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France’s Maginot Line proved to be ineffective; the 
German army threatened to bypass the line during its 
invasion of Belgium. Hitler’s generals sent their tanks 
through the Ardennes, a region of wooded ravines in 
northeast France, thereby avoiding British and French 
troops who thought the Ardennes were impassible. The 
Germans continued to march toward Paris.  

The German offensive trapped almost 400,000 British 
and French soldiers as they fled to the beaches of Dunkirk 
on the French side of the English Channel. In less than a 
week, a makeshift fleet of fishing trawlers, tug- boats, 
river barges, pleasure craft—more than 800 vessels in 
all—ferried about 330,000 British, French, and Belgian 
troops to safety across the Channel.   

A few days later, Italy entered the war on the side of 
Germany and invaded France from the south as the 
Germans closed in on Paris from the north. On June 22, 
1940, at Compiègne, as William Shirer and the rest of the 
world watched, Hitler handed French officers his terms of 
surrender. Germans would occupy the northern part of 
France, and a Nazi-controlled puppet government, head- 
ed by Marshal Philippe Pétain, would be set up at Vichy, 
in southern France.  

After France fell, a French general named Charles de 
Gaulle fled to England, where he set up a government-in-
exile. De Gaulle proclaimed defiantly, “France has lost a 
battle, but France has not lost the war.” 
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In the summer of 1940, the Germans began to 
assemble an invasion fleet along the French coast. 
Because its naval power could not compete with that of 
Britain, Germany also launched an air war at the same 
time. The Luftwaffe began making bombing runs over 
Britain. Its goal was to gain total control of the skies by 
destroying Britain’s Royal Air Force (RAF). Hitler had 
2,600 planes at his disposal. On a single day—August 
15—approximately 2,000 German planes ranged over 
Britain. Every night for two solid months, bombers 
pound- ed London.  

 The Battle of Britain raged on through the summer 
and fall. Night after night, German planes pounded British 
tar- gets. At first the Luftwaffe concentrated on airfields 
and air- craft. Next it targeted cities. Londoner Len Jones 
was just 18 years old when bombs fell on his East End 
neighborhood. 

“After an explosion of a nearby bomb, you 
could actually feel your eyeballs being sucked out. I  

was holding my eyes to try and stop them going. And 
the suction was so vast, it ripped my shirt away, and 
ripped my trousers. Then I couldn’t get my breath, the 
smoke was like acid and everything round me was 
black and yellow.” —Len Jones, quoted in London at 
War  
The RAF fought back brilliantly. With the help of a 

new technological device called radar, British pilots 
accurately plotted the flight paths of German planes, even 
in darkness. On September 15, 1940 the RAF shot down 
over 185 German planes; at the same time, they lost only 
26 aircraft. Six weeks later, Hitler called off the invasion 
of Britain indefi- nitely. “Never in the field of human 
conflict,” said Churchill in praise of the RAF pilots, “was 
so much owed by so many to so few.” 

Still, German bombers continued to pound 
Britain's cities trying to disrupt production and break 
civilian morale. British pilots also bombed German cities. 
Civilians in both countries unrelentingly carried on.  
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Gerda Weissmann was a carefree girl of 15 when, in 
September 1939, invading German troops shattered her 
world. Because the Weissmanns were Jews, they were 
forced to give up their home to a German family. In 1942, 
Gerda, her parents, and most of Poland’s 3,000,000 Jews 
were sent to labor camps. Gerda recalls when members of 
Hitler’s elite Schutzstaffel, or “security squadron” (SS), 
came to round up the Jews.  

 “We had to form a line and an SS man stood there with 
a little stick. I was holding hands with my mother 
and . . . he looked at me and said, ‘How old?’ And I 
said, ‘eighteen,’ and he sort of pushed me to one side 
and my mother to the other side. . . . And shortly  

thereafter, some trucks arrived . . . and we were loaded 
onto the trucks. I heard my mother’s voice from very 
far off ask, ‘Where to?’ and I shouted back, ‘I don’t 
know.’”  - Gerda Weissmann Klein, quoted in the film 
One Survivor Remembers 
When the American lieutenant Kurt Klein, who would 

later become Gerda’s husband, liberated her from the 
Nazis in 1945—just one day before her 21st birthday—
she weighed 68 pounds and her hair had turned white. 
Even so, of all her family and friends, she alone had 
survived the Nazis’ campaign to exterminate Europe’s 
Jews.  
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On April 7, 1933, shortly after Hitler took power in 
Germany, he ordered all “non- Aryans” to be removed 
from government jobs. This order was one of the first 
moves in a campaign for racial purity that eventually led 
to the Holocaust—the systematic murder of 11 million 
people across Europe, more than half of whom were Jews.  

Although Jews were not the only victims of the 
Holocaust, they were the center of the Nazis’ targets. 
Anti-Semitism, or hatred of the Jews, had a long history in 
many European countries. For decades many Germans 
look- ing for a scapegoat had blamed the Jews as the cause  

of their failures. Hitler found that a majority of Germans 
were willing to support his belief that Jews were 
responsible for Germany’s economic problems and defeat 
in World War I.  

As the Nazis tightened their hold on Germany, their 
persecution of the Jews increased. In 1935, the Nuremberg 
Laws stripped Jews of their German citizen- ship, jobs, 
and property. To make it easier for the Nazis to identify 
them, Jews had to wear a bright yellow Star of David 
attached to their clothing. Worse was yet to come.  
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November 9–10, 1938, became known as Kristallnacht, 
or “Night of Broken Glass.” Nazi storm troopers attacked 
Jewish homes, businesses, and synagogues across 
Germany. An American who witnessed the violence 
wrote, “Jewish shop windows by the hundreds were 
systematically and wantonly smashed. . . . The main  

streets of the city were a positive litter of shattered plate 
glass.” Around 100 Jews were killed, and hundreds more 
were injured. Some 30,000 Jews were arrested and 
hundreds of synagogues were burned. Afterward, the 
Nazis blamed the Jews for the destruction. 
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