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The Second World War was the bloodiest conflict the world has ever seen. Its beginnings saw a form of warfare developed from that seen in the first global conflict and ended with one whose power would have been unimaginable to those who fought only a few decades before. 




  It was fought in deserts, jungles, seas, and on mountains and plains, and those affected by it had their worlds turned upside down. This book attempts to tell the story, in a concise but informative way, of those caught up in this complex and brutal war.












AUTHOR'S NOTE







 


The story of the war is told in chronological chapters, but some events from different years have been kept together for the sake of the narrative.




Major battles and important locations of the Second World War


 



Europe and North Africa 
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1. Dunkirk


2. Ruhr Dams raid


3. Normandy beaches


4. Ardennes


5. Arnhem


6. Rhine crossing


7. El Alamein


8. Tobruk


9. Monte Cassino


10. Taranto


11. Stalingrad


12. Leningrad


13. Moscow


14. Kursk


15. Kiev


16. Warsaw


17. Oder River


18. Auschwitz


19. Berlin


20. Dresden


21. Tirpitz sinking (Håkøy near Tromsø)






The Pacific 
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1. Singapore


2. Guadalcanal


3. Port Moresby (New Guinea)


4. Darwin (Australia)


5. Coral Sea


6. Leyte Gulf


7. Midway


8. Tokyo


9. Hiroshima


10. Nagasaki


11. Iwo Jima


12. Okinawa


13. Gilbert Islands


14. Marshall Islands


15. Marianas


16. Aleutian Islands


17. Manila


18. Kohima (Burma) 




Timeline
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1933





 



JANUARY



30 Adolf Hitler becomes German Chancellor.


 



1936







 



JULY



17 Spanish Civil War begins. Germany and Italy support General Franco's Nationalists.


 



OCTOBER



25 Germany and Italy sign Rome–Berlin Axis.


 



NOVEMBER



25 Japan and Germany sign Anti-Comintern Pact. (Italy joins in 1937.)


 


1937





 



JULY



7 The Second Sino-Japanese War begins between Japan and China.


 


1938





 



MARCH



13 Austria is annexed into Germany in the Anschluss.



 



SEPTEMBER



29–30 Munich Conference takes place, ratifying Germany's annexation of the Czech Sudetenland. 


 



1939







 



MARCH



15 Germany invades Czechoslovakia.


 



MAY



22 Germany and Italy sign Pact of Steel.


 



AUGUST



23 Germany and the Soviet Union sign a pact.


 



SEPTEMBER



1 German forces invade Poland.




3 Britain and France declare war on Germany.




17 Soviet forces invade eastern Poland.


 



OCTOBER



28 First German aircraft is shot down on UK mainland. 


 



NOVEMBER



30 Soviet Union attacks Finland in what becomes known as the Winter War.


 



DECEMBER



17 The German pocket battleship Admiral Graf Spee is scuttled in Montevideo.


 



1940







 



MARCH



16 James Isbister on Orkney is the first British civilian to be killed by enemy bombing.


 



APRIL



9 Germany invades Denmark and Norway.


 



MAY



10 German forces attack the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Belgium and France; Winston Churchill becomes Prime Minister of Britain.


15 Dutch army surrenders.


 



JUNE



4 Dunkirk is captured.




10 Italy declares war on Britain and France.


22 France surrenders.


 



AUGUST



24–25 Central London is bombed for the first time. 


25–26 RAF bombs Berlin for the first time.




 



SEPTEMBER



7 The Blitz begins.




 



NOVEMBER



11 Britain attacks Italian fleet at Taranto.


 



1941







 



APRIL



6 Axis forces invade Greece and Yugoslavia.




 



MAY



20 German paratroopers land on Crete. HMS Hood is sunk by German battleship Bismarck.



27 Bismarck is sunk.


 



JUNE



22 Germany invades Soviet Union.


 



DECEMBER



7 Japan attacks Pearl Harbor in Hawaii.




 


1942





 



FEBRUARY



15 British and Commonwealth troops surrender at Singapore to the Japanese.


19 Australian city of Darwin is bombed by Japanese.


 



APRIL



18 US bombers attack Tokyo for the first time.


 



MAY



7 Battle of Coral Sea begins.




 



JUNE



4 Battle of Midway begins.




 



JULY



4 US bombers carry out their first raid in northern Europe.


 



AUGUST



23 Battle of Stalingrad begins.


 



OCTOBER



23 Second Battle of El Alamein begins.


 



NOVEMBER



8 Allied forces land in Morocco and Algeria.




 


1943





 



JANUARY



31 Germans surrender at Stalingrad.


 



MAY



16–17 RAF attack Ruhr dams.




 



JULY



5 Battle of Kursk begins. 


10 Allies invade Sicily.




 



SEPTEMBER



8 Allies announce Italian surrender.




 



1944







 



JUNE



6 Allies land in Normandy on D-Day.


 



JULY



20 Hitler survives assassination attempt.


 



AUGUST



15 Allies invade south of France.


25 Paris is liberated.


 



SEPTEMBER



17 Operation Market Garden begins.


 



OCTOBER



23 Battle of Leyte Gulf begins.


 



NOVEMBER



12 Tirpitz capsizes after RAF raid.


 



1945







 



MARCH



24 Rhine is crossed in operation Plunder.


 



APRIL



13 Soviet troops capture Vienna.


28 Mussolini is killed by Italian partisans.


30 Adolf Hitler commits suicide.


 



MAY



7 Germany surrenders.


 



AUGUST



6 Hiroshima falls victim to the first atomic bomb.


8 Soviet Union declares war on Japan. 


9 Nagasaki is targeted with the second atomic bomb.


 



SEPTEMBER



2 Japan officially surrenders.




Allied and Axis Powers
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The belligerent countries in the war formed part of wider alliances. The actions of the Allies were more coordinated than the Axis nations.












AXIS POWERS







 


Germany – Italy – Japan – Romania – Bulgaria – Hungary 












MAIN ALLIED POWERS







 


Britain – USA – Soviet Union – China – France – India – Canada – Australia – New Zealand – South Africa










THE LEADERS





 





  

 	Name

 	Nationality

 	Position

 	Year of Birth

 	Year of death

 	Note

  


  

 	Winston Churchill

 	British

 	Prime Minister

 	1874

 	1965

 	Churchill had commanded a battalion for a short period in the First World War.

  


  

 	Adolf Hitler

 	German (Austrian-born)

 	Führer

 	1889

 	1945

 	Hitler was awarded the Iron Cross in the First World War.

  


  

 	Franklin D. Roosevelt

 	American

 	President

 	1882

 	1945

 	Roosevelt had suffered from polio and attempted to hide his disability from the public.

  


  

 	Joseph Stalin

 	Russian

 	Leader of Soviet Union

 	1879

 	1953

 	Stalin was born Josef Vissarionovich Djugashvili but adopted the pseudonym Stalin (‘man of steel’).

  


  

 	Charles de Gaulle

 	French

 	Leader of the Free French movement

 	1890

 	1970

 	De Gaulle commanded French tanks against the German invasion in 1940 before escaping to Britain.

  


  

 	Benito Mussolini

 	Italian

 	Prime Minister

 	1883

 	1945

 	Mussolini was executed by Italian partisans and his body hung upside down from the roof of a petrol station.

  
















THE COMMANDERS













MARSHAL GEORGY ZHUKOV (SOVIET UNION)






 


A conscripted First World War soldier who went on to become a Marshal of the USSR, Zhukov played a vital role in the defence of Leningrad, Moscow and Stalingrad. His strategic genius was put to great effect in the Red Army's offensive in 1944 and 1945, successfully pushing the Germans back. 




 



AIR VICE-MARSHAL ARTHUR 'BOMBER' HARRIS (BRITAIN)






 


Harris resisted efforts by Allied commanders to divert bombers away from what he regarded as the main priority of Bomber Command: the heavy bombing of Germany. He believed throughout the war that only an aerial offensive could bring about a collapse in German morale and an end to the conflict.












AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HUGH DOWDING (BRITAIN)







 


Known as 'Stuffy' for his detached manner, Dowding remained in the RAF after the First World War and at the start of the Second World War was head of Fighter Command. His steady guidance during the critical days of summer 1940 was ill rewarded, as he was removed from his position soon after. He is buried in Westminster Abbey.


 



FIELD MARSHAL ERWIN ROMMEL (GERMANY)






 


Hitler described Rommel as 'the most daring commander of armoured forces in the whole of the German army'. In the Battle of France he commanded a panzer division, and was given command of the Axis forces in the Desert War where his exploits earned him the name 'the Desert Fox'. Beaten in the Desert and North African campaigns, Rommel was given command of the Atlantic Wall defences. Suspected of involvement in the plot to assassinate Hitler, he killed himself as his family would otherwise have been targeted by the German security forces. Whether Rommel was part of the plot or not remains unknown.




 



FIELD MARSHAL BERNARD MONTGOMERY (BRITAIN)







 


Although tactless and egocentric, 'Monty' as he is universally known, was popular with the soldiers he led and the British public. He was not shy of generating publicity for his generalship, but, despite the unattractive elements of his personality, Montgomery was a successful war commander: he was in charge of the Allied forces that defeated the Germans in northern France in 1944 and his victory at El Alamein was a major triumph at an important point in the war.


 



GENERAL DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER (USA)



 


Despite his lack of combat experience, Eisenhower was a perfect choice to be Supreme Commander of the Allied forces in north-west Europe. His calm patience and desire to find consensus allowed him to cope with the differing demands of his competing generals. 




 



FLEET ADMIRAL ISOROKU YAMAMOTO (JAPAN)






 


Yamamoto realised the value of naval air power and was the originator of the plan to attack the American fleet at Pearl Harbor. Yamamoto had been against war with America, knowing that if it lasted, Japan would be defeated. 




Pre-war
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Germany needs peace and desires peace.




Adolf Hitler, 1935












THIRD REICH







 


Once Adolf Hitler gained power in 1933 he instigated a programme of military rearmament, which, although against the terms of the Treaty of Versailles of 1919, helped Germany's economy to recover following the Great Depression. Hitler's tightening of control over Germany allowed him the freedom to determine domestic and foreign policy. In the 'Third Reich' (Third Empire) Germany would seek to expand its territory beyond its borders and persecute those perceived as internal enemies, such as the Jews. 










MUNICH CONFERENCE





 


How horrible, fantastic, incredible it is that we should be digging trenches and trying on gas-masks here because of a quarrel in a faraway country between people of whom we know nothing.


Neville Chamberlain, 27 September 1938. While this was taking place, defences were being built in Britain and the population prepared for possible conflict.









In 1938 Hitler's plans to annexe the Sudetenland, an area inside Czechoslovakia with a predominantly German population, created a crisis when German troops gathered at the border. In late September, representatives from Britain, France, Germany and Italy met in Munich and it was agreed that the Sudetenland would become part of Germany, as long as there were no further territorial aggressive moves. British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain secured Hitler's signature on a piece of paper on which the Führer promised that Germany and Britain would 'never go to war with one another again'. 




  On his return to Britain, Chamberlain was greeted with enthusiastic celebrations at having averted war – he appeared on the balcony of Buckingham Palace with the King and Queen – but many, including Winston Churchill, believed it was only a postponement. 
 

 


I believe it is peace for our time.


Neville Chamberlain, 30 September 1938












TERRITORIAL EXPANSION





 


Before the war Germany annexed or occupied the following territories:




 


1936 – Rhineland


1938 – Austria 


1938 – Sudetenland


1939 – Czechoslovakia


1939 – Memel/Klaipėda Region (Lithuania) 




1939
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I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street. This morning the British ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note stating that, unless we heard from them by eleven o'clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany. 


Neville Chamberlain, radio broadcast, 11.15 a.m., 3 September 1939












POLAND







 


In early 1939, another crisis arose as Hitler turned his attention to Poland. In an effort to halt this aggressive move, Britain promised support to guarantee Polish independence. Hitler did not want to provoke war with Britain, France and the Soviet Union, and in August a non-aggression pact was signed between Germany and the Soviet Union. This paved the way for the Polish invasion and the inevitable war that would result. 










DECEPTIONS OF THE WAR: GLEIWITZ





 


On 31 August Germany stated that Polish troops had attacked a German radio station near the German– Polish border, and were shot by German troops. Although dead Polish soldiers were found, it was part of a ruse: SS soldiers had dressed concentration camp prisoners in Polish army uniforms and shot them to provide a reason for the German invasion.












BLITZKRIEG







 


On 1 September, 52 German army divisions launched their attack in the first use of 'blitzkrieg' tactics. This form of warfare saw aircraft, tanks, artillery and troops concentrated in rapid assaults to achieve breakthroughs in their opponent's defences. The Polish ground forces were initially overrun and their air force destroyed on the ground, but the Poles were still able to fight a fierce defensive action. On 17 September the Soviet Union invaded the east of the country and a week later Warsaw surrendered. The two aggressors divided up the conquered nation.










DIVIDED POLAND (SQUARE MILES)






 


Germany – 73,000


Soviet Union – 77,000











694,000





 


Number of Polish troops taken prisoner by German forces in the 1939 invasion. Around 200,000 were killed or wounded. German losses came to around 44,000. 











531





 


Number of Polish towns and villages burnt to the ground by German troops who also carried out atrocities such as raping women and publicly humiliating Jewish men. 












EINSATZGRUPPEN







 


In the wake of the advance, members of the Einsatzgruppen (mobile killing squads) carried out mass executions of Polish civilians. Over 16,000 members of the Polish elite, such as university staff, aristocrats, priests and Jews, were lined up and shot. 










BRITISH HOME FRONT





 



EVACUATION



As war began, bombing was expected immediately and sections of the civilian population were evacuated from cities expected to be targets. Not everyone went – more than half those eligible refused to go: parents were reluctant to send their children to stay with strangers. Over half of those who left returned home when the feared air raids didn't take place immediately. 




 



NUMBERS EVACUATED



Children – 827,000


Mothers with children aged under five – 524,000


Teachers and helpers – 100,000


Pregnant women – 13,000


Disabled persons – 7,000


Total – 1,471,000




 



ENDANGERED SPECIES




 


For the first time in the history of the zoo we have no poisonous animals here.


Spokesman for London Zoo, 2 September 1939


 


All poisonous snakes and insects were destroyed and valuable animals such as zebras, Ba-Bar the baby elephant, giant pandas and four chimpanzees (out of the eight who took part in the daily tea party) were transported to other zoos. The zoo remained open.


 


400,000


Number of pets put down by the RSPCA in London in the first week of the war in order to save food.












BLACKOUT





 


Blackout regulations were in force by the start of the war, under the emergency lighting regulations, which meant no interior lights were to be visible outside. Offenders could go to prison for up to three months and pay a £100 fine. Vehicle headlights had to be masked and street lighting was switched off. 




 


Put that light out! 




Commonly heard exhortation by air-raid wardens.




 


4,133


Number killed between September and December 1939 in road accidents – double that for the same period the previous year.




 


The Mayor of Willesden was injured when his car and an ARP ambulance came into collision in Salisbury Road on Tuesday night. He was taken to Willesden General Hospital where he was stated to be comfortable. Five others were hurt.



The Times, 29 August 1940


 


300,000


Number of people charged with blackout offences in 1940.




 



44 MILLION





 


Number of gas masks issued. Britain was the only country to equip its entire population. Babies under two years old were placed inside a respirator that encompassed their whole body, while children aged two to five were given 'Mickey Mouse' masks, so named because of their resemblance to the cartoon character. As it turned out, no gas attacks were made in the war.












RATIONING





 


Rationing had been carried out in the First World War and was reintroduced, with petrol being rationed in September 1939, food in January 1940 and then clothing in June the following year. An adult in 1942 was given 60 clothing coupons, which were to last a year. Certain clothing items were allocated as per below: 




 





  

    	Item details

    	Vouchers required

    


  

    	 

    	Man

    	Woman

    	Child

  


  

    	Mackintosh, raincoat,


      cape (except cycling cape),


      cloak. Fully lined

    	18

    	18

    	11

  


  

    	As above, unlined

    	9

    	12

    	8

  


  

    	Jacket, blouse-type jacket,


      sleeved waistcoat, coat


      blazer, cycling cape,


      woman’s half-length cape,


      woman’s bolero. Lined

    	13

    	12

    	8

  


  

    	Sweater, jersey, jumper,


      pullover, cardigan,


      woman’s bed jacket

    	8

    	8

    	5

  


  

    	Cotton football jersey

    	4

    	-

    	2

  


  

    	Trousers, slacks,


      over-trousers, breeches,


      jodhpurs. Lined

    	11

    	-

    	8

  


  

    	Skirt

    	-

    	6

    	4

  


  

    	Kilt

    	16

    	14

    	8

  


  

    	Cassock (woollen)

    	8

    	8

    	7

  


  

    	Undergarments –


      combinations, petticoat,


      slip or like garment


      (woollen)

    	7

    	6

    	4

  


  

    	Corsets

    	3

    	3

    	2

  








 



DIG FOR VICTORY



With food scarce, home-grown produce was encouraged. Allotments almost doubled in number to 1.4 million.




 



PLANKTON




In the face of potential food shortages, scientists considered providing plankton for human consumption. Although rich in fat, proteins and vitamin A, it was too difficult to harvest successfully.




 



114,000




Number of wartime prosecutions for black-market crimes. The war saw a rise in crime of over 50 per cent, with looters and burglars helped by the darkness of the blackout, and spivs selling contraband goods.




 



19




Number of times Walter Handy claimed to have been 'bombed out' of his home in five months. Victims were paid compensation for the loss of their home, and with so many houses lost and officials unable to devote time to verifying every case, the system was open to fraudulent claims. Handy was jailed.




 



PICCADILLY COMMANDOS




Name given to prostitutes who operated in central London. The rise in the number of enlisted men in the capital saw a corresponding increase in female sex workers.


 



1.5 MILLION



Number of unemployed workers in 1939. The demands of the war economy ensured almost full employment by 1945, with those registered unemployed falling to 54,000.




 



214




Number of women jailed for refusing to carry out war work.




 



LORD HAW-HAW




Lord Haw-Haw was the nickname given to William Joyce, an Irish-American Nazi supporter who broadcast propaganda from Germany. Seven million people in Britain tuned in to his radio shows, in which he taunted his listeners. At the war's end he was put on trial and hanged as a traitor by the Allies.




 



NON-COMBATANT CORPS




Around 6,000 conscientious objectors spent the war carrying out construction and labouring jobs, although some worked at disarming unexploded bombs.












CONSCRIPTION







 


Conscription began in April 1939 when single men aged between 20 and 22 were called up for six months' service in the armed forces. At the start of the war, the criteria was expanded to all men aged between 18 and 41, and in December 1941 the upper age was raised to 51. 


 



TROOPS IN BRITISH ARMY



September 1939 897,000 


June 1940 1,656,000












RESERVED OCCUPATIONS





 


In 1939 a list of reserved occupations was issued to prevent industrial production being affected by skilled workers leaving their employment, as had occurred in the First World War. The occupations included:




 


accountant – ambulance driver – architect – bank clerk – basketmaker – blacksmith – bricklayer – cabinetmaker – candlemaker – cartographer – chemist – civil servant – clockmaker – coastguard – coppersmith – crane driver – dentist – docker – doctor – engineer – farm worker – fish-hook maker – fisherman – gardener – glazier – gunsmith – jeweller – joiner – laundry worker – lighthouse keeper – mason – meteorologist – miner – optician – poultryman – prison warder – railway worker – riveter – salesman – saxophone maker – scissors maker – steeplejack – surveyor – tailor – teacher – toolmaker – trade union official – train driver – upholsterer – vet




The Phoney War
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After the invasion of Poland, the war settled into a period of relative calm. France and Britain had a numerical advantage over Germany but there were no attempts at mounting a major offensive. Germany's best troops were in Poland and its western border with France was not heavily defended. French troops did make advances but the opportunity to strike further into Germany was not taken. From September 1939 until May 1940 the war was given these terms:




 





  

    	'Phoney War'

    	USA

  


  

    	'Bore War'

    	Britain

  


  

    	'Twilight War'

    	Britain (Winston Churchill)

  


  

    	'Sitzkrieg'

    	Germany

  


  

    	'La Drôle de Guerre'

    	France

  
















FORCES (DIVISIONS*) ON FRENCH–GERMAN BORDER (SEPTEMBER 1939)






 


German    23


French    108


(*Soldiers in a division numbered around 15,000–20,000)











160,000





 


Number of soldiers in the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) sent to France in September. The number reached almost 400,000 over the winter.












FIRST LOSSES





 


With the war only hours old, German U-boat U-30 launched torpedoes at the SS Athenia, a liner en route to Canada from Glasgow. The resulting 118 civilian deaths – including 28 Americans – caused outrage. U-boats had been forbidden from attacking civilian ships unless they were pre-warned, but the commander claimed it was a Royal Navy cruiser. The mistake was a propaganda coup for the British who were able to highlight the similarities with the sinking of the Lusitania in the First World War. 
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