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Al Murray is best known for his award-winning stand up alter ego the Pub Landlord, appearing on the stage, television and radio, setting the world to rights with his maroon blazer and frothing pint. Away from the Pub Landlord he has a keen interest in history, hosting several acclaimed TV history programmes, as well as the hit Second World War podcast We Have Ways of Making You Talk, alongside bestselling historian James Holland. This is his first book without any jokes in it.




Praise for Command:

‘Command is everything popular history should be: authoritative, full of deep wisdom and knowledge, genuinely fresh and original in approach and content, and both compelling and entertainingly written. Skilfully blending the famous names with those lesser known, he examines each in a completely fresh light, focussing on differing aspects that collectively offer a satisfyingly comprehensive whole that takes the reader on a journey across a wide range of landscapes, theatres and battles. It is an utter joy to read from start to finish.’ James Holland

‘With his trademark combination of humour and deep-thinking - an iron fist in a velvet glove - Al Murray’s brilliantly incisive debut history forces us to think again about the nature of Command and how the Allies were able to turn disaster into triumph in World War II. Quirky, original and hard-hitting, it is as enjoyable to read as it is instructive.’ Saul David

‘Command is a stunning achievement. This is a book that sucks you in from the first page. Deeply incisive, each paragraph brings a new revelation. Al Murray’s writing is as original and his conclusions as controversial as the generals he depicts. At the end of each chapter, you are left exhaling with a sense of “I didn’t expect that.”’ Peter Caddick-Adams




Also by Al Murray

The Pub Landlord’s Book of British Common Sense

The Pub Landlord Says Think Yourself British

Great British Pub Quiz Book

Watching War Films with my Dad




About the Book

A unique analysis of the greatest commanders who helped the allies win the Second World War, written by one of the UK’s best loved comedians and commentators. He also loves history.

Al Murray’s passion for military history and the Second World War in particular has always been a duel passion with his comedy and was brought to the fore with several acclaimed and award winning television shows and the recent huge success of his podcast We Have Ways of Making You Talk which he hosts fellow bestselling military author James Holland. The podcast has built up a loyal, nationwide fanbase and has given birth to its own annual three-day festival. In his first serious narrative book, Command showcases Al Murray’s passion for this pivotal period in the Twentieth Century, as he writes an engaging, entertaining and sharp analysis of the key allied military leaders in the conflict.

Command highlights the performance and careers of some of the key protagonists who commanded armies, as well as the lesser-known officers who led divisions, regiments and even battalions for the British, Commonwealth and United States of American armies. By showcasing each combat commander across every theatre of operations the allies fought in, Murray tells the story of how the Western Allies rebounded from early shocking defeats (Dunkirk and Pearl Harbor) to then victories (El Alamein and D-Day) in its efforts to defeat the Axis forces of Nazi Germany and Japan, and what that tells us about the characters and the challenges that faced them. Command will be the book all fans of Second World War History will want to buy who appreciate a true enthusiast of the genre who has something new and compelling to say.




To the Independent Company

for keeping us company




Introduction


‘Tunis fallen?! Ups a daisy!’

Had we ordinary layabouts defeated the formidable German army?

Spike Milligan, Monty: His Part in My Victory



If you want the truth, go to a comedian. Spike Milligan’s ribald memoirs of his time as a conscripted man in the Royal Artillery make an interesting point. As part of the First Army – which had fought a rushed action to try to stop the Germans establishing themselves in Tunisia, and then tried to squeeze the German armies between itself and Eighth Army, advancing from the east – Milligan’s battery had been in action almost constantly, and when not fighting, it had been on the move. His memoirs fondly recreate the easy humour in the battery and clearly illustrate the men’s attitudes to the war. It’s quite clear that patriotism is low down their list for fighting. From starting out without any equipment, shouting ‘Bang!’ as they drilled at their guns, Milligan and his fellow ‘layabouts’ went on to take part in the climactic battles which ended the war in North Africa, then on into Italy – for all Milligan’s joking, blowing raspberries and flicking Vs at the enemy, he knew that he and his friends were part of a war-winning machine. How had this happened? Featuring large in Milligan’s experience was Major Chater-Jack, whose care and concern for his men, conscripts fighting in a war they had not sought (certainly not Milligan, who had done everything he could to avoid turning up to his depot), was a huge factor in transforming these civilians into soldiers. To Bombardier Milligan, command mattered.

The Second World War is an endlessly peelable onion, a subject that seems to offer no boundaries, that throws up new mysteries and revelations as well as mythologies even as it glides slowly further into the past. Even knowing where or when to start is daunting. Picking a subject, finding its edges, satisfying oneself with definitions and parameters is nigh on impossible. But there is a simple question that hangs over the war: how did the Allies win? And, more importantly, given the answer that some feel is self-evident: by economic and industrial might – take on three imperiums each with a larger economy than yours and you are surely done for – how did they learn to apply those obvious advantages against foes who were far more interested in waging war, at least at the outset, than they were? With so much stuff at their disposal, was the Allies’ victory not assured, regardless of how their men were led?

If it is anything at a glance, the Second World War is a war of hardware, of tanks, planes, ships and factories. A war of materiel, of resources. And a war of technology. The dazzling speed of development before and during the war of weapons technology – from the Gloster Gladiators Faith, Hope and Charity that were used to defend Malta in 1940 to the V-2 ballistic missiles raining down on London only four years later, as well as the unprecedented and unimagined power of the atomic bomb – goes a long way to make the case that this was a war of machines and of the economies that produced those machines. And given the effort that the Western Allies put into destroying and disrupting German industry, it’s clear that this was how they saw the war: they would use their own technology and industry to deny the Germans the use of theirs. The result was that 45 per cent of German industry was given over to producing aircraft, a clear indication of the extent to which the strategic bombing campaign was effective in defeating Nazi Germany. Germany’s industrial opportunities were dictated by Allied bombing and blockades. Again this is an argument about stuff, tech, materiel.

Stalin made this point clearly in his speech at the Celebration Meeting of the Moscow Soviet of Working People’s Deputies and Moscow Party and Public Organizations on 6 November 1941, even when the outcome of the war, from a Soviet perspective, might have appeared to be in the balance: ‘This is a war of engines. It is impossible to have too many of them, and the side having the largest number of engines is bound to win.’ With American mass production – perfected in the inter-war years – the Allies possessed all the motors they needed. American industry produced 62.5 per cent of the trucks used by the Allies, some 2,382,311, dwarfing German production of 345,914 trucks (the USSR produced only 257,000). The supply of American trucks to the Soviet Union freed up tank production: the Soviets produced 105,251 tanks, more than twice the amount produced by the Germans, and equal to British and American tank production combined. In every department, the British, Americans and Soviets outproduced the Germans, Japanese and Italians; even with the head start the Germans had before the war, their arms production was soon outstripped by that of their enemies. The rifle, perhaps the simplest piece of technology on the battlefield, was produced in vast amounts, the Allies making more than 20 million.

While the rifle remained essentially unchanged from the First World War – certainly the standard bolt-action rifles used by the infantry on every battlefield during the war remained their basic easy-to-operate selves – the war was also a time of incredibly rapid technological development. These leaps are perhaps most striking in aviation, from biplanes to ballistic missiles in the space of six years. In medicine too innovations were made and then rolled out industrially, and again the Allied side possessed huge advantages. And just as well – having such material advantages was the only way that a conflict could be fought on this scale and in so many theatres, or even begin to be contemplated. But these vast production numbers tell us two things. First, if you consider that every one of those 2,382,311 trucks has a story to tell, then the Second World War is essentially a limitless, bottomless pit of experience and history. The design of the trucks, their manufacture, the trucks that broke down, the trucks that were destroyed, the four corners of the earth that the trucks were shipped to, the trucks ordered at the end of the war that never were shipped anywhere . . . all of this is the story of victory. And second, while this may be a war of hardware, a war of stuff, the software of the Second World War was the people who designed, tested, made, drove, maintained and repaired these machines, planes, ships, rifles. People who had to be brought to the fight, taught and trained how to fight, and led to victory.

This was an elusive prospect. From the start of the war, at least on land, the Allies, the British in particular, seemed hell-bent on losing. With their dominion and imperial co-combatants (known in this book as DUKE, Dominions, United Kingdom and Empire*), the British got off to a woeful start, suffering defeats in Norway and France in 1940, Greece and Crete in 1941, and, after a decent start in 1940, an almost farcical to and fro in the North African desert in 1941–2, as well as calamitous campaigns against the Japanese in Burma and Singapore. The gap between the army’s ambition and its ability seemed unbridgeable. Where things went well, it tended to be against second-class opponents. Only at the Second Battle of El Alamein, carefully orchestrated to allow the Allies to bring all of their advantages to bear, did their strategic, industrial and, finally, tactical improvements deliver a decisive victory. The man who was in command in 1942, Bernard Law Montgomery, was only in the job by the skin of his teeth – he was appointed by Chief of the Imperial General Staff Alan Brooke to replace Lieutenant-General William Gott, who had been killed shortly after being given command of Eighth Army. But even then, as outlined in the first chapter, Montgomery might never have taken command in North Africa, because going into the war there was a fundamental unseriousness at the heart of how the army was facing its new encounter with Germany.

For the Americans, the war offered different challenges. The political business of mobilizing a population who right up until the war began had shown little appetite for European entanglement was a knotty problem, not just for the Roosevelt administration, itself split on the question, but also for the US Army. Just as the policy of appeasement in Britain had been driven by experience of the First World War, so America’s involvement in that war had soured the public’s appetite for conflict. During the 1930s, America had been neither sleeping nor a giant; the vicissitudes of the Great Depression were plenty for its political classes to be dealing with. And the tiny army the US had maintained between the wars lacked the deep body of experience that the British boasted, because its involvement in the First World War had been shorter than Britain’s. The staggering production numbers that American industry delivered during the Second World War were not something that anyone in the US anticipated in 1939, when war broke out in Europe; although American politics had fancied itself involved in China in its struggle against Imperial Japan, there was no serious industrial or military effort to help. Some of the men at the heart of America’s military dreamed of fleets of tanks rolling up imaginary enemy flanks, but the army’s day-to-day endeavours were focused closer to home, with the Civilian Conservation Corps working outdoors on federal infrastructure. How it jump-started itself in the face of political opposition, and the styles of leadership that emerged, is a fascinating and complex story.

For this book I have had to, for reasons of practicality, confine myself to a few necessarily incomplete case studies. I will be writing about soldiers, not because airmen and sailors are somehow less interesting but because it was the Allies’ trials and tribulations on land, their struggles to grasp the difficulties of land warfare, to make sure the boots they had on the ground could be used effectively against their enemies, that most illustrate the problems of winning a war. And because this story is so vast and complex, I have had to limit my scope and tell just a fraction of the tale of how the British and Americans claimed victory. (As a Brit, I feel that I can write about the former with more ease than the latter, divided as we are by a common language and all the rest of the baggage that comes with the contrasting class systems of the UK and the US. Even at this distance, the thought of the collision of working-class West Point generals with upper-class British officers is like nails on a blackboard. While the Allies chimed along fairly well during the last four years of the war, it is a miracle, in my view, that there aren’t more accounts of fallings-out and high-stakes bitchiness. The common cause perhaps put more people on their best behaviour than not.)

So it is through command that I want to look at how the Allies solved the puzzle of victory, how they got their software, their soldiers, to use the hardware they had in such abundant amounts and bring the war to a successful conclusion. For without command, mass counts for nothing; quantity does not guarantee quality. Fighting in the desert in 1940, the DUKE forces were able to overwhelm a numerically superior Italian Army – although British equipment was better than the Italians’, it was leadership, the ability of the army to lead and its men to be led, that counted.

To illustrate this point, I have taken on some of the marquee names of popular military history, such as, in no particular order, Montgomery, Patton – who tend to be paired as rivals when really they do not offer a like-for-like comparison, in my view, their responsibilities and experience being quite different – Bradley, Wingate and Slim. These figures each offer contrasting styles and achievements, and episodes in their careers can tell us about the organizations that produced these individuals and their wildly contrasting outlooks on dealing with the same tasks, and how serious those organizations were about achieving victory. Several of these characters were single-minded in the pursuit of their methods, and unsympathetic to anyone else’s ideas, making great play of this visionary style. Others, like Bradley and Slim, sought to convey a sense of consensus in command – these contrasting approaches, which these men were keen to advertise, have survived decades of retelling and scrutiny. Yet Montgomery and Patton were perhaps more consensual than they’d have liked us to believe, and Bradley and Slim as autocratic as any of their contemporaries. Controversy still whirs around Wingate, yet I believe it is possible to place him in a deeper continuity of British military history.

I have also chosen to write about some lesser-known leaders. Bernard Freyberg, a legend of New Zealand martial culture, sits at the heart of one of the most humiliating defeats of the Second World War, for the DUKE forces at Crete in May of 1941. His place in the Allied losing streak – his responsibility for yet another evacuation – seems almost unjust: he had the intelligence he needed to defeat the Germans, yet victory eluded him. Freyberg’s fate on Crete can help us to delineate the problems that the DUKE armies and commanders faced in 1941, problems that endured for another year. These problems were dissected by Francis Tuker, who commanded the 4th Indian Infantry Division for three years, leading it to victory in Tunisia and then on to Monte Cassino. Tuker regarded himself a military thinker, a historian, a philosopher of the pattern of warfare. Although he didn’t gain the prominence of some of his contemporaries, his under-the-hood view of what was going wrong for the British Army in North Africa is fascinating and infuriating in equal measure. His analysis of what was happening before things started to go right in the second half of 1942 tells us what had gone wrong and why, though perhaps not what the solutions were. Ideas are one thing, execution another.

Major General ‘Windy’ Gale and the brigade and battalion commanders beneath him suggest a kind of state-of-the-art British command in 1944, the year of the really big Allied victories on land. They were in the vanguard of Operation OVERLORD, the culmination of five years of fighting the Germans and trying to learn how best to win. OVERLORD was a campaign in which Allied material preponderance was significant, but men still had to fight, to be led, many of them inexperienced and fresh to battle – in 1944, an eighteen-year-old infantryman would have been only thirteen when the war began. These were men who had to be taught afresh how to fight, and the experiences of the men who led them, and their use of initiative, were as crucial to victory as 100,000 tanks. And at the very sharp end were men like Second Lieutenant Peter White, whose story ends this book, a pacifist and artist who felt he should fight because otherwise someone else would have to. White’s experiences are a long way from the generals reading reports and organizing operations; he lived from hill to hill, canal to canal, ditch to ditch, doing the fighting his commanders bade him to, with his men paying the direct price of his decisions. His experience of the final victory is where the story ends, the story of how Spike’s ‘ordinary layabouts’ defeated the formidable German Army and what that victory had cost, beyond the millions of trucks and rifles.
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