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Preface to the 1999 Edition





Twenty years ago, when this book was written, there was an overwhelming belief that the Second World War was nobler and more just than the First, and that it was conducted by British leaders with far greater efficiency and strategic grasp. Today the prejudice persists, though to a diminishing degree. More people now are prepared to say that Britain was right to intervene in 1914, and that the nation’s motives throughout the ensuing war were at least as idealistic as in 1939–45. Some, too—though fewer—are prepared to question the superiority of British leadership and performance in the second war, compared with the first. On both counts, what used to be an almost universal view of the two wars is still the majority view. Conventional wisdom dies hard.


This book is chiefly about policy and strategy from 1941 onwards. Moral issues arise, but not as the main theme. Before Churchill took over, Britain’s showing in the second war was by any standards undistinguished. His conduct in 1940 was truly heroic and inspired. In the first year of his premiership he and the country captured the world’s imagination (not, it must be said, standing “alone”, but with vital support from the Dominions, India, the Colonial empire and an America whose president bent the rules of neutrality). Yet the epic of 1940–41 has so dazzled posterity that Britain’s subsequent war effort and Churchill’s leadership through the rest of the war have attracted far less critical attention than they deserve.


Of course there is still much to admire and praise in 1941–45, and in any case the war was ultimately won. But it took longer to win than the first war, even from the time (June 1941) when Russia was attacked. America was belligerent for nearly four years in the second war, compared with only seventeen months in the first, and made an immeasurably larger contribution to victory. True, Japan was a formidable enemy instead of an ally (of limited value), but on the other hand we had to contend with the Ottoman empire in the first war, whereas in the second Turkey was neutral. (The significance of Italy in both wars is complex and hard to fit into the equation.)


One point should be stressed: leaders in the second war had a huge advantage over their predecessors in the mere fact that it was the second. In 1914–18, world war was an entirely new experience, confronting politicians and service chiefs alike with problems that were without precedent. Leaders in the second war had the lessons of the first to guide them. Even so, it may well be thought that they made just as many mistakes, though they have so far received an invidiously “better press”.


What sort of press did my book get? On the whole reviewers were very generous to it on the score of readability, and paid me the compliment of taking the arguments in it seriously. One or two indulged in some tut-tutting about my “what if …” approach. But very soon afterwards, by coincidence, Hugh Trevor-Roper (Lord Dacre of Glanton) gave this approach to history his blessing. In his inaugural lecture as Regius Professor at Oxford he said: “History is not merely what happened: it is what happened in the context of what might have happened. Therefore it must incorporate … the might-have-beens.” Today historical hypotheses are all the rage, under the rather misleading title “counter-factual history” (misleading, because it suggests that the facts themselves are being challenged, rather than their deterministic necessity). It is right, surely, first to get the record straight, and then to argue about the past. Facts are facts, but that does not mean that they are, or ever were, inevitable.


On the substance of the book, most reviewers found reasons for dissenting from its central thesis—that a cross-Channel Allied invasion might have been mounted in 1943, with a good chance of success. Many contributory arguments are now generally accepted. For instance the Allies’ crass mishandling of the Italian armistice negotiations, and its bearing on subsequent events, is now hardly a matter of dispute. The attempt to win the war by the indiscriminate terror bombing of civilians is probably more widely condemned today as a colossal mistake as well as a crime. And there is growing awareness of the enormity of Roosevelt’s mistake, which Churchill after a time compounded, in being so hostile to de Gaulle and his movement. Yet the essence of what I was trying to suggest remains controversial, and still has to make its way against arguments which I believe to be fallacious.


Instead of trying to deal with a number of critics, I will concentrate here on John Keegan’s review in the Times Literary Supplement, which seems to me the best statement of the case against mine. And I will focus on his two apparently strongest points: (i) that at the time of a cross-Channel invasion in 1943 Hitler’s armoured strength, still unreduced by the great tank battle of Kursk on the Russian front, would have proved too much for the invaders, and (ii) that the available American forces, though already sufficient in numbers, would not have been adequately prepared for battle.


The first point presupposes that operations on the Russian front would have been no different in the summer of 1943 if the Allies had decided to open a proper second front then rather than a year later. But surely they would have been different. If the Russians had been told, after the Casablanca conference, that the Western Allies were planning to land in north-west Europe in the late spring, they would have planned an offensive to coincide with the Allied landings. They would have done this not, of course, for the Allies’ beaux yeux, but because they could not afford to let the invasion fail. As it was, they were told after Casablanca that there would be no cross-Channel invasion in 1943, but that Anglo-American operations that year would be largely confined to the Mediterranean theatre. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that they chose to adopt a defensive posture in the spring of 1943, and that the titanic armoured battle began only when the Germans attacked in July.


If the Russians had attacked in June, the German strategic reserve would not have been free to concentrate against the Allied bridgehead, but would have been torn both ways, with the additional handicap that the two fronts would have been far more widely separated. In the spring of 1943 the Eastern front was still hundreds of miles inside the Soviet Union. Besides, Hitler was preoccupied with Russia and tended to take a cavalier view of the cross-Channel threat. Even in 1944 there was—according to Richard Overy in Russia’s War (1997)—“no major movement of manpower westward to cope with the invasion of France”. The previous year, when Hitler still had a rational hope of destroying the Red Army and achieving total victory in the East, he would surely have been at least equally reluctant to switch armoured strength from what he regarded as the vital front.


The argument about American battle-preparedness rests heavily upon the setback experienced by US troops in the Kasserine Pass engagement in Tunisia. It is true that the first impact of Rommel’s attack did throw the Americans guarding the Pass into temporary disarray, just as the Germans’ Ardennes offensive caused a temporary local collapse in December 1944. But on the first occasion, as on the second, the Americans soon pulled themselves together. After a few days at Kasserine, Liddell Hart tells us, Rommel became “impressed by the growing tactical skill” of the Americans.


In any case, it is quite wrong to argue from Kasserine that the American army as a whole was unfit for serious combat. Already, unseasoned American troops had shown great doggedness in the Bataan peninsula, on Corregidor and on Guadalcanal. Eight months later the US 36th division, without previous battle experience, showed conspicuous fortitude in a tight spot at Salerno. In the 1944 Normandy landings a large proportion of the American troops were new to battle, which was one reason why Hitler underrated the cross-Channel threat. I am sure that they would have done just as well in 1943 as in 1944—with the benefit of much better weather.


Other arguments will not be rehearsed here, because they are covered in the book. The text is unaltered from the original edition of 1980, because nothing that has appeared since—and of course there have been many important and fascinating additions to Second World War literature—has drawn my attention to any factual inaccuracy, or caused me to feel less confident in challenging what is still the predominant view.


John Grigg


May 1999























1943


THE VICTORY


THAT NEVER WAS




























Preface





The purpose of this book is to look afresh at certain key aspects of the war in Europe during the year 1943, and to reopen a fundamental question which historians and others have been treating, almost unanimously, as closed—whether or not it was right to delay the Allied invasion of north-west Europe until 1944. The case for regarding 1944 as the earliest possible year has been asserted with overwhelming confidence, but on grounds which do not, in my view, bear close scrutiny. I have, therefore, tried to show that the conventional wisdom on this issue is blind as well as bland, and to suggest that the case for an invasion the previous year, in the spring or summer of 1943, has been wrongly dismissed.


No historical might-have-been can ever be proved, and I am not asserting positively (as others assert the contrary) that a 1943 invasion would have ended the war sooner, or at a less excruciating cost. But it seems to me that the evidence points very strongly to that conclusion, indicating too that the actual conduct of the war in 1943 was, in many ways, disastrous.


The evidence that I have considered is nearly all to be found in printed sources. I would not for a moment claim to have written a work of original research, but rather a piece of extended historical journalism, putting forward an argument about the history of the Second World War, mainly as it affected Europe. Though I believe it to be factually sound, and have done my best to ensure that it is fair, it has to be judged less as a contribution to knowledge than as a new interpretation of familiar events.


By no means all of the criticism in the book is in itself new. Montgomery’s relative failure to exploit victories has already attracted plenty of notice, and the area bombing campaign associated with the name of Sir Arthur Harris has been much condemned. But two men with wider powers and responsibilities than either Montgomery or Harris have so far had a much “better press.” They are Portal and Brooke. Portal has enjoyed an almost complete immunity from criticism; Brooke has been extravagantly admired by British writers. Both reputations seem to me inflated.


An important theme of the book, interwoven with the invasion issue, is the loss of world power by Great Britain, and the emerging ascendancy of Russia and the United States. Inevitably, the personalities of Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin bulk large, and I have tried to separate myth from reality in discussing the Big Three, their impact on the war, and their relations with each other. Special attention has been paid to the Churchill-Roosevelt relationship, and Churchill’s role on certain major issues is, I think, shown to have been very much more complex than most people, whether fans or critics, believe.


The general effect of the book should be to bring together a number of themes which are too often considered in isolation, and so to form a view of the war as a whole which challenges the accepted view.


Part One sketches in the background to 1943—the course of the war from America’s entry at the end of 1941 to the landings in French North Africa at the end of 1942. Part Two examines in some detail those aspects of 1943 which seem to have most bearing upon the central argument. Part Three begins with a brief account of how the war did, in fact, end; discusses the view of its last stages propounded early in the Cold War by Chester Wilmot; reviews the stock arguments against an invasion in 1943, endeavouring (I trust successfully) to refute them; and finally offers a tentative outline of the victory that might have been, if the Western Allies had decided to invade that year.


Readers must not expect any colourful descriptions of blasted cities or of soldiers stumbling through the smoke of battle. This is a book about high politics and grand strategy. But it should never be forgotten that in war everything is confused. At all levels it is hard to see clearly, and leaders are as likely, in their way, to stumble and make mistakes as the ordinary fighting men whose activities they seek to direct.


The errors of the great and powerful should, therefore, be treated with sympathy as well as candour, even though some of them tend to forfeit sympathy by claiming too much for themselves and showing too little charity towards their colleagues.





J.G.


April 1979 






















PART ONE


FROM PEARL HARBOR TO “TORCH”



























I. AMERICA IN





On 7 December 1941 Japan committed the stupendous blunder of attacking the Americans at Pearl Harbor, and four days later Hitler (and Mussolini) committed the even more stupendous one of declaring war on the United States. What had been the second great European war of the century was thus transformed into the Second World War.


The Japanese attack was not unprovoked. Of course Japan was an expansionist power, whose continuing aggression in China was a source of outrage to the United States, where a godfatherly attitude towards China was combined with fear of Japan as a naval rival and potential threat to the American West Coast. But until the autumn of 1941 the Japanese had no intention of going to war with the United States. What they wanted was a free hand in China and secure access to vital raw materials, particularly oil.


In 1940 the collapse of France and the Netherlands, and the beleaguered condition of Britain, encouraged them to seek at least economic advantages in the Far Eastern possessions of those three countries. But only the Vichy French were cooperative. The Dutch refused to give the Japanese a privileged economic position in, or guaranteed oil supplies from, the East Indies. The British agreed to close the Burma Road to China in July 1940, but only for three months, and in general showed a toughness towards Japan which bore no relation to their available forces or to any rational view of their interests.


Earlier in the century Britain and Japan had been allies, but after the First World War the alliance was allowed to lapse under pressure from the Dominions and the United States. In September 1940 Japan signed a tripartite pact with Germany and Italy, under which mutual assistance was pledged—though with some reservations on the Japanese side—in case any of the signatories was attacked “by a power at present not involved in the European war or in the Sino-Japanese conflict.” But this was only a defensive arrangement, and the following year the Japanese disappointed Hitler by entering into a non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union, thus refusing to complement his invasion of Russia with any move against Soviet territory in the Far East. They could hardly have indicated more clearly that their assessment of the world balance of power was still cautious, and that Hitler’s enemies were not necessarily theirs.


The Americans, meanwhile, had begun to turn the screw on Japan. At the end of 1940 stringent economic sanctions were imposed, the eventual effect of which could only be either to bring Japan to her knees or to drive her into more extensive aggression. The Japanese tried to come to terms with the United States, while showing that they would not agree to any humiliating withdrawal. To strengthen their position, in the summer of 1941, they occupied key points in southern Indo-China, but the Americans responded by freezing all Japanese assets under their control and by tightening still further their virtual blockade of Japan.


In August President Franklin D. Roosevelt spurned the suggestion of the Japanese Prime Minister, Prince Fumimaro Konoye, that they meet to discuss a settlement, despite repeated warnings from the American ambassador in Tokyo, Joseph C. Grew, that the alternative to Konoye would be a war government. In October Konoye resigned and a military regime took over, under General Hideki Tojo. There could be no reasonable doubt that the Japanese would soon take drastic action. The only questions were, precisely what and against whom?


It has been alleged that their attack on Pearl Harbor was deliberately and cold-bloodedly engineered by Roosevelt; that after trying in vain to get America into the war by goading the Germans in the Atlantic, he then turned to the Pacific and successfully goaded the Japanese. This interpretation is not supported by contemporary evidence. Roosevelt’s hard line with Japan was not a thought-out consistent policy but a response to various pressures, and in fact he blundered into the Pacific war. Both he and most of his professional advisers regarded Germany as the prime, immediate threat to American security, from which a war with Japan might be a dangerous diversion. As late as 5 November 1941 he was advised in this sense by General George C. Marshall, Chief of Staff, and Admiral Harold Stark, Chief of Naval Operations.


Moreover when, towards the end of the month, Roosevelt knew from intercepts of Japanese secret messages, obtained through the code-breaking process known as “Magic,” that Japan had set a time-limit for negotiations, he was prepared to agree to a modus vivendi which, if put forward earlier, might have averted war. But the new rulers of Japan were far less likely to be interested, and in any case were never given the chance to consider it. The Chinese were indignant at the suggested terms, and Churchill supported the Chinese, cabling Roosevelt on 26 November: “Our anxiety is about China. If they collapse our joint dangers would enormously increase. We are sure that the regard of the United States for the Chinese will govern your action. We feel that the Japanese are most unsure of themselves.” From a combination of motives—including belief that a Japanese attack was now inexorable, and reluctance to incur the odium of letting China down—Roosevelt decided that the truce terms should not be presented, but that instead a ten-point note, whose terms were manifestly unacceptable, should be handed to the two Japanese special envoys in Washington.


War thus became not only certain but imminent. There could, however, be no certainty where the blow would fall, and there was no reason at all to assume that American bases or territory would be attacked. For all his hawkishness and over-optimism about deterring the Japanese, Churchill was aware that they could break the economic stranglehold to which they were being subjected merely by seizing British and Dutch possessions in the Far East, and that without American intervention the task of resisting them would be desperately hard, even if it were feasible at all. He therefore exerted himself to obtain from Roosevelt a commitment that if British territory were attacked America would intervene, though he knew very well that under the American Constitution questions of peace or war were decided ultimately not by the President but by the Senate. The most that he could hope for was a declaration which might have some moral effect, but even that proved extremely hard to extract.


Until almost the last moment Britain was in the absurd position of being pledged to go to war at once with Japan if she attacked the United States, without a reciprocal guarantee of any kind. Eventually, on 1 December, Roosevelt “threw in an aside” while talking to the British ambassador, Lord Halifax, “that in the case of a direct attack on ourselves or the Dutch, we should obviously all be together.” But this was far from being a solemn or public undertaking, and, even if it had been such, would not have bound the Senate. What would have happened if the Japanese had attacked the British and Dutch without making any direct hostile move against the Americans will never be known, but it is at least possible that the Senate would have jibbed at going to war ostensibly for the sake of two European empires.


By miraculous good fortune the Japanese did not experiment with the more cunning strategy, but chose the reckless and ultimately fatal course of attacking the American fleet at Pearl Harbor—of which, by a further stroke of luck, the most important units, the aircraft-carriers, were at sea and so escaped destruction. But from Britain’s point of view Pearl Harbor, though it removed one danger of which British leaders were not oblivious, actually created another to which they were blind at the time, and which even today is seldom recognised by historians and commentators. If, as Churchill says in his war memoirs, he went to bed after hearing the news of Pearl Harbor and “slept the sleep of the saved and thankful,” he was in a state of complacency which the facts of the situation did not at all warrant.


America was now at war with Japan, but she was still a neutral in regard to Germany; and her neutrality might, but for Hitler, have become more rather than less genuine as a result of the Japanese attack. The common assertion that Pearl Harbor “brought America into the war” is simply not true. Pearl Harbor automatically involved Britain in war with Japan, but did not automatically involve the United States in war with Germany. On the contrary, under the shock of Pearl Harbor there was a grave danger that American public opinion might demand a concentration of effort against the Japanese, and a more correctly neutral attitude towards the Germans.


No doubt Roosevelt would have done his best to persuade the Senate to share his view of America’s interest and duty, but his chances of success would have been dubious. There was much stronger public support for peace with Germany than for peace with Japan, if only because there were many fewer Americans of Japanese than of German origin, and because there was considerable racial prejudice against the Japanese; also, of course, because the Japanese had attacked without warning. But Roosevelt was spared the necessity of trying to make good his casual pledge to Halifax when, four days after Pearl Harbor, Hitler obliged him by gratuitously declaring war on the United States.


Why did Hitler do it? The step was gratuitous in that the Tripartite Pact did not require him to come to Japan’s aid unless she was the victim of aggression. He had egged the Japanese on, and had given them a promise that he would act in sympathy if they took the initiative. But he was not a man to whom promises were sacrosanct, even when enshrined, as this was not, in a solemn treaty. According to all the canons of Realpolitik he should, in this case, have broken his informal word and stuck to the Tripartite Pact; and he could have softened the blow by assuring the Japanese that he was merely biding his time with a view to intervening at the most opportune moment. Having for so long avoided being provoked by Roosevelt’s hostile measures, which in the Atlantic amounted almost to a state of undeclared war, he had every reason to extend his self-restraint into a period when the potential benefits of it were far larger.


But it seems that he suddenly lost his head, carried away by the spectacle of American discomfiture and convinced that the Americans were too soft to wage war effectively. He had never seen the United States and could not imagine what he was taking on. His decision, that of a dictator who did not have to seek the approval of any elected assembly, was perhaps the single most fateful decision of the whole war. With ample justification Churchill could have gone to bed feeling “saved” on the night of 11 December 1941, if not on the four previous nights. Pearl Harbor had threatened Britain with new and specially acute, if unacknowledged, perils. But Hitler had come to the rescue.


Euripides said that those whom the gods would destroy they first made mad, and the comment certainly applies to the behaviour of the Japanese and of Hitler in December 1941. But it cannot be said to apply to them alone, because the handling of Japan by the American and British governments was scarcely less crazy. Such, however, are the workings of Divine Providence that the folly of the Anglo-Saxon democracies was richly rewarded, while that of their enemies led to perdition.



















II. CHURCHILL AND ROOSEVEL





The day after Hitler declared war on America, Winston Churchill was on his way to that country, travelling with a large retinue on board H.M.S. Duke of York. His destination was Washington, D.C., where he and Franklin D. Roosevelt were to meet for the first time as fellow-belligerents.


After a rough crossing, Duke of York reached the mouth of Chesapeake Bay on 22 December, and Churchill flew immediately to Washington. The President drove to meet him at the airport and installed him in the White House, where he stayed, on and off, for three weeks in close personal contact with his host. At the same time the two men and their advisers were engaged in a conference, code-named ARCADIA, which set the pattern for other wartime summit meetings and established the basic machinery of Allied cooperation and decision-making. In this sense ARCADIA influenced the whole future course of the war. But above all it enabled the two leaders to get to know each other and to form what was soon being referred to as their historic friendship.


Historic it certainly was. But to what extent were they really friends? Churchill claimed in his memoirs that his fondness for Roosevelt had increased with the passage of time. “I formed a very strong affection, which grew with our years of comradeship, for this formidable politician who had imposed his will for nearly ten years upon the American scene, and whose heart seemed to respond to many of the impulses that stirred my own.” The words show every sign of being carefully chosen: “formidable politician” rather than “great statesman,” “imposed his will … upon the American scene” rather than “served the needs and aspirations of the American people.” There is a suggestion of ruthlessness and of power exercised for its own sake. All the same, Churchill’s comment is unambiguous on his personal feelings for Roosevelt, and on how they developed with the shared experience of supreme command.


It would seem that in this he was deceiving himself, because the record points to a gradual, but relentless, cooling in their relations from the high level of cordiality and mutual trust apparent at ARCADIA. When Roosevelt died in April 1945, Churchill’s tribute to him in the House of Commons was markedly less glowing and convincing than that which, shortly beforehand, he had paid to Lloyd George. Though it could not be described as inadequate, or lacking in grandiloquence, there was something formal, almost distant, in his allusions to Roosevelt the man, as distinct from his achievements.


Still more to the point, Churchill did not attend Roosevelt’s funeral, though most people at the time expected that he would. His excuse was that pressure had been put upon him not to leave Britain at a “most critical and difficult moment.” But the moment was far less critical than others during the war when he had left the country for quite long periods, and it was not at all characteristic of him to allow his personal inclination to be overborne. Indeed it is, frankly, incredible that he would not have gone if he had truly wanted to go.


In retrospect, he owned to regretting the decision, but only on the ground that it had lost him an early chance of man-to-man discussions with the new President, Harry S. Truman, who had expressed a wish that he come over. He showed no regret about having failed to make a dramatic gesture of farewell to the President who was dead, and whose intimate, brotherly friend he was widely supposed to have been. But his absence was not overlooked, and in particular it rankled in the mind of a young admirer of F.D.R., then a mere Congressman from Texas, but later himself President of the United States; and when Churchill himself died in 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson did not attend his funeral.


It would, however, be quite wrong to suggest that initial friendship between Churchill and Roosevelt turned to enmity, or even that it ceased to be friendship in any recognisable sense. Luckily for the world, there was to the end at least a modicum of goodwill and understanding between them; had it been otherwise, the war might never have been won. Besides, they were big enough to realise that history required them to get along, at least to the extent of being able to accommodate their differences on the most important problems facing the alliance. However uneasy their partnership, it could never be less than a very active partnership of convenience.


As such, it began when Roosevelt had the foresight and flair to make contact with Churchill, then First Lord of the Admiralty, at the outbreak of war, and to suggest that they should correspond personally. This they did from then onwards, and by the time Churchill became Prime Minister, they were well established as “pen friends.” In August 1941 they met in Placentia Bay, Newfoundland, where they and their staff discussed the war, and where the Atlantic Charter was promulgated.


It was not their first encounter, though Churchill made the mistake of assuming that it was. Nobody reminded him that they had met once during the previous war, when he was Minister of Munitions in Lloyd George’s coalition government, and Roosevelt Assistant Secretary of the Navy under Woodrow Wilson. According to John Gunther, Roosevelt was “irked” by Churchill’s failure to remember the occasion. And Churchill, for his part, was clearly so anxious to forget the gaffe that he later made out that it had never occurred, recalling in his memoirs how “struck” he had been in 1918 by Roosevelt’s “magnificent presence in all his youth and strength.”


The incident draws attention to one fact, among others, that necessarily complicated their relations—the length of Churchill’s experience of big-time politics compared with Roosevelt’s. Though they were less than eight years apart in age, the difference in political seniority was much greater. When Churchill first sat in a British Cabinet, Roosevelt was not yet even a state, much less a national, politician. By the end of the First World War, Churchill had completed one career at the top and started another, whereas Roosevelt was only a junior member of the federal government. Politically, it was almost as if they belonged to different generations.


This was awkward enough, but the comparison of talents was in some respects even more invidious. Manifestly, Roosevelt had nothing like Churchill’s originality of mind or command of language. Roosevelt was indeed, as Churchill said, a formidable politician, but he was not a man of genius in the sense that Churchill unquestionably was. Whereas Churchill was always bursting with ideas and did most of his own thinking—right or wrong—Roosevelt was largely dependent upon the ideas of others. As for their relative powers of utterance, Roosevelt was often able to hit upon a memorable folksy phrase, and was a master of the type of speech which reached perfection in his celebrated “fireside chats.” Yet most of his statements were the work of speech-writers—as are most of the speeches nowadays of leading politicians on both sides of the Atlantic, who have become like illiterate medieval monarchs over-reliant upon the services of worldly priests. Churchill, by contrast, was not only richly capable of composing his own speeches but seemed to deliver himself of a flowing oration almost every time he opened his mouth.


The disparity of talent was, however, balanced by a disparity of power, in which it was Churchill’s turn to be the underdog. As President of the United States since 1933, Roosevelt had become more powerful than Churchill had ever been or could ever hope to be. Quite apart from the disproportion in strength between the United States and even the still imperial Britain, the President, embodying the whole executive power of the Republic, had more authority within his own sphere than any British Prime Minister could possibly have within his. Churchill, for all his self-confidence and self-assertiveness, and for all the freedom of action that his unique prestige gave him, knew that in the war he was bound to be, as he himself graciously put it, Roosevelt’s “lieutenant.” But it was not a role that he could be expected to relish, and in fact there can be no doubt that he resented his enforced subordination to a man whom he secretly judged his inferior.


As time went on, his resentment was increased by a sense of growing alienation, as it became apparent that Roosevelt did not share his intimate, exclusive view of their partnership. Churchill dreamed—and from Britain’s point of view it was perhaps the costliest illusion of his career—of a postwar world benevolently guided and guarded by the English-speaking democracies acting as a sort of condominium. In his speech to a joint session of Congress, delivered on 26 December 1941 while he was in Washington for the ARCADIA meetings, he gave eloquent expression to his dream: “It is not given to us to peer into the mysteries of the future. Still, I avow my hope and faith, sure and inviolate, that in the days to come the British and American peoples will for their own safety and for the good of all walk together side by side in majesty, in justice, and in peace.” That vision of a majestic pas de deux ignored the realities of power and national self-interest.


Without having any such clear view of the future, Roosevelt instinctively recoiled from Churchill’s vision, partly because, as an individual, he was keen to show his independence of a too conspicuous “lieutenant,” and partly because, as an American, he had no taste for allowing his country’s destinies to become too closely intertwined with those of the Britain that Churchill represented. He was pro-British only in two senses—that he wanted Britain to hold out against Hitler, and that he had some sentimental regard for the British people. In other ways he was distinctly anti-British. To the traditional American prejudice against the empire from which the Founding Fathers had seceded, he added his own more personal dislike of Britain’s still fairly obtrusive governing class. Himself a self-conscious aristocrat, the squire of Hyde Park, he had a natural itch to cut the more splendidly endowed British aristocracy down to size.


Excelling in charm of manner and the capacity to put people at their ease, he was also a ruthless and rather feline man, whose character was at first misunderstood by the far less sensitive Churchill. Churchill’s gradual disenchantment was, therefore, all the more painful. But in Washington at the end of 1941 his attitude towards his host was still that of a truly Arcadian innocence.



















III. HOW TO WIN?





On his way to the Washington meetings in December 1941 Churchill prepared three papers on the future conduct of the war which were intended both to clear his own mind and to influence the Americans, particularly Roosevelt. The papers were shown to, and “generally” approved by, his professional advisers, who were travelling in the same warship. The first dealt with the Atlantic Front, the second with the Pacific Front, and the third with the “Campaign of 1943.”


The argument of the first was that in 1942 the war in the West should “comprise, as its main offensive effort, the occupation and control by Great Britain and the United States of the whole of the North and West African possessions of France, and the further control by Britain of the whole North African shore from Tunis to Egypt, thus giving … free passage through the Mediterranean to the Levant and the Suez Canal.” The French government at Vichy and its representatives in North Africa were to be offered “a blessing or a cursing.” If they would cooperate in all the ways necessary “to bring France into the war again as a principal,” then the Anglo-Saxon allies should promise “to re-establish France as a Great Power with her territories undiminished.” But if Vichy were to persist in collaboration with Germany, in that case “the de Gaullist movement must be aided and used to the full.” (General Charles de Gaulle was, of course, leader of the Free French movement.)


Churchill’s second paper, on the Pacific Front, envisaged further Japanese successes in the Pacific, but not the collapse of British power in South-east Asia, which was, in fact, about to occur. The burden of the argument was that Anglo-American naval superiority over Japan should be re-asserted by May 1942, and that the Far Eastern war should not “absorb an unduly large proportion of United States forces.”


The third, and most important, paper looked forward to a situation at the beginning of 1943 in which the tide would already have turned against Japan and the “whole West and North African shores from Dakar to the Suez Canal and the Levant to the Turkish frontier would be in Anglo-American hands.” Turkey, “though not necessarily at war, would be definitely incorporated in the American-British-Russian front.” The Russians would be in a strong position, and possibly “a footing would already have been established in Sicily and Italy, with reactions inside Italy which might be highly favourable.”


But the war would not yet be over. It could be ended only “through the defeat in Europe of the German armies, or through internal convulsions in Germany produced by the unfavourable course of the war, economic privations, and the Allied bombing offensive” (J.G.’s italics). Preparations should be made for liberating “the captive countries of Western and Southern Europe by the landing at suitable points, successively or simultaneously, of British and American armies strong enough to enable the conquered populations to revolt.” If “adequate and suitably equipped forces were landed in several of the following countries, namely, Norway, Denmark, Holland, Belgium, the French Channel coasts and the French Atlantic coasts, as well as in Italy and possibly the Balkans, the German garrisons would prove insufficient to cope both with the strength of the liberating forces and the fury of the revolting peoples.” The vanguards of the various Anglo-American expeditions “should be marshalled by the spring of 1943 in Iceland, the British Isles, and, if possible, in French Morocco and Egypt.” But the main body of liberating troops “would come direct across the ocean.”


On the American side, neither the President nor his principal military adviser, General Marshall, needed any persuading that the correct strategy would be to beat Hitler first. This was already their settled conviction. But how to set about defeating Hitler was another matter, on which Marshall, for his part, was far from sharing Churchill’s views. A whole year before Pearl Harbor he had decided that, if the United States were forced into war with Japan, Pacific operations should be restricted so as to permit concentration upon “a major offensive in the Atlantic” theatre. He never doubted that such an offensive would be necessary, or that it would have to be concentrated. At the Atlantic meeting in August 1941 he had been disturbed by Churchill’s talk of defeating Hitler by bombing and blockade, without any large-scale invasion of the Continent. And at the ARCADIA conference he was no less disturbed by Churchill’s alternative strategy of widely dispersed, piecemeal landings in support of local uprisings.


Roosevelt had his own reasons for being amenable at least to Churchill’s ideas for action in North Africa. He wanted American land forces to be involved as soon as possible in the Atlantic theatre, to counteract the inevitable public demand for greater involvement in the Pacific. Mid-term congressional elections were due in November 1942, and Roosevelt the commander-in-chief could not be indifferent to the problems of Roosevelt the politician.


As well as all the civilian pressures for intensifying the war against Japan, he had to reckon with the political influence of the U.S. Navy, which had a very natural urge to settle accounts with the Japanese, and the potentially troublesome charisma of General Douglas MacArthur, American land commander in the Far East, whose seniority in the Army (he was a former Chief of Staff) was matched by an addiction to high-flown rhetoric and a perceptible interest in politics. Opening a front in French North Africa might, for Roosevelt, be the only way to manage domestic opinion and at the same time do something to help the Russians, who were bearing the full weight of German military power.


In Marshall’s view North Africa was a peripheral area, and he feared—rightly, as it turned out—that commitment of any substantial military effort there would detract from the build-up in north-west Europe, which alone could lead to a decision in the war with Germany. His plan, later spelled out in a memorandum bearing his name, was that British and American forces should concentrate in the United Kingdom for offensive action across the Channel. Three distinct operations were projected in this Marshall plan—BOLERO, the accumulation of men and matériel in the United Kingdom; SLEDGEHAMMER, a possible emergency attack in the autumn of 1942, which would be launched only if the Russians seemed in imminent danger of collapse; and ROUND-UP, the decisive assault across the Channel in 1943.


The conflict between Churchill’s and Marshall’s ideas of Allied grand strategy was not resolved at the ARCADIA conference, though there were already indications that Roosevelt might, for political reasons, veer towards Churchill’s, at any rate in the short term. But machinery was set up for running the war, in particular the Combined Chiefs of Staff Committee, with its headquarters in Washington. On this, the most important British representative was Field-Marshal Sir John Dill, recently sacked by Churchill as Chief of the Imperial General Staff (as the professional head of the British Army was then called), but known since the Atlantic meeting to enjoy the special confidence of Marshall. Dill, the disciplined, honourable, and highly professional Ulsterman, appealed to Marshall, the Virginian, who shared those qualities in full measure. Their friendship is said to have done much for Allied unity, and so it clearly did, though whether it helped to ensure the adoption of the wisest and best strategy is less certain; for Dill’s special relationship with Marshall was largely used to reconcile Marshall to decisions which his judgment rejected. 
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IV. THE TIDE TURNS IN RUSSIA …





Hitler’s attack on Russia in June 1941 transformed the moral as well as the strategic character of the war. In 1939 the two great liberal democracies of Europe together challenged one of its two most dreadful tyrannies, which had just entered into a nefarious compact with the other. After the fall of France the honour of maintaining the armed struggle against Hitlerite Germany belonged for a whole year to the British Commonwealth and Empire alone, with the support of a few indomitable exiles and, of course, very active though nonbelligerent assistance from the United States. The war was then still a crusade, if apparently a hopeless one.


When Russia was attacked, some grounds for rational hope once again existed, but the crusading character of the war was, to put it mildly, compromised. Churchill had no choice but to welcome the Russians as allies, though he did not retract any of his former denunciations of Bolshevism or offer any apology for having tried, twenty-odd years before, to strangle the Bolshevik revolution at birth. Privately he said that if Hitler invaded Hell he would “at least make a favourable reference to the Devil in the House of Commons.”


Yet he must have known that, if the Russians put up a good resistance, he would have to go much further than that and draw a veil, for the duration, over the iniquities of the Soviet regime and its diabolical chief. In practice it was not long before British public opinion was being conditioned to regard the Soviet Union as a potential, if not yet fully evolved, democracy, and its leader as a man whose admitted toughness did not exclude at least a streak of idealism and humanity.


Moreover, pro-Russian sentiment was naturally boosted by news of the Red Army’s achievements towards the end of 1941. Whereas at first it seemed that Russia might well prove to be yet another victim of German Blitzkrieg, and that for Britain withdrawal of the threat of invasion would be no more than temporary, after a few months it became clear that the Germans were running into serious trouble on the Eastern Front. Despite huge initial losses of men and territory, the Red Army stood firm in Leningrad and in front of Moscow, where, in December, it even launched a limited but successful counter-offensive.


Hitler had underrated the fighting spirit of the Russians, the reserves of manpower upon which Stalin could draw, and the resources of mystical patriotism that he could exploit. Since it had been assumed that the war would be as good as over before the winter, the German troops were neither equipped nor trained to deal with the intense cold. Between the end of November 1941 and the end of March 1942 they had half a million casualties from sickness alone, including nearly 230,000 cases of frostbite. During the same period Stalin was able to switch forces to the Moscow front from Siberia, where they had been standing guard against Japan. He was able to do this because he knew from a trusted spy not only that the Japanese were about to attack the United States, but also that they would not attack him. As a result, the Germans were checked and then pushed back.


Instead of blaming himself for miscalculating the odds, Hitler typically blamed his generals and assumed personal command against Russia in 1942. This was another priceless boon to his enemies, because he committed errors which deprived him of his last chance of victory. It was obvious that he needed to finish the Russians off in 1942, before the Americans had time to muster their strength and to begin to deploy it in the West. And he saw, correctly, that the prime objective had to be the Caucasus, occupation of which would deny vital oil supplies to the Soviet Union and secure them for himself. The strategy was right, but he failed to pursue it with the necessary relentlessness, avoiding all distractions. Consequently he bungled the year’s campaigning and so virtually ensured his own ultimate defeat.


At first the Germans’ rate of advance and depth of penetration in 1942 were as awe-inspiring as in the previous summer. Before the end of July they had captured Rostov, where the Don flows into the Sea of Azov. It seemed that the Caucasus must fall to them by the autumn. But at this critical moment Hitler diverted substantial forces to the Leningrad front and sent the Fourth Panzer Army to assist in the attack on Stalingrad, on the Volga. Neither of these moves had a decisive effect in the sector towards which it was directed. Leningrad continued to hold out, and so did Stalingrad. But the units that were moved might have enabled a decisive result to be achieved in the Caucasus. Instead, the German advance there was checked at the mountain massif, and all attempts to break through it or to outflank it were successfully resisted.


By the end of 1942 the German predicament in Russia was beginning to look grave. Hitler’s forces were in full retreat from the Caucasus, and were cut off at Stalingrad. Faced with the growing power and confidence of their adversary, they were almost desperately overextended both in the length of their front line and in the distance over which their supplies had to travel. But Hitler would permit no strategic withdrawal or rationalisation of the front. He became obsessed with the need to defend every inch of conquered territory, and was particularly obsessed with the fruitless struggle for Stalingrad, no doubt partly on account of the city’s symbolic name.


During the whole of the time that the fate of Russia hung in the balance, Anglo-American aid was effectively limited to the supply of war equipment and to bombing attacks on Germany. British operations in the Western Desert had no significant bearing on the titanic conflict in Russia, and it was out of the question to stage any big landing in Western Europe until the latter part of 1942—which in turn was regarded as much too soon by Churchill and the British service chiefs. Britain did, however, make considerable sacrifices for Russia. Large quantities of war matériel were sent from British factories, and what was sent from America was for the most part lost to Britain, to whom it would otherwise have been available. Above all, the burden of transporting the supplies to Russia weighed very heavily upon the Royal Navy and the British merchant marine, whose losses in the Arctic convoys are notorious. As Churchill put it: “We endured the unpleasant process of exposing our own vital security and projects for the sake of our new ally—surly, snarly, grasping, and so lately indifferent to our survival.”


But Stalin’s gifts as an organiser and warlord, combined with the heroic qualities of the Russian people, gave him a moral advantage which on all other grounds he deserved as little as Hitler himself. He was able, too, to benefit from the influence among rank-and-file British trade unionists of ideologues who, since June 1941, had become champions of the war effort while retaining their specially fervent devotion to the national interests of Russia. The Second Front agitation in 1942 was orchestrated by an incongruous alliance of Communist shop stewards, left-wing journalists—and Lord Beaverbrook (of whose role in the affair more later). By contrast, the established leaders of the British Labour Party were exceedingly hostile to Stalin and, as members of the Churchill coalition, did their utmost to prevent any gratuitous political concessions being made to him.


It was most unfortunate that the whole question of a Second Front became entangled with the issue of aid for Russia, instead of being judged strictly on its own merits as a strategy for winning the war in the West.



















V. … AND IN THE PACIFIC





Until 1941 the Americans’ only long-sustained experience of fighting had been against each other. The operations that brought about the virtual genocide of the American Indians (in one of which the young Abraham Lincoln took part as an Army captain) were of an episodic nature, and the wars with Mexico and Spain were as brief as they were materially rewarding. Even the First World War involved the United States only for eighteen months. Since it won its independence, therefore, the only really long state of belligerence that the Republic had known was that in which it came near to destroying itself but was ultimately preserved.


As well as being relative strangers to war, the Americans were also in the habit of getting their own way. With the slightly debatable exception of the 1812 war against Britain, they had emerged victorious from all their foreign quarrels. Unlike the British, they had no disposition to glorify the memory of honourable defeats. To be beaten was, for them, a disgrace, and to lose a war—until Vietnam—more or less unthinkable. It was natural to them to assume not only that their own cause was just, but also that it would necessarily prevail.


Their reaction to Pearl Harbor and the disasters that swiftly followed was, therefore, one of shocked incredulity. For a time the news was all bad, for themselves no less than for their allies. The loss of most of their Pacific Fleet battleships would have made their position in the Philippines hard enough to hold without the further blow of losing, through incompetence, about half their military aircraft there, which despite warning were destroyed on the ground. MacArthur at first proclaimed that the whole of the Philippines must be held, but soon decided instead upon a delaying action, with most of his American forces concentrated in the Bataan peninsula and the neighbouring fortified island of Corregidor. Their resistance was stubborn. Bataan was not surrendered until March 1942, Corregidor not until May, and it was only in June that Japanese conquest of the Philippines was complete.


Meanwhile, MacArthur had moved to Australia to plan his “I shall return” strategy, and the Americans had already shown their determination to hit back, with the Doolittle air raid on Tokyo and two other Japanese cities in April. But it was in May–June that the tide turned as between America and Japan, with the decisive naval battles of the Coral Sea and Midway. The first rescued Australia from the threat of invasion, and the second marked the beginning of the end of Japan’s brief naval ascendancy in the Pacific.


The Americans had the advantage of superior Intelligence, which enabled them to anticipate enemy movements. They were also most fortunate in having not lost their Pacific aircraft carriers, which were at sea while the battleships were sunk or disabled at Pearl Harbor. If it had been the other way round—i.e., if the carriers rather than the battleships had been put out of action—the struggle for supremacy in the Pacific would have lasted longer, and consequently it would have been even more difficult for Roosevelt to stick to the policy of beating Hitler first. The same would also have been true if the Japanese had outfought the Americans in either of the two crucial battles of mid-1942.


But they failed to do so. The Coral Sea was not exactly an American victory, because the losses on both sides were fairly well balanced. Yet it was beyond question a major strategic setback for the Japanese. Midway was that and more. The Japanese lost twice as many aircraft as the Americans, and four of their aircraft carriers to the Americans’ one. After Midway the Hawaiian Islands were safe, and any possibility that the Japanese might be able to attack the American West Coast was effectively removed.


On land, the enemy advance was stopped in New Guinea. In particular, Australian forces with American support managed to hold the southern part of Papua (that half of the huge island that was under Australian administration), and by October 1942 had gone over to the offensive there. By the end of the year the Japanese had lost more men than the Allies in the jungle fighting, and Allied mastery in the air was undisputed.


Meanwhile, farther to the east, the U.S. Marines had been heavily engaged in the Solomon Islands. After seizing without too much difficulty the small island of Tulagi, they spent months gaining possession of its larger neighbour Guadalcanal. There, as in New Guinea, both sides had to contend with illness affecting thousands, as well as the normal hazards of war. Moreover, the need to reinforce and supply the embattled armies on the island caused a number of further important naval actions, in which both sides had serious losses. But the final outcome was on the whole favourable to the Americans, more especially in the air, and by the end of 1942 the Japanese position on Guadalcanal had become hopeless.


The year’s operations in the Pacific demonstrated to all who cared to see that the United States had emerged as the world’s leading maritime power, to which—rather than to Britain—Australia and New Zealand must in future look for their protection. They also showed that American troops, however deficient in battle experience, were capable of resisting well, under very adverse conditions, and of attacking equally well when the opportunity came.



















VI. BRITISH CALAMITIES





While the Russians and Americans, who had entered the war neither voluntarily nor early, were fighting back with conspicuous success, the seasoned British were undergoing a series of calamities all the more galling for being in such sharp contrast with the achievements of their allies. Churchill and the British service chiefs may have felt that they knew much better than their Allied opposite numbers how the war should be fought, but the performance of the British war machine throughout the world, resulting in many cases from faulty judgment at the top, did little to justify their self-confidence.


In the Far East, disaster followed disaster with bewildering swiftness. Between mid-December 1941 and early April 1942, at negligible cost to themselves, the Japanese seized Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore, and most of Burma. Hong Kong resisted for eighteen days, but then surrendered with its garrison of 12,000, at a cost to the Japanese of fewer than 3,000. The conquest of mainland Malaya was accomplished in fifty-four days, with British losses of 25,000—mostly in prisoners—to the Japanese 4,600. At this point Churchill sent an instruction to the local commander, General Arthur Percival, that “the city of Singapore must be converted into a citadel and defended to the death,” because Britain’s “whole fighting reputation” and “the honour of the British Empire” were at stake. Nevertheless, Percival surrendered the place, with about 100,000 troops, only a week later—on 15 February 1942.
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