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Praise forTHE DEVILS WILL GET NO REST


“This is World War II gamesmanship at its most gripping, deserving of a place alongside the best of Erik Larson and Ben Macintyre. James B. Conroy writes with panache, wisdom, humor, and razor-sharp precision. He gives the reader a cinematic sense of urgency and realism, with characters that spring to life with brilliant humanity.”

—Evan Osnos, winner of the National Book Award

“James Conroy has brought a pivotal moment in world history to vivid and engaging life. With sophisticated analysis and an eye for the telling detail, this illuminating account of the Casablanca Conference and the war that raged before and after has much to tell us about diplomacy and human nature.”

—Jon Meacham, author of Franklin and Winston: An Intimate Portrait of an Epic Friendship

“The Devils Will Get No Rest is compelling reading. It not only vividly recaptures the struggle to defeat the Axis powers, it also reminds us of how fortunate we were to have two great leaders in Churchill and FDR.”

—Robert Dallek, author of An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917–1963 and Franklin D. Roosevelt: A Political Life

“This is a spellbinding, character-driven account of what Franklin Roosevelt called the ‘Unconditional Surrender Meeting,’ the ten days at Casablanca that altered the course of World War II. It is freshly researched, crisply written, and supremely interesting. James Conroy, a richly gifted storyteller, has given us the finest account yet published on this momentously important turning point in world history.”

—Donald L. Miller, author of Masters of the Air and Vicksburg

“Adds insightful context for American strategic vision of the period and offers an important reminder for practitioners of American foreign policy today…. Written with painstaking detail covering the palace intrigue and geopolitics that dictated this underappreciated conference, Conroy’s book makes an invaluable addition to the record of World War Two history.”

—Journal of International Affairs

“[An] in-depth account of the January 1943 Casablanca Conference…. Conroy vividly describes daily conference sessions at the Anfa Hotel and draws sharp, memorable character sketches of the participants…. This gaze into the corridors of power enlightens.”

—Publishers Weekly

“With vivid portraits of the participants, this is a book about frictions in alliances and how they were overcome.”

—Foreign Affairs

“Spiced with droll humor and studded with deft character sketches, telling anecdotes, and vivid scene painting, this riveting book places the reader in a front-row seat at the tense drama in which FDR and Churchill, along with their cantankerous staffs, disagreed, wrangled, and finally hammered out the overall strategy that won WW II.”

—Michael Burlingame, author of The Black Man’s President: Abraham Lincoln, African Americans, and the Pursuit of Racial Equality

“Outstanding…. Conroy’s meticulous research and well-crafted narrative tell a revealing story of how powerful egos and disparate personalities struggled through petty rivalries, jealousies, insults, and mistrust to finally agree and create a brilliant blueprint for victory.”

—Colonel William D. Bushnell (USMC, Ret.), Military Officer

“This is the first book-length analysis of the conference…. Adds personality and background to the official account of the crucial Casablanca Conference.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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For Delancey Mei




The Allied Military Cast at Casablanca

All ranks are as of the Casablanca Conference of January 1943.


THE BRITISH

GENERAL SIR HAROLD RUPERT LEOFRIC GEORGE ALEXANDER: The Allied Commander in Chief in the Middle East.

GENERAL SIR ALAN BROOKE: Chief of the Imperial General Staff and Chairman of the British Chiefs of Staff Committee.

ADMIRAL SIR ANDREW B. CUNNINGHAM: The popular Commander in Chief of all Allied forces in the Mediterranean, reporting to Eisenhower.

FIELD MARSHAL SIR JOHN DILL: Chief of the British Joint Staff Mission in Washington, Brooke’s mentor, friend, and predecessor as Chief of the Imperial General Staff; a thoughtful, bridge-building man; Marshall’s close friend and confidant.

BRIGADIER GENERAL VIVIAN DYKES: The popular, Cambridge-educated head of the secretariat of the British Joint Staff Mission in Washington, forty-four years old, the British Casablanca delegation’s drafter of the minutes.

LIEUTENANT GENERAL SIR HASTINGS LIONEL “PUG” ISMAY: Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s personal liaison to his Chiefs of Staff, Secretary to the Committee of Imperial Defense, Deputy Secretary (Military) to the War Cabinet, and head of the military wing of the combined secretariat, uniquely close to Churchill.

BRIGADIER GENERAL EDWARD IAN CLAUD JACOB: Assistant Secretary to the War Cabinet, forty-three years old, an observant wit, one of Churchill’s favorite staff officers.

MAJOR GENERAL SIR JOHN NOBLE KENNEDY: Brooke’s Director of Military Operations, in charge of the British Army’s planning; Brooke’s birdwatching friend.

GENERAL BERNARD MONTGOMERY: In field command of the British Eighth Army chasing Rommel through the Libyan desert, having driven him from Egypt at El Alamein, discussed but not present at Casablanca.

VICE ADMIRAL LORD LOUIS FRANCIS ALBERT VICTOR NICHOLAS MOUNTBATTEN: The British Chiefs of Staff’s Director of Combined Operations, a cousin of the King, a likable, brave, imaginative man of forty-two widely thought to be light on gravitas.

CAPTAIN R. P. PIM: An astute intelligence officer who briefed Churchill daily at Anfa on the latest war reports and oversaw his traveling map room.

CHIEF OF THE AIR STAFF, AIR CHIEF MARSHAL SIR CHARLES FREDERICK ALGERNON PORTAL: The brilliant upper-class commander of the RAF whom the Americans liked and particularly respected.

FIRST SEA LORD ADMIRAL SIR ALFRED DUDLEY PICKMAN ROGERS POUND: The aging senior officer of the Royal Navy, close to Churchill, often somnolent but for naval matters.

AIR VICE MARSHAL SIR JOHN COTESWORTH SLESSOR: Air Chief Marshal Portal’s American whisperer and Assistant Chief of Air Staff for Plans, a dapper, witty man of forty-five who limped with the help of a cane.

BRIGADIER GENERAL GUY STEWART: Brooke’s Director of Plans.

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL SIR ARTHUR TEDDER: In titular command of all Allied air forces in Africa, reporting to Eisenhower, appointed Air Commander in Chief, Mediterranean at Casablanca.

COMMANDER CHARLES THOMPSON: Churchill’s personal aide.



THE AMERICANS

LIEUTENANT GENERAL FRANK MAXWELL ANDREWS: Based in Cairo in command of the U.S. Army Air Forces in the Middle East, brought in to help General Arnold at Anfa.

LIEUTENANT GENERAL HENRY “HAP” ARNOLD: Marshall’s old friend in command of the United States Army Air Forces, a de facto member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

LIEUTENANT COMMANDER HARRY C. BUTCHER: Eisenhower’s friend and forty-two-year-old naval aide, a reservist who managed a Washington radio station in civilian life.

LIEUTENANT GENERAL MARK CLARK: Commander of the Fifth Army, previously Eisenhower’s Deputy Commander in Chief of Allied Forces in North Africa, a charming, courageous, highly ambitious backstabber.

MAJOR CHARLES CODMAN: A blue-blooded Boston reservist assigned as the French General Henri Giraud’s translator at Anfa.

REAR ADMIRAL CHARLES M. COOKE JR.: Admiral King’s Deputy Chief of Staff for Plans, a slight, Anglophobic Arkansan as bright and even more obnoxious than Admiral King.

BRIGADIER GENERAL JOHN R. DEANE: The American drafter of the minutes at the conference.

MAJOR GENERAL IRA EAKER: The Texas-born leader of the Eighth Bomber Command in England, called to Anfa to help persuade Churchill to endorse American day bombing.

LIEUTENANT GENERAL DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER: Commander in Chief of Allied Forces in North Africa, who had never been within hearing range of combat. The British liked him, appreciated his Anglo-American bridge-building, and considered him no strategist.

COLONEL CHARLES GAILEY: Flown to Casablanca several days into the conference to assist Marshall and Wedemeyer.

MAJOR GENERAL THOMAS T. HANDY: Marshall’s Assistant Chief of Staff for Operations, who remained in Washington in telegraphic communication with Wedemeyer.

BRIGADIER GENERAL JOHN E. HULL: A highly regarded senior Army planner flown to Casablanca in midstream to support Marshall and Wedemeyer.

ADMIRAL ERNEST J. KING: The obnoxiously brilliant Chief of Naval Operations and Commander in Chief of the Fleet.

ADMIRAL WILLIAM D. LEAHY: President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s friend and Chief of Staff.

COMMANDER RUTHVEN E. LIBBY: Admiral King’s acerbic aide.

GENERAL GEORGE C. MARSHALL: The United States Army’s unsparing Chief of Staff, brilliant at organization, thin on strategy, universally respected for strength of character.

CAPTAIN JOHN L. McCREA: Roosevelt’s genial naval aide and all-purpose fixer.

CAPTAIN JAMES PARTON: General Eaker’s thirty-year-old reservist aide, a Harvard-educated Time and Life junior executive in civilian life.

MAJOR GENERAL GEORGE S. PATTON JR.: The notoriously bombastic Commander of the Western Task Force in the Allied invasion of French North Africa, Commanding General of the First Armored Corps, responsible for the occupation of French Morocco and the Casablanca Conference’s security and physical arrangements.

COLONEL JACOB E. SMART: An Army Air Forces planner who arrived at Casablanca on the conference’s first day and helped Arnold carry his load.

LIEUTENANT GENERAL BREHON B. SOMERVELL: The U.S. Army’s able Chief of Logistics.

MAJOR GENERAL CARL A. SPAATZ: Commanding all U.S. Army Air Forces in the European Theater.

BRIGADIER GENERAL ALBERT C. WEDEMEYER: An Anglophobic, right-wing Germanophile who called himself “Marshall’s planner,” Marshall’s only senior aide at Casablanca.

BRIGADIER GENERAL WILLIAM H. WILBUR: De Gaulle’s classmate at the French military academy, awarded the Medal of Honor by FDR at Anfa.





PRELUDE

On the moonlit night of September 28, 1939, four weeks after a vast German army, swarms of panzer tanks, and waves of screaming warplanes fell on Poland like wolves on sheep, Lieutenant General Sir Alan Brooke crossed the English Channel on a camouflaged Belfast ferry with a flock of green recruits. The youngest son of an Anglo-Irish baronet, Brooke at fifty-six was a delicate man with a surgical mind, an effortless air of command, and the stare of a bird of prey. “Colonel Shrapnel,” a subordinate called him, one of the last war’s stars of the Royal Artillery, the living incarnation of “The Fighting Brookes of Brookeborough” who had bled for the crown for centuries.

On his way to take command of a corps of the BEF, the British Expeditionary Force in France, soon to comprise about 390,000 lightly trained men, Brooke began a diary in the form of a chat with his wife, Benita Blanche Brooke. “My evening talk with you on paper,” he called it, a relief from the “awful futility of it all” as he faced his second war against the world’s most lethal army with his country’s life at stake. “It is all too ghastly even to be a nightmare.”

The BEF had been ordered into line near the Belgian border under French command, which did not improve Brooke’s mood. Born and raised in a country house in southwest France, Brooke had spoken French with a Gascon accent before he spoke English, but he knew firsthand the decay of the French and Belgian armies and “the utter efficiency of the Germans.” Major General Bernard Montgomery, in command of one of Brooke’s divisions of roughly 13,000 men, was not impressed with Anglo-French command and control. “The whole business was a complete dog’s breakfast.”

On his way to inspect the line he would defend with II Corps, Brooke stopped to see his mentor General Sir John Greer Dill, a fellow Ulsterman in command of I Corps, a decorated veteran of the Boer War and World War I and a Knight Commander of the Order of the Bath with the warmth of a kindly abbot. Orphaned as a boy, a bank manager’s son taken into an uncle’s parsonage in rustic County Down, Dill was the sort of man, a London sophisticate said, “who made no impression when he came into a room,” but few British officers were more respected than Jack Dill, a tall, gray, gentlemanly man of fifty-eight with alert, appealing eyes, a wise, contemplative mind, and “as much charm and real goodness as any then living.” Having reached the Army’s heights, he had fallen just short of its pinnacles, passed over in quick succession for Chief of the Imperial General Staff and command of the BEF, disappointments made trivial by his troops’ unpreparedness for war.

In conference with Lord Gort, the brass-knuckled aristocrat who led the BEF, Brooke and Dill contested the high command’s plan, premised on international politics, for the BEF to abandon its fortifications and move up into Belgium if the Germans breached her neutrality on their way into France. Gort brushed them off, unimpressed by the thought that letting political goals dictate military strategy invited disaster.

The last war had schooled them all on the subject of disaster. Dill had distinguished himself at the hideous Battle of Neuve Chapelle, the debacle at Aubers Ridge, and the slaughter at Arras, where the British had suffered 160,000 casualties. Brooke had lost an idolized older brother in the war’s first month and fought at Neuve Chapelle, Vimy Ridge, Passchendaele, and the four-month Battle of the Somme that had left over 300,000 young men dead. Earning three decorations facing horrors beyond words, Brooke had felt blessed by the human incapacity to absorb it all.

A generation later, the ill-prepared and indifferently armed men and boys whose lives were in his hands were grossly overmatched by the cutting-edge German army and the vicious Luftwaffe, Hermann Göring’s modern air force, accomplished in atrocity in Poland and the Spanish Civil War. In deadly combination they were the swiftest, best equipped, most violent human force in the history of the world. Whenever Brooke spoke with his regimental officers, he had the haunting feeling that someday his orders would kill them.

On November 11, an honor guard of men who were children or unborn when thousands of British and Canadian troops died at Vimy Ridge led a ceremony there on the twenty-first anniversary of the armistice. Returning to that blood-soaked ground, Brooke endured the helpless thought of fighting for it again. Perhaps it was “through such punishments that we shall eventually learn to ‘love our neighbors as ourselves.’ ”

Two days later, Dill came to Brooke having failed to convince Gort that he was stretching the BEF thin, quite sure that Gort despised him for cold feet. Brooke credited Dill with twice Gort’s vision, ten times his ability, and consistently superior judgment. The same could not be said for the judgment of General Montgomery, who had published to his commanders an exposition on venereal disease so obscene that the Army’s senior chaplains had complained to the adjutant general and produced what Monty called “the father-and-mother of a row.” Brooke informed him with the sharpest kind of clarity that he admired his military skills but not his literary talent, and his command could not survive another indiscretion. “He took it wonderfully well.”

But for isolated incidents and enemy reconnaissance planes trolling hawklike overhead, Brooke’s lines were quiet as he strengthened his defenses against the Wehrmacht, the combined Nazi forces, who were sure to attack in the spring. Whenever he had time, he indulged his love of birds and the “Sanctuary of Nature,” often missing his sketchpad and camera. Gifted in the use of both, he had long since produced extraordinary bird photography, charming storybook drawings for his children, insightful sketches of friends and colleagues, beautifully illustrated letters to his mother, and evocative views of the natural world. In April, after a week’s leave with Benita, he slipped away to a quiet wood “carpeted with wild anemones. I took you with me in spirit and we admired them together.”

Four days later, Dill was made vice chief of the Imperial General Staff, the Army’s second post, and ordered back to London, a personal blow to Brooke, who soon faced worse. His lovely first wife, Jane, had died in 1925 after he flipped their car when a cyclist dashed in front of it. Crushed by grief and guilt, he blamed himself for their children’s loss of their mother. On April 25, 1940, Tom Brooke, Jane’s son and his, a twenty-year-old BEF artillery officer, woke up in agony with a burst appendix. He survived emergency surgery, but his father was told that gangrene and peritonitis might kill him. His life ebbed and flowed for nearly a fortnight before his father’s eyes until the general found him near death on the 8th of May. His surgeon gave him “a good fighting chance.”

Just after dawn on May 10, the punctuated din of antiaircraft fire jolted Brooke awake as the Luftwaffe hit French targets and overwhelming German forces descended on the Low Countries. Luxembourg fell in a day as armored Wehrmacht spearheads shattered Dutch and Belgian defenses. For out-of-date armies built for static wars, the shocking violence of charging panzers, heavy bombers, self-propelled artillery, motorized infantry, and shrieking Stuka dive-bombers was next to irresistible. With terrifying sirens on their wings, plunging Stukas dropped bombs on streams of refugees, leveled off at ten feet, and strafed them into ditches, spreading chaos on the roads. Blitzkrieg, the Germans called it, lightning war.

Following the plan that Brooke and Dill had challenged, the BEF left its French fortifications and moved north into Belgium, where panicked refugees slowed them down and incompetent Belgian commanders blocked them. On May 14, Brooke was conferring with Gort when a message arrived from the front. Seven world-class panzer divisions had punched through the French defenses east and southeast of the BEF, supported by massive airpower and waves of mobile infantry and artillery. A telegram handed to Brooke that day said his boy was “just holding his own.” For the next two weeks he would have no word of him.



Winston Churchill had succeeded Neville Chamberlain as Britain’s prime minister on May 10, the day of the German attack. On the morning of May 15, a telephone call from the French premier, Paul Reynaud, awakened him. “We have been defeated,” Reynaud said. Churchill was too stunned to reply. “We are beaten,” the Frenchman said. “We have lost the battle.” Armored German columns had cut the French armies in two and were dashing through open country with nothing to stop them. Churchill said France could not be conquered so fast. Reynaud repeated himself.

As Dill briefed the War Cabinet on the enemy breakthrough and a plan to evacuate the BEF, Churchill sprang from his seat. The very idea that France could be defeated in days was absurd. He would go to Reynaud himself. Churchill flew to Paris that afternoon in a small RAF plane escorted by a dozen Spitfires, the first of five such flights. With him came his longtime friend and right-hand staff officer, Lieutenant General Sir Hastings Lionel Ismay, and Jack Dill. France’s broken leaders told Churchill she was lost, unmoved by his exhortations. The Dutch surrendered that day, freeing still more German divisions to rush south.

On May 17 the BEF began a five-day withdrawal to its French fortifications, often under fire, sometimes only minutes ahead of the Wehrmacht, on nightmarish roads clogged with refugees—terrified mothers made lame from carrying children for miles, old men and women struggling to keep up, exhausted little girls “hugging their dolls.” In the hot days ahead, a ceaseless flood of calamities, sleep-deprived decisions, and the deaths of friends and aides hit Brooke so hard and fast “that life becomes a blur and fails to cut a groove on one’s memory.” “Whatever happens,” he wrote Benita, “they can never take away from me our years of paradise.”

On the 18th and 20th of May, as the Germans pushed down through Belgium and west across northern France, Churchill telegrammed President Franklin D. Roosevelt pleading for help from the neutral United States. FDR itched to oblige, but his hands were tied by his people’s dread of war. Some Americans expected the magnificent Royal Navy to steam to Canada and Australia if all else was lost, to defend the British Commonwealth and support the United States after Britain was gone, but Churchill told Roosevelt that the British would “fight on to the end in this island,” very likely to the death of its leaders. If their successors “came in to parlay among the ruins” the fleet would be their only bargaining chip, and “no one would have the right to blame those then responsible if they made the best terms they could for the surviving inhabitants.”

On May 19, in a rare burst of French élan, a colonel named Charles de Gaulle nearly took General Heinz Guderian’s 2nd Panzer Division headquarters with a few tanks before he was ordered to withdraw. On May 20, Wehrmacht spearheads reached the Channel and took Calais. The BEF made it back to its fortifications, but the Germans had surrounded two French armies, the Belgian army, and the BEF and pinned them against the sea. “Nothing but a miracle can save the BEF now,” Brooke wrote, “and the end cannot be very far off!” Like many British officers, Brooke often called the Germans the Boche, a contagious French epithet, but far from despising them he marveled at their shattering assault on four great nations’ armies defending their homes and families. “There is no doubt that they are the most wonderful soldiers.”

Some of Brooke’s peers took blows too hard to absorb. General Michael Barker suffered a nervous breakdown in command of I Corps. General Sir Henry Charles Loyd fainted and gave up his division’s command. A key French general phoned Brooke in a foaming panic and abruptly disappeared. General Edmund Ironside, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, flew to France to coordinate plans with Generals Gaston Billotte and Georges Blanchard and discovered that they had no plans but to tremble and berate each other. Ironside took Billotte by the buttons and shook him. Brooke was sure the catastrophe would have broken him too had it not left him numb.

Late on the night of May 24–25, with the BEF “bent back like a long hairpin” across a hundred-mile front, the Belgians began to give way, and Gort prepared to fight his way to the Channel, more than forty miles up the narrow corridor still under Anglo-French control. Brooke and his fellow commanders contrived a desperate plan, never doubting it would take the hand of God to save a quarter of their men. There was no question of saving their vehicles and heavy weapons or British formations in Brittany. As the troops at the bottom of the BEF’s lines moved north toward Dunkirk, four divisions facing west held off one German army while Brooke and four others facing east fought another with inferior tanks and artillery and .50 caliber bullets aimed at panzers that “bounced back like peas off a windowpane.”

Violent death and terrible wounds ripped the BEF. With its phone lines down and radio transmissions banned to avoid interception, Brooke could only guess what was happening beyond his eyes, ears, and couriers. On the edge of his capacities, he projected calm command to the frightened young men around him, easing the fear of death with humor he could barely summon and confidence he did not feel. Huddled with Montgomery in a series of fragile command posts with “bombs flying about like wasps,” an aide later wrote, Brooke rolled under a fence as dozens of German bombers flew low overhead. “Otherwise, he was really rather silly” with his personal safety.

Near a village called Le Paradis, ninety-nine British infantrymen who had slowed a German advance ran out of ammunition and surrendered to an SS company who machine-gunned and bludgeoned them to death. Other SS troops matched their crime. As another British unit moved up a rural lane past hundreds of families fleeing through the fields, a flight of Stukas spreading panic ignored the helpless troops, attacked the screaming crowd on one side of the path, swung around to hit the other, and blithely flew away. Elsewhere, a teenaged English soldier spotted three women’s corpses in a field. Looking away from their faces, he pulled them to the side of the road, put two dead children in their arms, and cried his way back to his unit.

On May 27, Churchill relieved Ironside and replaced him as Chief of the Imperial General Staff with Dill, who soon advised Lord Gort that the War Office was chaotic, “and I’m not sure that Winston isn’t the greatest menace.” He was “full of ideas, many brilliant, but most of them impracticable. He has such drive and personality that no one seems able to stand up to him.” Least of all the cautious Jack Dill, soon known to Churchill out of earshot as “Dilly-Dally.”

On the same day Dill took over the War Office, Charles de Gaulle, now the youngest brigadier general in the French army, led a successful counterattack before he was forced to withdraw, and Brooke began to lead the BEF’s I and II Corps to Dunkirk, pushing through broken French troops fit for nothing but blocking the roads. After Brooke left his driver at the gate of his temporary headquarters and rushed in to grab some papers he returned to find a body in the gutter. “They have just shot that chap,” an officer said. A lawless band of French soldiers had called him a spy and killed him for his cognac.

With the Germans in position to pour through a gap between the British and Belgian armies and roll up the retreating British column, Brooke ordered Montgomery to lead his 3rd Division thirty-six miles up a country road in the dark, slip past three embattled divisions, and fill the deadly hole. Headlights out, every man behind the wheel of a staff car, lorry, or troop carrier followed the axle in front of him, painted white so he could see it. As Brooke watched Monty’s division move “down a pergola of artillery,” it seemed to plod along at a heavy-footed nightmare pace. A single flight of bombers could be fatal.

Under fire from his rear and both flanks, Brooke kept his column moving north, anxiously scanning the sky, leapfrogging battered formations to cover gaps and losses, resting one division while stretching another, edging through waves of refugees. The Belgians surrendered on May 28, exposing the BEF’s flank, but Montgomery linked up with a French division and the defensive line held. Reduced by deaths and wounds, penetrated in several places, Brooke’s 5th Division, “thank God,” had “held on by its eyelids.” As Brooke neared the sea, pushing exhausted troops, sliding depleted units like bleeding chessmen from one spot to another, the BEF’s artillery held the enemy at bay with what little help the Royal Air Force, the intrepid RAF, could give.

At a meeting of senior cabinet members in London, Churchill reviewed the BEF’s desperate plight and “all that was in the balance,” and then said, “quite casually, and not treating it as a point of special significance,” that of course whatever happened at Dunkirk “we shall fight on.” Some of his colleagues rushed to his side, shouting and slapping his back.

In sight of the Channel on May 29, hardly believing he had saved the great bulk of his command, let alone the entire BEF, Brooke was ordered home ahead of them, too valuable to be risked, and could not talk his way into staying. As his column reached Dunkirk under constant bombardment, frantic men clawed the sand, wounded planes fell into the sea, and Brooke stayed to plan a defensive perimeter and keep his troops in order. A thrown-together medley of warships, merchantmen, fishing boats, and yachts, the unsinkable “Mosquito Armada” as Churchill called it later, was coming to take them home.

Churchill insisted on saving as many French troops as possible, which complicated things. Brooke ordered a French division under his command to cover his flank as II Corps was evacuated and was told that General Blanchard had ordered them to evacuate ten miles away. Brooke wrote an order to Blanchard not to move the division until midnight and had it delivered with a message. If he disobeyed the order, Brooke would do his best to have him shot.

After all Brooke could do had been done without contempt for his orders to evacuate, he shook Montgomery’s hand and broke down in tears on his shoulder. An hour before dark he was carried to an open boat on the back of his aide Captain Albany Kennett Charlesworth, the Eton- and Oxford-educated son of a member of Parliament. Helped by a younger officer, they paddled to a British destroyer that lingered and was strafed for hours as exhausted troops tried to reach it, some successfully, some not, before it pulled away full of prayerful men. Only after reaching Dover in the morning was Brooke informed that his son, half dead when he saw him last, had been safely evacuated.



Almost afraid to believe that a terrifying dream was over, Brooke went home to Benita, their children, and their country house in Hampshire, amazed by the simple ordinariness of it all, and slept for a day and a half. Waking up on June 2 to a charming English spring, bright with the thrill of deliverance, he was driven to London to report to the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, walked with light steps into Dill’s office, and asked where he was wanted. The answer barely registered: Lead a second expeditionary force to France.

“To be sent back into that cauldron,” Brooke wrote, was not to have a chance to win but to waste young lives for nothing. Nonetheless, the orders came from Churchill and could not be argued away. Brooke proposed to refit two of his divisions and return with seasoned troops, but Dill said there was no time. He would lead what remained of Britain’s only armored division and the 51st (Highland) Division, both still in France, and two formations yet to leave England, the 52nd (Lowland) Division and a division of fresh Canadians, the only equipped divisions the British had left.

Dill told Brooke that Secretary of State for War Anthony Eden wished to see him. A highly polished product of Eton, Oxford, Parliament, and the Great War, the very model of a handsome English gentleman, Eden asked Brooke if he was satisfied with everything being done for him. “I think I astonished him,” Brooke wrote. He was anything but satisfied, he said. His mission might have political value, which was not for him to judge, but it could only be a military disaster.



Charles de Gaulle flew to London on June 9 as France’s undersecretary of state for war, seeking help in the form of the RAF. Churchill was impressed by this audacious young general stepping out from a crowd of beaten old men, six feet five and confidence itself. As he circled the Cabinet Room, towering over its occupants, distinguished British statesmen stroked an ego that needed no stroking, for no one admired Charles de Gaulle more than Charles de Gaulle. Churchill withheld any part of the RAF, Britain’s only hope to repel invasion, but de Gaulle flew home convinced that the British, “led by such a fighter, would certainly not flinch. Mr. Churchill seemed to me to be equal to the rudest task, provided it also had greatness.”

On one of Churchill’s last-ditch trips to France, a senior British general took the measure of de Gaulle. “A strange-looking man, enormously tall,” he captured the room with his height and held it sitting down, owing nothing to good looks. “No chin, a long, drooping, elephantine nose over a closely-cut moustache,” an elongated head under “sparse black hair lying flat and neatly parted,” thick lips on a small mouth that pouted as he swung his head slightly from side to side in search of the right word, understanding English but speaking it imperfectly. “His heavily hooded eyes were very shrewd.” Churchill’s physician Sir Charles Wilson considered him “an improbable creature, like a human giraffe, sniffing down his nostrils at mortals beneath his gaze.”



In the first part of June, German armor mauled most of what was left of the French army, and Britain’s 51st (Highland) Division was surrounded and forced to surrender. The French government abandoned Paris on June 10. Churchill flew to France the next day with Eden, Ismay, and Dill, met with Premier Reynaud, members of his government, and senior French generals near Orleans, and solemnly denied their plea to throw the RAF into the fight, for Britain’s survival depended on its preservation. Churchill pledged that the British would fight on, exhorted the French leaders to defend their capital, and was told it would do no good to make Paris a ruin. The French were resigned to defeat.

Returning to the airfield on June 12 for their flight back to London, Churchill said to Ismay in a private talk between two old friends that it would seem “we fight alone.” Energized by the thought of controlling their own fate against unnerving odds, Ismay said he was glad of it, and “we’ll win the Battle of Britain.” Churchill gave him a look. “You and I will be dead in three months’ time.”

“Quite possibly,” Ismay replied, “but we’ll have a hell of a good time those last seven days,” which Churchill seemed to accept as a point well taken.

Not for publication, Ismay told a trusted American writer after the war, in essence, that when Churchill had pledged in his famous June 4, 1940, speech to fight the invading Germans on the beaches, in the streets, and in the hills, with victory the ultimate outcome, his words “were bold and brave, but he did not really believe the final hypothesis.”



On the same day Churchill predicted his execution, Brooke watched Benita disappear around a corner and boarded at Southampton a filthy Dutch steamer bound for Cherbourg. Back in the same bad dream, he was driven through a terrified sea of refugees to Le Mans, where the French supreme commander, General Maxime Weygand, who had just met with Churchill, advised him of two developments. The French army had ceased to exist as a fighting force, and Brooke had been ordered to try to save Brittany by forming a line in front of Rennes. “Quite impossible,” Brooke replied. He had nowhere near enough troops. Weygand agreed.

Brooke briefed Dill by phone, asked him to stop shipping troops across the Channel, which Dill had already done, and urged the evacuation of all British forces still in France. Dill called him back. The scheme to save Brittany was off. A second evacuation would begin. Brooke issued orders to every British and Canadian unit in France to start for the coast at once, but for the battered armored division, which would cover the withdrawal as best it could.

Dill phoned Brooke that night at his château headquarters on a barely audible line. With his ear pressed to the receiver, Brooke described the evacuation orders he had given, and Dill stunned him again. “The Prime Minister does not want you to do that,” he said.

“What the hell does he want?”

“He wants to speak to you,” Dill said, and handed the phone to Churchill. It was Brooke’s first encounter with the prime minister, who told him he had been sent to France to fight, to make the French feel the British were with them. Long past the point of deference, Brooke said a corpse could not be made to feel. The French army was dead, and more British deaths could not revive it. Churchill fought back and implied several times that Brooke had lost his nerve, which tested Brooke’s ability to contain himself.

As Brooke battled Churchill, whose voice he could barely hear, he glanced out a window at two good Scots, old friends both, sitting on a bench in the garden. Major General James Syme Drew, a rich industrialist’s son decorated for gallantry at the Battle of Loos in 1916, led the 52nd (Lowland) Division. Major General Sir John Noble Kennedy, a wounded Great War veteran in command of the division’s artillery, was one of many children of a poor Church of Scotland minister, a likable man with five young children of his own who shared Brooke’s love of birds and their walks in the woods with field glasses. As Brooke found the strength to resist Winston Churchill, he kept his friends in sight and focused on their lives and the lives of the youths they led as he attacked the prime minister’s plan to make the French feel better. “You’ve lost one Scottish division,” he said. “Do you want to lose another?” Churchill kept fighting until he ran out of steam. “All right,” he finally said. “I agree with you.”

Churchill’s verbal storms broke many strong men, but a cabinet member envied Brooke’s “great gift” of letting it all wash over him and “shaking himself like a dog coming out of the water.” Having learned that Churchill’s massive will and skill for argument had to be experienced before one could know what it took to resist, Brooke redoubled his orders and performed a second miracle. For four days and nights he let no man stay in France an hour longer than it took to get him out, but for the covering armor. Over 130,000 troops were evacuated.

Dill phoned Brooke on June 17 to tell him the French had stopped fighting, and Brooke got his staff on a wretched trawler bound for Plymouth, hoping the Luftwaffe would think it not worth bombing. The port was bombed three times before they sailed. Having rescued hundreds of survivors from His Majesty’s Transport Lancastria, lost that day with more than 3,000 souls, the trawler’s deck was fouled with oil-soaked clothes and gear. On the way across the Channel, a crewman who had pulled drowning men from the sea kept shouting about saving people and had to be held down.

Exhausted on the squalid deck, Brooke absorbed what he and his men had endured in his two French expeditions. It might have been politically sound to support an allied army to the end, he wrote, even as a sacrificial gesture, but any troops left in France would have been lost, and probably Great Britain too. More than 11,000 British soldiers were dead, over 14,000 wounded, and 41,000 imprisoned, but almost 225,000 had been saved, the indispensable core of the British Army. While Brooke steamed for home, Churchill addressed the nation. The Battle of France was over. The Battle of Britain had begun. Its people would persevere, “if necessary alone,” and if the British Empire should last a thousand years, this would be their finest hour.

Churchill’s inspired courage was crucial to its survival, but Britain might not last a hundred days. Brooke was tasked with defending southern England against an invasion most professionals thought would come within weeks and end British history. With no allies but its own dominions, driven out of France in its first match with the Wehrmacht, all but stripped of heavy arms, the British Army had lost or abandoned thousands of artillery pieces, tanks, and antiaircraft guns and mountains of ammunition to a ruthless, seemingly unstoppable enemy. For Brooke, the strength to project undaunted leadership and utter confidence while “wracked with doubts as to the soundness of one’s dispositions” was almost too much to pray for.

As Britain faced national extinction, Brooke went to lunch at Downing Street and found Churchill full of courage and plans to launch offensives. “I wonder whether any historian of the future will ever be able to paint Winston in his true colors,” he asked himself later, a man of “the most marvelous qualities and superhuman genius,” willfully deaf and blind when he chose to be, “quite the most difficult man to work with that I have ever struck, but I should not have missed the chance of working with him for anything on earth!”




One SIBLING RIVALS

After the fall of France, baffled by Churchill’s refusal to consider a favorable peace in what Hitler called Britain’s “militarily hopeless situation,” the Führer ordered the Luftwaffe to deplete the RAF and win air superiority over the Channel, a precondition to invasion. German fighter planes outnumbered Britain’s two to one, but cutting-edge radar, superior British Spitfire and Hurricane fighters, and fewer than 3,000 brave young pilots destroyed German planes in astonishing numbers in the months-long Battle of Britain, forcing Hitler to cancel the invasion in September. Churchill told Parliament, “Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.”

The British were still on the ropes in November nonetheless, with the United States “neutral” in their corner and the Soviet Union’s Joseph Stalin in league with Hitler, when Admiral Harold Stark, Roosevelt’s chief of naval operations, presented five scenarios for a likely American war. The British Empire’s survival was vital in every case. If the British Isles fell, “we would find ourselves acting alone and at war with the world.” Only the United States could eventually hope to match the Wehrmacht’s war power, and only by a stretch. Nothing would be left for a probable war against Japan but a purely defensive stand until Germany was subdued. Victory would not be sure, but the odds were “in our favor, particularly if we insist upon full equality in the political and military direction of the war.” Stark recommended secret talks with the British military and other potential allies.

Churchill cabled Roosevelt a few weeks later. With winter roiling the Channel, he wrote, Britain’s risk of falling to “a swift, overwhelming blow” had much diminished, replaced by the threat of a slower death from a steady bleed of shipping inflicted by the German navy. If the maritime attrition cut the British off from food and fuel and the ability to move and sustain their troops, “we may fall by the way” and cost the United States the time it needed to defend itself. Roosevelt read the message on a fishing cruise with Harry Hopkins.

Harry L. Hopkins, the up-front, unkempt, chain-smoking son of an Iowa harness maker, had begun his climb to power in 1912 as a nearly unpaid social worker in a New York City slum. Fresh from Grinnell College and its social justice mission, tall, gaunt, and brilliant, Hopkins had risen through the staffs of the American Red Cross, the Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor, and the New York Tuberculosis Association, a driven young man, its director said, who looked as if he slept in a hayloft. By 1933 he was Roosevelt’s alter ego and the second man in Washington, so close to FDR he could read his nuanced thoughts in the subtleties of his eyebrows.

As governor of New York, Roosevelt had spotted Harry’s skills at the head of a state relief agency and called him to Washington in 1933 to lead its federal counterpart through the ditch of the Great Depression. Almost overnight, Hopkins became a New Deal czar and FDR’s key advisor on everything that mattered, foreign and domestic, military and civilian, a straight-talking, fast-learning star who could sort wheat from chaff at a glance and clear every hurdle but his health. In 1937 radical stomach cancer surgery saved him from death but not from chronic pain, malnutrition, and a debilitating blood disease. Roosevelt made him secretary of commerce nonetheless and groomed him as his successor until a close-run fight for his life forced his resignation. Frail before his time, he called himself “a bright young man who has spent five months in bed.”

As the blitzkrieg fell on the BEF in 1940, Hopkins was still unwell when Roosevelt called him to his study to weigh Churchill’s cries for help. Asked to come to dinner and spend the night, he lived and worked in the White House for the following three and a half years with FDR’s perfect confidence. The president’s chief of staff, Admiral William D. Leahy, enjoyed teasing Harry for his liberal views, “Pinko” he sometimes called him, and prized their collaborative friendship. “Hopkins had an excellent mind,” Leahy later wrote. “His manner of approach was direct, and nobody could fool him, not even Churchill.”



On December 29, 1940, newly reelected by an isolationist public, Roosevelt told the nation in a radio address that Nazi domination threatened the United States and would leave the world “no liberty, no religion, no hope.” America must become “the arsenal of democracy.” On January 10, 1941, a bill was introduced in Congress to authorize the president to lend or lease weapons and supplies to any nation whose defense he deemed essential to American security. By and large, “lend” and “lease” were legal fictions, without which the British were doomed.

In 1918, as assistant secretary of the navy at thirty-six, Roosevelt had met Churchill, Britain’s minister of munitions, at a London dinner. Seven years his senior, Churchill had snubbed the less important man, and Roosevelt had not forgotten. Despite a cordial correspondence begun in 1939, informal reports to FDR that Churchill thought little of him and less of his New Deal did not amuse the president. Before he threw his country’s thin resources into Britain’s defense, he wanted Hopkins to take a sharp look at Churchill, Britain’s will to win, and her chances to survive. He was sending Harry to London, he told a cabinet member, to “talk to Churchill like an Iowa farmer.”

Hopkins was greeted in London with white-glove service and an air raid. Before he went to Churchill, he spoke with an American diplomat over antiaircraft fire. “We want to help them to the limit,” he said, but the president wanted proof that the British were giving their all. When the CBS radio correspondent Edward R. Murrow asked Hopkins why he was in London, he supposed he had come as “a catalytic agent between two prima donnas.”

Churchill had never heard of Harry Hopkins but gave him lunch at 10 Downing Street, bomb-damaged top to bottom, and quickly grasped his mission, for “here was an envoy from the President of supreme importance to our life.” Hopkins looked him steadily in the eye. “The President is determined that we shall win the war together,” he said. “Make no mistake about it. He will carry you through no matter what happens to him.” Deeply moved by this oddly compelling man, visibly frail and uncommonly strong, fueled by Scotch and Chesterfields, Churchill promised him every fact, figure, and opinion he wanted. Britain would persevere with American help that would keep the RAF in command of the air, the prime minister said, “and then Germany with all her armies will be finished.” Attuned to American fears of being pulled into another war, Churchill insisted that “this war will never see great forces massed against one another.”

Hopkins told a friend he had never been so riveted. “God, what a force that man has.” Churchill took him on a fact-finding tour, convinced him of British resolve, and charmed him with his family. “If you just came into a room and saw him sitting there,” Churchill’s daughter-in-law said of Harry, “you would feel sorry for him until he began to speak.” Having worked and relaxed with FDR for years, Hopkins saw a telling difference in the two great men. Roosevelt did his job with detached serenity and shed his burdens at the cocktail hour, but tranquility was unknown to the prime minister. Wherever Churchill was, there was the battlefield.



On January 21, 1941, two American staff officers set an agenda for a secret rendezvous with the British, intending an assignation, not a marriage. “Never absent from British minds,” they wrote, “are their post-war interests, commercial and military. We should likewise safeguard our own.” Brave and more experienced these imperialists might be, but “We cannot afford, nor do we need, to entrust our national future to British direction.”

It was on that wary ground that covert talks began in Washington, code-named “ABC” for American-British Conversations. For three furtive months, five senior British officers disguised in civilian clothes conferred with their U.S. counterparts. The Lend-Lease bill was pending on Capitol Hill, where news of active plans to send American boys to fight an English war could kill it. The British delegation began with the proposition that an Anglo-American war against Japan was probable, but Germany, the far stronger enemy and an existential threat, must be beaten first. As Churchill later wrote, Japan’s defeat would not cripple Germany, but Hitler’s would make “the finishing off of Japan merely a matter of time and trouble.” On this the Americans agreed, but not on ways and means.

Reviving a centuries-old strategy, the British had a naval power’s plan to defeat a stronger land power and avoid the horrific losses they had suffered in the last war. Deploying land, air, and sea power in the Mediterranean, the Middle East, and elsewhere on the German periphery, they would make the enemy spread his forces thin and wear him down by bombing, blockade, raids, and blows around the edges until he was weak enough to invade if invasion proved necessary. In sharp contrast, American doctrine was rooted in the bludgeoning style of Ulysses S. Grant. Americans won their wars with enormous wealth, industry, manpower, and hubris. They built a powerful army when the need arose, attacked the enemy’s strength as quickly as possible, and took and inflicted casualties until he stopped struggling. Anything less was a distraction.

Two weeks after Roosevelt signed the Lend-Lease Act and made Hopkins its administrator, the ABC participants produced a secret report defining common ground and accommodating differences. Both nations quietly set up military missions in the other’s capital with the long-range cooperation of Generals Dill and George C. Marshall, the United States Army’s chief of staff.



George Catlett Marshall was born to modest wealth and local prominence on the last day of 1880 in Uniontown, Pennsylvania, a coke-producing town near the West Virginia border where Civil War veterans ran things, Civil War generals owned them, and character was their currency. Northern or Southern origins had little to do with friendship or success. George’s regal, loving mother had wellborn Virginia roots and so did his popular father, a coke and iron entrepreneur whose three older brothers had fought for the Confederacy. An important man in town, he was proud of his collateral ancestor the great Chief Justice John Marshall and a bit too fond of respect.

Privileged though it was, George’s boyhood was touched with a whiff of Mark Twain. Fishing with his friends, hauling hay for fun, concocting rustic pranks at the head of the local miscreants with a certain detached reserve, more impressed by family lore of a pirate in its past than its kinship with a Founding Father, he could have been Tom Sawyer were it not for the maid and the cook. He showed no love of learning at the local private academy and neither did its genteel mistress, more concerned about breeding than reading. Removed to public school, he found himself behind, a condition that chafed his pride. “If it was history,” he recalled in old age, “that was all right; I could star in history,” and George Catlett Marshall wanted stardom.

On the edge of impressive riches, his father sold his business when George was ten and put the profits in a speculative venture that collapsed, dropping the family lifestyle from prosperous to pinched. When they dined at a modest hotel, Mrs. Marshall would ask for kitchen scraps, to feed the dogs she said. George picked them up at closing time, and the shame never quite burned off.

In 1897 a 25,000-man army with no enemies was not an obvious choice for a budding star’s career, but George was enticed for reasons lost even to him when he thought about it decades later. Barred from West Point by spotty grades and local politics, he followed his older brother to the Virginia Military Institute, a uniformed, stiff-necked affair whose heroes were young Confederates killed as cadets at the Battle of New Market in 1864. When George overheard his brother beg his mother not to send him to VMI for fear that the family slacker would blot the Marshall name, he “decided right then I was going to wipe his eye.”

Admitted on the strength of his “great Virginia name,” Marshall found at VMI the life he was meant to live, an exacting life of discipline, he later said, and “the problem of managing men.” His academic grades were middling, his performance in command superb. Honored every year as the top cadet officer in his class, speaking in a voice that expected to be obeyed, he bore down academically, finished fifth in civil engineering, led the football team as an All-Southern 145-pound tackle, and married Lily Coles, a Virginia society belle. Looking back, he understood that “ambition had set in.”

Commissioned in 1902, Marshall was sent to an infantry regiment suppressing the Philippine Insurrection, arrived a few days after its leader surrendered, chased diehards through the jungle, and never heard an angry shot. After a year and a half in the Oklahoma Territory that challenged his choice of careers he won a coveted spot at the Army staff school in Leavenworth, Kansas, graduated first in his class, and distinguished himself as a stony-faced instructor. When the United States declared war on Germany in April 1917 Marshall was a captain on the staff of the unprepared 1st Division. Two months later he persuaded its commander, General William L. Sibert, to take him as his aide on a troopship bound for Europe with a deck gun and no ammunition. Sibert was the first American soldier to step ashore in France. Marshall was the second.

Barely trained in basic drill, let alone in savage trench warfare, the division set up camp under the overall command of General John J. Pershing, who observed a botched attack on a mock trench and expressed himself to the staff. “He just gave everybody hell.” When Marshall began to speak, Pershing brushed him off and turned away. To the horror of his friends, the angry captain put a hand on the angry general’s arm and stopped him, “mad all over.” Pershing heard him out on the division’s equipment shortage and constraints imposed by Pershing’s staff and told him he must appreciate the Army’s difficulties. “We have them every day,” Marshall said, “and they have to be solved before night.” He expected retribution, but Pershing sought him out for the unpaved truth whenever he came again.

Working from a château basement under artillery fire that hit “like the end of the world,” Marshall planned the movements of the first Americans in combat in France. He often rode horseback through shelling, operated behind enemy lines at night, found himself in combat in a fight for a French village, and earned a Silver Star, a Distinguished Service Medal, four battle stars, and three quick promotions. In collaboration with the French as chief of operations of the adjacent American army, he helped design the offensives that won the war and contrived rapid movements that the Supreme Allied Commander General Ferdinand Foch had thought impossible. “The Wizard,” Foch called him. Masterful though it was, all of his work was tactical and logistic, none of it strategic.

At the victory celebrations in London, Colonel Marshall escorted Winston Churchill, Britain’s secretary of state for war, who all but ignored him. The Americans had contributed 3,000 decorated troops to the parade, but when Marshall fished for compliments, Churchill only grunted. With Prohibition in the wings in America, the Englishman finally turned to his escort as the Yanks marched by: “What a magnificent body of men,” he said, “and never to look forward to another drink.”

As the postwar Army’s chief of staff, Pershing made Marshall his aide, a powerful learning experience. Next came Tianjin, China, a great commercial city protected from bandits and civil war by Japanese, European, and U.S. troops. Overmatched by French at VMI, Marshall attacked Chinese and acquired a certain fluency. In 1927 he joined the War College faculty in Washington, where Lily died of heart failure. A childless, cheerless widower at forty-five, Marshall lost himself in work at the Infantry School at Fort Benning, Georgia, and met his second wife, Katherine Boyce Tupper Brown, a veteran of the London stage, the Kentucky-born widow of a wealthy Baltimore lawyer shot by a disappointed client.

Marshall won his first star in 1936, leading and instructing men in a skeleton peacetime army, and rose with stunning speed and “seldom smiling” eyes. Named chief of the Army’s War Plans Division in 1938, he was deputy chief of staff three months later. Never the chummy type, he distanced himself still further in high command, called colleagues and subordinates by their last names or ranks, almost never Tom or Bill, and expected to be called General Marshall even by friends.

With a second world war in the wind, Roosevelt called a dozen VIPs to the White House and declared his firm intention to expand the Army’s airpower at the cost of its strength on the ground. Marshall later recalled how every bobbing head agreed in turn that the president’s plan was sound. Then he “finally came around to me” with a familiar form of address that would have flattered almost anyone. “Don’t you think so, George?” Marshall replied with an ice blue stare. “I am sorry, Mr. President, but I don’t agree with that at all.” Roosevelt was startled, and “that ended the conference.” Marshall later recalled that after they left the room his colleagues “all bade me goodbye,” but his candor had raised his stock. Even so, though Roosevelt trusted and admired Marshall they never warmed to each other. A hard man to warm to, the general’s reaction to the sound of his first name was not lost on his commander in chief. “I don’t think he ever did it again.”

When the Army’s chief of staff retired in 1939, Roosevelt summoned Marshall and told him he had the job. Rather than melting in gratitude, Marshall replied that he wanted to say what he thought “and it would often be unpleasing.” Was that all right? FDR said of course, and Marshall poked him again: “You said ‘yes’ pleasantly, but it may be unpleasant.” The president took the risk. “Never got too friendly with Roosevelt,” Marshall said years later, “made a point of never laughing at his jokes.” He may have been the only man in America who avoided invitations to Hyde Park, the president’s inherited Hudson River estate. His detachment cost him influence, offset by his closeness to Harry Hopkins, to whom he owed his post. The United States Army’s air wing was not a separate service like the RAF or the Luftwaffe, but Marshall made its commander Major General Henry H. Arnold his deputy and a de facto chief of staff, a longtime friend he trusted implicitly.

Marshall took command in the tired old Munitions Building on the Washington Mall and set about the task of turning a feeble army into an earthshaking force of millions of well-trained men. A clear, careful thinker but no intellectual, he was steeped in “the practice of arms,” he later said, “and not the theory.” Like most American flag officers of his day, he was strong on tactics, organization, and logistics, light on strategy, politics, and foreign affairs. Relying on forty years of disciplined study, rigorous planning, and strong advisors, he was never mistaken for an orator but took charge of a room by walking into it, in full command of the language, the facts, and his point. Any officer who slouched or tried a wisecrack in his presence regretted it on the spot, and a “foul mouth” was anathema. “He could laugh,” a subordinate later recalled, “but he never gave evidence of a deep-seated pleasure in life” and no one got so far as “the beginnings of familiarity with George Catlett Marshall.”

A merciless perfectionist who had seen horrific combat, he felt the “terrific strain” on the cusp of a world war and grew still less forgiving and companionable. It was said that his rage burned the paint off the walls, but officers who disappointed him met silence more often than anger and rarely got a second chance. He often showed kindness in private—after wartime trips abroad he always phoned the wives of officers he had seen—but suppressed it in command. “Once in the machine,” he told a friend, “it is very difficult to spare anybody, because I have to work fast and rather ruthlessly.” Officers called to his office to present a report learned to sit without a word while he finished what he was reading, sometimes for minutes, start talking when he looked up, stay riveted on point, answer questions crisply without evasion or excuse, and expect an abrupt dismissal. No time was wasted on families or sports. “He made you want to do your best,” a former subordinate said, which many felt they had not, a view he often shared. Long after the war another aide who admired him called Marshall “a cold, impersonal individual” who earned respect, not affection. “Men love to say, ‘I was with Patton,’ ” the officer went on. No one bragged about being with Marshall.

Others relieved the burdens of command over drinks with trusted colleagues, but Marshall was short of confidants. He had a few old friends but did not make new ones easily or care very much to do so. Relief came in walks with Katherine, but even to her it often seemed “he lived outside himself, and George Marshall was someone he was constantly appraising, advising, and training to meet a situation.” Comfortably fixed by prudent savings, sound investments, and marrying well, he enjoyed light movies, social conversation, and Katherine’s Virginia estate. His clear blue eyes could turn a man cold with a glance, but he was old-school charm itself at anyone’s dinner table. “A magnificent looking man, courtly and cultured,” a senior British officer found him to be. He had long since learned to treat politics like cholera. When asked which party he supported he would say “Episcopalian.”

Having learned to pace himself, he typically came to work at 7:30, was driven home and back for a half hour lunch with Katherine, left a clean desk at five, and rode almost every day, turning problems in his mind. His bedtime reading inclined to popular history and biography, Western novels, and undemanding magazines on the order of Reader’s Digest and The Saturday Evening Post. He went to bed early and would only come to the phone after dinner for a shirt-on-fire crisis, which discouraged his staff from disturbing him, not always for the best.

Admiral Leahy, an unassuming man close to FDR, was the titular head of the Chiefs of Staff but Marshall overshadowed him with sheer force of character. No shrinking violet himself, the future secretary of state Dean Acheson would later call Marshall’s presence “a striking and communicated force.”



Throughout the Second World War, the United States Navy was blessed and cursed by the leadership of Admiral Ernest J. King. As a gifted naval strategist King had no peer in the world and no senior American officer was more despised. In 1942, Brigadier General Dwight D. Eisenhower shared a fantasy with his diary: “One thing that might help win this war is to get someone to shoot King.” Rife with talent, drive, and courage, Eisenhower wrote, the chief of naval operations was a bully, uncooperative as a matter of principle, petty beyond belief, obnoxious by design.

After King led the Navy from catastrophe to victory in the biggest naval war in history, nothing was named in his honor but a single destroyer and a few obscure buildings. Leaders are not admired for viciousness as recreation, and King was a schoolyard punk in a hand-tailored Brooks Brothers uniform. Sometimes capable of grace, he almost seemed ashamed of it, seeing courtesy as a form of weakness. FDR’s genial naval aide Captain John L. McCrea was naturally intrigued when King told him he had the makings of a good officer but for “one outstanding weakness.” What was that? McCrea asked. “You are not a son of a bitch,” the admiral replied. “A good naval officer has to be a son of a bitch.”

Brigadier General Vivian Dykes, a youthful leading member of the British military delegation in Washington, was said to have “a particular capacity for friendship.” By way of first impressions, Dykes thought King had “a magnificent face, and I should say is pretty good” but soon learned the price “of having in such a high position a man of great strength of character with a very small brain. He certainly is a bastard.”

Dykes had King’s malignity right, but his brain was as big as they come. What made it seem small was his belligerent, single-minded focus on Ernest J. King and the United States Navy. Just over six feet tall, bald on top, close cropped on the sides, King was wary of his alliance with the United States Army, let alone the Royal Navy. King was “always sore at everybody,” Marshall later said, especially the British, always “ready to fuss with them or us.” Another American general said “King wouldn’t give anyone the time of day. He’d sell you the time of day, but he wouldn’t give it to you.”

Ambition came early to King, who declared in old age “I was born with the idea of running things.” His father, a former Great Lakes seaman, was a railroad repair shop foreman in the blue-collar town of Lorain, Ohio, when Ernie was born in 1878 on the edge of Lake Erie. His mother’s death in his teens he recorded without comment. Growing up around ships and machinery, attracted to the Navy by an article in a boys’ magazine, he outscored dozens of young Ohioans in a competitive examination for admission to the Naval Academy, where working-class origins were rare. From that day forth, his single-minded goal was a calculating climb to the top of the Navy, which he gladly let everyone know.

When America went to war with Spain in 1898, King and a few other plebes finagled summer billets on the cruiser San Francisco, which drew fire without effect off Havana and made them Academy heroes. King was battalion commander in his final year, the highest-ranking cadet officer, a feat that launched careers, but to graduate first in one’s class was to shoulder expectations, while third or fourth won the glow without the glare. King graduated fourth in 1901 and married Mattie Egerton, a chaperoned star on the Annapolis scene who put home and family first and showed little interest in her husband’s career, a regrettable match for a man who cared for little else. An able junior officer, fond of carousing and philandering ashore and returning drunk and disorderly with an anchor tattoo on one arm and a dagger on the other, Ensign King often clashed with superiors who mistook his sense of manliness for “stubbornness, belligerence, and arrogant insubordination.” Confinement for days to an ensign’s tiny quarters was to “go under hatches.” King went under hatches more than once.

An up-and-coming lieutenant nonetheless, King published an article in the United States Naval Institute’s Proceedings that proposed important shipboard reforms, chided the Navy for “clinging to things because they are old,” ruffled feathers in high nests, and won a gold medal for the best submission of the year, which did not change his view that his opinions, however ill-received by lesser minds, were invariably right. Many years after an advanced naval ordnance school rejected his application, he admitted a disqualifying flaw: “I think I was too smart.”

In 1915, King won a spot on Vice Admiral Henry T. Mayo’s staff. Two years later, when America entered the war with no major role for its fleet, he crossed the Atlantic with Mayo to liaise with the Royal Navy, whose class-conscious officers soured him on their tribe. As an observer on His Majesty’s ships King rarely came under fire, but most American naval officers never did, and he came home a captain with a Navy Cross. In prestigious command of the Naval Postgraduate School, he developed a new approach to officer training that has guided the Navy ever since.

After several years in skillful command of destroyers—the swift, agile warships thrilled him—King took command of the New London, Connecticut, submarine base and won national acclaim directing the recovery of a submarine lost at sea. In 1927 he learned to fly at forty-nine and was running the Norfolk Naval Air Station a year later. Having rounded all three of the Navy’s bases—surface ships, submarines, and aviation—he took command in 1930 of the aircraft carrier Lexington and directed its majestic movements “with imperious disdain for nearby ships.”

Protective of his sailors, forgiving of ensigns’ mistakes, he would not sit still for a superior’s slight but hardly ever praised his own officers, and then only grudgingly in private, and ripped them almost violently in front of whoever was there. One of a group of Army officers observing flight operations on the Lexington never forgot how King gave a mid-ranking naval officer “immortal hell” in front of them. “It was embarrassing for us.” King was the only man a colleague ever knew who would curse his subordinates. Small talk was foreign to him, humor almost vanishingly rare. A Marshall protégé who worked with King described them both as cold, impersonal men with a telling difference. Marshall rarely socialized with fellow officers and never embarrassed himself, but King wanted to be liked in a sophomoric way, despite his taste for tyranny. Unimpressed by Prohibition, he was one of the boys on liberty, sharing hip flasks with junior officers who loathed him and called him Uncle Ernie behind his back. Nimble hands under dinner party tables caused some of their wives to avoid him but he cuckolded brother officers when he could, sometimes flaunting the humiliation.

In 1932 King relinquished command of the Lexington and spent ten months at Newport’s elite Naval War College. His thesis identified American altruism and democracy as weaknesses, elected officeholders’ interference in war as a misfortune, and Britain as a hostile sea power. Promoted to rear admiral in 1933, he commanded a dozen seaplane patrol squadrons and pressed his pilots to fly beside him through deadly weather as war would have them do. After a terrifying flight through an ice storm, he pressed a squadron commander to tell him what he had been thinking. The pilot said he had been wondering “whether you knew enough to be scared.”

In 1938, King reached the rank of vice admiral in command of the carrier fleet, in sight of his ultimate goal, but Roosevelt crushed his hopes in 1939 by making Admiral Stark chief of naval operations. Nonetheless, the president liked salty old sea dogs. Early in 1941, as German surface ships and submarines—U-boats they were called, Unterseeboots in German—devastated British shipping, FDR created a new Atlantic Fleet, gave it to King, and made him a four-star admiral.

From his office in the worn-out Navy
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