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Preface

From September 1939 until December 1941, Europe tore itself apart while the United States watched. Believing themselves to be safely distanced from the fighting, most Americans wanted no part of another war just two decades after the last one. This time, they thought, let the Europeans clean up their own mess.

One person who wasn’t willing to be just a spectator was Edward R. Murrow. With the words “This is London,” the CBS broadcaster arrived in Americans’ living rooms straight from the war zone, bringing with him air raid sirens, bomb blasts, and stories of courageous Brits who would not be beaten into submission. After listening to Murrow in London, Americans started thinking: Maybe, just maybe, we should help them.

Murrow wanted Americans to rouse themselves, recognize the menace of Adolf Hitler, and come to the rescue of Britain, the last bulwark against Nazi conquest. He was just a journalist, but he realized he could use the young medium of radio to galvanize public opinion and push U.S. policymakers. He worked hard to make Americans aware of what was at stake and how the danger that seemed so distant now would soon threaten them. Murrow also assisted the British government’s courtship of America, providing advice about how to best use radio’s political power, and in one instance he helped secure American funding for a British intelligence operation that monitored other nations’ radio broadcasts.

Should he have been doing all that? Given Murrow’s standing as the patron saint of American journalism, questioning his ethics is uncommon, but the conventional rule is that journalists should report—not make—the news, and should keep their distance from those they cover. Objectivity should be paramount. After examining Murrow’s on- and off-air work in London, those who rail against journalistic bias can argue that he abandoned neutrality and embraced partisanship.

But his defenders can point out, in hindsight, that he was on the side of the angels, sensibly warning America about Hitler’s true intentions and recommending the wisest course of action—to promptly do whatever was necessary to stop Nazi Germany.

As a teacher of journalism and practicing journalist, I have long admired Murrow’s skill as a broadcaster and his commitment to maintaining the highest standards of his profession. I think there was no ethical transgression by Murrow; a journalist who sees evil has a responsibility to alert the world to it. Journalists are the sentinels of conscience and in that role should not be totally constrained by objectivity, which is a useful but not absolute standard. Murrow moved in tandem with Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill to push the United States away from its self-deluding notion that it could go its own way, safe amidst the world’s storms. He did not see a need to divorce journalism from patriotism. In hindsight it is clear that Murrow’s appraisal of Hitler and his opinion about American intervention were correct, and Americans were well served by his passionate commitment to both his journalism and his cause.

Others in the news business have stepped beyond reporting the news and affected public policy. During the 1890s, publishers William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer so inflamed public opinion that President William McKinley slid into the Spanish-American War. Since Murrow’s time, graphic television images of war, famine, and other horrors have influenced foreign policy through the “CNN effect.” But Murrow’s experience was special in a number of respects.

First, the stakes were incredibly high because of the magnitude of Hitler’s threat as he built his empire and obliterated those who did not fit into his plans for the German Reich and its master race. Murrow frequently insisted that there was a moral duty to fight in order to stop the spread of this unprecedented evil.

Second, Murrow worked alongside giants. The political and rhetorical skills of Roosevelt and Churchill have rarely been matched by leaders before or since. Murrow knew both men well and formed an unspoken but firm alliance with them to reach their common goals of ensuring Britain’s survival and bringing America into the war.

Murrow’s broadcasts were haunting and inspiring, describing the import of the global struggle and the tenacity of individual Britons. Night after night, he told London’s story after watching waves of attacking planes and picking his way through fiery, rubble-strewn streets. He was part of a journalistic community that included many of the profession’s finest—Eric Sevareid, Charles Collingwood, Mollie Painter-Downes, Ernie Pyle, Larry LeSueur, Quentin Reynolds, and others.

Less visibly, he engaged in the politics behind the news. Privately and on the air, he made no secret of his dislike for advocates of appeasement, including American ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy, and although he frequently told his listeners in the United States that they must decide for themselves whether Britain was worth helping, his own views were obvious.

Understanding Murrow’s journalism requires knowing something about this complicated man. When he came to London in 1937 to direct the European operations of CBS, he and his wife Janet were just in their twenties. Before and during the war, their love for London and their admiration for the British character never faltered, nor did their idealism as they watched democracy battle fascism. At work, Ed kept up a ferocious pace. He spent his days gathering news and wrapped up his broadcasts after midnight, then he prowled the streets to survey the latest damage inflicted by the Germans, and finally he returned home with perhaps a few journalists or politicians in tow to play poker, drink whisky, and talk through the day’s events. He sometimes slipped into deep depression, particularly about his country’s refusal to face reality, and he and Janet—like other Londoners—faced the constant pressures of life under siege.

While the dark poetry of Murrow’s broadcasts helped focus Americans’ attention on Britain’s courageous stand, Roosevelt was adroitly moving the United States closer to war. He had to do so cautiously because isolationist sentiment, led by the likes of Charles Lindbergh, remained strong, and the president did not want to jeopardize his top priority—reelection in 1940. Murrow’s reports about England’s fight provided political cover for Roosevelt, because helping the noble Brits, as described by Murrow, was increasingly seen by American voters as being the right thing to do. Once the presidential election was past, Roosevelt increased aid to Britain and became more assertive in his dealings with Germany. In early 1941, the president said, “When you see a rattlesnake poised to strike, you do not wait until he has struck before you crush him.”

When the Murrows returned to the United States for a visit in autumn 1941, Ed’s courage and foresight were hailed by his colleagues and the public. Polls showed that Americans were waking up and recognizing that their interests required a closer alliance with Britain. During their stay, the Murrows were looking forward to seeing many of their friends, including Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, who had invited them to come by for a quiet Sunday supper on December 7.

Despite the events of that day, Eleanor insisted that they come. After dinner, while Ed sat with FDR in the president’s study, Roosevelt opened up to Murrow about the extent of the losses at Pearl Harbor, which were far more devastating than the public had been told. Torn between his reporter’s instincts and his loyalty to his friend, Murrow let the latter prevail. He told no one what the president had said to him that night until years later, after FDR had died and the war had ended.

The Roosevelt administration immediately tried to recruit Ed to help with its wartime broadcasting, but he and Janet were determined to return to London. With America in the war, there would be many more stories to tell from Britain, and besides, London was much closer to the action. Ed couldn’t resist that.

Beginning with his broadcasts during the war’s first days, Murrow’s reporting contributed to the eventual defeat of Germany and so was a splendid achievement. He helped lead the United States into a war that could not be avoided and had to be won. Murrow in London did superb journalism and served his country well.


Prologue
August 31, 1939

War was coming to Great Britain. Neither courage nor cowardice could stop it now.

On August 25, 1939, England had entered into a treaty with Poland that formalized its pledge to stand by the Poles if they were attacked by Germany. Adolf Hitler paused and began meaningless negotiations with Poland, wanting not to secure peace but only to give Britain a chance to renege on its promise and get out of the way. Given the British government’s recent record of retreating from confrontation, that seemed a likely outcome.

But the British had finally recognized that the previous year’s Munich agreement had not brought about “peace for our time,” as Neville Chamberlain had claimed, and that Hitler’s promises were worthless. And so they abandoned appeasement and steeled themselves for the fight. Winston Churchill later wrote, “It is a curious fact about the British Islanders … that as danger comes nearer and grows they become progressively less nervous; when it is imminent they are fierce; when it is mortal they are fearless.”1

While the British prepared, the United States watched or, more precisely, listened. At eleven in the morning New York time on this last day of peace, CBS correspondent Edward R. Murrow—a young man from Polecat Creek, North Carolina—gave Americans a sense of what it was like to be in England. “Can’t you imagine for a moment,” he asked, “that you are a member of a family living perhaps in Battersea? Here is what you would have heard in a broadcast just a short while ago, presented very calmly in a well-modulated English voice. It has been decided to start evacuation of school children and other priority classes.” He described the plan: children should be sent to school the next day with extra clothing and gas masks. They would then go with their teachers to homes in safer areas outside London where families had offered to take them in. Parents were urged to let their children go and were assured that they would be told where the children were once they had reached their new homes. Murrow provided more details about how this would work—the names of the children were to be sewn into their clothing, emergency rations were being allocated, much of the railroad system would be used for the evacuation, and so forth.2

For the British, this was the war’s first casualty: the family, now to be separated indefinitely. Think, Murrow asked his American listeners, what that must be like. His report resonated because it was not about politicians and their maneuvering, but about British fathers and mothers and children who were not so different from their counterparts in the United States.

Later that day Murrow was on the air again, reiterating that “tomorrow we shall see the children, the halt, the lame, and the blind going out of Britain’s cities,” with more than three million soon to be on the move. The government was still saying that war was not inevitable, but the Navy had been fully mobilized, and reservists were being summoned by the Army and the Royal Air Force. The previous night, said Murrow, the byword in London had been “Stand steady.” Tonight, he said, it was “Prepare for action.”3

 

Murrow had arrived in London in April 1937 as CBS’s European representative, responsible for finding topics and guests for the network’s programs. During his first months on the job, his recruits for on-air appearances ranged from the BBC Singers to Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie. Murrow was not broadcasting himself; he had no training or experience as a journalist and at this time the American radio networks relied on outsiders to comment on the news of the day. Murrow’s job was to line up print journalists and others to analyze events.

As he settled into London life, Murrow quickly established himself in British journalistic and political circles. He presented a talk about “The International Aspects of Broadcasting” at the Royal Institute of International Affairs and began to work closely with the BBC.4

Radio was something of a novelty in terms of delivering breaking news from around the world, and its impact was still being evaluated, often critically. Around this time, Variety noted that “while it does not create the tensions of the day, radio elongates the shadows of fear and frustration. We are scared by the mechanized columns of Hitler. We are twice-scared by the emotionalism of radio. Radio quickens the tempo of the alternating waves of confidence and defeatism which sweep the country and undermine judgment. Radio exposes nearly everybody in the country to a rapid, bewildering succession of emotional experiences. Our minds and our moral natures just cannot respond to the bombardment of contradiction and confusion.”5

That characterization of radio overlooked the medium’s value as an information tool. Sound could give a message added intensity, but if those who delivered radio news were committed to their journalistic responsibilities, “emotionalism” would not distort their reports and listeners would not, presumably, respond with their own excessive emotion (as some had done during Orson Welles’s broadcast of “The War of the Worlds” in October 1938). Also, radio was changing the public’s attitude about the timeliness of news—the daily newspaper was just too slow when developments in a big story were shifting hour by hour. The appetite for the early version of “real-time news” was growing, and by 1939, more than 60 percent of Americans regularly listened to radio news programs.6

During its formative years, radio news was much like a newspaper article being read into a microphone. But sentences that look fine on the printed page are not always comfortably spoken or heard. Murrow recognized that and helped change it. He delivered his first on-air report in 1938, broadcasting from Vienna as part of a hastily cobbled-together newscast about Germany’s annexation of Austria. In the years to come, he brought vibrancy and spontaneity to his radio reporting that held listeners’ attention and stirred their imagination. His colleague Howard K. Smith wrote that “Ed didn’t know how to write like a newsman, which freed him to write with his own fresh eye and ear. I went through the files of his first broadcasts and they were just notes on paper. The man was ad-libbing transatlantic broadcasts!”7

Throughout the years before Pearl Harbor, Murrow’s reports would urge Americans to carefully consider the European war and their country’s role in it. He made more real a conflict that many in the United States still viewed as a remote struggle having little to do with them. How much influence he had cannot be measured precisely, but large numbers of people listened to him and they thought about what they heard. Presumably they used the information he provided as they made up their minds about the right course for their country. That is all a journalist can ask for.

The transforming power that Murrow brought to radio was largely a function of his complex personality, which was woven—almost always invisibly—into his broadcasts. His colleague Eric Sevareid cited Murrow’s “strong, simple faiths and refined, sophisticated intellectual processes—poet and preacher, sensitive artist and hard-bitten, poker-playing diplomat, an engaging boy one moment and an unknowable recluse the next, a man who liked people in general and loved a few whom he held off at arm’s length…. He could absorb and reflect the thought and emotions of day laborers, airline pilots, or cabinet ministers and report with exact truth what they were; yet he never gave an inch of himself away. His whole being was enmeshed in the circumstances of those days and events, yet he held his mind above them always.”8

During those taut days of late summer 1939, Murrow and his CBS team in Britain and elsewhere in Europe were broadcasting four and five times a day, feeding shortwave reports to New York and from there across America. Their principal competitor, NBC, almost matched their output. The pace continued to increase: from August 22–29, CBS presented eighty-one broadcasts from Europe, NBC seventy-nine. On Sunday, August 27, alone, CBS had nineteen and NBC seventeen.9

But even while talk of war was smothering the last hopes for peace and London children were taking part in practice evacuations, Murrow’s network bosses—like many other Americans—remained detached from the reality of the conflict that was about to begin. CBS told Murrow to organize a broadcast to be called “Europe Dances,” which would be transmitted from cabarets in London, Paris, and Berlin. Murrow argued against such a frivolous venture at such a time, but the New York executives were unmoved. They and the American listeners, they believed, were more interested in dance music than in a European squabble. Finally, Murrow simply refused to do it.10

 

Adolf Hitler, meanwhile, understood exactly how things stood. On August 31 he issued his “Directive Number One for the Conduct of the War,” which said, in part: “Now that all the political possibilities of disposing by peaceful means of a situation on the Eastern frontier which is intolerable for Germany have been exhausted, I have determined on a solution by force. The attack on Poland is to be carried out in accordance with the preparation made…. The date of attack—September 1, 1939. Time of attack—04:45.”11


Chapter 1
Radio Goes to War

As German forces tore through Poland, most Americans watched with detached distaste. The United States had come to the rescue in 1918 and there was little interest in doing so again. The Old World could resolve its own bloody quarrels.

But radio would not let America shut out the reality of what was happening. The airwaves brought to the United States the voices of Ed Murrow, Winston Churchill, and a few others who warned that the threat posed by Hitler and his Nazis extended beyond Europe.

When the war began, radio news was in its second decade, and as the sophistication of its technology and the quality of its journalism grew, so did its audience. In the United States in 1921, 60,000 homes had radios and there were thirty radio stations in the country. By 1940, there would be radios in more than twenty-nine million U.S. homes (out of a total thirty-five million households) tuned in to 814 stations.1

This meant that this new medium for journalism was reaching millions whose limited interest or literacy had previously kept them on the periphery of the news audience. Radio—as television and the Internet would later be—was a populist, democratizing force. Radio flowed into homes free of charge, and the national networks gave people something in common—information. Radio also brought an added vividness to news, taking its listeners into the midst of the action. Air raid sirens, antiaircraft fire, and bomb blasts were not merely described; they were heard in your own living room.

No formula existed for how this kind of news should be presented, so the war gave Ed Murrow and company the opportunity to shape their medium. They were able to do so partly because CBS increasingly relied upon its own staff members to broadcast the news, while principal rival NBC continued to use newspaper reporters, government officials, and others. Variety wrote that the CBS “family group” of correspondents was getting “closer to the human element, and they get to essentials quickly, interpret past and present as simply as possible for the ordinary listener.” The newspaper hedged its initial appraisal of Murrow himself: “While less facile in speech than his colleagues, Murrow in London is always close to the dramatic and human element and furnishes an account which is clear and to the point.”2 Variety’s critic was among those who didn’t know what to make of Murrow. He clearly was not just another announcer; his voice did not have the polished neutrality that was radio’s norm, but instead featured an intensity that warmed his soft-spoken delivery.

In 1939, Murrow was far from being the best known American broadcaster. Raymond Gram Swing, for one, had a huge worldwide audience, even though he had fewer U.S. listeners than did Murrow because he was carried by the Mutual network, which did not have the reach of CBS. Swing also reported from New York for the BBC, explaining America and American policy. It was estimated that 31 percent of the adult population in Britain listened to his broadcasts, and the BBC relayed his words to listeners throughout the British Commonwealth. He also contributed a “Weekly Cable on America” to the London Sunday Express, which had the largest circulation of any newspaper in the world.3In addition to Swing, William L. Shirer, H. V. Kaltenborn, and Elmer Davis were among the best known radio news voices of the time. But they remained detached; their listeners knew that their voices came to them from a studio. Murrow, too, used a studio, but he also took his microphone onto streets and rooftops, bringing dramatic vividness to his broadcasts. The live, on-scene television reporting of a later news generation had its roots in Murrow’s work.

Fast and far-reaching, radio journalism was becoming more influential as news broadcasts became part of listeners’ daily routines. Families listened together—it was not at all like passing the newspaper from person to person—and then they discussed what they had just heard. The newscaster was an electronic visitor, a combination of a media celebrity and a neighbor who dropped by to chat about the day’s events. Murrow understood the importance of how news arrived in American homes. He knew that bombast wouldn’t work; people grow impatient with loud speeches disguised as journalism. They want conversation and they want to know why the news matters—how it affects their lives. So Murrow followed the path of Franklin Roosevelt, who relied on a conversational style in his fireside chats. Rather than talking at people, he talked with them, as when he said in one of his radio addresses, “Let us sit down together, you and I, to consider our own pressing problems that confront us.”

This was the approach Murrow wanted on CBS. Mary Marvin Breckinridge—a rare woman among “the Murrow boys”—remembered Murrow’s instructions to her: Give the human side of the news; be neutral; be honest; talk like yourself. Murrow once noticed her suppressing a cough while she was on the air, and the next day he told her, “If you feel like coughing, go ahead and cough.”4 He wanted a naturalness that would pull listeners into the stories the journalists were telling.

Beyond broadcast style, Murrow was sensitive about maintaining balance in his reports. On September 1, 1939, as German forces swarmed into Poland and Britain did nothing beyond issuing one more ultimatum to Hitler, Murrow made clear that although he was appalled by the German aggression he was not accusing the British of dithering. He said that he was giving his listeners “such facts as are available in London tonight,” and underscored his detachment: “I have an old-fashioned belief that Americans like to make up their own minds on the basis of all available information. The conclusions you draw are your own affair. I have no desire to influence them and shall leave such efforts to those who have more confidence in their own judgment than I have in mine.”

Nevertheless, he added a note of commentary defending Britain’s final attempts to avoid war: “I suggest that it is hardly time to become impatient over the delayed outbreak of a war which may spread over the world like a dark stain of death and destruction.”5 This was his view—not a newspaper editorial with no name attached to it—and he was delivering it directly to those who invited him into their living rooms. Given his willingness to insert such comments into his broadcasts, there was a certain disingenuousness in his “no desire to influence” claim.

Murrow often was close to the edge of CBS policy about avoiding advocacy. Murrow’s boss, CBS director of public affairs Paul White, said, “The one thing that we have insisted upon above all else is as complete an objectivity as can be mastered.” White cited a CBS memorandum that all the network’s correspondents were told to read: “Columbia [Broadcasting System], as an organization, has no editorial opinions about what this country or any other country should or should not do. Those, therefore, who are its voice in presenting the news must not express their own feelings. In being fair and factual, those who present the news for Columbia must not only refrain from personal opinion, but must refrain from microphone manner designed to cast doubt, suspicion, sarcasm, ridicule or anything of that sort on the matter they are presenting. An unexcited demeanor at the microphone should be maintained at all times, though the tempo can of course be varied with the nature of the news. Dire forebodings, leaving the radio audience hanging up in the air and filled with suspense and terror of our creation, are not good broadcasting.”6

In addition to these standards, CBS joined with NBC and Mutual to prepare guidelines for anyone doing on-air analysis: “No news analyst or news broadcaster is to be allowed to express personal editorial judgment or to select or omit news with the purpose of creating any given effect, and no news analyst or any other news broadcaster is to be allowed to say anything in an effort to influence action or opinion of others one way or the other.” To prevent this from overly constraining their broadcasters, the networks added that “nothing in this is intended to forbid any news broadcaster from attempting to evaluate the news as it develops, provided he substantiates his evaluation with facts and attendant circumstances.”7

Of course, the principle of strict noninvolvement was, and still is, unrealistic. In the news business, choices must be made about what to cover, how extensively to cover it, how prominently to present it, and so on. Reports about civilian casualties or refugees, for instance, will often have a predictable effect—a sympathetic response from at least part of the audience. The audience reaction may, in turn, have political effect as policymakers take note of shifts in public opinion. Murrow and some of his colleagues were sophisticated enough to recognize that they could exert this kind of influence, which could be amplified or modified by making subtle adjustments in the tone and substance of their reporting.

The networks’ memo also reflected radio news executives’ recognition that their medium possessed power different from that of newspapers. Paul White noted that “in a democracy there is virtually no limit to the number of newspapers that can be published. There is, however, a definite limitation to the number of possible radio stations because of the small number of frequencies available. Hence to permit any one individual a regular platform from which he could guide or attempt to guide the nation’s thinking might constitute a fearful peril.”8

Implementation of these policies varied. Sometimes the rules were applied vigorously, sometimes they were ignored. CBS would not air British singer Gracie Fields’s rendition of five Shakespeare sonnets on Shakespeare’s birthday because, said CBS, they contained “prophetic passages” about the war.9 On the other hand, in one of his broadcasts in 1938, CBS news analyst H. V. Kaltenborn condemned “the Nazi Jew-baiters” who had “become a stench in the nostrils of peaceful decent men.”10

The networks’ caution was based on experience; radio had been shown to be a powerful instrument in the hands of those who would “attempt to guide the nation’s thinking.” In the United States, Father Charles Coughlin, a Catholic priest who broadcast from the Shrine of the Little Flower in a Detroit suburb, first went on the air in 1926. He was an early supporter of Franklin Roosevelt (“The New Deal is Christ’s Deal”) but later accused Roosevelt of being in league with “godless capitalists, the Jews, communists, international bankers, and plutocrats.” His political preaching on the radio attracted a huge audience; he received an average of 80,000 pieces of mail each week, and his criticism of the World Court in one broadcast generated 200,000 telegrams to the U.S. Senate. As he became increasingly controversial, CBS dropped him and he set up his own network. Eventually, much of his audience tired of his shrill anti-Semitism and by 1940 his clout had shriveled.11

Similarly, Louisiana politician Huey Long used radio to promote his “Share Our Wealth” plan and his slogan, “Every man a king, but no one wears a crown.” James A. Farley, one of Roosevelt’s top political advisors, said that Long’s radio style was “a curious hodgepodge of buffoonery and demagogic strutting, cleverly bundled in with a lot of shrewd common sense and an evangelical fervor.” Long claimed that he had support from 27,000 Share Our Wealth clubs with more than seven million members total. He gave six nationally broadcast speeches during the first three months of 1935 and received an average of more than 100,000 letters after each one. He was seen as a potent threat to Roosevelt’s 1936 reelection chances before being assassinated in the Louisiana capitol building in September 1935.12

On a larger stage, Roosevelt, Hitler, and Churchill used radio with great effect to build political support and rally their countries. The medium was new enough that politicians, like media professionals, were still experimenting, not certain about how radio messages might affect the public. But what they knew—either through the young craft of audience research or just intuitively—led them to appreciate radio as a mobilizing tool.

Radio journalists were also coming to recognize this, and that was why Paul White and other news executives were careful about how they used an instrument that might profoundly alter public opinion. American news organizations’ circumspect approach to coverage of the war in Europe, as articulated in their internal guidelines, mirrored Roosevelt’s caution and the ambivalent attitude of the American public. News organizations also imposed limits on their war coverage because of costs incurred in staffing bureaus and displacing commercial programming. For a while, NBC and Mutual halted their coverage from all of Europe except Britain, and CBS reduced the number of its war bulletins and commentaries that did not have their own sponsors.13

But the CBS coverage picked up steam during the first months of the war. On a given night the network’s “European Round Up” program, airing at 7 PM Eastern time, might feature conversations between a newscaster in New York (not yet referred to as an “anchorman”) and correspondents in London, Berlin, Rome, Bucharest, and Washington. Everything was done live, and the overseas reporters had to rely on short-wave stations controlled by the governments of the countries they were in. The signal was picked up by RCA in New York and fed by land line to the CBS engineering headquarters, also in New York. From there it went by land line to the network’s stations around the country, which used their individual transmitters to deliver the product to their listeners. As complicated as this sounds, the programming from Europe consistently conformed to a second-by-second schedule.14

In addition to the major networks’ broadcasts from Europe, individual stations’ war coverage also steadily grew. In April 1938, New York City stations carried ninety-seven scheduled news programs each week. By January 1940 the number was 187, and by June 1940 it was 253. Content for these reports was supplied primarily by the Associated Press, International News Service, United Press, and Transradio Press.15 These numbers illustrate the growing amount of information at the disposal of the American public as opinions about the war were developing. Meanwhile, print coverage of the conflict was also expanding.

The effects of this flow of news on public awareness of events had to be recognized by those leading both sides of the debate about whether the United States should intervene and, if so, at what level. Exactly what impact the news reports would have on public opinion was unclear, particularly during the early months of the war, but the increasingly pervasive presence of information about events in Europe could not be discounted by those who made policy and those who wanted to influence it.

On September 3, 1939—two days after the invasion of Poland—British Prime Minister Chamberlain announced that “this country is now at war with Germany.” Murrow reported that “the crowd outside Downing Street received the first news of war with a rousing cheer, and they heard that news through a radio in a car parked near Downing Street.”16 That night, King George VI spoke to the nation: “For the second time in the lives of most of us, we are at war. Over and over again we have tried to find a peaceful way out of the differences between ourselves and those who are now our enemies. But it has been in vain.” The king’s entry in his diary for that day reveals the trepidation that all but the most foolish felt when looking at what awaited the world. He recalled that when the First World War had begun in August 1914, he had been an eighteen-year-old midshipman, keeping watch on the bridge of a naval vessel in the North Sea. “We had been trained,” he wrote, “in the belief that war between Germany and this country had to come one day, and when it did come we thought we were prepared for it. We were not prepared for what we found modern war really was, and those of us who had been through the Great War never wanted another. Today we are at war again, and I am no longer a midshipman in the Royal Navy.”17

Across the Atlantic, Franklin Roosevelt used radio to explain that although the United States was not at war, Americans would face new challenges. “You must master at the outset,” he said, “a simple but unalterable fact in modern foreign relations between nations. When peace has been broken anywhere, the peace of all countries everywhere is in danger.” He promised to keep the United States out of the conflict—“Let no man or woman thoughtlessly or falsely talk of America sending its armies to European fields”—and reaffirmed America’s neutrality, but with a caveat: “This nation will remain a neutral nation, but I cannot ask that every American remain neutral in thought as well. Even a neutral has a right to take account of facts. Even a neutral cannot be asked to close his mind or his conscience.”18 Time magazine noted that when the First World War began, Woodrow Wilson had said, “We must be impartial in thought as well as in action.” Time liked Roosevelt’s approach better: “Noble was the Wilsonian formula, and also nonsense, for no thinking man can fail to have convictions about the merits of the causes which plunge the world into war.”19

Roosevelt carefully cloaked his first steps to aid Britain and France in his support for a revised Neutrality Act. The measure lifted an arms embargo and allowed belligerents to purchase American goods. They could do so only on a cash-and-carry basis and were required to use their own ships and crews to take them home. His stance was applauded by Time on the grounds that “1) This is 1939, not 1918; the U.S. embargo on arms to all belligerents gives Adolf Hitler almost the equivalent of an Atlantic fleet, because Great Britain and France can get no arms from the U.S. 2) Britain and France are fighting the fight of democracy against world revolution, are not just engaged in another imperialistic quarrel.”20

Further editorial endorsements came from newspapers such as The Kansas City Star: “No legislation can automatically keep the United States out of war. But The Star agrees heartily with the President that the suggested changes in the neutrality laws would contribute toward peace at home and a better world order in Europe.”21 Support for FDR was far from universal; it was countered by isolationist voices, such as that of Socialist leader Norman Thomas, who said, “I do not doubt that the President formulated his policies with the best intentions in the world, but if I wanted to lead America straight into war, I would pursue the policies that he is following.”22

At this stage, many in Europe and America assumed that Germany would be promptly stopped by the combined might of England and France. Just before Britain went to war, King George reviewed the Reserve Fleet, which was manned by 12,000 naval reservists who had recently been called up. The review had provided Britons with a sense of pride and security: it was the greatest assembly of warships since 1914—133 ships in fifteen lines extending up to two nautical miles each.23

Despite belief that they could prevail, the British were bracing themselves. Office clerks loaded files to be shipped out of London to safe storage. Churches remained open day and night, with people dropping in for a few moments of prayer. As part of mobilization, it was announced that all men between the ages of eighteen and forty-one were eligible to be called for service. In anticipation of poison gas attacks, notices were posted about avoiding mustard gas contamination. For those now facing a confusing array of wartime sounds, a bit of doggerel was provided:

“Wavering sound, go to ground.

Steady blast, raiders past.

If rattles you hear, gas you must fear.

But if hand bells you hear, then all is clear.”24

Murrow watched and reported, and although he is considered a staunch champion of the British cause, he was ambivalent about some characteristics of English life and was skeptical in the early days of the war about Britons’ ability to work together. In one broadcast he said: “This is a class-conscious country.… The man with a fine car, good clothes, and perhaps an unearned income doesn’t generally fraternize with the tradesmen, day laborers, and truck drivers. His fences are always up. He doesn’t meet them as equals.”

When Britain went to war, its economy was unsettled. At the beginning of 1939, two million Britons were out of work (out of a population of forty-seven million) and the National Unemployed Workers Union was visibly active. In 1938, to protest disparities in wealth, the union had sent one hundred members to order tea at London’s Ritz Hotel, and just before Christmas two hundred members lay down on Oxford Street in the midst of affluent holiday shoppers.25

The class distinctions that Murrow noted were certainly not unique to Britain, and he reported that when the air raid siren sounded and people headed for the shelters, those distinctions tended to become irrelevant. But the lack of egalitarianism bothered Murrow; it was a theme he returned to. For example, after the war had been underway for almost a year, he observed that “this country is still ruled by a class,” and he wondered if members of the ruling class really understood and trusted their fellow citizens.26 The British were sensitive to such criticism and in their own broadcasts set out to affirm their commitment to democracy. In one radio commentary, novelist Sir Hugh Walpole said that England would “never be a snobbish country again. Class differences are breaking down everywhere, and for good.”27 That was a politically attractive, if unrealistic, message.

In addition to reporting breaking news, Murrow gave his listeners a sense of England’s wartime mood. He took note of the changes brought about by the evacuations from London: “It’s dull in London now that the children are gone. For six days I’ve not heard a child’s voice. And that’s a strange feeling.” He talked of the loneliness in the homes from which children had departed and parents’ mixed feelings—missing their children but glad that they were safely away.

He also gave his listeners a sense of London as place—changes in the look and pace of the city’s life. Taxicabs, he said, didn’t cruise the city any more; to conserve fuel they waited for passengers to come to them. In a park, green canvas chairs sat wet and unused near piles of sand ready to be put into sandbags. On Harley Street, “House to Let” signs were tacked to doors. Expensive shops on Bond Street were sandbagged, “the windows boarded up, others crisscrossed with strips of brown paper to prevent shattering.” Tailor shop windows were full of uniforms; “they used to display well-cut dinner clothes and tweed sport jackets.” The clothing stores offered “siren suits”—one-piece zippered attire that could be slipped on quickly when the air raid sirens sounded. At Trafalgar Square, he noted, “Admiral Nelson continues to look down from the top of his tall column. He seems almost out of place without a tin helmet and a gas mask.”28

Murrow’s own environment had also changed. The BBC’s Broadcast House, from which CBS broadcast, was quickly transformed. By the morning of September 3, gas-tight doors and sandbags were in place. Most of the BBC’s divisions were dispersed, leaving only its news operations in the heart of London.29

As Britain’s war effort gained traction, Chamberlain inspired little confidence, and attention was focusing more and more on the First Sea Lord, Winston Churchill. Murrow reported in early October 1939 about a speech in which Churchill said that “all the courage and skill which the Germans always show in war will not free them from the reproach of Nazism, its intolerance and brutality.” Murrow said that his British friends thought it was the best speech by a cabinet member since the war had started and that it “has increased Mr. Churchill’s reputation as a leader. He, more than anyone else in this government, has been right in his predictions of European governments during the last several years.” Murrow added that Churchill had not mentioned “any possibility of a patched up peace.” The Daily Telegraph said of Churchill, “This was the voice of Britain speaking.”30

Murrow wasn’t the only American journalist to treat Churchill as a dominant figure. In the fall of 1939, Time, Inc. chairman Henry R. Luce ordered that a Time cover featuring comedian Jack Benny be scrapped—even though a million had been printed—and replaced with one picturing Churchill.31

Murrow knew that during Britain’s shift from appeasement to war, forceful leadership—certainly more resolute than Chamberlain’s efforts had been—would be essential, and he liked what he saw in Churchill. Years later, Murrow wrote about the power of Churchill’s rhetoric: “He can produce a thunderous phrase with an impromptu air, although the phrase has obviously been well rehearsed and calculated. But his was the honor of marshaling and mobilizing the English language in such fashion as to sustain those upon whom the long dark night of tyranny had descended, and to inspire those who had yet time to arm themselves and beat it off.”32

 

Predicting the twists and turns of American policy was a high-stakes task for European officials, and they searched the news media for hints about where that policy might be heading. Murrow’s words were scrutinized by a select audience beyond his American listeners. He reported that “machinery has been set up to study the trend and tone of American broadcasting and newspapers.”33 So when Murrow praised an anti-Nazi speech by Churchill, there were those in London, Berlin, and elsewhere paying attention. When influential U.S. newspapers such as The New York Times commented about the war, they too were certain to be read by Europe’s policymakers. On September 2, a Times editorial said that Germany “has used its strategic position in the center of Europe to blackmail and to terrorize the small countries on its borders.… In the very act of its present resort to force against Poland it has given the lie to the most recent assurance of its respect for the decent standards of international conduct.”34

British monitoring of American news coverage was one facet of a sophisticated campaign to pull the United States into the war, if not as a combatant at least as a provider of substantial aid. Because of uncertainty about what direction American policy might be taking, considerable tension existed in the transatlantic relationship. British officials were concerned that the United States would use its leverage to dictate post-war changes in British policy, particularly related to its far-flung empire. Chamberlain, in a letter to his sister, said, “Heaven knows I don’t want the Americans to fight for us—we should have to pay too dearly for that if they had a right to be in on the peace terms.”35 Murrow reported that he heard comments such as, “Protect us from a German victory and an American peace,” and “The Americans wish us well, want us to win the war, but without interfering in any way with their business or profit.” Critics claimed that even when U.S. aid was provided, American factories—well out of harm’s way—would use the influx of funds from the desperate British and French to expand their operations and profits.36

Anglo-American tensions also affected news coverage of the war, and Murrow and other American journalists repeatedly collided with British bureaucrats. U.S. broadcasters asked that a microphone position be set up somewhere in the Palace of Westminster so information from the House of Commons could quickly be relayed to the American audience. After thinking about the request for a week, the House Speaker said no—other foreign journalists would then have to be similarly accommodated and there just wasn’t room for a microphone. The Admiralty also refused to allow access, saying “the granting of any facilities to the Americans was just a waste of time.”37

Murrow was frustrated and although he didn’t take the lack of cooperation personally, he disliked inefficiency and believed that such bureaucratic lethargy would take its toll on Britain’s mobilization. One official of the British Ministry of Information observed that “Ed Murrow is getting more cynical in his attitude towards our war effort.”38

Some British officials recognized the importance of maintaining an ample flow of information to America. Roger Eckersley, who directed the BBC’s American Liaison section, lobbied for better access for U.S. radio correspondents (noting that they liked to be called “warcasters”) and argued that their broadcasts “are listened to by a mass of sentimental, friendly people eager for news, and, subconsciously at all events, glad of Allied success and anxious for them to win the war.… Broadcasting can play an enormously important part” and was “a sure way of enlisting American sympathy and support.” Eckersley asked for help from Churchill (at this time still at the Admiralty) concerning reporters’ access to officials and front-line locations, telling him that “I feel sure that you will agree that it is a good thing to project as far as we can, without giving any indication of propaganda as such, the activities of this country and a picture of its war effort into the minds of American listeners, and to this end I am anxious to get as many facilities for them as I possibly can.” Churchill responded that he would be happy to make coverage opportunities available, but he insisted that established bureaucratic process had to be respected: requests to him at the Admiralty needed to come through the Ministry of Information rather than directly from the Americans.39

Eckersley also lobbied Frank Darvall at the Ministry of Information, asking that American correspondents be given permanent passes to gain entry to restricted areas such as places that had been bombed.40 When Murrow was unable to secure permission to visit British coastal defenses, Darvall tried to help: “Could the War Office be reminded of the immense importance of meeting this type of request quickly and fully? We and they ought to be begging the American radio chains to carry material about our preparedness, not resisting their efforts to do so.”41

The BBC’s Written Archives include many letters and memos about assisting American correspondents. One, for example, cites the objective of getting “the maximum amount of time devoted to broadcasts from Britain on the American networks with a view to familiarizing American listeners with the situation in this country and thus enlisting their sympathy on our side.” Another memo notes that resolving access problems was tied to general principles, “the chief of which is to what extent broadcasting is viewed by the Government as a definite force in war, to be used, on the advice of experts, to the best possible advantage. Obstruction is still met with in certain directions—not individual obstruction but based on policy grounds.”42 This theme, which appears in this and similar documents from the BBC and others working with broadcasters, underscores the uncertainty about radio’s influence. Some officials sensed they had a valuable political tool at hand, but they weren’t sure how powerful it really was or how to use it.

As an adjunct to the work of its government agencies, Britain was building a substantial effort to influence world opinion. The International Propaganda and Broadcasting Enquiry, also known as the Channels of Publicity Enquiry, was funded by the British Secret Service and led by Ivison MacAdam, a close friend of Murrow and the secretary of the Royal Institute of International Affairs, a private organization similar in mission and status to the Council on Foreign Relations in the United States. The American section of this effort was chaired by Sir Frederick Whyte, who believed that the best way to affect U.S. public opinion was to entrust the delivery of Britain’s message to American news organizations, which would minimize American fears about being manipulated by propaganda. Whyte was in regular contact with Murrow and appeared frequently on CBS broadcasts, explaining British affairs to the American audience.43

While MacAdam and Whyte tried to improve American journalists’ working conditions, Murrow reciprocated by helping the BBC. Even before the war began, he contributed to news and other programs, such as the “Senior Geography” series of the Schools Broadcast Department, for which he did two broadcasts about immigrants’ lives in America. He continued to accept BBC invitations whenever his schedule allowed and he turned down payments for his appearances, usually asking that the money be sent instead to war-related British charities.44

For Britain and the rest of Western Europe, the first months of war were known as “the phony war” or, as Chamberlain called it, “twilight war” because Britain and France did not attack Germany and Germany occupied itself primarily with chewing up Poland. An early instance of “real war” occurred at sea when a German submarine torpedoed the British passenger liner Athenia on the first day of the war, killing 112 persons, including twenty-eight Americans. The Germans denied responsibility and accused Churchill of personally ordering a bomb to be placed aboard the ship to provoke American retaliation against Germany.

Churchill, still excluded from the government’s inner circle but eager for action, called this period “a prolonged and oppressive pause,” and disdainfully said, “We contented ourselves with dropping pamphlets to rouse the Germans to a higher morality.”45 There was no good reason to believe that Hitler’s appetite had been sated, but many in Britain began to relax. In London, evacuated children started to return; by mid-November more than 100,000 had come home.46 Murrow was certain that a terrible storm would occur after this lull. He told his listeners that food rationing was about to be introduced in Britain; he also noted that the Norwegian Nobel Committee “has decided not to award a peace prize for 1939.”47

The audience for Murrow’s reports, as well as the target of British opinion-shaping efforts, was an American public caught up in fierce political debate about what the nation’s role in the world should be, which was to be a dominant issue in the 1940 presidential campaign. Despite cultural and historical ties to Britain, there was still much support among Americans for Thomas Paine’s observation nearly two centuries earlier that for America to be tied to England would be “like Hector to the chariot wheel of Achilles, to be dragged through all the miseries of endless European wars.”

In the United States, two opposing interest groups—the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies, and the America First Committee—helped shape the debate about intervention. By November 1940, the Committee to Defend, which was chaired by journalist William Allen White, had 750 chapters with 10,000 members. America First concentrated not on grass roots organization but on publicizing its view that America should prepare to defend itself rather than aid others.48 Senator Gerald Nye, a North Dakota Republican and prominent isolationist, wrote: “We are selfish in our interest in America and for that which may be good for America.… Let Europe resolve its own difficulties. Let us recognize that we cannot hope to resolve them and that our attempts to do so result only in cost to ourselves without gain for Europe.”49

Charles Lindbergh—the quintessential American hero in the eyes of many—was the isolationists’ most visible and provocative champion. From late 1940 through most of 1941, the debate about intervention continued with increasing intensity. “As each side fought for the soul of the nation,” wrote Lindbergh biographer A. Scott Berg, “the argument boiled down to eleven months of oratory between Franklin Roosevelt and Charles Lindbergh.” Lindbergh, who was a star attraction at rallies attended by thousands, argued against aiding England because it would prolong the war, which he thought should be settled through prompt negotiations with the Germans. He argued that U.S. entry into the war “would be the greatest disaster this country has ever passed through.”50 In a radio speech soon after the war began, Lindbergh said, “This is not a question of banding together to defend the white race against some foreign invasion. This is simply one more of those age-old struggles within our family of nations—a quarrel arising from the last war.”51

Lindbergh’s statements became more controversial as months passed. He claimed that “the only reason that we are in danger of becoming involved in this war is because there are powerful elements in America who desire us to take part,” and in a later speech he identified the Roosevelt administration, the British, and Jews as the three groups “pressing this country toward war.”52

Roosevelt limited his comments about America First, but his supporters pounced on every misstep by Lindbergh and others. Journalist Walter Winchell said that “Lone Eagle” Lindbergh should instead be known as “Lone Ostrich.” Charges and countercharges about anti-Semitic, pro-Nazi sentiments were common, and, as happens with many important issues, the precise points of substantive debate were often lost in the glare of political fireworks. Radio was an important tool for groups involved in the intervention battle. The networks had guidelines that prevented politically controversial content from being aired, but America First escaped these restrictions by labeling their events for broadcast as “nonpartisan,” which the National Association of Broadcasters agreed was the case. By fall 1940, NBC had carried fifteen America First rallies.53

Murrow’s broadcasts offset some of the impact of speeches by Lindbergh and other isolationist leaders. Rallies and special broadcasts undoubtedly had effect, but Murrow was in the American living room almost every day. Journalism changes opinion in small increments, and Murrow’s depictions of Europe’s peril and Hitler’s menace were effective partly because they were heard so frequently.

Although speeches at mass meetings and other forms of proselytizing captured plenty of attention, Americans remained detached as they watched events unfold during the war’s first year. An advertisement for The American Home magazine captured the naïve nonchalance that was so common. The ad’s headline was, “Hitler Threatens Europe—but Betty Havens’ Husband’s Boss Is Coming to Dinner, and That’s What Really Counts.” The copy, in part, read: “Yesterday, at bridge club, she did herself proud on the European situation. And it wasn’t all out of the newsreels, radio bulletins and picture magazines she sees and hears, either. She quoted Mein Kampf with a guttural accent … admitted she’d hate to raise a totalitarian family! But today she’s facing a crisis at home: Fred’s boss is coming to dinner with his duchess! Perhaps they’ll be mildly surprised at her knowledge of fact and fiction. What really counts, however, is their impression of her living room scheme in blue and plum.…”54

While Betty entertained the boss, U.S. news organizations were reporting the preliminary stages of the Holocaust, with newspapers describing the deportations of Jews from Vienna and elsewhere and their relocation into concentration camps. As early as 1939, The New Republic was describing “human suffering … beyond the compass of the imagination.”55

And still many Americans had not decided whether a European conflict was any of America’s business. This extended to policies about refugees. In March 1940, Time magazine noted that so far Americans “had shown no inclination to do anything for the world’s refugees except read about them.” Congress was considering seventy proposed bills that would keep immigrants out of the country, send them back where they had come from, or at least make it difficult for them to stay.56 Journalist Vincent Sheean, who had been in London with Murrow and returned to the United States for a lecture tour, later wrote that “the depth of American unconcern in the first winter of the war was immeasurable.… The general attitude toward the gathering storm was one of almost inconceivable apathy.”57 But the British ambassador to the United States, Lord Lothian, thought that pro-British sentiment was slowly growing. He wrote to a friend in England, “There is a rising feeling that the U.S. is playing an unworthy part in one of the great dramas of history, and is in danger of losing her soul unless she shoulders her share of the burden.”58

Some journalists did take sides in the debate—or at least were perceived as doing so. Raymond Gram Swing was active in interventionist groups.59 Murrow was thought by at least some of his listeners to be advocating intervention, and he delightedly showed friends a letter from an isolationist addressed to “Edward R. Moron.”60 Elmer Davis’s evolving position reflected the unsettled nature of American opinion as the chances of a German victory seemed to grow. In an article for Harper’s in early 1940, Davis wrote that “the interest of the American people requires us to keep out of the war for two sound reasons: We have unfinished business of our own to solve; and furthermore, past experience makes it doubtful that we could do Europe much good.” But just a few weeks later, he said on a CBS broadcast: “The unrecognized premise of a good deal of American isolationism was a conviction that the Allies were going to win anyway so we needn’t worry about how the war would come out. That conviction, recently, has been shaken; and accordingly a lot of people are worrying for the first time.”61

But Davis, Lord Lothian, and others who professed to see America moving toward intervention may have overestimated the extent of that worrying about the war’s outcome. By mid-1940 there did not appear to be any pronounced shift in sentiment toward supporting intervention and there seemed to be little acknowledgment that America might find itself pulled into the war despite its efforts to stay out.

Vincent Sheean wrote that during his 1940 lecture tour in the United States, “I talked of the war, only of the war, its origins, nature, and course up to now; but it proved impossible to impress upon any audience the supreme and almost exclusive importance of the subject. In the first place, nobody in my audiences anywhere seemed to realize how great the danger was; it was inconceivably remote to most of them, barely apparent to others. There was a certain amount of sentimental pro-English feeling … and there was a general dislike of the Nazis; but of realization that we were the ultimate enemy of both Germany and Japan, that we must fight, that we had no choice in the matter—of this there was not a trace.” He added this anecdote: “One night in Albany a lady rose from her seat at question time and said to me: ‘From what you have said I gather that you think Germany can win this war. Have I understood you correctly?’ I replied, ‘You certainly have.’ The lady laughed aloud as she sat down, and a refined titter spread from her to other parts of the assembly.”62

Hopes that Germany might back down or that Hitler might be removed by a coup stayed alive during the phony war, but when Germany unleashed its blitzkrieg, the reality of Hitler’s intentions and German military superiority became shockingly clear. On April 9, 1940, Germany invaded Denmark and Norway. Denmark quickly surrendered while Norway fought on, but Allied attempts to support the Norwegians failed. On May 10, German troops rolled into Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg. At the end of May, the British Expeditionary Force was driven to the coast by the Germans and began its escape from Dunkirk. By June 14, the Germans were in Paris.

All that within ten weeks. And yet the most important development during that time may have occurred not on the battlefield but in London, where Neville Chamberlain’s support finally dissolved and he was replaced on May 10 by Winston Churchill. The new prime minister quickly showed what lay ahead in terms of policy and rhetoric when he vowed to wage total war and declared, “I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears, and sweat.” Murrow’s evaluation of the new leader reflected what was to be lasting admiration: “He enters office with the tremendous advantage of being the man who was right. He also has the advantage of being the best broadcaster in this country. Mr. Churchill can inspire confidence. And he can preach a doctrine of hate that is acceptable to the majority of this country. That may be useful during these next few months.”63

Two weeks later, Churchill faced the decision of whether to try to make a deal with Germany, as was recommended by his foreign secretary, Lord Halifax, and others. Churchill, who had consistently seen Hitler as an enemy who had to be fought, not negotiated with, rallied support within his cabinet against the Halifax position. He also kept an eye on the United States, telling the War Cabinet that taking a bold stand against Germany would command the Americans’ admiration and respect. Churchill won this political battle; there would be no deal with Hitler.64

Churchill was taking his bold stand while much of his army was stranded across the Channel. In the face of the German onslaught, the Belgian army had surrendered, as had a large part of the French army. The British had been pushed onto the beaches at Dunkirk and faced almost certain capture or annihilation. The situation was so dire that Churchill felt it necessary to send a confidential memorandum to top government officials: “In these dark days the Prime Minister would be grateful if all his colleagues in the Government … would maintain a high morale in their circles; not minimizing the gravity of events, but showing confidence in our ability and inflexible resolve to continue the war till we have broken the will of the enemy to bring all of Europe under his domination.”65

The evacuation from Dunkirk remains one of the most remarkable achievements in military history. More than 800 English boats—some of them naval vessels but most of them fishing and pleasure craft—shuttled back and forth across the Channel and rescued astonishing numbers of troops day after day. On May 29, 47,000 men were brought home; on May 30, 53,800; on May 31, 68,000; on June 1, 64,400; and over the next few days tens of thousands more. By June 5, the total was more than 338,000, including 125,000 French soldiers.66

Murrow reported that the British armed forces had “gilded defeat with glory,” but, he added, the success of the retreat was no reason to think that Britain was now well prepared to carry on. “There is no disposition here,” he said, “to conceal the fact that the British Expeditionary Force was inadequately equipped with armor and with guns, and above everything else they didn’t have sufficient aircraft. The responsibility for this state of affairs rests squarely upon the men who led this country until a few weeks ago. They purchased a few months of normal living and normal working, while assuring the country that all was well and that time was on the side of the Allies. But they bought that quiet and complacency in an expensive market.”67

The British were fond at this time of quoting William Pitt’s observation that “England will save herself by her exertions and Europe by her example.” But behind the bravado there was abundant pessimism. Although Churchill had quieted the most prominent defeatists within the government, he recognized the widespread doubts about Britain’s ability to survive, particularly in the event of a German invasion, which was considered almost certain. When he looked across the Atlantic, he saw that the aid he so desperately needed was jeopardized by the growing belief in America that the British could not win.

In war as in electoral politics, people will rarely back the side that looks like a sure loser. When Churchill was worried about being abandoned by America, Murrow helped keep alive the idea that aid for Britain would not be wasted. Murrow’s radio reports consistently depicted a determined England that could absorb any punch delivered by Hitler and fight back. Murrow’s voice was crucial because, as Secretary of State Cordell Hull later wrote, “Had we had any doubt of Britain’s determination to keep on fighting, we would not have taken the steps we did to get material aid to her.”68

But some major players in the decision-making process did have doubts. Among the most important was the U.S. ambassador to Britain, Joseph P. Kennedy. Roosevelt had thought himself quite clever to have appointed an Irish-American to this job, but he had underestimated the turmoil that his aggressive, ambitious envoy could create. More comfortable with the brash gamesmanship of politics than with the nuances of diplomacy, Kennedy at first puzzled the British. He arrived in London in March 1938 and soon thereafter gave a speech about America’s wariness of alliances. “In some quarters,” he said, this caution “has been interpreted to mean that our country would not fight under any circumstances short of actual invasion.” This, he said, was “a dangerous sort of misunderstanding to be current just now.” His British audience liked that, but became somber as he continued: “Others seem to imagine that the United States could never remain neutral in the event a general war should unhappily break out.”69

This ambiguity characterized Kennedy’s tenure as ambassador. His biographer Richard Whalen wrote that “Kennedy resisted the use of U.S. influence to discourage war, which reduced the pursuit of peace to an ineffectual rhetorical exercise. An uncomprehending witness to the rise of new revolutionary forces, he could conceive of no conflict abroad that would affect vital American interests, no issue worth risking the lives of his or anyone else’s sons.” Further undercutting his effectiveness, Kennedy told a German diplomat that he intended to use all his influence to keep the U.S. out of war.70

Roosevelt did not want the United States to be perceived as tilting in any particular direction, and he especially did not want to provide implicit encouragement to Hitler. On Roosevelt’s orders in 1938, Kennedy was told to remove a line from an upcoming speech that said, “I can’t for the life of me understand why anyone would go to war to save the Czechs.”71 Soon after the war began, however, Kennedy changed his mind about the United States as arbitrator and sent a cable to the president urging him to intervene as peacemaker and “be the savior of the world.”72 But even that was a misstep by Kennedy. At that point such a move would have worked to Germany’s advantage, and Secretary of State Hull told Kennedy that Roosevelt would undertake no initiative “that would consolidate or make possible survival of a regime of force and aggression.”73

Despite the unhappiness he was causing in Washington, Kennedy did not back down. During a visit to Boston in late 1939, he told an audience, “There is no place in this fight for us.” Response from the British press was swift. The Spectator noted that “there are plenty of eminent persons in the United States to give isolationist advice without the Ambassador to the Court of St. James’s, who knows all our anxieties, all our ordeals, finding it necessary to join himself in that number.”74 In Whitehall, comments were more vehement. Foreign Office official Robert Vansittart, on learning of Kennedy’s pronouncements in the United States, said the ambassador was “a very foul specimen of double-crosser and defeatist.” Another Foreign Office official said Kennedy was “malevolent and pigeon-livered.”75

When he returned to England in the spring of 1940, Kennedy remained pessimistic, publicly and privately. In a cable to the State Department, he said, “My impression of the situation here now is that it could not be worse.” He reported a growing anti-Americanism in response to what was seen as U.S. foot-dragging about helping Britain, and said, “The majority of the English people feel America should be in this fight with the Allies,” an opinion with which he strongly disagreed. He also told Washington policymakers: “Don’t let anybody make any mistakes; this war, from Great Britain’s point of view, is being conducted from now on with their eyes only on one place and that is the United States. Unless there is a miracle, they realize they haven’t a chance in the long run.”76

Although Roosevelt remained cautious about Britain’s prospects, he did not want to rely on his ambassador’s reports. On the same ship with Kennedy when he sailed back to Britain in 1940 was Bernard Baruch, traveling as Roosevelt’s unofficial emissary. The president had sent him to talk with Churchill—at that point still leader-in-waiting—while Kennedy continued to deal with the fading Chamberlain.77

Kennedy’s defeatist pronouncements reinforced the belief in Britain that Americans were ready to tolerate Hitler as a useful buffer against Bolshevism.78 Roosevelt once said of Kennedy: “To him, the future of a small capitalistic class is safer under a Hitler than under a Churchill. This is subconscious on his part and he does not admit it.”79 Regardless of Kennedy’s motivation, much of the U.S. public shared his pessimism; polls in the summer of 1940 found that only 30 percent of Americans thought England could win.80 When Kennedy said that isolationist sentiment was growing in the United States “because the people understand the war less and less as they go along,” the British press countered that the ambassador should have been doing a better job of explaining the conflict to his countrymen.81

Although British officials could not be certain how much impact Kennedy’s pronouncements were having, they looked on the coverage provided by Murrow and other American journalists as a way to offset the ambassador’s defeatist tone. Murrow went farther than that. He did not like Kennedy’s slick charm or his close social ties to Britain’s wealthy, particularly the “Cliveden set” that had strongly supported appeasement. When prominent British politician Harold Nicolson criticized the ambassador in an article in The Spectator, Murrow had a way to take a shot at Kennedy without doing so in his own words (which CBS would not have allowed). Murrow reported that Nicolson had written, “Were I to frequent only those circles in which Mr. Kennedy is so welcome a guest, I should also have long periods of gloom.” Murrow went on to say that Kennedy’s views would be welcomed by those who wanted to try to make a deal with Hitler: “the bankers, the knights and baronets, the shiver-sisters of Mayfair and the wobble-boys of Whitehall, says Mr. Nicolson.” Then Murrow, having had enough of relying on “says Mr. Nicolson,” added his own comment: “There is no doubt that a considerable number of people over here have resented Mr. Kennedy’s utterances concerning the war. The British aren’t accustomed to ambassadors expressing their frank opinions on international affairs in public.… American assistance and support, economic and moral, are welcomed in Britain, but advice as to how the war should be conducted or how the peace should be made is distinctly less welcome.”82

The difference between Kennedy’s and Murrow’s opinions about the state of affairs was clear. The ambassador subscribed to the notion that Britain should save itself by accommodating Hitler, while Murrow—although far from optimistic—thought the British had a decent chance to survive if America provided aid. Murrow reported in late May 1940 that “many Britishers believe that these islands could be turned into a fortress off the coast of Europe, that it could hold out as long as the Navy is afloat and ships continue to arrive. Increased help from America is hoped for and expected.”83 That was the viewpoint of the Churchill government, and having it articulated by Murrow and delivered regularly to the American public and American policymakers was extremely useful.

Murrow did not, however, paint an unrealistically rosy picture of British prospects. When the German advance was roaring ahead in May 1940, he said that its speed “has staggered military experts here.” He added that although there was no panic, “there is a feeling of surprise and bewilderment, a realization that the German bid for victory is directed by unorthodox minds, willing to attempt the impossible, and favored so far by incredible luck.” A week later, he broadcast a description of British defenses being set up near the Channel coast in anticipation of a German invasion: “Buses, old cars, and trucks are parked all over the place, as though left there by drunken drivers, but when you look carefully you see there’s not a spot where an airplane can land without plowing into an obstruction of some kind.” He talked about his conversations with young RAF pilots, “the cream of the youth of Britain,” who had just returned from fighting Germans in the skies above the beaches at Dunkirk. “There was no swagger about those boys in wrinkled and stained uniforms,” said Murrow. “The movies do that sort of thing much more dramatically than it is in real life.”84 These images of quiet, determined heroism were the portraits of England that Murrow was sending to America almost every day.

 

As British war planners monitored the journalism produced by Murrow and his colleagues, they recognized that it needed to be supplemented by a much larger flow of information into America. Murrow understood what was going on. “I believe Britain is about to increase her propaganda effort in the United States,” he said in a broadcast at the end of May 1940, “and the attitude, as I’ve heard it, is this. ‘The Americans think we’re making propaganda anyway, so why shouldn’t we do a better job of it?’ The British believe they have a good case and a good cause and you can expect them to tell you more about it in the near future.”85

By September 1940, the BBC was offering more than seventy news broadcasts each day—more than 200,000 words—to audiences outside the United Kingdom. Among the themes was that America had a stake in the war’s outcome and that the British were “a first line of defense for the other side of the Atlantic.” Commentator J. B. Priestley criticized the U.S. isolationists, saying, “All this patter about non-belligerence is like sitting down and doing crossword puzzles in front of a pack of ravening wolves.”86

Murrow knew that radio enhanced the impact of propaganda: “If you believe that this war will be decided on the home front, then you must believe that radio used as an instrument of war is one of the most powerful weapons a nation possesses. If you believe, as I do, that this war is being fought for the control of men’s minds, it is clear that radio will be a deciding factor.”87 Murrow was shrewd enough to know, as a corollary to this, that news reports such as his could be de facto propaganda.

Looking at it from another angle, propaganda could also have news value. Paul White wrote that CBS carefully monitored foreign programs through a listening center that recorded and transcribed between 100,000 and 150,000 words each day. He said that legitimate news items often turned up, and “the out-and-out propaganda broadcasts also supply news of another sort, since by one definition it is news if one learns what a combatant wants the other side and neutral nations to believe.”88

Murrow privately offered advice to British officials who were reshaping the content of BBC broadcasts directed at America. He recommended using Americans on some of the BBC programs, and noted that although the U.S. audience for shortwave programs was small, it was largely made up of influential people and so would be worth targeting. Alfred Duff Cooper, appointed by Churchill to head the Ministry of Information, was receptive to Murrow’s suggestion and the BBC no longer assumed that Canadians would be the sole North American audience for its overseas service.89 In May 1940, the BBC began broadcasting “Britain Speaks,” which brought the British worldview to U.S. listeners, and in September a “new and enlarged North American transmission” lasting six hours was inaugurated. The news, described as “a really reliable word picture of the very latest world events,” was read with an American accent.90

As British information experts tried to devise strategies for influencing America, the Germans were well ahead of them. During the first weeks of the war, the Germans flew radio reporters to Poland, where the journalists were given a controlled, but firsthand, look at what was going on. In January 1940, Murrow arranged a double on-air interview: William Shirer in Berlin would talk with Ernest Udet, architect of the Luftwaffe, while Murrow in London questioned his British Royal Air Force counterpart. The British backed out, so Udet—who had completed a speaking tour in the United States—had the airtime to himself and was rewarded with follow-up coverage from the American press. Two months later, a similar episode: NBC interviewed Admiral Erich Raeder, commander in chief of the German fleet, about why neutral and unarmed ships were being attacked. U.S. networks offered the British Admiralty airtime to present its views on the matter, but the British again declined.91 Even Hitler got American airtime. His speech to the Reichstag after the fall of France was carried by CBS. (The speech preempted the regular program in that timeslot, The Goldbergs).92

Some British officials recognized that they were being out-maneuvered by the Germans and that failing to cooperate with the news media was archaic self-indulgence. Roger Eckersley wrote, “It seems to me that the powers that be may not have sufficiently realized what part broadcasting can play in a war and that we are behind the Germans in this respect and that we cannot afford to rest on old tradition, but must play the enemy at his own game.”93

The Germans also made heavy use of propaganda programs aimed at both British and American listeners. Beginning with his broadcasts from Germany in April 1939, Lord Haw-Haw (New York-born William Joyce) told British listeners every night that their government was corrupt and exploitive, representing only the upper classes that cared little for the needs of the mass public. He played on dissatisfaction with the Chamberlain government and it was estimated that half of Britain’s eighteen million radios were tuned in to his broadcasts. Murrow noted that “each time he creates a doubt in the mind of a listener, he wins a victory. The British began by ridiculing him and are now taking him a little more seriously.”94

When the blitzkrieg began, Joyce switched from preaching about social injustice in Britain to warning about military disaster awaiting the Allies. He told his listeners: “England is ripe for invasion.… You might as well expect help from an army of mastodons as from the United States.… Either England gives in before it is too late, or she will be beaten.” He criticized Churchill, saying: “Perhaps if the British people could speak, they would ask for peace. But since the official voice of England asks not for peace but for destruction, it is destruction we must provide.”95

By the time the phony war was over and Britain made ready to fight for its life, Lord Haw-Haw’s appeal had run its course. Britons were listening instead to their new prime minister and so Joyce tried to recapture his audience by targeting America: “It stands to reason that the White House and Wall Street have only one fundamental interest in the rest of the struggle; namely, to induce the British to prolong it until Britain herself is so weakened that her possessions in the Western Hemisphere, including her capital investments, fall into American hands.” With Germany on the attack, Joyce’s speculation about U.S. intentions did not win back his British listeners.96

Meanwhile, Americans were also hearing from the Germans. A German radio service for North America had been started in 1933, and as Hitler embarked on his course toward war the broadcasts praised isolationism, criticized Britain, and portrayed the new Germany in the best light, claiming, for example, that Hitler was simply trying “to straighten out some of the political and economic confusion with which Central and Eastern Europe were plagued.”97 Once the war began, this radio service sent America more than eleven hours of programming each day, including nine news programs and five commentaries, some from Lord Haw-Haw. Among the other broadcasters was Iowa native Fred Kaltenbach, who each week delivered an “open letter” that began, “Dear Harry and the folks back home in Iowa.…” In one of these letters, he warned his listeners about British propaganda: “The American people are to be led to believe that England and France are the last hopes of democracy, and that Germany is seeking to beat them only because they are democratic. Stuff and nonsense!” On another occasion Kaltenbach said, “Let it be said, once and for all, a German victory in this war is no threat to democracy—and certainly not to American democracy.”98 The broadcasts attempted to justify German policy to Americans by comparing the seizure of the Polish Corridor with the U.S. annexation of Texas, and likened Hitler’s concept of Lebensraum—ensuring “living space” by controlling central Europe—to the Monroe Doctrine.99

The Germans’ propaganda effort had a mission much different from that of their British counterparts. Substantial pro-British or at least anti-Nazi sentiment existed in America; a 1939 Gallup poll found that more than three-fourths of the American people wanted the Allies to win the war, while fewer than 2 percent favored a German victory. So the task for the Germans was not so much to win support as to help sustain isolationism. In one German newscast, the announcer said, “Above all, we cannot help congratulating the American people on their steadfast, neutral attitude … America is neutral.… She wants to stay neutral.”100 British Ministry of Information official Ronald Tree said the Germans had gone about their work ingeniously. “The two main themes,” said Tree, “have been the injustice of the Versailles Treaty and that the war is merely a struggle for power between two imperialistic forces.”101 In other words, another European dispute (shades of 1918) best left to the Europeans to resolve. The Americans need not bother with it.

When American public opinion showed signs of shifting toward a stronger anti-Nazi outlook, the German broadcasts became more pointed. News-related skits tried anti-Semitic appeals, using as their negative characters “Mr. Finkelstein” and “Mr. Rosenbloom.” In his broadcasts, Kaltenbach complained about Americans being influenced by anti-German propaganda. “The German government and the German people,” he said, “have left nothing undone to court American favor. And how has this been rewarded? With reproaches and rebuffs.… It is not too late, however, to extend the hand of friendship to the strongest power in Europe.”102

American self-interest was stressed frequently in the German broadcasts, and German-Americans were warned about being victimized by the spreading anti-German feeling: “Don’t let it get you down, you German-Americans.… People whose opinions really count will admire you for sticking up for Germany in a fight which is no concern of the United States.” Once France was out of the war, the German theme became more stridently anti-British: “England is standing on her last legs. She stands all alone in Europe and there is nothing the United States can do to stave off her defeat at the hands of Germany. And why should she want to? What has England ever done for America?” Similarly: “The fight for a lost cause may be thoroughly honorable in itself,” but “it hardly behooves a young, vigorous nation like the United States to stand in the way of progress and the New Order.”103 One of the German commentators argued that “there is a far greater similarity between American democracy and German National Socialism than there is between old-fashioned English class distinction and Americanism.”104

On any given day in early 1941, the American audience for the German broadcasts was estimated at about 150,000, but there is no evidence that the German radio efforts accomplished anything beyond feeding the gospel according to Goebbels to the small number of Nazi sympathizers in America.105 If the Nazis’ programs created any drag on the pro-British drift in American opinion, it didn’t amount to much.

The German radio campaigns directed at Britain and America were, however, an interesting example of the use of broadcasting as an intellectual weapon. Murrow understood what propaganda was designed to do. “The real objective of broadcasting into enemy countries,” he said, “is to hack away at civilian morale, undermine the will to fight, create doubts as to the honesty and integrity of national leaders, emphasize and exaggerate social and economic inequalities, boast of your own achievements while pointing out that the enemy is without hope and fights for an unworthy cause.”106

As governments came to better understand the political power of radio, they struggled to control it. Control could be exercised almost reflexively—if not always wisely—through censorship. Part of the motivation for censoring news was to protect security interests; part was to avoid diplomatic and other political problems. For instance, when Murrow traveled to the still-neutral Netherlands in January 1940, Dutch officials strictly censored his reports because they did not want to provoke the Germans.107

Sometimes de facto censorship occurred inadvertently. At the beginning of the war, British inexperience in dealing with radio journalism was evident. When the British Expeditionary Force was making ready to go to France, of the fifty slots for journalists only two were allocated for American radio reporters, although there were three major networks. CBS reporter Bill Henry, for one, had to wait six weeks while his paperwork moved through the bureaucracy before he was allowed to catch up with the BEF.108

More formal British censorship policy was to require a written script for all broadcasts—no ad-libbing. A censor, or “scrutineer,” was always on duty at the BBC’s facility, following the script while listening to Murrow or whoever else was on the air. CBS executive Paul White said the British censorship was “on the whole a friendly one.” Reporters in Germany, however, faced a more difficult process. White wrote that “in Berlin the correspondent’s script must pass a triple censorship by the military, diplomatic, and propaganda ministry’s representatives. Severity of censorship in the German capital varies widely and for no apparent reason. At times the American radio men have found their copy so badly decimated by blue pencil that they have simply refused to broadcast.” He added that the journalists gradually became adept at self-censorship; they “learned what the authorities consider information ‘of aid and comfort to the enemy,’ such as weather reports and precise descriptions of aerial bombing damage,” and so left such material out of their scripts.109

As British officials worked out their censorship plans, they recognized that Murrow and his colleagues needed reasonable freedom of movement if they were to provide coverage that accurately reflected life in Britain at war. In late spring 1940, American journalists were given Scotland Yard passes that allowed them to move freely throughout London, and the Ministry of Home Security expedited clearance for visits elsewhere in the country.110 Equilibrium was established as more British officials came to understand that American news coverage was not a nuisance that needed to be controlled but rather could be a crucial asset in nudging the United States toward providing meaningful assistance.

 

Roosevelt, meanwhile, was performing a complicated juggling act. His principal political business centered on engineering his campaign for a third term in the White House. Until the summer’s Democratic Convention, he refused to publicly make a decision about running again, keeping politicians of both parties in suspense, but his policymaking was grounded in the political necessities of a reelection race. Concerning Europe, he had no illusions about Hitler but knew he might jeopardize his election chances if he came to Britain’s aid in a way that seemed to be pulling America closer to entering the war. Recognizing this, Churchill told Chamberlain in early 1940 that Roosevelt “is our best friend, but I expect he wants to be reelected and I fear that isolationism is the winning ticket.”111

Roosevelt understood that eventually America’s place would be alongside Britain but he intended to move in that direction with great care. To that end he continued to dispatch emissaries to size up the situation in England—whether the British really could hold out against the Germans and whether Churchill was someone he wanted as a discreet partner if American support was to be quietly provided. In early 1940, he sent Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles to Germany, France, Britain, and Italy to determine if there was any chance for achieving a permanent peace. (He told Welles that he had no interest in a flimsy armed truce.) Welles was unable to push any of the countries toward an agreement, but he was impressed by British resolve. In Britain, he later wrote, “one could sense a determination that they would fight to the last ditch to make it impossible for Hitler to force them to do his bidding.” The British, said Welles, would see the war “through to the end no matter how far off that end might be, nor how bitter the progress toward it might prove.”112

Several days after becoming prime minister, Churchill pressed Roosevelt for help. In a cable, he wrote: “I trust you realize, Mr. President, that the voice and force of the United States may count for nothing if they are withheld too long. You may have a completely subjugated Nazified Europe established with astonishing swiftness, and the weight may be more than we can bear.”113 Churchill then presented a wish-list that included everything from antiaircraft ammunition to specific positioning of the American fleet. Roosevelt, with the election less than six months away, agreed only to bits and pieces of Churchill’s requests. The prime minister replied to Roosevelt that “we are determined to persevere to the very end” and told Ambassador Kennedy that even if the Germans overran Britain, “the Government will move to Canada and take the fleet and fight on.”114

Roosevelt was not convinced, despite Churchill’s courage, that Britain could survive, and he found little encouragement for substantively aiding the British in American public opinion polls, which consistently reflected a desire to avoid even the periphery of the war. When the British ambassador, Lord Lothian, asked Roosevelt to warn Germany that the United States would intervene rather than allow Britain to be defeated, Roosevelt was sympathetic but he told Lothian such a move was politically impractical. He estimated that he could get just 40 percent of the public and 25 percent of the Congress to support such a declaration, and if he followed that course prior to November he would ensure election of an even more isolationist Congress.115

Recognizing that the cautious Roosevelt needed to be pushed gently, Churchill relied on radio to make his country’s case directly to Americans. His rumbling rhetoric encouraged the American public to maintain faith in Britain’s determination to carry on. Eleanor Roosevelt later said that his speeches “were a tonic to us here in the United States as well as to his own people.”116 In some ways, Churchill and Murrow were proceeding on parallel paths, using the airwaves with consummate skill to nudge their listeners toward a desired political viewpoint.

No other politician before Churchill had so effectively used the combination of rhetorical eloquence and radio’s international reach. In his speech in the House of Commons following the Dunkirk evacuation, the prime minister admitted that “wars are not won by evacuations,” but said “we shall prove ourselves once again able to defend our island home, to ride out the storm of war, and to outlive the menace of tyranny, if necessary for years, if necessary alone.” He continued, “We shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.” Although that passage is the most quoted excerpt from that speech, what followed was more significant in terms of acknowledging Britain’s new standing in the world. The balance of global power had changed, with England’s destiny now in America’s hands. And so, said Churchill, Britain “would carry on the struggle until in God’s good time the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the Old.”117

Murrow described the speech in his broadcast that night: “There were no frills or tricks. Winston Churchill’s speeches have been prophetic. He has talked and written of the German danger for years. He has gone into the political wilderness in defense of his ideas. Today, as prime minister, he gave the House of Commons a report remarkable for its honesty, inspiration, and gravity.”118 Murrow consistently presented Churchill to Americans that way—a fierce and articulate leader who was worth helping.

While Churchill pursued his courtship of Roosevelt, America’s reluctance to take a firm stand in opposition to Germany was causing British patience to wear thin, particularly because even buying war supplies was becoming more difficult. Foreign Office official Alexander Cadogan said of the situation: “What it seems to amount to is this: that at any given moment we shall run out of dollars. We may then, with the possibly small chance of success, have to throw ourselves on the mercy of the Americans.”119

Murrow reported that among England’s political leaders, the increasingly prevalent attitude was “those who are not for us are against us,” and his broadcasts in mid-1940 took on a tone of greater urgency, particularly after the French gave up the fight. The feeling among the British, he said, was that “in the old days, a war could be lost—a few colonies or provinces ceded to the enemy—and the vanquished people could then begin to prepare for the next time. These people are pretty well convinced there won’t be any next time if this war is lost.” He said that his friend Harold Laski, a noted political theorist, had told him, “We fight till we win, or we die.” He noted that the British press was offering advice to Americans, with the Daily Express warning the United States not to follow the British course after Munich: “We breathed a sigh of relief and sank gently into a complacency that now astounds and humiliates us.… America, don’t be English. Don’t accept the soft words of reassurance that come from Germany.” Murrow also cited the Daily Herald, which said, “For Americans’ own sake, we fervently trust that they too will not be lulled until almost too late by the wishful nightmare of appeasement and the slogans of splendid isolation.”120

Murrow may have argued that he was just a messenger carrying the words of the English press, but his selection of newspaper passages such as these conveyed his own message to America. Some of his British colleagues believed there was more to his reporting than simply covering events. Thomas Barman, who left his job as a reporter for the Times of London to join the British government’s Enemy Propaganda Department, later said: “What else were his broadcasts designed to do but stimulate American public opinion on the side of the British Isles? He must have had that in mind.” BBC producer Mary Adams said, “He believed in the cause.… Others wanted a good story.”121 Some in Britain tapped into Murrow’s knowledge of American politics; one visitor came to the Murrows’ apartment to ask who might be the best emissary to approach the U.S. pro-intervention groups for help in getting more military material for Britain, especially ammunition.122

CBS correspondent Charles Collingwood said that Murrow always told his listeners when he was offering his personal opinion. “There was nothing sneaky,” said Collingwood, “about the way he got his opinion through.”123 An example of this was a Murrow broadcast in July 1940: “Occasionally, in reporting this war, the reporter is obliged to express his personal opinion, his own evaluation of the mass of confusing and contradictory statements, communiqués, speeches by statesmen, and personal interviews. It has always seemed to me that such statements of personal opinion should be frankly labeled as such without any attempt to cloak one’s own impressions or opinions in an aura of omnipotence. What I think of events in Europe is no more important than what you think, but I do have certain opportunities for observation and study.”124

Despite his disclaimer in that broadcast, Murrow’s opinions could be found in many of his reports without being “frankly labeled as such.” Because he was seen by many as being on the “right side,” he was not often challenged about violating standards of journalistic objectivity. After all, he was just reporting what he saw. But those who wanted America to stay out of the war recognized that Murrow’s broadcasts, although they did not overtly endorse intervention, constituted a powerful brief for American action. Murrow kept one step back from the edge of explicitly calling for the United States to go to war and that apparent reticence kept most listeners from dismissing him as a proselytizer. His audience had, after all, been hearing from the likes of Father Coughlin, Adolf Hitler, and an array of others who brought a “hot” presence to radio (to use a term that Marshall McLuhan would apply to television several decades later). Murrow was a “cool” practitioner, which made him more welcome in listeners’ homes and enhanced his influence.

 

Murrow may have leaned toward interpretive reporting as opposed to just reciting facts partly because he was frustrated by radio’s time constraints. In a letter to a friend in New York, he voiced a complaint similar to those frequently heard from later generations of broadcast journalists: “I gnash my teeth over this business of doing four- or five-minute spots from here, which means one must deal really with headline stuff. There’s no opportunity to talk about the fundamental things that are happening, the things which cast a shadow over future happenings at home.” In another letter, he said, “The news has now been completely prostituted.”125

Throughout his career, Murrow was a resolute champion of high journalistic standards. He also understood the relationship between technique and effect—how “good radio” (and later “good television”) enhanced the basics of journalism. Beyond the process of news, he respected the power that journalists could wield. Soon after his arrival in Britain, he had given a speech at the Royal Institute for International Affairs in which he noted that “international broadcasting in one sense seems to me to have become altogether too conscious of its dignity. There is too much the feeling that a man speaking to another country suddenly takes on the status and responsibilities of an ambassador. Under certain conditions, the voice of an English cab driver or fisherman may do more to influence American public opinion than a learned discourse by one of your outstanding scholars.” He underscored the need for responsibility: “Until the search for truth and its diffusion to listeners becomes the main objective of international broadcasting, radio will not assume its proper significance for modern civilization.… It has enormous power, but it has no character, no conscience of its own. It reflects the hatreds, the jealousies, and ambitions of those men and governments that control it. It can become a powerful force for mutual understanding between nations, but not until we have made it so.”126

Eighteen years later, Murrow would make similar comments about the unfulfilled potential of television. But in 1940, he just wanted radio to become more responsive to the public’s need for truth.

 

During that summer, Britons heard little good news. Their country was standing alone as Hitler tightened his domination of the rest of Western Europe. In the United States, Time summarized the American mood: “If U.S. public opinion last week could be gauged in a sentence, it was this: Hitler was invincible in Europe, Britain was facing probable defeat, the U.S. had best look to its own security.” The article cited a Fortune magazine poll that found 94 percent of respondents in favor of spending “whatever is necessary” to strengthen the U.S. military.127

Nevertheless, as Churchill wrote, “the buoyant and imperturbable temper of Britain … may well have turned the scale.” The British people, he said, “were not even dismayed. They defied the conquerors of Europe. They seemed willing to have their island reduced to a shambles rather than give in.”128

Fears of invasion remained paramount. The Germans planned their move into England based on the assumption that they could first destroy the Royal Air Force, but the British had an advantage over the vaunted Luftwaffe: the fastest fighter in the world, the Vickers Supermarine Spitfire, which could fly at 362 mph and could climb to 11,000 feet in just under five minutes. In addition to the Spitfire, the British had the Hawker Hurricane, which could fly at 328 mph.129 Relying on these two aircraft, the RAF would prove during the Battle of Britain that it would not be destroyed.

By the beginning of September 1940, the war had been underway for a year. “Europe has suffered much this last twelve months,” said Murrow. “The next year and the years after that will twist and torture minds and bodies. Reporting Europe will not be a pleasant task.”130 London was now being bombed with devastating effect, and Murrow visited Londoners in their shelters: “How long these people will stand up to this sort of thing, I don’t know, but tonight they’re magnificent. I’ve seen them, talked with them, and I know.”131

This was just the beginning of London’s ordeal. The relentless fury of the blitz would soon arrive and Londoners would have to stand up to much more. Murrow would be standing there with them to tell their story.
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