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Following is text of War Commentary by

Major Lewis Hastings in the 9 o'clock

Home Service News tonight.

First I want to say something about Tunisia, and the German attacks during
the past fortnight. Rommel - and I don’t think that there is any doubt now that

it was Rommel in command in the Central area - gained a considerable success in the

early stages of his advance to the Kasserine Pass. ibid that started a certain

amount of questioning and criticism here. There’s nothing wrong with that. A

democracy, if it is in proper working order, flourishes on self- criticism.

But in the case of these recent North African operations, I don't think the

questioning or pessimistic note was quite justified. Someone has said that the

test of a military event is what follows it, A wise saying. The view of some

of the critics was that the effect of the action taken by the Axis had postponed
our own offensive and the hour of decision in North Africa, It’s much too early
to say that. In the end it may even be found that the enemy has actually hastened

the climax by taking the initiative.

As a matter of fact, he had to take it. The alternative was to submit to a

process of gradual suffocation in the narrow northern tip of Tunisia. Just for the

time being, until the Eighth Army breaks through the gap at Gabes, the present position
of the Germans gives them certain strategic advantages, including, of course, that

of interior lines. But it’s worth noting that there’s a wide difference between the

enemy’s situation here, and on the Russian Front, In Russia, the German retreat,
however humiliating, may bring him back to a shorter and more easily defensible line,
and shorter and better communications. But in Tunisia, retreat will merely bring
him to a dangerously constricted area, and his communications across the Sicilian

Channel will be more bomb-blasted than ever.

So, as I say, he was morally bound to take the chance of attack. And the

operations so far have brought the Axis something on the credit side. Our forces

in Northern and Central Tunisia, for easily understood reasons, were not yet ready
for attack themselves, and they were covering a very wide front. Given the

initiative, some penetration was certain. Also, although Rommel over-reached

himself badly in the later stages, largely due to magnificent work by the Royal
Armoured Corps, he certainly disrupted our forward communications and airfields,
and caused a good deal of loss. But the price that the Axis as a whole has had

to pay - and relatively that is probably at least as high as our own - would only

have been worth while if the strategic objective hod been attained.

For instance, if the threat to our communications at Thala, coupled with

strong pressure from the northern tip, had pushed the First Army out of its

mountain positions astride the Medjerda, that would almost certainly have thrown

our preparations out of gear, and gaineda valuable quantum of time and space. The

Axis were after more lebensraum - so far they haven’t got it. And meanwhile they’ve

exposed their hand, and shown many of our troops their backs, and most probably lost

more than they can afford.

I won’t go farther than that. It won't be long before the situation is

clearer.
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By the way, this Axis attack in the North - I mean their infiltration into

our lines round about Medjez el Bab - has been marked, according to accounts, by a

new use of mines - new in an offensive manoeuvre, at any rate. Mines seem to be

indispensable now to all sorts of operations. Rommel is a great exponent of this

weapon, of course. But he overdid it once, Re boxed himself in so heartily at

Alemein that on at least one occasion he couldn’t use his own armour. Re made

up for it in his long retreat, though, and with considerable success. Re left a

thousand miles of Africa gravid with T.N.T. But that was a purely protective or

defensive trick - now it seems that the enemy are using this weapon in their offensive

tactics also, probing behind our lines, and laying mines in the roads and. supply
routes in our rear.

Nell, on balance, I don’t think our High Command in Tunisia have any reason for

anxiety about the present operations. But what is the real enemy object in North

Africa? I admit some doubt about it. Most people would dismiss the matter simply

by saying "delay", Delay, they say, is the answer. The Axis wish to hold us as

long as possible to an African battlefield to enable them to complete their defensive

preparations in Europe, and to postpone Allied intervention on the continent. But

while that is plausible, it doesn’t seem to fill the bill*

It’s difficult to see that any period of postponement could warrant the diversion

of enemy effort on such a scale and its destruction in the end.

Is a retreat from Africa contemplated, in spite of its obvious difficulty? Or is it

possible that the Axis is planning some other aggressive action which would take some

of the weight off Rommel and Arnim? I don't know - but I'm sure that the general
effect of delay in reaching a decision, if there is any delay in reality, will in no

way compensate Hitler for the moral effect of complete military disaster in North

Africa,

It’s a good thing that the, authorities arc now allowing us to know something
about the particular British units that have been in action in Tunisia, It’s already
certain that the men of the First Army greatly benefited by the special battle

training that has been the order in the British Army, All ranks during this campaign

must have thanked Cod for that training. There’s no mistake about it - the conditions

in Tunisia have been hard. Right from the start our troops have had a gruelling time,

and have been up against picked veterans of the German Army*

The other day the Secretary of State for war, in his speech in the House, made

special reference to this battle training as calculated to promote toughness,
initiative and discipline. These have always been the requirements of first-class

troops. I looked up lately Napoleon's dictum on this subject. He said; "The first

quality of a soldier is constancy in enduring fatigue and hardship. Courage is only

the second." Few men can speak with greater authority than Napoleon.

Then take Marshal Timoshenko, now leading the Russian attack South of Lake Ilmen,

Timoshenko was personally responsible for the training of the whole Red Army in the

year before the war. This is his opinion: - "The greater the peace-time hardship

in training, the smaller the war-time handicap". He speaks of what he knows, too.

And the other day, when I was watching tests at a Royal Armoured corps training depot,

I asked one of the Instructor sergeants what he was looking for in the trainees.

Re said: - "Toughness, guts, quick reaction,"

So you see all these authorities agree - but I like my sergeant’s "Quick reaction"

Of course, he is a hundred per cent right, This is a war of speed, and of various

and intricate machinery, whether it’s a Spitfire or a Crusader tank, or a close-range
six pounder gun, the modern soldier is working to split seconds. You must have

that instant and automatic response of muscle to mind - and that's why the modern

army must, above all, be an army of youth.
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But toughness - the constancy in enduring hardship and fatigue that Napoleon

speaks of that's the quintessential quality - and that's one of the things that

our battle training gives. Training, of course, can't do the whole job. It

can't quite give what Kipling calls "Knowledge unto occasion at the first far view

of Death", But it helps enormously to shorten the apprenticeship, and sends our

men hardened and fit into any of the widespread fields of action in which the

British Army is engaged in this war. And what a number there are already.

We know little enough even of the larger fields, and nothing at all of some

of the others. For there are hidden deeds of valour and endurance behind the veil,
far removed from the main battlefields. News of a few of then has leaked out -

news of exploits in the wilds of Abyssinia, in the mountains of Burma, and the

deserts of Arabia, But there are others too, at this moment. They can't be revealed

now, for reasons of security. They may never be known at all, even if the men

themselves survive.

I must say that, to me, it is one of the most moving and inspiring things
about the whole struggle - these occasions where just a single leader or a tiny

British group are playing a lone hand, far from the comfort of great comradeship,
and far from any outside aid. There are some lines which John Donne over three

hundred years ago put in the mouth of a hero;-

"I have done a braver thing Than all the worthies did,

And yet a braver thence doth spring, Which is to keep that hid"

Yes, some of these things have got to be kept hid. It's a pity. We at home will

never know it all - the full glory of the British soldier's contribution in this war.

Well, I won't apologise for talking mainly about the British Army this week. But

now just a quick glance elsewhere. In this last day or two I've been reading General

Dittmar very carefully. You know General Dittmar - that is, you know his name he's

the chief military apologist on the air in Berlin, The fates haven't been very kind

to Dittmar lately. On the very day that he was consoling his public with the

information that the great Russian effort in the South had given a quiet time to all

the Germans on the Northern Front, there care the news of Marshal Timoshenko’s victory
South of Lake Ilmen,

At one blow the German wedge, which for so long threatened the Russian

communications between Moscow and Leningrad, was wiped out. And now Rzhev - the

greatest fortress of all, the pistol pointed at Moscow - that has gone too. The

Germans can make what excuse they like - the basic fact is that their boasted Eastern

Wall is rotting down.

It would be quite wrong to underrate the capacity for resistance at this time of

the German command, or for that matter of the German soldier. But this blow of

Timoshenko's with its obvious consequences, is a tart rebuke to those who flattered

themselves that the stuffing had gone out of the Russian counter-offensive.

I don't often deal in this commentary with the pacific. No doubt lam to blame

for that, though it's really quite impossible always to cover the whole field. But

this week General MacArthur gave us a warning about Japanese strength. It's a

Yearning that's needed, I think, because until we get news like this last victory over

a Japanese invasion fleet we are apt to forget the tremendous importance of these

operations in the East, including, of course, Burma,
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The distance from Britain has something to do with it, no doubt. We all want

to see another front in the West at the earliest possible moment. But when people talk

of a second front, it’s really rather odd that they often forget that there is one in

the Pacific - and this on every count is a major war, making extremely heavy demands

on the resources both of the British Empire and the United States.

Perhaps at present it's not so much a question there of manpower, as of aircraft,

of the Allied Navies and of shipping. But in all these categories the Japanese war

exacts a very serious proportion of the total Allied war potential. And oven as far as

the land armies are concerned, it’s absorbing the Chinese Army, most of the great

Indian Army, a large fully equipped British force, very strong contingents from the

United States, and by far the greater proportion of the splendid fighting troops of

Australia and New Zealand.

You’ve only got to think what all this would mean to us if the war had been

confined to the West, and the whole of this fighting power could have been thrown into

the scales against Hitler, Indeed, there is a Second Front - and the burden of it

falls heavily on the United States and the British Empire.

I’m strongly tempted to say something about this air offensive of ours, which is

so splendidly growing in weight. But I don’t want to take the bread out of the mouths

of our air commentators, so I’ll just remind you of what the Under-Secretary for Air

has said about these resounding blows by our bomber command. He said; - "This great
effort can be reckoned a part of the general offensive to be launched at some future

date,"

You know it was Ribbentrop who first called this Islend of ours "the unsinkable

aircraft carrier."

How right he was.
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