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Chapter 3

Hoping for Peace: The Rise of the Dictators, 1933–1939


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Believing in hope to avoid war

[image: Bullet] Watching the peace crumble in Europe

[image: Bullet] Winning by intimidation

[image: Bullet] Running to the brink of destruction



Throughout the 1930s, Germany pursued Hitler’s goals — the conquest of the lands east of Germany and the neutralization of Germany’s traditional enemy, France. Hitler believed that by achieving these objectives, the German-speaking peoples would be unified into a single empire, which would allow Hitler’s perceived Master Race to dominate Europe, as he believed it was destined to do. War was the only means to accomplish such a grandiose scheme. Therefore, Hitler needed to rearm the German nation and select the best approach for war (or series of wars) that would enable Germany to conquer Europe.

Great Britain and France, in the meantime, were attempting to find diplomatic solutions to numerous problems in Europe while dealing with domestic economic, political, and social problems. Because national consensus on foreign policy was hard to achieve, they trusted in the League of Nations (see Chapter 2), avoided rearmament, and embraced appeasement (giving in to demands in the hopes of avoiding war) to maintain peace.

In Europe, the French stood alone on the continent facing Hitler. Great Britain made it clear that it would only support France if Germany attacked directly. Because France’s military and industrial capacity was limited in comparison to Germany’s, French strategists believed that a full national mobilization would have to take place before they could use any type of military action against Germany. As a result, France was limited to diplomacy in response to Germany’s actions. As long as Britain’s national interests were not threatened, it maintained a hands-off policy in Europe. After Hitler understood this situation, the path to his objectives was open for him to exploit.



The Steps to War: Taking Advantage of Circumstances

Hitler definitely wanted to wage war. However, he also knew that to pursue his objectives and to create a war, he would need to use diplomacy — or the perception of diplomacy — to get there.

Hitler could not just launch a war against Europe (although he earnestly wanted to). He had to prepare Germany economically and psychologically, and he had to take steps diplomatically to establish the rationale for war. Broadly speaking, here’s what he had to do within Germany: 


	Organize the German economy for war
 
	Build unity among the German people
 
	Build an army, navy, and air force



Here is what he had to do internationally: 


	Nullify the Treaty of Versailles
 
	Return lost German territory to Germany
 
	Build a super-state of all ethnic Germans




Rebuilding the army

Almost as soon as he became Chancellor of Germany, Hitler began to rebuild German military forces. During a League of Nations disarmament conference, Germany announced that it was going to increase the size of its army to 600,000 men. Claiming that because the French and British were not disarming to Germany’s level as laid out in the Versailles Treaty (the Treaty of Versailles had limited the German army to 100,000 men, as explained in Chapter 2), Germany would rearm to levels equal to those of France and Britain.



Buying time

Hitler had secretly established a National Defense Council to oversee Germany’s rearmament process. The retooling of German industry for war production took time, so Hitler had to buy time with reassuring actions. Thus, when Italian dictator Benito Mussolini proposed that France, Britain, Italy, and Germany sign a treaty of goodwill, Hitler jumped at the chance. The Four-Power Treaty of April 1933 did nothing more than pledge each power to consult with the others as specified in the League of Nations covenant. But by October, Germany had withdrawn from the League. (Hitler claimed that over 95 percent of voters approved of the action when the issue was put before them. Whether accurate or not, this symbolic finger in the eye of Germany’s former enemies signaled a new diplomatic direction for Germany. Moreover, the tepid response of France and Britain to this action only added to Germany’s national satisfaction.)



Forging an agreement with Poland

In January 1934, Hitler took everyone by surprise by signing a non-aggression pact with Poland. In this pact, Germany essentially renounced claims to German territory that had been taken to create Poland (as part of the Versailles Treaty). While he had no intention of honoring such a pledge, this treaty accomplished the following for Hitler: 


	It further isolated France diplomatically. France had a defensive alliance with Poland that was meant to threaten Germany on two fronts in case of war. (That is, if Germany attacked Poland, it would find itself in a war on its eastern border with Poland and on its western border with France.) But Hitler negated the threat and revealed the Poles to be less than confident of France’s guarantees.
 
	It lulled Europe into a sense of false security. Hitler’s often strident rhetoric frightened many in Europe, but his actions made his words sound like so much empty rhetoric. This was all part of Hitler’s intent. His words were true; he was seeking political advantage diplomatically. For every threatening act, Hitler would do something non-threatening to offset that action.





Reclaiming the Saar

In the spring of 1935, Hitler took another step that enhanced his prestige in Germany and around the world: He engineered a plebiscite (a vote in which the people express their will on an issue put before them) in the Saar Basin. The Saar Basin, a rich coal-mining region located in the valley of the Saar River, had been taken from Germany and placed under France’s control as part of the Versailles Treaty.

This plebiscite gave legal weight to Germany’s claim that the Saar should once again belong to Germany. The open election was supervised by the League of Nations, and it allowed the people of the Saar to decide whether they wanted to be returned to Germany. Hitler’s extraordinary propaganda efforts ensured a victory for the Nazis (National Socialist German Workers’ Party).



Breaking treaties

Soon after the Saar plebiscite, Hitler announced that Germany would resume conscription (drafting civilians into military service). He also revealed that Germany had a new air force called the Luftwaffe. These announcements marked the repudiation of the Versailles Treaty that had limited Germany’s armed forces to almost nothing. It also ended the Locarno Treaty of 1925 in which Germany and France pledged to respect each other’s borders as well as those of Belgium. Britain and Italy had also signed this treaty, pledging to come to the aid of any nation attacked by a participant of the treaty. Italy joined with Britain, France, and the rest of the League of Nations in condemning Germany’s new actions — but nothing was done.



Advancing into the Rhineland

Hitler had further plans to dismantle the Versailles Treaty. Knowing that France would not resist with anything but protests and requests for League sanctions, Hitler ordered an advance of lightly armed troops into the Rhineland, a German territory that had been given to France in the Versailles settlement.

The Rhineland had been one of the main guarantees of security for France under the Versailles Treaty. The area served as a buffer, keeping German troops away from the French border. Hitler claimed that all he was doing was righting a wrong done to Germany. His reoccupation of the Rhineland appeared to be a reasonable action, and he gained strong support from German citizens, who saw the loss of the Rhineland as a national humiliation.

As expected, Britain did not see any national interests involved in the Rhineland issue, so it stood aside.

Hitler had been willing to fight for the Rhineland, but the empty actions of France and Britain only helped bolster his claim among the international community. In the next two years, Germany promptly began fortifying the new border between Germany and France, creating what came to be known as the West Wall.




Getting Aggressive: Italy Makes a War

In the early 1930s, Fascist Italy served as a partner of the French and British to counterbalance Germany, but Mussolini harbored ambitions far different from those of the democracies. Mussolini thirsted for war. To Mussolini, war was a sign of a nation’s vitality and a chance to prove Italy’s special destiny under Fascist rule. To that end, he consolidated the ministries of the army, navy, and air force under his personal control, and in October 1935, he invaded Ethiopia.

At the time, Ethiopia was a large African nation bordering the Italian possessions of Eritrea and Somalia. Although Italy and Ethiopia had signed a treaty of friendship in 1928, Mussolini saw Ethiopia as a potential colony and an easy target. Possessing Ethiopia would bring prestige to Italy while setting the stage for regional dominance in Africa.

With 650,000 men, in addition to modern airplanes, tanks, and poison gas, Mussolini set out to conquer the primitively armed Ethiopians, who were led by Emperor Haile Selassie. Despite initial success, the Italian conquest bogged down. Selassie addressed the League of Nations in a moving appeal for assistance. The League decided to impose economic sanctions on Italy but refused to impose sanctions on oil — the one product that may have crippled Italy’s war effort.

After a year of often frustrating military operations, Mussolini captured the city of Addis Ababa and declared Ethiopia a part of the Italian empire. King Victor Emanuel III was declared Emperor of Ethiopia.

Mussolini had defied the League, ignored ineffectual sanctions, and accomplished his objective, a fact that Fascist propaganda trumpeted incessantly. The people of Ethiopia suffered extensive terror and brutality as the Fascists imposed their authority over the new colony.
 

THE HITLER-MUSSOLINI PARTNERSHIP
 
When Hitler first took power in Germany in 1933, he sent a personal message to Mussolini expressing his desire for closer relations with Italy. Hitler admired Mussolini, even keeping a picture of Il Duce (see Chapter 2) on his desk for inspiration. The two dictators first met in Venice in 1934. Mussolini, who was seen as the senior statesman, overshadowed Hitler. Mussolini had tried to read Mein Kampf (see Chapter 2) but found it too boring and never finished it.

Mussolini treated Hitler with a mixture of caution and condescension, providing advice on consolidating his power while distancing himself from Hitler’s obsession on race. Naturally, the Italians were not included as part of the Aryan “Master Race;” nor were they interested in Hitler’s focus on Jews as a threat to European life. Hitler’s anti-Catholicism was also unnerving to Italians, who were predominately of the Roman Catholic faith. Observing his actions and speeches, Mussolini sometimes suspected that Hitler was a madman. And although Hitler admired the Fascists and believed that they were useful to his goals, he thought that they misunderstood exactly what Germany was seeking to accomplish in Europe. It appeared that Hitler was right. In a few short years, the German-Italian relationship changed dramatically. Mussolini, not Hitler, became the junior partner.





Forging a Pact: The Axis Is Born

[image: Army allied] Shortly after taking the Rhineland in 1936, Mussolini and Hitler signed a pact called the Rome-Berlin Axis. The use of the word axis implied that the world would center around this new relationship.

This agreement signaled a shift in Italy’s allegiance. Until 1936, Italy had followed a foreign policy that sided with France and was generally hostile to Nazi Germany. Mussolini had feared German ambitions regarding Austria, believing that these ambitions conflicted with Italy’s own territorial interests in that region.

The Italian assault on Ethiopia, however, brought economic sanctions from the League of Nations, including France, a nation with which Italy had traditionally been friendly. As a result, Mussolini began to rethink his position. Because German supplies helped Italy ignore the sanctions, Mussolini signaled that he was willing to work more closely with Germany.

Hitler indicated that he would go to war with the West in three to four years and that his interests were in Eastern and Northern Europe. In other words, Hitler indicated that Mussolini could have free reign in the Mediterranean. In turn, Mussolini told Hitler that he would recognize Germany’s dominant interests in Austria.



The Spanish Civil War: Fascism and Communism Clash

The Spanish Republican government, made up of Socialists, fought a civil war from 1936 to 1939 to retain power against the rebellion of Spanish Nationalist forces led by General Francisco Franco, who refused to accept control by the leftists. This civil war essentially became a war between Fascism and Socialism, and other nations became involved: 


	The Soviet Union, a communist nation, sent assistance and support to the Republicans (in this case, the Socialists). It helped organize armed volunteer units from Europe and the United States to battle the Fascists.
 
	Mussolini sent over 70,000 troops (which he called volunteers) to aid the Fascist side (the Spanish Nationalists and Franco).
 
	The Nazis sent advisors as well as the latest tanks and combat aircraft to the Fascists.
 
	France and Britain stood by in this conflict, attempting half-heartedly to prevent either the Fascist or the Socialist side from importing weapons. (Italy, Germany, and the Soviet Union all claimed to support the embargo, even though their support to the warring factions was an open secret.)



 

PLAYING POLITICS AND KEEPING UP APPEARANCES
 
A year after the Rome-Berlin Axis agreement, Mussolini visited Hitler and was captivated by the carefully staged displays of German prosperity and power, including an address by Mussolini to what was billed as an audience of 1 million Germans. Mussolini was flattered to believe that he was the senior partner in the Axis and returned to Rome with his head filled with promises and praise for the excellent combat readiness of the Italian army. In reality, German staff officers had visited the Italian army and assessed its combat readiness, and they reported back to Hitler that the Italians would make better enemies than allies.



With Italian and German assistance, Franco defeated the Republicans and set up his own fascist-style military dictatorship.

The battle between Fascism and Communism as displayed in the Spanish Civil War led many to believe that it was only a matter of time before such a struggle between these two ideologies broke out in Europe.

[image: Historical trivia] The bombing of Guernica (a town in the Vizcaya Province in Spain) in April 1937 attracted worldwide attention; it was immortalized by the famous modernist depiction Guernica (1937) by artist Pablo Picasso.



Germany: Using Diplomacy and Smoke Screens for War

After 1936, Hitler had every intention of taking Germany to war, which was the only way he could accomplish his goal. Germany needed to acquire Lebensraum (“living space”) to feed its population and allow it to expand. The land that Germany needed was in Eastern Europe and Russia. Hitler charged that the “inferior” Slavic population was to be driven off the land so that the Aryan Germans could populate it. Hitler believed that this process of expansion and displacement of what he considered racial inferiors was unending and would continue until only the “Master Race” occupied the world. Thus, war with the key nations of Eastern Europe — Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the Soviet Union — was inevitable. However, Hitler needed to eliminate France and Britain to secure his drive to the east. Following are a couple of things that made Hitler’s goal easier to achieve: 


	France, Britain, and the Soviet Union used diplomacy to ensure peace and stability. Germany, on the other hand, used diplomacy as a screen for initiating a war at the time and place of Hitler’s choosing.
 
	While other nations in Europe focused on the Depression and neglected their defense programs (being heavily pacifist), Hitler initiated a huge military buildup, producing modern tanks, warships, and aircraft in an effort to build the most capable force possible.



By gaining additional time to gear up Germany’s industry for war and to equip a modern army, air force, and navy, Hitler believed that he could defeat any opponent before it reached full war production. Thus, he adopted a Four-Year Plan in 1936 to reorganize German industry so that Germany could be self-sufficient during wartime.



Britain: Seeking Mediation and Appeasement

Because of its worldwide interests as an imperial power, Britain had to be concerned with German threats not only in Europe, but in Asia as well. Still Britain made no effort to rebuild its defenses in the face of the trouble brewing in Europe until late 1936. Even then, it wasn’t enough: 


	The British allocated too little money. Lacking sufficient funding for new equipment or training, the British army and navy continued to deteriorate throughout the 1930s. This meant that in case of war, Britain’s navy — once the envy of the world — could not protect its own empire and that its army was insufficient to provide any significant support to France in case of a German attack.
 
	The British made the wrong spending decisions for the money that it did allocate. Instead of building fighter aircraft to defend the skies over Britain, for example, Britain spent money to build bombers in the mistaken belief that offensive bombers would be a deterrent to Germany.



There was no doubt that any kind of war would bring Britain into the conflict, but France refused to take action on the continent without guarantees of British support in the form of ground forces in France. Because of this and the state of its military, Britain adopted a policy of mediation and appeasement to protect British interests and defuse crises: 


	Britain would act as the mediator between France and Germany to prevent war on the continent and thus keep Britain from having to provide forces if France were attacked.
 
	Appeasement was a conscious policy to remove the causes of conflict by giving Hitler what he wanted in return for guarantees that Germany would not threaten the status quo in Europe.



 

A SIGN OF THINGS TO COME
 
Hitler decided to use the Spanish Civil War to test out his new equipment and tactics in actual combat. One hundred German aircraft were organized into a unit called the Condor Legion. The Condor Legion not only supported Nationalist ground attacks but also bombed villages only to terrorize the population. This new method of warfare shocked the world.





Austria and Czechoslovakia Catch Hitler’s Eye

In the spring of 1938, Hitler assumed control of the German armed forces and placed the German General Staff under the direction of his new headquarters, the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (German for the “High Command of the Armed Forces”). At this point, he was ready to begin his move against Eastern Europe: specifically, he had his sights set on Austria and Czechoslovakia. As he had before, Hitler again used propaganda and false diplomacy to achieve his goals.


The Anschluss in Austria

In 1938, Germany began a barrage of intense propaganda in Austria and throughout Europe that did the following: 


	Detailed outrageous stories of arrests and horrible murders of pro-Nazi Austrians (whose numbers seemed to grow larger every time that they were mentioned).
 
	Proclaimed Austria as a German state and part of the larger Germany. The word heard over and over was Anschluss (German for “union”) But Anschluss had larger political overtones. It implied a natural affinity or bond between German-speaking peoples. Hitler intended this bond to be formalized into a union, both ethnically and politically. In other words, he considered Austrians brothers in the Master Race. As such, Austria and Germany must unite — whether Austria wanted to or not.




CHURCHILL’S WARNINGS — 1936 AND 1938
 
Winston Churchill, a member of British Parliament and a prominent member of the British government for many years, often warned his countrymen of the danger Germany represented to Britain and Europe. In 1936, with the German remilitarization of the Rhineland, Churchill spoke out: “I ask that a state of emergency preparation should be proclaimed, and that the whole spirit and atmosphere of rearmament should be raised to a higher pitch.” After the Anschluss (German expansion) in 1938, Churchill again sounded the alarm: “Europe is confronted with a program of aggression, nicely calculated and timed, unfolding stage by stage, and there is only one choice — either submit, like Austria, or take effective measures while time remains.”



In February 1938, Hitler and Austrian Chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg met. During this meeting, Hitler went into a tirade. “I have a historic mission, and I am going to fulfill it because Providence has appointed me to do so,” he told Schuschnigg. The Nazi strong-arm tactics combined with the thinly veiled threat of an invasion were clearly intended to intimidate the Austrians.
 
In March, Schuschnigg tried to preserve Austrian independence by holding a national plebiscite to determine whether citizens wanted to be part of a greater Germany or remain independent. This move took Hitler by surprise — the results of a plebiscite would clearly not be in favor of Anschluss. So, the day before the vote was to be held, Hitler sent the German army across the border into Austria. The army met no resistance, and Hitler himself was welcomed as a hero when he arrived in Austria.

Hitler justified the intervention by proclaiming that Germany acted in defense of democratic principles and had come as a liberator. The scheduled plebiscite was rigged, he declared, with false ballots and improper counting methods. To make sure there was no chance to contradict Hitler’s version of events, the Germans declared the Anschluss within 24 hours and held a truly rigged plebiscite in favor of the German invasion.

Behind all the noise of triumph and justification, Nazi secret police units arrested dissidents; Jews were subjected to brutal mistreatment, and Kurt von Schuschnigg, the former Chancellor of an independent Austria, was sent off to a concentration camp.



Onward to Czechoslovakia

Following his triumph in Austria (see the preceding section), Hitler turned his attention eastward to Czechoslovakia. One of the few nations in Europe to have preserved its democratic institutions, Czechoslovakia also had approximately 3 million Germans in the Sudetenland, a mountainous region that bordered Germany. Hitler demanded that the Czech government give the Sudetenland back to Germany. His argument was boringly familiar: The Sudeten Germans belonged to Greater Germany; they were being persecuted; the Czechs were committing atrocities against the German minority; Germany demanded that self-determination of people be respected. With Hitler’s demands came the not so-subtle threat of military action.
 
Czechoslovakia stood firm in the face of Hitler’s threat of invasion. It had a security guarantee from France and the Soviet Union. If the Czechs were attacked, both nations were obliged to go to war against the aggressor. And any French military action would almost certainly include Great Britain as well. The political situation appeared to be in Czechoslovakia’s favor, but it wasn’t.
 

COULDN’T WE HAVE HAD A CLASS REUNION INSTEAD?
 
The Anschluss was a moment of personal triumph for Hitler. He had been born in Austria (no, he was not a German!). He had never achieved success and in fact had spent the years before World War I as a homeless bum. He moved to Germany and joined the German army when the war broke out. Now he returned to his homeland as the leader of a great and powerful nation.




The French can’t help

If the Czechs assumed that Germany would be scared off by the Franco-British alliance, they were in for a shock. Neither the Germans nor the Italians were afraid of either nation. France and Britain had neither the means nor the will to assert their interests. The effective defense of the Czechs depended on France, yet France was trapped in a web that bound it to inactivity for the following reasons: 


	France couldn’t assist Czechoslovakia directly; it would have to attack Germany. This meant full mobilization and preparation for total war, something that France wasn’t willing to do.
 
	France would take no action against Germany without British guarantees of assistance and ground forces on the continent. In other words, if Britain wouldn’t commit to help the French, the French wouldn’t commit to help Czechoslovakia.
 
	The Czech alliance with the Soviets was conditional: If attacked, the Czechs could expect Soviet military assistance if — and this was a big if — France moved forces first. But the French wouldn’t move without the British.
 
	The Soviets’ guarantee to the Czechs was worthless. Even if France committed forces against Germany, neither Rumania nor Poland would allow Soviet troops to transit their countries to reach Czechoslovakia.





The British won’t help

The other major figure in the crisis was the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain. He was confident that he understood conditions in Europe and believed that peace would be determined by friendly discussions between France, Britain, Italy, and Germany. These discussions, he thought, would resolve differences and preserve peace.

Chamberlain rejected offers of assistance from the U.S., believing it to be unreliable, and from the Soviet Union, which he considered to be untrustworthy. He believed that any type of broad combination of powers was provocative and would actually help start a war rather than deter it. And to Chamberlain, nothing was worse than war; the experience of the Great War (World War I) was proof that no one won in war. Thus, he was willing to offer Germany anything to preserve peace, which he believed was achieving the greater good, even if certain parts of Europe were lost to Nazi control.

[image: Remember] Interestingly enough, Hitler actually wanted war with Britain and France. Although German propaganda proclaimed that Hitler was willing to negotiate, he never had any intention of doing so. Hitler believed that the time for war was now, and if Britain and France honored their guarantees to the Czechs, so much the better. He was looking for an excuse to eliminate his enemies in the west so he could begin his crusade to cleanse the east of Slavs, Jews, and Bolsheviks and give the German Volk their Lebensraum. He gave orders to the armed forces to prepare for the invasion of Czechoslovakia no later than October 1938.



Czechoslovakia betrayed

As the crisis deepened, the Czechs refused to surrender the Sudetenland and began to mobilize their armed forces. They resolved to make Hitler fight, and they were confident that France and Britain would fight with them.

But as the pressure on Czechoslovakia mounted, Chamberlain decided to meet personally with Hitler to prevent a war. Hitler assured Chamberlain of the following: 


	He had no other territorial interests in Czechoslovakia except the Sudetenland.
 
	He also said that he was willing to risk a world war to settle the issue, but he would not order any military operations until he had a chance to consult with the French and his own government.



“In spite of the hardness and ruthlessness I thought I saw in his face,” Chamberlain reported, “I got the impression that here was a man who could be relied upon when he had given his word.” Chamberlain came from the meetings confident that he and Hitler had come to an agreement and that Hitler’s word could be trusted. So Chamberlain spread the word to the French: 


	Chamberlain informed the French that Hitler only wanted the Sudetenland. The Czechs would have to be convinced to give up the territory in the interests of peace.
 
	France could not take unilateral action against Germany — not without British support — and Britain would not fight for Czechoslovakia.



As a result of their discussions, Britain and France informed the Czechs to give in to German demands. If they fought, they would do so alone. Thus, the Czech government gave in, humiliated and angered at the betrayal.




May I have more, please?

The crisis, however, was not over. Hitler presented another series of demands to Chamberlain, including territorial concessions from Czechoslovakia to Poland and Hungary and threatened military action. Confused and angered, Chamberlain ended negotiations and informed the Czechs that France and Britain would stand by them if the Germans attacked. Hitler was informed of this decision, and public sentiment — not only in Germany but also around the world — supported Chamberlain’s personal diplomacy efforts. Hitler’s own advisors were cautioning against war, and Italy was unwilling to commit itself. Thus, Hitler decided to wait and allow the charade of negotiations to continue.

On September 29, 1938, Mussolini, Hitler, Chamberlain, and Edouard Daladier (the Prime Minister of France) met in Munich, Germany, to decide the fate of Czechoslovakia. Two prominent representatives — the Czechs and the Soviets — were not invited. After more than 12 straight hours of discussions, the four leaders signed an agreement on the future of Czechoslovakia. In the absence of anyone representing Czechoslovakia or the Soviet Union, the terms were as follows: 


	German troops would enter and occupy the Sudetenland between October 1 and 10. This effectively would make this piece of Czechoslovakia German territory.
 
	Polish and Hungarian territorial claims would be considered within 90 days. Poland and Hungary had also lost territory to Czechoslovakia in the Versailles Treaty. This is a case of the buzzards coming to roost on the carcass.
 
	France and Britain would guarantee the borders of the new Czechoslovakia.



The Czechs were notified to accept the agreement or fight Germany alone. The Czechs responded simply, “We were deserted.” Chamberlain held a private meeting with Hitler and produced a pledge that the Führer promptly signed. It stated that Germany and Britain would pledge never to go to war against each other and that they would consult to settle all differences and maintain peace in Europe.



The diplomats — Did they do their job?

Today, we view these negotiations with a mixture of horror and disdain. But how did folks at the time view them? The Czechs, of course, were justifiably bitter. What about the others? Here’s a quick rundown.


Mussolini: Returning to a nation of lambs, not lions

Mussolini returned home convinced that Italy was a major power in Europe and that France and Britain were easily intimidated by the threat of force. He received a rapturous welcome, but the enthusiasm of the crowds troubled him. They clearly were expressing relief that there would be no war. It appeared that Mussolini’s strenuous efforts to build a warlike mindset in the populace and a love of war failed, and he took this as the sign that a great people had failed.



Hitler: Staying coiled in the grass and hissing

Hitler believed that he had failed. His goal was war and the destruction of Czechoslovakia. What he got was a half measure. He would have to finish off the Czechs later, but he needed to ensure that there would be no more repeats of the Munich negotiations. Hitler also saw that the one roadblock to his ambitions was Britain. Germany would have to defeat the English before it could turn on the Soviet Union in its quest for land to settle the expanding German Volk. So Hitler did the following: 


	He subjected German citizens to a barrage of propaganda to prepare them for war, propaganda that was markedly different from earlier messages that depicted the Germans as peace-loving people.
 
	He increased armaments production, especially in combat aircraft, in order to prepare for an attack on Britain.





Daladier: A welcome fit for a hero

A morose Daladier returned home to France, fully expecting the vast crowd that was waiting for him at the Paris airport to attack him for betraying the Czechs. Instead, he found himself cheered as a hero.



Chamberlain: Driving on the road to irony

Likewise, when Chamberlain landed outside of London and drove into the city, he found the streets lined with people, cheering his name, climbing on the side of the car, and thrusting their hands through the windows to shake his hand. At 10 Downing Street, the Prime Minister’s residence, Chamberlain addressed a huge crowd. Brandishing the paper that Hitler had signed, Chamberlain announced, “I believe it is peace in our time” (see Figure 3-1). The image of Chamberlain saying those words is perhaps the most indelible symbol of irony and futility that exists in the history of the twentieth century.

[image: Photograph of the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain who proclaims, “Peace in our time.”]Central Press/Getty Images
FIGURE 3-1: British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain proclaims, “Peace in our time.” 





     


Chapter 1

World War II: Why It Matters and What You Need to Know


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] What led to the war

[image: Bullet] The major players

[image: Bullet] The battlegrounds

[image: Bullet] A very brief chronology



World War II is over. It’s been over since August 1945. Good guys won. Bad guys lost. What else do you need to know? First you need to know that nothing — and especially not war — is ever that simple. World War II — its causes, its battles, its tragedies, and its victories — is almost beyond comprehension.

Want to see what true evil is? Study the German concentration and death camps or think about the 6 million Jewish men, women, and children who were murdered. Want a glimpse of heroism? Look at the stoicism the British displayed when London was bombed for 42 nights straight or remember the ordinary soldiers from any nation who fought against overwhelming odds toward what seemed to be inevitable defeat. Want to understand sacrifice? Consider the 25 million dead from the Soviet Union alone or the resistance fighters who gave up everything to free their countries from Nazism. Want to understand power, fanaticism, devotion to duty, political maneuvering, selflessness, selfishness, and persevering in the face of unimaginable terror? Look at events that led up to and the events that occurred during World War II.

And when you get past all that stuff, think about how World War II has affected the world we live in today: national borders, political loyalties, strategic and military alliances, international trouble spots, the beginning and end of the Cold War, the birth and death of superpowers, the role of peacekeeping forces, and more — in short, our ways of life and how we conduct ourselves as nations — all have been largely shaped by events that happened 80 years ago.

That’s why World War II is important.



The War’s Beginnings

Officially, World War II began when Nazi Germany invaded Poland in September 1939 and the French and English declared war against Germany as a result of that invasion. But the war’s beginnings came long before this invasion. World War II was the product of a lot of things coming together in just the wrong way at just the wrong time.


The World War I peace agreement

When the Great War ended, the winners (Britain, France, the United States, and Italy) wanted the losers (Germany, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and the Ottoman Empire) to pay. Because the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires no longer existed, that left Germany to bear the brunt of the victors’ vindictive peace agreement. Humiliated and broke, Germany began nursing a big-time grudge. The victors themselves weren’t even happy with the outcome. Some (Italy) felt cheated; some (France) felt that Germany hadn’t been punished enough, and some (the U.S.) just wanted the heck out of Dodge.

In addition, the peace agreement created new nations (Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia) in Eastern Europe from the wrecked Austro-Hungarian Empire and other pieces of land from here (Germany) and there (the Soviet Union). Think that didn’t tick everybody off?



The global economy

All the nations experienced financial troubles following World War I. The European nations (especially Germany, with the war debt hanging over its head) were practically destitute. Slowly, each made an economic recovery — just in time for the world economy to spiral downward. The U.S. stock market crashed in 1929, and the economies in Europe tanked pretty soon after that. Weakened by the war, no European nation was able to stop the economic downturn. And many saw the ruined economy as an indication that capitalism and democracy had failed.



The rise of totalitarianism

With the world in such a mess, folks looked toward their governments to solve their problems, and those countries without a strong tradition of democratic rule were susceptible to promises made by future tyrants who claimed that by consolidating power in one party and one man, they could provide stability and order.

As a result, in Germany specifically (and in Italy earlier), the fledgling democracies gave way to dictatorships and eventual totalitarian rule (that is, all aspects of life are controlled by the dictator). In Italy, this dictator was Benito Mussolini; in Germany, it was Adolf Hitler.



The birth of Fascism and Nazism

Fascism is a political ideology in which the state is exalted above all else. All effort and resources are committed to glorifying the state. Individual freedom doesn’t exist; there is only the freedom to serve the state. Fascists believe that people reach their potential only through service to their nation. If the nation is great, the people are great. And the best representation of the nation’s greatness is through war. Italy was Fascist, as was Spain after the Spanish Civil War (see Chapter 3).

Nazism is Fascism with a significant difference: the race issue. The Nazis believed that race is the fundamental trait and therefore the defining characteristic of a people. Just as dogs are genetically predisposed to certain roles (some hunt and others herd, for example), each race is genetically predisposed to certain roles. Some are leaders; other races (the “inferior” ones) are meant to be mastered. The Aryan race is, according to Nazis, the Master Race. Then, in descending order are non-Aryan Caucasians, Asians, Africans, and finally Jews. The Jewish people occupied a special place at the bottom of the Nazi racial hierarchy for the following reasons: 


	They “corrupted” the other inferior races and the weak minded of the Master Race with what Hitler thought of as Jewish ideas: equality among people and individual freedom.
 
	They wanted to take over the world and thus posed a specific threat to the Master Race who, as the Master Race, deserved to rule the world.
 
	They were “parasites” who betrayed Germany during World War I.





The rise of Hitler

There have always been tyrants and people who abused power, and in many ways, Hitler was no different than any other dictator. He consolidated power by eliminating anyone who could oppose him. He targeted and abused groups he didn’t like. He used propaganda as a tool to lull the German people into believing that what he told them was true.

In other ways, Hitler was different. He had the power of an industrialized nation behind him. He had the capability to export his policies all over Europe through diplomatic trickery and lies and then through war. He had the certainty of his fanatical vision of a Jew-free Europe. And, maybe most frightening of all, he had the ability to make the German people as a whole believe that by following him down the path to hell, they were fulfilling their destiny for greatness.



The British and French fear of another war

The British and French, having just been through one horrific world war (although they didn’t call it that at the time) were willing to do just about anything to make sure that they didn’t find themselves in another horrific war. For both countries, this determination to avoid conflict resulted in their policy of appeasement. By giving in to the demands of aggressors, such as Hitler, they hoped to avert another crisis that would lead to war. Obviously, this strategy didn’t work.



The isolationism of the United States

The United States, separated from Europe by an ocean, wanted to remain separated from Europe. Like the French and British, the Americans had seen enough of war. They learned as much about European politics and intrigue and blood feuds as they wanted to during the Great War, and they had no intention now of allowing themselves to get mixed up in that mess again. So they developed an isolationist policy and naively insisted that what went on in Europe — or anywhere else in the world, for that matter — was not their concern.



The empire building of Japan

Japan, long a key player in Asia, wanted to consolidate its power there. Japan still held the German bases that it had occupied in China during World War I, and as one of the victors, Japan got to keep large sections of Chinese territory that had once been controlled by the Germans, in addition to being given control of islands that had belonged to Germany. Japan also sought to increase its holdings in China, which, in addition to being a problem for the Chinese, was also a problem for the United States, who had interests there, too.




Who’s Who of Combatants

Americans may find this hard to believe, but U.S. soldiers weren’t the only ones fighting the Nazis and the Japanese. (In fact, they weren’t even the first ones to fight the Nazis). A whole lot of other people from a whole lot of other places fought on one side or the other.


The Allies

On the Allied side (the side that fought against Germany and Japan) were the following nations: 


	Great Britain
 
	United States
 
	France — and after the fall of France to the Germans, Free French, led by Charles de Gaulle)
 
	Soviet Union
 
	Italy (after 1943)
 
	Canada
 
	Australia
 
	China
 
	New Zealand
 
	India
 
	South Africa
 
	Others, including resistance fighters from the German-occupied nations, such as Poland, France, Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands, and Czechoslovakia. Nations from South America also joined in the Allied cause





The Axis

On the Axis side (the side that fought to dominate Europe and Asia) were the following: 


	Germany
 
	Italy (before 1943)
 
	Japan
 
	Other nations sympathetic to or occupied by Germany or that felt particularly threatened by the Soviet Union, such as Bulgaria, Hungary, Finland, and Romania






The Course of the War

Here is a very brief rundown of the highlights of World War II. For more information about these events, head to the appropriate chapter: 


	On September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland. On September 3, Britain and France (and other nations) declared war on Germany.
 
	On September 17, 1939, the Soviet Union invaded Poland, having struck a secret deal with the Nazis regarding Poland’s fate.
 
	On March 18, 1940, Italy joined the war on Germany’s side.
 
	In May through June 1940, Denmark, Norway, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France fell to the Germans, and the Battle of Britain began.
 
	In March 1941, the U.S., still isolationist, implemented its lend-lease policy, which enabled America to lend supplies, including war supplies, to the Allies.
 
	In June 1941, Hitler turned on Stalin, and Germany invaded the Soviet Union, at which point Stalin saw the light and joined with the Allies to declare war on Germany.
 
	On December 7, 1941, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and the United States entered the war. Shortly after that, Germany and Italy declared war on the U.S.
 
	In 1942, Japanese troops captured numerous Pacific islands and places in Asia, including the Philippines, Singapore, Burma, and Malaya. America struck back with limited success but stemmed the Japanese advance permanently at Guadalcanal and New Guinea. The pivotal naval battle of Midway also took place that year.
 
	Also in 1942, the fighting in North Africa began in earnest. The Germans were defeated at Stalingrad — the decisive land battle of World War II. British forces defeated German and Italian forces at the decisive Battle of El Alamein. The Allies began their advance against Germany with an invasion of North Africa.
 
	In 1943, the tide of the war swung in the Allies’ favor. The Soviet troops began to drive Germany from the USSR, the German troops in North Africa surrendered, and the U.S. made progress against the Japanese in the Pacific, capturing key island strongholds and outflanking the Japanese defenses in New Guinea.
 
	The Allied invasion of Normandy (D-Day) on June 6, 1944, marked the beginning of the end for Nazi Germany. Germany’s last-ditch effort (the Battle of the Bulge in December of 1944) failed to stop the Allied advance into Germany.
 
	By early 1945, the U.S. made significant progress in the Pacific. Despite the difficulty of the task, U.S. forces managed to conquer the Philippines.
 
	In Europe, by April 1945, Germany had lost the war. Hitler committed suicide on April 30, and on May 7, Germany surrendered unconditionally.
 
	By mid-summer of 1945, U.S. soldiers had broken the Japanese Navy and captured Okinawa and Iwo Jima in the Pacific in preparation for an invasion of the Japanese Home Islands.
 
	On August 6, the U.S. dropped the first atomic bomb on Hiroshima; on August 8, it dropped the second atomic bomb on Nagasaki.
 
	On August 14, 1945, Japan surrendered.





Where in the World Was the World War Fought?

“World War” was not just a grandiose name for what happened between September 1939 and August 1945. It literally was a world war. In fact, if you were to stick a pin in a spinning globe, chances are you’d end up stuck in some place that was in some way connected to the war. Maybe it was a supply station or a battleground, or maybe it just had an airfield that pilots could land on en route to or from somewhere else.


The battles in Europe

World War II affected every country in Europe. Most of the nations were directly involved in the war (Germany, France, Italy, Poland, Luxembourg, Czechoslovakia, to name a few). Other places tried like heck to stay out of it — think Switzerland (which was successful in remaining neutral) or Belgium (which wasn’t).



The battles in the Soviet Union

Given the state of the Soviet military in 1940 and Hitler’s arrogance in thinking that the German army was unbeatable, it’s no wonder that he thought Germany could do what no army has yet been able to do: Beat the Russians in their own snowy, cold, forbidding back yard.

When Germany invaded the Soviet Union, Hitler figured five months was all it would take for the superior German army to bring the Soviet bear to its knees. He was wrong, and the Germans ended up in Russia through two Russian winters. It was a different war, one that meant the complete destruction of either Nazism or Communism.



The battles in North Africa

North Africa was another major battleground. It was important for a couple of reasons and saw two of the most respected generals in the war (Montgomery for the British and Rommel for the Germans) battle it out there: 


	The Allies needed to protect access to the Suez Canal, without which they would be unable to supply their troops.
 
	Capturing North Africa would enable the Allies to launch an attack across the Mediterranean into Italy.





The battles in the Pacific and in Southeast Asia

The battles in the Pacific and Southeast Asia were brutal. The terrain was a nightmare. Thick jungles, rocky cliffs, deep ravines, and networks of caves posed obvious disadvantages for those who had the unpleasant job of attacking a position. Not only was the terrain difficult to fight on, but the rains, when they came, were unrelenting. Add to this the presence of a determined foe who would rather die than surrender, and you have a miserable and deadly situation. Taking the Pacific islands often meant yard-by-yard advances in hand-to-hand combat. The battles in Southeast Asia were little better.



The battle in the Atlantic

The Battle of the Atlantic centered on protecting the essential movement of men and supplies to Britain and the Soviet Union from German U-boats (submarines). Initially, the terror of the seas, the U-boats used what was called the wolf-pack tactic: If a German submarine spotted a convoy, it radioed its location and tracked the ships while waiting for other U-boats to assemble. Usually under the cover of darkness, the U-boats attacked the most vulnerable ships — in the same way that a pack of wolves pursues its prey and kills the weakest.

It wasn’t until 1943, when the Allies were able to produce more ships than the U-boats could sink and sink more U-boats than the Germans could build, did the U-boats stop being a threat in the Atlantic.




The Effect of World War II

World War II changed the world. It created and destroyed nations, and it shifted the balance of world power and influence from Europe to the Soviet Union and the United States. It ushered in the atomic age and opened a new war — the Cold War — in which a former partner became a mortal enemy. Although World War II ended the global threat of Nazism, it didn’t end hatred or eliminate genocide as a tool for war (think “ethnic cleansing”). The Second World War also brought colonialism to an end, and it created new states with all kinds of problems that are prevalent every day in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia.

World War II was one of those rare instances in history where the threat was obvious. The enemy was well defined and allowed a clear distinction between good and evil. Nations bound together to face a common threat; these nations would not have found common cause otherwise. Think of the democracies joining with Josef Stalin, the Soviet dictator of the same ilk as Hitler. Many thought that in the end, there would be a new world, a more peaceful world, but the result is that we live every day with the aftershocks of World War II.
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Chapter 14

Germany a Three-Time Loser: In Russia, At Home, and in the Atlantic


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] The Soviet Union’s victories at Stalingrad and Kursk

[image: Bullet] The effect of Allied bombing raids in Germany

[image: Bullet] The battle for the Atlantic



You may be surprised to find out that Hitler had the chance to win the war against the Soviet Union in 1942 with a breathtakingly ambitious plan to destroy the Soviet Army and seize critical geographical objectives. Hitler’s plan raised two big questions: Could the German army accomplish all its objectives before the resources to sustain the offensives ran out? Would the events in North Africa and the Mediterranean prove to be fatal distractions? At the same time, Hitler was employing his submarines to destroy the seagoing flow of supplies headed from the United States to Great Britain and the Soviet Union to keep them in the war. This, too, was a matter of time and cruel logic. Could the U-boats sink supply ships faster than the Allies could produce new ships?

Faced with very few options to take the war directly to German territory, the Allies began day and nighttime air raids on German cities and industries. The Allies pinned many hopes on this campaign, and many strategists believed it would shorten the war by crippling critical defense industries and German civilian morale. In this chapter, you can evaluate Hitler’s chances for victory in 1942 for yourself and look into the origins of the concept of victory through air power.



Hitler’s 1942 Offensive in Russia

Hitler had targeted the Soviet Union from the beginning. Despite the pact that he and Stalin signed — The Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact (see Chapter 4) — he had always intended to invade the USSR. Eastern Europe and the USSR would provide the Lebensraum (see Chapter 3) that Hitler’s Master Race and great empire would need.

Hitler’s original plan had been to invade the Soviet Union and conquer it in five months (see Chapter 6 for more information about Germany’s invasion of Russia). This plan didn’t go as Hitler expected, however, and the German troops found themselves stuck in Russia for the winter. So they suffered through the harsh Russian winter and waited for summer, when the German offensive would begin again.


Hitler’s plan: Bold but flawed

Hitler viewed south and central Russia as the home of future generations of Germans. Hitler’s strategy for renewing the offensive against the Soviet Army was aimed at occupying the south-central part of the USSR — Ukraine and the Caucasus Mountains. Ukraine had rich, fertile soil that could feed the population, and the Caucasus had natural resources (primarily oil) that could fuel Hitler’s mechanized armies. The added immediate benefit for the Germans, of course, was that these valuable areas would be denied to the Soviets for their use in the war.

On paper, Hitler’s plan looked sound (see Figure 14-1), but it required that he stretch his front lines more than 600 miles farther south and put the bulk of his most capable forces there. This plan left the less capable units defending the northern half.

Hitler’s Generals advised that the main attack continue toward Moscow, according to the original plan. Moscow was the heart and brain of the Soviet resistance, they argued. To win, they said, Moscow must fall.

But Hitler was blinded by his own strange vision, and he no longer had faith in his generals. Thus, Germany’s best armies headed south, toward the industrial city of Stalingrad on the Volga River and the Caucasus oil fields. (Hitler believed that the capture of Stalingrad would cut off the flow of oil to the rest of the USSR.)

[image: Illustration of the Europe map depicting the German summer offensive, in 1942.]FIGURE 14-1: German summer offensive, 1942.


 

Soviet response

As good strategists, the Soviets knew that Moscow was the key to German victory. They placed the bulk of their forces in their capital, fully expecting the Germans to attack. But they were taken by surprise when the German panzers (tanks) headed south. The first few weeks seemed like a replay of the summer of 1941 — German tank divisions made huge gaps in the front lines, Soviet units were trapped and surrounded, and tens of thousands of Soviets became prisoners. (See Chapter 6 for more on Hitler’s invasion of Russia in 1941.)
 
Just as had happened since 1939, Hitler seemed to have been right and his Generals wrong. It appeared that the German armies really could advance at will against the Soviets and that the Soviet Army might actually be on its last leg.
 

[image: Historical trivia] “THERE IS NO LAND BEYOND THE VOLGA”
 
Stalingrad, which spread nearly 20 miles along the high cliffs of the Volga River, was a major railroad hub and key arms manufacturing center. It had tank, steel, and chemical factories. Originally called Tsaritsyn, it was renamed for Stalin in 1928. The city had become the model for the Soviet Union’s transformation into a modern industrial power; it was also the showplace for the Communist worker’s paradise. Because of its great symbolic significance, Stalin ordered that there would be no retreat from the city. The entire population of half a million people — men, women, and children — were pressed into service to defend the city. No one was exempt.

Stalin appointed General Zhukov, the savior of Moscow during the German invasion of 1941, as Deputy Supreme Commander and instructed him to oversee the defense of Stalingrad. General Vasily Ivanovich Chuikov commanded the Soviet 62nd Army and was responsible for defending the city. Although he had only 55,000 men and a few tanks, he had every intention of making the German invaders pay for every foot of ground. “We shall hold the city,” he told his superiors, “or we shall die there!”

The Soviet slogan was “There is no land beyond the Volga,” which meant that Stalingrad was the last line of defense; the Germans would advance no further.



The early battlefield successes gave the German High Command the wrong impression of their own capabilities while underestimating Soviet resilience: 


	The Germans fought with under-strength divisions and limited supplies — they hadn’t recovered from the terrible losses of the previous winter and didn’t have the capabilities they had only a year earlier.
 
	For the Soviets, the Lend-Lease Act (see Chapter 7) and the factories in the Ural Mountains had replaced most of their material losses. The USSR’s vast pool of manpower allowed it to replace combat losses quickly.
 
	As Germany advanced across the endless plains of southern Ukraine, their supply lines grew longer and more exposed to attack, especially from partisans, who preyed on road and rail systems.





Hitler dooms his troops

In such large-scale operations as the German offensive in the USSR, the supply experts play the most important role in achieving success. (Although this tends to insult the commander who is always focused on moving and shooting, nevertheless it’s still true.) With his armies advancing south 300 miles in the first month of the offensive, Hitler wouldn’t listen to recommendations from his generals to slow down. Then, when supplies ran low, Hitler couldn’t decide which army to give priority to for the fuel, food, and ammunition that kept the units in battle. So he pushed everybody ahead equally. That decision had two effects: 


	It sent an under-strength army half starved for supplies against the well-fortified city of Stalingrad.
 
	It sent a strong army crashing into the Caucasus Mountains looking for oil fields, which the Soviets had conveniently destroyed before the Germans arrived.



In short, Hitler gained empty real estate and lengthened his supply lines more than 600 miles. His great offensive resulted not in the final collapse of the Soviet Union, but in a stalemate in the Caucasus Mountains and an impending disaster for the Germans at Stalingrad.



The agony of Stalingrad

[image: Historical trivia] As the German 6th Army approached Stalingrad in September of 1942, the German Luftwaffe bombed and devastated the city in the hopes of crushing the defenders’ morale. Although the attack turned the city to rubble and killed 40,000 civilians, the destruction actually gave the defenders more places to hide, making the German ground attack harder to conduct.

The Germans attacked with infantry and tank forces totaling nearly 200,000 men. Their goal was to capture the city and seize the ferry crossings on the Volga. (The Soviets used these crossings to bring reinforcements and supplies to the city’s battered defenders.) Throughout September, the battle for the city raged. The Germans captured the main ferry crossings and had 90 percent of the city under their control. The Soviets suffered 80,000 casualties. Yet they fought on, reinforced and supplied by boats and rafts from the opposite bank of the river.
 

DID THEY GET TIME-AND-A-HALF FOR THIS?
 
The Stalingrad tractor factory, which had been converted to assembling tanks a year before, remained in operation even while the fighting went on outside and, in many cases, inside the factory. As soon as factory workers completed a tank, it literally drove out of the factory to fight down the street. The workers themselves, mostly women and teenagers, often stopped work on the tanks to join the infantry defending the plant. As a result of this heroic effort, the Germans couldn’t capture the Stalingrad tractor factory.



Constant air bombardment and artillery fire darkened the sky and created a sense of permanent night within the city. The battle deteriorated from army fighting army to wild, ruthless battles between groups of 15 to 25 men. They fought with grenades, flamethrowers, machine guns, and shovels over rooms in ruined houses or piles of rubble on street corners. For 80 days and nights without rest, these small but terrifying battles continued. The Germans fought all day to clear a street of the enemy, only to find Russian soldiers back in the same places the next day.
 


Setting the trap for the Germans

By late October, the Germans controlled all but a nine-mile strip of terrain along the Volga riverbank. Victory seemed to be in their grasp. However, the German troops were exhausted and badly battered. They had concentrated all their power into a narrow, knife-like thrust into Stalingrad. To the north and south of the city, Romanian and Italian divisions (fighting with the Nazis) spread themselves thin to defend against any Soviet counterattack. The Germans were so focused on the Battle of Stalingrad that they failed to notice other activity along the front.

General Zhukov was gathering Soviet reinforcements, most of them transferred from Moscow (where little activity was going on). He soon had more than 1 million troops in 9 armies, 13,000 pieces of artillery, 1,000 aircraft, and 900 tanks poised on each flank north and south of Stalingrad. Zhukov intended to change the course of the war in one massive attack by sending his forces around and behind Stalingrad, trapping an entire German army and opening a giant gap in the German front line.

[image: Remember] By the time Hitler made his second push in the Soviet Union, the German armies were not all German. Heavy casualties made replacements sometimes difficult to find. To cover the massive front line, essentially stretching across the continent of Europe, Hitler needed troops. He got them from Italian and Romanian units. Italy, of course, had been a long-time ally, and Mussolini provided Italian troops to support the war against Stalin. Romania, occupied by German forces since early 1941, provided troops in Russia as well. These units were far less combat-ready than German units, but they enabled the German units to go where the fighting was heaviest. During the Stalingrad offensive, more and more German troops had been pulled into the battle in the city, leaving the front lines above and below the city occupied by less capable Italian and Romanian units. This was where the Soviets aimed their attack.



The bear trap snaps shut: The Soviets attack

By mid-November, the weather turned cold and snowy. In the early morning hours of November 19, Romanian troops were shattered by heavy artillery attacks followed by masses of Soviet infantrymen clad in white winter camouflage and supported by T-34 tanks. The Romanians, with only obsolete equipment, were no match for the Soviets. The Romanians who weren’t killed or captured ran away. The Italians weren’t much better off. In less than a day, the Soviet armies had closed in 40 miles behind the Nazi army.

When Paulus, the General in charge of the troops battling for Stalingrad, requested that Hitler order a retreat, Hitler refused. He and Hermann Goering, the Nazi Luftwaffe Chief, fooled themselves into believing that Paulus’s army didn’t need to retreat. They ordered that the army keep fighting in Stalingrad and be resupplied entirely by air. This was a bad decision for a couple of reasons: 


	
[image: Remember] The Nazis weren’t able to provide the needed supplies. Hitler had been an infantry corporal in World War I, and Goering had been a fighter pilot. Neither of them had the slightest appreciation for planning sorties (quick raids on the invaders by the people being invaded), including how many planes or how many airfields were needed every day to supply several hundred thousand men with sufficient food, fuel, and ammunition to conduct offensive operations. As a result, Hitler and Goering grossly underestimated the needs of the units fighting in Stalingrad, failed to provide the promised supplies, and doomed their men.

 
	Resupplying the troops in Stalingrad was a waste of effort and resources. Stalingrad no longer had any military significance to the Germans. A 1 million-man Soviet army was 40 miles behind the German lines, and the Romanians and Italians were gone, leaving a huge hole in the German lines.



More prudent strategists would have cut their losses and regrouped in order to pursue other priorities. But Hitler had been lured into expecting spectacular success from his armies. Not accustomed to defeat, he failed to appreciate the magnitude of the disaster that had just happened on the Volga.
 


Stalingrad: A decisive Soviet victory

In December 1942, German panzers attempted to break through the Soviet lines to relieve the troops from Stalingrad. They actually came within 30 miles of Paulus’s troops. Paulus, however, refused to leave the city and link up with the relief column without an order from Hitler. The Führer had no intention of giving such an order. As the tanks retreated under a Soviet counterattack, the men of the German 6th Army were left to their fate. Starved, frozen, and blasted, 108,000 Germans surrendered on February 2, 1943. Of this number, no more than 5,000 ever returned to Germany.
 

[image: Military strategy] NAZI MATH
 
In case you’re wondering, here are the facts: Every day, the German 6th Army needed 120 tons of fuel and 250 tons of ammunition, plus at least 150 tons of food. Delivering that much required 235 planeloads daily.

Before telling General Paulus that the German army couldn’t retreat from Stalingrad, Hitler and Goering should have asked themselves the following questions: How many planes could Stalingrad’s existing airfields accommodate? Where could the Luftwaffe put 520 tons of supplies every day? Who was going to move the stuff to the front-line troops? How long could the Luftwaffe sustain such an effort? What happened if the weather turned bad or they lost planes?

Well, no one asked these questions, and the results were tragic. The Germans could send only 30 to 40 aircraft to support the troops in Stalingrad (which had only two airfields). Many planes were shot down by Soviet fighters, or they got lost in bad weather and never delivered the supplies. From November to January, the Luftwaffe lost 500 transport aircraft and 300 fighters and bombers in its attempt to resupply the city. At best, the 6th Army received 140 tons of supplies in any given day. This short lesson in logistics is one that Hitler never learned.



By March 1943, the Germans in the south had been pushed back more than 200 miles, driven out of the Caucasus Mountains, and were battling for the city of Kharkov. In the north, the Soviets pushed back German forces occupying advanced positions near Moscow and opened a narrow corridor to Leningrad, which had been under siege by German and Finnish forces since 1941. Without a strategic reserve to counter these attacks and faced with another harsh winter, the German armies were forced to give ground to slow the Soviet attacks.

[image: Army allied] All in all, the Battle of Stalingrad cost each side 750,000 casualties. But this battle was the turning point in the war in Europe. Hitler would never be able to overcome Soviet land power again. He had wasted much of his irreplaceable air and ground forces, and six-month’s worth of the total war production of Germany had been funneled into the futile struggle.

Stalingrad became the epic defense of the Soviet people against the Fascist invaders. The victory showed that Germany could be defeated. Bolstered by mountains of weapons, ammunition, and equipment provided by sea from the United States and Great Britain, the Soviet armies were growing stronger.




Amassing Ammo and Men at Kursk

By the spring of 1943, the Germans were standing roughly in the same place they had been in the spring of 1942. Now Hitler was faced with another strategic dilemma: Because the great southern offensive in Russia had been a disaster, could anything be done to win the war? Or more importantly, what could he do to avoid losing the war? The Allies were heading for Italy, the Allied strategic bomber offensive was crippling German war industries, and the possibility of an attack from across the English Channel was always a possibility.

Once again, Hitler ignored the advice of his generals, who wanted to go on the defensive. Instead, he decided to attack in the center in an attempt to break the Soviet lines and drive deep into Russia. (Ironically, this is what his generals had advised him to do the year before.)

Hitler focused on the Soviet 360-mile bulge in their defensive line at Kursk. (In military terms, this bulge is called a salient.) Here, the Soviets were vulnerable to a pincers movement, in which flanks move simultaneously to close in on an enemy. The Soviet troops defending the area would be cut off from supplies and destroyed (in the same way the German 6th Army had been at Stalingrad), leaving a 50-mile-wide gap in the Soviet lines for German armies to move through.

[image: Military strategy] Hitler sought a decisive victory. But Germany could no longer conduct such an operation without carefully marshaling forces and resources. To do so took time, enough time for the Soviets to figure out Hitler’s plan and make their own preparations to defend Kursk. By July, the Germans had massed nearly 1.5 million men and 3,000 tanks (most of them the newest models). These were backed by nearly 10,000 artillery pieces and 1,800 aircraft. The Soviets, however, were waiting with 1 million men, 3,000 tanks, and 13,000 artillery pieces that were arrayed for 18 miles and protected by a series of trenches, obstacles, and mines. More importantly, the Soviets had 400,000 reserve troops. The Germans had no reserves to speak of.
 

THE SOVIET TANK: T-34
 
The T-34 tank proved its capability as the best all-purpose fighting vehicle of the war. With its 76-millimeter main gun and two machine guns, the tank was low and wide, designed for the mud and snow of the Russian plains. Mechanically reliable and well armored, the tank had a top speed of 30 miles per hour and could travel 180 miles before refueling. This tank, along with the well-trained crew, won the Battle of Kursk and changed the entire balance of the war. From then on, the Germans were on the run.




The plum of Stalin’s eye: Operation Zitadelle

The plan for the attack on Kursk was called Zitadelle (Citadel). The Germans began their attack on July 5, 1943. But the Soviets weren’t surprised. For years, Soviet intelligence agents in Switzerland had recruited spies with access to German army military plans. Zitadelle was one of the plums that fell into Stalin’s hands. Thus, 30 minutes before the German attack began, the Soviets opened the battle with a monstrous barrage of artillery fire, catching German troops in the open as they moved to their attack positions. The battle only got worse.

As German and Soviet airmen fought for control of the skies, German and Soviet tanks fought at close range back and forth across the rolling hills. Although the Germans managed to slug their way into open terrain, the Soviets launched effective counterattacks. The 4th Panzer Army lost 350 tanks and 10,000 men in one of these counterattacks.



Kursk: Another big win for the Soviets

By July 12, it became obvious that the Soviets were too strong, too well prepared, and too skilled for the Germans. The last blitzkrieg in the East had failed. (For information about the battle strategy of the blitzkrieg, see Chapter 5.) For the first time, the Soviet air force held its own against the Luftwaffe, and the Soviet tank proved its worth. The Battle of Kursk was a decisive Soviet victory, and from that point on Germans were on the defensive in the East.

[image: Military strategy] The Battle of Kursk was the largest tank battle in history and one of the largest battles ever fought in world history. In addition, the Germans fired more artillery shells during the Battle of Kursk than they did in their attacks against Poland (1939) and France (1940) combined.




Taking It to the Streets: Bombing Germany

The Allies’ bombing campaign was the second strike for Germany, already reeling from two major defeats in the war against Russia (see the preceding sections “Hitler’s 1942 Offensive in Russia” and “Amassing Ammo and Men at Kursk”). As German combat forces were hammered by the Soviet war machine, Hitler had another distraction, this time from the air.

When the Germans unleashed the blitzkrieg on Holland, Belgium, and France in May 1940, Winston Churchill ordered British bombers to attack industrial targets in Germany. During the Battle of Britain (explained in Chapter 5), Churchill ordered retaliatory air raids on Berlin after German bombers attacked London in August 1940. Mostly to sustain British morale and as a way to strike back at Germany directly, the raids continued against German industrial targets. German defenses were sophisticated and tough, equipped with radar, searchlights, night fighters, and antiaircraft guns.

In 1942, the Royal Air Force (RAF) was given instructions to begin regular strikes against German transportation networks and other targets that would weaken civilian morale, especially industrial workers. The strikes began in February. The British organized mass nighttime bombing raids against German cities in the industrial Ruhr Basin. Soon, the RAF was sending over 1,000 planes at a time to drop incendiary and highly explosive bombs on major German cities such as Cologne, Essen, and Bremen.


Striking in daylight: The Americans join in

After the declaration of war on Germany in December 1941, the Americans wanted to strike a direct and quick blow against Germany. Bomber planes were the quickest means to do so. General Henry Arnold (nicknamed “Hap”) believed, as did the British, that the heavy bombing raids would help end the war more quickly by destroying Germany’s war industries and attacking civilian morale. Arnold believed that daylight raids were preferable to the British nighttime raids because they were more accurate. The Americans also brought with them two aircraft that, equipped with the most accurate bombsight in the world, could bomb targets during the day: 


	The B-17: Called the Flying Fortress because of its armament to protect itself against German fighters (see Figure 14-2).
 
	The B-24 Liberator: A smaller, fast and heavily armed bomber.



American B-17s and B-24s began arriving in Britain in July 1942. Organized as the U.S. 8th Air Force and commanded by Lieutenant General Carl Spaatz, these bombers began daylight raids while the British continued to attack at night. Because most of the planes being produced were sent to support Operation Torch (see Chapter 13) in North Africa, the 8th Air Force had few aircraft at first and made only limited attacks against targets in France. The first major attack was against German U-boat docks in June 1943.
 
[image: Photograph of the B-17 Flying Fortress aircraft, called so  because of its armament to protect itself against German fighters.]Universal History Archive/Universal Images Group/Getty Images
FIGURE 14-2: The B-17 Flying Fortress. 


By late 1943, Americans were building enough planes to supply the 8th Air Force with enough bombers to join Britain in a concentrated attack on Germany. The British had conducted heavy raids on Hamburg; now American bombers pounded the city by day after the British attacked at night. Over 44,000 German civilians died in the firestorm that engulfed the city. The Germans called it “terror bombing.” Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels for once was not lying when he called the attacks “a catastrophe.”
 

“BOMBER” HARRIS
 
The Germans had opened the genie in the bottle when they bombed London, making civilians a target of war. Until that time, air attacks had never been directed against civilians before (another one of the unfortunate firsts of World War II). In their air strikes on German cities, the British returned the favor.

Blunt and single-minded British General Arthur “Bomber” Harris took charge of Bomber Command (the British strategic bomber force) in February of 1942. Although the British apparently accepted the uncomfortable fact that civilians were legitimate targets during war, Harris remained a controversial figure during and after the war, and after 1945, was passed up for honors by successive British governments.





Changing Allied strategy

Although British and American bombers caused damage, they took heavy losses in the process. These losses only increased as the Germans adapted to the Allied tactics. For nearly every raid conducted, almost half of the bombers were lost or badly damaged. The attack on Hamburg alone cost the 8th Air Force 100 aircraft. Initially the Americans believed that heavily armed bombers flying in close formations would be able to defend themselves from enemy fighter attacks, but they were wrong. Enemy fighters found a number of ways to shoot down bombers with little threat to themselves. The results were very costly in crews and aircraft.

The problem was that the Allies didn’t have fighter aircraft capable of escorting the bombers after they crossed over the English Channel into Germany. Although the U.S. had fighters that were able to serve as watch dogs for the U.S. bombers — their maneuverability and firepower were equal to the German fighters — they didn’t have enough fuel to fly into Germany with the bombers they were escorting. As a result, the bombers were left to across into Germany alone. The German fighters, unchallenged by Allied fighters, attacked the formations and kept after them all the way to the target and then all the way back until Allied fighters picked up the formation again.

By June, the Allies shifted the focus of their air attacks from bombing German cities to attacking and destroying German air power. Here’s why: 


	As long as German fighters were in the air, the bombers would continue to suffer enormous casualties (the most obvious reason).
 
	The Allies had to achieve air superiority before they could invade Germany from across the English Channel.



In short, the Allies had to put German fighters out of action. Thus, American bombers concentrated on aircraft production facilities, while the RAF continued bombing attacks on other German industries.



Raiding Ploesti and Schweinfurt

As part of the campaign to cripple German aircraft production, the Americans launched two spectacular raids: 


	One was against the oil refineries at Ploesti, Romania, where much of the German fuel supplies were produced.
 
	The other was against a ball-bearing factory at Schweinfurt, Germany.




Ploesti

On August 1, 1943, 178 B-24 Liberators flew from North Africa heading for Romania, nearly 1,000 miles flying distance. Never before had an air attack been launched at such a distance. The planes came in low at treetop level, hoping to avoid radar and antiaircraft fire. The Germans were ready, however, and the Americans took a terrible beating. Forty-six of the 178 planes were shot down, and 58 were badly damaged; 310 Americans were killed, and 110 were captured. Worst of all, the damage to the refinery was minor.



Schweinfurt

In October 1943, hundreds of American B-17s attacked Schweinfurt in hopes of destroying a key war production facility. The results were depressingly similar to the August attack on Ploesti: The Germans shot down or heavily damaged nearly half the Allied bombers. The Germans lost only a few fighters, and production was not seriously interrupted.
 
[image: Remember] The Allied bomber crews suffered higher casualty rates than any other combat force and had little to show for all their courage and sacrifice. During the winter of 1943–1944, the Americans slowed the bombing campaign until they could find a long-range escort fighter to protect the bombers from enemy fighter attacks.




Rating the raids: Were they worth it?

In the bombing campaign of 1941 through 1943, the RAF dropped about 21,000 tons of bombs. The Americans, starting in 1943, dropped closer to 38,000 tons of bombs. That’s a lot of bombs. Was it worth it? The answer is not really. 


[image: remember] THE IMPORTANCE OF THE BATTLE OF THE ATLANTIC
 
All too often, narrators of World War II get fixated on the land battles to the extent that they forget that for all the battles fought between 1942 and 1943, none was perhaps more important to Allied victory than the Battle of the Atlantic. This struggle was fought above, below, and on the sea. The economic survival of Britain and the ability of the Soviet Union to stay in the war were at stake. The Germans may not have been able to defeat the British directly in combat, but they could eliminate it as an effective enemy by cutting off Great Britain’s economic lifeline: the merchant fleet that brought food, raw materials, and other essentials to keep the island nation functioning. Cutting the Soviet supply line would limit the Soviet Union’s ability to sustain armies currently fighting against German troops. Whoever won this battle in the Atlantic would eventually win the war.




	Although tens of thousands of Germans were likely killed and injured, the raids had little overall effect on German industry or morale.
 
	Losses among Allied crews and planes were extremely heavy. Only 30 percent of bomber crews survived a full tour of 25 (later 30) missions.






High Tide of the U-Boat: The Battle of the Atlantic

The third strike against the German war effort was the success of the Allied naval and air forces against Germany’s U-boats (see Figure 14-3). Germany relied on the U-boats to cripple the British war effort by sinking merchant ships headed to Britain with much-needed supplies. While the U-boats’ success rate remained high, sinking lots of merchant ships, the Allies couldn’t build up forces for a cross-channel invasion. But the Allied effort in the Atlantic began to pay off, and the U-boats’ power began to wane.


The fearsome U-boats

The German U-boats were a fearsome adversary of the Allies. Hunting in wolf packs, these subs stalked Allied convoys, picking off the most vulnerable targets and pursing the ships until they made port. This tactic was very successful, and although U-boat losses averaged fewer than 20 a year, new subs being produced quickly replaced the lost subs. (See Chapter 7 for more info on the wolf-pack technique, developed by German Admiral Karl Doenitz.)


Making Britain make do with less

With the entry of America officially into the war, the unrecognized shooting war with Germany in the Atlantic became official. To get convoys of supplies to Britain and the Soviet Union safely and in sufficient numbers so both nations could continue fighting, the Americans had to cooperate with Britain and Canada. Although a large part of the U-boat fleet was diverted to the Mediterranean and Norway for other combat operations and even though the British and Americans knew the whereabouts of most German subs in the Atlantic from decoded radio transmissions, the Germans scored many kills. One reason was that the German U-boats parked off the eastern coast of the United States had torpedoed the ships when they left ports to assemble convoys.
 
[image: Illustration of the Europe map depicting the Battle of the Atlantic, the success of the Allied naval and air forces against Germany’s U-boats.]FIGURE 14-3: The Battle of the Atlantic.


Because of the U-boats, British merchant ships could provide only 23 million tons of supplies in 1942. The problem was that they were losing more merchant ships than they could build.



Sitting ducks on the East Coast: The Americans

For most of 1942, the Germans had a field day — they sank hundreds of American ships until the British and Americans could build and assemble enough ships and aircraft to patrol the U.S. East Coast and drive the subs off.



Into the Atlantic

As the U-boats moved away from the coast in September 1942, they concentrated in the mid-Atlantic. This area was the best place for the subs to attack because air cover was almost nonexistent, and nearly all the convoys to Britain had to cross over an area that the U-boats could patrol easily day and night. The Germans also began to concentrate their subs into packs again.

The result was terrible for the Allies, who lost 1,700 merchant ships, equivalent to about 8 million tons of supplies. The losses were compounded because the Allies couldn’t replace all that they lost.




Keeping the USSR strong: The Murmansk run

In 1941, it quickly became clear that without help from the British and Americans, the Soviet Union would be defeated. Without the supplies they needed (the Soviets had dismantled and moved most of their industrial base hundreds of miles to the Ural Mountains to avoid German capture; see Chapter 6), Allied aid was critical. The Soviets needed everything from boots to tanks, and getting the supplies to them was a difficult and dangerous undertaking: 


	In the Arctic Ocean, the USSR had only one port that remained ice-free and open all year long: Murmansk, located on the northern coast of the USSR. This port became the USSR’s lifeline.
 
	Convoys to the USSR had to travel past German-occupied Norway, a major surface and submarine base.



The wolf packs took a terrible toll on Allied (especially British) shipping between 1941 and 1942. But when the devastated convoys arrived in Murmansk, the Soviets refused to believe that the Germans destroyed so many merchant ships. The Soviets accused the Allies of purposely withholding supplies and making up stories of losses so the USSR would lose the war. Nevertheless, what the Allies were able to provide kept the Soviet Army in the field and bought some time until the Soviets could get their own war production back on line.



Sinking the U-boats: The turning point, 1943

[image: Army allied] The elimination of the U-boat threat to Allied convoys is equal to the land battle victory at Stalingrad in terms of having a decisive effect on the course of the war. Several factors combined to turn the tide decisively in favor of the Allies: 


	Ship construction outpaced German sinkings nearly five to one: American shipyards produced one ship per week.
 
	Technological advances in radar, sonar, and weapons — such as depth charges and the long-range bomber (especially the B-24 Liberator) — led to sinking U-boats at a rate faster than German naval yards could replace. That meant the loss of skilled and nearly irreplaceable crews as well.
 
	Intercepts of German U-boat instructions came regularly to the Allied ships, allowing convoys to be rerouted away from subs.
 
	Convoy techniques of the ships became better coordinated and more efficient.
 
	Escort aircraft carriers accompanied ship convoys to provide air cover.



[image: Military strategy] The airplane became the U-boat’s greatest enemy. The Allies built aircraft capable of flying longer distances and with better technology, such as radar, to help them protect the ships. As soon as a sub raised its periscope or fired a torpedo, it could almost always expect an air attack. By May 1943, German Admiral Doenitz had to admit defeat and leave the Atlantic to the Allies.

By 1944, despite some dramatic improvements in U-boat design and capabilities, the loss of France and the Mediterranean for secure harbors doomed the U-boats to dangerous but limited operations. After 1943, the U-boats ceased to be a great threat to the war effort. (Consider that although U-boats sank 2 million tons of shipping in 1944, Allied ship production that year equaled 14 million tons.) The defeat of Doenitz’s U-boats opened the way for the liberation of Europe.

The Germans lost nearly 700 U-boats — just over 80 percent of their fleet. That translates to a three-quarter chance of being killed or captured by the Allies. No other force in the war had such a high casualty rate. Yet, the small but determined band of 41,000 men nearly came close to ending the war between 1941 and 1942. There could be no cross-channel invasion and no victory in Europe without a victory first in the Atlantic.


WHAT THE SOVIETS GOT
 
Between 1941 and 1945, the USSR received the following supplies from the United States and Great Britain: 


	25,000 aircraft
 
	12,000 tanks
 
	3 million tons of fuel
 
	375,000 trucks
 
	114,000 tons of rubber
 
	15,000,000 pairs of boots



After the war, the Soviet government refused to recognize the support given to them.





    


Chapter 4

Invading Eastern Europe: Hitler’s Power Grows, 1939


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Hitler’s true intentions

[image: Bullet] Achieving a diplomatic coup

[image: Bullet] Creating a pretense for war

[image: Bullet] Crushing Poland in a double attack



At the close of the Munich meeting in 1938, in which Hitler, Neville Chamberlain, Benito Mussolini, and Edouard Daladier met to decide the fate of the Sudetenland (the part of Czechoslovakia that had a large German-speaking population), the French and British participants believed that they had averted war. Many in their countries thought so, too, and welcomed them home as heroes. But the goodwill that had been created during the Munich talks was shattered when Germany overran what remained of Czechoslovakia and then set its sights on Poland.

In the months between March and September 1939, Hitler made no secret of the fact that he wanted to bring war to Europe. So despite their attempts to avoid war, Britain and France were forced to accept the truth: In the face of Germany’s aggression, they had to take action, even if it meant war. But unlike Germany — whose industry was geared up for war, whose population was mobilized, and whose forces were already well trained, combat-ready, and deployed — Britain and France weren’t prepared in any way for war. So, although the cause of the Allies was undoubtedly right, the timing was undoubtedly bad.



Czechoslovakia Disappears: Divvying Land and German Occupation

In March 1939, despite his earlier claim that he only wanted the Sudetenland, Hitler gave the Czechs an ultimatum and then sent troops to occupy Prague. Having been betrayed by Britain and France with the Munich agreement, the Czechs’ will to resist was crushed. They gave in, and Czechoslovakia was incorporated into Greater Germany. With Germany’s approval, Hungarian troops, backed by the Poles, seized other portions of Czech territory (see Figure 4-1), and Czechoslovakia disappeared as a nation. The people of Czechoslovakia fell under the shadow of Nazi tyranny: Nazi secret police (see Chapter 3) rounded up thousands of suspects who could oppose Hitler, and Jews were subjected to hateful abuse.

[image: Illustration of the Europe map in which Czechoslovakia was incorporated into Greater Germany.]FIGURE 4-1: German aggression in Europe.



Chamberlain and Daladier wise up

Hitler’s plans were clear, and Neville Chamberlain and Eduoard Daladier, despite their hopes that he could be reasoned with and appeased, were forced to confront the truth: War was the only way to stop Hitler. They believed — and rightly — that if they didn’t stop Hitler now, he would go on making demands, devouring nations, and growing stronger until, finally, France and Britain would be threatened into submission or a war they couldn’t win. So, less than two weeks after the fall of Czechoslovakia, Chamberlain and Daladier issued a guarantee for Poland, promising to come to its aid if Germany invaded.



Why wasn’t I informed?! — Mussolini in the dark

The elimination of Czechoslovakia took Mussolini by surprise. Hitler apparently didn’t think consulting with his junior partner — the man who ostensibly had brokered the Munich agreement that had allowed Germany to obtain the Sudetenland — was important. Humiliated and angry, Mussolini decided to flex his muscle by making his own territorial demands.


I’ll take Albania for a thousand, Alex

Mussolini had been looking for opportunities to raise Italian morale, and his attention turned to Albania, a tiny nation that was virtually an Italian colony. At the end of March, Mussolini ordered a combined ground, naval, and air force attack to invade and occupy Albania.

The operation was a fiasco, marked by incomplete planning, incoordination, and massive confusion. “If only the Albanians had possessed a well-armed fire brigade, they could have driven us back into the Adriatic,” observed the assistant to the Italian Foreign Minister. Mussolini covered up his military’s ineptitude with propaganda that praised his bold action and declared the invasion to be a masterpiece of planning. Britain responded to the invasion with declarations of security guarantees to Greece and Turkey.



One bad idea follows another

Mussolini completely ignored the dangers to Italy posed by the security guarantees from Britain and France. Instead, buoyed by the good press (which he had orchestrated) and the rise in Italian national pride, he followed up the Albanian invasion with a formal alliance with Germany, called the Pact of Steel, in May, 1939. In this pact, Italy agreed to go to war in support of Germany, regardless of whether Germany started the war or not. Even though Italy had stressed to Germany that it would not be ready for war for three more years, the treaty held no mention of this fact.

The Pact of Steel existed mostly for propaganda purposes and was meant to intimidate potential enemies. But the rest of the world saw the joining of Europe’s two fascist states as a clear signal that a war of aggression was looming.





Playing Both Sides of the Fence: Negotiations with the Soviets

After the collapse of the Munich agreement, France and Britain realized that spurning the Soviet Union’s offer of assistance to defend Czechoslovakia had been a mistake. Consequently, the French and British opened negotiations to make an alliance with the Soviets. At the same time, the Soviets initiated talks with Germany for a possible broad political agreement aimed against France and Britain. In a display of sincerity to the Nazis, Maxim Litvinov, the Soviet Commissar of Foreign Affairs and a Jew, was replaced with Vyacheslav Molotov.


Talks with Britain and France

In their talks with Britain and France, the Soviets insisted on a two things: 


	That the Baltic states (Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia) be protected from German attack. The only way to guarantee that the Germans would not attack the Baltic States, however, was for the Soviet Union to occupy these states with military forces.
 
	That the Soviet forces be allowed to travel through Poland and Romania in case of war. (Poland and Romania wouldn’t allow the Soviet Army — also called the Red Army — to cross through their borders because they feared that once there, the Soviet Army wouldn’t leave.)



The talks continued through August, but France and Britain, who didn’t much cotton to the idea of the Soviet military moving westward into Europe, wouldn’t agree to the Soviet terms and didn’t think it possible to find common ground on which to build an alliance. In fact, Josef Stalin, the dictator of the Soviet Union (see Figure 4-2), had already made his decision to sign a pact with Germany while he was still holding meetings with French and British representatives.

[image: Photograph of Josef Stalin, the dictator of the Soviet Union.]Bettmann/Getty Images
FIGURE 4-2: Josef Stalin, Soviet Union. 




Talks with Germany: The Nazi-Soviet pact

While the Soviet Union was holding talks with Britain and France, Soviet ground troops were fighting the Japanese along the Chinese-Soviet border, increasing fears that the Soviet Union could soon find itself involved in a two front-war — fighting Germany in the west and Japan in the east. This fear drove the Soviets to reach some agreement with Hitler. For his part, Hitler didn’t like the idea of a two front war, either. He didn’t want to have to fight the Soviets in the east while he fought France and Britain in the west. So Nazi Germany and Communist Russia, two countries who had spent years spewing venomous ideological propaganda at each other, now decided that such ideological differences weren’t important.

On August 23, the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression pact was signed in Moscow. Following are the main points of the pact: 


	The Soviets would get to occupy and control Finland and the Baltic States (except Lithuania); the Germans would get a larger share of Poland. (A secret agreement specified how Germany and the Soviet Union would divvy Poland up after Germany invaded it.)
 
	Germany would ship finished machinery to the Soviet Union, and the Soviet Union would ship food and raw materials to Germany.




STALIN: THE MAN OF STEEL AND THE SOVIET UNION
 
Iosif (Josef) Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili (1879–1953) was born in Gori, Georgia. He later changed his last name to Stalin, meaning “man of steel.” Although he initially intended to study for the priesthood, he joined the revolutionary Bolshevik party instead. As a Bolshevik, he was arrested and exiled several times for revolutionary activity. When the Bolsheviks, led by Lenin, seized power in 1917, Stalin became the General Secretary of the party. After Lenin’s death in 1924, Stalin outmaneuvered other Bolshevik leaders to assume full control of the party in 1929.

Fearful that the West would overwhelm the weak Soviet Union, Stalin decided to replace the Soviet Union’s peasant-based agricultural economy with a fully industrialized modern economy. To do this, he launched the first of three Five Year Plans (lasting from 1928 to 1941). In essence, the state took over and directed all economic activity. The peasants lost their land and were forced to join state-run collective farms. Those who resisted were killed or left to starve. About 5 million peasants died in the collectivization, including several million Ukrainian peasants who were purposely starved to death when the government seized their grain for export to pay for foreign machinery needed for industrialization.

The other part of the Five Year Plans involved forcing increases in production in heavy industry. To accomplish this, the state established production goals for every factory. Workers and managers became slaves to the plan, and failure to meet production goals led to severe reprisals. Those who resisted or were believed to be enemies of the state were sent to slave labor camps, called GULAGs (a Russian acronym that has become the English term for these camps), located in Siberia and northern Russia, near the Arctic Circle. Millions died from starvation or overwork. Despite the untold suffering of the people and the massive inefficiencies created by this method, Stalin had achieved his goal of building an industrialized economy.

To ensure his hold on power and eliminate any possible internal threats to the Soviet Union, Stalin initiated the Great Terror. Between 1934 and 1938, millions of people were arrested and killed, sent to GULAGs, or deported to the far reaches of eastern Russia. Anyone and everyone were subject to sudden and arbitrary arrest. Many people simply disappeared overnight, their fate unknown to this day. The majority of the Soviet military’s senior leadership was arrested and executed.

Stalin became the ultimate totalitarian dictator, using terror and a vast state apparatus to control every aspect of life in the Soviet Union. He became the colossus who strode across the vast nation. Propaganda campaigns portrayed him as the infallible leader, whose vision transformed a backward state into a modern power. Paintings and statues of a smiling, beneficent Stalin dominated every public place in the Soviet Union, and his words were constantly repeated and publicized. Stalin’s true personality has never been sufficiently revealed, because he always kept his true self hidden behind the mask of a manipulative politician. But his actions speak of an immense drive for power, motivated by an ideology that viewed human beings as raw material for the survival of the socialist state. At the beginning of World War II, Stalin stood unchallenged and the Soviet Union emerged as a powerful force in European affairs — but only after destroying the lives of tens of millions of Soviet citizens.



The pact was valid for ten years, but neither Hitler nor Stalin expected it to last very long. Hitler’s goal for Lebensraum (see Chapter 2) in the east could only come at the Soviet Union’s expense. After all, part of the plan was for Germany to invade the Soviet Union. Stalin, on the other hand, was the leader of a nation whose very existence was devoted to bringing all of Europe — including Germany — under communism through revolution and subversion.

In making the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression pact with Hitler, Stalin committed several serious and nearly fatal errors: 


	Traditionally, Poland had served as a buffer between the two traditional enemies. The secret agreement that partitioned Poland, however, gave Germany a 180-mile common border with the Soviet Union — an inviting invasion route for Hitler into the Soviet homeland.
 
	Before the agreement with the Nazis, Stalin had destroyed his military command structure in the Great Terror (Stalin’s massive program in which millions of Soviet citizens were arrested and executed). During the Great Terror, Stalin ordered thousands of senior and mid-level officers to be killed or sent off to labor camps. Although the remaining officers were thoroughly cowed and compliant to Stalin’s will, the Soviet Army had very little combat capability.
 
	Despite needing time to refit his units and train a new, politically reliable cadre of leaders, Stalin wrongly assumed that he would not have to prepare for war until 1942 and so failed to take full advantage of this opportunity to advance industrial production for war and improve the combat readiness of the Soviet armed forces.






Talking Peace and Planning War: Hitler Finds an Excuse

For Hitler, the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression pact was a sweet deal: Poland would be isolated and unable to get help from Britain or France, and the threat of war with the Soviet Union was neutralized, at least for the time being. Hitler’s plan was to first eliminate Poland, then fight Britain and France in the west, and then, after Britain and France were defeated, turn again to the east to deal with the Soviet Union. The first step was the attack on Poland.


Hitler’s plans for Poland

Poland had once been a recognized nation before the Germans, Austrians, and Russians divided it amongst themselves in the early 1800s. In 1919, following the end of WWI, the peacemakers at Versailles returned Poland to its status as a national state, but they designed it awkwardly, taking territory from the old empires and assembling it like a patchwork quilt: 


	Poland sat precariously between the Soviet Union and Germany, two nations historically hostile to Polish independence.
 
	A corridor was created to give Poland access to the Baltic sea. This corridor stuck out like a sore thumb, splitting German territory apart and leaving a small section of Germany, called East Prussia, sitting awkwardly out alone, surrounded by Lithuania, the Soviet Union, and Poland.
 
	The German port city of Danzig became the free city of Gidynia (that is, it didn’t belong to a nation and was under the protection of the League of Nations).



Seeking a final excuse for war in August 1939, Hitler demanded the return of Danzig to German sovereignty. He also sought rights for free rail and highway access to East Prussia through the Polish corridor.

The Poles insisted that their rights under the treaty be upheld and made it clear that they would fight the Germans.



On the brink — and beyond

The leaders of Britain and France nervously watched events in the east, hoping that the latest crisis was only about Danzig and that war could be avoided through negotiation. In fact, they appeared willing to submit to another Munich if a deal could be made with Germany. Yet, despite their desire to avoid conflict, France and Britain told Hitler that if Germany invaded Poland, they would honor their obligations to Poland and go to war. (The Soviet Union and the United States were neutral, leaving France and Britain alone.)

Hitler had no intention of negotiating. He was prepared and completely willing to fight France and Britain. He believed that Germany’s military advantage and head start in war production had given him a narrow window of opportunity over his enemies. Hitler told his generals that the time was now or never — Germany would win total victory or perish — and he told them to prepare the armed forces to attack Poland by August 26.

Given France and Britain’s desire to negotiate and knowing that the invasion of Poland would be much easier if he didn’t have to worry about France attacking Germany’s western border, Hitler purposely delayed his attack orders until the beginning of September to test Britain and France’s resolve to fight for Poland. For the next five days, Hitler promised peace, discussed rather moderate demands for access to the Polish corridor and Danzig, and planned for war.

One thing that didn’t go as Hitler planned was Italy’s participation. At the last minute, he discovered that the Pact of Steel — in which Italy agreed to go to war in support of Germany — was more like a Pact of Paper. Mussolini informed Hitler that Italy would not join Germany in a war against France and Britain; it simply did not have the resources to fight a major war at this time.

Despite this setback, Hitler sent out the final order for the attack. He would have his war.



   


Chapter 2

The Great War and the Uneasy Peace: How World War II Happened
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World War II didn’t just happen. Italy didn’t start flirting with restoring the Roman Empire in 1935 for no reason at all. Germany didn’t wake up in the spring of 1936 and say, “Hey. Master Race. World domination. Sounds good.” In fact, by the second half of the 1920s, things looked pretty stable — at least compared to what they looked like just 10 years earlier when the Great War had just ended. What happened to the world that had supposedly been made safe for democracy?

If you want to understand how and why World War II started, you have to look at the how World War I (also called the Great War) ended and the crucial years that followed it. You also need to understand the impact that the Great Depression had on the world economy and how these conditions compelled democratic nations (such as Italy and Germany) to turn to totalitarian principles to solve their problems.

Finally, you have to know what was going on with the other nations — Great Britain, France, and the U.S. — to understand why they didn’t act quicker to stop the threat that today, at least, seemed obvious.



The End of One War and the Roots of Another

The Great War (World War I) started in 1914. On one side were Great Britain, France, Imperial Russia (Russia before the revolution that got rid of the Tsar and put the Communists in power), and Italy (which entered later). On the other side were Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire (see Figure 2-1).

Although the war supposedly started because of the assassination of Franz Ferdinand (the heir to the Austrian throne), these nations really fought to determine status and power in the world. Each alliance wanted to establish its position as the dominant colonial or military power.

Not long into the war, a stalemate developed along a line of entrenched defensive positions stretching from the North Sea, through Belgium and France, to the Swiss border. Neither side could get the upper hand. After three years of what came to be called trench warfare (where one side lobbed highly explosive shells, poison gas, and so on into the trenches of the other side, and then attacked with waves of infantrymen), the result was that hundreds of thousands of soldiers were needlessly slaughtered.

In 1917, Russia, embroiled in a revolution at home, left the war, and the United States entered the war on the side of Britain and France. The U.S. became involved partly in response to Germany’s harassment of American ships and the sinking of the Lusitania by a German submarine, and partly in an idealistic crusade “to make the world safe for democracy” — the words that President Woodrow Wilson used in his war message to Congress. Shortly after the Americans entered the war, the conflict finally ended. The Allies — America, Britain, France, and Italy — had won.

By the time the war ended (November 11, 1918), it had gone on for four agonizing years. It used poison gas, submarines, and airplanes. It destroyed empires, created new states based on national or ethnic identity, saw a new communist revolutionary state in Russia, and put the United States in a position to control the agenda that would shape the postwar world. Over 10 million soldiers and civilians died in the war. Europe — the dominant economic, political, and cultural force in the world — had exhausted all its material and human resources.
 
[image: Illustration of the 1914 map of Europe with the states of Great Britain, France, Imperial Russia, Italy, Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire marked on it.]FIGURE 2-1: Europe, 1914.



The victors and the spoils: The Treaty of Versailles

The peace conference opened in January 1919. The only important attendees were the four nations on the winning side: Italy, France, Great Britain, and the United States. (Russia, which had left the war in 1917, was in the midst of a civil war and was not represented.) The nations that lost were not invited because the winners didn’t think their presence was necessary. The terms of the peace would be dictated to them.


But I thought I knew you! — Disagreement among friends

Woodrow Wilson, the U.S. President, wanted to build a world that would allow nations to live in peace with one another. His ideas were embodied in his famous Fourteen Points, literally fourteen points that he set as goals for the peace negotiations. One of the most famous of these goals was the creation of what he called “a general association of nations” to guarantee the “political independence and territorial integrity” of all states. (This association would later become the League of Nations, a forerunner to the United Nations.)

When the war ended, everyone agreed to base the postwar settlement on the Fourteen Points. Once the negotiations actually started, however, Wilson’s agenda was rapidly shelved while Italy, France, and Britain wrangled over their own objectives: 


	France, whose homeland had served as the battleground for most of the war, wanted to make sure that Germany would never pose a military threat again.
 
	Britain wanted to establish a balance of power on the continent and increase the size of its empire by taking the colonial possessions of Germany in Africa and the former Ottoman Empire’s possessions in the Middle East.
 
	Italy wanted its participation in the war to be compensated with land — and a lot of it — at the expense of the Austro-Hungarian empire, which had collapsed by the end of the war.



After much disagreement, which included Italy leaving the conference in a huff over its lack of spoils, the Versailles Treaty was finally complete.



Message to the losers: Deal with it

The Versailles Treaty was presented to the German delegation for their signature — without discussion — in June 1919. In this Treaty: 


	Germany lost about ten percent of its territory and population, including territories in the east to create the new states of Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Lithuania.

[image: Military strategy] The territories that had made up Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire were redistributed as independent states (such as Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia) or as quasi-colonies (called mandates) under the supervision and control of France or Great Britain. Much of the Middle East was divided up this way, too.

 
	France got Alsace-Lorraine (a territory taken from them in 1870 by Germany); Belgium and Denmark also received German territory.
 
	The French occupied parts of Germany for fifteen years: the Saar Basin, an important industrial region, and the Rhineland, a strategic territory on the west bank of the Rhine River bordering France.
 
	Germany lost all its colonial possessions in Africa and Asia.
 
	Germany was forced to accept full responsibility for the war. This guilt clause made Germany pay the victors for the costs of the war, estimated at 33 billion dollars. Germany was to pay this money in installments over a period of years.
 
	To add insult to injury, Germany was disarmed, limited to no more than 100,000 ground troops and allowed no tanks or aircraft.






Woodrow Wilson’s last card: The League of Nations

As Woodrow Wilson’s dream of a new world order faded in compromise at Versailles, he doggedly held to the most important principle from the Fourteen Points. This principle was the League of Nations, an international organization dedicated to guaranteeing cooperation among nations and preserving peace and security by settling disputes peacefully. Wilson believed that even if the Versailles Treaty were flawed, the League of Nations could eventually correct the problems and prevent another war.

[image: Military strategy] Beginning operations in Geneva, Switzerland, in 1920, the League of Nations actually had little chance of success: 


	The League suffered a severe blow to its prestige when the United States Senate refused to ratify (approve) the Versailles Treaty and, therefore, kept the United States out of the international organization. In other words, the country that created the organization refused to join it.
 
	Article X of the treaty, which committed each League member to preserve the independence of every other member, was a big problem for most nations. It implied that if one League nation was threatened, then other member nations had to go to war to defend it, and most nations were not willing to go that far.
 
	Relations between League members were hardly cordial enough to rule out future military conflict. The last thing some nations wanted to do was have their foreign policy co-opted by the League of Nations. Nations were willing to play along as League members only if membership did not interfere with their own interests.



Thus, the League of Nations, with little power other than moral indignation, could not control the growing threat of war in the 1930s.



The world in the 1920s

The Great War changed the diplomatic and economic face of the world, creating instability and mistrust. The balance of power in Europe had changed completely, and the economies of Europe had been completely disrupted. Europe feared the spread of communism (led by the Russian Bolsheviks). The Treaty of Versailles had created more problems than it solved, leaving many nations and people dissatisfied and leaving the victors holding empty promises of reparations and territory as rewards for all their sacrifices.

You didn’t have to be a fortune-teller to know that trouble was brewing.


The U.S. — in denial

Believing that peace was based on revenge, Americans decided that they were no longer interested in the problems of Europe and wanted no part of the quarrels that could lead to involvement in another war. America rejected forming alliances with other nations and spent much of the decade attempting to collect war debts totaling about 7 billion dollars from its former wartime allies.

America also signed a number of disarmament treaties to limit the size of naval fleets among Britain, France, Italy, Japan, and the United States. The idea was to prevent an arms race that could lead to war. In 1928, this spirit of harmony climaxed with the signing of the Kellog-Briand Treaty, which outlawed war as an instrument of national policy. The United States and 61 other nations signed the treaty. Comforted by the illusion of security and permanent peace, America enjoyed prosperity at home and maintained a cautious, nationalistic approach to preserve its own interests.



Germany — in flux

The monarchy that led Germany during the war had disappeared, and a democratic republic took its place. But the German Republic was crippled from its very beginning in 1919: 


	Saddled with the Versailles Treaty and its 33-billion-dollar reparations bill, the government had weak support among many Germans.
 
	The German economy, disrupted by the war and the occupation of the Saar, Germany’s critical industrial region, suffered incredible inflation (in 1923, 4.2 trillion German marks to the American dollar) that drove lower and middle classes into financial ruin.
 
	Politically, the nation was deeply divided between Left and Right. The German people, who displayed a general hostility to the new government, were reluctant to trade an authoritarian leader (the monarch, for example) for the ideals of democracy. Only American loans stabilized the economy and allowed a moderate coalition government to be elected.



Despite these problems, Germany was able to regain some economic stability and reclaim its place among the European nations. It signed the Locarno Treaty, in which it pledged to respect the borders of France and Belgium. It was admitted into the League of Nations and was given a permanent seat on the Council in 1926. And during the last years of the 1920s, it made a moderate, but steady economic recovery and established a measure of trust among the international community.

Still, Germany tried to avoid or repeal the terms of the Versailles Treaty, especially those terms dealing with the war debt and the restrictions on how much it could rearm.



Great Britain — in a funk

Britain spent the decade of the 1920s dealing with rebellion and civil war in Ireland and unrest in India. It suffered a downturn in its economy as a result of changes in postwar trading and production patterns. Britain’s inability to export products profitably from its traditional domestic industries combined with a general fall in the worldwide demand for goods after the war really accentuated this economic nightmare, which included high unemployment and frequent, large-scale labor strikes. The Labour party became the main proponent of social welfare measures to support working-class Britons.

Like the United States, Great Britain looked warily at events in Europe. Ever mistrustful of France, Britain continued to pursue a narrowly defined foreign policy.



France — in trouble

With much of its land and industry destroyed and many of its working-age men dead, France faced a bleak future. Alsace-Lorraine and the Saar (German regions that France regained and occupied, respectively, at the end of the war) served as a slight buffer in stabilizing the economy, but to recover fully, France was dependent on German war payments. As a result, France took a hard-line policy — that included occupying German territory with military forces to ensure compliance — when Germany could not meet its obligations.

France also feared another war with Germany and considered the Versailles Treaty the only guarantee of security. More than any other nation, France tried to gain international support to force Germany to abide by the treaty. Despite Germany’s signing of the Locarno Treaty, in which it promised to respect the French border, France made alliances with Poland and Czechoslovakia in an attempt to offset Germany.

Although economically troubled early in the decade, by 1926, France (like Germany) enjoyed a period of economic recovery and stability in the last years of the decade.



Italy — in a snit

At the end of the war, Italy felt cheated. It had wanted to expand into the Balkans in the wake of the collapsed Austro-Hungarian Empire. Instead, it gained little additional territory for its 600,000 casualties. Postwar Italy was also hampered by a series of weak coalition governments that never stayed in power long enough to deal with increasing unemployment, a heavy national debt, and rising costs.

A constitutional monarchy (in which the ruler’s power is limited by law or by elected representatives), Italy in the early 1920s teetered on the brink of chaos. A new nationalist party, the Fascists, led by war veteran Benito Mussolini, legally took power in 1922 (see Chapter 3 for more information on the dictators in Europe). As Prime Minister, Mussolini gradually consolidated power and established a dictatorship. His goal was to build a state in which every Italian would serve the nation. Intensely patriotic, Mussolini began to revitalize the Italian economy while looking for opportunities to make Italy one of the great powers of Europe.



Russia — in revolt

The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 ended the Russian monarchy and plunged Russia into a five-year nightmare of civil war. Led by Vladimir Lenin, the Bolsheviks dreamed of spreading communist revolution by force of arms into Europe. Lenin consolidated control over the new Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) by force and terror. Millions of Russians died in a famine from 1921 to 1922 due to the Bolsheviks’ failed attempts to create a pure socialist state. The United States alleviated the famine by sending massive food relief. Then Lenin restored limited private ownership of the economy, which allowed the USSR to experience a limited recovery.

After Lenin’s death in 1924, Josef Stalin created a totalitarian state and embarked on a program to transform Russia into a modern industrial state. Diplomatically isolated, Russia sought out Germany in the mid-1920s and made a secret treaty that allowed (against the provisions in the Versailles Treaty) the German army to train in Russia with tanks and aircraft in exchange for increased trade.



Japan — in China

Economically and militarily, Japan was a major power in Asia before the Great War. Japan declared war on Germany in August 1914 and immediately occupied German bases on China’s coast. Japan also sought to gain concessions from a weak and divided China concerning control of Manchuria (a large province in northeastern China rich in natural resources). Much to the anger of Chinese nationalists, the Japanese were allowed to keep major sections of former German-controlled Chinese territory. Japanese troops moved into Russian territory and did not leave until 1925.

The Versailles Treaty gave the Japanese some former German island possessions in the Pacific (the Marianas, the Marshalls, and the Carolines) as mandates. However, they began fortifying the islands in violation of the agreement. Japan also built highly capable modern warships despite treaty limitations to keep its navy proportionally smaller than those of France, the United States, and Great Britain.

Throughout the 1920s, Japan enjoyed a dynamic economic expansion. Although nominally a parliamentary democracy, the civilian government leadership did not control the Japanese military. Thus, a rift continued to grow between the military and the government over expansion into Manchuria. Japan had an army controlling the strategic railway in southern Manchuria, supporting Japan’s long-term territorial ambitions in China. The Chinese protests over what amounted to an illegal occupation of their territory by armed force were ignored.
 

BENITO MUSSOLINI: THE FIRST FASCIST
 
Benito Mussolini (1883–1945) was the son of a blacksmith. Despite little formal education, he became a schoolteacher. Although he is often associated with intense patriotism, anti-Bolshevism, and militarism, Mussolini had been a pacifist and a socialist early in his life. In 1911, he ended up in jail for opposing Italy’s annexation of Libya in its war against Turkey. Freed in 1912, he became editor of the socialist newspaper in Milan, but he was expelled from the party in 1914, when he supported Italy’s entrance into World War I. He founded his own newspaper with heavy emphasis on patriotic themes. In 1915, Mussolini entered the army. Promoted to sergeant in 1917, he was later wounded. After the war, Mussolini and other war veterans founded an organization called Fasci di Combattimento (a group or association of fighters — see the sidebar “The fighting fiasco … uh, fascio,” in this chapter) in March of 1919. He was opposed to democracy and the rule of parliament, but he had no definite political attachments. Instead, he associated himself with activities and ideas that would provide him access to political power. Arrogant and pugnacious, but not without certain intellectual gifts, Mussolini had no practical experience with government or diplomacy. Even so, he was able to convince much of the world community for many years that he was a reasonable and responsible leader, a new kind of man who would do great things for Italy.





China — in reform

The Chinese Republic led by Sun Yat-sen had only been in existence since 1911, but it was threatened by warlords who controlled large sections of territory with their private armies. After Sun’s death in 1925, Chiang Kai-shek, a professional soldier, took control. By 1928, Chiang unified China under his Nationalist party, the Kuomintang. The government sought to build autonomy from European control through a program of legal reform, education, and economic modernization. These reforms benefited mostly upper-class Chinese, leaving the vast majority of the peasants of China untouched.

In the midst of this reform and modernization effort, the Nationalist party faced internal and external threats. The Chinese Communist party led by Mao Tse-tung, shown in Figure 2-2, who sought to win support among the peasants, represented the greatest internal threat to the Nationalist government.
 
[image: Photograph of Mao Tse-tung, who represented the greatest internal threat to the Nationalist government.]FIGURE 2-2: Mao Tse-tung.




Eastern Europe — in place but unhappily

The Treaty of Versailles created several new states from the wreckage of the Austro-Hungarian Empire: 


	The Czechs and Slovaks were consolidated into one nation called Czechoslovakia.
 
	The south Slavs in the Balkans were consolidated into an artificial state called Yugoslavia.
 
	The traditional homeland of Poles was consolidated from territory once owned by Germany and Russia to become Poland, with a jury-rigged corridor giving it access to the Baltic Sea (see Figure 2-3).



 
[image: Illustration of the 1919 map of Europe after the Treaty of Versailles.]Hulton-Deutsch Collection
FIGURE 2-3: Europe after the Treaty of Versailles, 1919. 


These nations, with borders largely drawn out on a map in Paris, had little in the way of an economy and no tradition of self-government. Ethnic minorities within these new states were marginalized by the dominant ethnic majority, or the minorities refused to cooperate with the new governments. Many new states looked jealously at the territory of their neighbors, each nursing real or imagined fears that some other nation had gained more than it did.





Collapsing Economies: The Great Depression

The world economy in the postwar period was far more interdependent than many people realized. American commercial loans to Germany (which Germany used to pay war reparations to France and Britain) were essentially supporting the European economies. But the combination of worldwide industrial and agricultural overproduction during the decade eventually drove prices down. Meanwhile, credit granted to Europe became overextended after loans were not being repaid on time. And thus, the prosperity of the last years of the 1920s ended with an economic collapse so severe that the entire world was affected.


The effect on countries’ economies

With the collapse of the U.S. stock market in October 1929, prices, wages, employment, trade, and investment all fell in an ever-deepening spiral, and economic distress became worldwide. Economic production dropped by an average of one-third in the U.S., France, and Britain. In Germany, production dropped by half. In Japan, demand for exports dropped by half.

Weakened by the war, no European nation could provide the financial leadership to halt the economic downturn. Only one nation — the Soviet Union — experienced an increase in industrial production at the cost of extraordinary hardships on its citizens. Stalin imposed modernization through terror and force. Millions of people died as a result of famine, deportations, or executions as Stalin single-mindedly pursued his goal. But the suffering of Russia’s people was not apparent; what was apparent to many people in the West was that the Soviet style of socialism was the cure for the world depression.

In Italy, Mussolini dealt with the economic crisis by extending government control over larger sections of the economy to alleviate unemployment. He also crushed any protests or strikes to prevent the resurgence of pro-socialist activities that could threaten his power. For propaganda purposes, Mussolini often had himself photographed stripped to the waist, pitching hay or digging drainage ditches.



The threat to democracy

Stable democracies were having trouble dealing with mass unemployment and stagnant production, let alone the more fragile and relatively new democratic states. The severe economic distress especially crippled the parliamentary democracies of Germany and Japan. 


	In Japan, unemployment hit the farmers the hardest. As a result, industrialists and the parliamentary government became the targets of attacks by militant nationalists who believed that the military was the only institution that could restore Japan’s vitality.
 
	In Germany, as the depression drove more and more people from all classes out of work, the Nazis (short for National Socialist German Workers’ Party) gained more and more support. See the section “Tools for Dictators: Fascism and Nazism” to find out about the beginnings of Nazism.






Fascism and Nazism: Whose Bright Idea Was This?

In the 1920s and into the 1930s, the economic change forced many people out of jobs; the social norms that had defined prewar society had been swept away and replaced with new and alien concepts. Governments lacked the capability or the will to deal with these changes and added to the fear of instability. Democracy and socialism struggled constantly for supremacy.

In the midst of these uncertainties, force seemed to be the answer. Dictators took power in states throughout Europe and eliminated political parties as a means of providing stability and order. In fact, much of Europe turned to these types of regimes between 1922 and 1939. Most notably, these countries include Germany and Italy. But other countries — such as Poland (1926), Yugoslavia (1929), Bulgaria (1938), Portugal (1926), and Spain (1936), as well as Finland, Hungary, Greece and Romania — also succumbed to the allure of an all-powerful leader.

The major reason was the collapse of the world economy. To many, capitalism and democracy appeared to have failed. The logic of giving a strong leader the reins of power to make decisions and carry them out was very powerful. Unfortunately, a totalitarian dictator could also use the nation’s power against its own citizens and could pursue aggressive political objectives that would lead the nation into war.


Fascism in a nutshell — if only …

Although it had many different forms, the Fascist movement began in Italy in the 1920s under Benito Mussolini. Fascism is a political movement in which the nation (and race, according to the Nazis who added this component; see the section “Nazism: Fascism with a twist”) is more important than the individual. The nation is represented by a repressive government that is led by a dictator, and any opposition to the government is forcibly suppressed, usually through terror and intimidation. Following are some other characteristics of Fascism: 


	The ruler as an embodiment of the state: This is the idea that one supreme leader, who has complete control of the reins of power, will further the interests of the state. In addition, this leader is so closely associated with the nation that he possesses mythic qualities himself — all seeing and all knowing, for example. And any attack on the leader is, therefore, an attack on the nation.
 
	The role of the individual: Fascists believe that the role of the citizen is to serve the state; individual freedom does not exist. The goal of Fascism is to unite and mobilize society under the direction of the state. A citizen’s highest calling, in fact, is to work toward the glory of the nation, as defined by the supreme leader.
 
	The role of the government: To achieve its goals, the Fascist government, led by the supreme ruler, must have control over not just the political institutions but also all institutions: educational, cultural, economic, religious, and so on. In other words, there is no part of the citizens’ lives that is not directed by the Fascist leader. In this way, Fascism is openly totalitarian.
 
	The role of aggression: Fascism openly advocates violence against its opponents, both in and outside the nation’s borders. War is seen as a way of validating and celebrating the nation. Fascism justifies this violence as an expression of both the greatness of the people and as the destiny of the nation.



One of the big questions that plagues people to this day is how so many seemingly reasonable and decent people could be led to close their eyes to or openly participate in the horrors to come. Although not enough to really answer the question, following are a few human tendencies that the Fascists played into: 


	The desire to believe in myths: Fascism promised order and a return to the ideals and values embodied in the nation in its largely mythic past. It didn’t matter whether the myths were true or not; it was only important that the people believed the myths to be true. So, for example, although an Aryan race never really existed (Aryan is a largely linguistic designation), the German people, led by Hitler, believed that it had existed and that they were the last, best representation of it.
 
	Nationalism: That is, the loyalty citizens feel toward their country. Nationalism also refers to the existence of a sort of “national consciousness” created by common language and culture, and the idea that some regions, because of these shared experiences, are destined to become a single nation. Both Mussolini and Hitler tapped into this feeling when they promised to restore their countries — and hence their people — to greatness.
 
	Emotionalism: Fascism relies on the idea that emotion plays a larger part than reason in spurring people to action. By offering symbols and myths that are compelling enough, the Fascist leader can tap into the primal emotions that overrule judgment and conscience.





Fascism in Italy

In Italy, Fascism attracted young men and others from the middle and lower classes who were dissatisfied with current political and economic conditions. The Fascists also gained support from those that saw Fascism as a bulwark against socialism. The people who supported the Fascists believed that they would bring order to a disorderly parliamentary system and return Italy to greatness.

At first, the Fascists sought to gain power through legitimate means by trying to organize a mass movement of the people. Tapping into the power of symbols, Mussolini’s Fascists wore distinctive uniforms, which symbolized a return to old values of discipline and patriotism. They were known as the blackshirts because of their distinctive paramilitary clothing. Mussolini became known as Il Duce (Italian for “the leader”; see Figure 2-4).
 
[image: Photograph of Benito Mussolini, known as Il Duce (the leader).]CORBIS
FIGURE 2-4: Benito Mussolini, known as Il Duce (the leader). 


The Italian parliament’s helplessness in the face of worker unrest allowed the blackshirts to begin a campaign of violence and intimidation against socialist organizations, which the Fascist claimed were to blame for the country’s problems. The Fascists’ defiance of the government and the rule of law created a power vacuum, which Mussolini sought to exploit as the nation slid toward chaos.

In October 1922, Mussolini threatened to seize Rome by force and take control of the government. King Victor Emanuel III overestimated Mussolini’s power. Fearing civil war and unwilling to commit the army against the Fascists, the king invited Mussolini to form a new government. Mussolini thus became Prime Minister of Italy.

Securing power with a parliamentary majority, Mussolini moved to establish a dictatorship. He wanted to create a new state structure by uniting political, social, economic, military, and cultural power under his control: 


	In 1926, Mussolini imposed censorship on the press and suppressed all opposition parties.
 
	Also in 1926, he placed the Fascist party under his direct control to prevent any opposition from growing within his own organization.
 
	In 1929, Mussolini limited the church’s interference in politics with the Lateran Treaty, which recognized the Pope’s sovereignty over Vatican City and recognized Catholicism as the sole religion of Italy.
 
	Mussolini also initiated an aggressive foreign policy aimed at returning Italy to the dominant state in the Mediterranean, gaining an overseas empire, just as the Romans had done.





Nazism: Fascism with a twist

While Fascism is associated primarily with Italy and Mussolini, Nazism is associated with Germany and Adolf Hitler. Nazism shared many concepts and principles with Italian Fascism, but there was one main difference: The overarching concept of blood and race was peculiar to Nazism.

Hitler and the Nazis believed that race was a fundamental characteristic that determined people’s role in the world and their destiny. In other words, people are not all alike. Certain races are meant to lead and prosper; other races — the “inferior” races — are meant to be mastered. Although based entirely on discredited racial theories from the nineteenth century, Hitler’s twisted ideology of race nevertheless became the driving force of Nazi policies and programs.

For Hitler, the German people represented the Aryan race, the race that he claimed was responsible for the cultural greatness of the Western world. This race was destined once again for greatness, he said, but obstacles stood in the way of it achieving its destiny. Specifically, those obstacles were the “inferior” races — most notably the Jews in Europe — and liberal and socialist ideas: liberal ideas that promoted the concept of individual freedoms and socialist concepts that promoted the idea of class equality. To achieve German greatness once again, Hitler claimed, the Germans must do the following: 


	Control, subjugate, and eliminate “inferior” races: According to Hitler, German people must view the “inferior” races as vermin to be exterminated. They must show neither compassion nor pity.
 
	Eradicate liberal and socialist ideas (which, according to Hitler, where Jewish ideas): These ideas — like individual freedom and equality among people — were dangerous lies that made even the superior Aryans squeamish and weak. The Nazi book burnings and censorship were a direct result of this mandate.
 
	Take their rightful place in the world: A great nation needs room in which to grow; thus Germany must expand its borders to accommodate its population. As a result, the Germans felt their invasions into Eastern Europe were justified.



Determined to seek revenge, he developed a belief that his special personality destined him for greatness. Shrewd and arrogant, he spoke with eloquence and showmanship, but hatred molded by frustrations and hostility and political ambition were his prime motivators. Hitler lived largely in a dream world where only his views, opinions, and ideas mattered. To him, these took on the weight of irrefutable historical or scientific fact and could not be challenged. Despite how he used them, he had indisputable political talents, perhaps the greatest of any leader in the twentieth century.
 

ADOLF HITLER: THE MAN OF DESTINY
 
The son of a customs official, Adolf Hitler (1889–1945) was born in Austria. He dropped out of school at the age of 16 and moved to Vienna three years later to pursue admission to the Academy of Fine Arts. He failed the entrance exam twice, and he could not apply to the School of Architecture because he had no secondary school diploma. In Vienna, Hitler lived from job to job and sold small drawings of famous city landmarks. He read extensively and voraciously, visited the theater, and spent nights in a men’s homeless shelter.

While in Vienna, he absorbed a hatred of Jews, democracy, humanism, and Christianity. He became a fanatical German nationalist with a belief in the use of naked power to effect change. He moved to Munich in 1913. A year later, Hitler volunteered for the Imperial Army when Germany declared war. He spent four years on the Western Front as a messenger; he was wounded twice and awarded the Iron Cross, first and second class for bravery. In late 1918, he was blinded by gas and was recovering in a military hospital when the Armistice ending the war was announced. Hitler was crushed; the war had given him an identity and a purpose. He could not believe that Germany had been defeated on the battlefield. He concluded that cowards and traitors had betrayed Germany.



In essence, under Hitler’s leadership, a new Germany would arise, a nation based on a mythic medieval land populated by a pure race of Aryans. This new Germany, led by Der Führer (“the leader”), would take its rightful place in Europe. The German people, wanting to believe in their nation’s and their own greatness — especially after years of hardship and a humiliating peace — bought these ideas hook, line, and sinker.




The Rise of Hitler

Adolf Hitler — like Mussolini, a war veteran with political ambitions — associated himself with a small nondescript organization called the German Workers’ Party in 1919. A mesmerizing speaker with a nearly boundless will to power, Hitler soon took control. Under his leadership and direction, the party became the National Socialists German Workers’ Party (Nazis from the German abbreviation) and gained national prominence.

Hitler gave the party its distinctive symbol (the swastika), used “Heil”(hail) as the party greeting, and copied Mussolini’s stiff-arm salute. He also imitated Mussolini by creating a paramilitary force called the brownshirts — or the Sturmabteilung (SA), which is German for “Storm Troopers.” In addition, he created a personal bodyguard called the SS (short for Schutzstaffel, meaning “Protection Squad”).


The putsch that failed

In November 1923, Hitler led the Nazi party in a putsch (revolt) against the state government of Bavaria in Munich. He hoped that control of Bavaria would lead to a national revolt that would put him in power.

When three leaders of the Bavarian government were addressing a crowd in a beer hall, Hitler strode in, stood on a chair, and fired a pistol into the air, declaring that Bavaria was under control of a revolutionary government. Through bluff and bluster, he convinced the three leaders to swear allegiance to the new government. With a crowd of 3,000, Hitler then marched toward the center of Munich to take control of the city. Police fired on the crowd, and the revolt died. Hitler was spirited away, but he was soon arrested and tried for treason. Serving as his own lawyer, Hitler used the trial to promote his views. “A man born to be a dictator has the right to step forward,” he declared at one point in the proceedings. He was sentenced to one year in prison.



Mein Kampf

During Hitler’s year in prison, from 1924 to 1925, he wrote an autobiographical book that sold over 5 million copies. It was titled Mein Kampf (German for “My Struggle). Rambling and poorly written, containing a jumble of half-formed ideas and fractured history, it nevertheless revealed Hitler’s aims, motivations, and character. He raged against Jews and communism and spoke about the essence of the state embedded in nationality and race.

By the time he left prison, Hitler was a nationally recognized figure. His putsch had taught him a lesson. He understood that he could not seize power by force. Although he hated democracy, he would use the process to take power legally.

It was Hitler’s ability to articulate the common German citizen’s miseries and resentment over the Versailles Treaty and frustrations over Germany’s impotence under its current government that allowed him to build a broad national base of support. Here is how he did it: 


	He promised to nullify the results of the war and restore Germany to greatness. To do this, he spoke of bonding all Germans together in a single, pure Aryan racial community. Over everything was Hitler’s powerful vision of a unified new German Reich (empire) that would rise to dominate Europe.

[image: Military strategy] The idea of an Aryan race was Hitler’s invention. Actually, Aryan is a term that refers to a linguistic group and has nothing to do with race.

 
	He focused much of the blame for Germany’s condition on the Jewish population, which he identified as a non-Aryan race that had betrayed the nation during the Great War and now lived as parasites. To him, the Jews were the source of all evil and an enemy to the survival of the German nation.



By 1932, the Nazis had become the strongest party in parliament, controlling 230 seats.



Hitler consolidates power

By the end of 1932, Hitler and the Nazis had the support of nearly one-third of German voters, and the Nazis had become the strongest party in the German parliament. As their influence and power grew, the president of the German Republic (Paul von Hindenburg) and the German Chancellor (the equivalent of a prime minister) noted Hitler’s rise. Hindenburg was unhappy that the Chancellor couldn’t seem to form an effective coalition government without Nazi participation. And the Chancellor, recognizing the threat the Nazis posed to the democratic government, requested the authority to dissolve the government and rule by emergency decree. When Hindenburg refused, the Chancellor resigned, which left Hindenburg with little choice but to invite Hitler, on January 30, 1933, to become Chancellor and form a new government.

Less than one month after Hitler took office, the Reichstag (the German parliament building) burned. (Although a communist was arrested for the arson, many speculate that the Nazis themselves may have set the fire.) Whether planned or not, Hitler used the incident to further his aims: 


	He moved rapidly to suppress opposition parties, limit the authority of the parliament, and impose censorship.
 
	He issued the Presidential Decree for Protection of the People and the State, in which he suspended the German constitution and all personal liberties, had Nazi party members take over the state governments, and arrested those who opposed the Nazis.
 
	With the Enabling Act, Hitler assumed full legislative authority for four years. In other words, he could act without fear of restraint.



Because he commanded the ultimate loyalty of the people and the military, President Hindenburg was Hitler’s last obstacle to achieving complete power. Hindenburg was an old man — over 85 — when Hitler became chancellor in 1933, and he died one year later, in 1934.

Hitler wasted no time at Hindenburg’s death. He combined the offices of President and Chancellor into one office, and he made members of the government and the army all swear a personal loyalty oath to Der Führer (“the leader”), the title Hitler assumed (see Figure 2-5). All state and political power became consolidated in one man. Hitler, it seemed, had achieved one of his goals: to eliminate democracy and political parties and replace them with what he called the “untrammeled authority for the leader.”



Creating the regime: The alpha wolf takes over

From 1934, Hitler ensured that he would be the unquestioned leader. Even the people who had supported him were not safe: He ordered the murder of a large number of his own storm-trooper leaders who may have represented a threat. At the same time, Jews, communists, and other political opponents were arrested, murdered, or sent to concentration camps. Many people fled the country. Very briefly, here’s what was happening in Germany between 1933 and 1938: 


	German Jews became the targets of Hitler’s wrath: Jewish businesses were boycotted, civil rights of Jews were curtailed, and the government encouraged physical attacks on Jews and the looting of Jewish businesses and synagogues. Jews could no longer own cars or telephones; they could not wear certain types of jewelry or clothing. They were also forbidden to enter certain public buildings.
 
	Seeking to gain control over every aspect of German life, the Nazis purged the culture of any non-Aryan influences — especially modern art and literature. Books of banned authors were burned publicly. Many German artists, composers, writers, and scientists were blacklisted because of their ideas or their ethnic background. The Nazis used fear and terror to intimidate and destroy those who resisted.
 
	The Nazis used a massive propaganda program to support their efforts. Radio and newspapers were under the control of the government and constantly trumpeted the glorification of Hitler and the state, promising a Greater Germany. By use of carefully orchestrated mass demonstrations, Germans could witness and experience for themselves the growing power of a resurgent nation.



[image: Photograph of Adolf Hitler, known as Der Führer (the leader).]CORBIS
FIGURE 2-5: Adolf Hitler, known as Der Führer. 


To the average German, Hitler seemed to have the magic touch. In the midst of a worldwide depression, he eliminated unemployment by 1936 and put the nation back to work, building roads and bridges and government buildings. He also put industry back in full production, making armaments for the new German military.



Nazi top brass: The rest of the pack

Here is a list of men who helped Hitler build the Nazi party and become Chancellor of Germany. An interesting and frightening group, all of these men shared Hitler’s vast ambitions for Germany and the Aryan race.


Josef Goebbels (1897–1945)

Josef Goebbels (see Figure 2-6) joined the Nazi party in 1924 and served in the Reichstag in 1928. In 1930, he directed the propaganda effort that turned the national elections in the Nazis’ favor between 1930 and 1933. After Hitler became Chancellor of Germany, Josef Goebbels was appointed Hitler’s Minister of Propaganda and Public Information.
 
[image: Photograph of Josef Goebbels, who was appointed Hitler’s Minister of Propaganda and Public Information.]Bettman/CORBIS.
FIGURE 2-6: Josef Goebbels. 


Goebbels’s propaganda was filled with hate, containing lies, character assassinations, and gross exaggerations. For Goebbels, no lie was too big, and no line of misinformation could be repeated often enough. As Minister of Propaganda, Goebbels had complete control of the German media and directed the effort to ensure that Nazi ideology dominated the nation’s cultural activities.

Like Hitler, Goebbels hated Jews. He employed a constant barrage of propaganda to build a national hatred for Jews and to unify the country under an all-wise leader — the Führer — who would lead the nation to its destiny. During the war, he continued to produce effective propaganda aimed at sustaining German morale, while simultaneously attacking the Allies and Jews.

In the final days of the Third Reich, Goebbels and his wife killed themselves in their living quarters in the Führer bunker, after first ensuring that their six children were also killed.



Martin Bormann (1900–1945)

Martin Bormann climbed through the Nazi ranks from the Sturmabteilung (SA, for “Storm Troopers,” the Nazi paramilitary force) to party treasurer to being elected eventually to the Reichstag, where he directed the office of Rudolf Hess, the Nazi party’s deputy.

Bormann’s administrative skills kept him at the center of activities within the government. During the war, he acted on behalf of Hitler in the administration of party affairs and also with activities related to administration of internal activities in Germany. Like everyone in the Nazi hierarchy, Bormann dealt with Jewish affairs. He supervised the deportation of the Jews to the east and used bureaucratic doublespeak to hide what was really happening. He also monitored forced labor efforts throughout Nazi-occupied Europe.
 

HITLER’S HENCHMEN
 
Here are just a few interesting facts about a few of the men in Hitler’s powerful inner circle: 


	Josef Goebbels, the man who created and used the Nazi propaganda machine to such chilling effect, held a doctorate in literature and philosophy. He also had a clubfoot, which ironically should have made him a member in one of the groups of people the Nazis targeted for elimination.
 
	Hermann Goering, who had been a commander of a flight squadron during the Great War, failed miserably in his role as commander of the Luftwaffe, the German airforce. Despite his promises to the contrary, he failed to bring Britain to its knees, he failed to resupply the German army in Stalingrad, and he failed to protect Germany from Allied air attack. Just before he died, Hitler stripped Goering of his authority and kicked him out of the Nazi party.
 
	Reinhard Heydrich had been discharged from the German navy in April 1931 for dishonorable conduct. Nothing in his subsequent occupation as head of the Gestapo would indicate that this dismissal had been unjust.
 
	Heinrich Himmler, the second most powerful man in Germany, had been a chicken farmer.



Of Hitler’s henchmen, several (like Hitler) committed suicide: Goebbels, Goering, and Himmler. (Goebbels, family man that he was, made sure that his wife and children were dead first). One (Martin Bormann) disappeared. One (Reinhard Heydrich) was killed by resistance fighters. One (Rudolf Hess) spent the rest of his life in prison. And all of these men, directly or indirectly, had the blood of millions of innocent people on their hands.



In 1944, Bormann became commander of the Volkssturm (German for the “People’s Army,” essentially a militia of old men and boys), and he remained among the few loyalists gathered around Hitler in his last days in Berlin. In the last nightmarish final hours of the Third Reich, he watched Hitler marry Eva Braun and witnessed the Goebbels family suicide. After Hitler’s suicide, Bormann (who was in the bunker when it happened) notified Admiral Karl Doenitz that Hitler had appointed him the new head of state. Bormann disappeared from the bunker and was never seen alive again. However, his remains were discovered and identified in West Berlin in 1973.



Hermann Goering (1893–1946)

Hermann Goering, shown in Figure 2-7, commanded a fighter squadron in World War I. In 1922, he joined the Nazi party and became the commander of the Sturmabteilung (SA). In November 1923, he was wounded in the confrontation with police that ended the Nazi putsch in Munich. Goering became a member of the Reichstag in 1928, and he was elected speaker in 1932.
 
[image: Photograph of Hermann Goering, who commanded a fighter squadron in World War I.]Bettman/CORBIS
FIGURE 2-7: Hermann Goering. 


When Hitler came to power, Goering held several important administrative positions within the government. He was one of the men responsible for the creation of the Gestapo (the Nazi secret police) and played a major role in the purge of the SA. In 1935, Goering became commander of the Luftwaffe (the German air force), and he was eventually given the rank of Reichsmarschall. He was later named as Hitler’s successor.

In 1936, Goering directed the Four-Year Plan to restructure the German economy for full war production. This position gave him the authority to eliminate Jews from the German economy. He directed the confiscation of Jewish property and imposed a collective fine of 1 billion Reich marks (the basic monetary unit of Nazi Germany) on Jews. Goering also supervised the removal of Polish Jews from western Poland and the confiscation of their property.

On July 31, 1941, Goering ordered Reinhard Heydrich and his Reich Security Main Office (RSHA) to “carry out all necessary preparations with regard to the Jewish question in the German sphere of influence in Europe.” This was the order that led to the planning and execution of the Final Solution of the Jewish Question — the extermination of Jews.

As leader of the Luftwaffe, Goering promised far too much and delivered far too little. Just before Hitler died, he stripped Goering of his authority, removed him from the Nazi party, and named Admiral Karl Doenitz as Goering’s successor.

Goering was arrested by the Allies and stood trial as a war criminal at Nuremberg. Sentenced to death, he committed suicide in his cell prior to his execution.



Rudolf Hess (1894—1987)

Rudolf Hess served as an infantry officer and a pilot in World War I. In 1920, he was one of the first members of the Nazi party. When Hitler’s putsch failed in 1923, Hess served a year in Landsberg prison with Hitler and helped him write Mein Kampf (“My Struggle,” Hitler’s autobiographical book). Hess’s loyalty earned him the position of personal aide and private secretary to the Führer, and he rose to become the deputy leader of the party, second to Hitler.

In 1938, Hess played important roles in the Anschluss (German for “union”; see Chapter 3) with Austria and the negotiations that led to the occupation of the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia. At the onset of the war in 1939, Hess became relegated to the background. In May 1941, convinced that he could personally intervene in diplomacy, Hess tried to obtain a peace agreement with Britain before Germany launched its attack on the Soviet Union. He flew to Britain, and he was arrested and detained for the rest of the war. At the Nuremberg trials in 1946, Hess was sentenced to life imprisonment. Hess remained in Spandau prison in West Berlin until his death in August 1987.



Reinhard Heydrich (1904–1942)

Reinhard Heydrich was the director of the intelligence service in the Schutzstaffel (SS) — German for “Protection Squad,” or Hitler’s bodyguards. In this capacity, he carried out the killings of the leaders of the Sturmabteilung (SA) in 1934.

In 1936, he was made chief of the Gestapo (the Nazi secret police) while also controlling the Sicherheitsdienst (SD) — the Nazi intelligence service. The SD’s function was to uncover enemies of the Nazi party; the Gestapo was to deal with those enemies. Together, these organizations were the main instrument of terror in Nazi Germany.

After 1933, these two organizations became increasingly involved in activities directed against Jews, including intelligence gathering and arrests. After the invasion of Poland in 1939, Heydrich took control of the Einsatzgruppen (special groups) and charged them with assembling Polish Jews. He then unified the Gestapo and SD under an organization called the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA). This organization directed the deportation of Jews to ghettos, forced labor, or extermination camps.

Acting on Hitler’s orders in 1941, Heydrich developed a plan to use the army to assist in killing Jews and Soviet leaders in the occupied areas of Russia. Heydrich soon took charge of implementing the Final Solution of the Jewish Question throughout all the territories under German occupation. This plan called for the extermination of Jews, Slavs, and other “undesirable” groups.

Czech resistance fighters near Prague ambushed Heydrich, and he died in June 1942. In retaliation, thousands of Czechs were arrested, and more than 1,300 were killed. German troops destroyed the Czech village of Lidice, executing every man found and sending the women and children to a concentration camp.



Heinrich Himmler (1900–1945)

Heinrich Himmler (see Figure 2-8) joined the Nazi party in Munich and participated in the 1923 Nazi putsch. In 1926, he became Assistant Propaganda Minister of the Nazi party. He joined the Schutzstaffel (SS) and in 1929, became the leader of the two-hundred-man detachment. Himmler was elected to the Reichstag in 1930, and with the rise of Hitler to power in January 1933, he expanded the SS and created the Sicherheitsdienst (SD) — the Nazi party intelligence service under Reinhard Heydrich — and separated his organization from Ernst Roehm’s SA (short for Sturmabteilung, or “Storm Troopers”), which Hitler was already targeting for elimination. Within a few years, Himmler controlled all intelligence collection and police functions in Germany.

Himmler was a true believer in the Nazi racial ideology, and with his skills as an organizer, he was able to turn these evil dreams into reality. The Final Solution would allow the Aryan race to remain pure by eliminating what they considered to be inferior races, the weak, and the infirm.

Using the SS organization, Himmler supervised the deportation of millions of innocent people to their deaths in extermination camps or as slave laborers. He commanded 35 divisions of the best tank and mechanized units of the German army in the Waffen SS (elite combat units that fought alongside, but separate from, regular German army units). He also acted as the political governor of German-occupied Europe. With these dictatorial powers, Himmler became the second most powerful man in Germany.
 
[image: Photograph of Heinrich Himmler, who joined the Nazi party in Munich and  participated in the 1923 Nazi putsch.]CORBIS
FIGURE 2-8: Heinrich Himmler. 


Himmler read the writing on the wall in 1943, seeking to bargain with the Americans and British by releasing Jewish camp prisoners while at the same time attempting to cover up evidence of mass killings. His bizarre attempt to initiate peace negotiations — proposing that German forces cease fighting in the west in order to continue fighting the Soviets in the east — outraged Hitler. Removed from power, Himmler became a fugitive and was captured by British troops in May 1945. He committed suicide before he could be brought to trial.





Japan and the Militarists: The Army Calls the Shots

Pressed by poor economic conditions in the countryside and declining exports as a result of the depression, many Japanese blamed the government. And so, in Japan, as in Italy and Germany, parliamentary democracy gave way to nationalist and militarist control. 


	Patriotic organizations demanded that if Japan were to be strong and play a dominant role in the Far East, it needed to be militarily powerful and secure, with a people united in loyalty to the state. Western ideas were considered weak and dangerous to Japanese society.
 
	The naval treaties that Japan had signed in the 1920s and revalidated in 1930 were criticized by these patriotic organizations, which believed that the government had placed Japan in an inferior position and limited her freedom of action in the Pacific. The navy also turned against the government.
 
	The ultra-nationalists, with the tacit support of the military, initiated acts of violence against government leaders.



The militarists were also frustrated by government inaction. In Manchuria (a strategically important province in China), the Japanese Kwangtung Army became increasingly impatient with what they saw was their government’s unwillingness to settle the Manchurian issue. The army command had engineered the murder of a Manchurian warlord in 1928 as a pretext for an order from the government to conquer the province, but the Japanese leadership in Tokyo made no effort to take advantage of the incident.


The military acts

By 1931, with the government beset by nationalists, the Kwangtung army took action to rally public opinion and unite the nation in the pursuit of a long-held goal: the conquest of China.

In September of that year, Japanese troops responded to a carefully staged incident that appeared to be a Chinese attack on the railway near the Manchurian city of Mukden. Without waiting for orders, the Kwangtung army began combat operations against Chinese forces with the goal of capturing all of Manchuria. Japanese reinforcements arrived, and by the end of the year, Manchuria was in Japanese hands and renamed Manchukuo.

In 1932, Japanese forces were fighting in Shanghai and bombarding Nanking (both cities located in today’s Jiangsu province in China).

In Japan, political leaders who opposed the unconstitutional acts of the military were assassinated or intimidated, culminating in an attempted coup against the government by ultra-nationalists in 1936.



The fall of Japanese democracy

The Japanese political parties had little respect among the population, and the concept of popular will reflected in parliamentary elections was never fully instituted in Japanese society. Thus, larger issues of public policy became subject to the group that claimed to speak for Emperor Hirohito.

Unlike in Italy and Germany, in Japan, no single leader emerged to harness and take advantage of this situation. Instead, military officers of all ranks formed conspiracies to forcibly eliminate democracy and restore the connection between the Emperor and his people. The army and navy, with direct access to the Emperor, now determined the makeup of the government, advocating a policy of external expansion and economic preparations for war.

During this time, military spending helped rebuild the slumping economy. Manchuria was integrated into the program, providing raw materials — such as coal, timber, and iron ore — to Japan. And Japanese society became highly regimented, turning back to an older example of duty and subordination to the state that had been the centerpiece of Japanese life for years prior to World War I.



Japan takes control of China

With solid public support for the army’s actions in China, and emboldened by the strong nationalist sentiments expressed by the military leadership, the Japanese army between 1933 and 1937 drove into northern China and occupied large areas of the Chinese-Soviet border. In 1937, after a clash between Chinese and Japanese forces at the Marco Polo Bridge near Beijing, China, Japan initiated a full-scale war to conquer China. Over 150,000 Japanese troops were fighting in China by September; Beijing had fallen, and Shanghai was again under attack. Japanese forces began an offensive toward Nanking, the Chinese Nationalist capital.

Chiang Kai-shek had made important improvements in modernizing China between 1928 and 1927, but the war with Japan ended any further reform. Chiang did not have the forces to resist the Japanese effectively, but a truce with the Communist Chinese allowed the Chinese to unite to face a common foe. The truce allowed the Communists to preserve their enclaves and survive as a force to be reckoned with.

By 1939, after three years of open war, Japan had taken control of the most productive and populous areas of China. But contrary to Japan’s expectations, Chiang showed no intention of surrendering and continued to fight on.
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The Japanese Defeat
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By 1945, the power and strength of American military might began to press heavily upon the Japanese. Since 1942, the Allies had fought the war in the Pacific with minimal support. Now, as the war in Europe came to an end, the pipeline for troops, supplies, and equipment opened for the Americans (General Douglas MacArthur and Admiral Chester Nimitz) who led the fight against the Japanese. The Americans had 1.5 million troops, nearly 1,000 combat ships, tens of thousands of landing craft and assault ships, and nearly 30,000 aircraft — a force unmatched in history.

On paper, it appeared that winning the war would be a cakewalk for the U.S. But wars aren’t fought on paper: They are fought with steel and blood and spirit. Although badly weakened economically and with most of its air power and sea power destroyed, the Japanese were still formidable foes. The Japanese army fought with reckless bravery and determination that tended to negate the big numbers of the American military. The kamikaze pilots, unafraid of death, were capable of destroying ships with their suicide planes. The Japanese people were united in their effort to continue to resist. Loyal to the Emperor, they were willing to endure whatever hardships — and to fight themselves, even if it meant dying — to protect the home islands from an invader.

The last months of World War II were to be the most bloody and terrible of an already long and terrible war.



Returning to the Philippines

MacArthur had waged an effective campaign against Japanese forces in the Philippines up to 1945 (see Chapter 19). As he had done in his island hopping campaign between 1943 and 1944, MacArthur sought to control key areas that could be used as airbases to support amphibious or overland ground attack. Because they never knew where MacArthur would attack next, the Japanese ended up fighting in multiple directions, trying to defend everything at once.

The Philippines, however, were different. The landing at Leyte (discussed in Chapter 19) had surprised the Japanese, but everyone knew that the real battle of the Philippines would take place on the main island of Luzon: 


	Manila, the capital of the Philippines, was located on Luzon, as was most of the Filipino population.
 
	Luzon was also the location of Bataan and Corregidor Island, the sites of humiliating American defeats in 1942 (see Chapter 8).
 
	The Japanese held thousands of American and Filipino prisoners of war on Luzon.



The Japanese knew that the Americans were coming; they also knew that losing control of Luzon would cut off the supply lines to Japan from the Dutch East Indies and also put American air power closer to Japan (see Figure 21-1). The battle for Luzon would be an all or nothing fight for the more than 200,000 Japanese defenders under command of one of the most capable generals in the Japanese Army, General Tomoyuki Yamashita.


Luzon: The First Phase

On January 9, 1945, MacArthur sent the 68,000-man 6th Army, commanded by General Walter Kreuger, into battle first. On its way to the gulf, the invasion fleet ran a gauntlet of kamikaze attacks, which sank one escort carrier and damaged dozens of additional ships. The 6th Army landed at Lingayen Gulf, the same place the Japanese had landed to begin their invasion of the Philippines in 1941. The landing party received the following support: 


	Admiral Halsey’s fleet began a campaign in the South China Sea that devastated Japanese combat power and prevented any reinforcements to the Philippines. His planes attacked Japanese airfields at Formosa (Taiwan) and Indo China (Vietnam), destroying nearly 600 aircraft and sinking over 100 Japanese ships in a little less than three weeks.
[image: Illustration of the Europe map depicting the Liberation of the Philippines, losing control of Luzon cutting off the supply lines to Japan from the Dutch East Indies.]FIGURE 21-1: Liberation of the Philippines.



	While a large fleet protected the landing, American aircraft from Mindoro, Leyte, and the Palau Islands (Peleliu — captured by American Marines in September 1944; see Chapter 19) covered the skies, harassing Japanese defenders and preventing reinforcements from arriving to protect the beaches.
 
	Filipino guerrillas attacked garrisons, communications, and bridges to slow and confuse the Japanese.



The landings were successful, and Kreuger was able to open a beachhead 15 miles wide and 4 miles deep against almost no enemy opposition. MacArthur himself waded ashore to the beach with the soldiers.
 

THE TIGER OF MALAYA
 
General Tomoyuki Yamashita (1885–1946) was a superb commander and active in political intrigue against the civilian government before the war. Always highly respected for his abilities, Yamashita rose to prominence with the Kwantung Army in China. By 1941, he took command of the 25th Army and led it against the British stronghold of Malaya. His brilliant use of infiltration tactics, his knowledge of Western habits and thinking, and his use of feints and deception allowed him to defeat a far superior enemy and capture the strategically important port of Singapore. He became a national hero and the symbol of Japan’s military skill.

Political jealousies, however, pushed this most able soldier into the background just as the Allies were beginning their counteroffensive against Japanese strongholds. Although in charge of overseeing operations in China, Yamashita’s skills could have been better used elsewhere at this critical time. He was summoned to command the defense of the Philippines in October 1944, a bit too late to make much difference. By September 1945, he personally surrendered rather than continue a hopeless struggle.

A military court tried and sentenced Yamashita to death for atrocities committed against Filipino civilians during the Battle for Manila, a charge that still is a thorny issue for military lawyers: Is the commander personally responsible if the soldiers under his command commit atrocities? The sentence was controversial then, and it still is today. Yamashita was hanged in 1946.



Once safely on the island, Krueger split his forces, sending one corps to seal off Japanese defenders in the north of the island, while his other corps moved rapidly inland capturing the former U.S. airbase at Clark Field, and headed for Manila. As soon as the ground forces moved inland, airbases were set up behind them to provide air support to the troops in combat.

By 31 January 1945, the Japanese had suffered 15,000 casualties, the Americans less than 6,000. By the beginning of February, American forces had split the Japanese into isolated groups. Without the means to coordinate their defense, Yamashita had lost the campaign. Yet no one was giving up.



Nothing is spared: Terror in Manila

The attack on Manila began on February 2, 1945. The 18,000 Japanese who defended the city were primarily a collection of naval forces, most of which were not under Yamashita’s direct command. The naval commander positioned his troops so that they were facing the wrong direction when the attack came, and he had to change his battle plans quickly. He ordered that no one in his command be taken alive.

Unlike other cities that had been spared destruction, central Manila became a death trap for American infantry. The Japanese destroyed bridges, buildings, and water lines. They set fires that often raged out of control. Although MacArthur limited the use of artillery and air attacks to spare further destruction of the once beautiful city and limit civilian casualties, the Japanese took advantage of the situation to inflict revenge on the Filipinos. Many innocent Filipinos were killed and wounded by the Japanese and by American air and artillery attacks.

The Japanese and Americans fought house to house and street to street. By February 22, the city was in ruins, and the Japanese commander and the last remnants of his command were holed up in the old city, which had walls 40 feet thick and 16 feet high in some places. There they had 4,000 Filipino hostages as well. Appeals to surrender were ignored and U.S. artillery and tanks blasted huge gaps in the walls at point blank range. It took more than a day to destroy the enemy and an additional eight days finally to bring the city under control. Only 4,500 Japanese survived the battle. The Americans suffered 6,500 casualties. The Filipinos suffered most of all, with more than 100,000 killed in the fighting.



Death from above at Corregidor

While the battle for Manila continued, MacArthur ordered that American forces take the island of Corregidor. The island fortress was the symbol of American strength and had played a key role in the defensive plans of the Philippines. It was the place where MacArthur himself had left his men when President Roosevelt ordered him to go to Australia. And it was the site of a humiliating surrender for the U.S. Army.

On February 16, 1945, veteran paratroopers of the 503rd Parachute Infantry Regiment landed on top of the island. The paratroopers fought for two solid weeks in a nightmare of daylight destruction of tunnels and traps, followed by nighttime attacks by the Japanese.

Supported by an amphibious landing of additional reinforcements, the U.S. infantrymen were spared the horror of fighting the Japanese in the deep underground tunnels that once housed American defenders. The Japanese blew up the tunnels, killing themselves rather than face capture. Only 19 of nearly 5,000 defenders left the island alive. American losses were less than 700.

[image: Army allied] On March 2, 1945, MacArthur stood by as soldiers raised the American flag once again over Corregidor, on the same flagpole that stood when the Japanese hauled down the U.S. flag in 1942.



Finishing the battle to clear Luzon

With the fall of Manila, Bataan, and Corregidor, it is often assumed that the battle in the Philippines ended. Hardly. Over 100,000 Japanese defenders put up strong resistance in the mountains in north Luzon. Japanese forces also hid in a network of tunnels and holes in the mountains east of Manila. Advances were often measured in yards. American infantry had to clear each hillside with artillery and air bombing attacks, hand grenades, and flamethrowers.

[image: Army allied] The battle to clear Luzon continued until September 2 when Yamashita surrendered his mostly starved and exhausted forces. When it was all over, Luzon had cost nearly 8,000 American lives since January 1945. Another 32,000 had been wounded. The Japanese lost 192,000 men. Only 9,700 were captured at the war’s end.



Mindanao: Still more fighting to do

At the big island of Mindanao, MacArthur sent several American divisions to destroy 43,000 Japanese defenders there and capture the major city of Davao. The island matched the conditions on New Guinea (see Chapter 15): mountainous, swampy, thick jungles, and terribly hot. Filipino guerrillas assisted the American amphibious assaults on the island, which faced no serious resistance. The Americans made a grueling cross-country movement to Davao, splitting the Japanese defenders in half.

[image: Military strategy] Davao was abandoned, forcing the final battles to be fought in the thick jungle, where the Japanese had all the advantages, except two: 


	Resupply: Without food or ammunition, the Japanese defenders could not fight for long.
 
	Air power: Without friendly air cover, the Japanese had no one to protect them from — or at least slow down — the Allied bombs that fell on them day and night.



Still, the remnants of the Japanese army defending the island didn’t give up until June 30. Nearly half of the defenders surrendered, a remarkably high number given the Japanese willingness to die rather than surrender. The loss to American forces was about 800 men.



A sometimes forgotten triumph: The Philippines

The campaign to take the Philippines is one of the forgotten triumphs of American arms. The remarkable fact is, though, that in less that two months Allied forces cleared the Japanese from the Philippines, even though the Japanese resistance in the face of hopeless odds lengthened the campaign to its bitter end.

[image: Army allied] Despite the conditions of the campaign, where small units fought in jungle and in cities, overall combat losses were light — a far cry from the combat losses in Europe from November 1944 to May of 1945. As a combined campaign, using air, sea and ground forces in harmony to create a single effect, the Philippine operation is unmatched in World War II.




Attack from Air and Sea: Japan Is Next

In the midst of the Philippines campaign, the strategic bombing against the home islands of Japan began in earnest. The undersea campaign against Japanese shipping reached its climax as well. The dual air and sea attack was intended to accomplish two objectives: 


	Starve the war-making capacity of Japan by cutting its supply lines in the sea.
 
	Destroy Japan’s ability to continue the war by destroying its industrial base.



The Allies used two tools to accomplish these objectives: the submarine and the B-29 Superfortress.

[image: Military strategy] The B-29 was a high altitude precision bomber that first saw combat over Asia in June of 1944. About 4,000 B-29s were produced during the war. With a crew of ten, a pressurized cabin, remote control guns, and radar to assist with bombing, the B-29 was the most modern bomber in the world. It could carry 20,000 pounds of bombs over 3,200 miles (4,000 miles with extra fuel tanks) and could fly at an altitude of 31,000 feet. Its wingspan of 142 feet was twice as long as the B-25 Mitchell bomber (71 feet) that flew off the deck of the USS Hornet to attack Japan in 1942. Head to Chapter 25 to find out about other weapons that were important in World War II.

With the end of the war in Europe, the 8th Air Force was transferred to the Pacific to join with the 20th Air Force. Their task was to attack targets in Japan. After November 1944 when the Allies captured these islands (see Chapter 19), the Marianas became the base for bombing attacks. (Previously, attacks on Japan came from air bases in China.)


Targeting Tokyo, Osaka, and other cities

Beginning in March 1945, American Major General Curtis LeMay sent his bomber command, all 279 aircraft, against Japanese targets at night at low level using firebombs (incendiaries). The results were devastating for the Japanese. Over 13,000 tons of bombs fell on Tokyo, Kobe, Nagoya, Yokohama, and Osaka. Over 2,000 tons of bombs fell on Tokyo alone, killing tens of thousands of people. The Tokyo attack on March 9 and 10 was the most destructive air attack in history up to that time.

With the capture of Iwo Jima (see the later section “The Fight for Iwo Jima”), U.S. fighters could escort the bombers to their targets. With near total dominance of the skies over Japan, the bombers flew lower and dropped bombs more effectively. Between January and August of 1945, about 162,000 tons of bombs fell on Japan: 


	Groups of 50 to 100 planes crossed over Japan in a regular stream, wrecking Japan’s war industries one by one.
 
	Nearly 1 million civilians died, and millions more were homeless.
 
	Bombers dropped mines into the coastal waters around the islands to further cripple efforts to supply the Japanese by sea.



The bombers brought the war to the Japanese people in a way none ever dreamed; Japanese industry was largely wrecked and nearly all normal functions of daily life had been disrupted.



Targeting merchant ships: Submarine operations

Japan depended on her merchant fleet to supply the needs of the Japanese people and supply the raw materials Japan needed to sustain its war production. Japan also needed to provide support to Japanese troops spread out over hundreds of islands in the Pacific. This meant a constant movement of merchant ships, oil tankers, and ammunition and troop ships traveling back and forth to Japan through the sea lanes of the Pacific. The destruction of these ships meant the end of Japan’s capability to fight.

The submarine was the key weapon in fighting this essential part of Japan’s war effort. Although the Japanese used convoys to protect merchant ships, they weren’t well organized or sufficiently protected with warships to discourage the Allied submarines.

By 1943, American submarines were sinking Japanese merchant ships faster than Japanese shipyards could build them. In 1944, the Allies sank over 3 million tons of merchant shipping while the Japanese built less than 1 million tons. By 1945, U.S. submarines were having trouble finding targets.

With no more ships venturing out into the open sea, Japanese industry began to starve for raw materials and oil. The Japanese population also suffered, especially from the lack of sufficient food.

The crews of the U.S. submarine force accomplished with Japan what the Germans had been unable to do with Britain: Bring an island nation to its knees economically through the use of unrestricted submarine warfare. Yet, the significant contribution of these men to the defeat of Japan has been largely forgotten.




The Fight for Iwo Jima

[image: Military strategy] Iwo Jima is a volcanic island about eight square miles and 760 miles from Tokyo. By 1945, Iwo had become one of the most important pieces of rock in the Pacific for the following reasons: 


	It was the only island that had air bases. These airbases would allow medium bombers to hit Japan with the B-29s; fighters based on Iwo Jima could escort bombers to their targets.
 
	It was midway between Saipan and Tokyo, making it ideal for emergency landings by bomber crews.




Defenses like never before: Japanese preparations

The Japanese knew how important the island was to the defense of the home islands. So the 21,000-man force led by General Kuribayashi Tadamichi moved the civilians off the island. Then taking all the experience learned from the previous island battles with the Americans since 1943, they constructed 11 miles of underground and above ground defenses: 


	Every point of land was covered by either machine guns or artillery.
 
	The beaches were blocked with obstacles and thousands of mines.
 
	The Japanese constructed deep underground bombproof shelters, tunnels, and carefully camouflaged fighting positions using the natural contours of the terrain to their advantage.
 
	The numerous natural caves became strongholds.



General Tadamichi intended to hold off the attackers as long as possible, while the kamikaze planes wrecked the American fleet. If that plan didn’t work, then the defenders were prepared to fight to the last man, each man vowing to kill at least ten Americans before he himself was killed.



Throwing a lot of stuff: Bombing before the attack

Hard experience had shown the Americans what to expect from the Japanese. No one doubted that as American troops got closer to Japan the Japanese would fight harder. They also knew that the Japanese defense of Iwo Jima would give them a glimpse of what future battles with the Japanese would be like.

The 75,000 U.S. Marines, under the command of Lieutenant General H. M. (“Howlin’ Mad”) Smith, who were slated to make the attack on Iwo Jima had no desire to take on the Japanese without serious preparatory fires. So the Allies hit Iwo Jima for 72 straight days with everything American naval and air power could throw at it. Although the beach obstacles and mines were largely destroyed, the Japanese defenders were safe in their tunnels and shelters.



Hitting the beach and a flag raising at Mount Suribachi

When the Marines landed on February 19, 1945, the Japanese were waiting and fully prepared (see Figure 21-2). Once the Marines were on the beach, they found themselves sinking into deep volcanic sand that hindered movement and that was so fine and loose it was almost impossible to dig into.

The Japanese fired heavily and accurately at the advancing Marines, causing the U.S. attack to slow to a literal crawl. The Marines somehow made progress, advancing against heavy fire with flame throwing tanks, grenades, artillery, and bulldozers. One of their goals was to cut off the Japanese on the southwestern portion of the island from the rest of the defenders. In the initial landing, over 2,000 Marines had already been killed or wounded.
 
[image: Map depicting the Battle of Iwo Jima, during which the Japanese fired heavily and accurately at the advancing Marines, causing the U.S. attack.]FIGURE 21-2: The Battle of Iwo Jima.


[image: Army allied] On that portion of the island was Mount Suribachi, rising 550 feet over the island. It was a natural fortress that took four days of difficult and bitter fighting to capture. As a group of Marines reached the summit on February 23 and raised the American flag on a piece of broken water pipe they had found, other Marines were still fighting Japanese attackers. The flag, seen all over the island, was greeted with American cheers.

[image: Historical trivia] A few hours later, a larger flag came ashore and was taken up Suribachi. Here Associated Press photographer Joe Rosenthal took one of the most famous photos in history. The new flag raising appeared in the photo as perfectly composed as a classic Greek sculpture. Its beauty and symmetry gave it a serenity that contrasted with the reality of death and terror that surrounded the young Marines. The photo captured the essence of the American war effort and symbolized for the entire world the spirit of Americans in battle. Near Arlington cemetery, a giant sculpture of the Marines at Suribachi stands as a monument to all Marines who have died in battle.



The terrible finale

The flag on Mount Suribachi was inspirational (see the preceding section), but it didn’t change the fact that the Japanese still controlled a large part of the island and had no intention of giving up. Winning the island would take three more weeks of bloody and grinding fighting. The Japanese defenses forced the Marines to fight for every yard. By March 4, even as Marines were battling the last group of defenders on the northwest part of the island, U.S. bombers were making emergency landings on the captured airfields.

A series of suicide charges ended the organized resistance on the island. Only 216 men of Kuribayashi’s 21,000 were taken alive. The cost had been severe for the Americans — 24,800 killed or wounded. For the first time, American casualties exceeded that of the Japanese.

Although the cost of winning the island had been high, the American-held island was significant strategically. As an American fighter base, the bombing effort against the Japanese home islands became more effective. As a lifesaver, it was invaluable. Over 2,200 aircraft made emergency landings on Iwo Jima, saving the lives of 25,000 American aircraft crews. America’s highest award for valor, the Congressional Medal of Honor, was given to 26 Marines at Iwo Jima. Admiral Nimitz, speaking with the deepest admiration for the achievements of the U.S. Marines, said, “Among the Americans who served on Iwo Island, uncommon valor was a common virtue.”




Okinawa: A Different Set of Problems

While the battle for Iwo Jima entered its final phases, another U.S. 10th Army, under the command of General Simon B. Buckner, was making preparations for another assault to capture the island of Okinawa. Buckner’s army had a strength of 225,000 men and was organized into infantry divisions and amphibious divisions, and included Marine and Army air units to provide direct support to the ground forces.

Lying about 330 miles southwest of Japan, Okinawa was a long, narrow island, with an area of about 450 square miles. Okinawa was essential as a future base of supply to support U.S. operations against the home islands of Japan. It had five airfields and space for more, with several good harbors and bays for ships and landing craft (all of which were needed to support the invasion of Japan). But capturing it presented problems for the Allies: 


	The terrain: In places the island was very hilly, with heavy vegetation.
 
	The civilians on the island: Okinawa had several major towns and was heavily populated with non-Japanese, who nonetheless were hostile to the Americans. Up to this point, U.S. forces had never had to deal with large native populations, which presented a whole new set of problems: How were American forces going to protect, control, and provide for these noncombatants?
 
	The distance away from established U.S. bases: As American troops got closer to Japan, the U.S. supply lines got longer. Everything the combat forces needed would have to travel a very long distance to get to the island. Therefore, supplying the troops would take time and, if supplies ran out during the battle, could slow down the pace of the U.S. attack.




On familiar ground: Okinawa’s defenders

The Japanese were playing on their home ground. They knew Okinawa very well: They had trained their army units on the island for years and considered it part of Japan. Thus they had every intention of making the battle for Okinawa the most costly for the Americans.

The strategy was the same as it had been at Iwo Jima — defend every position to the last man while kamikaze planes destroyed the American fleet (see the section “The Fight for Iwo Jima”). To that end, nearly 2,000 kamikaze planes prepared for the arrival of the 1,500 ships that would make up the Allied invasion force. In addition, 350 suicide torpedo boats were in place to attack the fleet.

The Japanese 32nd Army under Lieutenant General Mitsura Ushijima was well trained and equipped and numbered about 100,000 men, including 20,000 members of the Okinawan home guard.

Unlike in past campaigns, the Japanese wouldn’t defend the beaches. Ushijima centered his defenses around the walled town of Shuri in the southern tip of the island: 


	Around Shuri, he built concentric rings of defensive positions and then stretched bands of defensive lines across the narrow neck of the island.
 
	The ridgelines that these defenses were anchored on were a maze of caves, tunnels, passageways, trenches, and underground forts, all carefully camouflaged and protected from bombardment.
 
	Every foot of the defensive lines was covered by artillery or machine gun fire.





The easy landing

In early March, the Allies began the preparation for the 10th Army landings on Okinawa: 


	B-29s and carrier-based aircraft attacked airfields on the Japanese islands to limit the threat from what was left of Japan’s air force.
 
	U.S. battleships and naval aircraft began hitting targets on Okinawa.
 
	Several smaller islands off Okinawa were captured to stave of the suicide boat threat and establish offshore depots for fuel and ammunition.
 
	Minesweepers cleared channels for the fleet.



On April 1, 300 U.S. naval vessels were offshore. Meanwhile the 2nd Marine Division conducted a deception landing on the southeast end of Okinawa. A line of landing craft eight miles long streamed toward the main landing beaches.

By the end of the first day, 50,000 U.S. troops were ashore, establishing a beachhead eight miles wide and three miles deep. Japanese resistance had been minimal. The following day, the island was split in half. The Marines moved north and the Army began to move south.

The Marines had little trouble in reaching their objectives. By April 19, they occupied the northern two-thirds of the island, opposed only by 2,500 Japanese defenders on an isolated peninsula. The Army, however, ran into the first of the Japanese defensive lines and halted (see Figure 21-3).



Kamikaze attacks

In April, as the U.S. Army and Marines moved across Okinawa, hundreds of kamikaze planes swarmed about the 5th Fleet. More and more planes were needed to protect the ships (limiting air support for the lightly engaged ground forces). In the first attacks, over 380 kamikaze planes were shot down, but others found their targets, sinking 3 destroyers, 1 landing ship, 1 ammunition ship, and damaging 24 other ships.

Several days later the attacks included a new type of aircraft, a rocket powered, man-guided flying bomb, called Okha (cherry blossom), that was launched from a bomber. The Okha carried more than a ton and a half of explosive and traveled at speeds of over 500 miles an hour. The Americans, in reference to what they thought of the mental state of the pilots flying these bombs, called them Baka (fool). The attacks largely ended after April for several reasons: 

[image: Map depicting the Battle of Okinawa, during which the Marines occupied the northern two-thirds of the island, opposed by Japanese defenders on an isolated peninsula.]FIGURE 21-3: The Battle of Okinawa.



	The American attacks on the airbases in Japan had an effect.
 
	American aircraft became more adept at intercepting the aircraft before they reached the fleet.
 
	The Japanese high command decided to preserve what was left of its kamikaze force for the invasion of the home islands.



Before the battle for Okinawa was over, 32 U.S. ships had been sunk and another 380 damaged, causing a total of 9,800 casualties. The Japanese sacrificed over 1,800 pilots.



The end of the Japanese fleet

The last of Japan’s battle fleet moved out to engage the enemy, but by this time, there wasn’t enough fuel in all of Japan to move the ships very far. The eight destroyers, one cruiser, and the largest battleship ever built, Yamato, would make a one-way trip in a doomed attempt to take on the American fleet.

The ships had hardly started out when American carrier aircraft discovered them. Without air cover, these ships were sitting ducks. Several hundred aircraft made three separate attacks over two days. The entire fleet sank, including Yamato, which blew up in a giant fireball that could be seen for a hundred miles. Thus was the end of Japanese naval power.



The battle for the ridges

The main Japanese defensive lines stretched across the narrow neck of land that protected the island’s main city. The defensive positions were well chosen, using the deep valley and gorges to their advantage. The 100,000 defenders had hundreds of artillery pieces they would use to break up any American attack.

The Allies had to take the first defensive line yard by yard over a period of three weeks. Once through one defensive line, the Allies faced another line two miles behind it, and the process began all over again. General Buckner brought up the Marines, who had completed their clean up of the northern portion of the island.

On May 4, the Japanese launched a massive counterattack that lasted for three days. During the counterattack, American firepower in the air and on the ground had a terrible effect: About 5,000 Japanese soldiers were killed in the open. For the haggard infantrymen, it only meant that there would be 5,000 fewer Japanese who would have to be dug out of caves. Much of the Japanese artillery was destroyed as well, leaving the Japanese to depend on individual strongpoints and fighting positions on the Shuri Line. Located in the southern part of Okinawa on a highpoint between the eastern and western beaches, the Shuri Line was the key line of defense for the Japanese. It was nearly impenetrable and had interconnected tunnels that would be almost impossible to clear.



The mud of May and the Shuri Line

Heavy rains in May made the situation on Okinawa miserable. The weather combined with complex defenses of the Shuri Line, made breaking through nearly impossible. U.S. naval gunfire, massed artillery, and airstrikes evened the odds against the American soldiers and Marines. Often the fighting took place in desperate hand-to-hand struggles.

By the end of May, the Army had broken through the Shuri Line. The Marines captured the city of Naha and linked up with the Army forces moving to surround the Japanese defenders from behind. About 63, 000 Japanese had been killed. The surviving Japanese skillfully withdrew to a final defensive position on the southern tip of the island.



Okinawa: Another costly victory

By June, the Americans were hammering against the Japanese defenders with all the power they could muster. The defensive position was strong, however, and the only way to break it was to attack with infantry, supported by tanks and aircraft. The Marines and Army infantry fought their way through the outer defenses in mid-June, breaking the remaining defenders into three pockets that the Allies finally managed to defeat on June 20, 1945. The battle for Okinawa had been terrible: 


	The Americans captured 7,400 prisoners, but the rest of the Japanese were dead. The Japanese lost nearly 8,000 aircraft and 131,000 men.
 
	Okinawan civilians suffered as well; over 42,000 had been killed or wounded.
 
	American ground force casualties totaled 15,500 killed (including General Buckner) and 51,000 wounded. The Navy lost nearly 10,000 men. About 1,000 American aircraft were lost.



If the battle for Okinawa was anything like what the Americans could expect when they invaded the home islands of Japan, 200,000 or more dead would not be an unrealistic estimate. Yet even before the fighting ended, Okinawa and several other smaller islands nearby were being turned into massive air and supply bases to support bombers and fighters in preparation for the final attack on Japan.




The Planned Invasion of Japan

Fairly late in the war, the U.S. reorganized the forces in the Pacific: 


	MacArthur, promoted to General of the Army (five stars) — one of only a few to ever hold the rank (the first being George Washington) — was given command of all ground forces in the Pacific and those coming from Europe to the Pacific.
 
	Admiral Nimitz became a Fleet Admiral and was given command of all naval forces in the Pacific.
 
	The B-29 bomber force, along with the bombers of the 8th Air Force from Europe, were consolidated into a Strategic Air Force under direction of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington.
 
	The Far East Air Force remained with MacArthur; the 11th Air Force in Alaska and the Aleutians were under Nimitz’s command.



Such a reorganization of the forces in the Pacific at this late date in the war had one single purpose: The task given to MacArthur and Nimitz — the two most powerful military commanders in history — was nothing less than the invasion and conquest of Japan.


Planning considerations

In planning for the Allied invasion of Japan, the strategists had to consider several things: how well prepared the Japanese were for an invasion, their proven preference of death over surrender, and what the Japanese troops in China would do once Japan’s home island came under attack.


Japanese morale

Indications were clear that Japan was close to collapse economically. The navy had established a blockade around the islands that would only make the economic situation even more difficult. But economic destitution did not mean the morale or will of the Japanese government and people had been affected. The devastation that the American B-29 bombers had unleashed on Japan throughout 1945 had not affected Japanese morale in any significant way.



The preparation of the Japanese

One of the primary concerns for the Allies remained the nearly 2 million Japanese soldiers — not to mention the Japanese citizens — defending the main islands of Japan. 


	Japanese troops since Guadalcanal had shown a steadfast refusal to surrender, no matter how hopeless the situation. The Japanese soldier was most dangerous when he was in a prepared defensive position and completely prepared to die.
 
	Several thousand Japanese pilots were more than willing to become the kamikaze to save the homeland from invasion.
 
	Japanese civilians would resist and die rather than live under the heel of a conqueror.



Fighting on the Japanese homeland would be like fighting Tarawa, Guam, Manila, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa all at once.



Japanese army in China

Above all these rather sobering realities was the question of what the Japanese army in China would do? At least 2 million veteran Japanese troops still occupied large parts of China. Would the Allies have to fight a brutal, bloody, and lengthy series of campaigns in China and Manchuria to bring about the final military defeat of Japan? It was a possibility no one wanted to contemplate.




Taking down Japan: The plan

According to the plan, the conquest of Japan would be launched in November 1945 and it would be accomplished in two parts, codename OLYMPIC and CORONET. Then, if necessary, the Allies would turn their attention to defeating the Japanese in China (see Figure 21-4).

[image: Illustration of the Europe map depicting the Planned Attack on Japan and the Soviet Invasion of Occupied China.]FIGURE 21-4: The Planned Attack on Japan and the Soviet Invasion of Occupied China.



OLYMPIC

The first part of the Allied invasion plan would send forces against Kyushu, the large southern island of Japan. After an air attack of nearly two thousand aircraft combined with a naval bombardment of a thousand ships, a total of about 770,000 U.S. troops would land on the island. The aim of this landing party wasn’t to conquer the island. Their goal was to seize and control only a part of the island to establish air and support bases for the knockout blow, codenamed CORONET that would begin in March of 1946.

The reason for not conquering the island was that American forces would most likely face up to 680,000 defenders, essentially the entire population of the island, supported by thousands of kamikaze planes.



CORONET

After the bases had been established on Kyushu, the Allies would launch the assault against Tokyo. Nearly 4,000 aircraft would support this attack. A force of about 1 million men, most of them transferred from Europe, would land near Tokyo. Operations would then continue until all resistance ended on the islands. Once the Allies secured Japan, the next step, if necessary, would be to defeat Japanese forces in China.

The sobering reality for these incredible numbers of fighting men was that everyone expected high casualties, somewhere between 200,000 and 1 million Americans killed and wounded. Everyone shuddered at the losses, not to mention the destruction to the American and British fleets that would come as a result of kamikaze and suicide boat attacks.





The Atomic Bomb and the Defeat of Japan

The OLYMPIC and CORONET plans represented the conventional military approach to ending the war. But U.S. President Truman was considering an alternate, unconventional means to end the war quickly and cheaply. He had been briefed on the 2 billion dollar Manhattan Project, the American-British effort to produce an atomic bomb.

Truman knew that the atomic bomb had been successfully tested, and he understood its power. Despite the immense destruction that the bomb would cause, he considered it a preferable alternative to an invasion of Japan. The big question, then, wasn’t “Should we or shouldn’t we?” The question was “Where?”


Hiroshima: The first target

Only two bombs would be available for employment. Therefore, the targets had to be military-related and had to have a direct effect on the will of the Japanese people to carry on the war. Several cities were examined, including Tokyo (the capital and home of the Emperor), but the target list came down to Hiroshima, Kokura, Nagasaki, and Niigata. Hiroshima, which had not been hit by B-29s and was a major training center, supply depot, and transportation point, became the unlucky city.

On August 6, 1945, the B-29 named Enola Gay (for the pilot, Paul W. Tibbets’s mother) took off from the island of Tinian carrying the bomb nicknamed Little Boy. Following him were two planes carrying instruments and observers.
 

FROM ATOMIC THEORY INTO MILITARY REALITY
 
It began as a scientific theory in the early 1930s that sketched out the concept of atomic fission, splitting atoms to produce energy. Albert Einstein in 1940 tried to enlist President Roosevelt’s help to get funding to conduct experiments to test if a weapon could be made using such a concept. Although uninterested at first, by 1941, Roosevelt was willing to listen. Roosevelt committed hundreds of millions of dollars to get the best scientists and engineers in the world to turn this theory into reality. It became one of the greatest scientific and engineering achievements in history.

By 1945 the concept had become reality. Not only was the theory proven, but scientists had collected enough of a specific Uranium isotope and the byproduct of a nuclear reaction involving a Uranium isotope, called Plutonium, to be put into a bomb. By purposely creating a rapid chain reaction of sub-atomic particles, these substances could explode and release energy in unimaginable amounts (The complete details of this process are beyond this book and await the publication of Nuclear Physics For Dummies). The question was how to set the chain reaction to work when and where it was intended to explode on target.

By 16 July 1945, the project administrator, Brigadier General Leslie Groves and the chief scientist, J. Robert Oppenheimer, were ready to test a Plutonium bomb in the New Mexico desert. It exploded as planned with the force of 17,000 tons of TNT and a giant mushroom cloud rose 40,000 feet into the air. Truman, at the Potsdam conference with Stalin and Churchill at the time, received news of the successful test. It was then that he passed on to an already well-informed Stalin the existence of a weapon of great destructive power. The only question now was how and where to use the next bombs produced.



The people in Hiroshima, including 43,000 soldiers, heard an air raid warning and entered the shelters, only to get an all clear just before a single B-29 appeared overhead. At 8:16 a.m., 31,000 feet over Hiroshima, the first atomic bomb was used against a military target. It exploded about 1,900 feet above the ground. The explosion was estimated to be equal to 12,500 tons of TNT. The heat and blast effect of the weapon caused the highest number of casualties. A few days later, people in large numbers began to die from radiation poisoning.



Japanese government reaction

As information slowly filtered into the members of the Japanese government, it became clear that the Americans were playing an entirely new game. They heard President Truman’s announcement of the Hiroshima bombing and his assertion that the United States was ready to wipe out every city in Japan. The Japanese armed forces were unmoved by the news. Many thought the Americans were bluffing and suspected that the U.S. had only one bomb. The Japanese government, meanwhile, decided to await a full report on the bombing from Hiroshima before making any decisions.

Meanwhile, B-29s continued to fly over Japan at will, dropping thousands of tons of conventional bombs on industrial targets. With no response from the Japanese, the U.S. prepared the second atomic bomb. But before it was ready, the Soviet Union played its card in the stacked deck against Japan.



The Soviets declare war on Japan

The Soviet government delivered a declaration of war to the Japanese ambassador in Moscow an hour before midnight on August 8, 1945. On August 9, the USSR launched nearly a half million men, nearly 4,000 aircraft, 3,700 tanks, and 1,800 self-propelled guns (essentially a large, armor shielded artillery piece on a tank chassis) against the Japanese army in Manchuria.

Although on paper the Japanese army outnumbered the Soviets, they were generally poor quality troops. The best had been stripped to fight against the Americans on the Pacific islands in 1944 and 1945. The Japanese had no aircraft or weapons of any sort to stop tanks. Thus, they were at the mercy of the Soviet Army. The Soviets rapidly drove into the interior of what had been undisputed Japanese territory since 1931.



Nagasaki next

While the Soviet attack was underway in China, Fat Man, the second atomic bomb, was ready for delivery to its target, Kokura. The B-29, flown by Major Charles Sweeney, was named Bock’s Car. Sweeney flew over the target on the island of Kyushu, but cloud cover prevented an accurate drop. So Sweeney headed his plane to his secondary target, Nagasaki.

The city was home to one of the largest shipyards in Japan. Despite poor weather over the target, Sweeney let the bomb go at 29,000 feet. The bomb exploded off target, but it detonated with the equivalent of 22,000 tons of TNT. The blast and heat effects were similar to the effects in Hiroshima, although the surrounding valleys and hills shielded parts of the city from greater destruction.



The cost

The estimates of casualties vary widely, but the two atomic bombs are believed to have killed 100,000 to 200,000 people. The desire to save American lives and end the war as quickly as possible without an invasion of Japan made the use of the atomic bombs inevitable.

When considering the destructive power of the atomic bombs, remember that the Japanese mainland was being hit regularly with B-29 attacks that routinely delivered 4,000 to 5,000 tons of bombs in a single attack. Thus, to American planners, the atomic weapons delivered roughly the same tonnage that the enemy was already being hit with. The difference, of course, was the destructive effect from one massive explosion created by an atomic bomb from one aircraft versus the effect of thousands of smaller explosions from a rain of bombs from hundreds of planes.



The end of an era: The Emperor submits

The news was all bad for the Japanese leadership meeting in Tokyo after the bombing of Nagasaki. The Supreme War Council, which had run the war, was divided evenly. Three wanted to continue the war, three wanted to make peace and submit to the Allied terms, but with one exception: The Emperor of Japan, revered as a god-man for centuries, could not be affected.

The Japanese sent a message to the Allies with this proposal, but the Allies rejected it. Unconditional surrender came the reply on August 10. The Emperor would reign, but he would be subject to the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces, who would be the de facto ruler of Japan during the occupation by Allied forces.

This reply set the war council into another series of meetings that lasted four days. To help the Japanese along with their decision, over 700 Allied B-29s appeared again on 14 August and dropped almost 4,500 tons of explosives on military targets. That day, the Emperor arrived at the council meeting to make an announcement. “I have surveyed the conditions prevailing in Japan and the world at large,” he told them, “and it is my belief that a continuation of the war promises nothing but additional destruction.” He had decided to accept the Allied terms and would make an announcement to the people of Japan.



The announcement to the Japanese people

At noon on August 15, 1945, the Emperor of Japan addressed his people by radio. He had never spoken to the people before, and using an obscure court dialect (that no doubt sounded to many listening like the voice of God), Emperor Hirohito told them that “the war situation has developed not necessarily to Japan’s advantage.” Following the Emperor’s address was an announcement stating that the two atomic bombs were the reason for Japan’s surrender.

Despite the words of the Emperor, some in the Japanese military were willing to disobey orders and continue resistance. The War Minister committed suicide, and a group of officers attempted to break into the palace to convince the Emperor to continue the war. When ordered to surrender, the soldiers committed suicide. In fact, the Japanese army in Manchuria fought on until August 22, despite announcements of a cease-fire. Japanese units fought the Soviets on Sakhalin Island until September 3. The Soviets eventually took 2.7 million Japanese soldiers into captivity, using many of them as forced labor.



The Japanese surrender

Once the Japanese government had submitted, Allied forces (except the Soviets, who had been desperately trying to get an invasion of the Japanese islands underway before the surrender) began to move into Japan. In Manchuria, the Soviets began carting away factories and raw materials as they had in Germany, claiming it was their fair share of reparations for entering the war.

[image: Army allied] On September 2, with the most powerful fleet in the history of the world in Tokyo Bay, the Japanese delegation arrived on the battleship Missouri to sign the formal surrender document, while 2,000 aircraft flew over in formation as a reminder of Allied power. MacArthur and Nimitz signed the document, along with representatives of the Allied nations (including the USSR). MacArthur signed as the Supreme Allied Commander and asked Generals Wainwright and Percival, two officers who had just been released from prison camp, to accompany him. (Wainwright had surrendered the Philippines to the Japanese in 1942 and Percival had surrendered Singapore in 1942. MacArthur wanted them to share in the triumph that had been denied them as commanders.) MacArthur concluded the brief ceremony with these words: “It is … the hope of all mankind that from this solemn occasion a better world shall emerge from the blood and carnage of the past.”

[image: Historical trivia] Posted conspicuously where the Japanese could see it was an American flag with 31 stars. It was the flag that Commodore Matthew C. Perry flew when the first American warship first entered Tokyo Bay in 1853.




The Allied Occupation of Japan

MacArthur, as Supreme Allied Commander, had personal responsibility for running the occupation of Japan. He worked out of the Dai Ichi building in Tokyo (in Japanese, Dai Ichi means Number One). MacArthur was the Dai Ichi, supervising the day-to-day activities of the Japanese government and respecting the Emperor’s unique role in Japanese life. He helped to rebuild Japanese life after the war by doing the following: 


	Abolishing the armed forces.
 
	Instituting democratic reforms.
 
	Giving women the right to vote.
 
	Reorganizing business practices to resemble American corporations.



MacArthur also oversaw land reform programs and in a short time became something of a demigod in his own right among the Japanese people. He would remain in Japan until relieved of command and recalled by President Truman in 1951 during another war; this one in Korea.


       


Chapter 18

Liberating Europe: From Normandy to Paris, and Beyond


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Opening the second front in Europe

[image: Bullet] Breaking out and breaking down: The problems of supply

[image: Bullet] Jumping the Rhine into Germany

[image: Bullet] The Battle of the Bulge



The invasion of Europe was the most anticipated event of World War II. From the moment British and French troops escaped from Dunkirk in 1940, it was clear that the Allies would have to return to the continent of Europe. The Germans knew the invasion was coming, they just didn’t know when or where. The Allies wanted to keep it that way. Regardless of when and where the invasion occurred, it would lead to a battle that determined who won the war in Europe.

From the beaches of Normandy, the Allies fought some of the best German units and liberated France, advancing nearly to Germany’s borders. The war might have ended then and there if the pipeline that supplied the beans, bullets, and fuel for over 1 million men and several million vehicles had been able to keep things moving. It didn’t. Supreme Allied Commander, General Dwight Eisenhower, had to make very hard choices in the fall of 1944. One choice ended in disaster for the British airborne; another led to Hitler launching his last offensive in a desperate gamble to turn back time and save Germany from invasion.



Deciding on Strategy: OVERLORD

General Eisenhower, as Supreme Allied Commander, was appointed overall commander for the invasion of Europe, codenamed OVERLORD. Under him were the following men: 


	General Bernard Montgomery, who commanded the five British, American, and Canadian divisions that would make the initial landing in France
 
	British Admiral Bertram Ramsay, who commanded the naval forces
 
	British Air Chief Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory, who commanded the air forces.



The planning staff faced many obstacles preparing for the invasion of Europe. They decided on Normandy as a landing site quickly because the beaches were within range of fighter aircraft, which would provide overhead cover for the troops, and the area was near major ports.

[image: Remember] OVERLORD was not about an invasion as much as it was about grabbing a foothold so that the Allies could pour supplies into suitable facilities. To make this plan work, the Allies needed to do three things: 


	Shut down the German counterattack that inevitably would come sometime after the initial landings.
 
	Coordinate the invasion at a time when the weather, tide, and moon cooperated. Thus, they needed the following conditions from Mother Nature: 

	High tide to get landing craft on the beaches
 
	A new moon (no illumination) so that aircraft, paratroopers, and gliders could land in protective darkness
 
	Clearing skies so that combat aircraft could fly in support of the invasion
 
	
Generally calm seas to support the rapid movement of troops and equipment ashore

To complicate matters, this combination of tides and moon happened only on three days in every month.





 
	Trick the Germans into believing that the attack was coming at Pas de Calais on the northern coast of France. Pas de Calais was a key port city situated only a few miles across the Channel from England and a seemingly obvious choice of location to launch a massive invasion from England. By keeping the Germans focused on Pas de Calais, they would forget about quiet, isolated Normandy.




Need a plan, a real big Allied plan

The Allied plan itself was relatively simple: 


	Take the limited landing craft available and land five divisions at five Normandy beaches (codenamed Sword, Juno, and Gold for the British and Canadians; Omaha and Utah for the Americans) and then shuttle in four more divisions across the beaches that day.
 
	Each day after the initial landing, another division would land, along with tons of supplies, to keep the forces moving.
 
	Three divisions of paratroopers — two American, one British — would precede the landings. The paratroopers would land behind the main beaches to disrupt enemy defenses and reinforcements.
 
	Naval gunfire and aerial fire would also precede the actual landings and then support the assault once the troops were on the beaches.



The following sections explain how the planners of the Normandy invasion met the three critical tasks: shutting down the German response, coordinating the time of the landing with the right weather and tide conditions, and fooling the Germans that the invasion was coming from somewhere else.


Shutting down the German counterattack

The British and Americans had plenty of fighter aircraft to keep the German fighter aircraft at bay as the troops hit the beaches. The problem came when the Allied troops moved inland. The farther they went, the harder it was for the Allied fighters, with their limited fuel capacity, to cover them. So instead of relying only on the fighter pilots to prevent or slow down the German counterattack, Allied bombers attacked the road and railroads that the Germans used to get to Normandy. The bombers also hit strategic factories and oil refineries to slow supplies of new equipment or fuel to the German defenders.



Getting the troops ashore

The whole plan depended upon the humble landing craft. The simple fact was that the Allies didn’t have enough of them. As a result, OVERLORD planners had to delay the planned May landing until June, when more landing craft could be shipped from the U.S. In June, the only three days available to launch the invasion (that is, days when the tides, moon, and weather were cooperating simultaneously) were June 5, 6, and 7. If, for whatever reason, the invasion couldn’t be launched on those days, everyone would have to wait another month.



Fooling the Germans

The Germans were so sure that Pas de Calais was the spot for the invasion that they fortified the area heavily. The Allies decided to convince them that they were right and came up with following plan: The Allies created two fake Allied armies — one headed for Norway, the other headed for Pas de Calais. Dummy radio traffic poured out of fake headquarters. Real commanders, such as General Patton, were assigned to command some of these fake units.

The Germans bought the deception completely. In fact, when the real invasion at Normandy began, the Germans were convinced that it was the deception, meant to turn them away from the real invasion.
 

A PAINFUL LESSON
 
On August 19, 1942, over 6,000 Canadian and British commandos attempted an amphibious raid on several German coastal fortifications at the town of Dieppe on the French coast. The idea of the raid was to capture prisoners and to test how well German defenses’ capabilities could stop an invasion across the English Channel. Supporting attacks by British units above and below Dieppe were to eliminate gun positions that could threaten the main landing. The Canadian infantry would make the main attack and secure the beach for landing craft to bring in tanks. Unfortunately, the predawn raid was discovered before the troops even debarked; one supporting unit arrived late, the other had only moderate success.

The main attack shouldn’t ever have happened. The beach, made up of smooth rounded rocks that inhibited movement, wasn’t good for landing either troops or vehicles. In addition, it was dominated by high cliffs where the Germans, fully alerted to the attack, poured machine gun and artillery fire on the Canadians. Additional troops landing on the main beach and in the vicinity took heavy losses. The tanks arrived, but they had trouble moving on the rocky beach and couldn’t get over the anti-tank defenses. The trapped Canadians held out, all hope of victory long gone. The commander of the raid, on board a British destroyer, never knew the extent of the disaster and even sent in his reserve units to take advantage of what he thought was a breakthrough. Most of these men were killed as soon as they landed. The withdrawal order was given six long hours after the initial landing. About 1,600 Canadians made it back; over 3,300 men had been killed, wounded, or captured.






Germans step up their defenses

[image: Military strategy] Hitler had every intention of stopping the invasion at the beaches. With time to prepare, he sent thousands of laborers to France to establish defenses. They created a complex of concrete emplacements, walls, trenches, barbed wire, minefields (containing a total of 2.5 million mines!), water obstacles, anti-tank ditches, and heavy artillery that stretched across the north coast of France. This immense defensive fortification was known as Hitler’s Atlantic Wall. Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, one of the genuine heroes of the German army, supervised the effort. Hitler also sent 58 divisions, 5 of them tank divisions, to France with 1,800 tanks. These tank units, so badly needed in the war against the Soviets, were among the best in the German army, with years of combat experience.

In creating their defense plan, the Germans had to take into account two factors: 


	They had a limited number of aircraft that they could use against the Allies during an invasion.
 
	They also had (besides their more experienced soldiers) a number of poorly trained and equipped ground units.



So they came up with the following plan: 


	The poorly trained and equipped ground units would defend the beaches, even though this would mean that the Germans couldn’t put up much of a fight against the initial landings.
 
	The best equipped, trained, and most experienced German tank and infantry divisions would hold the rear. These units would engage in counterattacks to drive the invading forces into the sea.



Actually, this plan was a pretty good one because the Allies would have mostly infantry on the beaches. Without tanks or artillery to support them as they moved off the beaches, the lightly armed Allied ground troops would be easy targets for the powerful mechanized German divisions.

The only problem with the plan was that Hitler had personal control of most of the divisions. No one could move anything until the Führer himself gave the order. He, of course, was nearly half a continent away directing the military disaster that he created in the USSR, and he had little appreciation for the situation in the West — both things that would leave the defenders of Normandy helpless for several critical days.



The toughest job: Eisenhower makes the call

The original day for the Normandy invasion (D-Day in military planner’s jargon) was set for June 5, 1944. But bad weather forced Eisenhower to postpone the operation for 24 hours. Facing the proposition of having his vast armada discovered and having to wait nearly another month before attempting another start, Eisenhower made the fateful decision. After a long and deliberate pause, knowing how much was riding on this, he looked up and gave the word: “O.K., we’ll go,” he said. June 6 would be D-Day (see Figure 18-1).
 
[image: Illustration of the Europe map depicting the D-Day landings, on June 6, 1944.]FIGURE 18-1: The D-Day landings, June 6, 1944.





D-Day: Invasion and Breakout

At 2 a.m. on June 6, American and British paratroopers were the first Allied forces to land on German occupied Europe. British paratroopers captured key bridges that would enable the British and Canadian forces to move inland; the American paratroopers landed in the rear of the section of Normandy beach (codenamed UTAH) to seal off main roads that the Germans would use to launch their counterattack. Hitler’s defenses had been pierced! Soon afterward, Allied ships began a heavy bombardment of the coast fortifications. At 6:30 a.m., the landing craft began hitting the beach.

Surprised and shocked by the intensity of the bombardment, the German defenders, mostly poor quality troops good only for non-combat duties, reacted slowly to the danger.


Some success for the Canadians and British at Gold, Juno, and Sword beaches

By the end of D-Day, the Allies had landed about 156,000 men on the beaches of Normandy.


At Sword beach

On Sword beach, British and French commandos (elite raiding forces composed of 10 to 20 men) helped clear landing sites and eliminate German strong points for the infantry and tanks coming ashore.

The British linked up with the paratroopers who were holding the key bridges that allowed access off the beaches, but their advance to the key objective of Caen, a large town a few miles from the beach, was halted by the arrival of German tanks. The tank units had been on an exercise in the area by pure chance and were able to react quickly enough to hold the town.

That evening, over 500 aircraft dropped supplies and gliders filled with reinforcements around Caen in a display of Allied might that stunned the German defenders. The advance soon bogged down before Caen, as German reinforcements blocked any further advance.



At Gold beach

At Gold beach, most of the Allied units met light to moderate resistance and began a rapid advance inland. By the end of the day, 25,000 British soldiers had landed and were firmly established eight miles inland. They were close to capturing the town of Bayeux (home of the famous tapestry commemorating another invasion, the Norman invasion of England in 1066), which soon became a major supply center.

The British on Gold beach could thank the paratroopers for their good fortune. The paratroopers landing in the early morning of the invasion had drawn German reinforcements to the outer areas, leaving the Gold beach sector only lightly defended. In the days to come, however, the Germans would rush reinforcements to defend the area, making the best use of the terrain and bringing the British advance to a halt.



At Juno Beach

At Juno beach, the Canadians found themselves hampered by obstacles and mines that made the landings very hazardous. Beach defenses were strong there, and the Canadians ran into trouble right away. They had to fight forward in small groups, attacking beach defenses one by one. Casualties were heavy; nearly 1,000 men were lost in the landings. But the Canadians broke through and made the deepest penetration off the beach by nightfall. Once inland, the Canadians faced German counterattacks and defeated them but could not make any further progress forward. A stalemate quickly developed.




Success for the Americans at Utah beach

At Utah beach, the first wave of Americans landed in the wrong place. Although it seems that having landed on the wrong beach would present a problem, it actually ended up being a good thing.

Realizing that they had landed in the wrong place and seeing that the second wave was landing close by, General Theodore Roosevelt Jr. (son of U.S. president Theodore Roosevelt and cousin to FDR) had to make a decision. Should the American troops move north a mile to the proper site, or should they fight where they were? “We’ll start the war from right here,” he told his officers. He made the right decision. This beach was a good place to land because it was lightly defended. With tank support, the Americans were soon across the beach and into the interior of France. By 11:00 a.m., they had linked up with American paratroopers. By afternoon, Utah beach was filled with thousands of vehicles and men moving steadily off the beach, building a three-mile-wide beachhead.
 


A near disaster at Omaha

The troops at Omaha beach did not have the same good fortune as the Allied soldiers who landed at the other beaches (see the preceding sections). Unlike the other beaches, a high quality German division defended Omaha beach and its defenses were elaborate and solidly built. The heavily burdened American infantrymen had little chance to cross the nearly 300 yards of open sand in the face of brutally accurate enemy fire.

The battle was difficult in another way. It was beyond the control of generals. It would be up to the small groups of American fighting men to either win or die. Many did both. Colonel Charles Canham of the 116th Infantry Regiment made up of National Guardsmen from Virginia, put it best: “They’re murdering us here! Let’s move inland and get murdered!” But at the end of the day, the Americans moved off the beach and up the bluffs into open ground. It was only about 1,500 yards, purchased at the cost of 2,000 casualties, but it was enough.


THE BUZZ BOMB AND THE ROCKET BOMB
 
Just a few days after D-Day, Germany launched its first strategic weapons against England with the intention of winning the war. Hitler called them vengeance weapons. The Allies called them buzz bombs. The V-1s were pilotless flying bombs, powered by a pulsejet engine that made a loud sputtering or rattling sound as it flew through the air. Moving at a 400 miles per hour and carrying nearly 1,900 pounds of explosives, the buzz bombs packed a punch. Hitler believed that launching these weapons by the hundreds every day for weeks would eventually weaken British morale, forcing Britain out of the war. Between June 1944 and March 1945, the Germans launched 6,000 buzz bombs from the coast of France and Holland. Nearly two-thirds were shot down by antiaircraft guns, guided by radar or by fighter aircraft. Buzz bombs were aimed at not only London and southern England, but at Antwerp as well. In England, 24,000 people were killed or injured by the bombings. More dangerous were the V-2 rocket bombs, the world’s first short-range ballistic missile. With a one-ton warhead, these rockets traveled at a high trajectory and made no noise. Over 1,000 fell on England, causing extensive damage from September 1944 to March 1945. Despite the fear they inspired, the British population’s morale was not seriously affected.



 

A day late and a dollar short: Another Hitler blunder

The reason that the Allies succeeded at Normandy was that once the German units defending the beaches were overwhelmed, they had no reinforcements. The large, crushing counterattacks that the Allies expected never came. Here’s why: 


	In the German command headquarters, folks were confused over whether the attack at Normandy was the real attack (see the earlier section “Fooling the Germans” to find out why). Because of the confusion, the German generals decided to wait before launching any heavy counterattacks. In fact, they waited nearly six weeks before finally sending the majority of the tank units south to Normandy.
 
	Hitler, who had heard early reports about American troops struggling to survive on Omaha, became overconfident and refused to release the powerful divisions he controlled.



Of course, by the time the real situation became known, the release order came too late to do any good for the Germans. The Allies actually reinforced the beaches faster than the Germans could stop them. In ten days, the Allies had more than a half million troops on the ground and controlled the air. With continuous bombing, the Allies successfully sealed off the road and rail networks that the Germans needed to move forward, and they attacked any German units that moved toward the beaches.




Expanding the Beachhead

The Allies had chosen Normandy as the landing site primarily because of its weak defenses. One drawback to the location, however, was the lack of a major port to bring in the tons of supplies needed to sustain the growing number of divisions pouring onto the beachhead. The Allies floated prefabricated harbors (codenamed Mulberry) across the English Channel to the Gold and Omaha beach sites to accommodate the flow of men and material, but these harbors were only temporary fixes. To solve this problem, the Allies set out to capture the major port of Cherbourg after they secured the beachhead.

The Allies captured the city of Cherbourg on June 27, but before it was won, four U.S. divisions had to be committed to the fight. American casualties were very heavy, and to complicate things, the port had been so badly damaged in the assault that it wouldn’t be functional again until late fall of 1944.

The Germans understood that the longer they could delay the Allies from using the ports, the better the chance they could keep the Allies tied to the Normandy beachhead. Nevertheless, an average of 30,000 tons of supplies and 30,000 troops a day came across the beaches. By July 1944, the Americans had several divisions in Normandy organized under the leadership of some of the best generals the Allies had: U.S. General Omar Bradley, U.S. General George Patton, U.S. General Courtney Hodges, and British General Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery.


The battle for Caen

The city of Caen was meant to be taken on D-Day. Without Caen, the British and Canadians could not move any farther off the beach. Unfortunately, German tanks arrived in strength ahead of the Allies. So General Montgomery and his troops spent most of July fighting to capture the city.

A massive air attack had turned the ancient city of William the Conqueror (originator of the first Normandy invasion in reverse: to England in 1066) into rubble and accomplished very little. Like they did at the town of Cassino in Italy a year earlier (see Chapter 17 for details), the Germans used the destroyed city to their advantage, building defensive positions in the wrecked buildings. When German armored divisions arrived at Caen, the British began to suffer heavy casualties.

An Allied attack (codenamed Goodwood) began on July 18, 1944; the goal was to blast past the German defenders of Caen with firepower alone. The Germans holding the area were veterans of the war with the Soviets, and despite devastating air and artillery bombardments, they stopped the British and Canadians in their tracks, destroying 200 tanks in one day and killing several thousand in the Allied infantry. By July 20, the Allies realized that a breakout would have to come from somewhere else.



The Allied breakout into the open

While German tanks held the British and Canadians before the town of Caen, more than 50 miles to the west, the Germans tried to hold the ever increasing American forces that inched their way around the German defenses to get into the open countryside behind the enemy. The Germans knew that if either the British and Canadians or the Americans broke into the open, nothing would stand between the Allies and the German border. If the German troops couldn’t hold the Allies, the entire front would collapse.

Despite the odds against success, the Germans conducted a skillful defense, holding the Americans behind marshes and rivers and guarding the fields. Poor weather limited Allied air power, giving the Germans another advantage. Still, the Americans captured the key town of St. Lô on July 18, but the cost was heavy: During the first two weeks of July, the Americans had suffered over 40,000 casualties.

As American ground combat strength grew, along with the tons of supplies needed to sustain it, preparations began for a breakout called Operation COBRA. In Cobra, the Allies used a combination of massed air and ground attacks to blast their way out of the constricting terrain and into the open where they could use their tank units effectively. Fifteen hundred aircraft dropping 3,400 tons of bombs on the narrow front preceded the breakout, literally blasting the Germans away. American armor drove through the gap and into open country. General Patton, commanding the 3rd Army, got into the open in early August 1944 and began to surround the German defensive line.



Forcing the German retreat: The disaster at Falaise

Although the situation in Normandy was bad for the Germans, it wasn’t hopeless. With their mobility and the advantages of the difficult terrain, the Germans could shift forces and blunt the American attacks. They had already halted the British. Now they needed Hitler’s approval to shift reserves in order to keep the Allies blocked in the vicinity of Caen and St Lô.

Hitler finally gave his permission. But he couldn’t stop there. He also gave orders on exactly which reserve units were to be used and how. He ordered the reserve tank divisions to counterattack into what he perceived as a gap between the Americans and British. It wasn’t really a gap though; it was the expanding jaws of a deadly enveloping movement as the Allies slowly but steadily pushed forward. Charging into the gap was like sticking one’s head into the lion’s mouth — not too smart and not too prudent. Yet the Führer’s orders had to be obeyed. The finest soldiers and tanks of the German army headed to destruction.

Pressed on one side by the British at Caen, the Canadians at Falaise, and the Americans at Argentan (where they had advanced after capturing St. Lô), the German attack quickly turned into a desperate retreat as they found themselves in a rapidly closing trap. Thousands of men and vehicles were packed into a 42-mile long corridor with an opening at one end, trying to escape before the jaws closed at the top of it. Allied aircraft bombed the columns constantly, creating complete disorder.

American General Omar Bradley had orchestrated the operation, taking advantage of a golden opportunity given to a military commander only once in a hundred years. He ultimately failed to accomplish the complete destruction of the enemy, however. He halted General Patton to avoid possible friendly fire exchanges with the British and Canadians and left a 15-mile gap at the top of the 42-mile long corridor that proved to be the salvation for more than 40,000 Germans.

[image: Military strategy] The Allies captured 100,000 enemy soldiers and had killed 10,000 more. Of the 50 German divisions that faced the Allies in Normandy in June, only 10 survived. All in all, the Germans lost 500,000 troops (including 200,000 prisoners) since D-Day.



Liberating Paris

As the Germans raced for their lives eastward, the Allied armies, led by General Patton, were close on their heels. By August 25, the Allies had liberated Paris. French General Charles de Gaulle and the French 2nd Armored Division entered the city, fortunately untouched (the German commander in Paris disobeyed Hitler’s orders to destroy the city and surrendered it to the Allies). General de Gaulle, ignoring the bullets singing all about him, walked among the ecstatic Parisians and took the first steps toward restoring the prestige of France.




Too Far, Too Fast: More Decisions

As the Allies moved further inland (which was a good thing), they moved further away from their supply source: the beaches in Normandy (which was a bad thing). So General Eisenhower found himself in a good news/bad news situation. The good news was that the Germans were in full retreat and the Allied advance into France was way ahead of schedule. The bad news was that the Allies were running out of everything. No fuel, no ammunition, no food. To ship supplies forward to the front lines, the Allies needed to rebuild all those road and rail lines that their planes had so thoroughly and efficiently destroyed in June.

As the roads were rebuilt, the front line of the Allied combat units had to stop because of a lack of fuel. This delay gave the Germans time to regroup and organize a defense. Prior to the war, Germany had built a series of fortifications and defensive obstacles along its border with France to deter an attack. It was called the Siegfried Line or the West Wall. These defenses now served as a rallying point for the German divisions and a major barrier to any further Allied advance.
 

Tough choices for Eisenhower

American General Eisenhower faced a dilemma: The Allies had only enough supplies to support one offensive movement. Who would make the offensive — the Americans or the British? Here are the things he had to consider: 


	The Allies were in control of most of France, Belgium, and Luxembourg. They also occupied Antwerp.

THE RED BALL EXPRESS
 
With the French transportation system in a shambles from Allied bombers and no ports near the Allied line of advance, supplies could only come by road. To supply the fast moving divisions, American logisticians came up with a truck convoy system. Starting at St. Lô, 6,000 trucks loaded up to the limit and moved along a narrow one-lane, one-way road headed for General Patton’s 3rd Army. After the truck drivers delivered their cargoes, they headed back on a different one-way road. This continuous stream of traffic moved day and night for two weeks. The troops called it the “Red Ball Express,” which was railroad slang for a train that moved passengers or cargo straight through without stopping. The Red Ball Express went into Army lore as an example of the cando spirit of the Army logistician, who provides everything the combat forces need.



 
	The German border was within spitting distance of the American 1rst and 3rd Armies, with the Rhine River 60 or so miles beyond. On the other side of that major barrier was the heart of Germany — its industrial base in the Ruhr — and victory.



General Eisenhower needed to solve his supply problems, so Antwerp, a key port for supplies, was the answer. Going after Antwerp wouldn’t be easy, though, because German troops controlled all the approaches to the city, making it useless to the Allies. By combining an offensive to push the Germans out of the Netherlands with the opening of Antwerp for supplies and sustainment, General Eisenhower would keep the momentum of the Allied offensive going and meet the needs of his armies.

Eisenhower couldn’t accomplish this goal and keep all his armies fighting at the same level of intensity all across the front lines, however. Europe at the time just didn’t have enough stockpiles of ammunition and fuel. So Eisenhower faced another tough decision: Who would stay put while the others got the supplies necessary for a major attack?

Eisenhower made his decision, based on both sound strategy and the need to keep the Alliance together and not shortchange the British. In the end, Eisenhower decided the following: 


	He gave the priority of all supplies to General Bernard Montgomery and the British army. The British would launch an offensive to cross the river obstacles in Holland and throw the Germans off balance by threatening a vulnerable sector to the north.
 
	The American forces were told to hold in place.





The British offensive: Monty miscalculates

General Montgomery (known to everyone as “Monty”) decided to take General Eisenhower’s gifts and make an even bigger splash, one that he hoped would end the war in a single stroke. Why just push the enemy away from Antwerp when they could jump the Rhine in Holland and outflank the entire German western defenses? Montgomery put together a plan, codenamed MARKET GARDEN.


The plan: Operation MARKET GARDEN

In his plan, General Montgomery would use the Airborne Army, which consisted of two American airborne divisions, one British airborne division, and one Polish airborne brigade in England to seize several key bridges along a 60-mile stretch of highway that his ground forces would use to drive across Holland, over the Rhine River, and into Germany. It was a bold plan — one that relied on perfect timing, a weak and disorganized enemy, good weather, and luck: 


	The paratroopers needed good weather for jumping onto their drop zones and for aerial resupply.
 
	The paratroopers, who were lightly armed, depended on a quick link-up with rapidly moving mechanized forces.
 
	The enemy had to be caught by surprise, and they had to be too weak to put up much of a fight.
 
	Finally, everything had to go exactly according to plan. Any delays anywhere would throw the whole plan off.



Despite the fact that so many separate things had to come together in perfect harmony, General Eisenhower gave Monty the go ahead to launch MARKET GARDEN. Unfortunately, Montgomery ended up facing bad timing, bad luck, bad weather, and a battle-hardened enemy.



The bridge too far

On September 17 and 18, 1944, the Airborne Army, carried by 2,800 planes and 1,600 gliders, dropped near their targets. The American paratroopers seized one objective, but encountered tough resistance at another key bridge. This resistance delayed the advance of the British ground forces. About 60 miles away, at the town of Arnhem, the British First Airborne Division discovered what General Montgomery had overlooked — two German tank divisions were resting and refitting.

Tanks and lightly armed paratroopers don’t mix. The British found themselves fighting for survival as they held the bridge with little more than hand grenades and rifle bullets. With the Allied relief units held up, the British paratroopers had little chance. Surrounded and outnumbered, the paratroopers surrendered on September 21. The next day, the British tanks reached the bridge, but they could advance no further.

MARKET GARDEN, for all its heroism and sacrifice, did little: 


	Allied forces had advanced, but the Germans were still in control of all the territory that mattered.
 
	Antwerp was still unusable and would be until the last days of November 1944.
 
	The Germans controlled Holland and the approaches to the Rhine River.



In the end, supplies still came through in a trickle, leaving the frustrated Allied forces to make limited and costly offensives against well-prepared defenders who fought with great skill and determination.




Americans bloody Germany’s nose on the border

As Operation MARKET GARDEN went on (see the preceding section), American forces fought exhausting battles at the German cities of Aachen and Metz through October. Aachen, the first German city captured by the Allies, fell on October 21. But the Americans went from the fire to the frying pan, entering the Hümuertgen Forest east of the city:

Four American divisions took nearly a month to clear 31 miles of trees at the cost of over 20,000 casualties. To make matters worse, the weather turned bad. As a result, the Americans began to suffer non-battle casualties, such as trench foot, which weakened the divisions further. The weather also prevented Allied aircraft from flying missions to support the ground forces.

The Americans finally captured Metz in November, but the battle had worn out Patton’s men, and the Germans were holding fast on the Siegfried Line, the prewar defenses built to protect Germany from an attack from France.



Combat fatigue all along the line

The U.S. 6th Army Group, made up of American and French army units, continued to advance until they met with Bradley’s 12th Army Group advancing from northern France. The 6th Army Group had been fighting south of General Patton’s 3rd Army and reached Strasburg in November. But the Allied units in the area had extended their forces dangerously thin, leaving a large number of German troops in the area of Colmar, France.

By December, many U.S. divisions all along the front lines had lost a great deal of their combat effectiveness. Most of their experienced soldiers and leaders had become casualties. Replacements with no or little combat experience filled the ranks. In addition, the advance from October to December had opened a gap between the 1st and 3rd Armies. In between that gap was the Ardennes Forest, a quiet sector that was covered by understrength units. The whole front had bogged down from a combination of bad weather, determined enemy resistance, and a lack of combat experience within the front line divisions.




The Air War: Wearing Germany Down

Without the support of fighters and bombers, the Allies wouldn’t have gotten very far from Normandy. The breakout from Normandy was just that — a breakout, largely due to overwhelming use of bombers that blasted gaps in the German defenses wide enough for Allied tank units to drive through. As the Allied forces moved out into the open countryside, fighters and bombers again harassed the Germans without end.

[image: Historical trivia] With total control of the air, nothing moved during daylight without being subject to Allied attack. General Rommel, riding in a staff car on a French road, was attacked and wounded by an American fighter. The most able German commander was taken out of battle at a crucial point in the campaign.


Allied attacks on war production factories

The Allied strategic bombing campaign against Germany slowed in early 1944 to concentrate on targets in France, specifically transportation networks that would be used to reinforce the front at Normandy. The success of this campaign stopped the Germans from moving quickly and limited the Germans’ ability to properly sustain and supply their units in the crucial weeks after the invasion.

In the first three months of 1944, the Allies continued their deep strikes into the heart of Germany, attacking Berlin (they destroyed 2,000 acres of the city) and hitting key war production factories.



The offensive intensifies

By 1944, the 15th Air Force, flying from bases in Italy, flew throughout southern Germany and parts of Eastern Europe. Although the Germans had dispersed production facilities to prevent damage from these bomber raids in 1943, American B-17s could now hit targets virtually anywhere they wanted.

[image: Remember] Previously, American fighters did not have the fuel capacity to escort the bombers deep into Germany. But with airfields in France and new aircraft that carried drop tanks, limited range (because of fuel) stopped being a problem for the fighter escorts. They could take on the Luftwaffe (see Chapter 3) throughout the bombing missions. They no longer had to leave the slow-moving bombers to continue their way into Germany alone.
 

THE AIRPLANE THAT COULD HAVE WON THE WAR
 
The Germans had experimented with a new design of aircraft since the late 1930s. This aircraft used jet propulsion rather than a piston driven engine. By 1943, a prototype jet fighter aircraft had been developed. Hitler observed its flight test and immediately appreciated what such an aircraft could do to the mass of Allied bomber formations. With a top speed of 540 miles per hour, no other combat aircraft on earth could match it. Squadrons of these aircraft would give Germany control of the skies over Europe in a matter of weeks. Der Führer ordered the aircraft to be put into full production immediately, which was an excellent idea. Unfortunately, he followed it with a really bad idea: He ordered that the plane be both a fighter and a bomber.

This boneheaded requirement led to redesigns and consequent delays in manufacturing. All the while, the Allied bombing campaign was growing more effective. By the time the Me 262 (as the new aircraft was known) was actually deployed to combat in late 1944, the numbers were too small to have a decisive effect, and airbases were often vulnerable to capture. Fuel shortages and inexperienced pilots who did not master the capabilities of such a weapon compounded the problem. The Me 262 did mark the end of an era, ushering in the age of the jet airplane.





Feeling the effects

[image: Military strategy] In 1944, Allied bombers dropped 750,000 tons of bombs on Germany. Allied bombing raids numbering 1,000 planes nearly cut off German fuel production and closed down urban transportation networks critical for the movement and support of combat units. Germany was bombed day and night to disrupt and ultimately halt war production. Nearly 1.4 million German citizens were killed or injured in these raids. Between February and March of 1944, the Germans lost nearly 1,000 fighters in air combat. These losses, along with limits on fuel and poorly trained pilots and crews, caused the decline of the Luftwaffe as a serious threat.

The Allies lost nearly 500 bombers a month in 1944, and about 100,000 British and American air crewmen perished. The cost was high. But by the end of 1944, Germany’s military forces were starving from a lack of fuel and supplies because of the bombing. The Luftwaffe was defeated.




Hitler’s Gamble: The Battle of the Bulge

Even as MARKET GARDEN was collapsing in failure in September 1944 (see the earlier section “The British offensive: Monty miscalculates”), Hitler was making big plans. As if time stood still, he decided that the way to victory was a surprise offensive against the Allied forces in the West. The advance, as it had in 1940, would come through the Ardennes Forest. Instead of the English Channel being the target, it would be Antwerp (to cut off the Allies from their potential supply base).
 
But the days of German victory had passed. The men and machines of 1940 were gone, buried in the mud and snow of Russia or in the fields of Normandy. Hitler’s generals were skeptical, viewing this plan as little more than an exercise in nostalgia. At the very least, they argued, the Allied armies should be the goal of the offensive. But Hitler fixated on Antwerp as the key to victory. Despite their reservations, the German commanders assembled a fairly credible and capable force of 24 divisions (ten of them tank divisions) from bits and pieces of units and awaited the opportunity to strike.


Through the Ardennes Forest again

Just as the French had overlooked the Ardennes Forest as a credible route of attack in 1940, the Americans did the same to a certain extent in 1944. Their line of troops was stretched nearly 1,000 miles across the border between France and Germany. General Eisenhower, with the supply situation improved, was looking to the north and south of the rugged woodlands of the Ardennes as points of attack. Although he still needed the Ardennes defended, he didn’t want to use his best fighting divisions to do it. So Eisenhower gave the 75-mile-wide area to just four divisions that were either recovering and refitting from earlier battles or were brand new to the war and had no combat experience.
 

NOW, LET ME GET THIS STRAIGHT …
 
General Sepp Dietrich had been a close associate of Hitler since the early days of the Nazi party; he also founded Hitler’s bodyguard. Dietrich had been a noncommissioned officer in the Great War (World War I), but he showed sufficient skills to become the commander of an army in World War II. When told of Hitler’s plan for the Ardennes offensive, Dietrich had some choice words. “All Hitler wants me to do is cross a river (the Meuse), capture Brussels, and then go on to take Antwerp. And all this in the worst time of year, through the Ardennes, when the snow is waist deep … when it doesn’t get light until eight, and it’s dark again at four, and with reformed divisions made up chiefly of kids and sick old men — and at Christmas.”



In December 1944, the weather turned bad, eliminating any Allied air cover. On December 16, with a crushing artillery barrage at dawn, the German divisions advanced, catching the Americans completely off guard. To succeed, the Germans needed three things: 


	The bad weather had to hold to keep Allied aircraft grounded. Without the Allies controlling the air, the Germans had an even chance against the Allied ground forces.
 
	German units had to move fast. The Ardennes had few roads, and thousands of combat vehicles had to travel on them. The Germans had to control of a number of key crossroads so that they could move their divisions out into open terrain. Fuel was limited, so getting into the Allied rear areas quickly meant capturing fuel supplies to continue the offensive.
 
	The breakthrough had to be wide enough to rupture the enemy line sufficiently so that Allied forces could not close the gap behind them and trap the German divisions.



As it turned out, the Germans failed to meet these critical requirements. Because they failed to do so, the Battle of the Bulge, as it became known, was doomed to failure (see Figure 18-2).



Narrowing the gap: The Allies just keep fighting

It’s called the Battle of the Bulge for a good reason: between December 16 and 26, the German divisions punched a hole in the American lines that on the battle maps (and in the newspapers), looked like a bulge. The Bulge, though 50 miles wide, narrowed rather quickly to only ten miles at its deepest point of penetration. There were several reasons for this: 


	First, the Americans, although outnumbered and outfought, still held the German advance up. In fact, several key crossroads, such as St. Vith and Bastogne, became American strongpoints that the Germans couldn’t bypass, even though they spent precious time and fuel trying to take them. Eventually, the Germans captured St. Vith, but Bastogne held.
 
	The Germans didn’t widen the breakthrough. Fifty miles seems large, but with the number of vehicles and troops involved, it got crowded quickly, especially because of the heavy snows that fell before and during the battle. The Allies were able to keep the size of the gap limited, squeezing the Bulge to only 35 miles wide. This forced German army commanders to dispatch units to keep it open.
[image: Illustration of the Europe map depicting the Battle of the Bulge, from December 1944 through January 1945.]FIGURE 18-2: The Battle of the Bulge, December 1944 through January 1945.


 
	The Allies reacted quickly and effectively — far faster than the Germans expected. As German combat power dwindled, Allied combat power grew stronger, with divisions shifting rapidly from one sector of the front to the Bulge.
 
	By December 23, the weather cleared enough to allow the Allied air forces to wreak havoc on the German tanks and supply vehicles, including the horse-drawn wagons that were the predominant means of supply for the German army.



By January 16, the Allies closed the Bulge. The Americans suffered 75,000 casualties (including the massacre of 85 American prisoners at Malmedy).



Losses on both sides: The aftermath

[image: Historical trivia] The Battle of the Bulge represented the highest loss of American soldiers in one battle since Gettysburg in the Civil War. The Germans had lost 69,000 soldiers killed and wounded, and another 50,000 were captured. These troops were completely irreplaceable, as were the 1,400 German tanks and other combat vehicles that were destroyed or captured. Hitler had again thrown away any advantage he held in the West. For the German army, it meant no more troops, no more fuel, and no more hope.




The Soviets on Germany’s Doorstep

By the time the Battle of the Bulge began in the West, the Soviets had sealed off the remnants of 26 divisions of the German Army Group North in Latvia and entered East Prussia, the first German territory to be captured by the Allies. The Soviets displayed a sophisticated understanding of operations, always keeping the Germans off balance. Soviet commanders skillfully employed tanks, aircraft, and artillery to their best effect, wearing down the defenders, while using maneuvers to cut off and isolate pockets of resistance. Although the Germans fought skillfully, they lacked the tank forces and the aircraft necessary to mount any counteroffensives.

By October, due to a lack of supplies, the Soviet offensive had run its course. Distances between supply depots and the front lines were very long — just as they were for the German army between 1941 and 1943. Now the German forces had the same advantages as the defenders that the Soviets once had, their forces concentrated along a narrow front line and close to their supplies. The Soviets, on the other hand, were spread out and had trouble sustaining their attack. By October 1944, the general Soviet advance slowed to a halt.



Advancing into Yugoslavia and Hungary

While the central Soviet armies held in place on the Vistula River, another Soviet front pushed into eastern Yugoslavia, where they linked up with the Yugoslav guerrillas. With support from Britain and America, the guerrillas, numbering more than 150,000, had been fighting the Germans since the summer of 1941. They had been successful largely due to their charismatic leader, Jossip Broz, whose nickname was “Tito.”

Tito’s mixture of Communist ideology and patriotism held the movement together and allowed him to take control of large sections of the country. With the Soviet’s assistance, Tito formed a provisional government that even had the approval of the exiled Yugoslav government in London. (The British and the Yugoslav governments would later regret their enthusiastic endorsement after Tito took power and excluded all other participants in the new government.)

The Germans and Soviets also battled for control of Hungary. In October 1944, the Germans tried to protect the Hungarian oil fields; Budapest also became a major objective. As a result, Hitler diverted valuable tank divisions from both Poland and the West, leaving both areas open to Allied attack. The Germans held the Soviets and defended Budapest until February, but not until the Soviets had established another pro-Communist provisional government (as they had in Yugoslavia with Tito) that would eventually determine Hungary’s postwar destiny.

On April 13, 1945, Soviet forces moved into Vienna. The real show took place with Soviet armies driving through Poland into eastern Germany and the British and Americans driving across the Rhine River into central Germany. The Balkans were forgotten.


       


Part 3

Behind Enemy Lines: Nations at War


IN THIS PART …

See how nations’ citizens participate in the war effort.

Understand how nations mobilize entire populations to fill the factories, grow the food, and fill the bureaucracies necessary to carry on the war effort.

Discover how the tyrants in the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany used different methods than the democracies.

Find out how the Nazi state was fulfilling Hitler’s mad dreams of racial extermination to prepare the way for a new Germany.





Chapter 17

The Italian Campaign and Soviet Victories in the East


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Allied frustrations in Italy

[image: Bullet] The battle at Anzio

[image: Bullet] The fall of Rome

[image: Bullet] Soviets hammering the Germans in Russia



When Italy surrendered to the Allies in 1943 (see Chapter 13), the Germans invaded and captured Rome. The Allies, working their way up the Italian peninsula, found themselves battling war-hardened German troops. The Germans kept the Allied troops at bay, ably parrying every thrust until little else could be done. For the Allies, Italy was a frustrating mess that strained American-British cooperation. In the meantime, the bulk of Allied combat power was headed to Britain to prepare for the invasion of Europe (called Operation OVERLORD).

While the Allies and Germans fought in Italy and the Allies prepared for OVERLORD, the Soviet Army made impressive advances against the Germans, pushing them out of the USSR and opening the way to the nations of Eastern Europe. The Germans fought desperately to hold back the Red tide.



Changing Plans: End Run on the Winter Line

Allied frustrations over its lack of progress in Italy led to a change in plans for 1944. They decided to make an amphibious assault on the west coast of the Italian peninsula as a way to get around the German Winter Line, the formidable mountain defensive line about 125 miles south of Rome. The amphibious assault had two advantages: 


	It put Allied forces behind the Germans, which would force them to retreat or fight in two directions (something no commander wants to do).
 
	It would put the Allies on the road to Rome, the capital of Italy and an important symbol of victory.



The site chosen for the assault was Anzio, a beach town about 50 miles south of Rome.


The strategy and potential problems

A combined American and British force made up of two divisions, supported by tanks and commandos, would make the landing on Anzio. Simultaneously, Allied forces would attack the Winter Line to hold the Germans in place. The landing force was to drive the enemy’s rear and capture Rome.

Of course, nothing in war is simple. The Allies had to first deal with two problems: 


	How to get the troops onshore. The main problem was lack of landing craft (small boats to ferry the soldiers to the shore). The Allies had the existing landing craft in Britain for Operation OVERLORD and for training the invasion troops there. Without sufficient landing craft, the Allies could only bring their troops in a bit at a time. By not having a single massive landing, their combat power would build up slowly, leaving them vulnerable to a strong German attack. (For more information on the D-Day invasion, see Chapter 18.)
 
	How to ensure that the Germans were distracted. The second problem was making sure that the Germans committed their reserve forces to defend the Winter Line, leaving them nothing to use to react to the Anzio landings.



In order for the Anzio landing to work, the Allies had to get their troops in place, and they needed the Germans to use their reserves to protect the Winter Line. What actually happened, though, was not what the Allies expected, and they ended up in a stalemate with the Germans at Anzio and Cassino.



The fight at Cassino

The first part of the Allied plan involved attacking the Winter Line. The goal of this attack was to tie up German reinforcements and distract them from the Anzio beaches. To accomplish this, the attack against the Winter Line had to be strong enough to attract the Germans’ attention, but not so intense to tie the Allies up in battle. This attack, after all, was intended to be a diversion from the main Allied attack at Anzio.

Just a few days before the Anzio landings, American and French troops attacked over the Rapido River toward Cassino — unfortunately the place of the most formidable German defense (called the Gustav Line). To make matters worse, the German response wasn’t what the Allies wanted: First, the Germans had no trouble breaking up the attack, and second, the Germans didn’t call for their reserves.

The Cassino battle drew the Allies deeper into an attack they only wanted to use as a diversion. So the Allies didn’t get the two things they wanted. What they did get was a lengthy casualty list.



Landing at Anzio: Surprises for everyone

When the Allied landings at Anzio began on January 22, 1944, it was hard to tell who was more surprised, the Allies or the Germans: Anzio was abandoned.

The Allied commander, Major General John P. Lucas, focused on landing quickly and establishing a strong beachhead on the hostile shore so that his remaining troops and supplies could land safely. All went well, but Lucas believed that the Germans had purposely allowed him to land unopposed, thinking to give him a false sense of security and thus catch him unprepared. Lucas’s superior, General Mark Clark, agreed and allowed Lucas the time he needed to build his strength and amass his supplies before advancing. This was a bad decision for a couple of reasons: 


	The Germans really didn’t know that the Allies were landing in Anzio. Actually, they were expecting a landing north of Rome. The time Lucas took to get himself ready was time the surprised Germans used to get themselves organized for a strong counterattack. At the end of two days, Lucas had plenty of troops and supplies. But so did the Germans.
 
	Hitler decided to use the battle at Anzio to send a message to the Allies. With the soon-to-be-launched invasion of France on his mind, Hitler decided to used Anzio as an example of what the Allies could expect if they invaded France. He sent German units from France, Germany, and Yugoslavia to reinforce the German defenders at Anzio. With these added units, the Germans established strong points along the routes from the beach.





The battle on the Anzio beach

During the battle along the beach, the Germans threw back every Allied attack. German artillery zeroed in on the beach, and a constant bombardment continued into February. On February 16, the Germans attacked with eight divisions and tried to destroy the Allied forces on the beachhead.

With their backs to the sea, the American and British troops fought desperately and stopped the German assault. The next day, the Allies counterattacked, which led to weeks of prolonged intense fighting. Like the Germans, the Allies could only advance a few miles before being stopped. The beachhead had been saved, but the Germans had the Allies bottled up.



The fight at the Gustav Line

The Italian town of Cassino lies in a valley surrounded by rugged mountains. This town was the key to the German defensive position, known as the Gustav Line, in central Italy. Above the town, on a high mountaintop called Monte Cassino, was an ancient Benedictine monastery, which possessed a library of priceless manuscripts.


The destruction of the town of Cassino and its monastery

The Allies came to suspect that the Germans occupied the monastery as an observation post and were convinced that the building should become a military target. In fact, the Germans had actually dug in on the front slopes of Monte Cassino. They weren’t even in the monastery; they considered it too obvious a place to hide and believed it would become a target before too long. They were right.

The Indians, British, and New Zealanders were scheduled to attack the Gustav Line in March, but the commander refused to attack until the monastery on Monte Cassino was destroyed. General Harold Alexander, the Commander in Chief of Allied forces in Italy, authorized the bombing of the cultural treasure, and both it and the town of Cassino were leveled.



The bitter fruit of miscalculation

To the surprise of the Allies, the massive bombardment did not touch the German defensive positions. The Germans easily stopped the attack, and the Allied high command looked foolish, as well as savage, with a bloody mess on their hands.
 

IS THE GLASS HALF EMPTY OR HALF FULL?
 
The Italian campaign had become the ultimate optimist/pessimist argument: Whether you see the glass as half empty or half full depends on how you look at it. The pessimist would say that the Italian campaign was a terrible waste of resources that played to the German strengths and accomplished nothing in bringing the war to a close. The optimist would say that the Italian campaign, despite the rather plodding nature of its operations, forced the Germans to commit high-quality forces that could have been used elsewhere and drove Italy out of the war. The debate still goes on, and arguing one position or the other is a fun parlor game. Just don’t do it in the presence of a veteran who fought in Italy.



The Germans moved into the rubble of the town and the monastery, and built even better defensive positions. The Allied commander, General Mark Clark, was eager for a victory, and he continued pounding against Cassino to get it. But Cassino was the absolutely worst place to attempt a major offensive.

When they attacked again, they faced an enemy largely unaffected by the intense artillery bombardment, well hidden in the rubble. As a result, the Allies had heavy casualties and little to show for it in terms of ground gained.
 


The Allied break through at the Gustav Line

In May, after heavy reinforcements (more than 14 divisions with 3,000 aircraft and tanks) and nearly a week of fighting, the Allies finally broke through the Gustav Line at Cassino. The honor of finally conquering Cassino came to the Polish Corps, made up of soldiers who escaped from the German invasion of Poland in 1939 and who were eager to get back at the Germans.

In many ways, the victory was a hollow one. The Allied army had broken the Gustav Line, but the cost had been high.





Rome: The First Capital to Fall — So What?

The capture of Cassino on May 18, 1944, opened the road to Rome and the broad, open terrain behind the mountains. On May 23, the Allies broke out of the Anzio defensive lines and moved forward, in conjunction with the victorious forces commanded by General Mark Clark. These troops poured through the Cassino mountain passes. They finally achieved what they had tried to do in January: force the Germans to fight in two directions.

German Field Marshal Albert Kesselring withdrew north, leaving American General Clark with an interesting decision: Give orders to capture Rome, or give orders for the pursuit and destruction of the enemy? Clark chose Rome.


When in Rome …

On June 4, 1944, American soldiers entered Rome. But it was another hollow victory. The world celebrated for exactly 48 hours. To General Clark’s intense frustration, the spotlight of attention moved to the greatest amphibious invasion in the history of the world: the D-Day landings in Normandy (see Chapter 18).

Clark made another major mistake. Although he had Rome, the Germans were still in Italy, using the time Clark unwittingly gave them to construct another mountain defensive line about 160 miles north of Rome. The process of attacking fortified mountain ridges would have to start all over again.



Stalemate again

The Allies advanced north slowly, hampered by the destruction of key bridges and roads. Through skillful fighting, they were able to push the German defenders back but at the cost of heavy casualties. By October 1944, the Allies had had enough. Faced with high, rugged mountains and the onset of winter, they decided to hold the line rather than waste strength in fruitless attacks. This decision was also influenced by the fact that many of the veteran division had been moved to France, leaving a collection of units of different nationalities and varying quality that had not worked together before.




Steamrolling the German Army in Russia

[image: Army allied] The German army was hard pressed in the first half of 1944. By that time, the advantage had clearly shifted to the Soviets: They outnumbered the Germans 2 to 1 in manpower, 4 to 1 in aircraft, and nearly 3 to 1 in tanks. The German situation in Russia looked bleak, indeed: 


	The fall of Kiev in November 1943 had ruptured the German line.
 
	By spring 1944, the Soviets had relieved the siege of Leningrad in the north and pushed the Germans back toward the border of Estonia.
 
	In the south, German forces had abandoned Ukraine and were standing at the Romanian border. This retreat stranded nearly 250,000 Axis troops on the Crimean peninsula. Hitler gave another of his bizarre orders to die in place.
 
	The Soviets, with complete control of the skies, 600 tanks, and 500,000 troops, captured or destroyed most of the German Army in the Crimea in early May.



By mid-summer 1944, the only major German force that had not been moved very far since 1941 was Army Group Center, the last major cohesive German army left standing. It occupied Belorussia in strong defensive positions that formed a large bulge stretching 300 miles deep and 650 miles wide into the USSR.


Blitzkrieg, Soviet style

The anniversary of the German invasion of the Soviet Union was a bad day for German Army Group Center. Blitzkrieg, Soviet style, had finally arrived (see Figure 17-1). This operation was codenamed BAGRATION after the Russian general who had opposed Napoleon’s invasion of Russia. This offensive was to be the showcase demonstration of Soviet military power and operational skill. The three-month preparations included an elaborate deception plan that completely fooled the Germans, causing them to move their tank forces in exactly the wrong place, away from the real point of attack.

[image: Military strategy] The Soviets launched a devastating attack, with a massed artillery bom-bardment concentrated on a 250-mile front, followed by 5,000 tanks and a 1.2 million infantrymen assault accompanied by 6,000 fighter aircraft and bombers.

The sheer numbers involved in the Soviet attack essentially guaranteed that the German defenders wouldn’t be able to stop the attack. Hitler, of course, gave his customary no retreat orders, but within two weeks, the German armies were reeling back to Poland or fighting for their lives. Nearly half a million German soldiers surrendered.

By August, Soviet troops had advanced into German-occupied Poland, just a few miles from Warsaw, and were finally halted by lack of supplies and a hastily organized defense. BAGRATION, intended to complement the D-Day invasion, had succeeded brilliantly and had inflicted a crushing defeat on Germany.
 
[image: Illustration of the Europe map depicting the Soviet attack on Germany, in 1944.]FIGURE 17-1: The Soviet attack on Germany, 1944.



THROUGH THE GATES OF HELL
 
In their advance into Poland, the Soviet troops came across an abandoned camp at Majdenek, about 100 miles southeast of Warsaw. What they found there horrified them. Within the wireenclosed barracks area, they found gas chambers, ovens, and piles of bodies — men, women, children — some partially cremated, others not. It was the first clear evidence of Adolf Hitler’s Final Solution: the destruction of the European Jews. See Chapter 11 for more information about the war Hitler waged against the Jews in Europe.





Driving into the Balkans: The Soviets take over

For Hitler, the news from the eastern front continued to grow worse in August 1944. The Soviets sent nearly 1 million soldiers and 1,400 tanks crashing into Romania. German forces, stripped of all but a few hundred tanks for the Bagration offensive (see the preceding section), were overwhelmed. 


	400,000 German soldiers became prisoners, and Bucharest fell to the victorious Soviet Army.
 
	Romania surrendered, and Stalin promptly set up a pro-Soviet government and placed the Romanian army under Soviet control.



Bulgaria, seeing the writing on the wall, desperately tried to convince the British and Americans that it really didn’t mean its declaration of war in 1941. Although Bulgaria had never declared war on the Soviet Union, Stalin, not one much interested in legal hairsplitting, declared war on Bulgaria and invaded. The Bulgarian government, in a hopeless attempt to win favor, declared war on Germany. Undeterred, Stalin established a pro-Soviet Communist government in Bulgaria. In the newly “liberated” Bulgaria or Romania, anyone suspected of pro-German sympathies (or democratic tendencies) was imprisoned or killed.

Stalin’s view, as he once explained it, was that whoever occupies territory imposes his own social system on it as far as his armies can reach. He had no intention of giving up anything the Soviet Army conquered. By fall 1944, the military might of the Soviet Union was poised to drive into Germany through Poland, Yugoslavia, and Hungary.



Courageous uprising in Warsaw

With the disaster befalling German forces in Russia, the Polish Home Army (a group of nearly 40,000 resistance fighters) opened a battle with the Germans for control of Warsaw. Armed with a few captured weapons and hope, the Polish Home Army seized most of the city in August 1944, in anticipation of assistance from the Soviet Army, which was closing in on the city.

The Germans reacted with extreme brutality. To crush the uprising, Heinrich Himmler, the dreaded leader of the Reich’s internal security, used anti-partisan forces (essentially German soldiers given orders to kill indiscriminately). These units were known for committing atrocities against the civilian population of occupied Europe. Himmler also sent in captured Russian soldiers who worked more or less as mercenaries (soldiers-for-hire), doing whatever the Germans told them to do.

The citizens of Warsaw fought courageously against increasingly desperate odds. Their bitter hatred of the Germans kept them fighting street by street and building by building. Boys as young as 10 years old fought in the streets, while young girls carried messages through the sewer system. The Soviet army never arrived. In October, lacking food, water, and ammunition, the epic resistance of the citizens of Warsaw ended. More than 215,000 Poles had been killed, along with 26,000 German soldiers. As 15,000 members of the Polish Home Army (including 2,500 women and children) were taken away to prison camps to an uncertain fate, they sang the Polish national anthem.



   
