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I was born sixty years after the end of the Second World War. All
my grandparents belong to the post-war baby-boomer generation.
The generation born after the third millennium can now encounter
this immense conflict only through books, films, museum
exhibitions and the recollections of elderly people. Several factors
explain why I remain drawn to this seemingly “old” story.

The phrase “World War” is not propaganda; it denotes the
conflict’s unprecedented scale. All the leading powers of the
twentieth century were involved. Nazi Germany, the Kingdom of
Italy, and the Empire of Japan constituted the Axis; the United
Kingdom, France, the Soviet Union, Canada, the United States,
Australia, New Zealand, India, and China opposed them. Major
campaigns were fought on three continents — Europe, Asia, and
Africa —and military actions reached theatres as diverse as the
Pacific, Alaska, Greenland, Antarctica, Tibet, Iraq, Iran, Ethiopia,
Somalia, and Suriname. It is historically ironic that Afghanistan,
which remained formally neutral during the Second World War
and neither attacked nor engaged in hostilities, is today among the
world’s most violent conflict zones.

In all, sixty-one countries participated in the Second World
War, representing more than eighty per cent of the contemporary
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world population. Military operations affected the territory of
some forty states. Estimates of total deaths commonly cited in
scholarship cluster around sixty million, of whom roughly forty
million were civilians; other sources contend that the toll may
have approached eighty million.

In the present climate of global politics, commentators
periodically invoke the spectre of a third world war. Numerious
protracted conflicts illustrate the scale of contemporary
instability: the Afghan civil wars; the insurgency and civil war in
Iraq; the Syrian civil war; the Libyan civil war and its aftermath;
the Yemeni crisis; the Somali civil war; the Kurdish-Turkish
conflict; the Isracli-Palestinian conflict in Gaza; the Kashmir
dispute and the 2019 India-Pakistan standoff; insurgencies in the
Maghreb; and recurrent US-Iran tensions, among others. In such a
world, analysing past errors and understanding their causes is
essential if we are to avoid repeating them. For this reason, my
research concentrates on the Battle of Britain and the Blitz,
distinctive and decisive phases of the Second World War.

The precise outbreak date of the War remains contested,
which is unsurprising given its gradual escalation across different
regions. A conflict of such magnitude could not be said to begin
in a single day or place; several key moments mark its
intensification. Japan’s invasion of Manchuria on 18 September
1931 initiated a process of imperial expansion in East Asia.
Benito Mussolini’s conquest of Ethiopia, carried out from 3
October 1935 to May 1936, consolidated his domestic prestige:
the provinces of Eritrea, Italian Somaliland and Abyssinia
(Ethiopia) were united under Italian rule, with Addis Ababa
proclaimed as the capital of the Italian Empire of Ethiopia; King
Victor Emmanuel III of Italy was proclaimed emperor. That
‘victory’ contributed to Il Duce’s political standing. Some
historians argue that Britain’s initial policy of appeasement
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encouraged closer Italian-German alignment. The Marco Polo
Bridge Incident of 7 July 1937 precipitated the prolonged Sino—
Japanese War and is commonly regarded as the moment when
hostilities in the Pacific basin became integral to a global
conflagration.

Italy’s invasion and annexation of the Kingdom of Albania
on 7 April 1939, and the German—Soviet Treaty of
Non-Aggression concluded by Joachim von Ribbentrop and
Vyacheslav Molotov in Moscow on 23 August 1939 — which
secretly delineated spheres of influence in Eastern Europe —
further destabilised the continent. Germany’s invasion of Poland
on 1 September 1939 is conventionally taken as the outbreak of
war in Europe; Britain and France declared war on Germany two
days later. The ensuing eight-month interval from 3 September
1939 to 10 May 1940, during which little occurred on the Western
Front beyond a limited French operation in Germany’s Saar
district, became known variously as the “Phoney War” (a phrase
attributed to US Senator William Borah), the “Twilight War”
(used by Prime Minister Winston Churchill) and, in the British
press, Sitzkrieg (“the sitting war,” a wordplay on the German
blitzkrieg).

The first major campaign of the Second World War
commenced on 10 July 1940, when the Royal Air Force defended
the United Kingdom against large-scale Luftwaffe attacks.
Unknown to Nazi Germany at the time, the Battle of Britain
would become Hitler’s first major strategic defeat. Churchill’s
remark in the House of Commons on 18 June 1940 — “the Battle
of France is over. The Battle of Britain is about to begin,* —
endowed the engagement with its enduring name. Four days after
that speech, France surrendered, leaving Britain as the principal
obstacle to German domination of Europe; consequently, the
Battle of Britain assumed decisive strategic importance.
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The campaign’s geography and tempo changed over time,
and historians continue to debate its precise start date. Air
Marshall Hugh Dowding regarded 10 July 1940 — when Luftwaffe
attacks intensified — as the opening of the campaign.

The Royal Air Force Museum identifies five phases:

26 June-16 July (Storangriffe, “nuisance raids”);

17 July—12 August (Kanalkampf, “Channel battles™);

13 August—6 September (Adlerangriff, “Eagle Attack,” also
referred to as “Operation Adler”);

7 September-2 October (the commencement of sustained night
bombing commonly termed the Blitz — short for a 76-
day Blitzkrieg, “lightning war” — following the large-
scale daylight and night raids);

3 October-31 October (continued air operations between the
RAF and the Luftwaffe). The RAF’s success on 15
September 1940, when it repelled a large Luftwaffe
formation over London and south of England, helped
compel Hitler to postpone Operation Sea Lion, his
planned invasion of Britain. Large-scale night attacks
then persisted, primarily against London and other
British cities, until May 1941.

The Battle of Britain and the subsequent Blitz represent
among the fiercest assaults on British freedom and security in the
nation’s history. The RAF pilots known as “The Few” resolved
that no enemy soldier would set foot on English soil and
demonstrated extraordinary courage in defence of that pledge.

Britain’s resistance in 1940-41 marked the first major defeat
of Hitler’s forces and helped set the conditions for the eventual
Allied victory. Symbolically, nearly fourteen years after the
invasion of Manchuria, Japan’s formal surrender on 2 September
1945 brought the Second World War to its final conclusion.
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