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12 I lhe hulldog, lhe ea0le and the bear

ta drdw from. Sbould he be repulsed bere or not try
it'tuixsictn, he will recoil eastward, and we haue nothing to
stop him. Bttt tbere is one tbing tbat will bring bim back

dnd bring bim down, and that is att absolutely deuastating,

exterminctting attack b1, t,ery heauy bomhers from this

cc.tuntrl' tt[ton the I'Jazi horneland. 
.We 

n'rust be able to
ouertultelm bim bT,this means, witbout wbich I do not see a

u,a), througb.'

Churchill was correct. Hitler did not attempt invasion and did indeed

recoil back towarcls the east. Yet the extent to which Churchill in July
r94o n-right have foreseen a future confrontation between Germany and

the Soviet Union was at least as much a product of fervent hope as of
arry harcl evidence. Churchill correctly understood that in any ensuing

Gerr-nan-Soviet confrontation Britain's war would become a peripheral
one u.ithout the means to strike at Hitler decisively. Where Churchill
was wrong u.as in his ardent enthusiasm for the effects of strategic

bombing. In spire of the optimism expressed by Bomber Command,
the 'absolutell,' clevastating, exterminatine' attacks in which Churchill
placed his faith u,ere still years away. Early in the war British bombers

had no r:rdio navigation aids, no radar and only substandard bomb-
sights. Crews flew into Germany navigating by the stars and Iocated

their tar:get ar:eas by moonlight. Such methods required good flying
conditions and clear skies. which also favoured German countermea-

sures. Ultimarely the early bombing campaign was so inaccurate that
Gennan iirtelligence had trouble understanding r,r,hat goals the British
wefe attemptilg to pursue.'

B,v r94r Britain could still only manage to make about 4oo
bombers serviceabtre on any one night, which was rvell below the Luft-
waffe's capacity as evidenced by the 7rz German bombers that raided
London qn 19 April.r In spite of their meagre results, the British estab-

lishment n-ririntained a strident faith in the decisive contribution of
strategic bombing. One might think the British should have l<norvn bet-

ter. Atter enduring, in the Blitz, the heaviest bombing of the lvar so far,
they had seen only minor disruption to production, while morale, far
from being broken, dramatically improved. It is not surprising, there-

fore, that British bombing had next to no effect on German morale
or their armarnents industry. Indeed, between :r94o and r94r the
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14 / The bulldog, the eagle and lhe bear

The danger to British holdings in Africa rvas largely eased by
the influx of Dominion forces. In East Africa reinforcements from South
Africa, India and African colonies allorved General Alan Cunningham
to contemplate an offensive aimed at expelling the Italians. The Italians,
by contrast, suffered from the intractable problem of isolation from
both resupply and reinforcement. Cunningham's advance drove inrcl

Italian-occupied Ethiopia and by the early spring of :r94r had largely
pacified the region. This freed three divisions of South African and

Indian troops for urgent redeployment to General Archibald Wavell's
embattled army in the r,vestern desert.'o

In the winter oi ry4olry4r Vavell had also achieved remark-
able success, largely as a result of Italian ineptitude, routing the much
larger army of Marshal Rodolfo Graziani" Yet after a pursuit of some

6oo kilometres ending in early February rg4r at Beda Fomm, British
fortunes hit a turning point. Churchill had decided to aid Greece's stout
resistance to Italian invasion and therefore'$7avell lost the British rst
Armoured Brigade, the New Zealand znd Division and the Australian
6th Division. It was a fateful decision, provoking Hitler's intervention
in Greece, but not providing anywhere rrear enough troops to counter
it." The result was a fiasco. German forces overwhelmed the Greek

and Allied armies and forced the hasty eyacuation of Commonwealth
for:ces to rhe island of Crete. The British Expeditionary Force Iost 9,ooo
men captured, 3,ooo casr-ralties and virtually all its heavy equipment.

The battle continued on Crete, which by the end of May was also lost
after fierce fighting. Commonwealth forces suffered a further rz,ooo
men captured and nearly z,ooo killed."

Not only did the British expedition to Greece deny Wavell the
ability to press his advantage, but decisions had already been taken
for a German force to be sent to North Africa to aid the Italians. The

first German troops landed in February r94r as British forces were still
consolidating their gains. Wavell calculated that no combined Italian/
Cerman attack would be possible before May and Ultra intelligence

appeared to support this conclusion. Yet the new German commander,
Lieutenant-General Errvin Rommel, had already earned a reputation
for confounding his opponents (and superiors) and only forty days

after landing he went on the offensive r,vith the advanced guard of his
new Afrikakorps. 'W'avell rvas caught off-grrard with weakened forces
and the result u,as a striking reversal. In only three weeks STavell lost
almost all the ground gained from the ltalians since early December.'i
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1 E / ihe bulldo0 the eaole and the bear

had le d to ri,,idespread rnalnutrition, which helped produce the condi-
rions that sparked the dorvnfall of the Kaiser. A year into World War
Ii the supposeclly formidable Allied naval po,,ver was proving consid-
erably [ess effective. The British blockade rvas being circumvented by
means of Germany's alliance .rvith the Soviet Union and France's naval
assets were either eliminated or neutralized, while the addition of the
Italian fleet bolstered the Axis position in the Mediterranean. More
\vorrying still, the lloyalNaval was finding it difficult to protect Britain
from the choking grasp of Germany's orvn blockade.

The conquest ol France, the Low Countries and Nonvay had
provrdecl German U-Lroats with nerv bases offering easy access to the

Atlantic, lvhile Gennan aircraft operated at much greater depth forc-
rn-q the closure oi Britain's eastern ports. Congestion resulted at the
remaining ports, while merchant ships were forced to undertake greatly
extended ;'ourneys around Africa, owing to che extremely hazardous
passage throug[r the Mediterranean. Britain was forced to adopt a con-
voy system to protect shipping from U-boat attacks, but this reduced
speeds to that of the slov,est ship and fur:ther cut the net tonnaee of
imports. Above all U-boats were inflicting major damage, accounring
{or 7o per cent of losses to British shipping, wirh aircraft, mines and

surface raiders making up the rest.r6 Dur:ing 1940 the British lost more
than a thousand ships, equivalent to some 4 million tons of merchant
shipping or a quarter of Br:itish capacitl,. Hopes u,ere high in the Ger-
man navy that Britain could be broughr to its knees by U-boats alone
anc'l on the surface this seemed a reasonable conclusion. In the first four
months oi r94t a further z million tons of shipping tvere sunk and
German submariners began referring to these as 'the fortunate times'
(die gliicklicbe Zeiten). The effects were all the more srartling because

rhe Cerman submarine fleet was never able to send more than ten to
fifieen submariles at a time to hunt in the vitalNorth Atlantic shipping
Ianes. \)Tith the Cierman navy looking to increase U-boat production
significantly, the implications for Britain appeared ominous. In r938
Britain imported 6ll miilion tons of goods. By t94t that figure had
shrunk to z6 million tons, and in February of rhat year Churchill was
suf6ciently disturbed to declare anti-subrnarine rvarfare to be Britain's
top prioritv.'7

For all the danger that Germany's U-boats appeared to present,
there u,as another side to the coin, r,vhich made the reality of Britain's
defeat by U-boat alone an unlikel,v one. In r94r merchant-shipping
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1B / The bulldog, the eagle and the bear

conquest, expended so much of the lffehrmacht's offensive strength

that a long drawn-out war in the east became inevitable. It was an

outcome Hitler and his military comntanders had not foreseen and had

no contingency for. Instead of benefiting from a wealth of raw mate-

rials and new-found strategic freedom, the Germans found themselves

even more limited in both. Moreover, as Germany's army became crit-
ically or.erextended in the Soviet Union, Britain's comparatively weak

"orces 
were able to take the initiative and prove an increasingly trouble-

some menace on nurnerous, albeit secondary, frclnts. Britain's offensive

strength was still, however, very limited. The great gusto of Churchill's
rhetoric sought to play up the importance of Britain's military contribu-
tion in the second half of r94r, but in reality the British Prime l4inister
rvas under few illusions as to the limited significance of the Brrtish war
effort in aiding the Soviet Union. Indeed, from the Soviet perspective,

the whole Anglo-American war effort up until the Allied landings in

France in June 1944 was significant only in terms of how many Ger-

man resources it managed to siphon off from the eastern front. In the

late sunmer of tg4t that figure was pitifully small and, it may be said,

contributed to the Soviet disaster at Kiev.
In North Africa Britain faced three German divisions (number-

ing some 48,5oo men)and some se\/en Italian divisions.'" At the same

time the Soviet Union engaged almost r 6o German divisions r.vith more

than 3 million rnen," supported by an additional three-quarters of a

million troops supplied by Germany's Axis allies. This grossly dispro-
portionate concentration of Axis forces on the eastern front tipped the

scales decisively in favour of Britain on all its fronts. Rommel lacked

the resources adequately to counter Auchinleck's advantage in Opera-

tion Crusader. The RAF's bombing campaign proceeded with the great

bulk of the Luftwaffe's resources supporting ground operations in the

east and the Royal Navy continued its battle against the U-boats with a

commanding superiority in both naval assets and production capacity
(including Lend-Lease aid). Thus, as Britain entered its third year of
the rvar in September :,94r, events on the easterrl front enabled it to
start thr:orving off the immediate fear of invasion and take the fight to
Germany, with a steadi[y gr:owing offensive strength and an increasing

admiration for the fighting potential of its new Soviet ally.
The summer and autumn period is also significant for the

change in US policy towards Germany. Under Roosevelt's shrewd

direction the United States government manoeuvred itself from strict
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