CONCENTRATION CAMPS AND THE 1945 ELECTION
1: Concentration Camps.

Mark Connelly said it took a long time for the reality of the holocaust to sink in.  It is true that many people in Britain in 1945 found the scale and intensity of the Nazi murder machine hard to grasp. 

WWI propaganda had left a legacy of deep mistrust regarding atrocity stories
Scientific racism was entirely unprecedented. It was hard to overcome the instinctive reaction that people simply do not commit barbarism on this scale of grotesque sophistication. 

Germany had been profoundly civilised, a land of philosophy, music and poetry as well as science and engineering. 

BUT to say it was hard to comprehend risks creating the impression that journalists did not try to convey the true nature of what was discovered when the concentration camps were captured. They did try. 

This is the BBC Correspondent, Richard Dimbleby’s, report from the Bergen-Belsen camp, the only one liberated by the British army – the others fell to Russian or American troops. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/in_depth/4445811.stm 

The last hope of the German Command – under the leadership of Admiral Donitz – the man known to history as the nine day Fuhrer after Hitler’s suicide in the Bunker on Monday April 30 1945 – was that the Reich could foster a legend of honourable defeat. 

The discovery of the concentration camps changed that and the journalism produced by reporters who witnessed the camps at the point of liberation played a part.  How important a part? That is controversial – the only way to make your own judgment of the extent to which journalists achieved a ‘first draft’ of holocaust history is to study their work in its proper context.
Britain took a long time to wake up to the nature of Nazi brutality.

First hand accounts of brutality in concentration camps had been published in British newspapers even before the war – though of course the Final Solution had not begun at that time. 

When it did, after the Wansee Conference held in Berlin in January 1942 (See handout), additional reports reached the Government from Eastern Europe and via Polish and Jewish organisations. 

Mark Connelly was absolutely right to say that those reports were not taken as seriously as they might have been. 

Why? Why for example did the RAF not bomb the Auschwitz Death Camp and end the suffering of those within? 
There are few excuses. Many organisations – including to their eternal shame the Red Cross and the Roman Catholic Church – knew about the Holocaust and that it involved the deliberate elimination of millions of human beings – long before the camps were liberated.

The House of Commons knew too. 

In February 1945 Churchill reported the slaughter of three and a half million Polish Jews:

SLIDE – Kee P. 212.

But initial newspaper and radio reports were short and factual. BBC reports of the Red Army’s capture of the camps at Maidanek and Auschwitz (Oswieczim in Poland) matched that description. 
One explanation for the absence of outrage is that the more immediate considerations imposed by the continuing fighting made such things feel remote – not entirely relevant to the short term goal of victory – ideally with as few allied casualties as possible. 

There was scepticism too. The New York Times reporter who witnessed the liberation of a camp at St. Die in the valley of Alsace wrote

SLIDE Kee P. 212 

At first such horror seemed to demand almost too much of the imagination: a point made, unintentionally, by Patrick Kirwan in the London Evening Standard 

SLIDE – Kee P. 213
But as the allied armies advanced into Germany and soldiers and reporters began to see the evidence of the holocaust with their own eyes, chillingly detailed accounts of Nazi depravity began to be published. 

SLIDE Kee P 214

In April 1945 British reporter Colin Wills of the liberal News Chronicle visited the town of Celle near Hanover.

SLIDE -   Wills from Kee P. 215  
John McCormac of the New York Times filed powerful, descriptive copy from a camp at Langenstein in Saxony, noting in particular a gallows which had been used to hang six prisoners at a time. It was constructed so that the poor victims toes just touched the ground to make the agony of their deaths prolonged. Surviving prisoners told him that they had been forced to watch such executions while SS Guards looked on, smoking cigarettes and laughing at the spectacle. 

Another New York Times reporter, Frederick Graham, filed from the little town of Thekla on April 20 1945. He noted a juxtaposition of comfort and misery of a type that appalled soldiers and reporters alike in several German towns: local townsfolk, still healthy and well fed, living happy and apparently unconcerned lives adjacent to appalling suffering in camps many claimed to know nothing about.      

Just outside Weimar, in a wood four miles north of the town, the famous CBS Reporter, Ed Murrow, was on hand to witness the liberation of Buchenwald a camp in which, meticulous records showed, 32,705 prisoners had died since 1937. Methods of execution here included hanging and assorted forms of prolonged torture. There were dissection rooms for human experiments. Table lamps were found on which the shades were made from human skin. 
Like Frederick Graham, Murrow’s attention was drawn to the health and vitality of the Germans he saw in the countryside around the camp. He described them as
SLIDE – Murrow from Kee P 218

Harold Denny of the New York Times also visited Buchenwald shortly after liberation. In common with other reporters who witnessed the Holocaust at first hand he worried about whether he had the talent to convey an accurate picture of what he had seen. He was also concerned as to whether he would be believed.

SLIDE – Denny from Kee P 219

This sense of powerlessness and inadequacy in the face of hitherto inconceivable brutality was widespread. R.W. Thompson of the Sunday Times addressed it directly, pleading with his readers to believe what he had to tell them. 
SLIDE – Thompson from Steed P.221 + 222
The London based liberal newspaper, the News Chronicle, observed

“Never has a nation claiming to be civilised treated men and women so brutally...No German in prosperous circumstances can disclaim responsibility for Hitler. At best he will have been a passive accessory to the degradation of all man’s decent instincts.”  
So, I submit, journalists did try to tell the story of the Holocaust. They knew it was a momentous and terrible stain on human history. The agonised about being believed and about having the ability to describe and convey such horror. 
Contemporary readers seemed, sometimes to understand how hard that was.  An English Rabbi who wrote to the Times in a letter published on 28 May 1945 said this:

“If all the heavens were paper and all the water in the world were ink and all the trees were turned into pens, you could not even then record the sufferings and the horror.”

I think he was right. I think that is why it has taken so long for understanding of the Holocaust to penetrate our psyches. I think it is why there are still people – unforgivable in my opinion – who deny the Holocaust. 

It takes compassion, humanity and wisdom to grasp such enormity. Perhaps it also takes time. 
2: 1945 General Election

(N.B. show Gaumont British News Films from UK News Online The Day of Victory and Election film from 02/07/1945)

http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/vote2001/in_depth/election_battles/1945_over.stm   (The end of the war in Europe announced on BBC Radio)
War is often the catalyst of major social change. 

Total War = Total Change?

Well – in the case of WWII – the result was certainly profound change. It started with the election of the agent of change – the Labour Government led by Clement Attlee. The government that….

Ended Imperial rule in India

Withdrew from Mandate Palestine/Creation of State of Israel 

Created the NHS

Nationalised industries including rail, coal and steel

Commissioned Britain’s first independent nuclear deterrent (yes – it was Labour that made Britain a nuclear power)

Introduced selection in state schools and created the Eleven Plus, grammar schools meritocracy etc.  (Why do people associate these ideas with Conservatives?). 

Novice students of history and overseas admirers of this country’s role in the Second World War are often astonished that Attlee won in 1945. His opponent, Winston Churchill, famously described him as “a modest man with much to be modest about.”

SLIDE – ATTLEE 

Attlee was born in 1883 and educated at Haileybury – the Boy’s Public School in Hertfordshire (now co-ed) – and University College Oxford. In his day neither institution was closely associated with socialism. Attlee first developed an interest in social problems while working as a volunteer at a boy’s club in Stepney, East London. He made his early career as a barrister and converted to socialism shortly before the First World War in which he served at Gallipoli and on the Western Front. He was wounded while fighting in the Middle East but survived to end the war with the rank of Major.

In later years he was often referred to – patronisingly – by Conservative MPs as “Major Attlee.” Major is not a very senior commissioned rank.       

In 1922 he was elected Labour MP for Limehouse. Ramsay MacDonald, then the Labour leader, recruited him as his parliamentary secretary (1922-24). And, when Labour formed its first government in 1924, Attlee served as Under Secretary of State for War. He was elected Deputy Leader of the Labour Party in 1931 and became leader in 1935.

During the Spanish Civil War he travelled to the front lines to show his support for the Republic – visiting the International Brigades in the trenches around Madrid.  

POSS SLIDE


In May 1940 Attlee joined Winston Churchill’s coalition government. He was virtually deputy Prime Minister from the start - although this post did not formally exist until 1942. Some historians credit him with exercising a restraining influence on some of Churchill’s wilder ideas. 

So: having served together throughout the darkest days of the war, why did the Labour and Conservative Parties decide to separate before the end of hostilities? Remember that after VE Day the Japanese still had to be defeated – of which more next time.

It came as a surprise to some. (SLIDE – Crocodile Tears – Kee P. 229)

The basic reason was democratic. Britain had not had a general election for more than ten years. The parties had agreed not to compete with each other under war time conditions, but it seemed pretty silly to fight a war in the name of democracy and not allow the electorate access to democracy at home.

That argument had started to be heard before the fighting in Europe ended. Churchill had said in Parliament in 1944 that he believed and election should take place as soon as the Germans were defeated. As that defeat began to look inevitable in the early months of 1945 Labour felt compelled to respond with a show of confidence. It had lost badly in the two general elections of the 1930s. Now Labour leaders were determined to show that they were not scared of a fight. 

There was some evidence to support their confidence. A Gallup poll conducted in November 1944 had asked the question “What sort of government would you like to see lead Britain in the period following the war?”

35% all-party Government

26% Labour

12% Conservative. 

At very least that suggested people no longer regarded the Conservative Party as the ‘natural party of government.’ War had produced a new national spirit of togetherness. Danger had diluted barriers of class and education. Service in the armed forces had a similar effect. Leading figures in politics, journalism and the church argued that it would be idiotic to fight a war for freedom and democracy and not to give those terms new meaning at home. Togetherness in war suggested that similar unity might be applied to domestic problems afterwards. 

Government had started to think about these issues. The best example was the Beveridge Report on Social Security, published in 1942, and designed to build the foundations of a Welfare State by eradicating what its author, the British liberal economist and social reformer William Beveridge, called the Five Giant Evils:

Want

Disease

Squalor

Ignorance

Idleness

Beveridge had been asked in 1941 to suggest ways in which Britain should be rebuilt after the war. He seized the opportunity to outline a grand scheme of social reform that chimed with popular anxiety for improved security and prosperity – a fit way to reward the sacrifices of war. 

Labour embraced the Beveridge Report together with wartime reports on Full Employment and Education (both of them, like the Beveridge Report, commissioned by the coalition led by Churchill not by Labour itself) and made it plain that it would fight for radical change. The stage was set for a passionate battle of ideas – a show case for democracy in the country that had sacrificed so much to defend it…

But if that sounds idealistic it is. Things were not quite so simple. The electoral register had been cobbled together in a hurry. It was known to be imperfect. There were concerns that hundreds of thousands of servicemen stationed overseas would find it difficult to use postal votes or to nominate proxies.  Labour was particularly worried. It hoped to do well from the votes of servicemen and women and it feared that as many as 10% of them would be disenfranchised. 

After VE Day Labour agreed that the coalition should be dissolved but suggested that the election date should be postponed until the autumn to resolve the problems on the electoral register. Churchill disagreed. (Kee p. 228 use book for narrative).

And so it began.

The Press lined up as follows

Kee P. 230 (SLIDE) 

Labour supporting papers said the Conservatives had called the election to cash-in on Churchill’s personal popularity and accused their opponents of exploiting the incomplete electoral register to snatch a quick win – which by implication they suggested would be an unfair one. 

This was not fair. Churchill had offered to postpone an election until after the defeat of Japan – which was assumed to be inevitable before the end of 1945. (Kee. P 230)

But the Conservatives did hark on themes of gratitude to Winston Churchill for his inspirational wartime leadership – Fight them on the Beaches, The Few etc. and, despite the cordial relationships that had existed in the dark days and which had lasted until the defeat of Hitler’s armies, party political hostility soon emerged.

Mirror attacks Conservative manifesto/Slum Street, ITMA etc.  (Kee P 231)

Bizarre events in the House of Commons as Churchill faces Attlee across the despatch box for the first time in five years. 

Churchill’s Gestapo Broadcast – big mistake.    

http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/vote2001/in_depth/election_battles/1945_over.stm   (Brilliant link including audio of Churchill’s Gestapo speech)  


It is often said that Clement Attlee was boring. Sometimes perhaps. I think his response was superb.

Note the power of radio – a product of war. 

(Copy the Kee chapter and ask them to read the Curran and Seaton) Seminar – split into groups and write a Daily Mirror or Daily Express leader advocating either a Labour or a Conservative vote in the 1945 election. )  

