Declaration of War:
       It was quarter past eleven on Sunday morning, September3, 1939. All over Britain, groups of people were gathered around radio sets. They heard the sombre voice of the Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, Saying: " This morning, the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a note stating that unless we heard from them by eleven o'clock that they were prepared to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. No such undertaking has been received and consequently this country is at war with Germany."

      World War Two had begun. It is said that the seeds of the war were sown at the end of World War One with the Treaty of Versailles. The people of Germany felt that the peace terms were harsh. From 1933, a new and ruthless leader, Adolf Hitler, fanned their resentment into flames. In 1933, he withdrew Germany form the League of Nations. Two years later he openly announced that he intended to build up Germany's forces. In 1936 he re-occupied the Rhineland, a border zone between Germany and France from which German forces were barred at the end of World War One.

      By 1938, Germany had a strong army, which marched into Austria and made that country part of the German Reich (empire). Next, Hitler claimed the Sudetenland, an area of Czechoslovakia bordering Germany. Britain and France agreed to an alteration but, in March 1939, the Germans marched into the rest of the country and Hitler announced" Czechoslovakia has ceased to exist". 

      On September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland. Britain and France had promised to help the Poles. Once Britain had declared war, France acted. By 5 p.m. she was at war with Germany and before the day was over, so were Australia, New Zealand and India.

      Canada, too, was preparing to enter the war on Britain's side but the United States decided to remain neutral.

The War in the North:

      By tradition, Germany and the Soviet Union were enemies, each fearing the growth of the other's strength. But on August 23, 1939, they surprised the world by signing an agreement not to attack each other.

      Then, on September 17, 1939, the Soviet Union invaded Poland from the east. This helped the Germans to complete the conquest of Poland by September 27. Afterwards, Germany and the Soviet Union divided the country between them.

      Hitler did not at once attack elsewhere. What followed in the West was called the      "Phony War". But on November 30 the Soviet Union made a move in the North. She launched an invasion of Finland. It was an unequal struggle. Finland's population was only 31/4 million; the Soviet Union's was 180 million. The Soviet Union had 9,000 tanks compared to Finland's 50. But the "Winter War", as it was called, was no blitzkneg. It was more than three months before the Finns gave in.

       On April 9, 1940, Germany struck again. Without warning, she had begun a seaborne invasion of Norway. Allied troops went to help the Norwegians but they could not prevent the conquest of Norway. It was all over by June, Denmark, also invaded on April 9, put up no resistance.

Hitler Strikes in the West

        On the Western Front, the "phony war" went on into 1940. Neither France nor Britain was in a position to launch an attack against Germany. IN the years between the wars, they had both run down their fighting forces.

        They had seen the danger from Germany too late. They waited behind the Maginot Line for the German attack. But when the assault came, on May10, 1940, it was on the two neutral countries of Holland and Belgium. Before dawn the Luftwaffe (German Air Force) made widespread bombing raids. Then, in Holland, paratroops landed and seized key bridges. An avalanche of tanks and infantry poured over the borders and in four days it was all over. The Dutch surrendered.

         Allied troops had advanced into Holland and Belgium but they were unable to halt the Germans. One thrust beginning 100 miles north of the Maginot Line drove into France and split the allied armies into two. On May18 the Belgians surrendered.

In the north of France, the British and the French First Army retreated to Dunkirk, bombed and machine-gunned by artillery fire. Meantime, every available boat in the South of England- fishing boats, pleasure streamers, private yachts- put to sea along with 220 ships of the Royal Navy. On May 26-27 these boats rescued 338,00 troops from the beach at Dunkirk. 

        The French armies collapsed, and on June 21 the French asked for peace. But one high- ranking officer, General de Gaulle, escaped to Britain and formed the Free French Army.

The Battle of Britain

         The words " Achtung! Spitfeuer!" (Look out! Spitfire!) Were often heard over the radio from the radio from German fighter pilots between July and October 1940.

         The Supermarine Spitfire and the Hawker Hurricane were the chief British fighters used in the battle of Britain, soon after the fall of France. By this time, Hitler was willing to launch Operation Sealion- the invasion of Britain-- and on July 2 the German High Command issued an order. It called for the control of the Channel seaway by the German navy and the destruction of the Royal Air Force.

         The Battle opened with German bombers attacking British ships in the Channel. But they met with stiff opposition from R.A.F. fighters. In August the Germans began bombing airfields in the south of England but each day their losses mounted. Over the Channel and the land on either side, aerial dogfights developed between British Spitfires and Hurricanes and German Messerschmitt 109's. Between September 1 and 5, the Germans made eleven major attacks on fighter airfields and aircraft factories. Their losses were high. The R.A.F. claimed 562 destroyed for the loss of 219.

         On September 7 the Germans launched a mass raid in London- 320 bombers with an escort of 600 fighters followed by 250 more bombers. The attack started in daylight and went on all night. Next day there was another heavy attack. Attacks on London went on daily and on September15 came the heaviest daylight attack. But 56 German aircraft were shot down and this was the turning point. After October 5 no bombers ventured over Britain in daylight.

          By October 12 it was clear that the R.A.F. had won the Battle of Britain. The Luftwaffe had lost 1,733 aircraft. Hitler cancelled Operation Sealion.

 Attack on the Balkans

           Benito Mussolini, dictator of Italy, declared war on Allies on June 10, 1940, when France was on the brink of defeat, and sent troops into Southern France.

           
           Italy played a bigger part when, later in the year, the Axis powers turned their attention to the Balkans and later still, to Africa:  German troops occupied Rumania without a fight but, when Mussolini threatened Greece, she gave him a defiant reply. So he sent 200,000 troops to attack Greece from Albania which Italy had taken over in 1939. 

          With help rushed out form Britain, the Greeks counter-attacked and, by the end of December, they had captured a quarter of Albania. Hitler, concerned at his ally's failure, decided to intervene. On March1, 1941, Bulgaria allowed German troops to pass through the country of Yugoslavia refused to join the Axis and, on April 6, Germany invaded Yugoslavia. After ten days of blitzkrieg, the Yugoslavs gave in. 

           Meanwhile, the Germans had also invaded Greece. Inspite of help from a small British army, the Greeks surrendered on April 21, and the British army escaped by sea. Gemany's next target was the large Greek Island of Crete. After bombing the airfields, the Germans invaded the island by air on May 20 using paratroops and troop- carrying gliders. Eight days later it was clear that the Allies could not hold Crete. The Royal Navy began taking troops off. The Luftawaffe established air bases on Crete. From these they could control the air over the eastern Mediterranean.

         German air power posed a tremendous threat to allied shipping. However, there was no trouble from the Italian fleet. Caught at sea on March 28, 1941, it took a battering Greece and did not venture forth again.

