
The invasion of Poland 
In March 1939, when Chamberlain said he would declare war on Germany if they invaded Poland, 

Hitler thought the British Prime Minister would back down again. Hitler therefore asked his 

generals to start preparing ‘Operation White’ – the invasion of Poland. The Russians (shown by the 

white arrows on the map) would also invade Poland from the East. The agreement between Hitler 

and Stalin to carve up Poland was called the Nazi-Soviet Pact. 

The German invasion from the West (shown by the black 

arrows) began on 1 September. The invasion included three 

million soldiers, 400,000 horses and 200,000 vehicles. The 

advance was to be ‘swift and ruthless’, using infantry (foot-

soldiers) and the Luftwaffe (the German airforce) to catch the 

Poles before they had time to establish proper lines of 

defence. The weather was dry and the ground was firm: the 

German tanks were able to push quickly into Polish territory. 

The Poles, meanwhile, had only one tank brigade.  

Britain and France offered no help; many felt ashamed that 

they could only watched in horror. More than 16,000 Polish 

people were executed in the five-week invasion of Poland. 

Over 500 villages and towns were burned to the ground.  

 

The invasion of France and the low countries 

Thursday, 9 May 1940 was a beautiful spring day in northern Europe. Hitler was feeling confident: 

not only had he conquered Poland in September 1939, he now occupied Norway and Denmark 

(conquered in January-April 1940). Few imagined, however, that on this day Hitler would invade 

four countries at the same time: Holland and Belgium 

(together called ‘the low countries’), Luxembourg and 

France. At 21.00 hours, the code-word Danzig was sent to 

all army groups.  

Hitler attacked Holland and Belgium in the North first (black 

arrows at the top on the map, right). The French 

commander, Gamelin, was certain that this would be the 

main attack. He paid little attention to the Ardennes region 

(see the trees on the map): he thought these wooded hills 

were impenetrable. But the forest tracks were large 

enough for German tanks and the tree canopy of beech, fir 

and oak concealed the German troops. 

By attacking through the Ardennes woodland, German 

commander Von Kleist avoided a series of defended 

fortresses called the French Maginot Line (see the map).  
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During the rapid German invasion (called Blitzkrieg, meaning ‘lightning war’), the defence 

crumbled: the lessons of the Polish invasion had not been learned. The old Belgian biplanes were 

no match for the Luftwaffe.  Dutch attempts to delay German soldiers by flooding their land failed. 

Germany used glider planes to land behind Dutch and Belgian lines of defences, outflanking them. 

Without effective radar, the RAF could not help them: they had no idea where to go.  

It is said that Hitler ‘wept with joy’ when he heard that the Allies (France and Britain) were 

marching into the Belgian trap: they still did not expect the German invasion through the wooded 

Ardennes region in the South. When the German invasion came into France, it was swift and 

deadly.  The French had used a lot of their ammunition to halt the invasion in the North: they had 

nothing left for the South. The speed at which German tanks reached the Atlantic coast left French 

soldiers isolated from reinforcements: the British and French were still unprepared for Blitzkrieg 

tactics. By the end of May 1940, France had fallen to Hitler.  

 

 

Extension information: the evacuation of Dunkirk 
 

The evacuation of Dunkirk, codenamed Operation Dynamo, took place between 26 May and 4 

June 1940.  As German forces continued their advance into France, General Gort (Commander of 

the British Expeditionary Force in France), could see that the German invaders were getting the 

upper hand. The French Army was in disarray while his own forces were fighting desperately. If any 

of his forces were to be saved for the future defence of Britain, they would have to evacuate 

France immediately.  

On the evening of May 23, 1940, Gort ordered his commanders to retreat to the nearby port of 

Dunkirk. A flotilla of 900 naval and civilian craft was sent across the Channel under RAF protection 

and managed to rescue 338,226 people. 

During the evacuation, the Luftwaffe attacked whenever the weather allowed, reducing the town 

of Dunkirk to rubble. At least 5,000 soldiers lost their lives. A further 220,000 Allied troops were 

rescued by British ships from other French ports (Cherbourg, Saint-Malo, Brest, and Saint-Nazaire). 

This brought the total of Allied troops evacuated to 558,000. 

Although the Germans took more than a million Allied prisoners in three weeks at a cost of 60,000 

casualties, the evacuation was a major boost to British morale and enabled the Allies to fight 

another day. German forces continued their invasion across France until an armistice was signed 

on 22 June. 

Stories of amateur sailors rushing heroically to Dunkirk in their own small boats is largely a myth. 

There were a handful of fishing boats that went over to rescue the troops but the operation itself 

was carefully co-ordinated. Hundreds of small boats were co-opted after an order was issued on 

BBC Radio for "all owners of self-propelled pleasure craft” to send a message to the British Navy 

immediately. Most of the boats were crewed by naval reservists and were used to ferry men from 

the beaches to the larger Royal Navy destroyers.  


