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PREFACE 

The intention of this book is to provide some insight into the causes and main 

events of the Second World War. In particular, I was asked to provide informa- 

tion and explanation for those people, now aged fifty-five or less, who did not 

live through, experience orremember whatit was like to bea member ofa nation 

fighting for its life. For the reader, no great or detailed knowledge of the period 

is presumed, although some background information gleaned from education 

and reading would be useful. Recourse to maps, even television, often helps. The 

war shaped and governed many of the twentieth century’s events both before and 

after 1939. Its repercussions are still felt world-wide and help to explain 

contemporary problems which daily make media headlines. Like it or not, the 

manifestations affect everyone’s life. Better by far, then, to know at least 

something of what went on. 

Detectives making investigations arrive at the scene ofaction and seek answers 

to routine questions: Who? When? Where? How? What? And, crucially, Why? 

This book attempts to help the average person who is searching for such 

explanations. It is intended to provide an insight into what an older generation 

— his or her parents and grandparents — were fighting both for and against. 

I should like to thank those people who have helped me with my work. 

Roderick Dymott and Barry Holmes, both of Cassell, have provided opportu- 

nity and advice. My family, especially my wife, has shown the utmost tolerance 

of my many hours of monastic withdrawal from the domestic scene while 

researching and writing. 

All opinions expressed, and any errors made, are mine. 

John Ray 

Tonbridge, 1999 





CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The term ‘Second World War’ refers to several conflicts, some linked, others 

separate, fought by nation states over a period of six years from 1939, although 
preliminary engagements had occurred as early as 1931. Basically, the land and 

air war occurred in two main theatres. One was Europe, a conflict which 

overflowed into African campaigns. The other was Asia and the Pacific. As 

fighting spread, the sea war took place on and under every ocean. 

Inacentury of unparalleled bloodletting and destructive war, the six years after 

1939 were unequalled in ferocity. By the close, approximately fifty million men, 

women and children world-wide had been killed, with millions of others scarred 

physically or emotionally. No other war has proved so extensive or costly or has 

had such widespread repercussions not only for the combatants but also on those 

who remained neutral. The legacy can be traced, at the end of the twentieth 

century, through the mutual attitudes and antipathies of various nations. Wounds 

of memory, dislike and mistrust heal slowly, if at all. For a number, in Lenin’s 

words, peace has been only a continuation of war by other means. 

People born after 1945, who never lived through the war, are sometimes 

puzzled and repulsed by the actions of an older generation. They look at their 

parents and grandparents, now usually placid with age, and can hardly believe 

that once they fought murderously. Did granddad really run his bayonet into a 

fellow human being before finishing him off with a bullet? And canit be true that 

grandma helped to build the plane that dropped the bomb that hit the house that 

collapsed on ten little children and killed the lot? Surely not, grandma! 

Why was it that millions of people chose warfare to demonstrate virtues and 

weaknesses? Could not courage and cowardice, sacrifice and greed, love and 

hatred, have been shown better in peace? Were there not alternative ways of 

settling differences? Jaw, jaw must be better than war, war. 

Today, there are people of all nations who believe that such a scale of 

devastation can never occur again. The threat of atomic bombs has, in their 
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opinion, outlawed war. The influence of television, radio and the Press is now 

so great that widespread images of impending Armageddon would bring whole 

populations rapidly to theirsenses. Everywhere, they claim, the sights and sounds 

of devastation would prompt people to defy any government attempting to promote 

conflict. They would refuse to take part as cannon-fodder. World war died in 1945. 

Did it? Such optimists should reflect on the history of the human condition. 

Firstly there has been no year since 1945 when a war, large or small, has not been 

fought somewhere in the world. The unhappy and geographically diverse 

catalogue includes Afghanistan, the Gulf, Vietnam, Israel, the Falklands, Indo- 

nesia and Kosovo. The post-war years seem to confirm Fisher’s view of history 

as being ‘one damn thing after another’. Dreadful experiences of the Second 

World War have certainly not deterred some later generations from a desire to 

fight. For them, as Clausewitz argued, war is nothing but the continuation of 

politics with the admixture of other means. Nor has the awesome power of 

nuclear weapons been outlawed by nations. In 1945 one country possessed 

atomic bombs; at the close of the twentieth century the number having the 

ability to produce them has approached double figures. 

Secondly, during the 1920s and 1930s, following the slaughter of the First 

World War, in which at least eight million fighting men died, many young 

people of various nations swore that they would not join another conflict. 

Heartfelt cries resounded of ‘Never again’. They were greatly affected by anti- 

war images portrayed particularly in films and literature. And yet when the call 

to arms came, especially in 1939, most stepped forward to serve. Consequently, 

just twenty years after the signing of a peace treaty concluding ‘the war to end 

all wars’, four European nations again took up arms. Each was convinced of the 

justice of its own cause. 

Unravelling the threads of war is no easy task, but two other factors merit 

consideration. First, was this conflict inevitable? Some historians think not. For 

them it was what Churchill called ‘the unnecessary war’ and could have been 

avoided had statesmen followed a different course, especially in 1936 and 1938. 

Hitler, they suggest, was allowed to get away with too much. Others, nonethe- 

less, see the conflict as a continuation of the First World War. In their view, the 

conferences, treaties and settlements after 1918 were so unsatisfactory that 
further trouble was unavoidable. “This is not peace,’claimed Marshal Foch ofthe 
Versailles Treaty, ‘it is an armistice for twenty years.’ His prediction was 
uncannily accurate. “The first war explains the second,’ wrote A. J .P. Taylor, 

‘and in fact caused it, in so far as one event causes another.”! 
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INTRODUCTION 

Secondly, was this a just war? The two words may appear incompatible, or at 
least sit together uneasily. To the victors of 1945, nevertheless, there was little 
doubt that Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan in particular, and Fascist Italy to a 
lesser extent, represented evil forces which had been overcome by the armed 
strength of democratic nations employed in a righteous cause. Few people 
among the Allies questioned that the war was both necessary and just. What 
would have happened if they had lost? The world had been saved from the 
powers of darkness. 

On the other side of the fence millions of citizens of the Axis powers viewed 

events in a different light. They believed that their rightful aims, for which they 

had fought and sacrificed so much, had been thwarted by defeat. This did not 

destroy their cherished hopes and ambitions, but curtailed the means of achiev- 

ing them. Since then, both the Germans and the Japanese have made prodigious 

efforts in the field of economic development and expansion, and have become 

two of the world’s most successful industrial states. 

In Europe, at the end of the twentieth century, the question is sometimes 

asked whether the Germans are ruthlessly exercising political will to dominate 

the continent. Are they achieving through economic power what Hitler failed 

to gain with panzer divisions and the Luftwaffe? This would be an empire created 

without bloodletting — a success by stealth. 

And what of the Japanese? What has happened to their burning desire to be 

the ‘Prussians of Asia’, combined with their feeling of racial superiority over their 

neighbours? Since 1945 they have kept their heads down, closer to factory 

machinery than to military hardware. Their main conflicts have come from 

whether or not to admit their role in causing the Far Eastern war and in failing 

to compensate the millions, especially in Asia, who suffered as a result. 

Have Germany’s and Japan’s pre-war drives for territory, power and prestige 

been eradicated or merely suspended in hibernation? Only the coming of the 

twenty-first century will show. That isa thought which often occupies the minds 

of those with strong memories of what happened between 1939 and 1945. 

The Second World War ended in two stages in 1945. In early May, shortly 

after the death of Adolf Hitler, the Germans surrendered in Europe. Then, on 

14 August, Emperor Hirohito of Japan announced his nation’s capitulation in the 

Far East. The concluding act was played out on 2 September when, aboard the 

American battleship USS Missouri anchored in Tokyo Bay, Japanese officers 

signed ‘an instrument of surrender’. The last Axis power had acknowledged 

defeat by the Allies. Peace had finally broken out. 
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Another date is less easily located. When did the war start? The answer 

depended on where people lived. In Asia, an unresolved conflict had continued 

since 1931, with breaks, when Japanese troops attacked Chinese forces in 

Manchuria. In Africa the Italians defied the League of Nations by launching a 

colonial war against Abyssinia (Ethiopia) from late 1935. The Spanish Civil War, 

which drew in forces from Germany, Italy and Russia, as well as an International 

Brigade, opened in the following year. Germany, Poland, Britain and France 

began fighting in Europe at the start of September 1939. The USSR was invaded 

by the Germans in June 1941 and that marked the opening of “The Great 

Patriotic War’ for the Russians (who, however, overlooked the fact that their 

own forces had earlier marched against Poland, the Baltic States and Finland). To 

the Americans, war began in December 1941 with the Japanese raid on Pearl 

Harbor — although the United States, while officially neutral, had been openly 

hostile to the Axis powers for a year before then. 

The generally accepted date for the start of the Second World War is 1 

September 1939. At 4.45 that morning German troops, closely supported by 

aircraft, struck at Poland. The two nations shared borders 1,750 miles long and 

the assault was launched from three main directions. Frontier barriers were 

pushed aside as thousands of soldiers with lorries, tanks and guns, all under the 

umbrella of the Luftwaffe, poured across. Polish troops attempted to halt the tide 

and the first shots were exchanged in the European war. German forces made 

rapid progress, with many opposing units quickly overwhelmed or compelled to 

retreat before a barrage of ground and air attacks. 

Under such intense pressure, the Polish Government at once looked for help 

to its two majorallies. Britain and France had given undertakings that they would 

come to the aid of Poland in the event of aggression from another national state; 

both had Germany in mind as the potential belligerent. Treaties offer security to 

nations, in the fashion ofa group of mountaineers roped together for safety. Ifone 

climber falls, however the others risk being catapulted unwillingly into space. 

One slip can spell disaster for all. 

At first inspection, both nations honoured their commitments speedily by 

issuing ultimatums to the German government: either cease fire then retire to 
your own frontiers, they stipulated, or we shall intervene. Their warnings were 

ignored and Hitler refused to stop. Therefore both declared war on Germany. 
Britain took up arms at 11 a.m. on 3 September, while France followed suit at 
5 p.m. on the same day. Within a period of about sixty hours almost two hundred 

million Europeans were launched into war. 
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INTRODUCTION 

These happenings appeared to result from definite steps taken by strong 
governments, each having a clear policy and powerful resolve. There seemed to 
be no break in the sequence of events, each move leading swiftly and inexorably 
to the next. The reality was more opaque. Greater anxiety, confusion and 
irresolution affected all government circles more than the public either suspected 
or were allowed to discover. In many respects the war of 1939 was unexpected 
and unwelcome, and caught the nations involved unprepared. 

Why the Nations Went to War: Germany 

Nations do not go to war lightly. Whether they are dictatorships, with one man 

orasingle party wielding overwhelming power, or democracies in which several 

groups have the opportunity of influencing policy, whole nations have to be led 

into conflict. At least a general consensus is required for the course being 

followed. From the start of September 1939 four nations decided to fight in 

Europe, another joined in some two weeks later, while a further three, though 

subsequently embroiled in war, stayed neutral. At that stage, what were the 

reasons for their decisions? 

Why did Nazi Germany invade Poland on 1 September 1939? A widespread 

impression still exists that Adolf Hitler, at once messianic and omnipotent, led a 

mesmerised nation into conflict. A number of writers refer to “Hitler’s War’ as 

if he were a supreme evil puppet-master — the Pied Piper of Nazism. One spoke 

of ‘the insatiable appetite of Adolf Hitler’. His friend Rudolf Hess claimed that 

‘Hitler is Germany and Germany is Hitler’. Nonetheless, as other historians have 

remarked, he could not have succeeded without a general acceptance and 

cooperative agreement from many individuals and national groups. Some 

estimated that they could control him. The Sorcerer’s Apprentice once believed 

that about a broom. 

Basically, by moving against Poland, Hitler intended to win back by force of 

arms territory which the German people believed was rightly theirs. This was 

land which, in their estimation, was unfairly taken from them at the end of the 

First World War. The Treaty of Versailles had created an independent Poland 

from parts of the old empires of Austria, Russia and Germany. Ina move to afford 

the new nation access to maritime trade, the port of Danzig, on the Baltic coast, 

was given the status of an independent ‘Free City’. However, Danzig was 

German, having been part of Prussia since the eighteenth century. So that the 

Poles could reach the port, a corridor of land was taken from West Prussia and 

awarded to them, a move which automatically separated East Prussia from the 
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rest of Germany. Consequently German inhabitants of the Corridor came under 

the control of a foreign power, a situation unsatisfactory to both sides. Not 

surprisingly, Germans there wanted to be reunited with their homeland, and 

Poland encountered an uncooperative population of Germans sitting across her 

trade route to the Baltic coast. 

Ironically, it was the British Prime Minister Lloyd George who suggested that 

Danzig should be a ‘Free City’, with the League of Nations installing a High 

Commissioner. This move, made for Germany’s benefit, substantially led to war 

twenty years later. Subsequently the new Poland was a buffer-state, with 

powerful neighbours on each side and with restless internal minorities. States- 

men had tried to create a nation from people who had previously lived in 

provinces on the boundaries of three empires. 

At the start of his book Mein Kampf, Adolf Hitler stated that “kindred blood 

should belong to a common empire’. In September 1939 he was attempting to 

achieve that object. He claimed to have tried peaceful, diplomatic negotiations 

so that Danzig and the Corridor would be returned to German control. These 

efforts had failed. Only then, in Hitler’s reckoning, had he been compelled to use 

force. However, the question of who owned a city and nearby parcel ofland was 

the selected occasion of war. The real causes ran deeper, into the roots of German 

history. 

To German eyes, the Treaty of Versailles was a Diktat or ‘slave treaty’, and the 

worst example of victors’ justice. The Germans believed that Britain, France and 

the United States had not only humiliated them but had also severely damaged 

their economy. Consequently the German people had suffered two decades of 

hardship and deprivation after 1919. 

A particularly grating point was that, at Versailles, Germany and her allies had 

been blamed for starting the First World War. The War Guilt Clause (Clause 

231) laid at their door ‘all the loss and damage to which the Allied and Associated 

Governments and their nationals have been subjected’. The entire conflict had 

come from ‘the aggression of Germany and her allies’. To the innocent victims 

of, for example, Belgium, who had endured devastation from the uninvited 

German entry of 1914, the Clause was fair retribution. However, to those 

Germans who believed that they had been compelled to take up arms, such 

justice appeared one-eyed. 

Through being forced to accept that clause, Germany had had to pay 
reparations. These were to be compensation for ‘all the damage done to the 
civilian populations of the Allied and Associated powers and to their property’. 

14 
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By 1921, when the suffering nations had submitted their claims, the figure stood 
at 132,000 million gold marks, or about £6.6 billion — an astronomical sum. 
Before long a number of Germans were taking the view, ‘Can’t pay, won’t pay’. 

The Germans believed that other stipulations of the peace treaties were 
excessively punitive. Allied forces occupied a demilitarised Rhineland. Overall, 
about 12 per cent of German territory was taken and awarded to the newly 
formed nations of Poland and Czechoslovakia or to France, Belgium and 

Denmark. The Saar Basin, a hub of German industrial production, was placed 

under international control. The nation’s overseas colonies were removed into 

the authority of the newly formed League of Nations, then passed as mandated 

territories to France, Japan and Britain. 

Germany’s armed services were speedily dismembered. A force of 100,000 

men could be retained, but the remainder of the army, together with its famously 

competent General Staff, was disbanded. No aircraft, tanks or submarines were 

permitted, and most of the German Fleet surrendered, finishing its days at Scapa 

Flow. The many Germans who believed that their armed forces had never been 

truly defeated in battle, but rather had been betrayed by certain groups at home, 

found the price hard to pay. They spoke of being ‘stabbed in the back’ by minor 

revolutionaries, or by those who had signed an ignominious treaty. 

Nevertheless, neither Versailles nor subsequent treaties made with Germany’s 

allies solved what might be termed ‘The German Question’. After the proclama- 

tion of the Second Reich in 1871, Germany had grown into the strongest state 

in central Europe, with the largest population, expanding industries and a highly 

successful army. The German people, vigorous, proud and self-confident, 

wanted to exercise a powerful influence over their neighbours. Around them lay 

Czarist Russia, the Austro-Hungarian Empire and, to the south-east, the old 

Ottoman Empire. On the further side of the continent was France, which 

possessed an overseas empire, while offshore lay Britain, the greatest imperial 

power ever known. German attempts to equal or exceed these other Great 

Powers with an expansion of territory, influence and prestige contributed deeply 

to the outbreak of the First World War. Possibly by 1970 Europe had still not 

recovered from the unification of Germany a century before. 

A prime aim of the Treaty of Versailles was to prevent Germany from again 

taking up a dominant and aggressive role. However, together with the other 

post-war treaties, it failed particularly by leaving a series of vacuums in central and 

southern Europe. Nature, we are told, abhors a vacuum; human nature certainly 

does. To the east, the Romanov Empire collapsed with the Bolshevik Revolu- 
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tion, leading to the fading of Russian influence in European affairs. First Lenin, 

then Stalin buried themselves deeply in their nation’s internal changes, burying 

thousands of their own people in the process. The Bolsheviks were regarded as 

pariahs and feared by most other states. The great Austro-Hungarian Empire was 

fragmented into a collection of smaller states and the Hapsburgs no longer 

exercised authority over large areas in central and south-eastern regions of the 

continent. In the Near East the old Ottoman Empire, which had tottered for so 

long, finally disintegrated. 

Germany alone after 1919 remained as a single, powerful nation. The 

government had been allowed to sign an armistice, but the country had been 

neither invaded nor completely occupied by Allied forces. The destruction of 

war which had devastated areas of northern France and Belgium was not 

experienced in German towns and villages. No French cavalry rode through the 

streets of Berlin, British shells did not fall on the Ruhr, and American infantry did 

not dig trenches in Westphalia. The Fatherland was left at seven-eighths of its 

pre-war size and retained sovereignty. After the Kaiser’s abdication in 1918 the 

Weimar Republic was established. but German identity was mainly unaffected 

by changes. 

Of the Allied powers, the United States, which had played an increasingly 

important role towards the end of the war, maintained limited interest in 

European affairs. Soon its main attentions were withdrawn from the war zone, 

and it refused to join the League of Nations. Isolationism grew stronger. There 

was a desire to stay aloof from the affairs of distant countries. Because of the 

comparatively slow speed of travel, the 3,000 miles of the Atlantic Ocean were 

a considerable barrier until after 1945. Great Britain also turned away. Politicians 

believed that the enemy threat had gone — especially with the surrender of the 

German Navy. The French guarded the Rhine. The British looked again at their 

imperial role. Always lurking was the traditional British mistrust of being too 

closely involved in the schemes and troubles of mainland Europe. France 

remained as the only other great European power, but one unable to restrain 

Germany if that country were again to seek expansion. ‘Think of Germany with 

its 60 or 70 millions of people,’ wrote the British politician Austen Chamberlain 

in 1919, ‘and France with its dwindling 40! I shudder!’? In medical terms, ‘The 

German Question’ was a severe haemorrhage in Europe and the Treaty of 

Versailles merely a tourniquet. 

Over the following decade, as a republic with a national assembly at Weimar, 
Germany slipped into deep trouble. Economic disasters accompanied political 
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crises. The costs of war reparations and rebuilding could not be met and by 1923 
the country was swamped by massive inflation. Recovery followed, but not 
before thousands of people had lost their savings and investments. The dormant, 
yet potentially strong, nationalist movement blamed not only the Allies for this 
predicament, but also their own Weimar government. Their ambition to shine 
in Europe had never gone away. Weimar, they claimed, had crippled the nation. 
Democracy did not work. 

A turning point arrived in 1929 when the Great Slump affected countries 

world-wide and was accompanied by extensive unemployment. Germany was 

hit worse than any other European state. In that year two million were without 

work, a total which trebled by 1932. Large sums of foreign capital, especially 

from the United States, were rapidly withdrawn by investors who were in 

trouble in their own countries. At that stage millions of Germans looked away 

from democracy to find salvation. Extreme circumstances called for radical 

solutions. One was at hand. 

Fear of communism, combined with a weakened economy and the spectre of 

social disorder, led many Germans towards the Nazi Party. More than any other 

political party of the time, the National Socialists pledged to lead the German 

people out of domestic troubles. Also offered were promises to restore the nation 

as a proud and important international power. The appeal was seductively 

attractive: here was an offer few could afford to refuse. Landowners, industrial- 

ists, church leaders and the old Army commanders wanted Germany reinstated 

to its position in 1914. The middle classes and many workers felt betrayed by the 

Weimar government. Hitler’s promises to revive industry and trade while 

restoring the greatness of the past had a twofold allure. Consequently, the Nazi 

Party’s support grew dramatically from twelve seats in government in 1928 to 

230 in July 1932. By that time they constituted the largest single party, and on 

30 January 1933 Hitler became Chancellor. The rise to power was meteoric. 

During the next six years the German Reich’s economy certainly appeared to 

flourish, but ata heavy cost. Renewal was tied particularly to enormous spending 

by the armed forces. Between 1936 and 1940, through a Four-Year Plan, over 

half the national investment was guided into production for war. Other prices 

also had to be paid by the German people, millstones which hung around their 

necks until the end of the Second World War. One was the dictatorship 

established by Hitler and his party, particularly through the Enabling Act of 1933, 

whereby political opposition and trade unions were abolished and a police state 

was enforced. The second was the propagation of a policy of Aryan racial 
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supremacy — the theory of the ‘Master Race’. This led to a fervent hatred of Slavs 

and Jews, a cardinal part of Nazi belief and teaching. One of the Twenty-Five 

Points issued by them in 1920 stated that ‘none but those of German blood, 

whatever their creed, may be members of the nation. No Jew, therefore, may be 

amember of the nation.’ Put into everyday practice, the nation was poisoned by 

arabid, evil racism which treated Jews as sub-humans (Untermenschen). “There is 

no making pacts with Jews,’ wrote Hitler in Mein Kampf, ‘there can only be the 

hard “either-or”’.’ 

Were the German people at the time unwilling victims of the Nazis? Were 

they duped into giving up democracy and forced to hate Jews? The point is 

debatable. Some, certainly, were shocked by the regime which had been 

unleashed on them. Most, however, lived at ease in a traditionally autocratic 

society where dormant feelings of anti-Semitism had existed for decades. Most 

were pragmatic. The Nazis reduced unemployment, raised production and 

brought security. Such success was its own recommendation. 

But it was the second plank of Hitler’s political platform which led directly to 

war. Ever since the end of the First World War, in which he served as a soldier, 

he detested the terms imposed at Versailles. He and the Nazi Party pledged to 

repudiate them in short time. Through starting on this task, Germany began her 

restoration into the league of Great Powers, giving Germans a sense of national 

pride that had been severely dented in 1919. 

As early as October 1933 Germany withdrew from the League of Nations, an 

organisation despised by Hitler. In January 1935 the inhabitants of the Saar chose 

by plebiscite to re-join Germany. Two months later Hitler announced the 

rejection of the military limits laid down at Versailles and restored conscription. 

Plans were made to establish the German Army at over half a million men in 

peacetime. At the same time, the Luftwaffe, forbidden after 1919, was re-formed. 

The German Navy also began to rebuild. 

These moves brought wide support for the Nazis, especially from the young, 

who felt a new strength of purpose in their nation. Through organisations such 

as the Hitler Youth, the Nazis aimed particularly to appeal to young people. 

Speaking of his opponents, Hitler announced, ‘You will pass on. Your descend- 
ants, however, now stand in the new camp. In a short time they will know 

nothing else but this new community.” All were regarded as servants of the State, 
their public life injected with the excitement of rallies and parades, dominated 
by propaganda and uniforms. ‘In Germany in one day,’ wrote a British visitor in 
1936, ‘you see more uniforms than in England in a whole year!’* By then Hitler 
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was gaining supreme control of Germany. At home his position was secure, with 
political opponents removed or imprisoned. 

He was treated as a demigod. ‘I swear to you, Adolf Hitler, as Fiihrerand Reich 

Chancellor, loyalty and bravery,’ ran the oath sworn by all members of his élite 
troops, the Waffen SS. ‘I vow to you, and to those you have named to command 
me, obedience unto death, so help me God.’ They meant it. No dictator could 
have greater command over the souls, as well as the bodies, of his followers. 

He was now ready to embark on an active foreign policy, one which would 

lead three years later to the outbreak of war. Unknown to the German nation 

these were steps to the scaffold. Historians differ over judging his policy. Some 

believe that it was carefully premeditated and then ruthlessly followed to expand 

Germany’s frontiers. His plan, they estimate, was followed like a railway 

timetable. Others call him an opportunist. Chances arrived and he took them. 

When successful he waited for the next prize to appear, then seized it. In aviation 

terms, they judge that he flew ‘by the seat of his pants’. The truth probably lies 

in a combination of both factors. Certainly he planned from his early days to 

restore German unity and the Fatherland’s international standing, especially in 

eastern Europe. Then, as he began to implement his policy, openings appeared 

which he quickly turned to his advantage. To the Germans, the Fiihrer seemed 

to possess a golden touch. 

A searching test arrived in 1936. The Rhineland, demilitarised at Versailles, 

was an area Hitler was intent on restoring to Germany. At the back of his mind, 

nonetheless, rested doubts over the reactions of the British and, more particu- 

larly, the French. Would they intervene if his troops marched in? He noted with 

satisfaction that in the previous October, when the Italians attacked Abyssinia, 

neither Britain nor France had moved to stop them. Their response had been 

half-hearted and Mussolini’s campaign had continued unabated. Hitler therefore 

decided to chance his arm. On 7 March 1936 about 60,000 German soldiers and 

armed police entered the Rhineland and Hitler waited for the reaction. There 

was little. Many British politicians by then believed that the Germans were 

merely recovering their own territory. The French, who vastly overestimated 

the strength of the German force, did nothing. Hitler’s coup was entirely 

successful, with no blood being shed. 

Another step in Germany’s active foreign policy was taken in July 1936 when 

support was offered to General Franco, the Nationalist leader in the Spanish Civil 

War. One reason for this was Hitler’s desire to prevent a left-wing government 

from taking power in Spain. Germany’s main contribution was through the 
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Condor Legion, consisting of units from the budding Lufiwaffe, as well as a small 

ground force. The particular benefit for the Germans was the experience gained 

by airmen, both in strategy and tactics, which was to be invaluable in the early 

stages of the Second World War. 

Before the outbreak of war the German leader took three other major 

steps in international affairs. These brought him fame and glory with his own 

people, who believed that the Fiihrer was restoring their former greatness. To 

most other European nations they were unwelcome signs of a resurgent - 

Germany which was prepared to achieve her aims by force. Shades of 1914 

returned. 

The first of these steps was less controversial than the other two. A new Austria, 

separated from Germany, had been created by Versailles and other treaties. Over 

the following years pressure grew from the Austrian Nazi Party for an Anschluss, 

or union with the Fatherland. It was apparent that many Austrians wanted this, 

and by 1938 Hitler believed that the time was ripe for incorporating his 

homeland into the emerging Grossdeutschland (Greater Germany). Early on 12 

March 1938 German troops entered Austria and the deed was done. Once again 

the Fiihrer had been successful. The Anschluss had two particular results. First, 

Hitler had once again blatantly ignored Versailles and none of the old Allies had 

attempted to stop him. Secondly, the occupation of Austria opened further doors 

for German ascendancy in eastern Europe. 

Hitler, a child of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, had disliked Czechoslovakia 

ever since that country was formed from a mixture of nationalities after 1918. 

About one-fifth of the population were Germans, living mainly close to the 

frontiers with Austria and Germany. During the 1930s many supported the 

expanding Nazi Party and then sought self-government in their own area, the 

Sudetenland. As their demands intensified, the German government offered 

support and encouragement. Through the early months of 1938 a crisis devel- 

oped. Hitler was set on having a showdown with the Czechs over the rights of 

Germans in the country, and by the summer war appeared to be likely. 

The formation of Czechoslovakia had been guaranteed at Versailles, and the 

Czech government, with good frontier defences and a not inconsiderable army, 

looked for support. The French, nevertheless, would not act alone, although 
they had signed alliances with the Czechs in 1924 and 1935. They had lost the 
will to curb German expansion. The Russians, who on paper had the power to 
intervene, could not have done so without crossing the territory of Poland or 
Rumania, neither of whom, with fears of Bolshevism in mind, would cooperate. 
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In addition, mistrust of Russia was as extensive in Britain and France as suspicion 
of Hitler. . 

The mantle of decision fell on an unwilling British government. The often- 
told story of the Munich Crisis of September 1938, usually offered as an example 
of craven appeasement, does notalways explain the difficulties faced by the prime 
minister, Neville Chamberlain. Britain’s innate reticence to become involved in 

the affairs of eastern Europe, combined with the effects of the Great Slump on 
her economy, were not least among the reasons why Chamberlain sought a 

negotiated settlement. The prime minister’s three visits to Germany averted war, 

although at the end of the month, when Hitler increased his demands,both 

Bnitain and France mobilised their forces. For several days Europe was balanced 

on the edge of conflict. 

Nonetheless, Hitler held the whip hand. His army stood on the borders of 

Czechoslovakia, and although he did not want to fight in 1939 the presence of 

his troops and aircraft was a strong bargaining factor. At the final conference, with 

representatives of Germany, Italy, Britain and France present (but none from the 

Czech government), Hitler obtained what he wanted. Poland and Hungary also 

demanded a share of the spoils, the former reclaiming land round Teschen while 

the latter took territory near its border. The Czechs appeared to be expendable 

pawns in a territorial game. 1938 was certainly Germany’s year. 

Although the German nation applauded the Fiihrer’s bloodless successes, there 

was a price to pay. Hitler’s ambitions and methods proved increasingly to other 

powers that war was bound to come. Chamberlain’s claim of “Peace for our time’ 

was more accurately rendered as ‘Peace for a time’. 

Hitler licked his lips. The rump of Czechoslovakia, once the Sudetenland had 

been incorporated into the Reich, lay at his mercy. Here was an easy target for 

the next stage of his expansion programme. After Munich, the state had been 

broken up into several provinces — Ruthenia, Slovakia, Bohemia and Moravia 

—and these were now dealt with methodically. The first was awarded by Hitler 

to Hungary, while the other three were swallowed into a German protectorate. 

The German Army moved in on 15 March 1939 and the state created at Versailles 

perished in the death rites. 

With the Czechs safely under his belt, Hitler’s domination of central and eastern 

Europe — Mitteleuropa—was well advanced. Germany was again the most powerful 

nation, with possibilities of controlling orinfluencing states to the south-east, turning 

them into political or economic satellites. To the south, Italy, under a fellow and 

acquiescent dictator, Mussolini, became anally in May 1939, signing a ‘Pact otSteek; 
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Poland 

Hitler now turned his appetite further east in Europe towards another nation 

which had benefited at Germany’s expense from Versailles. The Fiihrerwas never 

prepared to accept the status quo over the position of Danzig and the Polish 

Corridor, which he viewed as stolen property. All Germans, he believed, should 

be returned to the Reich. Germany and Poland had experienced a mixed 

relationship since 1919. At first, feelings had been mutually unfriendly, with only 

aslow improvement. However, in 1934 the two nations signed a non-aggression 

pact. Yet the question of Danzig was never far from Hitler’s mind. ‘All our 

agreements with Poland have a purely temporary significance,’ he announced 

privately at the time. He had no intention of fostering a lasting friendship. 

Pressure on the Poles was applied from late 1938 and intensified during the 

following spring. By then Hitler’s generals were drawing up plans for an attack 

while the veneer of diplomatic talks continued. The Poles, however, were no 

wilting flowers, stubbornly refusing to give up either Danzig or the Corridor. 

They felt vulnerable, wedged between the two giants, Germany and the USSR, 

yet believed that their position as a buffer nation could assure their survival: 

perhaps they could play off one country against the other. They shared Hitler’s 

mistrust and dislike of Russia. “With the Germans, we risk losing our liberty,’ 

remarked one of their leaders. “With the Russians we shall lose our soul.” 

Moreover, they refused to be overawed by the power of the Third Reich and 

would not become a puppet to be use in Nazi plans. Ifnecessary they would fight. 

To the Germans, such intransigence was a flagrant denial of the rights of fellow- 

countrymen living under foreign rule. That had to be overcome. As the Poles 

obstinately refused to give way, Hitler abandoned the non-aggression pact of 

1934. He prepared what he believed would be a local war in eastern Europe — 

the subjugation of Poland and the ‘rescue’ of Germans living there. 

By the summer of 1939, however, the Poles had gained allies. The British and 

French governments, widely accused of flaccid appeasement, through which 

both had been outmanoeuvred at Munich, had a change of heart. The catalyst 

for their particular anxiety started in March when Czechoslovakia disintegrated 

and the Germans marched into Prague. Supported by growing public concern 

at home, they were now convinced that Hitler had designs on every remaining 

European nation. Which would be next? Would it be Rumania or Switzerland 
or Poland? And after that? Those who believe that the Fiihrer’s ambitions have 
been exaggerated and that he wanted merely to restore Germany’s old bounda- 
ries should bear in mind what he had said privately five years earlier: ‘In the east 
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we must have the mastery as far as the Caucasus and Iran. In the west, we need 
the French coast. We need Flanders and Holland.’ He added, ‘We must rule 

Europe or fall apart as a nation.” 

Poland was the obvious next victim. Therefore, on 31 March 1939, Cham- 

berlain gave a guarantee to support the Polish government if its independence 
were threatened. The French offered a similar promise. Both hoped that their 
warnings would be sufficient to deter the Nazis. The reality, however, was to 
bring the two allies face to face with Germany in an approaching showdown. 

Some swift calculations were forced on Hitler. Within Germany he was lauded 

as a hero who was reclaiming stolen national territory. His methods were not 

repulsive to a people steeped in a military tradition dating back to the old 

successes gained by the Prussian Army. Hitlerreasoned that as Britain and France 

lay on the opposite side of Europe from Poland, they could not intervene 

effectively. At the last moment, he reckoned, they would suffer a severe attack 

of appeasement and give way, and another ‘Munich’ would follow. In May 

Ribbentrop, the German Foreign Minister, claimed that ‘within a few months 

not one Frenchman nor a single Englishman will go to war for Poland.” 

The only nation with the potential strength to block Hitler’s plans was the 

USSR, but, although talks were held by French, Russian and British representa- 

tives, there was no agreement. Too much mutual distrust existed. The Germans 

then held talks with the Russians. The Fiihrer realised that by gaining Stalin’s 

support he would isolate Poland. To the world’s surprise, on 19 Augusta Soviet- 

German economic agreement was signed, followed four days later by a non- 

ageression pact, dashing Poland’s hopes. Those who knew of Hitler’s and Stalin’s 

mutual antipathy were amazed. What had brought the two rivals together? 

The explanation was simple, although generally unknown at the time. The 

pact had a secret protocol. Under the terms, the Germans and Russians agreed 

to divide Poland between themselves, together with the Baltic states of Latvia, 

Estonia and Lithuania which had been established at Versailles. Hitler’s attack on 

Poland, planned for 26 August, was now ready to roll. At the last moment he was 

flustered when Britain signed a treaty of alliance with the Poles, so he postponed 

the invasion for a few days. Nevertheless, all was set. Any further delay could 

cause the campaign to finish during the bad weather of the forthcoming winter. 

Hitler certainly anticipated a European war involving Germany fighting 

against France and Britain. However, he was planning for the action to start 

about 1942, by which time his armed forces would have grown to overwhelm- 

ing strength. The German people generally believed that tackling Poland was a 
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just cause, restoring territory and people to the Fatherland. This would consoli- 

date their position as Europe’s greatest power. The Fiihrer cherished wider 

ambitions. He was set on erasing both Poland and its people from the map, 

opening up lands in the east for German settlement and living-space— Lebensraum. 

The final order for the assault was issued by Hitler at 6.30 a.m. on 31 August. 

His troops crossed the Polish border at 4.45 a.m. the next day and he still 

estimated that Britain and France neither could nor would intervene effectively. 

When he received the British ultimatum he was stunned. His interpreter wrote _ 

that after ‘an interval which seemed an age’ he turned to Ribbentrop, who had 

remained standing at the window. This was the man, formerly ambassador to 

London, on whose diagnosis of British attitudes the Fiihrerhad relied so strongly. 

Unfortunately he was also the man whose gaffes and misjudgements of the British 

had brought him the nickname of ‘Herr Brickendrop’. “What now?’ Hitler 

savagely demanded. 

The answer was six years of unmatched destruction.* 

Great Britain 

Many historians have laid considerable blame on the pre-war governments of 

Britain and France because they submitted to Hitler’s aggressive expansion plans 

after 1933. Their argument usually follows the ‘if only’ course. They reason that 

if only those governments had intervened when German forces entered the 

Rhineland in 1936 Hitler’s ambitions would have been curtailed; or, if only 

Britain and France had stood firmly by the Czechs in September 1938 and had 

gone to war then, Germany would have suffered defeat. In essence they believe 

that appeasement was a cowardly failure, opening the way directly to war. So 

what factors influenced French and British policies? Why did they allow Hitler 

to go so far before stepping in? 

The effects of the First World War were branded deeply into the memory of 

the British people. Altogether Britain and the Empire lost about one million men 

dead, whose names can still be read on war memorials countrywide. Tens of 

thousands had fallen on the fields of northern France and Belgium and were 

regarded as martyrs of a great continental struggle into which Britain had been 
drawn unwillingly. During the 1920s a feeling grew that the nation should be 

detached from such costly commitments in the future. 

The United Kingdom’s allegiances lay mainly elsewhere. Geographically, 
although Britain is part of Europe, it is separated from the mainland and its 
interests have generally looked away to the west and the south for maritime trade. 
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The nation’s prime involvement after the First World War lay in the Empire and 
Dominions built up over the previous three centuries. These territories, lying in 
other continents, required great resources for maintenance, and the British 
government was more concerned with providing them than with dabbling in the 
affairs and squabbles of central Europe. The protection of ocean trade was 
essential, across routes to the colonies and Dominions, and therefore Britain was 

determined to prevent threats from other nations. In some respects Italy and 

Japan, each with a considerable navy, were seen as greater potential dangers than 

land-locked Germany, until the later 1930s. 

Bnitain and France had been close allies during the First World War, but after 

the Armistice the relationship changed. For hundreds of years, until the begin- 

ning of the twentieth century, there had often been mutual distrust. Elements of 

this feeling now resurfaced. The British government saw the French as vindictive 

and revengeful towards Germany, especially when the French occupied the 

Ruhr in 1923 in an effort to force the Germans to pay reparations. Only the 

growing shared fear of German expansion drew the two former allies together 

again after Munich. 

The Great Slump had rapid and disastrous effects on Britain’s economy, and 

by 1933 about three million people were unemployed. Then, as industry, 

agriculture and trade slowly revived, the growing threat from Nazi Germany 

brought calls for rearmament. It is not difficult to understand the reticence ofmen 

and women to contemplate another war, having suffered so heavily less than 

twenty years earlier, then having experienced huge economic problems. The 

costs of arming again were demanding and unwelcome. 

Fora period in the 1930s there was in Britain some sympathy for the Germans. 

They appeared to be trying hard to restore their economy after the Slump, and 

Hitler was certainly a dynamic leader. A few British politicians, including Lloyd 

George, Lord Londonderry and Lord Halifax, visited Germany. Undoubtedly 

the Fiihrer would have liked Britain to combine with him in a struggle against 

Communism. 

His go-between with the British government was Ribbentrop, who from 

1934 played an increasing role in Anglo-German affairs. In effect his main— even 

sole — success was to persuade the British to agree in June 1935 toa Naval Treaty 

through which the German Navy was able to begin rebuilding. However, 

between 1936 and 1938, while he was ambassador to Britain, Ribbentrop’s 

estimation of the character, aims and methods of his hosts, whom he greatly 

admired, was wide of the mark. He mistakenly believed that the new king, 
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Edward VIII, sympathised with the Nazis and had great influence politically. He 

misunderstood the democratic system in which minority groups and opposition 

parties could effectively criticise a government. By the time he was called back 

to Germany as Foreign Minister in 1938 Ribbentrop had antagonised many 

people. He was vain and arrogant, lacking both style and diplomacy. Like 

Macbeth, he was propelled by his wife’s ambitions. The harder he tried, the more 

he failed. The Anglophile became an Anglophobe. How unfortunate for Hitler 

that his chief adviser on the British understood them so little. 

Growing Nazi power, the reoccupation of the Rhineland and subsequent 

events compelled the British government to act. Rearmament began tentatively 

with a Four-Year Plan for building up the armed services, particularly the RAF 

and the Royal Navy. At the same time the government hoped, through a policy 

of appeasement, to placate Hitler and to resolve problems by peaceful means. 

The formal, careful methods of diplomacy, evolved particularly in the nine- 

teenth century, would iron out difficulties without recourse to war. The 

politicians were accustomed to international affairs following a course of what 

has been called ‘civilised Machiavellianism’. 

How wrong they were. ‘If ever that silly old man comes interfering here again 

with his umbrella,’ Hitler said of Chamberlain after Munich, ‘Ill kick him 

downstairs.” Nevertheless, the efforts of the appeasers were supported by most 

British people. When Chamberlain agreed to Hitler’s demands during the 

Munich Crisis he was widely regarded as a saviour who had rescued Europe from 

disaster. Yet at heart he, together with an increasing number of the British, knew 

that the reprieve was no more than temporary. Therefore rearmament was 

speeded up, together with civil defence, in which, late in 1938, more than 1.4 

million civilians were serving. This force was twice as large as all the armed 

services added together — an augury of the nature of the war to come. 

Preparations for war increased early in 1939. Unwillingly, yet inevitably, the 

nation appreciated that a war was coming. The die was cast in March, with the 

pledge to support Poland against Nazi aggression. As the events of that summer 

brought contest closer in eastern Europe, Britain and France were drawn 

togetherin acommon resolve to stand against German expansion. Appeasement 

had run its course. By August 1939 the British people accepted that war was at 
hand. Their mood was fatalistic: ‘It’s bound to happen, so let’s make a start.’ 
Preparations were well advanced. Gas masks had been issued, air raid shelters dug 
and evacuation arranged. But there was none of the heady triumphalism of 1914. 
Sombre people looked again at the names on local war memorials. 

26 



INTRODUCTION 

Until the last moment, the apostles of appeasement, especially Chamberlain 
and Halifax, hoped thata peaceful solution could be reached over Danzig and the 
Polish Corridor. Even after the German invasion of Poland had started and a 
British warning despatched to Berlin, there was delay while the declaration of 
war was coordinated with the French. At length the ultimatum was sent. It failed. 
Therefore, at 11 a.m. on Sunday 3 September, Chamberlain broadcast to the 
nation: “Everything I have worked for, everything I have believed in during my 

public life has crashed into ruins,” he announced." Soon afterwards air raid sirens 

sounded across southern England. Many people wondered if Armageddon was 

making an early arrival. 

Britain went to war because the Germans invaded Poland, but not through a 

great friendship with, or admiration for, the Poles. A more important reason was 

that Hitler had upset the balance of power in Europe. His nation was growing 

too strong and was thus a threat to Britain’s position. The question of Danzig and 

the Polish Corridor was the last straw. 

France 

Across the Channel, France’s experiences after 1918 were different from Brit- 

ain’s. In the first place, her losses were relatively heavier than those of any other 

nation involved in the First World War, over 1.3 million men having been killed. 

This human devastation was felt strongly by the French during the inter-war 

years, leading to strong movements towards disarmament and pacifism. A 

widespread belief grew that the Republic could never afford another contest on 

that scale. 

France finished the war as a strong European power, maintaining armed 

services ata high level while other nations were disbanding theirs. The policy was 

understandable. Twice in the lifetimes of older people German armies had 

invaded from the east. In 1870-71 the Prussian Army had been triumphant and 

the French had been compelled to sign a humiliating armistice. Then in 1914 the 

Germans had attacked again through neutral Belgium. The war had been a close- 

run contest, with France saved by her allies. In 1919 French leaders were 

determined to prevent Germany from ever repeating these invasions. 

Consequently, at Versailles the French appeared revengeful, bringing some 

condemnation from their former allies. In France, naturally, a different view was 

held. The Germans were only yards away across a land frontier, while both 

Britain and the United States were protected by sea boundaries. The French 

went on to insist that Germany honour the terms agreed at the conference table. 
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When reparation repayments were slow, French troops occupied the Ruhr in 

1923, 

A fear of Germany never left the French between the wars. From the end of 

1929, therefore, they began to build a powerful defence line along the eastern 

frontier. Named after the Minister of War responsible for its construction, the 

Maginot Line was a triple layer of positions, with barbed wire, pillboxes, 

concrete gun emplacements and underground railways. Based on the static 

defence of the First World War, the Line was intended to hold back any future | 

German invasion. The weaknesses of the Line, however, are made obvious by 

studying a map of the areas not covered. Nothing was built between the border 

of Luxembourg and the Channel coast, leaving the whole northern sector open 

to any attack entering France through Belgium. The French appeared to have 

forgotten 1914. In that region the defence of France would depend heavily on 

how well the Belgians would perform in the event of a German assault. 

During the 1930s the French nation was often deeply divided politically and 

economically. Communist and Fascist groups grew in influence, and frequent 

demonstrations threatened social order. Uncertainty at home brought a number 

of changes of government, and these in turn affected foreign policy at a time 

when stability was needed to counter the growing menace from Germany. For 

example, the re-occupation of the Rhineland in 1936 brought no definite 

response from the French, who wanted peace yet feared that the British would 

not intervene with support. 

As with Britain, France followed a policy ofappeasement in 1938. The armed 

services were not trained and were unready to engage the Germans. The 

widespread feeling against war had prevailed since 1918. Consequently Daladier, 

the prime minister, went to Munich and took part in the handing over of 

Czechoslovakia to Hitler. Afterwards, the general mood in France appreciated 

that war with Germany was bound to come, so wider preparations were made. 

The French and British governments drew closer in planning for joint action. 

For France, Poland was the deciding case. Although no help could be sent to 

eastern Europe for the Poles, the French sat on Germany’s western border as a 

potential threat. At heart they knew that Poland would not be able to withstand 
a Nazi onslaught for more than a few months, but it was imperative for France 

not to give in again. 

Time was taken for mobilisation to be ordered and an ultimatum despatched 
to Berlin. Hence the French declared war at 5 p-m. on 3 September, six hours 

later than the British. In an evening broadcast to the nation Daladier spoke of 
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Germany’s desire to overwhelm Poland ‘so as to be able to dominate Europe and 
to enslave France’. He added that, ‘In honouring our word, we fight to defend 
our soil, our homes, our liberties.’!'! Like the British, the French were in combat 

not only to help the Poles but also for their own land. 

Although it is easy from the stronghold of hindsight to blame Britain and 
France for apparent docility in not preventing German expansion before 1939, 
two often overlooked factors should be recognised. One is that both supported 
the League of Nations set up after Versailles as an arena where nations could settle 
differences without recourse to war. However, although the League enjoyed 

some minor successes, the organisation lacked the strength to enforce decisions. 

There was no international army or police force to send against countries which 

refused to accept decisions. The Americans neverjoined. Later, the Germans and 

Japanese walked out and the Italians ignored the organisation’s orders. Oppo- 

nents regarded the League as little more than an idealistic, impotent talking shop. 

Consequently Britain and France, realising that aggressive expansion could be 

countered by force alone, had to rely on their own power. Debating collective 

security was hot air. That underscored the second factor. 

Here, success would have been achieved only if the efforts of the two nations 

had been well coordinated. They needed common aims, to speak diplomatically 

with one voice and to standardise the disposition of their armed services. In fact, 

they neededa type ofsupreme generalissimo, as Foch had been in the First World 

War. In peacetime, with two nations of such dissimilar backgrounds and policies, _ 

this was no more than a pipe-dream. The beneficiary was Germany. 

Russia 

The armchair strategist many years on may well ask why in 1939 the three main 

European opponents of Hitler did not employ their collective strength to 

surround Germany with anew Triple Entente. A similar association had worked 

well in 1914, with the Germans having to fight simultaneously on two fronts, 

facing Russia in the east and Britain and France in the west. As Hitler’s ambitions 

expanded, the resurrection of that alliance would have been an obvious, perhaps 

the only, way of stopping his advance. The thought of engaging the armed 

strengths of three opponents would have concentrated the Fiihrer's mind greatly. 

However, one of the greatest surprises in modern diplomatic history occurred 

in August 1939 when Germany and Russia, two nations witha lasting and public 

mistrust of each other, signed a pact. How was it that Stalin, regarded by the 

Germans as the leader of evil Bolshevism, could come to an agreement with 
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Hitler, who was believed by the Russians to personify the wickedness of Fascism? 

As with most causes of the Second World War, the origin can be traced back 

some twenty years. 

After the Russian Revolution of 1917 many revolutionaries believed that 

similar uprisings would occur in every capitalist state. ‘It will not be long,’ Lenin 

claimed in 1919, ‘and we shall see the victory of Communism in the entire 

world.’'? Not for the first time, he was wrong. No great Communist uprisings 

occurred in capitalist countries. Instead, in the nations of western Europe a great fear 

and mistrust of Russia, as the force fomenting discord, lasted forthe next two decades. 

In that time the Russians, first under Lenin and then under Stalin, turned away 

from world revolution and towards establishing the USSR as a powerful 

Communist state. In Stalin’s phrase, this was to be “Socialism in a single country 

first.’ From the late 1920s until the outbreak of the Second World War he 

ruthlessly modernised Russia, forcing the pace of vast industrial expansion. Five- 

Year Plans changed the face of Soviet society. “We are fifty or a hundred years 

behind the advanced countries,’ he announced in 1931. “We must make good 

the distance in ten years. Either we do it, or they crush us.’'* Stalin’s methods 

were those of the complete autocrat. Opposition was crushed mercilessly, with 

hundreds of thousands of people sent to labour camps or put to death. The USSR 

became a dictatorship to match, or exceed, that in Nazi Germany. 

Russia had few friends abroad. In the 1920s there was some liaison with 

Germany with the common factor that both countries were at the time outcasts 

from the general community of nations. The USSR received greatly needed 

industrial equipment and, partly in return, the German armed services found 

covert bases in Russia where they could train secretly. However, after the advent 

of the Nazis in 1933, with their hatred of Bolshevism, the relationship cooled. 

As Hitler’s power increased, the Russians were worried by German ambitions 

in eastern Europe. They realised that only Britain and France were suitable allies 

to keep the balance of power, but neither side showed sufficient trust for a treaty 

to be made. Any hopes of an anti-Hitler coalition were blocked by mutual 

suspicion. For example, the Russians were not invited to the Munich Confer- 

ence in 1938 to discuss the future of Czechoslovakia. Therefore talks broke 

down and the old Triple Entente was never re-formed. 

In 1939 the Germans started to make overtures to the Russians. They played 
particularly on the fact that both nations disliked Poland, which had been formed 

largely from their territory after 1918. When Stalin saw the chance of regaining 
lands and of subjugating the Poles, he was ready to reach an agreement with the 
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Germans. That suited Hitler. With his eastern frontier safe from any Russian 
threat, the way was open to launch an invasion of Poland. He was convinced that 
it would be only a local campaign. 

Italy 

Hitler had a dearth of admirers among the statesmen and political leaders of 
Europe. Many envied, disliked or feared him. One alone could claim any degree 
of closeness. This was Benito Mussolini of Italy, a fellow dictator whose 

association with the Fiihrer began at their first meeting in 1934 and lasted until 

their deaths, within two days of each other, eleven years later. 

Dictatorship was widespread across Europe during the inter-war period and 

could be found in almost a dozen states. One ofits earliest developments arrived 

in Italy from 1922, when Mussolini and the Fascist Party came to power. The 

regime there lasted for about twenty years. 

The clue to why Fascism took root in Italy after 1918 can be traced directly 

to that nation’s experiences in the First World War and at the subsequent peace 

talks. Italy had entered the war in 1915 on the side of the Triple Entente, having 

previously been an ally of Germany in the Triple Alliance. She had been 

promised various territories as bribes, to be awarded at victory — hence the smart 

about-turn. At the peace treaties, though, several of the promises were retracted. 

The Italians were bitterly disappointed. At the cost of 460,000 dead, they were 

angry at what was offered — or not offered — in return. 

With that background and with a large national debt, together with heavy 

inflation, the strongly nationalist Fascist Party was able to take power in 1922. 

Under Mussolini’s leadership the Fascists claimed to be a dynamic force which 

would invigorate the nation, bring international prestige and hold off the threat 

of Communism. Here was the kind of appeal that would be heard again in 

Germany ten years later. Certainly, over the next seven years improvements 

were made in agriculture, industry and transport. The often quoted quip was that 

Mussolini had the Pontine Marshes drained and made the trains run on time. 

Progress, however, was bought at a cost. From 1926 the State controlled 

political parties, while opponents of the Fascists were imprisoned or forced into 

exile. Freedom was lost, particularly to the whims of Mussolini. Italian society 

was at the mercy of a poseur, who deluded himself as much as his nation. 

Nonetheless, he was shrewd enough to retain power, not always a cap-and-bells 

man. ‘A despot,’ wrote Bagehot in 1867, ‘must feel that he is the pivot of the 

State.’'* This is the position Mussolini strove hard to attain inside Italy. 
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By 1930 Mussolini had consolidated his position at home and turned increas- 

ingly towards making an impression abroad. He had two main aims. The first was 

to place Italy among the league of Great Powers, supported by a flourishing 

economy and strong armed forces. Stemming from that, the second was to build 

an empire to match those of France and Great Britain, an aim for which the 

Italians had striven with only limited success since the late nineteenth century. 

Mussolini wanted to recreate the ancient Roman Empire, with himself as a 

Caesar. The Mediterranean was to be ‘Mare Nostrum’, controlled by the Italian. 

Navy —a policy hardly likely to endear him to the British or the French. 

He looked to two areas for imperial success. One was Africa and the other Asia 

Minor. Before 1920 Italy had managed to gain colonies only in Eritrea and Libya. 

The nation had suffered humiliation in 1896 when Italian troops were defeated 

by local tribesmen while trying to add Abyssinia to their empire. The defeat was 

never forgiven nor forgotten by Mussolini, who vowed revenge. 

The opportunity arose in 1935 when relations between Abyssinia and Italy 

were at a low ebb. The Italians, who had been planning a campaign for several 

years, used a minor border incident as a pretext for launching three army corps 

against the poorly equipped Abyssinian army. Mussolini’s troops, with modern 

weapons, including aircraft dropping gas bombs, gained success, although 

fighting did not end until May 1936. France and Britain were disturbed by the 

invasion but took no active steps to prevent it. The League of Nations was hostile 

to the war, as both Italy and Abyssinia were members. Oil sanctions were 

imposed by the League in an effort to curtail vital supplies to Italy, but sufficient 

quantities still got through from other sources: there is always someone ready to 

profit from an embargo. The dictator had won a victory not only over Abyssinia 

but also over the League, Britain and France 

At home, II Duce (The Leader) was extremely popular and his sense of self- 

importance expanded. He was a restless man. ‘I advocate movement. I am a 

wanderer,’ he told an interviewer." Later, as an addict to warfare, he claimed that 

‘the character of the Italian people must be moulded by fighting’ .'° With such an 

outlook he fell victim to delusion. The Italian people generally did not want war 

and their armed services were neither as strong nor as competent as he believed. 
Claims that he could ‘blot out the Sun with aircraft’ or ‘mobilise eight million 

bayonets’ were costly fantasies. 

Forsome time leaders in Britain and France hoped that Mussolini would share 
their fears of German expansion. Perhaps Italy was on his hit-list. They wanted 
him at least to remain neutral, or possibly to employ his powers as a mediator. 
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However, the Italian dictator gradually shifted in the opposite direction, both 
admiring and envying what the Fiihrer was achieving. Nazi Germany exercised 
a magnetic effect on him. 

His politics moved closer to those of Hitler. In October 1936 the Rome- 
Berlin Axis pact was signed, an alliance claimed by Mussolini to be a defence 
against Communism. He intervened to support the Nationalists in the Spanish 
Civil War. By 1937 more than 70,000 Italian troops had been despatched there, 

as well as air and naval units. When the Germans occupied Austria in March 

1938, Italy did not intervene. ‘Tell Mussolini that I will not forget this,’ 

commented a grateful Hitler, ‘never, never, never, whatever happens.”"” I Duce 

was present at Munich, encouraging the democracies (which he despised) to give 

way to Germany. The role of mediator suited Mussolini’s vain self-opinion. 

Yet by early 1939 he felt himself overshadowed by Hitler’s territorial suc- 

cesses. The Fiihrer certainly never confided his own plans to Mussolini. There- 

fore, in April 1939 I] Duce announced that Albania, just across the Adriatic Sea, 

would be annexed into his ‘empire’. The campaign was easy and short — hardly 

surprising when the strengths of the two sides are compared. 

In May, Mussolinisigned an agreement, grandiosely termed the ‘Pact of Steel’, 

by which he promised military aid to Germany in the event of war. He hoped 

and presumed that war would not arrive within the next three or four years, 

because his forces were quite unready. When the clouds of war approached in 

August, Mussolini’s bluff was called and his promises were quickly withdrawn. 

As Britain, France, Germany and Poland locked themselves in fighting, I] Duce 

still struggled not to lose face. Instead of admitting Italy’s neutrality, he referred 

to the position as one of ‘non-belligerency’. He decided to wait and see which way 

the war developed, planning to enter when conditions were suitable for Italy. 

United States of America 

The Second World War is regarded mainly as a European struggle, and indeed 

most of the fighting certainly occurred in that continent. Nonetheless, it should 

not be forgotten that the war ended in Asia, with the conclusion of hostilities 

between the Allies, represented primarily by the United States, and Japan. In 

1939 both of those countries were at peace with each other and neither became 

involved when Germany invaded Poland. So what were their reasons for staying 

neutral? 

The origins of the reluctance of the United States to enter the European war 

can be traced back to 1918. American intervention, from the previous year, had 
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been a deciding factor in the victory gained over Germany. Without the influx 

of American troops and equipment on the Western Front, it is at least possible 

that Britain and France would have failed to win. Woodrow Wilson, the US 

president, went to Versailles in 1919 with an idealistic view of reforming 

international relationships. He mistrusted the old ways of diplomacy used by 

European states. The Fourteen Points for peace that he issued were a blueprint 

encouraging all countries to live in harmony, under the umbrella of the League 

of Nations. There would be no more war. To many European statesmen, the 

document sounded like a reissue of the Ten Commandments. 

Sadly, no man is a prophet in his own country, and Wilson’s ideas were 

welcomed by few Americans. Congress would not ratify the Treaty of Versailles 

and refused to join the League. Most people in the United States did not want 

to be entangled in European affairs. The nation had been built largely by 

emigrants who had turned their backs on an old continent to start a life in the 

New World. For them, the United States offered freedom and opportunity 

unfettered by the past. In 1918, many felt that they had done their duty in ending 

the war and now wanted to shake offinvolvement in a distant part of the world. 

Atthat time, asea crossing ofthe Atlantic Ocean could take a week. To the farmer 

in Nebraska or the shop assistant in Idaho, the empires of the Hapsburgs or the 

Romanovs were as far removed as another planet. Therefore isolationism grew 

strong, based on the sentiment that Europeans should manage their own affairs, 

without American involvement. One writer described isolationists as ‘the true 

believers in the foreign policy of men who conquered and settled the American 

continental domain’.'* 

During the 1920s, energies in the United States were turned mainly towards 

economic development and trade, both at home and abroad. Agriculture and 

industry expanded rapidly, together with building and transport. Standards of 

living rose generally for a nation intent on existing peacefully and wondering 

why everyone else could not do the same. There was a dislike of creating huge 

armed services, especially when no enemies were close at hand. Americans were 

not troubled by a mass of squabbling groups, separated by no more than ancient, 

disputed land frontiers. Their Civil War had ended in 1865. 

A testing time arrived in 1929 with the Wall Street Crash, which expanded 

into the Great Depression in world trade. The American economy became a 
derailed locomotive, carrying the economies of many nations with it, like trucks 
leaving the track. The heaviest unemployment was found in the United States, 
where 13 million people were without work by 1933. Under the remarkable 
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leadership of President Roosevelt, there was a slow recovery in trade and 
industry. His policy, the New Deal, was not popular with opponents, who 
believed that the plans smacked too strongly of state control, but gradually it 
succeeded. Unemployment fell while production and trade increased. 

At the same time the US government still favoured a policy of isolation from 
the affairs of Europe, and as the struggles between dictatorships and democracies 
developed from 1936, the Americans stayed aloof. Roosevelt suggested ideas for 
universal disarmament, but to European statesmen they appeared naive and 

totally impractical, idealistic theories in a tough environment, Dictators never 

turned the other cheek. America’s main relationship with Europe came through 

trade, which continued with all nations, democracies and dictatorships alike. 

In the early 1930s America’s armed forces were small in number, with poor 

equipment, and were incapable ofintervening to any great effect anywhere in the 

world. Having weak forces compelled the United States to employ policies of 

appeasement towards aggressive nations. This happened particular in the Far 

East, an area of special interest to the Americans. The US West Coast was a 

frontier with the Pacific Ocean and, beyond, with China and Japan. When 

Japanese expansion began in the 1930s with war against China, the United States 

did not want to become involved, although her sympathies lay mainly with the 

Chinese. The American policy of non-intervention in Europe was therefore 

mirrored in Asia following the public desire to steer clear of war. Even when 

Japanese bombers sank an American gunboat in Chinese waters in 1937 the US 

did not retaliate. By 1939, nonetheless, the Americans were increasingly worried by 

Japanese militarism in the Far East, so they started to rebuild their armed services. 

Although the United States still refused to become directly involved in 

European affairs, which were moving irrevocably towards war, American 

people generally started to form a dislike of the dictatorships, especially in the 

later 1930s. For example, German treatment of the Jews angered the powerful 

Jewish element in the population. Thus a widening sympathy was shown 

towards Britain and France from 1938 and an increasing flow of armaments was 

sold to the democracies. However, the Americans took no part in the Munich 

Conference — not our problem, they reckoned. 

Roosevelt knew that his own armed forces were in no position to intervene, 

even ifthe American people had wanted them to. They did not. Even as the war 

opened in 1939, nine out of ten citizens believed in neutrality. Here was a case 

of‘America First’. At heart, the President realised that sucha policy could notlast. 

He then began the tremendous task of persuading the nation to rearm, foreseeing 
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that at some future date the United States could be drawn into a conflict. 

Nevertheless, even as late as December 1941 the isolationist elementin American 

society still pressed strongly for the nation to stay clear of involvement in the 

quarrels of others. * 

Japan 

What of Japan? At the opening of the European war in September 1939 the 

Japanese Army was already fighting in the Far East. A conflict with China had | 

begun in Manchuria in 1931, developing into a grinding contest which was 

broken by a truce in 1933. By then, the separate Chinese Nationalist and 

Communist armies were scrapping with each other as fiercely as they were 

opposing the invader. War flared again four years later and the Chinese showed 

greater resistance than expected. When Nanking, the Nationalist capital, was 

captured the Japanese massacred over 200,000 prisoners and civilians. Other 

nations learned quickly how ruthless the Japanese Army could be, making them 

international outcasts. 

Why were the Japanese in Manchuria? They were there mainly because of a 

national urge for expansion, territory and prestige, prompted by two factors. 

First, the nation viewed itself traditionally as a pure, superior race with a ‘divine 

mission’ to govern and lead others. The emperor, Hirohito, treated more asa god 

than a human being, came from a line over twenty-five centuries old. The 

Japanese felt a destiny to become Asia’s leading power, surrounded by less pure 

nations, who would be subservient. For example, they despised Koreans and 

Chinese as inferior people. A comparison with the racial views held in Nazi 

Germany, although not exactly similar, is inevitable. Bolstering this view ofrace, 

the Japanese nation shared an intense national spirit, resolved to succeed. 

The second factor was economic. The islands of Japan had few natural 

resources and the drive to obtain these propelled the nation’s policy after 1900, 

finally leading to the Second World War. By the early years of the century, the 

Japanese had already occupied territories in Chinese Manchuria and Korea, 

treating them as part of an expanding empire. Supplies of iron ore and coal were 

extracted to feed Japan’s rapidly growing industries, which turned raw materials 

into manufactured goods. 

To Westerners, used to dealing in the Far East with local people as colonial 

subjects, the Japanese were an enigma. They were proud, independent and 
competent. In no way would they submit to being someone else’s subjects: 
instead, they themselves wanted to bea colonial power. Japan had isolated herself 
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from the rest of the world until 1853, when American expeditionary vessels 
arrived, uninvited, in Tokyo Bay. From then until the Treaty of Versailles, the 
Japanese people were catapulted spectacularly towards achieving the role of the 
modern state. The transition from medieval society to twentieth-century nation 
was made in under seventy years. 

By 1919 the Japanese had helped the colonial powers to defeat the Chinese 
Boxer Rebellion (1900), signed a treaty of cooperation with Britain (1902), 

defeated both the Russian Army and Navy (1904-05) and joined the Entente 

powers in the First World War. They certainly made a rapid mark in world affairs. 

However, Japanese leaders gained far less than they expected from the Treaty of 

Versailles. It was their belief that the colonial powers connived to deny them the 

rightful fruits of victory. Therefore, they decided to follow their own course of 

expansion and do it their way. They intended to exercise the type of authority 

in eastern Asia that Germany was seeking to establish in eastern Europe. In fact, 

the Japanese received the sobriquet “The Prussians of Asia’. At the same time, 

they needed an acceptance of equality from other Great Powers. To the Japanese 

it was imperative not to ‘lose face’. 

Throughout the 1930s the Japanese Army and Navy were powerful and their 

officers controlled or influenced much of the nation’s policy. Once again, they 

were driven by economic needs. The Army looked mainly to the continental 

mainland, where Koreaand Manchuria were the draw. For them, the USSR was 

the great potential enemy. As Japanese forces fought against China, the possibil- 

ity ofa future war with the Soviet Union was never far from their minds. Thus 

the eyes and preparations of the Army were turned westwards, planning for land 

battles. The Navy had a different vision. Their particular need was oil, so they 

looked eagerly southwards to the enormous supplies available in the Dutch East 

Indies. Such a tempting sight was too good to be missed. 

In Japanese opinion, the main colonial powers — France, Holland, Britain and 

the United States — were self-seeking intruders with no legitimate right to possess 

empires in the Far East. Japan alone, they believed, was the Asian power destined 

to lead. A Japanese officer wrote that ‘450 million natives of the Far East live 

under the domination of less than 800,000 whites. If we exclude India, 100 

million are oppressed by less than 300,000.’ He claimed that ‘imposing, splendid 

buildings look down from the summits of hills on to the tiny thatched cottages 

of the natives’. Then he added that ‘money squeezed from the blood of Asians’ 

kept white minorities ‘in their luxurious mode of life’. The Japanese were keen 

to imply that they, pure and altruistic, would arrive as saviours."” 
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The British controlled large areas, including Malaya and Sarawak, India and 

Burma, while to the south lay the Dominions of Australia and New Zealand, as 

well as many Pacific islands. Hong Kong had been a British colony fora century. 

The French held Indo-China and various Polynesian islands. The Dutch had an 

empire in the East Indies, where they had traded since the seventeenth century. 

The Philippines, heading for independence, were a colony of the United States, 

which also had other island bases, including Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. A number 

of these territories provided economic resources, especially oil and rubber —and 

this was an even greater affront to the Japanese, who lacked them. 

In 1933, after being criticised for their earlier invasion of Manchuria, the 

Japanese left the League of Nations, and, attempting to persuade other Asians to 

support their policies, they formed “The Great Asia Association’. This aimed to 

include China, Siam and the Dutch East Indies asa trading group. The economic 

benefits to Japan were immense, as raw materials would be available for her 

industries. The Association later planned a ‘Co-Prosperity Sphere’ which 

claimed to bring benefits to all the peoples of East Asia. By late 1941 a branch of 

the Japanese Ministry of War produced an even more breathtaking vision: 

Australia and New Zealand would come under Japanese control, as would 

Alaska and Central America, including the West Indies, while, in the Far East, 

Ceylon, the East Indies, Burma, Malaya, Indo-China and Siam were also to 

come under Japan’s wing. Here was ambition to match, if not exceed, Hitler’s 

in another part of the world. 

By 1939 the Japanese had already reached agreements with Germany. The 

two nations signed an anti-Comintern pact in 1936, showing their mutual dislike 

and distrust of Communist Russia, whose forces stood at the Manchurian border. 

In that area, two years later, several frontier incidents occurred, with outbreaks 

of fighting. Consequently, the Japanese were surprised when Hitler signed a 

non-aggression treaty with the USSR, freeing his hands to attack Poland. 

As the Second World War opened in Europe, Japan kept a watchful eye on 

events. How would they affect her position? Any change in the balance of power 

there could help her to gain or control the territories she coveted in the Far East. 

In the meantime, her armed forces would keep their powder dry. 

National Aims and Strengths 

In history, the big battalions have not always won. A large horde of Britons in 
AD 60 were defeated by a couple of well-armed and highly trained Roman 
legions. As recently as 1982 a numerically larger Argentinian army fell before a 
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smaller, yet better prepared, British contingent. Superior strategy and tactics, 
employing a considered application of force, can win the day. This point was 
proved during the first ten months of the Second World War. By the end of June 
1940 the German Army, closely supported by the Luftwaffe, had been victorious 
in both eastern and western Europe. Surprisingly enough, at the time the 
German forces were, on paper, smaller in numbers and equipment than the sum 
total of those of France, Britain and Poland. Yet in that period they won three 
remarkable victories. Before the end of September 1939 they had overrun 

Poland; between April and June 1940, in a double campaign, they occupied 

Denmark and Norway; and, in a matter of six weeks, they smashed the French 

Army and drove the British Expeditionary Force out of mainland Europe. At that 

stage Hitler appeared to walk on water. For the Germans, he had exorcised the 

ghosts of 1918 and the subsequent humiliation at Versailles. His triumphant 

forces raised the Nazi flag from the North Cape to the new frontier with Russia 

in the east, then across Europe to the French western coast, as far south as the 

Spanish border. Mussolini’s Italy had entered the war at his side, with forces 

powerful enough to control the Mediterranean and North Africa. 

Only two obstacles remained to an Axis hegemony of Europe. One was the 

USSR, with whom Hitler was determined to settle before long, extirpating what 

he saw as the evil of Bolshevism. The other was Great Britain. In June 1940, 

however, with a defeated army evacuated from Dunkirk, and separated from the 

European mainland by only twenty-two miles of sea, the United Kingdom 

appeared to pose little threat to the Fiihrer. 

At the start of the war, in the previous September, few people on either side 

dreamt that the map of Europe would be altered so speedily and radically. The 

balance of power, both economically and in armed strength, favoured the Allies. 

The total of their populations, approximately 122 million, was greater than 

Germany’s. In addition, both Britain and France could call on forces and help 

from their vast dominions and empires overseas. Potentially they could raise 

more soldiers to fight in land campaigns. They had much bigger navies. Only in 

air strength were the Germans superior. Hitler’s forces were being asked to fight 

simultaneously on two fronts. And there was a widely held belief in Allied 

government circles that the Germans lacked the economic power to sustain a 

long conflict. If they could be prevented from gaining early victories, then 

shortages of matériel required for modern war would bring them to a halt. 

What, then, were the strengths and weaknesses of the nations going to war in 

September 1939? Poland, with a population of 34.5 million, had a total armed 
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strength of 370,000 men, with an extra 2.5 million trained reserves. The Polish 

Army could put 30 divisions into the field, with a further ten in reserve. There 

were also eleven cavalry brigades, a branch of which the army was very proud, 

although the First'World War had demonstrated the impotence of massed 

horsemen on the battlefield. Ominously significant was the Polish weakness in 

mechanised vehicles. Only one cavalry brigade possessed tanks, and none of the 

infantry divisions was motorised. The army could muster just over 300 tanks, of 

which 90 were obsolete. In artillery, the Poles were also deficient, witha shortage _ 

of anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns. 

Polish military thinking was outdated. The Poles had faith in an offensive led 

by cavalry, which would not make an impression on modern armour. No one 

doubted the reckless bravery of their Napoleonic horse-soldiers and obsolete 

artillery, who were quickly faced with insoluble problems. Nevertheless, reck- 

oned by numbers alone, the Polish Army was large enough to blunt the German 

invasion until the French and the British were ready to attack from the west. 

The Polish High Command, however, fell between two stools in strategy. 

They chose to deploy forces close to the German frontier to protect the Danzig 

Corridor, industrial areas and coalfields. These soldiers would have been better 

situated further back, behind the Vistula and San rivers, with more chance of 

fighting delaying actions. 

Poland’s particular weakness lay in the air. The Polish Air Force was com- 

posed mainly of obsolete bombers and fighters, although their aircrew lacked 

nothing in bravery. For example, the PZL P.11C fighter was a high-wing 

monoplane with fixed undercarriage, outclassed in speed, armament and num- 

bers by its opponents. Poland’s best bomber, the PZL P.37, was a small, fast 

machine of which there were only 40 to oppose the Luftwaffe. 

The Polish hope was that, as soon as the war began, the French Army would 

invade western Germany. Hitler would then have to withdraw forces to meet the 

threat. On paper, France, with a population of 41 million, had powerful land 

forces. The French pinned their hopes on the army. At the start of hostilities they 

could mobilise over 100 divisions, 65 of which were active formations. Although 

some were retained on the Italian frontier, or on colonial duties in North Africa, 

they were able, after mobilisation, to concentrate some 80 divisions in the area 

of north-eastern France facing the German border. Most of these consisted of 
infantry, supported by light armoured divisions and tank brigades. Altogether, 
the French had almost 2,700 tanks, contrary to the popular belief that the 
Germans had overwhelming superiority in their panzer armoured divisions. The 
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French Char B series tank was probably the most powerful armoured vehicle on 
the Western Front. French forces were also well equipped with artillery, 
although, significantly, not with anti-aircraft guns. 

France also possessed a formidable navy. There were five battleships, two 
battlecruisers, an aircraft carrier, 60 smaller vessels and 70 submarines. This force 

alone outweighed anything the Germans had produced. Together with the ships 
of the Royal Navy, there was the potential to strangle Germany’s sea trade, as had 
been done in the First World War. 

The weakness for France lay in air power. There were about 1,000 aircraft, of 

which half were fighters, but many were obsolete and no match for their 

opponents in the Luftwaffe. A rearmament programme for the Armée de I’ Airwas 

under way, but it was not expected to be complete before 1942. Therefore the 

large French armies could be offered little aerial protection. The aircraft pro- 

gramme which was begun in the late 1930s was disastrous. The Morane-Saulnier 

MS.406 fighter was too slow, while other types suffered from a lack of spare parts, 

or from undertrained aircrew. 

In addition, the French-could call upon the strength of their large overseas 

empire, which included territories worldwide, from Polynesia to Somaliland, 

from Algeria to Syria and from Tunisia to Martinique. From all of these lands the 

French hoped to draw on economic power as well as personnel for the armed 

services. Such resources, however, were not speedily available in September 

1939 and consequently were unable to have much effect at the opening of war. 

What of the British contribution? Unlike many European nations, Britain had 

no conscription for its 46 million people until the spring of 1939. At hand was 

asmall, well-trained Regular Army, and Territorial detachments were preparing 

in order to supply enough soldiers to stand by the French on the Western Front. 

Consequently, in the autumn months of 1939 no more than four infantry 

divisions, together with 50 tanks, were sent from the United Kingdom to France. 

The aim was to achieve improvement in 1940. The conscription, equipping and 

training of soldiers was a slow business, especially for a nation which traditionally 

maintained only a small army. 

In defence strength Britain relied far more on the Royal Navy, its bastion for 

centuries. For an imperial power, here was a force to match or exceed any other 

in the world. Ready foraction in ascending order of size were 58 submarines, 184 

destroyers and 64 cruisers. These supported seven aircraft carriers, three 

battlecruisers and twelve battleships. Among the many other warships then 

building or projected were a further nine battleships and six carriers. This massive 
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fleet could operate across all oceans and threaten Germany’s sea trade — in the 

longrun. However, in the short term it could render little help to Poland or affect 

Hitler’s land campaigns on the continental mainland. Battleships could not sail 

up the Rhine. 

From the mid-1930s Britain made increasingly urgent efforts to expand air 

power. The Royal Air Force grew rapidly to meet the growing threat from the 

Luftwaffe, whose numbers we now know were exaggerated. Bombers such as the 

Wellington, Whitley and Hampden were developed to launch daylight aerial _ 

raids on economic targets in Germany, while light bombers were sent to France 

after the outbreak of war to support ground forces. At the same time the 

development of large four-engine bombers was started from 1936, but these 

would not be ready for about five years. For home defence, Fighter Command 

was expanded. As fighter design and performance changed radically just before 

the war, Hurricanes and Spitfires were built, and at a stroke older biplanes were 

rendered obsolete. The trouble for Britain was that in September 1939 Bomber 

Command was in no position by itself to alter the course of a war, while there 

were insufficient modern fighters to defend both the homeland and the forces in 

France simultaneously. 

The RAF then had about 2,500 aircraft, but of these only 26 squadrons 

comprised Hurricanes or Spitfires. Of 55 squadrons in Bomber Command less 

than half were at operational strength. Although plans had been laid for bombing 

targets in Germany, some were ‘recognised by their authors at the time as resting 

on future hopes rather than on present capability’.”” They were in no position to 

stop Hitler’s drive to the east. 

A great strength for the United Kingdom was the latent potential of the 

Commonwealth and Empire. As in 1914, those nations soon responded by 

entering the war against Britain’s enemies. Thus huge resources of manpower, 

training areas and strategic bases round the world became available. However, 

in the short term the help offered, from territories as distant as New Zealand and 

Canada, the West Indies and South Africa and India and Australia, was limited. 

There could be no rapid flow of troops, tanks and aircraft to Europe. Germany, 

therefore, did not suffer the disadvantages that could only come from a long 

campaign. Hitler was seeking a quick knock-out. 

‘The German Army was not ready for war in 1939,’ wrote Liddell Hart, ‘a war 

which its chiefs did not expect, relying on Hitler’s assurance.’*! Certainly Nazi 
planners were not anticipating full-scale war for another three or four years. 
Nevertheless, of the combatants, the German armed forces were the best 

42 



INTRODUCTION 

prepared and situated on 1 September 1939. Germany, unified with Austria in 
the previous year, had a population numbering about 75 million. Nearly 100 
divisions could be raised, of which 52 were active divisions. Ten others would 

be fit for action when mobilised. 

At the start of the war, Hitler was faced with a dilemma. Until the last moment 

he hoped that Britain and France would not intervene when he attacked Poland. 

At the same time, he appreciated that by employing the bulk of his forces in the 

east he would be leaving the border with France dangerously undermanned. If 

the French were immediately to invade Germany, he had insufficient divisions 

to halt them. From his point of view the ideal situation would be to overwhelm 

Poland rapidly, then transfer his forces westward to face the French threat. 

In many ways, most of the German Army’s divisions were similar to those of 

their opponents, with large masses of slow-moving infantry. Much of the 

equipment was still horse-drawn. The difference, however, lay in its use of a 

small number of well-equipped divisions, quite unlike those of Britain, France 

or Poland. They consisted of four mechanised and four motorised divisions, 

together with six armoured divisions. These were the panzer formations which 

were about to revolutionise land warfare. For some observers, this small element 

was worth more than the whole remainder of the German Army. The highly 

mobile armoured force was stationed on the Polish borders, together with 27 

infantry divisions, ready for a well-planned offensive, ‘The object of the 

operation is the destruction of the Polish armed forces,’ wrote von Brauchitsch, 

the Army’s Commander-in-Chief, in July 1939. “The idea of execution is, by a 

surprise entry into Polish territory, to forestall an orderly mobilisation and 

concentration of the Polish Army.’” This confirms the German plan of taking 

the offensive, of speed and surprise, intending from the start to wage no more 

than a short campaign. 

To meet the risk on the French frontier, Army Group C was stationed to hold 

offany attack from French and British forces and, within a week, totalled about 

40 divisions. These were positioned behind the Siegfried Line, a series of 

defences built in the 1930s to face the Maginot Line. From the start of hostilities 

the Allies did not invade western Germany to take the pressure off Poland. Critics 

usually overlook how unready the democracies were for war. Much time is 

needed to train armies. No British force took up position until early October. 

The French, especially after the costly failure of some of their offensives in the 

First World War, had changed strategy. They were now prepared to sit tight and 

fight a different campaign. 
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At sea the German Navy (Kriegsmarine) was considerably outweighed and 

outgunned by the Allied fleets. Admiral Raeder, the Commander-in-Chief, was 

another leader who believed that there would be no general war, especially as a 

rebuilding programme had been started which would not be completed for four 

years. ‘Raeder considered Hitler’s acceptance of the programme to be a guaran- 

tee that no war with Britain would be started soon.’”’ Nonetheless, three pocket- 

battleships and two battlecruisers were already in service, together with six 

cruisers, seventeen destroyers and 56 submarines. Two very powerful battleships 

were being built. Of particular concern to the Allies was the U-boat fleet. In 

1917-18 it had come close to eroding Britain’s ability to stay in the First World 

War by sinking an enormous tonnage of merchant shipping. It was obvious that, 

once again, the Germans would attempt to strangle Britain’s sea trade. 

The greatest strength of the German armed forces in 1939 lay in the Luftwaffe. 

Here was the world’s most powerful and best-trained air force, although its 

numbers had been overestimated by the British and French. A nucleus of aircrew 

had gained invaluable battle experience serving with the Condor Legion during 

the Spanish Civil War. At that time, the future role of the Luftwaffe had been 

decided. It developed particularly as a tactical air force used in close support of 

ground forces. Aircraft became a form of flying artillery, clearing the way for land 

attacks, 

In total strength the Luftwaffe possessed just over 4,000 aircraft. Of these, 770 

were Messerschmitt Bf 109s, fast, single-seat, low-wing monoplane fighters 

which were matched only by Hurricanes and Spitfires. A further 400 aircraft 

were Me 110 twin-engine fighters. The Germans could deploy nearly 1,200 

medium bombers of which the biggest, the Heinkel He 111, carried some two 

and a half tons of bombs. The Junkers Ju 87 Stuka dive-bomber, of which there 

were 336, gave the whole German offensive a cutting edge. 

The strength of nations going to war cannot be judged solely by listing the size 

of their armed forces. The services have to be sustained whether or not they are 

fighting. They certainly prove to be a costly necessity in the sense that they are 

not contributing immediately to national production. War is like a flowering 

tree where active battles are visible and obvious above ground level, yet cannot 

flourish without deep roots of economic sustenance. Lacking a flow of supplies 

of raw materials and the goods of war, armed services would come to a rapid halt. 
A view held in a number of diplomatic circles was that although the Germans 

had the ability to fight a short, explosive conflict, they would not be able to 
maintain a long war. As the German armed forces grew after 1933, the nation 
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needed new sources of materials. Among other weaknesses, the Reich itself 
lacked, for example, tin, rubber, bauxite and cotton. There were only limited 

supplies of oil, iron ore, manganese and sulphur. With the seizure of Czechoslo- 
vakia in April 1939 the Germans gained armaments works and the equipment of 
the Czech Army, especially tanks. Nonetheless, economic troubles continued. 

‘In early 1939,’ wrote acommentator, ‘the regime had to reduce the Wehrmacht’s 

steel allocations by 30 per cent, copper by 20 per cent, aluminium by 47 per cent 

[and] rubber by 30 per cent.’ As late as August, a report pointed out that aviation 

fuel would last only for four months of war. Coupled with these shortages were 

the threats posed by an Allied naval blockade. Even after the early German 

successes, when Hitler was casting covetous eyes at Russian territory, he 

admitted, ‘I need the Ukraine so that they cannot starve us out as they did in the 

last war.’*? Thus there were strong economic motives behind Hitler’s drive for 

new conquests. 

France and Bnitain lacked many of the materials needed for war but through 

their geographical positions were able to obtain them by sea. At the time, both 

relied heavily on coal for motive power in industry and transport. Britain 

particularly had ample supplies. Territories of the Empire and Commonwealth 

were rich in such commodities as rubber, cotton, nickel and copper. France had 

a large agricultural production, whereas most of Britain’s food had to be 

imported. Much meat came from Australia or New Zealand and wheat from 

North America. Oceans were highways for the Allies, enabling them to trade in 

a manner unavailable to the Germans. The threat, especially for Britain, would 

come from German naval campaigns against merchant shipping. Nations can be 

defeated in the economic arena as readily as on the battlefield. 

At the outbreak of fighting, pundits visualised two possible outcomes. In the 

first, the Germans would benefit from a short, sharp campaign, much as an 

aggressive boxer knocks out his opponent in the first round. In the second, if the 

Allies could stem the opening attacks and blunt the offensive, a long, grinding 

war would ensue. Economic weaknesses then would overtake Germany, 

leading to her defeat. 
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~ GERMAN SUCCESS 

The Polish Campaign 

German armed forces opened the invasion of Poland with several advantages. 

The first was geographical. In front of them stretched the great Polish plain, 

providing excellent terrain for a swift advance, especially for armoured forces. 

Although few good roads existed, these were arteries leading to the heart of the 

country and were well used by the invaders. Secondly, the weather was dry, so 

the countryside offered a firm, hard surface for armoured vehicles. 

The campaign was mainly a three-fold thrust. Army Group North attacked 

from Pomerania and soon overran Polish forces attempting to defend the 

Corridor. They then pushed south-eastwards towards the interior. In support 

was an advance from East Prussia, where the German Third Army had been 

stationed. As well as helping to take Danzig and the Corridor, this drove 

southwards, aiming to cut offretreating Polish troops. Its progress took it towards 

Warsaw, the capital. The third, and main, push came from Army Group South, 

which entered from Slovakia and Silesia with a strong drive eastwards. By the 

time that Britain and France joined the war on 3 September, German forces had 

already won crushing victories, making spectacular advances into Polish terri- 

tory. 

The Poles fought for their homeland with great bravery, under their Com- 

mander-in-Chief, Marshal Rydz-Smigly. However, many of their units were 

stationed too far forward, which he called ‘an operational absurdity into which 

Tam forced by political considerations’. Although outmanoeuvred and outgunned, 

they contested courageously. The German panzer general, Guderian, recalled 

how one ofhis motorised divisions claimed that Polish cavalry were forcing them 

to withdraw. ‘I was speechless fora moment; when I regained the use of my voice 

[asked the divisional commander if he had ever heard of Pomeranian grenadiers 

being broken by hostile cavalry. He replied that he had not.’' Consequently 

cavalry were a heroic failure against armour. 
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Panzer warfare was new, employed against an army composed largely of 
infantry. The Poles had little time to mobilise and lacked mobility. On 5 
September Hitler visited the front line and saw the remains of a smashed Polish 
artillery regiment. He asked Guderian if dive-bombers had caused the damage. 
‘When I replied, “No, our panzers!” he was plainly astonished.’? The Poles had 
no answer to the speed and ferocity ofarmoured assault. One corps advanced 140 
miles in the first week. Polish communications systems broke down and so 
defences were disjointed. The Poles relied on a series of counter-attacks which 

usually failed in the face of heavy fire. Further, many divisions were bypassed by 

the panzers, threatening their rear. The Germans quickly captured thousands of 

prisoners. 

None of this success could have been achieved without the close co-operation 

of the Luftwaffe. The Polish Campaign was a classic example of coordination 

between land and air forces in which bombers were employed as airborne 

artillery. Here was an innovation in the style of war — and lessons were 

subsequently learned by all other combatant nations. In the first stage, Luftwaffe 

raids destroyed many Polish aircraft on the ground before passing on to bomb or 

strafe railways and road centres, together with enemy troops and strongpoints. 

The most formidable of the German aircraft was the Junkers Ju 87 dive- 

bomber, which had first seen service in the Spanish Civil War. Its special virtue 

was the ability to land a bomb with almost clinical accuracy. In addition, its 

screaming dive struck fear into the victims below, who felt like the prey ofa giant, 

predatory bird. The Ju 87’s weakness was its vulnerability to fighters, although 

that was no problem as the Polish Air Force was rapidly overcome. 

The Germans also hada superiority in fighters. The Bf 109, with its speed, and 

the Bf110, with fire-power, established clear skies for bombing raids. These were 

usually aimed at military targets, although supply columns and refugees were also 

hit. 

In general, the Poles were forced to retreat, but occasionally their counter- 

attacks had some success. For example, from 10 September, in the Battle of 

Bzura, German infantry were driven back. However, under General von 

Rundstedt, panzer divisions of the Tenth Army, closely supported by Stukas, 

turned the defenders’ flank. On 19 September, 170,000 Poles were surrounded 

and forced to surrender. An obvious target for the invaders was Warsaw. German 

forces reached the city on 8 September but, faced with strong resistance, could 

not take it. By then, Polish armies, short of supplies, were disjointed in various 

parts of the country and were under unrelenting pressure. 
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Then came the fatal blow to Polish hopes. Before dawn on 17 September the 

Russian Army entered Poland from the east. Russian troops had been told that 

they were ‘liberating the Polish workers from the yoke of the landowners’ and 

their advance was rapid. Most formations of the Polish Army had been moved 

to meet the German invasion and were, at that stage, in the death-throes of defeat. 

Some Poles at first believed the Russians to be liberators who had come to assist 

them against the Nazis. They soon discovered their error. A little fighting 

occurred before all Polish resistance was overcome and German and Russian 

soldiers came face to face on 20 September. 

Various pockets of fighters remained to be eliminated by the invaders. After 

heavy bombardment from both land and air, the troops in Warsaw capitulated 

on 27 September. Other defending armies struggled on and fighting finally 

ended eight days later. By then over 100,000 Polish servicemen had managed to 

reach Rumania or Hungary. Later, after extraordinary journeys, some made 

their way to France and Britain, where they were able to continue the war. Yet 

the Germans took about 700,000 prisoners. 

The month-long campaign of Blitzkrieg was a remarkable feat ofarms, and the 

importance of panzer attacks, closely supported by aircraft, taught the Germans 

many lessons. In that time they had overwhelmeda nation whose territories were 

then shared by the victors. 

Hitler had told his generals earlier in the year that his intention was not merely 

to defeat Poland militarily; his additional aim was to obliterate the Polish nation, 

whom he regarded as racially inferior. This policy was soon put into practice as 

the Nazis quickly introduced their own form of government into western 

Poland. For the local inhabitants the consequences were disastrous. In the eastern 

sector, Communist rule was established. Shortly, all former Polish army officers 

there were sent to camps in Russia, especially Katyn. Their fate was sealed. Stalin, 

too, was prepared to allow Poland to be obliterated, as the two dictatorships 

worked together in agreement. “The Bolsheviks were elevated to the rank of 

honorary Nazis’, according to A. J. P. Taylor. 

Ina typical example of ‘Hitler-speak’, on 6 October the Fiihrer suggested that 

Britain and France accept the inevitable and make peace: there was no purpose 
in fighting on. ‘Germany has no further claims against France, and no such claim 
shall ever be put forward,’ he announced. He added, ‘I have devoted no less effort 
to the achievement of an Anglo-German understanding, nay, more than that, of 
an Anglo-German friendship.”* Within a week, however, both governments 

had rejected his offer. They had heard it all before. The war continued. 
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All Quiet on the Western Front 

Any Polish hopes that the French would come to their aid by invading Germany 
were soon dashed. How was it that two nations with the combined power of 
France and Great Britain sat back while on the other side of Europe the German 
and Russian assault was carving up their ally? Later, several German generals 
expressed surprise that the French did not immediately launch an invasion. ‘We 
were surprised that France did not attack Germany during the Polish Campaign,’ 

stated Keitel after the war. ‘Any form of attack would have shaken our screen of 

25 reserve divisions and could only have encountered feeble resistance.’ In 

reality, the French had laid plans for an offensive but did not put them into 

practice: the policy followed by France’s military leaders was to sit tight behind 

the strength of the Maginot Line. 

A prime reason was that the French mobilisation was as slow as it had been in 

1914, preventing the launching ofa major offensive until about 17 September. 

The last units would not be ready until the 20th. The large conscript army took 

several weeks to be assembled, equipped and moved into action. By the time it 

had been prepared, the Polish Campaign was virtually over. Moreover, French 

commanders, many with strong memories of the First World War, wanted to 

open the offensive with a massive artillery bombardment. The guns, however, 

required time for preparation for the battle zone. Consequently, in practical 

terms alone, the French were unable to assist. 

A further reason affected the French. Their traditional Napoleonic belief in 

attack was shaken by the casualty lists of 1914-18. Generals had come to have 

faith in defensive strength —a Maginot complex. They found it more profitable 

to wait before launching into action. This certainly helped Hitler to wrap up the 

Polish Campaign easily. 

The proposed advance into German territory was code-named Operation 

‘Saar’, and details had been issued to the French Army in July 1939. The attack 

boiled down to little more than a reconnaissance carried out across a narrow 

section of the frontier in the area of Saarbriicken. By then the German defences 

stood at over 40, not 25, divisions. Starting on 7 September, troops of the French 

Third and Fourth Armies were able to occupy about seven miles of German 

territory before coming to a halt in front of the defences of the Siegfried Line. By 

13 September the Commander-in-Chief of the French forces was warning his 

generals to be cautious. They already were. Their forces suffered fewer than 100 

casualties and this action amounted to no more than a small dent in the German 

line. As French forces ground to a halt, the Germans hastened to reinforce the 
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frontier. With the Polish Campaign rapidly finishing, Nazi troops were trans- 

ferred across Europe. Helping the speed of transfer was an excellent lateral road 

and rail transport system. 

Hitler was now forced to confront enemies who, he had been convinced, 

would not fight. He had to face the consequences of his misjudgement. The war 

situation in that area was much the same as it had been in 1914. The Franco- 

German frontier stretched from the Swiss border in the south to the Belgian 

border. From that point up to the North Sea coastline, neutral Belgium and 

Holland lay between two warring nations. In 1914, in order to attack France, the 

Germans had invaded Belgium, using the Schlieffen Plan as a massive right hook 

intended to drive into northern France and aim for Paris. The Fiihrer, as an 

infantry corporal at the time, had experienced the four years of mainly static 

trench warfare which followed. 

What were his plans in late 1939? First, he recognised (as a number of Allied 

leaders believed) that a long war would work to Germany’s disadvantage. 

German superiority in anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns would not last long, so his 

relative strength in aircraft and panzer divisions could soon disappear. British 

industrial capacity was only just starting to expand and would grow steadily. 

Secondly, Germany needed naval and air bases along the Channel coast in order 

to protect vulnerable areas like the industrial Ruhr. To achieve these aims, Hitler 

decided that the Allied powers should be crushed as soon as possible. A number 

of his generals, however, harboured grave doubts, estimating that their armies 

lacked the strength to defeat the combined forces of Britain and France. Neverthe- 

less, in spite of their misgivings, on 9 October they were ordered to draw up plans. 

By the end of the month a scheme was in being. Based partly on the Schlieffen 

Plan, it proposed an attack on France by invading neutral Holland and Belgium. 

Over 100 divisions, fifteen of which were motorised or armoured, would drive 

towards the Channel coast. The Germans knew that as soon as they entered 

Belgium, the Allies would send in troops to help the defenders. Consequently, 

they hoped to overwhelm French and British armies in that zone. It appeared 

that, once again, northern France and Belgium would be slaughter grounds. The 

attack was to open on 12 November. 

On7 November, however, meteorological reports predicted bad weather and 

the offensive was postponed. With the start of winter fog and frost, freezing 
winds and sleet, Hitler’s plans over the next month were frustrated by the climate. 
To make matters worse for the Germans, one of their officers, carrying complete 
plans for the western attack, was in an aircraft which made a forced landing in 
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Belgium on 10 January 1940. Before long these plans had been passed to the 
Allies. There were three particular results. First, the neutrals realised that, when 
the main battle started, their frontiers would not be respected. Secondly, British 
and French forces were spared from immediate assault. N onetheless, the third 

result in the long run was to have a devastating effect: the Germans had to devise 
a different strategy of attack. 

The Phoney War 

The period from October 1939 to April 1940 is usually known as ‘The Phoney 

War’. For the French this was the dréle de guerre; the Germans called it the 

Sitzkrieg, or sitting-down war. Churchill later referred to ‘a prolonged and 

oppressive pause’ in which, apparently, both sides were either unwilling or 

unable to embark on major campaigns. In reality, those months marked a lull 

before the arrival ofa storm which, within twelve weeks, gave Hitler mastery of 

much of Western Europe. 

One of the war’s most remarkable features was what failed to happen at the 

start in the air. Throughout the previous twenty years, ‘experts’ from several 

nations had predicted that future conflicts would be settled in short time by the 

power of bombing; towns and cities would be devastated by an onslaught of gas, 

high-explosive and incendiary bombs which would rapidly break civilian 

morale. Within a few days panic-stricken civilians would force their govern- 

ments to sue for peace. An arch-apostle of the new theory was an Italian general, 

Giulio Douhet. In his book Command of the Air (1922), he recommended that 

the aggressor strike hard and quickly. No defence would be able to withstand the 

onslaught, and by the second day civilians would have fled to the countryside. 

These beliefs were echoed by the American general Billy Mitchell. Targets, he 

believed, should include ‘factories, the means of communication, the food 

producers, even the farms, the fuel and oil supplies, and the places where people 

live and carry on their daily lives’.* 

In Britain, one military commentator realised that London would be a 

particular target: ‘A fleet of 500 aeroplanes, each carrying 500 ten-pound bombs 

of let us suppose mustard gas, might cause 200,000 casualties, and throw the 

whole city into panic within half an hour of their arrival.’ The war would last 

two days. In 1925 the Air Staff predicted that, in the capital, 1,700 people would 

be killed and 3,300 injured on the first day. These estimates of casualties increased 

considerably over the next ten years. Writers such as Aldous Huxley and J. B.S. 

Haldane raised the temperature of despair. At cinemas, fictional stories such as 
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Things To Come and newsreel film of the bombing of the town of Guernica in 

the Spanish Civil War had a sobering effect on the nation. Aerial defence of 

Britain became of paramount importance. 

The fear of aerial bombing was widespread across Europe, and all combatant 

nations went to great lengths to counter it by extensive service and civilian 

defences. However, the storm of bombs anticipated by the inhabitants of Paris, 

Berlin and London never arrived. In reality, at this stage none of the air forces 

involved had either the policy or the strength to launch such massive raids. For . 

the time being, the great European cities were spared. 

Nevertheless in all three countries air raid precautions had been widely 

developed, with millions ofmen and women involved. Air raid wardens, fire and 

rescue services and medical staff were always ready if needed. Sandbags and 

shelters could be seen in all major cities. In Germany, small hand-operated sirens, 

mounted on tripods, were placed in villages and towns to give air raid warnings. 

People’s lives were affected by the ‘black-out’, which was vigorously enforced, 

making movement difficult at night. For the British, one result through the 

winter was a sharp rise in the number of road traffic accidents, with thousands of 

casualties. Later, low-level street lighting was introduced in some places and 

special dimmed headlights were made compulsory. The speed limit in built-up 

areas was reduced to 20mph. 

One of the greatest effects on British civilians, in both town and countryside, 

came from evacuation. From London alone, between 1 and 3 September 1939, 

about 1% million people were moved under the official scheme. Many came 

from ‘the poorest and most congested areas near river and dockside, railway yards 

and gasworks, where the threat of bombing was so obvious.” Other large and 

potentially vulnerable cities, such as Manchester and Birmingham, also des- 

patched thousands of inhabitants to safer areas. Thousands left of their own 

accord to live with relatives or friends in the countryside. Sometimes a happy 

relationship grew between evacuees and their hosts; on other occasions there 

were misunderstandings when town met country, with little common ground. 

By the end of the Phoney War many evacuees had returned to the cities. The 

feared aerial devastation had notarrived, and the danger appeared to have passed. 

There was no place like home — so back they went. 

With the coming of war all governments assumed extra powers. In Germany, 
a dictatorship, this made little difference to people’s lives. For the French and 
British, nevertheless, personal freedoms were curbed. In Britain people were 
prepared to put their previous democratic rights ‘on ice’ for the duration, 
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although keeping a watchful eye on them. They accepted that, even in a 
democracy, a government would need autocratic powers. This they agreed to 
voluntarily — but cautiously. 

The first commodity to be restricted in Britain was petrol. It was rationed on 
22 September but taken off three months later. Food rationing began in January 
1940, with sugar, butter and bacon, followed in March by meat. In Germany, 

ration cards of different colours for various foods were issued — for example, blue 
for meat, pink for flour and bread and red for groceries. At that stage of war, 

however, there were few food shortages. The Allied blockade did little to 

prevent supplies from reaching Germany. Pre-war estimates that the Germans 

would suffer economic collapse showed more hope than judgement, and goods 

and raw materials continued to arrive in a steady stream from Russia, Italy and 

Sweden. On the British side, the import of materials was not yet affected by the 

U-boat campaign. 

In accordance with plans laid before the war, the British Expeditionary Force 

was despatched to France, as the soldiers’ fathers had been a quarter of a century 

earlier. The men were to take up positions supporting French troops. By the end 

of September, ships ofthe Royal Navy and Merchant Navy had transported over 

160,000 servicemen and 24,000 vehicles. These troops were under the overall 

command of Lord Gort. They included 36 Regular battalions in the 1st and 2nd 

Divisions of I Corps and in the 3rd and 4th Divisions of II Corps. By 12 October 

they had taken over a section of the front along the Belgian border with a French 

army positioned at each side. 

However, they were to see little action. The first British combat casualty was 

not suffered until 9 December, when a corporal was killed. ‘The “Phoney War” 

ran counter to any sense of urgency or adventure,’ commented one writer. In his 

memoirs, Field Marshal Montgomery, who commanded a division in France at 

the time, was frank: ‘In September 1939 the British Army was totally unfit to fight 

a first-class war on the Continent of Europe.’ 

Both Germany and the Allies showed a wary interest in the Low Countries. 

For their part the Allies made arrangements to send forces into Belgium in the 

event ofa German invasion, giving support to the Belgian Army. On the other 

side, the Germans laid new plans. They intended to open their forthcoming 

attack in the West by invading Belgian territory but would make a main thrust 

through the wooded area of the Ardennes. From there they would swing round 

to cut off and annihilate Allied forces in Belgium. For the remainder of the 

Phoney War both sides watched and waited. 
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In Britain one politician above all others showed qualities of decisive leader- 

ship in war. Winston Churchill, from the start, encouraged a spirit ofaction, and 

soon Hitler recognised him as a powerful opponent. In his speech of 6 October 

suggesting peace at the end of the Polish Campaign, the Fiihrersaid, ‘If, however, 

the opinions of Messrs Churchill and his followers should prevail, this statement 

will have been my last.’* As First Sea Lord, Churchill was perturbed by the 

amount of Swedish iron ore that was reaching Germany by sea, and to prevent 

this trade he suggested sowing mines in Norwegian territorial waters, through | 

which the ships passed. On 9 April 1940 this was the region of Europe where the 

Phoney War ended. 

Finland 

While the opposing forces sat inactively on the Western Front, a short but brutal 

war broke out in northern Europe. From 30 November 1939 until 12 March 

1940 the giant USSR was locked in conflict with Finland, a small country. For 

much ofthe nineteenth century Finland had been part of the Russian Empire but 

from 1917 was recognised as an independent state. 

Yet Finland’s geographical position brought trouble. From the time of the 

Munich Crisis of 1938 the Russians feared that the day might arrive when the 

Germans would attack them. The Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939 was a temporary 

agreement between two states concerned only with their own interests; it was no 

lasting pathway to sweetness and light. Therefore the Russians set out to improve 

their defences against any future German assault. One vulnerable Soviet city was 

Leningrad, which lay close to Finnish territory. The Russians asked for altera- 

tions to be made to the frontier and fora Finnish port to be leased as a naval base, 

giving greater protection to Leningrad. In return, the Russians offered Finland 

larger stretches of territory along less vital areas of their mutual frontier. 

Not surprisingly, the Finnish government declined. Talks between delega- 

tions came to nothing, and on 30 November 1939 the Red Army invaded, while 

Russian aircraft bombed the capital, Helsinki. Goliath had assaulted David, and 

popular sympathies lay with the underdog. The Russians, possessing over 3,000 

tanks, were taking on an army which had none. To everyone’s amazement, the 

Finns scored early successes, fighting cannily among marshes and forests. The 
Russians, with poor leaders and tactics, suffered ten times as many casualties as 

the Finns in early battles and lost over 1,500 tanks. By February 1940, nonethe- 
less, Russian numbers were telling and the Finns were forced to sue for peace. 

They had to cede territory but had won a moral victory. 
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This small, distant campaign affected the Second World War. Britain and 
France prepared a force of 100,000 men to help the Finns, although they were 
never despatched. In France, thismuddled policy led to the dismissal of the prime 
minister, Daladier. By intervention in Finland, Churchill saw the opportunity of 
cutting the supply route of iron ore between Sweden and Germany. On the 
German side, the poor showing of the Russian Army gave Hitler confidence 
over his intended attack on the USSR. Moreover, he knew that Finland would 

be an ally against the USSR in that forthcoming extension of the war. 

The main immediate effect of the campaign, however, was to concentrate the 

Fiihrer’s attention on Scandinavia. At all costs he had to ensure that supplies of 

iron Ore were not stopped by the Allied blockade. If necessary he would send 

armed forces to Norway before the British intervened there. A military operation 

was quickly planned. 

The War at Sea, September 1939—April 1940 

At the start of the Second World War both sides recollected the importance of 

naval warfare a quarter of a century earlier. In 1917-18 the German U-boat 

campaign had brought about the sinking of so many ships that Britain was in 

danger of being forced out of the war. On the other side, by 1918 the Allied 

blockade of the Central Powers was a deciding factor in the overthrow of 

Germany. Consequently, in 1939 both appreciated the role played by operations 

at sea in ensuring victory. They laid careful plans to utilise naval power. 

The German Navy relied heavily on submarines. From the start it employed 

about 25 ocean-going U-boats to attack trade routes. The combined British and 

French merchant fleets totalled 24 million tons, so there was no shortage of 

targets. Altogether during the Phoney War about 800,000 tons of British 

shipping was sunk. On the very first day of the war, the liner Athenia was 

torpedoed and sunk by U-30 off the coast of Ireland, while sailing to Canada. A 

total of 112 passengers were lost. From that moment until the end of hostilities 

in 1945 the Battle of the Atlantic continued without intermission. 

A brilliant submarine operation was carried out on 14 October by U-47, 

which secretly penetrated the Royal Navy’s main base at Scapa Flow. Once 

inside, she torpedoed and sank the battleship Royal Oak before escaping. The 

coup was a blow to the prestige of the Royal Navy and proof of the value of 

submarine warfare. 

Britain’s greatest triumph in this period occurred in December 1939. Lacking 

the power to match Allied naval strength in surface vessels, the Germans used two 
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pocket-battleships as commerce raiders. One of these, Admiral Graf Spee, opened 

attacks on merchantmen from 30 September, operating in both the South 

Atlantic and Indian Oceans. By 13 December she had sunk nine vessels totalling 

50,000 tons. But early that morning she encountered three Royal Navy cruisers 

near the River Plate, off the coast of South America. After a running battle, Graf 

Spee put into neutral Montevideo harbour, Uruguay, for repairs. Fearing that a 

large British naval force was gathering outside, the German captain scuttled his ship 

near the harbour on 17 December and later shot himself: His crew were interned. 

As well as submarine and surface raiders, the Germans employed a third 

powerful maritime weapon during the Phoney War. This was the magnetic 

mine. Most mines exploded when in contact with a vessel, but the new variety 

detonated when the ship’s metallic mass passed over the top. Magnetic mines 

were dropped by aircraft or laid on the sea bed by U-boats, mainly close to 

Britain’s shores. In November and December alone over 200,000 tons of Allied 

shipping were sunk by them, proving the extent of the danger. However, late in 

November an unexploded mine was discovered; it was investigated and an 

antidote was evolved. Ships were subsequently protected by ‘degaussing’, 

whereby an electric current was passed through a cable fixed round the vessel. 

This neutralised the magnetic field, so the mine did not explode. 

The war at sea in this period offered one more happy surprise for the British. 

The German cargo ship Altmark had acted as a supply vessel to Graf Spee in the 

South Atlantic. When the pocket-battleship stopped and sank merchantmen, 

the captured crews were transferred to Altmark. On 16 February 1940 the latter 

was sailing back to Germany with some 300 prisoners aboard and had reached 

Jossingfjord in neutral southern Norway. A Royal Navy destroyer, ignoring 

Norwegian protests, sailed into territorial waters and an armed boarding party 

rescued the men. Furious argument followed over who had broken international 

law, the British or the Germans. The released prisoners had no doubts. 

After this, Hitler realised that Britain would no longer respect Norwegian 

territorial waters. As his supplies of iron ore from Sweden passed through those 

waters, he would have to respond. 

The War in the Air, September 1939-April 1940 

Although pre-war estimates of the extent of aerial conflict were soon shown to 
be inaccurate, both sides sparred actively during the Phoney War, and lessons 
were learned which affected the strategy and tactics of both the Luftwaffe and the 
Royal Air Force at later stages. 
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Both were constrained by government regulations regarding attacks on 
civilians. ‘It is against international law to bomb civilians as such,’ Chamberlain 
announced in 1938, ‘orto make deliberate attacks upon the civilian population.’ 
As war started, the British government pledged that bombardments would be 
confined to ‘strictly military objectives’. Hitler also asserted that his air force 
would ‘not make war against women and children’. Both governments then 
covered themselves by saying that the undertakings would apply only if their 

opponents followed suit. Obviously, if one broke the rules, retribution would 

follow. 

The limitations affected what air forces were able to achieve. From pre-war 

days the Luftwaffe recognised the difficulty of devastating Britain by bombing, a 

fact unappreciated in the United Kingdom at the time. Unless the Germans were 

able to gain airfields in the Low Countries, aircraft would have to fly directly from 

Germany, with a limited range and a small bomb load. 

Because the Luftwaffe had developed as a tactical air force, no really heavy 

bomber was available for what obviously would be a strategic campaign. Their 

biggest aircraft was the Hemkel He 111, which was no more than a medium 

bomber. Consequently the Germans lacked the ability to launch the greatly 

feared ‘knock-out’ blow of Douhet proportions, even if they had wanted to. At 

that stage the Luftwaffe was mainly occupied with the Polish Campaign. In fact, 

no civilian died from enemy action over the British Isles until 16 March 1940, 

when a man was killed in Orkney. Next, two people died when a bomber 

crashed at Clacton on 30 April. 

In planning, the German High Command had selected two chief types of 

target. The first was shipping, which was to be hit with bombs, mines and 

torpedoes. The second was certain mainland areas containing docks and facto- 

ries. However, Hitler’s Directive No 1, issued on 31 August 1939, ordered the 

German Air Force to defend its own territory, especially the industrial Ruhr, and 

to dislocate Allied shipping, but to avoid raids on the British mainland. Over 

subsequent weeks attacks were made on Royal Navy ships in the North Sea and 

at Scottish naval bases. These worried the Admiralty so much that in mid- 

October British naval units were moved to the Clyde, on the west coast of 

Scotland. The Luftwaffe had scored a strategic success. 

For the remainder ofthe Phoney War, German aircraft were widely employed 

in minelaying at night along Britain’s east coast and in the Channel. Heinkel He 

115 seaplanes were used, especially when magnetic mines were introduced. 

Thus the Lufiwaffe played an important role in the early stages of the struggle at sea. 
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What of the RAF? During the first seven months of war, Bomber Command 

tried to put into practice some of the theories held for the previous twenty years. 

Sir Hugh Trenchard, “The Father of the RAP’, influenced the Air Staff with the 

opinion that the best form of aerial defence was to attack the enemy with 

bombers; in his view, they alone could bring victory by crippling an enemy’s 

economy and breaking civilian morale. Estimates were made before the war, 

with a list of targets set out in “The Western Air Plans’. These included German 

power stations, road, rail and waterway transport, and oil supplies. The Air Staff 

believed that Germany’s war effort would collapse in a fortnight if assaulted with 

3,000 sorties, at a cost of fewer than 200 aircraft. Such optimism would prove costly. 

The hopes were moonshine. On 3 September 1939 Bomber Command had 

920 aircraft in 55 squadrons but, because of the numbers which had to sent to 

France, only 352 were available for a strategic bombing offensive. Any success 

would have to wait for the arrival of the new generation of heavy bombers, 

planned from 1936-37. Furthermore, both service leaders and politicians were 

apprehensive that RAF attacks on Germany wouldlead to retaliation; the French 

also feared that Bomber Command raids from their territory would bring a 

German aerial assault in response. Consequently Bomber Command opened the 

war with two types of target. The first was warships in the North Sea area; the 

second was civilians, whose fate was to be deluged with thousands of propaganda 

leaflets, referred to by aircrew as ‘confetti’ or ‘lavatory paper’. The only benefit 

of these raids was the experience offered to bomber crews of navigating in 

darkness, reaching as far as Berlin, Prague and Vienna. 

Raids on units of the German Fleet were based on a misapprehension which 

soon proved terribly costly to the RAF and changed its bombing strategy. Pre- 

war planners believed that daylight bombers, flying in close formation, had 

sufficient defensive firepower to hold off attacking fighters. They were wrong. 

Their estimates were made when biplane fighters were comparatively slow and 

carried few machine guns. With the coming of fast, heavily armed monoplane 

fighters during the later 1930s, the balance changed. 

In the early days of the war, Wellington and Blenheim bombers crossed the 

North Sea to strike at German warships, but with little effect. The turning point 

came in December. In a series of daylight raids, bombers were detected by 
German radar, then engaged by anti-aircraft guns and fighters. On 14 December 
half of the raiders were lost, while four days later the casualty rate rose to over 60 
per cent. Such losses could not be sustained. Policy had to change, and for the 
rest of the war Bomber Command turned mainly to attacks by night. 
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The Norwegian Campaign 

The shadow boxing and sparring of the first seven months had lulled many 
people in Western Europe into a semi-belief that the war might fizzle out. This 
attitude worried some Allied leaders. People, said Churchill, ‘sometimes ask us, 

“What is it that Britain and France are fighting for?” To that I answer, “Ifwe left 
off fighting you would soon find out.””? On 9 April the question was answered 
starkly inan unexpected area. ‘The peaceful countries of Norway and Denmark,’ 
in the words of one observer, ‘were struck by a flash of Hitlerian lightning.’ At 

dawn, German ships, aircraft and troops moved against both countries, offering 

them ‘protection’ from Britain and France. 

Small, neutral countries are often vulnerable in war, especially if, through 

geographical position or trade, they are close to larger belligerents. It was not so 

much who but where they were that drew them unwillingly into the jaws of 

conflict. Their treatment was noted anxiously by other states of modest size, 

several of whom later were to suffer a similar fate. Churchill, on 11 April 1940, 

pointed out an anomaly in their position. The Allies, he claimed, could not be 

blamed ‘if they are held at*arm’s length by the neutral countries until those 

countries are actually attacked on a scientifically prepared plan by Germany’ ."' 

Both Britain and Germany had recognised the important position of Norway 

from the start of the war. For the Germans there was a double interest. First, 

essential supplies of iron ore, mined in Sweden, were transported to the northern 

Norwegian port of Narvik. Then they were carried by sea, legally within 

international law, through Norwegian waters, to German ports. Hitler was 

determined to allow no interference with this trade. Secondly, the Kriegsmarine 

had pressed him to gain bases along the coast of Norway. These would present 

the opportunity for German warships to break out into the Atlantic Ocean and 

threaten convoys —and the Luftwaffe would be able to operate against the Royal 

Navy in the North Sea. 

The British were equally determined to interrupt the iron ore trade. Church- 

ill, as First Lord of the Admiralty, wanted mines to be laid in Norwegian waters 

to stop the flow. Senior naval staff foresaw dangers resulting from German bases 

on the Norwegian coast. The Allies and the Germans both made tentative plans 

for sending expeditionary forces to Norway if required. For the British and 

French, the Russo-Finnish war offered an opportunity. Troops could be 

despatched, via Norway and Sweden, ostensibly to help the Finns but in reality 

to cut the iron ore route. This chance ended on 16 March when Finland 

surrendered. Each side wondered what the other would do next. 
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Hitler’s mind was mainly resolved on 16 February by the Altmark incident. He 

now knew that the Royal Navy was prepared to enter Norwegian territorial 

waters and believed that before long troops also would be put ashore. The 

difference between the two sides was now shown. The Fiihrerdecided on prompt 

action, fearing to be caught out. On 1 March his directive ordered plans to be 

drawn up speedily for occupying Denmark and Norway. “This would anticipate 

English action against Scandinavia and the Baltic,’ he wrote, ‘would secure our 

supplies of iron ore from Sweden and would provide the Navy and Air Force 

with expanded bases for operations against England.’'* Within a month all was 

prepared. 

At that stage the Allies, with plans and men ready, metaphorically hopped on 

one leg, waiting for a German move. In addition, British intelligence services 

reacted slowly, even when shown that German plans were well advanced. Senior 

naval staff doubted that the Kriegsmarine would risk sending vessels to Narvik 

when faced with British sea power; they estimated, wrongly, that the moves 

were an attempt to pass German warships out into the Atlantic. Consequently 

the Royal Navy lacked the ‘Nelson touch’ and failed to intercept the first 

landings, whereas decisive action brought the Germans strategic success. 

On 9 April both the Danes and the Norwegians found Germans on their 

doorsteps. Danish resistance could not hold off overwhelming Nazi power and 

collapsed the same day. The Norwegians, though, fought back in spite of attacks 

by land, sea and air, but by the first evening all of Norway’s main airfields, ports 

and cities had been taken. The speed of decisive German action, made with 

comparatively small forces, had surprised everyone. 

A few naval actions occurred off the Norwegian coast, but no Allied troops 

went ashore until the 14th, by which time German positions had been consoli- 

dated. Further landings over subsequent days, at Namsos and Aandalsnes, were 

met by heavy Luftwaffe raids and made little progress. By early May most Allied 

soldiers had to be evacuated from central Norway, where local troops surren- 

dered on the 3rd. The only Franco-British success was short-lived. On 28 May 

a combined force of French, British and Polish troops captured Narvik, but by 

then Nazi victories in France had undermined the whole campaign. Churchill 
ordered a withdrawal, which took place roughly simultaneously with the 
Dunkirk evacuation. Only then did Norwegian mountain troops in the north 
surrender. 

The Germans were left with what they had fought for — an undisturbed iron 
ore trade — together with a number of naval and air bases to threaten Britain. And 
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yet, although unappreciated at the time, there were drawbacks for Hitler for the rest 
of the war. The occupation of Norway wasa heavy burden for the Germans to bear. 
Further, the Kriegsmarine suffered so heavily during the campaign that its warships 
were unable to play a full part in plans for the forthcoming invasion of Britain. 

Inthe eyes of most people, the Norwegian Campaign wasa disastrous muddle. 
Being slow to react, the Allies had been outmanoeuvred in an example of ‘too 
little, too late’. The Royal Navy had failed to cut enemy supply routes, and the 
RAF had sent insufficient air support. Consequently, Allied ground troops had 

been outfought. The campaign had some important results for Britain. One was 

that Chamberlain, although a better politician and statesman than some have 

recognised, was seen to be no dynamic war leader. Parliament, that arena of most 

severe judgement, turned against him and his administration. After two days of 

intense, stinging debate in the Commons Chamberlain offered his resignation to 

the King at Buckingham Palace on 10 May. Who would succeed him? The King 

asked Chamberlain’s advice and was told that Churchill should be his successor. 

So, that same evening, Churchill took up the reins of office. He could not have 

done so at a more testing time. At dawn that morning the Germans had opened 

the long awaited offensive in the west. 

The Western Campaign 

The conjurer has a masterly control of sleight-of-hand. The audience’s attention 

is distracted in one direction while a seemingly impossible result emerges from 

another. Rabbits appear and people disappear before the eyes of incredulous 

watchers. The full arts of the magician were exercised by the German Army 

during their great Western Campaign in May 1940. Asa result, they won one of 

the greatest victories ever known in war. To achieve this, they, like any successful 

conjurer, had to take a gamble. It paid off. This was a campaign oflightning speed 

and success, virtually unmatched in history. By the end of June, the balance of 

power in Europe had swung almost entirely in Germany’s direction, with Hitler 

master of nearly all the western continent. Only one nation, the United 

Kingdom, remained to be conquered and few people fancied her chances. 

To the authorities in France, Belgium, Holland, Britain and Germany it was 

apparent early on that the Low Countries would be involved in action as soon 

as a great offensive opened in the west at the end of the Phoney War. For most 

of the German General Staff, who had fought actively during the First World 

War, the obvious course was to move against Holland and Belgium. They knew 

that British forces would move in to help, and then a pounding match would 
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follow, as there had been for four years after 1914. Even when the German plans 

fell into Allied hands in January 1940, British and French generals were still 

convinced that the Nazi army would not change its route. The attack, whenever 

it came, would entér France through Belgium; therefore, their eyes were fixed 

in that direction. 

The conjurer, however, was looking elsewhere. On the German side a plan 

suggested by General von Manstein eventually found its way to Hitler’s map- 

table, where it was well received, then modified. The plan, code-named | 

‘Sichelschnitt’ (Sweep of the Scythe), altered the balance of German forces facing 

the Low Countries and completely deceived the Allies. Hitler had at his disposal 

for the campaign 137 divisions, and in the early months of 1940 their strengths 

and objectives were rearranged. For the great offensive, 89 divisions were to be 

employed, with the remainder in reserve to follow up. There were three Army 

Groups. In the north, Army Group B was to launch an invasion from Germany 

against the Dutch, then move on to Belgium, tying down as many Allied forces 

as possible. Much further south, opposite the Maginot Line and running down 

to the Swiss frontier, Army Group C had seventeen divisions to occupy the 

French forces there. The conjurer’s coup de main, however, was to come from 

Army Group A, which constituted the strongest force, with 44 divisions. Ten 

were panzer or motorised divisions, about three-quarters of the total armoured 

forces at Hitler’s disposal. Their task was to move into Luxembourg, then pass 

through the wooded regions of the Belgian Ardennes. The Allies had considered 

the terrain there to be totally unsuitable for armour, so saw little need to defend 

it. They could have made no greater error. Army Group A, having broken 

through, was then to swing through southern Belgium into France, near Sedan, 

where they would cut off the Allied forces that would have moved forward to 

help the Belgians. 

In boxing terms the Allies, thinking back to 1914, were anticipating another 

Schlieffen Plan, aimed at them like a massive right hook. Hitler’s deception was 

to feint with that move, but then to strike with a powerful left hook coming 

unexpectedly from the flank. Here was an example of innovative thinking, the 

bold employment of armoured forces in modern warfare. In spite of the pressure 
of several German generals who were still wedded to the experiences of 1914— 
18, there were sufficient others seeking to employ new ideas, and these met with 
the Fiihrer’s approval. 

Sadly, such strategists were absent on the Allied side, or else were men of 
insufficient power to have their ideas adopted. This is tinged with irony because 
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much of the new thinking on armoured warfare had originated in Britain 
between the wars. From March 1940, the French and British High Commands 
prepared to follow what was called the Dyle Plan. By this, about 35 of their best 
divisions would be sent into Belgium if the Germans invaded, taking up a 
position roughly from Namur to Antwerp. Their task was to meet the thrust of 
Army Group B. If the Belgian Army could defend stubbornly and hold up the 
Germans for five days, the Allies would have time to fortify their position. Then, 
in the reckoning of Allied commanders, the war would become the type of 
slogging match experienced twenty-five years earlier, with the front line, on this 

occasion, lying much further to the east. 

So much for theories. The practice started when the great German offensive 

opened at dawn on 10 May. An Order of the Day from Hitler to his troops 

claimed that for three centuries the British and French had tried ‘to hinder every 

workable consolidation of Europe and above all to keep Germany in weakness 

and impotence’. The forthcoming battle, he said, would ‘decide the fate of the 

German nation for the next thousand years. Do your duty.’'*? Army Group B 

invaded Belgium and Holland as planned, making rapid progress. Glider and 

parachute troops were landed in enterprising operations. The Luftwaffe raided 

incessantly, and within five days Dutch resistance was overwhelmed. In Bel- 

gium, thousands of refugees fled from the advancing enemy, totally blocking 

many roads, and within a few hours a spirit of defeat was in the air. 

As planned, British and French forces moved hastily into Belgium to take up 

their agreed defensive positions. However, Allied troops discovered a lack of 

readiness. In many places positions were unprepared, lacking trenches and 

barbed wire. Confusion reigned everywhere. An effort was made to coordinate 

the work of the Belgian, French and British armies, but communications often 

broke down. Wherever they turned, Allied soldiers were faced by relentless 

Germans who knew where they were aiming and what they were doing, and 

before long they were being broken or pushed back at great pace. 

The news that the French and British armies had moved forward into Belgium 

pleased Hitler: they had entered his trap and he could have wept with joy. At the 

same time, the main German force, well equipped with panzer troops, was 

making steady, though unnoticed, progress through the supposedly impassable 

Ardennes. Its columns of vehicles and armourstretched for over 100 miles, going 

back 50 miles to the east of the Rhine. As the 44 Nazi divisions advanced, they 

were opposed only by a small French force, not containing the best troops. 

Crossing the French frontier near Sedan, they swept ahead at speed, with panzer 
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Theatre of operations, the German Western Campaign, 1940 

divisions in the forefront of a relentless push from what one German general 

called ‘the greatest traffic-jam in history’. 

Over the following two weeks, the outcome of the campaign was virtually 

settled. To older German officers, who had experienced the grinding attrition of 

the First World War, the changed circumstances were amazing, Soon they were 

entering towns that once had been no more than distant map targets. ‘It was 

hardly conceivable,’ wrote General Rommel. “T'wenty-two years before we had 

stood for four and a half long years before this self-same enemy and had won 

victory after victory and yet finally lost the war.’'* By 15 May the panzer units, 

led by able commanders like Guderian and Rommel, were smashing their way 

into northern France. The main brake on their progress appeared to be placed 

by senior officers of the German High Command who could hardly believe in 

such success and were troubled that the Allies might have some masterly counter- 

stroke up their sleeves. They need not have worried: on the Allied side, 
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disorganisation reigned supreme. On the 19th, Guderian’s forces were across the 
old battlefields of the Somme and next day took Amiens, then Abbeville. That 
evening, the first German formation reached the Channel coast at Noyelles, 
having advanced more than 60 miles in a day. 

Consequently the Allied forces were cut into two by the swift hitting power 
of Army Group A. Guderian then swung northwards along the coast to complete 
the envelopment of Allied armies trapped in that region; French resistance 

further south would be dealt with later. Initially the panzers were aiming directly 

at the port of Dunkirk, but first they had to take Boulogne and Calais, where a 

small British and French force defended ferociously. Calais was not captured 

until the afternoon of the 26th. Suddenly, much to the surprise of panzer 

commanders, they were told to halt, although many felt that Dunkirk, the last 

port open on the Channel coast, was there for the taking. The puzzling order had 

come from Hitler himself: 

By then the main French resistance, fragmented and poorly coordinated, was 

being pushed back towards the coast. The British Army was in a quandary. Lord 

Gort, its commander, believed that the French were crumbling and he wanted 

to leave a way open to the sea. He was accused by the French of having an eye 

on the Channel ports instead of engaging the enemy to the south. During this 

period Churchill twice flew to France, attempting to discover what was going 

on. Mutual recrimination between Allied leaders then surfaced. The French 

claimed that more British soldiers should have been sent earlier to the Western 

Front, and they wanted extra RAF aircraft to be despatched. The British, on the 

other hand, felt that French morale was cracking and that they might soon 

surrender, leaving the British Expeditionary Force stranded. Churchill was 

disturbed by the general air of chaos. ‘Inall the history of war, Ihave never known 

such mismanagement,’ he said on 21 May. The British government, fearing a 

forthcoming invasion of the United Kingdom, decided to evacuate the BEF 

before it was lost entirely. Matters worsened. The Belgians, under great pressure, 

surrendered on the 28th, so the Germans had pinned, on the Channel coast, a 

combined Franco-British force of about 360,000 men. Their surrender was 

reckoned to be no more than a few days away. 

Since 1940 the massive victory won in what the Germans term “The Western 

Campaign’ has been carefully analysed. Several salient points emerge which 

throw a bright light on war in general and on the nature of much that happened 

between 1939 and 1945. The first factor is that the majority of generals on both 

sides were still wedded to the memory of the nature of fighting a quarter of a 
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century earlier. There would be, in their estimation, a mainly static war, with 

powerful defences, leading to heavy casualties. On each side, also, there were 

younger commanders who foresaw the mobility of armoured vehicles revolu- 

tionising the speed of warfare, if properly employed. For them, the First World 

War had been a contest on foot. The Second World War would be settled by 

wheels. 

Hence, much of the struggle in May and June was resolved by tanks. 

Incredible as it may seem, bearing in mind the success of panzer divisions, the 

defeated French Army had more tanks than the Germans. In total, on 10 May the 

French and British forces together possessed some 3,500 tanks on the Western 

Front; the Germans had about a thousand fewer. In addition, many of the French 

tanks were very powerful, with thick armour and strong fire power. The 

Germans, nonetheless, made better use of their armoured strength, especially in 

the concentrated drive by Army Group A. Opposite them, the French High 

Command were constantly on the back foot, never having time amid the muddle 

of retreating divisions and hesitant commanders to synchronise large armoured 

attacks. They were too slow to see the arrival of the left hook sweeping from the 

direction of Sedan. In the forefront were Guderian’s tanks, scything forward to 

an amazing victory. 

Closely tied, in effect, to the tank battle was the power of the Luftwaffe. If one 

aircraft had to be chosen to typify German success in the campaign, it would be 

the Junkers Ju 87 Stuka dive-bomber. These aeroplanes were used in conjunc- 

tion with army ground units as a form of aerial artillery. When German troops 

were faced with stubbornly defended positions, Stukas were called in to clear the 

way. Allied forces, with poor anti-aircraft equipment, had no answer to the 

bombardment. The Luftwaffe, with larger numbers than both British and French 

air forces in France, acted as a safe aerial umbrella for most of the advance. 

German bombers raided transport columns, supply depots and railways, adding 

a third dimension to the nature of war. 

Aircraft of the Armée de l’Air were rapidly overwhelmed by the Luftwaffe’s 

striking power, although a few units fought boldly. The French had invested 

great faith in the RAF, regularly asking for more aircraft to be sent, and British 

airmen fought bravely against great odds. Aircrew of light bombers in particular 
suffered severe losses in attacking German ground columns and pontoon bridges. 

As casualties mounted, the French intensified their requests for extra aircraft, 

which posed a growing problem for the British government and Air Ministry. 

Would they not be needed soon to defend the United Kingdom? 
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The strength of air power, adding to the German Army’s rapid success, 
underscored the importance of morale to both sides in 1940. By May, with the 
great offensive pending, the spirit of many French units was at a low ebb. The 
Phoney War, with long periods of inaction and little preparation, had bred 
lethargy. A number of Frenchmen thought themselves safe behind the Maginot 
Line, forgetting that the defences did not stretch to the Channel coast. They also 

reacted pessimistically to the spectacular successes gained so speedily by Hitler’s 

troops in both the Polish and Norwegian Campaigns. The Germans appeared to 

carry an air of invincibility even before the main battle started. 

Then, the morale of ground troops was severely affected by aerial attacks. ‘The 

fact is that the dropping of bombs from the sky,’ wrote a French soldier, ‘has a 

unique power of spreading terror.’!> Men ran from their guns and transport, seeking 

shelter in ditches or woods, and suffered a form of paralysis when Stukas appeared. 

Another factor helping the Germans was the flood of refugees which blocked 

scores of roads in Belgium and northern France. Thousands of people, using carts 

or cars, or on foot, fled from the enemy advance. In doing so they prevented 

Allied troops from moving speedily to defensive positions and also stopped the 

flow of vital supplies. Occasionally the lines of refugees were attacked from the 

air, adding to the reigning chaos and panic. ‘Many reliable witnesses testify to the 

fact that refugee columns were machine-gunned and bombed in open coun- 

try.'° The problem of refugees was certainly more of a hindrance to the 

defenders than to the attackers. 

Dunkirk 

The name Dunkirk still evokes different memories for many people in France 

and the United Kingdom. To some of the former, here was an example of the 

British Army retreating too hastily to the coast, then being evacuated, instead of 

trying to stem the German advance. To the latter, because of the French Army’s 

collapse, unless evacuation had taken place, the whole of the BEF would have 

been forced to surrender. Britain then would have been rapidly invaded and 

defeated. 

In the north, the BEF, under the command of Lord Gort, had nine infantry 

divisions and a tank brigade. With the German invasion of 10 May they moved 

forward into Belgium, but were soon retreating as Nazi forces began their 

inexorable advance. Shortly, they learned of the rapid progress of Guderian’s 

panzers, which by the 20th had reached the Channel coast in their rear. At that 

stage, realising his responsibility not only to help the French and Belgians, but 
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also to his own government to keep his forces intact, Gort contemplated falling 

back on Dunkirk. Around him, many units of the French Army were in disarray. 

They changed their commander-in-chief; communications were poor, with 

contradictory orders being issued. By 25 May, with the Germans at Boulogne 

and Calais and advancing on Dunkirk, he had to take a decision. Further 

hesitation would have been disastrous. Next day, the British Cabinet agreed to 

permit the retirement to Dunkirk. ‘Only course open to you may be to fight your 

way back to west where all beaches and ports east of Gravelines will be used for 

embarkation. Navy will provide fleet of ships and small boats.’!” 

One of the war’s greatest mysteries remains. Why did the Germans not take 

Dunkirk, as Guderian’s forces could easily have done after capturing Boulogne 

and Calais? Why did Hitler order them to halt several miles short of the seaport? 

The real answer is unknown. The decision worried some German commanders. 

‘For two valuable days,’ General Nehring commented later, ‘our opponents 

were allowed to strengthen their defences and organise that miraculous evacu- 

ation of the mass of troops from Dunkirk.’ It has been suggested that Hitler feared 

using and losing his armour in what was a marshy area. Others have made the 

unlikely claim that he wanted friendship with Britain and was offering an escape 

route for the BEF. Or did he give way to Goring, leader of the Luftwaffe, who 

claimed that his aircraft would annihilate the trapped troops without recourse to 

the German Army? Possibly there were disagreements among German com- 

manders, with the result that Hitler, demonstrating his supreme power, over- 

ruled them all. The result of the hesitation was that a combined Franco-British 

force of about 380,000 men was able to form a salient in and around the sea port, 

surrounded by German divisions. There they were shelled on land and fre- 

quently attacked from the air. 

As early as 19 May, the Admiralty in Britain, foreseeing what might happen 

in France, sent Vice-Admiral Ramsay to Dover to prepare ships for an evacua- 

tion. He worked from the dynamo room under Dover Castle — hence the 

venture was code-named Operation ‘Dynamo’. Ramsay gathered hundreds of 

small ships from ports between Harwich and Weymouth. They included Dutch 

schouts and coasters, ferries and yachts, speedboats and tugs, even paddle-steamers 

and fire floats. These forces, together with units of the Royal Navy, especially 

destroyers, went into action from 26 May. The first estimate was that they might 

evacuate 45,000 troops before the enemy overran the defensive positions. 

However, on the perimeter the defence was stubborn. French detachments in 
particular fought with great spirit to hold off the German pressure. Overhead, 
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Hurricanes and Spitfires of Fighter Command, flown from bases in southern 
England, took a heavy toll of Luftwaffe aircraft. Troops were evacuated first from 
Dunkirk harbour, until bombing destroyed the mole and quays. Then soldiers 
had to be ferried by ‘the little ships’ to larger vessels lying offshore; for example, 
one small pleasure boat carried about 80 men ata time out to destroyers. Men had 
to wait patiently before filing out, often up to their chests in water, to seek the 
safety of the boats. Fortunately for many, the effect of exploding bombs was 

deadened by sand and sea water. 

On 27 May only 7,700 men were taken off, but a peak was reached on 31 May 

and 1 June, when over 132,000 were saved and brought to England. By then the 

bulk ofthe remaining BEF had been rescued. On the nights of 2 and 3 June, about 

60,000 of the final French defenders were evacuated, leaving some 40,000 of 

their number to face captivity. At the final count, over 330,000 men had been 

brought to safety, of whom over 100,000 were French. Usually exhausted, often 

without their weapons, they were landed mainly at south-eastern sea ports in 

England, then taken by road or rail to inland areas for reorganisation and re- 

equipping. The scale of the effort from the railway services in Britain was 

exceptional. Between 29 May and 4 June alone, 435 special trains ferried 182,000 

men to their new bases. 

For the British people, the Dunkirk evacuation was ‘a miracle’ that was, in 

some eyes, so great that it constituted a victory. It was not. “We must be very 

careful not to assign to this deliverance the attributes ofa victory,’ Churchill told 

the House of Commons. ‘Wars are not won by evacuations.’'® The BEF had 

suffered 68,000 casualties and had left behind most of its equipment, including 

475 tanks, 90,000 rifles and 2,500 pieces of artillery. At sea, the Royal Navy had 

shown a mastery in carrying outa brilliantly improvised plan, in which they were 

supported by merchant seamen and amateur sailors. The cost had been consid- 

erable, because nearly 250 vessels of various sizes had been sunk out of almost 

1,000 employed. The precious fighters of the RAF, while inflicting on the 

Luftwaffe its first setback of the war, suffered heavy losses. All that now stood 

between the victorious German panzer divisions on the French coast and the 

white cliffs of Dover was a water-ditch 22 miles across. 

There were, nonetheless, a few rays of sunlight for the beleaguered British. 

Thousands of soldiers had been brought safely home to fight again. In the skies 

over Dunkirk, Spitfires and Hurricanes had proved that they were the equal of 

any German aircraft — a foretaste of battles to come. The strength of the Royal 

Navy still stood between the Germans and the British mainland. Hitler’s forces 
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had been formidable in the field, yet had failed in the task of subjugating the BEF. 

At home, the British people gained an extra determination to struggle on against 

ajuggernaut dictatorship. The prime minister exhorted them to fight on beaches, 

landing-grounds and streets, as well as in the fields and hills: “We shall never 

surrender.’ In that sense, Dunkirk was an important turning-point in the war. 

General Montgomery, then commanding a division of the BEF, latersumma- 

rised the achievement of Gort, whose contribution is often overlooked. ‘Gort 

saw clearly that he must, at the least, get the men of the BEF back to England with 

their personal weapons. For this I give him full marks and I hope history will do 

the same. He saved the men of the BEF.’”” 

The End for France 

The agony for France under the German lash continued after the Dunkirk 

evacuation had finished. By then, the outcome of the campaign had been settled, 

and although the French Army attempted to struggle on, its strength and spirit 

had largely evaporated. Thousands of men had already gone into captivity and 

many divisions had lost huge quantities of supplies, tanks and transport. In total, 

the Wehrmacht took a further two and a half weeks to crush the remaining 

resistance and thereby complete a scale of victory over the old enemy last 

achieved by its Prussian ancestors 70 years before. 

The story is briefly told. With the Low Countries and north-eastern France 

overrun by 5 June, Hitler had the choice either oflaunching an immediate attack 

on Britain or of dealing first with the remaining French territory. He chose the 

latter. The French, who would have needed at least ten days to reorganise troops 

and defensive positions to have any chance of resisting, were offered no respite. 

Although this time they generally fought with more spirit, they were still no 

match for the Blitzkrieg tactics of tanks and aircraft working in unison. By 8 June 

German forces were penetrating towards the heart of the country, while on the 

next day French troops were retreating towards Paris. The 10th was a day of 

ominous historic importance for the beleaguered nation. With the approaching 

enemy threat, the government left the capital, first for Tours, then Bordeaux — 

a sure sign of the pressure being exerted on national leaders as defeat loomed 

closer. Secondly, that very day Mussolini, the dictator of Italy, declared war on 

France, hoping to be part of the Axis action before the Germans tidied up the 
campaign by themselves. This was truly ‘a stab in the back’ fora stricken country. 
Paris was declared an open city to prevent its bombardment by the Germans. 
French troops were ordered out of the city’s centre and suburbs and Nazi forces 
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made a triumphal entry on the 14th. Nothing, it appeared, could halt the German 
drive, which advanced southwards and westwards. Guderian’s panzers swept 
down to the Swiss frontier, behind the Maginot Line, taking all forces there from 
the rear. 

The French government was faced with two options. More belligerent 
ministers, like the young army officer Charles de Gaulle, wanted all the nation’s 
remaining forces, army, navy and air force, to evacuate to North African 

colonies, from where they could continue the struggle. The majority opinion, 

led by Weygand and Pétain, were set on surrender. In spite ofsome heroic efforts, 

their army had been trounced. They had had enough. 

As French resistance crumbled, the government sought an armistice on the 

17th and the Germans presented their terms a few days later. Then, with a sense 

of theatre, Hitler ordered that the agreement be signed in the railway coach used 

in 1918 when the Germans had surrendered. The humiliating signature took 

place at Compiégne on 22 June and France was out of the war. Hitler then paid 

a short visit to Paris before relaxing. He anticipated that the British would soon 

sue for peace and, as far as immediate and detailed planning for the next step of 

war was concerned, he ‘went off the boil’. Consequently, the Wehrmacht lost 

both urgency and a sense of leadership when it was needed. 

What of the relationship between Britain and France in those fateful days? 

When allies are under strain, feelings can run high, with each side blaming the 

other for shortcomings and errors. Generally, although they appreciated the 

burden carried by France, British leaders felt that from the start the French had 

been unprepared, then had quickly lost the will to fight. The British government 

wanted their ally to struggle on, in the forlorn hope that some part of the 

continental mainland could be turned into a redoubt from which resistance to 

the Germans would continue into 1941. Churchill, nonetheless, recognised the 

small size of the British contribution in numbers of land troops supplied thus far 

compared with the effort of the First World War. He twice flew to France, 

attempting to persuade his ally not to make a separate armistice. Then, on 16 

June, at the suggestion of some Frenchmen who wanted to fight on, he offered 

a union of the two nations in which ‘defence, foreign, financial and economic 

policies’ would be jointly run, while ‘every citizen of France will enjoy 

immediately citizenship of Great Britain; every British subject will become a 

citizen of France’.2’ How this unusual blending of a monarchy with a republic 

would have been achieved was never discussed in detail. A political crisis in the 

French government, after which the aged Marshal Pétain replaced Reynaud, put 
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paid to that idea. Pétain scathingly claimed that union with Britain would be like 

‘fusion with a corpse’. 

From the French side came constant pleas for more help. “The British ought 

notto keep asingle fighter in England,’ claimed General Weygand. “They should 

all be sent to France.’*! By then, Britain was prepared to despatch no more. There 

was a growing realisation that every fighter would be needed for the forthcoming 

air battle over the skies ofthe United Kingdom when Hitler turned his attentions 

that way. For RAF commanders especially, the investment in protecting the 

French, whose own air force had performed poorly, had already been too costly. 

Yet to many French eyes the battle for France was equally a battle for Britain; they 

were quick to blame their ally for making insufficient effort. 

Extra British troops were, in fact, sent. It is widely believed that the British 

Army played no further part in the French Campaign after Dunkirk. This is 

incorrect. The 51st Highland Division, after brave resistance, was forced to 

surrender on 12 June. The 52nd Division was involved in further actions. The 

scale of help is shown from the number of men evacuated from other French 

ports after Dunkirk up until the time of the armistice. Over 190,000 were rescued 

by the Royal Navy, of whom 144,000 were British — a remarkable effort often 

overlooked. 

Looking round for help, both France and Britain believed that the only 

salvation for their dilemma could come from the United States, the most 

powerful of the democracies. By then the Americans, under President Roose- 

velt, showed far more favour to the Allied side than to the Axis cause. Pleas and 

messages crossed and re-crossed the Atlantic, with the French hoping against 

hope for US military intervention, which their fathers had valued 23 years earlier. 

Churchill pointed out to Roosevelt the dangers that would follow for America 

if the Germans were totally victorious in Europe and gained possession of the 

British and French fleets. However, although Roosevelt offered words of 

support and ensured that supplies of war materials were increased and speeded 

up, he was in no position to commit his nation to war. The Axis powers had not 

attacked the United States directly and the isolationist lobby was still strong. 

Thus France, on 22 June, entered a period of virtual captivity which would 

last for four years. Hitler, in an attempt to widen the gap between the British and 
the French, allowed the French government to retain power over about one- 
third of the country, an area mainly in the south knownas the Unoccupied Zone. 
[ts headquarters were at Vichy. German forces occupied Paris, as well as the 
whole of the northern and western coastline facing Britain and the Atlantic. In 
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France, the parliament of the Third Republic was widely blamed for the defeat 
and subsequent humiliation. In the popular mind it had failed to see the 
approaching storm clouds of war and had neglected to prepare the armed forces. 
As the nation’s new leader, Pétain on 11 July announced that he would ‘assume 
the functions of head of the French State’. To gain what he believed would be 
the best deal for France, he was now ready to collaborate with the Nazis, using 
an authoritarian government. 

Oran 

The French collapse left Britain alone to face the German might. In some ways 

the British were not displeased with that position. Dowding, the Commander- 

in-Chief of Fighter Command, later told Halifax that, at the news, ‘I went on my 

knees and thanked God.’” For a number, the commitment to France had been 

a burden from which they had now been released. This relief, nonetheless, had 

to be tempered by the appreciation that German forces were now only a few 

miles from the English coast. 

The mood of the British nation was sombre, especially for those who had 

witnessed the return of the defeated BEF. Their massive shortages of equipment 

would have to be rapidly replaced if the Army were to remain an effective 

fighting force. And yet there was one saving grace for Britain compared with the 

long catalogue of previous victims of Nazi expansion. In order to reach the shores 

of the United Kingdom, any invading force would first have to cross a stretch of 

sea noted for strong tides and rapidly changing meteorological moods. The 

Channel, protected by the strength of the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force, 

would be a formidable obstacle to any army. 

Churchill had made clear throughout the débacle in France that, come what 

might, Britain would not surrender. The pessimism and sense of impending 

doom which he discovered in French leaders during his meetings with them only 

strengthened his resolve. On 11 June he told the Supreme War Council that 

Britain ‘would never give in’. Even if France were beaten, his nation ‘would 

nevertheless carry on, if necessary for years’.*’ She would fight in the air, and on 

the seas with the weapon of blockade. ‘We will carry on the struggle, whatever 

the odds,’ he wrote to Roosevelt on the 15th. There was no doubting the prime 

minister’s resolve, however gloomy the prospect. 

His spirit was transmitted to the British people generally. On 18 June he made 

one of his most memorable speeches to the House of Commons, then broadcast 

it four hours later. ‘The Battle of France is over,’ he announced. ‘I expect that 
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the Battle of Britain is about to begin.’ Hitler, he added, ‘will have to break us 

in this island orlose the war.’ He warned of the dangers to the whole world which 

would follow a Nazi victory. ‘Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties and 

so bear ourselves that if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a 

thousand years men will still say, “This was their finest hour.”’**These words 

touched the pulse of the nation, which then prepared itself for the ordeal to 

come. 

The French collapse left one searching problem for Britain. What would 

happen to the French Fleet? By the terms of Article 8 of the armistice, the ships 

were to be sailed to ports where they would be disarmed and demobilised under 

Axis supervision; Hitler’s worry was that otherwise the vessels might join the 

Royal Navy, tilting the balance of sea power further away from the Germans. 

The British War Cabinet had an opposite view: knowing the Fiihrer’s record for 

breaking agreements and promises, they feared that the ships would be seized and 

transferred to the Kriegsmarine. Such a move posed a double threat. The vessels 

either could be used during an invasion of the United Kingdom, or could be 

employed alongside the Italian Navy in the Mediterranean, altering the balance 

of sea power there. The War Cabinet first discussed the matter on 15 June, as 

France was collapsing, and concern grew over the next two weeks. 

At the time, the French Fleet was based in several ports. Some ships were at 

Portsmouth and Plymouth in the United Kingdom, while others were based in 

Alexandria, Dakar, Casablanca and the French West Indies. Those of particular 

concern to the British — because they included two powerful battlecruisers — 

were at Oran. Churchill and his ministers were on the horns of a dilemma, and 

faced with making a cruel choice. They knew that whatever they chose would 

bring praise from one direction but censure from the other. On the one hand, 

these were the forces ofa former ally, who wanted them returned to home ports; 

on the other, if taken by the Axis powers, they would be a dire threat to the 

security of Britain which was fighting for its very life. How could sucha problem 

be solved? The British government made a rapid decision and Operation 

‘Catapult’ was prepared, coming into action on 3 July. At Alexandria and at 

British ports the French vessels were taken over with little trouble. At Oran, 
however, the French admiral refused to scuttle his ships, or sail them to neutral 
ports, or join with the Royal Navy. Consequently, British vessels opened fire, 
sinking or damaging several warships and killing hundreds of sailors. 

The event had a stunning effect. Some blamed, and still blame, the British for 

turning violently on a former friend. Others appreciate that in war, where the 
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security ofa nation is at stake, desperate measures are sometimes required. To the 
French government the operation was treachery. To the Axis powers, and to 
neutrals, it was proof that Britain meant business. There was to be no dealing with 
Hitler, no falling at his feet to seek mercy. 

Not all French people were pleased or relieved at their nation’s surrender, 
which, to them, was an abject humiliation. Asa result, a number made their way 

to Britain or British territories with the purpose of carrying on the fight. The 

most prominent of them was Charles de Gaulle, an army general who was also 

Under-Secretary for Defence in the French government. He believed that 

although the homeland of France had been overrun, his people could continue 

to oppose the Axis powers from lands of the French Empire, especially in Africa. 

‘Must we abandon all hope? Is our defeat final and irremediable?’ he asked the 

nation in an appeal on 18 June. ‘To those questions I answer — No!’ 

De Gaulle set up a Council of Liberation in London to organise and unite 

French resistance to Germany and this was soon recognised by the British 

government. However, the Pétain government in France were angry. The 

general was summoned to appear before a military tribunal in Toulouse to 

answer charges of disobedience and incitement. De Gaulle scornfully returned 

the summons, writing that, in his eyes, it ‘has no interest whatever’. In Britain he 

started to create a force of Free French, which expanded and fought alongside the 

Allies for the rest of the war. 

From this stage, two forces began to emerge in French society. First were those 

who followed the line of Pétain’s Vichy government, which collaborated with 

the Germans without joining their side in the war. The second group maintained 

the struggle either by joining the Free French services overseas or by helping 

what became known as the Underground Resistance movement in Occupied 

France. 

Italy Joins In 

In many disagreements or controversies there are people who first wait on the 

fringes to see who is going to win before entering the fray — on the victorious side. 

Mussolini, the dictator of Italy, had not joined Hitler at the start of the Second 

World War. Nevertheless, as the Germans gained victories, especially over 

France, he saw the opportunity of taking part. Several prizes, he believed, 

awaited Italy. First, he would be present at the conference table when peace 

terms were set. ‘I need a few thousand dead,’ he told one general, ‘so as to be able 

to attend the peace conference as a belligerent.’”° He believed that both Britain 
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and France would lose power in the Mediterranean region and that Italy would 

be bound to benefit. Thoughts of recreating the Roman Empire were never far 

from his mind, but in this his ambitions far outran his nation’s capabilities. 

On 10 June 1940‘he stood theatrically at the Piazza Venezia in Rome and 

announced that Italy was ‘entering the lists against the plutocratic and reactionary 

democracies’ of Britain and France. A huge crowd chanted ‘Duce, Duce’, but, in 

truth, few Italians were either keen on, or ready for, war. The Germans, 

victorious on their own account, hardly needed or welcomed Italian help. 

German military staff, who were very efficient, were now linked with Italian 

commanders, who were not. The course of the war soon showed what a burden 

the Italians were to their Axis partner. Mussolini, itappeared, had cynically ‘been 

moved by a knightly ardour to be in at the death’.”’ 

In battle, Mussolini’s men hardly distinguished themselves. They launched an 

offensive across the French frontier with 32 divisions and were opposed by only 

five French divisions, which were part of an army facing defeat at German hands. 

However, the French forces comfortably held off the Italian attacks, inflicting 

heavy casualties. In the air, the Italian Air Force also enjoyed little success. The 

campaign did nothing for the reputation of the Italian armed services. 

On the Allied side, there was anger at, and not a little contempt for, Italy’s 

action. Churchill, in a grim moment, commented that ‘people who go to Italy 

to look at ruins won’t have to go so far as Naples and Pompeii again’.** 

Nonetheless, Mussolini’s action brought grave concern to the British govern- 

ment at the very moment when the whole national future appeared to hang in 

the balance. Having Italy as an additional enemy changed the equation of power 

throughout the Mediterranean and Middle East. These were areas of special 

interest to Britain, with her bases at Gibraltar, Malta and Alexandria, guarding the 

route through Suez to distant parts of the Commonwealth and Empire. This 

now became so dangerous to British shipping that an alternative route had to be 

found, via the Cape of Good Hope. 

Italian forces were strong on paper. Altogether some 70 divisions could be 

raised, supported by an air force of 1,500 aircraft. The most powerful arm was the 

Italian Navy, with six battleships, eighteen cruisers and 60 destroyers, as well as 

more than 60 submarines, all of which posed a threat to British sea power in the 

Mediterranean. However, the Royal Navy started with one special advantage 

there. Apart from a few of its submarines, the Italian vessels were locked in the 
Mediterranean because of British naval bases at Gibraltar at one end and Suez at 
the other. Italy’s entry into the war opened up the whole of the Mediterranean 
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area, including North Africa, as a new fighting arena. Although the odds 

appeared to be stacked heavily against Britain in that zone, this war offered 

opportunities to strike at what became, in Churchill’s words, ‘the under-belly of 

the Axis’. Would Mussolini’s intervention be a blessing or a burden to the 

victorious Germans? At least one German general claimed that the war would be 

won by whoever didn’t have the Italians as allies. Investigations soon showed that 

fewer than twenty of the Italian Army’s divisions were ready for action. 

The first hints of disappointment for I] Duce came when the armistice with 

France was signed. The Italians had hoped to gain French overseas territories — 

Tunisia, French Somaliland, Corsica and Nice — but Hitler, wanting to appear 

generous in victory to the French, allocated only Nice and small areas of Savoy 

to Mussolini. ‘The Germans are hard taskmasters,’ the French ambassador in 

Rome had told the Italians on 10 June. “You will learn this.’”” Here was their first 

lesson. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

BRITAIN ALONE 

The Battle of Britain: Preamble 

To bystanders, or the interested bookmaker, the odds were that, as soon as France 

collapsed, Britain would be forced to come to the conference table. The BEF, 

although rescued from Dunkirk, had suffered a heavy defeat and had left behind 

vast supplies of war material. The RAF had fought bravely but was faced by a 

Luftwaffe of stronger numbers which had played a vital role in the success of the 

German Army. The Royal Navy was still powerful, but might not be able to 

prevent an invasion force getting ashore somewhere on the British coast. 

Opinions of the impossibility of Britain’s position were widely shared. In 

France, Weygand said that Britain would have ‘her neck wrung like a chicken’. 

Responding to Churchill’s suggestion of a union of Britain and France, Pétain 

was blunt in his refusal. Joseph Kennedy, the US ambassador in London, was 

convinced that Britain would collapse; one of Churchill’s secretaries referred to 

‘the alarmist and, I think, untrustworthy opinions of Mr Kennedy’.* Another 

pessimist was the Swedish ambassador in London, who doubted Britain’s 

resolve. In British political circles there were a few who believed that it might be 

at least prudent to study German terms before an outright rejection of any 

surrender. 

Despite these widespread opinions, Churchill was in no doubt of the need to 

fight on. In his view, a capitulation at the time of the French collapse would have 

played into Hitler’s hands. It was far better, in the prime minister’s opinion, to 

compel the Germans to launch an invasion— which might or might not succeed. 

Ifit did, then the British would have at least gone down fighting, showing a spirit 

of aggression sadly lacking previously in the war. 

Although the cards seemed to be stacked against the United Kingdom, there 

were some advantages. Refusal to surrender was a positive choice. The onus of 

response was passed back to Hitler, who had not expected British resistance to 

continue and believed the war to be virtually over. On 22 June he ordered the 
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demobilisation of thirty-five divisions and then, in Bullock’s words, believed 
that his opponents ‘must now surely accept the impossibility of preventing a 
German hegemony in Europe, and, like sensible people, come to terms’ .3 Udet, 
the Head of Luftwaffe Supply and Procurement, was over-confident, reckoning 
that proposed expansion plans ‘are not worth a damn. We don’t need them any 
longer.’* This air of victory, hardly surprising after the rapid demolition of 
France, served Germany badly. A mood of indecision appeared to affect the 

Fiihrer, who was, even at that stage, already thinking about an attack on Soviet 

Russia. 

When, on 21 May, Admiral Raeder showed Hitler a naval study of the 

possibilities of invading Britain, there was little response. By 17 June, Hitler had 

still not approved an invasion plan, while his directive of 2 July mentioned that 

‘the invasion is still only a plan’. Two weeks later Directive No 16 wasalso vague, 

announcing that an invasion was being prepared and that his forces should be 

ready ‘if necessary to carry it out’. The directive even then asked only for 

proposals and plans to be submitted ‘as soon as possible’. 

On 19 July, Hitler addressed the Reichstag in Berlin, after the presentation of 

awards to his successful commanders in the Western Campaign. Britain, he said 

in a rambling yet partly conciliatory speech, could have peace or ‘unending 

suffering and misery’. He claimed to speak as the victor, not the vanquished.” 

What he wanted, basically, was for Britain to accept his widespread gains across 

Europe, and in return he was prepared to allow the British to carry on with their 

role as an imperial power overseas. Possibly he hoped that in the long run the 

United Kingdom would join him in the forthcoming crusade against the USSR. 

Churchill was unimpressed and refused to reply, ‘not being on speaking terms 

with him’.° It was left to Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, to respond. He rejected the 

offer. Only then were more urgent and detailed plans for an invasion drawn up. 

Consequently, the period of almost seven weeks between the end of the 

Dunkirk evacuation and Hitler’s speech were critical to the well-being of the 

British armed services. They allowed the government to organise for the 

forthcoming struggle, embracing all aspects of national life, from transport and 

food supplies to the formation of the Local Defence Volunteers (soon renamed 

the Home Guard). At every level plans were laid to deal with the anticipated 

invasion. For Britain’s army, navy and air force this period was equally vital. The 

defeated army was re-formed and rearmed. The Royal Navy made final 

dispositions for meeting the invading forces at sea, confident that the Germans 

would suffer huge losses. The RAF also was given time to reorganise units, 
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especially in Fighter Command, to deal with the massive Luftwaffe onslaught 

which would inevitably come. On 5 June, after he had flown over the Dunkirk 

beaches, Milch, the Inspector-General of the Luftwaffe, had recommended to 

Goring that air units'should be brought to the Channel coast and that Britain 

should be invaded at once. He added, ‘If we leave the British in peace for four 

weeks it will be too late.’? Those were indeed prophetic words. 

Sustaining Britain’s determination not to surrender was the prime minister, 

Winston Churchill. People at the end of the twentieth century, who tend to hold 

statesmen and politicians in low esteem, will find it difficult to appreciate not only 

the strength of purpose and unyielding resolve which Churchill contained 

within himself, but also the infectious confidence which he spread to others right 

across the nation. He epitomised the attitude of the British bulldog, even in 

darkest times. When Reynaud, the French prime minister, had asked him what 

he would do when “all the great might of Germany will be concentrated upon 

invading England’, Churchill replied that he ‘would propose to drown as many 

as possible of them on the way over, and then to “frapper sur la téte” anyone who 

managed to crawl ashore’ .* 

Churchill recognised the formidable power of Germany’s armed forces. A 

massive, confident and successful army sat in northern France, only 22 miles from 

the English coast. At short notice, hundreds of fighters and bombers could be 

despatched across the Channel to blast airfields, economic targets and civilians. 

With the conquest of the Low Countries and France, the Germans had at their 

disposal hundreds of barges, tugs and lighters for transporting troops. 

The crux was the sea. Churchill later wrote that ‘whatever out shortcomings, 

we understood the sea affair very thoroughly’. To troops of the German Army 

at Calais, viewing the white cliffs of Dover so clearly, it was incomprehensible 

that such a small water barrier should hinder their progress. Surely this was little 

more than a river crossing. Yet thousands of them had never seen the sea before, 

and few were aware of the powerful tides and currents that can make the short 

crossing perilous. The majority also did not appreciate that an army, once put 

ashore, would need regular supplies from maritime forces to sustain an invasion. 

What, then, of the strength of the German Navy to carry invading forces 

across, then to supply them? Part of the answer comes from a study of the results 
of the Norwegian Campaign. In general, that episode is painted as an unmiti- 

gated disaster for the Allies. At sea, nonetheless, the Kriegsmarine suffered heavier 

relative losses than the Royal Navy. Three cruisers and ten destroyers were sunk, 
with a number of other vessels damaged and put out of commission. Therefore, 
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although the German Army, in planning an invasion, Operation ‘Sealion’, 
wanted landings on a wide front, mainly from the North Foreland to Brighton, 
the Navy could offer to protect only a narrow passage at the Strrait of Dover. 
This, claimed more than one German general, would be like putting men 
through a sausage machine. 

Each service tended to blame the other. The Army High Command believed 

that the Navy’s heart was not in ‘Sealion’. They were correct. The Navy 

naturally had a realistic sense of what was involved in a combined operation of 

that magnitude and knew its own limitations. Its commanders appreciated the 

potential carnage if, say, twenty British destroyers got among the slow-moving 

barges and landing craft in the Channel. One admiral later claimed that the 

Wehrmacht would never have crossed the Channel: ‘The German soldier is sick 

if he crosses the Rhine!” 

In spite of their differences, both services were confronted with a similar 

problem. First, before any operation could take place, the Luftwaffe would have 

to remove the power of the Royal Air Force over the battle zone. This was 

recognised by General Jodl on 30 June: “A landing in England can be taken into 

view only ifthe command of the air has been gained by the German Air Force.’'® 

As a result, the spotlight fell rapidly on the Luftwaffe. The opening stage of the 

anticipated defeat of Britain therefore would take place in the skies over the 

Channel and over the British mainland, especially southern England. 

The Battle of Britain 

In history, certain battles stand as landmarks for the nations involved. No 

American will ignore the importance of Yorktown, or the French forget 

Austerlitz. In British history, Hastings and Trafalgar were turning points in the 

nation’s story. Some contests were settled within hours; others, like the defeat of 

the Spanish Armada, stretched over a week. One of the decisive battles of the 

Second World War lasted about three and a half months. This was the Battle of 

Britain, a struggle that the British could not afford to lose and the Germans were 

unable to win. 

For the Germans, the event was the first major setback of the war. They treated 

itasno more than an interruption to a string of victories across Europe, beginning 

with the Norwegian Campaign in April 1940 and closing with the defeat of 

Greece and the overrunning of Crete in May 1941. To them, at the time, the 

failure of the air campaign over Britain did not appear as a mortal wound, but the 

long-term effect was deadlier than they imagined. In British eyes this was a 
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separate battle: the daylight struggle which occurred between 10 July and 31 

October 1940 stood in its own right. The dates are those given by Dowding, 

Commander-in-Chief of Fighter Command, in his despatch on the battle 

written in the following year. However, to gain a balanced view of what 

occurred, any study of the battle should take into account the subsequent Night 

Blitz, which was a sequel to the daylight attacks. 

The daylight battle fell into four main phases over a period of weeks, as the 

Germans altered both strategy and tactics in a determined attempt to overwhelm 

Fighter Command. First came attacks on convoys, which continued to follow 

the customary sea trade off the eastern and southern coasts of England. These 

were tempting bait for the Lufiwaffe. Particularly for a month after 10 July, they 

were raided by German bombers accompanied by fighters. In response, British 

fighters were despatched to protect the ships. Fierce air battles developed over 

the sea, and here the RAF suffered the disadvantage of having very short warning 

from radar of the German approach. At that point, the weaknesses in battle of 

several types of aircraft were painfully shown. For the RAF, the Defiant fighter 

was outclassed by the Messerschmitt Bf 109; for the Luftwaffe, neither the Bf 110 

nor the Stuka dive-bomber could compete favourably against Hurricanes or 

Spitfires. 

During the first half of August attacks were made more widely on coastal 

aerodromes in southern England, then came further raids inland on other 

airfields and aircraft factories. G6ring hoped, with a great ‘Eagle’ offensive in the 

middle of the month, to crush Fighter Command. Although the Command 

suffered heavy losses, so many German bombers — obviously the main target for 

the defenders — were destroyed or damaged that the Luftwaffe was forced to 

change tactics. 

Therefore, between 19 August and 7 September came a critical third phase of 

battle. The Luftwaffe concentrated its assault on fighter airfields, moving closer to 

London, attempting to engage and crush the RAF ina duel to the death. Goring 

insisted that his fighters should give close escort to the bombers, and Fighter 

Command came under the greatest pressure it had known. By the early days of 

September, Dowding was planning for his Command ‘to go downhill’, espe- 
cially through a shortage of pilots. Then, on the 7th, came an intermission when 

the German plan altered again. 

During the late afternoon of that day the Luftwaffe opened its offensive against 
London, despatching a force of almost a thousand bombers and fighters to raid 
the capital, followed by a night-long onslaught. Great damage was caused and 
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heavy casualties were suffered, but the crushing pressure was taken off Fighter 
Command's airfields and infrastructure. On the 15th, further daylight assaults on 
London were repulsed during what has been remembered ever since as ‘Battle 
of Britain Day’. Although a few other daylight sorties were made over the capital, 
the main Luftwaffe offensive to destroy the RAF was coming to an unsuccessful 
end. On the 17th, Hitler decided to postpone Operation ‘Sealion’, having 
suffered not only from the bravery and tenacity of Fighter Command pilots in 
the daylight battle, but also from the attentions of courageous Bomber Com- 

mand aircrew against shipping in the invasion ports by night. The previously 

victorious Luftwaffe had met its match. 

At the start of the battle, what were the aims of each side? When the Germans 

had overcome their surprise and disappointment at the British refusal to surren- 

der in June 1940, they planned to win the air battle in one, or both, of two ways. 

First, the Luftwaffe would overcome the RAF, especially Fighter Command, 

preparatory to the seaborne invasion. The Germans reckoned, with some good 

reason, that if they could put their army ashore, the British would be beaten. Or, 

second, the Luftwaffe would overwhelm the RAF, then would launcha sustained 

bombardment of military, economic and civilian targets until British morale was 

broken. The British government then would be forced to the conference table. 

In G6ring’s view, ifthe Luftwaffe worked thoroughly there would be no need for 

Operation ‘Sealion’. 

The aims of the British were less ambitious: they merely wanted to stay in the 

war. There was a belief that if Fighter Command and the Royal Navy could hold 

off the Germans until autumn, worsening weather would preclude a seaborne 

invasion and the United Kingdom would survive into 1941. Then further help 

would arrive from the Commonwealth and Empire and, more especially from 

the United States. This was no Micawberish hope. British political and service 

leaders estimated that Germany did not have the economic power fora long war. 

For Hitler, they believed, the choice was quick victory or bust. Furthermore, 

during 1941 and 1942 a new generation of RAF heavy bombers would come 

into service — the Stirling, the Halifax and the Manchester, from which last the 

Lancaster was developed. With these, the British would hit back ina strategic air 

offensive based on heavy bombing. Consequently the Battle of Britain became 

a holding operation, attempting to keep the Germans at arm’s length until the 

British were ready to hit back. 

To understand the events of the air war, it must be appreciated that the battle 

fought was not the battle anticipated. This had a bearing on the struggle. The 
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campaign feared from pre-war days was that the Luftwaffe would despatch up to 

one thousand bombers a day, flying directly from Germany and unescorted 

because of the distance involved. These would cross the North Sea, making a 

landfall on the east Coast, then would either raid the industrial Midlands and 

north or attack London and the south. Dowding disposed his forces to meet that 

anticipated battle. No 12 Group Fighter Command guarded the former areas and 

No 11 Group the latter, with the intention that the brunt of the assault would 

be shared by both Groups. 

The reality of battle was quite different. Having overrun France and the Low 

Countries, the Germans found a series of airfields from which they were able to 

attack Britain froma mainly southerly or south-easterly direction. Being so close, 

these raids could be made with escorted bombers. The Air Ministry in London 

did not alter the balance of the defences to meet the battle as it was, rather than 

the battle they had predicted. In doing this they allowed the main burden to fall 

on No 11 Group, under its commander, Air Vice-Marshal Keith Park. 

How strong were the two sides? There was at the time, and still is, a belief that 

a Luftwaffe of juggernaut size was faced by a mere handful of RAF fighters. Here 

were David and Goliath — and the origin of the term “The Few’. This stemmed 

from the fact that fewer than 400 aircraft of No 11 Group were faced at close hand 

by the combined strengths of two German air fleets, Luftflotten and II, which 

together comprised some 1,800 bombers and fighters. “The Few’ by the end of 

the battle were not so few. Pilots who served actively with Fighter Command 

between 10 July and 31 October 1940 were later awarded the Battle of Britain 

clasp to wear on their medal ribbon. They numbered 2,927. 

Throughout the battle, RAF policy was to spread fighters across the United 

Kingdom so that, for example, on 8 July, of 50 operational squadrons in Fighter 

Command, only 22 were in No 11 Group to face the enemy’s immediate 

onslaught. On that day, of nineteen squadrons of Spitfires, which were the 

Command’s fastest aircraft, no more than six were available in the south-east. 

Dowding’s dilemma was clear. With bases stretching from the North Cape of 

Norway down to the Spanish frontier on the French western coast, the Luftwaffe 

might strike anywhere in Britain. His task was to keep Fighter Command in 
being as a composite force. Failure to do that would be a giant step towards a 
German victory. 

The RAF started the battle with several advantages, and the Luftwaffe with 
some disadvantages, which at least partly redressed the imbalance in aircraft 
numbers. Fighter Command’s main advantage lay in fighting the battle for which 
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it had been created in 1936. This was the defence of the home base. The 
Command had been planned with no strategically offensive role, which was the 
main reason why Dowding was so adamant that as few of his fighters as possible 
should be sent to France. In 1940 Britain possessed the world’s best aerial defence 
system. The scheme depended on the rapid transfer of information from radar 
(then known as radio direction-finding, or RDF). Messages were passed to 
Headquarters Fighter Command, then to Groups, then to Sectors, so that fighters 

could meet intruders at or beyond the coast. The British defensive system also 

included anti-aircraft guns and balloons, helping to protect vulnerable targets. 

Another factor favouring the RAF was the slow start to the German campaign. 

Hitler’s hesitation after the fall of France gave Fighter Command several weeks 

in which to reorganise its defences. The Germans’ best opportunity oflaunching 

an invasion straight after Dunkirk was missed, much to British relief. 

What were the German disadvantages? At root, the Luftwaffe alone was being 

asked to defeat Britain without help from the other two services: the German war 

engine was being required to operate on one cylinder out of three, a task beyond 

its capabilities. Goring, an ardent Nazi, confidant of Hitler and stranger to 

modesty, was pleased to offer the services of the Luftwaffe. However, there was 

no master plan for attacking the United Kingdom by air as part of an invasion. 

War with Bnitain had not been considered before 1938, and few plans had been 

drawn up until the following year. Then strategic attacks were suggested, 

particularly on British industry and seaborne supplies. The Luftwaffe, however, 

was a tactical, nota strategic air force. It had been so ever since the Spanish Civil 

War, when the development of cooperation with ground forces brought success 

which continued in land campaigns until the defeat of France. At the Channel 

coast, the system came to a halt. 

A further, and crucial, drawback was the lack ofa heavy bomber. The largest 

was the Heinkel He 111, no more than a medium bomber carrying two tons of 

bombs overa limited range. The Dornier Do 17 and Junkers Ju 88 bombers were 

smaller still. Compared with the truly heavy bombers employed later in the war 

by both the RAF and the United States Army Air Forces, these were inadequate. 

With such disadvantages in a strategic campaign, the Luftwaffe faced trouble even 

before the battle opened. 

Possibly the greatest constraint for the Luftwaffe was the narrow time scale 

offered to defeat Britain. Hitler’s Directive No 17, finally ordering the destruc- 

tion of the RAF, was not issued until 1 August, and the great ‘Eagle’ offensive, 

intended to achieve that end, did not come until the middle of the month. 

85 



THE SECOND WORLD WAR 

Bearing in mind the probable deterioration of the weather in the Channel from 

the end of September, the German Air Force was allocated a period of about 

seven weeks for success. Ambition certainly exceeded capability. 

The Battle of Britain was essentially a contest between two sets of single-seat 

monoplane fighters: on the German side the Bf 109, and for the RAF the 

Hurricane and Spitfire. These were the lords of the air and nothing could master _ 

them. The balance here is instructive. In the early stages of battle the Luftwaffe had 

about 760 Bf 109s; Fighter Command had some 710 Hurricanes and Spitfires. 

During the battle, British production and repair outstripped German, and overall 

in 1940 fighter production in the United Kingdom exceeded Germany’s by a 

ratio of 3 to 2. Although wide credit for this has rightly been awarded to Lord 

Beaverbrook, the Minister of Aircraft Production, the pre-war work of Sir 

Wilfrid Freeman should not be overlooked. 

What of the men, their machines and the tactics employed? Generally, the 

Luftwaffe pilots were more experienced in war than their RAF counterparts. 

Many had gained experience in Spain, Poland and Norway, even before coming 

to the West. There is no substitute in war for learning from combat. German 

pilots believed strongly in what they were doing for their nation and had 

confidence bred from previous success. They were the élite of German youth. 

RAF pilots appreciated how far Britain’s fate depended on their efforts, 

although many modestly claimed that they were so busy trying to stay alive that 

there was little time to dwell on the future. They were of three main categories, 

the Regulars, the Auxiliaries and the Volunteer Reservists. A few had long flying 

hours to their credit, but the only battle experience had been gained in the 

French Campaign. Much was owed to flyers from overseas, who constituted 

about 15 per cent of the total. These men, from countries including Poland and 

Czechoslovakia, New Zealand and Canada — those from the former two 

organised in their own squadrons — made a vital difference, especially during the 

later stages of the battle. 

On both sides the airmen were young. A study of the rolls of honour of either 

the Luftwaffe or the RAF reinforces the words of one Fighter Command pilot, 

who said that men were becoming old at 21. At the age of 25 they certainly were. 

Douglas Bader, who commanded No 242 Squadron, was a senior figure, aged 

30. Killing in the skies was a young man’s contest. 

Pilots had great faith in their machines. The Bf 109 was fast, particularly in the 

dive and climb, and better than either Hurricane or Spitfire over 20,000ft. There 

was good vision, although a big man could find the cockpit restricting. Central- 
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ised armament made for accurate shooting and the 20mm cannon had a 
destructive hitting power. The Spitfire, a most beautiful aircraft, was as fast as the 
Bf 109 and more manoeuvrable. Its eight .303in machine guns possessed a high 
rate of fire, giving pilots the confidence to take on any aircraft that flew. The most 
underestimated fighter was the Hurricane, used in greater numbers than the 
Spitfire. A larger machine, slower yet very manoeuvrable, it could soak up more 

punishment. One German called it ‘an old puffer’, but the Hurricane wreaked 

havoc on many Luftwaffe bomber formations and shot down more aircraft than 

any other type employed in the battle. 

Atthe start, the Germans air fighting tactics were generally superior. From the 

Spanish Civil War they had developed the ‘finger-four’ formation, with four 

fighters flying roughly in line abreast, about 150yds apart. Pilots then could look 

inwards and outwards, up and down, to guard the rear and flanks of comrades. 

In action, the four broke into two pairs, each having a leader and a wingman, 

whose task was to guard the former’s tail. The system worked well. 

The RAF from pre-war days had trained on ‘vic-threes’, with a triangle of 

three aircraft — a leader and two wingmen. The latter had to look inwards, 

holding position close by the leader’s tail, and avoiding each other. Some pilots 

felt that the formation was good for the Hendon Air Display but of little use in 

combat. The ‘vic-three’ was designed to meet formations of unescorted bombers 

and against those would have been effective. However, dealing with enemy 

fighters demanded a different pattern. During the battle, some squadrons evolved 

their own tactics, but others failed to change and suffered heavily. 

Concerning intelligence, in general the RAF tended to overestimate the 

numbers and strength of the Luftwaffe. The Germans, generally, wrongly 

estimated their opponents in two particular aspects. The first was the British use 

of radar, which became the ‘eyes’ of Fighter Command. During the battle, the 

Luftwaffe made no concerted onslaught on RDF stations; had they done so, the 

defences would have been ‘blinded’. The second was their wide overestimate of 

RAF losses, so that by mid-September some senior intelligence officers believed 

that Fighter Command had only 50 aircraft left to defend London. In spite of 

some later claims, Fighter Command did not have the benefit of information 

from ‘Ultra’, the Enigma machine, to give immediate knowledge of when and 

where German raids would be aimed. RAF commanders had to rely on other 

sources of intelligence, which makes their efforts all the more praiseworthy. 

What of leadership in the battle? Remarkably, yet beneficially for Britain, 

Hitler showed little interest in, or leadership of, his air force. So often in the war, 
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German campaigns succeeded best when the Frihrer commanded or controlled, 

but at this stage his mind was turned more to the forthcoming clash with Russia. 

Responsibility for the battle was passed to Géring. Never was faith more 

misplaced. At that stage, the Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe was more 

concerned with luxurious living, adding to his art collection or hunting on his 

country estates. He should have been constantly at the Channel coast, leading 

and inspiring, but some of his conferences were held hundreds of miles away at 

his mansion in East Prussia. 

On the British side there was a keen interest in the battle, especially from 

Churchill. He visited fighter headquarters and aerodromes and was in close 

touch with commanders. His was a more inspiring form ofleadership. Dowding, 

a withdrawn and reserved man, was greatly respected by his airmen. Probably his 

greatest contribution to the RAF was his pre-war preparation of Fighter 

Command. Before the end of the year he was replaced, in a move which has 

caused controversy ever since. 

The cost of the battle was high for both sides, although exact figures are not 

easy to assess. The number of Luftwaffe aircraft destroyed is usually given as 1,733 

and, as most were bombers, the loss rate of aircrew was considerable. For 

example, between July and September 955 medium bombers were destroyed or 

damaged, 69 per cent of the initial strength. Flying over Britain lacked much of 

the easy attraction of earlier campaigns. In the same period the Luftwaffe had over 

1,000 fighters destroyed or damaged. The customary figure for Royal Air Force 

fighters destroyed is 915, although adding other types of aircraft hit on the ground 

raises RAF losses above a thousand. Of over 2,900 pilots who gained the Battle 

of Britain clasp with Fighter Command, 487 were killed by the end of October 

and 833 others did not survive the war. 

In summary, the Battle of Britain was a form of invasion of the United 

Kingdom. By international law, a nation’s air space is its own territory and any 

intrusion is a hostile act, encroaching on national rights, as is that by a ship 

entering territorial waters or a tank advancing along the streets. Crucially, 

however, the only Germans who arrived in Britain were aircrew landing by 

parachute from their stricken aircraft. They were easily accommodated. 

For many nations, the Battle of Britain would prove to be the most important 

struggle of the war. Here wasan ‘either/or’ campaign. Either Britain did not lose 
and could stay in the war, or, by losing, she would have been forced out. Later 

in the war British forces suffered defeats, for example in North Africa and the Far 
East. By then, however, Britain had allies who, even ifthe United Kingdom had 
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been overrun, could have continued the struggle. In the autumn of 1940 Britain 
stood alone, and her defeat would have brought dire international results. 

Firstly, by not losing, Britain gave hope to many European countries already 
occupied by the Nazis; for the rest of the war she was a beacon of light amid the 
darkness of oppression. Secondly, had Britain been defeated, Germany could 
have invaded the USSR earlier in 1941. As it was, German troops reached the 
gates of Moscow and Leningrad. With extra forces released from the West at 

Hitler’s disposal, there is every chance that his attack would have had greater 

success in his effort to overthrow Bolshevism. Next, in the Far East, Japan would 

have been in a position to make earlier demands on the old European empires 

of Holland, France and Great Britain in her search for economic and political 

benefit. War in the Far East might well have taken a different course. What of the 

United States? Probably, with Britain defeated, the US would have become 

more isolationist, if only for the reason that there would have been no European 

springboard from which to hit back at Nazi Germany. Gradually, the United 

Kingdom became a ‘floating aircraft carrier’, naval base and military barracks 

from which the D-Day operation would be launched. Without this, the 3,000 

miles of Atlantic Ocean would have precluded US intervention and American 

eyes would have turned elsewhere. 

In Britain an enemy victory would have been followed by a severe regime. 

Undoubtedly, as in all occupied countries, a few people would have collabo- 

rated, but under harsh German military law. For example, the German Army 

Order of 9 September 1940, signed by General Halder, ordered the removal of 

all men aged from 17 to 45 from Britain to the Continent as soon as possible, 

obviously for the purposes of slave labour. The Gestapo produced a ‘black book’ 

with names of prominent people who were to be arrested. These varied, 

bizarrely, from Churchill and his Cabinet to H. G. Wells, and from Noél 

Coward to Virginia Woolf. 

Possibly the most murderous burden following a British defeat would have 

fallen on European Jewry. The Holocaust between 1940 and 1945 was the 

supreme example of Nazism’s evil racial policies. Had Hitler succeeded in 

achieving total victory in 1940, all Jews across the Continent would have been 

at risk. Faced by no opposing nation, his forces could have given full rein to his 

declared ambition of eradicating Jewry. 

By September 1940, German frustration at not defeating the British was 

obvious. On 17 September Hitler postponed ‘Sealion’. The Luftwaffe then 

altered strategy, still attempting to smash an enemy who refused to submit. 
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The Night Blitz 

With the avowed aim of finally removing the British thorn from their flesh, from 

September the Germans stepped up a night bombing offensive. This had been 

carried on to a small, yet gradually increasing, degree since June 1940, as the 

French Campaign was ending. 

The new offensive opened in Wagnerian style on 7 September. Late that 

afternoon, Géring came to the Channel coast to watch the despatch of 348 

bombers, protected by 617 fighters, aiming for the first heavy raid an London. 

Their main target was Dockland, in the east of the city. By the time they had 

finished, about 6 p.m., the largest blazes seen since the Great Fire of London in 

1666 were burning out of control. The Luftwaffe’s declared intention was to hit 

economic targets — docks, factories, warehouses and shipping —and this they did. 

However, they also, inevitably, destroyed or damaged hundreds of nearby 

civilian buildings. As night came on, a further 250 bombers arrived to continue 

the attack. By the next morning over 2,000 Londoners had been killed or 

seriously injured. The intensive Night Blitz was under way. 

The campaign, in its main phase, lasted until June 1941, far longer than the 

daylight battle. There were two main aims. The first was to destroy Britain’s 

industrial capacity by bombing factories, transport centres, shipyards and ports. 

The Germans hoped to cause so much damage that Britain would be unable to 

continue the struggle. As most of those targets were situated in or near large cities, 

a second aim followed. This was to break civilian morale, so that the British 

people would compel their government to make peace. As events unfolded, the 

Night Blitz became largely a battle between Luftwaffe aircrew, who were trained 

in war, and British civilians, who were not. 

Over the years, various reasons have been advanced to explain the change in 

German strategy from day to night attacks. One is that the new offensive was 

launched as retribution for Bomber Command night raids on Germany, which 

had been continuing on a small scale since May. The damage and casualties they 

caused were slight, but were an unpleasant reminder to the German people that 

Britain was not only unbeaten, but also able to hit back. Then, on 25 August, a 

few bombs fell in the City of London at night, the first since 1918. Churchill was 
angry, ordering Bomber Command to attack Berlin the next night. ‘The effect 
on German morale was tremendous,’ wrote William Shirer, an American in the 

city at that time, ‘for this was the first time that bombs had ever fallen on Berlin.” 
Hitler, in turn, was incensed. Returning to the capital, on 4 September he 

made a hard-hitting speech. “When the British Air Force drops two or three or 
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four thousand kilograms ofbombs,’ he promised, ‘then we will in one night drop 
150, 230, 300 or 400,000 kilograms!’ IfGerman cities were attacked, he went on 

to claim, ‘then we shall wipe out their cities’. The perception of the Night Blitz 
as a form of mutual revenge, especially between Hitler and Churchill, followed. 
‘The hour will come when one of us will break, and it will not be National 

Socialist Germany.’ The London raid followed seventy-two hours later. 

Several Luftwaffe leaders later suggested economic reasons for the change in 

strategy. After the first tentative plans for possible air raids on Britain were laid 

late in 1938, two main objectives were selected. One was shipping, both 

merchant and naval, while the other was a series of industrial and transport 

centres on the mainland. These had not been raided during the daylight battle, 

when the prime targets had been airfields. Now, with the erroneous belief that 

Fighter Command was on its last legs, the pressure could be turned on Britain’s 

economy. At the same time, the Germans believed that an erosion of civilian 

morale, together with widespread destruction, would show British people the 

futility of further resistance. Douhet’s theories would be put into practice. 

However, a more potentreason for the change to the Night Blitz came from 

German bomber losses. By late August they were so heavy, with so little result 

for the effort involved, that they could not be easily sustained. An obvious 

solution was to fly under the cloak of darkness, escaping the depredations of 

Hurricanes and Spitfires and giving aircrew the opportunity of rebuilding 

morale. One German pilot wrote on 25 August that ‘the losses suffered by our 

bombers must be terrible’,'* while a senior fighter commander admitted that the 

change came ‘because of severe losses in daylight raids’.'° All German medium 

bombers had a weak defensive armament to counter Hurricanes and Spitfires, 

while the double crossing of the Channel became an increasing peril. 

Subsequently, the change to night bombing certainly reduced the Luftwaffe’s 

casualties. In the three months from 1 October to 31 December 1940 bomber 

losses due directly to British action fell to 140. At the same time, widespread 

destruction and heavy casualties were caused across the United Kingdom. 

Several months elapsed before the defences were able to find raiders accurately 

and inflict heavier casualties on them. 

German air formations associated particularly with night bombing were part 

of Lufiflotte III, under the command of Feldmarschall Sperrle, and flew from bases 

across the northand north-west of France. Many of the airmen were experienced 

flyers; one bomber pilot over London on 7 September was making his 69th raid 

of the war. 
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As with the daylight campaign, the largest German aircraft was the Heinkel He 

111, with a five-man crew. Wide use was also made of the speedy Junkers Ju 88, 

in which the Luftwaffe invested great faith. The Dornier Do 17, often used by day, 

was seldom employed at night. Paradoxically, the Stuka dive-bomber, so 

ineffective in the daylight battle, was twice used to open raids in darkness. 

The Night Blitz witnessed a scale of bombing never previously experienced 

in war. The great pre-war fears of cities being deluged with gas bombs was, 

fortunately, never realised. The bombs that fell were of two types, high- 

explosive and incendiary. High-explosives started in weight at 50kg, which, 

some scientists believed, was, pound for pound, as deadly as the V2 rocket. They 

rose in size variously to the 1,000kg ‘Hermann’, the 1,800kg ‘Satan’ and thence 

to the monster ‘Max’, weighing in at 2,500kg. They created wide fields of 

destruction. One ‘Max’ had a blast radius of one mile, killed 80 people and 

injured 450; altogether, 750 homes were affected and 600 people rendered 

homeless, and the bomb left a crater 40ft wide by 15ft deep. Unexploded bombs 

(UXBs), sometimes fitted with booby traps, had to be defused by service 

personnel. One dropped in October 1940 did not explode until 1942; elsewhere, 

a ‘Satan’ was discovered 64ft down in soft earth. 

More deadly still in some respects were incendiary bombs, dropped in 

thousands, often from 500kg containers. They fell with a noise like pebbles 

scattering along hard ground. Each bomb weighed one kilogram, was made of 

magnesium, was fired with an impact fuse, and burned at a temperature sufficient 

to melt steel. When lodged in roofs of buildings, especially unattended premises, 

they caused enormous fires and were the scourge of civilian defences. 

It seemed remarkable that, in spite of the ‘black-out’ and often in bad weather, 

bombers were able to reach British cities unerringly. By early 1940 the Germans 

had developed methods of guiding aircraft along radio beams, emitted from 

transmitters on the mainland Continent, to cross the target. Basically, pilots were 

led on the correct course along, or parallel to, the beam, then other cross-beams 

indicated the position of the target and bombs could be released. British scientists 

were aware of these beams from June 1940 and soon a secret contest developed 

between them and their German counterparts. Churchill called this ‘The Wizard 

War’. German beams were aimed at cities across the United Kingdom, while 

British scientists tried to jam or distort them with counter-signals. In this contest, 

both sides enjoyed victories — and suffered defeats. 

To meet the threat of night bombing were two types of defence — the armed 
services and civil defence. At ground level, the services had anti-aircraft guns, 
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searchlights and balloons, whilst in the air were night fighters. All, however, 
suffered for some months from one cardinal weakness. The combination of radar 
and the Observer Corps, excellent for tracking daylight raids, could not work at 
night. Radar scanners faced seawards and could not follow aircraft past the coast; 

observers could not see in darkness. Not until early 1941, when the Blitz had 
been running for several months, was ground radar improved for guns and 
searchlights, bringing about more accurate fire. Until then thousands of shells 

were fired into the night sky — good for public morale but not very effective. 

The Royal Air Force had problems through a lack of night fighters. People 

wondered why Hurricanes and Spitfires could not defend them at night. The 

answer was that they were day fighters, not designed for the ‘cat-and-mouse’ 

game of combat in darkness. The ideal night fighter, as the Germans discovered 

for themselves later in the war, needed a two-man crew, a good speed, a heavy 

armament and airborne radar. For the British this was the Beaufighter, but few 

of them were operational until March 1941. By then cities across Britain had 

been deluged with bombs by the thousand. Consequently, for six months service 

defences were on the back foot and attackers struck when and where they chose. 

There were dividends for the Luftwaffe. Bombers caused widespread damage, 

while their losses fell. 

The Second World War is sometimes called “The People’s War’ because 

civilians were closely involved in their own defence. Their position in war 

occupied the thoughts of many strategists after 1918. Were they legitimate targets 

during a conflict? Yes, asserted some writers. The man constructing a rifle in a 

factory is as dangerous as the soldier who fires it; so too is the woman who makes 

the bullet. It is as lawful to bomb them at their workplaces as to bomb soldiers 

on the battlefield. If they are at home, they are still proper targets because they 

are providers of weapons, and therefore equal to servicemen who are always 

legitimate prey. Other leaders believed that striking at civilians, whatever their 

standing, was immoral. Such actions were just not cricket. Wars should be fought 

on battlefields, orin the skies, or on the oceans. Civilians and their homes should 

be spared. At the start of the war, both sides pledged that cities and civilian targets 

would be immune from aerial bombardment. These statements, however, 

included the escape clause that parties would not attack civilians unless their 

opponents did. There was the rub. In bombing, blast respects no boundaries and 

does not stop at the factory gate. Soon, civilians and their homes were affected 

and pledges collapsed in a welter of mutual recrimination. In reality, there are no 

non-combatants in modern war. 
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Thousands of British civilians had experienced air attack before 1940, a point 

often overlooked. Many aged over 30 had suffered raids during the First World 

War, especially at night, from Zeppelins and bombers as Germans pioneered the 

aerial bombing of civilians. Although attacks were comparatively light, the 

nature of assault was similar: guns, searchlights, fighters and death from the skies 

—in Biblical terms, the terror that walketh in darkness. 

Between 1918 and 1939 the fear of air raids grew dramatically. Until the late 

1930s bombers were often as fast as fighters, carried more guns and were - 

considered unstoppable. When Stanley Baldwin told Parliament in 1932 that 

‘the bomber will always get through’, people believed him. The Air Ministry, 

prophets of doom, offered alarming predictions of casualties and damage, with 

cities shattered, their panic-stricken inhabitants shrouded in gas. 

In this atmosphere, preparations were made for civil defence as Nazi power 

grew from 1933 and the clouds of war approached. By the time of the Munich 

Crisis of 1938 over 1.14 million men and women were serving in Air Raid 

Precautions (ARP) organisations. The development of aircraft changed the 

nature of war, placing civilians in the front line. They had to train to defend 

themselves and their homes. 

Householders prepared for the anticipated onslaught. Gas-proof rooms were 

set up in houses, with all cracks sealed, to which families and pets could retire. 

Gas masks were issued. Windows were taped to prevent flying glass and, by law, 

‘black-out’ had to be complete. Small Anderson shelters, costing £5 each but 

issued free to families with an income ofless than £250 perannum, were installed 

in gardens or backyards. Later, householders received small stirrup pumps, useful 

for tackling incendiary bombs — or greenfly in the garden! 

An Air Raid Warden Service was started in 1937 so that responsible people 

could be leaders and advisers in areas where they were ‘known and respected’. 

Their role was crucial. Fire services were expanded, with the formation of the 

Auxiliary Fire Service and the provision of extra water supplies. One of their 

greatest assets was the small trailer pump, which saved thousands of buildings in 

1940-41. 

Police, hospital and rescue services, ambulance drivers and evacuation officials 

all grew in number and scope to meet the expected Armageddon. Government, 

both national and local, often after mutual disagreement over who was to pay, 
provided surface and basement shelters. Of course, the apocalyptic raids did not 
arrive at the start of the war. These civilian services had a year to prepare before 
they were called to serious action in the Night Blitz. 
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The Blitz fell into several phases. The prime target throughout was London. 
For the Germans, this was the capital of the British Empire, the seat of enemy 
government, the world’s largest city and Britain’s biggest port, transport and 
industrial centre. It was clearly marked and easily reached. Taking day and night 
raids together, by 31 December 1940 the city was bombed 126 times. From 7 
September London was hit on 54 consecutive nights, and 67 night raids had 

occurred by 14 November. A major raid was one in which at least 100 tons of 

high explosives were dropped, apart from incendiaries. By May 1941 the capital 

had suffered 71 of these; the next highest total ofmajor raids on any city was eight. 

Over 18,000 tons of high explosives fell there in addition to hundreds of 

thousands of fire bombs. 

A few examples will suffice. On 17 September the Luftwaffe unloaded more 

than 350 tons ofbombs on the capital—more than the total dropped on the whole 

_ of Britain throughout the First World War. Three weeks later, Géring ordered 

that London was to be annihilated, and shortly afterwards some 1,200 civilians 

were killed or injured in seven hours. The last great raid of the year, on 29 

December, was a heavy incendiary attack on the square mile of the City. In that 

_ night, eight Wren churches were destroyed or damaged and fire temperatures 

reached 1,000°C. Towards the end of the Blitz there were four great raids; in 

each of three of them over 1,000 civilians died. Their intensity can be judged 

from the last two. On 19 April 1941 the Germans dropped, for the first time in 

one raid, over 1,000 tons ofhigh explosives, together with 153,000 incendiaries. 

The greatest total of civilians killed in any raid on Britain — 1,436 — came from 

the Luftwaffe’s final kick on 10 May, when over 2,000 fires were started and 5,000 

homes destroyed. 

The places hit are familiar at the end of the twentieth century as some of 

London’s exceptional buildings — Buckingham Palace, the Tower of London, St 

Paul’s, Westminster Abbey, the Mansion House and the Law Courts. The list 

could go on. By mid-February 1941, 94,000 houses had been destroyed across 

Britain, with a further 1.4 million damaged; about two-thirds of these were in 

the capital. Churches and hospitals, schools and shops and houses and flats were 

turned into cataracts of masonry. 

What of other cities? From mid-November, industrial centres were pin- 

pointed, for example, Birmingham, Sheffield, Manchester and Coventry. This 

phase opened with the Coventry raid on 14 November, an attack which became 

infamous in aviation history. Because local industries were closely intermingled 

with civilian and historic buildings, great devastation occurred, with 568 
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civilians killed. A new verb, ‘to ‘coventrate’, entered both the German and 

English languages. 

Ports also were bombed: in the south, Portsmouth and Southampton; in the 

west, Plymouth, Bristol , Cardiff, Swansea, Merseyside, Clydeside and Belfast. 

At the end of the Night Blitz, ports in the north-east, especially Hull, were 

raided. The Germans claimed that aiming points were economic targets but, in 

reality, from the aspect of the nation’s ability to fight on, no crucial damage was 

caused to factories and docks, transport centres and supplies. The widest. 

destruction occurred in central civic areas. Today, a visit to some cities shows 

how their centres were rebuilt in the 1950s and 1960s, areas where homes, 

offices, shops and places of worship had become deserts or bonfires. The Luftwaffe 

rearranged British architecture. Hitler did more for slum clearance in eight 

months than local authorities had achieved in 50 years. 

Raids on western ports intensified early in 1941 as part of the Battle of the 

Atlantic. The Germans aimed not only to hit shipping in the Western Ap- 

proaches, butalso the ports receiving cargoes. Thus Merseyside, which had been 

raided at night even before London, suffered heavy assaults in which dock and 

civilian areas alike were blasted. Towards the end of the Blitz the area received 

‘The May Week’, when an onslaught was launched on the first seven nights of 

the month, killing almost 2,000 and leaving 70,000 homeless. 

Clydeside was raided from March to May, with great destruction resulting. Of 

Clydebank’s 12,000 homes, only eight escaped damage. Although shipyards and 

docks were hit, the Germans failed to halt their operation and could not prevent 

vital supplies arriving from overseas. The long arm of the Lufiwaffe reached out 

to Belfast in April and May. The region was considered by many to be immune 

to attack because of its distance from Luftwaffe bases. They were wrong, and in 

two major raids over 1,000 civilians were killed. 

Some of the most intense bombing occurred in Plymouth, a comparatively 

small city. Of its eight major raids, five fell within one week at the end of April. 

Great areas of the city and nearby Devonport were simply wiped out, including 

50 churches or chapels. Such suffering and devastation occurred to a greater or 

lesser degree in every city raided. It also was seen in hundreds of smaller towns 

and villages across the land. For example, in one small town to the south of 

London, of the 720 hours, day and night, in September 1940, the population 

were under ‘Red Alert’, that is attack, for 300 of them. 

About mid-May 1941, the Night Blitz eased and people asked why. In reality, 
Hitler was preparing the onslaught on his béte-noire, Russia, so Luftwaffe units 
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were moved eastwards for a new campaign. In that connection, on the night of 
10 May, while 1,436 Londoners were being killed, Rudolf Hess, the Deputy 
Fiihrer, flew to Scotland. He baled out and entered a lifelong imprisonment. 
Whether he was acting alone or on behalf of his government has never been 
made totally clear, nor has the reason for the flight. 

Overall, the Night Blitz failed in its main aim, to break Britain’s capacity to 
make war. Supplies of gas, coal, oil, electricity and water seldom stopped. Food 

losses were minimal and weekly rations were sustained. These were, for the 

average adult, 1lb meat, 40z bacon, 2oz butter, 60z fat, 80z sugar and 20z tea. 

_ British people then suffered neither from malnutrition nor obesity. 

Three other factors prevented German success. First, through the growing 

strength of night fighter and anti-aircraft defences, between March and May 

1941 the Luftwaffe lost about 200 aircraft. The second factor was poor German 

strategy, with a lack of concentration and a switching from target to target. 

Occasionally they launched Doppelganger raids, hitting one target on consecutive 

nights, but that policy was not sustained. The greatest success came from 

concentrating on a city for several nights, for example Plymouth or Liverpool. 

The third factor was the Luftwaffe’s lack of a heavy bomber. Had the Germans 

possessed truly heavy aircraft, Dresdens and Hamburgs would have been suffered 

in Britain. As it was, between May and November 1940 Bomber Command 

killed 975 German civilians; in the same period the Luftwaffe killed 15,000 British 

civilians. Between September 1940 and May 1941 the casualty rate was heavier 

than at any other time of the war. An average of about 180 civilians a day were 

killed, bringing a total of 42,000, half of whom died in London. About 60,000 

were seriously hurt. 

The Night Blitz also failed to achieve its second aim, namely to break public 

morale. Overall, the population reacted stoically and proved Douhet wrong. 

Those in ARP rose to the challenge. Dire pre-war predictions of enormous 

casualties and psychological breakdown were wide of the mark. “Mass hysteria 

was feared,’ wrote a medical correspondent in 1941, ‘but nothing of the sort 

happened—anywhere.’ He added that women suffered less than men from bomb 

shock, but were more likely to discuss it.'* Overall, British reserve was broken 

down. ‘Death is a great leveller,’ commented one writer. ‘It has smashed the 

silence of the railway carriage.’'> The best remedy was to take part in civil 

defence. Civilians were scared by bombing, and devastated by the loss of loved 

ones or their homes, but generally they got on with it. They saw their friends 

doing their duty — so they did theirs. 
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Some of the greatest travails for civilians came after bombing. Rescue services 

had often been well prepared , but post-raid care was sometimes poor for families 

who had lost homes, furniture and clothes. The ‘authorities’ were often regarded 

as a hidden, heartléss bureaucracy. 

The British learned lessons. Radar was crucial for the services. Better 

organisation was needed to deal with fire raids. Stronger concrete shelters 

were required. Leadership could inspire, as was proved by the King and 

Queen and the prime minister, whose visits to bombed areas and whose. 

genuine care for the afflicted were uplifting. The role of women in civil defence 

was vital. 

The techniques of making raids were studied carefully by RAF commanders. 

The subsequent intensive bombing of Germany owed much to what they 

learned from the Luftwaffe over Britain during the Night Blitz. 

The Battle of the Atlantic, September 1940—June 1941 

Having failed in their strategy to force a British surrender either from the 

daylight battle or from night bombing, the Germans tried another form of attack. 

This was the third campaign against the United Kingdom and is generally known 

as the Battle of the Atlantic. Hitler believed that Britain could be defeated 

through an assault on seaborne supplies. This would be achieved by a combina- 

tion of air and submarine attacks on imports. ‘The French armistice,’ wrote one 

historian, ‘completely transformed the naval war’,’° and it certainly provided the 

Germans with bases for launching a campaign against Britain’s western seaboard. 

By August 1940, many units of the Luftwaffe and the Kriegsmarine were ready to 

exert a blockade on the United Kingdom. Through the employment of 

warships, armed merchant raiders, U-boats, mines and bombs, they would — 

implement a strategic aim laid down before the war. 

They operated particularly from the west coast of France, aiming for the 

Atlantic convoys, whose supplies were essential for Britain. The Luftwaffe moved 

Condor long-range bombers there, from where they could range over the 

Western Approaches, either striking directly at ships or reporting their position 

to U-boats in the area. They enjoyed some successes, but were hindered by bad 

weather from November 1940 until February 1941. 

With the coming of spring, both the Luftwaffe and the Kriegsmarine intensified 
their efforts. The German Navy believed that the Air Force alone could sink 
300,000 tons of shipping each month, a figure almost achieved between March 
and May. The Navy, under Admiral Dénitz (who had never been in favour of 
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‘Sealion’), reckoned that if 750,000 tons of shipping could be sunk each month 
for a year, by the combined efforts of the Luftwaffe and the Kriegsmarine, Britain 
would be defeated. Consequently the campaign launched by bombers and, more 
particularly, by U-boats caused great concern to the British government. 

Between 31 March and 31 May 1941 U-boats sank 142 ships, grossing over 
800,000 tons. Ofthose, 99 were British. In the same period Luftwaffe aircraft sank 
another 179 vessels. A further 77 were destroyed by surface vessels or mines. Such 

losses were heavy for Britain, because the sea link with the United States was 

threatened. This link, as Churchill well appreciated, was vital for diplomatic as 

well as economic reasons. Therefore a vigorous campaign to meet the threat was 

launched by the Royal Navy, with some success in the sinking of U-boats. 

Nonetheless, the danger to Britain’s supplies was not removed by the summer of 

1941 and remained for much of the war. 

At the end of May 1941 there occurred one of the most dramatic incidents in 

the Battle of the Atlantic, one which, for Britain, almost spelled disaster. Admiral 

Raeder, Commander-in-Chief of the Kriegsmarine, had fewer surface vessels 

than the Royal Navy, but one of them was the recently built Bismarck. This vessel 

was, at the time, possibly the world’s most powerful battleship, at 50,000 tons. 

Raeder moved Bismarck, accompanied by a cruiser, from the Baltic Sea, via the 

Norwegian coast and the Arctic Circle near Greenland, out into the North 

Atlantic. Once there, rich pickings awaited in the form of convoys sailing to and 

from the United Kingdom. The threat to Britain’s maritime trade was ominous. 

Ships of the Royal Navy’s Home Fleet were despatched to intercept the 

German vessels and an action was fought in the Denmark Strait early on 24 May. 

In this, HMS Hood, the pride of the Royal Navy, blew up with the loss of 1,400 

lives. Only three men survived. The ship was ‘one of our most cherished naval 

possessions,’ Churchill wrote. ‘Her loss was a bitter grief.’'° Bismarck sailed on. 

At the British Admiralty there were mixed emotions — sorrow over losing Hood, 

fear of the threat to merchant shipping, and a desire to avenge. Naval units were 

quickly gathered to confront the German vessel before it could reach the safety 

of a western French port. So much was at stake. 

Salvation for the British came first not from the sea but from the air. This was 

a lesson learned, sometimes at great cost, by all of the world’s navies later in the 

war. When Royal Navy ships lost contact with Bismarck, she was located by a 

reconnaissance aircraft of Coastal Command. Then she was attacked twice by 

torpedo-bombers from a carrier and hit three times altogether. One torpedo 

sealed the battleship’s fate by jamming the starboard rudder and wrecking her 
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steering gear. The vessel then was 400 miles from the French port of Brest, but 

could move only slowly in circles. 

The end came next morning, 27 May. A British fleet arrived, including two 

battleships. For two hours Bismarck was battered with shellfire, then torpedoed. 

Eventually she turned over and sank, with the loss of over 2,200 men. The loss 

of Hood had been avenged and a threat to convoys removed. The whole episode, 

however, had been a close-run business, and without the intervention of air 

power Bismarck might well have escaped. The Germans reverted to waging . 

maritime war with U-boats and, to a decreasing degree, Condor bombers. 

What finally reduced the Luftwaffe’s involvement in the Battle of the Atlantic 

by mid-1941 was the approaching campaign against the USSR. Many bomber 

units were moved eastwards across Europe and the pressure on the United 

Kingdom eased. By then, the Night Blitz on British ports was also slackening. In 

June 1941 the British government and people could look back on a hard year. 

From the collapse of their French ally, when defeat appeared to be imminent, 

they had experienced three major German attempts to force them out of the war. 

Throughout the Battle of Britain, the Night Blitz and the early stages of the Battle 

of the Atlantic, they had suffered heavily. Yet they were undefeated. In spite of 

many predictions of an early demise, they were still alive and kicking. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE RUSSIAN CAMPAIGN, 1941-1942 

Preamble 

‘When the attack on Russia starts’, Hitler predicted, ‘the world will hold its 

breath and make no comment.’ He was partly right. Yet some wise commenta- 

tors did pass judgement — in amazement. By invading the USSR the Fiihrer 

showed himself to be a remarkable gambler, appearing to stake everything on “all 

or bust’. He apparently ignored the lessons of history, which had been taught by 

Napoleon’s similar attempt 129 years earlier and was an expedition destined for 

disaster. Nor had he remembered the Crimean Campaign which had ended only 

85 years before, after being fought on no more than a small peninsula of Russian 

territory. Soviet power was an enigma. Here was the world’s largest nation 

geographically, spanning two continents and covering one-sixth of the Earth’s 

land surface. Living under Stalin’s iron grip was a population of not far short of 

200 million people, providing a vast supply of recruits for the fighting services. 

The Russian Air Force was numerically the world’s largest. The nation’s people 

were used to hardship and privations beyond the experience of most of the 

inhabitants of Western Europe. Across the main battle areas in western Russia, 

the vastness of space and harsh climate could be devastating to armies. Why, then, 

historians have since asked, did Hitler invade the Soviet Union? 

Some view the move as a product of Hitler’s megalomania. He had plans —a 

Grand Design — for world domination, and overcoming the USSR was an 

important step towards that end. According to Bullock, the invasion came “for 

the simple but sufficient reason that he had always meant to establish the 

foundation of his thousand-year Reich by annexation of the territory between 

the Vistula and the Urals’.' His further expansion could surpass the successes of 

Alexander the Great by driving into India and sweeping down through the 

Caucasus to meet with his forces advancing through North Africa. Others 

believe that he wanted no more than to consolidate Germany’s position as 

Europe’s greatest nation, with power and influence across the east and 
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south-east of the continent. As Russia was a rival there, a contest of arms was 

inevitable. 

There were also compelling economic reasons for the invasion. A military 

dictatorship is a huingry animal, needing to be fed with the materials of war. 

Without them, the state’s strength is rapidly exhausted. Germany’s maritime 

trade had been largely cut off by the British blockade. However, an extensive 

network ofland routes enabled supplies to be imported from neighbours and the 

conquered territories. Oil was transported from Rumania. Nickel and timber 

arrived from Finland, while the iron ore trade with Sweden had been safe- 

guarded by the Norwegian Campaign. Many goods also arrived from the 

occupied countries as the Germans took the spoils of victory, plundering the 

defeated nations. These places also provided slave labour. 

A vital supply line came from Russia, with whom, since the Nazi-Soviet Pact 

of August 1939, Germany had been at peace. In February 1940 a commercial 

agreement with the USSR allowed Hitler to receive a steady flow of supplies 

from the East. Over the following year the Russians undertook to send 900,000 

tons of oil and one million tons of cereals. In addition, they provided chrome, 

iron ore, cotton, rubber and phosphorous. A year later the agreement was 

renewed, much to Germany’s benefit, because it bypassed the British naval 

blockade. 

There was, however, one snag which concerned Hitler and his advisers. As the 

supplies reached Germany from the USSR, the Russians exercised control over 

one of the Reich’s main lifelines. It would be possible for the Soviets to close the 

frontier overnight, thereby strangling their neighbour. All would depend on the 

mutual attitudes of two great dictatorships — which hardly shared a common 

outlook. One way of overcoming the uncertainty of this position, Hitler 

estimated, would be to conquer the Soviet Union and take over the supply of 

vital materials. By invading the USSR the Fiihrer would also be seeking 

Lebensraum, or living space, for his people. Vast areas of Russia could provide 

settlements, while, at the same time, there would be the bonus of oil from the 

Caucasus and wheat from the Ukraine. For him, this brought recollections of 

1918, when those areas had been occupied by the German Army after the defeat 

of Russia. 

Underpinning these motives for attacking the USSR was Hitler’s deep-seated 

hatred of Communism — probably his fiercest conviction. The Nazis’ resolve to 
overthrow ‘Jewish Bolshevism’, to which they had been opposed since the 
political street battles ofthe 1920s, was ingrained in their philosophy. They hated 
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the ‘Red butchers’ of Moscow, which was regarded as the home of Marxism. 
There was, they claimed, a Jewish-Bolshevik plot aiming at world domination. 
‘The colossal empire in the East is ripe for dissolution,’ Hitler had stated in Mein 

Kampf, ‘and the end of the Jewish domination in Russia will also be the end of 
Russia as a state,’” The beneficial agreement signed with the Russians in August 
1939 was, for Hitler, merely a device for guarding his back during the Polish 

invasion. When the treaty had outlived its usefulness, he had no qualms about 

rejecting it. He wanted to prove the superiority of the Aryan race by leading a 

European crusade against the Bolsheviks. In this, he would have welcomed the 

participation of the British. 

As with all gamblers, the Fiihrer assessed the odds before making a decision. 

How strong were the Russian armed forces? Would they be able to withstand 

a pounding from the German Army which had so quickly overrun Western 

Europe? With memories of the collapse of Russia in 1917, Hitler estimated that 

the numerical masses available to the USSR could count forlittle. During the war 

with Finland in late 1939 Stalin’s men had often performed badly. The Germans 

believed that their own troops were the best in the world. The Red Army in 

western Russia, if hit by a panzer Blitzkrieg, would probably collapse as quickly 

as the Allied forces had in France. With careful planning, all Russian armies to 

the west of Moscow could be surrounded, cut off and annihilated by a swift 

offensive. The war could be over in about six weeks. 

All of these compelling reasons fermented in Hitler’s mind, but there was 

another, equally powerful factor sometimes overlooked. This was the failure to 

defeat the United Kingdom. With a strange logic, he estimated that the stubborn 

British could receive help only from Russia or the United States. If the USSR 

were defeated, the Americans would be unwilling or unable to become involved 

in European affairs. ‘Should Russia, however, be smashed,’ noted General 

Halder in his diary, ‘then England’s last hope will be shattered.”? After over- 

whelming the Red Army, the Germans would turn back to Western Europe. 

Britain then would either see sense and make peace, or would be invaded and 

defeated in an updated version of Operation ‘Sealion’. 

The treaty made with the Russians in August 1939 certainly did not lead to 

an era of happy cooperation between the two dictatorships. The treaty had 

agreed that the Baltic states of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia should be placed in 

the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence, but on 15 June 1940, as France was in its 

death-throes, Stalin acted. He announced that the three states had ‘asked’ to 

be incorporated into the USSR; needless to say, he had agreed. Hitler and 
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his advisers, busy in the West, were uneasy over what was happening in the 

East. 

Worse was to come. About a week later the Germans were informed that the 

Red Army was about to recoup parts of Rumania which Russia had lost in 1918. 

The news was a blow to Hitler because the Russians were now uncomfortably 

near to the Rumanian oilfields on which Germany relied greatly forsupplies. For 

Stalin, becoming anxious over German successes in France, these moves were 

merely an insurance policy to guard his own borders. Relations between the two 

countries grew more uneasy. Both were prepared to play the power game with 

smaller nations, but were now attempting to outwit each other. Over the 

following months both argued as they tried to influence or control less powerful 

countries. Two which finished up in the German camp were Finland and 

Bulgaria, whose territories would be useful in the forthcoming assault on 

Russia. 

The Balkan Campaign 

Hitler’s active planning for this attack had begun in July 1940, after the French 

Campaign. The onslaught would open in spring 1941. Before then, however, 

the actions of his ally, Mussolini, in south-eastern Europe caused a change of 

plans as Hitler was forced to intervene to rescue the Italians from the morass into 

which they had blundered. The Fiihrer found, much to his annoyance, that his 

hand was being forced by Mussolini’s grandiose attempts to ape the Germans, set 

in motion late in 1940. Soon, the Balkans became a type of fault-line in the Axis 

defences as Hitler was drawn deeper into a region where he had not intended to 

fight battles but merely employ strong-arm diplomacy. Bismarck, predicting an 

earlier European war, had said that it would begin with ‘some damned foolish 

thing in the Balkans’. That phrase must have resounded in the Fiihrer’s mind 

when he learned of Mussolini’s news on 28 October 1940. 

On that day, the Italians declared war on Greece, launching their invasion 

from Albania. Mussolini was trying to gain prestige from a rapid victory, proving 

that he was a great war leader with dynamic armed forces. He never consulted 

his ally over his plans. ‘Fuhrer, we are on the march,’ he tolda surprised and angry 

Hitler when they met on the day of the invasion. ‘Victorious Italian troops 

crossed the Greco-Albanian frontier at dawn today!’ The Greeks, however, 

refused to fit into the Italian timetable. They fought in mountainous terrain with 

a skill and resilience that heartened friends and dismayed enemies. By mid- 
November the Greek Army had counter-attacked, forcing the Italians to retreat 
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some fifteen miles into Albania. The greatly trumpeted victory march had turned 
into a shambles. 

Consequently, in early 1941 both British and German attention was turned, 
somewhat unwillingly, towards the Balkans. The British withdrew men and 
aircraft from their successful campaign against the Italians in North Africa and 
sent a force to help the Greeks. Hitler, who had hoped to draw the nations of 

south-eastern Europe into his sphere of influence by using no more than veiled 

threats, had a double problem. First, he discovered that the Russians were 

prepared to try the same tactics there, while secondly he would have to send 

divisions to assist his less than competent Italian allies. 

Of five nations in that area of Europe, three soon submitted to Hitler’s wishes 

and plans. They were Rumania, Hungary and Bulgaria, whose leaders were 

influenced by what the Germans had done to Poland — and that country had 

started with greater armed forces than any of them possessed. To oppose the 

Nazis couldseverely damage a nation’s health. Consequently, their governments 

came increasingly to agree with Hitler’s demands. In September 1940 German 

troops were ‘invited’ into Rumania; soon afterwards they entered Hungary. In 

March 1941 the German Twelfth Army crossed into Bulgaria, where a Nazi 

military mission had been operating for two months. All three of these small 

countries had lost their independence without the Germans having to fire a shot. 

Now they were Hitler’s vassals. 

However, Yugoslavia and Greece were unwilling to cooperate with Hitler’s 

plans for controlling the entire Balkan area before launching an invasion of 

Russia. For his part, the Fiihrer was not prepared to open operations against the 

USSR until they were. Hence, in Apriland May 1941 he launcheda short, savage 

campaign to bring both into line. 

The actions consisted of two operations, ‘Punishment’, to deal with Yugosla- 

via, and ‘Marita’, to crush Greece. German forces were ordered by Hitler ‘to 

make all preparations to destroy Yugoslavia militarily as a national unit’. They 

were to employ ‘pitiless harshness’. The capital, Belgrade, ‘will be destroyed 

from the air by continual day and night attack’.® Both actions started on Palm 

Sunday, 6 April 1941. Aircraft units had been withdrawn from France, Germany 

and the Mediterranean and the offensive opened with a paralysing Stuka raid on 

Belgrade, which was packed with pilgrims. The attack was devastating, with 

possibly 17,000 people killed. Within a week the Yugoslav Air Force had been 

smashed and the army overrun by invading forces sweeping in from Italy, Austria, 

Hungary, Rumania and Bulgaria. After twelve days, Yugoslavia surrendered. 
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In the case of Greece, the nation’s fate was virtually settled as soon as Hitler 

decided on Operation ‘Marita’. He hada fear that British and Greek forces might 

form a salient, like an open wound, which would threaten both his mastery of 

the Balkans and his forthcoming action against the USSR. In reality, the arrival 

ofa small British and Dominion force from 4 March was never going to halt the 

drive of panzer divisions while the Luftwaffe exercised air superiority. Neverthe- 

less, although the Greek Campaign turn out to be another military disaster for 

Britain, ending with a further evacuation, there were political reasons for sending 

help to Greece. The British government reasoned that if they had refused, 

neutral, especially American, opinion would have been critical. As it was, in the 

United States Hitler’s attacks on Yugoslavia and Greece were viewed as further 

examples of cynical Nazi aggression. 

The German advance into Greece was inexorably swift and Athens was 

captured in just three weeks. German use of air power, combined with armoured 

thrusts, could not be matched on the Allied side. Panzer warfare scored again. 

Defensive positions were quickly bypassed or outflanked. On 28 April the last 

British forces were evacuated by the Royal Navy, being taken either to Crete or 

back to Egypt. Over 7,000 men were left behind, to become prisoners, while the 

Germans collected 100 tanks, 400 guns and several thousand abandoned vehicles. 

When the triumphant Wehrmacht reached the southern Peloponnese at the 

end of April, Hitler’s Balkan Campaign had gained all the areas he had intended 

to control. Now, in the forthcoming confrontation with Russia, his right flank 

was secure. The German empire had grown rapidly in less than a year. Although 

the tenacious British were still refusing to submit, his forces had subjected them 

to three defeats — Norway, then France, then Greece. Unknown to the British, 

a fourth defeat was on the way. 

Crete 

To the south of Greece lay the island of Crete, occupying a strategic position in 

the eastern Mediterranean. Even before the British evacuation from Greece had 

started, Hitler had added it to his shopping-list. The island contained Suda Bay, 

which could be used by the Royal Navy. More important in the Fiihrer’s mind 

were the aerodromes from which RAF bombers could reach Rumanian 

oilfields, which were of such importance to the German economy. 

An Australian division and two brigades of New Zealanders, evacuated from 
Greece, became the main part of a defence force of some 30,000 men, together 
with 11,000 Greek troops. Although not well equipped, they held good 
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defensive positions and were protected by ships of the Royal Navy. Any 
attempted German seaborne invasion would suffer severely. However, the 
Germans, always innovative in war, overcame the drawback by employing 
airborne forces as a large component of the 23,000 troops used. With complete 
air superiority, the Luftwaffe was able to control the skies, ferrying in men over 
the top of the Royal Navy. 

After several days of intensive bombing, the main attack opened on 20 May 

when hundreds of German parachutists and glider troops landed. The first waves 

suffered heavy casualties and for a time the operation was in jeopardy, but soon 

an airfield was captured and reinforcements were flown in. Slowly but surely the 

Germans extended their positions. Within a week the Royal Navy were once 

again preparing an evacuation of ground troops. Thousands of soldiers were 

taken off successfully, but 5,000 were left behind to face captivity. 

The taking of Crete was a spectacular success for the Germans, extending 

Hitler’s territories into the Mediterranean. There was, however, one benefit for 

the British. Losses of paratroops had been so heavy that Hitler was not prepared 

to use them again in a large airborne operation. For the rest of the war they were 

employed generally as infantry in land battles. Thousands were-to die on the 

Russian Front. 

On the British side another costly lesson was learned: air cover was vital for 

successful land or sea operations. The Mediterranean Fleet had unflinchingly 

placed itself in the firing line to carry out the evacuation, but without the 

protection of fighters overhead its losses were heavy. Three cruisers and six 

destroyers had been sunk by the Luftwaffe, while seventeen other vessels, 

including three battleships, had been damaged. Over 2,000 sailors had been 

killed or wounded — a heavy price to pay for courage in the face of disaster. 

Planning ‘Barbarossa’ 

Early plans foran attack on Russia were crossing Hitler’s mind in July 1940, while 

the Battle of Britain was in its first stages. By the end of the month preparations 

were under way for an operation in the following spring. The aim was to defeat 

in four to six weeks a Russian Army then estimated to include 50 to 75 ‘good’ 

divisions. Planning went ahead in increasing detail over the following months. 

As Soviet-German relations grew sour towards the end of the year, the German 

General Staff wrestled with problems of organisation. Some of Hitler’s generals 

did not share his enthusiasm for the campaign; at least, that is what several claimed 

at the end of the war, when it was not politic to have been associated too closely 
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with the Fiihrer’s decisions. With Britain unconquered, Germany would be 

fighting on two fronts — a nightmare scenario for many. 

Nevertheless, they soon fell into step with Hitler’s orders and, until Decem- 

ber, worked to solve two main problems. The first was logistical. In an 

undertaking of this size arrangements had to be made to supply three million men 

fighting in the East. They would have halfa million motor vehicles requiring fuel 

and maintenance. The German Army still relied heavily on the horse, and 

300,000 animals needed fodder and equipment. Who was to provide ammuni- 

tion and clothing, food and oil? In Russia, vast areas of space stretched to an 

apparently unending horizon. The battle front was about a thousand miles long. 

Troops would have to cover greater distances than any previously tackled by the 

Wehrmacht, crossing areas where few good roads or railways existed. Where 

should supply centres be established? What effect would the weather have on 

movement? How many airfields would be needed by the Luftwaffe? 

The second problem also related to the size of the USSR. What and where 

were the main targets for the invasion? Was the priority to capture key cities, such 

as Leningrad, Kiev or Moscow, or to destroy the enemy’s armies? Or, could the 

two be achieved simultaneously? In November and December 1940 the General 

Staff played several war games to assess the strengths and weaknesses of both sides. 

By then they agreed that there should be three main thrusts into Russia. A 

northern push would aim for Leningrad. In the centre, forces would drive 

towards Moscow. The city of Kiev in the south would be the target for the third 

force. Which should be the main thrust? The strongest units on the ground, they 

decided, would be allocated to Army Group Centre, which had the Russian 

capital in its distant sights. The generals then agreed the main aim. The Red Army 

would be given no time to settle, then would be surrounded and annihilated. 

They would be driven back so far that Soviet bombers could not reach German 

cities, while the Luftwaffe would be closer to its targets. 

In early December, however, after inspecting the draft plans, Hitler began to 

make alterations to suit his ownjudgement. On 18 December he issued Directive 

No 21, setting out orders. This was to be Operation ‘Barbarossa’, named after the 

medieval warrior emperor Frederick I (‘Red Beard’), whose physical vigour was 

to be emulated in the new crusade. The document ordered the forces ‘to crush 
Soviet Russia in a rapid campaign’. The Red Army would be destroyed ‘by 
daring operations led by deeply penetrating armoured spearheads’. The final 

optimistic objective was ‘to create a barrier against Asiatic Russia on the general 

line Volga—Archangel’.® The attack would open on or about 15 May 1941. Here 
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was a man re-planning the garden before ensuring that he had sufficient cash to 
buy the property. 

Worries for the General Staff came when Hitler changed the balance of the 
offensive. He now wanted Leningrad, not Moscow, to be the first main target. 
Only after its capture ‘will the attack be continued with the intention of 
occupying Moscow’. He went on to claim that only a ‘rapid collapse of Russian 
resistance could justify the simultaneous pursuit ofboth objectives’. Inamending 

the plans he inserted fatal flaws which would eventually undermine the whole 

campaign. So much for his opinion of the General Staff, an organisation which 

‘was positively stunned; it remained, however, definitely silent.”’ Faced with the 

mesmeric Fiihrer, opponents usually did. 

Further changes came early in February. Hitler now wanted to strengthen the 

attacks made towards Leningrad in the north, but also towards the wide, grain- 

growing areas in the south. While these two flanks were upgraded, the armies in 

the centre were to be put on hold. The taking of Moscow wasa reduced priority. 

On 13 March 1941 a supplement to Directive No 21 appeared. It arrived 

under the signature of General Keitel, a man known to agree readily with the 

Fiihrer’s views, which had earned him the nickname ‘Lakeitel’ (‘Lackey’). The 

document was not merely a list of instructions on military proposals and 

decisions: also included were tasks allocated to Heinrich Himmler, leader of the 

SS, whose men were to operate behind the main invasion. Their work was 

‘determined by the necessity to settle the conflict between two opposite political 

systems’ — a chilling phrase.* In effect, while the German Army was defeating 

enemy servicemen in the field, Himmler’s murder squads in the rear would be 

eliminating political opponents and any other ‘undesirables’. The prospect was 

bleak for the Russians. 

At the end of the month Hitler held a conference with 250 commanders who 

were about to take part in the modern crusade. Those who had not already 

discerned his motives now learned of them explicitly. Bolshevism was called ‘a 

social criminality’ and the war would be conducted with ‘unprecedented, 

unmerciful and unrelenting harshness’. Officers should ‘rid themselves of obso- 

lete ideologies’. The Red Army contained a number of delegates given the task 

of indoctrinating soldiers with Communist ideals. These ‘political leaders and 

commissars who are captured,’ Hitler ordered, ‘will not be sent to the rear.’ They 

were to be shot out of hand.’ 

Large-scale plans were made for administering the occupied regions. For 

example, how would the Wehrmacht, hundreds of miles from its homeland, be 
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fed? Either supplies would have to be sent from Germany or, like a force of 

medieval mercenaries, soldiers would have to live off the conquered lands. A 

report by economic staff suggested that all armed services should be fed by the 

USSR in the third year of the war. ‘There is no doubt that many millions of 

people will starve to death in Russia’, but that was unavoidable. Goring was to 

be in charge of the economic exploitation of the Soviet Union. On 23 May he 

explained that the local population would suffer famine. Any attempt to relieve 

this ‘would be at the expense of supplies to Europe. It would reduce Germany’s 

staying power in the war.’!”. Planning for the subjugation of Russia was as great 

and detailed as for that nation’s military defeat. Some German generals later 

claimed that such moves offended their honour, yet they still connived at Nazi 

aims and methods. 

The demands of the Balkan Campaign, originating in Mussolini’s ill-fated 

attempt to conquer Greece, obviously slowed the opening of ‘Barbarossa’. In the 

early months of 1941 German forces had to be deployed into south-east Europe 

to tackle the Yugoslavs and the Greeks before an attack on Russia could begin. 

Several important results followed. First, the Wehrmacht, in its invasion of the 

USSR, was subsequently constrained by time. If the Red Army were to be 

overwhelmed by Blitzkrieg, the campaign would have to finish before the arrival 

of winter. In this way, the German Army, like the Luftwaffe during the Battle of 

Britain, needed more weeks than were allocated to achieve complete success. 

‘Barbarossa’, originally timed for mid-May, did not open till late June. 

Moreover, before the offensive could start, tired men, with tanks and guns, 

had to return from the Balkans to take their place on the starting line. However, 

the extra weeks were beneficial in offering troops more time for training. In 

addition, the Balkan Campaign cemented Hitler’s southern flank, bringing him 

allies in Hungary and Rumania. Some commanders later suggested that having 

to bail out the Italians in Greece caused irreparable damage to ‘Barbarossa’; others 

believed that ‘trouble in the Balkans’ made no difference in the long run. 

For this greatest of trials ever faced by the Germans, the Wehrmacht had at its 

disposal over 200 divisions. Of these, 120 were to make the preliminary attack, 

with 28 others in reserve. From Finland, Rumania, Hungary and Croatia, all 

partners in the venture, came about 30 extra divisions. On the main front, the 

Northern Group had 29 divisions, the Central Group 49 and the Southern 

Group 42. Altogether, seventeen panzer and twelve motorised divisions, includ- 
ing over 3,000 tanks, faced the Russians. Protection from above was offered by 
three air fleets, consisting of some 2,700 aircraft. The movement of this mass of 
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men and material to the East was a huge operation, remarkable for the efficient 
and secretive manner in which it was carried out. 

Hitler moved his headquarters close to the frontline, setting up the Wolfschanze 

(“Wolf's Lair’) in East Prussia. This was to be his home for much of the remainder 
of the war. The crusade against Bolshevism increasingly occupied his time, 

attention and energy — and slowly drained him. 

What forces could the Russians put into the field to meet this threat to their 

nation? “Know your enemy’ is an old military adage, and here the German 

planners committed the cardinal sin of underestimating several aspects of their 

opponents. There was little imbalance in the numbers involved at the start, and 

Hitler believed firmly that quality would prevail over quantity: his forces would 

soon outmanoeuvre and out-punch the solid masses opposite to gain a swift 

victory. Yet if the Russians could soak up the initial punishment and were able 

to hold on, then, helped by the vastness of their country, they could draw on 

enormous reserves. Each year from 1939 over 600,000 men became available for 

call-up. In addition, women played an important role in the armed services and 

millions were ready either to fight actively or to support servicemen in the firing line. 

Ironically, some of the most severe wounds suffered by the Red Army at the 

outbreak of hostilities had been caused between 1937 and 1939. The nation then 

was wracked by aseries of minor revolutions and purges, affecting all levels of life 

in general and the armed services in particular. Vigilance was exercised against 

anyone who failed to carry out the Communist Party’s plans, as secret police 

arrested thousands across the USSR. The effect on the armed forces ‘was 

exceptional, with most of the Army’s General Staff being imprisoned or shot, 

accused of plotting a fascist military conspiracy. The speed of action was 

frightening. On 11 June 1937 Moscow announced that eighteen senior officers 

of the High Command had been charged with treason; on the following day 

came the statement that they had been tried and shot. About 35,000 officers were 

removed, including three of the five Marshals of the Soviet Union. The effect on 

the leadership ofthe Red Army was catastrophic. At the top afterwards were men 

who had served with Stalin since the Bolshevik Revolution but whose ideas 

were outdated. Furthermore, all officers became fearful for their positions and 

therefore hesitant to recommend necessary changes. Military leaders of other 

nations believed that the forces of the Soviet Union had been turned into a 

second-rate team. 

And yet the Russians themselves had an overwhelming faith in the power of 

the Red Army, which was considered to be invincible. The Army always stressed 
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the doctrine of the offensive: attack the enemy at all times. Although the war with 

Finland showed up many inadequacies, there was still a belief that any invader 

would be conquered. Confidence is a worthy quality, but in the modern world 

it required the support of careful planning, strategy and equipment. Therefore, 

reorganisation of the Red Army was begun in the autumn of 1940, introducing 

more mechanised corps and tank divisions, but by June 1941, when the Germans 

attacked, the reforms had not been completed. Figuratively speaking, the 

Russians were caught half-dressed. 

Facing Germany’s three main armies attacking the Russian frontier in June 

1941 were four Soviet army groups, with a further group covering Leningrad. 

The first was stationed in the Baltic Military District, where 26 divisions, of 

which six were armoured, defended mainly the regions of Latvia and Lithuania. 

To the south of this came the Western Military District, where 26 infantry and 

ten armoured divisions guarded the area to the north of the Pripet Marshes. 

South again was the Kiev Military District, protecting the northern Ukraine. 

Fifty-six divisions, six ofthem armoured, covereda frontier zone some 500 miles 

long. Facing the Rumanian frontier was the Odessa Military District, in which 

twelve infantry and two armoured divisions gave cover. 

On paper, the USSR could put out almost 166 divisions, 34 ofthem armoured 

or motorised, for the immediate defence of western Russia. For years, the cloak 

of secrecy has not helped historians to make precise judgements of Soviet power 

that time, but probably in total the Red Army had nearly 240 divisions under arms 

in June 1941. Not all, however, were at full strength and readiness. Guarding the 

skies above Russia was the world’s largest air force numerically. At the time of 

the invasion, nevertheless, it was caught unprepared. To find figures of the exact 

number of aircraft ready for action is not easy, but most machines were either 

obsolete or lacking in quality when compared with the Luftwaffe. Some Germans 

estimated a total of 8,000 aircraft, of which 6,000 were in European Russia; 

others suggested figures of 7,400 and 4,000 respectively; further estimates gave 

the total as 12,000. Russian secrecy at the time kept a veil over true totals. The 

fighters, many designed by Polikarpov, comprised the greatest numbers con- 

fronting the Luftwaffe, but were generally outclassed. Most of the bombers also 

were obsolete at the start of the war, being too slow and under-gunned. They 

were able to offer little support to ground troops. 

The German invasion of 22 June 1941 caught the Russian armed services by 
surprise. Since the war, many people have wondered why. In more recent times, 
Soviet intelligence and espionage departments have been renowned for their 
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capabilities, so what was lacking in that summer ? Much of the answer lies in the 
power exercised by Josef Stalin. The final authority over almost every part of 
Soviet life rested in his hands, and he had absolute control over military matters. 
The extent and awfulness of Hitler’s authority in Germany often occupies the 
minds of people so greatly that they overlook similar qualities of dictatorship 
exercised by Stalin in the USSR. 

Basically, the Russian leadership neither could nor would accept that the 

Germans were preparing to invade their nation. Possibly, when Hitler’s forces 

moved into the Balkans, Stalin believed that the Fiihrer’s interests lay in a 

southerly direction, not eastwards against the USSR. It is probable that the 

Russians could not appreciate that Hitler would attack them before squaring his 

account with the British. Furthermore, in April 1941 Japan and the Soviet Union 

signed a non-aggression pact, settling some differences in the Far East. As Stalin 

already had a similar pact with Germany, dating from 1939, he felt safe on both 

of his main frontiers. He might also have been one of life’s blind optimists, who 

are fortified by believing that disaster will not strike because they do not want it to. 

Stalin was certainly provided with ample evidence that an invasion was 

coming. In March 1941 a Communist spy sent microfilmed German documents 

to Russia, giving details. Russian officials hotly denied reports passed on from 

Britain and the United States and accused those governments of trying to force 

a rift between Germany and the USSR. When one senior Russian intelligence 

officer, believing that Hitler was about to attack, argued with Stalin, he was 

arrested and shot the next day. That encouraged others to keep their counsel. 

When the blow fell, Russian leaders appeared to be amazed. Molotov, the 

Foreign Minister, asked the German ambassador, “Do you think we deserve 

this?’ Stalin apparently commented, ‘Hitler fooled us.’'' In reality, the biter had 

been bitten. For almost the first 22 months ofthe war, in A.J. P. Taylor’s opinion, 

‘Communist parties everywhere used what influence they had to oppose the 

war.’ Consequently, he added, ‘the Comintern became implicitly Nazi Germa- 

ny’s ally.’ While much of Western Europe had been overrun by the Nazi war 

machine, and Britain was struggling to survive, the Russians and Germans had 

developed a close economic relationship. Now the collaborators became sworn 

enemies. 

‘Barbarossa’: The Attack 

At dawn on 22 June 1941 Nazi armies crossed into Soviet territory stretching 

from the Baltic to the Black Sea, while overhead the Luftwaffe began relentless 
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attacks. Under the cover of artillery bombardments, the three main drives 
planned by Hitler began their advance. 

One of the first targets was the Soviet Air Force. German strategists appreci- 
ated that Russian aircraft would have to be overwhelmed ifthe familiar Blitzkrieg 
tactics of Stukas and panzers working closely together were to be carried out. 
Luftwaffe aircraft crossed the frontier and then descended to raid airfields where, 
in many cases, Russian planes were lined up in rows. Few Soviet aircraft managed 

to get airborne, and most of those that did were soon shot down. By midday, the 

Russians had lost over 500 aeroplanes on airfields in the central area alone; more 

than 1,200 Soviet aircraft had been destroyed in all battle areas by the early 

afternoon. The massive destruction of the Red Air Force, with its undertrained 

crews and obsolete aircraft, was one of the greatest air operations seen 

anywhere in the whole war. Within a few hours the balance of aerial striking 

power was radically altered. Following the destruction of so many Soviet 

aircraft, the Luftwaffe was able to adopt its customary role of close support — 

Blitzkrieg. 

Army Group North was allocated the task of driving north-eastwards from 

East Prussia, penetrating into Lithuania, Latvia and then Estonia. The High 

Commandat the start of the year had ordered it to destroy ‘enemy forces fighting 

in the Baltic theatre’, before taking the Baltic ports, then Leningrad and 

Kronstadt. These moves would neutralise the Russian Fleet and open the ports 

as supply bases for further advances. In overall command was Field-Marshal von 

Leeb, with three panzer, three motorised and twenty infantry divisions at his 

disposal, and two other divisions in reserve. Russian forces opposite were more 

concentrated than on any other front, and he knew that his panzers would have 

to hit them speedily to achieve success. Distances were daunting. The first target, 

the river Divina, was 185 miles away, while the second, the town of Ostrov, lay 

150 miles further on. 

In the long run, the drive of the Northern Group was aimed to join up with 

the offensive launched from Finland by the Finnish Army, old opponents of the 

Russians, with German support. At first the Finns enjoyed some success, but 

Soviet troops fought strongly and gradually halted their advance. 

German troops made rapid progress. The Divina crossing was reached in four 

days, followed by the capture of Ostrov on 4 July. In less than three weeks 

advance forces reached the river Luga, only 60 miles from Leningrad. Thousands 

of Russian prisoners were taken and hundreds of tanks destroyed as the German 

progress seemed unstoppable. Panzer forces drove the Red Army out of Estonia 
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before the end of August. They then planned a dash for Leningrad, with the aim 

of capturing the second city of the Soviet Union — which would have been a 

severe blow to Soviet morale. 

At that stage, Hitler’s intervention altered the balance of the offensive. As 

Army Group North moved to isolate Leningrad, the Fiihrer decided to postpone 

the taking of the city. He was now turning his attention back to Moscow. Most 

ofthe panzers in the north were therefore moved to Army Group Centre and the 

siege of Leningrad was left mainly to infantry. Shelling of the city had begun on 

1 September, and over the next fortnight the Russians there were cut off. A 

number of German soldiers there believed that a glorious opportunity of success 

had been thrown away as they dug in. One of history’s greatest and most costly 

sieges then began. Lasting for 900 days, it probably cost the lives of 900,000 

Russians in the city. On Christmas Day 1941 alone, 4,000 starved to death there. 

Such suffering meant little to Hitler. In an earlier directive he ordered Leningrad 

to be ‘wiped off the face of the earth’. It would be razed ‘to the ground by artillery 

and by continuous air attack’. He was not concerned by the problems of feeding 

civilians. ‘In this war for existence we have no interest in keeping even part of 

this great city’s population.’”” 

Some of the greatest early victories in the Russian Campaign were won by 

Army Group Centre, under the leadership of Field Marshal von Bock. At his 

disposal were 51 divisions, including two panzer armies, whose task was to 

launch the main thrust against the Red Army. From the start, all went well. The 

Army Staff were aiming forces at Minsk, then Smolensk, then finally the great 

prize, Moscow. Minsk was taken on 30 June as the Wehrmacht put into brilliant 

effect the carefully laid plans. Russians were outflanked and surrounded by the 

full force of the panzer aggression which had devastated Western Europe. By 9 

July, Army Group Centre claimed to have taken 300,000 prisoners, together 

with 1,400 guns and 2,500 tanks. 

The Germans pushed further forward. A week later they entered Smolensk 

and soon had captured a further 300,000 Russians. The way to Moscow 

beckoned many senior strategists, but Hitler had different ideas. ‘The proposals 
of the Army for the continuation of the operations in the East do not accord with 
my intentions,’ he responded.'* The new objectives were to be the isolation of 
Leningrad in the north, and aiming for grain-growing areas, oil supplies and coal- 
mining regions in the south. Moscow was no longer the most important 
objective. Guderian’s panzers were therefore drafted to Army Group South to 
assist the campaign around Kiev. 
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On the central front, the drive towards Moscow did not regain momentum 
until 2 October with Operation ‘Typhoon’. At first there were again great 
successes, with over 650,000 more prisoners taken, but the coming of rains, 

together with intense Russian resistance, slowed down the advance. When early 
frosts came in November, the offensive restarted, but it ground to a halt only 
twenty miles from Moscow. By the end of the month the great prize was 
tantalisingly close, but still out of the Germans’ reach. 

Many of the most spectacular advances in the early Russian Campaign were 

made by Army Group South, where 33 divisions were commanded by Field- 

Marshal von Rundstedt. In launching the third onslaught into the USSR, his 

immediate target was the ancient city of Kiev, third largest in the Soviet Union. 

Beyond that lay further wide grain-growing lands of the Ukraine. 

German forces moved with customary speed. By early July they had broken 

through Russian defences, taking 100,000 prisoners at Uman. Further south, 

Rumanian armies advanced towards Odessa, on the Black Sea coast. Then 

Guderian’s panzers were brought in from Army Group Centre to open the way 

to Kiev, afterwards driving towards the great industrial region of Kharkov. Ina 

brilliant campaign from late August to early September the Wehrmacht cut off 

enormous numbers of Russians around Kiev which were then methodically 

ground down. Altogether over 500,000 Soviet troops were killed or captured in 

the worst defeat ever suffered by the Red Army. By the end of September the 

Russians had lost about one-third of their original strength. 

With such overwhelming victories under their belt, von Rundstedt’s forces 

pushed on. They aimed for Kharkov and Rostov, which were taken in October and 

November respectively. By then another 100,000 Russian prisoners were in the bag. 

Consequently, by the end of November, in the space of five months, 

‘Barbarossa’ had achieved astounding success. German troops had occupied 

thousands of square miles of Soviet territory, reaching to the outskirts of the 

USSR’s two largest cities. The Russians had lost some 7,000 aircraft. Over four 

and a half millon men of the Red Army had been killed or wounded, with a 

further 3,800,000 captured. Victories gained by the Wehrmacht were of such 

stunning proportions that Hitler’s men appeared poised for complete victory. 

How could any nation receive such a battering without going under? As early 

as 3 July Halder believed that ‘Barbarossa’ had been won in fourteen days. All 

would be over shortly. 

Below the trappings of success, nonetheless, lurked dark elements for the 

Germans. Cracks were appearing in their campaign, which, in reality, was falling 
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short of expectations. In the first place, ‘Barbarossa’ had failed in its first objective 

of annihilating the Red Army: in spite of tremendous losses, the Russians 

appeared to have an inexhaustible reserve of manpower which could be 

produced at crucial moments. Hitler sat like a chess player, removing his 

opponent’s pieces from the board at will in the early weeks, only to find them 

rapidly replaced. Halder’s diary on 11 August had a less optimistic tone. The 

High Command’s estimate of 200 Red Army divisions at the start of the 

campaign had now risen to 360. ‘True, they are not armed or equipped up to our 

standard, and tactically they are often handled in inferior fashion — but they are 

there!’'* Hitler’s gamble had failed. 

The Russians were tough and resilient. Although outmanoeuvred, they 

fought fiercely, with an ability to soak up punishment. They were ‘indifferent to 

weather, hunger and thirst,’ according to one German general, ‘and almost as 

indifferent to life and losses, pestilence and famine.’ He added that Russian 

civilians were tough, but their soldiers even tougher. In fact, during the whole 

of the Second World War the Germans met no hardier opponents. 

Secondly, neither Moscow nor Leningrad was taken. The capture of either 

would have been a devastating blow to Soviet spirit, but they now lay tantalis- 

ingly just out ofreach. Here, German generals later apportioned blame to Hitler’s 

interference and change of aims. Should Leningrad be taken first? Would it be 

best to strike towards the industrial and oil producing regions in the south? Could 

Moscow be occupied before the end of the year? Vacillation led to failure on all 

three fronts. 

So much is often made of the extent of Russian losses that the effect of battle 

on the German armed services is overlooked. By the end of 1941 the Wehrmacht 

had suffered almost one million casualties; about 150,000 of these occurred in 

three weeks from mid-November. Under the pressure of constant action, tank 

and artillery units lost equipment which could not easily be replaced. In addition, 

thousands of horses, vital to the army’s transport, were killed or starved. The 

General Staff, far from the front line, sometimes tried to employ divisions which 

were, in effect, down to half or less of their original strength. By the same token, 

the Luftwaffe had taken heavy casualties during ‘Barbarossa’, with an average loss 

of 750 aircraft and 300 aircrew each month. The air support so vital for the 

German campaign had diminished seriously at the end of the year. 

A further blow to the German Army struck the leadership before the end of 
the year. Von Rundstedt was relieved ofhis command for ordering a withdrawal. 
In front of Moscow, von Bock was replaced. Field Marshal von Brauchitsch, the 
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Supreme Commander, became ill and retired. All had earned the Fiihrer’s 
disapproval. By early 1942 several new faces had appeared in the command 
structure as the pressure of war took its toll on military leaders. 

Another factor affecting the Wehrmacht was distance. ‘The spaces seemed 
endless,’ wrote a German general, ‘the horizon nebulous.’ The landscape was 
depressingly monotonous, with endless vistas of marshland, plains and forests. 
For best effect, as in Poland and France, panzer warfare required more limited 

areas. Because of Russia’s geography, the front widened as German forces 

advanced. Consequently, even enveloping pincer movements which trapped 

thousands of soldiers of the Red Army allowed many others to slip through the 

net. And all the time the Wehrmacht was moving further from its sources of 

supply. 

In the occupied territories, many Russian civilians fought on, together with 

soldiers who had been cut off during the retreat. Defeat was not accepted 

passively, so they became partisans, operating behind the battle lines. The 

Central Committee of the Communist Party laid down their task as ‘making 

conditions intolerable for the German invaders, [and] disorganising their com- 

munications and transport and their army units’. They were to kill ‘both the 

occupying troops and their accomplices’. Partisans themselves vowed to take 

revenge forthe ‘torture, violence and humiliation wreaked on my people’. In the 

early months their efforts were small, but these grew in effect as the war 

progressed. The German response was savage: any partisans were killed if 

captured, in order to spread fear and terror to others. 

Behind the Wehrmacht came Himmler’s SS Einsatzgruppen (killing squads), 

whose task was to subjugate the defeated people. Apart from slaughtering those 

who were viewed as political opponents, which they did ruthlessly, they 

mounted an immediate hunt for Jews. In same cases, as in the Baltic states where 

anti-Semitism was strong, they encouraged local people to do the killing. 

Elsewhere the SS did the job themselves. They experimented with various forms 

of elimination, from shooting to gassing, searching for the most economic 

method. The business had to be cost-effective. The SS murder squads followed 

the Army’s advance like a virus. 

Asthe Russians retreated, they removed or destroyed industrial and economic 

resources. They had seen the way in which the Germans had taken over the 

productive capacity of occupied nations in Europe — for example, the Czech 

armament industry. This would not be allowed to happen in the USSR. More 

than 1,500 factories, with industrial plant and workers, were moved east, usually 
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by rail, beyond the Ural mountains. There they re-started production to service 

the armed forces. In areas of occupied Russia, Stalin ordered a ‘scorched earth’ 

policy, so that anything ofuse to the invaders was burnt or destroyed. Nota single 

railway engine, loaf of bread or can of oil should be left. 

Towards the end of the year the Germans faced a new opponent — ‘General 

Winter’. The lack of good roads in the western USSR now became a benefit to 

the Russians. The coming of rains had already slowed up the advance, turning 

battlefields into quagmires. Then the temperature fell rapidly and snow arrived. 

‘Death came with icy pinions and stood at our elbow,’ wrote a German soldier."° 

Men clothed and equipped for asummer campaign suffered from frostbite, while 

machinery would not operate. Guderian noted that fires had to be lit under tanks 

in order to start the engines, while fuel froze. By 13 November the temperature 

had dropped to —8°F; on 4 December, near Moscow, it had fallen to—31°F. An 

American correspondent in the city noted that the cold was paralysing. “The cold 

was inside our clothes. It was inside our bones.’'° 

What happened to the hundreds of thousands of Russian prisoners who had 

been collected so easily during the great advance? Some German economists 

wanted them to be drafted to the Reich as farm labourers or factory workers, but 

Hitler refused. They were kept in the East in vast, poorly equipped prisoner-of- 

war camps, where many froze or starved to death. Communists and Jews were 

shot. One Wehrmacht officer believed that he could hear packs of dogs howling. 

Upon investigating, he discovered thousands of Russian prisoners at the point of 

death, their faces dried up as they moaned for food. By the following February, 

of the 3,800,000 prisoners taken, just over one million were still alive. The dead 

were dumped in mass graves. 

Then, in December 1941, two events occurred, thousands of miles apart, 

which were to have a lasting effect on Nazi Germany and on the course of the 

war. On the 5th an unexpected and unwelcome blow fell on forward units of the 

Wehrmacht in the vicinity of Moscow. Out of the blue, the Russians launched a 

great counter-offensive. Their new commander was General Zhukov, then a 

virtually unknown officer, yet a supremely competent leader. Over the previous 

weeks, undetected by German intelligence, the Red Army had gathered a force 

of 100 divisions, many fresh to battle, which were well equipped and warmly 

clad. Zhukov now unleashed this force, gathered from the seemingly inexhaust- 

ible supply of manpower, on to tired enemy divisions over a front of 200 miles. 
Their success was immediate. In places the Germans were rolled back over 100 
miles during a campaign that lasted into the following month. The threat to 
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Moscow was lifted. For the Wehrmacht, there were fears of a retreat of Napo- 
leonic proportions which could turn into a rout, but gradually the line held. The 
effect on Nazi morale, nevertheless, was long-lasting. The apparently defeated 
Russian armies had struck back with a power and resolve unimagined by Hitler and 
his General Staff. They would learn more about Zhukov and his methods later. 

Two days into the offensive, thousands of miles away in the middle of the 
Pacific Ocean, an air raid occurred which ultimately brought disaster to Hitler 

and his ‘Grand Design’ for the Third Reich. On the early morning of Sunday 7 

December Japanese aircraft attacked the American Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, 

launching those two nations into war. Hitler, angered by the aid increasingly 

given to the British by the Americans, decided to honour the Tripartite Pact and 

support Japan. Therefore, on 11 December, in front ofa cheering Reichstag, he 

declared war on the United States. Noticeably, however, the canny Japanese did 

not reciprocate by taking up arms against Russia. 

Germany had begun the year 1941 with only a weakened and blitzed Britain, 

and a defiant Greece, standing as opponents in a European conflict. The year 

ended with the Britain still unbeaten, but now engaged in a world war. On one 

side were the Axis powers— Germany, Italy and Japan, supported by some minor 

vassal states; on the other were the Allies — Britain and her helpers, together with 

the USSR and the USA, on both of whom Hitler had declared war. Like a man 

emboldened by drink, the Fiihrer appeared ready to fight anyone. 

1942 and Stalingrad 

During the early months of 1942 the war in Russia was still largely governed by 

bitter winter weather. Along the whole Eastern Front, from Leningrad to the 

Black Sea, the Red Army and the Wehrmacht had fought themselves almost to a 

standstill. The extreme climate had a paralysing effect on the movement of both 

armies, but the heavy losses suffered had sapped the ability of many formations 

to fight to their capacity. On the one side were the Wehrmacht, used to victory 

and still puzzled that the Soviet Union had not collapsed. On the other side were 

the Red Army, ever confident that any invader of their homeland would be 

smashed, although wary of the beatings they had already taken. The war of 

attrition had drained both, but they were equally determined to make the year 

1942 decisive in their own favour. 

With the resignation of von Brauchitsch, made a scapegoat for failure, Hitler 

became Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces in December 1941. From 

then until the end of the war he controlled all activity, dismissing senior officers 
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who disagreed with his policies or bullying others into submission, and appoint- 

ing men who were prepared to follow his orders without question. That in itself 

was quite an achievement fora man who had served as a corporal on the Western 

Front in the First World War. However, this led the German nation into deeper 

trouble as he ignored or rejected wise advice given by senior officers whose 

lifetimes had been spent studying the science of war. 

One of these, Halder, the Chief of Staff, noted on 25 March 1942 the extent 

of German losses in the Eastern Campaign. Casualties totalled over 32,000 

officers and one million other ranks, which was about one-third of those who 

had started ‘Barbarossa’ only nine months earlier. Of the 162 German divisions 

in Russia, only eight were ina position to take the offensive immediately. Losses 

ofequipment had also been heavy, with almost 3,500 tanks destroyed, while only 

873 replacements had arrived. At that time, on the whole of the Eastern Front, 

only 140 tanks were ready for action. 

Hitler had developed a form of megalomania for overthrowing what he 

termed ‘Jewish Bolshevism’. In spite ofall difficulties and setbacks, he set down 

his plans for action in 1942 during a conference held in the previous November. 

‘First of all the Caucasus. Objective: Russia’s southern borders. Time: March to 

April,’ he announced. ‘In the north after the close of this year’s campaign, 

Volgoda or Gorki, but only at the end of May.’'’ He had decided to put his 

offensive back on the rails as soon as possible, still convinced that the Wehrmacht 

had the power to defeat the USSR. This was written before the opening of 

Zhukov’s counter-offensive which saved Moscow. Yet by the end of February 

1942 that offensive, after early successes, had come to a halt. Hitler’s hopes rose 

again. 

On 5 April he issued Directive No 41, setting goals for each of the three main 

Army Groups on the Eastern Front. This order showed clearly his priorities for 

the next stages of the war. Army Group North was to launch a limited offensive 

against Leningrad, aiming to link up with the Finnish Army. Inside Leningrad, 

where hundreds of people starved to death weekly, and some survivors ate 

vegetable scraps or wallpaper, the siege would continue. Army Group Centre 

was to be largely on the defensive, with the capture of Moscow now no more 

than a distant hope. The main action was reserved for Army Group South, who 
were given distances to cover which evoked memories of the campaigns of 
Alexander the Great. 

The reason for this new policy becomes obvious through a study of Hitler’s 
fears at the time. His particular concern was that the German war machine was 
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running short of oil. That was the message impressed on him by economists, so 
he therefore looked away to the south as well as to the east. His directive spoke 
of ‘destroying the enemy before the Don, in order to secure the Caucasian 
oilfields and the passes through the Caucasus mountains themselves’.'* Later in 
the year he told a senior general that if oil were not obtained, ‘then I must end 
this war’.'” What he appeared to overlook were the vast distances involved in 
reaching the oilfields. The nearest, at Maikop, lay over 200 miles away from his 

forward troops, while the furthest, at Baku, were over 700 miles ahead. 

Moreover, with the Russians following a ‘scorched earth’ policy, the wells 

would be destroyed long before the Wehrmacht arrived. Like a character in The 

Glass Menagerie, Hitler had ‘fallen in love with long distance’. 

Before the great drive south could begin, other military moves were necessary. 

In May and June the German Eleventh Army finally overran the Crimea, 

capturing Sevastopol and the Kerch peninsula, after savage fighting. Then, when 

Marshal Timoshenko’s armies counter-attacked near Kharkov, their moves 

ended in disaster. Almost 200,000 were taken prisoner and many tanks were lost. 

Consequently, just before the great German offensive to the south, code-named 

Operation ‘Blue’, began, the Wehrmacht was in good heart. In the field, German 

soldiers believed that they could gain a good result. 

In July, Hitler’s Directive No 45 divided Army Group South into two —a 

north and a south battle group. Both were to launch simultaneous offensives. 

The former was to drive eastwards towards the Don river, having in its sights a 

city whose name would soon echo round the world and ring a death-knell in 

German ears. This was Stalingrad. The latter group was to sweep southwards into 

the Caucasus, towards the distant oilfields. Here, however, lay the seeds of a 

future disaster. Too much was being asked of too few men, with too few vehicles 

over too great a distance. Although the southern group made advances over 

hundreds of miles into the Caucasus, its supply lines were quickly over- 

extended. In places the group came to a halt. “The prime causes,’ wrote a 

historian later, ‘were a shortage of fuel and an abundance of mountains.’*’ 

To the student of the map it appeared that the German Army was occupying 

vast tracts of the USSR, but the reality was ominous. The northern group, 

advancing towards Stalingrad, found the going increasingly tough. For both 

sides the city came to represent an icon of Communism. Stalin, who had fought 

there in 1919 during the Russian Civil War, was adamant that the place should 

not fall to the enemy. Hitler was equally determined to occupy and holdit, before 

driving on further east. In August, the Germans were sufficiently close for the 
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Luftwaffe to launch heavy raids on the city, reducing the centre to rubble. Half 

of all German aircraft on the Eastern Front were employed in that area. 

The Fiihrer’s tunnel vision over Stalingrad brought increasing pressure to his 

troops on the ground. At first, the move towards the city was to be only a holding 

operation, guarding the flank of the advance into the Caucasus. Then obsession 

took over. The benefits of panzer warfare were thrown aside. Panzer divisions 

enjoyed success when they had space to manoeuvre, racing forward to outflank 

orsurround opponents. At Stalingrad, however, the army was slowly sucked into 

the vortex ofasmall space, where the grinding attrition of infantry fighting suited 

the Russians. Throughout September and October the struggle increased in 

intensity and German losses rose. For example, between 21 August and 16 

October the Sixth Army alone suffered 40,000 casualties. By late October most 

of the devastated city had been captured, but the Russians held on doggedly. 

Increasingly the Luftwaffe was called on not only to attack the enemy but also to 

carry supplies to the Wehrmacht. 

Every factory and house had to be fought for. Within a house, each room and 

cellar could change hands several times a day. The taking of a heap of rubble 

would be counted a minor victory. A single house was fought over for fifteen 

days; by the third day it contained 54 German corpses. Areas were measured not 

by distance, but by bodies, as troops used mortars and grenades, machine guns 

and bayonets. In this maelstrom, the toughness of the Russian soldier was shown 

constantly. A panzer general remarked that ‘life is not precious to him. He is 

immune to the most incredible hardships, and does not even appear to notice 

them; he seems equally indifferent to bombs and shells.”*! To assist him, the Sixth 

Army’s commander, General Paulus, had special engineer and police detach- 

ments, experienced in demolition operations and street combat. The Russians 

matched their every move. Red Army Storm Detachments created killing zones 

where they operated successfully, using tommy-guns and grenades. 

At the start of operations Paulus led seventeen divisions, comprising about 

250,000 men. Although their great fortitude and skill carried them right into the 

city, their final lack of progress put them increasingly in a dangerous position. 
Supply lines were difficult to keep open. Yet any suggestion to Hitler that it 
would be prudent to withdraw the Sixth Army was met with scorn. It was 
ordered to fight until victory — or death. The Fiihrernow treated the taking of the 
city as a matter of personal prestige. Opposite the Germans, the Russians slowly 
and methodically gathered some of their enormous reserves of soldiers, waiting 
for the chance to counter-attack. The Russian 62nd Army, under General 
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Chuikov, which had fought desperately to cling on, had been reinforced with six 
fresh divisions by the end of October. New tanks, aircraft and guns were drafted in. 

The crippling blow fell on the Germans on 19 November, when Russian 
armies advanced ina large pincer movement to surround Stalingrad. One reason 
for their success was that some attacks fell on nearby areas held by troops of 
Germany’s allies. The Third and Fourth Rumanian Armies and the Italian 

Eighth Army were strong on paper, but some lacked the fighting spirit and skill 

of German soldiers. Soon they gave way under pressure, and by the 23rd of the 

month Russian spearheads had closed the trap round the Sixth Army. Hitler 

made much of leading a European crusade against Bolshevism and, as the war 

progressed, contingents from a number of nations served on the Eastern Front. 

Apart from Italians, Hungarians and Rumanians, the Spanish sent a division. 

Some volunteers appeared from France, Belgium, Holland and other lands to 

serve with the SS as auxiliaries. Under front-line pressure, few could match the 

fighting qualities of German troops. At Stalingrad this was an important factor in 

sealing the fate of the Sixth Army. 

Subsequently, eleven weeks of purgatory followed for the trapped men. The 

Red Army fed in extra forces to tighten the python grip exerted on their prey. 

The Luftwaffe, in spite of wild promises made by Goring, was unable to fly in 

sufficient supplies. An attempted relief offensive by panzers in mid-December 

ended in failure. By then the Sixth Army lacked the power to break out from the 

crushing pressure, which grew by the day. From January 1943, the southern 

battle group’s earlier drive forward into the Caucasus was in full retreat as its 

flanks were threatened by Russian advances near Stalingrad. No help could come 

from that direction. 

Messages exchanged between Paulus and Hitler show the difference of 

appreciation between the commander in action and his distant superior far 

behind the front line. On 23 November the former reported that ‘ammunition 

and fuel are coming to an end. Numerous tanks and batteries have shot 

themselves dry.’? He sought permission to break out and save his men. The 

Fiihrerreplied that the Sixth Army ‘has been temporarily encircled’. He promised 

to ‘do everything to supply it accordingly and to relieve it in time’. He closed by 

telling ‘the brave Sixth Army and its Commander-in-Chief to do its duty.” 

On 8 January 1943 the Russians invited Paulus to surrender. His situation was 

desperate, they pointed out. His men were ‘suffering from hunger, sickness and 

cold. The cruel Russian winter has scarcely yet begun.’ Paulus again asked Hitler 

for freedom of action in dealing with his opponents. The Frihrer refused. Two 
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days later, the Red Army launched the final phase of the attack on the depleted 

and dispirited Germans. The desperation of the trapped men can be judged from 

the Sixth Army’s daily situation reports. On 14 January they announced that 

‘only half of the forcés now have 200 grams of bread.’ One German prisoner told 

his captors, ‘We’ve eaten our cavalry.’ Men were fighting with bare steel because 

ammunition was exhausted. A later report mentioned 20,000 wounded ‘uncared 

for [and] seeking shelter in ruins’, together with starving and frost-bitten 

soldiers without weapons. Again, the Russians offered an opportunity to 

surrender. Hitler would not be moved. ‘Surrender is forbidden,’ he told Paulus. 

Troops were to make ‘an unforgettable contribution’ to ‘the salvation of the Western 

world’ by fighting ‘to the last man and the last round’.” 

About a week later, most of the trapped army surrendered, being incapable of 

further resistance. A few were defiant to the end, sending messages of support to 

the Fiihrer. Of the quarter ofa million men who had started out on the campaign, 

about 90,000 went into captivity, including 24 generals. Most never again saw 

their homeland. The Red Army, growing in power and experience, had won a 

crucial victory by skill, determination and courage. The sacrifice of the Sixth 

Army was a terrible waste of lives, yet its stubborn resistance tied in such large 

Soviet forces that the rest of the Eastern Front was saved from greater disaster. The 

defeat was also a blow to the Luftwaffe, which lost 500 aircraft in that region alone. 

In the context of the Second World War, Stalingrad was a turning-point on 

mainland Europe to match the effect of the Battle of Midway in the Pacific and 

the Battle of El Alamein in North Africa. These three stand out as marking a 

change in the direction of the war. Not long after the surrender at Stalingrad, the 

Russian offensive came to a halt and German counter-attacks pushed the Red 

Army back in places. By then, however, damage had been done to the reputation 

of the previously unstoppable Wehrmacht. 

Stalingrad and the Allies 

The victory at Stalingrad was a boon to the Allies, whose forces had previously 

enjoyed few successes. However, it deepened a rift which had been growing 

between the Soviet Union on the one hand, and Britain and the United States 

on the other. The nations were strange bedfellows. Foryears there had been little 
love lost between Communist Russia and capitalist America and Britain. The 
common factor now was the enmity of Germany and Italy, so both followed the 
old Orthodox proverb: when faced with danger, you can ‘walk with the devil 
until you have crossed the bridge’. 
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By 1942 the Russians believed — and they made their opinion forcefully 
known — that they alone were carrying the main burden of war. Why, they 
demanded, did American and British forces not invade the Continent at the 

western end, opening a Second Front? This would take the pressure offthe Red 
Army. Their argument sounded powerful — but was it? 

The Russians, being a mainly land-based nation, failed to see that the United 
Kingdom and the United States, with different geographical and historical 

backgrounds, had world-wide commitments and interests. By the end of 

Stalingrad both had been heavily engaged in the war with Japan, a campaign in 

which the USSR played no part. Already, the Americans had negotiated one of 

the Second World War’s main turning-points by not losing the Battle of 

Midway. British, Commonwealth and American troops had gained victories in 

North Africa, the most notable being the Eighth Army’s triumph at El Alamein. 

They were within a few months of clearing Axis forces from the continent and 

taking about 170,000 prisoners. The unceasing Battle of the Atlantic, crucial for 

supplies reaching the United Kingdom, was causing heavy Allied losses. Bomber 

Command’s offensive against the German homeland was developing. Such 

contributions, however, cut little ice with the Russians, who thought in terms 

only of a land war of attrition on the continental mainland. 

In the meantime, both Britain and the United States were sending large 

quantities of vital war materials to the USSR. Some travelled by the hazardous 

sea route via the North Cape to Murmansk, while others travelled overland 

through Persia. Up to 1 July 1943 the US despatched 81,000 vehicles, 3,200 

tanks and 2,600 aircraft; Britain sent 2,000 planes and 2,600 tanks. Many other 

items, from food to telephones, and from aluminium to rubber, were conveyed. 

Through the exigencies of war, not all arrived, but those numbers were 

provided. 

To have opened a poorly planned Second Front would have courted disaster. 

A second Dunkirk could well have followed. Such an undertaking required 

extensive and thorough preparation, using greater resources than were available 

in 1942. Some British people were stung by the demand for a Second Front. By 

February 1943, they recollected, the United Kingdom had been at war for 41 

months and Russia for only nineteen. They asked where the First Front had been 

when there was a Second Front in 1939 and 1940. The Russians then had readily 

cooperated with the Germans to overrun Poland, while Britain and France were 

fighting Nazism. The controversy over the Second Front continued until it was 

launched in June 1944. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE FAR EAST, 1941-1942 

The United States before Pearl Harbor 

At the outbreak of the European war in September 1939, most Americans 

believed far more strongly in the cause of France and Britain than they did in 

Germany’s. They had watched the expansion of Nazi power and could see that 

Hitler’s ambitions were worrying, especially to smaller nations. There was a 

widespread moral support for the Allies. And there the concern ended. Most 

Americans were adamant that the United States should not enter the war. Many 

felt that their nation’s duty had been performed in 1917, when the United States 

went on the march against Germany. The Europeans themselves, they believed, 

had made a hash of peace settlements and had created conditions which led to the 

disagreements of the 1930s. To the majority of Americans, the troubles on the 

further side of the Atlantic Ocean were not their business. The old nations of 

Europe would have to settle their own problems without the shedding of 

American blood. Therefore, there had been small wonder expressed when 

Roosevelt, at the time of the Munich Conference in 1938, said that America ‘has 

no political involvements in Europe, and will assume no obligations in the 

conduct of the present negotiations’. 

The position adopted by the United States at the time is not difficult to 

appreciate. The nation, Janus-like, had to face in two directions simultaneously. 

In the east, they viewed European affairs from behind the wide frontier of the 

Atlantic Ocean; to the west, there was concern with the growing power and 

aggression of Japan, seen across the even wider frontier of the Pacific Ocean, 

which was an area of far greater interest to the United States. From behind such 

broad geographical defences, Americans could make moral pronouncements on 

the evils of war and on the faults of other governments without being directly 

involved. Inside the United States, pressure groups expressed strong opinions at 

election times, affecting the policies of president and Congress alike. For 

example, German, Italian, Jewish and Catholic communities all made their 
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views known on such matters as the troubles in Abyssinia and Spain, the Munich 
Crisis and Hitler’s treatment of the Jews. In the 1930s, Neutrality Acts at first 
forbade the export of munitions to nations at war, then allowed them only ifthey 
were paid for in cash and carried in the belligerents’ own vessels. 

In September 1939, as war began, Roosevelt said that the United States ‘will 
remain a neutral nation’. However, knowing that many Americans favoured the 
Allies, he added that they would not remain detached in their thoughts. ‘Even 

a neutral cannot be asked to close his mind or his conscience.’ The president also 

appealed to each combatant government, asking it ‘to affirm its determination 

that its armed forces shall in no event and under no circumstances undertake 

bombardment from the air of civilian populations and unfortified cities’ — 

provided that its opponents did likewise.! 

This attitude was sustained throughout the last months of 1939 and the first 

five months of the next year. The Americans continued as distant watchers while 

Hitler overran Poland, the Finnish War occurred, then Norway and Denmark 

were invaded. Their outlook changed, however, when the Germans launched 

their Western Campaign in May 1940. The Wehrmacht’s steamroller success, 

followed by the Dunkirk evacuation and the collapse of France, brought a new 

dimension to the war. The Atlantic Ocean was the new frontier with Nazism. 

The only nation now standing between Germany and total success in the 

Western Campaign was the United Kingdom. If Britain should fall, Hitler’s 

forces would be facing the eastern seaboard of the United States. They might 

invade South America. From bases in, say, the Azores, German bombers could 

be within range of New York. 

Consequently, the reasons for helping Britain were not entirely altruistic: they 

also were prompted by reasons of security for the United States itself. At that 

stage, many Americans knew in their hearts that their nation was bound 

eventually to be drawn into the war. The great worry was that their own armed 

forces were small in number and unprepared. Therefore, the sleeping giant of 

industry in the United States was roused to begin a massive production of war 

materials. While the Germans were advancing through France, Roosevelt 

pressed Congress to vote $5 billion to modernise the army and expand aircraft 

production. As the British were withdrawing from Dunkirk, the president 

warned that ‘not one continent or two continents, but all continents, may 

become involved in a world-wide war’.? Congress then agreed to spend a further 

$1.7 billion. Although slow at the start, the overall competence and size of 

American industry, especially with its experience of vehicle production, gradu- 
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ally overtook the output of any other nation. Where the United States had 

produced 5,800 aircraft in 1939, the figures for 1940 and 1941 were 12,800 and 

26,200 respectively. Nevertheless, although American society was being put on 

a war footing, popular feeling was still against taking the final step of active 

combat. 

Instead, the United States channelled its growing dislike of Nazi policy into 

providing help for Britain, although, for the British, the assistance could not 

come quickly enough. Rifles, aircraft and food were sent, and 50 old American 

destroyers were exchanged for some British bases in the Western Hemisphere. 

At all times, especially as a presidential election in November was in the offing, 

Roosevelt had to step carefully for fear of offending isolationists. However, 

American public opinion sided increasingly with Britain, especially after the 

latter’s powers of resistance were demonstrated during the Battle of Britain and 

the Night Blitz. 

Fighting wars is a costly business, and soon Britain’s financial resources were 

virtually exhausted. By December 1940 the United Kingdom had less than half 

ofthe money needed to buy the arms required. Therefore asystem of Lend-Lease 

was devised to ensure that Britain could fight on. The move, which broke the 

spirit but not the letter of the Neutrality Laws, was opposed by isolationists. 

When eventually it was passed, the plan suited both sides, but was a step nearer 

war for the United States. “We must be the great arsenal of democracy,’ 

Roosevelt announced on 29 December 1940, pleased that his nation was still at 

peace although contributing to the fight against Hitler. Cooperation between 

Britain and the United States, both in war planning and in the provision of 

materials, grew at a fast rate. 

Throughout 1941, the United States was drawn deeper into the Battle of the 

Atlantic, where British convoys carrying food and supplies were attacked by 

German U-boats and bombers. The US Navy began to protect vessels sailing in 

the ‘defensive waters’ of the United States, and soon minor, though provocative, 

incidents occurred between American destroyers and German submarines. And 

yet no declared war broke out between the two nations, because neither wanted 

to fight. The Americans feared that hostilities with Germany would bring in 
Japan, through the terms of the Axis Tripartite Pact. For his part, Hitler was busy 
preparing for, then launching, the invasion of Russia and did not want the added 

burden of tackling the USA. 

The event which finally drew the United States into war had nothing to do 
with the occurrences in Europe or North Africa, or the unrelenting Battle of the 
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Atlantic. Instead, it occurred in the Far East and has been registered as one of the 
most deadly blows ever suffered by the Americans. 

Why the Japanese Attacked 

Japan’s hopes of becoming Asia’s super-power became brighter when the 
European war began in 1939. Senior officers of the Army and Navy anticipated 
benefits coming their way. France, Britain and Holland, all colonial powers, 

would have to concentrate their attentions at home and that could provide 

openings for the Japanese on the other side of the world. That had happened in 

the First World War: it could occur again. 

In less than a year, these ambitions came closer to realisation. By the end of 

June 1940 the Germans had overrun Holland and France; Britain appeared ready 

to receive the last rites. The Japanese Army, locked in the throes of a grinding 

conflict with China, saw opportunities of obtaining new bases for that war. The 

first European nation to be brought under pressure was France. The new Vichy 

government, which had no power left to oppose anyone, soon gave way, on 29 

August 1940, by allowing Japanese forces to occupy towns in the north of French 

Indo-China. They were also permitted to build eight airfields there, within 

range of Chinese Nationalist targets. The British, who were under intense threat 

in Europe, agreed to close the Burma Road, a supply route for China, and 

withdrew garrisons from Shanghai and Tientsin. Japanese aims were being 

achieved without the firing of a shot. 

However, by then Japanese leaders realised that war with the United States and 

other colonial powers was inevitable. In the past the Americans had been loud 

in their condemnation of Japan’s actions but had done nothing. The strong spirit 

of isolationism restricted America’s direct involvement in the Far East. But the 

landings in Indo-China altered US policy. The United States decided to fight by 

employing economic, instead of military, measures. An embargo was enforced 

on the export of scrap steel and of oil, both of which were vital to the Japanese 

economy: about three-quarters of the scrap steel and four-fifths of the oil used 

in Japan came from supplies controlled by the United States. The embargo 

shocked and angered Japan’s government, but certainly did not cause them to 

withdraw. Such a move would have involved too great a ‘loss of face’. 

On the contrary, Japan’s power was further extended in September 1940 by 

the signing of the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy. This Rome—Berlin— 

Tokyo treaty promised help from the other two for any one of them attacked by 

a state not already involved in the European war. For example, the Japanese 
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could now be assured of backing from Germany and Italy in the event of trouble 

with the Americans. The strength of this new type of insurance policy gave Japan 

confidence in pushing harder for its aims. 

By then, various other powers were growing increasingly worried over 

Japanese policy in the Far East. The war in China was seen as an example of 

aggression and repression. As the conflict continued, nearby territories were 

threatened. Therefore, over the next months, defence talks were held by British, 

Australian and Dutch officials, with the Americans joining in during January | 

1941. The British re-opened the Burma Road, while the USA sent a volunteer 

squadron, the ‘Flying Tigers’, to help Chinese air defence. Both the Dutch and 

the Americans refused to sell extra oil to Japan. 

Two events in 1941, nevertheless, gave the Japanese further confidence to go 

for their aims. In April, they signed a neutrality agreement with the Russians, 

which eased the pressure for them on the Manchurian border. Then, in June, 

came Hitler’s onslaught on the USSR. With the Red Army now heavily 

engaged in Europe, Japanese forces were released for further operations in south- 

east Asia. 

Japanese minds were concentrated on two main themes. The first was the 

seemingly endless war with China, waged ruthlessly by the Army and Air Force: 

Connected with this came the second, which was the thirst for oil required, 

particularly, by the Imperial Navy, to drive ships’ engines. The nation’s supply 

of 50 million barrels in 1939 had dropped to 40 million barrels by mid-1941. By 

then, 12,000 tons were being consumed each day. A turning point came at the 

end of July 1941 when the French government allowed Japanese troops into 

southern Indo-China. Roosevelt froze Japanese assets in the United States, and 

Britain and Holland followed suit. There was now an even more powerful 

economic stranglehold round the neck of the Japanese government, whose 

response would come through open war. One Japanese admiral later admitted 

that when they had signed the Tripartite Pact, then had entered southern Indo- 

China, they ‘had already burned the bridges behind us on the march towards the 

anticipated war with the United States of America and Great Britain’.* 

As the American government adopted a stronger resolve, a note was des- 

patched to Tokyo on 17 August 1941. If the Japanese government tried to 
dominate neighbouring countries by force, then the Americans would ‘be 

compelled to take immediately any and all steps’ which would be required for 
‘the safety and security of the United States’. In particular, the US wanted four 
moves from Japan, all of which were inherently unacceptable to her military and 
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naval commanders. They were told first to end the war against China, then to 
renounce the Tripartite Pact, then to evacuate Indo-China, and lastly to employ 
peaceful means to solve problems.‘ As the US set out to enforce these demands 
through economic sanctions, not by armed force, the solution for the Japanese 
was easier. All they had to do was to take the raw materials they required from 
local sources by military power — problem solved! To Japanese eyes, American 

sanctions were a form of blackmail used against proper and legitimate ambitions. 

Nonetheless, a fog of diplomacy still shrouded dealings with the United States. 

The Japanese prime minister at the time was Prince Konoye. His views were 

comparatively temperate among a group of service commanders who could see 

no way forward without war. Several times he appealed to Roosevelt for 

discussion and moderation, but the Americans, who had broken the Japanese 

naval codes, knew that the ‘tigers’ leading the armed forces were by now hell- 

bent on conflict. These men were convinced that unless Japan rapidly obtained 

new sources of raw materials, the nation’s economy would grind to a halt. In 

October 1941 Konoye was replaced by General Tojo. Under him, although 

diplomatic talks continued, plans for the forthcoming offensive were finalised, 

with troops, ships and aircraft moved into position. While the talks were in 

progress, the Japanese foreign minister warned that they were ‘our last effort’. 

Their success, or failure, would ‘have an immense effect on the destiny of the 

Empire of Japan’. He could not have realised how prophetic these words would 

prove to be. 

To solve the oil crisis, military leaders knew that action would have to open 

in December 1941. The one person who had the authority to take the nation into 

war was the Emperor. Although at first reluctant to make the move, he finally 

agreed. As talks with the Americans broke down at the end of November, 

Japanese forces were already on the move. The stage was being set for Pearl Harbor. 

Pearl Harbor: Planning and Execution 

Japanese expansionist ambitions were aimed in two directions. The first, launched 

by the Army against China, had become costly and slow by 1940 and also had 

led to troubles with the Russians on the Manchurian border. The second, 

favoured particularly by the Navy, looked south for oil and other raw materials. 

By 1940, both armed services saw the second option as the better choice. Plans 

were laid accordingly. 

Several difficulties faced them. Many units of the Navy and the Air Force 

would be closely involved, together with about fifteen Army divisions, all 
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attacking to the south. They would aim at an early stage to take the oil wells of 

Java, Borneo and Sumatra, which produced over 60 million barrels annually. Of 

course, these targets would have to be taken before defenders could destroy 

them. Furthermore, it was essential to have a clear route for transporting the oil 

back to Japan, and here was a problem: across the line of communications lay two 

barriers which could interrupt the supplies. At the southern tip of Malaya the 

British held Singapore, which had been developed asa strong naval base from the 

1920s; and the Americans had a powerful force of troops, aircraft and ships in the 

Philippine Islands. These two areas would have to be brought rapidly under 

Japanese control before the scheme could succeed. 

Japanese leaders planned for their great southern offensive to achieve rapid 

success through the seizure of several territories. They knew that the response 

from the US would be slow, because the Americans had no rapid deployment 

force. By the time the United States had recovered from the shock and had 

gathered and trained sufficient forces to intervene, the Japanese intended to be 

firmly established in their conquests. Possession is nine parts of the law. The 

Americans, they hoped, would then appreciate the futility of waging a long war 

and would accept the status quo, after diplomatic discussions. 

How best to achieve their aims? First would come attacks on Malaya, leading 

down to Singapore. A second assault would be made on the Philippines, then 

would follow invasions of Burma and the Dutch East Indies. Originally, naval 

planners anticipated that when the Philippines were attacked, the Americans 

would despatch the full might of their Pacific Fleet from Pearl Harbor to 

intervene. The Japanese, like a matador in front of a bull, would draw the fleet 

on to destruction by air, submarine and surface attack. Such losses, in the Japanese 

view, would bring the Americans to their senses and a readiness to talk. 

However, in August 1939 a new commander came to the Japanese Fleet, 

carrying with him a radically different scheme for starting the war. He was 

Admiral Yamamato, asailor of considerable foresight and imagination. Yamamato 

had lived in the United States and was well aware of the immense industrial 

power which the Americans could raise, even though slowly, in war. Therefore, 

he reasoned, Japan would have to achieve a rapid success before American 

reinforcements could arrive. The crux of the question for him was how to deal 
with the American Pacific Fleet. Most Japanese naval commanders were content 

to tackle the vessels as they sailed towards the battle area after war had begun, but 
Yamamato wanted to be one step ahead. In his unorthodox view, US ships 
should be eliminated at the very start of hostilities. The best way of achieving that 
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would be to attack them at their home base at Pearl Harbor. The whole operation 
would be a gamble, but in Yamamato’s view the risk was entirely justified. 

What made the proposed operation particularly hazardous was the fact that 
Pearl Harbor lay about 3,400 miles from Japan. How could Japanese ships reach 
and destroy the American fleet there without being detected and engaged? The 
answer lay in Yamamato’s faith in a type of vessel which could sink enemy ships 
without seeing or even approaching within one hundred miles ofthem. This was 

the aircraft-carrier, or ‘flat-top’. Yamamato appreciated that the coming of 

aeroplanes, carrying bombs or torpedoes, had altered the balance of sea power. 

Battleships were no longer “queens of the ocean’, because 15in guns could not 

prevent aerial assault from aircraft carriers lying far over the distant horizon. The 

admiral realised how powerful a weapon the carrier would be in the vast expanses 

of the Pacific, the world’s largest ocean. Fleets could now transport their own 

floating airfields with them when engaging the enemy. Ironically, a successful 

action launched by carrier-borne aircraft of the Royal Navy in November 1940 

against the Italian Fleet at Taranto cemented his belief that the future of sea power 

would be governed by the ‘flat-top’; he also noted the crucial role played by 

British torpedo-bombers in attacking Italian ships at the Battle of Cape Matapan 

and, later, in the sinking of the German battleship Bismarck in May 1941. 

Consequently, from December 1940 Yamamato ordered preparations for a 

master-stroke to be launched against the American Pacific Fleet as it lay at its main 

base. Plans were made in great secrecy and airmen experienced in fighting over 

China were drafted in to practise attacks. Some were to drop torpedoes specially 

designed to run in shallow water. Others worked on dive-bombing of pin-point 

accuracy. Others again flew in simulated high-level raids. Photographs and 

models of Pearl Harbor were studied, with detailed observations of ships’ 

moorings and shore installations. After many practices and rehearsals, the scheme 

was ready. 

When the plan was unfolded to the Naval General Staff, it was widely 

criticised. The dangers of failure were great. Six of Japan’s carriers would be 

needed for the operation and one fatal slip could bring the destruction of the 

Navy’s most powerful weapon. Yamamato’s faith in the venture, however, 

finally overcame opposition. As diplomatic talks with the Americans were near 

breaking point in mid-November 1941, a Japanese task force slipped away 

quietly into the northern Pacific Ocean, heading east. The fleet consisted of two 

battleships, nine smaller warships and eight oil tankers; their trump cards, 

however, were the six aircraft carriers, embarking almost 400 aeroplanes. The 
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ships sailed on through fog and heavy seas until on 6 December they lay 

undetected only 500 miles to the north of Pearl Harbor. 

By then, Japanese diplomats in Washington were in the final stages of stalling 

and breaking off talks with the American government. Their moves had been 

finely tuned, with the intention that just as they announced the collapse of 

negotiations, war would begin with a devastating strike on American vessels. 

During the night, the Japanese task force turned south, closer to Hawaii. 

On Sunday 7 December 1941 the Pacific Fleet was anchored in Pearl Harbor. 

US naval commanders, although suspecting that the Japanese were about to — 

launch aggressive action somewhere, had no idea that they were the selected 

victims. They were amazed when, at about 8 a.m., the first wave of Japanese 

aircraft, launched from the carriers at first light, appeared, dropping bombs and 

torpedoes in their meticulously planned operation. Before the defences could 

respond, American fighters were shot up on airfields and shore establishments 

were hit. Far worse, in the harbour five battleships were immediately torpedoed, 

while others were struck by heavy bombs. Within half an hour the complete 

battleship strength of the American Pacific Fleet had been destroyed, together 

with various other vessels. The whole base was a mass of sunken or stricken 

vessels, huge fires and destroyed aircraft. An hour later, a second wave of 170 

Japanese aircraft arrived, adding to the damage and carnage below. The assault 

finished about 10 a.m. By then the Pacific Fleet had lost, either sunk or badly 

damaged, eight battleships, seven other vessels, 188 aircraft and almost 3,500 

men. This stunning result was gained for the loss to the Japanese of nine fighters 

and twenty bombers. 

The results of Pearl Harbor were more widespread than its planners could have 

imagined. Overnight, what had been largely a European war was transformed 

into a world-wide conflict. All continents were now involved. At first the 

Japanese people were exultant. Their Navy had struck a blow whose planning 

and daring were soon to become a legend. The way was open for the launching 

of the programme of expansion into the south-west Pacific, with no great threat 

to oppose them. 

There were, nevertheless, two distant clouds which would throw shadows on 

their success. First, although they had demolished the American Pacific Fleet’s 
battleship strength, they had failed to sink two aircraft carriers which, at the time 
of the attack, were at sea. Nor had they destroyed the large supplies of oil kept 
at the base. Both were costly omissions. Secondly, few Japanese leaders appre- 
ciated the degree of anger roused in the United States by what was seen as a 
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treacherous act. When President Roosevelt addressed Congress, he referred to 
‘a date which will live in infamy’, because diplomatic talks were still in progress 
when the blow fell. American intelligence, through intercepting codes, knew 
that Japan was poised to attack somewhere in the Far East, but estimated that the 
aggression would begin against Indo-China or the Dutch East Indies. They did 
not believe that the Japanese would have the effrontery to confront the United 
States openly, with such a blatantly figurative punch to the face. A wave of 
righteous indignation swept across the US. Nothing less than a direct assault on 

the Americans who, restrained by isolationist sentiments, had been so long onthe 

fringes of war, was needed to force them into the cauldron of open conflict. Pearl 

Harbor satisfied that need. 

After the initial shock had passed, the Americans began to replace their losses. 

Slowly at first, they built up armed forces, turning all of the skills of the world’s 

largest industrial giant into an arsenal of production. They knew that an uphill 

struggle lay ahead, but that in the long run their effort would be decisive. They 

now made up the third force of the Allies — Britain, Russia and the United States 

— set against the Axis Powers — Germany, Italy and Japan. Although at the end 

of 1941 the Allies were suffering hammer blows, the distant future was brighter. 

On 11 December Hitler and Mussolini declared war on the USA. In part this 

was to meet their commitment to Japan under the terms of the Axis Tripartite 

Pact, but the Fiihrer had also been exasperated by the help, short of war, which 

the Americans had been giving to Britain. He had a low opinion of the fighting 

services of the United States, but his study of America’s potential strength was 

obviously limited. By taking on the Americans he had signed his nation’s death- 

warrant. At the end of the year, during a conference held in Washington, 

American service leaders were now faced with a double threat — Germany and 

Italy in Europe and Japan in the Pacific. Which should be tackled first? Their 

answer was explicit. ‘Our view remains that Germany is still the prime enemy 

and her defeat is the key to victory. Once Germany is defeated the collapse of Italy 

and the defeat of Japan must follow.’ 

Here was good news for Britain. Churchill, half-American by birth, had long 

realised that only direct intervention by the United States would enable Britain 

to stay in the war, let alone be on the winning side. When given the news of Pearl 

Harbor he at once telephoned Roosevelt. ‘They have attacked us at Pearl 

Harbor.’ the president told him, followed by words the prime minister had 

longed to hear. ‘We are all in the same boat now.’ Churchill said that ‘I went to 

bed and slept the sleep of the saved and thankful.’ In his view, ‘Hitler’s fate was 
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sealed. Mussolini’s fate was sealed. As for the Japanese, they would be ground to 

powder.”> There was no telling the dark days still to come, but for Britain, after 

a long string of defeats, a distant light now shone. 

However, the threat to Britain and her Dominions in the Far East was 

ominous. The fortress of Singapore seemed to be a strong barrier to any Japanese 

advance, but further to the south the governments of Australia and New Zealand 

were worried. Many of their troops were serving in the Middle East. Britain was 

locked in the great struggle in Europe. The United States, the only other possible 

source ofhelp, lay far away across the Pacific Ocean. Could the wave of Japanese 

invasions reach as far south as Australia and New Zealand? The two Dominions, 

which had entered the struggle in 1939 when it was far away, now found the fires 

_of war burning nearer to their own homes. 

The Two Sides 

On paper, there was little difference in the strengths of the two opposing sides 

in December 1941. On the one hand were the combined forces of the United 

States, Great Britain and her Commonwealth, and Holland; against them were 

the armed services of a single country, Japan. In reality, several factors gave the 

Japanese a great superiority of strength. 

First, the forces of the United States were divided. Through their geographical 

position, the Americans had a double responsibility. On their eastern seaboard 

lay the Atlantic, where trouble with Germany had been developing since mid- 

1940. That area required the cover of the American Atlantic Fleet. Beyond the 

west coast lay the Pacific, where another fleet was stationed at Pearl Harbor, in 

Hawaii. Altogether, the US Navy had nine battleships, three aircraft carriers, 24 

cruisers, 80 destroyers and 36 submarines available in the Pacific region. 

As for Great Britain, by late 1941 the bulk of her armed forces were serving 

in areas far distant from the Far East. At home, naval units were still employed 

against the possible threat of a German invasion. The Battle of the Atlantic 

required many warships as escorts for convoys. In the Mediterranean, in the 

struggle with the Italian Navy, further forces were needed, working from 

Gibraltar, Malta and Alexandria. Other vessels were guarding the route round 

the Cape of Good Hope. Consequently, although the Royal Navy was the 

world’s largest, there were insufficient ships to forma powerful Far Eastern Fleet. 
At the start of the Pacific War, Britain could spare for service there no more than 

two capital ships, eight cruisers and thirteen destroyers. Holland, overrun by the 
Germans in May 1940, was undergoing the ordeal of occupation eighteen 
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months later. Therefore, to protect the Dutch East Indies only ten surface vessels 
and a dozen submarines were deployed. Both Australia and New Zealand had 
home-based warships, but these were comparatively few in number and of small 
size. 

Consequently, the Allies employed a combined force almost equal in numbers 
to that of Japan. For them, however, several disadvantages appeared. The main 
one was the lack of aircraft carriers, vessels whose vital role became increasingly 
obvious as the Pacific War developed. Another was the lack of a unified system 

ofcommand for vessels of separate nations, each with its own particular traditions 

and methods. Affecting the Dutch was the difficulty of not sharing a common 

language. 

On the other side, the Japanese had a unified command whose vessels were 

generally more modern and more heavily armed than those of their opponents. 

They possessed ten capital ships, 36 cruisers, 113 destroyers and 63 submarines. 

The prizes of their collection were ten aircraft carriers, the most powerful 

weapon in their armoury. This navy was well-trained and highly skilled in 

carrying out the planned operations. 

In air power, the Japanese enjoyed a clear superiority both in numbers and 

quality, together with the experience of aircrew. About one half of their 1,500 

Army aircraft were used for early operations, but these were supported by 1,400 

naval aeroplanes. They were of excellent quality. The best known was the A6M2 

Zero-Sen fighter, asuperb, lightweight machine with great manoeuvrability and 

long range, which could comfortably cover 1,500 miles. In the early stages of the 

war, no Allied fighter could match its performance. Together with the ‘Kate’ 

torpedo-bomber, the ‘Val’ dive-bomber and the ‘Betty’ medium bomber, these 

machines offered an air superiority to cover landing operations. 

Opposed to this formidable force, the Americans, British and Dutch alto- 

gether had about 650 aircraft in the Far East. Many were obsolete, under- 

powered orunder-gunned; thus the Brewster Buffalo, Curtiss P-40 and Lockheed 

Hudson offered little threat to Japanese aircraft. Once again, there was a lack of 

centralised command in their operation. 

Japan’s powerful naval and air forces prepared the way for the landing of 

troops. These were mainly highly experienced men, many of whom had seen 

service in the Chinese campaign. Most of the 50 divisions available were kept 

eitherin China or for the protection of the homeland, but eleven were employed 

in the great drive into the south-west Pacific. All were well-seasoned soldiers, 

whose weapons and training were excellent. The bulk of the Army were 
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infantry, supported by artillery pieces such as the light and manoeuvrable 70mm 

howitzer. Of the average soldier, a British Army report noted that “He is an 

efficient cog in the machine and will carry out instructions to the letter’, which 

vastly underestimated his ability to adapt, for example, to jungle warfare. In the 

Army, discipline was strict, witha code that taught the soldier never to surrender. 

He must fight to the death for the honour of the Emperor and the nation. 

Against these powerful land forces were ranged about 360,000 Allied troops. 

These, however, not only belonged to several nations, but also were spread wide | 

in the territories to be defended. Just over 130,000 British and Commonwealth 

troops were in Malaya, Burma and Hong Kong. The Dutch kept 25,000 regular 

soldiers in the East Indies. In the Philippines the Americans had about 30,000 

men, together with 110,000 Filipino troops. Although much of their equipment 

was satisfactory, these forces were generally poorly trained and lacked the 

fighting experience of the battle-hardened Japanese. 

Consequently, at the start of the Pacific War, the armed services of Japan held 

many advantages. The auguries for the Allies were bleak. 

The ‘British Pearl Harbor’ 

On 10 December 1941 Britain suffered its own version of Pearl Harbor, although 

onareduced scale. In August 1941, after oil and trade embargoes had been placed 

on Japan, the Royal Navy despatched the battleship Prince of Wales and battlecruiser 

Repulse to Singapore, as a show of strength in the Far East. As soon as the raid on 

Pearl Harbor had finished, the Japanese launched attacks by air, sea and land on 

the two main targets which they had planned to take on the great drive south. 

These were Singapore and the Philippines. 

Instead of making a direct frontal assault on Singapore, Japanese troops were 

landed on the Malay peninsula, far to the north. Their intention was to approach 

the great naval base overland, from the rear. When the British learned that a 

Japanese convoy was putting men ashore on the north-east coast of Malaya, the 

two capital ships were despatched to intercept them. Unfortunately, the only air 

cover which could be offered came from a small number of RAF aircraft based 
onthe mainland. These were insufficient either in numbers or quality to offer the 

type of aerial defence needed. 

The British naval force was tracked carefully by the Japanese, who had an 
experienced air flotilla ready to engage them. When the two capital ships, 
escorted by four destroyers, failed to find enemy ships, they turned back towards 
Singapore. The scene was perfectly set for another episode of the new type of 
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naval warfare in which the Japanese were rapidly making their mark — warships 
lacking air cover being targeted by bombers. Altogether 85 torpedo- and high- 
level bombers were used by the Japanese. 

Both ships turned at high speed to avoid the raiders, firing their considerable 
armament to stave them off. All was to no avail. Within two anda halfhours both 
vessels had been hit repeatedly by bombs and torpedoes. They sank, taking 800 
of their crews with them. Only three Japanese aircraft were shot down. When 

Churchill learned the news, he realised with horror how the balance of Pacific 

power had been altered in four days. ‘Over all this vast expanse of waters Japan 

was supreme, and we everywhere were weak and naked.”° 

On the other side, Japanese service chiefs were exultant. In two strokes they 

had removed the major naval strength of the Allies. A majestic drive south would 

now follow, in search for raw materials, especially oil. A further blow to Britain’s 

imperial power in the Far East was suffered on Christmas Day 1941. The territory 

of Hong Kong, a possession fora century, was isolated on the coast of China. To 

the Japanese it represented an example of European intrusion into Asia, therefore 

from 7 December they employed an army division to take the port. A small 

defence force of local civilians, Canadians and British held out strongly, but were 

overwhelmed, surrendering on 25 December. The Japanese had notched up 

another success. 

Over the following six months, the Japanese put into operation their dynami- 

cally planned great southern drive. This involved them in five main campaigns. 

In the first, they aimed to secure Malaya and the powerful naval base at Singapore 

from the British. The second was action to occupy the Philippines, conquering 

American forces there. With these two areas taken, the Japanese would have a 

clear route home for oil supplies. These were to be obtained from the third 

campaign, after landings in the Dutch East Indies. The first of the other two areas 

of action was to be Burma, aiming to cut supplies reaching China via the Burma 

Road, and also to threaten India, the ‘Jewel in the British Crown’. The second 

was far across the Pacific to the east, in New Guinea: the Japanese hoped to isolate 

Australia and New Zealand from any help arriving from the United States, 

thereby forcing them out of the war. 

In proposing these campaigns, the Japanese showed a breathtaking sweep of 

strategy, fired by a double determination. They would seize the raw materials 

needed for war or peace while establishing themselves as the leading nation in the 

Far East. The industrial and military potential of the United States was apparent 

to them, but they hoped to make conquests before the Americans were ready to 
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strike back. Then Japan would be able to bargain from a position of strength. 

That was a gamble. Would it work? 

Malaya and Singapore 

During the months following Pearl Harbor, Britain suffered some of the worst 

blows received during the whole of the Second World War. The most humili- 

ating was the loss of Singapore, which had, since the 1920s, been developed as 

an ‘impregnable’ fortress for the British Empire in the Far East. Whoeverheldthe _ 

port, according to one former government minister, Leo Amery, ‘makes it 

impossible for anyone to come into the Indian Ocean for aggressive purposes or 

to conduct an attack upon Australia or New Zealand’. It was a naval base, and 

preparations had been made particularly for defence against assault from the sea. 

The Japanese armed services laid thorough plans for taking Singapore. Many 

Europeans had seriously underestimated their powers of military thinking, and 

the quality of their army, ships and aircraft. Soon they were to pay dearly for this 

error of judgement. Even on 8 December 1941, as Japanese troops landed on the 

Malayan coast, a local military order claimed that ‘we see before us a Japan 

drained for years by her wanton onslaught on China’. Nothing was further from 

the truth. 

On the Japanese side was the 25th Army, commanded by General Yamashita. 

This included some of the nation’s most experienced troops, numbering over 

100,000 men. The bulk of the force advanced overland from French Indo- 

China, through Thailand, to link up with those put ashore on the Malayan coast. 

With them came 200 tanks and 560 aircraft. Opposed to these forces were some 

88,000 British, Indian, Malayan and Australian troops, under the command of 

General Percival. Compared with their adversaries, they were inexperienced 

and badly equipped, having no tanks and few aircraft. They lacked the morale 

that comes from a coherent force working together. 

An unequal contest began, with the Allied forces showing no lack of bravery 

and fighting spirit but being constantly outwitted and bypassed by more 

experienced men. British soldiers were unprepared for fighting in the environ- 

ment of Malaya. One officer commented that his men’s heavy equipment, 

including blankets and greatcoats, gas masks and haversacks, made them look like 

Christmas trees. On the other side were lightly equipped troops, using bicycles 
for rapid progress. They avoided strongpoints and commandeered motor boats 
along the coast. Their progress south was bewilderingly fast. The Japanese had 
good maps, complete air cover and the will to win. They made flank attacks or 
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infiltrated defensive positions. After one engagement, a Japanese officer ex- 
pressed surprise over how quickly Allied troops retreated. ‘We now understand 
the fighting capacity of the enemy,’ he reported. The only things he had to fear 
were ‘the quantity of munitions he had and the thoroughness ofhis demolition’ .” 

By the end of January 1942 towns and villages across Malaya had fallen into 
Japanese hands, together with rich rubber plantations. The contest had lasted 
only 54 days. General Percival then ordered his army to withdraw across the 

causeway into the city of Singapore. There they were joined by British, 

Australian and Indian troops who were still being ferried into the battle area. For 

example, the British 18th Division, intended originally for the Middle East, was 

diverted to Singapore. The men had barely time to disembark before the storm 

of battle broke. 

British commanders hoped that, once inside this great fortress, they could hold 

out for months until reinforcements were sent from India to bring relief: Troops 

felt bewildered, fighting against an enemy whose unorthodox methods were not 

found in military handbooks and who had kept them on the retreat. A further 

worry was that hardly any: defensive positions had been built on the north of 

Singapore island, facing a landward threat. 

On8 February Japanese infantry launched heavy attacks on the island. General 

Percival had large numbers of men at his disposal but there had been little time 

to coordinate a defence. Over the following week Allied troops were progres- 

sively outfought. By then the city was packed with thousands of refugees as well 

as with soldiers. Food and water supplies were running low, and Percival 

believed that the end was not far off. On 15 February he sought an armistice. 

When he met Yamashita, the Japanese general insisted on unconditional 

surrender, and when Percival prevaricated, he threatened to resume the assault. 

At that, the British commander surrendered. 

Could, or should, Percival have fought on? As it was, at least 80,000 British 

and Commonwealth troops at once went into captivity in the greatest and most 

humiliating surrender ever made by the British Army. For many, as prisoners- 

of-war, this was the beginning of harsh and inhumane treatment which would 

lead to illness, injury or death. On 15 February, the Japanese were surprised that 

so many soldiers were led into capitulation instead of fighting to the death in the 

samurai tradition. In addition, they were faced with the extensive difficulties of 

coping with so many prisoners all taken at once. 

From the stronghold of hindsight, it is now apparent that the British govern- 

ment possibly tried too hard to meet the complaints of John Curtin, the 
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Australian prime minister. He had insisted that Singapore be strengthened as a 

base because of the approaching threat from Japan to his own country. Some of | 

the troops who were poured into Singapore just before the surrender might 

better have been sent to Australia itself. Then they could have played a more 

active role for the rest of the war, instead of suffering as prisoners. 

The scale of the Japanese victory resounded across Asia. Europeans had been 

defeated decisively. Seeds were undoubtedly sown for post-war Asian nationalist 

movements struggling against European domination. However, those people in — 

the Far East who looked to the Japanese as saviours from colonial government 

were soon to be disillusioned. The ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’ 

proved to be no more than an airy phrase of false hope. Japanese treatment was 

more brutal and murderous towards them than anything they had known. 

Atrocities and persecution, exploitation and neglect were their legacy from the 

Japanese victory. 

The Philippines 

A second barrier standing in the path of Japanese expansion in late 1941 was the 

Philippine Islands. The United States’ interest there dated from 1898 when, as 

a Spanish colony, they were invaded and conquered by American forces. The 

Philippines then became a US colony, but had been promised full independence 

by 1946. From the 1930s they had their own army, as well as the American forces 

stationed there. When war with Japan approached, all were placed under the 

leadership of General Douglas MacArthur, Commander-in-Chief of US forces 

in the Far East, with his headquarters at Manila. Consequently, although 5,000 

miles distant from Pearl Harbor, the Philippines constituted a stumbling block 

to Japanese ambitions. 

In December 1941 there were about 110,000 Filipino and 31,000 American 

troops there, with artillery support. In the main, these men had not seen action 

and were not well trained. Covering them were just over 300 aircraft, the most 

valuable of which were some B-17 Flying Fortress bombers, which had the range 

to reach Japan itself from Philippine bases. Many other planes, however, were 

outdated. In addition, a US naval force of three cruisers, thirteen destroyers and 

29 submarines was stationed in the islands. Pitted against this combined force at 

the start of hostilities were 57,000 men of the Japanese Fourteenth Army, 

commanded by General Homma. They included tank and artillery formations. 

Sections of the Japanese Navy’s Third Fleet were to cover landings. Above them 

flew nearly 500 fighters and bombers of V Air Group. 
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Theatre of operations, the war against Japan, 1941-45 

On the first day of war, the Japanese seized an early advantage, destroying 

more than 100 American aircraft on the ground in a sudden raid. Ata stroke, the 

balance of fighting power between the two sides was altered. With little naval or 

air protection, American and Philippine forces were always at a disadvantage. 

Japanese landings were made on the main island of Luzon on 10 December, 

continuing over the next twelve days. Other smaller islands were quickly 

occupied. Then, at Christmas time, large-scale landings took place near the chief 

city, Manila. Although some defenders fought bravely, they were no match for 

their experienced opponents. Enjoying complete air cover, Japanese infantry, 

well supported by their gunners, pressed forward remorselessly. As his men 

retreated, MacArthur decided to fall back towards the Bataan peninsula, a 

mountainous area. He was prepared to make a last stand there from January 1942, 

by which time the Japanese had occupied most of the remainder of Luzon. 
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Here, however, both sides were confronted with acommon enemy — malaria. 

It struck the two armies without discrimination, but MacArthur’s forces suffered 

heavily. Fighting went on throughout March and April 1942, with the invaders 

slowly grinding their way forward. On 12 March, under orders from President 

Roosevelt, MacArthur left the battle zone to take up a new appointment in 

Australia and was succeeded by General Wainwright. MacArthur’s words on 

leaving were, ‘Keep the flag flying. I shall return’ — a promise which he kept 

towards the end of the war. By early April a further 20,000 Japanese reinforce- 

ments arrived, with more heavy artillery and the inevitable air superiority. On 

the 9th the remaining Americans surrendered and over 75,000 men went into 

captivity. This began with an infamous forced ‘death march’ of 65 miles, 

under a blazing sun, during which some were bayoneted, beaten or died 

from exhaustion. 

With a rugged perseverance, about 15,000 troops retreated to the last bastion 

in the Philippines, the island fortress of Corregidor, 3% by 1% miles in extent. 

It lay only two miles off Bataan. Concrete emplacements were awesome in size 

and the forts contained over 60 coastal guns and good anti-aircraft defences. Of 

the thousands of troops there, however, few were battle-trained infantry, the 

type needed to combat the enemy. Throughout April and early May, the 

defenders held on doggedly. The Japanese then brought up several 240mm guns, 

whose shells gradually smashed down even the strongest concrete, while bombs 

rained down from aircraft. On 6 May, Japanese infantry got ashore and, after 

bitter fighting, the defenders surrendered. 

For the Japanese, the whole campaign was yet another success in the strategic 

plan. Nevertheless, their expectation of victory within three months was only 

half the time they actually took. This time factor became a growing worry for 

them. Every day the United States, which had been rocked back by Pearl Harbor, 

was gathering strength and preparing for the time of retribution. 

The Dutch East Indies 

Covetous Japanese eyes had been cast for some time on the Dutch East Indies. 

From the seventeenth century, the Dutch had traded there in what Europeans 

knew as the Spice Islands, and gradually the area had become part of Holland’s 
Far East empire. To the Japanese, however, other local resources drew them on. 
The main commodity was oil, although deposits of coal were also mined, which 
made the islands the richest prize. That was the view held by the Japanese Navy, 
whose fuel supplies were running dangerously low. In addition, the taking of the 
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East Indies was of strategic importance in the plan of conquest, presenting the 
opportunity of isolating Australia and bringing Japanese forces within 500 miles 
of Darwin. 

The Allies faced a well-nigh impossible task. Britain’s main commitments 
were still at home, where the Battle of the Atlantic was in full flow, and in the 

Middle East. Insufficient troops, aircraft and ships could be spared for the Far East. 
In peacetime, benefits flowed from the possession of the world’s greatest 
empire, but in war, defence commitments soon outstripped resources. The 

United States, barely roused from the inertia of isolationism, had few forces 

to spare, while the Dutch, now under the German heel, had only small 

resources to defend the islands. The Australians, looking anxiously towards 

the fast approaching enemy, despatched some of their own scant battalions to 

help. 

Allied forces, small in number, were already outclassed both in strategy and 

quality by the Japanese. Nonetheless, on 10 May 1942, to meet the increasing 

threat, a combined organisation was set up to counter the advance. This was 

known as ABDA, for American, British, Dutch and Australian Command. 

What appeared to be the strength of a unified organisation, however, was 

also a weakness. Ships, aircraft and army detachments had received no 

coordinated training in planning for battle. The difficulties proved to be 

immense. 

On the other hand, the Japanese had three powerful army forces at their 

disposal and had prepared meticulously. A Western Force, including the 

Sixteenth Army, sailed south from bases in French Indo-China, while the 

Eastern and Central Forces left from the occupied southern Philippines. Carry- 

ing and protecting them were two fleets of the Imperial Navy. Overhead, 

operating from captured airfields, were large detachments of the Air Force, 

which rapidly established aerial supremacy over all battle zones. 

The invasion of the Dutch East Indies occurred between December 1941 and 

March 1942. Operations took a customary pattern. First came heavy air raids, 

followed by well-protected seaborne landings. In places the defenders fought 

fiercely, but to little avail, The invaders were soon seizing airfields and oil 

installations, occasionally using paratroops. In some places the defenders were 

able to destroy oil refineries but in others the latter were captured intact. Even 

when damage occurred, Japanese engineers worked rapidly to restore produc- 

tion. Allied naval units had a few successes, sinking several transports and 

warships. In general, nothing could halt the advance. 
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What really settled the issue was an overwhelming sea victory won by the 

Imperial Navy at the end of February 1942 in the Battle of the Java Sea. After that, 

the position of Allied ground forces on various islands of the East Indies became 

untenable. Faced with overwhelming odds, they were unable to continue and 

were finally compelled to surrender unconditionally on 9 March. Once again, 

Japanese forces, combining well in attack, had been victorious. Some of the 

richest regions economically in the Far East had fallen to them. Their search for 

sources of oil had been rewarded. Now the Imperial Navy would have fuel to — 

continue its Pacific conquests while, in the long run, the Army would be able to 

complete the crushing of China. 

The Battle of the Java Sea 

The difficulties for the Allies in the sea war were clearly demonstrated at the end 

of February 1942. For the invasion of Java, the Japanese had prepared two fleets 

consisting of almost 100 transports, carrying more than three army divisions, all 

protected by a powerful naval detachment of cruisers and destroyers. Opposed to 

them, the Allies managed to gather a fleet of five cruisers and five destroyers. Their 

aim was to intercept the invasion force before it could put its troops ashore. 

The Allied ships, however, came from four separate navies and had not 

worked together previously. For example, signalling codes were not properly 

coordinated, and commands had to be given in two languages. The Japanese, on 

the other hand, under unified leadership, had superior gunfire and far better 

torpedoes. In addition, their spotter seaplanes kept a steady check on every 

movement of the Allied ships, which lacked similar aircraft for reconnaissance. 

On 27 February an American aircraft carrier, embarking 32 fighters, was sunk by 

Japanese bombers. 

The Battle of the Java Sea which followed ended in disaster for the Allied fleet. 

Commanded by a Dutch admiral, the vessels tried desperately to reach the 

vulnerable troop transports in what became a chess game of tactics. At almost 

every turn they were intercepted and frustrated by Japanese warships. A few 

transports were found and attacked, but at severe cost. By the final stages of the 

action, on 1 May, the Allies had lost all five cruisers and several destroyers. The 

only vessels to escape were four American destroyers which managed to sail to 
Australia. Once again the Japanese had shown a superiority at sea to match the 
success of their armies on land. Their skill and weapon power had come as an 
unwelcome surprise to the Allies who, at the time, appeared to be receiving a 
succession of heavy blows. 
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Burma and Ceylon 
For the Japanese at the end of 1941, an invasion of Burma was a vital move. As 
part of their plan to establish and guard the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 
Sphere, they hoped to protect its north-west boundaries by occupying Burma. 
That would serve two purposes. First, any attempted Allied counter-attack from 
India would be blocked. Secondly, the Burma Road, the only route for moving 
supplies to China overland, would be cut. In addition, the country had a number 
of valuable resources needed by Japan — rubber, tin, tungsten, rice and oil. Thus, 

for the Japanese, the Burma Campaign was a componentin prosecuting their war 

aims. 

The British, for whom Burma was an outpost of empire, bordering on India 

(from which it had been separated in 1937), had never believed that action there 

was likely. Therefore few defences had been prepared. Nevertheless, from 

December 1941 the storm clouds rolled nearer. Even before the fall of Singapore, 

Japanese troops pushed into Burma from Siam (Thailand), moving towards the 

capital, Rangoon, and taking airfields on the way. When Malaya and Singapore 

were lost, the Burma Campaign opened in earnest. On 16 February 1942 the 

governor of Burma received a message from Churchill, warning him that, with the 

fall of Singapore, ‘more weight will assuredly be put into the attack upon you.” 

In the early stages, two Japanese divisions, under General lida and protected 

by an air brigade, launched the assault. Only small forces opposed them, 

composed of Indian, British and Burmese troops. As was so often the case at the 

time, the invaders were well-trained and well-equipped, while the defenders 

were not. No amount ofbravery could redress the deficiencies in skill, tactics and 

equipment. To help the defence, the Indian 17th Division was sent in late 

January 1942, but its men were generally only semi-trained. In addition, the 

Chinese drafted in a division from their Fifth Army, commanded by the 

American General Stilwell. Overhead, sixteen Buffalo aircraft of the RAF were 

joined by a squadron of Tomahawks flown by American volunteer pilots who 

had been helping the Chinese. 

The fighting of war in Burma was totally different from the type of conflict 

experienced in Europe. There were no sweeping panzer drives, nor enormous 

artillery barrages. Often men were struggling as desperately against the harsh 

environment as against the enemy. Few roads existed and there was only one 

main railway, running from north to south. The great rivers, like the Irrawaddy 

and the Sittang, were widely used for transport. In places there were thick jungle 

and high mountains, where well over 200in of rain fell annually. The heat in the 

149 



THE SECOND WORLD WAR 

rice-growing plains could be intense. Soldiers also had to compete with insects 

and leeches, malaria and dysentery. Allied troops received little support generally 

from the Burmese people, of whom General Slim wrote, “The vast majority had 

no feeling that the war was their business; they wished to avoid it.”” In fact, some 

cooperated with the Japanese, who claimed that they were freeing them from 

white colonialism. 

Between December 1941 and May 1942 the Allies were in almost regular 

retreat. Japanese troops advanced quickly, often bypassing or outflanking defen- _ 

sive positions. They then suddenly appeared to attack from the rear. Their 

engineers made rapid repairs to blown bridges, while infantry made speedy 

progress through even the thickest jungle areas. Overhead, the Japanese had air 

superiority, bombing and strafing to harass defenders. On 8 March 1942 the 

Japanese entered Rangoon, which had already been evacuated by Allied forces. 

For the remainder of the month, and also throughout April, the retreat north- 

wards continued. By 29 April the invaders had achieved one of their main 

ambitions by cutting the Burma Road link, forcing Chinese forces to pull back. 

In May, during the monsoon season, the last of the Indian and Bnitish troops 

reached the Indian frontier. Their thousand-mile retreat was the longest ever 

known in the history of the British Army; and they had suffered three times as 

many casualties as their enemy. Slim described the end of the retreat: “All ofthem, 

British, Indian and Gurkha, were gaunt and ragged as scarecrows.’ Nonetheless, 

he added, ‘they still kept their arms and kept their ranks. They might look like 

scarecrows but they looked like soldiers too.”'® With them went thousands of 

Indian refugees who feared being left to the mercy of the Burmese. 

One of the chief difficulties facing Allied troops then was to break the aura of 

invincibility surrounding the Japanese Army, which seemed to fight victoriously 

Anany terrain. What would happen now? Would the Japanese advance into India 

itself? In reality, they had gone far enough. Their aim of taking Burma as a buffer 

against an Allied counter-attack from India had been achieved, so for the rest of 

the year they sat tight. 

More action, and further disaster for the Allies, had occurred at sea in that 

region. Knowing that the Royal Navy was collecting a new fleet in the Indian 

Ocean early in 1942, the Japanese despatched a powerful task force to counter 
it. The British ships were gathered in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), a base considered by 
the Allies to be vital for defence. They feared that the Japanese might try to 
occupy the island, from which they could threaten shipping as far away as the 
coast of East Africa. 
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The force of the Imperial Navy which entered the Indian Ocean included the 
aircraft carriers employed at Pearl Harbor, together with four battleships. Their 
aircraft sank several British warships and made heavy and successful raids on the 
naval base in Ceylon early in April 1942. Once again they proved the new 
importance of air power at sea, as Royal Navy ships were compelled to 
withdraw. The task force followed this by sinking 23 cargo vessels in the Bay of 
Bengal before returning to the Pacific. 

Fears that this naval sortie might be the forerunner of an invasion of Ceylon, 

or even of India, were not realised. Nevertheless, the Royal Navy, the world’s 

most powerful maritime force, had suffered another setback at the hands of an 

underestimated enemy. At the time, the Imperial Japanese Navy appeared to be 

unstoppable. 

Turning Points 

By April 1942 the powerful Japanese drive had enjoyed amazing success. Within 

four months Malaya and the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies and Burma had 

been conquered. China had been isolated from the Allies. In the whole of 

history, no other expansion had gained so many territories covering such a wide 

area ina similar time. Moreover, all had been achieved at low cost. The price paid 

for conquest amounted to about twenty small warships, 67 merchant vessels, 

fewer than 400 aircraft and about 15,000 servicemen. The Japanese people were 

exultant. 

The original intention of Japanese planners was that after these successes their 

forces should sit tight. The United States was still far from prepared to hit back, 

while the British were unable to provide further resources for the Far East. This 

would be the time when the Allies, having suffered so many reverses, would be 

compelled to accept the new balance of power in the Pacific and East Asia. The 

next fighting would be at the conference table. 

In conflict, though, winners are not always satisfied by success. They suffer 

from the ‘Victory Disease’. Often they press for one or two further objectives, 

reaching just beyond their grasp. This was particularly true of the Imperial Navy’s 

General Staff, who were influential in deciding policy. Their victories had been 

stupendous and the drug of triumph now affected the balance of their reasoning. 

For them, in the Grand Scheme, two more ambitions beckoned. The first was 

to force Australia out of the war. The second was to have a final showdown with 

the US Fleet in the Pacific, so that its destruction would inevitably compel the 

Americans to talk peace. The Japanese knew that they still had a greater number 
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of aircraft carriers than the United States. As that vessel was now the linchpin of 

success at sea, they would use their superiority before the USA, with its 

enormous industrial potential, could build enough to draw level. 

Then, on 18 April 1942, a comparatively small action occurred whose 

repercussions echoed world-wide. For the Japanese people here was an ominous 

forerunner oflater disasters; for the Allies, a shaft oflight shone briefly ina general 

darkness. The event also influenced Japanese policy and affected the great naval 

battles which took place over the next seven weeks. 

Until mid-April 1942 the Allies had been constantly on the defensive in the 

Pacific War. Yet the Americans, who had suffered so devastatingly at Pearl 

Harbor, were determined at the earliest opportunity to hit back with an avenging 

operation. A blow of that type would raise Allied morale everywhere and remind 

the Japanese that even their homeland was not free from retribution. Thus, one 

of the war’s most daring and remarkable raids was planned. The strike would 

have to be made by aircraft flying from a carrier, as no Allied airfields were within 

return-flight range of Japan. The aircraft carrier Hornet, carrying sixteen B-25 

bombers, was part of a task force which would sail to within 450 miles of Japan. 

After taking off, each aircraft would drop a small bomb load on Tokyo, then fly 

on a further 1,200 miles to land in China. 

In reality, the American ships were spotted by a Japanese vessel when about 

800 miles from the coast, on 18 April. Therefore, the bombers took off 

immediately. Under the command of Colonel Doolittle, the sixteen aircraft, 

basically unsuited for carrier work, were airborne ten hours earlier than planned, 

rising into a 40mph gale. They arrived over Tokyo after midday, flying at 1,000ft 

and catching the defences by surprise. After dropping their bombs, all escaped to 

fly on towards China. There, the crews had to crash-land or bale out. Most were 

rescued by the Chinese, but some were captured by the Japanese, who later executed 

three men on charges of deliberately bombing civilians — a grim irony, considering 

the countless civilians who had suffered at the hands of the Imperial forces. 

The Tokyo raid, although only a gesture, had some important results. One 

was the shock to the Japanese, who had believed their sacred land to be immune 

from bombing. Afterwards, four fighter groups, which could have been em- 

ployed overseas, were retained for home defence. In China, Japanese troops 

pushed on to capture airfields which might be used in similar operations. The raid 
raised Allied morale at a time when defeats seemed to arrive in endless sequence. 

The major result concerned Japanese naval strategy. Admiral Yamamato now 
pressed strongly fora further offensive operation, intending to bring what was left 
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_ of the US Pacific Fleet to battle. It would then be destroyed in a ‘High Noon’ 
showdown greater than any previous naval contest in history. 

The Battle of the Coral Sea 

To the Japanese, the Dominion of Australia represented a double threat. First, it 
was a fortress against the great drive south; secondly, the country could be used 
by Allied forces, especially the Americans, as a springboard for a counter- 
offensive in the Pacific. Therefore Japanese forces were despatched into New 

Guinea and the Solomon Islands to establish a ring of bases to the north-east of 

Australia. They would isolate her from the United States. 

Australia had already come within range of attack. While action was being 

launched against the Dutch East Indies in February 1942, Japanese aircraft, both 

land-based and carrier-borne, attacked the northern town of Darwin. On 19 

February, 135 aeroplanes caused widespread destruction to the port and ship- 

ping, while 400 civilians were either killed or injured. Further strikes followed 

early in the next month, and it was not until 17 March that the first American 

fighter squadron arrived to defend the area. These raids caused many people to 

believe that invasion was imminent. They also appreciated that the US was in a 

better position than Britain to offer them aid in a time of crisis. ‘I make it quite 

clear’, their prime minister had stated three months earlier, ‘that Australia looks 

to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links with the United 

Kingdom.”"! 

In May, the Japanese planned a double thrust against Australia. First, they 

intended to capture Port Moresby in New Guinea, from where they could raid 

the whole ofnorthern Australia. The second aim followed. As soon as their ships 

moved into the Coral Sea on this mission, they believed that the US Navy would 

react with its own fleet. Japanese commanders felt that they could land a blow 

on the Americans by winning yet another maritime victory. 

What the Japanese failed to appreciate was a point that would cost them dearly 

for the rest of the war. Code-breakers in the United States had cracked their naval 

codes and thus Japanese plans were known in advance to American leaders, 

especially General MacArthur, by then the overall Commander-in-Chief, and 

Admiral Nimitz, the naval commander. The difficulty for the Allies, nonetheless, 

was that although they knew Japanese intentions, they lacked sufficient forces to 

counter them adequately. 

The Japanese prepared an invasion force, carried in eleven transports, to take 

Port Moresby and a lesser one to occupy one of the Solomon Islands. These 
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vessels would be covered by warships, including a small aircraft carrier. The main 

strike force comprised two powerful carriers, both veterans of the Pearl Harbor 

raid, supported by other vessels. Their task was to deal with any American naval 

units which tried to prevent the seaborne landings. They believed that the US 

Navy had only one carrier available in that area. That was a serious mistake. As 

a result of the code-breakers’ work, the Americans employed two ‘flat-tops’, 

carrying 140 aircraft and supported by other units. Both fleets of ships were 

deployed into the Coral Sea in early May. 

Action opened on the 3rd. Each fleet despatched reconnaissance aircraft, but 

some of their reports were inaccurate or misunderstood. In fact, the whole battle 

was remarkable for the number of errors made. Then, on 7 May, American 

bombers sank the small carrier which was part of the Port Moresby invasion 

force. Asa result, the Japanese postponed that operation , ordering the transports 

to turn back. 

The main action took place next day, with both fleets equally balanced in 

strength of ships and aircraft. In each case, attacks by dive- and torpedo-bombers 

were primarily aimed at enemy carriers, with ships turning desperately to avoid 

them. By that evening, one of the powerful Japanese carriers was damaged, while 

the other lost many experienced aircrew and had to re-form its units. 

On the other side, the Japanese sank the carrier Lexington and two other 

vessels, but the Americans lost fewer aircraft. At first, the Imperial Navy appeared 

to have won the day, but in the long run the Battle of the Coral Sea proved to 

be astrategic defeat for Japan. The invasion of Port Moresby had failed —the first 

real setback of the war in the great drive south. The Australians were fighting on. 

Two Japanese carriers were temporarily out of action, but at a time when they 

were badly needed. The Americans also learned many lessons from a contest in 

whichall action came from carrier-borne aircraft. For the first time ever, the ships 

involved in a sea battle never even sighted each other. 

The Battle of Midway 

Most gamblers fear the moment when their luck runs out and the golden touch 

of a good run of success suddenly deserts them. Some recognise the signs and 

quickly cut their losses; others cannot, or will not, recognise the new circum- 
stances and try to press forward regardless. For the Japanese, the bubble of 
triumph which had carried them to the frontiers of India and to the northern 
coastline of Australia could not expand forever. After six months of victories, it 
burst in June 1942. 
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The Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo had laid plans to achieve the 
second part of the Japanese Grand Design. This was to effect the complete 
destruction of American naval power in the Pacific, so that the United States 
would be vulnerable up to the western coastline. This would be achieved 
particularly by sinking every US carrier. With air cover gone, other American 
vessels could be eliminated at leisure. 

Admiral Yamamato and his staff worked out their scheme in great detail. In 
fact, the plan was too elaborate. Each part was a carefully staged move to which 

the Americans were expected to respond in a certain way. However, few 

arrangements were made to deal with the situation if they did not. In battle, 

commanders must be offered opportunities of using their initiative to meet 

changed circimstances, but in that respect the plan was weak. 

The great operation intended to use almost the entire Japanese Navy. Eleven 

capital ships were involved, including the world’s newest and largest battleship, 

the 70,000-ton Yamato, equipped with 18in guns. With them went 22 cruisers, 

65 destroyers and 21 submarines. But the jewels of the Imperial Fleet were the 

carriers, of which eight were to be employed. In support were 600 aircraft. In the 

opinion of Japanese naval leaders, this force would be sufficient to overwhelm 

American opposition. The US Pacific Fleet’s main battleship strength was lost at 

Pearl Harbor, and it had three carriers, with about 230 aeroplanes, to oppose 

Japanese might. There was also a collection of smaller warships, but only some 

75 vessels in total — far fewer than the number mustered by the Imperial Navy. 

From the start, Yamamato made the error of splitting forces in his over- 

complicated plan. A transport group, heavily escorted, was to land 2,500 troops 

on Midway Island, an American base lying 1,100 miles to the north-west of 

Hawaii. A base would be established there to give warning of any future raids 

being made against Japan, a need underlined by the shock caused by Doolittle’s 

attack on Tokyo two months earlier. The assault on Midway would be 

supported by a strike force, including four powerful carriers. The main body, 

with seven battleships and supporting vessels, would wait to engage the Ameri- 

can Fleet when it arrived for battle. As a decoy, the Japanese intended to senda 

northern force to land in the Aleutian Islands, far away in the north Pacific. They 

hoped to distract the Americans, who would have to divide their forces to deal 

with this threat. The Imperial Navy was using wide stretches of the Pacific Ocean 

like a gigantic chessboard. The whole of the convoluted plan would build to a 

crescendo with complete victory. That is what the Japanese believed. There 

could be no failure — at least, as a paper exercise. 
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The Americans viewed the forthcoming contest in a different light, especially — 

as they were forewarned by their decoders. Admiral Nimitz therefore decided on 

another course of action. He would keep his smaller Pacific Fleet away from a 

head-on confrontation, while using every occasion of hitting back. By 3 June the 

US force was already at sea, coming well to the north of Midway, ready to 

intercept the Japanese. 

Far away to the north-east on the same day, the northern force went into 

action against the Aleutian Islands. The Japanese claimed the operation as a_ 

success, but it failed in its main objective. Nimitz would not be drawn and sent 

no extra forces in support. A hole had appeared in the Japanese plans. 

The main and deciding part of the battle occurred near Midway on 4 June and 

the Americans concentrated their attention there. First, Japanese carriers of the 

strike force launched aircraft to attack the island base, where they caused heavy 

damage. Many ground-based US bombers and fighters attempting to defend 

Midway were destroyed either on the airfield or in aerial combat, while Japanese 

aircraft suffered few losses. By 8.30 a.m. the Japanese were confident of victory 

and the carriers prepared their aircraft fora second strike against Midway, to finish 

off its defences. 

Just then, however, Admiral Nagumo, commander of the strike force, was 

confronted with a dilemma. He suddenly learned that the American task force 

had been discovered roughly 200 miles away. What should he do? Many of his 

Zero fighters were on patrol. His torpedo planes were loaded with bombs for the 

next raid on Midway. Aircraft from the first raid there now needed to land. 

Should the second raid go ahead? Or should he launch an immediate torpedo- 

bomber raid on the US ships? In the confusion of battle, with unclear messages 

arriving and different advice being offered, Nagumo hesitated. He then decided 

first to land his returning aircraft before ordering preparations to attack the 

American task force. That move settled the outcome of the battle. 

The US carriers had learned of the Japanese strike force’s whereabouts at 6 a.m. 

Within two hours they were in position to have their torpedo- and dive- 

bombers airborne, searching across the ocean for enemy ships. These were 

discovered about 9.30 a.m. The Devastator torpedo-bombers were slow and 

vulnerable to defending fighters. They came in low, trying to gain position for 

the attack, but Zero fighters and anti-aircraft guns on the ships massacred them, 
shooting down 35 out of 41 aircraft. Not one torpedo struck home, and the 
carrier crews felt triumphant. At that moment, disaster struck the Imperial Navy, 

altering the whole course of the Pacific War in ten minutes. 
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All eyes on the Japanese vessels and in the defending Zeros were concentrated 
on the low-level torpedo-bomber attack. No one noticed that, high above, 35 

Dauntless dive-bombers had gathered, ready for the kill. ‘At that instant a look- 
out screamed “Hell Divers!” a Japanese officer recounted. ‘I looked up to see 
three black enemy planes plummeting towards our ship.”!! Four hits on the 
carrier Kaga quickly turned her into a blazing wreck. Two bombs struck Akagi, 

starting fires and explosions that shortly destroyed her. Soryu was soon engulfed 

in flames. All three vessels stayed afloat for several hours, but were now funeral 

pyres of the supremacy of the Imperial Navy. 

In the afternoon, aircraft from the remaining carrier, Hiryu, struck back at the 

US task force, hitting the carrier Yorktown, which later sank. Retribution 

followed. At 5 p.m. 24 American dive-bombers found the Japanese vessel, their 

bombs destroying her flight deck and setting the ship ablaze from stem to stern. 

As night came on, both sides took stock of the events ofa momentous day in naval 

history. 

The costs of battle stood comfortably in favour of the Americans. They had 

lost one carrier and about 150 aircraft, but four Japanese carriers, with 330 

aircraft, had been destroyed in return. Together with them went many highly 

trained seamen and aircrew. The Americans had fought a canny battle, refusing 

to be drawn into Yamamato’s trap. In turn, he had dispersed his forces across 

different areas of the Pacific Ocean instead of concentrating his main effort at 

Midway, which was now free from the threat of invasion. In some ways the 

Imperial Navy had been affected by hubris, believing that after so many successes 

they could not fail. 

The Battle of Midway certainly did not stop Japanese efforts at launching 

further ground attacks in the Pacific — for example, on New Guinea and the 

Solomon Islands—but the Americans had shattered the notion of the invincibility 

of the Imperial Fleet. The hard-pressed US Pacific Fleet received a respite from 

the scourge of Japanese carrier attack, largely until the end of the year. In 

addition, the industrial power of the United States was now expanding produc- 

tion of the weapons needed for hitting back — especially aircraft carriers. 

Here indeed had been one of the greatest battles in history. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

AFRICA AND THE MEDITERRANEAN, 

1940-1943 

Introduction 

A glance at a map of North Africa in 1940 confirms the interest shown there by 

European powers during an age of colonial expansion, beginning in the 

nineteenth century. Starting from the Strait of Gibraltar and running along the 

southern Mediterranean coastline, four European nations came to hold colonies, 

or exercise influence. In turn, these were Spain, France, Italy and Britain. First 

came Spanish Morocco, with a large territory of French Morocco lying in the 

hinterland. Next were Algeria and Tunisia, both French colonies and considered 

as part of metropolitan France. Following them lay the Italian colony of Libya 

(Tripolitania and Cyrenaica), included in Italy’s African empire. Then came 

Egypt, of special interest to Great Britain. Further east, into Asia Minor, were 

several territories which, after the First World War, were awarded as mandates 

or protectorates to France and Britain. By the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923 the 

French gained Syriaand Lebanon, while the British received Palestine, Transjordan 

and Iraq. All ofthese lands mentioned above had once been possessions of the old 

Ottoman Empire. 

Colonial territories had a special importance to the European powers which 

acquired them, for reasons of economic development, or prestige or rivalry. 

Spain, France and Italy had looked southwards across the Mediterranean to the 

North African coast for areas of national expansion from the early nineteenth 

century until the start of the First World War. Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and 

Libya were gained, usually after a series of campaigns, with resistance coming 

from some local Arabs. For example, the first French landing in Algiers occurred 

in 1830, yet seventeen years passed before all Algeria came under French control. 

In the forty years following 1830, 150,000 French troops were killed in the 

colonial campaign, a heavy price to pay for la gloire. | 

For Great Britain, Egypt held particular importance. Napoleon had recog- 

nised this, even at the end of the eighteenth century, when he told the Directoire 
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of ‘the necessity, in order utterly to destroy England, of seizing Egypt’. From 
1869, with the opening of the Suez Canal, the waterway became what Bismarck 
once termed ‘the spinal cord of the Empire’. The canal linked Britain with her 
Overseas territories, stretching from India and Malaya to Australia and New 
Zealand; the route to India, for example, which formerly measured 9,500 miles 

from Britain, via the Cape of Good Hope, was now reduced to 5,900 miles. 

Consequently, from 1875, when the United Kingdom government, through 

Disraeli, purchased a majority holding of the Canal company’s shares, there was 

a resolve never to allow a foreign state to cut this vital supply line. 

Egypt was important for another and more immediate reason: it stood across 

the route to the Persian Gulf. In 1940, oil supplies there were far smaller than they 

have become since, yet they were important for Britain’s armed forces in the 

Middle East. Furthermore, the geographical position of Egypt made the country 

alinchpin ina grandiose plan fermenting in Hitler’s mind. There could bea huge 

Axis pincer movement, with troops moving east from Libya on one side, to join 

up with forces pushing down through the Russian Caucasus on the other. That 

campaign would have severed Britain’s links with the Empire — and ended the 

war. 

British influence was also exerted on either side of the Red Sea, running 

south-east from Egypt, to ensure that no unfriendly nation would interrupt 

trade. The Sudan, British Somaliland and Aden all became critical areas in 

Britain’s imperial scheme. By 1940, France and Italy also had colonies close by, 

in the Horn of Africa. The former had French Somaliland. The latter governed 

Eritrea and Italian Somaliland, and by 1936 had conquered Abyssinia. These 

lands were intended to be part of the new Roman Empire which Mussolini was 

attempting to create. 

Bearing all of these factors in mind, it was small wonder that, from the summer 

of 1940, North Africa, the Mediterranean Sea and East Africa became areas of 

conflict for two of the four European nations with armed forces there. Spain and 

France were not involved, the one remaining neutral in war and the other being 

crushed by Germany. For Italy and Britain, however, much was at stake. When 

the Italians entered the war in June, the stage was set for a mighty struggle. 

The Desert 

The campaigns in North and East Africa both finished long before the end of the 

war in 1945. By then, Axis forces had been swept from the continent. In East 

Africa, Mussolini’s empire collapsed in the summer of 1941 when his forces 
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surrendered in Eritrea. The North African campaign ended almost two years . 

later, when Axis armies capitulated in Tunisia. 

Servicemen from those two theatres of war recollect not only the hardships of 

battle common to‘conflict anywhere in the world, but also the harsh environ- 

ment in which the fighting occurred. This was especially true of the campaigns 

fought between June 1940 and Christmas 1942 in the area generally known as 

‘The Western Desert’. That zone of action lay mainly between the northern 

extremity of the great Sahara Desert and the Mediterranean coast, a wild, barren. 

wasteland, inhospitable for living in, let alone fighting in. Many servicemen in 

both armies remember mainly the lack of water, searing winds and countless flies, 

‘a filthy, pertinacious, excruciating pestilence’.' Distances were vast. For exam- 

ple, Tripoli in Libya and Alexandria in Egypt were as far apart as Moscow and 

Berlin. 

‘There is much less sand than one expects,’ according to a contemporary 

account, ‘and the sandstorms so often mentioned are more frequently choking 

clouds of dust rather than sand’. Here was a featureless landscape, ‘other than 

occasional shallow depressions’. Over vast stretches of land the going was firm, 

except after rain. The earth resembled hard rock. To a pilot flying towards the 

west over the Western Desert, the view below was remarkable. To his right 

‘stretched the fabled blue of the Mediterranean’. On his left side lay ‘a still vaster 

space of fawn-coloured emptiness’. Here and there was a wadi or a bluff, and, as 

battles developed, the terrain ‘was intersected everywhere by thousands of criss- 

crossing tyre tracks.’* Another writer noted that ‘the Western Desert was a 

forbidding battlefield’, where the bleak land ‘marched beside the sea from the last 

dusty yard of Libya to the green edge of the Nile Delta.’? Yet in such harsh 

surroundings was fought one of the war’s most important campaigns. Forsoldiers 

on both sides, North Africa could be heaven — or Hades. ‘The desert is a 

tactician’s paradise,’ said a German general, ‘but the quartermaster’s hell.” 

The Two Sides 

In June 1940 the odds of war were stacked heavily against the British. After the 

collapse of France, and with the threat of an impending invasion of the United 

Kingdom, few forces could be spared to serve in the Middle East. Most of 
Britain’s land and air resources were needed to defend the homeland. Having lost 
the support of the French Fleet, the Royal Navy alone was not strong enough 
to exercise control over the whole of the Mediterranean Sea, especially the route 
from Gibraltar to Alexandria. The Italians, at their late entry into the war, 
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appeared to hold the whip-hand. They no longer had to fear attack by French 
forces coming at them from Tunisia or Algeria. They had no world-wide 
entanglements and could commit large resources to a conflict in Africa, where 
they had altogether half a million men. 

Commanding their forces in North Africa was Marshal Graziani, an experi- 

enced soldier. At his disposal he had the Tenth Army in Cyrenaica and the Fifth 
in Tripolitania. There were nine divisions of regular soldiers, three Blackshirt 

divisions and two of Libyan recruits. With this huge force to manoeuvre, 

Graziani’s main target was the Egyptian Canal Zone, lying to the east. This step 

appeared easy to take for well-equipped and well-supplied forces. 

Opposite these formidable numbers stood 36,000 British and Common- 

wealth troops in Egypt, under the overall leadership of General Wavell. He had 

been Commander-in-Chief Middle East for less than a year. His army at the time 

consisted of a British armoured division, together with an Indian and a New 

Zealand division. Assisting them were fourteen British infantry battalions and 

two small regiments of artillery. Wavell could also call on 27,000 Common- 

wealth and British troops of various categories who were stationed in Palestine. 

Nevertheless, the total force appeared to be quite inadequate to fend off an 

overwhelmingly powerful Italian army. For example, the 7th Armoured Divi- 

sion ‘only had four regiments of obsolete tanks. There was a shortage of 

ammunition and most of the tanks had only two of the three machine guns they 

were meant to have.’ In addition, no tank transporters were available, which 

shortened ‘the lives of both tracks and engines’. 

In East Africa, the imbalance ofnumbers and strength was even more marked. 

Mussolini’s forces, both Italians and colonials, in Eritrea and Abyssinia totalled 

over 200,000 men. On the opposite side were about 9,000 British and local 

troops in the Sudan and 8,500 soldiers in Kenya. The Italians, it seemed, could 

walk into British territory whenever they chose. 

The same inequality of numbers was evident in air power. Air Chief Marshal 

Longmore controlled 29 squadrons, comprising 300 aircraft, many of which 

were old, or even obsolescent. With these he was required to defend ‘Egypt, 

Sudan, Palestine and Transjordan, East Africa, Aden and Somaliland, Iraq and 

adjacent territories, Cyprus, Turkey, Balkans, Red Sea, Mediterranean Sea, 

Persian Gulf. In Egypt at the start of the desert campaign he could call on 94 

bombers and 64 fighters, only a minority of which latter were Hurricanes. 

Further south, in East Africa, were 85 bombers and a handful of fighters. His 

responsibilities were as breathtaking as his resources were inadequate. 
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On the otherside lay the full might of the Regia Aeronautica, consisting of 2,600 

aircraft. Of these, the Italians kept 200 fighters and 200 bombers in Libya, while 

in East Africa they had twice as many aeroplanes as the RAF. Among these were 

highly manoeuvrable biplanes, CR.42 fighters, to match British Gladiators, and 

SM.79 bombers, among the best aircraft of the war. 

On paper, at least, the future in the Middle East looked bleak for Britain and 

the Commonwealth. ‘In every department of modern warfare,’ wrote a corre- 

spondent, ‘especially in such equipment as tanks and guns, we were pitifully, 

hopelessly weak.”° With all of these advantages in their favour, where would the 

Italians strike? Which territory would be added first to Mussolini’s new Roman 

Empire? 

East Africa 

Italy’s entry into the war threatened Britain’s ability to supply forces in Egypt in 

two respects. First, the usual Mediterranean maritime run from Gibraltar, via 

Malta, to Alexandria was now at risk from air or naval attack. Consequently, ships 

carrying supplies had to sail the old pre-Suez route round the Cape of Good 

Hope, then up to Egypt by way of the Red Sea. This introduced a second threat, 

which occurred near the Horn of Africa. Both Italian Somaliland and Eritrea 

bordered the route. Aircraft flying from the Italian naval base at Massawa on the 

Red Sea would easily be able to launch raids on convoys sailing towards Suez. 

The biggest territory in Italy’s East African empire was Abyssinia, conquered 

four years earlier. The country covered over half a million square miles, but 

lacked good roads and communications. In war, however, the terrain made life 

difficult for defenders and attackers alike. To the north lay Eritrea, only one- 

tenth the size of Abyssinia but bordering the Red Sea. Again, the hinterland was 

harsh, an area of desert and mountains. Further to the south lay Italian Somaliland, 

fringing the Indian Ocean, but a barren land of no natural resources. 

In Abyssinia, 91,000 Italian troops were stationed, supported by 200,000 

Abyssinian levies. Their particular disadvantage was that, being cut off from Italy, 

they could receive no supplies or reinforcements. Nonetheless, such a large, 

well-armed force posed a formidable threat to British interests: it could invade 

the Sudan or Kenya and change the balance of power in Africa. Opposed to the 
Italians were comparatively small British and Commonwealth forces. Only two 

or three battalions of troops were in British Somaliland, although a force 
eventually totalling 75,000 Commonwealth soldiers was gathered in Kenya to 
defend the colony. 
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From June 1940 it was soon apparent that the Italian Army had learned 
nothing from their German allies about the value of Blitzkrieg tactics. With so 
many advantages on their side, the Italians could have launched immediate, 
heavy assaults on British positions throughout East Africa. Little could have 
stopped them. However, from the start Mussolini’s forces suffered from military 
inertia. 

British Somaliland was not invaded until 3 August, when 26 Italian battalions, 

well supported by guns, tanks and armoured cars, moved against a small force of 

defenders. Although greatly outnumbered, these men fought back magnifi- 

cently for over two weeks before being evacuated by sea to Kenya. In this time 

they suffered 250 casualties, but inflicted over 2,000 on the invaders. The Italians 

developed a healthy respect for the fighting qualities of Commonwealth soldiers 

and this slowed up even further their desire to launch offensives. 

In the aftermath of Dunkirk in June 1940, the Middle East was the only zone 

where British and Axis land forces were in immediate conflict. The eyes of the 

British government were therefore turned sharply to North and East Africa. The 

débacle of the French Campaign strongly underlined the need for Britain to 

enjoy a success somewhere in the world, to raise the morale of a public growing 

accustomed to defeat. By late 1940, realising that a sizeable army had been 

gathered in Kenya under General Wavell’s overall command, Churchill pressed 

strongly for an offensive to be launched against the Italians. When cautious 

generals were unwilling to start attacks until every preparation was made, the 

prime minister could be like a sheepdog, snapping at the heels ofa reluctant flock. 

Eventually, in February 1941, Comnonwealth troops entered Italian 

Somaliland, then Eritrea and later Abyssinia. The manoeuvre started as a 

counter-measure to protect Kenya, but success was so rapid and unexpected that 

it turned into a full-scale invasion. Troops from South Africa, the Gold Coast and 

East Africa raced ahead, usually meeting little resistance. Although the Italian Air 

Force had superior numbers of aircraft it failed to offer much defence to the 

Army; on the other side, the RAF gave good support to Commonwealth troops. 

Neither the Italian soldiers nor their levies showed much stomach for the fight. 

By the end of February 1941 Italian Somaliland had been overrun, so the 

invaders swept forward to Abyssinia and Eritrea. Although transport was a 

particular difficulty, Commonwealth forces pushed on with great vigour, finally 

driving the Italians out of the country they had conquered five years earlier. By 

19 May the Italian commander surrendered. British and Commonwealth forces 

within a few months had occupied the whole of Mussolini’s much vaunted, yet 
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largely barren, East African empire. At the same time they captured large — 

quantities of military supplies, including stocks of oil, and took 230,000 prisoners. | 

The East African Campaign boosted British and Commonwealth morale at a 

time when defeats were customary. The novelty of victory was welcome. 

Compared with the main operations going on in the Western Desert at the same 

time, it was a side-show—yet it was important. A question was raised in the minds 

of both the British and the Germans. How good were the Italians at the business 

of fighting a war? As allies, were they an asset or a hindrance? 

North Africa 

Contrary to most expectations, British forces made the first moves in desert 

fighting. Wavell, a commander of underestimated ability, ordered General 

O’Connor to forma Western Desert Force and to harry Italian frontier positions 

in Libya. This he did with patrols of mobile, well-trained columns in raids made 

by troops who were used to movement in the desert. During June and July 1940 

they gained a series of small, but important, successes, catching their enemies by 

surprise, before retiring to defensive positions in Egypt. Throughout this time, 

Wavell was already planning counter-strokes against the Italians when, as he 

knew they would, they began to advance into Egypt. 

In August, Graziani’s armies had still barely moved. Wavell was called to 

London. There he learned that, in spite of the ominous threat of invasion, 

Churchill was arranging for strong reinforcements, including 150 tanks, to be 

sent immediately to Egypt. This most courageous act, in the prime minister’s 

words, ‘was at once awful and right. No one faltered.’’ Wavell returned to the 

Middle East, heartened by the government’s support. The convoy carrying the 

equipment, after travelling round the Cape, reached Egypt in mid-September. 

Churchill certainly hoped for a military success in the Middle East. So did 

Mussolini, who pressed a reluctant Graziani to make a move. However, the 

Italians’ cautious advance did not start until mid-September. They occupied 

Sollum on the 13th, taking four days to cover the 65 miles to Sidi Barrani—hardly 

an inspiring overture. Having got that far, the invaders dug some fortified 

positions, then sat tight. They appeared frightened of their own success. Graziani 

was suffering froma severe attack of over-caution and would not commit himself 

until even larger forces and supplies had been moved up. 

His policy played into the hands of Wavell, who prepared a counter-offensive, 
Operation ‘Compass’. This was to open as no more than a large sortie but if 
successful would be carried further. Wavell knew the risks involved, but had 
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great faith in his men, believing them to be superior to the Italians in everything 
but numbers. ‘We must accustom our minds to the offensive which alone can 
bring victory,’ he wrote to a general in November. Subsequently, O’Connor’s 
troops trained hard and prepared to strike the enemy an unexpected blow. 

They were helped particularly by information from excellent signals intel- 

ligence in Cairo. By the start of the assault, ‘British knowledge of where the: 

Italian Army was strong and where it was weak, and ofits administration layout, 

was very comprehensive, and this determined the final shape of the British plan.”* 

The counter-offensive opened on 9 December, with 30,000 British and 

Commonwealth troops, employing 275 tanks, attacking 80,000 Italians. Their 

success was immediate and remarkable. They fought with skill and energy, so 

that within three days most Italians had been driven out of Egypt and 38,000 

prisoners captured. Once on the retreat, Graziani’s forces had little desire to stop. 

O’Connor kept moving on. First Bardia and then Tobruk were taken, and a 

further 65,000 prisoners, with mountains of equipment, fell into British hands 

as Graziani’s men surrendered in droves. 

O’Connor would not let the enemy off the hook. By early February 1941 he 

had reached the coast road running from Benghazi westwards, cutting off the 

retreating Italians. They were forced into battle at Beda Fomm. Few people have 

heard of this contest, which became one of the most important of the whole war. 

Within two days Graziani’s Tenth Army was shattered, the important port of 

Benghazi had been captured and O’Connor’s victorious troops were ready to 

push on to the west, into Tripolitania. In ten weeks the British had snared 

130,000 prisoners, about 1,300 guns and 400 tanks. “The Army of the Nile,’ 

wrote Churchill, ‘had advanced 500 miles, [and] had destroyed an Italian army 

ofmore than nine divisions.’”? This astounding victory had been gained at the cost 

of 2,000 casualties. A war correspondent reported seeing an entire Italian division 
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marching into captivity, ‘tired and dispirited beyond caring’. He noticed them, 

‘first in hundreds, then in thousands, until the stupendous crocodile of marching 

figures stretched away to either horizon.’"” 

In the distance gleamed the main prize — the port of Tripoli. O'Connor knew 

that with the impetus his men had built up, he could keep the Italians on the run. 

There was every chance that he could drive them completely out of North 

Africa, gaininga victory of giant proportions, worthy to stand beside the greatest. 

However, at the moment of triumph, two factors intervened to change the | 

balance of success. Wavell and O’Connor, who controlled neither of them, 

suffered as a result. 

The first emanated from the Italian invasion of Greece in October 1940. A few 

months later, the British wanted to help the Greeks who had fought back 

vigorously and successfully against the invaders. To do this, it was decided to halt 

the British advance in North Africa and to despatch troops under Wavell’s 

command to the Balkans. Just as O’Connor had won his remarkable victory at 

Beda Fomm and was preparing to press ahead, he was ordered to stop. The bulk 

of his successful army was withdrawn, leaving only a holding force. Before 

long, contingents of Australian, New Zealand and British troops were sent 

to Greece. 

Churchill has been criticised since for halting the efforts of a victorious general 

and for posting men to a Balkan campaign which ended in failure. Hindsight, of 

course, lends a clarity unavailable at the time. The decision certainly puzzled 

some German commanders. ‘We could not understand at the time,’ General 

Warlimont, who was on the Fiihrer’s staff, said later, ‘why the British did not 

exploit the difficulties of the Italians in Cyrenaica by pushing on to Tripoli. 

There was nothing to check them.’'' He added that Italian troops were panic- 

stricken. The British government, however, in early 1941 had a width of areas 

to cover, and consequently greater responsibilities and involvements than any 

other nation. In the Middle East alone, their eyes were turned to North and East 

Africa and to Syria, Iraq and Turkey. The Axis powers threatened the Balkans. 

If their responsibilities for dealing with the Night Blitz at home, fighting the 

Battle of the Atlantic and keeping a watchful eye on the Far East are added, their 

total burden becomes more obvious. Nonetheless, the halting of O’Connor’s 

drive was a sad moment. The initiative in Libya was lost. 

The second factor intervening in North Africa early in 1941 and altering the 
balance in the Western Desert was the arrival on the scene of a German general. 
His name was Erwin Rommel. 
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Rommel in Africa 
During the battles against the Italians in the Western Desert, British commanders 
at the front, as well as those in London, had a particular worry. What if Hitler 
decided to post German forces to the Middle East? The Wehrmacht, with its 
proven record of wartime success, would pose a far greater threat to the security 
of Egypt than had come from Mussolini’s men. Similar thoughts rested in the 
Fiihrer’s mind in Berlin. His opinion of his ally was not very high. Italian troops 

lacked the strength and fighting powers of German soldiers, while their com- 

manders had displayed little vision or drive. This was pointed out to Hitler in 

November 1940 by Admiral Raeder, who reported that ‘The Italian forces have 

neither the leadership nor the military efficiency to carry the required operations 
212 in the Mediterranean to a successful conclusion.’!* Therefore the German leader 

decided to intervene. 

General Erwin Rommel had proved to bea successful and skilful leader during 

the French Campaign when commanding the Seventh Panzers, ‘The Ghost 

Division’. He understood the merits of armoured warfare and was already 

renowned as a hard-driving commander. On 6 February 1941 he was instructed 

personally by Hitler to lead a small force of two divisions into North Africa, to 

help rescue the Italians. Six days later he flew to Tripoli and immediately began 

organising his resources as they arrived by sea. He wasa manina hurry. Although 

the British learned of the arrival of German units in North Africa, they believed 

that several months would elapse before they would be ready for battle. Rommel 

soon proved them wrong. 

By this time, many of O’Connor’s victorious men had been sent to Greece or 

East Africa, or were back in Egypt refitting. Their places had been taken by 

under-equipped and untried divisions led by new and inexperienced command- 

ers. On 31 March Rommel suddenly advanced with no more than a small force 

against British and Commonwealth positions. By skilful use of limited resources, 

plus bluff, he soon had his adversaries retreating faster than they had advanced. 

After just twelve days, he had swept the British out of Cyrenaica, recaptured 

Benghazi, taken O’Connor prisoner and reached the Egyptian border. The only 

Commonwealth troops left in Libya were a small, mainly Australian force holed 

up in Tobruk. Rommel, the opportunist, halted only because of fuel and supply 

shortages. 

Within a fortnight, the legend of the ‘Desert Fox’ was born. Here wasa leader 

experienced in armoured warfare, supremely confident and commanding well- 

trained troops. Overall, he had greater vision than his opponent and kept in closer 
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touch with his men, whom he pushed relentlessly. Italian units which came 

under his command also fought far better than they had earlier. Rommel used 

them well, but still believed that they were mainly ‘designed for a colonial war 

against insurgent tribesmen’. He became an inspiring figure to his own men, who 

enjoyed some remarkable successes stemming from his leadership. 

For the British, however, Rommel assumed a role out of proportion to his 

undoubted abilities. To the troops opposing him he became a ‘bogey man’, and 

this sometimes sapped their self-confidence. Some lost faith in their own 

commanders, who could not match Rommel’s sure touch in the tactics of desert 

warfare. ‘The myth which surrounded his exploits,’ wrote a former British 

soldier, ‘was manufactured as much by the admiration and fear he brought to the 

ordinary soldier on the opposing side as by the Berlin media.’'* This fascination 

with the personality of a single opponent certainly reached Britain. Churchill 

recognised the importance of holding the Middle East to the British Common- 

wealth and Dominions. The necessity was to achieve victory over German, not 

Italian, forces. At a distance from the immediate theatre of war, he could not 

understand why the increasing volume of men and supplies which were 

despatched to Egypt could not produce rapid results. He constantly chided 

commanders there to launch oftensives, often failing to allow for the time needed 

to prepare new divisions and their equipment for battle. For him, the defeat of 

the superman, Rommel, became an article of faith. 

On the other side, the North African Campaign was only a side-show for 

Hitler, who invested far more resources first in the Balkan Campaign and then 

in the invasion of Russia. A biographer wrote of ‘an unending battle between 

Rommel who saw — and proved — the possibility of a major success there and a 

High Command which refused to take the North African campaign seriously’.'4 

Rommel often experienced a difficult relationship with the General Staff, a 

number of whom had not held direct command for some years and were, in his 

opinion, chair-bound. Later, in retrospect, some of them believed that Rommel’s 

achievements had been exaggerated. In Africa he had commanded no more than 

a handful of divisions, and he had never served on the Russian Front — the 

toughest of tests. 

Rommel started his desert command with some advantages over his enemies. 
The Germans were far more experienced in armoured warfare, had superior staff 
organisation and possessed better equipment. In the Western Desert they 
displayed these superiorities for about eighteen months after Rommel’s arrival. 
Another German general was specific about the advantages of the Afrika Korps 
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over the British forces which eventually became the Eighth Army. First, the 
Germans had superior anti-tank artillery, especially the 88mm gun, which could 
be used against aircraft or tanks orasa field-gun. The British equivalent, the 3.7in 
anti-aircraft gun, was not used to target tanks. In addition, the 50mm high- 
velocity anti-tank gun, which always accompanied panzer tanks, was a far better 
weapon than the 2pdr carried by British armoured vehicles. Second was ‘our 
systematic practice of the principle of cooperation ofarms’. Third came, ‘last but 
not least — our tactical methods’, in which Rommel and his troops were very 

experienced.” Consequently, although the Afrika Korps was sometimes out- 

numbered in tank strength, he used his limited numbers skilfully, often handing 

out heavier casualties than he received. One could also mention the generally 

better quality of the Germans’ tanks, their more effective system of battlefield 

tank recovery and even the superiority of their petrol cans —‘jerrycans’ — over the 

British equivalent. 

Desert Campaigns, May 1941—August 1942 

By the end of April 1941, when Rommel had evicted British forces from 

Cyrenaica, he was left witha thorn in the side of his advance. This was the enclave 

of Tobruk, whose 30,000 defenders, mainly Australian, held out grimly, 

although surrounded and attacked by Axis forces. Rommel came to respect the 

way they ‘fought with remarkable tenacity’, adding that even their wounded 

‘stayed in the fight to their last breath’. These self-styled “Rats of Tobruk’ 

deprived the Afrika Korps of a vital supply port. Between April and November 

1941 they kept back four Italian divisions and three German battalions from the 

main forces. Their siege lasted until the end of the year. 

From May 1941 toJune 1942 Axis forces faced three main offensives in North 

Africa. These were made at various times by units from South Africa, India, 

Australia, New Zealand and Britain, as well as by Free French, Greek and Polish 

troops. One of the difficulties for senior commanders was to weld these disparate 

formations into a cohesive army. This task was not always made easy by demands 

from the home governments of the formations. For example, by September 1941 

the Australian government asked for the withdrawal of their soldiers from 

Tobruk, citing worries over their health and powers of resistance — or, as one 

soldier cynically suggested, ‘before their mothers, fathers, wives and sisters voted 

in the forthcoming elections’.'® The British government acceded and, with some 

difficulty, the Australians were replaced, by sea, with British and Polish detach- 

ments taking over. 
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In his Egyptian headquarters, Wavell was assailed with demands on his limited 

forces throughout the desperate period from March until June 1941. During that 

time, his men were suffering disaster in Greece and Crete; he was trying to bring 

the East African Campaign to a successful conclusion; in Iraq he was confronted 

with a revolt which threatened local oil supplies; an operation against Vichy- 

controlled Syria had begun, to forestall Axis intervention there; and he was 

confronted by the mercurial Rommel in the Western Desert. Throughout the 

war, few commanders had to meet similar responsibilities, spanning such diverse _ 

areas, with such limited resources. In Churchill’s words, ‘the extraordinary 

convergence of five or six different theatres, with their ups and downs, especially 

downs,’ were a strain ‘to which few soldiers have been subjected’.'’ 

In early May 1941 Wavell intended to push the Afrika Korps from its positions 

inside the Egyptian frontier. In achieving that he would have an entry point back 

into Cyrenaica, especially through the escarpment at the Halfaya Pass. However, 

that region was just as important to Rommel: the pass marked his way into Egypt. 

Therefore, between 15 and 27 May 1941, a small yet fierce battle developed in 

the frontier region as Operation ‘Brevity’ was fought. After a series of skirmishes 

inside Cyrenaica, the British withdrew. Then the Germans counter-attacked 

and they regained the Halfaya Pass. ‘Brevity’ marked another failure. Hinsley 

remarks that one reason, and ‘the most important indeed, was the technical 

superiority of the German equipment, particularly armour and anti-tank guns’."* 

It would take a heavier offensive to defeat the Afrika Korps. 

The onus was on Wavell to do that. He planned a new and larger campaign, 

code-named Operation ‘Battleaxe’. Churchill hoped that it would lead to the 

complete defeat of Rommel and the removal of Axis armies from North Africa. 

However, Wavell’s aims were more modest: he hoped to drive enemy forces 

back and relieve the garrison in Tobruk. To help his preparations, convoy ‘Tiger’ 

was sailed boldly through the Mediterranean to Alexandria, bringing 238 tanks 

and 43 Hurricane fighters. The ships arrived on 12 May. 

Two contradictory views on the forthcoming offensive then emerged. 

Having risked so much to provide extra armour for the Middle East, the 
authorities in London wanted it sent into action quickly. A victory in the desert 
would be a gleaming light among so many troubles and defeats. Wavell, on the 
other hand, required time to bring vehicles and their crews to readiness through 
acclimatisation and training. There were delays in unloading, refitting and 
preparing the tanks, which led, in Clementine Churchill’s recollection, to 
‘terrible anxiety and even anger at Chequers on several Sundays’.!? Wavell was 

170 



AFRICA AND THE MEDITERRANEAN, 1940-1943 

a careful, professional soldier, and no Rommel, who would attack only when 
thoroughly prepared. Leaders in Britain, especially Churchill, viewed him as 
slow. 

Wavell’s offensive did not open until 14 June. By then Rommel, warned by 
his intelligence services, had moved forces into position to blunt ‘Battleaxe’. His 
plans were carefully laid to demonstrate mobile defence to the greatest effect. 
British armour was used in a more stilted way, through a number of slow, head- 

onassaults, with the intention that tanks should fight each other almost like ships- 

of-the-line engaging individually in the eighteenth century. Such a contest was 

not for Rommel. Using anti-tank guns to great effect, he quickly knocked out 

large sections of British armour before bringing his own machines into action. 

The German 50mm gun was well employed at short range, but the heaviest 

damage came from a few 88s. These were well dug in, with a clear field of fire 

over open terrain. They could fire up to eight rounds a minute with shells which 

punched holes in the 77mm frontal armour of the Matilda tank at 2,000yds. Of 

thirteen Matildas attacking the Halfaya Pass, only one escaped the deadly fire of 

four defending 88s. The previously named ‘Queen of the Battlefield’ was 

dethroned. The new Crusader tanks which had arrived in the ‘Tiger’ convoy 

were untried and suffered both from mechanical troubles and enemy guns. At the 

end ofa three-day battle, in which Wavell went to the front line, trying to help 

his generals, he had lost 91 tanks; the Germans lost 25. Once again, Rommel had 

shown his mastery in the use of armour. 

Aseries of infantry engagements also occurred, but, without the protection of 

tanks, soldiers were vulnerable in the desert. Soon the infantry were retreating 

to avoid being cut off and Wavell’s forces were back where they had started. 

Losses in men were not excessive, but in tanks were disastrous. 

The failure of the armour rang Wavell’s death-knell. Churchill and the 

Imperial General Staff in London decided to replace him on 21 June, the very 

night when the Germans attacked Russia. Rommel, the victor, was highly 

praised by Axis leaders; the loser was posted to India. 

Auchinleck’s Turn 

‘Generals are often prone, if they have the chance,’ wrote Churchill, ‘to choose 

a set-piece battle, when all is ready at their own selected moment, rather than 

wear down the enemy by continued, unspectacular fighting.’ This had been the 

impression formed by the prime minister of Wavell’s slowness to come into 

action. In replacing him, he hoped for a swifter, spectacular success, adding that 
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they ‘naturally prefer certainty to hazard’. However, Churchill was soon to find 

that Wavell’s replacement was no more ready to leap into offensive action than 

his predecessor. 

In a straight exchange, Wavell swapped positions with General Auchinleck, 

Commander-in-Chief India. The new man wasa highly competent professional 

soldier, popular and respected. How would he cope with the ‘Desert Fox’, who 

had the habit of seeing off British generals? Unfortunately for the prime minister, 

the exchange proved to be another case of ‘SOS’ (Same Old Story). ‘Auchinleck _ 

had every soldierly quality,’ wrote a military historian, ‘except the killer 

instinct.’”' In battle, that was a mortal deficiency. 

In mid-1941, as the German onslaught on Russia opened, Hitler was unwill- 

ing to regard the successes of Axis forces in the Middle East as more than a side- 

show. The Afrika Korps’ victories were applauded, but never heavily reinforced. 

Churchill, on the contrary, was more anxious than ever for victory in the desert. 

Extra resources were poured there, to the detriment of such areas as the Far East. 

The obsessional requirement to defend the Canal Zone, then to evict the enemy 

from Africa, led to the suggestion that Rommel at least had a hand in the fall of 

Singapore. This implied criticism of Churchill, however, overlooks the fact that 

in the last six months of 1941 battles could be fought only where there was war. 

Rommel had proved that large forces would be required in the Middle East. 

After the various batterings received by British forces in the Western Desert, 

Auchinleck was in no mood for hasty action. Instead, he looked forward to a 

period of reorganisation and re-equipment, while planning his offensive, Opera- 

tion ‘Crusader’. His forces, renamed the Eighth Army in September, were built 

up methodically over several months. New divisions and tanks were provided 

and Churchill waited with impatience to see them in action. However, prepa- 

rations were slow, including as they did the laying of a 150-mile extension of a 

water pipeline westwards from Alexandria. 

Rommel also had troubles of supply, having to rely on the port of Benghazi, 

300 miles from the front line. Prominent in his mind was the problem posed by 

the garrison at Tobruk. While enemy troops were there, he would be unable to 

advance into Egypt. His plans therefore aimed at launching an offensive to take 

the port, and by mid-November he was ready. At his disposal were seven Italian 

and two German divisions, with about 400 tanks. 

Auchinleck had six main divisions and several brigades, with a reserve 
division, including the Tobruk garrison. Altogether there were 760 tanks. Their 
main objective was to capture Cyrenaica and relieve Tobruk. By mid-October 
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the prime minister, worried by the slow start, was telling Auchinleck, ‘It is 
impossible to explain to Parliament and the nation how it is our Middle Eastern 
armies have to stand for months without engaging the enemy while all the time 
Russia is being battered to pieces.’ 

The British offensive opened on 18 November and at first appeared to have 
some success. However, Axis troops responded strongly, with Rommel’s 
generalship playing an important part. The battle continued with a series of 
confused engagements over the next four weeks. Gradually, the Allied superi- 

ority in numbers of armoured vehicles was whittled down and the longed-for 

complete victory over the Afrika Korps disappeared. However, by mid-Decem- 

ber, ‘Crusader’ represented a sort of victory, the first gained by British and 

Commonwealth forces against the Germans since the start of the war. Yet it was 

mainly a victory over territory, not over men and matériel. Tobruk was relieved 

and Axis forces were pushed out of Cyrenaica. Rommel, with considerable skill, 

extricated the Afrika Korps and retreated westwards to El Agheila. 

By the end of ‘Crusader’ the Germans and Italians had suffered 38,000 

casualties and had lost 300 tanks; the figures for Auchinleck’s forces were 18,000 

and 278 respectively. Although Auchinleck himself was a fine commander, 

several of his generals were not. ‘Crusader’’s high hopes were unrealised. The 

situation was thrown into greater perspective on 7 December 1941, the day that 

Tobruk was finally relieved; that victory was overshadowed by the news that the 

Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor. 

Both sides had fought themselves to a standstill. Axis forces had lost Cyrenaica, 

while the Eighth Army was in no condition to advance towards Tripoli. How 

long would the stalemate last? The surprising answer came on 21 January 1942. 

Having received some tank reinforcements, the resilient Rommel took the 

offensive, catching the Eighth Army detachments unprepared. With a few 

powerful thrusts he recaptured Benghazi and drove Auchinleck’s forces back. 

They quickly lost much of the ground so painfully gained in ‘Crusader’. 

In the spring of 1942 both sides again prepared forces for an offensive. By then, 

Auchinleck was hampered by events in the Far East. Two divisions destined for 

his command were redirected to oppose the Japanese. Furthermore, he was now 

wary of the ‘Desert Fox’, knowing that any small error of judgement would be 

heavily punished. Yet, in spite of their difficulties in the Pacific, the US 

authorities despatched large quantities of war material to the Middle East. By 

May 1942 the Eighth Army included 850 tanks, of which 170 were Grants, from 

America, equipped with 75mm guns. Inaddition, 420 tanks were heldin reserve. 
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Auchinleck controlled six main divisions, of which two were armoured, as well 

as tank and motorised brigades. His artillery outnumbered his opponents’ by 50 

per cent and included a number of the excellent new 6pdr anti-tank guns. In the 

skies above, the Desert Air Force had 600 aircraft. Auchinleck’s total forces were 

certainly larger than those of the Axis. 

At Rommel’s disposal were three German and six Italian divisions. Ofhis 560 

tanks, only half were German medium tanks which had done so well in the 

desert. Above them flew 530 Axis aircraft, 120 of which were Bf 109s. What | 

would count in action, however, would be not so much the overall size of forces 

on each side as the use made of them. Judged by previous experience, Rommel 

therefore still held a strong hand. 

Once again, Churchill tried to press Auchinleck into action. “There are no safe 

battles,’ he wrote on 21 May, when ‘Ultra’ intelligence reported an imminent 

German assault. He added, ‘We have full confidence in you and your glorious 

army.’*? That confidence was put to the test four days later, when Rommel’s 

offensive opened. 

Over the following four weeks an intensive battle occurred in the Western 

Desert, in which the ‘Desert Fox’ showed a mastery of armoured manoeuvre. 

With numerically inferior resources, he outfought poorly positioned and man- 

aged defences. General Ritchie, Commander-in-Chief of the Eighth Army, 

failed to use his stronger armoured power thoroughly and a number of positions 

were overrun. Worst of all, when Rommel drove at Tobruk, its defences were 

quickly smashed and 38,000 prisoners fell into his hands on 21 June. Hitler at 

once promoted him to the rank of Field Marshal, the youngest in the Wehrmacht. 

For the British, the loss was a military disaster second only to the surrender of 

Singapore. When Churchill received the news, ‘a bitter moment’, he was with 

Roosevelt in Washington. The American president’s reaction summarises the 

relationship of the two allies at the time. “What can we do to help?’ he enquired. 

The immediate result was that the United States despatched 300 Sherman tanks 

and 100 howitzers of 105mm calibre to Egypt.” 

Axis forces then poured into Egypt, reaching the old 1940 defences on 25 

June. Five days later they were at El Alamein, only 60 miles from Alexandria. 

They paused then only because forces of armour and men were depleted and 
weary; by 2 July Rommel had only 40 tanks operational. The retreating Eighth 
Army, 80,000 men fewer than a month earlier, managed to take up a defensive 
position. In the eyes of most observers, this was the last ditch: another defeat and 
the Afrika Korps would be in Cairo. In reality, British and Commonwealth troops 
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held strong positions and were being constantly reinforced; being so close to the 
Nile Delta, their supply lines were greatly reduced in length. 

By this time Churchill wanted new leaders in the Middle East. He could not 
comprehend why Auchinleck had achieved so little with the 700,000 men who 
were on the ration strength of his command. Auchinleck was undoubtedly an 
able commander-in-chief, but he was often poorly served by subordinate 
commanders. In those circumstances, the buck stopped at the top. The prime 
minister flew to Egypt on 4 August to weigh the situation for himself. Auchinleck 

was replaced by General Alexander, while General Montgomery took over the 

Eighth Army. Once again, Rommel had ‘seen off a chief opponent. Yet 

Auchinleck’s swansong during July was to fighta last and successful battle, staving 

off a further German effort to break through. 

During August, both sides re-formed their forces, with the Eighth Army 

gaining more than its opponents. Rommel required one more victory and on the 

last day of the month he launched his army into an attack towards Alam Halfa. 

Montgomery had inherited Auchinleck’s defensive plan, which worked well. 

German and Italian units pushed hard but found the defences too strong to crack; 

they were suffering from a severe fuel shortage. Within a few days, the Afrika 

Korps was forced to pull back, raising the morale of Eighth Army troops, who 

were growing in confidence. 

The importance of the Desert Air Force at this time was crucial. A German 

general later admitted that his men were attacked both day and night and suffered 

heavy casualties. A British official publication added that Rommel’s failure was 

due to ‘the interruption of the supply lines before the battle began, and because 

of the effect on morale of incessant bombing during its progress.’ Gradually, the 

cooperation between the Royal Air Force and the Army improved. Bombers 

became a form of flying artillery in open spaces where the enemy had difficulty 

in concealing men or equipment. 

El Alamein 

The need for a victory in the desert was paramount, so that Britain could share 

the admiration accorded to the Russians on the Eastern Front and the Americans 

at Midway. However, it would not be enough merely to regain territory, as had 

happened before: Axis forces, particularly the Afrika Korps, had to be given a 

beating from which they would not recover, thus removing the potential threat 

to the Canal Zone which had existed ever since Rommel’s arrival. Montgomery, 

noted for his addiction to efficiency, determination and training, was to be the 
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man for the job. Before long, soldiers in the Eighth Army, who had sought a 

general with charisma to match the ‘Desert Fox’, knew that they had a true 

leader. A staff officer wrote of his clarity of mind and physical bravery, his dogged 

perseverance and directness: ‘Whether on paper or in speech,’ he added, ‘he is 

always crystal clear.’*° The Eighth Army certainly had not lost morale, but 

wanted inspirational guidance to overcome bewilderment. Montgomery gave 

them that. After his first staff conference on 13 August, an officer wrote “We all 

— 

feel that a cool and refreshing breeze has come to relieve the oppressive and — 

stagnant atmosphere. The effect of the address was electric — it was terrific.’”” 

Nonetheless, like his predecessors, Alexander, through Montgomery, would 

not launch an offensive until he was fully prepared. The process took ten weeks 

of reinforcement, training and planning. This time Churchill was prepared to 

wait. By mid-October the imbalance in size between the opposing forces was 

more marked than ever. The Eighth Army’s strength stood at 195,000 men, with 

over 1,000 tanks and hundreds more in reserve. About 500 of the machines were 

American-built Grants and Shermans, the latter being particularly well-gunned 

and strongly armoured. In artillery, the Eighth Army was far stronger, with 900 

guns. Ample supplies could be brought along the short distance from the Canal 

Zone. Against this might, Rommel had about 100,000 men, half of whom were 

German. Of his 540 tanks, half were obsolete Italian machines. There were 500 

guns. Shortages of ammunition and fuel existed, especially as much had to be 

brought 1,200 miles from Tripoli. In addition, Rommel himself fell ill before the 

battle opened and had to return to Germany for treatment. 

In the skies, Allied strength was clearly superior. Sir Arthur Tedder, com- 

manding air forces, shared with Montgomery a belief in army—air cooperation. 

This was to be a crucial factor in the forthcoming battle, and one often 

overlooked when the campaign is examined. Added together, the Allies had 96 

squadrons in the Middle East by October 1942, thirteen of which were American 

—a sure sign of the United States’ wish to offer help in an important theatre of 

war. The combined air forces offered a shield over the Eighth Army, both 

protecting them and hitting enemy targets behind the lines. 

Montgomery had neither Rommel’s experience nor his dash in handling 

armour in the desert. Fortunately for his men, he recognised that. Therefore he 

decided to open his campaign with a large-scale artillery bombardment of 
forward troops. With his overall advantages in strength, he knew that a pounding 
match would sap the Axis forces more than his own. The barrage, fired from 450 

guns, started on the night of 23 October and a ‘dogfight’ began, with slow, 
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grinding advances through minefields by infantry. They found the effects of 
concentrated shellfire on the enemy. ‘Whole gun crews were lying dead round 
their guns. Even in the slit trenches and dug-outs many had been killed.’ An 
officer was dead with his telephone to his ear. ‘A man who had been about to light 
a cigarette was dead with a cigarette in one hand and a box of matches in the 
other.’** 

Montgomery had planned the battle in three phases. First came the break-in, 

secondly the ‘dogfight’ — a ‘hard and bloody killing match’ — and thirdly the 

break-out. Over the following two weeks, Australian, South African and Free 

French troops, together with British, all fighting tenaciously, gradually broke the 

German and Italian defences. Even Rommel’s hasty recall from convalescence 

in Germany to take command could not halt the tide. By 29 October he was 

writing to his wife that little hope was left. “At night I lie with my eyes open, for 

the load that is on my shoulders. In the day, I’m dead tired.’”’ 

At several stages of the battle, Churchill, together with military leaders in 

London, became uneasy over slow progress. Surely the Eighth Army could do 

it this time? From ‘Ultra’ reports, which landed on their desks as fast as 

information reached Hitler’s headquarters, they knew what desperate straits 

confronted the Afrika Korps, which was short of fuel, food and ammunition. 

‘Alamein was lost before it was fought,’ wrote a German general. “We had not 

the petrol.’*” Montgomery’s advance was slow, yet methodical, as he exercised 

a masterly control over his divisions on the battlefield. By 2 November the 

enemy were retreating, with Rommel trying hard to extricate as many men and 

machines as possible. 

In the midst of impending disaster, most of the Afrika Korps, still falling back 

out of Egypt ,were unaware of the importance of events on 8 November. That 

day Operation ‘Torch’, the Anglo-American landings in north-west Africa, 

started far to their rear, marking another step towards Axis defeat in the Middle 

East. By then, the Battle of El Alamein had been won — and lost. 

Some historians have suggested that Montgomery was too cautious at this 

stage by not pushing harder in pursuit of the defeated Afrika Korps. He was aware 

from intelligence reports of the poor condition of his enemy, who could well 

have been surrounded and smashed by a few daring strokes. Montgomery was 

content with a slow, yet remorseless pursuit, knowing Rommel’s brilliance in 

counter-attack, even with depleted forces. This policy allowed a section of the 

Afrika Korps to avoid obliteration, but it also ensured that, unlike on previous 

occasions, the Eighth Army would continue to advance westwards. For Alex- 
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ander and Montgomery the cost of victory had been high, with 13,500 casualties 

killed or wounded, but their men never looked back. ‘Montgomery’s debut on 

the battlefield had been one of the most brilliant in the history of generalship.”*' 

As far as he could, Rommel kept his depleted forces together while retiring. 

They were constantly bombarded by the Desert Air Force as they followed the 

coastal road to the west. He soon found that Hitler was as anxious for the Afrika 

Korps to stand and fight to the last man as Churchill had been for the Eighth Army 

to do likewise a few months earlier. On 4 November a message from the Frihrer 

ordered him to ‘show your troops no other way than that which leads to victory 

or to death’. Lacking reinforcements, the ‘Desert Fox’ knew that impossible 

demands were being made on his weakened forces, equipped as they were with 

barely 80 tanks. For him, the main aim was to retain an army in being. After 

reaching Benghazi on 20 November, the Germans made a stand on a defensive 

line at Wadi Zem Zem for three weeks from Christmas 1942. A week after that 

Rommel reached Tripoli, after a memorable retreat. 

E] Alamein was one of the war’s great turning-points. The Afrika Korps had 

been well and truly beaten. At last in a great land battle British and Common- 

wealth troops had triumphed over the Germans without suffering a humiliating 

counter-attack. The stage was being set for the final clearance of the Axis from 

North Africa, with subsequent possibilities of assaulting occupied Europe from 

the south. Churchill’s biographer wrote, ‘It was as if Dunkirk, the Blitz, 
1732 Singapore and Tobruk had been avenged!’** Not only did the victory raise 

morale, especially in Britain and the Commonwealth, but also it enabled the 

British government to offer a success to Britain’s allies, Russia and the United 

States. At the time this was the most decisive defeat suffered by the Germans since 

the start of the war. Soon afterwards, church bells were rung in celebration across 

the United Kingdom; they had stayed silent for over two years, when they were 

to have warned of a German invasion. Churchill commented that ‘it may almost 

be said, “Before Alamein we never had a victory. After Alamein we never had 

a defeat.””’ 

Operation ‘Torch’ 

German military leaders were puzzled when, in early November 1942, reports 
came ofan armada of Allied ships gathering under strong air cover off the north- 
west coast of Africa and at Gibraltar. Where were they heading? Some believed 
that the convoys were taking supplies to the beleaguered island of Malta; others 
estimated that they would put men ashore near Tripoli, to cut off Rommel’s 
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retreat. The answer was revealed on 8 November when thousands of troops 
landed in two of France’s North African territories. One force invaded the 
Atlantic coast of Morocco; two others went ashore on beaches in Algeria, in the 
Mediterranean. Significantly, no troops were landed in Tunisia, a little further 
east. The whole venture was code-named Operation ‘Torch’. 

To understand the reasons for the campaign, the relationship among the Allies 
— the USA, Russia and Britain — has to be weighed. Each nation had laid out its 
own agenda for the continuation of the war, based on its own special needs, 

strengths and weaknesses. These points were discussed at length by their leaders, 

Roosevelt, Stalin and Churchill. A noticeable feature of the Second World War 

was that Allied leaders worked together far more closely and met more fre- 

quently than those of the Axis powers. Hitler, Mussolini and Tojo often 

appeared to be running separate and independent campaigns. Never once in the 

war did the three of them confer together. However, when Allied leaders met, 

there were bound to be differences over the crucial question: what shall we do 

next? 

For Stalin, both problem and answer were straightforward. The only effective 

means of taking pressure off the Red Army on the Eastern Front was for the 

British and Americans to invade Western Europe. The Germans then would 

have to withdraw forces from Russia. Nothing less was acceptable. He wanted 

this Second Front to open in 1942 and believed that his allies were dragging their 

feet. 

Churchill was cautious. He knew that in the long run the only way to 

overthrow Hitler was to defeat the Wehrmacht, preferably in its homeland. There 

would have to be a Second Front. However, with his experience of what the 

German war machine couldachieve on the battlefield, he believed that an under- 

prepared invasion would end in disaster. Therefore he preferred to ‘tighten the 

noose’ round Germany, weakening the Axis powers by peripheral attacks — for 

example driving them out of Africa and then invading Italy. He also had to allow 

for the British commitment to fighting the Japanese, a problem which did not 

affect the Russians. 

The Americans had a double responsibility, taking on both the Japanese and 

Germans. Some of their service leaders wanted to despatch the bulk of their 

forces to fight in the Far East, to take immediate revenge for the attack on Pearl 

Harbor. Roosevelt and Churchill, however, had agreed ona policy of “Germany 

first’. As a result, General Marshall, the US Chief of Staff, was willing to commit 

American forces to the European war but wanted them used as soon as possible 
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in opening a Second Front. The best opportunity, he believed, would come 

from large-scale landings in France during 1942. Gradually Roosevelt and 

Churchill became convinced of the impracticability of such landings. Marshall 

was persuaded to agree, somewhat unwillingly, to landings in North Africa first. 

These factors help to explain the landings of Operation “Torch’ in November 

1942, to the puzzlement of Axis leaders. Why choose French North Africa? 

What advantages lay there? And, particularly, why were the great majority of the 

invaders American, not British? 

In answering the last question, the reasons why British forces kept alow profile 

became apparent. At root lay the troubled relationship between France and 

Britain since the French collapse in June 1940. Controversies over the evacua- 

tion from Dunkirk and the shelling of the French Fleet at Oran led to differences 

between the two formerly allied governments. There followed disagreements 

over the role of General de Gaulle and the Free French movement, based in 

London. To the British they were brave patriots; to the French government at 

Vichy they were renegades or traitors, with de Gaulle acting like a loose cannon. 

Consequently, between June 1940 and November 1942 relations between 

Vichy and London were sour, with Hitler hoping more than once to persuade 

the government of unoccupied France to enter the war on his side. 

Throughout this period a kind of bitter civil war was being fought between 

the French forces controlled by Pétain and those led by de Gaulle. The latter 

knew that, with the German occupation, he could have no influence in 

metropolitan France. The French Empire, nevertheless, offered him scope for 

raising forces to continue the war. In Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco there were 

120,000 French troops; in Syria and Lebanon were a further 38,000. De Gaulle’s 

policy was to persuade colonial territories to join him, putting forces there in a 

dilemma. Some admired his courage in fighting on and were prepared to serve 

under his badge, the Cross of Lorraine. Others saw themselves as servants of a 

government which had signed an armistice with the Germans and therefore had 

to abide by its terms. Whether they regarded de Gaulle as upstart or patriot, his 

actions compelled them to make a choice. 

In September 1940 he failed in an expedition to Dakar, West Africa, 

attempting to claim Senegal for his cause. Then in May 1941 the Germans used 
Syria as a base for their aircraft which were supplying an anti-British rebellion in 
Iraq. This posed a threat to the rear of Suez at a desperate time, so a British and 
Commonwealth force entered Syria in a three-week campaign which crushed 
the resistance of Vichy French troops. Included in the British force were some 
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Free French detachments, who fought a fratricidal conflict against fellow 
countrymen. The resulting bitterness was proved when few of the defeated 
Vichy army agreed to join de Gaulle. Each side made a case for the righteousness 
ofits actions, but among some older French people the legacy of discord still rankles. 

Consequently, although Operation ‘Torch’ contained Free French troops, 
the bulk of the forces were Americans, regarded generally by the French as not 
responsible for previous controversies. The British, suspected as ‘perfidious 

Albion’, played a smaller military role, although they provided most of the naval 

escorts for the operation. 

Over 60,000 Allied troops took part in the opening stage of the operation. 

Some 24,000, arriving directly from the United States, were put ashore in 

Morocco, with a further 36,000, sailing from the United Kingdom, landing at 

two places in Algeria. Coastal regions were soon taken. There was less resistance 

from Vichy-controlled forces, the Armée d’Afrique, than had been feared. One 

reason was fortuitous. Admiral Darlan, Commander-in-Chief of all French 

armed services, happened to be in Algiers. He quickly appreciated the intentions 

and strength of the invaders and sought a peaceful solution. Before long, most 

French forces in North Africa joined the Allied side. The plan then was for a 

combined Allied force, especially the British First Army, to advance eastwards 

into Tunisia, where no ‘Torch’ landings had been made. Allied commanders 

were soon to regret that omission. 

Nevertheless, the hesitant gathering of strength before the advance and the 

swift German response to trouble soon led to a familiar scenario. Hitler, 

embittered by what he viewed as Vichy’s duplicity, ordered his army into the 

Unoccupied Zone of France on 11 November. At a stroke, the whole of the 

country came under his control. The Allies feared that the French Fleet at 

Toulon, still a powerful navy, would fall into Axis hands. They were relieved, 

therefore, when the fleet was scuttled by its own sailors about two weeks later. 

Three German divisions were quickly despatched to Tunisia. By the time the 

First Army began to advance, it was confronted by solid resistance. This increased 

when Rommel, continuing his westward retreat with the Afrika Korps, reached 

Tunisia in late January 1943. Significantly, his forces, though depleted, were still 

in good fighting order. 

Consequently, opportunities of a speedy removal of Axis armies from Africa 

were missed and bitterly fought campaign ensued. And yet, ironically, this loss 

of initiative worked to the benefit of the Allies in the long run. Hitler now 

believed that he could maintain the Tunisian bridgehead and poured increasing 
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numbers of troops and amounts of equipment into Africa, under the cover of the 

Luftwaffe. Their aircraft, including formidable Focke-Wulf Fw 190s, flew from 

local airfields and from Sicily, to give better air support than Allied ground troops 

received. By February 1943 German and Italian divisions in Tunisia totalled 

100,000 men. 

By then, Rommel’s troops had linked up with other forces and the whole 

group occupied strong defensive positions, including the old French defences at 

the Mareth Line, where they faced the advancing Eighth Army. The terrain _ 

offered advantages to defenders — and not only that. The Germans used their 

experience to launch several sharp counter-attacks further north, against less 

battle-hardened troops. They were able to push British and American soldiers 

back, for example, at the Kasserine Pass in mid-February. Such reverses extended 

further the timetable of success laid down by the Allies. 

In these, however, Axis forces made gains at high cost, using up much of their 

strength. In late March Montgomery launched a concentrated assault on the 

Mareth Line, while the First Army stepped up pressure further north. Gradually 

Allied troops, many of whom were green to battle when they arrived, learned 

better cooperation and tactics. On the other side, food, fuel and ammunition for 

the defenders ran low. Overhead, Allied air power grew stronger until, in early 

May, nearly 2,000 sorties were being flown in 24 hours. Bombers were used to 

lay ‘bomb carpets’ as a form of extra artillery. German and Italian forces, still 

fighting fiercely, were slowly pinned back into a narrow perimeter around Tunis 

and Bizerta. They were like men being slowly pressed to death, with no hope of 

reinforcement or relief. 

The end came in early May 1943 as the superiority in numbers and equipment 

of the Allies was made to tell. On 7 May both Bizerta and Tunis were taken; by 

13 May Axis forces had been completely overwhelmed and all surrendered. 

About 250,000 Germans and Italians became prisoners-of-war, far more than 

had been taken at Stalingrad; their commanders-in-chief, Generals von Arnim 

and Messe, went into the bag with them. Hitler, still reeling from disasters in 

Russia, had received a heavy blow in Africa. His tide of success was receding. 

General Eisenhower, the commander of Allied forces, later set down his 

thoughts at the end of the campaign. ‘Daily as it progressed there grew within me 

the conviction that as never before in a war between many nations,’ he wrote, 

‘the forces that stood for human good and men’s rights were this time confronted 
by a completely evil conspiracy.’ He added that there could be no compromise 
with the Axis powers, only their complete destruction. That was his crusade.>3 
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With the completion of the African campaigns, people wondered where the 
Allies would strike next. So did Hitler. Would it be through the Balkans, or Italy, 
orsouthern France? Or would the armies be taken back to Britain, then launched 

on the long-awaited Second Front? In reality, as the Tunisian campaign had 
dragged on for longer than expected, Churchill knew that landings in north- 
west Europe could not take place in the second half of 1943. In spite of 
disapproval and frustration from various American commanders, the Second 

Front would not now be ready until 1944. 

Malta 

Most people today know ‘The Friendly Island of Malta’ as a holiday resort, 

providing sunshine, comfortable hotels and a welcoming population. Some go 

there to appreciate a fascinating history, dating from Neolithic times to the 

Carthaginians, thence to St Paul’s shipwreck and, later, the knights of St John 

who survived a Turkish siege in 1565. There is a particular attraction for the British, 

whose legacy can be widely seen, the island having been a possession since 1814. 

From the perspective of the Allies during the Second World War, nonethe- 

less, the most important episodes in Malta’s story occurred between 1940 and 

1943. The island then played a cardinal role in the struggle for North Africa. In 

that period, the people of Malta, under the immense strain of aerial assault, were 

shown aless than friendly face by their tormentors. Together with the defending 

British and Commonwealth forces, they exhibited an amazing spirit of resistance 

to almost constant attack. As had happened in the Night Blitz on Britain, 

Douhet’s theories that civilian morale could be easily broken by bombing were 

shown to be false. The grim bravery of the Maltese under intense pressure was 

not the least factor in explaining why the island was never defeated. It remained 

as an irritable and immovable sore for the Axis powers until they were forced out 

of Africa. 

What made the resistance more remarkable was Malta’s position close to the 

enemy. It lay only 60 miles south of Sicily and directly on the route from Italy 

to its North African empire in Tripolitania. Help for the garrison was far distant. 

Gibraltar lay 1,000 miles to the west, while Alexandria was 800 miles to the east. 

The island is small, only 17 miles long by 9 miles wide. Together with 

neighbouring Gozo, the land surface covers only 143 square miles. This 

generally rocky area housed 270,000 inhabitants, whose economy was not 

completely self-supporting and relied on seaborne supplies. With them were 

defending service personnel. 
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In spite of its vulnerable position, Malta was a linchpin of Britain’s Mediter- 

ranean strategy. ‘Why do we not seize Malta?’ Napoleon asked Talleyrand in 

1797. ‘We could be masters of the Mediterranean.’ Defending the island became 

a vital objective in the land, sea and air campaigns waged there after Italy’s entry 

into the war. Had the Italians shown resolution and urgency in June 1940, there 

was every chance that Malta would have fallen. In the first stage of the island’s 

ordeal, when only three Gladiator fighters were available for defence, the Italians 

dropped bombs, but no landings were attempted. Over subsequent months the 

Italian Navy, worried particularly by the threat of torpedo attack after their losses . 

at Taranto and Matapan, were unwilling to launch an invasion. Yet by the end 

of 1940 the Royal Air Force had only 50 aircraft on the island, fifteen of them 

Hurricanes. 

During the period from January to May 1941 the Germans, despairing of 

Italian inaction, sent aircraft of Fliegerkorps X to Sicily and air raids on Malta 

intensified. On many days only about ten RAF fighters were serviceable. In that 

time, with heavy German raids on shipping, only thirteen vessels reached the 

island with supplies. By the end of the year over 2,500 buildings had been 

destroyed and the pressure on civilians, who spent much of their time in caves 

and excavated tunnels, was great. They showed no sign of cracking. In the same 

period more aircraft, including 70 Hurricanes, reached the defences. RAF 

bombers flew from the island to attack Axis convoys, proving that the defenders 

could hit back. In August 1941, one-third of Rommel’s supplies never reached 

the Afrika Korps, a figure rising to two-thirds in October. 

Malta’s worst days came during 1942, especially while Rommel was flourish- 

ing in the Western Desert. The Luftwaffe built up its strength in the Mediterra- 

nean until almost 1,000 aircraft were available. By February, the islanders were 

taking up to ten raids a day, and food, fuel and ammunition were in short supply. 

As each side recognised increasingly the island’s importance in relation to North 

African campaigns, greater efforts were made. In recognition of the civilians’ 

courage, on 15 April King George VI awarded Malta the George Cross, a unique 

appreciation. Supply convoys, sailing through under intense Axis air attack, 

suffered heavily. It was not until the end of the year, with the Eighth Army’s 
success at El Alamein and the ‘Torch’ landings, that Malta’s situation eased and 

the days of siege passed. 

“Without Malta,’ Rommel commented in February 1941, ‘the Axis will end 

by losing control of North Africa.’ So why was there no invasion attempt? After 
[taly’s initial hesitation to act, the Germans did consider landings in 1942, but had 
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been worried by the high casualty rate among paratroops during the Battle of 
Crete in the previous year. For the British, in one sense, the loss of Crete led to 

the saving of Malta. Axis leaders also learned that the island’s ground defences 
were a formidable system of emplacements, barbed wire, coastal and anti-aircraft 

guns. They were not prepared to try until it was too late. 

By the end of 1942 over 14,000 tons of bombs had been dropped, averaging 

nearly 100 tons for each square mile of the island. Almost 1,500 civilians had been 

killed and 24,000 buildings destroyed or damaged. In defending Malta, 568 

aircraft of Allied air forces were lost. Was such a high price worth paying? Why 

go to such lengths to retain a small blob of territory in the Mediterranean? The 

answeris that the retention of Malta repaid the Allied war effort many times over. 

The island was an important naval base and link between Britain’s two fleets 

in the Mediterranean, Force H at Gibraltar and the Mediterranean Fleet at 

Alexandria. Malta was a vital point of contact for both groups. Moreover, 

operating from Valletta’s Grand Harbour, British submarines and destroyers 

were able to inflict losses on Axis shipping carrying supplies to North Africa. This 

feature worried Rommel during his campaigns. For example, on 16 April 1941, 

Royal Navy destroyers sank a complete convoy carrying components ofthe 15th 

Panzer Division to North Africa. Malta was an ‘unsinkable aircraft carrier’ from 

whose airfields not only defending fighters but also attacking bombers operated. 

Torpedo-, heavy and light bombers carried out day and night raids on shipping 

and on ground targets in Sicily and Italy. In addition, the island became an 

important centre for gathering intelligence, from using reconnaissance aircraft, 

to the ‘Y’ Service, listening to enemy reports. Not the least value of retaining the 

island was its role as asymbol of resistance. The bravery of the defenders, civilian 

and service personnel alike, often under extreme danger, served as an example 

to all the Allies. 

By May 1943 things were looking up. Axis forces had finally been removed 

from Africa, yet only the perspective oflater years proved what a crucial part had 

been played in that victory by Malta’s unyielding stand. 

Taranto and Matapan 

So much attention is often given to land and air battles during African campaigns 

that the part played by Allied sea power tends to be neglected. That vital role has 

been underestimated. The courage of Royal Navy crews and of merchant 

seamen was second to none in the whole war. This was a bravery shown 

repeatedly, especially from January 1941 when Luftwaffe units were posted south 
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to Sicily, attempting to break the British Fleet’s superiority over the Italians. For 

three years subsequently, warships of the Royal Navy, often escorting vessels of 

the Merchant Navy, were engaged in an unrelenting struggle for sea power. 

Without it, the whole Middle Eastern theatre, together with the outcome of the 

war, would have been governed by the Axis. Therefore it is important to record 

two notable victories won by the Royal Navy over the Italian Navy. Their 

significance, and the results which followed, mark a turning point in naval 

history. Lessons were certainly learned by the Japanese, who rapidly integrated _ 

them into their own policy as a sea power. 

The first action took place at the Italian base at Taranto. On 11 November 

1940 five of the six Italian battleships then in commission were lying in harbour 

there, protected by torpedo nets and a balloon barrage. That night, two waves 

of Swordfish torpedo-bombers flew from the aircraft carrier Illustrious to Taranto. 

Some dropped flares while others launched a carefully prepared raid. Of eleven 

torpedoes dropped, five struck home. Three Italian battleships were hit and, at 

a cost of two aircraft shot down, the whole balance of sea power in the 

Mediterranean was altered. The Swordfish was a slow, outdated biplane, 

nicknamed the ‘Stringbag’, but in a brilliant night action, it showed what would 

later again be demonstrated against the German battleship Bismarck: the torpedo- 

bomber, weighing three tons, was lethal against a battleship which was 10,000 

times larger. 

The second action took place at sea over four months later. It was fought off 

Cape Matapan, south of Greece. The Italians, pressed for more effort by their 

German allies, sent a fleet to intercept British convoys to the north-west of Crete. 

Included in the force was one of Italy’s remaining three capital ships, and that was 

a prize sought after by the Royal Navy. On 28 March 1941 British torpedo- 

bombers hit the battleship, which, although damaged, continued slowly. During 

the following night Royal Navy vessels failed to catch the battleship, but sank 

three cruisers and destroyers. For two of the cruisers, the end was brutally swift 

as they were struck by 15in shells from very close range. ‘One saw whole turrets 

and masses of other heavy debris whirling through the air and splashing into the 

sea,’ wrote a British admiral. Soon the ships ‘were nothing but glowing torches 

and on fire from stem to stern.”™* 

The actions at Taranto and Matapan proved, for the first time in war, the 

power of the bomber at sea. Subsequently, the aircraft carrier replaced the 
battleship as the ‘queen of the seas’. The Japanese are usually awarded credit for 
the change. However, they were the developers: the British were the pioneers. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

WAR ON THREE FRONTS, 

1943-1945 

The Russian Front, 1943-1944 

Until the collapse and surrender of the German Sixth Army at Stalingrad in 
January 1943, the Russians had fought a mainly defensive war against a ruthless 

invader. Hitler’s forces had won some spectacular victories, taking hundreds of 

thousands of prisoners. Stalingrad, however, was a watershed. During the 

remainder of the war, the Red Army experienced further setbacks, but, in the 

main, it was now launched on a westward advance destined to end in Berlin in 

May 1945. 

A salient reason for the new success was the comparative decline in strength 

of Hitler’s armies, gradually overwhelmed by the sheer geographical size of the 

fronts on which they were fighting. Here was no limited campaign of the type 

fought in Western Europe, where frontiers were quickly reached: in the USSR, 

steppe, marsh and forest often appeared unending. Consequently, the course of 

the war after Stalingrad, in the words of Liddell Hart, ‘provided the clearest 

possible demonstration of the decisive importance of the ratio between space and 

force’.' Hitler’s generals were soon frantically trying to repair increasingly large 

holes in the fabric of their defences. In a sense, on the Eastern Front, they were 

fighting four wars simultaneously. Army Groups North, Central and South each 

struggled with its own campaign, while in the rear Russian partisans created a 

fourth enemy. As the Wehrmacht fell back, one of the greatest difficulties for the 

advancing Russians was not a lack of divisions but inadequate transport systems 

across countryside where road and rail links were sparse or had been destroyed. 

Following the German invasion of the USSR in June 1941, the Russians had, 

with remarkable enterprise and success, moved complete factories far to the east, 

beyond the Ural mountains. Out of range of German bombers, these industrial 

centres then worked flat out to produce war materials. The upsurge in produc- 

tion, nevertheless, started only in the later months of 1942. Before then, the 

industrial capacity of the Soviet Union had been savaged, reaching a low ebb in 
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February 1942. The Russians, careful accountants in keeping balance sheets, 

registered losses to industry, and these included the destruction of 239,000 

electric engines, 31,850 industrial enterprises, 65,000km of railway track and 

electric power plants capable of generating 5,000,000kW. The ability of the 

Soviet Union’s economy to rise, phoenix-like, from the ashes of such disaster 

demonstrated both the determination of the Russian people to survive and the 

power of Stalin’s dictatorship to control the nation. 

Tanks and guns, rifles and ammunition, aircraft and bombs began to come off © 

production lines in a steady flow. Russian weapons manufacture easily out- 

stripped that of the Germans. In 1942, Soviet factories produced three and a half 

times more aircraft and almost six times as many tanks per million tons of steel as 

did German factories; by the summer of 1943 the same factories were turning out 

750 aircraft and 500 tanks and self-propelled guns weekly. At that time, in spite 

of catastrophic losses, the Red Army had twice as many mortars and guns as the 

Wehrmacht. Its tanks numbered 10,000; the Germans fielded less than 6,000. The 

Russians’ particular advantage lay in the size of the fighting army, men and 

women. In mid-1943 Stalin could call on personnel totalling 6.5 million, while 

Axis troops, mainly German, numbered 5.3 million. 

In addition, aid from the United States and Great Britain arrived in increasing 

quantities; for example, thousands of American lorries were sent via Persia. All 

supplies helped to build a Russian superiority in the matériel of war. Some 

Russians have played down the importance of this aid, suggesting that it was a 

small fraction of what Soviet industry produced. In their view, the USSR could 

have gained victory from its own production. What they wanted was a Second 

Front, from 1942 onwards. While applauding Russia’s predominant part in the 

land war, it is regrettable that the country has failed to give sufficient credit to, 

for example, British seamen who braved the Arctic route, carrying supplies to 

Murmansk; or to the 183,000 American military trucks which arrived in the 

Soviet Union by the summer of 1943 — vehicles crucial to the Russian logistical 

system; or, again, to the fact that by fighting in the Far East the United States and 

Great Bnitain kept the Japanese off the Russians’ backs in Manchuria. 

As well as having the equipment to fight the Germans, the Russians had 

learned from bitter experience the best methods of taking on the enemy. The 
boost given by the victory at Stalingrad was immense, and morale, so important 
in war, rose sharply. Reorganisation ofthe Red Army had taken place and troops 
were filled with a new determination. The ‘unbeatable’ Germans had been 
beaten. That could be done again. 
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The Russians were operating solely in their homeland. On the other side, 
Hitler’s attention was drawn to areas other than the USSR during 1943 in his 
catalogue of commitments. Britain, supported by her Commonwealth, had 
never surrendered, tying down German forces in Western Europe. The British 
Isles were becoming a storehouse of men and matériel, preparing to hit back. 
Personnel were arriving from the USA in an increasing threat. At sea, the Allies 
were beginning to win the Battle of the Atlantic. In North Africa the defeats at 
El Alamein and, finally, in Tunisia, were costly in lost manpower. These were 

followed in the summer by the invasion, first, of Sicily, then of the Italian 

mainland and the subsequent overthrow of Mussolini, before Italy changed sides 

and joined the Allies. The Fiihrer’s world was crumbling. Ominously, air attacks 

on Germany by the RAF and the USAAF were increasing. Further large forces 

had to be maintained in Occupied Europe, to control and administer the 

defeated countries. All of these extra factors obviously affected Hitler’s ability to 

fight the Russian Campaign. 

In February and March 1943 Russian offensives pushed the enemy back. 

German forces which had penetrated south into the Caucasus had to beat a hasty 

retreat to avoid being trapped after the fall of Stalingrad. In a sense, the sacrifice 

of their comrades at Stalingrad saved von Manstein’s troops in the Caucasus by 

holding a gap open for their withdrawal. War has its swings and roundabouts. 

Cities were retaken from the Germans. Kursk fell on 8 February and Kharkov 

was re-occupied eight days later. On the northern front, Russian advances 

relieved the siege of Leningrad, enabling more supplies to reach the beleaguered 

city. These successes, however, led the Red Army to overstretch its resources. 

They were reminded of the ability of the Nazis to hit back when in Marcha sharp 

German counter-attack retook the embattled city of Kharkov. A lull followed. 

The wet season following a spring thaw halted military activity, so both sides 

planned ahead for the summer. 

For Hitler, there would have to be another offensive, aimed once again at 

smashing the Red Army. In each of the two preceding years, mighty summer 

assaults had gained victories, sweeping the Russians back and making great gains. 

Surely the dose could be repeated? The question to be settled was the location 

where the huge attack should be launched. After discussion with his generals — and 

it was noticeable that after the débacle at Stalingrad, the Fiihrer was more receptive 

to their opinions — the region around Kursk was chosen for Operation ‘Citadel’, 

At Kursk, the Russians had driven a salient into the German eastern front, 

covering an area roughly 100 miles square. Hitler now intended to pinch out this 
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bulge, like removing a leech, by an assault on its base from two sides. His 

Operational Order No 6 of 15 April 1943 spoke of encircling ‘the enemy forces 

in the Kursk area by means of strongly concentrated, merciless and rapid thrusts 

by one offensive army each from the areas of Belgorod and south of Orel, and 

to annihilate them by concentric attack’.? Success for him would be a double 

blessing. First, he knew that the Russians had gathered enormous forces there for 

launching their own offensive; that concentration would make them easier to 

destroy. Secondly, after achieving that and thereby avenging the humiliation of _ 

Stalingrad, he would be able to switch the next offensive wherever he chose on 

the Eastern Front. Leningrad, Moscow and the Caucasus were still tempting 

targets. 

The Russians knew that the attack was coming. Detailed information of 

Hitler’s plans came to them from, among other sources, spies inside the German 

High Command itself. Stalin and his generals had their own strategic aim for 

smashing the Wehrmacht and were able to respond to the secrets received. Marshal 

Zhukov cannily suggested that his forces should first be on the defensive against 

the panzer onslaught. ‘It would be better to make the enemy first exhaust himself 

against our defences, and knock out his tanks,’ he wrote to Stalin on 8 April, ‘and 

then, bringing up fresh reserves, to go over to a general offensive.’ Shades of 

Rommel! He intended to build strong anti-tank defences to slow the Germans 

up. Subsequently Russian troops and 300,000 civilians dug lines of trenches and 

ditches, laying over 5,000 mines on each mile of frontage. About 6,000 anti-tank 

guns were positioned, together with 20,000 other guns and nearly 1,000 

‘Katyusha’ rocket launchers. Artillery, the Red Army’s ‘God of War’, was ready 

for ‘Citadel’. For further protection of the salient, over a quarter of the army’s 

personnel and half ofits tanks were moved into position. All was ready for a big 

show. 

Against this formidable army, the German General Staff posted some of their 

best formations. For the pincer movement, they allocated seventeen panzer, 

three motorised and eighteen infantry divisions. At the start, these contained 

about 2,700 tanks, an armoured force greater than any previously employed. 

Overhead, the Luftwaffe, although inferior in numbers to the Red Air Force, 

managed tactically to gather good support. The stage was set fora clash of Titans. 
On the German side, however, troubles lingered. ‘Hitler repeatedly post- 

poned the date, first for one reason, then another,’ wrote one of his generals. 
‘With each week that passed our prospects of success lessened.”> Originally timed 
for early May, Operation ‘Citadel’ was postponed three times during June. It 
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actually started on 5 July, by which time the Russians had prepared a thorough 
reception. The other main trouble concerned the quality of tanks. According to 
Guderian, who had risen to glory asa panzer expert, some vehicles were unfit for 
action, including ‘our problem child, the Panther; the track suspension and drive 

were not right and the optics were also not yet satisfactory’. Porsche Tiger tanks 
had no machine gun. “They did not manage to neutralise, let alone destroy, the 

enemy rifles and machine guns.’* The 55-ton Tiger needed a high degree of fine 

engineering in production. Another panzer general was critical that German 

armour, renowned for manoeuvrability, was being wrongly employed. He 

complained that the Supreme Command insisted on employing panzer divisions 

against Kursk, which was a heavily defended fortress. 

The pessimists were proved correct. At dawn on 5 July the greatest armoured 

battle yet seen in war opened, and before long the German attack had foundered 

on the intricate defensive position. Losses grew, and by 10 July only small 

advances had been made. The great panzer armies had been held. Then, on the 

12th, the Russians hit back. Near Prokohovra some 7,000 tanks and assault guns 

from both sides were locked in conflict. Fighting swayed back and forth as giant 

formations of armourengaged in close combat. The whole area was soon littered 

with burning vehicles. The Panthers burned easily and suffered huge losses. On 

the other hand, the Russian T-34 tank, carrying a rapid-firing 76mm gun, 

proved itselfin combat. Ofsimple, revolutionary design, it was also rugged, with 

wide tracks. These could traverse soft ground, even snow, while shells often 

glanced off the sloping front armour. Some included women in their crews — a 

further example of the manner in which the whole population of the USSR was 

expected to fight actively. 

Most of the Battle of Kursk ended on 15 July. The terrain was like a desert 

where bushes and trees had been devastated by shellfire. The battlefield was 

littered with the skeletons of burnt out tanks and aircraft. The stench of death 

from thousands of unburied corpses pervaded the air. The Russians had lost 

about half of their tank force as well as thousands of troops; the German toll 

included 70,000 dead and almost 3,000 tanks. In all history, there have been 

fewer harder-fought, bloodier battles. 

The importance of Kursk soon emerged. The Red Army, recruited from a 

more populous nation, appeared to have countless reserves of fresh troops ready 

for new battles. The Wehrmacht had few. Hitler was already having to look to the 

defence of Italy and to prepare to meet a possible Allied invasion of France, as well 

as coping with the start of ‘round-the-clock’ bombing of the German homeland. 
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The magician was running out of tricks and equipment. ‘By the failure of _ 

“Citadel” we had suffered a decisive defeat,’ wrote Guderian. ‘From now on the 

enemy was in undisputed possession of the initative.”° 

One of the roots of German problems during the Russian Campaign was 

Hitler’s reluctance to permit withdrawals. He could not stomach the idea of 

relinquishing even the smallest parcel of land. Perhaps an element of vainglory 

entered his decisions. In late 1941 this resolve had helped to strengthen the 

Wehrmacht’s position when the first Russian counter-attacks were launched — — 

and brought to a halt. Later, though, the Fiihrer’s policy led to disaster. At 

Stalingrad the Sixth Army, ordered to stand fast, was slowly ground to destruc- 

tion. Hitler’s outlook denied flexibility of choice to commanders on the spot, 

who could have re-grouped and hit back. These rigid orders sometimes led to 

a paralysis of decision-making at local level, where officers dared not carry out 

movements they knew to be in the best interests of their men. 

After Kursk, the Red Army maintained the advance, its fortitude amazing 

even its enemies. “The Russian soldier has an almost incredible ability to stand 

up to the heaviest artillery fire and air bombardment,’ one German general 

admitted admiringly. He ‘values his own life no more than those of his comrades. 

To step on walls of dead, composed of the bodies of his former friends and 

companions, makes not the slightest impression on him.”° Being inured to the 

hardships of life under Stalin’s dictatorship appeared to create fewer problems of 

logistics and organisation for the Russian Army. It was, in the opinion ofanother 

German commander, ‘something that Westerners can’t imagine’, and their 

advance was difficult to halt. “The soldier carries a sack on his back, with dry crusts 

of bread and vegetables collected on the march from the fields and villages.’ Many 

were mounted on horses which ‘eat the straw from the house roofs — they get 

very little else!’ Unlike an ordinary army, the Russians could not be stopped by 

cutting their communications, ‘foryou rarely find any supply columns to strike’.’ 

As the Red Army moved forward, the Germans were compelled to abandon 

a number of cities that had been taken at such high cost. By the end of August 

1943 Orel and Kharkov had both been recaptured. The general advance then 

aimed for the line of the Dneiper river, which was reached in late September. 

Blows fell on Axis troops along the whole of the Eastern Front. On 25 September 

the Russians entered Smolensk, which had been an important target for Hitler’s 
forces in the early stages of ‘Barbarossa’. Then, early in November, the great city 
of Kiev was restored to Russian control. How could this flood be held back? 
Hitler hoped to build a great defensive system in the east, comparable to the 
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“Western Wall’ being prepared in Western Europe to stave off the anticipated 
Allied invasion. He had little hope. The steady, unrelenting power of Russian 
forces offered him neither the manpower nor the time to construct the necessary 
fortifications. The coming of the winter of 1943 brought no respite for the 
Wehrmacht: the Russians rolled on. 

In January 1944 many observers believed that Hitler’s great European empire 
would not last until the end of the year. With the Russian steamroller coming 
from the east, Allied forces battling their way forward in Italy and preparations 

going ahead for the opening of the Second Front, surely the Wehrmacht would 

be overwhelmed? The aerial bombing of Germany, night and day, was intensi- 

fying. How much longer would the Nazi regime last? The answer was, ‘Quite 

a time.’ 

During the early part of the year, Russian pressure in the northern sector finally 

broke the siege of Leningrad. There, an epic defence fora thousand days had cost 

the lives of about a million civilians. Further pushes carried the Red Army out 

ofits homeland when it crossed the old Polish frontier, yet it was still facing fierce 

resistance. Then cracks appeared in Hitler’s alliances. The Finns, who had joined 

what they envisaged.as a crusade against the USSR, saw the writing on the wall. 

In February they started to negotiate a separate peace. Talks with the Russians 

dragged on for several months, but Finland’s example was carefully noted by 

other nations, for example Rumania and Hungary, both satellite states of 

Germany. Concentration of their minds on impending doom came in April and 

May when the Red Army re-took the Crimea and big advances were made in 

southern Russia. 

The Russians’ success was all the more remarkable considering the battering 

they had taken in the early stages of ‘Barbarossa’. During the winter and spring 

of 1944 the Red Army freed about 330,000 square kilometres of Soviet territory, 

home to 19 million people. Russia’s frontiers were re-established for 400km, and 

Rumania was invaded. As far as Stalin and his generals were concerned, 

nevertheless, such achievements were mere staging-posts on the way to the end 

target — the Nazi homeland. 

German intelligence officers learned of Russian plans. “By 28 March we had 

assembled enough Abwehr [intelligence] material to report that the Soviet 

offensive would be conducted without respite on every sector of the Eastern 

Front,’ General Gehlen wrote later. He listed their objectives as the occupation 

of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, advancing through Rumania to Hungary, 

Bulgaria and Yugoslavia and taking possession of Poland.” The Russians, now 
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with very powerful armies, could strike at will. They decided to launch a huge 

summer assault on the main force — Hitler’s old Army Group Centre — which 

stood between them and the heart of Germany. On 20 May the plan was ready 

and code-named Operation ‘Bagration’, after a Russian general who had been 

killed during Napoleon’s invasion in 1812. 

The battle opened on 22 June. By then, the Second Front of US and British 

landings in France had been established, while Allied forces in Italy had advanced 

north of Rome. The German General Staff were having to weigh the balance of — 

conducting three land campaigns simultaneously. Army Group Centre, with 37 

divisions available, was subjected to the weight of over 160 divisions of the Red 

Army, accompanied by 4,000 aircraft. Under such attack, German forces were 

soon driven into retreat. Many were trapped. A soldier of the 6th Division 

remembered the annihilation when they were surrounded and only a handful of 

troops escaped: ‘A hundred from the eighteen thousand men who had marched 

into Russia under the Bielefeld crest. Sixth Division, the heroic Regiment 18, 

had ceased to exist.’ Army Group Centre, in which Hitler had pinned such faith 

three years earlier, was eradicated as a coordinated fighting force. It had lost over 

200,000 men when ‘Bagration’ finished in mid-July. 

By the end of the year the satellite nations, so long dominated by Hitler’s 

intentions and drive, had been invaded by the advancing Russians. The Red 

Army, overwhelmingly powerful in numbers and equipment, pushed opposi- 

tion aside. In some places they were accepted as conquerors, in others welcomed 

as liberators. The overall effect of their progress was to knock holes in the edifice 

of nations controlled by the Nazis in eastern and south-eastern Europe. In three 

months, the Axis powers on the Eastern Front — men from Germany and Italy, 

Finland, Rumania and Hungary, together with thousands of SS volunteers from 

many of the conquered nations — had suffered two million casualties, dead, 

wounded or missing. Many divisions afterwards were, in effect, little more than 

lists of names on paper. 

In August, the Red Army entered Rumania, which rapidly surrendered, then 

changed sides by declaring war on Germany. The Russians took the capital, 

Bucharest, on 30 August. Bulgaria had cooperated with Hitler, yet had not taken 
part in the conflict against Russia. The arrival of the Red Army in September 
caused the Bulgarian government to think quickly and join forces against 
Germany. In the far north, Finland signed a peace treaty with the all-conquering 
Russians on 19 September. The three Baltic states, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia, 

also fell to the irresistible advance. The Hungarians had given good support to 
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Hitler. As the Russians approached, the Hungarian authorities tried to reach 
terms with them, but in October the Germans stepped in to occupy the capital, 
Budapest. The city was not taken by the Russians until February 1945. 

Trouble also broke out for the Germans in the two countries of the Balkans 
which they had ruthlessly conquered in 1941 — Yugoslavia and Greece. By 
October 1944 the Germans had to evacuate their occupying forces from Greece, 
where a civil war soon started between pro- and anti-Communist forces. In 
Yugoslavia, the Germans met fiercer resistance. Since the German invasion of 

1941, various groups of partisans had fought a guerrilla war against the invaders 

in the mountains. Tito, commander of the Communist partisans, gradually 

emerged as a national leader, accepted by all of the Allies. Russian troops entered 

Belgrade on 20 October. 

One of the war’s greatest controversies occurred in August 1944 and was a 

precursor of troubles that would arrive at the end of the conflict, when Russia 

imposed Communist governments across Eastern Europe. The tide of the 

Russian advance, sweeping westwards, reached the river Vistula, close to 

Warsaw. In Poland’s capital were the Home Army, underground forces loyal to 

the exiled government in London but not recognised by Stalin. His support was 

given to Polish Communist forces, who were part of the Red Army. The Home 

Army, believing that liberation was at hand, rose in revolt against the Germans 

on 1 August, expecting Russian troops to arrive at any moment. None came. 

Whether the Russian advance had run out of steam at that point or whether 

Stalin wished to see potential opponents crushed is unclear. The Germans cashed 

in on the Red Army’s hesitation to smash the Warsaw Uprising with unbridled 

ferocity. By the time the revolt had been defeated by SS troops under Himmler, 

200,000 Poles had been killed and much of the city destroyed. The Russians did 

not take the city for another five months. People still wonder why not. 

As his empire was crumbling round him, Hitler increasingly experienced the 

loneliness of power. The attempt on his life made by some army officers in the 

Bomb Plot on 20 July shook his confidence in a group of men whom he had 

imagined were totally in his control. Clinging to delusions, he hoped that 

differences among the Allies would cause them to fall out — to Germany’s 

advantage. ‘The time will come when the tension between the Allies will 

become so great that the break will occur!’ he optimistically told generals on 31 

August. ‘All the coalitions in history have disintegrated sooner or later.”'” This 

was wishful thinking. The Soviet Union, the United States and Great Britain 

certainly had divergences of aim and policy, but their determination to defeat 
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Hitler’s Germany was a strong adhesive, so differences were postponed while 

victory was pursued. 

Hitler’s troubles of raising manpower were proving insuperable by the end of 

the year. Boys as young as fifteen and men of sixty years were being called up. 

As Hitler’s defeated forces were driven from the USSR, and were now faced with 

the prospect of holding off the Red Army from the German homeland, they left 

behind a double legacy. One was a trail of destruction unequalled in history. 

Possibly a quarter of Russian property had been destroyed. The inventory — 

included 70,000 villages, 17,000 towns, 84,000 schools, 40,000 miles of railway 

track and 45 million farm animals. Over 25 million people were left homeless, 

living in cellars and dug-outs, huts and pits. 

This led to the second legacy — one of hatred for the Germans and a resolve 

for revenge. ‘Iam on my way to Berlin. True, we may not get there in time, but 

Berlin is precisely the place we must reach,’ a Russian soldier wrote home in 

November 1944. ‘Our fellows’ fury and thirst for revenge after all we have seen 

are more intense than ever.’"! 

The people of Germany were now about to feel the weight of that fury. At 

Christmas 1944 the warin Europe had another fourmonths to run. The suffering 

that Hitler’s forces had wreaked on countless thousands in many countries 

was about to come home to what Germans regarded as the sacred soil of the 

Reich. 

The Italian Campaign: Preamble 

The Italian Campaign resulted particularly from decisions taken by American 

and British service leaders, meeting under Roosevelt and Churchill. They 

attended two conferences. The first was held at Casablanca in January 1943 and 

the second, ‘Trident’, at Washington in May. 

During the war there was greater discussion among Allied leaders than ever 

occurred among their Axis counterparts. This sometimes gives the impression 

that their deliberations were all sweetness and light, with men sharing a common 

purpose and rapidly agreeing on the next moves. As the war ended in an Allied 

victory, it is easy to believe that their policy was clear, with few differences of 
opinion. Thatisa grave misjudgement. At the time, however, people were given 
the impression of men in different uniforms marching in step. ‘Give them the 
picture of unity, thoroughness and integrity of the political chiefs,’ Churchill 
told newspaper correspondents at the end of the Casablanca Conference.'? They 

dutifully did. Disagreements emerged later. 
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The main purpose of the eight-day Casablanca Conference was to plot a way 
forward. On the American side were two power groups. One was strongly in 
favour of sending more forces immediately to the Pacific, speeding up the 
campaign against Japan. The other wanted a Second Front to be opened in 1943 
by means of landings on the French coast. In their view, that would be the most 
direct route to Berlin — and the demise of Hitler. For the Americans, as soon as 
the Axis forces had been evicted from Africa, the centre of attack should be 

moved away from the Mediterranean. 

British commanders, under Churchill, disagreed. They believed that Allied 

forces were far from ready in terms ofnumbers, training and equipment to launch 

a Second Front in 1943. There was, for example, a shortage of shipping required 

for the operation. Landings in France would end in disaster. There was, 

nonetheless, a need for Anglo-American armies to keep in action somewhere 

against Axis armies, thereby taking some pressure off the Russians. Italy and the 

Balkans were possible targets. 

Churchill’s arguments were persuasive. After much discussion, the Americans 

agreed that Sicily should be invaded. Its capture would open up the whole 

Mediterranean sea route between Gibraltar and Egypt. The campaign, code- 

named Operation ‘Husky’, would also beastep on the way to an invasion of Italy. 

The Americans agreed because they hoped that a Second Front could be opened 

at the same time. In his heart Churchill believed that they were wrong. The Allies 

were gathering enormous supplies of men and matériel on the eastern side of the 

Atlantic Ocean, but not enough to sustain two great campaigns simultaneously. 

The opening of the Second Front would not come before 1944. 

Two otherimportant results came from the Casablanca Conference. One was 

Britain’s commitment to fight on, beside the Americans, against the Japanese 

after Hitler had been defeated. The second was an Unconditional Surrender 

declaration. This did not mean ‘the destruction of the German populace, or 

Japanese populace’; instead, it would lead to the destruction of a policy ‘which 

is based on the conquest and subjugation of other peoples’. These words sounded 

fine, particularly to the populations of many lands who had been trampled 

underfoot by Axis powers. Since then, some historians have suggested that the 

people of Germany, caught between the alternative of total surrender or utter 

destruction, fought all the more fiercely for the rest of the war. 

At the ‘Trident’ conference in May, American commanders, somewhat 

unwillingly, agreed that landings in Sicily, then Italy, could go ahead. The 

proviso was that these campaigns could last until November. After that, the 
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centre of attention would be switched to the build-up for the Second Front. 

Landings in France, they decided, would be made by 1 May 1944. General 

Marshall, the US leader of the Combined Chiefs of Staff, feared that unless care 

were taken, the Italian Campaign would swallow up resources intended for the 

cross-Channel operation. The agreed compromise was uneasy. 

Operation ‘Husky’ 

Planning for the invasion of Sicily began in February 1943, before the campaign _ 

in Tunisia had finished. Although the Allies were building forces of overwhelm- 

ing superiority in the western Mediterranean, there were many problems to 

overcome. General de Guingand, Chief of Staffof the Eighth Army, was one of 

the planners. His difficulties included worries over shipping and assault craft, the 

lack of experience of amphibious warfare and the fact that some units which had 

seen long action were short of men and equipment. In addition, British and 

American naval units had to coordinate convoys coming from seven ports in 

North Africa, the United Kingdom and the United States: “Somehow they had 

to meet off Sicily at the right time.’'? The importance of Malta was again 

underlined as troops, ships and aircraft gathered there for the assault. The 

American General Eisenhower was overall Commander-in-Chief. Under him 

was General Alexander, who then controlled General Patton’s Eastern Force, 

and the Western Force led by General Montgomery. 

On the Axis side there was discussion over where an Allied invasion would be 

aimed. Corsica and Sardinia were possibilities. In an attempt to persuade the 

Germans that the target might be Greece or the Balkans, MI5 used “The Man 

Who Never Was’. A corpse, that ofa man apparently killed ina plane crash, and 

dressed in a British staff officer’s uniform and carrying secret documents, was 

floated ashore in Spain. The documents soon reached Germany. They showed 

that Sicily was not the target for invasion and the Germans reacted accordingly. 

Nevertheless, Field Marshal Kesselring, the German Commander-in- 

Chief South, estimated that Sicily would be chosen as ‘an objective within 

striking distance of fighter aircraft operating from a fixed base’.'* 

Kesselring held his Italian allies in low regard. On Sicily were twelve Italian 

and two German divisions, but he knew that the Italians would offer little 

organised resistance. Opposed to them was the largest amphibious force used 
anywhere in the first wave of assault during the whole war, even bigger than the 
first wave used on D-Day in 1944. The British and Canadian Eastern Force was 

carried in 1,500 ships and landing craft, while the American Western Force had 
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1,700 similar vessels. Eight divisions went ashore in the opening landings, while 
two airborne divisions landed by parachute or glider. 

Most Allied troops invaded ona night ofrough weather, 13 July. ‘The Italian 
coastal divisions were an utter failure,’ wrote Kesselring, whose visit to Sicily 
‘yielded nothing but a headache’. At that stage, many Italian servicemen were 
heartily sick of a war into which they had been dragooned by Mussolini’s 

excesses. Little was needed to persuade them to opt out. 

Patton’s forces soon overran areas in the west of the island, capturing the 

important city of Palermo on the 22nd. After mopping up resistance, they turned 

east to support the British. In the east, Montgomery’s troops found heavier 

opposition from the Germans. His plan was to advance rapidly to the port of 

Messina, lying only a few miles across from mainland Italy. That move was 

intended to block the retreat of all Axis forces on the island. However, the 

Germans, with reserves drafted in from the mainland, fought a skilful defensive 

operation so that Montgomery had to make a radical change of direction in 

attack. Messina was not taken by Allied forces until 17 August. Not the least 

difficulty of the fighting was caused by the weather. “The troops on both sides,’ 

wrote Kesselring, ‘had to face extraordinary exertions in the heat of a blistering 

summer sun in the rocky and almost treeless regions.’'® 

In retrospect, Kesselring wondered why the Allies allowed so many Axis 

troops to escape from Sicily. Heavy naval and air attacks on Messina, or landings 

opposite on the ‘toe’ of Italy, would have cut offthe retreating troops. He blamed 

the ‘methodical procedure of the Allies’, which led to ‘the slow advance of the 

main attack’.'’ During the withdrawal, which took about a week, some 60,000 

Italian and 40,000 German troops crossed safely into Italy, the Germans with 

much of their equipment, including tanks. 

A limiting factor for the Allied air forces was the strength of the flak defences 

at the Straits of Messina, which turned them virtually into a ‘no-go area’ for 

aircraft smaller than heavy bombers. And yet the fighting in Sicily marked a 

turning point in the air war. The Royal Air Force and the US Army Air Forces, 

employing 267 squadrons between them, had almost complete air supremacy 

over the island. By the end of the campaign the Axis air forces had suffered 1,100 

losses on the ground and 740 in the air, all at the cost of 400 Allied aircraft. 

The taking of Sicily, although a victory, cost the Allies almost 23,000 

casualties, of whom 5,500 were killed. Much was learned from Operation 

‘Husky’, especially concerning the conduct of combined operations. ‘In Sicily,’ 

wrote Terraine, ‘we may discern all the elements, if not the details, of the 
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amphibious operations that were to come.’'* The Allies were now ready to step 

back on to the European continental mainland in real force, for the first time since 

Dunkirk. The ‘toe’ of Italy beckoned. 

Fighting in Italy 

In general, the Italian people were pushed unwillingly into war by the dictator- 

ship of Mussolini and the Fascist Party. During the fighting, they had been 

—" 

sustained by the support of Germany, although Hitler tended to treat the — 

Mediterranean Campaigns as no more than side-lines. In retrospect, this was the 

Fiihrer’s error. His war against Britain might well have enjoyed larger success if 

he had invested greater forces in the Middle East. A few more panzer divisions 

allocated to Rommel in the Western Desert, or an invasion of Malta, would have 

radically altered the United Kingdom’s ability to stay in the war. 

After the expulsion of Axis armies from Tunisia in May 1943 the Italians knew 

that active warfare was heading rapidly in their direction. By then their army was 

weakened through defeats, their navy and air force proven to be inferior, and the 

solid determination required by a nation in conflict noticeably lacking. Allied 

aircraft bombed northern cities — Milan, Turin and Genoa — damaging factories 

but also hitting civilian buildings. Public morale was fragile. The invasion of 

Sicily realised the inhabitants’ worst fears. German troops on the island fought 

with their customary tenacity; Italians offered little resistance. The Italian people 

were trapped ‘between a rock and a hard place’. The Allies demanded uncon- 

ditional surrender, allowing no scope for old-fashioned diplomacy and negotia- 

tion. ‘It is difficult to overstate the depth of depression that has overtaken the 

members of this unhappy country,’ wrote an Englishwoman living in Tuscany. 

People wanted peace. “The intransigence of the Allies’ terms is only equalled by 

the firmness of Germany’s refusal to remove her troops.’ Italy was bound to be 

a battlefield, and her people were unsure whether to remain ‘half-hearted 

participants or passive spectators”'” The hatred of other nations and races shown 

by the Germans, for example, to the Slavs and Jews was not shared generally by 

Italians. In addition, many of them harboured more than a small historic liking 

and respect for Americans and the British, whose armies were about to land on 

Italian soil. 

The driving force holding Italy in the war was largely one man, Mussolini. 

Together with his close Fascist associates and backed by Hitler, a fellow dictator, 
Il Duce had, by 1943, lost the confidence of important sections of the nation. ‘I 

feel that all Italians understand and love me,’ Mussolini had written seven years 
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earlier. ‘I know that only he is loved who leads without weakness.’2” Those 
words now had a hollow ring. Kesselring later asserted that ‘his sublime self 
confidence proved his own worst enemy.”! The army and the Royal Family 
realised that he was an embarrassing burden who would have to go. 

Plotting was soon under way. This gathered speed from mid-July when 
several leading Fascists secretly planned their leader’s overthrow. Their efforts 
were encouraged by a message to the Italian people from Roosevelt and 

Churchill. “Consult your own self-respect and your own interests and your own 

desire fora return to national dignity,’ itsaid. They should decide whether to ‘die 

for Mussolini and Hitler — or live for Italy and civilization’.” A meeting of the 

Fascist Grand Council was convened on 24 July, at which Mussolini was openly 

criticised. The next day he was summoned to the Royal Palace. ‘At this 

moment,’ the king told him, ‘you are the most hated man in Italy.’ As he left, II 

Duce was arrested and later transferred to an isolated mountain retreat at Gran 

Sasso. Marshal Badoglio became prime minister. 

The new government pledged to continue the war at the side of its German 

allies, but secretly sought peace with the Americans and the British. The world 

learned of the Italian surrender on 8 September, just as American troops were 

poised to invade the mainland, to the south of Naples. Five days earlier, 

Montgomery’s forces had occupied Reggio, a port in the ‘toe’ of Italy, and it 

appeared that decisive thrusts at the ‘under-belly of the Axis’ would bring swift 

results. 

Badoglio’s proclamation that the Italian government had asked for an armi- 

stice ordered that ‘any act of hostility against the Anglo-American forces must 

cease on the part of the Italian forces everywhere’. Then, knowing that the 

Germans could react strongly to the surrender, he added that the Italians would 

‘resist any attacks that may be made upon them from any other quarter’.” 

Onseveral occasions during his career, Hitler proved that he could move with 

speed and ruthless precision to meet emergencies. This quality was shown when 

he sensed that the Italians were about to be invaded and were seeking to remove 

themselves from the war. The collapse of Italy would open the way for a rapid 

push by the Americans and British, threatening Austria and Germany from the 

south. At the same time there was the danger that the Axis hold over the Balkans 

could be loosened. Moreover, this was occurring while the Fiihrer was trying to 

counter Russian threats on the Eastern Front. 

Hitler quickly sent Rommel into northern Italy, ostensibly to support Axis 

forces in the south but really to block Alpine passes. ‘Whoever controlled the 
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Brenner and the roads and railways running eastwards into Austria and the 

Balkans and westwards into France,’ Kesselring believed, ‘had a stranglehold on 

Germany.”* By early September, the ‘Desert Fox’, in new surroundings, 

commanded eight divisions. Forces in the south were under the command of 

Kesselring. At one time, several German senior staff believed that they would be 

lost, but Kesselring was sure that he could hold offan Allied invasion to the south 

of Rome. When Mussolini resigned and the Italians capitulated, German units 

moved in quickly to take control of the capital and to prepare to resist the — 

anticipated arrival of American and British armies. 

The slowness of the Allies played into German hands. Mussolini was deposed 

on 25 July and Messina in Sicily captured on 17 August, yet Montgomery’s 

troops did not land at Reggio until 3 September. The main invasion followed six 

days later. By then, the Germans had been able to establish their forces in Italy, 

occupying Rome and continuing preparations. Thousands of Allied prisoners- 

of-war, freed when Italy had surrendered, were rounded up and returned to 

captivity. 

Under the code-name Operation ‘Avalanche’, the main assault on the 

mainland went ashore at Salerno, to the south of Naples. Strategists have since 

queried why landings were made so far south on the ‘leg’ of Italy. In his memoirs, 

Kesselring, with the benefit of recollection, believed that ‘an air landing on 

Rome and sea landing nearby, instead of at Salerno, would have automatically 

caused us to evacuate all of the southern half of Italy’.* Another German general 

agreed, stating that ‘a combined sea and air landing would have taken the Italian 

capital within seventy-two hours’. He also believed that the Eighth Army should 

have made its initial landing on the ‘heel’, not the ‘toe’, of Italy.*° Battles are easily 

re-fought in after years, and there was no doubt that Allied forces had remarkable 

superiority of power on land, at sea and in the air. Fear of failure, however, can 

bring excessive caution. An important reason for the choice of Salerno was the 

ability of Allied air forces to offer massive fighter cover in the form of an ‘aerial 

umbrella’, unavailable for a more distant landing. 

Consequently, a huge Allied fleet of 700 vessels, large and small, transported 

some 170,000 troops, under the command of US General Mark Clark, to the 

Salerno beaches for Operation ‘Avalanche’. From 3.30 a.m. on 9 September, 

men and materials were landed, with the intention that rapid success would take 
them to Naples by the third day. Then a large port would be available for 
receiving reinforcements. Any thoughts that the defences would be rolled up 
easily, however, were rudely dispelled. Of Kesselring’s eight divisions, two were 
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near Rome and six in the south, four of which had fought in Sicily. All these 
formations were under-equipped, but soon ‘revealed the amazing ability of the 
Germans to resist in apparently hopeless situations’.?” Over the following days 
panzer units, supporting motorised infantry, launched several successful coun- 
ter-attacks, keeping Allied troops pinned largely to the area of the beaches. In 
fact, on the evening of the 10th, several Allied commanders even contemplated 

re-embarking some of their men. The line was largely held by artillery fire, both 
from land and sea, together with close air support. In the view of one writer, 

“Without the battleships, Avalanche would have been turned into another 

Dunkirk.’ 

Yet the emergency did not pass for another five days. Then Kesselring, 

accepting the inevitable, pulled his troops back to a defence line as Mont- 

gomery’s Eighth Army joined up with the bridgehead. Allied soldiers did not 

reach Naples until 1 October and within a few days they were stretched ina line, 

120 miles long, right across Italy. By then, Clark’s Fifth Army had suffered 12,000 

casualties. 

Ahead lay Rome. In between were some remarkably tough and experienced 

units of the German Army. The British opinion of the enemy was clear to one 

senior officer: “He fights and fights like hell, not only in defence but in counter- 

attack.” Then came a great accolade: “He is undoubtedly the world’s finest 

ground soldier.’”’ 

Rescuing Mussolini 

Few events excite public imagination more than stories of derring-do by special 

forces in war. They become headline news because of the skill and determination 

of the men taking part. Some end in glorious failure, like the commando raid on 

Rommel’s African headquarters in 1942. Others are brilliantly successful. 

One of the best remembered occurred on 12 September 1943, at the isolated 

Italian mountain resort of Gran Sasso. After Mussolini was deposed in July, Hitler 

decided to rescue him. Not only was II Duce his friend, but also he could be used 

to lead a Fascist government set up in northern Italy. When Hitler learned of 

Mussolini’s whereabouts he ordered an operation to be set up for his release. 

The task was difficult because the Gran Sasso could be reached only by 

funicular railway. However, Otto Skorzeny of the SS, with a commando unit, 

landed by glider outside Mussolini’s hotel. Having freed the Italian leader, he 

spirited him offin a small aeroplane. This brilliant operation resulted in Hitler and 

Mussolini being reunited within two days. At the Fiihrer’s behest, Mussolini 
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became the leader of the ‘Italian Social Republic’, or ‘Salo Republic’, in 

opposition to the Italian government which had deposed him. Nevertheless, II 

Duce was still a burden to the Germans. He showed no desire ‘to wreak 

vengeance on his betrayers,’ wrote Goebbels. ‘He is not a revolutionary like the 

Fiihrer or Stalin.’ Mussolini was a spent force. 

Fighting On 

The Italian Campaign over the following fifteen months, until the end of 1944, 

became one of the hardest fought of the whole war. For the Allies, progress was 

both costly and painfully slow, and a study of the map of Italy helps to explain 

why. The Appenine mountains are a fearsome barrier to any army advancing 

from the south. In places they rise to heights of over 8,000ft, stretching across 

Italy and leaving on each side strips broken by fast flowing rivers and gorges. Any 

progress along the coastal plains could be dominated by defence systems situated 

above on high ground. Here the terrain amply favoured defenders, whose 

observation posts, carefully sited artillery and determined infantry held the whip- 

hand. It was quite possible for a well-entrenched company of soldiers, protected 

by mines, to repel attacks from an enemy twenty times stronger. Assaulting 

troops had little cover and were frustrated regularly when attempts to move 

forward were met by withering fire. Allied air superiority was unable to smash 

deep, carefully concealed German positions on the heights. Moreover Kesselring, 

who conducted a very clever holding retreat, built defences in depth. They were 

‘so deepened by the construction of armoured and concrete switch lines and 

intermediate and advanced positions that even very strong enemy attacks could 

be intercepted in the back area’.*! To add to the misery of the Allies, bitter cold 

in the mountains and heavy rains, with seas ofmud, delayed progress everywhere 

from coast to coast. War in the Appenines and the coastal plains finished in 

frustration. 

Consequently, much of the fighting in Italy became reminiscent of the 

impasse of the trenches in the First World War. Infantry casualties were 

particularly high. There was little space or opportunity to employ the tactics of 

mobile armoured warfare which were the mark of many battles after 1939. For 

the Allies, the campaign became marginal, uninspiring to men in the front line 

who knew that they were not going to sweep on to Berlin. The Americans had 
been sceptical of the value of invading Italy in the first place, believing that there 
should be no detraction from the main invasion of France. For the Germans, 

there was satisfaction that by using comparatively few divisions they could hold 
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back and tie up strong Allied forces, which would then not be used on other 
fronts. The Allies had hoped to draw large reserves of the Wehrmacht into the 
defence of Italy, giving reliefto the Russians on the Eastern Front. In reality, the 
main strategic benefit of the Italian Campaign was that in the summer of 1944 
German divisions were kept there which otherwise could have been em- 
ployed in France to counter Operation ‘Overlord’, the opening of the 

Second Front. 

Kesselring’s defensive Gustav Line held out strongly against British and 

American offensives and by January 1944 little progress had been made. War 

brings cruel decisions, and nowhere was this more clearly demonstrated than at 

Monte Cassino in the heart of the Gustav Line. At the peak stood the ancient 

monastery of St Benedict, founded in the sixth century. Allied troops below, 

suffering casualties, believed that the Germans were using the buildings as 

observation posts. After much heart-searching, and based on the view that men’s 

lives were more valuable than ancient sites, orders were issued for 250 bombers 

to destroy the abbey. They did this with 576 tons of bombs. But the Allies were 

wrong: no Germans had used the buildings. The morality of wartime decisions 

is legitimately open to questioning if all of the factors of the time are taken fully 

into consideration. 

In an attempt to break the deadlock, another ‘leapfrog’ amphibious landing 

was planned for Anzio, north of the Gustav Line and to the south of Rome. 

The Allied Sixth Corps of four divisions achieved complete tactical surprise 

when its men went ashore, beginning on 22 January 1944. All appeared to be 

well for a speedy sweep to Rome, but two factors prevented success. One was 

the over-cautious efforts of Allied commanders to expand the bridgehead. They 

took so much time in consolidating their positions that no real attempt to push 

forward was made for a week. The second, almost incredibly, was the robust 

response from German units, hastily moved up by Kesselring. No break-out 

from Anzio took place until 23 May, and three more days passed before Rome 

was captured. 

For the rest of the year, fighting continued on the Italian Front, but by then 

the efforts were overshadowed by two other Allied offensives. One was ‘Over- 

lord’, the long-awaited re-entry into northern France which started on 6 June. 

The other, ‘Anvil’, opened with landings in southern France on 15 August. 

Forces were withdrawn from Alexander’s command for both operations. Three 

American and four French divisions were taken for the latter at a time when 

Hitler was posting a further eight to Kesselring. 
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In early August German forces withdrew north to new defences in the Gothic 

Line, which Hitler’s Todt labour force had been constructing for a year. These 

were about 200 miles of defensive strongpoints, stretching across Italy. Every 

route north was blocked, so that the Allies could not reach Vienna or swing 

round into the Balkans. In September 1944 the Fifth Army in the centre and the 

Eighth Army to the east launched heavy attacks on these positions, but unusually 

bad weather intervened, halting the offensive in thick mud. It was not until April 

1945 that the momentum ofassault built again, in the dying days of the European 

war. 

Since the end of the war the controversy over the value of the Italian 

Campaign has continued. Undoubtedly it tied down some German divisions, 

yetit hardly affected their ability to contest other fronts. In the view of one British 

strategist, it was the most useless campaign of the war. Italy was wrecked and 

thousands of lives were wasted. Yet others believe that more, not less, effort 

should have been made to drive forward and reach Vienna before the Russians. 

Whatever view is taken, all are agreed on the ferocity of the fighting and the 

countless acts of sacrifice and bravery made by men under fire. There has been 

no comfort for thousands of Allied servicemen who struggled in Italy to be told 

that their efforts were useless. In life, some of the most influential contributions 

made to any enterprise are not always those immediately apparent. There was a 

‘Forgotten Army’ in the Far East; sometimes the survivors of the Italian 

Campaign feel that they were the European equivalent. 

‘Overlord’ 

By early 1944 two land campaigns in Europe were exerting pressure on the 

empire which Hitler had amassed for Germany over the previous six years. In 

Italy, the combined Anglo-American armies were slowly and painfully pushing 

on. Far greater success came from Russian effort on the Eastern Front, where 

Axis forces were being pressed back. 

Among the Allies there was a general recognition that the complete over- 

throw of Germany, together with the unconditional surrender demanded, 

would come only through the occupation of the German homeland. Some 

Russians believed, after 1943, that the Red Army could achieve that by itself. 
Most people knew that the best results would come after the opening of the 
Second Front, starting on the coast of France. If American and British forces 
could establish a foothold there, the Germans would be faced with their 
traditional fear—war on two fronts. Germany would be gradually and relentlessly 
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squeezed in a giant pair of nutcrackers: the eastern arm, the Red Army, and the 
western arm, the combined American and British armies, would slowly crush the 
fight out of the defending forces. 

The background to the opening of the Second Front was, at the time, a matter 
of controversy among the Allies themselves. It has remained so since. Underlying 
the disagreements over the timing of the operation, each of the three major allies 

criticised the other two for their aims, intentions and efforts regarding the ‘Great 

Invasion’. Suffice it now to remove any criticism of each nation’s war record, or 

claims of a lack of enthusiasm; instead, it is imperative to note the conflicting 

concerns by which each judged the situation. 

The Russians believed that on the Eastern Front they were carrying the main 

burden of fighting the Germans while their two allies were slow in coming to 

their aid by putting armies ashore in Western Europe. The Americans, growing 

impatient with British caution, wanted to start a Second Front as the most direct 

way into Germany, before turning to the other half of their war, namely to defeat 

the Japanese. Britain, having already lost in France, and with far smaller resources 

of manpower and matériel than the others, wanted to wait until Allied forces were 

strong enough not to suffer another Dunkirk. Each of the three leaders — Stalin, 

Roosevelt and Churchill—appreciated how far his nation depended on the other 

two. The final breaking of Hitler’s Germany would require a joint and coordi- 

nated effort. 

The British particularly remembered lessons learned in August 1942. Thena 

small expeditionary force, consisting mainly of Canadian troops, launched a 

large-scale raid on Dieppe. One of the aims was to test the techniques needed for 

a later main invasion. Lessons were certainly learned, particularly concerning 

what not to do. These were demonstrated at a terrible price: the Canadian 

Second Division suffered a casualty rate of almost 70 per cent. In future, there 

would have to be massive air and sea bombardment to support troops on the 

beaches. Combined operations called fora maximum coordinated effort from all 

three services. 

By early 1944 detailed preparations for the Second Front were being made. 

The US General Eisenhower was appointed Supreme Commander. Under him, 

a large number of senior officers, both American and British, were posted to lead 

forces in what would become the greatest seaborne invasion in history. Under 

their command were some 3.5 million service personnel, whose presence turned 

the British Isles into an enormous armed camp. So many men and so much 

equipment were there that, according to Eisenhower, only barrage balloons kept 
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Britain afloat! Of the numbers gathered, about 1.7 million were British and 1.2 

million came from the US, while the remainder were from countries of the 

British Commonwealth, or from those nations occupied by the Nazis. This 

gigantic force was poised for a great crusade to land in France. 

Accounts of the venture often explore the subsequent land, sea and air 

operations in great detail yet overlook the enormous logistical problems facing 

the organisers of an amphibious campaign. The US Army alone needed over 

50,000 cooks to feed the troops. To clothe, equip, house and transport such | 

numbers provided staff with seemingly insuperable problems. All were over- 

come, often with a mixture of ‘prayer and swear’. For several months much of 

England, especially the south and west, was turned into a gigantic barracks, 

airfield and naval base rolled into one. 

The venture was complicated particularly by the fact that Britain is an island. 

To carry the troops, 1,600 merchant vessels of various sizes were required, 

together with 4,000 landing craft to place them and their equipment on the 

beaches. Protecting this unprecedented armada were 1,200 warships, varying in 

size from motor torpedo boats to battleships. In the air, some advance forces 

would be carried in 3,500 gliders. All would be covered by an umbrella of 

over 12,000 aircraft, including 5,000 fighters. The crusade would stand or 

fall by the strength of the integration and adaptability among the three 

services. 

The planners knew that it was vital rapidly to create and hold bridgeheads. 

They hoped to land 150,000 men on French territory on the first day, about 

70,000 of them in the opening assaults. During the subsequent expansion 

more than two million men would be sent to the Continent within two 

months, together with 500,000 vehicles. The logistical problems were awe- 

inspiring. 

Two main sites were suitable on the French coast. Allied intelligence went to 

great lengths to confuse the Germans by making them believe that the likely 

thrust would arrive at the Pas de Calais, on the short Channel crossing; the real 

blow was planned elsewhere. Five main beaches were chosen in Normandy, 

further west. Landing points there were good, but until nearby Cherbourg was 
captured, the Allies would have no major port. Therefore a giant artificial 
harbour, ‘Mulberry’, was built in sections, consisting of floating concrete 
caissons and piers. This was to be towed across the Channel to a landing beach, 
then protected by sunken ships. The ingenuity shown to overcome shortages or 
weaknesses was remarkable. 

208 



~ a 

WAR ON THREE FRONTS, 1943-1945 

The Atlantic Wall 
On the further side of the Channel the Germans had been preparing for the 
invasion. Some time in the war elapsed before Hitler accepted that Anglo- 
American forces were growing strong enough to pose a threat by making 
landings in France. Until then he felt, almost disdainfully, that any invasion 
would result in another Dunkirk. When the danger was appreciated, however, 
preparations were made by the Germans to strengthen an Atlantic Wall to repel 

the invaders. At the end of 1943 a directive from Hitler predicted that landings 

would take place in the following spring: ‘Should the enemy succeed in breaking 

our defences on a wide front here the immediate consequences would be 

unpredictable.’ He added that he could ‘no longer take responsibility for further 

weakening the West, in favour of other theatres of war’.*” 

Work had begun on the Atlantic Wall, stretching from the North Cape to the 

Spanish border, early in 1942. The aim was to build a kind of Siegfried Line to 

prevent seaborne invasion. On beaches were laid mines and metal obstructions, 

followed by belts of barbed wire, concrete bunkers, anti-tank ditches and 

pillboxes. Behind these were further strongpoints and minefields. The work, 

often carried out by slave labour, had not been completely finished, but even so 

it was a formidable obstacle by 1944. Seventeen million tons of concrete 

strengthened the fortifications. Artillery pieces ofall calibres, and machine guns, 

were set to give a hot reception to any intruders. On 22 May 1944 Rommel 

wrote, “The main defence zone on the coast is strongly fortified and well 

manned; there are large tactical and operational reserves in the rear areas.’ He 

added, ‘We can face coming events with the greatest confidence.”*’ The defences 

of the Wall were thickest in the region of the Pas de Calais, where many German 

commanders believed the blow would fall. In other parts, nonetheless, weak- 

nesses existed. As with all static defence, if a hole were punched in the line, an 

enemy could push through. Weak links made for fragile chains. 

In the west, manning the Wall were a number of static divisions, whose task 

was to fight invaders at beach level. Far more ofa threat to the Allies, however, 

were mobile panzer divisions, capable of being switched quickly to counter any 

incursions in the Wall. The employment ofall defending troops became a matter 

of some controversy between their commanders in the West. In overall com- 

mand was Field Marshal von Rundstedt, who controlled 60 divisions. Ten of 

these were panzers. He believed that the panzer divisions should be held back at 

the time of the invasion until Allied moves and plans became apparent, then 

should be sent in to crush them. Rommel, however, who commanded Army 
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Group B in Belgium, northern France and Normandy, wanted panzers to be 

employed immediately, hitting the Allies at the beaches and throwing them back 

into the sea. 

No German commander knew where the blow would fall. At the end of 

March 1944 Hitler suspected that Normandy might be chosen. ‘From that time 

onward,’ wrote one general, ‘we received repeated warnings about it, starting 

with the words, “The Fiihrer fears”.’** Von Rundstedt held a different view, 

believing that it would arrive between Le Havre and Calais: “The Somme—Calais 

area seemed to us so much better strategically, from your point of view — because 

it was so much closer to Germany. It was the quickest route to the Rhine. I 

reckoned you could get there in four days.» German indecision benefited the 

Allies when the landings started. 

The weeks approaching the invasion were characterised by a heavy bombing 

campaign on targets in France and the Low Countries by Allied aircraft. Bridges, 

railways, coastal batteries, radar stations and even individual buildings were 

raided, while the Luftwaffe was heavily battered. Here was ‘interdiction’ over the 

battle zone. The Germans had to accept that aerial superiority, so often a factor 

in their earlier campaigns, was now lost. Before 6 June, Allied air forces had 

dropped almost 200,000 tons of bombs on these targets, slowing, even paralys- 

ing, the Germans’ ability to prevent the invasion. The corollary was equally 

important: hardly any Luftwaffe aircraft were able to fly on reconnaissance 

missions over Britain, so German intelligence was largely ‘blind’ to the prepara- 

tions being made. 

German leaders sensed the approach of D-Day. French Resistance forces 

carried out raids and ambushes. “There were many derailments of trains that were 

carrying supplies and reinforcements to the front,’ remarked General Blumen- 

tritt. “Beyond this was the planned destruction by air bombing of the railways in 

France and western Germany — especially of the bridges across the Somme, the 

Seine and the Loire. All these were pointers. However, they could not tell 

exactly when or where the landings would arrive. 

D-Day and After 

At 9 a.m. on 6 June 1944 the BBC announced that ‘Under the command of 
General Eisenhower, Allied naval forces supported by strong air forces began 
landing Allied armies this morning on the coast of France.’ D-Day and Opera- 
tion ‘Overlord’ had arrived. Eisenhower, the Supreme Commander, and 

Montgomery, commander of the ground forces, had earlier fixed 4 June for the 
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start, but bad weather caused a short postponement for what was to be, in 

Rommel’s words, “The Longest Day’. 

During the night, paratroops from three Allied airborne divisions, and glider 

troops, were dropping inland to seize strategic points. Then, at dawn, landings 

commenced on five Normandy beaches. Three were attacked by the British 

Second Army: ‘Gold’ and ‘Sword’ were tackled by British troops, while ‘Juno’ 

fell to the Canadians. The other two, ‘Utah’ and ‘Omaha’, were assaulted by the 

US First Army. The landings were preceded by heavy naval bombardments and 

bombing. Overall, the Second Army suffered few casualties in getting ashore, but 

the Americans, particularly on ‘Omaha’, met fiercer resistance. Not the least 

reason for the difference was the British Army’s employment of a variety of 

weapons, nicknamed ‘Funnies’, developed specially for the landings. The 

Americans generally preferred not to use them. These ingenious devices in- 

cluded amphibious Sherman tanks, ‘Crabs’ equipped with flails for exploding 

mines, and AVREs, armoured vehicles which could lay metal carpets, or fascines 

or bridges. Without them, Eisenhower wrote later, ‘it is doubtful if the assault 

forces could have firmly established themselves’. 

The men on shore pushed forward, gradually managing to scratch a toe-hold 

in France. More ships and landing craft arrived, so that during D-Day 156,000 
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troops were landed from over 2,700 vessels which crossed the Channel. The cost 

that day was 11,000 casualties, including 2,500 killed. A blessing for Allied forces — 

anda curse forthe Germans—was the strength ofair support, with the Lufiwaffealmost 

entirely absent. British and American aircraft flew over 25,000 sorties by 9 p.m. on 

6 June; the once powerful German Air Force managed only 319 on the same day. 

The Wehrmacht’s reactions to the landings were confused, helping the invad- 

ers. Rommel was in Germany for his wife’s birthday, von Rundstedt still 

believed that the main attack would come later near Calais, while Hitler, who 

had slept late, refused to release extra panzer divisions into Normandy. By the 

time the German forces moved forward from reserve, the bridgehead was being 

firmly established. Nonetheless, Allied plans did not achieve every target. 

Montgomery had intended to take Caen on the first day. For several reasons the 

troops allocated were late in leaving the bridgehead, giving the Germans time to 

gather reinforcements, and the city was not captured for another four weeks. 

In the eyes of the Russians the launching of the Second Front had come late, 

but was welcomed. ‘This is unquestionably a brilliant success for our Allies,’ 

Stalin wrote in Pravda. “The history of war does not know of an undertaking 

comparable to it for breadth of conception, grandeur of scale, and mastery of 

execution.”*” This was praise indeed from a dictator who had little appreciation 

of the difficulties involved in maritime operations. 

Over the following days the Allied armies were reinforced and their positions 

extended until all the landing sites were combined into a bridgehead forty miles 

across yet only up to ten miles deep. Progress was slow. Von Rundstedt and 

Rommel reacted firmly and German troops fought with their customary 

stubbornness to contest every yard of territory. Everyone then waited for the 

great ‘break-out’, when American, British and Canadian divisions would launch 

offensives and explode from Normandy across France. into the Low Countries, 

then Germany itself. And they waited. Since the war, several controversies over 

what happened among the Allies have come to light. Was Montgomery over- 

ambitious in setting targets to be reached within the first few weeks? Or was he 

too cautious? Was his priority to crush an enemy army or to capture vital towns? 

Did he intend to allow the brunt of the German strength to attack his divisions 

on the eastern side so that the Americans could launch an offensive on the west? 

Or was that merely an excuse to explain why his forces advanced so slowly? Did 

relations between Army and Royal Air Force commanders deteriorate because 

no airfields were captured early on? Why did several British offensives — 
Operations ‘Charnwood’, ‘Epsom’ and ‘Goodwood’ = fail to break out? 
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All this time, the human price continued to rise. In six weeks the Allies suffered 
almost 100,000 casualties in killed and wounded. One reason for these and for 
the slowness of the campaign was that hard battles were fought in bocage country. 
This terrain, with sunken lanes, steep earth banks, stone walls and thick 

hedgerows, was easy to defend with a small number of troops. Tanks and infantry 
advanced through it at heavy cost and the map of battle changed at an infuriating 
snail’s pace. 

Although the Americans captured the port of Cherbourg on 26 June, the great 

break-out did not come until 56 days after the first landings. While the bulk of 

the panzer divisions faced Montgomery’s army in the east, US forces launched 

Operation ‘Cobra’ and swept out from Avranches. Some moved west into 

Brittany, while others turned east to trap the Germans who were being pushed 

back by British and Canadian forces near Falaise. This area, the Falaise Gap, then 

became one of the war’s great killing-grounds. The Germans attempted coun- 

ter-attacks and made frantic efforts in the early days of August to escape, but all 

to no avail. As well as pressure from Allied ground troops, fighters and medium 

bombers of the Tactical Air Force had a field day. By the end of the battle, the 

German Army B had been shattered. Some 50,000 prisoners were taken and 

10,000 killed. Hundreds upon hundreds of lorries, cars, carts and tanks were 

smashed, so that only about 110 tanks and assault guns escaped to retreat to the 

river Seine. 

Thus the great invasion and subsequent battle of Normandy were completed, 

with the German Army retreating eastwards in some disarray. American forces 

swept forward at panzer pace, especially General Patton’s Third Army which 

aimed towards Paris. The capital was taken on 25 August when General de 

Gaulle and French units entered the city, whose humiliating occupation had 

lasted just over four years. At the end of the month Patton’s men reached Verdun 

and the battlefields of the First World War. Further north, British and Canadian 

units, under Montgomery, advanced along the Channel coast, while the 

American First Army took Amiens on 31 August. 

Adding to the Germans’ troubles, Operation ‘Dragoon’ opened on 15 August 

with landings by seven divisions of American and French troops on the south 

coast of France. Their greatest contribution to the general campaign was to tie 

up in Provence German divisions which were sorely needed in Normandy. 

Troops from the southern invasion force linked up with the American Third 

Army at Dijon on 11 September. Now a complete Allied front faced Germany 

from the Channel coast to the Swiss frontier. All rolled forward. 
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Hitler was assailed on all sides. He barely survived an attempt on his life made 

by German plotters on 20 July. His forces appeared to be on the verge of collapse. 

On the Eastern Front, the great Russian offensive, Operation ‘Bagration’, 

inflicted 350,000 casualties on the Wehrmacht. In Normandy he lost a further 

220,000, with thousands more in Italy. Between June and August 1944 the 

Germans lost 600,000 men at the very least. It appeared that the whole fabric of 

the Nazi state was bound to collapse within a short time. “By the end of August 

1944,’ in Terraine’s view, ‘Germany was palpably defeated.’** This opinion was — 

shared by others who believed that the war could have been ended in September 

1944. In that case, what went wrong for the Allies? 

The basic fault was that when the Americans and the British approached the 

German frontier, they had no carefully agreed plan of where to advance next. 

There were two main possibilities. One was to push forward through Belgium 

and Holland into the Ruhr and northern Germany. From there the way would 

be open to Berlin. This was a ‘narrow front’ approach. The other theory was a 

‘broad front’ approach, in which forces would enter Germany in several places 

simultaneously, pushing directly eastwards towards the Rhine. Eisenhower, as 

Supreme Commander, had to decide on which plan to follow — and met 

immediate controversy, Montgomery, his most experienced commander, and 

one well versed in battle, wanted to drive towards the Ruhr, the enemy’s largest 

industrial zone. ‘He who holds northern Germany holds Germany,’ said one of 

his generals later. ‘Such a break-through, coupled with air domination, would 

have torn in pieces the weak German front and ended the war.’*’ On the other 

hand, General Bradley, leading the US Twelfth Army Group, which included 

Patton’s Third Army, wanted to push on eastwards. His forces were making 

excellent progress, so why make them change direction? They were heading for 

the heart of Germany. 

Eisenhower tried to compromise, although he thought of his generals as ‘a lot 

of prima donnas’ who were ‘quarrelling like children’. Fora while he would give 

Montgomery priority, but would then return to an advance on a broad front. 

Compromise aims to please everyone; it can finish by pleasing none. One great 

problem was the little love lost between ‘Blood and Guts’ Patton and ‘Monty’. 
Both were brilliant leaders, but they were no shrinking violets and disliked 
criticism or interference. Patton called the compromise ‘the most momentous 

error of the war’. 

Hesitation over policy shown by the Allies in September gave the Germans 
unexpected time to re-form and reorganise defences. A considerable contribu- 
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tion was made there by Field Marshal Model, who had to cobble together an 
army from the broken remains of forces which had been pushed out of France. 
As the Allied effort slackened in September and October, he gathered men and 
equipment for what would be a last-ditch stand. Older men and boys were 
drafted in, together with sailors, airmen and survivors of once triumphant 
formations. Although inferior in numbers and armour to the Allies, they 

gradually established defensive positions. In several ways the Allied drive went 

off the boil. Some servicemen were tired after long periods in the front line 

without relief. Others, having broken out of Normandy, believed that the war 

was virtually won. Often commanders, wanting their men to enjoy the forth- 

coming peace, were careful not to risk too many casualties. 

During its retreat through France the German Army, on Hitler’s specific 

orders, had left garrisons in sea ports along the North Sea coast, denying them as 

supply bases to the Allied armies. Thus Le Havre, Boulogne, Calais and Dunkirk 

were notavailable. Even when Antwerp was taken on 4 September, the Germans 

still held fortifications on its approaches, so the port could not be used. This was 

crucial to the Allies’ supply position. Most of the French railway system had been 

destroyed by bombing, so ammunition, food and fuel had to be transported by 

road. On reflection, Montgomery’s failure to open Antwerp as a supply centre 

was a costly oversight. Ironically, he was facing problems similar to those which 

had dogged his old adversary Rommel just before El Alamein. 

Another oversight came with his support of the airborne expedition to 

Arnhem. The episode is often remembered as one of the war’s noble failures. The 

struggle against odds and the countless acts of heroism shown by paratroops of 

the 1st British Airborne Division are rightly honoured. So why were they there? 

Montgomery intended to use two American and one British paratroop division 

of the First Allied Airborne Army to seize bridges at river crossings which lay 

ahead of his advance. Operation ‘Market Garden’ was to open the way into the 

Ruhrand the north German plain, while outflanking defences along the Rhine. 

American airborne forces, after hard fighting, took bridges near Eindhoven and 

Nijmegen. The British, however, were dropped further on at Arnhem and 

quickly found that their target was ‘a bridge too far’. Poorintelligence led to their 

landing too far from the target in an area where panzer troops were re-grouping. 

After several days of bitter fighting, in a zone the Germans called “The Cauldron’ 

the superiority of panzer equipment led to the failure of the British attempt. Units 

of Montgomery’s main army which had intended to push forward and link up 

with the airborne troops were unable to do so. 
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After this heroic disaster in late September, there was no chance of ending the 

war in 1944. For the rest of the year the Allies built up supplies ready for 

launching a major offensive in the spring. This gave the Germans an opportunity 

to strengthen their defences in the West—a remarkable achievement considering 

their earlier shattering defeat and retreat. In the words of one British general, their 

recovery ‘was little short of miraculous’.*” Consequently, when the Allies tried 

to press on in mid-November, they failed against resilient opponents who again 

fought with their customary skill and determination. 

In mid-December came a totally unexpected counter-blow to the Allies 

which for a short period forced them on to the back foot. On 12 December 

several German generals were summoned to Hitler’s headquarters and learned 

that he intended to launch a surprise offensive in the West. To sit back 

defensively, the Fiihrerreckoned, would bring inevitable defeat. ‘It is essential to 

deprive the enemy of his belief that victory is certain,’ he told them. “Wars are 

finally decided by one side or the other recognising that they cannot be won.’ He 

hoped that the Allied coalition, composed of nations with totally different 

backgrounds and ambitions, would disintegrate. 

His aim, resurrecting memories of 1940, was to drive forward through the 

Ardennes with panzers, which would then swing towards Antwerp. In his 

reckoning, the loss of that port would lead to a second Dunkirk, with a rapid 

evacuation of the Allies from mainland Europe. Afterwards he would turn his 

attentions to the Eastern Front and deal with the growing Russian menace there. 

It would be an understatement to say that his generals were surprised at the news, 

but orders were to be obeyed. 

Two powerful armies had been gathered and re-equipped for the offensive 

and included nine panzer divisions. A cloak of bad weather covered them, 

preventing Allied air assaults and helping their secret movements. The blow fell 

on 15 December on four American divisions holding a front ofsome 90 miles and 

had rapid initial success. Soon a bulge appeared in the Allied line, with a 

consequent ‘Battle of the Bulge’, as mainly American, then British, troops fought 

to stem the attack. By Christmas Day the offensive had lost momentum. For the 

Germans there were shortages of fuel and, as the weather improved, increased 

intervention from hundreds of Allied aircraft. The panzers were slowly forced to 

retreat and by 16 January 1945 were back at their starting line. 

The unexpectedness of the offensive shattered any complacency on the Allied 

side. There was still far to go. The cost to the Americans was 19,000 dead and 
15,000 men taken prisoner, but the Germans had sustained 100,000 total 
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casualties, as well as losing 800 tanks and 1,000 aircraft. ‘It spelt bankruptcy, 

because we could not afford such losses,’ stated General von Manteuftel.*! As the 

pincers closed on Germany from east and west, total defeat was in the offing. For 

Hitler, nevertheless, there would be no capitulation. ‘Never! Never!’ he told his 

generals. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

BOMBS AND TORPEDOES 

Bombing Germany 

A nation’s geography plays a large part in determining its history. This goes some 

way towards explaining the nature of the aerial campaign which Britain waged, 

first through the Royal Air Force, then in conjunction with the Americans, 

against Nazi Germany. Traditionally, Germany was a mighty land power, while 

Britain had great naval strength. After the collapse of France in 1940 the 

Wehrmacht was unable to reach the United Kingdom and the Royal Navy could 

do little to attack the Reich. The common element for both was the sky. 

Therefore the Germans aimed first for aerial superiority through the Battle of 

Britain and the Night Blitz. Both campaigns failed. In response, Bomber 

Command opened a nocturnal aerial battle against Germany which, although 

comparatively small and ineffective at the start, grew in intensity from 1942. As 

Churchill wrote in July 1940, Britain’s prime hope was “an absolutely devastat- 

ing, exterminating attack by very heavy bombers from this country upon the 

Nazi homeland’.' 

This night campaign was later complemented by daylight bombing from the 

United States Army Air Forces after the Americans joined the war. Working 

together, the two air arms increased the power of their bombing until a crescendo 

was reached in the early months of 1945. By then no target in Germany was out 

of reach, as they enjoyed aerial domination, bombing where, when and how 

they chose. 

This position was achieved slowly. In June 1941 Churchill had promised 

retribution from the air. “We shall bomb Germany by day as well as by night in 

ever increasing measure,’ he said. This would make ‘the German people taste and 

gulp each month a sharper dose of the miseries they have showered upon 

mankind’.* Few British people, particularly those who had suffered from the 

Night Blitz, would have disagreed with these sentiments. However, for the first 

two years of the war Bomber Command experienced several constraints and 
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weaknesses. Its heaviest bombers, Wellingtons, Whitleys and Hampdens, were 
not large enough for waging a strategic bombing offensive. To escape the 
attention of fighters, they had to fly at night. Because of poor navigation aids, they 
had the greatest difficulty in finding any particular town, let alone a target. Often 
aircrew believed in all sincerity that they were reaching, identifying and hitting 
a selected installation, but their inaccuracy was shown in August 1941. A report 
based on photographs taken at the time of bombing reached some sad conclu- 
sions. For example, only one in three aircraft had got within five miles of the 

target claimed to have been bombed. Over French ports the proportion was two 

in three, over the Ruhr one in ten.° Efforts were therefore made to provide 

navigation aids to lead bombers directly to their destination. 

By late 1941, however, the results achieved were so poor that suggestions 

were made of abandoning any idea of using Bomber Command in a major 

campaign to hit limited targets. The alternative was to hit larger areas. At a time 

in the war when Britain was having little success in overseas campaigns, this 

policy was chosen as the best — even sole — method of hitting back at Germany. 

Here was the birth of ‘area bombing’, a policy that the RAF maintained until the 

end of the war. 

- In February 1942 came asea-change for Bomber Command, when Sir Arthur 

Harris was appointed Commander-in-Chief. Harris was single-minded in his 

approach to the task, from which he never deviated. He believed that his 

Command would have the power, if developed in sufficient numbers, to end the 

war by its own efforts. Hitler could be defeated by 4,000 heavy bombers. His 

force would put into practice the heavy bombing of enemy targets which had 

been advocated since pre-war days, destroying both industrial capacity and 

civilian morale. “There are people who say that bombing can never win a war,’ 

he announced. ‘My answer to this is that it’s never been tried. We shall see.”* 

During 1942, as Harris started to expand operations, Bomber Command’s 

hitting power grew. First, the ‘Gee’ system of navigation was introduced, 

enabling aircrew to calculate the position of their aircraft after receiving signals 

from ground stations. The Luftwaffe had made good use of radio beams for 

guiding aircraft during the Night Blitz, and ‘Gee’ was intended to aid British 

bombers over Germany. There were weaknesses, but here was a step forward. 

In addition, the new generation of RAF bombers began to arrive in larger 

numbers. The Halifax, Stirling and Manchester (the forerunner of the Lancaster), 

all carrying heavy bomb loads, were employed increasingly. Several lessons 

learned from methods adopted by the Luftwaffe against British cities were 

29 



THE SECOND WORLD WAR 

practised. Targets were marked with flares, followed by showers of incendiaries 

to cause large fires before the bulk ofhigh explosives were dropped. On the night 

of 30 May 1942 Harris gathered almost every aircraft in his Command, including 

reserves and training planes, to attack Cologne. For the first time in the war, 

Bomber Command launched a ‘Thousand-Bomber Raid’. Apart from wide- 

spread damage caused in the city, this was a fine propaganda coup and uplifting 

for the British people in dark days. Later evidence showed that the raid was not 

as successful as at first claimed, but at the time it had a positive effect for the RAF. 

After the raid, Harris pointed out another disadvantage for the enemy. Even at 

the worst, such attacks would ‘force him to withdraw vast forces from his exterior 

aggression for his own protection’. 

Two conferences held in 1943 set guidelines for the future of the Allied 

bombing campaign against Germany. At the time, the launching of the Second 

Front was notan immediate prospect, but an aerial assault on the Reich was more 

easily attained. Therefore, at Casablanca in January, acommuniqué ordered ‘the 

progressive destruction and dislocation of the military, industrial and eco- 

nomic system and the undermining of the morale of the German people to 

a point where their capacity for armed resistance is fatally weakened’. 

Later, at the Washington Conference in May, the main aim was set for both 

Allied air forces in Operation ‘Pointblank’. For the USAAF, trained in daylight 

attacks, and for Bomber Command, experienced in night raids, the prime 

objective was the defeat of the Luftwaffe. Together with that went the destruction 

of the German aircraft industry — a very tall order. The bombing offensive was 

‘essential to our progression to the attack of other sources of enemy war 

potential’. 

For the Germans, 1943 was a bad year. The rising power of the RAF and 

USAAF to strike with bombers led to massive destruction across Hitler’s Reich. 

Some critics of the Allies’ bombing policy have pointed out that, in spite of this 

aerial onslaught, day and night, German armaments production, under the 

shrewd leadership of Albert Speer, actually increased. The fact is that, without 

the Allies’ intensive air attacks, it would have expanded far more; and, in the long 

run, German production paled into insignificance when set beside that of the 

United States and Great Britain, let alone that of the USSR. For example, during 

1943 the Germans built almost 4,800 bombers and unloaded 2,300 tons ofbombs 

over the United Kingdom; in the same period the US and Britain produced 

38,000 bombers and dropped over 225,000 tons ofbombs on European targets, 
mainly in Germany. 
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Between March and July 1943 Bomber Command launched the ‘Battle of the 
_ Ruhr’. Various factors were improving matters for aircrew. Two new aids, 

‘Oboe’ and H2S, were coming into operation, bringing more accurate naviga- 
tion. A Pathfinder force of Mosquito light bombers was formed to mark targets 
with coloured flares before the arrival of the main attacking force. Larger 
numbers of bombers were available as production rose, together with a good 

supply of aircrew, many of whom had trained overseas, especially in Canada. 

Over a period of four months, 43 major raids were launched on Germany, 

about half of them on targets in the Ruhr, the largest industrial area. In this time 

Essen was raided five times and Cologne four; other towns hit included Aachen, 

Dortmund and Duisberg. In particular, ‘the vast Krupps works, covering several 

hundred acres, had suffered heavy damage to thirteen buildings, with hits on no 

fewer than fifty-three workshops’.® 

Goebbels, the propaganda minister, visited Essen afterwards, seeing the 

damage which was ‘colossal and, indeed, ghastly’. The estimate was that it would 

take twelve years to repair the destruction. Ominously, he added the belief ‘that 

the English could lay a large part of the Reich in ruins, if they go about it the right 

way .’ That, of course, was Bomber Command’s aim. The news would have 

pleased Harris. Although the accuracy of bomb aiming had improved, in attacks 

of this size and nature many bombs fell away from targets and area bombing 

extended over a wide distance. The Germans, in the Night Blitz on Britain, had 

experienced the same. 

All of this was achieved at a high cost. In those four months, from 18,500 

sorties flown, 872 aircraft failed to return and over 2,000 were damaged. German 

flak could be very accurate over the target and accounted for most of the damaged 

aeroplanes. More effective in defence were night fighters, which shot down 

most. The Ju 88, a versatile aircraft, was developed as a night fighter. 

Carrying its own radar, it could outpace and outshoot bombers in darkness. 

The strain oflong flights over enemy territory was very great on airmen. They 

had to be constantly alert and could feel vulnerable as they flew, hoping to avoid 

‘the chop’. On an aircraft the most isolated man was the rear gunner. One wrote 

of feeling suspended in space as he sat in his turret and of being ‘in a different 

machine from the others. I hear their voices’, yet he was ‘remote and alone’.® 

Such men needed a special courage during flights which could last for nine or 

more hours. 

One of the war’s most striking aerial episodes occurred on the night of 16 May 

1943, when Bomber Command showed its ability to hit a small, specialised target 
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in addition to carrying out area bombing. In an effort to destroy the Ruhr’s water 

supplies, crucial to industry as well as to ordinary lives, nineteen Lancasters 

attacked the Mohne, Eder and Sorpe dams. The first two were breached with 

‘bouncing bombs’, spilling out millions of gallons of water in an operation 

remembered for its foresight, audacity and courage. However, the crucial dam 

to break was the Sorpe, and this, although damaged, did not crack. Much was 

learned from the ‘Dambusters Raid’, but the effect on Germany’s war economy 

was minimal. 

Between April and October 1943, the US Eighth Air Force — “The Mighty 

Eighth’ — stationed in the United Kingdom began to carry the attack to the 

enemy, with an offensive launched in concert with Bomber Command. The 

two air forces had a crucial difference of approach. Bomber Command had 

learned the lesson that daylight raids for them were too expensive. The Ameri- 

cans, however, had developed their aircraft and techniques specifically for 

daytime operations. They believed that the B-17 Flying Fortress and B-24 

Liberator, carrying a heavy armament of 0.5in machine guns and flying in 

defensive formations, would be able to meet the challenge of German fighters. 

In the conditions of 1943 they were wrong. During a raid on Bremen in April, 

ofthe 115 American bombers used, 60 were either destroyed or damaged. When 

Berlin was chosen for a raid in July, 22 bombers were destroyed from the 120 

employed. The Americans believed that in daylight they could pinpoint targets 

and, with good bomb sights, eliminate them without the need for area bombing. 

Nemesis arrived on 14 October when 291 B-17s raided a ball-bearing works at 

Schweinfurt. German fighters intercepted them in droves, shooting down 60 of 

the giant bombers and damaging 138. Such losses could not be sustained. 

A main cause of these disasters was a lack of fighter protection. Existing US 

fighters could cover the bombers for only part of the mission, lacking the range 

to go the whole way. American air leaders rapidly realised that they must defeat 

the opposition by attacking German aircraft factories and by introducing a long- 

range fighter of their own. One was quickly ready. This was the P-51 Mustang, 

in some ways the most remarkable fighter of the war. The aeroplane was 

American, fitted with a British Merlin engine and carrying extra fuel tanks which 

eventually provided a range of 1,500 miles. Increasingly, from the end of 1943, 
Mustangs escorted bombers to and from their targets and had the capability to 
take on any Luftwaffe fighter. The American policy of challenging German 
fighters and of bombing the factories producing them helped Bomber Com- 
mand. The RAF still had to confront a formidable and well-organised German 
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defence force of night fighters, which took a heavy toll. Without American 
efforts, the numbers would have been greater. 

At the end of July 1943, over a period of ten days, Bomber Command 
launched the ‘Battle of Hamburg’ against Germany’s second city and most 
important port. In four great raids, code-named Operation ‘Gomorrah’, extensive 
damage was caused and some 40,000 people were killed. As part of the enterprise, 
US bombers also raided Hamburg twice in daylight, adding to the destruction. 

A novelty employed by Bomber Command ensured that comparatively few 

ofthe attacking aircraft were shot down. This was ‘Window’ — thousands ofstrips 

of aluminium foil dropped by bombers as they approached the target and 

completely bewildering ground and airborne radars which could not accurately 

detect the intruders. Then, by using their own H2S radar, RAF aircrew located 

the target areas. The bombing which followed was some of the war’s heaviest. 

During the second attack, in which many incendiaries were used, ground tempera- 

tures of 1,000°C led toa firestorm, with winds reaching 150mph. A local police report 

mentioned hot air which ‘stormed through the streets with immense force, bearing 

upon it sparks, timber and roof beams and thus spreading the fire still further and 

further till it became a typhoon such as had never before been witnessed, and against 

which all human resistance was powerless’ .” 

The effect of these hammer blows on Hamburg was felt across Germany. ‘In every 

large town,’ wrote Adolf Galland, the German fighter ace, ‘people said: “What 

happened to Hamburg yesterday can happen to us tomorrow”’.’ Goebbels wrote in 

his diary of ‘a catastrophe the extent of which simply staggers the imagination. A city 

of a million inhabitants has been destroyed in a manner unparalleled in history.’'” 

Albert Speer, concerned with what would happen to German industries, wrote that 

‘morally, andalso from the point of view ofarmament production, three or four towns 

like Hamburg destroyed would cause so many frictions in the war industry that the 

war couldn’t go on’."! 

‘Bomber’ Harris had seen the effects of the Night Blitz on people and buildings 

in London three years earlier and appreciated the psychological results of 

attacking an enemy’s capital city. With his stated aim of using the power of area 

bombing to break both fabric and morale, he launched a new aerial offensive 

from November 1943. The main target was Berlin, although some other cities 

were included on the calling list. For four months the Battle of Berlin raged at 

night, with sixteen major raids. “We can wreck Berlin from end to end, if the 

USAF will come in on it,’ Harris told Churchill. ‘It will cost between 400-500 

aircraft. It will cost Germany the war.’ 
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Berlin, the administrative centre of Nazism, wasa city of three million people 

and contained a number of war industries. In the early stages of the war, as 

German success blossomed, few bombs fell there and the population generally 

enjoyed an untroubled lifestyle. The vicissitudes experienced in Warsaw and 

Rotterdam, London and Plymouth, and Belgrade and Leningrad were un- 

known in Germany’s capital. Harris intended to redress the balance. A difficulty 

for his airmen, however, was the distance of Berlin from Britain’s airfields: the 

round trip for a bomber crew was 1,150 miles. Nevertheless, his crews took the | 

strain of difficult missions. In four months over 9,000 sorties were launched 

against the German capital, causing heavy damage and many casualties. More 

than 6,000 Berliners died. 

The cost to Bomber Command was immense. Nearly 600 aircraft, most of 

them Lancasters, were lost to night defences. The long and hazardous flight gave 

the Germans opportunities to counter with anti-aircraft fire and, more particu- 

larly, with night fighters. These were fed into the bomber stream and a deadly 

cat-and-mouse game ensued, with bombers the victims of a sophisticated radar 

war. Here was a slogging match with no quarter given. By March 1944 Bomber 

Command had been badly battered, with unacceptably high losses. “The Battle 

of Berlin was more than a failure,’ was the judgement of the Official History. ‘It 

was a defeat.’'> The worst night came on 30 March. Of 795 bombers despatched 

to attack Nuremberg, one of the cradles of Nazism, 94 were shot down — the 

Command’s greatest loss in any wartime operation. 

From March until December 1944 the strength of the USAAF grew and was 

increasingly employed in daylight raids over Occupied Europe and Germany. 

Under the leadership of Albert Speer, many German industries had been 

dispersed across the nation, especially to the south. In spite of the bombing 

offensive, production of all weapons actually increased by 250 per cent in two 

years starting in January 1943. And yet, by 1944, there was 25 per cent 

absenteeism overall in German factories. Without that, output would have been 

even higher. However, oil supplies and aircraft factories were less easy to relocate 

and American bombers concentrated on these, with their policy of picking 

specific targets. By September 1944 German oil production slumped dramati- 

cally and the Luftwaffe in particular was affected by fuel shortages. Gradually, the 
Luftwaffe was being ground down in aerial combat, overwhelmed by superior 

numbers and lack of fuel, equipment and aircrew. 

Some relief for Bomber Command came in April and May 1944. Before the 
opening of Operation ‘Overlord’, the Command was asked to change the main 
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attack from area bombing to hitting particular targets, especially the transport 
system leading to northern France. The new policy angered Harris, who 
maintained his faith in assaulting cities in the German homeland; for him, other 

requirements were only ‘panacea targets’. By June 1944, nevertheless, his 
Command dropped 65,000 tons of bombs on the transport system, especially in 
France. Subsequently, after the invasion opened, the Wehrmacht had great 
difficulty in moving men and supplies for ground action. By the end of 1944 

Bomber Command had an immense force of 1,500 aircraft and, with the decline 

of the German fighter arm, these were able to operate safely in daylight for the 

first time in the war. 

At the opening of the Second Front in June, the Allied air forces had 

overwhelming control of the air in the battle zone and beyond. On the first day 

of the landings, the Luftwaffe in France had only 300 aircraft to oppose a force of 

nearly 13,000. Without support from the air, Allied ground forces could never 

have established bridgeheads and made their later advances. 

Within a few months, by dint of massive production of aircraft and through 

the resourcefulness and bravery of their aircrews, Allied aircraft had seized the 

initiative in the skies. The Americans, their aircraft escorted by Mustangs and 

Thunderbolts, could choose targets at will. Their daylight bombing, especially 

of oil targets, dramatically affected the economics of the German war machine. 

RAF Bomber Command, carrying a heavier weight of bombs, had prepared the 

way for this superiority through area bombing. Although achieved at great cost, 

the destruction wrought across Germany affected Hitler’s ability to stay in the 

war. At the end of 1944 the Allies were poised for a final push under the 

protection of an overwhelmingly powerful air umbrella. 

In assessing the value of the double-pronged Allied policy of ‘round-the- 

clock’ bombing, several critics have been scathing of area attacks. Sir Arthur 

Harris is often depicted as a wicked ogre, given to destruction for its own sake. 

Such judgements are unjust and inaccurate. Harris was implementing national 

policy and, as the victims of Nazi aggression found, civilians are not exempt from 

disaster in war. ‘It is often argued,’ reckoned an eminent aviation historian, ‘that 

the Allies could have executed the bombing offensive more effectively, but these 

are judgements from hindsight.’ He added that historians have to deal with 

‘actual effects’ rather than ‘possible effects as armchair strategists’.'* One air 

historian who served in the campaign wrote that bombing was not wanton or 

indiscriminate. It was an organised plan to break German military power, which, 

he added, nothing else appeared able to stop. The question must be viewed 
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through the eyes of the time, when there were few critics. And of those who 

objected, none could offer a viable and practical alternative. Most people in the 

Allied and occupied countries viewed the campaign as bringing home to an evil 

regime some of the miseries it had inflicted on others. 

No alternative policy would have caused the Germans to divert to defence 

resources which otherwise would have been used in land warfare, especially on 

the Eastern Front. A German historian offers the opinion that night raids ‘have 

been represented as a nuisance causing the deaths of many British airmen and. 

German civilians’. However, ‘the judgement that British area attacks were 

ineffective can no longer be supported’. For example, during the bomber 

offensive of 1943-44, over a million men were employed in anti-aircraft 

defence. Add to those the numbers and effort required to build shelters, clear 

debris and run the complete civil defence services, then the pressure exerted by 

area bombing becomes more apparent.'® Speer himself later wrote of the 

requirement to produce ‘thousands of anti-aircraft guns, the stockpiling of 

tremendous quantities ofammunition’, and of ‘holding in readiness hundreds of 

thousands of soldiers, who in addition had to stay in position by their guns, often 

totally inactive, for months at a time’. About 4,200 Ju 88s were built as night 

fighters, aircraft which could have altered the balance of air power if used 

elsewhere. Thousands of anti-aircraft guns, especially the 88mm, were built for 

home defence instead of for stopping tanks on the Eastern Front. The Russians 

benefited far more from the Allied air offensive than ever they have been 

prepared to acknowledge. ‘It made every square metre of Germany a front,’ 

Speer wrote years later. ‘It was our greatest lost battle of the war.’'® 

Pre-war predictions that bombing would smash civilian morale had been 

proved wrong in Britain during the Night Blitz. Similar results happened in 

Germany. ‘If the morale of the civilian population is defined as their will to 

continue to work for the war effort,’ Boog estimated, then area bombing did not 

achieve complete success. ‘But it was certainly weakened,’ he added.'” For some 

civilians the effect was to make them fight even harder, but the will alone was 

insufficient. In an environment of chaotic destruction it was difficult to put 

intentions into practice. Many were content merely to survive. 

The Germans Hit Back 

Considering the awesome power of the Luftwaffe in the early stages of the war, 
it seems remarkable that so few raids against Britain were launched after the main 
Night Blitz ended in May 1941. Demands on the German Air Force were so 
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widespread, from the deserts of North Africa to the Russian steppes, that large 
numbers of aircraft were never again gathered for an onslaught against the 
United Kingdom. In fact — and this a barely credible figure for those who 
recalled that some 40,000 civilians were killed during the Night Blitz — in 
the whole of the year 1942 only 27 civilians died from enemy action in 
London. 

The main German air operations against Britain in 1942 are generally 

remembered as the “‘Baedeker Raids’. On 28 March, Bomber Command hit 

Liibeck, an ancient town on the Baltic coast. Great damage, especially from fire, 

was caused to both historic and industrial sites. A month later another port, 

Rostock, was attacked, and once again both historic and industrial targets 

suffered. Hitler, never a man to turn the other cheek, was livid. ‘He shares my 

opinion absolutely,’ wrote Goebbels, ‘that cultural centres, health resorts and 

civilian centres must be attacked now.’'® 

Andso they were. The places chosen were those listed in the famous Baedeker 

guide book as containing buildings and monuments of historic and cultural 

importance. Most had few anti-aircraft defences. German bombers were des- 

patched on moonlit nights, flying at low level, to hit them in short, concentrated 

assaults. Exeter, Bath, York, Norwich and Canterbury all suffered in raids 

stretching from April to June. Altogether, over 1,600 civilians were killed and 

1,700 seriously hurt, reminding British people that the Luftwaffe could still reach 

them. 

By the end of 1943, as intensive raids by Bomber Command and the US 

Eighth Air Force began to hit home at German cities, Hitler wanted further 

retaliation. He ordered Goring to collect about 200 bombers and ‘deliver a 

massive blow against the capital,’ Goebbels noted. ‘It should serve as a reminder 

to the English that we are still around.’!’ This was Operation ‘Steinbock’, which 

lasted from January to April 1944. British defences had greatly improved since 

the Night Blitz three years earlier, with radar-controlled guns, searchlights and 

the excellent Mosquito fighter. Nevertheless, London was hit several times. In 

February alone nearly 1,000 civilians were killed. All of this was achieved at a cost 

the Luftwaffe could ill afford, with about 300 German aircraft destroyed by the 

end of “Steinbock’. 

With the opening of the Second Front in June 1944, people in Britain hoped 

for a respite, even from minor air attacks. They anticipated that the war would 

soon end. However, another daunting test lay ahead, especially for the people of 

London and southern England. This was an ordeal resulting from the ingenuity 
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and resourcefulness of German scientists and engineers, and it came as a shock to 

the population of the United Kingdom. 

By 1943 the Germans had made progress in the development of two novel 

forms of aerial propulsion, jets and rockets. Experiments had been conducted on 

both at Peenemiinde, a scientific research centre on the Baltic coast. After many — 

trials, technologists there produced two pilotless weapons for bombarding an 

enemy. To the Germans these were ‘revenge weapons’ for the damage which the 

Allied air offensive was spreading across the Reich. ; 

The first was the V1, a small, pilotless flying bomb, powered by a pulse-jet 

engine. The ‘doodlebug’, or ‘buzz-bomb’ could be fired from a ground ramp, 

or launched from an aircraft. It flew at speeds of up to 420mph until the fuel cut 

out at a pre-set distance of up to 250 miles, when the bomb fell to earth. Each 

V1 carried a ton of explosive which detonated with a wide field of blast. From 

13 June 1944 until 1 March 1945 about 10,000 flying bombs were launched, 

mainly against southern England, and about three-quarters of them crossed the 

coast. More than 6,000 civilians were killed, mostly in London. As antidotes to 

the threat, the defences used fighters, balloons and, most effectively, anti-aircraft 
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guns. However, the worst of the danger remained until September, when 

German land forces were pushed back from launching sites on the north French 

coast. 

The second ‘secret weapon’ was the V2 rocket. Once again, the Germans 

were pioneers of rocket development, and at Peenemiinde on 3 October 1942 

the Space Age began. A test rocket was successfully fired, reaching a height of 50 

miles before landing 120 miles away. At Hitler’s urgent order the design was 

rapidly developed as the A4 rocket, a monster 46ft in length, weighing thirteen 

tons and carrying a ton of explosive at a final speed of 3,400mph. As part of the 

revenge offensive, the first one was fired from Holland on 8 September 1944. It 

hit Chiswick in London. The last V2 landed on the capital as late in the war as 

27 March 1945. As the Germans retreated in Western Europe , they also fired 

many at targets in Belgium. Altogether, 1,115 rockets hit Britain, the peak of the 

offensive being reached in January 1945 when 60 landed in the first week. In 

total, over 2,700 civilians were killed. 

Both devices were potentially devastating and appealed to Hitler, who tended 

to think of air power as a terror weapon. They had different effects on public 
morale. The V1 could be seen and heard. For some people that was an advantage. 
‘If ’m going to be killed,’ one lady remarked, ‘I would like to have the 
excitement of knowing it’s going to happen.” No one knew of the V2’s 
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_ approach until an explosion announced its arrival. Others preferred it that way. 
_ The blessing for all was that the end of the war was near and the ordeal would 

not last. ‘If we had had these rockets in 1939,’ Hitler told one of his scientists, ‘we 
should never have had this war.’ That, of course, is hypothesis. Nonetheless, it 
is interesting to speculate how Allied governments would have reacted if Hitler 
had been able to open the revenge bombardment a year earlier. The speculation 
becomes even sharper when it is remembered that the Germans were developing 
a V3 weapon. This was to be a super-gun, embedded in the cliffs of northern 

France and firing 150mm shells with a range of 85 miles. German plans were to 

build five of these monsters, each with a 150yd barrel, to bombard London. 

History deals with what was, not what might have been — fortunately for 

Londoners! 

Meanwhile, at the end of 1944 German civilians were preparing themselves 

to receive a final Allied onslaught from the air, as well as a land invasion. Despite 

using revenge weapons against Britain, Hitler’s Nazi regime could do little to 

defend them from aerial attacks either by day or night. 

Torpedoes and Depth Charges 

For three years after America’s entry into the war in December 1941, an 

unrelenting battle continued to rage which seldom hit the headlines. Unlike 

many air and land actions, the struggle was not completed within days or even 

weeks. Few of the events were spectacular to the public. This was a continuous 

contest, day and night, fought across the sea, an element unyielding to victor and 

vanquished alike. There were no marked battlefields or graves in the ocean. 

In air battles over Germany, the bomb was the supreme Allied weapon; in the 

war at sea, fought between Allied and German vessels, there were two, the 

torpedo and the depth charge. The Allies were frequently concerned by the 

threat from enemy surface vessels, ranging from armed merchantmen to the 

mighty Bismarck. They were apprehensive over the damage suffered by shipping 

from Focke-Wulf Condor bombers. But their greatest fear was of the depreda- 

tions caused by submarines, the Kriegsmarine’s U-boats. 

The U-boat was the main weapon used between 1939 and 1945 tointercept Allied 

sea trade and cripple Britain’s import of supplies. ‘The German Navy will conduct 

mercantile warfare,’ the German High Command announced in September 1939, 

‘having England as its principal target.’*' In the course of the next year Admiral 

Dé6nitz, Commander-in-Chief of the submarine arm, said, “I will show that the U- 

boatalone can win the war,’ then added that ‘nothing is impossible to us’. Sucha claim 
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isreminiscent of Bomber’ Harris’s conviction that Bomber Command by itself could 

defeat Germany. The importance ofsea trade to the United Kingdom was appreciated 

by Churchill: he wrote that ‘dominating all our power to carry on the war, or even 

to keep ourselvesalive, lay our mastery of the ocean routes and the free approach and 

entry to our ports’.” 
Nowhere was this mastery required more than on the North Atlantic Ocean. 

‘The severance ofour Atlantic supply lines,’ claimed an official pamphlet, ‘would 

have brought us to our knees through the eventual starvation of our war. 

industries and population.’* Without supplies of food, war materials and 

armaments, especially from the United States, as well as the safe transport of 

hundreds of thousands of service personnel, the Allied war effort would have 

ground to a halt. Successful campaigns in the Western Desert and Tunisia, the 

invasion of Italy, the bombing of Germany and the D-Day landings would 

have been no more than pipe-dreams. Consequently, the battle to defeat the 

U-boats became one of the longest-lasting and hardest-fought of the whole 

war. 

What were the features of U-boats which caused such damage and trepidation 

to a maritime nation for six years? During the crucial period, from 1942 to 1944, 

there were two main types of submarine operating. The first was the Type VII, 

with a displacement of about 760 tons. The boat, which was the mainstay of the 

German Navy, was over 200ft in length and could make a speed of 17kts on the 

surface, but less than half of that when submerged. At cruising speed, the 

submarine could travel over some 8,000 nautical miles. In action the official 

diving depth for vessels with reinforced hulls was 800ft, but in emergencies boats 

sometimes went deeper. The deadly striking power in war came from five 

torpedo tubes, which fired the twelve to fourteen torpedoes carried. Mounted 

on the hull for dealing with enemy ships was an 88mm gun, while anti-aircraft 

guns were installed on a platform by the conning tower. The crew usually 

numbered about 44. 

A larger version was the Type IX, developed for travelling greater distances 

and spending longer times at the ‘killing grounds’. Some could cruise for over 

13,000 nautical miles and were used for journeys to the Far East, where they 

joined up with units of the Japanese Navy. A few were employed as underwater 
transports, returning from the Pacific region with essential raw materials needed 
in Germany. For example, U- 188 brought back a cargo of rubber, quinine, tin, 
wolfram and opium after an all-round journey lasting almost a year. Others were 
used as ‘milch cows’, refuelling and re-stocking smaller submarines at sea. 
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On board, living conditions were cramped and unpleasant. The boats were no 
more than metal tubes packed with men, machinery and explosive weapons. 
There was barely space to stand upright among the clutter of packed cases, hams 
and sausages, cans and boxes of food, water and ammunition. The air was dank 

and foul, with the constant smell of fuel and sweat. Bodies and clothes remained 

unwashed and there was only one lavatory. In these conditions men lived for 
weeks on end — and died. 

In general, the public in Allied countries regarded U-boat crews as heartless 

assassins, willing to sink ships surreptitiously in a cowardly way, leaving sailors to 

drown or suffer days adrift in open lifeboats. Submarines were viewed as sharks, 

ruthlessly taking the innocent. To the German public, on the other hand, U-boat 

crews were heroic and awarded the kind of respect usually reserved for air aces: 

they were legitimately striking at Britain’s trade. They showed remarkable 

resourcefulness, daring and tenacity and there was never a shortage of volunteers 

to fill the crews. A fair summary was given by a British writer: “They were 

ruthless, the men of the U-boats, but they were brave.’** Love them or hate them, 

it has to be admitted that a special courage was required to face possible death by 

drowning or suffocation, trapped claustrophobically in a U-boat lying on the sea 

bed. 

The submarine’s main weapon was a 23ft torpedo, containing a warhead of 

about 500kg of explosive. This was a cigar-shaped, self-propelled container, 

rather like the submarine itself. Each took nearly halfan hour to load into its tube, 

then the captain, aiming for an enemy ship, ordered the firing. Some detonated 

onimpact, while others were set off by a magnetic pistol. From 1942, zig-zagging 

torpedoes were used on the assumption that, if fired into convoys, there was a 

good chance of hitting a vessel. In the following year, an acoustic torpedo was 

introduced, which homed in on the noise of ships’ engines. These weapons had 

the potential to drive Britain out of the war. 

Most U-boat bases were situated on the west coast of Occupied France, facing 

towards the Atlantic — at Lorient, La Pallice, St Nazaire, Brest and Bordeaux. 

Others were in Norway and Germany. To protect the installations, giant 

concrete bunkers were erected by the Todt labour organisation, often with slave 

workers. Many bunkers had reinforced roofs more than 15ft thick. In general they 

resisted the penetrative power of bombs dropped by the Allied air forces and 

provided a safe haven for U-boats to be repaired, refitted and rearmed. 

Behind the whole U-boat campaign lay the fertile mind and driving energy 

of ‘Uncle Karl’ Dénitz, who moved his headquarters forward to Lorient, close 
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to his crews. From there he maintained constant radio contact with his captains 

in the campaign. Dénitz had a personal interest in his men, reading their reports 

and listening to suggestions for improving vessels and the effectiveness of tactics. 

For example, he helped to evolve the ‘wolf pack’, where a number of U-boats 

worked together against a convoy. The German radio monitoring service would 

decipher Royal Navy codes to estimate a convoy’s position. Details were then 

sent to submarines, which would gather and shadow the ships until night came. 

Then they wouldattack. Ironically, although the U-boats were built as submers- 

ible weapons, their commanders preferred to stay on the surface and pick off their 

victims. At first this was done from the side of the convoy, but it was soon 

discovered that the boats could safely manoeuvre among the lines of merchant- 

men, hitting from close range. Before daylight, the ‘wolf pack’ would disperse, 

keeping well away until the following nightfall. 

What of their victims? These were ships, Allied and neutral, in the scores of 

convoys which crossed and re-crossed the Atlantic. Their cargoes fuelled the war 

effort of people and industry alike. “There may be hundreds of tons of bacon or 

butter, [or] thousands of cases of eggs, tinned food and meat.’ Although the 

people of Britain survived on half the amount of food bought in peacetime and 

imports and provisions were reduced to some 13 million tonnes per annum, 

those cargoes were vital. So too were ships carrying ‘5,000 tons of steel and pig 

iron, wheat in bags and bulk, [and] general cargoes of cotton, paper, [and] steel 

billets’.*° 

Generally excluded from convoys at the start were very slow vessels or those 

fast enough to outrun the U-boats. The great majority, the ‘plodders’, were 

gathered round ports or bays on both sides of the Atlantic, then escorted by 

warships either part, or the whole, way across. Ships were usually assembled in 

parallel lines, with, for example, 40 sailing in eight lines of five each. There could 

be more. Convoy SC.42 contained 64 merchantmen in twelve columns, 

covering eighteen square miles of sea. At times convoys were escorted by only 

four small warships. In overall command was the convoy commodore, who had 

to enforce the strictest discipline over speed, station-keeping, black-out and 

radio silence. Some convoys crossed the ocean unscathed, but the greatest 
demands fell on others, especially when ships around them were being sunk. Of 

PQ.18’s 45 ships, thirteen went down; SC.42 lost fourteen. 

Nonetheless, it is important to keep the dangers in perspective. For some, the 
physical and psychological pressures were enormous. Yet in all British- 
controlled convoys across the Atlantic in the Second World War, while 75,000 
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merchant ships were escorted, 574 vessels were sunk. That isa ratio of 131:1. The 
sinkings were tragic, yet there were fewer than might have been expected. 

_ Casualties were far heavier among those ships which, for one or another reason, 
did not sail in convoy. 

On board, the merchant seamen were heroic. Many sailors of the Royal Navy 
expressed deep admiration for those unarmed men who were prepared to sail 
vessels carrying ammunition, or tankers laden with oil, knowing that at any hour 

of the day or night their ship could erupt into an inferno. When hit, some ships 

would sink within a minute, their backs broken; others could lie for hours, 

burning in the water. Death or injury were sudden and unexpected. 

Protecting convoys were escorts, provided at various times by three navies, the 

Royal Navy, the Royal Canadian Navy (whose contribution is usually under- 

stated) and the US Navy. They sailed from a variety of bases in North America, 

Greenland, Iceland and the United Kingdom. Unfortunately for the Royal 

Navy, the government of Eire, which depended heavily on supplies brought in 

by the Merchant Navy, would not allow the British to use the old ‘treaty ports’ 

on the Irish coast. Had they been available, the Royal Navy would have been 

able to offer 200 extra miles of westward cover for merchantmen, saving both 

lives and ships. For the Royal Navy, escort groups, or ‘minders’, were formed, 

each of about eight vessels, two of which were destroyers. These groups trained 

in anti-submarine tactics. Their invaluable work was made more difficult in that 

they had to try to locate submarines which played a deadly cat-and-mouse game, 

sometimes torpedoing ships in the very heart of convoys. 

For the Allies, the war at sea proved extremely expensive not only in lives, 

ships and cargoes lost, but also in terms of the necessary provision for defence. By 

March 1941 there were 375 escort vessels, including 240 destroyers. In January 

1943 an agreement was made that escorts of a convoy, even with air cover, should 

consist of three warships plus one extra for every ten merchantmen protected. 

Without air cover, the figures were to be doubled. In that sense, the U-boat 

campaign was a highly profitable investment for the Germans. The lethal 

submarine was small, easily produced and operated, and so was a cost-effective 

weapon. 

The key component of the escort was the destroyer or frigate, carrying 4in 

guns and having a speed of over 30kts. Corvettes, originally planned for coastal 

waters, were soon drafted into the Battle of the Atlantic. At less than 1,000 tons, 

they rolled badly in heavy seas and lacked the speed to catch surfaced U-boats, 

yet their escort work was invaluable. Some convoys were accompanied by 
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armed merchant cruisers for protection against surface raiders. Gradually, ships 

were introduced to carry a single fighter aeroplane, which was catapulted off to 

meet air attack. Later, escort carriers with a few aircraft joined escort groups. 

Overall, however, until mid-1943, escorts had their work cut out to deal with 

the submarine threat. 

Several methods of locating U-boats existed. Sometimes their approximate 

position at sea could be estimated by ship- and shore-based stations which 

listened in to their radio signals. The crucial method of detection, particularly of | 

‘wolf packs’, was not acknowledged until a quarter of a century after the end of 

the war. By cracking the code used by the German ‘Enigma’ machine, British 

intelligence for much of the time could read the Kriegsmarine’s coded orders. 

Consequently, ‘Ultra’ information was passed from the code-breakers at Bletchley 

Park to the Admiralty in London. On many occasions this enabled convoys to 

be re-routed away from areas where submarines were gathering — a further 

example of the ‘hunter and quarry’ game played across the waters of the North 

Atlantic. It is possible that in the second half of 1941 alone, re-routing saved 300 

ships from destruction. 

When close to a convoy and submerged, U-boats could be detected by asdic. 

An underwater sound signal, emitted from a warship, hit the submarine and 

bounced back to the receiver. The warship then could be guided to a position 

directly above the submarine and drop explosive depth charges. However, U- 

boat captains soon learned that if they attacked on the surface at night, showing 

only the conning tower, they were safe from asdic. That advantage was 

overcome when centrimetric radar using a magnetron valve — Type 271 — was 

fitted, first to aircraft, then to escort vessels. This could detect an 8ft periscope at 

1,300yds, a conning tower at overa mile anda halfand a surfaced U-boat at 4% miles. 

Submerged U-boats were attacked with depth charges. At the start, these 

weighed 400Ib overall and contained 290Ib of amatol, set to detonate at depths 

between 50 and 500ft. Later the power was increased. A weapon known as 

‘Hedgehog’ was also employed in the latter stages of the war. This device was a 

mortar which threw 24 charges, each weighing 32lb, about 250yds ahead of the 

ship. The effects of these underwater explosions on submarines could be 

devastating, cracking metal plates and destroying machinery. Some U-boats sank 
without trace, while others broke up into a mass of debris which floated to the 
surface. Others again were filled with poisonous fumes and forced up, where 
they were destroyed by gunfire or rammed. Skilful U-boat captains, however, 
found ways of evading pursuers, even after the asdic ‘pings’ had located them. 
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The Allies soon realised that air power played an important part in the war 
against submarines. The cover given by aircraft of Coastal Command was vital 
in locating and attacking them, and speed of assault was crucial as a U-boat could 
submerge in 25 seconds. In daylight, aircrew could scan miles of sea, while at 
nighta searchlight, the Leigh Light, was used as the aircraft closed in on the target. 
U-boat crews came to fear attack from the air, which arrived at great speed. One 
prisoner-of-war said that, when surfaced, if they could see an aircraft it had 

already seen them and they were doomed. Sailors on merchant ships were 

greatly heartened when they could see Allied aircraft overhead. One of them 

said, ‘What a thrill it is to us seamen —I know I speak for all — to see them 

around us, and what confidence it gives us.’””° For aircrew, long hours of 

flying were monotonous, but their work could be rewarding. Sometimes 

seamen in lifeboats were spotted. On one occasion a Sunderland flying boat 

landed on the sea to pick up 21 men who had been adrift for 3% days. 

The value of air cover was underscored by the extent of shipping losses when 

it was not available. That area was known as “The Gap’ and offered some safety 

to U-boat crews. Allied aircraft flew from Canada, Iceland and Britain to protect 

convoys. The main British base was at Oban, in Scotland. By early 1943 they 

could range out about 600 miles from their bases before returning. This left an 

unpatrolled area ‘several hundred miles wide in the north-east Atlantic, roughly 

south of the point of Greenland’ and it was there that the heaviest losses were 

incurred from submarine attack. At length, American Liberator bombers and 

Catalina flying boats were used to cover “The Gap’, having the range easily to 

cross the whole region while carrying eight depth charges.”’ 

A period of great success for U-boats opened with America’s entry into the 

war at the end of 1941. The East Coast was a soft spot. A local US naval 

commander reported that he had no force which could offer adequate protection 

to ships. Many coastal ports had no black-out, while local radio stations 

continued to broadcast, making submarine navigation easy. Donitz launched 

Operation ‘Drumroll’ right up to the front door of the United States in what U- 

boat crews termed a ‘happy time’. By the end of January 1942 they had sunk 35 

vessels in North American coastal waters, a figure which rose to 216 by 31 March. 

Over half were tankers, carrying the lifeblood of the Allied war effort. “By 

attacking the supply traffic, particularly the oil, in the US zone, I am striking at 

the root of the evil,’ Dénitz wrote.” The Allies, he reckoned, were losing not 

only ships but also the ability to produce war material. Because of a shortage of 

escort vessels, coastal convoys were not organised by the US Navy until mid- 
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May 1942. By then, thousands of tons of shipping lay on the sea bed off the East i 

Coast. However, in the long term, Hitler’s declaration of war against the United 

States led to disaster for his U-boat campaign, because overa period of time more 

escorts and aircraft were provided by the world’s greatest industrial nation. With 

that came a phenomenal rate of shipbuilding, especially of the rapidly produced 

‘Liberty ships’, which overtook any losses that U-boats could inflict. 

In the Atlantic, the rest of 1942 was a very hard year, which finished with the 

contest unresolved. The number of U-boats available grew in the first six 

months, so that 140 were operating by the end of June. In that period they sank 

585 Allied ships totalling over 3 million tons, and vast supplies intended for 

Britain finished up below the waves. Gradually the escorts learned new methods 

of tackling the enemy, but so did U-boat commanders. In early September 

convoy ON.127 lost seven merchantmen and an escort, while no submarines 

were hit. Two months later SC. 107 had fifteen vessels torpedoed. By the end of 

the year 1,664 Allied ships had been sunk, 1,160 ofthem by submarines. In reply, 

87 U-boats had been destroyed, but Dénitz’s numbers had grown. He now had 

4 

an operational strength of 212 submarines. 

The critical phase in the Atlantic arrived in 1943, a year when Germany 

suffered disaster at Stalingrad, defeat at Kursk, ejection from North Africa and 

increasing devastation from the air. A further, but less widely acknowledged, 

setback came after a pitiless struggle over convoys on the North Atlantic’s 

relentless seas. Defending naval forces were still extremely hard-pressed, yet 

increasing and improving by the day. Hard battles were fought. In February, for 

example, Convoy SC.118, consisting of 53 ships, lost thirteen. The Kriegsmarine, 

however, lost three submarines, with two others badly damaged. 

A crisis for the Allies came in March. ‘The Germans never came so near to 

disrupting communications between the New World and the Old,’ noted the 

Admiralty, ‘as in the first twenty days of March 1943.’”? During those weeks the 

heaviest convoy battle of the whole war occurred, a turning point in the Battle 

of the Atlantic. Two convoys, SC.122 and HX.229, were involved as they 

moved eastwards at different speeds. Their importance to both sides can be 

deduced from the cargoes. These included oil, meat, grain, timber, ammunition, 

lorries, aircraft, tanks, invasion barges, food and steel, all desperately needed in 

the United Kingdom. Soon both convoys, totalling 90 ships, almost merged into 

one; they were opposed by 38 submarines, which Dénitz had positioned to 
intercept them. In spite of the presence of 100 escort vessels, the U-boats 
wrought great destruction. “The scene was of Wagnerian proportions, with ships 
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and torpedoes exploding in rapid succession.’ By 20 March, 22 vessels, grossing 
160,000 tons, had been sunk for the loss of one U-boat. The Germans had 

apparently gained a stupendous victory. 

This, however, for the Allies was the darkest hour before the dawn. Two 

factors now intervened to turn the tide. The first was the presence of more 
aircraft, some from land bases and others from escort carriers, which began to 

plague the U-boats. Coastal Command then had some 400 aircraft available and 
their numbers were a growing threat to submarines on the surface. One of their 

new weapons was an airborne acoustic torpedo, which homed in on a U-boat’s 

engines. The other was that special hunting groups of warships intensified their 

search-and-attack tactics, taking the offensive at sea. Under Admiral Horton and, 

particularly, Captain Walker, they pursued their prey relentlessly. Thus shipping 

losses in April fell dramatically. In May the pendulum swung further. During that 

month, 34 ships were lost, but at a cost of 38 U-boats destroyed. For the 

Germans, such losses were catastrophic. On 24 May, D6nitz ordered his submarines 

to withdraw. In his memoirs he wrote, ‘We had lost the Battle of the Atlantic.”*! 

The U-boat war never again reached such intensity, although, of course, the 

offensive did not stop. Allied ships were still sunk in the Mediterranean and the 

South Atlantic, the Arctic and the Indian Oceans—and still in the North Atlantic. 

During August only four Allied ships were sunk in the North and South Atlantic 

Oceans, but then the pace was stepped up. The Germans introduced an acoustic 

torpedo to be fired at escorts. An example of the devastation brought both to men 

and to vessels was shown in September. While protecting a convoy approaching 

North America, a Canadian destroyer was sunk, as wasa Royal Navy corvette which 

went to her aid. Survivors from both ships were picked up by a frigate which was 

herself hit three nights later. From three ships’ companies, only three men survived. 

Throughout 1944 the U-boat menace was held at bay, largely through the 

overwhelming economic power of the Allies, translated into air and sea weap- 

ons. Moreover, the production of merchant vessels, especially the American- 

built ‘Liberty ships’, was phenomenal both in numbers and speed: as early as 

October 1942 three Liberty ships were being launched daily, and one was built 

in 4 days 15 hours. Shipyard workers were opponents whose efforts Dénitz could 

not touch. Although he wanted his submarines to smash the gigantic armada of 

shipping which crossed the Channel on D-Day and during the following 

months, they were hunted so hard that they had virtually no effect. 

By then, the Germans were designing new types of submarines which were 

far more effective and harder to detect. The Walter U-boat wasa true submarine, 
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with engines providing an underwater speed of 20kts. Then Type XXI ‘electro- 

boats’ were built, large ocean-going submarines of 1,600 tons, with powerful 

motors and carrying twenty torpedoes. The real breakthrough for the Kriegsmarine 

came with the introduction of the Schnorchel, which was developed from an 

invention found on a captured Dutch submarine in 1940. The Schnorchel was a 

kind of breathing tube which protruded like a periscope above the surface. By 

usingit the U-boat could take in air and re-charge her batteries without surfacing 

and risking consequent detection. One captain in 1944 reported that his boat had - 

stayed submerged for nine days. 

By the end of 1944 the Kriegsmarine thus had a highly potent weapon in the 

form of a new U-boat which could stay underwater and undetected for long 

periods. A Coastal Command report noted that by using Schnorchel submarines 

the Germans were eluding even the searching aircraft: ‘The situation is indicated 

by the reduction which is seen in the totals of sightings and attacks during the 

autumn months when between 50 and 70 U-boats are known to have been at 

sea.”*? Such a situation eighteen months earlier could have spelt disaster for the 

Allies. By December 1944, fifteen Type XXIs were coming off the stocks 

monthly. Now, however, with armies closing in on the German homeland from 

both east and west, and with the air offensive intensifying against German 

industry, time was evaporating for Hitler to develop and employ what could 

have been a ‘wonder weapon’. In January 1945 there was little that the German 

Navy could do to rescue the nation from impending disaster. 

The cost of the war at sea, especially in the North Atlantic, was heavy. Nearly 

2,500 Allied merchant ships were sunk there, totalling almost 13 million tons, the 

great majority being victims of U-boats. From them the British Merchant Navy 

alone lost 30,000 dead. The Royal Navy lost 175 warships, and most ofits 74,000 

sailors killed during the war died in the Atlantic. To them should be added 2,000 

men of the Royal Canadian Navy lost in those waters. Nor should the price paid 

by Coastal Command be overlooked. They lost about 6,000 airmen and 1,800 

aircraft in action. 

The Kriegsmarine also suffered heavily. Ofsome 1,100 U-boats built, 784 were 

lost and 220 scuttled. During their campaigns, 41,000 men served in their crews, 

of whom 26,000 were killed and 5,000 taken prisoner. This was one of the 

highest casualty rates for any service of any nation at war. 

Britain, which depended on maritime trade, had experienced a close callin the 
North Atlantic. The lesson was salutary. In February 1945, when introducing the 
Navy Estimates, Mr A. V. Alexander, First Lord of the Admiralty, pointed out 
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that Hitler’s attack on shipping had been his best hope of averting defeat. This 

should never be forgotten ‘by future First Lords, future Boards of Admiralty or 

future Governments, or by the people of this country’. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

~THE END IN EUROPE 

Preamble: Yalta 

As the end of the war approached, a conference was held at Yalta, in the Crimea, 

by the ‘Big Three’ — Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin — to decide on steps to be 

taken afterwards. Previous meetings, for example, the Teheran Conference in 

1943, had been necessary to formulate war strategy. In the main, that need had 

now passed. In many ways, ‘Argonaut’, as the Yalta Conference was code- 

named, was more ofa diplomatic pow-pow and game than a council of war. The 

decisions which were either taken there, or conveniently side-stepped, were to 

have lasting repercussions on world history over the succeeding half-century. 

Churchill was a great admirer of the magnificent fighting spirit shown by the 

Russians in response to German aggression, and he well appreciated how much 

the Free World in 1945 owed to the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, like the 

majority of people in the West, he still had a dislike and mistrust of Communism 

and of Stalin’s dictatorial, bloodthirsty approach to his own people, let alone to 

his enemies. The prime minister therefore wanted Britain and America to 

present a united front in discussions with the Russians. He suggested that 

preliminary meetings could be held in Malta, before they all moved on to Yalta. 

Consequently, between 30 January and 3 February 1945 various British and 

American ministers and Chiefs of Staff held talks there, while Churchill and 

Roosevelt met twice. By then, however, Roosevelt was very ill, with only two 

months to live. He was into his fourth term as President and the stresses of war 

had taken a heavy toll of his health. Few people either now or then recollect his 

polio, his onerous duties being carried out from a wheelchair. Observers saw a 

pale, drawn, shrunken man. Eden noted, ‘He gives the impression of failing 

powers.”! 

When they all eventually went to Yalta, the conference lasted for week, from 

4 to 11 February. This was no small, cosy meeting among the ‘Big Three’, 
because altogether, with military and civilian officers, diplomats, advisers and 
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ministers, 700 people took part. By the close, there had been intensive bargaining 
and lobbying, argument and discussion. Eight plenary sessions were held, apart 
from many deliberations at lower level. 

Four main topics were discussed. The leaders, like poker players, kept their 
cards close to their chests, each striving hard to judge what the others were aiming 
for. The ‘Big Three’ had come along with their own claims and were skilled at 
playing the diplomatic game. Stalin wanted to ensure the safety of his nation’s 

frontiers from any future Western invasion, and therefore was not prepared to 

give up the gains made by the Red Army in Eastern Europe. They were there; 

poOssession was nine parts of the law. Who could move them? 

Roosevelt was very keen to enlist Russian help in the next stage of the war 

against Japan. He believed that Churchill was, at heart, an imperialist, and the 

president was therefore prepared to make deals with the Russians in spite of 

British objections. Churchill wanted Britain and the Commonwealth to be 

restored as far as possible to the position held in 1939. He knew increasingly, 

however, that in terms of military muscle, his nation could not match either 

Russia or the United States. 

In talks, they first planned for the ending of the war, coordinating steps to be 

taken from both east and west finally to crush Nazism. They discussed the 

amount of reparations the Germans would pay, and how to divide Germany into 

zones of occupation. Churchill insisted that France should be part of the army 

of occupation, especially when Roosevelt announced that American troops 

would not be retained in Europe for more than a couple of years. A strong, 

resurgent France would be needed in Western Europe as part ofa balance against 

mighty Russia. 

When, secondly, they discussed the new United Nations Organisation as a 

kind of world forum, there was wide agreement. The faults of the old League of 

Nations were remembered, but this time they would do better. Roosevelt 

wanted the Great Powers to run the peace as they had controlled the war, but in 

this a chill wind blew for Britain. There were now only two ‘super powers ’; 

Britain, in spite of her prestige, ran third. For agreeing with Roosevelt’s plans, 

Stalin successfully demanded that the Ukraine and Belorussia, as well as Russia 

itself, should have membership. He was also granted the right of veto on future 

United Nations resolutions. That was a right he would frequently employ over 

subsequent years. 

The most controversial arguments came over the fate of Eastern Europe. 

Having suffered the lash of Nazi invasion in 1941, Stalin wanted the Eastern 
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European states under his control. They would be a barrier between East and 

West. Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Rumania, Bulgaria and the Baltic 

States were all to be turned into Communist satellites. Greece would be left as 

a British sphere of influence. How far he intended to use them as spring- 

boards for spreading a Communist empire across the rest of Europe is still a 

matter of debate. There is no doubt, nonetheless, that Stalin hoped in the 

long run to have a united Germany under a Communist-influenced govern- 

ment. 

Differences between Stalin and Churchill surfaced particularly over the 

question of Poland. Britain had gone to war over the Poles in 1939 and, later, a 

Polish government-in-exile came to London. Their armed forces had fought 

magnificently beside the Allies throughout the war and now Churchill wanted 

that government to be restored in Poland. This did not suit Stalin. On re-taking 

Poland, the Russians set up their own Communist-friendly administration. 

Although much talk was heard about ‘democracy’ and ‘free elections’ in the 

liberated countries, the words meant different things to the British and the 

Russians. Before long, Stalin openly flouted the agreements. 

At Yalta, Roosevelt appreciated Britain’s weaknesses and was less friendly 

towards Churchill than he had been earlier in the war. More than anything, he 

wanted Russian participation in the forthcoming onslaught on Japan. If the all- 

powerful Red Army, after the imminent conquest of Germany, could be 

persuaded to cross Asia and attack the Japanese, the American task in the Pacific 

would be made much easier. Consequently, the president was prepared to give 

way to Stalin on such matters as the future of Poland, if Stalin was prepared to 

send troops to Manchuria. The Russian leader would oblige — at a price. Stalin 

insisted that certain territories in the Far East would have to be given to the Soviet 

Union. Roosevelt raised no objections. The Polish government in London, and 

Churchill, were snubbed. At Yalta in 1945, the Poles were pawns, much as the 

Czechs had been seven years earlier at Munich. 

Churchill knew nothing of these agreements, which were made when the 

Russians and the Americans held a private meeting on 8 February. Roosevelt 

may have hoped that Stalin would become a Western-style leader, enjoying the 

friendly relationships that democracies can share. Churchill knew better. His 

long experience of European politics and his statesmanship gave him a more 
realistic assessment of how Stalin ran his nation. Churdhill’s mistrust of the 
Communist state was shown privately at Yalta when he called the Crimea, where 

the delegations were staying, ‘the Riviera of Hades’. 
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Statesmen leave the diplomatic gambling-table as winners or losers. Few break 
even. At Yalta, Churchill lost an amount because his nation’s power had 
declined. Roosevelt, a very sick man, made too many concessions to the 
Russians. Stalin, playing comfortably on home ground, showed the attributes of 
a canny operator. He scooped up more winnings than anyone. 

The Attack from the West 

Early in 1945 the Allied front line in the West ran roughly along the frontier that 

France, Belgium and Luxembourg shared with Germany, as well as protruding 

some way into Holland. The German offensive in the Ardennes, which had 

started the previous December, had punched itself out. The counter-blow had 

certainly come as an unwelcome shock to the British and Americans, but it’ had 

cost the German Army dearly. Heavy losses had been sustained. There was now 

much speculation on how long Hitler’s fortress could continue to hold out, 

especially from people in southern England who were still receiving the blast of 

‘doodlebugs’ and rockets. Yet it was feared that the Wehrmacht, fighting for its 

homeland, would resist with unparalleled ferocity. 

But here was the sparking ofa disagreement which had festered-ever since D- 

Day and its subsequent strategy. Which route of advance would be the speediest 

and least costly to beat the Wehrmacht and bring peace? Basically, Montgomery, 

never lacking in self-confidence, believed that under his command a great thrust 

along the north European coast, through the Ruhr and northern Germany, 

would do the trick; Supreme Allied Headquarters, however, estimated that a 

more general advance on a broad front, entering Germany at several points, 

would be better. 

Other factors also had to be considered. By early 1945, in terms of manpower, 

the American contribution was increasing. Britain’s share had reached its limit. 

After the campaign in Normandy, the 21st Army Group were short of troops and 

Montgomery certainly felt that he could do with more. Inevitably, the Ameri- 

cans believed that their greater role should be acknowledged and that Montgomery 

was too fond of the centre stage. Some thought of him as a military genius. 

Another view was that he was vain and self-opinionated, a general who, 

since D-Day, had lived more on previous reputation than on current 

achievement. Montgomery was convinced that his vision was right. Ifhe had 

received more control earlier, the war would have finished by Christmas. 

American generals, he felt, could not begin to match his battlefield expertise and 

powers of leadership. 
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Certainly there were grave differences between the ever-patient Eisenhower 

and Montgomery. In the end, not unnaturally, Eisenhower was the Supreme 

Commander and received the backing of the Allied governments which had 

appointed him. Their armies still had a common enemy and there could be no 

civil war, leading to a type of military schism. 

Who was right? Even from the hilltop of hindsight, no one knows. Perhaps 

a massive drive into northern Germany, keeping a depleted Wehrmacht on the 

retreat and with no time to reorganise, would have worked. However, the early . 

failure to open Antwerp asa supply port for all the Allied armies certainly would 

have put the move at considerable risk. Troops cannot fight without supplies. 

Eisenhower might have been left to preside over a disaster of unimaginable 

proportions. After a war, wherever there are armchairs, there will be no shortage 

of strategists to fill them, rewriting history. 

In January 1945 Eisenhower commanded powerful armies which were 

steadily growing in strength. Running from the north, along the line, were the 

First Canadian and Second British Armies. Then came the Ninth US, the First 

US and the Seventh US Armies. Near the Swiss border, at the southern end, was 

the First French Army. The three northernmost armies were under the imme- 

diate command of Montgomery. The other American armies were controlledin 

the field by General Bradley. Ahead ofall these troops lay two stages of offensive. 

The first was to drive forward to the line of the river Rhine. After that would 

come a river crossing which would carry them all into the heart of Germany. In 

the first stage, they hoped to move swiftly and cut off German troops before they 

could retreat across the great river barrier. 

The main attack started on 8 February when Eisenhower’s 85 divisions went 

forward against 26 opposing German divisions. Before the battle opened, 

Montgomery sent a message to all of the troops in his 21st Army Group. As often 

happened, the words of his order made a comparison with the boxing-ring and 

referred to the approaching end of the whole contest. ‘And so we embark on the 

final round,’ he wrote, ‘in close cooperation with our American allies on our 

right and with complete confidence in the successful outcome of the onslaught 

being delivered by our Russian allies on the other side of the ring.’ Although 

criticism of Montgomery has appeared since 1945, especially over his relation- 
ships with comrades, in the words of his Chief-of-Staff he ‘understood this 
“civilian army”’ as few before him’.* He went on to remind his men of what they 
were fighting for, quoting words written in Africa by a soldier of the Eighth Army: 
“Peace for our kids, our brothers freed, / A kinder world, a cleaner breed.” 
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The weather was very bad in January and February 1945, with heavy rain 
leading to flooding and mud. The Germans opened some dykes to impede the 
Allies’ advance, but there was not to be another Passchendaele. Good use was 

made in the north of tracked amphibious vehicles (Buffaloes) to carry troops and 
supplies forward, often across difficult terrain. Resistance was sometimes fierce. 
Thousands of mines had been laid, both anti-tank and anti-personnel, slowing 
progress. Great use was made by the attackers of the ‘Crocodile’ flame-thrower, 
a fearsome weapon against strongpoints and pillboxes. Occasionally they en- 

countered Germans who had had enough, one group being ‘found in their best 

uniforms, cleanly shaved and ready to surrender!’ Most defenders, nevertheless, 

were fighting for their national soil. Although they were outnumbered and 

outgunned, their resistance was stubborn. 

By blowing up dams the Germans held up the American advance for a time, 

but, further south, by the early days of March Patton’s tanks started to move at 

pace. They advanced 60 miles in three days and reached the Rhine. On 5 March 

they entered Cologne and soon were in territories previously known only as 

targets for the bomber offensive. Most importantly for the future of the 

campaign, American troops took the bridge at Remagen intact and held it. By 

the end of the month the Germans had been driven back across the Rhine, 

although a large number were cut off by Patton’s men. 

Hitler was now living ina world of his own, determined that he and Germany 

would go down together in mutual devastation. ‘Ifthe war is lost, the nation will 

also perish. This fate is inevitable,’ he told Speer on 18 March, his mind 

encompassing both murder and suicide. He ordered a ‘scorched earth’ policy to 

include industry, water, gas, food and clothing supplies. Also to be destroyed 

were “all bridges, all railway installations, all waterways, all ships, all freight cars 

and all locomotives’.* What Allied bombers had left was to go in an orgy of 

destruction. In general, few in his nation shared the ardour for a new Masada. For 

them, the blows were intense, but so was the desire to stay alive. Many, including 

Speer, were already planning for Germany in peacetime. 

Allied forces were now drawn up for the great Rhine crossing by the 21st 

Army Group in the north, while lower down the river American armies were 

ready to pour into eastern and southern Germany. “The strategic intention,’ 

stated a contemporary summary, ‘was for the whole Allied Expeditionary Force 

to crush the river defences and penetrate deep into Germany to meet the 

Russians.’ There would be a meeting ‘on or about the Elbe in central Germany, 

so divorcing the enemy’s northern armies from those in the south’.° Patton 
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crossed the Rhine on 22 March, working with the US Seventh and the French 

First Armies. The next day Montgomery attacked near Wesel with 25 divisions. 

The full-scale invasion of Germany from the West had begun. He had 3,000 guns 

and strong air support, while the 18th Airborne Corps were landed ahead, some 

dropping by parachute from 540 aircraft while others were put down by 1,230 

gliders. There was slight resistance only from the five German divisions opposite. 

Having formed a bridgehead, Montgomery cautiously built up his forces with 

1,500 tanks before attempting to push on. A BBC correspondent, standing on — 

the riverbank, spoke of witnessing one of the great sights of the war: ‘As far as the 

eye could see were hundreds of tanks, lorries, carriers, bulldozers, ammunition 

wagons, vehicles of every conceivable type, flooding across the river.”’ On 25 

March, in warm sunshine, Churchill arrived and decided to cross the Rhine, 

stepping on the soil of the nation against which he had held out for 5% years. 

From then on, the four million Allied troops — mainly French, Canadian, 

British and American — were on an unstoppable roll. German resistance crum- 

bled, having neither the men nor the equipment to hold back such a formidable, 

well-equipped tidal wave. The advance quickened through April, broken only 

by the news Hitler received on the 12th when he learned from Goebbels that 

Roosevelt had died. ‘Fate has laid low your greatest enemy,’ the Fiihrer was told. 

‘God has not abandoned us.’ Such wild faith in divine intervention was soon 

proved to be misplaced. By then, nothing was going to defeat either the Grand 

Alliance or its determination to defeat Germany. 

In the north, the British and Canadians drove forward towards Hamburg. 

Further south, two American armies trapped the German Army Group B in the 

Ruhr, taking over 320,000 prisoners when it surrendered on the 18th. Patton’s 

Third Army raced down into southern Germany, moving so fast that corre- 

spondents failed to keep up with them. ‘Jeeps cannot compete,’ wrote one on 5 

April, ‘with Third Army tank columns on the loose.’ By the end of the month 

Patton’s men were well into Czechoslovakia and Austria, their sweeping 

advances reminiscent of the Panzers’ old glory days. 

For other Americans, the brakes went on. On reaching the river Elbe, they 

were ordered to stop. “The enormous implications of this simple statement,’ in 
Terraine’s words, ‘constitute the fundamental theme of world history ever since 

that day.” In places they were only 60 miles from Berlin and felt perfectly 
prepared and able to move on triumphantly and occupy the Nazi capital. 
However, agreement had been reached previously with the Russians that the 
great prize of taking Berlin was to be a reward for the Red Army. Therefore, 
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while Montgomery’s troops pushed on in northern Germany and American and 
French armies moved down into Bavaria, the US Ninth Army in the centre 
marked time. On 27 April it met advancing Russian soldiers on the line of the 
Elbe. The end could not be far off. 

Other features of the Anglo-American advance are worth noting. As Allied 
troops drove deeper into Germany, they began to uncover evidence of the 

horrors which the Germans had imposed on some prisoners-of-war and on all 

inmates of concentration camps. For example, on 15 April British soldiers 

reached Belsen, finding scenes that dismayed and angered troops who had 

experienced battlefield carnage. The shoes of the dead were arranged in a heap 

20ft high and 50yds long. 

‘This is the Site of the Infamous Belsen Concentration Camp,’ announced a 

notice-board quickly erected by the British Army. ‘10,000 unburied dead were 

found here. Another 13,000 have since died.’ Added were the scornful words, 

‘All of them victims of the German New Order in Europe, and an example of 

Nazi Kultur.’'’ At the end of the twentieth century, many young people fail to 

understand the effects that such sights had on those who first saw them. 

By the first week of May, in north-west Germany, ‘Every highway, and many 

a secondary road too, was crowded with Germans.’ Some were soldiers on foot, 

on bicycle, on limber or in barrows, trudging to surrender at the prisoner cages. 

Mingled with them were freed slave labourers and prisoners-of-war, and ‘all 

races of Europe swarmed over the country in every direction’. German roads 

carried an endless melting-pot of humanity. '! 

On 2 May the British 11th Armoured Division took Ltibeck, with Hamburg 

surrendering next day. On the 4th, Wehrmacht forces in north-west Germany, 

Holland and Denmark surrendered to Montgomery on Liineburg Heath. 

Further south, American troops had by 4 May reached Munich, Augsburg, 

Salzburg and Linz. They were not far from Prague in Czechoslovakia. Three 

days later, in Rheims, the Germans accepted the inevitable and signed an 

unconditional surrender of armed forces on all fronts. Eisenhower, the supreme 

Commander, had led his armies to victory. 

The Attack from the East 

At the beginning of 1945 troops ofthe Red Army were gathering en masse on the 

Eastern Front, preparing for the final drive against Nazi Germany. For the 

Russians this would be the end of ‘The Great Patriotic War’, which, in their 

view, they had won almost exclusively by their own efforts. When assessing the 
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contributions of the other Allies, they were occasionally patronising, treating — 

them as a Saul, who had killed his thousands, and themselves as a David, — 

slaughterer of tens of thousands. 

The Eastern Front was considerably larger geographically than the Western 

Front, yet in some ways was better suited for an attacker. There were greater 

stretches of open, flat country, with fewer defensive features than were found in 

the West. This factor had worked to the advantage of the Wehrmacht in 1941 at 

the opening of Operation ‘Barbarossa’; now it benefited the Russians as they 

approached Germany’s eastern frontier. 

The armies facing the Reich and its satellites were divided into what the 

Russians termed ‘fronts’, each of which in other places could have constituted 

a whole campaign on its own. Running from north to south, from the Baltic Sea 

to the Carpathian mountains, there were five fronts. All were commanded by 

able generals who had already proved themselves in war. Further south were two 

other fronts which, in January 1945, had advanced into Hungary and were 

fighting fiercely to take the capital, Budapest. That savage conflict lasted until 

mid-February. Further south, in Yugoslavia, partisan troops, led by Tito, were 

fighting against German and Italian divisions. 

From this stage of the war, an old boxing maxim comes to mind: ‘A good big 

*un will always beat a good little ’un.’ Time and again from 1939 the German 

Army had proved itself to be pre-eminent on the battlefield, but in January 1945, 

on the Eastern Front, it faced a far larger opponent. At his disposal Hitler had 

almost 3 million men to hold back the Russian juggernaut. There were roughly 

185 divisions, fifteen of them provided by the Hungarians. They possessed 4,000 

tanks and assault guns, and there were 2,000 Luftwaffe aircraft available. Against 

them the Red Army deployed almost 5 million men. These were arranged in no 

fewer than 58 armies, with thirteen air armies, comprising 14,500 aircraft, in 

support. Russian weapons superiority, with 11,000 tanks and self-propelled 

guns, was overwhelming. 

The Russian High Command, or Stavka, was in reality another name for 

Stalin. Ever the dictator — like his opponent, Hitler — final decisions on political 

and military strategy were taken by the Russian leader himself. Plans were laid 
to assault at four main points in the East and the battle was to open on 20 January 
1945. The date, however, was brought forward when the Germans in the West 

launched their surprise counter-offensive in the Ardennes and Churchill asked 
Stalin to help by opening his offensive as soon as possible. Stalin obliged and the 
Russian advance began on 13 January. 
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According to Russian estimates, their troops would battle to overwhelm 
German resistance in six to seven weeks. At first they had some successes, but in 
places such as East Prussia and Pomerania the Wehrmacht resisted strenuously. 
Progress there was slow. Nevertheless, by the end of February Soviet armies were 
well into Germany and had reached the line of the rivers Oder and Neisse. Berlin 
now lay in their sights. In front of them the main defensive system had been 
broken and men were pouring back for what would be a last-ditch defence ofthe 
capital. In March the Russians cleared the right bank of the Oder, took Danzig 

and, by then, had occupied Poland and much of Czechoslovakia. 

On 15 January Hitler moved his headquarters back to an underground bunker 

below the Chancellery in Berlin. From there he tried to control his forces on all 

fronts, vainly attempting to hold back the Allied tide. He had lost touch with 

reality and reacted violently towards those who opposed or disagreed with his 

decisions. “His fists raised, his cheeks flushed with rage, his whole body trem- 

bling,’ wrote General Guderian ofa dispute over policy he had with the Fiihrer 

on 13 February, ‘the man stood there in front of me, beside himself with fury and 

having lost all self-control.’ 

Ahead of the Russian advance thousands upon thousands of German civilians 

fled westwards. Their ancestors had feared the great hordes descending from the 

eastern steppe lands — and now they were arriving like the avenging hosts of 

Genghis Khan. The invaders came with a pent-up bitterness and hatred of a 

German ‘master race’ which had spread such misery, destruction, murder and 

horror in the USSR. Russian soldiers had seen what the Nazis had done to men, 

women and children in the aftermath of ‘Barbarossa’; now was the time for revenge. 

And the German people knew it. The very thought added panic to their flight. The 

retribution exacted by the Red Army was to be two eyes and teeth for every one 

taken. There were thousands of cases of burning, looting, shooting and rape. 

German women were terrified of hearing the dreaded command, ‘Frau komm.’ 

As the Russians pressed on, they began to release thousands of men and 

women who had been prisoners-of-war or slave labourers. Once free, many of 

them started to exact a private vengeance on their former captors, robbing, 

beating and killing, repaying in equal measure the burden of terror under which 

they had laboured. On 27 January Russian troops in Poland reached a town 

whose name has echoed down the succeeding years. At Auschwitz they 

discovered what was left ofa Nazi extermination camp —and sights that horrified 

even the hardiest troops. Some of the worst excesses committed by the Germans 

were uncovered. 
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At the end of January Russian progress was slowed, although Berlin, the most 

tempting trophy, was not far off. The pace of assault had outrun supplies, 

casualties had been heavy and German resistance, now with a shorter front line 

to defend, had stiffened. It was necessary to reorganise. Ammunition was in short 

supply and the laws oflogistics had to be obeyed. Three Russian fronts were then 

in position to strike ahead for the great prize. These were the First White Russian 

Front, commanded by Zhukov, the First Ukrainian Front, led by Koniev, and 

the Second White Russian Front, under Rokossovsky. : 

Meanwhile heavy battles continued further south, with other Russian fronts 

making inroads along the Danube valley and into northern Hungary and 

Slovakia. Budapest was finally stormed on 13 January. The Red Army moved on 

into Austria, capturing Vienna on 13 April. By the last days of the month the 

Russians met up with advancing American troops near Linz. The war on Hitler’s 

southern flank was virtually over, leaving him isolated in the Berlin bunker. He 

was now commander of crumbling armies, defending a dying Third Reich. 

The End in Berlin 

In Stalin’s view, only troops of the Red Army were entitled to perform the final 

act of the European war by taking Berlin, the hub of Nazism which had wreaked 

devastation across the USSR. By February, as we have seen, the three main 

fronts, still pushing forward at heavy cost, were moving into position for the last 

rites. Of the three Russian generals, Rokossovsky, Zhukov and Koniev, the 

latter two had the best positions for a final assault. 

At one time Stalin had planned for Zhukov to be the conqueror of Berlin, but 

Koniev’s armies were well handled and wanted to be in at the kill. The Russian 

leader cleverly encouraged their mutual rivalry, hoping to bring swifter and 

greater success. “Whoever breaks in first,’ he announced, ‘takes Berlin.’ As soon 

as Stalin suspected, in early March, that American and British forces might reach 

Berlin, his plans were speeded up. The Stavka then agreed that all three fronts 

would advance on the capital, with Zhukov having the prime, central position. 

Much has been made of the rivalry existing between certain British and 

American military commanders over strategy and procedure; less well remem- 

bered are the similar feelings in the Red Army, with both Zhukov and Koniev 

seeking kudos. 

As they prepared for battle, the Russians still had an overwhelming advantage 
in men and matériel on the ground and in the skies. More than 2% million troops, 
including reserves, were disposed across the three fronts, 1% million of them in 
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the front line. Through earlier losses Russian tank strength was probably down 
to about 3,600, although adding self-propelled guns raised the number to 6,000. 
In addition, the Red Army were very powerful in artillery. About 8,000 aircraft 
were also available. On the other side, some 1 million German troops were 
stationed around the Berlin sector, and the city garrison itself amounted to 

200,000 men. They had 1,500 tanks. 

German intelligence knew that the attack was coming, based on information 

from prisoners. They gave the starting date as 16 April. ‘Artillery bombardment 

first, three or four hundred rounds per gun. Attack with one hundred tanks per 

regiment,’ they reported. New assault tanks armed with 180mm guns would be 

used. The objective of the offensive was ‘to beat the Americans to the capture of 

Berlin’. Russian troops had been ordered to smarten their uniforms and wash and 

shave each day ‘to give a cultured impression’.'° 

The Russians’ determination to reach the capital before the troops of any 

other nation is understandable. It was the supreme reward; moreover, the 

occupation of Berlin was be a useful bargaining counter in the future. No one 

else had suffered so great a human sacrifice in getting there. Nonetheless, they 

made light of the massive material help received from their allies. Without that, 

their success would have been hampered at best, or even prevented. ‘It was in 

American boots that the Red Army advanced to Berlin,’ Keegan has written. 

‘Without them its campaign would have foundered to a halt in western Russia 

in 1944.’ In addition, Russian troops drove thousands of six-wheeled lorries 

built in the United States. Modern war depends as much on equipment as on 

courage. 

The great offensive was opened by Zhukov’s front at 5 a.m. on 16 April. A 

thunderous overture of bombs, rockets and shells deluged forward German 

positions, then, in a blinding display, 143 searchlights dazzled the enemy and 

guided the infantry. An hour and a quarter later Koniev’s artillery began a 

devastating barrage to cover troops of his First Ukrainian Front. By midday the 

Red Army was pushing on, but already in Zhukov’s sector a snarl-up of tanks and 

armoured vehicles’ was jamming the roads. Koniev made swifter progress. A 

message from Stalin, chiding Zhukov, led toa frantic, redoubled effort. Later the 

Russians drove on to encircle the city, both as a block to any possible American 

intervention from the West and to prevent German reinforcements arriving. 

Fighting was savagely hard, with German units, although greatly outnum- 

bered, defending territory that was specially precious to them. Their anti-tank 

guns took a heavy toll of Russian armour. Late on the 20th the city was 
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threatened by Koniev’s forces from the south and Rokossovsky’s from the north. | 

Zhukov, rather needled and anxious for his reputation, pushed his men even ~ 

harder, fearing that Koniev was about to steal his glory. 

April 20 was Hitler’s 56th birthday. His cronies offered congratulations and 

the Fiihrer appeared publicly for the last time when he inspected a group of boy 

soldiers. He looked ill, prematurely aged and shaking. He was, nonetheless, still 

in charge of Germany, suffering from visions of grandeur in which the miracle 

of victory lay in his grasp. All pleas for him to move out of the capital were | 

refused, although he allowed others to leave if they wished. Several, including 

Goring and Himmler, did so; they could see what was coming. On the same day, 

shells from Zhukov’s artillery began to land on buildings in Berlin itself. 

As Zhukov’s troops forced themselves into the outskirts of Berlin, their tactics 

changed. Urban warfare now ensued, with each area, then street, then building, 

being fought for. The Russians, of course, had wide experience of this kind of 

campaigning, especially those units which had been involved at Stalingrad over 

two years earlier. They employed engineers and assault groups, using artillery at 

close range to blast their way forward. Tanks and flame-throwers were available 

to back up the infantry drive. Soon wide stretches of the city were marked with 

burning or gutted buildings and piles of collapsed masonry, all shrouded in dust 

and smoke. Terrified inhabitants who had never dreamed that war would be so 

close crowded in cellars, praying for the maelstrom to pass. 

It did not. The noose tightened, and by 25 April nine Russian armies had 

completely encircled Berlin. Inside the burning, shattered city the remaining 

German formations now awaited the final assault. This began the next day and 

was made by 460,000 Soviet troops, with 1,500 tanks and supported by 

overwhelming air power. The boundary lines between Zhukov’s and Koniev’s 

forces were close, and eventually, at Stalin’s intervention, the latter was com- 

pelled to move his line of assault. The accolade of final glory was going to his rival. 

On 28 April the districts of Charlottenberg and Wannsee came under attack, 

while on the 30th, atl p.m., Soviet infantry opened an assault to take the Reichstag 

building. 

By then the crucial question had been answered. Where was Hitler? Had he 

escaped or was he in hiding? Actually, the Fiihrer was dead. On 15 April he had 
been joined in the bunker by Eva Braun, his long-time secret companion and 
mistress, of whom Speer later wrote, ‘For all writers ofhistory, Eva Braun is going 
to be a disappointment.’ She was a quiet, attractive woman who stayed out of 
the limelight and was content to be Hitler’s companion. During the last days, she 
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stood loyally beside him in the bunker as the tempo of disaster quickened. Early 
in the morning of the 29th, with the thunder of Russian gunfire creeping ever 
closer, Hitler married Eva Braun ina small underground conference room. After 

a wedding breakfast, he retired to another room and there dictated his ‘Political 
Testament’. In this document, he reiterated a catalogue of his beliefs, or 

delusions. Love of, and loyalty to, the German people had been his inspiration, 
he claimed. He had never wanted war with either Britain or the United States, 

but Russia was not included. All was blamed on ‘those international statesmen 

who either were of Jewish origin or worked for Jewish interests’. He was happy 

to die in Berlin and from present sacrifices would emerge a ‘glorious rebirth of 

the National Socialist movement ofa truly united nation’. Goring and Himmler, 

both of whom he suspected were trying to usurp his position, were expelled from 

the Nazi Party; Admiral D6énitz, of U-boat fame, was appointed as his successor. 

Then came another burst of anti-Semitism: ‘I enjoin the government and the 

people to uphold the racial laws to the limit and to resist mercilessly the poisoner 

of all nations, international Jewry.’ Eva Braun, he added, would die ‘with me at 

her own wish as my wife’.'® 

During the afternoon of the 29th Hitler had poison administered to his 

favourite dog, Blondi. Then he made his farewells. The following day both Eva 

Hitler, née Braun, and her husband ofless than 48 hours committed suicide. Their 

bodies were laid in a shell crater in the Chancellery garden, soaked in petrol and 

burned. 

At 10 p.m. the next evening Hamburg Radio announced that “Our Fiihrer, 

Adolf Hitler, fighting to the last breath against Bolshevism,’ had fallen ‘in his 

operational headquarters in the Reich Chancellery.’ On the following day 

General Weidling, commanding what was left of the defending forces in Berlin, 

surrendered. This began a spate of capitulations of German forces right across 

Occupied Europe, the last being on 11 May. 

The cost of taking Berlin had been heavy for the attackers. By the end of the 

operation the Red Army had lost some 80,000 dead and 280,000 wounded. It 

is interesting to speculate how large the number of casualties would have been 

had the Americans and British raced across Germany to arrive at the capital before 

the Russians, the plan dear to Montgomery’s heart. Eisenhower was warned that 

the total could have been 100,000. The Russians lost almost four times that 

number. For Stalin, nevertheless, the price was worth paying. ‘It was the Soviet 

people who bore the main brunt of the war, not the Allies,’ he told Zhukov in 

a telephone call on 7 May."” 
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Hitler’s dreams and ambitions had brought disaster to the German people. He © 

had predicted that the Third Reich would last fora thousand years; it had crashed 

into ruins after twelve. His funeral pyre in Berlin was surrounded by utter 

devastation, a wafning to all dictators. ‘Look on my works, ye mighty and 

despair,’ wrote Shelley. ‘Nothing beside remains.’'* Nothing, that is, except a 

legacy of problems, not all of which have been solved at the end of the twentieth 

century. 

The End in Italy 

While so much activity was taking place in northern Europe, further south the 

Italian Campaign, with its less well remembered and acknowledged armies, was 

drawing to its close. Many ofItaly’s inhabitants had been pushed unwillingly into 

war by Mussolini, and a brand of civil war had developed from 25 July 1943. On 

that day, I] Duce was dismissed by his king, who later escaped southwards to 

Brindisi with his government. In October this anti-Fascist government joined 

the Allies by declaring war on Germany and the nation was divided. The 

Kingdom of the South was under Allied control; to the north, German troops 

occupied the rest of Italy and rescued Mussolini, then helped him to set up his 

Fascist Social Republic at Lake Garda. Before long some Italians were fighting 

for, and some against, their former German allies — and against each other. 

During 1944 anti-German resistance forces, the partisans, grew in strength 

throughoutall Italy. By December they numbered 80,000 and were carrying out 

acts of sabotage against the Wehrmacht. Politically, many of them were on the left 

wing, and they included Communists who had suffered under Mussolini’s 

regime. All were adamant that Fascism should never return. Their actions were 

often met with savage German reprisals. “The Partisan War,’ wrote Kesselring, 

the German commander, ‘was a complete violation of international law and 

contradicted every principle of clean soldierly fighting.’ Their effect on German 

troops was considerable and they caused many casualties. Between June and 

August 1944 the ‘probable minimum figure for those three months would be 

5,000 and 78,000 killed or kidnapped,’ Kesselring estimated, ‘to which should 

be added a maximum total of the same number of wounded’. 

From January to March 1945 the Allied armies which had fought their way 

northwards through Italy against skilful and dogged German resistance were 
preparing a final great offensive. For weeks they had wallowed in mud. They 
now awaited the coming of better weather. Ever since the preparations for the 
D-Day landings in France had started, these armies had suffered the role of 
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Cinderella. Troops had been withdrawn for ‘Overlord’. Seven other divisions 
were posted to the invasion of southern France. Then, in February 1945, 
Canadian soldiers were secretly withdrawn from Italy and posted to Belgium, 
joining Montgomery’s forces preparing to attack Germany across the Rhine. By’ 
the end of March 58,000 men of the Canadian Corps had reached southern 
France on their way to Belgium. Their contribution to the Italian Campaign had 
been magnificent. Nearly 100,000 served there and they had suffered a 25 per 
cent casualty rate. 

Under the overall leadership of Alexander, the American Generals Clark and 

Truscott and the British General McCreery made their plans for the offensive, 

Operation ‘Grapeshot’. In total they could deploy some 536,000 men, together 

with 70,000 Italians, both soldiers and partisans. They represented many nations. 

As well as Americans and British there were Poles, Greeks, Indians, New 

Zealanders, South Africans and Brazilians. Opposite them were 491,000 Ger- 

man troops, many of whom had fought in Italy for two years, assisted by 108,000 

Italian Fascists who had remained loyal to Mussolini. Some of the German 

formations, for example the 1st Parachute Division, contained battle-hardened 

troops with great defensive skills. 

The Eighth Army, comprising British and Commonwealth troops, held 

positions stretching inland from the east coast, while the American Fifth Army’s 

line went further to the west. For both armies, the intention and hope was to 

break through the final German defences along the Gothic Line, moving in to 

the open country beyond and to Italy’s main industrial areas. In doing this they 

aimed to cut off the Axis troops before they could retreat to the river Po, which 

would have made an excellent defensive barrier. The agreed plan was for the 

Eighth Army’s offensive to open on 9 April, with the American attack following 

a few days later. 

The Eighth Army enjoyed some advantages over the enemy. In artillery it 

outnumbered the Germans by 2:1 and in armoured vehicles by over 3:1. Much 

new equipment, from amphibious vehicles to flame-throwers, had been intro- 

duced. On the German side, Kesselring, the overall commander of Army Group 

C at the start of the year, was usually an optimistic leader, nicknamed ‘Smiling 

Albert’. He later wrote that he was satisfied with the strength of units, ‘even 

though the state of training of some of them set me thinking’. His real worry was 

‘the arms, ammunition and fuel situation, and worst ofall our plight in the air’.”” 

In March Kesselring was posted back to Germany by Hitler to help defend the 

West. He was replaced by General von Vietinghoff. 
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As planned, the Allied offensive opened on 9 April, preceded by a deluge of 

bombs, 1,700 tons of which were dropped by heavy bombers alone. Five days — 

later the American Fifth Army, again with enormous air support, began its — 

forward drive. After several days of fierce fighting the American 10th Mountain 

Division broke out of the mountainous region. When the advance pressed on, 

the Americans took Bologna, then on 26 April reached Verona. The Eighth 

Army also moved forward after much savage combat, especially by infantry. As 

German resistance began to crumble, New Zealand soldiers took Venice and. 

Trieste. On 2 May, with Allied troops occupying almost all ofnorthern Italy, and 

harried by a partisan uprising, the Germans surrendered. 

Final Allied success in the Italian Campaign owed much to the use of air 

power. The Mediterranean Allied Air Force had been built to great strength and 

by 1 April 1945 contained about 3,750 aircraft of all types. Facing them on the 

same day were about 150 serviceable German and Italian machines. Such a 

preponderance in numbers gave the Allies almost complete air superiority, with 

Axis pilots often having no opportunity to become airborne, let alone contribute 

to the campaign. 

Even during the poor weather of January and February 1945 hundreds of 

Allied bomber sorties were flown both by medium bombers and by ‘heavies’. 

They attacked transport targets such as the extensive railway yards at Verona. At 

the end of February their bombs blocked the Brenner Pass in nine places. In 

addition, flying from Italian bases, American heavy bombers were able to hit far 

distant targets. On 31 January, for example, 625 Liberators and Fortresses raided 

an oil refinery in Austria. Closer to the front line, in February over 1,000 sorties 

were flown by fighter-bombers, often hitting ground positions which soldiers 

could not easily reach. 

The effect on the Wehrmacht was considerable, although it has to be said that 

German troops fought tenaciously even without air support. Referring to the 

raids, von Vietinghoff admitted that they ‘hindered essential movement, tanks 

could not move [and] their very presence over the battlefield paralysed move- 

ment’. He added that ‘the smashing of all communication was especially 
disastrous’.*' A Panzer Corps commanderremembered the crucial role played by 
both strategic and tactical raids: “The attacks on the frontier route of Italy made 
the fuel and ammunition situation very critical. It was the bombings of the 
Po crossings that finished us.’*? All of his main equipment was lost when 
aircraft destroyed the river crossings and ferries: ‘North ofthe river, we were 
no longer an army.’ 
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The importance of air power in the final stages cannot be overestimated, 
Without it there could well have been stalemate; ‘With it, the Allied armies in 
Italy kept the upper hand and by the spring of 1945 were assured of final 
victory.’** The daily sight overhead of Liberators and Spitfires, Mustangs and 
Mosquitos, Mitchells and Fortresses heartened ground troops, justas the Wehrmacht 
had been encouraged by the Lufiwaffe’s pre-eminence at the start of the war. 

An unusual feature of the Italian Campaign was that some senior German staff 
officers, obviously aware of the direction in which the war was heading by late 

1944, started to make peace overtures. Surprisingly, one of the prime movers in 

this was SS General Wolff. On 8 March he met an American diplomat, Allen 

Dulles, in Switzerland for secret talks. These continued, on and off, for several 

weeks, with difficulties on both sides. When the Russians learned of these 

German overtures they were highly suspicious, demanding that their own 

representatives should be present. On the German side, a number of officers 

would do nothing while Hitler was still alive, because of their oath of loyalty to 

him. Nevertheless, at length their unconditional surrender was signed, coming 

into operation on 2 May, six days before the main surrender in the West. 

During the final days of conflict in Italy, many people wondered what had 

happened to Mussolini. I] Duce had been living in a villa on the shores of Lake 

Garda but by April 1945, as the war was running towards its end, he realised that 

retribution was coming his way. By then he was worn and tired and ready to 

bargain for his own safety. On 25 April he left Milan in a convoy of cars which 

two days later merged with German vehicles going north towards the Swiss 

border. Mussolini had been joined by his loyal mistress, Clara Petacci, both 

hoping to make their escape. The convoy was stopped by Italian partisans who 

were trying to prevent Fascists from escaping. Upon searching the vehicles they 

discovered Mussolini, disguised as a German soldier. He was arrested. At that 

stage, the partisans were unsure of how to treat their prisoner. Some wanted to 

hand him over to the Americans, but others believed in instant justice. He would 

have to die. On the afternoon of 28 April some Communist partisans drove 

Mussolini and Petacci to the gateway of a villa. Both were shot. Their bodies 

were taken to Milan and hung upside down on public display from the roof 

ofa garage. With the death of II] Duce the era of Italian Fascism had come to 

an end. 

At the close of the Italian Campaign attention turned briefly away from the 

Second World War to a new contest which would fester in Europe for decades 

to come. On 2 May 1945 New Zealand troops, in hot pursuit of German forces, 
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entered Trieste, requiring the port as a base for future operations into Austria. 

There they met some of Tito’s Yugoslav partisan soldiers. These had fought a 

bitterly protracted war against occupying Axis forces and had received much 

material aid from the Allies. Trieste was in Italy, but ownership of the territory 

had long been contested by the Yugoslavs. For several weeks Tito’s forces 

refused to move out of the area, and in this they were covertly supported by the 

Russians. There was a danger that British Commonwealth and American forces 

would clash with their Yugoslav allies in what could be either the last battle of | 

the Second World War or the first of the Third. Churchill was greatly worried 

and contacted the new American president, Harry Truman, over Soviet ambi- 

tions in that area. 

Many people believe that the phrase ‘iron curtain’ was first used by Churchill 

at Fulton, Missouri, in 1946; actually, it appeared on 12 May 1945 when he 

cabled that ‘An iron curtain is drawn down upon their front. We do not know 

what is going on behind.’ The facade of unity among the three Great Powers 

was beginning to show cracks. A crisis was avoided through the firmness of 

British and American authorities in refusing to let Tito have his own way. On 

9 June, a month after the Second World War had officially ended, the Yugoslavs 

withdrew. In a sense, the first battle of the Cold War had been won. Over 

succeeding years such incidents between East and West would recur with 

displeasing regularity. 

The Air War, January—May 1945 

As 1945 opened, three air forces in the West were prepared for the final great 

battles over Nazi Germany. Bomber Command of the Royal Air Force had 

about 1,500 aircraft available, over 900 of which were Lancasters. The US Eighth 

Army Air Force, the ‘Mighty Eighth’, included over 1,800 bombers, mainly B- 

17 Fortresses and B-24 Liberators. In subsequent months the number of Allied 

squadrons grew steadily, with enormous supplies of bombs and fuel. By the end 

of January on the German side there were 2,200 fighters, but the Luftwaffe 

suffered increasingly from shortages, especially of aviation fuel. The German Air 

Force then was being run down in numbers as bomber units were disbanded and 

men were posted to fight in ground regiments, with infantry or SS detachments. 

Overall, the numbers serving declined from 2.3 million personnel in December 
1944 to some 1.8 million by April 1945. 

Germany offered three main types of target for Allied bombers. The first was 
oil, where refineries and storage centres were regularly and effectively raided, 
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especially by the Americans in daylight attacks. The RAF also contributed here, 
a policy favoured particularly by Portal, the Chief of the Air Staff. Secondly, all 
forms of transport became targets, especially at the request of Tedder, deputy to 
Eisenhower. These raids were aimed at road, rail and canal traffic in an effort to 

break the Wehrmacht’s chain of supply. The third set of targets comprised German 
towns and cities, which had been selected by Harris for area bombing; he never 

moved from the belief that such an offensive was the best way of driving the 

enemy out of the war. During the remaining months of conflict. all three types 

of raid were launched. They played a strong part in producing final victory, yet 

also led to some controversy. 

Although the Germans were now hemmed in, especially by powerful Allied 

armies advancing from both east and west, they fought stoically to defend their 

Fatherland. Their revenge weapons, V1 flying bombs and V2 rockets, were still 

being aimed at southern England, some of the former launched over the North 

Sea from bombers. Moreover, the Luftwaffe was now receiving jet aircraft for 

operations. Hitler wanted them to be employed as bombers, but many were 

needed as defensive fighters: Not the least of the Fiihrer’s faults, according to the 

Luftwaffe’s last Chief of the Air Staff, was his lack of understanding of air power. 

He was ‘an infantryman in outlook all his life’ and ‘had no understanding of the 

needs of the Air Force’.” 

Early in 1945 about 50 Me 262 jets were in fighter units, where their 

remarkable speed and acceleration proved a menace to Allied aircraft. A small 

number of rocket-propelled Me 163 fighters also were launched against bomber 

formations, but their production was a case of too little, too late, to affect the 

course ofthe war. The Arado Ar 234, used first as a bomber, made reconnaissance 

flights over southern Britain at such heights and speeds that it could not be 

intercepted. These weapons, although small in number and tardy to appear, were 

worrying to Allied leaders. In addition, other German developments, such as 

Schnorchel-equipped U-boats then coming into service, ensured the absence of 

complacency on the Allied side. Writers and historians today pass judgement on 

what happened, often forgetting that early in 1945 the future course of the war 

was unpredictable. American and British air power would have to employed at 

maximum force right to the end. 

After bad weather in early January had cleared, the great bombing campaign 

against Germany continued and expanded. For example, on 14 January the US 

Eighth Air Force’s 3rd Air Division, protected by 351 P-51 Mustang fighters, 

raided Berlin in daylight, causing widespread damage. Two nights later Bomber 
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Command despatched 893 aircraft to attack Magdeburg and targets in Czecho- 

slovakia, where their H2S Mk III radar proved to be very accurate. 

During February the offensive intensified. On 3 February an armada of 1,200 

American ‘heavies’ dropped 2,267 tons ofbombs on Berlin. The size of the aerial 

battle can be judged from the fact that although the formations were escorted by 

900 fighters, 27 bombers were lost. Three days afterwards, in selecting transportation 

targets, 1,300 heavy bombers hit marshalling yards at Magdeburg and Chemnitz. 

At the Yalta Conference the Russians asked that Bomber Command and the | 

USAAE carry out attacks on communication centres behind the enemy front 

line. This would confuse German efforts to reorganise and move supplies. Such 

bombing would not only help the Russian offensive, but also would fit into 

general Allied policy concerning the overall campaign. In addition, both Portal 

and Churchill had been pressing for some time for Bomber Command to attack 

one ormore ofthe large cities in the east of Germany. Atthe end of January the former 

had demanded attacks on ‘Dresden, Leipzig, [and] Chemnitz’, where confusion 

would result from ‘a severe blitz’.*° The prime minister asked whether ‘large cities 

in East Germany should not now be considered especially attractive targets’.”’ 

Harris obeyed his orders and, although questioning its value, organised a raid 

on Dresden, a communications centre of importance. On the night of 13 

February 773 ‘heavies’ of Bomber Command dropped 2,659 tons of bombs on 

the city. There was little opposition and many closely packed buildings burned 

furiously. Casualties were particularly heavy, as the city was crowded with 

refugees. The next morning 316 American ‘heavies’ added to the raid, returning 

on the 15th to extend the destruction. The result was a successful accomplish- 

ment of the task given to Bomber Command and the ‘Mighty Eighth’. German 

communications systems were heavily hit. 

So why has the Dresden raid caused such a furore ever since 1945? The 

bombing has roused some passionate disapproval, especially from those unborn 

at the time, who never knew the temper and atmosphere of war. International 

conflict is no picnic. “The choice lay between the preservation of Allied lives or 

German lives,’ wrote Harris’s biographer. ‘In the circumstances the decision had 

to be to preserve Allied lives at the expense of those of the enemy.’ This was 
hardly a surprising decision, considering the nature of Nazism and the immeas- 
urable misery spread by the Germans across Europe. The result, nevertheless, has 
been grossly unfair, especially to Harris and to the airmen of his squadrons. 

Death from aerial bombing has an impartial nature. In Dresden, the scale was 
larger than in many other places, but at the time the citizens of, say, Leningrad 
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_ or London, Belgrade or Warsaw, were unimpressed. So were the few survivors 
of Auschwitz. An apt response to those since the raid, from Portal and Churchill 
onwards, who tried to distance themselves from Bomber Command’s success 
was given in later years by Leonard Cheshire. He was both a highly decorated 
bomber pilot and devout Christian. When told that the mayor of Dresden had 
objected to a statue of Harris being erected in London, Cheshire pointed out that 
the war would not have ended in 1945 without the bomber offensive. ‘So what 

has the mayor of Dresden got to tell me about that? He and his city were 

supporting extermination camps which were killing a minimum of 10,000 a 

day.’ He recollected that the Germans were ‘going to mad lengths using 

extraordinary methods to kill people in horrible ways’. With such an enemy, 

‘you have just got to get at him’.** Criticism of Harris and Bomber Command has 

failed signally to do justice to men fighting for basic good against basic evil. 

At the end of February both air forces launched Operation ‘Clarion’, making 

particular targets of transport services across Germany. By now huge formations 

of Mustang fighters were ranging across German skies and attacking outnum- 

bered Luftwaffe aircraft at every opportunity. Thus by the end of the month, in 

the West, the German Air Force was down to about 1,000 aircraft, of which 600 

were fighters. Bomber Command, now meeting less opposition from the 

defences, was turning increasingly to daylight raids. Consequently, throughout 

the month British bombers carried out 17 day and 23 night attacks. 

During March the tempo of assault quickened. Essen and Dortmund each 

received over 4,700 tons of bombs in one night from 1,000 RAF bombers in the 

first halfofthe month. In daylight, American formations totalling 1,000 ‘heavies’ 

also aimed at Berlin. Fighters of the Eighth Air Force searched avidly for German 

aircraft, taking every chance to attack them either in the air or on the ground. By 

the end of the month the Luftwaffe’s strength in the West fell from 1,050 planes 

to 850. Then, from 24 March, both the US and British air forces gave enormous 

support to Montgomery’s Rhine crossings, easing the progress of ground troops. 

The scale of attrition in Germany is shown by examining the tonnages of bombs 

dropped during March: the US total was 63,000, while the RAF dropped 

67,000, 98 per cent of which fell within three miles of the target aiming point. 

By early April the Luftwaffe’s resistance was disintegrating, overwhelmed by 

the sheer numbers and power of aerial bombardment. At that stage Bomber 

Command could employ 1,609 bombers, of which 1,087 were Lancasters, while 

the USAAF had 2,018. Hordes of escorting Mustangs and Thunderbolts accom- 

panied the raids, falling on any German aircraft found in the sky. The power of 
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interdiction was so great that from 10 April no further attempts were possible to 

intercept daylight raids. The once great and vaunted Luftwaffe had reached the 

end of the line. As part of their last-ditch effort, some German fighters rammed 

American bombers. A total of eight bombers were hit in that way on 7 April, but 

the kamikaze style of defence was too late. 

The targets chosen were widespread. Roughly 1,300 US bombers hit airfields 

to the west of Berlin on 10 April. On the following day the same number raided 

oil and transport targets as well as airfields. In an attack on pockets of German | 

resistance still holding out back in France, the first napalm bombs were dropped 

together with high explosives. One of the war’s last great raids was carried out 

in daylight by Bomber Command on 18 April, when 900 ‘heavies’ unloaded 

5,000 tons of bombs on Heligoland. The American air commander, General 

Spaatz, announced that the strategic war in the air was now over. Only a few 

tactical raids remained. 

To those who have not experienced conflict, it is paradoxically often difficult 

to appreciate that war can produce examples of human kindness as well as 

destruction. Between 29 April and 8 May both American and British bombers 

were employed on humanitarian missions . The flooding of land in Holland by 

the Germans as a defence measure had led to food shortages for the civilian 

population. During the winter of 1944/45, 15,000 Dutch civilians died from 

starvation. Therefore both Allied air forces used their bombers to drop hundreds 

of tons of food, which were received with gratitude and saved many lives. 

At the end of the European war hundreds of American aircraft and their crews 

were flown back to the United States. ‘Almost all left their youth behind,’ wrote 

one historian, ‘ina land they had come to love and respect.’ Also left behind were 

thousands of their comrades who had perished in action over the European 

mainland. War in the air played a prominent part in defeating Germany, but at 

a cost. During the whole war, Bomber Command lost 55,000 British and 

Commonwealth aircrew dead. Between D-Day and May 1945 alone, the 

Command’s casualties were 10,000 killed and over 2,100 aircraft lost. The 

achievements of Allied aircrew deserve gratitude, not reproof. The real obscen- 

ity would have been to have surrendered in 1940 or 1941 and not to have used 

Britain’s only immediately available weapon — air power. 

The State of Germany 

The ending of the European War in early May brought an outbreak of 
celebrations across most Allied nations. After inter-governmental consultations 
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and disagreements over timing, Tuesday 8 May was set aside for the luxury of 
rejoicing. ‘New York went wild,’ announced the Daily Mirror. The London 
Evening News reported that 200 tons of tickertape ‘floated like butterflies from the 
highest windows of Manhattan’. President Vargos of Brazil proclaimed a 
national holiday, while across much of Occupied Europe lights blazed and 
bonfires were lit. In London huge crowds thronged the main streets and avenues, 
singing, dancing and cheering. They were a mixture of civilians finally freed 

from the fear of attack, and a veritable United Nations of service personnel, 

representing countries across the world. This was a day of relief, ofhappiness and 

of joy. Churchill, broadcasting to the British people, referred to ‘the evil-doers, 

who are now prostrate before us’. In return, the prime minister received 

acclamation for the manner in which he had led people of the United Kingdom 

and the Commonwealth through dark days into what he would have called the 

sunlit uplands of victory. For six years death had sat at the gate and now he was 

gone. Yet not quite. Above the rejoicing hovered a sobering shadow. The war 

with Germany was over; the war against Japan was not. How many casualties 

would the next stage cost? 

The population of Germany was in confusion and disarray, living ina national 

state which had been crushed. Hitler, who had promised his people the earth, had 

gambled too far. The nation was shattered. Here was an important difference 

between 1918 and 1945. The end of the First World War had been achieved 

through an armistice which left the German state intact. The machinery of 

government then was still in existence, with a civil service and judiciary to 

control national life. Although the Treaty of Versailles pruned some territory 

from Germany, the bulk of the nation remained united, physically untouched by 

conflict. During his twelve years in office, however, Hitler had destroyed 

opposition. There could be no alternative administration. 

In 1945 the nuts and bolts of government had largely vanished. Many former 

Nazi officials prudently started running or went to earth; others, like Ober- 

burgermeister Freyberg and Chief City Treasurer Doktor Lisso, both of Leipzig, 

together with their wives and daughters, took to the poison bottle. In the words 

ofone newspaper correspondent, ‘There is nothing but disintegration. What was 

once the German State is now a vacuum in the centre of Europe.”*” The vacuum 

and its capital were about to be divided into four sectors, ruled and maintained 

by the three main victorious nations, and by France. And already three of those 

nations, the United States, Great Britain and France, were experiencing an 

uneasy relationship with the fourth, the Soviet Union. Over subsequent years a 
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new struggle, the Cold War, would be carried on across the Nazi corpse, where — 

a dictatorship of the East confronted the democracies of the West. 

For some two years the leaders of the Allied powers had been deciding what 

to do with a defeated Germany. In 1945 they were still uncertain. In terms of 

military power the predominant role for the Western nations would have to be 

played by the United States, but no detailed plans had been agreed. Army 

commanders were mainly concerned with an order forbidding fraternisation 

between occupying forces and local people. Because of the threat posed by the _ 

Germans since 1914, there was a strong feeling that they should lose their 

industrial and commercial strength, like a shorn Samson. Some leaders wanted 

to change Germany into a rural and agricultural society. The first task, however, 

was to save the recent enemies from starvation in a ruined country. Such 

humanitarian endeavours were in glaring contrast to the German treatment of 

Jews and Slavs as they steamrollered their way across other nations. 

Stalin wanted reparations. Remembering what the Germans had done in the 

Soviet Union, he was less inclined to show mercy. In the long run, Stalin foresaw 

aunited Germany whose government was under his influence. His motives have 

since been debated. Were they merely defensive, by creating a series of buffer- 

states to protect Russia’s frontiers? Or were they aggressive, intending to use a 

Russian-controlled Germany as a springboard for launching Communism across 

the rest of Europe? The US government became increasingly aware of Russian 

intentions and kept forces in Western Europe to counter them. All the time 

American troops remained on the Continent, the Russians’ chances of control- 

ling the whole of Germany were thwarted. Subsequently a ‘tennis match’ of 

confrontation opened in which the Russians were usually serving and the 

Western powers attempting to return the ball across the net. 

As British and American troops fought their way across Europe and into 

Germany, they became increasingly aware of the effects that dictatorship could 

have on society. They had come from democracies where, in spite of shortcom- 

ings, forms of parliamentary government held power. There was a choice of 

parties. Representatives and their policies could be replaced by the stroke of a 

pen, not the impact of a bullet. Concentration camps holding thousands of 
political prisoners did not exist. Other camps dispensing death to ‘undesirables’ 
in further thousands were undreamed of. In Eastern Europe, advancing Russian 
armies found similar manifestations of dictatorship, but were, perhaps, less 
surprised. The government of the Soviet Union was itself'a dictatorship where 
individuals did not count and sublimation to the state was a national duty. For 
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anyone who offended the official will, which usually meant the opinions ofJosef 
Stalin, death or imprisonment was the result. Across the USSR were scores of 
prison camps ~ ‘gulags’ — where hundreds of thousands of those out of step with 
the Party line finished their days. A ruthlessness matching that of the Nazis had 
been shown, for example, in Stalin’s pre-war purge of army generals, and by the 
mass slaughter of Polish officers in the Katyn Forest in 1941. 

The Allied entry into Europe uncovered horrors of unimaginable propor- 
tions. The hideous apparatus of the secret police, the Gestapo, had been clamped 

on to the German homeland and on the many nations which had fallen under 

the conqueror’s heel. Special squads — Einsatzgruppen— of the SS had murdered 

hundreds of thousands of innocent people, especially in Eastern Europe. Fur- 

thermore, the Nazi policy of racial superiority had led to a holocaust of the 

deliberate killing of 6 million Jews. Their crime? They were Jews. In later years, 

younger people find it hard to comprehend the loathing of Nazism and the 

Germans which was ingrained in millions of those who had suffered the 

arrogance of the ‘master race’. They had experienced travails so that the German 

people should benefit. 

“This was the Promised Land, where every woman, man and child, thriving 

on looted food and cattle, clothes and furniture, enjoyed luxury they had never 

known,’ wrote a British soldier on entering Germany in 1945. “They saw that 

War was good; it brought them heart’s desire, in exchange for one sacrifice — their 

individuality.*' The scourge of war, the avenging angel, had bypassed many 

rural areas. “The rich farmlands and pleasant villages of Germany have escaped 

destruction,’ a correspondent noted. ‘It’s a clean, well-ordered country, the 

buildings are solid and strong.’** Much of the prosperity was built on the backs 

of slave labourers. Invading troops, seeing these scenes, were reminded that this 

was the nation of Schiller and Beethoven, Goethe and Diirer. It was also home 

to Himmler and Goebbels, Heydrich and Bormann. In 1945 Germany was a 

pariah nation. ‘A thousand years may pass, but still the guilt of Germany will not 

be wiped out,’ one Nazi admitted later as he was led to the scaffold.” 

Allied forces noted particularly the absence of young men in German towns, 

cities and villages. Millions of them had gone to fight and were now either dead 

orlanguishingas prisoners. Germany appeared to be inhabited almost exclusively 

by the elderly, together with women and children. 

The Germans had been conquered physically and some were ready to reach 

an accommodation with Allied forces. Life had to go on. Many passed the buck 

for the crimes perpetrated by their countrymen, The SS or the Gestapo were to 
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blame. Others were less ready to accept their fate. On seeing an Allied car 

approaching, they ‘would stop at the side of the road and turn their backs until 

the vehicle had passed’. It appeared that ‘there was only hatred in their hearts and 

that nothing we could do would remove it’.** 

In cities and industrial areas there was a different scene. The devastation caused 

by bombs and shells was on an unprecedented scale. In the town of Julich, for 

example, the damage ‘was perhaps even greater than that seen elsewhere in 

Germany. No buildings existed and even walls were non-existent above waist _ 

height.’*> Hamburg, according to a war correspondent, was ‘a completely and 

utterly bomb-ruined city’.*° Whole areas had been levelled. “There are miles 

upon miles of blackened walls and utterly burned-out streets.’*” In ruins, cellars 

and air raid shelters over a million people were trying to stay alive. Those who 

had sown the wind had reaped a terrifying whirlwind. 

A British General Election 

Soon after the end of the European war, British people became engrossed in a 

different type of contest which, nonetheless, in the long run had repercussions 

for the Germans. One basic reason for fighting the war was for Britons to protect 

their freedom to vote according to the democratic parliamentary system. There 

would be no one-party state. No general election had been held since 1935, and 

throughout most of the war the reins of office had been held by a coalition of 

ministers, under Churchill, representing the three main political parties. Should 

this government continue until the end of the fighting in the Far East? Or should 

an election be held as soon as possible? Opinions were divided. After much 

discussion on the merits of both cases, politicians decided on the latter. Party 

politics returned with a vengeance in June 1945. 

Voting at the ensuing election took place in two stages. First, those entitled to 

the franchise—thatis, those aged at least 21 —voted in Britain on 5 July. Butspread 

across distant parts of the world were thousands of service personnel also entitled 

to vote. Their choices were made at polling booths set up wherever they were 

stationed, from Africa to the Far East, from Germany to Italy. Gathering the votes 

took some time, so the final results were not announced before 27 July. Their 

publication revealed an unexpected landslide victory for the Labour Party. The 

totals were Labour 393 seats, Conservatives 213, Liberals 12, Independents 22. 

The complex reasons for this swing to the Left are not to be explored here; suffice 
it to say that overnight the nation had a change of leadership. Clement Attlee, 
who had been deputy prime minister in the Coalition Government, now took 
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office; Winston Churchill, leader of the nation through days of disaster and 
triumph and a man of giant courage and determination, was now leader of His 
Majesty’s Opposition. 

Potsdam 

As election fever gripped Britain, plans were laid for the final Allied conference 
of the war. Churchill particularly wanted a ‘Big Three’ meeting because several 
issues remained unresolved. They needed clarifying before the armies packed 
their bags and went home. Two matters were of particular concern to him. First, 

the division of Germany had not been clearly settled, and secondly, Poland’s 

frontiers had not been finally drawn, a matter which had brought on the outbreak 

of war in 1939. 

By the time of the conference, code-named ‘Terminal’ and held at Potsdam 

in Berlin, the threat from a mighty and aggressive Germany had gone. Yet for 

many Western statesmen there was unease over Russian policy. Across Eastern 

Europe, Communist governments were being installed with a type of political 

nepotism far removed from the style of democratic elections seen in the West. 

It soon became apparent that Stalin would not allow the Polish ministers who 

had been exiled in London during the Nazi occupation to have any role in the 

new Poland. The Russians pushed their own frontier eastwards to engulf parts 

of Poland, which itself was told to take territory from the Germans in compen- 

sation. 

Meetings at Potsdam were held from 17 July until the end of the month and 

were remarkable for the appearance of new faces. With Roosevelt dead, Harry 

Truman, the new president, represented the United States. An eminent historian 

has written that ‘Truman was prompter and clearer in decision and more 

straightforward by nature than Roosevelt.’** On the British side, Churchill led 

the delegation for the first part of the conference but after the general election was 

replaced by Attlee from 28 July. The fact that a parliamentary system allowed for 

leaders to be exchanged in mid-discussion was obviously an enigma to the 

Russians. Opposition to Stalin was often rewarded with a bullet-hole in the 

head. 

Potsdam underlined the new strength, both military and diplomatic, of the 

‘Big Two’, America and the Soviet Union. Britain ran third. At one stage 

Churchill explained to Truman the fragility of the United Kingdom’s financial 

position. By the time that the Russians and the Americans entered the war, some 

nineteen and twenty-seven months respectively after Great Britain, vast sums of 
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British wealth, investments and assets had been spent by a nation which then 

stood alone against German might. Churchill admitted debts which, in 1945 

values, totalled some £3 billion. 

On 18 June Truman told Churchill of the successful tests of an atomic bomb 

which had taken place in the New Mexico desert two days earlier. The news had 

come to the president via a curt, coded message: ‘Babies satisfactorily born.’ 

Truman briefly mentioned the existence of the super-bomb to Stalin, but 

decided to share no details with him. We now know that, through spies, the . 

Russians had already learned far more of the development than the Americans 

imagined. 

At Potsdam the divisions between East and West became more clearly 

marked. Each side, although smiling, was wary and suspected deceit. For all, 

however, there was one major task remaining. The Japanese now had to be 

defeated. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

THE END IN THE FAR EAST 

Background 

With the crescendo ofaction building in the European theatre of war from early 
1944, much of the world’s attention was given to the offensive against Germany, 
and in some ways the war against Japan was left ‘on hold’ in people’s minds. 

There had been an agreement, although not unanimous, among Allied leaders 

that finishing the European war would have the priority; beating Japan would 

follow. Nevertheless, in the Far East savage campaigns continued as Allied and 

Japanese forces struggled to gain the upper hand. 

The Battle of Midway in June 1942 was a remarkable turning point in the 

Pacific Campaign. It came near the end ofa gale of war which had started to blow 

some six months earlier at Pearl Harbor. Throughout that period Japanese forces 

had enjoyed spectacular successes on land, at sea and in the air, battering their 

Allied opponents on the way. The need to gain the raw materials of war was met 

as Malaya, the Philippines and Burma were overrun. In particular, the Imperial 

Navy’s thirst for oil, which had contributed significantly to the start of the 

campaign, was satisfied by the occupation of the Dutch East Indies. 

By mid-1942, however, danger signals were appearing. Like hardened street- 

fighters, the Japanese had thrown everything into early attacks, trying fora quick 

knock-out, against unprepared and weaker opponents. Yet their enemies, 

especially the Americans, had held on. There was no plea fora peace conference 

from the United States. Bruised they certainly were; defeated they definitely 

were not. The US riposte to Japanese aggression was then shown not only in 

battle but also in the nation’s factories. Production on a scale unmatched by any 

other country rapidly produced weapons of war sufficient to defeat the Japanese 

several times over. 

' Subsequently, the story of the remainder of the Far Eastern war was one of a 

slow, defiant decline for Japan. That nation had been surprised and exhilarated 

by the extent and speed of the early conquests. To them, the white imperialists 
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had been humiliated. They were ready to set up their ‘Greater East Asia Co- 

Prosperity Sphere’, which really meant a bigger empire with Japan as the chief 

beneficiary. Now, however, distant thunder clouds formed. Inexorably, over 

the three years following Midway, Allied forces moved forward towards the 

Imperial homeland and sufferings increased for all Japanese people, service 

personnel and civilians alike. 

The Japanese were waging two wars simultaneously, a land and sea campaign. 

Often overlooked is the fact that they were forced to keep a strong army of | 

occupation in China, where they had been fighting since 1937. The Burma 

Campaign was a related conflict which drew in extensive forces of the Japanese 

Army, fighting especially against British and Commonwealth troops. This lasted 

until the end of hostilities in the Far East. A large portion of the Imperial Japanese 

Army was tied down by land battles and commitments on the continental 

mainland of East Asia. 

The sea campaign also placed demands on national resources. Distances in the 

Pacific region are difficult for many Europeans to comprehend. Parts of the 

Dutch East Indies lie 3,000 miles south of Japan; the voyage from Sydney in 

Australia to Wellington in New Zealand is 1,200 miles; Hawai1is situated almost 

3,400 miles from Yokohama and over 2,000 from San Francisco; Hong Konglies 

over 1,400 miles from Singapore. Even the great distances covered by Russian 

and German armies pale beside these. 

Like the British, the Japanese are an island race. The sea offered protection 

from invaders. Nevertheless, transport problems were posed as vital war materials 

and food had to be imported on a massive scale. Moreover, the Japanese armed 

services had to supplied, often across thousands of miles ofocean. During the first 

year of war, the all-powerful Imperial Navy and Air Force were able to protect 

these routes. Allied opposition was brushed aside by the tide of victories. 

Nonetheless, they were still confronted with critical questions. What if the 

gamble of forcing the Allies to the conference table failed? How would they fare 

when meeting armed services at least as strong as their own? What would happen 

when the Allies, especially the United States, were ready to hit back? Would their 

defence be as effective as their traditional policy of attack? 

An idea of the scale of their problem can be gauged by looking merely at the 

US Navy’s expansion in the period from Pearl Harbor until the end of the war. 
The figures alone are awesome; for the Japanese they were disastrous. Alto- 
gether, ten battleships, eighteen fleet carriers, nine escort carriers and twelve 
heavy cruisers were built. To these were added 110 escort cruisers, 33 light 
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cruisers, 358 destroyers, 504 destroyer escorts and 211 submarines. Supporting 
them, American factories produced 80,000 naval aircraft and a similar number 
of landing craft for seaborne invasions. By 1945 the United States had comfort- 
ably overtaken the strength of the Royal Navy and possessed the most powerful 
maritime force ever known. And the Americans, despite world-wide commit- 
ments, never kept less than two-thirds of their naval strength in the Far East. For 
example, in early 1943 the US Pacific Fleet included six carriers and ten 
battleships; the US Atlantic Fleet, relying for support on the Royal Navy, had 

one carrier and two battleships. A further example of the Americans’ growing 

resources in the Far East is seen when comparing their air strength with that of 

Japan on two dates. In January 1943 the totals of aircraft were 3,200 Japanese and 

3,537 US —almost parity; yet exactly one year later the Japanese had 4,050 while 

the American total had leapt to 11,442. The omens were sombre for Japan. 

China 

The size of the armies employed by both sides in the Far East was small compared 

with the vast number of divisions fighting in Europe. The struggle in China and 

the defence of the Manchurian frontier with Russia, nevertheless, occupied a 

large proportion of the Japanese Army. In that sense, the land war against China, 

which had gone on since 1937, wasa constant drain on Japanese resources. There 

were no great-campaigns to match those in Russia and Western Europe. No 

Stalingrads or D-Days occurred, with massive artillery bombardments or tank 

battles. In the main, Japanese Imperial troops were employed in policing or 

‘pacifying’ the areas which they had invaded, orin ‘mopping-up’ operations. For 

many, their service in China consisted of acting as guards in a gigantic, over- 

populated prison camp. Yet they had to stay there to maintain their position as 

a victorious occupying power. In the north, forces were required to watch the 

sensitive area in Manchuria opposite the Russians. Thus the Chinese commit- 

ment was a burden carried by the Japanese Army, and it was one which could not 

be easily or swiftly resolved. For much of the early part of the war in the Far East, 

the Imperial Army was compelled to keep 26 divisions on the Chinese mainland, 

with a further fifteen at the Manchurian border. An equal number of independ- 

ent brigades were also maintained there. According to some estimates, as late as 

August 1945 nearly half of Japan’s armed forces were engaged on the mainland 

of East Asia. 

Unlike most states, China had no single army undera unified command. Years 

of dissension had left the nation divided, with two main groups of Chinese 
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armies. The first comprised Communist forces under Mao Tse-tung, in the 

north-west, near Yunan, where they had settled after the ‘Long March’. The 

second consisted of Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist forces around Chunking, 500 

miles to the south. These two forces sometimes fought each other and shared 

only the aim of driving out the Japanese. Early in 1941, for example, the 

Nationalists defeated a Communist army in eastern China, driving it into a 

neighbouring province. Neither had much chance against forces better equipped, 

. 

trained and led. Between them were the private armies of Chinese warlords who _ 

controlled large areas. Some of these, in a climate of anarchy, made their own 

local peace with the Japanese, while others served them as mercenaries. Many 

were predatory towards long-suffering peasants. And yet, from the Allies’ point 

of view, Chinese forces had to be supported. In April 1942 Churchill pointed out 

that the collapse of China would release between fifteen and twenty Japanese 

divisions to launch a major invasion of India. 

The better army for the Allies to back was that under the control of Chiang 

Kai-shek. In spite of China’s enormous population, he had only just over twenty 

well-equipped divisions at his disposal, probably totalling less than 250,000 

trained men. China’s vast reservoir of manpower. which in theory could have 

provided over 300 divisions, was mainly unused. After Pearl Harbor this was the 

army that received Allied support. Some was sent along the route of the famous 

Burma Road, and thus the Burma Campaign, fought by British and Common- 

wealth troops, became closely linked to the situation in China. Other supplies 

were flown between Upper Assam and the Yunan plateau, over mountains 

known as ‘The Hump’. From September 1943 about 10,000 tons of supplies 

monthly were transported over this hazardous air route. In January 1942 General 

‘Vinegar Joe’ Stilwell was appointed US Chief of Staff to Chinese forces, trying 

to improve the fighting efficiency of Chiang’s army. He had a hard task. 

In the long term the Allies had a double aim in supporting China. One was to 

tie down Japanese troops in another theatre of war, preventing them from taking 

part in Pacific operations; the other was to find air bases on the Chinese mainland 

from which American heavy bombers would be able to attack Japan itself. In fact, 

by April 1944 the Japanese Army had launched an offensive in south China, at 

least partly to clear out American airfields in the area controlled by Chiang Kai-shek. 
At one stage this offensive was so successful that the Chinese faced heavy defeat. 

Overall in China the Japanese were confronted by no great enemy land armies 
threatening their positions. Yet the Chinese forces had the potential to be a thorn 
in Japan’s flesh if they were adequately trained and equipped. Therefore the 
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Imperial Army could not afford to ignore the threat. What those soldiers might 
have achieved had they been available in the Pacific zone is a matter of historical 
conjecture. 

In action, especially during 1944, Chinese troops had little success against the 
Japanese. During an offensive, one Japanese division held up attacks from twelve 
Chinese divisions. Nonetheless, the Chinese fought on. Like a fleet-in-being, 

they served to tie down enemy forces desperately needed on other fronts. 

The Burma Campaign, May 1942—December 1944 

By mid-1942 the victorious Imperial Army had driven British and Common- 

wealth forces almost entirely out of Burma, cutting the Burma Road link with 

China. The British Army, after its longest ever retreat, now set up a main base 

at Imphal, across the Indian border in what was then the state of Manipur. The 

Japanese, however, did not follow up their success. Those commanders who 

wanted to press on to Imphal, keeping the British on the run, were ordered to 

halt. In India, the ‘Jewel in the Crown’, all was not well for the British. Sir 

Stafford Cripps, sent to Delhi by the Cabinet in London with an offer of self- 

government for the Indian people after the war, had failed during talks with the 

All-India Congress Committee. It wanted independence at once. Congress then 

ordered acts of civil disobedience, so the British were confronted with some 

unrest behind them, as well as a successful enemy in front. 

With the arrival of the monsoon season in mid-1942, large-scale military 

operations came to a halt. Until December, there was, in the main, only patrol 

activity along the line of the Chindwin river, and thus both sides were given the 

opportunity of a pause. This was a blessing for Wavell, the Commander-in- 

Chief, who then began rebuilding his army. The base at Imphal was extended, 

with fresh troops and supplies drafted in. In particular, air strength was expanded. 

Between March and June 1942 the air force in India grew from five to twenty- 

six squadrons; by December there were 1,443 aircraft in the Command. It was 

necessary to restore morale and show that, in methods of fighting, the Japanese 

were not unbeatable supermen. Their image would have to be dented. 

The first move in this direction, nonetheless, did little to achieve that aim. For 

six months from December 1942, British and Commonwealth forces went over 

to the offensive, in the area of the Arakan jungle. Although there were shortages 

of equipment, Wavell wanted to do something. The offensive foundered against 

Japanese counter-attacks, and by May 1943 the 14th Indian Division was back 

at its starting point. 
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Every war produces eccentric commanders, with novel ideas which are 
seldom well received by the orthodox. Orde Wingate of the British Army was 
such a man. He proposed that long-range penetration groups, organised into 
fighting columns, should enter occupied territory. There they would cut lines 
of communication and hit enemy formations before retiring. An essential point 
was that they would be supplied by air, and thus could move with a degree of 
independence. Wingate’s soldiers, numbering 3,200 and accompanied by 1,000 
mules, crossed into Japanese-held territory in February 1943. For two months 

they set ambushes and blew up trains and bridges. Cooperation with the Royal 

Air Force wasa crucial element of their success. Two supporting RAF squadrons 

dropped over 300 tons of supplies, turning this into a combined operation. By 

the time they returned to India, they had gained no stunning victory or driven 

the enemy out of Burma; indeed, after covering a thousand miles of difficult 

terrain they had lost about 1,000 men and much equipment. Nevertheless, they 

had pricked the bubble of Japanese invincibility in jungle warfare, and the effect 

on Allied morale was considerable. 

In August 1943, at the Quebec Conference, Allied leaders, both political and 

military, paid more attention to the land war in the Far East. A South-East Asia 

Command (SEAC) was formed, with Lord Louis Mountbatten as its Com- 

mander-in-Chief. His task was to organise and coordinate the efforts ofall three 

services. The new Command became operational on 15 November and 

Mountbatten was at once faced with huge tasks. In his reckoning, his greatest 

problems were the ‘three Ms’ — monsoon, malaria and morale. For example, 

during 1943, for every British soldier suffering from wounds, 120 were affected 

by tropical diseases. Soon Mountbatten was tackling difficulties with great 

energy and the Allied effort benefited from improved organisation. Not that he 

pleased everyone, however. Various officers who were senior to Mountbatten 

in both rank and length of service believed that he was trying to take too much 

power. They regarded him as a showman with too large a staff. As ever in war, 

contests with rivals overlapped those with the real enemy. 

The Japanese High Command appreciated that the Allies were preparing to 

push back into Burma, so they planned to launch their own pre-emptive 

offensive. The Imperial Army had forces in the Arakan region in the south, and 

others facing Stilwell’s Chinese in the north. Their main drive, however, was to 

come in central Burma. There, the Eighteenth Army, under Mutaguchi, a 

thrusting general, planned to push towards the British base at Imphal, where 

huge stocks of supplies had been gathered. His men also would attack Kohima. 
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With these two barriers captured, Mutaguchi intended to break out into the — 

plains and march on Delhi, India’s capital. He reasoned that, as he gained 

successes, many Indians would side with him in overthrowing British rule, 

welcoming the Japanese as liberators. One group of Indian nationalists, under the 

leadership of Chandra Bose, had already joined with the Imperial Army, forming 

their own division. They were now part of his strike force. 

The peak of the campaign for Burma was fought between March and June 

1944. In the north, Wingate’s ‘Chindits’ went into action behind Japanese lines _ 

in early March. They now numbered 9,000 men and were employed on a much 

bigger scale than on their previous expedition. However, the Japanese reacted 

strongly and the Chindits had less success. In addition, Wingate, their leader, was 

killed in a jungle air crash. Mutaguchi’s troops entered Assam, trying desperately 

to take both Imphal and Kohima. The area was mountainous, thickly covered, 

but even the coming of the monsoon did not stop the fighting. Some contests 

there were as savage and hard as any experienced during the Second World War. 

However, General Slim, who commanded the British and Commonwealth 

forces which constituted the newly formed Fourteenth Army, had brought spirit 

and confidence to his men. There were to be no more retreats. 

The importance of the Allied air forces was now demonstrated as men on the 

ground, refusing to budge, were supplied and supported by aircraft. The growth 

in air strength was remarkable as the joint American-British force expanded. It 

required, and had, what one of its leaders called ‘the faults of neither and the 

virtues of both’. By November 1943 275 airfields had been built. Six months 

later, 64 RAF and 28 USAAF squadrons were available. At that stage the Japanese 

had fewer than 400 planes in Burma. 

The Japanese offensive into Assam was undertaken by a force numerically 

inferior to the Fourteenth Army. Yet, as the Allies had come to expect, the 

enemy fought fanatically. In an order of the day, one general told them to regard 

death ‘as something lighter than a feather’. Should any of them fail on the field 

of action, their commanders would be entitled to use the ‘sword as a weapon of 

punishment’. After several instances of wounded Japanese soldiers shooting 

British troops who had spared and passed them, a policy was followed of ‘Never 
pass a wounded Jap.’ Close fighting became intense in small areas. For example, 
at Kohima a tennis court became the centrepiece ofa desperate struggle. Then, 
in June 1944, came a turning point. The Japanese had reached the limit of their 
endurance and began to retreat. Imphal was then relieved after an 80-day siege. 
In Slim’s words, British and Indian troops had mastered , man for man, ‘the best 
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the Japanese could bring against them’. And yet the Fourteenth Army was still 
faced with the enormous burden of the ‘three Ms’: during 1944 it suffered nearly 
25,000 casualties in battle, but over halfa million from disease and infection. 

Imphal, so longa defensive strongpoint, now became a springboard of attack. 
Mutaguchi’s army, decimated by disease and starvation, and outfought, fell back 
towards the Chindwin river. All the way they were harried by Allied aircraft and 
lost about 60 per cent of their initial strength. By the end of 1944 what had started 
as a Japanese march on Delhi had collapsed into a retreat towards Rangoon. 

Back to the Pacific 

Although the Battle of Midway was a great blow to the Japanese, their plans for 

capturing further territory were not brought to an immediate halt. Their effort 

was more like a rapidly slowing train than one which had hit the buffers. Their 

General Staff knew that they could never totally defeat so large and powerful a 

nation as the United States. They intended, nonetheless, to create such a shield 

of island bases far out in the Pacific that the Americans would be kept at arm’s 

length and would make peace. Thus the main Japanese policy was to keep 

attacking. Early successes after Pearl Harbor caused them to suffer from the 

arrogant ‘victory disease’ — can’t lose, can’t stop. Consequently, Japanese efforts 

were made in New Guinea and the Solomon Islands with the object of blocking 

communication lines between Australia and the US. 

On the other side, the difficulties posed by vast distances caused problems for 

the Allies. One was the division of responsibilities. There was no overall supremo 

in the Pacific area, controlling the entire forces ofarmy, navy and air force. Policy 

was decided by a Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee in Washington. Two main lines 

of attack were available to them, aiming in the long run to reach the Japanese 

homeland. One was the northern route, using small islands and atolls ofthe north 

and central Pacific as stepping stones towards Japan. The second was a southern 

route, moving through large island territories, such as New Guinea/Papua and 

the East Indies, with the same final target in their sights. 

After deliberation, the Chiefs of Staff Committee decided on the southern 

route, but this was also divided into two. They gave to General MacArthur, 

whose headquarters were then in Australia, a Command over the South-West 

Pacific Area. This included Australia, the Philippines, the Solomon Islands, New 

Guinea, the Dutch East Indies and islands in the Bismarck Archipelago. Some of 

these territories were already in Japanese hands. The remainder of the southern 

spaces of the world’s greatest ocean, termed the Southern Pacific Area, was 

ZTF 



THE SECOND WORLD WAR 

passed into the hands ofthe US Navy, under Admiral Nimitz, wholedthe Pacific — 

Fleet. Nimitz was strongly supported by Admiral King, who was Commander- 

in-Chief of the entire US Navy. Often King and MacArthur, both men of strong 

opinions, did not see eye to eye on matters of policy. Sharp disagreements 

followed. 

On 2 July 1942 the Chiefs of Staff planned a double attack in the southern 

zone. The US Navy were offered the island of Guadalcanal in the Solomons as 

an objective. MacArthur’s forces were to advance through New Guinea, then | 

New Britain, aiming for the final target of the Japanese base at Rabaul. 

However, the Japanese attacked first. They particularly needed to take Port 

Moresby, in southern New Guinea, as part of their plan to isolate Australia. On 

21 July Japanese troops landed on the island’s northern coast and advanced 

through the Owen Stanley mountains towards the port. They were opposed 

mainly by Australian soldiers of the 7th Division, who defended fiercely. By late 

September the Japanese were within 30 miles of Port Moresby, but then were 

forced to retreat. From that time until January 1943 the Imperial Army was 

gradually driven back by the Australians and Americans until the offensive was 

finally broken. Once again, Allied air power played a prominent part in the defeat 

ofland forces. By the end of the campaign the Allies had suffered 8,600 casualties, 

nearly 3,000 of them killed. The Japanese had lost 12,000 dead in an operation 

of attrition. The Imperial Army had been defeated for the first time in the war 

in a land campaign. 

A further blow to Japanese hopes of expansion came in the Solomons, where, 

once again, they were trying to cut communications to Australia. On 7 August 

1942 the American 1st Marine Division landed on several islands. The Japanese 

responded by pouring in troops, especially to the island of Guadalcanal. For the 

Allies, the operation was under the overall command of the US Navy. A series 

of naval actions offshore followed, in which both sides suffered. For example, on 

the night of 8 August, four Allied cruisers were sunk in an action off Savo Island. 

The Japanese, well practised in night operations, lit their targets with search- 

lights, then used powerful, long-running torpedoes to deadly effect. Fifteen days 
later, US ships sank an enemy carrier during an action in which 90 Japanese 

aircraft were destroyed at the cost of seventeen American. 

On Guadalcanal, fighting continued with unabated ferocity as American 
Marines refused to yield to fanatical troops of the Seventeenth Japanese Army. 
In hand-to-hand encounters rifles, grenades, bayonets and boots were employed 
when foxholes and ridges changed hands in desperate struggles. A main target for 
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the Japanese was Henderson Field, an airfield on the north coast. Throughout 
September and October both sides reinforced their armies, and suffered further 
casualties as their warships clashed in nearby waters. On land, each Japanese 
offensive was held, then repulsed. Although men on both sides lacked nothing 
in courage, the power of US forces, both in combined support and in matériel, 
gradually told. Yet the epic struggle did not end until February 1943, when the 
Japanese had punched themselves out. Not only had they met men of equal 
determination, but also they were short of supplies and riddled with tropical 

illnesses. At length the Japanese commander withdrew his remaining troops to 

another island, Bougainville. The cost to the Imperial Army was heavy. Over 

20,000 men had been lost, almost half from disease and hunger, while the 

Americans, in spite of desperate struggles, suffered only about 1,000 dead. Thus 

ended the fight for Guadalcanal. In the view of some historians the struggle there, 

even more than the Battle of Midway, marked the real turning point in the Far 

Eastern War. Here was a certain defeat for the Japanese and a sharp warning of 

what lay ahead. 

On 18 April 1943 Japan suffered another severe loss, although in the form of 

the life of only one man. The officer in question was Admiral Yamamato, the 

architect of the devastating strike at Pearl Harbor which had given his nation such 

a flying start in the war. One part of the Pacific struggle in which the Americans 

held a distinct advantage was in code-breaking. By gathering and deciphering 

Japanese orders, the Americans learned that Yamamato would be flown to 

Bougainville. US fighters were despatched to intercept the flight, the admiral’s 

aircraft was shot down and Yamamato was killed. The death of such a leader was 

a great blow, especially to the Japanese Navy. 

There followed something of a lull in the Pacific War. The main Allied 

resources were being turned towards the struggle in Europe, which displeased 

Admiral King. He believed that more men, ships and aircraft should be des- 

patched to the Pacific zone so that the drive against Japan could be intensified. 

However, those responsible for overall Allied policy— what might be termed the 

‘Global Plan’ —had to face wider demands. Urgent requests landed on their desks 

from all fighting areas, from aid to Russia to the Battle of the Atlantic, and from 

the ‘bomber barons’ to the Mediterranean Campaign. Resources were limited, 

and every commander viewed his own sector as the priority point. The decision 

was that the struggle against Japan would have tojoin the queue. Offensives there 

would be reinforced and intensified, but in the main only after Hitler’s Germany 

had succumbed. Churchill believed that the one sure way of defeating the 
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Japanese would be for Russia to intervene. When Stalin, at the Teheran : 

Conference in November 1943, announced that the USSR would take up arms — 

against Japan after the Germans had been defeated, both Churchill and Roosevelt _ 

were greatly relieved. In the meantime, however, insufficient forces could be 

spared for the Pacific War. 

Some action occurred far away in the Aleutian Islands, set in the cold waters 

ofthe North Pacific. The Japanese had landed forces there in June 1942 asa decoy 

before the Battle of Midway. Almost ten months later a Japanese convoy, | 

attempting to take reinforcements, was intercepted and turned back. Between 

May and August 1943 combined American and Canadian forces drove the 

remaining Japanese troops off the islands. This success, although small, was a 

boost to the morale of the Allies, who had grown used to hearing of defeats rather 

than victories. 

The Americans made remarkable progress with the means available and their 

offensives gained momentum from the summer of 1943. Under MacArthur’s 

leadership on land, and Admiral Halsey’s control at sea, a general push north- 

wards and westwards began. Both commanders cannily followed a policy of 

bypassing powerful centres of Japanese resistance and moving on to the next 

target. This ‘leap-frogging’ brought good results. The bases bypassed were then 

left to shrivel in isolation and were gradually squeezed by air and naval assault. 

This was comparable to the German Panzer approach in dealing with centres of 

stubborn resistance on land. In this way, advances continued through New 

Guinea and the region of the Solomon Islands, all aimed towards the Philippines. 

MacArthur particularly wanted to return there in triumph, to territory which 

had once been part of America’s Pacific empire and which he had been forced 

to leave. 

Plans were also laid for another, and different, advance towards Japan. This 

was the route directly across the central Pacific, traversing groups of islands in 

turn — the Gilberts, the Marshalls, the Carolines, then the Marianas. Before the 

war, American strategists had chosen the route in what they code-named 

‘Orange Plans’. It was the shortest and most direct way to their target. The 

advance would hop forward from island to island. 

Attacks on the Gilbert Islands started in November 1943. The US Fifth Fleet, 

under Admiral Spruance, was now very powerful, with twelve battleships, 
nineteen carriers and scores of support vessels. By then the Japanese Navy was 
becoming overwhelmed by the pace, numbers and strength of the American 
naval effort and could do little to respond. However, once soldiers and Marines 
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were landed on small islands, close fighting was bitter and costly. For example, 
the island of Tarawa was defended by 4,000 Japanese troops. Despite heavy 
bombardments from both air and sea, they were well dug in and protected by 
artillery. When American Marines landed, supported by tanks, they suffered 
3,300 casualties before taking the island. At the end, only seventeen wounded 

Japanese soldiers remained alive. The nickname ‘Bloody Tarawa’ summarised 
the cost of victory. Here was a warning to the Americans of the difficulties lying 
ahead when the enemy fought so fanatically and suicidally. 

Both American campaigns moved forward like a pair of pincers. By July 1944 

MacArthur’s forces, in which Australian divisions played a prominent part, had 

advanced through New Guinea and nearby islands, preparing for an assault on 

the Philippines. Further north, Admiral Nimitz’s campaign was ahead of 

schedule. The Marshall Islands were taken. The main Japanese base and strong- 

hold at Truk in the Carolines was devastated by attack from carrier-borne 

aircraft. Then in June 1944 came the American offensive against the Marianas. 

The US task force had an ominous strength. The armada included fifteen carriers, 

holding 900 aircraft. Protecting these, and supporting landing forces with heavy 

bombardments, were seven battleships. A further 120 smaller warships were in 

the fleet, as well as troopships carrying 127,000 men. 

The Americans wentashore on the island of Saipan on 15 June 1944. Four days 

later a gigantic air battle developed which proved disastrous for the Japanese. 

Later the Americans named it ‘The Great Marianas Turkey Shoot’. All Japanese 

attempts to hit the US fleet were thwarted, for the loss of 480 aircraft over two 

days, in exchange for about 30 machines. The Americans held two particular 

advantages in the air struggle. One was their improved radar guidance for aircraft 

and the second was a new proximity fuse employed by anti-aircraft guns. Both 

were lethal in their effects. In addition, three Japanese aircraft carriers —one of 

them Shokaku, a participant in the Pearl Harbor raid — were sunk by US 

submarines and bombers. The Battle of the Philippine Sea was further proof not 

only of the superiority in power of the US Navy but also of its excellent tactics. 

Combined operations were being honed to a fine art. 

On the islands, Japanese soldiers fought furiously. As they ran short of supplies 

on Saipan and were being overwhelmed by heavier fire power, the 32,000- 

strong garrison preferred suicide to surrender. Their two main commanders 

killed themselves to encourage their followers. Thousands of men followed suit, 

either in suicidal charges or by knife, bullet or grenade. Many died with cries on 

their lips of ‘Long live the Emperor.’ They were joined in a holocaust of death 
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by many of the island’s civilians, who also rejected surrender. The gesture would — 

have appealed to Hitler. The bloody contest ended on 9 July. 

Later in the month, and throughout August, the islands of Tinian and Guam 

were taken. On the latter, small pockets of resistance continued until the end of 

the war. Symptomatic of the Japanese samurai spirit, yet foreign to the Western 

mind, was that as late as the 1970s a Japanese soldier who had never capitulated 

was discovered on Guam. It is important to remember the effect on Allied 

strategy and tactics, towards the close of the Pacific War, of the fanaticism and death- . 

wish displayed by the followers of the Emperor, servicemen and civilians alike. 

When the Marianas were safely in American handsa giant step towards victory 

had been taken. Airfields were rapidly constructed by skilled engineers, using up- 

to-date equipment and the latest technological ‘know-how’. The bulldozer 

proved itself to be one of the war’s most important vehicles. Then the new giant 

B-29 Superfortresses, capable of reaching the Japanese homeland, could be 

flown operationally. Furthermore, the US Pacific Fleet now had a springboard 

from which to escort an invasion of the Philippines. 

A further result of the capture of the Marianas affected the Japanese govern- 

ment. Tojo, who had led the nation into war, resigned as prime minister on 18 

July and was replaced by Koiso, a man of more moderate policies. The Cabinet, 

however, remained under the control of military leaders. They now tried to 

create a better defensive system, especially in the Philippines. 

A divergence of opinion between General MacArthur and Admiral King 

blew up over the next step forward. Where should the two pincers of the 

American Pacific campaign converge? King believed that the Philippines could 

be bypassed and that direct attacks should follow on Formosa, or even on the 

Japanese homeland. This view incensed MacArthur, who was determined that 

Imperial forces should be driven out of the Philippines with despatch. The 

Philippines contained altogether some 7,000 islands but, in the military sense, 

only four large ones counted. Running from south to north these were 

Mindanao, Leyte, Mindoro and Luzon. After discovering that Mindanao was 

only lightly protected, the Chiefs of Staffagreed that Leyte could be invaded late 

in October 1944, with Luzon to follow two months later. Until the war in 

Europe ended, there would not be enough men available to attack the formida- 
ble obstacle of Formosa. As there was no chance of gaining air bases on the 
Chinese coast, Japan would be hit by bombers flying from the Marianas. Admiral 
Nimitz suggested that the next ‘stepping stones’ for the US Navy should be the 
islands of Iwo Jima and Okinawa, not Formosa. 
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Based in the Philippines were ten Japanese infantry and one armoured 
division, under the overall command of General Yamashita, ‘The Tiger’, who 
had conquered Malaya and Singapore. For the attack on Leyte, MacArthur 
deployed two attack forces, carrying 200,000 men of the American Sixth Army, 
and a massive fleet. Over 500 vessels included 40 carriers and battleships. As the 
landings started on Leyte, from 20 October 1944, the Japanese had about 11,000 
men there, a total which was reinforced to 65,000 by the end of the year. The 

majority remained on Luzon. 

The threat to the whole Japanese position in the Far East was so ominous that 

the Imperial Navy was forced to intervene. What followed was the Battle of 

Leyte Gulf, the greatest naval battle ever, involving 282 warships. Over a period 

of four or five days, each side manoeuvred frantically, pursuing and being 

pursued as contact was made and then broken. The Japanese aimed to hit the 

invasion transports. The Americans tried to sink enemy warships. Often there 

was muddle, and both sides missed some golden opportunities. In desperation, 

during air attacks, some Japanese pilots deliberately crashed their planes into 

American vessels of the Third Fleet —the beginning of kamikaze (‘Divine Wind’) 

tactics. But the roll-call at the close of battle was disastrous for Japan. The Imperial 

Navy had lost four carriers, three battleships, nine cruisers and ten destroyers. 

One of the battleships was Musashi, with 18in guns the world’s biggest. Even 

such a giant could not withstand the effects of hits from nineteen torpedoes and 

seventeen bombs. The US Navy had lost three carriers and three destroyers. 

The land fighting on Leyte lasted from 20 October until the end of the year. 

Gradually the Japanese poured in more troops until 65,000 were on the island. 

The Americans, nonetheless, had three times as many men there. Once again, the 

desperate defenders were slowly overwhelmed by the strength of well-equipped 

and well-supported numbers. American success was reflected in the number of 

casualties. By the end of December 1944 the Japanese had suffered 70,000, while 

the US total was 15,500. Only Luzon remained in Japanese hands. 

As the year closed, the outlook for the Imperial forces was bleak. The strength 

of the Japanese Army stood at only some 50 divisions, whose commitments 

stretched from the East Asian mainland to the hundreds of Pacific islands. The 

US air forces had almost 18,000 aircraft available for action in the Far East, while 

Japanese air strength was reduced to 4,600. US naval successes, especially from 

the remarkable submarine campaign, had sunk half of Japan’s merchant fleet, 

together with two out of every three tankers. Supplies of oil from the Dutch East 

Indies had virtually dried up — an irony when it is remembered that their 
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acquisition had been a prime motive driving the Imperial Navy into the war. The : 

defensive perimeter of the homeland had shrunk, with Allied forces closing in. — 

Within three years the explosion of success following Pearl Harbor had turned _ 

into a firestorm of retribution blowing directly back at the Japanese people. 

The Last Islands: Luzon, Iwo Jima and Okinawa 

The opening gambit in the final stages of Japan’s downfall began with the 

invasion of Luzon in the Philippines. In early 1945 about 250,000 Imperial. 

troops were on the island, under Yamashita’s command. American landings 

started on 9 January and the Japanese fell back slowly in front of their advance. 

At the beginning of February the US pressure had reached Manila, the capital, 

and a desperate struggle followed. Some 16,000 Japanese troops fought for every 

street and house until, by 4 March, the city was a total ruin, as devastated as any 

place throughout the whole war. Although the Americans occupied most of 

Luzon, groups of Japanese, finally totalling almost 50,000 soldiers, fought on 

until the end ofhostilities. By then, 200,000 Japanese had died in the Philippines 

campaign, while the Americans had suffered 40,000 casualties. 

For the US Navy, two other points were prime targets as stepping stones 

towards Japan. The first was Iwo Jima, an island of volcanic ash measuring about 

eight square miles and lying half-way between Saipan and Tokyo. Iwo Jima’s 

importance lay in its position, and already two airfields had been built there, only 

three hours’ flying time from the Japanese capital. On 19 February three Marine 

divisions were put ashore and immediately came under the lash of 25,000 well- 

prepared defenders. On the first day alone, the Marines suffered 2,500 casualties, 

especially on the beaches. In spite of taking a battering from naval gunfire and 

aerial bombing, the Japanese fought stubbornly. Over the following five weeks 

American casualties rose to 25,000, more than 6,000 of whom were killed as, 

with grenades and flame-throwers, they tackled strongpoints in caves and 

trenches. The island was not finally taken until 6 March. Of the original Japanese 

garrison, only 200 were left alive. At the end of March, three airfields were ready 

to receive American bombers, but the island had been obtained at a terrible cost. 

The other target for US forces was the larger island of Okinawa, roughly 70 

miles by 8 miles in extent. Both sides appreciated its strategic importance. 
Okinawa lay only 350 miles from Kyushu in southern Japan and the same 
distance from both Formosa and the Chinese coast. Bombers flying from airfields 
there could be escorted by fighters and would threaten all three areas. Therefore 
the Japanese Imperial General Staff poured in 100,000 troops of the 32nd Army 
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for its defence. Some of the local population of 500,000 were also drafted in to 
the Japanese Army. Two thousand aircraft, flying from Formosa and from 
southern Japan, were made available, many prepared for kamikaze raids on the 
invaders. Learning from previous experience, Japanese generals decided not to 
defend heavily bombarded beach areas, but to fight defensively inland. 

The Americans understood the awesome task which lay ahead. An invasion 
force of almost 300,000 men was prepared, of whom 170,000 were combat 

troops. They were carried in, and supported by, a fleet of 1,400 ships, including 

two battleships and four carriers from the Royal Navy known as Task Force 57. 

The first landings were made on 1 April 1945, when 60,000 Americans wentashore, 

meeting little resistance. Here was a venture reminiscent of ‘Overlord’ in Europe. 

The pace of fighting stepped up within a few days. First, Allied ships were 

subjected to heavy air attack, especially from kamikazes. On 6 April six vessels 

were sunk, anda battleship and a carrier were hit the next day. Blows fell heavily 

on the destroyers of the radar screen, fourteen of which had gone to the bottom 

by 29 July. Altogether, from 1,500 kamikaze and also from conventional attacks, 

36 vessels were sunk and 370 damaged. For American servicemen, these raids 

presented a nightmare scenario, with enemy pilots fearing nothing and over- 

whelmed by a death-wish. Another form of suicide was seen on 7 April. A small 

Japanese naval force, including the battleship Yamato, sister-ship to Musashi, 

sailed to attack American vessels. It had no chance. Massed air attacks by US 

planes overwhelmed the force, and the 73,000-ton Yamato sank within two 

hours, despite her heavy armour. Of her crew, over 2,300 men perished. The 

admiral ordered one of his officers to tie him to the binnacle so that he went down 

with the ship. 

The battles on land, hard and costly, lasted until 17 June. From well-prepared 

and well-concealed defensive positions Japanese troops fought savagely. Ameri- 

cans made slow but grindingly sure progress against fortifications in such places 

as Kazaku Ridge, the Sugar Loafand Conical Hills, all won at a heavy price. By 

the close of this intense passage of war, the balance sheet of victory showed that 

several Japanese commanders had committed hara-kiri, a formalised suicide, that 

110,000 of their men had been killed and that, surprisingly, over 5,000 had 

surrendered. In addition, 160,000 civilians, who had not been allowed by the 

Japanese garrison to surrender, were killed. American losses stood at 12,500 

killed and 37,000 wounded, apart from ships and aircraft lost. During the struggle 

for Okinawa, kamikaze attacks reached a new intensity —an ominous warning for 

future operations. 
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The End in Burma 

The story of the Burma Campaign during the first half of 1945 is one of the 

Imperial Army being slowly ground to defeat. Japanese soldiers fought with their 

customary tenacity. Their leaders often showed skill in operations, but, with 

dwindling supplies and increasing illness from tropical diseases, they were usually 

on the back foot. They were outnumbered and outgunned. Opposite them, the 

Fourteenth Army, led by General Slim, one of the war’s outstanding command- 

ers, drove forward. New forces were available to him, including troops from 

India and from East and West Africa, who fought magnificently. Success bred 

improved morale, and the old spectre of Japanese supremacy in fighting was laid 

to rest. At that stage Chinese forces also advanced into northern Burma. They 

had suffered badly in 1944 when the Japanese had launched a successful offensive 

against them, which at one time posed a great threat to the Nationalists’ ability 

to stay in the war. Now, nevertheless, they were helping to push the enemy back. 

Slim’s forces crossed the river Irawaddy in February, in what was the broadest 

river crossing anywhere during the Second World War. Two army corps were 

carried over water up to 4,500yds in width. Then, using tanks, they captured the 

important Japanese base at Meiktila. Mandalay also was taken after close fighting, 

and two Japanese armies, the Fifteenth and the Thirty-Third, were cut off. By 

April their position was hopeless. The Allied advance then speeded up, aiming 

to reach Rangoon before the monsoon broke. A combined amphibious and 

airborne operation was mounted, and Burma’s capital fell on 3 May. That, 

however, was not the end. About 16,000 desperate Japanese troops were left, mainly 

in the swamps of the Sittang valley. From June until the end ofthe war the Fourteenth 

Army fought tough actions to prevent their escape to Malaya or Siam, and to 

eliminate them. 

The Burma Campaign, which had started with disaster, ended in triumph and 

the greatest defeat ever suffered by the Japanese Army. Altogether, 190,000 

Japanese troops had been killed, an enormous contribution to the overall success 

of the Allies. Yet many of the Fourteenth Army believed then, and still maintain, 

that their achievement was not sufficiently recognised. Being so far from home, 

they were “The Forgotten Army’. 

Bombing Japan 

The largest aircraft ofthe Second World War was the Boeing B-29 Superfortress. 
It was also one of the most remarkably effective. Originally, it was designed as a 
‘hemisphere defensive weapon’, to bomb Germany directly from the United 
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States had the Nazis conquered the United Kingdom. The four-engine 
Superfortress had a wing span of 141 ft, carried a crew of ten, was protected by 
eleven machine guns and could fly at speeds in excess of 320mph, holding about 
eight tons of bombs —a formidable weapon! This was the aircraft which was to 
play a crucial role in the last stages of the war, putting into practice the theory of 
the bomber employed as a decisive weapon, administering the ‘knock-out’ 
blow. Its arrival proved the superiority of American industrial production and 
enabled civilian workers, men and women, from Boeing factories in Wichita and 

Atlanta to play a prominent part in overthrowing the enemy thousands of miles 
away. 

The first Superfortress was delivered in July 1943 and some, based in India and 

China, raided Japan from June 1944. Near the end of the year over 100 B-29s 

attacked Tokyo. However, these high-altitude raids caused little damage, 

attempting, as in Europe, precision bombing of targets far below. In fact, they 

prompted the Japanese to move some of their declining industrial production to 

other areas of the country. 

A change came early in 1945 when General Curtis LeMay was appointed to 

lead XXI Bomber Command. Well experienced in the tactics of American and 

British bombers over Germany, he decided to change the employment of his 

Superfortresses. They would attack not only economic targets, but also urban 

areas, aiming to erode civilian morale. For cities and large towns, where there 

were so many wooden buildings, most aircraft would carry incendiary bombs, 

guaranteed to start massive fires. Moreover, most raids would be made at night 

from low level. 

As the non-belligerent wonder-weapon, the bulldozer, created increasing 

numbers of airstrips in the Marianas and on Iwo Jima, the raids grew in intensity. 

LeMay estimated that the outcome of war could be settled by bombing alone. 

His thoughts were reminiscent of Géring’s claims for the Luftwaffe before the 

Battle of Britain: if the air force did its job thoroughly, there would be no need 

for a costly invasion. The defeat of Japan, LeMay believed, could be achieved by 

his aircrew. Douhet and ‘Bomber’ Harris would have agreed. 

Subsequently, the great fire raids began. During this campaign the Americans 

dropped over 150,000 tons of bombs on Japan. Almost 100,000 tons consisted 

of fire bombs. Bombing speeded up from January 1945 and by the next month 

low-level raids had increased. On 25 February, during a raid on Tokyo, 450 tons 

of incendiaries destroyed 28,000 buildings. On 9 March the capital was further 

hit by 200 Superfortresses, which met hardly any opposition. They dropped 
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1,700 tons of incendiaries, many of a later and more effective design than those | 

used over Germany. Some sixteen square miles of the city, including a quarter — 

of a million buildings, were destroyed, and up to 80,000 people died. 

These disasters came suddenly and unexpectedly to the Japanese people. War 

to them had been a distant operation carried on thousands of miles from the 

homeland. For years they had known nothing but success gained by their armed 

services, from China to Pearl Harbor and from Singapore to the Dutch East 

Indies. Now war was appearing savagely on their very doorsteps, a manifestation. 

experienced previously by millions of civilians in Europe. However, unlike 

Britain and Germany, where governments had expected and prepared for aerial 

bombing, the Japanese had no equivalent civilian defence organisation to deal 

with the effects of air attacks. 

Other cities were hit. Nagoya, Kobe and Osaka were added to the calling-list, 

with Yokohama to follow. In each case incendiaries caused massive fires, 

bringing firestorms and the destruction of thousands of industrial and domestic 

buildings. “The man who rides a tiger,’ says a Japanese proverb, ‘finds it difficult 

to dismount.’ War was coming home to ordinary people with a vengeance. 

Great swathes of blackened destruction could be seen across city after city, and 

by the end of June three-fifths of Japan’s 60 largest cities and towns had been 

devastated. 

As the months passed, LeMay employed about 600 bombers in the onslaught 

against large industrial centres, devastating oil plants and aircraft factories. The 

cost in airmen and machines was slight, with a loss rate of only 2 per cent. 

Thousands of leaflets were dropped, warning civilians that their city was next, 

leading to a rush for evacuation into the countryside. By June there had been 

about 750,000 casualties and over 9 million citizens were homeless. The use of 

air power was bringing the Japanese to their knees. Could the civilians of any 

nation withstand such a battering? Another question presented itself: why did the 

Japanese authorities offer so little defence for their people when fighters were 

available? 

Submarines 

The final defeat of Japan owed much to another weapon of war. For some time 
after Pearl Harbor, surface vessels of the US Pacific Fleet were not able to match 

the warships of the Imperial Navy. Nonetheless, American submarines operated 
widely and successfully against Japanese naval and merchant vessels. By the end 
of the war submarines had sunk about 5 million tons of Japanese shipping, 
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accounting for two-thirds of their merchant ship tonnage. In addition, they were 
responsible for one-third of the Japanese naval vessels lost. Altogether this 
amounted to 1,178 ships each of more than 500 tons —an impressive success. To 
these totals must be added those ships accounted for by the Royal Navy, 
especially in the later stages of the conflict. The Japanese merchant fleet, which 
had over 6 million tons afloat in December 1941, was down to less than 2 million 

tons by April 1945. 

The bulk of the American submarine force was stationed at Pearl Harbor, making 
increasing inroads into Japanese sea trade. Another group, Task Force 42, worked 

out of the naval base at Fremantle in Australia from late 1942. The Royal Navy added 

to their strength from mid-1944, when submarine reinforcements arrived. This 

group covered particularly the area of the South-West Pacific. 

Japan’s reliance on sea trade, as a maritime nation, was hit severely. By 

February 1945 the losses were so great that sea transport with Malaya, Borneo and 

the Dutch East Indies had to be suspended, bringing even greater strangulation 

to a nation that was swiftly losing the war. The Japanese were compelled to use 

warships for purposes other than naval fighting. The torpedo, as well as the 

incendiary bomb, was a potent weapon of war, and Japan’s downfall came from 

attacks beneath the sea as well as those from the sky. 

Economic Decline 

The economic decline in Japan’s strength through the early months of 1945 was 

dramatic. In December 1941 there had been an oil stock of 43 million barrels; in 

April 1945 the total, imported and refined, was less than 4.5 million barrels. In 

all war materials, imports and home production were nowhere near equal to the 

needs of the armed services or civilians. Nickel, lead, rubber, bauxite, copper and 

iron ore were all in short supply, with sea trade strangled. Comparative figures 

for the Allies showed the chasm of industrial muscle between the two sides. For 

example, during 1944 Japanese production and import of coal totalled 53 million 

tons; in the same period British mines alone produced 184 million tons and the 

American mines 610 million tons. 

This economic squeeze led to food shortages for the blitzed and suffering 

civilians. Not only was production down, but also in some areas transport was 

badly affected by bombing, thus limiting the movement of supplies. By the 

summer of 1945 shortages of food were so bad that a meeting of ministers 

searched for alternatives. On 2 August the Nippon Times reported a plan to collect 

acorns, ‘in abundance everywhere in Japan, and turn them into food’. The paper 
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added that ‘the entire people will be called upon to give their aid’. Matters were 

getting desperate. ‘Due to the nationwide shortage of food and the imminent 

invasion of the homeland,’ announced a senior officer at Osaka, ‘it will be 

necessary to kill all the infirm old people, the very young and the sick. We cannot 

allow Japan to perish because of them.’ 

Kamikazes 

Against the story of economic ruin lies the impact of the kamikazes. This was a 

practice of war which served to demonstrate the great gulfin outlook, beliefs and 

customs between the Allied and the Japanese mind in principles of fighting. To 

understand the reasons why so many airmen were prepared to carry out kamikaze 

raids, the background to what had happened to the Imperial Air Force by late 

1944 must be borne in mind. 

The Air Force had opened the war with aircraft which served their purpose 

well and were superior to Allied machines at the time. The Zero was a superb 

fighter, able to outmanoeuvre and out-shoot the slower and older types operated 

by the Americans and British. Japanese dive-bombers, torpedo-bombers and 

medium bombers were all very effective in the early stages. However, the Allies 

soon improved the construction and performance of their aircraft, constantly 

developing new types and modifications, while the Japanese made slow progress 

in design and engineering. They also suffered increasingly from lack of raw 

materials, fuel and improvements to aero-engines. In short, Allied engineering 

capability soon exceeded anything that the Japanese could offer. To this 

consideration must be added the loss of skilled aircrew, whose expertise was 

irreplaceable, while the Allies appeared to have an endless supply of new airmen 

and machines. 

The gulf grew from mid-1944 and some pilots then were prepared to make 

suicide attacks , first termed jibaku and later known as kamikaze. Their lives and 

outlook were founded on obedience to the Emperor and their nation. For them, 

such an act served a double purpose, both being effective and also setting an 

example of nobility in death. They had seen some of their number carry out these 

sacrificial gestures by deliberately aiming their stricken planes at US Navy ships. 

‘We must give our lives to the Emperor and country,’ one stated, adding that 
“This is our inborn feeling.’ Allied airmen appreciated that they themselves might 
have to die for their country, but would not willingly and eagerly choose suicide 
in a similar fashion. On that score, Eastern and Western outlooks were poles 

apart. 
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A strong advocate of kamikaze tactics was Admiral Onishi, commander of the 
First Air Fleet. On 19 October 1944 he formed a Special Attack Corps during 
the Philippines Campaign. Realising the weaknesses of his air effort when 
confronted by the numbers being deployed by the Americans, he suggested that 
the flight decks of US carriers offered fine targets. The only method promising 
success, in his view, was suicide missions flown by Zeros carrying 250kg bombs. 
He told his men that the nation was in great danger and requested their sacrifice 
“You are already gods,’ he said, ‘without earthly desires.’ 

At first, all participating pilots were volunteers. First and second sons were not 

taken as they had responsibilities to their families, and married men with children 

were also excused. Most others volunteered. In fact, the supply of volunteers, 

many of whom had been university students, amounted to twice the number of 

aircraft available. In their judgement there was every likelihood of being killed, 

and the opportunity of sinking a ship in exchange for one life made the equation 

profitable. 

The first major success for a kamikaze pilot occurred on 25 October when, at 

10.50 a.m. off Samar in the Philippines, the escort carrier St Lo was hit and sunk. 

The pilot crashed his aircraft on the forward lift, aiming for the vessel’s magazines. 

For the Japanese the action raised morale and soon other airmen were prepared 

to follow suit. Off the Philippines, Japanese pilots launched 94 suicide attacks. Of 

these, four resulted in direct hits which sank ships, a further 30 struck and 

damaged vessels, while fifteen others missed the ships narrowly though damaged 

them. The value of these attacks is shown by a comparison: only eleven bomb 

hits were registered from over 300 conventional raids. The kamikazes were ten 

times more effective in gaining results. 

The success of the kamikazes caused Japanese leaders to expand the force. Even 

greenhorn pilots could be trained to fly the mission with a one-way ticket. Often 

the aircraft operated in groups of five. While a few dropped foil to defeat the 

ships’ radars, others came in at varying heights. Some preferred to dive on to 

targets, while other pilots skimmed the waves to reach them. The tactics were 

at first unnerving to Allied sailors who were unused to this type of warfare, but 

gradually the power of anti-aircraft fire, combined with that of intercepting 

fighters, hit the kamikazes hard. They had more success against US than against 

British carriers. The latter, although carrying fewer aircraft, had armoured flight 

decks which usually withstood the crash and explosion. At Okinawa, however, 

US vessels suffered badly and 5,000 sailors died in these attacks. The carriers 

Enterprise, Hancock and Bunker Hill were all struck, the last-named suffering 400 
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crew killed. Nonetheless, for the Japanese these missions were a wasting asset: _ 

each time they lost an aircraft and a precious pilot. 

Kamikaze sorties reached their height during April 1945, when 162 were 

flown. With an increasing shortage of fuel, aeroplanes and men, the numbers 

then reduced. Nevertheless, the Japanese planned for a huge onslaught to be 

made if the Allies tried to invade the homeland. Then every aircraft would 

become a kamikaze machine, so, increasingly, pressure was brought on pilots to 

volunteer. Any who returned from missions faced a terrible stigma and impris-. 

onment. Commanders estimated that by the time the Americans invaded the 

islands of Japan, they would have 5,000 kamikazes to meet them. 

However grand the suicide gestures appeared to be in Japanese eyes, their 

effect made little overall impact on the vast array of Allied ships now cruising 

close to the Japanese coast. “They have done nobly,’ commented Emperor 

Hirohito on his kamikazes, who flew 2,890 sorties between October 1944 and 

August 1945. The gestures were a remarkable sacrifice, but, in the long run, they 

proved ineffective. Their main result was that the Americans stepped up the 

aerial bombing campaign, and also the probable cost in Allied lives of a 

conventional invasion could be predicted. 

The Position in April 1945 

Much has been made since 1945 of the use of two atomic bombs at the end of 

hostilities, with the often-implied suggestion that the Japanese were innocent 

victims of US aggression. Before dealing with the last rites of the Second World 

War, therefore, itis worthwhile examining the positions and motives of the chief 

players in the Far East. For all of them, within a period of less than four years, the 

world had been turned upside down. 

In April 1945 the British were involved against Japan in two main areas. Their 

campaign in Burma was coming to a close, with the Japanese Armny in the process 

of being thoroughly defeated. Elsewhere, the Royal Navy’s Pacific Fleet was in 

action, serving alongside the US Fleet in making increasingly close attacks on 

Japan itself. With the possibility of forthcoming invasions of those islands, British 

servicemen were being prepared for the final offensives. As the war in Europe 

was coming to a close, the intention was for the British effort in the Far East to 

be stepped up. Afterwards would come opportunities to repair the vast damage 

which the Japanese had done to the British Empire and Commonwealth. 

The United States was by far the most powerful nation in that part of the 
world. Economic strength had produced armed services which were thrashing 
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the Japanese on land, at sea and in the air. Japan had never fully appreciated the 
-effect that the sudden, unannounced attack on Pearl Harbor had left on the 
people ofthe United States. Such treachery, in the opinion of US citizens, should 
and would bring retribution. There would have to be nothing less than 
unconditional surrender. The worry for the Americans, however, was the 
expected cost in lives. The desperation of Japanese defence, with kamikaze 
attacks and a willingness to die readily for the nation, concentrated the minds of 
US service leaders. 

Japanese civilians as well as soldiers, sailors and airmen would fight to the 

death. Seaborne landings on the mainland, under the cover ofan overwhelming 

aerial umbrella, were perfectly feasible, but what would be the payment in Allied 

blood? Iwo Jima and Okinawa had given a foretaste. Suggested figures varied. 

Some thought that there could be a million casualties; others offered that as the 

number of dead alone. Consequently, although American leaders wanted to 

settle their own score with the Japanese without help, there was recognition that 

if the Russians entered the final stages of the war the redoubtable Red Army 

would be of great assistance. In the meantime, the Japanese would be subjected 

increasingly to the medicine of aerial bombing. 

Until early 1945 the Russians gave their attention to the defeat of Germany. 

They had special reasons for settling first with the nation which had invaded, and 

caused so much misery in, their homeland. The Russians were content that they 

were not at war with Japan, having signed a non-aggression pact in April 1941. 

Nonetheless, at the Teheran Conference in 1943 Stalin had promised to 

intervene in the Far East after the European war had finished. Russian involve- 

ment came a step closer at the Yalta Conference in February 1945 when Stalin 

announced his terms for fighting against Japan. He wanted to control Manchuria, 

to gain Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands and, eventually, to take part in the 

occupation of the Japanese home islands. The Russians had never forgotten the 

humiliation they had suffered in the war with Japan in 1904—05. Soon after Yalta 

the Japanese government, prompted by the Emperor, put out peace feelers to the 

Russians, asking them to arrange terms for ending the war. The Russians refused. 

What of the Japanese? First, by early 1945 their German allies, from whom 

they had never been able to expect much help, were approaching defeat. 

Imperial Japan was on its own. There was a general realisation that against the 

Allies, especially the United States, there was no longer any chance ofa deal and 

a negotiated peace. Nevertheless, inside Japan two divergent points of view 

emerged. One was held by many civilians and moderate elements in the 
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government. Some of them had known from 1943 that defeat was on the way. . 

In early 1945 there was talk of trying to make peace, butin the climate of the time 

such thoughts were considered treasonable: they could lead to a visit from the 

Kempetai, the secret police. As the situation inside Japan worsened, with 

intensified bombing, the movement for peace strengthened. 

The other opinion in Japan, strongly held by the armed forces, was for the 

fighting to continue. The Japanese had suffered heavy defeats and considerable 

losses, particularly at [wo Jima and Okinawa, but did not despair. Their theory: 

of war was based on attack rather than on defence. Their determination to fight 

to the death, with no thought of self-preservation, gave them confidence in the 

outcome of a great, final battle. This would be the crucial struggle, the hondo 

kessen, for the home islands. On 20 April 1945 the Imperial Japanese Army 

summarised this outlook in a communiqué: “We shall throw everything con- 

ceivable, material and spiritual into the battle and annihilate the enemy landing 

force by fierce and bold offensive attacks.’ The message added that ‘every soldier 

should fight to the last, believing in final victory’. 

This outlook explains the fact that when cities were being heavily bombed, 

especially in May and June, with thousands of civilians killed, Japanese military 

policy was to leave fighters on the ground. They were being kept back for the 

great final battle. A heartless decision? 

At the Potsdam Conference on 25 July 1945 the Japanese were warned that, 

unless they surrendered, there would be ‘prompt and utter destruction’. Yet their 

leaders, with service commanders exercising a tight control, still refused the 

unconditional surrender demanded. They announced that the threat would be 

ignored: ‘We will press forward resolutely to carry the war to a successful 

conclusion.’ They were still hoping for a negotiated peace on favourable terms, 

but were clutching at straws. 

These were the underlying factors causing the Americans to step up the 

bombing campaign against a nation which stubbornly refused to accept reality. 

By late July, faced by such intransigence, the US Army Air Forces were prepared 

to employ a new weapon as part of their bombing offensive. 

The End 

Throughout history there has been a steady increase in the power of weapons. 
Iron was tougher than bronze. Arrows from longbows knocked cavalry over 
before they could get close. Musket balls penetrated armour. Cannon balls 
battered buildings. Rifle and machine-gun bullets, together with shellfire, drove 
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men into the trenches. Tanks replaced horses. The aeroplane above, and the 
submarine below, brought new dimensions to warfare. 

After 1939, the power and size of high-explosive bombs grew until cities and 
towns world-wide were laid waste, with thousands of their inhabitants killed or 
injured. By 1945 the RAF were dropping the two largest bombs known, the 
“Tallboy’, at 5.4 tons, and the ‘Grand Slam’ or ‘Earthquake’ bomb, at almost 10 tons. 

The search for an even more devastating bomb had continued for some years. 
Instead of using conventional high explosives, a different form of power was 

sought, one which could be fitted into a normal sized bomb casing yet had 

enormously greater destructive effect. Several countries urged their scientists to 

explore this field, experimenting to split the atom. The prize would be to 

produce an atomic bomb as the ultimate weapon. During the war German 

scientists made progress in this field, although at the end they fell well short of the 

objective. Japanese scientists from April 1940 also attempted to create an atomic 

bomb. Three years later they had made advances and believed that sucha weapon 

could be constructed. Although they were not able to produce the necessary 

chain reaction, their work continued. Little imagination is needed to appreciate 

what use either Hitler or the Japanese High Command would have made of their 

labours had the scientists succeeded. 

The greatest advances were made by the Allies. In 1939 Albert Einstein had 

warned President Roosevelt that the Germans were aiming to produce atomic 

weapons, and soon US scientists were making their own experiments. The 

potential of an atomic bomb was pointed out to the National Academy of 

Scientists two years later. ‘A fission bomb of superlative destructive power,’ they 

were told, ‘will result from bringing quickly together a sufficient mass of 

Uranium 235.’ 

From 1942 they were joined by British and Canadian scientists who had been 

following similar work. The ‘Manhattan Project’ was started in the United 

States. By 1943 various aiming points for these bombs were discussed, in the 

belief at the time that they would produce an explosion equivalent to about 

1,000 tons of TNT and thus could be used on the battlefield. At length, early in 

1945 the Americans were ready to test a bomb which, significantly, turned out 

to be far more powerful. A report on 25 April called it ‘the most terrible weapon 

ever known in human history, one bomb of which could destroy a whole city’. 

The first test was held in the New Mexico desert in mid-July, two months after 

Germany’s defeat. Observers saw a light brighter than the midday sun. Gold, 

purple, violet, grey and blue colours were given off: ‘It lighted every peak, 
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crevasse and ridge.’ The atom had been split. As we have seen, news of the — 

successful test was sent rapidly to President Truman at the Potsdam Conference. _ 

He and his advisers now had to reach a decision on the next step. On Truman’s 

desk stood the message, “The buck stops here.’ The importance of the decision 

should be viewed through the eyes of the time, not from the safe fortress of 

historical hindsight. There were a few Allied commanders who believed that the 

use of the bomb was either unnecessary or immoral. Others suggested that the 

Japanese might be shown a test explosion, to impress them with the weapon’s. 

potential. But in 1945, overall, there was little general doubt. Heavy bombing 

of Japan had desolated cities and the nation was suffering severely, but it had not 

surrendered. Kamikazes had shown what could, and probably would, happen to 

invading forces. Scores of thousands of Allied prisoners languished under 

brutality in Japanese camps. Most American military commanders and scientists 

believed that the Japanese would give up only if they received a final, stunning 

shock, with no prior warning. Every extra day that hostilities lasted brought 

further deaths, especially to Allied servicemen. War is no party. 

On 24 July General Carl Spaatz, leading the US Army Strategic Air Forces, 

was instructed that the first special bomb should be dropped ‘after about 3 August 

1945 on one of the targets: Hiroshima, Kokura, Niigata and Nagasaki’. On 6 

August the B-29 Superfortress Enola Gay left the island of Tinian, 1,400 miles 

from Japan, escorted by two observation aircraft. At 8.15 a.m., from an altitude 

of 31,000ft, an atomic bomb, ‘Little Boy’, was released over Hiroshima. About 

43 seconds later the bomb exploded at a height of 2,000ft. Wide swathes of the 

city were destroyed and almost 80,000 people killed in a terrifying blast equal to 

20,000 tons of TNT. The devastation was followed by the underestimated 

dangers of radiation. The desired shock to Japan had been delivered, but, even 

so, some military leaders there still wanted to fight on. 

The Japanese were now confronted with a new enemy as Stalin kept his 

promise to enter the Far East conflict. On 8 August the Russians declared war and 

shortly attacked the Imperial Army in Manchuria where, with great superiority 

in tanks and aircraft, their experienced troops made rapid advances. Within a few 

days the Japanese Kwantung Army was being brought to its knees. The 

importance of Soviet intervention is debatable. There is no doubt that Stalin had 
an eye for the main chance and hoped to make gains in the Far East from taking 
part. The Americans by then neither needed nor welcomed Russia’s move. At 
home, Japanese leaders were affected far more by American pressure than by 
anything the Red Army was achieving. 
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This was reinforced on 9 August when a second atomic bomb was dropped, 
this time on Nagasaki. Probably 25,000 people died, and heavy damage was 
caused. Despite the powerful elements among the Japanese leadership who 

wished to fight to the death, the nation’s most respected leader was the Emperor, 

Hirohito, whose god-like position in Imperial society was virtually incompre- 

hensible to Western minds. In theory he played no active role in creating 

government policy, but he could now see the writing on the wall. While his 

politicians and service leaders played for time, arguing and hoping for favourable 

terms, he made his decision. The nation wasat the end ofits tether. On 14 August 

he told his ministers that surrender was the only option. They would have ‘to 

endure the unendurable and suffer the insufferable’. No one in Japan would act 

against the Emperor’s will, so that was that. 

Next day the Emperor broadcast to his people, the first tume they had ever 

heard his voice. If they continued to fight, he said, events would ‘result in an 

ultimate collapse and obliteration of the Japanese nation’. For them, his decision 

was final. At last the war was at an end and on 15 August the Allies world-wide 

celebrated ‘VJ-Day’. The Japanese had sown the wind at Pearl Harbor; they 

reaped a whirlwind in their own homeland 44 months later. 

American forces did not rush in to occupy Japan, which now lay at their 

mercy. The final scenes were not enacted until 2 September 1945. On that day 

General MacArthur, surrounded by other Allied officers, was on board the 

American battleship Missouri in Tokyo Bay. For some Japanese there were 

historic shades of the arrival of Admiral Perry’s fleet in 1853! All watched as 

representatives of the Japanese government put their signatures to an ‘instrument 

ofsurrender’. The Second World War, which had started on the German-Polish 

border six years and one day earlier, was now at an end. The killing had officially 

stopped. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1. Two Unhealed Wounds 

In a sense, the Second World War has never ended. Much of the present form 
and direction of events at the end of the twentieth century has been shaped by 
the hurricane which engulfed the world some sixty years ago. In a number of 

continents, the legacies of the titanic struggle live on, with wounds unhealed. 

For example, in the chain reaction of history, at least some of the Middle East’s 

unsolved, and seemingly insoluble, problems can be traced back to the actions 

of some Germans in the 1940s. To their children’s question, ‘What did you do 

in the war, Daddy?’ they would have to answer, ‘I killed Jews.’ The scale of their 

murders was so great that after 1945 thousands of Jewish survivors went to 

Palestine, their Promised Land, to escape from the memory of the Holocaust. 

From that came the establishment of the State of Israel and bitter controversy with 

Palestinians who had made that country their own homeland —and halfa century of 

bitterness and bloodshed has followed between Jews and Arabs. 

What was the Holocaust? This was a racial slaughter unmatched in history. 

Here was an attempt by the Nazis to remove Jews from Germany, then to 

exterminate them. The arithmetic was simple in its awfulness. Between 1939 and 

1945 about one-third of the world’s Jews were done to death. Of the 11-12 

million Jews living in Europe at the start of the Second World War, half were 

dead six years later. They were not casualties of battlefield campaigns, or of 

concentrated aerial bombing, but were victims of the overall Nazi aim, set out 

specifically in Hitler’s Mein Kampf, then in his Last Testament, to have a Judenrein 

(Jew-free) Germany. 

The number six million is virtually incomprehensible to the average person’s 

mind. It might be imagined more readily by thinking ofa full crowd at Wembley 

Stadium all being killed, removed, then replaced by a similar crowd, then 

another, then another... That operation would have to be repeated 80 times 

to equal the number of dead in the Holocaust. 
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The campaign had started in Germany soon after the Nazis had attained power 

in 1933. By 1939 about 800,000 Jews had left the Reich, followed by a further 

50,000 over the next two years. Most had to pay ransoms or to bribe officials in 

order to be allowed to go. Half of those left never saw the end of the war. After 

the demolition of Poland and invasion of Russia, the pace of killing intensified. 

At the Wannsee Conference in January 1942, a more concentrated and 

planned organisation was established for the ‘Final Solution’. An effective, cost- 

cutting system was introduced and followed methodically wherever German - 

feet trod in conquest. Consequently, the virus ofanti-Semitism stretched all over 

Occupied Europe, from the Baltic states to Hungary, from Holland to France 

and from Norway to Yugoslavia. Jews were hunted down relentlessly, then 

deported. 

In Germany itself, concentration, or labour, camps for both Jews and other 

‘undesirables’, such as gypsies and Jehovah’s Witnesses, worked thousands to 

death. They died in such places as Belsen, Dachau, Ravensbriick and Buchenwald. 

To the east, extermination camps were built to ‘process’ Jews at, for example, 

Auschwitz, Maidenek, Sobibor and Treblinka. By the end of 1942 most Jews in 

Eastern Europe had been shot, gassed or burned. Their belongings, from 

furniture to wrist-watches and gold teeth to hair, were taken to improve the 

German economy and help the Nazi war effort. Today, some survivors can 

forgive, but others cannot; none will forget. 

Were the guilty adequately punished? At the Nuremberg Trials, held from late 

1945 until early the following year, the chief surviving Nazis were indicted and 

tried on charges of committing major war crimes. Thousands of others at a lower 

level, however — industrialists, local officials, soldiers, guards — escaped the net. 

Of the 200,000 Nazis who played an active part in the ‘Final Solution’, fewer 

than 40,000 were tried and convicted. For most, the consequence of their guilty 

acts has been a resounding silence as they have glided into old age, buttressed 

comfortably by the post-war German economic miracle. 

Since the war, questions have been raised over the reactions of the Allies to 

what the Germans were doing to the Jews. There are generally two schools of 

thought. Some ask why the United States and Great Britain in particular did not 

protest more loudly at the time. Why did they not push harder to rescue the 
doomed, or make their escape possible? Why, for example, were the railway lines 
running into Auschwitz not bombed? On the other side, there is the argument 
that, at first, Allied governments could not imagine that racial slaughter was being 
carried out on such a scale. Then, when it was, the Allies knew that the only 
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realistic solution for them was to crush Germany by destruction and occupation. 
Pleas and threats were of no avail against the tight hold exerted on his nation by 
Hitler; and conquering Germany would be a long, slow exercise which was 
already taking every effort the Allies could exert. The debate continues. 

In the Far East, another aspect of the cruelty of war still lingers and is felt by 
thousands of older Asians who were affected. It is also recollected strongly by 
thousands of former Allied servicemen and civilians who were, in their own 

words, ‘guests of the Emperor of Japan’ during the war years. For some, their 

experiences as prisoners-of-war were so terrible that even at the end of the 

twentieth century they can offer no pardon to their Japanese captors. 

With Japan’s image of itself'as Asia’s leading power, combined with a feeling 

of racial superiority over nearby nations such as China and Korea, there was no 

surprise when the Japanese made use of their neighbours. Up to 2 million 

Chinese were taken for forced labour to the islands of Japan, in addition to 43,000 

Koreans. Up to 200,000 women, four out of five of whom were Koreans, were 

used as ‘comfort women’ by Japanese troops. About 250,000 Asians, including 

Malayans, Thais and Burmese, were used in the building of the Burma—Siam 

railway. The sufferings of these people were often horrific, with a high death rate; 

among the survivors, injuries or mental scars remain. Their hurt has been the 

manner in which the Japanese have, since the war, largely ignored what 

happened, with no attempt at any kind of restitution. 

To comprehend the Japanese attitude towards Allied prisoners-of-war, it is 

necessary to look again at their view of bushido, the practice of the samurai. They 

believed in death before surrender and felt scorn for those Allied servicemen who 

gave in, at all ranks. A ship’s captain would be despised for not going down with 

his vessel. A private soldier would be treated with contempt for not committing 

suicide. It was noticeable that, in the Burma Campaign, while the British killed 

150,000 troops, only 1,700 Japanese were taken prisoner. Japanese warships 

carried no lifebelts, as sailors were expected to triumph — or die. Decorations 

were awarded only posthumously. Consequently, on the matter of treating 

prisoners, Eastern and Western values found no meeting place. 

Underlying that factor were two others. One was that Japanese policy 

encouraged a dislike of Europeans, who were considered to have no business 

occupying colonies in the Far East. Asia was for Asians. Secondly, much of the 

brutality handed out to Allied prisoners-of-war was administered by men of 

lower rank, not always under the control of officers, who turned a blind eye to 

what was going on. ‘Power tends to corrupt... ,” said Lord Acton. Often, with 
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a mixture of inferiority complex and a hatred of foreigners, camp guards were 

easily able to demonstrate his additional comment, *. . . and absolute power 

corrupts absolutely’. 

The Japanese had never anticipated that so many prisoners would fall into their 

hands and consequently there were, from the start, logistical failings in looking 

after them. In total, the Japanese took about 200,000 prisoners, who were then 

despatched to camps in different parts of their homeland or of captured territo- 

ries. Their fate often depended arbitrarily on where they finished up. Some, by 

keeping their heads down and working hard, were able to reach the end of the 

war. Others suffered terribly. Of 20,000 US servicemen captured in the Philip- 

pines, nearly half died before 1945. About 60,000 Commonwealth servicemen 

were employed on the construction of the Burma—Siam railway and 12,000 

died. 

Across every camp, stories of brutal, inhumane treatment were told. There 

was little food: only enough was provided to keep men just alive for labour. 

Prisoners, considered as disposable economic units, were overworked, having to 

perform for long hours in appalling conditions. That led to loss of weight, so that 

some survivors who had entered captivity weighing, say, twelve stone, were half 

that weight when freed. Great shortages of medical supplies led to illnesses being 

untreated and, in a relentless circle, could bring death. Malaria was a great killer. 

Thousands suffered from dysentery, which took many lives. 

Violence could come at any time, often for no obvious reason. Perhaps a man 

smiled at the wrong moment, or was suspected of whispering, or did not bow 

low enough to a guard. These tyrants could be at their worst after drink, or in 

reacting to some imagined or unintended slight, wanting to assert their authority 

over the helpless. Beatings with fists, or kickings, were commonplace. Sticks 

were often used. Prisoners were forced to stand for hours in blazing sunshine, or 

were locked in confined spaces. Some serious offences resulted in beheading 

with samurai swords. When protests were made officially, they were often 

rejected. ‘Don’t talk to me of International Law,’ retorted one Japanese officer 

when the Geneva Convention was mentioned. ‘There is no such thing.’ At the 

outbreak of war, the Japanese government had made no reference to interna- 

tional law, nor to Geneva Conventions. 

Since 1945 the warin the Far East has resulted in the collapse of the old empires 

of France, Holland and Britain. The rise of Communist China and the spreading 
of the Cold War to Asia has left the United States as the sole Western power in 
that area. Japan has been able to develop economically, largely under the 
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protective umbrella of her former chiefenemy. But the memory of the violence 
committed against them has never left many of the former prisoners. They 
recollect that, at the end of the war, 2,040 Japanese were convicted of war crimes 
and 428 received the death penalty. They also remember how many escaped 
justice. 

Appendix 2. Casualties 

The Second World War altered the balance of power among the major states 
which had taken part. At the end, there were only two Great Powers — the 
United States and the USSR. Each had armed forces of overwhelming potential 
and actual strength. By dint of conquest, although at heavy cost, the Russians had 

imposed both their presence and their political will across Europe in the east. 

Their chief enemy, Germany, lay at their feet. In the Far East, their potential 

enemy, Japan, had been taken out of the war by Allied, especially American, 

efforts. The US finished the war with the world’s most powerful economy 

which, alone, could outstrip all others combined. In Europe, the United States 

had played a crucial part in overthrowing Nazism and now the nations of 

Western Europe looked to the Americans for protection, support and material 

help after the devastation of war. In the Pacific area, the Japanese were over- 

whelmed and threats to the American position there removed. 

Great Britain was no longer a Great Power in the same league. The costs of 

war had been immense, and much of the nation’s wealth and assets had gone into 

paying for them. Yet she could proudly claim to have been ‘first in, last out’ —and 

had never surrendered. The British relied heavily both during, and immediately 

after, the war on American material help as an age of austerity began. The old 

Empire was about to emerge as a new Commonwealth. 

What of the loss of people — the greatest price any nation makes in conflict? 

The heaviest payment there was made by the USSR. Estimates of the losses vary 

considerably, but possibly 7 million service personnel and 7 million civilians 

were killed. The figures may have been higher. Poland lost 6 million dead, half 

of whom were Jews. By the end of the war, 200,000 French servicemen and 

400,000 civilians had died. From the United Kingdom, 60,000 civilians had been 

killed by bombing, and 245,000 servicemen in action. To those should be added 

100,000 dead from the Commonwealth and Empire, who came nobly to help 

what was still regarded as the ‘mother country’. German losses were exception- 

ally heavy, with more than 4 million servicemen killed in action, together with 

about 600,000 civilians. The Italians had 330,000 dead, half of whom were 
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