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Axis Aggression on the Continent and Beyond 
 

The Battle of Britain 
In the summer of 1940, the Luftwaffe (LOOFT•VAHF•uh), Germany’s air force, 
began bombing Great Britain. At first, the Germans targeted British airfields and 
aircraft factories. Then, on September 7, 1940, they began focusing on the cities, 
especially London, to break British morale. Despite the destruction and loss of life, 
the British did not waver. The RAF, although badly outnumbered, began to hit back 
hard. Two technological devices helped turn the tide in the RAF’s favor. One was an 
electronic tracking system known as radar. Developed in the late 1930s, radar could tell the 

number, speed, and direction of incoming warplanes. The other device was a 
German code-making machine named Enigma. A complete Enigma machine had 
been smuggled into Great Britain in the late 1930s. Enigma enabled the British to decode 
German secret messages. With information gathered by these devices, RAF fliers could quickly 
launch attacks on the enemy. To avoid the RAF’s attacks, the Germans gave up daylight raids 
in October 1940 in favor of night bombing. At sunset, the wail of sirens filled the air as 

Londoners flocked to the subways, which served as air-raid shelters. Some rode out the 
bombing raids at home in smaller air-raid shelters or basements. This Battle of Britain 

continued until May 10, 1941. Stunned by British resistance, Hitler decided to call off 
his attacks. Instead, he focused on the Mediterranean and Eastern Europe. The Battle 

of Britain taught the Allies a crucial lesson. Hitler’s attacks could be blocked.  
 
The Mediterranean and the Eastern Front  
The stubborn resistance of the British in the Battle of Britain caused a shift in Hitler’s strategy in Europe. He 
decided to deal with Great Britain later. He then turned his attention east to the Mediterranean area and the 
Balkans—and to the ultimate prize, the Soviet Union. 
 
Axis Forces Attack North Africa 
Germany’s first objective in the Mediterranean region was North Africa, mainly because of Hitler’s partner, 
Mussolini. Despite its alliance with Germany, Italy had remained neutral at the beginning of the war. With 
Hitler’s conquest of France, however, Mussolini knew he had to take action. After declaring war on France and 
Great Britain, Mussolini moved into France. Mussolini took his next step in North Africa in September 1940. 
While the Battle of Britain was raging, he ordered his army to 
attack British-controlled Egypt. Egypt’s Suez Canal was key to 
reaching the oil fields of the Middle East. Within a week, Italian 
troops had pushed 60 miles inside Egypt, forcing British units 
back. Then both sides dug in and waited. 
 
Britain Strikes Back 
Finally, in December, the British struck back. The result was a 
disaster for the Italians. By February 1941, the British had 
swept 500 miles across North Africa and had taken 130,000 
Italian prisoners. Hitler had to step in to save his Axis partner. 
To reinforce the Italians, Hitler sent a crack German tank force, 
the Afrika Korps, under the command of General Erwin 
Rommel. In late March 1941, Rommel’s Afrika Korps attacked. Caught by surprise, British forces retreated east 
to Tobruk, Libya. After fierce fighting for Tobruk, the British began to drive Rommel back. By mid-January 
1942, Rommel had retreated to where he had started. By June 1942, the tide of battle turned again. Rommel 
regrouped, pushed the British back across the desert, and seized Tobruk—a shattering loss for the Allies. 
Rommel’s successes in North Africa earned him the nickname “Desert Fox.”  
 



The War in the Balkans 
While Rommel campaigned in North Africa, other German generals were active in 
the Balkans. Hitler had begun planning to attack his ally, the USSR, as early as the 
summer of 1940. The Balkan countries of south-eastern Europe were key to 
Hitler’s invasion plan. Hitler wanted to build bases in southeastern Europe for the 
attack on the Soviet Union. He also wanted to make sure that the British did not 
interfere. To prepare for his invasion, Hitler moved to expand his influence in the 
Balkans. By early 1941, through the threat of force, he had persuaded Bulgaria, 
Romania, and Hungary to join the Axis powers. Yugoslavia and Greece, which had 
pro- British governments, resisted. In early April 1941, Hitler invaded both 
countries. Yugoslavia fell in 11 days. Greece surrendered in 17. In Athens, the 
Nazis celebrated their victory by raising swastikas on the Acropolis.  
 
(Source: Linda B. Black, Roger Beck, et al., World History: Patterns of Interaction, McDougal Littell) 
 

1. What geographic disadvantage did the Nazis face in attacking Britain? How did they attempt to 
overcome that disadvantage? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. What factors contributed to the successful British resistance to the Nazis? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. How did Mussolini get involved in WWII? What aggressive actions did he take? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Why did Hitler get involved in North Africa? 
 
 
 
 
 

5. How did General Rommel gain the nickname Desert Fox? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. What were Hitler’s goals in the Balkans and to what extent were they successful? 


