The second world war
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When you think about the second world war you often think of things and persons like Hitler and the nazi regime, the genocide of the jews and the atomic bomb. Most people know about these things, but they don’t know how and why it all happened, so I’m going to try and explain it.

Before the war

It all started in 1919, after the Germans had lost the first world war. In the the French castle of Versailles a peace treaty was signed. The Germans had to pay huge war taxes to France and England, they weren’t allowed to have any soldiers in the provinces close to France, their army wasn’t allowed to be bigger than 100.000 men and they had to declare themselves guilty of the war.

The German leaders couldn’t do anything except agree to these tough and humiliating terms of peace. In fact, they were so tough that the American president said that “this will cause a second war”. And he was right.

This resulted in an economical and political crisis in Germany. Revolts were common, the unemployment rate and the inflation rose sky high. The population was unhappy with the ruling goverment. Many people felt as democracy had failed them and they wanted a strong leader instead. 

Hitler’s way to power

All of these things played hand in hand with a young Austrian national socialist named Adolf Hitler. He fought for Germany during the first war and he was devastated when the Versaillies treaty was signed. So, in 1919, he and others with the same nationalistic and antisemitic ideas created the German workers National socialist party (NSDAP). 

In 1923 Hitler made an unsuccesful attempt to overthrow the Weimarrepublic. He was arrested and sentenced to prison. He was released about a year later. During his time in prison he wrote a book called Mein Kampf (My Struggle). In that book he described the nazi ideas and ideals. Later on, Mein Kampf would become a bible for the nazis.

When Hitler was realesased from prison, he decided to grab the power in a democratic way. It went very well and in 1933 he was elected to be the German prime minister. During this time, the German national parliament was set on fire and Hitler immediatly blamed the communists for doing it. It wasn’t true, but Hitler used this oppurtunity to arrest all of the leading comunists and ban the worker association papers. 

Hitler had support from all types of people in Germany, but the support was especially strong among the peasants in the northern part of Germany, but also from the rich and wealthy in the cities. Many bank- and industry leaders supported the nazis economically, because they were afraid of the communists.

The nazi ideas and propaganda

How much of what happened during the war Hitler had planned when he started the NSDAP is hard to say, but his four most important points were these:

· The Versailles peace treaty was unfair. Germany had to revenge it and create a powerful grand Germany with all the Germans in the same country.

· The German, or Arian “race” was superior and it was supposed to rule over the “lesser races” like the slavic people and the Jews.

· Hitler also said that the Jews had created a worldwide conspiracy against the German people and they were responible for both the international capitalism and the communism. Quite strange, because they are each others opposisions.

· Hitler also said that democracy had failed to solve Germany’s problems and the Germans instead needed a powerful leader, as himself.

Hitler was a great speaker, he could say what people thought and wanted to hear and he didn’t hesitate to lie. This was one of the main reasons why the nazi party became so big so fast. He also demanded that all German children should join the nazi youth organisations, like Hitlerjugend for boys and Bund Deutsche Mädchen for girls. These organisations taught the kids to become good Germans and of cource, dedicated nazis. And those who didn’t join the nazi party were threatened and arrested by SS, (SchutzStaffeln, a Nazi para-military group), or Gestapo (the Nazi intelligence bureao).

It was also important that the population was convinced that the war was going well and when it changed in 1942 it took quite some time until it appeared in the German news.

The holocaust

When the Nazis had grabbed the power in Germany they immediatly started pursuing political opponents, Jews, handicapped and Romans, trying to make them leave Germany. Many wanted to leave, but couldn’t. None wanted to help them. The SS started discriminating Jews, destroying their stores and homes and telling other Germans not to go there and pursued those who refused to do it. The Jew’s rights were diminished and they were separated from the rest of the people. The Gestapo had the population in a tight grip, with informants everywhere.

During this time, jews lived in the entire Europe, in the western parts as normal citisens, but in the eastern Europe the Jews lived separated from the rest of the population and the antisemitic ideas were common. When Germany invaded those countries the local Nazis  helped the SS in tracking down and killing jews, communists and other “less worthy”. They even had special forces following their armies called Einsatstruppen who’s only objective was to find and kill jews, communists and others whose the nazis didn’t like. 

After the war started the nazis started building concentration camps where the jews and the other prisoners were forced to work until they died from exhaustion. Others were killed in brutal experiments made by race biological scientists.

In 1942 a new type of concentration camp was built. These new camps were designed for the single purpose, to kill all of Europe’s jews. Hitler called it “The final solution to the Jewish problem”. Thosands and thousands arrived at these deathcamps every day. They were told that they were going to take a shower, but many understood what was going to happen. They were pushed into the chamber, as many as possible. The gas was turned on and after a couple of minutes they were dead. So it went on, every day for a couple of years. About twelve million people, six million jews, were killed in the concentration camps. The worst one was called Auschvitz, where over one million people were killed.

Even when the nazis were about to lose the war they continued the extinction, they used trains to transport the jews instead of the troops. Why? Probably they had decided that even if they lost the war they should take as many as possible with them. It’s hard to understand how the nazis could think that it was right to kill so many people, whose only crime was that they belonged to the “wrong” race. 

Hitler’s allies

Hitler had together with Italy’s fascist dictator Mussolini and the Japanese emperor created a military pact called the “shoulder pact”. Each one ot the three leaders wanted to create a huge empire. Mussolini wanted to create a second Roman empire, the Japanese emperor wanted to contol the Eastern Pacific and Hitler, well, you already know.

The war begins

One of Hitler’s main ideas was that all Germans in other countries should be united in a “Grand Germany” and he also said that the German people neded “lebensraum” (living space), which practically meant that Germany should annex the eastern European countries and enslave their inhabitants.

In 1935, Hitler started rebuilding his army and in 1936 German soldiers entered the forbidden regions close to France, against the Versailles treaty, but neither France nor England did anything to stop them.

Later the same year, Hitler occupied parts of Czeckslovakia. Due to this the top European leaders were summoned to a conference in Munich. But nothing was done to stop Hitler and he immediatly occupied the rest of Czeckoslovakia. 

In the summer of 1939, the news of Hitler’s and Stalin’s non- attack pact was spread over the world. It meant that if a war would break out in Europe they wouldn’t attack eachother.

Later that year, when Hitler threatened to invade Poland, France and England finally reacted. They said that they would help Poland. On the first September, the German army entered Poland and just two days later England and France declared war upon Germany. The second world war had begun.

The Blizkrieg

The German Wehrmacht was very effective when it came to invading and occuping countries. This was seen in 1940, when Hitler invaded the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxemburg, Norway, Denmark, and finally France. Hitler had his revenge for the Versailles treaty.

The next target was Great Britain. But the British air force (RAF) managed to inflict heavy damage on the German air force (Luftwaffe), who were supposed to clear the way for a German invasion. So those plans were put on ice and Hitler turned east, toward Soviet, despite their alliance.

After seeing Hitler invading country after country Mussolini started to fulfill his dream of a second Roman empire. He invaded Albania in 1939 and in 1940 he invaded Greece and the English- controlled Egypt. But his war machine wasn’t as effective as Hitler’s, so the Italian forces failed to overthrow the British forces in the region. It would have been a total disaster, if Hitler hadn’t aided them in 1941. But with the help of the Wehrmacht the British forces in Egypt were pushed back. Rommel, the German commander came as far as the small coastal town of El Alamein, where he was stopped. After this defeat, the German army gradually pulled back and fled and the Allies could take control over Africa. 

On 22 june 1941 a massive German front consisting of about three million men, many of them came from German-occupied areas, 10.000 tanks and 3.000 planes attacked Soviet. Their objective was to reach the river Volga before the winter came.

At first, the Wehrmacht was victorious, the Soviet defence lines were crushed. Stalin was first taken by surprise, but he soon pulled himself together. He used an old, but very effective strategy, which had been used by Russian commanders many times.

It was organised so, that every time the red army pulled back, all types of machines and vehicles, food and oil were evacuated or destroyed. And when the winter came the invading army wouldn’t be prepared for the harsh climate.

That was exactly what happened to the German army. The Germans reached Leningrad, Moscow and Stalingrad, but was defeated in all three battles, mainly because they were exausted and unsupplied. And in the end of 1943 the USSR (soviet) could launch a major counter-offensive. This was the turning point of the war in Europe.  
The war in the Pacific

When the war started, the USA had declared themselves neutral, but they helped England with supplies and weapons. It wasn’t until December in 1941 that they joined the war. It was after a devastating attack from Japan on the US naval base Pearl Harbour on the Hawaii islands. 

The Japanese launched this offensive after receiving trade embargoes from the US and England, because of their brutal colonisation in the western pacific, and this disturbed the American and British trade routes in the area.

Now it was truly a “world war”. There were battlescenes  all over the world.The papanese had begun attacking British, Dutch and American possesions in the Pacific ocean and down towards Indo-China. The Japanese were victorious everywhere.

But beating the US was harder than it looked. When they joined the war, the president, Roosevelt, set up a plan on how much war material that would be produced. The American production was much more efficient than the Japanese. With technical improvements, like the assembly line, the US could produce much more than their enemies. It was mainly because of this very effective production that they won. At least I think that when the US joined the war Hitler had lost. In America there could be an efficient production which could’t be reached by the German or Japanese bombs.

The US won their first major battle in the Pacific in 1942, at Midway. That was the turning point in the Pacific war. The Japanese were pushed back, bust they didn’t surrender. The American technology and weapons were superior, so Japan had to come up with new strategies, like the kamikaze pilots. They flew their planes, witch were strapped with bombs, into the American ships. The Japanese soldiers fought very stubbornly and they fought almost always to the last man. This, and the kamikaze pilots were parts of  the Japanese samurai tradition. But despite these complications, the US forces came closer and closer to Japan. The end of the war was near.

The beginning of the end

In 1943 US and british forces had landed on Sicily without much resistance, but conquering the rest of Italy was harder. German soldiers had established a defence line in Italy that prevented the allies from liberating Rome until 4 june 1944. In the USSR, the German forces were retreating. In the early 1944 the red army could cross the Soviet border and start liberating the eastern European countries. Stalin was determined to establish communist governments friendly to, and dependent upon the USSR.

And finally, the D-day came. It was the code name for the allied landings in Normandie, France. On 5 june 1944 a massive allied operation began, including more than three million allied soldiers, 10.000 bombers and more than 5.000 boats. But their task was far from easy. On orders from Hitler, a chain of fortifications stretching from Dennmark to Spain had been built in 1942-43. This “atlantic wall” should repel any landing attempts on the German borders.

But the allied forces broke the defence line and more and more troops and vehicles could enter France. The German forces were retreating at all fronts and the French resistance forces helped a lot. On 19 August 1944 Paris was freed. The Germans made some desperate attempts to fight back the allied forces, like the German offensive in the Ardennes in late –44. But they lacked fuel and supplies, so the offensive lasted only nine days.

In the summer of 1944 a couple of German generals and members of the Nazi party started understanding that Hitler was leading their country into a disaster, so they tried to kill him. But it failed, and over 5.000 people were arrested and executed on the orders from Hitler.  

The war ends

In the early 1945 the third Reich was on the brink of collapce. Allied planes bombed German cities night and day and many million people fled. Roads and railroads were bombed and there was a huge lack of food. Though new effective weapons were developed, few Germans belived in the Final victory witch Hitler had promised them. There wasn’t enough time to start a production.

All the German-controlled land was now liberated. The German army mostly consisted of children, old people and women. In April, the American forces crossed the river Rhine from the west and the red army was approaching Berlin from the east and in the end of April they had surrounded Berlin. Hitler understood that he didn’t have a chance. On 30 april 1945 he took his life in his bunker in Berlin. In his testament he blamed the Jews for starting the war and also calling them responsible for the german defeat. When I heard it I couldn’t help thinking: Man! Give it up! It’s just too obvious!

Anyway, the Germans surrendered eight days later and the war in Euroupe had come to an end. But it wasn’t over yet. Still, Japan fought stubbornly, though they were slowly pushed back by US forces, fighting island for island. In 1945 the Japanese defeat was imminent, the major cities were bombed every day and the Japanese war machine was beaten and unsupplied. But the Japanese people weren’t going to surrender, so the new US president, Harry S Truman, decided to use his newest weapon: the atomic bomb. He thought that a landing would cost millions of lifes on both sides and he didn’t want the USSR to gain too much influence in the region. So, on 6 August 1945 an atomic bomb was dropped over Hiroshima. 78.000 people died immediatly and many more were affected by the radiation. Three days later, a second bomb fell over Nagasaki and 35.000 people were killed. The Japanese emperor surrendered on 15 August and the second world war was over.  

Counting the cost

Exactly how many people that died during the war is hard to say, but it has been estimated to about 56 million people, if you count the 11 million people who died during the Chinese- Japanese war in the 30’s. It was many times more than the first world war. 

For many people it was hard to be happy when the war was over, because they had lost their loved ones, homes and belongings. The world was also terrified by the new terrible atomic bomb and the genocide of the Jews. 

The British prime minister Churchill declared that the allied forces should pursue and bring the guilty to justice. On 20 November 1945 the Nurnberg trials were held. It was in the same city that the Nazi party had held their meetings. Twenty-one military and political leaders of the Third Reich were brought to justice. Eleven of them were sentenced to death by hanging. In other parts of the world, similar trials, but not as known, were held. 

This was the first war to end not only with a surrender, but also with those guilty for the war being sentenced. Though these trials didn’t bring back all those who died in the concentration camps, on the battlefield, or in the bombings, it could only bring brief comfort to those in sorrow. At least, they knew that those guilty for their sadness were being judged and doomed. 

