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World War II (1939-1945) was the biggest 

war in history. The war was fought on multiple 

continents. Tanks raced across the deserts of 

Egypt. Planes flew over frightened cities. Huge 

fleets swept across the Pacific Ocean. Two sides 

faced each other across the world.

World War II also saw the greatest battles in 

history. Each of these battles 

played an important part in who would 

win the war.

The Beginning of World War II

European countries had been arguing since World War I 

(1914-1918). The world was changing. The United States 

was becoming the world’s strongest power while Britain’s 

empire was shrinking.

In Germany, a party called the National Socialists (Nazis) 

came to power in 1933. The Nazis 

believed white people were better 

than others. They especially thought 

they were better than Jewish people. 

The Nazis killed about 6 million Jews 

during the war. It was called the 

Holocaust. 

The war started with an invasion. 

The Nazis wanted to occupy Poland and Russia. In 1939, the 

Nazis invaded Poland. In response, Britain and France both 

declared war on Germany. World War II had begun. 

A World War II 
soldier with 
planes and 

tanks

A war plane over the 
Egyptian pyramids.

World War II bombers 
take to the sky.

The leader of the 
Nazis, Adolf Hitler

German soldiers at a 
rally before the war

Nazi concentration 
camp, Auschwitz
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The Battle of Britain

The Germans took over France and then 

attacked Britain with bomber planes. This 

important battle was called the Battle of 

Britain. The battle took place during the 

summer and autumn of 1940.

Day and night, German bomber planes flew over London 

and dropped bombs on the city. The British sent fighter 

planes to shoot down the bombers. Planes had 

deadly duels in the skies. They climbed 

high into the sky and dove through the 

clouds to attack each other.

The Germans flew a fighter called the  

Bf-109. The British flew two different planes—

the Spitfire and the Hurricane. The Hurricane was out 

of date, but it could be repaired easily. The Spitfire was 

faster than the Hurricane, and it turned more easily. In 

comparison, the Bf-109 was arguably the 

best fighter in the world at that time. 

The British had an advantage. They had new 

technology using radio signals called radar. 

It allowed them to find German planes in 

the sky from far away and surprise them. 

This helped Britain win the Battle of Britain. 

Fighter planes 
duel over Britain.

A Bf-109 climbing

Firefighters in London

A German bomber 
plane over London

Spitfires flying past the clouds

A radar screen 
showing planes 

as dots
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The Battle of Stalingrad

The Germans invaded Russia in 1941. The 

Soviet city of Kiev, along with 600,000 Soviet 

soldiers, was captured. By October of that year, 

3 million Soviet soldiers were prisoners of war. 

Still, Stalin chose to continue to fight.  

The Germans particularly wanted to capture 

Stalingrad, which was an important industrial city. It was 

named after the Russian leader, Stalin. The Germans began 

a massive attack in 1942. Soldiers fought each other in the 

city’s buildings. Bombs fell from the sky. Soon the city was 

in ruins. Stalin refused to let any civilians 

leave the city. He thought that the army 

would fight harder with civilians there.

The Russian General Georgy Zhukov had a plan to trap 

the Germans. While the Germans attacked Stalingrad, the 

Russians surrounded the city. They trapped more than 

250,000 Germans inside who could not escape.

The German leader, Hitler, told his soldiers to stay in the city. 

He planned to send another army to save them. His soldiers 

in Stalingrad had no food or other supplies, 

and the long cold Russian winter was coming. 

Sometimes the temperature was -30 degrees 

Celsius! The soldiers started to freeze and 

starve. In February 1943, the German soldiers 

surrendered. 

More than 2 million people died during the 

battle for Stalingrad. The German army never 

recovered.

Joseph Stalin

Stalingrad during 
the battle

Russian troops preparing to 
cross the river to Stalingrad

German prisoners after their capture

A Russian stamp 
showing Georgy 

Zhukov
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Comprehension Questions

1.  Which political party took 
power in Germany before 
World War II?

 (a)   The Stalin party
  (b)  The Nazi party
   (c)  The Hitler party
   (d)  The Allies

2.  The Battle of Britain was fought 
mainly with…

 (a)  planes.
   (b)  ships.
   (c)  cars.
   (d)  tanks.

3.  Which is true?
 (a)   The Spitfire had better guns 

than the Bf-109.
   (b)   The Germans flew Spitfires 

and Bf-109s. 
   (c)  British planes had radar.
   (d)   The Hurricane was the best 

fighter plane.

4. Stalingrad was named after…
 (a)   a Russian priest.
   (b)  the leader of Russia.
   (c)  a soldier who died in war.
   (d)  a type of car. 

5.  Why did the Japanese attack 
Pearl Harbor?

 (a)   To defeat the Germans
   (b)   To take China’s resources
   (c)   To show their strength and 

power
   (d)   To destroy America’s 

aircraft carriers and ships

6.  In the Battle of Midway, the 
Americans surprised…

 (a)   the Germans.
   (b)  the French.
   (c)   the British.
   (d)   the Japanese.

7.  The D-Day landings occured…
 (a)  in Germany.
   (b)  in Russia.
   (c)  in Italy.
   (d)  in France.

8.  After World War II, which 
country was the strongest?

 (a)   Japan
   (b)  China
   (c)  The United States
   (d)  Germany 

9.  Which power did NOT control 
part of Germany after World 
War II?

 (a)  The United States
   (b)  Japan
   (c)   France
   (d)   The Soviet Union

10.  When did World War II 
officially end in Europe?

 (a)   February 3, 1914
   (b)  November 30, 2005
   (c)  May 8, 1945
   (d)  July 12, 1990

Key1. (b)  2. (a)  3. (c)  4. (b)  5. (d)  6. (d)  7. (d)  8. (c)  9. (b)  10. (c)
Glossary

	 Allies  the nations that fought together against Germany in   
  World War II

	 (be in) ruins  (of a building or city) to be badly damaged so that  
  most of it has fallen down

	 decisive  showing a clear result

	 disapprove  to think that something or someone is bad, wrong,  
  etc.

	 dominate  to be the largest, most important, or most noticeable  
  part of something

	 duel  a fight between two sides with the use of deadly weapons

	 fleet  a group of ships that is commanded by a military leader

	 invade  to enter a country by force for the purpose of taking   
  control

	 massive  being very large in degree or amount

	 National Socialist (Nazi)  a member of the political party led  
  by Adolf Hitler, which controlled Germany from 1933 to 1945 

	 surrender  to stop fighting and admit defeat

	 torpedo  a long, thin bomb that travels underwater in order to  
  destroy ships
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