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Introduction

When Last We Saw Them

“This is not peace. It is an armistice for twenty years.”

—Ferdinand Foch, 1919

The twentieth century began with unease and anarchy and a discomfiting sense that the way of life which had dominated Western society for generations was about to topple. The War to End All Wars, which began with the assassination of an Austrian archduke and ended with the social fabric of Europe ripped and re-stitched, left nations with new systems of government, new leaders, a new outlook on the way things ought to be, and a new state of anxiety. World War I introduced the cast of characters that would appear in the bloody sequel which was World War II.

Germany had been an eager participant in the war, bellicose and confident that its military superiority would provide it with the supremacy it felt it deserved. By the end of the war, Germany’s vaunted military might was vanquished, and Kaiser Wilhelm II had abdicated. The Treaty of Versailles, signed on June 28, 1919, brought the war to an end while bringing Germany to its knees. Germany agreed to accept responsibility for starting the war and to pay reparations for the damage that had resulted. Germany was only allowed to have a hundred thousand troops in its military force and was forbidden from owning tanks, warships, submarines, or armored vehicles. The terms were modified in the 1920s, but after Adolf Hitler had come to power in the 1930s, he renounced the Treaty.

Russia had joined World War I on the side of the Allies, but after the Bolsheviks had overthrown Czar Nicholas II, the country negotiated a peace settlement with Germany as Vladimir Lenin sought to focus on the Bolshevik Party as it consolidated its power. The Romanov family may have been one of the first casualties of Russia’s adoption of communism as an economic policy and dictatorship as a political weapon, but ultimately the Russian people would bear the brunt of the country’s change in government.

With the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire after the end of the war, nationalism and independence gave birth to new countries reconfiguring the boundaries of the former empire. But those nations had little or no experience in self-government, and as they struggled with economic challenges and nationalistic movements, democracy seemed too frail to survive.

Italy had been among the Allies for World War I, and felt that to the victor belongs the spoils, which translated into the belief that it had a right to some of the territories which were up for grabs following the end of the Austria-Hungary Empire. When they failed to get the lands they wanted, Italians were irate at what they termed a mutilated victory, which became one of the cornerstones of the rise of fascism in Italy. Italy, under the control of fascist leader Benito Mussolini, opposed both communism and liberalism.

Because France had lost more human lives and suffered more damage than the other combatants, the French desire for revenge against the Germans ran deep. Two million young Frenchmen were killed or maimed in the war. The real estate damage was enormous; three hundred thousand homes and twenty thousand places of business were destroyed. When Germany failed to make the payments required by the Treaty of Versailles, France occupied the Ruhr to enforce the reparation payments. Whether Germany could afford to make the payments or not was irrelevant to the French; nothing could bring back the young men who had lost their lives, and France did not forgive.

When Great Britain entered the war in 1914, it was a mighty empire. But World War I turned the nation from the world’s greatest overseas investor to one of its major debtors, making interest payments that amounted to 40% of all government spending. Receiving free German coal as one of the reparations stipulations of the Treaty of Versailles led to the depression of the British coal industry and helped to initiate the 1926 General Strike. The monarchy retained its traditional role in British life, but for much of the aristocracy, taxation and the inability to maintain their opulent lifestyle altered the fabric of the country.

The United States was a late entry to World War I and did not suffer the devastation of its land and its population that the other nations suffered. The country began to step forward onto the international stage as a major participant in the world’s events thanks to its undimmed economic power.

The decade of the Roaring Twenties which followed the war years of 1914-1918 witnessed a dynamic conversion of social traditions, as women, who had done their part during the war, sought the right to vote and a voice in government. Citizens of European colonies who had fought for the nations that controlled them were no longer content to occupy inferior status when the war ended. New ideologies, including Bolshevism, fascism, and socialism, claimed new adherents and inspired new loyalties.

Then the Great Depression came, and the economies of the world were devastated. The 1930s saw nations retreat into isolation, so consumed by their financial dilemmas that they had no interest in the mounting problems in other countries. So it was that Adolf Hitler was elected to power as the leader of the Nazi Party, dedicated to restoring what he deemed as Germany’s rightful place in the world and to the subjugation of inferior peoples and the extermination of the Jews. The 1930s were a decade when the nations of the world looked over their shoulders at what was happening around them and remembered the War to End All Wars. Then they turned their attention back to the home front. They had enough to worry about. And maybe the nightmares would pass.


Chapter Eight

The Heroes of Stalingrad

“You cannot stop an army which has done Stalingrad.”

—Russian saying

As German confidence sagged, Russian pride grew. The Soviets could boast that they had broken the back of the invulnerable Nazi war machine. The war would not end for two more years but had the Battle of Stalingrad gone the other way, the outcome of the war might have been very different.

The rest of the world, still engaged in war, recognized the achievement of the Soviet Red Army. The British Daily Telegraph credited the victory in Stalingrad with saving European civilization; on February 23, 1943, Great Britain celebrated Red Army Day, and King George VI had a commemorative sword forged, the Sword of Stalingrad, which Winston Churchill presented to Josef Stalin.

British General Alan Brooke compared the scorecard of the war in 1943 from what it had been in 1942 when he doubted that Russia could withstand a German invasion. He had believed that the Caucasus would be overtaken and Abadan would fall, leading to the collapse of India and the Middle East. England, he had feared, would again face bombing with the threat of invasion. But 1943 dawned with optimism, and that optimism would hold true as slowly but relentlessly, the Allies beat back the Germans.

Italy’s membership in the Axis Powers ended in 1943 as the Allies invaded and the fascist government of Benito Mussolini fell in July. On June 6, 1944, the Allies invaded Europe. To combat the western threat, Hitler had no choice but to give up on the eastern front. The Red Army went into Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Hungary.

On April 20, 1945, Adolf Hitler turned fifty-six years old; it would be his last birthday. The Soviets bombarded Berlin with artillery while the Allies conducted a powerful air raid. By that time, teenage boys as young as thirteen were called upon to defend the city; the German boys who tried to hide rather than join the military were hanged as traitors by the SS. Bodies were hanged from trees, and when trees weren’t available, lampposts served the purpose. The government blamed its people for the defeat and punished them because, in its view, the Germans had failed to sacrifice enough to win.

There was no relief when the Soviets entered Berlin, shooting at the houses from their tanks as they passed through the streets. The people of Berlin tried to hide, fearful of what the Soviet Army would do to vent its rage against the Nazis who had been relentless in attack and devastation. People hid inside their homes and made no sound so that the Soviet soldiers would assume the building was unoccupied. When the morning came, the citizens watched the streets from basement windows as the Soviets looted the banks and the stores.

The commander of the German troops in Berlin surrendered the city on May 2. Due to the absence of newspapers or radio, vehicles drove through the streets with loudspeakers, announcing that all resistance was to cease. The city surrendered, but fighting did not end because some German soldiers preferred to surrender to the Allies from the west rather than to the Soviet Red Army.

Hitler wasn’t there to surrender. When he realized, early in 1945, that the Soviets would besiege Berlin, he had taken refuge in his bunker which was fifty-five feet beneath the chancellery. As the Soviets had grown closer, Hitler signed his will and married his long-time mistress Eva Braun. Hitler learned early on April 30 that the soldiers defending the city would run out of ammunition before the next day. Hitler and his bride committed suicide on April 30, and their bodies were cremated in the garden as the Red Army closed in. To prevent Hitler’s ashes from becoming a shrine, the Soviets had them removed.

The victory at Stalingrad provided Josef Stalin with the opportunity to promote his nation and his ideology, something which would cause international turmoil in the decades to come after World War II ended and was replaced by the Cold War. But while the war ensued, Josef Stalin was a hero to the world. So was the city; in 1945, Stalingrad was titled Hero City. For his role in the victory, Georgi Zhukov was promoted to the rank of field marshal. And, despite being a civilian, Stalin gave himself a promotion to the rank of field marshal as well. The 62nd Army was honored as an elite unit and renamed the Soviet 8th Guards Army; and they and their leader, General Chuikov led the Russian Army into Berlin in 1945. He was the first of the Allied officers to learn that Adolf Hitler had committed suicide.

Chuikov remained in Germany until 1953 when he was made the commanding general of the Kiev Military District. Later, he was promoted to the rank of marshal. He continued to serve his country in both a military and civil capacity until he died at the age of 82. He was buried in Stalingrad.

Field Marshal von Paulus testified for the prosecution during the Nuremberg Trials when the Nazis were tried for their war crimes. His switch in loyalty made him a spokesman for the communist regime; he assured German families that the soldiers who had been taken prisoner during the Battle of Stalingrad were safe, but not until 1955 were the remaining five or six thousand surviving German soldiers allowed to return home to what was by that time West Germany. Von Paulus said that communism was the right choice for Europe as it navigated its way through the post-war years. In 1952, he left the Soviet Union to live in communist East Germany which was controlled by the Soviets.

Stalin continued to lead the Soviet Union, turning it into a superpower locked in a struggle for supremacy against the United States. The Cold War fully engaged American politicians and dominated presidential agendas well into the century. Stalin died on March 5, 1955. When Nikita Khrushchev became the leader of the Soviet Union, he pursued a policy of de-Stalinization. One of his acts was to rename Stalingrad. The name that was chosen was Volgograd. In the end, Russia won the Battle of Stalingrad, and that victory continues to honor the city that now bears the name of the mighty river.

