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Editor's Introduction
William R. Keylor
Boston University

Relations between wartime allies have historichégn fraught with conflict. This was
particularly true of the Second World War. Mountiegsions between the United States and
Great Britain, on the one hand, and the Soviet o the other, over questions of boundaries,
reparations, and postwar governance in liberatedgeugenerated severe strains in the Grand
Alliance before the demise of Hitler's Reich. Lessite but nonetheless acrimonious exchanges
between Washington and London over such issudsedsture of the British Empire,
international trade policy, and international mamgtrelations tested the resilience of the
“special relationship” and complicated the wartiimendship between Roosevelt and Churchill.
Amid these controversies that beset the three gmaérs whose military forces were defeating
the Axis, wartime disputes also pitted memberdiefBig Three against lesser participants in the
anti-German coalition.

One egregious example was the rupture of relatiehseen the Kremlin and the Polish
government-in-exile in London after the revelatafrthe Katyn Forest massacre. Another was
the ongoing squabble between the Roosevelt admatist and Charles de Gaulle’s Free-French
government-in-exile, a topic that has been examinelktail by a number of historical studies.
Washington’s decision to maintain diplomatic redag with the collaborationist French
government of Marshal Henri-Philippe Pétain in \fidrom the fall of France in the summer of
1940 to the Anglo-American landings in North Africethe autumn of 1942 set the stage for this
troubled relationship. Then Roosevelt's stubbogisitence on casting about for alternatives to
the Free-French leader he so detested, togethetda®. government plans for the military
occupation of France after its liberation, left@aulle with a profound suspicion of American
motives toward his country that remained with honthe rest of his career.
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One vexing problem that Washington faced in iterd$fto marginalize the Free-French
movement during the war was that a few of Franoe&seas possessions had ousted their
Vichy governors and declared their loyalty to deul&és rag-tag outfit in London. One of these
was the French island of New Caledonia in the S@uaitific, which had been acquired in the
nineteenth century and established as a penalytdonhich common criminals as well as
political prisoners (such as revolutionaries cagdiaifter the suppression of the Paris Commune
in 1871) had been exiled. Kim Munholland’s exhatedti researched and elegantly written
monograph explores the increasingly tense relatietween the Free-French authorities (whom
de Gaulle had dispatched to New Caledonia aftatlied to his cause in the fall of 1940) and
the American military forces that appeared on ttene in the spring of 1942 to establish a
staging ground for what would later become the t&doffensive against the Japanese forces in
the Solomon Islands to the north.

The remarkable story of this relationship that Meitdnd recounts with great finesse is one of
misunderstandings, misapprehensions, and mutuatieation. From the moment the
Americans landed, the Gaullist authorities on #t@nd began to suspect ulterior motives on the
part of the forces commanded by Brigadier Genelakx@&nder Patch. De Gaulle and his man on
the spot, the imperious Admiral Thierry D’Argenljesuspected Washington of harboring
territorial designs on the French-owned island, seéhonly significant economic asset was its
nickel ore but whose location astride the sea-b®teveen the United States and Australia
attracted the interest of U.S. naval strategists telok note of its useable harbors. There ilittl
evidence that Roosevelt ever seriously considerddd over the island, nor did he pay much
attention to provocative suggestions from junketin§. senators that it be acquired in payment
for France’s defaulted World War | debt. Indeea, igland receded into the background of
American strategic thought once the counteroffenaiyainst Japan had reduced its value as a
staging ground for military operations. Nor is #any credible evidence that the American
military forces on the spot encouraged the indigsnmopulation of Melanesians (known as
Kanaks) to agitate for independence from Franc#esver-suspicious Gaullist officials
believed. The U.S. army had more important thmg#s mind than diverting scarce manpower
and resources to stir up the natives behind thes las it prepared and then launched the Solomon
Islands campaign. Reports from the island of Fres€h paranoia about U.S. intentions served
to confirm Roosevelt's presumption that de Gauléesmnore interested in pursuing his country’s
own political objectives than in contributing tcettvar against the Axis.

The Free-French authorities on the island had &sweurces to fall back on as they struggled to
preserve their power and prerogatives amid thevdweiming presence of the American Gls.
The outcome of Franco-American disputes over hgydirothels, the spending habits of
American soldiers, and other relatively trivialies was preordained in light of the huge
disparity of power on the island. The Americamswihat they wanted until they no longer
needed the island and then unceremoniously dep®texk they did so, the island vanished
from the American radar screen. The absence ofveiol independence (or even autonomist)
movement, let alone one that had Communist cormesitprevented New Caledonia from
drawing the kind of attention from Washington tRatnch Indochina would in the years after
the war.
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The three commentators selected for this reviewiholland’s book are, for different reasons,
admirably suited to the task. Chuck Cogan’s marblipations since he retired from government
service have focused on the complicated and pengencounter between the United States and
France since the beginning of the Second World \&&pecially on the central role played by
Charles de Gaulle in that often contentious retestnop. Irwin Wall has also probed the evolving
nature of the Franco-American mésentente since,Ebin particular has prompted a
fundamental reevaluation of United States poliayal the Algerian War in the late fifties and
early sixties. Whereas Cogan and Wall are spstsah the history of modern France, Jeremi
Suri belongs to the small (but growing) number istdrians of American foreign relations who
seek to understand that country’s position in tleeladvfrom a genuinely international perspective
rather than from the traditional “view from Washiog.”

The only notable point of discord among the autirat the three commentators centers on the
true intentions of President Roosevelt concernregirench Empire after the war. Cogan and
Wall agree with Munholland (and with the reignirgnslarly consensus) that the American
president seriously intended to convert much ofRtesch Empire into trusteeships administered
by the embryonic United Nations Organization. Sxtrapolates from the recent revisionist
studies by Mark Bradley and Mark Lawrence on Ud@icy toward French Indochina to
guestion whether FDR’s anti-colonialist rhetorualyrreflected a policy change in
Washington.[1] Considered from the advantage ndsight, it seems fair to conclude that
Gaullist apprehensions about the long-term consexpseof the American presence on New
Caledonia were entirely unfounded. Roosevelt’s weertpalaver about transforming the French
possessions in Asia — both Indochina on the mathéard the islands in the South Pacific —
into international trusteeships led to no concpetiécy proposals to challenge French control.
Neither the autonomous preferences of the CaledsmifiFrench heritage nor the complaints of
maltreatment by the indigenous Kanaks and the Asidentured laborers on New Caledonia
prevented Paris from preserving French dominanddersland. After de Gaulle granted
independence to most of France’s overseas possessithe 1960s, Munholland’s “rock of
contention” in the South Pacific remained (and nesiéo this day) one of the few isolated
outposts of what had once been the world’s secamgst colonial empire.

NOTES:

[1] Mark Bradley,Imagining Vietham: The Making of Postcolonial Vietham, 1919-1950 (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000); kkd_awrence Assuming the Burden: Europe
and the American Commitment to War in Vietnam (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2005).
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