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CHAPTER 8 

The Second World War 

THE SECOND World War began as a war of Poland, Great Britain, and France 
against Nazi Germany and for the next two years remained primarily a European 
war. It became a global conflict in December 1941, when the Japanese attacked 
Pearl Harbor and provoked the United States into the war. The fifteen months 
following the entry of the United States were decisive. Winston Churchill, in 
the fourth volume of his history of the Second World War, saw this period as 
"the turning point" of the war. 1 Until the end of the summer of 1942 Germany 
attacked and advanced. Thereafter the initiative was held by the opponents of 
Fascism. 

Holding the initiative, however, did not bring with it the assurance of final 
victory. As the British historian Richard Overy has persuasively argued, there was 
nothing inevitable about the Allied victory, even after the great turning points 
of 1942. The Allies' economic superiority was certainly important, but it alone 
could not have guaranteed victory. Of crucial importance was the Allies' ability 
to learn from their initial mistakes, to make the organizational, logistical, and 
managerial reforms that allowed them to collaborate more effectively and to 
bring the full force of their superior numbers and firepower to bear against the 
enemy. Yet even this achievement might not have been decisive had not the 
Allied soldiers and peoples shown that they were every bit as determined, 
resourceful, and courageous as their Axis foes. 

THE EUROPEAN WAR 

Gennany in Command 

Until the autumn of 1940 the Germans marched from triumph to triumph. 
Poland, whose resistance to Hitler's demands had ended the period of appease-

1 Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War, vol. IV, The Hinge of Fate (Boston, 1950), 
p. 830.
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ment, was eliminated in a campaign of just one month, which provided the first 
glimpse of the military weapons and tactics which would dominate the conduct 
of the war. The Germans used their tremendous air superiority to destroy the 
Polish Air Force on the ground and then to bomb roads and railroads and inter
rupt communications so that the Polish troops lost any possibility of movement. 
There was no such thing as a relatively safe rear. By concentrating an over
whelming force of tanks at certain points, the Germans broke through the Polish 
lines; they then secured their flanks at the breakthrough points and sent the 
tanks, followed by motorized infantry, streaming into the open countryside, 
where they turned to the right or left, dividing the enemy forces into isolated 
segments, which were encircled and annihilated one after the other. In the 
confusion created by this lightning attack, or blitzkrieg, only the big cities main
tained organized resistance. Warsaw was heroically defended; the German 
answer was a bombardment from the air which reduced it to ruins-the first 
example of the destruction of a large city by air attack. 

On September 27, hardly four weeks after the outbreak of the war, Polish 
resistance was at an encl, and Poland was partitioned between Germany and 
Soviet Russia. The Russians quickly occupied the eastern half of Poland, which 
had been promised to them in the German-Soviet treaty, and they also advanced 
into the Baltic states-Lithuania, Estonia, and Latvia. Thus, they gained control 
of a long stretch of the southern coast of the Baltic Sea. The Germans annexed 
a large part of Poland and for the remainder created a Polish protectorate ruled 
by a German government. The delimination of the German and Russian spheres 
was settled in Moscow on September 28 in what was called the German-Soviet 
Boundary and Friendship Treaty. 

The "Phony War" 
French and British military leaders were slow to learn the lessons of the Polish 

campaign. They believed that the blitzkrieg tactics had been effective only 
because of Poland's military weakness and could not be applied against armies 
of greater power. Although German strength in the west was limited, the British 
and French had not supported the Poles by an attack on Germany, being satisfied 
to gain time for building up their forces. 

What followed was the period of the "phony war." In the west the enemies 
confronted each other without engaging in serious fighting. German inactivity 
lulled the French and British into false security. They placed unjustifiably high 
hopes on the effects of economic warfare; from the outset they set up a tight 
blockade to prevent Germany from getting goods from abroad. Because they 
doubted that the Germans would dare to attack in the west, their measures for 
strengthening the defenses in France lacked the necessary energy. The Maginot 
Line was not extended along the Belgian frontier to the coast. The French and 
British governments felt so secure in the west that their attention focused on 
other areas. When the Russians invaded Finland in November 1939, in order 
to improve their military defense line in the north, the French and British 








































































