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BRITAIN AND THE SECOND WORLD WAR

The Phoney War

· The outbreak of hostilities was followed by the 'Phoney War', which lasted from September 1939 until April 1940. There was no fighting and people were lulled into a false sense of security. 

· Hitler was not prepared for war against France and Britain.

· He hoped that France and Britain would back down over Poland

The French believed that the Maginot Line, defensive fortifications along the German border, would stop any German attack. In fact the Line stopped at the Belgium border. Attempts were made to extend it in the late 1930s, but it was too late.

Blitzkrieg

· In April and May 1940, Denmark, Norway, Holland and Belgium were all conquered. France was invaded in May and surrendered in four weeks.

Why were the German armed forces so successful from 1939 to 1941?

· Hitler had begun to rearm in 1935, before any other country, this meant that the German army was much larger than any other European army, except for the French. 

· Denmark, Holland and Belgium were all neutral countries and only had small armed forces. They could put up very little resistance.

· The Germans developed new tactics called Blitzkrieg, or lightning war. This involved sudden attacks using massed tank formations, dive-bombers and paratroops. 

· The Germans had very successful new weapons. Their tanks were more mobile and the Stuka dive-bomber was very effective in Poland. 

· The Allied armies were expecting a war similar to the First World War and were taken by surprise by the mobility and speed of the German army.

Why did France collapse so quickly?

· The French government had pinned its hopes on a massive line of fortifications along the Franco-German border. It was called the Maginot Line after the general who designed it. It was believed to be impregnable, and it probably was, but it ended at the Belgian border. 

· In 1936 the French tried to extend the Maginot Line, but this proved to be impossible and in 1940 the Germans simply went round it, sending their tanks through the Ardennes, a wooded hilly area. They were able to take the French army completely by surprise. The French commander had not even bothered to station troops behind the Ardennes.

· Although the French army outnumbered the German army and much of its equipment was superior, the French appeared to lack the determination to fight. 

· The British Expeditionary Force, which had taken up position in Belgium in 1939 was forced back onto Calais and Dunkirk and had to be evacuated in the first two weeks of June. Almost all of its equipment was lost, but 310,000 men were rescued. 

Why did the Germans bomb British cities?

· After the surrender of France, Hitler turned his attention to Britain.

· In July 1940 attacks began on British ports and radar stations. These were then extended to airfields. In August the Luftwaffe began the Battle of Britain, an attack on Fighter Command.

· By early September Fighter Command was close to defeat, but Hitler, who was growing impatient, ordered night attacks on London on 7th September.

· On 15th September the Luftwaffe attacked London during the day. The attack failed and 60 German planes were shot down. 

· The Blitz began after Hitler gave up his attempt to invade Britain in September 1940; this had been called ‘Operation Sealion’. He was trying to force Britain to surrender.

· The Blitz was really intended to break the morale of the British people. If they saw their homes being destroyed and their loved ones being killed, Hitler believed that they would force the government to come to terms with him. The worst affected city was London, where 13,000 people were killed in 1940. In the rest of Britain about 10,000 people were killed. 

· Coventry was hit by a very heavy raid in November 1940, which destroyed the centre of the city and killed about 500 people. Belfast was not bombed until April 1941, when the ‘Belfast Blitz’ killed nearly one thousand people.

· The Blitz was also an attempt to destroy industry. In London the docks were attacked regularly and this meant that people living in the East End were often bombed. The Luftwaffe, the German airforce, also tried to hit railway lines and junctions. 

The Battle of the Atlantic

· From 1941 Hitler attempted to starve Britain by attacking convoys in the Atlantic. U-boats were sent out in packs to attack convoys bringing supplies from the USA. 

· Winston Churchill the Prime Minister later confessed that this was the only time during the war that he was really frightened. 

· In the spring of 1941 more than 300 ships were sunk, and even when the USA joined the war in December 1941 little could be done to stop German U boats. 

· For more than a year there was an area in the mid Atlantic where air cover could not be provided.

· The battle was not finally won until 1943. By then convoys could be escorted all the way by warships and also be given air cover by long range flying boats. 

· The Royal Navy had also begun to produce large numbers of escort carriers, small aircraft carriers that sailed with the convoys.

How did the Second World War change life in Britain in the period 1939-45?

· When war broke out on 3 September 1939 the mood in Britain was very different from August 1914. Nobody expected that the war was going to be over by Christmas because Hitler seemed to be a completely different proposition.

How did the government react when war broke out?

· Plans were immediately put into operation to deal with the possible consequences of war.

· There had been a war scare in September 1938 at the time of the Munich Crisis and this provided valuable practice for the real thing. 

· In the meantime, gas-masks had been produced for everybody in the population and air-raid shelters had been constructed.

· All non-emergency patients were sent home from hospital, because the government expected heavy bombing to begin immediately. 

· Cinemas and theatres were closed and new regulations were introduced by the Defence of the Realm Act. It became an offence to be seen without a gas-mask

Women during the Second World War

· During the Second World War the number of women working in Britain doubled. More than 7,000,000 altogether. More than 500,000 women were in the armed services.

· The WRNS, the ATS and the WAAF were all formed.

· Conscription for unmarried women was introduced in 1942. This was later extended to married women without children.

· School meals were made available for all children so that women could work all day. Many women had to cope with their children, housework and a job as well.

· A number of convenience foods were invented to allow women to take on new roles. Ready made puddings and custard were examples.

· Women began to take on more skilled jobs for the first time. They became pilots and delivered planes for the RAF, for example.

· In 1943 an Equal Pay Commission was set up, but it had no powers.

· In 1945 there were campaigns to persuade women to give up their jobs just as there had been in 1918.

However, the Butler Education Act gave all girls secondary education for the first time and this was the beginning of equality.

Evacuation

How was evacuation organised?

· Britain was divided into three regions, Evacuation areas, Neutral Areas and Reception Areas. 

· People at risk were moved from Evacuation areas to reception areas in one four day period. The whole transport system was taken over for the purpose.

· The people who were moved were children, their teachers, pregnant women and the elderly. Altogether about 1,250,000 people were evacuated.

· Children were moved in school groups with their teachers. They were allowed to take one suitcase and had labels around their necks in case they got lost. In the reception areas host families were allowed to choose the evacuees they wanted.

What effects did evacuation have upon people in Britain?

· Evacuation led to a complete mixing of social classes. Children from middle class families were sent to live with working class families and vice versa. 

· Many people were horrified at the state of health of evacuees who came form city centres. In 1941 the Women’s Institute compiled a report on the health of evacuees and listed the problems that they suffered from.

· Many children were not accustomed to an inside toilets, running water, carpets, baths; they often did not change their clothes regularly and were infested with lice or were suffering from skin diseases like impetigo.

Rationing

· Rationing began in January 1940 and continued throughout the war. At first only some foods were rationed, but clothing, soap and furniture were all added later. 

· Rationing did not end in 1945, but lasted until 1953. Some foods, notably bread, were rationed for the first time after the end of the war.

Why was rationing introduced?

· To ensure that there were adequate supplies of food. Britain in 1914 and 1939 only produced about 45% of its food supply, the rest was imported. 

· To keep morale up by ensuring that everybody received equal amounts, King George VI allowed his ration book to be published and kept to the limits set.

· To try to ensure that people in Britain were as healthy as possible; this had two purposes, not only would people be fit to work, but they would also need little hospital care or other medical treatment. 

· Both of these would help the war effort tremendously as there were bound to be many urgent casualties from bombing.

How was rationing implemented?

· A committee was set up to decide how much nutrition people in different jobs required. Workers in heavy industry received more, as did pregnant women. Workers in office jobs received less.

· Everyone was then issued with a ration book and then had to register with a butcher and a grocer. They were then supplied with enough food for their customers. The ration book had to be taken on holidays and given to the landlady or hotel

· Special supplements were made available for young children; orange juice and cod liver oil became common and lasted long after the war. 

· The government also produced artificial meats. Such as SPAM and MOR. These were made from off-cuts of pork and ham and were tinned. They survived on school dinner menus until well into the 1970s

· To help families, school meals were made available for every child so that mothers could work during the day and not have to worry about their children at lunchtime. 

· British restaurants were opened to give people cheap meals at lunchtime and in the evening. These were 'off the ration'.

What happened to people’s health during the Second World War?

During the war people began to get healthier. This was partly because the British Government wanted them to and partly because rationing stopped them eating foods that were bad for them and made them eat foods which were healthy for them.

Foods that were rationed: Sweets, Meat, Butter, Jam, Cheese and Fats


Foods that were not: Vegetables, Bread, Potatoes, Fish, Milk (actually milk was rationed, but the milk ration was 3 pints a week and this was an increase for most people)
What were the consequences of rationing?

· Rationing had a profound effect on government policy. Before it had been believed that it was impossible to make major changes to the nation's health. Many politicians did not even believe that it was the government's responsibility. 

· The ease with which the nation's health was improved was noticed by many people, including the playwright George Bernard Shaw. He commented on the improvement in complexions and the reduction in obesity. 

· Consumption of potatoes rose by 40%, vegetables by 30% and milk by 30%.

· More than 50% of working people began to keep allotments. These were part of the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign that encouraged people to grow as much of their own food as possible. By 1943 there were 1,400,000 allotments in Britain.

· Rationing also affected clothing, furniture and petrol. The number of points for clothing fell throughout the year and cheap good quality furniture, with the ‘utility mark’ was produced.

The Blitz

How did the British people defend themselves against bombing?

· One major advantage that Britain had was that Robert Watson Watt had invented Radar in 1936. By 1939 a network of radar stations had been built along the east and south coasts. These were able to warn the RAF of approaching raids.

· Britain also had the advantage of a trial run in 1938. After Chamberlain's return from Bad Godesberg on 22 September, it had been believed that war was about to break out, and the Air Raid Precautions had been put into effect. This meant that events in September 1939 could run smoothly.

· A blackout went into force immediately in 1939. All lights had to be hidden at night. Blackout material could be bought cheaply. Windows were taped to prevent people being injured by flying glass.

· 400,000 Anderson air-raid shelters were distributed; these were dug into the garden and covered with earth. They were designed to protect people against falling brickwork if the houses were bombed. 

· In areas where it was impossible to use Anderson shelters, large concrete shelters with curved roofs were constructed. 

· Many people, however, had no shelters, particularly in city centres or those living in flats. Some moved in with friends or relatives during raids, others moved onto the ground floor. Here they constructed a safe room, sometimes in a cellar. 

· Some people used a Morrison shelter, which was a steel cage, which fitted under a dining table.

· To reduce the likelihood of casualties, people were advised to keep off the streets as much as possible. Gas-masks had to be carried at all times.

What effects did the Blitz have?

· Despite the precautions, however, the effects of bombing were much more devastating than had been anticipated. 

· This was partly because the period of the Phoney war had led people to believe that there would be little actual fighting, but also because there was no slow build-up of bombing. 

· When the Blitz started in September 1940, it came without warning.

· At first bombing was concentrated on central London, particularly the docks. German planes followed the line of the Thames and then dropped their bombs on the East End. Damage was severe, not only to buildings, but also to morale, which was Hitler's main aim.

· The government attempted to maintain morale by publishing stories, which created the impression that 'Britain could take it'. However, the truth was often very different. In fact there are many examples of people being very near to total despair in the winter of 1941. 

· In October 1940 Balham underground station was hit by a bomb, which burst a water main. Sixty-four people were drowned. This story was never released until after the war, because many people sheltered from airraids in underground stations. 

What effects did bombing have on industry?

· The effects of bombing on industry were much less severe. Most German bombing was at night and was indiscriminate and failed to put industry out of action. 

· Most factories were able to resume production within two to three days of being hit.

· From early 1941 attacks on Britain became less serious. The last major attack was the Belfast Blitz in April 1941, which killed more than a thousand people. 

· At the same time the Royal Air Force, and later the Unites States Army Air Force, began to bomb Germany. 

· The attacks on German targets were much more severe than the Blitz. For every tonne of bombs dropped by the Luftwaffe on British cities, the Royal Air Force and the US Army Air Force dropped 315 tonnes on Germany.

· Allied bombing also proved much less damaging than was expected. Even at the very end of the war, it has been estimated that German industry was operating at 90% capacity.

The Auxiliary Services

· Observer Corps, which watched for planes on high buildings, counting and identifying them for the RAF controllers after they had been picked up on radar,

· Auxiliary Fire Service, which worked alongside the Fire Brigade,

· Heavy Rescue Squads, which tried to find the victims of airraids,

· Civil Defence, which co-ordinated the activities of all the organisations.

· The Womens' Voluntary Service looked after people after airraids.

How were the precautions enforced?

· Air Raid Precaution Wardens were appointed for every street. They had the job of checking everybody’s house. They had to be told how many people were sleeping in each house each night. 

· ARP Wardens could prosecute if Precautions were broken. The fine for breaking blackout regulations could be as much as £150, followed by imprisonment.

· At first the government did not allow the underground stations to be used as shelters; it wanted to ensure that the trains could be used for transport. 

· However, the early attacks were so severe and so damaging to morale, that the decision was reversed. One of the first stations to be opened was Bethnal Green in the East End.

Propaganda

· The Ministry of Information produced many films warning people about the dangers of war and trying to persuade them to obey the regulations.

· There were poster campaigns, such as the Squanderbug and Potato Pete, which tried to persuade people to avoid waste.

· People were warned to be careful at all times; the 'Careless talk costs lives' campaign produced a series of posters suggesting that German spies could be anywhere.

· Newspapers were censored and were encouraged to print stories that suggested that the war was going well.

· The BBC broadcast encouraging news, emphasising successes. Even when they was a serious defeat, it was portrayed as a victory. Dunkirk was described as a 'miracle' and 'bloody marvellous’.

