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Preface

WAR AND REMEMBRANCE

World War II (1939–1945) was the most globally important historical event of the twentieth century. From Italian troops invading the Stone Age people of Abyssinia, to Adolf Hitler’s mechanised Blitzkriegs and America’s atomic bombing of Japan, it also charts the major developments of twentieth-century warfare. This was the first truly ‘world war’, with combat touching most continents. The principal theatres of war were Europe, Asia and the Mediterranean (including the North African coast, Greece and the Balkans) and the war on the Eastern Front in Russia – the campaign that ensured Hitler’s grand designs were ruined. Germany’s war with Russia was a massive conflict, where the fighting was on a larger, more ferocious scale, the distances were greater and the troop casualties higher than in any other area of the conflict.

When Eagles Dared is a salute to the men and women who participated in the war and the filmmakers who have immortalised their stories on screen. Each chapter discusses a theatre of war, an event, a campaign or battle, by explaining the historical background and then examines how filmmakers have depicted these events. Also in each chapter there is a ‘focus film’ which best represents the chapter’s subject, though many further films are analysed within this format. To take one example, the chapter discussing the ‘War Behind the Wire’ focuses on The Great Escape (1963), the most famous and successful WWII prisoner of war film, but also discusses many other examples, from The Wooden Horse (1950) to Escape to Victory (1981). The selections are not restricted to American or British depictions of the war and throughout the book you will find films offering Italian, German, French, Japanese, Yugoslavian, Algerian and Russian perceptions of the conflict. Some films I discuss are famous, highly regarded and successful, while others are less so. All offer interesting perspectives on the conflict, as these storytellers brought history to life onscreen, however accurately. I imagine that almost all participants in WWII would agree that there has never been a movie made that has completely expressed the ‘Hell on Earth’ of combat. There is no real way to fully convey the sensory experience of war – the smell of burning flesh, the acrid smoke, the screams, the noise, the blood, the fear.

WWII films have mirrored changing times and public tastes. During the war itself, films tended to be propagandist ‘message’ stories, designed to lift the nation’s spirits. In Britain’s case this included such films as The Lion Has Wings, Went the Day Well?, The Way Ahead, We Dive at Dawn and In Which We Serve and Hollywood produced Back to Bataan, Casablanca, G.I. Joe, Mrs Miniver, Guadalcanal Diary, Objective, Burma!, Immortal Sergeant and They Were Expendable. When the war ended, audiences demanded escapism, adventures which fed the imagination but gradually drifted further from the truth. In Britain audiences flocked to The Colditz Story, The Dam Busters, Ice Cold in Alex, Dunkirk, Reach for the Sky and The Cockleshell Heroes, while in America Flying Leathernecks, From Here to Eternity, To Hell and Back and Stalag 17 were typical 1950s war fare. The beginning of the 1960s marked the emergence of the all-star international war epic, part of a trend that saw cinema reacting to the threat posed by television. This resulted in the release of widescreen spectacles such as The Guns of Navarone, The Longest Day, The Great Escape and Where Eagles Dare. There were war film comedies (Kelly’s Heroes) and cynical, violent action movies (The Dirty Dozen). From the late 1970s onwards there has been a renewed attempt to bring authentically grimy realism to WWII films, from Cross of Iron, The Big Red One and The Boat (Das Boot) to Saving Private Ryan, The Thin Red Line and Letters from Iwo Jima. Since the turn of the twenty-first century, as the war fades ever further from memory, filmmakers have made films both in the ultra-cynical style of The Dirty Dozen – as in Quentin Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds – or else explored docu-realism, with such films as Downfall, a meticulous recreation of the fall of Berlin.
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Douglas Bader (Kenneth More) returns from a sortie in Lewis Gilbert’s popular screen biography of the WWII RAF hero, Reach for the Sky (1956). Note the Hurricane’s bullet-riddled fuselage. Courtesy Kevin Wilkinson Collection.

WWII films fall into four broad subgenres. The first is travelogue war movies, which follow a character or group of characters through the historical events of the war. These films include To Hell and Back, The Victors, The Big Red One and Saving Private Ryan, and also biopics such as Patton, MacArthur and The Desert Fox. The second is re-enactments of historical events, usually deploying star names in the principal roles. Key examples of this category include The Longest Day, Battle of Britain, Stalingrad, Sink the Bismarck!, A Bridge Too Far, The Battle on the River Neretva, Tora! Tora! Tora! and Battle of the Bulge. These films provide accurate depictions of historical events – often at great expense – with realistic drama, good stories and largely convincing performances. The third category is adventure movies, usually depicting a special mission, with scant regard for historical accuracy but plenty of action. Here the war is an excuse for larger-than-life heroism and explosive special effects. Good examples of this type include The Guns of Navarone, The Dirty Dozen, Where Eagles Dare, The Heroes of Telemark, Quentin Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds, Von Ryan’s Express, Objective, Burma!, The Dirty Heroes, Eagles Over London, The Eagle Has Landed, The Secret Invasion, Kelly’s Heroes and Enzo G. Castellari’s The Inglorious Bastards. The Great Escape falls into this category also. Though it is loosely based on fact, it takes many liberties with history. War films of this type predominantly present a comic-book history of World War II. Having ‘Eagles’ or ‘Heroes’ in the title seems to help too. The fourth category is dramas that use the war as a backdrop to the story, such as Ice Cold in Alex, The Boat, The Star and The Bridge on the River Kwai.
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On-set publicity shot depicting men on a mission and their target: the Navarone guns. The commandos (left to right) are Captain Keith Mallory (Gregory Peck), Corporal Miller (David Niven), Colonel Andrea Stavros (Anthony Quinn) and Private Spiros Pappadimos (James Darren), in J. Lee Thompson’s The Guns of Navarone (1961). Courtesy Kevin Wilkinson Collection.

World War II was the first war to be photographed extensively by film crews (as opposed to still photographers) and film was used as a propaganda tool throughout its duration. Several Hollywood directors worked as documentary filmmakers during the war: for example, John Ford led a documentary crew for the US Navy in the Pacific War and George Stevens’ unit covered the European theatre. Many actors served their country’s armed forces during the conflict. Dirk Bogarde was a captain with Lieutenant General Frederick Browning in Normandy and Arnhem – he went on to play Browning in A Bridge Too Far. Henry Fonda enlisted in the US Navy and served on Admiral Nimitz’s flagship USS Essex and later portrayed Nimitz for In Harm’s Way and Midway. James Stewart served in the US Air Force and by 1945 had risen to the rank of colonel. Before he became a film star, Richard Todd was a lieutenant in the British 6th Airborne Division during the attack on the Orne River Bridge on D-Day and later played his paratroop commander Major Howard in The Longest Day. Hollywood star David Niven became a lieutenant with the commandos and was granted leave (termed ‘special duty’) to appear in two wartime propaganda films: The First of the Few (1942) and The Way Ahead (1944). While these ‘reel heroes’ were becoming real heroes, other actors remained in Hollywood. John Wayne became a star in Ford’s Stagecoach (1939) and went on to appear in many patriotic war movies to keep wartime spirits up, but didn’t see combat himself. The first Hollywood actor to be killed on active service was 1930s star Phillips Holmes, who was in the Canadian Air Force and died in 1942. Leslie Howard, the director-producer-star of First of the Few, which depicted the invention of the Spitfire, was shot down in 1943 by German planes on his way back to London from Lisbon. The Germans reputedly thought they had killed Winston Churchill.

When Eagles Dared is also about the millions of people – from many nations – who fought and died during World War II. For me this was a recent war. I grew up in the Cheshire village of Churton. In the 1970s I remember elderly uncles (it was always uncles) recounting their experiences of the war, or showing me faded photographs of their younger selves in uniform, posing with an array of smiling comrades-in-arms in front of army vehicles. During the war, members of my family enlisted in the Farndon Platoon, ‘B’ Company, 5th Cheshire Battalion of the Home Guard. Formerly the Local Defence Volunteers, this countrywide home defence against German invasion was the inspiration for the TV show Dad’s Army. My grandfather William Hughes, who was a lieutenant in the Home Guard, was put in charge of ‘stores and uniforms’ and the company’s headquarters was his house, ‘Holly Bush’ in Farndon. My other grandfather Philip Steel served in Malpas Auxiliary Fire Brigade and other relatives and family friends served in Burma, North Africa, landed on D-Day and fought through Italy and France. In Farndon churchyard stands a cenotaph, inscribed with 23 names: 18 men who died in the Great War (1914–18), five in World War II (1939–45). The names aren’t famous, but this war memorial stands as a symbol of the village’s loss, ‘In perpetual memory of those men who died for their country’. These wars touched every family and every village cenotaph tells its own story – its little piece of history – of forgotten heroes, remembered once a year.

‘When you go home, tell them of us and say:

“For your tomorrow, we give our today”’.
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War memorial in St Chad’s church, Farndon, Cheshire. The cenotaph erected in Farndon churchyard in 1922 to commemorate the 18 local men who died in the Great War. Five more names were added after World War II. Photograph: C. Hughes.
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Introduction

BEFORE THE BLITZKRIEG

Adolf Hitler’s rise to power took him from the rank of corporal during World War I (1914–18) to Germany’s dictator, its Führer, by 1934. The right-wing Nazi Party’s emergence coincided with Germany’s economic depression in the 1930s. Hitler joined the Nazi Party – the National Socialist German Worker’s Party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei or NSDAP) – after serving in the Great War. Voters became intoxicated by the party’s ideals for a new, greater Germany – the Third Reich (empire) – and the party won seats in parliament, the Reichstag. The First Reich was the Holy Roman Empire, the second was the German Empire of 1871–1918. The Third Reich rose out of the Weimar Republic (as Germany was known after World War I) in 1933 and lasted until 1945.

Many Germans gravitated towards Nazism to counter a perceived threat from communism, while there were those factions in German society who blamed the Jews (Juden in German) for the country’s defeat and compromised position in Europe after World War I. Hitler became Reich Chancellor (prime minister) in 1933 and then, following the death of Germany’s President Von Hindenburg on 2 August 1934, he became all-powerful Führer (‘leader’). Germany was by now a police state and the Nazi Party ruthlessly persecuted its political opponents and social victims – especially the Jewish population. Pre-war anti-Semitic purges reached a crescendo on 9–10 November 1938, the notorious Kristallnacht (Night of Broken Glass), when 7,000 Jewish homes and businesses were destroyed across Nazi Germany and between 25,000 and 30,000 Jews were transported to concentration camps. By 1941, Hitler and his collaborators concocted the ‘Final Solution’ to remove all Jews from Europe.

The rise of National Socialism in Germany has been depicted on film in The Hitler Gang (1944 – with Robert Watson as Hitler), The German Story (1956 – You and Other Comrades), Mein Kampf (1960), The Life of Adolf Hitler (1961), Hitler (1962 – with Richard Baseheart as Hitler), The Black Fox (1961 – narrated by Marlene Dietrich), The Double-headed Eagle, its sequel Swastika (both 1973), and Fred Zinnemann’s Julia (1977), starring Jane Fonda, Vanessa Redgrave and Jason Robards. Edgar Reitz’s West German TV series Heimat (1984) depicted life in the ‘Homeland’ between 1919 and 1980 and Volker Schlöndorff’s unsettling Best Foreign Film Oscar winner The Tin Drum (1979), adapted from the novel by Günter Grass, was set against the Nazis’ rise to power.

The November 1918 Armistice – which ended the ‘War to End All Wars’ – and the 1919 Treaty of Versailles resulted in Germany losing territory. Germany was also prohibited from building an army of any strength. When he became Führer, Hitler promptly ignored the Treaty of Versailles’ restrictions. He cut unemployment by carrying out huge construction projects, infrastructure improvements (including extensive road building) and in 1935 a programme of rearmament. The chassis for the first two marks of the famed German Panzer tanks, for example, were disguised as agricultural tractors to bypass the treaty’s restrictions.

The reorganised German armed forces, the Wehrmacht, included the mechanised Panzergrenadiers, which would be key to the German strategy at the outset of war in Europe, when they deployed ground troops, bombardments and air assaults in swift-striking Blitzkrieg attacks. Hitler became security conscious as his national and global profile grew. This is exemplified by his increasingly bomb- and bullet-proof chauffer-driven Mercedes cars which he travelled in for public appearances. The black-uniformed Schutzstaffeln (SS protection squads) originated as Hitler’s personal bodyguards. The SS incorporated its military wing, the elite Waffen-SS and the Gestapo (the Geheime Staatspolizei, or State Secret Police). The SS became known for their fanatical Nazism and brutality, and their ‘Death’s Head’ units ran the concentration camps, which were established soon after the Nazis rise to power in 1933. These were political prison camps in Germany – Dachau (near Munich) and Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald (northeast of Frankfurt) – where opponents of the Nazi party were tortured and starved. Every German soldier’s belt buckle bore the inscription ‘Gott Mit Uns’, reminding them always that God was on their side in Hitler’s anti-Semitic, anti-communistic war.

The most famous symbols of Nazism were the swastika emblem (the hooked cross, originally an Indian symbol which was hijacked by Hitler) and the Heil Hitler salute, the so-called ‘Hitler greeting’ of the Nazi Party, with the right arm extended. This was thought to have originated in ancient Rome – the ‘Hail Caesar’ that is seen so often onscreen in sword and sandal epics. The Italian Nationalists, in particular Gabriele D’Annunzio, allied the salutation to their extreme politics. Italian dictator Benito Mussolini later decreed that it should be used instead of a handshake and the German Nazi party made the salute compulsory in 1926. It will always be associated with Hitler’s massive Nuremberg rallies in 1934, which were captured in the powerful propaganda film, Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will (1935).

Hitler annexed neighbouring land to allow Germany Lebensraum – ‘Living Room’ or ‘Living Space’ (literally room to live). He had seen how since World War I Germany had trailed other European powers, principally Britain and France, who owned and exploited territories abroad. Hitler’s obvious intentions for German expansion were countered by a policy of ‘Appeasement’ by France and Britain, as they tried to avoid war. German troops occupied the Rhineland adjacent to France in March 1936 and took Austria in March 1938, in the so-called Anschluss. The occupation of Austria by Nazi troops features prominently in Robert Wise’s musical The Sound of Music (1965). Hitler and Neville Chamberlain, the conservative prime minister of Britain, held a summit in Munich in September 1938 to discuss Czechoslovakia. Germany wanted to occupy Sudetenland – German-speaking territory in Czechoslovakia – after which there would be no more territorial demands in Europe. Chamberlain returned from Munich waving a worthless piece of paper promising ‘Peace in our time’.

Hitler, a vegetarian and a non-smoker, was 50 years old when war was declared. On meeting the Führer in Munich, Chamberlain described Hitler’s appearance – severely parted black hair and a trademark Charlie Chaplin moustache – as ‘undistinguished’: ‘You would never notice him in a crowd’. Regardless of Chamberlain’s opinion, Hitler is one of the most recognisable figures of the twentieth century and in history. It was Hitler’s ambition, political views and charisma that defined the Nazis. His plans for Europe were outlined in his 1924 manifesto Mein Kampf (‘My Struggle’). Hitler was the public face of Nazism and he was the one featured in Allied cartoons and newsreels as ‘the enemy’. In North America, mock Western-style ‘Wanted’ posters were printed for the Führer ‘Alias Adolf Schicklegruber, Adolf Hittler or Adolf Hidler’, which read: ‘For Murder . . . For Kidnapping . . . For Theft And For Arson, This Reckless Criminal Is Wanted – Dead Or Alive’.

Hitler has been portrayed many times in cinema and on TV, from the consummate, chilling impersonation by Bruno Ganz in Downfall (2004), to spoofs such as That Nazty Nuisance (1943) with Robert ‘Bobby’ Watson, who impersonated Hitler in several films, including The Story of Mankind (1957). Other actors to have played the Führer include David Bamber (Valkyrie), Anthony Hopkins (The Bunker), Alec Guinness (Hitler: The Last Ten Days), Rolf Stiefel (Battle of Britain), Billy Frick (Is Paris Burning?), Peter Miles (The Eagle Has Landed), Günther Bader (Schtonk!), Steven Berkoff (War and Remembrance), Günther Meisner (The Winds of War), Richard Basehart (Hitler) and Martin Wuttke (Inglourious Basterds). The self-styled ‘Little Corporal’ was mercilessly caricatured by Charlie Chaplin in The Great Dictator (1940), by Peter Sellers’ barely-suppressed Nazi saluting Dr Strangelove (1964) and by British TV comedians such as Freddie Starr and Spike Milligan, though was the Führer ever a suitable subject for comedy? Chaplin later
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