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Frontispiece: “Fascism is a religion; the twentieth century will be known in history as
the century of Fascism’ —Benito Mussolini. A very young Fascist proudly salutes 11
Duce at a rally in Rome, 1932.
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4
Introduction

After the wild and weird, joyriding Roaring Twenties, life came down to earth with a bump
in the Thirties. As Noel Coward had predicted in his song ‘Poor Little Rich Girl’, it was a case
of ‘Cocktails and laughter, but what comes after...? The capitalist West was hit by the worst
depression it had ever known, while the communist East struggled to meet the demands it was
imposing on itself through a series of five-year plans. South of the equator, it was very much
business as usual: unrest in India, exploitation in South Africa, revolutions in South America.
The Japanese Empire flexed its military muscles at the expense of Manchuria and China. The
British Empire soldiered on, deceiving itself with delusions of permanency.

The bitterest of civil wars gave Spain a foretaste of what fascism was to serve most of
Europe in the Forties. The cruel and clumsy General Franco began his purge of democracy,
driving progressives, republicans, the International Brigade and Picasso from the Peninsula.
Meanwhile, in Abyssinia, an Italian army equipped with poison gas and all the refinements
of modern war crushed tribesmen who believed their emperor was God. In China, the Last
Emperor was installed as puppet ruler by the Japanese, and six months later Mao and his
followers began the Long March.

In the United States, biggest was best, expect in the case of unemployment figures, which
reached over eight million in 1931. Americans marvelled at the Empire State Building, Radio
City Music Hall and Rockefeller Center, the Golden Gate Bridge and the Tennessee Valley
Authority. Homesteaders from the Dust Bowl, driven from their farms by natural and financial
disaster, drove their overloaded Moder Ts to the promised land of California. Hobos hopped
from one freight car to another in search of non-existent. President Roosevelt promised. and at

last delivered, a New Deal.



“

In a world which had just started to shrink, the times were good for some. It was the last
great age of the shipping line and the railway company — the first great age of air travel. There
was a new plaything called television’, and the Hollywood system was in full and glorious
production. Somehow or other, performers like Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, Benny
Goodman and his clarinet, pianist Fats Waller and his mountainous humour, made people forget
the mess they were in, if only for a moment.

Like in any other decade, there were heroes and villains. Those who were adored included
firm stars like Jean Harlow, Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich. Others, such as Indian politician
Mohandas Gandhi, English fascist Oswald Mosley, and Mrs Wallis Simpson, for whom the
British monarch gave up his throne, were seen as heroes by some, villains by others. And there
were those who were picked out to be victims, with the first sinister moves against the Jews in
Central Europe.

Englishman John Cobb smashed the world land speed record. In Australia, cricketer
Douglas Jardine’s use of ‘bodyline’ bowling almost smashed ralations between England and
that country. In American, the German-bulit Hindenburg smashed into its mooring tower in
New Jersey and ended the airship age.

But at least it was still possible to get a decent domestic servant.
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Earning a living
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A street corner in Wigan, 1939. *The total population of Wigan is a
little under 87,000...at any moment more than one person in three is
either drawing or living on the dole’ — George Orwell, The Road to

Wigan Pier.
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