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In memory of Denis Wissler


Prologue






This book began as a series of interviews for the BBC. We were so astonished by their range and quality that we decided to explore the stories they contained in a longer form than that allowed by television. Finest Hour was written primarily as a tribute to a generation that, in the final words of the book, is ‘still just within reach’. But it was also an attempt to place these individual human stories in the context of a turning point in history. We wanted to explore how the great sweep of world events affected individuals, and how, at times, that process could work in reverse.

The year 1940 is one of the most celebrated moments in British history. But as we studied the wider political and strategic story, we came to a surprising conclusion: that the conventional wisdom about this year is often wrong. What most people think happened – and what we thought happened before embarking on this project – is frequently incorrect, and radically so. Our understanding has been cluttered by wartime propaganda, confused by a much-loved but inaccurate feature film and clouded by seven decades of myth-making.

The original edition of Finest Hour was based around a skeleton of our own emerging analysis, but in the years that followed we continued to research and to question. For another television documentary we investigated one of the darkest but also most important moments of 1940: the Royal Navy’s attack on the French fleet just weeks before the Battle of Britain began. Here we unearthed new evidence of American foreknowledge and complicity. We researched the German Navy and its plans for Operation Sea Lion, the invasion of southern England. We studied the submarine campaigns of both the British and German navies. We dug deeper into the tangled three-way diplomacy between Washington, London and Ottawa. And we went back beyond the original remit of the book to examine the Norwegian campaign of April 1940 and, in particular, the little-known German naval disasters of that month, which were to have far-reaching effects.

The more new information we gathered, the more we became convinced that there was a completely new way of understanding this story and this year, and that the original military and political framework of our book should be expanded and strengthened. That is the purpose of this new edition. We develop and – we hope – justify our analysis in the chapters that follow, but these are the headlines:

The story is generally told in terms of aircraft and air forces – the RAF’s Spitfires duelling with the Luftwaffe’s Messerschmitts in the summer skies over Kent. In fact, ships and navies are equally important and, at times, more so.

The story is generally told in terms of a threatened invasion – Britain facing the jackboots of an all-powerful Nazi army. In fact, this is really a story about morale. The real danger was popular and political defeatism followed by the negotiation of ‘a soft peace’, the outcome Churchill most feared. At no time was there a realistic prospect of a German invasion.

The story is generally told in terms of an embattled and outnumbered Royal Air Force facing an overwhelming German enemy and grimly hanging on. In this version – the one popularised by the movie Battle of Britain – the Luftwaffe almost grinds the British down until – foolishly – Hitler switches targets and begins to bomb London, thus allowing his battered enemies time to recover. In fact the RAF was winning the Battle of Britain from the first day. None of its major bases were ever knocked out of action, and the best that the mighty Luftwaffe could achieve was to make a single RAF Sector Station at Biggin Hill non-operational for just two hours.

The Luftwaffe simply did not have the equipment, the tactics, the intelligence or the leadership required to beat the RAF. In contrast, the British had a high-tech command and control system run by tough professionals who were supported by a maintenance and repair infrastructure that was second to none. The Luftwaffe was amateurish in comparison. So too were the men running the German economy. By midsummer Britain’s aircraft factories were producing more fighters per month than their equivalents in the supposedly super-efficient, über-militarised Nazi state (which was not on anything like a proper war-footing at this time).

Again, contrary to popular belief, the London Blitz was not a blessed relief for a shattered RAF. If anything it was initially a relief for a shattered Luftwaffe, although it soon led to an even more savage beating at the hands of the British.

The story is generally told in terms of Britain standing proudly alone. In fact it is only possible to understand British behaviour in the context of Churchill’s persistent wooing of President Roosevelt. Far and away the most important question of the summer of 1940 was this: ‘Will America send meaningful aid to Britain – especially destroyers – to help her stand up to a long war and likely U-boat blockade?’ The Battle of Britain helped answer that question. But so too did other events, including, as we explain, the attack on the French fleet. The US press corps in London played a critical role in this process. The opinion of these journalists, and their readers and listeners across the Atlantic, was as important to Britain’s long-term prospects in this war as was the performance of the RAF during the Battle of Britain itself, as Churchill well understood.

Such revisionism may come as a surprise to some readers, and may even offend some former members of the RAF. But it is not intended in any way to undermine the outstanding performance of Fighter Command at this critical moment. Quite the reverse. British pilots and even senior officers had no clear idea about how well their own side was doing at the time, as they faced day after exhausting day flying against opponents who generally outnumbered them (although being outnumbered in air combat was not always a bad thing, as we explain).

Rather than undermining the RAF’s achievement, our version of the story is a chance for readers to appreciate just what an astonishing victory this was, and to understand in particular that Air Chief Marshal Hugh Dowding, who had built up RAF Fighter Command for just this moment, was an under-appreciated military genius, almost a second Nelson.

That the British people should so eagerly embrace the conventional wisdom of 1940 is strange, an odd quirk of national psychology that favours the idea of ‘the underdog hanging on against all the odds’. But this was not how Britain’s enemies saw her, especially not the men who had to plan an invasion with half a dozen destroyers and some barges from the Rhine, nor the pilots and bomber crew of the Luftwaffe after their first terrifying encounters with Dowding’s Spitfires and Hurricanes.

Hindsight plays its part, as it must. Caught up in the heat and passion of battle, no one could really know their enemy’s true strengths and weaknesses, and all parties were influenced by propaganda and exaggerated fears – most particularly the Americans. The spectacular collapse of France stunned the world and made millions of people fear that a race of irresistible military supermen was abroad. That raw fear was Hitler’s most potent weapon and Churchill’s greatest enemy. How he persuaded a nation to face it and conquer it is what this book, and this year, is really all about.

But the British people tend to forget – because the ‘backs to the wall’ myth is so ingrained – that the Germans were also scared of Britain: terrified of her naval power, fearful of a rerun of the Great War where they would be squeezed into starvation through Britain’s command of the seas, horrified at the prospect of American aid or, worse, military intervention, conscious of the vast resources of the British empire, desperate to end the thing quickly.

The people whose stories make up the bulk of this book were at school or at work in 1938 when Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain returned from Munich with the promise of ‘Peace in our time’. There was a feeling of great relief because no one wanted a repeat of the Great War, the ‘war to end all wars’.

Some thought that a stand should have been made at that moment and were ashamed at the betrayal of Czechoslovakia. Others said that Britain was not prepared for war after years of low spending on armaments. In particular, there was nothing like enough modern fighter planes. Weapons production immediately accelerated.

In September 1939, Hitler invaded Poland. France and Britain declared war. Chamberlain’s radio broadcast announcing the fact was immediately followed by an air-raid warning. Terror bombing and gas were the great fears, stoked by stories from the Spanish Civil War and years of apocalyptical reporting that forecast entire cities in flames, mass hysteria and hundreds of thousands of deaths.

The Soviet Union, in alliance with Germany, seized part of Poland and invaded Finland. A British Expeditionary Force and some squadrons of the Royal Air Force were sent to France. The French put their faith in the Maginot Line, an immensely strong system of underground fortifications running from France’s border with Switzerland to the border with Belgium. Along the Belgian frontier the British troops trained, dug trenches and built pill-boxes.

The war at sea began immediately, placing the German Navy in a very difficult position. Hitler had earlier promised Grand Admiral Erich Raeder that there would be no hostilities until 1945 or 1944 at the earliest, and an ambitious naval building programme, called Plan Z, was geared to this premise. Had the Führer kept his word, Germany would have gone to war with a very impressive fleet of 13 battleships, 33 cruisers, 4 aircraft carriers, 250 U-boats and well over a hundred destroyers, almost all newly built to modern design and equipped with state-of-the-art weapon systems.

This would have been at least a match for the force that the British Empire could deploy in September 1939: 12 battleships, 8 aircraft carriers, 58 cruisers, 201 destroyers and sloops and 38 submarines. This immense navy was spread all over the world to cover imperial responsibilities, but by late 1939 the bulk of it was concentrated where it was most needed: at home. To face it Germany did not have the Plan Z super-fleet of Raeder’s dreams. Instead it had 7 battleships and battle-cruisers, 8 cruisers, 22 destroyers and about 50 U-boats (although more of these were coming soon). Nearly all of the Kriegsmarine’s ships were modern, however, and usually better armoured and faster than their British equivalents.

With his small force, Raeder planned to fight defensively; avoiding major engagements, tying the British down with probing raids and achieving small victories where possible. He was anxious not to take risks because even minor damage to key warships would create holes in his force that could not be plugged for years.

The beginning of the war brought mixed results. Both sides had great faith in the effect of bombing on enemy shipping. However, early raids by the RAF and Luftwaffe on each other’s naval bases caused negligible damage, and most were costly failures. Much effort was also put into mining, and the Germans immediately began to make inroads into the vast stock of British merchant shipping, although they lost some U-boats to British destroyers and submarines in the process.

The Germans had one significant advantage in the early stages of the war. They had broken the British Naval Cipher and were reading radio messages. They could not always decode them in time for them to be of operational use, but they could sometimes. The location and sinking of the aircraft carrier Courageous by a U-boat on 17 September 1939 was one example. The destruction of three British submarines in one weekend in January was another. The sinking of the battleship Royal Oak at Scapa Flow on 14 October by U-47 was not the result of an intelligence coup, rather careful planning and sheer daring, but it was both shocking and embarrassing for the Royal Navy.

However, the Admiralty also had reason to be satisfied. One of the most powerful German warships, the battleship Admiral Graf Spee, was hunted down in the South Atlantic and eventually scuttled by her captain on 17 December. That ended a bad week for Admiral Raeder. The British submarine Salmon had earlier torpedoed a U-boat and then on 13 December torpedoed two cruisers returning from a mine-laying expedition, causing serious damage to both Leipzig and Nürnberg.


Salmon could also have torpedoed the great liner Bremen, pride of the German merchant fleet, but at this stage of the war Royal Navy commanders were not allowed to attack merchant ships without first ordering them to stop. The liner received the warning, ignored it and raced away to safety. The next day another British submarine, Ursula, thought she had sunk the Leipzig but at the last instant a German escort spotted the torpedo running and blew herself up on it to save the cruiser. Although she avoided sinking, Leipzig never returned to active service, while Nürnberg was out of action for months.

So when Hitler decided to invade Norway in April 1940, Germany had already effectively lost three out of her fifteen most powerful warships (her battleships and cruisers). Admiral Raeder accepted the mission very reluctantly for fear of what the Royal Navy might do to his squadrons if it caught them in open waters. But he hoped that surprise might allow him to deliver the army without risking any major surface battles.

Although the British submarines had tightened their cipher security after the January disaster, most British naval codes were still being read, and this sometimes helped the Germans to avoid unwanted contact with British units. But whenever there was a chance of combat, the Royal Navy’s attitude was very aggressive, in the best traditions of the service. When the German fleet sailed for Norway on 8 April the British home fleet, based at nearby Scapa Flow, was already at sea supporting a mine-laying operation just off the Norwegian coast. But luck was with the Germans initially as they went through the British submarine screen on a foul night with very low visibility. The submarine Trident narrowly missed the battleship Lützow but spotted and sank a German tanker on the approach to Oslo Fjord, while the Polish submarine Orzel sank a German troopship further north.

It looked as though the operation would pass without a major surface battle, much to the relief of the Kriegsmarine’s High Command anxiously awaiting news in Kiel. But then a couple of German destroyers were spotted by a roaming British destroyer, HMS Glowworm, which immediately attacked them. The German warships returned fire and quickly summoned help from the heavy cruiser, Admiral Hipper.


Glowworm was hopelessly outmatched. Nobody would have criticised Lieutenant Commander Gerard Roope if he had withdrawn his ship. But instead he went straight for the Hipper, as if imbued with the spirit of Nelson himself. Roope and 111 of his crew died as the Glowworm was hit repeatedly by the Hipper’s much larger guns. But she pressed on with manic determination, firing everything she had, and eventually rammed herself into the Hipper, causing serious damage. Roope was posthumously awarded the first Victoria Cross of the war, partly on the recommendation of the Hipper’s own captain, Helmuth Haye, who wrote to the Admiralty praising the courage and self-sacrifice of his opponent. A British destroyer had been lost but the gallant action thrilled the nation, and further deepened the Kriegsmarine’s already well-developed respect for – indeed mortal fear of – the Royal Navy.

The Royal Navy was now spoiling for a fight, and Norwegian coastal gunnery also proved surprisingly effective. On the approach to Bergen the German cruiser Bremse was damaged and the modern Königsberg immobilised by coastal batteries. Next morning, Königsberg became the first warship ever to be sunk by air attack in a daring raid by Royal Navy Skua dive-bombers. That same morning, disaster also struck the Kriegsmarine on the approach to Oslo. The Norwegian gun batteries crippled the newest and best heavy cruiser in the German Navy, Blücher, and then their torpedo batteries sunk her. The Norwegian gunners also got some hits on the battleship Lützow, which took over as flagship.

Having landed their troops, the major German units now withdrew, but their return through the British submarine screen did not go well. Lieutenant Commander Forbes in the Spearfish torpedoed the Lützow, which limped home but was so badly damaged that she would be out of action for a year at least. Further north, ‘Jockey’ Hutchinson, in the submarine Truant, torpedoed the cruiser Karlsruhe. The Germans tried to keep her afloat but eventually one of her escorts had to sink her.

And then things really grew serious for Raeder’s navy. At Narvik on 10 April, Royal Navy Captain Bernard Warburton-Lee located ten German destroyers in the fjord – almost a half of the total German destroyer force – and attacked them with just five British destroyers. Each side lost two destroyers but the British got the better of the encounter and quickly gathered forces for a second round. On 12 April the battleship HMS Warspite, supported by nine destroyers, attacked again. It was a massacre. The British sank a U-boat and ten large, modern, German destroyers.

And the German casualties mounted further still. On 14 April, the gunnery training ship Brummer was torpedoed and sunk by British submarine, Sterlet. The Brummer had been pressed into service as an ‘anti-aircraft cruiser’, a sign that Raeder was already scraping the bottom of the barrel.

During the second phase of the Norwegian campaign, the British sought to recapture at least parts of Norway. British forces on land and sea came under sustained air attack, and several warships were lost before the troops were finally withdrawn. The withdrawal coincided unluckily with a sortie by two German battleships, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, accompanied by the Hipper, intended to take pressure off the German forces on land. The Scharnhorst sank the carrier HMS Glorious, but her two escorts Ardent and Acasta bravely attacked the German ship. After the carrier and Ardent had been sunk, Acasta’s final, suicidal torpedo attack finally succeeded in hitting the mighty Scharnhorst, causing damage that would knock her out of action for the rest of the year.

With the British seeking to destroy the Scharnhorst before she could reach a home base for repair, Gneisenau and Hipper made a sortie to divert attention. On 20 June the Royal Navy submarine Clyde torpedoed the Gneisenau and scored a hit that put her out of action for six months.

The Norwegian campaign is usually treated from the British point of view as a fiasco, and in many ways it was. It certainly revealed grave weaknesses in the structure of British Command and in the preparation of certain services for war. The weakness of both Coastal Command and the Fleet Air Arm became painfully apparent, despite the success of its dive-bombers. Both had been starved of resources as a result of rivalry with RAF Bomber Command in the preceding years. It also became clear that Britain did not yet have an air reconnaissance capability to match its requirements at sea, and that its gallant naval strike force was sadly ill-equipped. The forces in action had been impressively aggressive but the leadership at home was ill-informed and vacillating.

But the British government might have taken comfort from the German view, if they had known it in full. Because if the campaign had been a strategic defeat for Britain, it had been a tactical catastrophe for the German Navy. After only a few weeks of real naval combat, Raeder’s force barely existed any more. For at least the next six months, Germany would no longer possess a fleet worthy of the name. All five modern battleships were out of action, the Scheer having been due for a major refit throughout the year anyway. Only two antique battleships were available, and a handful of cruisers, perhaps four after urgent repairs. To make matters worse, just ten out of an original 22 heavy destroyers were still afloat. Hardly an imposing force with which to mount, guard and replenish the invasion of Great Britain that Hitler was soon to demand. Especially when set against the many dozens of large, powerful British warships still out there, all captained, the Kriegsmarine surely now feared, by men like Gerard Roope and Bernard Warburton-Lee.

But now we are moving ahead of ourselves. In late April 1940, the British press and political class were focused on the failure of the operation to defend Norway, which triggered a collapse in confidence in the government of Neville Chamberlain. Few had time to consider the long-term implications of the naval war. And, anyway, attention was about to move to France and Belgium, where nothing of note had happened for many months.


In northern France, May 1940

Ken Lee: Age 23, Pilot Officer, No. 501 Squadron, flying Hurricanes, based in Britain, transferred to a base near Reims on 10 May.

Ernie Leggett: Age 20, Private, 2nd Battalion, Royal Norfolk Regiment, stationed in Orchies near the Franco-Belgian border.

Martin McLane: Age 28, Platoon Sergeant-Major, 2nd Battalion, Durham Light Infantry, stationed in Nomain near the Franco-Belgian border.

Iain Nethercott: Age 19, Able Seaman, serving in the destroyer HMS Keith, a flotilla leader, Dover Patrol.

Peter Vaux: Age 23, Second Lieutenant, 4th Battalion, Royal Tank Regiment, stationed in a training camp near Paris.

Denis Wissler: Age 19, Pilot Officer, No. 85 Squadron (later No. 17 Squadron), flying Hurricanes, based near Lille.
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Map 1: British Expeditionary Force (BEF) Area of Operations, May 1940


Entries from the diary of Denis Wissler, May 1940

Saturday 4th

‘. . . I joined 85 squadron . . . The mob seem damn nice. I am in “B” Flight, blue section. There are few sanitary arrangements and no system of having a bath, so everyone goes into Lille about once a week and has one at a Hotel. I am sleeping in a room with seven other officers and all of us on our camp kits between blankets . . .’

Sunday 5th

‘I did my first patrol today, it was in answer to an alarm, but nothing was seen and we returned after about 30 mins . . . This is a very quiet sector and only about three enemy planes have ever been seen the whole war, but we all hope that it will warm up soon.’

Monday 6th

‘. . . The Duke of Gloucester visited the aerodrome and had tea in the Mess. I played pontoon and Monopoly, losing 70 odd francs on the latter and winning 30 on the former. Sunbathed most of morning . . .’

Tuesday 7th

‘Did no flying today at all, but I had to remain at 30 mins readiness all day. It was a beautiful day and I got as sunburned as I have ever been before . . . I went into Lille and got a little pissed.’

Wednesday 8th

‘. . . showed . . . a concert party over a “Hurricane” and around our dispersal point. Then went to their show which also had the R.A.F. Central band, the whole was damn good. I was Orderly officer and in the evening I had to investigate a couple of shots, but nothing was seen or heard so I let it go.’

Thursday 9th

‘I went on patrol again today and went up to 25,000 ft for quite a while. I really thought that our section had found something as we were being directed by the Controller who was getting very excited. However nothing was seen and we returned home. Nothing else happened during the day apart from some patrols, and directly after dinner I went to bed.’


Chapter 1



10–14 May






The pilots awoke to the urgent battering of anti-aircraft fire. Richard ‘Dickey’ Lee, Benjy Angus and ‘Paddy’ Hemingway tumbled out into the dawn. Denis Wissler followed them to the door of their sleeping quarters. ‘Look, up there!’ High above the control tower there were orange flashes in the sky over Lille. Somewhere a phone was ringing. Moments later Lee was sprinting across the dewy grass of Seclin airfield to his Hurricane: VY R. VY for 85 Squadron, R for Richard. Angus and Hemingway followed. ‘B’ Flight took off, first Lee then the others. Further away a section of three planes from ‘A’ Flight was already racing along the strip.

All through Friday, 10 May, they flew patrols in sections of three. Armourers, in shirtsleeves in the baking heat, hauled out case after case of machinegun belts. Dusty fuel bowsers trundled across the airfield, ready for the next time the planes came back. Refuelled and rearmed, the fighters roared up again into the haze. All day the sun beat down and the score mounted. ‘A’ Flight claimed five before breakfast. The ground crew cheered and slapped the pilots’ backs. Some photographers were there, snapping away for the government. They photographed the armourers at work, they photographed the pilots as they landed, and they photographed ‘A’ Flight as a group, minus one pilot who was now in hospital with a cut eye after a bullet smashed his cockpit cover.

Denis Wissler had been with the squadron for a week. He did not even know the name of the man in hospital. His own flight, ‘B’ Flight, had done well too. ‘Dickey’ Lee came back with several holes in his aircraft and a graze to his leg, but by the end of the day he had been awarded two kills. Benjy Angus, the Canadian, had baled out over Belgium. He phoned through later to say that he was OK. No one had been killed or even seriously injured, and the total claim for the day was sixteen. Bombers everywhere, with little in the way of fighter protection.

Wissler hadn’t flown. Squadron Leader Oliver had told him gently that he was too inexperienced for combat. He’d spent the day scanning the skies enviously from outside the officers’ mess.

Someone was hammering on the door of the billet. Private Ernie Leggett pulled the curtain from the window and looked outside. In the grey first light, Company Sergeant-Major Gristock was barking instructions. As his head cleared, Leggett searched frantically for his wristwatch and stumbled out on to the Rue de la Gare, where the men stationed in Orchies were already mustering. There was a thunder of guns from the direction of Lille and a red glow in the sky over the airbases less than ten miles away. Sergeant Gristock ordered the company out on parade. One hundred and twenty men of the 2nd Battalion, Royal Norfolk Regiment stood to attention as he shouted: ‘Get your kit together, we’re moving out now.’

They were no more than a mile from Orchies, about halfway to the forest of Marchiennes, when German bombers flew over fast and low and plumes of smoke rose from their billets around the station. The men climbed out of the ditches by the road, dusted themselves down, looked back for a few moments and hurried on towards the safety of the trees.

Rabbits bolted at the sound of marching boots. The oak trees reminded Leggett of home. He was a country boy, raised in a scattered hamlet called Clippesby a couple of miles from Filby Broad. He used to walk two miles to school in one direction and a mile to church in the other. His father was a farm labourer; his brother had been crippled in an accident and could no longer work. At eleven Leggett passed the exam that entitled him to go to Yarmouth grammar school, but his parents could not afford the uniform.

Farm work was hard to find and so Leggett, aged sixteen, joined the Army. As well as learning infantry drill, the boy soldiers were trained as bandsmen. Leggett loved his leopardskin and drum. Each week he saved some of his ten shillings’ pay to send to his mother. Army life suited him; he was tall and strong and he liked to look smart. He had shot rabbits with his brother from earliest boyhood and now he won marksman’s badges for both rifle and ‘Bren’ light machinegun. The Bren fired five hundred rounds per minute and could slice through the trunk of a tree. But shooting at anything other than targets had seemed a distant prospect during three happy years in Gibraltar. Then war had come. ‘We were the boys who met the enemy eye to eye and we would have to do the fighting. It suddenly sunk into our brains, not only me but other people as well – “what the hell have we done?”’

All day the soldiers shuffled about, talking in hushed voices, brewing tea and waiting for their marching orders. Sunlight flickered through the shielding canopy of trees. Leggett felt his stomach turning over with anxiety. He was determined to do his best. The only thing that unnerved him was the thought of close combat. ‘I just couldn’t bear anything to do with bayonets – using one or, even worse, being stabbed by one. We’d been taught all about it – how to push it in, twist it and rip it out – and just the idea of it made me feel cold inside.’

They would move under cover of darkness. As the light faded, Captain Barclay, Sergeant-Major Gristock and some of the other sergeants came out carrying hurricane lamps. Barclay said, ‘Right-ho, lads, gather round, I’ve got something to tell you.’ ‘A’ Company knelt round their captain in the gloom. It was his last words that they remembered: ‘Now more than ever your training will stand you in good stead. Keep your heads down and your spirits high, and from now on when you aim your rifle to shoot, you shoot to kill.’

Impressed with these ominous instructions, the company formed up and marched away into the darkness. They crossed the Belgian frontier by back lanes and then met their transport. During the night they travelled unscathed but the roads were crowded and they were still in their lorries at dawn. German reconnaissance found them. ‘We heard the planes coming and we were given the order “everybody out” and we tumbled out of the back into the ditches and when we got back there was one man on the floor. A single bullet through the head had killed him. That was the first dead man I had ever seen in my life and of course it upset all of us.’

Sergeant-Major Gristock told his men to pull themselves together. But he looked up at the skies anxiously. Why was it that German aircraft could attack British infantry with such impunity? Where was the RAF?

The RAF was busy shooting down German planes all over northern and eastern France. But there were nothing like enough of them to cope with the hundreds of air attacks. The first light of day on 10 May had brought bombs screaming down on airfields and barracks all over France, Belgium and Holland. Within hours half of the Belgian Air Force and nearly all the Dutch was destroyed on the ground. German paratroops and glider forces were landing behind the front line. Waalhaven airport near Rotterdam was seized. Six RAF Blenheim fighter-bombers of 600 Squadron were sent there to destroy any aircraft on the ground. Only one returned home.

The British Royal Air Force in France was under French command. Orders were slow to arrive and hesitant when they came. ‘At all costs avoid bombing built-up areas’ was one injunction. Plans were quickly made to attack the advancing German units. But sending Britain’s lumbering and lightly armed bombers against enemy forces protected by mobile anti-aircraft guns and fighter cover was to invite disaster. Later that day four waves of eight Fairey Battle light bombers attempted to disrupt a German column advancing through Luxembourg. Thirteen were destroyed and all the surviving planes were damaged. It was hard to know where the main effort should go when every unit was calling for fighters and bombers simultaneously. And it proved almost impossible to guide fighters and bombers to the same place at the same time.

The RAF’s remaining bombing force was practically eliminated in a series of attacks on the German armoured divisions advancing through the Ardennes. On 11 May eight Fairey Battles attempted to bomb near Sedan. Seven were shot down. The RAF followed up with Blenheims. Five out of six were shot down. More Blenheims had been lost to German bombing in the morning. Of 114 Squadron’s eighteen, carefully dispersed around the fringes of an airbase near Reims, six were destroyed and the rest made unserviceable.

‘Get your men ready, we will be moving into Belgium.’ Martin McLane’s mortar platoon hauled their boxes of ammunition and their heavy mortars into a lorry. Just as they were about to go, an officer ordered McLane to take temporary charge of a frontier control point at Mouchin. His men and his mortars went forward without him and McLane spent the rest of 10 May directing traffic.

McLane was born in Bycker, Newcastle. He was the son of a shipyard worker, brought up in a part of the world where the men who worked the steel imagined themselves wrought from the same substance. He should have been building ships, but in the early 1930s there were not many ships to build. Unemployment drove him into the Army, where tough, resourceful lads were welcomed. Like Ernie Leggett, he found that he enjoyed the life. He was small and stocky with the build of a front-row forward, soon to be his position in the battalion rugby team. When the opposition made a mistake it would be McLane who was first to the muddy ball, winning possession for his team, as the other forwards drove over in support. The Army soon spotted his potential and promoted him first to corporal, then to sergeant, then to platoon sergeant-major. He could look after himself, could McLane, and the men respected him for it. They were a hard lot, his Durham lads, shipyard men like himself, and miners too. But they didn’t dare take their sergeant on.

He had drilled them into a solid unit and he was sure that they would do the job when the time came. The 2nd Battalion Durham Light Infantry was one of those front-line units that got the best equipment the Army had, the half-track Bren gun-carriers and the motorised mortar platoons. McLane was interested in new equipment and he had made the mortar platoon his own. His two three-inch mortars gave local artillery support to the whole battalion. It was quite a responsibility, and that was why he was wondering what he was doing standing around directing traffic. What was more, the Germans couldn’t have chosen a worse day to start. One of his mortars had a worn-out tripod. He had applied for a replacement from stores and they had sent him something else by mistake. It was certain that only one of his mortars would work. He needed time to find a good site and bring up ammunition and night-sights and yet here he was manning a checkpoint.

He thought of his wife Annie and their new baby. He had seen his little girl only once. He took the worn photograph of them both out of his pocket, as another column of lorries rumbled by. They weren’t lorries from his own division any more, he could tell because their own 2 Division lorries were marked with crossed keys painted white on the bumper. He seemed to have been left there and forgotten. He got on his motorcycle and rode north in search of his men.

As a child Ernie Leggett had sat in his family’s pew at St Peter’s, Clippesby, gazing at the large stained-glass window over the altar. The crossed keys of St Peter fascinated him. Silver over gold, they seemed to shine when the sun hit them from the east. When he’d arrived in France his battalion had been put into 2 Division. All around him, on shoulder flashes and painted on to half-tracks and lorries, were the same crossed keys. Leggett had thought it was a good omen.

He had been travelling now for twenty-four hours, with several stops to shelter from strafing German planes. The Norfolks had tried firing their rifles and Bren guns back up at them, and once they were sure that they had hit something, but they had still seen no sign of a French or British fighter. Then, as they left their lorries near Wavre, they encountered a new kind of terror. ‘We heard these Stuka dive-bombers and they had sirens on their wheels and as they came down they made this terrific hellish noise, screaming. Also the bombs which they let loose had sirens in their tails and it was the most hellish terrific noise you could ever encounter. And I threw myself down on the bank spread-eagled and I shook just like a jelly. We all did, we couldn’t help it.’

The British government was in crisis even before it was hit by news of the German offensive. On 7 May, during a passionate debate about the previous month’s fighting in Norway, Conservative Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain had sat, head bowed, whilst former supporters called upon him to resign and the Labour opposition chanted ‘Go, Go, Go!’ At first he tried to fight it out, attempting to build a cross-party coalition. But the Labour Party refused to serve under the man they blamed for years of appeasing Hitler and for eight months of insipid wartime leadership.

Chamberlain had two obvious successors: Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax and Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill. Both were from wealthy landed families, but there the similarity ended. Halifax was urbane, well read and icily logical. He had served as Viceroy of India, the most prestigious administrative post the British Empire had to offer, and carried with him a sense of earnestness and piety that led to the nickname of ‘Lord Holy Fox’.

Winston Churchill had accumulated many nicknames but the word ‘holy’ hadn’t featured in any of them. Sometimes a reformer, sometimes a reactionary, he’d been in and out of office since 1906. In Parliament he was widely seen as a maverick. But Churchill had consistently warned about Hitler and called for British rearmament. And he spoke well on the radio.

Halifax, the consummate ‘insider’, was the choice of London’s political and social élite. A great friend of the royal family, he had been granted the rare privilege of a key to the Buckingham Palace gardens so that his daily walk to work might take him through the grounds. But Halifax sat in the House of Lords and felt this would make it difficult for him to control the more disorderly House of Commons. When Chamberlain offered him his chance, he demurred.

Churchill seized the opportunity. Supported by the leaders of the Labour Party, he accepted Chamberlain’s suggestion that he form a coalition government. Halifax and Chamberlain were both offered seats in a new five-man War Cabinet along with Labour leader Clement Attlee and his deputy Arthur Greenwood. The news broke on the morning of 10 May.

To fight a difficult and protracted war, Britain needed leadership and a common purpose. But the 1930s had been a decade of division, depression and drift. Capital and labour, rich and poor, employed and unemployed – the scars ran very deep. Churchill, a former Home Secretary, had once been denounced by the Left as a strike-breaker. Now he went out of his way to bring the representatives of this other Britain into his war effort. He appointed the former trade union boss Ernest Bevin as his Minister for Labour.

Churchill faced a huge challenge. Hitler’s previous enemies had been overwhelmed as much by psychological pressure as military force. Men will only face Stukas and bayonets for so long when they feel it is in a lost cause. From the moment he took office, Churchill placed morale at the heart of his policy-making. His primary aim, whatever his own private anxieties, and there were many, was to spread confidence – within his Cabinet, through the machinery of government, then outward into the nation. But it wouldn’t be easy. On the first evening of his administration, Churchill’s personal detective wished him luck. ‘I hope that it is not too late,’ the new Prime Minister replied. ‘I am very much afraid that it is.’

There were military policemen at every junction as Martin McLane rode his motorcycle through the forest of Soignes, looking for his battalion of Durham Light Infantry. He waved to a final Redcap, who directed him up a minor road. Soon after, McLane arrived at La Tombe, an isolated hamlet on a hillside above the little River Dyle. Here, south-east of Brussels, on what military planners had called the Dyle Line, the British Army was moving into defensive positions prepared for them by the Belgians. There they would hold the Germans. But it was immediately clear that the Belgian defences did not amount to much and McLane found that his mortar platoon had been ordered to dig trenches. Furious, he demanded that they should go forward to site the mortars – or, rather, mortar. No new tripod had been delivered while he had been away.

One man carried the base, another the barrel. The rest carried six bombs each plus their kit. Each bomb weighed ten pounds and there were three to a case. With this load they struggled down a winding path through thick beech woods to the front line. As he trudged through the trees, McLane was still cursing the new company commander under his breath. The captain was a schoolteacher, a Territorial recently shipped in to take charge of Headquarters Company. This company had all the best kit – the Bren-carriers, the signallers and the mortars – and this new captain had no idea how to use it. He didn’t seem interested in what a mortar could do given proper communications and transport. They should have promoted one of the regular lieutenants, who would have known what to do.

As they reached the river there was a sudden change in scenery. They were in the park of a country house. McLane quickly assessed the terrain. Ahead of him a straight track led over an ornamental bridge to a village on the other side of the river. Immediately to the left a wooded spur of the hill commanded the riverside. Farther left and away to the right were open water meadows. Behind him on a grassy hill stood a beautiful country house. It looked like the ideal vantage point. The carrier platoon, which had been scouting, returned. They had seen the Germans coming only about a mile away. The engineers had been waiting for them to come back over the bridge and were now preparing to blow it up.

McLane walked up the path towards the house. It was lined with ornamental railings. The whole place was absolutely beautiful. He thought about days out and picnics with Annie. He’d got a letter from her a few days before. It was the last one he would receive for some time now that they were going into action. A few months back he’d had to warn her that the officers read all the letters to check on morale. She’d said that thinking of some of the things she had written and then the officers reading it all had made her blush. She wrote very loving letters, did Annie.

Before he reached the top of the path a bullet whistled past. McLane could hear it as clear as day. Snipers! You could see right across the valley from up here. He pulled out his binoculars. There were German motorcyclists on the road across the river. This would be a great spot to put the mortar but absolutely obvious to the enemy. It would be a magnet for their mortars and artillery. He crawled away a bit until he was no longer silhouetted and then walked on to the house, went round to the side door that faced away from the Germans, and knocked. A small man with a goatee beard, not much taller than McLane, opened the door. McLane could hear that inside the family was having dinner. ‘You want to vamoose tout de suite, Allemands coming.’ The Belgian said nothing, but hurried off. McLane was not sure that he had been understood, but feeling that he had done the decent thing, he went back down the hill, taking care to keep out of view until he got back to his men.

He decided to site the mortar behind some sheds in a clump of trees just off the straight track. It was not the ideal position but he could see the main road on the far side of the river from there. Scores of refugees, their belongings piled on carts, were trudging by. The bridge, he noted, was too close to where ‘D’ Company had dug in to land mortars on it, but at a pinch he could hit the meadows beyond to the left, and he had a clear view to the right. He told the men to dig in. As he turned to report to Headquarters he saw a car racing down the drive away from the château. It turned right through some trees and disappeared. ‘See,’ he told his corporal, ‘told you I could speak French.’

As McLane’s platoon dug in behind the River Dyle, they saw waves of German bombers passing overhead and flying on towards Brussels.

85 Squadron still wouldn’t let Denis Wissler fly and so he was writing up his diary. He became aware of a distant drone. It must be the Hurricanes returning again. Then he realised the note was wrong. Bombers! He sprinted for his life. Two bombs landed thirty feet from him, demolishing the sleeping quarters. In the rubble they found a body. A cook was pulled out alive, whimpering with pain. Another bomb hit the adjutant’s car. His driver had been blown to pieces. In the evening Wissler wrote: ‘I came nearest to death today than I have ever been . . . I was in the Ante-Room and my God did I run . . . There was a raid into Germany, which our chaps convoyed, and Dickey Lee has so far not returned. We are going to sleep by the aeroplanes in a Nissen hut tonight.’

Dickey Lee had doubled his score to four on 11 May before disappearing somewhere deep in Belgium, now a long way behind enemy lines. He was the squadron’s hero. Tall and handsome, he looked every inch the dashing young air ace. Lee was twenty-three and had graduated from the RAF College at Cranwell in 1937. He had been in France since the beginning of the war. He knew his Hurricane inside out and had even flown stunts in a George Formby film. Wissler, by contrast, had joined up on 10 July 1939, the eve of his nineteenth birthday, and he knew he looked his age. He had completed his basic flying training in April and was only in France because he had drawn the short straw when one of eight trainee pilots was required to go. He had little more than two hundred hours experience of flying and only a handful of these had been in a Hurricane.

Mounting casualties brought him his chance, and on Sunday, 12 May Wissler finally represented ‘B’ Flight in more than just late-night bar games. Straight away, he found that flying patrols wasn’t easy. On the first one he got lost. He landed at an airfield that turned out to be a French base, got directions, flew home and did another sortie. They didn’t find any enemy but the tension and excitement quickly unsettled him. On the evening of 12 May, from new quarters in Lesquin, he scrawled, ‘I now have had 6 hours sleep in 48 hours and haven’t washed for over 36 hours. My God am I tired? And I am up again at 3 a.m. tomorrow.’

Monday morning brought good news. Dickey Lee turned up. He had crashed, been captured, escaped from a hayloft, borrowed some clothes from a peasant, and picked his way through enemy lines. Typical. Wissler flew two more patrols that day. On the second his flight was bounced by Messerschmitt 109s, the fastest and most deadly German fighter plane. The squadron leader was shot down but baled out. Fleeing for the clouds, Wissler found himself alone and disoriented. He landed at an airfield that turned out to be Cambrai and a French engineer told him that his plane was gushing oil. While English ground crew were summoned to find the fault, Wissler ate in the ‘very pukka’ French mess, acutely conscious of his own dishevelled state, and then finally got a good night’s sleep.

Taking off without being bombed, handling tight manoeuvres without stalling, finding his way back to the airfield and landing the plane among shell craters demanded all the skill he could yet command. Pilots like Dickey Lee had three years of flying behind them, and six months to learn the geography of northern France. Wissler had to try to master all these things in four days while, simultaneously, the Luftwaffe was doing its best to kill him. No wonder he was tired.

Within days of coming to power, Churchill was juggling military resources, attempting to boost war production and dealing with a panic-stricken ally. Across London there were many who thought he was singularly ill equipped for the job. Churchill’s enemies called him unstable, impetuous and absolutely the wrong man to trust with weighty matters of state in a moment of unsurpassed crisis. Some of those who had served under him in the First World War remembered the disastrous landings he’d masterminded at Gallipoli. They predicted more of the same. Such fears were amplified when Churchill announced that he would combine the role of Prime Minister with running the Ministry of Defence. He also proclaimed that he would lead a special defence committee made up of himself and the Chiefs of Staff, putting him in day-to-day, hour-to-hour command of Britain’s armed forces. Clearly this was not going to be Parliament’s war, or even the Cabinet’s war – it was going to be Churchill’s war.

At first he spent very little time in Downing Street, preferring to remain at the Admiralty whilst the Chamberlains packed their bags. Waiting for him inside Number 10 was a nervous twenty-year-old secretary called Marian Holmes. Holmes had been with Chamberlain for three years. He had been a gracious, considerate employer who stopped work at 6 p.m. and retired after a simple dinner to his private rooms to read. She was dreading her first encounter with her new boss: ‘The staff at Number Ten had grave misgivings about this man. They’d heard rumours about how he was impossible to please, difficult to work for, that he was a man used to giving orders but unaware of the practicalities of carrying them out.’

Lord Halifax had turned down his chance to form a government. Nevertheless, some of his followers were free with their scorn about the man who had taken control of the nation. ‘Rab’ Butler was Halifax’s deputy at the Foreign Office. In the presence of John ‘Jock’ Colville, Chamberlain’s assistant private secretary, Butler called Churchill ‘a half-breed American whose main support was that of inefficient but talkative people of similar type’. Butler despaired that ‘the good clean tradition of English politics . . . had been sold to the greatest adventurer of modern political history’. Colville, who was about to start working for the new Prime Minister, wrote in his diary that ‘Everybody here is in despair at the prospect . . . [Churchill] may be able to speed up our creaking military and industrial machinery, but it is a terrible risk, it involves the danger of rash and spectacular exploits . . .’

Churchill’s critics were sceptical about his lifestyle and way of working. The new Prime Minister liked to be at the centre of a fluid group of advisers, ministers and generals who would together embark on late night brainstorming sessions sustained by huge dinners, cigars and champagne. ‘The Crazy Gang’, one senior official called them. Inspired by the atmosphere (or, some said, by the alcohol), Churchill’s mind would race, enthusiastically leaping from topic to topic, and a plethora of memos, directives and letters would result. Halifax, Butler and many others distrusted Churchill’s fondness for boisterous dining partners like Canadian newspaper proprietor Max Aitken, Lord Beaverbrook, or the MP and financier Brendan Bracken.

But to his admirers Churchill represented hope, inspiration and a pure galvanising energy. Here, at last, was a natural leader, someone who would revitalise the nation and trample on the toes of the slow, shabby and pusillanimous Britain of recent years. Violet Bonham-Carter, whose father, Herbert Asquith, had led the nation into the First World War, wrote to Churchill during his first week in office: ‘My wish is realised and I can face all that is to come with faith and confidence. I know, as you do, that the wind has been sown and that we must all reap the whirlwind. But you will ride it, instead of being driven before it. Thank heaven that you are there and at the helm of our destiny.’ And whatever his detractors might say about over-confidence, Churchill more than anyone knew the size of the task before him. He had spent years cataloguing British military weakness. Now he would have to make the best he could of the paltry resources available.

Three days after taking office, he addressed the House of Commons for the first time as Prime Minister. He announced in a grave and trembling voice that: ‘I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat. We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have before us many, many long months of struggle and of suffering.’


Chapter 2



14–20 May






The British Army’s three-inch mortar could be devastatingly effective. Each shell burst scattered fragments of red-hot metal across a radius of fifty feet in open ground. If the shell landed on a hard surface the effect was even more deadly, with shards of stone added to the shrapnel. The mortar was versatile; it could lay down smoke to cover an attack or a retreat. It was just about portable too, but needed lorry support for ammunition and spares.

Martin McLane had dug and camouflaged an observation trench with a clear line of sight along the path that led to the bridge over the River Dyle and the German positions beyond. From here he could shout instructions to his crew, twenty yards away hidden behind some farm buildings. McLane then went back to his battalion headquarters to get the night-aiming equipment, megaphone, lamps and more ammunition, only to find that his support trucks, which he had left carefully hidden in a wood, had been sent back to the brigade support base fifteen miles to the rear. After an argument with the company sergeant-major, he applied for more ammunition and left. It did not arrive until next morning. It took twenty-four of his men to carry the 144 rounds three-quarters of a mile to the mortar post.

Around noon on Tuesday, 14 May the Germans made their first attack. McLane ranged his mortar on the houses over the river, switching direction every so often to cover ‘C’ Company on his right. It was just like the drill: take off the safety cap, drop the shell down the barrel and cover your ears. Bang! Shells lobbed towards the enemy. One every five or six seconds. McLane shouted out orders: ‘Range 240, elevate fifteen degrees, fire!’

Across the river he could see German soldiers blown high into the air. He felt a professional satisfaction in a job well done. The forward companies had only taken light casualties and, as the Germans retreated, the whole 2nd Battalion, Durham Light Infantry enjoyed the sensation of a first battle won.

At dawn on 15 May the Durhams realised that German sappers had got underneath the demolished bridge over the Dyle during the night. It was at most fifty yards in front of their positions – far too close for McLane to fire on it without risk to his own side. It was a straight bridge with a straight track leading up to it. The approach was very exposed, but a young platoon leader, Second Lieutenant Annand, did not hesitate:


He ran with his grenades, dodging here and here, dodging and dodging and scooting down, moving around, and he got to the edge of this bridge and he just unloaded his grenades. And he caused devastation in that area. Now I don’t know who was in there, but you could hear them yelling. You don’t think that a soldier dies peacefully, they yell and scream when they’re hit and wounded, have no doubt of that, they scream for their mothers a lot of them. But you could hear the screams coming from the place, with the men badly hit.



During the day the Germans got under the bridge again and Lieutenant Annand cleared it once more, earning the first Army Victoria Cross of the campaign. To McLane’s right the Germans stormed a pill-box but ‘C’ Company took it back. The battle for the River Dyle was getting fiercer, but the Durhams were standing firm and Martin McLane was proud of his men.

Somewhere in the huge oak forest that covered the hills south of Brussels and north of the River Dyle, Second Lieutenant Peter Vaux was waiting for some orders. He was the reconnaissance officer with the 4th Battalion, Royal Tank Regiment, so he had been sent to the forest in advance of the tanks to work out the best places to put them when they arrived.

The previous four days had been exhausting. On 10 May he had been at Pacy-sur-Eure, south-west of Paris. He had been woken at six by the technical adjutant with the news that ‘The Germans have gone into Belgium and you’re off to Brussels at once’. Within two hours his eight-hundredweight truck had rumbled over the cobbles, heading north. Towards evening they crossed the Somme at Amiens. The roads were crowded. Columns of lorries were crawling north and cars with mattresses on the roof were trying to get south. The occupants looked very scared. Looking out at distant flashes of gunfire and hearing the rumbling, echoing sound of bombs, Vaux thought of his father, a mining engineer who had come back from Malaya to fight in 1914. He too would have heard the sound of shells as he approached the front. He probably marched up the same road.

Peter Vaux was twenty-three. Born in 1916, he had been conceived on leave. His father had been a tunneller, laying mines under German trenches. He must have been very brave.

Vaux had grown up in Devon. At eighteen he had gone to Sandhurst Military College. In 1938 they had been taken on a battlefield tour through Flanders. The place names were already familiar, and they had trained in this area too. They drove through Doullens and swung on to the Arras road. Vaux knew his roads; a reconnaissance officer should. He had got the lorry safely to Brussels and they had picked up the map reference for where the tanks were to be placed.

But since the tanks had arrived from their train two days previously they had heard nothing from Headquarters. He wondered if his father had felt as he did now. ‘It wasn’t fear, or not quite, it was a kind of anticipation and excitement and a sense of going into the unknown. We felt we were a good army, we’d been well trained, and we wanted to get at the enemy.’

The tank crews sat tight in the wood, unable to see anything and with no news of what might be happening elsewhere. Distant rumbles of gunfire raised the level of anxiety:


It was all really rather alarming. This great forest was a creepy sort of place at the best of times. There was an aeroplane which crashed in the middle of the forest and hit someone’s ammunition dump so there was the most almighty explosion. Then a man arrived in our midst from nowhere and said he was the last survivor of some artillery regiment. And we didn’t really know where these Germans were that were supposed to have decimated this man’s regiment. He said they were at the other end of our wood. But, of course, at that stage we didn’t realise that when someone said they were the last survivor of something it often meant they had been the first to run away.



Communication was a problem throughout the British Army in France. The Germans had mobile radio sets and could call down instant artillery and air support. Each British battalion also had a radio, but the enemy could intercept radio transmissions and so their use was forbidden prior to actual combat. Expecting a static, defensive war, the Allies had laid some fixed land-lines, but these quickly proved vulnerable to bombing or sabotage. Very soon communication at almost every level relied on dispatch riders and runners.

As he was in charge of the battalion’s only three-inch mortar, Martin McLane should have been kept informed of developments in the battle, but no runner came from Headquarters. Then, as he was away seeking information, a ferocious German attack overran ‘C’ Company’s forward positions, outflanking the mortar. McLane’s men fell back with what they could carry, leaving the mortar’s baseplate embedded in the ground. But they still had the base of the second mortar, so McLane hurriedly reassembled his weapon and shelled the fields by the river where the Germans had broken through. Unknown to McLane, a counter-attack had already been launched.

He saw the men in khaki too late. Suddenly there were shells exploding amongst them – his shells, the ones he had dragged up from the lorry. Sick with horror and shame, McLane pulled out his revolver. He meant to shoot himself but his men were too quick. ‘One of them just hit my hand. “Not worth it,” he said.’ The men shouted at their sergeant. They told him that they needed him.

On the evening of 15 May orders finally came through to both McLane and Peter Vaux, still waiting with his tanks in the forest. To their astonishment both were ordered to retreat to the south-west. Vaux was told to meet tank transporters at the railway station in Halle. But it had been bombed flat. With no prospect of a train, the tanks and their support vehicles set out down the road towards Lille. There was no transport available for Martin McLane’s men either, so they hauled their mortar on to a cart and attached it to an old horse they found in a barn. Slowly they wound down the valley, away from their first battlefield and towards Brussels.

General Lord Gort, commander of the British Expeditionary Force, had just been told that the main German armoured force had broken through to the south. The attack on the River Dyle had been a feint, designed to draw the British Army north into a trap. To keep the line straight, Gort’s French superior had ordered a redeployment to the River Lasne. The BEF’s long retreat had begun.

David Low’s cartoon in the Evening Standard was called ‘All Behind you Winston’. It had Chamberlain, Halifax and the rest of the Cabinet all grimly rolling up their sleeves and marching determinedly behind their new leader at the head of a vast mass of the British people. Certainly, some were behind Churchill. Labour’s Ernie Bevin threw himself into the new administration, bullying union leaders and forcing through agreements to curb strikes and suspend long-cherished working practices.

And Churchill, despite his sixty-five years, seemed to have the power to energise a moribund bureaucracy. Marian Holmes was startled by the energy of her new employer. With Chamberlain it had been slow, slow, slow. Churchill’s way of doing business was totally different:


he was to be seen striding down the garden path with his chin jutting out and a sense of resolve, and a contagious air of confidence. And very soon the whole attitude to him changed to one of absolute admiration and it’s difficult to describe adequately the change – it was as if a superhuman current of electricity had gone through Number Ten Downing Street.



But were they really all behind him? Churchill’s first few appearances in the House of Commons were received with grudging and half-hearted acclaim from the Conservative benches. And Whitehall was full of politicians and civil servants who looked on aghast as Churchill brought his loud, pushy friends into Number 10 and offered them jobs in his government. Private secretary ‘Jock’ Colville had yet to make up his mind about his new master: ‘I spent the day in a bright blue new suit from the Fifty-Shilling Tailors, cheap and sensational looking, which I felt was appropriate to the new government.’

A rerun of the Great War had been expected in Washington. The French were known to have a fine modern army. The Royal Navy would blockade Germany and slowly sap its strength. There would be time for America to decide what to do. But suddenly there was nothing but news of collapse and retreat, and something close to panic gripped the State Department.

It was a time of lurid fears and science-fiction fantasy. Throughout May, Secretary of State Cordell Hull received cables from various embassies reporting wild speculation about German intentions and secret weapons. One, from Havana, mentioned transcontinental supersubmarines, huge new bombers, ‘air torpedoes’ and other horrors, lifted, it seemed, from the pages of H.G. Wells. When this was added to the pre-war image of Nazi Germany that was common in America – sinister, black-clad fighting men bearing torches and goose-stepping in perfect synchronisation – Hitler’s Reich suddenly appeared quite unstoppable.

America’s leaders worried that Hitler might soon control Europe and the old British and French Empires, whilst Italy ran the Mediterranean and Japan moved to dominate the Pacific. And all this would happen before America had begun to shake itself from decades of weakness and isolation.

As the news from France worsened and the cable traffic into Washington grew ever more fevered, all that stood between America and a world dominated by her totalitarian enemies was the ambiguous figure of Winston Churchill. Aware that Churchill was the most belligerent member of Chamberlain’s Cabinet, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had been secretly corresponding with him since the beginning of the war. Roosevelt had spoken of his desire to help Britain to the limits of his power. But his power was severely limited. Congress was wary of any foreign policy commitments and highly suspicious of the European powers, which had already dragged America into one terrible war and then refused to honour their debts.

A presidential election was due in November. Would there be votes in a large increase in military support for Britain? It seemed unlikely. And many in Washington wondered if Britain, and the man who now led her, were even worth supporting. Perhaps America, ill-prepared for war herself, should look first to her own defence rather than waste resources on a lost cause.

Contrasting attitudes towards Churchill would dominate America’s reaction to the crisis. Roosevelt had sent diplomatic troubleshooter Sumner Welles on a mission to London just before the Germans attacked on 10 May. Welles’s first impression of Churchill was widely discussed in Washington. The great man had greeted the American party at the private flat in the Admiralty, smoking a huge cigar and ‘drinking a whiskey and soda’, having ‘consumed a good many whiskeys’. According to Welles’s account, Churchill first offered the sternly teetotal American ambassador, Joseph Kennedy, a glass, and then went on to deliver a ‘cascade of oratory, brilliant and always effective, interlarded with considerable wit’, declaring that ‘we will win the war and that is the only hope of civilisation’.

The Cabinet discussed the situation in Europe. According to Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, talk soon turned to the character of the new British Prime Minister:


the President said that he supposed that Churchill was the best man that England had even if he was drunk half of his time. Apparently Churchill is very unreliable when under the influence of drink . . . At any rate I am glad that Chamberlain is out. I had no hope in my own heart so long as this inept man was at the head of the British government. To his small clique in the British Empire under his leadership has been due the terrible situation in which the world finds itself today.



If Washington was initially unsure about Churchill, it had even less confidence in some of his ministers. A sense that the British government was divided percolated back to America. In March Rab Butler, Lord Halifax’s deputy at the Foreign Office, had walked in St James’s Park with James Moffat, another of Washington’s top diplomats. Moffat recalled that Butler seemed very keen on peace, was understanding towards the Nazis and had then told him that there were forces more constructive than Churchill in Britain. What was the State Department supposed to make of that?

Such uncertainty affected Roosevelt’s reaction to Churchill’s immediate appeals for aid. Five days after becoming Prime Minister, Churchill cabled the White House asking for the immediate loan of 50 mothballed US destroyers and for other military assistance. The destroyers were needed to tackle the expected U-boat offensive in the Atlantic. The Prime Minister warned the President starkly that ‘the voice and force of the United States may count for nothing if they are withheld too long. You may have a completely subjugated Nazified Europe established with astonishing swiftness.’

The key political dynamic of 1940 had begun: Churchill pleading for help and warning Roosevelt that America’s front line lay in Europe, Roosevelt agonising about Britain’s prospects and the kind of help that could be given without forfeiting public opinion and the support of Congress. And the first and most important question was this: would Churchill get his warships?

The news from France suddenly worsened. Churchill learned that the Germans had crossed the Meuse at Sedan. At first the French generals were unruffled. Late during the night of 14 May, the capitulation of Holland was announced on the radio. Churchill had known this was coming. The Dutch Queen, Wilhelmina, had just been evacuated on a British destroyer. Then soon after 7 a.m. in the morning of 15 May Churchill received an alarming phone call from Paul Reynaud, the French Prime Minister, who was very excited. He announced that tanks were pouring through at Sedan and that ‘the road to Paris was open’. Churchill was reassuring, but Reynaud remained insistent that ‘the battle was lost’.

Churchill rang up General Georges, commanding the French forces in the field, who seemed quite relaxed and told him that the gap had been plugged. At 3 p.m. on 16 May Churchill flew to Paris to find out for himself what was going on. The mood of the French generals had changed. Using a map, they now quite calmly revealed a dangerous dent in the front that stretched almost to Reims. Churchill’s request to be shown the position of the strategic reserve was met with a shrug of the shoulders. There was none. Out of a window Churchill could see bureaucrats burning official papers in a courtyard. Somebody clearly did not expect to be in Paris for very much longer.

Churchill returned to London and the first of many depressing messages from Roosevelt. He could not ask Congress for permission to hand over any destroyers at the moment. It was politically impossible.

Aware of the need to keep up morale in Whitehall and beyond, Churchill knew the value of even a token gesture from America. He mentioned his expectation of American aid at every opportunity. But what he said was based more on wishful thinking than any real evidence of support from Washington.

Once the bad news broke, it got rapidly worse. On 17 May newspaper headlines announced that Brussels had fallen and that German tanks had broken through the Maginot Line. The supposedly impregnable Maginot Line, a series of mechanised forts and tunnels upon which France had pinned her faith, stretched from Switzerland to the Ardennes. But northward from there, along the border with Belgium, the ‘Line’ was only pill-boxes and barbed wire put in place over the previous winter. It was through these improvised defences that the Panzers had smashed.

The news shocked the world. In Ottawa the Canadian Prime Minister, William Mackenzie King, wrote in his diary that day: ‘Situation very serious . . . They have not anything like the supply of planes or engines for planes that they should have – quite inadequate . . . the Blitzkrieg might lead to destruction of Britain and France within the next few weeks.’

The 2nd Battalion, the Royal Norfolk Regiment, was screening the withdrawal to the river Lasne. During 16 May Ernie Leggett’s company remained dug in under shellfire. That night they skirted the old battlefield of Waterloo as they withdrew to the Brussels-Charleroi canal. They marched seventeen miles because their transport had got lost in the forest. The night march and the accumulated tension of the last few days brought them close to collapse: ‘People say that you can’t march while you’re asleep – well I can tell you here and now you can march while you’re asleep because I’ve done it – and all my company did it! The only time you wake up is when you bump into the man ahead of you or the man behind you bumps into you. Marching along asleep in the darkness.’

When they reached their new positions at eight in the morning they had hardly had breakfast when the order came to fall back further, this time to the River Dendre. Shattered as they already were, they marched all though the day along roads now crammed with civilian refugees:


Villages and towns had just been brought to the ground. And there was water and smoke, and fires in the streets. And I can still remember that terrible smell of death after a bombing or shelling had occurred. And people were in these houses, they hadn’t been taken out and there was still that horrible stench which we had to go through. As we went past some woods all the trees had been uprooted, the tops had been shelled away, and it was just like walking through a hell.



Leggett scavenged for food, taking raw swedes from the fields: ‘In their cellars they used to cure meat and we were able to help ourselves to an extent to that. The only water we had to drink was water out of the ditches which we were able to boil.’

In order to get past the slow-moving civilians, the soldiers took to the fields. And so, when German aircraft attacked, it was mostly the refugees they hit:


We saw horses and carts and people and everything blown sky high. Most bodies were mutilated, blown to pieces. We could shoot the animals – we saw a horse which had its guts open and we shot it – but the people, we couldn’t stop and help them. We couldn’t give them first aid. We saw them go up in the air and just pieces flying everywhere. We were all right. We were in the fields. We then realised what the enemy was – what mentality they had. They had no need. All they did was just murder. We realised that some of the propaganda we’d heard previously was coming true to life.



They reached their latest river defence line in the evening and dug shallow trenches. But they were told to retreat again, this time to Tournai. The transport was reported lost so they stumbled off on foot.

Martin McLane’s Durhams were also retreating and also, now, on foot. The wheel had come off their improvised horse-drawn mortar transport. At first they tried to carry the weapon. Then they disabled and buried it.

They settled into a rhythm: five miles, a short rest, perhaps a cup of sweet tea, then another ten, trudging along roads that were choked with refugees, eyes open for bombers:


I was just shattered for the want of sleep. Men would just keep marching in a line when the rest turned the corner. They were in a kind of trance. The poor pathetic people that were walking along the roads, you had to see them to believe them. Old horses and carts, farm carts, big ones, little ones, all loaded up with their family possessions. All the people looking frightened and desperate, walking along the roads, not knowing what was happening, not knowing what to do. They had dog carts laden up with stuff, they had bicycles laden up with stuff, the men were carrying big loads on their backs, the children were plodding along the side of the road. Old people they were collapsing exhausted and people were trying to recover them. You could see them huddle about the person and they’d eventually lift her or him onto a cart, and they’d move off on the road.



On 15 May Denis Wissler’s luck almost ran out as ‘B’ Flight scrambled in another last-minute attempt to intercept German bombers: ‘I crashed taking off in a Hurricane, overturned, the cabin cowling collapsed, and I was pinned underneath. The crew were very prompt getting me out but they had to dig in order to release the escape panel. All I had time to do was to duck my head, and even so we can’t understand how I did not break my neck or back. The machine is a complete write-off.’ The field had been very uneven. When the plane turned over the cockpit had ended up over a hole in the ground. But for this piece of luck Wissler would have broken his neck. Instead, for three days he was nursing a sore back and in too much pain to fly. So he was able to enjoy 85 Squadron’s new quarters in a château that had once belonged to the famous Duke of Marlborough.

There he saw his first burns case. He had met the man as they had travelled up on the train together to Lille to join the squadron. He had chattered endlessly. The previous day he had baled out with his plane on fire, his face completely scorched and blackened. He wouldn’t be talking again for some months.

From the château garden Wissler watched three Hurricanes take off to attack a hundred passing bombers and saw the Canadian Benjy Angus become the squadron’s first pilot to be killed. Before the day was out another pilot was dead and one missing. They buried Angus in the local cemetery at Frétin.
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