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CHAPTER 50: FRIDAY 8th APRIL 1949
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On cloudy nights, the silent darkness of the city of Tokyo is so complete, so gross and all encompassing, that it seems to have stifled even the stars.  But this morning, an hour before sunrise, there are points of light moving along the fire scarred streets. They are the headlamps of vehicles and the flashlights of armed American soldiers. The troops are in full battledress, their weapons at the ready. They go from house to house, turning the people of the city out of their homes, ordering them to march towards the square in front of the Diet, Japan’s Parliament building. The people of Tokyo are weary and unwilling, but like it or not, today, they will witness the execution of a war criminal. 

The soldiers are acting on the orders of General Lucius Clay, the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers in Japan. Clay has been awake since four o’clock; the hanging is to take place at five thirty, a time of the morning when human beings are usually at their most placid and compliant. He watches the soldiers from the back of his staff car which moves slowly through the city as they work. Soon enough, the streets are thronged with people shuffling with dejected steps towards the square. Cold, hungry and wretched; they huddle beneath ragged blankets or pull threadbare coats around their shoulders. The soldiers have lights, but the civilians do not. Tokyo’s electricity grid is still under repair and the street lamps are not working. The road is broken and strewn with rubble, they can scarcely see in the inky blackness and move hesitantly. One of the soldiers loses patience and pushes a woman forward with the stock of his rifle. 

Clay sees her stumble and says: “Stop the car.”

As he gets out, the soldier turns towards him, his expression startled. He comes to attention, saluting so hurriedly that he drops his torch. “General Clay...”

“That’s enough of that soldier. These are unarmed civilians, treat them as such.”

“Yes Sir. Sorry Sir.” 

Clay gets back into the car. He says to the driver, “All right, let’s get on.” and the car sets off again.

The section of Tokyo in which Sagumo Prison stands has escaped the ruin that the bombing bought to so much of the city. Unlike the dark, silent shapes of the buildings huddled around it, the prison blazes with light and throbs with the hum of a generator. Clay’s attendance is not required, yet he feels an urgent compulsion to see this day’s work through from beginning to end. A soldier has to be comfortable with killing, or at least resigned to it, but this isn’t the heat of battle. There’s a coldness to this task and an execution is always about vengeance.

As the car pulls up to the prison gates, the guard sees the circle of five stars on the wing flag and jerks to attention. He seems shocked to see the general there. As he calls from the telephone in the guard booth, Clay can hear half the conversation.

“...yes Sir, General Clay. He’s right here Sir... Yes, I’m sure it’s him... No, the south gate... No Sir... He didn’t say... Yes Sir... Right away Sir.”

Colonel Grainger, the prison warden, meets him as he enters the building and leads him up a flight of stairs to ‘Seven Base,’ Sugamo’s death row. He is as surprised to see him as the guard. Flustered, he says: “General. Good morning, Sir. May I ask what brings you here? I know you’re scheduled to attend the execution, but that’s not happening at this location and it isn’t for a half hour or so.”

Clay finds it difficult to respond unequivocally. “Colonel, I’m here unannounced, I know that presents difficulties, especially today, but it’s important I’m seen to be a part of this. I’m sure you know, there was a lot of soul-searching went on about hanging this man. I personally was against it, but I was overruled. It’s not that I don’t think he deserves it. The White House thinks this is going to make the job of re-integrating this country with the rest of the world easier. I’m not convinced of that, but it’s out of my hands now.”

The cells line either side of a corridor that ends in a brick wall. Bare bulbs are strung along its length. Each enclosure is a concrete box fronted with a double row of iron bars. They measure about twelve feet by six and are empty, save for the prisoner, a plank bed and an aluminium pot for the man to relieve himself in. There are twelve cells in this section. In each one a prisoner is standing to attention at the inner bars. The men are all Class ‘A’ war criminals. Each has been condemned to death for acts of appalling brutality. Each will be hanged within the next two weeks.

The prisoner who will be executed today has been turned out of his cell. He is a thin scrap of a man; his head has been roughly shaved and his clothes are baggy and ragged. His eyes are red rimmed slits behind a pair of thick round spectacles, yet he possesses a haughty aloofness, a disdain for his surroundings and – seemingly – for his fate.

Four American soldiers are preparing him for the gallows. Two are guards, with steel helmets, rifles and fixed bayonets; the others are the hangman and his assistant. They all come to attention as Grainger and Clay approach. Grainger returns their salutes and says: “Alright you men. As you can see General Clay is here today, so let’s be quick about this. Carry on.”

The hangman’s assistant is a fresh-faced boy of about nineteen, with a razor burn on his neck, corporal’s stripes on his sleeve and the wide eyes and quick, nervous movements of a startled rabbit. The hangman is older; perhaps by as much as forty years. He is rake thin; iron grey hair cropped close to the tight shiny skin of his skull. His face is lined, weather-beaten and sardonic, his demeanour, studiedly cheerful; the sleeves of his uniform display the multiple chevrons and rockers of a Master Sergeant.

Hesitantly the assistant handcuffs the prisoner and then uses a length of rope to lash his arms tight against his sides. The armed soldiers stand close to the condemned man. Both of them are tall and imposing, their bulk seems to emphasise the slightness of the prisoner’s frame. Each has a hand firmly on one of his thin shoulders, as if they are half afraid that he will make a run for it, but he stands completely still, submitting meekly to the ropes, as though he is hardly aware or does not care what is happening to him.

The hangman’s assistant is struggling to tie the rope correctly. Sweat is glistening in the down on his upper lip and he frowns in concentration. He knots the rope, then shakes his head with a grunt and unties it again. He tries once more, but still is dissatisfied. He goes to tie the knot a third time when the Master Sergeant interjects. His voice is soft but carries an edge of irritation.

“Come on there, Corporal. It’s not so different from tyin’ a hog back in Georgia.”

The boy’s face is flustered. “Yes Sir, but I’m not a farmer Sir, and I’m not from Georgia.”

The Master Sergeant smirks. “Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn. Where were you posted before this?” 

“I just got here from stateside, Sir.”

“Training?’

“Yes, Sir.”

“What branch?”

“Infantry, Sir.”

“Infantry. I see. Well, I’m guessing this is the first time you’ve done this.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“All right, but get on with it. Back at Leavenworth we hang ‘em at midnight, but over here they like ‘em hanged at dawn, and that’s coming up soon, so let’s get this done and go and have some breakfast, shall we?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“You ever seen a man hang?”

“No, Sir.” 

The hangman pauses. “Well that’s alright Corporal, because we ain’t hangin’ a man today. Today we’re hangin’ a god.”

The boy ties the knot a final time and at last seems satisfied. They set off down the corridor. As they pass each cell, the man inside bows low from the waist. Some are weeping, all look shocked and disconsolate, faces contorted by heavy emotions. The prisoner looks neither to the right nor the left; it is as if he is quite alone and completely unaware of anything happening around him. 

The cool damp air outside is a welcome change from the close warmth inside the prison. A milky lightness is oozing into the grey eastern sky. It seeps over the prison walls, colouring the peeling whitewash and glinting from its windows. The notes of a bugle drift up from somewhere nearby.

Grainger, who is standing apart from the rest with Clay, looks irritably at his watch. “For God’s sake, it’s already five o’clock. Where is that truck? This man ought to have been at the gallows by this time.” He turns to Clay. “I’m sorry about this Sir, the decision to execute this man outside the Parliament building has complicated matters somewhat. Normally we carry out sentence here in the courtyard...” 

They hear a clash of gears and see the lights of a vehicle approach from the north. Grainger climbs into the back with the prisoner, the guards and the hangmen. Clay’s car follows the truck the six miles to the Diet. The streets are empty now, the work of rounding up the people of the city has been done. 

They arrive at the back of the building, and as they walk through the high doors, they see that it is crowded with people. The hubbub of voices fall silent as they set off through its grey stone halls, their footsteps echoing on the marble. The guards march behind the prisoner, their rifles at the slope. The hangman and his assistant march close beside him, each holding an arm and a shoulder, half guiding half pushing the slight, shuffling figure towards the front of the Diet. 

It is about fifty yards through the central hall of the building to the gallows on the front steps. As they walk out of the high doors and through the colonnade, they are amazed by what they see. The sun is rising behind the Imperial Palace, which is opposite the Diet. The sky has turned to liquid gold with the burning eye of the sun transfixing the scene with a beautiful yellow light. The crowd is enormous, thousands are gathered in the square before the building and as they lead the prisoner out, they let out a collective gasp of shock that dies away into utter silence. The man who will hang today is Hirohito, the Emperor of Japan.

The platform stands ten feet above the crowd. It is built out from the steps of the Diet, a rough wooden frame with planking on top. The gibbet stands eight feet above the planks. The rope is already set. In front of it, behind wooden crush barriers that hold back the crowd, a line of American soldiers stands with weapons ready and bayonets fixed.

As they lead Hirohito forward, the silence dissolves into an agitated rustle of voices. There is a palpable sense of shock, fear and disbelief; sounds of keening and sobbing can be heard, the voice of a child calls out ba-ba, ba-ba (Daddy, daddy).

The Master Sergeant reads out the sentence. “Prisoner Michinomiya Hirohito, you stand convicted of a Class A war crime, namely joint conspiracy to start and wage war. You have been condemned to die by hanging, the sentence having been imposed by a judge in good standing of the International Military Tribunal for the Far East. Is there a statement you’d like to make before the sentence of the court is carried out?”

Hirohito, the shortest man on the stage, bound with ropes and minutes from death straightens his back momentarily and begins to speak. His voice is thin and reedy, breaking with tension, but his words are rhythmic and carefully enunciated. Clay has learned enough Japanese to recognise them immediately, it is a famous haiku by Yosa Buson:

The light of a candle

Is transferred to another candle

Spring twilight

There is a confused silence for a moment, they cannot be sure if Hirohito has finished saying what he has to say. Finally, the Master Sergeant says: “Prisoner, in accordance with the law, you will forthwith be hanged by the neck until you are dead, and may God have mercy on your soul.”

The platform is now crowded with people who have spilled out of the building and stand behind the prisoner roughly ten feet away. The guards and the hangmen stand around the gallows. As the noose is lowered over the prisoner’s head and tightened behind his left ear, he closes his eyes and begins to whimper very softly, as if the effort of appearing calm and collected has finally forced the high quavering sob of a frightened animal from his body, “Ahh, Ahh, Ahh, Ahh...”

The master sergeant brings a black cotton bag from his pocket and pulls it down over the prisoner’s face. As he does so, he says quietly: “Easy now, easy there, it won’t be long now...” but the sound, though muffled by the bag, continues: “Ahh, Ahh, Ahh, Ahh...”

Clay’s mind is racing; this is a mistake. The sun rising behind the Imperial Palace, the haiku, but there is no stopping it now.

The Master Sergeant walks over to the lever and stands ready, looking at Colonel Grainger. His eyes are tense, his jaw set. Time seems to stop. The regular, half stifled sound from the prisoner continues without relent, “Ahh, Ahh, Ahh, Ahh...” Clay feels a lump in his throat, Grainger stands completely still, the colour has drained from the faces of everyone on the platform. The moments seem to become hours, the hangman’s assistant looks as if he is about to vomit, Clay sees one of the soldiers facing the crowd turn his head to look directly at the bound, hooded figure on the trap door, and abruptly Grainger says: “Master Sergeant, carry out the sentence.” 

There is a clattering sound. The body falls. A sudden, bubbling cry escapes the crowd but Clay hears the neck snap; then there is utter silence. The rope twists under the weight. A ripple goes through the crowd, pushing the front rank forward. The soldiers go tense and hold their weapons level, but the spasm is over almost at once. The eerie silence returns. The crowd is a sea of shocked staring faces; open mouths, wide eyes, anguish and disbelief.

Clay follows Grainger and the hangmen down the steps under the platform. The body slowly revolves. The Master Sergeant prods it with a length of stick.

Grainger says: “Well, he’s dead all right,” and lets out a long exhalation. As they go back up the stairs, he looks at his wrist-watch. “Five forty-six. Quarter an hour late.”

***
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CLAY IS DRIVEN TO HIS office through the rapidly dispersing crowd. Grainger comes with him. The sun is well up now and the daily ritual of rice distribution has begun. The Japanese stand in lines that snake towards American trucks parked in each district, waiting for their ration. Usually there is a lot of pushing and shoving, there are fights to be broken up and squabbles to settle, but not today. Today the lines are quiet, the people’s faces glum and introspective. 

When they get to his office Clay pours both men a stiff shot of bourbon. Grainger seems cheerful and relieved that it is over. But Clay cannot shake a tense feeling of disquiet.

He swirls the dark liquid around in his glass and says: “You know, I think that executing Hirohito was a grave error.”

Grainger looks confused. “Why’s that, Sir?”

“A public execution is always theatre. The platform on which the gallows stands is a stage. There is an audience. The killing itself is a carefully choreographed performance given by actors playing out discreet roles in a drama. It is always tragedy, but today the fall guy set himself up as the main protagonist.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Hirohito used his execution as a platform to say something to his people, in effect to admonish them.”

Grainger looks confused. “What was it that he said? I don’t have enough of the language to understand it.”

“It was a haiku, a very famous one from the eighteenth century. It talks about the flame of a candle igniting the flame of another candle and it ends with the words ‘Spring twilight’.”

“Alright, so what?”

“I think Hirohito meant it as a metaphor.”

Grainger thinks for a moment. “Well, there’s several ways you could take it I suppose. On one level, you could see it as just being about continuity within change; on another, you could see it as the continuation of the same flame.”

“Exactly, different candle same flame and flame can be a metaphor for the spirit of a thing or for an idea. What we’re doing here in Japan is trying to change the spirit of these people, but their god-emperor’s dying words were ‘keep faith with the old ways.’ If we’d kept him around we could have made him the example of the change we’re trying to bring. By killing him we’ve just created a martyr.”

“What about the last part of the poem, the ‘Spring Twilight’ part?”

“Twilight is a characteristic of the time before sunrise. Spring represents hope; twilight, uncertainty. I couldn’t think of a better way to describe how Japan is today.”

Grainger takes a long pull of his drink. “Hirohito. The son of a bitch stayed enigmatic and ambiguous to the last.”
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CHAPTER 51: THE PEACE, PART I
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From ‘The Hitlerian Wars’ by Jason Corell, Tormeline 1973

Across the globe, as the Second World War drew to a close, millions found themselves standing in the rubble of their homes and the wreckage of their lives. The world they had known had been shattered; its bonds, conventions and beliefs had been reduced to ashes and dust. 

Ruined or abandoned cities were perhaps the most evocative images of the war. Berlin, Changsha, Essen, Hamburg, Hiroshima, Kokura, Rostov; in all of them, more than three-quarters of the buildings had been destroyed. Portland, Oregon had been abandoned completely. A swathe of destruction stretched across northern Europe from the Somme to the Wesser, and in the east from the Urals to the Bug.​1 In China, the Japanese had destroyed every dyke along the Yellow River as they retreated, flooding three million acres of arable land. It was the late 1970s before the region fully recovered. 

Millions died from hunger, and as well as mass starvation, there was economic ruin. In Hungary, inflation reached 14 quadrillion per cent (14,000,000,000,000,000%). In lands with collapsing regimes, in occupied territories; worthless currency was replaced by barter, begging or theft and the greatest migration in European history, the movement of the multitudes displaced by the conflict, was just beginning. 

Refugees, former prisoners of war, newly freed forced labourers and the gaunt survivors of the concentration camps were all defined as ‘displaced persons.’ When the Great War had ended, borders were re-drawn and new countries created, but people were left where they were. ln the bleak winter of 1948 to 49 it was the opposite. Vast numbers of people were forced to uproot their lives in the greatest refugee crisis in history and in many territories there was a massive programme of ethnic cleansing. 

In Europe, the Jews had all but vanished and the Germans were driven from anywhere outside the borders of Germany itself. Approximately 1.3 million of them were thrown out of Hungary and Romania, where they had lived for centuries. Some 160,000 Hungarians were deported from Slovakia and Yugoslavia. Ukrainians were expelled from Poland and Poles from Ukraine, continuing an ethnic war that had simmered for centuries. 

Across China and western Russia too, the roads were thronged with a tide of footsore, weary, starving human beings. They trudged through shell-churned fields, or the desolate grey ruins of towns and cities; bent beneath bundles of possessions, pulling rickety handcarts, shivering in threadbare coats as the chill of autumn gave way to the snows of winter. A restless, hungry mass of humanity, stumbling towards some half-imagined notion of home.

From ‘Voices From VE Day’ by Alison Munschner, The Edinburgh Times, 11th October 1973

AT NOON, ON 11TH OCTOBER 1948, the BBC’s midday news bulletin opened with the words: “Here is the twelve o’clock news for today, Monday October the 11th; the Day of Victory in Europe.” In the same bulletin it was reported that the city of Hiroshima, in Japan had been destroyed by an atomic bomb. 

In a London still blemished by sandbags, blackout curtains and blast tape, crowds had been gathering since morning. At one o’clock in the afternoon, the bells of St Paul’s Cathedral, began to chime. They were answered by those of Westminster Abbey and Westminster Cathedral, and soon it seemed that every church bell in every corner of the country was ringing out the victory. By four o’clock, a huge crowd had gathered outside Buckingham Palace, forming a dense mass of happy people sporting red, white and blue clothing and waving streamers, bunting, flags and banners. They danced, sang and climbed all over the Queen Victoria Memorial. 

Milly Dennison worked as a telephonist in the Cabinet War Rooms, the underground bunker beneath Whitehall from which the war had been directed. Given the day off, she and some of the other telephonists joined the crowds on The Mall.

“There were people everywhere, climbing over everything; there was a group of Sikh soldiers in their turbans, sitting on the bronze lions. We saw a land girl and a WAAF borne shoulder high by some Canadian airmen. We saw a New Zealand flag carried to the front of the crowd, Scottish sailors dancing reels, and soldiers from Australia, West Africa and America, all joining in the fun. 

“By this time we’d got close to the Palace gates. The King, the Queen and the Princesses came out and they were soon joined by Mr. Sinclair. There was tremendous cheering and shouting and all kinds of noise. It was deafening. Then we went back up the Mall to Trafalgar Square and people were dancing, singing, climbing up on the plinths and statues, they were all over everything. It was complete hysteria really; I think people weren’t quite sure how to behave. The war had been so drawn out; we had been so fearful for so long, and now it was finally over. Everything had been transformed; there could be no return to the old normal of before. They called it a total war and it had created a new mood, a new perception, one that would change everything.”

Not everyone found themselves in the throes of unalloyed joy. The Birmingham Evening News published a touching interview with a Mrs Ivy St John of Hockley. 

“I’ve three other boys who’ve all enlisted. There’s one of them, Albert, I can’t help but think of him today. He was my eldest, he went into the Navy in 1945 and was posted to a destroyer called HMS Volage. Albert was killed in the Mediterranean a little more than a year ago. I miss him. I miss him every day.

“Stanley, he’s in the Air Force in the South China Command and my other boy, Robert, has just got into the Army.

“Today is a day of victory, of rejoicing, but I can’t help but pray that all our sons will return home before too long. Until they do, God keep them, wherever they are.”

In the Channel Islands, which had been occupied by the Germans from June 1946 onward, Agnes Butterfield felt more trepidation than joy.

“This last year has been the worst of all. We had thought that D-Day (5th May 1948) would have bought some relief, but it was a terrible winter with no light or heat or food. The one before was even worse. Hundreds died; of hunger, of the cold. Hundreds.

“I’m one of the lucky ones. Not only did I survive it all, but I got word from my family on the mainland, just a short note to let me know they were alright. But there’s many that haven’t even had that.

“For us, this is the first day of real hope; not so much of rejoicing, more a kind of heartfelt relief and gratefulness that after all we’ve been through, we are alive and free, and under our own flag again.”

In London, as night fell, light seemed to blaze from every window. Although the blackout had not been officially rescinded, the heavy curtains were torn down permitting the glow of every lamp to spill out into streets that had been dark from sunrise to sunset for more than two years. A vast throng of delirious people danced and sang. The pubs, ignoring the licensing laws, stayed open all night or until they ran out of beer. 

From ‘Let the World Know: A Biography of Archibald Sinclair’. by Margaret Graves, Halder and Stratton 1961

IN THE UNITED STATES, the Presidential election returned Harry Truman to power, while in Britain, Archibald Sinclair had dissolved the coalition government and called a General Election for August 1948. Unsurprisingly, given his popularity and personal standing, the Liberals gained a sixty-three seat majority in the House of Commons. It was the first Liberal majority government for thirty-eight years. 

In September 1948, as the new Parliament began its work, Sinclair rose in a packed Commons to address the house. His speech dwelt on the tasks of finishing the war, repairing the country, re-structuring the economy and settling the issues of Empire, but in foreshadowing the work ahead he also took time to set out a re-assertion of the basic Liberal philosophy.

“It seemed until but recently, as if the modern world were turning against the Liberal ideal, so Mr. Speaker, it seems appropriate today, to define what it is that we mean by Liberalism. 

“Liberalism is that code which originated with John Locke in England, which grew with the Scottish enlightenment, was spread by the British Empire and which created the modern world. It is that spirit that stood resolute against the dictators. Yes, we in this nation faltered, we despaired; but after long months in the wilderness, when the world wondered if the faith of this generation of British men and women had failed, we returned again to the struggle and we prevailed.

“Liberalism is the energy which animated our strength. It has always been a great engine of progress and reform. It is the belief that freedom is not only just, not only wise, but also profitable. It is the belief that people should be able to do as they please, provided their actions bring no harm to another. It is the belief that all persons hold certain inviolable rights, certain interests in common, and that human society can be an alliance for the welfare of all.

“As liberals, we contend that our society, indeed, all societies, can change gradually and for the better. We are radical, yes; but we differ from revolutionaries and insurrectionists in our absolute rejection of the idea that the individual must be coerced into accepting another’s beliefs. We differ from conservatives also, because we assert that aristocracy and hierarchy, indeed any and all concentrations of power, are predisposed to become sources of tyranny.

“The founding liberal idea is respect for all; and so, as we ask ourselves today, how we in this country will proceed, how we will make our way in the world, from where we shall draw our strength?” ​2

Despite its reforms and its avowal of liberalism, the Sinclair Government was in many ways deeply conservative. Sinclair himself was very much a high Victorian in outlook and, far from introducing some sort of ‘social revolution,’ the overwhelming Liberal victory brought about a partial restoration of traditional values. Yet in many ways this was superficial, the war had altered the country profoundly and further eroded its restrictive social barriers. 

While the government’s focus was on reconstruction and the Conservative opposition began to adapt to the changed political landscape, Labour seemed rudderless. The third party, having been stretched rightward by Mosley, had drifted leftward in the interbellum but been unable to reconcile the schism of 1941 that saw Aneurin Bevan split the party.​3 However, by 1945, Labour was led by the pragmatic and capable, Ernest Bevin. Bevin had moved the party closer to the centre and had been a member of Sinclair’s wartime coalition cabinet. He led until ill health forced him to give up the job in 1951. He was replaced by Herbert Morrison who seemed unable to form a coherent political strategy beyond a vague and unpopular assertion that the state should take over the citadels of economic power. Aneurin Bevan’s Democratic Labour was all but obliterated in the 1948 election. This was also the election that saw Oswald Mosley, the former Labour Prime Minister, now sitting as an independent after the collapse of his New Party in the 1945 election, finally lose his seat.

In formulating British foreign policy, it seemed that at least a few years of peace were guaranteed. The world was mercifully free of threats. Even Kaganovich’s Soviet Union would need a decade, perhaps more, to recover from the traumas of 1941-48 sufficiently before risking a war of aggression. They would also need the atomic bomb to be any sort of credible danger and it was assumed that they would be unable to complete one before 1955 or 1956.

From ‘A Brief History of the Post War World’ by Mathius Lorces Penner, Clarion Press, 2018

The ‘Quartet’ Conference, held at Jerusalem in January 1948, and the ‘Pentagram’ Conference, held in Charleston in late July and early August of the same year, had seen broad agreement among the Allies regarding the conduct of the war, but had made only tentative steps towards establishing detailed understandings regarding the post-war world.

At Jerusalem, the Soviets had agreed to join the war against Japan after Germany was defeated in exchange for control of territory it had lost in the Russo-Japanese War, including southern Sakhalin (Karafuto) and the Kuril Islands. 

At Charleston, the post-war fate of Germany and the rest of Europe, and the workings of the United Nations were the two key topics. Victory was now tantalizingly close. The Anglo-American Armies had liberated much of western Europe and were threatening the German border. In the east, Soviet progress was slower, but the Russians had driven the enemy back almost to their 1939 frontier. The fact that it now seemed almost certain that Anglo-American forces would be the first to Berlin put Kaganovich at a distinct disadvantage during the conference.

It was agreed that Germany should be demilitarized, that Nazism be rooted out, and that all the Axis powers must assume responsibility for post-war reparations; but Kaganovich took a hard line on the question of Poland. He stated that the Soviet Union would not return the Polish territory it had annexed in 1939 and would not discuss Poland’s future with the Polish Government-in-Exile based in Washington. He also demanded a ‘buffer zone’ of friendly states on Russia’s borders, by which he meant puppet states under Soviet influence. In this he included the Baltics, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania and Korea. In addition he wanted the establishment of a Soviet occupation force in eastern Germany. He did, however, agree to Soviet participation in the United Nations, the international peacekeeping organization that Truman and Sinclair had agreed to form in 1946 as part of the Atlantic Charter, with the proviso that all permanent members of the Security Council would hold veto power.

Both Truman and Sinclair were wary after the conference. They had made no concessions regarding either the ‘buffer zone’ or eastern Germany and while both expressed hope that cooperation with the Soviets would continue in peacetime, the overall attitude of Kaganovich and his delegation seemed to indicate that this was unlikely. Indeed, if there was any doubt in Truman’s mind about where Americas friendships would lie post-war, Kaganovich eliminated them. ​4
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SETTLING THE BORDERS of Germany and Poland was never going to be a straightforward process and the fragile trust between the Anglo-American Allies and the Soviet Union broke down completely at the ‘Hexameter’ (Warsaw) Conference which took place immediately after the German surrender in October 1948. The Allies had started pondering how to dismember Germany as early as the ‘Bicycle’ Conference at Dakar in December 1946. They considered many options, but the final form was dictated, not so much by negotiation, as the logic of ‘boots on the ground.’ ​5

It was clear that Kaganovich had no intention of co-operating with the Allies. As well as occupying Sakhalin and Karafuto, Soviet forces had taken the entire Korean peninsula and mounted an incursion into Manchuria. It was also apparent that he was not going to withdraw Soviet forces from Estonia, Romania or Bulgaria. However, the Soviets were unlikely to attempt further expansion just yet. What had changed the world’s political and diplomatic landscape completely was Allied possession of the atomic bomb and their obvious willingness to use it against their enemies.

Although cooperation at Warsaw was elusive, the military administration of Germany was established with comparatively little fuss. Because the Germans did not fight to the last, their entire system of government was intact and the occupying powers did not have to administer the country themselves from the bottom up. ​6 A central Allied Control Council that included the Russians was set up to oversee this structure, ​7 but Kaganovich’s restated demand that Soviet troops occupy the east of the country was again rebuffed. As a concession to Russian pride, and as an acknowledgement of Russian sacrifice, a battalion of Soviet troops was permitted to go to Berlin and join the occupation forces there. Their role was primarily ceremonial, but it meant that at all formal occasions there was a visible Soviet presence. 

There were many requests for territorial compensation. The Netherlands demanded a swathe of Westphalia; the French and Swiss, much of southern Bavaria, Baden and Wurtemburg. In the Dutch case, the claim would have made their country 50% larger. It included the annexation of Aachen, Cologne and Münster, as well as the deportation of most of the Germans living there! 

Jean Monnet, a French civil servant, who was to have a small role in the creation of what became the European Economic Union, drafted a plan that saw France annex both the Ruhr and the Saar. This served the dual purpose of weakening Germany, and augmenting France’s post-war recovery by taking many German industries. Charles de Gaulle backed the plan, but it was never fully implemented. In the end, all the western European’s plans for land grabs at German expense came to nothing, though regions were leased or became protectorates for a time. There were many reasons for this, one of the most important was that the British and the Americans felt a responsibility to feed the defeated Germans, and displacing large populations as the winter of 1948-49 began would have led to a humanitarian catastrophe. ​8

The Americans agreed with the French, that Germany’s industrial might and its capacity to make war should be stripped. Beyond that, they wanted the German people punished. Truman had no tolerance for the notion that German citizens were not to blame for the crimes of the Nazi regime. Most Germans were too concerned with survival to contemplate their guilt. It was not until the early 1960s that the national period of introspection was to begin. Many believed that as they had lost the war in humbling defeat, that they too were somehow victims. It was a narrative of self-pity, but the British, as well as the Republican Party in the United States, did not feel that treating the Germans in a punitive manner would be in the post-war world’s best interests. 

Germany’s armed forces were reduced to a remnant, while its arms and aircraft industries were outlawed. This suited the British and Americans very well, as they now had large arms and aircraft industries of their own. Banning Germany from making aeroplanes and weapons, eliminated a technologically sophisticated commercial rival.

Almost all plans for the partition of Germany eradicated Prussia and split Austria and Bavaria off into separate countries. ​9 The populations of the two south German regions were predominantly Catholic, whereas the north German people were mostly Protestant. The Americans insisted on Germany and Bavaria having a federal structure similar to their own. This was one of the earliest examples of the American approach to nation building which modelled societies on the United States, which in their conception, was the perfect polity. Spain and Hungary got the same treatment. This approach was to have mixed success in the following decades. In the case of Bavaria, it meant that the Americans would not contemplate the re-establishment of the Wittelsbach monarchy. 
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IN SEPTEMBER AND OCTOBER 1948, as Germany and its Axis partners collapsed, Yugoslavia was riven by civil war, while Greece and Italy teetered close to the edge. The need to garrison Italy and the Balkans had tied down substantial German forces. Now, as these retreated, they left chaos in their wake. 

In March 1941, the Yugoslav Government, then led by Paul, the Prince Regent, had joined the Axis Pact, but had specified three reservations. These required the other Axis powers respect the territorial integrity and sovereignty of Yugoslavia, undertake not to ask for military assistance, and not move military forces through Yugoslav territory during the war. This last clause was the first to be violated as the Germans transited the country to attack Greece. The others soon followed. The Yugoslavs were too weak to try and oppose the Germans and so came under more and more pressure to give material support to the attack on the Soviet Union. Eventually, they committed a part of their air force to Operation Barbarossa and the small Yugoslav Navy acted in support of the Italians in the Adriatic.

Despite this, the Prime Minister of Yugoslavia, Dušan Simović, had tried to limit his country’s obligations to the Axis and, once the war in the east was over and with the blessing of King Peter, Yugoslavia’s nineteen-year-old Head of State, he announced that his country intended to withdraw from the alliance in April 1943. 

Yugoslavia had never been more than a reluctant member of the Pact and it was their intention to stay on good terms with the other Axis powers, but the German reaction was to organise a takeover of the Government and a purge of the anti-Axis faction that forced King Peter to flee. 

The Nazis chosen medium for the takeover was the Ustaše (Ustashe). This was a Croatian nationalist revolutionary movement that had come into existence in 1929 and sought to create an independent Croatian state that was racially ‘pure.’ Their ideology was a discordant blend of Fascism and Croatian nationalism, much of it derived from Nazi race theory. It endorsed the notion that Croats were not Slavs but a Germanic race, they viewed the Bosniaks as ‘Moslem Croats,’ and consequently found common cause with them. They espoused a militant Roman Catholicism that had little time for either the Fifth Commandment or the basic philosophy of the Sermon on the Mount. They reviled Orthodox Christianity, which was the main religion of the Serbs. 

Although a chastened Simović remained as a figurehead leader and Yugoslavia remained a single country, it had become a puppet-state governed by the Ustaše. However, they never had widespread favour, they were deeply unpopular with the non-Croatian races of Yugoslavia and even most Croats regarded them with suspicion. The only part of the Croatian population to back the Ustaše regime wholeheartedly were those who had felt themselves oppressed in the Serbian dominated Kingdom. Even this lukewarm endorsement soon evaporated because of the brutal practices the Ustaše employed. Once in power, its members murdered hundreds of thousands of Serbs, Jews, and Roma as well as political dissidents and much of the support it had gained in laying the groundwork for the creation of an independent Croat state was lost.

Yugoslavia dutifully declared war on the Americans in 1945 and on the British in 1946. They committed their forces to the conflict, operating in the Adriatic, but their participation in the war was a disaster, most of the equipment of the navy and air force, as well as the infrastructure that supported them were lost to Allied air attacks in the next two years. 

By the latter months of 1947, the Ustaše found itself in conflict with two guerrilla forces. These were the Chetniks led by Draza Mihailović and the Partisans led by Josip Broz (Tito). These were a thorn in the side of the Yugoslav Government and the insurgency quickly grew uncontainable. It became so bad that, at the Yugoslav’s request, Hitler was obliged to transfer five German divisions (forces he could have employed more profitably elsewhere) to the Balkans just to keep the situation contained. 

Most Chetniks were ethnically Serbian and Eastern Orthodox in outlook, they wanted to restore the monarchy and the Yugoslav constitution of 1931; the Partisans were ethnically diverse but were Communists and determined to found a single party state along Soviet lines. Both had been harrying the Axis occupation forces since 1943 but although they occasionally co-operated, neither one trusted the other. Faced with a choice between Fascists, Communists and the Chetniks, the faction the Allies chose to back was unsurprising. 

By September 1948, the Germans were retreating and the Allies considered landing ground forces along the Adriatic coast to bolster the Chetniks, but the Allied Armies in the Mediterranean were stretched thin by the needs of Greece and Italy so they committed only material support. The Russians did much the same with the Partisans and by Christmas, Simović had fled and the Ustaše, weakened by mass desertions from their ranks, had been obliterated. This did not however, lead to peace in Yugoslavia. The Chetniks and the Partisans had turned on one another before the last member of the Ustaše was hanged. 

At Truman’s insistence, the Allies had stipulated unconditional surrender for all Axis powers, but they were happy to accept Chetnik control of Yugoslavia, thereby acknowledging that the country had ‘self-liberated.’ Mihailović was fiercely anti-Communist, had apparent personal integrity and was willing to restore the country’s limited democracy. ​10 Yugoslavia’s 1931 constitution had made the King the chief executive officer of the state with ministers responsible only to the Crown itself. This was technically still in effect, but both Mihailović and King Peter fully supported the Cvetković–Maček agreement of 23rd August 1939, which was a blueprint for making Yugoslavia a semi-federation under a power sharing agreement between the crown and the National Assembly (Yugoslavia’s parliament).

The Yugoslav Government-in-exile had been largely composed of Serb ministers, so they naturally supported the Chetniks. Chetnik ideology was based on creating a Greater Serbia. It included population relocation to produce ethnically homogeneous areas. Partly because of this founding ideology and partly because of racist atrocities by the Ustaše and the Moslem forces they worked with, the Chetniks engaged in many acts of violence against non-Serb populations. Serbs who had been accused of Communist sympathies, and anyone else considered undesirable, were murdered or driven from their homes. 

The group most heavily affected by this genocide were the Moslems of Yugoslavia which numbered roughly 900,000 souls out of a total population of fourteen million. The Yugoslav Crisis, as it became known, began in March 1949. Many thousands of Moslems were murdered and many more turned off their lands. Mihailović was either unable or unwilling to stop these acts. When questioned about it by British or American officials and reporters he prevaricated and emphasised the work the Chetniks were doing to purge Communists. 

The survivors fled. At first Bulgaria and Romania closed their borders to them until the Russians realised that a disaffected refugee Yugoslav population within Soviet controlled territory would provide a pool of recruits for the Partisans. Tito’s group had suffered a series of defeats at the hands of the Chetniks and had retreated to the border areas adjacent to Communist controlled territory. Albania could take only a few Moslem refugees. The Greek government, under pressure from the country’s Anglo-American occupation forces, allowed the construction of refugee camps on the Macedonian border. These were technically administered by the newly constituted United Nations, which in practice meant British and American troops. 

The Yugoslav Civil War was one of the first conflicts where what became known as the Treaty of Warsaw powers and what became known as the Soviet Bloc fought by proxy. The country was mountainous and underdeveloped. The Partisans, already expert in using the terrain to their advantage, conducted their operations adjacent to supportive Soviet puppet regimes in Romania and Bulgaria that provided them with base areas. The Western powers did not condone the racist character of the Yugoslav regime, but turned a blind eye to its excesses and let them purchase military hardware to fight the Communists. It was a formula for a protracted and bitter conflict which lasted until the nineteen-seventies. 

As well as committing materiel support to Yugoslavia, the Allies had to briefly occupy Greece. In the last days of the war, as the Germans and Italians had fled and the Russians rolled over Romania and entered Bulgaria, Communist supporters in Athens and other major cities took to the streets to try and prevent the Greek Government in Exile from returning. In an operation largely improvised by the British Mediterranean Fleet, Allied forces occupied the country, put down the insurgency and had secured the Greek northern frontier by 17th October 1948; this was the same day the Red Army took Sofia. 

In Italy, to their surprise, the Allies were greeted as liberators. By September 1948, with Fascist power slipping away, the country seethed with discontent and civil war seemed imminent. Support for Mussolini had crumbled and the Army and the Air Force, who had remained loyal to the German backed Fascist government up to this time, were now riven by dissent and sedition. On 20th September, after news of the destruction of Hamburg by an Allied atomic bomb, the Crown Princess Marie José, the wife of the deposed King Umberto II, established contact between the anti-Mussolini forces in Italy and the Allies to obtain terms from them. Although Italy was in a state of war, there were British and American Ambassadors in Rome, at the Vatican. Since the dismissal of Umberto II, Italy had no head of state except Il Duce himself, but on 24th September the population of Rome woke to find the Germans gone. Using the last of their fuel reserves and the cover of curfew, they had withdrawn to a defensive line in the Alps.

Italy rapidly descended into chaos as the Fascist state imploded. Left- and right-wing groups fought in the streets while the Army tried to assert control. Mussolini had not gone with the retreating Germans. Now sixty-five, he had become increasingly fatalistic and was not in good health having been diagnosed with cancer of the spleen in the Spring. The onset of the disease was debilitating, he was bedridden in the Palazzo Venezia and could not be moved. Sedated by morphine, it is uncertain if he fully understood what was happening in his last days but a mob gathered, dragged him from his bed and lynched him. On hearing his fate, Marshal Pietro Badoglio, the Army’s Chief of Staff ordered martial law across the country. 

In a secret meeting the previous day, Marie José had advised Badoglio of the Allies’ terms, but he rejected them out of hand because he realised that under their provisions, he would face a trial for war crimes that he had committed in Africa. With the situation spiralling out of control, Marie José went to Ettore Bastico, another high-ranking Army officer, but Bastico refused to remove Badoglio.

The Allies, realising that the situation was likely to lead to the disintegration of Italy, decided that they had to act. The country’s strategic location meant that its loss would affect the balance of power in Western Europe, the Mediterranean and the Middle East, complicating matters for the British in particular. They offered Badoglio and the other senior Italian Army officers an amnesty if they would give guarantees that Allied naval forces could dock unopposed at Italian naval bases, and that the country would surrender unconditionally and submit to occupation. They also implied that the use of atomic weapons to enforce compliance had not been ruled out.

It is highly unlikely that the Allies would have dropped an atomic bomb on Italy, but Badoglio accepted their terms, nonetheless. The Allies despatched contingents to Italy’s major ports. Petty Officer Johnathan Reigate sailed into the harbour at Naples on 29th September. His ship, the light carrier HMS Powerful, was the flagship of a task force whose mission was to land and accept the surrender of local forces. 

“Although we knew an armistice had been declared no one knew what the situation was or what we would find when we sailed into the harbour. The Italian garrison might fight anyway, we just didn’t know. We did know that the situation in Italy was uncertain to say the least. 

“We sailed in closed up for action. My station was at one of the lifeboats and it was the most unnerving and surreal experience of my time in service. It was a still, clear day without a breath of wind, there was absolute silence as our ships sailed slowly in past the mole. There were no warships in the harbour, just a couple of tramp steamers, some fishing boats and even a lovely yacht. The tension was palpable as every eye scanned the shoreline for movement. Off in the distance, to the south east of us, we could see the outline of Vesuvius. There was smoke rising from it and I was half thinking what we might do if it erupted. A few seagulls followed us in, but the city seemed completely deserted, not even a stray dog disturbed the stillness. 

“We hove to in the harbour and parties went ashore in the ship’s boats to find empty streets, shuttered shops, an eerie calm. We fanned out through the deserted city, we were all in our battle dress with weapons at the ready, the sounds of our boots on the pavement seemed unnaturally loud in the silence. But then, we began to see signs of life, a face behind a shutter here, a quickly slammed door there, a child smiling and waving from an upstairs window. Soon, people began to appear, some were curious, some shy and suddenly we were surrounded by hundreds of people. They just began pouring into the streets, laughing and chattering, embracing us, offering us drinks from bottles of wine and giving us bunches of flowers; the shuttered buildings were thrown open and suddenly the city was teeming with life, everyone cheering and shouting. We came half expecting them to shoot at us, but what we got was a victory parade.”

As Allied forces restored order, the Germans in northern Italy surrendered. Even as the British and the Americans occupied the country, sporadic violence saw old scores settled with anyone who had been loyal to Mussolini. Communist guerrillas had been one of the most militarily effective opponents of the Fascist regime, no one could be sure that they wouldn’t simply dig up their caches of weaponry and resume their campaign once Allied troops were withdrawn.

Early in 1949, British and American intelligence services estimated that if the Communists decided to engage in an armed uprising, they might gain temporary control of large areas of the country. At this time there seemed a real possibility that France too might turn Communist. If Russia and/or a Communist France provided tangible assistance, the Italian Government might have difficulty in keeping control without outside help. The 1950 Italian election was therefore absolutely crucial. 

The American intelligence service, the newly formed CIA, mounted an uncompromising and fruitful campaign to hamper the Communists in the election. They made substantial cash donations to conservative Italian political parties (bribery being a well-established tradition in both Italian and American politics). The CIA backed Christian Democrats, took 49 percent of the vote and formed Italy’s first post-war government. From then, until the late 1960s, it is estimated that the Americans gave more than $50 million to Italian labour unions and political organisations. ​11

To the Allies, although rigging the election of a sovereign state was distasteful, the alternatives were worse. Communists taking power in Italy would almost certainly be met by some sort of revolt since the majority of Italians hated them. A civil war, like that which had so nearly happened in Greece, would be a disaster for not only Italy, but the free nations of Europe and the western Allies. 

The American intervention in Italy foreshadowed what was to come. In the following two and a half decades, the imperative of holding the western alliance together saw nefarious methods to keep friendly governments in power used many times. To the Democracies, being compelled to use bribery, espionage and coercion meant better prospects for the peoples of these countries than all out civil war. For the Communists, the opposite was true. Their power tended to grow out of the chaos such civil wars provided. Instability, bloodshed and turmoil were not only eventualities they had no incentive to avoid, but were positive outcomes to be pursued. If the democratic stability of some of the weaker states in Europe was buttressed by a corruption designed to marginalise a specific political faction, this was certainly preferable to the human misery that faction would have wrought had it exercised power unrestrained. 

The Peace of 1948 saw the beginning of a period of disarmament in Europe. Although it was to prove resurgent; to most observers, in the immediate aftermath of the conflict, the threat of the Soviet Union seemed to be in abeyance. It was the Poles who were the main dissenters to this view and it was they, encouraged by Britain’s Labour Party leader, Ernest Bevin, who worked to found what was to become the buttress of Europe’s defence, the Treaty of Warsaw organisation. ​12 

The TOW as it became universally known in English (TdeV in French) was signed in November 1951 at the Presidential Palace in Warsaw. The initial signatories were Albania, Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, France, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Switzerland,​13 the United Kingdom and Yugoslavia. The need for the pact had been underlined by the exposure in March of the Soviet spy Theodore Hall. Hall worked at the University of Chicago and had been part of the Manhattan Project. He had been passing atomic secrets to the Soviets for many years but, like Klaus Fuchs, had not been a part of the Ware Wolves group. The Bucharest Pact, the Soviet Bloc’s equivalent of the TOW, was signed the following year.
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WERE IT NOT FOR THE six Wehrmacht divisions within the country, Spain would probably have tried to make a separate peace with the Allies in September 1948. In the immediate aftermath of the German capitulation on 11 th October, these forces were ordered to surrender to Allied units on the French border. Chaos and confusion reigned in Madrid for three days. As the long-planned coup of Major General José Enrique Varela finally deposed Franco who was imprisoned. As in Yugoslavia, Greece and Italy, left and right-wing groups fought one another in the streets.

While the Army struggled to restore order, Varela founded a provisional government and tried to make a deal with the Allies. He offered to give Franco and the rest of the Falangist cabal that ran Spain up for trial in return for Allied non-interference. The offer was completely unacceptable; it was to be unconditional surrender or nothing. Again, the likelihood of the Allies using nuclear weapons on Spain was remote, and again, this did not stop them using the threat to help concentrate the minds of Varela and the rest of the coup leaders. 

As the Allies moved in, they occupied the generally Republican south east of the country first. Here they were greeted as liberators, elsewhere, the reception was more hostile, though it only rarely degenerated into violence. Varela and the rest of the plotters, seeing no way out, fled to Portugal leaving Franco and his cronies in jail for the Allies to find. 

The Allies weren’t quite sure what to do about Portugal. The Portuguese Government was led by Dr António de Oliveira Salazar, who then seemed to be Europe’s last dictator east of the Vistula. He had ruled since 1932 and while an autocrat who presided over state crimes including the suppression of democracy, the torture of dissidents and brutal colonial repression, his transgressions were minor compared to Stalin, Hitler or even Franco. He was a pragmatist that upheld stability and eschewed extremism. He had openly condemned what he termed Hitler’s ‘pagan Caesarism’ and Fascist antisemitism in general. In fact, Portugal had become a haven for Jews fleeing Europe, even if most of them wanted to travel onward to Israel or the United States. He did not believe, (As Hitler and Mussolini did) that peace was a kind of inconvenience that interrupts the real business of national life which was war.

Though Portugal was too weak militarily to oppose it, Salazar had violently objected to the Axis occupation of the Azores and berated Franco on the issue. This soured relations between the two men entirely; they had always detested each other, but shared a fear of Communism, a fixation with their mothers and an uncomfortable association with the Catholic Church. They communicated in Galician dialect, but Salazar went in for none of Franco’s grandstanding and unlike ‘El Caudillo’ did not have a fetish for uniforms. 

From September 1948 onwards, Salazar had been absent from public meetings in Portugal, leaving the day-to-day business of running the country to his cabinet. He was rumoured to be sick and we now know that he was suffering from withdrawal. Like Hitler, he frequently used the opioid eucodal which was in short supply because of the effects of Allied bombing on the German pharmaceutical industry.

Salazar’s regime had none of Fascism’s hysteria, melodrama and extreme violence, so the Allies left Portugal to evolve with little interference. Salazar was cautious, Catholic, provincial, and corporatist. Under his rule, Portugal’s literacy rate advanced dramatically but otherwise the country changed little until the nineteen-seventies.

The borders of Czechoslovakia were to return to those of 1938. Southern Slovakia and Sub-Carpathian Ruthenia, which had been annexed by Hungary prior to the War of 1940, were both taken back. Zaolzie, which had been annexed by Poland, was also repatriated. 
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BY CONTRAST, THE FRONTIERS of Poland changed radically. At the armistice, Anglo-American forces sat on roughly half of the disputed strip of land that had been east of the Curzon Line and west of the pre-September 1939 Russian border. The Russians claimed all of the area, the majority of the population spoke either Russian, Byelorussian or Ukrainian and Imperial Russia had control of it prior to the Great War. In the end, in part to show Anglo-American gratitude to the peoples of the Soviet Union, who had borne the heaviest burden of any nation in defeating the Germans, they got it. Territorial compensation for Poland came from Germany in the transfer of East Prussia, Silesia and part of eastern Pomerania. 

Władysław Sikorski was Poland’s first Prime Minister following the Second World War.​14 He had led the Polish Government in Exile (PGE) since 1939. Sometimes referred to as ‘the wandering Government’ they had initially decamped to France and then to the UK in June 1940, but with the Treaty of Greenwich had been asked to leave and had gone to America. 

Even after the start of Operation Barbarossa, Sikorski could scarcely bring himself to back the Soviet Union, but the rest of the PGE persuaded him that a Polish Army in Russia now presented the best chance of Poland becoming free of the Germans once more. They envisioned a situation where, while Poland would have to give up all the territory ceded from Russia in 1919, they might expand the Polish state in the west at the expense of a Germany defeated by either a coalition of Russia and the United States, or Russia alone. If nothing else, the prospect held out hope that Poland would exist as a nation once more. A slim hope it seemed at the time, but the only one that remained. Unless and until America entered the war, a Polish force fighting alongside the Red Army represented the only leverage toward that goal that they possessed.

This force was called the ‘Anders Army.’ It was composed of soldiers, captured by the Red Army in the invasion of Poland in 1939 and released by the Russians to be raised under General Władysław Anders. At the collapse, this force was mostly housed in training camps around Tashkent in the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic. As the war situation deteriorated in the Autumn of 1942, the Russians ceased providing adequate rations for them. Anders’ men were also sharing what provisions they were issued with the increasing numbers of Polish civilians who had made their way to join them. Over the winter of 1942/43 they had no choice other than retreat to the nearby Pskem mountains to try to live off the land.

The other group of Poles in Russia were also soldiers captured by the Red Army in the invasion of Poland in 1939, but were those who had not yet been released to join the Anders Army. These were held prisoner in the Gulag and were set free by the collapse of 1942. In the anarchic situation that followed the breakup, they survived as best they could. As order was restored around the seat of Kaganovich’s government in Sverdlovsk, some re-joined the resurgent Red Army, but most continued southwards to try and link up with the now renegade Anders Army. Once America entered the war in 1945, thousands more would try to make it to the USA. 

The few Poles in Russia that had radios listened to Voice of America’s Polish service and consequently knew that, backed by the Americans, Sikorski had issued a plea for Poles to fight under the American flag. At first the only way was to go south-east towards China, a daunting prospect with no transport available and inhospitable terrain in the way, but once the British re-entered the war in 1946, they opened the border with Iran to Polish nationals. Of course, by this time, few had papers, so the PGE had to send representatives to ensure that those now flooding across the border were genuine Poles and not simply people trying to escape the rump Soviet Union. This process was naturally haphazard and inexact, Poland gained many former Russian citizens as a result.

In total, the Polish Army amounted to six divisions that were engaged in north west Europe in the final months of the Second World War. They gained a reputation for being some of the fiercest fighters under American Command. Much of the liberation of Poland was carried out by Polish troops who took their country back nine years after German and Russian forces had dismembered it. ​15 
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OTHER TERRITORIAL ADJUSTMENTS that took place at around this time saw Russia annex Moldova (Bessarabia) from Romania and negotiate the return of Karelia, Salla and Petsamo from Finland. Trieste transferred from Italian to Yugoslav sovereignty. (It transferred back a few years later.) France took over the administration of the Saarland until the mid-nineteen-fifties, when it returned to Germany. 

In 1940 France had gone down to humiliating defeat. The German occupation and her subsequent status as a ‘vassalzustand’ (vassal state) had seen her stripped of assets and manufacturing industry. She had been turned from an advanced and highly diversified mixed economy into a producer of raw materials, foodstuffs and semi-finished goods. Her sophisticated high technology sectors such as aerospace and warship construction were compelled to get by on piecework scraps whose only function was to ease the pressure on German industries. Her government had collaborated in the vandalism of the French economy, paid out her foreign currency reserves for the privilege of being under German occupation and fuelled inflation by printing money. Her population was dispirited and restive. 

In the interbellum of 1943 to 45, large numbers of people had left France. Most of the Jews had fled and territories such as Algeria and the Lebanon saw an upsurge in immigration from the metropole. Further afield, French Guyana and even Quebec also saw large numbers of French citizens arriving to try and re-build their lives. Once hostilities resumed and the economy had contracted even further, the Maquis saw a sharp increase in recruitment. Sabotage, assassination and other forms of resistance became more and more commonplace as did the savage reprisals of the occupiers. ​16 

Like Greece, Italy and Spain, France saw internal turmoil as she was liberated. Everywhere people were intent on revenge against the collaborators and extrajudicial killings proliferated. The far right of the political spectrum had been utterly discredited by its cooperation with the Germans. By contrast, the role of the far left in the Maquis saw it grow tremendously in stature.

A spate of elections in 1949 gave no single party a majority, but saw Charles de Gaulle installed as Prime Minister. France negotiated a substantial loan from the Americans; it amounted to $3 billion.​17 Having to beg from ‘les Americains’ injured French pride, but the country was in such dire economic straits after Vichy mismanagement and German predation, that there was no choice. The de-industrialisation of the country had seen so many French managers, entrepreneurs and engineers leave that France’s ability to rebuild her manufacturing industry was limited. The same was true for Holland and Belgium.

The French wanted Germany punished and neutered. They wanted reparations, they wanted the destruction of the German economy, they wanted complete German disarmament and they wanted the industry of the Ruhr and the coal mines of the Saar given to France. Their desire for ‘revanche’ was hardly surprising. In 1914 to 1918 the Germans had wantonly destroyed all French territory they occupied and had done even more damage in 1940 to 1948. But, the potential threat from the Soviets meant that such a plan was unrealistic. The Americans and British wanted to rebuild Germany and had already asset stripped the country of its best minds and most advanced technologies. 

France had been given an occupation zone in Germany which included the Saarland. At the Jerusalem Conference, everyone except the British had asked why a defeated and humiliated nation should have a role in Germany at all. Sinclair, who was counting on French support for what he hoped would be a British-led Europe in the post war world, insisted that the French be treated as one of the victorious allies. His view carried the day and he also pressed for the French to be one of the permanent members of the Security Council of the United Nations. 

The status that the possession of an occupation zone conferred on France buttressed
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