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This book is dedicated to my grandfather, Private First Class Raymond McWhorter, who served in the 287th QM Refrigeration Company in Central Europe from January 1943 to January 1946. He earned the World War II Victory Medal, the American Defense Service Medal, the European-African-Middle Eastern Campaign Medal, and a Good Conduct Medal. Thank you for your service, Grampa. We love and miss you.






INTRODUCTION


World War II is the deadliest war in the history of humankind. This war was fought on land, on sea, in the sky, in the desert, on mountains, in swamps, and in cities. Thirty countries were involved in the war, truly making it a world war. Seventy million people across the world served in the military in that war, and more than 60 million people died in the war. More than 6 million of those were Jewish people who were specifically targeted, captured, tortured, and killed by the Germans. During the war, these Jewish people were sent to concentration camps or death camps. This tragedy was known as “the Holocaust.” The Holocaust is an incredibly important part of the war, but because this was not a battle, it is not specifically covered in this book. There are lots of great books to read about the Holocaust, and I encourage you to learn more about it.

Because American women and women in many countries were not permitted to enlist in the military, most of the facts in this book are about men. However, American women played very important roles in the war by working in factories and taking over the jobs soldiers left behind. They also did vital work as nurses and served in organizations such as the Red Cross and the USO (United Service Organizations). Most of the men who fought in the war were white. All of the American men in leadership positions during the war were also white. Although people of color were often not given important roles in the military, the men of color who served in the war did important jobs. We could not have won World War II without them.

This book is packed with fascinating and cool facts about the battles of World War II. It also covers interesting information about weapons, strategies, and what life was like for soldiers. It tells amazing stories about the heroes of the war. This book is not a complete history of the war though. You’ll learn cool trivia and neat facts, but you won’t get a complete picture of the war.

To be able to put all of this trivia in context, it’s important to understand the war in general. Here’s a summary of what happened.

World War II had two groups of countries fighting each other. The Allies included Great Britain, France, the Soviet Union (what is today Russia), Australia, Canada, Norway, Poland, New Zealand, and others, and eventually, the United States. The Axis countries included Germany, Italy, Japan, Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria. The war began in 1939 and ended in 1945.

Franklin D. Roosevelt was the president of the United States when the war began. He died in office before the end of the war and was replaced by Harry S. Truman. Winston Churchill was the prime minister of Great Britain during the war. Emperor Hirohito was the ruler of Japan. Benito Mussolini was the prime minister of Italy. Adolf Hitler was the German chancellor. Joseph Stalin was the premier of the Soviet Union.

The war began in Europe. Hitler and his Nazi party had a plan for world domination. Germany invaded Poland and this started the war. The Atlantic Ocean was the scene of many important battles. German U-boats (Unterseeboot, which is German for submarine) waged war against the Allied ships. German fighter planes bombed the European Allied countries from the air. Germany began taking over other countries. They took over half of France. Battles were fought across Europe and in northern Africa. Germany invaded the Soviet Union, and the Soviets then joined the Allied Forces. The United States had remained neutral until this point.

The United States entered the war in 1941 when Japan bombed the American naval station at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. The US then declared war on Japan. Germany then declared war on the US. The US joined the Allies and fought not only Japan, but the other Axis forces in Europe. The war against Japan was fought in the Pacific Ocean and on the islands in that ocean. The turning point of the war in the Pacific was the Battle of Midway in 1942, when the Allied forces won against the Japanese.

In Europe, the Allied forces won the conflict in North Africa by 1943. The Allies then took Italy. Mussolini, the Italian dictator, was unseated. On June 6, 1944, the Allied forces began a massive invasion of Europe by landing troops on the beaches of Normandy, France. This is called “D-Day.” The Germans used all their resources to fight on the Western Front. Because of this, the Soviet Union was able to win the territories of Eastern Europe. The Battle of the Bulge was another turning point, with the Allies victorious. Germany surrendered on May 8, 1945. Hitler committed suicide just before the surrender.

The Japanese had not yet surrendered though. The battles in the Pacific were fierce. The Americans decided to drop a nuclear weapon on Japan. The atom bomb was dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945. Japan then surrendered and the war was officially over.
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Now that you know the general facts about the war, you can start to learn some of the neat trivia.






WWII TIMELINE


1939

September 1: Germany invades Poland, beginning World War II.

September 3: Britain and France declare war on Germany. The first ship is sunk in the war (the SS Athenia).

September 3: The Battle of the Atlantic begins.

November 30: Germany invades Finland.

1940

May 10: Germany invades France, Belgium, and the Netherlands beginning the Battle of France.

May 26: Evacuation begins of Allied troops from Dunkirk, France.

June 10: Italy declares war on France and Great Britain.

June 22: France surrenders to Germany.

July 10: The Battle of Britain begins.

1941

May 24: The British ship Hood is sunk by Germany’s Bismarck.

May 27: The Bismarck is sunk.

June 22: Germany invades the Soviet Union (Operation Barbarossa).

September 8: Siege of Leningrad begins.

September 30: The Battle of Moscow begins.

December 7: The Japanese attack Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, and declare war on the United States.

December 8: The United States declares war on Japan.

December 11: Germany and Italy declare war on the United States and the United States declares war on Germany and Italy.

1942

April 18: The Doolittle Raids on Tokyo occur.

May 12: The Second Battle of Kharkov begins.

June 4: The Battle of Midway begins.

July 1: The First Battle of El Alamein begins.

August 2: The Guadalcanal Campaign begins.

August 21: The Battle of Stalingrad begins.

October 23: The Second Battle of El Alamein begins.

November 8: The Allies invade North Africa (Operation Torch).

1943

February 2: The Germans surrender at Stalingrad in the Soviet Union.

April 19: The Warsaw Ghetto Uprising begins.

July 5: The Battle of Kursk begins.

July 25: Mussolini is deposed.

September 3: Italy surrenders.

1944

January 27: The Siege of Leningrad ends.

June 6: The D-Day invasion occurs, beginning the Battle of Normandy.

June 19: The Battle of the Philippine Sea occurs.

July 20: An assassination attempt against Hitler fails.

August 25: The Allies liberate Paris.

October 23: The Battle of Leyte Gulf begins.

December 16: The Battle of the Bulge begins.

1945

February 13: The Allies begin bombing Dresden.

February 19: The Battle of Iwo Jima begins.

April 1: The Battle of Okinawa occurs.

April 16: Battle of Berlin begins.

April 28: Mussolini is killed.

April 30: Adolf Hitler commits suicide.

May 7: Germany surrenders.

August 6: The United States drops the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan.

August 9: The United States drops a second atomic bomb on Nagasaki, Japan.

August 15: Japan surrenders.






BATTLEFIELD LIFE
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There were more than 70 million military members around the world who fought in World War II. These men fought on foot, in tanks, on ships, in planes, in submarines, in amphibious vehicles, and in trucks. They used all kinds of weapons, from knives and guns to anti-aircraft guns to bombs and nuclear weapons. Some of these men enlisted on their own. Others were drafted. Some wanted to fight. Others did not. This chapter shares little-known facts about the people and weapons that were involved in the war.




Q: How young was the youngest American to fight in the war?

A: Calvin Leon Graham was just 12 years old and in seventh grade when he enlisted (signed up for duty) to serve in the American navy. No one younger than 17 was allowed to enlist without a parent’s consent. Calvin forged the consent and said he was 17. He tried to make his voice sound deeper, and he wore his older brother’s clothes to try to look older. He served on the USS South Dakota and fought in the Battle of Guadalcanal. He was shot in the mouth and lost several teeth. Graham was given a Bronze Star for his bravery, even though he wasn’t supposed to be fighting.

Q: What did battlefield soldiers use for toilet paper?

American soldiers each had 21 sheets of toilet paper per day. The German soldiers got three. If they ran out, they had to use leaves or pages from books they hid in their helmets or pockets.

Q: Why did Japanese soldiers wear special belts as part of their uniform?

A: The Japanese wore belts called senninbari. They were made of white cloth with 1,000 red stitches. The Japanese believed these belts brought them good luck and protected them from bullets. Their uniforms were olive green and the pants were usually short and wrapped tight at the knees.

Q: What was the standard-issue rifle used by the German infantry in World War II?

A: The Karabiner 98k was adopted by the Germans in 1935 and used throughout the war by the German infantry. It had bolt action and could hold five cartridges at a time. Each rifle came with a cleaning rod attached. A bayonet could be attached to the end.

Q: Which country lost the most people in World War II?

A: The Soviet Union lost the most people in the war. It is estimated that over 16 million Soviet citizens died in the war. Eighty percent of men born in that country in 1923 are believed to have died in the war.

Q: How much weight did the average US soldier carry in battle?

A: US soldiers carried gear that weighed 60 to 75 pounds. Their pack included socks, first aid items, food rations, a bayonet, canteen and mess kit, shovel for digging trenches, helmet, and a tent. Because the pack was so heavy, many wounded men drowned when they landed in Normandy during D-Day. They could not stay afloat and get from the boat to the shore with such a heavy load while injured.
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Q: What was one of the most common injuries in the war that had nothing to do with bullets or bombs?

A: Trench foot was a common and very dangerous injury. Soldiers or sailors whose feet were wet for long periods of time developed trench foot. This could happen from constantly wearing wet socks and boots or from having their feet in water such as a swamp, a wet trench, or a leaking boat for days on end. If their feet were always wet, the skin would become infected with a fungus. The skin and then the nerves and blood vessels would be damaged. The feet could turn red, blister, peel, and the tissue could die. This was a serious problem that sent many soldiers to the hospital. Most never returned to battle because their injuries were so serious. Some of them had to have their feet amputated. Some even died from it.

Q: What battle cry did the Soviet soldiers often shout on the battlefield?

A: They shouted “Ura!” This means “kill.”

Q: Which Japanese soldier remained at war the longest?

A: Hiroo Onoda was in the Japanese army when he was sent to Lubang Island with some other soldiers. The Japanese government ordered them to defend it against the Allies and not to surrender or commit suicide. In 1945, the Japanese on Lubang surrendered to the Allies. Onoda and three other soldiers escaped into the mountains. The Allies dropped leaflets on them to let them know the war was over. They thought it was a trap. Then the Japanese army dropped a leaflet ordering them to surrender. Onoda refused. In 1974 Onoda was found. He insisted he would not surrender unless a Japanese officer ordered him to. An officer in Japan then sent him the order and he finally surrendered. Onoda had remained at war for 29 years.

Q: What did troops eat on the front lines?


A: American soldiers who were fighting in the war often had to carry their own food with them. Because they were in dangerous situations, they didn’t have cooks and mess halls to feed them. Soldiers were given crates of food to take with them into battle. There were two types of rations. C rations (“C” for combat) were the most commonly used rations. K rations were smaller, lighter meals given to paratroopers and airborne troops, which could fit in a pocket.
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C rations were shipped in a box. Each box was supposed to have three meals and 3,600 calories. Inside the box were cans of pre-cooked food. The food could be eaten cold or heated up. The soldier had to use a tool called a key to open the can. The cans included things like hot dogs and beans, stew, eggs and ham, meat and hash, meat and noodles, or Spam. The box also had candy, chocolate, gum, salt, cheese spread, crackers, cigarettes, matches, toilet paper, and a wooden spoon. Later in the war, soldiers were also given powdered drinks to mix with water.

Some of the packages had paper labels on them and they often fell off, so soldiers didn’t know what they were eating until they opened the food. Soldiers complained about the food and thought it tasted bad. In 1945, the US produced 105 million C rations.

Several foods we eat today were developed just for C rations including packaged sliced bread, Cheetos, Pringles, M&M’s, instant coffee, and Chef Boyardee meals.



Q: For American sailors on ships in the Atlantic, what did the order “general quarters” mean?

A: When sailors were ordered to their general quarters, it meant that they were required to all go to their individual battle stations. Every single weapon, sensor, and firefighting station would be manned, and the captain of the ship would be on the bridge. Everyone was on watch for U-boats and ready to fight to protect their ship.

Q: How many U-boats did the Germans use during World War II?

A: At the end of World War I, Germany was forbidden from building U-boats. By 1935, Germany renegotiated the treaty terms and began building U-boats. During World War II, Germany built 1,162 U-boats. Seven hundred eighty-five were destroyed in the war. The rest surrendered or were scuttled (sunk by their crew).

Q: What luxury did American submarines have?

A: Life on submarines was hard. Sailors had to live in tiny, cramped spaces. Each had one bunk to himself. The rest of the space was crammed with equipment and weapons. Food was stowed everywhere possible, including in the showers and under the bunks. Because things were so crowded and uncomfortable, the Navy made sure the submarine sailors had good food. One special luxury on each ship was an ice cream freezer, so the crew could have ice cream to enjoy.

Q: What was the Momsen lung?

A: The Momsen lung was a piece of lifesaving equipment used on American submarines. It was made of a rubber bag with two tubes. One tube was for inhaling and one was for exhaling. The air would go into the bag, which had soda lime in it. This removed carbon dioxide from the air. Sailors could strap on a Momsen lung when they escaped from a sunken submarine and use it to breathe until they could get to the surface. It also helped them rise slowly so they didn’t get the bends (this is a kind of sickness that happens from coming up from deep water too quickly).
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Q: Why did the air in submarines smell so bad during the war?

A: Submarines were very small with a limited amount of air. The subs stayed submerged during daylight and only surfaced at night. This meant that the subs were underwater with no fresh air for up to 16 hours a day. The engines heated up the air, bringing the temperature in the engine room up to 100ºF. Mold grew inside the subs. Up to 80 men worked in the small, hot spaces of the sub and they sweated. There was limited fresh water available so most men only showered once every 10 days. There wasn’t enough water to do laundry. As you can imagine, all of this meant it smelled pretty bad inside.

Q: What was the most popular dish at the Honolulu USO?

A: The USO (United Service Organizations) was devoted to helping to boost the troops’ morale during the war. They had over 3,000 clubs worldwide during the war where American servicemen could come to hear music, dance, and eat. The USO raised $33 million during the war to provide entertainment and comfort to troops. They often hosted big-name entertainers who flew all over the world to perform for the troops (one of the most famous was an entertainer named Bob Hope). Men often spent time at the USO clubs when they were on leave from the battlefront. The club in Honolulu was famous for its banana splits. At the height of the war, the club used one ton of bananas and 250 gallons of ice cream per day to feed the troops who visited.
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