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"Food Strategies, Food Tactics"

by Jennifer Siegel

'Nothing undermines morale more decisively than hunger," wrote Sir Basil Liddell Hart, the foremost military historian and theorist of his age, in 1939. "The old saying that 'an army marches on its stomach' has a wider and deeper application. . . . An army fights on its stomach, and falls if its stomach is upset." When Liddell Hart wrote this addendum to Napoleon's famous observation, war was looming in Europe and already well under way in Asia. But in total war, far more than armies are at the mercy of the food supply. As Lizzie Collingham shows in "The Taste of War: World War II and the Battle for Food," every stratum of society, combatants and noncombatants alike in the 20th century's most global military conflict, fell prey to the challenges of feeding a world at war.

In Ms. Collingham's sweeping international history embracing high politics and local realities, we see the critical importance of food—and its pursuit—for the major combatant nations. The interconnectivity of the global food trade; the dependence of most of the combatants on food imports; the draining of resources necessary for food production, transportation and distribution; and the inescapable dependence of humanity on a minimum daily caloric intake—all made "the battle for food" not just an economic but a strategic and social one as well. On every level and at every stage, from the conflict's origins and execution to the policies toward civilians and prisoners of war, World War II was influenced by the struggle to control agricultural resources.

For Germany and Japan, their inferior position in the competition for agricultural hegemony was a principal motivation for revising the prewar status quo. Hitler was obsessed with securing the German food supply and avoiding the deprivations that had weakened the country during World War I. This could be done by securing /Lebensraum/ in the east—the approximately eight million hectares of "living space" and farmland that Germany needed to achieve agricultural self-sufficiency. That this "living space" already had Slavic people living in it meant, to Hitler, that Germany had to go to war, to fight "a /battle for food/, a battle for the basis for life, for /the raw materials/ the earth offers, /the natural resources/ that lie under the soil and /the fruits/ that it offers," as Hitler in 1942 described the grab for Lebensraum.

By extension, in the eyes of Herbert Backe, the chief architect of Hitler's agricultural policy, Germany had no choice but to commit multidirectional mass murder: to eliminate those Slavic peoples through a systemized policy of starvation, the "Hunger Plan," and to accelerate the Holocaust in order to eliminate the "useless eaters" who were draining resources that Germany saw as a vital necessity for their conduct of the war itself, as well as a postwar prize.

For the Japanese, with extremely limited resources at home and no uncultivated arable land, territorial expansion was also seen as a matter of national survival. The government looked to resolve the nation's agricultural shortfall by, as Ms. Collingham describes it, "exporting hunger" through forcible imports from its colonial empire in Korea and then from China and the occupied territories as the war expanded. The Japanese government and military fully intended to serve the empire's needs for raw materials and agricultural products by exploiting newly seized land in Southeast Asia. They did so, however, on the backs and empty stomachs of their soldiers, who were sent off to battle at the end of undefendable supply lines, without subsistence-level provisions.

The Allied powers of Great Britain and the United States fare better—but not incontrovertibly so—in Ms. Collingham's tale. The U.S. is the great hero, supplying first Britain and then the rest of its allies with the sustenance necessary to keep fighting and, in the case of the Eastern Front in particular, to stay alive, avoiding victimization by the Hunger Plan. The American public, however, looks less noble in "The Taste of War," living relatively high on the hog—if bitter over the replacement of prime cuts of beef with less appetizing ones—while civilians and soldiers died of starvation in the cities, countryside, battlefields and POW camps of Europe and Asia.

The British are lauded for effectively mustering their resources at home, even if they only did so with a huge infusion of U.S. lend-lease largess. They failed, however, to care as well for the peoples of their overstretched empire, and the Bengal famine of 1943, which killed three million Indians, is one of the many tales of nearly incomprehensible tragedy encompassed in this book.

Ms. Collingham nimbly covers vast territory, detailing the strengths, weaknesses and consequences of food production and policies in all the major combatant countries and touching on some of the smaller ones as well. She further attempts, though less successfully, to ground current global food politics in the after-effects of the war.

The theme, however, that pervades "The Taste of War" is that of hunger, famine, starvation and suffering. The casualty totals from starvation boggle the mind: 500,000 Greek civilians; more than a million Japanese soldiers; a million inhabitants of Leningrad, besieged by the Germans and abandoned by their own government; between 500,000 and 700,000 Soviet POWs in German camps in the winter of 1941-42 alone; between 100,000 and 250,000 Allied prisoners of war in Japanese camps /per month/ in the war's later stages. The list goes on and on.

Internationally, the exportation of hunger by many of the combatants directly led to the deaths of millions. Domestically, the poor planning by many of the combatant nations and the diversion of resources to feed their war machines led directly to the deaths of millions more. Determining a precise number is impossible, but it is clear that the more than 20 million deaths by starvation and its associated diseases equal or surpass total combat deaths.

"Death by famine lacks drama," or so the British newspaper editor Ian Stephens observed in consideration of the Bengal famine. But it is, in fact, renewed drama that Ms. Collingham manages to inject into the oft-told story of World War II—by bringing food to the fore in this deft and comprehensive study.

—Ms. Siegel is a history professor at Ohio State University.
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