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In Defeat: Defiance
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In Peace: Good will
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Preface

IN The Gathering Storm, Their Finest Hour, and The Grand Alliance I have described as I sa
them the events leading to the Second World War, the conquest of Europe by Nazi Germany
the un inching resistance of Britain alone until the German attack on Russia and the Japanes
assault brought the Soviet Union and the United States to our side. In Washington, at the tur
of the year, President Roosevelt and I, supported by our Chief Military and Naval Adviser
proclaimed The Grand Alliance, and prescribed the main strategy for the future conduct of th
war. We had now to face the onslaught of Japan. Such was the scene when on January 17
1942, I landed at Plymouth; and here the tale of this volume begins. Again it is told from th
standpoint of the British Prime Minister, with special responsibility, as Minister of Defenc
for military a airs. Again I rely upon the series of my directives, telegrams, and minute
which owe their importance and interest to the moment in which they were written, an
which I could not write in better words now. These original documents were dictated by m
as events broke upon us. As they are my own composition, written at the time, it is by thes
that I prefer to be judged. It would be easier to produce a series of afterthoughts when th
answers to all the riddles were known, but I must leave this to the historians who will in du
course be able to pronounce their considered judgments. I have called this volume The Hing
of Fate because in it
we turn from almost uninterrupted disaster to almost unbroken success. For the rst s
months of this story all went ill; for the last six months everything went well. And th
agreeable change continued to the end of the struggle.
WINSTON S. CHURCHIL
Chartwell,
Westerham,
Kent
January 1, 1951

Theme of the Volume
How the power of the
Grand Alliance

became preponderant

The Hinge of Fate

Book I
The Onslaught of Japan
Book II
Africa Redeemed

Contents
Preface
Acknowledgments
Book I
THE ONSLAUGHT OF JAPAN
I Australasian Anxieties
II The Setback in the Desert
III Penalties in Malaya
IV A Vote of Confidence
V Cabinet Changes
VI The Fall of Singapore
VII The U-Boat Paradise
VIII The Loss of the Dutch East Indies
IX The Invasion of Burma
X Ceylon and the Bay of Bengal
XI The Shipping Stranglehold
XII India: The Cripps Mission
XIII Madagascar
XIV American Naval Victories. The Coral Sea and Midway Island
XV The Arctic Convoys
XVI The Offensive in the Aether
XVII Malta and the Desert
XVIII “Second Front Now!“
XIX The Molotov Visit
XX Strategic Natural Selection
XXI Rommel Attacks
XXII My Second Visit to Washington
XXIII The Vote of Censure
Book

II

AFRICA REDEEMED
XXIV The Eighth Army at Bay
XXV Decision for “Torch”
XXVI My Journey to Cairo. Changes in Command
XXVII Moscow: The First Meeting
XXVIII Moscow: A Relationship Established
XXIX Return to Cairo
XXX The Final Shaping of “Torch”
XXXI Suspense and Strain
XXXII Soviet “Thank You”
XXXIII The Battle of Alamein
XXXIV The Torch is Lit
XXXV The Darlan Episode
XXXVI Problems of Victory.
XXXVII Our Need to Meet
XXXVIII The Casablanca Conference
XXXIX Adana and Tripoli
XL Home to Trouble
XLI Russia and the Western Allies
XLII Victory in Tunis
XLIII My Third Visit to Washington
XLIV Problems of War and Peace
XLV Italy the Goal
Appendices
A. List of Abbreviations
B. List of Code-Names
C. Prime Minister’s Personal Minutes and Telegrams, January 1942-May 1943
D. Singapore Defences. Memorandum by General Pownall
E. Monthly Totals of Shipping Losses, British, Allied, and Neutral, 1942
F. Promises about Post-War Conditions. The Beveridge Report
G. Ministerial Appointments for the Years 1942 and 1943
H. List of Some of the Senior Officers of the British and United States Forces holding High
Appointments, 1942-43

Index
Facsimile of Message in General Montgomery’s Diary
Facsimile of Mr. Churchill’s Directive to General Alexander and of General Alexander’s
Reply

Maps and Diagrams
The Setback in the Desert, January 1942
The Malayan Peninsula
Malaya
Singapore Island

Atlantic Defense Organisation, 1942
Losses by U-Boat, January-July, 1942
The Battle of the Atlantic: Merchant Ships Sunk by U–boat
The A.B.D.A. Area of Operations
Burma
The Indian Ocean
The Attack on Diego Suarez
Madagascar
Pacific Theatre
The Coral Sea
Artic Convoys: Track of P.Q. 17
Russian Winter Offensives, January–March, 1942
Rommel’s Plan for May 27–28
The Battle for Tobruk
The Western Desert
The Fall of Tobruk
The New Zealanders at Minqa Qaim
The Western Desert
Rommel’s Repulse, August 31–September 5
The German Campaign in Russia, 1942
The Alamein Front, October 23, 1942
Alamein: The Attack
Alamein: The Break–in
Alamein: The Break–through
The North Coast of Africa
Algiers–Tunis
Russian Counter-attacks at Stalingrad
Tunisia

The Front in Russia, April 1942–March 1943
Forcing the Mareth Line
The Mediterranean Campaigns, 1942
The Conquest of Tunis

BOOK I
THE ONSLAUGHT OF JAPAN

CHAPTER I
AUSTRALASIAN ANXIETIES
The New Shape of the War—Assurance of Final Victory—Anglo-American Nakedness in the Paci c—Potential Impact of
Japan upon Australia and New Zealand—My Correspondence with Mr. Curtin—His Appeal to the President—Mr. Bowden’s
Reports of the Peril of Singapore—Mr. Curtin’s Article in the “Melbourne Herald”—I Accept Full Responsibility for the

Distribution of Our Resources—My Reply to Mr. Curtin of January 3—And of January 14—Safe Arrival of the First Convoy at
Singapore—Explanations to New Zealand, January 17—Mr. Curtin’s Cable of January 18, and My Answer—A General Survey
—The Australian Case—The Pacific War Councils in London and Washington Begin to Function.

T

HIS new year, 1942, of the Second World War opened upon us in an entirely di eren
shape for Britain. We were no longer alone. At our side stood two mighty Allies. Russ
and the United States, though for di erent reasons, were irrevocably engaged to ght t
the death in the closest concert with the British Empire. This combination made nal victor
certain unless it broke in pieces under the strain, or unless some entirely new instrument o
war appeared in German hands. There was indeed a new instrument of war for which bot
sides were avidly groping. As it turned out, it was into our already stronger hands that th
secret of the atomic bomb was destined to tall. A fearful and bloody struggle lay before u
and we could not foresee its course, but the end was sure.
The Grand Alliance had now to face the onslaught of Japan. This had been long prepared
and fell upon the British and American fronts—if such they could be called—with cru
severity. At no moment could it be conceived that Japan would overcome the United State
but heavy forfeits had to be paid by them, in the Philippines and other islands, in the Paci
Ocean, and by the British and the hapless Dutch in South-East Asia. Russia, in mortal gri
with the main German Army, su ered only from the Japanese assault by the diversion o
Anglo-American energies and supplies which would have aided her. Britain and the Unite
States had a long period of torturing defeats before them which could not a ect the na
issue but were hard for their peoples to endure. Britain was naked because our strength wa
absorbed elsewhere, and the Americans because they had scarcely begun to gather the
almost limitless resources. To us in the British Isles it seemed that everything was growin
worse, although on reflection we knew that the war was won.
* * * * *

In spite of the heavy new burdens which tell upon us there was no addition to our dange
at home. Australia and New Zealand, on the other hand, felt suddenly plunged into th
forefront of the battle. They saw themselves exposed to the possibility of direct invasion. N
longer did the war mean sending aid across the oceans to the Mother Country in her distre
and peril. The new foe could strike straight at Australian homes. The enormous coastlines o
their continent could never be defended. All their great cities were on the seaboard. The
only four well-trained divisions of volunteers, the New Zealand Division, and all their be

o cers, were far away across the oceans. The naval command of the Paci c had passed in
ash and for an inde nite period to Japan. Australasian air-power hardly existed. Can w
wonder that deep alarm swept Australia or that the thoughts of their Cabinet were centre
upon their own affairs?
It will always be deemed remarkable that in this deadly crisis, when, as it seemed to them
and their professional advisers, destruction was at the very throat of the Australia
Commonwealth, they did not all join together in a common e ort. But such was their part
phlegm and rigidity that local politics ruled unshaken. The Labour Government, with i
majority of two, monopolised the whole executive power, and conscription even for hom
defence was banned. These partisan decisions did less than justice to the spirit of th
Australian nation, and made more di cult our task in providing, so far as possible, for the
security while observing a true sense of proportion in world strategy.
The sombre pages of this volume must open with my correspondence with the Australia
Prime Minister, Mr. Curtin. Our discussions about the relief of the Australian troops i
Tobruk had not been agreeable. Later in the war, in easier times, when he came over t
England and we all got to know him well, there was general respect and liking for th
eminent and striking Australian personality, and I personally formed with him a friendshi
which, alas, was cut short by his untimely death. At this moment however, when pressure
from all sides were so erce, I was too conscious of the depth and number of the di erence
in outlook that divided us, and I regret any traces of impatience which my telegrams ma
bear.
While in Washington I received a series of messages from Mr. Curtin and Dr. Evat
Australian Minister for External A airs, through their representative in Washington, M
Casey. Mr. Curtin also sent the following telegram to the President:
26 Dec 4
At this time of great crisis I desire to address you both while you are conferring for th
purpose of advancing our common cause.
2. I have already addressed a communication to Mr. Churchill on the question of Russi
which I regard as of great importance in relation to the war with Japan, and which I hop
will receive the consideration of you both during the conference.
3. I refer now to a matter of more pressing importance.
4. From all reports it is very evident that in North Malaya the Japanese have assume
control of air and sea. The small British army there includes one Australian division, and w
have sent three air squadrons to Malaya and two to the Netherlands East Indies. The arm
must be provided with air support, otherwise there will be a repetition of Greece and Cret
and Singapore will be grievously threatened.
5. The fall of Singapore would mean the isolation of the Philippines, the fall of th
Netherlands East Indies, and an attempt to smother all other bases. This would also sever ou
communications between the Indian and Pacific Oceans in this region.
6. The setback would be as serious to United States interests as to our own.
7. Reinforcements earmarked by the United Kingdom for dispatch to Malaya seem to us t
be utterly inadequate, especially in relation to aircraft, and more particularly ghtin

aircraft…. Small reinforcements are of little avail. In truth, the amount of resistance to th
Japanese in Malaya will depend directly on the amount of resistance provided by th
Governments of the United Kingdom and the United States.
8. Our men have fought and will ght valiantly. But they must be adequately supported
We have three divisions in the Middle East. Our airmen are ghting in Britain and the Midd
East and are training in Canada. We have sent great quantities of supplies to Britain, to th
Middle East, and to India. Our resources here are very limited indeed.
9. It is in your power to meet the situation. Should the Government of the United State
desire, we would gladly accept an American commander in the Pacific area. The President ha
said that Australia will be a base of increasing importance, but, in order that it shall remain
base, Singapore must be reinforced.
10. In spite of our great difficulties, we are sending further reinforcements to Malaya.

11. I would be glad if this matter could be regarded as of the greatest urgency.
The reports which Dr. Evatt received from Mr. Bowden, the Commonwealth Commissione
in Singapore, were also transmitted to me. They were grave and proved true.
26 Dec 4
Reports read to-day indicate air situation deteriorating daily. Eight British ghters lo
yesterday against three or four Japanese.
Kuala Lumpur and Port Swettenham are now our advance landing-grounds for a
reconnaissance, but di cult even to carry out air reconnaissance in face of Japanes
superiority in machines. Greater part of our ghters now withdrawn to Singapore for defenc
of island and base. Nevertheless, Air O cer Commanding stated that to provide e ectiv
ghter escort for naval convoys approaching with sorely needed reinforcements, men an
material, he would have to leave Singapore unguarded.
And further:
I feel I must emphasise that deterioration of war position in Malayan defence is assumin
[the aspect of a] landslide collapse of whole defence system. Expected arrival of moder
ghter planes in boxes requiring weeks of assembly under danger of destruction by bombin
cannot save the position. The renewal of military reinforcements expected will be absorbe
in relief of tired front-line troops and will create little di erence. British defence policy now
concentrates greater part of ghter and anti-aircraft defence of Malaya on Singapore Island t
protect naval base, starving forward troops of such defence, including the Australian Imperi
Force.
Present measures for reinforcement of Malayan defences can from the practical viewpoin
be little more than gestures. In my belief, only thing that might save Singapore would be th
immediate dispatch from the Middle East by air of powerful reinforcements, large numbers o
the latest ghter aircraft, with ample operationally trained personnel. Reinforcements shoul
be not in brigades but in divisions, and to be of use they must arrive urgently. Anything tha
is not powerful, modern, and immediate is futile. As things stand at present, the fall o
Singapore is to my mind only matter of weeks. If Singapore and A.I.F. in Malaya are to b
saved there must be very radical and effective action immediately.

Doubt whether visit of an Australian Minister can now have any e ect, as the plain fact
that without immediate air reinforcement Singapore must fall. Need for decision and action
matter of hours, not days.
Dr. Evatt added that in his judgment Bowden’s summary set out the position correctly. “
it cannot be met in the way he suggests the worst can be expected.”
* * * * *

On December 27 Mr. Curtin wrote a signed article in the Melbourne Herald which wa
flaunted round the world by our enemies. Among other things he said:

We refuse to accept the dictum that the Paci c struggle must be treated as a subordinat
segment of the general con ict. By that it is not meant that any one of the other theatres o
war is of less importance than the Pacific, but that Australia asks for a concerted plan evokin
the greatest strength at the Democracies’ disposal, determined upon hurling Japan back.
The Australian Government therefore regards the Paci c struggle as primarily one in whic
the United States and Australia must have the fullest say in the direction of the Democracie
fighting plan.
Without any inhibitions of any kind, I make it quite clear that Australia looks to Americ
free of any pangs as to our traditional links with the United Kingdom.
We know the problems that the United Kingdom faces. We know the constant threat o
invasion. We know the dangers of dispersal of strength. But we know too that Australia ca
go, and Britain can still hold on.
We are therefore determined that Australia shall not go, and we shall exert all our energie
towards the shaping of a plan, with the United States as its keystone, which will give to ou
country some con dence of being able to hold out until the tide of battle swings against th
enemy.
Summed up, Australian external policy will be shaped towards obtaining Russian aid, an
working out, with the United States, as the major factor, a plan of Paci c strategy, along wit
British, Chinese, and Dutch forces.

This produced the worst impression both in high American circles and in Canada. I was sur
that these outpourings of anxiety, however understandable, did not represent Australia
feeling. Mr. W. M. Hughes, Australian Prime Minister in the First World War and leader o
the Federal United Australia Party (the famous “Billy Hughes”), immediately said that
would be “suicidal and a false and dangerous policy for Australia to regard Britain’s suppo
as being less important than that of other great associated countries.” There was a kee
controversy in Australia. I cabled from Washington to Mr. Attlee: “I hope there will be n
pandering to this, while at the same time we do all in human power to come to their aid….”
weighed painfully in my mind the idea of making a broadcast direct to the Australian peopl
At the same time I fully accepted the responsibility which fell on me. “I hope you wi
endeavour to let all issues stand over until I return, so that I may face any oppositio
myself…. If the Malay peninsula has been starved for the sake of Libya and Russia, no one

more responsible than I, and I would do exactly the same again. Should any questions b
asked in Parliament I should be glad if it could be stated that I particularly desire to answe
them myself on my return.”
I replied at once to Mr. Curtin on the military position:
Prime Minister to Mr. Curtin
3 Jan 42
General Wavell’s command area is limited to the ghting zone where active operations ar
now proceeding. Henceforward it does not include Australia; New Zealand, an
communications between the United States and Australia, or indeed any other ocea
communications. This does not of course mean that these vital regions and communication
are to be left without protection so far as our resources admit. In our view, the America
Navy should assume the responsibility for the communications, including the islands right u
to the Australian or New Zealand coast. This is what we are pressing for. Admiral King ha
only just been given full powers over the whole of the American Navy, and he has not ye
accepted our views. Obviously, if I cannot persuade the Americans to take over we shall hav
to ll the gap as best we can, but I still hope our views will be accepted, in which case o
course any vessels we or you have in that area will come under United States direction whi
operating there. There never has been any intention to make the main Allied concentration i
the newly defined South-West Pacific theatre, and I do not know where you got this from….
Night and day I am labouring here to make the best arrangements possible in your interes
and for your safety, having regard to the other theatres and the other dangers which have t
be met from our limited resources. It is only a little while ago that you were most strongl
urging the highest state of equipment for the Australian Army in the Middle East. The batt
there is still not nished, though the prospects are good. It would have been folly to spo
Auchinleck’s battle by diverting aircraft, tanks, etc., to the Malay peninsula at a time whe
there was no certainty that Japan would enter the war. The ease-up of the Caucasian dange
through the Russian victories and the Auchinleck successes have made possible th
considerable reinforcements, at the temporary expense of the Middle East, of which you hav
been advised, and which are also justified because Malaya has now become a war theatre….
Continuous interchanges took place between me and Mr. Curtin.

Prime Minister of Australia to Prime Minister
11 Jan 42
It is naturally disturbing to learn that the Japanese have been able to overrun so easily th
whole of Malaya except Johore, and that the Commander-in-Chief considers that certain risk
have to be accepted even now in carrying on his plan for the defence of this limited area.
It is observed that the 8th Australian Division is to be given the task of ghting the decisiv
battle. The Government has no doubt that it will acquit itself in accordance with the highe
traditions of the Australian Imperial Force. However, I urge on you that nothing be le
undone to reinforce Malaya to the greatest degree possible in accordance with my earlie
representations and your intentions. I am particularly concerned in regard to air strength, as
repetition of the Greece and Crete campaigns would evoke a violent public reaction, and suc
a happening should be placed outside the bounds of possibility.

You will be aware of our agreement to the dispatch of the 6th and 7th Australian Division
together with corps troops and maintenance and base organisations, from the Middle East t
the Netherlands East Indies.
I continued to reassure the Australian Government and explain more fully our motives i
the policy of the united command of the South-East Asia theatre. On the eve of my departur
from Washington I summed up our position.

Prime Minister to Prime Minister of Australia
14 Jan 42
I do not see how any one could expect Malaya to be defended once the Japanese obtaine
the command of the sea and while we are ghting for our lives against Germany and Italy
The only vital point is Singapore Fortress and its essential hinterland. Personally, my anxiet
has been lest in ghting rearguard actions down the peninsula to gain time we shoul
dissipate the force required for the prolonged defence of Singapore. Out of the equivalent o
four divisions available for that purpose, one has been lost and another mauled to gain
month or six weeks’ time. Some may think it would have been better to have come bac
quicker with less loss.
2. It is clearly our duty to give all support to decisions of the Supreme Commander. W
cannot judge from our distant post whether it is better to ght on the north-western side o
the peninsula at some risk to Mersing, or whether all troops should now withdraw into th
island fortress. Personally, I believe Wavell is right, and that view is supported by the Chie
of Staff. I feel sure that you will agree to most of this.
3. I have great con dence that your troops will acquit themselves in the highest fashion i
the impending battles. Everything is being done to reinforce Singapore and the hinterland
Two convoys bearing the 4th Indian Brigade Group and its transports have got through, and
very critical convoy containing the leading brigade of the British 18th Division is timed t
arrive on the 13th. I am naturally anxious about these 4,500 men going through the Straits o
Sunda in a single ship. I hope however they will arrive in time to take their stand with the
Australian brothers. I send you the full details of what we have on the move towards th
important battle eld, with the dates of arrival. There is justi cation in this for Wavell’s hop
that a counter-stroke will be possible in the latter part of February.
4. You are aware, no doubt, that I have proposed your withdrawal of two Australia
divisions from Palestine to the new theatre of so much direct interest to Australia. The onl
limiting factor on their movement will be the shipping. We shall have to do our best t
replace them from home.
5. I do not accept any censure about Crete and Greece. We are doing our utmost in th
Mother Country to meet living perils and onslaughts. We have sunk all party di erences an
have imposed universal compulsory service, not only upon men, but women. We hav
su ered the agonising loss of two of our nest ships which we sent to sustain the Far Easter
War. We are organising from reduced forces the utmost further naval aid. In the Battle o
Libya British and Empire losses to January 7 are reported at 1,200 o cers and 16,000 men
out of the comparatively small force it is possible to maintain forward in the desert. A heav
battle around Agheila seems to be impending. We have successfully disengaged Tobruk, afte
previously relieving all your men who so gallantly held it for so long. I hope therefore yo

will be considerate in the judgment which you pass upon those to whom Australian lives an
fortunes are so dear….
Here at least was good news:

Prime Minister to Mr. Curtin
14 Jan 42
The vital convoy, including the American transport Mount Vernon, carrying ft
Hurricanes, one anti-tank regiment, fty guns; one heavy anti-aircraft regiment, fty gun
one light anti-aircraft regiment, fty guns; and the 54th British Infantry Brigade Group, tot
about 9,000, reached Singapore safely and punctually yesterday.
Mr. Fraser also expressed his anxieties, and I replied:

Prime Minister to Prime Minister of New Zealand
17 Jan 42
I welcome, as always, the frank expression of your views, with which, in the main, I am
much in sympathy, and the well-balanced reasoning with which you have presented them t
me.
2. The Government and people of New Zealand have always adopted a helpful and reali
attitude to this war, which, beginning in the narrow con nes of Europe, has gradually sprea
over almost the entire world and is now at the doorstep of New Zealand.
3. If you have thought us unmindful of your necessities in the past, although indeed w
have never been so, I can assure you that the vast distance in miles which separates Londo
from Wellington will not cause us to be unmindful of you or leave you comfortless in you
hour of peril.
4. You will, I am sure, forgive me if in the time at my disposal I do not take up each o
your points in detail. From the telegram which you have now received since sending you
telegram to me you will know of the army and air reinforcements which we and America ar
sending to you. The establishment of a new Anzac naval area will, I hope, also be agreeab
to you.
Moreover, the United States contemplate the dispatch at an early date of considerable lan
and air forces to the Far East area.
5. Nevertheless, you would not expect me to make promises of support which cannot b
ful lled, or of the early redress of a situation in the Far East which must take time to rectify
as rectified it will be.
6. I sense your [reproach at our] having been misled by a too complacent expression o
military opinion in the past on probable dangers in the Paci c area in general and to Ne
Zealand in particular. But who could have foretold the serious opening setback which th
United States Fleet su ered on December 7, with all that this and subsequent losses of ou
two fine ships entail?
The events of this war have been consistently unpredictable, and not all to ou
disadvantage. I am not sure that the German General Sta have always forecast events wit

unerring accuracy. For example, the Battle of Britain, the Battle of the Atlantic, and th
Russian resistance must have shaken Hitler’s faith in careful calculation of militar
appreciations.
* * * * *
In due course Mr. Curtin replied to my telegram of the 14th.
Prime Minister of Australia to Prime Minister

18 Jan 42

I do not understand how you can read into my telegram any expression of opinion that w
expected the whole of Malaya to be defended without superiority of sea-power.
2. On the contrary, if you refer to the Australian Government’s cable of December 1, 1941
on the report of the rst Singapore Conference you will read the following, whic
unfortunately has proved rather too true a forecast:
“The general conclusion reached by the delegation was that in the absence of a main ee
in the Far East the forces and equipment at present available in this area for the defence o
Malaya are totally inadequate to meet a major attack by Japan.”
3. The United Kingdom Chiefs of Staff laid down the strengths of:
(i) Land forces considered necessary for the defence of Malaya.
(ii) The total quantity of equipment to be provided for the forces in (i)

(iii) The air forces required “to give a fair degree of security” to Malaya.
4. We have contributed what we could in land and air forces and material to this regio
and consistently pressed for the strengthening of the defences, but there have bee
suggestions of complacency with the position which have not been justi ed by the speed
progress of the Japanese. That is why I said in my telegram [of December 5] these even
were disturbing….
6. As far back as 1937 the Commonwealth Government received assurances that it was th
aim of the United Kingdom Government to make Singapore impregnable. When the defenc
of Singapore was under survey by the Committee of Imperial Defence in 1933 th
[Australian] High Commissioner pointed out the grave e ects that would ow from the los
of Singapore or the denial of its use to the main eet. He stated that in the last resort th
whole internal defence system of Australia was based on the integrity of Singapore and th
presence of a capital eet there. He added that, if this was not a reasonable possibility
Australia, in balancing a doubtful naval security against invasion, would have to provide fo
greater land and air forces as a deterrent against such risk. I repeat these earlier facts to mak
quite clear the conception of the Empire and local defence in which we have been brought t
believe. It has also in uenced our decision on cooperation in other theatres from th
relatively small resources we possess in relation to our commitments in a Pacific war.
7. My observations on Crete and Greece imply no censure on you, nor am I passin
judgment on anyone, but there is no denying the fact that air support was not on the sca
promised…. I have stated this position frankly to the Australian people because I believe it
better that they should know the facts than assume that all is well and later be disillusione

by the truth.
8. No one has a greater admiration for the magni cent e orts of the people of the Unite
Kingdom than their kinsfolk in Australia. Nevertheless, we make no apologies for our e or
or even for what you argue we are not doing. The various parts of the Empire, as you know
are differently situated, possess various resources, and have their own peculiar problems….

It was my duty to make the fullest allowance for the alarm which racked th
Commonwealth Government and the dangers which beset them. I could not however forbea
a reference to the strong support which Australian political parties, particularly the Labou
Party, had given before the war both to the neglect of our defences and to the policy o
appeasement. As this telegram sums up the position I felt myself entitled to take, it should b
printed here.

Prime Minister to Mr. Curtin
19 Jan 42
I thank you for your frank expression of views. I have no responsibility for the neglect o
our defences and policy of appeasement which preceded the outbreak of the war. I had bee
for eleven years out of o ce, and had given ceaseless warnings for six years before the wa
began. On the other hand, I accept the fullest responsibility for the main priorities an
general distribution of our resources since I became Prime Minister in May 1940. Th
eastward ow of reinforcements and aircraft from this Island has been maintained from tha
date forward to the utmost limit of our shipping capacity and other means of moving aircra
and tanks. I deemed the Middle East a more urgent theatre than the new-christened A.B.D.A
area. We had also to keep our promises to Russia of munitions deliveries. No one could te
what Japan would do, but I was sure that if she attacked us and you the United States woul
enter the war and that the safety of Australia and ultimate victory would be assured.
2. It must be remembered that only three months ago we faced in the Middle East, wher
the Australian Imperial Force lay, the threat of a double attack by Rommel from the west an
the overrunning of the Caucasus, Persia, Syria, and Iraq from the north. In such a plight a
the teachings of war show that everything should be concentrated on destroying one of th
attacking forces. I thought it best to make a job of Rommel while forming with the rest of ou
resources the best Levant-Caspian front possible. This latter was largely beyond ou
resources. Since then two-thirds of Rommel’s army has been destroyed, and Cyrenaic
cleared, but only by a very narrow margin. In fact, it hung in the balance at the momen
when Auchinleck superseded Cunningham.
3. Although I cannot promise total destruction of Rommel, we have at least gained a ver
substantial success, which has already rid us of one serious danger and liberated importan
forces. At the same time the tremendous, unexpected resistance of Russia has given
considerable breathing-space, and it may be more, on the Levant-Caspian front. Thus we ar
able to move the 17th Indian Division and soon several other Indian infantry division
previously assigned to the Levant-Caspian front, together with the 18th British and the 7t
and 8th Australian Divisions, with substantial aircraft and some armoured forces, from th
Middle East to the Far Eastern theatre. This we are doing with all speed. You may judge ho
melancholy our position would have been if we had been beaten by Rommel, and if th

Caucasus, the Baku oil-wells, and Persia had been overrun by the enemy. I am sure it woul
have been wrong to send forces needed to beat Rommel to reinforce the Malay peninsu
while Japan was still at peace. To try to be safe everywhere is to be strong nowhere.
4. We have to be thankful, rst, for the Russian victories, secondly, for our good succe
against Rommel, and, thirdly, that the United States was attacked by Japan at the same tim
as ourselves. The blame for the frightful risks we have had to run, and shall have to run, res
with all those who, in or out of o ce, failed to discern the Nazi menace and to crush it whil
it was weak.
5. No one could foresee the series of major naval disasters which befell us and the Unite
States around the turn of the year 1941–42. In an hour the American naval superiority in th
Paci c was for the time being swept away. In another hour the Prince of Wales and Repul
were sunk. Thus the Japanese gained the temporary command of Paci c waters, and n
doubt we have further grievous punishment to face in the Far East. In this new crisis a ectin
you I should have approved the sending of the three fast Mediterranean battleships to form
with the four “R.s” and the Warspite, just repaired, a new eet in the Indian Ocean, to mov
to your protection as might be most helpful.
6. I have already told you of the Barham being sunk. I must now inform you that the Quee
Elizabeth and Valiant have both sustained underwater damage from a “human torpedo”, whic
put them out of action, one for three and the other for six months. As the enemy do not ye
know about these three last-mentioned ships, you will see that we have no need to enlighte
them, and I must ask you to keep this last deadly secret to yourself alone.
7. However, these evil conditions will pass. By May the United States will have a superio
eet at Hawaii. We have encouraged them to take their two new battleships out of th
Atlantic if they need them, thus taking more burden upon ourselves. We are sending two, an
possibly three, out of our four modern aircraft-carriers to the Indian Ocean. Warspite wi
soon be there, and thereafter Valiant. Thus the balance of sea-power in the Indian and Paci
Oceans will, in the absence of further misfortunes, turn decisively in our favour, and a
Japanese overseas operations will be deprived of their present assurance. Meanwhile we ar
trying to make up by air-power in the Mediterranean for our lack of a battle eet, and th
impending arrival of Anson [our latest battleship] and complete working up of Duke of Yor
enable us to face large reductions in American strength in the Atlantic for the sake of th
Pacific.
8. We must not be dismayed or get into recrimination, but remain united in tru
comradeship. Do not doubt my loyalty to Australia and New Zealand. I cannot o er an
guarantees for the future, and I am sure great ordeals lie before us, but I feel hopeful a
never before that we shall emerge safely, and also gloriously, from the dark valley.
The following answer was received:
Prime Minister of Australia to Prime Minister
22 Jan 42
I appreciate your full reply and reciprocate your sentiments on the unity of our efforts.
2. Just as you foresaw events in Europe, so we feel that we saw the trend of the Paci
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