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War is an option of difficulties.


—MAJOR-GENERAL JAMES WOLFE
 1727–1759


There never was a good war, or a bad peace.


—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN


The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.


—L. P. H ARTLEY


If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue, Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch…Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!


—RUDYARD K IPLING


In war men are nothing; one man is everything…. Only the commander understands the importance of certain things, and he alone conquers and surmounts all difficulties. An army is nothing without the head.


—NAPOLEON
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Author’s Note






It is not easy to get military ranks correct in dealing with several nations over a long period of time. To avoid confusion, therefore, I have attempted throughout to give the people mentioned in the book their correct rank at the time about which I am writing.


In the case of British figures, I have also tried to deal with the inevitable changes in name that were caused along the way by such honors as knighthoods and peerages. Thus Lieutenant-General Bernard L. Montgomery becomes General Sir Bernard Montgomery and eventually Field Marshal the Viscount Montgomery, and so on.


Where British military ranks are concerned I have included the hyphen with which some of the Army and Royal Navy ranks are correctly written, as in “major-general,” or “regimental sergeant-major.” “Field marshal” and “admiral of the fleet” are exceptions to the rule, and correctly written without a hyphen. Also, the Royal Air Force does not use hyphens, except in “air vice-marshal.” I have not used a hyphen in U.S. military titles, since they are correctly written without one.


Regarding German ranks, I have used the German mostly when no clear-cut equivalent exists in English (as in S.S. ranks like SS Standartenführer), but sometimes also when the German simply makes more sense and prevents confusing a German general with a British or an American one. As a rule, I have aimed for clarity rather than consistency.



I use “Nazi” only when referring to people or institutions that were part of the NSDAP, or Nazi Party. I have avoided the use of “Nazi” instead of “German,” as in “Nazi planes” or “Nazi tanks” or “Nazi army.” Our enemy in World War II, as in World War I, was Germany, and the Germans. Some of the Germans were Nazis; most of them were not.


With military organizations and units I have tried to make matters as clear as I can. Most armies are roughly similar, in the sense of being divided, in ascending order of size, into companies, battalions, regiments, brigades, divisions, corps, armies, and army groups. Where there are significant differences I will point them out. In the interest of simplicity, I have not followed the military pattern of designating corps with Roman numerals, etc. Instead, numbers through ninety-nine are spelled; 100 and above are in Arabic numerals.
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PART I


The Making of a Hero





















CHAPTER 1


“Ike”







Ours is neither a nation nor a culture much given to extended hero worship.


Ralph Waldo Emerson understood his countrymen only too well when he wrote, “Every hero becomes a bore at last.” After all, within his own lifetime Emerson would see both Andrew Jackson and Ulysses S. Grant cut down to size. There is no place in American life for the enduring national cult of a hero, no equivalent of France’s national passion for Napoleon (a cult strangely enough by no means limited to the French), England’s sentimental hero worship of Nelson (and, increasingly, of Winston Churchill), Russia’s glorification of Peter the Great.


Perhaps it is the price of being a democracy, and of a deep, inherent distrust of the very idea of an elite—we are all egalitarians at heart, or at least feel a need to pay homage to the idea of equality. We have a natural tendency to nibble away at the great figures of the past; to dig through their lives for flaws, mistakes, and weaknesses; to judge them severely by the standards and beliefs of the present, rather than those that prevailed when they were alive. Thus Washington has been marginalized as a dead white male, and as a slave owner, and remembered more for his ill-fitting false teeth than his generalship. Thus Jefferson has been downgraded from his lofty position as the author of the Declaration of Independence to being treated not merely as a slave owner, but as a spendthrift and hypocrite who slept with his own female slaves. Thus Grant’s tomb stood for many decades forlorn and almost unvisited on Riverside Drive and 122nd Street in New York City, despite the fact that it was, until the end of the nineteenth century, a bigger tourist attraction than the Statue of Liberty.


It is a simple fact of American life, this urge to splash graffiti on the pantheon of our heroes. In other countries—or cultures—the building up of national heroes is a full-time job, respected and well rewarded, in France with membership in the Académie Française and the Légion d’Honneur, in the United Kingdom with knighthoods and a cozy place in the cultural establishment; but in ours, whole profitable segments of the media and publishing industries prosper by tearing them down. Sic transit gloria mundi might as well be our national motto.


In his own lifetime, for example, Dwight D. Eisenhower underwent a rapid transition from world-class, five-star hero to being ridiculed as an old fuddy-duddy in the White House, out of touch with what was happening in the country, more interested in his golf score than in politics, deaf to the pleas of civil rights leaders (or at least hard of hearing), and, toward the end of his eight years as president, overshadowed by the youth and glamour of the young John F. Kennedy.


It was not just journalists, or editorial cartoonists like Herblock in the Washington Post, or intellectuals of the New Frontier, who made fun of Ike—even historians of World War II began to turn their heavy guns on him, particularly admirers of General George S. Patton. Patton’s advocates formed a stubborn and robust revisionist cult that would reach its peak when Patton became the hero of Richard Nixon’s favorite movie; they held Ike to blame for failing to turn his fractious subordinate loose to seize Berlin before the Russians did, and by that mistake ensuring a divided Germany and the cold war—even though Patton was too far south to have done this.


Like those revisionists who insist that Blücher, instead of Wellington, won the Battle of Waterloo by arriving on the battlefield with his Prussians at the end of the day, or those who believe that Lee would have won the Battle of Gettysburg if only he had listened to Longstreet’s advice, Patton’s admirers—sixty years after the fact—are still smarting over their hero’s complaints. As to the validity of their views, one cannot do better than to quote the duke of Wellington himself, who, when a stranger came up to him on Piccadilly and said, “Mr. Jones, I presume?” is said to have replied, “If you presume that, sir, you’d presume any damned thing.”


The guns had hardly fallen silent in Europe before Eisenhower’s rivals and subordinates sat down to write their memoirs or edit their diaries for publication. Most of them were sharply critical of Eisenhower. On the British side of the Grand Alliance the newly ennobled field marshals Lord Alanbrooke and Viscount Montgomery, and General Lord Ismay, if they agreed on nothing else, were united in their view that Eisenhower was no strategist. Indeed General Sir Alan Brooke, as he was then, the acerbic Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), would remark acidly in his dairy in 1943 on the subject of his plan for the invasion, “Eisenhower has got absolutely no strategical outlook.”1


On the losing side, Hitler’s generals, when they came to write their memoirs, were almost all critical of Eisenhower’s caution, slowness, conventional tactics, and failure to develop the single thrust that might have brought the war to an end by the winter of 1944—strong stuff from those whom he defeated.


As for the senior American and British airmen—particularly the “bomber barons,” among whom the most important and outspoken was Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur (“Bomber”) Harris, Air Officer Commanding, RAF Bomber Command—they expressed in their war memoirs the conviction that had they been given a free hand and unlimited resources the war could have been won in 1944 without an invasion at all; that Eisenhower, in short, had merely wasted time, manpower, money, and fuel, all of which would have been more usefully employed destroying German cities (the RAF strategy), or the German rail network and oil industry (the strategy of the U.S. Army Air Force).


In the United States, enthusiasts for a Pacific-first strategy—centered on the figure of General Douglas MacArthur and the U.S. Navy admirals, most of whom had never wholeheartedly accepted Franklin Roosevelt’s agreement with Churchill that the defeat of Nazi Germany, not Japan, must be the Allies’ first priority—accused Eisenhower of spinelessly allowing himself to be charmed, bullied, or hoodwinked by the wily British; it was not only the French who distrusted l’Albion perfide. Perhaps fortunately, the Soviet marshals alone did not offer much in the way of criticism of Ike, presumably afraid to express any opinions on the matter that might contradict those of Stalin.


Of course to some degree all wars end in a war of words—World War I produced innumerable ill-tempered memoirs from the generals on both sides of the conflict, justifying their own decisions and lamenting the blunders of their colleagues, not to speak of politicians blaming the generals for what had gone wrong on the battlefield, and generals blaming the politicians for interfering in military decisions about which no civilian was qualified to hold an opinion and for botching the peace.


In the United Kingdom, certain events of World War I, most particularly the First Battle of the Somme and the failure of the landings in the Dardanelles, caused a veritable heavy artillery barrage of books which still rumbles on today, and which aroused bitter feelings that were not submerged even by the outbreak of the next world war in 1939.


In France, there were numerous equally sore points on the subject of World War I among the rival generals and politicians. Many of these disputes were exacerbated by a universal national feeling that the British had not pulled their weight in the fighting and had then conspired to cheat France out of its just rewards at the peace conference—l’Albion perfide again.


In Germany, of course, the burning question was who was responsible for losing the war; and in all the countries involved, even the infant Soviet Union, whole forests were felled to print books seeking to pin elsewhere the blame for starting it in the first place.



Thus the attempt to take some of the luster off Eisenhower’s five stars was nothing out of the ordinary in history, though it must be said that he bore the attacks and the second-guessing of his British colleagues with a degree of patience that might almost have qualified him for sainthood, however much he steamed about them in private. His own war memoirs are notably fair-minded, even on the subject of people he had every reason to resent, and he did not attempt to refute criticism of himself, or encourage others to do so on his behalf.


Still, in Eisenhower’s case the natural tendency of the historical pendulum to swing in the opposite direction after a certain amount of time coincided with the growing feeling during his second term in office that he was out of his depth as president, and that like another victorious American general, Ulysses S. Grant, he regarded the presidency more as a reward for his victory in the field than as the summit of his ambition or a full-time job. His soothing grandfatherly style, his unconcealed distaste for the rough-and-tumble of politics, and his garbled syntax played well enough in the heartland but did not appeal to right-wing Republicans who regarded Ike as a newcomer to the GOP (and distrusted his bias toward the United Kingdom and Europe), or to the young and the big-city intellectual elites, who had supported Adlai Stevenson and were now beginning to feel the gravitational pull of the young, vigorous, and articulate junior senator from Massachusetts.


To put matters in perspective, the last years of Eisenhower’s presidency coincided with the Beats, Mort Sahl, Marilyn Monroe, and Elvis—things were happening out there beyond the White House and Camp David that would change America more radically than anything since the Civil War, and it cannot be said that Eisenhower was aware of them, or had he been aware, that he would have approved.


The 1950s still conjure up today a world that seems far removed from our own, even to those of us who came of age in it: men wearing hats, and suits with narrow lapels; huge tail-finned cars gleaming with chrome; the dizzyingly rapid growth of the suburbs; the fiction of women as happy, contented housewives; McCarthyism; the height of the cold war; an age when cigarettes weren’t considered harmful, the pill had yet to be invented, skirts came down below the knee, and conformity—at least on the surface—ruled.


Eisenhower presided over this America, benign, avuncular, occasionally exasperated. His idea of a good evening was said to be watching old westerns on television, he and Mrs. Eisenhower seated side by side in front of the set with a television tray in front of each of them; his idea of a good meal, a Scotch on the rocks and a steak. Those who disliked the Eisenhowers spread rumors that Mrs. Eisenhower drank more than was good for her and was sometimes unsteady on her feet, while those who admired them believed that she merely suffered from an inner ear imbalance and a certain shyness, or caution, in the presence of politicians, natural in a woman who had spent her married life as an Army wife, and was therefore used to a world in which officers junior to her husband—and their wives—knew their place and took good care to stay in it.


Although Eisenhower, with his big grin, looked like a gregarious soul, this was in part a facade, or a protective mechanism, like a lot of things about him. Decades after serving two terms as his vice president, Richard Nixon still complained that in eight years the Eisenhowers had seldom invited the Nixons to a private dinner at the White House, just the four of them together—a subject about which Mrs. Nixon was said to express, to the very end of her life, what was, for her, a very rare degree of personal resentment. Of course in many respects Eisenhower remained a general, even as president, and generals don’t usually invite junior officers to dine with them. Nixon may well have appeared to him to be the equivalent of a junior officer, and in any case political small talk, which was Nixon’s specialty, was the last thing Eisenhower wanted to hear in the evening, or even during the day—more likely, he simply preferred to spend his evenings in front of the television set when he could, like so many of his fellow Americans who had elected him president, and perhaps it simply never occurred to him that the Nixons’ feelings might be hurt, or even that their feelings mattered one way or the other.


A lifetime in the Army and several years of supreme command inevitably make a certain imprint on a man, and lead to things that mere civilians find it hard to understand. Robert Kennedy used to tell a story about his brother’s shock, when he reached the White House, at how much it cost to run, and how many people worked there without anybody seeming to know what, if anything, they did. President Kennedy had, to a serious degree, a rich man’s horror at the possibility that he might be accused of extravagance or waste—a subject about which those who have inherited wealth are often particularly sensitive. He told his brother Robert to go into the question of White House staffing with a fine-tooth comb, and to find ways to economize.


During the course of this investigation—for Robert Kennedy plunged into it with his usual zeal and thirst for details—he discovered that nobody could explain the presence of an Army master sergeant who had an office in the basement of the White House. He decided to look into this himself, and eventually discovered in the basement a grizzled old Army NCO in a large office, surrounded by canvases and optical equipment. Eisenhower, it turned out, had been persuaded by Winston Churchill to take up painting as a hobby to calm his nerves. He enjoyed painting, once he took it up, and was good with colors, but apparently he never developed a skill for drawing (a difficulty from which Churchill also suffered). On Churchill’s advice, he began by working from postcards, and had one of his orderly sergeants draw the outline of the picture to scale on the canvas.


When he was elected president, the sergeant was posted to the White House and installed in the basement, just in case Ike wanted to paint. For a five-star general, this was nothing unusual or out of the ordinary—there were, after all, thousands of sergeants in the U.S. Army fully occupied doing things even less useful than waiting until Eisenhower wanted a canvas prepared for his oil paints, and nobody in the Army then or now is likely to question an order from a five-star general.


The Kennedy brothers, however, were civilians at heart, despite their wartime service in the U.S. Navy, and they pretended to be shocked by Ike’s wastefulness; so the sergeant was swiftly removed from his cozy lair in the White House and sent packing. But the story aptly illustrates another side of Ike’s personality—he had, despite simple tastes and a frugality natural to anyone who had lived for many years on a junior officer’s salary, the sense of entitlement of any victorious general. Since the beginning of warfare, the military leaders of successful coalitions have always been substantially rewarded by their grateful countries. In the late seventeenth century John Churchill was made duke of Marlborough, and Blenheim Palace was built and furnished for him at public expense; in the nineteenth century Wellington received not only a dukedom, the Garter, a grand London town house on Hyde Park Corner, and a great country estate, but a sizable fortune to support it all. After World War I, Sir Douglas Haig, whose disastrous military strategy in Flanders was widely believed to have cost the United Kingdom several hundred thousand unnecessary casualties for no discernible gain in ground, received an earldom and was made a wealthy man by his grateful nation. Even in the Soviet Union, those of Stalin’s marshals lucky enough to survive his purges and win him victories in World War II were rewarded with lavish dachas, limousines, orders and decorations mounted with diamonds and precious gemstones, the lifetime support of uniformed aides and servants, and well-paid sine-cures for themselves and their families in the Communist Party and in industry. Only the United States—as the Grants complained in the nineteenth century—had no tradition of rewarding successful generals, except by electing them president.


Neither Eisenhower nor Mrs. Eisenhower would have wanted a dukedom for him, of course, even had it been possible to offer him one, and for some time Eisenhower was not sure whether he wanted the presidency; but even so, by 1945 Ike was no longer a simple hayseed from the Midwest, if he had ever been that, and Mamie understandably expected some compensation for having spent the war alone in a small apartment while he was chauffeured around (alas, all too publicly!) by a glamorous former fashion model. Eisenhower had been a mere lieutenant colonel in 1940 (and a very newly minted one at that), but by 1943 he was on close terms with Roosevelt, Churchill, De Gaulle, and King George VI. He had his own four-engine aircraft and crew at his disposal, not to speak of the beautiful Kay Summersby and her four-door Packard; and although he made a point of living simply, he was nevertheless surrounded by aides and uniformed servants for whom his smallest wishes were commands, and who competed to find for him comfortable, elegant, and restful surroundings. His headquarters in Casablanca, Algiers, London’s posh Grosvenor Square, Bushey Park, and Fontainebleau were in no way Spartan, thanks in part to Kay Summersby, who had considerable experience in the beau monde, knew how to entertain, could hold her own in conversations with Roosevelt or Churchill, and switched from the role of driver to Eisenhower’s hostess as required, in much the same effortless manner that she eventually moved from a British uniform to a faultlessly tailored American WAC officer’s uniform, always slim, cool, sophisticated, and completely devoted to the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in Europe.


There is, let it be said at once, nothing wrong about this—no historical proof exists that generals benefit from being uncomfortable, or produce better strategy by eating bad food, or by being deprived of attractive female company. On the contrary, the commander of a great army—still more the commander of a great coalition, with its infinitely more vexing problems—surely needs an atmosphere in which he can think clearly, and concentrate on victory, as opposed to worrying about his dinner, or wondering whether his bed is dry and clean. It has always been so, and no doubt always will be.


Generals, even those with fewer than five stars, are not like lesser mortals or ordinary people, and although Eisenhower certainly managed, in Kipling’s words, to “Walk with kings—nor lose the common touch,” he was neither as simple nor as easygoing a character as the press (and Republican political strategists) liked to present him. A man who has successfully commanded millions of men in battle, who has made perhaps the most difficult and far-reaching military decision of all time, and who accepted the formal surrender of Nazi Germany, must have a core of steel; a streak of ruthlessness; the ability to make cold, hard, objective decisions; and an imperial sense of command, however well disguised they may be by a big grin and a firm handshake.


This, after all, was a man who had been acclaimed all over the world as the leader of a victorious coalition; who had received deferential congratulations from every world leader, including Stalin, De Gaulle, and George VI; who had been honored at the lord mayor’s banquet in London, where huge crowds gathered in the streets outside to cheer “good old Ike,” then perhaps the most popular American, at home and abroad, of all time. He retired from the Army to become president of Columbia University—a precedent for generals’ becoming university presidents had been set by none other than General Robert E. Lee, who accepted the presidency of Washington College (now Washington and Lee University) in Lexington, Virginia, after the Civil War—secure in the knowledge that the White House was his almost for the asking, as it had been for Grant, and, for the first time, made financially secure by the sale of his memoirs to Doubleday and Life magazine for unprecedented amounts of money, which his brother Milton and his newfound friends among the rich Republicans invested wisely on his behalf. The man who left America in 1942 almost unknown except among his fellow West Pointers and the small group of officers around General George C. Marshall had, by 1945, reached a level of fame that few men have ever equaled, and went on to maintain a good deal of his popularity through two terms as his country’s president. The election buttons bearing the motto “I like Ike,” which sprouted on the lapels of Americans in 1951 (and which echoed Irving Berlin’s popular song in his hit musical Call Me Madam), spoke nothing but the truth: the whole world liked Ike—even the Germans by that time, not to speak of those Democrats who voted for him instead of Adlai Stevenson.


And yet, although Eisenhower has been portrayed respectfully, if not with any great degree of accuracy, on television and in films, and although his name is widely recognized and respected—and although there exists a good-size permanent publishing campaign, led by his son Colonel John Eisenhower, devoted to protecting Ike’s military reputation from the attacks of historians who think he should have let Patton take Berlin, or resisted the division of his forces between Montgomery in the north and Patton in the south after the liberation of Paris in 1944, let alone British war historians who tend to side with Alanbrooke’s criticisms of him—Eisenhower’s role in history, both as the commander of the allied forces against Nazi Germany and as the president who ended the Korean War and guided America through the most dangerous years of the cold war, no longer seems deeply imprinted on the American national consciousness, and certainly not in what passes for history teaching in American education.



Of course there is a natural ebb and flow to historical reputations, however exalted. Sometimes a reputation can be revived by a single great book, as David McCullough did for Harry S. Truman and John Adams; sometimes not, as remains the case with Franklin Roosevelt—but beyond that America is very different from the country it was in 1945, or even 1960. Americans may put magnetic signs on their cars in the shape of a yellow ribbon bearing the legend “We support our troops,” but they no longer wish to serve among these troops, are no longer obligated to do so, and—at any rate in the middle and upper classes—don’t want to see their own children in uniform. The military has become a world apart, something you see on television or in the movies, not a shared experience as it was in World War II and for some years after it.*


What is more, both popular culture and the academic world, strongly shaped by those who opposed the war in Vietnam, have come to portray war not in terms of generals and their strategy, but in terms of “ordinary” people, soldiers on both sides, civilians, the victims of war, etc. The spectacular success of Tom Brokaw’s book The Greatest Generation and of Steven Spielberg’s film Saving Private Ryan is in part because they show the war through the eyes of “the little people” and assume that the war was won by these people’s sacrifices. This, of course, is true enough, except that without strategy, direction, planning, discipline, and the willpower of a commander, no battle or war is ever won.


Even so-called “people’s wars,” like that of the Chinese Communists against the Nationalists, or of the North Vietnamese against South Vietnam and its patrons and allies—the French, then the Americans—required a great leader and first-rate generals, such as North Vietnam produced in Ho Chi Minh and General Giap. In the end, somebody always has to plan, prepare, decide, exhort, and command. History, like warfare, can never be completely democratized.


This transformation in the way Americans think about their own history (and are taught it, to the extent that they are still taught it at all) has been accompanied by a perceived need to ignore or denigrate “dead white males,” as well as by a deliberate turning away from the “great man” school of history, so beloved of Carlyle; and since Eisenhower is dead, was white, and was indubitably a great man his roles as a general, supreme commander, and president now seem less important to historians than the social issues of that period.



Then too, since 1945 Americans have become used to small wars, in which not much is at stake. It is hard for those who did not live through World War II to realize how close we came on several occasions to losing it, and how utterly different the world would have been had Hitler—and the Japanese—won it instead. “The long night of barbarism, unbroken by even a star of hope,”2 was how Churchill, in 1940, described the prospects for humanity if Hitler won, and, as usual on the subject of Hitler, he was absolutely right. The death camps, the Holocaust, the brutal mass murder of civilians and prisoners, the barbaric medical experiments, and the wholesale killing of the mentally and physically handicapped all had yet to be discovered and documented, but from the very beginning of Hitler’s rise to power Churchill grasped what was at stake—the survival of civilization, of humanity, of common decency.


In May 1940, as France collapsed under the weight and speed of the German attack and the British army retreated from Belgium and northern France to the beaches at Dunkirk, Great Britain came within a hair’s breadth of losing the war, and in the long summer of 1940 that followed fewer than 2,000 young Royal Air Force fighter pilots stood between Hitler and the victory that was almost within his grasp. They were alone, and, in the end, they were enough, at any rate to ensure that Britain would not be invaded by the Germans in 1940; but at the same time there was no way Britain could win the war without bringing America in. When Randolph Churchill barged into his father’s bedroom to congratulate him on becoming prime minister, he asked how his father intended to win the war. Calmly, while shaving, the new prime minister replied that he proposed to hold out somehow until America entered the war, and of course that was exactly what happened.



But in 1940, nobody could have predicted how long this would take, or even if it would, in the end, actually happen—certainly nobody could have guessed that Britain would have to hold out until December 7, 1941, when the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor (and Hitler’s ill-advised declaration of war against the United States) brought the Americans in, more than two years after the war had begun.


With the arrival of the Americans (and the unexpected survival of the Soviet Union in the winter of 1941, when the German army was almost in sight of the Kremlin) it was at last possible to hope that the war might be won, though history—and the astonishing fighting efficiency and professionalism of the German army—would still provide the Allies with numerous opportunities for losing it. The British, having hung on to survival by their fingernails for two years, and lived through the bombing of their cities (nearly 50,000 British civilians would be killed by German bombs during the course of the war), had a fairly natural fear that they would be relegated to second place in the new alliance, and as American troops, most of them still untrained and untried in battle, flooded into their small island, bringing with them such novelties as canned and frozen food, nylon stockings, and chewing gum, many people complained, in a popular phrase of the time, that the Americans were “overpaid, oversexed, and over here.”


Grateful as the British were to have, at last, a powerful ally (and one that spoke the same language), their sensitivities were aroused by a whole range of disagreements, including, but by no means limited to, America’s instinctive anticolonial attitude toward the British Empire, its dominant wealth and industrial power, and, of course, the burning question of when, where, how, and at whose command Hitler was to be fought.


Perhaps the one thing that could have guaranteed a victory for Germany after 1942 would have been the appointment of the wrong commander for the allied forces in Europe. The British recognized, from the beginning, albeit reluctantly, that since American troops, however inexperienced, would soon outnumber their own, supreme command would have to go to an American. The British generals could not be described as enthusiastic about this prospect, but they were resigned to it. Had the choice fallen on, say, General Douglas MacArthur, who was arrogant, vain, and instinctively anti-British—or on somebody like Patton, who was all these things and worse—the alliance might never have prospered, or even had a chance of succeeding.


That the choice fell on Dwight D. Eisenhower was perhaps the Allies’ most singular piece of good fortune in World War II. From the very first moment, he charmed the British, and put them at their ease. They might bewail his lack of strategic brilliance—they complained about it during the war and after the war, and are still complaining about it—but nobody then or now underrated his unique ability to command a coalition. Few expected “Ike,” as the British, despite their reserve, quickly got used to calling him, to be another Rommel or Rundstedt, but even his critics praised his fairness, his energy, his patience, his common sense, his authority, and above all his matchless ability to deal with even the most difficult of prima donnas—Montgomery, say; or the rival French generals, De Gaulle and Giraud; or Winston Churchill. To use a favorite phrase of his, Eisenhower also knew how to “keep his eye on the ball.” The aim was victory—national feelings, friendships, and interservice rivalries would have to be ruthlessly suppressed on its behalf. Despite wounded feelings on the part of his American generals, he would eventually accept a British air marshal, A. W. Tedder, as his deputy commander; a British admiral as his naval commander; another British air marshal as his air force commander; and a British general as his commander of ground forces. When he heard that an American general had sworn at a British general, he called the British general in and asked what had happened. “He only called me a son-of-a-bitch, sir,” the British general said, taken aback by Eisenhower’s fury and anxious not to make a fuss, but Eisenhower was better informed and implacable. “I heard he called you ‘A British son-of-a-bitch,’” he said angrily. “I will make him god-damn well swim home!”3 and the American general was promptly reduced to his substantive rank of lieutenant colonel and sent back to the United States in disgrace.


He not only practiced what he preached but enforced it ruthlessly at every level, from four-star generals to privates, and it worked. Of course, there were unavoidable complaints, “incidents,” and problems; but the alliance held together, with the armed forces of all three countries (for the French were soon adding their own complaints, demands, and historic national concerns to those of the British) united in their respect for their supreme commander.


It need not have been so. For most of World War I, each army retained its own supreme commander—Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig did not willingly share his plans with Marshal Joffre, or with Joffre’s successors, and when the Americans entered the war General John Pershing too kept his cards hidden from his allies (and an ace or two up his sleeve, some of them complained). Eventually, however, Lloyd George and Clemenceau between them managed to impose Marshal Ferdinand Foch on the allied armies as supreme commander just in time to defeat the last great German offensive on the western front in 1918 and win the war; but this had not been easy to accomplish in the teeth of national pride, and it was, in the duke of Wellington’s famous phrase about Waterloo, “a damn close run thing.” Churchill and Roosevelt, both of whom had played significant roles in World War I, were determined that at least some of the more obvious mistakes of that war should be avoided in the next, and unity of command was one thing they insisted on. Because of Eisenhower, it paid off.


His sensitivity toward the British—not always repaid in kind—derived in part from the unusual twists and turns of his career. It was a source of great regret to him that he had not made it to France in 1917–1918, and had therefore never directly experienced war. Like any professional army officer, commanding troops in battle was what he had been trained for—every other aspect of military life paled by comparison—yet he never got the opportunity to do so. Eisenhower was, from the beginning, a staff man, a problem solver, a military bureaucrat. He spent the war years training troops to go overseas, and he was good at the job—so good that despite the numerous requests he made to go to France and get into action himself, the War Department absolutely refused to let him go, and finally ordered him sharply to stop complaining and serve where he was ordered to. Thus he was deprived of the chance to prove himself in combat, as well as the possibility of winning the glory, honors, medals, and decorations that count so much in a soldier’s life; and he felt it keenly. He did not, in fact, get to Europe until 1928, when he was appointed to the relatively humdrum task of writing the guidebook for the American Battle Monuments Commission, which he performed with his usual efficiency.


On the other hand, his visits to the allies’ war cemeteries were to have unexpected results when the next war broke out and he reached high command. From the moment the United States entered the war the American chiefs of staff—even General George C. Marshall himself—were impatient with what they took to be British hesitation and doubt about the invasion of Europe. Marshall was determined to invade France and engage the German army in combat as soon as possible—indeed, he hoped to do so in 1942, and was only with great difficulty persuaded to postpone the invasion until 1943.


In part, British doubts on the subject were practical, and based on hard experience of battle against the Wehrmacht in Norway, France, North Africa, Greece, and Crete—General Alan Brooke and the British chiefs of staff knew only too well how formidable the German army was, and believed, correctly, that landing three divisions in France in the face of up to forty experienced German divisions would be suicidal. American troops were inexperienced and only partly trained; American equipment, while lavish, was by no means equal at that stage of the war to that of the German army, particularly in tanks and artillery; and the landing craft and naval forces necessary for an invasion did not yet exist.



The British had been planning for the invasion of France since early in 1941, spurred on by Churchill, and had even carried out a small-scale dress rehearsal in 1942 when they attempted to seize the port of Dieppe. The results of that debacle demonstrated once and for all that the chances of capturing and holding a port in German-occupied France were nil, that such tanks as were then available could not land safely and operate on sandy (as opposed to shingle) beaches or survive German antitank guns, and that the German army’s response to any such attempt was swift, sure, and brutal. Many of the Canadians who had been chosen to carry out the raid at Dieppe were slaughtered on the beaches or captured. This outcome not only embittered relations between the British and the Canadian governments for some time but also provided the first chink in the hitherto bulletproof reputation of Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, Chief of Combined Operations.


The committee charged with planning the invasion drew from the raid on Dieppe the realistic conclusion that it would have to land on shingle beaches, rather than rely on seizing a port, and that an almost unimaginable amount of work, training, preparation, and innovation would have to take place before it was feasible.


This was not a message that the Americans wanted to hear, and they tended to ascribe it to British timidity, rather than to reason and experience. In the end the decision to land in North Africa late in 1942, which was made faute de mieux, at Churchill’s urging, provided a very clear picture of just how hard the Germans could fight even when they were outnumbered, a long way from home, and at the end of a dangerously long and fragile supply line, and gave everybody on the Allied side a chance to consider what the results might have been of a landing in France in 1942 against a much larger German army with short interior supply lines. Still, the American chiefs of staff did not forgive the British for deflecting them to North Africa, and from there to Sicily and Italy, and remained doubtful of Britain’s commitment to the cross-Channel invasion.


Eisenhower did not share these doubts about British resolve. He had not led troops over the top and into combat in World War I, and he still very much lamented the fact, but he had examined the war cemeteries, and there, before the interminable rows of headstones, he had come to understand and sympathize with the British determination not to repeat the useless slaughter of that war. The United Kingdom’s war dead in 1914–1918 reached nearly 750,000, the number of its gravely wounded exceeded 1.6 million. On the first day of the First Battle of the Somme in 1916, the British army’s casualties were over 60,000—the blackest day in the history of the British army—as wave after wave of troops went over the top and advanced steadily across no-man’s-land toward the German trenches, bayonets fixed and gleaming, through barbed wire, mud, mines, and the heaviest artillery barrage of all time into massed machine-gun fire that cut them down like so much wheat before the scythe.


The British were committed to victory in World War II, and indeed they had been fighting the Germans for two years before America came in, but nobody in Britain, from King George VI down, was prepared to repeat the experience of World War I. A protracted stalemate and a mass slaughter, like that of Flanders and the western front, were simply not a possibility that any British government could contemplate or that the British public would tolerate.


The British generals knew that, and planned accordingly. They had fought in the trenches as junior officers, as had politicians as different from one another as the suave foreign secretary Anthony Eden and the colorless Lord Privy Seal and leader of the Labour Party, Clement Atlee—both of whom had been captains in the trenches during World War I and won the Military Cross for bravery. Winston Churchill himself, after resigning from the government because of the failure of the Dardanelles campaign, had commanded an infantry battalion in the trenches, with Archibald Sinclair, later to become leader of the Liberal Party, as his adjutant. There was hardly a home or a family in Britain that had not experienced what was then still known as the Great War, or had not suffered the loss of a loved one, and soldiers, statesmen, and civilians alike were determined to avoid a repetition of that tragedy. On monuments, and in colleges, schools, clubs, factories, and businesses all over the country, plaques listed members or workers who had been killed from 1914 to 1918, a veritable avalanche of names in every town and village of the British Isles to remind people of how widespread—and pointless—the sacrifice had been. A whole generation had been swept away by that war; its absence was an inescapable fact of British life, a reality which nobody could forget, and of which one was (and still is) reminded countless times a day by the words “In remembrance” and a heartbreakingly long list of carved or painted names.


This ever-present reality had a profound effect on British public life and policy between the wars. It drove successive British governments to attempt to “appease” rather than oppose Germany, while, in terms of defense policy, it fueled the exaggerated claims of the air marshals that the next war would be won (or lost) in the air—or, a still more doubtful claim, that the mere threat of bombing would prevent war. Both the public and the postwar governments wanted to believe that if a future war could not be avoided, it would be fought in the air, not in the mud—that a few well-trained aviators would win it quickly and neatly, with a minimum of casualties, and above all that there would be no repetition of Flanders.


That spirit was captured perfectly by the poet John Betjeman, writing in 1940, in the voice of a well-to-do London lady at prayer:




Gracious Lord, oh bomb the Germans.


Spare their women for Thy Sake,


And if that is not too easy


We will pardon Thy Mistake.


But, gracious Lord, whate’er shall be,


Don’t let anyone bomb me….*




The founder of the Royal Air Force, Lord Trenchard—one of those singular military visionaries who appear from time to time in English life (one thinks of Kitchener, Fisher, Baden-Powell, T. E. Lawrence, and Wing-ate)—in fact had based his idea of a separate air force independent of the Army or the Navy on the claim that even the threat of bombing would make a future war unlikely, an early version of the deterrence theory that would become the cornerstone of nuclear policy in the cold war.


That “Boom” Trenchard’s few aircraft were slow and cumbersome, awkward creations of varnished wood, stretched wire, and doped fabric that could hardly have reached the German coastline on a clear day, let alone carry bombs large enough to damage anything larger than a toolshed, did nothing to diminish his enthusiasm or the appeal of his ideas. He was, in any case, in the spirit of most visionaries, far better at what we now call PR than at flying, and he had the capacity to summon up in other people’s imaginations vast fleets of bombers—“aerial battleships”—darkening the sky and terrifying the Germans.


A skilled bureaucratic infighter, Trenchard could and did annihilate his critics by proving that a bomber force would be far cheaper to build and maintain than a large army. He thus preempted both the press and the Treasury, and committed a succession of peace-seeking British governments to spending huge sums on a bomber force that, in the end, would not become a serious weapon against Germany until 1942.


Trenchard’s vision had other consequences. In its straitened circumstances after World War I, the United Kingdom cut its defense budget to the bone, and then some. The Royal Navy was of course almost sacrosanct, though the admirals complained loudly and bitterly (and correctly, as it turned out) that they needed more modern ships; so the money that was spent on developing a bomber force (and later on modern fighter aircraft and radar, although over the violent protests of the Air Ministry, since air force orthodoxy at the time was that possession of a bomber force would render fighters unnecessary) was chiefly at the expense of modernizing the Army. Great Britain, which had invented the tank, spent little or nothing to develop new tanks—or, just as important, to develop a new kind of army that understood how to use them. “The cavalry,” as one critic of military policy remarked, “has been mechanized in the sense that their horses have been taken away from them.”


Thus the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) went to France in 1939 with much the same weapons—and training, organization, and outlook—with which it had left France in 1918. Faced with Hitler’s panzer divisions in May 1940, the BEF was lucky to be able to retreat to the Dunkirk beaches, and it owed its survival to the traditional discipline and steadiness under fire of Britain’s regular Army, to the Royal Navy and the fighter pilots of the Royal Air Force, and perhaps most important of all to the formidable combination of ancient regimental pride and the spit-and-polish professionalism of the regular Army’s noncommissioned officers.


But Dunkirk, however heartwarming to the British, was a disaster, not the way to win a war. As Churchill warned the House of Commons, “We must be very careful not to assign to this deliverance the attributes of a victory. Wars are not won by evacuations.”4 George VI, always receptive to the national mood, might breathe a sigh of relief in a letter to his mother, Queen Mary, that Britain stood alone at last—“Personally, I feel happier now that we have no allies to be polite to and pamper”5—but Churchill’s view of the situation was darker and more realistic.


Although the RAF had proved itself superior to the Luftwaffe, and the Royal Navy was powerful enough to render every German attempt to use the Kriegsmarine’s capital ships on the high seas sacrificial, the war could not be won by the Navy or the Air Force. In order to defeat Germany, its army would have to be beaten in the field, and this the British army was in no position to do. Throughout 1941 the Army fought back and forth across the Western Desert in North Africa to defend Egypt and the Suez Canal; but its initial victories against the Italians were nullified by the arrival of General Erwin Rommel and the German Afrika Korps, and by the need to divert forces first to Greece and then to Crete, where they met with utter disaster. It was not until 1942 that the combination of American Lend-Lease tanks and the meticulous preparation imposed on the British Eighth Army by Lieutenant-General Bernard Montgomery led to a decisive victory over Rommel at the Battle of El Alamein. Egypt and the canal were secure at last, a British army had finally beaten the Germans, a British general (the first one successful enough to become known affectionately to the British public by his nickname, in this case “Monty”) had outfought Rommel—Churchill, for the first time in the war, was able to order church bells rung all over Britain to celebrate a victory. But the Western Desert was not Europe. As Churchill himself would say in a major speech on North Africa in the House of Commons, “This is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.”6


It was indeed “the end of the beginning,” for it was quickly followed in November by the landing of a combined American and British army in French North Africa—the largest and most complicated amphibious landing to date in the history of warfare. This was intended to trap Rommel’s forces between Mongomery’s advancing army in the east and the Anglo-American forces in the west, under the command of an American general whose name was as yet very far from a household word even at home, and not at all easy to pronounce—Lieutenant General Dwight D. Eisenhower, who would very shortly be known to everyone in the world as “Ike.”













CHAPTER 2


“I Hope to God I Know What I’m Doing”








History has to be written chronologically, but in life it is sometimes the big moments that count. In the spirit of Winston Churchill, who, echoing Ralph Waldo Emerson, remarked, “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds,” I propose to depart from strict chronology at this point. In any case, as what Eisenhower did in World War II and the importance of his role begin to recede except for those of us old enough to remember these things, it makes sense to step out of chronological order for a few pages and describe what was surely the most critical and difficult decision of the war—and perhaps the most important moment in his life.


D-day was the climactic moment of the war. The huge and bloody battles on the eastern front between the Germans and the Russians dwarfed anything that had taken place, or that would take place, between the Germans and the Anglo-American armies, but D-day was Hitler’s last chance to win the war. The war on the eastern front was a war of ideologies; a war of vast numbers; a war in which mass murder, brutality, and suffering on a scale never reached before or since were commonplace. From June 1941 to May 1945 the total number of military and civilian casualties in the Soviet Union is estimated to have been between 23 million and 28 million.1 And by the summer of 1944, after the Germans’ failure to take Moscow in the winter of 1941, and the defeat of the German army at Stalingrad in 1942 and in the Battle of the Kursk Salient in 1943—two of the largest and most costly land battles of all time—it was clear that Hitler’s fatal gamble had failed. Whatever else Hitler might achieve, the Soviet Union did not collapse like a house of cards once he had “kicked the door down,” as he had predicted, as czarist Russia had collapsed before the German army in 1917.


It may or may not be true that “the past is a foreign country,” but what is certain is that in looking backward in time our view of past events must always be significantly distorted by the fact that we know how they turned out. We know that Germany lost the war in 1945, and was in the process of losing it in 1944, and perhaps even in 1943, but nobody then could know for sure that it was going to happen that way.


Of no people was this more true than the Germans themselves. Quite apart from the fearful punishment that could be inflicted on them for “defeatism,” most of them did not assume that the war was being lost, or would be lost. Propaganda, patriotism, discipline, fear of the Gestapo, the ubiquity of the Nazi Party, and admiration for—even worship of—the Führer prevented many, perhaps most, Germans from reaching that conclusion, despite the mounting evidence of monumental casualties, the wholesale destruction of Germany’s cities, and the retreat of the German army in the east.


Hitler’s grip on his own people remained as firm and mysterious as was his hold over the members of his “court”—for his regime was always far more of a despotic court than a government, one in which opposition, even doubt or lack of enthusiasm, was instantly punished. If a full field marshal of the German army could complain that whenever he sought to change Hitler’s mind about something one look from those glaucous, hypnotic blue eyes was enough to make him go “weak in the knees,” we should not be surprised at the hold Hitler still managed to retain over the German people. If even so clearheaded, powerful, and logical a man as Albert Speer, Hitler’s beloved wunderkind Reich Minister of Armaments and former architect, was unable until almost the very end, when it was too late, to admit to the Führer that he believed the war was lost, how can we expect more of ordinary people, whose fate was by then in any case fatally linked with Hitler’s own?


The Führer had always led the German people where they wanted to go. That was the secret of his appeal to the masses. They had wanted to throw off the “shackles of Versailles”; to punish the Jews, since somebody other than the Germans had to be held to blame for losing World War I and for the social dislocation and financial collapse which followed that defeat; to reverse and avenge the decision of 1918; to humble France and England; and to destroy bolshevism—and Hitler took them at their word. Now, in 1944, he was leading them to their own ruin, following his own slogan, which they had applauded over and over again for years, Weltmacht oder Niedergang—“World power or destruction”—and they were in no position to stop following him now that destruction seemed the more likely of the two outcomes. Even to think about the future objectively, as by expressing doubt in Germany’s victory, was a kind of crime in Nazi Germany. Hitler had never demanded objectivity, and was still less enthusiastic about it now—what he wanted was adulation, obedience, enthusiasm, and the people’s “unshakeable,” “fanatic” belief in himself, and of course in the victory he had promised them.2


For the German people, lulled by constant propaganda; by what the historian Hugh Trevor-Roper called, with acid precision, Nazism’s whole system of “bestial Nordic nonsense”; and by the nationwide fear of expressing even the slightest pessimism, there was no option but to believe in victory. Roosevelt’s insistence on Germany’s “unconditional” surrender, announced at the Casablanca conference in 1943, very much against Churchill’s wishes, made the Germans all the more determined to fight on to the end. They knew what to expect from the Russians; after the Casablanca declaration they expected nothing better from the western allies; and in any case they were in no doubt about what would happen to them if they opposed Hitler. They had no choice but to believe that the Führer’s genius would enable him to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, as it had so many times before, perhaps by means of new secret weapons, perhaps by a brilliant diplomatic coup de main at the very last moment, perhaps by a decisive military victory—if not against the Russians, then against the Americans and the British when they landed in France, as everyone knew they would. The Führer had produced miracles before, and the whole German nation waited, expectantly, for him to do so again.


No major country is defeated until it believes itself to be so, and the Germans were, in the summer of 1944, very far from believing that. Besides, a glance at the map makes it very clear how far Germany was in fact from defeat. It still occupied—with a ruthless iron hand—most of Europe, from Norway and Denmark in the north to the Balkans and Greece in the south, from beyond the borders of prewar Poland in the east to the Pyrenees in the west, as well as all of Italy north of Rome. Hungary was an ally, in the process of becoming a Nazi puppet state, while Croatia and Slovakia were already puppet states, each with its own dictator, with Romania and Bulgaria as allies, however reluctant. Despite the round-the-clock bombing, German war production reached its peak in 1944, under the inspired guidance of Speer. The latest versions of the German Tiger and Panther tanks—designed in part by the future maker of luxury sports cars, Dr. Porsche—were superior to anything the Allies had, and were beginning to appear in quantity; Germany was already mass-producing jet fighters and even rocket-propelled fighters that rendered British and American fighters obsolete overnight, as well as the V-1 flying bomb and V-2 ballistic rocket with which to renew the bombardment of England; new and more powerful long-range U-boats were being produced; everywhere German industry, efficiency, and ingenuity were at work, buttressed by a vast slave labor force provided by the SS and kept hard at work by the most savage brutality. If Germany was defeated, it would not be for lack of weapons, or manpower.



In the meantime, many things in the Third Reich proceeded as usual, among them the endless stream of trains with their sealed cattle cars, carrying the Jews of Europe night and day—from Greece, France, Holland, Belgium, the Balkans, and northern Italy—to their death.


The lieutenants of SS Oberstumbannführer Adolf Eichmann worked overtime to fill the cars—indeed, as his colleague SS Oberstumbannführer Rudolf Hoess, the Kommandant of Auschwitz, complained to anybody who would listen, the death camp had never been so busy as it was in 1944. It was the peak year of the killings. The staff was overworked and overwhelmed by the number of Jews that flooded in. So much Zyklon-B gas was needed that its manufacturers had trouble keeping up with the demand. The state-of-the-art gas-fired crematory ovens that Hoess had insisted on could no longer deal with the number of corpses he was producing daily, and he was forced, much against his will, to add old-fashioned burning pits, the primitive technique he had rejected when he inspected the first death camps before the construction of Auschwitz. The bodies that could not be disposed of in the crematoriums were carried on carts to ditches dug by backhoes, to be laid on steel rails in an exact pattern calculated to promote maximum burning efficiency, the fat, as it drained off, being carefully ladled back onto the bodies by the inmates charged with the process so as to produce a hotter fire, though not before the inmates who worked in “Kanada,”* the anteroom to the crematory, had removed the gold teeth and dental fittings from the mouth of each victim and collected them for transferal to the Reichsbank. All the inmates involved in this process were of course “selected” at regular intervals, and sent to the gas chambers themselves. This kind of efficiency cost Hoess dear; his head ached from the many problems he faced—he was, in any case, a martyr to migraine headaches—and at Nuremberg after the war, to the great discomfort of many of the more important and senior Nazis being tried there, he remembered every detail of the extermination process at Auschwitz; indeed it was hard to shut him up on the subject. Like the head of any major industrial concern, Hoess could rattle off the numbers by heart, except that instead of money, his end product was death—he was the CEO of industrialized mass murder.


Had Hoess but known it, the worst was still to come, for in the autumn and winter of 1944 the Germans, having deposed Admiral Horthy, the regent of Hungary, and installed a government of Hungarian Nazis in his place, moved with desperate urgency to murder the Jews of Hungary before the Russians could get there and save them. Eichmann himself, from his hotel suite in Budapest, initiated the operation, which resulted in nearly 500,000 men, women, and children being packed into cattle cars and sent to Auschwitz for Hoess to deal with. Every night the chimneys of Birkenau—the heart of the death camp—belched lurid flames and greasy black smoke, as Hoess struggled to keep up with the tide of humanity sent to him from Hungary. It was, he thought, his finest moment, a Wagnerian finale to operations at Auschwitz, which he would soon be ordered to destroy.


For by the end of 1944 the orgy of murder changed to a desperate struggle to destroy the evidence. Hoess would not be alone in his task. All over eastern Europe, as the Germans retreated, the SS and police units that had formed the Einzatskommando—mobile killing groups, which had roamed all over the vast area behind the German army shooting Jews, over 1 million of them, and burying them in huge mass graves, often before large crowds of curious or enthusiastic onlookers—were now obliged to dig the bodies up and burn them as the army retreated. Funeral pyres of immense size marked the German retreat, adding another dramatic Wagnerian touch.


Given all this, it was inevitable that word had long since seeped out about the murder of the Jews. Railroad men, who saw the trains and knew where they were going, also knew what was being done there, since the trains came back empty; soldiers on the eastern front were witnesses to the mass shootings, and not only described them in letters home but often sent home horrific snapshots of the killing process; German bureaucrats at every level dealt with matters like canceling the life insurance policies of murdered Jews so the big insurance companies wouldn’t have to pay out, transferring their apartments to Aryan families who had been bombed out of their homes, and disposing of Jewish-owned businesses to Aryans—not to forget the number of people involved in transporting the monthly hoard of gold teeth and dental fittings back to Germany and handing them over to the appropriate bank officials to be weighed.


The extermination of the Jews was by no means a state secret like the building of the atomic bomb in America. First of all, it was public policy; Hitler had always said he would do it, and his promises to do so had been greeted by many with enthusiasm. Then too, the number of
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