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      I have studied the Normandy invasion for much of my life as a professional military historian. They’re sadly no longer with us now, but I’ve been fortunate to encounter and interview hundreds who fought there and discuss with them — and numerous academic and military colleagues — the reasons for the success of those far-off days of June 1944. We’ve put our feet up at the numerous hostelries that line the French coast, and over moules-frites and the odd (sometimes very odd) glass of wine pondered all the moving parts that made Operation Overlord, and Neptune, its maritime counterpart, so successful.

      My mind is always attuned to the fact that the achievement of Eisenhower, Montgomery and Ramsay in providing the springboard into Europe that led to the downfall of Nazi Germany was due to the disaster of Operation Jubilee. The Dieppe landing of 19th August 1942 saw a multi-national, tri-service force receive a huge setback, losing thirty-three landing craft, a destroyer that had to be scuttled, twenty-nine tanks, 106 aircraft and 4,384 killed, wounded or taken captive. There is much debate about the lessons learned from Dieppe, and how they influenced Overlord. Mountbatten — head of Combined Operations at the time — would claim that the latter would have been impossible without the former. Others have observed merely that Jubilee, if nothing else, ‘taught us how NOT to do a major assault from the sea’.

      Sitting 250 miles off the African coast in the Indian Ocean, the world’s second-largest island has always been on the fringes of my consciousness as somewhere else that also received an amphibious assault during the Second World War. To my shame, probably because I have yet to set foot there, I paid little attention to Madagascar — a Vichy French colony at the time, and therefore hostile to Britain — until I read Russell Phillips’ excellent volume describing its very necessary occupation in 1942.

      In A Strange Campaign we discover why Madagascar’s location was so important strategically. That it was vital the Allies owned its deep water ports, controlling access both to India and the Suez Canal. In Vichy French hands, the fear was that its Governor and garrison might fall under German or (more likely) Japanese domination. Hence, the first large-scale combined operation of the Second World War by an Allied sea, land, and air force. From the point of view of timing, Operation Ironclad, the initial capture of its major port, Diego-Suarez (now Antsiranana), was significant, beginning only fourteen weeks before Dieppe, on 5th May 1942, yet with a very different outcome.

      When compared to Overlord, the planning for Ironclad seems almost amateurish, but it was still felt to be sufficiently important to merit the deployment of a battleship, two carriers with nearly one hundred embarked aircraft, and forty-three cruisers, destroyers, and other warships, at a time when British naval resources were hugely stretched in the Mediterranean, North Atlantic and Pacific. Interestingly, A Strange Campaign relates that it was at Madagascar the Bachaquero, Britain’s first LST (a merchantman converted into tank landing ship), deposited a dozen tanks on a hostile shore. That a flung-together infantry division of three brigades, plus No. 5 Commando, was deployed in ten assault and troopships, splashing ashore from LCAs (assault landing craft) also underlines the point about scale. This was no mere commando raid on a small island but a major combined operation, when Britain was still exploring the nature of amphibious warfare.

      Despite the remarkably light casualty bill of 500 killed or wounded (slightly more dying from disease than combat), A Strange Campaign tells how this became a major British success in a year peppered with military reverses. The only reason the whole of Madagascar was not captured until November 1942 was it was not attempted. Initially, it was thought the Vichy forces would surrender, but they proved to be more resilient — ironically holding out for longer than did their native France in 1940 — and had to be isolated and reduced piecemeal, but at minimal cost.

      Did lessons flow from the initial success at Madagascar to the planning for Dieppe? Almost certainly not; the time frame was too brief and the nature of the assault, using troops eventually bound for India, was ad hoc. The Dieppe raid was originally planned for early July as Operation Rutter, cancelled then reinstated as Jubilee. However, I ask myself, did Ironclad in any way pave the way for Overlord? The answer is that I am sure that it did.

      Some of the initial landings at Madagascar were hampered by assault shipping being unable to deliver troops and vehicles onto their chosen beaches. The establishment of Combined Operations Pilotage Parties (COPPs) in September 1942 would solve this. Their special forces canoeists conducted secret reconnaissance of potential landing beaches for all the major assaults, beginning with other Vichy French outposts in North Africa on 8th November 1942 (Operation Torch), and such mishaps were never repeated.

      That’s not all. Apart from the presence of the first LST — America would go on to mass produce over 1,000, without which the Normandy landings would have been impossible — we see at Madagascar the extensive work of SOE (Special Operations Executive) personnel operating behind the lines. Their intelligence was not always trusted, but by the time of Overlord the Allies had learned to trust their spies. A Strange Campaign narrates the use of commandos in conjunction with infantry landings, and the first Allied use of dummy paratroops. The flotilla of assault ships, carrying smaller landing craft, included the Royal Ulsterman, which would go on to take part in Torch, Husky and Avalanche (1943) and Overlord. Her companion, the Winchester Castle, also landed troops in Torch and Avalanche, and then in Southern France for Operation Dragoon on 15 August 1944. Thus, in the successful Operation Ironclad of 1942, we have the seeds of success of all the other major amphibious landings in Europe during the war.

      This is why I commend Russell Phillips’ A Strange Campaign to you. Ignore Madagascar at your peril. I leaned much from this volume and I hope you will too. As a result, my first act will be to visit the island when I can and combine some military history with tropical sun. Although an obscure-seeming footnote to Second World War military history, Madagascar is actually a key event in the evolutionary process that culminated with victory in Normandy two years later.

      Professor Peter Caddick-Adams, March 2021
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      On 5th May 1942, British troops landed on the island of Madagascar. The opposing forces weren’t German, Italian, or Japanese — they were French. Most people think of Britain and France as allies during the Second World War, but the relationship between the two countries was much more complex. To explain why Britain invaded Madagascar, we need to go back to 1940.

      When France fell in 1940, Marshal Pétain formed a new French government, based at the spa town of Vichy. This new government signed an armistice with Germany, leaving them theoretically neutral in the wider war. But in practice the Germans made ever-greater demands of Vichy France, and with three-fifths of France under German occupation, the French could not realistically refuse. By 1942, not only were Britain and France no longer allies, relations between the two countries were very strained.

      Defeat in the Battle of France engendered a lot of bad feeling between the two nations. The French complained that the British had favoured their own troops over the French in the evacuation at Dunkirk in May and June 1940. This was true initially, when the French had not decided to evacuate. Once the French agreed to take part, the British took roughly equal numbers of British and French troops. The numbers of men taken off the beaches — 140,000 French and 198,000 British — reflect this.

      After Dunkirk, as the Germans began attacking south, the French demanded support from the Royal Air Force. They wanted ten fighter squadrons sent to France immediately, with another ten to follow later. The British, wanting to ensure that they had sufficient aircraft to defend Britain, declined. Still hoping to keep France in the fight, Britain sent the 52nd Division to France on 6th June 1940, and planned to send the Canadian Division on the 11th, with a third division to follow later.

      At a meeting on 11th June, both British and French politicians and generals accepted that they had lost the Battle of France. Churchill was keen for the French to continue the fight, suggesting that street fighting in Paris could bleed the German army dry. Every Frenchman present opposed the idea, and they declared Paris an open city the next day, to save it from the damage that would ensue from such a battle.

      Weygand, the French commander-in-chief, demanded that the British send all their fighter aircraft to France immediately, believing it was France’s only hope. Churchill refused, saying that the British would need them when the Luftwaffe attacked Britain. He countered with a suggestion that the French could base themselves in North Africa, where they had a significant army, and continue the fight from their empire.

      One of Churchill’s primary concerns was the powerful French fleet. If it was allowed to fall under German control, it could cause significant difficulties for the Royal Navy. Admiral Darlan, Chief of Staff of the French Navy, assured him that France would not allow her fleet to fall into German hands.

      Over the next few days, the French government started to seriously consider asking for an armistice. The idea of moving the government to North Africa and continuing the fight from there was also considered. The British, realising that keeping troops in France simply put them at risk for no gain, evacuated their troops and remaining aircraft between 15th and 18th June 1940. This gave further ammunition to those that blamed Britain for France’s defeat. Some suggested that Britain essentially considered France to be defeated, and that the alliance was therefore over.

      Earlier, in March, the French had wanted Britain to sign a declaration that neither country would seek a separate armistice or peace treaty. Britain had agreed to this with no objections, and now France found themselves in the embarrassing position of asking Britain to allow them to renege on this declaration. Britain agreed, but with the significant condition that the French fleet be “sailed forthwith to British harbours pending negotiations”. Britain later requested that the French air force should fly its aircraft to North Africa to put them out of German reach, and that allied troops (Czechs, Poles, Belgians) still in France should be sent to Britain. To French eyes, this all looked suspiciously like Britain trying to loot the French corpse for military hardware and troops.

      In a last desperate attempt to keep France in the war, Britain sent a message suggesting that the two countries should unite. The idea was rejected as yet another attempt by Britain to acquire French arms. Far from keeping France in the war, the message led to the collapse of the Reynaud government. Marshal Pétain formed a new government, and immediately sought an armistice, which was signed in the Compiègne Forest in France on 22nd June 1940.

      In the twenty-first century, Madagascar is valued for its unique wildlife. In 1940, little heed was paid to its ecology or heritage, but the Nazis saw other potential value in the island. At this time, the Nazi solution to the so-called “Jewish question” was deportation rather than wholesale slaughter. Madagascar had been discussed as a potential destination for Europe’s Jews as early as 1938. So German occupation of Madagascar was a distinct possibility, not for military reasons, but so that they could forcibly evict millions of Jews from Europe to the island.

      One of the terms of the armistice was that French warships not earmarked for colonial duties were to be recalled to France. Some of these ships were in ports under British control, having sought sanctuary while France was still fighting. Two battleships, four cruisers, several submarines, and around 200 smaller vessels were in Britain. One battleship, four cruisers, and various support ships were in the port of Alexandria in Egypt, which was under British control.

      Admiral Darlan, the new Minister of Marine, wanted the ships in British ports to return to France, and sooner rather than later. He had no intention of them serving alongside German ships, but he didn’t want them being used by the British either. The British, for their part, still feared that they would reinforce the German navy, with or without Darlan’s cooperation, so they refused to let them leave. The issue came to a head with Operation Catapult, which was planned to deal with the various parts of the French fleet simultaneously.

      British sailors and Royal Marines boarded every French ship in a British port at 04:30 on 3rd July 1940. The hope was to avoid bloodshed, so although some boarders were armed with pistols or rifles, others had pickaxe handles. They boarded in overwhelming numbers in an attempt to intimidate the French sailors into compliance. In most cases, they avoided bloodshed as intended, but the large submarine Surcouf battened down the hatches before the British could board. The British managed to open the conning tower hatch from outside and board the submarine, but the French officers refused to leave. There was a tense stand-off until a French officer opened fire with his pistol. After a brief firefight, the French accepted the inevitable and surrendered. Two British officers and one seaman had been killed, and a second seaman was wounded. A French warrant officer had been killed, and one officer wounded.

      In Alexandria, the French and British vice-admirals, Godfroy and Cunningham, had a good personal relationship, and came to an agreement: Godfroy would not try to sail without informing Cunningham. In return, Cunningham would not try to take control of the French ships. Neither of their superiors were happy with the arrangement. Eventually, Cunningham persuaded Godfroy to mothball his ships with reduced crews, the rest being repatriated to France or allowed to join de Gaulle’s Free French, the military forces of the French government-in-exile.

      The French were not happy about their ships in British ports being boarded and taken over, and their ships in Alexandria being blockaded. These actions paled into insignificance, however, compared to what happened at Mers El Kébir.

      The French navy had a large and powerful force docked at Mers El Kébir in Algeria. As part of Operation Catapult, Admiral Sir James Somerville sailed with Force H to Mers El Kébir. His orders were to deliver an ultimatum that would require the French ships to be sailed to Britain or the West Indies, or to be sunk. If the French refused to do any of these things, he was to destroy them. Somerville started negotiations, having decided on a deadline of 15:00. Gensoul, the French admiral, refused to speak to Somerville’s representative Captain Holland directly, and sent a lieutenant instead.

      Gensoul refused to bow to any of the British demands, and said that the French ships would defend themselves if fired upon. Twenty minutes before the deadline, however, he sent a signal saying that he would personally meet Somerville’s representative. Somerville suspected correctly that Gensoul was playing for time, but in the hope of avoiding a battle with men who had so recently been counted as allies, he extended the deadline to 17:30.

      While Holland was talking to Gensoul, Somerville received a warning from the Admiralty that French reinforcements were en route. Somerville immediately sent Gensoul a message informing him that his ships would be sunk if none of the British proposals had been accepted by 17:30. This message was shown to Holland at 17:15, who sent a message to Somerville with some little progress, hoping to avoid conflict.

      It was not to be. Holland left Dunkerque, the French flagship, at 17:25, and at 17:54 the British fleet fired the first shots. They were stationed to the north-west to reduce the possibility of misses hitting the town. The battleship Bretagne suffered a magazine explosion and sank, taking 977 crew with her. Provence, Dunkerque, and the destroyer Mogador were damaged and run aground. Strasbourg and four destroyers managed to get to the open sea. They were attacked by Swordfish aircraft from Ark Royal, but to little effect. The British pursued them until 20:20, and Swordfish attacked them again at 20:55.

      A British submarine sank the French gunboat Rigault de Genouilly the following day, and on 8th July, Swordfish launched a torpedo attack against Dunkerque and inflicted serious damage. On the same day, and also part of Operation Catapult, HMS Hermes mounted an airborne attack against the battleship Richelieu at Dakar, causing serious damage.

      Operation Catapult resulted in the deaths of around 1,300 Frenchmen. One French battleship was sunk and two damaged. Three destroyers were damaged and one grounded. British losses were two dead and six aircraft destroyed. Public attitudes in Britain regarding the action were positive. The Ministry of Information reported “widespread approval” and a feeling that “no other course was possible”1. This soon hardened into anti-French attitudes, and feelings that Britain and France had never really been friends in the first place2.

      Admiral Gensoul had warned that shots fired against them would put “the whole French fleet against Great Britain”, and he was not wrong. Anglo-French relations, already strained, sank even lower.

      The Vichy government distrusted Britain and suspected her motives, believing that the British wanted to expand their empire at the expense of the French. France had already lost control of some parts of her empire to Japan and the Free French, and they hated the idea of losing more to Britain.

      There is no evidence to suggest that Britain did wish to expand her empire at Vichy’s expense, but the suspicion and fear were very real. Combined with a belief that Germany would ultimately win the war, and a deep-seated bitterness over the defeat of France and the attacks of Operation Catapult, they help to explain Vichy’s belligerent attitude towards Britain.

      The September 1940 battle at Dakar and the 1941 campaign in Syria and Lebanon hardened the Vichy attitude against Britain. At Dakar, de Gaulle hoped that he would be welcomed with open arms, but approaches were rebuffed and the Allies were defeated in the subsequent battle. In 1941 the British led an invasion of Syria and Lebanon, both of which were under Vichy control, in order to prevent Germany using the area as a base for attacks on Egypt.
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