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EDITOR’S NOTE 
 

This premier issue of the Journal of Strategy and Politics focuses on 
the Second World War. The articles are derived from presentations 
the authors made at academic conferences at the United States Naval 
Academy, the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, and other venues.  
 
Richard Thornton’s For Want of a Shoal examines the genesis of 
Japan’s Midway plan, and the baffling question of Yamamoto’s failure 
to conduct proper pre-battle reconnaissance. The Japanese intended 
to reconnoiter using long-range float planes refueled at French Frigate 
Shoals, but the presence of American vessels prevented the use of 
these shoals as a refueling point. But why did the Japanese not refuel 
at one of the many other shoals within range of Hawaii? The 
Americans could not guard them all. 
 
FDR’s New World Order: A Chimerical Vision observes that President 
Roosevelt made incompatible promises to Churchill, Stalin, and Chiang 
at the wartime conferences. Ultimately, FDR decided to renege on his 
promises to support Britain and China against the USSR, and instead to 
satisfy Stalin’s territorial ambitions in the hope that this would permit 
postwar U.S.-Soviet cooperation. Roosevelt’s zeal to destroy German 
and Japanese militarism and British and French colonialism opened 
the door to the emergence of Soviet imperialism.  
 
Truman and the Pacific War End Game notes that President Truman, 
on taking office, decided that Roosevelt had offered the Soviets too 
much in exchange for entering the Pacific War. Accordingly, Truman 
decided to revise the end-game strategy. He would adhere to the 
agreements FDR had made in writing, but not the unwritten ones. In 
particular, Truman determined to limit the Soviet advance in Korea, 
and to prevent the Soviet occupation of Japan. The atomic bombings 
served to bring the Soviets into the war before they were fully ready, 
and then to end the war before the Soviets advanced too far into 
China or landed in Japan proper. 
 
James Perry’s Uncertain Empire: Blame America First reviews a 
collection of essays about the Cold War published in 2012. The essays 
reflect a “postmodernist” approach to history, in which the political 
positions of the author supersede the search for objective truth. 
Generally speaking, the authors regard America as the root of all evil, 
and the Soviet Union and various Third World nations as the innocent 
victims of American aggression. 
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Guadalcanal, Torch, and the Second Front investigates American 
strategy in 1942. In 1941 and early 1942, the British and Americans 
agreed to concentrate their forces in Britain for an invasion of France 
in 1943. Yet the Americans almost immediately diverged from this 
strategy, sending large forces to the Southwest Pacific and launching 
an offensive in the Solomons. Later, Roosevelt insisted on an invasion 
of French North Africa. The net effect of these decisions was to 
postpone an invasion of France from 1943 to 1944. These decisions 
are commonly blamed on the British and on the need to respond to 
the “emergency of the moment.” However, this article argues that the 
postponement of the Second Front until 1944, and the diversion of 
forces into secondary theaters, resulted from Roosevelt’s failure to 
meet with Stalin in 1942 and establish a satisfactory basis for postwar 
world order. 
 
We look forward to publishing additional articles on strategy and 
military history in future issues.  
 

– Dr. James D. Perry 
Editor 

The Journal of Strategy and Politics 
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For Want of a Shoal:  
Yamamoto and Midway 

Richard C. Thornton 
Professor of History and International Affairs, 
George Washington University  
 

There are two big questions about the Battle of Midway: the 

first is why the battle was fought and the second is how did Admiral 

Yamamoto, the chief architect of the Japanese plan, manage to snatch 

defeat from the jaws of victory? The answer to the second question 

has to do with pre-battle reconnaissance, specifically with Operation 

K, a planned reconnaissance of Pearl Harbor. But, to put that 

operation in context, we must first understand why the battle was 

fought, and that takes us into the realm of Japan’s strategy.  

It is surprising to learn that Japan and Germany were 

pursuing identical strategies, but not simultaneously. Since 1935 the 

two axis powers had been engaged in joint planning for a two-front 

war against the Soviet Union.
1
 The two countries proclaimed their 

common objective the following year when they signed the Anti-

Comintern Pact. Between 1937 and 1939, as Germany encroached into 

Eastern Europe, Japan and the Soviet Union fought an undeclared war; 

and Stalin’s foreign policy was sharply focused on avoiding a two-front 

conflict.
2
 

                                                           
This paper was presented at the International Midway Memorial Foundation’s Battle of 
Midway Symposium, Navy Memorial, June 4, 2009. 

1 James Morley, ed., Deterrent Diplomacy: Japan, Germany, and the U.S.S.R., 1935-1941 
(New York: Columbia, 1976). 
2 For the record of Stalin’s broader efforts to avoid a two-front conflict, see the author’s 
China: A Political History, 1917-1980 (Boulder: Westview, 1982), chapters four and five. 
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Broadly speaking, Germany’s and Japan’s strategies were to 

consolidate a defensive perimeter on one front and then turn and 

attack the Soviet Union on the other. Hitler started the war, 

consolidated the Atlantic wall, and then turned to invade the Soviet 

Union. Japan sought to do the same. But Tokyo’s problem was 

comparatively more complicated, having to build a defensive 

perimeter in the vast Pacific as part of a broader strategy of enlarging 

and sustaining its empire. 

From 22 June 1941 onward, with the German invasion of the 

Soviet Union, Japan’s leaders debated the terms under which they 

would join in the attack. This debate has been mischaracterized in the 

west as one between the Imperial Army and Navy Commands, the 

army wanting to go north to attack the Soviet Union and the navy 

wanting to go south to expand Japan’s Pacific empire and obtain 

needed resources, particularly Dutch East Indies oil. The implication is 

that it was an either/or question, but that is incorrect. The actual 

debate was over the circumstances that would have to obtain for 

Japan to join in the war against the Soviet Union.  

In fact, in the weeks after the German invasion, Japan’s 

foreign minister, Yosuke Matsuoka, urged an immediate attack on the 

Soviet Union without first building a defense perimeter. That option 

was rejected in mid-July and Matsuoka dismissed. Japanese leaders 

informed their German counterparts that Japan would attack as soon 

as Moscow fell, or if Stalin removed enough troops from the Far East 

to give Japan a 3:1 advantage in troop numbers.  

These circumstances seemed to be occurring in mid-October 

1941, as Moscow was evacuated and Stalin began moving troops from 

the Far East to defend his capital. Accordingly, General Hideki Tojo, 

whose known preference was for Japan to join the war against the 

Soviet Union, was appointed to head the government. But Moscow 

did not fall and even though Stalin withdrew half of his thirty divisions 

from the Far East there were still fifteen divisions there to Japan’s 

twelve in Manchuria. And so Tojo demurred.  
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Japan’s decision was to build its defense perimeter first, and 

only then to join the German attack.  The timing of the attack on Pearl 

Harbor was thus governed by the German army’s drive on Moscow. 

Japan wanted to have its defense perimeter in place when Moscow 

fell, as expected. The Pearl Harbor strike, accompanied by a vast 

campaign stretching from Burma to Wake Island and including 

Singapore, Malaya, the Dutch East Indies, and the Philippines, was the 

first phase in Tokyo’s plan to construct an impregnable defense 

perimeter.  

Tokyo’s problem was the failure to destroy America’s carriers, 

which, whether by chance or design, had been removed from Pearl 

Harbor just before the attack. If by chance, then luck was with the U.S. 

Navy. Both the Enterprise and Lexington were several hundred miles 

from Pearl Harbor at the time of the attack.
3
 If the Enterprise and 

Lexington had been at Pearl Harbor they would have been sunk; and if 

they had been close enough to attempt to engage the Kido Butai, they 

would have been sunk. The plain fact was that the Japanese strike 

force was far superior to anything the United States could put up 

against it at that time.  

Carrier task forces were the new face of naval warfare, able 

to project power rapidly over radii of hundreds of miles, as the 

Japanese had just demonstrated. The American carriers were a 

nagging and festering concern to Tokyo, as they roamed inside Japan’s 

defense perimeter striking targets of opportunity. 

In late March of 1942, the Japanese deployed a five-carrier 

task force into the Bay of Bengal, sweeping aside the British defense 

presence, sinking one carrier and raiding Colombo and Trincomalee. 

Japan’s success prompted a new request from Berlin. German leaders 

urged Tokyo to extend the Imperial Japanese Navy’s area of 

operations to Suez. They pointed out that the mere presence of the 

Imperial Japanese Navy in the Arabian Sea would severely disrupt 

American efforts to ship lend-lease material to the Soviet Union via 

                                                           
3 A third carrier, the Saratoga, was in San Diego preparing to depart for Pearl Harbor. 
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the Persian Corridor, the main supply line at that time, and gravely 

weaken the Soviets.  

The renewed possibility of German-Japanese cooperation 

greatly alarmed FDR, whose overarching objective was to prevent 

Japan from joining in the attack against the Soviet Union, which would 

be the worst of all worst cases. Therefore, even though American 

forces were still reeling from Japanese attacks, Roosevelt determined 

upon a desperate maneuver he hoped would dissuade Japan from 

cooperating with Germany. He sought to demonstrate not only that 

Japan’s defense perimeter was not secure, but also that the Japanese 

homeland itself was vulnerable to American attack.  

The President accomplished this objective with the daring 

Doolittle bombing raid of April 18 on Tokyo and other Japanese cities. 

The sixteen B-25 medium bombers inflicted minimal damage; they 

carried only four bombs each and some carried only incendiaries. 

Nevertheless, the attack stunned, outraged, and perplexed Japanese 

leaders, who strained to determine how their defense perimeter had 

B-25s prepare to take off from the USS Hornet on the Doolittle 

Raid, April 1942 (U.S. Navy). 

http://www.history.navy.mil/photos/images/h53000/h53420.jpg
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been breached and where the raid had originated.
4
 The President 

himself offered no clues. At a press conference trumpeting America’s 

ability to strike the Japanese homeland, he said only that the raid had 

originated from “Shangri-La.”  

As the B-25 was a land-based medium bomber the idea of a 

carrier-based raid did not immediately occur to Japanese analysts. 

They had determined that stripped down, the B-25 on a one-way 

mission could reach Japan from two places: Midway Island, the 

westernmost island in the Hawaiian Island chain, or Kiska and Attu, the 

westernmost points of the Aleutian Islands, both some 2,500 miles 

distant. Thus, they quickly, but erroneously, concluded that the United 

States had breached their defense perimeter with an attack 

originating from one or both of these two points, and decided to seal 

the breach by attacking and occupying both of them. Operation MI, as 

the Midway-Aleutians plan was known, was hastily decided on May 5, 

two weeks after the Doolittle raid.  

Yamamoto’s plan was to kill two birds with one stone. He not 

only sought to attack and occupy both Midway and the western 

Aleutians, but also to set a trap for the remaining U.S. carriers, which 

he was determined to destroy in a decisive fleet engagement. Only 

thus would Japan’s defensive perimeter be secure. Accordingly, in 

mid-May the Japanese informed their German allies that they would 

not shift forces to Suez, but, instead, would move to secure the 

perimeter.
5
 

Operation MI was decided upon just as Japanese forces were 

in the midst of attempting to cut off and isolate Australia with a 

landing at Port Moresby in New Guinea. From Port Moresby, Japanese 

air power could threaten to deny northeastern Australia to the United 

States as a staging area. At the very least, this would protect Japan’s 

important base at Rabaul, which came under air attack from bombers 

                                                           
4 Edwin T. Layton, And I Was There (New York: William Morrow, 1985), 387. 
5 See Johanna Menzel Meskill, Hitler and Japan: The Hollow Alliance (New York: 
Atherton Press, 1966), n52. 
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based in Australia and New Guinea as early as February 1942. If the 

United States was forced to establish its forward operating bases 

much further south, this would gain both space and time for Japan’s 

defense.  

American signals intelligence, so vital to all naval operations, 

had intercepted Japanese plans. Not only had U.S. foreknowledge 

enabled the American and Australian navies to concentrate scarce 

resources to prevent the Japanese landing at Port Moresby in the 

series of running engagements called the Battle of the Coral Sea (May 

6-8), but it also gave Admiral Nimitz the opportunity to turn the tables 

on Yamamoto’s plan to trap and destroy the American carriers at 

Midway. 

The losses both sides suffered in the Coral Sea had a direct 

impact on Operation MI. The United States lost the carrier Lexington, 

but Yorktown, badly damaged, managed to limp back to Pearl Harbor 

for repairs. Japan’s losses, however, reduced by three carriers the 

force Yamamoto would be able to assemble for Midway. The light 

carrier Shoho had been sunk, Shokaku had been damaged and was 

undergoing repairs, and Zuikaku was out of action, awaiting 

replenishment of planes and aircrews.  

Thus, although Yamamoto assembled a large, two-hundred-

ship, strike and occupation force for Midway, six times the size of the 

Pearl Harbor task force, it was not as large as he hoped it would be, 

with only four carriers. (The Pearl Harbor task force had included six 

carriers; the Bay of Bengal force five carriers.) That, however, would 

not be his only disappointment, which brings us to Operation K. 

As part of his preparations for Midway, Yamamoto had 

ordered a reconnaissance of Pearl Harbor by two long-range 

floatplanes that were to fly from Wotje in the Marshall Islands to 

French Frigate Shoals, an atoll located halfway between Pearl Harbor 

and Midway. The range of the planes, Kawanishi H6Ks, was over three 

thousand miles. Submarine refueling tankers would precede the 

planes to the atoll. After refueling they would fly on to Pearl Harbor to 
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determine whether America’s two remaining aircraft carriers, 

Enterprise and Hornet, were there. (The Japanese believed incorrectly 

that Yorktown had been sunk in the Coral Sea battle.) 

Yamamoto’s plan was not simply to seize Midway, but also to 

ambush the American carriers when they steamed out to render 

assistance to the beleaguered forces on the island. For this plan to be 

successful, knowledge of the location of the carriers was paramount. 

Yet, the vital reconnaissance of Pearl Harbor never occurred. 

When the submarine refueling tankers arrived off French Frigate 

Shoals early on May 30, they found two U.S. Navy seaplane tenders, 

Ballard and Thornton, at anchor in the lagoon. When informed of the 

U.S. presence, Yamamoto promptly cancelled Operation K, and 

proceeded with the Midway plan with no certain knowledge of the 

whereabouts of the carriers.  

French Frigate Shoals is a large atoll, approximately 20 miles across, with 

many reefs and sandbars. It lies between Hawaii and Midway. (NOAA) 

http://oceanexplorer.noaa.gov/explorations/02hawaii/background/ecosystem_reserve/media/french_frigate_shoals_600.jpg
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There are conflicting accounts of when the U.S. learned of 

Japan’s use of French Frigate Shoals as a refueling station. One was 

that the same radio intercepts in early May, which divulged 

Yamamoto’s plan to attack Midway, also convinced Admiral Nimitz of 

the need to secure control of the atoll. Another was that the atoll had 

been secured two months earlier in mid-March after the Japanese had 

used the Shoals to refuel the two flying boats that unsuccessfully 

attempted to bomb the ten-ten docks at Pearl Harbor, in the first 

Operation K. Still a third story was that even earlier, in the summer of 

1940, the U.S. Navy had come upon a Japanese detachment on Tern 

islet in the Shoals testing radio communications. In the ensuing 

encounter, U.S. Navy forces detained the Japanese and secretly copied 

their codebooks.
6
  

                                                           
6 Anson Stage, ”During a Little Known Raid, Japan’s Newest Four-Engine Flying Boat was 
Put to a Challenging Test: a Flight of More Than 3,000 Miles to Attack Hawaii,” suggests 
that the idea to employ submarine tankers to refuel aircraft at remote atolls came from 
a fictional story written by a U.S. Navy Lieutenant, W.J. Holmes, assigned to Station 
Hypo in Honolulu. Holmes’ story appeared in the August 1941 issue of the Saturday 
Evening Post. In fact, however, the Japanese had employed forward deployed 
submarine tankers to refuel aircraft since at least the mid-thirties, not only militarily, but 
also commercially.  

The Kawanishi H6K flying boat had a range of over 3,000 miles. (AirVectors) 

http://www.airvectors.net/index.html
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In any case, it is clear that Admiral Nimitz and naval 

intelligence at Hypo were alert to Japanese interest in and use of 

French Frigate Shoals. One could well argue that there was no luck 

involved here. Nimitz anticipated that the Japanese would attempt to 

use the Shoals in the coming Midway operation just as they had earlier 

in March and so preempted, blinding them to the whereabouts of the 

carriers. Maintaining intelligence security was part of his plan to set a 

trap for Yamamoto at Midway. 

But that doesn’t explain Yamomoto’s reaction. The puzzle has 

always been: Why did he scrub an absolutely vital reconnaissance 

mission? The Japanese were experienced practitioners of refueling 

floatplanes at sea, having perfected this technique for both military 

and civilian use during the thirties throughout the islands of the 

Pacific. As the above map indicates, there were many other locations 

where planes could refuel in the 1,500 mile-long chain of atolls and 

islets between Midway and Pearl Harbor. The United States could not 

guard them all.  

Could he not have moved the refueling rendezvous to nearby 

Necker, or Nihao Islands, or to Gardner Shoals? Did he think that the 

submarine screen he had also deployed in the area of French Frigate 

Shoals would provide sufficient warning, if the carriers were at Pearl 

(NOAA) 

http://www.noaanews.noaa.gov/stories2006/images/nwhi-overview-map.jpg
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Harbor and moved toward Midway? There was also the alternative of 

using seaplane-carrying submarines. The Japanese had employed 

them for three reconnaissance flights over Pearl Harbor in January and 

February. There was at least one seaplane-carrying sub, I-25, that was 

on its way to the American west coast at the end of May, and could 

have been diverted to within range of Pearl Harbor.  

Did he believe the U.S. Navy’s disinformation campaign that 

the carriers were operating somewhere in the South Pacific and 

therefore were over two thousand miles from Midway? In fact, 

Halsey’s Task Force 16, centered on Enterprise and Hornet, had 

attempted to join Lexington and Yorktown in the battle of Coral Sea, 

but only arrived after the battle was over. Halsey then went 

northeastward to defend the islands of Ocean and Nauru. 

On May 14, Nimitz sent Halsey a message ordering him to 

allow his force to be observed by enemy search planes. The next day a 

Japanese search plane observed his force. The following day, May 16, 

Nimitz ordered Halsey to make a high-speed return to Pearl Harbor. 

Japanese intelligence, based on the sighting, assumed that American 

carriers were still in the vicinity of the Coral Sea, over two thousand 

miles from Midway.
7 

 

This naval deception may have colored Yamamoto’s reaction 

to the report of June 3 that Japanese intelligence had detected an 

American carrier force “in the vicinity of Midway.”
8 

Maintaining radio 

silence, he did not inform Admiral Nagumo, who was in charge of the 

carrier flotilla advancing on Midway, of this development. Perhaps he 

assumed, as Nagumo was an addressee on the message, he had 

already received it. Or, was it simply “victory disease,” as some have 

said, that persuaded him that there was no need to execute the most 

basic and fundamental step in military operations, pre-battle 

reconnaissance? 

                                                           
7 Mitsuo Fuchida and Masatake Okumiya, Midway: The Battle That Doomed Japan 
(Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2001), 139. 
8 W.J. Holmes, Double-Edged Secrets: U.S. Naval Intelligence Operations in the Pacific 
during World War II (New York: Berkeley, 1979), 107-8. 
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Whatever Yamamoto’s reasoning, his assumption had to have 

been that the carriers were too far away to present an immediate 

threat, and that, of course, was his grave mistake. Scrubbing 

Operation K compromised the plan for Midway by failing to eliminate 

the possible locations of the American carriers. Conflicting intelligence 

reports aside, the failure to reconnoiter Pearl Harbor meant that there 

were three possibilities: the carriers could be at Pearl Harbor; they 

could be somewhere in the South Pacific; or, they could be at Midway.  

Had a reconnaissance been undertaken, by floatplane 

refueled elsewhere than at French Frigate Shoals, or by submarine-

launched seaplane, and Yamamoto discovered that there were no 

carriers at Pearl Harbor, the odds would have been reduced to fifty-

fifty. The carriers would either have been in the South Pacific, or at 

Midway. On the other hand, if the planes spotted the carriers at Pearl 

Harbor, the odds would have been reduced to zero. 

In fact, however, a close look at Operation K discloses a much 

more ominous probability. The floatplanes were scheduled to arrive at 

sunset on the 30th, refuel, then set out after dark for Pearl Harbor, 

arriving there about one in the morning.
9
 In other words, the 

floatplanes would have been observing the five-hundred-mile stretch 

of water between French Frigate Shoals and Pearl Harbor the evening 

of May 30.  

This reconnaissance mission would have missed Hornet and 

Enterprise. Task Force 16 under Admiral Spruance, assuming command 

for Halsey, who had been taken ill, had left Pearl Harbor two days 

earlier, on May 28, and so had already slipped past both the planned 

aerial reconnaissance and the submarine screen, which did not get 

into position until June 4.  

But Admiral Fletcher in Task Force 17 was a different story. 

Yorktown did not depart Pearl Harbor until the morning of May 30. 

Repair crews were still on board as it got under way at less than full 

                                                           
9 Fuchida and Okumiya, 150-151. 
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speed. In other words, although Yorktown left early enough to elude 

the submarine screen, she would have been in the five-hundred-mile 

stretch of water between Pearl Harbor and French Frigate Shoals just 

as the Japanese floatplanes were passing overhead. 

There is, in short, a high probability that Operation K, the 

planned reconnaissance of Pearl Harbor, if undertaken, would have 

spotted Yorktown as it traversed the waters between Pearl Harbor and 

French Frigate Shoals that very night of May 30.
10

  

Had Yamamoto discovered Yorktown heading for Midway he 

undoubtedly would have deduced that instead of luring the Americans 

into a trap, they were setting one for him. He would have known for 

certain the whereabouts of the carriers; they were not three thousand 

miles away in the South Pacific, they were not at Pearl Harbor, they 

were at Midway.  

Furthermore, the knowledge that the American carriers were 

already in the vicinity of Midway would have prompted him to modify 

his battle plan. There would have been no need to attack Midway in 

order to draw the carriers into the decisive battle. Instead, he would 

have gone after the carriers directly. In other words, to put it simply, 

instead of arming his planes with bombs he would have armed them 

with torpedoes.  

But that was not to be.  There is a perfect metaphor for 

Operation K, from a story called The Nail, by Alan Davis and Mark 

Farmer. It goes like this: 

“For want of a nail the shoe was lost; for want of a 

shoe the horse was lost; for want of a horse the 

knight was lost; for want of the knight the battle was 

lost; and so it was a kingdom was lost, all for want of 

a nail.” 

                                                           
10 Holmes, Double-Edged Secrets, 107, comes to the same conclusion. 
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Had Yamamoto’s plan succeeded in destroying the American 

carriers, not only would Japan’s perimeter have been secured, as 

Midway would have fallen and Hawaii itself threatened,
11

 there would 

have existed no deterrent against either the Japanese army’s attack on 

the Soviet Union in Siberia, or the Imperial Japanese Navy’s shift to 

Suez. Either act would have fundamentally altered the course of the 

war.  

As it turned out, of course, defeat at Midway forced a 

permanent change in Japan’s strategy, extinguishing any possibility of 

joining forces with Germany in a two-front war against the Soviet 

Union. From mid-1942 onward, Japan would be locked in a ferocious 

defensive struggle with the United States. The rest, as they say, is 

history—and so it was an empire was lost, all for want of a shoal. 

 

                                                           
11 See John Stephan, Hawaii Under The Rising Sun: Japan’s Plans for Conquest After Pearl 
Harbor (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1984). 

The loss of Japan’s carrier strike force, including the Hiryu shown here, along with 

many experienced aviators, inflicted a devastating blow on Japanese offensive 

power and forced a permanent change in Japanese strategy. (U.S. Navy) 

http://www.history.navy.mil/photos/images/h73000/h73065.jpg
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FDR’s New World Order:  
A Chimerical Vision 

Richard C. Thornton 
Professor of History and International Affa irs, 
George Washington University  
 

Strategically, the great issue of WWII was how to fill the vast 
power vacuum that would emerge from the defeat of the Axis powers. 
All four leaders of the allied powers sought to fill parts of this vacuum 
with geopolitical structures that would serve their respective interests.  

Churchill sought to reestablish the 
geopolitical structure put in place after 
WWI, which I have termed the Versailles 
system. He sought a more or less 
territorially intact Germany hedged in the 
west by an Anglo-French anchor and in the 
east by pro-British federations. Churchill 
also sought to restore the British Empire, 
recovering Asian colonies lost to Japan.  

Chiang Kai-Shek’s quest was more 
straightforward, but equally extensive, 
seeking the recovery of lands seized by 
Japan, such as Manchuria; by the Soviet 
Union, such as Outer Mongolia and 
Sinkiang; and by Great Britain, such as Hong 
Kong. 

Stalin sought the creation of buffer 
states in Europe and Asia that would not 
only extend Soviet influence beyond its 
borders, but also protect against possible 
future invasion. 
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Only Franklin Delano Roosevelt had 
no territorial aspirations. He held the power 
to determine the ultimate outcomes, or 
combination of outcomes, of each of the 
other alliance members. 

It is the thesis of this paper that at 
the conferences of Cairo, Tehran, and 
Quebec, FDR made offers to each of his allies 
that promised to fulfill their optimum 
strategic objectives. These offers were, however, mutually 
contradictory and could only be fulfilled insofar as each ally had the 
power to obtain FDR’s support.  

At Yalta, having led both Churchill and Chiang to believe that 
he supported each of them against the Soviet Union, FDR decided to 
satisfy Stalin’s strategic designs at the expense of Churchill and Chiang 
Kai-Shek, in hopes of creating a lasting peace based on a U.S.-Soviet 
partnership. FDR’s determined zeal to destroy German Fascism, 
Japanese militarism, and British colonialism opened the door to the 
emergence of Communist imperialism. It was a chimerical vision. 
 
Early Discussions 

On the principle that one’s own strategy cannot succeed 
unless he has defeated his opponents’ strategy, FDR devoted little 
attention to the shape of the future during the first year after Pearl 
Harbor. He concentrated all efforts on defeating the Axis strategy. 
Only after the Axis defeats at Stalingrad and Guadalcanal did the 
president begin to address postwar issues, and then only 
schematically. FDR’s first step was to insure that none of the allied 
partners succumbed to a separate peace, a goal advanced with the 
pronouncement of Unconditional Surrender at Casablanca in January 
1943. 

The first attempt to set forth a grand design came during the 
FDR-Eden talks of March 1943.

12
 British Foreign Minister Anthony 

                                                           
This paper was originally presented at the conference “1944: Seventy Years On”, Royal 
Military Academy, Sandhurst, 15 April 2014. 

12 Foreign Relations of the United States: The British Commonwealth, Eastern Europe, 
The Far East, Volume III, 1943 (Washington, D.C.: Department of State, 1963), 1-48. 



F D R ’ S  N E W  W O R L D  O R D E R  | 16 

Eden came to Washington prepared to discuss Britain’s views on the 
shape of the postwar world and to represent Stalin’s views, on which 
he had been briefed prior to his departure. The fundamental question 
was: what should be the geopolitical structure of states that would fill 
the vast political vacuum that would emerge in the wake of the 
defeats of Germany and Japan? 

Both men agreed to support Stalin’s minimum demand that 
the Soviet Union be accorded the terms of the Nazi-Soviet pact, which 
meant Soviet annexation of the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania, and the eastern half of Poland, the reconstitution of 
Czechoslovakia as it had existed before 1938, the return of Bessarabia 
to the Soviet Union, and the reestablishment of the Finno-Soviet 
frontier with some territorial adjustments. Treaties with Romania and 
Finland would formalize the changes. 

There were no Soviet proposals 
for the postwar treatment of Germany, 
no claim regarding Hungary, Austria, or 
anything relating to the Far East. Stalin’s 
objectives, as expressed by Eden, were 
limited to securing the European 
invasion approaches to the Soviet Union 
and satisfying long-term Soviet strategic 
objectives for a territorial buffer in 
Eastern Europe. 

FDR’s and Eden’s discussion of British and American 
strategies, however, was much broader, spanning the future structure 
of virtually the entire Eurasian land mass. FDR proposed a weak and 
disarmed postwar Europe from the Soviet border, wherever it was 
eventually drawn, to the Atlantic. He opposed the restoration to full 
power status of both Germany and France and believed peace in 
Europe would be preserved by the collaborative efforts of the United 
States, Britain, and the Soviet Union. 

Eden proposed the restoration of the structure of Europe that 
had existed before Hitler, what I have termed the Versailles system 
that had emerged after WWI. The system posited a weak, but 
territorially integrated Germany surrounded in the west by the Anglo-
French anchor and in the east by two federations of states linked to 
Britain and France. East European and Balkan federations would 

Sir Anthony Eden, British 

Foreign Secretary 1940-45 
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function as both the eastern sector of German containment and as a 
barrier against Bolshevik expansion. This in fact was settled British 
strategy for Europe and Churchill would attempt to work toward this 
structure with every policy proposal he would make during the war.

13
 

Stalin had already expressed his opposition to the federation 
concept. He was disinclined to accept a future Polish government run 
by the adamantly anti-Soviet leaders then residing in exile in London 
and he opposed the inclusion of Rumania in any Balkan federation, 
which would only be directed against the Soviet Union. 

In the Far East, FDR proposed the establishment of a strong 
China to replace Japan. Reflecting the President’s long-held opposition 
to European imperialism, he sought to assign a stabilizing role to China 
in Korea and in Indochina. In Asia, the United States, the Soviet Union, 
and China would collaborate to keep the peace and prevent a 
resurgence of Japanese militarism.  

Eden disagreed with the concept of a strong China, believing 
that it would take years, and musing presciently, perhaps even a 
revolution, before the Chinese could build the power required to play 
a dominant role. Aside from reclaiming British imperial possessions, 
like Hong Kong and Singapore, however, Eden presented no clear 
conception for the postwar structure of the Far East. 

During the talks, the President raised the idea of establishing 
a postwar world organization to replace the defunct League of 
Nations. Such an organization would have a general membership, but 
“real decisions should be made by the United States, Great Britain, 
Russia, and China, who would...have to police the world.”

14
 

Implicit in the talks was FDR’s conception of postwar Soviet-
American collaboration in both Europe and Asia with subordinate but 
important stabilizing roles to be played by Britain and China in their 
respective regions. In March of 1943 these were obviously preliminary 
thoughts about the postwar world. Serious and substantive proposals 
would have to await the further development of events on the 
battlefield. These would not be long in coming. 

                                                           
13 See Sir Llewellyn Woodward, British Foreign Policy in the Second World War (London: 
HMSO, 1962). 
14 FRUS, III, 1943, 39. 



F D R ’ S  N E W  W O R L D  O R D E R  | 18 

The Emergence of FDR’s New World Order 

In the week of July 5-12, 1943, the tide began to turn in favor 
of Allied forces in Europe, the Atlantic, the Mediterranean, and the 
Pacific. First came the Soviet counteroffensive following the failure of 
Hitler’s Operation Citadel. Known as the battle of Kursk-Orel, it was 
the largest tank battle in history up to that time. The same week saw 
American-British forces invade Sicily, precipitating the surrender of 
Italy within two months. The autumn also saw the launch of major 
operations in the South and Central Pacific against Japan and the 
breaking of the German U-boat offensive in the Atlantic. 

Assumption of the battlefield initiative meant that the 
outcome of the war was no longer in doubt. FDR sought meetings with 
allied leaders to discuss both the next steps on the battlefield as well 
as to begin the process of fleshing out respective postwar plans. FDR’s 
eagerness to meet with his counterparts was also driven by 
intelligence rumors revealing Japanese efforts to broker a separate 
peace between Hitler and Stalin, as well as ongoing efforts to reach a 
similar agreement with Chiang Kai-Shek.

15
 

Arranging for himself and Churchill to meet first with Chiang 
Kai-Shek at Cairo, Egypt (November 22-26), and then a few days later 
with Stalin at Tehran, Iran (November 27 to December 2), FDR put his 
strategy in motion. At Cairo, acting consistently with the view 
expressed earlier to Eden, FDR offered to make China a major power 
by war’s end. Undoubtedly, FDR’s knowledge that Stalin would enter 
the war against Japan after Germany’s defeat colored his approach to 
Chiang.

16
 Whether Chiang knew about Stalin’s decision or not, FDR 

had to consider the prospect of Soviet armies filling the Japanese 
vacuum by entering Manchuria, and perhaps Korea, raising the 
ominous possibility that the Russians would emulate what the 
Japanese had done and seize control of these territories. 

Thus, quite aside from the promise expressed in the Cairo 
Declaration to return Manchuria, as well as Formosa and the 
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Pescadores, to China after the war, and to bring about Korean 
independence “in due course,” FDR made three major commitments 
to Chiang.  

First, FDR committed the United States to a major military 
campaign in Burma the following spring to break Japan’s blockade of 
China. Second, as part of a mutual assistance arrangement, he offered 
to arm and train ninety army divisions, which would give Chiang a 
million-man army and eventual great-power status.

17
 Third, the 

president said that he would support China after the war against 
“foreign aggression.”

18
 

Elaborating on what he meant by foreign aggression, FDR 
agreed to the granting of independence to Korea, Indochina, and the 
restoration of independence to Thailand. The clear inference was that 
China’s influence would be enhanced and Russian, French, and British 
influence, respectively, would be excluded from these areas, including 
Hong Kong. He also proposed a “leading role” for China in the post-
war occupation of Japan. 

Chiang Kai-shek was gratified by the President’s offers 
because after two years of American involvement in the Pacific war 
China had had little to show for it in terms of actual military support. 
He realized that FDR’s promise to build a million-man army, if realized, 
would take time and so sought to establish a postwar U.S. presence in 
the Far East as a counterweight to the Soviet Union, offering the joint 
use of Port Arthur (Lushun) on the Liaotung peninsula in Manchuria. 
FDR agreed to consider Chiang’s offer. 

FDR promised much, indeed, promising what amounted to 
Chinese hegemony in the Far East after the war, while asking little in 
return. But what he did ask for raised troubling questions about what 
he had promised. As the President’s son, Elliot, recounted, the 
President insisted that as Chiang’s government  

                                                           
17 General Marshall confirmed FDR’s commitment to provide ninety divisions to General 
Stillwell shortly after Cairo. See Charles Romanus and Riley Sunderland, Stillwell’s 
Command Problems (Washington, D.C.: OCMH, 1956), 64. On the subsequent confusion 
that surrounded the ninety-division issue, see FRUS, The Conferences at Cairo and 
Tehran, 1943 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1961), 889-90. 
18 FRUS Cairo and Tehran, 323-25. 
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“was hardly the modern democracy that ideally it 
should be…he would have to form a unity 
government, while the war was still being fought, 
with the Communists in Yenan. And he [Chiang] 
agreed… contingently. He agreed to the formation of 
a democratic government once he had our 
assurance that the Soviet Union would agree to 
respect the frontier in Manchuria.”

19
 

FDR’s request that Chiang form a coalition government with 
the Chinese Communists laid the germ of the President’s grand design 
for the postwar Far East. Its full scope, however, would not emerge at 
Cairo, but three days later at Tehran in the deal he would work out 
with Stalin. 
 

 
 
FDR’s Deal With Stalin 

At Tehran, the “Big Three” made major decisions regarding 
current and projected military operations. The most important of 
these, of course, was the allied invasion of Europe. Coordinating 
Overlord with a Soviet offensive from the east occupied a substantial 
portion of the meetings of the three leaders and their staffs. While 
some discussion of postwar matters took place in Churchill’s presence, 
it was in FDR’s three private one-on-one meetings with Stalin that the 
President unveiled his conception of a new world order, along the 

                                                           
19 Elliot Roosevelt, As He Saw It (New York: Duell, Sloan & Pearce, 1946), 163-64. 
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lines of, but much further than, the ideas he had sketched out to Eden 
earlier in the year. 

The President’s plan centered around four main policies. 
First, was the convergence of Allied forces on Germany and Japan, 
resulting not only in their defeat, but also in their dismemberment and 
occupation to eradicate permanently their war making power. Second, 
it was inter alia to satisfy the Soviet Union’s security needs by insuring 
the establishment of friendly states around the Soviet periphery. 
Third, was to provide the essentially land-locked Soviet Union with 
access to the seas of the world. And fourth, to construct international 
machinery whose function would be to maintain and manage the new 
order. 

On Germany, the 
three leaders 
agreed on the 
destruction of the 
Reich, but offered 
different formulas 
for the future. The 
map to the left 
shows FDR’s 
proposal to divide 
Germany into five 
self-governing parts 
(Prussia, Hannover, 
Saxony, Hesse-
Darmstadt, and 

Bavaria-Baden-
Württemburg) and 

two areas under international control (Kiel-Hamburg and Saar-Ruhr).
20

 
Churchill countered with a milder proposal to separate only Prussia 
from Germany and construct a Danubian federation of Bavaria-Baden-
Württemburg and the Palatinate.  

Stalin, preferring FDR’s proposal, but critical of both, declared 
“if Germany was to be dismembered it should really be 
dismembered.” Moreover, he opposed the creation of any federation. 
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The danger to be prevented, he said, was German reunification. Thus, 
while all three leaders agreed Germany must be dismembered, they 
could not reach agreement on a specific plan. That task was entrusted 
to the European Advisory Commission created for the purpose.

21
 

Japan’s fate also came under discussion, but most of it was 
omitted from the official conference record, save for Stalin’s 
reaffirmation of his intention to enter the Pacific war three months 
after the defeat of Germany. In the formal conference record, there 
was no discussion, for instance, of dismembering Japan, as there was 
of Germany. Stalin could publicly “make no commitments” regarding 
the disposition of Japan’s conquered territories, ostensibly because 
the Soviet Union was not at war with Japan and the Neutrality Treaty 
with Tokyo was still in force. 

Part of the reason the official record was expunged, it seems, 
was because of sensitivity regarding the enormity of territorial 
changes affecting China. Part of it also was to conceal an extraordinary 
agreement FDR and Stalin had reached resolving a fundamental 
conflict of Soviet and American strategies. Long-term Soviet strategy 
had been to establish buffer zones around the borders of the nation. 
In Europe, this meant the creation of satellite states in Eastern Europe; 
in the Far East, the buffer zones were Manchuria, Outer Mongolia, and 
Sinkiang. The Soviets had already established a satellite state in Outer 
Mongolia and supported a friendly warlord in Sinkiang, but the key 
issue was Manchuria and who would control it after Japan’s defeat. 

For close to half a century the United States had espoused 
the strategy of the Open Door for China, which meant unreserved 
support for Chinese territorial integrity, including Manchuria, which 
FDR had pledged publicly to return to China. American and Russian 
strategies were thus in direct conflict. FDR’s solution to this 
fundamental conflict was to propose that in return for Soviet 
commitment to China’s territorial integrity, the United States would 
insure that the Soviet Union’s “preeminent interests” would be 
safeguarded in Manchuria.  

The heart of the deal was Soviet “preeminence” in Manchuria 
and the President sought to insure it through Soviet control over 
railways and ports (and, as would later become clear, direct 
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occupation of the region by the Chinese Communists, then in far off 
Yenan). In discussing Soviet access to Far Eastern warm water ports, 
for example, FDR “mentioned Dairen [adjacent to Port Arthur on the 
Liaotung peninsula] as a possibility.” Stalin said he did not think the 
Chinese would like such a scheme, but the President thought, “they 
would like the idea of a free port under international guaranty.” Stalin 
assented with the comment “that would not be bad.”

22
 

The deal over ports and railways would later be formalized in 
the secret agreement at Yalta, but FDR himself leaked the fact that 
they had discussed Far Eastern matters shortly after Tehran. In 
remarks to the Pacific War Council several weeks after the conference, 
FDR claimed “Marshal Stalin had specifically agreed” to the Cairo 
terms and to Korean independence after a forty year tutelage. He 
agreed that China should own the Manchurian railway system and 
should acquire the Ryukyu Islands from Japan. The Soviet Union 
wanted to obtain Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands. The official record 
contains none of these points, but to indicate their authenticity, FDR’s 
remarks to the Pacific War Council were included as an appendix to 
the official FRUS conference volume.

23
  

If FDR had to conceal the deal about a disguised Soviet buffer 
zone in Manchuria, such was manifestly not the case over Eastern 
Europe. Based on Stalin’s pact with Hitler, the President accepted 
Soviet annexation of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, noting only that “it 
would be helpful for him personally if some public declaration in 
regard to future elections… could be made.”

24
  

On Poland, the President not only agreed to Stalin’s proposal 
for the establishment of a “friendly” state, he offered a more generous 
package than the eastern half of the country Stalin had obtained from 
Hitler. FDR said that he “would like to see the eastern border moved 
further to the west [than Stalin had proposed] and the western border 
moved even to the River Oder.”

25
 His proposal would shift Poland 

some two hundred miles westward into Germany. 
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It was also clear from Stalin’s remarks that the progress of 
Soviet forces across Romania and Bulgaria would determine the 
political orientations of those countries. FDR raised no objections to 
Stalin’s observations, leaving the impression that he would have a free 
hand there.

26
 Finally, FDR agreed to Stalin’s terms for Finland, which 

would have eviscerated Finland’s independence. These terms included 
a restoration of the 1940 treaty and a purge of the Finnish army.

27
 

On the subject of granting the Soviet Union access to the seas 
and warm-water ports, FDR addressed four areas: the Mediterranean, 
the Baltic, the Far East, and the Persian Gulf. He proposed a revision of 
the Montreaux convention which governed passage through the 
Dardanelles to the Mediterranean. He “liked the idea” of placing the 
Kiel Canal under international control to guarantee Soviet access to 
the North Sea. He offered as noted above to grant Soviet access to the 
Chinese port of Darien, which would also be placed under 
international guaranty, and, finally, in a proviso that was omitted from 
the conference record, FDR wanted to construct a free port at the 
head of the Persian Gulf, “take over the whole railroad from there into 
Russia, and run the thing for the good of all.”

28
 

FDR also proposed establishment of a world organization, 
which would legitimize and manage the postwar order. Proposing a 
three-tiered structure, the President envisaged a general assembly of 
thirty-five, or so nations which would meet periodically and make 
recommendations to a smaller executive committee of ten. The 
executive committee would have the power to deal with “all non-
military questions.” The third and smallest group, which FDR termed 
the “four policemen,” would “have the power to deal immediately 
with any threat to the peace.” The four would be the United States, 
the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and China.

29
 France was excluded. 
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Although France was not included in his proposal, the future 
of France came under discussion. Both FDR and Stalin opposed 
Churchill’s view that France should be restored as a powerful state 
after the war. FDR was “100% in agreement with Marshal Stalin” that 
the French “must pay for their criminal collaboration with Germany.” 
Disparaging De Gaulle, he said after the war no Frenchman over forty 
or any who had been part of the present government should be 
permitted to return to public life. France must be stripped of its 
overseas possessions; Syria and Lebanon should become independent 
and Indochina placed under trusteeship.

30
 

Even more stunning was FDR’s turn against Chiang Kai-shek. 
At Cairo, Chiang had sought to obtain FDR’s support to keep the 
Soviets out of Manchuria. This was the offer for joint cooperation at 
Port Arthur. Yet, at Tehran, just a few days later, FDR offered to 
include the Soviet Union at the adjacent port of Darien under an 
international guaranty. This was a fig leaf to cover over the plan to 
secure the Soviet Union’s “preeminent interests” in Manchuria that 
went well beyond Darien to domination of the entire region. 

Of all this, the more Churchill learned the more he was 
horrified. The new world order FDR unveiled at Tehran would be an 
American-Soviet condominium in which France, China, and Great 
Britain, not to mention lesser powers, would be reduced to 
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subservient pawns. Worse, when the war ended and the United States 
withdrew, the Soviet Union would be the dominant power holding 
sway over both Europe and the Far East. 

Churchill’s Counter Strategy 

After Tehran, Churchill and FDR went back to Cairo for further 
consultations. There, the British leader initiated a broadly based 
counterstrategy. Churchill could not oppose FDR openly, only 
indirectly, but his purpose was to turn American strategy toward 
Britain and away from the U.S.-Soviet condominium. He sought to gain 
agreement on policies which would enable him to reestablish the 
Versailles system in Europe—a more or less whole Germany, the 
French anchor, and East European federations, and to recover the 
essential parts of the British Empire in Asia—principally Singapore and 
Hong Kong. All subsequent British policy must be evaluated in terms of 
the goals of restoring the Versailles system and preservation of the 
British Empire. 

Churchill argued that the Tehran meeting had produced two 
important decisions: the Soviet decision to enter the Pacific War and 
the decision to mount the cross-channel invasion of France. For 
Overlord to have the “greatest chance of success,” Churchill believed, 
the contemplated simultaneous attack in southern France 
(codenamed Anvil) would have to be as strong as possible.

31
 

Anvil should be on a scale of at least two divisions, which, 
Churchill blithely expanded, could provide landing craft for flanking 
operations in Italy and, if Turkey entered the war, capture Rhodes, 
too, although he quickly went on to say that “Rhodes had no longer 
the great importance which he had previously attached to it”.  

It was in relation to Overlord, Churchill went on, that 
operations in Southeast Asia “must be judged,” and in his view the 
planned allied invasion of Burma (codenamed Buccaneer) was too 
costly. In view of the Soviet decision to enter the war the Allies would 
obtain a far better position from which to carry on the conflict against 
Japan from bases in Siberia than would be the case from bases in 
southern China resulting from the Burma operation.  
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FDR replied that all three operations, Overlord, Anvil, and 
Buccaneer, could be conducted without impairing the viability of any 
of them. Admiral King supported this view by confirming that since 
Overlord had been moved from May 1 to June 1 there would be more 
time to construct additional landing craft that would be sufficient for 
all theaters. But Churchill insisted that if more equipment became 
available it should be diverted for Overlord and Anvil and “pointed to 
the great military advantages that were to be gained by operations in 
the Aegean.” Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania, and Hungary “might all fall 
into our hands…. If we could get a grip on the Balkans, there would be 
a tremendous abridgment of our difficulties.” “All this,” he said, 
“would help Overlord.”

32
 

FDR strove to reach a compromise with Churchill, agreeing 
that Overlord and Anvil were of primary importance. As far as 
operations in the Eastern Mediterranean were concerned, “if Turkey 
came into the war,” somehow it would be possible to “scrape up” the 
necessary landing craft to mount an attack. Finally, regarding the 
Burma offensive, FDR said that we should instruct Lord Mountbatten, 
commander of the Southeast Asian operation, “to go ahead and do his 
best with what has already been allocated to him.” 

Churchill agreed with all the President had said, but the last 
point, on which he continued to demur. He maintained “it might be 
necessary to withdraw resources from Buccaneer in order to 
strengthen up Overlord and Anvil.” FDR declared that without very 
good reason “he could not agree with this,” to which Churchill 
rejoined that Overlord was a very good reason. Moreover, he said with 
finality, “he had never committed himself to the scale or timing of the 
amphibious operation in the Southeast Asian theatre.”

33
 

Churchill’s last comment was decisive. FDR agreed to 
postpone the Burma offensive until later in 1944 and a message to this 
effect was sent to Chiang Kai-Shek. It was a fateful decision in several 
respects. FDR had failed to uphold a major commitment to the 
Chinese leader, the first of several, which, moreover, meant that there 
would be no substantial American ground force on the China mainland 
with which to influence events at war’s end.  
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On the other hand, Churchill had taken an important step in a 
longer-ranged plan. By obtaining the postponement of Buccaneer and 
the transfer of resources to Anvil he increased the quantity of forces 
that would be available in the Mediterranean theater. It also kept 
open the possibility of rerouting the advance to Japan from Burma 
through Southeast Asia and along the China coast, which would more 
directly support British interests.  

After Cairo II, Churchill’s counterstrategy brought Britain into 
direct confrontation with the United States. From November 1943 to 
March 1944, he mounted a major, desperate bombing campaign to 
knock Germany out of the war. In the spring, he sought to reach an 
accommodation with Stalin over respective Soviet and British 
influence in Romania and Greece. After Overlord began, he sought to 
insert British ground forces into Southeastern Europe, his soft 
underbelly scheme. Finally, he also sought to reestablish a pro-British 
Poland, a story best told in the context of the Warsaw uprising.  

All of it, however, was a long shot, which, paradoxically 
depended upon the United States for its success. Britain was operating 
at a fundamental disadvantage: outgunned, outmonied, outmanned, 
and outmaneuvered by FDR and Stalin. But Churchill was determined 
to pursue the reconstitution of the Versailles strategy for Europe and 
recovery of lost colonial possessions in Asia.  

The first step was the massive bombing campaign against 
Berlin in hopes of knocking Germany out of the war. Beginning 
November 18, 1943 and continuing for 132 days until the end of 
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March 1944, Air Marshal Arthur “Bomber” Harris interspersed sixteen 
large-scale raids involving several hundred aircraft with thirty-two 
smaller ones involving one or two dozen each.

34
 

The attacks inflicted considerable damage on Berlin and 
indiscriminate killings of civilians, but at very high  cost. Harris 
expected losses of between four and five hundred planes from an 
inventory of over three thousand, but actual totals were over a 
thousand planes lost with over sixteen hundred damaged. The final 
raid on Nuremburg, March 30, 1944 resulted in ninety-four planes lost 
and seventy-one damaged, of 795 sent. Following the Nuremberg 
Raid, Eisenhower took control of Bomber Command on the grounds of 
needing this important asset for Overlord. 

It was agreed that in coordination with Overlord the Soviet 
Union would mount a major counteroffensive. That, of course, would 
put Moscow in position to exert a powerful influence on the political 
reconstruction of the entire area from the Baltic to the 
Mediterranean. By mid-April, even before their summer offensive, 
Soviet armies had reconquered all of the territories held when war 
broke out in 1939. Churchill’s plan was to seek a quid pro quo with 
Stalin over Romania and Greece and support from FDR for the 
reconstitution of a pro-British Poland. 

British discussions with the Russians occurred without 
American involvement or knowledge until, in mid-June, apprised of 
them, FDR consented to a temporary sphere of influence agreement 
overruling the objections of the State Department. These early British-
Russian discussions would ultimately evolve into a major spheres of 
influence agreement for all of southeast Europe, but that takes us 
slightly ahead of the story. 
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Churchill’s effort to obtain Stalin’s support for a sphere of 
influence agreement in southeastern Europe occurred simultaneously 
with his plan to obtain FDR’s support for a pro-British Poland. Churchill 
hoped that he could also use the Polish issue to drive a wedge 
between FDR and Stalin. But, while FDR sought to broker a 
compromise, he effectively supported the Lublin Poles over the 
London Poles, which meant that prospects were not good for 
establishing a pro-British Poland and reconstituting an east European 
federation between Germany and the Soviet Union. 

The climax of Churchill’s efforts to shape a favorable East 
European settlement came in early August following the Normandy 
landings. In conjunction with the landings, the partisan war had 
erupted behind German lines and Churchill spared no effort to 
augment and support it. He had sent Polish exile Prime Minister 
Stanislaw Mikołajczyk first to Washington to obtain FDR’s support and 
then to Moscow to see Stalin. He was in Moscow when the Warsaw 
uprising began and when Churchill sought FDR’s support for an allied 
landing of forces at the head of the Adriatic. 

After the Normandy beachhead had been established 
Churchill argued strenuously against Anvil in favor of using the 
accumulated resources for a large Balkan operation through the 
Ljubljana gap.

35
 Such a move, of course, would have alleviated British 

difficulties in Southeastern Europe immeasurably, counterbalancing 
the Soviet Union. It would have placed Great Britain in position to 
exert strong influence on the immediate and post-war political 
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situations in Yugoslavia, Greece and Albania, and, depending on the 
scale of the effort, possibly on Bulgaria, Hungary, and Romania, just as 
Churchill had said at the second Cairo meeting. It conceivably might 
have had an impact on the outcome of the Warsaw uprising as well. 

The climax of the British-American argument over the 
proposed Balkan campaign came during a series of heated meetings 
between Churchill and General Eisenhower that occurred after the 
beginning of the Warsaw uprising during “the first ten days of 
August.”

36
 Churchill threatened to resign his office if approval was not 

forthcoming, but Eisenhower was unmoved. Nevertheless, despite 
failing to obtain U.S. agreement, Churchill took it upon himself to seek 
Tito’s support for a landing at the head of the Adriatic. In a meeting 
with the Yugoslav partisan leader on August 12-13, Churchill handed 
him a message that read: 

“In the event of Allied forces occupying Northern 
Italy, Austria or Hungary…the Supreme Allied 
Commander looks to the Yugoslav authorities to co-
operate with him in carrying out this policy….”

37
 

Tito wanted no part of British landings on the Adriatic coast, 
which suggests that there was a clear sense of desperation that led 
Churchill to take this step. The German position in southeastern 
Europe was crumbling fast. There was emerging, in the words of 
Liddell Hart, “the widest open flank that had ever been known in 
modern war.”

38
 The Russian offensive would precipitate the 

surrenders of Romania on August 23 and Bulgaria on September 6, as 
the Germans, having lost one hundred thousand troops in Romania, 
sought to extricate their remaining forces from Yugoslavia and Greece. 

Churchill’s failure to obtain FDR’s agreement to move fast 
and deep into Southeast Europe pushed the Prime Minister to the 
brink of rupturing relations with the United States. Their differences 
were strategic and fundamental, but centered on timing. Churchill 
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wanted to deploy Allied power as fast and as far to the east as 
possible, but for FDR the overriding consideration was how to slow the 
advance of British-American forces to permit Soviet forces to advance 
into Germany and southeastern Europe. 

We have consistently subsumed these strategic differences as 
personality, or other conflicts among commanders, but there can be 
no question that commanders followed the direction of their political 
superiors. Thus, to cite one of many examples, General Eisenhower’s 
refusal to permit General Devers’ 6th Army Group to cross the Rhine 
at Strasbourg in November 1944 is attributed to a personality conflict, 
rather than to a decision that reflected FDR’s strategy.

39
 

 Churchill’s 
disagreement with FDR 
prompted him to arrange for a 
private meeting with Stalin in 
Moscow. FDR, belatedly 
realizing how deeply he had 
alienated Churchill, persuaded 
him to come to Quebec first for 
a meeting with him. 

Quebec: An Offer Churchill 
Could Not Refuse 

The FDR-Churchill meeting at Quebec, September 11-16, 
1944, is known to us mainly for the fiasco of the Morgenthau Plan 
proposing the harsh postwar treatment of Germany. But, in fact, its 
significance was far greater, amounting to a major shift in FDR’s 
position to support for British objectives. In short, at Quebec, in 
discussing the entire range of policy issues since Tehran, FDR made 
Churchill an offer he did not expect, but was gratified to receive, for it 
promised the fulfillment of British grand strategy—and survival of the 
empire.  

For FDR, however, in what was perhaps his most carefully 
choreographed conference of the war, most of his promises were but 
temporary expedients designed to maintain alliance cohesion, and 
would vanish in the final weeks of the war like the Cheshire Cat’s 
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smile. This may account for FDR’s decision not to invite Hopkins to the 
conference, ostensibly because he had “lost confidence” in him.

40
 

However, it would be the first and only time that he was so excluded. 
Hopkins was Churchill’s confidante and FDR did not want him present 
offering advice and counsel to Churchill. 

It would be fair to say that FDR drew Churchill to Quebec on 
false pretences. In what would be Hopkins only involvement in the 
conference, on August 19, he assured Churchill that “the President 
wishes to discuss military requirements for Phase II with you at your 
next meeting.” FDR followed up this message to Churchill with one of 
August 30, saying, “we can renew our Tehran talk about Trieste and 
Istria at Octagon.” 

41
 Thus, to entice him to Quebec, FDR promised 

Churchill that the United States would continue to provide financial 
and other assistance in the form of Lend Lease beyond the defeat of 
Germany and offered a favorable response to what he had up to now 
opposed – Churchill’s desire for a landing at the head of the Adriatic 
and a drive into Eastern Europe. 

Churchill’s objectives were primarily to reach agreement on 
major military questions that would support British strategy, the 
reconstitution of the Versailles system in Europe, the recovery of 
imperial positions in the Far East, and the financial assistance that 
would sustain Britain after the war. Thus, the key issues he wished to 
discuss were the final assault on Germany, the capture of Berlin, the 
recurring issue of Eastern and Southeastern Europe, recovery of 
positions in Asia, especially Singapore and Hong Kong, and British 
participation in the war against Japan. The postwar treatment of 
Germany was not on his agenda, nor did he anticipate that the subject 
would come up. 

FDR’s overriding concern, on the other hand, was to insure 
common purpose through the endgame, including the postwar 
treatment of Germany, which, intelligence reports falsely indicated, 
was on the verge of collapse. FDR thus significantly, but temporarily, 
reversed his strategy and made a series of conciliatory offers that, in 
total, promised support for Churchill’s objectives through the end of 
the war and the continued existence of the empire afterward. The 
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President laid it on thick, saying that it was “a matter of profound 
satisfaction” to him that “at each succeeding conference… there had 
been ever increasing solidarity of outlook and identity of basic 
thought.”

42
 

On the reconstitution of the Versailles system, which involved 
the reestablishment of French power, a territorially integrated 
postwar Germany, and pro-British federations in Eastern and 
Southeastern Europe, FDR agreed to most of what the prime minister 
wished, except for France. FDR’s attitude remained obdurate against 
De Gaulle, refusing to recognize the French Committee of National 
Liberation. He refused to extend Lend Lease and was against the 
reestablishment of France as a major power, and especially opposed 
recovery of French colonies. Churchill preferred “a De Gaulle France 
than a Communist France,” but raised no objection, perhaps realizing 
that the issue of France and De Gaulle could be addressed later, after 
the main objectives in Germany and Eastern Europe were dealt with.

43
 

As for the final drive into Germany and moves into Eastern 
and Southeastern Europe, FDR changed his positions. He now agreed 
that the main effort against Germany would be “on the left,” that is in 
the north, as opposed to a southern advance and insured that 
Supreme Commander Eisenhower proffered a plan to this effect.

44
 It 

seemed that FDR had agreed to the plan to seize Berlin before the 
Russians did, which would result in a substantially intact postwar 
Germany and the prospect of exerting leverage on the political 
reconstruction of Eastern Europe.

45
 

Churchill also proposed a deployment of forces from the head 
of the Adriatic, Istria, and possibly from northern Italy, for an advance 
through the Ljubljana Gap, giving Hitler what he termed a “stab in the 
armpit.” The objective should be “to get into Vienna before the 
Russians did.”

46
 Such a drive would counter the advance of Soviet 
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forces and offer an opportunity to promote British federation interests 
in Central Europe. Churchill was already preparing to move forces into 
Greece as part of his plan to create a federation in Southeastern 
Europe. Indeed, this was his proposed topic of conversation for his 
upcoming meeting with Stalin.  

FDR agreed to retain 5th Army in Italy and made no objection 
to the proposed right turn into Eastern Europe. Both Leahy and 
Marshall emphasized that they had no “intention to withdraw troops 
from the Fifth Army.” FDR also agreed to retain amphibious landing 
craft in the Mediterranean. Admiral King spoke positively of 
amphibious operations “in Istria,” and of his intention to retain landing 
craft there for British use.

47
 FDR also agreed to the return of Bomber 

Command to British control.
48

 Finally, FDR publicly declared to 
Austrian Crown Prince Otto his determination to keep the communists 
out of Hungary and Austria.

49
  

All this was music to Churchill’s ears, but FDR was attempting 
to resolve a major problem that he himself had created and only 
belatedly saw coming. FDR had committed the United States to the 
principle of supporting friendly states bordering the Soviet Union. 
Based on the prewar borders of the USSR, that referred only to 
Finland, Poland and Romania (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania had been 
absorbed into the USSR in accordance with the Nazi-Soviet Pact).  
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When FDR decided to move Poland two hundred miles to the 
west into Germany, it moved the Soviet border to Czechoslovakia. If 
Czechoslovakia’s eastern province of Ruthenia were ceded to Russia, 
as it would be in June 1945, then the Soviet Union would have a direct 
border on Hungary. The President trotted out several formulas to 
avoid this outcome, including establishing Lvov as an international 
zone and drawing the southwestern border of Poland at Lvov instead 
of the River Neisse, to no avail. As we know, not only would the 
Soviets take control of Hungary, but of eastern Austria, as well. 

On Poland, where Roosevelt and Churchill had fundamentally 
disagreed, the President had also changed his position. The Warsaw 
uprising had reached a critical stage during the Quebec meeting. 
Churchill wanted to provide support for the embattled Poles, who, if 
successful, could establish a provisional government in Warsaw. FDR 
agreed, offering to send “immediate aid to the Warsaw garrison,” if 
the Russians would help.

50
 After the conference, while at Hyde Park, 

Churchill pressed the President to send a message to Stalin requesting 
Soviet permission to use Soviet-controlled airfields in Romania to send 
supplies as well as pressing the Soviets to support the Poles. FDR 
agreed, and a message was drafted, but never sent.

51
 Nevertheless, 

Churchill would send Mickolayczyk to Moscow a second time to seek 
Stalin’s support with a copy of this telegram.

52
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 In the Far East, Churchill offered to contribute a British fleet 
and a thousand bombers to the final assault against Japan. FDR 
accepted his offer wholeheartedly, but the Joint Chiefs, particularly 
Admiral King, only reluctantly agreed, and only if British forces could 
be self-supporting. The Joint Chiefs, in fact, did not welcome British 
participation, considering it unnecessary for the assault against Japan. 
But Churchill had something else in mind. 

Churchill agreed to open a major air route to China, but 
wanted to “liquidate” the Burma ground campaign as soon as possible, 
and move on through Southeast Asia. This was Plan Dracula, which 
would enable him to recover Singapore and Hong Kong. FDR preferred 
an “end run” strategy, which would bypass Singapore, but Churchill 
insisted that British forces recover the British colony “in battle,” rather 
than obtain it at the peace table.

53
 

The growing problem of Chiang Kai-Shek’s relations with 
Stillwell was folded into FDR’s plan to show support for British 
strategy. The Japanese were attacking Lung Ling, a town on the China-
Burma border. Chiang was pressing Stillwell to either divert Japanese 
forces by attacking Bhamo, south of Lung Ling, or reinforcing Lung Ling 
itself. Stillwell refused, complaining to Marshall, who was at that time 
in Quebec.  

It was a critical moment and one affected by FDR’s reversal of 
policy toward Churchill. Chiang was on the verge of appointing Stilwell 
in command of all of China’s armies, as requested by FDR. But FDR’s 
peremptory reply to Chiang precipitated a near rupture in U.S.-China 
relations, which had the effect of putting the Burma campaign on hold 
and inter alia showing support for Churchill’s Plan Dracula.

54
 

FDR also agreed to the establishment of British power and 
influence in the Mediterranean and at both ends of the Suez-Red Sea 
corridor to India. Harold Macmillan would become head of the Allied 
Commission for Italy and Britain would gain essential control of the 
Italian colonies in North Africa. Britain would exercise control either 
through trusteeship or directly over Libya, a reconstituted greater 
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Somaliland, around the Horn to Kenya, and have bases at Crete and 
Rhodes.

55
 

Nor was this all. Regarding “the necessity for keeping the 
British Empire strong,” FDR also agreed to the “complete interchange” 
of information on atomic energy research. He offered Britain Europe’s 
“steel business” after the war, given the decision to prevent Germany 
from maintaining a weapons industry.

56
 

It was ironically Churchill himself who set the stage for FDR’s 
proposal for the harsh postwar treatment of Germany. Anxious to 
obtain $6.5 billion in Stage II financial assistance following Germany’s 
defeat, the Prime Minister insisted that Treasury Secretary Henry 
Morgenthau be present at Quebec when FDR made the commitment, 
presumably to effect a prompt transfer of funds. So, FDR invited 
Morgenthau to Quebec, not only to deal with the financial issue, but 
specifically “to talk about Germany.”

57
 He did not invite either 

Secretary of State Hull, or Secretary of War Stimson, who both also 
had proposed plans for the postwar treatment of Germany that 
differed from Morgenthau’s draconian proposal. 

In remarks at lunch on September 13, FDR set Churchill up for 
his postwar German plan. He opined that there were “certain 
groups…who evinced a kindly attitude toward the Germans.” They 
theorized that evil could be eradicated by “kindness.” Churchill took 
the bait, responding, “such sentiments would hardly be tolerated in 
Great Britain.” The British people, he insisted, “would demand a 
strong policy against the Germans.”

58
 

FDR immediately told Morgenthau about the exchange, 
prepping him to be prepared to bring up his proposal during their 
dinner meeting that evening where they planned to discuss the 
German issue. When Morgenthau dutifully proposed his plan for the 
harsh treatment of Germany, Churchill was dumbfounded, asking FDR, 
“is this what you asked me to come all the way over here to 
discuss?”

59
 

                                                           
55 FRUS Quebec, 297, 409, 418. 
56 Ibid., 296. 
57 Ibid., 327. 
58 Ibid., 318-19. 
59 Ibid., 327. 



F D R ’ S  N E W  W O R L D  O R D E R  | 39 

Indeed, FDR had enticed Churchill to Quebec promising to 
provide lend-lease financing after Germany’s defeat, and to make him 
an extraordinary offer of support to sustain the British Empire, but 
only if the British leader would agree to a harsh peace for Germany. 
Although Churchill argued long and hard against a harsh peace, which 
he said would be like chaining Britain to a “dead German,” after an 
overnight consultation with his Paymaster General, Lord Cherwell, 
Churchill abruptly reversed his position and accepted FDR’s “bargain.” 

Churchill himself drafted the 
proposal for the postwar treatment of 
Germany, making its terms even tougher 
than Morgenthau had proposed. FDR, 
however, insisted that the terms apply 
not only to the Ruhr and the Saar, but to 
all of Germany.

60
 Afterward, 

conveniently from Churchill’s point of 
view, the “Morgenthau Plan” 
mysteriously leaked to the press, 
prompting FDR to disavow it. 
Nevertheless, although publicly 
repudiated, JCS 1067, the occupation 
directive for the control of Germany, 
contained most of what had been in Morgenthau’s plan.

61
 The plain 

fact was that the so-called Morgenthau Plan was FDR’s.  

Churchill and the Collapse of British Strategy 

The period between Quebec and Yalta was the high point of 
British strategy, or so it seemed. Churchill had obtained what he 
believed was a firm commitment from FDR to support British strategic 
objectives in Europe and Asia and promptly proceeded to Moscow to 
seek Stalin’s support for British interests in East and Southeast Europe.  

Churchill’s meetings with Stalin have been encapsulated in 
the famous “percentages” agreement. In their first meeting on 
October 9 (without Harriman present) Stalin agreed to Churchill’s 
proposal whereby Britain would have 90 percent influence in Greece, 
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while the Soviet Union would exercise 90 percent influence in 
Romania. The Russians would also obtain 75 percent influence in 
Bulgaria, while each country would exert 50 percent influence in 
Hungary and Yugoslavia.

62
  

According to Lowenheim, et al, “the details of this 
arrangement appear not to have been communicated to Roosevelt.”

63
 

In the joint Churchill-Stalin telegram to FDR the next day, October 10, 
they spoke only of the need “to consider the best way of reaching an 
agreed policy about the Balkan countries,” omitting the fact that they 
had already done so. 

64
 

We have tended to view the percentages agreement as a 
stand-alone agreement, but it appears to have been part of a larger 
trade-off. Churchill attempted to bring about a satisfactory coalition 
government for Poland, summoning the leaders of the London and 
Lublin Poles together for face-to-face discussions, but intransigence on 
the part of both parties doomed the effort to failure. This failure 
meant that the Soviet Union would exercise dominant influence in 
Poland and Eastern Europe, while Britain would have a free hand in 
Southeastern Europe. Of course, as they all understood, political 
solutions would flow from the boots on the ground. Except for Greece 
and Yugoslavia, Soviet occupation would result in pro-Soviet 
governments imposed everywhere else, unless Stalin could be 
“persuaded” to act otherwise. 

We have also tended to view the Moscow meeting from 
Churchill’s point of view, not Stalin’s. By all accounts, Stalin was as 
supportive of British plans as FDR had been, but for different reasons. 
While FDR had altered strategy to keep Churchill from acting 
independently, Stalin supported British plans to prevent a cease-fire 
on the western front, which he feared would result in the shift of 
German forces to the eastern front. The possibility of a separate peace 
on the western front would preoccupy Stalin until the very end of the 
war. 
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Thus, Stalin, too, reversed positions he had taken at Tehran, 
and now encouraged British plans for a drive through the Ljubljana 
gap. He would welcome British assistance in “the advance of the Red 
Army through Hungary into Austria” and said he would be “glad to see 
the British move north from Istria” to join Soviet forces around 
Vienna.

65
 

If Churchill and the British chiefs actually believed that FDR 
and Stalin had abandoned their own strategies in order to support a 
restoration of British strategy, it was a delusion of the highest order. In 
remarks to the House of Commons after his return from Moscow, he 
said:  

“I am very glad to inform the House that our 
relations with Soviet Russia were never more close, 
intimate and cordial than they are at the present 
time. Never before have we been able to reach so 
high a degree of frank and friendly discussions of the 
most delicate and often potentially vexatious 
topics.”

66
 

Churchill’s euphoria was a delusion that would be demolished 
in the days leading up to Yalta. By mid-December allied drives to the 
Rhine and across the Po Valley were stymied by Eisenhower’s 
decisions, harsh weather, and determined German resistance, then 
halted altogether by the German offensive in the Ardennes.

67
  

Although the Ardennes offensive failed, it caused further delay in the 
timetable of advance and by the end of the year Soviet forces were 
closer to Berlin than were British and American forces. 
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Yalta and FDR’s New World Order 

Neither FDR, nor Stalin had been in a particular hurry to set a 
time and place for the next meeting of the Big Three, but Churchill 
was. His vital objective was to capture Berlin, the centerpiece of the 
Versailles strategy, before the Russians did, and he knew that time 
was not on his side. Thus, he urged both of his partners to agree to a 
meeting and Yalta was eventually selected. They would assemble the 
week of February 4-11, 1945. 

At Yalta, Churchill was devastated to realize that with the 
exception of a few, key military operations, FDR had walked back from 
crucial promises made at Quebec, as well as those made to Chiang Kai-
Shek at Cairo. The truth was that at Yalta FDR put into place the final 
touches to the new world order strategy first set forth at Tehran.  

Indeed, Tehran and Yalta should be understood as the 
bookends of FDR’s strategy. Despite his debilitated condition at Yalta, 
the consistency of policy positions FDR took there when compared to 
those made at Tehran indicated that the President was still in 
command of his faculties. In other words, he was not bamboozled by a 
clever Stalin into giving away the store, as many scholars contend, or 
too ill to understand what he was doing. 

At Yalta, FDR granted Stalin an enormous sphere of influence in Asia. It included 

Manchuria, Korea, Mongolia, and Sinkiang; control of Sakhalin, the Kuriles, and the 

Northern Territories; and, informally, occupation of Hokkaido and north Honshu. 

Truman later decided to exclude the Soviets from Japan. (League of Nations map) 
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FDR’s new world order was based upon a presumed strategic 
partnership with the Soviet Union, which included Soviet participation 
in a world organization intended to maintain the peace. In this new 
world order, both Germany and Japan would be conquered, divided, 
and occupied. The Soviet Union would fill the vacuum created by the 
defeats of Germany and Japan with “friendly” states in East and 
Southeast Europe, and in the Far East in Outer Mongolia, Manchuria 
and Korea. The establishment of “friendly” buffer states would, 
however, come at the expense of British strategy and the restoration 
of Chinese territorial integrity. Indeed, FDR demolished both 
Churchill’s Versailles strategy and Chiang Kai-Shek’s hopes of 
recovering Manchuria on the altar of a chimerical vision of Soviet-
American friendship. 

The Versailles strategy, to reiterate, consisted of a weak, but 
territorially integrated Germany bounded in the west by the Anglo-
French anchor and in the east by Allied federations in east and 
southeast Europe. However, Germany would be divided along lines of 
occupation, as FDR and Stalin wished, not kept intact, as Churchill had 
hoped. Except for Greece and Yugoslavia, the Soviets would control 
Eastern and Southeastern Europe, eliminating any possibility of re-
establishing pro-British federations there. France would be brought 
partially into the victor’s club, as FDR gave France an occupation zone 
in Germany. Described as an act of kindness, it nevertheless offered 
hope that the Anglo-French anchor could be rebuilt. 

The Declaration of Liberated Europe made airy promises 
about free elections that could not be kept and was simply a fig leaf 
covering over Churchill’s failure. There was much discussion of Poland, 
but no loosening of Moscow’s grip. It was in Central Europe, as FDR 
feared, that Stalin outmaneuvered him. There had been no political 
agreement for Soviet domination of Central Europe. Just the opposite, 
yet Soviet forces seized control of Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and 
Austria. Once in control, Stalin “negotiated” the accession of Ruthenia 
from Czechoslovakia, giving the Soviet Union a direct border on 
Hungary and a powerful position in the very heart of Europe. 

Chiang Kai-Shek suffered a similar strategic defeat. The core 
of his strategy was, of course, the recovery of Manchuria, a region 
roughly the size of Western Europe. But, in the Yalta secret 
agreement, negotiated solely by FDR and Stalin and only signed 
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afterward by Churchill “with considerable reluctance,” FDR went back 
on his promise to Chiang and insured that the Soviet Union’s 
“preeminent interests” prevailed in Manchuria.

68
  

Soviet control over Manchuria was only thinly disguised by 
proposals for railway leases and joint port-use arrangements. FDR also 
affirmed outright Soviet control over Outer Mongolia and disguised 
control of Korea through participation in a trusteeship. Soviet armies, 
Chinese Communist and Soviet-trained Korean forces would be poised 
to enter both areas to reinforce Moscow’s “preeminent interests.” 

Then, ostensibly to “restore” Soviet possessions seized by 
Japan after 1904, FDR also returned “the southern part of Sakhalin” to 
the Soviet Union and “handed over” the Kurile Islands.

69
 This last was 

a travesty. Japan had acquired South Sakhalin after its victory over 
Tsarist Russia in 1905, but the Russians had swapped the Kurile Islands 
for Sakhalin in the Treaty of St. Petersburg thirty years earlier, in 1875. 
Japan had not seized the Kuriles and no Russian “rights” had been 
violated.  Furthermore, the definition of the Kuriles was generalized to 
include Japan’s Northern Territories, islands that had never been part 
of the Kuriles. 

On Korea, FDR had walked away from his Cairo promise of 
independence in due course and proclaimed the idea of a three-power 
trusteeship that now included the Soviet Union, but not Great Britain. 
It was yet another fig leaf auguring total Soviet control over that 
country, for the President promised Stalin that no American troops 
would be deployed to Korea, or to China. Chiang would not have the 
capability to contest the outcomes in either place because the ninety-
division army FDR had promised him had vanished in a barrage of 
official denials that such a promise had ever been made. 

Chiang was not apprised of the secret agreement at Yalta 
until mid-June 1945, after Stalin had already deployed half of the 
seventy-six divisions that would invade Manchuria, too late for him to 
affect the outcome. But, after Yalta, Churchill still held a slim hope 
that the Versailles system could be reconstructed. FDR had vacillated 
over Poland and the division of Germany and had rehabilitated France.  
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With Montgomery’s powerful 21st Army Group poised to 
advance in the north, Churchill believed that he could take Berlin 
before the Russians did and thereby influence outcomes in Eastern 
Europe, including especially in Poland. But his hope would be 
extinguished by FDR’s decision of March 28, conveyed through 
Marshall to Eisenhower, to shift Simpson’s Ninth Army away from 
Montgomery’s 21st Army Group to General Bradley’s 12th Army 
Group. This was “a stupefying blow,” according to Toland, which 
effectively insured that the Soviets would reach Berlin before 
Montgomery did.

70
 

Of course, not everything worked out the way FDR had 
planned. His successor, Harry Truman, upheld FDR’s written 
commitments to Stalin, but altered unwritten understandings. 
Although claiming otherwise, Truman upheld FDR’s vision of a divided 
Europe and Germany. While upholding the Yalta agreement on China, 
Southern Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands, he took sole control of 
Japan’s main islands and divided Korea, a complicated tale I have told 
elsewhere.

71
 Had FDR lived to insure that his strategy was carried out, 

in full, the Soviet Union would be with us still—a gigantic Communist 
colossus dominating the Eurasian landmass, and perhaps the world.    
A chimerical vision, indeed. 
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Most historical accounts dealing with the end of the Pacific 
War focus naturally enough on U.S. policy 
toward Japan, the dropping of the atomic 
bomb, and the role of Soviet entry into the 
war. These enormous and significant events 
deserve the treatment they have received. 
Contrary to conventional argument, 
however, President Truman’s decision to 
drop the atomic bomb was not intended to 
keep the Russians out of the war, which was 
impossible. It was to prod them into it 
prematurely, and by bringing the war to an 
early end, limit their conquest. Truman’s 
main objective in ending the war early was to 
limit Soviet gains in the Far East to the 
mainland, and prevent a Soviet invasion of 
Japan proper.  

Soon after assuming office, Truman undertook a major review 
of the strategy FDR had pursued during the war, particularly the 
commitments made to Stalin for Soviet entry into the war against 
Japan. The conclusion was that FDR had made a bad bargain, offering 
rewards far in excess of expected gains. “So far,” Truman decided, 
relations with the Soviet Union “had been a one way street.”

72
 In his 

zeal to destroy German Fascism, Japanese militarism, and British 
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colonialism, FDR opened the door to the rise of Communist 
imperialism. As a result, Truman revised the end game strategy to 
ensure American control of Japan and to divide Korea. However, he 
adhered strictly to FDR’s commitments with regard to China.

73
 

FDR’s Strategy 

On China, FDR had 
devised an ingenious solution to 
a fundamental conflict between 
the United States and the Soviet 
Union. Long-term Soviet 
strategy had been to establish 
buffer zones around the 
borders of the nation. In 
Europe, this meant the creation 
of satellite states in Eastern 
Europe; in Asia, the buffer zones 
were Manchuria, Outer Mongolia, and Sinkiang. The Soviets had 
already established a satellite state in Outer Mongolia, exerted 
substantial influence in Sinkiang, and were poised to take a page from 
Japan’s book in seizing Manchuria. 

For close to half a century the United States had espoused 
the strategy of the Open Door for China, which meant unreserved 
support for Chinese territorial integrity. American and Russian 
strategies were thus in direct conflict, particularly over Manchuria. 
FDR’s solution to this conflict was to propose that in return for Soviet 
commitment to China’s territorial integrity, the United States would 
insure that the Soviet Union’s “preeminent interests” would be 
safeguarded in Manchuria and Outer Mongolia.  

The Soviet Union’s preeminent interests were to be 
safeguarded through the instrumentality of the Chinese Communists, 
who would control Manchuria. The problem was that in early 1945 
there was no Communist presence in Manchuria. But, as the war came 
to an end the Chinese Communists would rush from their Yenan 
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redoubt to take control in the southern Manchurian countryside. The 
Russian invasion force that would enter Manchuria against Japan 
would be accompanied by a Chinese baggage-train army that would 
take control of the northern part of Manchuria.

74
  

The cement that was supposed to bind Roosevelt’s solution 
for China together was a treaty of friendship and alliance between the 
Soviet Union and China, and Mao Zedong’s commitment to enter into 
a coalition with Chiang Kai-Shek’s National Government. The U.S. 
government would encourage and support both negotiations. 

On Korea, at Cairo, in November 1943, FDR, Churchill, and 
Chiang Kai-shek had agreed, “in due course Korea shall become free 
and independent.” By the time of Yalta, however, the plan for Korea 
had morphed into a three-power trusteeship, which now included the 
Soviet Union, but not Great Britain, with independence receding into 
an indeterminate future.

75
 In truth, three-power trusteeship would 

lead to the division of Korea, just as four-power occupation would lead 
to the division of Germany. 

On Japan, the United States and the Soviet Union had 
pursued a pincer strategy, just as against Germany. At the conferences 
of Tehran and Yalta, FDR and Stalin had agreed to defeat Germany 
first, and then Japan. But by the end of May 1945, after the defeat of 
Germany, four developments had combined to persuade the new 
President to change U.S. strategy toward the Far East.  

First, was the realization that Stalin had badly 
outmaneuvered the United States in Europe. FDR had agreed to a 
strong Soviet position in Eastern Europe, but not in Central Europe. 
Shifting Poland two hundred miles to the west to insure a weak post-
war Germany opened the door for a Soviet demarche into Central 
Europe. A pro-Soviet Czech government transferred the eastern tip of 
Czechoslovakia, the sub-Carpathian Ukraine, to the Soviet Union in 
June 1945, which gave the Soviets a direct border on Hungary for the 
first time and a strong position in Central Europe, indeed, extending all 
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the way to Austria.
76

 Suffice it to say, Truman was alarmed that the 
Soviet Union’s “expanding demands” in Europe would find similar 
expression in the Far East. 

Second, was the fact 
that by spring Japan was 
defeated. The Japanese navy 
and air force had ceased to 
exist as viable forces. From 
March, the U.S. Navy had 
commenced a blockade of the 
country, was mining its 
harbors, bombarding its coastal 
cities, and had cut off all access 
to and from the home islands. 
The Air Force had also 
commenced massive 
incendiary bombing raids 
against most cities.  

Third, was Japanese willingness to end the war. They were 
extending peace feelers to the Americans in Zurich, to the Swedes in 
Oslo, and to the Russians in Moscow.

77
 The sole condition was that the 

Emperor continue to reign. What followed from this was the 
realization that Soviet entry into the Pacific War was no longer 
necessary, or, in Truman’s mind, desirable, to defeat Japan.   

The fourth and key development enabling a change of 
strategy was discovery that the atomic bomb would be available for 
use by early August. Manhattan Project scientists had devised two 
types of bombs, a uranium version with a gun trigger and a plutonium 
version detonated by an implosion device. By February 1945, scientists 
were sufficiently confident that the uranium bomb, called “little boy,” 
would work that they decided that it was unnecessary to test it. The 
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more complicated implosion-type plutonium bomb, called “fat man,” 
would require testing, which was scheduled for early July.  

On May 31, 1945, the Interim Committee, chaired by 
Secretary of State in waiting Jimmy Byrnes, and tasked to analyze the 
bomb program, had determined that two bombs would be available 
by early August, pending the July test of the plutonium device. The 
committee recommended and Truman agreed that the bombs should 
be used against Japan without warning and without informing the 
Soviet Union in advance. From this point, the atomic bomb would play 
a central role in Truman’s plans.

78
 

The decision to use the atomic bomb against Japan had been 
made while Harry Hopkins was in Moscow, from May 26 to June 6. His 
mission was first and foremost to demonstrate continuity in the 
transition from FDR to Truman and to smooth over growing post-war, 
European disputes, especially regarding Poland. He was also to obtain 
Stalin’s agreement for a meeting of the big three, and confirm 
arrangements for Soviet entry into the war against Japan. In fact, 
Hopkins and Stalin went over the entire agenda that would be 
discussed at the Potsdam conference.

79
 

Stalin affirmed his commitment to join the war against Japan, 
on condition that China signed a treaty legalizing the Yalta accords. He 
also agreed to a four-power trusteeship for Korea (which would 
shortly be changed to a three-power trusteeship, eliminating Great 
Britain). As to Japan, Stalin affirmed the unconditional surrender 
formula and informed Hopkins that “the Soviet Army will be properly 
deployed on the Manchurian positions by August 8th.” He also told 
him “Russia would expect to share in the actual occupation of Japan 
and that he wanted an agreement with us and the British as to zones 
of occupation…”

80
 

Truman would support what FDR had committed the United 
States to do in writing in the Yalta agreement, but he would not 
support what had not been committed to in writing, namely, the 
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invasion, division, and occupation of Japan, and the three-power 
trusteeship for Korea.  

At Yalta, FDR and Stalin had signed a secret agreement 
declaring that the Soviet Union would enter the war against Japan on 
condition that: 

1. The status quo in Outer Mongolia would be preserved. 

2. In Manchuria, the port of Darien would be 
“internationalized” and Port Arthur would be “leased” to 
the Soviet Union. 

3. China and the USSR would “jointly operate” the Chinese 
Eastern and the South Manchurian railroads. 

4. “The southern part of Sakhalin as well as all islands 
adjacent to it shall be returned to the Soviet Union.” 

5.  The Kurile Islands would be “handed over” to the Soviet 
Union. 

Chiang Kai-shek had not been consulted about the 
agreement. Despite the clear violations of Chinese sovereignty 
regarding the ports and railroads in Manchuria, the agreement went 
on to state that the Soviet Union stood ready to conclude a treaty of 
friendship and alliance with China to “legalize” these concessions. 
Finally, the President committed himself to obtain Chiang Kai-shek’s 
“concurrence on advice from Marshal Stalin.”

81
 

The position the Soviet Union would acquire as a result of its 
participation in the war would make the Russians a global equal to the 
United States, particularly if the Soviets occupied a substantial part of 
Japan. They would incorporate a significant portion of the impressive 
industrial plant the Japanese had constructed in Japan, Manchuria, 
and Korea and acquire the ice-free ports that they lacked. Moreover, 
the longer the war lasted the stronger would be the Soviet claim to 
occupy Japan. 
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Although it was 
never made explicit, FDR 
and Stalin clearly had an 
“understanding” 
regarding the pursuit of a 
pincer strategy that 
involved the joint 
invasion, division, and 
occupation of Japan. A 
few days after the Yalta 
meeting, for example, a 
War Department study 
proposed two options for 
the Soviet occupation of 
Japan. One was for them 
to occupy Hokkaido, Japan’s entire northernmost island, and the other 
was for the occupation of all of Hokkaido and northern Honshu, a 
region called Tohoku.

82
 The latter alternative would have allocated 

half of Japan to Soviet occupation. 

But there was more. FDR had agreed at Yalta on two 
programs to assist the Soviet Union in the war against Japan, 
Operation Milepost and Project Hula. Milepost extended lend-lease. 
Nearly a billion and a half dollars in aid went to Nakhodka and 
Vladivostok from April to September 1945. Operation Hula was a 
program designed to transfer 180 naval craft to the Soviet Union as 
well as train 12,000 Russian naval personnel in their use. Thirty 
frigates, thirty LCI transports, numerous minesweeping and coastal 
patrol craft were included in this package. The training and transfer 
point for the Hula program was at Cold Bay in the Aleutian Islands.

83
 

FDR made no formal commitment to support the Soviet 
invasion, division, and occupation of Japan. Nor had he formally 
agreed to a three-power trusteeship for Korea. The absence of formal 
commitments for the occupation of Japan and trusteeship for Korea, 
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unlike the Yalta agreements concerning Mongolia, Manchuria, 
Sakhalin and the Kuriles, were Truman’s way out of FDR’s bad bargain. 

Truman’s Revision 

Truman developed his strategy in collaboration with his soon-
to-be Secretary of State, Jimmy Byrnes. Together they drew from the 
various policy positions espoused by FDR’s top aides. General 
Marshall, FDR’s wartime confidant and grand strategist, argued for the 
completion of the grand pincer strategies pursued since Tehran. That 
meant the joint U.S.-Soviet invasion of Japan, the Russians from the 
north and the Americans from the south, meeting in Tokyo. General 
MacArthur, the Pacific field commander, also supported this strategy, 
although he earlier had proposed an invasion of the Tokyo plain, 
instead of Kyushu.

84
 

Secretary of War Henry Stimson, Assistant Secretary of State 
Joseph Grew, and Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal, based on 
knowledge of the atomic bomb and Japanese peace feelers indicating 
a willingness to end the war on condition that the Emperor’s 
prerogatives were preserved, argued for acceptance of the Japanese 
condition in order to bring about an early end to the war short of 
invasion. Admiral Earnest King, General Hap Arnold, and Admiral 
Chester Nimitz, argued that Japan could be forced to surrender 
without an invasion by an intensification of the naval blockade and 
aerial bombardment already under way. 

The Stimson group’s proposal to modify unconditional 
surrender might have brought a prompt end to the conflict, but at the 
cost of leaving the Japanese regime intact without removing the 
prospects for resurgence of Japanese militarism. The military 
arguments for blockade and bombardment would have meant the 
continuation of the war for several more months, whether Japan was 
invaded or not. Soviet participation in the war and demands to join in 
the occupation would thus be inevitable. 

None of these proposals addressed the larger issue of the 
postwar structure of the Far East and the respective Soviet and 
American positions in it. Truman and Byrnes set about crafting a 
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broader solution. It involved a sharp turn away from FDR’s strategy 
toward Japan and Korea, but adherence to it with regard to China. To 
achieve it they sought to drop the atomic bomb and end the war six 
months to a year sooner than expected. Thus, there would be no need 
to invade Japan proper, and the Soviet Union could be excluded from 
any occupation role.  

The Russians would nevertheless enter the war, but be 
limited in their advance to the Asian mainland and, as we shall see, to 
the Kuriles. To limit the Soviet position in Korea, Truman sought its 
division. And to circumscribe the Soviet position in Manchuria, he 
supported FDR’s plan for the creation of a coalition government in 
China comprised of Communists and Nationalists. 

It appears that Truman and Byrnes worked out the final 
details of their strategy aboard the USS Augusta en route to the 
Potsdam conference, July 7-14. On this trip, Truman excluded all of his 
advisers except for Byrnes and Admiral William Leahy, his liaison with 
the Joint Chiefs. Also with him were three State Department officials: 
Chip Bohlen, the department’s top Russian specialist; Freeman 
Matthews, Director of European Affairs; and, Ben Cohen, trusted legal 
analyst and expert draftsman. During the weeklong trip Truman and 
Byrnes met several times each day to work out their approach, 
frequently consulting his advisers as necessary. 

Truman’s advisors prepare for Potsdam aboard the USS Augusta.      

Left to Right: Bohlen, Matthews, Byrnes, and Cohen. (NARA) 
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Truman had not one, but two aces in the hole in the great 
game of strategic poker he was about to play with Stalin. Not only did 
he have the power to bring the war to an earlier-than-planned end 
with the atomic bomb, but also he had the Emperor’s conditional 
willingness to end the war.  

U.S. intelligence, Ultra and Magic, indicated that the 
Japanese were playing a very risky and dangerous endgame. They 
were attempting to keep the conflict a one-front war by enlisting the 
Russians as mediators, even though the Soviets had denounced the 
Neutrality Treaty on April 5 and were moving troops to the Far East. To 
Japan’s ambassador to the Soviet Union, Naotake Sato, these moves 
meant that the Russians were preparing to invade Japan at the most 
opportune moment. Indeed, the Kuniaki Koiso government fell the 
same day the Russians denounced the treaty and was replaced by the 
Kantaro Suzuki government.

85
  

The U.S. Ultra and Magic radio intercept analysts were 
carefully observing Japan’s defense moves. Even as they were sending 
out peace feelers, the Japanese were preparing for a determined 
defense of the homeland with a strategy code-named Ketsu-go. The 
Japanese assumed that the U.S. would invade the southernmost island 
of Kyushu and were reinforcing the island to the maximum extent, but 
were not strengthening the defenses of Hokkaido. Indeed, they were 
drawing down forces there for redeployment to Kyushu.

86
 

The Imperial Conference of June 8 had adopted the “basic 
strategy… for guiding the war,” which was to fight a one-front war 
against the United States, attempt to administer a decisive defeat in 
repulsing the invasion of Kyushu, and sue for peace on favorable terms 
through a Soviet mediation. Two weeks later, the Japanese amended 
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this scenario to seek Soviet mediation before the decisive battle 
occurred.

87
 

Although the lynchpin of this strategy was Soviet neutrality, 
the Supreme War Council acknowledged that the Russians “planned to 
expand their influence in the Far East by striking at the most 
opportune moment.” This meant that if the mediation plan failed and 
the Russians entered the war, the Japanese would immediately 
surrender to the United States to forestall the division of their country, 
which I believe was their paramount concern.

88
 

Japan hoped to insure that the Russians adhered strictly to 
the terms of the Neutrality Pact, which was to remain in force for one 
year after it was denounced. In discussions with the Russians, the 
Japanese increased the amount they were willing to pay to keep them 
out of the war. From initially offering fishing rights, to giving up 
Sakhalin, they ended up offering to give up all their mainland 
conquests in return for not only mediation of a peace settlement, but 
also an alliance.  

Unbeknownst to the Japanese or the Americans, however, 
Stalin had already issued orders to prepare for entry into the war after 
his very first conversation with Harry Hopkins, on June 26. He ordered 
his armies to be ready to attack by August 20. He wanted everything 
prepared by August 1, over three months before the planned U.S. 
invasion of Kyushu.

89
 

In this context, Japanese peace feelers to end the war on 
condition that there was no prejudice against the prerogatives of the 
Emperor must be understood as an attempt to open a private dialogue 
with Truman, yet keep the ultimate decision in Hirohito’s hands. The 
defeat and dismemberment of Germany had to have been uppermost 
in the Emperor’s mind. The greatest danger Japan faced was not 
merely destruction and defeat, which were inevitable, but 
dismemberment and the end of the Kokutai. The Kokutai was a term 
with layers of meanings centered on the concept of the national 
polity, but its irreducible meaning was the integrity of the state 
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structure. There could be recovery from destruction and defeat, but 
not from dismemberment. 

If Truman understood that the Japanese leadership’s main 
concern was preservation of the state, then he knew that the status of 
the Emperor was negotiable, despite the Japanese attempt to identify 
the Emperor with the state. He certainly knew that he could obtain an 
end to the war at any time, if he were willing to compromise on the 
Emperor’s status, as Stimson, Forrestal, and Grew urged. But, that was 
the worst case and he would choose it, if and only if the Russian 
invasion of the main islands became unavoidable.  

        Thus, the President’s carefully crafted strategy was to bring the 
war to an early end, prod the Russians into Manchuria, limit them to 
the extent possible in Korea, acquiesce in the Soviet seizure of the 
Kuriles, but exclude them entirely from Japan proper. He would fulfill 
FDR’s Yalta commitments to the letter, but preserve America’s 
dominant position in the Pacific by taking complete control of Japan.  

Simple in concept, the strategy 
would be complicated to execute, 
because the Russians could be expected 
to contest their exclusion from Japan. 
The atomic bomb would be the key to 
success, prompting the Emperor to save 
his country from dismemberment by 
bringing to a quick end a war that was 
expected to last for at least another 
half year and guarantee Japan’s 
dismemberment. 

The Potsdam Conference 

At Potsdam, Truman initiated 
the Pacific aspect of his strategy on a 
broad canvas. He agreed to a settlement dividing Germany and Europe 
on very advantageous terms for Stalin, even while publicly denying he 
had done so, but presented him with a fait accompli in the Pacific.

90
 

During the two-week-long conference, Truman, Stalin, and Churchill, 
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focused most of their deliberations on European issues, much to the 
discomfiture of Stalin who had come to the conference eager to work 
out plans for the final, joint invasion and occupation of Japan.  

Both behind the scenes and in discussions with Stalin, Truman 
carefully positioned the United States for the endgame. During his first 
meeting with the Soviet leader, on July 17, Truman asked for his 
assurance that the Open Door policy would apply to all of Manchuria 
and that Darien be “internationalized,” as stipulated in the Yalta 
agreement.

91
 Raising the issue of the Open Door shocked Stalin for it 

was a new demand for an American presence throughout Manchuria, 
and a clear deviation from FDR’s policy.  

Truman certainly knew Stalin would not accept an American 
presence in Manchuria, so raising the issue was probably designed to 
soften up the Soviet leader in his negotiations with Chiang Kai-shek, 
then under way. Indeed, the negotiations had reached an impasse 
over the Soviet demand for sole control of the port of Darien.  

As Stalin had conditioned Soviet entry into the war on the 
satisfactory negotiation of a treaty with China, Truman sought to lend 
support to Chiang. On the 23rd, he sent him a message stating: “I 
asked that you carry out the Yalta agreement but I had not asked that 
you make any concession in excess of that agreement.”

92
 Truman was 

clearly playing both sides of this negotiation, indicating to Chiang not 
to cave in to Soviet demands for control of Darien, and to Stalin that 
the United States might have to get involved, if the Russians tried to 
steamroll the Chinese. 

The Americans sought to ascertain precisely when the 
Russians would be ready to invade Manchuria. The Soviet reply was 
that they would be ready by mid-to-late August, which was two-to-
three weeks later than Stalin had mentioned to Hopkins. In fact, as 
noted above, Stalin had ordered his armies to be prepared to attack by 
August 1. Suspicious, the Joint Chiefs alerted MacArthur that events 
were moving far more rapidly than anyone expected. On July 21, they 
sent him a message stating that it might “prove necessary to take 
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action within the near future on the basis of Japanese capitulation, 
possibly before Russian entry.”

93
  

At the same time, in the context of delimiting areas of 
operations for their respective forces, the Joint Chiefs of Staff sought 
to exclude the Soviets from Japan. On July 24, posing five questions to 
the Soviet chiefs regarding areas of naval and air operations, the U.S. 
side declared unlimited access for U.S. naval forces in the Sea of Japan 
and Sea of Okhotsk, drew a line around the Japanese home islands, 
and divided Korea.  

Starting at the thirty-eighth parallel extended, they drew a 
line from the parallel up to forty-five degrees north of the forty-fifth 
parallel to the La Perouse Strait, which separates Sakhalin and 
Hokkaido. The U.S. Navy would operate to the east of this line and the 
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The JCS proposed unrestricted US air operations south and east of the red line 

shown on this map, and unrestricted US submarine operations south and east of the 

blue line. The intent was to exclude the Soviets from Japan. Truman also ordered the 

Navy to prepare to occupy ports in north China and Korea (the blue stars) if Japan 

suddenly surrendered. He thus sought to block any Soviet advance into China. 
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Soviet Navy to the west of it. Finally, the U.S. Air Force was to be free 
to roam over all of Manchuria up to the Outer Mongolian border.

94
 

Needless to say, the Russians were not happy with these limitations 
and sought to revise them. 

The same day, July 24, after their plenum meeting, Truman 
“sauntered casually around to Stalin” without his interpreter and 
“mentioned” to him that the United States now possessed a “new 
weapon of unusual destructive force.”

95
 Stalin displayed no surprise, 

saying simply that he was “glad to hear it and hoped we would make 
‘good use of it against the Japanese.’” Shortly afterward, in his 
quarters, Truman “made the decision” to drop the atomic bombs on 
Japan, ordering the first bomb to be dropped “after about 3 August.”

96
  

Truman’s coup de main came two days later. Without 
informing or consulting the Russians, the President released the 
Potsdam Declaration on the evening of July 26. The most striking 
aspect of the declaration was the absence of Stalin’s name on it. 
Coming out of a conference where the President, Stalin, and Churchill 
had been conferring for over a week, it strongly suggested that there 
had been a disagreement among the Big Three. Churchill had left the 
conference, it was said, to await the election results in Britain. But 
other explanations were possible. The Potsdam Declaration was 
signed by Truman, Churchill, who had left, and Chiang Kai-shek, who 
had not attended. As for Stalin, the implication was that he had 
declined to sign the declaration in order to uphold his treaty 
commitment to Japan.  

Of course, we know now, Stalin fully expected to sign the 
declaration and, in fact, had prepared his own draft for 
consideration.

97
 But Truman had good reasons for issuing the 

declaration without his signature. To include it would have conferred 
considerable legitimacy on the Soviet violation of the Neutrality Treaty 
and Stalin’s demand to participate in the occupation of Japan. More 
importantly, the omission of Stalin’s signature fed the Japanese hope 
that the Russians were going to adhere to the Neutrality Treaty and 
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mediate Japan’s surrender after the decisive battle with the 
Americans. 

The Potsdam Declaration thus contained a number of subtle, 
but different offers to a variety of constituencies. Promising to carry 
out the terms of the Cairo Declaration, the signers said “Japanese 
sovereignty shall be limited to the islands of Honshu, Hokkaido, 
Kyushu, Shikoku, and such minor islands as we determine.” The clear 
inference was that if Japan surrendered to the United States, Japan 
would not be crushed and dismembered the way Germany was, but 
kept intact. 

Yet, in this very sentence lay a scrap for Stalin, which was the 
omission of any mention of Japan’s Northern Territories (Etorofu, 
Kunashiri, Shikotan, and Habomai). The Northern Territories were not 
the “minor islands” referred to in the Declaration, but historically 
distinct Japanese territory, separate from the Kurile Islands. Omitting 
them from the Declaration left their status ambiguous. 

Finally, there was yet another element missing from the 
Declaration and that was the Emperor himself, who was not 
mentioned. The last sentence in the document stated: “We call upon 
the Government of Japan to proclaim now the unconditional surrender 
of all the Japanese armed forces, and to provide proper and adequate 

The Treaty of Shimoda, 1855, defined 

the Kurile Islands as the string of 

islands from Urup to Paramushir. The 

islands to the south of Urup were 

Japan’s Northern Territories. In the 

Treaty of St. Petersburg, 1875, Russia 

swapped the Kuriles for Sakhalin.  

Japanese acquisition of the Kuriles in no way 

changed the status of the Northern Territories. 

The 1905 Russo-Japanese War, which saw 

Sakhalin revert to Japanese control, also did not 

affect the status of the Kuriles. (Wikipedia) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kuril_Islands#mediaviewer/File:Demis-kurils-russian_names.png
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assurances of their good faith in such action.” Referring only to the 
government of Japan and speaking of unconditional surrender only in 
the context of Japan’s armed forces implied that the Emperor was a 
distinct entity apart from the government and would receive separate 
consideration.   

There were, in fact, four powerful messages in the Potsdam 
Declaration. To the Japanese military that counted on Soviet neutrality 
and mediation in their last-ditch stand strategy, the absence of Stalin’s 
signature reinforced their view. To the so-called Japanese peace 
faction the promise of retaining the Kokutai intact conveyed an 
equally powerful attraction to accept U.S. terms. To the Emperor the 
omission of his name signaled that he would continue to reign if he 
could bring about surrender. Finally, to Stalin, there was the 
suggestion that the Northern Territories were not considered to be 
Japanese sovereign territory. 

Truman, in my view, was counting on the responses that he 
got—indecision from Japan and prompt action from the Soviet Union. 
Interpreting the Japanese response, mokusatsu, which means to kill 
with silence, as a rejection of the surrender terms, gave Truman the 
opportunity he needed to strike. Taking every precaution, however, 
that same day of the 26th, the JCS ordered MacArthur and Nimitz to 
coordinate plans “in the event of Japanese governmental surrender.” 
In such an event JCS sought the immediate naval occupation of 
Shanghai, Pusan, Chefoo, Chingwangtao, and Taku by U.S. Marines. 
This was, ostensibly “to facilitate the reoccupation of the country by 
Chinese forces,”

98
 but primarily intended to establish blocking 

positions to limit the expected Soviet advance into Manchuria, Korea, 
and North China. 

Stalin had counted on his inclusion in the Declaration as the 
way of overriding his treaty obligation under the Neutrality Pact. We 
know that because that was the way he phrased his draft. The key part 
of the Soviet draft declared, “the United States, China, Great Britain, 
and the Soviet Union consider it their duty to take joint, decisive 
measures immediately to bring the war to an end.”

99
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But Stalin faced a second impediment, one of his own 
making, and that was his demand that Chiang Kai-Shek sign a treaty 
with the Soviet Union before Moscow would join in the war against 
Japan. This condition was not stipulated in the Yalta agreement, which 
said only that the Soviet Union expressed its “readiness to conclude…a 
pact of friendship and alliance” with China, not that Soviet entry into 
the war was contingent upon it. In fact, neither issue would stand in 
the way of a unilateral Soviet declaration of war against Japan. 

Stalin was undoubtedly shocked at how easily Truman had 
outmaneuvered him, but prepared a countermove. On July 29, he sent 
Molotov to the plenary session in his place, explaining that he had a 
“cold.” Molotov passed on Stalin’s proposal that the allies “address a 
formal request to the Soviet government for its entry into the war,” on 
the grounds that Japan had rejected the Potsdam Declaration. 
Truman, taken by surprise, but averse to pulling Stalin’s chestnuts out 
of the fire, deferred a reply.  

After thinking about it for two days, Truman responded, 
parrying Stalin’s ploy. On July 31 he sent Stalin a message, saying that 
as soon as the Soviet Union had reached agreement on a treaty with 
China, he would invite the Soviets into the war against Japan, based on 
articles 103 and 106 of the proposed United Nations Charter and the 
Moscow Declaration of 1943. As soon as he received word from Stalin 
that a treaty had been signed, he said, he would mail him a “form 
letter” requesting Soviet entry into the war.

100
 These were terms that 

Stalin could hardly accept, because they took the initiative for entry 
into the war away from him and placed it in the hands of Chiang Kai-
Shek and Truman. 

Shortly after Potsdam, as the Soviet negotiations with the 
Chinese were about to resume, Truman fired another salvo. On August 
5, he instructed Harriman to tell Stalin that the Chinese had met the 
terms of Yalta Agreement and the Russians should not insist on more. 
The agreement called for Darien to be “internationalized,” and Port 
Arthur “leased” to the Russians, but Moscow sought to include Darien 
into the Soviet military zone on the Liaotung peninsula.

101
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Truman proposed that the two countries issue a joint 
statement affirming the Open Door in Manchuria. The President 
preferred “free port” status for Dairen under Chinese administration, 
but would not object to supervision of the port by an international 
commission composed of Soviet, American, British, and Chinese 
representatives.

102
 Truman’s note encouraged Chiang to string out the 

negotiations, but he caved in to Stalin’s demand to control Darien on 
August 15, the day of Japan’s surrender. 

Endgame in the Far East 

Events now moved rapidly. Assuming early Soviet entry after 
the atomic attack, Truman moved to redirect American power away 
from Kyushu to 
landings in “extreme 
northern Honshu,” in 
an attempt to block 
any Soviet advance 
into the main islands. 
On August 4, the 
Joint War Plans 
Committee had 
issued a report on 
“Alternatives to 
Olympic.” Due to 
Ultra signals 
intercepts of a heavy 
reinforcement of 
Kyushu “considerably 
in excess of that previously estimated,” the planners wanted theater 
commanders, MacArthur and Nimitz, to “make alternate plans and 
submit timely recommendations.” It concluded: “Operations against 
extreme northern Honshu, against the Sendai area, and directly 
against the Kanto Plain are now under intensive study here.”

103
 

The day after the bombing of Hiroshima, Marshall sent 
MacArthur an “eye’s only” message seeking his views.

104
 MacArthur 
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Truman redirected invasion 

planning from Kyushu to 

north Honshu in order to 

block any Soviet advance on 

the main islands of Japan. 
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replied three days later after the bombing of Nagasaki, and after the 
Soviet Union had entered the war, supporting the invasion of Kyushu. 
He disputed the signals intelligence evidence as being overstated, 
insisting that “airstrikes would cut off Japanese reinforcement,” and 
rejected all other alternatives as “not feasible.”

105
 

MacArthur, of course, was not privy to Truman’s change of 
strategy, which sought to prevent a Soviet invasion of Japan, but he 
was correct to question the intelligence about Kyushu. The evidence 
for the buildup was a largely SIGINT-driven event supported by 
sporadic aerial reconnaissance.

106
 Furthermore, the intercepts were 

almost entirely from Army Signals Intelligence, not naval intelligence. 
According to Holmes, “very little of this [Kyushu defense]] planning 
was reflected in the radio traffic intercepted by FRUPac.”

107
 Finally, 

while the Japanese were making every effort to reinforce Kyushu, it 
was very difficult to credit reports that they had managed to redeploy 
four entire divisions from Manchuria and Korea to Kyushu since the 
spring, after the U.S. Navy had placed a blockade around Japan.

108
 

Marshall himself, during the Combined Chiefs meeting of July 
24 discussed above, declared in response to Soviet queries about 
Japanese ability to reinforce Manchuria from Japan that “no troops 
could be moved from Japan to Manchuria.” As a result of submarine 
operations, mining, shore bombardment and carrier strikes on ports, 
he said, “Japan has been compelled to stop all operations at sea.”

109
 

One could not have it both ways. The Japanese were 
obviously attempting to strengthen their defenses, but contrary to 
SIGINT reports, could not move troops from the mainland to Japan. 
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The answer appears to have been radio deception regarding troop 
movements, unit strength, and dispositions – a common SIGINT 
practice. Indeed, this may be an instance of radio deception by both 
sides. Not only were the Japanese attempting to portray a stronger 
defense than existed, Truman may have been doing the same. 

In this analysis, Truman sought to redirect Olympic to prevent 
a Soviet lodgment on the main islands. Thus, it was not beyond the 
realm of possibility that the American side was itself inflating the size 
of the Japanese buildup in Kyushu in order to justify changing plans. 
That radio intercepts regarding the greater-than-estimated buildup 
began from July onward lends credence to this interpretation.

110
 

The August 6 atomic attack on Hiroshima fatally 
compromised the first part of Ketsu-go, the plan for decisive battle 
against the United States, even though high Japanese military officials 
argued for its continuation by denying the bomb’s significance.

111
 The 

Emperor, however, directed urgently that Japan move to activate the 
second part of the plan, the request for Soviet mediation.  

The Japanese had been attempting to ascertain Moscow’s 
attitude toward mediation since Potsdam, hoping that the omission of 
Stalin’s name from the Declaration meant that the Soviet Union would 
remain neutral. But Ambassador Sato could meet only with Vice 
Foreign Commissar Alexander Lozovsky, who was sympathetic but 
uninformative. Finally, Sato arranged to see Molotov upon his return 
from Potsdam, at five p.m. on the eighth. As soon as Sato entered his 
office, the Soviet foreign minister cut the ambassador off before he 
could present his request for mediation, and, instead, shocking him, 
read the formal Soviet declaration of war against his country.

112
 

The Soviet declaration of war compromised Ketsugo in its 
entirety. Thus, it was neither actual Soviet entry into the war, nor the 
atomic destruction of Nagasaki on the 9th that produced Japan’s 
decision to surrender, but the Soviet declaration of war. The Soviet 
declaration not only destroyed the Japanese assumption of a one-
front conflict, but also portended Japan’s dismemberment, and 
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prompted acceptance of the Potsdam terms the next day, August 10. 
In their response, however, the Japanese still clung to the hope of 
preserving Hirohito’s “prerogatives as a sovereign ruler.”  

In Washington, after some internal argument about the kind 
of response to make – Stimson, Leahy, Grew, and Forrestal urged 
agreement to retain the Emperor – Secretary Byrnes drafted the 
following reply to the Japanese. 

From the moment of surrender the authority of the 
Emperor…shall be subject to the Supreme 
Commander of the Allied powers….The ultimate 
form of government of Japan shall, in accordance 
with the Potsdam Declaration, be established by the 
freely expressed will of the Japanese people.

113
 

As Frank notes, Byrnes’ reply, “implied much but…promised 
nothing.” The ball was back in Japan’s court and the continued refusal 
of Japan’s military high command to acknowledge defeat persuaded 
Truman to increase the pressure, in part because the Russians were 
moving fast.  
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The next day, August 11, Truman ordered MacArthur and 
Nimitz to make “advance arrangements…to occupy the Port of Dairen 
and a port in Korea [Seoul] immediately following the surrender of 
Japan if those ports have not at that time been taken over by Soviet 
forces.”

114
 Second, he ordered the resumption of air strikes against 

Japan, but reoriented them away from urban incendiary bombing to 
strikes on petroleum and transportation systems.

115
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Then occurred one of the most random and complicated 
sequences of the war, which led to Japan’s surrender. On the 14th, 
after a four-day hiatus, 20th Air Force carried out a one thousand-
plane attack on six targets; two were in western Honshu, at Iwakuni 
and Osaka, to interdict the rail link to Kyushu; and three were against 
similar targets northwest of Tokyo, at Tokoyama, Kumagaya, and 
Isesaki.

116
 But it was the sixth attack, carried out by the 315th Bomb 

Wing, which was moreover unmentioned in all accounts of the war, 
save one that triggered what was probably the most bizarre sequence 
in history. 

The 315th’s mission was the last and longest bombing 
mission of the war. Its target was Japan’s remaining functioning oil 
refinery at Akita and the adjacent port of Tsuchizaki located on the 
west coast of “extreme northern Honshu,” some 280 miles from 
Tokyo. Akita was the obvious location for Soviet forces were they to 
attempt an amphibious landing on Honshu.

117
 Essentially, Akita was 

the Soviet gateway to Tokyo. 

As noted above, Project Hula and the Soviets’ own resources 
in the Far East gave them adequate amphibious lift. By the 14th, 
Soviet forces were in Vladivostok and Nakhodka and were about to 
take the ports of Rajin and Chongjin on the northeast coast of Korea. 
They had already invaded Sakhalin and were fighting their way to the 
southern tip of the island, which was only twenty-seven miles across 
the La Perouse Strait from Hokkaido.

118
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As 143 B-29s flew over Tokyo on their way to Akita around 
midnight on the 14th, Tokyo defense command imposed a blackout on 
the capital. The blackout occurred just as a few fanatical right-wing 
officers were attempting a coup d’état. They hoped to prevent 
surrender by finding and destroying the Emperor’s pre-recorded 
surrender speech. In the dark, however, they were unable to locate it, 
and by morning of the 15th, their plot was quashed and the surrender 
announcement played on national radio.

119
 The 315th’s successful air 

strike on Akita not only demonstrated Truman’s willingness to use 
American power to block a Soviet attempt to invade Japan, but also 
inter alia facilitated the surrender of Japan, and perhaps even saved 
the Emperor himself. 

Although Japan had now surrendered, the Russians continued 
operations. For Truman, therefore, the problem remained to prevent 
them from gaining a foothold in Japan proper and limiting their 
advance in Korea. Issuing General Order No. 1 the day following the 
surrender announcement, MacArthur declared that all Japanese forces 
“in the main islands of Japan, minor islands adjacent thereto, Korea 
south of 38-00 north and the Philippines shall surrender to the 
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Commander in Chief, United States Army Forces in the Pacific.”
120

 
Curiously, both the Northern Territories and the Kurile Islands had 
been omitted from the list. 

Stalin did not miss this. In a message to Truman the next day, 
he offered what he called a few “corrections.” While accepting the 
dividing line for Korea, he insisted, “all the Kurile Islands… have to 
come into possession of the Soviet Union.” He also wanted Japanese 
troops in “the northern part of the Island Hokkaido” to surrender to 
Soviet troops. In closing, Stalin hoped that his “modest suggestions 
would not meet with any objections.”

121
 At the same time, Molotov 

was attempting to obtain Ambassador Harriman’s agreement to a 
“joint Supreme command consisting of General MacArthur and 
Marshal Vasilevski.” Harriman peremptorily rejected the proposal.

122
 

Truman’s reply to Stalin of the 18th was equally firm. While 
he agreed to modify General Order No. 1 “to include all the Kurile 
Islands” to be surrendered to Soviet forces, he rejected Stalin’s 
request regarding Hokkaido. It was his “intention,” he said, that 
Japanese forces on “all the islands of Japan proper” surrender to 
General MacArthur. Japan was to remain undivided and under 
American control. Furthermore, the United States “desires air base 
rights…on some one of the Kurile Islands.” 

Stalin peevishly replied on the 22nd. He “did not expect such 
an answer from you” on the Hokkaido matter and as for a 
“permanent” base in the Kuriles, his answer was “no” because “it was 
not provided for” in either the Yalta or Potsdam conferences. Indeed, 
the Soviet leader spoke of the base request as something “laid 
before…a conquered state” and he did not “believe that the Soviet 
Union could be included among such states.”

123
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Truman’s reply was conciliatory, but with a twist. You 
“misunderstood my message,” he said. He had not demanded a 
permanent base, but simply that one would be useful “during the 
occupation of Japan.” Furthermore, he “was not speaking about any 
territory of the Soviet Republic, I was speaking of the Kurile Islands, 
Japanese territory, disposition of which must be made at a peace 
settlement.”

 124
 Referring issues to a “peace settlement” for 

disposition was a tactic Truman had used to great effect during the 
Potsdam conference precisely to avoid settling issues. 

If Truman sought to keep the status of the Kuriles unsettled, 
Stalin did not fall for the trap. In his reply of August 30, he avoided 
comment about a peace settlement. Admitting that he had 
“misunderstood” Truman, he said “of course” the United States could 
use an air base on the Kuriles on an “emergency” basis, but the Soviet 
government expected “reciprocity” for landing rights on one of the 
Aleutian Islands. 

Truman observed that Stalin had tried several different 
venues that would “bring to Japan the kind of divided rule which the 
circumstances and necessities of the military situation had forced 
upon us in Germany.”

125
 These were all rejected. 

But, it seems, Stalin had the last laugh, or perhaps it was a 
chuckle. Or, perhaps the laugh was not his. On September 3, following 
the surrender ceremony aboard the USS Missouri, Stalin ordered 
Soviet forces to take control of Japan’s Northern Territories. He 
claimed that they were simply the southern Kuriles, and, as the Kuriles 
were to be “handed over” to the Russians as part of the Yalta 
agreement, the Soviets had every right to them. This was a fiction in 
which both the United States and the Soviet Union thenceforth 
indulged, but not the Japanese. Of course, as noted above, the 
historical record is quite plain in stating that the Northern Territories 
were never considered part of the Kurile Island chain. 

Perhaps U.S. ambiguity about the definition of the Kuriles was 
more calculated than uninformed. Soviet possession of Japan’s 
Northern Territories would become an obstacle to the full 
normalization of Russo-Japanese ties from 1945 to the present. 

                                                           
124 Ibid., 487. 
125 Ibid, 488-489. 
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Conclusion 

Truman used the atomic bomb to put in place a geopolitical 
structure that insured long-term American dominance of the Pacific. In 
doing so, he significantly altered FDR’s strategy, and insured American 
control over Japan and southern Korea. But he adhered to FDR’s 
solution for China and the hand over of the Kuriles to the USSR.  

The results, from the strategic point of view, were a long 
lasting structure that continues to the present day. Japan remains 
territorially integrated and a staunch ally. Korea remains divided, but 
the Republic of Korea is also a staunch ally. The Northern Territories 
remain in Russian hands and continue to be an impediment to full 
Japan-Russian relations. The one part of the strategy that failed was 
FDR’s brilliant compromise over China, which fell apart in early 1946, 
leading to civil war and Communist victory. But even that outcome 
was not as obvious as it seems. FDR’s objective was China’s territorial 
integrity, not rule by a particular party, and on that count, at least, the 
China outcome, too, succeeded. 

Stalin’s last laugh?  

Soviet invasion of Sakhalin, the Kurile Islands                     

and Northern Territories. (Adapted from Wikipedia) 
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Uncertain Empire:  
Blaming America First 
James D. Perry  

Institute for the Study of Strategy and Politics  

Richard J. Evans notes that postmodernists believe that the 

purpose of history is not to search for objective truth, but to take a 

moral or political position. This approach has obvious dangers: 

“Ultimately, if political or moral 

aims become paramount in the 

writing of history, then 

scholarship suffers. Facts are 

mined to prove a case; evidence 

is twisted to suit a political 

purpose; inconvenient documents 

are ignored; sources deliberately 

misconstrued or misinterpreted. 

If historians are not engaged in 

the pursuit of truth, if the idea of 

objectivity is merely a concept 

designed to repress alternative 

points of view, then scholarly 

criteria become irrelevant in 

assessing the merits of a 

particular historical argument. 

This indeed is the ultimate goal of 

some postmodernists.”
126

 

                                                           
126 Richard J. Evans, In Defense of History (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), 188. 

Uncertain Empire: American History 
and the Idea of the Cold War 
Edited by Joel Isaac and Duncan Bell 
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Uncertain Empire is a collection of essays written by and for 

academic historians. The essays are, generally speaking, 

representative of the style of history that Evans describes. The book’s 

overall goal is not objective truth but to represent America as the 

instigator of the Cold War, with the Soviet Union, China, and the Third 

World as passive victims who merely reacted to American aggression. 

The scholarship suffers accordingly. In this book, there are many 

examples of twisted evidence, ignored documents, and misinterpreted 

sources. The authors clearly do not believe that primary sources have 

much value, as they rarely use them. Very often, when they cite 

secondary sources, they either misinterpret the source, or it does not 

actually support their argument. Least relevant of all are their 

genuflections before the postmodernist icons: Baudrillard, Foucault, 

Jameson, Lakatos, Lyotard, etc. Given the paucity of evidentiary 

support on display, we must regard this book as propaganda, not 

traditional history. Much of it is written in a “rambling, opaque, and 

affected” style that is highly unappealing.
127

 The contributors are 

astonishingly incapable of constructing clear, concise, and logical 

arguments – perhaps because doing so would make their errors and 

omissions more apparent. This is particularly shameful given their 

education and employment at prestigious universities. 

Curiously, the authors in a book on “American History and the 

Idea of the Cold War” are predominantly foreign-born: a Swede, a 

Norwegian, an Israeli, four Britons, and only five Americans. In 

principle, foreign perspectives can provide valuable insight into 

American history. Alas, the foreign authors share with the American 

authors a grim, rigid ideological conformity that was clearly a 

prerequisite for inclusion in this volume. The editors excitedly note 

that the authors represent a “wide spectrum of regional specialisms 

and disciplinary commitments.” Ideological diversity, on the other 

hand, is sadly lacking. The political commitments on display here 

preclude historical scholarship in the traditional sense of an open-

                                                           
127 Evans notes on pages 57-59 and 172-173 that certain postmodernists write in this 
manner. He urges historians to write as clearly and unpretentiously as possible. 
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minded search for truth based on the evaluation of documented 

sources. This is not to say that politically committed scholars cannot 

write good history, only that this ideal is not achieved here. Instead, 

the evidence is tailored to fit the “predetermined explanatory 

scheme,”
128

 and rival arguments are ignored or treated superficially 

rather than tackled directly and refuted. 

Now let us examine the dismal contents.  

The first chapter of the book is the most important chapter in 

the sense that all the other chapters refer to it and, with one 

exception, accept its arguments. Anders Stephanson, a professor of 

history at Columbia, insists that the Cold War “was from the outset 

not only a US term but a US project.” American elites created the Cold 

War for the “global purpose of putting the United States into the 

world once and for all” (26) and to crush domestic dissent: 

“The cold war, then, was the manner in which the 

United States was able in peacetime to enter into 

the world of international politics on a global scale in 

the name of conducting a war short of actual war 

that had allegedly been declared by ‘International 

Communism.’ Domestically, the cold war as an 

always ready assumed structure of aggression 

imposed by totalitarian Moscow worked 

magnificently, again, to render virtually impossible 

any opposition to Washington’s license to act 

everywhere. A Republican Congress reluctant, all 

things being equal, to go along with governmental 

largesse in peacetime found itself flummoxed by the 

coldwar logic.
129

 The Truman Administration knew 

                                                           
128 Evans, p. 65. 
129 The Republicans controlled Congress for only two of the almost eight years Truman 
was in office, and the 80th Congress strongly supported the administration’s 
internationalist initiatives. The idea that Truman promoted containment primarily to 
flummox isolationist Republicans is thus dubious at best. Did America really create the 
national security state in order to thwart Senator Robert Taft? 
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this and instrumentally exaggerated without 

compunction the worldwide threat. This is why 

Acheson can be considered a ‘meta-realist.’ He saw 

quite lucidly that the cold war was a way to stamp 

out once and for all any postwar tendencies to 

‘isolationist’ reversal.” (34) 

The author initially wastes several pages bloviating about 

semantics. For no good reason, he refuses to capitalize Cold War or 

Third World, and employs the annoying neologisms “coldwar” and 

“thirdworld” as adjectives. Regarding the term “the cold war,” he 

contends that “each of the three words that make it up may in fact be 

put into question” (24). His efforts to question the term are not 

especially convincing, and given its wide acceptance and clear utility, 

the need for such questioning is itself questionable. 

 

Stephanson examines Walter Lippmann’s response to George 

F. Kennan’s “Mr. X” article at some length. As Lippmann did not make 

American policy, but only commented on it, this digression does not 

advance the author’s thesis on the origins of the Cold War. What 

Truman, Acheson, Byrnes, Marshall, and Forrestal thought about 

containment is self-evidently of far greater importance than what 

Lippmann thought. However, the author essentially ignores these 

Who devised and implemented the strategy of containment – 

Truman, Marshall, and Acheson… or Walter Lippmann? 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/99/Photograph_of_President_Truman_with_Secretary_of_Defense_George_C._Marshall,_Secretary_of_State_Dean_Acheson,_and..._-_NARA_-_200235.jpg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walter_Lippmann#mediaviewer/File:Walter_Lippmann.jpg
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policymakers, and makes only a few dismissive references to NSC-68. 

He thus completely fails to provide convincing evidence for his central 

claim that the Cold War was an aggressive American project.  

His examination of Stalin’s foreign policy is similarly 

unsatisfying, as it relies on no primary sources or even on the 

numerous important secondary sources that evaluate Soviet strategy. 

Instead he simply asserts that Stalin was a “hyperrealist” devoted to 

defending the headquarters of world socialism against an “infinitely 

more powerful” enemy (33). It is astoundingly arrogant to claim that 

the Soviet Union never acted positively, but was only a passive object 

acted upon by America. The author’s concept that Truman’s strategy 

was offensive and Stalin’s was defensive cannot survive much close 

analysis. Vladislav Zubok notes that after 1945, “the Kremlin’s 

behavior became a major contributor to the Cold War”; Stalin had 

broad aspirations and vigorously probed for weakness.
130

 Stephanson 

mentions this book in reference to Gorbachev, but ignores what it says 

about Stalin for the obvious reason that this information invalidates 

his thesis. A more recent work based on research in the Russian 

archives refutes the view that American aggression caused the Cold 

War: “The documents show, quite the contrary, that Moscow made all 

the first moves and that if anything the West was woefully complacent 

until 1947 or 1948, when the die was already cast.”
131

 

Stephanson contends that the United States, having 

demonized the Soviet Union as an evil totalitarian slave state, 

conducted no “real diplomacy” or “traditional diplomacy” with it.
132

 

He does not define these terms, but presumably he would only 

consider “real diplomacy” to be a continuation of Roosevelt’s 

approach to Stalin – “give him everything I possibly can and ask 

nothing from him in return.”
133

 In reality, the United States was always 

                                                           
130 Vladislav Zubok, A Failed Empire (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2007), 29.  
131 Robert Gellately, Stalin’s Curse (New York: Knopf, 2013), 9. 
132 Other authors in the book also say this, e.g., Douglas on page 132. 
133 William C. Bullitt, "How We Won the War and Lost the Peace," Life (30 August 1948), 
94. 
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diplomatically engaged with the USSR, even from 1945 to 1963. What 

were four summit meetings, the Austrian state treaty, and the 

agreement to neutralize Laos if not traditional diplomacy? The lack of 

success in resolving outstanding grievances did not make this 

diplomacy any less real. 

The author 

attacks the 

“periodization” of the 

Cold War. His principal 

objection to the idea 

that the Cold War 

ended in 1989 is that 

this necessarily reflects 

credit on Ronald 

Reagan, whom the 

author detests as a 

“far-right ideologue” 

(45). In Stephanson’s 

view, the Cold War ended in 1963, most importantly because “nuclear 

weapons turn out to be very effective ideology killers” (35). His idea 

that nuclear weapons caused America or the USSR to realize the 

ideological “untruth of the cold war” after the Cuban Missile Crisis is 

simply laughable. The United States and the Soviet Union built the vast 

majority of their nuclear weapons after 1962 – roughly 10,000 

warheads each – and each superpower deployed several new 

generations of delivery systems. The continuation of the strategic 

weapons competition for almost thirty years clearly indicated that the 

US-Soviet geopolitical and ideological contest – i.e., the Cold War – 

was far from dead after the Cuban Crisis.  

The author’s second reason for considering that the Cold War 

ended in 1963 is the Sino-Soviet split: 

“The idea of a territorialized monolith and simple 

binaries is blasted asunder. The dichotomy is dead. 

Stephanson maintains America conducted no “real 

diplomacy” with the USSR from 1945 to 1963. What 

then were the summit meetings, like the 1961 

Vienna Summit between Kennedy and Khrushchev? 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khrushchev_Thaw#mediaviewer/File:John_Kennedy,_Nikita_Khrushchev_1961.jpg
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The unavoidable corollary begins to emerge: 

preserving the coldwar frame is denying oneself the 

marvelous chance of playing the two communist 

antagonists off against each other… Even if some 

notion of intracommunist quarrels can be 

maintained within the coldwar orthodox view at the 

outset, it can certainly not be so once the PRC and 

the United States move into de facto alliance…” (36) 

There is no reason at all to think the Cold War “certainly” 

could not be maintained with China allied to the United States. If one 

accepts the claim that America contrived the Soviet threat to justify 

intervention overseas to the domestic political audience, why should 

Sino-American amity eliminate this “false” justification? American 

hostility to China was never a prerequisite for the Cold War, which was 

already under way when the Red Chinese came to power in 1949. 

Truman made a strong effort to come to terms with Red China in 

1949-50.
134

 Had this effort succeeded, Truman would certainly have 

continued the policy of containment of the USSR that was already in 

place. The inclusion of China in the anti-Soviet coalition after 1969 did 

not “blast asunder” containment. On the contrary, Sino-American 

rapprochement made continued pursuit of containment possible 

despite the weakened American strategic position.
135

 

The author considers that the Cold War ended in 1963 when 

the United States was forced to recognize the USSR’s “legitimacy as a 

geopolitical actor” and no longer sought the “total destruction” of the 

Soviet system. That the US did not recognize Soviet legitimacy before 

1963 is questionable. For one thing, Eisenhower would not have met 

Khrushchev three times if he thought the Soviet regime illegitimate. 

Moreover, despite some heated rhetoric, the United States never 

actually sought the total destruction of the Soviet system before 1963. 

                                                           
134 See chapters 1 and 3 of Richard C. Thornton, Odd Man Out (Washington: Brassey’s, 
2000). 
135 See the introduction and chapter 1 of Richard C. Thornton, The Nixon-Kissinger Years 
(New York: Paragon House, 1989). 
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By definition, the goal of containment was to contain, not destroy. The 

stated American objectives in NSC-68 were “to reduce the power and 

influence of the USSR” and to force the Soviet government “to 

conform with the purposes and principles set forth in the UN Charter” 

(which, after all, they had signed). Total destruction – “unconditional 

surrender, the subjugation of the Russian peoples or a Russia shorn of 

its economic potential” – was explicitly rejected. Notably, NSC-68 only 

talked about strengthening the “free world” economy, not about 

weakening the Soviet economy. As America never seriously tried to 

undermine the Soviet regime at any time between 1945 and 1981, the 

author’s conclusion that the Cold War ended when America stopped 

doing this in 1963 fails. In reality, the Cold War persisted until 1989 

because the US did not seek to destroy the Soviet system until 

President Reagan took office.  

Stephanson then wrangles with the problem of how to 

describe the events of 1964 to 1989 in light of his thesis that the Cold 

War ended in 1963. After some waffling, he states, “no single logic 

dominates or overdetermines the coming era in the same way as did 

the cold war.” Such arrant nonsense only shows he cannot 

manufacture a remotely convincing explanation. In fact, the basic logic 

of the US-Soviet competition dominated after 1964 just as it did 

before.  

Stephanson concludes with a critique of Odd Arne Westad’s 

book The Global Cold War, which studies the superpower struggle in 

the Third World in the 1970s and 1980s. Westad’s work creates 

obvious problems for Stephanson’s idea. If the Cold War ended in 

1963, how do we explain the readily apparent intensification and 

geographic expansion of the superpower struggle afterward? 

Stephanson accuses Westad of distorting history to avoid the 

thoughtcrime of Eurocentrism – a comical accusation coming from 

such a transparently ideological author. Stephanson believes that 

Westad’s “decentering” of the Cold War to omit Europe and the 

nuclear balance is wrong, and advocates “relentless and rigorous 

centering” of the history of the period on the United States. An 
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attempt to understand the Third World from 1965 to 1989 without 

reference to the superpowers is certainly meaningless. Still, 

Stephanson’s criticism does not solve his problem. Indeed, “centering” 

raises an even more difficult problem for him. If the Cold War ended in 

1963, what caused the US-Soviet nuclear arms race and the political 

struggles in Europe and the Far East after 1965? He completely ignores 

the vast literature on these subjects. Perhaps his undergraduate 

students are unaware that this literature exists, but more informed 

readers are sure to note his failure to address it. 

He observes that Westad regards the Third World struggles of 

the 1970s and 1980s as a “continuation of colonialism by other 

means” rather than a product of the US-Soviet competition. In this 

view, “the meaning of the cold war has been reduced to nothing, 

where all conceptual value has been lost in a historical fog: the cold 

war as another name for western colonialism as it began in 1415” (43). 

Again, this evades the question of why the superpowers spent twenty-

five years competing for influence in the Third World if the Cold War 

ended in 1963. His final, unsatisfying contention is that what ended in 

1989 was not the Cold War but “the epoch precipitated by the 

Bolshevik Revolution in 1917” (44). What an amazing coincidence that 

the Bolshevik epoch should somehow come to an end right after the 

Reagan administration formulated and implemented a strategy to put 

the Soviet regime under intense military, economic, and political 

pressure! 

Stephanson grumbles that his claim that the Cold War was “a 

US project” has met “little or no success” over the decades. He 

attributes this to intellectual intolerance – “convention rules OK.” A 

better explanation for the lack of success of his argument is that it is 

not true. Judging by this chapter, his inability to make a cogent, well-

supported case contributed to his lack of success. 

The next chapter is Odd Arne Westad’s brief rejoinder to 

Stephanson. He precisely diagnoses the infantile disorder of Leftist 

historians: 
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“For all its chastising of US foreign policy, part of the 

American Left – represented in this volume by 

Anders Stephanson
136

 – has been as relentlessly US-

centered in its approach to international affairs as 

the Right has been. While the Right… sees the rise of 

US global predominance as a cause for celebration, 

the Stephansonian Left sees it as the root of all evil. I 

do not use the latter expression as a cliché: for parts 

of the US (or in Stephanson’s case US-based) Left 

most devilishness in the postwar world was in some 

form or another caused by an immoral use of US 

power. From Korea to Vietnam to the Iraq-Iran War, 

the root cause of conflict was the policy of the 

United States.” (53) 

Westad asserts that Stephanson’s “campaign for centering 

the Cold War exclusively on the United States is wrong-headed” (55). 

He rejects as “meaningless” the idea that the Cold War ended in 1963. 

More importantly, he explains that Stalin and Mao were not simply 

responding defensively in a “hyperrealist” fashion to American 

ideological initiatives. Instead, they had positive agendas grounded in 

their strategic and ideological beliefs. These three pages are the most 

valuable in the entire book. 

Ann Douglas is a feminist professor of comparative literature 

at Columbia. Her chapter on the Russo-German war is a disgrace by 

traditional standards of scholarship. One wonders why the editors of 

this volume agreed to permit a contribution from someone with no 

evident expertise in the subject, and why Oxford University Press 

accepted such a grossly flawed product. Her views on World War II are 

not even original, but simply rehash what Soviet historians wrote 

during the Cold War. She produces poor evidence, or none at all, to 

support her claims. She examines no original sources. She misquotes 

her secondary sources, and attributes to them opinions that they do 

                                                           
136 In point of fact every author in this volume is a representative of the Left, some more 
extreme than others. 
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not have or that are the opposite of what they actually have. The 

result is an inversion of reality that is best described as fiction, not 

history. 

Her basic thesis is that American Cold War movies and 

histories presented “distorted and self-glorifying depictions” of war in 

the European theater (115) and deliberately “buried the Soviet 

Union’s role in the war against Hitler” (116). The purported American 

motive was to represent the USSR and socialism as a total failure, 

rather than give them credit even for defeating Hitler. The US also 

wanted to assuage its “anxieties about its masculine image” (125). She 

regards this denial as a basic goal of the Cold War:  

 “The denial of Russia’s role in World War II was the 

foundational fiction, the place where the dishonesty 

that characterized the US’s Cold War top to bottom 

found part of its origins and raison d’être, the 

moment when America’s own ‘black legend,’ to 

appropriate Martin Malia’s term for Russia’s long-

standing noir image in the world’s eyes, took off.” 

(135) 

She does not identify how this “denial” occurred or who was 

responsible for it. Instead, she is content merely to assert that “the 

United States” denied Russia’s role, as if America was a monolithic 

entity with a centrally directed anti-Soviet line to which all historians 

adhered during the Cold War. This is a ridiculous projection onto an 

imaginary United States of the system of censorship and political 

control that actually existed in the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, she 

fantasizes that the United States denied history through “massive 

refusal of available information at the top” (117). In reality, errors and 

omissions in American histories of the Eastern Front directly resulted 

from a Soviet top-level political decision to deny Western researchers 

access to Moscow’s archives. In her imagination, heavily politicized 

American histories denigrated the Soviets. In reality, the Soviets wrote 

heavily politicized histories of the war that belittled the Americans and 
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British as politically untrustworthy and militarily irrelevant. That she 

inverts reality is self-evident to anyone with any historical knowledge. 

The author does not specify when, 

during the Cold War, she thinks this 

“denial” occurred. The most charitable 

interpretation is that she believes it 

occurred from 1945 to 1963, but even this 

is not sustainable. The leading producer of 

historical works on the Eastern Front 

during this period was the United States 

Army, which from 1945 to 1954 alone 

produced thousands of studies on the 

German war effort.
137

 These studies were 

by no means perfect, but certainly did not 

downplay the Soviet role in Germany’s 

defeat.
138

 Soviet combat performance and 

methods were of intense interest for 

obvious reasons. The Army’s The German 

Campaign in Russia: Planning and 

Operations, published in 1955, was one of 

the very first books in English on Operation 

Barbarossa. This book notes that the 

Soviets inflicted 1,167,835 casualties on the 

Germans from June 1941 to April 1942, 

thus crippling the German Army for the 1942 campaign. Furthermore, 

the Army’s official histories of the war were primarily written during 

this period. One might expect these histories to denigrate the Soviet 

role in the war, but this was far from the case. Of particular interest 

are the War Department volumes that examine the war as a whole. 

                                                           
137 See Guide to Foreign Military Studies 1945-54 (Headquarters, United States Army 
Europe, 1954). 
138 Modern historians often criticize the Army historical program for excessive reliance 
on German officers who whitewashed the Wehrmacht’s role in Eastern Front atrocities 
and who blamed Hitler alone for Germany’s defeat. Nonetheless, the Army would have 
been irresponsible not to utilize this important source of intelligence on its major 
potential enemy. 

Unforgettable Lessons of 

History (Moscow: Novosti 

Press, 1970) is a Soviet 

propaganda tract. Like 

Douglas, it accuses 

Westerners of deliberately 

writing anti-Soviet 

histories of the war, and 

denigrates the British and 

American contribution to 

victory in World War II. 
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Far from denying the Soviet role in the war, these histories state that 

the Roosevelt administration believed the Soviet contribution was 

absolutely essential to victory, and that this conviction guided 

American decisions throughout the war.
139

 The Army volume on D-

Day, published in 1951, plainly acknowledges that the Soviets inflicted 

millions of casualties on the Germans, thus making the cross-channel 

assault possible, and shows that in June 1944 most of the Wehrmacht 

was deployed in the East.
140

 The Army’s professional journal, Military 

Review, by no means ignored the Eastern Front in this period. It 

published many articles on Barbarossa, Stalingrad, and Kursk, among 

other topics.
141

 Thus, if anyone was denying the Eastern Front from 

1945 to 1963, it was not the U.S. Army, the organization with the 

greatest incentive to minimize the Soviet contribution to the war. 

The only evidence Douglas presents to support her primary 

thesis is Marshal Zhukov’s complaint that the 1962 movie The Longest 

Day did not mention the Soviets or their 1944 summer offensive. The 

Longest Day was entertainment, not a documentary, and largely 

focused on the tactical events of D-Day. Thus, the lack of discussion of 

the Soviets or “big picture” strategic issues is unsurprising to a sensible 

observer. A movie set on or before June 6 had no reason to mention a 

Soviet offensive that did not happen until June 22. Moreover, Douglas 

fails to mention that The Longest Day was based on a book written by 

Cornelius Ryan, whose subsequent 1966 bestseller was about the 

Battle of Berlin.
142

 So much for denial of the Eastern Front! Douglas 

                                                           
139 See Richard M. Leighton and Robert W. Coakley, Global Logistics and Strategy, 1940-
43 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1955), 551-552, Maurice Matloff and 
Edwin M. Snell, Strategic Planning for Coalition Warfare 1941-1942 (Washington: GPO, 
1952), 221-222, and Maurice Matloff, Strategic Planning for Coalition Warfare 1943-
1944 (Washington: GPO, 1959), 280-281.    
140 Gordon A. Harrison, Cross-Channel Attack (Washington: GPO, 1951), 141-143, 233-
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141 See the April 1948, July 1950, June 1953, September 1953, December 1953, March 
1955, November 1955, and September 1957 issues. The articles were of course subject 
to the limitations of the sources available at the time. 
142 Of The New York Times number one non-fiction bestsellers from 1945 to 1990, six 
were about World War II and two were about the Eastern Front, hardly a strong record 
of denial. They were: Eisenhower’s Crusade in Europe, Churchill’s The Gathering Storm 
(about 1939-40, when the Soviets were aiding Hitler), Walter Lord’s Day of Infamy 
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does not explain how the United States somehow forced an Irish 

journalist to deny the Eastern Front, or why the United States failed to 

force him to do so in his next book. Nor does she explain how the 

United States influenced Darryl F. Zanuck to ignore the Soviets in the 

movie version of The Longest Day. But why explain when you can just 

uncritically repeat the Soviet line? A more reasonable interpretation is 

that Ryan and Zanuck were not ideologically hostile to the USSR, but 

simply used easily available sources – interviews with D-Day veterans 

– and correctly assessed that the subject of D-Day had tremendous 

commercial appeal in the United States and Britain. She levels the 

same complaint of ignoring the Soviets against the 1998 movie, Saving 

Private Ryan. To expect any discussion of the Eastern Front in a clearly 

fictional action movie about a squad of American soldiers in Normandy 

is preposterous. The movie did not even mention the British or the 

Canadians, let alone the Soviets. Again, the director’s goal was not 

historical accuracy, but box office success. 

Douglas’s thesis is even less tenable for 1963 to 1991. 

Numerous high-quality histories of the Eastern Front were published 

during this period, and these books could hardly deny the obvious 

truth that the Soviets inflicted the overwhelming majority of the 

casualties on Germany. Douglas insists that the most notable 

historians of the Eastern Front were (and remain) not American, but 

German or British. She ignores numerous American historians of the 

Eastern Front; for example, Robert Citino, Walter Scott Dunn, Stephen 

Fritz, Bryan Fugate, Jonathan House, Jacob Kipp, Geoffrey Megargee, 

John Mosier, Dennis Showalter, Ronald Smelser, Gerhard Weinberg, 

Steven Zaloga, and Earl F. Ziemke. The one exception she admits – 

David Glantz – single-handedly refutes her thesis. Glantz has written 

scores of books and tens of thousands of pages clarifying the Soviet 

role in World War II, uncovering forgotten Eastern Front battles, and 

refuting the cliché of Soviet ineptitude. Further, the publications of the 

non-American historians of the Eastern Front were readily available in 

                                                                                                                    
(about Pearl Harbor), Cornelius Ryan’s The Last Battle (about Berlin 1945), Harrison 
Salisbury’s The 900 Days (about the siege of Leningrad), and Ladislas Farago’s The Game 
of the Foxes (about Nazi espionage). 
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the United States throughout the Cold War. These authors surely sold 

more books in the USA than they did in Europe. If the United States 

wanted to downplay the Soviet war effort, why was Glantz not 

silenced, and why were these books not suppressed? 

Douglas quotes Glantz as stating that the United States 

deliberately underplayed the Soviet Union’s decisive impact on the 

war. He did not say any such thing in The New York Times article she 

cites.
143

 The article asserts, “The decisive impact of America's 

erstwhile ally was often deliberately underplayed in the West for 

political reasons.” But, the article does not attribute this statement to 

anybody or identify any particular books guilty of political 

underplaying. This renders the claim suspect. Douglas also omits 

information from this article that contradicts her thesis. For example, 

it states that “military historians have always known that the main 

scene of the Nazis' downfall was the Eastern Front.” It properly notes 

that the principal political reason for the Cold War obscurity of the 

Eastern Front is that Soviet archives were closed to Western 

researchers. It correctly observes that Soviet histories were heavily 

politicized; they were officially censored, ignored embarrassing facts 

such as military disasters, and lionized official heroes. In other words, 

the article shows that the Soviets actually did what Douglas falsely 

accuses the United States of doing. A basic scholarly obligation is to 

present opposing arguments fairly and to rebut them, rather than 

simply to ignore them or misrepresent them as Douglas does. 

Especially ironic is that the only two books she singles out to 

criticize at length as examples of Cold War “denial” of the Eastern 

Front were written after the Cold War ended. This suggests she is not 

familiar enough with the historiography to find examples that support 

her case. Williamson Murray and Allan Millet’s A War to be Won and 

Timothy Snyder’s Bloodlands most certainly do not deny Russia’s role 

in defeating Germany. In order to claim that they did so, Douglas 

significantly distorts their arguments. 

                                                           
143 Benjamin Schwarz, “A Job For Rewrite: Stalin’s War,” The New York Times, 21 
February 2004. 
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Her critique of A War to be Won fails to mention that Murray 

and Millett repeatedly praise the Soviet military for waging “the most 

impressive ground campaigns of World War II” after 1941.
144

 They 

favorably contrast the success of Operation Bagration to the Anglo-

American failures in Normandy.
145

 Her contention that they purposely 

understate Soviet civilian casualties is simply false; they provide two 

large estimates. She claims Murray and Millett say the Soviets lost 2 

million civilians and that the real number is 16 to 18 million. Murray 

and Millett state on page 553 that 15 million Soviet civilians died, and 

then on the next page they say 28 to 40 million Russian and Chinese 

civilians died – clearly consistent with Douglas’s stated number. She 

asserts that they “omit the USSR from their list of nations that 

suffered large losses because of ‘strategic bombing’” (118). They do 

not ignore Soviet losses; they state that a million Russians died in the 

first year of the siege of Leningrad, and “the civilians of Moscow and 

Stalingrad fared only slightly better.”
146

 Apparently, Douglas is 

unaware that military analysts generally define air attacks on fortified, 

besieged cities as tactical bombing. Strategic bombing consists of long-

range attacks far from areas where ground forces are engaged – and 

neither Leningrad nor Stalingrad fit this description. Moreover, in the 

case of Leningrad, Soviet casualty figures do not distinguish between 

victims of bombing and victims of artillery fire. 

Regarding Bloodlands, her accusation that Timothy Snyder 

seeks to “downsize the Russian republic’s military contribution and its 

suffering” (121) cannot survive a fair reading of his work. Snyder 

considers that the Red Army was tough and intelligently led, and that 

Russian civilian casualties alone were far larger than American and 

British casualties from all causes. He even argues that estimates of 

Russian casualties in Leningrad are too low. He observes that most of 

the fighting occurred in Poland, the Baltic States, Belarus, and Ukraine, 

                                                           
144 Williamson Murray and Allan R. Millett, A War To Be Won (Cambridge, MA: Belknap 
Press, 2000), 20. Their praise for the Soviets is also noted in The New York Times article 
cited above. 
145 Ibid., pp. 410 and 455. 
146 Ibid., p. 532. 
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not Russia, and that accordingly, most of the Soviet civilian casualties 

were Poles, Balts, Belarusians, and Ukrainians, not Russians.
147

 

Douglas finds these “Russophobic” observations offensive, even 

though they are both logical and indisputably true. She accuses Snyder 

of “bending geography” when he includes parts of Russia within the 

“Bloodlands.” She clearly does not understand how he defines the 

term, as she mistakenly thinks that it is only the area subject to the 

Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact.
148

 She accuses him of “speculation that the 

USSR might not have been able to withstand the German attack had 

Poland, Hungary, and Romania allied themselves with Hitler” (120). 

Such speculation is 

nowhere found on page x 

of Bloodlands as she 

claims. She thinks Snyder 

does not know that 

Romania and Hungary 

were German allies; he 

clearly states many times 

that they were. Finally, 

Douglas considers Snyder’s 

attack on the morality of 

Stalin’s strategic actions a 

“straw man.” She asks, 

“Who, precisely, 

anywhere, has given Stalin 

such a pass?” This is a truly 

ludicrous question given 

the vast number of 

Western apologists for 

                                                           
147 Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands (New York: Basic Books, 2010), 210, 277-278, 411, 501-
502. 
148 Snyder defines the Bloodlands as “territories subject to both German and Soviet 
police power” on page 409. He specifically includes “the western fringe of Soviet Russia” 
(p. xi). His maps do not show the German-occupied regions east of Smolensk, in the Don 
bend, or in the North Caucasus as part of the Bloodlands, though they should. In any 
event, since Snyder invented the term, the Bloodlands is what he says it is, not what she 
says it is. 

Joseph E. Davies, U.S. Ambassador to the USSR 

from 1936-1938, was one of the West’s many 

egregious apologists for Stalin. Davies argued 

that the victims of Stalin’s purges were guilty, 

and the Nazi-Soviet Pact and Soviet invasion of 

Finland were justified. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_E._Davies#mediaviewer/File:928.Joseph_E._Davies_1939.jpg
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Stalin. Those who gave Stalin a pass for the Nazi-Soviet Pact included, 

in 1939-41 alone, Walter Duranty, Joseph E. Davies, Eric Hobsbawm, I. 

F. Stone, Corliss Lamont, Anna Louise Strong, Pete Seeger, and 

Frederick L. Schuman.
149

  

What Douglas fails to appreciate is that the comparative lack 

of American scholarship on the Eastern Front reflected not a 

government-directed conspiracy to deny history, but the low esteem 

in which American academia has held military history for over a 

century.
150

 In the 1950s, at the height of the Cold War, military history 

was barely taught at all in American universities, and few graduate 

programs or tenure-track appointments existed.
151

 The flagship 

publication of the historical profession, The American Historical 

Review, published exactly one research article on World War II 

between 1945 and 1990 – which was diplomatic not military history – 

and one additional article between 1991 and 2013.
152

 The AHR 

published no articles about the operational conduct of the Vietnam 

War or Korean War anytime between 1950 and 2013. The conduct of 

other wars was similarly neglected.
153

 The professional journal of the 

Organization of American Historians published only three articles on 

the conduct of World War II during the Cold War.
154

 This journal 

                                                           
149 On American academic apologists for Stalin and deniers of his crimes, see chapter 
one of John Earl Haynes and Harvey Klehr, In Denial (San Francisco: Encounter Books, 
2005). 
150 See John A. Lynn, “The Embattled Future of Academic Military History,” The Journal 
of Military History, 61.4 (1997), 777-789, David MacIsaac, ed., The Military and Society 
(Colorado Springs: Air Force Academy, 1972), 85-93,  Louis Morton, "The Historian and 
the Study of War," Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 49 (1962), 612-13, and Peter 
Paret, “The New Military History,” Parameters, Autumn 1991, 10-18. 
151 Paret, p. 13. 
152 Vojtech Mastny, “Stalin and the Prospects of a Separate Peace in World War II,” The 
American Historical Review (1972) 77(5), 1365-1388. Yukiko Koshiro, “Eurasian Eclipse: 
Japan's End Game in World War II” The American Historical Review (2004) 109(2), 417-
444. 
153 Lynn, p. 780. 
154 Kent Roberts Greenfield, “Forging the United States Army into a Combined Arms 
Team” The Mississippi Valley Historical Review 34.3 (Dec., 1947), 443-452, Brian L. Villa, 
“The U. S. Army, Unconditional Surrender, and the Potsdam Proclamation,” The Journal 
of American History  63.1 (June, 1976), 66-92, and Kenneth P. Werrell, “The Strategic 
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published no articles on the conduct of the Korean or Vietnam Wars 

from 1950 to 2013 and no articles on the conduct of World War II 

after 1986. Quite clearly, what American academia detests most of all 

is so-called “drum and trumpet history” – that is, the type of analysis 

of the conduct of operations that in 1961, Walter Millis proclaimed 

had “lost its function” and should not even be taught to young military 

officers.
155

 But precisely this kind of history allows us to understand 

the Soviet contribution to victory in World War II.  

Why do American academics detest operational military 

history? Douglas regards the “denial” of the military history of the 

Eastern Front as a right-wing conspiracy to suppress facts that 

embarrass the United States. One wonders, if the United States was 

obsessively anti-Soviet during the Cold War, and dictated the 

academic historical agenda, how did Professor Douglas, her coauthors, 

and so many others like them ever get hired? In fact, American 

academics are overwhelmingly left-wing, as the authors in this book 

exemplify. They are thus ideologically hostile to military history, which 

they have always regarded as the province of the “politically right-

wing, morally corrupt, or just plain dumb.”
156

 This epistemic closure is 

the reason for any “denial" of Eastern Front military history. Cold War 

American academics did not ignore the Soviets in order to focus on the 

Americans in World War II. Rather, they ignored the military activities 

of every country in World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam 

War. This attitude also explains why American scholars of the Eastern 

Front “have concentrated almost exclusively on the Jews killed in the 

Holocaust” (118). Holocaust Studies are a subset of the “social history” 

that American academia finds politically palatable. Holocaust scholars 

are far more likely to obtain jobs and tenure than military historians. 

Why Douglas even complains about the emphasis on the Holocaust is 

                                                                                                                    
Bombing of Germany During World War II: Costs and Accomplishments,” The Journal of 
American History 73.3 (Dec., 1986), 702-713. 
155 David A. Charters, ed., Military History and the Military Profession (Westport, CT: 
Praeger, 1992), xiv. 
156 Lynn, p. 778. 
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unclear given that she considers that the “study of the Final Solution” 

should be “a primary task for historians of World War II” (122). 

Douglas insists that America “suppressed” the history of the 

Eastern Front partly out of “gender anxiety” and “war envy.” Cold War 

Americans supposedly feared that the Russians were more masculine 

because they suffered much greater losses during the war, and envied 

Russia its wartime death and destruction.
157

 She does not support this 

amateurish psychological analysis in any remotely persuasive manner. 

She does not name any specific men who directed the purported 

effort to suppress the history of the Eastern Front, nor provide any 

evidence of any individual’s sexual insecurity. An argument based on 

the unproven psychology of unnamed and probably non-existent men 

is shockingly poor scholarship to say the least. Her sole example of 

gender-anxious language is Eleanor Roosevelt’s declaration that 

“Stalingrad makes me ashamed.” As Eleanor Roosevelt was neither a 

Cold Warrior nor a man, this quote hardly demonstrates that 

American Cold Warriors 

feared for their manhood. 

Given the absence of 

supporting evidence, 

Douglas’s theory of “war 

envy” does not even rise to 

the level of a “new 

interpretation of the facts.” 

It is sheer fiction! One could 

more credibly argue that 

American Cold Warriors 

viewed Soviet losses with 

contempt; the losses proved 

Soviet technological 

backwardness, military 

                                                           
157 In a footnote, she writes, “Even in the Asian war, American losses, while heavier than 
in Europe, were small next to the Japanese totals” (137). Wrong! American losses were 
far higher in Europe than in the Pacific. And what is her point here? Does she think 
America envied the manliness of Japan’s casualties, too?  

After 1945, the Soviets often scoffed at 

the importance of lend-lease. Recent 

scholarship has shown that British lend-

lease tanks like this Valentine II played a 

major role in the Battle of Moscow.  U.S. 

lend-lease supplies greatly assisted 

Soviet offensives from 1943-45. 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/a8/IWM-KID-652-valentine-mkII.jpg
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incompetence, and political brutality. As George C. Scott’s character in 

Dr. Strangelove put it, the Russians were a “bunch of ignorant peons” 

who had “guts” but were “short of know-how.”  

Her dismissive attitude towards Allied lend-lease echoes that 

of Soviet historians and politicians.
158

 She lavishly praises Roosevelt’s 

policy of appeasing Stalin as the proper response to what she 

considers was the inevitable and justified Soviet domination of Eastern 

Europe. Such apologias have been heard many times before. She does 

not show that her lengthy exaltation of Roosevelt and denunciation of 

Truman support her claims that American Cold Warriors denied 

Russia’s role in the war and that American Cold Warriors were sexually 

insecure. If Roosevelt was right about the Soviets and Truman was 

wrong, does this automatically indicate that Cold Warriors suppressed 

history and were sexually anxious? No! Additional evidence is needed, 

and Douglas utterly fails to provide it. But then, this entire chapter is a 

farrago of logically unconnected claims, some true but most untrue, 

with weak or nonexistent evidence and a false conclusion.  

Douglas maintains that unlike Cold War Americans, “by 

temperament and principle, Roosevelt was immune to the US’s 

addiction to threat inflation” (127). Not quite! Roosevelt 

unquestionably inflated the Nazi threat to the Western Hemisphere 

before Pearl Harbor. Germany lacked the power to cross the English 

Channel, and had no capability whatsoever to project power across 

the Atlantic. Nonetheless, Roosevelt publicly warned that the Nazis 

intended to bomb and invade the United States.
159

 Japan had even 

less military capability, but Roosevelt’s absurd overinflation of the 

Japanese threat to the West Coast resulted in the internment of 

Japanese-Americans. Thus, Roosevelt was certainly not immune to 

threat inflation – he just inflated different threats from the Cold 

Warriors. Evidently Douglas finds Roosevelt’s imaginary Nazi and 

                                                           
158 See chapter 6 of Alexander Hill, The Great Patriotic War of the Soviet Union, 1941-45: 
A Documentary Reader (New York: Routledge, 2009). As late as 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev 
disparaged American wartime aid to Secretary of State George Shultz. 
159 For example, see Roosevelt’s “Arsenal of Democracy” speech of 29 December 1940. 
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Japanese threats to America more credible than the Soviet nuclear 

threat that actually existed after 1949. Douglas is oblivious to the 

illogic of her belief that the Nazis were a real threat to America but the 

Soviets were not. If the Nazis were a real threat, then the Soviets, 

whom she believes defeated the Nazis without any significant Allied 

assistance, were surely an even greater threat. If the Soviets were not 

a real threat, then how could the Nazis, who were too weak to defeat 

the Soviets or the British, be a real threat? 

In conclusion, Douglas contends that “misleading language, 

startling omissions, and outright misinformation still crop up routinely 

in American scholarly discussions of the Eastern Front” (118). This 

statement applies in spades to her own essay, and describes her work 

better than that of anyone she attacks. Full discussion of her errors 

and distortions would require far more space.
160

  

An instructive contrast to Douglas is the vastly superior paper 

that David Glantz wrote in 1986.
161

 He acknowledges that 

parochialism and bias affected American perspectives on the Eastern 

Front, but attributes this primarily to “a natural concern for one's own 

history” and to the demands of the American reading public, who 

mainly wanted information about America’s past. He further notes 

that language barriers, lack of access to Soviet sources, and distrust of 

highly politicized Soviet works influenced American perspectives. 

In another chapter of Uncertain Empire, John Thompson, a 

professor of American History at Cambridge, contends that the 

Truman administration’s conception of an America in mortal danger 

                                                           
160 More examples: she contends “France had more or less consented to its own 
occupation” (117) – half a million French and German casualties indicate otherwise. This 
too is a Soviet notion. At Tehran, Stalin insisted that France had not been militarily 
defeated but had “opened the front” to the German armies. She claims that “the USSR 
became the sole European power the Wehrmacht was not able to conquer or hold at 
bay” (123) – Britain was the other such power. She makes the hilariously ignorant 
statement that invading people is not a Russian tradition (130). How did Russia expand 
sixfold in size between 1500 and 1900 without invading anyone? 
161 David Glantz, “American Perspectives on Eastern Front Operations in World War II,” 
Foreign Military Studies Office, 1986. 

http://fmso.leavenworth.army.mil/documents/e-front.htm
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was a myth. Yet bizarrely, he barely discusses threat perceptions 

under Truman. He primarily attacks the idea that “balance of power” 

considerations never determined US foreign policy before 1945. His 

case is not entirely without merit, but the editors should have 

demanded that he stick to the book’s ostensible subject, the Cold War. 

Thompson contends that the basic “axioms” of American Cold 

War foreign policy originated “not in the actions of the Soviet Union 

but in the long-running internal debate over whether the United 

States really needed to play a role in international politics 

commensurate with the scale of its power and resources” (91). Such a 

claim clearly demands examination of the actions and capabilities of 

the Soviet Union. No such examination is found in this chapter. 

Instead, the Soviet threat is dismissed as “underdetermined by reality” 

– a pretentious way to say that insufficient evidence existed that the 

Soviets were threatening. Since Thompson does not analyze the 

evidence for and against the Soviet threat, this argument fails by 

default. Nor does he truly examine what Americans thought about the 

Soviet threat from 1945 to 1950. He mentions the abundant evidence 

of geopolitical thinking in the documents of policymakers in this 

period, but then wanders off into an irrelevant discussion of American 

intervention in the Third World from 1950 to 1991. Yes, America 

intervened in the Third World after 1950. No, this does not prove that 

the American concern over the Soviet threat to Europe had no basis in 

“hard-headed geopolitical calculations” or that the Soviet threat was 

not real. Thus, Thompson’s argument again fails due to lack of 

supporting evidence or analysis.  

Thompson argues at length that the balance of power in 

Eurasia was not actually threatened before 1945 and that Americans 

did not really care about it. He dismisses the plentiful evidence that 

prominent Americans were concerned about the Eurasian balance of 

power before 1945 with a wave of the hand. His view is that 

interventionists artificially generated concern for the geopolitical 

balance in order to persuade their countrymen to intervene in Europe. 

His dubious opinion that the German threats in 1917 and 1941 were 
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insufficient to justify American intervention on grounds of geopolitical 

realism is particularly grotesque coming from a Briton. One need not 

accept overinflated claims of a German threat to the Western 

Hemisphere in order to believe that a Wilhelmine or Nazi-dominated 

Europe was not in America’s geopolitical interest. Similarly, one need 

not fear a Red Dawn-style Soviet assault on America in order to 

conclude that Soviet domination of Eurasia was not in America’s 

geopolitical interest. Nevertheless, Thompson considers that 

containment reflected not objective strategic necessity but the 

aggressive desire to assert American interests worldwide. In his view, 

a “realistic” Truman could have retreated to the Western Hemisphere 

and relied on nuclear weapons to ensure American security. Few 

American geopolitical realists in the late 1940s would have agreed 

with this strategy; Stalin would certainly have been delighted.  

In sum, Thompson does not establish that the balance of 

power in Eurasia was not threatened from 1900 to 1989, or that 

American policymakers did not genuinely care about the geopolitical 

balance, or that there was no genuine Soviet threat to security in 

Eurasia. Consequently, his basic claim that the geopolitical vision 

underlying containment was wholly contrived to justify American 

interventionism remains unproven. Of course, since this thesis is 

fundamentally untenable, he could not have proven it even if he had 

bothered to support it with additional evidence and analysis. 

Philip Mirowski’s chapter is a fine example of what Alan Sokal 

calls the postmodernist abuse of science. According to Sokal, such 

abuse includes “importing concepts from the natural sciences into the 

humanities and social sciences without giving the slightest conceptual 

or empirical justification [and] displaying a superficial erudition by 

shamelessly throwing around technical terms in a context where they 

are completely irrelevant.”
162

 Mirowski, a professor of economics and 

the history and philosophy of science at Notre Dame, imports a 

concept from computer science – the “closed-world ontology” – and 

                                                           
162 Alan Sokal and Jean Bricmont, Fashionable Nonsense (New York: Picador, 1998), 4-5. 
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with little justification applies it to the organizations, processes, and 

intellectual history of American Cold War social and natural science. 

Mirowski’s turgid, jargon-laden prose certainly displays a superficial 

erudition. Alas, his belief that “closed world ontologies were 

ubiquitous in Cold War thought” is, like many other claims in this 

book, asserted without any convincing evidence. Anyone outside the 

provincial realm of academic “science studies” is unlikely to find this 

chapter useful or interesting. 

Steven Belleto’s chapter argues that the Cold War had a far 

greater influence on literature than examination of works that 

explicitly reference Cold War politics would suggest. He cites scholars 

who investigate the ways in which containment, game theory, and 

intervention in the Third World were manifested in popular culture. 

Belleto considers that language and literature have political uses. 

Unfortunately, his chapter fails to explore the connection between the 

historical profession’s abandonment of any pretense at objectivity and 

the political goals of the American Left. The Left’s arguments were 

(and are) unsustainable on the basis of facts and objectivity as 

traditionally understood. Therefore, the Left shifted the basis for the 

evaluation of arguments away from truth and objectivity and towards 

politics and emotions. Postmodernism is an effort to put Leftist 

academics in a dominant position as the arbiters of the struggle over 

the past – which they will evaluate on moral, political or emotional 

grounds – in order to control the present and the future.
163

 

Two chapters look at Cold War religious issues. Andrew 

Preston of Cambridge contends that the promotion of religious liberty 

was of great importance to American foreign policy when US-Soviet 

tensions were high. Paul Boyer, formerly at the University of 

Wisconsin, presents a good summary of the religious and ethical 

debate over nuclear weapons during the Cold War. However, he notes 

the marginal relevance of this debate. Religious and ethical discourse 

never reflected the attitudes of the American people towards nuclear 
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weapons, and rarely influenced policymakers or strategists. 

Comparatively speaking, Preston and Boyer support their arguments 

well and express themselves clearly. 

The remaining essays concern subjects so picayune that their 

inclusion in the volume is puzzling. Daniel Matlin of Kings College 

examines the “ideas of freedom” held by Ralph Ellison and Albert 

Murray. Moshik Tempkin of Harvard vainly strives to attach 

significance to an obscure episode – what William F. Buckley and John 

Dos Passos wrote in the 1960s about the Sacco and Vanzetti case. 

Peter Mandler of Cambridge argues that American Cold War 

anthropologists escaped the clutches of the national security state. 

Judging from this essay, the postwar military was wise to give up in 

disgust on behavioral science. Sharon Ghamari-Tabrizi, a Buddhist 

minister, investigates the problem of monotony among Cold War air 

defense radar operators. In the process, she buries the small nugget 

that is of slight interest – what the Air Force thought about crew 

fatigue in the 1950s – under a giant heap of “science studies” twaddle.  

In conclusion, this book is the antithesis of the traditional 

principle that historians should impartially assess the primary sources 

in order to reconstruct past reality as fairly and truthfully as possible. 

This traditional historical method emerged partly in order to counter 

the corruption of history by political and religious partisanship. The 

lure of such partisanship remains as strong as ever, not least because 

historians who construct a false history of past American policy that 

reflects their ideological preferences invariably seek to use that history 

to influence present and future policy. As this book exemplifies, the 

history of the Cold War is surfeited with works that assume America 

was the root of all evil. It is high time that more objective accounts 

prevail. An objective assessment of American strategy in the 20th 

century is not only possible, but critically necessary now that the 

nation is on the verge of another strategic watershed. 
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In early 1942, the United States confronted the problem of 
strategic deployment for global warfare against the Axis. This required 
difficult choices for many reasons, but especially because shipping was 
limited. Geography, logistics, and strategy dictated concentration of 
American forces in the British Isles for an attack on German-occupied 
Western Europe, while remaining on the defensive in the Pacific. The 
Americans and British agreed to this approach long before Pearl 
Harbor, and confirmed its validity just afterward.  

Yet the actual conduct of the war contradicted this approach 
and the strategic agreements with the British. The first American 
offensive was launched in the Southwest Pacific – logistically one of 
the worst possible places to fight. Three weeks after ordering the 
offensive in the Solomons, Roosevelt approved Operation Torch, a 
landing in French North Africa. Both operations negatively affected the 
buildup in Britain. The net result was a large deployment of forces in 
the Southwest Pacific and the Mediterranean in 1943, and the 
postponement of the Second Front in France until 1944. How do we 
explain this outcome? Many historians blame the British, who 
supposedly preferred “peripheral operations” to the Second Front. 
Others consider that repeated “emergencies of the moment” derailed 
long-term strategy. This paper argues that the postponement of the 
Second Front until 1944, and the diversion of forces into secondary 
theaters, resulted from Roosevelt’s failure to meet with Stalin in 1942 
and establish a satisfactory basis for postwar world order.  

Genesis of the “Germany First” Strategy 

 “Germany First” was the strategic principle that the United 
States should make its main military effort in Europe. Germany was 
the strongest Axis power, and more threatening to Britain and the 
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USSR than Japan. The sea route from the United States to Britain was 
relatively short, and Britain was an advanced base with highly 
developed infrastructure, especially ports and airfields. In contrast, 
Pacific distances were vast, with few usable ports or airfields, and 
there was no advanced base close to Japan that offered the same 
advantages as Britain. Strategy, geography and logistics thus dictated 
that the Allies should take the offensive against Germany, remain on 
the defensive in the Pacific, and concentrate against Japan only after 
Germany was knocked back on its heels.  

This reasoning was laid 
out in Admiral Harold R. Stark’s 
“Plan Dog” memorandum of 
November 1940. Stark, who was 
Chief of Naval Operations from 
1939 to early 1942, 
recommended “a strong 
offensive in the Atlantic as an 
ally of the British, and a 
defensive in the Pacific.” He also 
noted that Britain needed to 
control Egypt and “Gibraltar 
combined with West and 
Northwest Africa.” He believed 
that in wartime the United States would “need to send large air and 
land forces to Europe or Africa, or both” to participate in the offensive 
against Germany (emphasis added). In broad terms, then, he endorsed 
Mediterranean operations in the event of war.

164
 

 The “Germany First” logic was further elaborated during 
British and American staff talks in early 1941. These talks resulted in 
the ABC-1 agreement of March 1941 that was the basis for the 
American war plan “Rainbow 5” adopted in the summer of 1941. 
Rainbow 5 expressed “Germany First” as follows: 

“Since Germany is the predominant member of the 
Axis Powers the Atlantic and European area is 
considered to be the decisive theatre. The principal 
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United States Military effort will be exerted in that 
theatre and operations of United States forces in 
other theatres will be conducted in such a manner as 
to facilitate that effort… 

It will be of great importance to maintain the 
present British and Allied Military position in and 
near the Mediterranean basins, and to prevent the 
spread of Axis control in North Africa… 

If Japan does enter the war, the Military strategy in 
the Far East will be defensive. The United States 
does not intend to add to its present Military 
strength in the Far East but will employ the United 
States Pacific Fleet offensively in the manner best 
calculated to weaken Japanese economic power, and 
to support the defense of the Malay barrier by 
diverting Japanese strength away from Malaysia.”

 165
 

 The idea that the Americans generally rejected 
Mediterranean operations as harmful diversions from the war on 
Germany is thus clearly false. Nor was there any suggestion in 
Rainbow 5, an internal American war plan, that action in the 
Mediterranean negated the logic of “Germany First” and thus justified 
going “all out” against Japan. 

After Pearl Harbor, Churchill rushed to Washington for the 
first wartime summit, the Arcadia conference, held from December 
22, 1941, to January 14, 1942. The British feared that the Americans 
would abandon the “Germany First” principle and commit excessive 
resources to the Pacific. In light of subsequent events, this fear was 
entirely reasonable. Among Churchill’s first proposals was Operation 
Gymnast, a 1942 invasion of French North Africa with 150,000 
American and 55,000 British troops intended to secure the North 
African shore from Morocco to Egypt.

166
 In the Pacific, he 

recommended the containment of Japan until the Allies had rebuilt 
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their seapower, as well as diversionary U.S. carrier attacks on Japanese 
cities – a concept soon realized in the Doolittle Raid.  

For 1943, Churchill advocated an assault on occupied Europe 
with a combined Anglo-American force of 1.6 million men. This force 
would invade Germany itself and “win the war at the end of 1943 or 
1944.”

167
 Some authors consider that this proposal reflected 

Churchill’s desire for a “peripheral strategy” or “indirect approach” 
that clashed with the American preference for the “direct approach” 
of a frontal assault on Germany.

168
 But Churchill’s December 1941 

concept was totally consistent with Marshall’s April 1942 proposal that 
also envisioned invading Europe in 1943 with 1.6 million men.

169
  

Roosevelt supported an assault on French North Africa for 
military and political reasons. He wanted to assist the British campaign 
in Libya, forestall a German attack on French North Africa, and get 
American troops into action against Germany as soon as possible to 
improve American national morale.

170
 He wanted to assure the 

Russians that America intended to fight in Europe and not merely 
against Japan.

171
 Gymnast would also provide combat experience for 

green American troops and commanders before they fought in Europe 
itself. 

At Arcadia, Marshall raised no objection to Gymnast, and did 
not insist, as he later would, that it precluded a 1943 invasion of 
Europe. The U.S. Army official histories assert that the Chiefs of Staff 
deliberately “avoided debate on the soundness of the strategy of 
encirclement or of the proposed first step in carrying it out, the 
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occupation of North Africa.”
172

 If true, the Chiefs were derelict in their 
duty; the initial conference was exactly the proper time to have an 
open debate about basic principles. Such a debate would only have 
exposed the absurdity of the view, which some War Department 
officers held, that America should avoid offensives in “subsidiary 
theaters” like North Africa, and conserve forces for the “main effort” 
in Western Europe.

173
 This would have entailed Anglo-American 

idleness in Europe for eighteen months, demoralizing the British and 
American people and rightly provoking suspicion in Moscow.  

In any event, at Arcadia Roosevelt and Churchill agreed that 
Operation Gymnast should take place “at the earliest possible date” – 
in May 1942, or even sooner if the Germans began moving into the 
area.

174
 In the Pacific, the Allies created a combined command in 

Southeast Asia. This command was directed to hold Indonesia, Burma, 
and Australia, and to reestablish communications with the Philippines. 
In the South Pacific, America would defend the islands between 
Hawaii and Australia. 

Enemy action rapidly rendered the Arcadia plans obsolete. In 
late January 1942, Rommel attacked in Libya, forcing the British back 
to the Gazala position and precluding the early capture of Tripoli. 
Between late January and early April, the Japanese captured 
Singapore, the Dutch East Indies, the Bismarck Archipelago, and 
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southern Burma. Additionally, they launched air raids on Ceylon and 
Darwin. In early April Japan completed her conquest of the Philippines 
and pushed to the gates of India. Japan’s foray into the Indian Ocean 
created considerable fear that she might seek to join hands with 
Germany in the Middle East. Finally, the powerful Kwantung Army 
seemed poised to attack the Soviet Far East.  

The Allies could do very little to counter the Japanese 
offensive. American carriers launched a series of raids on Japanese-
held islands in February and March 1942, which had no great military 
effect but demonstrated the capability to strike inside Japan’s defense 
perimeter. The United States also rushed to reinforce the critical 
Australia-Hawaii line. From December 1941 to March 1942, the Army 
sent 21,997 troops to Europe, 140,791 troops to the Pacific, and 
43,192 to Africa, Latin America, and Canada.

175
 The Marines sent a 

brigade to Samoa in January; more than 10,000 men arrived by early 
June.

176
 Outside the continental United States, eight infantry divisions 

were in or en route to the Pacific, with 177,380 troops deployed from 
Hawaii to Australia alone by April 2. In contrast, 26,810 troops were 
stationed in Britain and Iceland. Meanwhile, the British sent six 
divisions to the Far East, including two Australian divisions recalled 
from the Middle East.

177
 Gymnast was “temporarily shelved” in order 

to meet the immediate crisis.
178

 “Germany First” was clearly on hold. 

While these disasters unfolded, the British and Americans 
discussed future relations with the USSR. A major complication was 
that Roosevelt and Churchill held fundamentally different ideas about 
the nature of the postwar world. In brief, Roosevelt envisioned a 
postwar world based on U.S.-Soviet cooperation, with the “Big Four” 
(America, Russia, Britain, and China) policing the world. All other 
powers would be disarmed, and the European colonial empires 
disbanded. Roosevelt described this plan to Molotov in May 1942, and 
fleshed out the full details with Stalin himself later in the war. 
Roosevelt’s major objective in 1942 and 1943 was to meet Stalin 
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without Churchill present in order to establish a personal relationship 
with Stalin and secure his agreement to this vision of postwar order.  

The British, on the other hand, wanted a postwar order based 
on Anglo-American partnership.  Churchill wanted to develop a joint 
policy towards the USSR and to mediate between Roosevelt and Stalin 
– both of which Roosevelt opposed. To build an Anglo-American 
partnership, Churchill pursued Roosevelt just as ardently as Roosevelt 
pursued Stalin. Needless to say, Churchill did not wish to dismantle the 
European colonial empires. In Europe itself, the British were amenable 
to some territorial adjustments, such as recognizing the Soviet gains of 
1939-40 and compensating Poland at Germany’s expense. However, 
the overall British goal was to restore the pre-1933 status quo, but this 
time with American power to maintain it. 

Where the Soviet Union was concerned, Stalin’s basic goal 
was territorial security. In 1941 and 1942, this manifested itself as a 
demand for recognition of the USSR’s 1941 frontiers, which included 
the fruits of the Soviet alliance with Hitler – the Baltic States, more 
than half of Poland, and a slice of Romanian territory. Just after 
Germany attacked the USSR, rumors that the British and Soviets were 
making secret deals provoked Roosevelt to ask Churchill for a specific 
assurance that “no post war peace commitments as to territories, 
populations or economics have been given.”

179
 A major purpose of the 

Atlantic Charter was to obstruct the British from making any secret 
territorial deals with Stalin.

180
 On December 5, 1941, before British 

Foreign Minister Anthony Eden left for Moscow, Secretary of State 
Hull warned him, with specific reference to the Atlantic Charter, not to 
conclude any “secret accords” with the Soviets or “commitments as to 
individual countries” (i.e., in Eastern Europe).

181
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Stalin strongly desired a “Second Front” in France to divert 
German forces from the campaign in the USSR. In 1941, he repeatedly 
demanded a Second Front or the dispatch of a large British force to 
fight in Russia, both of which Churchill rejected as totally beyond 
Britain’s military capability. These demands strengthened the case for 
Stalin’s other demands – increased aid and recognition of the USSR’s 
1941 frontiers. In December 1941, Stalin renewed his call for 
recognition of the USSR’s 1941 frontiers, and proposed significant 
territorial changes in Eastern Europe.

182
 Eden fended him off with 

references to the Atlantic Charter. The Americans informed the British 
and the Soviets of their opposition to any such deal.

183
 Roosevelt’s 

chief objection was not the satisfaction of Stalin’s territorial desires, 
but that he had not yet met Stalin to secure Stalin’s agreement on the 
nature of the postwar world and the treatment of Germany.

184
 If the 

British satisfied Stalin’s territorial demands, then Stalin’s incentive to 
meet Roosevelt would be greatly diminished.  

Soviet pressure on the British mounted during the early 
months of 1942. The British feared that Stalin would conclude a 
separate peace with Hitler or that overt Soviet hostility would 
generate a political crisis in Britain. Thus, on March 30, the British 
informed the Americans that they were willing to accept the Soviet 
demands. In particular, the British noted that as they were unable to 
launch a Second Front, “Great Britain is forced to conclude this treaty 
with Stalin as a political substitute for material military assistance.”

185
  

Roosevelt sought to entice Stalin into dropping his immediate 
demand for recognition of the USSR’s 1941 frontiers by offering to 
launch a Second Front in Europe. Army studies conducted in early 
1942 were the basis for this offer. Then-obscure General Eisenhower, 
who ran the Operations Division of the War Plans Division (WPD) of 
the Army staff, argued in February 1942 that the need to keep Russia 
in the war as well as logistical considerations demanded concentration 
in Britain for a landing in France in 1942. Eisenhower regarded the 
security of Alaska, Australia, and the bases between Hawaii and 

                                                           
182 United States Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1942, 
Volume III, Europe (Washington, DC: GPO, 1961), 499-500. 
183 Ibid., 505-512. 
184 Ibid., 521. 
185 Ibid., 537-538. 



G U A D A L C A N A L ,  T O R C H ,  S E C O N D  F R O N T  | 108 

Australia as merely “highly desirable” not strategically vital. He 
recommended only minimum reinforcement of the Pacific.

186
  

Another study completed on March 6, 1942, considered that 
600,000 ground troops would need to assemble in Britain in order to 
land in France with a substantial enough force to divert the Germans 
from the Eastern Front. However, the same study noted that given the 
large commitment of forces – about 500,000 men – needed to secure 
the Pacific and locations other than Britain, the U.S. could ship only 
51,000 ground troops to Britain by July 1942. Therefore, the study 
noted, the American “force available for the European Theater is not 
adequate for a major offensive.”

187
 The study included a plan for a 

ground assault in France in mid-September 1942 consisting almost 
entirely of British troops. Before this study was even complete, 
additional commitments of U.S. forces to the Pacific further reduced 
the possible number of American troops that could be sent to Britain. 

The Navy, meanwhile, vigorously pushed for additional air 
and ground reinforcements to garrison South Pacific islands. The Chief 
of Naval Operations, Admiral King, did not wish to remain on the 
strategic defensive. He wanted to launch counterattacks against Japan 
as soon as possible. Marshall agreed to supply additional Army troops 
to garrison Efate and Tonga, and conceded that a limited offensive in 
the Southwest Pacific might be possible. He noted, however, that the 
entire world situation would need examination before a larger Army 
ground and air buildup in the Pacific could begin.

188
 

In March, the Joint Chiefs of Staff considered three 
alternatives: firstly, strongly reinforcing the Pacific at the expense of 
Europe, secondly, strongly reinforcing Britain while risking the loss of 
the Southwest Pacific, and thirdly, providing the South Pacific with the 
minimum forces required for a defensive while building up in Britain 
for an offensive at the earliest possible date. The JCS approved the 
third course – “limited deployment in the Pacific and concurrent 
preparation for a campaign in Europe.” The logic was consistent with 
prewar plans and the Arcadia agreement.  
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Roosevelt Proposes a Second Front 

On March 25, 1942, the 
President approved the 
development of a strategic plan 
for an invasion of Western Europe. 
This led to the so-called Marshall 
Memorandum, which reiterated 
the undeniable logic of attacking 
occupied France from Britain. The 
Memorandum asserted the 
“unique opportunity to establish 
an active sector on this front this 
summer” through air attacks and 
raids that would provide “some 
help to Russia,” satisfy public 
opinion, and make green units into 
veterans. The Memorandum 
assumed that the Allies would 
hold the “Alaska-Hawaii-Samoa-
Australia” line; Pacific garrison 
strength would rise from 175,000 
to 300,000; and, Russia would 
remain in the war. The primary objective was to invade between Le 
Havre and Boulogne on April 1, 1943. During the buildup phase, one 
million U.S. troops in 30 divisions would assemble in Britain along with 
3,250 combat aircraft and 400 transport aircraft. The British would 
contribute 18 divisions and 2,550 combat aircraft.  

The Memorandum provided for a “limited operation” with a 
September 15 target date. The Allies would launch this attack if Russia 
seemed about to collapse, “in which case the attack should be 
considered as a sacrifice for the common good,” or if Germany was 
critically weakened. American forces would include 700 combat 
aircraft, 200 transport aircraft, and three and a half divisions. British 
forces would include 5,000 combat aircraft and another division or 
two. Projected landing craft availability constrained this attack to five 
divisions.

189
 Shortly after the completion of the memorandum, the 
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build-up in Britain was code-named Operation Bolero. The 1942 attack 
was named Operation Sledgehammer, and the 1943 attack was named 
Operation Roundup. 

The Marshall Memorandum had certain internal tensions. 
Marshall stressed the urgency of helping Russia, and argued that the 
Anglo-Americans might need to launch a desperate, sacrificial attack 
to achieve this. At the same time he proposed almost to double U.S. 
forces in the Pacific. This would render a sacrifice attack in France 
impossible – with American troops, anyway. On March 11, Roosevelt 
informed Treasury Secretary Morgenthau that he would rather lose 
Australia and New Zealand than have Russia collapse.

190
 Ultimately, 

though, despite repeated expressions of the extreme importance of 
assisting Russia, Roosevelt and Marshall did not prioritize sending 
troops to Europe until late 1943.

191
 Nor did they prioritize the 

production and deployment of landing craft to Britain, despite 
repeated anxious prodding from the British from April to June. All this 
casts serious doubt on the sincerity of their commitment to 
Sledgehammer – and even to Roundup.

192
 

 In any event, as soon as the British announced their intention 
to accept Stalin’s demands for postwar frontiers on the grounds that 
they were unable to launch a Second Front, Roosevelt countered with 
a proposal that the British and Americans should launch a Second 
Front. Roosevelt approved Marshall’s memorandum on April 1, and 
immediately informed Churchill that he was sending Harry Hopkins 
and Marshall to London to secure British approval. Roosevelt invited 
Stalin to meet in Alaska later in the summer, and urged him to send 
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Molotov to Washington to hear the details of this “very important 
military proposal.”

193
  

 During the first months of 1942, British planners actively 
studied the problems of cross-channel attack. They shared the 
American concern that Russia might collapse in the summer, and 
examined making a sacrifice landing to prevent this calamity. Such a 
landing would require at least six divisions, which would probably be 
lost. Britain could not afford to throw away six divisions; the Eighth 
Army in North Africa typically consisted of seven divisions. The field 
army in Britain in 1942 had twenty-two divisions, including Polish and 
Canadian formations.

194
 But, the British believed that a “deliberate 

assault” in 1943 could succeed. Thus, the British were well-prepared 
to meet Marshall. They entirely agreed with his proposal for a major 
operation in 1943. The British accepted the proposed “emergency 
operation” in 1942 only as a possible contingency, not a definite 
commitment, which was exactly how Marshall presented it.  

Many American historians later insinuated that the British 
had somehow reneged on the April agreement when they later 
refused to launch Sledgehammer. For example, Robert Sherwood 
entitles his chapter on April 1942 “The Decision to Attack” and then 
his chapter on July 1942 “The Decision Is Changed.” The April decision 
was to attack in September only if specific conditions were met. The 
British rejection, in July, of Sledgehammer did not “change” the April 
decision because these conditions were not met. An equally false 
insinuation is that rejection of Sledgehammer indicated an intention to 
scuttle Roundup. What the British agreed to do, on April 14, 1942, was 
to establish a Second Front in April 1943. Logistical planning for Bolero 
began immediately in Washington and London. 

Just after this London meeting, dramatic events occurred in 
the Pacific. The Doolittle Raid of April 18, 1942, usually interpreted as 
an effort to raise home front morale, actually sought to divert 
Japanese attention from moving into the Indian Ocean, against 
Australia, or against Siberia. The raid achieved this critical strategic 
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purpose. It cemented Japan’s emerging consensus for invading 
Midway in order to bring American carriers to battle and destroy 
them.

195
 The Battle of the Coral Sea in early May defeated Japan’s 

move against Port Moresby at the cost of an American carrier. 

 

 The Japanese approach to Australia provoked calls from the 
Australian government, General MacArthur and Admiral King to 
reinforce the Southwest Pacific. King even argued that the Pacific 
problem was more urgent and more immediate than Bolero.

196
 

Roosevelt informed MacArthur that the most important task in 1942 
was to support Russia with lend-lease aid and an offensive in Europe 
to divert German forces.

197
 (MacArthur replied that the best way to 

assist Russia would be to reinforce him so he could attack Japan in the 
Southwest Pacific!) Nonetheless, on April 29 Roosevelt indicated his 
desire to raise the number of aircraft and ground troops in Australia. 
Marshall warned the President on May 3 that during his trip to 
London, his proposals had been “greatly embarrassed by the fact that 
we could only propose two and a half divisions to participate in the 
cross-Channel attack by September 15th.”

198
 Further reinforcement of 

Australia would mean that “our recent proposal to the British 
Government for 1942 has, in effect, largely been cancelled.”

199
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Marshall recommended that the President choose between Bolero 
(“this operation for 1942”) and the Pacific, and drop Bolero entirely if 
it was not the top priority. Roosevelt replied, “I do not want ‘Bolero’ 
slowed down.”

200
 He again stressed the importance of helping the 

USSR and his determination to establish a Second Front in 1942.
201

  

 The British, of course, had not agreed to attack in 1942, and 
thus references to Sledgehammer as a definite undertaking reflected 
faulty assumptions. If the Americans truly regarded Sledgehammer as 
a matter of utmost national importance, they should have rushed 
enough troops to Britain to conduct the operation entirely with 
American ground forces. At minimum, they should have halted further 
troop movements to the Pacific, and rejected any Pacific offensives. 
Yet over the coming months, the deployment of Army manpower 
continued to favor the Pacific, and just eight weeks later, Marshall and 
King approved an offensive in the Solomons. America’s Pacific-
oriented actions were manifestly at odds with her Europe-oriented 
words. This calls into question the sincerity of those words. 

 Stalin rejected Roosevelt’s request for a meeting in Alaska, 
but agreed to send Molotov to London and Washington. Molotov 
arrived in London in late May. The American Ambassador to Britain, 
Joseph Winant, informed Molotov that the British and Americans were 
both “interested in” a Second Front, though Winant could not promise 
“action this year” as Molotov wished. However, both the President 
and the Secretary of State were “definitely opposed to a British-
Russian treaty containing agreements on frontiers.”

202
 Due to these 

objections, the Anglo-Soviet treaty signed on May 26 contained no 
secret agreements on territorial issues.  

Molotov pressed Churchill to establish a Second Front in 1942 
to divert forty German divisions from the USSR. Churchill emphasized 
the shortage of landing craft as a limiting factor, and stated that a 
landing in 1942 would be unlikely to divert German forces from the 
East. However, the Allies planned to land in force in 1943. The British 
sent an Aide Memoire to the Soviets stating that a landing in 1942 was 
in preparation but might not be feasible: “We can therefore give no 
promise in the matter, but, provided that it appears sound and 
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sensible, we shall not hesitate to put our plans into effect.”
203

 Churchill 
sent Roosevelt an account of his conversation with Molotov that made 
the British position abundantly clear.

204
 

 Molotov then flew to Washington, where he met Roosevelt 
and Hopkins. Roosevelt proposed that after the war, the “Big Four” 
(Britain, America, the USSR, and China) should be the world 
policemen, and that “all other nations save the Big Four should be 
disarmed.” This would include not only the Axis aggressors (Germany, 
Italy and Japan) but major Allied nations, like France and Poland, and 
even neutral nations like Spain and Turkey. Roosevelt also suggested 
taking colonial possessions from “weak nations” and putting them 
under “international trusteeship” with the Soviets as a trustee.

205
 

 

At a meeting with Roosevelt, Hopkins, and Marshall on May 
30, Molotov again agitated for a Second Front in 1942 strong enough 
to divert forty German divisions. Roosevelt asked Marshall whether 
“we could say to Mr. Stalin that we are preparing a Second Front.” 
Marshall said yes, and Roosevelt “authorized Mr. Molotov to inform 
Mr. Stalin that we expect the formation of a Second Front this 
year.”

206
 This promise contradicted Marshall’s agreement with the 

British and what Churchill had said to Molotov. Thus, it was Roosevelt, 
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Molotov’s June 1942 

visit to Washington is 

best known for their 

agreement to create a 

Second Front in 1942. 

But, FDR also conveyed 

to him the outline of a 

postwar world based on 

US-Soviet hegemony 

and the destruction of 

European colonialism. 

(FDR Library) 
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not Churchill, who tried to change the Anglo-American deal concluded 
in April. Nevertheless, Roosevelt informed Churchill that he wished 
“definite action” in France in 1942, ostensibly to prevent Russian 
collapse.

207
 On Molotov’s return to the USSR, the Soviets, British and 

Americans issued a joint communiqué stating that “full understanding 
was reached with regard to the urgent tasks of creating a Second 
Front in Europe in 1942.”

208
 Alas, the three parties to the communiqué 

had a different understanding of these tasks! 

 Churchill returned to Washington from June 19-25 to discuss 
the Second Front. Even before his arrival, a British Admiral, Lord Louis 
Mountbatten, told Roosevelt of the difficulties of landing in France in 
1942. According to Mountbatten, Roosevelt suggested conducting 
Gymnast instead.

209
 At meetings of the Combined Chiefs of Staff, the 

British noted that they had examined operations in France in 1942, 
including a landing in the Pas de Calais and the establishment of 
bridgeheads in Normandy or Brittany. They believed these plans 
“unlikely to achieve important results” or to relieve pressure on the 
Soviets. But, the British agreed that the basic logic of Bolero remained 
sound, and that the buildup for Roundup in 1943 should proceed.  

Interestingly, the arguments that Marshall and King used 
against Gymnast in conversations with the British applied in spades to 
the operations in the Solomons that Marshall and King were studying 
at precisely the same time. (Marshall and King discussed the proposed 
Solomons offensive throughout June.) King noted that Gymnast would 
open a new front “with all the increase in overheads and escort and 
transportation problems involved” – problems that would be even 
more serious in the Solomons. Marshall said that “large scale 
operations on the Continent in 1943 would clearly not be possible 
unless all efforts were concentrated now on their preparation.” Only a 
week later he approved a new major effort in the Pacific!

210
 The 

projected Solomons offensive would not require as many ground 
forces as Roundup or even Gymnast, but as we shall see, offensive 
action in the Southwest Pacific made predictably huge demands on 
American shipping. 
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The Combined Chiefs of Staff concluded that they should 
push ahead with preparations for “a full scale attack in Northwest 
France” in 1943 rather than Gymnast – but they were overruled.

211
 

Roosevelt demanded offensive action in Europe in 1942. Churchill 
stated that Britain “would not favor an operation [in France] that was 
certain to lead to disaster.” As the Americans had not presented a plan 
for Sledgehammer that could succeed, Churchill suggested Gymnast as 
an alternative.

212
 Rommel’s capture of Tobruk on June 21 and 

subsequent advance into Egypt reinforced the argument for Gymnast. 

Midway and the Solomons Offensive 

 The British visit occurred a few weeks after the Battle of 
Midway, which broke the back of Japan’s carrier force, and as a 
practical matter eliminated the Japanese threat to Hawaii, Fiji, Samoa, 
New Caledonia, Siberia, or the Indian Ocean. After Midway, the 
Japanese established a base on Guadalcanal and tried to capture Port 
Moresby overland from the north coast of New Guinea. Midway 
provoked enthusiastic calls to exploit the victory. A number of 
possibilities were under discussion during June at the same time as 
Sledgehammer and Gymnast. MacArthur proposed retaking the 
Bismarck Archipelago. Marshall envisaged retaking eastern New 
Guinea and New Britain. King suggested landing in the Solomons and 
working towards Rabaul. All these plans involved employment of the 
three Army infantry divisions already in the South Pacific, as well as 
the 1st Marine Division (en route to New Zealand), the 2nd Marine 
Division (which left for the South Pacific in early July), land-based 
aircraft in Australia, naval forces, and transport shipping. On July 2, 
Marshall and King signed a joint directive for a three-task offensive in 
the Southwest Pacific, Operation Watchtower. Task One was to 
occupy positions in the Solomons on August 1. Task Two was to 
liberate northern New Guinea and the remainder of the Solomons. 
Task Three was to capture Rabaul and positions in New Britain and 
New Ireland.

213
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 The Solomons 
offensive was very 
challenging logistically 
due to great distances 
and primitive 
infrastructure. The 
nearest major port, 
Brisbane, was 7,000 
miles from San 
Francisco, 1,100 miles 
from New Guinea, and 
1,300 miles from the 
Solomons. The nearest 
forward base, Nouméa, 
was a small port about 
1,000 miles from 
Guadalcanal. Weak 
intra-theater transport 
meant that “direct 
shipments from the 
United States to each 
base or port often 
represented the most 
efficient method of 
supply.”

214
 Forces in the 

Southwest Pacific were more than twice as hard to support as forces 
in Europe: “Marshall and King estimated that shipping that could 
transport 100,000 troops to the British Isles would move only 40,000 
to Australia, while a larger amount of cargo shipping would be needed 
to support the latter deployment than the former.”

215
 

 Global Logistics and Strategy argues that the July 2 decision 
“was made, at least on the Army side, without any calculation of what 
the ultimate cost would be in terms of additional commitments of 
men and material to the Pacific war front.”

216
 Even without an exact 

calculation, the Army knew that the Solomons operation would create 
demands for additional resources. For this reason, Army Operations 
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Division (OPD) staffers preferred an immediate strike at Rabaul, 
leaving Japanese forces in the Solomons to wither on the vine. OPD 
correctly predicted that moving progressively up the Solomons would 
cause Japan to reinforce Rabaul and contest each rung of the 
Solomons ladder.

217
  

MacArthur would obviously need more resources after 
completing Task One. Indeed, after receiving approval for Task One, he 
immediately requested the reinforcements needed to conduct Tasks 
Two and Three!

218
 This request was denied on July 10, but nobody 

could imagine that this problem would go away or that Bolero would 
be unaffected. As the Army history notes, “by its very nature, the plan 
for a Pacific offensive was bound to generate demands for additional 
commitments of manpower and materials, demands of an emergency 
nature that the Army staff in Washington could hardly resist, however 
much they might wish to follow the principle of concentration on the 
Atlantic front.”

219
  

 The decision to take the offensive in the Solomons was totally 
incompatible with Marshall’s agreement with the British in April and 
with Roosevelt’s promise to Molotov in May. Moreover, the decision 
was taken before the British formally rejected Sledgehammer, 
although they were clearly leaning in that direction. Marshall knew 
that concentration in Britain placed great demands on limited shipping 
resources, and that commitments in the Pacific placed Sledgehammer 
and Roundup at risk. Nevertheless, he approved an operation in the 
Pacific that involved large demands on shipping. Each ship that moved 
and supported men to and within the South Pacific was manifestly not 
moving men from New York to Liverpool. Given that Roosevelt and 
Marshall approved actions in the Pacific that necessarily prevented 
concentration in Britain, their arguments for a Second Front, although 
vehemently and repeatedly advanced, were simply disingenuous. 

Was Roosevelt Serious about Sledgehammer? 

 On July 8, the British formally notified the Americans that 
they did not support landing in France in 1942. They again suggested 
Gymnast as an alternative. Marshall submitted a petulant and illogical 
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recommendation that unless the British agreed to a Second Front in 
1942, the Americans should “turn immediately to the Pacific with 
strong forces and drive for a decision against Japan.”

220
 

Roosevelt rejected this effort to force Britain’s hand. He 
instructed Marshall to try one last time to convince the British to 
launch a Second Front in 1942. If this failed, Marshall had to secure 
agreement on action against the Germans somewhere else in 1942. 
Hopkins, Marshall, and King flew to London and urged the British to 
seize a foothold in Normandy in 1942. This plan had no chance of 
tactical success, and the British declined it. On July 25 the Americans 
accepted Gymnast, renamed Operation Torch, with a target date of 
October 30. 

 The logical and strategically disciplined response to the 
rejection of Sledgehammer was not a turn to the Pacific. As Roosevelt 
observed in his response to Marshall, an all-out effort against Japan 
would not defeat Germany, but the “defeat of Germany means the 
defeat of Japan” – albeit not as easily as Roosevelt claimed.

221
 The 

proper response was to continue Bolero and proceed with Roundup in 
the spring of 1943 – the program that Marshall himself designed in 
April. Torch, on the other hand, would certainly compete with and 
delay Bolero, and possibly prohibit Roundup. Marshall repeatedly 
warned Roosevelt about this, most recently during Churchill’s June 
visit.

222
 Therefore, Roosevelt’s decision to conduct Torch indicated 

that he very likely wanted to postpone Roundup until 1944. This is all 
the more probable due to his approval of Watchtower just a few 
weeks beforehand. To launch Roundup in 1943 after conducting two 
shipping-intensive amphibious operations in late 1942 would be 
extremely challenging indeed. 

 American troop deployments indicate lack of seriousness 
about Sledgehammer. In December 1941, the Army had 1.7 million 
men. Only 192,000 were outside the Continental United States – 
primarily in the Philippines, Hawaii, Alaska, and the Caribbean. The 
Army mobilized another 3.7 million men during 1942. Due to lack of 
shipping, only one million of the Army’s 5.4 million men were overseas 
by December 1942. From December 1941 to April 1942, despite the 
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“Germany first” strategy, the Army shipped 21,997 men to Europe, 
144,929 men to the Pacific, and 39,054 men elsewhere.

223
 This was 

understandable enough given Japan’s successes. But, between the 
April 1 approval of the plan for a Second Front and the rejection of 
Sledgehammer on July 8, the Army sent 54,275 men to Europe, 
147,145 men to the Pacific, and 21,596 men elsewhere.

224
 

Furthermore, 45,000 Marines sailed for the South Pacific during this 
period;

225
 Marine divisions never fought in Europe, but they could 

easily have spearheaded Sledgehammer. When the British rejected 
Sledgehammer, two months before the projected launch date of 
Sledgehammer and nine months before Roundup, American forces in 
Britain were puny: 38,699 ground troops, 12,517 Army Air Force 
personnel, 26 combat aircraft, and 238 small landing craft.

226
 Bolero 

had made scant progress in the preceding three months. 

 In total, between Pearl Harbor and the British rejection of 
Sledgehammer, the Army sent 76,272 men to Europe and 352,724 
men to other theaters. The combined Army and Marine strategic 
deployment ratio was over five to one against the buildup in Britain 
that Marshall ardently advocated in words if not in action.

227
 This ratio 

understates the degree to which the buildup in Britain was 
shortchanged, because U.S. troops could assemble in Britain faster 
than anywhere else except Hawaii. A round trip from the United States 
to the South or Southwest Pacific took almost twice as long as a round 
trip from the East Coast to Britain.

228
 For every man or ton of cargo 
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sent to these regions, nearly two men or two tons could be sent to 
Britain. If America had ceased sending reinforcements to the South 
and Southwest Pacific after reaching agreement with the British on 
Bolero in April, then approximately 100,000 American troops would 
have defended these areas (90,721 Army and 10,000 Marines). In 
principle, the Army could then have sent about 213,000 men to Britain 
through the end of June.

229
 By deciding against further reinforcement 

of the Southwest Pacific, especially the 2nd Marine Division sent in 
July, America could have marshaled 493,907 troops in Britain by 
September 1942.

230
 This would have comfortably exceeded the OPD’s 

target of 364,585 troops in a “balanced ground force” for 
Sledgehammer.

231
 Marshall could then have made the case for a 

“sacrifice” invasion of France in September 1942 using only American 
troops. The British could hardly have resisted this argument, and 
Churchill would likely not have issued his veto.  

 Sledgehammer would most likely have ended as disastrously 
as the August 1942 Dieppe Raid but on a larger scale. At the time, 
Eisenhower admitted that the “odds of a successful landing were only 
one in two and of maintaining a beachhead one in five.”

232
 The 

principal reasons Roosevelt, Marshall, and Eisenhower argued for 
launching the operation at such odds were political and psychological 
– essentially, to make Stalin happy. These arguments gained no 
traction in London. Meanwhile, American actions were completely 
inconsistent with their words. Roosevelt and Marshall did not 
prioritize sending American troops or amphibious assault shipping to 
Britain, did not prioritize production of landing craft, and approved an 
offensive in the Southwest Pacific that necessarily conflicted with 
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Sledgehammer. Therefore, Sledgehammer was not, in reality, their top 
priority, despite their intense pressure on the British and promises to 
the Soviets.  

Could Japan Have Isolated Australia? 

 The disparity between Roosevelt’s and Marshall’s emphasis 
on the Second Front and the concentration of U.S. forces in the Pacific 
is sometimes explained in terms of bureaucratic and domestic politics 
– i.e., King and MacArthur effectively advocated for a tilt to the Pacific, 
and the American public demanded punishment for Japan.

233
 A more 

plausible interpretation is that Japanese advances in New Guinea and 
the Solomons threatened Allied communications with Australia, and 
this emergency required the Americans to divert forces from the build-
up in Britain.

234
 The need to send forces to defend the lines of 

communication to Australia before Midway was quite clear, but the 
rationale for taking the offensive in the Solomons after Midway was 
weak even disregarding its effects on Bolero. 
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 The sea lines of communication from the United States to 
Australia ran south of New Caledonia, more than 1,000 miles from 
Guadalcanal. The Japanese Zero fighter aircraft had a combat radius of 
600 miles from a land base, and Japanese anti-shipping aircraft could 
not operate effectively beyond this fighter cover. Thus, Japan could 
not threaten the lines of communication with Australia without 
capturing New Caledonia, Fiji, or Samoa. This was precisely why 
America garrisoned them. Japanese conquest of these islands was 
basically impossible after April, due to American ground troops and air 
forces that arrived in the first months of 1942, and certainly after 
Midway. The Japanese had planned invasions of these islands before 
Midway, but postponed and then cancelled them afterward. Those 
plans reflected weak Japanese intelligence on American dispositions; it 
assigned three battalions to invade New Caledonia, five for Fiji, and 
one for Samoa. On April 2, there was already an American division on 
New Caledonia, a Marine brigade on Samoa (with a second brigade 
arriving in early June), and two New Zealand brigades (10,000 men) on 
Fiji.

235
 Army and Navy fighter squadrons guarded Australia, New 

Caledonia, Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, and other islands between Hawaii and 
Australia.

236
 These Allied forces had already, by July, inflicted 

punishing attrition on Japanese air forces in Rabaul.
237

 

 The immediate purpose of Japan’s base on Guadalcanal and 
the overland drive on Port Moresby was strategically defensive – to 
deny America airbases within range of Rabaul. Given that Rabaul 
ultimately proved useless to Japan – America never even bothered to 
capture it – Japanese possession of Guadalcanal or even Port Moresby 
could have no decisive consequences for the Allies. Japan planned to 
base 45 Zero fighters and 60 land-based bombers on Guadalcanal in 
late 1942. A force this small could hardly have supported invasions in 
the New Hebrides.

238
 Japan’s inability to construct bases rapidly and 

sustain them suggests that a “stepping stone” campaign from, say, 
Guadalcanal to Espiritu Santo to New Caledonia would have taken far 
too long to succeed before the Allies countered it.  
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Undoubtedly, lack of American action on Guadalcanal would 
have enabled Japan to devote greater resources to the capture of Port 
Moresby. Yet from there, Japan could not have invaded or even 
blockaded Australia. Zero fighters based at Port Moresby could only 
have reached the strategically barren Cape York peninsula, nowhere 
near the sea lanes from the United States to Brisbane and Sydney. In 
sum, the potential costs and risks of America remaining on the 
defensive in the Southwest Pacific after Midway were low.  

The Americans were aware of Japanese activities in the 
Solomons, and the notion that they might try to advance towards the 
New Hebrides was not unreasonable. To launch a major amphibious 
offensive in response, however, was definitely illogical if the nation’s 
primary strategic goal required massing forces in Britain. A defensive 
response, such as the deployment of additional land-based fighters to 
the theater, would probably have contained any Japanese threats 
from Guadalcanal. 

Roosevelt’s Bait and Switch 

 A better explanation for the disparity between Roosevelt and 
Marshall’s emphasis on the Second Front and the concentration in the 
Pacific lies in Roosevelt’s grand strategy. In early 1942, Roosevelt 
promised a Second Front in order to keep the Soviets in the war and 
induce them to drop their demands about frontiers. However, actually 
delivering a Second Front before Roosevelt had personally met Stalin 
and secured his agreement on postwar world order would have been 
counterproductive. Stalin would have little incentive to meet 
Roosevelt if the primary thing Stalin wanted (a Second Front) was 
already established. The excessive troop commitments to the Pacific in 
1942 therefore served Roosevelt well. This ensured he could not 
deliver on his Second Front promise and put the onus for lack of 
delivery on the British. 

 Churchill decided to explain the decision for Torch to Stalin 
personally. Churchill reached Moscow in August after an arduous 
journey, and stated that German strength in France was too high and 
Allied strength in landing craft was too low to permit a landing. 
Churchill noted the advantages of Torch. Stalin formally replied that 
the failure to deliver a Second Front as promised was a “moral blow” 
to Soviet public opinion and “complicates the situation of the Red 
Army.” The Soviets maintained that “the most favorable conditions” 
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existed for a Second Front in 1942 because the Germans in France 
were weak, which might not be the case in 1943. Therefore, “the 
creation of a Second Front in Europe in 1942 is possible and should be 
effected.” To this, Churchill responded that his June 1942 Aide 
Memoire did not promise a Second Front, and Torch was a better 
Second Front in 1942 than landing in France. True enough, but 
Churchill’s emphasis on Roundup in 1943 later proved 
embarrassing.

239
 

The British believed that Roundup was still viable even after 
the Allies conducted Torch.

240
 Marshall and King, however, insisted 

that the British acknowledge that Torch would render Roundup 
“impracticable of successful execution in 1943 and therefore that we 
have definitely accepted a defensive, encircling line of action.”

241
 The 

Americans asserted that Torch justified sending fifteen American air 
groups and an infantry division to the Pacific.

242
 The British chiefs did 

not agree that Torch was a “defensive” operation or that Roundup was 
impossible in 1943. They declared their determination “to go ahead 
with preparations for an invasion of the Continent on a large scale.”

243
 

The Americans remained adamant on this point, and the British chiefs 
felt they had to concede given Marshall’s agreement to Torch. When 
the British chiefs presented this to the War Cabinet, Churchill rejected 
the idea that Roundup was impossible, and sent a telegram to 
Roosevelt to that effect. There followed an Anglo-American exchange 
of views over whether or not the “Germany First” strategy of the 
Arcadia Conference was still in effect. This discussion was largely 
academic. The landing of the 1st Marine Division on Guadalcanal on 
August 7 was a fait accompli that represented the de facto 
abandonment of the previously agreed strategy. 

Watchtower’s Effect on Torch 

The Pacific concentration adversely affected the execution of 
Operation Torch in two ways. The lack of escorts and assault shipping 
in the Atlantic delayed the start of the operation, and limited the 
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number of landings. These factors, combined with the American 
determination to land a strong force in Morocco, ensured that the 
Allies could not seize French North Africa in a rapid, decisive 
operation. If Torch had been conducted sooner, or forces landed 
further east, then the Allies might have been able to capture Tunisia 
before the Germans could react in strength. The conquest of Tunisia in 
late 1942 would certainly have reopened the question of conducting 
Roundup. The cautious conduct of Torch, partly dictated by the 
diversion in the Solomons, kept Roundup’s coffin nailed shut.

 

From August to November 1942, the Japanese responded 
vigorously to the American presence on Guadalcanal. The United 
States Navy fought seven major battles, and constantly sought to 
reinforce and resupply American forces while interdicting Japanese 
reinforcement and resupply. Navy losses included two fleet carriers, 
six cruisers, fifteen destroyers, and four troop transports sunk, 
hundreds of aircraft lost, and numerous ships damaged.

244
 At the 

height of the struggle for Guadalcanal, on October 24, the President 
demanded strong reinforcements for the region. King stated that one 
battleship, six cruisers, two destroyers, 24 submarines, 75 fighters, 
and 56 bombers would proceed to the Southwest Pacific. 
Furthermore, “thirty transports had been allocated to the South 
Pacific for November, and twenty additional 7,000-ton ships would be 
diverted later.” Marshall promised to send additional Army heavy 
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bombers and fighters.
245

 These forces were unavailable to support 
Operation Torch. During the Battle of the Santa Cruz Islands on 
October 26, 1942, the Japanese sank the USS Hornet, and damaged 
the only other American carrier in the Pacific, the USS Enterprise. 
Admiral Halsey requested that the British loan him carriers from their 
Indian Ocean fleet – hardly the optimum situation less than two weeks 
before the start of Operation Torch! 

The Pacific campaign imposed a heavy burden on American 
troop and cargo lift in late 1942. The Army shipped new ground and 
air forces from the United States, including one division to Hawaii and 
another on an epic voyage to Guadalcanal via New Zealand and 
Nouméa.

246
 Furthermore, American troop movements within the 

Pacific theater necessarily involved long ocean journeys. The 25th 
Division moved from Hawaii to Guadalcanal (a longer voyage than 
from New York to Britain), the Americal Division moved from New 
Caledonia to Guadalcanal, the 2nd Marine Division moved from New 
Zealand to Guadalcanal, and the 1st Marine Division withdrew to New 
Zealand (a longer voyage than from Britain to Algiers).

247
 Pacific 

movements unavoidably competed for shipping with Torch.  

The first troop convoys left the East Coast for Operation 
Torch on October 22. The landings began on November 8, and in the 
following month Allied forces raced the Germans to secure Tunisia. 
Any ship on a Pacific run that left the West Coast much after 
September 1 could not support Torch – but from September to 
December, large convoys were en route to Pacific destinations.

248
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October 1, and arrived in New Zealand on October 30. It then moved to Nouméa on 
November 18 and Guadalcanal in February 1943. Matloff and Snell, 394. 
247 The 25th Division moved from Hawaii to Guadalcanal between November 25 and 
December 17. The Americal Division moved from Nouméa to Guadalcanal in stages: the 
164th Infantry on October 13, the 182d Infantry on November 12, and the 132d Infantry 
on December 8. An independent regiment, the 147th Infantry, arrived on November 4. 
The 8th Marines arrived on November 4, and the remainder of the 2nd Marine Division 
in early January. The 1st Marine Division embarked for Wellington on December 9. 
248 San Francisco to Honolulu to Panama to Norfolk is 8,601 nautical miles. Add ten 
percent for zigzagging, and a 15-knot troopship takes 26 days to cover this distance. Add 
ten days for unloading in Honolulu and ten for loading in Norfolk. The ship must leave 
San Francisco no later than September 6 to participate in Torch. A 10-knot cargo ship on 
the same route would have to leave no later than August 23. 
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Army shipments to the Pacific (110,007 troops and 1,823,983 tons 
cargo) exceeded shipments to North Africa (102,860 troops and 
1,019,780 tons cargo) from September to December:

249
 

Army Troops and Cargo Shipped from CONUS Overseas, September to December 1942 

 

North Africa Alaska Hawaii South / SW Pacific 

Troops Tons 
Cargo 

Troops Tons 
Cargo 

Troops Tons 
Cargo 

Troops Tons 
Cargo 

Sep - - 4,805 164,128 10,145 100,314 12,367 101,443 

Oct 33,584 239,855 4,372 231,689 4,524 98,871 25,039 189,197 

Nov 31,693 428,033 6,634 140,965 10,774 131,236 6,904 176,403 

Dec 37,583 351,892 5,397 208,976 2,834 98,304 16,212 182,457 

North Africa Totals:  102,860 troops and 1,019,780 tons cargo 

Pacific Totals:             110,007 troops and 1,823,983 tons cargo 

In viewing the above table, note that shipments to the South 
and Southwest Pacific had turnaround times half again as long as 
shipments to the Mediterranean. A major reason for the slow 
turnaround time in the Pacific was poor port facilities. During the 
Solomons campaign, supplies and troops were funneled through 
Nouméa in New Caledonia, where lack of docks and warehouses 
forced the Army and Navy to use vessels in harbor as floating storage. 
This resulted in a large backlog of idle shipping. At any given time from 
September through November, some ninety ships were anchored at 
Nouméa. This was the exact time that Army planners were just barely 
scraping together enough shipping for Torch.

250
 When engineers built 

enough docks and storage facilities to solve the problem in early 1943, 
victory at Guadalcanal made their efforts irrelevant. The fighting then 
moved further away! Lack of ports in the region created a large 
demand for intra-theater transport of all kinds; landing craft, barges, 
short-haul craft, and ocean-going vessels. MacArthur acquired a 
“permanent local fleet” of transport ships assigned indefinitely to the 
theater under his control. In June 1942 this fleet had 32 ships. It grew 
to 52 ships by the end of 1943 and more than 140 ships in 1945.

251
 

                                                           
249 Data from Leighton and Coakley, 732-733.  
250 Ibid., 399.  
251 James R. Masterson, U.S. Army Transportation in the Southwest Pacific Area, 1941-
1947 (Washington, DC: Office of the Chief of Military History , 1949) , 339-340. 
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The total effect of offensive action in the Pacific on the global 
distribution of American transport and amphibious assault shipping in 
late 1942 was large. Assessment is complicated because the Army and 
the Navy each controlled a fleet of transport ships commissioned into 
their service, and also chartered War Shipping Administration and 
foreign vessels to transport troops and cargo to and within the 
Southwest Pacific. Army transport statistics are precise and readily 
available. In the second half of 1942, more troop shipping tonnage 
was in the Pacific than the Atlantic until December. The total tonnage 
and number of ships in the Atlantic was higher, principally due to the 
larger concentration of cargo tonnage in the Atlantic. About two 
vessels were in the Pacific for every three in the Atlantic:

252
  

Vessels Under Army Control, 1942 

 Pacific DWT Atlantic DWT Number of Vessels 

 
Troop 
Ships 

Cargo 
Ships 

Troop 

Ships 

Cargo 
Ships 

Pacific Atlantic Total 

Aug 329,320 1,140,141 323,096 2,002,458 218 301 519 

Sep 360,993 1,204,743 327,554 2,098,325 193 314 507 

Oct 362,973 1,157,105 343,830 2,132,293 186 316 502 

Nov 351,658 1,223,842 287,298 1,758,839 189 262 451 

Dec 381,123 1,139,554 452,163 1,967,951 195 306 501 

Deadweight tonnage (DWT) is the weight of cargo, fuel, fresh water, ballast water, 
provisions, passengers, and crew. 

The Navy had 61 troop transports (AP) in service in 1942. In 
November, 34 were in Atlantic service (primarily for Torch) and 27 
were in Pacific service.

253
 The Navy had 13 cargo transports (AK) in 

Atlantic service and 15 in the Pacific.
254

 This does not include the 

                                                           
252 Tonnages from Matloff and Snell, 396. Numbers from Army Service Forces, Statistical 
Review: World War II (Washington, DC: War Department, 1946), 145. 
253 Derived from http://www.navsource.org/archives/09/22/22idx.htm. I do not include 
those transferred to Army service or under repair. In Atlantic service: AP 8, 15,17, 24, 
25, 26, 30, 31, 42, 43, 48, 50, 51, 52, 54, 56-61, 64-73, 75-77. In Pacific service: AP 9-14, 
16, 22, 23, 27, 29, 32-35, 37-41, 55, 62, 63, 102-105. 
254 Derived from http://www.navsource.org/archives/09/13/13idx.htm. In Atlantic 
service: AK 13, 18, 19, 21, 25, 27, 46, 47, 48, 49, 55, 56, 63. In Pacific service: AK 14, 15, 
16, 17, 20, 22, 23, 24, 26, 28, 30, 42, 43, 50, 53. 
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Navy’s assault troop transports (APA) and cargo transports (AKA). Of 
these critically important combat loaders, 15 APA and 7 AKA were in 
the Atlantic, and 14 APA and 7 AKA were in the Pacific during 
November 1942.

255
 The Navy’s thirteen designated “fast transports” 

(APD) were also in the Pacific; these were converted destroyers with a 
small amphibious assault capability. At need, other destroyers could 
act in this role. For example, the USS Dallas (DD 199) landed 75 Army 
troops at Port Lyautey during Torch.

256
 

Of course, the movement of troops overseas was only one 
claim on the total Anglo-American shipping pool. Other claims 
included the maintenance of troops overseas, imports of raw 
materials to the United States, civilian imports to the British Isles, and 
lend-lease shipments to Britain and the USSR. These demands directly 
competed with each other. The movement of troops and cargo to the 
South Pacific, for example, did not just limit the movement of military 
troops and cargo to Britain and North Africa, but also reduced cargo 
space available for British civilian imports and for lend-lease to Britain 
and Russia.

257
 Torch directly contributed to the British “import crisis” 

that came to a head in March 1943. Watchtower contributed 
indirectly. The British had to withdraw a large number of ships from 
their import program to assault North Africa and maintain Allied 
forces there:  

“Military demands upon shipping for the forces in 
North Africa proved far larger than expected, and 
British shipping suffered heavily-far more so than 
American-from German submarines during the 
period of the North African operation. Apart from 
losses, evasive routing in areas where escorting had 
to be curtailed or dispensed with lengthened already 
long voyages and thus in effect reduced the net 
movement of cargo. During the same period, 
moreover, Britain was lending her ally ships to move 

                                                           
255 In the Atlantic: APA 2, 8, 10, 12, 13, 15, 22-24, 26-32 and AKA 1, 2, 4, 8, 10, 13, 14. In 
the Pacific: APA 3-7, 9, 14, 16, 17-21, 25 and AKA 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 11, 12.  
256 George F. Howe, Northwest Africa: Seizing the Initiative in the West (Washington: 
GPO, 1957), 152. 
257 In May 1942, Roosevelt asked Molotov if the Soviets would accept a fifty percent cut 
in lend-lease in order to expedite the buildup in Britain for the Second Front. Molotov 
declined, sarcastically noting that he might give up the lend-lease and still not get the 
Second Front. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1942, Volume III, 582-583. 
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U.S. cargo from the United Kingdom to North Africa-
some 682,000 deadweight tons of shipping between 
October 1942 and mid-April 1943, or more than 
twice as much as the United States lent to Britain for 
use on this route. The impact upon the U.K. import 
program was devastating.”

258
 

Clearly, Britain could have devoted more ships to imports if 
more American assault shipping was in the Atlantic at the expense of 
the Pacific. 

Pacific demands delayed Torch one month. On July 30, 
Roosevelt instructed the military to launch Torch at the earliest 
possible date, and no later than October 30. The British preferred 
October 7, to avoid the winter rains that began in late November. (As 
it happened, rain and mud indeed slowed the Allied drive on Tunis in 
November and December.) The Americans insisted on November 7. 
Due to shipping constraints, the operation could be launched at the 
earlier date at only one-third of the desired strength.

259
 Despite direct 

entreaties from Churchill to Roosevelt for an attack in October, the 
British had to yield to the later date. At a meeting of the Combined 
Chiefs of Staff on August 28, Admiral King asserted that the Navy’s 
needs at Guadalcanal rendered impossible any transfer of naval 

                                                           
258 Richard M. Leighton, “U.S. Merchant Shipping and the British Import Crisis,” in Kent 
Roberts Greenfield, ed., Command Decisions (Washington, DC: GPO, 1959), 204. 
259 Matloff and Snell, 288. Leighton and Coakley, 421. Howard, 121. 

The Navy used attack transports like the USS Zeilin for amphibious assaults. They 

were a scarce resource in late 1942. (Navy) 

http://www.history.navy.mil/photos/images/h78000/h78156.jpg
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strength to the Atlantic.
260

 This was even before the naval battles of 
October and November, which required additional reinforcements in 
the Southwest Pacific. Guadalcanal was an irrevocable commitment 
after the August 7 landings. Yet without Watchtower, an earlier Torch 
would have been possible.  

The second issue under discussion in August was where to 
land. The British and Americans generally agreed on the importance of 
securing Oran and Algiers. The British believed that “our primary 
consideration must be to forestall the arrival of Axis forces in Tunisia” 
and that “the whole conception of ‘Torch’ may stand or fall on this 
question of the early occupation of Tunisia.”

261
 They correctly 

estimated that the Germans would take two to four weeks to react in 
force. The British advocated landing a strong force at Bône and 
Philippeville in eastern Algeria that could immediately drive overland 
to Tunis. Axis airpower in Sicily and Sardinia ruled out landings further 

east, at Bizerte, without the employment of aircraft carriers. American 
fleet carriers were fully committed in the Pacific, and only smaller 
carriers were available in the Atlantic. 

Interestingly, Eisenhower, who was in London during August, 
concurred with the British view. He drafted two plans. The first 
featured initial landings at Bône and Algiers with later landings in 
Morocco. The second envisaged no landings in Morocco, but only at 

                                                           
260 Matloff and Snell, 292. Howard, 127. 
261 Howard, 119, 121. 

Bône Tunis 

The British wanted to land at Bône and seize Tunis rapidly, but the Americans 

insisted on a strong landing in Morocco. Consequently, Allied troops coming from 

Algiers were unable to get to Tunis before the Germans. The Solomons campaign 

diverted naval resources that would have permitted a landing at Bône as well as in 

Morocco. (U.S. Army map) 

Algiers 
Oran 

Morocco 

http://www.westpoint.edu/history/SiteAssets/SitePages/World%20War%20II%20Europe/WWIIEurope38Combined.gif
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Oran, Algiers, and Bône.
262

 The planned Bône landing consisted of a 
Ranger battalion and a British infantry brigade. The infantry brigade 
would await the arrival of an armored battalion from Algiers. This 
force would advance from Bône on D+9 and reach Bizerte and Tunis 
on D+11. Behind them, a British infantry division and armored division 
would advance from Algiers, reaching Tunis between D+15 and D+22. 
Northern Tunisia would be secure on D+24.

263
 

Roosevelt and Marshall, however, insisted on landing a strong 
force in Morocco. The ostensible rationale was to guard against Spain, 
alone or more likely with German help, closing the Straits of Gibraltar. 
This arbitrary decision had no basis in any intelligence assessment of 
German capabilities or intentions.

264
 The British believed that Spain 

would not act by herself. If Germany forced Spain to grant access, the 
Luftwaffe would need at least two months to begin attacking from 
southern Spain. German intervention in Tunisia was far more likely.

265
 

Therefore, the Allies could invade Morocco after landing inside the 
Mediterranean rather than landing in both places simultaneously. 
Washington adamantly insisted on an initial Moroccan landing, even at 
the cost of abandoning the landing at Algiers. Marshall and Leahy 
argued that the first American offensive in Europe had to succeed. Just 
a month after urging the British to risk near-certain failure and great 
losses in Sledgehammer, Marshall would accept no risk of failure when 
American troops were employed!

266
  

Finally, on September 5, the Allies agreed to three 
simultaneous initial attacks: Casablanca, Oran, and Algiers. The initial 
American landings were strongly weighted to the west: 33,843 troops 
in Morocco, 37,060 at Oran, and 10,020 at Algiers. The Americans 
landed another 20,700 troops at Oran on November 11 and 31,790 

                                                           
262 Matloff and Snell, 286-289. 
263 Annexe III of Outline Plan, Operation Torch, Eastern Task Force, Build-Up and 
Operations Subsequent to Assault, 21 August 1942 pages 25-28. RG 165, ABC 381 (7-26-
42), National Archives and Records Administration. 
264 Matloff and Snell, 291n92. F. H. Hinsley, British Intelligence in the Second World War, 
Vol. II (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 468. 
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Combined Chiefs of Staff, 38th Meeting, Supplementary Minutes, August 28, 1942. RG 
165, ABC 381 (7-26-42), National Archives and Records Administration. 
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troops at Casablanca on November 18. Thus, after three days, 91,603 
American and 3,920 British troops were no farther east than Oran, 750 
miles from Tunis. Meanwhile, the 63,080 primarily British troops at 
Algiers were still over 500 miles from Tunis.

267
 Roosevelt and 

Marshall’s determination to land far from the decisive objective 
forfeited two of the inherent advantages of amphibious power, 
surprise and strategic mobility.  

The Race for Tunis  

The initial landings were highly successful. French forces in 
Algiers surrendered to the Allies on November 8, Oran surrendered on 
November 9, and Morocco on November 11. Unfortunately, the 
perfidious French in Tunisia offered no resistance to the Germans and 
Italians, who brought in forces by air, and through the ports of Bizerte 
and Tunis. Axis forces in Tunisia were weak during the first two weeks 
– 7,000 Italians and 3,800 Germans. But, by December 1, Axis forces in 
Tunisia numbered 26,350, including 10,000 German ground troops 
and elements of the 10th Panzer Division. Another 25,000 troops 
arrived in December. These forces came from Europe; Rommel’s 
troops began the retreat from El Alamein on November 4, and did not 
reach Tunisia until February. 

268
  

Allied success in Morocco and Algeria enabled them to divert 
their floating reserves to capture the ports of Bougie and Bône on 
November 11 and 12, but there were no follow-up forces to exploit 
these accomplishments. The British 78th Division moved east from 
Algiers on November 15, but lack of transport forced piecemeal 
movement and commitment of its three brigades. Advanced forces 
engaged the Germans in Tunisia on November 19. Eisenhower ordered 
the nearest mobile American unit, Combat Command B of the 1st 
Armored Division, to proceed from Oran to Tunisia on November 15. 
This force moved 700 miles eastwards with creditable speed, arriving 
between November 25 and 28, but was still too late. The main attack 
began on November 25. Rain, mud and the enemy stalled the Allies 
sixteen miles from Tunis on November 30. The Germans were strong 
enough to counterattack in early December. After an Allied assault on 
Christmas Day, Allied commanders concluded that they had lost the 
race for Tunis. They would need large additional resources to resume 

                                                           
267 Howe, 679. 
268 Howard, 118. See also Howe, 295. 
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the offensive, and operations dragged on until Axis forces surrendered 
in May 1943.

269
 

The Allies had closely studied the North African port, road 
and rail systems before the invasion, and their defects were well-
known.

270
 The best way to avoid the problems of overland movement 

was to move by sea and disembark closer to the objective. Failing this, 
the Allies needed to bring many trains and trucks. Unfortunately, the 
Allies did neither. The Americans chose to sacrifice mobility in order to 
have a large enough initial force to intimidate the French. The lack of 
trucks seriously hindered the advance on Tunis. The Allies had 
insufficient trucks to remove cargo promptly from port areas; this 
slowed down the unloading of ships. Nor were there enough trucks to 
push supplies and troops forward rapidly. The lead units in the 
advance were sorely lacking in organic transport, because Washington 
planners allocated no 2.5-ton trucks and only 25 to 50 percent of 
other required types of vehicles to the forces in Algeria. Thus, the 
units most in need of mobility lacked it.

271
  

                                                           
269 Based on Howe, 277-344. 
270 Leighton and Coakley, 468-469. 
271 Howe, 292-293. Leighton and Coakley, 437-438.  

Despite starting 500 miles 

away in Algiers, the Allies 

nearly won the race for 

Tunis in November 1942. 

They were less than 20 

miles from Bizerte and 

Tunis when German forces 

pushed them back. The 

campaign then lasted until 

May 1943. (Army) 

http://www.history.army.mil/brochures/tunisia/p09%28map%29.jpg
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The land transport problem was not solved until March. 
Eisenhower asked the War Department for more transport, and a 
special convoy, UGS-5A, was quickly dispatched. The convoy’s 25 ships 
carried 4,536 2.5-ton trucks, 1,872 1-ton trailers, five railroad 
locomotives, and over 50 railroad wagons. Most of the vehicles were 
used to carry supplies from Casablanca and Oran to Tunisia. But, 
additional trucks enabled the Americans to shift the 90,000-man II 
Corps 150 miles to the north, moving four divisions in successive four-
day moves, before the final offensive in April.

272
 This magnificent 

achievement stands in contrast with the inability to move even a 
single division rapidly from Algiers to Tunis in November. One Liberty 
ship could carry 425 2.5-ton trucks in boxes, or 120 assembled and 
ready to drive.

273
 If the Allies had done nothing else but send an 

additional shipment of trucks to move the 78th Division, they might 
well have won the race for Tunis.  

Resourcing a Landing at Bône 

The Allies could certainly have landed a force at Bône – 
perhaps even stronger than Eisenhower originally envisaged. In 
principle, the Allies could have achieved this by diverting forces from 
the Western Task Force that landed in Morocco. For example, if Task 
Forces X and Z (15,507 troops) landed in Morocco on November 8, 
with an additional 31,790 troops due as reinforcements on November 
18, then Task Force Y (19,364 troops) could have landed at Bône 
(leaving earlier to cover the greater distance, of course). Alternatively, 
the Allies could have conducted an additional landing at Bône, without 
weakening the Western Task Force, using forces from the Pacific. 
There would have been ample capability to do so if the Americans had 
not launched Watchtower in August.  

Bône was undefended. Two companies of British infantry 
landed there unopposed from destroyer transports on November 
12.

274
 The port could accommodate 22 ships at berths and had rail 

connection to Algiers and Tunis.
275

 Despite intermittent air attack, 

                                                           
272 Joseph Bykofsky and Harold Larson, The Transportation Corps: Operations Overseas 
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273 One Liberty Ship (Boston, MA: Army Transportation Corps, 1943). Online at 
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convoys began arriving in late November, including large convoys like 
KMS-5G with 18 cargo ships. From November 26 to March 28, 142 
cargo ships docked at Bône.

276
 The unloading time at Bône even in 

November was short. For example, the British troopships Princess 
Beatrix and Queen Emma, each with 1,800 troops, arrived on 
November 25 and departed on November 26. Cargo ships departed 
after a week to ten days.

277
  

Task Force Y, which landed in Morocco, employed fifteen 
transports and consisted of 19,364 troops and 1,732 vehicles. The 
transports were combat-loaded, so the troops were ready for action 
as soon as they disembarked. The Task Force included three infantry 
regiments, artillery, an armor battalion, engineers, and signals 
troops.

278
 Bône clearly had the capacity to accommodate this many 

ships at once, and actually did so several times between November 
1942 and April 1943. The first Axis troopship arrived at Bizerte with 
340 men on the evening of November 12.

279
 To capture Bizerte before 

this ship arrived, some element of the force landed at Bône would 
have needed to unload and travel 160 miles in five days.  

As noted previously, Eisenhower’s draft plan envisaged a 
brigade moving this distance in three days. Montgomery’s advance 
from El Alamein to El Agheila – often scorned as cautious and slow – 
averaged forty miles per day. Naturally, the Germans would try to 
interdict this move with air attacks and airborne infantry. But, the 
French authorities in Tunisia might have taken more energetic steps to 
assist the Allies and deny access to the Germans than they did in 
reality if the Allies had landed closer to Tunis. 

Transport existed in the Pacific for a force of this size. Task 
Force Y was transported in nine attack transports (APA), two 
transports (AP), three attack cargo ships (AKA), and one amphibious 

                                                           
276 In contrast, 236 cargo ships unloaded at Casablanca from November 8 to March 8. 
Thus, Bône’s capacity in practice was about sixty percent of Casablanca’s, exactly as 
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fight at its destination. 
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command ship (Ancon), which was an AP with extra communications 
capabilities.

280
 In the Pacific in late 1942 there were fifteen APA, seven 

AKA, and over two hundred Army and Navy troop transports. The 
escorts for Task Force Y consisted of one heavy cruiser, one light 
cruiser, and ten destroyers. In addition, there were three 
minesweepers, two minelayers, a tanker, and an air group consisting 
of one small carrier (USS Ranger), an escort carrier (USS Suwannee), a 
light cruiser, and five destroyers.

281
 Overall, Torch employed three 

American battleships, one carrier, four escort carriers, three heavy 
cruisers, four light cruisers, thirty-five destroyers, and four 
submarines. In November 1942, including the forces used in Torch, the 
U.S. Navy had thirteen operational battleships;

282
 fourteen heavy 

cruisers and twenty-seven light cruisers;
283

 and 241 destroyers in 
service.

284
 Torch clearly did not employ a large proportion of the total 

surface fleet. However, Torch did employ a large fraction of the 
Atlantic destroyer force, which consisted of about a hundred ships in 
November 1942.

285
 Escorts for an additional landing would probably 

have to come from the Pacific. Finally, Torch employed the Navy’s 
entire fully operational carrier force. Only a single damaged carrier 
remained in the Pacific, because two carriers had been sunk in the 
struggle for Guadalcanal.  

Thus, one of the largest opportunity costs of the struggle for 
Guadalcanal was to tie down and destroy naval forces that could have 
been used for Torch. To allocate an additional carrier, a battleship, 
two or three cruisers, ten or fifteen destroyers, and sufficient 
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transports for an additional landing at Bône would have been entirely 
feasible if the Navy had not been locked into the struggle for 
Guadalcanal from August to November. The prompt capture of Tunisia 
would have permitted redeployment of Allied forces in Africa – still 
relatively small in November – to Britain for an invasion of France in 
1943. It would also have avoided the casualties incurred in North 
Africa from January to May.  

Torch and Roundup 

The United States could perhaps have found additional naval 
resources, or used its existing resources differently, in order to end the 
Tunisian campaign quickly and permit a return to Bolero and Roundup. 
This was not attempted not so much because the resources didn’t 
exist, but because the United States had already abandoned Roundup 
well before the Torch landings. In point of fact, the struggle in the 
Solomons, which reduced the naval forces available for Torch, and the 
continual flow of reinforcements to the Pacific from June through 
October, were only two of the strong indications that America had 
abandoned Roundup well before Torch. America did not intend to 
launch Roundup no matter what happened in North Africa; therefore, 
a cautious approach to Torch had no downside. The British still 
entertained hopes, from September through November, that the Allies 
could do Roundup in the late summer of 1943. The ultra-cautious 
approach to Torch, dictated from Washington, greatly reduced the 
chances that British hopes could be fulfilled.  

 War Department planning from July through October 
proceeded on the basis of no Roundup in 1943. At the end of July 
1942, General Leroy Lutes, Chief of Operations of the Services of 
Supply, instructed the technical services chiefs to stop the Bolero 
buildup. They could ship only the supplies and equipment needed to 
maintain the troops remaining in Britain after Torch. On August 22, 
Marshall informed Eisenhower that all requisitions based on the 
Bolero plan were subject to cancellation. In September, the War 
Department asked the European Theater to submit recommendations 
for a ground force in Britain of 150,000 men and to base requisition 
requests on a total force of 300,000 men. The European Theater 
responded that a ground force of 150,000 men required a total force 
of 427,000 men. The War Department accepted this figure in October, 
and reduced the authorized level of supply for troops in Britain from 



G U A D A L C A N A L ,  T O R C H ,  S E C O N D  F R O N T  | 140 

90 days to 60. Thus, even before Torch, Marshall had shelved Roundup 
and reduced the projected Army in Britain to a small force unprepared 
to fight.

286
  

 The Bolero buildup required close coordination with British 
authorities, who supervised the construction of facilities (housing, 
hospitals, depots, airfields, etc.) for the large projected force. This 
effort principally used British labor and materials, with some lend-
lease supplies and employment of American engineer troops. The 
Americans notified the British on November 11 to plan for 427,000 
American troops in May 1943; American forces in Britain did not 
actually reach this level until October 1943. The British announced 
their intention to continue work on construction projects required to 
accommodate 1.1 million men. On November 17, Marshall informed 
Eisenhower that no further lend-lease supplies or American labor 
could be used for this purpose. The U.S. Deputy Commander in the 
European Theater informed the British of this on November 19.

287
 

 This missive caused dismay in London. In September, after a 
meeting with Eisenhower, Churchill told Roosevelt that he thought 
that Torch would only delay, not prohibit, Roundup in 1943. He 
requested clarification of the American buildup program in 1943.

288
 

Now Churchill had his answer. He asked Roosevelt on November 25 to 
explain “the most grievous decision to abandon Roundup.”

 289 

Roosevelt responded that “no one can possibly know now whether or 
not we may have the opportunity to strike across the Channel in 
1943.” He stated that the U.S. could not send troops to Britain in 
excess of 427,000 given that American troops were committed to 
Africa and were “heavily engaged in the Southwest Pacific.” Rather 
than an unequivocal commitment to Roundup, Roosevelt now spoke 
only of a small U.S. force in Britain employed “in event of German 
collapse” in 1943. The Allies would use “a very large force later” (i.e., 
1944) “if Germany remains intact and assumes a defensive position.” 
Further decisions would have to await victory in Africa and a “military 
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strategical conference” between the British, Americans, and Soviets. 
Roosevelt hoped to convene this conference very soon.

290
  

 On November 25, the day the Allies began their assault on 
Tunis, Roosevelt had a conference with the Joint Chiefs. He asked how 
long the occupation of Tunisia would take. Marshall replied two or 
three weeks. Roosevelt then asked about future operations. Marshall 
did not mention Roundup at all – nor did the President ask about it. 
Marshall examined the prospects of bringing Turkey into the war, and 
warned that opening the Mediterranean would probably require the 
occupation of Sicily Sardinia, and Crete.

291
 This was hardly the attitude 

of a man utterly focused on a cross-channel assault! Thus, the real 
reason for the cautious approach to Torch was a political decision not 
to invade France in 1943, not a lack of military resources. There was 
no need to take risks, such as landing at Bône, if there was no 
intention to exploit the resulting victory. As it was, Washington was 
uninterested in exploiting even a cautiously planned Torch. 

 Similarly, at a December White House meeting, Marshall did 
not speak of an all-out assault on France in 1943, only of an 
“emergency operation” to seize Brest or Boulogne. Roosevelt asserted 
that a decision on the “next strategic move” could be delayed until 
March 1943. Meanwhile, troops should continue to flow to both Africa 
and Britain.

 292
 In December, U.S. forces in Britain were 307,000 troops 

below the new 427,000-man goal. To launch a Second Front in 1943, 
even in August or September, would require an immediate decision in 
December 1942 to prioritize the buildup in Britain at the expense of 
Africa and the Pacific. As a practical matter, deferring a decision on a 
Second Front until March 1943 ensured that the Second Front could 
not be launched until 1944, and made Mediterranean operations in 
1943 practically inevitable. 

The demise of Roundup should not necessarily have surprised 
the British. Marshall and Eisenhower had told them at least twice, in 
July and September, that Torch precluded Roundup. Yet Churchill’s 
message to Roosevelt – and more importantly, the Bolero-related 
construction program in Britain that continued through November – 
indicated a lingering British belief in the possibility of Roundup in 
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1943. What the British did not appreciate was the circular nature of 
Marshall’s argument. The justification for the claim that Torch 
precluded Roundup was that the U.S. was sending large forces to the 
Pacific. At the same time, the justification for sending large forces to 
the Pacific was that Torch precluded Roundup. But, if the Americans 
had not sent large forces to the Pacific in late 1942, then the Allies 
could have done both Torch and Roundup.  

Why was Roundup off the table long before the start of 
Torch? One author attributes this to the War Production Board’s 
assessment, in October 1942, that the 1943 defense procurement 
program could not be met. This reduced the ability to mobilize and 
equip troops in 1943.

293
 Yet the entire Army planned for 1943 did not 

need a full set of equipment, because most of it would not even be 
overseas. Moreover, Marshall began scaling back the troop basis for 
Bolero, and diverting forces to the Pacific, long before this. The 
downward revision of the procurement program was not the cause, 
but the consequence, of the decision not to conduct Roundup in 1943. 
This decision originated in the realm of grand strategy – specifically, 
Roosevelt’s inability to meet Stalin and establish the basis for postwar 
U.S.-Soviet partnership. From Roosevelt’s perspective, the failure to 
meet Stalin and reach agreement on postwar cooperation meant that 
the Second Front was best postponed until 1944. Meanwhile, the 
Anglo-Americans could bide their time with operations in the 
Mediterranean and the Pacific. Thus, ironically enough, Stalin’s 
obstinate rejection of Roosevelt’s advances throughout 1942 ensured 
that Stalin did not get the Second Front that he urgently demanded.  

The Casablanca Conference 

 The successful landing in North Africa reignited Roosevelt’s 
interest in meeting Stalin. On November 19, Roosevelt told Stalin, 
“Before any further step is taken, both Churchill and I want to consult 
with you and your staff.”

294
 Roosevelt proposed a conference in Cairo 

or Moscow, at which Marshall and an equivalent British representative 
would meet the Soviets. Churchill responded that he expected the 
Soviets to “demand a strong Second Front in 1943 by the heavy 
invasion of the continent either from the west, or from 
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the south, or from both.” Therefore, Britain and America should jointly 
decide what they were going to do about a Second Front before the 
Anglo-American military chiefs went to Moscow.

295
 On December 2, 

Roosevelt replied that he wanted the two of them to meet personally 
with Stalin, along with the top Anglo-American military chiefs but not 
the State Department. Roosevelt did not want the military chiefs to 
coordinate beforehand “because I do not wish to give Stalin the 
impression we are settling everything between ourselves before we 
meet with him.”

296
 Separately, Roosevelt proposed to Stalin a meeting 

of the three heads of state in Africa in January. Stalin replied that he 
was unable to leave the USSR.

297
 The actual reason for Stalin’s 

reluctance was that he actively sought to negotiate a separate peace 
with Hitler after Soviet forces encircled the German Sixth Army at 
Stalingrad.

298
 Roosevelt then suggested a meeting in North Africa in 

March. Stalin rejected this idea as well. He expressed his “confidence” 
that Britain and America would open a Second Front in the spring of 
1943. Roosevelt perforce accepted this final rebuff.  

The Casablanca conference is often interpreted as an event at 
which the unified, better-prepared British inveigled the ill-prepared, 
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disunited Americans into conducting Mediterranean operations in 
1943 instead of invading France.

299
 Supposedly, at Casablanca, 

Marshall made “a last stand for a major cross-Channel operation in 
1943” while the British argued for action in the Mediterranean and the 
President took a “middle-of-the-road” position.

300
 We have already 

noted that the Americans took no steps to prepare for Roundup 
between July and December – on the contrary, they cut back 
shipments to Britain and reinforced the Pacific – and that Roosevelt 
and his chiefs showed no interest in Roundup at their meetings in 
November and December. The Americans came to Casablanca 
prepared to advocate no more than a limited operation in August 
1943 to capture the Brest peninsula. Before the conference began, 
they accepted Mediterranean operations in 1943, the only question 
being where these should occur.

301
 This was the main subject of 

debate at the conference itself. 

 At Casablanca, the Allies decided to invade Sicily in July 1943, 
to continue the program of aid to Russia, and to conduct a Combined 
Bomber Offensive on Germany from the United Kingdom. The Allies 
informed Stalin that operations in the Mediterranean “may result in 
the collapse of Italy” and thus divert considerable German forces from 
Russia. They made a commitment that doubtless sounded evasive to 
Stalin; forces in the United Kingdom would “reenter the Continent of 
Europe as soon as this operation offers a reasonable prospect of 
success.”

302
 In addition, Roosevelt announced that the Allies sought 

the “Unconditional Surrender” of the Axis nations. Roosevelt hoped 
that this proclamation would discourage Stalin from seeking a 
separate peace with Hitler in the absence of a Second Front.

303
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Germany First? Strategic Deployment of United States Forces, 1941 – 1943 

Ground Troop Strength Divisions Combat Aircraft 

 Army Versus 
Germany 

(ETO, MTO) 

Army Versus Japan 

(Pacific, Alaska, CBI) 

USMC 

Versus 
Japan 

Army + USMC 
Versus Japan 

Versus 
Germany 

Versus Japan Versus 
Germany 

Versus 
Japan 

Army USMC 

Dec 41 0 105,911 18,279 124,910 0 2 1 0 427 

June 42 54,667 315,248 56,783 372,031 2 7 1 26 1,319 

Dec 42 346,794 463,868 101,906 565,774 8 9 2 2,065 1,910 

July 43 767,862 693,298 121,665 814,963 11 11 3 6,099 3,042 

Dec 43 1,365,932 912,942 160,410 1,073,352 17 13 3 8,237 4,254 

Sources: STM-30 Strength of the Army Report, 1 January 1948. USAAF Statistical Digest of World War II. Frank O. Hough, Verle E. Ludwig, and 
Henry I. Shaw, History of U.S. Marine Corps Operations in World War II, Volume I (Washington, DC: GPO, 1959), 56. Henry I. Shaw and Douglas T. 
Kane, History of U.S. Marine Corps Operations in World War II, Volume II (Washington, DC: GPO, 1963), 570. John L. Zimmerman, The 
Guadalcanal Campaign (Washington, DC: Headquarters USMC, 1949), 10. Maurice Matloff, Strategic Planning for Coalition Warfare 1943-1944 
(Washington, DC: GPO, 1959), 398. Note: Fleet Marine Force strength is known for April 1943 (121,665). The 3d Marine Division moved to New 
Zealand in January 1943; thus, I give the December 1942 USMC strength as the April strength minus the strength of this division (19,759).           
All strengths are for forces outside the continental United States; i.e., Hawaii and Alaska count as “overseas versus Japan”. 
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Doubling Down in the Pacific 

Victory at Guadalcanal in early February 1943 did not provoke 
any curtailment of reinforcement for the Pacific. Instead, the 
Americans “doubled down” in the Pacific in 1943 – the number of 
Army troops rose from 350,720 in December 1942 to 696,847 in 
December 1943, and the number of Marines in the Pacific rose from 
about 100,000 to 160,000. The total number of airplanes on hand in 
the Pacific increased from 1,910 in December 1942 to 4,254 in 
December 1943. The total number of ground troops – Army and 
Marine Corps – fighting the enemy was larger in the Pacific than in 
Europe until late 1943. All this renders somewhat amusing the 
American claim at the Casablanca Conference that America was only 
devoting 15 percent of her resources to the Pacific, which King wanted 
to double to 30 percent.

304
 Depending on what one counted, the 

percentage allocated to the Pacific in January 1943 was much higher 
than 15 percent. Ground troops and combat aircraft were each at 
about fifty percent at that time! Nevertheless, those resources, if not 
their percentage relative to the European theater, indeed doubled 
over the course of the year.  
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In December 1943, almost two million American soldiers, sailors and Marines 

were fighting Japan. The strategic payoff was, thus far, relatively small. Overall 

losses in 1943 were light, with the notable exception of the Battle of Tarawa. 
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 The strategic returns for this investment were meager. In 
1943, America captured additional islands in the Solomons and 
Bismarck Archipelago, positions on the northern coast of New Guinea, 
Attu and Kiska in the Aleutians, and Tarawa and Makin in the Gilberts. 
The assault on the Marianas, which provided bases for the blockade 
and bombardment of Japan, did not commence until June 1944. The 
resources committed to the Pacific in 1943 certainly could have been 
better used in the Mediterranean, where targets of far greater 
strategic import than these Pacific islands existed. These Pacific forces 
also could have been used for Roundup given different strategic 
choices. Let us consider some hypothetical cases. 

Torch Without Watchtower 

If the United States had gone over to the defensive after 
Midway, then the Allies could have conducted Torch in late 1942 and 
still conducted Roundup in 1943. This course of action would have 
been consistent with the prewar agreements, the Arcadia agreement, 
and the Marshall Memorandum. From December 1941 to July 1943, 
the United States sent 441,966 troops to Europe. Of these, 153,000 
were transferred to the Mediterranean during Torch.

305
 The 238,028 

American troops in Britain in July 1943 were about 760,000 troops 
short of the million-man target for Roundup.

306
 In the year after the 

victory at Midway, America sent 522,020 troops to the Pacific.
307

 This 
employed shipping that could have sent 817,769 troops to Britain, or 
521,000 troops to Britain and nearly 190,000 troops to the Pacific. 
Using the data from Leighton and Coakley: 

Theater Troops Sent, 
6/42 to 7/43 

Turnaround Time 
Relative to Trip to 

UK (40 days) 

Opportunity 
Cost in Troops 

to UK 

Troops That Could Be Sent 
to the Pacific after 

Sending 521,000 to UK 

Alaska 129,547 1.40 181,366 48,725 

Hawaii 122,812 0.80 98,250 44,212 

S Pacific 108,027 1.95 210,652 38,890 

SW Pac 124,921 1.74 217,362 44,715 

CBI 36,713 3.00 110,139 13,217 

Total 520,020  817,769 189,759 
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America also sent 425,475 troops directly to the 
Mediterranean. However, about 180,000 of these were sent in early 
1943 to prepare for the invasion of Sicily; this employed shipping that 
could have sent 241,200 troops to Britain instead.  

After Midway, the U.S. could have conducted Torch and still 
assembled 1,000,000 troops in Britain in 1943. When this target could 
be reached would depend on what “minimum” level of Pacific 
reinforcement was acceptable. For example, the U.S. could have had a 
million troops in Britain in July 1943 and still sent almost 190,000 
troops to the Pacific between June 1942 and July 1943. This does not 
take into account the 64,882 Marines who moved to the South and 
Southwest Pacific in the year after Midway – which represented 
another potential 126,000 troops to Britain. In this scenario, if the 
Allies had launched Roundup in July 1943 instead of invading Sicily, 
then about a million British and American troops in North Africa would 
have been available as further reinforcements.   

Torch and Watchtower 

What if Torch succeeded spectacularly, and the Allies won the 
race for Tunis in November? Or, what if Roosevelt decided not to 
reinforce Africa in 1943, but instead to leave the 600,000 Allied troops 
already in Africa to deal with 350,000 Axis troops, and meanwhile 
focus on Roundup? In that case, the American troops sent to the 
Mediterranean from January to July could have been sent to Britain 
instead. Due to the longer Mediterranean turnaround time, these 
322,615 troops represented 432,304 troops that could have been sent 
to Britain. With the 288,966 troops in Britain, this would make a total 
of 721,270 troops by July.

308
 Worth noting on this score is that 

America actually sent a mere 21,406 troops to Britain in the first four 
months of 1943. Meanwhile, the U.S. sent 294,563 troops to the 
Pacific from February to July 1943. A sixty-three percent reduction of 
these force levels would enable the shipping of 300,000 additional 
troops to Britain to meet the million-man target for Roundup. This 
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could be justified on the grounds that the Guadalcanal campaign had 
ended and communications with Australia were secure. 

Landing at Bône and driving immediately for Tunis would 
have been well worth the risk. Leaving Africa to fend for itself after 
December, and stringently reducing Pacific reinforcements in order to 
assemble a million troops in Britain, would also have entailed some 
risks. Such risks might have been worth taking if Roosevelt was 
determined to conduct Roundup in 1943. Clearly, he was not. 

Roundup and Watchtower Without Torch 

 If the Allies had abandoned Torch, then all 452,475 troops 
sent to the Mediterranean from October 1942 to July 1943 would 
have gone to Britain instead. Furthermore, the 153,000 troops that 
left Britain for Torch would have remained there. In this scenario, 
troop levels in Britain still would not reach the one million mark until 
July. To launch Roundup in April, as originally planned, some diversion 
of the forces historically sent to the Pacific might have been required. 
On the other hand, the British and American shipping used to support 
Torch could have increased the rate of transfer of American forces 
above their low historical levels. Such a strategy would have been 
consistent with the April 1942 agreement. Moreover, America had 
complete veto power over Torch – the British could not conduct the 
operation by themselves. The British accepted the postponement of 
Gymnast in early 1942, because they had no choice. If Roosevelt had 
decided to abandon Torch in order to focus on Bolero, then Churchill 
would have no choice but to accept that, too. In July, after Churchill 
rejected Sledgehammer but before Roosevelt approved Torch (then 
called Gymnast), Churchill wrote to Field Marshall Dill in Washington:  

“If the President decided against Gymnast the 
matter is settled. It can only be done by troops 
under the American flag. The opportunity will have 
been definitely rejected. Both countries will remain 
motionless in 1942 and all will be concentrated on 
Roundup in 1943.” 

309
  

Roosevelt insisted on conducting Torch despite its projected 
effect on Bolero and Roundup. This suggests that Roosevelt chose 
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Torch because he had decided against Roundup. The reason was, once 
again, lack of political agreement with Stalin prior to the launching of a 
Second Front. 

Conclusions 

The United States deployed over a million troops overseas in 
the year after Pearl Harbor, and two million by the late summer of 
1943. The strategic deployment of these forces was greatly at variance 
with prewar agreements and early war high-level decisions to focus on 
defeating Germany while remaining on the defensive against Japan. 
The number of combat troops and divisions deployed against Germany 
did not exceed the number deployed against Japan until late 1943 – 
and the raw numbers understate the imbalance, due to relative 
difficulty of deployment to the Pacific. A great many histories attribute 
this outcome to the British. Supposedly, British strategic views and 
their desire for peripheral operations prevailed until late 1943, when 
the Americans finally forced them to accept Overlord. In fact, the 
Americans controlled their own strategic deployment. They were 
moving their own troops mostly in their own ships, so how could it be 
otherwise? The key decisions were all American: 

 To deploy large numbers of troops to the Pacific in early 1942. 

 To launch an offensive in the Solomons despite the predictably 
significant effects on Bolero and on Torch. 

 To approve a second major amphibious assault, Torch, after 
approving a first major amphibious assault, Watchtower – and 
without canceling Watchtower. 

 To plan Torch with maximum caution and without additional ships 
from the Pacific. 

 To abandon Roundup even before Torch. 

 To permit Mediterranean operations in 1943.  
British “decisions” largely involved choosing from the limited 

menu that the Americans made available. The British chose not to 
launch Sledgehammer, a decision preordained by the American 
decision not to send enough troops or landing craft to participate. The 
British chose Torch because Marshall asked them to choose between 
Torch and pointless mass suicide in Sledgehammer – to do nothing 



G U A D A L C A N A L ,  T O R C H ,  S E C O N D  F R O N T  | 151 

was not an option.
310

 The British chose to land in North Africa where 
and when they did because the Americans only made enough 
resources available for three landings in November, and insisted on at 
least one landing in Morocco. The British chose Sicily in 1943 because 
the Americans offered them a choice between Sicily, Sardinia, and a 
ridiculous effort to seize Brest.  

Military necessity can dictate a deviation from long-term 
strategy. Japanese successes in early 1942 certainly justified the 
diversion of American forces to the South Pacific in early 1942. What is 
remarkable, however, is that America did not respond to the change in 
military circumstances in mid-1942 and early 1943. After victory at 
Midway, America had an opportunity to return to the previously 
agreed program of a strategic defensive against Japan and 
concentration against Germany. Instead, America poured additional 
resources into the Pacific and went on the offensive in the Solomons. 
After victory at Guadalcanal in early 1943, America had a second 
opportunity to limit her Pacific commitments, but again doubled the 
forces there over the course of the year. This indicates that the 
immediate military situation did not dictate the massive influx of 
troops to the Pacific. Rather, this influx was the product of a higher 
political decision to postpone the Second Front from 1943 to 1944.  

 The decision to create a Second Front – Roundup, and later 
Overlord – was not merely a military matter of generating military 
power, deploying it to Britain, and defeating Germany as rapidly as 
possible. The Second Front had profound political implications. 
Therefore, Roosevelt’s political strategy determined the timing and 
location of the operation. Roosevelt used the prospect of a Second 
Front in 1942 to abort an emerging Anglo-Soviet political agreement, 
but did not send enough forces to Britain actually to create that 
Second Front in 1942. The failure to secure a meeting with Stalin, and 
reach agreement on the nature of the postwar world order, induced 
Roosevelt, in mid to late 1942, to postpone Roundup from 1943 to 
1944. At that point, the principle of concentration in the British Isles 
was put on hold for another year, and the United States pursued 
peripheral operations in the Mediterranean and the Pacific. 
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