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Throughout the war, many ordinary people showed 
extraordinary courage and strength. Among them were 
soldiers in the armed forces, spies behind enemy lines,  
and many unsung heroes who carried out rescues, made 
repairs, and helped keep communities together. Meet 
a few of the heroes and heroines of World War II.      



All children in war-torn countries had to endure hardships of some 
kind during World War II—from lack of food to limited clothing and 
toys. But some young lives were changed completely. In Europe, 
thousands of children living in cities were evacuated, or sent away  
to live with complete strangers in areas that were thought to be safer. 
Some were even sent to different countries. Many children lost  
parents who died in battle; many more lost their homes in bombing 
raids, or became refugees and were forced to leave their homes and 
countries. Sadly, countless children died throughout the world.

Child heroes

Good-bye, daddy  
Many children around the world had to 
face life without one or both parents if 
the parents served in the armed forces. 
Sometimes their parents never returned. 

Kids on the battlefield
In many countries, children were made to fight 
as child soldiers, including this ten-year-old 
Chinese Nationalist soldier fighting in Burma 
(now also called Myanmar). 

Evacuees had a small list 
of possessions they could 
take with them, including 
a change of clothes and  
a package of food.

1.5 million 
Jewish children were killed by Nazis during the war  

a group of children awaiting 
evacuation from London, UK, in fall 
1939, said good-bye to their parents before 
boarding a train. They traveled far from 
home to stay with families in safer areas 
and attend local schools there. Some 
children stayed with their new families for 
the entire war. Others were very homesick 
and came back to face life in the Blitz.

a luggage label tied 
to each child notified the 
new caregiver of the child’s 
name and age. 




Anne Frank was born Annelies Marie Frank on June 12, 1929, in Frankfurt, Germany. 
She was the second daughter of Otto and Edith Frank. In 1933, the Franks moved to 
Amsterdam, in the Netherlands, to escape the growing anti-Jewish atmosphere in 
Germany. Seven years later, German forces invaded the Netherlands.

On her 13th birthday, Anne’s parents gave her a diary. A few weeks later, her sister, Margot, received 
a notice to report to a German labor camp. The next day—July 6, 1942—the family moved into a secret 
group of rooms next to Otto Frank’s former office in Amsterdam. There, they and four other people 
hid for two years. Anne continued to write in her diary about her feelings, her family, and the plight 
of the Nazis’ victims. Her entries came to a sudden halt when the Nazis discovered their hiding place 
on August 4, 1944. Anne and her family were taken to Auschwitz, a concentration camp in Poland. In 
October, Anne and Margot were sent to another concentration camp, Bergen-Belsen, in Germany. In 
March 1945, Anne died of typhus at the age of 15; Margot had died of the same disease a few days 
before. Only a few weeks later, the camp was liberated by the British army. 

» Teen survivor
Nazi collaborators also rounded up and 
killed thousands of Roma people. Maria 
Sava Moise lived in Iasi, Romania, and was 
a teenager in 1941 when she and Iasi’s 
other Roma were taken. She recalls the 
horror: “We were marched to a farm and 
left in open fields to die slowly.” Maria’s 
sister died, but her father, a soldier, 
rescued Maria and others on a troop train. 

» Picture this
Keiji Nakazawa was six years old when 
the atomic bomb was dropped on 
Hiroshima, Japan, killing many thousands 
of people. Of his family, only Keiji and his  

around the world . . .

In spite of everything I still believe that 
people are really good at heart.

—Anne Frank

anne Frank [Child heroine]

mother survived. Years later, he recorded
his memories in manga (cartoon) form. 
His most famous books are I Saw It and 
Hadashi no Gen (Barefoot Gen), about a 
six-year-old in the war.

» Scouts
Boy and girl scouts (Szare Szeregi) from 
all over Poland, some as young as ten 
years old, participated in the Warsaw 
Uprising of 1944 to help free the city of 
Warsaw from the occupying Nazis. Sadly, 
many were killed. Other scouts, such 
as brothers Zbik and Rys Jeleniewicz, 
became postal carriers, delivering news 
and newspapers in their community.

The Jeleniewicz brothers 
delivered newspapers to 
sympathizers in August 1944. 

The “Secret annex” above 
Prinsengracht 263 in Amsterdam is 
where Anne Frank hid and where she 
wrote her diary. Published in Dutch in 
1947, and translated into English as The 
Diary of a Young Girl in 1952, Anne’s 
diary gives a personal account of Nazi 
Germany’s persecution of Jewish 
people during the Holocaust.

anne Frank is shown 
here about age 13, 
before she and her 
family went into  
hiding for two years.  

persecution
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During the war, children in many countries—including France, 
Germany, and Russia, and later Australia and Japan—were evacuated 
from cities for safety. In the United Kingdom, starting in 1939, there 
was a mass evacuation of children to the countryside. Another 2,664 
children became “seavacuees” and were sent to Canada, South Africa, 
Australia, and New Zealand. But even those sent to other areas of 
Britain found the experience new and strange. Most had never been 
on more than a day trip before, and for some the travel was a huge 
adventure. Others desperately yearned for home.

Eyewitness [Memories of an evacuee]

“My brother and I were the very last to be housed out of our group. . . .
We were taken straight into the back garden and our heads were
shaved and our clothes were burned—as our foster mother said, 
‘just in case’! We were given new clothes [paid for by a fund]. The
couple that took us in had no children of their own; their house was
clean and neat, but we were kept short of food. We could smell bacon
being cooked in the morning for our foster father, but my brother 
and I were given some bacon dripping with sauce in it and a slice of 
bread. We never saw sweets at all except when a kind lady assistant
in Woolworths sneaked a sweet to us when we were trying to keep
warm in the store while doing the shopping for our foster parents. . . . 
Many children from Liverpool were unhappy and tried to run away.”

                                                                          —James Sinclair 

James Sinclair [child evacuee] 
| Nationality | British

James was ten when he and his six-year-old 
brother and eight-year-old sister were evacuated 
from Liverpool to rural North Wales. The children 
spent three and a half years in Wales and never 
returned to their old home. It had been bombed, 
and the government had moved their mother to 
new housing in Lancashire.

PRoFIlE

More than 2 million children were evacuated to 
locations within Britain. Some had good experiences with 
loving families, making new friends and spending hours 
playing outdoors. Others were not so happy. They missed 
their families and had to adapt to different foods and 
routines. Many had to cope with earlier bedtimes 
and stricter table manners!

leaving home
Liverpool is a large city with busy docks on the northwest coast of 
England. Liverpool and the surrounding districts were among the 
most heavily bombed areas of the UK, and most children there 
were evacuated to Cheshire or North Wales to the west. Some 
were sent on long voyages to foster parents across the globe. 



If you were fascinated by the eyewitness stories in each 
section, read on to discover where you can find out more 
about some of the people who wrote them.

Explore more 

on the front line 
Ruby Bradley’s essay “Prisoners of War in the Far East” 
appears on the US Army’s Office of Medical History website: 

Heroes at home 
anna andreievna was interviewed by Alexander Werth 
for his book Russia at War: 1941–1945, published in 1964 
and now out of print. She is also featured in “The Siege of 
Leningrad, 1941–1944,” on the Eyewitness to History website:

Child heroes 
James Sinclair wrote books about his experiences as 
an evacuee called A Way Out and Welsh Scouse (Bluecoat 
Press, 1999). These books are hard to find now. However, 
his experiences are also included (under the name James 
Sinclair McLoughlin) in the Wartime Memories Project: 

Heroes at home 
The schoolboy’s quotation was adapted from a 
story in “At Home in New Zealand during World  
War 2,” on a website about life in New Zealand: 

animal heroes 
William W. Putney wrote a book called Always Faithful: 
A Memoir of the Marine Dogs of WWII (Free Press, 2001).  

http://www.nzine.co.nz/features/guinz25-50_part13.html
http://www.eyewitnesstohistory.com/leningrad.htm


Evacuation
As war broke out in Europe, fear of attack persuaded many governments 
to send children away from areas that might be targets for bombers. 

In Germany, a program called Kinderlandverschickung (KLV), meaning 
“child land evacuation,” sent about 2.5 million children on “vacation” to 
9,000 camps in rural areas. This began in the fall of 1940 and lasted until 
the end of the war. Children were supervised by teachers and Hitler Youth 
leaders. At first, only children from Berlin and Hamburg were sent away, 
but as the war spread, so did the program. 

In the United Kingdom, the plan to evacuate children three years of age 
and older—to “empty the cities” of children—was code-named Pied Piper. 
It started in September 1939. Parents were encouraged to send their 
children to safety, to live with unknown foster families in the country. 
Some children were evacuated to the United States, Canada, South Africa, 
and Australia, traveling there on ships. Some children were evacuated 
from schools in groups. Many evacuees settled happily with their host 
families and were treated kindly; others were made to work, were treated 
badly, or were ignored. Some evacuees returned home after a few weeks 
or months, but others stayed in the countryside for the rest of the war.

When the war spread to the Pacific in 1941, Australian children and 
women were evacuated from Darwin, the largest town in northern 
Australia and a military center. In Japan, starting in 1943, children, 
women, and the elderly were evacuated from main cities to rural  
areas as the government prepared for air raids by US bombers.

British children became evacuees during the war



Child soldier
Children were often considered valuable assets in the war and used 
to fight the enemy, to help defend a city, or simply as human shields. 
Sometimes the young soldiers were treated well and made to feel 
powerful and brave so that they would be happy to follow their leaders’ 
orders. In other cases, the children were forced to fight and would have 
been killed if they had refused.

In the Soviet Union, army regiments adopted male orphans, calling them 
“sons of the regiment.” These children lived with the soldiers and fought 
alongside them, sometimes even earning medals for bravery in battle. 
There are no official records, but researchers think that thousands of 
young soldiers from 6 to 16 years of age were employed on the front lines. 
Many carried arms; others delivered messages or helped medics.

In other countries, children willingly joined resistance movements to 
help defend their hometowns or fight back against occupying forces. In 
Poland, they played a role in the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. The Nazis had 
crowded almost 500,000 Jewish people into an area of Warsaw called a 
ghetto. Conditions were appalling. Starting on April 19, 1943, the starved 
and weakened occupants of the ghetto—including many children—
fought back to prevent the Nazis from taking them to the Treblinka 
extermination camp. Polish children also participated in the Warsaw 
Uprising of 1944.

child soldiers are estimated to have been
engaged on the front lines in Russia



Schools
In many parts of the world, schools stayed open and children went 
daily to maintain a sense of normalcy. In the United States, schools 
were urged to teach children about the war and to use extracurricular 
activities to help with war efforts on the home front. Pupils searched 
for scrap iron to buy war stamps and were taught to identify enemy 
planes, so they could help keep a lookout.

Evacuated children in Europe went to new schools with local children, 
often in classes that contained students of different ages. Survival skills, 
including what to do in an emergency, were added to the curriculum. 
Students learned how to darn holes in their clothes, to be more self-
sufficient. Schoolgirls in Australia knit socks for soldiers, and boys 
helped dig trenches for air-raid drills.

In Germany, some children found that they were suddenly unwelcome 
at school. New laws allowed only a small percentage of Jewish and 
Roma children in each school. Some German children began to turn 
against their Jewish classmates—as part of Adolf Hitler’s policies, they 
had been taught that Germans were superior. Starting in November 
1938, Jewish children were barred from attending public schools 
in Germany, and by 1942, even the separate Jewish schools were 
forced to close. Some teachers set up secret classes, including inside 
concentration camps and prisoner of war camps. In areas occupied by 
Nazi troops, such as Pilsen, the Czech Republic (then Czechoslovakia), 
schoolteachers were forced to teach their young pupils German. If they 
refused, they were sent to concentration camps. 

 

Japanese american children 
study at a war relocation center in 
Minidoka, ID, in 1943.



Home front 
Helping at home, or on the home front, was one way that civilians 
could get involved with the war effort. Children helped out, too, 
encouraged by schools and youth organizations. Scout groups 
excelled at distributing posters and organizing first-aid classes and 
“scrap drives.” A lot of leftover waste, from cans to old boots, could 
be recycled and used by the military, and scouts and schools often 
took charge of collecting and sorting it. In Davenport, IN, children 
had a great incentive for collecting tin cans—on Saturdays, the 
entry fee to see cartoons at a movie theater was ten flattened cans! 

In certain states, such as Wisconsin, members of the Girl Scouts 
spent many hours on local farms, weeding and harvesting crops. 
In Australia, boys took messages and ran errands to help the local 
authorities, and in London, scout groups helped direct fire engines 
to fires after bomb attacks. 

Youth groups in Germany, like the Hitler Youth, and in Italy, like 
the Gioventù Italiana del Littorio, or “Fascist Italian Youth,” were 
compulsory and highly organized, training children to support 
their countries. In Italy, the young members performed at concerts, 
parades, and sports events to provide entertainment and keep 
morale high. In Germany, members of the League of German Girls, 
the female equivalent of the Hitler Youth, played a valuable role in 
the evacuation of schoolchildren in 1940–41. The girls, aged 14 and 
over, helped thousands of mothers pack and get their small children 
out of harm’s way.  

contained enough tin to make a pair of binoculars!

In 1942, two Canadian boys in 
Montreal gather old rubber to 
be recycled.



Blitz
The word blitz comes from the German word for “lightning.” The German 
Luftwaffe (air force) carried out a series of intensive aerial bombing raids 
on Britain over a period of eight months. The 127 air raids started on 
September 7, 1940, when German planes firebombed London for around 
two hours. Later that evening, guided by the fires, more German planes 
launched another assault, lasting until 4:30 am. Similarly, the city of 
Coventry, where many factories were based, was bombed from 7:10 pm 
until 6:15 the following morning on November 14–15, 1940. London faced 
71 major attacks in the winter of 1940, and was bombed for 57 nights 
in a row, destroying vast areas of the city. Fires raged and people took 
refuge wherever they could. Underground stations, schools, and other 
public buildings were used as air-raid shelters, although 450 people 
were killed when a bomb hit the school they were sheltering in.

Britain was not the only place that suffered from persistent air raids—
both the Axis and Allied powers dropped bombs on enemy cities. The 
German city of Heilbronn was bombed many times by the British and 
the US, and more than 60 percent of the city was destroyed. The first 
firebombs were dropped in December 1940. In 1944, the Allied bombing 
campaign started in earnest; the largest attack was in December 1944, 
when more than 6,500 people were killed. Berlin, the capital of Germany, 
was the target of 363 air raids between 1940 and 1945. Japan’s capital, 
Tokyo, was also targeted, starting in November 1944 and lasting until 
August 1945. The worst aerial bombing was in March 1945, when 279 
Allied planes dropped about 1,700 tons of bombs.

people were killed by bombs in Tokyo in March 1945



refugee    noun

A person who is forced to leave his or her home and flee to a foreign 
country in order to avoid being hurt, illegally imprisoned, or killed. 
Refugees have to leave everything they own behind—from homes 
and furniture to food and possessions. They are often separated from 
family and friends.   

Usually, refugees are escaping from famine, or from persecution 
because of their race, religion, social group, or political beliefs. They 
may also be fleeing war, civil unrest, or environmental disasters. In 
the period directly after WWII, the term displaced person was used in 
place of refugee. 



persecution    noun

The act of making someone suffer, with harassment or 
mistreatment, because of his or her race, religion, gender, sexual 
orientation, or beliefs.

Persecution can take many forms, such as repeatedly annoying 
or tormenting a group of people; forbidding them from working, 
attending schools, or joining leisure activities and events; or 
denying them their rights. 



typhus    noun

Any of several infectious diseases, each caused by a different 
microorganism. Every form is passed on to humans through infected 
insects. Epidemic, or lice-borne, typhus—in which the disease is 
transmitted between people by body lice—is the most serious form. 
A bite from an infected louse causes an itchy rash that can become 
infected in turn when scratched. Blood-sucking lice were abundant 
in the cramped and filthy conditions of concentration camps. 

Major symptoms of typhus are extreme headaches, extensive skin 
rash, and high fever. 



 

Much of the success of both Allied and Axis military strategies 
relied on covert operations—spying. Spies, or special agents, were 
everywhere, working under false identities and feeding information 
back to their intelligence agencies, sometimes known as secret services. 
Intelligence organizations had teams of mathematicians and
cryptanalysts working day and night to crack the secret codes used by 
the enemy. Some of the earliest computers were developed to help break 
codes. In Britain, 200 Bombe machines were used at Bletchley Park and  
five other intelligence stations to decipher top-secret German messages.       

Secrets and spies

5.5 million
aerial images of western Europe  
were taken by the allies in WWII  

The Bombe was a huge early 
computer. The Allies used it to 
crack the ciphers produced by the 
German encryption machine 
Enigma. The German ciphers 
changed daily. 

Spies in the sky
Millions of aerial pictures 
of Germany were secretly 
taken in an operation 
conducted by Allied pilots 
along with the French 
resistance, starting in 
1944. Daring pilots flew 
specially converted 
Spitfires, sometimes as 
low as 50 feet (15 m) 
above enemy bases, 
factories, and POW camps.

Seeing in stereo 
A team of photographic 
interpreters analyzed  
the aerial shots using  
3-D glasses known as 
stereoscopes. Some 
revealed a Nazi rocket 
development base. Allied 
interpreters included 
British actor Dirk Bogarde, 
and many others were 
hired from Hollywood 
movie studios. 

Wrens (members of the Women’s 
Royal Naval Service) operated the 
Bombes. They worked around the 
clock in teams of eleven. 

The idea and name for the Bombe came 
from the Polish Cipher Bureau, which cracked 
Enigma’s code in 1932. Their team then 
developed a code-breaking machine called the 
Bomba. In 1939, the bureau passed its work  
on to its French and British allies.

Video by Help Net Security (www.net-security.org)




A dancer who owned a cheetah, among other exotic pets, and whose stage costumes 
included a skirt made of bananas does not sound like an obvious choice for a spy! But 
Josephine Baker was awarded medals by the French government for her daring spy 
missions during the war. As an entertainer, she had the perfect cover for traveling into 
occupied countries: performing for Allied troops.

Although born in the United States, Baker found more success in Paris and became a French citizen in 1937. In 
1939, she offered her assistance to the French government and became an unpaid “honorable correspondent.” 
Her celebrity status meant that she was invited to parties with Italian and Japanese embassy officials, so she 
could pass information she overheard to French intelligence. After Germany invaded France in 1940, Baker 
helped the French resistance. Some of her undercover work included smuggling secret messages written in 
invisible ink on her sheet music. She also visited French colonies in North Africa, later performing for Allied 
soldiers while gathering information, and took fact-finding trips to Spain and Yugoslavia. After the war, she 
adopted 11 orphaned children from different countries.

around the world . . .

I’m not intimidated by anyone. Everyone is made with two arms, two legs, 
a stomach, and a head. Just think about that.                                    

 —Josephine Baker

Josephine Baker [Spy]

Josephine Baker  
(1906–1975)   
Freda Josephine McDonald was 
born in Saint Louis, MO. She 
left school at age 12 and lived 
on the streets, taking odd jobs, 
including waiting tables, before 
touring the country as a dancer 
and comedian. She moved to 
Paris in the 1920s and became 
a huge star.

Morris “Moe” Berg (1902–1972) 
Moe Berg was a baseball player for 
several major league teams. While 
touring Japan with an All-Star team, 
he made secret films of Japanese 
military sites, which he later gave to US 
intelligence. In 1942 he went on a fact-
finding mission to Latin America, and 
in 1943 he joined the Office of Strategic 
Services. His work included traveling 
around Europe, meeting physicists to 
find out how close Germany was to 
building an atomic weapon.

agnes Smedley (1894–1953) 
Agnes Smedley spied for Russia and 
China, passed messages between 
China and the United States, 
and helped Indian underground 
movements. A miner’s daughter born 
in Missouri, she worked on newspapers 
in Germany and China, and in 1938 she 
became a war correspondent. Through 
her contacts, Smedley helped Soviet 
spy Richard Sorge amass details of 
Japanese and German military plans 
and also delivered information herself.

» Murderous mission
In 1941, agent Zheng Pingru was 23 and 
living in Shanghai, China, which was 
occupied by Japan. Her mother was 
Japanese, and Zheng used her language 
skills to gain intelligence from senior 
officers of the Japanese army. Her identity 
was exposed on a mission to assassinate a 
double agent. She was executed at age 26.   

» Found in France
Violette Szabo joined the UK’s Special 
Operations Executive after her husband, 
Etienne, was killed fighting in 1942. She 
was half French and a skilled rifle shooter, 
so Szabo was chosen to go undercover in 
France. She was dropped by parachute 

on her first successful mission. On her 
second mission, in June 1944, she was 
caught providing cover fire to help a 
member of the French resistance escape. 
She was killed in a German concentration 
camp in 1945. A year later, Tania, her four-
year-old daughter, accepted a medal for 
outstanding bravery on Szabo’s behalf.  
   
» Caught right away 
Noor Inayat Khan was a descendant of 
the 18th-century ruler of Mysore, India.
She grew up in Paris, but her family fled to 
England in 1940. She went back to France 
in June 1943 to become the radio operator 
for a resistance network in Paris. In 
October, she was betrayed and captured.     

Noor Inayat Khan 
In 1943, Khan became the 
first female radio operator 
sent to occupied France. She 
was murdered at Dachau 
concentration camp in 1944.

„“



Bletchley Park, in England, was the center of Britain’s code-
breaking intelligence work, known as Ultra. Working around  
the clock, teams intercepted, decrypted, and read many of the 
German military’s top-secret communications, which they then 
passed on to Allied commanders. It is said that Britain’s wartime 
prime minister Winston Churchill told the British king, George VI, 
“It was thanks to Ultra that we [the Allies] won the war.”

Eyewitness [Working at Bletchley Park] 

Teams work in one of the code-
breaking huts at Bletchley Park in 1943. 
There were more than 5,000 civilian and 
military staff members there, handling 
around 2,000 encrypted messages a day.     

Julius Gould [message interpreter] 
| Nationality | British

Julius Gould was just 19 and a student at Oxford University 
when he was asked to work at Bletchley Park in 1943. He 
was studying classics and had an aptitude for languages. 
After the war, Gould went back to Oxford, earned a degree 
in philosophy, politics, and economics, and went on to 
lecture at the London School of Economics. He later became 
a professor of sociology at the University of Nottingham.

PRoFIlE

“When I was approached at Oxford, they didn’t tell me what I would
be doing—for obvious reasons! I was recruited into the Japanese
branch at Bletchley and had to learn Japanese in six months!
Messages were intercepted by one team, and once the code had been
broken, the ciphered documents were passed on to us to translate
and edit so we could provide the essential information. There was
a big team at Bletchley translating reports that military and
other staff sent back to their officials. For instance, a Japanese
diplomat working in a German-occupied country, such as
Norway, would be in touch with local German officials. They
would hear of plans and pass them back in code. It was very
secretive work at Bletchley. There were similar teams of 
bright young people working on German, Italian, and 
Russian documents. We would often go out in the evening, 
but of course we never discussed our work. I didn’t tell 
anyone what I did until the late 1970s!”

—Julius Gould

Bletchley Park



Special agent
There have always been spies—individuals who obtain confidential or 
secret information about enemies. During WWII, their activities were 
crucial to each side, helping in the plans for and successes of military 
operations. In addition to gathering intelligence about enemy weapons, 
bases, military tactics, and planned attacks, agents worked to disrupt 
supply lines and hamper the movement of enemy troops.

In Nazi-occupied areas, Allied agents would assess the numbers and 
locations of resistance fighters (people working against the occupying 
troops) and work with them to help sabotage enemy plans. Sabotage 
included obstructing or destroying military bases, transportation, and 
communications networks. In May 1941, the first British special agent 
was dropped into northern France to assist the resistance. Later that 
year, the intelligence network revealed the location of a house on the 
coast of the English Channel that was used as a German radio site, 
giving the Germans warning of incoming Allied planes and ships. Allied 
paratroopers were able to attack the house. Spies also helped organize 
escape networks for soldiers trapped behind enemy lines.

Spies were given fake identity documents, cash in the local currency, and 
often radios, cameras, and other espionage equipment. Many men 
and women risked their lives to get themselves into trusted positions with 
the enemy so that they could uncover intelligence. Some spies acted as 
double agents, pretending to work for one country while secretly working 
for the other side. Their work involved both gathering information for their 
side and passing on misleading intelligence to the enemy. 

Violette Szabo spied for the Allies 
in France. She was caught helping 
the French resistance.

Virginia Hall, a US spy, worked 
with the resistance in France.

Richard Sorge spied for the Soviet 
Union in Japan while letting German 
officers think he was on their side. 

Joan Pujol Garcia of Spain spied 
on Nazi Germany for the Allies. 



Intelligence agency
Spies may seem to work alone in the field, but they are part of extensive 
intelligence-gathering networks run by national security agencies, often 
known as secret services. The world’s largest espionage operation 
during WWII was China’s Juntong, or the Military Affairs Commission. 
It had thousands of spies and informers in China itself and in every 
country with a Chinese community. Official sources claim that China’s 
spymaster, Dai Li, had 100,000 agents operating by 1945. Russia 
had a vast network of secret police and agents under the People’s 
Commissariat for State Security (known as the NKGB). In Germany, 
Hitler’s private army, the SS, had overall control of the large and tightly 
organized security service of the Third Reich. An organization known as 
the Abwehr was responsible for military intelligence until 1944. 
 

During WWII, the intelligence agencies of several countries shared 
information and worked together for the first time. When Poland was 
invaded by Germany in 1939, Polish intelligence staff escaped to France 
and Britain and joined forces with Allied security services. In 1941, 
Polish agents in France supplied Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service 
(SIS), commonly known as MI6, with reports of U-boat movements from 
France’s Atlantic ports. They later helped the Allies discover locations of 
Germany’s V-2 rockets. Likewise, the Japanese secret service, a branch 
of the Kempeitai military police, formed links with Germany’s Abwehr 
and Italy’s Military Intelligence Service (SIM).

US secret services also worked with other Allies. The Federal Bureau 
of Investigation (FBI) sent more than 340 undercover agents to Central 
and South America to watch the activities of Nazi supporters there. 
The Office of Strategic Services (OSS) was formed in 1942 to coordinate 
espionage activities against the Axis powers. It was the forerunner of 
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). 

a secret radio service 
in Berlin was operated by  
the Wehrmacht (German  
armed forces).



Encryption machine
Enigma has become the best-known encryption machine used by 
Germany and some other Axis military units, but it was not the only 
enciphering machine they used. Lorenz was a more complex cipher 
machine than Enigma, but it was larger, so it couldn’t be carried around 
easily. Lorenz was used to encrypt the most important messages passed 
between commanders in the German army and the Armed Forces High 
Command in Berlin. Another, older ciphering machine, Kryha, invented 
in 1924, was still used by some German diplomats. However, US 
cryptanalysts had broken its code in 1933.

Swedish cryptanalyst Boris Hagelin invented a range of cipher 
machines in the 1930s. He developed a pocket-size cipher machine,  
the portable C-35, for the French Cipher Bureau; both the Italian  
military and the US Army also used Hagelin’s machines. More than 
24,000 Hagelin-invented Converter M-209 machines were produced  
for US forces.

Messages sent in code included information on military strategies, 
the locations of submarines, and the sites of planned attacks. By 
deciphering the messages in time, opponents could foil the plans or set 
up defenses. In April 1942, US cryptanalysts deciphered a message sent 
between Japanese commanders that revealed Japan’s plans to attack  
an Australian base, Port Moresby in New Guinea, on May 7. This gave 
the Allies a chance to reinforce defenses  
in New Guinea.

The Purple encryption machine 
used by Japanese naval units had a 

plug board and telephone switches to 
encipher characters. The codes were 

cracked by the US Army in 1940. 

Men from the Heer (army) and 
the Luftwaffe (air force) used portable 
Enigma cipher machines to encrypt 
reports that they sent back to Germany.



Espionage equipment
Both Axis and Allied secret service agencies had technicians who 
developed ingenious ways to hide devices so that agents could use 
them without blowing their covers. Some of these were basic, such 
as simple direction-finding equipment. Agents who were dropped in 
enemy territory needed to find their way. Compasses were disguised 
as buttons, and maps were printed inside playing cards. Small battery-
powered radios were constructed, and larger radio systems were hidden 
inside suitcases. Concealed weapons included tiny handguns inside 
gloves, and explosives hidden in drinking flasks.

Cameras for photographing enemy documents and military bases were 
essential. The Eastman Kodak company developed cameras hidden 
inside matchboxes for the Office of Strategic Services. The matchbox 
cases that concealed the cameras were printed with replica labels for 
matches sold in the country where each spy would be working. In 1936, 
Latvian engineer Walter Zapp developed a miniature camera that could 
fit inside the palm of a hand. Called the Minox Riga, it became a popular 
spy camera. It was built from steel from 1937 to 1944 in Riga, Latvia, 
which was first under Russian control and then under German control 
during the Nazi occupation. Both sides used these cameras in WWII, 
and after the war they were used by agents from around the world.

As the war continued, more gadgets were developed or adapted. In 
1943, Russian scientist Lev Sergeivich Theremin converted a lightbulb 
into a listening tool—the first true bugging device.

matchbox cameras were 
manufactured in WWII

US army intelligence agents used 
canteen bombs to hide explosives. These 
bombs were supplied to resistance groups 
to help sabotage enemy camps. From the 
outside, it looks like a small flask.

Explosive material is 
packed inside the flask.

The firing mechanism is 
triggered by a spring-loaded 

firing pin. This is activated by 
unscrewing the lid.



cipher    noun

A message whose meaning has been concealed. The process of 
transforming text into a cipher is called encryption. Ciphers are like 
word puzzles; they cannot be understood without access to the key 
that decrypts the message. 

During WWII, encryption machines were used to create elaborate 
ciphers, substituting letters and characters in a set pattern. Simple 
ciphers and codes can be created manually, without machines. 



intelligence    noun

Information collected through espionage in order to gain an 
advantage over an enemy, or the process of collecting that 
information.  
 
Counterintelligence describes action against enemy intelligence 
agencies. This includes protecting equipment, military bases, and 
people from sabotage, as well as preventing confidential information 
from falling into the hands of enemy spies.
 



espionage    noun

The practice of spying and of using spies to obtain information. It is 
typically carried out by or for governments, especially during wartime, 
but businesses may engage in industrial espionage to try to discover 
what their competitors are up to.

Governments use espionage to discover secret information about the 
activities of foreign governments and their military strategies and 
equipment, including what aircraft and bombs are being developed 
and where air strikes will take place.  



When you think of a war hero, you might picture a soldier in the thick  
of battle during land attacks, a marine taking part in naval warfare, 
or a pilot in the air force. There were many such heroes in World War II, 
heroes who fought to save their countries and people. Sadly, many of  
them gave their lives in the war, which involved 61 countries. These 
heroic forces also included medics, cooks, mechanics, and others who  
did vital work behind the scenes but often still under fire.

on the front line

an antiaircraft cannon 
was mounted on a rough 
terrain–crossing trailer. 
The cannon could turn  
360 degrees to fire at 
enemy aircraft. 

1.9 billion 
people worldwide served in the armed forces in WWII

african american 
volunteer soldiers
were mostly drafted into all-
black units. Here, the 452nd
antiaircraft artillery 
Battalion unit stops to 
check equipment in 
November 1944. 

Front line nurse
Three French volunteer nurses give first 
aid to a wounded soldier in the midst of a 
battle in France, 1944. Many medics risked 
their lives to help others.

aztec Eagles
Mexico’s Escuadrón 201, known as the 
Aztec Eagles, fought alongside US forces in 
daring missions in the South Pacific during 
World War II.

Equipment, food rations, and 
supplies for armor were carried 
in trailers as allied troops moved 
through France toward Germany.

naval warfareland attacks
air force




Born in Texas on June 20, 1925, Audie Leon Murphy joined the US Army as a private 
when he was just 17, pretending he was older. He quickly became a legend, fighting 
German troops in Belgium and France, and he was promoted to staff sergeant. He 
fought in nine major campaigns in Europe and was wounded three times. Murphy  
was awarded every medal that the United States gives for valor, two of them twice.  
His awards included the Medal of Honor, the highest US military award for bravery, 
given to any individual who has “distinguished himself conspicuously by gallantry  
and intrepidity at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty.”

Wounded badly in 1945, Murphy was discharged from the army. Actor James Cagney invited him to 
Hollywood, but things did not go smoothly and Murphy spent a few years struggling with bit parts in 
movies. Murphy got his first starring film role in 1949, the same year that he wrote his autobiography, 
To Hell and Back, which was a bestseller. Murphy starred as himself in a movie of the book in 1955. 

» Volunteer soldiers 
Not all brave deeds were recognized 
with medals. India raised the largest 
volunteer army of the war, with over 2.5 
million men, by August 1945. Indians 
fought axis forces in North and East 
Africa, the Western Desert (Libya and 
Egypt), and Italy, as well as defending 
Burma and India. Over 36,000 Indian 
servicemen lost their lives, 34,354 more 
were wounded, and 67,340 became 
prisoners of war. 

» Z Special Unit
One of the most successful yet secretive 
forces was the Z Special Unit, formed of 
soldiers from different Allied countries, 

around the world . . .

I was scared before every battle. That old instinct of self-preservation is a pretty 
basic thing, but while the action was going on some part of my mind shut off and 
my training and discipline took over.

 —Audie Leon Murphy

audie Murphy [Army hero]

audie Murphy (1925–1971) 
was the most decorated US WWII 

combat soldier. He went on to 
become a famous Hollywood movie 
star, appearing in 45 films. He also 

wrote country songs and a book.

Here are some of the 33 awards and decorations 
Audie Murphy received: (from left to right) the Distinguished Service Cross, 
the Bronze Star, the Purple Heart, the European-African-Middle Eastern 
Campaign Medal, the French badge of a chevalier of the Legion of Honor,  
and the Belgian Croix de Guerre.

especially New Zealand and Australia. 
These soldiers carried out at least 81 
undercover attacks on Axis ships in  
the Pacific. 

» School pilot
Born in Oregon to a Chinese father and 
a Peruvian mother, Arthur Chin took 
flying lessons while still in school and 
volunteered to defend China against 
Japan with the Cantonese air force. He 
was wounded twice during air attacks. 
After recovering, he returned to China 
to fly supplies over the Himalayas for US 
troops before being discharged in 1945. 
He was awarded medals for bravery from 
both China and the United States.

Woman with wings 
Lydia Litvyak was one of two top 
female Soviet fighter pilots in 
WWII, shooting down 12 planes. 
She was killed in action in 1943.   

„“



Army nurses were sent all over the world to tend to wounded 
soldiers, as well as local citizens caught in combat. They worked 
in tough conditions, often in makeshift hospitals. They faced 
injury and death, and many became prisoners of war. US army 
nurse Colonel Ruby Bradley spent 37 months in a PoW camp in 
the Philippines, where she continued to nurse sick prisoners.

Eyewitness [Inside a prisoner of war camp]

US army nurses were stationed in the 
Middle East, North Africa, the Pacific,  

and Europe. Bradley was at 
Camp John Hay, a small army 

base on Luzon in the northern 
Philippines, in 1941. 

“Due to poor sanitation [at the Santo Tomas POW camp], intestinal
diseases soon developed. Dysentery became so prevalent among the
children, adults as well, that a small dispensary was set up in the
barrack. Bedding was rolled up to make room for the table during the 
day and a bed was made under the table during the night. . . . 

“When soap became practically nonexistent, a soap product was 
made from lye obtained from wood ashes and then mixed with fats
or oils. This was an effective cleaning agent although it was very 
hard on the hands.”
                     
               —Ruby Bradley

Captured in asia 
Bradley was based 

on Luzon, the largest 
island in the Philippines. 

She was captured by 
Japanese troops on 

December 28, 1941, then 
moved to the POW camp 

based at the University 
of Santo Tomas in 

Manila. Among the 
3,500 POWs there were 

many civilians, including 
university professors  

and children.

Nurses as prisoners  
These Australian army nurses were on 
the Malay Peninsula in 1941; they were 
captured in February 1942. It is believed 
that all but one of these nurses died in 
Japanese POW camps.  

PRoFIlE Ruby Bradley [army nurse]  
| Nationality | American

Colonel Ruby Bradley was the most highly 
decorated US army nurse. She was 
awarded 34 medals and citations of bravery,  
including two Legion of Merit awards and 
the Florence Nightingale Medal. She was 
the third woman in army history to be 
promoted to the rank of colonel.



If you were fascinated by the eyewitness stories in each 
section, read on to discover where you can find out more 
about some of the people who wrote them.

Explore more 

on the front line 
Ruby Bradley’s essay “Prisoners of War in the Far East” 
appears on the US Army’s Office of Medical History website: 

Heroes at home 
anna andreievna was interviewed by Alexander Werth 
for his book Russia at War: 1941–1945, published in 1964 
and now out of print. She is also featured in “The Siege of 
Leningrad, 1941–1944,” on the Eyewitness to History website:

Child heroes 
James Sinclair wrote books about his experiences as 
an evacuee called A Way Out and Welsh Scouse (Bluecoat 
Press, 1999). These books are hard to find now. However, 
his experiences are also included (under the name James 
Sinclair McLoughlin) in the Wartime Memories Project: 

Heroes at home 
The schoolboy’s quotation was adapted from a 
story in “At Home in New Zealand during World  
War 2,” on a website about life in New Zealand: 

animal heroes 
William W. Putney wrote a book called Always Faithful: 
A Memoir of the Marine Dogs of WWII (Free Press, 2001).  

http://www.nzine.co.nz/features/guinz25-50_part13.html
http://www.eyewitnesstohistory.com/leningrad.htm


Naval warfare
Naval warfare is combat that takes place on the water. A navy is the 
branch of a nation’s armed forces that operates from the sea, and the ships, 
crews, and equipment maintained by that nation for purposes of war. 

Both warships and submarines were used in the world’s oceans during 
World War II. U-boats (short for “undersea boat,” the English translation 
of the German word Unterseeboot), or submarines, were used effectively 
by the German navy throughout the war. Germany sent large groups of 
submarines to attack fleets of enemy battleships, as well as trade ships 
carrying food and supplies. Many vessels fired torpedoes, fast missiles 
that travel underwater. In 1943, U-boats began using acoustic homing 
torpedoes that were guided by the sounds created by a targeted ship’s 
propeller. They were deadly accurate. 

Aircraft carriers played a major role in sea battle for the first time in WWII. 
These huge ships replaced the traditional battleship as the most important 
warship in the US and other navies. They were vital in the US victories in 
the Battles of the Coral Sea, Midway, and Leyte Gulf during the Pacific war 
(December 1941–August 1945). The US Navy and its British and Australian 
counterparts destroyed nearly 700 Japanese warships during the course  
of the war, with US submarines sinking 1 enemy battleship, 9 aircraft 
carriers, and 16 cruisers.

ships sunk in WWII have been located  

to date and plotted in a database



air force
An air force is the branch of a nation’s armed forces that uses aircraft 
and missiles as its chief weapons. In peacetime, its primary role is 
defensive—to guard against enemies or deter them from attacking. In 
wartime, it tries to destroy hostile forces or prevent them from attacking 
by destroying their equipment and facilities. An air force also defends 
allied forces and their territories. 

World War II was the first major war that was fought as much in the 
air as on the ground, and there were huge developments in warplane 
technology during the conflict. Throughout the war, air units attacked 
enemy ships at sea and struck targets on land. There were also 
dogfights, or midair battles, between enemy aircraft. At the start of 
the war, the top military planes—such as the Messerschmitt fighter 
planes of the Luftwaffe (Germany’s air force) and the British Royal Air 
Force’s Spitfires—could reach speeds up to 362 miles per hour (582 
kph). Messerschmitts, Spitfires, and Hawker Hurricanes (another British 
plane) battled it out in the skies during the Battle of Britain. The RAF 
planes had the advantage. 

In the US, the Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, once the experimental 
airfield for flight pioneers Wilbur and Orville Wright, became the center 
of aircraft research and development, building planes for the Allied 
countries. It was here that the heavy-duty P-51 Mustang and the B-29 
bomber used in the Pacific were developed. The fastest plane of the war 
was the 33.5-foot-long (10.2 m) British Hawker Tempest, introduced in 
1944, which could reach 435 miles per hour (700 kph).The first black americans to train as US air force 

pilots were in the Tuskegee unit from Alabama, set 
up in 1941. During WWII, they destroyed or damaged 
more than 400 enemy aircraft, sank a German 
destroyer, and earned 150 awards for heroism. 



land attack
Much of the fighting in World War II took place on land. The Axis powers 
swarmed across all of Europe. German troops used a technique known 
as blitzkrieg, which means “lightning war,” to overpower neighboring 
countries—first Poland, in September 1939, then Denmark, Norway, the 
Netherlands, Belgium, and France, between April and June 1940. Using 
panzer, or armored, tanks, the German troops speedily crossed borders 
into countries that were unprepared for the onslaught, with infantry 
(slower-moving troops) following behind. Ground units were also backed 
up by aircraft. These tactics worked well, especially considering the 
fact that Germany had fewer troops available in France than the Allies 
did at the time. In addition to tanks, panzer units also had motorcycles 
and used railroads to transport troops longer distances. German troops 
in Denmark and Norway struck deals with Finland and Sweden, which 
were supposedly neutral countries (not taking either side in the war),  
to allow them to travel on Finnish and Swedish railroads. 

Between 1940 and 1943, German and Italian troops fought the Allies in 
the deserts of North Africa. There were many bloody battles between 
infantry and artillery units, which used projectile weapons. Allied 
soldiers wore light uniforms suitable for the hot and dusty conditions. 
Some of the harshest conditions were endured by soldiers fighting in 
the war in the Pacific (1941–1945). Both Japanese and American soldiers, 
and other Allied troops, had to cope with blistering heat, monsoon rains, 
and landscapes that ranged from jungle to volcanic waste. Many civilians 
were caught in the battles, dodging bullets and bombings.

More than 250,000 people lost their 
lives in the Battle of Okinawa between 
Japanese and American troops in April 
1945. This included about one-third of 
Okinawa’s native population.



PoW camp
A prisoner of war (POW) is usually a member of the military (a soldier, 
airman, or sailor) captured by the enemy during combat. During World 
War II, support staff, including medics, were also taken prisoner, and 
in some cases civilians were, too. By the end of the war, there were 
as many as hundreds of thousands of POWs held in camps wherever 
there was fighting—western and eastern Europe, Asia, the Middle 
East, and North Africa. And 425,000 Axis POWs were held in camps in 
the US, many of whom were made to work with local civilians. 

Through agreements called the Geneva Conventions, there were 
(and still are) international rules governing the treatment of prisoners 
of war, such as requiring that they have access to food and water. 
However, not all prison camp officials followed these rules. Many 
POWs suffered in dirty, overcrowded camps with little food, and many 
did not survive. At least 11,000 of the 60,000 Indian army POWs taken 
by Japanese troops in the fall of Singapore in 1942 died in captivity 
in Japan. Up to 3.5 million Russian Red Army soldiers captured by 
German invaders died as prisoners of war. Some died from starvation 
and ill treatment; others were executed. Many POWs were used as 
slave labor. An estimated 61,000 prisoners (and around 150,000 local 
citizens) were forced by their Japanese captors to build a railroad from 
Burma to Thailand, in atrocious conditions. In a single year, 13,000 
soldiers and about 60,000 Filipino laborers died. Many other Allied 
POWs captured in Pacific battles died on the Bataan Death March. 
The Japanese captors forced prisoners in the Philippines to walk more 
than 65 miles (105 km) in six days, unfed and in terrible heat.

soldiers died as prisoners of war during WWII



axis    adjective

Relating to the political and military alliance of Germany, Italy, 
and Japan in World War II. The Axis powers fought against the 
Allied forces (notably France, Britain, the United States, the Soviet 
Union, and China). Italy’s leader, Benito Mussolini, coined the term 
Axis on November 1, 1936, describing the partnership as “an axis 
around which can revolve all those European states with a will to 
collaboration and peace.” 
 
Italy joined the war on Germany’s side in 1940. Japan sided with Italy 
and Germany, and fought the Allies for control of Asia and the Pacific.



allied    adjective

Relating to the countries united against the Axis powers in World 
War II. The Allied forces (or Allies) included the United States, 
Britain, France, the Soviet Union, China, and many other countries 
that supported them. After France fell to Germany in 1940, British 
and Commonwealth troops (from Australia, Canada, New Zealand, 
Newfoundland, and South Africa) stood alone against the Axis 
powers. When Germany attacked Russia and Japan attacked Pearl 
Harbor, Hawaii, the Soviet Union and the US joined the Allies. Other 
Allies included Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Ethiopia, Greece, India, 
Mexico, and the Netherlands. Brazil was the only South American 
country that sent ground troops. 



antiaircraft artillery    noun      
Land-based weapons used to destroy enemy aircraft in flight or 
reduce their effectiveness. Antiaircraft (AA) guns are usually 
mounted on wheeled trailers or other platforms so that they can 
swivel around to fire at fast-moving targets. They fire projectile 
shells that explode on contact. A typical AA gun used in WWII 
could fire a 23-pound (10 kg) shell up to 6 miles (10 km) high. 



U-boat    noun

A German submarine. The term is short for the English translation 
(“undersea boat”) of the German word Unterseeboot. The German 
navy used U-boats throughout WWII to attack and fire torpedoes at 
enemy naval ships and submarines. They were also used to block 
trade. More than 1,000 U-boats were launched around the British 
Isles over a six-year period to destroy trade ships attempting to 
deliver food and supplies.  



Those who went off to fight were not the only ones making heroic 
efforts in the war. Back at home, in countries all around the world, 
those left behind often faced daily battles to survive. Food and clothes 
were in short supply, and rationing was introduced. “Mend and make 
do” was the motto, so children helped collect and recycle old materials, 
from tires to tin cans. Women went to work in factories, making 
ammunition or building aircraft, or worked the land, replacing 
male workers who had joined the armed forces. Others listened  
for bombs as air-raid wardens.

Heroes at home

Persuasive posters
In some countries, women were 
forced to work in factories, but in 
others, propaganda campaigns 
encouraged them to take jobs.  

aluminum shells were 
filled with explosives 

for the armed forces to use. 

6 million 
US women took jobs in factories in WWII  

US women work in an aluminum 
factory in Ohio in 1942. The factory  
produced bullets and cannon shells.

Toiling teens
Tending crops and animals was essential 
to keep troops and civilians fed. These 
German teens were expected to do unpaid 
agricultural work to aid the war effort.

For many women, 
it was the first time 
that they had worked 
outside the home. 




The Home Guard [Heroes at home]
In many countries, men who were unable to join the armed forces because of age or 
injury trained to defend their nations from attacks at home. These part-time defenders 
had different names in each country, including the Home Guard, National Guard, 
Defense League, Auxiliary Reserve, and Defense Volunteers. Other men volunteered as 
air-raid wardens and firefighters, ready to help during bomb attacks. Most volunteers 
had no previous experience dealing with emergencies but were given basic training. 
 
After New Zealand declared war on Germany on September 3, 1939, its leaders realized that the 
national army would be too busy fighting abroad to deal with emergencies at home. They set up an 
army of civilians known as the Auxiliary Reserve or the New Zealand Home Guard. Starting in July 
1940, civilians, including farmers, factory workers, and ex-servicemen, set up units throughout the 
country in rural and coastal areas. The Home Guard had over 100,000 members. It became even more 
important during the time of the Pacific theater (1941–1945), when there were concerns that German 
U-boats might attack New Zealand to keep it from sending butter and meat, as well as trained soldiers, 
to aid the Allies.

My oldest brother joined the Home Guard. . . . [He] would sit up  

on the top of the hill and signal [by lamp] to the commander. 

                                                                                                —schoolboy, Akaroa, New Zealand

around the world . . .
» Rescue missions
Search-and-rescue teams helped clear 
debris in bombed cities and find wounded 
people. In Germany, locals formed “rubble 
gangs” to clear Dresden when two-thirds 
of the city was destroyed in February 
1945. In the UK, there were many tales 
of individual bravery, as air-raid wardens 
crawled into burning buildings to rescue 
those trapped inside. One such hero was 
A. W. Bailey, in Birmingham, who in 1940 
held up concrete posts with his arms 
while others worked to free people. British 
mothers became wardens, donning hard 
steel helmets and extinguishing small 
firebombs with sand while their children 
slept safely in air-raid shelters. 

» Heavy duties
A transportation network was crucial 
in every country. In the US, Mexican 
American women kept the Southern 
Pacific Railroad running after 20,000 staff 
left for military service. During the war, the 
railroads handled 28,349 extra government 
trains and 86,359 military cars, plus regular 
passenger and freight trains.  

» Prison food
Prisoner of war camps allowed prisoners 
to receive food packages delivered by the 
Red Cross. To boost the morale of Indian 
POWs stuck in Europe, South Asian and 
British women in London sent 1.6 million 
packages of Asian food. 

Volunteers from the New Zealand Home Guard  
built blockades to prevent enemy troops from coming  
inland in the case of a coastal attack. 

Broome, australia, was filled with 
American and Australian military, 
and Dutch evacuees who had just 
escaped from Java, when Broome 
was bombed by Japanese planes 

in March 1942. It was later bombed 
three more times. Here, Broome 

firefighters sift through wreckage.

Volunteers at the Indian 
Comforts Fund sent 
packages of Asian food to  
Indian prisoners of war between 
1939 and 1945.

a member of the Volunteer defence Corps  
in Victoria, Australia, says farewell to his family 
before a training exercise in 1943. 

“ „



Where in the world 
Leningrad, now called St. Petersburg, is a large 
city on the Neva River in Russia. It was once 
the capital of Russia, from 1712 to 1918.

Many ordinary citizens were caught up in the fighting in WWII.  
The 900-day Siege of Leningrad was one of the most appalling civilian 
disasters. From September 1941 to January 1944, German soldiers  
circled the Soviet city and bombed it from the air. Citizens struggled 
through intolerable conditions. 

Eyewitness [The Siege of Leningrad]

The Germans prevented supplies 
from entering Leningrad. The food 
ration in the first year was one-third 
the daily amount needed by an adult. 
After that, food was even scarcer, 
and an estimated 900,000 people  
starved to death. 

Anna Andreievna [hotel manager]
| Nationality | Russian

Andreievna was manager of the Astoria  
Hotel in the center of Leningrad during World 
War II. The Astoria was turned into a hospital 
during the siege. Andreievna recalled what 
it was like living in a city that was constantly 
under attack from enemy soldiers, with severe 
food shortages and freezing winters.

astoria Hotel

“They used to bring here all sorts of people . . . who were dying
of hunger. Gave them vitamin tablets, tried to pep them up a
bit. But a lot of them were too far gone, and died almost the
moment they got here. I know what it is to be hungry. I was
so weak I could hardly walk. [I] had to use a walking stick to
support me. My home is only a mile away. . . . I’d have to stop
and sit down every hundred yards. . . . [It] took me sometimes
over an hour to get home. . . .

“You don’t know what it was like. You just stepped over corpses
in the street and on the stairs. You simply stopped taking any
notice. . . . Some people went quite insane with hunger. . . . There
were so many people dying all over the place, the authorities
couldn’t keep track of all the deaths. . . . You should have seen
me in February 1942. . . . My weight had dropped from 70 kilos
[154 pounds] to 40 kilos [88 pounds] in four months!” 
                  
                                                           —Anna Andreievna

PRoFIlE



If you were fascinated by the eyewitness stories in each 
section, read on to discover where you can find out more 
about some of the people who wrote them.

Explore more 

on the front line 
Ruby Bradley’s essay “Prisoners of War in the Far East” 
appears on the US Army’s Office of Medical History website: 

Heroes at home 
anna andreievna was interviewed by Alexander Werth 
for his book Russia at War: 1941–1945, published in 1964 
and now out of print. She is also featured in “The Siege of 
Leningrad, 1941–1944,” on the Eyewitness to History website:

Child heroes 
James Sinclair wrote books about his experiences as 
an evacuee called A Way Out and Welsh Scouse (Bluecoat 
Press, 1999). These books are hard to find now. However, 
his experiences are also included (under the name James 
Sinclair McLoughlin) in the Wartime Memories Project: 

Heroes at home 
The schoolboy’s quotation was adapted from a 
story in “At Home in New Zealand during World  
War 2,” on a website about life in New Zealand: 

animal heroes 
William W. Putney wrote a book called Always Faithful: 
A Memoir of the Marine Dogs of WWII (Free Press, 2001).  

http://www.nzine.co.nz/features/guinz25-50_part13.html
http://www.eyewitnesstohistory.com/leningrad.htm
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air raid
Air raids are attacks by enemy planes that drop explosives and incendiary 
bombs (which burst into fire on impact) over densely populated cities. 
They aim to destroy factories, transportation systems, and military bases, 
as well as water supplies and buildings. Civilians may be killed in air 
raids, either on purpose or accidentally. 

World War II was the first war in which each side used mass aerial 
bombardment as a tactic to destroy the opponent. The Luftwaffe (German 
air force) waged intense bombing campaigns. The Blitz on Britain lasted 
from 1940 to 1941. Around 300 firebombs were dropped every minute on 
just one night in December 1940. The Japanese army dropped 683 bombs 
on Darwin, Australia, in one day—February 19, 1942. They also repeatedly 
bombed Chongqing, China, until 1943, targeting residential and business 
areas, hospitals, and schools.

Around the world, civilians and their homes were targeted in the hope 
that bombing them would destroy morale and the will to fight. The effects 
were devastating. Millions of people were injured or killed in air-raid 
strikes. In the UK, there were 60,595 civilian deaths through bombing 
attacks. Many of the bombs were explosive-filled, self-propelled, pilotless 
aircraft, often known as doodlebugs, which crashed when they ran out of 
fuel. Residents were usually warned of approaching enemy planes by a 
siren and took cover in basements or air-raid shelters.

Civilians sit in an air-raid 
shelter in Singapore.

US B-29 Superfortress 
bombers dropped firebombs 
on Yokohama, Japan, in May 
1945. They flew from air 
bases in India and China.



Propaganda
Propaganda is any effort to spread an idea. It can take many forms: 
posters, pamphlets, slogans, talks, advertisements, or radio and TV 
broadcasts. It may be very brief—a message or image flashed on a 
screen, or short sounds transmitted over the air—or shown in long and 
regular programs. Even songs or YouTube clips can be used to get  
a message across.

During World War II, every government made use of propaganda. Bright, 
engaging posters encouraged men and women to sign up for the armed 
forces, take jobs for “the good of the country,” and grow food in their 
spare time. Others warned about the enemy. Those in the military, as 
well as citizens at home, were warned of the dangers of gossip and 
advised not to trust anyone, because “enemy ears are listening.”  

Soviet authorities made use of bold and eye-catching posters, mostly 
against the Nazis. Some portrayed Germans as comical, cartoonish 
figures who would run away when faced with the might of the Soviet 
army. These were intended to boost the confidence of Russian troops. 

Governments worked directly with the movie industry to use films to 
promote the war. Many presented optimistic images to raise morale 
and inspire hope among the civilians left at home; one such film 
was the 1942 Italian movie A Pilot Returns (Un Pilota Ritorna). In it, a 
young Italian pilot is shot down in Greece and put in a prisoner of war 
camp. He escapes, falls in love, and arrives home wounded but safe. 
Hollywood movies portrayed Allied soldiers as handsome heroes. Some 
films were less positive, however, depicting the enemy as evil and 
uncaring, almost inhuman. 

This US propaganda poster 
encourages Americans to volunteer for 
the civilian defense effort.

“German tanks will not pass 
here!” This Soviet poster urges 
soldiers to be vigilant.

This United China 
Relief poster is to collect 
aid for Chinese people.

This US poster 
encourages growing food 
in a “victory garden.”

This Japanese poster 
celebrates the alliance 
with Italy and Germany. 



Rationing
During World War II, decreased farming and production, plus a lack of trade, 
caused shortages of many food items around the world. Enemy troops and 
ships tried to cut off food supplies to starve local populations. In German-
occupied countries, the Germans took much of the local food, leaving 
citizens struggling to find enough to survive, especially in Russia,  
the Netherlands, and Poland. 

Many governments took control of food distribution. Food was rationed: 
Every family was allowed to buy only a small amount of certain items. This 
was to share limited resources and to ensure that troops abroad were sent 
enough to eat. Ration books, with stamps or coupons for different types of 
food, were issued. Consumers registered with a shop for each rationed item, 
and whenever anyone went shopping, he or she had to bring the ration 
book. People still had to pay for food—the coupons did not replace money. 

Food was not the only rationed good. In most countries, gas was the first 
resource to be limited. In Australia, clothes, especially shoes, were among 
the earliest rationed items. In the US, early rationed goods included cars, 
bicycles, gas, heating oil, and rubber footwear, and later, canned foods, 
meat, cheese, and cooking oil. 

In some countries, there was no rationing, despite extreme shortages of 
food. Millions died of starvation, especially in Southeast Asia during the 
Japanese occupation. There was a famine in northern Vietnam in 1945, 
during which up to 2 million people are believed to have starved to death.

Ration cards were still used in Spain until



Home Guard 
Not everyone joined the armed forces in WWII. People who were unable 
to serve included older veterans of World War I, invalids, teenagers, and 
people in “reserved” occupations (jobs that were vital to the war effort, 
such as farming and medical positions). In many countries, the men 
who stayed behind joined local defense units. These were commonly 
known as the Home Guard, but they had many other names, too, such as 
the National Defense Corps. Some were formed at the onset of the war; 
others were much later. Japan’s civil defense units, the Volunteer Corps, 
were not formed until 1945 and were open to women as well as to men. 
Elsewhere, women did not officially join the Home Guard, though in 
some countries there were separate auxiliary units for women. 

Home Guard members, in identifying uniforms, trained to fight the 
enemy in case of attack. They also kept watch on coastlines and stayed 
alert for suspicious behavior or bombs. In some countries, units were 
very well organized, with supplies of firearms and ammunition. Usually, 
however, these volunteers worked or went to school or college during 
the day, and some units lacked sufficient weapons. Some had shotguns 
loaned by other citizens, but many members had to patrol with 
pickaxes, broom handles, and other makeshift weapons. Some members 
were eventually called to fight and to help firefighters and the Air Raid 
Precautions (ARP) organization. At its peak, there were 1.8 million 
members in the Home Guard. In Britain, over 1,600 members were 
killed while on duty. 

Members of the One Tree Hill
Home Guard march in New Zealand.



ammunition    noun

Bullets, shells, grenades, or bombs intended to be fired from a range 
of weapons, for attacking or defending. The word comes from the 
French term les munitions, which means “materials used for war.”   

 



civilian    noun

Any person who is not a member of the armed forces, the police, 
or a firefighting organization and therefore does not take an active 
part in wars.   

Since 1998, under international humanitarian law, “intentionally 
directing attacks against the civilian population . . . or against 
individual civilians not taking direct part in hostilities” is a war crime.



Animals played an important role in WWII, helping civilians and troops 
alike. On the front line, dog platoons sniffed out hidden enemy soldiers 
and mines. At home, they helped air-raid wardens locate people trapped 
under bombed buildings. Some raised the morale of civilians and of 
soldiers in prisoner of war camps. Specially trained carrier pigeons 
were used to relay messages, and, despite the development of tanks  
and planes, horses and donkeys still carried soldiers into battle.

animal heroes

Most Japanese warhorses  
had been bred from British and 
Australian stallions.

Horses were used 
mainly to pull carts and 
carry heavy equipment 
for foot soldiers.

Horses in combat
By 1941, Japanese troops occupied 
much of the eastern coast of China 
and were headed inland. The 
Japanese Mori unit used horses  
to transport troops and supplies.

Pigeons in combat 
Germany, Canada, Australia, Britain, and 
the US used pigeons that were trained to 
find their way home. They would fly up to 
600 miles (965 km), from behind enemy lines 
back to base, to deliver messages. Allied 
pigeons earned the dickin Medal for 
animal valor, including Gustav (above), who 
delivered news of the Allies’ D-Day success.

Prisoner of war 81a 
Judy, a pointer dog born in Shanghai, 
China, is the only dog officially recognized 
as a WWII prisoner of war. She was on 
a British naval ship that was torpedoed. 
Judy helped the survivors find freshwater. 
Later, she kept up their morale in a 
Japanese POW camp, where she and 
the soldiers lived for three years. 700,000

horses—that’s 100,000 more 
than Napoleon used in 1812! 

during the invasion of Russia 
in 1941, the Nazis used




 

Missing pic

US Army pigeon GI Joe (1943–1961) was awarded a medal in 1946 for saving the 
lives of Italian villagers and British troops. The soldiers had taken the village of Calvi 
Vecchia, Italy, from Nazi occupiers on October 18, 1943. This was good news for the 
Allies—except that a US Army Air Forces group was scheduled to bomb the village 
later that day, thinking it was still held by German troops. The British soldiers were 
unable to communicate by radio or telephone to instruct the US airmen to cancel the 
planned bombardment.  
 
With less than an hour to spare, carrier pigeon GI Joe was released from the British Tenth Army headquarters 
with a message urging the US bombers to stop their mission. Amazingly, the bird flew back to its air support 
command base, 20 miles (32 km) away, in a record 20 minutes. GI Joe arrived just in time—right as bombers 
were preparing to take off! The air raid was stopped, saving the lives of hundreds of British soldiers and Italian 
civilians who might have been caught in the bombing. 
 

around the world . . .

This bird is credited with making the most outstanding flight by a 
USA Army pigeon in World War II.                                    

 —the Lord Mayor of London, awarding GI Joe his Dickin Medal for gallantry in 1946

GI Joe [Pigeon hero]

a US soldier and local 
Burmese children ride 
an elephant used for 
transport. Japanese troops 
also rode elephants to 
patrol jungle regions.

Parachuting pigeon 
A US paratrooper carries a 

pigeon as he gets ready to 
jump into enemy territory. 

The bird wears a miniature 
vest, like a sling, so that the 

paratrooper can carry the 
bird as he jumps. A pigeon 

named Thunderbird was 
the first paratrooper pigeon, 
and the first bird to make ten 

jumps from a plane. » Winkie the wonder bird
In February 1942, a damaged Allied plane, 
on its way back to Scotland from Norway, 
crash-landed in the North Sea. The airmen 
had no radio communications, so their last 
hope was to release Winkie. The pigeon 
flew 120 miles across the North Sea back 
to her home loft, arriving exhausted and 
covered in oil. She had no message, but 
the British Royal Air Force calculated the 
position of the plane by using time, wind 
direction, and even the oil on Winkie’s 
feathers to find her flight speed—and they 
managed to rescue the crew! Acccording 
to the RAF, one in seven of its crewmen 
rescued after being forced down at sea 
owed his life to a message sent by pigeon. 

» Blackie Harrington 
In 1943, a US unit on Guadalcanal in the 
Solomon Islands sent Blackie the pigeon 
back to its headquarters with a message 
showing the position of 300 Japanese 
troops. The bird was shot and fell, but he 
managed to take off again and deliver the 
message. When Blackie was given a drink, 
water trickled out of his chest. He had to 
have stitches on his chest and neck. 
 
» Reindeer in combat
During the Winter War in Finland against 
Russia (November 1939–March 1940), the 
Finnish military used more than 100,000 
reindeer for transport, to carry supplies, and 
to take wounded soldiers to field hospitals.  

Search-and-rescue dog
Rip, an abandoned terrier, was found 
by an air-raid warden among ruins 
in London, UK, in 1940. Rip proved 
excellent at sniffing out people buried 
under collapsed buildings, and so he 
joined the search-and-rescue team. He 
saved the lives of at least 100 people. 

Helpful horse
A German soldier stands with his 
horse during WWII. Horses remained 
important to Germany until 1945, 
especially when fuel supplies were 
short. A German infantry division 
employed thousands of men to take 
care of its horses.  

„“



Guam is the largest of 
the Mariana Islands, in the 
Pacific Ocean. It is about 
30 miles (48 km) long and 
9 miles (14 km) wide. A 
US possession, it was 
invaded by the Japanese in 
December 1941, following 
the attack on Pearl Harbor. 
The United States and 
Japan fought twice on the 
island, in 1941 and again in 
July–August 1944, when US 
forces recaptured Guam. 

War dog Memorial  
in Tennessee

Eyewitness [Life in the dog corps] 
More than 550 American patrols on the Pacific island of Guam 
worked with dogs. This proved crucial during the battle for Guam, 
from July 21  until August 10, 1944. The dogs moved in front of 
troops as they crossed the jungle-covered island, sniffing out hiding 
Japanese soldiers and mines. Many dogs were killed, but none of 
the platoon troops was ambushed, so these dogs saved many lives. 

“Most of the young marines were assigned to the war dog program only by a
twist of fate. Some had never owned a dog in their lives, and some were even
afraid of them. But trained as dog handlers, they were expected to scout far
forward of our lines, in treacherous jungle terrain, searching for Japanese
soldiers hidden in caves or impenetrable thickets. Under these circumstances,
the rifles we carried were often useless; a handler’s most reliable weapons
were his dog’s highly developed senses of smell and hearing, which could
alert him far in advance of an enemy ambush or attack, or the presence of a
deadly mine, so he could warn in turn the marines who followed behind at
a safer distance. It was one of the most dangerous jobs in World War II. . . . 

“In these battles, as in their training, the men learned to depend on their dogs 
and to trust their dogs’ instincts with their lives.”  
	
	 	 	 	 	 	 														—William W. Putney

a US soldier works with a combat-trained 
dog in Guam in August 1944. The dog teams 
were nicknamed K-9 units. 

William W. Putney [marine and dog handler] 
| Nationality | American

William Putney was a trained vet when he joined the Marines 
at age 23. He became commanding officer of the Third War 
Dog Platoon and trained dogs to join the marines fighting in the 
Pacific. In 1944, he led the dog platoon in Guam. After the war, 
Putney campaigned to have the war dogs detrained so that they 
could return to civilian families. 
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If you were fascinated by the eyewitness stories in each 
section, read on to discover where you can find out more 
about some of the people who wrote them.

Explore more 

on the front line 
Ruby Bradley’s essay “Prisoners of War in the Far East” 
appears on the US Army’s Office of Medical History website: 

Heroes at home 
anna andreievna was interviewed by Alexander Werth 
for his book Russia at War: 1941–1945, published in 1964 
and now out of print. She is also featured in “The Siege of 
Leningrad, 1941–1944,” on the Eyewitness to History website:

Child heroes 
James Sinclair wrote books about his experiences as 
an evacuee called A Way Out and Welsh Scouse (Bluecoat 
Press, 1999). These books are hard to find now. However, 
his experiences are also included (under the name James 
Sinclair McLoughlin) in the Wartime Memories Project: 

Heroes at home 
The schoolboy’s quotation was adapted from a 
story in “At Home in New Zealand during World  
War 2,” on a website about life in New Zealand: 

animal heroes 
William W. Putney wrote a book called Always Faithful: 
A Memoir of the Marine Dogs of WWII (Free Press, 2001).  

http://www.nzine.co.nz/features/guinz25-50_part13.html
http://www.eyewitnesstohistory.com/leningrad.htm


dog platoon
Trained war dogs were especially valued by German and American 
troops during WWII. Marines fighting in the Pacific against Japanese 
troops in 1944 had the first large dog units in US military history. The 
dogs were trained at the Marine Corps War Dog Training School at 
Camp Lejeune, NC, set up in 1942. In the program Dogs for Defense, 
US dog owners donated dogs to the armed forces for training. Many 
of these saved the lives of soldiers in combat. Doberman pinschers 
were the breed of choice for the Marines; tough German shepherds 
became more popular toward the end of the war. In Germany, 
thousands of German shepherds, Dobermans, Airedale terriers,  
and boxers were trained to guard concentration camps and for 
front-line duties. Germany’s ally Japan also used war dogs in China 
and elsewhere during the Pacific war.

Dogs acted as guards, keeping watch over camps and allowing 
soldiers to sleep, cook, or relax between operations. They were 
couriers and scouts, advancing ahead of troops to sniff out waiting 
dangers. War dogs were trained to locate mines that had been 
buried deep underground. Of the 50,000 dogs trained for the Russian 
army at the Red Star Kennels, some were used to pull sleds, some 
sniffed out wounded soldiers, and others had medical supplies 
strapped to them. Sadly, many others were loaded with bombs. Dogs 
were even parachuted behind enemy lines. Bing was the very first 
British-trained dog to land by parachute with paratroopers in France. 

pet dogs were given up by US 
civilians and trained as war dogs

US marines and their dogs 
head for the jungle front 
lines on Bougainville, in the 
South Pacific, toward the 
end of 1943. The Australian-
governed island had been 
occupied by Japanese forces. 



Warhorse
World War II was the first highly mechanized war—tanks, armored 
vehicles, jeeps, and airplanes largely replaced the horse-mounted 
cavalry troops of World War I. Even so, most countries still used 
horses, especially at the start of the war (from around 1939 to 
1942). On the eastern front, both the German and the Soviet armies 
maintained active cavalry units. In 1944, one German infantry division 
in Normandy, France, had 5,000 horses. The German army used about 
2.75 million horses and mules in WWII—more than it had used in 
WWI. Horses were used mostly to transport troops and supplies, not to 
charge at the enemy.

The last recorded British cavalry charge, or horse-led battle, was on 
March 21, 1942, in central Burma (or Myanmar) against Japanese 
infantry. Elsewhere, British soldiers used trucks and tanks. The 
Japanese army had four cavalry brigades, which were used mostly in 
China. In turn, China used an estimated 100,000 horses in action.

In some terrains, horses were far preferable to trucks. Horses could 
cross stretches of water as well as make their way over rough ground 
and through forests. For instance, the only US cavalry unit was 
engaged in the Philippine jungle. While fighting on the Italian island 
of Sicily, US troops captured local horses that could cross mountains 
fairly easily. Back home, the Coast Guard used 3,000 horses for beach 
patrols on the shores of the east, west, and Gulf coasts while on the 
lookout for enemy submarines.

—or more—horses were used by Soviet armies in WWII

German army horses 
get stuck in the deep mud 
of an unpaved road in 
Russia in March 1942. 



Carrier pigeon
Carrier, or homing, pigeons are specially trained to carry messages 
to and from their home coops. They were used for communication 
throughout World War II, despite the invention of radio and teleprinter 
systems. They played an essential role for the Allies during the D-Day 
invasion in France, June 1944, when Allied soldiers kept radio silence  
so as not to give their positions away. Some pigeons even flew across 
the English Channel to help D-Day soldiers.

Spies on both sides used pigeons as messengers. Pigeons were usually 
carried manually with or to the troops and released with messages 
to take back to their base. German troops also strapped pigeons to 
trained dogs. A dog would carry a pigeon to another German military 
camp, where the bird would be released to fly back with a message. 
Allied pigeons were dropped in baskets from planes over France so that 
resistance members could send back details of enemy troop locations.

Messages, inside a capsule, were usually fastened to one of a bird’s  
legs; trained pigeons could carry loads of up to 2.5 oz (75 g). A larger 
capsule strapped to a pigeon’s back could hold maps. Both the US and 
the German militaries developed cameras that could be attached to 
birds, though aerial images were generally taken by planes.

Carrier pigeons were often killed or wounded. Enemy soldiers tried to 
shoot pigeons down, and falcons (birds of prey) were used by both the 
German and the British militaries to intercept enemy pigeons.

ready for use at the start of WWII

Germany’s national pigeon organization had 

Marcelle Whiteman, 
a WAVE (the US Navy’s 
women’s reserve) specialist, 
holds a carrier pigeon in 
June 1945. She trained 
pigeons at a naval air station 
in Santa Ana, CA.



dickin Medal
Maria Dickin was the founder of the People’s Dispensary for Sick 
Animals in the UK. She wanted to honor “the outstanding acts of 
bravery displayed by animals serving with the Armed Forces or Civil 
Defense units.” The bronze Dickin Medal shows a laurel wreath and 
the words “For Gallantry” and “We Also Serve.” It became recognized 
worldwide as the highest honor for lifesaving bravery by an animal  
in conflict. Animals that helped the Allies in World War II were 
awarded 53 Dickin Medals. 

Outside the UK, animal heroes have been given other medals. 
Blackie, the US pigeon that flew back to base while injured in 1943, 
was awarded a medal by Major General Alexander M. Patch, Jr. In 
November 1943, a US German shepherd–collie–husky mix named 
Chips was awarded the Silver Star for bravery and the Purple Heart 
for wounds received in action. He served in North Africa and Sicily, 
Italy, with the Third Infantry Division. In Sicily, he pounced on a 
hidden German soldier holding a machine gun and alerted his unit 
to the presence of other enemy soldiers. His actions saved the lives 
of the soldiers in his unit. Chips did not get to keep his medals, 
because the War Department felt that they were intended only for 
humans. However, his deeds were recognized in a 1990 Disney 
movie based on his life: Chips, the War Dog. After the war, the US 
Army Quartermaster Corps issued military certificates honoring 
thousands of war dogs.

dickin Medal

Bing, a German shepherd–
collie mix, parachuted into 
Normandy, France, with a British 
parachute regiment in June 1944. 
He went ahead of 700 British 
soldiers, sniffing out danger as the 
troops crossed through France 
into Germany. Bing was awarded 
a Dickin Medal for bravery.



morale    noun

The mental and emotional condition of an individual or a group of 
people, especially in the face of disasters and difficulties. Morale 
describes how people feel when they are confronted with harsh 
conditions, tough tasks, or goals to accomplish, and whether or not 
they can remain in good spirits.  

During World War II, governments tried to keep up the morale 
of their service members and their citizens, hoping they would 
stay enthusiastic and loyal. Enemy governments tried to destroy 
the opposition’s morale through bombing raids, lack of food, and 
propaganda such as radio broadcasts and leaflets.



Faced with tough living conditions of their own, many individuals still made 
heroic efforts to help neighbors and complete strangers, offering support or 
refuge. These everyday heroes put their own lives at risk, often attempting 
daring rescues of Jewish people, who faced death in concentration camps. 
Reporters went to the front lines to photograph and document the atrocities 
they saw. Other heroes formed secret resistance movements to rally 
against occupying forces. 

Everyday heroes and heroines

official sources suggest 
that 70,000 Italian women 
were organized in defense 
groups, and around 35,000 of 
them took part in fighting. 

100,000 
By May 1944, the French resistance 

had a membership of over

Members of the Italian 
resistance movement take to 
the streets of Milan. The city was 
occupied by German troops from 
1943 until it was liberated in April 
1945. Milan became the main center 
of Italy’s resistance movement, 
which fought against the country’s 
alliance with German Nazis. 

Posted overseas  
Hearing news from loved ones raised 
soldiers’ morale. A US Army battalion 
was posted to Birmingham, UK, in 1945, 
with the crucial task of sorting a backlog 
of mail intended for millions of soldiers 
fighting overseas.

School days 
Teachers around the world continued 
trying to teach pupils while the war raged 
on. Helping the war effort became part 
of the day. Here, students in Melbourne, 
Australia, make camouflage nets in the 
school playground.

Not all resistance 
fighters used weapons 
against the Axis armies. 
Some locals worked 
secretly and silently with 
the Allies to overthrow  
the occupiers. resistance movements




José Castellanos 
Contreras (seen in the 
portrait at a recognition 
ceremony) was the 
diplomat for El Salvador 
in Switzerland. He helped 
save up to 40,000 Jews by 
providing them with false 
papers claiming that they 
were of El Salvadoran 
nationality.    

Chiune Sugihara was 
Japan’s consul in 
Lithuania when the 
Soviets invaded in June 
1940. Without permission 
from his bosses in Japan, 
Sugihara wrote travel 
visas nonstop for 29 days 
so that Jewish people 
could escape. 

Irena Sendler (or 
Sendlerowa) was a 
Polish social worker who 
pretended that she was 
a nurse and smuggled 
Jewish children out of the 
Warsaw ghetto—some 
inside potato sacks. She 
found them hiding places 
or adoptive families.  

Raoul Wallenberg,
born August 4, 1912,  

was a Swedish 
 diplomat in Budapest, 
Hungary, during World 
War II. He saved the lives 
of thousands of Hungarian 
Jews. His own fate is 

still a mystery.   

a coin recognizes the efforts 
of Irena Sendler and two other 
Polish women, Zofia Kossak-
Szczucka and Sister Matylda 
Getter, who helped Polish 
Jews escape.

I’d never be able to go back to Stockholm without knowing inside 

myself I’d done all a man could do to save as many Jews as possible.

—Raoul Wallenberg

„“

Among the most courageous individuals were those who recognized the atrocities 
around them and came to the aid of Jewish victims of the Holocaust. It must have  
been terrifying to stand up to the troops in charge and risk being killed themselves. 
But some people did. 

Raoul Wallenberg was a Swedish diplomat working in Nazi-occupied Hungary in 1944. Aware of 
the fates of Jewish citizens, he tried to save as many people as he could, along with a team of other 
diplomats (including Per Anger, who had first drawn the attention of Swedish authorities to what was 
happening). Wallenberg used his position to get Swedish passports for Jews, which meant that they 
would be respected as Swedish citizens and saved from being sent to their deaths. Wallenberg even 
went to the station where concentration camp–bound trains were loaded and instructed guards to free 
Jews who he claimed had links to Sweden. It is estimated that he saved 100,000 people. The Soviet 
army attacked Budapest, Hungary, in December 1944. On January 17, 1945, Wallenberg was trying 
to evade arrest by the Nazis for his humanitarian work, but he was captured by Soviet officials. 
He was never seen again.

around the world . . .
» The righteous
The Yad Vashem Memorial to Jewish 
victims of World War II, in Jerusalem, 
Israel, includes the Avenue of the 
Righteous: 600 trees planted to honor 
non-Jewish people who risked their lives 
to save Jews from Nazi executioners.  

» Heeding the cries
Romanian nurse Viorica Agarici, head 
of the local Red Cross, heard cries from 
a train transporting Jews through the 
city of Roman on July 2, 1941. She 
persuaded the guards to let the Red Cross 
give food and water to the passengers 
and to remove the dead bodies of the 
many people who had already died on 

the cramped train. Tragically, less than 
half of the 2,530 people who had been 
forced on the train in the city of Iasi 
survived the journey.  

» Holy hideouts
Irish Catholic priest Hugh O’Flaherty 
lived in the Vatican and toured Italian 
prisoner of war (POW) camps to locate 
soldiers reported missing in action. He set 
up an organization with other priests and 
nuns to help hide escaping Allied POWs 
and Jewish civilians. The organization 
used the Vatican’s power to avoid arrest. 
The 6,500 people saved included South 
Africans, Greeks, Americans, Russians, 
and British citizens.

Heroes of the Holocaust



Reporters and photographers went into war zones, 
risking their lives to get firsthand news and pictures. 
They usually traveled with troops on aircraft or ships, 
often coming under fire as they bravely documented 
the scenes around them. Many war correspondents 
were wounded or killed, hit by machine-gun fire or 
bombs as they worked. 

Eyewitness [Aftermath of the atomic bomb]
“In Hiroshima, thirty days after the first atomic bomb destroyed the city and shook
the world, people are still dying, mysteriously and horribly—people who were
uninjured in the cataclysm—from an unknown something which I can only 
describe as the atomic plague. Hiroshima does not look like a bombed city. It looks as
if a monster steamroller has passed over it and squashed it out of existence. I write
these facts as dispassionately as I can in the hope that they will act as a warning 
to the world.”
 
                     —Wilfred Burchett 

This is what Wilfred Burchett saw 
when he defied authorities and slipped 
away on a train to Hiroshima. Two-thirds 
of the city was destroyed. His report 
appeared in the London Daily Express 
on September 5, 1945. 

Wilfred Burchett [war correspondent]
| Nationality | Australian

Wilfred Burchett was the first Western 
journalist to visit Hiroshima, Japan, after 
the nuclear bombing, when he ventured 
there alone on September 3, 1945. His 
was the first eyewitness report from the 
scene, describing the shocking effects  
of the atomic bomb.

PRoFIlE

american photojournalist Margaret 
Bourke-White was one of 127 
accredited American female journalists in 
WWII. Bourke-White sent home harrowing 
images, including scenes from inside the 
Buchenwald concentration camp when  
it was liberated.



Resistance movements
People have always fought and died to resist oppression and tyranny. 
While most did so on the battlefield, others had to resist secretly or 
in small, irregular bands. Often hunted and persecuted, sometimes 
unknown to the world, they fought as members of underground 
movements. Throughout World War II, these groups were known  
as resistance or partisan movements. 

Underground resistance to invaders reached its height during World 
War II and appeared in areas occupied by both the Axis powers and 
the Allies. One of the best known and most effective of these groups 
was the Maquis of France. (Maquis is a kind of shrub that grows along 
the Mediterranean coast; it is noted for its toughness.) The men and 
women of the Maquis bombed enemy centers, derailed troop trains, 
and cut off supply lines.

Many members of resistance groups were killed, as were many who 
were thought to have helped them, such as the people of the mountain 
village of Marzabotto, Italy. More than 770 villagers—including 110 
children under ten years old—were killed by Nazis in what became 
known as the Marzabotto Massacre.

Adolf Hitler relied heavily on secret agents working inside the 
countries whose governments he planned to overthrow. In Norway, 
Major Vidkun Quisling led a group of Norwegians who attempted to 
bring their country under Nazi rule. (Later, the name Quisling came 
to be used as a word meaning “traitor.”) Patriotic Norwegians 
organized a strong resistance movement of their own to fight  
against the German occupation.

Members of the French 
resistance play their national 
anthem through a loudspeaker  
in Reims in 1945.



atomic bomb
An atomic bomb is an explosive device. Its power comes from the 
energy released from the nucleus, or center, of an atom. Atomic bombs 
are also called nuclear bombs. The release of energy takes place when a 
nucleus undergoes fission, or is split. The energy released in this way is 
extremely powerful: It is about 1 million times greater than the energy 
released by an equal weight of regular explosives. 

On August 6, 1945, at 8:15 in the morning, an American B-29 bomber 
appeared over Hiroshima, Japan. It released a projectile and sped 
away. “Little Boy” was a kind of weapon never used before—an atomic 
bomb. It exploded 2,000 feet (600 m) above the city. Three days later, on 
August 9, a second nuclear bomb, “Fat Man,” was dropped on the city 
of Nagasaki. The death and destruction caused by the two blasts were 
horrific. Atomic bombs have never been used since. 

The blast in Hiroshima killed around 70,000 people within the first  
three weeks, but by the end of 1945, many more people had died  
from burns, radiation, and related illnesses. Experts estimate that  
90,000 to 140,000 people died in total. In Nagasaki, around 150,000 
people were killed or injured by the bomb: many of these victims 
suffered from radiation poisoning.  

The mushroom cloud from the atomic  
bomb dropped on Nagasaki reached

(18 km) 



occupation
The military forces of Nazi Germany attacked and occupied many 
European countries between 1939 and 1945. By November 1942, 
Germany and Italy occupied and controlled most of Europe. Some 
countries, such as Denmark and the Netherlands, were neutral (on the 
side of neither the Allies nor the Axis powers) but were still invaded  
and occupied by German troops. 

Many of the leaders of the occupied countries fled. The prewar leaders 
of Poland, Norway, Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, 
Greece, and Yugoslavia escaped to London and set up governments in 
exile, to try to raise support from outside. They worked with resistance 
groups within their nations. In some countries, the local population 
sided with the occupying forces. This happened in Estonia, which was 
occupied by Germany in 1941, after war broke out between Germany 
and the Soviet Union. An estimated 70,000 Estonians fought with the 
German troops against the Soviets. 

Outside of Europe, the Japanese army occupied most of eastern China 
at the start of the war, including the province of Manchuria, which 
was rich in economic resources. The Japanese moved deeper into the 
country during the war. In addition, they occupied much of Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Burma (Myanmar), Thailand, the Philippines, Singapore, 
Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, North and South Korea, and many small 
Pacific islands. Both Japanese and German occupiers forced people 
from the countries that they occupied into slave labor, treating them 
cruelly, and many died.

of the German workforce came from occupied countries



liberated    adjective

Set free. This may mean to be physically freed, such as from 
imprisonment or confinement, or, for a city or country, freed from 
enemy occupation or foreign control.  
 
It can also mean to be freed from traditional ideas or expected 
social conventions.



humanitarian    adjective

Relating to concern for other people and to work that improves 
the welfare and happiness of others and decreases their suffering. 
Humanitarian work aims to save human lives in a crisis. 

Humanitarians are people who are devoted to improving the lives of 
others or to campaigning for social reforms. 



diplomat    noun

A person who represents his or her country’s government in a 
foreign nation. This work involves spreading information about his 
or her country, creating friendly relations between officials in both 
nations, and looking after the interests of people who are nationals 
of the same country but are visiting or living in the foreign country.   
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