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‘The war, though we dislike it quite a bit,

Is sometimes laughable, you must admit.’

A.P. Herbert Badogliovski
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Foreword


Weird; out of the ordinary, strange, unusual ... odd, bizarre, incomprehensible.


New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary

W

elcome to the wonderfully weird World War Two. 

There is a rose-tinted sentimentality today that the ’40s were some utopian golden age and we have been sliding downhill ever since. My grandparents certainly believed this. As I grew up and developed an interest in the Second World War, I realised that it wasn’t quite like that. It was heroic and courageous; but it was also confusing; devastating; nightmarish and bizarre, words that we can't equate with the ‘good old days.’

Fond memories of ration books and making-do-and-mending, are offset by appalling brutality and loss of life. For every GI in a dance hall there was a concentration camp prisoner; for every daring commando there was a starving Soviet; for every fanatical SS officer there was a conscript who really had no choice. This book tries to touch on it all.

I have decided not to add sources and citations because this is essentially a whistle-stop recap of tales. There is still so much from the Second World War that experts do not agree on and many subjects remain disputed and controversial.

Many of the facts you are about to read are by no means certain. Some of the facts aren’t necessarily what actually happened, but what has been reported to have happened and wars always involve rumour; it is part of the psychology of conflict. I have deliberately tried to keep the writing style as light-hearted and non-confrontational as the horrors of war allow, and I would like to apologise in advance if I have written anything that offends.

My father was a soldier in the British Army and I enjoyed the stories he would tell me as a child. Though he recalled his military career fondly, he forbade me from ever joining up. One quote will always stick with me, ‘Life’s too short; thank God I never have to go through any of that bollocks ever again.’ I like to think that is a sentiment shared by all veterans and survivors of the countless conflicts throughout the world ever since the Second World War.

The world truly was on the brink of destruction, but by some miracle we pulled through. With a conflict that will soon pass from living memory, we owe it to the survivors to know what they suffered. We don’t have to judge; we just have to know.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank M J Trow for his excellent introduction. Whether you know a lot or a little about the Second World War, I do encourage you to read it; you will find his masterly summing up a useful starting point before you begin. 

We were trying, as this book came together, to find a kind of rule of thumb of how bizarre something was, from weird to weirder to weirdest and you will find from one to three exclamation marks below the title on each page.  

Welcome to Weird War Two...

Richard Denham

2016

Introduction

The Second World War 1939-45

The Causes

The older generation still call it ‘Hitler’s War’ but monumental events that lead to the deaths of millions cannot be placed at any one man’s door. To understand how war came about in September 1939 we have to go back to the Treaty of Versailles that ended the First World War.

The victors at Versailles – Britain, France, Italy and the United States – decided that Germany had caused the First World War (which they hadn’t) and that Germany must pay. To that end, territory which once belonged to Germany was taken away, German armed forces were cut to almost non-existence and the country was saddled with a massive reparations bill of £3.5 billion (at least $46 billion today) and it couldn’t possibly pay.

The weak democratic Weimar government struggled on for ten years, but the financial disaster of October 1929 – the Wall Street crash – plunged Germany particularly deeply into recession and that gave a new impetus to Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist party, which, until then, had been regarded as something of a lunatic fringe. In a series of underhand political manoeuvres, Hitler became Chancellor of Germany in 1933 and set up a state he promised would last a thousand years – the Third Reich. In fact, it lasted just twelve and a half years and the steps that led to the Second World War also led to Germany’s second defeat in thirty years.

––––––––
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The Steps to War 1933-39

1933 Hitler becomes Chancellor of a bitter and angry Germany.


1934 On the death of President Hindenberg, Hitler becomes President, giving himself the title Fuhrer (leader).

All members of the German army (Wehrmacht), air force (Luftwaffe) and navy (Kriegsmarine) swear a personal oath of allegiance to Hitler.

1935 In an Anglo-German naval agreement, Germany is allowed to build warships again.

Saarland (Germany’s smallest federal state) is returned to Germany after a referendum, having been removed from its control as part of the Treaty of Versailles.

1936 Hitler invades the demilitarized Rhineland, devoid of troops since Versailles, claiming that he has that right. Britain and France complain but do nothing.

Civil war breaks out in Spain and Hitler supplies General Francisco Franco’s Fascists with aircraft, experts and cash. The Luftwaffe’s Condor Legion bombs Guernica, giving the world the first taste of Blitzkrieg (Lightning War).

The Rome-Berlin Axis (the Pact of Steel) is signed between Hitler and Benito Mussolini, the Fascist duce (leader) of Italy, but not ratified until three years later.

Germany and Japan sign the Anti-Comintern Pact against the left wing countries of the Communist International, spearheaded by Russia (the Union of Socialist Soviet Republics).

1938 The Anschluss with Austria. On the face of it, a peaceful union, it is actually a Nazi coup.

Hitler claims the Sudetenland, part of the new state of Czechoslovakia, as German because of the large number of Germans living there. He needs lebensraum (living space) for his rapidly growing country.

At the Munich Conference in September, Hitler promises Neville Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister and Edouard Daladier, his French counterpart, that he has no further ambitions in Europe.

1939 Ignoring Munich, Hitler invades Prague and Memel in March. 

Anxious to expand to the east and to regain East Prussia, Hitler signs a non-aggression pact with Josef Stalin, the Russian leader.

Two days later, Britain signs an agreement with Poland that is clearly Hitler’s short-term target. On a pretext, on 1 September, Hitler launches Fall Weiss (Case White) and invades Poland.

On 3 September, with Hitler ignoring Chamberlain’s ultimatum to withdraw his troops, Britain declares war on Nazi Germany. So does France.



The Second World War has begun.

The Phoney War 1939-40

The French called it the Funny War (Drôle de Guerre); to the Germans it was Sitzkrieg (the Armchair War). The British coined the word ‘phoney’ from an article by an American journalist based in London. In the west, nothing happened. The east was a different story, however. Poland fell in the September War, crushed between Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Russia and the execution squads of the einsatzgruppen went to work rounding up and shooting Jews – another step towards the Holocaust.

There was action at sea too. Two British aircraft carriers, the newest and most expensive ships afloat, had been sunk by October, and there were air raids on British naval bases in Scotland. The Kriegsmarine’s pocket battleship, the Admiral Graf Spee was scuttled by her crew in the River Plate on 17 December. In terms of military capability, the Royal Navy had the edge, but the Luftwaffe, whose aircraft had been built secretly for years, were far ahead of the Royal Air Force, thanks to years of appeasement under Prime Ministers Baldwin and Chamberlain. In November, the USSR invaded Finland. This was the Winter War, in which the Finns, with their local knowledge, proved more than a match for the Red Army.

With spectacular mistiming, Neville Chamberlain told that House of Commons that, in delaying an all-out attack in the west, Hitler had ‘missed the bus’. Five days later, the Germans invaded Norway.

Collapse of the West 1940

It was the British who had misread the bus timetable! Norway was crucial to both sides, because of its strategic position overlooking the North Atlantic and its production of heavy water. The Germans moved first and despite a half-hearted British involvement, overran the country and set up a puppet government under Vidkun Quisling, whose name became synonymous with traitor (in fact, he had never made any secret of his Nazi sympathies). Denmark, hopelessly feeble against the power of the Reich, surrendered after only one day and the threat to flatten Copenhagen. Of the 16,000 troops in the Danish army, only thirteen were killed.

Failure in Norway led to a no-confidence vote in the Commons and Chamberlain was forced to resign. His replacement, on 10 May, was the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill. He had been warning of the Nazi threat for years and this was to be his finest hour.

Churchill’s first day at Number Ten was the start of Fall Gelb (Case Yellow), the simultaneous invasion of Holland, Belgium and France. On paper, the Allied and Axis armies were exactly matched but no one was prepared for the speed of the German advance under blitzkrieg. Aerial attacks, using a mixture of bombers (Heinkels and Dorniers) and fighters (Messerschmitts and Stukas) were followed by pincer movements on the ground spearheaded by the panzers, the tanks that had replaced horsed cavalry. The Allies had no leaders of the calibre of Heinz Guderian, Erwin Rommel and Gerd von Rundstedt and despite valiant defence, Holland surrendered in five days.

A British expeditionary force was rushed to France (exactly as in 1914) but was driven back to the coast at Dunkirk. The ‘miracle’ that happened there was the result of private boats – ‘the little ships of England’ – that crossed the Channel and carried back as many men as they could. It was all part of Churchill’s genius that he turned what was actually an embarrassing defeat into a victory and the ‘Dunkirk spirit’ is still occasionally heard of today. Belgium surrendered at the end of May and France soon after. The armistice was signed in the same railway carriage at Compiegne where the Germans had surrendered in 1918 and an ecstatic Hitler went sightseeing in Paris. Versailles was avenged.

The People’s War 1940-41

The summer of 1940 has become the ‘Spitfire Summer’. Hitler’s invasion of Britain – Operation Sealion – was heralded by the blitzkrieg tactic of knocking out the RAF first. All over the south east of the country, dogfights were fought daily in what became known as the Battle of Britain, but the RAF – ‘the few’ as Churchill called them – held out and Herman Goering, head of the Luftwaffe, was forced to change tack and bomb civilian cities instead.

‘The Blitz’, beginning in earnest on 30 August, is a prime example of Britain’s ‘finest hour’. Guernica came to London, Coventry, Plymouth and Hull. Industrial, war production areas were the target but the bombing technology of 1940 was not that precise and homes, schools, hospitals and people were all caught up in it. A paranoid government, convinced that there was a Fifth Column of spies operating in the country, gave draconian powers to the police, the armed forces and an army of ‘little Hitlers’ in and out of uniform, to curb civil liberties. Much of this has never gone away. Bombing raids, the blackout, spivs selling rationed goods illegally on the black market, all this became part of a legend. By May 1941, 40,000 British civilians had been killed, another 46,000 badly injured. Over a million homes were shattered. But the world learned a lesson that still has to be driven home – mass bombing does not lead to collapse; it just increases resistance.

The Wider War 1941-42

Countries overrun by the Germans coped as best they could. Most people kept their heads down and did as they were told. Some collaborated openly – Quisling in Norway, Marshal Petain in Vichy France. Others resisted, either passively or actively, like the Maquis in France, sabotaging German occupation and staying in touch by radio with Britain, now ‘fortress Britain’, standing alone.

With dreams of recreating another Roman Empire, Mussolini sent his troops into North Africa in June 1940. Egypt had been in British hands since the nineteenth century and General Archibald Wavell stopped the Italians at Sidi Birrani in December. It was depressing proof to Hitler that his Italian allies weren’t worth the candle and he sent in Erwin Rommel and his Afrika Korps to bail them out. Wavell was beaten back.

The extraordinarily tortuous politics of the Balkans re-emerged, resulting in a German attack on the new state of Yugoslavia (today’s Croatia) and the invasion of Greece. The British attempt to police the Mediterranean (they had Gibraltar at the western end, Malta in the centre and Cyprus in the east) met with disaster and Crete fell to the Germans by June 1941.

On the 22nd of that month, Hitler made the biggest mistake of the war by launching Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the USSR. This had been his plan all along, taking lebensraum to a logical conclusion and Josef Stalin seemed blissfully unaware. The long drawn out Eastern Front saw the deaths of millions. To the Russians, it was the Patriotic War, defending their own territory against a treacherous enemy. Stalin was quite prepared to sacrifice as many millions as it took. For their part, the Germans had underestimated both the tenacity of the enemy and the severity of the Russian winter. Petrol froze in the tanks of mechanised transport and blitzkrieg ground to a halt in sieges like Stalingrad.

On 7 December – ‘a day that will live in infamy’ as President Franklin D Roosevelt said – the Japanese bombed the US naval base at Pearl Harbor in the Hawaiian Islands. America had sat on an isolationist fence throughout the Twenties and Thirties, its population made up of the descendants of both sides who faced each other in 1939. Roosevelt’s natural inclination was to join the Allies but there was a powerful German lobby at home and he had promised America’s mothers that their boys would not be involved. Instead, the Lend-Lease programme was set up – vital money and equipment lent to Britain (the debt was finally repaid in 1994).

Japanese ambitions in the Pacific (they had been at war with China since 1937) were unrealistic. America’s actual military strength in 1941 was feeble, but the wealth of the country and its military capability were awesome. The ‘double whammy’ of Barbarossa and Pearl Harbor in the same year made it inevitable that Hitler would lose the war.

Initially, the Japanese did well, driving the British out of Singapore in one of the most embarrassing defeats in modern history. The creation of the Burma railway, where thousands of British prisoners of war were worked to death, ranks alongside the Holocaust in terms of inhumanity, although of course the numbers going routinely to the gas chambers of Europe by 1943 have no comparison.

Now that Soviet Russia had joined the Allied camp, there was need to relieve them as far as possible. Convoys of British merchant ships ploughed the icy waters of the North Atlantic to achieve this, at the mercy of the dreaded Kriegsmarine U Boats. A huge propaganda coup was struck when the iconic new battleship the Bismarck was sunk by the British in May 1941.

Turning Points 1942-43

We have already seen how important Hitler’s decision to invade Russia was. The attack on Pearl Harbor was another gamble too far. In the Pacific, the Americans fought back at the battle of Midway, in which the Japanese lost four aircraft carriers, 332 aircraft and 3,500 men.

In July, Bernard Montgomery’s British Eighth Army stopped Rommel’s Afrika Korps at El Alamein, near Alexandria and Operation Torch saw the invasion of Italian-held Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia by the British and Americans.

In the east, the Wehrmacht was losing men daily at an horrific rate and by 31 January 1943, General Friedrich von Paulus was forced to surrender the Sixth Army.

The Invasion of Europe 1942-44

With Rommel’s Afrika Korps destroyed and the Italians on the run, an Anglo-American force invaded Sicily and Italy, making for Rome. It was the first assault of Hitler’s Europe-wide Reich and one of its first casualties was Mussolini, kicked out by his own government and put under house arrest. Stiffened by the Germans, Italy held on for months, fighting battles at Anzio and Monte Cassino, but in the end, they surrendered and were effectively out of the war by the end of 1943.

In the summer of that year, the Red Army under General Georgy Zhukov began to push the exhausted Wehrmacht back to the German border they had crossed with such high hopes during Barbarossa two years earlier. Zhukov’s ultimate destination was Berlin.

For the RAF it was payback time. With the USAAF flying out from British bases, Air Chief Marshal Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris unleashed raids on German cities. Dresden was hit by a firestorm unparalleled in history and today Harris is regarded by many as a war criminal. In fact, he was just doing his job and no one at the time had a problem with that.

All of this was crowned on 6 June 1944 by Operation Overlord, the biggest amphibious assault in history. 27,000 airborne troops had landed in Normandy the previous night to take vital bridgeheads and road crossings before the ‘ducks’ ran up the beaches codenamed Omaha, Utah, Sword, Gold and Juno. The Germans were caught napping. Only at ‘bloody Omaha’ was there serious resistance; Rommel was on leave in Germany at the time and Hitler dithered. The next weeks after D Day (D for Deliverance) saw the Allies driving the Wehrmacht across France, liberating towns and villages as they went.

The Race for Berlin 1944-45

By the end of September 1944, twenty-five of thirty-seven German divisions of Army Group Centre had been destroyed by the Red Army. Berlin was panicking – the Cossacks were on the German border and the Communist threat had never loomed so starkly. By the end of the year, the Germans had pulled out of the Balkans, consolidating and regrouping to defend their homeland.

1944 saw a sting in the tail with the return of the Blitz over Britain. Hitler’s rocket scientists, working on jet and unmanned aircraft technology, came out with the V1 and V2 missiles – ‘doodlebugs’ – that rained down on British cities as conventional bombs had three years earlier.

Advancing steadily from the west, the Allies, under the command of General Dwight Eisenhower, drove all before them. There were disagreements as to how exactly this should be done and hotheads like Montgomery and George Patton constantly clashed. Operation Market Garden, an airborne attempt to capture the bridges at Arnhem, was a disaster however with a loss of life that was all the harder to take because the end of the war was now surely in sight. In a last ditch gamble, the Germans attacked in the Ardennes forest – the battle of the Bulge. Probably only a lack of equipment meant that it failed. 

At the beginning of 1945, Hitler became increasingly delusional. The Allies crossed the Rhine in February and March as the Russians swept through eastern Germany to take territory they would refuse to give up for forty years. In the event, it was the Red Army that got to Berlin first, fighting street by street for the enemy capital. The names of some of them are still there, scratched into the plaster of the Reichstag, Berlin’s parliament building. In an appalling act which the Russians still deny, thousands of German women and girls were raped by Soviet troops.

Gotterdammerung 1945

Hitler was hiding in his bunker under Berlin while the fighting raged overhead. On 29 April he married his mistress Eva Braun and they committed suicide, either by poison or gunshot (exact details are unclear) and their bodies were doused in petrol and burned. Admiral Karl Doenitz was Hitler’s successor, all other leading Nazis now on the run and he negotiated the Reich’s surrender over the next few days. 8 May was officially designated VE (Victory in Europe) Day and there were street parties all over Britain and the newly-liberated countries of the west.

In the far east, General William Slim’s 14th Army drove the Japanese out of Burma and the Americans captured island after island in the South Pacific (‘island hopping’, it was called). Iwo Jima and Okinawa became enshrined in American folklore as a result but it was felt that everyone was too exhausted to go on; and to the Japanese, surrender was unthinkable. With that in mind, the new president, Harry S Truman, authorised the first use of the newly-created atomic bomb. ‘Little Boy’ and ‘Fat Man’ flattened the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, bringing nuclear terror to the world with which we all still live. In seventeen seconds at Hiroshima, 80,000 people were dead with a further 70,000 badly injured. VJ Day (Victory in Japan) was officially 15 August.

What next?

As the Allies liberated German-held Europe, the reality of the Holocaust came to light. Six million people, Jews, homosexuals, gypsies and political dissidents had been exterminated in death camps like Auschwitz, Dachau and Treblinka. The Nazi high command scattered but most of them were captured and faced trial for war crimes at Nuremberg, the scene of the pre-war Nazi rallies, in 1946. Sixteen of the twenty-one were hanged by the British executioner Albert Pierrepoint.

Various high level Allied conferences over the last two years of the war set out the post-war world. Soviet Russia refused to hand back captured German territories and used the war as an opportunity to extend the limits of the Soviet bloc to include large sections of eastern Europe that had never been either Communist or Russian. Germany itself was divided between the Allies, east and west Berlin suffering the same fate. Winston Churchill, ousted in a post-war election, prophesied that an ‘iron curtain’ would come down across Europe and so it proved, leading to the Cold War and espionage fictions without number.

A devastated world struggled to come to terms with what had happened, rebuilding, reshaping and trying to forget the past. But some things – the Holocaust, the blanket bombing, the Burma railway, the A bomb – are unforgettable. We will always have them with us. 

Ahnenpass
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C

entral to the ideology of the Third Reich was the concept of race. Only those who could claim pure Aryan blood going back four generations were allowed to hold professional posts in government, the armed forces, teaching and the law.

Parenting in the Nazi mindset was everything; to be a pure German was essential to have much chance of having a successful life. As well as ‘pure’ Aryans and ‘full’ Jews, there were also those with three, two or just one Jewish grandparent and various government officials spent years defining various categories. Even a German who was just one quarter Jewish was considered to be a ‘Mischling (mixed-blood) of the second degree’. The Ahnenpass (ancestor passport) was another of the countless forms and papers to come out of the Reich, a state obsessed with paperwork. It wasn’t an official government document, but a way for Germans to prove their Aryan parentage by tracing and documenting their family tree. Eventually it would be needed to go to school or get married. The work of tracing family trees was difficult and arduous (long before the internet!), relying on people tracking down their own family trees via church and civil records. Unsurprisingly, the services of genealogists rocketed during the Reich.

Such an arbitrary system could be turned on its head, although many women were successful in court in convincing the judge that any offspring with Jewish fathers were the results of adultery with Aryans. Bribery and corruption was also rife in the justice system with back-handers ensuring people weren’t classified as mixed-blood. Sometimes on the whim of the leadership, Jewish ancestry would be ‘forgiven’ and people would be given Aryan blood certificates. A classic example was Erhard Milch, a Wehrmacht field marshal with a Jewish father. It is possible that up to 160,000 mischlinge fought for Hitler during the war. The Ahnenpass was available in all good book stores and cost 0.60 Reichsmarks.

[image: image]

‘And All That Jazz!’

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

!



[image: ]


N

azi ideology frowned on much that was acceptable elsewhere and Jazz, which was spreading in popularity around the world as the party grew, came in for special criticism. It was popular in Germany at the time but was classified by the Nazis as ‘degenerate negro music seen through the eyes of Jews’. Performances by black musicians were banned in Germany in 1932 and by 1935 they were not allowed to be heard on the radio. 

Interestingly, similar doubts were being expressed in America, but there it was more of a generational issue, rather as rock ‘n’ roll would horrify the Moms and Dads who fought the Second World War. A rebellious group in Germany, ‘The Swing Kids’, continued to listen to Jazz music in private and opposed the Hitler Youth and League of German Maidens. Over three hundred Swing Kids were arrested in 1941, their punishments ranging from having their hair cropped to being sent to concentration camps. 

Despite all this, Josef Goebbels still found a place for Jazz music in his propaganda repertoire. Lead by front man Karl ‘Charlie’ Schwedler, Charlie and His Orchestra became a surreal part of the propaganda machine in 1940. The band would play Swing and Jazz classics to their listeners in Britain every Wednesday and Saturday at 9pm but with altered lyrics, supposedly with the help of ‘Lord Haw-Haw’ (William Joyce), boasting of the strength of the Reich and mocking Churchill and the Allied war effort. Their cover of Walter Donaldson’s 'You're Driving Me Crazy' contains a bizarre section of Schwedler impersonating Churchill, being driven crazy by the military might of the Nazis and the Jews. The ominously upbeat ‘Let’s Go Bombing’ gives us the cheery point of view of a raid on neutral areas, civilians and churches far from the areas of conflict. 

The band was broken up after the war, but treated leniently and most of them continued to have successful musical careers. 
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