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War and Peace



From the end of the Second World War to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 the world lived within the shadow of the Cold War. For almost half a century, the East and the West eyed each other with suspicion and often hostility. Two ideologies, two political systems, two cultures, two superpowers fought for dominance, each firm in the belief that history would prove them right. And all the time the threat of a Third World War remained a distinct possibility, the spectre of nuclear weapons a constant fear.

War



During World War Two, the US and Great Britain were allies with Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union, united by a common goal – the defeat of Adolf Hitler’s Germany and its allies. Yet, as soon as the guns fell silent, they were to become enemies in a 45-year conflict we remember as the Cold War. The heart of it lay in the capital of Germany, and the Berlin Wall, erected in 1961, became the most potent symbol of the Cold War years. Yet the extent of this East / West conflict stretched across Europe and across the globe as the US and the USSR continually sought dominance.



It all started as a direct consequence of World War Two and the defeat of Nazi Germany.



On April 30, 1945, with Stalin’s Red Army on the outskirts of Berlin and with the city reduced to rubble, Adolf Hitler took his own life. A week later, Germany surrendered. The war in Europe was over. Three months later, US president, Harry S Truman, authorized the use of atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. World War Two was over. It had cost some 60 million lives, two-thirds of them civilians, destroyed cities and laid whole nations to waste. 



Now came the torturous years of peace.



Peace



Germany lay in ruins, Great Britain was bankrupt and its empire as good as finished while France licked its wounds after four years of Nazi occupation. A new world order emerged – two new superpowers, each as determined as the other to impose its will and principles upon the world. The Soviet Union (or the USSR) had suffered during the war – 25 million people dead, its agriculture and industry shattered; its territory devastated. From the smallest hamlet to the capital city, none had emerged unscathed and unscarred by war. The US, by contrast, had, strangely, benefited economically from the war. Although each individual loss is in itself a tragedy for someone, its losses, some 500,000 military deaths, were minuscule compared to the Soviet Union. Its civilians did not have their homes burned and their livelihoods destroyed. Yet, it emerged from the war full of insecurities. The vast expanse of oceans surrounding the country was no longer a guarantee of isolation and safety. The US needed to maintain its monopoly on the atomic bomb; and Europe had to be made safe, democratic and free in order to avoid a repeat of the turmoil that had allowed Nazi Germany to take hold during the turbulent years following the end of World War One. 



Politically the two nations were very different. Russia was the heart of the working class revolution, home to communism. The US was, and still is, home to capitalism, democracy and freedom. But to Russia – capitalism was inherently unstable – didn’t the US suffer from the Great Depression? And capitalism meant exploitation of the working classes and wealth for the oppressor, and the US was a nation that preached liberty but was full of racism and racial segregation. 
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British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, US President, Franklin Roosevelt, and Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, meeting at the Yalta Conference, February 1945.





During the latter stages of the war, US presidents, Franklin Roosevelt and, following his death, Harry Truman, met with Stalin and British prime minister, Winston Churchill, at a number of conferences. Here, united by a common foe, they agreed on how to defeat Germany and started discussing the make-up of a post-war world. Now, with Nazi Germany defeated, the uneasy and false wartime alliance fell away to reveal the degree of mutual hatred that had lain dormant while Hitler remained alive. It was each other they now viewed as the main threat to their security.



In the closing months of the war and the immediate post-war years, a number of countries found themselves torn between these two new superpowers. 



Germany



The focus of this mutual distrust centred on defeated Germany and, at its heart, the destroyed city of Berlin within eastern Germany. Based on agreements made during the war, Germany and Berlin were to be divided into four sectors, each one administered by the four main allied powers – the US, Great Britain and France (in West Germany and West Berlin) and the Soviet Union (in East Germany and East Berlin). 



Stalin wanted Germany punished. Understandable given the destruction his country had had to endure. He wanted the German economy shackled and demanded vast amounts of money (up to $10 billion) from Germany as compensation. But it was exactly this situation following World War One that had caused such poverty and misery, and had allowed Hitler and his Nazis to flourish. The US disagreed. Europe, the US felt, needed a strong Germany.  









The 1940s



The Iron Curtain



In 1944, Stalin had promised to allow free elections throughout Eastern Europe. But he knew his communist parties stood no chance of winning these elections. 



In the national Hungarian elections of November 1945, the communists won a mere 17 per cent of the vote. But the Hungarian communists, as elsewhere in Eastern Europe (Poland, Romania and Czechoslovakia), bullied their way into positions of power. 



In March 1946, Churchill, no longer prime minister, delivered a speech in Missouri, in which he famously said, ‘From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the continent’. 



The Marshall Plan



In March 1947, President Truman declared the USA’s intention to ‘support free people’ throughout Europe. The president knew that the spread of communism had to be controlled and he knew communism would appeal to people affected by poverty. From this came, three months later, the announcement of the Marshall Plan. Named after the man who came up with the idea, George C Marshall, Truman’s secretary of state, the Marshall Plan would, it hoped, bring Europe back from the brink of collapse and contain Stalin’s influence. 



The European nations were invited to attend a conference scheduled for July 12 in Paris to discuss the plan. The invitation extended to the nations of Eastern Europe who, under strict instructions from Stalin, were not allowed to attend. Stalin saw George Marshall’s plan as little more than the US’s attempt to draw Europe under American and capitalist influence, and he remained determined not to let that influence extend to his area of control. 



In the end, the Marshall Plan distributed huge amounts of money and agricultural and industrial equipment to countries in Western Europe. It helped the economic recovery following the ravages of war. Seventeen nations received aid which, by 1952, had reached the tune of $12 billion. 



The Berlin Blockade



In June 1948, the Soviets cut off all roads, rail and canals that linked West Germany and West Berlin, in effect isolating West Berlin. The Berlin Blockade had begun. ‘People of this world,’ said the Mayor of West Berlin, ‘look upon this city and see that you should not and cannot abandon this city and this people’. The communication channels of land and water may have been closed off but not by air. And so began the Berlin Airlift.
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The Berlin Airlift: Berliners watching a US plane land at Berlin Tempelhof Airport, 1948.



During the eleven months (318 days) of the Berlin Airlift, American and British planes supplied West Berlin with 1.5 million tons of supplies, a plane landing every three minutes, day and night. 



In the midst of this, ten nations of Western Europe joined the US and Canada in forming a military alliance, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 



On May 12, 1949, Stalin, knowing he couldn’t sustain the situation indefinitely, stopped the blockade.



Within two weeks, the political division of Germany became official when on May 23, 1949, West Germany was formally proclaimed in the city of Bonn. On October 7, 1949, came the proclamation of East Germany.



It was now formal – Germany was divided into two, East and West, and was to remain so for another forty years.



Thus, the 1940s ended with the two new superpowers having established their respective European empires, with Germany, now officially a divided nation, at its heart. 



Israel 



In 1948, the newly formed United Nations decided to divide the nation of Palestine between the Arabs and the Jews which meant the formation of a Jewish state. The Jews were as delighted at the prospect of their own homeland as much as the Arabs were appalled. On May 14, 1948, the State of Israel was formally declared. Immediately, this new nation came under attack from a group of Arab nations – Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Jordan. One million Jews from across the globe immigrated to Israel while 700,000 Arab Palestinians fled or were expelled. The Arabs were beaten back, and, following a nine-month conflict, Israel laid claim to having won what would be the first Arab-Israeli War. 



China
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Mao Zedong proclaims the People's Republic of China, October 1, 1949.





Things were just as complicated in China. Before World War Two, China had been embroiled in a civil war between China’s nationalist movement and its communists, led by Mao Zedong. With the outbreak of war, the nationalists and communists stopped fighting each other and agreed to join forces in order to defeat the Japanese invaders. With Japan’s defeat in 1945, the civil war started again. Despite receiving American aid to the tune of $3 billion, the nationalists were eventually defeated. On October 1, 1949, Mao Zedong announced the formation of the People’s Republic of China. 



 


The 1950s


Vietnam


In March 1945, during the war, Japan had seized much of French-ruled Indochina and now, in the post-war years, France wanted it back. Indochina comprised of modern-day Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos. During the Japanese occupation, the Japanese had ruled Vietnam through the long-standing emperor, Bao Dai. The Viet Minh, a nationalist communist group, fought against Japanese rule and then, immediately following Japan’s defeat, declared Vietnamese independence, forcing Bao Dai to flee. The Viet Minh’s leader, Ho Chi Minh, may have declared independence but power was still far from theirs – France was not letting go. 


In 1949, France persuaded Bao Dai to return to Vietnam in the hope that his presence would weaken support for Ho’s communists. With the arrival of the former emperor, the Viet Minh immediately went on the attack. The communists won an important battle against the French in 1954. As a result, France agreed to withdraw its forces from all its colonies in French Indochina. Cambodia and Laos won their independence. Vietnam became temporarily divided at the halfway point in its country. The communists ruled the north, and Bao Dại in charge of the south. The UN announced that an election that would re-unify the country. In October 1955, however, Bao Dại was deposed. The new South Vietnamese leader, Ngo Dinh Diem, refused to allow elections. Vietnam remained split into two.


Korea


Like Vietnam, Korea was another country that found itself ‘temporarily’ divided into two.


During World War Two, the Americans and Soviets had decided
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