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Frontispiece: Nazi leader Adolf Hitler salutes marching German soldiers,
1938.
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NOTABLE FIGURES
CHAMBERLAIN,

NEVILLE

(1869–1940).

As
Britain’s prime minister, Arthur Neville Chamberlain was
the chief architect of the disastrous policy of appeasement
toward Adolf Hitler and the Nazis.

CHURCHILL, WINSTON (1874–1965). Considered
Britain’s greatest statesman of the 20th century, he was a
vocal critic of the policy of appeasement before World War
II; as prime minister from 1940 to 1945, he inspired and
ably guided England in its war with the Axis Powers.
HIROHITO (1901–1989). After becoming Japan’s
emperor in 1926, Hirohito presided over an increasingly
militaristic society—though he personally did not promote
Japan’s aggressive expansion.

HITLER, ADOLF (1889–1945). The Nazi leader
exploited German dissatisfaction with the Versailles Treaty
and with the Weimar Republic to become Germany’s chancellor in 1933; after that, he assumed dictatorial powers,
initiated a progressively more violent campaign against the
Jews (which culminated in the Holocaust), and, through
aggressions against European neighbors, set off World War
II.

Adolf Hitler

Franklin D. Roosevelt

ROOSEVELT, FRANKLIN DELANO (1882–1945).
Recognizing the Axis threat, the 32nd president of the
United States ensured that the Allies received vital supplies, but isolationist sentiment kept the United States out
of World War II until the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor
in December 1941.

STALIN, JOSEPH (1879–1953). The Soviet Union’s
longtime Communist dictator signed a nonaggression pact
with Adolf Hitler in 1939; two years later, the Nazi invasion caught him by surprise, but the Soviet Union managed to recover and eventually drove the German armies
back across eastern Europe to their final defeat in Berlin.

WILSON, WOODROW (1856–1924). After World
War I, the 28th president of the United States advocated
for a just and lasting peace (based on his Fourteen
Points); however, he was unable to persuade the U.S. Senate to ratify the Versailles Treaty, so the United States did
not join the League of Nations.

MUSSOLINI, BENITO (1883–1945). A former journalist, Mussolini masterfully used propaganda and mob
violence to become Italy’s prime minister in 1922; as the
country’s Fascist dictator, he ordered the conquest of
Ethiopia, supported the Fascists under Francisco Franco
during the Spanish Civil War, and allied Italy with Nazi
Germany and, later, with Japan to form the Axis Powers.
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Joseph Stalin

7

Polish refugees clog the road near
Warsaw during the German invasion of Poland, September 1939.
During the 1930s, British statesman Winston Churchill (bottom
left) was one of the few leaders
concerned about a rearming Germany. His warnings proved to be
correct, as Germany’s military
aggression led to the Second
World War.
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THE
INVASION OF
POLAND

T

he year 1939 was a time of great anxiety in Europe.
Germany was threatening neighboring nations with
its awesome military power. Earlier in the year,

German troops had marched into Czechoslovakia. As
autumn approached, many people feared that Poland would
become Germany’s next victim.
Despite the anxiety, life in Poland’s capital city of Warsaw went on normally. Citizens shopped for groceries,
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attended religious services, and strolled contentedly
through the city’s streets. Then, on a late summer day
in 1939, everything suddenly changed. A series of
explosions rocked the city. Warsaw was under attack
by German bombers. In the streets, people ran in terror as windows shattered all about them.
On the outskirts of the city, small towns and villages were also being bombed. The people there
thought it might be safer in Warsaw, so they grabbed
their belongings and headed for the city. Upon arriving in Warsaw, they found it was much worse. Fires
were burning everywhere and many buildings had
been reduced to rubble. A number of people were
killed while crossing a bridge that had been targeted
by the German planes.

A makeshift grave for Polish soldiers killed during the Nazi offensive. The poorly equipped Polish army was no match for Germany’s
tanks, mechanized infantry divisions, and dive-bombers.

already under way. The war soon became a global cri-

Within a month, Poland surrendered. Warsaw res-

sis, as neutral countries such as the United States and

idents watched in despair as German troops marched

the Soviet Union were attacked. By the close of 1941,

through the streets. Soon the soldiers were giving

nearly every nation on Earth was embroiled in the

orders, and anyone who did not obey was shot. Jew-

conflict. When it finally ended in September 1945,

ish families were forced to leave their homes and live

some 55 million people had lost their lives.

in a guarded section of the city called the ghetto.

World War II was caused by a series of unique

The invasion of Poland marked the beginning of

events that occurred between 1919 and 1939. Ironi-

World War II. After France and Britain declared war

cally, the first of these events was the peace treaty

on the Axis Powers, the conflict spread quickly,

that ended World War I. Rather than ensuring the

engulfing most European nations. It broadened into

peace, this document started the world down the road

Asia, where fighting between Japan and China was

to another war.
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