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PREFACE TO THE PENGUIN EDITION


BY MICHAEL FOOT





Guilty Men was conceived by three London journalists who had formed the habit of meeting on the roof of the Evening Standard offices in Shoe Lane, Fleet Street, just after the afternoon paper had been put to bed and, maybe, just before the Two Brewers opened across the road. On the roof, no one could overhear what we were saying to one another, but it was also the place where we might remind ourselves what might happen to our city and our country. The term ‘Guilty Men’ was the one which achieved particular fame, quite unforeseen by us – come to that, and to the particular writers in a moment. The scene and the moment are significant.


July 1940 was the finest month in that finest, unforgettable year. Looking back now, we may reckon that the finest hour, to use the term literally, had occurred a little earlier when Chamberlain was slung out and Churchill was put in his place, although Churchill himself did not, immodestly, apply the word thus. His happy compliment was intended for the British people and their performance.


I well remember the London of that July: how the sun blazed more brilliantly each day, how the green parks, the whole city indeed, had never looked lovelier. All of us who lived through those times had a special instruction in the meaning of patriotism. The sense of the community in which we had been born and bred suffused all else, made everything else subordinate or trivial. And one essential element in the exhilaration was the knowledge that the shameful Chamberlain era had at last been brought to an end, and that English people could look into each other’s eyes with recovered pride and courage.


If anyone questions this last seemingly exaggerated claim, I would refer him to the verdict passed by one of the very greatest journalist-observers of our century. Rebecca West wrote an epilogue to her classic, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, a book about other people’s patriotism to be published a year later. She thought the stain of what Chamberlain’s England had done to the Czechs and the Poles could never be wiped away, but she expressed too the sense of cleansing liberation which enabled London and later the whole country to survive all the trials ahead.


With unrelenting crudity, without a scrap of Rebecca West’s style, and with nothing to recommend it in a literary sense but red-hot topicality, a book was published that July which purported to describe how the nation had been thrust into such a critical condition and what remedies were needed to save us. It was called Guilty Men, and maybe, despite the glaring defects in the text itself, the title did have a touch of salesman’s genius. It sold like a pornographic classic, especially in bookstalls round Leicester Square and especially when regular bookstalls sought to ban it. Being one of the authors, I can testify that the whole affair was contrived in a rush and a rage: our aim was to secure changes in the men running the war. I could hardly have expected that half a century later it would be the subject of detailed historical analysis.


Guilty Men’s argument about how Britain became engulfed in the Second World War became the Churchill argument too. Indeed Guilty Men quoted Churchill on its cover, and he took a genial view of the exposition at the time. His own post-war volume, The Gathering Storm, described the events as ‘the unnecessary war’; and three of his leading culprits, Baldwin, Chamberlain and Halifax, also headed the Guilty Men list. Two of them, as we now learn, although no outsiders knew at the time, favoured some fresh deal with Hitler and Mussolini, some fresh infamies, according to the Rebecca West test, in that same blazing summer.


However, despite Churchill’s prestige both as war leader and historian, despite his strange or interested alliance with the scurrilous Guilty Men authors, the theory did not stand unchallenged. Gradually, the Revisionists of one school or another got to work. Had not those who made the deal with Hitler and Mussolini made possible the essential British rearmament from which Churchill was to profit? Individual biographers of the particular miscreants shared a happy knack of unloosing some of the guilt on their fellow victims in the dock. Fanciful theories were devised to suggest that the time bought by Chamberlain saved the country in the later struggle. Munich was presented not as a surrender, but as a brilliant stratagem.


Then suddenly, in the early 1960s, a new Revision in a new direction by a real historian dazzled all beholders. A. J. P. Taylor ransacked the origins of the war in the diplomatic archives and offered a more sophisticated analysis than either the Churchillites or the Chamberlainites had supplied. Robert Boyce, the editor of the most important new study on the subject, Paths to War, published by Macmillan in 1990, asserts in his introduction that ‘Taylor remains the master speculator in this field’, and, considering the tumult of debate which had raged back and forth on every aspect of the theme, that is a mighty commendation indeed.


One reason why the Taylor thesis has stood up so well to so much buffeting may be that it was never the apology for appeasement which his critics chose to claim. His Baldwin, Chamberlain and Halifax meant well with their pious self-righteous protestations; but in every crisis they behaved like ignoramuses or poltroons or cowards. Our enemies drew the conclusion that the British people were made from the same mould, and would act with the same pusillanimity. Nineteen-forty taught them how wrong they were.


Mostly, the new excellent series of essays, edited by Robert Boyce, had the effect of revising the Revisionists, a salutary requirement when we recall that a recent supposedly serious study of Churchill’s 1940 conduct, seen from the Chamberlain camp, suggested that the real question is whether he and the rest of the nation should not have given in, as Chamberlain and Halifax still advised as late as the winter of that year.


However, here at last, as MPs sometimes say, I must declare an interest. The most original essay in the book, by Sidney Aster, Professor of History at the University of Toronto, tackles the neglected question about whether the most modern available evidence, especially from Chamberlain’s own diaries, confirms the indictment of Guilty Men.


A note on my two fellow authors and, even more necessary, on our common proprietor, or the casual reader might think I was engaged in some interested concealment. Not so, as Beaverbrook, the proprietor concerned, might himself say, or Peter Howard, one of the authors, might himself say. Peter wrote every Sunday in the Sunday Express the column which many experts thought most directly reflected Beaverbrook’s own views. He had other claims to fame. He had been born with a deformed anklebone which looked as if it might snap at any moment, and yet he had survived to captain England at Rugby. Beaverbrook had certainly played his part in making Peter a good journalist.


Frank Owen, the other part-author of Guilty Men, owed several debts to Beaverbrook too, but he had his own touch of journalistic genius which would have taken him to the top anywhere. He was the editor of the Evening Standard who could inspire the whole staff but he was one of those rare editors who could turn his hand to any other kind of journalism. He seemed especially qualified to edit a newspaper in wartime, having been trained as a military historian and having attracted to the Standard an extraordinary array of military experts headed by Liddel Hart and J. F. C. Fuller. Whatever else could be scoffed at, the military assessments had their basis in his deep understanding of the subject.


Beaverbrook himself had no knowledge of our meetings on the roof of the Evening Standard building, which was one of the reasons why we held them there. At the time of the publication, he was fully engaged as the new Minister of Aircraft Production in the new Churchill Government. Normally, he would be in touch with his editors every day. He was fascinated by journalism himself, more indeed a super-editor than a modern proprietor. For whole weeks on end throughout May, June and July of 1940, this mode of communication was suspended. He must have at first been mystified by a production in which some of the style was so familiar and where he himself seemed to be protected from criticism – strange rumours were spread about who ‘Cato’ might be, some spread, I must confess, from the Standard office. A lengthy list of eligible anti-Munichites was available – Randolph Churchill, son of Winston, or Duff Cooper, who had resigned from the Chamberlain government at the time of Munich – these and several more. My own critical review of the book in the Standard book page helped distract attention. After a while, the notion of a composite work added to the guesswork.


How long it took Beaverbrook himself to make the discovery, we never knew, but some months later an authentic conversation was recorded between two members of Churchill’s Cabinet who hardly ever exchanged a civil word. Lord Halifax remarked to Lord Beaverbrook how difficult it must be for a millionaire like him to live on a Cabinet minister’s salary. ‘Indeed,’ replied Beaverbrook, ‘but I make do, you know, with the royalties from Guilty Men.’


Before, during and after the actual publication in July, Chamberlain was writing in his diary the incriminating confessions which proved that he still did not understand what the menace of Hitlerism meant for our country and how his actions had contributed to the peril. If this evidence had been available it would have clinched our case; indeed, outraged Londoners would have been besieging Chamberlain’s house in London.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE PENGUIN EDITION


BY JOHN STEVENSON





No government, perhaps since the days of Lord North and the loss of the American Colonies, has been so widely criticized and scorned as that of Neville Chamberlain. Its reputation rose and fell with the policy of appeasement: greeted as the hero of the hour at the time of the Munich Agreement in the autumn of 1938, Chamberlain was to find himself vilified as the man who had brought the nation close to disaster as an ill-prepared country found itself harried from defeat to defeat in the spring and early summer of 1940. Chamberlain’s resignation as Prime Minister on 10 May 1940 following a backbench revolt over the handling of the Norwegian campaign and his replacement by Churchill at the head of an all-party coalition has been seen not only as a turning-point in the conduct of the Second World War, but also as tantamount to a national deliverance. A new administration, fired by the energy and rhetoric of Churchill – the man who almost alone had stood out for resistance to the dictators and for urgent rearmament – was now committed to the vigorous and resolute prosecution of the war at almost any cost. By the same token, almost a decade of complacency and mismanagement which had brought the country to the brink of catastrophe and placed it in dire peril was laid at the door of those in charge of pre-war foreign policy. That indictment found definitive shape in the blistering polemic published by Gollancz in early July 1940 as Guilty Men. 


Using as its motto the words used by Churchill in 1936, ‘The use of recriminating about the past is to enforce effective action at the present,’ Guilty Men took as its opening scene ‘The Beaches of Dunkirk’. Writing with the memory only a few days old of the epic evacuation of over 330,000 men of the British Expeditionary Force and the allied forces, at the cost of most of their guns, tanks and heavy equipment, the question was posed: ‘How was it that the bravest sons of Britain ever came to be placed in such jeopardy?’ ‘Various, complicated answers’ were set aside for ‘an-other answer more truthful and more comprehensive … the answer stuttered out by every soldier as he stepped ashore’; the answer was to be found in the story of an heroic battle against superior odds, tanks, planes and equipment – ‘Unconquerable spirit against overpowering weapons’ – ‘the story of an Army doomed before they took the field’.


Accordingly, Guilty Men sought the culprits for the calamity of the retreat from Belgium and the near-disaster of Dunkirk amongst those in power in the previous decade. A succession of either supine or deluded leaders, MacDonald, Baldwin and, above all, Chamberlain, abetted by lesser ministers, and their cohorts of admirers and yes-men, had failed to take heed of the threats posed by the dictators or, when alerted, had failed to awaken the public to the dangers that faced them. Concession after concession had been made in order to avoid difficult and compromising decisions; appeasement, begun as a policy of legitimate remedy of Germany’s grievances over the Treaty of Versailles, became a policy of abject surrender of position after position in the face of the aggressive acts or threats from Hitler or his lesser rival Mussolini. The Rhineland was reoccupied, Germany permitted to build an airforce and to introduce conscription, all in defiance of the Treaty of Versailles, without a finger being raised. By the Anglo-German Naval agreement, Britain openly set aside the clauses that had prevented Germany building large capital ships and possessing a submarine fleet. Mussolini was allowed, in spite of ineffective League of Nations sanctions, to gobble up Abyssinia, and both Hitler and Mussolini permitted to provide crucial assistance to Franco’s assault on the Spanish Republic. Meanwhile, France and Britain pursued a policy of ‘nonintervention’ effectively leaving the Spanish government to certain and ultimate defeat. The Anschluss with Austria was to be followed by the surrender of the Czech Sudetenland to Hitler’s bullying aggression. There, for a time, it appeared that peace had been snatched from the jaws of war. Chamberlain returned from his second visit to Hitler in triumph, promising ‘peace in our time’. But peace, many already felt, had been bought at too high a price; whether in terms of international morality, betraying the Czechs and bullying them into concessions they could only see as the dismemberment of their newly-formed state, or, simply, of realpolitik, not only yielding once again to Hitlerite aggression but surrendering one of the most strongly fortified frontiers in Europe and an ally both determined and equipped to defend it. But the illusion of peace was soon to be shattered by Hitler’s brutal and callous disregard for the agreement signed at Munich. On 15 March 1939 German troops crossed the Czech frontier and marched on Prague. President Hacha was forced into an agreement making Moravia and Bohemia ‘protectorates’ of Germany.


Germany’s forced dismemberment of the Czech Republic without a sign of effective response by the Western Allies was followed by what the authors of Guilty Men saw as a bizarre step, a guarantee to Poland which virtually placed the decision of war or peace in the hands of the Poles or, according to the authors, in the hands of a ‘country ruled by a degenerate crew of landowners and old soldiers’. Not only were the Poles on notoriously bad terms with the Soviets, an ally which Britain needed desperately to win to her side, but also they had participated in the destruction of Czechoslovakia, seizing the enclave of Teschen. Moreover, the Poles were virtually impossible to assist. It was evident to everyone that no branch of the British armed forces had the capacity to bring direct aid to Poland in the event of German aggression. When Lloyd George asked in the Commons if the General Staff had agreed to the acceptance of the guarantee of a frontier in the east of Europe which we could not easily reach and when we had no Allies who could reach it, he received no answer.


Further, as Guilty Men argued, even with a firm commitment to assist the Poles the necessary preparations for war were not undertaken. A succession of incompetent and unsuitable ministers was appointed to oversee re-armament and the departments of state necessary to running a successful war economy. Damning a succession of these appointments, Guilty Men fulminated at Chamberlain’s pledges to adopt vigorous and responsible measures at the time of the guarantee to Poland, contrasting them bitterly with the actual record over the sixteen months leading up to the Dunkirk evacuation. As a result the lives of those lost in the first months of the war were the responsibility of the appeasers. Hence ‘every British airman killed in this war, every British civilian killed by Nazi bombers, every little child in the kingdom who may be robbed of life and happiness …’ was to have as an epitaph the reassuring platitudes of Baldwin in the mid-1930s that Britain would never allow Germany superiority over herself in armaments. Instead complacency and self-deception had ruled, bolstered by a large Commons majority, mercilessly forced into line by the Chief Whip, Captain David Margesson, and frequently ready to employ the ostracism and denigration of its critics, notably Churchill.




 





Published only a month after the evacuation from Dunkirk and a fortnight after the fall of France when Britain stood alone and terrifyingly weak in the face of an imminent German invasion, Guilty Men was a highly charged rendering of the catalogue of events which had brought Britain to one of the gravest crises in its history. It captured something of the savage, almost vindictive, mood of a country which felt betrayed by its former leaders. The ‘cast list’ of the indictment comprised major, and some minor, figures of the pre-war administrations including some still serving under the Churchill coalition. It included almost everyone who could be cited for responsibility for Britain’s predicament from Prime Ministers down through those responsible for major departments, and the long-standing government Chief Whip. Guilty Men ended with a ringing declaration that while the Churchill Government was repairing the ‘breaches in our walls’ it should not ‘carry along with them those who let the walls fall into ruin’. Rather, ‘Let the Guilty Men retire, then, of their own volition, and so make an essential contribution to the victory upon which all are implacably resolved.’


That Guilty Men caught a genuine tide of opinion was evident from its sales. Although not handled by the regular book distributors, W. H. Smith and Wyman’s, it sold 50,000 copies in a few days, 200,000 copies by the end of the year, and went through twenty-one impressions in eleven weeks. Its publisher, Victor Gollancz, was already well-known as the enterprising founder of the Left Book Club, which had attracted over 60,000 subscribers in the years leading up to the war. Oriented well to the Left of Centre, its choices of two new books each month had reflected the growing preoccupation of a wide spectrum of the British Left with anti-fascism, especially the plight of the Spanish Republic and the fate of the eastern European states threatened, if not already overwhelmed, by the Nazis. Guilty Men was the first of a new series of ‘Victory Books’ with future titles promised on The People’s War, Enlist India for Freedom and Churchill Can Unite Ireland. Guilty Men thus found its publisher and its milieu on the Left, though as employees of Beaverbrook the three journalists concerned could scarcely be written off as unthinking ‘fellow-travellers’ and toadies of the latest Moscow ‘line’. None the less, the provenance of Guilty Men clearly had some effect on the reviews it received, as did the perception that ‘rocking the boat’ at a time of national crisis was neither desirable nor necessary. The Times Literary Supplement in a short notice certainly caught the essence of Cato’s bitterest recrimination: 




That a democracy should be less prepared for war than a totalitarian State is unfortunately inevitable but the point of ‘Cato’s’ indictment is that to be so far behind at the outset and, still worse, to regain so little lost ground during nine months of actual warfare points to culpable weakness of leadership. 





But the TLS argued against a purge on two grounds:




In the first place it is a little difficult to see how either the unity of the nation or the efficiency of the administration would benefit by a sweeping proscription, which would certainly  follow party divisions. Secondly, to turn upon ‘guilty men’ is neither quite fair to the statesmen in question nor healthy for the nation. The English people as a whole are only less guilty than their leaders, and to obscure their own responsibility by blaming the Government would be to fall into a fatal error of Democracy.1





The Spectator also gave Guilty Men only a short notice. While recognizing it as ‘lively reading’ and ‘fortified by many quotations that the speakers would probably wish to forget’, it felt it ‘unfair’ of ‘Cato’ to blame his ‘cast list’ for all the misfortunes of the B.E.F. in France. The truth of the central allegation, however, was accepted: that successive ministers were deceived by Hitler and, when undeceived, failed to apply themselves with sufficient vigour to remedy the situation. But the final note of the review was negative and not untypical of other responses: ‘It is difficult to see how a revival of the controversy about Munich and other disappointing episodes, and a sort of Pride’s Purge, will help us to get on with the war.’2


A warmer welcome came from the New Statesman, in a paragraph in its ‘London Diary’, but with its own distinctive spin to the ball. ‘Cato’ had not considered ‘how far we are all guilty nor does he attempt any deep analysis of the social forces that have brought us to this pass’. While the individuals indicted by ‘Cato’ were undoubtedly responsible for incompetence and delusion, they were also ‘the chief political representatives of a dying plutocracy which tried to maintain itself by manipulating a democratic constitution in its own interests’. They were ‘the servants of a system; they could not in the nature of things realise that it was defunct; they had not the imagination to see the need of a new social order.’ But blame was widely shared, according to the reviewer, and ‘guilt’ was inappropriate when what was needed was to displace unsuitable ministers and avoid the tragic conflict of policies which had led to the débâcle in France.3


The relatively cool reception of Guilty Men in the heavyweight periodicals was counterbalanced by its evident popularity with the general public. At a stroke Guilty Men set an agenda for the debate on appeasement which was to rage into the post-war years. No tract on foreign policy since Keynes’s Economic Consequences of the Peace in 1919, damning the reparations clauses of the Treaty of Versailles, had so decisively seared itself into the public consciousness. But with the benefit of hindsight it can be seen as a tract for the times in more senses than one. As well as a brilliant indictment of appeasement, its immediate political context was an attempt to complete the work begun on 10 May with the replacement of Chamberlain by Churchill by a complete sweep from government of those responsible for the conduct of foreign policy up to that point. Although the advent of Churchill and a coalition government could be seen as a landmark in the prosecution of the war, the political scenario was more complicated than it might appear at first sight, stemming in large part from the circumstances and nature of the events that brought Churchill to power. The failure of the Norwegian campaign had allowed Labour to turn the debate into a vote of confidence in the Government. The ensuing debate finally unmuzzled enough Conservative hostility to lead to severe attacks upon the leadership even from its own benches. Even so, Chamberlain had a majority of 81 (281 for: 200 against), but 41 of those who usually supported the Government voted with the Opposition, while 60 more abstained. This loss of support mortally wounded the Chamberlain administration and attempts to win over the Conservative rebels foundered when they refused to join a government unless Labour and Liberals were brought in. As neither Labour nor the Liberals would serve under Chamberlain, it quickly became apparent that somebody else would have to lead the government. The initial and most obvious choice was Halifax, but his reluctance as a peer to be Prime Minister ‘in such a war as this’ was sufficient to give Churchill the premiership. From the outset, then, Churchill was Prime Minister almost by default.4 In reality, a large number of Conservative MPs mistrusted Churchill and for many he would have been only third choice, at best, as leader of the country. John Colville, Private Secretary to Chamberlain and subsequently to Churchill, confided to his diary on 10 May:




He may, of course, be the man of drive and energy the country believes him to be and he may be able to speed up our creeking military and industrial machinery: but it is a terrible risk, it involves the danger of rash and spectacular exploits, and I cannot help fearing that this country may be manoeuvred into the most dangerous position it has ever been in.





Colville was in touch with other Conservatives who were even less restrained. 




… I went over to the F.O. to explain the position to Rab [Butler], and there, with Chips [Channon], we drank in champagne to the health of the ‘King over the Water’ (not King Leopold, but Mr Chamberlain). Rab said … he had tried earnestly and long to persuade Halifax to accept the Premiership, but he had failed. He believed this sudden coup of Winston and his rabble was a serious disaster and an unnecessary one: the ‘pass had been sold’ by Mr C., Lord Halifax and Oliver Stanley. They had weakly surrendered to a half-breed American whose main support was that of inefficient but talkative people of a similar type …5





The advent of a new Premier and a coalition government had not by any means destroyed the influence and reputation of the previous administration, nor the parliamentary arithmetic which still gave Chamberlain a majority in the house. As A. J. P. Taylor commented:




Though Churchill had some faithful followers, in the last resort he succeeded by calling in the people against the men at the top. The words which he applied to Lloyd George were true of himself: ‘He seized power. Perhaps the power was his to take.’ Chamberlain was more generous than Asquith in December 1916 and agreed to serve under the man who had supplanted him. The Conservatives who had backed Chamberlain to the last did not forgive so easily. When the house met on 13 May, they rose and cheered Chamberlain. Cheers for Churchill came only from the Labour benches.6





There was no inrush of new men because Churchill set his face against any proscription of the appeasers. Both Halifax, still Foreign Secretary, and Chamberlain, now as Lord President of the Council, sat in the five-man War Cabinet at the very heart of government alongside Attlee and Greenwood from the Labour Party and Churchill himself. Outside the inner circle, of the twenty offices of Cabinet rank in the new administration, fifteen went to the Conservatives and their allies and only four to Labour and one to a Liberal. Of the ‘Guilty Men’, only Samuel Hoare was displaced from the Cabinet and sent off as ambassador to Madrid. The hated Conservative Chief Whip, the bête noire of the anti-appeasers, David Margesson, the man who had whipped through every pro-appeasement measure of the Baldwin and Chamberlain administrations, remained in position in a joint whips office and was busy in the days after 10 May allocating junior appointments with Churchill’s Private Secretary, Brendan Bracken. Another of the principal targets of Guilty Men, Sir Horace Wilson, regarded by many as the éminence grise of the Chamberlain administration, retained his powerful position as head of the Civil Service and Permanent Secretary to the Treasury. Similarly, Sir John Simon, leader of the National Liberal Party and close ally of Chamberlain – described by one historian as ‘the Tweedledum of appeasement to Hoare’s Tweedledee’ – was allowed to become Lord Chancellor.7 In effect, Churchill was acting in the knowledge that a majority in the House of Commons, ranged in dense ranks along the Conservative benches, was against him or only accepted him on sufferance. His failure to make a clean sweep of the old administration was an admission of political weakness within Westminster whatever the mood in the country at large. In practice, too, the exigencies of the hour, with the collapse of the Low Countries and the unfolding crisis in France, meant that this was not the time to pursue witch-hunts or to make scapegoats. Churchill loyalists like Bracken found themselves having to placate vehement anti-appeasers who had spent years in the wilderness being ostracized and ridiculed by the men who now sat alongside Churchill and whose followers still staffed the major offices of the state. Robert Boothby, irked by the reward of only a minor position in the Ministry of Food, was told, ‘This is a stop-gap government formed during a whizzing crisis. Many changes will have to be made later.’8


But for many anti-appeasers, ‘later’ could not come soon enough. As the tide of military disaster rolled over France, there were concerted moves to rid the government of the men deemed responsible for the country’s plight. By early June, even as the evacuation of Dunkirk was underway, the Labour Party felt itself strong enough to launch a campaign against the ‘Men of Munich’ and seek the retirement of Chamberlain, Inskip, Halifax, Kingsley Wood, Butler and Simon, accompanied by a press onslaught on the ‘old gang’ of appeasers. On hearing of this campaign, Chamberlain appealed directly to Churchill, who in turn exhorted the Liberal and Labour leaders to put a stop to the ‘heresy hunt’ in the interests of national unity. They agreed, with the effect that the agitation was temporarily stilled. Churchill, whose reception in the House from Conservative members was still often half-hearted, had no reason to antagonize the Conservative majority unnecessarily nor to be distracted from the deadly serious business of securing the country’s survival. According to one source, Churchill was convinced that if Chamberlain were forced out ‘all his associates will go, and he [Churchill] will have to resign as jointly responsible with them for the policy of the Cabinet since the outbreak of the War’ and feared that in ‘internecine strife lay the German’s best chance of victory’.9


According to some estimates it took almost two months before Churchill received something like a wholehearted endorsement from the massed Conservative benches. The occasion was the announcement of the sinking of the Vichy fleet by the Royal Navy at Oran on 4 July. One source reported that: 




… something remarkable happened. The Chief Whip, Margesson, rose to his feet. Turning towards the Tory back-benchers, he waved his Order Papers in a gesture clearly conveying that they too should rise. At his signal all the Conservatives behind the Treasury bench and below the gangway … rose to a man and burst into enthusiastic cheering at the top of their voices.





Churchill is said to have wept; he recorded later how:




Up till this moment the Conservative Party had treated me with some reserve and it was from the Labour benches that I received the warmest welcome when I entered the House or rose on serious occasions. But now all joined in stentorian accord.10





Even as his popularity rose, Churchill refused to countenance a move against the appeasers, but there was continued sniping at them and continued moves by some of their most vociferous opponents to displace them. On 3 July, Clement Davies and Leo Amery were involved in holding a meeting at a Commons committee room with the ostensible purpose of ‘further strengthening the present Government’, deemed to be code for a purge of Chamberlain and his followers. The meeting ended in a fiasco when enough loyal Chamberlainites turned up to spoil any anti-Chamberlain resolutions. By 15 July Chamberlain could write to Hoare that ‘the campaign for the elimination of the “Old Gang” and particularly your humble servant, though it has not yet come to an end, seems nevertheless to be petering out’. Although it was revived only three days later, when the ‘Munich Men’ were blamed for influencing the government’s decision to close the Burma Road (the route along which the Chinese obtained most of their vital arms supplies) for fear of precipitating a conflict with Japan against which the Chiefs of Staff strongly advised, the irony was that this was Churchill’s decision taken against the advice of Halifax.11 For his part, Churchill was not unhappy to have the appeasers act as a lightning conductor for some of the more unpopular decisions that had to be taken, while falling short of allowing them to be driven from office. As he opined to the Manchester Guardian journalist W. P. Crozier on 26 July: ‘You see, after all, Chamberlain and those other people represent the Conservative Party which has a great majority in the House of Commons and they must be shown some consideration … Chamberlain works very well with me and I can tell you this – he’s no intriguer.’12 Chamberlain was to remain in office until his retirement on 3 October due to the cancer that would kill him just over a month later.
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