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Part I

‘The good, clean tradition of English politics has been … sold to the greatest adventurer of modern political history. This sudden coup by Winston and his rabble is a serious disaster.’

(R.A. Butler, 10 May 1940.)


1

The War of Words

There was never any doubt that Churchill would write a history of the Second World War if he lived to see its end. Even if he had not repeatedly said he would, he had never been involved in a military enterprise without recording his experiences, either as a book or in journalism.

He was proud of the fact that throughout his life he had supported his family and an elevated lifestyle by his pen. Between 1898 and 1958 he wrote fifty-four volumes. By adding in his final speeches, a 1962 compilation of his early articles and eight books published posthumously, he produced seventy-four volumes and, including articles, published letters, speeches and books, a total output of about 15 million words.1

His first book, The Story of the Malakand Field Force, an account of his experiences on the Afghan frontier, was published when he was only twenty-three. He had already written many newspaper articles, describing his experiences as an observer of the Cuban Civil War in 1895. In India, as well as composing his story of the Field Force he was sending reports both to the Daily Telegraph and the Allahabad Pioneer. He was also writing short stories and working on his one novel, Savrola.

So it went on. In Egypt in 1898 he was writing for the Morning Post and The Times. The articles for the Morning Post, he told his mother, would ‘act as foundations and as scaffolding for my book’. That book, The River War, was published at the end of 1899. By then he was in South Africa, which similarly provided material for publication.

All of this can be seen as preparation for his remarkable survey of the First World War, The World Crisis. At the Admiralty, Munitions and the War Office, Churchill had been at the centre of the direction of the war, and the history he published between 1923 and 1931 is detailed, remarkably accurate and still very well worth reading. His vivid descriptions and dramatic prose are undergirded by the authority of a mass of statistical data.

But in another respect, too, The World Crisis foreshadows the still more monumental history of the Second World War. He is the hero as well as the narrator, prompting Arthur Balfour’s celebrated quip: ‘I hear that Winston has written a book about himself and called it The World Crisis’. Churchill appears to be at the centre of events, dominating, directing and controlling them. His vision and his initiatives are those that count.

In the course of the Second World War he did not disguise the fact that his account of the conflict would be equally subjective. When a companion wondered what history would make of events, he famously replied, ‘I know, because I intend to write the history’. On another occasion he gave the same response, though more elliptically, to the observation that it would be interesting to see what the verdict of history would be: ‘That will depend on who writes the history’.

These, then, were to be the hallmarks of The Second World War: massive quotation of official documents, supporting a particular and skewed account of the historic events of the years 1940 to 1945. The treatment was to be noble, like the magnificent Gibbonian prose in which the story was told: the pettinesses, confusion, bungling and ignoble squabbling which are so much the essence of history are swept from his sanitised pages to give way to myth, drama and inspiration.

The Second World War, like The World Crisis, runs to six volumes; but the second series of volumes is bigger than the first: it extends to nearly 2 million words. Something like 12 per cent of these words is contained in appendices, in which official minutes and papers are quoted in part or whole. Churchill’s approach to these papers was very simple: ‘They are mine. I can publish them’. The constitutional position was much more opaque, and all that can be said with certainty is that Churchill was quite wrong. All the same, for a variety of reasons, many of them depending on rules which he himself had drawn up before surrendering office in 1945, he was able to take with him a substantial volume of his ‘own’ minutes and telegrams. He also had the right to consult an even bigger volume of papers, which was left in the government’s hands. Furthermore, although government consent was required to quote from official documents and despite the fact that the Cabinet Secretary, Sir Edward Bridges, was anxious to avoid a repetition of the rash of memoirs based on official papers that occurred after the First World War, Churchill was accorded a very special dispensation. The government came to think of his memoirs as having a quasi-official status and representing a statement for the historical record in the interests of the nation.

There were distortions in his narrative. The war in the Pacific is dealt with very sketchily, and there is no acknowledgement at all that it was Russia which really won the war in Europe. These faults reflect the egotistical nature of Churchill’s project. His account was the sort of story that Julius Caesar told, history created by Great Men, events moulded by titans. When Eisenhower’s naval assistant, Harry Butcher, published his diaries in 1946, Churchill wrote to his old colleague: ‘The Articles are, in my opinion, altogether below the level upon which such matters should be treated. Great events and personalities are all made small when passed through the medium of the small mind.’2

The archival approach and the self-justifying process came together: because the documentary evidence more readily available consisted of Churchill’s minutes and directives, not the responses to them, the picture that he painted was of events which he galvanised, and in which others’ roles were minimised or completely excluded. This was resented by some, and the reaction of Sir Alan Brooke, later Viscount Alanbrooke, Chief of the Imperial General Staff for most of the war, will particularly be noted later in this narrative. Lord Reith, who had been a disappointing Minister of Information and was no friend of Churchill, complained, ‘Winston prints in his war book innumerable directives and never once lets us see a single answer’.

In a fascinating piece of scholarly detective work, Professor David Reynolds has revealed the remarkable history of the writing of Churchill’s history.3 Sir Norman Brook, Bridges’ successor as Cabinet Secretary, became less a censor than a co-author, and actively helped, drafting chunks of the narrative. Other public servants also made contributions. The price of government approval was a certain amount of vetting, but political control of the narrative stemmed less from the Labour government, in power when the first volumes appeared, than from Churchill himself. Even in opposition, but particularly when he was in power again after 1951, he distorted the historical record for political reasons.

In his second ministry he was greatly preoccupied by the tragic sense that the victory of 1945 would be succeeded by another war, even more terrible than the last. Nothing was to be done which might prejudice the chances of avoiding that disaster. Differences with Stalin were minimised, and in particular the tensions in the relationship with America and the increasing divergence of the views of the two allies were almost written out. By the time that the last volumes were appearing, Eisenhower, the wartime Supreme Commander, was President of the United States, and the true nature of Anglo-American relations by the end of the war is accordingly scarcely hinted at.

There was some criticism of the history as the successive volumes were published. Emmanuel Shinwell adapted Balfour and said that Churchill had written a novel with himself as the chief character. Michael Foot, though generally well disposed, spoke of Churchill ‘clothing his personal vindication in the garb of history’.4 Other criticisms were made, both in regard to detail and to the nature of the books, but they were overshadowed by the vast preponderance of favourable reviews. In so far as criticism was noticed at all, it was largely discredited because it came from those who had never been Churchill’s supporters.

The publication of the six volumes was the literary phenomenon of the time. Each volume was published in America before Britain, and a series of different editions was published in each country, as well as elsewhere: concurrent Canadian, Australian, Taiwanese and book club editions appeared with translations in almost every language in Europe, including Russian. Editions in the remaining languages of the world followed. Among the various printings which subsequently appeared were paperbacks, and in addition to publication in book form, the history was serialised in Britain, America, Australia and other countries. The first volume appeared in forty-two editions of the Daily Telegraph.5 In Britain alone the hardback six volumes were printed in quantities of about 250,000 each, and in the case of the early volumes they sold out within hours.

Churchill never claimed that his book represented the whole story: ‘I do not describe this as history, for that belongs to another generation. But I claim with confidence that it is a contribution to history which will be of service to the future.’ Those closest to the centre of affairs knew well that Churchill had not been alone in controlling events and that he was justifying himself before history and enhancing his personal role. But no one wished to destroy a myth that flattered not just Churchill, but Britain collectively – and indeed the American allies. The story he told was one of resolve, endurance and heroism. There was a collective collusion in perpetuating the legend that he was creating. To do otherwise would have minimised the nation’s achievement as well as Churchill’s and, particularly in the austere days of post-war Britain when there was little else to celebrate, it would have been close to treachery to question the way in which victory had been won.

In the years that followed, many studies of component parts have altered views of aspects of the Second World War, but they have done little to dislodge from the popular mind the account of the war as Churchill gave it. It is doubtful now if the Second World War will ever be separated from the aura of heroic unity against evil that separates it from the study of other conflicts in history.

In Churchill’s lifetime, publications like Brooke’s diaries and those of General Sir John Kennedy made little impact on his reputation or that of his history. One or two publications in America had equally little effect, and his standing there is probably higher now than ever, and certainly higher than it is in his own country. In 1966, Lord Moran published his diaries. As his doctor, he had seen Churchill in his more vulnerable moments and the picture he drew was suggestive of weakness and doubt. In reality, although Churchill had treated Moran with great kindness and drew him into his own household, the doctor was never privy to the real secrets of the war and was not present at the meetings that mattered. Churchill talked incessantly, threw out ideas and thought aloud. Moran recorded what he claimed to have heard, sometimes in suspicious detail. He set out his story at length – although some elements were omitted: he makes no mention of the substantial financial provisions that Churchill made for his family. His account is fascinating and often informative, but is written from a limited perspective.

In the event it did more to enhance the Churchillian legend than to reduce it: Churchill’s intimates, under the editorship of Sir John Wheeler-Bennett, and with the active encouragement of Clementine Churchill, published Action this Day: Working with Churchill in 1968, and very effectively displaced the Moran account with a picture of a vital, decisive and stimulating war leader, whose judgement and intuitive vision was the indispensable source of victory. Churchill himself could not have hoped for more.

One of the contributors to Action this Day was Churchill’s former Private Secretary and subsequently his most devoted defender, John Colville. In his The Churchillians of 1981 he developed his theme and in his diaries and The Fringes of Power: Downing Street Diaries 1939–1955, he supplied a substantial volume of data with which to support it. His books are not the only ones on which the Churchillian legend now rests.

At a certain level serious efforts have been made to reappraise Churchill, and to assess him according to normal historical criteria.6 There have also been more generalised attacks by David Irvine and Clive Ponting. A recent example, written with great gusto, is Gordon Corrigan’s Blood, Sweat and Arrogance, and the Myths of Churchill’s War (2006). The broadest revisionist attack was John Charmley’s Churchill, The End of Glory: A Political Biography (1993), which received more publicity than it might have done because of a favourable review by Alan Clark. Charmley is concerned to cut Churchill down to size, determined – as Sir Michael Howard pointed out – never to give him the benefit of the doubt.7

While his thesis is not entirely clear, Charmley appears to favour appeasement and to think that Halifax and Chamberlain were right to wish to seek peace with Germany in 1940. He makes the point that by standing out against Hitler, Britain only won the war at the cost of financial bankruptcy and loss of world power. It was on this point that Alan Clark agreed with him, though Britain would not have retained much world power, and probably not much financial power either, if Hitler had dominated the world as he planned to do.

The fact that Britain was weak and diminished by 1945 is in itself neither particularly startling nor noteworthy. What is interesting is to consider why this was the corollary of victory and whether things could have been done better.

While it is true, as this book seeks to emphasise, that as the years went by, Churchill had less and less control over the war and increasingly became America’s humiliated and ignored petitioner, that was a fate infinitely less abject than being a British Pétain. Churchill had to work within the circumstances that existed. It is clear now, as his own history never revealed, that at many levels his room for manoeuvre was limited. He had to fight to have his strategy adopted, to the extent it was. He frequently failed. He had to fight against the Americans; he had to fight against British generals and the Chief of the Imperial General Staff. The Free French alliance was often much more trouble than it was worth. The backing of his own party could not be relied upon in the House of Commons, and the War Cabinet overruled him from time to time. Sometimes he lacked even domestic support.

These various sources of obstruction have been dealt with individually: they are brought together in this volume not to emphasise Churchill’s weaknesses and failures, but rather to suggest that what he did is all the more remarkable in the face of such opposition.

Churchillism may have been overdone; so has revisionism, if that consists of a bleak enumeration of the ways in which Britain’s standing in the world was diminished as a result of the war. It is time for post-revisionism, by which I mean an analysis of some of the factors by which Churchill was constrained.

It is the argument of this book that in the West it was Churchill, more than anyone else, who devised the strategy that won the war, and that he succeeded in doing so despite the efforts and interventions of less far-seeing strategists who were motivated by sectional concerns or, in the case of the Americans, by a desire to mould the polity and economy of a post-war world. In the course of this narrative there will be numerous occasions where Churchill’s will be seen to be the broader vision and the more inspired concept. But not always; and his shortcomings are also recorded.

The book attempts to bring together the characters, events and trends that tended to limit Churchill’s freedom of action, to explore the extent to which he was able to resist the impeding factors and to see how far he or others were in the right when there were differences. Other, structural constraints over which he had little or no control, such as problems of mobilisation, foreign exchange and trade, also of course bore down upon him.

I have tried to strike a balance between a discussion of themes and a sequential narrative treatment of events in order to give a comprehensible history of the war. I have sought to concentrate on the western war, and the Pacific dimension appears only when unavoidable. Relations with Russia are only slightly more prominent, and in order to contain the book within reasonable compass are not discussed at length. Stalin was in any event the ally from whom Churchill might reasonably have expected trouble, though for much of the war he proved surprisingly reliable.

In 1940 Churchill was a political outsider, widely distrusted by his own party, vulnerable and not expected to last. The Crown and what was not then called the Establishment did not greatly like him. Senior naval commanders and many senior army officers regarded him with a degree of hostility. He had to weld together a new means of political control over the service chiefs, and by slow degrees he consolidated his political position.

It was not until the outcome of the Second Battle of El Alamein in November 1942 that he was safe from imminent deposition. From then for a time he was dominant in the Atlantic Alliance and was generally able to bend his military advisers to his will. It was a period he enjoyed, but a short one. As early as the Casablanca Conference his own service chiefs were beginning to gain in confidence, and increasingly the Allied Joint Chiefs sidelined both Roosevelt and Churchill, whom they described as ‘paltering’ at some of the conferences. By the time of the Teheran Conference at the end of 1943 he was a relatively negligible figure in the Alliance, and even at home his own party felt able to rebel, for instance over Yalta and even over teachers’ pay.

He had little time or interest for the crucial domestic political planning that was going on by this stage in the war. It involved Conservative politicians such as Sir John Anderson and Rab Butler as well as Labour Ministers, but the fact that this was not generally recognised may account for the final blow, which Churchill felt so acutely, the defeat at the 1945 general election.

It has been estimated that about 1,633 books have now been written about Churchill.8 No apology is made for adding to that total. No one who is interested by this ever-fascinating sport of nature who emerged at a critical moment in the history of the world and affected that history for the better is disappointed to see another book about him.

One of the most moving pictures of Churchill is of him in old age, at table, despairingly saying that his whole life had been a failure. ‘I have worked hard all my life, but what have I achieved? Nothing.’ Of course this was the most monstrous misappreciation of his enormous achievements. His wonderful buoyancy had succumbed to age and an impaired circulation. But what lay behind this sense that all he had done for his country had been negated? That is what this book is about.


2

The Semblance of Power

The debate over the Norway campaign brought Churchill to power. He could equally well have been its victim. Far more than any other Minister, he had been intimately involved in the Norway campaign, and his conduct was certainly not free from fault. There were many in the Commons who would have been glad to see him fall. Fortunately for him the preoccupation of activists on both sides of the House was not Churchill but Chamberlain. Dissident Tories had finally thrown off tribal loyalties and fear of a savage Whips’ office, and had nerved themselves to join with the opposition in tearing down a Prime Minister whom they believed incapable of a successful prosecution of the war. Churchill could not be allowed to get in the way. His interventions to acknowledge his own responsibility were brushed aside, and only served to emphasise his loyalty. In later life he frequently referred to the exquisite circumstances in which every avowal of culpability was met with an expression of support. He emerged from the debate with his position strengthened and not weakened.

All the same it was initially far from clear that he, or anyone else, would be replacing Chamberlain as Prime Minister. Although the proceedings in the House had assumed the character of a Vote of Censure when the Opposition declared its intention of forcing a vote, what had begun on 7 May 1940 was technically only a debate on an Adjournment Motion. And the government did secure a majority despite the strength of the vote against it on the evening of 9 May. At ten o’clock on the following morning Churchill was told that Chamberlain had decided to stay on as Prime Minister.

Hitler changed his mind for him. This was the day on which he launched his Western Offensive and entered France. At eleven o’clock Churchill was summoned to Downing Street for his momentous meeting with Chamberlain and Halifax. The accounts of that historic confrontation vary in details, and Churchill amazingly gets the date wrong; but in their essentials they hang together. Brendan Bracken and Kingsley Wood, a staunch Chamberlainite who had suddenly jumped ship, presumably because he had heard that his chief was ready to drop him as the price for staying in office, secured an undertaking that Churchill would say little or nothing, and when Halifax put the critical question to him, ‘Can you see any reason, Winston, why in these days a Peer should not be Prime Minister?’, he turned his back, looked out on Horse Guards Parade and maintained the silence which he described in his memoirs as seeming ‘longer than the two minutes which one observes in the commemoration of Armistice Day’.1

Halifax, the successor that Chamberlain and the King would have preferred, broke the silence by saying that, as a peer, he could not carry out the responsibilities of Prime Minister. Well, maybe, but it seems more likely that he simply wanted to take the job at a more propitious moment. Earlier in the day he had told Rab Butler, his Parliamentary Under-Secretary, that he felt he could do it.2 But in the current circumstances he did not have the stomach for the task: literally so – he felt sick at the prospect and when Margesson failed to make a choice between him and Churchill earlier in the day, ‘my stomach ache continued’.3 If he had wanted the job then and there he could have taken it without any great constitutional difficulty. The desperate circumstances were very different from those that had, only just, ruled out Curzon, as a peer, from the premiership as recently as 1923. Halifax would have had the support of the Labour and Liberal parties, and he was infinitely more acceptable to the Conservatives.

The King was certainly not initially a supporter of Churchill, the man who had championed his brother during the Abdication Crisis; and his mother, Queen Mary, expressed the Royal Family’s views when she urged Colville to remain with Chamberlain and not to work for the new Prime Minister. When Chamberlain demitted office the King told him he had been unfairly treated, and that he thought his successor should be Halifax.4 The King did indeed cause some problems in Churchill’s early months in office: he was unnecessarily obstructive, for instance in opposing the appointment of Beaverbrook as Minister of Aircraft Production and the conferment of a privy councillorship on Bracken. For all his devoted royalism, Churchill did not allow his monarch to get in the way of waging the war, and the King soon came to realise the worth of his First Minister, and a mood of mutual respect was established.

Before the day was out Churchill was Prime Minister, and in one of the most memorable passages in his history of the war he described how as he went to bed he was ‘conscious of a profound sense of relief. At last I had the authority to give directions over the whole scene.’5 That was fiction. He was the prisoner of his enemies in his own party, sustained by his former enemies in the Opposition. He was conscious now and for a considerable time to come that his hold on power was tenuous and critically dependent on delivering results. There was a widespread view that he would not be Prime Minister for long.6

Even within the War Cabinet he could not be confident of getting his way. Powerful figures saw him as no more than a stopgap, and the bulk of the Conservative parliamentary party viewed him with ill-disguised distaste. At about the same time as Churchill was going to bed conscious of his profound relief, Rab Butler, Lord Dunglass, the future Sir Alec Douglas-Home (‘the kind of people surrounding Winston are the scum’) and John Colville, Chamberlain’s Private Secretary, met to drink a champagne toast to Chamberlain, ‘the King over the water’. Colville later recalled the distaste with which he and his colleagues saw the appeasers, Sir Horace Wilson, Dugdale and Lord Dunglass, replaced by the arrival of Churchill’s ‘myrmidons’, Brendan Bracken, Lindemann and Desmond Morton. ‘Seldom can a Prime Minister have taken office with “the Establishment” as it would now be called, so dubious of the choice and so prepared to find its doubts justified.’7

Colville had to adjust to a dramatic change in tempo as he started to work for the dynamic Churchill, rather than the dignified, correct and very traditional Chamberlain. Government business was now transacted 24 hours a day and 365 days a year, with little rest for the Private Secretaries, who followed their master wherever he might be. Chamberlain never took his Private Secretaries to Chequers, where he was connected to the rest of the world by just a single telephone – in the pantry.

A generation earlier it would have been difficult to overstate the Conservative Party’s dislike for Churchill. During the First War it neither forgave nor forgot his treachery in crossing the floor to join the Liberals. As President of the Board of Trade, allied closely to Lloyd George, his speeches were intemperate and sometimes ill-judged and the Establishment, including Edward VII, found it inexcusable that someone of his background should seek, as they saw it, to tear down the institutions they prized. In the First World War, the Tories had insisted on his removal from the Admiralty as the price of coalition, and the suspicion, even hatred behind that demand was more typical of the party’s sentiments than Baldwin’s rehabilitation of Churchill in the 1920s.

These memories were still strong among the traditionalists; younger and more progressive Tories were unimpressed by what they had seen as antediluvian resistance to the India Bill. There was additionally a general view that despite his aristocratic, ducal connections, he was not quite a gentleman.

Even more than his policy over the India Bill, Churchill’s maverick championing of Edward VIII during the Abdication Crisis, and the talk of a King’s Party, did him incalculable harm. Many thought that the episode had ended his political career, and many certainly hoped that was the case.

Churchill was always too mercurial a personality, too big a persona, to be contained comfortably in any one political party, and the Conservative Party under Chamberlain was a particularly uncomfortable place. Chamberlain had considerable abilities, but the degree of his control over the party was unappealing, almost dictatorial. Independence of thought was not encouraged. The whips under Margesson were ruthless in their tactical use of spying and dirty tricks. Their behaviour in the Perth and Kinross by-election, when the Duchess of Atholl stood as an independent candidate, is a good example. Fifty Conservative MPs were sent north to tell the electorate that a vote for the Duchess was a vote for war. Local landowners were induced to bribe and threaten their employees to ensure they did not vote for her.

Chamberlain looked continuously for evidence of conspiracies, and manipulated the press shamelessly to support the government. It was not a good period for parliamentary democracy. The Conservative Party generally knuckled under, and accepted a culture in which disloyalty to the leader was regarded as tantamount to treason. It followed that Churchill was excoriated by the unthinking majority of Tory party members in and out of the Houses of Parliament. It was largely pressure from outside the party that caused Chamberlain to bring Churchill back to the Admiralty on the outbreak of war.

Churchill’s loyalty to Chamberlain thereafter was total, and indeed matured into a romantic regard for his chief, but Chamberlain and those close to him did not respond in kind. In the aftermath of Norway, Chips Channon recorded that Lord Dunglass had asked him whether he thought that, ‘Winston should be deflated. Ought he to leave the Admiralty?’8 Chamberlain was said to be thinking along these lines, and Nicolson reported that the whips were briefing against Churchill and representing Norway as ‘another Churchill fiasco’, an allusion to a popular view of the Dardanelles.9

The conspirator’s punishment is that he sees conspiracies where they do not exist, and Chamberlainites suspected Churchill of plotting against his leader. But he was scrupulously loyal. When asked to throw in his lot with those who wished to see Chamberlain replaced, and despite the fact that he would have been the replacement, he repeatedly replied that he had ‘signed on for the voyage’. And after the vote in the Norway debate he wrote to his captain, ‘This has been a damaging debate, but you have a good majority. Do not take the matter grievously to heart.’

Even after he had become the captain of the ship, he was viewed by the traditionalists as being – at best – a necessary and temporary expedient in the exigencies of the times. Nancy Dugdale, the wife of a junior whip, wrote to her husband, now in the army, ‘I could hardly control myself … W.C. is really the counterpart of Goering in England, full of the desire for blood, “Blitzkrieg”, and bloated with ego and over-feeding, the same treachery running through his veins, punctuated by heroics and hot air.’ In reply her husband referred to his Prime Minister’s colleagues in terms that he might have been applying to Hitler’s: ‘All those reptile satellites – Duff-Cooper – Bob Boothby – Brendan Bracken, etc. – will ooze into jobs they are utterly unsuited for. All we are fighting for will go out of public life. I regard this as a greater disaster than the invasion of the Low Countries’.10

But greatly as Churchill was hated by the Chamberlainites and the rank and file, he was far from warmly regarded by the anti-appeasers. His little group of supporters was not part of the mainstream of opposition to the government. To an extent he stood away from that opposition, partly because he had hoped for office from Chamberlain early in 1939, and then, after the outbreak of war, because of loyalty to the head of the government of which he was part.

But, more importantly, the anti-appeasers did not want him even if he were available. The main group of anti-appeasers, ‘the glamour boys’, was led by Eden. In the course of time Eden sometimes seemed to be Churchill’s favourite son, but that was far from the case. For political reasons that were not of Churchill’s making, it seemed clear for perhaps fifteen years that Eden would succeed Churchill, and Churchill did nothing to undermine that assumption, but the older man had no great enthusiasm for the younger, whom he thought weak and of limited ability. He and Eden got on well enough, and Eden married his niece, but Churchill was much more warmly disposed to others – for instance Macmillan and, strangest of all, that most enthusiastic former appeaser, Rab Butler. The Prime Minister frequently disagreed with Eden when the latter was Foreign Secretary, particularly over France and Russia, and some of Churchill’s rebukes were fairly stinging.

Eden for his part was entirely loyal to Churchill, although there were times during the war when he might just have displaced him, but the relationship was not an easy one. Eden had been Baldwin’s protégé. He had benefited from Churchill’s eclipse and as a contender for the succession to Chamberlain kept at a distance from the older man, his rival.

The glamour boys were vastly more numerous than the handful of Churchillites, and there was little common membership of the two groups. The mainstream anti-appeasers were also much more substantial in terms of political weight. They included Leo Amery, Ronald Tree, Bobbity Cranborne, Edward Spears, Duff Cooper and Macmillan. Macmillan was the only one of the group who was also close to Churchill.

Although Eden’s personality was associated with the group, and it was probably he who lent it glamour, he was not always present at its meetings and offered little leadership. He was always willing to wound, but not to kill. Repeatedly he appeared to gear himself up for a major assault, only to back down at the last moment. Amery was a more effective leader, but collectively the group feared to bell the cat. In the period between the beginning of the war and the Norway Debate, innumerable opportunities for the anti-appeasers to ambush Chamberlain were lost, and the culture of loyalty to the leader was such that even when the Norway vote took place many Conservative members, some of them veterans of the Great War, went into the opposition lobby in tears.

The men who voted against their party at the cost of such emotional pain were all the more appalled that the man for whom they had made such a sacrifice rewarded not them but their opponents when he took office. He had never been one of them before, and he continued to stand apart. Thus Churchill entered office hated and despised by the appeasers and without the affection of their critics.


3

Domestic Support

Many regarded the rackety friends whose company stimulated Churchill as distasteful: Clementine Churchill was frequently a critic and often absented herself from the dinner table when she disapproved of the company, dining from a tray in her room.

Churchill married Clementine Hozier on 12 September 1908. He was thirty-three and Clementine twenty-three. He had proposed unsuccessfully to two other women and Clementine had been courted by another man for two years and was twice secretly engaged to him. She had also been left in a maze with Lord Bessborough in an unsuccessful attempt to prompt a proposal.1 During her short engagement to Churchill, Clementine hesitated, apparently because of her fiancé’s commitment to public life. Churchill sought to reassure her; and her brother Bill wrote to her to say that she could not be seen to break-off a third engagement and humiliate Churchill.

Churchill wonderfully wrote of his wedding that he ‘lived happily ever after’. So he did at one level, but his use of the fairy-tale formula is revealing: he certainly loved Clementine for the rest of his life, but rather as an idealised romantic creation. The fact that so much of their communication is preserved in a vast body of correspondence points up a certain contrivance in the relationship. The correspondence is often ineffably touching. Churchill’s last letters to his wife are very moving, like one of 1 April 1963 written in the frail hand of an 88-year-old husband to Clementine on her seventy-eighth birthday:


My Darling One,

This is only to give you

my fondest love and kisses

a hundred times repeated

I am a pretty dull and

paltry scribbler; but my stick as it writes carries my heart along with it.

Your ever & always

W.



Some of the later letters are poignant in other ways too. There is one in which Churchill, the most generous, often too generous, of men, defends himself with dignity and pain against the charge that he was being mean to Clementine. Even at a much earlier stage she could be thoughtless and hurtful. When Churchill was in the trenches in 1916, Clementine wrote to him saying that she hoped she would see a little more of him alone when he was next home: ‘We are still young, but Time flies, stealing love away and leaving only friendship which is very peaceful but not very stimulating or warming.’ Churchill, the romantic, was upset: ‘Oh my darling do not write of “friendship” to me – I love you more each month that passes and feel the need of you and all your beauty. My precious charming Clementine …’

During this spell in the trenches in the aftermath of the Dardanelles, Churchill frequently talked of abandoning the military life and coming back to London where he felt his future lay. Although he could perfectly honourably have done so, and in so doing leave a situation in which he was in constant danger from which he made no effort to shelter himself, Clementine told him, again and again, that it would be better that he stayed in France. She seemed curiously able to appear more concerned for his place in history than his place in the domestic circle.

Throughout the course of their marriage she repeatedly felt it incumbent on her to give him advice that he did not want to hear and which on occasions he found distressing. We cannot know whether or how often she bit her tongue or put away her pen; what can be seen is that she frequently proffered advice and information that he would rather not have had. As he rarely paid any attention to her advice, it might have been thought that she would have realised that it would have been kinder to remain silent.

At the end of 1934 Clementine took an extended break and went on a cruise with Lord Moyne (formerly Walter Guinness), who was going to Indonesia on an improbable quest to capture a large reptile known as a komodo dragon. Churchill had been invited but could not go, and they were apart for five months. He devotedly kept in touch with her, sending an unbroken stream of letters to tell her of events at home. Far away, Clementine fell in love with one of her companions, a handsome art dealer named Terence Phillip. They were constantly together. Mary Soames, in her biography of her mother, very properly does not tell us whether the relationship was consummated, and indeed she may not know. Her mother described the episode to her with the words, ‘C’était une vraie connaissance de ville d’eau’, which does not take us very far forward.2

But Churchill cannot have been unaware of what had happened. It is impossible to imagine him allowing himself to be in a similar situation. When Mrs Reggie Fellowes made a determined assault on his marital fidelity at the Ritz in Paris he had stood firm,3 and he must have been very deeply pained that Clementine was not equally resolute. There is no hint in the correspondence of any recrimination or reproach.

Throughout her life she remained a committed Liberal. She hated the Conservative Party, except for Churchill’s constituency association.4 But her attitude was a little confused. On 1 September 1940, Colville recorded in his diary, ‘It amused me slightly that Mrs C., who does nothing but profess democratic and radical sentiments, should put off inviting any of the officers to dine until the guard consists of the Coldstream. The Oxford and Bucks Light Infantry were never invited inside.’5

The list of her husband’s friends of whom she approved would be shorter than the list of those of whom she disapproved. Just a few of the latter were F.E. Smith, Churchill’s cousin, ‘Sunny’, Duke of Marlborough, Frederick Guest and Beaverbrook. She could be very rude even to people who were not on the disapproved list if she thought their behaviour unacceptable. When Montgomery, for example, made a typical, disparaging remark about politicians, he was flayed and told to leave her house: he was only allowed to stay after abject apologies. Even Jock Colville, though he became a warm admirer and was to find many complimentary things to say about Clementine, acknowledged that ‘She could … display an acidity of tongue before which the tallest trees would bend, and she would occasionally give vent to uncontrollable temper. The storms were terrifying in their violence …’6 Or from his diary for 22 October 1940: ‘Mrs C. considers it one of her missions in life to put people in their place, and prides herself on being outspoken’.7

Many of Churchill’s friends were arrivistes, a trifle shady, not serious, undesirable in her eyes. But in some cases her objections are difficult to understand: it is not easy to see what damage could have been done to his career when, in old age, he enjoyed some distraction from his increasing frailty in the hospitality and thoughtfulness of Onassis and of Emery and Wendy Reves on the Mediterranean and in the South of France. Wendy Reves, his publisher’s wife, took enormous pains to make Churchill happy at La Pausa on the Côte d’Azur, when spells of happiness were becoming rare. He was fond of her: ‘She is young, she is beautiful, she is kind’. There was inevitably talk, but it was foolish, uninformed and absurd. Yet Lady Churchill refused to allow Wendy Reves to attend her husband’s funeral. Wendy Reves described Church-ill’s marriage as ‘a myth’ and in the lengthy periods apart, and in the correspondence, moving though it is, much of it written when both spouses were under the same roof, there is something about the relationship that seems artificial, though nurtured by romance and idealisation.

The ‘lived happily ever after’ description of his marriage hints at Churchill’s capacity for romanticising, and the same idealisation occurs in relation to his mother. In My Early Life, in which he recorded her ‘brilliant impression upon my childhood’s eye’, he said, ‘She shone for me like the Evening Star. I loved her dearly – but at a distance.’ That was not the fullest description of a glittering and remarkably predatory female. It is understandable that he failed to mention her reputed 200 affairs (‘a suspiciously round number’, said Roy Jenkins) and her various husbands, one a contemporary of her son and one younger still. But he drew a veil equally over the fact that she was a distant and neglectful mother and that his only exposure to love as a child was from his nurse, Mrs Everest.

It would be a wonderful understatement to say that marriage to Churchill was not easy. He was improvident, reckless and unpredictable. Clementine did not know how the story was to end: it could have been in bankruptcy and disgrace. Without the stimulation and excitement of her husband’s career, she was perhaps more aware of their children’s serious and sometimes tragic problems. She was acutely conscious of the perilous household finances. Throughout her life she suffered from debilitating and distressing periods of fatigue, anxiety and depression, for which the only treatment in these days was prolonged holidays for rest and recuperation. In other respects too her health was not strong. The index to the biography by her daughter, Lady Soames, contains references not only to nervous exhaustion, but also to miscarriage, operations, neuritis, streptococcal infection, shingles, broken shoulder and broken hips.


4

The Political Landscape

His wife felt that in the matter of his companions, and in other respects too, Churchill’s judgement could be poor, and indeed the most frequent criticism, even from people who admired him in other respects, related to his judgement. Rab Butler, although a cerebral Tory, spoke for many when he described Churchill in 1940 as ‘the greatest political adventurer of modern times … a half-breed American … The good clean tradition of English politics, that of Pitt as opposed to Fox, had been sold to the greatest adventurer of modern political history … the sudden coup of Winston and his rabble was a serious disaster and an unnecessary one’.1 Beatrice Webb had earlier said that he had ‘more of the American speculator than the English aristocrat’.

Many of his own party saw him as Butler did, and in the Commons Chamber, it was the Labour benches which cheered his early appearances as Prime Minister – largely simply because they liked him better than Chamberlain. For many weeks Churchill was received in embarrassing silence by the Tories. It was not until 4 July 1940, when Churchill had to give the news of the Royal Navy’s destruction of the French fleet at Mers-el-Kébir that the Chief Whip, Margesson, decided to set an example. He stood up, turned and waved his order paper and his well-drilled minions joined him on their feet. Thereafter the Tories joined the Labour Party in cheering their chief.

His political position was extremely weak and he was aware of it. There were press campaigns against the retention of the Municheers. The News Chronicle and the Daily Herald, for instance, criticised Chamberlain and Kingsley Wood in particular (‘No room for Dead-weight.’2), and reported open discussion of resignations. But Churchill was not a free agent, and to the annoyance of the press and of some of his own small band of supporters, he retained most of his colleagues in the government, tainted though they were with appeasement. He represented this as a deliberate policy of conciliation and unity. To an extent it may have been, and he put the case against indicting the guilty men in a major speech to the House on 18 June 1940, in which he directly addressed the desire in the press and among the public for retribution against those who had left Britain so unprepared for war:

There are many who would hold an inquest in the House of Commons on the conduct of the Governments – and of Parliaments, for they are in it too – during the years which led up to this catastrophe … Of this I am quite sure, that if we open a quarrel between the past and the present, we shall find that we have lost the future. Therefore, I cannot accept the drawing of any distinctions between Members of the present Government.

The retention of the men of Munich was certainly not entirely a voluntary gesture of magnanimity. He had no real choice. He privately asked the press to stop the campaign for the removal of the ‘Guilty Men’, explaining that given their strength in his party in the Commons, he had to rely on them. If he ‘trampled on these men, as he could trample on them, they would set themselves against him, and in such internecine strife lay the Germans’ best chance of victory’.

After making his key Cabinet appointments Churchill was very fully occupied in trying to stiffen French resistance, and he allowed Margesson, the personification of Chamberlain’s policy of discipline and control, to allocate junior appointments, restrained with little obvious success by Bracken as the representative of the new regime. Overwhelmingly the administration was dominated by the Municheers. Churchill’s hands were so tied that not only did he have to keep most of them in the Cabinet, but he had also little to offer his own loyal supporters: those who toppled Chamberlain received scant rewards. Amery, who had done more than anyone else to engineer the defenestration, was in the lowly India Office. Eden did receive the War Office, but that meant less than it sounds, as the real decisions were taken by the Minister of Defence: he was not even in the War Cabinet. Duff Cooper might have expected to do better than Minister for Information, although he did not make much of a job of it. He proved to be unpopular; sending his son, John Julius, to Canada was not a good political signal, however humanly understandable it may have been. Churchill told his old friend that he was said to be spending too much time at home and ‘trying to run the Ministry of Information from Bognor’. Butler soon reported that the ‘political stockbrokers’ were ‘selling Duff Coopers’; he was replaced by Bracken (Churchill told Bracken that Cooper ‘had failed completely. It just shows that it doesn’t do to harness a thoroughbred to a dung-cart.’3 Neither man seems to have been upset by this reflection.)

Boothby and Macmillan were disappointed not to be given offices of consequence. Bracken was only a PPS. On the other hand, even the Whips, notably Margesson and the Scottish Whip, James Stuart, the dark and oppressive enforcers of the unedifying Chamberlain days, remained in office. Boothby thought that Churchill resented those who had put him in power.

The under-rewarded supporters were far from happy. At a personal level they were disappointed, but more altruistically they were also aghast that having finally nerved themselves to dispose of an administration they thought incapable of winning the war, they now saw the same inadequate personalities continuing in office. The message seemed to be that there had been no real change of regime. They agonised about whether to accept what they were offered, until Amery counselled them to make the most of what they had. They even dared to voice their concerns to Churchill, but were told to get on with things in their menial roles. He could do nothing else. He still had no real power base in a party which did not generally like him. He knew that he was only tolerated for the moment because he might deliver results. If he did, real power might eventually come his way.4

Butler was a good observer, always slightly detached, amused by ironies. A tolerantly retained man of Munich himself, he summed up the government’s strength (and weakness), ‘If intrigue or attacks on the government grow to any great extent all we have to do is to pull the string of the toy dog of the 1922 Committee and make it bark. After a few staccato utterances it becomes clear that the government depends upon the Tory squires for its majority’.5 That may have been satisfactory for Butler and the traditionalists, but the very source of Tory support spelled out the threat to Churchill: the backwoodsmen of the shires might have been prepared to rally round the government, but they would not necessarily rally round Churchill.

There was an example of the tensions even among ostensible loyalists on 17 June 1940 when Amery, Boothby, Macmillan and Lord Lloyd met to discuss their dissatisfaction with the way the war was being waged. Chamberlain got wind of what was happening and told Churchill. His response was that ‘If there is any more of this nonsense they will go’ and he told that to Amery. But his position was not as powerful as he was pretending.

There was no more loyalty among his more prominent colleagues. They still tended to regard their chief as Chamberlain, who remained the leader of the Conservative Party. Churchill was well aware of this: he wrote to Chamberlain on the day he succeeded him, ‘To a large extent I am in yr hands’.6 Chamberlain only renounced the hope of resuming the premiership after he developed cancer in October 1940 and until then remained leader of his party. He had discussed standing down in favour of Churchill in May 1940, but the new PM referred to his role as leader of a broad coalition and said that he should not lead any one political party.7 After his illness Chamberlain wrote in his diary on 9 September 1940 that he had to ‘adjust myself to the new life of a partially crippled man which is what I am. Any ideas of another Premiership after the war have gone. I know that is out of the question.’8

In understanding Churchill’s weakness in the Conservative Party and in Parliament it helps to remember that when this question of the succession to the leadership of the Party arose, it was far from certain that the PM would even be a candidate. He was urged to take the position by Lieutenant-Colonel G.S. Harvie-Watt, an MP and government whip, when he met the Prime Minister at the Anti-Aircraft Battalion which he commanded near Redhill at the beginning of October 1940. Harvie-Watt advised him that ‘it would be fatal if he did not lead the Conservative Party, as the bulk of the party was anxious that he should be Leader now we are at war [my emphasis].’ Churchill was however still suspicious about the party and remembered how they had regarded him before the war. Harvie-Watt sought to reassure him that hostile views were now confined to a minority and that ‘the mass of the party was with him. My strongest argument, however, and I felt this very much, was that it was essential for the PM to have his own party – a strong one with allies attracted from the main groups and especially the Opposition parties. But essentially he must have a majority and I was sure this majority could only come from the Conservative Party.’ Harvie-Watt thought his advice had done his own career no good, but he became the PM’s PPS nine months later and remained in that position until the end of the war.

Churchill was not just worried about his weakness in Parliament: he was concerned also about his weakness vis-à-vis Ministers, and he took the opportunity to sound Harvie-Watt out about this. The latter’s advice was that with ‘a strong army of MPs under you, Ministers would be won over or crushed.’9

When the leadership of the party finally fell vacant Churchill realised that he must seize it if he were not to be in the position of Lloyd George in coalition. Clementine took a different view: she argued that he would diminish his position as a national leader by accepting it. Clementine’s advice was, as so often, ignored, but she urged her case vehemently. She hated the Conservatives, and her daughter recalled that that on this issue ‘her latent hostility toward the Tory Party boiled over; there were several good ding-dong arguments between them’.10

Churchill himself was not a natural Tory. Long ago, in 1903, he had written to Lord Hugh Cecil, ‘I hate the Tory Party, their men, their words & their methods’, and thirty-six years later, just eighteen months before he became the party’s leader, he wrote to Clementine of ‘these dirty Tory hacks who would like to drive me out of the Party’.11

Although he became the leader of the Conservative Party at the end of 1940, he remained the prisoner of the rank and file for the following two years. Things only changed when he delivered victories. Then the Party became his prisoner, and so it remained until he resigned in 1955.

In the period before the victories started to flow Churchill had to face a great deal of criticism in the House. He was too much of a Commons man to find it demeaning, but he was very far from the Olympian leader that Roosevelt could be – and very different from the Axis warlords. From time to time he did resent the criticism that he faced when the margin between victory and defeat was very fine and he was working almost on a day-to-day basis to hold the line. He sometimes said, and he may well have meant it, that he had not realised how much time Parliament would take. He said to J.A. Spender in July 1941, ‘You must remember that unlike the President I have to appear continuously before the legislature. Indeed I have had to give much more time to the House of Commons than I bargained for when the Ministry was formed.’12

Sir Alexander Cadogan, the Permanent Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, never overawed by Churchill (or indeed any politician), sometimes complained in his diary that the Prime Minister was absent from meetings because ‘Winston is still working on his speech’. But, quite apart form the fact that an enduring part of the corpus of English literature was in the process of composition, and that public morale was being sustained, as a civil servant he overlooked the political importance of these speeches. They mattered in the House. The political observers like Channon, Duff Cooper and Nicolson, not all of them committed Churchillians, testify to the extent to which the speeches frequently turned the mood of the House and brought semi-detached back-benchers behind the government.

The great set speeches were not the only hurdles that Churchill had to surmount in the House. He also had to take part in debate, and in 1940 he had succeeded Chamberlain not only as Prime Minister, but also as Leader of the House. This combination of offices was usual, but not inevitable, until 1942. Then Churchill gave up the Leadership, and no Prime Minister has held the office since. But while he remained Leader he was obliged to attend the House and to submit to detailed questioning much more than he would have done simply as Prime Minister. Routine announcements on the business of the House opened the way for discussion of matters of procedure and convention that touched on the conduct of the war.

In addition to the brooding Municheers on the Tory Right, there was a bunch of busy backbenchers of both parties who made life difficult. Some were critical to an extent that suggested straightforward ill will – Bevan may have been an example – but others acted from particular deeply held convictions, or sometimes just in response to bees in their bonnets. When Sir Roger Keyes was no longer on active service he came into the last category. He had been a great friend of Churchill and probably remained a devoted supporter, but he could be a nuisance, for example in the Secret Session after the loss of the Prince of Wales and the Repulse. Emmanuel Shinwell was constantly critical, but – from his perspective if not Churchill’s – with constructive intent. There was a hard core of those who sought throughout the early years to replace Churchill at the centre of war direction with a supreme council of some sort. Their motivation lay in the fact that they continued to believe that he simply could not be trusted. The Earl of Winterton and Edgar Granville, a Liberal appeaser, were among those who regularly argued for change, and Geoffrey Mander, a Liberal, later Labour, was also vociferous until he became Sir Archibald Sinclair’s PPS in 1942. Leslie Hore-Belisha, a National Liberal then Independent, who had been Secretary of State for War from 1937 to 1940, and a member of the War Cabinet until that year, never got over his removal. There were numerous others who joined with those men in making life difficult for Churchill when it was already difficult enough.

In debate and when dealing with ordinary business he was closely questioned not just on the large issues of the war, a legitimate subject of enquiry, but also on the niceties of paltry issues of alleged unconstitutional procedure, the powers of Ministers of State, the number of Ministers, and above all the constitution of the War Cabinet.

On 9 July 1941, for instance, Churchill had to put up with a lot of questioning from Hore-Belisha on the definition of the duties of a Minister of State, and the propriety of making ministerial appointments without first making a statement in the House.13 Churchill was of course very adept at dealing with his critics, often contrasting what they said out of office with what they had said when in. He had been very good with Hore-Belisha a week earlier, when the former War Minister was querying the role of a Minister of State resident in the Middle East:

I am sure that the House will not accuse me of wanting in respect or deference in every effort to serve them, but if the right hon. Gentleman wishes to make a criticism of what is widely accepted as a highly useful and important step in the appointment of a member of the War Cabinet to be resident at the seat of the Middle Eastern War, I daresay some Parliamentary opportunity will occur. I have no doubt that some answer will be made to him although whether the answer will satisfy his wide-ranging curiosity I cannot tell.14

It is hardly surprising that in a letter to Attlee and Lord Cranborne in December 1941 Churchill referred to the government’s critics in the House of Commons as the ‘snarlers and naggers’. It must have been a great relief when the snarlers and naggers and their tiresome questioning were followed in April 1941 by a sycophantic enquiry from his old Private Secretary, Commander Oliver Locker–Lampson: ‘Is it not much better to wait and trust the Prime Minister?’15

There were always potential rivals. Although Halifax did not wish to be Prime Minister in May 1940, he almost certainly hoped that he would have the opportunity of taking over in more congenial circumstances before long. Chamberlain, as has been seen, envisaged returning. Even Lloyd George, Churchill’s oldest parliamentary colleague and friend, hoped to displace him, telling his secretary on 3rd October 1940, ‘I shall wait until Winston is bust’.16

In these early months of the war, particularly, there was a significant dissident block of about thirty MPs and ten peers led by the Labour Member, Richard Stokes, which saw Lloyd George as its potential leader. At this point in the war, Lloyd George was still robust enough to be a credible leader of a much more significant body of opinion than Stokes’ followers, and certainly did not rule himself out of returning to save the nation once again.


5

Preparation

The fact that, despite everything, Churchill was where he was rested on the undeniable recognition that he was supremely well qualified to direct the war. He was fond of reminding people that he seen active service in four continents in the course of his military career. Thus, when he went to the Front in the First World War to an active command, he reported to Clementine that he had already met most of the Staff in the course of his ‘soldiering’. In 1909, after a field day with the Queen’s Own Oxfordshire Yeomanry, in which he held a commission, he told Clementine that he thought he had more tactical vision than professional soldiers. ‘I am sure I have the root of the matter in me – but never I fear in this state of existence will it have chance of flowering – in bright red blossom’.1

Between 1909 and 1939 that root had been well tended. When he became Prime Minister, he had not only been intermittently a member of the Cabinet since 1908 but also, continuously a member of the Committee for Imperial Defence from 1909. He had discharged important responsibilities at the Board of Trade, as Home Secretary, as Colonial Secretary and as Chancellor of the Exchequer, but also had experience in areas directly related to the conduct of war: First Lord of the Admiralty (twice), Minister of Munitions, Secretary of State for War and Secretary of State for Air. Few Prime Ministers had a wider experience of both government and a greater grasp of the machinery, the business, of government. Much of his success in getting his own way against opposition from the civil service and the military chiefs derived from the fact that he knew so well how the system worked.

As Secretary of State for War during the First World War he was able to observe the defects of the archaic machinery of military command, which he criticised afterwards in The World Crisis for its unbalanced nature. His comments on the undeserved status accorded to generals and admirals by the popular press were strongly expressed, but perfectly reasonable:

A series of absurd conventions became established, perhaps inevitably, in the public mind. The first and most monstrous of these was that the Generals and Admirals were more competent to deal with the broad issues of the war than abler men in other spheres of life. The General no doubt was an expert on how to move his troops, and the Admiral on how to fight his ships … but outside this technical aspect they were helpless and misleading arbiters in problems in whose solution the aid of the statesman, the financier, the manufacturer, the inventor, the psychologist was equally required.2

These were views formed by daily observation of the naval and military leaders throughout the First World War, and they were views from which Lloyd George, for instance, would not have dissented. They were not views of course with which the admirals and the generals would agree. Admiral Jellicoe, for instance, referred to Churchill’s ‘entire inability to realise his own limitations as a civilian … quite ignorant of naval affairs’.3 But Generals and Admirals, like members of other closed professions, are conservative and resentful of interference from those who are in a position to give them directions without the same institutional background. During the First World War Churchill took a much more active role in running the naval war than any First Lord had previously done. Many ideas that the navy successfully adopted were his alone and there were innumerable technical advances which he pushed through in the face of resistance.

His remarks about the limitations of the military imagination must be kept in mind. They are at the heart of his relations with the generals and the general staff in the Second War. He thought he was at least as well qualified as the professionals to make judgements on professional issues. The professionals resented amateur interference, and their supporters still take that view. The truth is that war is far too important to be left to the generals, in the sense that no general in the Second World War at least had sufficient knowledge, let alone grasp, of the overall scene – military, economic, political – to be able to synthesise the issues. Of course Churchill made mistakes and got things wrong, sometimes at elementary levels, but while others might have been right on individual matters, they came partis pris with their own priorities and special interests. What is remarkable is that Churchill was so often so much more right than anyone else.

Fortunately in the perilous circumstances of the Second World War, he did not have to face the same criticism from the press that he and Lloyd George had faced in 1914–1918, when the great press barons often capriciously and irresponsibly chose to support military and naval figureheads against their political masters. Thus the Morning Post of 23 October 1914: ‘When Mr. Churchill became First Lord he set himself directly to undermine the power of the Board and to establish himself as Dictator … In plain language, Mr. Churchill has gathered the whole power of the Admiralty into his own hands and the Navy is governed no longer by a Board of experts, but by a brilliant and erratic amateur.’4

At regular intervals Churchill’s government was subjected to press criticism that limited his freedom of movement, weakened his authority and affected his policies, but he had cultivated the press barons between the wars and most of them were his close friends. Campaigns such as those that destabilised Asquith were not directed against him at a personal level – although attacks on the government in general occurred much more frequently than the subsequent myth of a country united would suggest. Churchill found these attacks unwelcome: they created dissension in Parliament, and meant that he had to turn his attention from fighting the war to managing public opinion. When for instance the Daily Mail campaigned in June 1941 for a reorganisation of the War Cabinet, he was resentful and irritated, and told Beaverbrook that if he could not be allowed to direct the war himself, he would resign.5

Criticism of Churchill for constitutional abuse was also muted, although it certainly took place. Because of the new position he created for himself as Minister of Defence, his direct intercourse with the Chiefs of Staff was perfectly legitimate. It was also unprecedented and often resented, but it was essential and productive. Churchill brought with him in 1940 an extensive knowledge, in theory and in practice, of the conduct of war. He had never been to Staff College, and had no experience as a staff officer or indeed of any sort of senior command. But he had studied the conduct of warfare across the centuries; and through his times at the Admiralty, at the War Office and at the Air Ministry, together with his intimate involvement in the developments of aerial warfare through the 1930s, he had acquired a vast amount of technical knowledge.

It was a strange feature of the 1930s that despite being on the political sidelines, Churchill was kept peculiarly well informed about military developments at home as well as in Germany. A number of courageous individuals risked their careers because of their conviction that he apprehended Britain’s danger more accurately than anyone else. Major Desmond Morton, with whom Churchill had worked in the First War (when Morton survived a bullet through his heart), and who was now at the Industrial Intelligence Centre, monitoring German industrial development, supplied him with the facts which he deployed so effectively to contrast German rearmament with inaction at home. Morton was joined later by Ralph Wigram, who provided Churchill with information from the Foreign Office on German aircraft production. A year later, Squadron Leader Tore Anderson provided great detail on the inadequate personnel and equipment in the Royal Air Force. There were others, such as Brigadier Hobart of the Royal Tank Corps.

Not all the information that came to Churchill did so by unofficial routes. With Baldwin’s approval, The Secretary of State for Air, Sir Philip Cunliffe-Lister, invited Churchill to join the Air Defence Research Sub-Committee in July 1935. The Chief of the Imperial General Staff supplied him with information about the tank programme. The Minister for the Co-ordination of Defence and the Secretary of State for Air allowed him to see secret installations. When Churchill asked Morton in 1929 for classified information, Ramsay MacDonald said, ‘Tell him whatever he wants to know, keep him informed’, and the permission was given in writing and renewed by both Baldwin and Chamberlain. It is far from clear quite what the motives for this liberal policy were: much of the ammunition given to Churchill was immediately directed against the government. It may have been altruism: Baldwin wrote to a friend, ‘If there is going to be a war – and no one can say that there is not – we must keep him fresh to be our war Prime Minister’.6

As Minister of Munitions in the First World War, he had learned much about the material aspects of war. He had worked with the Chief of the US War Industries Board, Bernard Baruch, that six-foot five-inch giant who was the source of information not only on American military production but also on how Churchill could lose a fortune in the Wall Street crash. He was well equipped to understand the significance of the loss of equipment at Dunkirk and the need for American material support thereafter. His unique daily study of the Ultra decrypts meant that he, more than any other war leader, was aware of the detail of the daily progress of the war.

John Peck of his Private Office recorded, ‘I have the clearest possible recollection of General Ismay talking to me about a meeting of the Chiefs of Staff Committee at which they got completely stuck and admitted that they just did not know what was the right course to pursue; so on a purely military matter, they had come to Churchill, a civilian, for his advice. He introduced some further facts into the equation that had escaped their notice and the solution became obvious.’7

Churchill knew more about the detail of intelligence than any other Prime Minister before him and probably since, and set more store by its value than any of his predecessors. He ‘stood head and shoulders above his political contemporaries in grasping the importance of intelligence and harnessing it to his cause’.8 He had been involved in the birth of the modern British intelligence services at the Home Office before the First World War, and in Room 40 at the Admiralty during that war. Between the wars he sought to maintain his connection with the Secret Service and what it learned, and during the Second World War he cherished and jealously guarded all the secrets that the Ultra decrypts provided as a result of breaking the Enigma key. He understood the huge advantage that a detailed study of Ultra gave him – not only in relation to military matters, but also as insight into international relations through a study of diplomatic traffic.

As the volume of available material grew he had to rely on preparatory sifting, but until then he worked through a huge volume of undigested decrypts. He took security of the material extraordinarily seriously. His secretaries were not aware of Ultra, let alone allowed access to it, and the cost in terms of time of his attention to intelligence was immense.9

After the war Churchill complained to Moran that people talked as if all he had done was to put heart into the British people through his magnificent speeches. What he thought far more important was that he had presided over the practical direction of the war. The sheer effort of doing so was incredible. Because of his insistence, as a result of experience in the First World War, on documenting all orders and instructions that he issued, the record of that effort is preserved. The ministerial boxes followed him wherever he might be in the world, in them a special file from Ismay with reports from the Chiefs, together with the Enigma decrypts. All this – and the records of these travels, the packed Engagement Diaries – testifies to the harnessing of dynamic energy. The most frequent reaction to meeting Churchill in those years is a reference to that energy. It was rigorously directed towards just one end. He told a Private Secretary, ‘Each night, before I go to bed I try myself by Court Martial to see if I have done something really effective during the day – I don’t mean merely pawing the ground, anyone can go through the motions, but something really effective’.10
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The Greatest of the Myths

The War Cabinet initially consisted of Churchill, Chamberlain, Halifax and, for the Labour Party, Attlee and Greenwood: Churchill had one vote out of five. His most momentous battle with his colleagues occurred at the end of May 1940, a battle he chose later not simply to ignore, but rather to deny. In his memoirs, he declared that ‘Future generations may deem it noteworthy that the supreme question of whether we should fight on alone never found a place upon the War Cabinet agenda’. Strictly speaking the matter was not on any written agenda, but he went on to say that it was not ‘even mentioned in our most private conclaves’.1 That was very far from true. There was an amazing, continuous discussion of these proposals throughout 26, 27 and 28 May 1940.2 Roy Jenkins described the denial of these discussions as ‘the most breathtakingly bland piece of misinformation in all six volumes [of the war memoirs].’3

Churchill would never concede that these deliberations took place, and he would certainly never admit that he himself was not in principle hostile to negotiations. In his wonderful declaration to the House of Commons as Prime Minister he had said: ‘You ask, What is our aim. I can answer in one word: Victory – at all costs, victory in spite of all terror; victory, however long and hard the road may be, for without victory there is no survival.’ There was indeed no thought in his mind of an ignoble surrender to the Germans. But he was perfectly realistic in these dark days. On 12 June 1940, for example, when he and Ismay were returning from France, and it was clear that Britain would soon be fighting on alone, Ismay confidently said ‘We’ll win the Battle of Britain’. Churchill stared at him and said, ‘You and I will be dead in three months’ time’.4 He had said something similar a few days earlier to Baldwin. He did believe in eventual British victory: he was not made to imagine anything else. But it would probably be victory following invasion of the British Isles, and only after a long war waged from overseas. Against that likely prospect he never ruled out a negotiated peace – provided it was at the right time and on the right terms.

His confidence in eventual victory flowed in part from the fact that, like many others, Churchill took the erroneous view that the Nazi economy was brittle and overstretched and that a sudden collapse like that of 1918 could be expected. Thus he told Roosevelt on 15 June 1940 that he was not looking for an expeditionary force from the United States: indeed he wanted an American declaration for its moral force even more than for the material assistance that it would bring.

As well as believing that the German economy was on the verge of collapse, Churchill, like others, misled himself by thinking that politically the Nazi regime was vulnerable: under the stresses of war the Germans would throw off a leadership which they did not truly support. But this was not enough to encourage him, at this stage, to consider that he should be looking for outright victory. There is much evidence to show that he was not averse to a negotiated peace, provided it was ‘not destructive of our independence’.5 Indeed, he appears even to have been prepared to cede territory. Chamberlain quotes him as saying, ‘If we could get out of this jam by giving up Malta and Gibraltar and some African colonies he would jump at it’.6

The difference between Churchill and his two Conservative colleagues in the War Cabinet in the critical discussions at the end of May 1940 was that he felt that the time for negotiation was not yet right, and that it should be postponed until talks could be conducted on more equal terms. On 26 May, pressed by Halifax, he said that he would be prepared to discuss terms, ‘even at the cost of some territory’, provided that matters vital to Britain’s independence were unaffected. By 27 May he indicated he was prepared to accept a peace involving ‘the restoration of German colonies and the overlordship of central Europe’, although he thought that Hitler would be very unlikely to settle for that.

Far from not ruling out the possibility of participating in peace negotiations, then, Churchill saw a negotiated peace as the likeliest way in which the war would end. But the negotiations would take place with an economically broken Germany no longer ruled by Hitler. A total British victory was not realistic or conceivable at that stage in the war and had not even been policy when Britain was allied to France with her strong army.7 ‘Victory at all costs’ was a misleading slogan if it implied, as most people thought it did, the total defeat of Germany.

While Churchill might have made some concessions to Germany for the sake of peace, Halifax was prepared to make substantial territorial concessions to Italy to keep her out of the war. In a conversation with the Italian ambassador on 15 May he dropped hints in regard to Gibraltar, Malta and Suez. In a draft that was omitted from his memoirs, Churchill declared that ‘The Foreign Secretary showed himself willing to go a long way to buy off this new and dangerous enemy [Italy]’.8

Halifax’s position was not Churchill’s. He thought that there was no chance of crushing Germany: it was a question of saving as much as possible of Britain’s sovereignty.9 His Note to the War Cabinet of 27 May 1940 suggested an approach to Mussolini as an intermediary for the purpose of sounding out Germany on peace terms.

This ongoing debate continued until 28 May. That day’s discussions began with a War Cabinet at 11.30 a.m., dealing mainly with operational matters. The substantive discussions of the previous days resumed at 4 p.m. and continued until 5.30. Matters were not going well for Churchill. The French wanted to meet Hitler, and Halifax said that he could not see any objection to this. Although Chamberlain was now tending to shift his position and stress the risks involved in mediation, bickering continued between Churchill and Halifax. The debate had become very heated. The PM accused Halifax of advocating capitulation; ‘[N]ations that went down fighting rose again, but those which surrendered tamely were finished’. Halifax responded angrily, saying that nothing he had suggested could even remotely be described as ultimate capitulation. (But remember that the Foreign Office did not abjure the Munich Settlement until 1942.10) The PM said that in any event the chances of decent terms being offered at the present time were a thousand to one against.11 At this stage there was deadlock, and Churchill could have been outvoted.

There was then a break. At six o’clock Churchill addressed a meeting of those Cabinet Ministers who were not in the War Cabinet and to whom, in the press of events, he had not been able to speak. According not only to his own account, but also to Dalton and Amery, the speech he made to them was one of his most powerful: patriotic and effective. Dalton says that it contained the phrase, ‘If this long island story of ours is to end at last, let it end only when each of us lies choking in his own blood upon the ground’. The reception was ecstatic, and buoyed by the support from the wider Cabinet (of whom Halifax had said, ‘The gangsters will shortly be in complete control’) Churchill returned to his four colleagues in the War Cabinet. He told them of the resolve of their colleagues: ‘They had not expressed alarm at the position in France, but had expressed the greatest satisfaction when he had told them that there was no chance of our giving up the struggle. He did not remember having ever before heard a gathering of persons occupying high places in political life express themselves so emphatically.’

The reaction to his speech, in its effect on the War Cabinet, was a pivotal event in world history. ‘Then and there’, said John Lukacs, Churchill ‘saved Britain, and Europe, and Western civilisation.’12

We cannot tell whether Churchill had contrived this coup de théâtre, but shamed by the resolve of their juniors and abandoned by Chamberlain the waverers capitulated without further debate. Halifax made just one final attempt, and suggested Roosevelt as a mediator, rather than Mussolini. Churchill disposed of that very briefly: ‘The Prime Minister thought an appeal to the United States at the present time would be altogether premature. If we made a bold stand against Germany, that would command their admiration and respect; but a grovelling approach, if made now, would have the worst possible effect.’

On the previous day, when Halifax told Cadogan, the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, that he could not continue to work with Churchill, Cadogan replied, ‘Nonsense: his rhodomontades probably bore you as much as they do me, but don’t do anything silly under the stress of that.’13

Halifax did not find Churchill congenial. He said of Churchill’s voice that, ‘It oozes with port, brandy and the chewed cigar’. He did not do anything silly, in the sense of resigning, but he had not quite reached the end of his attempts at negotiation. At the very time that Churchill was making his ‘finest hour’ speech, some sort of discussions were going on between Butler, Halifax’s Under-Secretary, and the Swedish minister in London, Bjorn Prytz. The documents relating to this episode are still unreleased, and that fact is highly suggestive of a further attempt by the Foreign Office to see a negotiated settlement. Indeed as late as early July Cadogan reported that Halifax was entertaining hopes of a peace negotiated through the Vatican. Churchill: ‘I hope it will be made clear to the Nuncio that we do not allow any enquiries to be made as to terms of peace with Hitler’.14 Later in that month, after Hitler’s speech of 19 July, the ambassador in Washington, Lord Lothian, investigated through the intermediation of an American Quaker what German peace terms might be. He was reported as claiming that they were ‘most satisfactory’.15 It was not until the end of the year, when Churchill had strengthened his political position, that he could be confident of hearing no more about seeking terms. Indeed, as late as November in that same year, he himself was still not ruling out the possibility of a negotiated peace. So much for never considering making peace with Germany.

It was a full year before Eden signalled a move away from negotiation in a speech on 5 July 1941 in which he said that ‘We were not prepared to negotiate with Hitler at any time on any subject’. Churchill brought the statement to the attention of the War Cabinet on 7 July 1941 and it was approved and accepted, as a new policy position. Even so, on 27 November 1941 he was minuted as saying at a War Cabinet meeting that ‘We had made a public statement that we would not negotiate with Hitler or with the Nazi régime’; but he thought it would be going too far to say that Britain would not negotiate with a Germany controlled by the army. It was impossible to forecast what form of government there might be in Germany at a time when their resistance weakened and they wished to negotiate.16

The May meetings were the high-water mark of Cabinet rebellion. By January of the following year, the War Cabinet had been expanded in size to eight, four of the members being departmental Ministers. Additionally, Churchill arranged that the leader of the Liberal Party and Air Minister, Sir Archibald Sinclair, should join the War Cabinet when any matter affecting significant political or party issues were involved. Sinclair was a devoted Churchillian, his ADC on the Western Front and almost a second son. He wrote to Churchill in April 1916, expressing his ‘longing to serve you in politics – more humbly but more energetically than I have been able to in war.’17 In the Second World War according to the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography Churchill ‘continued to treat Archie as a subaltern and social companion …’ His recruitment was a neat way of turning the balance of power in a War Cabinet which in any event became less significant.

Halifax’s wings were clipped, but Churchill was still conscious that he represented a threat. In his first reshuffle he tried to persuade him to abandon the Foreign Office and take over Chamberlains position as Lord President. Although he failed, he was soon able to send him off to Washington as ambassador, a post he offered on another occasion to Lloyd George: a convenient place for stowing away rivals. When Lloyd George had briefly been considered for the post, Halifax reported that Churchill had felt it would be necessary to cross-examine him first to see whether he had ‘the root of the matter in him … By this he means that any peace terms … offered … must not be destructive of our independence’.18

It is interesting, and indicative of just how far Churchill was from victory at any price or unconditional surrender at this stage that the formula which he proposed to use to establish whether Lloyd George did have the root of the matter in him was no more than the form of words which Halifax had used in the May 1940 Cabinet debate.19
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The Machinery of Command

The next structural matter to which Churchill turned his attention related to the military direction of the war. As War Minister in the First War he had seen at first hand the paralysing struggles between politicians and professional soldiers, and the strange belief among the latter that even in the conditions of total, twentieth-century war, they composed a privileged and arcane profession with which the politicians had no right to interfere. Churchill had no intention of finding himself in the position of Lloyd George in his dealings with Sir William Robertson, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, and Sir Douglas Haig. He said to Boothby: ‘It took Armageddon to make me Prime Minister, but now I am there I am determined that power shall be in no other hands but mine. There will no more Kitcheners, Fishers or Haigs’.1

Prior to becoming Prime Minister, Churchill had already been able to use his position as First Lord of the Admiralty to deploy an unusual degree of control over the war as a whole, but he had not been impressed by the machinery he was required to use. War direction was in the hands of the Ministerial Committee for the Co-ordination of Defence, initially chaired by Chamberlain, but then by Churchill in his role as First Lord. A Chiefs of Staff Committee already existed, but met separately. The Chiefs of Staff did not like Churchill’s style and he, for his part, was aware that they could always appeal over his head to the Prime Minister.

The system was inefficient and muddled. It was much improved by the model that he now established as Prime Minister, combining the premiership with the Ministry of Defence. This was a novel departure, and Churchill implemented it with great expedition. His appointment as Minister of Defence was made in the very first round of ministerial appointments on 11 May 1940, along with just his seven most senior colleagues.2 The assumption of this dual role addressed the criticism made of the Chamberlain government that no one Minister had responsibility for prosecuting the war. Churchill had given the matter much thought before his becoming Prime Minister had even been a real prospect. The War Office, which he disliked even more than the Foreign Office,3 was now reduced to administrative functions. The Ministerial Co-ordination Committee was abolished.

As Minister of Defence he presided over a non-existent Ministry. It consisted of him, Prime Minister under a different name, and a very small staff. It was a fiction, but a fiction that critically allowed him to overcome the service resistance to political direction that had bedevilled Lloyd George’s conduct of the First World War. The fictional Ministry was reinforced by Lindemann’s Statistical Branch, which Churchill brought with him from the Admiralty, and which was a device for appraisal and statistical evaluation.

The Chiefs of Staff Committee now met with Churchill, as Minister of Defence, on a daily basis, and a modus vivendi between the military and the political was established that had never existed before. It was certainly not without its tensions – Churchill strongly believed in ‘creative tension’ – and the Chiefs of Staff were frequently infuriated by his rudeness, advocacy of hare-brained schemes and predilection for testing arguments by prolonged and heated opposition. He sought to assess the validity of his own arguments by forcing them on his interlocutors at very great length, appearing to register no valid opposition. In his history of the war, Churchill is said to have represented the proceedings of his meetings with the Chiefs of Staff as ‘A monologue only occasionally interrupted by what were no more than distant voices and echoes’; but that is an oversimplification. What really took place was ‘an incessant dialogue between Churchill and his military advisers, and with his political advisers too.’4

Churchill, said David Stafford, talking about intelligence matters, but in words which have a more general application, ‘leaned heavily on his advisers and listened to them carefully, but never allowed himself to be imprisoned by them. By temperament acutely aware of the deadly power of institutional inertia and déformations professionnelles, he always valued independent and trusted sources …’5

In a post-war interview with Francis Williams, Attlee was asked whether Churchill had too much control over the strategic planning of the war. He said that was not the case: ‘Winston was the driving force, a great War Minister … but there was quite a lot of discussion at the Defence Committee’. He conceded that there could be a great deal of disagreement, but was asked if in the event Churchill had his way. He said that that was often the case. ‘But there were quite a lot of occasions when he didn’t. He’d get some idea he wanted to press, but after we had considered it the rest of us would have to tell him that there was no value in it.’

Attlee went on to say, ‘Winston was sometimes an awful nuisance … but he always accepted the verdict of the Chiefs of Staff when it came to it, and it was a great advantage for him to be there driving them all the time … we always accepted their professional advice. Even Winston did after a struggle. We never moved on a professional matter without them.’6 But he made a hugely significant caveat – ‘But you needed someone to prod the Chiefs of Staff.’ It is of crucial importance to remember this when one reads the diaries and memoirs of the military men.

It was a system that no one would have devised or sought to justify, and it worked remarkably well. Of course the generals were none the worse for prodding. The easiest way not to lose a battle is not to fight it. When Churchill was told that Hitler constantly interfered with his generals, his unrepentant reaction was to say ‘I do the same’.7 Churchill may have been at fault in not putting more pressure on the professionals. Even a commentator as critical of Churchill as Liddell Hart acknowledges that ‘his minutes from 1940 on show him as being usually in advance of his official military advisers and executants’ and he goes on to wonder why the PM did not push them ‘along faster or replace them with more forward-thinking men’.8

He was more than a galvanising and inspiring catalyst in the discussions of the Chiefs of Staff. They were so burdened and preoccupied by practical considerations that lay below the level of true strategy that they were not often able to discuss that subject.9 Churchill, taking the grander view, brought to the Chiefs of Staff a scale of vision that they individually and collectively lacked.

He also brought to his meetings with the Chiefs the great advantage of his compendious knowledge of the intelligence reports. The scale of the material he had studied meant that he could form a much broader appreciation of events than they. Intelligence was indeed one of the weapons he and they used in their battles. As Churchill insisted on his own direct access to the products of Bletchley Park he was at a great advantage against the Chiefs, whose information was at second hand. Accordingly, the Chiefs sought to establish the Joint Intelligence Committee as the repository and distributor of intelligence material with the responsibility for ensuring that intelligence underpinned strategy and operations. Eventually the JIC did come to fulfil that role, but not without some mistakes along the way, and not for some time. Until it had acquired sufficient skills and resources, Churchill was frequently able to outflank the Chiefs because of his command of intelligence. He was well aware of this and took pains not to be controlled. Reports were not ‘to be sifted and digested by the various Intelligence authorities’: they were to go straight to him via Desmond Morton.10 It was not until the spring of 1941 that in this respect ‘the Chiefs were able to battle with Churchill on a level playing field’.11

The system worked well in part because of the diplomacy of Major-General Hastings (‘Pug’) Ismay, who headed the skeletal defence office, supported by Colonel Leslie Hollis and Colonel Ian Jacob (both later major-generals). Ismay’s role was critical and had two functions: he was Churchill’s principal staff officer, an executive post, but he was also, as a member of the Chiefs of Staff Committee, involved in the formulation of policy. He had to maintain the metaphysical distinction between the two positions. Churchill once asked him his views on a decision of the Chiefs, which he had communicated to the Prime Minister. Ismay said that if his services were to be valued, the Prime Minister must never ask that question. ‘And he never did.’12

Under these three men there were a Joint Planning Committee and the Joint Intelligence Committee, which both evolved plans of their own and evaluated those put to them by the Chiefs of Staff Committee. The whole thing was fairly fluid and organic.

Having established himself as Minister of Defence, Churchill appointed two sub-committees of the non-existent Defence Committee: Defence Committee (Operations) and Defence Committee (Supply). The former was the key one, consisting of Churchill, Attlee and the three Service Ministers, with the Chiefs of Staff always in attendance. The War Cabinet was supposed to be served by the Defence Committee (Operations) and the Defence Committee (Supply) but increasingly left the Prime Minister and the Chiefs of Staff to get on with things and came to play little part in the direction of the war. Initially its Defence Committee, consisting of Attlee, Beaver-brook and the three Service Ministers, met frequently, but the meetings took place progressively less often. The Service Ministers themselves played largely administrative roles.

The army representative on the Chiefs of Staff Committee consisted of the Chief of the Imperial General Staff. Ironside was succeeded by Dill as CIGS in May 1940 and Alan Brooke succeeded Dill in December 1941. The navy’s representative was initially Dudley Pound, who was succeeded as First Sea Lord by A.B. Cunningham in September 1943. For the Royal Air Force, Newall was succeeded by Portal in October 1940.

The changed approach at the centre of the direction of the war was dramatic. There are many descriptions of the sheer physical force that Churchill brought to bear, striding from room to room, summoning queues of Ministers and civil servants, demanding Action this Day on the famous red cards, ending the leisurely practices of peacetime and expecting the same total commitment to winning the war that he himself evinced.

He ruled from the start that his orders would be given in writing, and that only written orders were to be regarded as having his authority. His output is staggering – in its size, but in many other respects as well. Those who regard Churchill as little more than a bombastic orator should study what he wrote. Perhaps the most outstanding feature is the grasp of detail, a grasp that could be reflected in a highly intricate dissection of technical issues, but which could also extend to the no less detailed review of huge strategic issues examined at very great length in panoramic surveys. Smaller subjects were also taken in – smaller subjects that mattered to individuals: an unfairness, an abuse, a misuse of power by lowly officials.

He was particularly sensitive, patrician though he was, to injustices imposed for reasons of class or prejudice. There is always a profound sense of humanity. In the darkest of days and working crippling hours he found time to write letters of condolence and sympathy to a widow or mother of whom he had heard, often hardly known to him, and the tender, thoughtful messages he sent must have meant much to the recipients.

He found time to pursue some pet subjects. He was always interested in feeding the people and achieving a fair distribution of food resources. The Egg Production Scheme received a lot of idiosyncratic attention and it was noted that ‘[a]lthough rabbits are not by themselves nourishing, they are a pretty good mitigation of vegetarianism’.13

When Lloyd George attacked Churchill in the House of Commons on 7 May 1941 for being surrounded by yes-men, rather than people who would stand up to him and say, ‘No, no, no’, the Prime Minister expostulated to his oldest political ally in some frustration, ‘Why, goodness gracious, has he no idea how strong the negative principle is in the constitution of the British war-making machine? The difficulty is not, I assure him, to have more brakes put on the wheels; the difficulty is to get more impetus and speed behind it.’14 The minutes and memoranda were the attempt to generate that impetus and speed. The drive that lies behind them, the precision of the carefully chosen language in which they are couched, their logic and persuasiveness are the evidence of a powerful, disciplined and amazingly well-stocked mind.

Very soon his immediate entourage and his civil servants resigned themselves to this new regime and even found themselves swept up in its stimulating current. Initially there were reservations and complaints; and some reached Clementine. Typically, she thought it wise to relay the complaints to her husband. She wrote a letter on 23 June 1940, had second thoughts and tore it up, only to rewrite it a few days later, burdening Churchill, in these inordinately stressful days with reports that his manner was described as ‘rough, sarcastic and over-bearing’. As Sir Martin Gilbert has pointed out, ‘This was the same man who had been described three weeks earlier as “a mountain of energy and good nature”, and within the following few weeks as “in wonderful spirits … full of offensive plans” and “most genial” ’.15 On the very day that Clementine wrote her letter Colville described Churchill lying in bed, gazing affectionately at his cat, Nelson, and murmuring, ‘Cat, darling’.16 She asked him to use his powers with ‘urbanity, kindness and if possible Olympic calm’. It was an unnecessary letter at such a time, not thoughtless – far from that – but ill advised. Her husband was working eighteen hours a day to stave off defeat.

Churchill’s self-confidence was not dented. He had achieved a great deal. He had become Prime Minister at a time when his abilities were indispensable. Despite great political weakness he had secured his position for the moment. He had improved on the machinery of waging war which had been so ineffective in 1914–18. But he had a tiny and inefficient army, which was being swept off mainland Europe and his only ally was about to sue for peace.
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The Battle of France

In parallel with consolidating his position and constructing machinery for the direction of the war, every minute of Churchill’s day was devoted to addressing the question of how to avoid imminent military defeat. Three weeks after he came into office he asked the Chiefs of Staff for an assessment of Britain’s chances. There was little to reassure him in their reply. They reported on 26 May, concluding only on balance that Britain might survive; and even that depended on some fairly dodgy assumptions regarding the maintenance of the link with North America and keeping the RAF and the supply of aircraft to it in business. Churchill expected an invasion in which he would die in a heroic last stand. ‘Take one with you’ was to be the slogan.

All that lay between Britain and that invasion was France. His first military task therefore was to try to rally the French against the Germans with the support of the British Expeditionary Force. By the time he arrived on the scene there was in truth little he could do, and spur-of-the-moment attempts to galvanise the weak and demoralised British troops into last-minute activity irritated the army. Henry Pownall, for example, Chief of Staff to the Expeditionary Force, reacted furiously to Churchill’s peremptory demand on 23 May for a counterattack by eight divisions from three different armies at an hour’s notice: ‘The man’s mad’.1

But what the British army could do in France was pretty insignificant. It was a tiny force. Nothing on a substantial scale had been planned and by the end of 1939 only five regular British divisions had arrived in France. In the spring of 1940 eight territorial divisions were sent; but their experience had been limited to guard duties. The War Office did not even have up-to-date maps of France and some divisions were not equipped with knives, forks and mugs.

The Battle of France would not be won or lost by Britain; indeed Britain’s role could only be marginal. Churchill had to encourage France to try to save herself – both for her own sake and for the sake of her ally. At the cost of an enormous injection of energy – physical and emotional – he did all he could for France, the country he loved so much and whose history he knew so well,2 and in which he chose to spend so much time, the country which he had first visited in 1883 at the age of nine, driving with his father through the Place de la Concorde, when he saw the monuments of Alsace and Lorraine draped in black crêpe after their annexation by the Germans thirteen years before.

From France he sent an urgent telegram to the War Cabinet on 16 May asking them, against the advice they were being given by Dowding, to allow six more squadrons to be used ‘not for any local purpose, but to give the last chance to the French army to rally its wavering strength. It would not be good historically if their requests were denied and their ruin resulted … I must have answer by midnight in order to encourage the French. Telephone to Ismay at embassy in Hindustani’.3 Beyond that, Churchill had to accept Dowding’s advice, rejecting repeated requests from the French, even one as late as 16 June, when Jean Monnet flew to London (de Gaulle, who was with Monnet and, exceptionally, spoke in English, told Churchill, ‘I think you are quite right’).4

Britain and France had made a formal, mutual commitment that neither would make a separate peace. As the last days of French liberty ebbed away, the French had to confront this undertaking again and again. It soon became clear that both Pétain and Weygand were for an armistice and against continuing the war from, for instance, North Africa. Towards the end of May, France began to talk of asking for terms through Italy. While they awaited Britain’s response to such an initiative, Daladier, the latest in a series of Foreign Ministers, panicked at the prospect of Italy’s joining Germany in the war against France: he prepared a draft telegram offering substantial colonial concessions. Britain’s lengthy and anxious Cabinet discussions on the same subject of looking for terms concluded on 28 May, with a firm but far from inevitable decision against treating. Daladier was informed, and his telegram was not sent.

Despite his later denunciation of ‘the Italian jackal … trying to pick up an empire on the cheap’, Churchill’s attitude to Mussolini at the moment had to be eminently flexible. He made it known to Italy that if she were to remain neutral, she would be entitled to participate in eventual peace negotiations as a victorious co-belligerent. Unattracted by this distant reward, Italy joined the war on 10 June. France was on the brink of the surrender which was to follow just two days later, but already, and while still Britain’s ally, obstructed Churchill’s attempts to attack the new enemy. Ismay reported to Churchill that the French would not allow the RAF units still in France to take off on bombing raids against Italy. Churchill raised the matter at once with Reynaud and Weygand. They claimed that there was a misunderstanding, but the following morning Ismay was told that the French had now placed farm carts on the runway to make it impossible for British bombers to attack France’s enemies.

Ahead of French capitulation the Prime Minister shuttled indefatigably backwards and forwards from England to France, trying to put heart into his allies. He made no less than six exhausting trips across the Channel, always at some risk of being shot down. Two of the visits involved overnight stays.

Pre-war planning had long envisaged that opposition to Germany would consist of a close alliance with France. To an even greater extent than in the First World War, the French military contribution was to exceed that of Britain, whose participation would largely be in the air. Despite the knowledge that there must be the closest cooperation between one small British Army and the eight French ones, there was in fact extraordinarily little liaison. It thus came as a chilling surprise for Churchill, on 16 May, when he asked, ‘Ouù est le masse de la manœuvre?’ to be told ‘There is no reserve’. Churchill recorded,

I admit this was one of the greatest surprises I have had in my life. Why had I not known more about it, even though I had been so busy in the Admiralty? Why had the British Government, the War Office above all, not known more about it? It was no excuse that the French High Command would not impart their dispositions to us or to Lord Gort except in vague outline. We had a right to know. We ought to have insisted.5

Perhaps they should have insisted, but the fact is that requests for military information from the French were usually unavailing. French officers frequently declined to tell their British counterparts what their dispositions consisted of.6 The net result was that the British had no knowledge of their Allies’ – their only Allies’ – Order of Battle.

In the absence of a reserve, the British and French armies separated and Britain fell back on Dunkirk. Reynaud had drafted an order, which said that French troops were to make their way to the embarkation beaches, ‘the British forces embarking first’. Churchill intervened explosively: ‘Non! Partage: bras-dessus, bras-dessous’.7 But Weygand placed obstructions in the way of evacuation of French troops, and some ships sailed off empty.

At Calais, where British and French forces were also pinned down, the French General Fagalde threatened to use force to stop the British from embarking – a disappointing reaction in view of the fact that the British were only at Calais to demonstrate solidarity with the French. For flawed and symbolic reasons Churchill chose to compound the mistake, by ordering the British Calais troops to hold out and refrain from surrendering.

After Dunkirk there was a wave of Anglophobia in France. While that was to be expected among those who did not know the detail of events, it was not confined to such people. Weygand accused the BEF of ‘a refusal to fight’,8 and Pétain, recalling the moment when the Kaiserschlacht threatened to break the Anglo-French line in 1918, said to the British that he had given them forty divisions then. ‘Where are your forty divisions now?’ There were particularly bitter attacks on Britain for not contributing a greater air element to the defence of France. Account was not taken of the fact that in just two months Britain had lost 959 aircraft and 435 pilots, and that she had only 331 modern fighters left.9 France’s plight was not the fault of Britain or France alone – it was a joint responsibility for failing to think through their preparations for a war that they knew was coming.

The series of historic meetings held in the shadow of France’s collapse were of necessity rushed and ill planned. The political complexities on the French side were subtle and it was often difficult to know how far French remarks were to be taken at face value and how far they were designed to stimulate changes of position among colleagues in an uneasy coalition. Churchill was magnificent in English and in French, but the French generals, especially Weygand, the Commander-in-Chief, and Pétain and even Churchill’s old friend, Georges, were full of gloom. Only Reynaud, the Prime Minister, showed much inclination to fight on.

Churchill returned to London from his 10 June excursion and wrote to Roosevelt, urging him to stiffen French resolve. He was back at Weygand’s headquarters on 11 and 12 June, and left with confirmation that France would not make peace without consulting him. On 13 June, he returned to France to meet Reynaud at Tours. By this stage, the effects of war on France were very evident. Churchill’s aircraft had to find a landing between craters. No one was at the airport to meet him, and the conference took time to assemble. Weygand had said that an armistice must be asked for at once. Reynaud was still resisting, but he, too, had asked Roosevelt for help and now intended to send a final request for American intervention, spelling out that otherwise the consequences would be Roosevelt’s responsibility.

The British were taken aback by how fast the situation had changed, and it took them some time to realise that Reynaud was now telling them that France could resist no more. He asked them to release France from the reciprocal commitment not to make a separate peace. Churchill replied with great sympathy and understanding and did not underestimate the consequence of the loss of the British Army in the north of France, but he did not give the consent that Reynaud sought and he ended by looking hard at him and saying, ‘that is my answer to your question’. Unqualified as that answer was, Reynaud asked for clarification. Churchill spoke with tears in his eyes: ‘I have already said we would refrain from reproaches and recriminations. The cause of France will always be dear to us, and if we win the war we will one day restore her to all her power and dignity. But that is a very different thing from asking Great Britain to consent to a departure from the solemn undertaking binding two countries’.10

The meeting then broke up so that the British could talk together in the garden. When it resumed, de Gaulle had arrived uninvited and took the liberty of joining the meeting. He had not heard the earlier exchanges and does not appear to have understood what was now being said. Churchill started by saying explicitly that ‘Nothing in the discussion he had just had with his colleagues had led any of them to change their views. Lord Halifax and Lord Beaverbrook had expressed their approbation with what he had said just now, and it could therefore be assumed that the Cabinet would also agree,’11 but for some inexplicable reason de Gaulle understood Churchill to be agreeing to release France from her commitment.

All the evidence available makes it totally clear that he was wrong.12 Churchill was of course profoundly sympathetic to the predicament of France, whose historic role he recognised and respected, and de Gaulle may have been misled by his compassion, his failure to bluster, his respect for his allies in their disaster. In any event, he was quickly told he was mistaken. Spears told him so almost immediately and when de Gaulle replied that Baudouin was saying something different, Spears ran after the Prime Minister’s car. Churchill confirmed the position to Spears: ‘Churchill had said “Je comprends” to indicate that he understood what Reynaud was saying: not that he approved of it. “Comprendre means understand in French, doesn’t it?” Churchill asked Spears. “Well”, said Winston, “when for once I use exactly the right word in their own language, it is going rather far to assume that I intended it to assume that I meant something quite different. Tell them my French is not so bad as all that.” ’13 But despite the correction, de Gaulle continued to believe that Britain had connived in a turnaround by Reynaud which he could not accept. Whatever he thought of Reynaud, he was unfair to Churchill.

In London on 16 June with Jean Monnet, de Gaulle was told by the ambassador, Corbin, that Reynaud had sent a telegram to Churchill making a final request to allow France to ask for an armistice and implying that he would resign if Britain refused.

Corbin and Monnet then told de Gaulle of the remarkable proposal for a union between France and Britain which they had worked out with Sir Robert Vansittart, Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office from 1938 to 1941 and now Chief Diplomatic Adviser to the Foreign Secretary. De Gaulle was very doubtful about the feasibility of the scheme but endorsed it in the hope that it would strengthen Reynaud’s position against his less stalwart colleagues. It is interesting that the proposal originated in France – as did the similar proposal which is now known to have been made in 1956 by the French Prime Minister Guy Mollet.

When Churchill heard of the proposal he was not impressed and indeed had little opportunity to consider it as he negotiated to hold the French from capitulating. He was deeply involved in an attempt to persuade the United States to lend support to France. He had sent telegrams to Roosevelt on 13, 14 and 15 June, reminding him that without American support France would cease to resist. Eventually, however, he was persuaded by de Gaulle that the union offer should be made, and the Cabinet too agreed that the proposal might as well be issued. The proposal was relayed by Churchill to Reynaud by telephone: ‘Hello, Reynaud! De Gaulle is right! Our proposal may have great consequences. Il faut tenir! Well, see you tomorrow! At Concarneau’. It was only when Chamberlain had an audience that evening that the King learned about the adjustment to his territories.14

Before Churchill could leave for Concarneau the following day he heard that Reynaud had resigned and that Pétain had been asked to form a government. Churchill was not on metropolitan French soil again until after D-Day. Pétain’s response to the union proposal was ‘Why fuse with a corpse?’ The corpse he was referring to was Britain’s. The Council of Ministers equally failed to rise to the level of events, and there were references to not wishing to be subjects of His Britannic Majesty or to see France become one of the Dominions of the British Empire. Many leading British statesmen were hardly more enthusiastic, but that did not mean that Britain was not hurt by the speedy rejection of a morally costly offer, and the entente cordiale died with it.15

That was the end of France. It had been spelled out on the evening of 16 June, when Roosevelt’s response to France’s pleas had arrived, essentially negative. Right up to the last minute, Britain continued to provide material support to France. It is often forgotten that after Dunkirk fresh British troops were sent back to France. But the French political and indeed military command was now in pieces. Weygand was flatly refusing to obey Reynaud’s orders. There were violent rows between the two men. Reynaud was now in a minority in arguing against an armistice. He resigned and the President, Lebrun, called in the presidents of the two Chambers of Parliament for their constitutional advice on who Reynaud’s successor should be. They recommended that Reynaud should be reappointed. Lebrun, however, felt there was no alternative but to appoint Pétain. France was no longer at war. George VI spoke for many of his countrymen when he reacted to the fall of France by saying that things would be a lot easier now that Britain did not have to bother about her allies.

What was Britain now to say to the renewed request that France be released from her undertaking? Churchill was aghast at the proposal: ‘Tell them that if they let us have their fleet we shall never forget, but that if they surrender without consulting us we shall never forgive. We shall blacken their name for a thousand years!’ Then he added ‘Don’t, of course, do that just yet’. The gravity of the situation did not overwhelm him: he was in particularly good spirits that evening, reciting poetry, murmuring ‘Bang, bang, bang, Goes the farmer’s gun, Run, rabbit, run, rabbit, Run, run, run’ before taking a turn in the garden, telling one or two dirty stories to his staff and bidding them good night at 1.30: ‘Goodnight, my children.’16

There was little point in refusing point blank to agree to what was going to happen anyway and the best that could be done appeared to be to accede, subject to the condition that the French fleet moved to British ports. The final British response to France’s request that she might sue for a separate peace was given in a telegram sent on 16 June. It pointed out that the agreement forbidding separate negotiations had been made with the French Republic, and not with any particular administration: ‘It therefore involves the honour of France’. Britain wholly excluded itself from any part in an enquiry about terms but consented to France’s doing so, ‘provided, but only provided, that the French fleet has sailed forthwith for British harbours pending negotiations’.17 Churchill sent a personal telegram, recording that he could not believe that ‘the illustrious Marshal Pétain and the famous General Weygand will injure their ally by delivering over to the enemy the fine French fleet. Such an action would scarify their names for a thousand years of history.’ For the moment, that did the trick.

The consequences of the fall of France were immense. Mussolini, who had been hesitating on the sidelines, was reassured that there were opportunities to be exploited. When he declared war on France on 10 July the Mediterranean was no longer Britain’s. Indeed, with Italy in the war and the French fleet out of it, Britain had to make a choice between Mediterranean and Far Eastern strategy. As early as 28 June the Australian and New Zealand governments were told that it was not practical for Britain to send a fleet to defend Singapore. There were thus direct repercussions in both the Far East and in the Mediterranean. There was to be debate about whether Britain’s Mediterranean Strategy was the creation of Brooke or of Churchill. Perhaps it was Pétain’s.

The consequences of the nature of the fall of France were also hugely significant. Defeated France, Vichy France, remained to an extent an unknown quantity until the unoccupied area was taken over by the Germans in 1942. On several occasions Vichy came close to entering the war on the German side. Vichy France had to be humoured, principally to avoid precipitating a transfer of its fleet to Germany. America and Britain interpreted this need in different ways, and there were serious differences between the allies about who represented Free France and indeed how far Free France should be recognised.

A deficiency in French morale undercut all that had been done to prepare for war at a material level. France had rearmed strongly ahead of the war, and there was a confident belief in France as in Britain that the superior vitality of the economies of the allies would enable them to survive a prolonged war and to defeat Germany, whose economy was believed to be overstretched and precarious. In 1938 defence spending equalled a third of all French government spending and by 1940 France had more tanks (at 2,900) than Germany – even allowing for seized Czechoslovak tanks. French artillery also substantially outnumbered German – 11,200 guns to 7,710. In aircraft she was not nearly so well off. Britain’s role was to be primarily naval, but the military contribution was also expected to assist18 – to some extent, but not a lot. At the time of the Munich Crisis the British army numbered just 180,000 men, with a Territorial Army of 130,000. Germany had 550,000, with a further 500,000 in reserve. Gort, as CIGS, said, ‘In the circumstances, it would be murder to send our forces overseas to fight a first-class power’.

Diplomatic preparations for the war had been less than satisfactory: France’s attempts to secure allies against the Nazi menace (in which she was not assisted by Britain) had been remarkably unsuccessful and such allies as she had were those countries which fell to Hitler in the years that led up to 1939.

The alliance between Britain and France itself was not a particularly cordial one. After the First World War the two countries had drifted apart. Among military men in Britain there were many who thought that the First World War had been a temporary aberration from the tradition of fighting against the French, and even among senior politicians there was often a surprisingly crude dislike of Gallic neighbours. Liberal British thinkers felt that since 1918 France had adopted a militaristic and aggressive spirit. France was equally un-enthusiastic about Britain. Many Frenchmen felt that they had borne the brunt of the fighting in the First World War and that Britain was now, more than ever, prepared to fight to the last Frenchman.

Efforts had been made to overcome this mood of hostility. The King and Queen visited France for four days in 1938 and the following year President Lebrun paid a return state visit to London. ‘Chips’ Channon sourly referred to the visit as a ‘Frog week’ organised for the sake of ‘pro-frog boys’ like Eden and Churchill. Chamberlain was not a ‘pro-frog boy’, but he enjoyed the entertainment after Lebrun’s speech so much that he got hiccups.19

Even at this distance, even with the benefit of hindsight and seventy years of research, the speed and profundity of France’s collapse is difficult to understand. The reaction to the defeat of France in so short a space was generally one of amazement. Rebecca West said that it ranked as a tragedy ‘as supreme in history as Hamlet and Othello and King Lear rank in art’. The Canadian Prime Minister, Mackenzie King said ‘It is midnight in Europe’. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry was stunned: ‘Surely I must be dreaming’. Churchill: ‘I was dumbfounded. What were we to think of the great French Army and its highest chiefs?’20
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