The United States Goes to War
The Dictators March
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Many times in history when something happens it can cause many other things to happen.  This was true of World War I and World War II.

World War I was supposed to be the “war to end all wars.”  As it turned out, World War I did not end all wars, but led to the Depression and to World War II.

World War II was started by two European dictators (men who have complete control over a nation and its people).  Their names were Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini Hitler was ruler of Germany.  Mussolini was the ruler of Italy.

How did these two dictators take power in their nations? Their rise to power was very similar (like each other).  We will first look at what happened in Germany after World War I.

Germany had been badly hurt by World War I.  Almost two million German men had been killed in the war.  Many more were prisoners or missing.

When the war was over, many of the nations who had won wanted to see Germany hurt even more.  They wanted to make sure that the treaty ending the war would punish Germany.
The German leaders signed the Treaty of Versailles because their nation was beaten.  They had no choice.

That treaty was very hard on Germany.  The Germans had to admit that they had caused the war.

They had to pay large sums of money to the Allied nations for the damage done during the war.  They also had to promise that they would never again have a big army, navy or air force.

Many Germans were angry at their leaders for signing the Treaty of Versailles.  They did not think that Germany was the only country responsible for the war.

The Germans did not think that they should have pay large sums of money to the nations that had just defeated them.  The shame of losing the war and the terms of the treaty hurt Germany’s pride.

In the 1920s there was another reason for the Germans to unhappy.  After the war, inflation (a time when goods are hard to get, prices are high and money is worth very little) hit Germany.

In 1921 Germans could by a loaf of bread for about five marks (German money).  Three years later a loaf of bread sold for about one billion marks.

Germany was just recovering from this inflation when the Great Depression of 1929 hit.  Millions of Germans, like people in the United States and other nations, were out of work.

The Germans looked for a strong leader who would help them overcome their problems and end their shame.
Hitler Comes To Power

Adolf Hitler seemed to be the leader the German people were looking for.

Hitler believed in a form of government called Fascism.  A Fascist government controls the total life of its people.  For that reason, a Fascist country is also called a totalitarian country.  In a Fascist nation a person lives only to obey and serve the state.

In the early 1930s one political party became very powerful in Germany.  That party was called the National Socialist Party (Nazi).  Adolf Hitler was the leader of the party.  

Hitler and his Nazi Party did many violent and illegal things as they tried to take over the government.  Hitler formed a private army to beat up or kill anyone who spoke against him.

Hitler talked to the young people of the nation He said that German pride had been hurt.  He made them believe that Germany must once again become a world power.

He spoke against the German leaders who had signed the Treaty of Versailles.  He spoke against Jews, Communists and other.  He said these people ruled Germany and were ruining the nation.

Hitler claimed that only he could make Germany a great nation again.  Many Germans believed him.

In August of 1934, full control of the government of Germany was turned over to Hitler.  He became the dictator of that nation.

Mussolini in Italy

Much the same thing happened in Italy. Just after World War I, a young man named Benito Mussolini started a Fascist party of his own.

Many of the young men in his party wore black shirts and carried guns and clubs.  They walked the streets, beating up anyone who did not agree with their Fascist ideas. 

Mussolini said that he would give Italy a new, strong government, one that all Italians could be proud of. He promised to restore the greatness of Rome, Italy’s capital. 

In 1922 Mussolini and his army, who were called the Black Shirts, marched on Rome. They took control of the government. The Black Shirts became a secret police force. They beat and killed those who spoke out against Mussolini’s Fascist party. Once in control, both Hitler and Mussolini grew more powerful and built strong armies. Neither Hitler nor Mussolini was happy with ruling only one nation. They wanted more. 

Both of them thought their duty was to make their nations the strongest in the world. Both believed that they could do this only be taking over other nations.

In 1935 Mussolini’s army invaded the small African nation of Ethiopia. The Italians fought with airplanes and modern weapons. The Ethiopians fought with spears. 
The League of Nations tried to Italy’s march on Ethiopia, but words did no good. Italy left the League and went about its business of taking over Ethiopia. 

In 1936 the German army marched into the land west of the Rhine River in Europe. The Treaty of Versailles had made the Germans leave this land at the end of the war. Hitler laughed when the leaders of other nations pointed out that he was not allowed to take it. 

Later in 1936 Germany, Italy and Japan signed a treaty in which they agreed to help each other in time of war. These three nations together became known as the Axis.

The nations of the Axis, were not happy with the lands they controlled. Between them, they wanted to rule the world.

After taking Ethiopia, Italy looked for other countries to take over. German armies were getting ready to march on Germany’s neighbors. Japanese armies took much of China in the 1930’s. 

Both Italy and Germany took part in a civil war which started in Spain in 1936. At that time Spain had what Hitler and Mussolini called a Communist government. Other people saw it as a democratic government. A Spanish general, Francisco Franco, was trying to overthrow the government. 

It did not remain a civil war for long. German and Italian tanks, planes and troops were sent to help the Franco side. After three years of fighting, Franco took over Spain. 
The war was important for the Germans and Italians. They had a chance to test their new weapons and armies. 

Hitler then moved his armies into Austria in 1938. He claimed that Austria should be part of Germany because many Germans lived there. He said that Germans everywhere wanted to be together under his leadership.

The other nations in Europe did nothing to stop Hitler because they did not want another war. They remembered too clearly the price they had paid for World War I. 

Americans also wanted no part of another European war. They hoped that the Atlantic Ocean would keep them out of Europe’s problems. 

The American government passed Neutrality Acts. These laws were designed to keep the U.S. out of a European war. 

The acts said that the U.S. could not sell arms or weapons to any nation fighting in a European war. Loans could not be made to those nations. 

Raw materials sold to nations at war would have to be paid for in advance. No American ships   could carry the goods into the war zone. The  goods would have to be shipped by the countries themselves. 

Hitler and Mussolini were sure that the nations of Europe and the U.S. would do nothing to stop them. Together, they planned to take over more countries. 

Hitler wanted a piece of land belonging to Czechoslovakia. This land, called the Sudetenland was close to the German border. Many Germans lived there.
Munich Meeting

England and France told Hitler that he should not take the Sudetenland. They decided to meet with Germany about the problem. A meeting was held in Munich Germany, in 1938 between Hitler and the leaders of France and England. 

Hitler told them he wanted only that small piece of land. The leaders of France and England gave in to Hitler.  They let him have the Sudetenland in return for a promise that he would take no more land. 

Six months later German troops took the rest of Czechoslovakia. Italy took Albania. Japan took more of China.

In August of 1939, Hitler signed a treaty with Russia. The treaty said that the two nations would never attack each other. that treaty allowed Hitler to attack nations in Western Europe because Russia would not attack Germany from the east.

Hitler was now sure he could take whatever land he wanted. 
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Spotlight on Adolf Hitler

Adolf Hitler was born in Austria in 1889. His early life gave no clues as to why he would one day become one of the most hated men on earth. 

Hitler was a poor student and dropped out of high school. He moved to Vienna where he twice failed the test to get into an art school. He lived by selling hand-painted postcards to tourists and by painting houses. 
At the beginning of World War I Hitler joined the army. He rose to the rank of corporal and was wounded in the war. 

Hitler blamed the loss of the war on Jews and Communists. After the war he joined with other young men arguing against the hard times and the Treaty of Versailles. He soon became the leader of their group, the Nazis.

On November 8, 1923, Hitler and his followers tried to take over the government. They failed and Hitler was arrested. He served nine months in jail.

During this time he wrote a book about what he saw for the future of Germany. The book called Mein Kampf (My Struggle), became an important book in Germany. The book was full of hate for Jews, Communists and others whom Hitler blamed for the downfall of Germany.

After Hitler got out of jail, he again built up the Nazi Party. He gained the support of many important people in Germany, people who wanted to see Germany become a world power once again. 
By August of 1934, Hitler had control of the German government. 

Hitler’s private army became the feared Gestapo (secret police). People who opposed him were thrown into concentration camps (large prisons) or simply disappeared. 

The Nazi Party controlled the nation’s radio stations and newspapers. Only Nazis were allowed to teach in the schools. Students were taught to obey the state. No other political party was allowed. 

German factories began to make weapons of war. Sports clubs began training soldiers and pilots. Hitler’s slogan became “Germany today, tomorrow the world”. 

By 1941 Hitler ruled most of Europe and Africa. He had complete power in Germany until the last days of World War II. When he saw that his armies had been defeated and he could not rule the world, he killed himself in 1945. 
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Europe before WWII






The Swastika, symbol of the Nazi Party.  





Hitler saluting the German Army





Adolf Hitler & Benito Mussolini








