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An excellent account of the bumbling initial Allied response to the German juggernaut.   The North African campaign is much less known to most Americans than the epic battles at Normandy and Iwo Jima but the tactics learned here led to the outcomes on other fields, as Atkinson so ably points out.  Atkinson manages to cover this period with poetic imagery as well as brutal facts about American missteps and horrific losses.  The American-British rivalry, downplayed in the effort to create a united front, is covered in detail.  It is interesting when one reads this book to realize that Atkinson found out by satellite phone in the middle of a dessert that he won a Pulitzer Prize in history for it while covering a real war half a century later which he was covering in Iraq.
Some highlights:

"Americans don't solve their problems, they overwhelm them."  - US general quoted in the book, referring to the American tendency to pump mass-produced trucks, tanks, etc. into battle.

Oran:  on November 8, 1942, the United States suffered a disastrous defeat at a rate on this Mediterranean port in Algeria.   Code-named Reservist, the made involved two lightly armored ships, the Walney and Hartland, in a pre-dawn surprise rate.  Both ships are destroyed; 189 of 393 men taking part are killed.   

"I would rather be commanded by an Arab."   Gen. George S. Patton's entry into his journal after the British but the American troops into a secondary role, dismissing their plans as childish in 1943.

Patent disputed, then doubled the damage estimates to make himself look better according to three officers serving with him.

The West Point class of 1915 was known as the class the stars fell on because 59 members made general including Omar Bradley, who was the first.
Interestingly, Arabs initially celebrated General Bradley's promotion, since they assumed Omar was an Arab name, and were delighted to hear that one of their own had made General.
B-17's flew raids that led to the deaths of 27,000 Tunis, most of whom were civilians.

The British had disdain for American troops.  The eighth Army units were badly under strength.
By the end of the North African campaign, Atkinson states that the American troops were bloodied but had started to fight effectively.  After huge miscalculations initially about the willingness of the French to capitulate (the first American casualties were inflicted by French troops), the logistics required to win, communication, strategic vision and tactical execution, after thousands had been killed, the Americans were beginning to develop tactics that eventually would help them prevail in Italy and Western Europe.

As is true with most American authors, the relative contribution of American forces to the outcome of World War II tends to be overstated.  The overwhelmingly disproportionate contribution in terms of troops committed and lives loss by the Soviet Union, as well as the uncomfortable fact that the brutal Stalin regime was an ally, although not particularly cogent to operations in North Africa, was not emphasized enough by the author.

Images of a badly equipped and led Army blundering into the situation that quickly went from bad to worse even if the outcome, through sheer force of will and logistics, went in favor of the Americans, echoes eerily with contemporary American experience in Iraq.
Atkinson does an outstanding job, however, of showing how the Americans, although outmaneuvered by a much better prepared British leadership during the initial jostling for whose plan would prevail, eventually came to reverse their traditionally subservient transatlantic role, and that only FDR at this dark hour for the Anglo-Saxon world realized that this struggle would ultimately mean the demise of the British Empire and the ascendancy of America as a true world power.    

