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INTRODUCTION
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A LITTLE MORE THAN a year after the end of World War II, Winston Churchill, Britain’s former prime minister and now leader of the Conservative opposition, gave a speech to an audience at Zurich University, in Switzerland. His description of Europe at that time captured the sense of desperation many Europeans felt as they faced the immense task of postwar reconstruction. “What is the plight to which Europe has been reduced?” he asked. “Over wide areas a vast quivering mass of tormented, hungry, careworn, and bewildered human beings gape at the ruins of their cities and homes, and scan the dark horizons for the approach of some new peril, tyranny, or terror. Among the victors there is a babel of jarring voices; among the vanquished a sullen silence of despair.” Churchill was right: the months after the close of the war were among Europe’s worst. Though the killing had mercifully stopped, Europeans faced the devastation of their continent, the collapse of their national economies, and the staggering human toll. Perhaps 40 million people on this continent were killed between 1939 and 1945—on average, 18,500 deaths a day for six years. Could Europe ever recover from such a horror, or were its days of vitality and civilization gone forever? Was this the start of some new Dark Age, as Churchill put it, “with all its cruelty and squalor”?

Europe did not stay down for long. Half a century after Churchill spoke, Europe, the great continent that stretches from the Urals to the Irish Sea, from Norway’s Arctic fjords to Malta’s sun-baked beaches, has prospered beyond anyone’s wildest dreams. At the start of the twenty-first century, Europe is richer, freer, and more stable than at any time in its long history. The continent that gave the world both absolute monarchy and totalitarianism is now almost entirely democratic, and those few holdouts—mostly the former Soviet republics—are isolated. Europe is economically united in ways once unimaginable: twelve European states now share a common currency that is governed by a single European Central Bank. The fifteen states that make up the European Union (EU) churned out a staggering $9.9 trillion in GDP in 2001—surpassing even the United States. The former Communist-bloc countries are busily preparing to join the EU and will do so within a decade. Of the world’s six largest economies, four are European: Germany, France, the United Kingdom, and Italy. And above all, Europe is at peace. This is no small achievement for a continent that in its modern history has rarely known any period longer than a generation during which the scourge of war was absent. During the past fifty years, Europe did not languish in the valley of darkness but moved slowly and steadily into the “broad, sunlit uplands” that Winston Churchill had famously hoped for in the bleak early years of the war. How did this extraordinary transformation happen?

This book sets out to answer that question. It does not offer an encyclopedic account of each European country, but instead focuses on the principal conflicts, debates, and political actors that have done the most to give Europe the shape it has today.1 Although each of the sixteen chapters that follow investigates one period, theme, or country in depth, the book places particular stress on four interrelated factors that help explain Europe’s improving fortunes over the past five decades.

First, Western Europe had a good Cold War. Between 1945 and 1990, Western Europe profited from the American military and economic commitment to Europe. The division of Europe into rival blocs, though a tragedy for many Germans and virtually all Eastern Europeans, nonetheless provided a sense of cohesion and purpose to the states of Western Europe. The constant lurking threat of the Soviet Union, its willingness to use military force to protect its sphere of influence, and its sponsorship of large Communist parties in the West spurred Europeans to make common cause with the United States. At times the United States played up the Soviet threat to assure a greater degree of cohesion; but most Western European governments needed little persuading. They had seen Stalin’s barbarity up close since the mid-1920s and had no desire for the Soviets to extend their reach farther into Europe. Europeans embraced the US security commitment in the form of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949, and European leaders steered their sometimes unwilling publics toward closer economic cooperation with once rival nations; the cornerstone of the European Economic Community (EEC) was laid in 1950, a time of profound Cold War tension. These institutions bound Germany to Western Europe, contributed to Europe’s economic expansion, and gave Europe a structure that has continued to provide prosperity and security well after the end of the Cold War.

A second factor in Europe’s success was, paradoxically, the very intensity of the war. World War II, despite its destructive impact on the landscape and peoples of Europe, had in the long run a positive effect on the European economy. By leading to the destruction of so much industrial equipment, rolling stock, and rail lines, roads, bridges, harbors, and buildings, the war forced Europe to rebuild its industrial capacity anew. The reconstruction effort provided an opportunity for European industry to retool along modern lines just at the moment when the American model of industrial production was laying roots in Europe. Reconstruction on so massive a scale required new institutions and new leadership, which in Western Europe were fortunately at hand. A talented class of civil servants emerged from the war, prepared to inaugurate ambitious state investment in the economy. Political leaders were equally keen to encourage growth as a means to bolster social stability at a time when the European Communist parties were at their most popular and powerful. The prospect of social upheaval obliged Western European governments to consider reconstruction not as a luxury but as an emergency effort, requiring the full mobilization of national and international resources. Here again, the presence of the United States in the early years was crucial, for not only did the Americans provide a certain amount of aid, but they encouraged the process of trade liberalization that allowed the Europeans to bolster their internal economies by trading with one another. The result was a confluence of factors leading to rapid economic growth and modernization: a new ideology of expansion that was touted by the United States, new state investment in industry, swift reestablishment of multilateral trade in Europe, and a well-educated workforce eager to reap the rewards of peaceful labor after a generation of war and depression.

Alas, Western Europe’s riches were inaccessible to those beyond the Iron Curtain. Eastern Europeans enjoyed no general trend of rapidly rising incomes and productivity. To taste the fruits of prosperity, they would have to fight for them. And they did. Thus, a third explanation for contemporary Europe’s success is that many Europeans over the past half century fought and died in the name of a free, democratic, and just Europe. Just as a history of World War II would be incomplete without detailed attention to the underground resistance movements, so must the history of postwar Europe feature the long, patient struggle against Communist repression and injustice. In virtually every Eastern-bloc country, resistance to Communist ideology seethed. This resistance was not terribly effective, nor could the East European dissidents alone have toppled the Soviet-controlled regimes. Dissenters in the Eastern bloc needed and relied upon intermediaries, that peculiar breed of Communist “reformers” who worked from the inside to effect change. Thus, the policies of leaders such as Wladyslaw Gomulka of Poland, Imre Nagy of Hungary, Alexander Dubcek of Czechoslovakia, and especially Mikhail Gorbachev of the USSR inadvertently stoked the flames of resistance.

These embers were kept burning by the courageous efforts of thousands of dissidents who circulated banned publications, met in small groups, and smuggled their literary work to the West. Occasionally they took to the streets and engaged in open conflict with the Communist regimes, as in East Berlin in 1953, Budapest in 1956, Prague in 1968, Gdansk in 1970 and 1980; but more often they simply tried to sustain the sinews of an oppositional life that could counteract the dehumanizing banalities of Communist rule. Figures like Lech Walesa and Vaclav Havel and their many colleagues kept the fight for human dignity alive, and profited from the openings provided by the reformers. This stubborn resistance was one of modest victories and small-scale heroics; yet seen in its fifty-year sweep, it is the more admirable for its persistence and the totality of its final victory. For the Berlin Wall did not collapse magically in 1989. It fell because it had been fatally undermined by many courageous sappers; the power of the charge they laid was strong enough to reshape the history of Europe.

The events of 1989, though revolutionary, were remarkably free of violence and bloodletting, and this is consistent with the overall pattern of political evolution in Europe since 1945. Here lies a fourth factor of Europe’s success: during the past half century, the continent has avoided the pitfalls of violent revolution and moved toward democratization along a path of moderation and compromise. At various moments when revolution seemed at hand, conciliation won out instead. In the fluid 1945–49 period, the possibilities of radical social change urged by the heterogeneous left-wing groups that emerged from the wartime resistance were fended off by social conservatives, market liberals, Christian Democrats, and their generous American benefactors. In the 1960s, when students and workers challenged this order, elections returned conservative parties back to parliament with enhanced majorities. In the 1970s, as the authoritarian regimes in Spain, Portugal, and Greece collapsed, they were ushered out not at the end of a bayonet but by the conservative elites who had served the previous regimes and now sought an orderly transition to market democracy. And in the 1980s, the revolutions that did take place in Eastern Europe avoided bloodshed because the leaders of the opposition movements spoke the language of power sharing rather than power seizing. In this instance, it should be recalled that Vaclav Havel was elected president of Czechoslovakia in December 1989 by a parliament made up of Communist Party members.

Obviously, this propensity for reform rather than revolution—of gradual healing rather than radical surgery—has its faults. Europe never had the kind of housecleaning that many wished for, nor the bold experiments in social justice and economic equality that many clamored for in 1945, 1968, 1974–75, and 1989. In the immediate postwar days, most European countries effected only modest purges of wartime collaborators before losing the taste for it. Figures who had been prominent in Nazi Germany, Vichy France, and Fascist Italy made the transition to postwar life without undue difficulty. Likewise in the mid-1970s, many servants of Franco’s Spain and Salazar’s Portugal later served in the democratic successor governments. After 1989, former Communists remained in political life in Eastern Europe. With the exception of a few high-profile cases in Germany, there was no post–Cold War settling of accounts. These continuities angered critics of European public life, who assailed the basic conservatism of European politics. Yet in a continent that suffered through two world wars in a generation, Europeans were prepared to accept a certain degree of continuity—even at the expense of complicity.

Europe, despite the progress of the past fifty years, still faces many serious problems, which this book examines in their historical context. First there is what we might call the persistence of division. For all its talk of unity, contemporary Europe remains divided along lines of race, ethnicity, cultural identity, and wealth. Racial violence has beset most European states at various times over the past half century, and the picture seems, if anything, to be worsening. The appeal of far right, xenophobic, anti-immigrant, anti-Semitic groups has increased since the late 1980s. National governments, and the European Union itself, have condemned this violence but also tacitly legitimized it by imposing new regulations on immigration that serve to keep foreigners out. The fires of ethnic conflict, largely dormant in Europe for much of the Cold War, exploded in Yugoslavia in 1991 and have yet to be fully extinguished, despite a decade of war and the subsequent well-meaning reconstruction efforts of the international community. The picture has improved somewhat in Northern Ireland, where a fragile peace process has been kept alive—just—since 1998; but Basque terrorism persists in reaping a grisly harvest of death and destruction. Nor have the states of Europe achieved economic equality between themselves: the newly liberated countries of Eastern Europe remain far behind their wealthy neighbors in per capita GDP, in living standards, and in economic opportunity.

Alongside these social, ethnic, and economic divisions looms another serious problem: the future of Europe’s democracy. To be sure, universal suffrage is the norm in Europe, and voter turnout has consistently run at about 80 percent over the past fifty years—a record that shames the United States. Nonetheless, it is undeniable that in contemporary Europe there is a certain malaise in the political sphere. On the national level, this may reflect the evolution of political consensus between left and right: Europe’s Social Democratic parties jettisoned their Marxist baggage long ago, while Christian Democrats and even Thatcherites accepted the need for the welfare state and a significant role for government in the public life of the nation. Most parties of both right and left support integration in the European Union. Now that Communism is dead and gone, there are few alternatives in European public life, which may explain why parties on the margins—especially on the far right—consistently attract modest support.

But the real problem for European democracy lies on the transnational scale, in the European Union. European integration promoted growth, modernization, and productivity, and broke down the national barriers that in the past constrained European economic expansion. But integration was a process conceived and driven by elites, who never subjected their ideas to the voting public. The European Union has come into being as the product of international bargaining by government leaders; the public never asked for it, and when called on to ratify European treaties—albeit rarely—European voters often show significant skepticism toward the erosion of national sovereignty. This is not because they oppose the EU on the merits: French producers like having access to German markets, Spaniards like the development aid, Italy likes the influence the EU gives it, Germans like being liked, and most Eastern Europeans are eager to join. Rather, the hesitation toward Europe comes from the impression that it is unaccountable, too cumbersome, and beyond the reach of the average voter. As the EU takes on wider powers over the daily lives of Europe’s citizens, the public will demand greater direct control over its actions and policies. Unless the EU responds promptly to these demands, the divide between Europe’s institutions and its peoples will grow, threatening to undo many of the hard-won accomplishments of the past fifty years.

It is easy to suggest that these problems will prove insuperable. A casual glance at the European press reveals the serious concerns about future economic growth and unemployment, about democratic accountability, about race, ethnicity, and immigration, and about the generally disappointing performance of the current political class. Indeed, so great have been the debates between Europeans, so conspicuous the failures, so petty the squabbling, that some scholars, and indeed many Europeans, are unwilling to acknowledge the degree of Europe’s success over the past half century.2 Yet Europe has met far greater challenges before. This book shows that the path Europe has traveled has not been straight and easy, but a rocky, crooked, and perilous one. Since 1945, this continent has seen its share of heroes and villains, periods of high hopes and profound disillusionment, times of peace and war, of courage and cowardice, of honesty and deceit. But in the end, this is the story of a struggle against adversity and a triumph over the odds.

Winston Churchill, speaking to his Swiss audience in September 1946, never doubted the capacity of Europe to rebound from the war. Though the continent still lay in ruins, he believed that Europe could rebuild and establish the foundations for a new European civilization. Churchill asked his listeners that day to imagine a new Europe, rising out of the rubble of the old, that offered a future of decency, human dignity, fairness, prosperity, and above all, peace.


Why should there not be a European group which could give a sense of enlarged patriotism and common citizenship to the distracted peoples of this turbulent and mighty continent, and why should it not take its rightful place with other great groupings in shaping the destinies of men?… If Europe were once united in the sharing of its common inheritance, there would be no limit to the happiness, to the prosperity and glory which its four hundred million people would enjoy.3





PART ONE
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AFTERMATH
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In American public memory, the end of World War II is usually associated with grainy newsreel footage depicting delirious Europeans waving American flags, welcoming US Army tanks into Italian and French towns, tossing flowers in the air, reveling in the taste of freedom after many years of war. These scenes are often accompanied by still photos of GIs embracing women of all varieties in a testament to the basic humanity and fraternity of the United States. The war was over; now it was time for love.

The view from Europe was never so rosy. In East and Central Europe, the end of the war on 8 May 1945 meant little except that the bombing came to an end; the killing went on, as Soviet troops rampaged through Poland and Eastern Germany and triggered a massive program of ethnic cleansing in Eastern Europe that led to the death of another 2 million ethnic Germans and the expulsion of perhaps 12 million people from their homelands. Germany swarmed with refugees of all sorts: POWs, forced laborers, emaciated survivors of concentration camps, all grouped generically by the Allies under the term “displaced persons.” Foreign armies of occupation dominated the landscape, whether American, Russian, British, or French, and their leaders hastily convened meetings to lay out the future political organization of Europe. They briefly nursed the illusion that they could carry the spirit of wartime cooperation over into the peace. These hopes died quickly as the occupation powers vied to impose their own ideological priorities on this conquered land. The moment of liberation had been electrifying. But once the bunting and the flowers had been swept up, the town squares were empty again and the battered residents went back to the grim task of burying their dead and mourning the death of Europe.

Among the greatest problems Europeans now faced, beside the task of daily survival, was order: what political system would these war-scarred nations now adopt? During the war, many in the European resistance movements had spoken longingly of the need to rebuild post-Hitler Europe along lines of socialism, egalitarianism, and democracy, sweeping away the vestiges of aristocracy, oligarchy, Fascism, monarchy, and other forms of government that were variously blamed for starting the war. The old order had demonstrably failed; surely now it was time for something new?

In Britain, a remarkable political experiment did take root. In July 1945, the Labour Party took over the reins of government and initiated a broad program of social and economic reform that did much to define the welfare state of the postwar years. With brisk efficiency and a notable lack of political acrimony, the government launched a massive project for the renovation of Britain. There would be homes for heroes, free health care, full employment, nationalization of industry, enlightened government, a people’s Britain. The legacy of these times remains contested today: did Labour go too far, or not far enough? True, the British people had made sacrifices during the war that now must be made good; but did the sudden beneficence of the state crush the entrepreneurial spirit and erode the very toughness that had helped Britain win the war?

Across the Channel, other Europeans could only envy the swift, decisive actions of the Labour government. In France and Italy, the optimism of the liberation dissipated very quickly as the political parties on the left and right quarreled with one another. Elections offered little clarity, as the voters too were equally divided between Communism, socialism, and Christian Democracy. The Cold War served to make these political divisions sharper and eroded the middle ground.

Intellectuals began to doubt the motives of their American liberators. One noted French writer, Simone de Beauvoir, left an evocative record of her growing anxiety toward the United States. After a visit to the United States in 1946, she returned home alarmed. Americans, she wrote, “approved of all Truman’s speeches. Their anti-Communism bordered on neurosis; their attitude towards Europe, toward France, was one of arrogant condescension.… I heard students, teachers and journalists seriously wondering whether it would not be better to drop their bombs on Moscow before the USSR was in a position to fight back. It was explained to me that in order to defend freedom it was becoming necessary to suppress it. The witch-hunt was getting under way.” Back in France, she saw American soldiers in a restaurant. She recalled that once, “we had loved them, these tall soldiers in khaki who had looked so peaceful; they were our liberty.” Now they represented “our dependence and a mortal threat.”1

These were not just the carpings of alienated intellectuals. Throughout the late 1940s, Western European society was profoundly divided by the problem of how to rebuild the political life of the continent. Strikes, street brawls, open conflict with the police, industrial action, trade union militancy, all were at their peak in this period. Nor was de Beauvoir entirely wrong when she declared that “the Americans were secretly occupying France.” Through the vehicle of economic and military aid, as well as the continuing presence of large numbers of US military personnel across the continent, the United States had made it clear that it intended to remain engaged in European political life. The 1948 elections in Italy, when the CIA channeled funds to the pro-American Christian Democrats, was only the most clumsy example of American influence in Europe at this time.

However, de Beauvoir’s line of attack on the United States, echoed in the writings of hundreds of other European intellectuals then and later, missed a crucial part of the overall picture. The Iron Curtain was quite real, and behind it a decidedly nasty form of political order was being imposed that could very well have been visited upon France, Germany, and Italy, were it not for those tall US soldiers in khaki. De Beauvoir failed to see—did not wish to see—the nature of the “people’s democracies” being erected in Eastern Europe under Soviet coercion. Taking advantage of the brief popularity of Communism in the region—the Red Army, after all, had chased out the Nazis—the Soviet Union worked with astonishing cleverness to manipulate the political settlement in Eastern Europe. Communist Party members, many trained in Moscow during the war, seized control of the ministries of interior, justice, and defense; they edged out non-Communists either by swallowing them into the Communist Party, as with the socialists, or exiling them to the fringes of power, where they could be labeled wreckers, saboteurs, and foreign agents. Through adroit use of propaganda, intimidation, and repression, the Communists in Eastern Europe took control of the levers of power, which they would not relinquish for forty-five years. Here, distressed intellectuals did not publish memoirs and go on the lecture circuit; they wrote forced confessions and went to prison.

These, then, were not joyful years. Daily bread was in short supply, politics offered only strife and division, and an ideological contest between the superpowers severed the continent in half. In the late 1940s, the European “miracle” seemed an improbable dream.




CHAPTER ONE
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GERMAN MIDNIGHT:
THE DIVISION OF EUROPE, 1945
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THE SPRING OF 1945

THE WAR IN EUROPE ended officially on 8 May 1945, a date that marks the death of the Third Reich and the birth of a new Europe. To those present, however, death seemed far more apparent than renewal. Hitler’s armies had laid waste to the continent, murdered millions of people, waged ideological warfare upon the nations of Europe, and undertaken a horrific plan to exterminate Europe’s Jews. There was nothing in the smoldering cinders to suggest that the future held anything but toil and pain.

In the early years of the war, Germany had been spared the sort of destruction that the Wehrmacht so readily inflicted upon other countries. The chief victims then had been Poland, the Soviet Union, the Low Countries, France, Greece, and Yugoslavia. By 1943, however, Germans began to get a taste of the sort of suffering other Europeans knew well. In the last year and a half of the war, the Allied bombing offensive exacted a terrible toll against German cities, taking over a million lives. In July 1943, for example, bombers from Britain’s Royal Air Force struck the industrial city of Hamburg, a major port on the North Sea. Incendiary bombs created a firestorm that ultimately engulfed eight square miles, killing 45,000 people. From November 1943 to March 1944, the RAF and US Army Air Force concentrated on Berlin, leaving the city in ruins but doing little to bring the government closer to surrender. In February 1945, just three months before the end of the war, Allied bombers launched a massive air assault on the city of Dresden. This ancient capital of Saxony, once called the Florence of the Elbe for its magnificent baroque architecture, possessed little heavy industry. Following an assault by some eight hundred RAF bombers and 311 American B-17s, the city was swallowed by fire, and over 50,000 people were incinerated. By the end of the war, most of Germany’s major industrial cities in the Western part of the country were completely shattered. Ninety percent of the buildings in Düsseldorf, the major city of the industrial Ruhr Valley in Western Germany, were uninhabitable. Nearby Cologne lost 72 percent of its buildings, and 95 percent of its population had fled the city.

Vengeance came not just from the skies. It also came at the hands of the occupying armies, particularly the Soviet Red Army. Recent scholarship now puts the Soviet death toll during the Second World War at the staggering figure of 25.5 million. In the era of total war, civilians died in greater numbers than combatants: the Soviet Union suffered 8.6 million military and 16.9 million civilian deaths.1 Most of the civilians died as a result of the exterminationist occupation policies imposed by the Germans in Ukraine and Belorussia, where the population was enslaved and starved to death. It should come as no surprise that after four years of ferocious war between Russia and Germany, the victorious Red Army was primed to return the favor in equal measure. Russian soldiers were urged on by their commanders to behave as brutally as possible. In January 1945, as his vast army was about to cross onto German soil, Soviet marshal Georgi Zhukov, victor of Stalingrad and soon to become the commander of the Soviet zone of occupation in Germany, exhorted his men to crush the Germans without pity:


The great hour has tolled! The time has come to deal the enemy a last and decisive blow, and to fulfill the historical task set us by Comrade Stalin: to finish off the fascist animal in his lair and raise the banner of victory over Berlin! The time has come to reckon with the German fascist scoundrels. Great and burning is our hatred! We have not forgotten the pain and suffering done to our people by Hitler’s cannibals. We have not forgotten our burnt-out cities and villages. We remember our brothers and sisters, our mothers and fathers, our wives and children tortured to death by Germans. We shall avenge those burned in the devil’s ovens, avenge those who suffocated in the gas chambers, avenge the murdered and the martyred. We shall exact a brutal revenge for everything.2



Sadly, it was the weak and defenseless, the villagers and townspeople of Eastern Germany, who first felt the impact of the Soviet army. Pumped up with Zhukov’s rhetoric, Soviet soldiers unleashed a campaign of terror in the Eastern German lands of Pomerania, Silesia, and East Prussia that was barbaric even by the standards of an already ghastly war. Not only were Germans abused, terrorized, and driven off their land, but they were murdered in large numbers, and women in particular were made into targets of abuse. German women were raped in unimaginable numbers, then often killed or left to die from their wounds. Some women’s bodies were found raped, mutilated, and nailed to barn doors. Hundreds of thousands of women have given testimony to the rapes they endured at the hands of the Russians; historian Norman Naimark has estimated that as many as 2 million may have been sexually assaulted. Worse, most women were victims of repeated rapings; some were raped as many as sixty to seventy times.3

With cruel irony, this outburst of violence seemed to confirm the wartime fulminations of Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s propaganda minister, that the Russians were inhuman beasts. One member of an anti-Nazi cell in Berlin, a woman named Ruth Andreas-Friedrich, has left a vivid account of the sense of shock and fear that these assaults left upon German people. Writing in her diary on 6 May 1945, she observed:


These days have become dangerous to many. Panic prevails in the city. Dismay and terror. Wherever we go, there is pillaging, looting, violence. With unrestrained sexual lust our conqueror’s army has flung itself upon the women of Berlin.

We visit Hannelore Thiele, Heike’s friend and classmate. She sits huddled on her couch. “One ought to kill oneself,” she moans. “This is no way to live.” She covers her face with her hands and starts to cry. It is terrible to see her swollen eyes, terrible to look at her disfigured features.

“Was it really that bad?” I ask.

She looks at me pitifully. “Seven,” she says. “Seven in a row. Like animals.”

Inge Zaun lives in Klein-Machnow. She is eighteen years old and didn’t know anything about love. Now she knows everything. Over and over again, sixty times.

“How can you defend yourself?” she says impassively, almost indifferently. “When they pound at the door and fire their guns senselessly. Each night a new one, each night others. The first time when they took me and forced my father to watch, I thought I would die.”

… “They rape our daughters, they rape our wives,” the men lament. “Not just once, but six times, ten times and twenty times.” There is no other talk in the city. No other thought either. Suicide is in the air …

“Honor lost, all lost,” a bewildered father says and hands a rope to his daughter who has been raped twelve times. Obediently she goes and hangs herself from the nearest window sash.4



For a generation of Germans, then, the spring of 1945 would forever be linked with the image of a grime-encrusted, battle-scarred Russian soldier, boots on, forcing himself upon a German woman.

We must stretch our imagination to place these scenes of raped and tortured women into a broader whole, one even more grisly when considered in its full scale. In the months after the war’s end, all of Europe was crawling with disoriented people, moving in all directions, most of them crossing into or out of Central Europe. In a continent overrun with armies, the face of war did not belong to the soldier but to the refugee.

The displaced persons (DPs), as they were clinically termed, numbered about 13 million in the summer of 1945. Among these were 10 million foreign workers who had been shipped into Germany from all across Europe to provide slave labor for the German war machine. They now began to drift home, though without any easy means of transportation. Millions of prisoners of war and concentration camp survivors joined this flood. The bulk of these people passed through massive refugee camps established by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA). This organization provided relief—albeit very limited—to an astonishing array of nationalities. In addition to millions of West Europeans, who found it on the whole fairly easy to return to their nations of origin, UNRRA gave shelter to Russians, Poles, Balts, Yugoslavs, and Central European Jews, for whom the return home was made more difficult by the broken transport networks and the far greater war damage.

UNRRA did not exist simply to provide a meager plate of soup. Its purpose was to bring some sense of order to the massive population flows. UNRRA established demarcation lines all across Germany and set up assembly centers where DPs could be collected and sorted and classified. The DPs were given a cursory medical examination, deloused, and issued ration cards. Security checks were made in order to prevent the escape of wanted enemy nationals from Germany. Then the DPs were sent on their way, the goal being to get them out of Germany, and out of UNRRA camps, as soon as possible.

Life in the UNRRA camps was terribly hard. Every sort of accommodation was used for housing people, including barracks, concentration camps, schools, factories, barns, stables, and tents. DPs interned in such facilities were looked after by a skeletal team of Allied soldiers, doctors, and orderlies, who attempted to establish at least some basic order. German POWs were used to dig latrines and build temporary shelters. Supplies were requisitioned from the local German population, though the Germans themselves were already in bad shape. DPs were provided with meager rations of potatoes and soup, and were lucky to receive fifteen hundred calories a day—barely enough to survive. The official British history of this period acknowledges the failings of Allied policy toward the DPs:


For the individual displaced person the actuality of conditions in the centers fell sadly short of the hopes and excitement that had filled him when he knew the war was over and that he had been liberated from his Nazi masters. Accommodation was often damaged and squalidly patched up with salvaged or improvised material. Water, electricity, and sanitation were scarce. In the circumstances of the time such conditions were inescapable. They were better than those of many Germans, but in all these respects displaced persons were frequently worse off than they had been under the Nazis.5



Perhaps the most tragic group among Europe’s woeful refugees were the Soviet DPs. While the French, Italians, and Poles were on the whole eager to get back to their homes, many Soviet citizens were anxious about the fate that awaited them upon their return. They had good reason to worry, as Stalin viewed DPs, as well as Soviet POWs, with great suspicion. They had spent time abroad, had worked for the enemy, had betrayed their nation and their ideology. Nonetheless, thousands were forcibly repatriated to the Soviet Union under an international agreement between the Allied powers. Soviet displaced persons would be sent back, the agreement had said, “regardless of their individual wishes.” Under this agreement, some 2 million Soviet DPs were repatriated from the Western portion of Germany under Anglo-American control; to these may be added another 3 million in Eastern Germany already in Russian hands. Upon their arrival in Soviet-held territory, DPs were sorted into categories, and anyone considered to be politically suspect or in any way a potential threat to the regime was simply liquidated. Of the 5 million returning Soviet citizens, only about one-fifth were allowed to return to their homes and families. The rest were sent to forced-labor camps or executed.6

Alongside these bedraggled refugees, another of Europe’s tragedies now unfolded, generated not by the war itself but by the territorial changes instituted at the war’s conclusion. At the Yalta Conference in February 1945, the three great powers—the United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union—agreed that the postwar territory of Germany would be considerably diminished. Poland was granted control of Pomerania, Silesia, and half of East Prussia—some 40,000 square miles, with a prewar population of 9 million Germans. (This transfer of territory would compensate for the loss of 70,000 square miles of eastern Poland that was to be incorporated into the Soviet Union.) The tentative deal struck at Yalta was confirmed at the Potsdam Conference of July–August 1945, where Roosevelt’s successor, Harry S. Truman, lifted his initial objections to the plan in the interests of maintaining good US-Soviet relations.

In light of these territorial changes, the millions of Germans in these eastern lands now under Polish control instantly became targets of vilification and abuse at the hands of Polish authorities. The same was true in Czechoslovakia, where hundreds of thousands of Germans, especially in the west of the country, were targeted for expulsion. In a gruesome echo of Nazi policy toward the Jews, Polish and Czech authorities rounded up Germans in internment camps or simply placed them on rail cars and shipped them into Germany, there to be dealt with by the already overwhelmed occupation authorities. The numbers involved in this immense transfer of population are not exact, but German authorities have estimated that some 11.7 million people of German descent were expelled from the lands of the old German Reich, from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and other countries such as Hungary, Romania, and Yugoslavia. Many of these Germans had fled voluntarily from what they rightly expected would be a marauding Red Army. The rest were forcibly expelled. The expulsions were accompanied by intense violence, the revenge of Poles and Czechs upon the ethnic Germans who for the six previous years had so cruelly treated them. Over 2 million of these expellees were killed or went missing during this ghastly chapter of ethnic cleansing. All of this was undertaken with the tacit approval of the great powers. To make matters worse, about two-thirds of these Germans flooded into Western Germany, there to be added to the already large numbers of refugees. Despite losing a quarter of its territory, Germany’s population grew by 17 percent—and this in a country already ground into rubble by six years of war.7

So to the hungry of Berlin, the raped women of Eastern Germany, and the multinational flood of refugees—to this collective portrait of tormented Europe add the saga of the Volksdeutsche, the ethnic Germans, who were now forcibly uprooted, packed onto cattle cars with doors nailed shut, and sent westward.

IMPOSING ORDER: THE CONFERENCES OF YALTA AND POTSDAM

Onto this chaos the victorious Allies sought to impose some semblance of order, though the precise nature of that order had yet to be defined. This issue brought US president Franklin D. Roosevelt, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, and British prime minister Winston Churchill—the Big Three—together at the Yalta Conference in February 1945. Yalta occupies a special place in historical accounts of the Second World War, and for good reason. It was the last meeting of the three great leaders of the coalition that had defeated Hitler. Within two months of the conference, Roosevelt was dead, and in July 1945 British voters ousted Churchill from office. It also marked the last time that these three countries convened as allies, working together in a spirit of compromise.

Yalta, located on the southern coast of the Crimean Peninsula, in the Ukraine, was an exceedingly awkward place for a conference. The British and Americans had agreed to it only because Stalin refused to leave the Soviet Union. For the aged and infirm Roosevelt, the trip was arduous. The visitors had to fly into Saki, a city some ninety miles away. From there they drove to Yalta along bumpy, unpaved roads through countryside only recently liberated from the Germans. All along the route, Red Army sentries stood at attention, posted at fifty-yard intervals—a powerful testament to the sheer size of Stalin’s army. The conference was held at the Livadia Palace, built in 1911 as the summer residence of Tsar Nicholas II. The retreating Germans had thoroughly looted the place, obliging the Russian hosts to truck in loads of furniture from Moscow hotels. The surrounding area, the guests were told, had not yet been cleared of mines.8

The three leaders came to Yalta with specific priorities in mind, and each knew he would have to compromise somewhat in order to achieve them. President Roosevelt had one short-term aim: to bring Russia into the war against Japan. His broader goal, however, concerned the shape of the postwar order. FDR long nourished the hope that the great powers, by which he meant the Big Three and China, would work together to keep order and peace in their areas of the globe. This was a view based not on the Old World idea of spheres of influence, which he believed had led to war both in 1914 and 1939. Rather, Roosevelt thought he could persuade his great-power Allies to join a new, international organization in which, working in consultation with the nations of the world, they would be able to adjudicate world affairs. Of course, specific interests and regional security would have to be recognized; but the world body would provide an arena for the prompt settlement of disputes and the encouragement of cooperation.

[image: ]

Roosevelt had another reason for supporting the creation of what would become the United Nations. In 1945, American public opinion was divided about its postwar role. Would the United States remain an influential player in world affairs, or would it return to a policy of isolation, withdrawing as it did after the First World War? If Europe swiftly relapsed into a pattern of nationalist rivalry and spheres of influence, Americans might wash their hands of the Old World. By contrast, if the great powers crafted an international organization with genuine powers to administer world affairs, perhaps Americans would be more willing to engage themselves in the process of postwar reconstruction and stabilization.9

Winston Churchill also favored the creation of a world organization, but he placed less faith in its ability to exert real power. He was a man bred in the nineteenth-century world of balance-of-power diplomacy. In his formative years, tsarist Russia had been one of Britain’s greatest rivals, chiefly for influence in Central Asia. But now, in the hands of a cynical dictator and a powerful new ideology, Soviet Russia, he believed, presented a grave new menace to Europe. Churchill knew that Britain alone was powerless to stop this expansion. Indeed, he recognized its inevitability in October 1944, when, in a meeting with Stalin in Moscow, he offered his infamous “percentages” agreement to the Soviet leader, exchanging Russian control of Romania and Bulgaria for British control of Greece, with Hungary and Yugoslavia to be split evenly. This kind of cynical grab for territory was just what FDR wanted to avoid, at least publicly. But it reflected Churchill’s belief that Britain should itself have a sphere of influence in the Mediterranean, from which it could more readily contain any future German revival. While attempting to come to an understanding with Stalin over influence in Europe, Churchill also wanted, through gentle persuasion, to bring the United States to share his suspicious views about Soviet expansionism, thereby encouraging the Americans to help contain the Soviet Union.10

The positions of the American and British leaders are fairly easy to determine because of the vast archival record available to scholars. Yet the intentions of Stalin are far harder to know, and recently released material from Russian archives has not fully clarified our picture of this inscrutable man. Stalin certainly thought of himself as a disciple of Lenin, charged with bringing to fruition the world Communist revolution that had started in Russia in 1917. He understood history in Marxist terms, and believed that the capitalist world order would soon collapse due to its internal contradictions. The Second World War, he thought, signaled the beginning of that collapse and opened the way toward a new socialist world order. But socialism could triumph only if the Soviet Union remained strong and secure. The country had suffered terribly in the war, its people killed in vast numbers, its industry shattered, its land mauled by German depredations. If the Soviet Union was to become the engine of a world Communist revolution, it would need time to recover and marshal its resources.

Stalin’s foreign policy in 1945, then, was a rather defensive one. It focused on winning a territorial and political settlement that would provide Russia with security from any future attack from the West, whether from Germany or another capitalist power. In practical terms, this goal required Stalin to insure that in Eastern Europe the political order was friendly to Soviet interests. Given the presence of the Red Army all across this region, his goals seemed well within reach as the leaders convened at Yalta.11

As the conference unfolded, there proved to be ample opportunity for compromise. The three leaders readily agreed that Germany, once defeated, would be divided into four zones of occupation (one for each great power and one for France), and these four occupiers would work together through an Allied Control Council to run the country. The main message with respect to Germany was that Nazism and militarism were to be utterly purged and defeated and that Germany’s future would lie entirely with the Allied victors. Other issues, however, required more haggling, and after a week the three leaders produced an agreement on a broad range of issues. Roosevelt received Stalin’s support for the world organization. The future UN would have a Security Council of five powers, each armed with a veto—thereby insuring that the UN could not enforce any decision without the full cooperation of all the great powers. Stalin also agreed to enter the war against Japan; and he proved willing to sign a Declaration on Liberated Europe that stated that the Allies would encourage, in liberated or former Axis territories, the creation of governments that were “broadly representative of all democratic elements in the population.” To this end, the Allies would support the holding of free elections at the “earliest possible” time.

From Roosevelt’s point of view, these were significant successes, and indeed, the American delegation thought Yalta a marvelous success. The president, upon reporting to the Congress after his return to Washington, was met with a standing ovation. Yet Roosevelt had to pay for these Soviet concessions, and he paid in Polish coin. Poland was the issue that most concerned Stalin at Yalta, because this country was crucial to Soviet security. Though the Red Army occupied Poland at the time of Yalta, the issue of what kind of government Poland would have had not been settled. Roosevelt and Churchill supported the members of the Polish government in exile, based in London, who were pro-Western and wary of Soviet intentions. Stalin argued that the Committee of National Liberation, based in Lublin and made up entirely of Communists, was far more representative than the London group, and in any case the Soviets had already recognized this committee as the provisional government of Poland. Stalin was intransigent on this issue. He would not allow the London Poles to share power on an equal basis with the Communists. Roosevelt and Churchill, of course, had no leverage to force Stalin to budge. Nor did they really believe that Stalin would ever agree to relinquish control of the country that played such a big part in his geopolitical aims.

Instead, they meekly asked that at least a few of the London Poles be included in the Lublin committee and that Stalin sign the Declaration on Liberated Europe. At least this way the West would have the moral high ground if Stalin should renege on his promises for free and prompt elections. FDR did not want the issue of Soviet influence in Eastern Europe, which was already a fait accompli, to block an agreement on his pet project, the United Nations. Conversely, Stalin agreed to these cosmetic changes in the Polish provisional government because it gained for him and his Polish allies the legitimacy of recognition from the other great powers. The United States and Britain now had sanctioned the territorial and political arrangements in Eastern Europe that Stalin believed best for Soviet security.12

Despite the hopeful rhetoric of the conferees and the atmosphere of cooperation and compromise, Yalta marked a dark moment for Central Europe. At this conference the great powers jointly acknowledged the Soviet Union’s control over Eastern Europe. From now on, this part of Europe would be subject to Moscow’s control. Yalta has long been vilified as a sellout of Poland and Eastern Europe. This charge does not accurately capture the significance of Yalta. Rather, the conference revealed the dominating position of the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe, a position won after four years of brutal war; and it revealed the limited ability of the Americans and British to challenge that dominance. Roosevelt sought to make a virtue of necessity: instead of opposing the Russians, he hoped to work with them in bringing peace and stability to a war-torn continent through a great-power compromise. Unfortunately, FDR gave a hostage to fortune by declaring after Yalta that the agreements reached there would “spell the end of the system of unilateral action, the exclusive alliances, the spheres of influence, the balance of power, and all the other expedients that have been tried for centuries and always failed.”13 Yalta had achieved nothing of the sort. There is no shame in that: diplomacy based upon idealism alone has never worked. But FDR complicated matters by insisting that Yalta marked the start of a new era of diplomacy. When it turned out that this was not the case, and that the Russians wanted to behave in their sphere as they wished, Americans felt that they had been betrayed.

Franklin Roosevelt, the architect of the Yalta accords, died on 12 April 1945, leaving behind a complex, perhaps even contradictory set of agreements on postwar Europe. His successor, Harry S. Truman, a neophyte in world affairs, wanted to continue Roosevelt’s policies but discovered that these policies were not clear. Did Yalta acknowledge a Russian sphere of influence in Eastern Europe, or did it establish democracy and sovereignty as the guiding principles of government in postwar Europe? Upon coming into office, Truman, like many Americans, took the text of the Yalta Declaration on Liberated Europe at face value and insisted that the Russians live up to their agreements to let the Eastern Europeans determine their own political future. There was ample evidence in Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, and Austria that the Russians since Yalta had been moving swiftly to consolidate the control of local Communists and to oppose the restoration of non-Communist political parties. But Truman also wanted to continue Roosevelt’s legacy in foreign affairs, one that placed importance on cooperating with the Russians in establishing peace in Europe. Although at the end of April he expressed his frustration and disappointment to Stalin’s foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, about Soviet actions in Europe, Truman acquiesced in Soviet control of Poland when he offered US recognition of the almost entirely Communist—and Soviet-backed—Polish government on 5 July.14

The Yalta deal, one crafted by his predecessor, bound Truman to grant Soviet control in Poland. But it had said little about postwar Germany, and here Truman was determined to make his mark. Precisely because Poland had been written off by the Americans and British, it was essential that Germany not be surrendered so easily. Following the defeat of Germany on 8 May, the Big Three planned to meet again to discuss the postwar treatment of their vanquished enemy. As Stalin, Churchill, and Truman convened in mid-July 1945 in the town of Potsdam, a suburb of bombed-out Berlin, they knew that the very future of Europe was at stake.

What awaited them in Berlin was shocking. On 16 July, Churchill toured the ruined capital, stopping at the chancellery, Hitler’s seat of government, long enough to explore the building and Hitler’s bunker, where just ten weeks earlier the Führer had committed suicide. He was duly stunned by the chaos he saw, but Churchill had seen his share of bombing damage in the streets of London during the German blitz in 1940. For Harry Truman, the scenes of devastation were something altogether new. “I never saw such destruction,” he recorded after mutely riding through the city. After the tour, Truman returned to his official headquarters at 2 Kaiserstrasse, a villa in the Berlin suburb of Babelsberg. He would learn many years later that the house had been requisitioned by the Russians a few months earlier and that the female occupants of the house had been brutally raped there in front of all the members of their family.15

The Potsdam Conference was a long and difficult meeting, with none of the bonhomie of the Yalta gathering. At the start, there did appear to be grounds for compromise: the Soviets and the Anglo-Americans wanted Germany to be treated as a single unit, not dismembered or broken up into two or more states. The Americans and British believed that dividing Germany would cripple the country’s economy, promote irredentism in the German successor states, and create a power vacuum in Central Europe that might invite Russian interference. Further, if the four powers could cooperate in Germany, then the overall relationship in Europe and beyond would be strengthened. The Soviets too wished to see Germany remain united. They believed that since the German Communists were so quickly establishing themselves in Berlin and the Soviet zone, there was every likelihood that they would be able to exert influence across the country; a unified political system would create the best conditions for eventual Communist control of Germany.16

Despite this initial consensus on keeping Germany united, however, the Potsdam Conference did a great deal to insure that postwar Germany would be reestablished on starkly divergent principles in the Eastern zone and the three Western zones. This was so because the Potsdam agreement granted to the occupying powers the responsibility and the right to effect a social and political reformation of Germany. The occupiers agreed not just to eradicate Nazism and militarism from Germany but to rebuild its political institutions, rewrite its laws, control and restructure its education, and decentralize its government. Since the Soviet Union and its three Western partners held competing and even mutually exclusive political beliefs, there was bound to be disagreement on how best to implement this charge.

On economic grounds, too, Potsdam set out contradictory principles. Germany was to be treated as an economic unit, but the occupation powers would be able to seize from their own zones reparations in the form of industrial and agricultural equipment. The Russians chose to thoroughly loot and pillage the Eastern zone, ripping the heart out of the territory under their control. The Americans and British, fearful of having to pay for the cost of feeding hungry Germans, resisted such rapacious reparations policies. As the four occupiers continued to haggle in their zones about how to enforce unity, they continued to pursue strictly zonal policies, putting into place governing structures that reflected their own objectives in Germany.

Like Yalta before it, the Potsdam Conference left a contradictory legacy. The Big Three agreed to govern Germany as a single unit. Yet at the same time, they insisted that each occupying power maintain full control over its own territory. As with Yalta, the Americans chose to stress that Potsdam had established the principle of unitary control, and when this policy proved impossible to fulfill, they blamed the Russians and claimed full justification for establishing their own policies in the Western zones of occupation. The Russians, in the meantime, did not concern themselves with Western hand-wringing. For them, Potsdam was a continuation of Yalta: it confirmed the idea that Eastern Europe and Eastern Germany lay within the Russian sphere of influence, and that the social and political transformation there would be undertaken in accordance with Soviet interests. Without hesitation, the Russians began to construct in their zone the core of what they hoped would one day be a united, socialist Germany.17

THE SOVIET OCCUPATION:
TRANSFORMING GERMANY

For Joseph Stalin, the Soviet occupation of Eastern Germany offered an unrivaled opportunity to institute a form of government that would protect and perhaps advance Soviet interests and ideology. As he had said to the Yugoslav partisan Milovan Djilas in the waning days of the war, “whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his own social system. Everyone imposes his own system as far as his army can reach. It cannot be otherwise.”18 This conception of the Soviet role in Germany was followed to the letter. The Soviet authorities in Germany, and the German Communists who worked closely with them, sought to undertake a social and economic transformation of Germany consistent with their own belief that capitalism had spawned Nazism and must therefore be replaced.

But with what? And how? The contradictory impulses visible in Stalin’s foreign policy—its emphasis both on a Communist revolution across national borders and on the search for Soviet national security through the creation of a sphere of influence—appeared in Soviet policy toward occupied Germany. The Russians adopted two general goals: first, to reestablish the German Communist Party (KPD) as the principal agent of a popular, radical reconstruction of the country; and second, to plunder the resources of the Soviet zone as a means of aiding Soviet internal reconstruction and insuring that even a revived Germany could not threaten the Soviet Union again. The latter objective, which entailed the massive deindustrialization of Eastern Germany, created resentment toward the Russian occupation and badly hurt the efforts of the KPD to create a popular Communist regime in the wake of the Nazi defeat. This basic contradiction could be resolved only by force and coercion, and thus from the very start of the Soviet occupation, Communism established itself through the subversion of the democratic process it claimed to promote.19

On 6 June 1945, the Russians proclaimed the Soviet Military Administration in Germany (SMAD), and Marshal Zhukov took command of it. But the Russians did not plan to govern Germany directly; rather, they delegated this role to a team of German Communists carefully prepared for the job. Since 1933, when Hitler came to power, German Communists had been on the run, ruthlessly persecuted by the Nazis. They had fled the country, some to Western Europe, many to Moscow. (Those who remained usually wound up in concentration camps.) During the war, the Russians worked with these German émigrés to create a core of loyal Communists who would reestablish the party inside Germany following Hitler’s defeat. In late April and early May 1945, the Soviets flew three “initiative groups” of German Communists into their homeland, where they were to begin the work of rebuilding political and economic life along Communist lines.

The most important of these groups was the one sent into Berlin under the command of Walter Ulbricht—the man who would run the future East German state until 1971. Born in Leipzig in 1893, Ulbricht was active in the German trade union movement during World War I. He was elected to the Reichstag as a Communist deputy in 1928 but fled the country in 1933, first taking refuge in France, then fighting with the Communists in the Spanish Civil War, finally reaching Moscow in 1940. Colorless, humorless, he was the model Communist apparatchik: disciplined, tireless, and fiercely loyal to Moscow. With him he brought ten other well-trained lieutenants, and they established headquarters in the Lichtenberg neighborhood of Berlin.

Ulbricht and the SMAD adopted a subtle strategy for exerting Communist control in the zone. Rather than overtly using the power they possessed to impose a Soviet single-party system in Eastern Germany, the Russians allowed for the reestablishment of the prewar political parties in their zone. By showing themselves to be tolerant of diverse political views, the Russians hoped to create a groundswell of support for the KPD and the other major
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