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Frontispiece: “When Jenny comes marching home..." The war is over, and

a serviceman is greeted by her mother and family on her “demob™ from the

Woman's Auxiliary Air Force. 10 September 1945,
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Introduction

More than any other decade in the century, the 1940s were split down the middle. All
was war and destruction until 1945. A good deal was post-war reconstruction thereafter. It
was a time when everything was in short supply—except arms and ammunition. For most of
the decade, people lived in the dark, deprived of electricity, the truth, food, clothes and any
semblance of comfort. In war and peace, they ate what they could get: horse, whale meat, dried
egg, ersatz coffee made of acorns, rats and spam.

For five long, desperate years large chunks of the world were battlegrounds—in Europe,
North Africa, the Pacific and the Atlantic, Burma, China, the Philippines, and vast swathes
of Soviet Union. People fought for freedom, dug for victory, prayed for liberation. It was an
age of heroism and brutality, of triumph and suffering, of bravery and cowardice (not all of it
during the war), of determination in the best and worst of causes. And it was a decade that was
to produce three almighty hangovers: the Holocaust, the Bomb and the Cold War.

When the fighting at last stopped, whole populations searched and scratched about them—
looking for their homes, their families, work, a meaning for life, and a reason for living. For
some there was the excitement of being part of a new nation, in Israel, India, Pakistan and New
China.

By and large, escapism was hard to come by. After the war, the circus came back to town.
Sport returned, with record gates at football, cricket and baseball games. Australian cricket
maestro Don Bradman bowed out at the Oval. Stanley Matthews, footballing genius, wove his
magic at Wembley. Joe Louis floored his opponents wherever he came across them. Gorgeous
Gussie Moran brought sex to tennis. The New York Yankees won two of the four post-war

baseball World Series.



Fashion had a bumpy ride. Until 1945, it was fashionable to be in uniform. Civilian suits
and dresses were subject to restrictions on both the quantity and quality of material used.
Clothes, like so many other things were ‘rationed’. But when the fighting stopped, along came
Christian Dior and others with the New Look, a return to the sumptuous.

There was a whole new glossary of words spawned by the war: *blitz’, *evacuee’, *GI’,
‘Home Guard’, ‘jeep’, ‘pontoon bridge’, ‘lend lease’. With the coming of peace, new words
emerged: ‘prefab’, “demob’, ‘nylon’. Anne Frank’s diary was published. George Orwell wrote
Animal Farm and /984. Bertrand Russell wrote A History of Western Philosophy. Gandhi was
asked what he thought of Western civilization. ‘I think,” he said, ‘it would be a very good idea.”

Aviator Amy Johnson and musician Glenn Miller disappeared. Film stars Jane Russell and
Frank Sinatra arrived. Casablanca became famous as a film. Casablanca became famous as the
meeting place of Churchill, Roosevelt and de Gaulle. Four boys stumbled upon the prehistoric
painted caves of Lascaux. Hundreds of scientists unlocked the secret of splitting the atom.

And the United Nations brought new hope for the future.
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A US infantryman stands guard over a beachhead on the
Pacific island of Okinawa in 1945. The coral reef in the
background has been dynamited to prepare a landing place

for American supply ships.
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Total war 9

When Churchill growled of fighting on the seas and oceans, on the beaches, on the landing
grounds, in the fields, in the streets, and in the hills, he knew what he was talking about, though
it didn’t all come to pass in Britain.

World War II savaged people’s lives in a way no other had. The Soviet Union suffered
most in terms of casualties. Germany and Japan suffered most in terms of destruction and the
misery of defeat. If ever proof was needed of the waste and stupidity of war in general, this war
specifically provided it.

And yet few doubted that it had to be fought and with every weapon available. The stakes
were high. On the one side was a Reich boasting it would last 1,000 years. On the other, old
empires and new democracies somehow glued together.

Graveyards sprang up all over the world: in the Pacific, the Atlantic, North Africa, the whole
of Europe, the Far East, even in a South American river mouth. You could be killed thousands
of miles from home or in your own backyard. Death came hurtling from the clouds, slinking
from under the sea, and scorching across the earth. In all, some 50 million people were killed

in the war.



