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Prologue



Just before the declaration of war in September 1939, the government introduced a host of regulations in the Emergency Powers Act that began to affect almost every aspect of the lives of the British people. Normal life was effectively closed down for the duration of the war. The economy came under centralised governmental control which covered everything from determining the output of Rolls-Royce manufacturing plants to the management of ports and harbours, from dictating what farmers grew and produced to what was supplied to the corner shop in every high street or village (self-service supermarkets were unknown in the war years and most food shopping was done by women in their local butcher’s and grocery store). Companies were told what they could produce, what price they could sell their products for, and how much profit they could make.


At the beginning of the war there was panic buying on a grand scale. Anyone who could afford to hoard tinned goods, sugar or candles did so. There were stories of wealthy folk turning up in their cars and buying up almost the entire stock of small grocery shops. All of this of course hastened the introduction of food rationing, although the government hesitated at first fearing that the public would not accept centralised control and restrictions on the liberty of the individual. Every person was provided with a national identity card and a vast register was made of every street in the land listing exactly who lived where, even down to the pets people owned, so that in the event of their home being bombed rescuers would know how many people and animals they were looking for. Hospitals were emptied so that beds, even in maternity wards, could be kept free for the anticipated rush of air raid casualties. But these did not come for months. Travel was severely curtailed. Petrol was rationed at the beginning of the war but was still difficult to find for a private motorist without an official pass. Travel by railways, although theoretically possible, came to be immensely difficult as the need to move military personnel, goods and equipment became the first priority of the railway companies, causing regular cancellations and the revision of timetables. If you had to set out on a long-distance rail journey you had very little idea of how long it would take and when you would arrive. On the other hand, pubs and cinemas were open and unrationed. Pamphlets and posters everywhere told people what they could and could not do and tried to stiffen resolve and encourage cheerfulness. The whole system of do’s and don’ts was policed by a vast bureaucracy of petty officials and local busybodies.


A Mass Observation diarist perfectly described one official who luxuriated in the importance of his work in the Food Office in Whitchurch, Hampshire. The diarist had to register her hens with the office on a form specially designed for this purpose, in order to obtain feed. ‘His ruling principle,’ she wrote of the clerk, ‘seemed to be “You cannot be too careful”. He would not allow us to help by filling in our own names, etc.’ So the official carefully wrote out the name and address several times as required by different pages of the hen form, each time checking it with the preceding name and address to ensure correctness. ‘Eventually he was satisfied with his copying and put down his pen and picked up a red pencil.’ He then marked in red every page that needed to be approved. ‘Putting down his pencil, he picked up a rubber stamp and pressed it on the egg page.’ He then produced a razor blade and slowly cut out the counterfoils that needed removing. Only then did he seem happy with his important work. All of this should have taken just a couple of minutes. But ‘each applicant was waiting with more or less patience for about 20 minutes for his work to be finished to his satisfaction’. The diarist concluded: ‘I waited in all about one and a half hours. I am told that afternoon callers who arrived at 2 or after were not seen at all as the office closed at 3 p.m. punctually.’1 Sadly there were no doubt thousands of such self-important officials across the land. But, broadly speaking, Britons accepted the need for regulations and controls, and adhered to them.


In the early stages of the war, the government was criticised firstly for not making sufficient preparations beforehand to supply all that would be necessary for, for instance, blackout curtains, sandbags and gas mask containers. Secondly, the government was criticised for its dithering. It would announce a new restriction and then when it proved unpopular it would withdraw or amend the restriction. Cinemas and sports venues were closed at the start of the war and then reopened again after a couple of weeks when it was realised what a disastrous effect this had on morale. Shops were ordered to shut well before the blackout and then it was announced they could stay open later. Hotels were commandeered for government departments to evacuate to and long-term residents were thrown out. Then the government officials moved somewhere else and the residents were allowed to return. The beginning of a national emergency was going to be a difficult time for any government, but it seemed particularly problematic for Neville Chamberlain’s administration.2


Food rationing was not introduced until January 1940 but immediately it helped stabilise the process of shopping which in the first months of the war had been chaotic. Everyone was issued with a ration book and had to register with local retailers. Shop owners could then calculate how much of every rationed product they needed and everyone was assured of the supply of basics. According to the polls carried out at the time, most people thought the system, which supposedly applied equally to dukes and to dockers, was fair and reasonable.


In addition to the ration, people were encouraged to grow whatever they could for themselves. Gardens and parks across the country sprouted potato plants, cabbages, frames for runner beans and a variety of other fruit and vegetables. The number of allotments soared. Pig clubs were started up wherever there was an opportunity to keep a pig. And of course a black market soon developed, usually on a modest local scale although some big city networks were run by criminal gangs. Rogue traders and ‘spivs’ could supply almost anything, at a price. And favouritism among shop owners led to the phrase ‘under the counter’ becoming regularly used both as a term of endearment and gratitude, for those who benefited from something special being kept for them, and an expression of anger and resentment, for those who did not profit from such favours.3


During the 1930s planners had become terrified by the prospect of the bombing of civilian centres. Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin had used the phrase ‘the bomber will always get through’, and there was universal fear that bombing would cause a massive loss of life and a likely collapse in civilian morale. To try to mitigate this, a nationwide blackout was ordered from the first day of war. At sunset the entire country was plunged into darkness, or at least that was the idea. Lights, it was believed, could help guide enemy bombers to their targets. So, no light was to leak out from any home, office or shop. Householders and shopkeepers had to go around their property every evening putting up specially made blackout curtains over every window, a laborious ritual. In some large offices this chore had to start mid-afternoon to be ready for the blackout. All street lights and illuminated signs were to be extinguished. Cars, buses, trains and trams had to mask their headlights and cover any interior lights. All of this was enforced by an army of local air raid precaution (ARP) wardens. The admonition shouted by an enraged warden, ‘Put that light out!’, was heard in every town and city of Britain. Some of these wardens were volunteers, genuinely fired up by the desire to do their bit for the community. Others were officious, bullying jobsworths who enjoyed exercising their authority over neighbours. Anyone in breach of the regulations could be fined by the police. Tens of thousands were.


As a blanket of blackness descended across the country from sunset to dawn, people fell down their stairs, walked into street lights or pillar-boxes, and were hit by cars and buses. Over 4,000 people were killed in road accidents in the first four months of war. Deaths on the road doubled in 1940. For the first six months of war it was more dangerous to be on the roads of Britain than in the armed forces.4 Hundreds of thousands were injured in domestic accidents. Life in cities was transformed. As one observer noted, ‘when the bright lights of a city are turned off, bright life is turned off too’. People were reluctant to go out of an evening. Those living alone, a smaller proportion of the population in the 1940s than today, were particularly affected. Many people reported feeling lonely, tired, and said they were suffering from low spirits. The war brought a fear of random death, terrible injury or the destruction of one’s home and possessions from aerial bombing. The blackout seemed to emphasise this. There was then no way of measuring the impact of the blackout and the uncertainty that came with war on mental health, but there were many reports of people feeling depressed. The word ‘blackout’ almost became synonymous with ‘shut down’.5


Those who faithfully conformed to all the regulations were deeply resentful of those who seemed to be lax in letting a chink of light escape, thus invalidating all their efforts. The consequence of an enemy bomber identifying a target through lights from the ground was potentially a stick of bombs on your street. One correspondent to The Times complained that from the roof garden of his West End house he could look over the suburbs of London and spot top-floor lights, difficult to detect from the ground, which ‘could be seen for miles from an approaching aeroplane and would therefore nullify the effect of the blackout’.6


The irony of all the dislocation caused by the blackout was that during the Blitz the Luftwaffe bomber crews, often flying at between 15,000 and 20,000 feet, never bothered to look down for stray lights. Instead they were guided straight to their objectives by sophisticated networks of high-frequency, short-wavelength beams with names like Knickebein and X-Geraet. These were transmitted from their bases in northern France forming a grid that helped the aircraft locate their targets precisely, sometimes to within 100 yards. The way to prevent them finding their targets was not by blacking out the countryside below but for scientists to discover ways of jamming or distorting the signals in a struggle that became known as the ‘Battle of the Beams’.7


Most middle-class homes in 1930s Britain had access to some form of domestic labour, although the numbers in full-time service had declined markedly since the First World War. Nevertheless, most domestic servants soon went into war work and many wealthy Britons had to learn to live with the new realities of war. The ladies of the house had to discover how to cook meals for their families, to wash their clothes and answer their own front doors. Evenings for many women were taken up with knitting, darning or repairing worn clothing. For many working-class men, the pub was still a haven. Sitting at home reading books or newspapers, or doing the football pools, also become commonplace. Listening to BBC radio was by far the biggest form of domestic entertainment. Nine out of ten households possessed what was still commonly called a ‘wireless’ set. The middle classes preferred the Home Service, primarily a speech-based station. Younger people, those living away from home in hostels or in barracks, preferred the lighter and more music-based Forces Programme. This had been created specifically to entertain those in the military but was soon popular across the nation. For whole families, listening to BBC radio and especially to the Nine O’Clock News on the Home Service became an essential ritual. About two out of every three adults in the country, approximately 23 million people, listened to the BBC news every evening.8


From 1940 the Limitation of Supplies Order banned the manufacture of all ‘non-essential’ items. Factories turned over from producing prams to trucks, from electric radios to radar, from cars to military aircraft. Products like cooking pans, crockery, glass dishes and pottery, and white goods such as refrigerators, vacuum cleaners and washing machines, remained almost impossible to get hold of as industry was mobilised for the production of goods needed to fight the war. In one typical cartoon, a woman asks a shopgirl standing before a row of empty shelves, ‘Is this haberdashery?’ The girl answers, ‘No, it’s over there,’ and points to another completely bare counter.9


With a Conservative majority of 213 seats, Chamberlain was almost unassailable as Prime Minister. But there was growing hostility to his lacklustre pursuit of the war. Hundreds of thousands of children had been urgently evacuated at the beginning of September 1939 but when the predicted Nazi bombs failed to fall most of them had been brought home by anxious parents. The spring of 1940 was unusually warm, and as people took holidays or relaxed at home, life seemed to carry on as normal regardless of what was then called the Bore War, but later came to be remembered as the Phoney War. The Cabinet decided not to seize the offensive by bombing German industry or military installations, in case it provoked Hitler into reprisal raids on Britain. And the Secretary for the Air Sir Kingsley Wood pointed out that bombing the Ruhr industrial zone would involve bombing private property, and that would never do.10 In a statement full of complacency and misunderstanding, Chamberlain told the House on 4 April that time was on Britain’s side and he was now ten times more confident of victory than he had been at the start of the war. In a disastrous phrase, he claimed that Hitler had ‘missed the bus’ in failing to pursue the war against Britain and France.


The following week, Hitler invaded Norway. A defence was mounted by the British and French which turned into a fiasco. British troops were landed without artillery, anti-aircraft weapons and essential supplies. The Royal Navy failed to coordinate with the RAF and suffered severe losses including that of the aircraft carrier HMS Glorious. The Chief of the Imperial General Staff General Edmund Ironside chafed at the lack of clear direction of the campaign by his political masters. ‘Always too late. Changing plans and nobody directing,’ he complained in his diary. ‘Very upset at the thought of our incompetence.’11 This was clearly no way to run a war.


In early May, the Commons Vote of Adjournment for the Whitsun recess became the opportunity to mobilise opposition to the government’s handling of the war. There were various groups of Tory rebels who had decided change was needed at the top. One group led by the Tory grandee Lord Salisbury decided Chamberlain had to go and that a truly national coalition government was needed. Another group of backbenchers led by Leo Amery had also decided by early May that Chamberlain had to be removed. And a separate group made up of younger members of the party such as Harold Macmillan and Bob Boothby, known as the ‘Glamour Boys’, had also decided that change was essential and must start at the top. But none of these groups had a coordinated view on who should replace Chamberlain. Some members thought that Churchill was the obvious candidate. He had been famously and consistently opposed to appeasement. He had a passion for military affairs and had spent years writing military history, and in many people’s minds was associated with pursuing a more rigorous war policy. But others were hostile to Churchill and saw him as an opportunist and a warmonger. His selection was far from inevitable.


The adjournment vote effectively became a motion of no-confidence in Chamberlain’s government. Everywhere the Prime Minister’s support seemed to be crumbling, and when on 8 May the tellers read out the results, thirty-three Conservatives had voted against their government and sixty had abstained. Chamberlain’s majority was reduced from well over 200 to just eighty-one. It was a major humiliation. The formation of a national coalition to take over the running of the war seemed inevitable. The following day, the Labour Party confirmed that they would not support a coalition led by Chamberlain. It was the fatal blow. At a meeting in the Cabinet Room that afternoon Chamberlain agreed to stand down and suggested that Lord Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, should replace him. He was urbane, aristocratic, a great Yorkshire landowner, known for his sound judgement, a natural leader. The other candidate, Winston Churchill, was impetuous, unpredictable and difficult. In his diary, Halifax describes how a terrible pain grew in the pit of his stomach. He was literally almost sick with fear at the thought of taking over leadership of the nation at this critical juncture. Halifax had no real knowledge of military affairs and knew he was not the right man for the daunting task now on offer. He certainly realised that he would soon be overshadowed by Churchill. It was, in his mind, an impossible situation. Halifax agreed to stand aside. It would have to be Churchill.12


Still Chamberlain hesitated and did not go to the Palace to resign that evening. Churchill had a quiet dinner with friends and when his son, Randolph, called him for an update, Winston replied, ‘I think I shall be Prime Minister tomorrow.’13


The following morning, 10 May, Hitler launched his invasion of Belgium and the Netherlands. Airborne troops seized key sites and within hours the German advance was rolling rapidly forward. The Phoney War was over. The battle for survival had begun. Although Chamberlain now argued that it was not the time to change the nation’s leadership, and the Conservative government should continue, wiser counsels advised that he had to stand down. At a time of major crisis a National Government, a coalition, was needed. In accordance with tradition, Chamberlain went to the Palace to resign. King George VI, like most of the Establishment – that is, the Conservative Party, the senior figures in the civil service and The Times newspaper – thought Halifax was the ‘obvious man’ to replace Chamberlain. But Chamberlain said Halifax had ruled himself out. The King was disappointed but later noted in his diary that only ‘one person’ was left who would have the confidence of the country ‘and that was Winston’.14 Churchill was called to the Palace and soon after six o’clock that evening was appointed Prime Minister. At that moment, two million German, French, Belgian, Dutch and British troops were fighting for the future of western Europe. Most men would have been daunted or overwhelmed by the task ahead of them. But Churchill later wrote that he felt a profound sense of relief that at last he had the authority to direct the war effort. He wrote momentously that he felt his entire past life had been ‘a preparation for this hour and for this trial’. He felt, in his famous phrase, that he was now ‘walking with destiny’.15
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Churchill gives his famous V-for-Victory sign in Downing Street. As an optimist, Churchill always believed in victory, especially so after Pearl Harbor brought America into the war.





Churchill began to bring about a revolution in government. At the centre of his new administration was the War Cabinet that initially consisted of only five members (although later in the war it grew in size). Churchill as Prime Minister also appointed himself Minister of Defence. There was no precedent for this. It gave him unique authority to oversee all matters of military policy. His joint role put him in total control of Britain’s military effort. There was virtually no aspect of war administration he could not influence. And this would be a vital feature of his leadership.


Showing no malice, Churchill appointed his predecessor, Neville Chamberlain, as Lord President of the Council – even though for years Chamberlain had derided his warnings of the threat posed by Hitler and had tried everything he could to keep him out of Downing Street. But this was not just an act of perverse generosity. Chamberlain was still leader of the Conservative Party and Churchill at this point in time was an unpopular figure in the party. He was thought to be reckless, irresponsible and ambitious. Although he had opposed appeasement for years, he had lost a lot of support in the party by favouring Edward VIII at the time of his abdication and as a result of his campaign against the India bill, which offered Indians a limited amount of self-government. Churchill knew that he could not govern without Chamberlain’s support. It was an astute political appointment. On 13 May, when Churchill made his first speech in the Commons as PM proclaiming ‘I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat’, the only cheering was from the Labour members. The Conservative benches remained silent.


As this was a national coalition, the leader of the Labour Party Clement Attlee was appointed Lord Privy Seal. Lord Halifax as Foreign Secretary was included, and the fifth member was Arthur Greenwood, the deputy Labour leader.


The War Cabinet met every day for the first months of Churchill’s premiership. Usually in attendance too were the three service chiefs, the men who ran the Royal Navy, the British Army and the Royal Air Force. The chiefs of staff formed a sort of war room headquarters. They met every morning, and at times of extreme crisis often more than once a day. Around the chiefs were a variety of committees who fed them all the information they needed on matters of intelligence, on strategic planning, and on the logistics needed to achieve war aims. Everything was streamlined to focus information and detail so that the chiefs of staff and the War Cabinet could concentrate on making the key strategic decisions and those lower down the chain could devote themselves to achieving the tactical tasks necessary. The man who acted as liaison between Churchill and the chiefs of staff was Major-General Sir Hastings Ismay. He and Churchill met daily, and Ismay nearly always travelled with the Prime Minister when he was abroad. Churchill called Ismay his éminence khaki. He became a faithful supporter and confidant of Churchill and was one of the few who came into post in May 1940 and stayed with Churchill for five long and immensely challenging years. They had a good relationship, sometimes strained, but enduring. Churchill’s affectionate nickname for Ismay was ‘Pug’.


Churchill brought an immense, restless energy to the top of government that it had definitely lacked under Chamberlain. As all management training makes clear today, change needs to start at the top. The chief executive has to be the model and to set the pace. From Churchill’s desk flowed a stream of minutes, instructions, requests, exhortations and diktats unprecedented in the government of Britain. At no point in the Second World War was there anything comparable – from Stalin in the Kremlin, or from Roosevelt in the White House. Over the next few weeks and months Churchill was to enquire about and instruct on an enormously wide range of issues. What progress is being made with rockets? with the development of sensitive fuses? with bombsights and with radio detection finding? Can Turin and Milan be bombed from England? Can more trees be felled to reduce the reliance on imports and to save shipping? Can regular troops be moved from India? Can a better reserve be built up in the Middle East? How are the coastal watches and coastal batteries being organised? How are harbour defences being built up? Sometimes he would attach a red sticker to a memo marked ‘Action This Day’. And with Churchill’s personal style of leadership, no detail was too small to escape his attention or interest. Observers reported seeing staid civil servants running from office to office in their hurry to answer questions. Another described a searchlight roaming across government, at any one moment likely to stop on your desk and bring you under the spotlight. Many people claimed that the whole pace of government speeded up under Churchill’s leadership.16


On the other hand, there was much criticism of Churchill for generating an excessive amount of extra work for busy officials. One senior figure in the War Office said he needed two separate staffs, ‘one to deal with the Prime Minister, the other with the war’.17 Additionally, Churchill was not popular for calling meetings of the chiefs of staff late at night, often at 11 p.m. The Prime Minister enjoyed a few hours of sleep most afternoons. He was fresh come the evening. His military chiefs did not enjoy such luxury and were often exhausted before being called on to make crucial strategic decisions. It was Churchill’s way of turning the war from a 9-to-5 affair into a 24/7 operation. But whether he got the best out of his generals, admirals and air marshals at this late hour is doubtful. After one particularly tense and difficult meeting, at 2 a.m. Churchill offered his First Sea Lord a whisky and soda. ‘I never drink spirits in the morning,’ said Dudley Pound, ‘I’ll have a glass of port.’18


The pace of events over the next few weeks and the collapse of France astonished everyone. France had stood up to German invasion and occupation of part of its territory for nearly four and a half years from 1914 to 1918. But six weeks after the invasion in 1940 it surrendered and signed a treaty with Hitler. Britons then saw themselves as standing alone against the might of a determined and ferocious foe who in a matter of months had defeated and occupied Poland, Norway, Denmark, Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and France. Of course Britain had its vast empire behind it, with considerable support from Canada, India, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. But to many it felt like the nation was indeed standing alone on the edge of Europe.


This story and the impact of Churchill’s great speeches at the time are well known. After the Battle of France had been lost and the Battle of Britain was about to begin, Churchill told the British people that we would ‘fight them on the beaches’ and ‘never surrender’. As the RAF battled it out with the Luftwaffe in the skies above southern England, Churchill claimed, ‘Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.’ The words stuck as a permanent tribute to the Spitfire and Hurricane pilots of Fighter Command. Churchill framed the conflict in epic terms as one between good and evil, light and darkness, civilisation and barbarism. He had a strong sense of England’s history and of what he saw as its destiny to come to the aid of Europe when a tyrant threatened to overwhelm the continent – whether it was Louis XIV, Napoleon or Hitler. Without doubt, these speeches helped to inspire the nation to fight on, when invasion seemed certain and defeat looked highly likely.19


The Prime Minister had to provide leadership, guidance and encouragement and ensure that the people of Britain never lost the will to fight on. This he did in magnificent form, and several commentators said that each of his major speeches was akin to adding another battleship to the British arsenal. The great American journalist Ed Murrow, who reported from London at the time, summed it up when he said that Churchill ‘mobilized the English language and sent it into battle’.20 A September 1940 Gallup poll reported an extraordinarily high 88 per cent approval rating.21


All of this helped create several myths about the year of national crisis. The traditional view was that the nation came together in the face of the emergency and the threat of invasion, that divisions of class, status and region were all put on one side in a magnificent display of national solidarity. ‘We was all one’ as the phrase had it. The people endured the strains of bombing, civilian deaths and physical destruction of vast stretches of many cities with fortitude, resolution and cheerfulness. This was the version the government wanted people to believe at the time and it was repeated in some of the official histories of the war soon after it was over.22 This interpretation of events was repeated right down to the mid-1960s when A. J. P. Taylor wrote in The Oxford History of England that the bombing of Britain ‘cemented national unity’ and the English people believed that ‘by showing they “could take it”, they were already on the way to winning the war’.23


A few years later a new warts-and-all, revisionist interpretation began to emerge to challenge this comforting view of Britain in 1940–1. It picked out other features that characterised the year, like the panic that followed major bombing raids and the total collapse of local authorities and their inability to manage the human problems they faced; the looting of bombed homes; the strikes and absenteeism in vital war factories; crime and the black market. For some years this new view gained momentum in a variety of publications about the ‘People’s War’.24


More recently, the barometer has swung back again, as it often does, to a more nuanced view that accepts the bravery of the few and the determination of the many, that acknowledges the inspiration provided by a determined leadership but also recognises that the morale of the people was several times severely shaken but never completely broken. It recognises that while not everyone was a hero and that defeatism was not uncommon, that while a few people did not cheer Churchill’s speeches and were critical of his leadership, something tangible did exist in Britain in these months that could realistically be called the ‘Blitz spirit’.25


Most studies of the impact of the war on the Home Front in Britain have concentrated on the period from May 1940 to June 1941, from Hitler’s invasion of France, Belgium and the Netherlands to the moment when Nazi Germany widened the conflict with its invasion of the Soviet Union. In Churchill’s own phrase, this has come to be known as Britain’s ‘finest hour’. This is probably the best-known chapter in the story of Britain’s war and a period that has become indelibly marked in the national memory. It is the period for which the Home Front and the People’s War are best remembered. It is repeatedly assumed that this crisis represented the biggest threat to the morale of the people and from mid-1941 onwards, with a few minor wobbles, it was plain sailing on to victory. This book fundamentally challenges that notion by telling the story of a year in which military disasters led to political crises and the near collapse of public morale.


It is usually taken as read that if morale survived the onslaught of the Battle of Britain and the Blitz, it somehow survived intact for the rest of the war. Everyone knows that we went on to win the war and it is difficult to view the events that followed other than with the wisdom of this hindsight. Popular historians tend to gloss over events on the Home Front after the year of crisis and pick up after the tide had turned at El Alamein and Stalingrad at the end of 1942.26


The point of this book is to challenge that timeline. In 1942 a series of military disasters created a political crisis in Westminster. This prompted and was further fuelled by a domestic crisis across Britain. Public morale nearly collapsed and there was a widespread feeling that Winston Churchill was no longer the right man to lead the nation. Churchill remains a controversial figure: some see him as a racist, but for many people he is a national hero and the ‘Greatest Briton’.27 In the course of the crisis, two motions attacking Churchill’s leadership were debated in Parliament. A credible rival for Prime Minister emerged. Meanwhile, as the people of Britain began a major national debate about what British society would be like after the war (in December, William Beveridge published his report calling for a new, fairer society post-war), Churchill adamantly refused any discussion about future conditions fearing it would alienate America. Instead his focus remained fixed entirely on military matters.


If the ability and willingness of the British people to carry on fighting the war had collapsed, Britain would have had to negotiate a truce with Hitler. The consequences of this would have been catastrophic for the Allied cause as America had not yet fully entered the European war. Having lost Britain as a base, it would have been almost impossible for the US to fight back in Europe. The survival of fascism in Europe, the outcome of the titanic battles on the Eastern Front and the ultimate result of the war could all have been very different. People think that 1940 was Churchill’s toughest year. But it was not. It was his finest hour. 1942 was his most difficult time, his darkest hour.


In July 1942, the novelist and journalist Mollie Panter-Downes looked back on the emotional journey ordinary people had made in the first six months of that year, writing, ‘What they have been through in the last six months has been less noisy, perhaps, but no less wearing to the spirit and nerves than were the bad times of 1940, when the bombs were falling.’28


1942: Britain at the Brink will tell the story of this precarious moment when the British people nearly lost it.










1



‘The Sleep of the Saved’


Unusually, on this particular evening the serving of dinner did not cheer up the Prime Minister. Dinner was a major feature in Winston Churchill’s daily routine. It was always four courses, beginning with a traditional English soup. Often the meal was accompanied by reasonable quantities of wine, sometimes with Pol Roger, Churchill’s favourite champagne. After hard, stressful days the serving of soup alone could be a restorative for the Prime Minister. He would immediately brighten up and start to become more animated. The ritual of dinner was an occasion for lively, amusing conversation across a wide range of subjects. New ideas and suggestions for solving the challenges of the day were exchanged and dinner guests were invited to contribute their thoughts, when they could get a word in. Frequently, by dessert, dinner had developed into a monologue in which Churchill, with many witticisms and one-liners, would regale his companions with his ideas on military strategy, on history or on current events.1


On Sunday 7 December 1941, however, this was not the case. Churchill was at the Prime Minister’s country residence, Chequers, an impressive pile dating back to the Tudor era set in the beautiful southern Chilterns in rolling Buckinghamshire countryside. He had been cheered the previous Friday by the surprising news that his hard-pressed Soviet allies had launched a counter-attack outside Moscow. The German Army had advanced 500 miles since invading the Soviet Union and forward patrols had reached the outskirts of the capital, able to see the towers of the Kremlin in their binoculars.2 But then the winter snows had set in. Not expecting a long campaign, the German Army had failed to equip its soldiers with adequate winter clothing. And the Soviets brought in fresh troops from eastern Asia, fully trained and equipped for winter warfare. Their assault threw back the German forces. Moscow, Stalin and, for this winter at least, the Soviet Union had been saved. But this positive news was soon overtaken by anxious threats coming out of Japan against British and Dutch territories in south-east Asia and against the independent state of Siam (today Thailand). Communication with Washington had produced a joint Anglo-American agreement that an attack on Siam would be regarded as an attack upon themselves. President Roosevelt was due to announce this publicly in a few days.


On the Sunday evening, Churchill had dinner with Ismay, his secretary John Martin and two American guests, the US ambassador to the UK John G. Winant, and a visiting diplomat, Averell Harriman. Dinner did not shift Churchill’s glum mood. Harriman found the PM ‘tired and depressed’ that evening. ‘He didn’t have much to say throughout dinner and was immersed in his thoughts, with his head in his hands part of the time.’3 This was rare behaviour for Britain’s usually ebullient and ever optimistic Prime Minister. Britain had been at war for two years and three months. Churchill, now aged sixty-seven, had led Britain as it stood isolated, albeit supported by its vast empire, against the threat of invasion during the ‘Spitfire Summer’ of 1940. His speeches in Parliament and on the radio and his visits to bombed cities had rallied a battered nation. But the continuing strain was beginning to tell. Now he was not even able to amuse his important American guests with his wit or repartee.


After dinner a small radio set was brought to the Chequers dining room. The BBC’s Nine O’Clock News was full of stories about fighting on the Russian front and in North Africa but ended with a short flash that the Japanese had launched an air attack on the US Navy in Hawaii. Churchill barely registered the news but Harriman was immediately alerted by the report. Churchill’s valet, Frank Sawyers, who was acting as butler at dinner, came into the room and confirmed what they had just heard on the news in the kitchens, saying, ‘It’s quite true. We heard it ourselves outside. The Japanese have attacked the Americans.’


There was a short silence.


After a few moments, Churchill got up from the table and walked hurriedly across the hall to the communications office and asked for a call to be put through to President Roosevelt in the White House. Two or three minutes later, the President came on the line.


‘Mr President, what’s this about Japan?’ asked the Prime Minister.


‘It’s quite true,’ Roosevelt replied. ‘They have attacked us at Pearl Harbor. We are all in the same boat now.’


The American ambassador had followed him into the office, and Churchill put him on the line and he spoke with the President for a few minutes. Then Churchill finished off the quick call by saying to President Roosevelt, ‘This certainly simplifies things. God be with you.’4


The three men stood in the hallway stunned, trying to take on board the immense significance of the news they had just heard. At this point they had no idea of the terrible losses suffered by the US Pacific Fleet as it lay at anchor in Pearl Harbor. The facts that four battleships had been sunk and more than 2,000 American sailors had lost their lives did not come through until much later. At this point Churchill’s two American guests seemed to feel relief, as though a long period of pain or anxiety had come to an end. The Prime Minister was rapidly engulfed in a whirlwind of activity. He had said that if the Japanese attacked America then he would declare war on Japan ‘within an hour’. He called the Foreign Office to prepare to implement a declaration of war. He sent messages to the members of the War Cabinet, the chiefs of staff and the service ministers. He told his office to call the Speaker of the House of Commons and the chief whips and to instruct them to recall Parliament for an urgent session the following afternoon.


More than anything, Churchill immediately grasped the huge geopolitical significance of having America in the war on Britain’s side. It was an outcome for which he had been striving for months, almost since he had first become Prime Minister. When he dictated this section of his memoirs five years later, Churchill wrote of his instant realisation of what the events of this day meant. He recalled the phrase he had been told in the First World War, that America was like ‘a gigantic boiler. Once the fire is lighted under it there is no limit to the power it can generate.’ Churchill knew that America’s entry to the war was the culmination of his dreams and aspirations. ‘We had won after all!’ he wrote. After all the setbacks and struggles of the last two and a half years ‘England would live; Britain would live; the Commonwealth of Nations and the Empire would live . . . Once again in our long island history we should emerge, however mauled or mutilated, safe and victorious.’ With officials rushing about and calls coming in and going out, Churchill retired, elated. He later wrote, ‘Being saturated and satiated with emotion and sensation, I went to bed and slept the sleep of the saved and thankful.’ In the first draft of his memoirs he added a sentence: ‘One hopes that eternal sleep will be like that.’ But this was dropped in the final published edition.5


The next few days and weeks brought great highs and terrible lows for Winston Churchill. The following morning he resolved that an immediate trip to Washington to confer with the President would be essential. Now that their two nations were at last fighting together, priorities needed to be set and strategies agreed. He knew that American supplies to Britain, already vital for its war effort, would probably be diverted to America’s own war machine and this needed to be addressed. Roosevelt was initially not keen. He had other pressing concerns, and even after Congress rushed to declare war on Japan there were a host of major issues to attend to. On the pretext that he thought the Prime Minister’s journey across the Atlantic would be too dangerous, he suggested delaying meeting for a month and to convene instead in Bermuda where they could talk in secret. But Churchill was insistent, saying that only immediate discussion at the highest executive level could resolve the issues. ‘I never felt so sure about final victory,’ Churchill added in his telegram to the President, ‘but only concerted action will achieve it.’6


Not for the last time, Roosevelt yielded to Churchillian pressure and went one step further, inviting the Prime Minister to stay in the White House if he could arrive just before Christmas. Churchill had expected to stay at the home of the British ambassador in Washington. But this was the warmest possible invitation and a clear display of the unity of the Allied leaders, demonstrating their joint resolve to the rest of the world.


However, on the morning of 10 December, Churchill was sitting in bed in his favourite green and gold dressing gown, going through his boxes with a female typist present to take his dictation, as was his custom, when a call came through on his bedside telephone. It was the First Sea Lord, Sir Dudley Pound. His voice was strained. He gave a cough and a gulp. Churchill could not hear him clearly. But Pound told him of the loss of two British warships in the sea off Malaya, the battleship HMS Prince of Wales and the battlecruiser HMS Repulse. Churchill was completely shattered by the news. He had sailed across the ocean to meet Roosevelt and sign the Atlantic Charter only four months before on the Prince of Wales. He knew its captain, Admiral Tom Phillips, and many of the crew well. It was reported they had all gone down with their ship. Churchill dismissed the typist. He turned and twisted in bed. Although he did not openly admit it, it had been his decision to send the Prince of Wales and Repulse to the Far East as a sign of British naval might and as a deterrent to the Japanese. Moreover, he had insisted they go ahead of their air cover, and now Japanese torpedo bombers flying out of Saigon (today Ho Chi Minh City) had struck and sunk the undefended warships. Churchill was always deeply moved by losses at sea and this news hit him hard. ‘In all the war I never received a more direct shock,’ he later wrote. His mind leapt to the thought that with these two battleships at the bottom of the sea and the US Pacific Fleet out of action after Pearl Harbor, the Japanese Navy had mastery of both the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Britannia no longer ruled the waves in the Far East. Churchill concluded that, ‘Over all this vast expanse of waters Japan was supreme, and we everywhere were weak and naked.’7


The following day, in an extraordinary upturn of fortune for Britain, Hitler declared war on the United States. He wanted to show support for his Japanese allies in their conflict with America. This has often been presented as one of the most remarkable decisions of the war. In reality, Hitler felt that the US was so committed to Britain that it was already effectively at war but wanted to get in first with a declaration made in front of the sycophantic Reichstag, which cheered wildly. He also assumed the Japanese would be indomitable in the Pacific and that America would not be able to fight a war on two fronts. He saw great opportunity for his U-boats in the Atlantic. Some have seen Hitler’s declaration as the ultimate act of folly of a crazed dictator. Others have seen it as an acceptance of the inevitable, that America would soon be at war in Europe as well as in Asia. Hitler, all powerful having occupied much of Europe and with his armies close to the Russian capital, certainly felt supreme in the west and wanted to lead events rather than follow them. Mussolini went along with the Führer in declaring war on the United States on the same day. For Churchill, having led Britain and its empire alone for so long in its conflict with Nazi Germany, the widening of the war was a ‘miracle of deliverance’. His telegram to Roosevelt that evening was simple: ‘I am enormously relieved at the turn world events have taken.’8 The principal British strategic mission was now to ensure that America would confirm previous guarantees that if, or when, at war, Germany would be its first and principal enemy.


With the war now a global conflict, on the following evening Churchill left London by night train for Scotland to begin his journey to Washington. He was accompanied by a complete signals unit of nearly thirty men to keep him in regular, hourly contact with London and with his field commander in North Africa, General Claude Auchinleck, who was leading an offensive in Libya. The Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, was already en route to Moscow and Churchill was determined to maintain close contact with him as he reported on his meeting with Stalin. As issues of supply and distribution would dominate the meeting with the President, Churchill also took with him Lord Beaverbrook, the Minister of Supply and a close friend whom he could freely bounce ideas off. The chiefs of staff also accompanied the Prime Minister: Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, head of the Royal Navy, and Air Marshal Sir Charles Portal, Chief of the Air Staff. Lieutenant-General Alan Brooke, the newly appointed Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), did not join the party: Churchill instructed him to remain in London to grapple with his new duties at the War Office. Instead, Field Marshal Sir John Dill, his predecessor, went. Also with the Prime Minister was a support staff of trusted and loyal assistants, including his map officer, a shorthand dictation taker and his personal doctor, Sir Charles Wilson, all of whom would cater to his daily needs.


On 13 December, Churchill and his substantial entourage boarded HMS Duke of York, the sister ship to the Prince of Wales, on Clydeside. The fast-moving battleship immediately set sail and headed west into the stormy Atlantic. A journey that usually took only five days was extended by the dreadful winter weather to twice that. Despite the frustrations of the slow pace and the heaving motion of the ocean, Churchill loved the voyage and was one of the few civilians who did not suffer from seasickness. From the luxury of the admiral’s cabin near the bridge he read extensively, including a book about Napoleon and Josephine, slept well and went to the ship’s cinema each evening. He enjoyed dining with his party and senior members of the crew. More importantly, he kept up a regular communication with the War Cabinet. As bad news arrived of Japanese landings in north Borneo and on Hong Kong island, Churchill minuted the chiefs of staff about the need to hold Singapore and not to tie up troops in the defence of the Malayan peninsula. ‘Nothing compares with the importance of the fortress [of Singapore],’ he wrote. ‘Are you sure we shall have enough troops for the prolonged defence?’9


After several days of pitching and rolling in the heavy seas, the Duke of York moved ahead of its slower-moving escorts to try to speed up its crossing. The captain decided to maintain radio silence and so, cut off from communication with London, Churchill spent these days dictating memos on strategy and the future conduct of the war. These opinion papers typed up and circulated by his team were discussed at length with the military chiefs who also wrote papers on the technical details of the strategies to be pursued. So, although the warship zigzagged through wild seas to avoid U-boats and for many the journey proved long, tiresome and sickening, by the time of their arrival the British delegation had rehearsed all their arguments and arrived at commonly agreed positions.


The plan had been to sail majestically into Washington up the Potomac, but by the time the Duke of York reached Hampton Roads, Virginia, everyone had had enough of their never-ending sea voyage. They went ashore and took a short flight to Washington. President Roosevelt was waiting at the airport in a presidential limousine to meet the Prime Minister, a unique honour. They drove to the White House where Churchill was to live in a suite of rooms on the second floor of the mansion. Churchill remained in North America for the next three weeks – an unheard-of length of time for a modern politician to spend on an official visit. But Churchill believed there was much work to be done that was of supreme importance and that the length of the arduous journey justified the time spent in the American capital.


From the very first meetings, President Roosevelt, General George Marshall, his chief of staff, and Harry Hopkins, a sort of prototype national security adviser, all assured the Prime Minister and the British chiefs of staff that their ‘Germany first’ policy still stood. Despite having been so brazenly attacked by the Japanese, the US leaders agreed that the Atlantic and the European theatre of war was to be ‘decisive’. They made it clear ‘that Germany is still the key to victory’ and that having crushed Hitler, ‘the collapse of Italy and the defeat of Japan must follow’.10 The British, concerned that public outrage over Pearl Harbor would drive the Americans to concentrate on prioritising battle in the Pacific, heaved a huge sigh of relief. Moreover, British plans for continuing the war in North Africa rather than accepting the American demand to launch an invasion of northern Europe were somewhat reluctantly accepted by the American military chiefs. The British had prepared their arguments well on the long sea crossing and the American planners were comprehensively out-argued. But with the massive lack of landing craft and with so few American troops projected to be in the UK for some time, it was not just British urgings but good sense that prevailed. The Americans were after all joining a war that was already being fought and had little opportunity to alter its strategy before becoming the major military partner in the alliance. Roosevelt went further and surprised his staff by agreeing to a combined Anglo-American landing in French-occupied North Africa later in the year. And it was also agreed that the first American troops to be sent to the UK would go to Northern Ireland, to relieve British troops garrisoned there and as a show to impress the neighbouring Irish Free State.11


The Washington conference was given a codename, as were all later summits, appropriately named ‘Arcadia’. After twelve meetings between the American and British chiefs of staff it was decided to set up a new body called the Combined Chiefs of Staff that would implement the broad programme of requirements to meet the strategies agreed between the President and Prime Minister. In addition, a Combined Raw Materials Board would form a common pool for all the resources of the US and the UK and allocate the raw materials necessary for the Allied nations to accomplish their strategic objectives. Even at a time of national emergency this was an unprecedented step for allies to take, effectively to share resources and the planning for war; it was the beginning of what would be known as the ‘special relationship’. It was also agreed that each theatre of war should have an integrated command structure. American, British, Australian, Canadian, Indian, New Zealand, French, Polish and other servicemen would all serve in their own units but under a unified Allied command. The British delegation could not have been more pleased with the outcome of the talks. The agreement reached in Washington at this first Allied summit would shape the organisation of the Allied war effort for the next four years.


Following the principle of unity of command, the chiefs decided to appoint a Supreme Commander for the entire south-west Pacific battle zone. He would have command of all the Allied naval, land and air forces across a huge area, from Burma (Myanmar), down through Malaya, including the naval fortress of Singapore, along what were then known as the Dutch East Indies to New Guinea to the north of Australia, a line three times the length of the entire Eastern Front. General Marshall felt that only by coordinating all the forces in this region could an effective defence against the Japanese advance be mounted. The British chiefs of staff were more sceptical, especially when Marshall proposed that Archibald Wavell, the British general, should be put in command. They thought the Americans were looking for a ‘fall guy’ and wanted blame for future defeats to land on British and not American shoulders. But Roosevelt was convinced and persuaded Churchill, who in turn pressed the British chiefs to agree. Wavell, who was commander-in-chief of the British forces in India, returned from a day’s pig-sticking in Kadir (a traditional British pursuit in imperial India) to find a telegram from the Prime Minister telling him of his surprise appointment. As a good and trustworthy imperial servant, Wavell accepted the post and took command of that vast area of 12 million square miles in an arc of some 5,000 miles from Burma to Australia. With Japanese troops surging forward and with only scattered and limited numbers of defenders, his role as Supreme Commander would indeed become something of a poisoned chalice.12 For the Anglo-American relationship it was the first of many appointments of senior commanders who would have unprecedented authority over the forces of several Allied nations.


The Arcadia conference also addressed issues of industrial output. After discussions with Beaverbrook, the President was persuaded to accept a more ambitious programme and agreed to dramatically increase the objectives for America’s war factories. A new ‘Victory Program’ was announced and targets for 1942 were reset at 45,000 combat aircraft, 45,000 tanks, 14,000 anti-tank guns, half a million machine guns and 8 million tons of merchant shipping. For the following year these targets were increased to 100,000 aircraft, 75,000 tanks and 10 million tons of shipping. All other war supplies were to be increased in similar proportions.13 These colossal targets would never be met but they helped to focus hearts and minds. American industry was to be mobilised for war from the shipyards of the east and west coasts to the huge motor factories of Detroit and the iron and steel mills of the Midwest. America was set on the path to become the arsenal of the Allied nations.


Of equal importance for the next phase of running the war, the President and the Prime Minister forged a close personal bond during the three weeks of Arcadia. Historians have argued for decades over whether the two men simply developed a good working relationship or formed a genuine mutual friendship. Certainly, at this stage of the war, a real warmth seems to have developed between the two leaders. Roosevelt not only invited Churchill into his office but also into his home. Eleanor Roosevelt, the First Lady, not known for being a great hostess, did everything on this occasion to make Churchill welcome. For the duration of his visit he had lunch together with the President almost every day, often alone or with only Harry Hopkins present. Dinner was a bigger affair with other department leaders and military top brass joining them. Churchill described how the President would mix the cocktails before dinner (even though Churchill preferred whisky and soda to Roosevelt’s mild version of a dry martini) and he would push Roosevelt from the drawing room to the lift in his wheelchair. He described how the two men saw many issues in the same way, later writing, ‘his heart seemed to respond to many of the impulses that stirred my own’.14 Roosevelt had a tendency to retire early to bed but when Churchill visited he would stay up late, talking on a variety of subjects ranging from wartime strategy to American history. One observer wrote, ‘Churchill was one of the few people to whom Roosevelt cared to listen, and vice versa.’15 Churchill spent Christmas Day with the Roosevelts and they sang hymns together in church. They often visited each other in their living quarters. One report that circulated among officials at the time was that the President was wheeled into Churchill’s suite one morning just as he was emerging stark naked from the bath. The President immediately withdrew but Churchill called him back, proclaiming, ‘The Prime Minister of Great Britain has nothing to hide from the President of the United States!’16 In early January, Churchill described the atmosphere in the White House during his stay to the Labour leader Clement Attlee. ‘We live here as a big family,’ he reported, ‘in the greatest intimacy and informality, and I have formed the very highest regard and admiration for the President.’17 Several later US presidents and British prime ministers have got along well, most especially Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, and Bill Clinton and Tony Blair. But few have shared the closeness Roosevelt and Churchill enjoyed at this point of the war.


However, there is no avoiding the many differences that existed between the outlooks of the President and the Prime Minister. Roosevelt was a patrician Democrat who had led the United States out of the greatest economic depression in its history by funding public works and generating employment. He was a reformer, at times a radical one. Churchill was a staunch imperialist many of whose beliefs had been formed in the Victorian era. He was conservative through and through. Roosevelt grew deeply suspicious of Britain’s claim to be fighting for democracy and freedom while Churchill refused to consider any form of independence for its Indian and other imperial subjects. While Churchill felt Britain had stored up two years’ worth of credit while fighting alone against the dictators, enduring aerial bombardment and struggling against the might of the German armies, Roosevelt had little time for claims of special privilege. Britain was now mortgaged up to the hilt to the US and the President would have no hesitation over calling in the debt when needed.18


And the two men had very different personalities. Churchill was extrovert, emotional, eloquent and full of energy. Roosevelt was a smooth talker, controlled, much more difficult to read and far less open than the PM. Both men were interested in shaping military strategy but Roosevelt left the implementation to his generals and admirals. Churchill, on the other hand, had a great love of military detail and was regarded as an impossible interferer or micromanager by his military chiefs. However, there is no doubting that at this point Roosevelt needed an easy relationship with Churchill and wanted to promote a close alliance with Britain. The RAF had fought the Luftwaffe to a standstill in the summer of 1940. The British Army was fighting German and Italian divisions in North Africa. The Royal Navy had won the first round of the Battle of the Atlantic against the U-boats. Roosevelt had few other military options but to go along with British military requests. But he remained suspicious of British ambitions, as did many senior American politicians and military men. General Marshall most clearly of all came to believe that the whole Mediterranean theatre was a sideshow and repeatedly argued that the only plausible way to defeat Nazi Germany was to invade northern Europe in order to draw the Wehrmacht into a full-scale European battle.


Later in the war the relationship between Roosevelt and Churchill fundamentally changed, but in December 1941, Britain was militarily the most significant partner. As this was transformed as Britain became the junior partner in the alliance and Roosevelt became the dominant force in the partnership, the President’s relationship with Stalin became in some ways more important to him than his friendship with Churchill. And on a personal level he grew tired of the Prime Minister’s overbearing presence and long monologues. Even Eleanor Roosevelt came to see Churchill’s presence as a bad influence on her husband, and not just because he encouraged the President to stay up late and drink more than he usually would. But all that lay in the future. For now, Churchill lapped up the welcome he received in Washington and poured praise on the President whom he rightly saw as not just the commander-in-chief of American military forces but also as the coordinator of American industrial might. His visit made him supremely confident of ultimate victory in Europe and Asia. And he believed himself to be the key link in forging what he called the ‘grand alliance’. When he reported back to the King he told him that after many months of ‘walking out’ Britain and America were ‘now married’.19


The public highlight of the visit was unquestionably Churchill’s address to a Joint Session of Congress on 26 December. The speech was broadcast live on the radio and was sent around the world. Parts of it were filmed for the newsreels. Its reach was truly global. Churchill felt a strong bond with the American people as his mother was American and through her he could trace this line of his ancestry back to an officer in George Washington’s army. This gave him the opportunity to get the speech off to a brilliant start when he told the Senators and Representatives, ‘I cannot help reflecting that if my father had been American and my mother British, instead of the other way round, I might have got here on my own. In that case this would not have been the first time you would have heard my voice!’ The Congressmen loved that. For the next twenty minutes, Churchill’s rhetoric rose and fell as he described the cruelty of their foes in Europe and Asia and the folly of taking on the might of America, the power of the British empire and the huge resources of Soviet Russia and China. He still predicted a long, hard struggle ahead but his voice rose in a dramatic crescendo when he spoke of the Japanese and demanded of the assembled Senators and Representatives, ‘What kind of people do they think we are? Is it possible they do not realise that we shall never cease to persevere against them until they have been taught a lesson which they and the world will never forget?’ He concluded with a rallying cry that rang out across the two English-speaking nations: ‘I avow my hope and faith, sure and inviolate, that in the days to come the British and American peoples will for their own safety and for the good of all walk together side by side in majesty, in justice and in peace.’20


Congress erupted into cheering. When he turned and made his V for victory sign, ‘The cheers swelled into a roar,’ according to the Washington Post, ‘and fingers spread in the victory sign were raised in scores of places throughout the chamber.’21 The members of Congress crowded around him in congratulation. If he could have been held aloft he would have been. His son Randolph, who heard the speech on the radio in Cairo, wrote, ‘It was the best you have ever done, particularly the delivery which was wonderfully confident and clear.’22 Eventually the secret service men shuffled the Prime Minister away and took him back to the White House.
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Churchill addresses Congress, 26 December 1941, providing a rallying cry for the English-speaking nations.





That night as he lay in bed he felt hot and the room seemed stuffy. He tried to open his bedroom window but it proved stiff and required a lot of effort. As he struggled he realised he was short of breath. He felt a dull pain in his chest that ran down his left arm. The following morning he called in his doctor to discover what it could have been. ‘Did I pull a muscle?’ he asked Sir Charles Wilson. The doctor put a stethoscope to his chest. He could detect what he described as a ‘coronary insufficiency’, today better known as angina pectoris. This was usually a sign of an inadequate flow of blood to the heart. It could be an early symptom or a warning of either angina or, worst of all, a coronary thrombosis, a fatal heart attack. While he paused to examine the Prime Minister, Wilson had to think fast. The normal response to this at the time in a man of Churchill’s age would be to demand six weeks in bed and total rest. But at this crucial moment, with America having just joined Britain at war, nothing like that could be possible. The press would have portrayed the Prime Minister as an invalid with a dicky heart and a troubled future. On the other hand, if he said nothing and another perhaps fatal incident followed then, as his doctor, he would be blamed for not insisting on rest. It was an extraordinary dilemma the doctor faced.


After the brief examination, Churchill asked, ‘Well, is my heart all right?’


‘There is nothing serious,’ Wilson replied, ‘you’ve been overdoing things.’


‘Now Charles,’ said the Prime Minister, ‘you’re not going to tell me to rest. I can’t. I won’t. No one else can do this job. I must.’


Wilson told the PM it was not serious, that his circulation was sluggish and that he must otherwise avoid physical exertion. This was what Churchill wanted to hear. At that moment Harry Hopkins came into the room. Wilson slipped away, relieved not to come under more pressure from the Prime Minister. And Churchill would carry on, business as usual. The Cabinet in London was not told.23


Churchill continued with his tour. He visited Ottawa and addressed the Canadian Parliament. In this speech he came up with another memorable phrase when he mocked the French generals who when he had announced that Britain would fight on alone if France withdrew in 1940 had said Britain would have its neck wrung like a chicken. In Ottawa, Churchill exclaimed: ‘Some chicken – some neck.’ The Parliament, like Congress, loved his grit, determination and humour. After Canada, he managed to slip a few days’ rest into his schedule by spending a short while at a villa on the beach in Florida. There he bathed in the sea and enjoyed the temperate weather. Then he returned to Washington to wrap up his business with a series of Anglo-American agreements, and he instructed Field Marshal Dill to remain in Washington as British liaison with the new Combined Chiefs of Staff Committee. Dill established a good relationship with the American military leaders, especially Marshall. It was an excellent appointment and seemed a good omen for future relations.


On 16 January 1942, Churchill finally left Washington to begin his return to London. This time he avoided the long sea journey by crossing the ocean in a luxury flying boat – the first time he had flown across the Atlantic. While outwardly his sojourn in North America had been a great success, Winston Churchill had indeed suffered a minor heart attack. Although this was kept from the public in America, Britain and elsewhere, the Prime Minister had received a powerful reminder of his own mortality. And it was not just his physical health that was to come under immense strain. Over the coming months until almost the end of 1942, Churchill would be reminded repeatedly that he was not immune from the slings and arrows of bad news, military disasters and political crises. The calamities that followed in 1942 would require immense reserves of strength to withstand.
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Happy New Year, 1942


By early January 1942, Britain had been at war for two years and four months. For the first part of the conflict, until September 1941, there were more deaths among civilians in the UK than there were among British armed forces.1 This extraordinary fact, unique in the history of British warfare, reveals the extent to which civilians were in the front line in the war. It illustrates the true meaning of total warfare, where a telegram of condolence was just as likely to be sent from a soldier’s home town to the unit with which he was serving in the forces, as the other way around.


When the main Blitz came to an end in May 1941, the British people felt as though they were emerging into the light after the horror of night bombing for nearly a year. From 7 September 1940, London had been bombed every night with one exception until 2 November. Then the Luftwaffe turned its attention to the other industrial cities of Britain. The last major raid took place on 16 May 1941 on Birmingham. The fear generated by regular heavy bombing slowly began to lift. And with its end so the threat of invasion seemed less acute. In June 1941, Hitler’s attack upon the Soviet Union also made Britons feel they were no longer standing alone against Hitler. But six months of hefty defeats, desperate withdrawals and immense losses on the Russian Front soon revived a fear that if Hitler defeated the Soviet Union he would turn again, this time even more powerfully, against Britain. Then in December came Pearl Harbor and Hitler’s declaration of war on the United States. Once again, people dared to hope that the war might end in victory. It had been a crazy year.


Christmas 1941 was not an easy time. It was difficult to find in the shops the things that people wanted to give as presents. Everyone was used to queuing but for this third Christmas of the war the queues were longer than usual and in the department stores shoppers found it hard to lay their hands on anything special. A young woman behind a cosmetics counter in Woolworths observed, ‘Everybody seems to have plenty of money to spend but they grumble because we haven’t got the stuff they want. They want perfumes and make-up and powder of all sorts, but we haven’t got any.’ People tried to buy toys for their children but complained about the cost; board games, dolls, outfits for dressing up, even toy guns had all increased considerably in price. One mother moaned, ‘I was trying to get something for my little boy, he’s eight, and there was nothing but a football, 15/6d, and they used to be 3/6d!’ But most people accepted that a wartime Christmas was going to be very different from one in peacetime and there was a tendency to make the best one could of what limited facilities were available. There was a quiet resignation about it all. So many families were separated that it was impossible to forget the war. A fifty-five-year-old man looked back a few days after Christmas and concluded, ‘We made the best of a bad job, the son being away in the army. But we managed quietly round the fire.’2


On New Year’s Eve people looked ahead to the coming year. Mass Observation noted that 60 per cent of the people they interviewed were optimistic that 1942 would see if not the end of the war then at least ‘the beginning of the end’. ‘There’s a good chance things’ll be better this time next year. Many sticky corners to turn though,’ a forty-five-year-old man predicted. A young female remarked, ‘If it’s as bad as 1941 it’ll be pretty awful.’ A seventy-year-old man said he was ‘almost certain that the war will be over by this time next year. The Russians are giving him [Hitler] a big hiding.’3


By 1942, Britons had grown weary of the food restrictions that the war had brought but still largely supported the system of rationing. The quantity of products ‘on the ration’ varied throughout the war but by the beginning of 1942 everyone was able to buy each week 4oz butter, 8oz sugar, 4oz bacon and ham, 2oz cooking fats, 8oz cheese and just 2oz of tea. Meat was limited by price at one shilling per person per week – roughly the equivalent of a pound of meat. Eggs were not rationed but were often difficult to find. A cartoon showed a woman calling to her husband, ‘How would you like your egg done this month, dear?’4 From the middle of 1942 dried egg powder became available from America. One tin (equivalent to about twelve eggs) was allowed to each person every eight weeks, provoking a host of jokes about the largely flavourless concoctions that could be produced. Another American import was tinned Supply Pressed American Meat (Spam).


The milk allowance had been cut to three pints per person per week by early 1942 although more was allowed for young children and pregnant women. Other items like vegetables, bread, tinned food, breakfast cereals and biscuits were never rationed, but were subject to local availability or, more frequently, the lack of. In December 1941 a new points system was introduced in which everyone was allocated initially sixteen points per month to spend on whatever they chose. As tinned foods from America started to become available these could be bought ‘on points’: two points for a tin of baked beans or pilchards, a few more points depending upon availability for a tin of fruit, right up to a whopping thirty-two points for a tin of red salmon. In the same month the Vitamin Welfare Scheme was launched with cheap or free orange juice and cod liver oil for young children and pregnant women. To a twenty-first-century consumer these rations sound puny and to middle-class Britons in 1942 they represented a substantial cutback from what they had been used to. But they kept the nation fed with a decent balance of protein and vitamins.


A Mass Observation report into rationing in February 1942 concluded that it ‘forces everyone to think intelligently about what food they are getting and why’ and that ‘the result may in the end actually benefit our national diet’. It found that there was overwhelming support for rationing which was thought by housewives to be fair and honest. The principal area of criticism was that those at home could get to the shops in the morning and were able to buy the best of what was available, whereas workers in the war factories could only get there later in the day and buy what was left over. However, only one woman in fourteen expressed dissatisfaction with rationing.5 Overall, by the end of the war many people were healthier than they had been before the war when there had been huge variations between the diet of the rich and the poor and one survey had estimated that at least one quarter of the population were undernourished. It was not for nothing that the pre-war decade had been called ‘the Hungry Thirties’.6




[image: illustration]


The look of rationing in Britain, 1942. Although most housewives thought the system was fair, the endless queuing got everyone down.





By the beginning of 1942, the number of accidents caused by the blackout had mercifully reduced and most people had got used to the restrictions and darkness. Double summer time had been introduced in the spring of 1941 meaning that it got dark later than usual, reducing electricity consumption as well as accidents. Although petrol rationing ended in July 1942 it was impossible to obtain petrol except for certain professionals such as farmers, doctors or those who needed vehicles for the Home Guard. Consequently and rather bizarrely, Dad’s Army became the centre for the illicit supply of fuel, spare parts and tyres on the black market. But most of the two million car owners chose to remove the wheels from their cars, take them off the road and ‘brick them up’ for the duration, so road accidents were far fewer.7 And limited amounts of light were permitted from cinemas and shops, although it was ‘lights off’ as soon as the first air raid warning sounded. Altogether, it was an admirable display of how the vast majority of Britons would accept government restrictions, no matter how irksome.


Still, people moaned and complained incessantly, at the shortage of goods and the need for endless queuing; at the lack of meat, as for many male workers an evening meal of ‘meat and two veg’ was a symbol of their masculinity; at the National Loaf, which in order to save on wheat was no longer made as traditional white bread but was what today we would call wholemeal; and at the dramatic increase in prices of items on and, even more so, off the ration. Food prices had gone up by nearly 50 per cent between 1939 and the end of 1941, although the rise in the cost of living was only partly down to the scarcity of goods: it was also a consequence of full employment and the increase in average earnings.


From the middle of 1941 clothes had been rationed. Again, every adult was given a set of coupons, initially sixty-six per year, although this was reduced later in the war. Each garment required a number of coupons: a man’s suit needed twenty-five, a shirt five, trousers eight, vests and pants eight; a woman’s dress needed eleven if made of wool or seven for cotton or rayon, blouses and jumpers five, vests and knickers three, bras and suspender belts one each. Children, pregnant women and manual workers were given additional allocations of coupons. From later in 1942 Utility clothing was introduced. Plain and relatively simple but well-designed outfits were produced for men and women – no more turn-ups on trousers, fewer pleats, pockets and trimmings on skirts and dresses. With timber in short supply (it was used extensively in aircraft manufacturing), Utility furniture with simple, practical styles was also introduced in 1942. Fussy ornamentations were out (too much labour needed to produce them) and standardised designs were in. It all looked simple and austere to most people but it anticipated by a generation the Habitat design of basic, functional shapes. It was not available to all, just to those who could prove they needed new furniture, such as newly-weds or those who had been bombed out.


By 1942, the conflict was regularly being called a ‘People’s War’ and the morale of the people would become a decisive factor in shaping the course of events. That the Home Front was inextricably tied up with progress on the fighting front was taken as given. But quite how the link worked and what would influence opinion at home was a complex business. At its heart was the challenge of maintaining public morale. And this meant controlling or influencing the information people received in order to sustain their support for the war.


The British government had learned a lot about the management of information in the First World War. At the start of that war the official view was that journalists were a nuisance and all they should do was rehash communiqués that were handed down to them by the War Office. Reporters were banned from visiting the front. Photographers and film cameramen were warned that they would be arrested as spies if they were discovered within 30 miles of the front line. And the punishment for spying was execution. Lord Kitchener, Secretary of War in 1914, defended that view in the House of Lords: ‘It’s not always easy to decide what information may or may not be dangerous, and whenever there is any doubt we do not hesitate to prevent publication.’ Such an attitude clearly could not prevail for long in a twentieth-century confrontation.8


Before long, as the concept of ‘total war’ became more widespread so awareness grew of the concept of a Home Front. In this, industrial workers, women taking on the roles that men had performed before joining up and almost everyone putting up with shortages at home would play a role in supporting the fighting front. By the end of the war there had been a total revolution in news management. In 1917, a Department of Information was set up with the popular novelist John Buchan in charge. Then in 1918 came a Ministry of Information with the great newspaper barons running policy. Lord Beaverbrook, who owned the Daily Express, the Sunday Express and the Evening Standard, was made minister and given a seat in Cabinet. Lord Northcliffe, who owned the Daily Mail, the Daily Mirror, the Observer and The Times, was put in charge of propaganda aimed at winning the support of neutral countries. Such appointments were of course not without controversy, just as they would be today if press magnates were brought into central government. But it marked a full circle in terms of policy. On the Home Front there were posters, speakers, pamphlets and an increasing number of films intended to encourage healthier eating, to avoid waste, and to promote the range of new jobs that women had taken over.9
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