World War II
World War II (1939-1945) killed more people, destroyed more property, disrupted more lives, and probably had more far-reaching consequences than any other war in history. It brought about the downfall of Western Europe as the center of world power and led to the rise of the Soviet Union. The development of the atomic bomb during the war opened the nuclear age. Germany, Italy, Japan, and their Axis partners fought the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, the United States, and the other Allies in World War II. 

Causes of the war 

Several reasons especially the unsolved problems of World War I and the desire of dictators in Germany, Italy, and Japan to conquer additional territory brought World War II.

The Peace of Paris: 

At the end of World War I, the victorious nations met in Paris in 1919 to draw up peace treaties for the defeated countries. The treaties, known together as the Peace of Paris, followed a long and bitter war. They were worked out in haste by countries with opposing goals and failed to satisfy even the victors. Italy gained less territory than it felt it deserved and vowed to take action on its own. In 1931 the Japanese, using as an excuse the explosion of a small bomb under a section of track of the South Manchuria Railroad (over which they had virtual control), initiated military operations designed to conquer all of Manchuria. After receiving the report of its commission of inquiry, the League adopted a resolution in 1933 calling on the Japanese to withdraw. Thereupon, Japan resigned from the League. 

The countries that lost World War I—Germany, Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Turkey—were stripped of territories and arms and required payments for war damages.

The Treaty of Versailles, which was signed with Germany, punished Germany severely. The German government agreed to sign the treaty only after the victorious powers threatened to invade. 

Economic problems: 

World War I seriously damaged the economies of European countries. Both the winners and the losers came out of the war deeply in debt. The defeated powers had difficulty paying reparations to the victors, and the victors had difficulty repaying loans from the United States. Many soldiers could not find jobs.

Italy and Japan, suffering from too many people for their resources after World War I, tried to solve their problems by territorial expansion. In Germany, runaway inflation destroyed the value of money and wiped out the savings of millions of people. In 1923, the German economy neared collapse. Loans from the United States helped Germany's government restore order. 

The Great Depression: 

A worldwide business slump known as the Great Depression began in the United States in 1929. By the early 1930's, it had halted Europe's economic recovery that started in Europe by the late 1920’s. The Great Depression caused mass unemployment and spread poverty and despair. It weakened democratic governments and strengthened extreme political movements. The forces of Communism, known as the Left, called for revolution by the workers. The forces of fascism, called the Right, favored strong national government. Throughout Europe, the forces of the Left clashed with the forces of the Right. The political extremes gained the most support in countries with the greatest economic problems and the deepest resentment of the Peace of Paris.

Nationalism:

Nationalism was an extreme form of patriotism that swept across Europe during the 1800's. Supporters of nationalism placed loyalty to the aims of their nation above any other public loyalty. Many nationalists viewed foreigners and members of minority groups as inferior. Such beliefs helped nations justify their conquest of other lands and the poor treatment of minorities within their borders. Nationalism was a chief cause of World War I, and it grew even stronger after that war. The more people felt deprived of national honor, the more they wished to see their country powerful and able to insist on its rights. Many Germans felt humiliated by their country's defeat in World War I and its harsh treatment under the Treaty of Versailles. During the 1930's, they enthusiastically supported a violently nationalistic organization called the Nazi Party. The Nazi Party declared that Germany had a right to become strong again. Nationalism also gained strength in Italy and Japan.

The Peace of Paris established an international organization called the League of Nations to maintain peace. But swept by nationalism, each country backed its own interests at the expense of other countries. Only weak countries agreed to submit their disagreements to the League of Nations for settlement. Strong nations reserved the right to settle their disputes by threats or by force.

Dictatorships:

The political unrest and poor economic conditions that developed after World War I enabled dictatorships to arise in several countries, especially in those countries that lacked a tradition of democratic government. During the 1920's and 1930's, dictatorships came to power in the Soviet Union, Italy, Germany, and Japan. They held total power and ruled without regard to law. People who objected risked imprisonment or execution.

The Soviet Union: In the Soviet Union, the Communists, led by V. I. Lenin, seized power in 1917 and set up a dictatorship that controlled the country by the time he died in 1924. After Lenin's death, Joseph Stalin eliminated his rivals (oppositions) one by one and became the Soviet dictator in 1929.

Italy: In Italy, due to economic distress and violence after World War I, a strongly nationalistic group called the Fascist Party, lead by Benito Mussolini, became popular. He promised to bring order and prosperity to Italy. He vowed to restore to Italy the glory it had known in the days of the ancient Roman Empire. By 1922, the Fascists had become powerful enough to force the king of Italy to appoint Mussolini Prime Minister. Mussolini, who took the title Il Duce (The Leader), soon began to establish a dictatorship.

Germany: Many Germans blamed all their country's economic woes on the hated Treaty of Versailles, which forced Germany to give up territory and resources and pay large reparations. In 1933, Adolf Hitler, the leader of the Nazis, was appointed chancellor of Germany. He, called as der Fuhrer (the Leader), soon made Germany a dictatorship. Hitler preached that Germans were a "superior race" and that such peoples as Jews and Slavs were inferior. He began a campaign of hatred against Jews and Communists and promised to rid the country of them. 

Japan: In Japan, military officers began to hold political office during the 1930's. By 1936, they had strong control of the government. In 1941, General Hideki Tojo became premier of Japan.

Aggression by dictatorships: 

While Japan, Italy and Germany invaded weak lands that could be taken over easily, the democratic countries responded with timidity and indecision to this aggression.

Japan was the first dictatorship to begin a program of conquest. In 1931, Japanese forces seized control of Manchuria, a region of China rich in natural resources. Some historians consider Japan's conquest of Manchuria as the real start of World War II. In 1937, Japan launched a major attack against China. It occupied most of eastern China by the end of 1938, though the two countries had not officially declared war. Japan's military leaders began to speak about bringing all of eastern Asia under Japanese control.

Italy looked to Africa to fulfill its ambitions for an empire. In 1935, Italian troops invaded Ethiopia and conquered her by May 1936.

Soon after Hitler took power, he began to build up Germany's armed forces in violation of the Treaty of Versailles. In 1936, Hitler sent troops into the Rhineland, a region of Germany along the banks of the Rhine River. Under the treaty, the Rhineland was to remain free of troops. In March 1938, German soldiers marched into Austria and united it with Germany. Many people in Germany and Austria welcomed that move.

Inactive League of Nations:

The acts of aggression were easy victories for the dictatorships. The League of Nations proved incapable of stopping them. It lacked an army and the power to enforce international law. The United States had refused to join the League or become involved in European disputes. The United Kingdom and France were unwilling to risk another war so soon after World War I. The two powers knew they would bear the burden of any fighting.

The Axis:

The aggressors soon formed an alliance. In 1936, Germany and Italy agreed to support one another's foreign policy. The alliance was known as the Rome-Berlin Axis. Japan joined the alliance in 1940, and it became the Rome-Berlin-Tokyo Axis.

The Spanish Civil War: 

A civil war tore Spain apart from 1936 to 1939. In 1936, many of Spain's army officers revolted against the government and chose General Francisco Franco, leader of Nationalists or Rebels, as their leader. The forces that supported Spain's elected government were called Loyalists or Republicans. During the war, the dictatorships again displayed their might while the democracies remained helpless.

Hitler and Mussolini sent troops, weapons, aircraft, and advisers to aid the Nationalists. The Soviet Union was the only power to help the Loyalists. France, the United Kingdom, and the United States decided not to become involved. However, Loyalist sympathizers from many countries joined the International Brigades that the Communists formed to fight in Spain.

When the last Loyalist forces surrendered on April 1, 1939, Franco set up a dictatorship in Spain. The Spanish Civil War served as a military proving ground for World War II because Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union used it to test weapons and tactics. The war in Spain was also a rehearsal for World War II in that it split the world into forces that either supported or opposed Nazism and Fascism.

The failure of appeasement:

Soon after Germany absorbed Austria in March 1938, Germany bordered Czechoslovakia on three sides. Czechoslovakia had become an independent nation after World War I. She had more than 3 million people of German descent living. Hitler sought control of the Sudetenland, full of the Germans who began to clamor for union with Germany. Czechoslovakia was determined to defend its territory. France and the Soviet Union had pledged their support. As tension mounted, the United Kingdom's Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain believed that meeting Hitler’s demands could prevent war. That policy is known as appeasement.

Chamberlain had several meetings with Hitler during September 1938 and Hitler raised his demands at each meeting. On September 29, Chamberlain and French Premier Edouard Daladier met with Hitler and Mussolini in Munich, Germany. Chamberlain and Daladier agreed to turn over the Sudetenland to Germany, and they forced Czechoslovakia to accept the agreement. Hitler promised that he had no more territorial demands.

Chamberlain and Daladier hoped that the agreement would satisfy Hitler and prevent war or that it would at least prolong the peace until the United Kingdom and France were ready for war. However, Hitler broke the Munich Agreement in March 1939 and seized the rest of Czechoslovakia. He thereby added Czechoslovakia's armed forces and industries to Germany's military might. In the months before World War II began, Germany's preparations for war moved ahead faster than did the military build-up of the United Kingdom and France.

The Germans smarting under their failure in World War I to capitalize on initial breakthroughs of the Allied lines because of lack of sustained power, developed fast, hard-hitting with tank-airplane forces and the strategy of the blitzkrieg (lightning war). Since they had been disarmed by the Allies, they were unencumbered by obsolescent armaments and could equip their forces with the most modern weapons. As a result, initial German operations met with surprisingly rapid success. 

Invasion of Poland:

Hitler and Stalin together, called Nazi-Soviet Pact, made an agreement for the conduct of war on August 23, 1939, with its secret provisions of dividing Poland and other parts of Eastern Europe between these two powers. Germany invaded Poland on September 1, 1939, starting World War II.

At last on September 3, 1939 The United Kingdom and France declared war on Germany. On September 10, 1939 United States entered the war. All the countries in North and South America eventually declared war on the Axis. Thus the Second World War began.
WWII: Once-over

Early stage of the war

The Phony War: 

Sept. 3, 1939 -The United Kingdom and France declared war on Germany, two days after the invasion of Poland. However, the two countries stood by and avoided fighting in late 1939 and early 1940 while Poland collapsed. 

The conquest of Denmark and Norway:
April 1940 - German forces invaded Norway and conquered her in June 1940 while German conquered Denmark on the way. 

May 10, 1940 -Winston Churchill replaced Chamberlain, the champion of appeasement, as the United Kingdom's Prime Minister. 
The invasion of the Low Countries:

1940

May 10 - Germany launched a blitzkrieg against Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. Luxembourg surrendered in one day, and the Netherlands in five days. British and French forces rushed into Belgium and fell into a German trap. 

May 28 -King Leopold III of Belgium surrendered. 

June 4 -After the United Kingdom had rescued most of her trapped troops, the remaining Allied troops in Dunkerque on the English Channel surrendered.

The fall of France:

1940

May - The Germans passed north of the Maginot Line, that France built for her defense.

June 5 -German launched a major assault against France. 

June 10 -Italy declared war on France and the United Kingdom.

June 14 -German troops entered Paris.

June 22 –Reynaud of France resigned, and a new French government agreed to an armistice (truce). Under the terms of the armistice, Germany occupied the northern two-thirds of France and a strip of western France along the Atlantic Ocean. Southern France remained in French control. The town of Vichy became the capital of unoccupied France. Marshal Henri Philippe Petain, a French hero of World War I, headed the Vichy government. He largely cooperated with the Germans. 

November 1942 -German troops occupied all France.

The Battle of Britain: 

1940

July -The Battle of Britain, the first battle ever fought to control the air, began with Germany.

August -The German air force, the Luftwaffe, began to attack RAF bases.

September -The Luftwaffe mistakenly believed it had destroyed the RAF.

1941

May -Germany finally gave up its attempts to defeat the United Kingdom from the air. The United Kingdom's survival was immensely important later in the war because the country served as a base for the Allied liberation of Europe from Nazi rule.

World War II: The war spreads 

Fighting in Africa: 

1940

August -The Italians battled eastward from Ethiopia and overran the forces in British Somaliland (now northern Somalia). 

Semtember -Italian forces that were stationed in Libya invaded Egypt.

December -The United Kingdom struck back at the Italians, sweeping them out of Egypt and back into Libya. However, an Italian invasion of Greece then drew part of the United Kingdom's force from Africa and ended the advance.

1941 

Hitler sent tank units, Afrika Korps, led by “The Desert Fox” General Erwin Rommel, to help the Italians in northern Africa. During the spring, Rommel recaptured the Libyan territory the Italians had lost and drove into Egypt. The British again pushed the Axis forces back into Libya. 

May -The United Kingdom had defeated the Italians in British Somaliland and Ethiopia.

1942

May -Rommel broke through British lines and reached El Alamein, only 200 miles (320 kilometers) from the Suez Canal. However he couldn’t save Musolini’s empire.
Fighting in the Balkans: 

1940

October -Italian forces based in Albania invaded Greece. 

December -Greece drove the Italians out of Greece and overrun part of Albania. 

1941

March - Yugoslavia's government signed an agreement with the Axis since  Hitler used threats to force Bulgaria, Hungary, and Romania into joining the Axis. However, Yugoslavia's armed forces rebelled and overthrew the government. 

April 6 -German troops began to pour into Yugoslavia. Yugoslavia surrendered 11 days later. During that time, Hitler had to rescue Mussolini's troops elsewhere on the Balkan Peninsula.

April -Even though the United Kingdom sent a small force to help Greece, a much larger German force came to the aid of the Italians. By the end of April, the Axis controlled Greece.

May 20 -Thousands of German paratroopers descended on the island of  Crete in the Mediterranean Sea and seized an airfield. The first airborne invasion in history gave Germany an important base in the Mediterranean by the end of May.
The invasion of the Soviet Union: 

Germany and the Soviet Union proved to be uneasy partners. Hitler feared Soviet ambitions to expand in eastern Europe. He also wanted control of Soviet wheat fields and oil fields. His 1939 nonaggression pact with Stalin served merely to keep the Soviet Union out of the war while Germany overran western Europe. Meanwhile, Stalin sought to obtain more naval bases and to strengthen Soviet borders. 

November 1939 -The Soviet Union invaded Finland. 

March 1940 -The Finns surrendered after a fierce fighting.

Summer, 1940 -The Soviet Union seized the countries of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania along the Baltic Sea.

1941

June 22 -Germany's sudden invasion of the Soviet Union, which was code-named Operation Barbarossa, began. 

July -The Germans appeared headed for victory by late July. They then began to make mistakes.

September -The German advance slowed down. Hitler reinforced the German armies heading north toward Leningrad (now St. Petersburg) and south toward the Crimean Peninsula on the Black Sea. While the Germans wasted time transferring forces, Stalin brought in fresh troops. 

October -German tanks and artillery bogged down in mud in heavy rain.

November -The Germans had surrounded Leningrad and had begun to encircle Moscow. The temperature then plunged to -40 °F (-40 °C). An unusually severe Soviet winter had begun early. German troops lacked warm clothing and suffered from frostbite. Their tanks and weapons broke down in the bitter cold. Winter had saved the Soviet Union.

The Battle of the Atlantic: 

The United Kingdom's survival in World War II depended on shipments of food, war materials, and other supplies across the Atlantic Ocean from North America. Throughout the war, Germany tried to destroy such shipments. Germany's surface fleet was far too weak to challenge the United Kingdom's Royal Navy in battle during World War II. 

May 1941 -A fleet of British warships chased, trapped, and finally sank the powerful German battleship Bismarck about 600 miles (970 kilometers) off the coast of France. 

From 1940 to 1942, Germany appeared to be winning the Battle of the Atlantic. Each month, German submarines, called ‘Unterseeboote’ or U-boats sank thousands of tons of Allied shipping. But the Allies gradually overcame the U-boat danger. 

By mid-1943, the Allies were sinking U-boats faster than Germany could replace them. 

World War II: The United States enters the war 

September 10, 1939 –United States entered the war, one week after the United Kingdom did. All the countries in North and South America eventually declared war on the Axis. But only Brazil, Canada, Mexico, and the United States sent troops. 

The arsenal of democracy: 

Roosevelt appealed to the United States to become what he called "the arsenal of democracy."

By late 1940, the United Kingdom had nearly run out of funds for arms.

March 1941 -Congress approved the Lend-Lease Act that Roosevelt proposed. This would permit him to lend or lease raw materials, equipment, and weapons to any nation fighting the Axis. In all, 38 nations received a total of about $50 billion in aid under Lend-Lease. More than half the aid went to the British Empire and about a fourth to the Soviet Union.

Japan attacks: 

By 1940, Japanese forces were bogged down in China. Even though the Chinese government, led by Chiang Kai-shek, had fled to central China, China refused to give up. In 1940 Japanese troops occupied northern Indochina (today part of Laos and Vietnam). 

1941  

Japan seized the rest of Indochina. Roosevelt then barred the withdrawal of Japanese funds from American banks.

October -General Hideki Tojo became premier of Japan. Tojo and Japan's other military leaders realized that only the United States Navy had the power to block Japan's expansion in Asia. They decided to cripple the U.S. Pacific Fleet with one forceful blow.

Dec. 7 -Japanese aircraft attacked without warning the U.S. Pacific Fleet at anchor in Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. 

Dec. 8 -The United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom declared war on Japan. 

Dec. 9 -China declared war on the Axis. 

Dec. 11 -Germany and Italy declared war on the United States. World War II had become a global conflict.
World War II: The Allies attack in Europe and northern Africa 

1943

Feb. 2 -The last Germans surrendered at Stalingrad 

May 13 -Axis forces in northern Africa surrendered

July 4 -Germany opened an assault near the soviet city of Kursk

July 10 -Allied forces invaded Sicily

Sept. 3 -Italy secretly surrendered to the Allies

Sept. 9 -Allied troops landed at Salerno, Italy

1944

June 6 -Allied troops landed in Normandy in the D-Day invasion of northern France

July 20 -A plot to assassinate Hitler failed

Dec 16 -The Germans struck back at the US troops at the battle of the Bulge.

1945

Apr 30 -Hitler took his life in Berlin

May 7 -Germany surrendered unconditionally to the Allies in Reims, France, ending WWII in Europe. 

The war in Asia and the Pacific

1941

Dec. 7 -Japan bombed US military bases at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii

Dec. 8 -the United States, Great Britain and Canada declared war on Japan.

1942

Feb. 15 -Singapore fell to the Japanese

Feb. 26- 28 -Japan defeated an Allied naval force in the battle of the Java sea

April 9 -US and Philippine troops on Bataan Peninsula surrendered

April 18 -US bombers hit Tokyo in the Doolttle raid

May 4-8 -The Allies checked a Japanese assault in the battle of the Coral sea

June 4-6 -The Allies defeated Japan in the battle of Midway

Aug 7 -U.S. marines landed on Guadalcanal

1943

Nov. 20 -U.S. forcees invaded Tarawa

1944

June 19-20 -A U.S. naval force deefeated the Japanese in the Battle of Philippine Sea

July 18 -Japan’s Prime Minister Tojo resigned

Oct. 20 -the Allies began landing on Philippines

Oct 23-26 -The Allies defeated Japan’s navy in the Battle of Leyte Gulf in the Philippines

1945

March 16 –The US marines captured Iwo Jima

June 21 -Allied forces captured Okinawa

Aug. 6 -An atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima

Aug. 8 -The Soviet Union declared war on Japan

Aug. 9 -An atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki

Aug. 14 -Japan agreed to surrender unconditionally

Sept. 2 -Japan signed surrender terms abroad the battleship U.S.S. Missouri in Tokyo 

Bay.
World War II: Establishing the peace 

Birth of the United Nations (UN): 

1943 -Representatives of the United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and China met in Moscow. They agreed to establish an international organization that would work to promote peace. 

1944 -The four Allied powers met again at Dumbarton Oaks, an estate in Washington, D.C. The delegates decided to call the new organization the United Nations. 

April 1945 -Representatives from 50 nations gathered in San Francisco, California, to draft a charter for the United Nations. They signed the charter in June, and it went into effect on October 24.

Peace with Germany: 

Before World War II ended, the Allies divided Germany into four zones, with the United States, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and France each occupying a zone. The four powers jointly administered Berlin.

July 1945 -At the Potsdam Conference, the Allies set forth their occupation policy. They agreed to abolish Germany's armed forces and to outlaw the Nazi Party. Germany lost territory east of the Oder and Neisse rivers. Most of the region went to Poland. The Soviet Union gained the northeastern corner of this territory.

1945 to 1949 -The most important war trials for Nazi Germans by the Allies took place in the German City of Nuremberg. Soon after the occupation began, the Soviet Union stopped cooperating with its Western Allies that gradually joined their zones into one economic unit. The Soviet Union forbade its zone to join.

June 1948 -The Soviet Union sought to drive the Western powers from Berlin by blocking all rail, water, and highway routes to the city. 

May 1949 -The Soviet Union finally lifted the Berlin blockade.

Sept. 1949 -The airlift ended. The three Western zones were officially combined as the Federal Republic of Germany, also known as West Germany. 

Oct. 1949 -The Soviet zone became the German Democratic Republic, also called East Germany.

May 1955 -The Western Allies signed a treaty ending the occupation of West Germany, and granting the country full independence. However, the treaty was not a general peace treaty because the Soviet Union refused to sign it. The Soviet Union set up a Communist government in its zone. 

Sept. 1990 -The Soviet Union and the Western Allies signed a treaty to give up all their occupation rights in East and West Germany.

Oct. 1990 -Germany was reunited as a non-Communist nation.

Peace with Japan: 

Aug. 1945 -The military occupation of Japan began. General MacArthur directed the occupation as supreme commander for the Allied nations. 

1947 -A Constitution drawn up by MacArthur's staff took effect. The Constitution transferred all political rights from the Japanese emperor to the people, granted voting rights to women, and denied Japan's right to declare war.

The Allied occupation forces brought to trial 25 Japanese war leaders and government officials who were accused of war crimes. 

Sept. 1951 -The United States and most of the other Allied nations signed a peace treaty with Japan. This took away Japan's overseas empire, but permitted Japan to rearm. The Allied occupation of Japan ended soon after the nations signed the peace treaty. However, a new treaty permitted the United States to keep troops in Japan. 

1952 -China's Nationalist government signed its own peace treaty with Japan.

1956 -The Soviet Union and Japan signed a separate peace treaty.

Peace with other countries: 

Soon after World War II ended, the Allies began to draw up peace treaties with Italy and the other countries that fought the Allies. The treaties limited the armed forces of the defeated countries and required them to pay war damages. The treaties also called for territorial changes. Bulgaria gave up territory to Greece and Yugoslavia. Czechoslovakia gained land from Hungary. Italy gave up land to France, Yugoslavia, and Greece. The country also lost its empire in Africa. Romania gained territory from Hungary, but in turn it lost land to Bulgaria and the Soviet Union.
