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  Foreword


  Five years ago, in a book I called The Face of Battle, I set out to explore the predicament of the individual on the battlefield. Though a practising military historian, and the colleague in my academic life of professional soldiers, I had no understanding of the risks which the warrior faced in his encounter with his enemy, or of the means he found to quell his terrors and master himself at the ‘point of maximum danger’. What I discovered, however near to the truth it was, surprised me. I learnt of the universality of fear, of the operation of inducements and coercion in its conquest but, above all, of the importance of male honour, as judged by a man’s immediate comrades, in sustaining the soldier’s resolution.


  But, despite my concentration on the individual and the small group, I was also drawn to a recognition of the peculiar nature of the larger body to which both belong, the army itself. Armies are universal institutions which, in the dimension of purpose and authority, closely resemble each other. Yet each is also a mirror of its own society and its values: in some places and at some times an agent of national pride or a bulwark against national fears, or perhaps even the last symbol of the nation itself; elsewhere and otherwise an instrument of national power deprecated, disregarded and of very last resort. It seemed to me worth finding some episode through which the varying status of national armies might be exemplified. And in the Normandy campaign of 1944 I believed that I had stumbled upon it. I knew the battlefield well. I had long been struck by the very different motives inspiring the armies which action conjoined there. And, over the years, I had become familiar with the wealth of corporate history and personal reminiscence which the campaign has thrown up. What follows is therefore another attempt to understand, from a different angle of vision, the role which warfare and its institutions play in social life.
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  PROLOGUE
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  In the Invasion Area


  I HAD A good war. It is not a phrase to be written, still less spoken, with any complacency, breathed as it has been on clouds of bonhomie in saloon bars from one end of the Home Counties to the other during the last thirty years. But in my case it is accurate none the less: the good war not of a near-warrior at the safe end of one of the sunnier theatres of operations, but of a small boy whisked from London at the first wail of the sirens to a green and remote corner of the west of England and kept there until the echo of the last shot fired was drowned in the sighs of the world’s relief in August 1945.


  I was not, unlike so many other children swept from harm’s way in September 1939, an evacuee. On the contrary – and it was this which did so much to make my war good – I was transplanted in an intact family from one reassuring fireside to another, with nothing but the excitement of the journey and new surroundings to mark the change. It was the evacuation programme, none the less, which took me to the West Country, for my father’s war work was to help administer it. An Inspector of Schools, he had in the years before the war supervised teaching in one of the most densely populated districts of south London, deemed by the government after the scare of Munich to be one of the likeliest targets for German air attack. Its schools had therefore been among the first directed to disperse their pupils to the countryside, and for the first week of the war he had shuffled manila-labelled children, teachers, burst suitcases and mislaid gas-masks between the platforms of Paddington station and seen them off westward to their billeting areas. At the end of it he followed the last train he had filled, too exhausted to be moved by the pathos of this extraordinary diaspora, to rejoin his wife and family, sent ahead to set up temporary home on the outskirts of the county town where he was to have his office. For the rest of the autumn we saw little of him. His days were taken with settling schools, half-schools, fractions of schools into church halls and village institutes the length of the Quantocks and Mendips and coaxing children and teachers back into the routine of the time-table. Meanwhile my mother, losing patience with the gimcrack villa to which long-distance arrangements had brought us, found a pretty white Regency cottage in the fields beyond the town, into which she settled her three children and their nursemaid, a kindly middle-aged soul in an advanced but harmless stage of religious mania, for the winter. By Christmas my father’s daily round had slowed to the pace of our own, and there, for the next five years, our share of the war stopped.


  Petrol rationing had already brought silence to the high road which ran beyond our front garden wall, broken only by the buzz of the infrequent rural bus, the roar of a very rare tractor passing from one field to another and the clatter of hooves of ponies seeking to escape the whiphand of an intimidating breed of leather-faced landed ladies, whom the war had put back into governess carts long cobwebbed and forgotten. My father, categorized as an essential user, retained his car and set off each morning, exactly as he had done days without number in London before the war, to call on headmasters and headmistresses, monitor standards of reading among eight-year-olds, cast an eye on probationary teachers, discuss leaving certificates with their seniors and in general uphold the austere but uplifting ideal of standard and compulsory education for all which inspectors of schools had represented since Matthew Arnold’s appointment to the first inspectorship a hundred years before. I often accompanied him, my private-school holidays overlapping the terms of the state schools in his care, an anomaly to which at the age of six or seven I gave no thought at all. Thus I began my discovery of the secret world of the English countryside – in 1940 literally secret, for among the flurry of anti-invasion directives issued after the fall of France was one ordering the uprooting of all rural signposts. Whatever twist that measure might have given to the wanderings of vagabond German parachutists, it had the effect of taking the two of us down every other wrong turning which offered itself. These false starts were corrected only by random knocking at the doors of remote cottages inevitably occupied by crones who regarded all strangers as foreigners, and so to be denied any but the most misleading information, or by shouted conversations with ploughmen following their horses in the middle distance of fields too muddy to enter. Staple Fitzpaine, Curry Rivel, Curry Mallet, Isle Abbotts, Isle Brewers, Hatch Beauchamp, Thornfalcon, Buckland St Mary, Combe St Nicholas: how slowly and circuitously did my father’s car learn to pick its way from one hidden place to another through a countryside as silent and empty as it had been before the coming of the railways.


  As I grew a little and learnt to bicycle, these expeditions became my own, no doubt of short range but in memory of immense extent, excitement and mystery. The war having taken the young men from the farms, and forced their employers to concentrate on essentials, hedges and roadside trees grew unchecked from one springtime to the next, turning every lane in summer into a green tunnel, waist-deep at the verge with campion and cow-parsley, and trellised overhead at harvest with the yellow of corn stalks scraped from the tops of wagons bringing grain to the threshing machines. Near by the tunnels led to farms from where eggs, pots of cream and sometimes an unplucked chicken found their way, in the teeth of all rationing regulations, on to neighbours’ tables, our own included; farms where there were ricks to be scaled, pigs poked, rats chased, cats followed to their litters of kittens in high, hot, dusty haylofts, and sheds filled with obsolete horsedrawn machinery to be examined, with much squeaking of rusty levers and squealing of long-frozen gears.


  Farther away the tunnels led to stranger destinations, to secret lakes in overgrown woods where swans rose screaming from their nests with a flap of wings which we children believed, with the force of gospel truth, could break a man’s arm at a single blow; to small waterfalls tinkling bright in the gloom of stream-cut grottoes under bridges at the turn of an oak-hung road; to short-tufted upland sheep runs where we improvised picnics in the wheeled, hump-backed sheds in which shepherds lambed their ewes; to an isolated crossroad forge, dark as midnight within even at high summer and pungent with the smoke of hooves burning under red-hot iron – I was seeing the last days, know it though I could not, of a thousand years of heavy-horse farming. In summer the horses came to the fields behind our house and we rode beside their drivers on machines seemingly no different from the cast-offs discovered in our exploration of the neighbouring out-houses, waiting for the word to lift the blades on the turn and leave the long swathe of mown grass to lie like a broken wave on the stubble behind; a day or two of sun took us out again with pitchforks to turn the drying crop and then, mounted behind a horse rake, to gather the drift into lines, watch it pitched on to wagons and, last of all, brought to the stacks for thatching against the storms of winter.


  And yet I remember no wartime winter. The German Sixth Army froze in its filthy, iron-hard foxholes at Stalingrad; I pined for snow on a bright Christmas Eve and thought myself cheated when the morrow brought not a flake. The PQ convoys skirted the edge of the pack on the north Russia run, shrinking by every mile of sea room they could find from the basilisk eye of the Luftwaffe; I scouted the hedge-bottoms for a ditchful of bearing ice and came home with wet socks. The Hunger Winter of 1944 sent Dutch families to scratch for overlooked potatoes in the twice-dug earth of north Holland; I cracked hazelnuts in the November sun on Sunday afternoon walks with my father and returned to hot treacle flapjack by the kitchen fire. Perhaps there were other corners of war-enwrapped Europe where children lived as well-fed, warm and carefree as us. But I wonder if any retain, as I do, a memory of six years so consistently illuminated by sunlight, so deeply suffused by happiness, so utterly unmenaced by danger? Today conscience attacks memory with accusations of involuntary guilt at what I was spared. But at the time it was simply as if the war was not.


  Chance decreed that I had no close relatives of an age to serve in the armed forces; nor apparently had any of the families who lived round about. Our nearest neighbour with military connections was a long-retired colonel of Indian Mountain Artillery, venerated by me for his gift of a patent field-sketching pencil presented to him on his relinquishing command of a screw-gun battery at Aden in 1903. His incomprehension of current military realities was as total as my own. Locality ensured that not a bomb fell within thirty miles of our retreat; on one thrilling night of, inevitably false, alarm, we were taken in our pyjamas to sit in the cellar of the large house across the way, and on another my parents stood in the garden for an hour after the nine o’clock news to watch the glow of Bristol burning beyond the horizon. But on neither night, nor on any other, did we hear as much as the engine-note of an errant German bomber. Parental protectiveness shielded us entirely from disturbing facts or rumours. My father, who had spent what I now realize to have been two horrible years on the Western Front in 1917–18, was nightly badgered by my sister and me for stories of what he had done in the ‘First War’, as he called it; but the world of active service he conjured up was all friendships, horses and rest from the trenches in billets as warm and secure as the darkened bedroom in which we prompted him down his train of entrancing, evasive memories. Habits of rural independence and self-sufficiency spared us any real want; in a countryside of mixed farming cultivated by yeoman tenants as close-fisted in their dealings with the War Agricultural Committees as they had always been with landlords, there was inevitably a tithe of produce which escaped the official collection, circulating by barter, payment in kind or down-to-earth cash from larder to larder within the parish, The only deprivations I therefore suffered were entirely psychological and largely formed by reading. I yearned in particular for the company of Roger, Susan, Nancy and the rest of Arthur Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons children, whose Lakeland life seemed so enviably and eventfully different from ours but which, save for the absence of a dinghy and a stretch of navigable water, I now recognize mine must have closely resembled.


  And yet, in this unruffled pool of peace, the war entirely possessed me. I walked to school each morning – a walk along paths I again recall permanently dappled by sunshine, against which we wore curious regulation grey flannel hats apparently inspired by E. H. Shepard’s drawings of Christopher Robin – in the pleasant confidence that between arithmetic and Latin there would be half an hour of commando raids behind the football hut, or hard-driven bargains in Dinky Toy models of Blenheims and Hurricanes, or detailed technical discussions of the Lee-Enfield and its laughingly obvious superiority to the Mauser and the Mannlicher-Carcano which, as the possessor of a small brown linen-covered manual of small arms, I knew to be the contemptible equipment of the Italian army. I also possessed an out-of-date edition of Jane’s Fighting Ships, which I had read even more often than Swallows and Amazons, a complete set of Ministry of Information pamphlets on the war effort (Combined Operations, Bomber Command and the rest, now collectors’ pieces and still a model of what sensible propaganda can achieve), and a file of articles on military subjects torn from Picture Post, including a particularly informative one on the Red Army. This last provoked my father, who held unchangingly to the view that we had declared war in solidarity with Poland and could not forgive Stalin for partitioning it with Hitler, to contemptuous snorts.


  As a result of this diet of print, I can still recite the characteristics of most models of British equipment from the earlier half of the war with as little effort as the two-times table – Supermarine Spitfire Mark II, top speed 365 miles per hour, service ceiling 35,000 feet, armament eight ·303 Browning machine-guns, HMS Norfolk, six 8-inch guns, 10,000 tons displacement, 33 knots – and instantaneously recreate their silhouettes without the need to shut my eyes. It is only the earlier models with which I have this trick; later and improved types, like the Typhoon fighter-bomber or the Dido-class cruisers, interested me but failed to imprint themselves in the same way. Perhaps this was because they lacked the very striking grace of the designs conceived in the interwar years, when aesthetics could stake a claim beside mere lethality, but chiefly because, I conclude on reflection, of the fixed conviction I had formed as soon as my consciousness grasped the issues – and which therefore made improvements in equipment quite irrelevant – that Britain was going to win the war. But that formula does not convey the strength of my conviction strongly enough. It was rather the case that I knew, with an unshakeable moral and intellectual certainty, that Britain could not lose. So powerful was this sensation that my feelings towards Hitler, a figure whom the newspapers rarely let one forget and who was represented by every medium of public information as a mixture of monster and leper, were those of protective indulgence. If only, I used to muse, I could get him to myself for a moment or two, talk things over, put the facts straight, open his eyes, he’d have to see that there was no point in going on, that it would be better to chuck the towel in at once and ask to be let off. The sense of silent and unconsummated communion with the Führer had the parallel effect of compromising and devaluing for me all official efforts to put heart into an anxious and uncertain people to which the British were subjected during the war years. My disapproval was particularly aroused by a National Savings Committee poster, displayed month after month over the ping-pong table in one of my prep-school day-rooms, which showed an exaggeratedly aggressive lion snarling into mid-distance over the caption The Spirit of 1943. I thought it tastelessly overstated as an expression of the national spirit, which I was certain the artist, had he only made the right inquiries, would have found as sublimely confident of ultimate victory as my own.


  My conviction had its roots, I now diagnose, in two circumstances. The first was my sense of place at the centre of an enormous empire, Not only did our school atlas show its extent in red (‘Couldn’t Hitler see …?’) and not only did we know that Australians, Canadians, New Zealanders, South Africans, Indians were back here, as they had been in the First World War, to take their place at our side, but, in my class of eight-year-olds, the life of the empire was actually an immanent presence. One classmate’s father was the squadron leader who held the record for long-distance flying between Britain and Australia, another’s a district commissioner in West Africa, while the boy with whom I shared a desk was the son of a soldier commanding a brigade on the North-West Frontier of India, standing where Pakistan, a country not yet invented, and Afghanistan, then totally disregarded, now meet. By not one flicker of prescience was it suggested to us that within five years India, the jewel in the crown of empire, would have fallen away and within twenty all but the smallest seed pearls would have followed. The very scale of the empire was a guarantee to us of its unshakeable permanence.


  That quality determined the second reason for my confidence in the war’s outcome. It was clearly the reassuring stability and solidity of Britain’s imperial power which had brought all those other people, unlucky enough to live outside its boundaries, to join us also. If you counted them all in, Chinese and Russians and Norwegian and Dutch and Free French and the bits of empire (not, of course, to be spoken of in the same breath as our own) which some of them owned, you found that almost everyone was against Hitler. (‘Couldn’t he see …?’)


  Moreover, these co-belligerents were not propaganda figments, like the overdone lion in the day-room. Their representatives, wearing British uniform differentiated by cloth shoulder patches which read ‘Netherlands’ or ‘Free French’ or ‘Belgium’, were here in Britain among us and could occasionally be seen walking the streets of the county town. Religion assured that I should meet a disproportionate number in the flesh, for ours was a Catholic family and the local church, a very solitary beacon of the faith in the deeply Protestant west, was a natural haven for uprooted and lonely fellow-believers. There were some oddities and mistakes among the acquaintance Sundays brought us. My father formed an inexplicable affection for a community of conscientious objectors, bearded men and sandalled women otherwise largely clad in untanned sheepskins, who had one day confronted our austerely orthodox parish priest – a man I held in considerable awe for his ability to transfer himself from the ground to the seat of the monumentally upright bicycle on which he paid his parish calls by a process akin to levitation – with a request to be ‘received’ en masse. Many subsequent afternoons were consequently spent at their settlement, a handsome Georgian mansion tepidly vandalized by their occupation, where my father carried on high-minded conversation across the tea-table and I avoided as far as possible the copious offerings of unrefined peanut butter on which the community appeared principally to subsist. Less innocuous was another of his church-door adoptees, an Italian prisoner-of-war paroled to a local farmer. Swarthy and almost dwarfish, he was, I suppose, a Sicilian or Calabrian peasant boy for whom the Duce’s call to live dangerously can never have sounded very loud, if indeed it had meant anything at all in whatever southern dialect he spoke. He had none the less learnt a sort of English and on his first, only and never-again-to-be-mentioned visit he subjected my parents to a lengthy description of what they eventually grasped to be his single-handed massacre of a platoon of Australians in the Western Desert. This wholly incredible tale lapsed into a deepeningly distasteful pantomime of hand-to-hand combat, from which my father took refuge in a hasty armchair nap while my mother sat the fable out in frozen politeness to its loathsome end. Christian charity did not extend to a second invitation.


  Other military transients were more warmly welcomed, the Slavs in particular. I can still recreate the slightly stable-like odour left in the car by a Czech soldier, given a lift on a rainy day, and though it offended me at the time it was, I now realize, simply a soldier’s smell, compounded of infrequent baths and shoddy khaki. It clearly repelled my father, who must have recognized it from the trenches, not at all. He and his hitch-hiker passed an agreeable twenty miles in companionable deprecation of the small miseries of military life. But his regard for the Czechs, whom he illogically associated with Chamberlain’s appeasement policy, took second place to what he felt for the Poles. They were peerless: Catholic, high-spirited, heroes of the Battle of Britain, undaunted by exile, they satisfied every one of his exacting tests of warriordom, and he sought out their company whenever he could find it. ‘Always glad to help a Pole’ invariably concluded the street directions he offered them, answers to questions stumbled out often so haltingly that it was clear even to me that the sentiment was quite lost on the hearers (though not perhaps the good will).


  The arrival of a Polish squadron at a near-by airfield allowed ampler scope to his Slavophilia; thither his car developed a habit of calling on its roundabout journey from one refugee school to another, to wait outside the mess while within he imbibed hospitality and far-fetched dog-fighting stories with indiscriminate pleasure. My harder-headed mother was less susceptible to Polish charm. It was the chance appearance of peacetime friends, transformed by khaki and the open air into bronzed and gallant cavaliers, which brought out the girlishness in her, sent her tripping to conjure up cream teas and bottles of sherry from cupboards which should have been bare, and tempted her to listen to talk laced with the shorthand of wartime English – ‘Gib’ and ‘Alex’ and ‘the Med’ – without for once any of that impatience I sensed she otherwise felt for a world suddenly, self-importantly and sadistically masculinized.


  I too was entranced by these incursions, for our visitors brought with them the flavour of the ‘real’ army, quite different from that of the few, drab, static units which populated our operational backwater. The county town, true, was the depot of an ancient regiment of the line, the lintel of whose castellated Victorian gatehouse bore the deeply incised name of a Kiplingesque North-West Frontier siege; but the guard at the gate was mounted by pensioners. Convalescents in unbecoming bright-blue flannel suits occasionally found their way from a local hospital on to the benches of the municipal park. And though a unit of the Royal Artillery was billeted in one of the larger houses in the town, it was equipped only with searchlights. I knew that elsewhere the military scene must be more glamorous, for I had a small book which depicted the badge of every regiment of the army underneath a picture of the coloured side-cap proper to each: green and yellow for the Inniskilling Dragoon Guards; cherry red for the 11th Hussars; scarlet for the 12th Lancers; purple and navy for the Essex Regiment; black and grey for the Leicesters; maroon and black for the East Yorkshires; yellow, blue and Lincoln green for the Sherwood Foresters. I searched the horizons for this brilliant millinery. In vain: the only soldiers I saw wore khaki from top to toe, khaki so ill-cut, shapeless and hairy that I could find almost nothing in its wearers to admire. ‘Battledress’ was the official description of the outfit; but it was not thus clad, I knew, that Wellington’s infantry had stood in square to receive the charge of Napoleon’s Cuirassiers at Waterloo.


  The ‘real’ army, of course, was elsewhere, capturing, if the propaganda photographs were anything to go by, Italians by the acre in the Western Desert. Term by term the boys at the top of the senior school left to join it – less often the navy or the air force – news of their service occasionally percolating back to us, commissionings, decorations, sometimes a death in action. I had known them too little to be touched. The only death which at all punctured my cocoon of serenity was that of a stupid, jolly sixth-former, who, the masters despairing of his passing exams, had been allowed to spend his last term learning to manage a pipe and a shotgun, equipped with which he had become a familiar sight under the rookery which swayed in the tops of the gigantic elms below the cricket field. Almost as soon as he left, it seemed, he was reported killed in the Sicily landings, a private soldier, not quite eighteen years old. By then, as I can now date it, the army had left North Africa and begun the invasion of Italy. But still there was no sign of the soldiers who, failing the arrangement of my tête-à-tête with Hitler, were going to bring the war to an end. There were hints of their existence. Once a glittering battery of 25-pounders came to the school to give a demonstration of firepower, to such effect that the shock of their first salvo almost dislodged me from the walnut tree in which I had established a vantage point, my neck-saving clutch at a branch sending a cascade of ripe nuts to patter a muffled answer to the echo of their thunder on the soft turf below. On another afternoon a squad of Herculean young commandos, training for some amphibious derring-do, came tumbling over our garden wall in flight from the ‘enemy’ and took refuge among the fruit trees and vegetables. Their heavy breathing and wordlessly transmitted wish that I should stop staring so pointedly at their hiding place and play elsewhere remained to thrill and disturb me long after the crash of their departure through the strip of adjoining woodland had died behind them. But thrills and disturbances by anything resembling a genuine menace to the Germans were so few and irregular that, had I not been possessed by my unreasoning certainty in victory, I might, with a little reflection, have allowed myself to question during 1942 and 1943 how it was ever going to be won.


  And then, suddenly, there were the Americans. There had been portents of their coming, in particular the appearance of a US Office of War Information booklet, snapped up by me from a town bookstall, on the Eighth US Army Air Force (USAAF), filled with photographs of the construction of the airfields from which it was to begin its bombing campaign over Europe, and containing a cut-away drawing of the Flying Fortress, for which, through counting the enormous number of machine-guns it mounted, I quickly formed almost as strong a regard as I already had for the Spitfire. There had been outriders, a scattering of officers in the unfamiliar rig of olive jacket and beige trousers – ‘pinks and greens’, as I subsequently learnt veterans nostalgically describe it – whom I used to see walking home on warm sunlit evenings to the lodgings which had been found for them on the outskirts of the town. On one of these, astounding myself by my forwardness and in flagrant violation of family rules, I tried the formula, which I knew to be in universal circulation, ‘Got any gum, chum?’ and was rewarded by an embarrassed halt – my embarrassment was altogether greater – a rummaging in pockets and the presentation of a packet of Spearmint. As it happened, I did not like chewing gum. But the superiority of the American over the British product, and particularly the sumptuousness of the wrapper and the lustrous simplicity of its design, instantly and deeply impressed me. Much of that evening, which would normally have been spent reading at a gap illicitly opened in my bedroom curtains, I devoted to a study of its elements, struggling in an increasingly trancelike state to draw from its symbolism the message which I sensed the designer sought to convey. Thus I made my first encounter with the science of semeiotics; but also with the bottomless riches of the American economy.


  They were shortly to be made manifest in super-abundance. Towards the end of 1943 our backwater, which British soldiers had garrisoned so sparsely for four years, overflowed almost overnight with GIs. How different they looked from our own jumble-sale champions, beautifully clothed in smooth khaki, as fine in cut and quality as a British officer’s – an American private, we confided to each other at school, was paid as much as a British captain, major, colonel – and armed with glistening, modern, automatic weapons, Thompson sub-machine-guns, Winchester carbines, Garand self-loading rifles. More striking still were the number, size and elegance of the vehicles in which they paraded about the countryside in stately convoy. The British army’s transport was a sad collection of underpowered makeshifts, whose dun paint flaked from their tinpot bodywork. The Americans travelled in magnificent, gleaming, olive-green, pressed-steel, four-wheel-drive juggernauts, decked with what car salesmen would call optional extras of a sort never seen on their domestic equivalents – deep-treaded spare tyres, winches, towing cables, fire-extinguishers. There were towering GMC six-by-sixes, compact and powerful Dodge four-by-fours and, pilot fishing the rest or buzzing nimbly about the lanes on independent errands like the beach buggies of an era still thirty years ahead, tiny and entrancing jeeps, caparisoned with whiplash aerials and sketchy canvas hoods which drummed with the rhythm of a cowboy’s saddlebags rising and falling to the canter of his horse across the prairie. Standing one day at the roadside, dismounted from my bicycle to let one such convoy by, I was assaulted from the back of each truck as it passed by a volley of small missiles, which fell into the ditch beside me with the same soft patter I had provoked under my grandstand at the artillery display. But when I burrowed in the dead leaves to discover the cause I unearthed not walnuts but a little treasure of Hershey bars, Chelsea candy and Jack Frost sugar-cubes, a week’s, perhaps a month’s ration, of sweet things casually disbursed in a few seconds. There was, I reflected as I crammed the spoil into my pockets, something going on in the west of England about which Hitler should be very worried indeed.


  For a time it was only as the distributors of haphazard largesse that the Americans impinged, though the town soon began to be surrounded by encampments of neat, weathertight wooden huts, again altogether superior in quality to the straggling settlements of corrugated iron which housed British units; one formed a large modern hospital which was to survive the war and become the town’s alternative medical centre. But gradually personal contacts were made, the first by our pretty, black-ringleted, Welsh nursemaid, Annie, who had appeared soon after the evening when a drunken British parachutist had made an assault on the bedroom window of her dottily pious predecessor. Annie came to us from a convent, where she had emphatically not been preparing to enter the sisterhood. The look assumed by my mother, as Annie swayed towards GI territory in the centre of the town on her afternoons off, her pink, plump and rather wobbly legs covered for the outing in a bottled brown preparation called ‘liquid stockings’ which did wartime duty for the real thing, implied a nagging anxiety that she was flirting with another sisterhood, from which the convent had presumably been enlisted to rescue her. But though silk stockings materialized to replace liquid ones, as did supplies of Hershey bars and Spearmint on a scale which rapidly devalued mine, Annie was apparently asked to give nothing in return or, if asked, not pressed. My mother’s alarm subsided.


  Quite soon my parents had collected an American circle of their own. One member, a major of engineers, became a lifelong friend and, in 1945, godfather to a new daughter, the second of two children born into the family in the war years. Others, also encountered at the church door, came to replace the earlier wave of expatriates who had called for tea on Sunday afternoons. Most, like them, seemed to want no more than an occasional glimpse into a domestic interior as a comforting leaven in their austere but enthralling military experience. A few gentler souls became more dependent and appeared more often. One, Sontag – I knew him in no other way – a thin, dark-haired, soft-eyed young man, must have been acutely afflicted by homesickness and perhaps by the fear of what lay ahead. Squirrel-like, he accumulated in a spare corner of the house a store of small, valueless personal possessions, which he called to fuss over at intervals and one day, after which he was not seen again, asked my parents to keep safe for him. Their overheard murmur of agreement at lunch months later that ‘Sontag won’t be coming back’ awoke in me a guilty, prurient curiosity, and that afternoon I picked his little store over, and found a GI torch, a webbing belt and a Pocket Book edition, in gritty grey paper, of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. It seemed a small enough stake to have put down in the country.


  But by then – it must have been in the winter of 1944 – there was very little left at all of the Americans’ transient presence. It had during that spring swollen to almost all-pervading proportions, so that there seemed more Americans than natives in the district (as there may well have been). American transport monopolized the roads, American uniform became as commonplace as that other uniform of the penultimate war year, the high-shouldered overcoat, wedge-heeled shoes and turbaned head so often seen on its arm. American accents, much enjoyed, much, if badly, imitated, passed as an alternative local dialect and some of the ease, nonchalance and generosity of American manners had permeated and softened local formality. The feudal west would never be quite the same again, and a good thing too thought many, particularly the young. We relentlessly patriotic little prep-school boys, imprinted with our idea of the paramountcy of the British empire, to which we knew the United States represented a principle in some way antithetical, held out longest against American charm. I particularly resisted admitting that the US Navy had demoted the Royal Navy to second place among the world’s fleets, even after the facts had told me differently. But in time it got to us too. There was something in particular about jeeps, and the way they were driven with one high-booted leg thrust casually outside the cab, which softened even the most chauvinist ten-year-old heart.


  And, as spring became summer in 1944, yet more exciting manifestations of American military power thrust themselves on our attention. The GIs whom we had got to know had, we now grasped, been engineers, builders and truck drivers, who had been creating settlements for the fighting troops still to come. They were now among us. And with them they brought a new wave of equipment, half-track scout cars, amphibious trucks and gigantic transporters, laden with tanks and bulldozers – a machine previously unknown in Britain – which held to the main roads and, when in convoy, were usually seen heading southward, towards the ports of Hampshire and Dorset, on the Channel coast opposite France. American aircraft, too, appeared in great numbers, Liberators, Dakotas and occasionally the dramatically twin-boomed P-38 Lightning, glimpsed rocketing across the sky like a shape of things to come. Dakotas were the most common, and the source of the most arresting experience I underwent that fresh, green spring. Some forgotten journey brought me unexpectedly upon an airfield, over which a cloud of aircraft hung, turning and swooping. But it was unlike any formation I had ever seen, in that the planes were linked together in pairs by spider-thin cables. Suddenly and successively the cables fell slack and the second in each pair of aircraft began to descend towards the runway. Strangest of all, they had neither propellers nor engines, their descent was silent and, when they touched ground, they came to a halt within a few yards. From their interiors men tumbled out and formed ranks, from which brilliant red and green flares were shot in spluttering arcs towards the departing Dakota tugs. I had had my first sight of a method of war which I had not dreamt, a glider assault on the rear of the enemy.


  But not my last. One evening some weeks later the sky over our house began to fill with the sound of aircraft, which swelled until it overflowed the darkness from edge to edge. Its first tremors had taken my parents into the garden, and as the roar grew I followed and stood between them to gaze awestruck at the constellation of red, green and yellow lights which rode across the heavens and streamed southward towards the sea. It seemed as if every aircraft in the world was in flight, as wave followed wave without intermission, dimly discernible as darker corpuscles on the black plasma of the clouds, which the moon had not yet risen to illuminate. The element of noise in which they swam became solid, blocking our ears, entering our lungs and beating the ground beneath our feet with the relentless surge of an ocean swell. Long after the last had passed from view and the thunder of their passage had died into the silence of the night, restoring to our consciousness the familiar and timeless elements of our surroundings, elms, hedges, rooftops, clouds and stars, we remained transfixed and wordless on the spot where We stood, gripped by a wild surmise at what the power, majesty and menace of the great migratory flight could portend.


  Next day we knew. The Americans had gone. The camps they had built had emptied overnight. The roads were deserted. No doubt, had we been keeping check, we would have noticed a gradual efflux of their numbers. But it had been disguised until the last moment and the outrush had then been sudden. The BBC news bulletin told us why. ‘Early this morning units of the Allied armies began landing on the coast of France.’ The message was transmitted often that morning, June 6th, 1944, drawing listeners anxiously to their sets before each advertised broadcast in the hope of hearing some heartening change in the anodyne form of words passed by the censor. I had no patience with their incertitude. The doorman at my father’s office, a figure of weight and importance to me because, as a retired policeman, he was allowed to keep a pistol in the drawer of his desk the better to repel any fifth columnist bent on capturing the files of the County Education Committee, caused particular irritation by being too busy with the controls of his set – bending his head to the speaker and fussily adjusting the volume – to show me the gun as he usually did. He just, he said, wanted to hear how things were going. Irritation gave way to scorn. What was the point of wondering how things were going? A cross-Channel invasion was not, as it happened, how I had visualized the war would be won. I had formed no picture at all of the means by which the German army was going to be brought to decisive battle. If anything, I had imagined some gigantic, climacteric duel of aircraft, in which Spitfires without number would have overwhelmed the Germans first in the sky and then on the ground. But if a cross-Channel invasion it was to be, that was an end to it. The Allies had determined a means different from that I had visualized. But the outcome was no more in doubt than it had ever been. They were going to win. The Germans were going to lose. News of events would add colour and interest while we waited, and should be enjoyed in that spirit. But the outcome was not in doubt. Allons, enfants de la patrie; le jour de gloire est arrivé.


  And thus, in a curious way, the war released me from its grasp. Another world of the imagination, that of the more distant past, had already begun to possess me and, for what remained of my enchanted exile in the countryside, it was there that I dwelt. The surrounding landscape was planted particularly thickly with medieval churches, and dotted with villages and townships on which Georgian domestic builders had laid a wide and kindly hand. I had got to know many of these buildings well in my travels, learnt to distinguish Norman from Perpendicular and both from Victorian Gothic (on which I directed a scorn untinged by Betjemanite doubt), come to admire eighteenth-century proportionality and the gentle adaptation of Doric and Corinthian severity to cosy marketplace front doors. And I peopled them with the dwellers who seemed to me proper to their spirit; the churches with pre-Reformation parsons best resembling the Benedictines at our neighbouring abbey, Oxford and Cambridge men who interspersed their plain chant with rough shooting and rugger; the houses with decorous, benevolent, politely educated Jane Austen families differing only from their current retired-colonel occupants by way of buckled shoes and lace. Both sets of characters I found deeply attractive, and I surrounded them with the appropriate cast to play supporting roles – with pious, sparsely prosperous villeins, craftsmanly, wordless guildsmen, white with stone-chippings or sawdust, packhorse drovers looking for packhorse bridges, millers, merchants, carters, bargemen, village schoolmasters with a thumb in Chapman’s Homer, town worthies with a deep pocket and an eye for a classical cornice, scarlet-coated grenadiers soberly supping ale beside their sprig-muslined maids. The two worlds ran together in the mind’s eye as easily and naturally as, in the prettier townscapes, did the two architectures, producing a vision of the past at once Catholic and Anglican, Plantagenet and Hanoverian, feudal and municipal, pastoral and mercantile, and throughout friendly, easeful and utterly pacific.


  Time, teaching and reading would show me that it was all the most perfect nonsense; that the world of the past was not a potpourri of its quainter elements but as getting-and-spending a one as that of the present, the getting harder, the spending stingier; that its prevailing mood was not harmony but conflict, which man’s nastier qualities were more often deployed to resolve than charity or reason; that the lyrical emotions it aroused in me, dissolving all differences of class, interest, period and place in a poetic haze, were a positive obstacle to grasping its passions, hopes and needs. I struggled against the death of romance and the dissolution of my peaceable kingdom. How could an age that had built Glastonbury Abbey not be kinder than that which had built cotton mills? How could a world of hand tools not be more satisfying to work in than a world of machines? How could travel by horse not be more fun than by steam or oil? Who would not choose to live under thatch instead of slate, eat stone-milled instead of shop-bought bread, wear broadcloth instead of rayon? Disease, I accepted, was a hazard which afflicted the inhabitants of my imagined and vanished England with a frequency and severity we were spared. But that they were afflicted also in the vast majority by seasonal hunger, winter cold, constant poverty, backbreaking labour for little return, legal inequity, illiteracy, ignorance and frequent disorder was a view to which I retreated reluctantly, step by step, and with a lingering conviction that the sun-warmed stones of cloister and market-cross could not really lie.


  And of course they do not altogether. But to begin to see how and why was to take as much time as unlearning the myths of beauty and peace they had spoken to me of in the first place. In the process I was taught a great deal about other places and times than the England of the late middle and early modern age and of other subjects than the social and cultural history which were my starting points. I learnt enough imperial history to accept that it had two sides, enough political history to perceive that power was important and parties had purpose, enough intellectual history to distinguish between debate and dissent, enough economic history to see that work was about business not pleasure, enough military history to grasp the cardinality of force, dubiety of valour and marginality of the just cause. A child of war, it was military history which particularly aroused me. In time I grasped that I had lived through great events and that the determinism I had imposed on them – the certainty of victory, the indulgent contempt for the enemy, the patronizing acceptance of allies – was merely an index of how limited and local had been my viewpoint. Britain, I learnt, had not been strong, but weak. The long delay in bringing the Germans to decisive battle had been a matter of necessity, not choice. The Russians, whose war I had thought entirely marginal, had, I discovered, fought the greatest of the land campaigns. The empire, whose sheer size I reckoned the principal source of Allied power, had, I learnt, been unable to arm itself. The European allies, whom I had thought important by reason of their number alone, had, I gathered, been little better than refugees. The Japanese, of whom I had not thought at all, had, I found, come close to making the Pacific their own. And the Americans …


  It was my misunderstanding of their place in things which was hardest to correct. They had been all about me and yet I had had no curiosity about what had brought them. During the period of Britain’s isolation I had counted them, when I did so at all, as benevolent spectators, clearly on our side because they spoke English but, since we had Australia, Canada and South Africa with us, not wanted or even necessary as allies, a viewpoint which I presumed was also their own. When, nevertheless, they had begun to appear in England, it was, I supposed, because of a failure of patience, similar to that I had felt, with Hitler’s effort to win a war he was bound to lose. And, in their coming to England, I very definitely presumed that they were putting themselves, if not under British command, at least at Britain’s disposal. We, after all, had established property rights in the war and latecomers would be obliged to respect them.


  There, as childish perceptions go, I may not have been so wide of the mark. Popular sentiment, though overflowingly warm to the Americans as individuals, was not, after years of exposure to the themes of ‘blood, toil, sweat and tears’, ‘taking it’, ‘the few’ and ‘standing alone’, at all adaptable to the acceptance of parity of British and American effort, still less of any British subordination to American authority. That the invasion should have been mounted under the operational control of a British soldier, General Montgomery, and that British Commonwealth troops should have been in the majority on the invasion beaches therefore accorded with national feeling about the fitness of things. Had it been possible to take a poll of popular strategic attitudes in June 1944 it would probably have revealed an expectation that, though the Americans might in time come to supply the larger number of men in the battles for the liberation of Europe, and naturally the lion’s share of the equipment, the direction of the campaign would be determined by British minds and exercised by British commanders, even if General Eisenhower might, for diplomatic reasons, have to be accorded a titular primacy over the armies in the field. And the justification for that division of responsibility would have been that the invasion was, after all, a British conception, an endeavour long promised, by Churchill to the country, by the British to themselves, an act of historical vindication, a paying back five-, ten- and twenty-fold for the nation’s expulsion from the continent four years before and for all it had subsequently suffered.


  It was hidden from the majority, hidden from all but a very few in the inmost circle of policy-making, that this simple, legalistic view of how strategy had been made and would thenceforth unroll was quite at variance with reality. And it would remain hidden until long after the war. Only in the early 1950s would it start to become apparent that a cross-Channel invasion, for all its obviousness as a cardinal means to defeat Hitler, had carried nothing like unanimous assent in the Allied camp. Gradually it would be revealed that, despite much lip service to the concept, the British had shown nothing like the commitment to it that the Americans had done; that they had not merely advanced practical objections when it was right to do so, during the periods of Allied inferiority, but had, even after the reversal of the balance of strength, argued so persuasively for alternative approaches to Hitler’s heartland that the Americans had come to suspect a lack of resolution in their allies. The ‘Second Front debate’ was, it gradually became clear, the crux of the most important of all wartime Anglo-American misunderstandings.


  CHAPTER 1
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  Journey to the Second Front


  THESE REVELATIONS OF hidden Allied discord had for a child – in the 1950s a schoolboy – who had been reared not merely in the political atmosphere but on the substance of Anglo-American co-operation, the power to shock, strongly enough to set up walls of disbelief. With all the fervour of a convert, once brought to accept the hollowness of Britain’s splendid isolation, I had replaced that faith with another which distinguished not at all between the interests of the United States and the United Kingdom, scarcely, indeed, between the identities of the two societies. Britain and the United States, it seemed to me, were one unit, the British and the Americans almost one people; and that their leaders could have disagreed, could have pursued different military ends, could in the process have formed resentments, nurtured suspicions, manoeuvred, equivocated, dissembled, treated with third parties, played for time were ideas that I simply could not credit. And I was right to doubt. For, in the history of the wartime alliance, it is the unity and good faith of the two powers which stands out, and their differences of opinion and divergence of aims which seem trivial and secondary. But it was also right to be taught to look beyond the appearance of unanimity. In the real world the Britain in which I grew up was a power already in decline, the United States poised on the brink of succession to her place and vibrant with the confidence and wealth which would carry her into it. But the United States was also a land which had eschewed military development and involvement in European politics, whose armed strength lay largely in her navy and whose foreign entanglements, where they existed, lay largely in the Pacific. Her decision, once war was thrust upon her, to make her main effort in Europe remains, therefore, even in retrospect, a remarkable one. And the paths by which she arrived at it, and held her chief ally to her chosen method of implementing it – the invasion which we have come to call D-Day – retains an equally compelling interest. How she chose those paths is best understood by following the footmarks of the professional military men who translated their political leaders’ will to victory into reality.


  Seven – and one civilian – personify the principles and predicaments of the strategies by which their nations strove to achieve victory or avoid defeat in the years when the Second Front was in the making: Stilwell, whose career incarnated the poverty and backwardness of the American army in the interwar years and his country’s strategic involvement with Asia rather than Europe; Wedemeyer, the military technocrat, whose European training helped to commit the United States none the less to a continental invasion by a mass army; Eisenhower, whose intellectual flexibility and political touch found the means to give American strategy a coherent direction; Molotov, remembrancer of Russia’s agony to Britain and the United States; Marshall, Roosevelt’s strategic conscience; Brooke, book-keeper of Britain’s dwindling strategic assets and editor of Churchill’s wayward genius; Montgomery, his battlefield executive; and Rommel, on whom devolved responsibility for translating the folly of Hitler’s ambitions into military sense.


  The story of the Second Front begins with Stilwell at the moment when Japan, by her unannounced attack on the American Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, ended a year of skirmishing and indecision and irrevocably committed herself and her ally, Germany, to war against the United States.


  Stilwell


  Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor brought post-haste from Monterey to Washington one of the unlikeliest officers of the United States army. Joseph Warren Stilwell – Warren to his family, already Vinegar Joe to subordinates and superiors who knew the whiplash of his tongue – was commanding III Corps on December 7th, 1941. Until very recently a formation as large as a corps – 50,000 soldiers with artillery, transport and signals to match – had existed in the United States only on paper, and even in the late autumn of 1941, after two years of rearmament, III Corps’s real and paper strength were still embarrassingly different from each other. But Stilwell had been raised in the old army of tiny and scattered units, had marched on his chin-strap in the weary pursuit of Filipino rebels, eaten the dust of summer on the Chinese plains, and camouflaged genteel poverty behind the white clapboard of officers’ quarters at Leavenworth and Fort Benning. A corps, however filigree its fabric, and incomplete in its establishment, was a command of which as a turn-of-the-century West Pointer he could scarcely have dreamed and as a Great War veteran in the Depression years had abandoned hope of seeing again. To have watched III Corps come into being was to sense life pulsing again in the moribund army of the United States; to have been given command of it was to feel on his brow the crowning laurels of a soldier’s career.


  The call to Washington meant not only separation from his family but farewell to their beloved Carmel on the Monterey peninsula, where he and his wife had come to settle before the First World War and where the headquarters of III Corps had later been fixed. Its dark cypress groves and operatic crags, the Steinbeckian charm of the waterfront and the rag, tag and bobtail of the crowd which peopled it – Polish sardine-canners, Italian seine-boat fishermen, Chinese grocers, the hoboes from the Palace Flophouse and the dollar-a-day privates from the regiment in the Presidio – made it an unlikely setting for a military headquarters. Perhaps because of that Stilwell had reacted with uncharacteristic alarm to news of an imminent Japanese descent upon its enchanted coast during the first weeks of the war. ‘Jap fleet 20 miles south, 10 miles west of Monterey’, he wrote in his diary, ‘I believed it like a damned fool… two [US] battalions along the coast … two battalions in reserve for 175 miles … six tanks coming from Fort Ord. (The others won’t run) … Had the Japs only known, they could have landed anywhere on the coast, and after our handful of ammunition had gone, they could have shot us like pigs in a pen.’ By December 22nd, when the call from Washington came, he had regained his objectivity and it was only the general unpreparedness of the nation which continued to give him ‘that old sinking feeling’.1 But to leave the Pacific, which had consumed his professional life, and the Salinas Valley, which possessed his heart, required a deliberate effort of will. Going was made easier by the speed of departure. He had an overnight stop with his family. Then on December 23rd he took the plane eastward.


  Trans-continental flights in 1941, flown at 170 miles per hour in the ubiquitous DC-3 in stages of 500 miles, still lasted over a day. But for a sublimated romantic like Stilwell the long passages from San Francisco to Salt Lake City, Kansas City and Cincinnati was bearable because the route constituted a sort of pilgrimage across the heartland of the ‘old Army’s’ past. It began north of the deserts of Arizona, where the black regiments of US Cavalry – ‘buffalo soldiers’ to the Indians – had endured the Saharan summers of the American interior, ran south of the hunting grounds of the Sioux, for which Custer had died in battle at the Little Big Horn, and then across the endless steppe of the Great Plains dotted by the stockaded outposts of settlement, Forts Kearney and Niobrara, Omaha and Sydney, Dodge, Ellsworth, Hawker, Hays and Wallace, a few thriving and populous, most garrisonless and forgotten, through which the army had shepherded the trek west. At Kansas City he left behind one of the most sacred places of the army’s emotional geography, holier even than Battle Monument at West Point or the eternal flame at Arlington National Cemetery, where at Leavenworth, on the bluff above the Missouri still scarred by the abandoned Oregon–Santa Fé trail, stands the tiny memorial chapel of the regiments which fought for the frontier in the Indian wars of the 1860s and 1870s. It is there in the low-eaved gloom, between the cannon barrels which serve as pillars to the roof, among the slips of commemorative marble to scalped subalterns, that the American officer reminds himself of the days of ‘real soldiering’; days when men sweated their necks sore, swallowed spit and chewed their boots for supper, rode all day to the musical creak of the McClellan saddle, slept to the dying fall of ‘Taps’ – ‘Fades the light/And afar/Goeth day/Cometh night/And a star/Leadeth all/To their rest’ – and celebrated return to the safety of the palisaded camp with eye-burning shots of rye and all the sweet water a soldier could swallow. It is the shrine of those Indian-fighting troopers whom Frederick Remington has immortalized in paint for the American nation and whose days on the prairie he has left as a vision of the perfect life to the freemasonry of Uncle Sam’s army.


  And, to the long-service soldier of Stilwell’s stamp, it was a vision which cut deeper into the imagination even than the panoramas of glory and tragedy composed in blood on the great battlefields of the south – Atlanta, Chattanooga, Spotsylvania and the Wilderness – which lay beyond the horizon as he winged onwards from St Louis to Cincinnati. The Indian wars had been the private concern of ‘a homogeneous class – straight, lean, square-jawed, clear-eyed, moustachioed soldiers, professionally going about their business without a flicker of fear or a moment of self-doubt’, the American equivalents of Stalky and Co. and inhabitants of a world equally self-contained. The Civil War had been a war of the people, miscellaneously armed, shoddily clad, often unwillingly conscripted and corruptly officered, ragged in step, clumsy in drill, uncertain and sometimes panic-stricken in the face of the enemy – blue or grey. They had formed armies over which the West Point classes of the 1840s had wrung their hands in despair and with which their descendants from the Long Gray Line still felt less fraternity than with the disregarded apprentice regulars who had been driven from Washington by the British in 1812.


  But, as Stilwell might have reflected as he touched down on the reclaimed swampland along the Potomac on December 24th, it was again a people’s war which he had come to organize. The army of the white-painted officers’ quarters which – as if for a stage setting of a Carson McCullers novel – line the lawns in front of the War College
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