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This project began for no particular reason except that I’ve always had a strong passion for history generally and in the Second World War particularly. The war defined my parents’ generation. Many older relatives went to war, and there are (or increasingly were) several veterans among my friends and acquaintances.
This history of the conflict started more or less as some hobby writing for an old Compuserve forum; and once started it just seemed necessary to continue. There are dozens of matters of debate that still need further discussion, such as the perennial American cheap shots at Montgomery and irritations such as the perpetual media focus on the D-Day Landings in Normandy which never discuss the weeks of intense combat that followed. It was also disturbing to see High School history texts that only discussed the Holocaust and Hiroshima and neglected everything else. While the war started on September 1st 1939 and finished on September 2nd 1945, there are dates tied in to the ‘precursor’ conflicts in Europe, Africa, and Asia.
Moreover, I am a committed bibliophile and in these days of e-reading devices, it might seem quaint to mention a number of books that are useful or interesting; but let us encourage the printed page to still put up a fight. Besides, there are many librarians and other book collectors out there who share my interests and passion. Maybe the citations will be useful.
The conventional chronology was more or less complete when I also got fed up with hearing pop stars, actors, and athletes being described as ‘heroes’ for having fashionable opinions or occasionally acting decently. You cannot read much history without encountering real heroes and there was no shortage of them in the Second World War.
I’ll also confess to partisanship and bias right up front – I’m Canadian and have grown used to seeing our own deeds unremembered -- not least by many of my own countrymen. Also, the Second World War was a World War and almost the whole world was involved… so the ‘Smoking Cobras’ of Brazil, a Danish VC winner in the SAS, and a hell-on-wheels Finnish sniper all get mentioned here. So do a Hungarian nun, a Polish schoolgirl and an Italian police officer. The heroes listed here are mostly winners of the US Medal of Honor and the British/Dominion Victoria Cross because both awards are well documented and the citations are readily available. Both medals are also – relatively speaking – instant recognition of a high grade of heroism. The Légion d’Honneur and the title of Hero of the Soviet Union are for both civil and military distinctions and recognize achievement other than that of courage alone. The French Croix de Guerre is also obscure in its distinction as the level of the award really depends on what level of commander made the nomination.
German combatants could be just as courageous as those who won the VC and the Medal of Honor but their awards are serialized and – insofar as it is fair to say – easier to earn providing the God of War does not promptly claim his due as he so often does among the brave. First one wins the Iron Cross Second Class, then the Iron Cross, then the Knight’s Cross, after which Swords, Diamonds and Oak Leaves are all separately appended to it. Only a few survived to win all six awards and those who did tended to be submarine aces, top notch fighter pilots and senior officers among the Panzers.
Imperial Japan took bravery for granted and the Order of the Golden Kite is Japan’s most prestigious award for courage and distinction, but is broken down into levels by rank. The private whose deeds in another army would win the recognition that a VC or Medal of Honor could bestow might receive the Golden Kite 7th Class where a 1st Class award might go to a senior admiral or general who seldom strayed from his desk.
There are Italians whose deeds give the lie to the sneers about Italian cowardice. The supreme Polish award Virtuti Militari went to a wide variety of recipients, even a warship (It seems only the Poles were wise enough to acknowledge that ships have souls too). Dutch and Norwegian awards are also not as straightforward as a VC or Medal of Honor. Mao Zedong, being without empathy, doesn’t seem to have recognized any heroism among his guerrillas while I couldn’t find any detailed material on Nationalist Chinese heroes of the war.
Another form of courage that often went unrecognized by any medal is the Israeli Post-War distinction of ‘Righteous Among the Nations” for those who saved the lives of Jews in the Second World War. It has gone to some amazing people including nuns, diplomats, princes, peasants, Wehrmacht officers and school girls. There is a Jewish tradition which holds that to save one life is to save all of Creation. If they’re right, then all of Creation was saved many times over. It is indisputable that war is squalid, cruel and wasteful but deeds of dignity, valour, and self-sacrifice could be far more important than we realize and therefore even more worthy of remembrance and appreciation.
PS. By way of personal dedication, this is for my uncle Pat who landed on D-Day and survived to VE Day as an infantryman in the 3rd Canadian Division, my uncle Bill who was a teenaged merchant seaman in the North Atlantic and on the Arctic convoys, for my uncle Chuck who alternated between operational tours looking for U-Boats with instructing wireless air gunners from September 1939 until May 1945, for Aunt Edi who had the bombs crash down around her home in Germany and for my Grandmother’s baby brother Tom, killed with his entire air crew on operations with RAF Coastal Command in August 1943. It is also for my father who was spoiling to get into the war but only turned of age to be shipped overseas in May 1945 and was again disappointed in his hopes of action when Japan surrendered. Only when Pat and Chuck came home did he come to realize his brothers had probably used up the family’s fair share of luck.
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One good war deserves another. It is not too difficult to make the case that the First World War led directly to the Second; and numerous historians slide directly into German outrage about the Versailles Treaty and how this helped create the Nazi movement, etcetera. This is a well-worn path by now and is easy to follow but sometimes it is useful to go back even further.
It is a fundamental aspect of our species, especially given the rapid technological shifts of the last few centuries, for each generation to consider the one before it to be old-fashioned and quaint. While we often do show respect to our elders, we still don’t expect them to really understand the problems of the current day and then we get surprised when our children do the same thing to us. There is the famous beer garden scene in the 1972 film Cabaret where a Hitlerjugend has brought the customers to their feet to join his song of defiant hope. One customer remains seated, a tired old man, obviously aware that the crowd has just bought into a vision that they really won’t like but also resigned to the fact that nobody would listen if he warned them.
The currents of human intellectual thought and its outcomes move slowly, especially so in the days before electronic mass media. However, late 19th Century Europe and America was largely shaped by the thinking of the 18th Century Enlightenment and the Classic Liberalism that sprang from it. Society was ordered, progress inevitable, education and careful legislation solved most ills. The strength of this set of beliefs had long resisted the Romanticism begun in the very beginning of the 19th Century, including ideas such as that an individual could submerge himself in something greater and transform both himself and the world. This is the well-spring of ultra nationalism, of socialism, and of other ideologies that spread out in the 19th Century but which proved largely unable to throw over the older tradition on their own merits.
The First World War changed all that as the obscenity of the trenches blew apart the old order. It is worth remembering that the 18th Century Enlightenment was set most deeply in the United Kingdom and the United States and that their armies never mutinied or collapsed during the war, while those of Austria, France (briefly), Germany, Italy, and Russia did. Yet everywhere, the unshaken faith in the old order was ruptured, often fatally, and the new ideologies were set loose.
Yet even then, other than in the murderous regime of the Soviet Union or the less violent turbulence of Fascist Italy, the old order had not fully lost its grip until the economic collapse of the markets ushered in the Great Depression. After that, it was easy to make the case that democracy had failed, that society was in the hands of hopelessly inept and corrupt and that the future should belong to those with the vision to see it and will to seize it. Thus the stage was set.
1918: The Guns Fall Silent
November 11th: Armistice Day: The guns fall silent, over 18 million people are dead and the First World War comes to an end with less than 21 years until the second one starts. In the meantime, tens of millions of people will die in Russia, China, and in dozens of regional conflicts and episodes of mass murder.
1919: One War Ends, Another Begins
February 14th: As the Soviets and the Poles try to secure a border as yet undefined, clashes frequently occurred but today’s confrontation at Mosty marks the start of the Russo-Polish War.
March 23rd: Benito Mussolini forms his new Fascist organization in Milan, signing up 200 members on its first day.
May 15th: With the tacit support of British and French warships, Greek troops occupy Smyrna in western Turkey with a view to acquiring Turkish territories (with sizeable Greek populations).
June 28th: The Treaty of Versailles is signed, officially bringing the First World War to an end. Germany is leniently treated by the standards of peace treaties it has forced other nations to sign, but still regards the terms as a humiliating affront.
August 8th: Polish troops capture Minsk as part of their ongoing drive east.
August 10th: The Treaty of Sèvres is concluded as the Allies truss up the remains of the Ottoman Empire and Turkey and break out the carving knives. One big beneficiary is Greece which will gain sovereignty over Smyrna and parts of Thrace from the Turkish Sultan.
September 12th: Adolf Hitler’s angry interjection at a German Workers’ Party Meeting in Munich attracts the party leaders’ attention and they invite him to join; he becomes their 55th member.
October 24th: Soviet troops under Marshal Mikhail Nikolayevich Tukhachevsky defeat the Don Cossack Army at Voronezh, fending off their threatened drive on Moscow.
November 14th: Soviet troops secure western Siberia with the capture of Omsk.
December 17th: The Soviets finally secure Kiev, thus securing the core of Russia against the Whites, the Poles, and all other external threats.
1920: The League of Nations Gathers
January 11th: As Greek troops continue to occupy more communities around Smyrna, they finally run into effective opposition at Inönü from Turkish nationalists who have formed military units to resist the division of their country.
January 16th: The League of Nations gathers for the first time – diplomats from all the nations of the Earth, mustered together in harmonious accord to prevent anything like a World War from happening again.
February 24th: The German Workers Party becomes the National Socialist Party; Hitler gives the speech outlining their aims and becomes their principal recruiter.
March 30th: A Greek attempt to overcome the Turkish nationalist forces at Inönü is repulsed with casualties. The battle wins the Turks support from Italy and the Soviet Union.
June 27th: A Greek army of nine divisions begins a major engagement with Turkish nationalist troops in a bid to pinch off the western end of Anatolia prior to annexing it. Although the battle will be successful, the Greeks will fail to pursue their beaten opponents who will rally and return to the fray later.
August 13th: Having transferred Marshal Tukhachevsky and many veteran units to the Polish front in May, the Soviets were able to launch an invasion of Poland – today they reach the gates of Warsaw and an epic three day battle begins. Some writers (like Liddell-Hart) credit this as one of the most decisive battles in history.
August 16th: The Poles stave off the Soviet invasion at Warsaw and commence a counter-offensive.
August 23rd: A 21 day battle about 40km from Ankara begins as the Greeks finally bring the nationalist forces of Mustafa Kamal and Fevzi Cakmak to a decisive engagement; but the Greeks are at the end of a long supply tether and the Turks are fighting with even more stubbornness than usual. By mid-September, the Greeks will fall back.
October 12th: The Poles and Soviets agree to an armistice, culminating in next year’s Treaty of Riga.
1922: The Soviets Reoccupy Central Asia
April 16th: Germany and the Soviet Union sign the Treaty of Rapallo, ushering in a decade of close trade. The treaty also has a highly secret military supplement that allows Germany to violate the terms of the Versailles Treaty by engaging in experimental programs with aircraft, armour and poison gas deep inside Soviet territory in return for allowing the Soviets full access to developments. This cozy state of affairs will end in 1934 as Hitler cements his hold on Germany.
August 4th: The death in battle of Enver Pasha ends the hope of a Turkish state in Central Asia and is a major breakthrough in the Soviet drive to end the Basmachi Rebellion, but the Soviets will not finally eradicate (literally) the Islamic guerrillas until the early 1930s.
August 26th: Mustafa Kamal’s Turks launch a great offensive against the Greeks in Western Anatolia, both sides have been building up forces for a year but Kamal is a more experienced general and has the initiative.
August 30th: The Turkish victory at Dumlupinar unhinges the Greek defences in Western Anatolia and becomes a Turkish national holiday; for the next three weeks the Turks will aggressively exploit their victory by driving towards the Aegean.
September 12th: Turkish troops occupy Smyrna amid much looting and arson and 150-200,000 Greeks and Armenians stampede to the docks to be evacuated – this effectively marks the end of the Greco-Turkish war and the 3,000 year presence of Ionian Greeks in Western Anatolia.
September 24th: The Chanak Crisis begins as the Turks move towards the Dardanelles and Constantinople and the British find the Italians and French are no longer interested in keeping them away. The British call for support from the Dominions goes largely unanswered by early October and they decide to cede these territories back to Turkish control.
October 11th: An armistice followed by a Treaty between all interested parties in the Greco-Turkish war concludes in a massive exchange of populations as around a million Orthodox Christians start to leave Turkey for Greece, and the Greeks expel some 500,000 Muslims from their territory.
October 25th: With the capture of Vladivostok, the Russian Civil War is largely over – but something like 300,000 people have died in battle, some 275,000 (at least) have been executed, and over 3,450,000 have died as a result of the combination of famine and disease. The Soviet Union has survived its birth pangs.
October 28th: The Italian Fascist Party’s march on Rome results in the removal of the Italian Prime Minister, and Mussolini’s appointment in his place.
1923: The League of Nations Hold Firm
August 31st: After a dispute with Greece over the Island of Corfu results in the murder of four Italians there, Italy bombards the Adriatic island and occupies it.
September 27th: The Italians leave Corfu after the League of Nations persuades Greece to apologize and pay reparations.
November 9th: The Nazi Party’s Beer Hall Putsch in Munich fails when troops open fire on 2,000 party members as they attempt a coup. Hitler will be jailed for leading this Putsch and will use the opportunity to write ‘Mein Kampf’.
1927: China’s Slide into Chaos
August 1st: The Nanchang Insurrection in China starts the 22 year long Communist-Nationalist civil wars, the instability in China will trigger Japan’s predatory instincts and the Communists will play the Japanese against Chang Gaishek. Between the Communists, the Japanese and the Nationalists, tens of millions of Chinese will die in the coming years.
1928: Hopes for Peace
August 2nd: Ethiopia and Italy sign a 20 Year Non-aggression Pact -- at least Mussolini waited till the ink was dry before violating this one in October 1935.
August 27th: The Kellogg-Briand Pact (aka The World Peace Act) is concluded, within a few months 54 nations sign on, including Germany, Italy, Japan and the Soviet Union. All the signatory nations swear they will never start a war again. Yup, this should prevent war indefinitely.
1929: Goodbye to Prosperity
August 23rd: Irritated by the growing Jewish influx into the British Palestine Mandate, local Arabs riot and murder dozens of unarmed orthodox Jews in Hebron. Tensions will continue to mount through the next decade.
October 29th: The great Wall Street Stock Market Crash occurs, marking the beginning of the Great Depression. All around the world, the Depression causes trade, income and tax revenues to drop while unemployment increases, causing severe social stress in many nations and letting the ideologues have their day.
1931: Japan’s Militarists Get Their Way
September 18th: The Manchurian Incident occurs when Japanese agents arrange a bomb on a rail line in Manchuria as a provocation to allow their troops to occupy the region. Japan has been allowed to base troops in Manchuria as a result of the 1905 Treaty with Russia, but the nationalists of Japan’s military and patriotic societies want more of an imperial role and now they’ll have it.
1932: The Ideological Tide Starts
May 15th: A dozen young Japanese Army and Navy officers storm the office of the conservative Prime Minister Tsuyoshi Inukai and murder him over his attempts to impose financial restraints on the military.
July 20th: The law of unintended consequences is at work: German Chancellor Franz von Papen clears the way for Nazi quasi-legalism -- using the appearance of the law without its spirit -- by sweeping away the civil government of Prussia after a series of violent clashes between the Brownshirts of the Sturmabtielung (the Stormtroopers, or SA) and the Communists.
July 25th: The USSR signs nonaggression pacts with Poland, Estonia, Latvia and Finland.
November 8th: Franklin Delano Roosevelt is elected President of the United States.
1933: Hitler Gets Power
January 30th: Hitler becomes Chancellor as part of a coalition deal which he hopes will be dumped as soon as the Nazis can swing a more favorable election result.
February 28th: Hitler needs a crisis to firm up his position, and by golly, one occurs – the Riechstag is destroyed in a fire… what a coincidence!
March 4th: Franklin Delano Roosevelt is inaugurated as President of the United States for his first term.
March 22nd: The Nazis open their first major concentration camp – Dachau. Not designated as a death camp (the Nazis are still years away from setting those up), some 206,606 prisoners will be cycled through and 31,951 will die here, though thousands more will be taken away and killed elsewhere.
March 27th: Japan withdraws from the League of Nations after being accused by that body of being the aggressor in Manchuria, and it invades Jehol Province in China.
October 14th: Germany withdraws from the League of Nations.
1934: The Nazis Take Over
June 30th: The Rohm Purge in Germany; Hitler eliminates a potential rival and comforts the Army while murdering a number of senior SA men and others in the Nazi Party and senior institutions of German society. Following the report that Rohm was arrested in bed with a naked young man, Berliners start snidely repeating the Nazi slogan “From every Hitler Youth, an SA man will emerge.”
July 25th: Austrian Chancellor Engelbert Dolfuss is assassinated by Austrian Nazis in a coup attempt.
August 2nd: With the death of President Hindenburg, Adolf Hitler assumes leadership of Germany.
August 6th: The US Marines withdraw from Haiti after 15 years of Constabulary work, and the government in Port-au-Prince swears that this time they’re stable.
October 21st: Mao Zedong begins the Long March to Shensi with their breakthrough of Nationalist defences partly facilitated by Chang Gaishek, who wants the Communists on the loose as an excuse to take care of all manner of other threats to his government.
December 1st: Stalin apparently arranges the murder of his more popular friend, Sergey Kirov, and will use this as a pretext to launch a new round of purges culminating in the Great Terror of 1936-38.
1935: The Sky Darkens
March 1st: The Saar is returned to Germany.
June 18th: The Anglo-German Naval Treaty is signed: It is a masterly piece of diplomacy for Germany in the face of Western vacillation. Germany is allowed to rebuild its navy up to 35% of the tonnage of the Royal Navy and can start building U-boats; the British did not consult other Versailles Treaty signatories before reaching this agreement.
July 28th: The prototype B-17 takes to the air as Model 299 from the Boeing Plant near Seattle Washington.
August 11th: The Luftwaffe’s existence is made public, all the members of the civilian ‘Flying Clubs’ get into uniform and change the paint schemes on their erstwhile ‘civil’ aircraft.
August 16th: Hitler re-introduces conscription, with short term service to build up a large reserve.
October 3rd: Italy invades Ethiopia. The African nation’s defences consist of space, time, and 500,000 warriors with obsolescent small arms (at best). The Italians have over 680,000 men, a modern air force, trucks, armor, poison gas and artillery with the League of Nation’s arms embargo for both countries working in their favour.
October 10th: The League of Nations imposes sanctions on Italy over Ethiopian invasion. Then, as now, the measure is largely useless but allows diplomats to preserve the comforting illusion that they can be effective in deterring aggression.
October 20th: One day short of a full year, the Chinese Communist Long March is over. A saga of inept leadership and unnecessary suffering is re-written as a glorious achievement by the Chinese Communists.
Essential Reading: Mao was a wartime leader, if a very reluctant one, and as amoral and cruel as Hitler and Stalin ever were. He also joins these two in terms of the number of corpses he piled up. Jung Chang and Jon Halliday spent 12 years working on the definitive biography of Mao Zedong and Mao: The Unknown Story is essential reading for every library including those dealing with the war.
December 15th: The Ethiopian Christmas Counter-Offensive badly mauls the Italian vanguard at Dembeguina Pass. Eleven days later, the new Italian commander gets permission to use poison gas.
1936: The Spanish Civil War Begins
January 20th: At the battle of Tembien, the Ethiopian counter-offensive is reversed and the initiative goes over to the Italians.
February 26th: Incensed by proposed military budget cuts, young Japanese officers of the 1st Division attempt a coup d’état and small bands of them invade the homes of various senior Japanese cabinet ministers, murdering four of them.
March 5th: The first prototype Spitfire takes to the air on its maiden flight.
March 7th: Hitler occupies the Rhineland, first to cross into the demilitarized zone (since 1919) in pointed defiance of the French and British are two battalions of SS Liebstandarte Adolf Hitler.
May 2nd: Haile Selassie flees Ethiopia as resistance to the Italians fails beyond hope of recovery.
May 5th: Italian troops enter Addis Ababa.
May 9th: Italy annexes Ethiopia.
June 3rd: The chief of the Luftwaffe, Generalleutnant Walther Wever, dies in an aircraft crash. A strong proponent of strategic bombing and an advocate of producing heavy bombers, his successors scrap his plans in favour of cheaper tactical aircraft such as dive bombers and fast medium bombers.
July 17th: After weeks of growing Left-Right violence, a military revolt in Spain marks the official start of the Spanish Civil War.
August 15th: Nationalists troops capture Badajoz, and use the bullring for thousands of executions of Republican prisoners (Some of the Republicans – like the anarchist militia leader Durruti – are also currently racking up considerable body counts of their own).
September 27th: Francisco Franco relieves the besieged Nationalist garrison in Alcazar Castle in Toledo, giving him the prestige he needed to declare his over-all leadership of the Nationalist factions two days later.
November 3rd: Franklin Roosevelt is re-elected President for his second term.
1937: Japan Invades the Rest of China
January 20th: The Me-109 makes its operational debut as the first combat patrol using the new fighter is flown by members of the newly arrived Condor Legion in Spain. Messerschmitt 109s will be in production well into 1945.
April 26th: The Condor Legion bombs the Basque town of Guernica, showcasing what airpower can do to the Basques, the Republicans and the world.
May 28th: Neville Chamberlain becomes Prime Minister of Great Britain. Although much castigated for Munich and the defeats of 1940, he did much to ready the Armed Forces and British industry for a return to war.
June 12th: Stalin’s purge of the Soviet Armed Forces results in the execution of Marshal Tukhachevsky (one of the greatest military theoreticians of the 20th Century) and eight other high ranking officers. A substantial portion of the general and field officers in the Soviet military will also be executed or imprisoned in the coming months.
July 7th: The Japanese use the murder of a straggler by Chinese troops at the Marco Polo railway bridge near Beijing as a casus belli for additional operations in and around Shanghai; this will rapidly escalate into an invasion of China. The murder might have been a deliberate provocation by Mao’s Communists to incite a Japanese war with the Nationalists.
July 25th: The Republican offensive out of Madrid ends.
July 28th: The Japanese capture Beijing.
July 29th: The Japanese take China’s Yellow Sea port city of Tientsin.
August 1st: Buchenwald Concentration Camp opens for business. In the next eight years an estimated 238,320 prisoners will be received here, of who some 56,545 will die in the camp.
August 8th: The Second Battle of Shanghai begins and the Japanese begin their conquest of most of the city (sparing the International Settlement until December 1941).
December 12th: Japanese aircraft accidently-and-not-on-purpose bomb the US gunboat Panay and a companion British vessel on the Yangtze River. This, by the way, is coincidently where the Japanese are mounting an offensive against the Chinese.
December 13th: After several weeks of offensive operations, Japanese troops enter Nanking, the former Nationalist Capital of China, and weeks of massacre and rape ensue. At least 200,000 Chinese are killed, including probably at least 20,000 women who were gang-raped and murdered. This seems to be a deliberate policy designed to terrorize other Chinese cities.
1938: Hitler’s Method Becomes Obvious.
"Germany neither intends nor wishes to interfere in the internal affairs of Austria, to annex Austria, or to conclude an Anschluss."
- Adolf Hitler, 21st May 1935
February 22nd: After two months of see-saw fighting, the battle for Teruel in Aragon ends in a Nationalist victory; the Republicans have exhausted their munitions and airpower in the fighting.
March 7th: The Nationalists launch a major offensive in Aragon, driving towards the Mediterranean coast and chopping Republican Spain in half by April 14th.
March 11th: The Austrian government is planning a referendum on whether a merger should take place with Germany but the Austrian Nazi Party decides to stage a coup anyway, they take over the capital and ask Hitler to come running.
March 12th: Anschluss Day; the Germans lunge into Austria and announce the merger of their nations.
Essential Reading: Time-Life books were well known for great-multivolume series on all manner of subject and years ago, school libraries had many sets of these well-illustrated books. However, publishers of collections need to keep producing new product and sales were slowing on Time-Life’s 39 volume set on World War II, so a new series had to be churned out. Altogether, some 21 black hardcover collectable volumes came out on Time-Life’s The Third Reich series. The writing is pedestrian, but the illustrations and photographs are great. Moreover, series like this make impressive looking shelf-filler and are fun for bibliophiles to hunt down.
June 28th: Hitler repudiates the Anglo-German Naval Treaty. While getting Britain to sign the treaty was a diplomatic masterstroke, cancelling it is not. This is a telling sign to the British of hostile intent and Hitler’s naval building capacity is certainly no match for that of Britain.
July 11th: Japanese troops launch a short border war with Soviets at Lake Hassan on the Manchukuo-Soviet border. The Soviets are led by Grigori Zhukov (the unpurged commander of the Mongolian Front) and will inflict heavy losses on the attacking elements of the Kwangtung Army.
July 24th: The Ebro counter-offensive begins as the Nationalists begin their riposte to the desperate Republican offensive intended to re-unite their holdings.
July 31st: Bulgaria starts a re-armament program.
August 10th: The Changufeng Hill fighting ends with a signal Japanese defeat on the Soviet-Manchurian border at Soviet hands. Better still; the Soviets have an un-purged victorious commander in Zhukov.
September 12th: An inflammatory speech by Hitler encourages Konrad Henlein’s Sudeten German Party, which soon starts to agitate against the Czechoslovakian state.
September 15th: The Sudeten German politician Konrad Henlein flees to Germany after the Czech authorities crack down on his party, a result of the suspiciously rapid and widespread unrest his political party had spread over the past four days.
September 22nd: Chamberlain flies to Germany to meet with Hitler
September 23rd: The Czechs mobilize in anticipation of a war with Germany.
September 27th: The Royal Navy goes to war stations over Czech Crisis.
September 29th: Chamberlain and Daladier arrive in Munich, where Mussolini ‘arbitrates’ for Hitler. Chamberlain caves in and leaves the Czechs to Hitler’s mercy.
September 30th: The Munich Talks result in a signed agreement that awards the Sudetenland to Germany (who will occupy it by Mid-October). Chamberlain returns to an enthusiastic welcome in London waving the treaty and advertising that he has “secured peace in our time.” Hitler comes away from the table with even more contempt for the Western democracies than ever before.
October 5th: The Germans start to occupy the Czech Sudetenland and the Poles take advantage of the situation to seize Teschen from the Czechs.
November 9th: Kristallnacht: After a dispossessed young German Jew kills a German diplomat in Paris, Nazi cadres explode into a night of vandalism and arson against German Jews.
1939: And the Days Dwindle Down to a Precious Few
January 26th: Barcelona falls to the Nationalists in their drive to snuff out the northern half of Republican territory.
February 10th: Pope Pius XI, known for his strong criticism of Fascism, Nazism and Communism, dies after a long illness.
March 12th: The ship is sinking and now the rats leave as Soviet advisors depart Spain. Curiously enough, so do Spain’s gold reserves, which Stalin reckons will nicely pay for Soviet arms transfers to the defeated Republicans.
March 22nd: After facing Germany’s usual combination of external threats and unrest from an internal German minority, Lithuania is forced to cede Memel and nearby territory to Nazi Germany. Once again, the great powers of Europe could have intervened but chose inactivity.
March 27th: Nationalist Troops enter Madrid, securing the city for Franco as the Republican forces rapidly collapse all across Spain.
March 31st: Chamberlain announces that the UK and France will guarantee Poland’s security and this time they really mean it.
April 1st: Francisco Franco declares victory and the Spanish Civil War ends. About 1.5 million people have died in the war and Franco’s Nationalist coalition will be ruthless in purging the Left and Catalan and Basque nationalists for several years.
April 7th: Italy invades Albania. Within five days, such fighting as there was will have ended and King Zog will be in exile in Greece.
April 24th: Robert Menzies, the leader of the United Australia Party is sworn in as Prime Minister following the death of the previous party leader and PM Joseph Lyons.
April 26th: Conscription is reintroduced in Britain. Soldiers must be 19 or older and will be expected to serve at the pleasure of the government or for the duration of whatever conflict may come.
May 11th: A cavalry skirmish between patrols from Mongolia and Manchukuo (the Japanese puppet state in Manchuria) sparks a wider series of clashes between Japanese and Russian troops in the coming week around the disputed border along the Khalkhyn Gol River.
May 22nd: Germany and Italy sign the Pact of Steel. Mussolini’s original suggested name ‘The Pact of Blood’ might have been more appropriate.
June 1st: The first flight of the prototype FW-190. While the Germans might fly Me-109s for the entire war, the Focke-Wulfe was a superior fighter.
July 3rd: Japanese forces launch an attack on the Soviets at Khalkhyn Gol, reinforcing an infantry division with an extra regiment of infantry and 70 tanks; but the Soviets have reinforced too and three motorized divisions with 300 tanks are waiting.
July 14th: The fighting at Khalkhyn Gol halts as both the Japanese and Soviets need to resupply their forces. The Japanese have made little progress and have chewed their pre-stocked supplies while Zhukov, the Soviet commander, is using 2,500 trucks to ferry supplies from the nearest railhead.
August 2nd: Albert Einstein writes a letter of concern about the potentials of nuclear weapons to President Roosevelt.
August 15th: The British reinforce their garrison in Egypt with Indian troops from 4th Division.
August 19th: The Germans send 14 U-Boats into patrol positions in North Atlantic while the pocket battleships Graf Spee and Deutschland get ready to go to sea. An Anglo-French military mission to the USSR fails after a week of talks in Moscow. Stalin has his eye on Poland and wants any arrangement to allow Soviet troops entry into the country.
August 20th: After the failure of the Anglo-French mission to Moscow, Hitler and Stalin correspond about a new political relationship, and a Russo-German economic cooperation deal is ready to be signed. Zhukov badly thrashes the Japanese at Khalkhyn Gol on the Soviet-Manchukuo frontier with a major tank attack; the Japanese abandon their offensive and will not try Soviet patience again. The fighting has cost Japan some 18,000 men while the Soviets have 14,000 casualties.
August 21st: The Soviet-German Economic Cooperation Agreement is signed in Moscow while Stalin announces he will receive Ribbentrop for further discussions. Graf Spee puts to sea to raid Allied commerce once the war is begun, accompanied by its supply ship, Altmark.
August 23rd: King Leopold appeals for peace on behalf of Belgium, the Netherlands, and the Scandinavian nations. Chamberlain quietly informs Hitler that Britain is prepared to come to Poland’s aid if Germany attacks it. The Poles smell trouble in the wind and order the mobilization of one of their most heroic regiments, the 36th Infantry. Initially formed by students from Warsaw’s universities, the regiment will gain new laurels in September and again in the Warsaw Uprising of 1944. Its record of gallantry will eventually result in a collective receipt of Virtuti Militari – Poland’s highest military distinction.
August 24th: The Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact is signed in Moscow; and Communists across the world suddenly abandon their ‘Common Front’ arguments and start denouncing warmongering Western governments. The deal divides Poland between the Germans and Soviets and gives Stalin a free hand to bully the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania without German interference. The pocket battleship Deutschland also puts to sea to raid shipping when the war begins.
Essential Reading: The alliance between two of the 20th Century’s most murderous leaders made the war possible, even if both of them intended to betray their treaty sooner or later. The history of the negotiations and the cooperation between Nazi Germany and the USSR is well covered in The Deadly Embrace; an excellent history written by Anthony Read and David Fisher that is strongly recommended for any library on the war.
August 25th: Hitler orders a German attack on Poland for the 26th but cancels it on hearing of a formal Polish-UK pact.
August 26th: Shuttle diplomacy by a Swedish diplomat and London based negotiations between Poland and Germany begin; the Poles accept an offer to talk in Berlin, but doubt Hitler’s fairness and suspect (quite rightly) that he will try to bully their representatives.
August 27th: The first jet plane takes to the skies as Germany tests the Heinkel 178.
August 29th: The Second World War very nearly starts today. Hitler’s orders to delay the invasion of Poland only reach some of his troops a few minutes before they are to launch themselves over the border. The Poles, who have been noticing a pattern of German provocations, think this is more of the same.
August 30th: Alarmed by the menacing German posture, Poland orders a complete mobilization. This process has hardly begun when the Germans attack on September 1st. The Poles dispatch three of their destroyers and a submarine to British ports as their navy would stand no chance of surviving against the German fleet in the narrow confines of the Baltic. Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto is made chief of the Japanese Combined Fleet largely to make sure he is out of the reach of fanatic militarist assassins who resent his liberal views. A senior commander who wears the Order of the Golden Kite 1st Class, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto is a true samurai and will perform the duties demanded of him in planning for the upcoming war to his fullest ability, despite his frequent and openly stated opposition to it. The war claims him in 1943 when the Americans shoot down his transport aircraft during an inspection tour of the Southwest Pacific.
August 31st: First thing in the morning, Hitler orders the attack on Poland to begin tomorrow and his troops start moving up to their start lines on the frontier and he then spends the rest of the day stalling diplomats engaged in frantic attempts to start talks while occasionally fulminating about ‘Polish Atrocities’. That evening the Gleiwitz Incident is staged as Hitler’s ‘fig-leaf’ of justification for his attack on Poland. This consists of a faked Polish attack on a German radio station. The corpses used to authenticate the claim of an attack are murdered concentration camp inmates.
Essential Reading: One of the first and best comprehensive histories of how the war came about can be found in William L. Shirer’s The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich. Shirer was a CBS correspondent in Berlin from 1934 until December 1940. Much self-censored material (mostly to protect some of his sources) can also be found in his 1941 book Berlin Diary. Most of Shirer’s work concerns the rise of the Nazis and what they wrought in Germany. His coverage of the rest of the war lacks the inside perspective he had while in Berlin. No research library on the war would be complete without this book.
The history of the origins of the Second World War has been covered extensively by many authors, although most reasonable accounts circle back to one immutable cause – that Hitler wanted war. He wasn’t alone in this. Mussolini needed to pick off weak states to make real his fantasy of rebuilding the Roman Empire, the Japanese were eager to acquire resources and Stalin was contemplating some sort of aggressive action. Perhaps Hitler really did not want a general world war, but he did contemplate a struggle for Europe at some time.
A full lifetime away from the end of the Second World War, contemporary Westerners have a hard time accepting the idea of naked aggression, let alone understanding it. Fear of the war left an indelible mark on our societies. It is not fear of being aggressed against but the fear of what war can make us do. That we can send our young men off to unleash violence without restraint is something that Western societies have been apprehensive of since 1945, perhaps because in the end we got so good at it. We refuse to think about why it was necessary in the past (or may be so again in the future).
But the fact remains that while the publics and leaders of almost all Western Europe feared a return to war, Hitler and his cronies embraced it and convinced enough Germans to come along for the ride. Why was this so? It just can’t have been a hatred of Jews or desire for the aggrandizement of Germany. What was really at stake?
The answer probably lies in ideology and the yearning of ideologues for a transformative event. It is not much discussed now, but within the mishmash of strange beliefs that comprised Nazism lurked the core idea of the Volksgemeinschaft – the transformation of the German people into a new community based on egalitarian values and a new identity for a classless society. What would affect the transformation would be a long war. Hitler was not alone in remembering, fondly, the frontline community of the trenches and what it had done to the Germans who had been one of the most class and status obsessed of all Europe’s peoples before 1914.
Like so many ideologues before him, Hitler was impatient to implement his dreams and build his new society. At one level, he wanted to be better prepared for the coming war but at another he couldn’t wait to get it started. His contempt for the appeasement policies of Britain and France only encouraged him to become even more provocative. Ultimately, no policy or statecraft would have dissuaded him from this course. World War II is indeed Hitler’s war.
September 1939: Blitzkrieg in Poland
“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 that no such understanding has been received and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.”
- Neville Chamberlain - 3rd September 1939
General: 39 U-boats are at sea and two will be sunk this month in exchange for 53 Allied ships, 41 of which are sunk by the submarines.
September 1st: At 4:45 AM, Plan White begins execution as the Germans attack Poland with 53 Divisions (including six Panzer divisions) and 1,600 aircraft. The old Kriegsmarine pre-dreadnought battleship Schleswig-Holstein is widely (but probably not accurately) credited with firing the first shots. The Poles have 23 infantry divisions and seven more are mobilizing, one weak armoured division, a lot of cavalry brigades and 500 aircraft. Britain and France demand an immediate German withdrawal and Britain starts to mobilize its military. Evacuations of young children to the countryside begin in England and civil air defence measures start being implemented. The remarkable German multi-role bomber, the Ju-88, enters squadron service.
Essential Reading: John Keegan’s The Second World War is what one might expect of this very capable and popular military historian. The book largely focuses on the overall strategic dilemmas faced in each theatre and the operations that resulted, and it is a decent, if pedestrian, treatment of the entire conflict. Like a P-40 Warhawk, there is nothing wrong with the book and it is good at what it does, it just doesn’t soar. The book is recommended as a good general history for the modest library.
September 2nd: German troops crack open Poland’s frontier defences, albeit at a stiff price because the Poles have many belts of fortifications and are fighting with determination. However, the Polish army was deployed along the frontier and has been caught in the middle of its mobilization when few of its formations were at full strength or well-supplied. Küchler’s 4th Army links up with Kluge’s 3rd Army in the north, cutting Poland off from its seaports and forcing the Polish Modlin Army to fall back. The British Parliament opposes Chamberlain’s passive proposals and both the UK and France send ultimatums to Germany. Italy calls for a peace conference.
September 3rd: The UK, France, Australia and New Zealand declare war as the British and French ultimatums to Germany expire. The Polish Lodz Army attempts to withdraw to regroup, but is closely pressed. Off Ireland, U.30 sinks the passenger liner Athenia, killing 112 (including 28 US citizens). Polish civilians murder over 100 ethnic Germans in Bromberg; but SS Einsatzgruppen have already far surpassed that score in the wake of the armies as they round up and murder ‘politically undesirable’ Poles.
Essential Reading: Peter Padfield’s 1996 book The War Beneath the Sea is a superb history of submarine warfare during the Second World War and should be considered as the definitive book on the subject. It covers the whole war from U.30’s destruction of the Athena to the USS Torsk’s sinking of two Japanese defence vessels in August 1945.
September 4th: 24 RAF bombers attack German warships in Helgoland Bight, but their badly fuzed bombs do no damage despite making several hits on Admiral Scheer and a RAF Blenheim crashes onto the Emden, doing slight damage. The furthest German penetration inside Poland (in the South by Reichenau’s 10th Army) is now 80 km deep; things are going slower for the Germans in the North near Mlawa where the Polish Modlin Army is only now starting to withdraw.
September 5th: The US declares its neutrality. The first of thousands of cargo ships to be sunk during the war is the SS Bosnia, torpedoed off the UK by U-47 commanded by Gunther Prien. 10th German Army has shouldered the Polish Lodz Army aside and with the capture of Piotkrow looks to have an open road to Warsaw.
September 6th: After forming a new Cabinet, Jan Smuts gets South Africa to declare war on Germany. In Poland, Reichenau’s 10th Army has now got east of Lodz and Lizt’s 14th Army captures Krakow; the Polish government withdraws from Warsaw and issues orders for its troops to fall back to a new defence line based on the Vistula River.
September 7th: Mindful of the hornet’s nest their fathers encountered when blindly attacking into Alsace-Lorraine in 1914, the French Army starts a series of tentative patrols into Germany near Saarbrucken. The Polish naval base at Westerplatte surrenders after extensive naval bombardment. The British institute a return to convoy system to keep shipping losses down, although the U-Boats will snack on independently running ships for months.
September 8th: German forward elements of the 10th Army reach the Warsaw suburbs to learn that Panzers do not prosper in urban areas and other elements of this Army encounter stiff resistance near Radom.
September 9th: 4th Panzer Division bounces off Warsaw’s defences. The battle of the Bzura begins as ten Polish divisions (the Poznan Army) to the west of Warsaw under General Kutzreba mount an unexpected counter-attack on the 8th German Army, causing heavy casualties.
September 10th: Delayed by a couple of pacifist members of Parliament, Canada finally declares war on Germany. Major elements of a new British Expeditionary Force under Lord Gort start to land in France through the Channel Ports. The Royal Navy sinks its first ship of the Second World War… unfortunately it is an “own goal” as the submarine HMS Triton torpedoes her sister ship (which was out of her designated patrol area) HMS Oxley in the North Sea.
Essential Reading: Barry Broadfoot’s Six War Years is a Canadian book, and might be of limited interest elsewhere, but it deserves attention from two audiences. First, he was one of the pioneers of social history, roaming about with a tape recorder and collecting people’s anecdotes about the war and sorting them into general categories. Secondly, many of the anecdotes have been of considerable utility for those who study the performance of men in combat on sensitive issues such as mercy killing, refusal to take prisoners, or stress after returning home.
September 11th: The situation reverses for Poles at the Bzura battle, as the Germans redirect the 4th and 10th Armies into the fighting. The Anglo-French Supreme War Council meets for the first time.
September 12th: US “Neutrality Patrols” begin in the Western Atlantic. German troops from 14th Army start to close on Lvov. The French halt their tentative advance into the Saar, having penetrated little more than 8km into Germany; they then withdraw back to the defences of the Maginot Line.
September 13th: Prime Minister Daladier forms a French War Cabinet and takes a second portfolio as his own foreign minister.
September 14th: German troops enter Gdansk and Guderian’s Panzer Corps reaches Brest Litovsk. At the Bzura, the Poznan Army halts offensive activities as their commander contemplates a withdrawal in the face of a looming encirclement. U.39 becomes the first U-Boat of the war to be sunk after being worked over RN destroyers.
September 15th: The Bzura battles see the encirclement of 150,000 Polish troops while the 3rd German Army reaches the northern outskirts of Warsaw and starts to invest the city. The Soviets and Japanese sign a peace treaty ending their sporadic conflicts over the Manchurian and Mongolian borders.
Essential Reading: There is not nearly as much English-language material written on the fighting between the Soviets and Japanese in the 1930s as the subject deserves; their battles were critical in determining the outcome of the Second World War. John Erickson, one of the great Sovietologists, was alone in covering the subject in the first of his books The Soviet High Command 1918-1941: A Military-Political History.
September 16th: Warsaw is surrounded, part of List’s Army is still west of Lvov and other German formations move to link up with Guderian. History is full of “what ifs” and one of them concerns Sergey Gritsevets. This gifted Soviet fighter pilot has scored over 50 kills in the Spanish Civil War, as a Soviet “volunteer” against the Japanese in China, and in the Khalkhyn Gol fighting with Japan. He has been twice made a hero of the Soviet Union, but dies today in an aircraft crash in preparing for operations against Poland One could wonder what he might have done against the Luftwaffe had he still been around in 1941.
September 17th: The Soviets enter “their” Poland with their Ukrainian and Byelorussian Fronts to oppose 18 Polish battalions. HMS Courageous is sunk by U.29 off Ireland, making clear the folly of using fleet aircraft carriers for anti-submarine operations.
September 18th: If the Germans are looking for a major Polish leader to sign off on Poland’s surrender, they’ll have to look elsewhere: Polish President Ignace Moscicki and Marshal Edward Rydz-Smigly move into Romania but are interned. The surrounded Poles at Bzura start to surrender en masse. Brigadier Stanislaw Grzmot-Sotniki has fought continuously for 17 days and with the end of the Bzura battle is attempting to lead the remains of his command to Warsaw to continue to hold out. However, he is mortally wounded. He is posthumously awarded the highest medal for military courage available to the Polish government and is named to the Order of Military Virtue – ‘Virtuti Militari’ as it is properly named.
September 19th: The Soviets take Vilna and link up with the Germans at Brest Litovsk (which under the terms of the Molotov Ribbentrop Pact is to become a Soviet possession). The last elements of the Polish force that fought the Bzura battles (just over two battered brigades) slip into besieged Warsaw to reinforce its defences while what’s left of the Krakow Army heads east to Lvov to attempt to reach Romanian territory.
Essential Reading: General Heinz Guderian was one of the men behind the creation of Germany’s Panzer forces and one of their best generals and what also recommends him is that he provoked Hitler’s bad temper twice and survived. His memoirs of the war, Panzer Leader, might not be as thrilling or horrifying as those penned by men of a much lower rank, but it contains numerous and useful details of several campaigns including Poland, the Fall of France and on the Russian Front. No real library on the war is complete without it.
September 21st: The Romanian Prime Minister, Armand Calinescu, is murdered by Iron Guard members. Reinhard Heydrich, Himmler’s deputy and the head of the Gestapo and other special police organizations, hosts a conference to outline the creation of the Ghetto system for the millions of Jews in Poland as a partial ‘stage’ towards ‘the ultimate aim which requires a prolonged period of time,’ suggesting that for Heydrich, at least, the ‘Final Solution’ to the ‘Jewish Problem’ had already suggested itself.
September 22nd: The Soviets take Lvov from the Poles while Bialystok is also captured.
September 23rd: The liberal-thinking Admiral Nomura becomes foreign minister in General Abe’s government. As often happens over the next six years, the subtleties of Japanese cabinet politics go entirely unnoticed by the rest of the world.
September 25th: The Germans start the indiscriminate terror bombing of Warsaw to conclude the siege by terrorizing the population. Food rationing begins in Germany, although the lessons of the widespread deprivation of 1918 were well-learned and supplies remain ample until the very end of the war.
September 27th: Warsaw surrenders after two days of heavy bombardment and aerial attack and 150,000 defenders enter captivity. Hitler tells his service chiefs that he intends to attack in the West as soon as possible and they strenuously oppose the idea. In London, income taxes are raised to help fund the war. Graf Spee and Deutschland have been quietly lurking in the vast Atlantic, away from the major shipping lanes, but are now given clearance to start raiding commerce.
September 28th: The Polish fortress of Modlin surrenders and Polish resistance elsewhere is fast fading.
September 29th: Germany and USSR announce their division of Poland in a new treaty and the Soviets start to lean on the Baltic states for basing rights; regarding (as per the terms of their treaty with Nazi Germany) the Baltic states as theirs.
Essential Reading: While the Soviet Union played the largest role in defeating Nazi Germany, the litany of their own crimes is even longer. Stalin might not have used the methodological and racial approach to mass murder that Hitler employed, but he certainly piled up more bodies. Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania greeted the Germans as liberators in 1941 because of their experiences under the Soviets. The Black Book of Communism: Crimes, Terror, Repression (Stephen Courtois, editor) is an important reference under any circumstances but should be an essential volume in any library of the war.
September 30th: The Polish government in exile is formed in Paris with Wladyslaw Raczkiewcz as president and General Sikorski as commander in chief of all Free Polish Forces. Germany’s pocket battleship Graf Spee bags its first prize, SS Clement, off the coast of Brazil.
October 1939: The World Tries to Get Used to War
“Poland has not died yet.”
-First line of the Polish National Anthem
General: The Kriegsmarine will lose five U-Boats while Allied shipping losses amount to 196,000 tons. October 1st: The Admiralty learns where Graf Spee and Deutschland are roving as reports come in on these commerce raiders. The gallant Polish defenders of the Hela Peninsula surrender.
October 2nd: At the Pan American conference; 21 American nations state that any act of war within 300 miles of any country on the American continents will be considered as an attack on that nation. None of the belligerent states pay this any attention.
October 3rd: The last major Polish units under arms surrender near Luck, effectively ending this campaign. The casualty list for the campaign numbers under 50,000 German dead, wounded and missing. The Poles have 70,000 dead and 130,000 wounded with 900,000 POWs. About 100,000 Polish troops have got out through Neutral Countries to have a go at fighting again; as will the officer-less survivors of the 100,000 soldiers taken prisoner by the Soviets. Soviet losses are not known. I Corps of the British Expeditionary Force takes control of a section of the Allied front on the French frontier with neutral Belgium.
October 5th: Eight Anglo-French hunting groups are created to pursue the German pocket-battleships out raiding commerce in the Atlantic.
October 6th: Hitler tells the Reichstag that he desires peace with Britain and France but his sincerity is most doubtful as the Nazis need a long war to affect their ‘volksgemeinschaft', the transformation of German society. Tomorrow he will extend an olive branch to Britain and France, blaming the war on Churchill and asking for a “Pan –European Conference” to settle sundry issues.
October 8th: Soviet German cooperation is in full flower, as “Reich Germans” (ethnic Germans) are shipped out of the Baltic States into German occupied territory in Poland.
October 9th: Hitler’s Directive Six outlines his plan for the invasion of the Low Countries and an advance on the Channel Ports (the complete conquest of France is not envisioned). The German General Staff wince as Hitler imposes himself again on operational planning.
October 10th: Daladier rejects Hitler’s peace offer of October 7th. Admiral Raeder suggests to Hitler that Norway may contain some nice potential bases for U-Boats and the Kriegsmarine should the war with Great Britain continue.
October 12th: Like Daladier, Chamberlain also recognizes the insincerity of Hitler’s peace offer of the 7th and rejects it.
October 14th: Günther Prien takes his U-47 into Scapa Flow to sink HMS Royal Oak at its moorings – this is one of the most daring submarine exploits of the war. For his bold feat in sinking the British battleship, Prien receives the Knight’s Cross. Prien and U.47 will go on to sink 30 merchant ships of 156,000 tons displacement before they are sunk in March 1941. Prien will have Oak Leaves appended to his Knights Cross before his death.
Essential Reading: One of the most widely read novels to come out of the war, Lothar Gunther Buchheim’s novel. Das Boot is based on his single cruise aboard a U-Boat in 1941. The novel was a sensation when it came out in 1973, and inspired the highly acclaimed movie by the same title (which, predictably, the writer didn’t like). The novel – like the movie – can be taken as a fair treatment of the men and the conditions of Germany’s U-Boat service.
October 19th: Fall Gelb is issued – it outlines plans for the invasion of France by running through central Belgium (which the Allies expect Germany will do) and knocking off the Netherlands. Western Poland is appropriated for the Greater Reich and the Lublin Ghetto is established. The Germans open a site near the Polish town of Piasnica to exterminate several thousand “defectives” including 1,200 mentally and physically handicapped patients from hospitals in Germany.
Essential Reading: Well before the ‘Final Solution’ for the ‘Jewish Problem’ was implemented, the Nazis had been busy murdering Germany’s mentally ill and handicapped. Robert Jay Lifton’s explorations of mass murder and how it is enabled can fill a shelf in any decent library, but students of the Second World War would be advised to acquire his 1986 book The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and the Psychology of Genocide.
October 21st: Gun control Nazi Style: Four Warsaw Jews are executed for having guns and ammunition.
October 31st: Moscow opens negotiations with Helsinki over some tough new demands. Stalin wants space for the defence of Leningrad and, given the new German-Soviet entente, is gathering territory as he has with the Baltic States, Poland and Romania.
November 1939: European Resistance Takes Shape
“Feet Warm, Head Cool”
-Traditional Finnish saying, one meaning is that soldiers should be ready for trouble but not seek it.
General: Rough weather in the Atlantic reduces U-Boat successes—they only sink 21 ships of 51,600 tons. Over 40 ships entering Allied harbors are lost to mines with magnetic mines being especially effective. Exiled Polish and French cryptographers start cracking German Enigma codes, particularly thanks to careless Luftwaffe usage.
November 4th: The US modifies its neutrality act for “Cash and Carry” Policies – effectively meaning that only the British and French can safely acquire American goods and supplies. ‘Ullo, what’s this?’ a package of information on German radar projects, acoustic torpedoes and bomber navigation systems is found on the doorstep of the British embassy in Oslo.
November 5th: Hitler shouts down Brauchitsch over the General’s opposition to a November 12th invasion of the West. Halder, Brauchitsch’s Chief of Staff, starts to secretly assemble an anti-Hitler faction.
November 7th: The first of fourteen bad weather postponements is made by Germany for the invasion of Western Europe. Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands and King Leopold of Belgium issue an appeal for peace. Over 40,000 Jews are expelled from parts of Western Poland which are due to be absorbed into Greater Germany.
November 8th: A bomb left by a lone carpenter explodes in the Munich Burgerbraukellar shortly after Hitler and the high-level Nazis left. Two British M16 officers are kidnapped by Nazis in the Dutch city of Venlo – they know too much and much of the British agent network in Germany and Czechoslovakia is unraveled. Hans Frank is appointed governor of Poland, and wastes no time going imposing restrictions on Jews.
November 9th: The Secret Polish Army is founded; it will eventually become the Home Army – the main force of Polish Resistance.
Essential Reading: Beyond the Home Army, hundreds of thousands of Poles fought on against Germany as exiles; often with a ferocious courage that awed other Allied personnel. A 2009 book No Greater Ally by Kenneth Koskodan is a slim summary of the war waged by the Poles. It could be a much larger book, but then the full history that this legacy deserves wouldn’t be so affordable. Most collections on the war should content themselves with this work until other authors are inspired.
November 12th: Altruism is not common in China, but Mao Zedong’s troops appreciate the support they get from the Canadian Communist doctor, Norman Bethune. He selflessly gives unflinching medical attention to them, but overwork weakens him and leaves him exposed to septicemia after nicking himself with a scalpel in an operation. He dies this day, but still remains honoured in China.
November 16th: The German response to unrest and protests in Prague is heavy handed – with many imprisonments and summary executions to teach the Czechs about their proper place in the Nazi order.
November 17th: A Czech National Committee is formed in Paris and soon will be recognized as a government in exile. The Supreme Allied War Committee meets in Paris and approves a plan to concentrate mobile forces in Belgium in the event of a German invasion.
November 22nd: 53 Warsaw Jews are shot in reprisal for the murder of a Polish policeman by a career criminal.
November 23rd: Some of these troublesome German magnetic mines fall onto the mudflats in the Thames estuary, thus giving the British the key to developing countermeasures. Scharnhorst encounters the Armed Merchant Cruiser Rawalpindi near the Faroe Islands – with predictable results.
November 25th: Japan and Germany sign the Anti-Comintern Pact – the Comintern being the ‘Communist International’, Moscow’s organization of Communist Parties throughout the world.
November 26th: The Soviets start denouncing the Finns in their press and alleging border atrocities – and fire seven artillery shells on their own border village of Mainila, while declaring that the Finns were responsible.
Essential Reading: The Winter War, the USSR’s attack on Finland, should have been a minor campaign by the standards of the Second World War; but for the heavy Soviet casualties induced by acute incompetence and the erroneous lessons that Hitler drew from them. William R. Trotter’s history of the conflict, The Winter War: The Russo-Finnish War of 1939-40 is well worth acquiring, but readers would be advised to look for latter editions – five have been published.
November 27th: Aren’t alliances wonderful? The Soviets hand over 350 German and Austrian communists to the tender mercies of the Gestapo; and most of them die in Nazi custody.
Essential Reading: For all their ideological differences, the Soviet Union and Germany often cooperated. Aleksandr Moiseevich Nekrich, Adam Bruno Ulam and Gregory L. Freeze are the joint authors of a survey of that cooperation. Pariahs, Partners, Predators: German Soviet Relations, 1922-41 is worth acquiring and contains more than a few startling revelations.
November 28th: The Soviets renounce their non-aggression treaty with Finland and the Red Army is told to prepare to invade on November 30th.
November 29th: The Soviets break off diplomatic relations with Finland.
November 30th: The start of the Winter War. The Soviets bomb Helsinki and invade with 26 divisions in four armies in the Karelian Isthmus north of Leningrad, the north of Lake Ladoga, from Russian Karelia towards the Gulf of Bothia and out of Murmansk. The Soviets have plentiful stocks of ammunition, artillery, tanks and aircraft. The Finns have 150,000 troops in 10 divisions, about 100 aircraft, and little by way of heavy equipment.
December 1939: The USSR Attempts to Bludgeon Finland
“For a willing foe and sea room.”
-Royal Navy traditional toast.
General: The Allies lose 189,900 tons of shipping, but only 25 of 73 sunken ships are taken by U-Boats. One U-Boat is lost as well.
December 1st: Finland mobilizes and their government reorganizes itself for war. The Soviets create a puppet government for Finland under the leadership of their Communist Party boss. František Perĭna takes to air as a fighter pilot in the Armée de l’Air. This experienced Czech fighter pilot will now fight as a Frenchman until June 1940, and will later rejoin the fray as an RAF Spitfire pilot. He will down 13 German aircraft (confirmed) as he fights in exile and will receive the Croix de Guerre and become a Chévalier de la Légion d’honneur – a distinguished hero in two Air Forces and then eventually in his own.
December 2nd: The Soviets make amphibious landings near Petsamo.
December 3rd: The Soviets force a slight withdrawal by the Finns at Suojarvi. The Finns appeal to the League of Nations for help.
December 4th: HMS Nelson is damaged by a German magnetic mine – the last time one of these weapons will have a significant effect as countermeasures are being rapidly developed. The casual murder of Jews by German soldiers in Poland reaches its zenith as 1,400 in a column of 20,000 are impulsively shot while being marched towards the new Soviet border.
December 5th: The Finns have already noticed the slow nature of the Soviet command and control loop and are learning to take advantage of it. The leading elements of the Soviet 7th Army are reaching the Finn’s Mannerheim Line on the Karelian Isthmus.
December 7th: Soviet troops of 9th Army enter Suomussalmi – a key road and rail junction in the Kainuu region of Northern Finland, while 8th Army starts to attack the Finns at Kollaa.
December 8th: Nazi theoretician Alfred Rosenburg introduces some Norwegian fellow named Quisling to Hitler as Admiral Raeder proposes invading Norway. The US protests the Anglo-French imposition of a blockade on Germany. Since joining the Red Army in 1919, Sahip Maysky, an ethnic Bashkiri, has slowly climbed the ladder and after 20 years (and the influence of the Stalin purges) has finally become a captain in command of a rifle battalion in the 150th Division. Now battle awaits and the 38 year-old career soldier must lead his men into the teeth of the Finns’ prepared defences. After sixteen days of battle, Captain Maysky is injured and evacuated but not before setting an example by leading from the front in eight separate assaults. His valour makes him a Hero of the Soviet Union, but this soldier’s service will end in January 1942 when he dies of wounds sustained fighting the Germans.
December 9th: The Finnish tactics stop the Soviets in three places, while the worsening winter weather brings Soviet amphibious activities on the coast to a halt.
December 11th: The League of Nations has some fortitude for once and agrees to intervene in the Russo-Finnish war. Meanwhile the Finnish 9th Brigade envelops the 163rd Division at Suomussalmi.
December 12th: The Finns begin a series of counter-strokes against 8th Soviet Army in the Kollaa Sector; mauling the 139th Division and causing heavy losses to the 75th.
December 13th: A glorious day for the Royal Navy: The cruisers Exeter, Ajax and Achilles attack the Graf Spee in the battle of the River Platte, forcing the German pocket battleship to retire into Montevideo harbour. Meanwhile, in the North Sea the British submarine HMS Salmon damages Leipzig and Nuremburg, both cruisers are out of action for many months.
December 14th: The League of Nations kicks the USSR out. That oughta show ‘em…
December 15th: Finnish troops retake Suomussalmi, but the Soviets capture Petsamo on the Arctic coast of the country.
December 16th: The Soviet 7th Army advances to the Finn’s Mannerheim Line and start bashing away at it to little effect with a series of clumsy frontal assaults on the Finn’s thick belt of defences.
December 17th: British deception operations about a massive buildup outside the River Platte fool the Captain of the Graf Spee – who is required by law to leave Montevideo but scuttles his damaged ship rather than getting his crew killed in a hopeless battle. Later, when Captain Langsdorf learns he was fooled, he takes his own life. Finnish troops cut off the 44th and 163rd Soviet rifle divisions; starving them of supply and leaving them strung out along several roads.
December 20th: Another Soviet division (122nd) is cut off and isolated by the Finns, and attacks on the Mannerheim line are running out of steam. It’s an ugly aircraft, but will seem like an avenging angel to hard-pressed Soviet troops in the coming years: The first Ilyushin Il-2 Shturmovik takes to the air. In time, over 36,000 of this tough ground attack aircraft will be in service and Stalin – in a very threatening letter to a tardy manufacturer – will describe it as being as necessary to the Red Army as air and bread.
December 22nd: Having suffered appalling casualties, the Soviets stop attacking the Mannerheim line. Besides utilizing a well-sited network of well built and camouflaged bunkers, the common Finnish tactic of staging hit and run counter-attacks at night from out of the forest is causing heavy casualties. The Soviets are also finding that the average Russian no longer knows how to survive outside in winter conditions. The first flight of the Petlyakov Pe-2: Equivalent to the Mosquito or the Ju-88, this fast slim plane was the Soviet’s multirole combat aircraft throughout the entire war.
December 23rd: The Pan American Conference sends complaints to both Berlin and London about the battle of the River Platte and are ignored. The British can breathe easier, the first Canadian troop convoy arrives in the UK with 7,500 men of the 1st Canadian Division.
December 24th: Pope Pius XII issues a call for peace, but his carefully nuanced public neutrality achieves nothing and will be misinterpreted by many commentators after the war.
December 25th: The Soviets start knocking on the Mannerheim line again, without much improvement in the results.
December 27th: The latest Soviet assault on the Mannerheim line ends. Near Suomussalmi and on the Keralian Front, the Finns start their “wood-cutting” counteroffensive – chopping the stranded 163rd Division at Suomussalmi into bite-sized pieces. Indian troops arrive in France as part of the BEF. 114 Warsaw residents, including eight Jews, are shot in reprisal for the deaths of two German policemen.
December 28th: On the Keralian sector, The Soviet 18th and 168th Divisions are cut off and surrounded by Finnish ski troops. Meat rationing begins in the UK. The battleship HMS Barham is torpedoed and damaged by U.30. Since September 1st, over 40,000 Poles have been murdered, mostly by SS Einsatzgruppen; most victims so far have been from Poland’s educated and social elites. The Soviets are hard at work on similar tasks.
Thus far, the Second World War is a mild reprise of the First without the all consuming savagery of the opening clashes of 1914 when modern logistics and mass riflemen resulted in murderous clashes of arms before the French, Germans and Russians learned that they had to dig in to survive. Instead, the trepidatious ‘Phony War” reigns and the British and French are in no rush to return to the trenches of 1914-1918. The French do not patrol aggressively from the Maginot Line against the distant German positions and Belgium, cockpit of the worst of the Western Front in 1914-1918 in five battles around Ypres, is still neutral.
The RAF is content to drop propaganda leaflets over Germany and has restrained itself from dropping bombs for fear of harming private property. The war at sea is real enough and the Germans are frantically preparing new U-Boats while the British are doing likewise with anti-submarine escorts. But neither Germany nor Britain and France are thinking in terms of the giant fleet actions that preoccupied naval thinking in the lead-up to the First World War.
Despite their alliance, Stalin does not fully trust Hitler and is securing his new territories to add further depth to the defences of the Soviet heartland. The new war is real enough for the Finns, now in a desperate struggle to fend off Stalin’s aggression. Meanwhile the Poles are finding that both the Soviets and the Nazis have an equal proclivity for callousness and mass executions. At the moment Poland’s educated elites and aristocrats are in greater peril than Poland’s Jews but this will change soon enough.
This non-committal war in the West does not suit Hitler’s purposes. Norwegian bases will let the U-Boats and commerce raiding warships flank Britain’s control of the North Sea and English Channel and so get into the North Atlantic more easily. His general staff has also thought long and hard about the failures of the First World War – Britain can be peeled away from France if the ports along the English Channel can be taken. To capture Paris, one should first make sure the ferry ports like Calais and Boulogne are taken so that the French will have to fight without immediate British aid. Of course, the shortest way is through Belgium.
The German Army has also thought hard about what the British and French did to them in 1918 and drawn the appropriate conclusions. Success lies with far more than just new weapons like dive bombers and tanks. All of Germany’s soldiers now think in terms of Schwerpunkts, Aufrollen, Auftragstaktik, and Flachen und Luckentaktik along with principles of leadership and initiative and much else. In the coming years the German soldier is going to be a tough, resourceful and highly innovative combatant. In the end, German armies are seldom defeated so much as they are demolished with great effort.
On January 1st 1940, Western Europe is quiet because the British and French are not yet willing to fully commit themselves for battle. By December 31st, 1940, Western Europe will be quiet because almost all of it is in German hands.
January 1940 – The Finns Maul the Invading Soviets
“He who is raised without discipline will die without honour.”
-Finnish traditional saying
General: Doenitz has 32 operational U-Boats, which will sink 40 Allied ships this month – 111,000 tons total. 33 other ships (amounting to 104,500 tons) will be sunk by other means.
January 2nd: The Finns savage the 44th Division as the Soviet troops blunder forward to attempt to relieve the 163rd Division at Suomussalmi; the Russian habit of staying road bound costs them dearly as the few Finnish ski battalions are enjoying uncontested mobility in the woods and are striking at will.
January 4th: Goering is given overall control of the entire German war industry; but Hitler being Hitler and the Reich being the Reich, there will be lots and lots of exemptions and back-door deals anyway. The poor organization of the German war industry will remain Hitler’s greatest handicap.
January 5th: The Finns ease up in their attacks on the trapped Soviet 18th (on the Karelian Front) and 168th Divisions – which have finally formed a solid series of defences while the handful of Finnish battalions are nearing exhaustion. A Cabinet shuffle in the UK: Leslie Hore-Belisha is replaced at the War Office by Oliver Stanley, the new head of the Board of Trade is Sir Andrew Duncan and the Information Minister is Lord Reith.
January 6th: At Suomussalmi, the 44th Rifle Division, like the 163rd, has also been ground into isolated fragments by the Finns, who now pause to regroup. However, the survivors of both trapped divisions (and the 18th to the south) are setting up stout defences, denying the Finns any more easy victories.
January 7th: Timoshenko takes charge in the war on Finland and orders new training for all troops in winter survival, patrolling techniques and all-arms cooperation. This will set a new training standard for Soviet troops that will pay enormous dividends in a couple of years. The Soviet armies on the Finnish frontier are reorganized and will soon be re-equipped with newer material. Seymon Konstantinovich Timoshenko was a long-time friend of Stalin (insofar as that murderous tyrant had any), and one of the few senior officers to survive the purges. A competent commander, he will take the Soviet Army intact through some of its worst moments in 1940, 1941 and 1942. The reforms he sets in place as a consequence of the Red Army’s horribly incompetent performance against Finland were also instrumental in ensuring the toughness and field-skills of Soviet soldiers in time for their most severe trial. Warts and all, Timoshenko deserves his place as a Hero of the Soviet Union.
January 8th: Ration books are introduced in UK for bacon, butter and sugar – 3 of the UK’s 4 food groups! All is well, however, as tea remains plentiful because Britain has taken pains to accumulate large stocks ahead of time.
January 10th: A plane carrying two German staff officers and the plans for the attack on the West strays off course and lands in Belgium – where the pair is detained. The Belgians pass the plan to the Allies. Hitler had intended to attack the West on January 17th, but postpones the attack again.
January 11th: The French decide on controlling food sources too: Fridays are to be meatless, and no beef, veal or mutton will be sold on Mondays and Tuesdays.
Essential Reading: Considering how much rationing affected so many people during the war years (starvation rations did kill millions, often deliberately); surprisingly little has been written about rationing and its effects. British austerity measures including rationing of some substances well into the 1950s and are the best documented. The only book this reviewer has ever seen on the subject was a 2002 academic paper (not his favorite school of prose) is Austerity in Britain: Rationing, Controls and Consumption, 1939-1955 by the economist Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska. This is a field of inquiry that begs for more exploration.
January 14th: Prime Minister Abe’s government resigns, and Admiral Yonai is to form a new one in Japan. The British decide to arm all merchant vessels.
January 15th: As a consequence of the acquisition of German invasion plans, the British and French offer to position troops in Belgium, but Brussels prefers strict neutrality for the moment. Hitler uses the British decision to arm all merchant vessels to issue orders to all U-Boat commanders to attack any vessel in British waters… which they’ve been doing anyway for weeks. The Soviets begin a massive weeks-long bombardment of sections of the Mannerheim Line.
January 16th: Thanks to the loss of their plans and the bad weather, Hitler decides to wait until spring before attacking into France.
January 19th: A Finnish attack bounces off the encircled 122nd Soviet Division.
January 2th: The Canadian parliament is dissolved pending a March election over national readiness for the war.
Essential Reading: Canada’s readiness for the Second World War was low, even by the standards of the rest of the Western democracies. However, the country caught up; ending up as the only minor ally in command of a theatre of war, running a full-sized Army formation of its own (albeit with British, Polish and other troops under its command) and having crewed several hundred warships. A good primer on Canada’s involvement in the war comes from two of its more widely published historians: Jack Granastein and Desmond Morton; although A Nation Forged in Fire: Canadians and the Second World War, 1939-1945 was written for an internal audience of Canadians who have clearly forgotten the accomplishments of their own country.
January 27th: A “Peace Vote” introduced in the South African Parliament by the Opposition is defeated by 81 to 59 votes. German planning for the invasion of Norway is advanced and a code name (Weserubung) is supplied.
January 28th: The Finnish 9th Division chops the 54th Soviet Division into three pockets near Kuhmo and keeps them penned in; but are too weak to finish their enemy off. Meanwhile, troops on the Mannerheim Line notice more signs of another looming Soviet offensive – as if the weeks of incessant shellfire hadn’t been enough.
January 29th: The Swedes are approached by the Soviets to convey a message to the Finns that negotiations would be possible.
February 1940: The Russians Reorganize Against the Finns
“Indolence, ineptitude, lack of foresight, muddle: These were the defects, retrieved only by the bravery of the ordinary soldier, on which an enemy of Russia’s might seem safe in counting.”
-John Keegan, on the Soviet performance in the Winter War, in Barbarossa: Invasion of Russia, 1941
General: The Germans will sink 226,900 tons of shipping this month.
February 1st: The Japanese produce their largest budget ever, with half of the government’s expenditures directed towards military spending. The Soviets resume offensive operations against the Mannerheim Line; with 14 Soviet divisions and 6 armoured brigades of 7th and 13th Armies largely gnawing on 3rd Finnish division’s sector.
February 3rd: An intruding He-111bomber becomes the first Luftwaffe aircraft to be shot down over Britain.
February 5th: The Anglo-French Supreme War Council decides to intervene in Norway and aid Finland, but planning is being done on the fly with little time for detailed staff work.
February 8th: The Finns in the path of the Soviet steam-roller are almost out of men and ammunition, and are being pushed back almost everywhere. The Germans establish the Lodz Ghetto, using the most neglected areas of the city (of 31,721 apartments, only 725 have running water) and the first 160,000 Jews are wedged into the area.
February 9th: Manstein is given XXXIII Korps as many fellow officers want him out of the influential position of Chief of Staff to Rundstedt’s Army Group A.
February 10th: The Finnish 9th Division wipes out a brace of Soviet ski battalions and fends off the 23rd Division’s attempt to relieve the trapped 54th Division.
February 11th: The Soviet 123rd Division breaks through the Mannerheim line. The USSR and Germany sign additional trade agreements.
February 12th: The counterattack by Finnish 5th Division fails to dent the 123rd Division’s lodgment.
February 14th: Even as the Mannerheim line fails, Britain announces it will let volunteers go to Finland. Also, all British ships in the North Sea must be armed.
February 15th: The Finns start to fall back from the Mannerheim line to new defensive positions.
February 16th: “Pikes, Cutlasses and Away!” The ancient order to board an enemy ship is given once more as Royal Navy sailors from HMS Cossack scramble onto the German vessel Altmark inside Norwegian waters. The German ship was carrying 399 Allied seamen captured last year by the Graf Spee.
February 17th: Manstein sees Hitler with a plan for an Ardennes invasion, and Hitler is greatly impressed with it. All of the Mannerheim line is now in Soviet hands.
February 19th: Soviet tank attacks puncture the Finn’s next defence line.
February 21st: Work begins on the construction of a concentration camp at Auschwitz.
February 22nd: The Soviets begin landing on islands once more in the Gulf of Finland.
February 23rd: The Soviets issue their terms of surrender to Finland, claiming all of the Karelian Isthmus and Lake Ladoga region.
February 24th: OKH issues new orders for the attack on France; based on an advance through the Ardennes – but there is still division between the traditional generals and the Panzer enthusiasts.
February 26th: After a series of failed counterattacks, the Finns decide to fall back to their third line of defence.
February 29th: It is said that the one of the characteristics of the Finns is an extraordinary stubbornness, so it is a rare day when they decide to give up: The Finns decide they will yield to the Soviets.
March 1940: Finland Capitulates
“Providence has ordained that I should be the greatest liberator of humanity. I am freeing man from the restraints of an intelligence that has taken charge, from the dirty and degrading self-mortification of a false vision called conscience and morality, and from the demands of a freedom and independence which only a very few can bear.”
-Adolf Hitler, Rauschning, Hitler Speaks, p. 222
General: The Allies lose 45 merchant ships (23 to U-Boats) and 3 U-Boats are sunk.
March 1st: The final directive is issued for the invasion of Norway and Denmark.
March 2nd: The Soviets slam into the new Finnish defence line, while the Reserve Corps of 7th Army flanks the Finnish defences by rumbling over the sea ice.
March 3rd: The Soviets begin launching attacks on the Finnish city of Viipuri.
March 5th: The Finns send a delegation to Moscow for peace talks.
March 6th: In the last 100 days, Finland’s master sniper Simo Häyhä has earned the nickname Belaya Smert [White Death] from the Soviet invaders of his country – he has killed over 700 of them, mostly with a bolt action rifle with iron sights. Today his soldiering comes to an end, but his toughest fight begins – it takes him years to overcome the bullet that strikes him in the face. While the Finns have a high medal for courage (the Mannerheim Cross) the fighting on the Kollaa Front where Häyhä served was so intense that a special medal was struck for the heroes of that sector. This crack shot received the fourth of the Kollaa Cross medals and was the first enlisted man to be so honored.
March 8th: The Soviets capture part of Viipuri and look likely to take the remainder of the city soon.
March 11th: The terms of the Finno-Russian Armistice are concluded in Moscow; the Finns are to cede the Karelian Isthmus and other territories to Russia and give them a lease on the port of Hanko.
March 13th: The Finnish-Russian war comes to an end as a Soviet victory although the Red Army’s competence is much questioned: the Finns have 25,000 dead as are – probably -- some 300,000 Soviets.
March 14th: The Prime Minister of Australia forms a wartime coalition cabinet.
March 16th: The Luftwaffe calls on the Royal Navy anchorage of Scapa Flow, damaging a cruiser and causing their first British civilian fatalities.
March 18th: Hitler has a summit with Mussolini in the Brenner Pass, and the latter tells the Germans he is now ready to join the war effort.
March 20th: Daladier, the French Prime Minister resigns after losing public confidence in the progress of the War.
March 21st: France has a new Prime Minister, Paul Reynaud.
March 28th: The Anglo-Franco Supreme War Council agrees that neither the UK nor France will seek a separate peace with Germany; and to start mining Norwegian Waters on April 8th and to be ready to land troops there if it looks like the Germans will. Mackenzie-King and his Liberals retain power in a Canadian federal election.
March 30th: The Japanese get Wang Ching-Wei, a former nationalist politician, to head their new Nanking Puppet government.
March 31st: The Atlantis, the first of seven heavily armed German Merchant Cruisers, sets sail on a long range commerce raid; before she returns on 22 November 1941, she will have sunk 22 ships.
April 1940: Hitler Invades Norway and Denmark
“It is humiliating to remain with our hands folded while others write history. It matters little who wins. To make a people great it is necessary to send them to battle even if you have to kick them in the pants. That is what I shall do.”
-Benito Mussolini’s remark to Galeazzo Ciano (11 April 1940).
General: The Allies lose 58 ships this month, but 5 U-boats are sunk (mostly around Norway).
April 1st: Hitler approves the plans for the invasion of Norway, but sleeps on deciding when D-Day will be until the 2nd.
April 3rd: A Cabinet shuffle in the UK gives Churchill the chairmanship of the Ministerial Defence Committee.
April 5th: Chamberlain says that “Hitler has missed the bus” in a speech in Parliament… maybe Adolph did, but he seems to have caught a tank instead. Meanwhile, Britain and France tell Norway that they reserve the right to deny Germany access to Norway’s resources.
April 7th: German ships put to sea, carrying the three divisions of the assault force for Norway: 500 Transport aircraft, 300 bombers and 100 fighters are also assigned to the attack.
April 8th: The British destroyer Glowworm encounters the German heavy cruiser Hipper and two destroyers off Trondheim and rams the cruiser after being heavily battered in an unequal gunfight. The German commander writes the Red Cross, advising them of the gallantry of the British destroyer and her commander (who is not among the 31 survivors of her 149 man crew). This eventually results in the posthumous award of a Victoria Cross to LCdr Gerard B. Roope. A German transport off Norway is sunk by a British submarine. Meanwhile, the Anglo-French Norwegian invasion force delays its embarkation in Scotland because of the reports of German naval activity.
April 9th: Denmark is invaded and capitulates after 12 hours of fighting. The German airborne/amphibious surprise in Norway is nearly as total, but their heavy cruiser Blucher is sunk off Oslo by Norwegian shore batteries and Karlsruhle is sunk by a British submarine; Scharnhorst and Gneisenau encounter HMS Renown and both sides depart with some damage. The Royal Navy also loses a destroyer as the Germans land in Oslo, Kristiansand, Stavanger, Trondheim and Narvik.
April 10th: The Narvik campaign begins as five RN destroyers encounter ten German ones, each side loses two but the German force is trapped; Lutzow is damaged by an RN submarine and four German transports are sunk and Konigsberg is sunk by RN dive bombers. The Norwegian Royal Family has escaped Oslo – barely, while Quisling is already installed as the leader of a puppet government. The Victoria Cross will be awarded to 180 men during the Second World War; the first award goes to Captain Bernard Warburton-Lee of the Royal Navy for his actions this day. He leads the flotilla of five destroyers that pounces on the Germans in Narvik out of thick snowstorm at dawn. He had pummeled a force of five German destroyers and then was intercepted by five more as his force withdrew, but Warburton-Lee upholds the Royal Navy’s best tradition of fighting like hell whenever caught at a disadvantage. During the course of the action, he is mortally wounded on his bridge.
April 11th: Most of their arsenals (and cities) are in German hands, but the Norwegians have a new Commander in Chief for their army, General Ruge.
April 12th: Attacks by Fleet Air Arm fail to reach Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Hipper.
April 13th: The RN shows up at Narvik again with HMS Warspite and nine destroyers, to sink a U-boat and eight German destroyers that were battered by Warburton-Lee’s flotilla.
April 14th: The Norwegians attempt to delay the Germans moving north out of Oslo, while small parties of British troops land at Namsos.
April 15th: The British Guards Brigade lands in Norway.
April 17th: The cruiser HMS Suffolk causes much damage bombarding the Luftwaffe Airfield at Stavanger, then gets mauled by the German aircraft based there when retiring.
April 18th: French troops join a second British brigade landing at Andalsnes.
April 20th: The Luftwaffe has won complete air superiority over Norway and uses it to destroy the harbour at Namsos.
April 21st: The Norwegian defences at Lillehammer are enveloped by the Germans, forcing a withdrawal to the north.
April 22nd: The Germans encounter British troops north of Lillehammer, and quickly dislodge them too.
April 24th: Narvik is bombarded by British warships.
April 25th: British and Norwegian troops slow the Germans in the Gudbrandsdal area, but cannot stop them.
April 27th: The British decide to evacuate Namsos and Andalsnes, which means they abandon the attempt to retake Trondheim. Himmler orders the creation of a new concentration camp in Poland at a town the Germans call Auschwitz.
April 29th: The Germans link up with their troops in Trondheim as King Hakkon (and Norway’s gold reserves) board HMS Glasgow, a British cruiser, in Molde. Rudolf Hoess arrives in the Polish town of Oswiecim to oversee the establishment of Auschwitz (later to expand to the Auschwitz-Birkinau Complex).
April 30th: Norwegian troops start surrendering as the British begin evacuating Norway.
May 1940: The Panzers Rampage into the Low Countries.
“We have been defeated. We are beaten; we have lost the battle."
-French Prime Minister Paul Reynaud to Winston Churchill, May 15th, 1940
General: The Allies lose 101 ships of 288,400 tons, but introduce their first Flower Class Corvettes this month. These crowded uncomfortable ships will be the mainstay of the war against the U-Boats.
May 1st: The British ship 4,400 men out of Andalsnes, but most equipment remains behind.
May 2nd: 5,400 British and French troops depart Namsos before the Germans enter the town. His Majesty’s Trawler Arab has been tied up in Namsos Harbor for five days, and has endured 31 air attacks directed on the tiny ship herself. Throughout this time her commander, Lieutenant Richard Been Stannard, has repeatedly displayed the highest standards of leadership, cunning, and personnel courage in preserving his ship and her crew. One of the last ships to leave Namsos, HMT Arab shoots down a He-111bomber which had ordered the vessel to return and surrender. Lt Stannard is awarded the Victoria Cross.
May 5th: Polish Troops and a regiment of the French Foreign Legion arrive in Tromso as the Germans resume the advance towards it. The RN submarine HMS Seal is limping for Sweden after recovering from being sunk in shallow water by a German mine off Norway, when two German aircraft force its surrender.
May 7th: Neville Chamberlain resigns as the British Prime Minister after a narrow victory in a non-confidence vote; he has the confidence of the House, but not enough to depend upon it.
May 8th: After considering Lord Halifax as PM, the Conservatives and Labour turn to Winston Churchill. Timoshenko replaces Voroshilov as Commissar for Defence and starts implementing a number of reforms based on the lessons of the war with Finland.
May 9th: The Belgian Army goes on alert as the distant rumbling of German activity wafts over the border. Political divisions in France between Reynaud and Daladier grow sharper.
May 10th: Hitler’s other shoe drops: Leeb’s Army Group C closes up to the Maginot Line, Rundstedt’s Army Group A crashes into the Ardennes with three Panzer Corps out in front, and Bock’s Army Group B goes into Belgium and Holland with airborne troops leading the way – including the dramatic glider assault on the Belgian fort of Eben Emael. The Allies are not entirely unready, but they are outclassed and off balance. Elsewhere, fighting goes on in Norway and British troops begin landing on Iceland to keep the Germans from getting tempted. Churchill formally becomes the new British prime minister and forms a coalition government to keep party politics to a minimum during the conflict. There are many crimes imputed -- usually correctly -- to the men of the Waffen SS, but nobody ever said they were cowards. When SS Hauptscharfuhrer (the SS equivalent of a Company Sergeant Major) Ludwig Kepplinger finds the bridge over the Issel River that his company is supposed to capture has been blown up; he immediately assaults the Dutch defenders on the far side of the river. Scrambling over the tangled wreck of the bridge with two men, the ferocity of his assault induces 90 Dutch soldiers to surrender; letting pioneers improvise a new bridge. Kepplinger becomes the first Waffen SS NCO to win the Knights Cross, and like so many of them, does not survive the war; being killed in Normandy in August 1944.
May 11th: The Germans have caught the Dutch with their pants down, are coming into contact with the Allied First Army Group in Belgium, and Rundstedt’s panzers are nearing the Meuse. British and French troops land on the Dutch Caribbean islands of Aruba and Curacao.
May 12th: 7th French Army attempts to enter the Netherlands but is checked at Tilberg, while Sedan falls without a fight. Aviation historians remember the Fairy Battle as a disaster as a light bomber but brave men flew it into combat. Five of these bombers are sent this day to knock out a strongly defended bridge over the Albert Canal and fly into an inferno of flak. The mission leader Flying Officer Donald Edward Garland and his navigator Sergeant Thomas Gray lead the attackers in and cut one span of the bridge. Both are killed and only one aircraft of the five returns. FO Garland and Sgt Gray both receive posthumous awards of the Victoria Cross.
May 13th: The Panzers cross the Meuse at Sedan (with Guderian front and centre) and at Dinant (where Rommel is leading from the front too); this completely ruptures the French defences in the Ardennes. In Low Countries, Liege falls and the Dutch Royal Family evacuate to London – with German troops and aircraft in hot pursuit. In Norway Allied troops start advancing on Narvik. Churchill tells the British public he has nothing to offer but “blood, toil, tears and sweat.” The Soviets finish the mass murder of many of the Polish officers and officials in their custody; the massacres were undertaken at Katyn (4,404 dead), in Kharkov (3,896 dead) and Kalinn (6,287 dead).
May 14th: Rotterdam is badly damaged in a Luftwaffe raid after a communications failure over surrender times; the Dutch decide to surrender but1,000 people die and 78,000 are made homeless when the message gets to the Luftwaffe too late. Allied counterattacks at Sedan are brushed aside and their massive air-raids on the German Meuse crossing points take horrible losses. Recruiting for the Local Defence Volunteers (later called the Home Guard) begins in Britain. The British 24th Guards Brigade loses most of its equipment to a Luftwaffe air-raid on its transports near Narvik.
May 15th: Enough with the leaflets, it’s time to drop real bombs – the British strategic air offensive against Germany begins with a 91 bomber raid on the Ruhr. The Dutch Army surrenders. As the panzers bore into France, some French army commanders start getting nervous, particularly as the Maginot Line has been flanked and is useless. Units are pulled back from the Meuse to defend Paris – in which the Germans are uninterested for now. Churchill starts to correspond with Roosevelt, a cultivation of friendship that will pay enormous dividends later. Air Marshal Dowding prevails on the Cabinet to hold back fighter planes from France. 2Lt Richard Annand has been busy today as his battalion from the Durham Light Infantry stage counter-attacks on the Germans along the River Dyle in Belgium. Wounded in his first assault, he led the second. That evening, when the battalion is ordered to withdraw, he discovers one of his men is likewise wounded and is missing. 2Lt Annand returns to their former position and returns, pushing a wheelbarrow containing his missing man before he faints from blood loss. He is awarded the Victoria Cross.
May 16th: The British close the Mediterranean for most shipping – sending their shipping to Egypt the long way around Africa. This adds two to three weeks of travel time and represents an enormous reduction in available shipping capacity. French and British forces in Belgium retreat behind the Scheldt as Rommel nears Cambrai and Guderian is nearing St. Quentin; the Ardennes have been cleared and the Panzers are now in open country. This further alarms the Allies (French officials in Paris start burning files today) and the conservative elements of the German General Staff who are stunned by the rapid progress of the invasion and order the Panzers halted. Roosevelt asks Congress for $900 million to start tooling up aviation plants.
May 17th: Belgium’s government moves to Ostend as the Germans enter Antwerp, Colonel De Gaulle’s armoured counterattack on Guderian’s spearheads is crushed by the Luftwaffe, and General Gort of the BEF is realizing that the French Armies to his south have caved in. HMS Effingham runs aground while carrying troops to the Narvik sector. The last resistance in the Netherlands ends, but 4,600 Dutch sailors, soldiers and gendarmes escaped to England to rally to their government-in-exile.
May 18th: The Germans capture St. Quentin and Cambrai while gearing up for the next lunge forward. The French stage a cabinet/command shuffle with Reynaud doubling as Minister of Defence, Petain as deputy PM, and General Weygand is summoned from the Middle East to replace Gamelin. The Germans appoint Arthur Seyss-Inquart as Reich Commissioner for Holland. A clerk at the US Embassy in London, Tyler Kent, is arrested for passing correspondence between Churchill and Roosevelt to the Axis, the US waives his diplomatic immunity. Mussolini predicts that Italy will inevitably be drawn into the war – and considering that he is already planning for an offensive against France, it is a reliable prediction.
May 19th: The Panzers start pushing forward again in France, as the British first discuss the possibility of evacuating the BEF.
May 20th: The Panzers lunge forward again and Guderian’s XIX Corps drives a 30 km wide corridor to the Channel by way of Amiens, Abbeville and Noyelles. Churchill alerts the Royal Navy and instructs them to rapidly prepare for an evacuation. Their government may have withdrawn into exile and many of its soldiers melted away to their homes rather than surrender, but many Dutchmen are far too stubborn to easily accept defeat. Colonel Jonkheer Pieter Jacob “Piet” Six is one of them. Slowly and carefully he starts to knit together the Ordedienst (“Order Service”) among former officers and officer cadets. German intelligence will snap up many Dutch Resistance networks during the five year occupation, but will never get to core of the Ordedienst. After the Liberation, Colonel Jonkheer Six receives the Military Order of William, the oldest and highest award the Dutch can bestow.
May 21st: Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division and the accompanying SS-Regiment are badly rattled by a British counterattack until the Divisional 88mm Anti-Aircraft guns start potting the Matilda tanks; meanwhile French command relationships are in mid-shakeup and their chance for a better counterattack is fumbled. Admiral Raeder first mentions the possibility of invading Britain to Hitler. Just north of Tournai in Belgium Lance Corporal Harry Nicholls of the Grenadier Guards ignores his wounds, and leads his section in a counter-attack; knocking out three machineguns and fighting against German infantry until out of ammunition. He is later presented with the ribbon of his Victoria Cross by the German commandant of his POW camp.
May 22nd: The Belgian Army withdraws to Lys, while the German panzer force re-orients itself towards Calais and Boulogne. Churchill is in Paris, urging a counterattack, but the French seem incapable of mounting one. Sir Oswald Mosley, leader of Britain’s own Blackshirt movement, is arrested in the UK. British code-breakers at Bletchley Park break the Luftwaffe’s ‘Red’ Cipher in their first major breakthrough in cracking the German’s Enigma code system.
May 23rd: Rundstedt orders his tank forces to halt even as 2nd Panzer attacks Boulogne and the British evacuate Arras.
May 24th: Hitler confirms Rundstedt’s halt order, even as the British evacuate 5000 men from beleaguered Boulogne and the trapped northern Army Group starts to reorient its defences. The British and French decide to leave Norway after they achieve the capture of Narvik – although they finally have stabilized the front here and fighter aircraft have been flown in to Bardufoss.
May 25th: Belgian troops are driven out of Menin and Lord Gort – fed up with vague French promises of a counter-attack – gives up any thought of concerted action with them. Boulogne falls to the Germans.
May 26th: The Belgians are collapsing, the French are dithering, and the British fall back on Dunkirk where an evacuation will begin this evening. Over 850 vessels will participate in the evacuation from large ocean-going ships to tiny open-cockpit sailboats. German aircraft sink the cruiser HMS Curlew off Norway. General Ironside becomes Chief of Home Defence Forces, while Sir John Dill replaces him as Chief of the Imperial General Staff.
May 27th: It is a close run thing, but British troops in Lille slip out of encirclement and head north; only 8,000 men are lifted out of Dunkirk today. The Allied assault on Narvik begins.
May 28th: Narvik is taken by an Allied assault – the first Allied victory on land during the war – although its German defenders continue to maintain a defensive perimeter outside the town. King Leopold III surrenders his Army to Germany without informing the British and French – who have to scramble to protect their evacuation sites (where another 17,800 men are brought off). The King’s declaration is also against the will of his people, his government and his army; and the Belgians refuse to let him resume the throne at the war’s end.
May 29th: The Germans push on the Dunkirk perimeter at all points and an air battle erupts over the evacuation site, where three destroyers are sunk as 47,310 men are evacuated, and the French decide to let their troops leave too.
May 30th: The Panzer troops hemming in Dunkirk thin out to redeploy for the next lunge southwards, 53,820 men are shipped out, as is General Alan Brooke who commanded II Corps with some distinction. The Luxembourg government-in-exile takes stock of its resources – a few hundred of its citizens have made it out of the continent and the largest unit they will comprise is a half-battery of artillery that is later attached to a Free Belgian Brigade, where they will fight in France in 1944.
May 31st: Ferocious air fighting continues over Dunkirk and the British lose two more destroyers and many smaller ships, but 68,010 men leave France. Roosevelt introduces a ‘billion dollar defense program’ to expand American capabilities. The British force in Bodo is evacuated by sea. A number of measures begin in Britain to confuse potential Fallschirmjager and fifth columnists that might land there.
June 1940: Britain by Itself
“Very well, alone”
-Caption of a David Low cartoon in The Evening Standard on June 18th, 1940
General: Allied shipping losses include 140 ships of 585,500 tons (Dunkirk cost a lot) and the U-Boats claim 58 of these losses.
June 1st: 64,500 men come out of Dunkirk today at the cost of 4 Royal Navy Destroyers, and five more are damaged while the Germans push in hard on the perimeter, particularly at Beruges. The French XVI Corps takes total control of the perimeter. The Norwegians are informed by the British and French of the coming departure of their expeditionary forces. Captain Harold Marcus Ervine-Andrews of the East Lancshires commanded a company on the Dunkirk perimeter at the Canal de Burgues. When the Germans staged an assault river crossing and enveloped his position, Captain Ervine-Andrews clambered up on a barn roof and personally accounted for many of the enemy with a rifle and a Bren gun to act as a rear guard. When the barn was fully burning, he and the eight men remaining withdrew, wading over a mile in water up to their necks. For this action, he is awarded the Victoria Cross.
June 2nd: The shrinking Dunkirk perimeter is now manned entirely by French, and the last British units are among the 26,300 men taken off today, but many French and stragglers remain.
June 3rd: French officers have about 30,000 men standing to arms inside the rapidly shrinking perimeter at Dunkirk, and accordingly 26,175 are shipped out this night – whereupon 40,000 stragglers appear from sundry hiding places in the final hours and are left behind.
June 4th: Evacuations at Dunkirk stop at 0340 hours, and some 40,000 men are left for the Germans to pick up but 338,226 men have been removed from Dunkirk, including 112,000 Frenchmen. Initially, planners thought they might only get about 50,000 out. As Britain takes stock of Dunkirk, they have lost about 80 pilots (the Luftwaffe have lost about 100 aircraft), about 80 ships, including nine destroyers and a number of others have to line up for space in the repair slips alongside the three capital ships and eight cruisers being repaired from other battles. Churchill delivers his “We shall fight on the beaches” speech, forecasting the fall of France and promising eternal defiance. The evacuation of 24,500 British, French and Polish troops begins from Norway.
June 5th: The attack named Fall Rot begins, as the Germans attack south over the Somme into France; the French have made some preparations and are fighting with more skill and determination; heavy fighting occurs where Hoth’s Panzer Corps is driving south between Amiens and the Sea. The French shuffle their cabinet again, as Daladier is dropped and De-Gaulle (a newly promoted general) is made under-secretary for defence.
June 6th: Hoth’s Panzer Corps slowly chews through the French defences between Amiens and the Channel, with Rommel’s 7th Panzer leading the pack. Kleist’s panzers are still being held up between Amiens and Peronne, while Guderian’s troops are bridging the Aisne.
June 7th: The Germans capture Montdidier, Noyon, and Forges-les Eaux. The King of Norway and his government leave Tromso for Britain on HMS Devonshire. Berlin is bombed for the first time during the war, as one lone French Farman F223 heavy bomber makes it to the city in a night raid.
June 8th: The British and French complete their evacuation from Norway, but not before Germany’s battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau find and sink HMS Glorious and the carrier’s two escorting destroyers – but the British ship’s defence deters the pair from seeking out other convoys. Heroism often results from just being stubborn enough – as Major Ludwig Stautner of the 3rd Mountain Division learns today. The Allied siege of Narvik has whittled his battalion down to a handful of men, even when augmented by Kriegsmarine sailors whose destroyers were sunk; but he has fearlessly led his men in the crucial sector of the defences for weeks. Yesterday, as the defence perimeter continued to shrink, Stautner was contemplating laying down his arms this day; but instead the dawn shows the Norwegians have vanished and Stautner goes on to receive the Knights Cross.
June 9th: The remaining elements of the Norwegian Army are ordered by their king to cease fire at midnight. The Germans take Rouen, Dieppe and Compiegne, but while Hoth’s Panzer Corps (led by Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division) are through the French defences, elsewhere the French are still holding off other German attacks.
June 10th: Italy declares war on France and the UK, particularly because Mussolini hopes to get some spoils out of the collapse of France. The Italian people don’t seem all that eager to join the war, as is made clear by the public’s markedly unenthusiastic response to Il Duce’s announcement. The Germans cross the Seine to the west of Paris while another evacuation of 11,000 trapped British and French troops begins at Le Havre and more from both armies are trapped at St. Valery. The Norwegians surrender and the campaign is over: the Germans sustained higher naval losses than they could afford in the conquest of Norway, losing three cruisers, ten destroyers and several subs, while the British could sustain their naval losses of a carrier, a pair of cruisers and nine destroyers; the Germans also lost 5,600 dead while combined Allied military dead amounts to some 6,100. Prime Minister Reynaud pleads with Roosevelt to come to the aid of France.
June 11th: South Africa declares war on Italy. Churchill visits France to attempt to buck up their fighting spirit of their leaders. However, the Germans capture Reims and now the French Army falls back from the Seine and the Marne; and Paris is declared to be an open city. Malta receives its first air raid of the war… there will be many, many more.
June 12th: A British cruiser force bombards the Italian base at Tobruk, while the British cruiser Calypso is sunk by an Italian submarine and the RAF bombs Turin and Genoa. Guderian’s panzers take Chalons-sur-Marne and most of the British 51st Division is captured at St. Valery. The Soviets issue an ultimatum to Lithuania to change its government to one run by the Communist Party and to cede territory to the USSR.
June 13th: French forces west of Paris start falling back to the Loire as the British abandon any thought about rebuilding the BEF with the British and Canadian troops still in Western France. Roosevelt signs a bill for $1.3 billion in new ship construction for the US Navy; he also subverts US neutrality laws by ‘selling’ US stocks of artillery and small arms as ‘scrap’ to a steel company which in turn ‘sells’ them to the UK; tut tut. More of this epidemic of law-breaking goes on over the next year as hundreds of American military aircraft land right beside the Canadian border and then get towed over the frontier by thieving Canadians in broad daylight; what a scandal!
June 14th: French warships shell the Italian ports of Genoa and Vado. Paris falls to the Germans, and Guderian’s panzer corps swing east to cut off the Maginot Line garrisons while Army Group C starts to poke several holes in France’s vaunted defence line. Auschwitz receives its first inmates – 728 prisoners. At this point the main purpose of the camp is to house up to 100,000 laborers for I.G. Farben.
June 15th: Soviet troops occupy Kaunus and Vilna in Lithuania. Some 30,600 British and Canadian troops start to be evacuated out of Cherbourg, while Strasbourg and Verdun are captured by the Germans. Another massive defence bill passes through Congress, authorizing the US Navy to acquire 10,000 aircraft and 16,000 aircrew.
June 16th: The Lithuanians change their government to one in accord with Moscow’s demands as the Soviets start leaning on Estonia and Latvia to do the same. The Germans reach the outskirts of Dijon and breach the Maginot line at Colmar while the evacuation of over 113,000 British and other personnel begins from St. Malo, Brest, St. Nazaire and Nantes – although some 3,000 additional evacuees die when the Luftwaffe sinks the SS Lancastria. Reynaud resigns and is replaced by Petain. The French also ask Britain for permission to make a separate treaty with the Germans.
June 17th: Guderian’s Panzer Corps reaches the Swiss border while the other Panzer force to the west reaches the Loire. Petain takes up office and offers an armistice to Germany – while the British understand that the separate French offer of a peace means the French Fleet and their overseas colonies will stay out of Hitler’s hands; Hitler is being lenient with the French in the hope of acquiring these assets. Churchill makes one of his most famous speeches – Let us so bear ourselves that, if the British Empire and Commonwealth last a thousand years, men will still say “This was their finest hour.”
June 18th: The Canadian government introduces conscription, but declares that overseas service will remain voluntary. The Germans capture Belfort, Brest, Briare, Cherbourg, Colmar, Dijon, Le Creusot and Le Mans. De Gaulle surfaces in London and makes a plea for the French to fight on. The RAF bombs Hamburg and Bremen.
June 19th: The Panzers trundle into Brest, Nantes and Samur but evacuations continue from other ports.
June 20th: Estonia adopts a Soviet style government. The British submarine Clyde puts a torpedo into Gneisenau off Norway and sends it limping off for extended repairs. Lyons and Vichy are captured by German troops as a French delegation heads off to the railway carriage at Compiegne that was used for the 1918 Armistice. Roosevelt brings in two Republicans, Henry R. Stimson and Frank Knox, to his cabinet. Stimson will be Secretary for War, Knox will handle the Navy.
June 21st: Italy attacks France, to find that the French border fortifications are intact; and heavy casualties ensue. Mussolini doesn’t mind too much, the investment of his soldiers’ blood is expected to result in the acquisition of French territory when it surrenders. The British work out a cunning plan to jam/deflect the Knickebein radio beams used by the Luftwaffe to navigate at night; meanwhile Henry Tizard resigns as Churchill’s Science Advisor to be replaced by Lord Cherwell.
June 22nd: France signs an armistice with Germany in the railway carriage at Compiegne where the Armistice of 1918 was signed, and the order passes to its troops to lay down their arms. Hitler is satisfied that Germany's humiliation of 1918 is avenged and orders the carriage and the commemoration site destroyed. As an additional humiliation the Germans stage a triumphal parade in Paris, taking pains to follow the exact route used for the French Army’s triumphal procession in 1918. France is allowed to keep a vestigial state (Vichy France) which can control its overseas colonies and the fleet, the army is to demobilize and heavy financial fines are levied. Latvia follows its neighbours into the Soviet sewer and mass deportations begin in all three of the former nations – tens of thousands in all three countries disappear forever in the Soviet Gulag system.
June 23rd: Pierre Laval is made Deputy Premier by Petain while Weygand cashiers General DeGaulle.
June 24th: France signs an armistice with Italy, and the Italians get a slice of the French Riviera for their pains.
June 25th: The armistice between Germany and France comes into force and the evacuations from the remaining French Atlantic ports end – since Dunkirk another 144,200 British/Dominion, 18,200 French, 24,300 Poles, 4,900 Czechs and sundry other troops and refugees have been shipped to safety. The Japanese immediately inform French authorities in Vietnam that rail links with China are to be severed and that Japanese observers should be placed to watch the frontier. The US increases its taxes so that another 2.2 million Americans are on the rolls and able to pay for armaments programs.
June 26th: The Soviets issue a demand to Romania for Bessarabia and Bukovina, and Romania turns to Hitler for advice, who councils them to yield these territories for now.
June 27th: The Romanians tell the Soviets they’ll hand the territories over. British and Australian representatives meet with Cordell Hull to discuss joint measures in dealing with Japan. The US remains noncommittal for the moment.
June 28th: De Gaulle is recognized as the Free French leader by the UK. Soviet troops occupy Bessarabia and northern Bukovina. The Italian garrison at Tobruk shoots down Marshal Balbo (their commander in chief) as his aircraft arrives during a British air-raid; his replacement will be Marshal “Electric Whiskers” Graziani.
June 30th: German troops begin occupying the Channel Islands – which are British sovereign territory.
July 1940: Vichy France Takes Shape
“The destruction of the enemy trade, the attack on the enemy sea communications is the proper purpose of sea warfare." - Karl Dönitz. 1939.
General: The happy time begins for the U-boats – all 28 of them on operations will sink 38 of the Allies’ 105 lost ships this month and the great U-Boat aces start to establish their reputations. As they move to French and Norwegian ports, they can transit into their hunting grounds more quickly and at much less risk.
July 1st: Roosevelt signs another naval bill authorizing the construction of 55 more ships and the spending of $450 million on naval projects.
July 2nd: The German High Command (OKW) issues its first directive on the invasion of England, calling on the Luftwaffe to begin by interdicting shipping. A U-Boat sinks the Andorra Star and 800 people (mostly internees from Axis nations being sent to Canada) are drowned.
July 3rd: The British have been worried about the loyalties of French warships, fearing they might return to Vichy France and end up in German hands. They act today; grabbing two battleships, nine destroyers and many smaller vessels in Portsmouth and Plymouth, while the Mediterranean fleet (with Resolution, Valiant and Hood) bombards the French anchorage at Mers-el-Kebir in Algeria, sinking the battleship Bretagne and badly damaging Provence and Dunkerque. Other French ships in Alexandria remain at anchor, pending the outcome of negotiations between the British and their officers. They will remain at anchor until 1943.
July 4th: The war expands to East Africa as two Italian brigades make a tentative invasion into British owned Sudan at Kassala and Gallabat. The Romanians form a new cabinet, one with strong Pro-German and anti-Jewish opinions. In an air raid on Portland England, Leading Seaman Jack Foreman Mantle is manning an Oerlikon 20mm anti-aircraft cannon on HMS Foylebank. Severely wounded by a bomb blast and receiving many smaller wounds from other splinters later in this action, he continues to train and fire his gun until he collapses and dies. He is posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross.
July 5th: Outraged over the British attack at Mers-el-Kebir, Petain’s government breaks off relations with the UK and dispatches torpedo bombers in a failed attempt to raid Gibraltar.
July 6th: Ark Royal sends aircraft to hit the damaged Dunkereque at Mers-el-Kebir, inflicting more damage on this fast and powerful battleship. Besides this raid, the Royal Navy’s Force H in the Mediterranean will also have to position itself to protect a convoy from an Italian Force of two battleships and 20 cruisers. The first U-Boats put into the French Atlantic ports.
July 7th: The commander of the French fleet in Alexandria agrees to let his ships be demobilized by the British (and so they are until June 1943), so the Battleship Lorraine, three heavy cruisers, a light cruiser, 3 destroyers and a submarine will sit idle with confined crews. A small British unit attacks the French Battleship Richelieu at its anchorage in Dakar.
July 8th: Carrier aircraft from HMS Hermes put a torpedo into Richelieu in Dakar and damage is done to the Battleship Jean Bart in Casablanca – whereupon DeGaulle lays a complaint with his British hosts for treating the French Fleet so roughly; many Free French feel the same.
July 9th: Admiral Cunningham hits an Italian naval force in the Straits of Messina, the latter run for it with damage to the Battleship Giulio Cesare after exchanging fire with HMS Warspite – which sets a record by scoring a hit at 26,000 yards. Petain is given the power to make amendments to the French constitution by the Vichy French Parliament.
July 10th: There are air battles over the Channel and 70 Luftwaffe bombers are sent to attack a port in southern Wales – the Battle of Britain has begun.
July 11th: “Nous, Philippe Petain” assumes sweeping new powers as head of the Vichy State. Two weeks of aerial combat begin over British shipping convoys in the Channel.
July 13th: Hitler issues Directive 15 on the Air War with Britain, calling on the air offensive to begin on August 5th (thus missing three weeks of prime summer weather) and to establish air superiority prior to an invasion; he also tells some of his generals that war with the Soviet Union is in the future. Italian forces in Ethiopia attack the Kenyan border town of Moyale.
July 14th: The Soviets arrest 15,000 people deemed to be “hostile elements” in the Baltic States.
July 15th: Plebiscites (conducted by the Communist Party, with close supervision by the NKVD and without outside observers) in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania show a unanimous desire in the three Baltic states for union with the USSR! Who knew?
July 16th: Hitler issues Directive 16 for the invasion of Britain; at this time Wehrmacht thinking (along the scale of an assault river crossing writ large) calls for at least 25 divisions to be involved. Prime Minister Yonai of Japan resigns because of military pressure and a cabinet shuffle is in the works.
July 17th: A new government is formed in Japan under Prince Konoye and Tojo becomes Minister of War. The British re-route much shipping away from the easy U-Boat and Luftwaffe hunting grounds south of Ireland and in the North Sea – causing much congestion in Liverpool and the Clyde.
July 18th: Britain closes the Burma Road into China at Japan’s request. Roosevelt, without any challengers, emerges from the Democratic Convention as their candidate for president for the third consecutive time.
July 19th: General Alan Brooke replaces Edmund Ironside as Commander in Chief of Home Forces (Army only); Ironside is sent upstairs as a Field Marshal. Hitler appeals to British common sense in a speech to the Reichstag. The light cruiser HMAS Sydney and five destroyers sink the Italian light cruiser Bartolomeo Colleoni off Crete and send the Bande Nere running. Roosevelt signs the ‘Two Ocean Navy Expansion Act” authorizing the construction of 1,325,000 tons of warships and 15,000 planes. It is very rare for a 51 year old man to even dare to take a parachute training course, but now that Oberst Hermann-Bernhard Ramcke has just transferred into the 7th Fliegerdivision, he intends to try. He will stay with the elite German Fallschirmjäger until he is captured in Brest in September 1944 as the General der Fallshirmtruppe and the holder of the Knights Cross with Swords, Diamonds and Oak Leaves.
July 20th: A Luftwaffe Me-110 scores Germany’s first night-fighter kill of the war as it down British Whitley bomber, there will be thousands more.
July 21st: The USSR formally annexes the Baltic States, making them constituent republics of the Soviet Union. Hitler tells an OKH Conference that Germany must prepare for war with the USSR.
July 22nd: The Special Operations Executive (SOE) is formed to “set Europe ablaze”. The Havana Conference begins – the aim is to keep the Axis out of the Americas.
July 23rd: The British Purchasing Commission in US reaches agreement that will allow the UK to buy up to 40% of US Aircraft production. A Czech provisional government in exile forms in London.
July 24th: After two weeks of sparring in the Channel over attacks on convoys, the RAF is missing 48 aircraft and the Luftwaffe has lost 93 (but losses in fighter planes are roughly equal). Fighter Command refused to be drawn into major battles, and has used this time to frantically build its strength.
July 25th: The US prohibits all sales of oil and metal products to all countries outside of the Americas and Britain except under License. A series of fierce attacks by the Luftwaffe on Channel shipping begins, the intent is to draw out RAF (unsuccessfully) but 11 of 21 ships from a single convoy are sunk near Dover.
July 26th: Japan decides to get more aggressive in Indochina in order to cut off China’s supply sources. The Admiralty forbids further shipping past the Straits of Dover in daylight.
July 27th: The Luftwaffe sinks two RN destroyers off Dover.
July 28th: The German auxiliary cruiser Thor sends the RN armed Merchant cruiser Alcantara fleeing; it takes a real cruiser to sink these German commerce raiders. After another destroyer is sunk off Dover, the remaining force is pulled to Portsmouth and it is decided to keep surface units out of the east end of the Channel unless the German invasion actually begins.
July 29th: Another RN destroyer is sunk in the Channel as the Luftwaffe continues to come after any warships in daylight – although they lose 58 aircraft to 18 RAF losses in doing so. Adolf Galland receives the Knights Cross and becomes one of Herman Goering’s favored cadre of bright young fighter pilots – Galland will eventually have the Oak Leaves, Swords and Diamonds appended to his Iron Cross and be named ‘General of Fighters’ and have 104 kills. Blunt and outspoken, his relationship with Goering will get increasingly sour. He survives the war and forms fast friendships later with many erstwhile enemies.
July 31st: The British find that their fighter production is 50% above target figures and 1,200 have been made since the 1st of May; now if they can only overcome the shortage of trained pilots…
August 1940: The Battle of Britain Begins
“Only the spirit of attack borne in a brave heart will bring success to any fighter aircraft, no matter how highly developed it may be.” -General Adolf Galland, Luftwaffe fighter ace
General: The British change their codes, setting back German signals intelligence efforts: New bases for U-boats and the deployment of Condor reconnaissance aircraft in France will result in the sinking of 397,200 tons of shipping.
August 1st: Hitler issues Directive 17 on the Invasion of Britain, calling for a decision to be made for the attack on September 15th.
August 2nd: Aircraft from HMS Ark Royal hit an Italian airbase at Sardinia. Lord Beaverbrook is promoted into the British Cabinet as Minister for Aircraft Production. The Soviets arrest 43,890 “Anti-Soviet Elements” in Moldavia and their new parts of the Ukraine.
August 3rd: The Italians invade British Somaliland: The regional balance of forces in East Africa consists of 350,000 troops (of whom 105,000 are Italians) vs. 25,000 British troops – most of whom are African soldiers. Jan Zwartendijk, the Dutch Consul in Lithuania, is repatriated by Soviet authorities. However, in the last couple of weeks, he has pushed the limits of his powers to write up 2,400 de facto visas to the Dutch West Indies for Jewish refugees seeking to escape Europe. He has been aided by his Japanese colleague Consul Chinue Sugihara, who has issued transit visas (and will later write thousands more). Both men are later named Righteous Among the Nations.
August 4th: The British complete a supply convoy to Malta and pull Force H (their roving independent Mediterranean naval task force) back to Gibraltar.
August 5th: OKH (Oberkommando des Heeres – the German Army’s High Command) presents operational plans for the invasion of the USSR to General Halder – they call for a major advance on Moscow, with a side offensive towards Kiev. The Italians snap up a couple of minor border towns in British Somalia.
August 6th: The Italians capture Odweina in British Somaliland.
August 8th: 1,485 sorties mark the first phase of the Luftwaffe’s offensive on England by hitting convoys and seaports. In today’s air combats over the Channel, the Luftwaffe loses 31 aircraft to the RAF’s 20. Canada and the US form a Joint Defence Planning Board – which still exists and meets regularly.
August 9th: The French New Hebrides, Chad, French Equatorial Africa, Cameroon and some Pacific Islands declare for the Free French and DeGaulle. The British start to pull their garrisons out of Shanghai and Tientsin.
August 10th: Britain decides to send the bulk of its current tank holdings in the UK to the Middle East, while the threat of a German invasion is looming, new tanks are being built and the old ones are urgently needed in Egypt.
August 11th: The Luftwaffe raids Weymouth and Portland, the RAF loses 32 aircraft to 38 German. Italian troops engage British defensive positions near Tug Argan in Somaliland.
August 12th: Luftwaffe raids on England concentrate on four fighter bases near Portsmouth and the Ventor Radar Station on the Isle of Wight; they lose 31 aircraft to 22 RAF fighters during these attacks. The British send a mission into Ethiopia to start raising guerrilla forces. “That’s Major Ivanov to you, not Comrade Battalion Commander”: Formal military ranks are restored to the Soviet Army and Commissars are stripped of much of the power to interfere with operational decisions – this is the application of another of the hard lessons learned in the Winter War with Finland.
August 13th: Eagle Day, the start of the Luftwaffe’s push to win air supremacy over southern England begins in earnest; but 45 planes from 1,500 Luftwaffe sorties are downed in exchange for 13 RAF fighters (and six RAF pilots will return to fly again, some will do a second sortie today). In one episode, the sole badly damaged surviving Ju-88 (flown by Joachim Helbig) from a formation of nine finds itself escorted across the Channel to France by a Spitfire.
August 14th: Sir Henry Tizard heads over to the US with details on jet engines, new explosives, gun-turret designs and the cavity magnetron (which is so useful for advanced radar applications). The Luftwaffe faces some weather problems today and only sends over 500 sorties, losing 19 aircraft to 8 RAF losses.
August 15th: The Luftwaffe finds that British fighter defences are in depth as they fly 1,800 sorties– taking heavy losses in a raid from Norway, and the day’s score is 34 RAF losses to 75 downed Luftwaffe aircraft. Goering thinks the Luftwaffe is doing splendidly and makes two policy changes – no more attacks on radar stations (the Germans underestimate their effectiveness) and fighters must fly close escort to the bomber crews. In Somalia, the British defences at the Tug Aran Gap are tasked with holding back the Italians as long as possible. Captain Eric Charles Twelves Wilson, attached to the Somalialand Camel Corps, has been doing his duty despite several wounds, malaria, and the deaths of most of his Somali machine gunners – for four days they have beaten back Italian assaults and withstood direct artillery fire. Their defence fails at 5:00 PM and Captain Wilson is presumed dead when awarded the Victoria Cross. However, he is alive though badly wounded and well-treated by the Italians. He returns to duty in 1941 and serves through the war in the Long Range Desert Group and the King’s African Rifles.
August 16th: Today sees 1,715 Luftwaffe sorties vs. 776 by the RAF -- 45 German and 21 British aircraft don’t come home (and, of course, more British fighters are hit on the ground – but pilots and not planes are the more urgent resource for the RAF). RAF bombers hit Italian factories in Turin and Milan. In Somalia, the British evacuate 5,700 personnel to Aden -- they have lost 260 casualties in the Italian invasion, while Mussolini lost 2,050. A RAF Coastal Command bomber claims the first U-boat (U.51) sunk by depth charges from an aircraft.
August 17th: Greece starts to mobilize after their cruiser Helle is sunk by an Italian submarine. The RAF starts to comb out other branches for more fighter pilots. Hitler declares a total blockade of the British Isles and states that neutral shipping will also be sunk. Three RN battleships bombard Bardia and Fort Capuzzo in Libya.
August 18th: There are big Luftwaffe raids on fighter fields, yet the RAF still racks up a score of 71 to 27 losses, and the Germans decide to withdraw the Stuka dive-bomber from the campaign because of the high loss rate of these planes.
August 20th: Mao orders a major guerrilla offensive against Japanese (however, the effort is tokenism, designed to enhance Mao’s credibility). Churchill gives his famous praise to the RAF’s fighter pilots: “Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few”; and fortunately for the exhausted few, several days of bad weather have just rolled in.
August 21st: Leon Trotsky is assassinated in Mexico, having been hunted by Stalin’s minions for many years.
August 24th: After a pause due to bad weather, the Luftwaffe returns with new close fighter escort tactics that make it harder for the RAF fighters to get at the bombers; and night bombing is tried with the result that South London is bombed despite specific orders to the contrary. However, the main focus of the Luftwaffe is on the attrition of British fighter strength. The day’s aerial losses amount to 38:22 in the RAF’s favour.
August 25th: The new Luftwaffe tactics are causing unfavorable losses for the RAF, which only gets 20 German aircraft for 16 losses of their own; but the RAF bombs Berlin this night with 81 bombers – greatly embarrassing the Nazi leadership.
August 26th: German raids hit Portsmouth and three RAF bases, losing 45 aircraft to 31 RAF fighters.
August 27th: RAF Coastal Command starts flying convoy protection operations out of Iceland with Fairey Battles.
August 28th: Night bombing of cities takes off as the second RAF raid on Berlin is matched by a German attack on Liverpool. Over England by day, the RAF is finding new Luftwaffe tactics to strip down their fighter strength are getting costly and they lose 20 fighters while the Luftwaffe loses 30 aircraft. The Armed Merchant Cruiser Dunvegan Castle is sunk by a U-Boat.
August 29th: A Luftwaffe fighter sweep takes 9 RAF fighters but lose 17 – they left their bombers back in France and looked for the Hurricanes and Spitfires with their Messerschmitts alone.
August 30th: RAF Fighter Bases Biggin Hill and Lutton are badly hit in raids, with 36 Luftwaffe and 26 RAF aerial losses. Hitler announces he will decide about Operation Sealion on September 10th. Germany intervenes in the Bulgarian and Hungarian attempt to bully Romania into ceding territory, and forces Romania to yield land without another war occurring.
August 31st: The RAF is very close to losing parity over southern England, losing 39 aircraft in the air (to 41 Luftwaffe losses), and almost all of its fighter bases in the south have been badly hit or knocked out.
September 1940: The Few Fend off Hitler.
"Never in the field of human conflict, has so much, been owed by so many, to so few."
- Winston Churchill - September 1940
General: Kriegsmarine E-boat torpedo attack craft go into action off England, and Allied shipping losses reach 100 ships of 448,600 tons; 59 of which are sunk by U-Boats.
September 1st: The Italians capture Buna in Northeast Kenya; they have been modest in their advances largely because of logistical difficulties and the main focus of their forces in Western Somalia so far has been road-building. The Luftwaffe pace against RAF fighter bases slacks off as the bombers start going after factories. The Soviets expel Japanese Consul Sempo Sugihara from the formerly Polish city of Kovno – Sugihara had managed to allow over 3,400 Polish Jews to transit through the USSR and Japanese controlled territory in a quest for safety.
September 2nd: The Lend Lease deal is ratified and the US cedes 50 old destroyers (all of First World War vintage) to the UK in returning for basing rights in West Indies, Newfoundland and Bermuda.
September 3rd: The Sealion date for the invasion of England is now scheduled for 21 September, with Hitler’s final decision due 11 September. Elements of 11 divisions will make the assault, with two airborne divisions and 6,700 airborne troops to land on D-Day with 250 tanks on beachheads near Folkestone, Eastbourne and Brighton. At this time, the UK has four fully equipped and eight reasonably equipped divisions, with 350 cruiser/heavy tanks and 500 anti-tank guns, plus many mobile brigade groups.
September 4th: The US warns Japan to keep its sticky fingers out of French Indochina. So far in September, the RAF has lost 120 planes in the air (and more on the ground) while the Luftwaffe has lost 148.
September 5th: Romania’s Parliament dissolves and the constitution is suspended; General Antonescu is gathering the reins of power.
Essential Reading: There are very few available histories of Romania and its role as a German ally during the war years, but it is a fascinating history. Dennis Deletant’s Hitler’s Forgotten Ally: Ion Antonescu and his Regime, 1940-44 is the best of the field so far.
September 6th: Under pressure from strongman Ion Antonescu, Romania’s King Michael abdicates in favour of his 19 year old son Prince Michael.
September 7th: As Britain braces for invasion, the Luftwaffe starts day-bombing London to draw out the RAF’s fighters. 1,150 Sorties over London do much damage to the east end, while the Luftwaffe loses 41 aircraft to 28 aerial losses to the RAF. The British field their first radar-equipped night fighters over London. Albert George Dolphin has volunteered for service in a London Hospital as an emergency porter; and is on hand when a bomb lands in the hospital kitchen, killing four nurses and injuring many others. He starts trying to dig one trapped nurse out of the rubble when a weakened wall gives way. Dolphin doesn’t hesitate and throws himself over her. He is killed, but the nurse survives thanks to his sacrifice and Dolphin posthumously receives Britain’s highest award for civilian courage – the George Cross.
Essential Reading: Robert Hanbury Brown’s autobiographical Boffin: A Personal Story of the Early Days of Radar, Radio Astronomy and Quantum Optics is a compelling read about the science and scientists involved in the development of radar. Those reading only of the history of the development of British and Allied radar for air defence and night fighters would be cheating themselves if they didn’t finish the autobiography and learn something of the author’s subsequent career in astronomy.
September 9th: 200 Luftwaffe bombers attack London, the RAF downs 28 aircraft for 19 losses of their own. Six French ships leave Toulon bound for Dakar. A $5.5 billion naval expansion package becomes law in the US; the bill includes contracts for 210 warships, including seven battleships and 12 aircraft carriers. The RAF sends heavy bombers over several targets in Germany and France.
September 10th: Hitler defers the decision on Sealion until the 14th as the RAF is still too active for his liking. The Italians start a troop build-up of 200,000 men in Albania for operations against Greece.
September 11th: Buckingham Royal Palace is hit by a bomb (letting the Queen remark “Thank God, now I can look East Enders in the eye”), and so is the Spitfire factory in Southampton; the RAF losses are 25 aircraft to 29 downed Luftwaffe aircraft.
Essential Reading: The Battle of Britain, with excellent reason, has always drawn the attention of historians and generated more than a few memoirs. There are many books on the subject but one useful reference in the crowd of them is the 1961 history The Narrow Margin by Derek Wood and Derek Dempster.
September 13th: The Italians begin a slow offensive against Egypt. Marshal Graziani has 5 Divisions and 8 more in Libya whereas the aggressive General O’Connor’s Western Desert Force has the 7th Armor (the ‘Desert Rats’) and the 4th Indian Division. Italian troops penetrate 30km inside Kenya. The Royal Navy positions four battleships to be near potential German invasion routes across the Channel. The A6M Zero makes its combat debut when 13 of Japan’s new naval fighter pounce on 27 Chinese Il-15s and I-16s, downing all of these Soviet-built fighters. The action makes Koshiro Yamashita the first ‘single sortie’ ace of the Imperial Japanese Navy as he downs five of the Chinese fighters himself. The fighter will stay in production until August 1945, and 11,000 will enter service. A Luftwaffe bomb lands some 80m away from King George VI and his Queen in London.
September 14th: Operation Sealion is postponed again until 27th September, with more fighting over London resulting in 14 lost aircraft apiece for the RAF and the Luftwaffe. The Germans are under the impression that the RAF’s powers of resistance are fast ebbing away.
September 15th: A big day over England, Kesselring sends two major raids but the RAF can muster more fighters than the Germans believe they have. The Luftwaffe loses 60 aircraft to the RAF’s 26, and morale in the Luftwaffe bomber crews sinks. The USSR expands its conscription base to include 19 year-olds.
September 16th: The Italians take Sidi Barrani in Egypt. The US Selective Service Bill becomes law. The aircraft carrier HMS Illustrious raids Benghazi, sinking four Italian ships.
September 17th: Hitler postpones Sealion even as an RAF raid hits the invasion flotilla in port, doing much harm. General Paulus submits a plan for invasion of the USSR, with primary focus on Leningrad, Moscow and Kiev. Great Britain’s woes are compounded: San Marino declares war on it.
September 18th: The Italian invasion of Egypt halts because of supply problems, and loses contact with the British reconnaissance screen. A Luftwaffe raid on London by 50 bombers results in 19 losses for 12 to RAF.
September 19th: The Luftwaffe starts a series of minor raids on the UK, but loses almost 3:1 in encounters with the RAF over the coming days. The Germans start dispersing their invasion fleet in the Channel Ports –they had 1,918 barges and 170 transports amassed, but over 10% have been sunk or damaged already. Ribbentrop meets Mussolini and warns him against invading Greece or Yugoslavia. Mussolini states he’ll take Egypt before attempting these.
September 20th: Attacks begin on Convoy HX-72 by a U-Boat group -- in the next three days 12 ships will be sunk, 7 of them alone by Joachim Schepke’s U.100.
September 21st: Menzes remains Prime Minister after Australia’s general election. London authorities allow the subways to be used as air-raid shelters.
September 22nd: 6,000 Japanese troops enter French Indochina to, um, keep it safe. Finland grants transit rights to German troops en-route to Norway.
September 23rd: The RAF bombs Berlin again. After failure to achieve an agreement, Free-French and British forces go after Vichy units at Dakar but this turns into a debacle.
September 24th: There is inconclusive fighting around Dakar. Vichy bombers raid Gibraltar.
Essential Reading: The Second World War produced a fair share of novels, often written by former combatants and of fair historical value. The British author and humourist Evelyn Waugh spent most of the war in uniform with service in the Commandos in Africa and the Balkans. After the war he thinly disguised many of his experiences with the Sword of Honor Trilogy (comprising Men at Arms, Officers and Gentlemen, and Unconditional Surrender). The books are entertaining but give a good flavor of the British experience of the war.
September 25th: Five days of Luftwaffe daylight raids begin. The Luftwaffe will lose 143 aircraft, the RAF will lose 82. The Reichs commissioner appoints Quisling as grand Pooh-Bah of Norway and formally “deposes” the absent King with the usual Nazi quasi-legalism. The Dakar expedition heads home after a second RN battleship is damaged.
Essential Reading: Len Deighton’s 1977 history of the Battle of Britain comes highly recommended: Albert Speer declared that he read Fighter: The True Story of the Battle of Britain with great fascination and the historian A.J.P. Taylor described it as a brilliant analytical work. Deighton does not give a blow-by-blow narrative of the battle, but rather he gives a close look at the strategy, technology and training that underscored it and how these influenced the results.
September 26th: US embargos all scrap iron and steel shipments to Japan as a consequence of their inviting themselves to place a garrison in French Indochina.
September 27th: Germany, Italy and Japan all sign the Tripartite Pact – each agreeing to declare war on any country which declares war in the future against one of them. There is a clause between Japan and Germany that this doesn’t affect either nation’s relations with the Soviets, and it is clear that the real target of the Pact is the United States.
October 1940: Hitler’s Unreliable Allies
“Fuhrer, we are on the march! Victorious Italian troops crossed the Greco-Albanian frontier at dawn today!" - Benito Mussolini - (to Adolf Hitler) 28th October 1940
General: The Allies lose 443,000 tons of shipping, mostly to U-Boats. The Germans begin reconnaissance activities against the Soviet Union. Bombing raids continue on the UK, but bad weather increasingly limits appearances by the Luftwaffe.
October 1st: The Germans and Finns agree to closer ties and to swap arms for nickel.
Essential Reading: Hitler was a lousy economist but Germany’s war effort was sustained somehow… and it is clear that loot, robbery and ‘reparations’ played a major role in the Reich’s finances. Part of the process is well charted in Nazi Looting: The Plunder of Dutch Jewry During the Second World War and Gerard Aalders, Arnold Pomerans and Erica Pomerans did a superlative job in assessing one aspect of the financing of the Nazi War Machine.
October 2nd: Chamberlain resigns his seat in the war-cabinet and Churchill promotes more Labour figures to it. Vichy France starts to register French Jews.
October 4th: Hitler and Mussolini meet, Hitler tells Mussolini not to pursue any new campaigns and offers to help in Africa (an offer Benito turns down). Sir Charles Portal becomes the new Chief of Air Staff.
October 5th: The US calls up some Naval Reserves to help man an expanding fleet. The Japanese government warns of a potential war between Japan and the United States if the US doesn’t let the Axis have its way. As Shakespeare put it, glory can be the bubble reputation in the cannon’s mouth. Helmut Wick has just got Oak Leaves appended to his Knights Cross and today has become the youngest major in the Luftwaffe, a result of his recent 40th kill as a fighter pilot. He is outstripping his peers Galland and Mölders. However, on November 28th, he will come off second best against an RAF Spitfire over the English Channel and will not survive the experience.
October 6th: If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em: Antonescu solves his problems with the turbulent Romanian Fascists of the Iron Guard by assuming command of the organization.
October 7th: Hitler moves troops into Romania to shore up Antonescu and secure his oil supplies. All Jewish people in occupied France are ordered to register immediately.
October 9th: Churchill – even disliked as he is by many Tories – becomes head of the Conservative Party. Convoys SC-7 and HX-79 put to sea; by the 20th of October these two convoys will lose 49 of 79 ships to 11 U-Boats as the wolf pack tactics catch on.
Essential Reading: One of the most evocative novels to come out of the war is Nicholas J.T. Monsarrat’s The Cruel Sea. Vaguely autobiographical (Monsarrat closely based one of the main characters on himself), the novel describes follows two officers through the war on a corvette and then a frigate in the North Atlantic from 1939 to 1945. Successfully turned into a movie by the same name, the book remains a very realistic depiction of sailors, ships, and war at sea.
October 10th: Don’t ask questions if you do not want to hear the real answer … the Germans run a plebiscite in Luxembourg to find out if the locals approve of their presence. 97% do not.
October 11th: A German bombing raid causes much damage in Liverpool and sinks several merchant vessels. Petain asks the French people to reconsider who their friends and enemies are (essentially asking them to accept the German occupation). HMS Ajax is attacked by four Italian destroyers; the light cruiser sinks two and damages the others.
October 12th: Operation Sea Lion is postponed until the Spring of 1941.
October 14th: The Italian War Council believes it can take Greece in two weeks and elects not to tell the Germans about their planned offensive. Goering is planning a prolonged night bombing offensive on England.
October 16th: Registration begins for the Draft in the US.
October 18th: The British reopen the Burma Road to China, built with enormous effort in 1937 the mountain trail lets trucks – just – reach China. The Vichy Government enacts a series of laws restricting Jews from public service and positions of authority. The Wolf Pack tactics are working as six U-Boats prove by sinking 36 ships in the peak attacks on Convoys SC-7 and HX-79.
October 20th: Italian bombers from Eritrea hit refineries in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia.
October 21st: Five Italian destroyers pounce on a British convoy in the Red Sea, causing no harm but losing one of their own.
October 23rd: At the summit between Franco and Hitler, the Spanish leader won’t ally with Germany without a long list of crucial supplies (carefully calculated to be rejected); Franco’s demands irritate Hitler.
October 24th: The Belgian government in exile forms in London.
October 25th: Empress of Ireland (a 42,000 ton liner) is damaged by a bomb off Ireland. The first model of the P-51 fighter takes to the air.
Essential Reading: The P-51 was an excellent fighter, a war-winning weapon, and a work of art in its own respect – flying models still attract great attention at air shows. Bill Gunston is among the more expert (and prolific) authors of military aviation history, and his 1980 book North American P-51 Mustang is probably the only one on this aircraft that any library on the war need acquire.
October 27th: Italy tells Germany that it intends to invade Greece, and delivers an ultimatum to Athens.
October 28th: U.32 finishes off Empress of Ireland. The Greek dictator Ioannis Metaxas gives his succinct reply to Mussolini’s demands and this day has since been marked by the Greeks as “No” Day. The Italian invasion of Greece begins, 10 divisions move south from Albania – but the late autumn is a lousy time to attack through mountains with a poor road network and the eight tough Greek divisions are little threatened by the might of Italy. Hitler tells Mussolini that German troops will be made available if the British show up in Greece. Laval becomes the Foreign Minister of Vichy.
November 1940: The Balkans Get Primed
It was odd to look forward, on setting out, to the chance of a gale – anyone who really wants the North Atlantic to do its worst in winter should be qualifying for a lunatic asylum … but it was harder still for the submarines to trail us, and that weighed more than all the hardship and the intolerable strain that bad weather brings.
-Nicholas Monsarrat, Three Corvettes, on the reduced U-Boat threat in foul Atlantic gales.
General: 26 Italian submarines join the U-boats in the Atlantic, but the usual rough weather of autumn puts a slump in submarine kills as submarines only claim 32 of 97 Allied losses amounting to 385,700 tons displacement. The German blitz grinds on over a number of British cities, while the RAF drops 1,300 tons of bombs on or around several German cities.
November 1st: The Italian advance in Greece reaches the Kalamas River, as the British make plans to transfer half of the RAF’s strength in Egypt to help Greece. Churchill makes the calculation that aid for Greece is vital to help Yugoslavia and Turkey to stand up to German overtures.
November 3rd: All over London, residents have problems going to sleep – the strange absence of the Luftwaffe for the first time since September 7th is duly noted. Kretschmer in U.99 sinks two British armed merchant cruisers. U-Boat Ace ‘Silent Otto’ Kretschmer receives the Oak Leaves to his Knights Cross. This U-Boat ace is well on his way to becoming the top scoring submariner ever, and will sink 266,000 tons before he is captured in March 1941. Kretschmer is a long way from being the stereotypical U-boat commander of Allied propaganda and has been known to hand blankets, spirits and compass directions to lifeboats. His personal conduct during the sinking of his submarine also reflects the highest standards of courage and leadership. The news of the latter award of Swords to his Knights Cross is relayed to him by the Canadian commandant of his POW camp in November 1941.
November 4th: The Greek counterattacks begin, and the Italians soon realize they have a tough competition.
November 5th: Roosevelt is elected to a third term as President, and the Democrats retain their majority in both houses. Out in the Atlantic, the German Pocket Battleship Admiral Scheer finds Convoy HX-84. The convoy’s main escort is an elderly Armed Merchant Cruiser (an old freighter with Pre-WW-1 six inch guns), Jervis Bay. Before it is destroyed, this valiant sheepdog charges the Admiral Scheer and fights a very-one sided battle against its faster, better armoured and much more heavily armed opponent. This buys enough time for 31 of its 37 charges to escape the wolf. Its gallant captain, Edward S.F. Fegen, is posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross and the 56 survivors of her 190 man crew are later picked up by a Swedish vessel.
November 6th: Brigadier William Slim’s 10th Indian Brigade captures Gallabat from the Italians in Somalia. Italian mechanized forces on the coastal plain of Western Greece reach Igoumenitsa.
November 7th: After losing his supporting air and armour, Slim falls back from Gallabat and the Italians regain the fortress. Colonel Leclerc lands in French Equatorial Africa to win it over for the Free French.
November 9th: Italy’s 3rd Alpini Division is trapped by the Greeks, and 5,000 prisoners are taken. The Germans begin to deport 200,000 French from Alsace and Lorraine, while other residents resign themselves to being considered as German citizens again for the first time since 1918.
November 11th: Italy makes a belated contribution to the Battle of Britain – CR-42 biplane fighters escort some SM-79 bombers on a short hop across the Channel (and lose six aircraft to no losses for the RAF). Meanwhile, the Royal Navy sends 21 Biplane Swordfish torpedo bombers into a daring night attack on the Italian fleet in Taranto – three Battleships are hit, including the brand new Littorio. Two Swordfish fail to return to HMS Illustrious. Dachau conducts a mass execution of 55 Polish academics.
Essential Reading: Charles Lamb: War in a Stringbag. A 1977 book by a decorated veteran of the Fleet Air Arm, Charles Lamb wrote of what it was like to fly a remarkable aircraft – as lethal as they were unprepossessing. For something that looked like a slow relic of the First World War, the Swordfish was deceptively efficient and had a long record of successes.
November 12th: Hitler issues Directive 18 for the planned attack on the Soviet Union. Plans are also drawn up for an invasion of Greece and Gibraltar (via Spain).
November 13th: The Japanese secure a deal for 1,500,000 tons of oil annually from the Dutch East Indies.
November 14th: A bad night for Coventry as 449 Luftwaffe bombers inflict heavy damage – contrary to the myth, the British only knew about the attack a few hours before it began, and had virtually no air defence assets that could be moved into place ahead of time. The Greeks start to transfer troops in from the Metaxas Line on the Bulgarian frontier to join in a new counter-offensive against the Italians.
Essential Reading: F.W. Winterbotham’s 1974 book The Ultra Secret more properly belongs to a library dedicated to conspiracy theory than to history. The long-lived canard that Churchill somehow sacrificed Coventry in order to preserve the Ultra secret arose with this book. A better volume to acquire for the serious historian is Peter Calvocoressi’s 1981 book Top Secret Ultra.
November 15th: The official beginning of the Warsaw Ghetto, the hundreds of thousands of Jews in the tiny neighbourhood are forbidden to leave the enclave and the wall goes up. US PBYs begin flying anti-submarine patrols from Bermuda. 3,400 British personnel embark for Greece from Egypt. Only five of 14 fighters launched from HMS Argus to reinforce Malta make it to the Island.
Essential Reading: As the coils of the Nazi python wrapped around them, the Jews stuffed in the Warsaw Ghetto were often slow to recognize and react to the full dimension of the threat presented to them. Diversity of opinion remained a salient feature of their community right to the very end. One of the rare survivors of the Ghetto who wrote on the experience and their divergent politics was Dawid Wdowinski in his 1963 book And We Not Saved. This is a rare book but worth acquiring.
November 17th: Despite their sterling work in the previous months, Air Marshall Dowding is shuffled off to a desk job and Air Marshal Park is to be soon replaced by Leigh Mallory.
November 18th: A Sunderland Flying Boat detects a U-Boat with its new airborne radar – a first in ASW history.
November 19th: Greek counterattacks drive the Italians back over the Kalamas River.
November 20th: Hungary agrees to an alliance with Germany and Italy.
November 21st: The Greek counter-offensive takes another 2000 prisoners and much heavy equipment, the Italians start withdrawing back into Albania. The Dies Report on Nazi and Communist espionage and subversion is published in the US, it does overestimate the situation.
November 23rd: Lord Lothian arrives in New York as the new British ambassador to the US; his first priority is raising some capital for Britain is going broke. Romania becomes an Axis Ally.
November 24th: Slovakia – already a puppet state – becomes a party to the Axis Tripartite Pact.
November 25th: The plywood plane, the wooden wonder… the De Havilland Mosquito takes to the air for the first time. Like the Soviet Pe-2 or the Ju-88, the Mosquito will be a fast versatile aircraft equal to numerous roles.
Essential Reading: Osprey Publishing puts out a prolific number of slender guides to historic fighting men, famous battles and key weapons systems. They might not be the most extensive references, but they can be very useful – particularly for those interested in a particular narrow subject. The De Havilland Mosquito is comprehensively covered in three Osprey books by Martin Bowman detailing the bomber, fighter/fighter bomber and photo-reconnaissance squadrons that flew the aircraft in the Second World War.
November 26th: The Germans announce the establishment of the Warsaw Ghetto as a “health measure” – having extensively accused Jews of being disease reservoirs in their propaganda. The British mount carrier raids on Tripoli and Rhodes – the main Italian base in the Aegean.
November 27th: Admiral Somerville with a carrier, two battleships, seven cruisers and 14 destroyers, is attacked by Admiral Campioni with two battleships, seven heavy cruisers, and 16 destroyers, off Sardinia. The Italians decide to run-off at high speed shortly after fire is exchanged – to be fair to the Italian Navy’s reputation, Campioni (who died a heroic figure later in the war) was under strict orders not to engage unless he significantly outnumbered the enemy. The Iron Guard initiates several days of rioting in Romania.
November 30th: Greek troops enter Albania near Pogradec. Japan gives official recognition to the puppet Nanking government of Wang Ching-Wei.
Essential Reading: The story of those Chinese who cooperated with Imperial Japan is an often neglected one – treason is often not truly recognized as such by some traitors while others truly are amoral weasels. David P. Barrett and Larry N. Shyu edited some of the papers that were assembled in Chinese Collaboration with Japan, 1932-45: The Limits of Accommodation. Thanks to Stanford for hosting a conference on such an unusual subject.
December 1940: Two Italian Offensives Reversed
The greatest of all the fires was directly in front of us. Flames seemed to whip hundreds of feet into the air. Pinkish-white smoke ballooned upward in a great cloud, and out of this cloud there gradually took shape - so faintly at first that we weren't sure we saw correctly - the gigantic dome of St. Paul's Cathedral.
St. Paul's was surrounded by fire, but it came through. It stood there in its enormous proportions - growing slowly clearer and clearer, the way objects take shape at dawn. It was like a picture of some miraculous figure that appears before peace-hungry soldiers on a battlefield.
-Story filed by Ernie Pyle, extracted from Ernie Pyle in England.
General: Bad weather in the North Atlantic allows only one convoy to be attacked by U-Boats. Further south the submarines claim 37 of 82 lost Allied ships, and totally shipping losses amount to357,300 tons. The Germans continue to bomb British cities, killing some 3,800 people this month.
December 3rd: Britain orders 60 merchant ships from US yards.
December 4th: The Greek advance into Albania is slowing, due to weather and environmental conditions.
December 5th: Planning day for Hitler, he reviews the plans for the invasion of the USSR and calls for more details for the invasion of Greece.
December 6th: Badoglio resigns as Italian CinC and Count Cavallero replaces him. The Greek Army is now advancing along the Adriatic coast into Albania.
December 8th: Greek forces capture two more villages on the Albanian frontier.
December 9th: General O’Connor has 7th Armoured, 4th Indian Division, and a battalion of Matilda tanks from 7th Royal Tank Regiment. The Italians have 7 Divisions in Western Egypt, but O’Connor has been planning his attack since September and training his men accordingly. The Italian forts of Nibeiwa and Tummar West fall, and the whole Italian defence is unhinged already.
Essential Reading: The British campaign against the Italians in late December 1940 and January 1941 is justly regarded as a triumph, although it gave the world some very wrong ideas about the quality of Italy’s soldiers. One excellent account of the battle is Kenneth Macksey’s 1971 Ballantine Book Beda Fomm: Classic Victory.
December 10th: Roosevelt places controls on iron and steel exports. Hitler orders X Fliegerkorps from Norway to Italy. The British capture the Italian fort of Tummar East and have surrounded Sidi Barrani, taking 38,000 prisoners in North Africa. Italian XXI Corps has escaped the net and is retreating westwards. The British hang two German spies, Jose Waldeberg and Carl Meier, who had been captured coming ashore in September.
December 11th: The Italians lose another 30,000 POWs in Egypt and five of seven divisions there have been ravaged, while the Royal Navy shells Sollum.
December 12th: Wavell must send 4th Indian Division to shore up the situation in the Sudan, and so loses the opportunity to really finish the job on the Italian Army in Egypt. The Yugoslavs sign a treaty of friendship with Hungary.
December 13th: Hitler orders more preparations for the invasion of Greece. A British battalion of light tanks cuts the road west of the Italian fort of Bardia.
December 16th: The Royal Navy begins an audacious series of strikes on the Italians in the Aegean and Adriatic. The RAF sends 134 bombers out over Mannheim to use similar tactics to those used by the Luftwaffe on Coventry.
December 17th: Roosevelt outlines his “lend-lease” policy in a press conference. The British occupy Sollum, Capuzzo and some other Italian border forts.
December 18th: Hitler issues Directive 21, stating that the invasion of the USSR is the new priority. He dislikes the Army’s emphasis on Moscow and decides to be “flexible”.
December 19th: Dr. Kallio dies in office as President of Finland, and is replaced by Risto Ryti. The British place $750 million in orders for armaments with the US.
December 20th: The Bulgarians adopt strict new laws against Jews and Free Masons.
December 23rd: Anthony Eden becomes Foreign Secretary and Lord Halifax is dispatched to Washington as the new ambassador.
December 25th: Admiral Hipper‘s commerce raid runs into a well protected troop convoy and withdraws with heavy damage. On its way home to Brest, it will sink one merchant ship, its sole success in a month at sea.
December 27th: The German Commerce raider Komet attacks Nauru.
December 28th: The Greeks pause to consolidate their gains in their counter-offensive against the Italians in Albania.
December 29th: Heavy Luftwaffe raids on London with incendiary bombs have caused much damage in a series of attacks since the night of the 27th. The iconic photo of the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral amid the smoke of burning buildings is taken this night. Roosevelt states his intention to turn America into an arsenal of democracy.
The year begins with the war still as a European war, with Africa as the most active arena although it is already technically a global conflict. Britain cannot come to direct grips with Germany while it can engage Hitler’s partner Mussolini in the Western Desert between the Nile and the Italian colonies in Libya; and in Somalia, Ethiopia and Eretria. Mussolini has also gotten greedy and attacked Greece, leaving Churchill with little choice but to come to their aid. Meanwhile, there are Vichy French territories to secure both for Free France and to keep out of Hitler’s hands.
However, Hitler still needs his transformative war to work the Volksgemeinschaft and he needs to eliminate his most dangerous rival for European supremacy. The squabbles on the shores of the Mediterranean are a diversion which does not require his full attention. This is instead reserved for the USSR and the grand alliance Hitler is lashing together with Italy, Finland, and in the Balkans where Fascist movements have been at work in Hungary and Romania.
On June 22nd, the great clash begins between Communism and Fascism. For the hapless individuals caught in the collision, there is little to choose from and little safety to be found. Both Stalin and Hitler are merciless dictators with ideologies that allow mass murder and each can express his ‘will’ by pouring out the blood of his soldiers. Stalin is the more ruthless and the more experienced but his reign has crippled the initiative of his people, while the German military has a tradition of individual flexibility and resourcefulness that long predates the Nazis. However, it is also interesting to note that as the bloody seasons of the Eastern Front roll on, Stalin eventually comes to learn from his generals while Hitler increasingly expects Germany’s generals to learn from him.
In some respects, Japan’s slide into war seems almost like an inevitable afterthought. The Japanese people are also caught in the coils of an ideology which is a fanatic militarism that has learned to suborn every aspect of Japanese society to its own purposes, although always at the purported behest of their shy and reclusive emperor. When they launch their war in the Pacific, the real question is not ‘Why?’, but ‘What kept them?’
At the close of the year, the war has become a truly global one. It spans every minute of longitude around the entire planet and every degree of latitude from off the southern tip of Africa to the edge of the Arctic ice. Millions of people are already dead; tens of millions will soon follow.
January 1941: Italy’s Army Humiliated
“The tanks had to be coaxed along, and so did we, tired and exhausted. Only men who have experienced a dreadful long desert journey could realise how tired and exhausted the human frame can become. The dust and dirt clings to your skin, your eyes become red and bloodshot, your head aches and your limbs become stiff. Your mind wandered and your eyes watered and closed as you crouched in the smell of oil, petrol and cordite fumes.”
- Account of the march to Beda Fomm by James Palmer, extracted from BBC WW2 People’s Archive. ( ID: A3193355)
General: Doenitz only has 22 U-boats ready for operations, but 67 more will soon be ready. Due to the rough winter weather over the North Atlantic, they will sink only 21 of the 76 ships (320,000 tons total) that will be lost this month. Between the Luftwaffe and the RAF, major air raids will be visited on Bremen, Brest, Bristol, Cardiff, Hamburg, London, Portsmouth and Wilhelmshaven.
January 1st: Bulgaria comes closer to becoming a German ally and will allow German troops to transit across its territory. X Fliegerkorps is reinforced and can now muster 120 bombers, 150 Stukas and 40 fighters against Malta – which is currently defended by 15 Hurricanes against both the German and Italian Air Forces.
January 2nd: Roosevelt announces a plan to build 200 standardized 7,500 ton cargo ships – later to be called “Liberty Ships”. Henry Kaiser supervises the building of these ships, which are based on a British design from the 1880s.
Essential Reading: The history of the Liberty Ship has largely been limited to a trio of books all from academic sources. Although these vessels were as essential to the Allied victory as Studebaker trucks and jeeps, this mass-produced cargo vessel deserves more respect. Of the three books on the subject, perhaps the most appealing is Peter Elphick’s Liberty: The Ships that Won the War from the Naval Institute Press. It is more engaging to somebody unversed in marine engineering and logistics than might be expected and is a good read.
January 3rd: The gallant 7th UK Armoured Division is joined by the 6th Australian Division to form XIII Corps – they then tear into the Italian fortress of Bardia and bag about 30,000 Italians as POWs.
January 4th: After a pause to regroup, the Greeks start a new offensive toward Valona in Albania, but the Italians are no longer stuck in the mountains and have been reorganizing themselves too.
January 5th: Bardia falls, leaving 40,000 POWs in the Western Desert Force’s hands. However, Bergonzoli (with his celebrated “electric” whiskers) has scampered off. British casualties in the battle come to around 500.
January 6th: Roosevelt’s makes his celebrated Four Freedoms Speech to Congress. There is no freedom from fear for the 25,000 Italians in Tobruk as XIII Corps has just started to sink its teeth into them.
Essential Reading: It is indeed true that pictures can be a worth a thousand words, and Norman Rockwell’s four wartime posters based on Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms still have the power to stir emotions. There are several books on wartime art worth collecting, but one of them should be any portfolio of Norman Rockwell’s paintings. The Four Freedoms posters are included in Maureen Hart Hennessey and Anne Knutson’s Normal Rockwell: Pictures for the American People.
January 8th: The Greeks resume their offensive in Albania. RAF Wellingtons hit Naples and damage the battleship Giulio Cesare. Roosevelt gives the 1942 budget for the US – with a record setting $17.5 billion in expenditures, of which 10.8 billion is for defense.
January 10th: Thailand invades French Indochina to take advantage of current circumstances and secure disputed border territories in Cambodia and Laos. The Thais have 50,000 troops, 150 combat aircraft of varying types, an ex-RN destroyer and nine Italian torpedo boats. They will be victorious on land, defeated at sea, and will – like the Vichy French – accede to a Japanese offer of resolution. The Lend-Lease bill is introduced to Congress – its prominent opponents will include Senator Wheeler, Senator Nye, Joe Kennedy Sr. and Charles Lindbergh. The Soviets and Germans ink a trade agreement to swap raw material for German machinery. The Greeks take Klisura in Albania after four Italian divisions fall back. X Fliegerkorps opens its offensive against Malta by damaging HMS Illustrious.
Essential Reading: As the only man to win the Presidency four times and who took America through both the Great Depression and most of the Second World War, Franklin D. Roosevelt is obviously the most influential president of the 20th Century and no library on the war would be complete without a biography. There are a dozen decent biographers to choose from, but the 2003Franklin Delano Roosevelt: Champion of Freedom by Conrad Black is perhaps the most interesting. Black is no academic – he is a remarkably well-read business tycoon who spent time in a minimum security US prison after a questionable fraud trial. His prose is heavy going for the less educated, but his analytical powers are very impressive.
January 11th: Hitler orders the creation of the Afrika Korps and decides to limit the British in North Africa. British cruisers Gloucester and Southampton depart Malta for Gibraltar, but JU-87s damage HMS Gloucester and sink HMS Southampton.
January 14th: General Wavell and Air Marshal Longmore are in Athens for talks with Prime Minister Metaxas and his senior staff. The Greeks want nine British divisions and attendant airpower. Metaxas has got 13 divisions facing the Italians in Albania, and only four manning the defences on the Bulgarian frontier.
January 16th: The British are having a hard time getting Illustrious mobile again, and 80 Stukas pounce on it in Malta – damaging it and HMAS Perth while losing 10 of their own. The ship’s bell for Illustrious is in the WW2 museum for Malta, and if its appearance is anything to go by, there wasn’t a square foot on her exterior that didn’t have a bullet or fragment strike it.
January 18th: X Fliegerkorps is back over Malta, and they’re after the Island’s fighter bases today. The Lion of Judah Banner flies again on Ethiopian soil, Haile Selassie returns home to take to the field against the Italians.
January 19th: The British offensive in East Africa is renewed as General Platt takes 4th and 5th Indian Divisions against four Italian divisions in Eretria. Illustrious is damaged again in Malta. Hitler and Mussolini meet, and Mussolini says he wants to handle Greece himself, Hitler agrees unless the British start to deploy troops there.
Essential Reading: There are a few biographies of Benito Mussolini about, and the one dimensional wartime view of him has long been eclipsed by more detailed examinations. One of the more interesting biographies comes from Christopher Hibbert (an infantry officer in the British Army in Italy) in the beginning days of his subsequent celebrated career as a biographer and historian. Il Duce is always worth acquiring for any collection on the war.
January 20th: The Iron Guard gets out of hand and starts a revolt; their erstwhile leader General Antonescu calls on Hitler for aid.
January 21st: 6th Australian Division breaches the outer defences of Tobruk, and captures two of the Garrison’s generals.
January 22nd: Australian troops finish the capture of Tobruk and take 27,000 Italians POW – and the port is intact! The Italians must run their supply routes all the way back to Tripoli. The Italians also fall back in Eretria and skirmishing takes place on the Kenya-Italian Somaliland frontier.
January 23rd: Malta’s harbour looks emptier as the bomb-riddled Illustrious finally heads out to Egypt (and then the US) for complete repairs. The Bulgarians agree to alliance with Germany.
January 24th: The ABC (American-British-Canadian) talks are held in London over sundry issues relating to North American security and ‘worst-case’ scenarios. The Italians in North Africa are split into two with the British advance on Mechili. With German help, the Iron Guard Revolt in Romania is quelled.
January 26th: A good day for the Italian Army, they manage to withdraw unmolested from Mechili in Ethiopia, and stage a successful local counterattack against the Greeks in Albania.
January 27th: The Eritrean Campaign becomes focused on the battle at Agordat. Count Ciano and other high level mugwumps arrive in Albania to shore up Italian morale – improved weaponry and some wine and women might have gone over better.
January 29th: General Cunningham takes the 11th and 12th East African and the 1st South African Divisions into Italian Somaliland from Kenya. Metaxas, the Greek PM dies and is replaced by Alexander Korizis. The Italians retreat westwards along the Coast Road from Derna. The second round of ABC Staff Talks commence in Washington.
Essential Reading: Cunningham’s rapid advance from Kenya into the heart of Ethiopia was a masterpiece of logistics; which brings the point that this is an aspect of war without glamour or popular appeal – but is essential. There is an American Army expression that observes that dilettantes talk strategy, amateurs talk about tactics, but that professionals talk about logistics. One of the few books that open discussion on this vital aspect of warfare is Martin van Crevald’s Supplying War: Logistics from Wallenstein to Patton. No military library is complete without it.
January 30th: The Australians stroll into the recently vacated town of Derna in Libya.
January 31st: Thailand and France agree to Japanese mediation in their border war. The German High Command has finished its plans for the invasion of the USSR, but Hitler still wants to tinker with the arrangements.
February 1941: Britain’s Two Easy Victories
Inside the boxcar, it was terribly cold. So cold that at night one’s hair froze to the car’s moist walls. The stove produced more smoke than heat. We were crowded in the boxcar like sardines, not able to determine where we were, even to simply satisfy our curiosity. The long train traveled at a snail’s pace, stopping frequently. It was difficult to see anything through the tiny windows. If the train stopped at some station, no one approached it. Probably, the Russians were forbidden to approach the "capitalist bourgeoisie" from Poland.
-Account from ‘The Siberic Gehenna’ from Mrs. Anna Poplewska, one of the tens of thousands of Poles deported to Siberia between September 1939 and June 1941.
General: There are only 22 U-Boats at sea this month, but they will sink 39 ships, resulting in almost half of the total Allied tonnage loss of 403,000 tons, but the British tighten up on vulnerable independent ships this month bringing almost all vessels into the convoy system. The British will (inaccurately) dump 1,400 tons of bombs on Germany. German bombing is more effective, and kills some 800 British civilians in several raids.
February 1st: The US Navy reorganizes into the Atlantic, Pacific and Asiatic Fleets. The German heavy cruiser Admiral Hipper puts to sea from Brest on another commerce raid. Rice rationing is introduced in Japan. Agordat falls to the British as the Italian defenders of Eretria fall back on Keren. Speed in the pursuit is critical and 2Lt Premindra Singh Bhagat of the Bombay Sappers and Miners is mindful of this. Over the next 96 hours, his detachment of engineers leads the British pursuit, with this officer personally detecting and clearing 15 different Italian minefields. Despite strain, fatigue and a punctured eardrum from the explosion of a mine, he refuses relief. For his devotion and skill, he is awarded the Victoria Cross.
February 2nd: 7th Armoured Division is sent to cut off retreating Italians in eastern Libya. HMS Formidable raids Mogadishu.
February 3rd: Scharnhorst and Gneisenau go out under Admiral Lutjens on a commerce raid in the North Atlantic.
February 4th: 30,000 Italians are dug in around Keren and the British start to tackle them: Some of the British and Indian troops will go on to face both the Germans and Japanese in later years, and yet regard the Italians at Keren as the toughest opponents they fought in the war. 7th Armour’s lunge across Cyrenaica begins.
February 5th: Light armour heads off the Italian retreat at Beda Fomm, taking about 5,000 prisoners as they do so.
February 6th: Australian troops capture Benghazi as the trapped Italians flail away at the Beda Fomm roadblock.
February 7th: Western Approaches Command moves to new digs in Liverpool – representing a new increase in command and control abilities. The Italians surrender at Beda Fomm, bringing the British offensive to an end. In effect, three divisions have destroyed 10 Italian ones, and taken 130,000 POWs for less than 2,000 casualties -- the next opposition the British face in the Western Desert will be made of sterner stuff. In case anyone thinks that Italians are always a pushover, Subedar Richpal Ram of the 6th Rajputna Rifles might differ. In the fierce fighting around Keren in Eretria, his company took a tough objective and then had to contend with six Italian counter-attacks. When he led the few survivors of his company away, he didn’t have a bullet left. For his deeds, he was posthumously (being killed in yet another fight with a determined Italian force on February 12th) awarded the Victoria Cross.
February 9th: The British advance in the Desert stops at El Agehila; Wavell has to spend troops and attention on Greece, East Africa, and shoring up Palestine in response to growing Axis activity in Iraq and Syria. Moreover, he has advanced about as far as his supply situation will let him – it is simply impossible to advance further. The RN demonstrates its ascendancy again, sinking five ships as Renown and Malaya bombard Genoa’s harbour while Ark Royal’s aircraft call on Leghorn and La Speiza.
February 10th: Wavell is instructed to support Greece. 4th Indian Division bounces off the Italian defences at Keren. For centuries, the Dutch have not had a “Jewish Problem”, which has irked the Reichs-Kommissar, Dr Seyss-Inquart; but German ingenuity can rise to any occasion. So, today, the tiny Dutch Nazi party and a collection of thugs known to local police stage a pogrom in a Jewish neighbourhood in Amsterdam – and now that a “problem” is proved to exist, measures can be taken to “solve” it.
February 11th: Rommel lands in Libya. Admiral Darlan is nominated as Petain’s successor (as well as the Minister of Information, Chief of the Navy, Interior Minister and Foreign Minister). Britain’s African troops take Afmadu in Somalia.
February 12th: General Gariboldi is appointed Commander-in-Chief (CinC) for the Italians in Libya.
February 13th: HMS Formidable launches strikes on Massawa (which it will continue to do for the next two weeks) because German mining operations at the mouth of the Suez Canal temporarily prevent its transit into the Mediterranean.
February 14th: Admiral Hipper pulls back into Brest, its February cruise is its most successful foray and eight ships were sunk. The first German troops arrive in Libya. Hitler tries to convince reluctant members of the Yugoslavian government to become a German ally. Kismayu in Somaliland is taken by British-African troops.
February 15th: Angered by transfers to Germany for war work and the new anti-Jewish measures of Seyss-Inquart, Dutch workers go on strike in several cities, this results in punitive fines and greatly increased repression.
February 16th: British African troops start to cross the Juba river in Somalialand.
February 17th: Turkey and Bulgaria sign friendship agreements with Germany that allow for the presence of German troops in the latter country.
February 18th: British troops make a foray into southern Ethiopia and bag 1,000 Italian POWs at Mega.
February 19th: Haile Selassie returns to Ethiopia along with Wingate’s 1700 man Gideon Force in the Dangilla Region to start a series of highly successful harassing attacks. Eden, Dill, Cunningham and Wavell meet in Cairo to plan British support for Greece and balance a host of other problems.
February 20th: German and British reconnaissance troops spot each other near El Agehila in Libya.
February 21st: There is a brief shakeup in the Soviet Party’s Central Committee; to the detriment of their former ambassador to the US Litvinov – who is dismissed but not purged.
February 22nd: Scharnhorst and Gneisenau sink 5 stragglers from a dispersed convoy.
February 23rd: A victory for Cunningham in his invasion of Somalia, the Italian defence of Juba is over and the British race for Mogadishu. A small Free French force lands in Eritrea. The Greeks agree to accept up to 100,000 British troops (and more if they can come); in the meantime they are unwilling to withdraw to a defensive stance along the Aliakmon River well back from both the Albanian and Bulgarian frontiers.
February 25th: After advancing 390 km in three days, Cunningham’s troops capture Mogadishu and its large stocks of fuel and supplies – including many of the excellent Italian Fiat trucks. The Italian light cruiser Diaz is torpedoed by a British submarine en route to Tripoli.
February 26th: Eden and Dill visit Ankara but fail to sway the Turks in any manner.
February 27th: HMNZS Leander catches and sinks the Italian merchant cruiser Ramb I off the Maldives Islands in the Indian Ocean. The first deportation of Dutch Jews, 389 are sent to Buchenwald.
February 28th: Asmara in Eritrea is bombed by the British.
March 1941: The British Appear to be Coping
Clash of two ideologies. Crushing denunciation of Bolshevism, identified with a social criminality. Communism is an enormous danger for our future. We must forget the concept of comradeship between soldiers. A Communist is no comrade before nor after the battle. This is a war of extermination. If we fail to grasp this, and though we are sure to beat the enemy, we shall again have to fight the Communist foe 30 years from now. We do not wage war to preserve the enemy. . . .
-Halder’s diary extract on the speech from Hitler about the planned war with the USSR to 250 generals, 30 March 1941.
General: The Allies lose 139 ships (almost 530,000 tons worth) while 6 U-Boats are lost. RAF Bomber command introduces its new Halifax Bomber in some of its 1900 sorties on German ports, losing 75 bombers while doing so. The Germans lose 90 bombers in the Blitz on England.
March 1st: Bulgaria joins the Tripartite Pact. Kuffra in southern Libya is captured by Colonel Leclerc with some help from the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG). Himmler visits Auschwitz and orders the expansion of the complex.
March 2nd: The 12th German Army moves into Bulgaria.
March 4th: 500 British commandos land on the Loeften Islands and depart with 215 POWs and 300 Norwegian volunteers; the latter causes harsh reprisals from the Germans. Hitler tries to convince Prince Paul of Yugoslavia to join the Tripartite Pact, but his Highness returns home in an undecided mood. General Wilson is finding that the Greek General Staff is friendly but uncooperative on many key issues – such as disengaging from the Italians and reorienting towards a defence against a German attack.
March 6th: Churchill issues his Battle of the Atlantic Directive, outlining new measures and resources to be combined to battle the U-Boats. The Germans execute 18 Dutch Resistance members for organizing strikes in February.
March 7th: The U-Boat ace, Gunther Prien, and his veteran U.47 are sunk by the RN destroyers HMS Wolverine and HMS Verity.
March 9th: Mussolini is on hand to watch 12 of his divisions begin a sledgehammer style offensive against well-prepared and alert Greek defences in southern Albania.
March 10th: The British-African army that captured Mogadishu 13 days ago has traveled almost 1,000 km to the north before coming into contact with Italian troops at Dagabur in Ethiopia.
March 11th: The Lend Lease Act passes into law in the United States as Public Law 1776, but Congress has attached riders that do much to limit British trade and their post-war recovery. However, Lend Lease distributes $51 Billion (in the currency of the 1940s) in goods and loans to 46 countries. The USSR, for example, will get 430,000 American trucks, 340,000 field phones and hundreds of yards of gold braid…
March 12th: Now that Lend Lease is enacted, Roosevelt submits a $7 Billion Appropriations Bill.
March 13th: The Greeks are comfortably holding the Italians at bay in Albania. Hitler makes a fatal decision regarding the USSR by insisting on the strict application of Nazi ideology in occupied areas once the invasion begins – an act which will steel Soviet resistance and reignite Russian nationalism.
March 14th: Wingate and Haile Selassie are now active around Burye, while the humiliated Italians (who have lost units to the renewed Ethiopian guerrilla army) are busy trying to hire a local Chief Ras Hailu to head up counter-insurgency operations.
March 15th: 4th and 5th Indian Divisions renew their attacks on the Italian’s defensive positions at Keren in Eretria.
March 16th: Scharnhorst and Gneisenau bag 16 ships from a dispersed convoy; but two U-Boat aces are lost in another wild convoy battle this night as the gallant Otto Kretschmer is captured after U.100 is sunk and Schepke goes down with U.99. The battle for Keren in Eretria starts to go the British way while the RN lands small detachment at the Eritrean port of Berbera.
March 17th: Cunningham’s advance from Mogadishu reaches Jijiga.
March 19th: HMS Malaysia is torpedoed by U.106, and the wounded battleship limps off towards New York for repairs. Yugoslavia is told by Germany to decide which side they’ll be on in five days – or else.
March 20th: Four Yugoslavian cabinet ministers resign when it seems Regent Paul favours signing on with the Axis. Hargeisa in Ethiopia is liberated by British forces.
March 21st: 11th African Division dislodges the Italians from Marda Pass in Ethiopia.
March 22nd: Scharnhorst and Gneisenau are back in Brest after a seven week run in the North Atlantic, during which they evaded all pursuit and sank 22 ships of 115,600 tons displacement.
March 24th: Rommel again begins an offensive without permission and takes El Agehila: O’Connor and the best British troops in the region are all elsewhere leaving the inexperienced and under-equipped 2nd Armour, 9th Australian and an Indian Brigade to face the heavily reinforced 90th Light and four of the best Italian divisions.
March 25th: The Yugoslav PM and Foreign Minister sign the Tripartite Pact; violent protests immediately begin in Belgrade. 5th Indian Division commences an advance on the Keren Road in Eretria.
March 26th: British forces liberate Harar in Ethiopia while Wingate’s Ethiopian guerrilla Gideon Force easily defeats a far larger Italian one around Burye. An Italian manned torpedo unit slips into a British anchorage on Crete, sinking a tanker and damaging the Heavy Cruiser York. An Italian fleet makes a sortie to the Aegean; with the battleship Vittorio Veneto, six heavy cruisers, two light cruisers and 13 destroyers.
March 27th: The British dispatch two forces to intercept the Italian fleet. There is a coup in Yugoslavia to refute the treaty with Germany, and an infuriated Hitler immediately orders an invasion of Yugoslavia and Greece. The Italians have lost 3,000 dead and 3,000 wounded (to 4,000 British casualties) at Keren and retreat towards Asmara.
March 28th: General Sir John Dill arrives in Belgrade for consultations with the new Yugoslavian government. At the battle of Cape Matapan, the British lose two Swordfish to sink three cruisers (Fiume, Pola and Zara) and two destroyers while the rest of the Italian fleet heads for home at flank speed.
March 29th: As the British close in on Addis Ababa local Italians plea for help out of fear of the atrocities being committed by deserting Ethiopian troops from their own armies.
March 30th: Rommel, again without orders, advances on Mersa Brega; the British and Australians still haven’t concentrated to meet him. The US takes all German, Italian and Danish ships into “protective custody’. The RAF sends 130 bombers after the German warships anchored in Brest. Hitler approves the plans for the Yugoslavian Invasion and tells 250 senior commanders that the rules in the upcoming Soviet invasion will be quite different, and not to observe the usual conventions of warfare about the treatment of prisoners, civilians, etc.
March 31st: The RN Cruiser Bonaventure is sunk by torpedo boats in the eastern Mediterranean. Rommel hits the British infantry Brigade from 2nd Armour at Mersa Brega and is barely fended off.
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