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  The War to End All Wars
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  In early November 1918, the Great War (1914–18) finally came to an end after four long years of slaughter and destruction. A generation of young men was almost wiped out, and much of Europe lay in ruins.

  This enormous struggle among the world’s strongest powers involved 60 million soldiers, sailors, and airmen from dozens of countries. It cost more than 40 million casualties, including 20 million military and civilian dead. The conflict was fueled by past rivalries—some nations had fought each other for centuries.

  On one side of the conflict were the Allies—the United Kingdom, France, Russia, Italy, and the United States. On the other side were the Central Powers—Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire. The war ended with complete victory for the Allies and utter defeat for the Central Powers.

  The Great War was also known as “The War to End All Wars.” It was supposed to be the beginning of lasting peace everywhere on Earth. No nation wanted another such disaster. In the hope of maintaining world peace, fifty-eight nations joined together in 1919 to form the League of Nations. The League's purpose was to preserve peace and solve international disputes.

  
    DID YOU KNOW?

    US forces were not engaged in major fighting until a few months before World War I ended. Still, US losses were heavy. In just the last six weeks of war, the United States suffered 117,000 casualties. By war’s end, more than 50,000 had died and 205,000 were wounded—a terrible and unexpected loss to the country.
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  The end of World War I saw significant changes in Europe. Territorial lines were redrawn, with Germany losing significant land back to Poland and France.

  But Germany was determined to rise again. New German leaders came to power and began to rebuild the military, stronger than ever, and prepared to reclaim lost territory. Within twenty years, the Great War would have a new name: World War I.

  In 1939, World War II would explode into an even mightier struggle, with greater destruction and loss of life. There would not, as yet, be a war to end all wars.

  
    DID YOU KNOW?

    World War I came to an end on the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month: 11 a.m. on November 11, 1918. This marked the end of fighting, an armistice. This gave the name to Armistice Day, an annual holiday in many nations honoring war veterans. November 11 is now known in the United Kingdom and Canada as Remembrance Day and in the United States as Veterans Day.

  

  
    CONQUER AND DIVIDE

    WHEN PEACE TERMS were made in 1919, the victors tried to make sure the losers would remain weak. The defeated Central Powers were broken up into smaller states. Out of the ashes of war new nations appeared in Europe, including Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, and Finland. During the war, the Communist revolution threw down the Russian tsar (emperor) and established the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).
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  Drafted by representatives from allied countries, the Treaty of Versailles peace document was signed in France on June 28, 1919, officially bringing World War I to an end.
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  World War I battles were often fought in trenches, with combatants so close to one another that they could see the enemy's faces. Here, German soldiers prepare to defend their positions as they await a French attack.

  [image: image]

  The New York Times headline tells the story of the end of World War I.


  The Rise of Hitler and Nazism
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  In the early 1920s, two political ideologies were winning followers around the world and especially in Europe. These were communism and fascism.

  Communists wanted a society in which everyone was equal. Ideally, each person would work according to their abilities and be paid according to their needs.

  Fascism allowed more free enterprise than communism, but neither theory allowed democracy. Both gave government absolute control over the people. As fascist and communist political parties gained popularity in Germany, they became bitter enemies.

  A new political organization with fascist policies—the National Socialist German Workers Party—was led by former soldier Adolf Hitler (1889–1945). Its members were often called “Nazis.” Hitler’s party accused communists (some of whom were Jewish) of causing defeat in World War I. Hitler falsely claimed that the military had been betrayed by Jews and communists who wanted peace rather than victory.

  After the war, Germany was forced to pay hundreds of millions of dollars to the Allies, as reparations. These funds repaid the victors for wartime losses, but Germany itself was left in poverty. Times became so hard that many German citizens were starving. As a result, the population wanted to defy the peace terms, rearm, and reclaim all territory lost by the war.

  
    HITLER BECOMES DER FUEHRER

    IN JANUARY 1933, Adolf Hitler was appointed chancellor, the supreme authority of Germany’s Reich (empire). He immediately banned the Communist Party. That February, fire badly damaged the Reichstag, the main government building in Berlin. Hitler received emergency powers that made him dictator, a totalitarian ruler. He immediately ordered the arrest of 4,000 communists, accusing them of responsibility for the fire. (This was a lie.)

    Hitler then declared the dawn of a new German empire—the Third Reich. He ended democracy and imprisoned thousands more opponents. Concentration camps held political prisoners who had no right to trial or to lawyers. Nazism had Germany in an iron grip, and Hitler began to rearm.
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  Born in Austria in 1889, Adolf Hitler served as a soldier in World War I. He later blamed Germany’s loss on various groups including Jews and communists. He did not officially become a German citizen until 1932.

  [image: image]

  After the Reichstag fire in 1933, the building was too damaged to use for government business.

  In 1923, Hitler led a rebellion trying to overthrow the government. He failed and was imprisoned for thirteen months. But he had made a name for himself.

  Once free, he found many supporters. Among them were generals and admirals determined to take control of the government. With these officers came the German military and also former servicemen. These became troops who fought for the Nazis, viciously attacking political opponents.

  Most opposition was crushed by 1933, and the officers put Hitler in charge of the government as Der Fuehrer, “the leader.”

  
    DID YOU KNOW?

    Members of Hitler’s party did not usually call themselves "Nazis," which opponents often used as an insult. Instead, party members used the term National Socialists. After Adolf Hitler took power in 1933, the term Nazi almost disappeared from use in Germany.
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  As a result of the Reichstag fire, Hitler made most of his inflammatory speeches at a former opera house near the Reichstag building.
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  In 1914, this German 50 million mark was worth almost 12 million American dollars. Nine years later it was worth practically nothing.
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  The depression caused by World War I hit Germany very hard, leaving many of its citizens poor, hungry, and desperate.


  Dictator Domination

  [image: image]

  Germany was not the world’s only totalitarian nation in the 1930s. Fascist and communist dictators ruled several countries or parts of countries.

  The most influential dictator of this time was Italy’s Benito Mussolini, known as Il Duce, which means “the leader" in Italian. After World War I, Mussolini founded the militaristic Italian League of Combat. Like Hitler, Mussolini created a one-party police state, with no opposition permitted. He planned a new Roman empire around the Mediterranean and in Africa. By 1936, Italian troops controlled Libya in North Africa and Ethiopia in eastern Africa. Mussolini and Hitler also supported Spanish fascists, led by General Francisco Franco (1892–1975), fighting their own republic’s elected government.

  Meanwhile, on the other side of the globe, Japan was the strongest military power, with one of the world’s largest navies. Its government was under the dictatorship of military leaders. Since 1931, Japanese forces had occupied parts of China and were building the Greater Japanese Empire in East Asia and the Pacific. Although Japan’s young emperor, Hirohito (1901–89), was believed to have divine origins, he had little real influence over the military.

  Two major Chinese forces were opposing Japanese plans on the Asian mainland: the nationalists, led by General Chiang Kai-shek (1887–1975), and the communists, led by Mao Zedong (1893–1976). Chinese nationalists and communists sometimes joined forces to fight the Japanese, but they often fought one another, too.

  The most powerful communist dictator at the time was Joseph Stalin (1879–1953), leader of the USSR. By the mid-1930s, Stalin had imprisoned or executed millions of accused enemies. He had more blood on his hands than even the ruthless Adolf Hitler.

  
    DID YOU KNOW?

    The Spanish Civil War was the testing ground for the world’s newest weaponry. German, Italian, and Russian equipment was used by the opposing forces, including modern dive-bombers that for the first time were intended to terrorize civilian populations.
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  A group of Italian-made dive-bomber airplanes drop their payload in a raid during the Spanish Civil War. This particular group of planes belonged to the Spanish Nationalist forces that were supported by Hitler and Mussolini.
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  General Chiang Kai-shek served as leader of the Chinese national government throughout World War II. He opposed the Japanese, as well as communists in his own country.

  
    
    STALIN AND HITLER

    LIKE GERMANY, Soviet Russia (as the USSR was known) was eager to regain territory lost after World War I. Poland and the Baltic states of Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia had been carved out of former Russian territory.

    Stalin looked westward and saw Nazi Germany growing in strength. Both he and Hitler wanted to take over lands between their countries. Each realized this might one day mean war between them, but for now they remained at peace. First they wanted to know if their ambitions for conquest would be opposed by the democracies: the United Kingdom, France, and the United States.
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