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Preface

This paper examines the relationship between Winston Churchill and his Commanders in Chief, Mid East Command, General Sir Archibald Wavell and General Sir Claude Auchinleck.  The paper covers the period from the start of WWII, through the campaign in East Africa, North Africa, the failed Greek expedition, through the removal of Wavell, and ultimately the relief of Auchinleck.  It examines how Churchill interfered at the operational level of war, and shows how this interference had both positive and negative effects on the prosecution of the war in Middle East Command theater of operations.  The research is valuable for considering today’s environment of instant communications and for certain political leaders’ desires to attempt to control not only military forces, but the battlefield they operate on. 

The author would like to thank Dr. Richard Muller of the Air Command and Staff College faculty for the help and guidance he provided for this project.

Abstract

This paper examines the tumultuous relationship between Winston Churchill and his Commanders in Chief, Mid East Command, General Sir Archibald Wavell and General Sir Claude Auchinleck.  The paper covers the period from the start of WWII, through the campaign in East Africa, North Africa, the failed Greek expedition, through the removal of Wavell, and ultimately the relief of Auchinleck.  It describes the unique role Churchill played in the war effort by performing the duties of both Prime Minister and Minister for Defence.  It reveals that to the best of his ability, Churchill never failed to support these commanders with encouragement, equipment, and manpower.  Nevertheless, he could be extremely disruptive with his constant demands for offensive action, and his incessant interference at all levels of war.  On several occasions, his goading actually led these commanders to act before they believed they were ready.  It further examines how Churchill interfered at the operational level of war, and shows how this interference both positively and negatively affected the prosecution of the war in the Middle East theater.  It concludes that no amount of Churchill’s goading or enthusiasm could make up for years of military and industrial neglect before the war.  And further, when senior political leaders make political and strategic decisions, they must be prepared to accept the operational consequences, which Churchill was unwilling to do.

CHURCHILL AND HIS RELATIONSHIP WITH HIS COMMANDERS IN CHIEF, MIDDLE EAST COMMAND        (JUNE 1940 - AUGUST 1942)

Introduction

Winston Churchill was one of, if not the, greatest political leaders of the Twentieth Century.  His “never give in” leadership style was one of the primary factors in Britain holding off the German onslaught in 1940.  Once the British Army withdrew from France in the “Miracle at Dunkirk,” the only British Army forces in contact with the enemy for the next two years were those under the Commander in Chief, Middle East Command.  

During this period, two outstanding British generals with distinguished records, General Archibald Wavell and General Claude Auchinleck, would lead these forces.  Their relationship with the Prime Minister was complicated and tumultuous.  Churchill never failed to support them with encouragement, equipment, and manpower to the best of his ability.  Nevertheless, he could be extremely disruptive in his constant demands for offensive action, and his incessant interference at all levels of war.  At times, his bullying tactics actually led these commanders to act before they believed they were ready.  The results of his relationship with these men are mixed.  At times, these offensives led to victory; at others, severe setbacks resulted.  Each was a great leader, and each had faults, but all three men had one thing in common -- they were dedicated to defeating the Nazis.

Overview of Middle East Command

At the outbreak of World War II (WWII) in 1939, the British Middle East Command encompassed numerous countries and territories spread over three continents.  At this time, the command was divided between four theaters of operations.  In Europe, it consisted of the Balkans area, including Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, Turkey, and Yugoslavia.  The Middle East included Palestine, Syria, Iraq, part of Persia, and Saudi Arabia.  The Western Desert had Algeria, Libya, Egypt, and Tunisia.  And in East Africa, it included Sudan, Eritria, Ethiopia, the Somalilands (both British and Italian), Kenya and Uganda.  The commander’s area of responsibility (AOR) was over 2,000 miles long from east to west, and over 1,700 miles long north to south.
  As Churchill noted, although the command was divided into four separate theaters, it must not be forgotten that the operations during the period (and discussed in this paper) were all running concurrently, and reacted upon each other to produce a sensation of crises and complexity.
  

Churchill’s Unique Position in the War Cabinet

On 10 May 1940, the same day the German offensive in the West began, Winston Churchill accepted the duties of Prime Minister of Great Britain.  A proper understanding of Churchill’s status in His Majesty’s Government is essential to understanding the complexities involved in his relationships with his field commanders.  Although Parliament granted Churchill extraordinary powers, he always remained accountable to them, through the War Cabinet, for his direction of the war.

At the start of WWII, the Committee of Imperial Defence (CID), established in the inter-war years to ensure service input was provided to cabinet ministers, was put aside in favor of the War Cabinet.  The War Cabinet was smaller, and could therefore function more effectively.  Churchill elected to have only five members in his War Cabinet.  The members included the leading Conservative and Labour Party politicians of the day, and only the Foreign Secretary had a department.
  The Chiefs of Staff sub-committee, which had previously served the CID, continued to serve the War Cabinet.

Upon assuming his responsibilities as Prime Minister, Churchill made two important changes to the defense oversight structure.  First, in addition to his immense responsibilities as Prime Minister, he also assumed the duties of Minister for Defence, which included the responsibility to oversee Britain’s defense operations.  By assuming these duties, this also made him Chairman of the Chiefs of Staff Committee.  Churchill desired this position since it would not only give him broad oversight authority over defense matters, but it also enabled him to discuss operations with the Chiefs of Staff before presentation to the Defense Committee and the War Cabinet.  This relationship was beneficial to the Chiefs as well, since it gave them direct and extensive contact with the Prime Minister, and all the powers associated with that office.  The second change Churchill made was to split the Defense Committee in two.  The committee was divided into the Committee for Supplies and the Committee for Operations.  The Committee for Operations consisted of the Prime Minister, the Deputy Prime Minister, the three Service Ministers, and the Foreign Secretary.  Although not formal members, the Chiefs of Staff were always in attendance at meetings.  Churchill further tied the Chiefs and the Committee for Operations together by appointing General Ismay as Secretary of the Defense Committee for Operations and as Secretary to the Chiefs of Staff Committee.  This provided for clear and instant communications between Churchill, the committee, and the chiefs of staff.  This arrangement allowed for close coordination between policy and strategy.
  By holding both the Prime Minister and the Minister of Defence posts, Churchill would have very wide powers of selection and removal of all military and political figures in the war effort.  So, for the first time, in Churchill’s opinion, the Chiefs of Staff Committee assumed its proper place in direct daily contact with the executive head of the government, and in accord with him, had full control over the conduct of the war and the armed forces.
  Churchill would take this arrangement a step further and use it as an opportunity to provide operational and even tactical advice and instructions to Generals Wavell and Auchinleck.  Churchill felt so strongly about the need to hold the office of Minister of Defence that he later stated: “I should not of course have remained Prime Minister for an hour if I had been deprived of the office of Minister of Defence.”
 

Churchill’s Relationship with General Wavell 

General Archibald Percival Wavell was born in 1883 to Major Archibald Graham Wavell.  He grew up in the close knit circle of his father’s Norfolk Regiment, the “Black Watch.”  Like his father and grandfather, he too would become a professional soldier.  He was commissioned in the “Black Watch” in 1901.
  Thirty-nine years later, he would face the Italians and the Germans as Commander in Chief, Middle East Command, and start an extremely rocky relationship with Prime Minister Churchill.

Immediately after assuming the role of Prime Minister, Churchill requested eight regular battalions from the Mid East Command be returned home to assist in the defense of Great Britain itself.  At this time, German troops were racing through France, and the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was retreating towards Dunkirk.  Wavell disagreed with this course of action, and persuaded the Chiefs of Staff, through General Sir John Dill, who Churchill had just appointed Commander of Imperial General Staff (CIGS) to support him.
  Eventually, Churchill accepted this recommendation, largely since the BEF had escaped at Dunkirk, and eight other regular battalions were brought back to England from India.  Unfortunately however, Churchill and Wavell got off to a bad start.  Churchill had an exceptionally good memory, and he never forgave nor forgot the incident over the eight battalions.
   

Fighting the Italians in North Africa and East Africa

As France was surrendering, it was apparent to Wavell that Italy would move against Britain in Africa, either in Egypt from Libya, or in the East African territory of British Somaliland.  The Italians had recently conquered Ethiopia, and maintained a large number of troops in Eritria and Italian Somaliland as well.  The Italians had hundreds of thousands of troops in both Libya and East Africa compared to Wavell’s small force of approximately 35,000 men in Egypt and 40,000 scattered throughout British Somaliland, the Sudan, and Kenya.  Because of this huge disparity, Wavell was forced to be on the defensive everywhere.  On 4 July 1940, Italy attacked in East Africa.  Italian units occupied the frontier towns of the Sudan, went on to penetrate Kenya, and by mid-August occupied all of British Somaliland.
  On 13 Sep 40, Mussolini ordered Italian forces to go on the offensive into Egypt.  The Italians drove sixty miles into Egypt and stopped to construct a firm base.  They would stay here for the next three months and harden their position by building forts and camps. 
 

 The initial actions the Italians took quickly got under the skin of Churchill, especially when Mussolini boasted of victory and a “total blockade” of all British possessions in the Mediterranean and Africa.  Churchill cabled Wavell demanding an inquiry into why Major General Goodwin-Austin, Wavell’s commander in East Africa, had given up British Somaliland with such low casualties.  Wavell wasted no time in defending his general and pointing out to Churchill that a “big butcher’s bill is not evidence of good tactics.”  This admonition struck Churchill almost dumb with fury.
 

In addition to Wavell’s rebuff, Churchill was extremely dissatisfied with the distribution of his force already in the Middle East.  In a letter to Secretary for War Eden, Churchill lamented the “shocking waste” of British regular troops on mere police duty in the Canal Zone, Cairo, and Alexandria, and the “general slackness” of the Middle East Command in preparing for war.
  Churchill was a man of action and was impatient with Wavell’s apparent unwillingness to engage the enemy.  He took it upon himself to send Wavell a long and detailed directive outlining his own views on how Wavell should dispose his troops.  He emphasized the need for speed in all military undertakings.  Upon receiving the telegram, Wavell commented that the directive “showed clearly that Winston did not trust me to run my own show…”

In the meantime, the Royal Navy launched a successful raid on the Italian Navy at Taranto.  This inevitably led Churchill to compare the initiative of the Navy with his perception of the lethargy of the Army.  Churchill felt he needed to put his Mid East views forward on the spot, instead of what he viewed as “endless telegrams.”  He decided to send Eden to make a personal inspection of the Middle East.
  Wavell greeted Eden in Cairo, and only after learning that Churchill was considering pulling troops from Africa to send them to Greece did he reluctantly disclose his secret plans for attacking the Italians.  Wavell had not let Churchill know of this plan since he was distrustful of the security in London.
  This was not the relationship Churchill had hoped for.  However, he was pleased with the news of the impending attack, which would be known as “Operation Compass.”  So pleased in fact, he later recalled he “purred like six cats.”

Inaction then Action in North Africa

Wavell was facing the Italians in the West along the border with Egypt and Libya, and in East Africa.  Before he could attack in East Africa, he needed to secure his northern flank.  From the time Churchill learned of “Operation Compass” from Eden, he wanted Wavell to act.  In Churchill’s 14 Nov 40 minute he goaded Wavell: “now is the time to take risks and strike the Italians by land, sea, and air.”  With regards to Churchill’s impatience, one has to remember that in the Fall of 1940 Africa was the only place the British Army was facing the enemy.

Churchill felt so strongly about the need for offensive action that he agreed to send more tanks to North Africa despite dangers of German invasion of Britain.  This tank movement was called “Operation Tiger.”  At this same time, the Battle of Britain was still being waged.  At considerable danger to men, shipping, and equipment, Churchill ran a great risk to support Wavell.
  Eventually, Wavell agreed to his Western Desert commander Major General Richard O’Connor’s plan to attack on the Libyan/Egyptian border, and in five days moved half his troops, the 4th Indian Division to East Africa (Eritria), to attack there.  Wavell launched Operation Compass on 9 Dec 40. 

England had pledged to defend Egypt, and now Churchill had made good on the promise, which pleased him immensely.  Churchill was also pleased with Wavell’s decision to move the 4th Indian Division to Eritrea for the Abyssinian Campaign.  Churchill cabled Wavell on 13 Dec 40 to offer his congratulation, but also his warnings and advice.  “Of course you’ll keep moving it is at the moment when the victor is most exhausted that the greatest forfeit can be exacted from the vanquished.  I’ll be glad to hear your plans earliest.”  Churchill was impatient and cabled Wavell again a couple of days later.  In his 16 Dec 40 memo, he stated that “everyone is deeply indebted to you for your fine professional skill,” but he also added his advice, “keep pursuing and mauling the Italians as far as you can.  And although of course I cannot pretend to judge special conditions from here, I must repeat my earlier suggestion to use amphibious operations and landings behind the enemy front to cut him off.”
  However, Churchill did judge, and he would continue this pattern of goading and advising Wavell throughout his entire tenure in command. 

Fortunately for the British, their local weakness was offset by Italian incompetence.  Wavell’s offensive trapped the Italians at Beda Fromm.  It was a crushing success for him, but it was short lived due to happenings in Greece.  General O’Connor’s “raid” turned into a great victory.  So great, in fact, that it caused far-reaching strategic problems.  After Bardia fell, Hitler decided to help Mussolini by sending General Erwin Rommel to the desert.  In addition to this, just as O’Connor was preparing to take Tobruk, the Italians decided to invade Greece.

Wavell’s brilliant success in the Western Desert continued, and on 6 Feb 41 he captured Benghazi ahead of schedule.  At this same time however, Churchill believed it necessary to concentrate their thoughts and efforts on the situation in Greece.

Inaction then Action in East Africa.

As stated earlier, Churchill wanted action in East Africa.  LTG Alan Cunningham, Wavell’s commander in East Africa, informed Wavell that he could not conduct bold operations in the winter, and would have to wait until May 41.  Churchill inquired from the CIGS why the British could not attack Kismayu.  General Dill informed Churchill that Wavell was about to hold a conference to discuss theater action for the next six months.  Churchill was not pleased with the idea of waiting until May to attack, and he requested an explanation from Wavell.  During his conference of 2 Dec 40, Wavell decided to attack the Italians in Kassala, and stimulate a rebellion in Abyssinia, but decided not to attempt to capture Kismayu until after the spring rains in May or Jun 41.  Churchill would not take “No” for an answer and continued to steam at the inaction of the troops in Kenya.  On 26 Jan 41, he cabled Wavell and stated he was perplexed.  He pointed out that from his point of view, he had sent men and equipment to Wavell, at great risk, in shipping that could have been used for importing food and ammunition, and all Wavell’s forces were just sitting there.  Despite the strong showing in the Western Desert, Churchill still felt Wavell did not use his manpower properly.
  Churchill expressed his disappointment that the convoys he sent to Wavell around the cape at great hazard were still in the rear.

It pained me very much to find that the convoys sent at so much cost and risk around the Cape should so largely consist of rearward services and make so small an addition to our organized fighting units.  I shall try my utmost to support you in every way, and I must ask in return that you convince me that every man in the Middle East is turned to the highest possible use...
 

Under strong pressure from Churchill, Wavell decided to make an effort before the rains.  He informed Churchill he would attack in mid February.  Churchill was pleased, and just as he predicted, the operation went well.

Decision to move troops to Greece

With all the action swirling in East Africa and the Western Desert in late 1940 and early 1941, it is important to remember that at this same time, on the other side of the Mediterranean Sea, Mussolini decided to invade Greece.  The Greeks were too tough for Italians alone, so Hitler decided to help the Italians in Greece by sending in troops.  Up to now, the war in the Western Desert was the most important to Churchill.  He then decided he needed to help the Greeks.  Wavell made two points to Churchill concerning the disposition of his forces: 1) was the German buildup in Romania a bluff to divert forces from the desert? and 2) if the Germans really were going to invade Greece, there was nothing the British could do to stop them.
  Churchill was again put off by what he considered Wavell’s foot dragging.  He fired a memo back to Wavell instructing him to follow London’s advice.  In his 10 Jan 41 memo to Wavell, he stated: “nothing must hamper capture of Tobruk, but thereafter all operations in Libya are subordinated to aiding Greece….”  And in the future, “we expect and require prompt and active compliance with our decisions, for which we bear full responsibility.”
  

Churchill’s decision to help Greece may have been the right thing to do politically or even strategically, but it was operationally and tactically a big mistake.  As Wavell had warned, the British could not provide anywhere near enough help to stop the Germans in Greece.
  In addition, this occurred just as Wavell was having a tremendous amount of success in both North Africa and East Africa. 

Churchill’s decision to stop O’Connor’s Western Desert advance and send many of these troops to Greece disorganized the entire army.  The British got to the fight in Greece in time only to perform a costly retreat.  Although Wavell publicly supported the Greek operation, he made one last appeal to Churchill to stay the course in North Africa.  After defeating the Italians at Benghazi and driving as far west as El Agheila, he felt he could take Tripoli if his forces pressed on immediately.  Churchill informed Wavell that Greece ruled out Tripoli.  Operationally, it was a mistake to support Greece, and it had disastrous consequences.  Churchill took responsibility and defended his commanders in the field in his 7 May 41 speech to the House of Commons:

It is very natural that the House should not be entirely satisfied with the recent turn of events in the Middle East, and that some Members should be acutely disappointed that we have not been able to defend Greece successfully……  I can assure the House that no violence has been done to expert military opinion, either in the Chiefs of Staff Committee at home or in the generals commanding in the field.  All decision have been taken unitedly and freely and in good will…..  I, personally, as head of the Government, obviously assume that responsibility in the most direct personal form…. I am the one whose head should be cut off if we do not win the war.
   

Had Wavell taken Tripoli, Rommel would never have had a chance to land.  Churchill’s decision regarding Greece lengthened the campaign in North Africa by two years.
 
Rommel Arrives in North Africa and Attacks

Operations in Greece forced the British to switch from an offensive to a defensive position in the desert.  As they conducted this transition, the ever offensive-minded Rommel was landing at Tripoli unopposed.  Upon halting operations, Wavell pulled his primary fighting unit, the 7th Armored Division, back for rest and refit, with the goal of sending it to fight in Greece.  He replaced this superb unit with troops that were not fully trained, and had been stripped of much of their equipment and transportation since these were desperately needed for the Greek operation.  Thus, the area the British had just conquered was left lightly defended.

Although Wavell was aware the Germans were landing in Tripoli, he failed to appreciate the implication of the introduction of these forces into the theater with their ability to stiffen Axis resistance in North Africa.
  Churchill wanted Wavell to attack the Germans immediately.  In his 26 Mar 41 memo, he advised Wavell to attack the Germans quickly, and also inquired as to the whereabouts of the 7th.  When Wavell responded, he admitted was wrong in thinking that the Germans would not reinforce North Africa with large amounts of armor.  He had believed the Germans would not risk reinforcing North Africa due to the perceived inefficiency of the Italian Navy.  He informed Churchill that his force in Cyrenaica was weak since he had sent much of it to Greece.  He also predicted the Germans would not be able to attack for several months.  Actually, Rommel attacked in only a few days, on 31 Mar 41, and quickly gained the initiative.  On 3 Apr 41, Wavell flew to the front and reported on the situation.  He had been forced to evacuate Agheila, Agedabia, and Benghazi.  The British were in full retreat.  Churchill was very disturbed by the news and later stated:  “Thus in a single stroke, and almost in a day, the desert flank upon which all our decisions had depended had crumpled.”

The constant flow of memos from Churchill continued.  On 7 Apr 41, he cabled Wavell with explicit instruction to hold Tobruk.  Tobruk “needs to be a place to be held to the death without thought of retirement.”  He went on to insist that Wavell “let me know your intentions.”  Although Wavell’s forces had retreated well beyond Tobruk, a week later, on 14 Apr 41, he informed Churchill that indeed Tobruk had held.  Churchill immediately sent Wavell reply offering congratulations, “Bravo Tobruk.”  In the same message, however, the goading continued.  “Can’t you find good troops who are without transport to help hold perimeter, thus freeing at least one, if not two, Australian brigade groups to act as a striking force.”
  Churchill was clearly getting into the details of Wavell’s operations at a time when Wavell was under enormous stress and pressure.

Churchill viewed the beating in of the desert flank as a disaster of the first magnitude.  Impatient to determine the cause of the retreat, on 24 Apr 41, Churchill instructed Wavell “to explain the severe defeat we just had put on us.  Was it that we were outnumbered, outmaneuvered, or outfought, or was there some other mistake?”  Wavell replied that most of his senior officers were still unaccounted for, and he did not want to prejudice them prematurely.  (LTGs Neame and O’Connor had been taken prisoner.)  Wavell took full responsibility.  He replied to Churchill via a long cable in which he admitted he should have attacked instead of pulling back.  As he tried to pull back, all his tanks broke down, and for the most part, he was unable to recover them.
 

Although Churchill was bitterly disappointed, he was equally anxious to help Wavell get back in fighting shape.  Churchill pushed the Defense Committee to send 307 new tanks to the desert.  General Dill, CIGS, opposed the plan on homeland security grounds, since the invasion threat remained.  Churchill overruled him, however, and pushed on with plans for “Operation Tiger,” which sent the equipment through the Mediterranean, and the men around the cape.  There was of course the warning and advice from Churchill that “no German should remain in Cyrenaica by end of June.”  He also directed Wavell to “give us your plan as soon as possible” on how Wavell planned to use the Operation Tiger equipment once it got through.
  
Operation Battleaxe

Churchill undertook considerable political risk in deciding to send Wavell over 300 tanks, a courageous decision considering the limited British inventory at that time.  The journey was hazardous, and had the Germans actually invaded Britain successfully, history certainly would not have been kind to Churchill.  However, Churchill was a man of action, and once again, the Western Desert was the only place where the British Army was in contact with the enemy.  In return for his support, Churchill placed considerable pressure on Wavell to launch a counter-offensive by June.  Wavell’s planning for the counter offensive was closely tied to the arrival of the “Operation Tiger” tanks.  However, the haste with which the operation known as “Operation Battleaxe” was mounted would prove disastrous.

At this same time, Wavell had to deal with problems in Syria.  General de Gaulle’s representative, General Catroux, thought the Free French forces in Syria would rally around de Gaulle to gain control of Vichy-held territory in Syria and Lebanon.  Wavell was skeptical of this.  General Catroux asked Whitehall to order Wavell to send him 300 trucks and air cover.  Wavell did not want to do this, and he let Whitehall know it.  Wavell quickly received a reply telling him to do as Catroux wished.
  At this point, Wavell believed London was ignoring his advice in favor of the French, and if this was the case he would prefer to be relieved of command.  With so many cables going back and forth, a misunderstanding like this was bound to occur.  Churchill cabled Wavell back and assured him that the decision to undertake operations in Syria was made “by those in London who have the supreme direction of war and policy in all theaters.”  Churchill continued to say “should you find yourself unwilling to give effect to it, arrangements will be made to meet any wish you may express to be relieved of your command.”
   General Catroux then admitted he was misled and Wavell was right, but the fact remained that the impression left in Churchill’s mind was not that Wavell was right, but rather he was “obstructive.”

Wavell knew he had lost Churchill’s confidence even before the Syrian operation or Operation Battleaxe began.  As Wavell had predicted, hard fighting occurred in Syria instead of the Vichy French rallying to the Free French side.  This was a considerable distraction as Wavell attempted to plan Operation Battleaxe.
  

Most of the tanks in Operation Tiger arrived in mid May.  Churchill started immediately pressing Wavell to attack.  Wavell thought he saw an opportunity to catch the Germans off guard and launched an attack on 15 May 41, before the Operation Tiger tanks became operational.  Churchill was pleased with the offensive action, and quickly offered his tactical advice and requested more information.  In his 17 May 41 memo, he wanted to know if Wavell was using his powerful field artillery to the fullest, and requested Wavell have one of his staff officers send him a more detailed report every evening.  He also wanted to know when the Tiger Tanks were going into action.  On 18 May 41, Wavell replied that he needed to go on the defensive until the new tanks were ready.  He stated the tanks would not be ready until the end of the month at the earliest.  He would like to have more time for them to “settle down.”  Churchill was very angry at the slowness of getting the tanks into action.  However, the tanks that were arriving were in poor repair, necessitating Wavell delay Operation Battleaxe by several weeks.  On 28 May 41, Churchill cabled Wavell and stated: “our first objective must be to gain a decisive military success in the Western Desert.”
  Churchill’s publicly stated objectives were not so ambitious.  In his speech to the House of Common’s on 10 Jun 41 he stated:

If anybody had said in June last that we should today hold every yard of the territories for which Great Britain is responsible in the Middle East; that we should have conquered the whole of the Italian Empire of Abyssinia, Eritrea and East Africa; that Egypt, Palestine and Iraq would have been successfully defended, he would have been thought a very foolish visionary.  

I give no guarantee, I make no promise or prediction for the future.  But if the next six months, during which we must expect even harder fighting and many disappointments, should find us in no worse position than that in which we stand today; if, after having fought so long alone, single-handed against the might of Germany, and against Italy, and against the intrigues and treachery of Vichy, we should still be found the faithful and unbeaten guardians of the Nile Valley and of the regions that lie about it, then I say that a famous chapter will have been written in the martial history of the British Empire and Commonwealth of Nations.

On 15 Jun 41 Operation Battleaxe began.  The attack stalled again.  The British “I” tanks kept breaking down, and the Cruiser tanks were no match for German armor.    Churchill desperately wanted Tobruk relieved, and now they would have to continue to hang on.  All of Churchill’s efforts for Operation Tiger were for naught.  He was bitterly disappointed.  The gulf that separated the needs of the commanders in the field in the Middle East and the design and production capacity of Britain’s factories was never bridged in Wavell’s time, nor in his successor’s.  The primary cause of these deficiencies was the years of neglect before the war.

The British were out matched in the field in both machinery and tactics.  Churchill did help push Wavell into battle earlier than Wavell would have liked, but there is no guarantee the outcome would have been different even if Wavell had more time.  If Wavell had waited, however, the Germans would have been in the process of attacking Russia, and their focus on North Africa would have been reduced.  The failure of Operation Battleaxe was certainly due in part to the hurriedness of the operation, and the crude and superficial Enigma intelligence reading by Churchill, which fueled his insistence on launching Battleaxe prematurely.

Churchill’s Decision to Replace Wavell

As the reports of Battleaxe continued to come in, with each indicating failure, Churchill went to his home at Chartwell to be alone.  It was there, that after receiving Wavell’s report that began “I regret to report failure of Battleaxe” that he concluded there should be a change.  Churchill’s decision to replace Wavell was inevitable.  He did not relish the thought of relieving such a distinguished soldier, but he thought Wavell was a tired man.  Churchill later referred to the situation stating that he had “ridden a willing horse to a standstill.”  The only question remaining was who should replace him.  Churchill cabled Wavell with his decision on 21 Jun 41.  “I have come to the conclusion that the public interest will best be served by the appointment of General Auchinleck to relieve you in the command of the armies of the Middle East.”
  Wavell took the news stoically and cabled Churchill back stating: “I think you are wise to make change, and get new ideas and action on many problems in Middle East, and am sure Auchinleck will be a successful choice.”
  General Wavell placed himself entirely at the disposal of His Majesty’s Government.

Churchill’s relationship with General Auchinleck

General Claude Auchinleck was born in 1884.  He spent part of his childhood and most of his career in India, as part of the Indian Army.  Major General Auchinleck returned from India in 1940 to command Britain’s 4th Corps in the Norwegian campaign and then went on to command the 5th Corps and Southern Command where he was responsible for organizing the Home Guard.  In Nov 40, he was promoted to general, and appointed CINC India.  Churchill appointed him CINC Middle East Command in Jun 41. 

Start of the Relationship between Churchill and Auchinleck 

When Auchinleck took over Middle East Command, he faced the same situation Wavell did.  The Western Desert was the only place the British Army was in contact with the enemy.  The Soviet Union was now in the war, and Stalin was looking for a second front to be opened in the west to provide some relief.  Churchill started his relationship with Auchinleck with high hopes. On 1 Jul 41, Churchill sent a cable to Auchinleck spelling out the urgency of issues facing him.  He let Auchinleck know he was taking command at a period of crisis.  He also informed Auchinleck that “after all the facts have been laid before you it will be for you to decide whether to renew the offensive in the Western Desert, and if so when.”  He also informed him of the need for a decision on Syria.  “You will decide whether and how these operations can be fitted together.”
  This was quite a contrast to his constant hounding of Wavell to attack.  This reprieve lasted all of one day.  The next day, 2 Jul 41, Churchill sent another cable telling Auchinleck that once Syria was cleared up, he should consider LTG Wilson for the Western Desert Command, but the decision was of course Auchinleck’s.

Churchill believed that with the Germans focused on Russia, the time for Auchinleck to attack was now, and he was confident that Auchinleck would share his beliefs.  Auchinleck did not see it this way, however.  He viewed the situation as a chance to provide important individual and collective training, which he felt was essential.  He also wanted a fifty percent reserve of tanks to permit having twenty-five percent in the workshops and twenty-five percent for immediate replacement of battle casualties.  It appears Auchinleck knew he was facing the Germans with inferior equipment.  Churchill felt this was an almost prohibitive condition and noted that “generals only enjoy such comfort in heaven.  And those who demand them do not always get there.”
  Auchinleck also informed Churchill that he needed to reinforce Cyprus with one division.  Auchinleck’s command covered the Middle East all the way to Persia, and he felt this northern portion of his command could easily become the decisive theater.  He was concerned that if the Germans occupied Cyprus they could launch an invasion of Syria and enter the heart of the oil-rich Middle East that way.  Churchill saw the situation in a completely different light.  He felt that with the Germans fully engaged in Russia, there was no way they would launch an operation against Cyprus.  Therefore, Churchill felt the current situation favored decisive action in the Western Desert.  After only two weeks in command, it was clear to Churchill that there was a serious divergence of views and values between he and Auchinleck.  This caused Churchill “sharp disappointment.”
 

It was quite apparent that Churchill and Auchinleck were getting off to a bad start.  General Dill, CIGS, had warned Auchinleck of the political pressure urging premature battle he would face from London.  Being from the Indian Army, Auchinleck was not politically well connected and he was not as diplomatic a man as Wavell was.  Auchinleck’s instinct was to oppose Churchill’s interference bluntly and resolutely.  As Churchill started the pressure for an offensive in the Western Desert, Auchinleck replied that yes, there should be another offensive.  However, he would launch it only when he had adequate forces and adequate time for training.  He felt he could not be properly prepared for three months.

An example of this tendency to bluntly confront Churchill occurred shortly after Churchill cabled Auchinleck on 19 Jul 41.  Churchill was, as usual, pressuring for an attack in the desert, and suggesting LTG Wilson should be in charge of it.  In addition, he asked Auchinleck to explain why he put the 50th Division in Cyprus, when Churchill clearly thought it belonged in the Western Desert.  Auchinleck replied on 23 Jul 41 that he put the division in there after careful consideration.  He also added: “If you wish I can send you detailed reasons which actuated me and which appeared to me incontestable.  I hope you will leave me complete discretion concerning dispositions of this kind.”
  Auchinleck was equally forceful on the topic of an early offensive.  “To launch an offensive with the inadequate means at present at our disposal is not, in my opinion, a justifiable operation of war…  To gain results risks must be run, and I am ready to run them if they are reasonably justifiable.”
  Upon reading the reply, Churchill felt Auchinleck had a “stiff” attitude.

Churchill did not like this reply, and the same day cabled Auchinleck that he and the Chiefs greatly desired him to come to London for face-to-face talks.  Auchinleck arrived in London and stayed for ten days.  He was able to convince Churchill’s military advisors of the need to delay the offensive, which would use the code name “Operation Crusader.”  On Auchinleck’s visit Churchill later recalled: “He certainly shook my military advisers with all the detailed argument he produced.  I myself remained unconvinced.”  In addition, Auchinleck would not budge on naming Wilson as commander, preferring Cunningham instead.  Upon returning to Egypt, however, Auchinleck resolved never to expose himself again to the ruthless personal pressure employed by Churchill to get his way.
  Although Churchill thought waiting another three months to launch the offensive was a mistake, he nonetheless agreed with the Nov 41 start date for Operation Crusader.

Operation Crusader (with Rommel’s counter attacks)

Churchill was determined to renew the offensive and drive the Germans out of North Africa.  “To this end, he poured reinforcements into Egypt and brushed aside his military advisers’ reminders about the longstanding decision that the defence of the Far East, and particularly Singapore, was the second priority after the defence of Britain itself, and before the Middle East.”
  On 18 Nov 41, Auchinleck launched Operation Crusader.  The plan was for Auchinleck’s forces, under the command of Cunningham, to drive from their positions south of Sollum west into the desert to relieve Tobruk and capture Cyrenaica.  If all went well, these forces would continue their drive into Tripolitania. 

After the start of Operation Crusader, there were five days of heavy fighting.  The situation developed into a crisis on 23 Nov.  Rommel’s counter-attacks were fierce, and under his heavy blows, Cunningham notified Auchinleck that to continue the offensive might result in the annihilation of the entire tank force, and thereby endanger Egypt itself.  To stop the offensive, however, would be to admit defeat and the failure of the entire operation.  By this point, Cunningham’s nerve had broken, and Auchinleck had to take personal charge.  Auchinleck flew to Cunningham’s field headquarters and ordered him to continue the offensive.  Churchill would later write that Auchinleck’s personal action saved the battle and proved his outstanding qualities as a commander in the field.
  On the very day of this crisis, Churchill cabled Auchinleck with more battlefield advice.  Churchill stated that Auchinleck should cut off Rommel’s fuel supply, which was going to Benghazi, and destroy his air force at Benina.  He informed Auchinleck that the time for a venture like this was when the enemy was in the throes of battle.  (Apparently Churchill did not recognize that Auchinleck was in the throes of battle as well.)  Churchill continued that “there is a lot to be picked up cheap now both at Benghazi and west of Agheila, which will rise in price enormously once the main battle is over.  I am sure you’re considering this.”
  

The never-ending cables with advice continued. On 26 Nov 41, Churchill prodded Auchinleck, “you are no doubt constantly considering the movement forward of reserves toward the battle zone.”  He reminded Auchinleck that he could bring a brigade of the 50th back from Iraq.  Churchill supported Auchinleck’s decision to replace Cunningham with LTG Ritchie, although he would have preferred to have Auchinleck take over the operation himself.  Auchinleck declined, saying he thought it through, and that he was more useful at the general headquarters, where he could see the whole battle and retain a proper sense of proportion.
 

Up to this point, Operation Crusader was successful.  Tobruk was relieved, and Auchinleck had driven Rommel all the way out of Cyrenaica back to El Agheila.  Operation Crusader was so successful that Churchill referred to Auchinleck in his 11 Dec 41 speech to the House of Commons.  He stated: 

Although the battle is not yet finished, I have no hesitation in saying that for good or ill it is General Auchinleck’s battle…. I have felt my confidence in General Auchinleck grow continually, and although everything is hazardous in war, I believe we have found in him, as we have also found in General Wavell, a military figure of the first order.

The problem was that Rommel escaped with considerable firepower.  Auchinleck was forced to halt at El Agheila for refit and resupply.  The bottom line was that unfortunately for Auchinleck, Rommel, the Desert Fox, had slipped away.  As a contemporary observer noted:

“Any immediate hope of clearing all North Africa of the enemy had diminished if it had not been entirely abandoned.  If they had been free from serious distractions elsewhere, the British might have maintained a determined pursuit of this objective in spite of the increasing difficulties of the campaign.  But just as Wavell, at the end of his advance, was deprived of further resources by the imperative demands of Greece, so once more there arose new and urgent demands in another theatre as the outbreak of war in the Pacific resulted in imminent peril to the vital base of Singapore.”

As Rommel retreated across the desert, Auchinleck misread the situation.  He thought he had time to regroup his forces.  But Rommel was not as weak as the British believed.  As the danger in the Far East continued to grow throughout 1941, the British attempted to build up their fleet there, primarily to help defend Singapore, by moving ships from the Eastern Mediterranean.  By mid December 41, disaster had struck the Royal Navy in both the Eastern Mediterranean and the Far East.  As Churchill stated to the House of Commons: “In a few weeks we lost, or had put out of action for a long time, seven great ships, or more than a third of our battleships and battle-cruisers.”
  The setbacks at sea had so weakened the British, that they could not effectively prevent the Germans from resupplying Rommel freely.
  To Auchinleck’s surprise, Rommel counterattacked in full force on 21 Jan 42.

Auchinleck was clearly caught off guard, and once again, Rommel was marching east.  Churchill was shocked.  When a Navy cable arrived that suggested that the evacuation of Benghazi was being considered, Churchill cabled Auchinleck as to why the troops which were there could not hold out as the Germans had done earlier at Halfaya during Operation Crusader.  Auchinleck’s answer revealed he was as puzzled as Churchill.  From then on, nothing happened to improve Churchill’s confidence in the Middle East Command.
  Rommel ultimately forced Auchinleck to withdraw to Gazala.  Churchill would later write that the “extraordinary reversal of fortune and the severe military disaster arose from the basic facts that the enemy had gained virtually free passage across the Mediterranean to reinforce and nourish his armour.”

On 26 Feb 42, Churchill sent a cable requesting Auchinleck explain his intentions.  In an unusually long and detailed cable, Auchinleck explained his rationale for establishing his defensive positions in the Gazala area.  When he concluded the cable, stating that he wanted to wait until June to attack, to ensure he would have the numerical advantage needed, Churchill went into an almost incoherent fury.
  

After consulting with his Chiefs of Staff, and believing the difference of opinion could not be settled via correspondence, Churchill once again requested Auchinleck return to London for more consultations.  This time however, Auchinleck refused, stating that at present he could not be away from Cairo and that nothing could be said in London that he had not already said.  Auchinleck was certainly remembering his last trip to London and his vow to never put himself through such an ordeal with Churchill again.  The relationship between the two leaders was clearly deteriorating.  

Churchill, in no uncertain terms, let Auchinleck know his displeasure.  On 15 Mar 42 he cabled Auchinleck stating “I regret extremely your inability not to come home for consultations.”  He further explained that the Russians would think it intolerable that Auchinleck, with over 600,000 men in his command, should remain unengaged with the enemy.  Churchill concluded the cable reminding Auchinleck that he had supported him at heavy expense to the overall war, and that “it would give me great pain if our mutual understanding has ceased.”
  Auchinleck, knowing he was not ready for offensive operations, refused to budge.

Churchill’s desire for an early offensive was largely based on intelligence data decrypted from the German Enigma machines which showed the British had a comfortable margin in the number of tanks.  The operational lesson drawn from the reading of the intelligence data showed Churchill was prone to count forces, while Auchinleck judged fighting capability.  Auchinleck was conscious of the mechanical and design weakness of his tanks.  He also recognized his “shortcomings in training, leadership, organization and doctrine of his hastily raised and heterogeneous army.”

The situation remained static until early May, when a crisis in India led Auchinleck to offer to continue to stand on the defensive in the desert, and send troops for reinforcement to India.  Japan was now in the war and was threatening India. This ran totally contrary to Churchill’s ideas.  He informed Auchinleck that “we feel that the greatest help you could give to the whole war at this juncture would be to engage and defeat the enemy on your western front.”  Auchinleck responded seeking to further postpone the engagement of his army.  This was more than Churchill could bear.  After referring the matter to the Chiefs of Staff and the Defense Committee, Churchill cabled Auchinleck on 8 May and told him they wanted him to engage the enemy and fight a major battle in May if possible. 

Then on 10 May, Churchill decided to send Auchinleck definitive orders to attack no later than June.  These orders had to be obeyed, or Auchinleck would be relieved of command.  Much to Churchill’s displeasure, a week went by with no response from Auchinleck.  He was not sure if Auchinleck had accepted the orders or would resign.  On 17 May, Churchill prodded Auchinleck stating “it is necessary for me to have some account of your general intentions.”  Finally on 19 May, Auchinleck replied “my intention is to carry out the instructions of your message of May 10.”  This is what Churchill wanted to hear.  In his 20 May reply, Churchill pressed Auchinleck: “I should personally feel even greater confidence if you took direct command, as in fact you had to do at Sidi Rezegh.  On this however I do not press you in any way.”  Auchinleck once again refused to take personal command.  He stated he had carefully considered it, but “concluded that it would be most difficult for me to keep a right sense of proportion if I became immersed in tactical problems in Libya.”

Churchill, as a man of action, could not understand this.  To him Libya was not a tactical problem.  It was the place to engage the enemy, led by a worthy foe, and provide a vitally needed victory.  But Churchill comforted himself in the fact that at least the date of 1 Jun 42 had been set to launch the attack.
 

Once again, however, Rommel beat them to the punch.  He attacked on 27 May 42.

Rommel’s Drive to El Alamein

Rommel’s attack on the Gazala line did not come as a complete surprise to the British.  Through Enigma intercepts, they knew he was planning an attack.  For some reason, perhaps sheer misunderstanding, Ritchie did not follow Auchinleck’s suggestion to concentrate his armor.  Instead, he left it in relatively small detachments.  When Rommel’s armor came upon Ritchie’s dispersed armor, he had little trouble destroying it.
  Ritchie was forced to withdraw east, past Tobruk.  

As the British were pulling back, Churchill sent word to Auchinleck that he was sending help.  Two divisions were already at sea, going around the Cape of Africa, with their destination remaining flexible.  On 9 Jun 42, Churchill informed Auchinleck that the two divisions would go to him unless Australia or India was invaded in the meantime.  

As the latest battle for Tobruk took shape, confusing messages were being sent between Auchinleck and Churchill in the heat of battle.  Churchill, who was in Washington conferring with President Roosevelt, was understandably very concerned over the fate of Tobruk.  He cabled Auchinleck on 14 Jun 42, inquiring how far Ritchie wanted to retreat.  Churchill pressed Auchinleck stating that as long as he held Tobruk Rommel could not advance into Egypt.  Auchinleck replied to Churchill the following day that Ritchie was to hold on but not have his forces invested in Tobruk.  Churchill was confused.  Was Ritchie holding Tobruk or not?  Churchill immediately cabled Auchinleck asking if his interpretation was correct; that Ritchie’s intentions were not to give up Tobruk.  He informed Churchill that his interpretation was correct.  He would not give up Tobruk, and he was prepared to hold it even if temporarily isolated by the enemy.  Churchill was confused again.  He did not fully understand what “temporary” meant.

During a meeting with President Roosevelt on 20 Jun 42, an aide handed the President a note, which he passed to Churchill.  Tobruk had fallen.  It had been a point of personal pride for Churchill.  To lose it, especially while in Washington, was an embarrassment.  “I did not attempt to hide from the President the shock I received.  Defeat is one thing; disgrace is another.”

The loss of Tobruk crushed Churchill to the point that he actually started questioning the fighting spirit of the British soldier.  To make matters worse, he had to return to London to face a vote of no confidence in Parliament.  This was his second vote of confidence in just six months, and although he easily withstood the challenge, politically, he was at his weakest. 

With the British Army still in retreat, Auchinleck flew to Maaten Baggush and relieved Ritchie of command.  This was gut wrenching for Auchinleck.  He then took personal command, which Churchill had wanted him to do from the beginning.  Auchinleck realized he could not stop Rommel at Mersa Matruh.  He would have to retreat another 120 miles to El Alamein and make a last stand there.

As Auchinleck skillfully withdrew, Churchill defended himself and Auchinleck in the House of Commons during the vote of confidence debate.  When referring to the defense and subsequent surrender of Tobruk, Churchill stated:

The decision to hold Tobruk and the dispositions made for that purpose were taken by General Auchinleck, but I should like to say the we, the War Cabinet and our professional advisers, thoroughly agreed with General Auchinleck beforehand, and, although in tactical matters the commander-in-chief in any war theatre is supreme and his decision is final, we consider that, if he was wrong, we were wrong too, and I am very ready on behalf of His Majesty’s Government to take my full share of responsibility…. The decision (to surrender Tobruk) was taken to the best of my knowledge by the commander of the forces, and certainly it was most unexpected to the Higher Command in the Middle East…. General Auchinleck is now in direct command of the battle… We have assured General Auchinleck of our confidence, and I believe it will be found that this confidence has not been misplaced.

Auchinleck’s sense of the battlefield told him Rommel’s army had little left to give.  General Brooke, CIGS, would later recall that any mistake at this point would have cost Britain all of Egypt.  Auchinleck’s sensing of the battlefield was correct.  His forces stood firm, and on 3 Jul 42, Rommel acknowledged temporary defeat, and ordered his troops to dig in.  Over the next two weeks, more fierce fighting took place as Rommel made one last attempt to push Auchinleck out of El Alamein.  By 16 July, however, the tide of battle had clearly swung in Auchinleck’s favor.  Only Rommel’s skillful maneuvering of his force prevented a general rout.
  

Once again though, events far from the desert would help stymie British victory.  The British received top-secret information indicating the Germans were going to break through Russian defenses and move into Persia via the Caucasus within a month.  Auchinleck would have to send a significant part of his force to cover this portion of his theater.  To do this, he had to attack Rommel immediately and drive him back across the desert, at least to a safe distance, to permit the movement of his troops east.  In great haste, he planned and launched an offensive for which he was not ready.  But Rommel had dug in, and after several days of hard fighting, Auchinleck called off the attack.

In London, Auchinleck’s decisive success in repulsing Rommel’s army had passed without notice or appreciation.  After calling off the renewed offensive, Churchill’s impatience with what he regarded as the inexplicable inertia of Middle East Command had become uncontrollable.
  Churchill decided to go to Egypt to see for himself what had gone wrong in the desert.

Churchill’s replacement of Auchinleck with General Alexander

On 4 Aug 42, Churchill arrived in Cairo to meet Auchinleck and his staff.  Churchill’s mind was clearly on replacing Auchinleck, but there were many discussions regarding who should replace him and who should take over Eighth Army.  Immediately upon arrival, Churchill sensed what he thought was weariness and a lack of drive.  Churchill visited all units of the Eighth Army and they received him enthusiastically.  Writing to his wife he stated: “The more I study the situation on the spot, the more I am sure that a decisive victory can be won if only the leadership is equal to the opportunity.”
  All that remained was for Churchill to inform Auchinleck that he was to be relieved.  Churchill preferred to do this by letter, and on 8 Aug 42, he informed General Auchinleck that he was to be replaced with General Alexander.

To soften the blow, Churchill proposed splitting the vast Middle East Command into two theaters.  Alexander would command the area west of the Suez Canal (the Western Desert) and Auchinleck would command east of Suez to include Persia.  Auchinleck was a professional and received the news with dignity.  Although he thought Churchill’s offer was very generous, he declined to command the position east of the Suez Canal.  He felt the public would view this as a sinecure being found for an unsuccessful general.  He would not approve of this for anyone else, so he would not consider it himself.
  

Churchill had not addressed the House of Commons since the vote of confidence speech in July, but in an 8 Sep 42 address to them, he referred to the relief of Auchinleck.

I, therefore, after many heart-searchings, submitted proposals to the War Cabinet for changing and remodeling the High Command….. Of General Auchinleck I will only say that he is an officer of the greatest distinction, and of a character of singular elevation.  He wrested victory for us at the battle of Sidi Rezegh in November, and in the early days of July he stemmed the adverse tide at El Alamein.  He has at present, at his own request, gone on leave, and it is my hope that his services may be available later on in the War.

Thus, the stormy relationship between the two great leaders ended. 

Conclusion

It is clear the results of the relationship between Churchill and his two Middle East Commanders are mixed.  Churchill never failed in his support for his commanders and sent them all the men and material possible.  His constant goading and enthusiasm for the offense produced some success.  He was proven right in East Africa, Syria, and Iraq.  However, defeating the Italians, the Vichy French, and some Iraqis is one thing, defeating disciplined German soldiers, under the superb leadership of General Rommel, when one is not fully prepared to fight, is something quite different.

Unfortunately, Churchill and his two Middle East Commanders never took full advantage of what could have been a very synergistic relationship.  Churchill, as Prime Minister and Minister for Defence, was in a uniquely powerful position to support these commanders, which he did.  However, he could never comprehend that his commanders understood that with the equipment and tactics they had in 1941 and 1942, pushing the Germans out of North Africa was just not attainable.  His enthusiasm for offensive action was admirable, but the constant goading to attack led his commanders to support military operations, such as the Greek expedition and early start of Battleaxe, that ran contrary to their better military judgement.  For all his success, Rommel never successfully attacked, let alone occupied, the British centers of gravity in Egypt (Cairo and the Suez Canal), or the Mid East oil fields.  For the most part, all he conquered was vast amounts of useless desert, while tying up armor which could have been used on the Russian front.

Battlefield commanders need to understand and appreciate the political environment in which the senior political official is operating.  Although Churchill received strong political support from Parliament during the war, he was under intense pressure to perform.  In the British system of government, Churchill was in a position where he almost had to stand for election, through the various “votes of confidence,” after each major battle or significant setback.  This sort of pressure was not placed on his American counterpart, President Roosevelt, who upon entering the war had until the scheduled election in Nov 44 to show significant progress.  Wavell and Auchinleck did not fully appreciate this.  Although this does not excuse or justify Churchill’s constant interference, it does help explain his constant demands for the offensive.

Wavell put a magnificent army together to defeat the Italians in North and East Africa.  He clearly had his doubts concerning the Greek operation, but Churchill, as the senior political leader, said it was a done deal, and Wavell supported it.  Churchill pressured Wavell so much that he continued to support the Greek operation even after Churchill started having doubts.  It was a critical mistake, at least from an operational point of view.  He split his force, sending his best troops to almost certain defeat.  He went on the defensive just as the Germans sent the offensive-minded Rommel.  Wavell’s army was never the same.

From a political and strategic point of view, Churchill’s decision to support Greece may have been the right thing to do, but operationally, it precluded Wavell from driving the enemy out of North Africa.  Senior political leaders have an obligation to make such decisions, but they also have the obligation to accept the consequences that come with them.  Churchill could not rectify the dismantling of the Desert Army by simply sending more tanks to the desert -- inferior tanks at that.  Churchill believed he made the situation whole with the infusion of equipment, but putting a modern armor force together in the desert entailed much more than simply “sending more equipment.”

Wavell also let Churchill push him into launching Operation Battleaxe early.  Although Wavell certainly bears some of the responsibility, Churchill’s demands for action in Syria and for an offensive in Jun 1941 led Wavell to delegate the planning of the operation known as Operation Battleaxe to one of his subordinates, General Beresford-Pearce.  The haste with which Battleaxe was mounted would prove disastrous to Wavell and result in his relief.  A commander must have confidence in his subordinates, but certainly the operation would have gone better if Wavell had been given the time to plan it himself.  Understandably, Churchill was impatient for a decisive victory.  No amount of goading, however, could make up for years of military and industrial neglect before the war.  As is still the case today, the battlefield commander will prosecute the war with the equipment decided upon years before the conflict starts.

Churchill’s relentless pressure on Auchinleck produced many of the same results.  Although both Auchinleck and Churchill would look at the amount of equipment each side could bring to the fight, Churchill relied on raw numbers to push for early action.  In his speeches and memoirs, he routinely claimed he never presumed to judge the battlefield from London, but that is exactly what he did.  Auchinleck, on the other hand, realized his equipment and tactics were inferior to the Germans and therefore demanded a two-to-one ratio in tanks.  Even this was insufficient, since he still believed his men needed more training.  Churchill’s constant demand for offensive action finally wore him down to the point where he launched Operation Crusader before he was fully prepared.  

Churchill was also skillful in taking away one of his commander’s most important tools for dealing with their senior political leadership.  A commander can threaten to resign when he feels his leaders are not listening to his military advice, or when he believes they are making a serious mistake.  Churchill laid the groundwork to take this option away from both Wavell and Auchinleck.  He put them on notice in advance of major operations that they must comply with his direction or be relieved.  Commanders are obviously hesitant to resign, mainly due to the negative impact it would have on the force.  Although each of the commanders attempted to resist Churchill’s interference, he eventually painted both men into corner with his “attack or resign” mentality.  To his credit, as senior political leaders should do, he always supported his commanders in public.  In private, however, he constantly second guessed them.  Senior political leaders need to have confidence in their commanders, and if they do not, they should remove them immediately.  His constant second-guessing, and waiting for a commander to “lose the battle” before firing him, is a form of leadership the military could do without then and can certainly do well without today.  

Finally, it can not be overstated how much time and effort the constant communications offering advice, questions, requests, etc., cost the two commanders and their staffs.  Not only the constant pressure of Churchill looking over his commanders’ shoulders, but the amount of time and energy expended to just “answer the mail” and constant need to prove their position, could certainly have been used to conduct better training, planning, and pure concentration on the battlefield.  Senior political leaders need to be aware of their commanders’ major battle plans.  They have an obligation to review, critique, and when necessary disapprove these plans.  This, however, needs to be done as part of an orderly process, and once the plan is approved, the senior political leadership should only intervene under extraordinary circumstances.  The thought of Churchillian interference in today’s environment of instant communications is very disconcerting. 
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