the Holocaust into a political perspective related to later and still current times. This means that their deaths are now seen more in the light of the present-day state of Israel than as a tragedy in its own right. In addition, other genocides have now been recognised. These include the murder of over a million Armenians in World War I and the death of tens of millions of Soviet citizens in World War II. The international concentration on the six million Jews has thus sadly been taken out of its own context and into a debate on whether murdered Jews have more right to be remembered than slaughtered Armenians or Poles.


This is deeply unfortunate as the death of six million innocent civilians is a tragedy, regardless of whether other equally blameless civilian groups were also murdered by the Nazis.


Furthermore, the Holocaust took place in distinct phases. Not everyone died in camps designed for extermination. The other description of the Holocaust is the Jewish word shoah. Historians divide the murders into the ‘shoah by bullet’ and the ‘shoah by gas’, with the death camps being the latter. German SS Einsatzgruppen (or killing squads) shot well over a million Jews in cold blood, the worst massacre being the butchery of 33,000 Jews in September 1941 at Babi Yar, a place near the Ukrainian capital of Kiev.


Much about the Holocaust remains a subject of debate, especially who decided what and when. But it seems that the notion of killing all eleven million Jews living in the whole of Europe arose when it seemed, briefly, in late 1941 as if the invasion of the USSR might be successful. Concentration camps, in which special category prisoners such as socialists, homosexuals and other anti-Nazi groups were interred, had existed from shortly after the Nazi take­over in 1933. When Poland was conquered in 1939 Jews were placed in small and enclosed areas in major cities, in ghettos, such as those that existed in Warsaw and Cracow. But this solution still created logistical problems for the Nazi occupying authorities, so the idea of total extermination of all Jews arose as mainstream policy.


The specific death camps for extermination – Treblinka, Auschwitz-Birkenau and others – began to be built from 1941 onwards, with gas chambers specifically constructed for the purpose of industrial-scale extermination. This policy was finalised at a meeting in a villa in Wannsee, a Berlin suburb, in January 1942. In charge was Reinhard Heydrich, number two in the SS hierarchy, but there were also diplomats from the German foreign office and similar bureaucrats from other ministries, for all of whom the death of eleven million people on purely racial grounds was entirely an administrative issue. Over a million Jews died at Auschwitz-Birkenau and some 800,000 at Treblinka.


Was the Holocaust unique? A reading of Hitler’s work Mein Kampf and two decades of Nazi speeches suggests strongly that anti-Semitism was part of the core of Nazi DNA. The elimination of an entire human ethnic/religious group can be seen in the context of the desire also to exterminate, for example, all crippled or mentally defective people.


But anti-Semitism was also part of many fascist movements in Europe at that time. The massacre by Romanian troops of over fifty thousand Jews in the Black Sea port of Odessa in October 1941 shows that the Germans were not alone in their barbarous attitudes. (The pre-war Romanian League of the Archangel Michael was as violently anti-Semitic as the Nazi Party.) Many of the most enthusiastic SS death camp guards were Latvian or Ukrainian. Anti-Semitism was by no means a purely Germanic form of evil, and is a phenomenon with an ancient history throughout Europe.


Perhaps it is this quality of horror that makes the shoah unique. Tens of millions of civilians of all nationalities were cruelly butchered during World War II, but only the Jews were singled out for extermination on the grounds of ideological hatred and policy.









With the benefit of hindsight


Many have argued that in the great debates in the 1930s on how to treat Nazi Germany, Churchill was completely right to argue against the appeasement of Germany and vindicated by subsequent events such as the German seizure of the rump of Czechoslovakia in early 1939. But that is not how people saw it at the time. This can be illustrated by an interesting vignette from the conversation, just before D-Day, between a leading US official and Churchill’s personal chief of staff, General Ismay. The Americans were, with good cause, troubled by the British lack of martial vigour for the impending invasion of Europe. Ismay’s defence of his country’s caution was to remind the Americans of the 57,000 British casualties on the first day of the Battle of the Somme in 1916. That the United Kingdom had been scarred by that experience was hardly surprising.


In retrospect, it would have been far better if the British army had been considerably larger in 1939 than was actually the case. This in itself is significant, because not even Churchill understood this. If one reads military historians such as the late Richard Holmes, and writers such as Gordon Corrigan, they all make the same point: that the army was too small. Churchill and others had a different view of what was needed, and since the UK only won the Battle of Britain in the skies by the narrowest of margins in 1940, it was as well that Churchill so zealously argued in the 1930s for an increase in the size of the Royal Air Force. But to fight a modern war, one needs soldiers and the right kind of equipment. From 1938–40, during the build-up to war and then its first phase, Britain arguably had far too few troops and nowhere near the right amount or kind of equipment to fight a continental war.


The chiefs of staff – the general staff of the army, and those of the navy and Royal Air Force – all instinctively knew much of this. But they had to deal with the politicians elected to govern by the British people, and in turn the government needed to be sensitive to public opinion in order to get elected. The key thing to remember is that after the carnage and trauma of the ‘Great War’ the last thing anyone wanted was another conflict on this scale. Churchill was not just a lone voice in the wilderness speaking against the obtuseness of lesser statesmen, but he was in reality going against the grain of the overwhelming mass of public opinion, not just in Britain but also in what were then the key Dominion nations such as Canada and Australia.


Furthermore, Britain was an Asian power as well as a European one. Until the 1970s, Britain had an entire fleet in the Pacific, based in Singapore. It also had extensive colonial possessions in what is now Malaysia. But the ‘Jewel in the Crown’ was the British Raj, which comprised what became India and Pakistan in 1947 (and thence Bangladesh later in 1971). This was a vast empire, richer than that of any other European country, and was at the heart of all the military and naval calculations made by the British government and by the chiefs of staff.


All that transpired between 1919–39 can be interpreted in this light. So, too, can much of what happened during the war. The generals of World War II were the lieutenants and captains of World War I. It could be argued that after the trauma of Flanders, they never shook off the survivors’ guilt for living when so many of their comrades did not. Furthermore, as Max Hastings often reminds us, Britons are not by nature a martial race. ‘Never again’ is a potent rallying cry and it was one that was heard time and again in the twenty years between the two wars.


The main consequence of this was the virtual denuding of the victorious British Army after 1919, and thus of that country’s ability to fight. Since time immemorial Britain had been a predominantly naval power. We can be profoundly thankful that in 1939 the Royal Navy was still powerful enough to protect the nation’s shores. From conscription in 1916 until demobilisation three years later, the United Kingdom had gone against the grain and deployed a massive army on continental European soil, something that had not happened upon such a scale even in the Napoleonic wars.



The winners lose the way: the consequences of disarmament


But with victory Britain reverted to its old ways. The army was more an instrument of colonial power, as it had been for most of the nineteenth century, than a modern weapon to be deployed in Europe against a major power. Britain may have invented the tank (something in which Churchill played a key role as First Lord of the Admiralty and later as Minister of Munitions), but thereafter it was as if the Great War was an aberration in the nation’s military history, never to be repeated.


As for the USA, its retreat into isolation is so famous as not to need much elaboration. Not so well known is the fact that as late as 1940 the US Army was no bigger than that of Belgium. But in the twenty years between 1919–39, the USA, however powerful economically, was a military minnow. Many ordinary Americans remained isolationist, and to them the very notion of a large peacetime army was anathema. The fact that even as far into the war against Hitler as the November 1940 presidential election, Roosevelt had to campaign on staying neutral or lose the White House, tells us all that we need to know about what the USA could or could not do in global affairs.


Both in moral terms and with the hindsight of 1937–45 (and perhaps with that of 1941–5 in particular) it is doubtful that much could have been done to stop Hitler and the Japanese in a way that would either have prevented the conflict altogether or lessened it considerably when it came. That, however, is not how people at the time saw it. As we shall see, it was not really until Hitler’s seizure of the rump of Czechoslovakia in March 1939 that most British and Dominion (Canadian, etc.) people saw that war might be necessary, let alone inevitable. Even today there are mavericks in both Britain and the USA who still argue that isolation from continental Europe was the better option, however extraordinary such views might seem to most of us in the light of the Third Reich’s barbarity.


The other issue that confuses the origins of World War II is that so many people in the West felt that the Germans had been unfairly treated in 1919. Compared to the total destruction of the country in 1945, Germany had in fact been let off rather lightly, but this again is to use a degree of hindsight unknown back in the 1920s and 1930s. Reparations soon came to be perceived as unjust, linked as it was to the concept that Germany alone had started war in 1914. As the cause of war had been the murder of an Austrian archduke, many rejected so simple an interpretation.


Since US president Woodrow Wilson had argued between 1917–19 for self-determination, it also seemed inequitable to most people that Germans should be denied what had been granted to other people. For example, Austria, while ethnically German, was not allowed to unite with Germany, thus negating Wilson’s grant of self-determination to Poles, Czechs and other ethnic groups. When Hitler, therefore, began to rant against the Diktat of Versailles and demand renegotiation, he was asking for something that many in the West felt was only fair and Germany’s due.



The debate: was it the Third Reich or simply Germany?


One of the major historical controversies of the 1960s was whether or not the Third Reich was simply Germany, a nation state like any other, or something altogether more evil and dangerous. Today most of us would argue that a country led by Hitler and one that passionately supported the philosophy and practices of Nazism deserved nothing at all. But we have to remember that in the 1920s, under the moderate conservative politician Gustav Stresemann, Germany was seen as rehabilitating itself among the civilised nations (and Stresemann won no less than the Nobel Peace Prize for German–French reconciliation in 1926). When Germany under his leadership signed the Kellogg–Briand Pact of 1928, renouncing all recourse to war, most people would have thought that the era of German aggression was over and that peace would prevail. That very year, the Nazis, a small and nationally insignificant minor party, won a mere 2.6% of the national vote.


We should also remember that in World War I Japan and Italy were on the side of Britain, France and the USA, and thus not perceived at all as being in the enemy camp.


What changed everything was the Great Depression. In September 1930, the Nazis won 18.25% of the national vote. In the July 1932 elections they scored their greatest electoral triumph, gaining 37.27%. It is usually forgotten that in the November 1932 contest, the Nazis actually lost votes and seats in the Reichstag, going down over 4% to 33.09%.


Hitler was made chancellor of Germany in January 1933 in what must rank as one of the most foolish moves in the history of politics. The German conservatives who put him in the post thought that they could control him by making him what they felt would be a puppet chancellor. This is important to remember. While the Nazis were now a major political force in their own right, they were never elected to power by democratic mandate. Perhaps as a result of this, it took a while for Hitler to consolidate his power. But in 1934, his grip became stronger when he gained the presidency and also the loyalty of the Wehrmacht, the German army, after purging his Nazi Party rivals in the SA, or Sturmabteilung, the ‘Stormtroopers’. This last group saw itself as a source of potential independent power, and was thus perceived as a possible threat not just by Hitler but by the army as well.



Germany, Italy and Japan: revisionist powers?


Much discussion about the origins of World War II has been in terms of the three ‘revisionist’ powers: Germany, Italy and Japan, nations who wanted to revise the post-1919 global settlement made in Paris. This is all historically valid, since each of the three nations had various grievances that they felt the democracies had not resolved. (Any semblance of democracy in Italy had vanished in the 1920s, and it was always shaky in Japan especially as the power of the army and navy grew greater.)


In the case of Japan and Italy, a major factor in switching sides from being on the side of Britain and the USA in 1919 to being revisionist by the 1930s was the desire for imperialist expansion. Here one has to admit that the Western democracies were guilty of double standards. Today most people regard colonialism and imperialism as wrong, whatever their politics, and especially the racist ideology upon which it is based. But in the nineteenth century, in the ‘Scramble for Africa’ Britain, France and Germany carved up much of that continent. This, added to earlier colonial holdings of the British, Dutch and French, had created vast empires in Asia.


In the twenty-first century, many would argue that the British conquest of India was no different in kind from the Japanese desire to colonise first Manchuria (a region of China) and then, after 1937, the rest of the country. What is the difference between Britain conquering the lands of present-day Nigeria in the 1890s and Mussolini ordering the invasion of Ethiopia some four decades later? Now we would say that all such acts are wrong. But in the 1930s, Churchill was zealously defending British rule in India while at the same time denouncing German imperial aims in Europe.


When the Japanese began their campaigns of conquest in 1941 they seized many countries that were Asian nations ruled over by Europeans, an irony lost on many Western countries but certainly not on the indigenous peoples who had simply swapped one foreign ruler for another. Today we can criticise all such imperialism as morally unacceptable, but in the 1930s it was not quite so simple. The large-scale brutality of Japan showed millions of their fellow Asians that the Japanese were if anything far more repressive than the light-touch Europeans. But with Italy we should not forget that Mussolini did not finally side militarily with Hitler until the fall of France – the ‘appeasement’ of Italy, while morally reprehensible, was a policy that very nearly succeeded.


But being nice to Hitler, however plausible his pleas for the reunification of all ethnic Germans into a single country, was another matter altogether. This is why we ought to consider the policy of the democracies towards Germany as being in a different category, since the true nature of the Nazi regime was apparent early on. Mussolini might have been an unpleasant piece of work, but nothing in Italy compared to the concentration camps, built from the outset of the Third Reich, or the mass killing of the SA stormtroopers in 1934, when Hitler and the army colluded to kill the SA leadership. The latter, under their leader Ernst Röhm were perceived by Hitler to be a source of rival leadership within the Nazi party. Even without hindsight it was surely apparent that Nazi Germany was operating on an altogether different scale of brutality from Italian fascism.


However, the democracies had demilitarised on a massive scale back in the 1920s, confident that global and industrial-scale war would never return. By the time Hitler was in power in 1933, the world economy had also collapsed, and the prosperity that would have been needed to rebuild vast armies, navies and air forces to deal with the menace now posed was simply no longer there. Pacifism was deeply ingrained in the electorates of the Western democracies, since everyone had a brother or father or friend who had died in World War I.


Remember, too, that the political left, while resolutely anti-fascist, was equally opposed to rearmament, and believed strongly instead in the supposed powers of that paper tiger, the League of Nations. The League had been created by Wilsonian idealism, but ironically the USA did not join. It was a Great Power that had retreated not just from Europe but also from wielding power anywhere in the world. Germany was admitted to the League for good behaviour in 1926 but left as soon as Hitler gained power, and the USSR was admitted as late as 1934. It was all very easy to oppose Hitler, and morally the right thing to do; but with no weapons and a League of Nations which had no teeth, effective opposition to the growing threat of Nazi Germany was therefore, to all intents and purposes, non-existent.


In looking at the many reasons for the unexpected fall of France in 1940, we should not forget the complete suspicion of Communism among the ruling classes of Western Europe (and almost certainly of the USA as well). The Communist attempts at revolution in Germany and Hungary in 1919 had failed but they had scared Europe’s elites witless. Whatever Hitler may or may not be (and the same argument can be applied to Mussolini and later to Franco), he and they were not Communists. This considerably distorted the view of Nazi Germany, and made all the difference when the threat posed by Hitler entered a new dimension in 1938, the year that the countdown to war began in earnest.



The naval treaty: Britain betrays Versailles


Versailles was opposed not just by the overtly revisionist powers. Even the key signatories – Britain, France and Italy – were now all to take significant actions that were to undermine the basis of the post-war settlement.


Most historians, inspired by Winston Churchill’s own view of events, feel that the last chance that the West European governments had to prevent Hitler and thereby stop what became the new world war was in March 1936. At this time, German troops reoccupied the Rhineland, the border area with France that had been specifically demilitarised by the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. If only we had halted him then, the traditional argument goes, we would never have had the conflict that broke out in September 1939.


Nevertheless, Hitler was occupying what was indisputably German territory (the argument we will explore later of the so-called appeasers) but also he was able to do so with a newly expanded army, the Wehrmacht.


One might argue that the real betrayal was by Britain in 1935, the year before the occupation of the Rhineland. Hitler needed an army for his expansion plans, and an effective air force, the Luftwaffe, as well as a fully operational submarine fleet of U- boats. The army also needed tanks, or panzers. All of these had been expressly forbidden by the Treaty of Versailles, and without them Hitler would not have been able to conquer anywhere, let alone most of continental Europe in 1940 and the western USSR in 1941.


In order to start the process of fulfilling his plans, Hitler denounced the Versailles restrictions in March 1935. France and Britain would have been fully entitled to ask him to cancel his decision, but they did nothing.


Britain and France signed an agreement with Mussolini’s Italy in the Italian town of Stresa in April 1935. This particular action, that created a tripartite ‘Stresa Front’ was not binding militarily but signalled the anxiety that the three former World War I allies had about the rise and potential threat of Nazi Germany since 1933. Italy had gained Austrian territory in the Tyrol in 1919 and so consequently had reason to fear a desire by Hitler to claim that ethnically German part of Italy back for the Third Reich.


Mussolini was no democrat, however. Although these three countries had been allies in World War I, Italy had taken a very different turn, in becoming a fascist state in the 1920s. Ideologically, therefore, this agreement was a strange one.


Then in June 1935, the British government did something extraordinary. They signed the Anglo-German Naval Agreement that stipulated that so long as the German navy did not exceed thirty-five percent of the size of the Royal Navy, Germany would be allowed to expand its fleet.


This was a distinct undermining of the entire Versailles settlement, and Britain was entirely responsible for it. Not only had they failed to prevent German military expansion in clear breach of the treaty but they were now, in effect, endorsing it. This was a far worse offence than failure to act in March 1936, since in June 1935 the British had for all intents and purposes signalled to Hitler that they did not mind his active revisionist approach to Versailles and the entire settlement upon which the world had been based since 1919. The Rhineland debacle was the symptom of a disease that had already affected the British rather than the cause itself.


Looking to two other European powers, France and the Soviet Union had signed a friendship pact in May 1935. This reflected a similar agreement to the one that tsarist Russia had signed with the French in the late nineteenth century. It was a natural alliance, the two countries troubled by the rise of German militarism, and while Germany and the USSR no longer had a common border, with Poland coming in between since 1919, it was a friendship that made strategic sense.


Britain’s deal with Germany annoyed the French, and France’s deal with the USSR irritated the British. Both events seriously angered Mussolini’s Italy, which had no love for the Soviet Union and which had reasons to fear German territorial expansion.


The anti-German Stresa Front was thus dead in the water soon after signature, and Italy would soon embark on imperial adventures. The Italians had been convincingly defeated by Abyssinia in 1896 and Mussolini wanted revenge. In the autumn of 1935, therefore, he launched an attack on Abyssinia. It was a battle of twentieth-century technology versus that of a much earlier age.


The British, however, were not happy at the conquest of Ethiopia since the latter was a sovereign independent nation that was a full member of the League of Nations. Britain as a major imperial power was being wholly hypocritical, since the kingdoms in what became Nigeria only thirty to forty years before were as sovereign and independent in the nineteenth century as Ethiopia was in 1935. But those conquests, made in the late Victorian era, had been carried out in the swansong of the age of European conquest and expansion, and by the 1930s such behaviour was no longer acceptable. Britain was able to engineer sanctions against Italy, which had the inevitable effect of pushing Mussolini away from Italy’s former allies into the arms of his fellow dictator, Adolf Hitler.


Nevertheless, the phantom of resurrecting the Stresa Front persisted in British minds for years, even down to May 1940 when Lord Halifax, then foreign secretary, raised Italian mediation as a way of rescuing Britain from invasion. But after 1935 it was surely a pure chimera, as events were to show.


Thanks to British pusillanimity Hitler was now able to start rearming with a vengeance. Churchill stood up to the British government, but as he had ruined his credibility by his zealous opposition to independence for India, his was a voice in the wilderness. The Labour Party was equally against Fascism, but in their case their credibility was affected by the fact that they also opposed rearmament, which was the opposite of what Britain needed.


In 1931, the king of Spain had been overthrown along with the quasi-military regime that he supported and Spain became a republic. But many in the military never accepted democratic change and feared the rise of the political left that democracy had empowered. In 1936, a group of officers, led by General Francisco Franco, invaded the mainland from Spanish North Africa and began three years of bloodthirsty civil war.


This Spanish conflict, from 1936–39, can be interpreted as a dry run for the global war that followed. Germany and Italy ignored the League of Nations’ boycott and decided to back Franco. Italy sent troops and the Germans their infant air force, the Luftwaffe. Britain and France insisted on full neutrality and on an arms embargo, but this did not stop thousands of idealistic young Britons, Americans and Frenchmen and Frenchwomen from enlisting in what were called the International Brigades, armed divisions of volunteer soldiers joining up from around the world to try to defend the republic against Franco’s Nationalist forces. Since the democracies kept the boycott and the dictatorships did not, this inevitably gave the rebels a military advantage over the republic.


Spain became the cause celebre of a whole generation, though the perceptive, such as George Orwell in Homage to Catalonia, came sadly to understand that the effective Communist takeover of the republican side meant that in reality the vicious conflict ended up with one totalitarian ideology pitted against another. Franco was a cruel dictator who slaughtered thousands of entirely innocent civilians, but Stalin’s friends in Spain, including the future Yugoslav leader Josip Broz Tito, were not exactly virtuous either.




THE LESSONS OF HISTORY




The Foreign Office historian Gill Bennett, in her book Six Moments of Crisis, makes the excellent point that while it is always vital for politicians to learn from the past, nevertheless, sometimes they learn the wrong lessons from historical events.


Of few other episodes is this more true than the Munich crisis of autumn 1938. ‘Appeasement’ has become a dirty word. Ever since Churchill was proved right over Munich in 1939–40, political leaders have been terrified of repeating Chamberlain’s mistake.


In 1956, Anthony Eden (who had resigned as foreign secretary in February 1938 to oppose appeasement) was prime minister and, seeing the Egyptian leader Colonel Nasser as a latter-day Mussolini, connived together with France and Israel to invade the Suez Canal, provoking one of the most disastrous episodes in the history of British foreign policy.


The war in Iraq in 2003 is probably still too controversial and recent to use as an example here. Yet it is certain that, once again, politicians decided that to ‘appease’ Saddam was wrong, and that the only action to take was to launch a war to remove him from power in clear distinction from the failure of Britain and France to do the same with Hitler back in 1938.


But whatever one’s views on Suez or Iraq or any other major foreign policy imbroglio, it is almost certain that the events at Munich bore little if any similarity to the very different situations with which politicians were confronted decades later.


Munich shows that to betray an ally or let a democracy be crushed by a dictator is a terrible thing. Yet if one thinks of a more exact parallel – say Hungary in 1956 or Czechoslovakia in 1968 – there is little doubt that for the West to have come to the aid of either country during those crises could have triggered a third world war and nuclear Armageddon, consequences infinitely more dire than those that actually happened in 1939.
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