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​Jean-Charles Abrial
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1879-1962

​

Jean-Charles Abrial was a French naval lieutenant during the First World War. By 1936, when he was a rear-admiral, Abrial had been named Commander of the Mediterranean Fleet. Three months after the declaration of war in 1939 he was sent to northern France and charged with organising the defence of the Atlantic convoys as well as of the French coast.

On 23rd May 1940 Abrial was named Commander-in-Chief of the northern French naval forces. Until then, Admiral Darlan, who was at that time Naval Commander-in-Chief, had not thought it possible to evacuate French and British troops retreating before the German onslaught— at least, not by sea. But once General Weygand took over from General Gamelin, the new Commander-in-Chief of the French Army gave Abrial the task of defending Dunkirk and its beaches. Abrial was put in charge of all French forces, including land troops, and when he took up his new appointment he agreed with the British that the sea provided the best way out.

​Admiral Abrial managed to halt the advance of Guderian's tanks long enough to begin the evacuation on 28th May, with most of the action taking place the following day. The idea was to empty the Dunkirk 'pocket' as quickly as possible. Abrial requisitioned all boats in the area and was responsible for transporting 48,474 men out of a total of 338,226 Allied soldiers. There was no precedent for this astonishing operation, and before it happened no one really believed it was possible, yet Operation Dynamo succeeded beyond all expectations, The credit for this must go mainly to two men: Admiral Ramsay on the British side, and Admiral Abrial for the French.

​Between July 1940 and July 1941 Abrial acted as Governor of Algeria, but in 1942, ten days after British and American forces landed in North Africa (Operation Torch), he took up a post as Naval Secretary of State to the Vichy government. He continued in this position until March 1943, and it was this part of his career which led to his being tried by the High Court after the liberation of France. Admiral Abrial was condemned to ten years hard labour but was paroled in 1947.
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​Vittorio Ambrosio
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1879-1958

​

The climax of General Vittorio Ambrosio's war found him at his most devious, negotiating secretly with the Allies while to the Germans he averred that Italy was unshaken in her support for the Axis. It was a task that few would have relished, and the memory of it was later to ensure Ambrosio's discredit and fall from high office.

​A professional soldier, Ambrosio led the Italian Second Army in the successful invasion of Yugoslavia in April 1941. As Army Chief of Staff he was involved in the intense political dispute that in mid-1942 surrounded Esigenza C3, the planned invasion of Malta and Gozo, later scrapped. On 30th January 1943 Ambrosio was made head of Comando Supremo, succeeding Marshal Cavallero.

Immediately he was involved in the running dispute with Germany over which fronts should have priority, and more pointedly whether Hitler should not seek peace with Russia and divert more arms and men to the Balkans, the Mediterranean and North Africa.

​As Italy's power to resist waned, so Mussolini grew more and more ineffectual. Ambrosio was convinced, after attending conferences between Hitler and Mussolini at Salzburg in April 1943 and Feltre in July, that the Duce should be removed and a means found to extricate Italy from the Axis partnership. Behind the scenes he worked with the Grand Fascist Council to secure the vote of censure on Mussolini and so bring his reign to an end. As the moment of overthrow neared, Ambrosio ensured that Mussolini's élite bodyguard was out of Rome and garrisoned the capital with the regular 'Piave' Division.

During August, with Italy now under the premiership of Marshal Badoglio, Ambrosio was prominent in the manoeuvres with the Allies that led to the signing of the armistice on 3rd September 1943. All the while he was obliged to lie hard and often to Ribbentrop and senior German that his country was still fully loyal to the Axis cause. Shortly after the armistice, Ambrosio fled with King Victor Emmanuel III to Brindisi. By the time of the formal surrender (29th September), Ambrosio’s credibility with the Allies was falling fast. He was dismissed by Badoglio.
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​Harold Alexander
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1891-1969

​

General Harold Alexander was in many ways a 20th century version of the gallant medieval knight on a white charger. Handsome as a film star, courageous, tactful, liberally endowed with personal charm, he was a true charismatic leader, yet without the loftiness that so often marks such men. Even the peppery Montgomery, the arch-individualist and inveterate ruffler of official sensibilities, admitted that Alexander was 'the only man under whom, any general ... would gladly serve in a subordinate position'. That included Montgomery himself and also the Americans who sometimes baulked at serving under, or even with, commanders of other nationalities. Alexander was known, affectionately, as 'Alex' throughout the British and American forces, and among soldiers of his own generation he was regarded as a paragon of military virtues.

Alexander's career saw a typical progression for an officer who came, as he did, from the nursery of military excellence, the Protestant landowning families of Ireland. He moved from Sandhurst into the Irish Guards in 1910 and on to the command of a bat talion in the First World War In the Second World War. he commanded the 1st Division in the British Expeditionary Force (1939—1940), and later (from 1942) the British and Allied forces in the Western Desert. By 1943, Alexander was the automatic choice as Supreme Allied Commander in the Italian campaign. In that theatre, his brilliant hoaxing of the Germans broke the deadlock at Cassino (1944) and his qualities as a diplomat bound together a mixed bag -of Poles, Brazilians, Canadians, Indians and Americans as well as Britons.

The Canadians welcomed Alexander as their Governor-General (1946—1952), a role he performed with enormous success. This was followed, though with rather less lustre, by two years in Britain as Minister of Defence. Predictably, Alexander received many awards and decorations, including the DSO and MC for brave leadership, and many foreign medals in the First World War. After 1945, he was made a viscount (1946) for distinguished war service. He became Earl of Tunis (1952), a title he took from the North African campaigns.
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​Wladyslaw Anders
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1892-1970

​

Wladyslaw Anders was a passionate patriot who led the Polish Il Corps from its formation in Russia in 1941 until the end of the war, by which time it had reached a strength of 112,000. The taking of Monastery Hill at Monte Cassino was the Corps' greatest exploit. Before the final triumph, General Anders urged his countrymen to think of this battle as a crucial milestone in their struggle to liberate Poland from the Germans: 'My brothers and children, this battle for Monte Cassino is the battle for Poland!'

When Poland was invaded in 1939, Anders was commanding a cavalry brigade. He was captured by the Russians and imprisoned. After the Germans invaded Russia, the Polish government-in-exile signed a military agreement with the Russians. Anders recruited and trained an army (the Polish II Corps) of six divisions, whose members swore to 'fight Fascism to the last drop of their blood’.

Although the Russians wanted Anders to use his army to fight alongside their own, he held out for greater freedom of action, and persuaded the Russians to let them fight in the West. He then took II Corps to Palestine for a period of thorough training, and they joined the Eighth Army in Italy.

After General Sikorski's death in an air crash in July 1943, many Poles looked to General Anders as their most potent figurehead. The ferocious fighting of his troops in Italy was widely admired by the Allies. After their victory at Monte Cassino, the Poles served in the Adriatic sector.

On 26th February 1945 General Anders was appointed Acting C-in-C of all Polish armed forces. By then. the Polish nation was split between the exiles, who owed allegiance to the London government, and those in liberated Poland now subject to the communist Lublin provisional government. In this political web, Anders and his forces remained part of the British Eighth Army until they were eventually disbanded. With the vast majority of his army, General Anders opted not to return to a sovietised Poland. Instead he became leader of the Polish community in London, here he remained until his death.
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​Kenneth Anderson
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1891-1959

​

Like so many distinguished generals in the war, Kenneth Anderson was born in the early-1890s and received a blooding in the war of 1914-18, having been commissioned into the Seaforth Highlanders in 1911. A handsome man, Anderson found it difficult to overcome his natural modesty and reserve.

In 1939-40 he commanded the 14th Infantry Brigade and later the 3rd Infantry Division of the British Expeditionary Force during the hazardous, backs-to-the-sea fighting at Dunkirk. Returning to the UK, he served with the Home Forces and in April 1942 was appointed GOC Eastern Command. He was then promoted to lieutenant-general and put in command of the British First Army in North Africa. General Anderson arrived in Algiers on 9th November, and began organising his army's eastward drive into Tunisia. Weak communications and lack of adequate air support combined to deny Anderson the hoped-for breakthrough when his forces made contact with Axis troops, and they were stopped 19 km (12 miles) short of Tunis. in difficult circumstances, Anderson received credit for his handling of the tangled relations with the French forces under General Giraud, but the delays in clinching the North African campaign caused immense frustration in London. While Anderson was not blamed, the stalemate in Tunisia provoked Churchill into a near-frenzy.

After the final push which drove the Axis powers from Tunisia, the First Army was disbanded, and General Anderson was placed in command of the British Second Army, then training in Britain for the invasion of Europe. He was knighted in 1943, but six months before Operation Overlord took place, he was replaced by General Dempsey who had shown dash and purpose in Sicily and Italy. Anderson, a less spectacular performer, returned to Eastern Command and then in 1945 he was made GOC East African Command.

In 1947 Anderson became Governor-General of Gibraltar, and he occupied this politically sensitive post until 1952. In 1949 he was promoted to the rank of full general.
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​Duke of Aosta
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1898-1942

​

Prince Amadeo Umberto, Duke of Aosta, was the great-grandson of King Amadeus of Spain, who ruled that country for three years in the 1870s. In 1927 the Duke married Princess Anna of France, and 10 years later he was appointed Viceroy of Italian East Africa. When Mussolini declared war on the Allies, the Duke became C-in-C Italian forces in East Africa, an area then covering Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Italian Somaliland.

Life began to turn uncomfortable for ethe Duke's forces towards the end of 1940. Allied armies applied pressure from Sudan and Kenya, and the Royal Navy began shelling the Somaliland port of Mogadishu. On 15th January 1941 the exiled Emperor Haile Selassie arrived back in Ethiopia. Revolt broke out in Gojjam province, and within days large sectors of the country had fallen to the Patriots. With many of his remoter garrisons isolated, the Duke of Aosta on 18th February bravely but over-optimistically telegraphed to Mussolini; 'We will last somehow, at any cost, thanks to my enthusiastic collaborators in the Air Force, and thanks to the generous people who are ready for any sacrifice for the achievement of the Fascist-Italian victory,'

Whatever dreams the Duke may have had of controlling an Italian empire stretching from Libya to the Indian Ocean, they faded fast in the next few weeks. Forced out of Addis Ababa and Debra Marcos in early April, the Duke fell back on Dessie, and finally on Amba Alagi, a mountain stronghold pitted with tunnels and gun emplacements. On 19th May, with his men desperate for food and water, and unable to care for their wounded, the Duke surrendered an army of 18,000 men, including five generals.

In March 1942, while a prisoner of war of the British in Nairobi, the Duke died. His death left the title vacant, and in August in the same year it was assumed by Prince Aimone of Savoy, Duke of Spoleto. In May 1941 the latter had been induced by Mussolini to become the puppet King of Croatia under the name King Tomislav, but he never assumed his throne in Croatia. Instead, in a curious turn of events, he became the next Duke of Aosta.
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​Hans Arnim
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1891-1971

​

General Hans Jürgen Bernard Theodor von Arnim was, his name suggests, an officer of the Prussian Junker or noble class, notions on men and war were formulated long before the advent of Hitler and his originally working-class movement. By disposition, von Arnim was unbending and intolerant, and kept a harsh tongue for inferiors who did not agree with him.

The high point of his military career was followed within weeks by his downfall. This took place in Tunisia, where he commanded a strong Axis army that included as its spearhead the 10th Panzer Division and was well dug in on the hills and coastal plain as far east as the Mareth Line. Von Arnim had risen to the overall command from the 5th Panzer Army which he had led from November 1942 until Rommel, a sick man, had bowed out of Africa during the battle for the Mareth Line. Before that time, von Arnim had commanded a Panzer division, then a corps, on the Eastern Front. Von Arnim and Rommel disliked each other, but their disinclination to co-operate as they might have done in the Kasserine battles of mid-February 1943 did not prevent von Arnim from sharing the now-departed Rommel's view that his Army Group Afrika should concentrate within the Tunisian bridgehead. This led to a row with Kesselring, von Arnim's superior, who wanted the Axis forces in North Africa to remain spread out and so deny the Americans in the north-west the chance of linking up with the Eighth Army, led by Montgomery. The dispute was largely settled when Montgomery succeeded in outflanking General Messe at Mareth.

Forced into an ever-shrinking neck of land, von Arnim fought a delaying action until 12th May, when he was captured near Marie du Zit. Five days later he, with General Messe, was in England, where he remained among the more illustrious guests of HM Government until he was transferred to the United States. The effect of von Arnim's capitulation, though ultimately inevitable, was disastrous for the Axis since it took some 250,000 German and Italian soldiers out of the war. This, in the months after the loss of Stalingrad, was a blow that Hitler could not afford.
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​Henry H. Arnold
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1886-1950

​

Henry Harley Arnold was born in Gladwyne, Pa, USA, on 25th June 1886. He was one of the very first military aviators. In 1911, four years after his graduation from the United States Military Academy at West Point, he was sent to Dayton, Ohio, for flying instructions under Wilbur and Orville Wright. A year later he won the first Clarence H. Mackay Trophy for a 30-mile reconnaissance flight in an early type of Wright biplane.

In 1917 Arnold was assigned to the aviation section of the Signal Corps and was posted to Panama where he organised and commanded the 7th Aero Squadron (1917-18). Like General 'Billy' Mitchell, Arnold even in these early days of military flying believed in the superiority of air power and that it would be a decisive factor in future wars. When the Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee was organised in March 1942, he was appointed Commanding General of the USAAF. As a five-star general in December 1944, Arnold was equalled in status only by Generals George C. Marshall, Dwight D, Eisenhower and Douglas MacArthur.

In England he is most remembered as the man who set up the US Eighth Army Air Force, which eventually dominated the Allied Air Offensive over Europe. A vigorous pre-war opponent of isolationism, Arnold built up a formidable American air force on a world-wide basis. Nicknamed 'Hap' for 'Happy', his expert knowledge of the technicalities of flying and tactics made him a popular consultant to the Allied air forces. One of the most impressive generals of World War Il, Arnold's command involved 2,500,000 men and over 75,000 aircraft. In 1945, he personally led the US Twentieth Army Air Force, which bombed the industrial cities of Japan. In June 1949, President Harry S. Truman appointed Arnold to the permanent five-star rank of general, the first such commission ever granted. He died at Sonoma, California, on 15th January 1950.

Arnold was a source of many memorable quotes. He called his air forces 'The Big Stick' and asserted that victory would come to whoever 'got there fastest with the mostest', in a reference to the big build-up of strategic bombers by the Allies.
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​Claude Auchinleck
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1884-1981

​

Auchinleck entered the Indian Army as a 2nd Lieutenant in 1903. After service in World War I in Egypt and Mesopotamia, he returned to India and graduated in 1937 from the Quetta Staff College. In 1940 he was appointed GOC Northern Norway but after the collapse of the Norwegian campaign and the fall of France, he helped organize Britain's defences as GOC Southern Command. In July 1941 General Auchinleck was made C-in-C British Middle East armies.

Like his predecessor Wavell, who had been sacked by Churchill, Auchinleck knew the desert well and he set about planning an offensive that would regain the ground won and lost by Wavell in the first phase of the war in the Western Desert. The objectives of Auchinleck's 'Operation Crusader' launched from Halfaya on the Egyptian border on 8th November 1941 were two-fold: the relief of the Tobruk garrison and the occupation of the whole of Cyrenaica. The Eighth Army under General Ritchie had relieved Tobruk by 10th December and by Christmas Eve British troops were in Benghazi, an advance of over 300 miles from their start-line. Auchinleck’s great success in occupying Cyrenaica did not, however, signal the end of the North African campaign, as on 21st June 1942 Rommel’s Afrika Korps struck a violent blow at the Eighth Army.

Rommel’s offensive anticipated Auchinleck's own plan under pressure from Churchill to attack by a few days. Within a month Tobruk had fallen and the Eighth Army was back in Egypt. On 25th July, Auchinleck took over personal command of the Eighth Army and he skilfully adopted defensive positions running from north to south from the sea near El Alamein on his right to the Qattara Depression on his left. The Eighth Army vigorously mounted local offensives, but Churchill sent Alexander to replace Auchinleck and Montgomery to take over from Ritchie. Montgomery's great victory at El Alamein in October/November 1942 owed much to the experience of the second desert offensive and Auchinleck’s defensive tactics in Egypt. ‘The Auk', as he was affectionately known by all ranks, inevitably returned to India. He was created Field Marshal in 1946.

​

​
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​Douglas Bader
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1910-1982

​

Douglas Bader was commissioned in the RAF in 1930 and proved to be an exceptional pilot. He excelled at stunt flying and off-duty played a great deal of sport. However, as a result of a plane crash in a Bulldog fighter in 1931 he lost both his legs. Fitted with 'tin' legs, he was invalided out of the service in 1933, but he insisted on walking without a stick. In November 1939 he volunteered to rejoin the service and was accepted by the RAF as physically fit to fly. He fought his first action during the evacuation of the BEF from Dunkirk and in June 1940 he was given command of a Canadian squadron flying Hurricanes. Using tactics based on some of the skills of the 'aces' of the First World War, Bader was one of the principal leaders of 'the Few' in the Battie of Britain. At its height he was given five fighter squadrons to lead. It was Bader’s Duxford wing that on 15th September 1940 gave the coup de gräce to the Luftwaffe's powerful force of 100 long range bombers and 400 fighters over Southern England. Never again did Luftwaffe seek an all-out fighter battle with the RAF.

Early 1941 saw him in command of a squadron of Spitfires but his wartime career as a flyer ended in August of that year after a collision with a Messerschmidt over Béthune in France. On bailing out he left one of his artificial legs behind him in the cockpit but managed to survive the parachute descent. A new pair of legs was dropped to him by the RAF whilst he was a captive in hospital at St Omer.

He made several unsuccessful attempts to escape from German hands and was finally confined to Colditz Castle near Leipzig, being released on 15th April 1945 by the American First Army.

Bader's official score as a combat pilot was 22½ enemy aircraft although his own personal record made it 30. Mentioned in despatches three times. he received the DSO and Bar, DFC and Bar, Légion d'Honneur, Croix de Guerre, and was named CBE in 1950 and knighted in 1976. His best-selling biography Reach for the Sky by Paul Brickhill was filmed successfully under the same title with actor Kenneth More as ‘Tinlegs' Bader.

Bader led the RAF flypast in the 1946 Victory Parade, London.
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​Pietro Badoglio
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1871-1956

​

The career of Pietro Badoglio, who came from Piedmont, the nursery of Italian military leadership, spanned an impressive array of wars. He began his military career as an artillery officer in the Ethiopian War of 1896/7, participated in the conflict against the Turks in Libya (1911/2) and in the First World War distinguished himself when he masterminded the capture of Monte Sabotino (August 1916). As a reward, Badoglio was promoted to corps commander, and later to Deputy Chief of Staff. He was rewarded again, in far more disreputable circumstances, when he led the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935/6. For that, he was made Duke of Addis Ababa and, later, Viceroy of the new Italian colony. Five years afterwards, however, Badoglio baulked at the Italian invasion of Greece and in protest resigned his position as Chief of Staff in December 1940.

Early on in his career, Badoglio matched a political and diplomatic life to his military activities. He negotiated the armistice with Austria after the First World War, served as governor of Italian Libya (1928-1933) and in July 1943 was the prime mover in the plot to remove Mussolini from office.

​However, Badoglio had no pretensions about being another Duce. In the first week of August 1943, only a few days after Mussolini's downfall, Badoglio sent two Italian generals as emissaries to contact British representatives on neutral ground, in Madrid and Lisbon. Their message to the British was that Italy would be willing to switch sides once the Allies invaded.

In the event, Badoglio was as good as his word. When the Allied invasion transpired in September 1943, the general signed Italy's unconditional surrender. Afterwards, he became Prime Minister and proceeded to sweep away the remnants of Mussolini's rule by dissolving the Fascist Party shortly before Italy declared war on Germany (13th October).

The Italians were delighted, but the Allies were less enchanted with the new leader of their new ally. At the September surrender, they had found Badoglio feeble, timid, a procrastinator and anxious to please. Such harsh judges were no doubt relieved when Badoglio's premiership proved short: he resigned in June 1944.
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​Ivan C. Bagramyan
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1897-1982

​

Ivan Christoferovich Bagramyan was born in Azerbaijan in southern Russia in 1897. He was the son of a railwayman and worked on the railway himself until he was conscripted into the Tsarist Army in 1915. By 1917 he had risen to the rank of praporshchik, or junior officer. During the Russian Civil War he fought with the Armenian nationalist movement and did not join the Red Army until 1920. He served with the cavalry in Armenia, commanding a regiment from 1923 to 1931. He held staff appointments in the Kiev Military District and lectured at the General Staff Academy.

When war broke out he was Deputy Chief of Staff of the South-Western Front. The Front was surrounded by the Germans at Kiev in September 1941 and almost annihilated. Bagramyan managed to lead fifty men to safety. He became Chief of Staff of the new South-Western Front, but in March 1942 he was blamed for the failure of the Kharkov offensive, even though Stalin had insisted on the attack against his commanders' advice.

In July 1942 Bagramyan took command of the Sixteenth Army, which he led with great success. His army was honoured with the title of Eleventh Guards Army and fought with distinction at Orel during the Battle of Kursk. In November 1943 Bagramyan was promoted to command the 1st Baltic Front and won victories at Gorodok and Vitebsk. During Operation Bagration, the main Russian offensive in 1944, in Belorussia, his Front played the key role on the north of the Russian attack. After this Bagramyan crossed the Dvina and advanced into Lithuania and Latvia. His first assault on Riga failed, but after regrouping his forces he attacked again on 5th October. This time his troops broke through to the Baltic coast at Memel and forced the evacuation of Riga. During 1945 Bagramyan led the Russian forces into East Prussia.

After the war Bagramyan commanded the Baltic Military District until 1954. He was Commandant of the General Staff Academy from 1956 to 1958 and then for ten years he was head of the Soviet logistic services. In 1968 he became the inspector-General at the Ministry of Defence.
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​Hermann Balck
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1895-1982

​

Hermann Balck was a highly decorated German officer who was a rough, tough, fighting man. His promotions during World War II were largely due to sheer ability.

Born in 1895 into an old army family – his great-grandfather served under the Duke of Wellington as a staff officer. In 1913 Balck entered the Hanoverian Rifle Battalion 10 as a cadet and the following year he attended the Hanoverian Military College. He joined the Imperial Army when war broke out in August 1914, and as a junior officer served with distinction, fighting on the western, eastern, Italian and Balkan fronts. During the course of the war Black was wounded seven times and awarded the Iron Cross First Class.

After the war ended Balck gravitated into the Reichswehr and played a major role in the development of the German armoured forces.

During the Battle for France in May 1940 he was placed in command of the 1st Rifle Regiment, which was the motorised infantry component of the 1st Panzer Division. Balck’s regiment were among the first to cross the Meuse at Sedan and established a bridgehead on the west bank.

In April 1941 Balck commanded a panzer regiment during the invasion of Greece and in May 1942 he commanded the 11th Panzer Division on the Eastern Front. Following the disaster at Stalingrad and the subsequent Soviet counterattack, his division took part in the efforts to stop the enemy advance. On 8th December Balck destroyed an entire Soviet Tank Corps and a week later, with only 21 operational panzers, much of the Soviet 5th Tank Army.

The following year he commanded the elite Großdeutschland Division in Ukraine and, after a brief spell in Italy, returned to the Eastern Front in December to command the XLVIII Panzer Corps. In July 1944 Balck commanded the Corps during the initial phase of the Soviet Lvov-Sandomierz Offensive. He failed in the relief attempt of the encircled XIII Army Corps who were trapped in a pocket near the Ukrainian city of Brody.

By September the German Army were in utter decline. Balck was transferred to the Western Front to command Army Group G where he faced General George S. Patton. However Balck was unable to stop the Allied advance and in late December he was relieved of his command. General Heinz Guderian requested he be transferred to Hungary to stop the advancing Soviet Army. Instead Balck surrendered to the Americans in May 1945.
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1889-1969

​

Daniel Barbey was born in Portland, Oregon, and graduated from the US Naval Academy in 1912. He served in destroyers during the First World War and then became an engineering specialist. He held various command and staff appointments before being posted to Washington in 1937. He was responsible for planning the mobilisation of personnel within the War Plans Section.

In 1940 he took command of the battleship New York. In 1941 he was Chief of Staff to the Atlantic Fleet's Amphibious Force. Barbey had been interested in amphibious warfare before the war and in the Atlantic Fleet he organised trials of new techniques and equipment by the 1st Marine Division. In May 1942 he returned to Washington as a member of Admiral King's staff. He established the Navy's amphibious warfare section and was involved in the production of many new landing craft. Thus he was well qualified to command General MacArthur's amphibious forces, the job to which he was posted in December 1942.

When Barbey arrived in the Sough West Pacific and established the VII Amphibious Force (VII 'Phib'). It consisted of himself and one staff officer. Barbey was faced with a daunting task. The crews of his ships were new to any kind of naval operation and amphibious warfare was an almost unknown subject. Barbey had to develop new techniques and then train the raw crews in them. VII 'Phib' was ready by the end of June 1943.

Their first landings took place on Kiriwina and Woodlark Islands off the east coast of New Guinea. During the next year VII 'Phib' carried MacArthur's troops forward along the north coast of New Guinea by a series of landings. Their skill grew all the time as Barbey ensured that the lessons of each operation were incorporated in planning for the next. From New Guinea MacArthur moved towards the Philippine Islands. The invasion of the Philippines was a joint operation with Nimitz's Central Pacific Forces and Barbey commanded one of the two Task Forces. Afterwards he was involved in planning the invasion of Japan, although Japan surrendered before this could take place.
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​Ettore Bastico
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1876-1972

​

​Ettore Bastico's position as Supreme Commander of Axis Forces in North Africa (1941-43) was never a strong one, for the good reason that a key figure in his command, Erwin Rommel, had no intention of bowing to the Italian's superior rank. Whenever Rommel disputed a decision he felt morally free to go over Bastico's head and appeal either to Commando Supremo even directly to Hitler.

Rommel's view made life difficult for the ageing Bastico whose military experience went back to the early years of the century. He had fought against the Turks in 1911-12, in World War I, in the Ethiopian campaign and the Spanish Civil War, rising to the rank of general.

​Matters came to a dramatic head in December 1941, when Rommel wished to withdraw his troops, battered by the Crusader offensive, as far as Tunisia. Bastico insisted on holding to a previous plan of defence which would have kept the Axis forces farther east, around Gazala. Only after Rommel had conducted a brisk political campaign, involving bogus intelligence reports of heavy enemy reinforcements and appeals to Cavallero and the Fuhrer, did Bastico relent. The Axis line retreated to El Agheila.

The impossible relationship of the two commanders survived their separate promotions to the rank of field marshal — in retrospect a naive device, but status was all in the Italo-German in fighting that characterised the Axis alliance in North Africa. Certainly Bastico seems to have lost all control over Rommel in the latter's bold drive to Benghazi and beyond. The thinness of their relationship is symbolised by Rommel's airy invitation to Bastico, delivered on 30th June at Derna, to dine with him shortly in Cairo. Even after Alamein Rommel insisted on doing what he pleased, leaving Bastico to complain in passionate and pathetic terms to Marshal Cavallero that 'His departure constitutes an act of flagrant indiscipline, and wilful disregard of my authority as Supreme Commander and Governor-General. Had any Italian general done that, he would have been court-martialled immediately.'

In 1943 Marshal Bastico, his teeth well and truly drawn, returned to Italy and retired four years later.
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​Fritz Bayerlein
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1899-1970

​

Fritz Bayerlein was born in Würzburg, Germany on 14th January 1899. Ile served as a one-year volunteer in the German Army in the last year of the First War. After the war he joined the Reichswehr and was commissioned as a lieutenant in 1922. He received steady promotion in the 1930's. and in September 1939 he served as a senior staff officer in the 10th Panzer Division. In 1940 he was appointed as operations officer to Panzer Group Guderian with the rank of lieutenant-colonel.

In September 1941 Bayerlein was sent to North Africa as chief of staff to the Afrika Korps. Rommel thought very highly of Bayerlein and both officers worked closely together, Bayerlein took over temporary command of the Afrika Korps at the end of August 1942, when its temporary commander, General Nehring, suffered a heart attack. In November 1942 Bayerlein took over formal command of the Afrika Korps when it was reduced to a skeleton force of only eighty tanks and was on the verge of surrender to Montgomery’s Eighth Army. But Bayerlein was evacuated to Italy before the May 1943 surrender because he was ill, and thus he escaped a British prisoner-of-war camp. Bayerlein had been promoted to major-general in March 1943. He was appointed to command the 3rd Panzer Division in October 1943. On 10th January 1944 Bayerlein was appointed as commander of the Panzer Lehr Division, one of the German Army's best divisions. He had to prepare the division in France for the expected Allied invasion that summer. When the Allies landed at Normandy in June 1944 Bayerlein's division was brought up to drive them back into the sea. The division was holding the ground chosen by General Bradley for the breakout from the Normandy beach-head, and suffered severe casualties in the Anglo-American air bombardment which preceded the attack

Bayerlein also commanded the Panzer Lehr Division in the Ardennes Offensive in 1944, In January 1945 he was promoted lieutenant-general and given of the I.III Corps and fought on the Rhine and in the Ruhr where he was taken prisoner in April 1945.
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1910-1986

​

The originator of the ‘Pathfinder' concept was a distinguished all-round airman who once held the world's long-distance seaplane record after a flight from Dundee to Alexandra Bay in South Africa. Precision, rather than distance, was the prime concern of Donald Clifford Tyndall Bennett during the war. The tall Australian-born air commander was a single-minded and controversial character who transferred to the RAF after a period in the Royal Australian Air Force. He had also worked for Imperial Airways, and by the late 1930s was an expert in navigational techniques.

Frustration at the general level of direction-finding among Bomber Command pilots led Bennett to formulate his ideas for marking the way to the target area, and the area itself, with coloured flares. On 5th July 1942 Group Captain Bennett's pioneering work earned him his appointment as commander of a special force to carry out this work, With the advantages of 'Gee' direction-finding equipment to help his force, and ‘H2S' and ‘Oboe' under development, Bennett and his team set to work. On 15th August they took on the name of Pathfinder Force.

Initially the Pathfinder crews could not achieve all that had been hoped of them, and on occasion they flew astray. This provided fuel for Bennett’s opponents in the perpetual debates that raged on into 1943. Bennett now commanded 8 Group, and had to contend with the rival 5 Group - another Pathfinder force - commanded by Air Vice-Marshal Cochrane. That Bennett retained his considerable power and influence was due not only to his habit of disregarding completely the arguments of those who opposed him, but also to the fact that Air Chief Marshal Harris trusted him.

Bennett capitalised on his good relations with his chief to secure a large proportion of the Mosquitoes then joining Bomber Command, and with them set up his 'Light Night Striking Force'. Though he was criticised for weakening 8 Group by removing many of its better pilots to man the new force, Bennett's efforts undoubtedly speeded the air assault on Berlin.

After the war Bennett returned to civil aviation as chief executive of British South American Airways.
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1887-1962

​

Henry Gordon Bennett was born in 1887 in Belwyn, Victoria, Australia. He trained as an accountant and joined the Australian militia in 1912. Gordon Bennett served throughout the First World War, being promoted to brigadier-general before he was 29, and commanded the 3rd Infantry Brigade in France. He was made CMG in 1915, CB in 1918, won the DSO in 1919, and was mentioned in dispatches eight times. From 1926 to 1931 Bennett commanded the Australian 2nd Division. He then reverted to the reserve and became Civil Commissioner of Sydney, President of the Chamber of Manufacturers of New South Wales, and President of the Associated Chambers of Manufacturers of Australia. In 1939 Gordon Bennett was the youngest major-general in the Australian Army, having reverted to the active list.

In 1940 he was appointed to command the 8th Division of the Australian Imperial Force, and in 1941 was GOC of the AIF in Malaya. In many respects his appointment was unfortunate, because, although he was a good soldier, he was regarded as egotistical and undiplomatic. He was loud in his criticisms of the regular army and of British officers. Despite his boastings, the AIF in Malaya was not very well trained, and in 1941 had to face a Japanese attack in Johore. The Australians tried to hold the Japanese on the River Muar; however, they were forced to retreat to Singapore where they engaged in the final battle with the Japanese.

On 15th February 1942 General Percival surrendered to the Japanese, and Gordon Bennett decided to escape without informing Percival. After a perilous journey by Chinese junk to Batavia, Gordon Bennett reached Australia. He believed that it was his duty to escape so that his first-hand knowledge of Japanese jungle tactics could be of value.

After the war a judicial enquiry by the Australian Government found that Gordon Bennett had not been justified in relinquishing his command and escaping, although he had acted from a sense of duty and patriotism. Gordon Bennett then became a successful fruit grower and died from a heart attack Sydney in 1962.
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​Antoine Béthouart
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1889-1982

​

Antoine Béthouart was born in Döle in 1889. In 1938 he was given command of the 5th Demi-Brigade de Chasseurs Alpins and, following the declaration of war, he and his troops moved to the Maginot Line. In January 1940 General Gamelin decided to send Béthouart to Finland. But once the Germans had attacked Scandinavia he was deployed to Norway instead. General Béthouart master-minded the very first amphibious landing of the Second World War and succeeded in taking Narvik, a port of vital importance to the German armaments industry since it was from here that iron from Swedish mines was shipped. Meanwhile Béthouart was ordered to return to France and reached his native land just as German troops were entering Paris. He fled first to Brittany, and then England.

He met de Gaulle in London and then moved on to Morocco where he was appointed commander of the Casablanca division, but ever since his meeting with de Gaulle he had only one aim in mind: to take up the fight against Germany once more. His opportunity came on 8th November 1942 (luring the Allied landings in North Africa when Bethouart organised a putsch against General Noguös, head of the Vichy command in Morocco. Béthouart ordered his men to welcome the Americans as friends and forbade them to fire. As the Allies advanced, Béthouart came under General Giraud's command in Algiers.

Giraud decided to send Béthouart to the United States to negotiate the rearming of the French Army. He remained in Washington until November 1943 and in April of the following year was named as Chief of Staff of National Defence by General de Gaulle. But as Béthouart was still itching to return to active combat, de Gaulle gave him command of the First Army Corps. He landed with his troops in Provence and led them via Chambéry, along the Swiss border into Alsace which he liberated, though this involved crossing into Germany. Béthouart and his men eventually reached Austria and between 1945 and 1950 he was French Commissioner in that country.
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​George ‘Screwball’ Beurling
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1921-1948

​

Beurling's nickname did not originate from his behaviour, but from his habit of killing flies in particularly sadistic fashion. He would throw pieces of meat on the ground, wait for the flies—he called them 'Goddam screwballs'—to home in on them and then crush them with his foot. Canadian-born Beurling, who joined the Royal Air Force Volunter Reserve (RAFVR) in 1940, dealt with enemy pilots in much the same spirit. To this end, he abstained from alcohol, tobacco and anything else that might interfere with his reflexes and spent hours training his vision and practising deflection gunnery. As a result, Beurling, a moderate pilot, became a phenomenally accurate gunner. He was also, to the disgust of his superiors, scruffy, insolent, undisciplined and too fond of breaking formation to indulge in private pursuits of the enemy.

In June 1942 Beurling was posted to Malta where his killer skills could be put to really effective use. He became the ace fighter pilot of the entire Malta siege. Between 12th June and 9th July he shot down four Bf 109s and six Macchi 202s, whereupon he was awarded the DFM, In September he was awarded a bar. Another seven aircraft fell to Beurling's gunnery by 13th August, and another ten by 13th October, when he was shot down.

After resting in Canada, Beurling returned to the war late in 1943. By that time he had joined the Royal Canadian Air Force. Before he was posted as an instructor to the Catfoss Advanced Gunnery School in 1944, he brought his total score of kills to just over 31, and added a DSO and DFC to his DFM and Bar.

Not unexpectedly, Beurling found peacetime irksome and dull. In 1948 he welcomed the task of ferrying war surplus planes to embattled Israel. It cost him his life. Beurling was killed (20th May) when his Mitchell bomber crashed on take off at Urke Airport, Rome.
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1906-1992

​

Pierre Gaston Billotte, who was born in Paris, graduated from Saint-Cyr Military Academy in 1928. By the time he was 26 years old he had risen to a position among the senior members of the War Council. At the start of the Second World War Billotte was attached to General Headquarters and in May 1940, following the German attack, he took command of a tank unit. Shortly afterwards, on 12th June, his own tank was blown up and Billotte was injured and taken prisoner. Seven months later he escaped from a Pomeranian prisoner-of-war camp.

Pierre Billotte then made his way as far as the USSR only to be greeted with deep suspicion by the Russians. They found it most unlikely that Billotte could have crossed Germany, as he claimed, and assumed he was a Nazi spy. They interned him with other French, English and Belgian prisoners.

But after the German attack on the USSR in June 1941, Billotte became Free France's military representative to Moscow. However, his aim was to get back into the battle and, together with 186 comrades - POWs who had escaped from Germany after the Battle of France in 1940 - Billotte managed to get back to London via Archangel and Spitzberg. General de Gaulle immediately appointed him Chief of Staff, and on 13th April 1942 Billotte was also given responsibility for the Committee for National Defence. He held both these jobs until 1944, but in August of that year he accepted command of one of Leclerc's armoured brigades and with it went on to establish one of the first bridgeheads across the Orne, thereby enabling Allied pincer formations to close in on the Falaise 'pocket'. Then, on 24th August, in General de Gaulle's own words, Billotte 'opened the gates of Paris'. For it was Billotte's brigade which was the first to thrust into the capital.

On 27th September Pierre Billotte took command of the 10th Infantry Division and in 1945 took part in the battles around Colmar before gaining control of the Vosges mountains. Once the war was over he was named governor of the Rhineland-Hesse-Nassau region before becoming, at the age of 35, Chief of Staff at the Ministry of National Defence.
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​Thomas Albert Blamey
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1884-1951

​

Thomas Albert Blamey was born at Wagga Wagga, New South Wales, Australia, on 24th January 1884. He saw service with the Australian Imperial Force at Gallipoli and in France during the First World War, becoming chief of staff of the Australian Corps in 1918. After the war he held a variety of jobs in public office including that of Australian defence representative in London (1922), commander of the 3rd Australian Division (1931-37), Chief Commissioner of Police in Victoria (1925-37), Controller-General of Recruiting Secretariat, Australia (1938-39) and Chairman of the Australian Manpower Committee (1939-40).

In 1939 Blamey was appointed to command the 6th Division of the Imperial Force, and then in 1940 the I Australian Corps. This Corps was sent to the Middle East and Blamey commanded it during the difficult period of 1940-1941. He then commanded the whole ANZAC Corps during the campaign in Greece in 1941. The importance of the Australian troops to the British position in the Middle East was recognised when Blamey was appointed Deputy C-in-C Middle East.

Blamey was an outspoken commander who did not always get on well with British senior officers, and this may have been one of the reasons why, when Japan entered the war in December 1941, the Australian government decided to appoint him C-in-C of the Australian Army. Blamey returned to Australia, faced with the task of reorganising and expanding the Army to meet the immediate threat of a Japanese invasion and to support the Australian forces already deployed in the Middle East. When the Allies reorganised the high command in the Far East, he was placed under General MacArthur, C-in-C Southwest Pacific, as commander of the Allied land forces in that theatre. Blamey commanded the Allied land forces in New Guinea in September 1942 which successfully halted the Japanese advance.

Blamey spent the remainder of the war directing the Australian Army from his headquarters in Australia. He was not a tactful man and his personality led to clashes with Allies. He was promoted field-marshal in June, 1950.
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​Johannes von Blaskowitz
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1883-1948

​

Johannes von Blaskowitz was born in 1883 and served as an officer in the German infantry in World War I. In 1938 he joined the hesitant Army reaction to Hitler, but he also saw a war against Poland as an inevitable necessity, to wipe out the Polish corridor and end the threat to East Prussia and Silesia. In the occupation of Czechoslovakia, he had held the post of military governor of Bohemia. For the invasion of Poland he was given command of Eighth Army in Rundstedt's Army Group. His task was to push towards Lodz, helping to cut off the Poles round Poznan to his left, and simultaneously covering General Reichenau to his right. Between September 10th and 13th the Polish armies from Poznan and Pomorze hit his left flank at a battle on the River Bzura. But, with Reichenau's aid, the threat was checked, and on 27th September Blaskowitz received the surrender of Warsaw.

On 1st October he was promoted colonel-general and became Commander-in-Chief East, in charge of the military occupation of Poland. He was appalled by the behaviour of the SS, and prepared a memorandum in protest. He did not send it direct to Hitler, but through Brauchitsch. Even so, it had sufficient impact for Blaskowitz to lose Hitler's support.

In 1940 he briefly held the command of Ninth Army in the invasion of France, and equally briefly was military governor of northern France. From October 1940 to May 1944 he commanded First Army in France. Just before D-Day he was entrusted
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