
ZOOT SUIT RIOTS 

 
 

The Zoot Suit Riots were a series of conflicts in June 1943 in Los Angeles, 

California, United States, between American servicemen stationed in 

Southern California against Mexican American youths and other 

minorities who were residents of the city. 

 

American servicemen and civilians attacked and stripped youths who 

wore “zoot suits” ostensibly because they considered the outfits to be 

unpatriotic during wartime, as they had a lot of fabric. Rationing of 

fabric was required for the World War II war effort.  

 

While most of the violence was directed toward Mexican American 

youth, young African American and Filipino Americans who were 

wearing zoot suits were also attacked. The riots were just another 

example of high tension abroad leading to high tension “at home.”  



WOMEN’S ARMY CORP (WAC) 

 
Over 150,000 American women served in the Women's Army Corps 

(WAC) during World War 11. Members of the WAC were the first 
women other than nurses to serve within the ranks of the United States 
Army. Both the Army and the American public initially had difficulty 
accepting the concept of women in uniform. However, political and 
military leaders, faced with fighting a two-front war and supplying men 
and materiel for that war while continuing to send lend-lease material 
to the Allies, realized that women could supply the additional resources 
so desperately needed in the military and industrial sectors.  

Given the opportunity to make a major contribution to the national 
war effort, women seized it. By the end of the war their contributions 
would be widely heralded.  The Women's Army Corps was successful 
because its mission, to aid the United States in time of war, was part of 
a larger national effort that required selfless sacrifice from all 
Americans. The WAC as a branch was disbanded in 1978 and all female 
units were integrated with male units. In 2015 Jeanne Pace, at the time 
the longest-tenured female warrant officer, and the last former 
member of the WAC on active duty, retired. 

  



ROSIE THE RIVETER 

 
 
Rosie the Riveter was the star of a campaign aimed at recruiting female 
workers for defense industries during World War II, and she became 
perhaps the most iconic image of working women. American women 
entered the workforce in unprecedented numbers during the war, as 
widespread male enlistment left gaping holes in the industrial labor 
force.  
 
While women during World War II worked in a variety of positions 
previously closed to them, the aviation industry saw the greatest 
increase in female workers. More than 310,000 women worked in the 
U.S. aircraft industry in 1943, making up 65 percent of the industry’s 
total workforce. The munitions industry also heavily recruited women 
workers, as illustrated by the U.S. government’s Rosie the Riveter 
propaganda campaign. 
 
Based in small part on a real-life munitions worker, but primarily a 
fictitious character, the strong, bandanna-clad Rosie became one of the 
most successful recruitment tools in American history, and the most 
iconic image of working women in the World War II era.  



TUSKEGEE AIRMEN 

 
The Tuskegee Airmen were the first black military aviators in the 

U.S. Army Air Corps (AAC), a precursor of the U.S. Air Force. Trained at 
the Tuskegee Army Air Field in Alabama, they flew individual sorties in 
Europe and North Africa during World War II. Their impressive 
performance earned them more than 150 Distinguished Flying Crosses, 
and helped encourage the integration of the U.S. armed forces.  

 
By the time the 332nd flew its last combat mission on April 26, 

1945, the Tuskegee Airmen had flown more than 15,000 individual 
sorties over two years in combat. They had destroyed or damaged 36 
German planes in the air and 237 on the ground. In all, 66 Tuskegee-
trained aviators were killed in action during World War II, while another 
32 were captured as POWs after being shot down. Their emblems on 
wings would bear a black panther. 

 
 A number of the original Tuskegee Airmen would go on to longer 

careers in the military, including Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., the first Afircan-
American graduate from West Point, who would become the first black 
general in the new U.S. Air Force; and Daniel “Chappie” James Jr., who 
would become the nation’s first black four-star general in 1975. 

  



ERWIN ROMMEL 

 
Born in Heidenheim, Germany, on November 15, 1891, Erwin 

Rommel, was one of Adolf Hitler's most successful generals and one of 
Germany's most popular military leaders. Famed for leading his army 
from the front rather than the rear, as most generals did, for a time, 
Rommel enjoyed an unbroken string of successes, and earned the 
nickname the "Desert Fox" for his surprise attacks. He also became 
known among his countrymen as the "the People's Marshal," gained 
popularity in the Arab world as a liberator from British rule. 

Field Marshal Rommel's success would be short-lived, however. 
Only five months after the Battle of Gazala, British forces recaptured 
Tobruk at the Battle of El Alamein.With North Africa lost, in 1943, 
Rommel was recalled to Europe to oversee the defense of the Atlantic 
coast. 

Rommel began to express doubt about both Germany's reasons for 
participating in the war and Hitler's capability of peace-making, and the 
field marshal was told by a group of friends that he should lead the 
nation once Hitler was overthrown. Rommel dismissed the suggestion, 
unaware at the time that the men had been planning to assassinate the 
German leader. After he was implicated in a plot to overthrow Hitler, 
however, Rommel took his own life, via cyanide capsule, on October 14, 
1944.  



BATTLE OF EL ALAMEIN 

 
The First Battle of El Alamein prevented the Axis from advancing 

further into Egypt, however it was the Second Battle of El Alamein, 
which took place near the Egyptian railway halt of El Alamein, that was 
the watershed of the Western Desert Campaign.  

 
In August 1942, Lieutenant-General Sir Bernard Law Montgomery 

took command of the Eighth Army following the sacking of General 
Claude Auchinleck and the death of his replacement Lieutenant-General 
William Gott in a plane crash. The Axis were led by none other than the 
“Desert Fox,” Erwin Rommel. However, it was at El Alamein that he was 
finally thwarted – leading to his return to Europe and eventual death. 

 
The British victory turned the tide in the North African Campaign 

and ended the Axis threat to Egypt, the Suez Canal and the Middle 
Eastern and Persian oil fields via North Africa. The Second Battle of El 
Alamein revived the morale of the Allies, being the first major success 
against the Axis since Operation Crusader in late 1941. The battle 
coincided with the Allied invasion of French North Africa in Operation 
Torch, which started on 8 November, as well as the Battle of Stalingrad 
and the Guadalcanal Campaign.  



OPERATION TORCH 

 
On November 8, 1942, the military forces of the United States and 

the United Kingdom launched an amphibious operation against French 
North Africa, in particular the French-held territories of Algeria and 
Morocco. That landing, code-named ‘Torch,’ reflected the results of 
long and contentious arguments between British and American planners 
about the future course of Allied strategy — arguments that were finally 
stilled by the intervention of the American president, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt.  

In both a direct and an indirect sense, Torch’s impact was enormous 
on the course of Anglo-American strategy during the remainder of the 
war and may have been the most important strategic decision that 
Allied leaders would make. In fact, this amphibious operation inevitably 
postponed the landing in France until 1944, but at the same time it 
allowed the United States to complete mobilization of its immense 
industrial and manpower resources for the titanic air and ground battles 
that characterized the Allied campaigns of 1944.  



THE NUREMBURG TRIALS 

 
After the war, some of those responsible for crimes committed 

during the Holocaust were brought to trial. Nuremberg, Germany, was 
chosen as a site for trials that took place in 1945 and 1946. Judges from 
the Allied powers—Great Britain, France, the Soviet Union, and the 
United States—presided over the hearings of twenty-two major Nazi 
criminals. 
 

Twelve prominent Nazis were sentenced to death. Most of the 
defendants admitted to the crimes of which they were accused, 
although most claimed that they were simply following the orders of a 
higher authority. Those individuals directly involved in the killing 
received the most severe sentences. Other people who played key roles 
in the Holocaust, including high-level government officials, and business 
executives who used concentration camp inmates as forced laborers, 
received short prison sentences or no penalty at all.  

 
The Nazis' highest authority, the person most to blame for the 

Holocaust, was missing at the trials. Adolf Hitler had committed suicide 
in the final days of the war, as had several of his closest aides. Many 
more criminals were never tried. Some fled Germany to live abroad, 
including hundreds who came to the United States.  



GENERAL DOUGLAS MACARTHUR 

 
Douglas MacArthur was an American general who commanded the 

Southwest Pacific in World War II, oversaw the successful Allied 
occupation of postwar Japan and led United Nations forces in the 
Korean War.  

 
A larger-than-life, controversial figure, MacArthur was talented, 

outspoken and, in the eyes of many, egotistical. He graduated from the 
U.S. Military Academy at West Point in 1903 and helped lead the 42nd 
Division in France during World War I. He went on to serve as 
superintendent of West Point, chief of staff of the Army and field 
marshal of the Philippines, where he helped organize a military.  

 
During World War II, he famously returned to liberate the 

Philippines in 1944 after it had fallen to the Japanese. MacArthur led 
United Nations forces during the start of the Korean War, but later 
clashed with President Harry Truman over war policy and was removed 
from command.  



BATTLE OF THE CORAL SEA 

 
The first air-sea battle in history and an engagement in which the 

lead role was played by aircraft launched from ships at sea, this battle 
resulted from Japanese efforts to make an amphibious landing at Port 
Moresby in southeast New Guinea. Unknown to the Japanese, Allied 
codebreakers had learned enough about enemy communications to 
discern Japanese plans in time for Allied fleets to assemble in the Coral 
Sea. 
 

There were a number of missed opportunities as carrier airmen 
learned their trade. Air strikes from both sides either missed their 
targets or found them only after using up their ordnance. Americans 
connected first, sinking the light carrier Shoho. When the main forces 
traded air strikes, the Americans lost the carrier Lexington and the 
Japanese suffered damage to the carrier Shokaku. 
 

Without air cover, however, the Japanese invasion force turned 
back, leaving the strategic victory to the Allies. The results had an 
important impact upon the Battle of Midway a month later, reducing 
Japanese forces available at that key battle. 



BATTLE OF GUADALCANAL 

 
When Japanese troops arrived on Guadalcanal on June 8, 1942, to 

construct an air base, and then American marines landed two months 
later to take it away from them, few people outside of the South Pacific 
had ever heard of that 2,500-square-mile speck of jungle in the Solomon 
Islands. But the ensuing six-month Guadalcanal campaign proved to be 
the turning point of the Pacific war. 
 

Strategically, possession of a Guadalcanal air base was important to 
control of the sea lines of communication between the United States 
and Australia. Operationally, the Battle of Guadalcanal was notable for 
the interrelationship of a complex series of engagements on the ground, 
at sea, and in the air. Tactically, what stood out was the resolve and 
resourcefulness of the U.S. Marines, whose tenacious defense of the air 
base dubbed Henderson Field enabled the Americans to secure air 
superiority. 
 

By the end of the battle on February 9, 1943, the Japanese had lost 
two-thirds of the 31,400 army troops committed to the island, whereas 
the U.S. Marines and the U.S. Army had lost less than 2,000 soldiers of 
about 60,000 deployed. The ship losses on both sides were heavy.  
But by far the most significant loss for the Japanese was the decimation 
of their elite group of naval aviators. Japan after Guadalcanal no longer 
had a realistic hope of withstanding the counteroffensive of an 
increasingly powerful United States.  



YALTA CONFERENCE 

 
 
The Yalta Conference was a meeting of British prime minister 

Winston Churchill, Soviet premier Joseph Stalin, and President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt early in February 1945 as World War II was winding down. 
The leaders agreed to require Germany’s unconditional surrender and 
to set up in the conquered nation four zones of occupation to be run by 
their three countries and France. They scheduled another meeting for 
April in San Francisco to create the United Nations. Stalin also agreed to 
permit free elections in Eastern Europe and to enter the Asian war 
against Japan. In turn, he was promised the return of lands lost to Japan 
in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905. At the time, most of these 
agreements were kept secret. 
 

Yalta became controversial after Soviet-American wartime 
cooperation degenerated into the cold war. Stalin broke his promise of 
free elections in Eastern Europe and installed governments dominated 
by the Soviet Union. Then American critics charged that Roosevelt, who 
died two months after the conference, had “sold out” to the Soviets at 
Yalta.  



OPERATION BARBAROSSA 

 
On June 22, 1941, Adolf Hitler launched his armies eastward in a 

massive invasion of the Soviet Union, called Operation Barbarossa. The 
invasion covered a front from the North Cape to the Black Sea, a 
distance of two thousand miles. By this point German combat 
effectiveness had reached its apogee; the forces invading Russia 
represented the finest army to fight in the twentieth century. 

 
Moscow seemingly lay open to a German advance, but at this point 

Russian weather intervened with heavy rains that turned the roads into 
morasses. The frosts of November solidified the mud, so that the drive 
could resume. Despite the lateness of the season and the fact that 
further advances would leave their troops with no winter clothes or 
supply dumps for the winter, the generals urged Hitler to continue. The 
Germans struggled to the gates of Moscow where Soviet counterattacks 
stopped them in early December.  

 
In desperate conditions, they conducted a slow retreat as Soviet 

attacks threatened to envelop much of their forces in a defeat as 
disastrous as that which befell Napoleon’s Grand Army in 1812. In the 
end the Soviets overreached, and the Germans restored a semblance of 
order to the front; the spring thaw in March 1942 brought operations to 
a halt. But Barbarossa had failed, and Nazi Germany confronted a two-
front war that it could not win.  



NEVILLE CHAMBERLAIN 

 
 
Arthur Neville Chamberlain was a British statesman of the 

Conservative Party who served as Prime Minister of the United 
Kingdom from May 1937 to May 1940. Chamberlain is best known 
for his foreign policy of appeasement, and in particular for his 
signing of the Munich Agreement in 1938, conceding the German-
speaking Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia to Germany. 
Following that conference he returned to Great Britain and 
declared, “Peace in our time!” 

 
However, when Adolf Hitler later invaded Poland, the UK 

declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939, and Chamberlain 
led Britain through the first eight months of World War II. 
Unfortunately (or fortunately for world history), he couldn’t 
overcome to attack that he had been naïve to believe Hitler, and 
had further not prepared his country for war, leading to his 
overwhelming defeat in the subsequent election – to a fiery and 
loud war veteran by the name of Churchill.   



NAVAJO CODE TALKERS 

 
 

Philip Johnston, a civil engineer for the city of Los Angeles,[18] 
proposed the use of Navajo to the United States Marine Corps at the 
beginning of World War II. Because Navajo has a complex grammar, and 
was still an unwritten language, Johnston thought Navajo could satisfy 
the military requirement for an undecipherable code. One estimate 
indicates that at the outbreak of World War II, fewer than 30 non-
Navajo could understand the language.  

 

Code talkers served with all six Marine divisions in the Pacific and 
with Marine Raider and parachute units, earning lavish praise for their 
performance in the Solomons and the Marianas and on Peleliu and Iwo 
Jima. Of Iwo Jima, Fifth Marine Division Signal Officer Major Howard 
Conner said, “The entire operation was directed by Navajo code. . . . 
During the two days that followed the initial landings I had six Navajo 
radio nets working around the clock. . . . They sent and received over 
800 messages without an error. Were it not for the Navajo Code Talkers, 
the Marines never would have taken Iwo Jima.”  

 

The last of the original 29 Navajo code talkers who developed the 
code, Chester Nez, died on June 4, 2014 

  



442ND INFANTRY REGIMENT 

 
After Pearl Harbor, the Federal government took the 

unprecedented step of ordering some 110,000 Japanese aliens and 
American citizens of Japanese descent living along the West Coast out 
of their homes and into ten inland internment camps. Despite initial 
protests and policies forbidding it, President Roosevelt eventually 
authorized the enlistment of Japanese-American men into the U.S. 
Armed Forces – exempting them from internment.  
 

Japanese Americans were now permitted to form a special 
segregated infantry outfit – the 442nd Infantry Regimental Combat 
Team. Recruitment exceeded all expectations. When the Army called for 
1,500 volunteers, 10,000 turned up at recruiting offices. In June 1944, 
the men who signed on with the 442nd would find themselves in Italy. 
For months, the men of the 100th distinguished themselves in repeated 
assaults on the German lines as the Allies fought northward in Italy. The 
442nd fought so well and so hard in the drive toward the German 
“Gothic Line” that when General Clark led his men into the important 
port city of Livorno he insisted that the Japanese Americans march right 
behind his jeep. “They were superb!” said General George Marshall. 
“They showed rare courage and tremendous fighting spirit. Everybody 
wanted them.”   



HARRY S. TRUMAN 

 
 

Harry S. Truman became the 33rd President of the United States 
upon the death of Franklin D. Roosevelt in April 1945. Truman, who had 
only a high-school education and had been vice president for just 82 
days before FDR's sudden death, inherited the monumental task of 
leading the United States through the end of World War II and the 
beginning of the Cold War.  

 
Truman—who was, while in office, one of the least popular 

presidents in modern American history—won a surprising second term 
by defeating Republican Thomas Dewey in the election of 1948. Many 
historians today rate Truman's performance much more positively than 
his constituents did at the time. 

 
So, Truman served as President of the United States and, therefore, 

Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces of the United States during 
the final months of World War II. Under his command, the U.S. dropped 
two atomic bombs—the first to be used in warfare—on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, Japan, effectively ending the war. For many Americans, 
Truman's legacy as the nation's leader centers on these controversial 
decisions.  



BATTLE OF IWO JIMA 

 
The American amphibious invasion of Iwo Jima, a key island in 

the Bonin chain roughly 575 miles from the Japanese coast, was 
sparked by the desire for a place where B-29 bombers damaged 
over Japan could land without returning all the way to the 
Marianas. Iwo Jima was defended by roughly 23,000 Japanese 
army and navy troops, and it was attacked by three marine 
divisions after elaborate preparatory air and naval bombardment  

The battle was marked by changes in Japanese defense 
tactics–troops no longer defended at the beach line but rather 
concentrated inland; consequently, the marines experienced 
initial success but then got bogged down in costly attritional 
warfare. The Japanese fought from an elaborate network of 
caves, dugouts, tunnels, and underground installations that were 
difficult to find and destroy. American losses included 5,900 dead 
and 17,400 wounded. 

Photographer Joe Rosenthal provided the U.S. Marine Corps 
with one of its most enduring images with his picture (restaged 
for the purpose) of Americans raising the flag over Mount 
Suribachi at the southwest corner of Iwo, an image replicated on 
postage stamps as well as on the memorial statue at the entrance 
to Arlington National Cemetery.  



OPERATION DOWNFALL 

 
It could be called the world’s greatest battle… that never happened. 

Operation Downfall was the codename for the U.S.-led mission to 
capture the Japanese homeland in 1945 and 1946 that, due to Truman’s 
decision to use atomic weapons at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, never did 
take place. Based on the Generals in charge of planning, and 
calculations from previous battles, almost all agree that the campaign 
would have stood as the bloodiest chapter of the Second World War, 
adding as much as an additional 10 million dead to the war’s already 
mind-boggling final body count of 50 million.  

 

Both sides braced for heavy casualties. The U.S. military, expecting 
resistance by a “fanatically hostile population,” made preparations for 
between 1.7 and 4 million casualties with up to 800,000 dead. Between 
5 and 10 million Japanese deaths were projected. 
 

The Japanese leadership had no illusions that this final act of 
resistance would somehow lead to victory, but many in the high 
command were optimistic that a spirited defense might compel the 
Allies to negotiate a favorable peace rather than spend the resources 
and lives in such an epic fight.  



GENERAL GEORGE PATTON 

 
 

Educated at West Point, George S. Patton began his military career 
leading cavalry troops against Mexican forces and became the first 
officer assigned to the new U.S. Army Tank Corps during World War I. 
Promoted through the ranks over the next several decades, he reached 
the high point of his career during World War II, when he led the U.S. 
7th Army in its invasion of Sicily and swept across northern France at 
the head of the 3rd Army in the summer of 1944.  

 
Late that same year, Patton’s forces played a key role in defeating 

the German counterattack in the Battle of the Bulge, after which he led 
them across the Rhine River and into Germany, capturing 10,000 miles 
of territory and liberating the country from the Nazi regime. In the 
months following Germany’s surrender, the outspoken general caused 
another firestorm of controversy when he gave an interview criticizing 
the Allies’ policies in the defeated country; Eisenhower removed him 
from command of the 3rd Army in October 1945. That December, 
Patton broke his neck in an automobile accident near Mannheim, 
Germany; he died in a Heidelberg hospital 12 days later. 

 
Known for his brash style and outrageous quotes, Patton tended to 

be loved by the military, tolerated by politicians, and despised by those 
he criticized or came against in battle.  



DOUBLE V CAMPAIGN 

 
February 7, 1942, was a day that changed America. Segregation and 

discrimination had reached a point that was no longer tolerable, and 
according to the Pittsburgh Courier, it was time for a campaign. The 
“Double V Campaign,” as it was called, stood for two victories for black 
Americans: a victory at home and a victory abroad.  

 
Blacks everywhere were discriminated against based on their color, 

and the armed forces at this time was no exception. If blacks were 
allowed entrance into the army, they were only given menial jobs such 
as cooks or stewards. The Double V campaign called for integration and 
for the possibility of fighting for freedom everywhere. The Courier went 
on to say, “We, as colored Americans are determined to protect our 
country, our form of government and the freedoms which we cherish 
for ourselves and the rest of the world, therefore we have adopted the 
Double ‘V’ war cry—victory over our enemies at home and victory over 
our enemies on the battlefields abroad...WE ARE AMERICANS, TOO!”  

 
Not only did the campaign gather blacks together in support of 

racial equality, but afforded them the opportunity to feel part of a 
bigger struggle for freedom everywhere. At war’s end, the campaign 
would serve as a reminder of why black service men and women fought. 
Not only was the war fought to free enslaved people abroad, but was 
also fought for the equality of black Americans at home who were 
willing to fight and die for their country.   



THE THIRD REICH 

 
Both inside and outside Germany, the term “Third Reich” (Third 

Empire) was often used to describe the Nazi regime in Germany from 
January 30, 1933, to May 8, 1945. Following the appointment of Adolf 
Hitler as chancellor on January 30, 1933, the leaders of the new 
government moved quickly to suspend basic civil rights for all Germans.  

 
After a suspicious fire in the Reichstag (the German Parliament), on 

February 28, 1933, the government claimed falsely that the fire was the 
signal for a communist effort to overthrow the state. It proclaimed a 
state of emergency in a decree that suspended constitutional civil rights 
and enabled Hitler to decree further legislation without parliamentary 
confirmation. 
 

In the first months of Hitler's chancellorship, the Nazis instituted a 
policy of "coordination"—the alignment of individuals and institutions 
with Nazi goals. Within six months, the Nazis either banned or forced 
into “voluntary” dissolution all other political parties, including their 
coalition partner, the German Nationalists. Further, Hitler began his 
slow and methodical persecution of the Jewish people, culminating in 
his “final solution” – the extermination of all Jews from Europe. In 
addition Hitler began trying to produce his “Master Race,” a group 
dubbed “Aryans,” which consisted of white, blonde, and blue-eyed 
Germans.  


