
Elective 2: Reading and Writing World War II at 9th-10th Grade Reading Levels




Is Tomorrow Hitler’s? by H.R. Knickerbocker: The Rise of Hitler





[image: The title Is Tomorrow Hitler's]
Your students may be interested in learning more about how the western democracies allowed Hitler to expand the borders of Germany even before World War II started. In Is Tomorrow Hitler’s?, the American foreign correspondent H.R. Knickerbocker explained how Hitler annexed the Rhineland, Austria, and Czechoslovakia in the 1930s while the West looked away. Does vigilance and an aggressive response to dictators still matter today? You could ask your students how the West responded to Putin’s invasion of Crimea. When did Germany end its energy purchases from Russia for example? When do democracies need to confront authoritarian thugs? Students could compare the early response of the West to Hitler with the early response of the West to Putin.

Knickerbocker writes well. He won the Pulitzer Prize for foreign reporting in 1935. This 1941 book explaining the rise of Hitler and Hitler’s early prowess as a military leader is fascinating reading. Even the first 100 pages would be an excellent introduction to how World War II started. Your students can download it from Project Gutenberg. The reading level is 10.7.


No Woman’s World by Iris Carpenter: U.S. Army in Western Europe





[image: Photograph of Nurses Outside a Tent]
Timemagazine lovedNo Woman’s Worldwhen it was published in 1946. The reading level is 10.8.

“Much of No Woman's World reads about as a woman's war report might be expected to read: human-interest stories, hard-boiled anecdotes, Perils-of-Pauline asides. In field hospitals Correspondent Carpenter saw "the hideous mess which high-explosive makes of human flesh." In newly liberated Paris she lived on "K rations, cognac and champagne." On the Rhine she rushed over the newly captured Remagen Bridge while MPs shouted, "Keep ten paces between you and the next guy—it's hot around here.”

Time explained that Carpenter saw the entire campaign in Western Europe. It also noted that Carpenter questioned the leadership that led to the disaster at Bastogne known as the Battle of the Bulge. “Correspondent Carpenter also includes a critical tactical narrative of the fighting from D-day to the end. Having had access (she does not say through whom, but it is a fair guess) to First Army staff documents, she notes that First Army G-2 had the "first inkling" of Rundstedt's Ardennes offensive weeks before it began, but that Bradley's Twelfth Army group did not act on the information. Her conclusion: it was closer to "complete catastrophe . . . than any Allied commander would ever care to admit.”

Students will see the struggle that Allied forces faced after the landing in Normandy—from north to south, as the Canadian, British, and American armies worked to push into Germany after D-Day.

The Wall Street Journal also appreciated Carpenter’s work. According to the Wall Street Journal, “her bluntness makes this memoir a riveting read.”[12]The Journal cited her interest in the guilt of German citizens. “Carpenter records her own confused emotions on first entering Germany and having to decide how to view ordinary German citizens—as suffering victims, or the enemy, or both?”

Carpenter had a strong desire to know how the German people allowed the atrocities of the concentration camps and the Holocaust to happen. It would be interesting, in a couple of writing assignments, to ask students what Carpenter’s view of individual responsibility was. And then to ask them what they think of the responsibilities of individuals in a mass society. To what extent is protest a moral responsibility if your society is doing wrong in your eyes?Of course, in an authoritarian society, is protest possible? Would you have joined the German teenagers distributing anti-Nazi leaflets during World War II?

But why read another book about World War II, your students might ask? Since women were not allowed in combat, what would Iris Carpenter know about what happened on the front lines? What exactly is the value of her book to us?

Carpenter provides a different point of view. Not only because of her gender, but also because she was free to criticize military planning at the time. She was not stuck within the command structure of a platoon or a company or a battalion.

As your students would see, as a journalist with access to both the front lines, and to the military planners, Carpenter had access to far more information than a rifleman in a foxhole. As you would see, she had questions about the some of the decisions that led to disasters in the war. She thought that enough intelligence had been available to prevent the Battle of the Bulge, for example, but this intelligence had been ignored. So, your students would hear the voice of someone who had access to planners at the highest level. Basic questions of management such as “What worked and What didn’t work?” mattered to her. Your students would read a critical voice, not a writer who automatically approved each military decision. And they would see a woman who refused to let the sexism of the 1940s in the American military keep her from reporting on the war. 

As mentioned earlier, she was concerned about the habit of obedience in the German public. She asked how much the Germans knew about the slave laborers and the concentration camps. She seemed to enjoy describing how an American officer ordered the citizens of a town to dig graves and bury the dead from a local concentration camp.

I admired her courage as I read the book. She was close enough to the front to have been shelled many times. She describes the Battle of the Bulge in detail. She followed the first GIs to cross the Rhine at Remagen.


Purple Heart Valley by Margaret Bourke-White: Torpedoed in the Mediterranean





[image: A picture containing text, sign  Description automatically generated]A new writer for me is the famous photographer, Margaret Bourke-White. Her bookPurple Heart Valleyis written at an 8.8 reading level.Dear Fatherland,her next book, is at 8.3. She learned to write like a journalist while risking her life photographing World War II in North Africa, Italy and Germany. She survived being torpedoed in the Mediterranean on the way to war in North Africa. The convoy sped away to avoid more German torpedoes. She was rescued from a lifeboat after hours of drifting in the ocean. This experience might have sent a less determined journalist home. Her story is easy reading, and her photographs are stunning. She did some conventional war reporting in Italy in “Purple Heart Valley”: A Combat Chronicle of The War in Italy, and later got more political in a book about Germany.

Like Carpenter, she went to report on Germany at the end of the war and asked the Germans, “Why?” As you might expect, Bourke-White was furious with what she found in Germany after the shooting stopped. She refused to forgive them for the evil of Hitler and was uncertain about their futures.
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Dear Fatherland, Rest Quietly by Margaret Bourke-White:A Report on the Collapse of Hitler’s ‘Thousand Years’





[image: Title of the Book]InDear Fatherland, Rest Quietly:A Report on the Collapse of Hitler’s ‘Thousand Years,’ she demanded to know why so many had acquiesced to Hitler. She was thrilled when General Patton made the neighbors of the concentration camps walk through the camps by the thousands.

She wrote, "When 3rd Army troops had occupied Buchenwald two days before, that tough old soldier, General Patton, had been so incensed at what he saw that he ordered his police to go through Weimar, of which Buchenwald is a suburb, and bring back one thousand civilians to make them see with their own eyes what their leaders had done. The MPs were so enraged that they brought back two thousand."

Your students will see the horrors of Nazi Germany through the eyes ofMargaret Bourke-White at the end of World War II. As mentioned earlier, the reading level is 8.3.
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U-505 by Daniel V. Gallery: A Captured German Submarine off the Coast of Africa
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[image: A image of the U-505]School districts which love ‘primary sources,’ even though the readings are sometimes extremely brief and have done little to build reading skills in American youth, may love U-505. It is ‘primary source’ all the way. The writer was also the organizer of the group which captured a German submarine off the coast of Africa. This was not a trivial success. It did far more than removing one sub from the German fleet. By capturing the sub intact, the Navy now had access to German coding equipment, which led to the decryption of German codes. U-505 now sits outside the Chicago Science Museum and if you are visiting Chicago, it is worth a stop. The media loved the book when it was released in 1956:

“One of the best non-fiction books about World War II.”—Raleigh News & Observer

“U-505 IS ONE OF THE WAR’S MOST EXCITING MEMOIRS.”—Chicago Daily News

“A first-rate adventure tale...suspense and excitement told with a seaman’s salty zest...excellent reading.”—Chicago Sunday Tribune

“A humdinger of a sea story...a highly readable book, trimmed from stem to stern with the writer’s irrepressible sense of humor.”—Chicago Sunday Times

“EXCELLENT.”—Chicago Tribune

“Brimming with thrills.”—Philadelphia News

“An engrossing tale...Pungent, entertaining, informative.”—Navy Times

“A masterful job that merits the attention of every lover of sea stories.”—Pittsburgh Press

The grade level is 10.6.In the next two chapters, we will move away from the literature of World War II. You will see electives in Black History at the easy reading level of 6-8, and a more difficult elective of the reading level of 9-10.
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