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Praise for The Second World War

‘The Second World War by Antony Beevor is the best single-volume history I have read of what the author rightly terms the greatest man-made disaster in history. Beevor has written an engrossing account of the war from the standpoint of the common civilian and serviceman as well as the military strategist and statesman. But the book is far richer than a traditional type of narrative history. Illuminating insights intersperse the descriptions of every theatre of the war … Beevor’s judgements are invariably sound and necessary’

The Times

‘Global history at its grandest and best … Beevor is as commanding as ever. He is as comfortable as his peers in analysing the great games of generals and dictators, but Beevor’s genius is his ability to embroider high politics and strategy with the mean and humble stuff of individual human lives. This is neither a political nor a social history of the Second World War. It is, triumphantly, both’

Daily Telegraph

‘His accounts of the key moments in the Second World War have a sense of colour, drama and immediacy that few narrative historians can match’ Dominic Sandbrook,

Sunday Times

‘I thought even my large appetite for accounts of the great conflict of the twentieth century might have been sated after so many excellent recent books on the subject, but Antony Beevor proved me wrong with his terrific The Second World War. As we have come to expect from this master, he excels at using eyewitness testimony to illustrate how mankind can be capable of both terrible cruelty and astonishing courage’

Andrew Rawnsley, Observer

‘A general history of the war needs to embrace this variety of experience and capture the interplay between the momentous events unfolding on different continents and the high seas. Antony Beevor effectively meets this challenge. A former British army officer and author of admired works on Stalingrad and the Allied invasion of Normandy, Beevor is a gifted writer who knows how to keep a good story rolling … The brutality and courage of individual soldiers and civilians emerge in Beevor’s powerful accounts … Beevor’s book is a pleasure to read and an example of intelligent, lively historical writing at its best’

Tony Barber, Financial Times

‘The narrative never flags and the myriad pieces of this intricate kaleidoscope are pieced together with exemplary skill … This is a splendid book, erudite, with admirable clarity of thought and expression’

Roger Moorhouse, Independent on Sunday

‘The level of operational command, rather than grand strategy or the horrors of frontline experience, shapes the magisterial narrative of the Second World War. Its military history is presented chronologically, with chapter titles which convey the simultaneity and interconnectedness of events in very different theatres. This is the place to begin if you need to get your knowledge of the war in order. Beevor is not afraid to quote the familiar when it is important or to let his favourite voices have their say, but he also provides plenty of fresh insights for those who kid themselves that they know the story already’

Hew Strachan, Evening Standard

‘Mr Beevor is full of insight about the connection between things – he sets out “to understand how the whole complex jigsaw fits together”’

Economist

‘Utterly absorbing … Justly celebrated for recounting the human realities of war … Beevor is committed to telling the truth about war, with all its painful contradictions … This is as comprehensive and objective an account of the course of the war as we are likely to get, and the most humanly moving to date’

John Gray, New Statesman

‘You feel yourself being carried along on the narrative flow, channelled this way and that through the pools and rapids by Beevor’s expert helmsmanship. As we have come to expect from the author, great events are leavened by telling vignettes and anecdotes’

Patrick Bishop, Standpoint

‘Brocaded with details of the great campaigns and thoughtful explanations of Hitler’s murderous belligerency, The Second World War is an absorbing, unsparingly lucid work of military history … exceptionally powerful’

Ian Thomson, The Spectator

‘Readers who may instinctively recoil from another book about the worldwide turmoil of 1939–1945 would be unwise to ignore this one … Always at ease with the conduct of battle, Beevor displays his grasp of the German Army’s professionalism and tactical skill at all levels of command, as well as Stalin’s metamorphosis from paranoid political tyrant to master of history’s most enormous battlefield … Once action is joined and false assumptions are exposed, Beevor is ruthless in dissecting them, whether featured in the fortunes of friend, foe or – despite their grit and resolve – in our own armed forces’

Michael Tillotson, The Times

‘A war epic close to perfection’

Keith Lowe, Mail on Sunday

‘Monumental and magisterial … Beevor is excellent at catching the individual in the flood tide of events … Few can match his superbly controlled narrative’

John Lewis-Stempel, Sunday Express

‘This is history writ large … unexpected vignettes linger in the memory’

James Owen, Seven magazine (Sunday Telegraph)

‘Remarkably informative and well-written … Beevor’s enormous strength is that he can sketch out complicated campaigns clearly’

Norman Stone, Literary Review

‘Everything is pared down to serve the relentless thrust of his storytelling. The result is a magnificent performance – true excitement from one page to the next delivered in faultless prose … Beevor offers superbly vivid accounts, often with tiny details that will surprise even those who gorge themselves on shot and ball histories’

Christopher Silvester, Daily Express

‘The chapters on the Nazi-Soviet war find Beevor at the top of his game, in command of a huge range of sources, with a fine eye for place and detail, deftly manipulating incident and character, and making effective use of soldiers’ diaries and letters to create a vast human tapestry of war. The prose is relaxed and contains a spring in every paragraph. He excels too at grand strategy – as a diplomatic historian, he is a match for A. J. P. Taylor. The conferences at Casablanca, Tehran, Yalta and so on, which can have their longueurs, here sparkle with wit and insight, especially into the behaviour of Stalin. There are revelations too’

Ben Shephard, Observer

‘Beevor is especially good at sweeping summary and lucid explanation’

David Sexton, Evening Standard

‘This book is a perfect mixture of world history and human experience, unbiased and highly readable’

The Journal

‘Judged against his own high standards of readability there is no doubt that The Second World War succeeds very well indeed … This is an immensely readable book, not least for the manner in which it blends together high strategy with the view from below … A masterful narrative history’

History Today

‘An outstanding example of narrative history at its best, at once scholarly, enlightening, entertaining and thought-provoking’

The Tablet

‘British military historians are in the vanguard of a genre that has been given new life … Beevor has set a new benchmark’

David Cesarini, Jewish Chronicle

‘Beevor has demonstrated that he understands precisely how to balance meticulous research with captivating prose … His book is the definitive history. This is World War II as Tolstoy would have described it – the great and the small’

Gerard DeGroot, Washington Post

‘A gruelling but gripping account … Beevor’s trademark – which he has deployed in previous books like Stalingrad and D-Day – is the use of eyewitness testimony to deliver haunting particulars … another of the book’s virtues is its clear-sightedness on military issues’

New York Times

‘Antony Beevor makes the reader believe in the impossible: that he could write a history of magisterial authority about the greatest war of modern times and do justice to the global reach of that war’

Washington Times

‘Narratives of the war have more and more revealed its political ambiguities and moral complexities. Few authors have contributed more to this process of rethinking than the British military historian Antony Beevor … anecdotes and quotations make Beevor’s account incomparably vivid … magnificently readable’

Richard Evans, New York Review of Books

‘Beevor’s forte as a military historian is that he manifests such a wide range of historical sympathy and historical imagination. But none of it comes at the expense of his special expertise in tools of the trade in which he briefly served as a young man. Instead, every page is imbued with the sense that this man really knows what he is talking about – that he knows war is a brutal and degrading experience, albeit with comradeship as a compensating human value and with some potential for military prowess to alleviate the scale of suffering … Beevor’s human and logistical capacities, in combination, inform the gripping accounts of some of the great set-piece confrontations that determined the outcome of the war … All these engagements show Beevor in his mastery’

New Republic

‘Beevor has delivered an epic, brilliantly researched work on the defining event of the twentieth century … his new research and his pitch-perfect narrative represent a truly astonishing display of art and craft … This book, which crowns Beevor’s distinguished and bestselling career, is one of the nonfiction events of the decade and for this reader is by far the best nonfiction of 2012 to date’

Sarasota Herald-Tribune
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The Korean Yang Kyoungjong who had been forcibly conscripted in turn by the Imperial Japanese Army, the Red Army and the Wehrmacht, is taken prisoner by the Americans in Normandy in June 1944.


FOREWORD

The Second World War was a war like no other, and yet it has come to define the very idea of war itself. Politicians and the mass media alike still cannot resist the temptation to dramatize the importance of a current crisis by making comparisons to it. So, at a time when we are witnessing the first major continental conflict in Europe since 1945 and another in the Middle East, it is well worth re-examining both its characteristics and consequences.

More than any other war in history, the vast struggle was dominated in the age of totalitarianism by major figures. This establishes even more firmly in the popular imagination the idea of the ‘Great Man’ theory of history. As a result, people now ask why there are no great leaders today. A very brief answer to that is that the globalized economic system greatly restricts the freedom of action of statesmen. And all too often in an age of twenty-four-hour news, media considerations can dominate their decision-making; this was not the case in the past. True leadership requires taking long-term decisions rather than the short-term reactive politics in democracies today. It is a far more difficult task now than it was eighty years ago. In the Second World War, the character of a leader determined the course of events in a way we have not seen since then – and thought we would never see again.

The paradoxes in our attitudes to the subject of the Second World War are striking. The conflict brought world history together for the first time, partly because of its global reach, but also because it accelerated the end of colonialism in Africa, the Middle East and South and East Asia. And yet despite its overwhelmingly international character, every country involved created and then tended to cling to its own national narrative of the great conflict.

Many cannot agree when the Second World War began. Each country has its own historical version of events because experiences and memories of it are so different. For Americans, the war started in December 1941 with the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and Hitler’s declaration of war on the United States a few days later. Vladimir Putin, meanwhile, insists that it began only in June 1941, when Hitler invaded the Soviet Union. He angrily tries to whitewash Stalin’s own invasion of Poland in September 1939 under the secret protocols of the Nazi–Soviet Pact.

Most Europeans assume that the Second World War commenced with Hitler’s assault on Poland. Yet for the Chinese it began in 1937, with the Sino-Japanese War, or even earlier with the Japanese occupation of Manchuria. And many on the left in Spain are still convinced that it began in 1936, with General Franco’s nationalist rising to overthrow the Spanish Republic. Yet it was the Russian Civil War, with its unbelievable cruelty, destruction and famine, that had set the pattern for the century. Its unprecedented horrors created a polarizing fear between Whites and Reds, then Communists and Fascists, leading to the Spanish Civil War and then the Second World War. The Spanish socialist prime minister Largo Caballero even exulted in his nickname, ‘the Spanish Lenin’, and spoke of eliminating the bourgeoisie. And on the right, Calvo Sotelo retorted with equally terrifying threats against the working class and unions. The vicious circle of blood-thirsty rhetoric made civil war virtually impossible to avoid.

What we tend to forget is that the Second World War was a combination of many different conflicts. These were conditioned by big power rivalry, but also by bitter ethnic disputes following the collapse of four empires and the redrawing of frontiers in the Versailles Conference, as well as that polarizing clash between Fascism and Communism. The simplistic portrayal of it as a titanic struggle ending in the victory of democracy over dictatorship never bears examination, especially with a totalitarian Soviet Union so predominant on the winning side.

One could argue that the two elements that enabled the Soviet Union to survive the Nazi attack and eventually win were discipline and depth of territory. It is striking that Hitler had failed to recognize the very pertinent lessons of the Sino-Japanese War from 1937 before his own invasion of the Soviet Union four years later. He had no excuse for ignorance, since German generals had been advising Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist armies. The Chinese had soon discovered the hard way how to survive the onslaught of a more professional and better equipped army. The defender, if he has a large enough land mass to withdraw into, can deny victory to an invading army, however modern and well trained, because constant tactical withdrawals overextend the enemy’s forces and make him unable to control his rear areas. Also, the shock and awe of cruelty does not always stun an opponent into submission, as the Japanese and the Nazis (and also Putin) thought. It can instead provoke a desperate resistance.

Although Germany and Japan conducted their wars separately, they influenced each other far more than may appear on the surface. The Nazi–Soviet pact, which had come as a great shock to Japan, had also affected its strategic thinking. This was not helped by the lack of liaison between Germany and Japan. Astonishingly, Japan concluded its neutrality pact with Stalin just two months before Hitler launched his invasion of the Soviet Union. The ‘strike south’ faction in Tokyo prevailed over those who wanted war with the Soviet Union, and also over those in the Imperial Japanese Army who wanted to finish the war in China first.

Because of their supremacist beliefs, Japanese militarists, like the Nazis, were compelled to confuse cause and effect. Perhaps predictably, they were enraged by President Roosevelt and Winston Churchill’s Atlantic Charter, which they saw as an Anglo-American attempt to impose their version of democracy upon the world. They could well have denounced the hypocrisy of an imperial power such as the British Empire promoting democracy and self-determination, and yet their own notion of ‘liberation’ with the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere produced a far more oppressive imperialism.

Yet the Japanese still did not tell Berlin of their secret plan to attack American bases in the Pacific. Hitler greeted the news with intense joy. The Japanese would keep the Americans occupied, he reasoned, and the war in the Pacific would surely reduce supplies sent to the Soviet Union and Britain. He calculated that the United States was in any case bound to enter the war against him in the near future, though in fact it would not be in a position to intervene in Europe until 1943 at the earliest. He of course knew nothing of the ‘Germany first’ policy agreed between Roosevelt and Churchill.

At a stroke, Hitler’s earlier attempts to justify his strategy that a victory over the Soviet Union would eventually force Britain out of the war was now turned on its head. Germany really would face a war on two fronts. The generals were dismayed by his apparent ignorance of America’s industrial might. Nazi leaders claimed that they were only good at making razor blades. Soldiers on the eastern front heard of the declaration of war and had no choice but to try to see it in an optimistic way. Ordinary Germans were shaken by the news. They started to fear that the conflict would now stretch on for years. It was later striking how many Germans convinced themselves by the end of the war that it had been the United States that had declared war on Germany, not the other way round.

The key element in Hitler’s thinking lay in the war at sea. President Roosevelt’s increasingly aggressive ‘shoot on sight’ policy, ordering US warships to attack German U-boats wherever they found them, and the decision to provide escorts to convoys west of Iceland had begun to tilt the Battle of the Atlantic in the Allies’ favour. Admiral Raeder had been pressing Hitler to allow his wolf packs to hit back. Hitler had shared his frustration, but until the Japanese tied down the US Navy in the Pacific and agreed formally not to seek a separate peace with the United States, he had not dared make a move. Now the western Atlantic and the whole North American coastline could become a free-fire zone in the ‘torpedo war’. This, in Hitler’s view, could finally offer another way of bringing Britain to her knees, even before the conquest of the Soviet Union.

Hitler’s anti-semitic obsessions had convinced him that the United States was basically a Nordic country dominated by Jewish warmongers, and this was another reason why a showdown between his ‘New Order’ in Europe and America was inevitable. Yet he failed to appreciate that the attack on Pearl Harbor had united America far more powerfully than Roosevelt could ever have hoped to do on his own. The isolationist lobby led by the slogan ‘America First’ was utterly silenced, and now Hitler’s declaration of war played straight into Roosevelt’s hands. The President could not have counted on Congress to take his ‘undeclared war’ in the Atlantic any further without it. This was the geo-political turning point of the Second World War.

Hitler had hated the idea of forcibly recruiting former Soviet soldiers from their prison camps as auxiliaries because they were Slavs and thus racially inferior in his view. But his subordinates, including even Heinrich Himmler, knew that they needed them because the landmass they were trying to occupy was so vast. It was Colonel Count von Stauffenberg who, three years before attempting to blow up Hitler, argued that there was only one chance of defeating the Soviet Union. That was to recruit an army a million strong from such anti-Soviet ethnic groups as Ukrainians, Cossacks and Caucasian tribesmen. The policy had to be carried out in a covert manner to save Hitler’s racist sensibilities, yet these non-German volunteers could often prove even more cruel than Himmler’s Aryan SS divisions.

When discussing the Second World War, the statistics of suffering – the sheer size of the numbers – become dangerously numbing. This was a point that the great Russian writer Vasily Grossman instinctively understood when writing of civilian victims. In his view, the duty of survivors was to try to recognize the millions of ghosts from the mass graves as individuals, not as nameless people in caricatured categories, because that sort of dehumanization was precisely what the perpetrators had sought to achieve.

Today, in an era of acute respect for human rights and life in the democracies, it is very hard to appreciate the huge historical forces that killed some sixty to seventy million people. When we dwell on the enormity of the Second World War and its victims, we try and fail to absorb the reality of all those statistics of national and ethnic tragedy. Poland lost nearly six million people, almost a fifth of their population. The Chinese lost more than twenty million, and some estimates range much higher. Estimates of total Soviet losses range from twenty-four to twenty-seven million dead. Stalin knew in 1945 that they exceeded twenty million, but he tried to conceal this. As Professor David Reynolds pointed out, ‘he settled for 7.5 million as a figure that sounded suitably heroic, but not criminally homicidal’. So less than a third of the true figure.

To illustrate Stalin’s total lack of concern for the lives of his own troops one only has to point to Operation Mars in the autumn of 1942. While the Soviet general staff, the Stavka, prepared Operation Uranus – the great encirclement of the German Sixth Army at Stalingrad – the Soviet leader approved a diversion to the north. This was aimed against the German Army Group Centre to prevent reinforcements being sent south to Stalingrad. The whole plan was deliberately passed in advance to the Germans by a Soviet spy pretending to be an anti-Communist. Altogether, 215,000 Red Army troops were sacrificed in Operation Mars when sent deliberately into a trap. It was one of the most cold-blooded decisions in the whole history of warfare.

According to German sources, just over four million Wehrmacht fatal casualties took place on the eastern front, which amounted to about 80 per cent of the total Wehrmacht death toll of 5.3 million deaths. This forms the core of the largely justified Russian claim that it was the Red Army that broke the back of the Wehrmacht, and not the Western Allies. Yet, at the same time, Vladimir Putin refuses to acknowledge the American and British contribution to Soviet survival and ultimate victory on the eastern front. He implicitly echoes the Soviet party line that the United States and Britain kept delaying the cross-Channel invasion so that the Red Army would suffer the casualties, not their own men. The truth was rather different. Any attempt to launch the great cross-Channel invasion before the summer of 1944 would have been a disaster.

Even Stalin acknowledged privately to Khrushchev that, ‘if the United States had not helped us, we would not have won the war’. Along with the vast quantities of vehicles, aircraft and steel came food supplies, which saved the Soviet Union from outright famine, especially in the winter of 1942–3. Red Army soldiers in their dug-outs used to joke on opening a tin of American Spam, ‘Let’s open the Second Front’.

Few Russian historians, however, are prepared to acknowledge that the controversial Allied strategic bombing campaign against German cities also helped the Soviet Union enormously. Whatever one might think on moral grounds about these relentless bombing operations against mainly civilian targets, they certainly forced the Luftwaffe to withdraw the bulk of its fighter squadrons and anti-aircraft guns to defend the Reich. And this gave the Soviet Union air superiority on the eastern front. The 88mm guns were the Germans’ most effective anti-tank guns, so this also made a great difference in the ground war.

The other important side-effect of the Germans losing air superiority on the eastern front was that it meant they could not carry out air reconnaissance over the Red Army’s rear areas. This enabled the Soviets to mount successful deception operations, which they called maskirovka. They even managed to conceal their greatest offensive of all, Operation Bagration, which destroyed the Wehrmacht’s Army Group Centre in the summer of 1944.

Finally, there is one irony that Russian historians still refuse to acknowledge. The United States provided nearly half a million military vehicles to the Soviet Union through Lend–Lease. This completely transformed the mobility of the Red Army, allowing it to make vast advances, especially in 1944. Without those vehicles, the Soviet Union would never have reached Berlin before the Americans. The Soviet Union could never have defeated Hitler on its own, whatever Vladimir Putin claims.

Many people believe that the great Battle of Stalingrad was the turning point of the Second World War. But which turning point? There were many decisive moments. The first came in May 1940, when the retreating British Army was trapped at Dunkirk. Several influential members of Winston Churchill’s Cabinet, above all the foreign secretary Lord Halifax, were convinced that Britain had no choice but to find out through the Italian government what peace terms Hitler might be prepared to offer.

Churchill recognized the danger immediately. If word got out – which it was bound to do – that the British government was considering negotiations, then the country’s spirit of resistance would collapse straight away. This, Churchill foresaw, was the one moment when Hitler could win the Second World War completely. He managed to bring the Conservative Party as well as the Labour Party behind him, determined to fight on. Without Britain as a forward base, the United States would never have been able to prepare and launch the invasion to liberate Europe four years later.

Some might argue that Hitler’s decision to invade the Soviet Union in June 1941 was a turning point, because it was there that the German armed forces met their destruction. Yet it is more reliable to identify December 1941 as the geo-political turning point of the war, with the Wehrmacht blocked before Moscow and, most important of all, Hitler’s declaration of war on the United States of America. From this point on there was no chance of the Axis winning the war.

The following year of 1942, however, saw a string of disasters for the Western Allies, with the Americans losing the Philippines to the Japanese and the British losing Hong Kong, Malaya and Singapore. The final turning point was in early 1943. The Germans were beaten in North Africa and the crushing Soviet victory at Stalingrad clearly showed that the war would end in the capital of the Nazi Reich.

As the remnants of Paulus’s Sixth Army limped out of Stalingrad on frost-bitten feet, a Red Army colonel shouted at them, pointing to the ruins of the city, saying that was how Berlin was going to look. This truly was the psychological turning point of the Second World War. Everyone, apart from a fanatical Nazi, could now see clearly that the war would end with the utter destruction of Nazi Germany and its allies. Japanese generals were shocked to the core to hear that Field Marshal Paulus had surrendered rather than commit suicide.

It is images from the fighting in Stalingrad itself that will endure most in the memory. This represented a new form of warfare, concentrated in the ruins of civilian life. The detritus of war – burned-out tanks, shell cases, signal wire and grenade boxes – was mixed with the wreckage of family homes – iron bedsteads, lamps and household utensils. Vasily Grossman wrote of the ‘fighting in the brick-strewn, half-demolished rooms and corridors of apartment blocks, where there might still be a vase of withered flowers, or a boy’s homework open on the table’. In an observation post, high in a ruined building, an artillery spotter seated on a kitchen chair might watch for targets through a convenient shell hole in the wall.

German infantrymen loathed house-to-house fighting. They found such close-quarter combat, which broke military boundaries and dimensions, psychologically disorientating. During the last phase of the September battles, both sides had struggled to take a large brick warehouse on the Volga bank, near the mouth of the Tsaritsa. It had four floors on the river side and three on the landward. At one point, it was ‘like a layered cake’, as one eye witness put it, with Germans on the top floor, Russians below them and more Germans underneath them. Often an enemy was unrecognizable, with every uniform impregnated with the same dun-coloured dust from pulverized brick and masonry.

German generals do not seem to have imagined what awaited their divisions in the ruined city. The decision to assault Stalingrad had deprived them of their great Blitzkrieg advantages and reduced them to the techniques of the First World War, even though their military theorists had argued that trench warfare had been ‘an aberration in the art of war’. The Sixth Army, for example, found itself having to respond to Soviet tactics by reinventing the ‘storm wedges’ introduced in January 1918: assault groups of ten men armed with a machine gun, light mortar and flamethrowers for clearing bunkers, cellars and sewers.

German commanders openly admitted the Russian expertise at camouflage, but few acknowledged that it was the relentless bombing of Stalingrad by their own aircraft that had produced the ideal conditions for the defenders. ‘Not a house is left standing,’ a German lieutenant wrote home. ‘There is only a burned-out wasteland, a wilderness of rubble and ruins which is well-nigh impassible.’

Much of the fighting, however, did not consist of major attacks, but of relentless, lethal little skirmishes. One of Chuikov’s officers wrote that the battle was fought by assault squads, generally six or eight strong, from ‘the Stalingrad Academy of Street Fighting’. They armed themselves with knives and sharpened spades for silent killing, as well as sub-machine guns and grenades. The assault squads sent into the sewers were strengthened with flamethrowers and sappers bringing explosive charges to lay under German positions.

A more general tactic evolved, based on the realization that the German armies were short of reserves. Chuikov ordered an emphasis on night attacks, mainly for the practical reason that the Luftwaffe could not react to them, but also because he was convinced that the Germans were more frightened during the hours of darkness and would become exhausted. The German soldiers came to harbour a special fear of the Siberians from Colonel Batyuk’s 284th Rifle Division, who were considered to be natural hunters of any sort of prey.

Focusing entirely on the dead makes us overlook the way the Second World War also totally changed or marked the whole life of survivors. It was hard enough already to comprehend fully the true experience of soldiers then. The conditions under which men fought were sometimes so desperate that today we can hardly imagine how they endured them. Even many who were there look back with amazement. One Red Army officer, Vladimir Ivanovich Tyulenev, said: ‘Nowadays I can’t believe that we were able to live in the trenches, in the open, in the snow, never taking off our shoes or clothes, with no water or source of heat. How on earth did we survive all that?’ Between 1941 and 1945, some Red Army soldiers – those who survived the battles along the way – fought and marched for more than 12,000 kilometres.

Red Army soldiers, afraid both of their Nazi enemy and of execution by their own side, were put under terrible psychological pressure. They and Soviet civilians were crushed pitilessly between the two totalitarian regimes. Red Army snipers at Stalingrad, for example, were ordered to shoot starving Russian orphans who had been tempted with crusts of bread by German infantrymen to fill their water bottles in the Volga.

Much has been written about the fighting qualities of the different armies in the Second World War, especially the difference between the armies of democracies and the armies of dictatorships. Much less has been said, on the other hand, about their similarities if one studies the performance of average, as opposed to elite, troops.

Contrary to some of the wilder theories of combat performance, the evidence indicates that only a small proportion of front-line troops truly engaged in combat. An initial study in the British Army was carried out in Italy by Major Lionel Wigram in 1943. Wigram estimated that in most platoons of about thirty men, only a few really did the fighting. A small group of men were likely to run away at the first opportunity. The majority, those in between these two groups, would follow the fighters if things went well, or the potential deserters if they went badly. General Montgomery was so horrified by the report that he had it suppressed.

The Germans, meanwhile, divided their soldiers’ combat performance into four categories: Die Einsatzfreudigen – those who enjoy fighting; Die Einsatzwilligen – those prepared to fight; Die Einsatzgehemmten – those reluctant to fight; and Die Einsatzflüchtigen – those who will flee from their duty. So, it is basically the same as Wigram’s breakdown, except that the Germans split the main group in the middle in two.

The American combat historian Brigadier General S. L. A. Marshall went into the subject in much greater detail soon after the war. There can be little doubt about the overall conclusion of his work that only a minority of soldiers in a conscript army shoot at the enemy. The Red Army was no different. But as can be found in the Russian archives, Soviet officers argued during the war that a weapons inspection should be carried out immediately after an engagement with the enemy. All those found to have clean barrels should be executed immediately as ‘deserters’.

Since the end of the Second World War in 1945, warfare has changed almost beyond all recognition as we enter the semi-robotic age and the introduction of artificial intelligence. Drone swarms, lasers and autonomous weapon systems have little to do with a past of crude discipline governing armies based on mass conscription.

Warfare has also changed in another crucial respect. Few armies today have sufficient numbers of soldiers to defend frontiers or extended front lines. As a result, huge campaigns in open countryside have become a thing of the past. So has guerrilla warfare in forests, marshes or mountains. Both in conventional and in so-called ‘hybrid’, ‘grey zone’ or ‘asymmetrical’ warfare, the seizing and holding of open ground is no longer a key objective. All efforts are directed on the city or town because power lies in centres of population. Almost every army now recognizes that it must master the tactics of urban warfare, a lesson which only became apparent Stalingrad.

Attempts to make comparisons with the Second World War should also be resisted because of the bewildering variety of the conflicts and theatres of war that occurred. In Europe, our knowledge of the war in East Asia and the Pacific region is still limited, both of the military events and of civilian suffering. We think of the appalling treatment of western prisoners of war by the Japanese in the Far East, yet we forget that local populations endured far worse treatment. On the so-called Burma railway, a third of Allied prisoners died. But well over half the local forced labourers also perished.

The only hope of defeating Japan for the Americans lay in ‘island-hopping’ north across the Pacific to be close enough to bomb Japan into submission. In Guadalcanal they were helped by the Japanese resorting to pointless suicide charges. More intelligent Japanese commanders, such as Lieutenant General Kuribayashi on Iwo Jima and General Ushijima on Okinawa, made no attempt to oppose the American amphibious landings and forbade their men to waste their lives in any banzai charges. They fought from networks of tunnels and caves, enhanced with concrete, with sliding iron doors and even extractor fans to remove the cordite smoke. With well-protected field guns and interlocking fields of fire from machine-gun posts, they were formidable defensive positions. By 25 March 1945, when the battle for Iwo Jima ended, the US Marine Corps had suffered 26,000 casualties. Only a handful of Japanese were taken alive and then because they were too badly wounded to kill themselves. This was a terrifying portent of what Allied forces would face invading the home islands of Japan, where soldiers and civilians alike were preparing to fight on to the death. None of the US forces in the Far East knew then of the atomic bombs prepared in such secrecy.

Japanese commanders were prepared to sacrifice not only their own men but also a very large number of civilians, forcing them to defend the home islands with suicide tactics. Thus, another of the grim paradoxes of the Second World War is that the terrible atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki are now estimated to have saved anything between two and eight million Japanese lives, far more than the number that they killed.

American intercepts of Japanese military communications revealed that the commanders of the Imperial Japanese Army not only had no intention of giving up, but their plan of Ketsugo, or Operation Decisive, would make the Allies invade the home islands, where Japanese commanders planned to force twenty-eight million civilian militia to counterattack them armed with bamboo spears and explosive charges strapped to their chests like suicide bombers. Japanese generals and admirals had convinced themselves that Allied morale was brittle and that they would give up on suffering heavy casualties. Admiral Onishi argued: ‘If we are prepared to sacrifice twenty million Japanese lives in a special attack effort, victory will be ours!’ The civilian politicians who wanted peace had no control over the army and navy.

On 9 August the second atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki and the Soviet Union entered the war against Japan with massive attacks in northern China, Mongolia and Manchuria. That night, an imperial conference was called at the royal palace. Some historians have tried to argue that the Red Army’s actions would have been enough to provoke the Japanese into surrender but this was almost certainly not true, as their most senior commanders made clear. General Umezu, the chief of the general staff stated: ‘while Soviet entry was unfavourable, it did not affect the plan to fight in the homeland: and it would be unthinkable to now accept unconditional surrender after so many had given their lives for His Majesty’.

Fortunately, Emperor Hirohito insisted that the ‘greatly increased effectiveness’ of the atomic bombs left them no choice but to end the war. The generals and admirals, encouraged by middle-ranking officers, still wanted to fight on, despite the emperor’s decision. He had to record his broadcast in secret, hide the recordings and conceal himself in the palace as middle-ranking and junior officers tried to arrest him and launch a coup. Finally, on 15 August, four days before the Americans planned to drop a third atomic bomb, Emperor Hirohito’s broadcast brought the war to an end.

The British commander-in-chief in Burma, General William Slim, observed that while Japanese commanders were brave men, they were moral cowards: they knew the war was lost, yet for the sake of their own honour they were prepared to sacrifice the lives of their people. It was not just their own civilians who would die in their millions if the war was prolonged into the following year until an amphibious invasion of the home islands succeeded. Japanese occupation across the Pacific and south-east Asia had produced mass famine. Two million had already died in Vietnam alone. Some 300,000 civilians across the region were dying each month.

There is no denying the fact that the American decision to end the war in the Far East so brutally with the atomic bombs was taken to save the lives of Allied prisoners of war rather than those of indigenous populations. But it also happened to save many times more Japanese lives than all of those killed by the two explosions.

When we look back at the Second World War, many aspects turn out to be nothing like they appear on the surface. It is a lesson that I have certainly had to learn over the years. As a young officer in Germany in 1968, based next to Belsen concentration camp, I was horrified by a memorial to the French Jews who had died there. It stated: ‘Aux Juifs français qui sont morts pour la gloire et la patrie.’ I found the suggestion of French Jews in Belsen dying for glory and the fatherland quite grotesque. Many years later I mentioned this to the French historian Henry Rousso. He replied: ‘I entirely understand your reaction, but you are completely wrong. It was the French Jews themselves who insisted after the war that memorials to their dead should have exactly the same wording as those of all the French.’ This was because they would never forgive the Vichy regime for having tried to take away their French citizenship.

Yet another unsettling paradox, which the Second World War revealed, was that the armies of democracies were liable to kill even more civilians in battle than the armies of dictatorships. This was because their generals, well aware of the pressure at home from the press and public opinion to reduce their own casualties, resorted to a maximum use of high explosive – both shells and bombs – to kill the enemy at a distance and thus spare their own troops. The British and Americans, for example, killed as many French civilians during the Second World War as the number of British killed by German bombers and the V-weapons.

The Second World War was of course full of misunderstandings at the time, which were often repeated later. In the case of the Allies, their leaders fell for the classic mistake of confirmation bias. They thought that they were putting themselves in the shoes or boots of their enemies to see things from their point of view, but they were not. This was because they were still using their own democratic reasoning processes. For example, when on 20 July 1944, German officers attempted to kill Hitler in East Prussia with a bomb, Allied leaders believed that the war was as good as over. They assumed that any army trying to assassinate its own leader and commander-in-chief must be on the edge of disintegration. What they utterly failed to understand was that Hitler surviving the explosion meant that the Nazis, SS and Gestapo would force Germany to fight on to the very end.

Ironically, by the spring of 1944, Hitler was directing the war in such a manic and irrational way that the British realized it would be a great mistake to kill him. The Allies were likely to win the war much more rapidly with him still in charge. So, Operation Foxley, the Special Operations Executive plan to assassinate Hitler, was cancelled. It also suddenly occurred to the paranoid Stalin that if Hitler were removed, then the western Allies might well make peace with a successor regime in Germany and allow it to concentrate all the Wehrmacht’s strength against the Soviet Union. Stalin, it must be said, always tended to judge other people by himself when it came to double-dealing. So he too ordered the cancellation of the plan by General Sudoplatov’s Special Tasks Group of the NKVD to assassinate Hitler using infiltrated agents in Germany, including Igor Miklashevsky, a boxing champion who had been ordered to cross over to join the Germans.

Dictators, with their self-absorbed egocentricity, have seldom bothered about sacrificing the lives of their own soldiers or about the perpetration of massacres. The sheer cruelty of the Second World War is underlined by the fact that for the first time in the history of modern conflict, far more civilians were killed than combatants. This can only be explained in terms of ideologically fuelled dehumanization – nationalism stirred to a fever pitch and extolling racism as a virtue on one side, but also Leninist class warfare aiming to exterminate all opposition on the other. Not surprisingly, the Soviet Union fought in UN committees after the war to prevent class warfare (such as their own mass killing of aristocrats, bourgeoisie and kulaks) from being included in the international definition of genocide.

The great Soviet physicist and dissident Andrei Sakharov observed that Stalin may have killed more people, but Hitler had to be defeated first. And he was of course quite right. If the Nazis had succeeded in defeating the Soviet Union, their so-called Hunger Plan to reduce the population through deliberate famine would have dwarfed even the horrors of the Holocaust.

The Second World War was an intense political conflict, even more so than the national loyalties evoked at the time. This became increasingly clear in its aftermath. In August 1945, the Soviet Union began to release ordinary Italian soldiers captured on the eastern front in the latter part of the Stalingrad campaign. They were permitted to return home, but not their officers. Palmiro Togliatti, the leader of the Italian Communist Party, had begged its Soviet masters to delay the return of Italian officer prisoners until after the elections and referendum the following year.

At La Courtine in the Massif Central, former Red Army soldiers in France who had been captured in German uniform were handed over to Soviet officers, who executed any potential leaders in the nearby woods. The rest were then transported back to the Soviet Union for further filtration and then sentenced to slave labour if they were not shot.

On 17 May 1945, the British Fifth Corps headquarters at Klagenfurt in Austria ordered all Yugoslav nationals in the Corps area to be handed over to Tito’s forces as soon as possible. Altogether 26,339 Yugoslavs in uniform were sent back, including fascist Ustaše from Croatia and Catholic Domobranci from Slovenia. A large number were shot. The mass graves have still not been fully investigated. And the British also handed over Cossacks from the SS Cavalry Korps to Soviet authorities, even though they could easily imagine the fate that awaited them. The reason was that the British government feared that the Soviet authorities would hold on to British prisoners of war liberated by the Red Army’s advance across Poland and eastern Germany if they did not return Soviet citizens.

In northern China and Manchuria, the Red Army rounded up 600,000 Japanese soldiers from the former Kwantung Army. They were all sent to slave labour camps in Siberia and worked to death. Very few survived.

Right across Europe and the Far East, ‘displaced persons’, as these mostly former slave labourers were called, attempted to make their way home, usually to devastated communities. As Timothy Snyder has shown in his work, the region that had experienced the worst of both Stalin’s and Hitler’s oppression was the Central European borderland between them. Some fourteen million civilians died there between 1930 and 1945; at least half of that figure was from deliberate starvation – first Stalin’s Holodomor in Ukraine and then Hitler’s Hunger Plan. The Nazi Hunger Plan aimed to reduce the Soviet population by thirty million but proved far less successful than had been envisaged in Berlin, largely because the Wehrmacht needed manpower from the local Soviet population. Of the 5.4 million Jews murdered by the Nazis in the Holocaust, at least four million came from Poland, the Baltic states and Ukraine. Both Stalin and Hitler felt contempt and hatred for the populations of this region and did their utmost to eliminate the elites, including academics, intellectuals, priests, teachers, politicians and officers. They also starved or worked to death the prisoners of war captured on the eastern front.

Frontiers were obliterated or redrawn. Populations, including those of whole cities, were uprooted. Paramilitaries, secret police and troops had forced out or killed the victims. In 1939, Poles from what suddenly became western Ukraine had been dumped in the deserted spaces of Kazakhstan or Siberia and left to starve. The city of Lwów was occupied twice by the Red Army and once by the Wehrmacht. After the war, the Polish Lwów became the Ukrainian L’viv. Its pre-war population of Poles and Jews had been murdered or deported.

Stalin forced the Allies at the Yalta Conference to accept that the whole of Poland was to be shifted to the west. The Poles would now occupy the former German provinces of Prussia, Silesia and Pomerania, while the Soviet Union seized eastern Poland and Kaliningrad, part of the former East Prussia. The Red Army then carried out the largest operation of ethnic cleansing in modern times. More than thirteen million Germans, Poles and Ukrainians were transplanted. The city of Breslau became Wrocław, populated largely with Poles transported from the new Western Ukraine.

For many, revenge was hard to resist after the suffering of foreign occupation during the war. In Norway, Leif Hovelsen, a member of the resistance who had suffered in the concentration camp of Grini, was one of those told to guard German prisoners in the mediaeval castle of Akershus in Oslo. When more prisoners arrived in Luftwaffe uniform, Hovelsen recognized several of them immediately. They included the commander and guards from the camp at Grini. ‘This time,’ Hovelsen wrote, ‘we were the masters. We gave them punishment drills as harsh as those they had given us and made them sing the marching songs that they had forced us to sing.’ One of them begged for water. Hovelsen took a bucket and threw the contents in his face, just as had been done to him. His fellow Norwegians cheered, but afterwards Hovelsen began to be troubled that, as ‘a Christian and a Norwegian patriot’, he could have acted like those who had tormented him. The idea of redemption took hold, and eventually he travelled to Germany to find the former guard whom he had mistreated to ask to be forgiven. Hovelsen found that he had died, so he asked forgiveness from the man’s daughter and laid flowers on his grave.

For better or for worse, the Second World War shaped the world we live in. In the Far East, with the defeat of Japan, it would eventually pave the way for the rise of modern China, with its resentment for past wrongs. It sealed the fate of the European empires, British, French and Dutch. At the same time, it inevitably produced the rise of both the United States and the Soviet Union to superpower status. It spurred the movement towards European union. It also gave birth to the United Nations, inspired by a belief in the possibility of a better world. And the UN, despite all its shortcomings, hypocrisy and weakness, has at least provided a forum for some form of international morality.

Now, confronted with alarming global instability – social, political and economic – it is understandable that people look again at the Second World War as a cautionary tale, one that can alert us to danger signals and perhaps offer useful signposts towards a more peaceful future. Others might argue that we’ve learned little from history’s greatest human tragedy and are blindly headed towards another global conflict.

Perhaps the Second World War’s most important lesson is a moral one. Even in the midst of the most horrifying conditions, there were those who never let go of their fundamental belief in humanity. Their example is something worth upholding as we struggle to resolve the profoundly disturbing challenges and conflicts of the world today.


INTRODUCTION

In June 1944, a young soldier surrendered to American paratroopers in the Allied invasion of Normandy. At first his captors thought that he was Japanese, but he was in fact Korean. His name was Yang Kyoungjong.

In 1938, at the age of eighteen, Yang had been forcibly conscripted by the Japanese into their Kwantung Army in Manchuria. A year later, he was captured by the Red Army after the Battle of Khalkhin Gol and sent to a labour camp. The Soviet military authorities, at a moment of crisis in 1942, drafted him along with thousands of other prisoners into their forces. Then, early in 1943 he was taken prisoner by the German army at the Battle of Kharkov in Ukraine. In 1944, now in German uniform, he was sent to France to serve with an Ostbataillon supposedly boosting the strength of the Atlantic Wall at the base of the Cotentin Peninsula inland from Utah Beach. After time in a prison camp in Britain, he went to the United States where he said nothing of his past. He settled there and finally died in Illinois in 1992.

In a war which killed over sixty million people and had stretched around the globe, this reluctant veteran of the Japanese, Soviet and German armies had been comparatively fortunate. Yet Yang remains perhaps the most striking illustration of the helplessness of most ordinary mortals in the face of what appeared to be overwhelming historical forces.

Europe did not stumble into war on 1 September 1939. Some historians talk of a ‘thirty years’ war’ from 1914 to 1945, with the First World War as ‘the original catastrophe’. Others maintain that the ‘long war’, which began with the Bolshevik coup d’état of 1917, continued as a ‘European Civil War’ until 1945, or even lasted until the fall of Communism in 1989.

History, however, is never tidy. Sir Michael Howard argues persuasively that Hitler’s onslaught in the west against France and Britain in 1940 was in many ways an extension of the First World War. Gerhard Weinberg also insists that the war which began with the invasion of Poland in 1939 was the start of Hitler’s drive for Lebensraum (living space) in the east, his key objective. This is indeed true, yet the revolutions and civil wars between 1917 and 1939 are bound to complicate the pattern. For example, the left has always believed passionately that the Spanish Civil War marked the beginning of the Second World War, while the right claims that it represented the opening round of a Third World War between Communism and ‘western civilization’. At the same time, western historians have usually overlooked the Sino-Japanese War from 1937 to 1945, and the way that it merged into the world war. Some Asian historians, on the other hand, argue that the Second World War began in 1931 with the Japanese invasion of Manchuria.

Arguments on the subject can go round and round, but the Second World War was clearly an amalgamation of conflicts. Most consisted of nation against nation, yet the international civil war between left and right permeated and even dominated many of them. It is therefore important to look back at some of the circumstances which led to this, the cruellest and most destructive conflict which the world has ever known.

The terrible effects of the First World War had left France and Britain, the principal European victors, exhausted and determined at any price not to repeat the experience. Americans, after their vital contribution to the defeat of Imperial Germany, wanted to wash their hands of what they saw as a corrupt and vicious Old World. Central Europe, fragmented by new frontiers drawn at Versailles, faced the humiliation and penury of defeat. Their pride shattered, officers of the Kaiserlich und Königlich Austro-Hungarian army experienced a reversal of the Cinderella story, with their fairytale uniforms replaced by the threadbare clothes of the unemployed. The bitterness of most German officers and soldiers at their defeat was intensified by the fact that until July 1918 their armies had been unbeaten, and that made the sudden collapse at home appear all the more inexplicable and sinister. In their view, the mutinies and revolts within Germany during the autumn of 1918 which precipitated the abdication of the Kaiser had been caused entirely by Jewish Bolsheviks. Left-wing agitators had indeed played a part and the most prominent German revolutionary leaders in 1918–19 had been Jewish, but the main causes behind the unrest had been war-weariness and hunger. The German right’s pernicious conspiracy theory – the stab-in-the-back legend – was part of its inherent compulsion to confuse cause and effect.

The hyper-inflation of 1922–3 undermined both the certainties and the rectitude of the Germanic bourgeoisie. The bitterness of national and personal shame produced an incoherent anger. German nationalists dreamed of the day when the humiliation of the Versailles Diktat could be reversed. Life improved in Germany during the second half of the 1920s, mainly due to massive American loans. But the world depression, which began after the Wall Street Crash of 1929, hit Germany even harder once Britain and other countries left the gold standard in September 1931. Fear of another round of hyper-inflation persuaded Chancellor Brüning’s government to maintain the Reichsmark’s link to the price of gold, making it over-valued. American loans had ceased, and protectionism cut off German export markets. This led to mass unemployment, which dramatically increased the opportunity for demagogues promising radical solutions.

The crisis of capitalism had accelerated the crisis of liberal democracy, which was rendered ineffective in many European countries by the fragmentary effect of voting by proportional representation. Most of the parliamentary systems which had sprung up following the collapse of three continental empires in 1918 were swept away, unable to cope with civil strife. And ethnic minorities, which had existed in comparative peace under the old imperial regimes, were now threatened by doctrines of national purity.

Recent memories of the Russian Revolution and the violent destruction of other civil wars in Hungary, Finland, the Baltic states and indeed Germany itself, greatly increased the process of political polarization. The cycle of fear and hatred risked turning inflammatory rhetoric into a self-fulfilling prophecy, as events in Spain soon showed. Manichaean alternatives are bound to break up a democratic centrism based on compromise. In this new collectivist age, violent solutions appeared supremely heroic to intellectuals of both left and right, as well as to embittered ex-soldiers from the First World War. In the face of financial disaster, the authoritarian state suddenly seemed to be the natural modern order throughout most of Europe, and an answer to the chaos of factional strife.

In September 1930, the National Socialist Party’s share of the vote jumped from 2.5 per cent to 18.3. The conservative right in Germany, which had little respect for democracy, effectively destroyed the Weimar Republic, and thus opened the door for Hitler. Gravely underestimating Hitler’s ruthlessness, they thought that they could use him as a populist puppet to defend their idea of Germany. But he knew exactly what he wanted, while they did not. On 30 January 1933, Hitler became chancellor and moved rapidly to eliminate all potential opposition.

The tragedy for Germany’s subsequent victims was that a critical mass of the population, desperate for order and respect, was eager to follow the most reckless criminal in history. Hitler managed to appeal to their worst instincts: resentment, intolerance, arrogance and, most dangerous of all, a sense of racial superiority. Any remaining belief in a Rechtsstaat, a nation based on respect for the rule of law, crumpled in the face of Hitler’s insistence that the judicial system must be the servant of the new order. Public institutions – the courts, the universities, the general staff and the press – kowtowed to the new regime. Opponents found themselves helplessly isolated and insulted as traitors to the new definition of the Fatherland, not only by the regime itself, but also by all those who supported it. The Gestapo, unlike Stalin’s own secret police, the NKVD, was surprisingly idle. Most of its arrests were purely in response to denunciations of people by their fellow Germans.

The officer corps, which had prided itself on an apolitical tradition, also allowed itself to be wooed by the promise of increased forces and massive rearmament, even though it despised such a vulgar, ill-dressed suitor. Opportunism went hand in hand with cowardice in the face of authority. The nineteenth-century chancellor Otto von Bismarck himself once remarked that moral courage was a rare virtue in Germany, but it deserted a German completely the moment he put on a uniform. The Nazis, not surprisingly, wanted to get almost everyone into uniform, not least the children.

Hitler’s greatest talent lay in spotting and exploiting the weakness of his opponents. The left in Germany, bitterly divided between the German Communist Party and the Social Democrats, had presented no real threat. Hitler easily out-manoeuvred the conservatives who thought, with naive arrogance, that they could control him. As soon as he had consolidated his power at home with sweeping decrees and mass imprisonment, he turned his attention to breaking the Treaty of Versailles. Conscription was reintroduced in 1935, the British agreed to an increase in the German navy and the Luftwaffe was openly constituted. Britain and France made no serious protest at the accelerated programme of rearmament.

In March 1936, German troops reoccupied the Rhineland in the first overt breach of the Versailles and Locarno treaties. This slap in the face to the French, who had occupied the region over a decade earlier, ensured widespread adulation of the Führer in Germany, even among many who had not voted for him. Their support and the supine Anglo-French reaction gave Hitler the nerve to continue on his course. Single-handed, he had restored German pride, while rearmament, far more than his vaunted public works programme, halted the rise in unemployment. The brutality of the Nazis and the loss of freedom seemed to most Germans a small price to pay.

Hitler’s forceful seduction of the German people began to strip the country of human values, step by step. Nowhere was the effect more evident than in the persecution of the Jews, which progressed in fits and starts. Yet contrary to general belief, this was often driven more from within the Nazi Party than from above. Hitler’s apocalyptic rants against Jews did not necessarily mean that he had already decided on a ‘Final Solution’ of physical annihilation. He was content to allow SA (Sturmabteilung) stormtroopers to attack Jews and their businesses and steal their possessions to satisfy an incoherent mixture of greed, envy and imagined resentment. At that stage Nazi policy aimed at stripping Jews of civil rights and everything they owned, and then through humiliation and harassment to force them to leave Germany. ‘The Jews must get out of Germany, yes out of the whole of Europe,’ Hitler told his propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels on 30 November 1937. ‘That will take some time yet, but will and must happen.’

Hitler’s programme to make Germany the dominant power in Europe had been made quite clear in Mein Kampf, a combination of autobiography and political manifesto first published in 1925. First he would unite Germany and Austria, then he would bring Germans outside the borders of the Reich back under its control. ‘People of the same blood should be in the same Reich’, he declared. Only when this had been achieved would the German people have the ‘moral right’ to ‘acquire foreign territory. The plough is then the sword; and the tears of war will produce the daily bread for the generations to come.’

His policy of aggression was stated clearly on the very first page. Yet even though every German couple had to purchase a copy on marriage, few seem to have taken his bellicose predictions seriously. They preferred to believe his more recent and oft-repeated assertions that he did not desire war. And Hitler’s daring coups in the face of British and French weakness confirmed them in their hopes that he could achieve all he wanted without a major conflict. They did not see that the over-heated German economy and Hitler’s determination to make use of the country’s head-start in armaments made the invasion of neighbouring countries a virtual certainty.

Hitler was not interested merely in reoccupying the territory lost by Germany after the Versailles Treaty. He despised such a half-hearted step. He seethed with impatience, convinced that he would not live long enough to achieve his dream of Germanic supremacy. He wanted the whole of central Europe and all of Russia up to the Volga for German Lebensraum to secure Germany’s self-sufficiency and status as a great power. His dream of subjugated eastern territories had been greatly encouraged by the brief German occupation in 1918 of the Baltic states, part of Belorussia, Ukraine and southern Russia as far as Rostov on the Don. This followed the 1918 Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, Germany’s own Diktat to the nascent Soviet regime. The ‘bread-basket’ of Ukraine especially attracted German interest, after the near starvation caused largely by the British blockade during the First World War. Hitler was determined to avoid the demoralization suffered by Germans in 1918, which had led to revolution and collapse. This time others would be made to starve. But one of the main purposes of his Lebensraum plan was to seize oil production in the east. Some 85 per cent of the Reich’s oil supplies, even in peacetime, had to be imported, and that would be Germany’s Achilles heel in war.

Eastern colonies appeared the best means to establish self-sufficiency, yet Hitler’s ambition was far greater than that of other nationalists. In line with his social-Darwinist belief that the life of nations was a struggle for racial mastery, he wanted to reduce the Slav population dramatically in numbers through deliberate starvation and to enslave the survivors as a helot class.

His decision to intervene in the Spanish Civil War in the summer of 1936 was not as opportunistic as has often been portrayed. He was convinced that a Bolshevik Spain, combined with a left-wing government in France, presented a strategic threat to Germany from the west, at a time when he faced Stalin’s Soviet Union in the east. Once again he was able to exploit the democracies’ abhorrence of war. The British feared that the conflict in Spain might provoke another European conflict, while the new Popular Front government in France was afraid to act alone. This allowed Germany’s flagrant military support of Generalissimo Francisco Franco’s Nationalists to ensure their ultimate victory while Hermann Göring’s Luftwaffe experimented with new aircraft and tactics. The Spanish Civil War also brought Hitler and Benito Mussolini closer together, with the Italian Fascist government sending a corps of ‘volunteers’ to fight alongside the Nationalists. But Mussolini, for all his bombast and ambitions in the Mediterranean, was nervous about Hitler’s determination to overturn the status quo. The Italian people were not ready, either militarily or psychologically, for a European war.

Eager to obtain another ally in the coming war with the Soviet Union, Hitler established the Anti-Comintern Pact with Japan in November 1936. Japan had begun its colonial expansion in the Far East during the last decade of the nineteenth century. Profiting from the decay of the Chinese imperial regime, Japan established a presence in Manchuria, seized Formosa (Taiwan) and occupied Korea. Its defeat of Tsarist Russia in the war of 1904–5 made it the major military power in the region. Anti-western feeling grew in Japan with the effects of the Wall Street Crash and the worldwide depression. And an increasingly nationalistic officer class viewed Manchuria and China in a similar way to the Nazis’ designs on the Soviet Union: as a landmass and a population to be subjugated to feed the home islands of Japan.

The Sino-Japanese conflict has long been like a missing section in the jigsaw of the Second World War. Having begun well before the outbreak of fighting in Europe, the conflict in China has often been treated as a completely separate affair, even though it saw the largest deployment of Japanese ground forces in the Far East, as well as the involvement of both the Americans and the Soviet Union.

In September 1931, the Japanese military created the Mukden Incident, in which they blew up a railway to justify their seizure of the whole of Manchuria. They hoped to turn the region into a major food-producing region as their own domestic agriculture had declined disastrously. They called it Manchukuo and set up a puppet regime, with the deposed emperor Henry Pu Yi as figurehead. The civilian government in Tokyo, although despised by officers, felt obliged to support the army. And the League of Nations in Geneva refused Chinese calls for sanctions against Japan. Japanese colonists, mainly peasants, poured in to seize land for themselves with the government’s encouragement. It wanted ‘one million households’ established as colonial farmers over the next twenty years. Japan’s actions left it isolated diplomatically, but the country exulted in its triumph. This marked the start of a fateful progression, both in foreign expansion and in military influence over the government in Tokyo.

A more hawkish administration took over and the Kwantung Army in Manchuria extended its control almost to the gates of Peking. Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang government in Nanking was forced to withdraw its forces. Chiang claimed to be the heir of Sun Yat-sen, who had wanted to introduce a western-style democracy, but he was really a generalissimo of warlords.

The Japanese military began to eye their Soviet neighbour to the north and cast glances south into the Pacific. Their targets were the Far Eastern colonies of Britain, France and the Netherlands, with the oilfields of the Dutch East Indies. The uneasy stand-off in China was then suddenly broken on 7 July 1937 by a Japanese provocation at the Marco Polo Bridge outside the former capital of Peking. The Imperial Army in Tokyo assured Emperor Hirohito that China could be defeated in a few months. Reinforcements were sent across to the mainland and a horrific campaign ensued, fired partly by a Chinese massacre of Japanese civilians. The Imperial Army was unleashed. But the Sino-Japanese War did not end in a rapid triumph as the generals in Tokyo had predicted. The appalling violence of the attacker stimulated a bitter resistance. Hitler failed to recognise the lesson for his own onslaught against the Soviet Union four years later.

Some westerners began to see the Sino-Japanese War as a counterpart to the Spanish Civil War. Robert Capa, Ernest Hemingway, W. H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood, the film-maker Joris Ivens and many journalists all visited and expressed their sympathy and support for the Chinese in general. Left-wingers, a few of whom visited the Chinese Communist headquarters in Yenan, supported Mao Tse-tung, even though Stalin backed Chiang Kai-shek and his party, the Kuomintang. But neither the British nor the American government was prepared to take any practical steps.

Neville Chamberlain’s government, like most of the British population, was still prepared to live with a rearmed and revived Germany. Many conservatives saw the Nazis as a bulwark against Bolshevism. Chamberlain, a former lord mayor of Birmingham of old-fashioned rectitude, made the great mistake of expecting other statesmen to share similar values and a horror of war. He had been a highly skilled minister and a very effective chancellor of the Exchequer, but he knew nothing of foreign policy or defence matters. With his wing-collar, Edwardian moustache and rolled umbrella, he proved to be totally out of his depth when confronted by the gleaming ruthlessness of the Nazi regime.

Others, even those of left-wing sympathies, were also reluctant to confront Hitler’s regime, for they were still convinced that Germany had been treated most unfairly at the Versailles conference. They also found it hard to object to Hitler’s professed desire to bring adjacent German minorities, such as those in Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland, within the Reich. Above all, the British and French were horrified by the idea of another European war. To allow Nazi Germany to annex Austria in March 1938 appeared a small price to pay for world peace, especially when the majority of Austrians had voted in 1918 for Anschluss, or union, with Germany and twenty years later welcomed the Nazi takeover. Austrian claims at the end of the war to have been Hitler’s first victim were completely bogus.

Hitler then decided that he wanted to invade Czechoslovakia in October. This was timed to be well after German farmers had brought in the harvest because Nazi ministers were afraid of a crisis in the national food supply. But to Hitler’s exasperation Chamberlain and his French counterpart Édouard Daladier, during the Munich negotiations in September, offered him the Sudetenland in the hope of preserving peace. This deprived Hitler of his war, but allowed him eventually to take over the whole country without a fight. Chamberlain also made a fundamental error in refusing to consult Stalin. This influenced the Soviet dictator’s decision the following August to agree to a pact with Nazi Germany. Chamberlain, rather like Franklin D. Roosevelt later with Stalin, believed with misplaced complacency that he alone could convince Hitler that good relations with the western Allies were in his own interest.

Some historians have argued that, if Britain and France had been prepared to fight in the autumn of 1938, events might have turned out very differently. That is certainly possible from a German point of view. The fact remains that neither the British nor the French people were psychologically prepared for war, mainly because they had been misinformed by politicians, diplomats and the press. Anyone who had tried to warn of Hitler’s plans, such as Winston Churchill, was simply regarded as a warmonger.

Only in November were eyes opened to the real nature of Hitler’s regime. Following the assassination of a German embassy official in Paris by a young Polish Jew, Nazi stormtroopers unleashed the German pogrom known as Kristallnacht from all the broken shop windows. With the warclouds over Czechoslovakia that autumn, a ‘violent energy’ had brewed up within the Nazi Party. The SA stormtroopers burned synagogues, attacked and murdered Jews, and smashed their shop windows, prompting Göring to complain about the cost in foreign exchange of replacing all the plate glass which came from Belgium. Many ordinary Germans were shocked, but the Nazis’ policy of isolating the Jews soon succeeded in persuading the vast majority of their fellow citizens to be indifferent to their fate. And all too many were later tempted by the easy pickings of looted possessions, expropriated apartments and the ‘Aryanization’ of Jewish businesses. The Nazis were exceptionally clever in the way they drew more and more fellow citizens into their circle of crime.

Hitler’s seizure of the rest of Czechoslovakia in March 1939 – a flagrant contravention of the Munich Agreement – finally proved that his claim of bringing ethnic Germans back into the Reich was little more than a pretext to increase his territory. British outrage forced Chamberlain to offer guarantees to Poland as a warning to Hitler against further expansion.

Hitler complained later that he had been thwarted from having a war in 1938 because ‘the British and French accepted all my demands at Munich’. In the spring of 1939 he explained his impatience to the Romanian foreign minister: ‘I am now fifty,’ he said. ‘I would rather have the war now than when I am fifty-five or sixty.’

Hitler thus revealed that he intended to achieve his goal of European domination during a single lifetime, which he expected to be short. With his manic vanity, he could not trust anyone else to carry on his mission. He regarded himself as literally irreplaceable and told his generals that the fate of the Reich depended on him alone. The Nazi Party and his whole chaotic form of governance were never designed to produce stability and continuity. And Hitler’s rhetoric of the ‘Thousand Year Reich’ revealed a significant psychological contradiction, coming as it did from a determined bachelor who took a perverse pride in being a genetic dead-end while harbouring an unhealthy fascination with suicide.

On 30 January 1939, the sixth anniversary of his taking power, Hitler made an important speech to the parliamentary deputies of the Reichstag. In it he included his fatal ‘prophecy’, one to which he and his followers in the Final Solution would compulsively hark back. He claimed that the Jews had laughed at his predictions that he would lead Germany and ‘also bring the Jewish problem to its solution’. He then declaimed: ‘I want today to be a prophet again: if international Jewry inside and outside Europe should succeed in plunging the nations once more into a world war, the result will be not the Bolshevization of the earth and therefore the victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe.’ This breathtaking confusion of cause and effect lay at the heart of Hitler’s obsessive network of lies and self-deception.

Although Hitler had prepared for war and had wanted war with Czechoslovakia, he still could not understand why the British attitude should now switch so suddenly from appeasement to resistance. He still intended to attack France and Britain later, but that was to be at a time of his own choosing. The Nazi plan, following the bitter lesson of the First World War, was designed to compartmentalize conflicts to avoid fighting on more than one front at the same moment.

Hitler’s surprise at the British reaction revealed this autodidact’s very imperfect grasp of world history. The pattern of Britain’s involvement in almost every European crisis since the eighteenth century should have explained the Chamberlain government’s new policy. The change had nothing to do with ideology or idealism. Britain was not setting out to make a stand against fascism or anti-semitism, even if the moral aspect later became useful for national propaganda. Its motives lay in a traditional strategy. Germany’s hostile occupation of Czechoslovakia clearly revealed Hitler’s determination to dominate Europe. That was a threat to the status quo, which even a weakened and unbellicose Britain could never countenance. Hitler also underestimated Chamberlain’s anger at having been so comprehensively deceived at Munich. Duff Cooper, who had resigned as First Lord of the Admiralty over the betrayal of the Czechs, wrote that Chamberlain ‘had never met anyone in Birmingham who in the least resembled Adolf Hitler … Nobody in Birmingham had ever broken his promise to the mayor.’

Hitler’s intentions were now chillingly clear. And the shock of his pact with Stalin in August 1939 confirmed that Poland would be his next victim. ‘State boundaries’, he had written in Mein Kampf, ‘are made by man and are changed by man.’ In retrospect, the cycle of resentment since the Treaty of Versailles may appear to have made the outbreak of another world war inevitable, but nothing in history is predestined. The aftermath of the First World War had certainly created unstable frontiers and tensions across much of Europe. But there can be no doubt that Adolf Hitler was the chief architect of this new and far more terrible conflagration, which spread across the world to consume millions, including eventually himself. And yet, in an intriguing paradox, the first clash of the Second World War – the one in which Yang Kyoungjong was first captured – began in the Far East.
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The Outbreak of War

JUNE–AUGUST 1939

On 1 June 1939, Georgii Zhukov, a short and sturdy cavalry commander, received an urgent summons to Moscow. Stalin’s purge of the Red Army, begun in 1937, still continued, so Zhukov, who had been accused once already, presumed that he had been denounced as an ‘enemy of the people’. The next stage would see him fed into Lavrenti Beria’s ‘meatgrinder’, as the NKVD’s interrogation system was known.

In the paranoia of the ‘Great Terror’, senior officers had been among the first to be shot as Trotskyite-fascist spies. Around 30,000 were arrested. Many of the most senior had been executed and the majority tortured into making ludicrous confessions. Zhukov, who had been close to a number of the victims, had kept a bag packed ready for prison since the purge began two years before. Having long expected this moment, he wrote a farewell letter to his wife. ‘For you I have this request,’ it began. ‘Do not give in to snivelling, keep steady, and try with dignity to endure the unpleasant separation honestly.’

But when Zhukov reached Moscow by train the next day, he was not arrested or taken to the Lubyanka Prison. He was told to report to the Kremlin to see Stalin’s old crony from the 1st Cavalry Army in the civil war, Marshal Kliment Voroshilov, now the people’s commissar of defence. During the purge, this ‘mediocre, faceless, intellectually dim’ soldier had strengthened his position by zealously eliminating talented commanders. Nikita Khrushchev, with earthy directness, later called him ‘the biggest bag of shit in the army’.

Zhukov heard that he was to fly out to the Soviet satellite state of Outer Mongolia. There he was to take command of the 57th Special Corps, including both Red Army and Mongolian forces, to inflict a decisive reverse on the Imperial Japanese Army. Stalin was angry that the local commander seemed to have achieved little. With the threat of war from Hitler in the west, he wanted to put an end to Japanese provocations from the puppet state of Manchukuo. Rivalry between Russia and Japan dated from Tsarist times and Russia’s humiliating defeat in 1905 had certainly not been forgotten by the Soviet regime. Under Stalin its forces in the Far East had been greatly strengthened.

The Japanese military were obsessed by the threat of Bolshevism. And ever since the signature in November 1936 of the Anti-Comintern Pact between Germany and Japan, tensions on the Mongolian frontier had increased between Red Army frontier units and the Japanese Kwantung Army. The temperature had been raised considerably by a succession of border clashes in 1937, and the major one in 1938, the Changkufeng Incident at Lake Khasan, 110 kilometres south-west of Vladivostok.

The Japanese were also angry that the Soviet Union was supporting their Chinese enemy not just economically but also with T-26 tanks, a large staff of military advisers and ‘volunteer’ air squadrons. The leaders of the Kwantung Army became increasingly frustrated with Emperor Hirohito’s reluctance in August 1938 to allow them to respond to the Soviets in massive force. Their arrogance was based on the mistaken assumption that the Soviet Union would not strike back. They demanded carte blanche to act as they saw fit in any future border incidents. Their motives were self-interested. A low-level conflict with the Soviet Union would force Tokyo to increase the Kwantung Army, not reduce it. They feared that some of their formations might otherwise be diverted south to the war against the Chinese Nationalist armies of Chiang Kai-shek.

There was some support for the aggressive views of the Kwantung leadership within the imperial general staff in Tokyo. But the navy and the civilian politicians were deeply concerned. Pressure from Nazi Germany on Japan to regard the Soviet Union as the main enemy made them most uneasy. They did not want to become involved in a northern war along the Mongolian and Siberian borders. This split brought down the government of Prince Konoe Fumimaro. But the argument in senior government and military circles did not abate as the approach of war in Europe became self-evident. The army and extreme right-wing groups publicized and often exaggerated the growing number of clashes on the northern frontiers. And the Kwantung Army, without informing Tokyo, issued an order allowing the commander on the spot to act as he thought fit to punish the perpetrators. This was passed off under the so-called prerogative of ‘field initiative’, which allowed armies to move troops for reasons of security within their own theatre without consulting the imperial general staff.

The Nomonhan Incident, which the Soviet Union later referred to as the Battle of Khalkhin Gol after the river, began on 11 May 1939. A Mongolian cavalry regiment crossed the Khalkhin Gol to graze their shaggy little mounts on the wide, undulating steppe. They then advanced some twenty kilometres from the river, which the Japanese regarded as the border, to the large village of Nomonhan, which the Mongolian People’s Republic claimed lay on the frontier line. Manchurian forces from the Kwantung Army pushed them back to the Khalkhin Gol, then the Mongolians counter-attacked. Skirmishing back and forth continued for about two weeks. The Red Army brought up reinforcements. On 28 May, the Soviet and Mongolian forces destroyed a Japanese force of 200 men and some antiquated armoured cars. In mid-June, Red Army aviation bombers raided a number of targets while their ground forces pushed forward into Nomonhan.

Escalation rapidly followed. Red Army units in the area were reinforced by troops from the Trans-Baikal military district, as Zhukov had demanded after his arrival on 5 June. The main problem facing the Soviet forces was that they were operating over 650 kilometres from the nearest railhead, which meant a huge logistic effort with trucks over dirt roads that were so bad that the round trip took five days. This formidable difficulty at least lulled the Japanese into underestimating the fighting power of the forces Zhukov was assembling.

They sent forward to Nomonhan the 23rd Division of Lieutenant General Komatsubara Michitaro and part of the 7th Division. The Kwantung Army demanded a greatly increased air presence to support its troops. This caused concern in Tokyo. The imperial general staff sent an order forbidding retaliatory strikes and announced that one of their officers was coming over to report back on the situation. This news prompted the Kwantung commanders to complete the operation before they were restrained. On the morning of 27 June, they sent their air squadrons in a strike against Soviet bases in Outer Mongolia. The general staff in Tokyo were furious and despatched a series of orders forbidding any further air activity.

On the night of 1 July, the Japanese stormed across the Khalkhin Gol and seized a strategic hill threatening the Soviet flank. In three days of heavy fighting, however, Zhukov eventually forced them back across the river in a counter-attack with his tanks. He then occupied part of the east bank and began his great deception – what the Red Army termed maskirovka. While Zhukov was secretly preparing a major offensive, his troops gave the impression of creating a static defensive line. Badly encoded messages were sent demanding more and more materials for bunkers, loudspeakers broadcast the noise of pile-drivers, pamphlets entitled What the Soviet Soldier Must Know in Defence were distributed in prodigal quantities so that some fell into enemy hands. Zhukov, meanwhile, was bringing in tank reinforcements under cover of darkness and concealing them. His truck drivers became exhausted from ferrying up sufficient reserves of ammunition for the offensive over the terrible roads from the railhead.

On 23 July, the Japanese attacked again head-on, but they failed to break the Soviet line. Their own supply problems meant that they again had to wait some time before they were ready to launch a third assault. But they were unaware that Zhukov’s force had by now increased to 58,000 men, with nearly 500 tanks and 250 aircraft.

At 05.45 hours on Sunday, 20 August, Zhukov launched his surprise attack, first with a three-hour artillery bombardment, then with tanks and aircraft, as well as infantry and cavalry. The heat was terrible. With temperatures over 40 degrees Centigrade, machine guns and cannon are said to have jammed and the dust and smoke from explosions obscured the battlefield.

While the Soviet infantry, which included three rifle divisions and a paratroop brigade, held hard in the centre tying down the bulk of the Japanese forces, Zhukov sent his three armoured brigades and a Mongolian cavalry division from behind in encircling movements. His tanks, which forded a tributary of the Khalkhin Gol at speed, included T-26s, which had been used in the Spanish Civil War to support the Republicans, and much faster prototypes of what later became the T-34, the most effective medium tank of the Second World War. The obsolete Japanese tanks did not stand a chance. Their guns lacked armour-piercing shells.

Japanese infantry, despite having no effective anti-tank guns, fought desperately. Lieutenant Sadakaji was seen to charge a tank wielding his samurai sword until he was cut down. Japanese soldiers fought on from their earth bunkers, inflicting heavy casualties on their attackers, who in some cases brought up flamethrowing tanks to deal with them. Zhukov was undismayed by his own losses. When the commander-in-chief of the Trans-Baikal Front, who had come to observe the battle, suggested that he should halt the offensive for the moment, Zhukov gave his superior short shrift. If he stopped the attack and started it again, he argued, Soviet losses would be ten times greater ‘because of our indecisiveness’.

Despite the Japanese determination never to surrender, the Kwantung Army’s antiquated tactics and armament produced a humiliating defeat. Komatsubara’s forces were surrounded and almost completely destroyed in a protracted massacre inflicting 61,000 casualties. The Red Army lost 7,974 killed and 15,251 wounded. By the morning of 31 August, the battle was over. During its course, the Nazi–Soviet pact had been signed in Moscow, and, as it ended, German troops massed on the Polish frontiers ready to begin the war in Europe. Isolated clashes continued until the middle of September, but Stalin decided in the light of the world situation that it would be prudent to agree to Japanese requests for a ceasefire.

Zhukov, who had come to Moscow fearing arrest, now returned there to receive from Stalin’s hands the gold star of Hero of the Soviet Union. His first victory, a bright moment in a terrible period for the Red Army, had far-reaching results. The Japanese had been shaken to the core by this unexpected defeat, while their Chinese enemies, both Nationalist and Communist, were encouraged. In Tokyo, the ‘strike north’ faction, which wanted war against the Soviet Union, received a major setback. The ‘strike south’ party, led by the navy, was henceforth in the ascendant. In April 1941, to Berlin’s dismay, a Soviet–Japanese non-aggression pact would be signed just a few weeks before Operation Barbarossa, Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union. The battle of Khalkhin Gol thus represented a major influence on the subsequent Japanese decision to move against the colonies of France, the Netherlands and Britain in south-east Asia, and even take on the United States Navy in the Pacific. The consequent refusal by Tokyo to attack the Soviet Union in the winter of 1941 would thus play a critical role in the geo-political turning point of the war, both in the Far East and in Hitler’s life-and-death struggle with the Soviet Union.

Hitler’s strategy in the pre-war period had not been consistent. At times he had hoped to make an alliance with Britain in advance of his eventual intention to attack the Soviet Union, but then planned to knock it out of a continental role by a pre-emptive strike against France. To protect his eastern flank in case he did strike west first, Hitler had pushed his foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop into making overtures to Poland, offering an alliance. The Poles, well aware of the dangers of provoking Stalin, and rightly suspecting that Hitler wanted their country as a satellite, proved exceedingly cautious. Yet the Polish government had made a serious mistake out of sheer opportunism. When Germany moved into the Sudetenland in 1938, Polish forces occupied the Czechoslovak province of Teschen, which Warsaw had claimed since 1920 to be ethnically Polish, and also pushed forward the frontier in the Carpathian Mountains. This move antagonized the Soviets and dismayed the British and French governments. Polish over-confidence played into Hitler’s hands. The Poles’ idea of creating a central European bloc against German expansion – a ‘Third Europe’ as they called it – proved to be a delusion.

On 8 March 1939, shortly before his troops occupied Prague and the rest of Czechoslovakia, Hitler told his generals that he intended to crush Poland. He argued that Germany would then be able to profit from Polish resources and dominate central Europe to the south. He had decided to secure Poland’s quiescence by conquest, not by diplomacy, before attacking westwards. He also told them that he intended to destroy the ‘Jewish democracy’ of the United States.

On 23 March, Hitler seized the district of Memel from Lithuania to add to East Prussia. His programme for war was accelerated because he feared that British and French rearmament would soon catch up. Yet he still did not take seriously Chamberlain’s guarantee to Poland, announced in the House of Commons on 31 March. On 3 April, he ordered his generals to prepare plans for Operation White, an invasion of Poland which was to be ready by the end of August.

Chamberlain, reluctant to deal with Stalin out of a visceral anti-Communism, and overestimating the strength of the Poles, was slow to create a defensive bloc against Hitler across central Europe and the Balkans. In fact the British guarantee to Poland implicitly excluded the Soviet Union. Chamberlain’s government began to react to this glaring omission only when reports came of German–Soviet trade talks. Stalin, who loathed the Poles, was deeply alarmed by the failure of the British and French governments to stand up to Hitler. Their omission the previous year to include him in the discussions over the fate of Czechoslovakia had only increased his resentment. He also suspected that the British and French wanted to manoeuvre him into a conflict with Germany to avoid fighting themselves. He naturally preferred to see the capitalist states engage in their own war of attrition.

On 18 April, Stalin put the British and French governments to the test by offering an alliance with a pact promising assistance to any central European country threatened by an aggressor. The British were uncertain how to react. The first instinct of both Lord Halifax, the foreign secretary, and Sir Alexander Cadogan, his permanent under-secretary, was to consider the Soviet démarche to be ‘mischievous’ in intent. Chamberlain feared that to agree to such a move would simply provoke Hitler. In fact it spurred the Führer to seek his own accord with the Soviet dictator. In any case, the Poles and the Romanians were suspicious. They rightly feared that the Soviet Union would demand access for Red Army troops across their territory. The French, on the other hand, having seen Russia as their natural ally against Germany since before the First World War, were much keener on the idea of a Soviet alliance. They felt that they could not move without Britain, and so applied pressure on London to agree to joint military talks with the Soviet regime. Stalin was unimpressed by the hesitant British reaction, but he also had his own secret agenda of pushing the Soviet frontiers further west. He already had his eye on Romanian Bessarabia, Finland, the Baltic states and eastern Poland, especially the parts of Belorussia and Ukraine ceded to Poland after its victory in 1920. The British, finally accepting the necessity of a pact with the Soviet Union, only began to negotiate towards the end of May. But Stalin suspected, with a good deal of justification, that the British government was playing for time.

He was even less impressed by the Franco-British military delegation which departed on 5 August aboard a slow steamer to Leningrad. General Aimé Doumenc and Admiral Sir Reginald Plunkett-Ernle-Erle-Drax lacked any power of decision. They could only report back to Paris and London. Their mission was in any case doomed to failure for other reasons. Doumenc and Drax faced an insuperable problem with Stalin’s insistence on the right of transit for Red Army troops across Polish and Romanian territory. It was a demand which neither country would countenance. Both were viscerally suspicious of Communists in general and of Stalin above all. Time was slipping away as the fruitless talks continued into the second half of August, yet even the French, who were desperate for a deal, could not persuade the government in Warsaw to concede on this point. The Polish commander-in-chief, Marshal Edward Śmigły-Rydz, said that ‘with the Germans we risk the loss of our liberty, but with the Russians we lose our soul’.

Hitler, provoked by the British and French attempts to include Romania in a defensive pact against further German aggression, decided that it was time to consider the ideologically unthinkable step of a Nazi–Soviet pact. On 2 August, Ribbentrop first broached the idea of a new relationship with the Soviet chargé d’affaires in Berlin. ‘There is no problem from the Baltic to the Black Sea’, Ribbentrop said to him, ‘that could not be solved between the two of us.’

Ribbentrop did not hide Germany’s aggressive intentions towards Poland and hinted at a division of the spoils. Two days later, the German ambassador in Moscow indicated that Germany would consider the Baltic states as part of the Soviet sphere of influence. On 14 August, Ribbentrop suggested that he should visit Moscow for talks. Vyacheslav Molotov, the new Soviet foreign minister, expressed concern at German support for the Japanese, whose forces were still locked in combat with the Red Army either side of the Khalkhin Gol, but he nevertheless indicated a Soviet willingness to continue discussions, especially about the Baltic states.

For Stalin, the benefits became increasingly obvious. In fact he had been considering an accommodation with Hitler ever since the Munich Agreement. Preparations were taken a step further in the spring of 1939. On 3 May, NKVD troops surrounded the commissariat of foreign affairs. ‘Purge the ministry of Jews,’ Stalin had ordered. ‘Clean out the “synagogue”.’ The veteran Soviet diplomat Maxim Litvinov was replaced as foreign minister by Molotov and a number of other Jews were arrested.

An agreement with Hitler would allow Stalin to seize the Baltic states and Bessarabia, to say nothing of eastern Poland, in the event of a German invasion from the west. And knowing that Hitler’s next step would be against France and Britain, he hoped to see German power weakened in what he expected would be a bloody war with the capitalist west. This would give him time to build up the Red Army, weakened and demoralized by his purge.

For Hitler, an agreement with Stalin would enable him to launch his war, first against Poland and then against France and Britain, even without allies of his own. The so-called Pact of Steel with Italy, signed on 22 May, amounted to very little, since Mussolini did not believe his country would be ready for war until 1943. Hitler, however, still gambled on his hunch that Britain and France would shrink from war when he invaded Poland, despite their guarantees.

Nazi Germany’s propaganda war against Poland intensified. The Poles were to be blamed for the invasion being prepared against them. And Hitler took every precaution to avoid negotiations because he did not want to be deprived of a war this time by last-minute concessions.

To carry the German people with him, he exploited their deep resentment against Poland because it had received West Prussia and part of Silesia in the hated Versailles settlement. The Free City of Danzig and the Polish Corridor which, created to give Poland access to the Baltic, separated East Prussia from the rest of the Reich were brandished as two of the Versailles Treaty’s greatest injustices. Yet on 23 May the Führer had declared that the coming war was not about the Free City of Danzig, but about a war for Lebensraum in the east. Reports of the oppression against the 800,000 ethnic Germans in Poland were grossly manipulated. Not surprisingly, Hitler’s threats to Poland had provoked discriminatory measures against them and some 70,000 fled to the Reich in late August. Polish claims that ethnic Germans were involved in acts of subversion before the conflict began were almost certainly false. In any case, allegations in the Nazi press of persecution of ethnic Germans in Poland were portrayed in dramatic terms.

On 17 August, when the German army was carrying out manoeuvres on the River Elbe, two British captains from the embassy who had been invited as observers found that the younger German officers were ‘very self-confident and sure that the German Army could take on everyone’. Their generals and senior foreign ministry officials, however, were nervous that the invasion of Poland would bring about a European war. Hitler remained convinced that the British would not fight. In any case, he reasoned, his forthcoming pact with the Soviet Union would reassure those generals who feared a war on two fronts. But on 19 August, just in case the British and French declared war, Grossadmiral Erich Raeder ordered the pocket battleships Deutschland and Graf Spee, as well as sixteen U-boats, to put to sea and head for the Atlantic.

On 21 August at 11.30 hours, the German foreign ministry on the Wilhelmstrasse announced that a Soviet–German non-aggression pact was being proposed. When news of Stalin’s agreement to talks reached Hitler at the Berghof, his Alpine retreat at Berchtesgaden, he is supposed to have clenched his fists in victory and banged the table, declaring to his entourage: ‘I’ve got them! I’ve got them!’ ‘Germans in cafés were thrilled as they thought it would mean peace,’ observed a member of the British embassy staff. And the ambassador, Sir Nevile Henderson, reported to London soon afterwards that ‘the first impression in Berlin was one of immense relief … Once more the faith of the German people in the ability of Herr Hitler to obtain his objective without war was reaffirmed.’

The British were shaken by the news, but for the French, who had counted far more on a pact with their traditional ally Russia, it was a bombshell. Ironically, Franco in Spain and the Japanese leadership were the most appalled. They felt betrayed, having received no warning that the instigator of the Anti-Comintern Pact was now seeking an alliance with Moscow. The government in Tokyo collapsed under the shock, but the news also represented a grave blow to Chiang Kai-shek and the Chinese Nationalists.

On 23 August, Ribbentrop made his historic flight to the Soviet capital. There were few sticking points in the negotiations as the two totalitarian regimes divided central Europe between them in a secret protocol. Stalin demanded all of Latvia, which Ribbentrop conceded after receiving Hitler’s prompt approval by telephone. Once both the public non-aggression pact and the secret protocols had been signed, Stalin proposed a toast to Hitler. He said to Ribbentrop that he knew ‘how much the German nation loves its Führer’.

That same day, Sir Nevile Henderson had flown down to Berchtesgaden with a letter from Chamberlain in a last-ditch attempt to avoid war. But Hitler simply blamed the British for having encouraged the Poles to adopt an anti-German stance. Henderson, although an arch-appeaser, was finally convinced that ‘the corporal of the last war was even more anxious to prove what he could do as a conquering Generalissimo in the next’. That same night, Hitler issued orders for the army to prepare to invade Poland three days later.

At 03.00 hours on 24 August, the British embassy in Berlin received a telegram from London with the codeword Rajah. Diplomats, some of them still in their pyjamas, began to burn secret papers. At midday a warning was issued to all British subjects to leave the country. The ambassador, although short of sleep from his journey to Berchtesgaden, still played bridge that evening with members of his staff.

The following day, Henderson again saw Hitler, who had come up to Berlin. The Führer offered a pact with Britain once he had occupied Poland, but he was exasperated when Henderson said that to reach any agreement he would have to desist in his aggression and evacuate Czechoslovakia as well. Once again, Hitler made his declaration that, if there was to be war, it should come now and not when he was fifty-five or sixty. That evening, to Hitler’s genuine surprise and shock, the Anglo-Polish pact was formally signed.

In Berlin, British diplomats assumed the worst. ‘We had moved all our personal luggage into the Embassy ballroom,’ one of them wrote, ‘which was now beginning to look like Victoria station after the arrival of a boat-train.’ German embassies and consulates in Britain, France and Poland were told to order German nationals to return to the Reich or move to a neutral country.

On Saturday, 26 August, the German government cancelled the commemoration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Battle of Tannenberg. But in fact this ceremony had been used to camouflage a massive concentration of troops in East Prussia. The old battleship Schleswig-Holstein had arrived off Danzig the day before, supposedly on a goodwill visit, but without any notification to the Polish government. Its magazines were filled with shells ready to bombard the Polish positions on the Westerplatte Peninsula near the estuary of the Vistula.

In Berlin that weekend, the population revelled in the glorious weather. The beaches along the Grunewald shore of the Wannsee were packed with sunbathers and swimmers. They seemed oblivious to the threat of war, despite the announcement that rationing would be introduced. At the British embassy, the staff began drinking up the stocks of champagne in the cellar. They had noted the greatly increased number of troops on the streets, many of them wearing newly issued yellow jackboots, whose leather had not yet been blackened with polish.

The start of the invasion had been planned for that day, but Hitler, taken off balance by Britain and France’s resolution to support Poland, had postponed it the evening before. He was still hoping for signs of British vacillation. Embarrassingly, a unit of Brandenburger commandos, who did not receive the cancellation order in time, had advanced into Poland to seize a key bridge.

Hitler, still hoping to put the blame on Poland for the invasion, pretended to agree to negotiations, with Britain and France and also with Poland. But a black farce ensued. He refused to present any terms for the Polish government to discuss, he would not invite an emissary from Warsaw and he set a time limit of midnight on 30 August. He also rejected an offer from Mussolini’s government to mediate. On 28 August, he again ordered the army to be ready to invade on the morning of 1 September.

Ribbentrop, meanwhile, made himself unavailable to both the Polish and British ambassadors. It accorded with his habitual posture of gazing in an aloof manner into the middle distance, ignoring those around him as if they were not worthy to share his thoughts. He finally agreed to see Henderson at midnight on 30 August, just as the uncommunicated peace terms expired. Henderson demanded to know what these terms were. Ribbentrop ‘produced a lengthy document’, Henderson reported, ‘which he read out to me in German, or rather gabbled through to me as fast as he could, in a tone of the utmost annoyance … When he had finished, I accordingly asked him to let me see it. Herr von Ribbentrop refused categorically, threw the document with a contemptuous gesture on the table and said that it was now out of date since no Polish Emissary had arrived at Berlin by midnight.’ The next day, Hitler issued Directive No. 1 for Operation White, the invasion of Poland, which had been prepared over the previous five months.

In Paris, there was a grim resignation, with the memory of more than a million dead in the previous conflict. In Britain, the mass evacuation of children from London had been announced for 1 September, but the majority of the population still believed that the Nazi leader was bluffing. The Poles had no such illusions; yet there were no signs of panic in Warsaw, only determination.

The Nazis’ final attempt to manufacture a casus belli was truly representative of their methods. This act of black propaganda had been planned and organized by Reinhard Heydrich, deputy to Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler. Heydrich had carefully selected a group of his most trusted SS men. They would fake an attack both on a German customs post and on the radio station near the border town of Gleiwitz, then put out a message in Polish. The SS would shoot some drugged prisoners from Sachsenhausen concentration camp dressed in Polish uniforms, and leave their bodies as evidence. On the afternoon of 31 August, Heydrich telephoned the officer he had put in charge of the project to give the coded phrase to launch the operation: ‘Grandmother dead!’ It was chillingly symbolic that the first victims of the Second World War in Europe should have been concentration camp prisoners murdered for a lie.

OPS/images/WN_Logo.jpg
WCEN

WEIDENFELD && NICOLSON






OPS/images/map2.jpg
USSR
Kamchatka

S

) . S
The Pacific S SH oL
August 1942 T
Khalkin Gol ";\
Nomonhan w E
MONGOLIA o= MANCHURIA
(MANCHUKUO) 7 Kaurile Islands
7 s

@

Hokkaido

0 200 400 600 800 miles

Vladivostok

e Mukden /. 400 800  1200km

Scale at the equator

v annr
o

CHINA Japan Honshu
% G)
O c e a n
Nanking ¢ @ % Battle of Midway
Chungking el Midway

O Okinawa

HAWAIIAN
ISLANDS
.o

Pearl Harbor * S¢

°° |/ FORMOSA
Hong Kong (TAIWAN) o

© b=
- ° =
C? DANAN Saipan * yianianas Wake c; Pearl Harbor Attack
v Luzon  ISLANDS =
| 3
THAILAND,  FRENCH
b . Gl o
§ /) INDOCHINA Manila g {0 PHILIPPINES uam B Japanese Advance
>
<

South China ) DN Leyee

Sea -
) Dgﬂo%“ Ulithi os  Eniwetok

Kwajalein £
©

; peleliu o > &

Mindanao P8 o g & Truk forvem,
PALAU ° CAROLINE ° 5 ISLANDS  °©
ISLANDS ISLANDS

o Makin

° Tarawa Equator

Admiralty Is. o GILBERT °o,

. Bismarck ISLANDS
I'ndian ommchipelago ° ©
Ocean 5} Bougainville W .
SOLOMON Pl
N B

Port Moresby.

Timor Sea Battle of Coral Sea

Y new -
el s ©, HEBRIDES o
k Qs 2, TONGA
— 2 ISLANDS

AUSTRALIA

%ALEDONIA :






OPS/images/map1.jpg
Barents
Sea

Europe, the Mediterranean
and the western Soviet Union
August 1942

Murmansk

Reykjavike. ICELAND

Norwegian
Sea

0 100 200 300 400 500 miles

Arkhangelsk

0 200 400 600  800km
3 N
&‘y Faroe Islands FINLAND
g A
i}t : AN N
& Bergen o,
7 Stavanger Gorkis
BRITISH
ISLES Kri  Kuibyshev
) + Moscow
Edinburgh N orth * Riga /\
Sea Reichskommissariat
DENMARK ostand  { « Tula U s SJ/R
smolensk ¢ \
Atlantic . w KS
. * Vilnius
Ocean Liverpool Konigsherg i+ Briansk ¢ ordl
s Voronezh
Kursk +
- .
o Arnhem Berlin +  Poznaiis - %
#Rotterdam p Reichskommissariat « Kharkov Stalingrad %
Portsmouth  Calai Ukraine
eles General- « Kiev Astrakhay<
Cherbourg gouvernement . oot N
. Ak Oniepropetrovsk Y rostey
i B
Nuremberg ks e
. Caspian
Sea

*Nantes

Vienna » &
Bay of F/r} B L HUNGARY
Biscay MCE AUSTRA 37 gudapest ...
Bordeaux, .
. Clermont-
Ferrand ROMANIA 3ebastopol, « Thilsi

Belgrade » 77 Buchareste Blae

YUGOSLAVIAY

PORTUGAL SPAIN ... 4 TovisH
' P N { sof
CORSICA
Wsam ! Barcelona " ! o ) ,
itana | o0 b .
1L salonika s ” Ankara
velenc ALBANIA *Y o )
{}Q SARDINIA ) = ma ey
« Seville g . S
J\E,\L 3 o zmir .~ i
Palermo ¢ |Athens <7 /

IRAQ

“coy 2
s 507 "‘ CYPRUS

MALTA g /






OPS/images/cover.jpg
V.E. DAY 80TH ANNIVERSARY
REVISED EDITION

ANTONY

@ el et
ey ey

oA e s -
L ,

THE SECOND
WORLD WAR

‘Global history at its grandest and best’
DAILY TELEGRAPH

g 0190
s





OPS/images/1-1.jpg





