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.Setond World War 
in perspective H MONTGOMERY HYDE 

"-OW R1 ..,1,G SFVl:.Nn·. Atan John Perciva le Taylor is probably 
thc m0,t controversia! and provocative English historian . ali ve 
tl•day. As an Oxford don. he was always a very stimulating 
kcturcr and teacher. lf H arold Wilson had been Prime 
:\1 in ister in 1957 and not Harold l\lacmillan, no doubt Alan 
Ta ~lor would have been appointed to the vacant Regius Chair 
,,f ~l odern History at Oxford instead of Professor Trevor­
Roper, since the appointment is in Lhe Prime Minister's gift. 
But Mr Ta)lor has never been noticeably in sympathy with 
the Tory Establishment and to have appointed him to the 
'"acant chair in preference to Hugh Trevor-Roper was 
described by one commentator at the time as an act of 
politica l masochism of which Mr Macmillan could hardly 
have been capable. H owever. there have been compen­
sations for Mr T aylor. Relief from the burden of teaching, 
\\ hen he relinquished his posts of uoiversity lecturer in ioter­
national history and college tutor a dozen years ago, has left 
him free to concentrate on his writing aod broadcastiog. This 
he has succeeded in doing to the delight and instructioo of 
countless readers and listeners and viewers. since he speaks 
without notes and is the only lecturer on TV T know to face 
the camera without visual aids. He has also become the first 
and, alas. the last H onorary Director of the Beaverbrook 
Library. By the time these \\ ords appear in print the library 
will have been closed and its unique contents dispersed. But 
it is sorne consolation that the manuscript collections, includ­
ing the prívate papers of Lloyd George. Curzon and Beaver­
brook himself. which Alan Taylor has carefully and lovingly 
arraoged, are being transferred to the House of Lords Record 
Office where they \\ ill continue to be available for researcb. 

Mr Taylor signalised bis retirement from full-time univer­
sit y teaching with the publication of an illustrated history of 
the F irst World War. This was succeeded by severa! other 
notable works sucb as English Hisrory 1914-1945, the autbor­
ised biography of Lord Beaverbrook, and an edition of 
Frances Lady Lloyd-George's diaries. Jncidenta lly, there is to 
be a seque! to the latter in the form of the lady's love letters, 
which is now being prepared under Mr Taylor's editorship. 
Meanwhile, he has followed up his history of the First World 
War with a most impressive volume on the Second.* It would 
be unfair to call it a colfee-table book, althougb it certainly 
deserves to be scen on many tables, colfee and otherwise. 
Unfortunately ·the term coffee-table has come to acquire a 
pcjorativc connotat ion, due perhaps to lhe fact tbat the 
qualit y of the illustrations in such works has by no means 
bcen in\·ariably matched by tbat of tbe text. However. in tbe 
case of Mr Taylor"s latest work, T can only describe the 
quality of both as superb. Tbe rn o hundred and fifty or so 
picturcs, of which a dozen are in colour, have been drawn 
from a va riety of sources, British. American, Russian, German 
and Dutch, and they illumine the text admirably. 

M r Taylor admits that he has been composing this book 
. for m ore rhan thirty years, during "hich he h_as been increas­
. ing his knowledge and deepening his underslanding. Now he 
h:i~ bcgun to think that he has somethi ng useful to say. He 
has indced. Jntcrest in lhe Second \.Vorlcl War is still strong, 
a~ thc flow of war books shows, he points out. and he feels 
tha t wc a re far enough away from the conflict to shake off 
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sorne of rbe contemporary passions and illusions. 'I do not 
write as a partisan of any group or country,' be declares, 
' tbough r happen to think that my country fought on tbe 
right side, and wbere I make a judgement on controversia! 
topics, it is after careful consideration of ali tbe available 
evidence.' 

He starts with two majar premises. First, that tbe Second 
World War was fought in tbree seas or oceans (tbe Mediter­
ranean, tbe Atlantic and Pacific) and in four m ajor land 
campaigns (Russia, Nortb Africa and the Mediterranean, 
Western Europe, and tbe Far East). Secondly, that each of 
these wars had a different character. and historians have often 
treated tbem in independent narratives. 'l have tried to bind 
them together,' he states, 'to remember that when Pearl 
Harbar was attacked, the Germans bad been halted in front 
of Moscow; that wben Stalingrad was besieged, the British 
were winning the Battle of El Alamein; and that wben the 
Aoglo-Americans landed in Sicily, the Russians were winning 
the Battle of Kursk..' Tbus be demonstrates by a brilliant 
piece of historical syntbesis that tbe victory of 1945 was an 
Allied victory, to wbich ali tbree great Allies contributed to 
the best of their ability and resources. 

Unlike the First World War, which was largely fought in 
the same place, the plains of Flanders aod nortb-east France, 
where the outcome depended mainly on masses of infantry 
being flung against each other. much as they had been in tbe 
time of Napoleon and earlier,. the Second World War 
repeatedly changed its character, the various campaigns being 
fougbt largely on ad hoc principies of improvisation dictated 
by local circumstances. Only the Royal Air Force alone 
a mong the European air forces had planned its strategy in 
advance, but it was not until 1944 that tbe RAF was able 
to carry out the strategic bombing offensive to tbe full. Ev.en 
so. Mr Taylor argues tbat mass bombing made only a 
marginal difference to the result. 

This is a judgement which the author is quite entitled to 
pass, but it is a controversia! one, and of course marginal is 
a relative term. I imagine that it · would be challenged by Sir 
Arthur H arris, tbe chief of Bomber Command, who has 
stressed in his own book, Bomber Offensive, the devastating 
effect the offensive bad upon Germany's industrial production 
in tbe last six months or so of tbe war, a thesis borne out by 
the admission of Germany's armaments and war production 
minister, Albert Speer, in his rnemoirs. Harris also argues, 
tb'ilt if we had employed the bomber fo rce we bad in 1944 a 
year earlier, whicb would have been feas ible, Germany would 
haye been defeated outright by bombing as Japan was. He 
adds that the two atom bombs dropped on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki only added three per cent to the already existing 
devastation and merely gave the Japanese a pretext for 
immediate surrender when tbey had already been defeated by 
area bombing of the same kind as that used against Germany . 

Admittedly Harris is bimself a controversia] figure. Mr 
Taylor calls bim ·a skilful publicist'. and instances tbe 
thousand-bomber raid on Cologne, in May 1942, as designed 
for its e/fect on British opinion rather than the Germans. 'If 
the British did not bomb Germany. it would almos! seem that 
they were not at war with her. Tbis had been Haig's argument 
for the Somme and Passchendaele, and Sir Arthur Harris was 
the Haig of the Second World War.' 

I doubt wbether Sir Arthur would endorse tbis comparison. 
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On the other hand, as Mr Taylor concedes, lhe stratcgic 
bornbing offensive against Germany had its cornpensations: 

Over a million Germans were clivertecl from the factories 
into air-raid precautions. The factories themselves 
switched from producing bombers to producing fighters 
and this made retaliation by the Germans increasingly 
clifficult. Even more importan!, !he German fighters were 
kept at home for the defence of German ci ties and almos! 
disappeared from the battlefronts. When the Allies landed 
in Normandy in 1944 they had complete command of the 
air. Similarly. the heavy flak guns, which were danger· 
ously effective weapons against tanks, were kepl in 
Germany. These were inestimable, though un foreseen, 
gains from !he bomber offensive. 

M r -Taylor is right to point out tbat when the war was 
virtually over the British civilian leaders from Churchill 
downwards hastily repudiated responsibility for the raid on 
Dresden which they had in fac t endorsed as a rn ilitary 
necessity when it took place onl} six weeks previou~ly, in 
rnid-February 1945. at a time when German resistance was 
still regarded as formidable. 

Bomber Command was consigned to obscurity. 
Church ill did not mention it in his victory broadcast. No 
campaign meda! was struck for it. Alone among the 
successful war leaders Sir Arthur Harris was not elevated 
to the House of Lords. Yct indiscriminate bombing had 
been for four years the British achievement most prized 
by both public opinion and ,tatesmen. 

T agree. though perbaps it would be more accurate to substi­
tute 'a rea bombing· for ' ind iscriminate bombing' in this 
context. 

Every historian is faced with tbe problem of source mat­
erial. Fortunately almost ali tbe original British documenta­
tion, fi rst made available to the official war historians. is now 
open to researchers down to 1945. There are a few exemp­
tions in the sensilive field of secret intelligence, of whicb 
perhaps tbe most importan! are the details of how the enemy 
machine cyphers were broken by tbe cryptographers of the 
Government Code and Cypber School after they had been 
intercepted, and the uses to which they were put by theatre 
commanders. Tbey revealed the enemy·s operational plans 
and order of battle and thus, in General Alexander's words, 
brought a new dimension into the prosecution of the war. 
The operation received the code-name 'Ultra' and the story 
has recently been told by the olficer in charge of the limited 
high-level distribution of this most secret material, Group 
Captain F W Winterbotham, in his book The Ultra Secret, 
after a great dcal of troublc in obtaining clearance from tbe 
security and intelligence authorities concerned. By this time 
Mr Taylor's history was already in the press. There is no 
doubt tbat 'Ultra' played a vital role in our survival in 1940 
and 1941, and also in the later Allied victories, since after 
Pearl Harbor its products were sha red with the Americans. 
No doubt, too, Mr Taylor will make sorne reference to this 
remarkable discovery in tbe second edition of bis excellent 
book. 

Jt is noteworthy how mucb attention Mr Taylor pays to 
points of detail and small incidents as well as in his general­
isations and tbe broad swcep which be gives to tbe great 
events wbicb he depicts on h is large canvas. One sucb incident, 
for example, relates to the end of Mussolini and bis mistress, 
Clara Petacci, after being discovered by a Communist partisan 
colonel in hiding near Lake Como. M r Taylor describes wbat 
bappened witb a few vivid toucbes. 

Mussolini said. 'You have come to save me? I will give 
you an Empire.' Petacci fumbled under the bedclothes. 
When asked what she was doing. she said , 'l'm looking 
fo r my knickers.' The colonel took them a few hundred 
yards clown the road. stood Mussoli ni agaiost a wall and. 
when Petacci tried to protect him. shot them both. A few 
hours later their bodies were taken to Milan and hanged 
upside clown outside a garage. 

Similarly with the autbor·s references to the war crimes 

trials at Nuremberg and the executions ' in brutal circum­
stances' which followed. J was present at the trials and I can 
say without fear of contradiction that M r T aylor is rigbt 
about the manner in which they were carried out. We offered 
the services of our own expericnced public hangman, Albert 
Pierrepoint , but the Americans, in whose zone of occupation 
Nuremberg was si tuated, refused thc ofTcr a nd preferred tbeir 
own man, who bungled the business drcadfully. Mr Pierre­
point, wi th whom I subsequently discussed the matter, was 
horrified at what happened. 

As for the charges, many o( them were of course real 
crimes whether in war or peace, such as the murdcrs of 
prisoners-of-war and the mass extermination of the Jews in 
concentration camps. But wha t of the charges of preparing 
for a n aggressive war or waging it? As Mr Taylor remarks, 
ali the Powers had prepared for war. and it was a common 
complaint against the Allied governments lbat tbey bad not 
prepared Cor it adequately or even thal tbey had failed to 
launch a preventive or aggressive war themselves. Churchill 
passed a wise verdict on the proceedings at Nuremberg when 
he said to General lsmay, his personal representative on the 
Chiefs of Staff Committee, 'You and I must take care not to 
lose the next war.' 

Alan Taylor's conclusion, with which few will disagree, is 
tbat lhdse who experienced it know the Second World War 
was a war justified in its aims and successful in accomplishing 
them. His account of the war in tbis book has becn described 
by his friend Len Deighton as a masterpiece against whicb ali 
other war historians will be judged and found wanting. Tbis is 
indeed high praise, but not too high for a work so lucid and 
logical a nd at the same time so original and thought 
provoking. 

Tbe official h istory of tbe Second World War runs to over 
thirty volumes, not to mention Sir Winston Churcbilrs six­
volume account. Alan Taylor has distilled tbeir essence and 
confined it within the compass of a single volume. It is a 
superlative achievement of historical writing. 
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