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Timeline

Some	 significant	 events	 in	 this	 narrative,	 or	 relevant	 to	 it.	 I	 have	 of	 course
selected	 them	to	reflect	my	biases	and	preoccupations.	Not	all	are	 traditionally
viewed	as	major	in	British	accounts	of	the	war.	I	have	left	out	some	events	that
are	very	well	known,	to	give	prominence	to	others	which	are	less	celebrated	but
in	my	view	important.

6	February	1922
Washington	Naval	Treaty	ends	two	centuries	of	British	global	naval	supremacy.

17	August	1923
Anglo-Japanese	Alliance	(dating	from	1902)	cancelled	on	American	insistence.

1	December	1925
Locarno	 Treaties	 open	 way	 for	 eventual	 renegotiation	 of	 borders	 between
Weimar	 Germany,	 Czechoslovakia	 and	 Poland,	 as	 only	 recently	 agreed	 at
Versailles.	 Józef	 Beck,	 Polish	 foreign	 minister,	 later	 says,	 ‘Germany	 was
officially	asked	to	attack	the	east,	in	return	for	peace	in	the	west.’

1929
Construction	 of	 Maginot	 Line	 begins,	 also	 undermining	 French	 post-1918



pledges	to	fight	future	German	aggression	in	concert	with	Poland.

25	July	1932
Polish–Soviet	Non-Aggression	Pact	signed.

25	October	1933
Recapture	of	Fulham	East	seat	at	by-election	by	Labour	candidate	John	Wilmot
(who	 campaigned,	 among	 other	 things,	 for	 ‘peace’).	 Wilmot	 persuades	 some
Tories	that	rearmament	is	an	electorally	dangerous	policy.

26	January	1934
German–Polish	Non-Aggression	Pact	signed.

15	June	1934
Britain	 suspends	 repayment	 of	 its	 World	 War	 I	 debts	 to	 the	 USA,	 never
subsequently	resumed	and	worth	about	£40	billion	by	today’s	values.

25	July	1934
Austrian	 Nazis	murder	 Chancellor	 Engelbert	 Dollfuss	 in	 an	 attempted	 putsch.
Italian	Fascist	dictator	Benito	Mussolini	sends	troops	to	the	Austrian	border	and
aids	Austrian	government	against	the	Nazi	putschists.	Putsch	fails.

6	March	1935
British	Defence	White	Paper	greatly	 increases	spending	on	armaments,	decried
by	Labour-supporting	Daily	Herald	on	7	March	as	‘an	affront	to	Germany’	and	a
threat	to	peace.

18	June	1935
Anglo-German	Naval	Agreement	(like	Locarno	Treaties)	undermines	Versailles
settlement,	gives	Germany	effective	naval	supremacy	in	Baltic.



18	December	1935
Resignation	 of	 Sir	 Samuel	 Hoare	 as	 Foreign	 Secretary	 over	 moral	 outrage	 at
Hoare–Laval	Pact	is	followed	a	few	days	later	by	similar	outrage	in	France.	Any
serious	Franco-British	attempts	 to	detach	Italy	from	Nazi	Germany	come	to	an
end.

29	February	1936
US	 Congress	 retaliates	 against	 British	 suspension	 of	 war	 debt	 by	 passing
amended	 version	 of	 1935	Neutrality	Act,	 forbidding	 all	 credits	 to	 belligerents
(later	modified	in	1937	and	1939,	partly	circumvented	by	Destroyers	for	Bases
Agreement	 of	 2	 September	 1940,	 and	 superseded	 by	 Lend-Lease	 Act	 of	 11
March	1941).

25	February	1936
Franco-Soviet	Treaty	of	Mutual	Assistance	ratified	by	French	parliament.	In	fact,
this	pact	will	remain	a	dead	letter.

7	March	1936
Germany	 (on	pretext	of	France’s	 ratification	of	Franco-Soviet	pact)	 reoccupies
Rhineland.

23	October	1936
Belgium	 begins	 its	 withdrawal	 from	 military	 pact	 with	 France,	 nullifying
Maginot	Line	by	leaving	France’s	northern	frontier	exposed.

13	October	1937
Germany	guarantees	Belgian	neutrality.

12	March	1938



Germany	absorbs	Austria	after	a	Nazi	putsch,	successful	rerun	of	the	action	first
attempted	in	1934	but	prevented,	partly	by	intervention	of	Mussolini.	This	time
Mussolini,	by	now	a	German	client,	does	nothing.

24	April	1938
Konrad	Henlein,	 leader	 of	 Sudeten	Germans,	 demands	 removal	 of	 ‘injustices’
imposed	 on	 German	 minority	 and	 seeks	 ‘autonomy’	 for	 Sudetenland.	 Soon
afterwards	 Henlein	 establishes	 paramilitary	 organisation.	 Britain	 (where
sympathy	 for	German	minority	 has	 long	 been	 strong)	 and	France	 urge	 Prague
government	to	compromise	with	Sudeten	demands.

21–23	May	1938
Rumours	(possibly	spread	by	Czech	intelligence)	become	current	that	Germany
is	 preparing	 an	 invasion	 of	 Czechoslovakia.	 They	 are	 untrue.	 Czechoslovakia
mobilises,	and	impression	is	given	that	Hitler	has	backed	down.	Hitler	is	furious.
Britain	 is	 exasperated	 and	 increasingly	 sympathetic	 to	 Sudeten	 grievances;
France	warns	Prague	it	will	not	go	to	war	for	Czechoslovakia.

20	May	1938
Hitler,	 seething	 with	 humiliation,	 holds	 conference	 at	 Berlin	 Chancellery,
outlining	his	plans	to	smash	Czechoslovakia	by	October.

29	May	1938
Sudeten	 German	 Party	 (SdP)	 scores	 landslide	 victory	 in	 Czechoslovak	 local
elections.

5	September	1938
Czechoslovak	 president	 Edvard	 Beneš	 accepts	 almost	 all	 demands	 of	 Sudeten
Germans.	But	Sudeten	Germans	break	off	negotiations	after	arrests	of	two	SdP
deputies	in	Moravská	Ostrava.



12	September	1938
Hitler,	at	Nuremberg	Rally,	vows	to	‘protect’	Sudeten	Germans.

13	September	1938
Neville	Chamberlain	requests	meeting	with	Hitler.

15	September	1938
Chamberlain	meets	Hitler	 at	 Berchtesgaden,	 concedes	 vital	 point	 that	 Sudeten
Germans	should	be	transferred	to	German	rule.

22	September	1938
Chamberlain	 meets	 Hitler	 at	 Bad	 Godesberg.	 Hitler	 demands	 immediate
occupation	of	Sudetenland	by	German	troops.

29–30	September	1938
Munich	Agreement	dismantles	Czechoslovakia.

2	October	1938
Polish	Army	(using	tanks)	enters	formerly	Czech	Teschen,	seizing	more	territory
than	 originally	 agreed,	 but	 is	 indulgently	 allowed	 to	 do	 so	 by	 Germany,	 still
hoping	Poland	will	 join	Anti-Comintern	Pact.	Édouard	Daladier,	French	prime
minister,	 tells	William	Bullitt,	US	ambassador	 to	France,	 that	 ‘he	hopes	 to	 live
long	enough	to	pay	Poland	back’	for	its	behaviour.	USSR	also	threatens	Poland
with	cancellation	of	their	non-aggression	treaty,	but	backs	down.

24	October	1938
Joachim	 von	Ribbentrop	 invites	 Józef	 Lipski,	 Polish	 ambassador	 to	 Berlin,	 to
lunch	 at	 Grand	 Hotel,	 Berchtesgaden.	 Proposes	 deal	 over	 Danzig	 and	 Polish
corridor,	offers	Poland	Ruthenia	(part	of	former	Czechoslovakia	also	claimed	by



Hungary)	as	reward.

27	October	1938
Quintin	 Hogg	 comfortably	 wins	 Oxford	 by-election	 against	 anti-Munich
candidate	of	combined	Left,	 the	academic	Sandy	Lindsay.	Lindsay’s	supporters
had	used	the	slogan	‘Hitler	wants	Hogg’.

9–10	November	1938
Kristallnacht	 state-sponsored	 pogroms	 throughout	 Germany,	 while	 police	 look
on,	leave	no	room	for	doubt	that	homicidal	anti-Semitism	is	German	government
policy.

17	November	1938
Anti-Munich	 campaigner	 Vernon	 Bartlett,	 a	 popular	 broadcaster,	 narrowly
defeats	Tory	candidate	at	Bridgwater	by-election.

5	January	1939
Polish	foreign	minister	Józef	Beck	has	 tea	with	Hitler	at	Berchtesgaden.	Hitler
repeats	and	elaborates	on	Ribbentrop’s	offer.	Beck	does	not	accept	it.

10	January	1939
Soviet	ambassador	in	Berlin,	Alexei	Merekalov,	 tells	German	Foreign	Ministry
that	USSR	desires	‘new	era	in	German–Soviet	economic	relations’.

25	January	1939
Ribbentrop	 arrives	 in	 Warsaw	 for	 fifth	 anniversary	 of	 Polish–German	 pact.
Urges	 Józef	 Beck	 to	 strengthen	 alliance,	 join	 the	 Anti-Comintern	 Pact.	 Beck
shows	interest	in	Ukraine,	but	rejects	proposal,	including	offer	of	what	remains
of	Slovakia.	Also	backs	down	from	earlier	interest	in	a	deal	over	Danzig.



7	March	1939
Rump	of	Czechoslovakia	begins	to	disintegrate.	President	Emil	Hácha	dismisses
the	Ruthenian	government.	Three	days	later	Hácha	uses	force	to	remove	Slovak
premier	Jozef	(Father)	Tiso,	who	flees	to	Vienna	and	seeks	German	‘protection’.

13	March	1939
Father	Tiso	meets	Hitler,	who	urges	him	to	declare	independence,	which	he	does
the	following	day.	Hungary	seizes	Ruthenia.

14	March	1939
President	Hácha	 requests	meeting	with	Hitler	 (not,	 as	 often	 claimed,	 the	 other
way	 round),	 travels	 to	 Berlin,	 is	 met	 with	 full	 honours	 (his	 daughter,
accompanying	 him,	 receives	 a	 box	 of	 chocolates	 from	 Hitler).	 He	 is	 then
threatened	 with	 military	 attack	 by	 Hitler,	 appears	 faint,	 is	 revived,	 agrees	 to
German	 takeover	 of	 Bohemia	 and	 Moravia.	 His	 foreign	 minister,	 František
Chvalkovský,	 remarks	as	 they	 return	home:	 ‘Our	people	will	curse	us,	and	yet
we	 have	 saved	 their	 existence.	 We	 have	 preserved	 them	 from	 a	 horrible
massacre.’

15	March	1939
At	6	a.m.,	German	troops	occupy	Prague.	German	vehicles	break	down	in	snow.
Pre-printed	curfew	posters	have	to	be	taken	down	because	they	are	in	Romanian.

17	March	1939
Neville	Chamberlain,	in	Birmingham,	denounces	Hitler’s	seizure	of	Prague.

31	March	1939
Britain	 and	 France	 guarantee	 the	 independence	 of	 Poland	 (though	 both	 know
perfectly	well	they	have	no	intention	of	defending	Poland	if	attacked).



10	May	1939
Beginning	of	Operation	Fish,	 as	 first	 loads	of	British	gold	bullion	 are	 secretly
transferred	 to	 Canada	 aboard	 warships	 accompanying	 King	 George	 VI	 and
Queen	Elizabeth	on	their	visit	to	Canada	and	the	USA.	About	£26	billion	in	gold
and	more	in	negotiable	securities	will	eventually	be	transferred,	by	mid-1941,	in
a	series	of	fast	convoys,	undetected	by	German	intelligence.	Most	will	be	used	to
pay	for	the	war	before	Lend-Lease,	and	so	become	US	property	and	be	stored	in
Fort	Knox,	Kentucky,	never	to	return.

23	May	1939
British	 Parliament	 approves	 Palestine	 White	 Paper,	 restricting	 Jewish
immigration	to	Palestine	to	75,000	over	the	next	five	years	and	restricting	Jewish
land	 purchases,	 as	 German	 persecution	 of	 Jews	 intensifies.	Winston	 Churchill
votes	against	it.

11	June	1939
King	George	VI	eats	hot	dogs	at	Franklin	Roosevelt’s	private	house	 in	upstate
New	York.	Soon	afterwards,	posters	warning	‘Beware	the	British	Serpent!	Once
more	a	boa	constrictor	–	“Perfidious	Albion”	–	is	crawling	across	the	American
landscape,	spewing	forth	its	unctuous	lies’	are	observed	on	walls	in	Chicago.

5	August	1939
Admiral	 the	Hon.	 Sir	Reginald	Aylmer	Ranfurly	 Plunkett-Ernle-Erle-Drax	RN
(Soviet	 foreign	minister	Molotov	will	 later	 refer	 to	him	as	 ‘Admiral	Nobody’)
sails	from	Tilbury	bound	for	Leningrad	aboard	elderly	steamer	City	of	Exeter	at
head	 of	 Anglo-French	 delegation	 to	 discuss	 military	 cooperation	 with	 USSR.
The	journey	takes	five	days.

12	August	1939
Anglo-French	 delegation	 finally	 begin	 talks	 in	Moscow	with	Marshal	Kliment



Voroshilov,	People’s	Commissar	for	Defence	of	the	USSR.	Admiral	Drax	reveals
he	has	no	formal	powers	to	negotiate	on	behalf	of	British	government.

15	August	1939
German	 ambassador	 in	 Moscow,	 Friedrich	 Werner	 von	 der	 Schulenburg,
receives	Ribbentrop’s	proposals	for	Nazi–Soviet	negotiations.

20	August	1939
Red	Army	forces,	 led	by	corps	commander	Georgi	Zhukov,	defeat	 Japanese	at
Khalkhyn	Gol	(Nomonhan).

22	August	1939
Anglo-French	mission	to	Moscow	fails	to	reach	agreement	and	prepares	to	leave.

23	August	1939
Joachim	von	Ribbentrop	arrives	 in	Moscow.	Film	studios	 (engaged	on	an	anti-
Nazi	propaganda	film)	plundered	to	provide	German	flags	for	his	route	into	the
city.	At	10	p.m.	Nazi–Soviet	Pact	is	signed,	and	Stalin	drinks	a	toast	to	Hitler.

29	August	1939
Germany,	going	through	the	motions	of	diplomacy	but	expecting	and	hoping	to
be	rebuffed,	makes	final	offer	of	negotiations	to	Poland.	Poland,	convinced	it	has
Anglo-French	support,	spurns	the	offer.

1	September	1939
Germany	invades	Poland,	which	enters	an	era	of	mass	murder,	partition,	ethnic
cleansing	and	foreign	domination	that	will	continue	for	decades.

3	September	1939
Britain	and	France	declare	war	on	Germany,	but	do	nothing,	then	or	later,	to	help



Poland.

3	September	1939
After	 the	 British	 and	 French	 declarations	 of	 war,	 US	 president	 Franklin
Roosevelt	 proclaims,	 ‘I	 hope	 the	 United	 States	 will	 keep	 out	 of	 this	 war.	 I
believe	that	it	will.	And	I	give	you	assurance	and	reassurance	that	every	effort	of
your	Government	will	be	directed	to	that	end.’

15	September	1939
Soviet	Union	and	Japan	agree	ceasefire.

17	September	1939
Soviet	Army	invades	Poland.

22	September	1939
German	and	Soviet	 armies	hold	 joint	victory	parade	 in	 formerly	Polish	city	of
Brest-Litovsk.	Shortly	afterwards	Soviet	NKVD	and	German	Gestapo	exchange
prisoners	and	begin	series	of	friendly	contacts.

5	October	1939
German	U-boats	granted	permission	to	use	secret	Soviet	port	of	Teriberka,	east
of	Murmansk.

30	November	1939
USSR	invades	Finland.	France	and	Britain	contemplate	intervening	on	the	side
of	Finland,	but	do	not,	in	the	end,	do	so.

16	February	1940
British	destroyer	HMS	Cossack	 stops	 and	boards	German	 freighter	Altmark	 in
violation	of	Norwegian	neutrality.	Frees	large	contingent	of	British	prisoners.



9	April	1940
German	invasion	of	Norway	begins.

10	April	1940
Second	 destroyer	 flotilla	 of	 five	 ships	 under	 Bernard	 Warburton-Lee	 inflicts
heavy	damage	on	a	German	fleet	twice	its	size.	Warburton-Lee	dies	at	his	post,
on	bridge	of	HMS	Hardy.	His	final	signal	is	‘Continue	to	engage	the	enemy.’

13	April	1940
A	greatly	reinforced	British	fleet	returns	to	Narvik	and	annihilates	the	damaged
German	destroyer	flotilla.	Half	of	Germany’s	destroyer	fleet	having	been	sunk,
Germany	will	now	effectively	be	unable	to	mount	an	invasion	of	Britain.

10	May	1940
Germany	invades	Belgium,	Holland	and	Luxembourg.

11	May	1940
RAF	bombers	attack	German	city	of	Mönchengladbach,	the	first	time	they	have
deliberately	bombed	a	 city.	Among	 the	 small	number	of	 casualties	 is	 a	British
woman	living	in	Germany.

14	May	1940
German	Luftwaffe	bombs	Rotterdam,	destroying	much	of	the	ancient	city.

26	May	1940
President	Roosevelt,	fearing	British	surrender	to	Germany	after	French	collapse,
discusses	possibility	of	US	takeover	of	British	Royal	Navy	in	secret	talks	with	a
Canadian	envoy.



4	June	1940
Dunkirk	 evacuation	 ends.	 British	 troops	 will	 not	 be	 in	 contact	 with	 the	 main
body	of	 the	German	enemy	for	 the	next	four	years	and	two	days,	 that	 is,	more
than	two	thirds	of	the	duration	of	the	war.

14	June	1940
USSR	invades	Baltic	states	Lithuania,	Estonia	and	Latvia	under	secret	protocol
of	Nazi–Soviet	Pact.

3	July	1940
British	Royal	Navy	 opens	 fire	 on	 French	 fleet	 at	Mers-el-Kébir.	 1,297	French
sailors	 are	 killed,	 but	France’s	modern	 battleship	Strasbourg	 escapes	 owing	 to
weakness	of	British	forces.

16	July	1940
Hitler	orders	preparations	for	invasion	of	Great	Britain	‘if	necessary’.	There	are
no	landing	craft.	German	Navy	and	Army	quarrel	incessantly	about	plans	during
subsequent	weeks,	and	never	agree	on	best	approach.

2	September	1940
Destroyers	 for	 Bases	 Agreement	 requires	 first	 surrender	 of	 British	 imperial
territory	to	USA	since	War	of	Independence.	In	return,	Britain	and	Canada	get	40
ancient	US	Navy	destroyers,	all	of	which	must	be	renamed	after	towns	and	cities
which	have	namesakes	in	the	USA.

17	September	1940
Hitler	postpones	invasion	of	Great	Britain	‘until	further	notice’.

14	November	1940
Roughly	 two	 months	 after	 supposed	 defeat	 of	 Luftwaffe	 in	 Battle	 of	 Britain,



German	bombers	attack	Coventry	by	night,	killing	an	estimated	568	civilians.

23	November	1940
Lord	Lothian,	British	ambassador	 to	Washington,	 tells	US	newspaper	 reporters
in	New	York:	‘Well,	boys,	Britain’s	broke;	it’s	your	money	we	want.’

11	March	1941
Lend-Lease	Act	 (symbolically	 titled	 ‘H.	R.	 1776’)	 follows	 stripping	of	British
assets	with	a	carefully	controlled	flow	of	war	aid.	Initially	consists	of	little	more
than	dried	milk.

24	May	1941
British	battlecruiser	HMS	Hood,	 in	appearance	majestic,	in	truth	far	too	lightly
armoured	 and	 obsolete,	 sunk	 by	German	 battleship	Bismarck	with	 the	 loss	 of
almost	 every	 man	 aboard	 her.	 HMS	 Prince	 of	 Wales,	 new	 battleship
accompanying	Hood,	breaks	off	engagement.

1	June	1941
Almost	 exactly	 a	 year	 after	 Dunkirk	 evacuation,	 those	 defeated	 British	 troops
who	 could	 not	 be	 evacuated	 from	 Crete	 finally	 surrender	 to	 German	 forces.
More	than	12,000	go	into	captivity.	Evelyn	Waugh	is	among	those	who	get	away.

22	June	1941
Germany	invades	USSR.

10	August	1941
Winston	Churchill,	Franklin	Roosevelt	(meeting	for	the	first	time)	and	hundreds
of	British	and	American	sailors	take	part	 in	joint	divine	service	on	quarterdeck
of	HMS	Prince	of	Wales	in	Placentia	Bay,	Newfoundland.



14	August	1941
Official	communiqué	(later	dubbed	‘the	Atlantic	Charter’	by	the	Daily	Herald)
reveals	 that	USA	will	 not	 join	 the	war	 on	Britain’s	 side,	 and	 contains	 several
clauses	threatening	the	future	of	the	British	empire.

18	August	1941
Butt	Report	reveals	that	RAF	bombing	of	Germany	is	hopelessly	inaccurate	and
ineffectual.

25	October	1941
HMS	Prince	 of	 Wales	 leaves	 Greenock	 for	 the	 Far	 East	 on	 the	 insistence	 of
Winston	Churchill	and	against	the	advice	of	the	Admiralty.

7	December	1941
Japan	attacks	the	US	fleet	at	anchor	in	Pearl	Harbor.

10	December	1941
HMS	 Prince	 of	Wales	 and	 battlecruiser	 HMS	Repulse	 both	 sunk	 by	 Japanese
land-based	aircraft	off	Malaya.

11	December	1941
Hitler	declares	war	on	the	USA.

19	December	1941
Commander	 ‘Johnnie’	 Walker	 (passed	 over	 for	 promotion	 in	 peacetime	 and
saved	from	early	retirement	by	outbreak	of	war)	sinks	five	U-boats	in	defence	of
convoy	HG	76,	first	major	victory	in	Battle	of	the	Atlantic.

15	February	1942
British	 and	Australian	 forces	 surrender	 to	 Japan	 at	 Singapore,	 85,000	men	 go



into	captivity.	Greatest	single	defeat	of	British	arms	in	history.

30	March	1942
Frederick	 Lindemann	 first	 circulates	 his	 ‘dehousing’	 paper,	 urging	 deliberate
bombing	by	RAF	of	civilian	housing	in	cities.

30	May	1942
RAF	makes	first	‘thousand-bomber	raid’	on	Cologne.

4	July	1942
British	Admiralty	orders	Anglo-American	convoy	PQ	17,	bound	for	Russia,	 to
scatter,	 fearing	 an	 attack	 by	 German	 battleship	 Tirpitz	 (which	 never
materialises).	Two	thirds	of	convoy’s	ships	are	sunk.	Worst	British	naval	defeat
of	this	or	any	war	in	modern	times.

2	February	1943
German	forces	defeated	by	USSR	at	Battle	of	Stalingrad.

24	July	1943
RAF	 begins	 a	 week	 of	 heavy	 attacks	 on	 Hamburg	 in	 ‘Operation	 Gomorrah’.
These	create	a	firestorm	in	which	at	least	42,600	people	die.

23	August	1943
Battle	 of	Kursk	 ends	with	Soviet	 victory,	 in	which	Germany	definitively	 loses
initiative	in	war	with	Soviet	Union.

28	November	1943
Tehran	Conference	opens.	Churchill	sidelined	by	Stalin	and	Roosevelt.	Churchill
presents	Stalin	with	‘Sword	of	Stalingrad’	made	by	British	craftsmen	as	tribute
to	Soviet	war	effort.	Marshal	Kliment	Voroshilov	drops	it	on	the	floor.



9	February	1944
Bishop	 George	 Bell	 of	 Chichester	 attacks	 the	 policy	 of	 deliberately	 bombing
German	civilians,	in	a	speech	to	the	House	of	Lords.

6	June	1944
Operation	Overlord	brings	British	troops	into	direct	contact	with	the	main	body
of	the	German	enemy	for	the	first	time	in	four	years	and	two	days.

4	February	1945
Yalta	Conference	convenes,	effectively	appeasing	Stalin	by	handing	him	control
over	 Eastern	 Europe.	 Churchill	 says	 afterwards,	 ‘Poor	 Neville	 Chamberlain
believed	he	could	trust	Hitler.	He	was	wrong.	But	I	don’t	think	I	am	wrong	about
Stalin.’

9	March	1945
Tokyo	hit	by	Operation	Meetinghouse,	the	single	most	destructive	bombing	raid
of	this	or	any	war.	16	square	miles	of	central	Tokyo	annihilated,	over	1	million
made	homeless,	with	an	estimated	100,000	civilian	deaths.	(To	put	these	figures
into	context,	 the	atomic	bomb	dropped	on	Hiroshima	some	months	 later	killed
70,000,	and	the	one	dropped	on	Nagasaki	killed	35,000.)

2	August	1945
Stalin,	Truman	and	Attlee	sign	Potsdam	Agreement,	which	dishonestly	promises
an	 ‘orderly	 and	 humane’	 transfer	 of	 Germans	 from	 central	 Europe.	 The
agreement	will	in	fact	license	untold	suffering.

8	August	1945
USSR	declares	war	on	Japan.



15	August	1945
Japan	 surrenders.	Historians	differ	 on	whether	 this	 is	 brought	 about	 by	 atomic
bombs	on	Hiroshima	and	Nagasaki,	or	by	USSR’s	entry	into	war.

13	September	1945
Last	surviving	elements	of	Japanese	Imperial	Army	surrender	to	British	forces	in
Burma,	 after	 a	 war	 of	 great	 ferocity	 and	 bitterness.	 Britain	 grants	 Burma
independence	shortly	afterwards,	on	4	January	1948.

8	June	1946
Victory	 parade,	 for	 war	 originally	 begun	 to	 defend	 Poland,	 takes	 place	 in
London.	No	Poles	take	part.



I N T R O D U C T I O N

The	Myth	as	I	Loved	it:	‘The	Navy’s	Here!’

In	 a	 chilly,	 ancient,	 high-ceilinged	 room	 in	 a	Sussex	preparatory	 school	 in	 the
winter	of	1959,	I	and	my	fellows	are	hard	at	work	as	night	falls	on	the	peaceful,
picturesque	and	ancient	city	outside.	A	nearby	cathedral	clock	tower	chimes	the
quarters	amid	the	stillness.	Our	intent	little	faces	show	that	we	are	concentrating
hard.	Any	modern	person,	observing	us,	might	think	we	were	in	the	grip	of	some
peculiar	and	mysterious	cult.	It	is	the	hour	of	the	week	when	we	are	allowed	to
work	 on	 our	 models,	 a	 remarkable	 feature	 of	 boarding	 school	 life	 in	 that
irrecoverable	time.	These	models	come	in	lurid	cardboard	boxes	illustrated	with
pictures	of	aircraft,	 tanks	and	warships,	 amid	 scenes	of	 fiery	melodrama,	guns
emitting	 orange	 streaks	 of	 flame,	 and	 the	 smoke	 of	 battle.	 Within	 are	 a	 few
disappointingly	 small	 scraps	 of	 grey	 plastic,	 capsules	 of	 glue	 and	 some	 fiddly
transfers.	With	 these	and	our	 imaginations,	we	seek	 to	recreate	 the	 thrill	of	 the
war	we	have	just	missed,	in	which	our	fathers	fought	and	our	mothers	endured
privations.

This	 war	 is	 the	 dominant	 theme	 of	 serious	 conversation,	 a	 source	 of
metaphors	and	frame	of	thought.	It	is	also	our	moral	guide,	the	origin	of	modern
scripture	about	good	and	evil,	courage	and	self-sacrifice.	Our	teachers	in	many
cases	retain	their	military	or	naval	ranks.	I,	for	instance,	was	taught	arithmetic	by
a	 Commander	 RN	 and	 geography	 by	 a	 Royal	 Marine	 captain.	 One	 of	 my
headmasters,	a	wartime	major,	had	helped	design	the	British	Army’s	ammunition
box.	 We	 spoke	 without	 embarrassment	 of	 ‘Glory’	 as	 if	 we	 were	 Soviet



propaganda	broadcasts.	For	us	boys	 there	was	Men	of	Glory,	a	book	 crammed
with	uplifting	stories	of	martial	courage.	This	was	so	successful	 that	 its	author,
Macdonald	Hastings,	later	penned	a	second	volume,	More	Men	of	Glory.	There
was	no	shortage	of	Glory	at	 the	 time.	For	 the	girls,	 there	was	Women	of	Glory
(edited	by	Clifford	Makins),	 in	which	 the	 equally	 courageous	 exploits	 of	 their
sex	were	movingly	 recorded.	Courage	 in	 pursuit	 of	 goodness,	 in	 the	 face	 of	 a
terrible	enemy,	is	what	we	most	believe	in.	It	is	at	Dunkirk	and	D-Day,	or	in	the
forests	 of	 Burma,	 or	 in	 the	 prisoner-of-war	 camps	 of	 Silesia	 or	 the	 Far	 East,
where	brave	Britons	of	all	classes	defy	their	captors,	or	in	the	freezing	midnight
clashes	between	escort	ship	and	U-boat,	that	we	find	our	lessons	about	how	to	be
good	 and	 live	 well.	 The	 stories	 of	 the	 Good	 Samaritan	 and	 the	 Prodigal	 Son
cannot	compare	with	this.	Even	the	Crucifixion	grows	pale	and	faint	in	the	lurid
light	of	air	raids	and	great	columns	of	burning	oil	at	Dunkirk,	a	pillar	of	fire	by
night,	 a	 pillar	 of	 cloud	by	day.	This	 is	 a	war	 just	 over	 the	 horizon	of	 time,	 in
which	we	wish	we	had	taken	part,	and	which	dominates	our	boyish	minds	above
all	 things.	My	chosen	model,	probably	because	 I	come	from	a	naval	 family,	 is
the	destroyer	HMS	Cossack.	My	tongue	is	between	my	teeth	as,	finger	dabbled
in	 glue,	 I	 concentrate	 on	 a	 tricky	 piece	 of	 assembly.	 I	 am	 making	 childish
attempts	 to	 reproduce	 the	 sound	 of	 exploding	 bombs	 and	 shells,	 or	 of	 aircraft
engines	 in	 steep	dives.	All	 around	me,	 others	 are	doing	 the	 same,	with	plastic
miniature	Spitfires,	Hurricanes	and	Sherman	tanks.

I	am	still	moved	by	the	story	of	the	Cossack,	which	on	a	freezing	February
night	 in	 1940	 seized	 and	 boarded	 the	 German	 freighter	 Altmark,	 boldly	 and
riskily	violating	Norwegian	neutrality	 as	 she	did	 so.	 It	was	 a	moment	of	great
romance,	one	of	the	last	acts	of	old-fashioned	patriotic,	chivalrous	war	against	an
(apparently)	normal	enemy	before	 the	 struggle	changed	 into	 something	wholly
different.	 Concealed	 in	 Altmark’s	 hold	 were	 300	 British	 prisoners	 of	 war,
captured	by	the	raider	Graf	Spee	and	on	their	way	to	camps	in	the	Third	Reich.
The	Norwegian	Navy,	in	a	series	of	cursory	searches,	had	failed	to	find	them	and
had	let	the	Altmark	proceed.



This	did	not	satisfy	Captain	Philip	Vian,	 the	Nelsonian	commander	of	 the
Cossack,	 a	 man	 with	 the	 long,	 bony	 face,	 near-suicidal	 cold	 courage	 and
weathered	impervious	calm	of	the	old-fashioned	fighting	sailor.	Vian	was	paid	to
fight,	and	he	was	not	reluctant	 to	earn	his	pay.	His	permanently	narrowed	eyes
saw	through	any	excuses	or	evasions.	He	forced	the	Altmark	to	run	aground,	and
ordered	 his	 men	 to	 board	 her.	 They	 used	 cutlasses,	 the	 last	 time	 this	 ever
happened	in	our	long	history	of	combat	at	sea.1	After	making	 their	way	below,
dispensing	 ruthless	 violence	 to	 any	 who	 got	 in	 their	 way,	 they	 heard	 British
voices	calling	for	help.	They	responded	by	shouting	‘The	Navy’s	here!’

I	cannot	now	explain	the	mixture	of	 thrill	and	comfort	which	those	words
sent	 through	 my	 whole	 being,	 an	 entire	 world	 of	 safety,	 honour,	 justice	 and
warmth.	 All	 of	 these	 joys	 and	 virtues	 were	 packed	 into	 the	 lovely,	 low,	 grey
shape	of	the	Cossack,	fierce	and	dark	in	the	freezing	Nordic	sea,	with	her	bridge
dashingly	open	to	all	weathers	(enclosed	bridges	were	for	foreigners	and	sissies)
and	her	lovely	rakish	lines,	built	to	fight	and	doomed	to	be	sunk	in	battle	–	for
that	is	what	she	was	made	for,	and	that	is	what	quite	properly	happened	to	her.

My	 little	 plastic	 replica	was	 an	 object	 of	 devotion,	 even	 idolatry,	 though
nobody	at	my	cathedral	choir	school	would	ever	have	thought	to	point	it	out.	In
those	days	the	worrying	details	of	religion	were	kept	from	children,	much	as	the
worrying	details	of	sex	were	also	concealed	from	us.	We	would	have	plenty	of
time	to	find	out	all	about	 them	when	we	were	bigger.	But	 the	pseudo-religious
side	of	World	War	II	was	(and	still	is)	expressed	in	more	than	the	remembrance
services	that	oddly	grow	grander	and	more	spectacular	as	the	war	sinks	further
into	 the	 remote	 past.	 There	 is	 a	 special	 sort	 of	 reverence	 attached	 to	 this
particular	conflict.	You	can	–	once	you	are	alert	 to	the	problem	–	see	the	same
sort	 of	 quasi-religion	 at	 Bentley	 Priory,	 the	 headquarters	 of	 RAF	 Fighter
Command	during	the	Battle	of	Britain.	A	stained-glass	window	commemorates
the	battle.	This	is	interesting	in	itself,	for	stained	glass	is	a	religious	form	of	art,
much	as	the	anthem	is	a	religious	form	of	music.	The	window	is	dominated	by	a
Spitfire	 fighter,	 nose	 upwards,	 strongly	 resembling	 a	 cross.	 The	 imitation	 of



another	 cross,	 another	 sacrifice,	 goes	 even	 further	 than	 the	mourners	of	World
War	I	went,	with	their	talk	(in	a	once-famous	hymn)	of	‘Valiant	Hearts’	and	the
suggestion	 that	 the	 thousands	 of	 lives	 laid	 down	were	 comparable	 to	 Christ’s
sacrifice.	One	especially	contentious	verse	runs:

Still	stands	His	Cross	from	that	dread	hour	to	this,
Like	some	bright	star	above	the	dark	abyss;
Still,	through	the	veil,	the	Victor’s	pitying	eyes
Look	down	to	bless	our	lesser	Calvaries.

There	 is	 one	 difference	 –	 that	 this	 hymn	 is	 now	 almost	 forgotten.	 I,	 a	 regular
churchgoer	 in	 traditional	 churches,	 have	 only	 once	 heard	 it	 (mumbled	 by	 a
congregation	who	did	not	know	the	words	or	tune).	This	is	mainly	because	the
belief	that	the	1914–18	war	was	a	‘Great	War	for	Civilisation’,	or	that	it	was	a
‘War	 to	 End	War’,	 has	 perished	 completely	 from	 the	 earth.	 You	 can	 find	 the
expression	‘War	to	End	War’	now	in	the	fiction	or	journalism	of	the	time	and	be
amazed	that	this	was	what	people	actually,	unselfconsciously	believed.	Will	our
descendants	 be	 as	 baffled	 by	 our	 devotion	 to	 the	myth	 of	 the	 ‘Good	War’?	 I
suspect	so,	but	the	moment	that	will	puncture	the	reverence	still	lies	unknown	in
the	future.

The	 belief	 that	 1914–18	had	 been	 the	 ‘War	 to	End	War’	melted	 away,	 of
course,	in	September	1939,	when	it	turned	out	to	have	been	rather	emphatically
‘The	War	that	Did	Not	End	War’.	Indeed,	it	could	equally	have	been	called	‘The
War	that	Led	Directly	to	Another	War’.	In	its	place,	there	has	grown	a	new	belief
in	 the	 ‘Good	 War’	 of	 1939	 to	 1945	 (the	 opening	 dates	 of	 this	 conflict	 vary
according	to	nationality).	This	war,	we	believe,	was	so	good	that	men	constantly
seek	to	fight	it	again,	so	that	they	can	bathe	in	its	virtue.

Its	passion	and	parables,	and	its	characters,	are	nowadays	better	known	than
those	of	the	Bible.	Instead	of	the	triumphal	ride	into	Jerusalem,	the	Last	Supper
and	the	betrayal	at	Gethsemane,	the	Crucifixion	and	Resurrection,	the	Supper	at



Emmaus	and	the	coming	of	the	Holy	Ghost	in	tongues	of	fire,	we	have	a	modern
substitute:	Winston	 the	 outcast	 prophet	 in	 the	wilderness,	 living	 on	 cigars	 and
champagne	rather	than	locusts	and	wild	honey,	but	slighted,	exiled	and	prophetic
all	the	same.	We	have	the	betrayal	at	Munich,	the	miraculous	survival	of	virtue
amid	 defeat	 at	 Dunkirk	 and	 in	 the	 Battle	 of	 Britain,	 and	 the	 resurrection	 of
freedom	and	democracy	on	D-Day.	All	these	are	observed	and	encouraged	with
smiling	benevolence	by	 the	United	States	of	America,	godlike	 in	 its	goodness,
wealth	 and	 power	 –	 especially	 after	 its	 use	 of	 man-made	 thunderbolts	 at
Hiroshima	 and	 Nagasaki.	 This	 faith’s	 symbol,	 in	 Britain,	 is	 the	 Spitfire,
interestingly	a	defensive	weapon	mainly	renowned	for	saving	us	from	a	putative
invasion.	Slightly	less	often,	the	Lancaster	bomber	is	also	an	object	of	worship.
That	 aircraft	 was	 undoubtedly	 an	 offensive	 weapon,	 but	 one	 about	 which	 we
prefer	not	to	think	too	much.	Both	are	preserved	as	living	relics	in	the	Battle	of
Britain	 Memorial	 Flight,	 which	 takes	 to	 the	 air	 for	 great	 national	 occasions
including	royal	weddings,	as	if	it	is	a	sacrament	of	some	kind.

So	potent	is	this	belief	in	the	goodness	of	the	war	that	even	the	deliberate
mass	killing	of	civilians	in	horrible	ways	through	air	attacks	on	the	poor	areas	of
cities	is	not	merely	excused	but	celebrated	by	devotees.	Sir	Arthur	Harris,	who
actively,	unapologetically	 and	explicitly	 sought	 to	kill	 as	many	Germans	as	he
could,	 is	 commemorated	 by	 a	 statue	 in	 the	 heart	 of	 London,	 unveiled	 by	 the
Queen	 Mother	 herself.	 The	 mildest	 criticism	 of	 such	 attacks	 is	 met	 (as	 this
author	can	attest)	with	resentful	fury	and	even	personal	insult.	And	the	enormous
role	in	the	war	of	Stalin’s	Soviet	Union,	an	empire	of	secret	police,	slave	camps,
torture	chambers	and	monstrous	 tyranny,	 is	almost	entirely	 forgotten.	Not	only
do	we	 largely	 forget,	 and	know	 little	 of	 the	Gulag,	while	 (rightly)	 never	 for	 a
moment	 forgetting	 German	 death	 and	 slave	 camps,	 we	 also	 seldom	 mention
Stalin’s	part	in	defeating	Hitler.	We	are	amazingly	ignorant	of	his	1939	pact	with
the	Third	Reich,	of	his	seizure	of	half	of	Poland	(which	was	never	reversed)	and
of	his	aggressive	attack	on	Finland.	And	we	know	little	of	the	huge	land	battles
in	 the	 east,	 which	 decided	 the	 outcome	 of	 the	 war	 in	 Europe.	 We	 know



absolutely	nothing	of	the	USSR’s	strange,	zigzagging	conflict	with	Japan,	out	of
step	with	the	rest	of	the	war.

The	reason	for	this	forgetfulness	and	ignorance	is	obvious.	If	it	was	a	‘Good
War’	against	the	powers	of	Evil,	how	can	it	have	been	won	with	the	aid	of	such	a
wicked	 power,	 a	 power	we	 spent	much	 of	 the	 following	 50	 years	 claiming	 to
despise?	Finland,	almost	our	ally	in	1940,	sought	to	save	its	independence	from
the	USSR	by	 joining	an	 informal	alliance	with	Hitler	between	1941	and	1944.
Finland	 faced	 a	 mirror	 image	 of	 the	 moral	 dilemma	 experienced	 by	 Britain.
Finland’s	greatest	enemy	was	the	despotic,	murderous	USSR.	The	USSR’s	most
powerful	foe,	the	despotic,	murderous	Third	Reich,	might	help	it	survive.	But	the
price	 of	 that	 survival	 was	 an	 alliance	with	 a	 hideous	 regime.	 And	 so	 Finland
chose	the	wrong	side,	in	an	episode	that	has	since	been	politely	forgotten.	So	are
several	other	odd	and	anomalous	events	in	the	Nordic	region	between	1940	and
1945,	especially	civilised,	social	democratic	Sweden’s	opening	of	its	borders	and
railways	 to	 allow	 the	 passage	 of	 German	 (or	 perhaps	 we	 should	 say	 ‘Nazi’)
troops	on	their	way	to	oppress	others.	This	episode	is	not	widely	known	outside
Scandinavia.	But	it	is	bitterly	recalled	in	Norway,	its	principal	victim.	During	the
German	attack	on	the	USSR,	Sweden	allowed	an	entire	German	infantry	division
to	 cross	 its	 territory	 from	Norway	 to	Finland,	 to	 take	part	 in	 the	 attack	on	 the
Soviet	Union.	And	this	was	only	a	small	part	of	a	much	larger	transit	of	troops
over	a	long	period.	This	lengthy,	undeniable	and	embarrassing	event	is	presented
as	a	crisis	in	Swedish	history,	but	Swedish	historians	argue	about	whether	there
was	a	true	crisis,	or	if	it	was	a	pantomime	to	conceal	the	fact	that	Sweden	never
had	any	other	intention	than	to	let	the	Germans	through.

The	 theology	 of	 the	 ‘Good	 War’	 demands	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 evasion,
suppression	and	forgetfulness	of	this	kind.

And	 what	 can	 we	 say	 about	 World	 War	 II’s	 final	 settlement,	 at	 Yalta?
Viewed	 coldly,	 this	 cynical	 action,	 a	 sort	 of	 large-scale	 protection	 racket	 in
which	Stalin	played	the	racketeer	and	the	Western	Allies	his	cowed	victims,	was
a	far	more	disgraceful	episode	of	appeasement	than	anything	even	contemplated



at	Munich	 in	 1938.	 This	 unheroic	 pact	meant	 the	 handing	 over	 of	millions	 of
innocent	and	defenceless	people	 to	a	cruel	 foreign	conqueror.	Some	of	 them	–
such	as	 the	Cossacks	–	were	disgracefully	 sent	 in	 locked	 railway	cars	 into	 the
custody	of	Stalin’s	NKVD	execution	squads.	They	had	good	reason	 to	 fear	 for
their	lives,	but	their	frantic	pleas	to	remain	in	the	West	were	ignored.	No	doubt
the	penetration	of	our	establishment	by	sympathisers	of	 the	Communist	empire
prevented	us	 for	many	years	 from	admitting	 the	 revolting	nature	of	 the	Soviet
state.	But	 perhaps	our	 embarrassment	 about	 having	had	 such	people	 as	 valued
allies	also	played	its	part	in	that	reticence.

In	 the	same	way,	 the	view	that	post-Yalta	Europe	was	a	 liberated	and	 just
continent	is	greatly	undermined	by	the	Potsdam	Agreement.	Under	this	pact,	the
victorious	powers	agreed	to	what	would	now	be	called	‘ethnic	cleansing’	on	an
astonishing	scale.	The	grisly	horrors	of	this	episode,	in	which	the	Allies	falsely
pledged	 to	conduct	 the	expulsions	 in	a	manner	 that	was	‘orderly	and	humane’,
are	well	documented.	To	our	 shame,	 they	are	almost	entirely	unknown	outside
the	 small	 number	 of	 professional	 historians	whose	 job	 it	 is	 to	 remember	 such
things.	 Yet	 this	 was	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 events	 of	 modern	 European
history.	 It	 is	 not	 remembered	because	 it	 does	 not	 accord	with	what	we	 like	 to
believe	 about	 ourselves.	 The	 self-justifying	 legend	 lies	 incongruously,	 like	 a
child’s	fluffy	blanket,	over	the	bones	and	rubble	beneath.

This	pseudo-pious,	historically	absurd	view	of	 the	war	 is	most	powerfully
summed	up	in	the	extraordinary	mural	which	dominates	the	chamber	where	the
United	Nations	Security	Council	holds	its	meetings.	The	UN	itself	says	that	the
artwork	‘represents	man’s	efforts	to	emerge	from	a	dark	past	of	war	and	slavery
to	a	better	life	and	a	future	illumined	by	science	and	the	arts’.2	But	the	painting,
by	the	Norwegian	artist	Per	Lasson	Krohg,	is	patterned	much	like	a	stained-glass
window,	 and	 full	 of	 pseudo-religious	 (not	 necessarily	 Christian)	 symbolism.
Chained	 captives	 are	 released	 from	 dungeons,	 children	 hold	 doves	 or	 hand
apples	 down	 from	 branches,	 a	 phoenix	 rises,	 magical	 light	 pours	 through	 an
opened	 door,	 a	 great	 white	 horse	 rears,	 a	 soldier	 lays	 aside	 his	 gun,	 smiling



gatherings	 in	 traditional	 dress	 celebrate	 joyfully,	 men	 and	 women	 weigh	 out
gold,	or	peer	through	microscopes	or	telescopes.	More	light	floods	the	upper	part
of	 the	mural.	Shadow	obscures	 its	 lower	sections.	Beneath,	an	evil	dragon	 lies
dying	in	the	darkness,	a	sword	driven	through	its	vitals.	At	the	centre,	a	couple
kneel	together	in	what	looks	like	prayer,	clasping	each	other’s	forearms	tightly.
She	holds	 flowers.	Actually	 the	 same	couple	 appear	 elsewhere	 in	 another,	 less
optimistic,	 picture	 by	 the	 same	 artist.	 Per	 Krohg	 suffered	 under	 the	 German
occupation	of	his	country	and	spent	a	year	doing	forced	labour.	The	couple	at	the
heart	of	the	UN	mural	are	very	similar	to	a	deeply	melancholy	study	that	Krohg
painted	 at	 the	 time	 of	 the	 German	 seizure	 of	 his	 country,	 which	 had	 brought
much	misery	into	his	life.	No	doubt	he	saw	the	defeat	of	Germany	as	an	occasion
for	 almost	 religious	 joy,	 as	many	 in	 the	 occupied	 countries	 did	 –	 especially	 if
they	were	not	 then	handed	over	 to	Stalin.	The	painting	in	 the	Security	Council
chamber	depicts	 the	beginning	of	 a	new,	 liberated	 and	enlightened	 era,	 even	 a
new	world	–	not	 just	 the	end	of	a	war,	but	 the	end	of	a	whole	stage	of	human
history,	and	the	beginning	of	a	new	age	of	peace,	brotherhood	and	prosperity.

The	 same	belief,	 that	we	 live	 in	a	world	made	nobler	by	a	crusading	war
against	naked	evil,	was	well	expressed,	in	typical	terms,	by	a	prominent	member
of	my	own	generation.	His	Royal	Highness	Charles,	Prince	of	Wales,	Duke	of
Cornwall,	 heir	 to	 the	 English	 throne,	 was	 the	 speaker	 in	 the	 BBC	 religious
broadcast	‘Thought	for	the	Day’	transmitted	on	22	December	2016.	He	recalled:

I	was	born	in	1948	–	just	after	 the	end	of	World	War	II	 in	which	my
parents’	 generation	 had	 fought,	 and	 died,	 in	 a	 battle	 against
intolerance,	 monstrous	 extremism	 and	 an	 inhuman	 attempt	 to
exterminate	 the	 Jewish	 population	 of	 Europe.	 That,	 nearly	 seventy
years	 later,	we	 should	 still	 be	 seeing	 such	 evil	 persecution	 is,	 to	me,
beyond	all	belief.	We	owe	it	to	those	who	suffered	and	died	so	horribly
not	to	repeat	the	horrors	of	the	past.3



This	formula,	that	the	war	was	(except	accidentally)	‘a	battle	against	intolerance,
monstrous	 extremism	 and	 an	 inhuman	 attempt	 to	 exterminate	 the	 Jewish
population	 of	Europe’	 is	 in	my	view	 almost	 completely	 false,	 as	 I	 shall	 show.
Would	that	it	were	true!	But	worse,	such	beliefs	have	led	men	to	link	virtue	with
modern	wars	of	choice.

And	it	is	such	wars,	begun	in	the	name	of	goodness	and	civilisation,	which
in	my	view	brought	us	directly	to	the	‘evil	persecution’	to	which	the	prince	was
referring.	He	 spoke	of	 the	 great	 rivers	 of	 refugees,	 then	 fleeing	 a	Middle	East
turned	 into	 a	 zone	 of	 destruction	 and	 a	 scene	 of	 sectarian	 hatred.	 There	 is	 a
strong	 argument	 for	 saying	 that	 these	 refugees,	 in	 many	 cases	 turned	 into
economic	 migrants	 by	 their	 exile,	 were	 created	 by	 deliberate,	 ostensibly
benevolent	 Western	 interventions.	 Western	 interference	 and	 invasion	 in
Afghanistan,	 Iraq,	Libya	 and	Syria	 all	 helped	 to	 bring	 this	 crisis	 about.	All	 of
these	were	 driven,	 to	 some	 extent,	 by	 a	 belief	 in,	 and	 a	 desire	 to	 emulate	 the
‘Good	War’	of	1939	to	1945.	In	an	age	where	traditional	colonial	and	territorial
wars	are	very	much	out	of	 fashion,	only	 the	concept	of	 idealist,	 righteous	war
made	 these	 actions	 acceptable	 in	Western	 democracies.	Only	 later,	 when	 eyes
and	minds	had	cleared,	and	emotions	were	no	longer	inflamed	by	idealism,	did
some	start	to	clamour	for	the	prosecution	of	those	responsible	for	the	war	crimes
that	 resulted.	But	 it	was	popular	 support	 for	Utopian	war	 that	made	 these	war
crimes	possible.

The	Hitler	war	 became	–	 and	 remains	 –	 a	war	 so	 idealist,	 so	 ideological,
that	it	has	no	room	for	the	old-fashioned	British	virtues	of	generosity	to	the	foe
and	self-mocking	pluck.	These	were	permitted	and	even	encouraged	during	the
more	openly	cynical	1914–18	combat.	We	would	be	shocked,	for	instance,	had
there	been	a	Christmas	 truce	between	 front-line	 soldiers	during	 the	Hitler	war.
Nor	would	Allied	 air	 squadrons	 have	 sent	wreaths	 to	 the	 funeral	 of	 a	German
flying	ace	inscribed	‘To	a	gallant	and	worthy	foe’,	as	they	did	to	the	funeral	of
Manfred	von	Richthofen	 in	 1918.	The	Germans	 in	 the	Kaiser’s	war	may	have
been	‘Huns’,	but	they	were	not	ideological	enemies	guilty	of	‘intolerance’	and	of



‘monstrous	extremism’.	And	it	is	very	common	for	those	describing	the	1939–45
war	today	to	refer	to	‘Nazi’	warships,	‘Nazi’	aircraft	and	‘Nazi’	soldiers,	rather
than	 using	 the	 more	 accurate	 word	 ‘German’.	 No	 doubt	 there	 were	 National
Socialists	 present	 in	 large	 numbers.	But	 the	 uniforms	 they	wore	 and	 the	 flags
they	 flew	 were	 mainly	 those	 of	 country,	 not	 of	 party.	 Many	 of	 the	 military
objectives	 for	 which	 they	 fought	 would	 have	 been	 accepted	 as	 perfectly
legitimate	by	 the	pre-Hitler	democratic	governments	of	Germany.	The	 soldiers
and	 forces	 of	 the	 USSR,	 for	 the	 most	 part	 our	 ally	 in	 the	 same	 conflict,	 are
interestingly	seldom	if	ever	referred	to	as	‘Communist’	troops,	though	this	would
be	the	consistent	thing	to	do.

The	oddest	and	most	telling	victim	of	this	fierce	new	form	of	idealism	was
poor	P.	G.	Wodehouse,	 an	undoubted	patriot	but	a	political	 innocent,	who	was
astonished	to	find	himself	 treated	as	a	 traitor	for	making	a	 joke	out	of	his	own
internment.	 Once,	 long	 before,	 he	 had	 written	 a	 satirical	 book,	 The	 Swoop!,
mocking	 the	 thrillers	 of	 William	 Le	 Queux	 and	 others,	 which	 predicted	 a
German	 invasion	 of	 England	 before	 1914.	 In	 those	 days,	 such	 things	 were
permissible.	But	his	sense	of	humour	had	not	kept	up	with	 the	 times.	He	 lived
more	 or	 less	 outside	 and	 beyond	 the	 real	 present,	 in	 an	 everlasting	 Eden	 of
country	 houses,	 majestic	 aunts	 and	 dotty	 noblemen.	 Perhaps	 his	 only
acknowledgement	of	the	existence	of	Hitler	had	been	in	a	September	1936	short
story,	‘Buried	Treasure’.	It	was	typically	unserious,	and	ran:

The	 situation	 in	 Germany	 had	 come	 up	 for	 discussion	 in	 the	 bar
parlour	 of	 the	Angler’s	Rest,	 and	 it	was	 generally	 agreed	 that	Hitler
was	 standing	 at	 the	 crossroads	 and	 soon	 would	 be	 compelled	 to	 do
something	definite.	His	present	policy,	said	a	Whisky	and	Splash,	was
mere	shilly-shallying.

‘He’ll	 have	 to	 let	 it	 grow	 or	 shave	 it	 off,’	 said	 the	Whisky	 and
Splash.	‘He	can’t	go	on	sitting	on	the	fence	like	this.	Either	a	man	has
a	moustache	or	he	has	not.	There	can	be	no	middle	course.’



This,	of	course,	was	entirely	the	wrong	attitude	for	conditions	of	total	war.	It	is
incomprehensible	to	those	who	now	know	the	depths	to	which	Hitler’s	state	sank
before	 it	 died,	 which	 nobody	 even	 guessed	 at	 in	 those	 times.	 In	 fact,	 it	 is
interesting	to	read	the	works	of	Hitler’s	sternest	opponents	in	 the	pre-1945	era,
because	they	too	did	not	know	the	half	of	it.	They	write	of	him	as	a	violent,	cruel
and	 intolerant	 tyrant,	but	of	 the	usual	European	kind.	They	did	not	know	what
we	now	know.	They	were	also	not	 trying	 to	 sustain	 support	 for	war	 in	 a	 large
democracy	 whose	 citizens	 did	 not	 much	 want	 to	 give	 up	 their	 increasingly
prosperous	lives	and	submit	to	rationing,	blackouts	and	conscription.

So	when	 total,	 ideological	war	 came,	 and	 swept	 him	up,	Wodehouse	 still
did	 not	 grasp	 the	 difference.	 He	 thought	 he	 had	 been	 captured	 by	 Huns,
menacing	but	at	heart	ridiculous,	at	whom	he	could	laugh.	He	thought	the	1939
war	was	another	conflict	between	nations,	 in	which	 there	was	 room	for	a	 little
light	humour.	Alas	for	him,	he	had	been	captured	not	by	Huns	but	by	Nazis,	who
by	the	end	of	1940	had	to	be	taken	seriously	at	all	times,	though	at	the	beginning
of	that	year	they	could	still	–	just	about	–	have	been	met	with	levity.	In	comedy,
timing	 is	 all.	 Much	 early	 British	 war	 propaganda	 takes	 the	 same	 view	 as
Wodehouse,	 portraying	 Hitler	 as	 an	 absurd	 and	 laughable	 figure	 and	 the
Germans	 as	 strutting	Prussians.	There	was	 even	 a	 song	 (little	 heard	 after	May
1940)	about	how	we	would	‘hang	out	the	washing	on	the	Siegfried	Line’.	This
was	much	hated	by	professional	soldiers.	Charlie	Chaplin’s	1940	film	The	Great
Dictator	had	also	parodied	Hitler	as	a	clown.	It	is	now	difficult	to	watch,	for	that
reason.	The	 devisers	 of	 this	 stuff	were	 no	more	 deluded	 than	Wodehouse,	 but
were	forgiven	for	their	error,	because	so	many	people	had	mistakenly	laughed	at
such	things	during	the	long	months	when	they	had	thought	they	were	fighting	a
normal	war	against	a	normal	enemy.

In	1939	and	early	1940,	very	few	people	outside	Germany	knew	any	better,
least	 of	 all	 the	 British	 political	 class.	 Prominent	 among	Wodehouse’s	 furious
righteous	 critics	 for	what	 (in	 any	 sane	world	 and	 by	 any	 reasonable	 standard)
was	 a	 minor	 error,	 was	 the	 strange	 figure	 of	 Duff	 Cooper.	 Cooper,	 one	 of



Churchill’s	 closest	 allies,	 is	 still	mostly	 revered	 for	 having	been	on	 the	 ‘right’
side	 during	 the	 Great	 Betrayal	 of	 Czechoslovakia	 in	 1938.	 He	 was	 an	 early
disciple	of	 the	mighty	Churchill.	Even	then,	one	has	 to	ask	how	right	 that	side
actually	was,	 given	 the	 likely	outcome	of	 a	war	 between	 a	Britain	with	 a	 tiny
army,	 defended	 by	 biplanes,	 and	 Hitler’s	 Germany	 in	 1938.	 The	 idea	 that	 an
Anglo-German	 war	 at	 this	 moment	 would	 have	 ‘stopped	 Hitler’	 is	 amazingly
common.	 Perhaps	 this	 is	 because	 most	 British	 people	 have	 a	 poor	 grasp	 of
Eastern	European	geography	and	do	not	(for	instance)	know	that	Vienna	is	east
of	 Prague.	 Thanks	 to	 the	 Anschluss	 with	 Austria,	 Czechoslovakia	 was,	 by
autumn	 1938,	 virtually	 indefensible,	 surrounded	 on	 three	 sides	 by	 German
territory	and	airfields.	We	shall	see	Duff	Cooper	again	in	a	slightly	different	light
in	the	pages	to	come.	But	his	treatment	of	Wodehouse	was	an	early	warning	of
the	power	of	the	myth	of	the	‘Good	War’.	In	a	good	war,	the	enemy	cannot	just
be	 the	enemy.	He	must	always	be	evil,	and	 that	 is	our	sole	motive	for	 fighting
him.

WHAT 	 T H I S 	 BOOK 	 I S 	NO T

World	War	 II,	 like	 all	 events	 that	 have	become	myths,	 is	 a	 dangerous	 subject.
Oddly	 enough,	 in	 the	 years	 immediately	 after	 1945	 it	 was	 more	 rationally
discussed	than	it	is	now,	because	there	were	so	many	people	prominent	in	daily
life	who	had	experienced	it	as	it	actually	was.

It	is	since	it	has	solidified	into	a	legend,	especially	in	my	generation,	that	it
has	 lost	 all	 nuance.	 The	 belief	 that	 it	 was	 an	 unequivocally	 ‘Good	War’	 has
grown	with	extraordinary	speed,	and	has	recently	been	reinforced	by	later	‘Good
Wars’	which	have	ostensibly	been	modelled	on	it.

Promoters	of	the	‘Good	War’	do	not	claim	to	have	ended	war,	as	defenders
of	the	1914	conflict	used	to	do	until	this	became	impossible	in	1939.	They	know
better.



So	the	myth	is	not	damaged	by	the	procession	of	small	and	medium-sized
conflicts	 that	have	 followed,	even	when	 (as	 in	 former	Yugoslavia	and	 recently
independent	 Ukraine)	 they	 have	 taken	 place	 on	 1939–45	 battlegrounds	 and
between	the	same	foes	in	modern	dress.	On	the	contrary,	the	‘Good	War’	claim
has	been	repeatedly	promoted	by	those	who	have	wanted	more	wars	and	hoped
to	persuade	us	that	they	too	would	be	good.	And	it	has	been	fascinating	to	watch
the	Serbs	and	Russians,	whom	we	regarded	as	our	‘noble	allies’	in	the	Balkans
and	Ukraine	 in	 the	1940s,	having	 their	positions	 reversed;	our	 friends	 in	 these
modern	wars	have	been	the	Croats	and	Ukrainians,	who	in	many	cases	were	very
much	not	on	‘our’	side	in	1941.

Why	is	this	fantasy	of	a	‘Good	War’	so	hard	to	criticise?	For	it	certainly	is
hard	to	criticise.	Those	who	do	so	will	rapidly	find	themselves	accused	of	Nazi
sympathies,	defeatism,	moral	indifference	and	similar	unlovely	failings.	I	plead
‘not	guilty’	to	all	of	these	charges.

I	am	not	trying	to	hurt	anyone’s	feelings.	There	are	not	many	feelings	left	to
hurt.	The	general	reluctance	to	criticise	the	war	cannot	really	be	explained	by	a
tactful	 desire	 not	 to	 upset	 those	 who	 took	 part.	 Few	 who	 fought	 in	 it	 now
survive.	Most	of	those	who	went	through	it	as	combatants	(my	father	was	one	of
them)	 regarded	 it	 with	 a	 bleak	 and	 unsentimental	 eye.	 Those	 who	 brought	 it
about	and	 led	us	 through	 it	are	all	 long	 in	 their	graves,	so	we	have	no	need	 to
spare	their	feelings.	Its	most	towering	figure,	and	the	one	who	did	most	to	shape
our	idea	of	what	happened,	died	when	I	was	a	schoolboy	in	short	 trousers.	Yet
even	so	I	still	feel	nervous	about	what	I	am	about	to	say	here.

What	 I	mainly	 fear	 is	 that	 it	 will	 be	 twisted,	 deliberately	misunderstood,
misinterpreted	 or	 simply	 lied	 about	 by	 people	 unwilling	 to	 see	 the	 myth	 re-
examined.	This	will	be	because	that	myth	–	of	a	benevolent	war	fought	for	the
good	of	mankind	–	has	in	recent	years	become	essential	to	many	campaigns	for
fresh	wars.	And	in	those	campaigns	for	these	wars,	the	Churchillian	example	has
been	 repeatedly	 paraded	 as	 justification,	 however	 much	 of	 a	 stretch	 the
comparison	may	be.	In	normal	life,	the	so-called	‘Godwin’s	Law’	states	that	the



person	who	first	introduces	a	Hitler	comparison	into	any	argument	is	the	loser	of
that	debate.	In	campaigns	for	war,	that	person	is	the	winner.	In	these	conflicts	the
enemy	 is	 always	 Hitler,	 the	 promoters	 of	 war	 are	 always	 Mr	 Churchill	 or
President	Roosevelt,	and	the	opponents	of	war	are	always	Neville	Chamberlain,
set	on	shameful	appeasement.

It	 was	 so	 when	 President	 Harry	 S.	 Truman	 heard	 of	 the	 North	 Korean
invasion	 of	 South	Korea	 in	 June	 1950.	Until	 then,	 the	 policy	 of	 the	USA	had
been	to	stay	out	of	Korea	because	it	was	outside	America’s	‘defence	perimeter’.
But	the	‘appeasement’	fear	changed	that,	or	perhaps	was	useful	 in	explaining	a
major	change	in	policy	which	caused	the	USA	to	intervene.	Truman	wrote,

I	remembered	how	each	time	that	the	democracies	failed	to	act	it	had
encouraged	 the	 aggressors	 to	 keep	 going	 ahead.	 Communism	 was
acting	 in	Korea	 just	 as	Hitler,	Mussolini,	 and	 the	 Japanese	had	acted
ten,	 fifteen,	 and	 twenty	 years	 earlier.	 […]	 If	 this	 was	 allowed	 to	 go
unchallenged	it	would	mean	a	third	world	war,	just	as	similar	incidents
had	brought	on	the	second	world	war.4

Later	in	the	Korean	War,	in	December	1950,	he	said:	‘We	will	continue	to	take
every	 honorable	 step	we	 can	 to	 avoid	 general	war.	But	we	will	 not	 engage	 in
appeasement.	The	world	learned	from	Munich	that	security	cannot	be	bought	by
appeasement.’5

It	was	 so	 at	 Suez,	where	Anthony	Eden	 (though	he	was	 too	 fastidious	 to
make	 the	Hitler	 claim)	 compared	 the	 Egyptian	 leader	Gamal	Abdel	Nasser	 to
Mussolini	and	warned	of	the	cost	of	‘giving	in	to	Fascism’.

Many	later	American	uses	of	the	comparison	are	explored	in	a	fascinating
online	essay,	‘This	Guy	is	a	Modern-day	Hitler’,	by	Norman	Solomon.6

At	a	press	conference	on	28	July	1965,	President	Lyndon	Johnson	invoked
the	 Munich	 test	 to	 justify	 deepening	 involvement	 in	 Vietnam.	 He	 said:	 ‘Nor
would	 surrender	 in	 Vietnam	 bring	 peace,	 because	 we	 learned	 from	 Hitler	 at



Munich	 that	 success	 only	 feeds	 the	 appetite	 of	 aggression.’	 There	 have	 even
more	 absurd	 parallels.	 At	 a	 World	 Affairs	 Council	 session	 in	 Boston	 on	 15
February	 1984,	 Secretary	 of	 State	 George	 Shultz	 said:	 ‘I’ve	 had	 good	 friends
who	experienced	Germany	in	the	1930s	go	there	[Nicaragua]	and	come	back	and
say,	 “I’ve	 visited	 many	 communist	 countries,	 but	 Nicaragua	 doesn’t	 feel	 like
that.	It	feels	like	Nazi	Germany.”’

Perhaps	 the	 most	 ludicrous	 of	 all	 these	 false	 comparisons	 was	 the
Hitlerisation	 of	 the	 Panamanian	 despot	Manuel	 Noriega	 in	 August	 1989.	 The
USA’s	Deputy	 Secretary	 of	 State,	 Lawrence	 Eagleburger,	 no	 doubt	 accurately,
accused	Mr	Noriega	of	giving	safe	havens	to	drug	traffickers,	of	laundering	drug
money,	 and	of	 allowing	Panama	 to	be	used	 as	 a	 cocaine	 trans-shipment	 point.
But	he	 then	said,	nonsensically,	 ‘That	 is	aggression	as	 surely	as	Adolf	Hitler’s
invasion	of	Poland	50	years	ago	was	aggression.	It	is	aggression	against	us	all,
and	some	day	it	must	be	brought	to	an	end.’	Shortly	afterwards	the	United	States
invaded	Panama	and	deposed	and	imprisoned	Mr	Noriega.

When	 Saddam	 Hussein	 invaded	 Kuwait	 in	 June	 1990,	 President	 George
Bush	(senior)	said:	‘A	half	century	ago,	our	nation	and	the	world	paid	dearly	for
appeasing	an	aggressor	who	should,	and	could,	have	been	stopped.	We	are	not
going	 to	make	 the	 same	mistake	 again.’	Even	 this	was	 not	 really	 a	 reasonable
comparison.	 The	 USA	 had	 indulged	 Saddam	 Hussein	 when	 he	 was	 attacking
their	enemy,	Iran.	They	also	did	far	too	little	to	deter	Saddam’s	seizure	of	Kuwait
before	 it	 happened.	 At	 an	 astonishing	 meeting	 between	 Saddam	 Hussein	 and
April	 Glaspie,	 US	 ambassador	 to	 Iraq,	 on	 25	 July	 1990,	 eight	 days	 before
Saddam’s	invasion	of	Kuwait,	Saddam	asked	Ms	Glaspie,

If	we	could	keep	the	whole	of	the	Shatt	al	Arab	–	our	strategic	goal	in
our	war	with	Iran	–	we	will	make	concessions	(to	the	Kuwaitis).	But,	if
we	 are	 forced	 to	 choose	 between	 keeping	 half	 of	 the	 Shatt	 and	 the
whole	 of	 Iraq	 [this	 in	 Saddam’s	 view	 included	 Kuwait,	 which	 he
regarded	 as	 a	 lost	 province	 of	 Iraq],	 then	we	will	 give	 up	 all	 of	 the



Shatt	to	defend	our	claims	on	Kuwait	to	keep	the	whole	of	Iraq	in	the
shape	we	wish	it	to	be.	(pause)	What	is	the	United	States’	opinion	on
this?

Ms	Glaspie	then	said	to	the	Iraqi	leader:

We	have	no	opinion	on	your	Arab–Arab	conflicts,	such	as	your	dispute
with	 Kuwait.	 Secretary	 (of	 State	 James)	 Baker	 has	 directed	 me	 to
emphasize	 the	 instruction,	 first	 given	 to	 Iraq	 in	 the	 1960s,	 that	 the
Kuwait	issue	is	not	associated	with	America.

One	account	of	the	exchange	notes,	in	parentheses,	‘Saddam	smiles’.7

The	New	York	Times	published	a	different	version	on	23	September	1990	in
which	Ms	Glaspie	was	reported	to	have	said,

But	we	have	no	opinion	on	the	Arab–Arab	conflicts,	like	your	border
disagreement	with	Kuwait.	I	was	in	the	American	Embassy	in	Kuwait
during	the	late	60s.	The	instruction	we	had	during	this	period	was	that
we	 should	 express	 no	 opinion	 on	 this	 issue	 and	 that	 the	 issue	 is	 not
associated	 with	 America.	 James	 Baker	 has	 directed	 our	 official
spokesmen	to	emphasize	this	instruction.	We	hope	you	can	solve	this
problem	using	any	suitable	methods	via	Klibi	[Chedli	Klibi,	Secretary
General	 of	 the	Arab	 League]	 or	 via	 President	Mubarak.	All	 that	we
hope	is	that	these	issues	are	solved	quickly.8

Neither	version	suggests	a	1940	Churchillian	determination	 to	stand	firm	at	all
costs.	Both	are	rather	more	similar	to	the	early	Churchillian	diplomatic	response
to	 the	 German	 reoccupation	 of	 the	 Rhineland,	 in	 which	 the	 Last	 Lion	 in	 fact
called	forcefully	for	…	more	talks.

Excuses	have	been	made	for	Ms	Glaspie,	but	even	those	who	try	to	defend
her	have	noted	that	John	Kelly,	the	Assistant	Secretary	of	State	for	the	Near	East,



in	 an	 appearance	 before	 the	 House	 of	 Representatives	 International	 Relations
Committee,	was	asked	by	the	Republican	chairman	Lee	Hamilton,	‘Do	we	have
a	 mutual	 defense	 pact	 with	 Kuwait	 that	 would	 obligate	 us	 to	 come	 to	 their
defense	in	the	event	they	were	invaded	by	Iraq?’	John	Kelly	confirmed	that	no
such	 pact	 existed.9	 This	 was	 on	 31	 July,	 two	 days	 before	 the	 invasion.	 Once
again,	 this	 is	 normal	 diplomacy,	 lacking	 the	 ability	 to	 know	 the	 future.	 This
power	 of	 prophecy	 is	 an	 ability	 that	 all	 those	who	 evoke	Winston	Churchill’s
spirit	believe	they	will	have	when	they	are	tested.	Alas,	they	seldom	possess	it	in
real	life.

The	ghost	of	Neville	Chamberlain	was	also	summoned	from	the	beyond	to
aid	calls	for	war	against	the	Serbian	leader	Slobodan	Milošević.	Milošević	was
‘the	 closest	 thing	 to	 Hitler	 Europe	 has	 confronted	 in	 the	 last	 half-century’,
Boston	Globe	columnist	David	Nyhan	wrote	in	January	1999.10	About	the	same
time,	President	Bill	Clinton	also	likened	Milošević	to	the	German	Führer,	saying,
‘And	so	I	want	to	talk	to	you	about	Kosovo	today	but	just	remember	this	–	it’s
about	our	values.	What	if	someone	had	listened	to	Winston	Churchill	and	stood
up	 to	Adolf	Hitler	 earlier?’11	The	Washington	Post	 reported	 that	 ‘the	president
compared	 Milošević	 explicitly	 to	 Hitler’.12	 Any	 hesitation	 in	 launching	 war
against	 him	was	 of	 course	 dismissed	 as	 ‘appeasement’.	 It	was	 so	 again	 in	 the
second	 Iraq	war	 in	which	 no	 real	menace	 to	 other	 countries	was	 ever	 proven.
The	British	prime	minister,	Anthony	Blair,	arguing	for	the	policies	that	led	to	the
joint	US–UK	invasion	of	Iraq	in	2003,	used	the	same	comparison.	Saying	that	he
respected	 the	 sincerity	 of	 those	 opposing	 him,	 Mr	 Blair	 recalled	 that	 many
people	had	sought	to	appease	‘fascism’	in	the	1930s	for	the	sake	of	avoiding	war.
‘A	 majority	 of	 decent	 and	 well-meaning	 people	 said	 there	 was	 no	 need	 to
confront	 Hitler	 and	 that	 those	 who	 did	 were	 war-mongers,’	 he	 reminisced.
‘When	 people	 decided	 not	 to	 confront	 fascism,	 they	 were	 doing	 the	 popular
thing,	 they	were	doing	 it	 for	good	 reasons,	 and	 they	were	good	people	…	but
they	 made	 the	 wrong	 decision.’13	 In	 April	 2017,	 President	 Donald	 Trump’s
spokesman,	 Sean	 Spicer,	 made	 perhaps	 the	 most	 unconvincing	 of	 all	 such



comparisons.	After	 the	USA	accused	 the	Syrian	president,	Bashar	al-Assad,	of
using	 chemical	weapons,	 he	 suggested	Mr	Assad	was	worse	 than	 the	German
dictator,	saying,	‘You	know,	you	had	someone	as	despicable	as	Hitler	who	didn’t
even	sink	to	using	chemical	weapons.’14	He	was	met	with	mocking	laughter.

But	 the	 comparison	 continued	 to	 be	 used,	 however	 much	 it	 might	 be
mocked.	 In	 June	 2017,	Mr	 Trump	 denounced	 his	 forerunner’s	 policy	 towards
Cuba	 (the	 end	 of	 an	 embargo	 and	 a	 general	 opening	 up	 of	 diplomatic	 and
economic	 contacts,	 with	 no	 major	 military	 significance).	 President	 Trump’s
White	House	aides	briefed	US	media	that	Obama’s	initiative	had	been	a	‘failed
policy	of	appeasement’.

Amusingly,	the	only	real	instances	of	active	appeasement	since	Yalta	have
generally	been	highly	popular	with	and	much	praised	by	major	political	figures,
powerful	 media	 and	 foreign	 policy	 establishments.	 The	 first	 is	 the	 ‘peace
process’	 under	way	 in	 the	Middle	 East	 since	 the	 1970s,	when	 Israel	was	 first
urged,	by	its	supposed	friendly	allies,	to	give	‘land	for	peace’.	This	description
could	also	be	applied	to	the	Munich	Agreement.	This	compelled	Czechoslovakia
to	give	up	land	in	return	for	not	actually	being	invaded	and	bombed.	But	it	was
concluded	largely	for	the	internal	ease,	diplomatic	contentment	and	satisfaction
of	outside	powers.

No	 long-lasting	 peace	 or	 friendship	 has	 resulted.	 But	 Israel’s	 ability	 to
defend	 itself	 against	 military	 attack	 has	 been	 severely	 reduced	 by	 the	 loss	 of
strategically	valuable	land.	Israel	gave	up	the	Sinai	Peninsula,	a	hugely	valuable
defensive	 zone,	 won	 in	 battle	 in	 1967,	 in	 return	 for	 paper	 promises	 of	 peace.
Significantly,	the	Egyptian	leader	who	signed	this	agreement,	Anwar	Sadat,	was
murdered	by	an	Islamist	fanatic	three	years	later.	Egypt’s	agreement	to	the	treaty
is	only	maintained	thanks	to	enormous	cash	subsidies	and	arms	supplies	from	the
USA.	It	is	deeply	unpopular	in	Egypt.	The	Israeli	embassy	in	Cairo,	in	a	fortified
block,	 came	 under	 sustained	 siege	 by	 a	 mob	 in	 September	 2011,	 during	 the
‘Arab	 Spring’.	 Enthusiastic	 Western	 media	 reports	 of	 this	 ‘Arab	 Spring’	 had
failed	to	notice	(or	at	least	to	report)	a	strong	anti-Jewish	undercurrent,	as	in	the



scrawling	 of	 Stars	 of	David	 on	 posters	 of	 the	 then	 president,	Hosni	Mubarak,
whose	 resignation	 the	 crowds	 sought	 and	 won.	 The	 embassy	 staff	 barricaded
themselves	 in	 a	 ‘safe	 room’	 and	 had	 to	 be	 rescued	 from	 a	 terrible	 fate	 by
Egyptian	 commandos.	 Relations	 between	 the	 two	 peoples	 remain	 icy.	 While
some	Israelis	travel	to	Egypt,	very	few	Egyptian	private	citizens	ever	visit	Israel.
If	they	do,	they	are	regarded	by	neighbours	and	by	the	authorities	with	suspicion.

This	 dubious	 treaty	 was	 followed	 by	 further	 attempts	 to	 exchange	 actual
land	for	yet	more	notional	‘peace’,	under	pressure	from	the	USA,	at	Madrid	in
1991	and	through	secret	talks	in	Oslo	in	1993.	The	1993	episode	led	to	a	more	or
less	 forced	 public	 handshake	 between	 the	 then	 Israeli	 prime	minister,	 Yitzhak
Rabin,	and	the	leader	of	the	Palestine	Liberation	Organisation,	Yasser	Arafat,	on
the	White	House	lawn.	Observers	present	at	the	occasion	(including	this	author)
could	see	little	sign	of	genuine	reconciliation	in	the	two	men’s	stances	or	facial
expressions.	These	efforts,	all	of	which	 tend	 towards	 the	creation	of	an	armed,
sovereign	and	hostile	Palestinian	state	bordering	Israel	and	within	rocket	range
of	 its	only	major	airport	and	 its	capital	city,	are	almost	universally	 regarded	as
constructive	and	just.	The	so-called	‘two-state	solution’,	which	requires	such	an
arrangement,	 is	official	policy	 in	almost	every	major	 foreign	ministry	 involved
in	 the	conflict.	 Israel’s	allies	 long	 to	bring	 it	 to	a	conference	at	which	such	an
arrangement	could	be	imposed	upon	their	alleged	friend.

The	second	example	of	appeasement	 in	action,	and	admired,	 is	 the	‘peace
process’	 in	 Northern	 Ireland.	 This	 is	 an	 agreement	 under	 which	 the	 Irish
Republican	Army	and	various	 ‘Loyalist’	gangs	have	officially	 abandoned	 their
programmes	of	murder,	torture	and	bombing	in	return	for	the	release	of	many	of
their	 worst	 offenders.	 They	 have	 also	 been	 given	 promises	 that	 unprosecuted
bombers	and	killers	will	not	normally	be	pursued	for	their	crimes,	or	if	they	are,
will	only	serve	minimal	sentences.	The	agreement	also	entailed	the	withdrawal
or	dismantling	of	British	armed	forces	and	surveillance	stations,	the	disbanding
of	counterterrorist	organisations,	and	the	removal	of	British	and	royal	flags	and
symbols	from	Northern	Ireland.	The	IRA	won	a	permanent	place	in	government,



and	several	well-paid	posts,	for	its	political	front	organisation	Sinn	Féin.	It	also
obtained	the	special	freedom	for	that	party	to	raise	funds	abroad,	a	freedom	not
given	to	other	UK	parties.	Above	all,	they	won	the	promise	(at	some	point	in	the
future)	of	an	irreversible	referendum	to	transfer	Northern	Ireland	from	British	to
Irish	sovereignty,	their	ultimate	aim.	This	referendum,	once	called,	may	be	held
as	often	as	every	seven	years	until	it	produces	the	required	result.	If	anyone	is	in
any	doubt	about	the	nature	and	direction	of	this	treaty,	 it	 is	worth	noting	that	a
vote	 to	 remain	 under	 British	 sovereignty,	 if	 it	 took	 place,	 would	 not	 be
irreversible.	 The	 IRA	 may	 be	 assumed	 to	 have	 kept	 large	 stocks	 of	 guns,
ammunition	 and	 explosives.	 Despite	 official	 claims	 of	 ‘decommissioning’,	 no
testable	 or	 checkable	 or	 transparent	 verification	 process	 took	 place.	 Violent
terrorist	 events	 since	 the	 surrender,	 including	 the	 Omagh	 murders	 (the	 worst
single	bombing	of	the	entire	conflict),	are	invariably	attributed	to	‘dissident’	IRA
groups	 amid	 cries	 that	 ‘the	 peace	 process	 cannot	 be	 derailed’.	 This	 is	 an
interesting	 expression.	 Why	 cannot	 it	 be	 derailed?	 If	 it	 is	 a	 genuine	 peace
agreement	between	equals,	why	can	apparent	breaches	of	 it	by	one	side	not	be
punished?	 If	 the	 British	 government	 failed	 to	 implement	 agreed	 concessions,
Sinn	Féin	would	be	quick	to	derail	the	peace	process.	That	is	why	it	continues,
relentlessly,	 in	 one	 direction	 only.	 Nobody	 even	 dares	 suggest	 that	 the
Provisional	 IRA	might	 be	unofficially	 encouraging	 such	 attacks	 to	 press	 home
demands	 in	 Sinn	 Féin’s	 unfinished	 campaign	 to	 whittle	 away	 the	 remaining
influence	of	London	over	Northern	Ireland.

Mysteriously,	 these	 supposedly	 dissident	 groups	 are	 never	 punished	 or
disciplined	by	 the	 IRA	 itself,	 although	 the	past	history	of	 Irish	Republicanism,
particularly	 the	 civil	 war	 of	 the	 1920s	 and	 the	 1938–40	 period	 during	 which
Éamon	de	Valera	hanged	several	IRA	leaders,	suggests	that	those	who	defy	their
leaders,	 and	 refuse	 to	accept	 agreements	made	by	 these	 leaders,	may	normally
expect	 violent	 repression.	 The	 agreement	was	 also	 not	 signed	 by	 its	 principal
beneficiary,	 Sinn	 Féin.	 The	 only	 actual	 signatories	 were	 the	 British	 and	 Irish
governments.	 Once	 again	 real	 material	 concessions	 were	 given	 in	 return	 for



paper	 or	 verbal	 promises.	 The	 British	 prime	minister,	 Anthony	 Blair,	 had	 his
own	Neville	Chamberlain	moment,	 saying	 rather	 inaccurately	 in	 a	handwritten
‘piece	of	paper’	that	there	would	be	no	prisoner	releases	until	violence	had	been
given	 up	 for	 good	 and	 that	 those	 who	 used	 or	 threatened	 violence	 would	 be
excluded	from	government.

It	 is	hard	to	see	how	this	series	of	events	was	not	a	form	of	appeasement.
Yet	 it	 remains	 politically	 popular	 and	 admired,	 its	 darker	 consequences	 being
quietly	 ignored	 or	 forgotten.	 Those	 who	 criticise	 it,	 such	 as	 this	 author,	 are
accused	 of	 being	 against	 peace.	 Appeasement	 doth	 never	 prosper.	 For	 if	 it
prospers,	none	dare	call	it	appeasement.

When	we	do	appease,	it	is	approved	both	by	the	political	‘centre’	and	by	the
mass	media.	Yet	despite	the	fact	that	the	Hitler–Munich	comparison	seldom	fits
the	circumstances,	 this	model	continues	 to	be	applied	 to	 the	enemy	of	 the	day,
whoever	 he	 is	 –	 currently	 Vladimir	 Putin,	 the	 Russian	 president.	 The
‘appeasement’	label	is	hung,	in	the	same	crude	way,	round	the	necks	of	any	who
suggest	 that	a	warlike	 stance	 is	not	 justified.	Both	charges	–	 that	 the	enemy	 is
Hitler	 and	 that	 those	 who	 oppose	 a	 warlike	 stance	 are	 appeasers	 –	 are
increasingly	 used	 in	 the	 active	 and	 peculiar	 campaign	 to	worsen	 our	 relations
with	the	Russian	Federation	and	create	needless	tension	at	the	edges	of	Eastern
Europe.	Quite	significant	people,	from	Hillary	Clinton	to	the	Prince	of	Wales	(he
who	 believes	 that	 the	 1939	 war	 was	 ‘a	 battle	 against	 intolerance,	 monstrous
extremism	 and	 an	 inhuman	 attempt	 to	 exterminate	 the	 Jewish	 population	 of
Europe’),	have	publicly	equated	Vladimir	Putin	with	Adolf	Hitler.	In	May	2014,
referring	 to	 the	 actions	 of	 the	 Russian	 president	 in	 Ukraine,	 during	 a	 tour	 of
Canada,	 the	prince	told	a	woman	who	had	lost	relatives	in	the	Nazi	Holocaust,
‘And	 now	 Putin	 is	 doing	 just	 about	 the	 same	 as	 Hitler.’	 In	March	 2014	Mrs
Clinton	 told	 a	 private	 fundraising	 gathering	 in	 Long	 Beach,	 California	 that
President	Putin’s	campaign	 to	provide	Russian	passports	 to	 those	with	Russian
connections	 living	 outside	 his	 country’s	 borders	 was	 reminiscent	 of	 Hitler’s
protection	of	ethnic	Germans	outside	Germany:



Now	if	this	sounds	familiar,	it’s	what	Hitler	did	back	in	the	thirties.	All
the	 Germans	 that	 were	 […]	 the	 ethnic	 Germans,	 the	 Germans	 by
ancestry	 who	 were	 in	 places	 like	 Czechoslovakia	 and	 Romania	 and
other	places,	Hitler	kept	saying	‘They’re	not	being	treated	right.	I	must
go	 and	 protect	 my	 people’	 –	 and	 that’s	 what’s	 gotten	 everybody	 so
nervous.15

So	it	is	understandable	that	the	apologists	for	such	conflicts	–	and	there	are	many
of	 them	–	might	not	wish	 to	hear	my	case	 fairly.	 It	 does	not	 just	undermine	a
treasured	and	comforting	story	about	the	past,	which	casts	Britain	and	the	USA
as	 brave	 and	 good.	 It	 also	 undermines	 potent	 and	 influential	modern	 pressure
groups	 and	 factions	which	 repeatedly	 employ	 this	 version	 of	 history	 to	 justify
and	encourage	new	conflicts.

There	 is	 a	 substantial	 lobby	 behind	 the	 drive	 for	 eastward	 expansion	 of
NATO,	some	of	it	not	wholly	disinterested.	The	New	York	Times,	as	long	ago	as
1998,	 found	 that	US	 arms	manufacturers	 had	made	 ‘enormous	 investments	 in
lobbyists	 and	 campaign	 contributions’,	 to	 promote	 the	 cause	 of	 NATO’s
eastward	extension.	The	newspaper	said	they	stood	to	gain	billions	of	dollars	in
sales	 of	 weapons	 and	 other	 equipment	 from	 the	 expansion.16	 The	 shocking
crudity	of	 this	direct	pursuit	of	self-interest	 is	 the	sort	of	 thing	one	might	have
expected	to	appear	in	an	Eric	Ambler	thriller	of	the	1930s,	in	which	merchants
of	death	cynically	invest	in	–	and	hope	for	–	future	war	(See	Uncommon	Danger,
for	 example).	 But	 in	 this	 case	 it	 is	 not	 leftist	 fiction	 but	 demonstrable	 fact.
Against	such	forces	one	fights	with	difficulty.	Even	now,	when	the	expansion	of
NATO	has	become	a	fact	and	a	settled	policy,	and	has	spread	up	to	the	borders	of
Russia	 itself,	 bodies	 which	 support	 it	 continue	 to	 receive	 support	 and
contributions	from	major	companies	in	the	defence	sector.

So	I	cannot	prevent	the	various	calumnies	that	will	follow.	But	I	can	guard
in	advance	against	what	will	be	claimed.



So,	to	begin.	I	am	not	saying	that	Britain	should	have	made	peace	with	Hitler	in
1940	 –	 quite	 the	 reverse.	 I	 believe	 that	 Winston	 Churchill’s	 refusal	 to
contemplate	such	a	peace	was	his	greatest	action,	and	his	greatest	contribution	to
our	history.

I	 am	 not	 saying	 that	 Britain	 should	 have	 remained	 neutral	 throughout	 the
European	War	that	began	in	1939.	I	am	saying	that	we	might	have	done	better	to
follow	 the	 wise	 example	 of	 the	 USA,	 and	 wait	 until	 we	 and	 our	 allies	 were
militarily	and	diplomatically	ready	before	entering	that	conflict.	I	am	suggesting
that	our	diplomacy,	 especially	 after	March	1939,	 allowed	others	 to	dictate	 and
hasten	the	timing	of	that	war	in	ways	that	did	not	suit	us	or	our	main	ally,	France.

Above	all,	I	am	not	saying	that	the	war	against	Hitler	was	unnecessary.	At	some
point,	for	the	good	of	Germany,	Europe	and	the	world,	Hitler’s	career	had	to	be
ended,	probably	by	force,	from	within	or	without.	Even	if	you	do	not	believe	that
the	internal	affairs	of	other	countries	are	the	business	of	other	countries,	you	may
hope	that	repulsive	regimes	may	be	brought	to	an	end.	And	sometimes	the	most
effective	way	of	doing	 so	 is	 inflicting	 foreign	policy	defeats	on	 them,	 robbing
them	of	prestige	at	home.

The	startling	thing	is	that,	as	matters	turned	out,	Britain	ended	up	playing	a
surprisingly	small	part	in	the	overthrow	of	Hitler.	It	was	not	British	troops	who
stormed	Hitler’s	bunker	or	planted	their	flag	on	the	ruins	of	the	Reichstag.	It	is
still	difficult	to	mention	this,	or	to	criticise	aspects	of	our	war	effort.	But	it	is	so.

I	am	saying	that	the	war	could	have	been	fought	differently	and	that	the	British
guarantee	to	Poland,	by	consciously	giving	Warsaw	control	over	our	decision	to
declare	war,	was	one	of	 the	gravest	diplomatic	mistakes	ever	made	by	a	major
country.	A.	J.	P.	Taylor	concluded	in	his	Origins	of	 the	Second	World	War	 that
the	outbreak	of	war	had	been	 the	result	of	mistakes	by	both	sides.	 I	am	not	so
sure.	The	behaviour	of	the	Foreign	Office	between	March	and	September	1939



strongly	 suggests	 that	 it	 sought	 a	war,	 largely	 to	 assert	Britain’s	 standing	 as	 a
Great	Power.	We	dragged	France,	which	had	similar	feelings	but	also	knew	in	its
heart	 that	 it	 was	 no	 longer	 truly	 great,	 into	 conflict.	 Hitler	 simply	 did	 not
understand	 this	 sudden	 idealistic	 spasm	 in	 Britain,	 and	 was	 not	 sure	 how	 to
respond	to	it.

It	 is	 hard	 for	 us,	 too,	 to	 understand	 how	 the	 people	 who	 welcomed	 Neville
Chamberlain	 home	 from	 Munich	 with	 cheers	 of	 joy	 because	 he	 had	 bought
peace,	could	so	quickly	have	resigned	themselves	to	war.	But	they	did.

Some	historians,	such	as	Donald	Cameron	Watt	in	How	War	Came,	believe
Hitler	 thought	 that	we	would	not	declare	war.	Watt	 repeatedly	 rejoices	 that	we
did	in	fact	do	so,	but	is	 less	keen	to	mention	that,	having	declared	war,	we	did
not	 then	 do	 very	 much	 voluntary	 fighting.	 If	 Hitler	 did	 think	 we	 would	 not
declare	war	 (and	his	 dispositions	of	warships	 in	 the	hours	 before	 the	outbreak
suggest	he	was	at	least	hedging	his	bets),	he	was	mistaken.	But	did	he	think	that?
It	is	perfectly	possible	that	he	thought	we	would	do	what	we	did	–	declare	war
for	the	sake	of	appearances,	and	then	do	little	or	nothing	about	it.	His	‘Directive
No.	 1	 for	 the	 Conduct	 of	 the	 War’,	 issued	 on	 31	 August	 1939	 and	 cited	 by
Cameron	Watt,	seems	to	be	based	on	the	belief	and	even	hope	that	Britain	and
France	would	 declare	 war.	 It	 stipulated:	 ‘In	 the	 west,	 it	 is	 important	 that	 the
responsibility	 for	 the	opening	of	hostilities	 should	be	made	 to	 rest	 squarely	on
Britain	and	France.’	This	is	also	the	point	at	which	he	stated,	‘Attacks	on	London
are	to	be	reserved	for	my	decision.’17	He	was	well	aware	of	the	danger	that	some
actions	in	war	make	later	peace	deals	far	harder	to	reach.

But	Hitler	was	quite	correct	 in	thinking	that,	whatever	we	said,	we	would
not	fight	for	Poland.	We	did	not	do	so.	From	the	outbreak	of	war	to	the	surrender
of	Warsaw	and	the	disappearance	soon	afterwards	of	the	entire	Polish	nation,	we
did	 nothing	 to	 help	 the	 Poles.	 Yet	we	 had	 solemnly	 agreed	 to	 guarantee	 their
independence	 in	 a	 treaty	 finally	 signed	 on	 25	August	 1939,	 less	 than	 a	 week
before	the	German	invasion.	We	could	hardly	pretend	we	had	forgotten,	that	we



did	 not	 mean	 it,	 that	 circumstances	 had	 changed	 or	 that	 the	 agreement	 had
weakened	over	time.	It	is	an	astonishing	episode	of	conscious	duplicity,	and	can
only	be	understood	in	the	following	way:

Poland	 was	 a	 pretext	 for	 war,	 not	 a	 reason.	 And	 it	 was	 a	 pretext	 for	 an
essentially	irrational,	idealistic,	nostalgic	impulse.	We	were	a	Great	Power,	after
all.	We	had	to	do	our	duty	and	stand	up	to	Germany,	even	if	we	had	no	serious
weapons	 with	 which	 to	 do	 so.	 We	 may	 even	 have	 feared	 (with	 some
justification)	that	Germany	would	never	provide	us	with	any	excuse	to	go	to	war
with	it.

This	explains	the	peculiar	events	of	the	following	months,	in	which	British
forces	engaged	German	forces	off	the	coast	of	Uruguay	and	in	Norway,	but	not
in	Poland.	Likewise	French	forces,	which	faced	the	German	frontier	in	strength,
made	no	significant	moves	to	attack	Germany	in	support	of	Poland.	We	were	at
war	with	Germany,	in	a	mainly	theoretical	way,	though	admittedly	it	cannot	have
felt	 very	 theoretical	 at	 the	Battle	 of	 the	River	Plate	 or	 at	Narvik.	Much	of	 the
Anglo-German	war	would	continue,	for	most	of	the	next	six	years,	astonishingly
far	away	from	the	European	continent	whose	fate	it	decided.

The	timing	of	our	declaration	of	war	very	nearly	led	to	our	defeat	and	might
even	 have	 brought	 about	 our	 subjugation.	 It	 almost	 led	 to	 a	 shamefaced
withdrawal	 from	the	war	–	 the	almost	 inevitable	outcome,	had	 the	USSR	been
defeated.	It	would	probably	have	had	these	miserable	consequences,	if	Hitler	had
been	as	preoccupied	with	Britain	as	many	still	 imagine	he	was.	Fortunately	for
us,	 he	was	 not,	 and	 turned	 his	 guns	 on	 Stalin	 instead.	Our	 declaration	 of	war
most	certainly	did	lead	directly	to	national	bankruptcy	and	a	permanent	decline
in	 our	 status,	 both	 conceivably	 avoidable.	 It	 also	 led	 to	 a	 much	 accelerated,
extremely	violent	and	badly	managed	collapse	of	our	empire.

Beyond	 doubt	 there	 were	 many	 acts	 of	 noble	 courage	 by	 our	 people,
civilians	 and	 servicemen	 and	 -women	 during	 that	war.	 It	 is	 absolutely	 not	my
purpose	 to	diminish	 these	 acts,	 or	 to	 show	disrespect	 to	 those	who	 fought	 and
endured.	My	mother	had	 to	undergo	 the	Liverpool	Blitz,	a	 severe	ordeal	made



worse	by	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 received	 far	 less	publicity	 than	 its	London	equivalent,
and	so	the	people	of	that	city	had	to	suffer	without	the	sympathy	or	knowledge
of	 outsiders.	 My	 own	 father	 took	 part	 in	 the	 Murmansk	 convoys,	 a	 form	 of
warfare	both	extremely	dangerous	and	highly	politically	complicated.	In	fact,	his
unexpected	role	 in	a	Soviet–British	alliance	 illustrates	 rather	well	 the	shocking
lengths	to	which	Britain	had	to	go	to	survive	the	war	it	had	itself	sought	to	start.
Our	 national	 dislike	 of	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 realpolitik	 alliance	 with	 Stalin,	 in	 the
summer	 of	 1939,	 was	 a	 great	 folly.	 It	 prevented	 us	 from	 getting	 Soviet
cooperation	 at	 a	 far	 lower	 price	 than	 the	 one	we	 eventually	 paid	 for	 it.	 I	 can
hardly	be	accused	of	being	ignorant	of	the	sacrifice	and	courage	of	the	war,	or	of
being	 unmoved	 by	 the	 actions	 of	 the	 generation	 of	 my	 late	 parents,	 whom	 I
continue	to	admire	and	love.	I	recently	obtained,	long	after	his	death,	the	medal
my	father	should	have	received	while	he	was	still	alive	for	his	service	on	those
convoys.	It	came	in	a	cheap	plastic	case,	like	a	tourist	trinket,	emphasising	our
decline	in	the	long	years	since.

But	 enough	 time	 has	 surely	 passed	 for	 us	 to	 admit	 that	 the	 military	 and
political	conduct	of	the	war	by	our	leaders	was	not	always	as	good	as	it	should
have	been.

To	 point	 out	 the	 startling	 fact	 that	 for	 four	 years	 of	 a	 six-year	 war,	 the
British	Army	was	not	in	direct	contact	with	the	main	body	of	the	enemy	is	not	to
impugn	 the	 courage	 of	 its	 soldiers.	 They	 did	 not	 decide	 who	 they	 fought,	 or
where	they	did	it.	To	say	that	our	major	military	effort	for	a	crucial	period	was
the	deliberate	killing	of	German	civilians	in	their	homes	is	to	criticise	those	who
chose	and	ordered	this	action.	It	is	emphatically	not	an	attack	on	those	who	(at
great	sacrifice)	were	instructed	to	implement	it.	I	hate	to	point	out	that	in	many
cases	 the	 Royal	 Navy,	 which	 is	 for	 me	 a	 beloved	 institution,	 failed	 badly	 in
combat	with	the	enemy.	But	it	was	so.	The	loss	of	the	battlecruiser	HMS	Hood	at
German	hands	was	a	consequence	of	decades	of	neglect.	The	futile	sacrifice	of
the	battleship	Prince	of	Wales	and	the	battlecruiser	Repulse	(dealt	with	at	length
in	Chapter	7)	can,	by	contrast,	be	blamed	directly	on	political	folly.	There	was	no



serious	 military	 purpose	 in	 sending	 those	 great	 ships	 into	 danger.	 It	 was	 a
political	gesture	which	the	Admiralty	failed	to	prevent,	though	it	knew	it	was	a
terrible	 mistake.	 It	 is	 still	 hard	 to	 know	 how	 to	 square	 the	 shocking	 PQ	 17
convoy	decision	–	to	scatter	and	flee	in	the	face	of	the	enemy	–	with	centuries	of
fighting	 tradition.	 But	 it	 is	 surely	 time	 to	 recognise	 that	 the	 ‘Good	War’	 was
often	incompetently	fought,	with	outdated	equipment,	by	a	country	in	decline,	as
well	as	wrongly	directed.

And	 so	 on.	 But	 these,	 like	 the	 other	 under-reported,	 forgotten,	 largely
unknown	or	plain	embarrassing	episodes	I	shall	highlight,	are	not	disconnected
incidents.

This	book	makes	no	claim	to	be	primary	research.	It	simply	takes	a	number	of
events	and	developments	 that	have	been	separately	described	by	 reputable	and
established	historians	and	 journalists,	 and	connects	 them	 in	a	way	 that	has	not
been	 attempted	 before.	 I	 believe	 the	 result	 is	 a	 story	 quite	 different	 from	 the
endlessly	 popular	 industry	 of	 ‘revelations’	 about	 spies,	 exciting	 special
operations	and	the	rest,	which	supplies	the	publishing	industry	with	much	of	its
material	 to	 this	day	without	really	extending	our	knowledge	and	understanding
of	the	events	involved.

These	events,	which	popular	and	school	histories	tend	to	avoid	or	minimise,
reveal	 a	pattern.	That	pattern,	 I	 shall	 argue	here,	 is	 of	 a	 country	 seeking	 to	be
more	 important,	 rich	 and	 powerful	 than	 it	 was,	 and	 failing	 in	 all	 cases.	 As	 a
result,	it	became	still	less	powerful,	still	poorer	and	still	less	important.	Out	of	a
phoney	 war	 came	 a	 phoney	 victory	 and	 an	 unsatisfactory,	 uncomfortable	 and
unhappy	peace.	It	also	reveals	a	country	unwillingly	handing	over	its	wealth	and
status	 to	 a	 far	 from	 friendly	 rival,	 in	 order	 to	 stave	 off	 conquest	 by	 an	 actual
enemy.

Finally,	 it	 reveals	 a	 country	 that	 did	 not	 enter	 the	 1939	 conflict	 to	 save
human	civilisation,	and	certainly	not	in	any	hope	of	saving	Europe’s	Jews,	as	so
many	 (including	 the	 heir	 to	 the	 throne)	 nowadays	 believe.	 Indeed,	 it	 shows	 a



country	 actively	 unsympathetic	 to	 the	 plight	 of	 Europe’s	 Jews,	 actively
frustrating	 the	growth	of	 the	 Jewish	 ‘national	home’	 in	Palestine,	which	 it	 had
promised	 to	 create	 only	 22	 years	 before.	 Yet	 this	 was	 also	 a	 country	 that
deliberately	sought	a	war	of	choice	over	a	bad	issue	and	at	a	bad	time,	when	it
could	have	avoided	it	 till	circumstances	were	far	more	favourable.	It	did	so,	or
rather	 its	 leaders	 did	 so,	mainly	 in	 the	vain	hope	of	 preserving	 a	Great	Power
status	 its	 rulers	 knew	 in	 their	 hearts	 it	 had	 already	 lost.	 As	 it	 happened,	 the
resulting	 war	 ended	 that	 Great	 Power	 status	 forever.	 Finally,	 it	 describes	 a
country	 that	 found	 that	 wars	 fought	 for	 abstract	 objectives	 often	 leave	 their
victors	worse	off	than	they	were	when	they	started.

Perhaps	 the	 postwar	 years	 of	 privation,	 debt	 and	 rationing,	 when	 Britain
had	all	the	outward	appearance	of	a	defeated	nation,	persuaded	us	to	assert	ever
afterwards	 that	 we	 had	 stood	 alone	 (which	 was	 not	 quite	 true)	 and	 saved	 the
world	(which	was	partially	true	but	which	might	not	have	been	necessary	if	we
had	not	so	rashly	risked	the	world	in	a	fit	of	grandeur	in	the	first	place).	These
beliefs	 allowed	 us	 to	 think	 that	 the	 pains	 and	 humiliations	 that	 followed	 the
costly	victory	of	1945	were	therefore	justified.	We	have	since	mythologised	the
experience	 so	 completely	 that	 a	 prime	 minister	 only	 has	 to	 say	 the	 word
‘appeasement’	 to	 silence	 opponents	 and	 bring	 legislators	 and	 journalists	 to	 his
side,	on	any	wild	adventure	he	chooses	to	start.	There	has	been	enough	of	this.
Now	 there	 is	 a	 danger	 that	 there	 could	 be	 too	 much	 of	 it.	 The	 illusion	 is
maintained	by	grandiose	politicians	and	by	football	crowds,	who	sing	the	praises
of	‘Bomber	Harris’	and	chant	‘Two	world	wars	and	one	World	Cup!’	to	comfort
themselves	 for	yet	 another	English	 footballing	defeat	 at	German	hands.	 If	 it	 is
some	other	continental	country’s	team	that	has	bested	us	yet	again	at	our	national
game,	 they	 chant	 instead	 (inaccurately)	 ‘If	 it	 wasn’t	 for	 the	 British,	 you’d	 be
Krauts!’

The	 self-flattering	 fantasy	 that	 we	 ‘won	 the	 war’,	 and	 the	 nonsensical	 but
common	belief	that	we	did	so	more	or	less	alone,	still	leads	to	foolish	economic



and	diplomatic	policies	based	on	a	huge	overestimate	of	our	real	significance	as
a	country.	One	day,	this	dangerous	fable	of	the	glorious	anti-fascist	war	against
evil	 may	 destroy	 us	 all	 simply	 because	 we	 have	 a	 government	 too	 vain	 and
inexperienced	to	restrain	itself.	That	is	why	it	is	so	important	to	dispel	it.



C H A P T E R 	 O N E

The	British	Guarantee	to	Poland	of	March
1939

‘It	 is	 come	 to	 this,	 that	 the	words	 of	 the	 Prime	Minister	 of	England,	 uttered	 in	 the
Parliament	of	England,	are	to	be	regarded	as	mere	idle	menaces	to	be	laughed	at	and
despised	by	foreign	powers?’

(General	Jonathan	Peel	MP,	on	Palmerston’s	refusal	to	fulfil	his
promise	of	aid	to	Denmark	against	Bismarck,	27	June	1864)

‘I	am	satisfied	that	 those	who	reflect	on	the	season	of	 the	year	when	that	war	broke
out,	on	the	means	which	this	country	could	have	applied	for	deciding	in	one	sense	that
issue,	 I	 am	 satisfied	 that	 those	who	make	 these	 reflections	will	 think	 that	we	 acted
wisely	in	not	embarking	in	that	dispute.’

(Lord	Palmerston,	speaking	at	Tiverton	after	escaping	censure
for	his	betrayal	of	Denmark,	23	August	1864)

For	this	chapter	I	am	indebted	more	than	I	can	say	to	an	undeservedly	obscure
work	by	Simon	Newman,	March	1939:	The	British	Guarantee	to	Poland.1	The
huge	 controversy	 and	 puzzle	 about	 this	 strange,	 dishonest	 and	 inexplicable
guarantee	hide	in	plain	sight.	It	is	amazing	that	so	little	is	said	about	an	action	so
evidently	dangerous	and	misguided.	Even	Winston	Churchill	(who	continued	to
believe	that	a	war	for	Czechoslovakia	in	1938	would	have	been	wise)	jeered	at
the	guarantee	even	as	he	welcomed	it.	He	wrote,	in	chapter	19	of	The	Gathering
Storm,



And	 now,	 when	 every	 one	 of	 these	 aids	 and	 advantages	 has	 been
squandered	and	 thrown	away,	Great	Britain	advances,	 leading	France
by	the	hand,	to	guarantee	the	integrity	of	Poland	–	of	that	very	Poland
which	with	 hyena	 appetite	 had	 only	 six	months	 before	 joined	 in	 the
pillage	and	destruction	of	the	Czechoslovak	State.	There	was	sense	in
fighting	 for	 Czechoslovakia	 in	 1938	 when	 the	 German	 Army	 could
scarcely	put	half	a	dozen	trained	divisions	on	the	Western	Front,	when
the	French	with	nearly	sixty	or	seventy	divisions	could	most	certainly
have	 rolled	 forward	 across	 the	 Rhine	 or	 into	 the	 Ruhr.	 But	 this	 had
been	judged	unreasonable,	rash,	below	the	level	of	modern	intellectual
thought	 and	 morality.	 Yet	 now	 at	 last	 the	 two	Western	 democracies
declared	 themselves	 ready	 to	 stake	 their	 lives	 upon	 the	 territorial
integrity	of	Poland.	History,	which,	we	are	told,	is	mainly	the	record	of
the	 crimes,	 follies,	 and	 miseries	 of	 mankind,	 may	 be	 scoured	 and
ransacked	 to	 find	 a	 parallel	 to	 this	 sudden	 and	 complete	 reversal	 of
five	or	six	years’	policy	of	easy-going	placatory	appeasement,	and	its
transformation	 almost	 overnight	 into	 a	 readiness	 to	 accept	 an
obviously	 imminent	war	 on	 far	worse	 conditions	 and	on	 the	greatest
scale.2

He	 added:	 ‘Moreover,	 how	 could	 we	 protect	 Poland	 and	 make	 good	 our
guarantee?	 Only	 by	 declaring	 war	 upon	 Germany	 and	 attacking	 a	 stronger
Western	Wall	and	a	more	powerful	German	Army	than	those	from	which	we	had
recoiled	in	September	1938.’

And	then:

Here	was	decision	at	last,	taken	at	the	worst	possible	moment	and	on
the	least	satisfactory	ground,	which	must	surely	lead	to	the	slaughter	of
tens	of	millions	of	people.	Here	was	 the	 righteous	cause	deliberately
and	with	a	 refinement	of	 inverted	artistry	committed	 to	mortal	battle



after	its	assets	and	advantages	had	been	so	improvidently	squandered.
Still,	if	you	will	not	fight	for	the	right	when	you	can	easily	win	without
bloodshed;	if	you	will	not	fight	when	your	victory	will	be	sure	and	not
too	costly,	you	may	come	to	the	moment	when	you	will	have	to	fight
with	all	the	odds	against	you	and	only	a	precarious	chance	of	survival.
There	may	even	be	a	worse	case.	You	may	have	to	fight	when	there	is
no	hope	of	victory,	because	it	is	better	to	perish	than	live	as	slaves.3

But	did	we	have	to	fight	at	all,	at	this	stage	in	the	crisis?	It	depends	very	much
on	what	is	meant	by	‘have	to’.	Our	supposed	obligation	to	Belgium	in	1914	turns
out	to	be	at	best	elusive	and	at	worst	fictional.	In	the	epigraph	to	this	chapter	I
recall	 Lord	 Palmerston’s	 breach	 of	 his	 promise	 to	 defend	 Denmark	 against
Prussian	aggression	in	1864,	mainly	on	the	grounds	that	it	would	endanger	this
country	 without	 helping	 Denmark.	 Far	 from	 being	 inscribed	 in	 the	 annals	 of
shame,	 the	 episode,	 though	 certainly	 disgraceful,	 is	 almost	 entirely	 forgotten.
Likewise,	our	supposed	guarantee	of	Belgium,	the	pretext	for	war	in	1914,	was
far	from	clear,	and	was	neatly	avoided	by	Gladstone	during	the	Franco-Prussian
War	 in	 1870,	 a	 piece	 of	 self-interested	 deviousness	 now	 unknown	 to	 almost
every	 living	 Englishman.	When	 we	 did	 honour	 this	 supposed	 commitment	 in
1914,	more	 as	 a	 pretext	 for	what	 the	Cabinet	 had	 secretly	 decided	 to	 do	 than
because	 it	 was	 a	 real	 obligation,	 it	 led	 swiftly	 to	 national	 bankruptcy	 and
ultimately	to	national	insignificance.	As	for	Belgian	neutrality,	that	country	itself
abandoned	 neutrality	 for	 much	 of	 the	 interwar	 period,	 unwisely	 returned	 to
neutrality	 in	 1936,	 and	wished	 it	 had	 not	 done	 so	 in	 1940.	 It	 is	 now	 a	 proud
member	of	the	far-from	neutral	NATO	alliance,	which	maintains	its	headquarters
on	Belgian	soil.	So	what	was	the	point	of	going	to	war	for	that?

The	 Polish	 guarantee	 was	 in	 a	 long	 tradition	 of	 pledges	 either	 unwisely
given	 or	 never	 meant	 to	 be	 kept.	 Or	 so	 it	 seems.	 And	 yet	 there	 is	 a	 strong
argument	 for	 the	 belief	 that	 it	 did	 have	 a	 purpose,	 even	 though	 its	 aim	 was
certainly	not	to	save	Poland.



A.	 J.	 P.	 Taylor,	 in	 his	Origins	 of	 the	 Second	World	War,	 traces	 Britain’s
seemingly	involuntary	tumble	into	war	a	little	further	back	than	our	1939	pledge
to	come	to	the	aid	of	Warsaw.	He	begins	in	1938.	The	Munich	Agreement	of	that
year	followed	a	curious	backwards	ballet	in	which	Britain	and	France	retreated
from	 commitments	 to	 the	 Czech	 state.	 The	 two	 countries	 cynically	 used	 each
other’s	different	doubts	as	excuses	for	failing	to	fight	for	Prague.	France	did	so
out	 of	 a	 sour,	weary	 and	 reluctant	 realism.	 It	 could	not	 face	war,	 but	was	 still
sure	it	was	wrong	to	give	in.	Britain	did	so	out	of	a	belief,	real	or	imagined,	that
redrawing	the	Czechoslovak	borders	was	a	worthy	aim	in	itself.

Very	well	 then,	argued	 the	French	premier,	Édouard	Daladier;	 in	 this	case
Britain	will	not	object	to	guaranteeing	the	survival	of	Czechoslovakia,	once	it	is
shorn	of	its	German-populated	borderlands.

Taylor’s	 commentary	 on	 this	 is	 as	 scathing	 as	 Churchill’s	 on	 the	 Polish
guarantee.	Not	that	he	was	kind	to	the	Polish	promise	either,	saying:

The	 assurance	 was	 unconditional:	 the	 Poles	 alone	 were	 to	 judge
whether	it	should	be	called	upon.	The	British	could	no	longer	press	for
concessions	over	Danzig;	equally	they	could	no	longer	urge	Poland	to
cooperate	with	Soviet	Russia	 […]	 from	 this	moment	peace	 rested	on
the	 assumption	 that	 Hitler	 and	 Stalin	 would	 be	 more	 sensible	 and
cautious	 than	Chamberlain	 had	 been	 –	 that	Hitler	would	 continue	 to
accept	conditions	at	Danzig	which	most	Englishmen	had	long	regarded
as	intolerable,	and	that	Stalin	would	be	ready	to	cooperate	on	terms	of
manifest	inequality.4

Of	the	Czech	pledge,	cozened	out	of	London	by	Paris,	Taylor	wrote,

In	this	casual	way,	the	British	government,	which	had	steadily	refused
to	 extend	 their	 commitments	 east	 of	 the	 Rhine	 and	 had	 professed
themselves	unable	to	help	Czechoslovakia	when	she	was	strong,	now
underwrote	Czechoslovakia	when	she	was	weak	and,	what	was	more,



implicitly	underwrote	 the	existing	 territorial	order	 throughout	 eastern
Europe.5

This	order	was,	of	course,	about	to	collapse	in	the	most	spectacular	way,	mainly
because	the	Munich	pact	had	made	it	inevitable	that	it	would	do	so.	Taylor	says
Britain	never	expected	to	be	called	upon	to	keep	its	promise.	But	he	adds:

Daladier	 had	 built	 better	 than	 he	 knew.	 He	 had	 committed	 Great
Britain	 to	opposing	Hitler’s	advance	 in	 the	east;	and	six	months	 later
the	commitment	came	home	to	roost.	At	about	7.30	p.m.	on	the	night
of	18	September	1938	Daladier	gave	Great	Britain	the	decisive,	though
delayed,	push	which	landed	her	in	the	Second	World	War.6

Well,	 almost.	 Britain’s	 initial	 response	 to	 Hitler’s	 seizure	 of	 Prague	 and	 the
Czech	lands	was	complacent	and	mild	–	which	is	not	surprising	given	that	 this
seizure	 was	 an	 inevitable,	 predictable	 consequence	 of	 the	Munich	 settlement.
Czecho-Slovakia	(it	had	gained	the	hyphen	after	Munich)	was	by	March	1939	no
more	than	a	rump	state	whose	constituent	parts	were	hostile	to	each	other.	It	was
not	 viable,	 and	 could	 never	 have	 lasted	 long.	 The	 Czech	 president	 Hácha’s
nightmare	 journey	 to	 Berlin	 at	 this	 point,	 much	 recorded	 in	 the	 standard
histories,	 was	 at	 Hácha’s	 request,	 not	 Hitler’s.	 He	 knew	 that	 his	 country	 was
breaking	 up.	 This	 territory	 was	 coveted	 by	 stronger	 neighbours	 –	 including
Poland	and	Hungary	–	and	unable	to	defend	itself.	Slovakia	was	keen	to	escape
the	 rule	 of	 Prague,	 as	 it	 had	 been	 before	 and	would	 be	 again.	But	 the	 Prague
takeover	 then	 became	 the	 pretext	 for	 the	 Polish	 guarantee.	 And,	 by	 giving
Poland	the	power	to	take	us	to	war	alongside	it	whenever	it	chose,	Britain	made
that	 war	 inevitable.	 Did	 its	 supposedly	 peace-loving	 appeasing	 leaders	 in	 fact
mean	to	achieve	precisely	that	aim?

Simon	Newman’s	account	suggests	 that,	during	 those	six	months	between
March	and	September	1939,	there	were	forces	in	British	diplomacy	that	actively
sought	a	policy	of	war	with	Germany	at	all	costs,	and	at	last	succeeded	in	getting



one	on	the	pretext	of	Poland.	Their	aims	were	idealist	and	emotional	rather	than
nationalist	or	strategic.	They	needed	to	win	popular	support	for	a	war	policy.	But
they	 were	 not	 the	 aims	 claimed	 by	 Prince	 Charles	 almost	 80	 years	 later,	 of
overthrowing	oppression	and	saving	the	Jews	of	Europe.	It	is	fascinating	to	note
that	 the	 complete	 unmasking	 of	 Nazi	 hatred	 of	 the	 Jews	 –	 during	 the
Kristallnacht	pogroms	of	9	and	10	November	1938	–	do	not	feature	anywhere	in
explanations	of	British,	French	or	American	changes	of	foreign	policy	 towards
Germany.	 Germany	 still	 had	 many	 active	 and	 brave	 foreign	 reporters	 on	 its
territory	 at	 the	 time.	 The	 homicidal	 racial	 savagery	 of	 these	 events	 –	 and	 the
lawless	complicity	of	the	authorities	–	were	beyond	doubt.	What	any	observant
person	had	known	for	years	was	now	on	plain,	shameless	display	to	all.	But	war
was	 not	 declared,	 and	 diplomatic	 relations	 were	 not	 broken	 off.	 Our	 national
policies	 at	 the	 time	were	 not	 about	 disapproval	 of	 the	 internal	 doings	 of	 other
countries.	They	were	about	preserving	the	standing	and	reputation	of	Britain	as	a
Great	Power.

There	were,	it	is	true,	discussions	about	adopting	an	idealist	foreign	policy,
but	this	was	much	more	to	do	with	national	status	and	cajoling	the	USA	into	an
alliance	 than	 it	 was	 to	 do	 with	 the	 plight	 of	 the	 Jews.	 Indeed,	 at	 this	 very
moment,	 Britain	 was	 doing	 all	 it	 could	 to	 reduce	 Jewish	 immigration	 to	 its
Palestine	 colony	 or	 ‘Mandate’,	 after	 years	 of	 anti-Jewish	 protests	 and	 anti-
Jewish	violence	by	 the	Arab	population	 (very	probably	 encouraged	by	outside
influences).	By	following	this	policy	Britain	was	actively	obstructing	the	largest
single	escape	route	open	to	European	Jews	who	wished	to	flee	Nazi	persecution,
violence	and	state-sponsored	theft.	The	1917	policy	of	creating	a	‘national	home’
for	the	Jews	in	the	Mandate	had	been	more	or	less	checkmated	by	Arabists	in	the
Foreign	 and	 Colonial	 Services,	 who	 saw	 Arab	 friendship	 as	 the	 best	 way	 of
securing	the	(supposedly	endangered)	approaches	to	the	Suez	Canal.	This	futile
aim	–	for	the	Canal	was	useless	throughout	the	war	–	was	itself	a	by-product	of
Britain’s	 then	obsession	with	 the	growth	of	Italian	naval	and	military	power	 in
the	region.	And	that	was	in	turn	the	result	of	our	curious	and	idealistic	decision,



worthless	in	practice	to	the	Abyssinians,	to	abandon	the	Hoare–Laval	agreement
in	 1935.	 This	 secret	 pact,	 now	 much	 derided,	 sought	 to	 avoid	 a	 dangerous
confrontation	between	 the	League	of	Nations	and	Mussolini,	who	had	 invaded
Abyssinia	 (now	 Ethiopia).	 As	A.	 J.	 P.	 Taylor	 says,	 the	 agreement	 was	 not	 an
outrageous	 arrangement	 by	 the	 standards	 of	 the	 time,	 and	 was	 in	 fact	 a
compromise	on	 the	 lines	of	 those	already	made	by	 the	League	over	Corfu	and
Manchuria.	 It	 was	 influenced	 by	 Britain’s	 then	 naval	 weakness	 in	 the
Mediterranean,	 and	 Italy’s	growing	 strength	 there.	 It	 is	hard	 to	 recall	now	 that
Britain	 was	 for	 some	 time	 gravely	 worried	 by	 Italy’s	 naval	 challenge	 to	 its
Mediterranean	supremacy.	Had	the	Hoare–Laval	Pact’s	contents	not	been	leaked
to	the	French	press,	it	might	well	have	passed	more	or	less	unnoticed.	As	it	was,
it	gave	a	great	opportunity	 to	 those	who	believed	 in	what	would	nowadays	be
called	 an	 ‘ethical	 foreign	 policy’	 to	 demand	 a	 hostile	 stance	 against	 the
aggressive	 Mussolini.	 These	 tended	 (as	 would	 most	 of	 the	 enemies	 of	 the
Munich	agreement	three	years	later)	to	be	the	same	people	who	had	campaigned
for	years	for	disarmament.

Anthony	Eden,	 then	 the	apostle	of	Utopianism	 in	 foreign	policy,	was	also
Sir	Samuel	Hoare’s	deputy.	He	privately	opposed	his	chief’s	policy	in	Abyssinia,
and	 –	 perhaps	 as	 a	 result	 –	 inherited	Hoare’s	 post	when	Hoare	was	 forced	 to
resign	by	an	outbreak	of	morality.	In	February	1938	Eden	would	himself	resign
this	post,	in	an	obscure	dispute	with	Neville	Chamberlain	about	the	treatment	of
Mussolini,	 with	 whom	 he	 seems	 to	 have	 been	 oddly	 preoccupied.	 Yet	 Eden’s
idealist	and	principled	foreign	policy	did	not	help	the	forces	of	righteousness.	By
opening	a	breach	between	London	and	Rome,	it	helped	to	cement	the	German–
Italian	alliance	which	would	last	until	1943,	mightily	boost	Hitler’s	confidence,
and	make	it	far	easier	for	him	to	annex	Austria.	It	can	be	argued	that	the	failure
to	keep	Mussolini	and	Hitler	apart	cost	Britain	and	France	–	and	in	the	end,	the
world	 –	 a	 great	 deal.	 It	 is	 fascinating	 to	 note	 that	 Eden’s	 idealism,	 deployed
against	 foreign	policy	 cynicism	 in	 the	 1930s,	 led	 to	 some	of	 the	most	 squalid
and	dishonest	 foreign	 policy	 skulduggery	 of	 the	 1950s.	 For	 this	was	 the	 same



Anthony	Eden	who	in	1956	colluded	secretly	with	France	and	Israel	to	create	a
pretext	 for	 an	 essentially	 colonial	 British	 intervention	 in	 Egypt.	 Eden	 would
launch	the	absurd,	needless	and	disastrous	Suez	aggression	against	Egypt	in	the
belief	he	was	fighting	a	‘dictator’	like	those	he	had	faced	in	the	prewar	age.	He
would	then	write	to	President	Dwight	Eisenhower,	‘I	have	never	thought	Nasser
a	Hitler,	he	has	no	warlike	people	behind	him,	but	the	parallel	with	Mussolini	is
close.’7	Yet	in	his	TV	and	radio	broadcast	to	the	British	people	of	9	August	1956,
Eden	would	say:

He	[Nasser]	has	shown	that	he	is	not	a	man	who	can	be	trusted	to	keep
an	agreement	…	The	pattern	is	familiar	to	many	of	us,	my	friends.	We
all	know	this	is	how	fascist	governments	behave,	as	we	all	remember,
only	too	well,	what	the	cost	can	be	in	giving	in	to	Fascism.8

Suez	followed	the	new	rule,	which	required	foreign	policy	to	have	some	sort	of
moral	foundation.	This	was	usually	based	on	disapproval	of	the	character	of	the
enemy	regime,	a	factor	which	earlier	diplomats	would	have	ignored.	But	if	Eden
had	not	been	able	to	deploy	this	argument,	that	Nasser	was	similar	to	the	1930s
dictators,	he	would	probably	not	have	been	able	to	win	parliamentary	or	public
support	for	his	adventure.

The	problem	with	this	approach	is	that	on	so	many	occasions,	these	moral
objections	 (even	where	genuine)	have	 to	be	 stifled	 for	 reasons	of	 state,	 just	 as
they	 always	 have	 been.	Modern	 Britain,	 for	 instance,	 regularly	 welcomes	 the
leaders	 of	 the	 aggressive	 Chinese	 police	 state	 to	 London,	 suppressing	 hostile
demonstrations	 and	 providing	 the	 hospitality	 of	 Buckingham	 Palace	 and
Windsor	Castle.	It	makes	similar	gruesome	compromises	with	the	leaders	of	the
aggressive	Saudi	theocratic	despotism,	and	with	other	dubious	Gulf	states.

But	men	like	to	believe	that	they	are	doing	good,	even	when	they	are	really
only	doing	their	duty.	Eden	was	not,	then	or	earlier,	the	only	Utopian	idealist	in
the	British	diplomatic	service.



Newman	 writes,	 quoting	 Sir	 Alexander	 Cadogan’s	 diaries	 for	 20	 March
1939,

Halifax	[British	Foreign	Secretary]	now	felt	 that	 the	British	 initiative
was	threatening	to	lose	its	momentum.	The	whole	world	was	watching
London	and	panic	reigned	in	the	Foreign	Office.	Cadogan	[the	strongly
anti-appeasement	 Permanent	 Under-Secretary	 at	 the	 Foreign	 Office]
was	almost	hysterical:	‘…	we	must	have	a	moral	position	and	we	shall
lose	it	if	we	don’t	do	something	now.’	P.	M.’s	[Chamberlain’s]	speech
was	all	right	on	sentiments,	but	the	country	–	and	other	countries	–	are
asking	‘What	are	you	going	to	do?’9

Two	days	 later,	Duff	Cooper,	who	 had	 favoured	 the	 idealist	 project	 of	 a	 large
British	land	army	in	1936,	and	had	resigned	from	the	government	over	Munich,
said	something	extraordinarily	prescient	and	significant.	He	wrote	to	Halifax	on
22	March	that	the	USA	would	fight	for	Britain	‘On	one	condition.	It	must	be	an
ideological	war	–	a	war	based	on	moral	principle.’10	This	is	perhaps	the	first	faint
bat-squeak,	anywhere	near	government,	of	the	war	as	Prince	Charles	was	to	view
it	 in	 his	 Christmas	 2016	 broadcast.	 The	 USA’s	 attitude	 towards	 any	 conflict
between	Britain	(and	France)	and	Germany	was	bound	to	be	decisive.	But	such
involvement	would	also	need	to	be	robed	in	idealistic	garments.	The	American
people,	 whose	 desire	 to	 stay	 out	 of	 Old	 Europe’s	 conflicts	 was	 strong	 and
reasonable,	could	only	be	moved	into	belligerency	by	a	great	cause.	It	was	this
that	 was	 the	 problem	 now.	 Britain’s	 brilliant	 propaganda	 portrayal	 of	 the
Germans	as	monsters	in	1916	and	1917	had	enticed	the	people	of	the	USA	into
the	 Great	 War.	 Straightforward	 political	 and	 economic	 interest	 in	 an	 Allied
victory	and	a	future	stable	Europe	had	persuaded	the	less	sentimental	American
elite	to	get	involved.	Now	the	Americans,	elite	and	people	alike,	knew	that	much
of	 the	 Great	 War	 propaganda	 had	 been	 invention	 and	 embroidery.	 And	 they
knew	 that	 their	 gallant	 ally	 had	 then	welched	 on	 its	 enormous	 debts	 to	 them.



Well	 before	 war	 broke	 out,	 a	 largely	 ineffectual	 Franklin	 Roosevelt	 was
exploring	ways	of	overcoming	the	sulky	neutrality	of	Congress.	But	he	did	not
get	very	far	as	he	did	not	have	the	votes	in	Congress,	or	any	popular	mandate	for
a	warlike	policy.	Indeed,	he	probably	never	would	have	succeeded.	As	we	shall
see	later,	it	was	Adolf	Hitler	who	rescued	Roosevelt	from	his	own	isolationists.

The	ghost	of	the	future	Anglo-American	alliance,	with	the	USA	very	much
in	 charge,	 already	 existed.	 But	 it	 obstinately	 refused	 to	 solidify	 into	 anything
more	 than	 a	 flickering,	 squeaking	 shade,	 as	 long	 as	 Britain	 still	 appeared	 to
many	 hostile	 Americans	 as	 a	 selfish,	 mean	 and	 bullying	 Great	 Power	 quite
capable	 of	 looking	 after	 itself.	 Attitudes	 began	 to	 change	 only	 when	 Britain,
admitting	it	was	bankrupt,	came	to	America’s	doorstep	as	a	penniless	supplicant,
offering	 the	USA	 the	chance	 to	 save	 the	world.	The	extraordinary	 (and	all	but
unknown)	transfer	of	Britain’s	gold	to	the	USA	the	following	year,	which	I	shall
describe	 in	 Chapter	 4,	 was	 the	 lasting	 proof	 that	 a	 deliberate,	 harsh	 British
humiliation	had	to	precede	any	real	alliance.

Donald	Cameron	Watt,	in	How	War	Came,	describes	FDR’s	failed	attempt
in	April	1939	to	dilute	the	fierce	Anglophobic	‘nothing	doing’	attitude	of	House
and	Senate.11	At	the	time,	Roosevelt	was	hoping	to	use	a	visit	by	the	British	king
and	 queen	 in	 June	 (of	 which	 much	 more	 in	 Chapter	 5)	 to	 soften	 American
opinion	towards	the	European	powers.	And	he	had,	astonishingly,	moved	a	great
part	of	the	US	Navy’s	heaviest	capital	ships	from	the	Caribbean	to	the	Pacific,	in
response	 to	 British	 pleas	 (from	 Halifax).	 The	 obsolete	 belief	 that	 battleships
could	still	project	power	continued	to	enslave	the	minds	of	politicians.	In	fact,	as
Britain	 and	 the	USA	would	 find	out	 in	December	1941,	 they	mainly	provided
targets	for	the	enemy.

Halifax	was	worried	 about	 the	 growing	 power	 of	 Japan,	 but	 said	 Britain
could	not	spare	any	ships	to	cope	with	it,	because	it	was	hard	pressed	to	maintain
its	strength	in	the	Mediterranean.	Italy’s	growing	modern	battle	fleet	continued
to	haunt	the	minds	of	Britain’s	naval	chiefs.	Since	US	diplomatic	and	economic
pressure	 in	 the	 1920s	 had	 led	 to	British	 naval	weakness,	 and	 broken	Britain’s



naval	alliance	with	Japan,	 the	movement	of	 the	US	fleet	 to	 the	Pacific	seemed
only	just.	But	it	would	cost	the	US	Navy	very	dear	in	1941,	and	do	little	good	to
Britain’s	naval	fortunes	either.	While	this	forgotten	manoeuvre	was	proceeding,
Roosevelt	was	finding	it	much	harder	to	shift	senators	and	congressmen	than	to
move	battleships.	Despite	 a	 good	deal	 of	 righteous	US	bombast	 about	Hitler’s
march	 into	 Prague	 the	 previous	 month,	 an	 attempt	 to	 authorise	 arms	 sales	 to
future	 belligerents	 ground	 its	 way	 feebly	 through	 Capitol	 Hill	 before	 being
eviscerated	at	 the	 end	of	 June,	 just	 in	 time	 for	 the	British	 royal	visit.	France’s
rulers	were	 in	 despair	 at	 this.	 They	 could	 not	 hope	 to	 rearm	 properly	without
being	 able	 to	 buy	 American	 materials,	 especially	 aircraft.	 Édouard	 Daladier
complained	about	 this	 to	 the	US	ambassador	 to	Paris,	William	Bullitt.	He	said
the	 vote	 had	 encouraged	 Hitler	 to	 believe	 the	 democracies	 would	 get	 neither
arms	nor	ammunition	 from	 the	USA.	He	may	well	have	been	 right.	Hitler	had
well-founded	suspicions	 that	 the	USA	was	hostile	 to	and	 jealous	of	 the	British
empire.

In	 these	 days	 of	 the	 supposed	 ‘special	 relationship’	 and	 ‘shoulder-to-
shoulder’	 declarations	 by	 British	 and	 American	 politicians,	 this	 may	 seem	 a
strange	 view.	 In	 the	 pre-Churchill	 age,	 when	 American	 Anglophobia	 was
common	and	the	fundamentally	anti-British	‘America	First’	movement	powerful
and	widespread,	it	was	a	perfectly	reasonable	and	factual	view.	The	behaviour	of
Congress	must	 have	 increased	Hitler’s	 confidence	 that	Britain	 –	 and	 France	 –
would	do	nothing	 important	 if	he	attacked	Poland.	 In	all	ways	but	one	he	was
right.	They	did	nothing	practical	at	all	to	help	Poland,	and	had	never	intended	to.

They	were	hoping	 to	 rely	on	 inert	 strength	and	a	naval	blockade	 to	 teach
Germany	 a	 lesson	 about	 the	 limits	 of	 power.	 The	 French	 government’s	weary
war	propaganda	poster	‘Nous	gagnerons	parce	que	nous	sommes	les	plus	forts’
(‘We	 shall	win	 because	we	 are	 stronger’)	 unintentionally	 reveals	 the	 nature	 of
their	policy.	It	can	still	be	seen	in	the	French	Army	Museum	in	Les	Invalides	in
Paris.	Most	 people	 in	Britain	 and	 France	 assumed	 that	 its	 belief	 in	 its	 greater
strength	 was	 correct,	 and	 that	 they	 faced	 no	 real	 danger	 of	 defeat.	 Jean-Paul



Sartre,	 in	 the	 third	 volume	 of	 his	Roads	 to	 Freedom	 trilogy,	 Iron	 in	 the	 Soul,
makes	 one	 of	 his	 characters,	 a	 bitter	 homosexual	 soured	 by	 years	 of	 official
persecution,	 laugh	savagely	as	he	sees	 the	poster	still	 intact	on	a	Paris	wall,	as
the	abandoned	city	waits	for	the	German	occupiers:

The	 walls	 of	 Paris	 were	 still	 clamorously	 extolling	 their	 merits	 and
their	 pride;	 we	 are	 the	 stronger,	 the	 more	 virtuous,	 the	 sacred
champions	of	democracy,	the	defenders	of	Poland,	of	human	dignity	or
heterosexual	love:	the	wall	of	steel	will	be	unbreached,	we	shall	hang
out	 our	 washing	 on	 the	 Siegfried	 Line.	 The	 posters	 on	 the	 Paris
hoardings	were	 still	 trumpeting	a	hymn	 that	had	gone	cold.	But	 they
were	running,	mad	with	terror,	flinging	themselves	flat	in	the	ditches,
begging	for	mercy.12

So	does	Evelyn	Waugh	in	his	novel	of	the	Phoney	War,	Put	Out	More	Flags,	as
Angela	Lyne	‘travels	in	unwonted	discomfort	through	a	nation	moving	to	action
under	 the	 dour	 precepts	 “il	 faut	 en	 finir”	 and	 “nous	 gagnerons	 parce	 qe	 nous
sommes	 les	 plus	 forts”.’13	But	 the	 poster	 is	 in	 fact	 very	 informative	 about	 the
assumptions	 of	 the	 Franco-British	 leadership	 in	 1939.	 It	 depicts	 a	map	 of	 the
world	 in	 which	 the	 French	 and	 British	 empires	 are	 shown	 in	 red,	 dominating
much	of	the	world.	Germany,	a	solitary	blob	of	black	ink,	sits	alone	amid	all	this
imperial	 crimson,	 seemingly	 overwhelmed.	This	 is	what	 the	 leaders	 of	Britain
and	 France	 believed	 between	 March	 1939	 and	 May	 1940.	 Thus	 the
overconfidence	of	dying	empires	is	bitterly	mocked	by	the	events	which,	as	we
well	know,	soon	 followed.	So	 is	 the	 romantic	myth	of	Britain	 ‘standing	alone’
after	Dunkirk.	Not	only	did	French	and	Belgian	troops	(often	wholly	selflessly)
help	British	 troops	to	escape	through	Dunkirk,	but	Britain	also	had	a	 large	and
wealthy	empire	behind	it	throughout	the	war.	Of	course,	France	and	Britain	did
in	the	end	play	a	significant	part	in	overcoming	Hitler.	It	was,	alas,	a	far	smaller
part	than	they	had	intended	to	play.



France	and	Britain	declared	the	war	against	Germany	that	the	USA	and	the
USSR	 sought	 to	 avoid,	 and	 never	 themselves	 declared.	 Both	 waited	 to	 be
attacked.	 Chamberlain	 and	 Daladier	 started	 the	 war	 against	 Germany	 which
Stalin	and	Roosevelt	would	later	take	over	and	finish.	And	they	would	finish	it
by	 destroying	 the	 Third	 Reich	 and	 creating	 an	 entirely	 different	 new	 order	 in
Europe,	one	that	would	last	50	years	rather	than	a	thousand,	but	in	which	Britain
and	 France	 would	 be	 minor	 powers.	 It	 may	 be	 the	 only	 case	 in	 history	 of	 a
second-hand	war	being	taken	over	by	other	belligerents	and	used	for	their	own
purposes.	 Certainly	 Britain	 and	 France	 did	 not	 achieve	 their	 aim	 in	 declaring
war.	Both	 sought	 to	 stay	 in	 the	club	of	Great	Powers.	Both,	 in	different	ways,
found	themselves	being	asked	to	leave	that	club,	though	both	were	allowed	the
trappings	and	trinkets	of	greatness	to	console	them.	They	were	permitted	to	have
unusable	nuclear	weapons	and	vetoes	on	the	UN	Security	Council	which	could
only	be	wielded	by	checking	in	advance	with	their	superpower	sponsor.

But	 in	 the	pre-1940	era,	declining	British	power	was	still	great	enough	 to
cause	 resentment	 in	 the	 rising	USA.	The	 especially	 neutralist	 Senator	William
Borah	of	Idaho	often	expressed	acid	and	mistrustful	opinions	of	the	Chamberlain
government.	 He	 formed	 these	 views	 largely	 by	 reading	 the	 communist
propagandist	 Claud	 Cockburn’s	 scurrilous	 and	 conspiratorial	 gossip-sheet	 The
Week.	He	presumably	had	little	idea	of	Claud	Cockburn’s	Stalinist	aims.	In	any
case,	he	 refused	all	 attempts	by	Roosevelt	 to	get	him	 to	 soften	his	 anti-British
position.	The	battle	between	Borah	and	Roosevelt	would	be	rerun,	with	France
out	of	the	war	and	Hitler	in	possession	of	its	Atlantic	coast,	a	year	later.	It	would
then	have	 a	 significantly	 –	 but	 not	 totally	 –	 different	 outcome.	But	 in	 the	 late
summer	 of	 1939,	 while	 America	 was	 embroiled	 in	 argument	 and	 debate	 over
whether	the	visiting	King	George	VI	would	actually	eat	a	hot	dog	at	Hyde	Park,
Roosevelt’s	 New	 York	 country	 house,	 the	 supposedly	 feeble	 and	 pacific
Chamberlain	was	quietly	certain	of	war.	The	country	he	led	was	full	of	warlike
preparations	 and	precautions,	 long	before	war	was	 actually	declared.	The	king
and	 queen	 crossed	 the	 Atlantic	 by	 liner	 because	 the	 majestic	 and	 speedy



battlecruiser	HMS	Repulse,	originally	intended	to	be	their	‘Royal	Yacht’	on	this
visit,	was	diverted	to	other	more	serious	duties.	They	would	soon	become	more
serious	 still,	 as	we	 shall	 see.	With	 the	king	and	queen	 in	 the	convoy	 that	 took
them	to	the	mouth	of	the	St	Lawrence	came	the	first	two	of	many	heavy	cargoes
of	gold	from	the	vaults	of	the	Bank	of	England,	to	be	stored	out	of	reach	of	the
enemy	in	Ottawa.	The	gold	was	secretly	loaded	aboard	HMS	Southampton	and
HMS	Glasgow,	 and	 equally	 secretly	 sent	 on	 to	 the	 Canadian	 capital	 as	 Their
Majesties	bathed	 in	 the	adoration	of	Canadian	crowds,	 still	 touchingly	 loyal	 to
Britain,	and	touchingly	unaware	of	the	approaching	end	of	the	empire.

Chamberlain	 knew	 perfectly	 well	 that	 war	 was	 coming	 because,	 heavily
influenced	by	the	other	supposed	pacific	appeaser,	Lord	Halifax,	he	had	decided
to	 bring	 it	 about.	 That,	 for	 sure,	 is	 the	 verdict	 of	 Simon	Newman’s	 study.	He
examines	 Cabinet	 minutes	 starting	 from	 30	 March	 1939,	 when	 the	 Polish
guarantee	was	under	discussion.14	Here	we	find	a	total	refusal	even	to	consider
the	 fact	 that	 British	 forces	 were	 then	 and	 later	 quite	 incapable	 of	 coming	 to
Poland’s	aid	if	it	were	attacked.	Today’s	reader	can	only	conclude	that	the	British
government	was	quite	well	aware	of	the	fact	that	it	could	and	would	do	nothing
militarily	when	Poland	was	 invaded.	But	 it	 thought	 this	did	not	matter.	Poland
itself	mattered	hardly	at	all	to	the	government.	Blockade	and	the	economic	and
numerical	superiority	of	France	and	Britain	would	inevitably	force	Germany	to
negotiate.	What	we	also	find	is	that	the	Cabinet	was	really	worried	that	Poland
might	come	to	an	agreement	with	Germany,	so	cheating	Britain	of	its	principled,
idealistic	stand,	supposedly	made	on	behalf	of	a	plucky	Poland,	but	actually	an
act	of	self-interest.	Far	 from	blundering	 into	a	guarantee	 they	did	not	mean	 to
fulfil,	 they	wanted	the	guarantee	to	commit	them	irrevocably	to	an	idealist	war
whose	practical	details	interested	them	very	little.	For	they	had	resolved	to	fight
such	a	war	that	year	to	reassert	their	fast-shrivelling	power	and	importance.

This	position	was	made	possible	by	 the	belief,	which	ought	never	 to	have
been	 current,	 that	 France	was	 an	 effective	military	 ally.	Historical	 knowledge,
especially	 of	 the	 French	 collapse	 in	 1870	 in	 face	 of	 a	 Prussian	 attack,	 should



have	warned	 everyone	 that	 apparent	French	 strength	was	 not	 always	 real.	The
large	and	significant	gap	 in	 the	Maginot	Line	along	 the	Belgian	border	 should
also	 have	 been	 a	 cause	 for	 alarm.	 So	 should	 a	 knowledge	 of	 French	 politics,
especially	bitter	in	that	era,	with	Judophobic	French	conservative	intellectuals	so
loathing	their	own	Popular	Front	government	(headed	by	Léon	Blum)	that	they
had	been	heard	to	say	‘Better	Hitler	than	Blum!’	They	would	get	their	wish,	and
many	of	them	would,	while	it	 lasted,	approve	of	what	they	got.	But	there	were
more	surprising	forces	weakening	national	morale.	It	would	have	been	hard	for
even	 the	 most	 cynical	 to	 foresee	 the	 future	 behaviour	 of	 the	 then-powerful
French	Communist	Party.	 In	March	1939	 the	Communists	were	 the	committed
foe	of	Hitler	and	‘fascism’.	But	after	the	Molotov–Ribbentrop	Pact,	out	of	abject
loyalty	to	Stalin,	the	same	party	dismissed	the	war	with	Hitler	as	an	imperialist
conflict.	There	were	honourable	rebels	against	this	line.	But	not	enough	to	stop
the	French	government	from	dissolving	the	party	and	imprisoning	several	of	its
senior	 figures	 for	 failing	 to	 denounce	 the	 pact.	 Even	 so,	 there	 was	 organised
Communist	 propaganda	 against	 the	 war,	 pamphlets	 given	 to	 soldiers	 saying
‘Soldier,	 beneath	 your	 uniform	 you	 are	 still	 a	 worker’	 and	 ‘Down	 with	 the
imperialist	 war!’	 There	 were	 also	 several	 episodes	 of	 sabotage	 of	 military
industries	 and	 –	 amazingly	 –	 a	 brief	 and	 failed	 attempt	 to	 get	 the	 German
occupation	 authorities	 to	 permit	 the	 open	 publication	 of	 the	 Communist
newspaper	L’Humanité.	This	was	 the	 nation	 on	which	 a	 lightly	 armed	Britain
was	relying	for	its	safety	and	security	in	a	war	of	choice	against	a	fast-rising	and
rearmed	Germany,	never	an	easy	opponent	to	overcome.	How	was	it	that	nobody
wondered	if	this	was	wise?	But	it	seems	that	nobody	did	wonder.

Yet	it	is	clear	that	the	British	government	of	1939,	wrongly	portrayed	in	so
many	 versions	 as	 anxious	 for	 a	 way	 out	 of	 war,	 was	 actually	 worried	 that	 it
would	be	cheated	of	a	confrontation	it	had	carefully	sought	for	several	months.
For	instance,	Neville	Chamberlain	said	he	was

uneasy	 at	 the	 fact	 that	 our	 Ambassador	 in	Warsaw	 could	 obtain	 no



information	 as	 to	 the	 progress	 of	 the	 negotiations	 between	Germany
and	Poland.	One	possible,	but	very	distasteful,	explanation	of	this	was
that	Polish	negotiators	were,	in	fact,	giving	way	to	Germany.15

The	pretext	 for	 this	swirling	panic	was	one	of	many	very	strange	scares	which
infected	 the	Foreign	Office	during	 this	era.	None	of	 these	events	 suggests	 that
the	Foreign	Office,	as	we	are	so	often	led	to	believe,	was	seeking	to	avoid	war.
Rather	 the	contrary.	At	one	time	or	another,	British	officialdom	descended	into
childish	 frenzies	 over	more-or-less	 baseless	 frights	 about	 non-existent	German
invasions	of	nearly	every	country	 in	Europe,	 from	Czechoslovakia	 to	Romania
and	the	Netherlands.	The	first	Czechoslovak	scare	is	now	thought	to	have	been	a
possible	 trigger	 for	 the	 Sudeten	 crisis,	 which	 might	 not	 have	 happened
otherwise.	Hitler	was	furious	at	being	falsely	accused	of	planning	an	invasion	of
Czechoslovakia,	 two	 months	 after	 the	 Austrian	 Anschluss.	 He	 was	 then	 even
more	 enraged	 at	 being	 falsely	 and	 publicly	 accused	 of	 having	 been	 forced	 to
back	down	by	Czech	strength	and	Western	pressure.	He	then	began,	for	the	first
time,	to	consider	such	a	policy	seriously.	It	will	be	forever	unclear	exactly	where
these	rumours	really	came	from,	but	they	almost	invariably	suited	that	part	of	the
Foreign	Office	which	sought	an	early	confrontation	with	Hitler.

But	the	Colvin	scare	of	29	March	1939	was	the	oddest	and	the	most	potent
of	 all.	 This	 author	 has	 experienced	 the	 chilly	 disdain	 of	 the	 British	 Foreign
Office	 for	 the	 popular	 press,	 even	 when	 (as	 sometimes	 happens)	 the	 popular
press	has	its	facts	right.	And	so	he	finds	doubly	astonishing	the	treatment	of	Ian
Colvin’s	report	from	Berlin	warning	of	an	imminent	German	attack	on	Poland.
Colvin	 was	 26,	 the	 junior	 Berlin	 correspondent	 of	 the	 News	 Chronicle,	 a
fervently	 anti-Hitler	 popular	 left-wing	 daily.	 On	 the	 basis	 of	 some	 reports	 on
forward	ration	dumps,	and	some	incidents	involving	the	German	minority	in	the
Polish	 city	 of	Bromberg	 (Bydgoszcz),	 he	 formed	 the	 opinion	 that	 an	 invasion
was	 imminent.	 He	 told	 this	 story	 to	 ‘Mason-Mac’,	 Colonel	 F.	 N.	 Mason-
MacFarlane,	 the	 famously	 bellicose	military	 attaché	 at	 the	 British	 embassy	 in



Berlin,	 who	would	 later	 be	 chief	 of	 intelligence	 for	 the	 British	 Expeditionary
Force.	The	colonel	urged	him	to	take	it	to	London.	This	he	did	on	28	March.	He
told	 his	 story	 to	 Sir	 Reginald	 Leeper,	 head	 of	 the	 Foreign	 Office’s	 news
department	 (who	would	 famously	declare	 in	August	 that	 ‘all	 the	 isms	are	now
wasms’,	after	the	Molotov–Ribbentrop	Pact).

So	far	all	had	remained	within	 the	normal	 rules	of	possibility.	But	Leeper
arranged	for	Colvin	to	see	the	exalted	Sir	Alexander	Cadogan	and	Lord	Halifax
himself	 the	 next	 day,	 an	 extraordinary	 privilege	 for	 a	 youthful	 popular
newspaper	correspondent.	Colvin	told	his	story	again.	He	even	lectured	Halifax
on	how	Chamberlain’s	settlement	of	the	Czech	crisis	had	undermined	a	supposed
German	‘opposition’	plot	to	overthrow	Hitler.	This	was	a	claim	ceaselessly	made
by	those	in	contact	with	this	much-cited	German	‘opposition’,	but	rather	hard	to
test.	Within	a	few	hours	Colvin	was,	amazingly,	repeating	his	story	to	the	prime
minister	 himself,	 at	 his	House	 of	Commons	 office.	Also	 present	were	Leeper,
Cadogan,	 the	 future	 premier	 Sir	 Alec	 Douglas-Home	 (then	 Chamberlain’s
parliamentary	 private	 secretary	 and	 known	 as	 Lord	Dunglass)	 and	 a	 shadowy
person	Colvin	assumed	was	the	head	of	the	Secret	Intelligence	Service.	Access
of	this	kind	to	the	powerful	is	extraordinarily	rare.

Newman	 says,	 ‘It	was	 unprecedented	 that	 a	 journalist	 coming	 to	 London
with	 very	 stale	 information	 should	 be	 given	 an	 audience	 not	 only	 with	 the
Foreign	Secretary	but	 also	with	 the	Prime	Minister.’16	They	 took	Colvin’s	 thin
(and,	 as	 it	 turned	 out,	 totally	 wrong)	 stories	 seriously	 because	 they	 greatly
desired	to	believe	them.	Chamberlain	(as	he	wrote	to	his	sister	Hilda)	there	and
then	 agreed	 to	 an	 immediate	 declaration	 of	 support	 for	 Poland,	 to	 counter	 a
‘quick	putsch’	by	Hitler.	But	what	sort	of	putsch	did	Chamberlain	really	fear?	A
German	attack	on	Poland,	 for	which	 there	was	no	 real	evidence	and	for	which
Germany	 was	 not	 remotely	 prepared	 at	 that	 date?	 Or	 a	 deal,	 a	 revived	 and
strengthened	 German–Polish	 Non-Aggression	 Pact	 robbing	 Britain	 of	 its
treasured,	carefully	nurtured	pretext	for	war?

Newman	traces	Halifax’s	enthusiasm	for	a	Polish	guarantee	to	a	meeting	on



21	March	1939	with	the	French	foreign	minister	Georges	Bonnet:

Here,	appearing	for	 the	first	 time,	was	 the	fateful	 idea	of	a	unilateral
guarantee	 to	 Poland.	 Halifax’s	 position	 makes	 sense	 on	 two
assumptions:	 that	Germany	was	bent	on	dominating	Europe,	and	 that
unless	 Poland	 and	 other	 states	 in	 eastern	 Europe	were	 prevented	 by
unilateral	and	unsought	[my	emphasis]	guarantees	from	making	their
own	 accommodations	 with	 Germany,	 the	 British	 means	 to	 resist
German	domination	would	be	fatally	undermined.17

In	other	words,	if	we	did	not	more	or	less	bribe	or	force	Poland	to	be	our	ally,	we
might	run	out	of	allies	so	that	we	had	no	actual	cause	for	which	to	go	to	war.

But	 it	 was	 even	worse	 than	 that.	 Discussing	what	 looked	 like	 the	 choice
between	fighting	or	‘abdicating	as	a	Great	Power’,	Newman	remarks:

It	is	one	thing	to	retreat	in	orderly	fashion	from	an	untenable	position;
it	 is	another	 thing	 to	conduct	one’s	 foreign	policy	 in	such	a	way	 that
one	is	constantly	humiliated	and	shamed	by	squaring	up	for	battle	and
then	backing	down.18

Thus	the	critical	decisions	in	March	1939	were	made	in	an	atmosphere	of	panic,
humiliation	 and	moral	 hysteria.	A	 frantic	 desire	 to	 do	 something	 –	 anything	 –
replaced	 a	 calm	 consideration	 of	 the	 alternatives.	 There	 arose	 a	 clamour	 for
action	to	cut	off	the	possibility	of	another	surrender	to	the	forces	of	evil.

And	 so,	 inflamed	 by	 fear	 of	 a	 new	 German–Polish	 deal,	 and	 equally
inflamed	by	the	contradictory	fear	of	a	German	invasion	of	Poland,	which	was
not	 planned	 at	 that	 time,	 the	 leaders	 of	 Britain	 reached	 for	 the	 slogan	 which
would	 serve	 them	 so	 badly,	 so	 many	 times,	 in	 so	 many	 years	 to	 come:
‘Something	must	be	done.’

It	was	 the	desire	 to	have	a	moral	position,	worthy	of	 the	Great	Power	we
still	thought	we	were,	and	of	finding	something	to	do,	which	overcame	all	else.



And	 yet	 the	 supposedly	 moral	 position	 involved	 knowingly	 giving	 a	 false
promise	to	a	country	we	did	not	much	like	or	trust.	Newman	speculates	that	we
cynically	 used	 Poland	 (which	we	 expected	 to	 hold	 out	 against	Germany	 for	 a
few	months)	to	gain	time	to	rearm,	by	directing	German	forces	eastwards	in	case
they	came	westwards	instead.19	It	also	signalled	a	serious	economic	and	political
risk,	which	might	 endanger	 this	 country’s	 very	 integrity	 and	 independence,	 as
well	as	exposing	its	empire	to	destruction.

It	 is	 perfectly	 possible	 to	 argue	 that,	 by	 deliberately	 seeking	 to	 join	 a
European	war	in	a	state	of	dangerous	unreadiness,	the	British	government	willed
the	 catastrophe	 of	 Singapore	 less	 than	 three	 years	 later,	 which	 was	 its	 direct
result.	This	cataclysm,	along	with	Dunkirk	and	the	Fall	of	France	which	led	to	it,
was	not	precisely	predictable.	But	our	eventual	submission	to	the	war	aims	of	the
USA,	and	the	effective	dissolution	of	our	empire	and	national	wealth	were	clear
possibilities,	if	not	certainties.	Our	economic	position	simply	did	not	allow	us	to
create	 forces	 large	 enough	 to	 let	 us	 control	 the	 course	 of	 a	European	war.	We
were	wholly	reliant	on	French	strength	in	any	such	conflict,	and	perhaps	we	had
not	tried	very	hard	to	discover	how	strong	France	really	was,	in	case	we	found
out	the	truth.	As	a	moral	act,	it	lacked	clarity	and	was	deeply	irrational.

And	those	who	took	this	step	knew	that	it	was	irrational.	Not	long	before,
when	they	had	still	been	thinking	rationally,	and	living	within	their	means,	they
had	decided	our	interests	were	best	served	by	building	up	the	Air	Force	and	the
Navy.	 This	 met	 two	 real	 needs.	 Fear	 of	 Japan’s	 growing	 naval	 power	 in	 the
Pacific	 played	 a	 large	 part	 in	 this,	 along	 with	 a	 belief,	 partly	 borne	 out	 in
practice,	 that	 aircraft,	 not	 armies,	were	 the	 key	 to	 defending	 the	British	 home
islands	 from	 any	 continental	 threat.	 The	 Spitfire,	 symbol	 of	 British	 military
heroism	 in	 the	 ‘Good	War’,	was	 always,	 at	 heart,	 a	defensive	weapon.	Neville
Chamberlain	had	said	 in	1936,	‘I	believe	our	resources	will	be	more	profitably
employed	in	 the	air	and	on	the	sea	 than	in	building	up	great	armies.’20	Despite
active	Labour	Party	opposition	to	the	Service	estimates	(before	then	Labour	had
merely	abstained),	military	spending	in	this	period	rose	by	almost	50	per	cent	in



a	short	period,	and	the	Treasury	reluctantly	began	to	authorise	heavy	borrowing
for	warlike	expenditure.	Yet	the	economy	was	doing	very	badly	and	could	easily
have	 been	 damaged	 both	 by	 higher	military	 spending	 (requiring	 borrowing	 or
taxation)	or	by	the	costly	imports	it	would	suck	in.	Britain’s	trade	deficit	in	1937
(not	 covered	 by	 ‘invisible’	 exports)	 was	 £339	 million.	 In	 1938	 it	 was	 £284
million.21	 These	 were	 huge	 sums	 by	 the	 standards	 of	 the	 times,	 or	 any	 time.
Without	American	loans,	it	was	hard	to	see	how	Britain	could	have	afforded	the
war	 it	 thought	was	coming	and	 felt	 it	ought	 to	have,	 to	 remain	a	Great	Power.
The	 policy	 could	 only	 have	 worked	 if	 the	 war	 had	 settled	 down	 into	 a	 long
blockade,	 a	 hope	 which	 would	 be	 destroyed	 at	 a	 stroke	 in	 August	 1939	 by
Germany’s	 pact	with	 the	USSR.	But	 by	 then	 it	was	 too	 late	 to	 pull	 back.	The
government’s	own	Economic	Advisory	Council	reported	in	December	1938	that
continuing	the	balance	of	payment	deficits	might	lead	first	to	a	flight	of	capital
from	London	and	then	to	exchange	controls.22	That	would	mean	a	much-reduced
ability	to	import	weapons,	fuel,	raw	materials	or	food.	But	a	shortage	of	skilled
labour	meant	 that	much	of	what	we	needed	 for	war	had	 to	come	from	abroad.
We	could	not	make	 it	ourselves	 in	 the	 time	available.	Chamberlain’s	economic
problems	were	real,	not	the	result	of	doctrinaire	penny-pinching.

But	behind	 and	beneath	 them	 lay	 another	 fact,	 to	 this	 day	 little-known	 in
Britain	 and	 strangely	 little-mentioned	 in	 discussions	 of	 the	 prewar	 period.
Britain	had	shamefully	defaulted	on	its	World	War	I	debt	to	the	USA,	something
no	 solvent	nation	 is	 ever	 supposed	 to	do.	Elaborate	 excuses	are	made	 for	 this,
including	the	fact	that	many	of	our	own	debtors	had	stopped	paying	us.	But	they
do	not	alter	this	fact.	Nor	did	they	assuage	American	resentment.	In	fact,	it	was
this	 default	which	 led	 to	America’s	 sourly	 anti-British	Neutrality	Act	 of	 1936,
forbidding	all	loans	to	belligerent	nations.	This	was	amended	(too	late	to	affect
the	1940	humiliation	of	France	and	Britain)	by	subsequent	legislation.	It	was	the
basis	of	the	highly	restrictive	and	costly	‘cash	and	carry’	system	under	which	the
Americans	vacuumed	British	gold	and	securities	across	the	Atlantic	in	1939–41
and	 compelled	 a	 fire	 sale	 of	 British	 assets	 in	 the	 USA,	 in	 return	 for	 those



weapons	and	supplies	we	could	carry	away	in	our	own	ships.
The	 amount	 of	 the	 unpaid	 debt	 is	 colossal,	 though	 difficult	 to	 calculate

realistically	 in	 modern	 terms.	 According	 to	 one	 of	 the	 few	 published	 and
researched	modern	accounts	of	the	problem,

In	 1934,	 Britain	 owed	 the	 US	 $4.4bn	 of	 World	 War	 I	 debt	 (about
£866m	at	1934	exchange	rates).	Adjusted	by	the	Retail	Price	Index,	a
typical	measure	of	inflation,	£866m	then	would	equate	to	£40bn	now,
and	if	adjusted	by	the	growth	of	GDP,	to	about	£225bn.23

A	modern-day	British	government	spokesman	is	quoted	in	this	article	as	saying:
‘The	UK	Government’s	 position	 is	 this:	 “Neither	 the	 debt	 owed	 to	 the	United
States	by	 the	UK	nor	 the	 larger	debts	owed	by	other	countries	 to	 the	UK	have
been	serviced	since	1934,	nor	have	they	been	written	off.”’

It	 is	 virtually	 impossible	 to	 understand	 the	 constraints	 on	 British
rearmament,	or	the	ill-tempered	state	of	relations	between	Britain	and	the	USA
during	this	decisive	period,	without	taking	this	tremendous	debt	into	account.	It
is	hard	to	escape	the	conclusion	that	Britain’s	then	ruling	elite,	painfully	aware
of	all	these	things,	simply	closed	its	eyes	and	leapt	into	the	abyss	hoping	for	the
best,	on	 that	March	day	when	 they	made	 their	wild	unconditional	guarantee	 to
plucky	little	anti-Semitic	Poland,	military	dictatorship	and	jackal	of	Teschen.



C H A P T E R 	 TW O

Plucky	Little	Poland

‘Should	one	of	the	Contracting	Parties	become	engaged	in	hostilities	with	a	European
Power	 in	consequence	of	aggression	by	 the	 latter	against	 that	Contracting	Party,	 the
other	Contracting	Party	will	at	once	give	the	Contracting	Party	engaged	in	hostilities
all	the	support	and	assistance	in	its	power.’

(Article	1	of	the	Anglo-Polish	Agreement	of	1939)

It	would	be	 interesting	 to	know	how	many	British	and	American	people	under
the	age	of	50	believe	that	World	War	II	was	fought	to	save	the	Jews	of	Europe
from	Hitler.	Beliefs	of	 this	kind	about	history	are	surprisingly	common	among
the	uninformed,	who	must	work	their	way	backwards	into	 the	subject	from	the
attitudes	 and	 pronouncements	 of	 present-day	 politicians.	 They	 seek	 to	 make
sense	of	a	past	that	they	have	never	been	properly	taught	about.	And	how	many
people	 under	 50	 in	modern	 Britain	 are	 not	 uninformed,	 especially	 about	 their
national	history?

Any	 such	 belief	 is	 of	 course	 completely	 mistaken.	 The	 industrial	 mass
murder	of	European	Jews	did	not	begin	until	after	the	war	had	started,	and	was
not	stopped	or	slowed	by	it	for	some	years.	It	may	even	have	been	made	easier
by	the	night	and	fog	of	secrecy	which	war	makes	possible.

The	persecution	of	Jews	 in	German	 territory	had	been	going	on	 for	many
years	before	 the	war,	along	with	many	other	savageries	and	repressions.	These
events	had	not	been	hidden	from	the	world.	Yet	Britain	and	other	free	countries



had	taken	in	very	few	of	the	fleeing	Jews.	Britain	had	in	fact	severely	restricted
Jewish	migration	to	its	then	Mandate	of	Palestine,	originally	set	up	as	a	‘national
home	 for	 the	 Jewish	 people’,	 as	 rather	 vaguely	 described	 in	 the	 Balfour
Declaration	 of	 1917.	 But	 thanks	 to	 Arab	 and	 Muslim	 pressure,	 the	 British
government	issued	a	White	Paper	in	1939	which	more	or	less	closed	the	doors	of
Palestine	 to	 European	 Jews,	 just	 when	 they	 most	 needed	 such	 a	 refuge.	 This
policy	did	not	distress	the	Foreign	Office,	which	was	(quite	reasonably)	mainly
concerned	about	 Iraqi	 and	Persian	oil	 and	 the	Suez	Canal.	The	Foreign	Office
had	 never	 liked	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 Jewish	 national	 home	 in	 the	 first	 place	 and	 had
from	the	start	tried	to	water	down	the	Balfour	Declaration.	During	the	growth	of
anti-Jewish	persecution,	from	the	Nuremberg	Laws	directed	against	Jews	to	the
state-sponsored	pogrom	of	Kristallnacht,	Britain’s	concerns	had	been	elsewhere.
This	 country	 had	 been	willing	 to	 keep	 up	more-or-less	 normal	 diplomatic	 and
commercial	relations	with	Germany	at	the	time.	We	concluded	treaties	with	the
National	 Socialist	 state,	 including	 an	 elaborate	 and	 generous	 naval	 agreement
which	 conceded	 the	Baltic	 Sea	 to	German	 control	 and	 allowed	Hitler	 to	 build
ships	which	would	 later	 cause	 us	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 trouble	 and	 loss.	Luckily,	 he
never	 took	 full	 advantage	 of	 it.	 We	 maintained	 a	 full	 embassy	 in	 Berlin’s
Wilhelmstrasse,	a	few	doors	from	Hitler’s	chancellery.	We	frequently	dispatched
British	 notables	 to	 Hitler’s	 capital	 and	 we	 received	 his	 ambassadors	 at
Buckingham	Palace.

Even	 after	 Kristallnacht	 in	 November	 1938,	 we	 continued	 to	 deal	 with
Berlin	 as	 a	 normal	 capital	 of	 a	 normal	 European	 power.	 Yet	 this	 was	 a	 well-
publicised	and	thoroughly	reported	event.	Foreign	journalists	were	able	to	report
with	 surprising	 freedom	 from	Germany.	 And	 they	 told	 how	 synagogues	 were
burned	 down	while	 the	German	 police	 and	 fire	 brigades	 chatted	 and	watched,
and	large	numbers	of	Jews	were	killed	and	tortured	in	secret	or	badly	beaten	in
public	by	Nazi	mobs.	Germany’s	neighbours	continued	to	live	in	peace	with	that
country	and	were	still	reluctant	to	allow	Jewish	refugees	–	plainly	in	grave	peril
in	their	homeland	–	across	their	borders.	There	is	no	modern	parallel	with	this.



None	of	those	in	Turkey	or	North	Africa,	now	seeking	entry	to	Britain	or	other
advanced	 European	 countries,	 faces	 anything	 resembling	 the	 homicidal
persecution	of	the	sort	that	Germany	visited	on	its	Jewish	minority.

In	 recent	 years	 there	 has	 been	 much	 sentimental	 celebration	 of	 the
Kindertransport	 programme	 under	which	 a	modest	 number	 of	 Jewish	 children
from	 German-controlled	 territory	 were	 welcomed	 into	 Britain.	 Of	 course	 this
was	 a	 great	 deal	 better	 than	 doing	 nothing.	 But	 this	 self-congratulatory
reminiscence	 tends	 to	 ignore	 the	 bitter	 fact	 that	 the	 fairly	 small	 numbers	 of
children	 involved	 were	 forced	 to	 part	 with	 their	 parents.	 Their	 mothers	 and
fathers	were	left	behind	weeping	on	German	and	Czech	station	platforms	–	to	be
first	 robbed	 and	persecuted	 and	 then	kidnapped	 and	murdered	by	 the	National
Socialist	state.

It	 is	 true	 that	 nobody	 could	 have	 known	 at	 the	 time	 that	 the	 National
Socialist	persecution	of	Jews	would	end	in	the	extermination	camps.	Even	Hitler
had	 not	 yet	 conceived	 of	 them.	Yet	when	 undoubted	 evidence	 of	 these	 camps
later	 reached	 the	 USA	 and	 Britain,	 these	 countries	 took	 no	 direct	 action	 to
prevent	the	murder,	to	destroy	railway	tracks	leading	to	the	murder	camps	or	to
rescue	 those	 who	 remained	 trapped	 in	 Europe.	 The	 Bermuda	 Conference	 of
April	1943	likewise	rejected	any	plans	to	relax	immigration	quotas,	either	in	the
USA	or	 in	 Palestine,	 or	 to	 take	 special	measures	 to	 allow	Europe’s	 remaining
Jews	 to	 escape	 Hitler.	 Yet	 by	 then	 many	 credible	 reports	 strongly	 suggesting
large-scale	murder	had	reached	the	outside	world.

The	official	view	remained	throughout	that	the	best	response	to	this	horror
would	 be	 to	win	 the	war,	which	 of	 course	was	what	 the	 various	 governments
involved	were	already	seeking	to	do	anyway,	whatever	the	fate	of	the	Jews.	It	is
often	said	that	the	Allied	war	effort	halted	the	Holocaust,	and	so	it	did.	But	 this
was	not	its	aim.	So	it	seems	wrong	to	take	credit	for	what	we	would	have	done
anyway,	on	the	grounds	that	it	had	a	good	effect	which	we	did	not	actively	seek
and	which	was	not	(at	the	time)	our	stated	or	secret	purpose.

No	doubt	the	Allied	victory	in	Europe	(in	most	cases,	alas,	thanks	to	Soviet



rather	than	democratic	forces)	ended	the	murder.	We	can	all	be	glad	of	that.	But
this	does	not	mean	that	victory	was	sought	or	gained	for	that	purpose,	or	that	a
revulsion	 against	 homicidal	 despotism	was	 the	main	 reason	 for	 the	war.	 How
could	 it	 have	 been?	 Our	 most	 valuable	 co-belligerent	 in	 Europe,	 the	 Soviet
Union,	was	controlled	by	such	a	homicidal	despot	throughout	our	alliance.	Our
joint	 victory	 enabled	 that	 homicidal	 despot	 to	 extend	 his	 secret	 police	 terror,
backed	by	an	empire	of	slave	camps,	 to	 the	very	centre	of	Europe.	Stalin,	 it	 is
true,	did	not	engage	 in	 the	mass	murder	of	Jews,	 though	he	sought	 in	his	 final
months	to	persecute	Soviet	Jews	through	the	‘Doctors’	Plot’.	Instead,	he	engaged
in	systematic	mass	murder	of	his	political	enemies,	something	he	would	continue
to	 pursue	 until	 he	 died.	 Is	 Stalin’s	 type	 of	massacre	 of	 innocents	 in	 any	 truly
important	way	significantly	morally	worse	than	Hitler’s,	or	the	other	way	round?
How	can	we	answer?	There	is	no	means	to	calculate	such	things.	There	is	a	case
for	 saying	 it	 is	 less	 foul,	 perhaps	 because	 murder	 by	 casual	 starvation	 and
deliberate	 neglect	 is	 in	 some	 important	 but	 hard-to-define	 way	 different	 from
murder	by	gas	chamber.	But	a	lot	of	this	case	depends	on	the	fact	that	we	have
never	seen	film	of	the	liberation	of	Soviet	Gulags,	for	there	never	was	any	such
film,	and	there	never	was	any	such	liberation.

So,	if	it	was	not	a	humanitarian	war	against	tyranny	and	barbarity,	and	if	it
was	not	a	repudiation	in	practice	of	the	policy	of	appeasement,	which	reached	its
highest	pitch	at	Yalta,	what	was	the	conflict	about?

First,	 it	 is	necessary	 to	 realise	 that	World	War	II	was	not	a	single	episode
but	at	least	two	distinct	conflicts.	I	do	not	mean	by	this	that	there	were	separate
wars	in	the	Pacific	and	in	Europe;	I	mean	that	there	were	two	separate	politico-
military	contests.	One	was	begun	in	September	1939	by	a	hesitant	Britain	and	an
even	more	 reluctant	France.	Both	 formerly	great	nations	were	 swiftly	defeated
by	Germany,	mainly	because	they	had	no	real	policy	of	waging	war	and	no	real
objective,	 whereas	 Germany	 did:	 its	 long-treasured	 desire	 for	 eastward
expansion	into	the	Balkans,	Ukraine	and	the	Caucasus.

This	war	of	September	1939	was	made	more	or	less	inevitable	by	the	Polish



guarantee.	Those	who	designed	 that	guarantee	must	have	realised	 this.	So	why
did	they	behave	in	a	way	which,	in	the	light	of	the	May	1940	invasion,	seems	so
rash?	The	obvious	explanation	seems	to	be	that,	like	almost	everyone	else,	they
did	 not	 foresee	 the	 Molotov–Ribbentrop	 Pact	 of	 August	 1939.	 Without	 this
treaty,	Hitler	would	have	faced	an	effective	British	naval	blockade	strangling	his
economy.	He	would	(assuming	eventual	victory	over	the	Poles)	have	needed	to
keep	large	numbers	of	troops	permanently	on	the	eastern	frontier	of	a	conquered
Poland.	He	might	well,	as	Halifax	and	others	dreamed,	have	been	brought	to	the
negotiating	 table	 and	 eventually	 humiliated	 and	 replaced.	 But	 the	 Molotov–
Ribbentrop	Pact	wrecked	all	these	calculations	completely.	It	was	too	late	for	us
to	pull	back	from	our	Polish	commitment,	though	we	made	very	sure	that	it	did
not	 apply	 to	 an	 attack	 on	 Poland	 by	 Stalin.	 We	 had	 made	 our	 promise	 in	 a
different	 world,	 and	 now	 had	 to	 redeem	 it	 in	 a	 new	 one.	 ‘All	 the	 isms	 were
wasms.’	We	were	in	a	war	we	had	never	bargained	for,	swept	out	to	sea	without	a
map	or	a	sail.

Had	Britain	and	France	prepared	more	thoroughly,	or	waited	longer	before
plunging	 into	 war	 (as	 the	 USA	 did),	 this	 conflict	 might	 have	 had	 a	 different
outcome.	 For	 instance,	 the	Maginot	 Line,	 had	 it	 been	 completed,	 would	 have
been	 a	 formidable	 and	 effective	 defensive	 work.	 But	 Belgium’s	 return	 to
neutrality	 after	 1936	 (the	 neutrality	 which	 Britain	 had	 supposedly	 fought	 to
uphold	 in	 1914	 but	 which	 Belgium	 had	 abandoned	 after	 the	 Great	 War)	 had
rendered	the	Maginot	Line	more	or	less	useless.	Accounts	from	British	soldiers
at	 the	 time	 (notably	 in	 the	 classic	 account	 of	 the	 Dunkirk	 retreat,	 Keep	 the
Memory	 Green,	 by	 Lieutenant	 Colonel	 Ewan	 Butler	 and	 Major	 J.	 Selby
Bradford)	 show	 that	 it	 had	 generally	 been	 believed	 in	 Britain,	 even	 by
professional	soldiers,	that	the	Maginot	Line	had	been	completed.

France’s	 border	 with	 Belgium	 was	 now	 hopelessly	 exposed,	 and	 duly
became	 the	 scene	 of	 France’s	 defeat	 in	 May	 1940.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 grasp,
though,	 that,	had	 the	 line	been	completed,	 the	 fate	of	Poland	would	have	been
the	same.	Poland	was	only	ever	a	pretext,	not	a	reason.	The	decision	to	build	the



Maginot	 Line	 in	 1929	 had	 forewarned	 Germany	 and	 the	 Eastern	 European
countries	 that	 France,	 sickened	 by	 the	 slaughter	 of	 Verdun,	 had	 decided	 on	 a
defensive	posture,	and	could	not	realistically	be	expected	to	come	to	the	aid	of
its	eastern	allies	by	attacking	Germany.	Nor	did	it	do	so	when	the	moment	came
in	1939,	despite	lavish	and	consciously	dishonest	promises.

Many	 French	 troops	 (often	 well	 equipped)	 fought	 bravely	 and	 with
determination	 once	 attacked.	 Britain’s	 great	 escape	 from	Dunkirk	 would	 have
been	impossible	had	they	not	done	so.	But	their	political	and	military	leadership
had	no	offensive	plans.	This	 fact	had	made	 their	official	policy,	a	guarantee	of
Poland’s	independence	backed	by	a	promise	of	force,	absurd	–	if	there	had	ever
been	any	intention	of	fulfilling	it.	In	fact,	France’s	political	and	military	leaders
never	had	the	slightest	intention	of	coming	to	the	aid	of	Poland,	many	hundreds
of	miles	away.	They	could	only	have	achieved	 this	by	mounting	an	 immediate
attack	on	Germany	for	which	they	had	never	trained	or	planned.

As	 a	 result,	 France’s	 declaration	 of	 war	 was	 useless	 to	 Poland.	 Worse,
thanks	 to	 Anglo-French	 military	 weakness,	 it	 endangered	 France	 and	 so
endangered	Britain	too.	It	was	scorned	by	Germany	and	fatal	to	French	security.
Total	 inaction	would	have	done	 far	 less	 damage	 and	 left	Poland	no	worse	off.
Indeed,	 if	Poland	had	not	 fought	at	all	 it	 could	have	been	no	worse	off	 than	 it
was	by	October	1939,	and	no	worse	off	than	Czechoslovakia.	After	both	nations
had	 been	 resurrected	 after	 the	war,	A.	 J.	 P.	 Taylor	 acridly	 asked,	 ‘Which	was
better	–	to	be	a	betrayed	Czech	or	a	saved	Pole?’1

It	 is	 hard	 to	 see	 how	Hitler	 could	 have	 contrived	 a	war	with	France,	 had
France	not	given	its	dishonest	promise	and	declared	war	on	him.	By	seeking	to
sustain	itself	as	a	Great	Power	in	the	eyes	of	others,	France	ended	its	greatness
forever.	It	was	largely	occupied	and	wholly	subjugated,	and	eventually	forced	to
round	up	and	persecute	its	own	Jewish	citizens	before	sending	them	abroad	to	be
murdered	by	Germans,	 an	 ineradicable	 shame	greater	 than	defeat.	Britain	only
escaped	 the	 same	 fate	 thanks	 to	 the	 sea.	 Its	 forces	 were	 driven	 back	 to	 their
national	territory.



They	were	so	weakened	that	they	could	not	defend	the	Channel	Islands,	and
allowed	 them	 to	 pass	 under	 German	 occupation.	 This	 interesting	 event	 (also
involving	the	disgraceful	handover	of	Jews	to	the	SS)	clashes	so	badly	with	the
national	myth	of	‘The	Finest	Hour’	that	it	remained	for	many	years	little	known
and	 little	 discussed	 outside	 the	 Channel	 Islands	 themselves.	 To	 this	 day	 the
memory	 and	 details	 of	 it,	 the	 pictures	 of	German	 soldiers	 next	 to	 blue	British
policemen	in	the	streets	of	St	Helier,	come	as	a	disturbing	shock	to	most	British
people.	Even	when	they	know,	they	are	inclined	to	forget	again	quite	quickly.

This	 sort	 of	 thing	 could	 not	 possibly	 be	 happening	 to	 us,	 the	 undefeated
Great	Power,	 the	 imperial	 ruler	of	 the	waves.	 Instead,	 the	standard	accounts	of
the	 war	 held	 in	 the	 public	 mind	 concentrate	 upon	 Dunkirk	 and	 the	 Battle	 of
Britain.	 Dunkirk	 was	 a	 costly	 retreat	 in	 which	 all	 the	 British	 Army’s	modern
equipment	was	lost	(along	with	many	men	and	a	large	number	of	indispensable
warships).	The	alternative	–	the	capture	by	the	enemy	of	the	whole	British	Army
–	would	of	course	have	been	even	worse,	and	would	probably	have	forced	our
immediate	capitulation.	The	retreat,	as	is	usual,	followed	a	grave	military	defeat,
which	had	forced	us	to	rush	as	fast	as	we	could	go	for	the	coast	in	the	hope	of
getting	our	soldiers	away	before	they	were	captured.	But	again	this	story	did	not
accord	with	our	view	of	ourselves	then,	and	it	does	not	accord	with	our	view	of
ourselves	 now.	 Does	 any	 other	 country	 feature	 a	 hurried	 retreat	 and	 an
evacuation	 on	 its	 battle	 honours?	And	why	were	 our	 troops,	 poorly	 armed,	 in
short	supply	and	ill-trained	for	what	they	faced,	placed	in	this	danger	in	the	first
place?

At	 the	 time,	 those	 actually	 in	 the	 armed	 forces	knew	very	well	what	was
going	on.	Returning	soldiers,	stumbling	exhausted	and	beaten	off	the	boats	from
Dunkirk,	 were	 bemused	 to	 be	 welcomed	 home	 as	 if	 they	 were	 triumphant
victors.	 They	 had	 expected	 to	 be	 jeered	 in	 the	 streets	 or	 to	 have	 backs	 turned
upon	them.	Perhaps,	in	some	places,	this	is	what	might	have	greeted	them.	There
is	 a	 chilly,	 bitter	 scene,	 plainly	 drawn	 from	 the	 life,	 in	 Evelyn	 Waugh’s
autobiographical	 novel	 of	 the	war,	Men	 at	 Arms.	 A	martinet	 officer,	 clearly	 a



prize	 fool,	 is	 fussing	 about	 the	 state	 of	 soldiers’	 boots	 at	 a	 training	 camp	 in
Scotland.	 The	 brigadier	 in	 charge,	 who	 has	 already	 heard	 of	 the	 German
breakthrough	in	France,	is	compelled	to	listen	to	the	fool’s	complaint	about	the
boots.	He	stares	out	of	the	window.	Finally,	he	snaps,

‘Were	the	boots	good	enough	to	run	away	in?’
‘I	haven’t	asked	about	 that	yet.	 It	will	no	doubt	come	out	when

the	Summary	of	Evidence	is	taken.’
‘If	they’re	good	enough	to	run	away	in,	they’re	good	enough	for

our	army.	Damn	it,	if	they	lost	their	boots,	they	might	have	to	meet	the
enemy.	[…]	Do	you	realize	that	the	whole	of	our	army	and	the	French
are	on	 the	 run	 leaving	 everything	behind	 them,	half	 of	 them	without
firing	a	shot?’2

Once	again,	before	I	am	accused	of	defeatism,	it	is	necessary	to	say	that	this	era
was	not	without	honour.	The	Battle	of	Britain,	like	Dunkirk,	was	better	than	the
alternative.	In	fact,	it	was	a	tribute	to	the	foresight	and	diligence	of	poor	Neville
Chamberlain	in	creating	a	serious	air	force	and	an	effective	radar	system	in	time
for	war.	But,	just	as	wars	are	not	won	by	evacuations,	they	are	also	not	won	in
the	 air.	 It	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 the	 Battle	 of	 Britain	 prevented	 an	 invasion	 and
military	defeat,	 though	 it	 can	 also	be	 argued	 that	 the	Germans	never	 seriously
planned	or	intended	such	an	invasion.	But	the	Battle	of	Britain	did	not	prevent
Hitler	 from	 dominating	 the	 European	 continent	 for	 the	 next	 four	 years,	 or
challenge	his	military	and	political	domination	of	that	continent.	It	did	not	even
stop	him	bombing	British	cities,	which	he	continued	to	do	until	he	diverted	his
air	 forces	 to	 the	 Soviet	 front	 in	 summer	 1941.	 Once	 it	 was	 over	 we	 were	 a
marginal	 power,	 out	 of	 the	 fight	 until	 the	USA	might	 choose	 to	 intervene.	Or,
worse,	 we	 were	 a	 marginal	 power	 out	 of	 the	 fight	 until	 Hitler	 turned	 on	 and
defeated	 the	 USSR.	 Had	 he	 done	 so,	 we	 would	 have	 come	 under	 irresistible
pressure	to	make	the	shameful	peace	we	had	refused	to	contemplate	in	1940.



This	 cold	 fact	 is	 seldom	 stated.	After	 the	 summer	of	 1940,	British	 troops
would	not	be	in	contact	with	the	main	body	of	the	principal	enemy	again	for	four
whole	years	–	in	a	six-year	war.	Our	role,	after	Dunkirk	and	the	air	battle,	was	in
colonial	 or	 sideshow	 wars	 on	 the	 fringes	 of	 the	 conflict	 and	 eventually	 as	 a
junior	partner	 to	 the	USA	and	 the	USSR.	During	 this	 twilight	period,	we	were
hopelessly	 indebted,	 shorn	 of	markets	 and	 investments,	 and	 no	 longer	 able	 to
direct	the	aims	and	conduct	of	the	war	we	had	started.	It	is	not	certain	that	the	air
battle,	for	all	its	undoubted	courage	and	skill,	was	as	decisive	as	we	now	believe.
As	we	shall	see,	 it	was	the	destruction	of	much	of	 the	German	fleet	during	the
earlier	Norway	campaign	which	made	any	cross-Channel	invasion	more	or	less
impossible.

Germany,	as	we	now	know,	made	no	 serious	preparations	 to	 invade	 these
islands	in	1940	or	later.	I	will	examine	this	myth	later.	Cross-Channel	invasions
are	risky	affairs,	which	is	why	there	have	been	so	few	of	them.	Philip	of	Spain
and	Napoleon	Bonaparte	did	not	 fail	 to	 invade	 this	country	purely	because	we
resisted	them	bravely.	Seaborne	attack,	even	in	great	strength,	can	be	wrecked	by
chance	 or	 weather.	 Hitler,	 his	 generals	 and	 his	 admirals,	 all	 knew	 this.	 All
Hitler’s	 interest	was	 in	 the	 east,	 combined	 in	 his	 traditional	German	 desire	 to
seize	Ukraine	and	his	personal	loathing	of	what	he	saw	as	‘Jewish	Bolshevism’.
Both	these	urges	would	be	expressed	in	his	1941	invasion	of	the	Soviet	Union.	If
he	had	succeeded	there,	then	Britain	would	have	had	to	make	peace	on	whatever
terms	we	 could	 get.	 They	would	 have	 been	 harsh,	 and	 designed	 to	 ensure	we
would	 never	 again	 be	 a	 threat	 to	 German	 ambitions,	 just	 as	 they	 would	 have
been	had	we	 laid	down	our	arms	 in	1940.	Churchill	understood	 this,	hence	his
wise	and	courageous	refusal	to	consider	negotiations.

But	why,	in	June	1940,	was	Britain	in	this	terrible	position	at	all?	Why	was
one	of	the	richest	and	most	powerful	countries	in	the	world,	with	a	great	empire
at	 its	 back,	 almost	 prostrate	 before	 a	 single	 continental	 military	 power	 which
had,	 in	 truth,	very	 little	 interest	 in	 such	a	conflict?	Why	did	a	war	begun	with
such	bombast	shrivel	into	a	non-event,	flare	into	defeat	and	then	sag	once	more



into	lassitude	and	inactivity?	Why	were	so	many	of	its	major	battles	fought	far
from	 the	 actual	 ground	 over	which	we	went	 to	war?	Why	would	Britain	 very
soon	afterwards	be	stripped	of	its	life	savings	and	compelled	by	a	not	especially
friendly	USA	to	abandon	what	was	left	of	its	empire	and	become,	to	all	intents
and	purposes,	an	American	vassal?	Who	can	doubt	that	this	was	far	better	than
being	 a	 German	 vassal?	 But	 why	 were	 we	 trapped	 between	 these	 two
possibilities,	with	no	independent	path	of	our	own?

The	generally	believed	version,	among	the	small	number	of	people	who	are
educated	enough	to	know	that	we	did	not	in	fact	go	to	war	to	‘save	the	Jews’	is
that	Britain	finally	tired	of	‘appeasing’	Hitler	and	realised	that	it	had	to	‘make	a
stand’.	The	chosen	ground	for	this	stand	was	Poland,	our	gallant	ally	in	the	cause
of	freedom,	which	was	Hitler’s	next	intended	victim.

This	is	a	curious	view.	Britain	had	no	major	interests	in	Poland.	Poland	was
not	a	particularly	democratic	or	free	country.	Since	a	violent	military	putsch	in
May	1926,	Poland	had	been	an	authoritarian	state	without	the	rule	of	law	or	true
free	elections.	During	much	of	that	period	it	had	been	under	the	indirect	personal
rule	of	Marshal	Józef	Piłsudski,	until	his	death	in	1935.	One	of	the	reasons	for
the	military	putsch	had	been	the	snub	to	Poland	contained	in	the	1925	Locarno
Treaties,	 supported	 by	Britain	 and	 France,	which	 reopened	 the	 possibility	 that
Germany	 might	 win	 back	 some	 of	 the	 territory	 it	 had	 lost	 to	 Poland	 in	 the
Versailles	 settlement.	 Poland’s	 then	 democratic	 leaders	 were	 blamed	 by	 less
democratic	but	more	nationalist	Poles	 for	allowing	 this	 to	happen.	 Józef	Beck,
the	Polish	 foreign	minister	 at	 the	outbreak	of	war,	 said	at	 the	 time	of	Locarno
that	‘Germany	was	officially	asked	to	attack	the	east,	in	return	for	peace	in	the
west.’

This	was	not	unfair.	The	Western	powers	were	certainly	ready	to	talk	about
a	 new	 settlement	 of	 the	 Polish	 frontier	 with	 the	 Stresemann	 government	 of
democratic	Weimar	Germany.	Most	 British	 people	 at	 that	 time	 viewed	 such	 a
settlement	 as	 just	 and	 right.	 British	 left-wingers	 of	 the	 period	 tended	 to
sympathise	with	Germany,	as	Graham	Greene	recounts	in	his	memoir	A	Sort	of



Life,	in	which	he	describes	how,	as	a	revolutionary	leftist	Oxford	undergraduate,
he	 offered	 his	 services	 to	 the	Germans.	And	why	 not?	Much	 of	 the	Versailles
settlement	 was	 absurd.	 Danzig	 was	 beyond	 doubt	 a	 German	 city.	 The	 Upper
Silesia	 plebiscite	was,	 to	 say	 the	 least,	mishandled:	Poland’s	German	minority
was	unjustly	treated	and	the	borders	between	the	two	states	were	hard	to	justify.
In	which	case,	why	did	people	in	Britain	stand	so	firm	against	any	movement	on
the	same	issue	 in	1939?	One	of	 the	many	odd	 things	about	 the	Polish	crisis	of
1939	 is	 that	Germany’s	 claims	 in	Poland,	which	Britain	 and	France	 refused	 to
consider	 then,	 were	 far	 more	 reasonable	 than	 Hitler’s	 demands	 over
Czechoslovakia,	not	one	square	 inch	of	which	had	ever	been	German	 territory.
But	 that	 issue	was	 not	 as	 clear-cut	 as	we	 think	 it	 to	 be	 today.	 Even	 the	 now-
despised	 cause	 of	 the	 German	 minority	 in	 Czechoslovakia	 had	 once	 been	 a
favourite	of	the	British	Left.	The	great	British	socialist	H.	N.	Brailsford	wrote	in
his	1920	discussion	of	Versailles,	After	the	Peace,	that	‘the	worst	offence	was	the
subjection	of	over	three	million	Germans	to	Czech	rule’.3

It	is	also	worth	remembering	that	Poland	was	not	part	of	any	real	system	of
Western	 alliances.	 Far	 from	 it.	 Poland,	 feeling	 abandoned	 by	 France	 after
Locarno,	was	quick	to	conclude	a	major	treaty	with	Hitler’s	Germany,	the	Non-
Aggression	 Pact	 of	 1934.	 This	 was	 meant	 to	 last	 ten	 years,	 and	 was	 only
abrogated	 by	 Germany	 in	 1939,	 after	 the	 British	 guarantee	 to	 Poland.	 This
guarantee	 was	 plainly	 aimed	 at	 Germany	 alone,	 and	 was	 in	 fact	 cunningly
worded	so	that	it	would	not	come	into	force	against	the	USSR	when	Moscow	too
invaded	Poland.	Britain	quite	possibly	owes	its	survival	to	whoever	drafted	this
wise	but	cynical	escape	clause.	Had	we	declared	war	on	the	USSR	when	the	Red
Army	invaded	Poland	in	late	September	1939,	how	could	we	have	entered	into
an	alliance	with	Stalin	in	June	1941?

The	 published	 version	 of	 the	 agreement,	 generally	 agreed	 in	March	 1939
but	finalised	in	August	of	that	year	just	before	the	German	invasion	of	Poland,
stated:



A RT I C L E 	 1 .

Should	 one	 of	 the	Contracting	 Parties	 become	 engaged	 in	 hostilities
with	 a	 European	 Power	 in	 consequence	 of	 aggression	 by	 the	 latter
against	that	Contracting	Party,	the	other	Contracting	Party	will	at	once
give	 the	 Contracting	 Party	 engaged	 in	 hostilities	 all	 the	 support	 and
assistance	in	its	power.4

This	would	 seem	 to	bind	Britain	 to	 aid	Poland	 against	 attack	 from	 the	 east	 as
well	 as	 the	west.	But	 as	with	 the	Molotov–Ribbentrop	Pact	 between	Germany
and	 the	USSR,	being	plotted	by	Ribbentrop	at	 the	 former	Austrian	embassy	 in
Death	 Lane	 (Myortvy	 Pereulok),	 Moscow,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 an	 extra	 secret
protocol	was	crucial.

The	 prescient	 clause	 in	 the	 secret	 protocol	 attached	 to	 the	 Anglo-Polish
document	read:

1.	 (a)	 By	 the	 expression	 ‘a	 European	 Power’	 employed	 in	 the
Agreement	 is	 to	 be	 understood	 Germany.	 (b)	 In	 the	 event	 of	 action
within	the	meaning	of	Article	1	or	2	of	the	Agreement	by	a	European
Power	 other	 than	 Germany,	 the	 Contracting	 Parties	 will	 consult
together	on	the	measures	to	be	taken	in	common.

And	Lord	Halifax,	 the	Foreign	Secretary,	 referred	 to	 this	when	 the	 then	Polish
ambassador	to	London,	Count	Edward	Raczyński,	begged	him	for	support	when
Soviet	troops	entered	Poland	on	17	September.	The	Red	Army	was	acting	under
the	 secret	protocol	 in	 the	Molotov–Ribbentrop	Pact.	Britain	was	 failing	 to	 act,
under	the	almost	equally	secret	protocol	in	the	Anglo-Polish	pact.	Some	clue	to
British	government	 thinking	on	 the	Soviet	 advance	 into	Poland	may	be	 found,
amazingly,	 in	 a	broadcast	 speech	delivered	on	 the	BBC	by	Winston	Churchill,
then	First	Lord	of	 the	Admiralty,	on	1	October	1939	and	 later	published	 in	 the
magazine	 War	 Illustrated.5	 After	 some	 grandiose	 sentiments	 predicting	 in	 a



rather	self-serving	way	that	Poland	would	one	day	rise	again,	the	Great	Warrior
continued:

What	 is	 the	 second	 event	 of	 this	 first	 month?	 It	 is,	 of	 course,	 the
assertion	of	the	power	of	Russia.	Russia	has	pursued	a	cold	policy	of
self-interest.	We	could	have	wished	that	the	Russian	armies	should	be
standing	 on	 their	 present	 lines	 as	 the	 friends	 and	 allies	 in	 Poland
instead	of	as	invaders.	But	that	the	Russian	armies	should	stand	on	this
line	 was	 clearly	 necessary	 for	 the	 safety	 of	 Russia	 against	 the	 Nazi
menace	 [my	 emphasis].	 […]	 When	 Herr	 von	 Ribbentrop	 was
summoned	to	Moscow	last	week,	it	was	to	learn	the	fact,	and	to	accept
the	 fact,	 that	 the	 Nazi	 designs	 upon	 the	 Baltic	 States	 and	 upon	 the
Ukraine	must	come	to	a	dead	stop.6

This	 was	 quite	 wrong.	 Germany	 can	 only	 ever	 have	 regarded	 the	 pact	 as
temporary,	and	its	armies	would	be	in	Ukraine	and	the	Baltic	states	less	than	two
years	 later.	 But	 Churchill’s	 cynical,	 practical	 sympathy	 for	 Russia’s	 position
could	 not	 be	 more	 clearly	 expressed.	 Churchill,	 like	 the	 diplomats	 who	 had
drafted	the	secret	clause,	was	taking	out	insurance	against	the	(predictable)	day
when	the	Molotov–Ribbentrop	Pact	would	collapse.

The	formula	was	clearly	and	very	thoughtfully	designed.	It	was	intended	to
keep	the	way	open	for	a	future	alliance	with	Stalin.

Such	an	alliance	had	been	attempted	in	the	strange	talks	in	Moscow	in	the
summer	of	1939.	In	these	discussions,	the	British	and	French	delegations	had	not
been	 willing	 to	 give	 Stalin	 the	 free	 hand	 he	 wanted	 in	 the	 Baltic	 States	 and
Romania.	 They	 failed	 to	 persuade	 Poland	 to	 allow	 Soviet	 troops	 to	 enter	 its
territory	 to	 come	 to	 its	 aid.	 Poland	 (with	 good	 reason)	 believed	 that	 the	 Red
Army	could	not	be	trusted	to	leave	once	they	had	arrived.	But	Moscow’s	word
was	never	to	be	tested.	In	the	end,	the	Red	Army	arrived	anyway	in	September
1939,	 with	 German	 rather	 than	 Anglo-French	 approval	 and	 permission.	 Yet



Churchill’s	broadcast	makes	it	plain	that	at	least	some	in	Britain	(and	probably	in
France	 too)	 saw	 the	 arrival	 of	 Soviet	 forces	 in	 Poland	 as	 a	 mixed	 curse,	 not
necessarily	good	for	those	who	had	engineered	it.	Soviet	power	was	many	miles
nearer	to	Berlin.	The	outlines	of	a	future	alliance	with	Stalin	could	just	be	made
out	in	the	gloom.

Poland,	in	the	end,	could	be	sacrificed	for	the	long-term	interests	of	Britain
and	France.	But	the	USSR	was	still	a	potential	ally.	It	must	not	be	so	seriously
offended	that	a	future	alliance	was	impossible.	There	could	not	even	be	a	token
condemnation	 of	 Moscow,	 let	 alone	 a	 declaration	 of	 war	 in	 response	 to	 the
Soviet	invasion	of	Poland.	The	words	of	Churchill	that	follow	(their	opening	is
much	quoted,	but	what	comes	after	is	very	rarely	mentioned)	are	astonishing	in
their	prescience	and	cynicism:

I	cannot	forecast	to	you	the	action	of	Russia.	It	is	a	riddle	wrapped	in
mystery	 inside	 an	 enigma;	 but	 perhaps	 there	 is	 a	 key.	 That	 key	 is
Russian	national	 interest.	 It	cannot	be	 in	accordance	with	 the	 interest
or	the	safety	of	Russia	that	Nazi	Germany	should	plant	itself	upon	the
shores	of	the	Black	Sea,	or	that	it	should	overrun	the	Balkan	States	and
subjugate	the	Slavonic	peoples	of	south-eastern	Europe.	That	would	be
contrary	to	the	historic	life-interests	of	Russia.

But	in	this	quarter	of	the	world	–	the	south	east	of	Europe	–	these
interests	of	Russia	fall	into	the	same	channel	as	the	interests	of	Britain
and	France.7

He	then	added,	more	rashly:

None	 of	 these	 three	 Powers	 can	 afford	 to	 see	 Rumania,	 Yugoslavia,
Bulgaria,	and	above	all,	Turkey,	put	under	the	German	heel.

Through	 the	 fog	 of	 confusion	 and	 uncertainty	 we	 may	 discern
quite	plainly	the	community	of	interests	which	exist	between	England,
France	and	Russia	to	prevent	Germany	carrying	the	flames	of	war	into



the	Balkans	or	Turkey.	Thus,	at	some	risk	of	being	proved	wrong	by
events,	I	will	proclaim	tonight	my	conviction	that	the	second	great	fact
of	the	first	month	of	the	war	is	that	Hitler	and	all	that	Hitler	stands	for,
have	 been	 and	 are	 being	 warned	 off	 the	 east	 and	 the	 south-east	 of
Europe.8

Or,	in	other	words,	despite	the	total	loss	of	Poland,	for	whose	independence	we
had	supposedly	gone	to	war,	the	Anglo-Franco-Soviet	alliance	which	Britain	had
vainly,	 and	 not	 sufficiently	 cynically,	 sought	 in	 summer	 1939	 might	 now	 be
coming	into	being,	though	in	a	shadowy,	phantom	form.	This	may	also	explain
the	shuffling	delay	over	Franco-British	plans	to	aid	Finland	against	Soviet	attack
in	the	winter	of	1939.	By	the	time	the	troops	were	ready	to	depart,	the	war	was
over	 and	 they	 were	 irrelevant.	 Can	 this	 delay	 (bureaucracy’s	 most	 effective
weapon	 against	 actions	 it	 dislikes)	 have	 been	 wholly	 accidental?	 Someone
influential	must	 also	 surely	 have	 obstructed	Operation	Pike,	 the	Anglo-French
scheme	to	bomb	Soviet	oilfields	at	Baku,	devised	in	the	winter	of	1939–40.	The
plan	 got	 as	 far	 as	 the	 allocation	 of	British	 and	French	 bombing	 aircraft	 to	 the
Middle	East.	Britain’s	Secret	Intelligence	Service	also	mounted	high-altitude	spy
flights,	by	specially	camouflaged	aircraft	painted	sky	blue,	over	Soviet	territory.
These	 dangerous	 and	 unwise	 missions	 took	 off	 from	 the	 RAF	 airfield	 in
Habbaniyah,	Iraq.	One	spy	plane	was	spotted	and	intercepted,	but	fortunately	not
shot	down,	by	a	Soviet	fighter.	A	date	of	15	May	1940	had	been	discussed,	but
the	operation	was	conveniently	forgotten	once	Germany	launched	its	invasion	of
the	 Low	 Countries.	 German	 troops	 captured	 documents	 about	 the	 operation
during	 the	 Fall	 of	 France,	which	were	 published	 in	Nazi	media,	 and	 so	 Stalin
must	have	been	aware	of	it.	But	mere	plans	were	not	as	disastrous	as	an	actual
air	 attack	 on	 Baku	 and	 Batum	 (now	 known	 as	 Batumi)	 would	 certainly	 have
been.

It	is	interesting	to	speculate	here	what	might	have	happened	had	Britain	and
France	sold	Poland,	Romania	and	the	Baltic	States	to	Stalin	in	July	1939,	as	they



had	 sold	Czechoslovakia	 to	Hitler	 in	September	1938	 to	 save	 their	 own	 skins.
Since	we	(and	the	moralising	United	States)	ended	up	handing	all	these	countries
and	several	more	besides	to	Stalin	at	Yalta	in	1945,	it	is	hard	to	claim	that	we	did
not	betray	 these	countries	because	we	were	good	or	kind.	When	it	suited	us	 to
betray	them	to	save	our	own	interests,	we	did	so	without	serious	hesitation.	As
will	emerge	again	and	again	in	this	account,	goodness	and	kindness	seldom	had
much	 influence	 on	 our	 actions	 during	 the	 ‘Good	 War’.	 But	 timing	 hugely
influences	our	attitude	towards	these	immoral	bargains.	Strangely,	it	seems	to	be
more	acceptable	to	make	such	bargains	after	large	numbers	of	people	have	been
killed,	 enslaved	 and	driven	 from	 their	 homes	 than	 to	 do	 so	 before	 anyone	has
suffered.

As	for	 the	secret	clause	in	our	already	empty	promise	to	Poland,	so	much
for	 ‘Open	 covenants	 of	 peace,	 openly	 arrived	 at,	 after	which	 there	 shall	 be	no
private	 international	 understandings	 of	 any	 kind,	 but	 diplomacy	 shall	 proceed
always	frankly	and	in	the	public	view’.	This	was	the	first	of	President	Woodrow
Wilson’s	famous	‘Fourteen	Points’,	which	had	been	supposed	to	bring	a	new	era
of	peace	and	stability	to	Europe	after	1918.9

But	we	should	also	not	 forget	another	 rather	 large	 flaw	 in	 the	vast,	moth-
eaten	idealistic	brocade	which	forms	the	accepted	version	of	history	during	these
years.	 Poland	 in	 1939	was	 not	 exactly	 the	martyred	 hero	 nation,	 champion	 of
freedom,	 justice	 and	 democracy,	 of	 propaganda	 myth.	 It	 was,	 for	 instance,
deeply	anti-Semitic	in	practice,	though	unlike	Germany	it	did	not	introduce	anti-
Jewish	provisions	into	its	law	or	engage	in	official	pogroms.	General	Władysław
Sikorski	 is	 an	 interesting	 example	 of	 this	 problem.	 He	 would	 become	 prime
minister	of	 the	Polish	government-in-exile	 (1881–1943).	His	statue	now	stands
in	Portland	Place	 in	 the	heart	of	London.	Yet	he	 showed	how	strong	 this	 anti-
Jewish	 force	 was	 in	 Poland,	 and	 how	 little	 shame	 leading	 Polish	 figures	 felt
about	it.	In	January	1942	Sikorski	asked	the	British	Foreign	Secretary,	Anthony
Eden,	 if	 something	 could	 perhaps	 be	 done	 to	 ‘find	 room’	 for	 Poland’s	 Jews
elsewhere,	perhaps	British-ruled	Palestine,	after	the	war.	Little	did	he	know	that



the	problem	was	already	being	‘solved’	in	another	way.
Professor	Anita	Prazmowska	has	written	of	the	exchange:

Before	 departing	 Sikorski	 broached	 a	 subject	 dear	 to	 the	 hearts	 of
many	 pre-war	 Polish	 politicians,	 the	 removal	 of	 Polish	 Jews	 from
Poland.	Clearly	 suggesting	 that	 they	could	not	be	 considered	 to	be	 a
Polish	 responsibility,	 Sikorski	 stated,	 ‘It	 is	 quite	 impossible	 …	 for
Poland	 to	continue	 to	maintain	3.5	million	Jews	after	 the	war.	Room
must	 be	 found	 for	 them	 elsewhere.	 If	 Palestine	 could	 be	 highly
industrialized,	there	might	be	room	for	them	there.’10

Professor	 Prazmowska	 notes	 drily	 that	 this	 supposed	 ‘Judenfrei’	 Poland
‘contained	 no	 element	 which	 could	 have	 appealed	 to	 the	 British	 Foreign
Secretary’.	 Indeed,	 the	 civilised	 Eden	 must	 have	 recoiled	 inwardly.	 And	 the
Arabist	 Eden,	 like	 almost	 everyone	 in	 the	 Foreign	 Office,	 must	 have	 been
equally	appalled	at	 the	prospect	of	explaining	to	the	Muslim	world	that	Britain
planned	to	bring	millions	of	Polish	Jews	into	its	Palestine	Mandate.

In	 a	 separate	 work,	 Professor	 Prazmowska	 also	 refers	 to	 this	 tendency
among	Poland’s	prewar	elite.	Discussing	 the	German	 foreign	minister	 Joachim
von	Ribbentrop’s	meeting	with	Józef	Lipski,	Polish	ambassador	in	Berlin,	on	31
October	1938,	she	wrote,	‘On	other	issues	dear	to	the	hearts	of	Poland’s	military
rulers,	namely	the	emigration	of	Jews	from	Polish	territory,	colonial	claims	and
support	for	Poland’s	anti-Soviet	policy,	Poland	was	also	given	the	backing	of	the
German	government.’11

Another	weakness	in	the	‘Plucky	Little	Poland’	narrative	is	that	Poland,	so
far	from	being	a	principled	opponent	of	the	dismemberment	of	nations,	actively
and	selfishly	joined	in	with	the	dismemberment	of	Czechoslovakia	after	Munich.
Like	 so	 many	 such	 inconvenient	 facts,	 this	 is	 well	 known,	 in	 the	 West,	 to
historians,	but	 largely	unknown	anywhere	else.	Colonel	Beck,	Poland’s	foreign
minister,	 wasted	 no	 time	 once	 Poland’s	 southern	 neighbour	 was	 prostrate.	 He



sent	 an	ultimatum	 to	Prague	on	30	September	1938,	 the	day	after	 the	German
seizure	of	the	Sudetenland,	demanding	the	withdrawal	of	Czech	forces	from	the
border	 areas	 which	 are	 called	 Těšín,	 Czieszin	 or	 Teschen,	 depending	 on	 who
owns	 them	 at	 the	 time.	 The	 Czechs,	 already	 helpless	 before	 Hitler	 and
abandoned	by	their	supposed	allies,	immediately	gave	in.	Polish	tanks	(available
in	quantities	 for	such	an	action)	promptly	rumbled	across	 the	frontier	 to	annex
the	region.	Photographs	of	this	event	still	exist.	The	area	was	quickly	subjected
to	 Polish	 law	 and	 language,	 following	 the	 traditional	 pattern	 of	 such	 forced
annexations.

Thus,	we	went	 to	war	 in	defence	of	a	 territorially	aggressive,	anti-Semitic
despotism.	Sometimes	one	has	to	do	such	things.	But	it	is	surely	foolish	to	try	to
pretend	that	they	are	benevolent	or	principled	actions.	The	common	impression
of	 a	 simple	 war	 of	 good	 versus	 evil	 was	 (even	 at	 this	 stage	 of	 the	 conflict)
completely	mistaken.	There	is	not	much	sign,	so	far,	of	Prince	Charles’s	‘battle
against	 intolerance,	 monstrous	 extremism	 and	 an	 inhuman	 attempt	 to
exterminate	the	Jewish	population	of	Europe’.

Why	on	earth	did	this	series	of	events	happen	in	the	way	that	they	did,	and
at	the	time	that	they	did?	We	were	scarcely	better	prepared	for	a	continental	war
in	September	1939	than	we	had	been	a	year	before.	Our	army	was	pitifully	small
and	much	of	our	air	force	was	still	unmodernised.	The	defensive	radar	chain	on
the	south	coast	was	barely	ready	and	our	anti-aircraft	defences	almost	comically
weak.	Our	military	 industries	were	not	at	 full	 capacity.	Naval	 rearmament	was
still	 only	 beginning.	 The	 forces	 were	 in	 any	 case	 designed	 and	 deployed	 to
defend	 the	 empire	 and	 the	 home	 islands,	 not	 to	wage	 an	 aggressive	European
land	war.	This	state	of	affairs	was	intentional,	and	the	alternative	had	been	quite
specifically	rejected	at	the	highest	level.	As	long	ago	as	1936,	the	Tory	politician
Duff	 Cooper,	 in	 his	 then	 post	 of	 Secretary	 of	 State	 for	 War,	 had	 argued	 for
Britain	to	create	a	large	army	capable	of	facing	those	of	the	Continental	powers.
He	 had	 been	 overruled	 by	 the	 then	 Chancellor	 of	 the	 Exchequer,	 Neville
Chamberlain,	mainly	on	the	grounds	of	the	cost,	an	enormous	£40	million	by	the



values	of	the	time.12	Such	an	idea	would	have	prevented	the	expansion	of	the	Air
Force,	 aimed	 at	 defending	 the	 home	 islands.	 It	 would	 also	 have	 stopped	 the
modernisation	 of	 the	Navy,	 intended	 to	 protect	 both	 the	 home	 islands	 and	 the
empire.	Britain,	economically	shaky,	could	barely	afford	the	rearmament	it	had
begun	 in	 1935.	 It	 certainly	 could	 not	 afford	 a	 huge	 army	 on	 top	 of	 the	 other
planned	 spending.	 National	 policy	 at	 the	 time	 was	 intended	 to	 preserve
homeland	and	empire	 from	apparent	 threats	and	perhaps	 to	blockade	Germany
by	sea	and	attack	it	from	the	air.	This	latter	form	of	warfare,	air	power	without
ground	 troops,	 appeals	 to	 free	 countries	with	 public	 opinion	 opposed	 to	mass
casualties.	 It	also	appeals	 to	countries	with	small	armies	which	are	surrounded
by	deep	water.	But	it	is	not	especially	effective,	as	we	shall	see.

Nobody,	 except	 perhaps	 Duff	 Cooper,	 thought	 of	 Britain	 once	 again
becoming	 a	 major	 continental	 land	 power,	 as	 we	 had	 briefly	 and	 very
expensively	 been	 in	 the	 later	 years	 of	 the	 Great	 War.	 Alas,	 Britain	 would
eventually	be	forced	for	 the	second	time	in	30	years	 to	create	a	huge	conscript
army	 from	 scratch,	 but	 by	 that	 time	 the	 British	 government	 would	 have
abandoned	all	attempts	to	stay	within	our	national	means	and	thrown	themselves
on	the	chilly,	conditional	mercy	of	the	USA.	In	the	late	1930s,	still	more	or	less
independent	in	economic	affairs,	Britain	was	an	undischarged	bankrupt,	a	painful
fact	which	still	embarrasses	us	nearly	80	years	later.	Its	huge	debts	to	the	United
States,	 incurred	during	 the	Great	War,	 still	 remained	unpaid	 (the	details	of	 this
debt	are	given	more	fully	on	p.47).

Most	British	people,	in	my	experience,	find	this	fact	impossible	to	believe
and	 angrily	 contradict	 it	when	 it	 is	 stated.	They	have	heard	 that	World	War	 II
debt	 has	 finally	 been	 paid.	This	 did	 indeed	 happen	 on	 29	December	 2006,	 by
prosaic	electronic	transfer,	61	years	after	the	end	of	the	war	that	created	the	loan
in	the	first	place.	They	quite	reasonably	assume	that	the	earlier	debt	must	have
been	settled	long	before.	But	it	was	not.

Yet	 the	 shameful	 British	 default	 on	 the	 American	 debt	 is	 a	 vital	 part	 of
modern	history,	essential	to	understanding	American	attitudes	at	the	time	of	the



Czech	and	Polish	crises.	Not	only	does	it	give	a	clue	to	the	true	economic	state
of	 Neville	 Chamberlain’s	 Britain,	 but	 it	 also	 explains	 the	 coolness	 of	 Anglo-
American	relations	in	the	late	1930s	and	early	1940s,	a	coolness	based	upon	real
mistrust	and	resentment,	which	I	shall	shortly	describe	in	detail.	It	was	thanks	to
this	 default	 that	 a	 sullen	 Congress	 passed	 the	 USA’s	 Neutrality	 Acts,	 which
forced	Britain	and	France	 to	pay	cash	down	 for	any	warlike	 supplies	 from	 the
USA	–	 and	 collect	 them	 themselves	 in	 their	 own	 ships	 –	 in	 the	 crucial	 period
from	1938	to	1940.

It	 also	 led,	 as	we	 shall	 see,	 to	 the	 liquidation	 of	 the	British	 empire’s	 life
savings.	 This	 was	 a	 precondition	 of	 the	 ‘Lend-Lease’	 system	 of	 limited
American	material	 aid	 to	Britain	 (without	 charge)	which	 eventually	 came	 into
being	 after	 the	 crisis	 of	 1940.	This	 system	was	very	 far	 from	being	 the	 act	 of
selfless	 generosity	which	Churchill	 proclaimed	 it	 to	 be	 and	many	 still	 think	 it
was.	For	example,	in	his	speech	at	Mansion	House	in	London	on	10	November
1941,	 Churchill	 declared,	 ‘The	 Lease-Lend	 Bill	 must	 be	 regarded	 without
question	as	the	most	unsordid	act	in	the	whole	of	recorded	history.’	He	repeated
it	 in	April	 1945,	 speaking	 in	 the	House	 of	 Commons	 after	 President	 Franklin
Roosevelt’s	 death.	 He	 then	 said,	 ‘At	 about	 that	 same	 time	 he	 devised	 the
extraordinary	measure	of	assistance	called	Lend-Lease,	which	will	stand	forth	as
the	most	unselfish	and	unsordid	financial	act	of	any	country	in	all	history.’	We
shall	see	just	how	unselfish	and	unsordid	it	turned	out	to	be.

And	 so,	 in	 September	 1939,	 an	 ill-prepared	 Britain,	 uncertain	 of	 its	 real
purpose	 and	 poorly	 equipped	 for	 the	 conflict	 it	 was	 joining,	 declared	 war	 on
Germany	 in	defence	of	 an	unlovely	Poland.	 It	did	 so	 in	 the	wholly	unjustified
belief	that	France’s	huge	army	and	elaborate	defences	would	protect	it	from	any
serious	 national	 danger.	Neither	 the	 timing	 nor	 the	 cause	were	 any	better	 than
they	 had	 been	when	Britain	 had	 refused	 to	 go	 to	war	 over	Czechoslovakia	 in
1938.	The	British	economy	was	wobbling,	its	caretakers	afraid	that	rearmament
would	 tip	 it	 into	 recession	 both	 by	 increasing	 imports	 and	 by	 getting	 into
excessive	debt.	One	frustrated	air	marshal	had	even	snarled	at	the	Chancellor	of



the	 Exchequer,	 Sir	 John	 Simon,	 that	 he	 seemed	 to	 be	 determined	 to	 preserve
enough	money	in	Britain	to	pay	an	indemnity	to	our	enemies	once	we	had	been
defeated.	This	was	unfair.	The	loss	of	financial	power	through	bankruptcy	is	no
small	thing,	and	can	be	almost	as	serious	as	military	defeat.	It	can	also	make	it
impossible	 to	 fight	a	war	effectively.	Little	did	either	 the	Chancellor	or	 the	air
marshal	guess	how	this	problem	would	be	resolved.

The	British	Army	was,	at	 this	stage,	 so	small	 that	Soviet	generals	did	not
believe	 the	accurate	 figures	on	 its	strength	given	 to	 them	by	British	officers	 in
summer	1939.	They	were	used	to	exaggerated	and	incredible	boasts	of	strength
from	allies	and	enemies	alike.	They	had	never	previously	come	across	a	major
country	which	actually	asserted	that	its	army	was	unbelievably	small.	Just	before
war	 broke	 out,	 the	 British	 Army’s	 total	 regular	 strength	 was	 227,000	 men,
including	large	contingents	in	India	and	Burma.	About	150,000	would	be	sent	to
France	after	 the	beginning	of	 the	war.	Numbers	would	increase	rapidly	later	as
conscription	 took	 effect.	 But	 it	 takes	 a	 long	 time	 to	 train	 soldiers.	 For
comparison,	 the	 Soviet	 Red	 Army	 then	 had	 an	 active	 strength	 of	 1.8	 million
men.	Germany	had	1.5	million.	The	French	regular	army	had	900,000	men,	with
millions	 in	 reserve.	 Tiny	 Belgium,	 though	 neutral,	 had	 an	 army	 of	 about
600,000.	 The	 Dutch	 Army	 had	 a	 regular	 strength	 of	 114,000,	 though	 with
reserves	 it	 could	 be	 increased	 to	 270,000.	 The	 army	 of	 the	 USA	 at	 that	 time
numbered	175,000.

The	 RAF	was	 only	 just	 beginning	 to	 benefit	 from	 a	 huge	 programme	 of
aircraft	 building	 begun	 by	 the	 supposedly	 heedless	 and	 unprepared	 Neville
Chamberlain.	 The	 Royal	 Navy,	 still	 magnificent	 to	 look	 upon,	 was	 obsolete,
decrepit	 and	 weak,	 starting	 to	 recover	 from	 the	 cuts	 in	 men	 and	 equipment
imposed	by	a	stringent	Chancellor	of	 the	Exchequer,	Winston	Churchill,	 in	 the
previous	 decade,	 and	 made	 worse	 by	 the	 economic	 collapse	 of	 1931.	 The
greatest	 ship	 in	 the	 fleet,	 the	 enormous	 battlecruiser	 HMS	Hood,	 along	 with
many	other	grandiose	or	majestic	vessels,	was	in	fact	a	whited	sepulchre.	It	was
revealed	in	the	London	Times’s	obituary	of	Vice	Admiral	Sir	Louis	Le	Bailly	that



It	was	a	navy	outwardly	fair	but	decaying	within.	Above,	the	executive
branch	supervised	the	polishing	of	brass	and	endless	painting.	Below,	a
few	heroic	engineers	and	their	stokers	fought	a	losing	battle	trying	to
prevent	out-of-date	boilers	and	machinery	from	falling	into	disrepair.

As	 a	 midshipman	 Le	 Bailly	 served	 in	 great	 ships	 such	 as	 the
battlecruiser	Hood,	which	 sunned	 itself	 in	Mediterranean	ports	under
dazzling	white	awnings,	while	the	bearings	of	her	gun	mountings	were
so	corroded	that	one	attempt	to	train	the	15-inch	‘Y’	turret	through	90
degrees	ended	in	disaster	which	was	retrieved	only	by	the	brute	force
of	tackle,	capstan	and	the	ship’s	tug-of-war	team.13

This	is	a	good	metaphor	for	Britain’s	outward	appearance	as	a	Great	Power,	able
to	make	and	preserve	its	own	destiny	and	alter	the	course	of	nations.	It	was	an
illusion	which	might	have	lasted	a	little	longer	had	it	not	been	tested	in	practice
by	Lord	Halifax’s	desire	to	go	to	war,	and	assert	British	greatness,	in	1939.	The
course	which	Britain	most	altered	in	1939	was	its	own,	though	France	did	badly
out	of	the	episode	as	well.	As	it	happens,	the	decision	to	go	to	war	in	September
1939	was	by	any	objective	military	or	political	standard	a	disaster.	To	begin	with
there	were	some	noble	and	inspiring	actions	at	sea,	but	these	were	to	be	the	last
sad	 flickers	of	a	 long	 tradition	of	 independent	 sea	power.	Within	nine	months,
Britain	 had	 lost	 the	 war	 it	 had	 declared.	 It	 had	 been	 driven	 from	Continental
Europe,	 bankrupt	 and	 stripped	 of	 most	 of	 its	 military	 hardware.	 Its	 navy	 had
even	–	 to	 the	horror	and	shame	of	 those	 involved	–	actually	gone	 to	war,	very
bitterly,	 against	 its	 main	 ally,	 France.	 That	 ally	 had	 collapsed	 and	 become	 a
vassal	of	Germany.	Britain	was	in	a	strange	and	dispiriting	position,	defeated	but
not	occupied	or	(yet)	compelled	to	surrender,	but	without	the	resources	to	regain
what	 it	 had	 lost.	 The	 prospect	 of	 peace	 with	 Germany	 on	 humiliating	 terms
would	 linger	 like	 a	 nasty	 smell	 until	 the	Battle	 of	Stalingrad	 and	 the	 Japanese
attack	 on	 Pearl	 Harbor	made	 eventual	 German	 defeat	 certain.	 The	moment	 is



forgotten	 in	 the	 strange	myth	 of	Dunkirk,	 and	 overlaid	 by	 the	 second,	wholly
different	 and	 virtually	 separate	 war,	 which	 overwhelmed	 the	 whole	 world	 in
1941.	 It	 was	 this	 later	 widening	 of	 the	 war	 which	 enabled	 us	 to	 forget	 our
disaster	 amid	 the	 greater	 disasters	 of	 others.	 In	 the	 end	we	were	 rescued,	 and
remain	rescued	–	perhaps	more	rescued	than	many	of	us	would	 like	 to	be.	But
what	 if	we	had	not	 been?	 It	would	 surely	make	 sense	 to	 ask	how	we	got	 into
such	a	perilous	mess,	rather	than	pretend	that	the	war	was	a	seamless	period	of
nobility	and	victory.



C H A P T E R 	 T H R E E

Appeasement	and	Pacifism	from	Fulham	to
Bridgwater,	or	‘The	Left	Has	Its	Cake	and

Eats	It’

‘Vernon	Bartlett,	 friend	of	 the	Bolsheviks	and	opponent	of	 the	 foreign	policy	of	Mr
Chamberlain,	has	been	elected	in	the	Bridgwater	by-election.’

(Radio	Berlin,	19	November	1938)

In	modern	democracies,	wars	have	 to	be	popular,	 at	 least	 to	begin	with.	Later,
the	problem	is	reversed.	The	peace	has	to	be	popular,	and	therefore	vengeful	and
often	needlessly	delayed.

One	of	the	great	achievements	of	the	Polish	guarantee,	with	which	I	began
this	book,	was	that	it	made	war	with	Germany	popular,	or	at	least	tolerable.	This
rash	and	empty	promise	to	defend	an	undemocratic	country	transformed	Britain.
In	 1938	 we	 had	 been	 a	 nervous	 spectator	 of	 central	 European	 diplomatic
manoeuvres.	By	the	end	of	 the	summer	of	1939	we	were	an	active	participant,
many	of	whose	people	reluctantly	but	resolutely	accepted	the	need	for	war.

This	transformation	was	astonishing	in	its	speed	and	scale.	The	foolish	and
inaccurate	 2010	 film	 The	 King’s	 Speech	 has,	 like	 many	 such	 works	 of	 art	 or
fiction,	now	passed	 into	 the	minds	of	many	as	a	 truthful	account	of	events.	 Its
purpose	 seems	 to	 be	 to	 argue	 that	 the	 monarchy	 is	 more	 or	 less	 justifiable
because	of	 its	 role	 in	 the	defeat	of	Hitler.	 In	 fact,	 like	millions	of	his	 subjects,



King	George	VI	was	an	enthusiastic	appeaser	of	Hitler.	What	is	more,	despite	the
film	 claiming	 the	 precise	 opposite,	 Winston	 Churchill	 had	 sided	 with	 the
alternative	 king,	 Edward	 VIII,	 during	 the	 abdication	 crisis.	 By	 doing	 so,	 he
gravely	damaged	the	launch	of	a	national	movement	for	rearmament,	‘Arms	and
the	 Covenant’.	 George	 VI,	 as	 he	 had	 told	 Franklin	 Roosevelt	 in	 their	 1939
meeting,	 deeply	 distrusted	Churchill.	 Edward	VIII,	 despite	Churchill’s	 support
and	friendship,	later	became	famous	for	his	open	sympathies	with	Hitler	and	had
to	be	put	far	out	of	reach	of	Europe	during	the	war.	These	facts,	plus	the	offhand
anti-Semitism	common	among	prominent	people	in	Europe	and	North	America
before	 the	 revelation	 of	 Auschwitz	 made	 such	 thoughts	 unthinkable	 and
unspeakable,	are	too	complicated	and	inconvenient.

They	 are	 not	welcome	 in	 a	 country	 and	 a	world	 in	 the	 grip	 of	 a	 pseudo-
religious	myth	which	wants	matters	to	be	simpler	and	kinder	than	they	are.	The
‘Good	War’	legend,	like	other	dominant	dogmas,	requires	the	facts	to	be	altered
to	fit	the	theory.	Of	course,	it	is	still	legal	and	permissible	to	speak	and	think	the
truth	 about	 these	 events.	 But	 the	 power	 of	 cinema	 drama,	 combined	with	 the
power	of	myth,	means	that	millions	will	forever	believe	a	falsehood	and	glower
intolerantly	at	those	who	annoyingly	insist	on	the	truth.

The	 closing	 scene	 of	 The	 King’s	 Speech	 shows	 crowds	 converging	 on
Buckingham	Palace	as	King	George	VI	nobly	rallies	the	nation	to	its	stern	task
of	 defeating	Hitler	 at	 the	 outbreak	 of	war.	No	 such	 crowds	 in	 fact	 converged.
What	did	happen,	11	months	earlier,	was	roughly	the	opposite.	The	nation	rallied
at	 the	palace,	 it	 is	 true,	but	 it	 rallied	against	war,	and	in	favour	of	a	negotiated
peace	with	Hitler.	The	great	national	demonstration	in	favour	of	appeasement	in
London	 in	 1938	 is	 still	 largely	 forgotten.	 Though	 not	 actually	 suppressed	 or
censored,	 as	 it	might	 have	been	 in	 the	USSR,	 it	 has	 simply	 slipped	out	 of	 the
major	 records.	 There	 are	 plenty	 of	 accounts	 and	 newsreels	 of	 Neville
Chamberlain	stepping	from	his	aeroplane	on	his	return	from	Munich,	or	burbling
foolishly	 about	 ‘peace	with	 honour’	 from	 a	Downing	 Street	 window.	 Yet	 few
know	that	on	Friday	30	September	1938,	a	real	and	enormous	crowd,	the	biggest



since	 the	Coronation	 in	May	1937,	waited	 for	nearly	 four	hours,	much	of	 it	 in
drenching	 rain,	 for	 Mr	 Chamberlain	 to	 appear	 alongside	 the	 king	 (and	 at	 his
personal	invitation)	on	the	Buckingham	Palace	balcony.	The	crowd	was	so	dense
around	the	Victoria	Memorial	that	Chamberlain’s	modest	car	was	forced	to	slow
to	 a	walking	 pace.	 The	 elderly	 and	 exhausted	 prime	minister	was	 treated	 to	 a
loud	 chorus	 of	 ‘For	 he’s	 a	 jolly	 good	 fellow!’	 and	 shouts	 of	 ‘Good	 old
Chamberlain!’

At	 about	 seven	 in	 the	 evening,	 in	 failing	 early	 autumn	 light,	 a	 huge
searchlight	 (one	 of	 the	 few	 anti-aircraft	 searchlights	 then	 in	 existence	 in	 the
London	military	district)	was	trained	on	the	balcony.	Chamberlain	and	his	wife
stood	 happily	 alongside	 the	 king	 and	 queen.	 The	 king	 gestured	 to	 his	 prime
minister	to	step	forward	and	take	the	applause	which	was	his	due,	and	for	four
minutes	of	relief	and	joy	he	bathed	in	the	cheers	of	the	multitude.

This	 fact	 is	not	hidden.	Anyone	who	examines	 the	newspaper	 files	of	 the
time	 can	 find	 it	 generously	 recorded.	 But	 it	 was	 not	 known	 to	me	 until	 quite
recently.	 There	 must	 be	 film	 of	 it,	 but	 I	 have	 never	 seen	 it.	 Archive	 footage
shown	 in	 TV	 histories	 of	 the	 era	 tends	 to	 concentrate	 much	 more	 upon
Chamberlain	himself,	or	on	insignificant	and	confused	left-wing	demonstrations
calling	for	support	for	the	Czechs.	The	idea	that	the	British	public,	urged	on	by
the	Crown,	was	wildly	pleased	by	Chamberlain’s	agreement,	is	unwelcome	to	us.
We	wish	 to	believe	 that	we	were	not	fooled	at	 the	 time,	even	 though	we	were.
This	perhaps	explains	the	comparative	fame	of	the	Oxford	by-election	of	1938,
in	which	the	Munich	Agreement	was	publicly	challenged.

When	 I	was	 a	 left-wing	 teenager	 in	Oxford	 in	 the	 late	 1960s,	 one	 of	my
teachers	at	the	College	of	Further	Education	recalled	how,	in	her	own	youth,	she
had	 campaigned	 for	 Alexander	 ‘Sandy’	 Lindsay	 (Later	 Lord	 Lindsay)	 in	 the
great	1938	by-election.	 It	 took	place	 in	 the	October	of	 that	year,	 thanks	 to	 the
death	of	the	sitting	MP,	just	after	the	Munich	Agreement.	It	has	since	taken	on	a
golden	 glow	 of	 far-seeing	 righteousness	 (oddly	 enough	 eclipsing	 the	 later
Bridgwater	by-election	in	which	the	anti-Munich	candidate	actually	won).	Many



stalwarts	of	 the	British	political	Left	have	said	proudly	 that	 they	 took	 the	anti-
appeasement	side,	from	the	late	Denis	Healey	to	two	future	Tory	premiers	–	the
late	 Harold	 Macmillan,	 later	 Earl	 of	 Stockton,	 and	 Sir	 Edward	 Heath.
Macmillan,	then	a	Tory	MP	himself,	was	threatened	with	all	kinds	of	disciplinary
action,	 including	 expulsion	 from	 the	 Carlton	 Club,	 for	 publicly	 opposing	 a
fellow	 Conservative.	 But	 no	 action	 was	 taken	 against	 him	 in	 the	 end.	 The
idealistic	Left	of	both	university	and	city	were	united	against	 the	Conservative
candidate,	Quintin	Hogg	(later	Lord	Hailsham).	Lindsay,	Master	of	Balliol	and	a
distinguished	 philosopher,	 stood	 as	 an	 ‘Independent	 Progressive’.	 The	 official
Labour	and	Liberal	candidates	withdrew	to	give	him	a	clear	run.	Overcoming	the
Labour	Party’s	deep	mistrust	of	 ‘Popular	Front’	 alliances	with	other	parties	on
the	left,	they	declared,

Deeply	 concerned	 with	 the	 gravity	 of	 the	 present	 situation	 and
recognising	 the	 urgent	 need	 for	 uniting	 the	 democratic	 forces	 of	 the
country,	 the	 Liberal	 and	 Labour	 parties	 of	 the	 city	 of	 Oxford	 have
decided	not	to	contest	the	seat	at	the	present	by-election.1

Oxford	was	never	a	typical	English	city,	thanks	to	its	ancient	university,	though
by	 1938	 it	 was	 quite	 heavily	 industrialised	 and	 so	 had	 a	 large	 working-class
Labour	vote.	It	had	an	unusually	lively	left-wing	movement.	This	stretched	from
patrician	 future	 ministers	 such	 as	 Richard	 Crossman,	 who	 helped	 lead	 the
Labour	group	on	the	city	council,	to	proletarian	orators	and	troublemakers	such
as	 the	 notorious	 strike	 organiser	 ‘Bill	 Firestone’	 (whose	 real	 name	 was	 Abe
Lazarus).	 These	 were	 busy	 inflaming	 industrial	 unrest	 and	 in	 the	 unceasing
campaign	 (which	 did	 not	 succeed	 until	 1959)	 to	 remove	 the	 once-famous
Cutteslowe	Walls,	 brick	 barriers	 topped	 with	 spikes,	 actually	 built	 across	 two
suburban	north	Oxford	roads	to	separate	private	from	council	housing.	Students
in	those	times	could	not	vote	in	university	towns,	but	they	were	free	to	take	part
in	the	campaign,	and	many	did.	The	Molotov–Ribbentrop	Pact	was	still	almost	a



year	 in	 the	 future,	 the	Spanish	Civil	War	a	 fresh	wound,	and	 the	Left	more	or
less	united.

Paradoxically,	the	Left	were	also	united	in	opposing	British	rearmament,	in
the	 belief	 that	 it	 might	 be	 used	 against	 Soviet	 Russia.	 The	 Labour	 Party	 still
opposed	any	moves	towards	military	conscription.	It	was	against	‘appeasement’
of	 anti-Communist	 despots,	 but	 was	much	 less	 clear	 about	 what	 it	 supported,
beyond	 a	 vague	 commitment	 to	 ‘collective	 security’	 which	 might	 possibly
involve	 an	 alliance	 with	 the	 USSR.	 Hogg	 himself	 would	 jeer	 at	 this
unconvincing	position	 in	a	book	The	Left	Was	Never	Right,	published	 in	1945,
far	too	late	to	do	any	good.	Its	left-wing	target,	the	famous	Guilty	Men,	remains
the	dominant	narrative	of	the	time.2

During	 the	 Oxford	 campaign,	 Lindsay	 was	 supported	 by	 almost	 all
socialists.	But	there	was	an	exception.	Quintin	Hogg	was	endorsed	by	Malcolm
MacDonald,	 Colonial	 Secretary	 and	 the	 son	 of	 Labour’s	 by	 then	 reviled	 ‘lost
leader’,	Ramsay	MacDonald.	He	 told	Oxford	 voters,	 ‘There	 is	 one	 paramount
question	 in	politics	 today	–	 foreign	policy.	Our	people	earnestly	desire	peace,’
and	he	illustrated	this	by	pointing	out	how	great	a	welcome	Neville	Chamberlain
had	received	on	his	return	from	Munich.

But	he	added	in	words	which	official	Labour	could	not	and	did	not	use	at
the	time,

Our	 diplomacy	 must	 have	 strength	 behind	 it	 if	 it	 is	 to	 succeed	 in
establishing	 this	 peace	 on	 surer	 foundations.	 Our	 rearmament
campaign	must	 proceed	with	 quickening	 pace.	But	 if	 the	Opposition
parties	had	been	 in	office	 in	 recent	 times	our	diplomacy	would	have
been	fatally	weakened	through	neglect	of	armaments.3

This	 is	 the	 strange	 contradictory	whisper	which	 can	 be	 heard	 by	 anyone	who
goes	beyond	the	crude	newsreel	interpretation	of	the	era.	In	the	flickering	films,
we	 see	Neville	Chamberlain	with	 his	 silly	wing	 collar	 and	 his	 piece	 of	 paper.



Then	we	 see	 the	 idealistic	 demonstrators,	modern	young	men	and	women	 like
us,	urging	the	government	to	stand	by	the	Czechs.	Who	can	doubt	which	is	noble
and	right,	and	which	is	squalid	and	wrong?

Yet	 those	 who	 wanted	 to	 stand	 up	 to	 the	 dictators	 did	 not	 support	 the
rearmament	 that	would	have	made	this	possible.	Those	who	wished	to	appease
the	dictators	supported	and	pursued	what	by	any	standards	was	a	major	policy	of
modernising	 the	RAF	and	 the	Navy.	The	Army,	as	discussed	elsewhere,	was	a
different	 matter.	 Contrary	 to	 popular	 belief,	 Britain	 had	 been	 preparing	 for	 a
defensive	 war	 (not	 an	 offensive	 one)	 for	 years	 before	 Munich,	 and	 was
surprisingly	 ready	 for	 it	when	 it	 came,	 certainly	much	more	 so	 than	 the	USA,
which	 even	 in	 1941	 was	 wholly	 unprepared	 for	 the	 role	 forced	 on	 it	 much
against	 its	 will	 by	 Pearl	 Harbor	 and	 Hitler’s	 declaration	 of	 war.	 It	 is	 an	 odd
reflection	 on	 the	 judgements	 of	 history	 that	 Neville	 Chamberlain,	 who	 spoke
softly	while	carrying	a	reasonably	large	stick,	is	excoriated	to	this	day,	whereas
Franklin	Roosevelt,	who	blustered	mightily	while	carrying	a	very	small	stick,	is
still	regarded	as	a	great	man.

For	the	anti-appeasers	of	Oxford	and	elsewhere,	it	was	enough	to	be	against
what	 the	Tories	were	 then	doing.	This	was	 the	view	of	 the	cultural	elite	of	 the
time,	 much	 as	 it	 is	 now.	 But	 that	 elite	 was	 then	 a	 rather	 smaller	 and	 less
influential	 group	 than	 it	 is	 today.	 The	 contest	 is	 mentioned	 briefly	 in	 Louis
MacNeice’s	Autumn	Journal,	 in	which	 he	 recounts	 driving	 voters	 to	 the	 polls,
urging	 them	 to	 ‘leave	 a	 blank	 for	 Hogg	 and	 put	 a	 cross	 for	 Lindsay’,	 later
denouncing	‘Oxford’s	coward	vote’	for	the	Tory	candidate.

The	dubious	suggestion,	that	the	appeasers	were	somehow	doing	the	work
of	the	Nazis,	was	the	basis	of	the	anti-government	campaign	in	that	poll.	It	has
been	 the	 foundation	 of	 much	 received	 opinion	 on	 the	 subject	 ever	 since.	My
teacher	gleefully	recalled	chalking	‘Hitler	wants	Hogg!’	on	walls	and	yelling	this
slogan	 from	 her	 bicycle	 as	 she	 pedalled	 down	 the	 city	 streets	 on	 polling	 day.
Lindsay	 is	 said	 to	have	much	disliked	 the	slogan,	but	 failed	 to	prevent	 its	use.
His	 campaign	 also	 issued	 a	 placard	 alleging	 ‘Hitler	 says:	 don’t	 dare	 vote	 for



Lindsay’,	which	Lindsay	could	surely	have	prevented	if	he	had	really	wanted	to.
The	 principal	 of	 Jesus	 College,	 the	 Liberal	 A.	 E.	 W.	 Hazel,	 in	 theory	 on
Lindsay’s	side,	pronounced:	‘In	40	years’	electioneering	experience,	I	have	never
met	dirtier	tactics.’4	The	slogan	was	a	slander.	Hogg	and	many	like	him	would	in
fact	fight	bravely	against	Hitler	in	the	years	to	come.	Hogg,	as	it	happened,	was
actually	wounded	in	battle	against	Hitler’s	troops.	His	book	The	Left	Was	Never
Right	would	take	an	elaborate	and	detailed	revenge	for	this	slur,	seven	hard	years
later.	 In	 response	 to	 three	 Left	 Book	 Club	 volumes	 denouncing	 ‘Tory
Appeasement’	–	Guilty	Men,	Your	MP	and	The	Trial	of	Mussolini,	Hogg	 listed
136	Tory	MPs	–	and	a	mere	14	Labour	members	–	who	had	served	in	the	war.5

Ten	Tory	MPs	had	died	on	active	service	in	the	war.	No	Labour	MPs	had.	And
while	57	Tories	won	medals	 for	bravery	 in	battle,	only	 five	Labour	MPs	were
decorated.	In	a	waspish	introduction,	Hogg	noted	that	the	authors	of	these	books,
mostly	known	to	him	and	in	many	cases	of	military	age,	did	not	seem	(with	one
exception)	 to	 have	 played	 much	 part	 in	 fighting	 the	 war	 (the	 exception	 was
Frank	Owen,	joint	author	of	Guilty	Men,	who	had	served	in	Burma	as	an	army
captain).

Hogg	described	at	length	Labour’s	sympathy	for	Germany	in	the	1920s,	and
Labour’s	 general	 pacifism	 and	 resistance	 to	 armaments	 and	 armed	 forces
throughout	 the	 interwar	period.	This	was	not	some	footnote,	hastily	abandoned
as	the	threat	of	war	grew.	The	Labour	Party’s	Southport	conference	in	October
1933,	months	after	Hitler	came	to	power,	pledged	to	‘take	no	part	in	war’.6

This	attitude	continued	 long	afterwards.	Hogg	noted	 that	on	20	July	1934
Clement	 Attlee	 was	 among	 Labour	 MPs	 voting	 for	 a	 motion	 regretting
rearmament	which,	they	said,	was	‘neither	necessitated	by	any	new	commitment
nor	calculated	 to	add	 to	 the	 security	of	 the	nation’.7	Attlee	himself	 said	at	 this
stage,	‘We	deny	the	need	for	increased	air	armaments.	We	deny	the	proposition
that	 an	 increased	 RAF	 will	 make	 for	 the	 peace	 of	 the	 world	 and	 we	 reject
altogether	 the	 demand	 for	 parity.’8	 It	 was	 at	 this	 stage	 that	 the	 important	 and
expensive	long-term	decisions	were	taken	which	would	lead	to	the	existence	of	a



modern	force	of	fighter	aircraft	by	1940.
Labour	 simply	 did	 not	 sympathise	 with	 these	 actions.	 Herbert	 Morrison,

later	 a	 leading	 figure	 in	 the	 1945	 government,	 complained	 in	 a	 speech	 at
Whitechapel	 on	 3	 November	 1935	 that	 Neville	 Chamberlain	 was	 ‘ready	 and
anxious	to	spend	millions	of	pounds	on	machines	of	destruction’.

Mr	 Morrison	 plainly	 did	 not	 approve.	 He	 was	 also	 quite	 accurate	 in
portraying	 Chamberlain	 as	 a	 heavy	 spender	 on	 arms	 and	 munitions.	 Just	 like
Labour’s	 ex	 post	 facto	 pretence	 of	 being	 an	 anti-appeasement	 party,
Chamberlain’s	 reputation	 as	 a	 walking	 olive	 branch	 is	 hugely	 misleading.
Expenditure	 on	 the	 Navy	 increased	 from	 £56,626,000	 in	 1934–5	 to
£149,339,000	 in	 1939–40.	 The	 naval	 building	 programme	 from	 1936	 to	 1939
included	six	capital	ships,	six	aircraft	carriers,	25	cruisers,	49	destroyers	and	22
submarines.

Army	spending	rose	from	£39,604,000	in	1934–5	to	£227,261,000	in	1939–
40.	 RAF	 spending	 went	 up	 from	 £17,617,000	 to	 £248,561,000	 in	 the	 same
period.	 The	 money	 allocated	 for	 munitions	 rose	 from	 £9,073,500	 in	 1936	 to
£55,509,000	in	1939.	All	these	figures	are	equivalent	to	many	billions	now,	and
they	 are	 even	 more	 notable	 because	 government	 accounting,	 in	 those	 pre-
Keynesian	times,	was	so	much	tighter	than	it	is	today.9

But	Labour	and	its	press	decried	such	actions.	The	Daily	Herald	of	7	March
1935	gave	its	view	on	increased	spending	planned	in	the	Defence	White	Paper.
Labour’s	main	newspaper,	despite	Hitler’s	arrival	 in	power,	still	did	not	favour
national	military	strength	as	a	policy:

The	White	Paper	is	not	merely	a	momentary	affront	to	Germany:	it	is	a
permanent	challenge	to	the	whole	system	of	collective	security	[…]	It
is	important	that	the	world	should	understand	this	–	it	is	not	the	voice
of	the	people	of	Great	Britain.

The	liberal	News	Chronicle	opined	on	the	same	occasion:	‘The	consequence	is	a



catastrophic	 increase	 of	 Germany’s	 suspicions	 and	 fear	 of	 encirclement.	 In
twenty-four	 hours,	 the	 British	 government	 has	 immeasurably	 deteriorated	 the
entire	 international	 situation.’10	Nor	 did	 the	Left’s	 aversion	 to	war	 diminish	 as
Hitler	grew	more	powerful	abroad	and	more	obviously	evil	at	home.

Clement	 Attlee,	 in	 the	 House	 of	 Commons	 on	 9	 March	 1936,	 after	 the
remilitarisation	 of	 the	 Rhineland,	 moved	 an	 amendment	 which	 said	 (among
other	things),

The	 safety	 of	 this	 country	 and	 the	 peace	 of	 the	 world	 cannot	 be
secured	by	 reliance	 on	 armaments	 […]	 this	House	 cannot	 agree	 to	 a
policy	which	 in	 fact	 seeks	 security	 in	 national	 armaments	 alone	 and
intensifies	 the	 ruinous	 arms	 race	 between	 the	 nations,	 inevitably
leading	to	war.11

He	said	his	party	viewed	with	alarm	‘proposals	for	the	reorganisation	of	industry
on	a	war	basis’.

Despite	 all	 this,	 in	 Oxford	 the	 Left	 had	 made	 a	 great	 effort	 to	 turn	 an
otherwise	ordinary	by-election	into	a	public	contest	between	‘appeasement’	and
whatever	its	opposite	might	be.	By	doing	so,	it	attracted	a	great	deal	of	attention.
Large	crowds	besieged	the	city’s	pseudo-Jacobean	town	hall	for	the	declaration
of	the	result.	Fainting	women	had	to	be	hauled	into	the	building	to	be	tended	by
ambulancemen.	Yet	the	outcome,	compared	with	these	melodramatic	scenes,	was
an	anticlimax.	In	1935,	the	‘National	Conservative’,	Captain	Robert	Bourne,	had
beaten	 Labour’s	 Patrick	 Gordon	 Walker	 by	 16,306	 votes	 to	 9,661.	 On	 this
occasion,	 the	Tory	Quintin	Hogg	had	beaten	the	‘anti-appeaser’	Sandy	Lindsay
by	15,797	to	12,363.	Lindsay	had	done	well,	but	Quintin	Hogg	had	held	almost
all	 his	 forerunner’s	 votes.	 He	 (like	 his	 opponents)	 was	 in	 no	 doubt	 that	 his
victory	had	a	wider	significance.	But	he	did	not	think	(as	his	opponents	had	so
rudely	 claimed)	 that	 his	 success	would	please	Hitler.	 ‘It	 is	 not	my	victory,’	 he
said.



It	is	Mr	Chamberlain’s	victory.	It	is	a	victory	for	democracy,	for	peace
by	negotiation,	 and	 it	 is	 a	victory	 for	 a	united	Britain.	 It	 is	 a	victory
above	all	for	the	ordinary	man	and	woman,	who	have	shown	again	the
traditional	common	sense	of	the	British	elector.12

The	British	 elector	 did	 not	 show	 the	 same	 judgement	 three	weeks	 later,	when
another	 ‘Independent	 Progressive’	 and	 ‘anti-appeasement’	 candidate,	 the
celebrity	 left-liberal	 journalist	Vernon	Bartlett,	 defeated	 his	 Tory	 rival,	 Patrick
Heathcoat-Amory,	 at	 a	 second	 by-election	 in	 the	 Somerset	 division	 of
Bridgwater.

Bartlett	won	 19,540	 votes	 to	Heathcoat-Amory’s	 17,208,	 and	would	 hold
the	 seat	 until	 1950.	 The	Daily	 Mail	 of	 19	 November	 explained	 Mr	 Bartlett’s
success	by	saying:	‘There	is	 little	doubt	 that	Mr	Bartlett’s	popularity	with	both
men	 and	 women	 as	 a	 radio	 commentator	 won	 him	 the	 seat	 and	 contributed
largely	 to	 the	poll.’	This	 is	very	probably	 true.	Mr	Bartlett	had	 for	 some	years
given	regular	BBC	talks	on	foreign	affairs	and	‘was	regarded	as	one	of	the	best-
liked	 radio	 personalities’.13	 As	 in	 Oxford,	 the	 result	 showed	 divided	 opinion
rather	than	an	overwhelming	view	either	way.	Heathcoat-Amory’s	vote	was	only
slightly	down	on	his	forerunner’s	1935	total	of	17,939.	Bartlett	summed	up	his
policy	 as	 ‘a	 fresh	 offer	 to	 Germany	 to	 discuss	 any	 grievance	 or	 claims	 but
without	surrender	to	blackmail	or	further	betrayal	of	small	nations	or	of	a	great
principle’.14

This	is	of	course	rather	subjective.	Nobody	views	his	own	compromises	as
surrenders	 to	 blackmail.	 What	 did	 Hitler	 think?	 Berlin	 Radio	 gleefully
announced	 that	 ‘Vernon	Bartlett,	 friend	of	 the	Bolsheviks	 and	opponent	 of	 the
foreign	policy	of	Mr	Chamberlain’	had	been	elected.	Mr	Bartlett	himself	said	his
election	was	‘a	miracle’.

It	must	have	 reminded	Conservative	politicians	of	 the	equally	unexpected
result	of	the	Fulham	East	by-election,	just	five	years	earlier,	on	25	October	1933.
In	that	contest,	a	few	months	after	Adolf	Hitler’s	arrival	in	power,	Labour’s	John



Wilmot	 won	 the	 seat	 from	 the	 Conservatives	 with	 a	 convincing	 majority	 of
4,840.	The	Conservatives	had	been	defending	a	freak	majority	of	14,521,	gained
in	 the	 post-crash	 panic	 of	 1931	 when	 Labour	 had	 split	 and	 a	 ‘National
Government’	had	been	formed.	That	era	was	plainly	over.

Mr	Wilmot	was	carried	from	the	town	hall	shoulder-high	by	his	supporters,
who	sang	‘The	Red	Flag’	as	they	went.	And	he	described	his	triumph	accurately
as	 ‘an	amazing	victory	[…]	probably	one	of	 the	most	amazing	victories	 in	our
political	history’.15	He	had	little	doubt	that	the	main	reason	for	his	success	was
his	opposition	to	rearmament.	But	there	were	other	influences.	He	explained,	‘I
won	this	election	on	three	main	issues.	The	first	was	peace	and	disarmament;	the
second,	 the	 clearing	 away	 of	 the	 slums;	 and	 the	 third,	 the	 reversal	 of	 the
government’s	 low-wage	 policy.’16	Who	 can	 say	 if	 he	was	 right	 to	 put	 foreign
policy	 issues	at	 the	 top	of	 the	 list?	 It	 seems	unlikely	 that	 this	alone	swung	 the
election.	 Plenty	 of	 voters	 must	 have	 continued	 to	 think	 that	 rearmament	 was
necessary	 for	national	safety.	But	 the	belief	 that	 the	Tories	had	 lost	because	of
their	arms	policy	suited	several	factions,	took	hold,	and	affected	British	politics
for	years	to	come.

Wilmot	did	all	he	could	to	promote	this	version,	saying,

Wherever	 I	 went	 and	 addressed	 meetings,	 or	 spoke	 to	 electors
personally,	 I	 found	 disappointment	 everywhere	 at	 the	 government’s
failure	to	take	the	lead	in	securing	peace.	This	election	has	proved	that
the	 people	 of	 this	 country	 desire	 peace	 perhaps	 more	 than	 anything
else.17

Wilmot	was	plainly	a	committed	pacifist	and	may	have	begun	to	believe	his	own
propaganda.	He	had	gone	so	far	as	to	demand	that	Britain	should	‘give	a	lead	to
the	whole	world	 by	 initiating	 immediately	 a	 policy	 of	 general	 disarmament’.18

Those	 Conservatives	 who	 were	 worried	 about	 the	 economy	 had	 their	 own
reasons	 for	 accepting	 the	Wilmot	 version.	 They	 did	 not	 want	 to	 spend	 scarce



money	on	weapons	if	they	could	help	it,	and	so	chose	to	see	the	election	result	as
evidence	that	voters	felt	much	the	same.	In	a	curious	way,	the	sanctification	of
the	 1914–18	 conflict	 as	 ‘The	 War	 to	 End	 War’	 had	 made	 pacifism	 and
disarmament	 patriotic	 and	 generally	 acceptable	 in	 Conservative	 suburbs,	 in	 a
way	they	had	never	been	before.	But	old-fashioned	common	sense	had	not	died
away.

Three	 years	 later,	 Stanley	 Baldwin	 famously	 replied	 to	 an	 assault	 by
Winston	Churchill	on	his	rearmament	policy	in	the	following	interesting	terms:

I	put	 before	 the	whole	House	 [of	Commons]	my	own	views	with	 an
appalling	frankness.	You	will	remember	at	that	time	the	Disarmament
Conference	was	sitting	in	Geneva.	You	will	remember	that	at	that	time
there	 was	 probably	 a	 stronger	 pacifist	 feeling	 running	 through	 this
country	than	at	any	time	since	the	war	[…]	I	asked	myself	what	chance
was	there	–	when	that	feeling	that	was	given	expression	to	in	Fulham
was	common	throughout	 the	country	–	what	chance	was	 there	within
the	next	year	or	two	of	that	feeling	being	so	changed	that	the	country
would	give	 a	mandate	 for	 rearmament?	Supposing	 I	 had	gone	 to	 the
country	and	said	that	Germany	was	rearming,	and	that	we	must	rearm,
does	anybody	think	that	 this	pacific	democracy	would	have	rallied	to
that	 cry	 at	 that	moment?	 I	 cannot	 think	of	 anything	 that	would	have
made	the	loss	of	the	election	from	my	point	of	view	more	certain.19

Famously,	Baldwin	 is	also	supposed	 to	have	been	 influenced	by	 the	League	of
Nations’	Peace	Ballot,	an	unreliable	mass	poll	conducted	in	the	summer	of	1935,
which,	read	in	one	way,	showed	great	support	for	continuing	disarmament.	Read
in	other	ways,	it	was	rather	more	ambiguous.

The	truth	is	almost	certainly	more	mathematical.	Britain	under	Baldwin	and
Chamberlain	most	certainly	did	rearm,	though	for	imperial	and	national	defence,
not	for	a	continental	land	war.	But	the	country	was	not	rich	enough	to	rearm	very



much,	 and	 the	 public	 were	 certainly	 not	 willing,	 at	 that	 stage,	 to	 suffer	 the
shortages,	 high	 taxes	 and	 other	 hardships	 imposed	 by	 a	 war	 economy.	 A
fascinating	glimpse	into	the	mind	of	the	Chamberlain	government	is	given	by	the
strange	and	 rather	 sad	propaganda	 film	The	Lion	Has	Wings,	made	 in	 the	 first
months	of	war	when	there	was	great	confidence	in	French	strength	and	no	real
fear	of	Germany.	It	comes	from	another,	far	more	innocent	age.	The	film	shows
warships	 and	 RAF	 planes	 working	 together,	 provides	 repeated	 footage	 of
factories	turning	out	gleaming	bullets	by	the	thousand,	and	purports	to	show	an
air	 raid	 on	 a	 German	 naval	 base,	 one	 of	 the	 very	 few	 targets	 the	 RAF	 was
allowed	to	bomb	in	those	innocent	days.

But	 large	 parts	 of	 it	 are	 devoted	 to	 pacific	 sunlit	 shots	 of	 new	 schools,
clinics	 and	blocks	of	 flats,	 clean,	 airy	 and	modern.	These	 are	 accompanied	by
words	 of	 praise	 for	 social	 reform	 which	 are	 almost	 socialist.	 The	 National
Government	 was,	 as	 many	 forget,	 dedicated	 to	 creating	 one	 of	 the	 most
advanced	welfare	states	of	the	time.	Paul	Addison,	a	leading	left-wing	historian
of	the	period,	has	pointed	out	that	pre-1939	Britain	succeeded	in	this	aim.20	The
welfare	 state	 did	 not	 begin	 out	 of	 nothing	 under	 Attlee	 in	 1945,	 and	 Neville
Chamberlain	 would	 have	 preferred	 to	 spend	 money	 on	 such	 a	 state	 than	 on
weapons.

But	first	he	hoped	to	reassert	Britain’s	status	as	a	Great	Power,	and	so	there
must	 be	 war,	 or	 at	 least	 a	 declaration	 of	 war.	 No	 doubt	 Chamberlain	 and	 his
advisers	hoped	and	expected	that	war	would	be	either	brief,	or	static,	confined	to
the	high	seas.	Those	who	had	urged	Britain’s	intervention	in	1914	had	believed
much	the	same	thing.

The	 idea	 that	 the	 war	 would	 bring	 sudden	 ruin	 on	 France,	 Holland,
Belgium,	Denmark	and	Norway,	and	place	Britain	under	a	sort	of	siege,	did	not
cross	 the	minds	of	 those	who	sought	 it.	Not	only	did	they	overestimate	French
power.	They	never	expected	the	Molotov–Ribbentrop	Pact,	the	most	cynical	and
devastating	 stroke	 of	 diplomacy	 in	 modern	 times.	 When	 these	 disasters
happened,	it	was	only	Winston	Churchill,	a	man	who	lived	most	fully	in	times	of



danger,	who	could	understand	the	choice	that	then	had	to	be	made.
There	is	a	strong	impression,	in	The	Lion	Has	Wings,	that	the	Chamberlain

government	 saw	 expenditure	 on	 bullets	 and	 aircraft	 as	 a	 regrettable	 diversion
from	the	more	noble	objectives	of	schools	and	workers’	flats.	Chamberlain	and
his	 colleagues	 saw	 themselves	 mainly	 as	 builders	 and	 reformers,	 not	 as	 war
makers.	They	sighed	inwardly	over	diverting	scarce	taxes	to	shipbuilding,	rifles,
big	guns	and	aircraft	factories,	or	recruitment	of	soldiers,	sailors	and	airmen.	The
Treasury	 of	 the	 era	was	 not	 the	 profligate	 body	 it	 is	 now,	 but	 a	 cautious	 and
miserly	 ministry	 keen	 to	 see	 every	 penny	 accounted	 for.	 A	 pretended	 or
exaggerated	fear	of	pacifist	voters	was	useful	to	such	a	government,	as	an	excuse
to	keep	military	spending	as	 low	as	 it	could	get	away	with.	This	could	explain
why	it	so	often	rather	noisily	overestimated	the	importance	of	such	events	as	the
Fulham	 East	 by-election,	 the	 Peace	 Ballot	 and	 the	 notorious	 February	 1933
Oxford	Union	vote	not	to	fight	for	king	or	country.

The	Left’s	position	was	even	odder.	It	won	the	Fulham	East	by-election	on
a	programme	of	peace	and	disarmament.	It	won	the	Bridgwater	by-election	five
years	 later	on	a	contradictory	programme	of	standing	firm	against	 the	dictators
(some	 of	 the	 dictators,	 anyway,	 not	 necessarily	 including	 Stalin).	 But	 it
combined	this	militancy	rather	crazily	with	fierce	resistance	to	rearmament.

Once	again,	it	 is	necessary	to	note	that	this	was	not	a	minor	sub-clause	of
the	Left’s	thinking	at	the	time,	but	central	to	its	policy.	The	Labour	manifesto	for
the	 1935	 general	 election	warned	 that	 a	 Conservative	 victory	would	 endanger
peace	 by	 bringing	 about	 ‘a	 vast	 and	 expensive	 rearmament	 programme’.	Was
this	even	 true?	A	few	weeks	before	 the	poll,	on	31	October	1935,	Mr	Baldwin
had	 said	 to	 the	 Peace	 Society,	 ‘I	 give	 you	 my	 word	 there	 will	 be	 no	 great
armaments.’	Posters	reproducing	these	unwise	words	are	mockingly	depicted	in
Noël	Coward’s	film	of	the	interwar	years,	This	Happy	Breed.

But	until	the	German	occupation	of	Prague,	and	the	astonishing	diplomatic
and	 political	 developments	which	 then	 followed,	 the	British	 public	was	 at	 the
very	least	deeply	divided	on	rearmament	and	warfare.	The	Left	was	nothing	like



as	 militant	 as	 it	 now	 likes	 to	 imagine.	 The	 Labour	 Party	 itself	 continued	 to
oppose	conscription	before,	during	and	after	the	Munich	crisis,	and	voted	against
its	 introduction	 in	April	 1939,	after	 Hitler	 had	 occupied	 Prague.	 It	 reaffirmed
this	 policy	 at	 its	 conference	 in	 May	 1939,	 and	 did	 not	 reverse	 it	 until	 2
September,	literally	the	last	minute	before	the	war.

The	 Polish	 guarantee,	 and	what	 followed	 it,	 managed	 to	 give	 the	 British
public	 the	 impression,	not	wholly	correct,	 that	 they	and	something	 they	valued
were	 now	 under	 active	 attack.	 The	 declaration	 of	 war	 which	 soon	 followed
meant	 that,	within	 a	 surprisingly	 short	 time,	Britain	 actually	was	under	 attack,
after	which	public	opinion	was	much	less	of	a	problem.

But	 it	 is	 still	 true	 that	 an	 important	 part	 of	 the	 war	 myth,	 that	 the	 Left
wanted	 to	 fight	 the	 Nazis,	 and	 the	 Right	 wished	 to	 appease	 Hitler,	 not	 just
because	he	was	strong,	but	because	they	actively	liked	his	regime,	is	unsound.

This	view,	well	articulated	 in	 the	Left	Book	Club’s	1940	bestseller	Guilty
Men,	simply	 is	 not	 accurate,	 though	 it	 is	 still	 quite	widely	 believed.	By	 1938,
only	 a	 few	 eccentrics	 and	 wild	 men	 on	 the	 Right	 actively	 sympathised	 with
Hitler	or	Mussolini.	Many	more	(and	they	were	not	confined	to	the	British	upper
class)	originally	 saw	Hitler	as	a	possible	ally	against	Stalin.	But	Stalin	was	no
direct	 threat	 to	 British	 interests,	 and	 that	 fantasy	 finally	 dissolved	 with	 the
Molotov–Ribbentrop	Pact.	The	Left	was	a	‘hero	in	safety’,	demanding	a	policy
for	which	it	would	not	provide	the	men	or	the	weapons.

In	the	end,	Halifax’s	Polish	guarantee	forced	that	Left	into	support	for	a	war
it	would	 once	 have	 despised.	 It	 did	 this	 through	 a	 series	 of	 very	 clever	 chess
moves.	First,	 it	 encouraged	Poland	 to	 resist	what	might	otherwise	have	been	a
workable	 compromise	 with	 Germany.	 Next,	 it	 manoeuvred	 Germany	 into	 an
unwanted	 but	 unavoidable	 confrontation	with	Poland,	 a	 former	 ally.	 Finally,	 it
obliged	Britain	 to	declare	war	on	Germany,	 and	Germany	alone,	 if	Poland	did
then	 (predictably)	 resist,	 and	 if	 Germany	 (predictably)	 reacted	 by	 attacking
Poland.	The	manoeuvre	made	an	entirely	voluntary	war	look	like	a	response	to
aggression	 and	 a	matter	 of	 honour.	Had	Halifax	 or	Chamberlain	 known	 that	 a



Nazi–Soviet	pact	would	be	made	in	August	1939	or	that	France	would	collapse
in	weeks	once	attacked,	they	would	never	have	done	this.	But	they	did	not	know,
and	so	an	attempt	to	reassert	our	position	as	a	Great	Power	in	Europe	ended	in	a
world	war.	And	at	the	end	of	that	world	war,	we	were	no	longer	a	Great	Power	in
Europe	 or	 anywhere	 else,	 and	 very	 lucky	 to	 have	 escaped	 having	 to	 sign	 a
humiliating	peace	with	Hitler.

But	 the	 chess	 game	 worked	 well	 on	 its	 own	 terms.	 Opinion	 in	 Britain
moved	 from	 reluctance	 to	 go	 to	 war	 to	 a	 grudging	 but	 definite	 feeling	 that
Germany	must	be	fought.	The	transformation	was	very	extensive.	Some	of	those
who	 had	 been	 near-pacifists	 in	 early	 1939,	 such	 as	 George	 Orwell,	 became
warlike	patriots,	drilling	with	 the	Home	Guard	 in	 the	summer	of	1940.	Orwell
was	perhaps	quicker	than	some	on	the	Left	to	do	so,	because	his	experiences	in
Spain	 had	 alerted	 him	 to	 the	 real,	 cynical	 nature	 of	 pro-Soviet	 Communism.
Those	whose	main	concern	had	been	the	survival	of	the	USSR	became	patriots	a
little	 later,	 in	 the	 summer	 of	 1941,	when	Hitler	 invaded	 the	USSR	 and	 turned
Stalin,	whether	he	or	we	liked	it	or	not,	into	our	gallant	ally.

But	Hitler	did	not	want	Hogg,	Hogg	did	not	want	Hitler	–	and	the	Left	Was
Never	Right.	The	Left	still	like	to	think	that	the	1939	war	belongs	to	them,	that	it
was	their	outrage	at	Hitler	which	finally	drove	the	appeasers	into	action.	This	is
one	of	the	reasons	why	they	have	since	sentimentalised	the	war	and	falsified	its
history.	 But	 it	 is	 not	 true.	 It	 was	 in	 fact	 Neville	 Chamberlain’s	 Tories	 who
rearmed	the	country	and	manoeuvred	Britain	into	its	first	People’s	War.



C H A P T E R 	 F O U R

The	War	We	Couldn’t	Afford

‘Well,	boys,	Britain’s	broke;	it’s	your	money	we	want.’

(Lord	Lothian,	His	Britannic	Majesty’s	ambassador	to	the
United	States,	to	American	reporters,	November	1940)

The	Phoney	War	was	discouraging	as	well	as	dull.	And	 those	who	were	at	sea
were	angry	at	the	phrase,	for	many	sailors	and	passengers	died	in	this	period	at
the	hands	of	U-boats	and	surface	raiders.	There	were	some	naval	triumphs	–	the
destruction,	 partly	 by	 bluff	 and	 partly	 by	 rash	 courage,	 of	 the	 German	 raider
Graf	Spee,	the	Altmark	incident,	the	severe	mangling	of	German	destroyer	forces
at	 Narvik.	 But	 the	 war	 on	 land	 rapidly	 went	 against	 us.	 Poland	 was	 quickly
defeated	and	dismantled	while	we	and	France	did	nothing.	Winston	Churchill’s
Norway	adventure	blew	up	 in	his	 face,	 leaving	Germany	 in	charge	of	much	of
Scandinavia.	It	is	still	hard	to	grasp	that	it	was	this	typically	Churchillian	disaster
which	 finally	 swept	 away	 the	 nation’s	 confidence	 in	Neville	Chamberlain	 and
propelled	Churchill	into	Downing	Street.

And,	despite	being	not	merely	predicted	but	actually	known	about	through
captured	plans,	 the	German	attack	 through	Belgium	and	Holland	destroyed	 the
French	 Army	 and	 expelled	 us	 from	 the	 Continent	 for	 the	 next	 four	 years.
Dunkirk	 did	 terrible	 damage	 to	 the	Royal	Navy’s	 force	 of	modern	 destroyers,
carefully	built	up	over	many	years	and	impossible	to	replace	at	short	notice.	For
all	the	talk	of	‘little	ships’	and	the	undoubted	bravery	of	those	who	crewed	them,



it	was	destroyers	which	did	most	of	the	rescuing	at	Dunkirk.
What	of	the	Royal	Air	Force?	In	the	months	ahead	its	existence	would	be

justified	by	its	part	in	the	Battle	of	Britain.	But	at	the	time	it	was	regarded	with
suspicion	 and	 scepticism	 by	 the	 other	 services.	 They	 believed	 (with	 some
justification)	that	air	power	should	provide	support	to	those	fighting	on	land	or
sea,	not	pose	as	an	 independent	 fighting	 force.	The	RAF’s	chiefs	had	placed	–
and	would	again	place	–	great	faith	in	the	power	of	bombing.	But	the	RAF	was
not	very	good	at	bombing.	During	the	brief	and	sorry	land	war	in	May	1940,	it
was	 found	 that	 our	RAF	bomber	 force	was	poorly	designed	 and	 committed	 to
outdated	tactics.	It	was	terribly	savaged	as	a	result.	Folly	has	hard	consequences.

The	 warship	 shortage	 would,	 eventually,	 bring	 about	 the	 extraordinary
Destroyers	 for	 Bases	 Agreement	 with	 the	 USA,	 under	 which	 50	 decrepit
American	World	War	I	destroyers	would	be	grudgingly	handed	over	 to	us.	For
American	 domestic	 political	 reasons	 this	 could	 only	 be	 done	 in	 return	 for	 the
USA’s	 obtaining	 bases	 in	 several	British	 territories	 on	 the	Western	 side	 of	 the
Atlantic,	 which	 I	 detail	 in	 Chapter	 5.	 This	 was	 a	 shocking	 surrender	 of
sovereignty	 by	what	 had	 been	 the	world’s	 greatest	 empire,	 and	 one	 of	 several
indications	 that	 Britain	 was,	 piece	 by	 piece,	 handing	 naval	 and	 imperial
supremacy	to	its	former	colony.	It	was	a	very	hard	bargain.	It	symbolises	the	true
relationship	 between	 the	 USA	 and	 Britain	 in	 the	 post-Dunkirk	 months,	 as
opposed	to	the	sentimental	fable	still	commonly	believed.

But	much	 less	well	known,	 indeed,	barely	 referred	 to	 in	most	histories,	 is
the	 transatlantic	 transfer	 of	 the	 British	 empire’s	 life	 savings,	 in	 gold	 and
negotiable	 securities,	 first	 to	 Canada	 and	 then	 on	 to	 Fort	 Knox	 in	 Kentucky,
where	much	of	it	still	remains.	Despite	later	claims	that	the	bullion	was	sent	for
safekeeping,	 it	was	 in	fact	dispatched	to	pay	for	 the	war.	America	at	 that	stage
would	take	nothing	except	hard	cash.	Hardly	any	of	it	came	back,	though	some
securities	were	eventually	returned.	This	was	only	part	of	a	general	stripping,	by
the	USA,	of	British	assets,	including	the	forced	sale	of	valuable	investments	in
North	America.	It	was	a	kind	of	means	test.	Before	Britain	could	become	what	it



has	been	ever	since	–	the	USA’s	pensioner	–	we	had	to	prove	that	we	had	nothing
left	to	sell,	no	precious	jewels	sewn	into	our	national	underwear,	no	gold	under
the	national	mattress.

It	was	during	this	period	that	Britain	was	stripped	almost	completely	naked
by	 the	 ‘cash	 and	 carry’	 system	 under	 which	 we	 were	 allowed	 to	 buy	 war
supplies,	 for	 hard	 cash	 only,	 from	 the	 USA	 before	 the	 later	 introduction	 of
‘Lend-Lease’.

But	 ‘Lend-Lease’	 was	 not	 possible	 until	 Britain	 had	 shown,	 to	 the
satisfaction	of	 the	US	Congress,	 that	 it	was	 in	all	practical	ways	bankrupt	 and
begging.	This	had	many	aspects.	Lord	Lothian,	the	(dying)	British	ambassador	in
Washington,	said	openly	and	bluntly	to	American	reporters	in	November	1940,
‘Well,	boys,	Britain’s	broke;	it’s	your	money	we	want.’	It	was	true,	too	true,	and
too	blunt,	which	is	why	poor	Lothian	was	reprimanded	for	saying	it.	Britain	was
even	borrowing	gold	from	the	Czech	government	in	exile,	and,	more	desperate
still,	 from	 the	defeated	Belgians,	 just	 to	keep	going.	British	assets	 in	 the	USA
had	 to	be	pledged	as	 if	 to	a	pawnbroker.	 In	one	still	bitterly	 remembered	case,
for	which	the	company	was	later	compensated	by	the	British	government	after	a
court	battle,	the	British-owned	American	Viscose	concern	was	sold	to	American
buyers	at	a	knock-down	price.	Winston	Churchill	was	so	infuriated	by	this	(and
by	the	USA’s	insistence	on	collecting	British	gold	from	South	Africa	aboard	the
US	Navy	cruiser	Louisville;	see	below)	that	he	came	close	to	rage.	He	wrote,	in	a
cable	 never	 sent	 because	 it	 would	 have	 wrecked	 good	 relations,	 that	 these
demands

wear	 the	aspect	of	a	sheriff	collecting	 the	assets	of	a	helpless	debtor.
You	will	 not,	 I	 am	 sure,	mind	my	 saying	 that	 if	 you	 are	 not	 able	 to
stand	 by	 us	 in	 all	measures	 apart	 from	war,	 we	 cannot	 guarantee	 to
beat	 the	 Nazi	 tyranny	 and	 gain	 you	 the	 time	 you	 require	 for	 your
rearmament.1



He	feared	in	the	end	that	Roosevelt	would	mind	him	saying	so.	That	is	why	he
did	not	send	it.

The	 stripping	 of	 Britain	 was	 an	 enormous	 event.	 Secret	 convoys	 of
warships	 were	 hurrying	 across	 the	 Atlantic	 loaded	 down	 with	 Britain’s	 gold
reserves	and	packed	with	stacks	of	negotiable	paper	securities,	ostensibly	out	of
fear	 these	would	 fall	 into	German	hands,	 though	 the	 real	 purpose	was	 to	 ease
their	 sale.	 These	 arrived	 in	 Canada	 via	Halifax	 and	were	 trans-shipped	 to	 the
Bank	 of	 Canada	 in	 Ottawa	 (the	 gold)	 and	 a	 secret	 vault	 beneath	 an	 office
building	 in	Montreal	 (the	securities).	South	African	gold	(as	mentioned	above)
also	 made	 its	 way	 directly	 to	 North	 America.	 A	 US	 Navy	 cruiser,	 the	 USS
Louisville,	with	a	spotlight	trained	on	her	Stars	and	Stripes	to	alert	U-boats	to	her
neutrality,	hurried	gold	directly	from	Cape	Town	to	New	York.	Churchill	found
this	 particular	 event	 especially	 humiliating,	 as	 it	 was	 direct	 interference	 by	 a
foreign	power	in	the	secret	internal	workings	of	our	empire.	Much,	perhaps	all,
of	the	bullion	dispatched	through	Canada	made	its	way	eventually	to	Fort	Knox,
the	USA’s	famous	fortified	vaults	 in	Kentucky.	One	calculation	of	 the	value	of
the	gold	is	(in	modern	terms)	rather	more	than	£26	billion.	The	pound	sterling	of
1940	was	worth	 roughly	 47	 times	 as	much	 as	 today’s	 feeble	 imitation.	Rather
movingly,	 some	of	 the	gold	sent	 to	 the	USA	had	been	held	so	 long	 in	London
vaults	 that	 it	 was	 still	 in	 the	 form	 of	 doubloons,	 moidores,	 pieces	 of	 eight,
French	louis	d’or	and	other	beautiful	and	historically	valuable	coins,	assembled
over	centuries	of	British	commercial	success	and	naval	supremacy.	It	is	unlikely
that	many	 of	 them	 survived	 the	 great	 upheaval.	 Perhaps	 they	 are	 still	 in	 Fort
Knox	nearly	80	years	later.	Nobody	really	knows	what	is	in	there	now.

How	much	of	this,	the	accumulated	savings	of	Britain	over	many	decades,
ever	 came	back	 is	not	 stated	 in	Alfred	Draper’s	 extraordinary	work	Operation
Fish	 (1979).	 Draper	 rightly	 thought	 the	 subject	 fascinating	 and	 plainly	 had
excellent	sources.	His	book	remains	little	known	because	the	episode	itself	does
not	 fit	 the	 conventional	 belief	 in	 a	 warm,	 trusting	 and	 generous	 relationship
between	 Britain	 and	 the	 USA.	 The	 whole	 operation	 remained	 largely	 secret



when	he	wrote	about	it,	and	much	of	the	detail	remains	unknown	even	now.
The	 book	 is	 written	 in	 an	 old-fashioned	 and	 optimistic	 style,	 very	 much

imbued	 with	 the	 ‘shoulder	 to	 shoulder’	 atmosphere	 of	 the	 time	 and	 the
subsequent	Anglo-American	closeness	which	endured	throughout	the	Cold	War.
But	 the	bare	fact,	 that	 the	nation’s	monetary	heart	was	removed	and	physically
shipped	to	the	vaults	of	a	rival,	shines	coldly	through	the	narrative.

Using	the	47:1	conversion	rate	(see	above),	this	was	what	had	happened	in
the	opening	months	of	the	war:	by	November	1940	we	had	paid	for	all	the	war
supplies	we	had	received	from	the	USA	–	selling	about	£15	billion	in	American
shares	requisitioned	from	private	owners	in	Britain,	and	paying	out	about	$212
billion	 in	 cash.	We	 had	 reserves	 of	 just	 $94	 billion	 left	 in	 investments,	which
were	not	readily	saleable.

Even	if	Britain	had	sold	its	entire	gold	reserves	and	foreign	investments,	we
could	not	have	paid	for	half	of	what	we	had	already	ordered	from	the	USA.	The
need	to	fight	a	long	war	meant	we	would	now	need	at	least	ten	times	as	much.

By	January	1941	(I	revert	here	to	contemporary	figures,	as	these	are	in	US
dollars	rather	than	sterling	–	the	US	dollar	at	this	time	was	worth	approximately
five	English	shillings,	that	is	to	say	one	pound	sterling	would	buy	four	dollars),
almost	everything	negotiable	we	possessed	had	gone.

Henry	Morgenthau,	Roosevelt’s	Treasury	 secretary,	 explained	 the	position
to	 the	 US	 Senate’s	 Foreign	 Relations	 Committee.	 Britain	 had	 by	 then	 been
forced	to	open	up	its	most	closely	kept	financial	secrets	to	prove	the	depth	of	its
need.

Here	are	some	samples	from	this	statement:
Britain’s	 January	1941	debt	 to	US	manufacturers	 –	$1,400,000,000	 (1941

values).
British	 total	 assets	 (including	 private	 holdings	 in	 dollars,	 gold	 and

marketable	 securities)	 –	 $2,167,000,000	 –	 of	 which	 $1,811,000,000	 were
actually	available	for	use	(1941	values).

Britain’s	gold	and	dollar	 reserves	had	already	dropped	by	$2,250,000,000



(1941	values)	 in	 the	first	sixteen	months	of	 the	war.	The	war	was	now	costing
Britain	$48,000,000	a	day	(1941	values)	–	the	cost	of	the	war	was	60	per	cent	of
national	income,	much	of	which	was	being	raised	by	severe	taxation.2

Morgenthau	told	the	sceptical	senators,	who	were	unconvinced	that	Britain
had	 really	 sold	 all	 its	 assets,	 that	 of	 course	 Britain	 had	 resources	 all	 over	 the
world.	But	it	could	not	turn	them	into	dollars,	so	they	were	of	no	use	in	buying
weapons.

‘I	am	convinced,’	he	assured	the	suspicious	old	gentlemen,	that	‘they	have
no	dollar	assets	beyond	those	they	have	disclosed	to	me.	Lacking	a	formula	by
which	Great	Britain	can	continue	to	buy	supplies	here,	I	think	they	will	just	have
to	stop	fighting,	that’s	all	[my	emphasis].’3

Thus	 the	 great	 act	 of	 generosity	 (‘This	 most	 generous	 act’,	 as	 Churchill
publicly	 termed	 it)	 called	 Lend-Lease	 began	 with	 something	 very	 like	 a
bankruptcy	hearing.	The	two	Houses	of	Congress	would	not	have	passed	Lend-
Lease	legislation	otherwise	(and	it	was	a	long	struggle	to	persuade	them,	as	we
shall	see).	And	when	Lend-Lease	began,	it	was	strictly	limited	to	ensure	that	we
could	 fight	 the	 war	 but	 not	 use	 American	 aid	 to	 recover	 our	 lost	 economic
strength.

The	 chilly	 manoeuvring	 continued	 despite	 Britain’s	 peril	 and	 Hitler’s
continuing	advances	and	success.	After	the	Japanese	attack	on	Pearl	Harbor,	the
USA’s	 commitment	 to	war	was	 absolute	 and	quarrels	with	Britain	were	put	 to
one	side,	though	not	forgotten.	But	in	the	long	period	between	Dunkirk	and	the
Japanese	surprise	attack,	mutual	 suspicion	and	 resentment	between	Britain	and
the	USA	continued	quite	openly.	It	is	interesting	to	see	just	what	an	anti-British
document	 the	 ‘Atlantic	 Charter’	 of	 August	 1941	 (see	 Chapter	 6)	 was.	 It	 was
welcomed	 at	 the	 time	 as	 the	 embodiment	 of	 supposed	 Anglo-American
friendship.	But	the	unity	was	superficial.

This	was	hard	cynical	foreign	relations,	not	charity	or	friendship.	There	is
nothing	wrong	with	 that.	 The	USA	 is	 a	 country	with	 interests	 separate	 to	 and
different	 from	 ours.	 It	 acts	 quite	 rightly	 in	 its	 own	 national	 interest.	 So	 why



should	we	simper	–	as	we	have	ceaselessly	done	since	this	era	–	over	the	USA’s
decision	 to	 use	 our	 self-inflicted	 plight	 in	 1940	 to	 diminish	 our	 power	 and
wealth,	and	to	supplant	us	in	many	important	areas?	It	was	a	neat	piece	of	work,
politically,	economically	and	diplomatically.	But	it	certainly	was	not	charity,	nor
was	it	based	on	sentiment.

Nor	was	 it	 always	very	 tactful.	The	private	papers	of	 the	Canadian	prime
minister,	 Mackenzie	 King,	 for	 26	May	 1940,	 are	 fascinating.	 They	 reveal	 an
astonishing	 attempt	 by	 President	 Roosevelt	 to	 obtain	 control	 over	 the	 British
Navy,	 out	 of	 fear	 that	 Britain	 might	 bargain	 its	 fleet	 away	 in	 return	 for	 a
negotiated	 peace.4	 King	 had	 sent	 his	 personal	 envoy,	 Hugh	 Llewellyn
Keenleyside,	 to	 Washington	 to	 discuss	 the	 approaching	 Fall	 of	 France.	 That
Sunday	 evening,	 at	 Mackenzie	 King’s	 country	 home	 at	 Kingsmere	 outside
Ottawa,	Keenleyside	reported	that	Roosevelt,	and	his	Secretary	of	State	Cordell
Hull,	suspected	that	Britain	would	not	be	able	to	fight	on.	They	feared	an	offer
from	 Hitler,	 under	 which	 Britain	 would	 give	 up	 its	 empire	 and	 its	 fleet,
‘bargaining	only	for	her	own	salvation’.	If	Germany	got	the	French	fleet	as	well,
it	would	be	‘superior	to	this	continent’	as	a	naval	power:

The	 President	wanted	me	 to	 line	 up	 the	Dominions	 [Australia,	New
Zealand	 and	 South	 Africa]	 to	 bring	 concerted	 pressure	 to	 bear	 on
England	not	 to	yield	 to	 the	making	of	 any	 soft	 peace	 even	 though	 it
might	 mean	 destruction	 of	 England	 comparable	 to	 that	 of	 Poland,
Holland	and	Belgium;	the	killing	of	those	who	had	refused	to	make	the
peace.5

Roosevelt	wanted	Britain,	before	surrendering,	‘to	have	her	fleet	make	its	base	at
different	 outlying	 parts	 away	 from	 England	 and	 send	 the	 King	 to	 Bermuda’.6

That	was	not	all:

America	would	open	her	ports	for	repair	to	the	British	fleet	and	in	this
way	 a	 cordon	 from	 Greenland	 to	 Africa	 could	 be	 thrown	 around



Germany;	though	it	might	take	a	couple	of	years,	Germany	would	be
defeated	in	the	end.7

Mackenzie	King	wrote,	‘for	a	moment	it	seemed	to	me	that	the	U.S.	was	seeking
to	save	itself	at	the	expense	of	Britain’.	He	felt	this	was

an	 appeal	 to	 the	 selfishness	 of	 the	Dominions	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 the
British	 Isles.	 Each	 of	 them	 being	 secure	 by	 the	 arrangement	 […]	 I
instinctively	 revolted	 against	 such	 a	 thought.	My	 reaction	was	 that	 I
would	 rather	 die	 than	 do	 aught	 to	 save	 ourselves	 or	 any	 part	 of	 this
continent	at	the	expense	of	Britain.8

This	provides	interesting	detail	of	a	fact	long	known	but	remarkably	rarely	dwelt
on	 in	 British	 popular	 history	 of	 the	 era.	 By	 contrast,	 Lynne	 Olson,	 in	 her
bestselling	(in	the	USA)	study	of	America’s	long,	fierce	argument	over	entering
the	 war,	 Those	 Angry	 Days	 (2013),	 says,	 ‘FDR	 urged	 Churchill	 to	 consider
dispatching	 the	British	 fleet	 to	Canada	or	 the	United	States	 in	case	of	German
invasion.’9	Churchill	dismissed	the	idea	of	handing	over	the	symbol	and	essence
of	British	power	to	a	neutral	country.	But	Mackenzie	King’s	diaries	make	it	clear
that	Roosevelt	was	doing	more	than	just	urging.

An	 account	 by	Keenleyside	 survives	 (in,	 among	other	 places,	 the	Rhodes
House	 library	 in	Oxford).	 I	 am	 indebted	 to	Professor	Geoffrey	Warner	 for	 this
detail.	Where	the	note	uses	abbreviations,	I	have	substituted	the	complete	words.

The	ostensible	purpose	of	Keenleyside’s	Washington	visit	was	a	Canadian
request	for	the	USA	to	supply	aircraft	for	training.	Britain	could	no	longer	send
any	planes	to	Canada	for	this	purpose	because	of	the	German	attack	on	France.
FDR	 said	 he	 could	 not	 provide	 any	 of	 the	US	Army’s	 aircraft	 at	 the	moment
because	of	America’s	own	needs	–	but	made	his	usual	expansive	promises	about
the	future.

Keenleyside	noted,



He	expressed	great	concern	over	recent	developments	on	the	Western
Front.	In	conclusion	he	added	that	it	was	his	wish	that	I	should	say	to
the	PM	that	if	the	situation	deteriorates	much	farther	he	would	be	very
glad	 if	Mr	 King	 could	 find	 time	 to	 come	 and	 see	 him,	 privately,	 at
Hyde	 Park	 or	 Washington	 …	 The	 object	 of	 the	 proposed	 meeting
would	 be	 to	 discuss	 ‘certain	 possible	 eventualities	 which	 could	 not
possibly	be	mentioned	aloud’	for	fear	of	laying	the	speaker	open	to	the
charge	of	being	a	‘defeatist’.	He	added	that	if	I	would	mention	to	the
PM	 the	 words	 ‘British	 Fleet’	 Mr	 King	 would	 understand	 the	 lines
along	which	the	President’s	mind	was	working	…	I	took	this	to	mean
that	 the	 latter	was	 anxious	 to	 have	 an	 understanding	 that	 the	British
Fleet	would	be	transferred	to	this	side	of	the	ocean,	in	the	event	of	an
Allied	defeat,	rather	than	allow	it	to	fall	into	German	hands.	This	was
not	 developed	 by	 the	 President	 and	 I	 felt	 that	 it	 would	 not	 be
appropriate	for	me	to	ask	for	a	clearer	definition	of	his	views.10

Both	 sides	 wanted	 to	 clarify	 the	 position,	 and	 so	 Keenleyside	 returned	 to
Washington	 on	 26	 May	 to	 see	 Cordell	 Hull,	 then	 Secretary	 of	 State,	 and
Roosevelt:	 ‘FDR	 referred	 to	 communications	 from	 Churchill	 and	 [the	 French
premier]	 Reynaud	 which	 “had	 seriously	 disturbed	 him	…	 There	 seems	 to	 be
little	doubt	that	within	a	week	annihilation	or	surrender	will	be	the	only	military
alternatives.”’11	When	the	coastal	area	of	France	was	entirely	in	German	hands,
it	probably	would	not	be	long	before	the	rest	of	the	country	was	overrun,	and	he
thought	it	probable	that	Germany	would	offer	France	‘rather	favourable	terms’,
on	the	condition	that	its	army	was	disarmed	and	its	fleet	handed	over.	He	thought
that	 ‘strong	 elements	 in	 France’	 might	 succeed	 in	 forcing	 this	 on	 the	 French
government:

The	 Nazis	 will	 then	 be	 free	 to	 devote	 all	 their	 strength	 to	 the
devastation	of	 the	UK.	Facing	an	air	 superiority	of	about	5	 to	1	 it	 is



unlikely	that	the	UK	can	withstand	such	an	assault	for	many	weeks.12

On	the	basis	of	reports	received	from	Berlin,	FDR	thought	two	alternative	offers
would	be	made	by	Germany	if	Britain	sued	for	peace.

The	first	would	be	‘comparatively	reasonable’,	but	would	involve	the
surrender	of	the	empire	and	the	handing	over	of	the	British	fleet.	The
second	 would	 be	 ‘of	 the	 most	 Carthaginian	 nature	 and	 will	 involve
widespread	 destruction,	 followed	 by	 complete	 occupation	 and
administration	by	the	Germans’.13

In	 this	 connection,	 reports	 from	 hitherto	 reliable	 sources	 in	 Poland	 said	 that
German	 officials	 there	 had	 been	 circularised	 concerning	 their	 knowledge	 of
English	and	 their	willingness	 to	 take	over	administrative	posts	 in	 the	UK.	This
second	alternative	might	also	involve	the	death	of	those	who	had	failed	to	accept
the	first:

For	 these	 reasons,	 [FDR]	 is	 afraid	 that	 the	 temptation	 to	 buy	 a
reasonably	 ‘soft’	 peace	will	 be	 irresistible.	Yet	 such	 a	 temptation,	 he
feels,	would	mean	not	only	the	temporary	extinction	of	civilization	in
Western	Europe	but	its	permanent	destruction	throughout	the	world.14

FDR	and	Hull	wanted	Churchill	to	be	informed	that

as	 long	 as	 there	 is	 any	 possibility	 of	 successful	 defence	 the	 British
Fleet	should	be	kept	in	action.	If	the	British	Isles	can	withstand	the	air
bombardment	it	is	possible	that	a	blockade	of	the	continent	and	of	the
Med	 can	 be	 made	 so	 effective	 that	 Germany	 –	 and	 Italy	 –	 can	 be
defeated.	But	 if	 it	 becomes	 apparent	 that	 the	 last	 hope	 of	 successful
resistance	is	gone	the	remnants	of	the	British	Fleet	should	be	sent	out
to	S	Africa,	 Singapore,	Australasia,	 the	Caribbean,	 and	Canada.	The
vessels	 that	 cannot	 be	 moved	 should	 be	 destroyed	 –	 especially	 the



naval	 ships	 that	 are	 under	 construction.	 The	 same	 steps	 should	 be
taken	with	regard	to	the	Merchant	Marine	…	When	this	is	being	done,
or	 preferably	 shortly	 before,	 the	 centre	 of	 Imperial	 as	 distinct	 from
Domestic	authority	should	be	transferred	from	London	to	some	capital
overseas	 –	 say,	Ottawa.	At	 the	 last	moment	 also	 the	King	 should	 be
brought	to	safety,	and	given	temporary	refuge	in	say,	Bermuda.	[A	note
reveals	 that	 Roosevelt	 started	 to	 say	 that	 the	 king	 might	 come	 to
Canada	but	hesitated,	and	Hull	said	this	would	have	adverse	political
effects	in	the	US	as	it	would	be	exploited	by	the	US	administration’s
political	 opponents	 to	 accuse	 FDR	 of	 ‘establishing	monarchy	 on	 the
North	American	 continent’.	 They	 further	 agreed	 that	 the	 king	might
take	temporary	refuge	in	Bermuda.]

The	people	and	Government	of	the	UK	will	probably	be	terribly
punished	 for	 taking	 these	 steps	 but	 they	 will	 be	 no	 worse	 off	 than
previous	victims	of	German	aggression	and	their	suffering	will	have	a
real	 objective	 in	 that	 it	 will	 make	 possible	 the	 ultimate	 triumph	 of
civilisation.

By	the	time	this	situation	develops	the	US	will	be	ready	to	offer
help.	The	British	fleet	will	be	given	access	to	US	ports,	assistance	will
be	 given	 in	 the	 building	 up	 of	 Simonstown,	 Singapore,	 Halifax	 and
other	 bases.	 The	whole	 continent	 of	 Europe	will	 be	 blockaded	 by	 a
naval	 cordon	drawn	 from	Greenland	 to	N	Africa,	 and	by	naval	 units
based	 in	 the	 Indian	 Ocean.	 The	 US	 Fleet	 will	 hold	 the	 Pacific	 and
especially	 defend	Australia	 and	NZ.	 In	 two	 or	 three	 years	 Germany
will	be	forced	to	accept	any	terms	offered	–	especially	as	that	country
will	not	be	 likely	 to	obtain	much	help	 from	a	 frightened	Russia.	The
end	 may,	 of	 course,	 come	 much	 sooner	 as	 a	 result	 of	 internal
revolution.	 It	 will	 be	 a	 period	 of	 terrible	 suffering	 but	 it	 does	 offer
hope.15



If,	on	the	other	hand,	the	Nazis	got	control	of	the	British	and	French	fleets,	FDR
thought	 it	would	mean	 ‘the	 end	 of	 hope’.	 In	 his	 opinion	 there	was	 a	 ‘definite
understanding’	with	the	Japanese	in	which	the	latter	would	have	a	free	hand	in
the	NEI	(Netherlands	East	Indies,	now	Indonesia),	Australia	and	NZ	and	the	US
couldn’t	stop	it	if	the	Germans	got	hold	of	the	British	fleet.	Germany	and	Italy
would	 take	 over	 all	 other	 British	 and	 French	 possessions,	 except	 those	 in	 the
Americas.	The	US	itself	would	probably	become	‘totalitarianised’	because	of	the
need	to	arm	and	organise	‘on	a	colossal	scale’	to	meet	the	imminent	dangers.

FDR	 and	 Hull	 agreed	 that	 public	 opinion	 would	 not	 permit	 immediate
intervention	 to	 save	 Britain	 and	 France.	 In	 any	 case,	 the	 US	 only	 had	 3,000
suitable	aircraft.	Opinion	was	changing,	but	too	slowly	unless	the	UK	could	hold
out	for	months	on	its	own.

FDR	 did	 not	 think	 that	 he	 could	 put	 this	 argument	 to	 Churchill,	 but	 he
hoped	 that	 King	 could	 get	 the	 leaders	 of	 Australia,	 New	 Zealand	 and	 South
Africa	 to	‘make	common	and	very	strong	representations	along	these	 lines’.	 In
the	meantime,	the	US	would:	(1)	establish	an	‘Ice	Patrol’	which	would	cover	the
Atlantic	coast	from	Maine	to	Greenland;	(2)	take	other,	more	drastic	steps	in	the
area	if	required;	(3)	facilitate	transfer	of	registry	of	non-naval	vessels	needed	by
Canada;	and	(4)	make	available	‘small	arms	and	ammo,	harbour	chains	and	nets,
certain	 old	 naval	 planes	 of	 little	 utility,	 and	 other	 semi-military	 items	 such	 as
binoculars’.	It	could	not,	at	the	moment,	supply	anti-aircraft	equipment.

FDR	 expressed	 hope	 that	 King	 would	 keep	 him	 informed	 as	 to
developments	 ‘on	 the	same	strictly	and	exclusively	personal	basis	as	 that	upon
which	the	discussions	have	been	initiated’.

Given	 the	 hard	 cynicism	 going	 on	 in	 the	 background,	 the	 one-way
shipments	of	gold	and	securities,	the	stripping	of	assets,	the	demand	for	leases	of
British	bases	in	return	for	ancient	destroyers,	and	the	pressure	to	hand	over	the
Royal	Navy	to	US	control,	it	is	remarkable	that	Churchill	found	it	in	his	heart	to
be	so	generous	about	Lend-Lease,	as	he	repeatedly	was.	At	that	moment,	it	must
have	 been	 particularly	 hard	 to	 say	words	 he	 knew	were	 not	 really	 true.	 Later,



when	truth	had	been	obscured	by	layer	upon	layer	of	sentimental	myth,	he	said	it
once	 more,	 and	 it	 has	 since	 formed	 part	 of	 that	 clotted,	 sickly	 assembly	 of
sentiments	which	make	up	 the	supposed	‘special	 relationship’	between	 the	 two
countries.

Meanwhile	the	war	was	proceeding	disastrously,	though	not	as	disastrously
as	it	had	done	for	France.	Western	Europe’s	greatest	military	and	air	power	had,
as	expected	by	Roosevelt,	collapsed.	But	the	French	Navy	had	survived,	mostly
undamaged,	 a	 powerful	 assembly	 of	 mostly	 modern	 warships	 now	within	 the
grasp	 of	 the	Germans.	What	was	 to	 be	 done?	Had	Churchill	 learned	 a	 lesson
from	Roosevelt,	or	was	he	seeking	to	impress	him?	For	his	next	action,	one	of
the	most	 violent	 and	 ruthless	 he	 ever	 ordered,	was	 to	 be	 an	 attack	 on	 French
warships.	 This	 extraordinary	 incident	 tends	 not	 to	 feature	 in	 the	more	 popular
versions	of	our	national	history,	or	it	is	passed	over	very	quickly,	yet	it	is	one	of
the	most	 important	moments	 of	 the	 entire	war.	Here	were	 two	 allies	who	 had
together	guaranteed	Poland,	who	had	together	declared	war	on	Hitler,	who	had
cooperated	bravely	to	ensure	the	evacuation	of	as	many	soldiers	as	possible	from
Dunkirk,	who	had	achieved	a	closeness	unprecedented	in	their	history.	But	now
one	 of	 them	 was	 firing	 on	 the	 other	 with	 15-inch	 guns,	 hurling	 terror	 and
slaughter	at	men	who	had	until	a	few	minutes	ago	been	friends	and	allies.	Where
the	two	sides	fought	on	equal	terms,	the	Royal	Navy	did	not	do	very	well.	One
very	 powerful	 French	 vessel,	 the	 modern	 battleship	 Strasbourg,	 escaped
undamaged,	 in	 a	 major	 British	 naval	 failure.	 Her	 escorting	 heavy	 destroyers
were	 embarrassingly	 superior	 to	 the	 Royal	 Navy’s	 equivalent	 ships,	 and
managed	 to	 screen	 her	 from	 attack	 until	 her	 speed	 enabled	 her	 to	 get	 into	 the
open	sea.

Was	 this	 extraordinary,	 unprecedented	 attack	 on	 a	 trusted	 ally	 and	 friend
justified?	The	argument	still	goes	on.	Nobody	that	afternoon	could	have	known
the	future.	There	was	a	risk	that	the	French	ships	would	fall	into	German	hands.
The	 wounded	 pride	 of	 the	 French	 admiral,	 Marcel-Bruno	 Gensoul,	 seems	 to
have	blinded	him	to	the	reasonableness	of	the	proposals	that	were	made	to	him,



involving	several	possible	ways	of	moving	the	French	ships	out	of	German	range
while	 leaving	 them	 ultimately	 under	 the	 French	 flag.	 The	 commander	 of	 the
French	naval	detachment	 then	at	Alexandria,	confronted	with	similar	demands,
was	able	to	agree	a	peaceful	compromise.	The	actual	Franco-German	armistice
agreed	 that	 the	French	Navy	was	 to	be	disarmed	 ‘under	German	and/or	 Italian
control’.	It	noted	that	the	German	government	‘solemnly	declares	to	the	French
Government	 that	 it	 does	 not	 intend	 to	 use	 the	 French	War	 Fleet	 which	 is	 in
harbours	under	German	control	for	its	purposes	in	war’.16

But	who	 could	 be	 sure	 of	 any	 ‘solemn	 declaration’	 from	Hitler’s	 lawless
state	 or	 from	 the	 equally	 gangsterish	 Mussolini?	 In	 fact,	 the	 Germans	 would
eventually	attempt	 to	 seize	 the	French	 fleet	 at	 anchor	at	Toulon	 in	1942.	They
failed	mainly	because	the	French	ships’	companies	had	prepared	to	scuttle	their
vessels	 in	 a	 long-planned	 operation	 almost	 as	 successful	 as	 (and	 a	 good	 deal
braver	than)	the	self-destruction	of	the	German	High	Seas	Fleet	at	Scapa	Flow	in
1919.	But	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 say	what	might	 have	happened	had	 the	Germans
simply	 taken	 the	vessels	by	 surprise	within	a	 few	days	of	 their	 surrender.	Had
Germany	truly	sought	to	take	the	war	to	the	USA,	as	the	propaganda	of	the	time
so	often	said,	then	something	of	the	kind	would	have	happened.	The	fact	that	it
did	 not	 suggests	 that	 there	 was	 no	 such	 plan.	 But	 Churchill	 quite	 possibly
believed	it,	and	pro-British	publicists	in	the	USA	were,	at	that	moment,	claiming
that	 the	 British	 Navy	 was	 all	 that	 stood	 between	 the	 USA	 and	 Hitler.	 This
argument	had	plainly	impressed	Roosevelt	very	much,	though	his	response	was
not	exactly	what	those	British	propagandists	might	have	wished	for.	And	what	if
Hitler	used	captured	French	warships	 in	 the	 invasion	of	Britain	 that	most	 then
thought	inevitable?

Whatever	the	reasoning,	on	3	July	1940	(about	six	weeks	after	Roosevelt’s
secret,	defeatist	attempts	to	get	control	of	the	Royal	Navy),	British	ships	opened
fire	on	their	former	allies	at	Mers-el-Kébir	on	the	coast	of	North	Africa,	killing
almost	1,300	men	 in	a	 few	brief,	horrible	minutes	of	merciless,	unfair	gunfire.
The	French,	being	tied	up	alongside	in	harbour,	were	at	a	hopeless	disadvantage.



They	had	probably	never	believed	the	British	threat	to	attack	them,	though	it	had
been	 clearly	 and	 unambiguously	 delivered	 to	 Admiral	 Gensoul	 by	 a	 British
officer	 fluent	 in	 French.	 If	 Gensoul	 would	 not	 accept	 any	 of	 four	 possible
choices	(sail	 to	British	harbours	and	join	forces	with	Britain;	sail	 their	ships	 to
British	ports	with	reduced	crews	which	would	then	be	sent	back	to	France;	sail
to	a	French	harbour	 in	 the	West	 Indies;	sink	 their	ships),	 then	British	warships
would	 open	 fire	 at	 short	 range.	 He	 did	 not	 accept.	 After	 hesitating	 for	 three
quarters	of	an	hour	beyond	their	deadline,	the	British	fleet	opened	fire	on	French
warships	for	the	first	time	since	the	Napoleonic	Wars.

Once	again,	Britain	had	demonstrated	its	almost	suicidal	commitment	to	an
idealist	general	war,	Utopian	and	even	self-damaging	in	its	nature.	In	such	a	war,
old	 allegiances	 and	 friendships	 were	 coldly	 cast	 aside,	 the	 unthinkably	 huge
financial	cost	forgotten	for	now,	and	the	interests,	fears	and	desires	of	the	United
States	 increasingly	 dominant.	 The	 Vichy	 government	 in	 France	 gleefully
employed	 the	 incident	 to	 combine	 French	 patriotism	 with	 anti-British
propaganda.	The	British	officers	and	men	charged	with	the	task	were	disgusted
by	what	they	had	to	do	and	haggard	with	dismay	at	what	they	had	done.	One	of
the	ships	most	heavily	involved,	the	battlecruiser	HMS	Hood,	symbol	of	British
sea	power,	would	meet	her	own	terrible	end	not	long	afterwards,	blown	to	pieces
by	a	single	German	shell	in	a	miserable	national	and	naval	humiliation.	Still,	the
United	States	of	America	had	been	propitiated,	and	the	grotesque	event	may	in
fact	 have	 done	 more	 to	 ensure	 ultimate	 British	 survival	 than	 many	 more
honourable	 combats.	 But	 nobody	 cried	 out	 joyously	 ‘the	Navy’s	 here!’	 as	 our
warships	 trained	 their	 guns	 on	 the	 French	 fleet.	 The	 chivalrous,	 old-fashioned
war	 which	 had	 begun	 in	 September	 1939	 was	 over,	 replaced	 by	 a	 more
calculating	and	much	crueller	type	of	combat.	It	was	at	this	point	in	the	war	that
it	completely	ceased	to	resemble	its	1914–18	forerunner	and	became	a	genuine
world	 conflict	 in	 which	 Britain	 was	 no	 longer	 fighting	 for	 its	 own	 national
interest,	 but	 for	what	might	be	 called	a	new	world	order.	And	an	even	greater
paradox	 is	 that	 this	 new	 world	 order	 would	 necessarily	 mean	 a	 greatly



diminished	Britain.
The	best	explanation	of	 the	Mers-el-Kébir	carnage	is	 that	Churchill,	stung

and	angered	by	Roosevelt’s	grab	for	the	Royal	Navy,	and	half-persuaded	that	it
was	 justified	 under	 the	 circumstances,	wanted	 to	 demonstrate	 that	Britain	was
committed	 to	war	 at	 all	 costs.	He	 had	 good	 reason	 to	 do	 so.	Neither	 Franklin
Roosevelt,	nor	the	USA	as	a	whole,	were	fully	convinced	that	it	was	worth	their
while	to	support	their	one-time	colonial	rulers	in	yet	another	Old	World	battle.



C H A P T E R 	 F I V E

America	First

‘Beware	the	British	Serpent!	Once	more	a	boa	constrictor	–	“Perfidious	Albion”	–	is
crawling	across	the	American	landscape,	spewing	forth	its	unctuous	lies.’

(Poster	observed	on	walls	in	Chicago,	September	1939)

If	 psychiatry	 has	 any	 use	 at	 all,	 then	 perhaps	 it	will	 one	 day	 discover	why	 so
many	 British	 people	 have	 come	 to	 believe	 in	 a	 benevolent	 and	 sweet-natured
‘special	 relationship’	with	 the	USA	which	does	not	 exist.	Not	only	 is	 there	no
such	thing,	there	is	a	case	for	saying	that	the	USA	has	often	singled	this	country
out	for	exceptionally	harsh	treatment.

This	fantasy,	a	national	delusion	that	we	possess	an	imaginary	friend,	began
in	1940	when	Britain,	 forced	back	 to	 its	home	 islands	by	 total	military	defeat,
wondered	 what	 to	 do	 next.	 The	 former	 Ruler	 of	 the	 Waves	 was	 bankrupt,
incapable	 of	 returning	 to	 the	 Continent	 from	 which	 it	 had	 been	 expelled	 yet
saved	 by	 the	 sea	 from	 invasion	 or	 subjugation.	 Its	 government	 knew	 that,
without	new	allies,	Britain	would	eventually	have	 to	make	 some	sort	of	peace
with	Hitler.	We	lacked	the	power	or	the	wealth	to	cross	the	Channel	and	reverse
Dunkirk	by	ourselves.	If	Hitler	could	either	overcome	or	permanently	neutralise
the	USSR,	warlike	morale	would	eventually	 fail	 in	a	 country	heavily	 rationed,
frequently	bombed	and	without	hope	of	ultimate	victory.	And	then	what	ghastly
terms	might	we	have	to	make?	Winston	Churchill’s	far-sighted	decision	to	refuse
any	sort	of	peace	offer	in	1940	(and	Clive	Ponting	and	others	have	pointed	out



that	 such	 an	 offer	 almost	 certainly	was	made	 or	 at	 least	 hinted	 at,	 repeatedly,
through	both	Switzerland	and	Sweden)	was	based	on	a	hope	that	the	USA	could
be	drawn	into	the	war	by	skilful	diplomacy	and	propaganda.

Churchill	 can	have	had	 few	 illusions	about	 the	USA,	being	more	 familiar
with	that	country	than	most	British	politicians.	He	would	have	known	that	much
of	 its	population	was	 indifferent	 to	Britain’s	 fate,	 that	many	–	especially	 Irish-
Americans	and	German-Americans	–	were	actively	hostile	to	Britain.

This	truth	had	been	partly	tested	in	the	last	prewar	summer	by	the	strange
visit	of	King	George	VI	and	his	queen	to	Canada	and	the	USA.	Both	Roosevelt
and	the	Chamberlain	government	(and	the	Canadian	premier,	Mackenzie	King)
felt	that	something	needed	to	be	done	to	improve	relations	between	the	two	great
English-speaking	 naval	 powers.	 No	 doubt	 they	 envisaged	 a	 watering-down	 of
the	 Neutrality	 Acts,	 which	 blocked	 American	 military	 aid	 to	 Britain.	 They
sought	 the	 lessening	 of	 the	 resentment	 many	 Americans	 felt	 over	 Britain’s
behaviour	 in	 the	Great	War,	and	 its	default	on	 its	debts	afterwards.	Millions	of
Americans	still	believed	that	cynical	propaganda	had	lured	the	USA	into	a	war
that	was	 none	 of	 its	 business	 in	 1917.	None	 of	 them,	 at	 the	 time,	 could	 have
guessed	 that	 within	 a	 year	 of	 the	 royal	 visit,	 France	 would	 have	 fallen	 and
Britain	 would	 have	 ceased	 to	 be	 an	 arrogant	 imperial	 rival	 and	 become	 a
supplicant.

In	 the	autumn	of	1938,	when	 the	royal	visit	was	officially	announced,	 the
American	 newspaper	 magnate	 William	 Randolph	 Hearst	 (the	 inspiration	 for
Orson	Welles’s	 Charles	 Foster	 Kane	 in	Citizen	Kane)	 broadcast	 on	 the	 ABC
radio	network	about	England’s	‘selfishness’	and	‘perfidy’.	He	accused	the	British
of	 pouring	 soft	 soap	 over	 the	 head,	 ears	 and	 eyes	 of	 Uncle	 Sam,	 ‘who	 is	 so
sought	 after	 when	 needed	 and	 so	 scoffed	 at	 in	 the	 intervening	 times’.1	 In	 a
Senate	debate	in	January	1939,	Senator	Robert	Rice	Reynolds	spoke	of	the	king
and	 queen	 coming	 to	 the	USA	 to	 ‘curry	 favour	with	 the	United	 States,	 all	 of
them	on	bended	knee,	if	not	literally	so,	figuratively	so,	for	the	purpose	of	asking
the	United	States,	the	people	of	America,	again	to	save	them’.2	Senator	Reynolds



was	the	sort	of	man	who	we	would	now	call	an	‘isolationist’.	But	presumably	he
viewed	 himself	 as	 an	 American	 patriot	 defending	 his	 country’s	 interest	 and
following	 George	Washington’s	 policy	 of	 avoiding	 foreign	 entanglements.	 He
used	 the	 same	 speech	 to	 complain	 that	 Britain	 and	 France	 did	 not	 recognise
America’s	part	in	winning	the	Great	War,	and	refused	to	admit	they	owed	money
to	the	USA.	This	was	not,	at	the	time,	a	particularly	unusual	or	fringe	opinion	on
Capitol	 Hill.	 Nor	 was	 it	 unusual	 in	 the	 USA	 as	 a	 whole,	 especially	 in	 the
Midwest	and	among	Irish-Americans	and	German-Americans.	In	a	1937	Gallup
poll,	70	per	cent	of	Americans	said	 they	 thought	 it	had	been	a	mistake	 for	 the
USA	to	enter	the	Great	War.	This	was	not	just	a	sentiment	among	the	poor	and
ill-educated.	 Ernest	 Hemingway	 had	 written	 in	 1935,	 ‘We	 were	 fools	 to	 be
sucked	in	once	 in	a	European	war,	and	we	shall	never	be	sucked	in	again.’3	 In
September	1939,	posters	were	observed	in	Chicago	bearing	the	words	‘Beware
the	 British	 Serpent!	 Once	 more	 a	 boa	 constrictor	 –	 “Perfidious	 Albion”	 –	 is
crawling	across	 the	American	landscape,	spewing	forth	 its	unctuous	 lies.’4	The
royal	visit,	when	 it	came,	was	highly	successful	within	 reasonable	 limits	–	not
least	 because	 the	 young	 king	 and	 queen	 democratically	 did	 eat	 hot	 dogs	 at	 a
picnic	at	Roosevelt’s	Hyde	Park	home	on	the	Hudson	River.	The	informal	meal
(even	though	the	queen	used	a	knife	and	fork)	dispelled	some	of	the	resentment
at	British	snobbery	and	aloofness	felt	by	so	many	Americans.	But	it	still	did	not
lead	to	an	immediate	conversion	of	President	Roosevelt	or	the	American	people
to	 the	 cause	 of	 helping	 Britain.	 The	 king	 and	 queen	 were	 a	 pleasant	 young
couple,	but	that	did	not	mean	that	Americans,	with	their	own	concerns	and	their
faint,	amused	scorn	for	what	they	saw	as	Britain’s	archaic	form	of	government,
were	prepared	to	die,	or	even	spend	hard	cash,	for	Britain’s	sake.	Roosevelt	must
also	 have	 been	 greatly	 struck	 by	 the	 king’s	 remarks	 to	 him,	 in	 late-night
conversations,	 about	 Winston	 Churchill.	 These	 were	 recorded	 by	 Canada’s
Mackenzie	King	(who	himself	regarded	Churchill	as	‘one	of	the	most	dangerous
men	I	have	ever	known’).5	George	VI	told	the	president	that	he	very	much	held
the	Gallipoli	 disaster	 against	Churchill,	 and	would	 not	wish	 to	 appoint	 him	 to



any	high	office	‘unless	it	was	absolutely	necessary	in	time	of	war’.6

American	 suspicion	 of	 British	 ingratitude	 and	 trickery	 had	 its	 sour
counterpart	in	London.	Neville	Chamberlain	had	grown	tired	of	windy	American
moralising	about	appeasement	in	Europe,	of	which	there	was	much.	He	thought
this	sat	awkwardly	alongside	America’s	meagre	response	to	pleas	for	help	with
rearmament.	He	had	said	some	years	before,	‘It	is	always	best	and	safest	to	count
on	 nothing	 from	 the	 Americans	 but	 words.’	 This	 seems	 to	 have	 remained	 his
view,	and	 that	of	many	 in	British	politics,	Winston	Churchill	being	a	very	rare
exception.	Who	was	really	right?

It	is	a	significant	fact	in	itself	that	Lynne	Olson’s	book	Those	Angry	Days,
which	 explains	why	 such	 feelings	were	 common,	 has	 never	 been	published	or
reviewed	 or,	 as	 far	 as	 I	 can	 discover,	 even	 mentioned	 in	 the	 media	 of	 Great
Britain.	 Ms	 Olson	 is	 not	 unknown	 in	 Britain,	 and	 her	 2017	 book	 Last	 Hope
Island,	 about	 continental	 refugees	 aiding	 Britain’s	 war	 against	 Hitler,	 was	 a
considerable	 critical	 success	 in	 the	 UK.	 Those	 Angry	 Days	 might	 not	 have
appealed	 so	much,	 though	 its	 subject	 is	 of	 great	 interest	 to	British	 readers.	 Its
account	 of	 the	 neutralist	 ‘America	 First’	 movement,	 of	 American	 military
weakness	in	1940,	and	of	the	feebleness	and	duplicity	of	Franklin	Roosevelt	in
this	era,	would	astonish	British	people	brought	up	on	 the	 ‘special	 relationship’
and	stories	about	how	Britain	and	the	USA	fought	‘shoulder	to	shoulder’.

Roosevelt	repeatedly	pledged	that	he	would	not	enter	a	European	war,	and
that	he	would	not	send	American	soldiers	to	fight	in	it.	He	would	have	destroyed
his	presidency	had	he	said	anything	else,	but	he	went	further	than	he	needed	to.
It	is	hard	to	believe	that	he	did	not,	in	fact,	mean	what	he	said.	On	3	September
1939,	after	the	British	and	French	declarations	of	war,	he	proclaimed,	‘I	hope	the
United	 States	will	 keep	 out	 of	 this	war.	 I	 believe	 that	 it	will.	And	 I	 give	 you
assurance	and	reassurance	that	every	effort	of	your	government	will	be	directed
to	that	end.’

He	was	indecisive	and	clumsy	in	efforts	to	help	France	and	Britain	rearm	in
face	of	 the	war	 that	 the	Polish	guarantee	had	made	 inevitable.	He	was	equally



slow	to	arm	the	USA,	the	supposed	arsenal	of	democracy,	for	any	coming	fight.
In	1939,	six	years	after	Roosevelt	had	come	to	office,	the	US	Army,	long	starved
of	 funds	 by	 Congress,	 was	 ranked	 17th	 in	 the	 armies	 of	 the	 world,	 between
Portugal	 and	 Bulgaria.	 It	 was	 described	 by	 Life	magazine	 at	 the	 time	 as	 ‘the
smallest,	worst-equipped	armed	force	of	any	major	power’.

In	August	1940,	just	after	attending	US	Army	manoeuvres,	Roosevelt	told	a
White	House	press	conference	 that	American	soldiers	‘would	have	been	licked
by	 thoroughly	 trained	 forces	 […]	within	a	day	or	 two’,	dwelling	on	 their	poor
training	and	physical	condition.7	A	year	before,	 the	German	military	attaché	 in
Washington,	General	Friedrich	von	Boetticher,	had	reported	to	Berlin	that	‘there
was	not	the	slightest	indication	of	[the	US]	preparing	for	war.’8	Von	Boetticher
knew	what	he	was	talking	about.	He	was	popular	with	senior	American	officers,
many	of	them	sympathetic	to	Germany	and	cool	towards	Britain,	and	had	been
allowed	extraordinary	freedom	to	tour	military	bases,	research	installations	and
aircraft	factories	all	over	the	USA.

The	US	Navy	was	a	major	fleet,	generally	well	officered	and	efficient,	but
many	of	 its	 ships	were	 elderly	 survivors	 of	World	War	 I.	And	 in	 any	 case,	 as
Kaiser	Wilhelm	II	had	observed	in	1914	(laughing	at	his	own	joke	as	he	did	so),
‘Dreadnoughts	have	no	wheels.’	American	naval	power,	however	great,	could	do
little	 to	 restrain	 German	 land	 power	 in	 Europe.	 Hitler’s	 generally	 mocking
attitude	 towards	 Roosevelt’s	 pronouncements	 and	 warnings	 was	 based	 on
knowledge	 of	 the	Great	Republic’s	 true	 strength.	What	 he	 did	 not	 grasp	 –	 for
nobody,	 including	 Roosevelt,	 did	 at	 the	 time	 –	 was	 that	 the	 USA	 had	 an
enormous	ability	to	create	huge	military	forces	at	high	speed.

As	for	the	‘unsordid’	programme	of	Lend-Lease,	it	is	greatly	overrated.	By
the	 middle	 of	 1941,	 little	 of	 the	 cash	 allocated	 for	 the	 programme	 had	 been
spent.	About	2	per	cent	of	it	had	actually	reached	Britain	in	the	form	of	supplies
by	the	summer	of	1941	–	and	that	took	the	shape	not	of	tanks,	guns	and	aircraft,
but	of	dried	egg,	canned	meat	and	beans.	In	July	of	that	year	William	Whitney,	a
Lend-Lease	 official	 posted	 to	 London,	 resigned	 in	 protest	 at	 the	 programme’s



failure.	 He	 complained,	 ‘We	 are	 deceiving	 the	 people	 on	 both	 sides	 of	 the
Atlantic	by	allowing	them	to	think	that	there	is	today	a	stream	of	lease-lend	war
materiels	crossing	the	Atlantic,	when	in	fact	there	is	little	or	none.’9

There	was	 good	political	 reasoning	behind	America’s	 neutrality.	War	was
deeply	unpopular	in	large	and	important	areas	of	the	USA,	and	Roosevelt	had	an
election	 to	 win	 in	 November	 1940.	 This	 contest	 could	 easily	 have	 ended
Britain’s	hopes	of	rescue	forever.	The	Republican	Party	could	have	nominated	an
anti-war	candidate	hostile	to	Britain	(such	as	Thomas	Dewey	or	Robert	Taft,	the
favourites).	 Such	 a	 candidate	might	 easily	 have	won.	Had	 this	 happened,	 it	 is
hard	 to	 see	 how	 Britain	 could	 have	 held	 out	 very	 much	 longer.	 In	 fact,	 the
Republicans’	wholly	 surprising	 choice	 of	 the	 extraordinary	Wendell	Willkie	 in
June	1940	is	one	of	the	oddest	and	most	surprising	events	in	modern	American
history.	 It	 amazed	 experienced	 politicians.	 But	 it	 reduced	 the	 pressure	 on
Roosevelt.	 The	 date	 of	 the	 Republican	 Convention,	 which	 took	 place	 in
Philadelphia	 in	 oppressive	heat	 at	 the	 end	of	 June	1940,	 had	much	 to	 do	with
Willkie’s	 unexpected	 nomination.	 France	 had	 just	 fallen.	 Even	 the	 most
complacent	Americans	 had	 been	 shocked	 by	 the	German	 capture	 of	 Paris	 two
weeks	earlier	and	the	sombre	newsreel	pictures	which	had	soon	followed.	They
had	never	imagined	that	 things	were	so	serious.	The	belief	 that	 the	USA	might
be	 next,	 in	 fact	 unjustified	 by	 any	German	 plans,	 began	 to	 grow	 in	American
minds.	Secretly	and	slowly,	Roosevelt	began	to	plan	for	some	sort	of	European
intervention.	His	opponents	sought	to	sabotage	his	schemes	by	leaking	them	to
anti-war	 newspapers.	 This	 was	 extremely	 dangerous	 behaviour.	 In	 a	 strange
irony,	 the	one	thing	that	might	have	caused	Hitler	 to	 turn	his	wrath	away	from
Russia	and	 towards	Britain	 in	1941	was	 the	December	1941	 leak,	 in	 two	anti-
Roosevelt	newspapers	(the	Anglophobic	Robert	McCormick’s	Chicago	Tribune
and	Washington	Times-Herald),	of	the	‘Victory	Plan’.	This	was	a	highly	accurate
account	 of	 secret	 blueprints	 for	 a	 US	 invasion	 of	 German-occupied	 Europe,
pencilled	 in	 for	 1943.	 The	 plan	 had	 been	 leaked	 to	 McCormick	 by	 Senator
Burton	Wheeler,	an	isolationist	opponent	of	US	involvement	in	war.	In	Berlin	it



caused	 a	 momentary	 pause	 in	 plans	 to	 defeat	 the	 USSR,	 and	 the	 (fortunately
brief)	 consideration	of	 an	 alternative	plan	 to	march	on	Britain	 and	deprive	 the
USA	of	its	only	realistic	base	for	the	planned	1943	invasion.

Luckily	 for	Britain,	 the	 bombing	 of	 Pearl	Harbor	 intervened	 just	 in	 time.
This	 event	 persuaded	Hitler	 (mistakenly)	 that	 the	 USA’s	 attention	would	 now
turn	 wholly	 eastwards,	 and	 he	 forgot	 all	 about	 invading	 Britain,	 this	 time
permanently.	Oddly	enough,	the	European	invasion	plan	had	been	drawn	up	by
Major	 Albert	 Wedemeyer,	 described	 by	 Lynne	 Olson	 as	 ‘one	 of	 the	 most
isolationist	officers	 in	 the	US	Army’,	a	sympathiser	with	Germany	who	would
later	describe	himself	as	‘the	planner	of	a	war	I	did	not	want’.10	He	was	far	from
alone	 among	 the	US	military	 and	 diplomatic	 service	 in	 disliking	 the	 idea	 of	 a
war	against	Germany.	General	Douglas	MacArthur,	later	one	of	the	USA’s	pre-
eminent	wartime	commanders,	had	told	General	von	Boetticher	that	he	thought
the	Versailles	 Treaty	was	 a	 ‘gross	 injustice’.	 He	 believed	Germany	 had	 every
right	 to	 expand	 its	 army.	 The	 Assistant	 Secretaries	 of	 State,	 Adolf	 Berle	 and
Breckinridge	Long,	were	antiwar	Anglophobes.	It	sometimes	went	further	even
than	that.	Breckinridge	Long	also	sought	to	keep	Jewish	refugees	from	entering
the	USA.	Eleanor	Roosevelt	later	called	him	a	‘fascist’.

The	extent	of	pro-German	or	anti-British	sympathies	in	pre-1941	America
is	 astonishing	 to	 those	 who	 have	 grown	 up	 since	 the	 Roosevelt–Churchill
alliance.	The	Bill	to	create	Lend-Lease	was	given	an	anti-British,	gloating	tinge
when	 it	was	deliberately	 awarded	 the	number	H.	R.	1776.	This	 suggested	 that
coming	to	the	aid	of	the	former	proud	colonial	power,	now	bankrupt	and	weak,
was	a	revolutionary	act.	And	so	it	was.	The	1940	debates	over	Lend-Lease	and
over	the	introduction	of	conscription	were	besieged	by	noisy	protesters	claiming
(accurately,	as	it	happened)	that	Roosevelt,	having	promised	to	keep	out	of	war,
was	secretly	planning	to	sacrifice	American	boys	in	a	European	quarrel.

Suspicion	of	British	propaganda,	dating	from	1914,	vied	with	sympathy	for
London	 and	 with	 fear,	 stirred	 up	 by	 Roosevelt	 (and	 indeed	 by	 covert	 British
propaganda),	 that	 the	USA	might	 be	next	 on	Hitler’s	 list.	A	 fist	 fight	 over	 the



issue	 broke	 out	 –	 between	 Democrats	 –	 on	 the	 floor	 of	 Congress.	 The	 pro-
intervention	Senator	Claude	Pepper	was	 hanged	 in	 effigy	 from	an	 oak	 tree	 on
Capitol	 Hill	 by	 a	 group	 of	 respectable	 ladies	 in	 hats	 and	 gloves	 calling
themselves	a	‘mothers’	committee’.	Round	his	neck	was	a	placard	equating	him
with	 Benedict	 Arnold,	 the	 archetypal	 pro-British	 traitor	 from	 the	 War	 of
Independence.	A	pro-intervention	congressman	said	he	hoped,	for	the	sake	of	the
country,	that	these	fearsome	women	weren’t	really	anybody’s	mothers.

The	‘America	First’	movement,	if	it	is	known	about	at	all	in	Britain,	is	often
dismissed	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 pro-Nazi	 front.	 It	 is	 confused	with	 openly	 pro-Nazi	 or
Judophobic	organisations	such	as	Father	Charles	Coughlin’s	‘Silver	Shirts’,	and
with	 unquestionably	 pro-Berlin	 bodies	 such	 as	 the	German-American	Bund.	 It
certainly	drew	support	from	such	quarters.	But	it	also	contained	such	figures	as
Kingman	Brewster	Jr,	then	a	Yale	undergraduate,	one	day	to	be	US	ambassador
to	 the	Court	of	St	 James’s.	 ‘America	First’	began	very	 respectably	at	Yale	and
was,	 to	begin	with,	a	student	movement,	embracing	many	young	and	 idealistic
men	who	 regarded	 another	 war	 as	 a	 cynical	 horror,	 whipped	 up	 by	 dishonest
propaganda.	 This	 was	 what	 the	 1914	 war	 seemed	 to	 them	 to	 have	 been.	 The
future	 president	 Gerald	 Ford	 and	 JFK’s	 elder	 brother	 Joe	 also	 gave	 their
endorsement.	 Among	 its	 early	 supporters	 was	 Norman	 Thomas,	 leader	 of	 the
American	 Socialist	 Party.	 Only	 later	 did	 it	 become	 a	 largely	Midwestern	 and
conservative	grouping.

Had	 it	 not	 been	 for	 the	 nomination	 of	 Wendell	 Willkie	 as	 Republican
presidential	 candidate,	 and	 had	 it	 not	 been	 for	 the	 Fall	 of	 France	 during	 the
crucial	 months	 of	 the	 presidential	 campaign,	 the	 USA	 might	 have	 remained
wholly	 disarmed	 and	 aloof	 from	 the	 European	 conflict	 until	 Pearl	 Harbor.	 It
might	have	remained	aloof	even	after	that.	If	Hitler	had	not	voluntarily	declared
war	on	the	USA	after	Pearl	Harbor,	it	is	far	from	clear	that	America	would	ever
have	become	directly	involved	in	the	European	war.	John	Kenneth	Galbraith	told
Gitta	Sereny	many	years	later,



When	 Pearl	 Harbor	 happened,	 we	 [pro-British	 elements	 in	 the	 US
government]	were	desperate.	[…]	We	were	all	in	agony.	The	mood	of
the	 American	 people	 was	 obvious	 –	 they	 were	 determined	 that	 the
Japanese	 had	 to	 be	 punished.	 We	 could	 have	 been	 forced	 to
concentrate	all	our	efforts	on	the	Pacific,	unable	from	then	on	to	give
more	 than	 purely	 peripheral	 help	 to	 Britain.	 It	 was	 truly	 astounding
when	Hitler	declared	war	on	us	three	days	later.	I	cannot	tell	you	our
feeling	of	triumph.	It	was	a	totally	irrational	thing	for	him	to	do,	and	I
think	it	saved	Europe.11

But	if	Wendell	Willkie	had	not	defied	much	of	his	party	by	supporting	military
conscription,	the	USA	would	not	have	been	ready	to	fight	Japan	either.	Willkie’s
support	 for	 compulsory	 military	 service	 was	 essential	 in	 getting	 Congress	 to
agree	 to	 it.	 Even	 more	 important,	 in	 political	 terms,	 was	 his	 support	 for	 the
Destroyers	for	Bases	Agreement	with	Britain.

Few	 now	 know	 the	 details	 of	 this	 bargain.	 Winston	 Churchill	 had	 been
begging	Roosevelt	 for	ships	almost	since	he	entered	Downing	Street.	After	 the
Norway	campaign	and	Dunkirk,	 the	Royal	Navy	had	lost	a	frightening	number
of	its	destroyers.	Of	the	176	destroyers	with	which	Britain	had	started	the	war,
only	68	were	still	 fit	 for	service	 in	home	waters	after	Dunkirk.12	These	vessels
were	 necessary	 both	 as	 escorts	 for	 bigger	 ships	 and	 for	 convoy	 work.	 They
would	 have	 been	 indispensable	 if	 the	 Germans	 had	 ever	 attempted	 a	 cross-
Channel	 invasion,	 and	 could	not	 swiftly	be	 replaced	by	British	 shipyards.	The
US	Navy	still	possessed	50	elderly	destroyers	left	over	from	World	War	I,	but	its
commanders	 had	 declared	 openly	 that	 it	 needed	 them	 for	 its	 own	 purposes.
Congress	 even	 approved	 a	 measure	 saying	 that	 no	 surplus	 vessels	 could	 be
transferred	 to	 foreign	powers	unless	 the	US	Navy’s	Chief	of	Naval	Operations
expressly	stated	they	were	not	needed	to	defend	the	USA.13	Pro-British	lobbyists
in	the	USA	thought	they	could	overcome	this	by	persuading	the	retired	general
John	 Pershing,	 honoured	 and	 universally	 respected	 commander	 of	 America’s



Great	 War	 expeditionary	 force,	 to	 support	 the	 transfer.	 Pershing,	 by	 then	 79,
obliged	handsomely,	going	on	national	radio	to	say,

I	am	telling	you	tonight	before	it	is	too	late	that	the	British	Navy	needs
destroyers	 to	 convoy	 merchant	 ships,	 hunt	 submarines	 and	 repel
invasion.	We	have	an	immense	reserve	of	destroyers	left	over	from	the
other	war	…	If	there	is	anything	we	can	do	to	save	the	British	fleet,	we
shall	be	failing	in	our	duty	to	America	if	we	do	not.14

But	the	newspaper	proprietor	Colonel	McCormick,	a	real	soldier	who	had	served
as	 an	 artillery	 officer	 and	 seen	 action	 under	 Pershing,	 did	 not	 agree	 with	 his
former	 commanding	 officer.	 He	 riposted	 by	 declaring	 through	 his	 Chicago
Tribune	 that	 such	 a	 transfer	 would	 be	 an	 act	 of	 war.	 Roosevelt	 was	 afraid	 of
McCormick	and	his	fellow	isolationists,	but	two	things	shifted	the	balance.	Pro-
British	lawyers	produced	an	opinion	saying	the	president	had	no	need	to	consult
Congress	over	such	a	transfer,	 if	 it	was	vital	 to	the	defence	of	 the	USA,	which
General	 Pershing	 said	 that	 it	 might	 be.	 And	 Roosevelt,	 with	 typical	 cunning,
decided	to	link	the	handover	to	the	transfer	of	British	bases	in	the	Caribbean	and
Western	Atlantic	to	US	control.

In	 fact,	 during	 the	 Fall	 of	 France,	 when	 British	 defeat	 looked	 likely	 and
when	many	in	Washington	hourly	expected	a	British	surrender,	the	USA	had	first
proposed	that	Washington	might	lease	British	airfields	in	Trinidad,	Bermuda	and
Newfoundland	 (at	 that	 time	 not	 part	 of	 Canada).	 Churchill	 rejected	 the
suggestion	unless	 there	was	an	immediate	quid	pro	quo.	An	American	grant	of
ammunition	 and	 obsolescent	 small	 arms	 was	 not	 enough.	 Churchill	 wanted
destroyers.	This	was	not	going	to	be	easy,	given	the	divisions	and	resentments	in
US	 public	 opinion.	 This	 was	 why	 the	 idea	 of	 an	 exchange	 rather	 than	 a	 gift
outright	 was	 politically	 necessary.	 In	 the	 end,	 by	 presenting	 it	 as	 such	 an
exchange,	Roosevelt	made	a	deal	possible.

The	anti-British	element	in	the	USA	had	long	wanted	to	secure	a	symbolic



British	 retreat	 from	 territory	 on	 the	 Western	 side	 of	 the	 Atlantic.	 This	 was
something	 Robert	 McCormick’s	 influential	 Chicago	 Tribune	 had	 been
demanding	 for	 many	 years	 as	 recompense	 for	 Britain’s	 failure	 to	 pay	 its	 war
debts.	He	and	his	allies	also	saw	this	as	a	chance	to	humiliate	the	British,	always
a	personal	goal	for	McCormick.	For	he	viewed	the	British	ruling	class	as	chilly
and	 superior	 snobs,	 an	 attitude	 probably	 originating	 in	 a	 nasty	 few	 boyhood
years	 at	 Ludgrove,	 a	 British	 private	 school,	 one	 more	 piece	 of	 evidence	 that
Britain’s	private	boarding	schools	have	an	influence	on	world	events	far	beyond
their	size.	Ludgrove	was	once	attacked	by	a	distinguished	former	pupil,	Alistair
Horne,	 as	 a	 den	 of	 ‘humbug,	 snobbery	 and	 unchecked	 bullying’.15	 (No	 doubt
those	days	are	long	over;	the	school	is	nowadays	favoured	by	the	Royal	Family.)
It	 had	 certainly	 not	 fostered	 a	 spirit	 of	warm	 love	 for	 all	 things	British	 in	 the
young	McCormick.

Roosevelt	 calculated	 correctly	 that,	 if	 the	 gift	 of	 the	 destroyers	 was
conditional	 on	 Britain	 actually	 publicly	 withdrawing	 from	 sovereign	 territory,
many	anti-British	figures,	such	as	McCormick,	would	be	ready	to	accept	it.

The	 agreement	 contained	 another	 interesting	 stipulation	 emphasising	who
was	in	charge.	The	elderly	ships	(made	up	of	three	different	classes	of	destroyer)
were	reclassified	as	‘Town	Class’,	and	had	to	be	renamed	after	US	cities	which
shared	their	names	with	towns	and	cities	in	Britain	or	(in	a	few	cases)	Canada.

In	return	for	these	decrepit	vessels,	the	USA	received	land	in	the	Bahamas,
Jamaica,	St	Lucia,	Trinidad,	Antigua	and	British	Guiana	on	99-year	leases,	rent-
free.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 though	 it	was	not	officially	part	of	 the	 swap,	 the	USA
was	given	bases	in	Newfoundland	and	in	Bermuda.	The	handover,	when	it	came,
was	 humiliating	 for	 the	British	 empire,	 as	 cession	 of	 sovereignty	 always	 is.	 It
was,	 as	 perhaps	 nobody	 realised	 at	 the	 time,	 only	 the	 beginning	 of	 an	 almost
endless	series	of	such	handovers	as	 the	British	empire	dwindled	 in	a	few	short
decades	 from	 might,	 majesty,	 dominion	 and	 power	 to	 a	 mere	 memory.	 At
Argentia	 in	 Newfoundland,	 villagers	 were	 ordered	 from	 their	 homes	 to	 make
way	 for	 a	US	Navy	base.	Even	graves	were	 shifted.	The	 living,	 also	 forced	 to



move,	 said	 that	 their	 compensation	 was	 too	 mean.	 Even	 so,	 they	 soon	 found
themselves	ejected	and	living	in	the	nearby	small	town	of	Placentia.	From	their
new	homes	 they	would	witness	urgent	efforts	 to	build	what	would	become	for
some	years	 the	 largest	US	military	base	outside	American	 territory.	Then	 they
would	 watch	 the	 arrival	 of	 President	 Franklin	 Roosevelt	 in	 his	 new	 domains,
aboard	 the	 heavy	 cruiser	USS	Augusta	 in	August	 1941,	 an	 event	 discussed	 in
detail	in	Chapter	7.

It	 is	 hard	 to	 believe	 that	 Roosevelt	 or	 Churchill	 were	 unaware	 of	 the
significance	of	the	location,	a	visible	and	solid	symbol	of	failing	British	power
and	America’s	 response,	 a	 curious	mixture	 of	 spite,	 patronage	 and	 conditional
generosity.	 It	was	a	 fitting	place	 to	mark	 the	symbolic	handing	of	 the	 imperial
sceptre	 from	the	 failing	hands	of	Winston	Churchill	 to	 the	 trembling	but	eager
grasp	of	Franklin	Roosevelt.	The	events	of	 the	next	 few	months,	 including	 the
bloody	 and	 pointless	 loss	 of	 the	 great	 ship	Prince	 of	Wales,	would	 make	 this
process	 even	 more	 rapid	 and	 painful.	 Yet	 this	 symbolism	 goes	 oddly
unmentioned	in	accounts	of	the	meeting	that	followed.	Let	us	in	any	case	return
shortly	 to	Newfoundland,	 to	 Placentia	 Bay	 on	 that	warm	August	 day	 in	 1941
when	so	much	of	the	modern	world’s	fate	was	decided,	either	by	inaction	or	by
action.	 First,	 though,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 re-examine	 the	 heroic	 months	 when
Britain	famously	stood	alone,	and	Hitler’s	armies	reached	the	English	Channel.



C H A P T E R 	 S I X

The	Invasion	that	Never	Was

‘The	invasion	is	hooey.	Hitler	is	going	east.’

(R.	A.	‘Rab’	Butler,	junior	Foreign	Office	minister,	to	Cecil	King,
newspaper	executive,	14	August	1940)

The	British	people,	because	they	are	in	fact	so	safe,	have	for	many	years	enjoyed
a	 good	 invasion	 scare.	And	 those	who	 have	wanted	 to	 stir	 them	 to	martial	 or
naval	enthusiasm	have	enjoyed	providing	such	tales.	How	pleasant	to	finish	such
a	drama,	close	the	book	and	go	quietly	to	bed	in	our	safe	homes	on	our	sea-girt
island,	sure	that	this	disaster	will	never	happen	to	us.	The	first	modern	version	of
this	sort	of	thing	must	be	The	Battle	of	Dorking	(1871),	a	pamphlet	more	than	a
book,	 by	 George	 Tomkyns	 Chesney.	 In	 this	 work,	 the	 Germans	 (tactfully
unnamed,	 though	 it	 is	 obviously	 them)	 are	 for	 the	 first	 time	 portrayed	 as	 an
invading	enemy.	 It	was	written	 just	 after	 an	astonished	world	had	watched	 the
utter	 defeat	 of	 France	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 Prussia,	 a	 blow	 as	 unexpected	 as	 the
Blitzkrieg	would	be	seven	decades	later.	It	is	strange	that	this	experience,	then	so
recent,	did	not	cause	military	experts	of	the	late	1930s	to	doubt	France’s	strength
in	that	era.	But	it	appears	not	to	have	done	so.

In	Chesney’s	 book,	 the	 unidentified	Germans	win,	 partly	 because	 a	 large
part	 of	 the	 British	 Army	 is	 in	 Canada	 defending	 it	 from	 the	 hostile	 and
aggressive	USA.	This	is	itself	an	interesting	reflection	on	the	current	belief	in	an
eternal	 shoulder-to-shoulder	 friendship	 between	 Britain	 and	 the	United	 States.



Another	sizeable	British	force	is	stuck	in	India	putting	down	a	rebellion.	Using
secret	weapons,	the	Germans	defeat	a	scattered	and	badly	organised	British	fleet
and	march	 ashore,	 scornfully	 sweeping	 aside	 our	 pitiful	 army,	 a	 poorly	 armed
Home	Guard	raised	in	a	few	frantic	days.	They	then	turn	Britain	into	a	province
of	serfs	subjected	to	huge	war	indemnities	and	heavy	taxes,	strip	us	of	weapons
and	war-making	capacity,	usurp	our	naval	supremacy	and	dismantle	 the	British
empire.	They	give	Canada	to	the	USA,	which	is	at	no	stage	viewed	as	a	potential
saviour.	 Prophetically,	 the	 danger	 comes	 through	 choice.	 Britain	 is	 invaded
because	it	has	rushed	voluntarily	into	continental	war	for	an	abstract	principle,	as
it	 was	 actually	 to	 do	 in	 1914	 and	 1939.	 Public	 indignation	 over	 the	 German
annexation	 of	 Denmark	 and	 Holland	 leads,	 in	 Chesney’s	 fiction,	 to	 a	 British
declaration	of	war	on	Germany.	Only	a	few	years	before	it	was	written,	as	noted
above,	 Lord	 Palmerston	 had	 slithered	 out	 of	 just	 such	 a	 commitment	 to
Denmark.

Chesney,	 at	 the	 time	 he	 wrote	 the	 book,	 was	 a	 captain	 in	 the	 Royal
Engineers,	but	would	eventually	become	a	knighted	general	and	the	Tory	MP	for
Oxford,	so	showing	that	frightening	the	public	does	not	necessarily	hold	a	man
back	in	his	career.	He	originally	wrote	the	story	anonymously,	but	his	authorship
quite	soon	became	known.	He	had	a	practical	aim	–	to	warn	of	the	poor	levels	of
military	 preparation	 in	 the	 Britain	 of	 his	 day.	 His	 book	 was	 a	 sensation,	 and
remained	in	print	right	up	until	1914.

More	potent,	 because	 it	was	 serialised	 in	 the	 first	Lord	Northcliffe’s	 then
all-powerful	Daily	Mail,	was	William	Le	Queux’s	1906	novel	The	 Invasion	of
1910.	This	was	a	solid	piece	of	propaganda	for	conscription,	much	influenced	by
Lord	 Roberts’s	 National	 Service	 League	 and	 by	 those	 who	 wanted	 Britain	 to
become	a	continental	land	power	as	well	as	a	global	sea	power.	This	mismatch
between	 Britain’s	 increasing	 continental	 ambitions	 and	 its	 feeble	 land	 army
would	recur	over	and	over	again	in	the	years	to	come.

The	 Germans,	 once	 again,	 are	 the	 invaders,	 this	 time	 undisguised.
Somehow	 they	 get	 ashore	 on	 the	 east	 coast,	 but	 are	 eventually	 defeated	 by



citizen	soldiers.	This	book	was	 thoroughly	mocked	by	P.	G.	Wodehouse	 in	his
1909	 satire	The	Swoop!	Or	How	Clarence	Saved	England,	 in	which	Britain	 is
invaded	by	seven	different	countries	at	once	and	then	saved	by	the	Boy	Scouts.
The	 invaders,	 for	 added	 comedy,	 include	 landlocked,	 perpetually	 neutral
Switzerland.	The	catastrophe	takes	place	in	the	middle	of	the	cricket	season	and
the	newspapers	are	more	interested	in	Surrey’s	failure	at	the	Oval	than	they	are
in	a	German	 landing.	Clarence,	a	Boy	Scout,	succeeds	(by	various	artifices)	 in
getting	the	foreigners	to	leave.	Wodehouse’s	light-hearted	view	of	the	supposed
invasion	danger	seems	to	have	been	more	typical	of	public	opinion	than	that	of
the	 alarmist	 writers.	 Conscription,	 the	 aim	 of	 those	 fear-mongering	 authors
satirised	 by	Wodehouse,	 never	 became	 popular	 and	was	 eventually	 reluctantly
imposed	only	after	two	years	of	war.

A	few	years	before,	 in	1894,	when	Britain	had	yet	 to	entangle	 itself	 in	an
informal	alliance	with	France,	Le	Queux	had	written	a	rather	different	prophecy,
The	Great	War	 in	England	 in	1897,	 in	which	 the	 invaders	were	our	 traditional
French	 enemies,	 accompanied	 by	 the	 then-hated	 Russians.	 This	 version	 of
national	 peril	 begins	 with	 French	 ships	 bombarding	 Brighton,	 reducing	 the
Metropole	Hotel	 to	 a	 gaunt	 ruin.	 But	 it	 ends	 in	 salvation	when	Germany	 and
Italy	 come	 to	 Britain’s	 aid.	 These	 books	 illustrate	 the	 truth	 of	 the	 view	 that
countries	have	no	eternal	friends	(or	enemies),	and	that	this	year’s	menace	may
be	next	year’s	saviour	and	vice	versa.

Fiendish	Cossacks	(not	many	years	hence	to	be	our	gallant	allies)	commit
appalling	atrocities.	Russian	soldiers	in	general	get	drunk	on	wine	dragged	from
hotel	cellars.	They	loot	and	burn.	But	they	are	beaten	in	the	end.	The	victorious
Anglo-German-Italian	 alliance	 rounds	off	 the	war	 by	 slicing	 large	portions	off
eastern	France	and	annexing	them	to	Germany,	awarding	Algeria	to	the	British
empire	and	giving	much	of	Russia’s	Central	Asian	territory	to	Britain	as	well,	so
settling	the	Great	Game	once	and	for	all.

Certainly	 Russia	 had	 long	 been	 deeply	 unpopular	 in	 Britain	 as	 a	 cruel
tyranny.	And	a	French	invasion	had	been	seriously	feared	in	the	1860s.	Visitors



to	 Portsmouth	 may	 still	 admire	 the	 ring	 of	 landward-facing	 forts	 around	 the
northern	 edges	 of	what	was	 once	 the	most	 fortified	 city	 of	 the	 empire.	 These
tremendous	structures	were	designed	to	defend	the	Royal	Navy’s	chief	port	from
an	invading	French	force.	This	was	expected	to	land	some	miles	further	east	and
attack	 the	 city	 from	 inland.	 Huge	 sea	 defences	 were	 also	 built	 on	 artificial
islands	 and	 on	 the	 shore,	 as	 precautions	 against	 direct	 French	 naval	 assault.
These	fortifications	remain	as	lasting	monuments	to	a	long-dead	panic.	Some	are
abandoned.	 Others	 perform	 modern	 tasks	 –	 one	 is	 a	 training	 college	 for	 the
Secret	Intelligence	Service,	another	is	a	naval	research	establishment,	others	are
now	converted	into	luxury	housing	for	solitude-loving	millionaires.	Those	who
nowadays	mock	 the	French	for	 their	Maginot	Line	would	benefit	 from	visiting
these	enduring	monstrosities	of	brick	and	concrete,	built	according	 to	 the	most
advanced	techniques	of	the	time.	Their	builders	were	untroubled	by	the	expense.
The	visitor	may	see	this	as	he	examines	their	enormous	ammunition	stores,	gun
emplacements	and	deep,	deep	cellars	hewn	out	of	the	downland	chalk	by	Welsh
miners	brought	hundreds	of	miles	for	the	task.	These	mighty	relics	will	probably
still	be	there,	puzzling	whoever	looks	at	 them,	long	after	we	have	all	gone	and
Portsmouth	is	once	again	a	coastal	swamp	while	the	hills	above	it	are	grazed	by
wild	sheep.

A	more	persuasive	and	intelligent	invasion	fantasy	can	be	found	in	Erskine
Childers’s	Riddle	of	 the	Sands	(1903).	In	this	still-enjoyable	book,	the	invasion
problem	–	that	it	is	actually	very	hard	to	make	an	opposed	landing	from	the	sea	–
is	solved	by	an	ingenious	plan	for	total	surprise.	But	the	knowledgeable	reader,
however	much	he	is	immersed	in	the	adventure	and	the	mystery,	must	know	that
the	 German	 attempt	 to	 rival	 Britain	 as	 a	 global	 naval	 power	 ended	 in	 the
acknowledged	defeat	of	Germany	in	1911.

The	most	literary	of	these	tales	is	When	William	Came	(1913),	a	bitter	story
by	Hector	Hugh	Munro.	Munro	is	better	known	as	Saki,	the	author	of	a	series	of
brilliant	if	deeply	cynical	short	stories	which	challenge	Oscar	Wilde	for	pure	wit.
His	invasion	fantasy	says	little	about	the	actual	defeat,	described	universally	as



the	 ‘fait	 accompli’.	 It	dwells	 instead	 on	 the	multiple	 humiliations	 involved	 in
being	a	defeated	people,	 from	the	need	to	fill	 in	a	police	form	when	one	has	a
visitor	to	stay,	to	the	Hohenzollern	insignia	on	British	pillar	boxes	and	the	sight
of	German	uhlans	galloping	along	Rotten	Row.	Like	Le	Queux’s	Invasion,	it	is
pregnant	 with	 propaganda	 for	 conscription.	 Soon	 after	 the	 invaders	 are	 fully
established,	 the	 kaiser	 issues	 an	 insulting	 decree	 saying	 that,	 as	 Englishmen
showed	no	previous	interest	in	the	arts	of	war,	they	will	henceforth	be	excused
military	service	under	their	new	rulers.	Instead,	they	will	pay	a	heavy	tax,	and	all
kinds	of	military	activities	will	be	illegal.

Two	passages	are	especially	sour.	Both	dwell	on	England’s	shameful,	rapid
fall	 from	its	status	as	world	power.	 In	one,	Munro	describes	 ‘the	grey	ships	of
war	 riding	 in	Plymouth	Bay	 and	Southampton	Water	with	 a	 flag	 at	 their	 stern
that	older	generations	of	Britons	had	never	looked	on’.	And	then	again,

There	was	the	grey	cold	sea	outside	Dover	and	Portsmouth	and	Cork,
where	 the	 great	 grey	 ships	 of	war	 rocked	 and	 swung	with	 the	 tides,
where	 the	 sailors	 sang,	 in	 doggerel	 English,	 that	 bitter-sounding
adaptation,	 ‘Germania	 rules	 t’e	 waves,’	 where	 the	 flag	 of	 a	 World-
Power	floated	for	the	world	to	see.

It	 was	 almost	 as	 if	 Munro	 was	 enjoying	 the	 humiliation	 of	 the	 shallow,
demoralised	 and	 lazy	 ruling	 class	 he	 spent	 so	 much	 time	 mocking.	 It	 is	 also
casually	anti-Jewish,	in	the	way	in	which	many	British	people	were	anti-Jewish
until	this	became	impossible	after	the	death	camps	were	opened	in	1945.	Many
of	 the	 former	 elite	 are	 shown	 up	 by	 defeat.	 They	 turn	 out	 to	 be	 worthless
collaborators	 suspiciously	 ready	 to	 shrug	 off	 the	 tedious	 burdens	 of	 greatness
and	enjoy	 their	new	and	 irresponsible	status.	He	dwells	on	 the	prevalence	of	a
sly	and	cynical	tune	and	song,	popular	in	these	times,	the	‘National	Anthem	of
the	fait	accompli’.	The	reader	is	left	to	imagine	it,	perhaps	as	something	like	the
‘cracked,	 yellow’	 tune	 which	 leaks	 from	 the	 telescreens	 in	 the	 Chestnut	 Tree



Café	 in	 George	 Orwell’s	 Nineteen	 Eighty-four.	 The	 book	 is	 hard	 to	 find	 in
Britain,	except	 in	anthologies.	 In	France,	where	perhaps	readers	have	a	special
reason	 to	 enjoy	 the	 description	 of	 a	 German-occupied	 England,	 it	 can
occasionally	be	found	in	print	as	a	book	in	its	own	right,	Quand	Guillaume	Vint.

I	do	not	know	of	anything	similar	published	during	the	years	between	1918
and	1939.	Perhaps,	in	the	seemingly	peaceful	1920s	and	early	1930s,	a	German
invasion	 seemed	 less	 thinkable	 than	 it	 had	 in	 the	 pre-1914	 era.	By	 the	 time	 it
appeared	possible,	in	1940,	it	was	too	real	a	fear	to	be	fictionalised.	Though	by
1942,	when	the	danger	was	much	reduced,	the	first	Hitler	 invasion	fantasy	had
appeared.	Perhaps	 it	was	also	because	bombs	were	viewed	as	more	of	a	 threat
than	foreign	boots	on	British	soil.	Nevil	Shute’s	novel	set	in	Southampton,	What
Happened	 to	 the	 Corbetts	 (1939),	 was	 a	 highly	 prophetic	 and	 unsettling
description	of	what	it	would	be	like	for	prosperous	civilians	in	a	modern	country
to	suffer	bombing	from	the	air.

H.	V.	Morton,	chronicler	of	the	‘Atlantic	Charter’	meeting,	imagined	a	Nazi
takeover	 of	 Britain	 in	 1944	 in	 his	 1942	 short	 story	 ‘I,	 James	 Blunt’.	 This
appeared	long	after	the	idea	had	faded	from	the	minds	of	most	people,	including
the	 mind	 of	 Hitler,	 and	 was	 little-noted.	 But	 after	 the	 war,	 as	 the	 story	 of
Britain’s	 lone,	 heroic	 peril	 grew	 in	 power	 and	 importance	 in	 British
imaginations,	 there	were	a	number	of	 invasion	and	defeat	 fantasies	about	what
might	have	been.	These	include	Kevin	Brownlow’s	1964	film	It	Happened	Here,
and	 in	 the	 same	 year	 an	 ITV	 drama	 called	The	Other	Man.	 In	 this	 drama	 the
Germans	 build	 a	 channel	 tunnel	 using	 concentration	 camp	 labour,	 as	 appalled
travellers	 discover	 when	 they	 pull	 the	 blinds	 away	 from	 the	 window	 of	 their
train.	 There	 was	 also	 a	 1978	 BBC	 drama	 series	 An	 Englishman’s	 Castle,	 in
which	 the	 Nazi	 occupation	 has	 become	 an	 accepted	 fact,	 its	 underlying
ruthlessness	 concealed	 by	 a	 front	 of	 civilisation.	 Most	 graphic	 (and	 first
published	in	the	same	year)	is	a	novel	by	Len	Deighton,	SS-GB,	in	which,	with
typical	 attention	 to	 detail,	 Deighton	 describes	 a	 German-occupied	 London,
demoralised	 and	 full	 of	 nasty	 compromises,	 not	 long	 after	 invasion.	 It	 has	 an



unforgivingly	realistic	tone,	in	which	perfectly	decent	people	find	that	they	must
swallow	their	pride	and	collaborate	to	survive.	This	may	have	limited	this	clever
book’s	success.	It	may	also	have	made	the	TV	adaptation	of	it,	shown	in	2017,	a
flop.	 Like	 It	 Happened	 Here,	 SS-GB	 assumes	 an	 eventual	 American	 rescue,
though	Deighton	is	careful	to	pin	this,	credibly,	on	Washington’s	self-interested
desire	to	get	its	hands	on	British	nuclear	research.

These	works	are	evidence	that	 the	belief	 in	a	planned	German	invasion	of
Britain	in	1940	remains	strong.	But	they	are	also	evidence	that	it	is	a	belief	that
began	 in	wartime.	Most	 are	aware	of	 the	 side	effects	of	 this	 invasion	 fear:	 the
pointless	issue	of	identity	cards;	the	rule	that	church	bells	were	only	to	be	rung
in	the	event	of	such	an	invasion;	the	affectionate	reverence	for	the	Home	Guard.
There	 is	 also	 some	 trace	 of	 it	 in	 the	 recent	 popularity	 of	 the	 rediscovered
government	poster,	intended	to	be	issued	if	the	invasion	took	place,	bearing	the
almost	comically	British	message	‘Keep	Calm	and	Carry	On’.

The	German	official	name	of	the	planned	invasion,	‘Operation	Sealion’,	is
widely	 known.	 The	 existence	 of	 the	 so-called	 Black	 Book	 of	 persons	 to	 be
arrested	when	 the	Germans	 arrived	 is	 also	quite	 famous,	 though	 the	 list	 is	 not
one	 of	 genuine	 key	 figures,	 but	 in	many	 cases	 celebrities.	 It	 has	 clearly	 been
cobbled	together	by	frantic	diplomats	under	orders,	probably	from	old	copies	of
Who’s	Who.	 It	 contains	 details	 of	 at	 least	 one	 person	 who	 had	 been	 dead	 for
years,	and	many	mistakes	and	repetitions.	If	 there	ever	was	a	serious	arrest	 list
intended	for	use	by	German	occupation	authorities	in	Britain,	this	was	not	it.

Together	with	the	belief	that	we	were	in	mortal	peril	from	invasion,	another
belief	 is	 also	 very	 strong	 in	 the	 national	 mind:	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 threatened
invasion	was	narrowly	prevented	by	British	success	 in	 the	Battle	of	Britain,	 in
early	September	1940.	This	belief	is	almost	universal.	But	is	it	true?

The	facts	are	mainly	against	it,	or	neutral.	Seaborne	invasions	are	extremely
hard	 to	 organise	 and	 mount,	 especially	 if	 you	 have	 only	 a	 few	 brief	 months
before	winter	 gales	 begin	 to	 blow.	As	Dwight	 Eisenhower	 knew	 very	well	 in
1944,	 a	 mistake	 over	 the	 weather,	 or	 a	 well-directed	 defence,	 could	 have



destroyed	 and	 overcome	 even	 the	 gigantic	 and	 long-assembled	 forces	 he
unleashed	on	Normandy	in	June	of	that	year.	Famously,	he	was	so	uncertain	of
success	that	he	had	prepared	a	letter	confessing	failure.	It	read:

Our	 landings	 in	 the	 Cherbourg–Havre	 area	 have	 failed	 to	 gain	 a
satisfactory	foothold	and	I	have	withdrawn	the	troops.	My	decision	to
attack	 at	 this	 time	 and	 place	 was	 based	 upon	 the	 best	 information
available.	 The	 troops,	 the	 air	 and	 the	Navy	 did	 all	 that	 Bravery	 and
devotion	to	duty	could	do.	If	any	blame	or	fault	attaches	to	the	attempt
it	is	mine	alone.

Winston	 Churchill,	 unable	 to	 erase	 from	 his	 memory	 the	 failed	 landings	 at
Gallipoli	 29	 years	 before,	 must	 also	 have	 wondered	 many	 times	 if	 this	 new
invasion	would	succeed.	He	tried	very	hard	to	divert	and	postpone	it,	infuriating
Stalin,	annoying	Roosevelt	and	repeatedly	failing	to	find	the	‘soft	underbelly’	of
German	 military	 power	 in	 the	 Mediterranean,	 which	 he	 claimed	 was	 a	 good
substitute.

The	Germans	 in	1940	were	equally	cautious.	Despite	 their	might	on	 land,
they	 did	 not	 at	 that	 time	 possess	 a	 single	 landing	 craft,	 as	 we	 understand	 the
term.	Their	small	navy	had	been	devastated	by	the	Norwegian	campaign.	In	two
battles	at	Narvik,	the	German	fleet	had	lost	ten	destroyers,	a	huge	share	of	their
total	strength	(the	Kriegsmarine	had	only	22	destroyers	at	the	outbreak	of	war).
They	had	also	lost	the	heavy	cruiser	Blücher,	sunk	by	Norwegian	shore	batteries
as	 it	 approached	Oslo.	German	naval	 staff	were	quite	 clearly	 anxious	 to	 avoid
being	responsible	for	an	operation	they	were	sure	would	fail.	The	other	wings	of
the	 German	 armed	 forces	 were	 equally	 anxious	 to	 avoid	 responsibility	 for	 a
likely	debacle.	And,	as	they	squabbled,	Hitler’s	own	interest	in	the	project	(never
great	in	the	first	place)	faded	until	it	vanished.

Hitler’s	 famous	directive	of	16	July	1940	sounds	menacing	because	of	 its
use	of	the	deeply	shocking	phrase	‘to	occupy	[England]	completely’:



As	England,	in	spite	of	her	hopeless	military	situation,	still	shows	no
willingness	 to	 come	 to	 terms,	 I	 have	 decided	 to	 prepare,	 and	 if
necessary	to	carry	out,	a	landing	operation	against	her.	The	aim	of	this
operation	 is	 to	 eliminate	 the	 English	mother	 country	 as	 a	 base	 from
which	the	war	against	Germany	can	be	continued	and,	if	it	should	be
necessary,	to	occupy	it	completely.

But	 look	 at	 it	 again.	 It	 is	 subtly	 cautious,	 when	 read	 carefully.	 It	 is	 plainly
intended	to	persuade	Britain	to	‘come	to	terms’.	The	landing	will	only	be	carried
out	 ‘if	 necessary’.	 And	 it	 also	 presciently	 sees	 Britain	 more	 as	 a	 base	 ‘from
which	 the	 war	 against	 Germany	 can	 be	 continued’	 (by	 whom?)	 and	 as	 the
headquarters	of	the	empire	rather	than	as	an	active	enemy	in	its	own	right.

Richard	North’s	 extraordinary	 account	 of	 the	 episode,	The	Many	Not	 the
Few	(2012),	suggests	that	the	invasion	was	never	more	than	a	fantasy,	useful	(as
it	 turned	 out)	 to	 both	 Hitler	 and	 Churchill	 for	 propaganda	 purposes,	 taken
seriously	 by	 neither.	 Sacrilegiously,	 North	 suggests	 that	 the	 Battle	 of	 Britain
itself	 was	 not	 the	 decisive	 factor	 leading	 to	 its	 abandonment.	 It	 is	 probably
because	of	this	sacrilege,	and	defiance	of	the	patriotic	myth,	that	North’s	rather
chilly	book	has	received	so	little	attention	amid	the	incessant	stream	of	volumes
rehashing	 long-revealed	 secrets	 and	 often-retold	 stories	 about	 the	 war.	 His
argument	is	that	Hitler	encouraged	a	British	belief	in	the	proposed	invasion	only
to	bring	about	peace	talks.

In	fact,	sustained	efforts	were	being	made	by	German	diplomats	during	this
period,	mainly	 through	Sweden	and	Switzerland,	 to	get	Britain	 to	make	 terms.
North	 frequently	 notes	 reports	 about	 them	 in	 foreign	 newspapers	 of	 the	 time,
probably	sourced	from	German	leaks.	To	this	day,	these	efforts	are	so	sensitive
in	Britain	 that	 details	 of	 them	are	 elusive	 and	official	 papers	 remain	 sealed	or
unavailable.	This	 is	probably	because	 they	show	 that	 important	and	significant
people	 in	 Britain,	 not	 just	 traitors	 and	 defeatists,	 did	 seriously	 consider
negotiations	with	Hitler,	whose	true	nature	was	still	not	fully	recognised	in	1940.



They	may	also	show	that	apparently	reasonable	terms	might	have	been	available
had	they	done	so.	Since	the	whole	edifice	of	modern	British	patriotism	and	pride
is	based	upon	 the	belief	 that	Britain	 stood	alone	against	 the	Nazi	menace,	 and
never	contemplated	any	alternative,	this	is	awkward	for	patriotic	historians	and
politicians.

Be	that	as	it	may,	North	repeatedly	shows	that	Hitler	was	cool	towards	the
invasion	plan	itself.	In	his	daily	diary	of	the	Battle	of	Britain	weeks,	North	notes
that	on	14	August	1940	Grand	Admiral	Erich	Raeder	discussed	the	invasion	with
Marshal	Hermann	Göring.	Raeder	noted	 that	Hitler	 ‘does	not	 propose	 to	 carry
out	an	operation	whose	risk	is	 too	great:	he	advocates	the	view	that	 the	aim	of
defeating	Britain	is	not	dependent	on	the	landing	alone,	but	can	be	achieved	in	a
different	 way’.	 North	 notes	 that	 Hitler	 wished	 to	 keep	 up	 the	 threat	 of	 an
invasion,	so	preparations	for	it	had	to	continue,	visibly	and	obviously.1	This	was
echoed,	 six	 days	 later,	 in	 a	 conversation	 between	 R.	 A.	 (Richard	 Austen,
universally	known	as	 ‘Rab’)	Butler,	 then	a	 junior	Foreign	Office	minister,	 and
Cecil	King,	 a	 senior	 executive	at	 the	Daily	Mirror.	King	 recorded	 in	 his	 diary
that	 Butler	 had	 told	 him	 the	 invasion	 was	 ‘hooey’.2	 There	 had	 never	 been
sufficient	concentrations	of	German	troops	in	France	for	such	a	huge	operation.
Hitler’s	armies,	he	correctly	predicted,	would	be	going	east	to	attack	Russia.

The	background	to	Raeder’s	complaints,	and	many	similar	conversations	in
German	High	Command,	was	 a	 constant	 squabble	 between	 the	German	Army
and	Navy	over	whether	 the	 invasion	 should	be	on	 a	 broad	 front	 (as	 the	Army
wanted)	or	a	narrow	one	(as	the	Navy	wanted).	The	Navy	feared	that	an	invasion
on	 a	 broad	 front	 could	 not	 be	 protected	 from	British	 attack.	The	Army	 feared
that	an	attack	which	was	too	narrow	could	more	easily	be	thrown	back	into	the
sea	when	it	reached	land.	Both	concerns	were	quite	reasonable,	and	the	argument
was	 never	 resolved.	 It	 was	 probably	 never	meant	 to	 be.	 A	 few	weeks	 before,
Raeder	 had	 argued	 that	 U-boat	 and	 air	 attacks	 on	 shipping,	 and	 the	 aerial
bombing	of	British	industry,	would	be	enough	to	bring	about	a	British	defeat.	He
had	said	at	a	conference	in	Hitler’s	Berghof	eyrie	that	he	was	wholly	against	an



invasion.3	 All	 through	 the	 summer,	 the	 German	Navy	 quietly	 undermined	 the
idea	 of	 an	 invasion,	 and	 the	 idea	 received	 little	 encouragement	 from	 Hitler’s
generals	either.	A	small	number	of	barges	were	assembled,	but	these	were	canal
vessels	 probably	 unfit	 for	 a	 sea	 crossing.	 Unlike	 the	 landing	 craft	 which	 the
Allies	used	 in	1944,	and	which	Germany	did	not	possess,	 the	sea	barges	could
not	 be	 swiftly	 unloaded	 if	 they	 ever	 arrived.	 Rehearsals	 of	 landings	 were
farcical.	 There	 was	 another	 major	 difficulty.	 Nobody	 could	 come	 up	 with
adequate	plans	for	sweeping	the	minefields	that	Britain	had	undoubtedly	laid	in
the	way	of	an	invasion	force.

What	 Hitler	 had	 hoped	 was	 that	 demoralisation	 caused	 by	 air	 attacks	 all
over	the	country,	combined	with	economic	damage,	would	bring	about	the	fall	of
Churchill	and	 the	creation	of	a	government	willing	 to	make	peace.	He	saw	the
invasion,	if	it	ever	happened,	as	the	completion	of	a	defeat	already	achieved	by
aerial	terror.	On	17	September	1940	he	finally	abandoned	this	plan,	and	almost
certainly	any	immediate	hopes	of	a	peace	with	Britain.	He	‘postponed’	Operation
Sealion	 ‘until	 further	 notice’.4	 Almost	 nothing	 was	 ever	 heard	 of	 it	 again	 in
Germany,	except	very	briefly	(see	above)	after	US	plans	for	a	1943	invasion	of
France	 were	 revealed	 in	 late	 1941	 by	 the	 isolationist	 American	 press.	 But
Hitler’s	briefly	 rekindled	 interest	 in	 invading	 the	British	 Isles	 faded	as	soon	as
Japan	attacked	Pearl	Harbor.

The	 idea	would,	 even	 so,	 live	on	 in	 the	minds	of	many	 in	Britain.	 It	was
useful	 to	 plenty	 of	 people	 there.	 On	 12	 July	 1940,	 Jock	 Colville,	 Churchill’s
private	 secretary,	 had	 heard	 the	 premier	 refer	 to	 ‘the	 great	 invasion	 scare’	 in
conversation	with	Generals	Paget	 and	Auchinleck.5	Churchill	 doubted	whether
the	invasion	was	a	serious	menace	but	intended	to	give	the	opposite	impression,
speaking	of	 long	and	dangerous	vigils	 and	 so	 ‘keeping	every	man	and	woman
tuned	 to	 the	highest	pitch	of	 readiness’.6	He	said	 the	scare	was	serving	a	most
useful	 purpose.	 Quite	 possibly	 Hitler	 thought	 so	 too.	 The	 Irish-born	 British
fascist	and	German	propagandist	William	Joyce	(‘Lord	Haw-Haw’)	broadcast	on
Berlin	Radio	 on	 6	August	 1940,	 by	which	 time	Germany’s	 service	 chiefs	 had



pretty	much	stifled	the	idea	of	an	invasion,

I	make	no	apology	for	saying	again	that	 invasion	is	certainly	coming
soon,	 but	 what	 I	 want	 to	 impress	 upon	 you	 is	 that	 while	 you	 must
feverishly	 take	every	conceivable	precaution,	nothing	 that	you	or	 the
Government	can	do	is	really	of	the	slightest	use.	Don’t	be	deceived	by
this	lull	before	the	storm,	because	although	there	is	still	the	chance	of
peace	 [my	 emphasis],	 Hitler	 is	 aware	 of	 the	 political	 and	 economic
confusion	in	England,	and	is	only	waiting	for	the	right	moment.	Then,
when	his	moment	comes,	he	will	strike,	and	strike	hard.7

Anyone	 skilled	 in	 the	 propagandist’s	 art	 can	 see	 that	 the	 key	 words	 in	 the
broadcast	are	the	suggestion	that	there	is	‘still	the	chance	of	peace’,	and	that	the
purpose	of	the	words	is	to	frighten,	demoralise	and	intensify	the	desire	to	have
done	with	war	and	danger.

The	truth	remained,	throughout	all	this	period,	that	serious	plans	for	a	cross-
Channel	attack	were	sketchy,	and	that	major	forces	were	not	being	assembled	or
trained	 for	 such	 an	 enormous	 and	 risky	 operation.	 The	 day	 after	 Joyce’s
broadcast,	General	 Franz	Halder	 –	 at	 a	meeting	with	 his	 naval	 counterparts	 at
Fontainebleau	 –	 was	 spluttering	 that	 he	 utterly	 rejected	 the	 German	 Navy’s
scheme	 for	 invasion	 on	 a	 narrow	 front.	 ‘I	 regard	 their	 proposal	 as	 complete
suicide.	 I	might	 just	 as	well	put	 the	 troops	 that	have	 landed	 straight	 through	a
sausage	machine,’	 he	 expostulated.8	 But	 appearances	 had	 to	 be	maintained.	 In
Berlin	almost	 simultaneously,	General	Wilhelm	Keitel	 issued	 the	 ‘Directive	on
deceptive	 measures	 to	 maintain	 appearance	 of	 constant	 threat	 of	 invasion	 of
UK’.9	It	argued	that	whether	or	not	Germany	invaded	England,	the	atmosphere
of	menace	must	be	maintained.	‘Individuals	below	a	specified	grade	of	the	High
Command	who	are	concerned	with	 the	preparation	are	not	 to	be	 informed	 that
their	tasks	are	aimed	at	deception	[my	emphasis].’	This	clearly	served	the	aim	of
bringing	Britain	to	the	negotiating	table.



Hitler	 would	 need	 to	 have	 mounted	 a	 real	 invasion	 very	 swiftly	 to	 take
advantage	of	the	British	Army’s	temporary	weakness	after	Dunkirk.	Every	week
in	which	 no	 invasion	 happened	 also	 aided	 the	 rearming	 of	 the	 trained	 British
forces	which	had	returned	from	Dunkirk	without	their	equipment.	Those	forces
also	 now	 had	 a	much	 better	 defensive	 position	 to	 hold	 than	 the	 one	 they	 had
been	left	with	in	May	1940.	North	concludes	from	a	careful	study	of	daily	events
in	 the	 summer	 of	 1940	 that	Hitler	 hoped	 to	 get	 Britain	 to	 sue	 for	 peace	 by	 a
combination	of	threats,	economic	damage	and	terror	bombing	of	civilians.	Like
many	 Germans,	 Hitler	 had	 noted	 the	 severe	 effects	 that	 Britain’s	 economic
blockade	had	had	on	Germany	in	the	Great	War.	He	was	interested	in	doing	the
same	to	a	Britain	which	was	far	from	self-sufficient.	This	policy	would	grow	and
continue,	and	become	the	Battle	of	the	Atlantic,	the	great	struggle	to	defeat	the
U-boats	and	the	only	part	of	the	combat	that	genuinely	frightened	Churchill.

Like	most	politicians	of	 the	 time,	Hitler	believed	 that	bombing	attacks	on
civilian	 targets	were	 disastrously	 demoralising	 and	might	 bring	 about	 a	 peace
deal.	He	assumed	they	would	do	this	by	terrifying	or	simply	exhausting	civilians
in	 large	 numbers.	 He	 had	 a	 point.	 Bombing	 murders	 sleep.	 At	 one	 point	 in
September	 1940	 a	 frantic	 British	 government	 proposed	 the	 issue	 of	 a	 million
earplugs	to	try	to	overcome	the	widespread	problem	of	interrupted	sleep.

This	attempt	to	make	Britain	so	miserable	it	preferred	surrender	to	further
resistance	was	not	as	vain	an	idea	then	as	it	seems	now.	Such	tactics	had	worked
to	 some	 extent	 in	 the	 Spanish	 Civil	 War.	 They	 had	 also	 been	 employed	 in
terrorising	 Holland	 into	 surrender	 in	 early	 1940	 –	 though	 the	 notorious
Rotterdam	raid	which	led	to	the	Dutch	surrender	was	greatly	exaggerated	at	the
time,	 by	 both	 sides.	 The	 Germans	 never	 objected	 to	 claims	 that	 their	 armed
forces	 were	 terrifying	 and	 destructive.	 France	 and	 Britain	 were	 keen	 that	 the
USA	would	see	Germany	as	barbaric.	The	government	of	 the	Netherlands	may
have	welcomed	being	given	a	good	reason	for	their	rapid	capitulation.

But	these	air	attacks,	in	Spain	and	the	Netherlands,	had	been	accompanied
by	 land	 assaults.	They	had	not	 relied	on	bombing	 alone	 to	 achieve	 their	 aims.



The	 few	 short	 miles	 of	 sea	 between	 Calais	 and	 Dover	 meant	 that	 this
combination	could	not	be	achieved	in	the	war	on	Britain.

So,	in	the	post-Dunkirk	months,	German	actions	included	attacks	on	coastal
convoys,	on	military	 industries	 and	eventually	on	centres	of	population.	These
attacks	were	aimed	at	distressing	the	people	and	at	doing	serious	damage	to	the
already	shaky	British	economy.	At	no	 stage	does	 there	 seem	 to	have	been	any
concerted	 and	 sustained	attack	on	RAF	airfields,	 though	 these	were	 frequently
targeted	 in	a	 random	fashion.	Had	 the	Germans	made	such	a	concerted	attack,
they	might	have	crippled	the	RAF.	But	this	does	not	in	fact	seem	to	have	been
their	 aim.	 Similarly,	 the	 Germans	 made	 no	 concentrated	 or	 repeated	 effort	 to
destroy	 British	 radar	 installations	 (they	 did	 make	 some	 attempts	 in	 August
1940),	though	they	seem	to	have	been	aware	of	them	and	they	were	impossible
to	hide.

The	bombing	had	limited	effects	on	the	war	effort.	This	was	partly	because
the	Germans	had	never	developed	 (and	never	did	develop)	a	heavy	 long-range
bomber	 that	 could	 deliver	 a	 large	 load	 of	 bombs.	 Their	 bombing	 planes	 had
always	 been	 designed	 to	 operate	 in	 concert	 with	 troops	 on	 the	 ground,	 rather
than	 as	 weapons	 in	 their	 own	 right.	 It	 was	 also	 partly	 because	 sovereign
countries	 with	 well-organised	 civil	 defence	 and	 advanced	 economies	 (such	 as
Britain	was	 in	1940)	 can	 recover	with	 remarkable	 speed	even	 from	apparently
devastating	 air	 attacks.	 Britain	 and	 Germany	 would	 both	 find	 this	 out,	 as
attackers	and	defenders,	over	the	next	five	years.

But	there	were	moments	when	the	bombing	threatened	to	do	grave	damage
to	morale,	especially	in	London	(though	many	other	cities	were	badly	damaged).
As	North	 records,	 the	 people	 of	 London	were	 very	weakly	 protected	 from	 air
attack.	The	poorer	they	were,	the	worse	their	position	was.	On	several	occasions
civilians	fled	in	disorganised	groups,	seeking	safety	away	from	the	capital.	Some
simply	headed	for	the	nearest	mainline	railway	terminus	and	got	as	far	as	their
money	 could	 take	 them.	 Oxford,	 63	miles	 from	 London,	 found	 itself	 housing
hundreds	of	refugee	Londoners,	for	two	whole	months,	in	an	enormous	suburban



cinema,	the	Majestic	on	the	Botley	Road	(where	a	modern	Waitrose	supermarket
now	 stands).	Others	 sought	 safety	 in	 chalk	 caves	 at	Chislehurst	 in	Kent.	 Such
unofficial	 evacuees	 were	 not	 always	 met	 with	 hospitality.	 Some,	 notably	 in
Essex,	encountered	active	hostility	and	violence.10

They	had	 no	 special	 reason	 to	 be	 enthusiastic	 about	 a	war	 that	 had,	 until
then,	been	distant	and	not	well	understood.	And	they	could	well	have	been	ripe
for	 the	 anti-war	 propaganda	 of	 the	 Communist	 Left.	 After	 the	 Molotov–
Ribbentrop	Pact	had	turned	the	USSR	and	the	Third	Reich	into	something	very
like	allies,	the	Communist	Party	of	Great	Britain	had	been	ordered	by	Moscow
to	oppose	the	war	(much	against	the	instincts	of	its	leader,	Harry	Pollitt).	Many
of	 its	activists,	 like	 their	French	comrades,	enthusiastically	argued	 that	 the	war
was	 an	 imperialist	 quarrel	 in	 which	 the	 working	 class	 had	 no	 stake.	 They
relished	any	chance	to	undermine	the	war	effort	and	demoralise	the	population.
The	 horror	 of	 air	 raids	 on	 slum	 districts	 gave	 them	 a	 great	 opportunity	 to
campaign	 for	 what	 they	 called	 ‘peace’,	 and	 they	 took	 this	 opportunity.	 The
British	Marxist	Brian	Pearce,	who	was	in	a	good	position	to	judge,	remarked,	in
his	 commentary	 ‘Marxists	 in	 the	 Second	 World	 War’,	 written	 under	 the
pseudonym	 ‘B.	 Farnborough’,	 that	 ‘During	 the	 entire	 period	 up	 to	 the	 Fall	 of
France	 the	 British	 Communist	 Party	 functioned	 as	 a	 propaganda	 agency	 for
Hitler.’11

After	the	Fall	of	France,	the	Communists	made	any	support	for	the	war	so
conditional	on	 revolution	 that	 it	was	not	 really	support	at	all.	 In	 the	December
1940	issue	of	the	Communist	publication	Youth	for	Socialism	it	was	explained:

No	worker	in	this	country	wants	to	come	under	the	bloody	tyranny	of
Hitler.	On	the	contrary	he	will	 fight	against	 this	with	all	his	strength.
But	 he	 cannot	 do	 this	 while	 Britain	 is	 capitalist;	 while	 India	 is	 in
bondage;	while	the	capitalist	class	controls	the	Army	and	the	workers
are	unarmed.



In	 other	 words,	 he	 could	 not	 do	 it	 then,	 when	 the	 danger	 was	 present	 and
immediate.

The	 Communist	 Party	 of	Great	 Britain	 (CPGB)	was	 uniquely	 strong	 and
well	 organised	 in	 the	 very	 parts	 of	London’s	East	End	 that	were	most	 heavily
bombed,	as	 they	were	close	 to	 the	London	docks.	And	so	 the	CPGB	was	well
placed	 to	 take	 advantage	 of	 discontent	 about	 poor	 air-raid	 precautions.
Fortunately	for	Britain,	 the	Germans	were	not	clever	enough	to	take	advantage
of	this.

Harold	 Nicolson	 recorded	 in	 his	 diaries	 of	 September	 1940	 that	 Neville
Chamberlain	had	told	him	that,	if	the	Germans	had	had	the	sense	to	confine	their
bombing	 to	 the	 East	 End,	 there	 might	 have	 been	 a	 revolution.	 ‘Everybody’s
worried	about	feeling	in	the	East	End,’	he	wrote.	‘There’s	much	bitterness.	It	is
said	that	even	the	King	and	Queen	were	booed	the	other	day	when	they	visited
the	destroyed	areas.’

The	Communist	activist	and	future	MP	Phil	Piratin	had	already	led	50	East
Enders,	including	some	ragged	and	obviously	poor	children,	into	the	luxuries	of
the	Savoy	Hotel,	where	he	demanded	 that	 they	should	be	allowed	 to	shelter	 in
the	hotel’s	well-protected	basement.	‘If	it	is	good	enough	for	the	rich	it	is	good
enough	for	the	Stepney	workers	and	their	families,’	he	proclaimed.12	Inevitably,
the	 hotel	 gave	way.	 There	 is	 no	 answer	 to	 propaganda	master	 strokes	 of	 such
brilliance,	and	there	was	no	doubt	that	protection	for	the	people	of	Stepney	–	and
London	 as	 a	 whole	 –	 was	 feeble	 and	 inadequate.	 Slum	 housing	 was	 terribly
vulnerable	 to	bombs.	The	Anderson	Shelter,	a	curved	piece	of	steel	 laid	over	a
ditch,	was	useless	against	a	direct	hit,	amplified	the	noise	of	the	raids	and	often
filled	 up	 with	 water,	 leaving	 its	 owners	 the	 choice	 between	 shivering	 in	 a
miserable	ditch	or	seeking	safety	elsewhere.

Piratin	 was	 also	 responsible	 for	 a	 second	 and	 greater	 victory	 over	 the
Churchill	 government.	 The	 Cabinet	 had	 originally	 insisted	 that	 the	 London
Underground	could	not	be	used	as	an	air-raid	shelter	because	it	was	needed	for
transport.	 It	 was	 an	 absurd	 position,	 especially	 because	 of	 the	 genuinely



desperate	 need	 for	 shelter	 among	 London’s	 poor.	 Piratin	 and	 his	 comrades
besieged	 several	major	Tube	 stations.	At	 one,	Piratin	 rather	 carefully	 recorded
later	(using	the	passive	voice),	‘Various	implements	such	as	crowbars	happened
to	be	available,	and	while	the	police	stood	on	duty	guarding	the	gates,	they	were
very	quickly	swept	aside	by	the	crowds,	the	crowbars	brought	into	action	and	the
people	 went	 down.’13	 It	 is	 remarkable	 that	 the	 government	 was	 so	 poorly
prepared	for	heavy	bombing,	and	so	obdurate	in	clinging	to	a	bad	decision	about
the	 Underground.	 As	 a	 result,	 a	 small	 group	 of	 Marxist	 troublemakers	 and
seriously	 misguided	 Stalin-worshippers	 could	 successfully	 make	 them	 look
foolish	and	callous	and	force	them	to	change	their	minds	in	public.

Had	the	War	Cabinet	not	given	way,	and	had	the	Luftwaffe	not	obligingly
bombed	 Buckingham	 Palace	 and	 the	 wealthy	 West	 End	 of	 London	 soon
afterwards,	 there	 might	 have	 been	 serious	 trouble,	 as	 feared	 by	 Neville
Chamberlain	and	Harold	Nicolson.

It	 is	 difficult	 even	 to	 record	 the	 dissent	 of	 other	 people	 from	 the	 great
surpassing	myth	of	the	Battle	of	Britain.	I	have	no	quarrel	with	this	myth	myself,
though	I	shall	be	accused	of	lacking	patriotism	for	discussing	this	subject.	Once
again,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 state	 that	 those	 who	 fought	 in	 the	 air	 against	 the
Germans	were	extraordinarily	brave	and	accomplished.	But	was	the	battle	which
they	 fought	 as	 decisive	 or	 as	 important	 as	we	 have	 come	 to	 believe?	Richard
North’s	 extraordinary	 account	 suggests	 otherwise.	 How	 much	 has	 this	 event
become	 mixed	 up	 with	 the	 Royal	 Air	 Force’s	 desire	 to	 establish	 itself	 as	 an
independent	 service,	 or	with	Winston	Churchill’s	 verbal	 grandeur,	 or	with	 the
undoubted	romance	and	chivalry	of	war	in	the	air?	How	much	of	it	is	to	help	us
to	 conceal	 from	 ourselves	 the	 fact	 that	 in	 the	 summer	 of	 1940	 Britain	 had
sustained	 one	 of	 the	 greatest	 military,	 diplomatic	 and	 economic	 defeats	 in	 its
history?

North’s	account	suggests	a	combat	much	less	decisive	and	much	less	clear
in	its	purpose	than	is	generally	believed.	I	recount	this	here	because	it	is	part	of
my	 argument	 that	 many	 of	 the	 events	 of	 World	 War	 II	 have	 been	 given	 a



significance	they	sometimes	did	not	deserve,	as	we	have	come	to	use	that	war	to
justify	our	present	position	and	many	of	our	future	actions.

Put	very	simply,	North	argues	that	the	Germans	were	not	seeking	to	destroy
the	RAF	to	prepare	for	an	invasion,	but	hoping	to	destroy	the	British	will	to	fight
and	 to	wreck	 our	 economy,	 so	 as	 to	 force	 us	 to	 negotiate	 peace.	He	 produces
figures	 suggesting	 that	 the	 aerial	 combat	 (often,	 rather	 unsurprisingly,
misrepresented	by	the	media	of	the	time)	was	much	more	equal	than	we	made	it
appear.	 He	 also	 notes	 that	 many	 parts	 of	 the	 country	 were	 raided,	 very
damagingly,	by	German	bombers	despite	the	(sometimes	not	very	great)	efforts
of	 the	 RAF	 to	 stop	 them.	 He	 also	 makes	 a	 persuasive	 case	 that	 what	 people
thought	was	happening	at	 the	 time	was	 largely	 influenced	by	newspapers	who
had	adopted	a	narrative	which	also	suited	the	government.	But	the	actual	course
of	war	was	strikingly	different	from	what	we	now	believe	took	place	and	what
has	been	repeatedly	recounted	in	popular	films.

Let	 me	 be	 emphatic	 here.	 British	 pilots,	 and	 allies	 of	 many	 nations
including	 Commonwealth	 countries,	 Poles	 and	 Czechs,	 fought	 with	 extreme
bravery	in	the	air	in	1940.	Their	actions,	reported	as	a	kind	of	national	drama	by
a	 highly	 patriotic	 Fleet	 Street,	were	 essential	 to	maintain	 national	morale.	We
can	 only	 be	 grateful	 that	 the	 RAF	 was	 not	 compelled	 to	 throw	 these	 scarce
aircraft	and	pilots	 into	trying	to	save	the	French	armies	earlier	 that	year,	as	 the
French	government	urgently	desired.	They	would	not	have	prevented	a	German
victory	 and	 might	 have	 left	 us	 gravely	 undefended	 from	 the	 air	 through	 the
dangerous	summer	of	1940.	But	what	exactly	was	the	danger?	Was	it	invasion,
or	was	it	the	seductions	of	a	return	to	peace?

Fleet	Street	and	the	government,	quite	properly	and	normally,	exaggerated
the	RAF’s	successes	and	minimised	their	failures.	The	belief	that	it	was	an	all-
or-nothing	struggle	in	which	every	sinew	was	strained	is	undermined	by	the	fact
that	 in	early	September	1940,	30	Hurricanes,	with	 their	pilots,	were	ordered	 to
Khartoum	 in	 the	 Sudan.14	 Indeed,	 Churchill’s	 overriding	 concern	 with	 North
Africa,	Egypt,	the	Suez	Canal	and	the	Mediterranean	did	not	abate	during	these



tense	weeks.	Also	in	September,	the	first-rate	New	Zealand	division	was	placed
on	standby	for	service	in	the	Middle	East,	and	modern	anti-aircraft	guns	(badly
needed	in	the	home	islands)	were	sent	to	Malta.15	There	certainly	were	failures.
Several	 very	 serious	German	 air	 attacks	 on	 British	 cities,	 ships	 and	 industrial
targets	were	not	reported	or	known	outside	the	areas	affected.	In	many	cases	the
RAF	was	unable	to	do	anything	about	them	at	all.	Londoners,	especially	in	the
poor	East	End,	suffered	greatly	because	of	the	bombing	of	the	docks.	The	lack	of
good	 shelters	 for	 London’s	 poor	 was	 a	 serious	 national	 weakness,	 and	 the
decision	 to	 open	 the	 Underground	 was	 taken	 late	 and	 slowly	 by	 patrician
politicians	and	civil	servants	who	had	little	 idea	of	how	much	it	mattered.	It	 is
surely	 shocking	 that	 Communist	 troublemakers,	 whose	 only	 interest	 was	 to
weaken	 the	 government,	 were	 able	 to	 take	 the	 initiative	 in	 campaigning	 for
better	air-raid	precautions.

Far	from	being	defeated,	the	Luftwaffe	continued	to	bomb	Britain	by	night
long	after	the	day	in	September	1940	when	the	Battle	of	Britain	is	generally	said
to	have	 reached	 its	 turning	point.	The	 famous	and	barbaric	attack	on	Coventry
took	place	on	 the	night	of	14	November	1940,	 two	months	 after	 the	 supposed
‘turning	point’	in	the	air	war.	The	sad	truth	was	that	the	RAF,	effective	by	day,
was	unable	to	mount	serious	operations	by	night	at	that	stage	of	the	war,	whereas
German	scientists	had	already	developed	advanced	techniques	for	finding	targets
in	 the	dark.	The	RAF,	by	contrast,	could	hardly	hit	anything	at	all	on	 its	night
raids	over	Germany,	an	embarrassing	fact	that	would	later	lead	to	extraordinary
consequences.

But	it	was	in	the	minds	of	the	people,	and	in	the	minds	of	their	leaders,	that
the	 outcome	 of	 this	 conflict	was	 decided.	By	mid-September	 1940,	worsening
weather	 made	 even	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 cross-Channel	 invasion	 untenable.	 By	 the
spring	of	1941,	British	troops	would	be	rearmed,	reinforced	and	re-equipped	so
that	they	could	have	an	even	greater	chance	of	repelling	any	such	attack,	if	the
idea	 were	 revived.	 Hitler’s	 forces	 were	 not	 equipped,	 designed	 or	 trained	 for
long	wars,	but	for	swift	overpowering	assaults,	which	destroyed	the	enemy’s	will



to	fight.	The	opportunity	to	do	this	to	Britain	had	passed.
The	 German	 tyrant,	 beyond	 doubt,	 had	 been	 seeking	 a	 negotiated	 peace

with	 Britain	 since	 the	 Fall	 of	 France,	 mainly	 through	 indirect	 contacts	 in
Switzerland	 and	 Sweden,	 though	 there	 was	 probably	 one	 direct	 attempt	 at
contact	in	Washington	DC.	We	have	little	to	go	on	apart	from	press	speculation
in	neutral	countries	at	the	time,	as	the	papers	involved	remain	elusive	or	sealed.
What	 Hitler	 hoped	 to	 achieve,	 by	 violence	 and	 bluster,	 was	 some	 sort	 of
neutralisation	of	Britain.	His	underlying	and	highly	realistic	aim	was	 to	ensure
that	the	USA	would	not	be	able	to	use	the	British	Isles	as	a	base.	Churchill	had
already	decided	that	his	chief	aim	was	to	involve	the	USA,	and	he	would	endure
almost	anything	while	he	waited	for	American	help.

The	 idea	of	 an	 invasion,	 never	 a	 reality,	 suited	both	men	at	 the	 time.	For
Hitler	it	was	a	way	of	persuading	a	battered,	unhappy	British	populace	to	press
their	 leaders	 to	give	 in.	For	Churchill,	more	successfully,	 it	was	a	way	to	raise
morale,	production	and	military	effectiveness	by	creating	a	constant	atmosphere
of	tension	and	danger.	To	this	day	those	who	lived	through	that	period	will	say
that	 they	 feared	 such	 an	 invasion,	 and	 they	 are	 telling	 the	 truth.	 They	 trusted
their	government	and	believed	 its	warnings.	They	had	seen	Norway,	Denmark,
Belgium,	Holland	and	France	fall	to	lightning	attacks.	They	faced	real	personal
danger	from	the	air,	and	had	no	way	of	knowing	that,	by	itself,	air	war	could	not
destroy	the	national	will	to	fight.

But	those	of	us	who	come	after,	as	the	facts	emerge,	have	no	such	excuse
for	continuing	to	believe	a	propaganda	fiction.	The	only	danger	to	Britain	in	the
summer	 and	 early	 autumn	 of	 1940	was	 that	 its	 morale	might	 have	 collapsed.
Perhaps,	if	Buckingham	Palace	had	not	been	bombed,	if	the	ragged	children	had
been	flung	out	of	the	Savoy	Hotel	and	the	London	Tubes	had	been	barred	against
poor	 Londoners	 seeking	 shelter,	 this	 disaster	might	 have	 happened.	But	 it	 did
not,	and	there	is	no	real	evidence	that	it	came	near	to	doing	so.	The	other	danger,
perhaps,	was	from	some	in	 the	political	establishment.	These	men,	 reluctant	 to
relinquish	our	role	as	a	Great	Power,	had	sought	what	they	thought	was	an	easy



way	of	‘stopping	Hitler’.	They	must	have	been	dismayed	to	find	German	troops
at	 Boulogne	 nine	months	 after	 they	 so	 rashly	 declared	war.	 They	 had	made	 a
terrible	 mess	 of	 things.	 Could	 they	 have	 been	 tempted	 by	 an	 ignoble	 peace?
Perhaps.	But	it	is	to	Winston	Churchill’s	eternal	credit	that	he	was	not	tempted,
understanding	very	well	what	would	happen	to	any	nation	which	descended	that
particular	staircase.

For	any	who	grew	up	in	the	time	after	the	war,	the	invasion	has	become	a
constant,	comforting	fantasy.	We	wallow	in	its	fictional	awfulness,	much	as	we
enjoy	ghost	stories	and	horror	films	–	because	they	are	not	true	and	they	make
the	safe,	dull	reality	of	real	life	more	pleasant.	We	dwell	on	it	 in	novels	and	in
films,	torturing	ourselves	with	nightmares	of	what	might	have	been	and	how	we
might	have	behaved.	And	so	we	have	come	to	believe,	quite	wrongly,	that	it	was
a	 real	menace,	 and	 one	 that	 lasted	 till	 1944.	 This	 belief	 has	 become,	 alas,	 an
excuse	 for	 actions	 that	 this	 country	 later	 took.	 These	 actions,	 especially	 the
bombing	of	German	civilians	from	1942	to	1945,	are	often	justified	by	the	plea
that	our	very	existence	was	in	peril,	when	in	fact	it	was	not.	Hitler’s	real	aim,	as
Rab	Butler	 truly	said,	was	the	East.	We	had	always	really	known	it,	as	we	had
shown	in	our	doomed,	disorganised	and	belated	attempts	to	reach	an	agreement
with	 the	 USSR	 in	 August	 1939.	 But	 we	 had	 never	 been	 prepared	 to	 make	 a
purely	voluntary	alliance	with	Stalin,	which	would	have	required	appeasing	him
with	territorial	concessions,	as	we	had	appeased	Hitler	in	1938	(and	as	we	would
in	 the	end	appease	Stalin,	 far	more	extensively,	at	Yalta	 in	1945).	Yet	our	 fate
was	to	be	decided	in	the	USSR,	and	in	the	merciless	and	half-forgotten	naval	war
in	the	Atlantic,	not	by	a	rash	and	risky	invasion	across	the	Channel.	Had	Stalin
been	 defeated,	 we	would	 once	 again	 have	 been	 the	 object	 of	 peace	 proposals
from	Berlin,	though	far	less	generous	than	what	was	(presumably)	on	offer	in	the
summer	 of	 1940.	But	 this	would	 have	 been,	 for	Hitler,	 a	mere	 tidying-up.	He
simply	was	not	that	interested	in	us,	except	as	an	ally	of	his	main	enemies,	and
did	not	care	to	risk	a	seaborne	invasion	for	a	prize	he	did	not	especially	desire.
Perhaps	it	is	our	smallness	in	the	great	scheme	of	things	after	1940	that	we	find



hardest	to	bear.



C H A P T E R 	 S E V E N

In	Peril	on	the	Sea

‘And	so	we	came	back	across	the	ocean	waves,	uplifted	in	spirit,	fortified	in	resolve.’

(Winston	Churchill,	1942,	a	year	after	his	Placentia	Bay	meeting
with	Franklin	Roosevelt)

‘It	 is	 upon	 the	 Navy,	 under	 the	 good	 providence	 of	 God,	 that	 the	 Wealth,
Prosperity	and	Peace	of	 these	 Islands	do	mainly	depend,’	or	 so	 the	Articles	of
War	have	said	since	the	reign	of	King	Charles	II.	And	the	Royal	Navy	was	for
several	 centuries	 the	 very	 essence	 of	 British	 power	 and	 supremacy.	 So	 two
episodes,	 one	 before	 the	 period	 covered	 by	 this	 book,	 and	 one	 afterwards,	 are
useful	indicators	of	the	extent	of	that	power,	and	of	the	role	of	the	United	States
in	bringing	it	to	an	end.

One	of	the	great	paradoxes	of	modern	history	is	that	Britain’s	relations	with
Imperial	Germany	were	badly	damaged	before	1914	by	what	was	thought	to	be	a
German	threat	 to	British	naval	supremacy.	Yet	 the	war	against	Germany	which
followed	ended	with	Britain	ceding	that	naval	supremacy	to	the	United	States,	its
ally.	 In	 truth,	 the	USA	had	all	along	been	 its	 real	 rival	 for	mastery	of	 the	seas.
While	 the	 once-feared	 German	 High	 Seas	 Fleet	 was	 first	 interned	 and	 then
scuttled	in	Scapa	Flow,	President	Woodrow	Wilson	was	demanding	‘the	freedom
of	 the	 seas’,	 by	 which	 he	 meant	 American	 freedom	 from	 British	 naval
interference.

As	 Adam	 Tooze	 recounts	 in	 his	 extraordinary	 book	 The	 Deluge	 (2014),



Wilson	believed	that

if	 Britain	 would	 not	 come	 to	 terms	 [on	 naval	 limitation],	 America
would	 ‘build	 the	 biggest	 Navy	 in	 the	 world,	 matching	 theirs	 and
exceeding	 it	 …	 and	 if	 they	 would	 not	 limit	 it,	 there	 would	 come
another	and	more	terrible	and	more	bloody	war	and	England	would	be
wiped	off	the	face	of	the	map.’1

Wilson’s	 administration	 felt	 strongly	 that	 any	 remaining	 ties	 of	 sentiment
between	the	two	countries	should	be	cast	aside.	The	president’s	general	coolness
towards	Britain	was	demonstrated	in	these	words	he	spoke	in	1919	on	a	visit	to
London,	 words	 which	 have	 been	 entirely	 forgotten	 since	 the	 invention	 of	 the
‘special	relationship’	after	1940:

You	must	not	speak	of	us	who	come	over	here	as	cousins,	still	less	as
brothers;	 we	 are	 neither.	 Neither	 must	 you	 think	 of	 us	 as	 Anglo-
Saxons,	for	that	term	can	no	longer	be	rightly	applied	to	the	people	of
the	US.	Nor	must	too	much	importance	in	this	connection	be	attached
to	the	fact	that	English	is	our	common	language	…	No,	there	are	only
two	 things	 which	 can	 be	 established	 to	 maintain	 closer	 relations
between	 your	 country	 and	 mine:	 they	 are	 community	 of	 ideals	 and
interests.2

By	 this	 he	 meant	 a	 British	 acceptance	 that	 its	 old	 imperial	 dominance	 of	 the
globe	was	at	an	end,	and	that	it	must	now	acknowledge	the	USA	as	an	equal,	at
least.

The	 resulting	 discussions	 in	 Paris	 went	 badly.	 The	 USA	 was	 not
sympathetic	 to	 the	 ‘exceptional	 naval	 needs	 of	 a	world-wide	 empire’.	And	 so,
‘by	the	end	of	March	1919	relations	between	the	naval	officers	of	the	two	sides
had	degenerated	to	such	an	extent	that	the	admirals	threatened	war	and	had	to	be
restrained	from	assaulting	each	other.’3



Wilson,	Tooze	notes,	had	been	arguing	for	a	huge	United	States	Navy	since
1916,	to	‘force	the	British	to	accept	the	terms	of	the	new	order’.4	The	idea	was
not	entirely	new.	His	forerunner,	Theodore	Roosevelt,	had	dispatched	his	‘Great
White	 Fleet’	 around	 the	 world	 between	 1907	 and	 1909.	 The	 Fleet	 Steps	 in
Sydney	 Harbour	 are	 rather	 surprisingly	 named	 after	 the	 1908	 visit	 by	 this
astonishing	 parade	 of	 power	 and	 grandeur,	 which	 trespassed	 into	 many	 seas
where	Britain	had	until	then	been	supreme.	One	of	its	purposes	had	been	to	deter
Japan,	whose	new	 (largely	British-built	 and	British-trained)	navy	had	 turned	 it
into	 a	 Pacific	 power	 challenging	 the	 USA’s	 ambitions	 in	 China.	 Britain	 had
coped	 with	 this	 development	 by	 making	 a	 naval	 alliance	 with	 Japan,	 which
allowed	the	Royal	Navy	to	neglect	the	Pacific	during	World	War	I,	a	huge	saving
in	men,	 ships	 and	money.	 The	 United	 States	 disliked	 this	 alliance,	 because	 it
strengthened	 Japan	 and	 got	 in	 the	way	of	 its	Chinese	 policy.	And	 so	America
sought	 to	 end	 it.	 In	 spring	 1921,	 a	 few	months	 before	 the	Washington	 Naval
Conference	 that	 would	 end	 British	 naval	 supremacy	 (and	 the	 Anglo-Japanese
Alliance),	 the	 British	 ambassador	 to	 Washington,	 Auckland	 Geddes,	 had	 an
interview	 with	 the	 new	 Secretary	 of	 State,	 Charles	 Evans	 Hughes.5	 Geddes
raised	 objections	 to	 American	 demands	 for	 the	 cancellation	 of	 the	 Anglo-
Japanese	 Alliance.	 Secretary	 Hughes	 all	 but	 detonated	 himself.	 He	 raged	 and
shouted	at	Geddes,	 saying	 that	America	had	 saved	Britain	 from	defeat,	 and	 so
had	better	be	grateful	from	now	on.

In	The	Deluge,	 Tooze	 reports	 that	 in	 a	 voice	 rising	 to	 a	 scream,	 Hughes
railed:

You	 would	 not	 be	 here	 to	 speak	 for	 Britain	 –	 you	 would	 not	 be
speaking	anywhere,	England	would	not	be	able	to	speak	at	all!	It	is	the
Kaiser	who	would	be	heard	(he	shouted)	if	America,	seeking	nothing
for	herself,	but	to	save	England	had	not	plunged	into	the	war	and	(his
voice	here	rising	to	a	scream)	won	it!	And	you	speak	of	obligations	to
Japan!6



Tooze	 notes,	 for	 the	 avoidance	 of	 doubt,	 that	 Hughes	 was	 a	 ‘sophisticated
progressive	Republican’.7

Not	long	afterwards,	the	USA	hosted	and	forced	the	pace	at	the	Washington
Naval	 Conference,	 which,	 as	 Tooze	 points	 out,	 led	 to	 the	 quiet	 but	 definite
snuffing	out	of	centuries	of	British	naval	supremacy.8	 It	also	brought	about	 the
end	 of	 the	 Anglo-Japanese	 Treaty,	 so	 leaving	 Britain	 fatally	 exposed	 in	 the
Pacific.	 The	 mismatch	 between	 American	 and	 British	 interests	 in	 this	 region
would	in	the	end	be	one	of	the	factors	which	led	to	war	in	the	Far	East	in	1941.	It
is	fair	to	say	that	the	USA	was	not	especially	interested	in	protecting	London’s
imperial	interests	in	that	part	of	the	world,	in	1920	or	in	1941.	Meanwhile	Japan
greatly	resented	what	it	saw	as	a	shabby	betrayal	of	an	old	friendship	by	Britain.
Tokyo	moved	 swiftly	 from	 being	 an	 ally	 of	 London	 to	 being	 a	 potential	 (and
fearsome)	enemy,	as	we	would	shortly	find	out.

The	British	Admiralty	admitted	after	this	humiliation,

It	 must	 be	 clearly	 understood	 that	 Great	 Britain	 will	 no	 longer	 be
supreme	 at	 sea	…	 we	 shall	 be	 supreme	 in	 European	 waters	 but	 as
regards	 the	 seas	 as	 a	 whole	 the	 supremacy	 will	 be	 shared	 with	 the
United	States.9

This	was	not	as	bad	as	what	Woodrow	Wilson	had	threatened,	and	had	probably
been	inevitable	since	Britain	had	become	a	pensioner	and	debtor	of	the	USA	in
1916,	thanks	to	war	spending.	The	only	other	choice	would	have	been	to	refuse
any	limits	on	sea	power	and	so	provoke	the	USA	into	a	warship-building	frenzy
unseen	 in	 history.	Had	 this	 happened,	 it	 would	 have	made	 the	Anglo-German
naval	 race	 look	 like	 a	 minor	 event.	 The	 USA	 would	 certainly	 have	 been	 the
winner.

Winston	Churchill	himself	is	the	human	symbol	of	the	post-1940	supposed
friendship	 between	Britain	 and	 the	USA.	 But	 he	 never	 truly	 had	 the	 illusions
about	 a	 ‘special	 relationship’	 with	 the	 USA	 which	 he	 later	 had	 to	 promote



because	of	national	necessity.	He	recognised	the	USA	as	a	naval	and	world	rival,
and	foresaw	that	Washington	would	seek	to	interfere	in	British	imperial	policy	if
it	had	the	chance	and	felt	strong	enough,	and	had	warned	Cabinet	colleagues	in
1927	(during	a	dispute	over	how	many	cruisers	the	US	and	Royal	Navies	would
be	permitted	to	have),

We	do	not	wish	to	put	ourselves	in	the	power	of	the	United	States.	We
cannot	 tell	what	 they	might	do	 if	 at	 some	 future	date	 they	were	 in	 a
position	to	give	us	orders	about	our	policy,	say,	in	India,	or	Egypt,	or
Canada,	or	on	any	other	great	matter	behind	which	their	electioneering
forces	were	marshalled.10

Churchill’s	 assumed	 ‘shoulder	 to	 shoulder’	 view	 of	 the	 USA	 was	 not
wholehearted	during	the	1940	crisis.	His	close	aide	Jock	Colville	recorded	him
growling,	on	19	May,	‘Here’s	a	telegram	for	those	bloody	Yankees!’11

Let	us	now	slip	forward	a	few	decades,	to	what	was	perhaps	the	last	true	political
confrontation	between	the	USA	and	Britain,	in	which	Britain	still	thought	itself
capable	 of	 independent	 action.	 This	was	 the	Anglo-French	 attack	 on	 Egypt	 at
Suez	 in	 1956.	At	 the	 time,	 the	US	Navy’s	Chief	 of	Naval	Operations	was	 the
great	fighting	admiral	Arleigh	Burke,	Swedish	by	ancestry	and	generally	a	friend
to	Britain.	But	the	interests	of	 the	USA	and	Britain	greatly	diverged.	The	USA
did	not	sympathise	with	the	attack	on	Egypt,	or	with	the	plan	to	seize	back	the
Suez	 Canal.	 There	 exists,	 in	 the	 Seeley	 G.	 Mudd	 Manuscript	 Library	 at
Princeton	 University,	 a	 recording	 of	 Admiral	 Burke	 reminiscing	 in	 retirement
about	a	conversation	he	had	with	the	then	Secretary	of	State,	John	Foster	Dulles,
about	how	US	power	might	halt	 the	British	action.	I	have	listened	to	it.	Dulles
has	 just	wondered	 out	 loud	 if	 there	 is	 any	way	 to	 stop	 the	British	 and	French
navies	from	launching	their	attack.

Admiral	Burke	describes	his	reply:



And	I	said,	‘Mr	Secretary,	there	is	only	one	way	to	stop	them.	We	can
stop	them,	but	we	will	blast	hell	out	of	them.’	He	[Dulles]	said,	‘Well,
can’t	 you	 stop	 them	 some	other	way?’	 I	 said,	 ‘No,	 if	we’re	going	 to
threaten,	if	we’re	going	to	turn	on	them,	then	you’ve	got	to	be	ready	to
shoot.	I	can’t	give	these	people	orders	to	do	something.	They	can’t	do
it	in	the	first	place	–	no	matter	who	gives	them	orders	–	to	demand	and
then	get	laughed	at.	The	only	way	you	can	stop	them	is	to	shoot.	And
we	can	do	that.	We	can	defeat	them	–	the	British	and	the	French	and
the	Egyptians	and	the	Israelis	–	the	whole	goddam	works	of	them	we
can	knock	off,	if	you	want.	But	that’s	the	only	way	to	do	it.’

Burke	 then	 sent	 orders	 to	 the	 admiral	 in	 charge	 of	 the	 US	 Sixth	 Fleet,	 Cat
Brown:

I	gave	him	orders	to	go	to	sea,	to	be	prepared	for	anything,	to	have	his
bombs	up,	to	be	checked	out,	so	that	we	would	be	ready	to	fight	either
another	naval	force	or	against	land	targets,	and	to	make	sure	of	all	his
targeting	 data	 –	 a	 little	 cautionary	 dispatch	 –	 but	 it	 ended	 up	 to	 be
prepared	for	any	war	eventuality.

Cat	Brown	sent	back,	‘Who’s	the	enemy?’
And	I	sent	back,	‘Don’t	take	any	guff	from	anybody.’

History	 records	 (though	 few	 know)	 that	 America’s	 Sixth	 Fleet	 duly	 stalked
British	 ships,	 fouling	 their	 sonar	 and	 radar	 and	 shining	 their	 searchlights	 at
French	and	British	vessels	by	night.

Admiral	 Sir	 Robin	 Durnford-Slater,	 second-in-command	 of	 Britain’s
Mediterranean	Fleet,	complained	to	his	superiors:

We	 have	 already	 twice	 intercepted	 US	 aircraft	 and	 there	 is	 constant
danger	 of	 an	 incident.	 Have	 been	 continually	 menaced	 during	 past
eight	 hours	 by	US	 aircraft	 approaching	 low	 down	 as	 close	 as	 4,000



yards	and	on	two	occasions	flying	over	ships.12

General	 Sir	 Charles	 Keightley,	 commander	 of	Middle	 East	 land	 forces,	 wrote
afterwards:	‘It	was	the	action	of	the	US	which	really	defeated	us	in	attaining	our
object.’	He	complained	 that	 the	movements	of	 the	US	Sixth	Fleet	 ‘endangered
the	whole	of	our	relations	with	that	country’.13

These	 two	episodes,	greatly	distant	 in	 time,	are	a	 faint	grey	phantom	of	a
war	 between	 the	 two	 great	 maritime	 powers	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 which
never	actually	took	place	but	might	have	done	had	other	conflicts	not	intervened.
Instead,	 it	 was	 fought	 with	 treaties,	 conferences,	 speeches,	 loans	 and	 secret
pressure.

But	 the	 future	 and	 the	past	 are	worth	bearing	 in	mind	as	we	consider	 the
voyage	of	the	handsome	heavy	cruiser	USS	Augusta,	making	her	secret	way	to
Newfoundland,	with	President	Roosevelt	 aboard,	 in	August	of	 the	bloody	year
1941.	The	British	premier,	who	Roosevelt	was	 travelling	 to	meet,	was	not	 in	a
strong	position.	The	meeting	to	which	he	was	heading,	as	Roosevelt	knew,	had
been	postponed	 thanks	 to	 the	 latest	British	disasters	 in	Greece	and	Crete,	both
caused	 by	Churchill’s	 insistence	 on	 stretching	 limited	 forces	 to	 embark	 on	 ill-
planned	adventures.

The	 Augusta	 was	 an	 interesting	 ship.	 She	 was	 equipped	 with	 the	 only
bathtub	in	the	US	Navy	(Roosevelt	could	not	easily	take	a	shower)	and	was	also
permitted	 to	 serve	 alcohol	 to	 the	 chief	 executive	 and	 his	 guests,	 ignoring	 the
general	rule	that	all	US	Navy	ships	are	dry.	She	was	favoured	by	Roosevelt	as	a
sort	of	presidential	yacht	and	was	sister	 ship	 to	 the	USS	Louisville,	which	 had
notoriously	 been	 sent	 to	 collect	 British	 gold	 from	 South	 Africa	 in	 the	 cruel
months	when	Britain	was	being	stripped	of	all	 its	assets	as	 the	price	 for	Lend-
Lease.	Britain	was	still	being	taught	lessons	by	the	USA	about	its	new	place	in
the	world,	and	its	proper	attitude	towards	America.	This	meeting	was	one	such
lesson	for	those	who	could	read	the	signs.	On	arrival	at	Placentia	Bay,	President
Roosevelt	 pointedly	 inspected	 the	 USA’s	 latest	 acquisition	 of	 land	 from	 its



former	colonial	master,	and	prepared	for	the	arrival	of	Winston	Churchill	aboard
the	new	but	war-battered	(and	doomed)	battleship,	HMS	Prince	of	Wales.

Roosevelt	 reached	 the	 scene	 on	 Thursday,	 7	 August,	 after	 a	 reasonably
secret	 journey	up	from	Washington	DC,	while	 the	American	press	were	fooled
into	thinking	the	president	was	on	a	fishing	expedition.	The	deception,	intended
to	prevent	 the	Germans	 intercepting	Churchill	on	his	way	west,	would	not	 last
long.

Two	days	 later	Winston	Churchill	 arrived	 after	 a	 far	 longer	 and	 far	more
secret	 voyage.	 The	 two	men	met	 for	many	 hours,	mostly	 aboard	 the	Augusta,
until,	on	the	following	Tuesday,	as	bands	played	‘Auld	Lang	Syne’,	HMS	Prince
of	Wales	steamed	homewards.

There	 is	 some	 poignant	 film	 footage	 of	 Divine	 Service	 on	 the	 British
battleship’s	quarterdeck	on	 the	morning	of	Sunday	10	August	 1941,	 and	 a	 few
snatches	of	sound	recording	as	well.	These	scraps	of	the	dead	past	are	filled	with
melancholy	for	many	reasons.	But	before	we	turn	to	them,	let	us	examine	why
Winston	Churchill	was	so	very	late	for	his	Atlantic	meeting	at	Placentia	Bay,	and
why	 its	 later	 reputation	 as	 the	 foundation	 of	 a	 great	 alliance	 is	 not	 really
justified.

He	was	late	because	everything	he	touched	during	1941	had	gone	wrong,	or
was	about	to	go	wrong.	He	had,	by	mistakes	and	misunderstandings,	also	created
the	 conditions	 for	 Britain’s	 single	worst	military	 defeat,	 in	 Singapore	 in	 early
1942.	In	this	curious	moment,	between	Hitler’s	invasion	of	Russia	and	the	attack
on	Pearl	Harbor,	the	war	was	infinitely	more	perilous	for	Britain	than	at	any	time
since	 the	 summer	 of	 1940.	 A	 Soviet	 defeat	 was	 perfectly	 possible,	 and	 that
would	 mean	 that	 Britain	 would	 be	 forced	 to	 make	 a	 shameful	 peace	 on	 bad
terms.	 The	 London	Blitz,	which	 had	 continued	 for	 a	 painful	 year,	was	 almost
over,	as	Germany’s	forces	were	diverted	to	the	East.	But	this	might	only	be	a	lull
before	 a	much	worse	 tempest	 of	 fire	 and	 destruction.	What	might	Hitler	 do	 if
Stalin	was	beaten?	How	could	Churchill	persuade	the	USA	into	the	war?	What
could	Britain	do	to	affect	the	outcome	if	this	did	not	happen?	Nothing.



As	things	stood,	Britain	was	a	marginal	combatant	in	the	European	conflict,
preoccupied	with	North	Africa	and	the	Middle	East,	and	rightly	worried	(though
doing	little)	about	the	Far	East.	A.	J.	P.	Taylor,	in	The	Second	World	War	and	Its
Aftermath	 (1998),	 explains	 harshly	 why	 Britain,	 defeated	 at	 Dunkirk	 but
relatively	safe	in	its	islands,	had	become	entangled	in	a	Mediterranean	war.	It	is
one	of	the	many	curious	aspects	of	that	war	that	the	high	drama	of	Dunkirk	and
the	 Battle	 of	 Britain	 were	 followed	 by	 a	 complete	 shift	 of	 scene,	 to	 Libya,
Greece	and	Crete,	and	later	to	the	Far	East.	Suddenly	we	seemed	to	have	stopped
fighting	the	enemy	on	land	anywhere	near	home.

As	a	child,	I	studied	many	patriotic	accounts	of	the	war,	my	favourite	being
a	 cartoon	 strip	 produced	 by	 the	 boys’	 weekly	 The	 Eagle,	 called	 The	 Happy
Warrior,	published	in	book	form	in	1958.14	This	cast	Winston	Churchill	as	a	sort
of	 superhero	who	was	 somehow	always	 right	 amid	 an	unending	 succession	of
disasters	which	mysteriously	ended	in	a	final	triumph	–	after	which	he	was	even
more	 mysteriously	 dismissed	 from	 office.	 It	 would	 be	 many	 years	 before	 I
understood	 how	wrong	 this	 treasured	 picture	was,	 and	 I	 still	 find	 it	 painful	 to
acknowledge.	So	do	millions	of	others.

I	also	watched	the	many	films	about	the	war	that	punctuated	my	childhood.
And	 my	 schoolboy	 mind	 simply	 passed	 over	 the	 strange	 shrivelling	 of	 the
‘Finest	 Hour’	 into	 a	 series	 of	 smallish	 foreign	 entanglements	 under	 fierce
African	 or	 Asian	 skies	 or	 amid	 the	 Isles	 of	 Greece.	 I	 had	 little	 idea	 of	 the
profound	weakness	exposed	by	the	sinking	of	HMS	Hood,	no	idea	at	all	of	the
accumulated	folly	which	led	to	our	surrender	in	Singapore	in	1942	and	less	than
none	about	how	very	close	the	Battle	of	the	Atlantic	was	–	though	I	knew	of	that
conflict	through	that	fine	film,	The	Cruel	Sea.	I	simply	accepted	that	great	men
knew	what	they	were	doing.	It	never	crossed	my	mind	to	wonder	why	our	most
famous	battle	against	the	German	Army,	at	El	Alamein,	took	place	in	an	African
desert.	I	was	persuaded	that	this	must	have	been	inevitable	and	necessary.

A.	 J.	 P.	 Taylor	 was	 not	 so	 sure.	 His	 description	 of	 what	 followed	 has	 a
strong	tinge	of	mockery:



The	British	had	always	stationed	a	fleet	in	the	Mediterranean	from	the
time	of	Nelson	on.	Now	they	maintained	an	army	also	in	Egypt	for	the
protection	of	the	Suez	Canal.	With	no	prospect	of	intervention	on	the
Continent,	there	seemed	no	other	place	for	their	forces	to	go	to.	When
France	 fell	 out	 of	 the	war	 there	were	 short-lived	 doubts	whether	 the
British	could	hold	the	Mediterranean	and	Egypt	by	themselves.	On	16
June	 1940	 Sir	 Dudley	 Pound,	 the	 First	 Sea	 Lord,	 suggested	 to	 Sir
Andrew	 Cunningham,	 the	 naval	 commander-in-chief	 in	 the
Mediterranean,	that	he	should	block	the	Suez	Canal	and	withdraw	the
bulk	 of	 his	 fleet	 to	 Gibraltar	 and	 the	 rest	 to	 Aden.	 Cunningham
disliked	this	as	a	further	blow	to	British	prestige.	Pound	did	not	insist,
and	the	question	of	remaining	in	the	eastern	Mediterranean	was	never
formally	discussed	by	either	the	chiefs-of-staff	or	the	war	cabinet.15

This	is	an	astonishing	detail,	which	undermines	almost	every	justification	for	the
Mediterranean	war.	But	 few	are	even	aware	of	 it.	Almost	all	accounts	of	 these
years	assume	that	the	Suez	Canal	was	essential	to	our	survival,	and	that	the	war
in	North	Africa	which	chased	backwards	and	forwards	for	many	months	was	a
decisive	theatre.	The	same	assumption	lies	beneath	the	view	that	our	possession
of	 Gibraltar	 was	 decisive,	 and	 the	 belief	 that	Malta	 GC,	my	 island	 birthplace
collectively	decorated	for	 its	bravery,	was	a	great	 fortress	of	 the	empire	whose
undoubtedly	heroic	defence	was	decisive.	In	fact,	this	was	not	the	case.	The	Suez
Canal	could	have	been	–	and	nearly	was	–	blocked	and	abandoned	for	most	of
the	rest	of	the	war.	It	would	have	made	little	difference	to	the	outcome	of	events
had	it	been	blocked.	Our	ships	were	almost	all	going	round	by	the	Cape	of	Good
Hope	anyway.	The	decisive	theatre	was,	and	always	would	be,	the	Eastern	Front,
at	which	we	were	not	present,	and	where,	until	June	1941,	there	was	no	fighting.
The	decisive	sea	battle	was	in	the	Atlantic,	where	German	U-boats	came	close	to
destroying	the	transatlantic	supply	line.



But	Churchill,	even	so,	decided	to	pour	essential	and	scarce	resources	into
North	Africa.	Taylor	explains,	‘The	three	British	commanders	in	Egypt	reported
that	they	could	hold	it	only	if	they	were	reinforced.’16

But	 the	 real	 danger	was	 elsewhere.	This	was	 in	Singapore,	which,	 unlike
Egypt,	was	genuinely	threatened	by	an	immediate	enemy.	It	was	also	genuinely
vital	 to	 our	 future	 as	 an	 imperial	 power	 in	Asia.	Our	 defeat	 there,	 as	we	 now
know	 and	 could	 have	 foreseen,	 caused	 a	 permanent	 collapse	 in	 British	 power
and	 reputation	 in	 the	 East	 from	which	we	 could	 not	 afterwards	 recover.	 Even
though,	with	great	bravery	and	bloodshed,	Britain	later	retook	its	 lost	Burmese
and	other	Eastern	territories,	the	action	was	futile.	Within	a	few	years	they	were
independent.	And	so	was	 India	 independent,	and	soon	after	 that	 the	 rest	of	 the
empire.	 After	 the	 war,	 we	 had	 neither	 the	 standing,	 nor	 the	 money,	 nor	 the
freedom	of	action,	to	retain	these	possessions.

The	 Japanese	made	much,	 in	 their	 propaganda,	 of	 disarmed	 and	humbled
British	officers	and	soldiers	bowing	to	them	and	submitting	to	them.	There	is	a
once-famous	 Japanese	 official	 painting	 of	 the	 Singapore	 surrender	 talks,	 by
Saburo	Miyamoto,	painted	in	1942.	It	shows	British	officers,	headed	by	General
Arthur	 Percival,	 scrawny,	 pale	 and	 beaten,	 sitting	 opposite	 an	 impatient	 and
imperious	 General	 Tomoyuki	 Yamashita,	 who	 appears	 to	 be	 on	 the	 verge	 of
pounding	 the	 table.	 It	 was	 well	 noted	 in	 every	 Asian	 country	 that	 the	 all-
powerful	white	man	could	be	crushed	and	enslaved	by	superior	power,	and	had
been.

Percival	was	not	to	blame.	He	had	in	fact	done	what	he	could	to	avert	the
catastrophe,	which	 is	more	 than	 can	be	 said	 for	 the	British	 government	 of	 the
prewar	era,	or	for	Winston	Churchill.	Most	military	experts	agree	that,	with	the
forces	 at	 his	 disposal,	 no	 general	 could	 have	 saved	 Singapore	 from	 capture.
Percival’s	 unfortunate	 appearance,	 stooped,	 toothy	 and	 suburban,	 has	 caused
many	people	to	dismiss	this	personally	brave,	modest,	courteous	and	competent
officer	 as	 a	 useless	 failure.	This	 is	 deeply	 unfair.	 Percival	was	 one	 of	 the	 few
people	who	had	tried	to	prevent	this	defeat	from	happening	when	there	was	still



time	 to	 do	 so.	 But	 London	 had	 been	 uninterested	 in	 his	 warnings,	 not	 least
because	 it	 would	 have	 been	 expensive	 to	 heed	 them.	 Singapore	 itself	 was
astonishingly	 complacent,	 partly	 because	 of	 the	 racial	 prejudice	 against	 the
Japanese	 which	 caused	 so	 many	 to	 underestimate	 their	 fighting	 abilities.
Singapore	was	 poorly	 governed,	with	 commerce	 always	 placed	 above	 defence
by	its	colonial	officials.	The	plan	to	turn	it	into	a	mighty	base	for	capital	ships	–
to	make	up	 for	 the	ending	of	 the	Anglo-Japanese	Alliance	–	was	pursued	only
half-heartedly	 through	 the	 1920s	 and	1930s.	After	 the	 cuts	 in	 the	Navy	of	 the
early	1920s,	partly	imposed	by	the	Washington	conference,	the	ships	themselves
did	not	exist	and	 the	base	was	seldom	used.	But	 it	was	widely	believed	 in	and
written	about,	like	a	British	version	of	France’s	Maginot	Line	–	except	that	the
Maginot	Line	was	at	least	a	real	obstacle.

Singapore,	 an	 island	 about	 the	 size	 of	 the	 Isle	 of	Wight,	 could	 not	 have
survived	for	long	on	its	own	once	the	Malayan	peninsula	was	in	Japanese	hands.
If	 Malaya	 could	 not	 be	 held,	 then	 Singapore	 would	 fall.	 So,	 as	 Percival
understood,	 it	 was	 necessary	 to	 ensure	 that	 Malaya	 was	 well	 defended.	 But
Malaya	was	 feebly	 defended	by	 too	 few	 troops,	many	of	 them	poorly	 trained,
with	 inadequate	 armour	 and	 air	 power,	 against	 an	 attack	 which	 had	 been
foreseen	in	detail	by	the	then	colonel	Arthur	Percival	some	years	before.	During
a	 posting	 there	 in	 1937,	 he	 had	 warned	 his	 superiors	 of	 the	 danger	 of	 a	 fast
Japanese	 advance	 through	Malaya.	 In	 a	 carefully	 prepared	 paper,	 he	 had	 even
predicted	 some	 of	 the	 precise	 landing	 sites	 which	 the	 Japanese	 would	 use	 in
1941.	Unlike	 so	many	 in	 the	British	military,	 he	 respected	 Japan	 as	 a	 serious
enemy	with	 good	 intelligence.	But	 poor	Percival	would	 end	 up	 living	 through
the	 debacle	 he	 had	 himself	 tried	 to	 prevent,	 and	 then	weighed	 down	with	 the
responsibility	for	 it.	The	politician	directly	responsible,	Winston	Churchill,	had
meanwhile	 disappeared	 into	 a	 cloud	 of	 glory	where	 he	was	 beyond	 criticism.
This	was	wholly	 unjust,	 and	Churchill	was	well	 aware	 of	 how	 bad	 the	 defeat
would	look,	once	he	recognised	it	was	inevitable.	Plainly	he	hoped	it	would	not
reflect	on	him.	At	one	point,	Churchill	had	ludicrously	suggested	a	blood-soaked



fight	to	the	death	–	by	others,	not	himself	–	to	save	British	honour	in	Singapore.
Churchill’s	 forerunners,	 who	 had	 wasted	 the	 years	 before	 1939,	 were

already	so	loaded	with	blame	for	their	European	policy,	their	‘appeasement’	and
their	supposed	neglect	of	rearmament,	that	their	neglect	of	Asia	was	forgotten.	It
was	Percival	alone	who	stood	in	the	midst	of	the	jaundiced	glare	of	failure,	his
bent	defeated	figure,	bowed	by	undeserved	shame,	pictured	on	the	front	pages	of
a	 thousand	newspapers.	Percival	had	been	hastily	given	command	of	weak	 ill-
prepared	 forces	at	a	 time	of	national	emergency	when	 it	was	hard	 to	argue	 for
more.	He	was	charged	with	the	defence	of	hopelessly	ill-sited	air	bases	and	the
inadequately	 prepared	 fortress	 of	 Singapore	 when	 the	 Japanese	 attack	 he	 had
prophesied	 duly	 took	 place	 in	 1941.	 There	 is	 also	 no	 doubt	 that	 Japan	 had
accurate	 intelligence	 about	 the	 weakness	 of	 Singapore	 and	 the	 details	 of	 its
defences.	This	was	bad	enough.	But	all	opportunities	to	put	the	matter	right	were
neglected	by	the	Churchill	government.

No	 important	 reinforcements	were	 sent	 in	 time	 to	be	of	 any	use.	Percival
was	 predictably	 overwhelmed.	 It	 is	 another	 interesting	 aspect	 of	 the	 common
British	memory	of	war	that	the	great	victory	of	El	Alamein	is	remembered	and
celebrated,	though	it	had	little	material	impact	on	the	war’s	outcome.	Singapore
is	passed	by	with	 the	briefest	of	mentions,	and	poor	Percival	 is	 left	 to	 take	 the
blame	 he	 of	 all	 people	 did	 not	 deserve.	Yet	 this	 defeat,	 the	worst	 suffered	 by
Britain	 in	 modern	 times,	 did	 more	 than	 any	 other	 event	 to	 bring	 about	 our
decline	 into	 the	 second	 rank	 of	 nations.	 No	 doubt	 this	 decline	 would	 have
happened	anyway,	sooner	or	later.	But	the	terrible	speed	of	it,	and	especially	the
shameful	 and	 panic-tinged	 disaster	 of	 Indian	 partition,	was	 the	 direct	 result	 of
defeat	at	Singapore.

Was	it	avoidable	at	 this	 late	stage?	Quite	possibly.	In	 the	weeks	before	he
headed	to	Newfoundland,	Winston	Churchill	was	taking	decisions	which	would
help	to	ensure	defeat	at	Singapore.	In	contrast	with	his	failure	to	help	Singapore,
Winston	 Churchill	 willingly	 committed	 scarce	 land	 and	 sea	 forces	 to	 the
comparatively	 unimportant	 defence	 of	 Britain’s	 position	 in	 Egypt.	 Later



developments,	 including	 devastating	 British	 naval	 and	 military	 defeats	 of	 the
Italians,	would	show	that	Britain’s	fears	of	a	threat	to	Cairo	from	Mussolini	had
been	greatly	overstated.	Alas,	these	Italian	defeats	would	draw	Hitler’s	attention
to	this	theatre	at	last,	and	so	bring	Germany	into	the	area.

The	 importance	 given	 to	 Egypt	 by	 Churchill	 remains	 astonishing.	 For
example,	Taylor	notes:	‘On	16th	August,	at	the	height	of	the	Battle	of	Britain,	a
third	of	the	existing	tank	strength	was	ordered	to	Egypt.’17

This	is	an	incredible	fact,	suggesting	(as	I	discuss	elsewhere)	that	Churchill
never	took	seriously	the	threat	of	a	German	invasion	of	Britain,	though	he	was
very	willing	to	exploit	the	alleged	danger	for	morale-building	purposes.

Taylor	 argues	 that	 this	 decision	 to	 reinforce	 Egypt	 entangled	 Britain
inextricably	 in	 the	Mediterranean	 for	years	 to	come:	 ‘From	 this	moment	Great
Britain	 was	 committed	 to	 war	 in	 the	 Mediterranean	 on	 an	 ever-increasing
scale.’18

He	suggests	that	this	was	an	implicit	breach	of	a	promise	originally	given	to
Australia	and	New	Zealand	that,	in	the	event	of	a	Japanese	attack,	Britain	would
cut	its	losses	in	the	Mediterranean	and	‘sacrifice	every	interest,	except	only	the
defence	and	 feeding	of	 this	 island’.19	All	 the	 signs	were	 that	 a	 Japanese	attack
was	inevitable,	not	least	because	the	two	other	Western	empires	in	the	area,	the
French	 and	 the	Dutch,	 had	 been	 decapitated	 by	Hitler.	 French	 Indo-China	 fell
under	Vichy	control,	and	was	in	no	state	to	fight	the	Japanese	even	if	its	rulers
had	wished	 to.	They	did	not.	 It	was	more	or	 less	completely	open	 to	 Japanese
troops,	planes	and	ships,	who	by	this	means	moved	ever	closer	to	British-ruled
Malaya.	Japan’s	Imperial	Navy,	unresisted	by	the	Vichy	French	authorities,	made
great	 use	 of	 Cam	Ranh	Bay,	 later	 to	 become	 famous	 in	 the	Vietnam	War.	As
Taylor	expresses	 it,	Britain	gambled	 that	 Japan	would	stay	out	of	 the	war.20	 In
fact,	it	was	even	worse	than	that.	Churchill	needlessly	gave	more	priority	to	the
Russian	front	than	he	gave	to	Singapore.

One	 important	 result	 of	 this	 avoidable	 disaster	 was	 the	 postwar	 shift	 of
Australia	and	New	Zealand	away	from	British	influence	and	towards	the	USA.



In	 the	 end,	 the	 supposed	 ‘mother	 country’,	 which	 Australians	 and	 New
Zealanders	in	those	days	still	called	‘home’,	had	let	them	down.	And,	as	in	the
Great	War,	it	had	made	profligate	use	of	their	young	men	in	its	wars.

As	General	Percival	battled	for	more	men,	tanks	and	planes	in	the	summer
of	 1941,	 in	 the	 hope	 of	 reinforcing	 Malaya	 against	 a	 foreseeable	 Japanese
assault,	 he	 was	 simply	 told	 there	 were	 none	 available.	 This	 was	 not	 true.
Churchill	was	instead	convoying	tanks	and	aircraft	to	Stalin.21

On	21	August	1941	Britain	sent	48	Hurricane	fighters	to	the	USSR	aboard
the	 aircraft	 carrier	 HMS	 Argus,	 with	 many	 more	 in	 merchant	 ships.	 Tanks
followed	 in	October.	 In	 total,	 as	 the	danger	 to	Singapore	grew	more	and	more
obvious,	 Britain	 supplied	 676	 fighters	 and	 446	 tanks	 to	 Stalin	 by	 the	 end	 of
1941.22	This	equipment	would	have	completely	changed	the	balance	of	forces	in
Malaya.	The	supplies	were	largely	political,	designed	to	please	Stalin	rather	than
alter	the	actual	military	balance	on	the	Russian	front.	At	this	time	Russia	had	39
armoured	 divisions	 to	Germany’s	 36,	 and	 reasonable	 supplies	 of	 its	 own	 very
good	tanks.

Singapore,	 deprived	 of	 these	 things,	 had	 instead	 to	 make	 do	 with
Churchill’s	old	friend	Duff	Cooper,	dispatched	to	the	Far	East	after	a	failed	stint
at	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Information.	 Cooper	 was	 supposed	 to	 take	 charge	 of	 this
endangered	part	of	the	empire,	not	that	there	was	much	to	take	charge	of.	It	was
a	futile	gesture,	typically	Churchillian.	So	was	the	belated	decision,	taken	when
defeat	was	already	inevitable,	to	divert	some	Russia-bound	aircraft	to	Singapore.
They	arrived	far	too	late	to	prevent	catastrophe.

When	disaster	duly	arrived,	Churchill	ordered	Percival	to	make	a	last	stand
as	if	to	expiate	the	shame	of	his	loss.	It	is	now	most	interesting	to	read	the	almost
hysterical	dispatch	which	Churchill	wrote	 to	 the	 supreme	commander,	General
Archie	Wavell,	on	10	February	1942:

There	must	at	this	stage	be	no	thought	of	saving	the	troops	or	sparing
the	population.	The	battle	must	be	fought	to	the	bitter	end	at	all	costs.



The	 18th	 Division	 has	 a	 chance	 to	 make	 its	 name	 in	 history.
Commanders	 and	 senior	 officers	 should	 die	 with	 their	 troops.	 The
honour	of	the	British	Empire	and	of	the	British	Army	is	at	stake.	I	rely
on	you	to	show	no	mercy	to	weakness	in	any	form.	With	the	Russians
fighting	 as	 they	 are	 and	 the	 Americans	 so	 stubborn	 at	 Luzon,	 the
whole	reputation	of	our	country	and	our	race	is	involved.	It	is	expected
that	every	unit	will	be	brought	into	close	contact	with	the	enemy	and
fight	it	out.23

Eventually	 Percival	 wrung	 permission	 out	 of	 Wavell	 to	 make	 his	 own
operational	 decision	 about	 surrender.	 Churchill’s	 grandiose	 orders	 bore	 no
relation	 to	 reality.	 Even	 the	 bravest	 commanders	 must	 sometimes	 surrender
rather	than	subject	their	men	to	needless	savagery.

Percival	was	 for	many	crucial	years	unable	 to	defend	his	 reputation	as	he
languished	in	various	mosquito-infested	Japanese	prisons.	During	that	time,	the
unsleeping	Churchillian	reputation	machine	was	hard	at	work	ensuring	 that	 the
real	 author	 of	 the	 cataclysm	was	 not	 blamed	 for	 it.	 The	 historian	 Sir	Michael
Howard	 concluded	 magisterially,	 but	 rather	 too	 late,	 that	 Percival’s	 treatment
was	unjust,	writing:

If	there	is	one	pair	of	shoulders	on	which	blame	must	be	laid	it	is	that
of	 Winston	 Churchill	 himself.	 It	 was	 he	 who	 in	 1941,	 against	 the
advice	of	his	Chiefs	of	Staff,	gave	to	 the	Far	East	a	 lower	priority	 in
allocation	of	resources	than	the	Middle	East.24

For	those	who	spent	the	next	three	years	being	starved,	beaten	and	enslaved	by
the	 Japanese,	 the	question	of	who	was	 to	blame	might	have	 seemed	distant.	 It
was	 the	 Japanese	 who	 were	 barbarously	 mistreating	 them.	 But	 the	 only	 good
thing	about	mistakes	is	that	we	can	learn	from	them.	Alas,	we	can	do	so	only	if
we	acknowledge	and	examine	them,	which	Churchill’s	many	uncritical	admirers
have	 never	 much	 wanted	 to	 do	 in	 this	 case.	 To	 treat	 him	 justly,	 as	 a	 fallible



human	being	with	many	admirable	qualities,	 is	 to	damage	 the	 legend	 to	which
we	all	cling.	Even	so,	this	miserable	story	makes	it	plain	that	Winston	Churchill
was	 no	 superman	 and	 could	 make	 severe	 errors;	 and	 that	 vanity	 and	 self-
deception,	those	themes	of	this	war,	came	at	a	very	high	price.

There	was	also	a	price	to	be	paid	for	our	humiliation	by	the	USA	at	the	end
of	the	Great	War.	The	destruction	of	the	old	Anglo-Japanese	Treaty,	ripped	up	20
years	 before	 under	 irresistible	 American	 pressure,	 had	 now	 produced	 its	 sour
long-term	consequences.	Japan	was	a	regional	superpower	with	an	experienced
and	battle-tested	army,	an	effective	air	arm	and	a	potent	navy.	The	Fall	of	France
had	by	then	allowed	Tokyo	to	push	its	experienced	armies	into	undefended	and
compliant	 Vichy-controlled	 French	 Indo-China,	 within	 reach	 of	 Malaya’s
beaches	and	of	Singapore.	And	so	the	whole	of	Malaya,	Hong	Kong,	Burma	and
ultimately	India	were	in	grave	danger.

All	this	lay	in	the	very	near	future	as	Churchill	approached	Newfoundland
for	 his	 first	 encounter	 with	 Roosevelt.	 But	 American	 policy	 was	 one	 of	 the
forces	pushing	us	towards	disaster.

The	USA’s	growing	desire	to	put	severe	pressure	on	Japan	was	perilous	to
Britain,	 which	 was	 bound	 to	 be	 caught	 in	 the	 resulting	 trouble.	 The	 Russo-
German	war	had	also	relieved	Japanese	fears	of	a	renewed	conflict	with	Russia,
the	one	European	power	which	had	given	it	a	bloody	nose	in	modern	times.	This
largely	 forgotten	 but	 decisive	 battle	 took	 place	 at	 Nomonhan	 (also	 called
Khalkhyn	Gol)	in	August	1939.

But	Roosevelt	would	not	discuss	his	Japanese	policy	with	Churchill	before,
during	or	after	 the	Newfoundland	summit.	He	had	no	 interest,	 then	or	 later,	 in
saving	the	British	empire.	He	was	pursuing	the	interests	of	the	USA	in	China	and
the	Pacific.	 If	 these	 endangered	 the	British	 empire,	 then	 there	were	 few	 in	 the
USA	who	would	care	much	about	its	disappearance.

In	 hindsight,	 the	 danger	 was	 obvious.	 At	 the	 time,	 politics	 and	 personal
prejudices	 had	 triumphed	 over	 strategy.	Britain,	 then	 and	 later,	 had	 decided	 to
make	 a	 fetish	 of	 the	 Suez	 Canal.	 No	 doubt	 it	 was	 an	 artery	 of	 the	 empire	 in



peacetime,	 but	 after	 Italy	 entered	 the	 war	 in	 the	 summer	 of	 1940,	 the
Mediterranean	would	be	closed	to	British	shipping	for	the	next	three	years.

A.	J.	P.	Taylor	points	out	acidly:

Far	more	British	shipping	was	consumed	in	sending	supplies	to	Egypt
round	 the	Cape	 [of	Good	Hope]	 and	 in	 reopening	 the	Mediterranean
than	was	gained	by	 reopening	 it,	 and	 the	British	came	near	 to	 losing
the	 Battle	 of	 the	 Atlantic	 largely	 because	 of	 their	 Mediterranean
obsession.25

Yet	Churchill	would	 later	admit	 that	 the	narrowly	balanced	struggle	against	U-
Boats	 in	 the	 Battle	 of	 the	 Atlantic	 was	 the	 one	 part	 of	 the	 war	 which	 had
genuinely	caused	him	to	lose	sleep	with	worry.

Taylor	also	points	out	 that	Egypt	did	not	guard	Persian	and	 Iraqi	oilfields
(as	 is	 often	 claimed).	 This	 was	 because	 Hitler	 was	 never	 interested	 in
approaching	them	from	that	direction.	He	might	eventually	have	threatened	them
from	 the	 north,	 via	 the	USSR,	 but	 had	he	 done	 so,	 a	 garrison	 in	Egypt	would
have	been	of	little	use	against	him.

Echoing	 a	 bitter	 old	 soldiers’	 wartime	 song,	 ‘We’re	 Here	 Because	We’re
Here	 Because	 We’re	 Here’,	 Taylor	 concludes,	 ‘The	 British	 were	 in	 the
Mediterranean	 because	 they	 were	 there.	 They	 fought	 there	 because	 there	 was
nowhere	 else	 for	 them	 to	 fight.’26	 There	 was,	 of	 course,	 somewhere	 else,	 in
Malaya.	But	nobody	had	thought	to	send	them	there	in	time.

Apparent	victory	 in	North	Africa,	Taylor	 argues,	was	worse	 than	 illusory.
General	 Archie	 Wavell’s	 defeat	 of	 the	 Italians	 in	 Cyrenaica	 in	 1941	 was
overwhelming,	but

this	moment	 of	 victory	was	 also	 the	moment	 at	which	Great	Britain
ceased	to	be	an	independent	power	capable	of	waging	a	great	war	from
its	own	resources.	By	the	beginning	of	1941	British	financial	resources
were	almost	exhausted.	Left	to	themselves	the	British	would	have	had



to	 concentrate	 on	 their	 export	 trade	 and	 would	 have	 remained	 only
nominally	 in	 the	 war.	 This	 did	 not	 suit	 President	 Roosevelt,	 who
wished	Great	Britain	to	act	as	America’s	sword	until	such	time	as	she
herself	entered	the	war.27

Britain’s	next	intervention	–	in	Greece	–	was	also	begun	for	reasons	of	prestige,
not	military	ones.	 It	was	supposed	 to	hearten	 the	 remaining	 free	nations	of	 the
world.	But	instead	it	turned	into	a	miniature	Dunkirk,	with	headlong	evacuations
from	both	Greece	and	Crete,	costing	valuable	warships	that	could	not	be	spared.
It	failed	both	militarily	and	in	its	aim	of	putting	heart	into	the	free	nations.

Taylor	makes	 another	 important	 criticism	 of	 Churchill’s	 priorities.	 It	 was
German	air	power,	and	Britain’s	 lack	of	 it,	 that	destroyed	 the	British	 forces	 in
Crete.	He	says,	 ‘Three	squadrons	of	 fighters	would	have	saved	Crete	but	none
were	 available	 because	 of	 the	 obsession	 with	 strategic	 bombers.’28	 This
obsession	would	have	many	other	sad	and	dispiriting	results,	as	we	shall	see.

It	was	with	this	series	of	setbacks	and	false	dawns	behind	him,	and	Britain’s
worst	 ever	 defeat	 just	 in	 front	 of	 him,	 that	 Winston	 Churchill,	 ever	 boyish,
boarded	 the	Prince	 of	 Wales	 at	 Scapa	 Flow,	 where	 the	 ruins	 of	 the	 Imperial
German	Navy	lay	beneath	the	shallow	waters,	and	set	out	for	Newfoundland.

Despite	the	hopes	Churchill	placed	in	Stalin,	he	still	needed	America,	and
still	hoped	somehow	to	draw	it	into	a	war	Roosevelt	was	equally	determined	to
avoid	and	had	faithfully	promised	his	own	people	that	he	would	avoid.	It	was	a
triumph	of	wishful	 thinking.	Many	 in	Britain	 sought	 to	win	 comfort	 and	hope
from	the	Placentia	Bay	summit	long	after	it	had	already	failed.

It	 went	 wrong	 very	 quickly,	 in	 small	 ways	 as	 well	 as	 large	 ones.	 It	 was
meant	to	be	held	in	secret,	but	word	of	it	leaked	out	before	it	was	over	thanks	to
lax	security	in	the	peacetime	USA.	And	so	its	outcome	was	revealed	officially	to
the	 British	 and	 American	 publics	 while	 Churchill	 was	 still	 on	 his	 way	 home
across	 the	 stormy	 and	 U-boat	 infested	 Atlantic.	 Such	 a	 meeting	 of	 great	 and
famous	men,	and	in	such	surroundings,	could	not	fail	to	excite	the	imagination.



But	its	actual	immediate	outcome	–	a	refusal	to	discuss	the	Far	East,	a	dismissal
of	British	concerns	about	the	Near	East	and	a	continued	American	determination
to	 stay	 out	 of	 actual	 war	 –	 was	 insignificant.	 In	 fact,	 it	 was	 worse.	 It	 was	 a
hurtful	 disappointment	 for	 Churchill	 and	 turned	 out	 to	 contain	 a	 time	 bomb,
possibly	 an	 accidental	 one,	 which	would	 blow	 up	 under	 what	 was	 left	 of	 the
British	empire.

Its	 outcome,	 a	 press	 release	 unsigned	 by	 either	 leader,	 was	 soon	 after
dubbed	‘The	Atlantic	Charter’	by	an	overexcited	Daily	Herald,	distant	ancestor
of	today’s	Sun	newspaper.	No	such	document	really	exists.	Yet	the	moment	was
important,	even	so.

The	enormous	ship	Prince	of	Wales	was	majestic	and	evocative	of	centuries
of	 sea	 power,	 though	 her	 rather	 unbalanced	 look	 and	 inadequate	 14-inch	 guns
were	 (as	 in	 the	 case	 of	 so	 many	 British	 warships	 at	 the	 time)	 the	 result	 of
financial	compromise	and	treaty	limitations.	The	best	description	of	those	now-
vanished	monsters	was	given	by	Churchill	himself	in	July	1914,	as	he	watched
the	Home	Fleet	heading	 to	 its	war	 stations.	He	called	 them	‘scores	of	gigantic
castles	 of	 steel	 wending	 their	 way	 across	 the	 misty,	 shining	 sea,	 like	 giants
bowed	in	anxious	thought’.	But	by	1941	these	colossal,	vastly	expensive	vessels
had	 become	 the	Trident	missiles	 of	 their	 age,	 designed	 for	 a	 conflict	 that	was
over,	symbols	of	superpower	status	rather	 than	practical	weapons	of	war.	They
were	very	hard	 to	use,	 far	 too	easily	 lost	 in	battle	 at	great	 cost	 and	hopelessly
vulnerable	 to	 air	 attack.	 Like	 the	 British	 empire,	 Prince	 of	 Wales	 seemed
modern,	solid	and	strong	in	1941.	But	in	truth	her	day	was	almost	over,	and	her
end	nearer	than	anyone	could	have	believed.

She	 looked	 warlike	 enough,	 decked	 out	 in	 dazzle	 paint	 supposed	 to
camouflage	 her	 in	 northern	 seas.	 She	 had	 very	 recently	 (on	 23	May)	 been	 in
actual	 combat,	 though	 rather	 disastrously,	 in	 the	 first	 clash	 with	 the	 German
battleship	Bismarck.	 In	 this	 engagement,	 her	 accompanying	 ship,	 the	 beautiful
but	 ill-armoured	 battlecruiser	Hood	 had	 been	 sent	 to	 the	 bottom	 with	 almost
every	man	in	her	ship’s	company.	Prince	of	Wales	had	broken	off	the	encounter



after	sustaining	quite	severe	damage,	one	shell	striking	her	below	the	waterline
and	another	hitting	the	compass	platform	close	to	the	bridge,	a	bloody	moment
which	 her	 captain,	 John	 Leach,	 nearly	 did	 not	 survive.	 At	 the	 time	 of	 this
encounter,	Prince	of	Wales	was	an	unfinished	ship,	not	even	ready	for	sea.	She
had	 set	 out	 for	 battle	 with	 contractors’	 workmen	 still	 on	 board	 trying	 to
overcome	problems	with	her	guns.	Hood	was	 revenged	 soon	 afterwards,	when
all	 the	 remaining	 firepower,	 air	 power	 and	 skill	 of	 the	 Royal	 Navy	 were
concentrated	on	hunting	and	sinking	the	Bismarck.	But	it	was	vengeance	rather
than	victory,	a	recovery	from	a	setback	rather	than	a	triumph	in	its	own	right.

As	in	so	many	other	aspects	of	the	war,	we	were	reacting	to	events,	and	our
successes,	such	as	they	were,	were	in	rescuing	morale.	Even	with	a	great	empire
behind	 us,	 we	 could	 not	 strike	 at	 Germany	 on	 the	 continent	 in	 any	 way	 that
would	do	 it	 serious	 harm.	The	Phoney	War	had	 certainly	 ended	 in	May	1940.
From	then	on	the	contest	was	genuine	enough	and	the	combatants	truly	hostile	to
each	 other’s	 aims.	 But	 the	 conflict	 that	 followed	 was	 not	 an	 equal	 struggle
between	 two	well-matched	 antagonists.	 It	 was	 a	 stalemate,	 in	which	 the	 loser
refused	to	concede	defeat,	and	the	winner	was	not	strong	enough	to	complete	his
victory.

This,	then,	was	the	story	of	the	Prince	of	Wales,	 rapidly	repaired	and	with
an	inexperienced	and	half-trained	ship’s	company,	which	Churchill	chose	as	the
chariot	to	bear	him	to	what	he	believed	was	the	most	important	meeting	with	a
foreign	 leader	 he	 was	 ever	 likely	 to	 have.	 The	 unintended	 symbolism,	 of	 a
shabby	 and	 ill-prepared	Britain	 recently	damaged	by	 a	woeful	 loss,	must	 have
been	 evident	 to	 Roosevelt	 and	 to	 the	 hard,	 unsentimental,	 calculating	 men,
military	and	civilian,	who	formed	the	president’s	entourage.

There	was	other	symbolism.	The	meeting	was	held	a	few	miles	from	a	raw
new	US	naval	station	at	Argentia	on	British	imperial	territory,	one	of	the	bases
granted	to	the	USA	by	Britain	in	return	for	the	obsolete	destroyers	from	the	US
Navy’s	reserves.	The	closeness	to	this	place	cannot	have	escaped	either	leader.	It
was	clear	who	was	the	supplicant	and	who	the	host.	For	the	same	reason,	most	of



the	 meetings	 took	 place	 aboard	 the	 US	 Navy	 ship	 bearing	 the	 president,	 the
Augusta,	rather	than	aboard	the	Prince	of	Wales.

By	 the	 time	 they	arrived	at	Divine	Service	aboard	 the	Prince	of	Wales	on
Sunday	10	August,	both	men	were	probably	not	very	well	disposed	towards	each
other.	 It	must	 already	 have	 been	 clear	 that,	 beyond	 gestures	 of	 friendship	 and
promises	of	future	material	aid,	the	United	States	had	no	plans	to	enter	the	war
on	Britain’s	side.	Yet	this	had	been	Churchill’s	great	hope	and	the	reason	for	his
journey.	The	USA	was	 also	pursuing	aggressive	diplomacy	 towards	 Japan	 that
might	bring	on	a	war	in	the	Far	East	that	Britain	greatly	feared,	and	with	good
reason.

But	 Churchill	 was	 anxious	 for	 a	 moment	 of	 public	 friendship	 for	 the
cameras,	and	sat	happily	next	to	the	president	during	the	extraordinary	ceremony
which	then	took	place.	US	Navy	sailors	attended,	and	mingled	with	their	British
counterparts.

It	 is	easy	to	see	 the	working	of	Churchill’s	mind.	He	was	most	concerned
with	making	the	right	impression	and	strode	about	beforehand	‘inspecting	every
detail,	often	taking	a	hand	by	moving	a	chair	an	inch	one	way	or	another	or	by
pulling	out	the	folds	of	the	Union	Jack’.29	Churchill	himself	recalled	afterwards:

The	sun	shone	bright	and	warm	while	we	all	sang	the	old	hymns	which
are	our	common	inheritance	and	which	we	learned	as	children	in	our
homes.	 We	 sang	 the	 hymn	 founded	 on	 the	 psalm	 which	 John
Hampden’s	soldiers	sang	when	they	bore	his	body	to	the	grave	and	in
which	 the	 brief	 precarious	 span	 of	 human	 life	 is	 contrasted	with	 the
immutability	 of	 Him	 to	 whom	 a	 thousand	 ages	 past	 are	 but	 as
yesterday	and	as	a	watch	that	is	past	in	the	night.	We	sang	the	sailors’
hymn	‘For	Those	in	Peril’,	and	there	are	very	many	in	peril	on	the	sea.
We	sang	‘Onward,	Christian	Soldiers’,	and	indeed	I	felt	 that	 this	was
no	 vain	 presumption,	 but	 that	we	 had	 the	 right	 to	 feel	 that	we	were
serving	a	cause	for	the	sake	of	which	a	trumpet	has	sounded	from	on



high.
When	 I	 looked	 upon	 that	 densely	 packed	 congregation	 of	 the

fighting	 men	 of	 the	 same	 language,	 of	 the	 same	 faith,	 of	 the	 same
fundamental	laws,	of	the	same	ideals	and	to	a	large	extent	of	the	same
interests	and	certainly	in	different	degrees	facing	the	same	dangers,	it
swept	across	me	that	here	was	the	only	hope,	but	also	the	sure	hope,	of
saving	the	world	from	merciless	degradation.

And	so	we	came	back	across	 the	ocean	waves	uplifted	 in	 spirit,
fortified	in	resolve.30

Alas,	spirit	and	resolve	were	all	he	got,	when	he	had	hoped	for	an	alliance	and	a
declaration	of	war.

The	 apparent	 similarity	 of	 the	 two	 peoples	 was	 superficial,	 as	Woodrow
Wilson	 had	 warned	 all	 those	 years	 ago	 when	 he	 had	 told	 the	 British	 to	 stop
imagining	Americans	were	their	cousins,	or	even	Anglo-Saxons.	It	 is	also	easy
to	 imagine	 the	 faint	 bafflement	 of	many	US	Navy	 enlisted	men,	 Irish,	 Italian,
German	or	Polish	by	ancestry,	at	a	ceremony	quite	unlike	the	ones	most	of	them
were	used	to.	This	was	stately,	measured,	purposely	unenthusiastic	Anglicanism,
a	form	of	religion	confined	in	the	USA	to	the	well-off	and	to	Anglophiles.	It	was
wholly	 different	 from	 the	 bare-bones	 evangelical	 churches,	 or	 the	 ritualistic
Roman	Catholic	 ones,	 that	 the	American	 poor	 attended.	 They	may	 have	 been
puzzled	more	than	impressed	as	Captain	Leach	read	an	Old	Testament	lesson	in
his	 old-fashioned	 upper-middle-class	 voice,	 from	 the	 Book	 of	 Joshua	 (1:9),
‘Have	I	not	commanded	thee?	Be	strong	and	of	a	good	courage;	be	not	afraid,
neither	be	thou	dismayed:	for	the	Lord	thy	God	is	with	thee	whithersoever	thou
goest.’	 Even	 so,	 to	 all	 who	 heard	 them,	 the	 words	 would	 seem	 especially
poignant	a	few	months	later.

Most	of	the	hymns	were	chosen	by	the	British	prime	minister,	who	selected
‘Oh	God,	Our	Help	in	Ages	Past’	and	‘Onward,	Christian	Soldiers’.	But	it	was,
surprisingly,	Roosevelt	who	insisted	on	the	‘Navy	Hymn’,	common	to	both	the



US	and	Royal	Navies.	It	begins	with	the	words	‘Eternal	Father,	strong	to	save’,
and	makes	a	repeated	plea	(no	doubt	very	fervent	among	the	men	of	the	Prince
of	Wales,	who	were	already	at	war	and	had	seen	the	snarling,	fiery	face	of	battle
only	a	few	weeks	before)	‘for	those	in	peril	on	the	sea’.

One	 verse	 runs	 ‘From	 rock	 and	 tempest,	 fire	 and	 foe,	 protect	 them
wheresoe’er	 they	go’.	On	that	day,	and	at	 that	 time,	only	a	prophet	could	have
foretold	where	they	would	go,	and	where	they	would	next	meet	both	fire	and	foe.
Anyone	 expert	 in	 naval	 strategy	 and	 warfare	 would	 have	 thought	 their	 next
mission	close	to	insane,	which	it	was.	Much	good	their	prayers	and	hymns	were
to	 do	 them	 in	 the	 face	 of	 either	 fire	 or	 foe.	 Against	 political	 posturing	 and
vainglory,	even	the	prayers	of	the	just	cannot	always	avail.

Franklin	Roosevelt’s	Japan	policy	–	a	devastating	embargo	on	fuel	–	would,
intentionally	 or	 not,	 result	 in	 war	 in	 the	 Pacific	 before	 Christmas.	 Winston
Churchill’s	 own	misconceived	 and	 hasty	 orders	 a	 few	weeks	 later	would	 send
most	of	the	men	aboard	Prince	of	Wales	to	pointless	death	or	condemn	them	to
ghastly	captivity,	thousands	of	miles	away,	before	a	year	had	passed.

Yet	the	occasion,	at	the	time,	was	portrayed	as	one	of	friendliness	and	hope.
The	 then	 famous	 author	 and	 travel	writer,	H.	V.	 (Henry	Vollam)	Morton,	was
recruited	 by	 Brendan	 Bracken,	 Churchill’s	 Minister	 of	 Information,	 to
memorialise	the	event	in	a	fascinating	little	volume,	Atlantic	Meeting	(1943).

Its	frontispiece	is	the	reproduction	of	a	card	signed	by	president	and	prime
minister	 bearing	 an	 uplifting	 quotation	 from	 Longfellow	 (‘Sail	 on,	 O	 ship	 of
state!’).	 Much	 of	 it	 is	 now	 dated	 beyond	 belief,	 and	 describes	 a	 world	 as
vanished	as	the	lost	city	of	Atlantis.

But	 there	 are	 several	 telling	 moments,	 the	 first	 being	 the	 unintentionally
early	arrival	at	the	scene	of	Prince	of	Wales.	The	British	warship	was	observing
local	 time	 in	British	 imperial	Newfoundland,	whereas	 the	US	Navy	destroyers
sent	out	to	meet	and	escort	her	were	on	the	emphatically	independent	and	non-
imperial	USA’s	Eastern	Time.	 So	was	 President	Roosevelt,	who	was	 thus	 still
fast	 asleep	 as	 Churchill	 paced	 the	 decks	 and	 peered	 excitedly	 at	 the	 horizon



through	 the	 morning	 haze.	 Prince	 of	 Wales	 had	 to	 be	 shooed	 away	 by	 the
American	Navy	 and	was	 then	 compelled	 to	 steam	 in	 circles	 for	 90	minutes	 to
avoid	waking	the	president.	It	was	an	early	warning	of	who	was	in	charge.

Morton	was	given	no	access	to	the	talks,	or	to	President	Roosevelt.	Despite
his	 exalted	 accreditation,	 approved	 by	 Churchill	 himself,	 he	 was	 not	 even
allowed	to	go	aboard	any	of	the	US	Navy	ships	anchored	in	Placentia	Bay.	They
were	not,	as	it	happened,	especially	impressive.	At	that	time	all	the	real	modern
power	of	 the	US	Navy	was	concentrated	at	Pearl	Harbor,	 so	Roosevelt	had	no
vessels	 to	match	Churchill’s	 new	battleship.	The	president	himself	was	 aboard
the	 comparatively	 modest	 Augusta.	 Nearby	 lay	 the	 ancient	 dreadnought
battleship	 Arkansas,	 launched	 in	 1911,	 hardly	 a	 fitting	 vehicle	 for	 a	 modern
president.	But	Morton	recorded	that	the	American	ships	sparkled	with	polished
brass	 and	 new	 paint,	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 British	 ship’s	 deliberately	 dirty	 and
unkempt	 wartime	 state.	 When	 the	 Americans	 came	 aboard,	 he	 noted	 a
conversation	 between	 a	 US	 Navy	 officer	 and	 his	 British	 opposite	 number	 in
which	 the	 American	 took	 the	 Royal	 Navy	 man’s	 stoic	 cheerfulness	 for
unseriousness:	‘I	guess	you	boys	take	this	war	very	lightly,’	said	the	American.
‘Oh,	rather,’	replied	the	Englishman	–	who	had	been	aboard	the	battleship	Royal
Oak	when	she	was	 torpedoed	and	sunk	with	great	 loss,	and	whose	Portsmouth
home	 had	 been	 obliterated	 by	 bombs.	 Two	 years	 of	 war	 had	 deepened,	 not
narrowed,	the	gap	between	the	two	nations.

As	Morton	wrote,

I	soon	became	aware	of	a	subtle	and	peculiar	thing.	Between	ourselves
and	those	charming	and	virile	young	Americans	was	the	War,	strange
and	impalpable	as	a	curtain.	It	was	not	that	they	were	not	war-minded
or	sympathetic:	it	was	simply	that	they	were	out	of	the	war	and	knew
nothing	of	 it	and	could	not	 imagine	what	 it	was	really	 like.	We	must
have	 been	 much	 the	 same	 at	Munich.	 They	 belonged	 to	 peace-time
still,	to	the	prosperous	easy	world	of	the	fat	ham	advertisements	in	the



magazines,	 a	world	 of	 gleaming	 touring	 cars,	 new	 clothes,	 luxury,	 a
world	where	money	still	meant	almost	everything.	We	were	 living	 in
different	time	cycles.31

Morton	devoted	several	pages	to	describing	the	church	service,	not	least	because
he	was	kept	away	from	any	information	about	the	talks.	But	he	observed	some
interesting	Churchillian	moments,	as	when	the	prime	minister	told	him,	‘I	have
an	 idea	 that	 something	 really	 big	 may	 be	 happening	 –	 something	 really	 big,’
presumably	American	entry	into	the	war.	But	of	course	that	did	not	happen.

Embarrassingly,	 elaborate	British	 attempts	 to	keep	 the	meeting	 secret	 had
failed.	 The	 relaxed	 and	 insecure	 peacetime	 USA	 simply	 was	 not	 capable	 of
keeping	such	secrets.	This	meant	the	journey	back	would	be	far	more	dangerous
than	 at	 first	 expected,	 as	German	 submarines	 had	 been	 alerted	 to	 the	 fact	 that
Winston	Churchill	was	about	to	cross	the	ocean	in	a	battleship	whose	route	could
be	guessed	all	too	easily.	It	also	meant	a	growing	public	hunger	for	news	about
the	event.	Absurdly,	Morton,	who	had	been	within	a	 few	hundred	 feet	of	both
leaders	 for	 days	without	 finding	 out	 anything	 at	 all,	 eventually	 heard	 the	 first
details	 of	 the	 talks	 in	 a	 broadcast	 by	 the	 Labour	 Party	 leader	Clement	Attlee,
picked	 up	 on	 the	 ship’s	 wireless	 as	 it	 ploughed	 homewards	 through	 stormy
waters	on	14	August.	He	might	as	well	have	been	at	home	in	England,	where	the
wireless	reception	would	have	been	better.

He	recorded,

Then	we	heard,	point	by	point,	the	clauses	of	the	Atlantic	Charter	[as	it
was	not	yet	known].

I	 have	 since	 been	 told	 that	 in	 clubs,	 and	 places	 where	 men
gathered	to	hear	the	broadcast,	faces	grew	long	with	disappointment	as
Mr	 Attlee	 proceeded,	 and	 the	 exciting	 rumours	 set	 about	 by	 Mr
Churchill’s	Atlantic	journey	were	all	deflated	in	an	atmosphere	of	anti-
climax.	Curiously	enough,	precisely	the	same	scene	took	place	in	the



wardroom	 of	 the	 Prince	 of	 Wales.	What	 we	 had	 all	 subconsciously
hoped	for,	and	not,	perhaps,	entirely	subconsciously,	was	a	declaration
that	 America	 was	 coming	 into	 battle	 with	 us;	 the	 only	 thing	 that
seemed	to	us	to	justify	the	dramatic	encounter	in	the	Atlantic	between
the	 two	 statesmen.	 In	 comparison	 with	 that,	 words,	 no	 matter	 how
admirable,	were	a	disappointment.

We	sat	looking	at	one	another,	remembering	the	launches	going	to
and	 fro	 […]	 the	staff	meetings,	 the	air	of	bustle	and	excitement;	and
this	was	all	they	meant!	We	were	not,	of	course,	statesmen.	We	knew
nothing	of	the	difficulties	[…]	we	knew	that,	sooner	or	later,	somehow
and	in	some	way,	America	would	come	in	with	us	and	fight.	Then,	we
asked	ourselves,	why	not	now?32

The	 answer	 to	 ‘why	 not	 now?’	 was	 that	 American	 political	 opinion,	 and	 the
checks	 and	 balances	 of	 the	 US	 Constitution,	 absolutely	 prevented	 it.	 But	 this
certainty	of	an	eventual	alliance	is	an	interesting	reflection.	How	did	they	‘know’
that	America	would	enter	the	war	against	Germany?	They	did	not.	It	remains	a
mystery	whether	the	USA	would	ever	have	declared	war	on	Germany	had	Hitler
not	 declared	war	 on	 the	USA.	 The	war	 could	 have	 ended	 up	with	 a	 lopsided
alliance	of	Britain	and	the	USA	against	Japan,	while	Britain	and	the	USSR,	no
doubt	 aided	 by	 the	 USA,	 continued	 the	 fight	 against	 Germany	 and	 Italy.	 The
Soviet	Union,	after	all,	did	not	join	its	Anglo-American	allies	in	the	war	against
Japan	until	the	very	last	weeks	of	the	war.

Morton	 concluded,	 ‘“Well,”	 said	 a	 senior	 officer	 when	 the	 wireless	 had
been	switched	off.	“I	expect	there	was	far	more	to	it	than	just	that!”’33	Of	course
this	was	true.	There	was	plenty	more.	But	it	mainly	consisted	of	Britain	asking,
and	the	USA	saying	‘no’.

The	 actual	 wording	 of	 the	 supposed	 ‘Charter’	 would	 become	 a	 major
nuisance	to	Churchill,	and	to	Stalin	as	well,	as	he	had	so	recently	gobbled	up	the
Baltic	states	of	Latvia,	Estonia	and	Lithuania	and	could	therefore	be	accused	of



colonialism.34

The	three	opening	clauses	had	differing	disadvantages	for	all	the	anti-Hitler
states	–	except	for	the	USA,	which	alone	was	unaffected.

The	 section	 proclaiming	 that	 ‘First,	 their	 [the	 Allied]	 countries	 seek	 no
aggrandizement,	territorial	or	other’	obstructed	any	hopes	that	any	victor	might
have	of	changing	long-hated	borders.	Stalin’s	1945	seizure	of	the	East	Prussian
city	of	Königsberg	was	outlawed	in	advance	by	this	clause,	as	was	any	plan	he
might	have	to	hold	on	to	the	parts	of	Poland	he	had	first	swallowed	in	September
1939.	 But	 unlike	 the	 enfeebled	 British	 empire,	 Stalin	 was	 powerful	 and
dangerous	enough	to	brush	aside	these	provisions.	Today,	Königsberg	remains	in
Russian	hands,	as	Kaliningrad,	and	Stalin’s	Polish	conquests	of	1940	still	belong
to	Belarus	and	Ukraine,	which	inherited	them	from	the	USSR.

‘Second,	they	desire	to	see	no	territorial	changes	that	do	not	accord	with	the
freely	 expressed	 wishes	 of	 the	 peoples	 concerned.’	 This	 clearly	 ruled	 out	 the
Soviet	 takeover	of	 the	Baltic	nations,	which	was	 in	 fact	 to	 last	until	 the	USSR
fell	apart	in	1991.

‘Third,	 they	 respect	 the	 right	 of	 all	 peoples	 to	 choose	 the	 form	 of
government	 under	which	 they	will	 live;	 and	 they	wish	 to	 see	 sovereign	 rights
and	self-government	restored	to	those	who	have	been	forcibly	deprived	of	them.’
This	 wording	 was	 almost	 immediately	 seized	 upon	 by	 independence
campaigners	 in	 the	British	empire	as	clear	encouragement	 for	 their	cause.	Can
Roosevelt,	like	almost	all	Americans	of	his	generation	instinctively	resentful	of
British	 colonialism,	 possibly	 have	 been	 unaware	 of	 this	 side	 effect?	 Did
Churchill	not	see	the	danger?

Then	came:

Fourth,	 they	 will	 endeavour,	 with	 due	 respect	 for	 their	 existing
obligations,	 to	 further	 the	 enjoyment	 by	 all	 States,	 great	 or	 small,
victor	or	vanquished,	of	access,	on	equal	terms,	to	the	trade	and	to	the
raw	 materials	 of	 the	 world	 which	 are	 needed	 for	 their	 economic



prosperity.

This	was	plainly	aimed	at	imperial	preference	in	trade,	as	agreed	before	the	war
by	the	main	British	imperial	nations,	at	the	1932	Ottawa	conference,	and	greatly
resented	ever	 since	by	 the	USA.	This	was	not	 just	 sentiment.	The	USA	would
later	squeeze	and	pummel	a	bankrupt	Britain	into	abandoning	the	last	vestiges	of
its	imperial	economic	system.

And	‘Seventh,	such	a	peace	should	enable	all	men	to	traverse	the	high	seas
and	oceans	without	hindrance,’	was	clearly	directed	at	the	Royal	Navy’s	hitherto
unchallenged	habit	of	stopping	any	ship	it	chose,	anywhere.

The	 whole	 document,	 read	 carefully,	 threatened	 the	 continuation	 of	 the
British	 empire	 and	 of	 British	 power	 as	 it	 had	 been	 until	 war	 began	 and	 the
European	 colonial	 nations	 faced	 the	modern	world	 in	 arms.	Mahatma	Gandhi,
seeing	his	opportunity	clearly,	soon	wrote	to	President	Roosevelt:

I	venture	to	think	that	the	Allied	declaration	that	the	Allies	are	fighting
to	 make	 the	 world	 safe	 for	 freedom	 of	 the	 individual	 and	 for
democracy	sounds	hollow,	so	long	as	India,	and,	for	that	matter,	Africa
are	exploited	by	Great	Britain.

It	was	impossible	for	anyone	to	ignore	this	for	long.	But	it	became	much	more
urgent	in	December	1941,	when	Japan	decided	to	strike	at	Britain	and	the	USA
in	the	hope	that	neither	would	be	able	to	recover	what	they	then	lost.	They	were
right	about	Britain.	Though	British	troops	fought	with	extraordinary	tenacity	to
recapture	Burma,	the	regained	territory	was	almost	immediately	handed	over	to
an	independent	government,	some	of	whose	members	had	collaborated	with	the
Japanese.	They	were	wrong	about	the	USA,	whose	astonishing	ability	to	create	a
new	war	 economy,	 conscript	 huge	 numbers	 of	men	 and	 still	 run	 a	 prosperous
domestic	 economy	 was	 –	 as	 yet	 –	 unknown.	 By	 1945,	 US	 troops	 were	 on
Japanese	soil	as	occupiers,	and	they	are	still	there,	though	no	longer	in	that	role.
They	were	wrong	about	Stalin,	too,	who	cheerfully	ignored	any	agreement	that



did	not	suit	his	aims.
HMS	Prince	 of	Wales	 had	 her	 own	 part	 to	 play	 in	 the	 terrible	 events	 of

December	1941,	when	Japan	asserted	 itself	and	 the	British	empire	 received	 its
mortal	wounds.	But	the	ship	would	have	a	few	weeks	of	happy	respite	before	the
shadows	closed	 in	on	her.	Churchill	himself	greatly	enjoyed	his	voyage	home,
glorying	in	the	possibility	of	an	encounter	with	the	enemy.	For	he	was	sure	they
now	 knew	 where	 he	 was,	 as	 he	 recrossed	 the	 Atlantic	 in	 one	 of	 the	 world’s
largest	 and	most	 recognisable	 ships	 of	war	 in	 conditions	 of	 total	 publicity.	He
entertained	himself	and	 the	senior	officers	with	films,	some	brought	aboard	by
Lord	Beaverbrook	who,	excluded	from	the	meeting,	had	made	a	private	journey
to	 Newfoundland	 to	 push	 his	 way	 in.	 These	 entertainments	 included	 such
appropriate	 delights	 as	 High	 Sierra,	 starring	 Humphrey	 Bogart	 as	 a	 fugitive
criminal,	Saps	at	Sea,	in	which	Laurel	and	Hardy	were	adrift	on	the	waves,	and
That	 Hamilton	 Woman,	 in	 which	 Vivien	 Leigh	 played	 Lady	 Hamilton	 and
Laurence	Olivier	played	her	 lover,	Horatio	Nelson.	The	 last	of	 these	 three	had
been	condemned	a	few	weeks	before	by	the	America	First	committee,	accused	of
‘preparing	Americans	 for	war’	 by	 suggesting	 parallels	 between	Bonaparte	 and
Hitler.

Showing	 off	 as	 always,	 the	 prime	 minister	 persuaded	 a	 rightly	 nervous
Captain	Leach	to	divert	his	precious,	irreplaceable	vessel	and	to	steam	not	once
but	twice	at	high	speed	straight	through	the	middle	of	an	eastbound	convoy.	The
prime	minister	(as	Morton	recalled),	‘upon	our	bridge	…	waving	his	hand	in	the
air,	making	a	V	with	the	forefingers	of	his	right	hand,	was	cheering	as	madly	as
any	of	the	men	who	were	cheering	him’.35

This	 is	 uncomfortably	 reminiscent	 of	Siegfried	Sassoon’s	 sour	verse	 ‘The
General’,	in	which	two	Great	War	soldiers	concur	that	their	commanding	officer
is	a	cheery	old	card,	as	 they	slog	up	to	Arras	with	rifle	and	pack.	But	Sassoon
ends	the	verse	by	noting	that	the	jovial	officer	‘did	for	them	both’	in	the	attack	he
then	sent	them	into.

And	Winston	Churchill	certainly	did	for	hundreds	of	his	shipmates	aboard



Prince	of	Wales,	 very	 soon	 after	 he	 arrived	 home,	 by	 ordering	 them	all	 into	 a
futile	suicide	mission	which	would	end	in	the	deaths	of	many	and	the	long	and
arduous	 captivity	 of	 others.	 It	 can	 also	 be	 argued	 that	 he	 failed	 to	 protect	 the
Atlantic	convoys,	by	diverting	aircraft	 to	 the	bombing	of	German	civilians	and
by	his	preoccupation	with	the	Mediterranean,	which	deprived	the	Atlantic	Fleet
of	ships	and	men.	That	preoccupation	greatly	diluted	the	Navy’s	ability	to	fight
U-boats	in	the	Atlantic.

But	his	power	over	the	fate	of	Prince	of	Wales	was	absolute	and	direct.	He
sent	the	ship	and	those	aboard	into	mortal	peril	against	the	advice	of	experts.	It	is
worth	pursuing	this	sad	event,	because	its	combination	of	sad	reality	and	defeat
and	military	folly,	and	of	boyish	Churchillian	posturing,	is	striking.

And	this	contrast	between	the	heroic	story	and	the	often	dismal	fact	is	at	the
heart	of	 the	myth	of	 the	‘Good	War’.	Many	of	us,	 to	 this	day,	are	angered	and
upset	to	learn	that	Churchill’s	actual	war	leadership	was	often	fiercely	contested
by	professional	 fighting	men	and	excoriated	 in	 secret	 sessions	of	Parliament	–
especially	the	Crete	fiasco.	We	would	so	much	rather	believe	that	he	was	indeed
the	spotless	hero	and	military	genius	that	we	had	been	brought	up	to	believe	in.
If	any	part	of	the	legend	is	in	doubt,	then	the	whole	secular	faith	which	is	built
upon	it	is	in	danger	too.

One	 of	 the	 bitterest	 accounts	 of	 Churchillian	 bombast	 and	 error	 is	 to	 be
found	 in	 Someone	 Had	 Blundered	 (1960),	 Bernard	 Ash’s	 account	 of	 the	 last
weeks	of	Prince	of	Wales	and	Repulse,	the	elderly	but	speedy	battlecruiser	which
accompanied	her	to	Singapore	and	then	on	to	the	bottom	of	the	China	Sea.36

Ash	describes	 exactly	 how	Prince	of	Wales	and	Repulse	both	 came	 to	 be
sunk	by	Japanese	aircraft	on	10	December	1941	off	the	coast	of	Malaya,	just	four
months	after	Winston	Churchill,	aboard	Prince	of	Wales,	had	waved	so	jovially
at	 the	 passing	 convoy,	 and	 sat	 among	 sailors,	 his	 eyes	 damp	with	 sentimental
tears,	watching	Hollywood	movies.

With	bald	simplicity	and	cold	fury,	he	states,	 ‘These	 two	ships	should	not
have	been	there’,37	detailing	Churchill’s	fanciful	belief	that	the	presence	of	great



ships	 in	 Eastern	 waters	 would	 act	 as	 a	 deterrent	 to	 Japan,	 much	 as	 the	 mere
existence	 of	 the	 German	 battleship	Tirpitz	was	 a	 deterrent	 and	menace	 to	 the
Royal	 Navy.	 He	 argues	 that	Tirpitz	 ‘exercised	 a	 general	 fear	 and	menaces	 all
points	at	once’.38	But	the	German	ship	only	did	so	because	Germany	was	on	the
offensive	 and	we	were	on	 the	defensive.	 In	 the	Pacific,	Britain	 could	do	more
than	wait	to	be	attacked,	and	Japan,	overwhelmingly	superior	to	Britain	in	land,
naval	and	air	power,	could	choose	its	time	and	place.	Britain’s	main	concern	was
to	wonder	when	and	how	Japan	would	strike	against	our	inferior	forces.	Sending
more	major	ships	into	the	region	only	gave	the	Japanese	more	targets.	The	idea
was	naval	nonsense.

Ash	 argues	 that	 even	 with	 the	 accompanying	 aircraft	 carrier	 which
Churchill	 wanted	 to	 dispatch,	 but	 which	 could	 not	 be	 sent	 because	 it	 ran
aground,	the	two	ships	(and	the	aircraft	carrier)	would	have	been	destroyed	once
they	 had	 got	 within	 range	 of	 Japanese	 land-based	 aircraft.	 He	 puts	 the	whole
mission	 (resisted	 from	 the	 start	 by	 the	 professional	 sailors	 at	 the	 Admiralty)
down	to	Churchill’s	‘romantic	conception	of	warfare’	dating	from	another	age.39

In	this	lost	world,	nations	had	‘sent	a	ship’	to	overawe	the	primitive	locals,	as	if
we	 still	 lived	 in	 the	 Victorian	 era.	 Churchill	 wrestled	 with	 the	 Admiralty	 for
several	 weeks,	 failing	 to	 get	 their	 agreement	 to	 the	 deployment.	 He	 only
overpowered	them	after	the	Foreign	Office	came	in	on	his	side	in	mid-October.40

On	20	October	1941,	Churchill	opined	to	the	Cabinet’s	Defence	Committee	that
he	did	not	foresee	an	attack	on	Malaya.41	He	wrote	this	foolish	thing	little	more
than	two	months	before	just	such	an	attack	took	place.	In	fact,	he	wrote	it	when
Japanese	 forces	 were	 already	 in	 French	 Indo-China,	 and	 known	 to	 be.	 It	 is
amazing	that	anyone	who	could	read	a	map	could	not	see	the	imminent	danger	to
Malaya,	unless	 the	 truth	was	 that	he	did	not	want	 to	 see	 it.	He	also	knew	 that
President	Roosevelt	was	pursuing	an	aggressive	policy	towards	the	Japanese	that
might	 well	 lead	 to	 war.	 And	 he	 is	 most	 likely	 to	 have	 known	 of	 General
Percival’s	urgent	desire	(discussed	at	 the	start	of	 this	chapter)	 for	more	aircraft
and	tanks.	But	on	21	October	1941,	Trafalgar	Day,	the	Admiralty	was	officially



informed	that	Prince	of	Wales	was	ordered	to	Singapore.	And	so	on	25	October
she	steamed	out	of	Greenock	on	the	Clyde,	never	to	see	British	waters	again.

Ash	 furiously	 remarks,	 ‘He	 [Churchill]	 got	 the	 Prince	 of	 Wales	 and	 the
Repulse	and	 the	result	of	his	getting	 them	was	 their	destruction	and	 the	end	of
British	power	in	the	Far	East.’42	It	is	very	hard	to	disagree	with	this	savage	but
just	verdict.

But	Winston	Churchill’s	 grandiose	 folly	 continued.	On	10	November,	 the
great	man	said	in	a	speech	at	the	London	Guildhall,	‘Every	preparation	to	defend
British	interests	in	the	Far	East,	and	to	defend	the	common	cause	now	at	stake,
has	been	and	is	now	being	made.’	Seldom	have	words	less	true	been	spoken	so
soon	 before	 the	 iron	 proof	 of	 their	 falsehood	 would	 become	 apparent.	 The
horrible	truth	was	that	British	power	in	Singapore	had	been	a	pretence	since	the
tearing	 up	 of	 the	 Anglo-Japanese	 Treaty.	 Nobody	 had	 known	 how	 to	 defend
Malaya	 against	 an	 aggressive	 and	 powerful	 Japan,	 except	 by	 spending	 a	 great
deal	 of	 money,	 which	 Britain	 did	 not	 have.	 So	 nobody	 had	 done	 anything
effective	to	prevent	it.	The	fabled	fortress	at	Singapore	was	nothing	of	the	kind.
Intended	as	a	base	for	capital	ships,	it	had	not	been	used	as	such	because	there
were	no	such	ships	to	fill	its	great	new	docks.	It	was	useless	as	a	defence	against
attack	 from	 the	 landward	 side.	This	was	not	because	 its	 guns	 faced	 the	wrong
way,	as	 the	myth	goes	 (they	could	be	 trained	 inland,	 though	 they	did	have	 the
wrong	 sort	 of	 ammunition	 for	 a	 land	battle).	 It	was	because	 the	only	 effective
defence	would	have	been	a	powerful	military	 force	 in	Malaya.	None	was	ever
created,	even	in	the	last	months	when	it	might	just	have	been	done.

The	Japanese,	by	contrast,	were	making	clever,	intricate	preparations.	When
the	two	British	capital	ships	arrived	in	Singapore,	Japanese	spies	were	recording
every	detail	of	their	condition	and	armaments.	Despite	feeble	attempts	to	conceal
the	 name	 of	 Repulse,	 any	 remotely	 skilled	 agent	 could	 have	 identified	 her
distinctive	 shape.	 Prince	 of	 Wales	 was	 no	 mystery.	 Her	 presence	 was	 even
publicised,	 in	 the	 belief	 that	 this	would	 impress	Tokyo.	She	was	 the	 ‘glamour
ship’	 of	 the	 Royal	 Navy,	 known	 since	 the	 Placentia	 Bay	 visit	 as	 ‘Churchill’s



Yacht’	 and	 sometimes,	 foolishly,	 as	 HMS	 Unsinkable.	 Rather	 than	 being
impressed,	the	Japanese	Navy	and	Air	Force	took	note	of	the	necessary	details,
and	made	careful	plans	to	sink	her	and	Repulse	at	the	first	available	opportunity.
Japanese	forces	were	already	alarmingly	close,	in	what	is	now	Vietnam.	Yet	an
oblivious	British	 government	 carried	 on	 as	 if	 Singapore	was	 a	 safe	 refuge	 far
from	any	real	danger.	In	fact	it	was	a	target,	already	in	the	enemy’s	sights.

When	 Japanese	 bombers	 caught	 Prince	 of	 Wales	 and	 Repulse	 off	 the
Malaya	 coast,	 they	 were	 on	 a	 brave	 but	 futile	 mission	 to	 attack	 invading
Japanese	 troops.	 The	 Japanese	 pilots	 who	 found	 them	 plainly	 knew	 not	 only
what	ships	they	were,	but	which	was	which.	High-altitude	bombers	ignored	the
Prince	of	Wales,	with	her	heavily	armoured	decks,	and	concentrated	exclusively
on	Repulse,	 with	 her	 weak,	 lightly	 protected	 decks,	 obsolete	 since	 Jutland	 in
1916	but	never	strengthened	in	all	 the	25	long	and	wasted	years	between.	Like
the	poor	Hood,	she	was	 the	victim	of	Winston	Churchill’s	 naval	 economies	of
the	1920s.

Eventually	 both	 ships	 were	 destroyed	 by	 air-launched	 torpedoes,	 against
which	 neither	 possessed	 any	 effective	 defence.	 They	 fought	 and	 manoeuvred
with	all	the	skill	and	courage	at	their	command,	but	they	were	helpless	because
they	 were	 the	 wrong	 weapons	 in	 the	 wrong	 place.	 Only	 land-based	 air	 cover
might	have	saved	 them,	but	 there	was	none	worth	 the	name.	Captain	Leach	of
Prince	of	Wales,	he	who	had	 read	 the	moving	 lesson	 at	 the	Church	Service	 in
Placentia	 Bay	 four	 months	 before,	 died	 with	 his	 ship.	 His	 son	 Henry,	 then	 a
midshipman	stationed	in	Singapore,	was	within	earshot	of	the	politically	inspired
disaster	which	engulfed	his	 father.	The	 rumble	of	battle	could	clearly	be	heard
afar	off.	Two	nights	before,	he	had	shared	a	relaxing	swim	and	a	gin	sling	with
his	 father.	 Now	 his	 admired	 parent	 was	 dead	 and	 his	 personal	 misery	 was
swallowed	up	in	the	greater	woe	of	national	defeat.

That	desperately	unhappy	young	midshipman	would	later	become	Admiral
of	the	Fleet	Sir	Henry	Leach,	the	First	Sea	Lord,	and	command	the	Royal	Navy’s
recapture	 of	 the	 Falkland	 Islands.	 Those	 islands	 had	 also	 been	 the	 victims	 of



official	and	political	vanity	and	incompetence.	They	would	never	have	needed	to
be	 recaptured	 if	 politicians,	 especially	 the	 late	 Lady	 Thatcher,	 had	 not
endangered	them.	They	had	done	this	in	the	time-honoured	way	of	such	people,
by	giving	the	impression	they	were	not	interested	in	defending	them.	Sir	Henry,
like	his	father,	knew	all	about	politicians	and	warfare.	He	believed	(wrongly,	as
it	happens)	 that	by	showing	it	could	recapture	 the	 lost	 islands,	 the	Royal	Navy
could	now	save	itself	from	the	severe	cuts	which	Mrs	Thatcher	was	imposing	on
it.	So	he	strode	into	Downing	Street	in	full	uniform	and	overawed	Mrs	Thatcher
and	 her	 colleagues	 by	 his	 resolve.	 Perhaps,	 having	 had	 so	 long	 to	 ponder	 his
father’s	fate,	the	result	of	political	posturing,	he	knew	more	than	most	about	the
minds	of	political	 leaders.	 It	 is	he,	 rather	 than	Mrs	Thatcher,	who	should	have
the	credit	for	the	success	of	the	Falklands	task	force.	Her	historical	bodyguards
have,	 with	 few	 exceptions,	 passed	 politely	 over	 the	 decisions	 to	 sell	 or	 scrap
warships,	and	to	signal	a	weariness	with	the	Falklands	to	Argentina,	which	led	to
the	 whole	 episode.	 Final	 victory,	 as	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Singapore,	 has	 blotted	 out
earlier	 incompetence	 and	 defeat.	 Perhaps	 only	 defeated	 countries	 learn	 the
lessons	of	history.

There	 are	 other	 small	 echoes	 of	 the	 disaster	 in	 the	 modern	 world.	 The
honoured	 name	 of	 Repulse	 was	 revived	 in	 the	 1960s,	 and	 given	 to	 one	 of
Britain’s	original	fleet	of	Polaris	nuclear	missile	submarines	(this	author	spent	a
weekend	aboard	her	in	the	1980s).	The	new,	ultra-modern	submarine	contained
mementoes	of	her	forerunners	of	the	same	name,	as	if	trying	to	keep	the	spirit	of
the	former	ship	alive.	Thus	do	small	parts	of	history	persist	into	the	present	day.
But	 we	 do	 not	 necessarily	 make	 sense	 of	 them.	 Indeed,	 we	 struggle	 to	 make
sense	of	this	whole	strange	war,	and	its	many	tragedies	and	calamities	behind	the
showy	parade	of	eventual	victory.	Prince	of	Wales	still	lies,	her	huge	44,000-ton
bulk	turned	upside	down	by	the	violence	of	the	enemy,	nearly	40	fathoms	deep
off	the	Malaysian	coast.	Here,	in	all	its	concentrated,	solemn	vastness,	an	official
war	grave,	is	a	solid,	enduring	relic	of	Britain’s	final	days	as	a	great	industrial,
economic	 and	 naval	 power.	At	 745	 feet	 long	 and	 105	 feet	wide,	 she	 contains



centuries	 of	 shipbuilding	 and	 fighting	 experience,	 now	 dead,	 scattered,
disbanded,	forgotten	or	lost,	thousands	of	tons	of	steel	from	blast	furnaces,	mills
and	 forges	 long	 demolished,	made	with	 coal	 from	mines	 long	 ago	 closed	 and
sealed,	and	dug	and	smelted	and	hammered	by	an	industrial	working	class	now
vanished.	 Every	 intricate	 part	 of	 her	 was	 made	 according	 to	 the	 traditional
measurements	 of	 England,	 feet,	 inches,	 pounds	 and	 hundredweight.	 These	 are
now	abandoned	in	favour	of	the	metric	system	which	was	used	by	our	enemies
in	that	war	and	which	would	have	been	imposed	upon	us	had	we	been	defeated.
But	in	this	matter,	as	in	so	many	others,	we	have	made	a	conquest	of	ourselves.
Somewhere	in	her	barnacled	ruins	is	the	cabin	where	Churchill	slept,	the	cinema
where	he	watched	That	Hamilton	Woman	with	tears	in	his	eyes,	the	bridge	from
which	 he	waved	 so	 cheerfully,	 and	 perhaps	 the	 rotted	 fragments	 of	 the	 hymn
book	from	which	he	so	lustily	sang	‘For	Those	in	Peril	on	the	Sea’	and	‘Onward,
Christian	 Soldiers!’,	 beside	 his	 ally	 and	 supposed	 friend,	 the	 president	 of	 the
United	States.



C H A P T E R 	 E I G H T

Gomorrah

‘It	is	idle	to	suppose	that	[war]	can	be	carried	on	without	fearful	injury	and	violence
from	which	non-combatants	as	well	as	combatants	suffer.	It	is	still	true,	nevertheless,
that	there	are	recognized	limits	to	what	is	permissible.’

(George	Bell,	Bishop	of	Chichester,	speaking	in	the	House	of
Lords,	February	1944)

In	the	long	years	between	Dunkirk	and	D-Day,	only	two	parts	of	the	British	war
machine	were	in	frequent	direct	contact	with	the	German	enemy.	The	first	was
the	Royal	Navy,	 in	 its	strangely	under-reported	death	grapple	with	 the	German
U-boat	 fleet.	 The	 second,	 far	 better	 known,	 was	 the	 Royal	 Air	 Force,	 and
specifically	its	bomber	squadrons.	I	was	brought	up	to	admire	this	section	of	the
war	effort	and	to	some	extent	I	still	do	revere	the	men	who	took	fearful	risks	as
they	flew	over	Germany.	I	 find	it	hard	to	 imagine	the	reserves	of	courage	they
needed	to	climb,	night	after	night,	into	flying	deathtraps	with	a	startlingly	poor
chance	 of	 returning	 home	 the	 following	 morning,	 and	 the	 real	 prospect	 of	 a
particularly	horrible	death.

I	wish	very	much	 I	 could	 still	 hold	 the	 simple	opinions	 I	held	as	 a	 child.
One	of	 the	 fictional	heroes	of	my	boyhood	was	Sergeant	Pilot	Matt	Braddock,
VC,	 a	 non-commissioned	RAF	bomber	 ace.	Braddock’s	 exemplary	 career	was
recounted,	as	 if	 it	were	 the	firsthand	memoirs	of	a	 real	person,	 in	 the	pages	of
The	Victor,	a	boys’	weekly	paper	of	the	period,	and	also	gathered	in	the	pages	of



a	book.	The	book’s	cover	was	in	air	force	blue.1	 It	was	supposedly	narrated	by
his	comrade	and	navigator	George	Bourne.	Rereading	it	after	more	than	50	years
I	 found	 the	 stories	 still	 very	 well	 told,	 assuming	 a	 surprising	 amount	 of
knowledge	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 reader,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 sharp	 understanding	 of
snobbery,	officiousness	and	other	human	vices.	The	stark	and	accurately	detailed
illustrations	portray	an	ideal	of	tough	and	stoical	manhood.	To	read	them	now	is
to	be	taken	straight	back	into	that	comforting	fug	of	postwar	safety,	in	which	so
many	small	boys,	whose	fathers	had	faced	real	peril,	harmlessly	passed	through
combat	and	danger	in	their	imaginations.

In	all	the	stories	in	this	volume,	Braddock	only	once	sets	out	to	bomb	a	city
for	 its	 own	 sake.	He	 always	 has	 specific	military	 targets,	 always	 locates	 them
correctly,	partly	thanks	to	a	mysterious	instinct,	partly	thanks	to	George	Bourne’s
superb	navigation	skills,	and	(almost)	always	manages	 to	 identify	 them	and	hit
them	 ‘on	 the	 nose’.	He	 is	 certainly	 not	 present	 for	 ‘Operation	Gomorrah’,	 the
bombing	of	Hamburg	 in	 July	1943.	 In	 this	 raid	a	 firestorm	was	created	by	 the
RAF	for	the	first	time,	and	terrible	numbers	of	civilians	perished	so	horribly	that
the	disgusting,	distressing	details	are	unknown	to	most	British	people,	then	and
since.	 I	 mention	 it	 particularly	 because	 of	 its	 ugly,	 self-righteous	 codename,
suggestive	of	Biblical	divine	vengeance	against	wickedness.	No	doubt	there	was
plenty	of	National	Socialist	wickedness	 in	Hamburg.	But	 there	may	have	been
more	than	one	just	man	dwelling	there,	too,	when	the	bombs	began	to	fall.	Yet	if
there	was,	he	was	just	as	likely	to	die	as	the	unjust,	and	lie	rotting	for	long	days
in	the	mountains	of	rubble	while	 thick	clouds	of	feasting	bluebottles	settled	on
the	stinking	ruins.

I	mention	 it	also	because	 it	was	comparable	 to	 the	 later	and	better-known
horror	of	Dresden,	 yet	most	British	people	 are	unaware	of	 it,	 or	 have	 a	vague
incoherent	 idea	 of	 what	 happened.	 In	 fact,	 many	 believe	 that	 the	 Dresden
firestorm	was	more	or	 less	unique,	 a	 single	episode	of	overzealous	action	 in	a
generally	restrained	campaign.

They	do	not	know	that	 there	 is	 in	 fact	a	 long	and	distressing	catalogue	of



German	 cities	 where	 British	 bombers	 deliberately	 destroyed	 human	 life	 in	 an
ugly	and	cruel	way	and	on	a	frightening	scale.	Dresden	was	far	from	unique	in
its	 cruelty	 and	 terror,	 deliberately	 and	 consciously	 visited	 on	 non-combatants.
These	 events	 are	 too	ghastly	 for	most	 of	 us	 to	 absorb	or	 admit,	 if	 ever	we	do
discover	them.	I	have	included	only	a	very	small	sample	of	these	horrors	in	this
chapter,	having	found	that	most	British	supporters	of	the	bombing	simply	cannot
absorb	 them	or	 respond	 rationally	 to	 them.	They	conflict	 too	strongly	with	 the
opinion	they	have	of	themselves,	and	the	opinion	they	have	of	our	country.	Their
reactions	are	extremely	strange,	as	I	shall	try	to	describe.

The	general	response	of	perfectly	nice,	gentle	and	well-brought-up	British
people,	polite	and	kind	to	neighbours,	shocked	by	rudeness	and	violence	in	daily
life,	 is	 to	 say	 illogical	 things	 about	 the	Blitz.	 Introduced	 to	 this	nasty	piece	of
history,	 they	will	 say,	 correctly,	 that	Germans	 deliberately	 killed	many	British
civilians	 in	 their	own	homes.	They	will	mention	 the	raid	on	Coventry,	horrible
and	inexcusable	indeed,	but	small	compared	with	what	the	RAF	would	later	do
to	 many	 German	 cities	 of	 similar	 size.	 They	 will	 rightly	 condemn	 this	 as	 an
uncivilised	form	of	warfare.	And	they	will	then	absurdly	and	irrationally	use	this
as	 an	 excuse	 or	 justification	 for	 our	 doing	 almost	 exactly	 the	 same	 thing.	The
logic	remains	inescapable.	If	it	was	uncivilised	for	the	Germans	to	do	it,	and	it
was,	it	was	uncivilised	for	us	to	do	it.

Or	 they	 will	 say	 that	 the	 German	 civilians	 ‘deserved’	 to	 be	 crushed,
suffocated,	dismembered	or	burned	to	death	in	their	homes,	for	having	supported
(or	 failed	 to	 oppose)	Hitler.	 Yet	 the	 bombed	 areas,	 chosen	 because	 they	were
tightly	 packed	with	 the	 apartment	 blocks	 of	 the	 urban	 poor,	were	 those	where
Social	Democrat	and	Communist	voters	lived.	These	were	the	very	people	who
defied	the	Nazis	to	the	last,	even	after	the	Brownshirt	Stormtroopers	were	on	the
streets	and	at	the	polling	stations.

And	can	we	really	say	that	a	woman	suffocated,	or	a	baby	roasted	to	death
in	an	airless	cellar,	were	responsible	 for	 the	aggression	and	crimes	of	National
Socialism?	As	for	other	more	publicly	active	citizens,	do	we	imagine	that	we,	as



individuals,	 would	 have	 defied	 the	 Gestapo	 state	 once	 it	 was	 established?
Nobody	who	says	this	can	really	believe	it.	If	we	did	believe	that	we	would	have
defied	the	Gestapo	and	laughed	at	its	beatings	and	torture,	then	we	would	all	be
very	different	from	the	poor	timid	creatures	we	really	are.	(The	experience	of	the
Channel	 Islands	suggests	 that	we	would	have	acted	much	as	everyone	else	did
under	 these	threats.)	And	we	would,	perhaps,	also	be	more	confident	about	 the
whole	issue.	We	might	even	know	and	admit	a	good	deal	more	about	what	was
done,	because	we	could	be	prouder	of	it.	But	we	do	not.

We	are	proud	of	what	we	like	to	think	was	done.	We	are	not	proud	at	all	of
what	we	secretly	 suspect	was	 done	but	would	 rather	not	hear	 about	 too	much.
We	imagine	that	such	fictional	figures	as	Matt	Braddock	were	real,	and	that	they
prosecuted	 an	 old-fashioned	 and	 chivalrous	 war.	 Just	 as	 we	 simultaneously
understand	 –	 and	 do	 not	 understand	 –	 that	 the	war	was	 not	 as	 glorious	 as	we
think,	we	simultaneously	know	–	and	do	not	know	–	what	was	done	in	our	name
during	the	bombing	of	Germany.

Even	wide-eyed	schoolboys,	enthralled	by	war	stories	as	they	curled	up	by
the	 fireside	 with	 tales	 of	 glory,	 were	 given	 an	 oblique	 glimpse	 of	 the	 truth,
though	if	I	was	meant	to	understand	more	at	the	time,	I	failed	to	do	so.	Braddock
takes	a	fictional	part	in	Air	Marshal	Sir	Arthur	Harris’s	great	May	1942	raid	on
Cologne,	 the	nearest	 the	story	comes	to	admitting	the	true	nature	of	most	RAF
bombing.

‘George	 Bourne’	 records,	 with	 carefully	 added	 moral	 justification,	 the
Cologne	operation:

I	 heard	 the	 crack	 of	 exploding	 anti-aircraft	 fire.	 In	 all	 my	 flying
experience,	 I’d	 never	 seen	 such	 a	 sight.	 The	 Germans	 had	 invented
blitzes.	They	had	inflicted	blitz	raids	on	Warsaw,	Rotterdam,	London,
Plymouth,	Coventry,	Glasgow,	Manchester,	Liverpool.	Now	we	were
hitting	back.

Great	 fires	 were	 burning.	 The	 Rhine,	 winding	 through	 the



stricken	city,	reflected	the	glare.	The	flashes	of	exploding	bombs	were
shooting	up	everywhere	 […]	We	banked	 into	a	 turn	and	came	 round
again.	There	were	more	big	fires.	The	Rhine	looked	like	a	river	of	fire.

‘I’m	 glad	 I’m	 not	 down	 there,’	 Tom	 [Tanner,	 the	 bomb-aimer]
exclaimed.	‘There	won’t	be	much	of	the	place	left.’

‘It’s	 the	 only	way	 to	win	 the	war,’	 said	Braddock,	 grimly.	 ‘The
only	way	to	win	a	fight	is	to	knock	the	other	fellow	down.’2

There	is	one	other	hint	of	a	more	bitter	truth,	about	the	danger	of	the	flyer’s	life.
Braddock	 is	 forever	 exercising	 his	 crew	 and	 checking	 that	 his	 machine	 is
properly	maintained,	precautions	which	no	doubt	reduced	the	danger	they	faced.
But	the	danger	could	never	be	fully	overcome,	and	in	many	cases	it	was	present
even	when	the	enemy	was	not.	The	casualty	rate	was	so	high	that	men	had	to	be
trained	far	too	quickly	for	their	tasks.	Losses	in	training,	as	we	shall	see,	were	a
serious	 problem.	 In	 one	 curious	 Braddock	 story,	 entitled	 ‘Daylight	 Disaster’,
men	are	killed	on	a	stupidly	ill-organised	exercise	when	they	are	made	to	fly	into
the	 strong	bright	 rays	 of	 the	 sun,	 in	 close	 formation.	As	 they	 return,	 a	 ground
crew	 sergeant	 ‘turned	 a	 thumb	 grimly	 to	 the	 east.	 “Two	 of	 our	 planes	 have
bought	it,”	he	said	grimly.	“They	collided	about	ten	miles	from	here.	None	of	the
chaps	got	out	alive.”’3	 It	 is	noted	that	 the	pilots	were	not	novices,	and	one	had
flown	on	75	missions.	What	 is	 this	 bitter	 little	 account	 (perhaps	based	on	 real
events)	doing	 in	 such	a	place?	The	 reader	gets	a	 sense	of	a	curtain	being	very
briefly	lifted,	to	reveal	a	reality	far	less	glorious	than	the	one	normally	portrayed
in	such	fiction.	And	it	was	a	reality.	Richard	Overy	records	in	The	Bombing	War
Sir	Richard	Peirse	(a	senior	wartime	RAF	officer)	complaining	to	his	colleague
Charles	Portal	that,	for	every	aircraft	shot	down	by	the	enemy,	he	was	losing	six
to	accidents.4

In	 the	 same	 Braddock	 story,	 a	 lying,	 boastful	 commanding	 officer,
ceaselessly	exaggerating	his	own	exploits,	is	shown	trying	to	send	Braddock	on
a	 dangerous	 daylight	 raid	 because	 he	 is	 jealous	 of	 his	 reputation.	 It	 is	 made



astonishingly	 plain	 (remember,	 this	 book	 was	 written	 for	 boys	 aged	 ten	 or
eleven)	that	this	RAF	officer	actively	hopes	Braddock	will	die.	‘Bourne’	writes:
‘There	was	no	doubt	Mandeville	had	wanted	to	get	Braddock	out	of	the	way	for
good	and	all.’5	Braddock	is	in	fact	wounded	while	being	very	nearly	shot	down
by	German	fighters.	This	–	a	deliberate	attempt	by	a	senior	officer	to	send	a	man
to	his	death	–	is	the	sort	of	thing	that	the	young	reader	might	expect	an	evil	Nazi
to	do.	But	a	British	officer?

There	is	–	unsurprisingly	–	no	mention	in	the	Braddock	stories	of	the	grave
and	 painful	 problem	 of	 ‘Lack	 of	 Moral	 Fibre’,	 the	 term	 harshly	 applied	 by
Harris’s	 RAF	 to	men	who	 became	 too	 afraid	 to	 fly	 over	 Germany	 any	more.
Overy	records	that	3	per	cent	of	flying	officers	(that	is,	3	per	cent	of	those	who
survived)	 were	 removed	 from	 flying	 status	 before	 completing	 25	 operations.6

Some	 were	 categorised	 with	 those	 harsh	 words	 ‘Lack	 of	 Moral	 Fibre’,
humiliated	in	various	ways,	stripped	of	rank	and	sent	off	in	disgrace	to	do	menial
tasks	elsewhere.	Interestingly,	Harris,	who	squandered	appalling	numbers	of	his
own	men,	had	a	 low	opinion	of	 the	effectiveness	of	many	of	his	crews.	Overy
notes	that	Harris	thought	only	a	quarter	of	his	fliers	were	effective	bombers,	the
rest	merely	there	to	give	the	Germans	something	to	shoot	at.7

The	late	Helen	Dunmore’s	novella	The	Greatcoat	(2011)	is	a	rare	fictional
reference	 to	 the	 problem	 of	 men	 losing	 their	 nerve	 during	 the	 ‘Good	 War’,
though	 there	 is	now	a	 large	body	of	work,	 in	 fiction	and	 in	history,	about	men
unfairly	condemned	for	cowardice	in	the	1914–18	war.	She	quotes	a	song	of	the
time	 (sung	 to	 the	 tune	 of	 ‘Deutschland,	 Deutschland	 über	 alles’).	 It	 runs,
miserably:

We	don’t	want	to	go	to	Chopland
We	don’t	want	to	go	at	all
We	don’t	want	to	go	to	Chopland
Where	our	chances	are	f***-all.8



‘Chopland’	 is	 of	 course	Germany,	 the	 place	where	 aircrew	 have	 a	 one	 in	 two
chance	 of	 ‘getting	 the	 chop’,	 that	 is	 to	 say,	 of	 dying	 in	 flames	 or	 falling
thousands	of	feet	 to	 the	hostile	earth	below.	Tired	and	demoralised	crews	were
sometimes	said	to	‘have	the	chop	look’,	a	way	of	saying	they	looked	as	if	they
had	 resigned	 themselves	 to	 imminent	 death,	 which	 tended	 to	 follow	 not	 long
afterwards.	I	have	never	been	able	to	find	any	origin	for	this	song,	though	Helen
Dunmore	grew	up	in	Beverley,	 in	 the	East	Riding	of	Yorkshire.	This	 is	a	short
distance	 from	 RAF	 Leconfield,	 a	 wartime	 base	 for	 Wellington	 and	 Halifax
bombers,	and	the	whole	area	was	peppered	with	temporary	RAF	fields.	It	seems
likely	 at	 least	 that	 memories	 of	 this	 sort	 might	 have	 survived	 into	 her	 1950s
childhood	in	the	area.

In	C.	P.	Snow’s	autobiographical	novel	The	Light	and	the	Dark	(1947),	the
tragic	 central	 character,	 Roy	 Calvert,	 undoubtedly	 based	 on	 a	 real	 person,
becomes	a	bomber	pilot	with	the	more	or	less	open	intention	of	being	killed	in
combat,	having	carefully	studied	the	odds.	He	duly	dies.

But	Matt	Braddock	survived.	Among	his	more	straightforward	missions	are
accurate	–	even	pinpoint	–	attacks	on	the	Krupp	armament	works	at	Essen,	on	a
secret	and	fictional	German	military	research	station,	on	a	key	railway	junction,
on	 the	 real	V-1	missile	 factory	 at	 Peenemünde	 and	 against	 a	 fictional	German
naval	 aircraft	 carrier,	 Degen.	 This	 episode	 is	 loosely	 based	 on	 the	 real	 and
unsuccessful	1942	attempt	to	bomb	the	real	but	unfinished	carrier	Graf	Zeppelin
in	Gotenhafen	(Gdynia).	 In	 this	 tale	as	 in	 the	others,	Braddock’s	ability	 to	find
and	hit	his	targets	is	astonishing.	If	only	it	had	also	been	true	to	life.

In	1941	the	civil	servant	D.	M.	(David	Miles)	Bensusan-Butt	was	asked	to
compare	reconnaissance	photographs	with	RAF	bomber	pilots’	claims	of	damage
done	by	their	night-time	raids	over	Germany.	Butt	was	an	economist,	an	admirer
and	 former	 pupil	 of	Maynard	 Keynes.	 He	 had	 bitter	 news	 for	 his	 then	 chief,
Churchill’s	favourite	scientist,	Frederick	Lindemann,	of	whom	I	shall	have	much
more	to	say	later	in	this	chapter.

In	 the	 RAF	 and	 the	War	 Cabinet	 the	 bombing	 of	 Germany	 was	 already



known	 to	 be	 going	 badly.	One	 bomber	 in	 three	was	 returning	 to	 base	without
even	claiming	to	have	hit	its	primary	target.	It	was	even	worse	than	they	thought.
David	Butt	found	that,	of	the	remaining	two	thirds,	only	one	third	came	within
five	miles	 of	 the	 aiming	 point.	 In	 operations	 against	 the	Ruhr	 industrial	 zone,
only	 one	 in	 ten	 came	 within	 five	 miles.	When	 there	 was	 no	 moon,	 accuracy
plunged	 still	 further.	 Daylight	 bombing	 had	 long	 ago	 been	 found	 to	 be
impossibly	dangerous,	with	appalling	levels	of	casualties	and	very	little	impact.
It	would	remain	so	until	the	United	States	Army	Air	Force	(USAAF)	developed
long-distance	fighters	that	could	escort	their	bombers	to	and	from	their	targets.

The	 curious	 result	 of	 the	 Butt	 survey	 was	 that	 the	 War	 Cabinet	 did	 not
decide	 to	 abandon	 this	 more	 or	 less	 useless	 and	 very	 costly	 weapon,	 which
would	have	been	a	perfectly	reasonable	conclusion.	They	chose	instead	to	hit	the
only	targets	that	were	truly	hard	to	miss	using	the	crude	navigational	devices	of
the	time	–	entire	cities,	and	those	who	lived	in	them.

But	that	is	not	what	we,	who	worshipped	the	war,	were	led	to	believe.	The
story	 told	 to	 me	 and	 my	 schoolfellows	 was	 of	 brave	 and	 carefully	 practised
attacks	on	legitimate	military	targets.	And	so	we	could	revere	Matt	Braddock	as
a	chivalrous	exemplar	of	just	war.	Like	most	heroes	in	the	boys’	weeklies	of	the
time,	 Sergeant	Braddock	was	 a	 teetotal	 non-smoker,	 ready	 to	 turn	 his	 hand	 to
any	 task,	 scornful	 of	 petty	 discipline	 and	 idle	 boasting	 (this	 was	 confined	 to
effete	and	snobbish	officers),	but	stern	with	his	own	crew.

The	 real	author	 is	believed	 to	have	been	a	minor	genius,	Gilbert	Lawford
Dalton,	 who	 specialised	 in	 children’s	 stories	 about	 working-class	 heroes.
Without	doubt,	boys	in	poor	homes	would	have	been	moved	and	encouraged	to
see	such	a	man	respected	by	the	high-ups	and	portrayed	as	vital	to	the	war	effort.
But	 I,	 an	 officer-class	 child	 with	 a	 piping	 prep-school	 voice	 and	 Queen-like
vowels,	was	just	as	captivated.

This	perhaps	reveals	something	important	about	 the	myth	of	 the	war.	One
claim	that	was	(in	my	experience)	completely	true	was	that	it	broke	down	much
of	the	foolish,	wasteful	snobbery	of	the	prewar	years.	True,	there	was	a	little	of	it



left.	I	recall	a	twinge	of	fear	that	the	‘hut	boys’	in	our	Devon	village,	who	in	the
1950s	were	living	in	prefabricated	huts	left	over	from	the	war,	might	be	tougher
than	I	was.	We	continued	to	live	separate	lives	and	called	our	meals	by	different
names.	But	 the	old	 lofty	contempt	was	gone.	We	were	 fellow	countrymen	and
we	recognised	it.	This	feeling	–	a	good	legacy	of	war	–	lasted	until	the	abolition
of	grammar	schools	in	the	1960s	and	1970s	rebuilt	the	old	class	divisions.

I	was	never	entirely	sure	whether	the	Braddock	stories	were	fact	or	fiction,
or	whether	Braddock	was	real	or	imaginary.	Quite	certainly	I	believed	Braddock
–	a	rebel	against	authority	who	refused	a	commission	–	was	a	man	of	virtue	and
courage.	 I	 still	 do.	And	 I	 think	 the	 real	originals	on	which	he	was	based	were
brave	 and	 virtuous	 as	 well.	 I	 also	 think	 their	 lives	 were	 squandered	 by	 a
commander	as	ruthless	as	any	of	the	red-faced	butcher	generals	of	World	War	I.
But	 I	 think	 the	British	 people	 are	 still	 quite	 unable	 to	 acknowledge	 that	what
they	did	–	which	many	of	them	did	not	fully	understand	–	was	morally	mistaken.

Much	 has	 been	 written	 about	 the	 British	 bombing	 offensive.	 The	 best
factual	 survey	 is	 Richard	 Overy’s	 recent	 book	 The	 Bombing	 War,	 mentioned
earlier	in	this	chapter	and	on	which	I	have	drawn	heavily.	I	am	equally	indebted
to	Anthony	Grayling’s	devastating	account	of	the	British	bombing	of	Germany,
Among	 the	 Dead	 Cities	 (2006),	 which	 gives	 the	 relentless	 details	 of	 Britain’s
incessant	and	increasingly	destructive	targeting	of	German	cities	until	there	were
almost	 none	 left	 to	 destroy;	 and	 to	 Sir	 Max	 Hastings’s	 Bomber	 Command
(1979/2010),	a	refreshingly	honest	description	of	the	employment	of	brave	men
by	unimaginative,	rigid	and	sometimes	foolish	commanders,	often	on	futile	and
mistaken	tasks.9	Also	important	is	the	discussion,	in	Lord	Snow’s	1960	Godkin
Lectures	 at	 Harvard	 (published	 as	 Science	 and	 Government	 in	 1961),	 of	 the
criticisms	of	the	effectiveness	of	the	bombing	campaign,	mainly	levelled	by	Sir
Henry	Tizard,	discussed	later	in	this	chapter.10

The	story	is	a	shocking	one.	Although	the	information	is	readily	available
to	those	who	seek	it,	most	British	people	prefer	to	believe	that	the	RAF	bombing
of	 Germany	 was	 an	 absolute	 necessity,	 morally	 justified	 (flatly	 untrue)	 and



decisive	in	the	outcome	of	the	war	(only	very	partly	true	at	best).	Most	believe
that,	where	civilians	died,	this	was	as	unavoidable	collateral	damage	rather	than
because	we	had	any	intention	of	killing	them.	This	belief	is	wholly	false.

The	subject	still	has	the	power	to	ignite	fury	even	in	people	who	were	not
born	when	the	bombing	ended.	I	am	sometimes	told	that	I	am	unpatriotic,	even
now,	 for	 discussing	 it	 or	 for	 being	 distressed	 by	 the	 extreme	 and	 horrible
cruelties	inflicted	by	our	bombs	on	innocent	women	and	children,	who	could	not
conceivably	be	held	responsible	for	Hitler’s	crimes.	On	the	contrary,	I	believe	it
is	the	duty	of	a	proper	patriot	to	criticise	his	country	where	he	believes	it	to	have
done	wrong.	Here	I	have	to	guard	myself	against	attacks	which	I	know	will	be
made	on	me	for	departing	from	the	orthodox	faith	of	the	‘Good	War’.

WHAT 	 I 	DO 	NO T 	 T H I N K 	AND 	HAV E 	NO T 	 S A I D

I	am	told,	when	I	criticise	the	bombing	in	public,	that	I	am	defaming	the	memory
of	the	bomber	crews.	I	have	never	done	so,	and	never	will.	They	had	little	idea
of	what	they	were	doing,	often	died	terrible	deaths	in	terrible	numbers	thanks	to
the	 ruthless	 squandering	 of	 life	 by	 their	 commanders,	 and	 showed	 immense
personal	courage.	It	is	those	who,	knowing	what	was	being	done,	ordered	them
into	battle,	who	I	blame.

I	 am	 told	 that	 I	 am	 equating	 our	 bombing	 of	Germany	with	 the	German
mass	 murder	 of	 the	 Jews	 of	 Europe.	 I	 would	 not	 dream	 of	 making	 such	 a
comparison;	 I	never	have	done	so	and	never	will.	 I	am	 likewise	 told	 that	 I	am
excusing	the	mass	murder	of	the	Jews	by	the	German	state,	when	nothing	could
ever	excuse	it	and	I	should	certainly	never	attempt	to	do	so.	Is	it	still	necessary
to	say	 that	 two	wrongs	do	not	make	a	right,	and	 that	one	horribly	wrong	thing
may	be	worse	than	another	horribly	wrong	thing,	and	yet	they	may	both	still	be
horribly	wrong,	examined	by	themselves	as	actions?	It	seems	so.

The	 same	 question	 arises	 in	 discussing	 the	 expulsions	 of	 Germans	 from



Central	 Europe,	 which	 I	 examine	 in	 the	 following	 chapter.	 This	 is	 one	 of	 the
most	awkward	questions	raised	by	the	whole	war.	Does	war	against	an	appalling,
exceptional	evil	excuse	lesser,	more	commonplace	evils	committed	by	your	own
side?	Personally,	I	think	not.

I	will	be	told	that	I	was	not	there	at	the	time,	and	am	using	moral	hindsight.
This	 is	 true.	 It	 cannot	 be	 otherwise.	 But	 that	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 it	 was
impossible	 to	 criticise	 or	 reject	 these	 actions	 at	 the	 time.	 Indeed,	 courageous
persons	 did	 so.	 Bishop	 George	 Bell	 of	 Chichester	 (who	 sought	 professional
military	 advice	 from	 the	 former	 soldier,	 historian,	 government	 adviser	 and
military	 correspondent	 of	 The	 Times,	 Basil	 Liddell	 Hart,	 before	 protesting),
Major	Richard	Stokes	MP	and	Sir	Henry	Tizard	were	all	there	at	the	time.	Bell
had	lost	two	brothers	in	World	War	I.	Stokes	had	fought	bravely	in	that	conflict.
Tizard’s	physical	courage,	patriotism	and	devotion	to	duty	are	beyond	question.
All	were	 knowledgeable	 and	 responsible	 people,	 unquestionably	 loyal	 patriots
who	 supported	 their	 country	 in	 war	 and	 loved	 it	 in	 peacetime.	 All	 of	 them
protested,	 much	 as	 I	 do	 and	 for	 the	 same	 reasons,	 moral	 and	 practical.	 They
risked	much	by	doing	so.	They	were	the	conscience	of	our	country,	and	it	will	be
a	 great	 day	 when	 their	 actions	 are	 fully	 recognised	 as	 the	 virtuous,	 righteous
deeds	they	were.

The	 first	 claim	of	 those	who	 support	 the	 bombing	of	German	 civilians	 is
that,	in	the	decision	as	to	whether	to	bomb	German	cities	or	not	to	do	so,	and	in
the	carrying	out	of	that	policy,	our	survival	as	a	country	and	as	a	people	was	at
stake.

It	quite	simply	was	not	so.	Even	if	you	believe	that	Hitler	seriously	intended
to	invade	this	country	in	1940	or	later,	which	the	evidence	shows	he	did	not,	the
choice	was	out	 of	Hitler’s	 hands	before	 the	main	bombing	 campaign	began	 in
1942.	Germany	was	by	then	preoccupied	with	the	war	against	the	Soviet	Union,
whose	 eventual	 end	 was	 probably	 decided	 by	 the	 German	 failure	 to	 take
Moscow	in	December	1941.	The	final	outcome	of	the	German–Soviet	war	was
not	altered	by	British	bombing	of	Germany,	which	was	relatively	minor	before



the	1942	raid	on	Cologne	and	did	not	become	intense	until	well	 into	1943.	By
the	 time	 significant	 and	 sustained	 bombing	 had	 begun,	 Hitler	 had	 been
irreversibly	defeated	at	Stalingrad,	and	the	USA	was	in	the	war.

Civilian	 deaths	 were	 intended	 by	 RAF	 commanders,	 who	 believed	 with
good	reason	that	this	was	what	their	political	masters	desired.	They	were	not	the
unwanted,	 reluctantly	 accepted	 side	 effect	 of	 another	 policy,	 but	 a	 deliberate
action.	Many	persist	in	believing	that	it	was	not	our	policy	to	kill	civilians,	and
that	they	died	accidentally	as	a	result	of	attacks	on	military	or	industrial	targets.
This	 is	 flatly	 untrue.	 Not	 long	 after	 Dunkirk,	 the	 language	 of	 British	 leaders
began	to	take	on	a	rather	fearsome	tone.	Winston	Churchill	speculated	in	a	letter
of	 8	 July	 1940	 to	 his	 friend	 and	 Minister	 of	 Aircraft	 Production,	 the	 press
magnate	Lord	(Max)	Beaverbrook,	that	an	‘absolutely	devastating,	exterminating
attack	by	very	heavy	bombers	from	this	country	upon	the	Nazi	homeland’	would
help	 to	 bring	 Hitler	 down.11	 Arthur	 Harris,	 later	 the	 chief	 of	 RAF	 Bomber
Command,	 realised	 the	 significance	 of	 these	 extraordinary	words.	 Perhaps	 not
wholly	 trusting	 politicians	 to	 defend	 the	 actions	 they	 had	 ordered	 if	 they	 later
became	unpopular	or	not	respectable	(as	they	did),	he	kept	a	copy	of	this	letter.

Harris	commendably	refused	a	peerage	in	1946	because	postwar	sensitivity
had	denied	his	bomber	crews	a	campaign	medal.	If	they	could	not	have	a	medal,
he	would	not	become	a	lord.	Harris,	though	an	unattractive	man,	emerges	from
this	with	some	integrity.	When	a	man	of	his	sort	was	needed	to	pursue	a	bloody
form	of	warfare	without	hesitation,	he	was	welcomed	in	the	councils	of	the	great
and	treated	with	courtesy.	When,	later,	a	startled	and	chastened	world	understood
what	he	had	actually	done,	he	was	urged	 to	 leave	by	 the	 tradesmen’s	entrance.
He	made	it	very	clear	that	he	knew	what	was	happening,	and	despised	those	who
had	 once	 fawned	 on	 him	 and	 now	 dismissed	 him.	 They	 had	 given	 him	 his
mandate.	As	far	as	he	was	concerned,	they	bore	the	ultimate	responsibility.

Even	before	the	end	of	the	war,	the	British	political	class	were	beginning,	as
Bishop	Bell	had	warned	them	they	would,	to	wish	they	had	not	listened	to	bad
arguments	 for	 indefensible	 actions.	 Bell’s	 speech	 to	 the	 House	 of	 Lords	 on	 9



February	1944	 is	 often	wrongly	described	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the	 firebombing	of
Dresden,	 which	 happened	 a	 year	 later.	 It	 was	 in	 fact	 a	 protest	 against	 the
enormous,	 incessant	 bombing	 of	 German	 cities,	 far	 greater	 than	 the	 German
bombing	of	British	 cities,	which	was	 then	under	way.	 It	was	not	 an	 emotional
spasm.	 The	 bishop	 had	 spent	 long	 weeks	 consulting	 with	 experts	 about	 the
military	as	well	as	 the	moral	aspects	of	 the	bombing,	speaking	at	 length	 to	 the
then	 prominent	military	 expert	 Basil	 Liddell	Hart	 (whose	 theories	 had	 greatly
influenced	Neville	Chamberlain’s	military	spending	decisions	in	the	late	1930s).

Bell,	unlike	some	who	attacked	the	bombing	policy,	was	emphatically	not
an	absolute	pacifist.	He	said,

Lord	Halifax,	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	war,	 in	 reference	 to	 this	 very
thing,	described	war	as	bloody	and	brutal.	It	 is	 idle	to	suppose	that	 it
can	be	carried	on	without	fearful	injury	and	violence	from	which	non-
combatants	 as	well	 as	 combatants	 suffer.	 It	 is	 still	 true,	 nevertheless,
that	there	are	recognized	limits	to	what	is	permissible.12

The	core	of	his	speech	is	worth	quoting	at	length	because	these	arguments	are	so
seldom	 heard.	 For	 us,	 with	 our	 hindsight,	 his	 intervention	 has	 one	 great,
unavoidable	flaw.	But	it	is	one	for	which	Bell	can	be	wholly	excused.	He	could
not	have	known	what	we	know	about	 the	Nazis.	It	 rightly	criticises	uncivilised
methods	 of	war	 known	 to	 us	 in	 1944.	 It	was	 spoken	 in	 total	 ignorance	 of	 the
still-greater	horrors	yet	to	be	uncovered.	I	believe	it	is	those	horrors	which	have
(illogically	but	understandably)	made	it	difficult	for	many	to	feel	as	strongly	as
they	should	feel	about	this	issue.

Bell	went	on	to	add	(with	a	total	absence	of	naive	pacifism	or	crude	appeals
to	 the	 emotions,	 and	 a	 severe	 understanding	 of	 the	 Christian	 doctrine	 of	 ‘just
war’):

I	turn	to	the	situation	in	February,	1944,	and	the	terrific	devastation	by
Bomber	Command	of	German	towns.	I	do	not	forget	the	Luftwaffe,	or



its	 tremendous	 bombing	 of	 Belgrade,	 Warsaw,	 Rotterdam,	 London,
Portsmouth,	Coventry,	Canterbury	and	many	other	places	of	military,
industrial	and	cultural	importance.

Hitler	is	a	barbarian.	There	is	no	decent	person	on	the	Allied	side
who	 is	 likely	 to	 suggest	 that	 we	 should	 make	 him	 our	 pattern	 or
attempt	to	be	competitors	in	that	market.	It	is	clear	enough	that	large-
scale	 bombing	 of	 enemy	 towns	 was	 begun	 by	 the	 Nazis.	 I	 am	 not
arguing	 that	 point	 at	 all.	The	question	with	which	 I	 am	concerned	 is
this.	 Do	 the	 Government	 understand	 the	 full	 force	 of	 what	 area
bombardment	is	doing	and	is	destroying	now?	Are	they	alive	not	only
to	the	vastness	of	the	material	damage,	much	of	which	is	irreparable,
but	also	to	the	harvest	they	are	laying	up	for	the	future	relationships	of
the	peoples	of	Europe	as	well	as	to	its	moral	implications?	The	aim	of
Allied	 bombing	 from	 the	 air,	 said	 the	 Secretary	 of	 State	 for	 Air	 at
Plymouth	 on	 January	 22,	 is	 to	 paralyze	 German	 war	 industry	 and
transport.	 I	 recognize	 the	 legitimacy	 of	 concentrated	 attack	 on
industrial	 and	military	 objectives,	 on	 airfields	 and	 air	 bases,	 in	 view
especially	 of	 the	 coming	 of	 the	 Second	 Front.	 I	 fully	 realize	 that	 in
attacks	on	centres	of	war	industry	and	transport,	the	killing	of	civilians
when	 it	 is	 the	 result	 of	 bona-fide	military	 activity	 is	 inevitable.	 But
there	 must	 be	 a	 fair	 balance	 between	 the	 means	 employed	 and	 the
purpose	achieved.	To	obliterate	a	whole	town	because	certain	portions
contain	military	and	industrial	establishments	is	to	reject	the	balance.

Let	me	take	two	crucial	instances,	Hamburg	and	Berlin.	Hamburg
has	 a	 population	of	 between	one	 and	 two	million	people.	 It	 contains
targets	of	immense	military	and	industrial	importance.	It	also	happens
to	 be	 the	 most	 democratic	 town	 in	 Germany	 where	 the	 Anti-Nazi
opposition	was	strongest.	Injuries	to	civilians	resulting	from	bona-fide
attacks	 on	 particular	 objectives	 are	 legitimate	 according	 to
International	Law.	But	owing	 to	 the	methods	used	 the	whole	 town	 is



now	a	ruin.	Unutterable	destruction	and	devastation	were	wrought	last
autumn.	 On	 a	 very	 conservative	 estimate,	 according	 to	 the	 early
German	 statistics,	 28,000	 persons	 were	 killed.	 Never	 before	 in	 the
history	 of	 air	 warfare	 was	 an	 attack	 of	 such	 weight	 and	 persistence
carried	out	against	a	single	industrial	concentration.	Practically	all	the
buildings,	 cultural,	 military,	 residential,	 industrial,	 religious	 –
including	the	famous	University	Library	with	its	800,000	volumes,	of
which	three-quarters	have	perished	–	were	razed	to	the	ground.

Berlin,	the	capital	of	the	Reich,	is	four	times	the	size	of	Hamburg.
The	 offices	 of	 the	 Government,	 the	 military,	 industrial,	 war-making
establishments	 in	 Berlin	 are	 a	 fair	 target.	 Injuries	 to	 civilians	 are
inevitable.	But	up	to	date	half	Berlin	has	been	destroyed,	area	by	area,
the	residential	and	the	industrial	portions	alike.	Through	the	dropping
of	 thousands	 of	 tons	 of	 bombs,	 including	 fire-phosphorus	 bombs,	 of
extraordinary	power,	men	and	women	have	been	lost,	overwhelmed	in
the	colossal	 tornado	of	 smoke,	blast	and	 flame.	 It	 is	 said	 that	74,000
persons	have	been	killed	and	that	3,000,000	are	already	homeless.	The
policy	 is	 obliteration,	 openly	 acknowledged.	 That	 is	 not	 a	 justifiable
act	of	war.	Again,	Berlin	is	one	of	the	great	centres	of	art	collections	in
the	world.	It	has	a	large	collection	of	Oriental	and	classical	sculpture.
It	 has	 one	 of	 the	 best	 picture	 galleries	 in	 Europe,	 comparable	 to	 the
National	Gallery.	It	has	a	gallery	of	modern	art	better	than	the	Tate,	a
museum	 of	 ethnology	 without	 parallel	 in	 this	 country,	 one	 of	 the
biggest	and	best	organised	libraries	–	State	and	university,	containing
two	 and	 a	 half	 million	 books	 –	 in	 the	 world.	 Almost	 all	 these	 non-
industrial,	 non-military	 buildings	 are	 grouped	 together	 near	 the	 old
Palace	and	in	the	Street	of	the	Linden.	The	whole	of	that	street,	which
has	been	constantly	mentioned	 in	 the	accounts	of	 the	 raids,	has	been
demolished.	It	is	possible	to	replace	flat	houses	by	mass	production.	It
is	not	possible	so	quickly	to	rebuild	libraries	or	galleries	or	churches	or



museums.	It	is	not	very	easy	to	rehouse	those	works	of	art	which	have
been	spared.	Those	works	of	art	and	those	libraries	will	be	wanted	for
the	re-education	of	the	Germans	after	the	war.	I	wonder	whether	your
Lordships	realize	the	loss	involved	in	that.

How	is	 it,	 then,	 that	 this	wholesale	destruction	has	come	about?
The	answer	is	that	it	is	the	method	used,	the	method	of	area	bombing.
The	first	outstanding	raid	of	area	bombing	was,	I	believe,	in	the	spring
of	 1942,	 directed	 against	Lübeck,	 then	 against	Rostock,	 followed	 by
the	 thousand-bomber	 raid	 against	 Cologne	 at	 the	 end	 of	May,	 1942.
The	 point	 I	 want	 to	 bring	 home,	 because	 I	 doubt	 whether	 it	 is
sufficiently	 realized,	 is	 that	 it	 is	 no	 longer	 definite	 military	 and
industrial	objectives	which	are	the	aim	of	the	bombers,	but	the	whole
town,	area	by	area,	is	plotted	carefully	out.	This	area	is	singled	out	and
plastered	on	one	night;	that	area	is	singled	out	and	plastered	on	another
night;	 a	 third,	 a	 fourth,	 a	 fifth	 area	 is	 similarly	 singled	 out	 and
plastered	 night	 after	 night,	 till,	 to	 use	 the	 language	 of	 the	 Chief	 of
Bomber	Command	with	 regard	 to	Berlin,	 the	heart	of	Nazi	Germany
ceases	to	beat.	How	can	there	be	discrimination	in	such	matters	when
civilians,	monuments,	military	objectives	and	 industrial	objectives	all
together	form	the	target?	How	can	the	bombers	aim	at	anything	more
than	a	great	space	when	they	see	nothing	and	the	bombing	is	blind?13

But	 the	 bishop	 then	 went	 too	 far.	 He	 made	 a	 distinction	 which	 modern
ideological	warfare	does	not	permit.	When	he	argued,	‘I	am	not	extenuating	the
crimes	 of	 the	Nazis	 or	 the	 responsibility	 of	Germany	 as	 a	whole	 in	 tolerating
them	for	so	long,	but	I	should	like	to	add	this.	I	do	not	believe	that	His	Majesty’s
Government	 desire	 the	 annihilation	 of	 Germany.	 They	 have	 accepted	 the
distinction	between	Germany	and	the	Hitlerite	State	[my	emphasis],’	the	official
record	in	Hansard	notes	that	‘Several	Noble	Lords’	cried	out	‘No!’,	which,	in	the
sedate	and	restrained	discussions	of	that	body,	is	little	short	of	a	riot.14	As	P.	G.



Wodehouse	had	also	discovered,	there	were	no	Germans	any	more,	only	Nazis.
Bell	 had	 always	 made	 this	 distinction	 because	 he	 was	 a	 close	 friend	 to

many	German	refugees	from	Hitler	and	was	keenly	aware	of	the	existence	of	a
real	 and	brave	opposition	 to	National	Socialism.	He	had	helped	 refugees	 from
Germany	 and	 had	 experienced	 unfair	 unpopularity	 when	 he	 protested	 against
Winston	Churchill’s	absurd	and	self-defeating	‘collar	the	lot!’	detention	of	many
fervently	anti-Hitler	Germans	in	1940.	He	now	got	himself	into	deeper	trouble.
RAF	stations	in	his	diocese	were	coldly	hostile	to	him.	Noël	Coward	had	already
attacked	him	(for	his	objections	were	not	new)	in	his	1943	satirical	song	‘Don’t
Let’s	Be	Beastly	to	the	Germans’	(‘Let	us	treat	them	very	kindly	as	we	would	a
valued	 friend	 /	We	might	 send	 them	out	 some	Bishops	 as	 a	 form	of	 lease	 and
lend’).

Churchill	 is	 widely	 believed	 to	 have	 prevented	 Bell’s	 promotion	 to	 the
Archbishopric	 of	 Canterbury	 when	 that	 see	 unexpectedly	 fell	 vacant	 soon
afterwards.	There	is	no	proof	of	this,	but	it	is	at	least	not	impossible.	And	many
years	after	his	death,	Bell’s	own	church	(perhaps	still	uncomfortable	with	him)
rather	 shockingly	 declined	 to	 defend	 him	 against	 an	 ancient,	 uncorroborated
accusation	of	child	abuse,	preferring	to	find	him	guilty	without	trial.

Yet	 he	 voiced	 a	 real,	 lingering	 doubt.	And	 though	 he	 has	 never	 received
credit	for	doing	so,	his	protests	undoubtedly	helped	cause	a	subtle	and	deepening
embarrassment	in	the	establishment	over	what	had	been	done.	Arthur	Harris	had
astutely	expected	this.	If	he	ever	expressed	any	opinion	of	George	Bell,	I	do	not
know	 of	 it.	 But	 I	 suspect	 that	 he	 regarded	 his	 protests	 as	 honourable	 in
comparison	to	the	words	and	actions	of	politicians	who	first	encouraged	him	and
later	abandoned	him.

In	 1979,	 five	 years	 before	 his	 death,	 Arthur	 Harris	 told	 the	 historian
Andrew	 Boyle	 that	 the	 letter	 from	 Churchill	 to	 Beaverbrook	 was	 ‘the	 RAF
mandate’.15	 He	 would,	 quite	 rightly,	 never	 forget	 that	 responsibility	 for	 his
actions	had	gone	to	the	very	top.

Yet	 nowadays	we	 know	 almost	 nothing	 of	 this	 controversy.	One	 startling



fact	is	that	the	deliberate	bombing	of	civilian	targets	in	World	War	II	for	its	own
sake	was	not,	 in	 fact,	begun	by	 the	Germans.	 It	was	one	of	 the	 first	 effects	of
Winston	Churchill’s	arrival	 in	Downing	Street.	Neville	Chamberlain,	 like	most
conservative	politicians	of	his	era,	was	appalled	by	the	idea	of	such	attacks	and
had	 held	 back	 the	RAF	 from	bombing	German	 territory.	Churchill	was	 not	 so
restrained.	Why	did	he	act?	Overy	records	that	the	deliberate	bombing	of	cities
in	World	War	II	was	not	a	retaliation	against	Hunnish	barbarism,	but	definitely
begun	by	the	RAF,	on	11	May	1940,	 long	before	the	Blitz.16	The	 turning	point
was	 a	 minor,	 ineffectual	 RAF	 raid	 on	 the	 town	 which	 was	 then	 known	 as
München	 Gladbach	 (and	 is	 now	 known	 as	 Mönchengladbach)	 in	 western
Germany.	 This	 was	 not,	 as	 some	 claim,	 a	 righteous	 response	 to	 Germany’s
notorious	bombing	of	Rotterdam.	 It	 cannot	have	been,	because	Rotterdam	was
not	bombed	until	14	May,	 three	days	 later.	What	 is	more,	German	bombing	of
Rotterdam,	barbarous	as	it	no	doubt	was,	formed	part	of	a	military	operation	to
capture	that	city.	It	was	not	bombing	for	its	own	sake,	a	tactic	not	used	before	in
the	1939–45	war	(though	Germany	had	used	it	in	the	Great	War).

Some	years	later,	J.	M.	(James	Molony)	Spaight,	principal	secretary	at	the
Air	Ministry,	 would	 confidently	 praise	 the	 change	 of	 policy	 in	 a	 bloodthirsty,
triumphal	 style	 which	 now	 seems	 quite	 strange	 and	 almost	 embarrassing.
Spaight	wrote	in	a	work	of	1944,	Bombing	Vindicated,	that

Bomber	 Command	went	 to	 war	 on	 11	May,	 1940.	 It	 had	 only	 been
fooling	with	war	until	then.	That	is	the	great	date	in	its	war	diary:	not
because	of	anything	spectacular	achieved	immediately,	but	because	of
what	 was	 to	 follow	 in	 the	 fullness	 of	 time.	 In	 that	 decision	 of	May
1940,	 there	 was	 implicit	 the	 doom	 of	 Germany,	 though	 we	 little
guessed	 it	 then.	 For	 a	 time,	 however,	 our	 offensive,	 it	 must	 be
acknowledged,	was	a	rather	small	affair.17

He	went	on	to	say,



Yet,	 because	 we	 were	 doubtful	 about	 the	 psychological	 effect	 of
propagandist	 distortion	 of	 the	 truth	 that	 it	 was	 we	 who	 started	 the
strategic	 bombing	 offensive,	 we	 have	 shrunk	 from	 giving	 our	 great
decision	of	May,	 1940,	 the	publicity	which	 it	 deserved.	That,	 surely,
was	 a	mistake.	 It	 was	 a	 splendid	 decision.	 It	 was	 as	 heroic,	 as	 self-
sacrificing,	 as	 Russia’s	 decision	 to	 adopt	 her	 policy	 of	 ‘scorched
earth’.	It	gave	Coventry	and	Birmingham,	Sheffield	and	Southampton,
the	right	to	look	Kief	[Kiev]	and	Kharkov,	Stalingrad	and	Sebastopol,
in	 the	 face.	 Our	 Soviet	 allies	 would	 have	 been	 less	 critical	 of	 our
inactivity	in	1942	if	they	had	understood	what	we	had	done.	We	should
have	shouted	 it	 from	 the	house-tops	 instead	of	keeping	silence	about
it.18

He	continued:

It	 could	 have	 harmed	 us	 morally	 only	 if	 it	 were	 equivalent	 to	 an
admission	that	we	were	the	first	to	bomb	towns.	It	was	nothing	of	the
sort.	The	German	airmen	were	 the	first	 to	do	 that	 in	 the	present	war.
(They	had	done	it	long	before,	too	–	at	Durango	and	Guernica	in	1937,
nay,	at	London	in	1915–18.)	It	was	they,	not	 the	British	airmen,	who
created	a	precedent	for	‘war	against	the	civilian	population’.19

The	 precedents	 from	 Spain	 and	 the	 1914	 war	 are	 correct.	 However,	 German
bombing	 of	 towns	 since	 1939	 had	 in	 fact	 been	 confined	 to	 support	 of	 other
military	 arms.	Warsaw,	 for	 example,	 suffered	 far	 more	 damage	 from	 shelling
than	from	air	attack.

The	 München	 Gladbach	 attack	 may	 have	 been	 in	 some	 way	 aimed	 at
impeding	or	discouraging	Germany’s	unprovoked	and	lawless	surprise	attack	on
the	 Netherlands,	 then	 reaching	 its	 decisive	 stage.	 (München	 Gladbach	 was
defined	 as	 a	 military-economic	 target.)	 Harris	 himself	 wrote	 in	 the	 American
periodical	Flying	(‘Special	Royal	Air	Force	Issue’)	for	September	1942,



The	first	British	bombs	fell	on	the	soil	of	the	German	mainland	on	the
night	of	May	11,	1940,	when	a	force	of	18	Whitley	bombers	attacked
railway	 communications	 behind	 the	 lines	 of	 the	 German	 advance
across	 Flanders	 and	 the	 Low	 Countries.	 Light	 bombers	 of	 the
Command,	 at	 that	 time	 Blenheims,	 also	 endeavoured	 to	 stem	 the
onrush	 of	 the	 attack	 by	 desperate	 and	 costly	 sorties	 against
immediately	threatening	enemy	concentrations.20

But	it	was	a	unilateral	change	of	policy.
The	damage	was	slight	and	made	no	difference	to	the	war.	As	Max	Hastings

has	recounted	in	detail,	at	 this	stage	of	 the	war	and	for	a	 long	time	afterwards,
the	RAF’s	bombing	accuracy	was	pitiful.	It	missed	most	of	its	targets	hopelessly
badly,	and	 its	 inadequate	bombing	planes,	generally	poorly	designed	and	using
outdated	tactics,	were	blasted	from	the	sky	by	the	Luftwaffe	in	terrible	numbers
during	the	early	part	of	the	combat.

Meanwhile,	 there	 were	 more	 ‘mandates’	 for	 the	 RAF.	 The	 killing	 of
German	workers	 soon	became	an	explicit	policy.	 In	 June	1941	we	 find	an	Air
Ministry	draft	directive	saying	that	‘Continuous	and	relentless	bombing	of	these
workers	 and	 their	 utility	 services,	 over	 a	 period	 of	 time,	will	 inevitably	 lower
their	morale,	kill	a	number	of	them	and	thus	appreciably	reduce	their	industrial
output.’21

In	April	of	the	same	year	a	policy	review	urged	attacks	on	‘working-class’
areas.22	 In	 November	 that	 year	 a	 memorandum	 (almost	 certainly	 written	 by
Harris)	 was	 asking	 if	 the	 time	 had	 not	 come	 to	 strike	 ‘against	 the	 people
themselves’.23	 In	May,	 the	Director	 of	Air	 Intelligence	welcomed	 an	 attack	on
‘the	livelihood,	the	homes,	the	cooking,	heating,	lighting	and	family	life	of	[…]
the	 working	 class’.24	 This	 was	 because	 they	 were	 the	 least	 mobile	 and	 most
vulnerable	 to	 such	 an	 attack.	 Also,	 their	 housing	 was	 far	 more	 densely
concentrated	than	that	of	the	better-off,	where	explosives	and	incendiaries	alike



would	do	far	less	damage	than	they	would	in	zones	packed	with	large	blocks	of
small,	crowded	flats.

In	 November	 1941,	 Sir	 Richard	 Peirse,	 by	 then	 commander-in-chief	 of
Bomber	Command,	 told	 the	Thirty	Club	 (a	private	dining	club)	 that	his	planes
had,	for	nearly	a	year,	been	attacking	‘the	people	themselves’,	intentionally.25

Sir	Richard	was	extraordinarily	candid	both	about	the	policy	and	about	the
Government’s	 pretence	 that	 it	 was	 not	 doing	 what	 it	 was	 doing.	 But	 he
understood	why	the	Government	was	not	keen	to	state	the	truth	in	public:

I	mention	 this	 because	 for	 a	 long	 time	 the	Government	 for	 excellent
reasons	 has	 preferred	 the	 world	 to	 think	 that	 we	 still	 held	 some
scruples	and	attacked	only	what	 the	humanitarians	are	pleased	to	call
Military	Targets.	[…]	I	can	assure	you,	gentlemen,	that	we	tolerate	no
scruples	[my	emphasis].26

Overy	also	shows	that	senior	officials	knew	of	the	policy	but	preferred	the	truth
of	 it	 not	 to	 be	 widely	 known	 in	 case	 ‘false	 and	 misleading	 deductions’	 were
made.27

A	 profoundly	 disturbing	 Air	 Staff	 memorandum	 explicitly	 desires	 that
towns	should	be	made	‘physically	uninhabitable’	and	the	people	in	them	must	be
‘conscious	of	constant	personal	danger’.	The	aim	was	 to	produce	 ‘destruction’
and	‘the	fear	of	death’.28

Harris	 himself	 wrote	 in	 April	 1942,	 ‘We	 have	 got	 to	 kill	 a	 lot	 of	Boche
before	we	win	this	war.’29	To	his	credit,	Harris	never	lied	to	himself	or	anyone
else	about	what	he	was	doing.	He	never	hid	from	his	purpose	of	killing	Germans
and	wanted	it	acknowledged	publicly.	Being	a	hard	and	ruthless	man	himself,	he
must	have	suspected	that	his	equally	hard	and	ruthless	political	chief	might	one
day	seek	to	disavow	the	policy.

He	sometimes	cleverly	responded	to	criticisms	of	his	bombing	campaign	by
comparing	it	to	the	British	naval	blockade	of	Germany	in	the	1914	war.	He	was



quite	 reasonable	 to	 do	 so.	This	 had	 beyond	 doubt	 led	 to	 terrible	 suffering	 and
deaths	 from	malnutrition	among	 innocent	German	civilians.	But	 they	had	been
slow	deaths,	indirectly	caused,	and	few	to	this	day	realise	just	what	a	merciless
weapon	 of	 war	 that	 blockade	 had	 been.	 Interestingly,	 as	 we	 shall	 see,	 the
blockade	 was	 also	 remembered	 unapologetically	 by	 those	 who	 defended	 the
deportations	 of	 Germans	 (mainly	 women	 and	 children)	 under	 the	 Potsdam
Agreement.	Harris	had	a	perfectly	good	point.	We	had	abandoned	our	virtue	long
before,	in	an	earlier	stage	of	our	struggle	with	the	Germans.	It	is	quite	unfair	to
draw	back	in	revulsion,	 long	after	 the	event,	from	Bomber	Command’s	actions
once	 you	 have	 accepted	 the	methods	 of	 the	 1914–19	 naval	 blockade.	 Neither
action	really	fell	within	the	Christian	definition	of	a	‘just	war’.

Overy	also	records	the	famous	minute	calling	for	the	‘de-housing’	of	a	third
of	 Germany’s	 population.30	 This	 was	 written	 by	 Churchill’s	 close	 friend	 and
chief	 scientific	 adviser	 Frederick	 Lindemann,	 later	 Lord	 Cherwell.	 The
document	 was	 based	 on	 totally	 wrong	 and	 exaggerated	 ideas	 of	 the	 power	 of
bombing,	 as	 it	 later	 turned	 out.	 But	 at	 the	 time	 it	 greatly	 impressed	Churchill
himself.

It	took	a	jeering	and	dismissive	tone,	implicitly	treating	moral	objections	as
foolish	 and	 weak.	 ‘Investigation	 seems	 to	 show	 that	 having	 one’s	 house
demolished	 is	 most	 damaging	 to	 morale,’	 it	 said,	 airily	 and	 in	 an	 unpleasant,
facetious	 and	 sarcastic	 fashion.31	 In	 a	 paradox	 that	 will	 often	 arise	 in	 this
argument,	it	seemed	to	make	no	connection	between	this	policy	and	the	fact	that
so	many	British	people	had	suffered	this	fate	and	had	not	found	it	at	all	amusing.
It	 is	 still	quite	a	common	position	 taken	 in	arguments	on	 this	subject	 (and	 this
author	has	had	many)	to	describe	German	terror	raids	on	Britain	with	justifiable
emotional	fury,	and	then	to	defend	similar	and	worse	actions	by	our	own	forces
as	 just	 punishment	 for	 these	horrors.	 It	 is	 almost	 impossible	 to	persuade	 those
who	advance	such	arguments	to	see	that	there	is	any	hypocrisy	or	inconsistency
in	 them.	The	emotional	power	of	 the	war,	as	a	modern	moral	gospel	of	simple
good	versus	total	evil,	overcomes	both	fact	and	reason.	It	does	so	in	the	minds	of



people	younger	than	I.	Through	my	parents	and	teachers,	I	am	far	more	directly
engaged	in	the	history	of	that	war.	To	those	born	later,	it	is	far	away,	and	known
only	 through	books,	 films	and	documentaries.	They	never	saw,	as	 I	did	almost
daily,	 the	gap-toothed	streets	and	 lingering	 traces	of	air-raid	precautions	 (signs
for	shelters,	emergency	fire	hydrants,	etc.)	in	the	British	cities	of	the	1950s.	They
did	not	see	the	air-raid	shelter	which	was	such	a	fascinating	feature	of	the	back
garden	of	my	grandfather’s	Portsmouth	house.	For	them	‘the	war’	is	wholly	an
idea,	glittering	with	chivalry	and	virtue.	This	is	why	it	is	so	hard	to	criticise,	and
why	it	remains	so	useful	to	those	who	wish	to	start	new	wars.	It	may	take	many
decades	 to	 overcome	 it,	 which	 means	 it	 is	 all	 too	 urgent	 to	 start	 as	 soon	 as
possible.

While	these	arguments	were	happening,	and	while	the	aircraft	which	would
put	the	Lindemann/Harris/Churchill	policy	fully	into	effect	were	still	being	built,
something	else	was	also	going	on.	Set	beside	the	great	issues	of	war	and	peace,
life	 and	 death,	 power	 and	 victory,	 it	 may	 seem	 rather	 distastefully	 and	 even
trivially	political.	But	a	neglected	theme	of	this	controversy	is	the	constant	and
rather	 nervous	 desire	 of	 the	 RAF,	 and	 of	 Bomber	 Command,	 to	 justify	 their
actual	existence.	They	advance	the	claims	of	air	power	as	an	independent	force,
rather	 than	 (as	 both	Army	and	Navy	have	 always	wanted,	 and	 still	want)	 as	 a
handmaid	to	the	Army	and	Navy,	aiding	them	in	their	purposes.	The	bombing	of
cities	as	independent	targets,	unconnected	with	any	ground	operations,	is	a	direct
outgrowth	of	this	highly	questionable	view	of	military	science.	So	is	the	use	of
heavy	bombers	against	guerrilla	forces	in	dense	forests,	or	in	remote	mountains,
as	 was	 tried	 in	 Vietnam	 and	 Afghanistan.	 This	 has	 been	 almost	 wholly
unsuccessful.	But	it	persists,	partly	because	of	the	belief	in	the	effectiveness	of
the	bombing	of	Germany,	and	partly	because	political	leaders	prefer	it	to	risking
the	lives	of	soldiers.	It	makes	modern	wars	easier	to	fight,	politically.	It	does	not
make	 them	 any	 easier	 to	 win,	 militarily	 or	 politically.	 As	 well	 as	 irrational
passions,	there	are	powerful	political	and	military	interests	lined	up	on	the	side
of	area	bombing,	 long	decades	after	 the	Lancaster	bombers	were	scrapped	and



their	 crews	 (what	 remained	of	 them)	 returned	 to	normal	 life.	 In	 this	argument,
the	 warning	 ‘Tread	 softly,	 for	 you	 tread	 on	 my	 dreams,’	 applies	 in	 several
different	ways.

At	the	very	bottom	of	it,	though,	lies	the	awkward	question	of	what	Britain
was	 to	do	 to	stay	 in	 the	war,	now	that	 it	had	been	expelled	from	the	European
Continent	where	that	war	was	taking	place.	There	were	the	heroic	and	romantic
activities	 of	 the	 Special	 Operations	 Executive.	 But	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 claim	 that
these	did	much	more	 than	 assert	 that	we	were	 still	 in	 the	war,	 and	offer	 some
comfort	 to	 the	 conquered	 peoples	 of	 the	 occupied	 lands.	These	 activities	 have
since	 been	 much	 romanticised	 in	 fiction	 and	 film,	 with	 beautiful	 female
resistance	heroines	holding	out	bravely	against	 the	Nazis.	And	 they	have	been
glorified	in	official	histories.	But	how	much	use	were	they?

In	the	case	of	the	Netherlands,	romantic	amateurism,	combined	with	foolish
rivalry	with	 the	 Secret	 Intelligence	 Service,	 led	 to	 a	 disaster.	 Poorly	 equipped
and	 poorly	 prepared	 agents	 were	 caught	 by	 the	 Germans	 and	 compelled	 by
threats	to	transmit	false	messages	back	to	London.	These	incredibly	brave	agents
followed	orders	by	omitting	key	call	signs	from	their	messages,	to	warn	that	they
had	been	captured.	But	their	chiefs	in	London	–	selfishly	not	wanting	to	believe
the	horrid	 truth	–	 ignored	the	warnings	and	continued	week	after	week	to	send
men	to	imprisonment	and	later	to	death	in	the	Mauthausen	concentration	camp.
This	 catastrophe	 continued	 for	 years	 despite	 attempts	 by	 one	 SOE	 official	 to
raise	the	alarm.	The	avoidable	and	dismal	sacrifice	of	precious	life	and	courage
is	discussed	in	Last	Hope	Island	(2017)	by	the	American	writer	Lynne	Olson.32	It
is	barely	known	about	in	Britain,	for,	once	again,	it	contradicts	the	heroic	myth.

It	was	 not	 the	 only	 questionable	 action	 in	 our	 secret	war.	One	 especially
perplexing	case	involves	an	action	which	was	not	technically	an	SOE	operation.
But	it	was	known	to	SOE	chiefs	(and	presumably	to	Winston	Churchill	himself).
There	must	 be	 serious	moral	 questions	 about	 the	 rightness	 of	what	was	 done.
This	was	Operation	Anthropoid,	the	assassination	by	Czech	and	Slovak	soldiers
of	 the	 German	 ruler	 of	 Bohemia-Moravia,	 Acting	 Reichsprotektor	 Reinhard



Heydrich.	The	gruesome	 reprisals	 visited	 on	 the	Czechs	 by	 the	Germans	were
entirely	 predictable.	 In	 fact,	 they	 were	 predicted	 by	 the	 Czech	 resistance
leadership	in	Prague,	who	begged	the	Czech	government-in-exile	 in	London	to
call	off	the	plan.	The	death	of	Heydrich	brought	great	misery	in	return	for	little	if
any	military	or	political	gain.	 Indeed,	 the	Czech	 resistance	was	almost	entirely
snuffed	out	by	the	actions	which	the	Germans	took.

These	 types	 of	 indirect	 warfare	 –	 assassinations,	 bombing	 of	 civilians,
starvation	blockades	–	are	the	sorts	of	things	which	happen	when	nations	wish	to
fight	wars	but	cannot	win	them	by	the	normal,	traditional	way	of	armies	fighting
armies.	 In	 this	 case,	 like	 the	 bombing	 of	 civilians,	 they	 arose	 directly	 from
Britain’s	deliberate	entry	into	a	war	for	which	it	was	not	physically	prepared.	It
is	no	use	saying	they	were	‘the	only	thing	we	could	do’.	This	was	so,	but	it	was
predictably	so	because	of	deliberate	policies	we	had	adopted	earlier.	They	were
not	‘the	only	 thing	we	could	have	done’,	had	we	thought	more	carefully	about
what	we	were	doing	as	we	sauntered	so	nonchalantly	 towards	a	war	 for	which
we	were	utterly	unready.

There	 is	 little	 doubt	 that	much	 of	 the	 bombing	 of	Germany	was	 done	 to
please	and	appease	Josef	Stalin.	Stalin	jeered	at	Churchill	for	his	failure	to	open
a	Second	Front	and	 to	 fight	Hitler’s	armies	 in	Europe,	and	ceaselessly	pressed
him	 to	 open	 such	 a	 front	 –	 something	Churchill	was	 politically	 and	militarily
reluctant	to	do.	Bombing	Germany,	though	it	did	not	satisfy	Stalin’s	demands	for
an	 invasion,	 at	 least	 reassured	 him	 that	 we	 were	 doing	 something,	 and	 so
lessened	his	pressure	on	us	to	open	a	second	front.	Martin	Gilbert	records	in	his
biography	 of	 Winston	 Churchill	 that	 Churchill	 boasted	 to	 Stalin	 at	 their	 first
meeting	in	August	1942	that	he	hoped	to	‘shatter’	twenty	German	cities	and	‘if
need	 be	 […]	 to	 shatter	 almost	 every	 dwelling	 in	 almost	 every	German	 city’.33

This	 bombast	 pleased	 Stalin	 and	 greatly	 improved	 the	mood	 of	 the	meetings.
Overy	 also	 records	 Stalin’s	 annoyance	 that	 the	British	 and	Americans	 had	 (in
July	of	that	year)	abandoned	a	plan	for	an	invasion	of	Western	Europe	originally
set	for	1942.	The	Soviet	leader	was	more	or	less	insulting	when	given	this	news.



But	when	Churchill	promised	plentiful	bombing,	‘Stalin	took	over	the	argument
himself	and	said	that	homes	as	well	as	factories	must	be	destroyed.’34

Pleasing	 Stalin	 –	 or	 at	 least	 avoiding	 his	 disfavour	 –	 would	 be	 one	 of
Winston	Churchill’s	preoccupations	 in	 the	years	 that	 followed.	 It	was	also	one
motive	behind	the	Heydrich	assassination	described	just	above,	though	this	also
had	much	to	do	with	the	Czech	government-in-exile’s	need	to	establish	itself	as	a
belligerent	 and	 wipe	 out	 the	 shame	 of	 its	 1938	 capitulation.	 Stalin	 had	 little
interest	in	our	wars	in	the	Middle	East	or	in	Asia.	He	was	unconcerned	about	our
struggle	to	protect	the	transatlantic	supply	convoys,	as	long	as	this	did	not	affect
the	 other	 convoys	 bringing	 Western	 guns	 and	 planes	 to	 the	 Soviet	 port	 of
Murmansk.	But	 the	 killing	 of	German	 civilians,	 and	 the	 disruption	of	German
rule	 in	 central	 Europe,	 was	 an	 effective	 and	 practicable	 way	 of	 soothing	 the
Soviet	monster’s	rages	and	sulks.

Stalin	was	our	indispensable	ally	against	Hitler,	and	(like	Hitler)	a	man	for
whom	the	killing	of	innocent	people	was	never	a	problem.	Oddly,	Stalin	was	not
(as	is	widely	believed)	to	blame	for	the	attacks	on	Dresden	in	1945.35	The	belief
has	 probably	 grown	 as	 we	 try	 to	make	 excuses	 for	 an	 action	which	 even	 the
defenders	 of	 Harris	 find	 hard	 to	 stomach.	 The	 Dresden	 firestorm	 remains,
whether	we	like	it	or	not,	a	wholly	British	and	American	responsibility.

Soon	 after	 his	 first	 ill-tempered	 encounter	 with	 Stalin,	 Churchill	 was
pressed	 by	 Harris	 for	 a	 commitment	 to	 a	 bombing	 offensive.	 Churchill
responded	that	he	was	committed	to	bombing,	partly	because	it	would	look	bad
to	stop	such	a	major	part	of	Britain’s	war	effort,	but	he	did	not	expect	it	to	have
decisive	 results	 in	1943	or	bring	 the	war	 to	an	end.	But	 it	was,	Churchill	 said,
‘better	than	doing	nothing’.36

But	better	for	whom?	This	was	little	more	than	war	by	public	relations,	with
actions	 judged	by	 their	 political	 impact	 and	 their	 effect	 on	morale,	 rather	 than
their	military	result.	Can	one	kill	innocents	for	the	sake	of	appearances?	It	seems
to	go	beyond	the	limits	of	‘just	war’.	Once	again,	it	 is	not	hindsight	to	suggest
that	 this	 strategy	 was	 morally	 wrong	 and	 militarily	 futile.	 It	 was	 perfectly



possible	to	see	this	at	the	time.
Leo	 Amery,	 a	 War	 Cabinet	 member,	 was	 not	 impressed	 by	 Harris’s

demands	for	a	full-scale	bombing	attack.	Quoting	a	scientist	at	the	Air	Warfare
branch,	who	said	the	RAF	could	not	hit	enough	German	industry	to	do	decisive
damage,	Amery	wrote:	‘I	am	aware	that	this	view	of	night	bombing	is	shared	by
a	very	 large	number	of	 thoughtful	 people.’37	But	 this	was	not	 a	 good	 time	 for
thoughtful	people.

In	the	end,	the	bombing	offensive	would	prove	hugely	costly	in	human	life
and	 national	 treasure.	 Brave	 and	 capable	 young	 men,	 and	 vastly	 expensive
technology,	were	hurled	 into	 the	 flames	with	 little	material	effect.	 In	1942,	 for
example,	 the	 RAF	 killed	 4,900	 Germans	 –	 two	Germans	 for	 every	 expensive
bomber	(and	its	valuable,	hard-to-train	crew)	lost.	The	full	figures	are	even	more
startling	 and	 unimpressive.	 Harris’s	 forces	 dropped	 37,192	 tons	 of	 bombs	 on
Germany.	Most	missed	 their	 targets	completely.	The	 raids	cost	2,716	bombers,
lost	on	missions	or	in	accidents.	The	losses	among	trained	men	were	appalling.
Bomber	Command	itself	 lost	14,000	from	September	1939	to	September	1942.
During	 the	 whole	 RAF	 bombing	 offensive,	 aircrews	 suffered	 a	 44	 per	 cent
casualty	rate.38	This	was	comparable	 to	 the	butchery	of	 the	worst	battles	of	 the
Great	War.	 It	 also	meant	 that	many	of	 them	were	dead	 long	before	 they	could
make	a	considered	assessment	of	their	commander,	which	is	perhaps	why	there
is	a	shortage	of	memoirs	or	poems	criticising	the	offensive.

Bomber	Command’s	loss	rate	was	41	per	cent,	with	47,268	of	its	135,000
men	killed	in	action	(or	dying	as	prisoners	of	war)	and	8,195	killed	in	accidents.
A	butcher’s	bill	on	 this	scale	could	only	be	 justified	by	an	overpowering	need.
There	was	no	such	need,	or	any	other	justification.

The	only	solid	argument	 that	 these	attacks	advanced	 the	war	effort	 is	 that
they	diverted	aircraft	and	artillery	from	the	Eastern	Front	 to	 the	defence	of	 the
German	homeland.	This	is	perfectly	true.	But	a	more	effective	bomber	offensive
against	 true	military	 and	 economic	 targets,	 especially	 fuel	 plants,	 would	 have
done	 the	 same,	 and	 been	more	 use	 in	winning	 the	war.	 Such	 an	 offensive	 did



eventually	 happen	very	 late	 in	 the	war,	 and	did	huge	 and	 rapid	damage	 to	 the
German	war	effort.	We	must	also	realise	that	the	bombing	campaign	also	forced
Britain	 to	divert	scarce	and	costly	 resources	–	 trained	men,	metals,	explosives,
fuel,	 engine	manufacturing	 capacity	–	 from	 the	build-up	of	 its	D-Day	army.	 It
also	diverted	men,	money,	materiel	and	aircraft	from	the	Battle	of	the	Atlantic,
the	U-boat	war	which	we	could	well	have	lost.	As	Stephen	Roskill	wrote	in	The
War	at	Sea	1939–45,

In	the	early	spring	of	1943	we	had	a	very	narrow	escape	from	defeat	in
the	Atlantic;	had	we	suffered	such	a	defeat,	history	would	have	judged
the	main	 cause	would	 have	 been	 the	 lack	 of	 two	more	 squadrons	 of
very	long-range	aircraft	for	convoy	escort	duties.39

In	May	 1942,	when	Arthur	Harris	 had	 been	 assembling	 aircraft	 for	 his	 highly
publicised	‘thousand-bomber	raid’	on	Cologne,	Coastal	Command	had	been	one
of	the	few	units	that	had	flatly	refused	to	lend	any	machines	for	the	purpose.

The	 military	 high	 command	 of	 the	 Allies	 also	 did	 not	 view	 the	 night
bombing	 of	 Germany	 as	 being	 particularly	 important.	 Overy	 notes	 that	 the
Casablanca	 Conference	 of	 January	 1943,	 at	 which	 the	 USA	 and	 Britain
hammered	out	their	European	strategy,	did	not	really	view	the	bomber	offensive
as	central	 to	victory.	He	writes,	‘Bombing	survived	as	an	option	not	because	it
was	 central	 to	 the	 strategic	 outlook	 of	 the	 western	 allies,	 but	 because	 it	 was
secondary.’40

What	 was	 it	 for?	 The	 Americans	 could	 not	 understand	 its	 purpose.	 The
RAF’s	chief,	Charles	(later	Lord)	Portal	was	predicting	that	his	force	could	kill
900,000	Germans	 in	 18	months,	 seriously	 injure	 a	million,	 destroy	 six	million
homes	and	‘de-house’	25	million	people	 (so	much	for	deaths	being	unintended
collateral	damage).	Overy	notes	that	American	fliers	were	puzzled	as	to	what	the
RAF’s	actual	strategic	aim	was	in	pursuing	this	policy.41



The	 bombing	 of	 Germany	 came	 too	 late	 to	 ‘save	 us	 from	 invasion’,	 and	 so
cannot	be	justified	on	those	grounds.

Arthur	Harris	admitted	that	his	bomber	offensive	only	started	seriously	in	March
1943.42	This	is	important	because	so	many	people	like	to	claim	that	the	bombing
‘saved	Britain	from	invasion’	or	 ‘won	the	war’	or	was	‘the	only	way	we	could
strike	back’.	Yet	 the	 invasion	of	Britain,	never	seriously	prepared	 (see	Chapter
7),	had	been	cancelled	in	September	1940.	Even	if	revived,	it	could	never	have
taken	place	after	 the	decisive	Battle	of	Stalingrad	ended	 in	German	defeat	and
humiliation	in	early	February	1943.	After	this	date,	the	victory	of	the	USSR	over
Germany	 was	 more	 or	 less	 assured,	 and	 Germany	 certainly	 could	 not	 have
contemplated	opening	up	another	front	by	a	seaborne	assault	on	the	British	Isles.
The	 German	 commander	 at	 Stalingrad,	 Friedrich	 Paulus,	 and	 his	 armies	 had
been	marched	off	to	prison	camps	before	Harris’s	offensive	really	began.	As	for
air	attack	on	cities	being	our	‘only	weapon’	against	Germany,	we	did	not	use	it
very	much	 if	 so.	 For	 nearly	 three	 years	 after	 Dunkirk	 this	 ‘sole	 weapon’	 had
barely	 begun	 to	 be	 used.	 Our	 central	 role	 in	 the	 war	 was	 to	 prepare	 for	 the
Second	Front,	for	which	we	provided	an	indispensable	base	of	operations,	and	to
sustain	the	USSR.	There	is	little	doubt	that	the	air	war	was	chosen	mainly	as	a
substitute	for	a	second	front,	for	political	and	propaganda	reasons	–	but	not	for
military	 ones.	 Oddly	 enough,	 it	 still	 fulfils	 that	 purpose,	 allowing	 uncritical
historians	to	reassure	a	puzzled	people	that	Britain	was	in	fact	a	major	power	in
the	war	between	1940	and	1944.

The	military	 justifications	for	 the	bombing	were	found	afterwards	and	are
not	very	convincing.	A	moral	 justification	 remains	 elusive.	The	easiest	way	 to
bypass	 this	 problem	 is	 to	 state,	 correctly	 but	 ultimately	 irrelevantly,	 that	 the
Germans	 behaved	 far	 worse.	 As	 the	 years	 pass,	 a	 real	 justification	 becomes
harder	 to	 find,	 yet	 the	 bombing	 is	 still	 strongly	 defended.	 A	 statue	 of	 Arthur
Harris	has	been	erected	in	London,	which	is	highly	contentious	and	has	attracted
protests.	 A	 memorial	 to	 Bomber	 Command,	 entirely	 justifiable	 as	 a



commemoration	of	human	bravery	and	loss	but	questionable	as	a	vindication	of
area	bombing,	has	been	built	near	Hyde	Park	Corner.	On	its	plinth	the	inscription
quotes	from	Pericles,	‘Freedom	is	 the	sure	possession	of	 those	alone	who	have
the	courage	to	defend	it,’	which	is	certainly	true.	But	evidence	that	the	bombing
of	German	civilians	actually	defended	our	freedom	is	hard	to	find.

The	first	argument	 for	 the	bombing	 is	 that	 it	had	a	powerful	effect	on	 the
German	 war	 effort.	 This	 is	 not,	 in	 general,	 true.	 Claims	 are	 often	 made	 that
‘Operation	Gomorrah’,	the	firestorm	in	Hamburg,	could	have	destroyed	German
morale	 if	 it	had	been	 replicated	 in	other	major	cities.	Hitler’s	 favourite,	Albert
Speer,	the	Third	Reich’s	minister	of	armaments,	is	said	to	have	held	this	opinion.
But	was	he	correct?	The	physical	damage	was	indeed	appalling	and	the	violent
destruction	 of	 human	 life	 almost	 beyond	 the	 limit	 of	 imagination.	 But	 in	 fact
Hamburg	recovered	as	a	functioning	city	and	port	with	remarkable	speed.43

The	attacks	also	had	a	very	high	cost	to	us,	in	terms	of	expensively	trained
young	 men	 killed	 and	 costly	 aircraft	 destroyed.	 In	 1943,	 the	 RAF	 lost	 4,026
aircraft,	2,823	of	 them	in	combat.	The	appalling	 figures	 for	non-combat	 losses
are	 easily	 explained.	 The	 death	 or	 capture	 of	 experienced	 crews	 meant	 more
rapid	 training	 and	many	more	 flying	 accidents	 than	would	have	befallen	well-
trained	crews.

It	 is	 perfectly	 true	 that	 the	 Anglo-American	 bombing	 offensive	 diverted
German	fighters	from	the	eastern	front.	But	the	cost	in	losses	of	aircraft	and	men
was	appallingly	high.

Harris	 ludicrously	 overestimated	 the	 economic	 damage	 he	was	 doing.	He
was	 livid	 when	 contemporary	 researchers	 said	 his	 attacks	 had	 only	 reduced
German	economic	potential	by	9	per	cent	in	1943.44	He	was	sure	he	had	done	far
more	damage.	But	after	the	war	9	per	cent	turned	out	to	be	an	overestimate	(see
below).	The	human	cost	of	the	war	to	our	own	side	was	appalling.	During	1943,
Bomber	Command	lost	15,678	killed	or	captured,	and	the	US	8th	Air	Force	lost
9,497.



The	 idea	 that	 the	 bombing	might	 create	 some	 sort	 of	 revolution	 against	Hitler
was	often	touted.	But	expert	analyses	pointed	out	that	Nazi	Germany	offered	no
avenue	 for	 protest,	 and	 the	 Allied	 insistence	 on	 unconditional	 surrender	 (an
unexamined	policy	which	may	well	have	prolonged	the	war	for	a	year	or	more)
completely	 ruled	 out	 the	 traditional	 way	 of	 ending	 wars	 –	 a	 more	 compliant
government	coming	to	office	and	suing	for	peace.

Should	we	 have	 done	what	 the	Americans	 did,	 and	 bombed	 by	 day	with
long-range	fighter	escorts?

This	is	not	the	place	for	a	long	debate	on	the	American	daylight	bombing,
under	increasingly	heavy	and	effective	long-range	fighter	escort.	But	there	is	no
doubt	 that	 experience	 shows	 that,	 had	 the	Allies	made	 a	 determined	 attack	 on
German	 oil	 production	 and	 refinery	 capacity,	 they	 would	 have	 done	 far	 more
damage	to	the	Reich’s	war	effort,	far	sooner	than	by	any	other	means.	Even	so,
daylight	 bombing	 could	 often	 be	 almost	 as	 indiscriminate	 as	 night	 bombing.
Overy	 concedes	 that	many	of	 the	American	 raids	were	 in	 effect	 area	bombing
since	they	could	not	achieve	the	accuracy	for	pinpoint	bombing.

But	he	contrasts	 the	Americans’	decision	 to	 take	 the	war	 to	 the	Luftwaffe
itself	 (which	 in	 the	 end	 destroyed	 German	 air	 power)	 with	 the	 RAF’s
persistence,	 to	 the	 end,	 in	 bombing	 urban	 targets.	 Overy	 details	 a	 costly	 and
ineffective	RAF	raid	in	April	1944	against	Berlin	(too	far	away,	too	spread-out
and	too	well	defended	to	allow	concentrated	attack	easily)	and	Nuremberg.	Even
Arthur	Harris	conceded	that	German	night	defences	were	so	effective	that	 they
might	create	conditions	in	which	loss	rates	‘could	not	 in	the	end	be	sustained’.
Overy	writes,	 ‘Between	November	 1943	 and	March	 1944,	Bomber	Command
lost	1,128	aircraft	for	little	evident	strategic	gain.’45	In	the	light	of	modern	fury	at
the	alleged	use	of	gas	bombs	by	Syria,	 it	 is	 interesting	 to	note	a	discussion	of
possible	retaliatory	gas	attacks,	and	of	how	they	were	contemplated	by	Winston
Churchill,	now	the	hero	of	modern	liberal	interventionists	who	regard	the	use	of
gas	as	a	horror	 inviting	 immediate	punitive	war.46	But	 the	gas	bombs	were	not
used.	 They	would	 only	 have	 been	 used,	 I	 am	 sure,	 in	 retaliation	 against	 such



attacks	by	Germany.	But	by	then	there	would	have	been	few	scruples.	In	a	very
telling	paragraph,	Overy	writes,

The	RAF	staff	 thought	 that	 incendiary	and	high-explosive	 raids	were
more	 strategically	 efficient	 [than	 gas	 or	 germ	 warfare],	 in	 that	 they
destroyed	property	 and	 equipment	 and	not	 just	 people,	 but	 in	 any	of
these	 cases	 –	 blown	 apart,	 burnt	 alive	 or	 asphyxiated	 –	 deliberate
damage	 to	 civilian	 populations	 was	 now	 taken	 for	 granted	 [my
emphasis].	 This	 paved	 the	 way	 for	 the	 possibility	 of	 using	 atomic
weapons	on	German	targets	in	1945	if	the	war	had	dragged	on	late	into
the	year.47

Defenders	of	bombing	German	cities	might	be	surprised	to	find	out	the	identity
of	 the	prominent	British	politician	who	–	 in	early	1945	–	called	area	bombing
‘acts	of	terror	and	wanton	destruction’.	Overy	recounts	how	on	28	March	1945
Winston	 Churchill,	 clearly	 growing	 sick	 of	 the	 violence	 he	 had	 unleashed	 as
victory	 approached	 and	 the	 excuses	 for	 it	 grew	 thinner,	 referred	 to	 Harris’s
bombing	tactics	(in	a	memorandum)	using	these	exact	words.	He	urged,	none	too
soon,	that	attacks	turn	instead	to	oil	and	transport.	Harris	paid	no	attention,	and
right	up	until	24th	April	1945,	his	bombers	continued	 to	drop	 incendiaries	and
high	 explosives	 on	 German	 cities,	 turning	 many	 thousands	 of	 civilians	 into
corpses,	and	making	even	more	into	homeless	refugees.48

We	know	how	effective	–	or	ineffective	–	the	bombing	was	because	the	two
major	 bombing	 powers,	 the	 USA	 and	 Britain,	 both	 conducted	 surveys	 of	 the
effects	 of	 bombing	 after	 the	 war.49	 Captured	 Germans	 tended	 to	 agree	 that
bombing	of	transport	links	and	oil	facilities	had	been	crucial,	and	the	bombing	of
cities	comparatively	unimportant,	 in	hampering	the	Nazi	war	effort.50	 It	 is	hard
to	see	why	they	should	have	lied	about	this.

The	American	 survey	 itself	 said	 that	 city	 attacks	 cost	 only	 about	 2.7	 per
cent	of	German	economic	potential.	The	whole	combined	offensive	cost	a	total



of	 17	 per	 cent	 of	 German	 economic	 potential	 by	 1944,	 mostly	 due	 to	 US
bombing	of	selected	targets.51	The	British	report	largely	concurred,	except	that	it
was	 in	 some	ways	 even	more	modest	 in	 its	 claims	 for	 area	bombing’s	 effects,
especially	 in	 the	 key	 year	 of	 1944.52	 Transport	 and	 oil	 remained	 the	 most
important	targets	whoever	was	looking	at	the	outcome.	As	Overy	writes,

Given	the	uniformity	of	opinion	on	both	the	German	and	Allied	sides,
the	 one	 based	 on	 experience,	 the	 other	 on	 extensive	 research,	 it	 is
surprising	that	the	effects	of	bombing	have	occasioned	so	much	debate
ever	since.	The	proximate	causes	–	defeating	the	German	air	force	and
emasculating	oil	supply	and	transport	–	are	unlikely	to	be	undermined
by	further	research.53

He	 quotes	 a	 senior	 RAF	 officer,	 Norman	 Bottomley	 (Portal’s	 former	 deputy
during	 the	 war),	 as	 saying	 the	 effect	 of	 area	 bombing	 was	 ‘great	 but	 never
critical’.

Of	course	it	had	an	impact.54	Industrial	workers	died,	many	hours	of	work
were	lost,	and	–	most	crucially	–	huge	numbers	of	fighter	aircraft	were	diverted
from	Italy	and	Russia.	Overy	writes:	‘This	situation	left	German	armies	denuded
of	 air	 protection	 at	 a	 critical	 juncture.’55	This	might	 appear	 to	 justify	 bombing
civilians	 in	 their	homes.	But	 it	does	not.	Sustained	attacks	on	actual	 targets,	as
opposed	to	night	raids	on	crowded	cities,	would	have	achieved	the	same	effect
while	greatly	shortening	the	war	(as	killing	civilians	did	not).	The	attacks	were
themselves	 a	 diversion	 of	Allied	 strength	 from	other	 fronts	 and	 aspects	 of	 the
war,	especially	the	war	at	sea	against	the	U-boats,	which	might	have	been	more
urgent	 and	 more	 likely	 to	 achieve	 victory.	 Overy	 also	 quotes	 J.	 K.	 (John
Kenneth)	Galbraith,	 the	noted	economist	and	enthusiast	 for	US	participation	 in
the	war,	 as	 saying	 the	man-hours,	 aircraft	 and	 bombs	 ‘had	 cost	 the	American
economy	far	more	in	output	than	they	had	cost	Germany’.56	This	again	suggests
that	the	same	resources,	used	elsewhere,	might	have	inflicted	just	as	much	if	not



more	damage	on	Germany,	without	the	severe	moral	problems	of	bombing	cities.
Overy’s	chapter	on	the	offensive	concludes	that	governments	liked	bombing

because	it	squandered	fewer	lives	than	ground	offensives,	because	they	believed
it	was	good	for	propaganda	and	morale,	and	because	 it	made	maximum	use	of
new	technology.	To	some	extent	the	continued	popularity	of	bombing	was	then,
and	is	now,	an	effect	of	universal	suffrage	democracy,	whose	wars,	as	we	know,
are	crueller	than	those	of	kings.	To	question	it	(as	I	well	know)	leads	swiftly	to	a
questioning	 of	 the	whole	myth	 of	 the	war,	 and	 an	 unwelcome	 examination	 of
how	we	 came	 to	 be	waging	 a	war	 in	 Europe	 against	 one	 of	 the	 greatest	 land
powers	in	human	history	yet	had	no	army	in	Europe	with	which	to	fight	it.

The	day	has	not	yet	come	when	this	conundrum	can	be	calmly	discussed	in
Britain,	even	though	the	whole	episode	began	79	years	ago	and	finished	73	years
ago.	 But	 it	 is	 surprising	 that	 Sir	 Max	 Hastings’s	 Bomber	 Command	 (first
published	in	1979)	has	not	begun	to	change	opinions.57	Bomber	Command	is	in
many	 ways	 a	 more	 effective	 polemic	 against	 Arthur	 Harris’s	 campaign	 than
Anthony	(A.	C.)	Grayling’s	more	recent	moral	 treatise	Among	the	Dead	Cities.
This	 is	because	Sir	Max’s	book	 is	not	written	as	a	polemic,	but	as	an	engaged
and	intelligent	history	of	this	episode.

The	claims	of	the	Harris	camp,	for	the	military	value	of	area	bombing,	are
once	 again	 thoroughly	 debunked.	 The	 terrible	 losses	 of	 brave	 aircrew	 are
heartbreakingly	described.	One	officer’s	words,	those	of	Flight	Lieutenant	Denis
Hornsey	of	76	Squadron,	deserve	to	be	read	and	remembered	by	all	 thoughtful
people.	He	wrote	in	1943:

If	you	 live	on	 the	brink	of	death	yourself,	 it	 is	 as	 if	 those	who	have
gone	have	merely	caught	an	earlier	 train	to	the	same	destination,	and
whatever	that	destination	is,	you	will	be	sharing	it	soon,	since	you	will
almost	certainly	be	catching	the	next	one.58

They	knew	that	they	were	almost	certain	to	die,	and	not	just	die,	but	die	horribly



in	the	dark	and	the	cold,	and	only	a	few	hours	from	the	comfort	of	homes	which
in	many	cases	they	had	left	that	morning	and	to	which	they	would	never	return.
It	was	a	more	modern	repetition	of	the	horrors	of	the	Somme	in	1916,	but	with
even	greater	poignancy.

Harris’s	 own	 obdurate	 resistance	 to	 more	 effective	 types	 of	 bombing	 is
recorded.	 A	 concentrated	 campaign	 against	 German	 fuel	 installations	 might
actually	have	shortened	the	war	in	Europe,	but	Harris	resisted	such	a	campaign.
Harris’s	supporters	always	claim	he	shortened	the	war,	but	he	emphatically	did
not,	 not	 least	 because	he	 always	objected	 to	 the	use	of	 ‘his’	 bombers	 for	 such
action	 as	 the	 successful	 raids	 on	 the	 synthetic	 fuel	 plants,	 and	 the	 use	 of	 his
aircraft	and	crews	(much	against	Harris’s	wishes)	for	bombing	in	support	of	the
planned	D-Day	invasion.

Sir	Max	also	deserves	much	credit	for	the	chapter	in	which	he	describes	the
indefensible	destruction	of	the	city	of	Darmstadt	on	11	September	1944	(it	was
not,	 in	 any	 significant	 way,	 a	 military	 target)	 and	 what	 it	 involved	 for	 those
living	 there.	As	 I	know	well,	 and	as	 I	have	had	confirmed	 in	many	exchanges
with	members	of	the	British	public,	there	is	a	dogged,	almost	furious	resistance
in	 this	country	 to	 recognising	what	we	actually	did	 in	Germany.	 I	 think	 this	 is
because	 many	 people	 fear	 and	 suspect	 that	 it	 was	 wrong,	 and	 prefer	 their
comforting	illusions.	So	they	will	not	open	the	door	that	leads	to	truth.	Sir	Max’s
book	is	a	door	that	leads	to	truth.	Those	open	to	reconsider	the	question	should
try	this	small	sample	from	the	description	of	the	Darmstadt	raid:

The	 first	 terrible	 discoveries	 were	 made:	 cellars	 crammed	 with
suffocated	bodies	–	worse	 still,	with	amorphous	heaps	of	melted	and
charred	humanity.	There	were	whole	families	whose	remains	could	be
removed	in	a	laundry	basket.	Some	bodies	had	shrunk	to	a	quarter	of
life-size.	[…]	There	were	blue	corpses	and	purple	corpses,	black	heaps
of	 flesh	 and	 protruding	 bones.	 Kramer	 saw	 a	 man	 carrying	 a	 sack
containing	the	heads	of	his	entire	family.59



Let	us	now	come	to	the	issue	of	Dresden,	and	the	many	other	lesser-known	cities
that	suffered	terrible	fates	at	our	hands.	Dresden	is	a	city	reasonably	well	known
to	me.	I	take	an	interest	in	events	there.	So	on	the	65th	anniversary	of	the	RAF
and	USAAF	bombing	of	Dresden	in	2010	I	was	impressed	to	see	that	residents
of	that	lovely	city	had	formed	a	human	chain	to	prevent	a	demonstration	by	neo-
Nazis.	Those	neo-Nazis	were,	shamefully,	trying	to	equate	the	bombing	with	the
Holocaust.	 The	 civilised	majority	 of	Dresden	 citizens	were	 having	 none	 of	 it,
just	as	we	should	have	none	of	it.	Appalling	as	the	bombing	was,	it	was	an	act	of
war	 taken	 against	 an	 aggressor	 nation,	 not	 even	 remotely	 the	 same	 as	 the
deliberate,	 cold-blooded	 industrial	 slaughter	 of	 Europe’s	 Jews,	 a	 unique	 crime
which	 I	 hope	 will	 remain	 unique,	 and	 which	 is	 often	 falsely	 compared	 with
lesser	horrors	by	irresponsible	propagandists	of	many	kinds.

Wise	Germans	will	 have	 nothing	 to	 do	with	 such	 false	 equivalence.	 The
citizens	of	modern	Dresden,	which	has	now	at	 least	 partly	 recovered	 from	 the
destruction,	 and	 also	 from	 nearly	 50	 years	 of	 Communist	 vandalism	 and
stupidity,	are	a	credit	to	the	German	Federal	Republic,	which	has	made	immense
efforts	to	build	a	free,	law-governed	society	out	of	the	ruins	of	Hitler’s	Reich.	It
does	not	get	enough	credit	for	its	success.	Perhaps	now	we	can	see	(in	Iraq	and
Afghanistan,	 for	 instance)	how	hard	 it	 is	 to	build	 freedom	out	of	 the	 rubble	of
tyranny,	we	should	pay	more	attention	to	the	German	success.

The	Dresden	counter-demonstrators	were	a	good	example	of	this,	and	quite
right.	 Anyone	 who	 seeks	 to	 excuse	 or	 diminish	 the	 Holocaust	 with	 false
comparisons	may	have	the	effect	of	making	a	repeat	of	it	more	likely,	however
unintentionally.	 That	 is	 why	 the	 ‘revisionist’	 arguments	 of	 some	 German
historians,	who	seek	to	equate	the	Holocaust	and	bombing,	ought	to	be	resisted.
Even	 so,	 I	 think	we	 have	 to	 admit	 that	 the	 bombing	 of	 civilian	 targets	 by	 the
RAF	 during	 World	 War	 II	 was	 wrong.	 We	 can	 say	 this	 without	 in	 any	 way
impugning	 the	undoubted	courage	of	 the	young	men	who	flew	in	 the	bombing
missions	 –	 and	 who	 suffered	 appalling	 casualties	 while	 doing	 so.	 But	 their
commanders,	and	the	politicians	who	knew	full	well	what	was	going	on,	cannot



be	let	off.
Grayling’s	 powerful	 work	 makes,	 in	 my	 view,	 an	 unanswerable	 (and

unanswered)	 case	 against	 the	 bombing	 of	 German	 civilians.	 Its	 effects	 on
innocent	 people	were	 appalling.	 It	 cannot	 be	 excused	 as	 collateral	 damage.	 Its
military	impact	does	not	begin	to	justify	the	horrors	it	brought	about.	Something
like	 600,000	 people	 died	 under	 the	 bombing	 of	British	 and	American	 aircraft,
many	 of	 them	 foreign	 slave	 labourers	who	were	 not	 in	 any	way	 to	 blame	 for
Hitler,	who	had	no	choice	in	where	they	lived	and	worked.	This	is	a	far	greater
total	than	the	casualties	inflicted	on	Britain	by	Germany	during	the	1940–1	Blitz,
in	 which	 about	 43,000	 people	 died.	 Grayling	 deals	 with	 all	 the	 standard
arguments	 of	 those	 who	 justify	 the	 bombing,	 pointing	 out	 that	 all	 of	 these
arguments	would	be	a	better	argument	for	what	the	RAF	largely	did	not	do	–	that
is,	accurate	bombing	of	industrial,	economic	and	military	targets.	One	of	the	few
missions	 where	 careful	 targeting	 was	 involved	 was	 the	 rightly	 famous	 ‘Dam
Busters’	raid,	though	that	did	inevitably	cause	some	severe	civilian	casualties.	In
this	as	in	other	cases,	many	of	them	were	forced	labourers	from	defeated	allied
nations.	Another	was	 the	bombing	of	 the	missile	 factory	at	Peenemünde.	Such
targeted	bombing,	which	was	also	 tackled	by	 the	USAAF,	also	at	great	cost	 in
young	lives,	did	in	fact	have	a	much	greater	effect	on	the	German	ability	to	wage
war	than	the	bombing	of	civilians.

Many	other	issues	flow	from	this,	including	the	validity	of	the	‘finest	hour’
and	 ‘glorious	 struggle’	 views	 of	World	War	 II,	 which	 seem	 to	me	 (who	 once
believed	 them	entirely)	 to	grow	more	 threadbare	by	 the	year.	And	 I	know	 that
many	people	would	simply	rather	not	think	about	the	matter	for	this	very	reason.
The	market	 for	 accounts	of	 the	Hamburg	 firestorm	 is	 rather	 limited	 in	Britain.
Rehashes	of	the	SOE	story,	or	the	SAS,	or	Dunkirk	or	D-Day,	by	contrast,	never
cease	 to	attract	buyers.	That	 is	a	pity.	We	need	 to	know	what	was	done	 in	our
name,	and	 in	my	view	 to	be	horrified	by	 it,	 so	 that	we	can	be	sure	we	are	not
again	reduced	to	this	barbaric	and	–	as	it	happens	–	ineffectual	form	of	warfare.

It	 is	 my	 suspicion	 that	 the	 moral	 shrivelling	 of	 Britain	 since	 1945,	 the



increased	 violence	 and	 delinquency,	 the	 readiness	 to	 accept	 the	 abortion
massacre,	 the	general	coarsening	of	culture	and	the	growth	of	callousness	have
at	 least	 something	 to	 do	with	 our	willingness	 to	 shrug	 off	 –	 or	 even	 defend	 –
Arthur	Harris’s	deliberate	‘de-housing’	of	German	civilians.	The	British	people
in	1939,	told	of	what	would	be	done	in	their	name	within	six	years,	would	have
been	incredulous	and	astonished.	 I	am	glad	at	 least	 that	people	such	as	Bishop
George	Bell	of	Chichester	raised	powerful	voices	against	it	at	the	time,	at	some
cost	to	themselves.	We	owe	it	to	them	to	revisit	the	argument.

While	 I	 think	 the	moral	objections	 to	 the	bombing	are	overpowering,	and
that	 retaliation	 for	German	barbarism	simply	does	not	pass	as	a	 justification,	 I
know	that	many	seek	to	defend	area	bombing	as	a	practical	necessity	of	war.	But
even	at	the	time,	notable	military	and	scientific	experts	rightly	warned	that	area
bombing	would	not	be	as	effective	as	claimed,	as	described	by	Charles	Snow	in
Science	and	Government.	 It	contains	 the	factual	background	 to	some	scenes	 in
Snow’s	novel	about	deep	friendship,	The	Light	and	the	Dark	(mentioned	earlier
in	this	chapter),	in	which	the	World	War	II	plan	to	bomb	German	cities,	and	the
Whitehall	row	about	it,	forms	at	first	the	background	and	later,	rather	tragically,
the	foreground	to	the	final	part	of	the	story.

Snow,	a	scientist	and	civil	servant,	was	much	involved	in	the	British	state’s
effort	to	recruit	science	to	prepare	for	World	War	II.	As	a	man	of	the	fairly	hard
left	 of	 the	 time	 (just	 how	 hard	 is	 hinted	 at	 in	 another	 book	 in	 the	 series,
Corridors	of	Power,	 in	which	Snow’s	semi-autobiographical	hero	more	or	 less
admits	 to	 sympathy	 for	 the	USSR),	 he	 longed	 for	Winston	 Churchill	 to	 be	 in
office	 throughout	 the	 late	 1930s,	 believing	 that	 a	Churchill	 government	would
stand	up	to	Hitler.

And	he	knew	several	extraordinary	figures	in	the	semi-secret	world	where
government,	 science	 and	 politics	 intersect.	 One	 was	 the	 fascinating	 Maurice
Hankey,	who	appears	in	some	of	the	books	as	the	politician	Bevill.	The	others,
who	 are	 the	 principal	 characters	 in	 Science	 and	 Government,	 are	 Sir	 Henry
Tizard	(whom	Snow	obviously	admired	greatly)	and	F.	A.	(Frederick	Alexander)



Lindemann	 (later	 Lord	 Cherwell),	 the	 mysterious	 German-born	 naturalised
Briton,	 scientist	 and	 intriguer	who	became	Winston	Churchill’s	 chief	 scientific
adviser.	Snow	is	utterly	fair	to	Lindemann,	and	seems	to	have	liked	him	as	far	as
it	 was	 possible	 to	 do	 so.	 He	 notes	 that	 both	 Lindemann	 and	 Tizard	 were
abnormally	physically	brave,	and	both	proved	it	by	extraordinary	flying	exploits
during	World	War	I.	It	is	amazing	that	they	survived.	But	it	would	not	be	true	to
say	he	admired	Lindemann.

Tizard	and	Lindemann	quite	 famously	quarrelled	over	Lindemann’s	belief
that	bombing	German	civilians	would	win	the	war.	Lindemann	advocated,	quite
specifically,	the	bombing	of	German	working-class	homes.	‘Middle-class	houses
have	too	much	space	around	them	and	so	are	bound	to	waste	bombs,’	as	Snow
explains	 the	 view.	 ‘Factories	 and	 “military	 objectives”	 had	 long	 since	 been
forgotten,	except	in	official	bulletins,	since	they	were	much	too	difficult	to	find
and	hit.’60	Lindemann	argued	that,	given	a	total	concentration	of	effort,	bombing
all	 the	major	 towns	of	Germany	could	destroy	50	per	cent	of	all	houses.	Snow
notes	at	this	point,	in	a	superb	and	(to	me)	moving	piece	of	understatement:

It	is	possible,	I	suppose,	that	some	time	in	the	future	people	living	in	a
more	benevolent	age	than	ours	may	turn	over	the	official	records	and
notice	that	men	like	us,	well-educated	by	the	standards	of	the	day,	men
fairly	kindly	by	the	standards	of	the	day,	and	often	possessed	of	strong
human	 feelings,	 made	 the	 kind	 of	 calculation	 I	 have	 just	 been
describing.	[…]	Will	they	think	that	we	resigned	our	humanity?	They
will	have	the	right.61

But	he	 returns	 to	 the	practical	 point.	As	well	 as	 being	wicked,	 the	policy	was
plain	wrong.	Tizard	 said	 that	Lindemann’s	estimate	of	 the	possible	destruction
was	five	 times	 too	high.	He	was	supported	by	Patrick	Blackett,	a	 former	naval
officer	who	had	become	a	noted	physicist	high	 in	 the	scientific	councils	of	 the
day.	He	would	 later	win	 the	Nobel	Prize	 in	Physics,	 and	 be	 ennobled	 as	Lord



Blackett.	 Blackett	 independently	 advised	 that	 Lindemann’s	 estimate	 was	 six
times	too	high.62	Both	were	slightly	out.	But	they	were	nothing	like	as	wrong	as
Lindemann	was.	Lindemann’s	estimate	of	destruction	was	 in	 fact	 ten	 times	 too
high,	as	the	postwar	bombing	survey	revealed.	Though	Blackett	and	Tizard	were
correct,	 then	 and	 later,	 they	 might	 as	 well	 not	 have	 bothered	 to	 argue.	 Snow
records,

The	minority	view	[that	of	Tizard	and	Blackett]	was	not	only	defeated,
but	 squashed.	 The	 atmosphere	 was	 more	 hysterical	 than	 is	 usual	 in
English	 official	 life;	 it	 had	 the	 faint	 but	 just	 perceptible	 smell	 of	 a
witch	hunt.	Tizard	was	actually	called	a	defeatist.63

Snow	understood	very	well	how	such	merciless	blows	can	be	dealt	and	endured
by	gentlemen	in	the	stuffy	quiet	of	a	Whitehall	committee	room.	He	writes:	‘It
was	not	easy,	for	a	man	as	 tough	and	brave	as	men	are	made,	and	a	good	deal
prouder	than	most	of	us,	to	be	called	a	defeatist.’64

Perhaps	worse	was	the	internal	exile	into	which	Tizard	was	forced,	denied
all	further	influence	despite	his	great	knowledge	and	experience	and	exiled	to	the
presidency	of	Magdalen	College	in	Oxford,	his	talents	wasted	at	their	very	peak,
and	when	they	were	most	needed	by	the	country	he	loved.	No,	it	was	not	Soviet;
there	was	no	Siberian	power	station,	and	no	bullet	in	the	back	of	the	head.	But	it
was	not	English,	either.	And	it	was,	worst	of	all,	a	victory	for	thoughtless	noisy
stupidity	over	intelligent	and	rational	policy	making.

Yet	you	will	search	in	vain	in	most	histories	of	the	war	for	more	than	tiny
passing	references	to	Tizard.	If	there	is	another	book	that	describes	this	moment
of	 official	 insanity,	 I	 do	 not	 know	 where	 it	 is.	Why	 is	 the	 only	 considerable
account	of	 this	battle	 trapped	 inside	 this	 small,	obscure	volume	 that	 the	 reader
must	retrieve	from	deep	in	a	few	impenetrable	scholarly	libraries?	Why	is	it	not
taught	 in	 schools?	 Why	 has	 nobody	 written	 a	 play	 about	 it?	 I	 suspect	 it	 is
because	this	story,	if	well	known,	would	undermine	the	shallow,	nonsensical	cult



of	Winston	Churchill	as	 the	 infallible	Great	Leader,	a	cult	 to	which,	 surely,	an
adult	country	no	longer	needs	to	cling.

Churchill	 gave	 his	 complete	 support	 to	 Lindemann,	 an	 unlikely	 friend,	 a
non-drinking,	 non-smoking	 vegetarian	 with	 no	 known	 sexual	 relations	 with
anyone,	who	 lived	 on	 the	whites	 of	 eggs,	 Port	 Salut	 cheese	 and	 olive	 oil.	 He
made	 a	 strange	 boon	 companion	 for	 the	 hard-drinking	 Edwardian	 bon	 vivant
prime	minister,	who	is	said	to	have	occasionally,	teasingly	persuaded	Lindemann
to	 drink	 a	 glass	 of	 cognac.	 And	 Churchill’s	 endorsement,	 sent	 directly	 from
Downing	Street,	simply	obliterated	all	opposition.

Shocking	as	this	is,	 there	is	an	even	more	worrying	postscript.	Those	who
would	 defend	 the	 bombing	 of	German	 civilians	 generally	 subscribe	wholly	 to
Churchill-worship	 and	 the	 veneration	 of	 the	 Battle	 of	 Britain	 as	 the	 supreme
moment	of	the	Finest	Hour.	Such	people	would	I	think	agree	that	the	invention
of	radar	and	its	deployment	in	the	‘Chain	Home’	defensive	system	on	the	eve	of
war	was	an	unmixed	blessing	which	possibly	saved	this	country.

But	if	Churchill	had	been	in	power	a	few	years	earlier,	there	would	have	been
no	radar,	because	his	favourite,	Frederick	Lindemann,	would	have	stopped	its
development.

The	‘Tizard	Committee’	(officially	the	Committee	for	the	Scientific	Study	of	Air
Defence)	 began	 meeting	 in	 secret	 in	 January	 1935.	 Tizard	 kept	 it	 small	 and
concentrated,	 and	 picked	 its	 members	 with	 great	 care	 (Blackett	 being	 one	 of
them).	 They	 decided	 quickly	 that	 radar	 was	 the	 one	 thing	 to	 back.	 And	 they
began	the	concentrated,	brilliant,	exhausting	work	on	it	(and	on	persuading	the
armed	forces	that	it	was	what	they	needed)	which	would	put	Britain	significantly
ahead	in	its	development	at	a	vital	moment	in	world	history.65

As	 Snow	 says,	 most	 of	 the	 decisive	 scientific	 work	 (which	 made	 radar
available	to	the	RAF	in	the	summer	of	1940)	had	been	done	by	the	end	of	1936.
The	 creation	 of	 such	 devices	 is	 slow,	 and	 this	 was	 an	 amazing	 piece	 of



prescience	and	competence.	And	yet	in	1935,	Lindemann	had	become	involved.
This	was	a	result	of	a	secret	arrangement	under	which	the	then	prime	minister,
Stanley	 Baldwin,	 agreed	 to	 allow	 Winston	 Churchill	 to	 sit	 on	 another	 secret
committee	 on	 air	 defence,	 one	 for	 politicians	 rather	 than	 scientists.	 With
Churchill	came	Lindemann,	who	was	placed	on	the	Tizard	Committee.	He	very
nearly	 wrecked	 it.	 It	 became	 full	 of	 ‘diatribes	 by	 Lindemann,	 scornful,
contemptuous,	 barely	 audible,	 directed	 against	 any	 decision	 that	 Tizard	 had
made,	was	making,	or	 ever	would	make’.66	Lindemann	 ‘demanded	 that	 [radar]
should	be	put	much	lower	on	the	priority	list	and	research	on	other	devices	given
the	highest	priority’.67

These	 other	 devices	 included	 wholly	 impractical	 plans	 for	 infrared
detection,	 and	 the	 dropping	 of	 parachute	mines	 and	 bombs	 in	 front	 of	 hostile
aircraft,	 as	 if	 they	 were	 ships.	 Two	 members	 of	 the	 committee,	 including
Blackett,	 could	bear	 it	 no	 longer	 and	 left.	This	happened	after	Lindemann	had
abused	Tizard	so	fiercely	that	the	secretaries	‘had	to	be	sent	out	of	the	room’.68

With	typical	Whitehall	cunning,	the	committee	was	reconstituted	elsewhere
and	Lindemann	was	somehow	left	off	it.	Radar	survived	and	was	ready	in	time.
But	what	if	Churchill	had	by	then	been	premier?	Snow	admits	the	paradox	–	he
and	his	friends	had	at	the	time	clamoured	for	Churchill	to	be	brought	back	into
the	Cabinet,	 to	strengthen	our	war	preparations	and	stiffen	our	national	sinews.
But	 if	 that	had	happened,	Lindemann	would	have	been	able	 to	do	 to	Tizard	 in
1936	what	he	did	to	him	in	1942	over	bombing	–	deploy	the	power	of	Churchill
to	crush	him.	And	then	what	would	have	happened	to	radar?	It	would	not	have
been	remotely	 ready	by	1940.	Good	speeches	by	Winston	Churchill	would	not
have	won	the	Battle	of	Britain	if	there	had	not	been	radar	too.

‘With	 Lindemann	 instead	 of	 Tizard,’	 Snow	 concludes,	 ‘it	 seems	 at	 least
likely	that	different	technical	choices	would	have	been	made.	If	that	had	been	so,
I	still	cannot	for	the	life	of	me	see	how	the	radar	system	would	have	been	ready
in	 time.’69	 This	 is	 a	 striking	 contrast	 between	what	we	 thought	we	 knew,	 and
what	actually	happened.	It	remains	little	known	because	we	do	not	wish	to	know



about	it.	We	see	our	past	as	a	noble	legend	rather	than	as	a	precise	history.	But	in
judging	 how	 to	 behave	 in	 the	 present	 and	 the	 future,	 real	 history	 with	 all	 its
paradoxes	is	much	more	use	than	legend,	however	uplifting.



C H A P T E R 	 N I N E

Orderly	and	Humane

‘The	Three	Governments,	having	considered	the	question	in	all	its	aspects,	recognize
that	the	transfer	to	Germany	of	German	populations,	or	elements	thereof,	remaining	in
Poland,	Czechoslovakia	and	Hungary,	will	have	to	be	undertaken.	They	agree	that	any
transfers	that	take	place	should	be	effected	in	an	orderly	and	humane	manner.’

(Protocol	of	the	Potsdam	Agreement,	1	August	1945,	Clause	XII,
‘Orderly	Transfer	of	German	Populations’)

These	words,	‘orderly	and	humane’,	were	a	lie.	They	are	as	misleading	about	the
peace	after	1945	as	so	much	propaganda	was,	and	is,	about	the	outbreak	of	the
war	 in	1939.	 It	 is	hard	 to	see	how	those	who	signed	 this	pledge	at	 the	Schloss
Cecilienhof	 in	August	1945	 (President	Harry	Truman,	Prime	Minister	Clement
Attlee	 and	Marshal	 Josef	Vissarionovich	Stalin)	did	not	know	 they	were	 a	 lie.
The	 Potsdam	 document	 callously	 and	 knowingly	 authorised	 one	 of	 the	 worst
avoidable	 tragedies	 of	modern	 times.	 This	was	what	would	 now	be	 called	 the
‘ethnic	 cleansing’	 of	Germans	 from	 large	 parts	 of	 central	 Europe	 in	 the	 years
immediately	 after	 the	 end	 of	 the	 ‘Good	 War’.	 The	 action	 was	 consciously,
specifically	 agreed	 by	 the	 victorious	 Allies,	 including	 the	 civilised	 and	 law-
governed	democracies.	It	formed	part	of	their	temporary	settlement	of	territorial
questions	in	the	immediate	period	after	the	war.	But,	unlike	some	of	their	other
decisions,	it	was	intended	to	be	permanent	in	its	effects.

The	words	‘orderly	and	humane’	also	furnish	the	coldly	bitter	title	of	a	book
on	 this	 episode	 by	 Ray	Douglas,	Orderly	 and	 Humane:	 The	 Expulsion	 of	 the



Germans	after	the	Second	World	War	(2012).1

Cold	bitterness	is	the	first	reaction	of	any	person	who	reads	it,	if	that	person
claims	to	be	in	any	way	civilised.	It	is	a	catalogue	of	horrors.	The	few	who	will
ever	read	it	will	be	unable	to	find	any	way	of	expressing	or	properly	articulating
their	emotions.	Such	books,	bearing	unwelcome	and	unsettling	news	about	our
own	 claims	 to	 virtue,	 seldom	 achieve	 large	 audiences.	 It	 will	 remain	 largely
unknown,	 for	 the	 sea	 of	 terrible	 facts	 which	 it	 recounts	 are	 impossible	 to
reconcile	 with	 any	 idea	 that	 the	 1939–45	 war	 was	 wholly	 or	 even	 generally
benevolent	in	its	results.	Yet	they	are	also	very	hard	to	articulate	fully,	because
National	Socialist	barbarity	is	so	terrible	that	its	baleful,	evil	glow	blinds	us	to	so
many	lesser	acts	of	horrible	cruelty.

Postwar	Europe	is	generally	seen	as	a	happy	success.	We	are	familiar	with
films	 and	 photographs	 of	 liberating	 columns	 of	 American	 or	 British	 troops
arriving	 in	 France	 and	 other	 formerly	 occupied	 countries	 to	 the	 joy	 of	 the
inhabitants.	Although	 the	 sometimes	 sadistic	épuration	purges	 of	 collaborators
in	France	are	quite	well	known,	the	general	impression	of	the	end	of	the	war	is
of	 a	 new	 sunlit	 era	 of	 optimism	 in	 the	 ravaged	 continent.	Plainly	 this	was	not
true	 of	 those	 lands	which	were	 given	 to	 Stalin	 by	 his	 democratic	 allies.	 Their
dismal	 fate	 is	 now	 quite	 widely	 known,	 perhaps	 because	 they	 have	 at	 last
escaped	it.	But	while	it	was	going	on,	it	was	much	less	discussed,	except	when
the	 workers	 of	 East	 Berlin	 rose	 against	 the	 Workers’	 State	 in	 1953,	 the
Hungarian	 uprising	 of	 1956	 was	 drowned	 in	 blood,	 the	 Czechoslovak	 false
spring	of	1968	was	stifled	by	invasion	and	the	Polish	Solidarity	movement	began
in	 1980	 to	 destroy	 the	 Communist	 Party’s	 monopoly	 of	 power.	 These	 events
briefly	forced	us	to	pay	attention,	but	usually	not	for	long.

Left-wing	 apologists	 for	 Communism,	 who	 were	 as	 ever	 common	 in	 the
academy	and	 the	media,	were	not	anxious	 to	discuss	 the	plight	of	 the	people’s
democracies	 because	 it	 damaged	 their	 cause.	 And	 the	 postwar	 Western
establishment,	which	had	bought	liberty	and	prosperity	for	the	west	of	Europe	by
selling	 the	 east	 of	 the	 continent	 into	 tyranny	 and	 slavery,	 was	 likewise	 not



especially	keen	to	acknowledge	what	it	had	done.
But	even	 less	known	are	 the	great	 transfers	of	between	12	and	14	million

ethnic	 Germans	 out	 of	 Poland,	 Hungary,	 Czechoslovakia,	 Romania	 and
Yugoslavia,	 most	 of	 which	 were	 agreed	 by	 the	 Allies	 and	 took	 place	 in	 the
immediate	 postwar	 years.	 Such	 was	 the	 chaos	 of	 this	 upheaval	 that	 we	 shall
never	know	the	numbers	of	those	who	died	in	it	–	estimates	vary	from	500,000
to	1.5	million.	It	is	not	obscure	because	it	was	so	long	ago.	It	is	obscure	because
it	is	too	close	to	home.	The	atrocious	butcher’s	bill	from	Indian	partition	in	1947
is	well	 known.	And	 the	 expulsion	 of	Arabs	 from	 Israel	 in	 1948	 remains	 quite
unforgotten	 and	 well	 documented,	 not	 least	 by	 dissenting	 Israeli	 historians
anxious	to	denounce	official	lies.

Most	 of	 those	 affected	 by	 the	 Potsdam	 Agreement’s	 licensing	 of	 ethnic
cleansing	 were	 women,	 and	 children	 under	 16.	 Adult	 young	 men	 from	 these
areas	 were,	 at	 that	 time,	 mostly	 casualties	 or	 prisoners	 of	 war.	 These	 events
cannot	 be	 attributed	 to	wartime	 collateral	 damage.	 They	 happened	 –	 or	 rather
were	 done	 –	 to	 defenceless	 civilians	 of	 a	 defeated	 nation	 after	 the	 end	 of
hostilities.	If	anyone	else	had	done	them	to	anyone	else,	 they	would	have	been
considered	crimes.

How	 should	we	 view	 them?	As	Professor	Douglas	 notes,	 a	 great	 shadow
lies	 between	us	 and	 a	 fair	 consideration	of	 these	 things	done	 in	 our	 name.	He
says:

It	 is	 appropriate	 at	 the	 outset	 to	 state	 explicitly	 that	 no	 legitimate
comparison	 can	 be	 drawn	 between	 the	 postwar	 expulsions	 and	 the
appalling	record	of	German	offenses	against	Jews	and	other	 innocent
victims	 between	 1939	 and	 1945.	 The	 extent	 of	Nazi	 criminality	 and
barbarity	 in	central	and	Eastern	Europe	 is	on	a	scale	and	of	a	degree
that	 is	 almost	 impossible	 to	 overstate.	 In	 the	 entire	 span	 of	 human
history,	 nothing	 can	 be	 found	 to	 surpass	 it	 […]	Whatever	 occurred
after	the	war	cannot	possibly	be	equated	to	the	atrocities	perpetrated



by	the	Germans	during	it,	and	suggestions	to	the	contrary	–	including
those	made	 by	 expellees	 themselves	 –	 are	 both	 deeply	 offensive	 and
historically	 illiterate	 [my	 emphasis].	 Nothing	 I	 have	 written	 in	 the
book	should	be	taken	to	suggest	otherwise.2

I	heartily	endorse	this	sentiment.
Then	 he	 adds,	 ‘But	 it	 is	 a	 long	 way	 from	 there	 to	 conclude	 that	 the

expulsion	 of	 the	 Germans	 was	 inevitable,	 necessary,	 or	 justified.’3	 I	 concur
equally	heartily	with	that.	What	follows	should	be	read	on	this	understanding.

There	 were	 several	 stages,	 the	 first	 being	 the	 deliberate	 planning	 of	 the
expulsions,	by	civilised	officials	and	politicians,	who	found	very	quickly,	as	they
looked	into	the	matter,	that	the	thing	could	not	be	done	without	cruelty.

What	of	those	who	were	there	at	the	time?	Many	protested,	notably	the	left-
wing	 publisher	 Victor	 Gollancz,	 that	 fine	 journalist	 Eric	 Gedye,	 and	 our	 old
friends	from	the	campaign	against	bombing	Germans	in	their	homes,	the	Labour
MP	Richard	 Stokes	 and	Bishop	George	Bell	 of	Chichester.	 The	 future	Labour
minister	and	party	leader	Michael	Foot	also	behaved	very	honourably.

But	 as	 usual	 when	 something	 wicked	 is	 going	 on,	 the	 ‘mainstream’
consensus	was	complacent	and	defensive.	Winston	Churchill,	who	had	urged	the
expulsion	 plan	 for	 years,	 and	 had	 ignored	 warnings	 of	 its	 dangers,	 started
making	 hypocritical	 noises	 about	 its	 cruelty	 long	 after	 it	was	 too	 late.	He	 did
roughly	the	same	about	the	bombing	of	German	civilians	in	their	homes,	waiting
until	the	last	months	of	the	war	before	calling	a	halt	to	it.	There	is	also	a	fashion
these	 days	 for	 according	 a	 sort	 of	 sainthood	 to	 Clement	 Attlee,	 the	 postwar
Labour	prime	minister.	The	supposed	Saint	Clement,	confronted	with	advice	that
the	Potsdam	evacuation	plan	would	 run	 into	grave	problems,	 especially	 severe
human	 suffering,	 said,	 ‘everything	 that	 brings	 home	 to	 the	 Germans	 the
completeness	and	irrevocability	of	their	defeat	is	worthwhile	in	the	end.’4

Everything?	We	shall	see.



I	 have	 removed	 the	 nationality	 of	 the	 victims	 and	 of	 the	 soldiers	 from	 the
following	description.	 I	 invite	 readers	 to	 see	 if	 they	can	guess	who	 they	were,
before	I	reveal	it:

In	a	single	 incident,	265	***********,	 including	120	women	and	74
children,	were	killed	on	June	18	by	******	troops,	who	removed	them
from	a	train	at	Horne	Mostenice	near	Prerov,	shot	them	in	the	back	of
the	 neck,	 and	 buried	 them	 in	 a	 mass	 grave	 that	 they	 had	 first	 been
forced	to	dig	beside	the	railway	station.5

From	the	fact	that	the	year	was	1945,	when	by	June	18	the	war	was	over,	readers
will	perhaps	be	able	 to	work	out	 first	of	all	who	 the	killers	were	not.	For	 they
were	not	‘the	Nazis’	or	even	‘the	Germans’.	It	was	the	dead	(mostly	women	and
children)	who	were	Germans.	The	killers	were	supposedly	disciplined	troops	of
the	army	of	our	heroic	ally,	friendly,	democratic	Czechoslovakia.

Two	 points	 emerge	 here.	 One,	 which	 Professor	 Douglas	 drives	 home
repeatedly,	is	that	these	disgusting	slaughters	were	not	(in	general)	the	result	of
enraged	civilians	taking	their	revenge	on	former	oppressors,	which	might	at	least
mitigate	the	crime.	They	were	state-sponsored	and	centrally	controlled,	and	are
to	this	day	defended	by	the	states	concerned,	rightly	nervous	of	any	suggestion
that	they	might	be	subjected	to	legal	investigation	or	demands	for	compensation.

The	 second	 is	 that	 the	 authors	of	 these	 filthy	 inexcusable	 things	were	 the
‘decent’	Czechoslovaks	and	‘gallant’	Poles,	for	so	long	treated	with	sentimental
admiration	by	Britain	(perhaps	to	make	up	for	the	fact	that	we	betrayed	them	in
1938	 and	 1939).	The	 truth	 is	 that	 these	 peoples	 are	 human,	 and	 as	 regrettably
capable	 of	 cruelty	 as	 they	 are	 laudably	 capable	 of	 gallantry	 and	mercy.	 These
ridiculous	 characterisations	 of	 whole	 nations	 and	 peoples	 as	 good	 or	 bad	 are
useless	in	deciding	historical	right	and	wrong.

Of	course,	discussion	of	 this	episode	has	 long	been	 inhibited	by	 the	view
that	the	Germans	had	done	this	first,	and	were	being	paid	back	in	their	own	kind,



coupled	with	a	fear	of	catcalls	along	the	lines	of	‘What	are	you	then,	some	sort
of	Hitler	apologist?’

Some	Germans	certainly	had	done	such	things	and	worse.	But	we	left	most
of	them	unpunished,	as	we	needed	them	to	run	their	country	after	the	defeat	of
Hitler.	This	policy	was	reasonable,	defensible	and	horrible.	But	the	comparison
does	 not	 really	 deal	 with	 the	 question.	 Firstly,	 though	 the	 Germans	 had	 been
expected	 to	 resist	 the	 deportations	 to	which	 they	 had	 been	 condemned	 by	 the
Allies,	they	rarely	if	ever	did	so,	and	submitted	almost	pathetically	to	their	fate.
Secondly,	most	of	the	victims	of	these	incidents	were	women	and	children,	and
some	of	the	others	were	(for	instance)	Czech	German	Social	Democrats	who	had
themselves	resisted	the	Nazis.	This	was	a	racial	purge,	combined	with	a	colossal
mass	 theft	 of	 property,	money,	 houses	 and	 land.	Those	 refugees	who	 survived
could	 take	 almost	 nothing	 with	 them.	 Anyone	 who	 (rightly)	 condemns	 the
German	 National	 Socialists	 as	 barbarian	 murderers	 cannot	 really,	 in	 all
conscience,	fail	to	condemn	the	authors	of	these	actions	too.	Professor	Douglas
accepts	that	the	expulsions	did	not	sink	to	the	level	of	the	extermination	camps	–
though	on	occasion,	as	we	will	see,	they	got	remarkably	close	to	it.

But	he	argues	(my	emphasis),

Nonetheless,	 the	 threshold	 for	 acknowledging	 mass	 human	 rights
abuses	 for	what	 they	are	 cannot	 be	 the	unprecedented	barbarities	 of
the	 Hitler	 regime.	 With	 the	 exception	 of	 the	 war	 years	 themselves,
Europe	west	of	 the	USSR	had	never	seen,	nor	would	 it	again	see,	 so
vast	a	complex	of	arbitrary	detention	–	one	in	which	tens	of	thousands,
including	many	children,	would	lose	their	lives.	That	it	largely	escaped
the	attention	of	contemporaries	elsewhere	in	Europe,	and	the	notice	of
historians	 today,	 is	 a	 chilling	 commentary	 on	 the	 ease	 with	 which
great	 evils	 in	 plain	 sight	 may	 go	 overlooked	 when	 they	 present	 a
spectacle	that	international	public	opinion	prefers	not	to	see.6



One	 of	 the	 reasons	 why	 this	 monstrous	 action	 went	 ahead	 was	 because	 of	 a
widespread	belief	that	the	bloody,	chaotic,	economically	and	socially	disastrous
compulsory	population	exchange	between	Greece	and	Turkey	in	1922	had	been
a	‘success’.	It	had	not,	and	one	of	its	many	bad	after-effects	was	the	bitterness	of
the	Greek	civil	war	which	followed	Germany’s	1945	defeat,	and	involved	many
of	the	unhappy	deportees.

Perhaps	 this	was	because	few	in	 the	major	nations	paid	much	attention	 to
the	after-effects	of	this	event,	triggered	by	the	cession	of	Smyrna	to	the	Turks	by
a	 defeated	 Greece.	 The	 silence	 about	 the	 post-1945	 expulsions	 must	 not	 be
allowed	to	create	the	same	false	impression.	It	was	sheer	hell,	and	anyone	who
proposes	 to	 repeat	 it	 should	 be	 told	 that	 it	 was.	 It	 is	 my	 view	 that	 the	 best
response	to	these	horrible	scenes	of	trudging,	desperate	and	miserable	humanity
is	to	imagine	oneself,	or	those	whom	one	loves,	among	them.	And	to	recognise
that	 such	 a	 fate	 is	 possible,	 in	 our	 own	 lifetime,	 as	 long	 as	 such	 actions	 are
tolerated	or	afterwards	forgotten	in	civilised	nations.	In	short,	this	could	be	you.

Out	 of	 the	 mountain	 of	 evidence	 in	 Douglas’s	 hugely	 important	 book,
which	hardly	anyone	will	ever	read,	most	especially	those	who	ought	to	do	so,	I
shall	set	out	only	a	few	of	the	most	striking	events.

At	 Linzer	 Vorstadt,	 close	 to	 the	 famous	 Budvar	 (Budweiser)	 brewery,	 a
camp	 for	 Germans	 had	 inscribed	 on	 its	 gate	 the	 words	 ‘Oko	 za	 Oko,	 Zub	 za
Zub’,	which	translated	means	‘An	eye	for	an	eye,	and	a	tooth	for	a	tooth’.7

New	 inmates	 were	 stripped,	 compelled	 while	 naked	 to	 run	 a	 gauntlet	 of
guards	 who	 beat	 them	 with	 clubs,	 shorn	 of	 all	 their	 hair	 and	 forced	 to	 don
humiliating	uniforms.8

At	Auschwitz,	there	was	less	than	a	fortnight	between	the	departure	of	the
last	 surviving	 Jews	 and	 the	 arrival	 of	 the	 first	 ethnic	 German	 inmates.9	 Of
course,	they	were	not	there	to	be	deliberately	exterminated,	and	to	say	this	is	not
to	excuse	or	diminish	 the	greater	crimes	committed	 in	 the	same	place.	But	 the
events	are	horrible	 in	themselves.	This	problem	arises	ceaselessly	 in	discussing
the	wrongs	done	by	the	good	side	in	the	war.	They	are	nowhere	near	as	wicked



as	the	crimes	committed	by	the	bad	side.	Yet,	judged	as	themselves,	they	are	still
terrible.	 Auschwitz,	 surely	 a	 warning	 against	 human	 evil,	 has	 become	 in	 the
minds	 of	many	 a	 sort	 of	 excuse	 or	mitigation	 for	 lesser	 evils.	This	 is	 surely	 a
moral	 mistake.	 Worse,	 those	 who	 point	 out	 these	 evils	 may	 well	 face	 false
accusations	 that	 they	 are	 trying	 to	 minimise	 or	 even	 deny	 the	 crimes	 of	 the
National	 Socialists.	 Such	 falsehoods	 tend	 to	 stick,	 in	 the	 rather	 low	 level	 of
debate	 that	we	 tend	 to	 tolerate	on	 this	 subject.	 In	 this	way,	 the	prophets	of	 the
‘Good	War’	avoid	discussing	the	wrong	things	done	by	the	‘Good	Side’.

Believers	in	the	goodness	of	the	war	might	also	not	wish	to	know	that	at	the
Postoloprty	 camp	 in	Northern	Bohemia,	 in	 June	 1945,	 five	 ethnically	German
children	were	first	whipped,	then	shot	by	firing	squad,	for	trying	to	escape.10

Nor	might	they	relish	an	extract	from	a	painfully	poignant	letter	written	by
Gertrud	 Kostka	 to	 her	 husband	 Johannes,	 a	 conscript	 soldier	 in	 the	 German
Army	 who	 had	 been	 taken	 prisoner	 by	 us,	 the	 British.	 Their	 baby	 daughter,
Barbara,	had	died	in	the	chaos	of	the	Red	Army	advance	across	Poland.	Gertrud
had	 then	 been	 raped	 by	 a	 fellow	 refugee	 and	 had	 become	 pregnant.	 Johannes
Kostka	tried	to	get	first	the	American	and	then	the	British	government	to	at	least
speed	 up	 his	 wife’s	 deportation	 from	 Poland	 so	 they	 could	 be	 reunited.	 The
British	authorities	replied	that	any	such	action	might	well	be	used	in	propaganda
against	 them,	 and	 could	make	 its	 position	worse	 (both	 of	 these	were	 genuine
fears).	They	added	that	 the	deportation	was	‘an	internal	Polish	matter	 in	which
we	have	no	right	to	interfere’,	which	I	think	is	more	dubious,	given	that	we	had
sanctioned	 it	 and	 cooperated	 with	 it.	We	 did	 nothing,	 understandably	 but	 not
really	excusably.

Gertrud	Kostka	wrote:

I	 feel	 void	 and	dead.	But	 just	 as	honest	 as	our	mutual	 life	has	been,
may	 these	 last	 lines	be.	 I	have	no	guilt	 to	confess.	 I	have	no	 tears	 to
shed.	 I	 have	 only	 this	 belief	 that	 the	Lord	will	 help	 you	 to	 trust	my
words.	After	a	short	pain	you	will	find	happiness	again.	For	me	there



will	be	bleak	despair	and	the	hope	that	the	Lord	won’t	leave	me,	and
will	 call	 me	 to	 Him	 in	 my	 dark	 hour,	 uniting	 me	 with	 my	 child.
Trusting	upon	His	help	I	take	farewell	from	you,	and	my	life.	I	cannot
write	any	more.	I	can	only	beg	you,	please,	believe	me,	I	am	without
blame.11

This	tiny	scrap	of	utter	human	misery,	blowing	across	the	desolate	wasteland	of
the	postwar	world,	together	with	the	certainty	that	this	is	just	one	of	thousands	of
personal	woes	about	which	we	shall	never	know	anything,	and	our	knowledge
that	 the	pleas	of	 the	sufferers	went	unanswered,	seems	 to	me	 to	contradict	any
claim	that	war	can	be	‘good’.	Necessary,	possibly,	but	be	careful	to	be	sure.	Just,
maybe	at	a	pinch,	though	not	as	often	as	we	like	to	think.	But	good?	Never.

During	 the	 entire	 time	 in	 which	 I	 read	 Professor	 Douglas’s	 book	 I	 felt
myself	to	be	surrounded	by	a	sort	of	dusk,	and	imagined	every	event	described,
even	those	I	later	realised	had	happened	in	summer	daylight,	to	have	gone	on	in
conditions	of	smog	and	dusk,	night	and	fog.

As	 always	 happens,	 the	 intense	 darkness	 of	 these	 events	 is	 sometimes
illuminated	by	the	blazing	light	of	individual	good	deeds,	done	against	the	tide.

The	story	of	the	Czech	Přemysl	Pitter	(who	had	also	laboured	to	save	Jews
from	Nazi	murder	 during	 the	German	occupation)	 shows	 that	 small	 individual
acts	 of	 human	 courage	 and	 kindness	 can	 counterbalance	 enormous	weights	 of
state	necessity	and	cynicism.	After	rescuing	a	thousand	German	detainees	from	a
secret	prison	in	Prague,	Pitter	recounted:

As	we	brought	emaciated	and	apathetic	children	out	and	laid	them	on
the	 grass,	 I	 believed	 that	 few	 would	 survive.	 Our	 physician,	 Dr	 E.
Vogl,	himself	a	Jew	who	had	gone	through	the	hell	of	Auschwitz	and
Mauthausen,	almost	wept	when	he	saw	 these	 little	bodies.	 ‘And	here
we	Czechs	have	done	this	in	two	and	a	half	months!’	he	exclaimed.12

Pitter’s	impulse	was	Christian.	But	secular	figures,	especially	the	atheist	Labour



MP	Michael	 Foot,	 also	 appealed	 to	 the	 Christian	 gospels	 in	 condemning	 the
cruelty	 of	 the	 expulsions.	 Foot	 protested	 in	 Parliament	 over	 the	 treatment	 of
refugee	 children,	 and	 referred	 (in	 an	 assembly	 where	 such	 words	 were	 still
familiar	to	all	present)	to	the	Bible	passage	in	which	Christ	warns	of	those	who
mistreat	children,	‘It	were	better	for	him	that	a	millstone	were	hanged	about	his
neck,	and	he	cast	into	the	sea,	than	that	he	should	offend	one	of	these	little	ones’
(Luke	17:2).	Foot	declared,	‘If	these	infamies	are	to	be	allowed	to	continue	there
will	be	a	shortage	of	millstones	to	set	beside	the	other	shortages	in	Europe.’13	His
words	 had	 little	 impact.	 Conservative	 politicians	 in	 the	 House	 of	 Lords	 had
already	derided	this	sort	of	scruple	as	‘sloppy	sentiment’	(Lord	Mountevans).14	A
former	 wartime	 Minister	 of	 Food,	 Lord	 Llewellin,	 had	 recalled	 that	 similar
complaints	had	been	made	about	the	German	victims	of	the	British	blockade	at
the	end	of	the	1914–18	war:

I	 remember	 that	at	 the	end	of	 the	 last	war	appeals	were	made	on	 the
basis	that	the	youth	of	Germany	were	suffering	from	malnutrition	and
rickets	 and	 that	 we	 ought	 to	 do	 something	 to	 save	 them	 from	 the
dreadful	conditions	under	which	they	had	to	live.	Good	gracious	me!
Those	 were	 the	 people	 who	 became	 Hitler’s	 S.	 S.	 men	 twenty-five
years	 later.	 Do	 not	 let	 us	 run	 into	 that	 kind	 of	 stupidity	 again	 this
time.15

This	 has	 a	 rather	 double-edged	 feel	 to	 it,	 of	which	 the	 speaker	was	 obviously
unaware.

The	 Czech,	 Polish	 and	 Yugoslav	 authorities	 knew	 very	 well	 what	 was
happening	 as	 a	 result	 of	 their	 policies.	 So	 did	 the	 Allies,	 who	 planned	 and
permitted	it.	They	knew	what	would	happen	in	general,	and	had	been	warned	by
their	own	officials	of	the	perils	of	such	action.	They	did	almost	nothing	about	it.
To	 have	 spared	 the	women	 and	 children	 from	 internment	would	 have	 been	 to
undermine	 the	 whole	 programme.	 When	 the	 refugees	 arrived	 in	 Germany,



everything	 was	 made	 a	 thousand	 times	 harder	 and	 more	 miserable	 by	 the
colossal	destruction	of	housing	by	British	and	American	bombing.

Take	 for	 example	 this	 account	 of	 the	 conditions	 of	 life	 of	 Germans	 in
occupied	Berlin	 (by	 then	crammed	with	 refugees	 from	the	East,	many	of	 them
seriously	 ill	 and	 starving)	 in	 the	 autumn	 of	 1945:	 ‘Women	 could	 be	 seen
straining	 the	waste	water	 from	the	kitchen	sink	of	a	house	where	 there	was	an
Allied	mess,	to	save	from	the	drain	small	scraps	of	grease	which	could	be	used
again	in	their	own	homes.’16

You	may	be	sure	that,	even	a	year	before,	none	of	those	straining	the	drain
water	 for	 scraps	 of	 grease	 would	 have	 had	 the	 remotest	 premonition	 of	 what
would	 later	 befall	 them.	 Do	 we	 know	 where	 the	 arrogant	 follies	 of	 our
governments	 may	 lead	 us,	 perhaps	 also	 in	 a	 matter	 of	 a	 year	 or	 two?	 The
contented,	complacent	middle	classes	of	many	European	countries	could	not,	in
1930,	have	begun	to	imagine	what	would	happen	to	them	by	1950.	Nor	can	we
see	20	years	into	our	own	futures.

Nor	would	the	Berliners,	 in	 their	police	state,	have	had	any	serious	say	in
the	 events	 and	 policies	 which	 brought	 this	 fate	 about.	 Those	 in	 free	 societies
such	 as	 ours,	 who	 promote	 or	 permit	 wars,	 or	 are	 readily	 gulled	 by	 the
propaganda	deployed	to	gain	support	for	 them,	have	much	to	answer	for.	They
should	 certainly	 cure	 themselves	 of	 any	 smugness	 about	 whether	 ordinary
Germans	‘deserved’	the	things	that	happened	to	them.

Learning	 of	 these	 events	 after	 decades	 of	 ignorance,	 I	 felt	 deep	 shame,
combined	with	immense	gratitude	for	the	fact	that	I	live	on	an	island	which	has
for	many	centuries	been	safe	from	invasion,	subjugation	and	arbitrary	rule.	It	is
that	fact	that	has	kept	me	safe	from	suffering	and	from	committing	the	crimes	of
war,	not	any	virtue	of	my	own	or	any	virtue	of	my	nation.	It	should	not	keep	me,
or	anyone	else,	from	acknowledging	that	the	1939–45	war	was	morally	far	more
complicated	 and	 compromised	 than	 I	 –	 a	 more	 than	 usually	 well-informed
citizen	–	had	been	led	or	allowed	to	believe.



C O N C L U S I O N

From	Phoney	War	to	Phoney	Victory

MM E 	K A N Y I:	It	seems	to	me	there	was	a	will	to	war,	a	death-wish,	everywhere.	Even
good	men	thought	their	private	honour	would	be	satisfied	by	war.	They	could	assert
their	 manhood	 by	 killing	 and	 being	 killed.	 They	 would	 accept	 hardships	 in
recompense	 for	 having	 been	 selfish	 and	 lazy.	 Danger	 justified	 privilege	 […]	Were
there	none	in	England?

G U Y 	 C R O U C H B A C K:	God	forgive	me.	I	was	one	of	them.

(Conversation	towards	the	end	of	Unconditional	Surrender,	the
third	volume	of	Evelyn	Waugh’s	Sword	of	Honour	trilogy)

How	did	we	get	from	the	Phoney	War	to	the	grand	rejoicing	of	VE	Day,	and	the
final	 triumph	of	VJ	Day?	How	did	 a	war	 begun	 in	 uncertainty	 and	 confusion,
continuing	 in	 defeat,	 evacuation	 and	 bankruptcy,	 conducted	 in	many	 cases	 by
dubious	methods,	become	the	War	that	Saved	the	World?

We	did	not,	really,	make	this	journey.	The	war	was	never	the	simple-minded
morality	play	we	now	make	it	out	to	be.	History,	beyond	doubt,	records	a	series
of	blows	to	our	pride	and	to	our	power.	The	moment	the	war	ended,	so	did	Lend-
Lease.	 We	 struggled	 to	 borrow	 enough	 from	 the	 USA	 to	 keep	 going	 as	 an
economy.	 We	 were	 forced	 to	 make	 sterling	 convertible.	 We	 were	 forced,	 at
Bretton	 Woods,	 to	 agree	 to	 a	 new	 global	 economic	 regime	 that	 was	 entirely
based	on	the	needs	and	desires	of	the	USA.	We	were	made,	soon	afterwards,	to
end	what	was	 left	 of	 imperial	 preference.	 It	 was	American	 arrogance,	 not	 the
Soviet	 threat,	 that	 led	 to	 the	 decision	 (which	 still	 haunts	 us	 today)	 to	 spend



scarce	funds	on	developing	a	British	atom	bomb.	The	Americans	either	tore	up
or	 pretended	 to	 have	 lost	 agreements	 under	 which	 they	 had	 said	 they	 would
share	 nuclear	 technology	with	 us.	 Britain’s	 nuclear	 deterrent,	 still	 presumably
viable	even	now,	was	not	born	out	of	fear	of	Stalin	but	out	of	pique	at	American
high-handedness.	Our	 Foreign	Secretary,	Ernest	Bevin,	was	 treated	 in	 such	 an
offhand	fashion	by	 the	USA’s	Secretary	of	State	James	Byrnes	 that	 the	Labour
government	 there	and	 then	resolved	 to	build	a	British	bomb	whatever	 the	cost.
Bevin	fumed	to	a	Cabinet	committee	on	25	October	1946,

That	 won’t	 do	 at	 all	…	we’ve	 got	 to	 have	 this	…	 I	 don’t	mind	 for
myself,	but	I	don’t	want	any	other	Foreign	Secretary	of	this	country	to
be	talked	to	or	at	by	a	Secretary	of	State	in	the	United	States	as	I	have
just	 had	 in	my	 discussions	 with	Mr	 Byrnes.	We’ve	 got	 to	 have	 this
thing	 over	 here	 whatever	 it	 costs	…	We’ve	 got	 to	 have	 the	 bloody
Union	Jack	on	top	of	it.1

We	made	a	hurried	and	shamefully	disorganised	departure	from	India,	at	a	vast
cost	 in	 Indian	 lives,	 leaving	 behind	 us	 two	 dangerous	 frontier	 conflicts	 that
remain	 unresolved	 to	 this	 day.	 We	 could	 not	 afford	 to	 maintain	 ourselves	 in
Palestine,	and	scuttled	humiliatingly	from	territory	we	had	only	gained	30	years
before.	Again,	 as	 in	 India	 and	 in	many	 parts	 of	Africa,	we	 left	 an	 unresolved
quarrel	for	others	to	try	to	fix.

And	how	was	 it	 that	our	great	 triumph	brought	us	 so	 few	 fruits	and	 joys,
even	if	it	left	us	holding	an	H-Bomb	with	the	Union	Jack	on	top	of	it?	At	least,	at
the	end	of	the	Great	War	in	1919,	the	British	empire	grew	and	we	were	able	to
dictate	the	peace.	There	was,	if	only	briefly,	an	appearance	of	victory.	But	after
1945,	 the	 empire	 visibly	 and	 swiftly	 shrank.	 And	 we	 were	 poor.	 Rationing
continued	and	 intensified,	 to	 include	even	bread,	 long	after	 the	war	had	ended
and	long	after	the	USSR	had	itself	abolished	rationing.	In	my	early	childhood,	I
can	 still	 recall	my	mother	 running	her	 finger	 round	 the	 insides	of	 eggshells	 to



make	sure	that	nothing	was	wasted	and	cutting	chocolate	bars	into	small	pieces
to	 make	 them	 last	 longer.	 We	 were	 haunted,	 even	 then,	 by	 the	 ghost	 of
deprivation.

Later	still,	as	our	diminished	power	and	influence	became	clear	in	so	many
ways,	the	ghost	of	our	1940	defeat,	and	the	necessary	but	reluctant	compromises
we	 had	 to	 make	 to	 survive	 it,	 haunt	 our	 lives.	 The	 most	 popular	 film	 in	 the
British	cinemas	of	summer	2017	was	an	account	of	the	Dunkirk	evacuation,	77
years	earlier,	mainly	composed	of	noise,	sinkings	and	aerial	combat.	No	attempt
was	 made	 to	 explain	 to	 a	 new	 generation	 why	 the	 entire	 British	 Army	 was
standing	up	to	its	armpits	in	salt	water,	being	strafed	by	the	German	Air	Force,
having	 wrecked,	 burned	 or	 dumped	 arms	 and	 equipment	 worth	 billions	 in
today’s	money.	Nobody	wants	to	know.	The	partly	true,	partly	untrue	myth	that	it
was	 all	 glorious,	 and	 that	 it	 saved	 the	world,	will	 do	 for	 another	generation,	 a
comforting	 old	muffler	 keeping	 out	 the	 clammy	 draughts	 of	 economic	 failure
and	political	weakness.

It	 is	 in	 our	 personal	 lives	 that	we	 fully	 understand	 the	 truth.	 It	 is	when	 I
examine	 the	 things	 my	 parents	 and	 teachers	 said,	 when	 I	 recall	 the	 strange
attempt	to	recreate	the	1930s	still	evident	in	my	childhood,	and	its	utter	collapse
during	my	teens,	that	I	know	that	the	myth	is	not	true.	In	the	devastating	cultural
revolution	of	the	last	50	years,	I	have	been	increasingly	aware	that	such	events
do	 not	 happen	 in	 countries	where	 the	 victorious	 governing	 class	 are	 confident
and	assured.	As	for	our	absorption	into	the	European	Union	–	the	continuation	of
Germany	by	other	means	–	this	is	not	the	fate	of	a	dominant	victor	nation.

The	unhappy	 reality,	 largely	 suppressed	 in	political	debate,	 is	unsparingly
described	 in	 two	great	works	of	 fiction.	One	of	 these	 is	more	or	 less	 from	 the
Left,	 by	 Olivia	 Manning,	 and	 one	 from	 the	 conservative	 Right,	 by	 Evelyn
Waugh.

At	 first	 sight	 all	 they	 have	 in	 common	 is	 that	 they	 are	 obviously
autobiographical,	 and	 prominently	 feature	 men	 called	 Guy.	Manning’s	 central
character	is	Guy	Pringle,	a	pro-Soviet	teacher	working	for	what	is	obviously	the



British	 Council,	 together	 with	 his	 wife	 Harriet,	 stranded	 at	 his	 side	 amid	 the
collapse	of	British	power	 in	Eastern	Europe	 and	 the	Balkans.	Waugh’s	hero	 is
Guy	 Crouchback,	 a	 disappointed	 and	 lonely	 Roman	 Catholic	 of	 the	 most
reactionary	 sort,	 cuckolded	by	an	old	 friend	and	deserted	by	his	wife,	 short	of
money,	washed	up	on	a	shoal	of	disillusion	and	too	old	for	the	conflict	that	has
suddenly	 arrived.	 But	 yet	 he	 believes	 the	 war	 is	 virtuous.	 His	 new	 illusion,
shining	with	false	glory,	is	mainly	thanks	to	the	Molotov–Ribbentrop	Pact	which
has	 destroyed	Britain’s	 strategy	 in	 an	 afternoon,	 and	which	worldly	men	must
view	as	a	catastrophe.	But	Guy	Crouchback	 is	anything	but	worldly.	He	 is	 the
most	frightening	sort	of	idealist.	He	delights	in	being	in	arms	against	the	world’s
two	worst	and	most	powerful	tyrannies.	Waugh	describes	him	rejoicing:

But	now,	splendidly,	everything	had	become	clear.	The	enemy	at	 last
was	 plain	 in	 view,	 huge	 and	 hateful,	 all	 disguise	 cast	 off.	 It	was	 the
Modern	Age	in	arms.	Whatever	the	outcome	there	was	a	place	for	him
in	that	battle.2

Waugh	himself	was	not	 in	 fact	 especially	 idealist	 at	 the	 time.	 In	his	novel	Put
Out	More	Flags,	which	was	first	written	and	published	while	 the	war	was	still
taking	 place,	Waugh	 is	mercilessly	 satirical	 about	 the	 farce	 of	 evacuation	 and
about	 the	 absurdities	 of	 ‘security’	 in	 wartime.	 A	 distinguished	 publisher	 is
imprisoned	 for	 the	 duration,	 and	 an	 ageing,	 harmless	 aesthete	 has	 to	 flee	 to
Ireland	 to	 avoid	 the	 same	 fate.	 Both	 are	 innocent	 of	 any	 treachery,	 but	 the
popular	 frenzy	 of	 democratic	war,	with	 its	wild,	 irrational	 hunts	 for	 spies	 and
traitors,	requires	them	to	suffer	anyway.

Put	 Out	 More	 Flags	 also	 contains	 a	 heartbreaking	 final	 leave-taking
between	an	army	officer	and	his	 schoolboy	son,	of	a	kind	 that	only	 those	who
have	 undergone	 an	English	 boarding	 school	 can	 fully	 appreciate.3	 And	 then	 it
follows	 that	 unhappy	officer,	Cedric	Lyne,	 through	 an	 incompetently	managed
voyage	to	Norway	to	his	futile,	amateurish,	useless	but	brave	death	at	the	hands



of	a	professional	enemy.
In	Men	at	Arms,	 the	mood	 of	 righteousness	 does	 not	 last	 long.	Waugh	 is

equally	 consumed	 with	 pessimism	 and	 barely	 concealed	 fury	 at	 his	 own
country’s	 lack	 of	 preparedness	 for	what	 it	 now	 faces.	When	Guy	Crouchback
eventually	 finds	 his	 way	 into	 the	 Army,	 he	 is	 sent	 to	 train	 at	 an	 abandoned
preparatory	 school	 in	 a	melancholy	 seaside	 resort.	 The	 name	 of	 the	 school	 is
Kut-al-Imara	House.	Nobody	in	the	book	ever	comments	on	the	name,	and	only
the	curious	or	those	very	well	educated	in	the	more	obscure	disasters	of	World
War	 I	will	know	 that	Kut-al-Imara,	 in	present-day	 Iraq,	was	 the	 scene	of	what
Jan	Morris,	in	Farewell	the	Trumpets,	described	as	‘the	most	abject	capitulation
in	 Britain’s	 military	 history’.4	 A	 large	 garrison	 of	 British	 and	 Indian	 troops
surrendered	 to	 the	 Ottoman	 Army	 there	 in	 1916.	 Appalling	 numbers	 of	 these
captives	 later	 died	 from	 disease	 or	 ill	 treatment.	 Their	 commanding	 general,
meanwhile,	lived	on	in	shameful	comfort.	Nobody	would	have	named	a	school
after	 such	 an	 event.	 By	 giving	 the	 dismal	 and	 disorganised	 place	 this	 name,
Waugh	is	plainly	expressing	his	disdain	and	scorn	for	the	state	of	his	country,	its
army	and	defences,	at	that	wretched	time.

As	Guy	Crouchback	begins	his	slow	progress	towards	the	various	disasters
and	 failures	 of	 his	military	 career,	Guy	 and	Harriet	 Pringle	 are	 rattling	 across
Eastern	Europe	by	train	in	the	last	few	days	before	war.	Once	in	Bucharest,	they
watch	 powerlessly	 from	 afar	 as	 France	 falls	 and	 as	 their	 homes	 in	Britain	 are
subjected	 to	German	 terror	 bombing.	But	 bizarrely,	 being	 in	 a	 neutral	 capital,
they	are	within	sight	and	sometimes	touch	of	the	German	enemy,	and	able	to	see
the	 propaganda	 in	 the	 brightly	 lit	 window	 of	 the	 German	 legation.	 The
contrasting	 feebleness	 of	 British	 power	 and	 propaganda	 are	 pitifully	 evident.
Even	more	evident	is	the	real	menace	of	National	Socialism,	a	new	horror	whose
nature	is	grasped	swiftly	by	Continentals.	They,	unlike	the	insular	British,	have
long	 had	 cause	 to	 understand	 the	 German	 language	 and	 will	 soon	 have	 to
understand	it	even	better.	Hitler’s	soldiers	in	a	Berlin	propaganda	newsreel,	‘fair-
haired	young	men	[…]	unscathed	and	laughing	from	the	ruins’,	with	their	faces



held	up	to	the	sun,	are	shown	lustily	singing	disgusting,	diabolical	hymns.	First
is	 the	Hitler	Youth	 song	about	how	 it	 does	not	matter	 if	 the	Nazis	destroy	 the
world,	as	they	will	build	it	up	again	once	they	have	conquered	it.5

Then	the	sinister	tune	alters	to	something	even	worse,	a	threat	to	Christian
civilisation	itself:

This	might	of	armour	was	a	new	thing;	a	fearful	and	merciless	thing.
The	 golden	 boys	 changed	 their	 song.	 Now,	 as	 the	 vast	 procession
passed,	they	sang:

Wir	wollen	keine	Christen	sein,
Weil	Christus	war	ein	Judenschwein.
Und	seine	Mutter,	welch	ein	Hohn,
Die	heisst	Marie,	gebor’ne	Kohn.6

I	will	not	translate	this	in	full,	as	it	is	too	distressing,	but	simply	say	that	the	lines
are	 both	 deeply	 anti-Semitic	 and	 also	 painfully,	 hurtfully	 blasphemous	 to	 any
Christian	person.	This	was	an	explicitly	pagan,	anti-Christian	army	approaching,
not	like	the	armies	of	the	last	few	centuries	but	something	either	entirely	new	or
terrifyingly	old.	As	Olivia	Manning	records	(and	who	can	doubt	that	this	is	the
recollection	of	a	real	event?),	‘Someone	gasped.	There	was	no	other	noise.’

Almost	 immediately	 afterwards,	 after	 Calais	 falls,	 the	 Germans	 in
Bucharest	 stage	 their	 own	 symbolic	 triumph	 over	 the	 broken	 Allies.	 They
brusquely	 drive	 the	British	 colony	 out	 of	 the	 ‘English	Bar’	 of	 the	main	 hotel,
with	sheer	numbers	and	bad	manners.	As	power	drains	from	the	British	empire,
the	British	 abroad	 cease	 to	 be	 lordly	 and	 rich,	 and	 fear	 abandonment,	 penury,
possibly	internment.	Much	later,	when	the	Pringles,	more	or	less	refugees,	have
reached	Egypt	 as	Rommel’s	 soldiers	 approach	Cairo,	Harriet	 gives	 thanks	 that
Muslims	are	charitable	because,	stranded	in	such	a	place	in	the	midst	of	defeat,
what	else	will	there	be	to	live	on	but	charity?

On	the	night	that	Paris	capitulates,	a	furious	Romanian	woman	complains	at



the	noise	of	an	ill-timed	English	party	(to	celebrate	the	successful	production	of
a	Shakespeare	play,	of	all	things):

She	was	storming	at	Inchcape’s	astonished	guests:	‘What	is	it	that	you
make	 here,	 you	 English?	You	 have	 lost	 the	war,	 you	 have	 lost	 your
Empire,	you	have	lost	all	–	yet,	like	a	first-class	Power,	you	keep	the
house	awake!’7

The	 English	 men	 and	 women,	 at	 first	 taken	 aback,	 eventually	 respond	 with
patriotic	 self-reassurance.	 But	 the	 moment	 has	 happened.	 They	 have	 felt	 the
scorn	of	defeat.	They	are	not	a	first-class	power.	Even	Romanians	now	feel	free
to	 berate	 them.	 They	 have	 no	 business	 keeping	 their	 neighbours	 awake	 any
more.

The	draining	away	of	power	continues	until	the	Pringles	mistakenly	attend
a	German	propaganda	concert	at	which	the	German	minister	comports	himself	as
if	 he	 were	 King	 of	 Romania,	 and	 the	 Pringles	 almost	 stand	 (in	 a	 moment	 of
ghastly	comic	error)	for	the	playing	of	‘Deutschland	über	alles’.	Eventually	they
slink	out	of	the	hall,	to	the	amusement	of	the	triumphant	German	audience.	They
flee,	with	hours	to	spare	if	 they	are	to	avoid	internment,	 to	Athens,	where	they
are	fated	once	again	to	witness	the	collapse	of	British	arms.

And	so	their	paths	almost	cross	with	Guy	Crouchback’s	equally	absurd	and
pointless	meanderings.	After	various	futile	and	ill-starred	military	adventures,	he
has	been	sent	to	Crete.	He	arrives	there	only	just	in	time	to	take	part	in	another
of	Winston	Churchill’s	needless	gestures	leading	to	defeat	and	loss.	Wars	are	not
won	by	evacuations,	as	Churchill	himself	had	said.	And	yet	here	was	yet	another
evacuation,	this	time	entirely	his	own	creation.

Waugh’s	 account	 describes	 in	 personal	 detail	 the	 incompetence,
demoralisation	 and	 worthlessness	 of	 the	 whole	 operation.	 Guy	 Crouchback
knows	 that	 air	 cover,	 such	 as	 it	 was,	 has	 already	 been	withdrawn	 from	Crete
before	he	and	his	men	even	set	off	to	reinforce	failure	there.	The	pathetic	Major



Hound,	a	bureaucratic	officer	of	the	modern	type,	suffers	a	total	moral	collapse
as	defeat	becomes	certain.	Hound,	we	now	know,	was	based	upon	a	real	officer
observed	 by	Waugh	 in	 an	 abject	 panic.	 There	 are	 other	 disgraces.	 Guy’s	 old
friend	Ivor	Claire,	whom	Guy	has	admired	as	an	archetypal	English	gentleman,
shamefully	 deserts	 his	 men	 and	 embarks	 in	 one	 of	 the	 few	 evacuation	 ships,
disobeying	orders	so	that	he	can	escape	capture.	Guy,	by	contrast,	gets	to	Egypt
in	an	open	boat	and	almost	dies	on	the	way.

This	last	episode	is	an	interesting	and	major	departure	from	fact.	It	has	even
been	 suggested	 that	Waugh	 himself	 did	 something	 similar	 to	 the	 indisciplined
flight	of	the	fictional	Ivor	Claire.	Biographers	and	historians	dispute	this	fiercely,
and	 perhaps	 it	 is	 better	 not	 to	 know.	 But	 the	moment	 of	 truth	 comes	 as	 Guy
recovers	 in	Cairo.	News	is	brought	 to	him	of	Hitler’s	 invasion	of	 the	USSR.	It
had	been,	he	notes,	just	such	a	sunny	Mediterranean	day	two	years	before	when,
after	the	Molotov–Ribbentrop	Pact,	‘the	Enemy	was	plain	in	view’.	But,

Now	that	hallucination	was	dissolved	[…]	and	he	was	back	after	less
than	 two	 years’	 pilgrimage	 in	 a	 Holy	 Land	 of	 illusion,	 in	 the	 old
ambiguous	world,	where	priests	were	spies	and	gallant	friends	proved
traitors	and	his	country	was	led	blundering	into	dishonour.8

In	both	Olivia	Manning’s	and	Evelyn	Waugh’s	books	there	is	much	left	to	tell	as
the	 war	 slowly	 turns.	 And	 both	 sagas,	 like	 the	 war	 itself,	 are	 repeatedly
profoundly	moving	and	distressing.	Waugh’s	account	 is	 the	more	political,	and
the	 more	 bitter.	 Arbitrarily,	 good	 people	 die	 or	 are	 otherwise	 destroyed.
Worthless	frauds	are	decorated	and	promoted	after	fatuous	propaganda	exploits.
Real	courage	and	valour	are	thrown	away.	A	sort	of	human	life	struggles	on	in
the	margins	of	the	vast	destruction.	In	Waugh’s	account	the	deep	penetration	of
Britain’s	 establishment	 and	 military	 by	 Communist	 sympathisers	 is	 angrily
portrayed,	 and	 shown	 as	 being	 triumphant	 and	 unchecked.	 To	 this	 day,	 this
undoubted	 and	 very	 damaging	 infiltration	 is	 barely	 discussed,	 and	most	 of	 us



wrongly	think	it	was	confined	to	a	few	famous	traitors	in	the	Secret	Intelligence
Service.	If	only	this	was	so.

The	 ridiculous	worship	 of	 the	 Soviet	Union,	 symbolised	 by	 the	 beautiful
‘Sword	 of	 Stalingrad’	 fashioned	 by	 the	 last	 true	 craftsmen	 of	 their	 kind	 in
England,	presented	to	Stalin	by	an	admiring	British	nation,	is	justly	lampooned.

Guy	Crouchback’s	attempts	to	save	a	group	of	stranded	Jews	in	Yugoslavia
recoil	horribly	on	those	Jews	and	especially	on	their	intelligent,	undeceived	and
perceptive	leaders.	Had	Waugh	ended	his	book	with	the	terrible	conversation	in
which	Mrs	Kanyi	regrets	 the	noble	 impulses	which	drove	so	many	to	war,	and
Guy	 Crouchback	 responds	 ‘God	 forgive	 me,	 I	 was	 one	 of	 them,’	 his	 trilogy
would	be	almost	perfect.	Yet	 instead	his	 story	 trickles	away	 into	a	 tying	up	of
ends	that	could	just	as	well	have	been	left	loose.	And	then	there	is	an	account	of
Guy’s	 personal	 contentment,	 as	 if	 England	was	 still	 secure	 and	would	 endure
around	him	and	his	descendants.	So	it	might	have	seemed,	for	a	comfortably	off
person	of	the	upper	middle	classes,	for	a	few	years	after	the	war.	But	it	did	not
prove	to	be	so,	as	the	empire	departed,	Suez	was	followed	by	Profumo,	Profumo
by	the	Cultural	Revolution	and	the	1960s	and	the	European	adventure	which	still
has	us	in	its	grip.	By	the	time	he	died,	in	April	1966,	Evelyn	Waugh	must	have
known	that	the	world	he	had	fought	to	save	was	utterly	lost.

Olivia	Manning,	by	contrast,	ends	with	a	coda,	painfully	affecting	to	those,
such	as	this	author,	who,	all	unknowing	of	the	sacrifices	they	had	made,	watched
the	bruised,	puzzled,	disappointed,	disoriented	survivors	of	the	war	try	to	pick	up
the	threads	of	normal	human	existence,	and	largely	fail.

How	 could	 it	 be,	 they	wondered,	 that	 they	 had	won	 the	war	 and	 yet	 this
rackety,	cheapskate	remnant	of	greatness	was	their	portion?	And	it	 is	 thanks	to
their	 inevitable	 failure	 to	 re-establish	 that	 which	was	 lost,	 to	 repair	 what	 was
broken	and	raise	up	again	what	had	fallen,	that	a	diminished	people	now	scurry
about	in	the	ruins	of	a	civilisation	they	neither	value	nor	understand.

Olivia	Manning,	 on	 this	 occasion,	 greatly	 outdid	 Evelyn	Waugh.	 As	 she
surveyed	the	six	turbulent	years	which	she	had	more	or	less	survived,	she	found



no	refuge,	in	domestic	tranquillity,	from	the	vastness	of	these	events.	She	wrote,
in	a	passage	of	astonishing	force,

Then,	at	last,	peace,	precarious	peace,	came	down	upon	the	world	and
the	survivors	could	go	home.	Like	the	stray	figures	left	on	the	stage	at
the	end	of	a	great	tragedy,	they	had	now	to	tidy	up	the	ruins	of	war	and
in	their	hearts	bury	the	noble	dead.9

We	 who	 came	 after	 are	 now	 those	 stray	 figures	 left	 on	 the	 stage.	 Until	 we
understand	the	true	nature	of	that	great	tragedy,	which	we	seem	unwilling	to	do,
I	do	not	think	that	we	can	ever,	in	our	hearts,	bury	the	noble	dead.	Worse	by	far,
we	may	be	 tempted	again	 into	wars	 that	may	utterly	 ruin	us,	because	we	have
been	beguiled	 into	 thinking	 that	 these	wars	 are	good.	Peace,	 precarious	peace,
survived	wonderfully	 and	 unquestioned	 through	my	 safe	 and	 happy	 childhood
and	 somehow	persisted	 in	 the	years	beyond.	 I	 never	knew	until	 I	was	old	 just
how	hard-bought	it	had	been.	I	never	understood	until	I	was	old	just	how	much
my	own	parents	had	paid	for	it,	and	how	thankless	I	and	many	of	my	generation
had	 been.	 It	 is	with	 their	memory	 in	mind	 that	 I	 conclude	 this	 unhappy	 story.
Peace,	precarious	peace,	depends	now	more	 than	ever	on	our	casting	off	 these
fantasies	of	chivalry	and	benevolence,	and	ceasing	to	hide	the	savage	truth	from
ourselves.



Notes



I N T RODUCT I ON

1	Jim	Rhodes,	a	 former	member	of	Cossack’s	 ship’s	company,	wrote	 in	 the	April	2002	newsletter	of	 the
HMS	Cossack	Association	that	he	had	witnessed	a	cutlass	being	carried	by	one	of	the	boarding	party,	and
that	four	cutlasses	were	kept	on	board	for	ceremonial	purposes.

2	 The	 quote	 is	 available	 at	 https://www.unmultimedia.org/photo/detail.jsp?
id=516/51629&key=27&query=mural&so=0&sf=date.

3	The	full	speech	can	be	heard	at	http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04m6l3z.

4	Memoirs	by	Harry	S.	Truman:	Years	of	Trial	and	Hope,	Vol.	2	(New	York:	Doubleday,	1956),	pp.	331–3.

5	‘Radio	and	 television	report	 to	 the	American	people	on	 the	National	Emergency’,	Public	Papers	of	 the
Presidents	of	 the	United	States:	Harry	S.	Truman,	1950,	Vol.	 6	 (15	December	 1950),	 p.	 742.	The	 full
report	is	available	at	https://www.trumanlibrary.org/publicpapers/index.php?pid=993&st=&st1=.

6	 Norman	 Solomon,	 ‘This	 guy	 is	 a	 modern-day	 Hitler’,	 26	 July	 2005.	 Available	 at
https://www.alternet.org/story/23735/%27this_guy_is_a_modern-day_hitler%27.

7	Global	Research,	‘Gulf	War	documents:	meeting	between	Saddam	Hussein	and	US	Ambassador	to	Iraq
April	 Glaspie’,	 30	May	 2012.	 Available	 at	 http://www.globalresearch.ca/gulf-war-documents-meeting-
between-saddam-hussein-and-ambassador-to-iraq-april-glaspie/31145.

8	 This	 version	 can	 be	 found	 at	 http://www.nytimes.com/1990/09/23/world/confrontation-in-the-gulf-
excerpts-from-iraqi-document-on-meeting-with-us-envoy.html?pagewanted=all.

9	‘A	bum	rap	for	April	Glaspie	–	Saddam	and	the	start	of	the	Iraq	War’,	Association	for	Diplomatic	Studies
and	Training	[website].	Available	at	http://adst.org/2016/02/a-bum-rap-for-april-glaspie-saddam-and-the-
start-of-the-iraq-war/.

10	David	Nyhan,	‘US	enemies	are	enjoying	the	show’,	Boston	Globe,	20	January	1999.

11	The	 full	 transcript	of	President	Clinton’s	 speech	can	be	 found	at	http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?
pid=57294.

12	Barton	Gellman,	‘U.S.,	allies	launch	air	attack	on	Yugoslav	military	targets’,	Washington	Post,	25	March
1999.

13	Quoted	 in	 Jackie	Ashley,	 ‘No	moving	a	prime	minister	whose	mind	 is	made	up’,	Guardian,	1	March
2003.

14	 The	 clip	 can	 be	 found	 on	 several	 online	 news	 sites,	 including
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2017/04/11/sean-spicer-someone-as-despicable-as-
hitler-didnt-even-sink-to-using-chemical-weapons/?utm_term=.6b37b01aa68d.

15	Quoted	in	Karen	Robes	Meeks,	‘Hillary	Clinton	compares	Vladimir	Putin’s	actions	in	Ukraine	to	Adolf
Hitler’s	 in	 Nazi	 Germany’,	 Long	 Beach	 Press-Telegram,	 5	 March	 2014.	 Available	 at
https://www.presstelegram.com/2014/03/05/hillary-clinton-compares-vladimir-putins-actions-in-ukraine-

https://www.unmultimedia.org/photo/detail.jsp?id=516/51629&key=27&query=mural&so=0&sf=date
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04m6l3z
https://www.trumanlibrary.org/publicpapers/index.php?pid=993&st=&st1=
https://www.alternet.org/story/23735/%27this_guy_is_a_modern-day_hitler%27
http://www.globalresearch.ca/gulf-war-documents-meeting-between-saddam-hussein-and-ambassador-to-iraq-april-glaspie/31145
http://www.nytimes.com/1990/09/23/world/confrontation-in-the-gulf-excerpts-from-iraqi-document-on-meeting-with-us-envoy.html?pagewanted=all
http://adst.org/2016/02/a-bum-rap-for-april-glaspie-saddam-and-the-start-of-the-iraq-war/
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=57294
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2017/04/11/sean-spicer-someone-as-despicable-as-hitler-didnt-even-sink-to-using-chemical-weapons/?utm_term=.6b37b01aa68d
https://www.presstelegram.com/2014/03/05/hillary-clinton-compares-vladimir-putins-actions-in-ukraine-to-adolf-hitlers-in-nazi-germany/


to-adolf-hitlers-in-nazi-germany/.

16	Katharine	Q.	 Seelye,	 ‘Arms	 contractors	 spend	 to	 promote	 an	 expanded	NATO’,	New	York	Times,	 30
March	 1998.	 Available	 at	 http://www.nytimes.com/1998/03/30/world/arms-contractors-spend-to-
promote-an-expanded-nato.html.

17	Donald	Cameron	Watt,	How	War	Came:	The	Immediate	Origins	of	 the	Second	World	War,	1938–1939
(New	York:	Pantheon,	1989),	p.	534.

http://www.nytimes.com/1998/03/30/world/arms-contractors-spend-to-promote-an-expanded-nato.html


1 . 	 THE 	 BR I T I S H 	GUARANT E E 	 TO 	 POLAND 	OF 	MARCH 	 1 9 3 9

1	Simon	Newman,	March	1939:	The	British	Guarantee	to	Poland	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1976).

2	Winston	Churchill,	The	Gathering	Storm	(New	York:	Houghton	Mifflin	Harcourt,	1986),	p.	311.

3	Ibid.,	pp.	311–12.

4	A.	J.	P.	Taylor,	The	Origins	of	the	Second	World	War	(London:	Penguin,	1991),	p.	260.

5	Ibid.,	pp.	219–20.

6	Ibid.,	p.	20.

7	Quoted	in	Keith	Kyle,	Suez:	Britain’s	End	of	Empire	 in	 the	Middle	East	(London:	 I.B.Tauris,	2003),	p.
179.

8	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	184.

9	Quoted	in	Newman,	March	1939,	p.	134.	Newman	quotes	from	David	Dilks,	The	Diaries	of	Sir	Alexander
Cadogan,	OM,	1938–45	(London:	Cassell,	1971),	p.	161.

10	Quoted	ibid.	The	quote	refers	to	Cooper’s	letter	to	Halifax	of	22	March	1939	(FO	800/315f.57).

11	Donald	Cameron	Watt,	How	War	Came:	The	Immediate	Origins	of	 the	Second	World	War,	1938–1939
(New	York:	Pantheon,	1989),	pp.	264–7.

12	Jean-Paul	Sartre,	Iron	in	the	Soul,	trans.	Gerald	Hopkins	(London:	Penguin,	1967),	p.	93.

13	Evelyn	Waugh,	Put	Out	More	Flags	(London:	Chapman	&	Hall,	1942).	The	quote	can	be	found	in	the
1969	Penguin	edition	of	the	novel	on	p.	27.

14	Newman,	BGT,	p.	193.

15	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	194.	Here	Newman	cites	Cabinet	papers	of	30	March	1939,	ref.	CAB	23/98.

16	Ibid.,	p.	184.

17	Ibid.,	p.	136.

18	Ibid.

19	Ibid.,	p.	196.

20	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	15.

21	Ibid.,	p.	48.

22	Ibid.,	p.	20.

23	Finlo	Rohrer,	‘What’s	a	little	debt	between	friends?’,	BBC	News	magazine,	19	May	2006.	Available	at
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/4757181.stm.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/4757181.stm


2 . 	 P L UCKY 	 L I T T L E 	 POLAND

1	A.	J.	P.	Taylor,	The	Origins	of	the	Second	World	War	(London:	Penguin,	1991),	p.	26.

2	Evelyn	Waugh,	Men	at	Arms	(London:	Chapman	&	Hall,	1952),	p.	233.

3	H.	N.	Brailsford,	After	the	Peace	(London:	L.	Parsons,	1920),	p.	47.

4	The	inset	passages	from	the	Agreement	of	Mutual	Assistance,	including	the	secret	protocol	attached,	can
be	 read	 at
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Agreement_of_Mutual_Assistance_between_the_United_Kingdom_and_Poland-
London_%281939%29.

5	 Principal	 passages	 from	 the	 speech	 can	 be	 found	 at
https://ww2memories.wordpress.com/2011/09/24/churchills-ww2-speech-to-the-nation-october-1939/,	 a
word-for-word	copy	of	what	was	originally	printed	in	an	issue	of	the	magazine	War	Illustrated.

6	Ibid.

7	Ibid.

8	Ibid.

9	 The	 full	 Fourteen	 Points	 can	 be	 found	 at
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/transcripts/aftermath/fourteen_points.htm.

10	 Anita	 Prazmowska,	 Britain	 and	 Poland	 1939–1943:	 The	 Betrayed	 Ally	 (Cambridge:	 Cambridge
University	Press,	1995),	pp.	121–2.

11	Idem,	Britain,	Poland	and	the	Eastern	Front,	1939	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	1987),	p.
17.

12	John	Charmley,	Duff	Cooper	(London:	Weidenfeld	&	Nicolson,	1981),	pp.	86–7.

13	 ‘Vice	 Admiral	 Louis	 Le	 Bailly’,	 The	 Times,	 8	 October	 2010.	 Available	 at
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/vice-admiral-sir-louis-le-bailly-dl6tqdld8fw.

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Agreement_of_Mutual_Assistance_between_the_United_Kingdom_and_Poland-London_%281939%29
https://ww2memories.wordpress.com/2011/09/24/churchills-ww2-speech-to-the-nation-october-1939/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/transcripts/aftermath/fourteen_points.htm
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/vice-admiral-sir-louis-le-bailly-dl6tqdld8fw


3 . 	A P P EA S EMENT 	AND 	 PAC I F I SM 	 F ROM 	 F U LHAM 	 TO

BR I DGWATER , 	OR 	 ‘ THE 	 L E F T 	HA S 	 I T S 	CAKE 	AND 	 EAT S 	 I T ’

1	Daily	Mail,	17	October	1938,	p.	13.

2	Michael	Foot,	Peter	Howard	and	Frank	Owen,	Guilty	Men	(London:	Victor	Gollancz,	1940).

3	The	Times,	24	October	1938,	p.	11.

4	Daily	Mail,	25	October	1938,	p.	7.

5	‘Tiberius	Gracchus’	(pseudonym),	Your	M.P.	 (London:	Victor	Gollancz,	1944);	 ‘Cassius’	 (a	pseudonym
for	Michael	Foot),	The	Trial	of	Mussolini	(London:	Victor	Gollancz,	1944).

6	Quintin	Hogg,	The	Left	Was	Never	Right	(London:	Faber	&	Faber,	1945),	p.	15.

7	Ibid.,	p.	52.

8	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	53.

9	Ibid.,	p.	84.

10	News	Chronicle,	6	March	1935.

11	 House	 of	 Commons	 Hansard,	 9	 March	 1936,	 col.	 1842.	 Available	 at
http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1936/mar/09/defence-1.

12	 Quoted	 in	 ‘Mr	 Hogg	 returned’,	 Guardian,	 28	 October	 1938.	 Available	 at
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/1938/oct/28/past.

13	Daily	Mail,	19	November	1938.

14	Quoted	ibid.

15	Quoted	in	Daily	Mail,	26	October	1933,	p.	11.

16	Quoted	ibid.

17	Quoted	ibid.

18	Quoted	in	Julian	Lewis	MP,	‘Britain	and	the	coming	of	war’,	The	Salisbury	Review	(April	1986).	Article
available	 online	 at	 http://www.julianlewis.net/essays-and-topics/2936:britain-and-the-coming-of-war-
1932-82119-7.

19	Baldwin’s	 reply	 to	 the	deputation	of	Conservative	peers	 and	MPs	at	 the	 end	of	 July	1936.	Quoted	 in
Keith	Middlemas	and	John	Barnes,	Baldwin:	A	Biography	(London:	Weidenfeld	&	Nicolson,	1969),	pp.
947,	955.

20	Paul	Addison,	The	Road	to	1945:	British	Politics	and	the	Second	World	War	 (London:	Jonathan	Cape,
1975).

http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1936/mar/09/defence-1
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/1938/oct/28/past
http://www.julianlewis.net/essays-and-topics/2936:britain-and-the-coming-of-war-1932-82119-7


4 . 	 THE 	WAR 	WE 	COULDN ’ T 	A F FORD

1	Quoted	in	Lynne	Olson,	Those	Angry	Days	 (New	York:	Random	House,	2013	(trade	paperback	edition
2014)),	p.	284.

2	Ibid.,	p.	325.

3	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	326.

4	Mackenzie	King,	‘Key	interviews	with	President	Roosevelt’,	Library	and	Archives	Canada,	26	May	1940.
Complete	 scanned	 copies	 of	 the	 papers	 (numbered	 21694–8)	 are	 available	 at	 http://www.bac-
lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/politics-government/prime-ministers/william-lyon-mackenzie-
king/Pages/list.aspx?PageYear=1940&PageMonth=5&PageDay=26&.

5	Ibid.,	item	21694.

6	Ibid.

7	Ibid.

8	Ibid.,	items	21695–6.

9	Olson,	Those	Angry	Days,	p.	127.

10	Keenleyside	memo	to	King	on	secret	discussions	with	President	Roosevelt,	23	May	1940.	Document	no.
42	in	Documents	on	Canadian	External	Relations,	Vol.	8:	1939–1941	(Ottawa,	1976),	part	2.

11	Keenleyside	memo	written	after	his	return	to	Canada	and	discussion	with	King,	26	May	1940.	Document
no.	43,	ibid.

12	Ibid.

13	Ibid.

14	Ibid.

15	Ibid.

16	The	full	text	of	the	armistice	agreement	is	available	at	http://avalon.law.yale.edu/wwii/frgearm.asp.

http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/politics-government/prime-ministers/william-lyon-mackenzie-king/Pages/list.aspx?PageYear=1940&PageMonth=5&PageDay=26&
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/wwii/frgearm.asp


5 . 	AMER I C A 	 F I R S T

1	Canberra	Times,	 24	October	 1938,	 quoted	 in	Peter	Conradi,	Hot	Dogs	and	Cocktails:	When	FDR	Met
King	George	VI	at	Hyde	Park	on	Hudson	(London:	Alma	Books,	2013),	p.	41.

2	Quoted	in	Conradi,	Hot	Dogs,	pp.	41–2.

3	Ernest	Hemingway,	‘Notes	on	the	next	war:	a	serious	topical	letter’,	Esquire	(September	1935).

4	Lynne	Olson,	Those	Angry	Days	(New	York:	Random	House,	2013	(trade	paperback	edition	2014)),	p.	51.

5	Diaries	of	Mackenzie	King,	Library	and	Archives	Canada,	10	June	1939,	page	5	(item	20426).	Available
at	 http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/politics-government/prime-ministers/william-lyon-mackenzie-
king/Pages/item.aspx?IdNumber=20426&.

6	Ibid.

7	Olson,	Those	Angry	Days,	p.	217.

8	Ibid.,	p.	31.

9	Ibid.,	p.	349.

10	Ibid.,	p.	413.

11	Quoted	in	Gitta	Sereny,	Albert	Speer:	His	Battle	with	Truth	(London:	Pan	Macmillan,	1996),	p.	268.

12	Olson,	Those	Angry	Days,	p.	161.

13	Ibid.,	p.	162.

14	Ibid.,	p.	164.

15	Alistair	Horne,	A	Bundle	from	Britain	(London:	Macmillan,	1993),	p.	85.

http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/politics-government/prime-ministers/william-lyon-mackenzie-king/Pages/item.aspx?IdNumber=20426&


6 . 	 THE 	 I N VA S I ON 	 THAT 	NEVER 	WAS

1	Richard	North,	The	Many	Not	the	Few:	The	Stolen	History	of	the	Battle	of	Britain	(London:	Continuum,
2012),	p.	126.

2	Ibid.,	p.	149.

3	Ibid.,	p.	24.

4	Ibid.,	p.	226.

5	Ibid.,	p.	35.

6	Ibid.

7	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	102.

8	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	104.

9	Ibid.

10	Ibid.,	p.	208.

11	B.	Farnborough,	‘Marxists	in	the	Second	World	War’,	Labour	Review	4/1	(April–May	1959).	Available
at	https://www.marxists.org/history/etol/writers/pearce/1959/04/ww2.html.

12	Quoted	in	North,	The	Many	Not	the	Few,	p.	218.

13	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	222.

14	Ibid.,	p.	188.

15	Ibid.

https://www.marxists.org/history/etol/writers/pearce/1959/04/ww2.html


7 . 	 I N 	 P E R I L 	ON 	 THE 	 S E A

1	Adam	Tooze,	The	Deluge:	The	Great	War,	America	and	the	Remaking	of	 the	Global	Order,	1916–1931
(London:	Allen	Lane,	2014),	p.	vii.	Here	Tooze	quotes	Woodrow	Wilson’s	papers.

2	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	240.

3	Ibid.,	p.	269.

4	Ibid.

5	Ibid.,	p.	395.

6	Quoted	ibid.

7	Ibid.

8	Ibid.,	p.	365.

9	Quoted	in	Stephen	Roskill,	Naval	Policy	Between	the	Wars,	Vol.	1	(London:	Collins,	1968).

10	 ‘Cruisers	 and	 parity’,	 Cabinet	memorandum,	 20	 July	 1927.	Quoted	 in	Martin	Gilbert,	Churchill	 and
America	(London	and	New	York:	Free	Press	(Simon	&	Schuster),	2005),	p.	104.

11	Colville	Papers,	19	May	1940.	Quoted	in	Gilbert,	Churchill	and	America,	p.	186.

12	Quoted	in	Keith	Kyle,	Suez:	Britain’s	End	of	Empire	in	the	Middle	East	(London:	I.B.Tauris,	2003),	p.
211.

13	Quoted	ibid.

14	Clifford	Makins	(author)	and	Frank	Bellamy	(illustrator),	The	Happy	Warrior:	The	Life	Story	in	Picture-
Strip	of	Sir	Winston	Churchill	(London:	Hulton	Press,	1958).

15	A.	J.	P.	Taylor,	The	Second	World	War	and	Its	Aftermath	(London:	Folio	Society,	1998),	p.	72.

16	Ibid.

17	Ibid.

18	Ibid.

19	Ibid.,	p.	73.

20	Ibid.,	pp.	73–4.

21	Clifford	Kinvig,	Scapegoat:	General	Percival	of	Singapore	(London:	Brassey’s,	1996),	p.	135.

22	Ibid.,	pp.	134–5.

23	Prime	Minister	Churchill	to	Wavell,	10	February	1942,	PRP.WO	259/63.	Quoted	in	the	notes	to	Adrian
Fort,	Archibald	Wavell:	The	Life	and	Times	of	an	Imperial	Servant	(London:	Jonathan	Cape,	2009).

24	Sir	Michael	Howard,	Sunday	Times,	27	June	1971.

25	Taylor,	The	Second	World	War	and	Its	Aftermath,	p.	73.

26	Ibid.,	pp.	73–4.



27	Ibid.,	pp.	75–6.

28	Ibid.,	p.	80.

29	H.	V.	Morton,	Atlantic	Meeting	(London:	Methuen,	1943),	p.	98.

30	 Churchill’s	 broadcast	 on	 the	 BBC,	 24	 August	 1941.	 A	 transcript	 of	 the	 full	 speech	 can	 be	 found	 at
https://www.ibiblio.org/pha/timeline/410824awp.html.

31	Morton,	Atlantic	Meeting,	p.	95.

32	Ibid.,	p.	127.

33	Ibid.

34	 The	 full	 charter	 can	 be	 found	 at	 https://unchronicle.un.org/article/atlantic-charter-revitalizing-spirit-
founding-united-nations-over-seventy-years-past.

35	Morton,	Atlantic	Meeting,	p.	134.

36	Bernard	Ash,	Someone	Had	Blundered:	The	Story	of	the	‘Repulse’	and	the	‘Prince	of	Wales’	(London:
Michael	Joseph,	1960).

37	Ibid.,	p.	9.

38	Ibid.,	p.	118.

39	Ibid.,	p.	119.

40	Ibid.,	p.	123.

41	Jonathan	Bailey,	Great	Power	Strategy	in	Asia	(London	and	New	York:	Routledge),	p.	104.

42	Ash,	Someone	Had	Blundered,	p.	126.

https://www.ibiblio.org/pha/timeline/410824awp.html
https://unchronicle.un.org/article/atlantic-charter-revitalizing-spirit-founding-united-nations-over-seventy-years-past


8 . 	GOMORRAH

1	‘George	Bourne’	(fictional	narrator),	I	Flew	with	Braddock	(London:	D.	C.	Thomson	&	Co./John	Leng,
1959).

2	Ibid.,	pp.	100–2.

3	Ibid.,	p.	210.

4	Richard	Overy,	The	Bombing	War:	Europe	1939–45	(London:	Penguin,	2014),	p.	261.

5	‘Bourne’,	I	Flew	with	Braddock,	p.	224.

6	Overy,	The	Bombing	War,	pp.	353–5.

7	Ibid.,	p.	353.

8	Helen	Dunmore,	The	Greatcoat	(London:	Hammer/Arrow,	2011),	p.	2.

9	A.	C.	Grayling,	Among	 the	Dead	Cities:	 Is	 the	Targeting	of	Civilians	 in	War	Ever	Justified?	 (London:
Bloomsbury,	2006);	Sir	Max	Hastings,	Bomber	Command	(London:	Michael	Joseph,	1979;	London:	Pan
Books,	2010).

10	Charles	Snow,	Science	and	Government	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1961).

11	Quoted	in	Overy,	The	Bombing	War,	p.	254.

12	 House	 of	 Lords	 Hansard,	 9	 February	 1944,	 col.	 739.	 Available	 at
http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/lords/1944/feb/09/bombing-policy.

13	Ibid.,	cols	739–42.

14	Ibid.,	col.	745.

15	Overy,	The	Bombing	War,	p.	254.

16	Ibid.,	p.	243.

17	 J.	 M.	 Spaight,	 Bombing	 Vindicated	 (London:	 Geoffrey	 Bles,	 1944),	 p.	 71.	 Available	 at
https://archive.org/stream/WorldWarTwoHistoricalReview_201710/Spaight%20-
%20Bombing%20Vindicated_djvu.txt.

18	Ibid.,	p.	74.

19	Ibid.

20	Flying	(Special	Royal	Air	Force	Issue),	September	1942,	p.	56.

21	Quoted	in	Overy,	The	Bombing	War,	p.	257.

22	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	258.

23	Quoted	ibid.

24	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	259.

25	Quoted	ibid.

http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/lords/1944/feb/09/bombing-policy
https://archive.org/stream/WorldWarTwoHistoricalReview_201710/Spaight%20-%20Bombing%20Vindicated_djvu.txt


26	Quoted	ibid.

27	Quoted	ibid.

28	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	265.

29	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	287.

30	Ibid.,	p.	288.

31	Ibid.

32	Lynne	Olson,	Last	Hope	Island	(London:	Scribe,	2017),	pp.	244–63.

33	Martin	Gilbert,	Churchill:	A	Life	(New	York:	Henry	Holt,	1991),	p.	727.

34	Overy,	The	Bombing	War,	pp.	296–7.

35	Ibid.,	p.	394.

36	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	297.

37	Quoted	ibid.

38	Ibid.,	pp.	298–9.

39	Stephen	Roskill,	The	War	at	Sea,	Vol.	2	(London:	HMSO,	1956),	p.	371.

40	Overy,	The	Bombing	War,	p.	303.

41	Ibid.,	p.	310.

42	Ibid.,	p.	332.

43	Ibid.,	pp.	337–8.

44	Ibid.,	p.	334.

45	Ibid.,	p.	368.

46	Ibid.,	p.	381.

47	Ibid.,	p.	382.

48	Ibid.,	p.	396.

49	Ibid.,	pp.	398–409.

50	Ibid.,	p.	400.

51	Ibid.,	p.	401.

52	Ibid.,	pp.	401–2.

53	Ibid.,	p.	402.

54	Ibid.,	pp.	404–5.

55	Ibid.,	p.	407.

56	Ibid.,	p.	408.

57	Max	Hastings,	Bomber	Command	(London:	Michael	Joseph,	1979;	London:	Pan,	2010).	Please	note	that
page	references	in	this	chapter	relate	to	the	2010	edition.

58	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	245.



59	Ibid.,	p.	414.

60	Snow,	Science	and	Government,	p.	48.

61	Ibid.,	pp.	48–9.

62	Ibid.,	pp.	50–1.

63	Ibid.,	p.	50.

64	Ibid.,	p.	51.

65	Ibid.,	pp.	34–5.

66	Ibid.,	p.	35.

67	Ibid.,	p.	34.

68	Ibid.,	p.	35.

69	Ibid.,	pp.	37–8.



9 . 	ORDERLY 	AND 	HUMANE

1	R.	M.	Douglas,	Orderly	and	Humane:	The	Expulsion	of	the	Germans	after	the	Second	World	War	(New
Haven,	CT:	Yale	University	Press,	2012).

2	Ibid.,	p.	5.

3	Ibid.

4	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	80.

5	Ibid.,	p.	96.

6	Ibid.,	pp.	156–7.

7	Ibid.,	p.	132.

8	Ibid.,	pp.	132–3.

9	Ibid.,	p.	134.

10	Ibid.,	p.	236.

11	Quoted	ibid.,	pp.	284–5.

12	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	235.

13	Quoted	ibid.,	p.	241.

14	 Douglas	 cites	 House	 of	 Lords	 Hansard,	 5	 December	 1945,	 col.	 390.	 Available	 at
http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/lords/1945/dec/05/situation-in-central-europe#column_390.

15	Quoted	in	Douglas,	Orderly	and	Humane,	p.	241.

16	Ibid.,	p.	303.

http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/lords/1945/dec/05/situation-in-central-europe#column_390


CONCLU S I ON

1	Quoted	in	Peter	Hennessy,	Cabinets	and	the	Bomb	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2007),	p.	48.

2	Evelyn	Waugh,	Men	at	Arms	(London:	Penguin,	1965),	p.	12.

3	 Idem.,	Put	Out	More	 Flags	 (London:	 Chapman	 &	 Hall,	 1942).	 The	 quote	 can	 be	 found	 in	 the	 1969
Penguin	edition	of	the	novel	on	pp.	172–3.

4	Jan	Morris,	Farewell	the	Trumpets	(London:	Faber	&	Faber,	1978),	p.	171.

5	Olivia	Manning,	The	Balkan	Trilogy	(London:	Arrow	Books,	1990),	p.	281.

6	Ibid.,	pp.	281–2.

7	Ibid.,	p.	316.

8	Evelyn	Waugh,	Officers	and	Gentlemen	(London:	Penguin,	1965),	p.	240.

9	Olivia	Manning,	The	Levant	Trilogy	(London:	Penguin,	1982),	p.	571.



Select	Bibliography

WORK S 	O F 	 F I C T I O N

Ambler,	Eric,	Uncommon	Danger	(London:	Hodder	&	Stoughton,	1937).
‘Bourne,	George’	 (fictional	narrator),	 I	Flew	with	Braddock	 (London:	D.	C.	Thomson	&	Co./John	Leng,

publication	date	unknown).
Chesney,	George	Tomkyns,	The	Battle	of	Dorking,	Blackwood’s	magazine	(1871).
Childers,	Erskine,	The	Riddle	of	the	Sands	(London:	Smith,	Elder,	1903).
Deighton,	Len,	SS-GB	(London:	Jonathan	Cape,	1978).
Dunmore,	Helen,	The	Greatcoat	(London:	Hammer/Arrow,	2011).
Le	Queux,	William,	The	Great	War	in	England	in	1897	(London:	Tower	Publishing	Company,	1894).
———	The	Invasion	of	1910	(London:	Eveleigh	Nash,	1906).
Manning,	Olivia,	The	Balkan	Trilogy:

The	Great	Fortune	(London:	Heinemann,1960).
The	Spoilt	City	(London:	Heinemann,	1962).
Friends	and	Heroes	(London:	Heinemann,	1965).

———	The	Levant	Trilogy:
The	Danger	Tree	(London:	Weidenfeld	and	Nicholson,	1977).

The	Battle	Lost	and	Won	(London:	Weidenfeld	and	Nicholson,	1978).
The	Sum	of	Things	(London:	Weidenfeld	and	Nicholson,	1980).

Morton,	H.	V.,	I,	James	Blunt	(London:	Methuen,	1942).
Munro,	Hector	Hugh,	When	William	Came:	A	Story	of	London	under	the	Hohenzollerns	(London:	Bodley

Head,	1914).
Sartre,	Jean-Paul,	Iron	in	the	Soul,	trans.	Gerald	Hopkins	(London:	Hamish	Hamilton,	1950).
Shute,	Nevil,	What	Happened	to	the	Corbetts	(London:	Heinemann,	1939).
Snow,	C.	P.,	The	Light	and	the	Dark	(London:	Faber	&	Faber,	1947).
Waugh,	Evelyn,	Put	Out	More	Flags	(London:	Chapman	&	Hall,	1942).
———	Sword	of	Honour	trilogy:



Men	at	Arms	(London:	Chapman	&	Hall,	1952).
Officers	and	Gentlemen	(London:	Chapman	&	Hall,	1955).
Unconditional	Surrender	(London:	Chapman	&	Hall,	1961).

V E R S E

MacNeice,	Louis,	Autumn	Journal	(London:	Faber	&	Faber,	1939).

S E L E C T E D 	 S O U R C E S

Ash,	Bernard,	Someone	Had	 Blundered:	 The	 Story	 of	 the	 ‘Repulse’	 and	 the	 ‘Prince	 of	Wales’	 (London:
Michael	Joseph,	1960).

Buchanan,	Patrick	J.,	Churchill,	Hitler	and	the	Unnecessary	War:	How	Britain	lost	Its	Empire	and	the	West
Lost	the	World	(New	York:	Crown	Publishers,	2008).

Butler,	 Lt	 Col.	 Ewan,	 and	 Major	 J.	 Selby	 Bradford,	 Keep	 the	 Memory	 Green:	 The	 Story	 of	 Dunkirk
(London:	Hutchinson,	1950).

Cameron	Watt,	 Donald,	How	War	 Came:	 The	 Immediate	 Origins	 of	 the	 Second	World	War,	 1938–1939
(New	York:	Pantheon,	1989).

Charmley,	John,	Duff	Cooper	(London:	Weidenfeld	&	Nicolson,	1981).
Churchill,	Winston,	The	Unrelenting	Struggle	(London:	Cassell,	1942).
Douglas,	R.	M.,	Orderly	and	Humane:	The	Expulsion	of	 the	Germans	after	 the	Second	World	War	 (New

Haven,	CT:	Yale	University	Press,	2012).
Draper,	Alfred,	Operation	Fish:	Race	to	Save	Europe’s	Wealth,	1939–45	(London:	Cassell,	1979).
Flying	(Special	Royal	Air	Force	Issue),	September	1942.
Foot,	Michael,	Peter	Howard	and	Frank	Owen,	Guilty	Men	(London:	Victor	Gollancz,	1940).
Gilbert,	Martin,	Churchill:	A	Life	(New	York:	Henry	Holt,	1991).
Grayling,	A.	C.,	Among	 the	Dead	 Cities:	 Is	 the	 Targeting	 of	 Civilians	 in	War	 Ever	 Justified?	 (London:

Bloomsbury,	2006).
Greene,	Graham,	A	Sort	of	Life	(London:	Bodley	Head,	1971).
Hastings,	Macdonald,	Men	of	Glory	(London:	Hulton	Press,	1958).
———	More	Men	of	Glory	(London:	Hulton	Press,	1959).
Hastings,	Max,	Bomber	Command	(London:	Michael	Joseph,	1979;	Pan	Books,	2010).
Hogg,	Quintin,	The	Left	Was	Never	Right	(London:	Faber	&	Faber,	1945).
Kinvig,	Clifford,	Scapegoat:	General	Percival	of	Singapore	(London:	Brassey’s,	1996).
Kyle,	Keith,	Suez:	Britain’s	End	of	Empire	in	the	Middle	East	(London:	I.B.Tauris,	2003).
Makins,	Clifford	(ed.),	Women	of	Glory	(London:	Longacre,	1960).
Morton,	H.	V.,	Atlantic	Meeting	(London:	Methuen,	1943).
Newman,	Simon,	March	1939:	The	British	Guarantee	to	Poland	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1976).



Nicolson,	Harold,	Diaries	and	Letters,	1907–1964,	ed.	Nigel	Nicolson	(new	rev.	edn;	London:	Weidenfeld
&	Nicolson,	2004).

North,	Richard,	The	Many	Not	the	Few:	The	Stolen	History	of	 the	Battle	of	Britain	(London:	Continuum,
2012).

Olson,	Lynne,	Those	Angry	Days	(New	York:	Random	House,	2013	(trade	paperback	edition	2014)).
———	Last	Hope	Island	(London:	Scribe,	2017).
Overy,	Richard,	The	Bombing	War:	Europe	1939–45	(London:	Penguin,	2014).
Prazmowska,	Anita,	Britain,	Poland	and	the	Eastern	Front,	1939	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,

1987).
———	 Britain	 and	 Poland	 1939–1943:	 The	 Betrayed	 Ally	 (Cambridge:	 Cambridge	 University	 Press,

1995).
Roskill,	Stephen,	Naval	Policy	Between	the	Wars,	Vol.	1	(London:	Collins,	1968).
Snow,	Charles,	Science	and	Government	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1961).
Solomon,	 Norman,	 ‘This	 guy	 is	 a	 modern-day	 Hitler’,	 26	 July	 2005.	 Available	 at

https://www.alternet.org/story/23735/%27this_guy_is_a_modern-day_hitler%27.
Taylor,	A.	J.	P.,	The	Origins	of	the	Second	World	War	(London:	Penguin,	1991).
———	The	Second	World	War	and	Its	Aftermath	(London:	Folio	Society,	1998).

https://www.alternet.org/story/23735/%27this_guy_is_a_modern-day_hitler%27

	Acknowledgements
	Timeline
	Introduction • The Myth as I Loved it: ‘The Navy’s Here!’
	Chapter One • The British Guarantee to Poland of March 1939
	Chapter Two • Plucky Little Poland
	Chapter Three • Appeasement and Pacifism from Fulham to Bridgwater, or ‘The Left Has Its Cake and Eats It’
	Chapter Four • The War We Couldn’t Afford
	Chapter Five • America First
	Chapter Six • The Invasion that Never Was
	Chapter Seven • In Peril on the Sea
	Chapter Eight • Gomorrah
	Chapter Nine • Orderly and Humane
	Conclusion • From Phoney War to Phoney Victory
	Notes
	Select Bibliography

