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UNDER THE SIGN OF VICTORY
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It seems to me that God, with infinite wisdom and skill, is


training the Anglo-Saxon race for an hour sure to come . . .1


· REV. JOSIAH STRONG, 1885







When the war is over we shall live in an Anglo-American world.


There will be other great powers, but the sanctions on which the


West reposes will be the ideas for which England and America


have fought and won, and the machines behind them.


· CYRIL CONNOLLY





I saw Winston Churchill. On my seventh birthday, in 1958. My grandparents took my younger sister and me to see Peter Pan at the Scala Theatre in London. When she wasn’t too drunk to perform, Sarah Churchill played Peter. Quite often she played Peter while drunk as well. Once, she audibly said “Fuck!” when she landed awkwardly after flying across the stage unsteadily on a wire.


Nothing like that happened on the afternoon we attended the play. Or if it did, I can’t remember. What I do recall is the moment Sarah’s father arrived. The memory is a kind of audiovisual blur: a pale face in the spotlight, a pudgy hand emerging from a fur muff to make the V sign, and everyone around me, including my very patriotic British grandparents, breaking into wild applause. (The fur muff is a detail I know only from the photograph published in the papers the next day.) Being Jewish, my grandparents felt strongly that Churchill had saved their lives. The extraordinary enthusiasm of that moment, the shining eyes and the raucous cheering for an old man in a theater box, has stayed with me; it was a bit like watching adults behave like rowdy children, which fitted the story of Peter Pan in a way, the boy who never grew up.


I must have had only a very vague idea who Churchill was. But reminders of the war were still around us: waterlogged bomb craters all over London, drunken soldiers from the British Rhine army throwing up on the ferry from the Hook of Holland to Harwich, and a steady diet of British comic books featuring dashing Spitfire pilots and beastly Germans. At home in The Hague, where I was born to a Dutch father, I assembled plastic Airfix models of Lancaster bombers. And British people we would meet at family parties in England still spoke to foreigners with the polite condescension that those who had lived through their finest hour still reserved for those who had been defeated.


Recent history was experienced by people of my age—I was born just six years after the war—largely as myth, in which Churchill played an important part. We were allowed a day off school to watch his funeral in black-and-white on television. This was just another reminder that we had been liberated from the Germans by people who spoke English. Canadians finished the job in the early spring of 1945, but American and British troops, as well as Canadians, had already entered the country from the south in 1944 and were dropped in the autumn of the same year along the Rhine in the disastrous Battle of Arnhem. Polish troops had played a heroic part, too, but this was not widely known. The language of freedom was English. Canadian troops were billeted in my paternal grandparents’ house in Nijmegen, near Arnhem. The women danced with their liberators to Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood.” Hershey bars and silk stockings were liberally distributed in return for favors, which in many cases might have been granted anyway. And it was never forgotten that in the “hunger winter” of 1944–45, British and American bombers dropped onto a starving population bags of flour, corned beef, margarine, and chewing gum.


My own perception of Europe’s liberation, like that of most people of my age, was largely shaped by the movies. Some of the most powerful cinematic memories bear little relation to artistic quality, or indeed historical accuracy. I still cannot watch The Longest Day, Darryl Zanuck’s Hollywood reenactment of the D-Day landings, without weeping. All the Anglo-American stereotypes are there: Robert Mitchum, the macho Yankee chomping on a cigar while leading his men onto Omaha Beach; Sean Connery as a plucky Scottish private; Peter Lawford as Lord Lovat, accompanied by his own bagpiper—the very idea of a bagpiper playing under German fire is enough to reduce me to tears; John Wayne, dropped from the sky over Normandy to sort things out; and Kenneth More, the unflappable Royal Navy captain wading through the surf with his bulldog named Winston.


If the ghost of Churchill hovered around my childhood in The Hague, its presence was felt even more keenly in Washington, DC, and it lingered far longer. Presidents from John F. Kennedy to George W. Bush and beyond have hoped to follow the great war leader’s example and save the world for democracy. His was the heroic myth they felt they had to live up to.


So tenacious has the aura of Churchill been that a political row erupted in 2016 over his bust in the Oval Office when Donald Trump was about to move in. Trump’s people placed a bust of Churchill in the office with great fanfare, claiming that President Obama had replaced it with a bust of Martin Luther King Jr. Boris Johnson—the British politician who expressed warm feelings for Trump, wrote a shallow hagiography of Winston Churchill, encouraging flattering comparisons to the author, and would later become prime minister—attributed this “swap” to “an ancestral dislike of the British Empire.”2 In fact, the sculpture that Obama replaced had been loaned to George W. Bush by Tony Blair, while an older bust of Churchill, once given by Britain to Lyndon B. Johnson, was being repaired. Obama quite properly gave the new bust back once the old one was restored. Now the old bust perches behind the desk of Trump, whose scowl might be mistaken for an attempted impersonation of Churchillian gravitas.


Churchill the man has been more popular in the US than his country ever was. Even presidents who had little time for the British revered Churchill. There are several possible reasons for this. Churchill’s own (belated) sentimental feelings for the native country of his beloved mother, Jennie Jerome from Brooklyn, New York, were often expressed in flowery speeches all over the US. His frequent references to “the English-speaking peoples” and Anglo-Saxon “kith and kin” no doubt appealed to Americans of a certain age and class. But Churchill’s main attraction, I believe, lies in the same myth that colored my childhood, which ties in closely to the view many Americans have of themselves: the beacon of liberty, the city on the hill, the land of the brave, the exceptional nation that freed the world from dictators. Churchill, although only half-American, became the symbol of this defiance of tyranny. He is the bulldog face of Anglo-American notions of valor.


Another ghost haunts Washington, DC, as well as London, along with Churchill’s. Indeed the two are intimately linked. That is the ghost of Munich, the city where the British prime minister Neville Chamberlain signed an agreement with Hitler in September 1938 that allowed Germany to take a chunk of Czechoslovakia with impunity. Chamberlain thought he had bought “peace for our time.” Churchill, speaking in Parliament, called it a “total and unmitigated defeat.” He thought this “bitter cup” could be averted only once Britain recovered its “moral health and martial vigor” and arose again to take a “stand for freedom as in the olden time.”


It is possible, as some maintain, that if Britain and France had taken that stand in 1938, Hitler’s ambition of conquering Europe would have been thwarted. Others continue to argue that Chamberlain had no choice, since Britain was not ready to fight a war against Germany, and the US was in no mind to get involved. But the mythical verdict, still repeated in political speeches, and celebrated in the movies, is that Chamberlain was a shortsighted and cowardly appeaser and Churchill the hero. Ever since, whenever a foreign crisis has loomed, from the Suez Canal to the Korean peninsula, from Vietnam to the Falkland Islands, and from Bosnia to Iraq, the specter of Munich is invoked by Anglo-American leaders who want to go down in history as Churchill, not Chamberlain.


Churchill is often credited with coining the phrase “Special Relationship.” He certainly made it popular, if only to convince the Americans to come to Britain’s rescue in the perilous early years of World War II. Since then, despite Churchill’s mythical spirit living on in the White House, the Anglo-American relationship has been more special in London than in Washington. Given the growing gap in relative power and influence between the two countries, this was inevitable. Indeed, as Britain’s power waned, clinging to the Special Relationship was one way for the British to maintain an illusion that the glow of its finest hours under Roosevelt and Churchill had not been totally extinguished. British leaders might have been reduced to playing a steadily diminishing and sometimes demeaning role of impoverished but worldly-wise Greeks in the American Rome, but in their own eyes at least, this still allowed them to sup at a higher table than the other Europeans.


Britain’s tortured relationship with the European continent, resulting at this time of writing in acrimonious wrangling over Brexit, is partly the result of Britain’s nostalgia for the Special Relationship. Churchill himself spoke out in favor of a united Europe in 1946, even though he was vague about Britain’s participation, but his spirit has made it harder for Britain to regard itself as a European nation on par with Germany or France, and to find its proper place in common European political and financial institutions.


There are many ways to chronicle the Special Relationship between Britain and the United States since they joined forces in World War II. One would be to examine the history of close cooperation between the British and American intelligence agencies. Another would be to describe the building of international financial institutions, such as the IMF and the World Bank. One of the promises made by Churchill and Roosevelt in their Atlantic Charter of 1941 was “global economic cooperation.” Defeating Hitler, fascism, and the Japanese Empire was an internationalist enterprise. The postwar order, solidified in the Cold War, was set up by Britain and the US to defend democracies against their despotic enemies. If an anti-Communist despot was supported nonetheless, as long as he served Anglo-American interests, this was generally regarded in Washington and London as a necessary form of hypocrisy.


However, this book is not a history of institutions. I have chosen to write about the evolution and erosion of an idea, the Anglo-American myth that I grew up with. All US and British leaders have been touched by the history of World War II, even those who were not yet born when Roosevelt and Churchill drew up the Atlantic Charter. The story of those leaders and how they related to one another is also the story of their respective countries and how they affected the rest of the world, west as well as east.


It is my view that the shared myth has been both magnificent and a curse. History can inspire but also bedevil. How a wartime alliance that defeated Hitler, with the indispensable help of Stalin’s Red Army, ended up after more than half a century of peace and prosperity in the West in the dispiriting and dangerous bluster and self-delusion of Trump and Brexit, is a melancholy tale. Britain and the US, despite all their flaws, were once regarded as models of openness, liberalism, and generosity. Even if they by no means always lived up to these ideals, the two English-speaking nations still offered some hope for what the Hungarian-born writer Arthur Koestler once called “the internally bruised veterans of the totalitarian age.”


Now, perhaps only for the time being, the internationalist ideals set out in the Atlantic Charter have made way for populist agitation against immigrants, a hugely destructive British divorce from Europe, and an American president whose greatest wish is to build a big wall to keep the tired, poor, huddled masses from entering the US. Enoch Powell, a British Tory politician who held many reprehensible views, said once, quite wisely, that all political lives end in failure, “for that is the nature of politics and human affairs.” The same might be said of the hopes of once great nations. That doesn’t make those hopes any less admirable.














Two


BLOOD AND HISTORY
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Let not England forget her precedence of teaching nations how to live.


· JOHN MILTON (TO PARLIAMENT)





Before World War II, there was not much love lost between the British and Americans. Few people had the means to travel across the Atlantic. Historic wounds—the Boston Tea Party, wars of independence, 1812—were, if not fresh, still remembered in America. True, the US had joined the Allies in World War I in 1917 as an “associated power,” and left more than fifty thousand dead on European soil (another sixty thousand died of disease, most because of the flu epidemic in 1918). But German and Irish Americans, and quite a few other “hyphenated” citizens not of British stock, had reason to be bitter about being made to feel like suspect outsiders in their own country. The great American journalist H. L. Mencken, who still spoke German with his parents, was so bruised by this experience that he later refused to see the conflict with Hitler’s Germany as anything but “Roosevelt’s war.”


American Anglophilia existed, of course, but as in Europe, it was mostly a form of snobbery, a kind of mimicry of upper-class manners, popular among East Coast elites, the kind of people who sent their sons to English-style boarding schools and later to the pseudo-Gothickry of Ivy League universities. In his History of the American People (1902), Woodrow Wilson, a Southerner of Scots-Irish extraction, and the man responsible for getting his country into the European war, extolled the special virtues of “the self-helping race of Englishmen.”1 This splendid race, he enthused, having outsmarted the wily French, provided the necessary backbone to the New World. In 1918, after the war was won, Wilson was stung by domestic criticisms that he had been too easily swayed by British interests. And so, at a victory banquet given to him at Buckingham Palace by King George V, he tempered his earlier sentiments: “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 United States.”2


When the British in 1940 and ’41, desperate for American help in a war that threatened to overwhelm them, used their finest rhetoric about common values, the shared English language, and the Anglo-American love of freedom, most Americans refused to be drawn in. Many were wary of being outwitted by the silver-tongued British, and suspicious that Britain was fighting selfishly to preserve its empire, for which few Americans felt any affection. In late 1941, General George Marshall, chief of staff, was still not keen to give the British all they wanted. But even he felt that there was “too much anti-British feeling” among his military colleagues—“Our people were always ready to find Albion perfidious.”3


But many of the British grandees sent out to solicit US help didn’t like the Americans much either. When Lord Halifax took up his post as ambassador to Washington in December 1940, he wrote to the former prime minister Stanley Baldwin: “I have never liked Americans, except odd ones. In the mass I have always found them dreadful.” Lord Linlithgow, the bungling viceroy of India, the man who would make the horrendous Bengal famine of 1943 so much worse, commiserated: “The heavy labour of toadying to your pack of pole-squatting parvenus! What a country, and what savages those who inhabit it!”4 John Maynard Keynes was dispatched to Washington in 1917 to secure loans for the British war effort. His impression: “The only really sympathetic and original thing in America is the niggers, who are charming.”5


Winston Churchill made a great deal of his friendship with Roosevelt, which he regarded as the cornerstone of the Special Relationship: “I wooed Roosevelt more ardently than a young man woos a maiden.” But he was often scathing about America in private conversations. In 1928, at a dinner party in his home, he said that the US was “arrogant, fundamentally hostile to us, and [wishing] to dominate world politics.”6 When Roosevelt first met Churchill in 1918, at a dinner in London, he didn’t care for him at all. Roosevelt, then assistant secretary of the navy, found Churchill, who was minister of munitions, an intolerable snob. Churchill, in Roosevelt’s recollection, had “acted like a stinker . . . lording it all over us.”7 When the two leaders met again in Placentia Bay, Newfoundland, in 1941, Churchill had entirely forgotten their first encounter. Roosevelt had not.


Roosevelt, despite his quasi-aristocratic airs, was never an Anglophile. If anything, he was rather proud of his Dutch ancestry. Like most Americans, he had little time for European colonial empires, but he is said to have made an exception for the Dutch East Indies, even though the Dutch probably behaved worse toward their colonial subjects than the British did. So references to Anglo-Saxon roots and shared bloodlines failed to move the American president’s cool and calculating heart.


Churchill, on the other hand, talked about his bloodlines a great deal, and not just out of wartime necessity. Receiving an honorary degree at Harvard in 1943, he told his admiring audience, “You will find in the British Commonwealth and Empire good comrades to whom you are united by other ties besides those of state policy and public need. To a large extent they are the ties of blood and history. Naturally I, a child of both worlds, am conscious of these.”8


Historians have claimed that Churchill invented the Special Relationship as a necessary move to win the war. This is true, up to a point. The Anglo-American alliance might never have been forged if France were not overrun in the spring of 1940. But Churchill only made the term famous six years later, in his speech at Fulton, Missouri, when he urged the Americans to stand firm against Communism and continue the “fraternal association of the English-speaking peoples.” He insisted upon the “Special Relationship between the British Commonwealth and Empire and the United States.” To Churchill the idea of the English-speaking peoples, of transatlantic kith and kin, was more than an expedient strategy; it defined him as a man. His relationship with the US was a personal twist on a romantic idea that long preceded him.


Before he died in 1902, Cecil Rhodes established a scholarship at Oxford University for students from the US and the British Empire to nurture a common idea of empire and cement “the union of the English-speaking peoples throughout the world.” This matched the imperial sentiments of Rudyard Kipling, who sent his poem The White Man’s Burden (“Take up the white man’s burden—/Send forth the best ye breed . . .”) to Theodore Roosevelt in 1899, then governor of New York, to encourage the Americans to bring Anglo-American enlightenment to the conquered Filipinos—“Your new caught sullen peoples,/Half devil and half child.”


In that same year, when the British were trying to subdue the Boers in South Africa, Joseph Chamberlain, who was prime minister as well as foreign secretary, called for a “new triple alliance between the Teutonic race and the two great branches of the Anglo-Saxon race.” On the other side of the Atlantic, Theodore Roosevelt’s supporter Albert J. Beveridge, a “progressive” senator from Indiana, exclaimed, “God has not been preparing the English-speaking and Teutonic peoples for a thousand years for nothing but vain and idle self-admiration. No! He has made us the master-organizers of the world to establish system where chaos reigns.”9


So the idea that the Anglo-Saxon races were called upon to subdue barbarians and order the world was already current when Churchill and Franklin Delano Roosevelt were still children. It was the kind of thinking that justified colonial rule and resulted in some of Churchill’s worst traits, such as his contempt for the people of India. (“I hate Indians. They are a beastly people with a beastly religion.”) The inclusion of the “Teutons” in this line of thought might suggest a kind of crypto-Nazism, which would be highly ironic considering the history of the two world wars.


In fact, there actually was more than a hint of this. One of the intellectual fathers of nineteenth-century Anglo-Saxonism was the historian and politician Edward Augustus Freeman, famous for his History of the Norman Conquest. His approval of the US was unusual for an Englishman of his time. And he was clearly a racist. Benjamin Disraeli was, in his view, “a dirty Jew.” Freeman condoned Russian pogroms, and anti-Chinese riots in California too. After all, he thought, these were “only the natural instinct of any decent nation to get rid of filthy strangers.”10


And yet, Freeman was not a conservative, but a liberal supporter of William Gladstone. The notion that Anglo-Saxons and Teutons were a superior breed was not so much based on bloodlines as on the claim to a unique love of liberty. This is something that appealed to German romantics as well, the ancient Teutonic spirit of freedom, expressed in German literature, but also, so some Germans claimed, in Rembrandt’s paintings and Shakespeare’s plays, the “Nordic” greatness of which, they believed, emerged only in German translation. But the idea goes back much further than the age of the great bard. Here is Freeman again, on the victory in 9 AD over the Roman army by a Germanic tribe led by Arminius: “Arminius ‘liberator Germaniae,’ is but the first of a roll call which goes on to Hampden and Washington.”


John Hampden, one of Churchill’s heroes, was a politician who fought with the Ironsides in the English Civil War for parliamentary rule and against the absolute power of the king. He was killed in battle in 1643. His, or for that matter George Washington’s, link to Arminius is tenuous at best, but it made for a peculiar political conceit.


The name left unmentioned in this pantheon of liberty is that of Pericles, who lived long before the Angles, the Saxons, or the Teutons had even been heard of. But his oration about the exceptional nature of Athens, spoken in 431 BC, after the first battle of the Peloponnesian War, could be read as a kind of blueprint for Anglo-Saxon exceptionalism. He spoke of the laws that afforded equal justice to all men, and of the “freedom we enjoy in our government.” The people of Athens, like the imagined English-speaking peoples more recently, “dwelt in the country without break in the succession from generation to generation, and handed it down free to the present time by their valor.”


The concept of the English-speaking peoples now has an imperialist ring, promoted in our time by certain conservative historians. Churchill himself told the Americans at Fulton that “70 or 80 millions of Britons spread about the world” (meaning Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and South Africa) stood ready to defend “our traditions and our way of life.” What he really meant was spelled out more clearly in a letter to Eisenhower in 1953: “Britain with her eighty million white English-speaking people.”11 But the origins of the term are less blimpish.


During the American Civil War, the main British political parties, as well as much of the upper class, supported the Confederacy. Radical leaders, however, such as Richard Cobden and John Bright, supported the antislavery cause of the North. Their vision of the English-speaking peoples was one of working-class solidarity against the landowning classes in both countries. William E. Forster, a Liberal politician in Gladstone’s government, gave his name to what his boss called “Forsterism”: the idea that Anglo-American Protestants were called by God to spread democracy to the world’s benighted peoples. It was Forster, Cobden, and Bright who first promoted the idea of the common, freethinking, democratic English-speaking peoples, as opposed to the autocratic upper classes from which Churchill sprang.


The radical cause was not something one would associate with Churchill anyway. And he had such a limited interest in Anglo-Saxonism that he poured cold water over a pet project of his adored mother, an expensive magazine called The Anglo-Saxon Review. But the Whiggish conceit that the love of freedom was the birthright of English speakers stretching back, if not to the Teutonic rebellion against Rome then at least to King Alfred, was certainly part of his makeup. Churchill brought this up on some unexpected occasions. When Joseph Chamberlain wanted to strengthen the imperial economy by erecting a tariff wall around British possessions, Churchill rebelled and made a plea for free trade. “The strength and splendour of our authority,” he declaimed, “is derived not from physical forces, but from moral ascendency, liberty, justice, English tolerance, and English honesty.”12


None of this would have impressed Franklin D. Roosevelt. And yet, despite his earlier misgivings about the British politician, Roosevelt sought Churchill out in 1939, a little over a week after Britain had declared war against Germany. Churchill was first lord of the Admiralty then. The letter, addressed to “My Dear Churchill,” expressed Roosevelt’s wish to be kept “in touch personally with anything you want me to know about.” This was an unusual request for a US president to make of a mere British cabinet minister. But the president told his ambassador in London, the egregiously Anglophobic Joseph Kennedy, that Churchill was likely to become prime minister, so Roosevelt wanted “to get my hand in now.”13


Apart from a flair for aristocratic affectations—the long cigarette holder, the cigar, the top hats—the two consummate political showmen had one important thing in common: a romance with the sea, and thus with naval matters. In Churchill’s letters to Roosevelt, he referred to himself as “Naval Person,” and after he became prime minister as “Former Naval Person.” Roosevelt was a keen student of Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan’s books, and had corresponded with the author. In his book The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, written in 1890, Mahan explains how British greatness was due to their mastery of the seas. Like the Dutch, who conquered the seas before, this had to do in Mahan’s view with a natural instinct for trade, which, he argued, stemmed from geography, culture, politics, religion, and race. (The English and the Dutch, he claimed, were “radically of the same race.”)14 A bit oddly for an American, Mahan had good things to say about colonialism too: “In yet another way does the national genius affect the growth of sea power in its broadest sense; and that is in so far as it possesses the capacity for planting healthy colonies.”15 The US, he thought, should emulate Britain, if not in planting colonies, then certainly in asserting power over the seas, in “a cordial understanding” with Great Britain, since both nations “are controlled by a sense of law and justice, drawn from the same sources, and deep-rooted in [their] instincts.”16


Carl Schmitt commented on Mahan, rather favorably, in his book Land and Sea, published in 1942. Schmitt was a German legal theorist who joined the Nazi Party in 1933 and provided legal justifications for Hitler’s dictatorship. His argument in Land and Sea is that Mahan was right: Britain and the US had owed their immense power to ruling the seas, the result of a typically Protestant entrepreneurial spirit. Catholic powers, he believed, were more land bound. What Mahan had not foreseen, Schmitt argued, was that sea power had become obsolete in the machine age, where airplanes had “lifted man high above the plains and the waves.”


Roosevelt might not have gone that far, but he did take Schmitt’s point. In his State of the Union address in 1940, he acknowledged that most Americans did not want to send their boys to fight in Europe a second time. But he also made it plain that in an age of modern aircraft and long-range battleships, the US could not survive “as a self-contained unit . . . inside a high wall of isolation, while outside the rest of Civilization and the commerce and culture of mankind are shattered.” The US government would insist that military actions be banned within a three-hundred-mile zone of the US coast. Naval Person answered Roosevelt’s letter of 1939 with the promise that “we wish to help you in every way in keeping the war out of American waters.”


But of course Churchill wanted much more than that. He knew that Germany could not be defeated without full American participation in the war. The problem was that despite Roosevelt’s opposition to the isolationists, there was not nearly enough political will to comply. Many Americans, including Ambassador Joseph Kennedy, were convinced in 1940 that Britain was losing the war, and didn’t see why they should fight for British interests anyway. Roosevelt was also keenly aware of Woodrow Wilson’s failure in 1919 to get the Senate to back his foreign commitments, specifically his attempt to build a new world order through the League of Nations. The world order, although something very much on the president’s mind, was not of great concern to most Americans.


Within weeks of becoming prime minister on May 10, 1940, Churchill begged the Americans to intervene when France was buckling to the German Blitzkrieg. They did not. He asked for American destroyers to be sent across the Atlantic. The defense of Britain, he said, depended on it. It was “the only hope of averting the collapse of civilization.”17 To keep up British morale at a very bleak time, and perhaps to boost his own as well, Churchill remained optimistic that the Americans would soon change their minds and come in. A collection of Churchill’s prewar speeches, entitled Blood, Sweat and Tears, was published in the US with the express purpose of convincing Americans to come to the rescue. One of these speeches had been made on American radio in October 1938: “If ever there was a time when men and women who cherish the ideals of the founders of the British and American Constitutions should take earnest counsel with one another, this time is now.”18


This bit of rhetoric, too, drew on old ideas about Anglo-American communalities. Not race, or language, but political institutions were the glue that held the English speakers together. Churchill, and others, liked to draw a straight line from the Magna Carta to the Declaration of Independence. Speaking on the Fourth of July, 1918, he claimed that a “similar harmony exists between the principles of that Declaration and all that the British people have wished to stand for, and have in fact achieved at last both here at home and in the self-governing Dominions of the Crown.”19 He tactfully omitted to say that it was American independence from the Crown that was being celebrated on that day.


There were no doubt Americans who were susceptible to this kind of talk. Churchill’s wartime speeches were widely broadcast in the US. Roosevelt was, however, too worried about public opinion to be so easily swayed. But the US could still benefit from British distress. Roosevelt agreed in 1940 to lend fifty old destroyers in exchange for the right to use British bases in Newfoundland and the Caribbean. It was, in Roosevelt’s own words, “a ‘deal’—and very successful from our trading point of view.”20


The ships were in poor shape and took some time to become operational. Guns, tanks, and planes were also shipped over, but they had to be fully paid for, since the US Neutrality Act made it impossible to lend credit to countries at war. It was hoped that these measures would allow Britain to protect itself without American intervention. But this proved to be such a drain on British finances that Roosevelt devised a scheme in 1941 whereby the US could lend, lease, sell, exchange, or otherwise dispose of military equipment to its allies. The US, in Roosevelt’s words, would be “the great arsenal of democracy.” But before the Lend-Lease Act was passed in March 1941, Britain had to dump assets in the US for much less than their real worth and hand over South African gold reserves as well. And the loan of war materials still had to be repaid by giving the US rights to British bases overseas. It was a hard bargain, which Churchill delicately but not quite accurately called “the most unsordid act in whole of recorded history.”21


Roosevelt defended his decision to help American allies in one of his most quoted speeches, the State of the Union address on January 6, 1941. He said the US could not stand aside in the war against dictators. Americans had to be prepared to defend themselves and help the free nations. But he also laid out his vision for the future, which was a mixture of old and new ideas. The mission should be to fight for four essential human freedoms: freedom of expression, freedom of worship, freedom from want, freedom from fear of physical aggression. And these should be defended “everywhere in the world.” It was as though the New Deal had become a universal American goal. The speech ended: “This nation has placed its destiny in the hands and heads and hearts of its millions of free men and women; and its faith in freedom under the guidance of God. Freedom means the supremacy of human rights everywhere. Our support goes to those who struggle to gain those rights and keep them. Our strength is our unity of purpose.”


The words that would haunt the Special Relationship, certainly while Churchill was alive, were “everywhere in the world.” And “the supremacy of human rights” was not traditionally why countries went to war. But the aim to save the world from barbarism and establish a liberal order was rooted in older notions of Manifest Destiny and the proselytizing spirit of Christianity, especially in its Protestant forms. When territorial conflicts between Britain and the US were resolved in the Treaty of Washington in 1871, an Anglo-American union was briefly proposed, which, in the words of a Washington newspaper, “would enable the English-speaking peoples to give law to the world, and at the same time be the means of increasing and strengthening the people everywhere who are struggling to secure for themselves, and for their children, the inestimable blessing which we now enjoy—the God-given right of self-government.”22 Roosevelt’s words were not quite so high flown, and Manifest Destiny was not foremost in his mind, but rhetorically, at least, the Anglo-American relationship was becoming more like the alliance Churchill had been hoping for all along.


Harry Hopkins, New Dealer and confidant to the president, was asked to administer Lend-Lease. In January 1941, Hopkins, a frail man never in the best of health, was sent to Britain to assess the situation. Refreshingly direct in his manner, Hopkins expressed a concern that Churchill disliked Americans, including their president. Churchill replied that this was an entirely false impression, no doubt spread maliciously by that Irish American ambassador, Joseph Kennedy.


After a lavish dinner by candlelight held in Hopkins’s honor at Ditchley Park, Churchill gave a rambling speech, designed perhaps to appeal to his guest’s New Deal sentiments. Churchill spoke of a new era of freedom and peace, where the humble English worker would feel safe and sound in his cottage home, equal before the law, and without fear of the knock on the door by the secret police. Those, he concluded, were the only British war aims. Hopkins rose to his feet, and drawled in his Iowa accent: “Well, Mr. Prime Minister, I don’t think the president will give a damn for your cottagers.” He paused, while the shocked company drew its breath: “You see, we’re only interested in seeing that goddamn son of a bitch Hitler get licked.” After that, Churchill saw that all was well, and the diners amused themselves by watching a newsreel of Hitler and Mussolini meeting at the Brenner Pass, which one of the guests declared to be “funnier than anything Charlie Chaplin produced in The Great Dictator.”23


But the Americans still had not committed themselves to entering the war. Letters went back and forth from Former Naval Person to President Roosevelt, keeping the president abreast of mostly disastrous military affairs in North Africa and the Middle East. Germany launched its war on the Soviet Union in June 1941, and Churchill told his assistant private secretary Jock Colville that it was essential to help the Russians. Still a staunch anti-Communist, Churchill said that if Hitler invaded hell, he would make a favorable reference to the devil in the House of Commons.


In late July, Churchill finally got his wish to meet Roosevelt. Harry Hopkins told him the president was now ready to see him. The second encounter between the two men obviously couldn’t be on neutral US territory, so it took place, quite appropriately, at sea, in Newfoundland.


Churchill’s own account of the war is not always reliable. He wrote, or at least supervised the writing of, his multivolume The Second World War, in the late 1940s and early 1950s. One topic about which he could not be candid was the patchy Anglo-American relationship. After completing the final volume in 1953, he reassured President Eisenhower that nothing he wrote would “impair the sympathy and understanding which exists between our two countries.” But there is no reason to doubt the veracity of Churchill’s description of his sea voyage to Newfoundland.


Churchill boarded the Prince of Wales on August 4, together with Harry Hopkins and some of Britain’s top military staff. A letter was sent by Former Naval Person to remind the president that it was “twenty-seven years ago to-day that Huns began their last war. We must make a good job of it this time. Twice ought to be enough. Look forward so much to our meeting.”24 This was assuming a little too much, perhaps, since 80 percent of Americans, according to opinion polls, still opposed any involvement of US troops in the war.


Churchill was full of hope, however, as he settled down in choppy seas to read C. S. Forester’s novel Captain Hornblower, R.N., about a Royal Navy captain swashbuckling his way through the Napoleonic Wars. He also watched That Hamilton Woman, a movie he had already seen four times (and misnamed Lady Hamilton nonetheless). Laurence Olivier plays Admiral Nelson to great effect. The Battle of Trafalgar is shown with much panache. A few months before, the New York Times critic had praised the movie in stirring terms: “Now that the spirit of Nelson is again at large upon the deep and the expectations of England are being triumphantly fulfilled, it is altogether fitting that the greatest Admiral ever to lead a British fleet, at this moment should be pictured with profound affection and respect upon the screen.”25


Churchill made a little speech after the screening: “Gentlemen, I thought the film would interest you, showing great events similar to those in which you have been taking part.”


Roosevelt, in the meantime, keen to avoid any impression that he wanted his country to take a direct part in those great events, pretended to go out on a recreational cruise on his presidential yacht. In the open seas he slipped on board the USS Augusta, with his most senior military officers, including General George Marshall. Unlike the camouflaged British battleships, the US Navy ships were painted in a pristine gray.


Nearing Newfoundland, Churchill, dressed in the uniform of Trinity House, a British outfit that administered lighthouses, turned to Hopkins a bit nervously and wondered whether Roosevelt would like him. Hopkins assured him that he would. “You’d have thought,” Hopkins recalled later, “Winston was being carried up into the heavens to meet God.”26 The true nature of how the Special Relationship would develop over time could not have been expressed more succinctly.


What followed was a great deal of fraternal pomp, visits, and return visits between the Prince of Wales and Augusta, mingling of the ships’ crews, bands playing national anthems, and discussions between British and American admirals and generals, which didn’t really go anywhere: the war-hardened British found the Americans a little wet behind the ears, and the Americans were still wary of British motives. Churchill eagerly awaited a statement from Roosevelt that the US would finally do battle as an Allied nation. But the president had something else in mind: a joint declaration of broad principles, somewhat along the lines of his State of the Union address, and the Four Freedoms.


This was not exactly what Churchill had hoped for. He writes a little defensively in his war memoirs, “Considering all the tales of my reactionary, Old World outlook, and the pain this is said to have caused the President, I am glad it should be on record that the substance and spirit of what came to be called the ‘Atlantic Charter’ was in its first draft a British production cast in my own words.”27


Perhaps. There was much in it the two leaders could agree upon: that neither country sought aggrandizement, territorial or otherwise; that no territorial changes would be made against the freely expressed wishes of the people concerned; that people should have the right to choose the form of government under which they would live; that essential produce would be distributed fairly, domestically and between nations; and that international organization would ensure peace in the world and allow people to traverse “the seas and oceans without fear of lawless assault or the need of maintaining burdensome armaments.”


There were, however, a few sticking points that revealed fissures in the Anglo-American fraternity (this was still a man’s world). The US insisted that there should be free trade in the world “without discrimination.” Despite Churchill’s own rousing defense of free trade during Joseph Chamberlain’s tariff campaign in 1903, he now felt constrained to protect the special trade agreements struck between the dominions and colonies of the British Empire (“imperial preference”). Churchill insisted on taking out the words “without discrimination” and inserting a clause about “existing obligations.” He got his way.


More important was the matter of people’s right to self-government. Churchill rightly saw this as an attempt to undermine colonialism and the British Empire in particular. He was of no mind to hand independence to British possessions. This might seem hypocritical, given his many speeches in favor of freedom and democracy. But Churchill did not wish to recognize the contradiction. He liked to think of Britain, with its “island race,” as the hub of a close-knit family under the British Crown, the members of which freely and gladly pulled together in common purpose. (The fact that Indian nationalist leaders, such as Gandhi and Nehru, did not do so gladly at all was a major reason for Churchill’s loathing of the Indians.) When US general Patrick Hurley, the same man who in 1944 spooked the Chinese Communist leaders by greeting them in their hideout with a Choctaw Indian war cry, reported from Iran in 1943 that the British were monopolizing that country’s resources to finance their decaying empire, Churchill wrote a furious letter to Roosevelt: “The general seems to have some ideas about British imperialism, which I confess made me rub my eyes. He makes out, for example, that there is an irrepressible conflict between imperialism and democracy. I make bold, however, to suggest that British imperialism spread and is spreading democracy more widely than any system of government since the beginning of time.”28


For the British, the great meeting in Placentia Bay ended in anti-climax. Churchill had failed to draw the Americans into the war. Nothing much was achieved apart from a statement of lofty principles. The Atlantic Charter was neither a law nor a treaty. Its main value was symbolic, and Churchill, a master of symbolism, made the most of it. Referring to the last paragraph about establishing in the future “a wider and more permanent system of general security,” he lauded its realism and saw in it “a plain and bold intimation that after the war the United States would join with us in policing the world until the establishment of a better order.”


On Sunday morning, August 10, a joint church service was held on the deck of the Prince of Wales. Roosevelt, in great pain because of his polio-racked legs, walked the length of the ship on the arm of his son and sat down next to Churchill facing the pulpit draped in the British and American flags. Churchill himself had chosen the hymns. British and Americans sang together “Onward, Christian Soldiers” and ended with “O God, Our Help in Ages Past,” which the Ironsides had chanted as they buried John Hampden, Churchill’s hero who died in 1643 at the hands of the king’s army. “Every word,” in Churchill’s account, “seemed to stir the heart. It was a great hour to live.”


Churchill departed on the Prince of Wales two days later. The British played “Auld Lang Syne.” The band on the American ship responded by playing “There’ll Always Be an England.” Almost exactly four months later, Japanese bombers sank the Prince of Wales off the coast of Malaya. Half the men who sang while pulling out of Placentia Bay died with it. Three days before that, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor.


Churchill was having dinner with the US ambassador when news of the attack was announced on the radio. He spoke to Roosevelt on the phone and said, in his own account, “This certainly simplifies things. God be with you.”29 Roosevelt then sent a cable to Churchill with the famous words “Today all of us are in the same boat with you and the people of the Empire, and it is a ship that will not and cannot be sunk.”


Quite why Hitler was reckless enough, bogged down as he was in the Soviet Union, to declare war on the US, has never been completely explained. But his view of America was typical both of how dictators often see democratic countries, and of Hitler’s specific political and racial prejudices. The US, in Hitler’s view, was a decayed country: “My feelings against Americanism are feelings of hatred and deep repugnance. . . . Everything about the behavior of American society reveals that it is half Judaized, and the other half Negrified. How can one expect a State like that to hold together—a country where everything is built on the dollar.”30


Churchill’s visit to Washington in the last days of 1941 was one of the high points of his own special relationship with the US and its president. The military situation was extremely grim. The first British victory in El Alamein was still a year off, and the far more devastating German defeat at the hands of the Soviet Red Army in Stalingrad would occur even later. Many people in Britain felt that the Japanese attack on the US was just deserts for a country that had failed to come to their rescue. But in the eyes of his physician, Lord Moran (Charles Wilson), Churchill was a different man after Pearl Harbor. Full of youthful zest, he roamed the White House day and night, wearing a dressing gown, or less, walking into Roosevelt’s bedroom whenever he felt like it. He signed the Declaration by United Nations, spoke at Christmas about “the common cause of great peoples who speak the same language,” and gave one of the speeches of his life to the two houses of Congress. The official name for Churchill’s visit to Washington was “Arcadia.”


Even some of the isolationists in the Senate praised his speech. Once again Churchill reminded his audience of his American bloodlines. “The occasion,” he recalled, “was important for what I was sure was the all-conquering alliance of the English-speaking peoples.” But Roosevelt’s long-term goal went beyond the Anglo-American alliance. On the first day of the New Year, Churchill was just climbing out of his bath when Roosevelt announced to him that the United Nations would be the proper name for the constellation of nations committed to defeating the Axis powers and establishing a new world order. Churchill, along with Maxim Litvinov for the Soviet Union and T. V. Soong for China, signed the joint declaration of twenty-five Allied nations supporting the ideals of the Atlantic Charter.


In his war memoirs, Churchill calls the UN Pact a “majestic document,” despite having had great misgivings about sharing global police duties with the Chinese, or anyone else besides the Americans. Still, in his recollection the trip to the US had been a huge success. There is no doubt that Roosevelt was as committed to winning the war as Churchill. And the British had managed to persuade the president, against the wishes of his top military brass, to give the war against Germany priority over the war against Japan. But there were fault lines in the Special Relationship that Churchill rather skates over. And they would soon grow wider.


During Churchill’s visit, Roosevelt had pressed him to let the Indians govern themselves. He saw Gandhi and Nehru’s aspirations in the light of the American War of Independence against the British Crown. Churchill was absolutely opposed to the idea. He wrote to Clement Attlee, the lord privy seal, that the Indian troops were splendid fighting men, but they owed their allegiance to the King-Emperor: “The rule of the Congress and Hindu priesthood machine would never be tolerated by a fighting race.”31


This tells us more about Churchill’s imagination than about what Indians really thought. And Churchill’s observation that American opinion was pretty much on the side of Britain on this matter was equally deluded. Roosevelt wouldn’t let it rest. In March 1942, he wrote a letter to Former Naval Person, in which he repeated the analogy with the American Revolution. It was “just a thought,” and “strictly speaking, none of my business,” but wouldn’t it be a good idea to set up a provisional Indian government. After all, this would be in line with “world changes of the past half-century and with the democratic processes of all who are fighting Nazism.”32 All Churchill will say in his memoirs is that this letter is “of high interest” because it shows how hard it is to compare situations in utterly different periods of history.


In fact, Churchill was furious. Not only did he resent Roosevelt’s meddling in British affairs but also he was well aware that Britain alone could only ever be a junior partner to the US. To remain on equal footing as a great power, a goal that Churchill clung to with romantic tenacity, Britain had to maintain its empire (and some years later, its own nuclear bombs). And that was precisely what Roosevelt, most of his military and political advisers, and probably the majority of Americans wanted to resist. Preserving the British Empire was not what they thought they were fighting for. Quite the contrary, in fact.


Roosevelt stuck the knife in Churchill in another way too. In the same month that he expressed his thoughts on Indian independence, he sent another letter: “I know you will not mind my being brutally frank when I tell you that I think I can personally handle Stalin better than either your Foreign Office or my State Department. Stalin hates the guts of all your top people. He thinks he likes me better, and I hope he will continue to do so.”33


Churchill’s idea of sorting out the world majestically alongside the Americans was an illusion. Roosevelt made this pretty clear to him on the several occasions when he, Stalin, and Churchill met at summits in various parts of the world. Even though Stalin was always suspicious that his two capitalist allies were ganging up on him, Roosevelt went out of his way to prove the contrary. In the president’s mind, he and Stalin had the same ideas about imperialism. This meant that Roosevelt and Stalin sometimes ganged up on Churchill.


In the next two years, the Soviets did most of the fighting in Europe, while Britain lost its Southeast Asian colonies to Japan and much of its treasure fighting a war that was making the Americans stronger all the time. Until the end of 1943, the British still deployed more troops and ships than the Americans. But General de Gaulle, whose Free French were little more than a token force, and whose paranoia about Anglo-Saxon dominance was almost as deep as Stalin’s, made a shrewd assessment of Britain’s future role very early on. When Japan forced the US into the war, de Gaulle, like Churchill, believed that the end was no longer in doubt. “In this industrial war,” he said, “nothing can resist the power of American industry.” Then he added, “From now on, the British will do nothing without Roosevelt’s agreement.”34


This wasn’t strictly true. The US had wanted to launch an invasion of France as early as 1942, or 1943 at the latest. The Russians wanted this, too, to relieve the horrendous strain on the eastern front. In some estimates, more than four million Germans died or went missing on the Eastern Front, against about 329,000 in North Africa and Italy.35 Churchill, haunted by the carnage of World War I, thought an invasion of France in 1942 would be suicidal, remained skeptical of it in 1943, and preferred to put more Allied resources into the battle for North Africa and the Mediterranean. Through a combination of obstinacy and dissembling, which made the Americans even more suspicious of the British, he managed for a time to get his way. In November 1942, the US did send troops to North Africa. And instead of crossing the Channel in 1943, Anglo-American forces invaded Sicily in July and crossed into southern Italy in September.


Photographs of Churchill and Roosevelt at their meeting in Casablanca in January 1943, smiling at one another, Roosevelt whispering into Churchill’s ear, suggest the intimacy of a loving couple on a particularly pleasant holiday, even though intimacy was not a quality normally attributed to the US president. There is one picture in particular that reveals something important about their relationship. It was taken on the roof of the American vice-consul’s house in Marrakech. Churchill, standing up, looks tenderly, and a little pensively, at Roosevelt, whose eyes are not on Churchill, but gazing into the sunset over the Atlas Mountains.


The presence of de Gaulle at Casablanca also showed the different temperaments of the two English-speaking leaders. Roosevelt could not stand the man. He saw him as a reactionary French autocrat who had no place in his vision of a democratic world order. And de Gaulle did everything to annoy the American. If Churchill was keen to be seen as Roosevelt’s equal, so was de Gaulle, who had never been elected to be the leader of the Free French, or of anything else. When Roosevelt reminded him of this fact, de Gaulle replied that Joan of Arc had not been elected either.


Roosevelt found the Frenchman’s pretentions absurd. But Churchill, who was often just as annoyed by de Gaulle’s haughtiness, did not find them absurd at all. He understood de Gaulle’s romantic idea of nationhood. He understood the power of words. That is why he had given him access to the BBC at the beginning of the war, when de Gaulle was just an obscure French army officer in exile, and words of defiance were all he had to restore French pride. In Casablanca, Churchill said, “France without an army is not France. De Gaulle is the spirit of that army. Perhaps the last survivor of a warrior race.”36 Churchill, whose own authority owed so much to his mastery of rhetoric, wept as he paid this tribute to a grandeur that Americans found insufferable.


When the Allied leaders met again, first in Cairo and then Teheran, in November 1943, and finally in freezing Yalta, in February 1945, it was quite clear that British grandeur was no longer what it was, either, especially in American eyes. Churchill would have liked to meet in private with the US president before they saw Stalin in Teheran. Roosevelt turned him down. He didn’t want to make the Russians even more suspicious than they already were. Churchill was also forced to be gracious to the Chinese, whom Roosevelt took very seriously. Lord Moran, Churchill’s physician, described a dinner given by Churchill in Cairo for Chiang Kai-shek, with Madame Chiang stepping in as translator. In Lord Moran’s account, Churchill refused to regard China as a serious power and grudged “the time that Roosevelt has given to her affairs. To the President, China means four hundred million people who are going to count in the world of tomorrow, but Winston thinks only of the color of their skin; it is when he talks of India and China that you remember he is a Victorian.”37


Churchill’s strategy of concentrating forces in the Mediterranean, fighting over Greek islands, aiming to penetrate the Balkans, and dithering over the invasion of France (Operation Overlord), seriously irritated the Americans. Again, Lord Moran is the cold-eyed observer of his patient’s relative position in the world. Harry Hopkins, he recounts, “made it clear that if the P.M. takes this line at Teheran and tries again to postpone Overlord the Americans will support the Russians.”38


In many ways, whatever Churchill thought of Overlord, the Americans had done that anyway. First of all, they turned down the idea of a summit in London. Roosevelt worried that a trip to England would strike people back home as too accommodating to the British. Teheran was not Roosevelt’s choice, either, but Stalin insisted. Roosevelt then decided to use the Soviet embassy as his base there. Anthony Eden, the British foreign secretary, later described Churchill’s deferential behavior toward Roosevelt as that of a courtier. In return, the prime minister was often rudely snubbed. Instead of conferring with Churchill first about common strategies, Roosevelt had private meetings with Stalin. He felt that they could discuss the future of the world more fruitfully without the Englishman’s presence.


A defensive, even peevish tone enters Churchill’s own memories of the Teheran conference, despite his care to hide any rifts in Anglo-American relations. Official dinners were normally held at the Soviet embassy. Churchill insisted that at least one should be hosted at the British legation. This, he wrote, “could not well be disputed. Great Britain and I myself both came first alphabetically, and in seniority I was four of five years older than Roosevelt or Stalin. We were by centuries the longest established of the three Governments; I might have added, but did not, that we had been the longest in the war; and finally, November 30 was my birthday.”39


This apparently trivial little outburst shows more than any account of battles won or lost how Britain’s prestige was beginning to lean rather heavily on the past. The US now dominated the western theater, and the Soviets were fighting by far the biggest battles to defeat Nazi Germany. Roosevelt and his military advisers had run out of patience with Churchill’s projects in the Mediterranean. Whatever the British wanted, the invasion of France would have to take place in the spring of 1944.


Churchill’s attention was usually so focused on winning the war that he gave much less thought to the world’s future than Roosevelt or, in his ruthless manner, Stalin. But Teheran did elicit one thought from Churchill that is worth mentioning. Like many veterans of World War I, Churchill was obsessed with the Prussians. He believed that both wars were the result of Prussian militarism, even though it was Prussian officers who made an attempt on Hitler’s life in 1944. Nonetheless, Churchill thought that making a “stern but honorable” peace with Germany, including Prussia, was possible. And this should be followed by a re-creation “in modern forms” of what had been the outlines of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire. Here, Churchill wrote, “would be a great area in which not only peace but friendship might reign at a far earlier date than in any other solution. Thus a United Europe might be formed in which all the victors and vanquished might find a sure foundation for the life and freedom of all their tormented millions.”40


On the fourth of June, 1944, 150,000 troops and 4,000 ships were waiting for a break in the weather finally to launch themselves at the French coast and begin the liberation of Europe. Churchill was in General Eisenhower’s headquarters near Portsmouth. He had invited General de Gaulle to join him there so he could be apprised of the Allied invasion plans. De Gaulle had dragged his feet, but when he finally arrived, the first thing he did was demand the right to telegraph his HQ in Algiers in his own cipher. As “the recognized head of a great empire,” that was the least he might expect. He also demanded the right to govern France after it had been liberated. Churchill replied that he would not ask Roosevelt to give de Gaulle the title deeds of his country. But the Free French would be recognized as the legitimate representatives of France.


For all his fawning on the Americans and talk of the English-speaking peoples, Churchill was also a Francophile who in the darkest days of 1940 had actually proposed a union of France and Britain. Marshal Pétain rejected the idea out of hand as a “fusion with a corpse.” Unlike de Gaulle, many Pétainistes preferred collaboration with the Germans to fighting on with the British. Despite all his vainglory, de Gaulle had actually been treated well by the British. It was thanks to them that France would take its place among the victorious Allied nations. Churchill and Eden secured this at the Yalta Conference, partly in the hope that France and Britain would be able to keep Europe safe from German revanchism without help from the Americans. It was also thanks to Britain that de Gaulle, as head of the provisional French government, could stand in front of the Hôtel de Ville on August 25, 1944, and announce, “Paris! Paris outraged! Paris broken! Paris martyred! But Paris liberated! Liberated by itself, liberated by its people with the help of the French armies, with the support and the help of all France, of the France that fights, of the only France, of the real France, of the eternal France!”


Even so, de Gaulle could never shake his suspicion that the Anglo-Saxons were out to diminish the status of France, even as more than a hundred thousand Allied soldiers were about to risk their lives to liberate it. Exasperated by the general’s cussedness, Churchill said something at that June 4 meeting that has been endlessly quoted, not least by de Gaulle himself, to illustrate the divide between Britain and the European continent: “Mark this—on each occasion that we shall have to choose between Europe and the open seas, we will always choose the open seas. On each occasion that I shall have to choose between you and Roosevelt, I will always choose Roosevelt.”


But these were not Churchill’s last words on the matter. At the University of Zurich in 1946, he would return to the idea he had mentioned in Teheran. With remarkable prescience and indeed generosity, Churchill envisaged “a kind of United States of Europe” in which Germany and France should “take the lead together.” A united Europe, he said, would allow people to “enjoy the Four Freedoms of which the great President Roosevelt spoke and live in accordance with the principles embodied in the Atlantic Charter.”


And what of Britain’s role in the European future? Churchill could see Great Britain and its Commonwealth as a model for European unity. Along with the US and, ideally, the Soviet Union, they would be “friends and sponsors of the new Europe.” But friends and sponsors are not members. One thing Churchill could not imagine was Britain without its empire, as one European nation among others, even as a primus inter pares. One could hardly have expected him to. He was a child of the Victorian age. The tragedy is that so many English people of subsequent generations could not either.
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