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      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      Readers may well wonder why this book is not called Britain’s Last War Against France. After all, large numbers of Scots, Welsh and Irish found themselves fighting the Vichy French. Its title does not reflect
         any animus against the Union on my part. Far from it. But for the French, perhaps because over the centuries they sometimes
         acquired Celtic allies, their old enemy is almost always ‘the English’. Sometimes – usually when they are very angry with
         us or we are allied to the Americans or both – we become ‘the Anglo-Saxons’. Only rarely, in their eyes, are we ‘the British’,
         a people with whom they tend to have a more neutral relationship. CS
      





  
      PROLOGUE

The Fugitive Fleet

      Robert Surcouf was the most famous of France’s eighteenth-century privateers who, based on Mauritius in the Indian Ocean, grew
         rich on English plunder before retiring to his native St Malo. Renowned for his chivalry towards prisoners, in France he is
         perhaps best remembered for the reply he gave a captive officer who admonished him for fighting for money rather than, as
         the British did, for honour. ‘Each of us fights,’ admitted Surcouf, ‘for what he lacks most.’
      

      In the 1930s the huge submarine named after him was the largest submersible in the world and seemed a potent symbol of France’s
         growing sea power. Her main armament was the twin long-range guns housed in an enclosed turret of cylindrical design just
         forward of the conning tower. To spot her prey she even carried a small Marcel-Berson seaplane in a waterproof hangar. Once
         the aircraft had returned and been winched back aboard, Surcouf would stalk her targets submerged until they were within range of her formidable 8-inchers, a calibre not normally found
         on anything smaller than a cruiser. Her victims might then be finished off with torpedoes.
      

      At least, that was the theory. The reality was that the Surcouf was a white elephant, a prototype that had never grown out of her teething problems and spent more time under repair than under
         water. Towards the end of June 1940, when only the diehards of the French Army were still fighting and the bulk of Britain’s
         small contribution to the land war had been home two weeks from Dunkirk, the submarine was at Brest suffering with another
         bout of engine trouble and had yet to fire a shot in anger.
      

      As the panzers approached the coast, Surcouf’s delicate innards were gathered up and, with three broken connecting rods and powered only by her auxiliary electric motors,
         she left harbour at dusk on 18 June unable to dive or go any faster than 4 knots. The submarine was heading for England. From
         the conning tower Bernard Le Nistour, a big athletic man who was the Surcouf’s doctor, recalled looking back at the fires that were beginning behind them as the demolitions started. ‘All of us hoped
         to continue the fight,’ he said. ‘Morale was high; the physical fitness of the crew excellent.’
      

Shortly after dawn on the 19th an inquisitive Sunderland flying boat, RAF Coastal Command’s main anti-submarine aircraft,
         took a good look at it. Aldis lamps blinked the agreed recognition signals between allies and, satisfied, the big four-engined
         aircraft flew away. Landfall was in late afternoon: first the hazy outline of the Lizard then Penzance. Here the Surcouf dropped anchor while her engineers made some adjustments that enabled the submarine to make 10 knots as she followed the
         Cornish coast up to Plymouth Sound. On arrival two launches came out and circled slowly around them but kept out of hailing
         distance. They made Le Nistour feel uneasy. ‘Are we prisoners?’ he asked himself.
      

      The next day the crew were told to move a couple of miles up the coast to Devonport. En route, holidaymakers who had spotted
         Surcouf’s tricolour rose from their deckchairs waving their hats, towels and what looked like miniature entrenching tools. For those
         French sailors allowed on deck it was a depressing sight. The Boche were in Paris and, despite Dunkirk, the English were still
         on the beach.
      

      At Devonport the submarine berthed alongside the Paris, a distressed French dreadnought launched in 1912 which made the Surcouf look frisky. Bombed in Le Havre, she had been towed to Brest, then tried to get to England under her own power but her engines
         were not up to it and British tugs pulled her into Plymouth where her crew had now been long enough to start getting irritated
         with their hosts. They were quick to tell the newcomers that what infuriated them most about the English was the number of
         young men of military age still in civilian clothes, some of them carrying tennis racquets. You didn’t have to look far to
         see why a fully mobilized France, despite its smaller population, had fielded eighty divisions compared with the British Expeditionary
         Force’s ten. At the end of 1918 there had been almost sixty khaki-clad divisions in France and the English were claiming to
         have won the war. There was no sign yet of conscription on that scale.
      

      Two days after the Surcouf’s arrival in Devonport, at the Compiègne forest some 35 miles north of Paris, history was repeating itself in, as far as
         the French were concerned, a nightmare mirror image reversing all that was good. It had taken just six weeks of blitzkrieg
         to reverse the punch-drunk decision reached after four years of fighting and over a million French dead. Now, in the same
         railway dining car where Maréchal Foch had received Imperial Germany’s war-weary emissaries in November 1918, a French delegation
         under Général Charles Huntziger had come to hear what price this new Germany would put on an armistice following its amazing
         victory.
      

      To seal their triumph German engineers had liberated the sacred rolling stock with its polished wood interior by demolishing
         one side of the little museum where it had been immured since 1927 when France decided to preserve in perpetuity the best known symbol of Germany’s humiliation. By the time Huntzinger and his delegation turned up
         the stage had been set. Hitler, Hess, Goering, Feldmarschal Wilhelm Keitel and Joachim von Ribbentrop, the Foreign Minister,
         were already seated in the carriage. Outside, a big swastika flag draped over an imposing granite block hid its inscription:
         ‘Here on the 11th November 1918 succumbed the criminal pride of the German people.’
      

      Huntziger, who had had no idea where the Germans were leading his delegation for the surrender ceremony, was mortified at
         this gloating tit for tat. ‘The historic forest of Compiègne has been chosen in order to efface once and for all by an act
         of reparative justice a memory resented by the German people as the greatest shame of all time,’ lectured Feldmarschal Keitel
         in a lengthy preamble.
      

      But at least the French could console themselves with the thought that they were not quite offering unconditional surrender.
         Leading the new government, which had decided to seek an armistice with Germany while it still had something left to bargain
         with, was the octogenarian national icon Maréchal Philippe Pétain who in 1916 had inspired the sacrifice that had stopped
         the Germans at Verdun. Pétain had given Huntziger firm instructions to break off talks if the Germans demanded either of two
         things: any French colonial territory or the surrender of their fleet. This had not proved necessary.
      

      Hitler, who shared the general astonishment over the French collapse, had decided it would pay to be magnanimous in victory.
         He did not want France to follow Poland, Norway and Holland (and soon Belgium) who all had governments-in-exile in London
         from where they could wage a propaganda war, if little else. ‘It would be better to permit the existence of a French government
         in France which would be the sole responsible one,’ he told Mussolini when he explained why he was unable to meet Il Duce’s
         demands for an Italian occupation zone east of the Rhône plus Corsica, Tunisia and French Somaliland. All this was to be a
         reward for Fascist Italy’s ten days of fighting following its long-awaited declaration of war against France and Britain on
         10 June, the day the French government left Paris.
      

      While Anglo-German hostilities continued, France was to be offered peace on condition that the Wehrmacht occupied about three-fifths
         of its territory including all its Channel and Atlantic coasts and Paris. If it wished, the French government could operate
         from its occupied capital or choose a city in the south-eastern unoccupied zone as a temporary seat of government until Churchill
         gave in and there were proper peace treaties. A spa town like Vichy was an obvious choice, its season curtailed and with lots
         of empty hotels that could be requisitioned to accommodate government departments and provide living quarters for civil servants.
      

      Unlike the Italians, Hitler had little interest in France’s colonial possessions. But he was determined that the French fleet must not fall into British hands. When he met Mussolini in Munich,
         three days before the armistice talks began, he made it plain that he thought the best option would be to have the French
         scuttle their ships. The worst, he said, would be to have the world’s fourth most powerful fleet amalgamating with the Royal
         Navy, thereby giving the British the chance of moving large forces ‘to all sorts of places’ and thus prolonging the war because
         Germany would find it impossible to deliver a decisive blow.
      

      Hitler’s answer to the problem of France’s fugitive fleet – by now most of it was either in its African colonies or in Britain
         – was typical. Without, it seems, a trace of irony the Führer laid on the table a solemn promise of the kind that, one after
         the other, had been broken so often during all the crises that had led to war. Article Eight of the terms being offered to
         Huntziger’s delegation at Compiègne – which Hitler had made clear were not negotiable – pledged: ‘The German government solemnly
         declares to the French government that it does not intend to use for its own purposes in the war the French fleet which is
         in ports under German supervision. Furthermore, they solemnly and expressly declare that they have no intention of raising
         any claim to the French navy at the conclusion of peace.’
      

      When Général Maxime Weygand, who had been Foch’s Chief of Staff during the 1918 ceremony and now commanded what was left of
         the French Army, heard the terms from Huntziger on a telephone line laid on by the Germans, he took Hitler at his word. Weygand
         advised Pétain that the terms were harsh but did not dishonour the 50,000 French soldiers who had fallen during the last six
         weeks of fighting. France would keep its colonies and the fleet would be immobilized but remain in French ports with skeleton
         French crews. It could have been a lot worse. All that remained was to get the ships back.
      

      On 3 July 1940 the Surcouf was still moored at Devonport where her 140–strong crew could not fail to notice that they were covered by the huge 15-inch
         guns on the British battleship HMS Revenge, which had last fired them in anger at the Battle of Jutland in 1916. It seemed so pointless. It was eleven days since the
         armistice had been signed. The war was over. Would the English really prevent them going home? They could not possibly continue
         to fight the most powerful war machine on the planet on their own.
      

      Alongside them aboard the battleship Paris were 600 or so similarly minded French sailors under Amiral Jean Cayol. A French destroyer and two submarines were also anchored
         nearby. Few of their crews doubted that the English would be the next to come to terms with Germany. The hundreds of abandoned
         trucks and artillery pieces the Wehrmacht’s mechanics were now picking over at Dunkirk, from where Lord Gort’s army had been
         so lucky to get home in their socks, were surely proof enough that the British had no real stomach for a fight with Hitler?
      

      In the Compiègne forest some of the Germans present had confided to Huntziger’s delegation that they expected London would
         sue for peace by mid-August. On 1 July Amiral François Darlan, head of the French Navy he had done so much to modernize, was
         assuring William Bullitt, the US ambassador to France, that Germany would conquer England within five weeks ‘unless she surrendered
         sooner’.
      

      Pétain had already rejected an extraordinary proposal from Winston Churchill, who was desperate to keep France in the war,
         that Britain and France unite to form a single confederated state. ‘It is not in France’s interests to marry a corpse,’ declared
         the maréchal, 84 last birthday.
      

      He had been in Madrid as France’s ambassador to Franco’s new Spain when Prime Minister Paul Reynaud had invited him to join
         his government as Deputy Prime Minister with the expectation that the maréchal would stiffen the resolve of the waverers in
         the Cabinet who wanted to give in. But to his astonishment he soon discovered that the old soldier who had saved Verdun was
         equally convinced that the game was up.
      

      As far as Pétain and a good many less senior officers were concerned, gallant exceptions apart, the French Army was no longer
         the army they had once served. The sacrifices of the Verdun generation had been blasphemed by the decadence that had rotted
         the entire nation for most of the last twenty years. It had reached its disgusting highpoint during the leftist government
         of Léon Blum’s Front Populaire with its anticlericalism and forty-hour weeks for the workers and was reflected in the spinelessness
         of the army that had collapsed at Sedan. For the British too, he had nothing but contempt. If they had truly possessed the
         will to fight on they would have met with French demands for massive RAF reinforcements while there was still time to stop
         the panzers. They might also have sent an army big enough to be worthy of the name; not less than one-tenth of the men France
         had put in the field.
      

      All Churchill had to counteract Petain’s defeatism was another of Paul Reynaud’s late appointments to his War Cabinet: Brigadier
         général Charles de Gaulle, France’s foremost exponent of armoured warfare and as such accorded a certain respect by his contemporaries
         but unknown to most civilians and hardly the man to take on Pétain, a popular figure bringing an end to an unpopular war.
         Nonetheless, de Gaulle was the best available. The Francophone British Major General Sir Edward Spears, Churchill’s special
         emissary to the French government, spirited him away on an RAF aircraft which took off from a chaotically overcrowded airfield
         at Bordeaux, where the French government had evacuated after an earlier stop in Tours. The aircraft refuelled in Jersey which,
         along with the rest of the Channel Islands, would shortly become the only British territory to be occupied by Nazi Germany.
         It was here, Spears observed, that the martyrdom of the général’s exile began when at the airport’s canteen he innocently enquired whether what he was drinking was coffee or tea.
      

      Five days later de Gaulle, in his first BBC broadcast, announced: ‘France has lost a battle. But France has not lost the war.’
         His words were primarily intended for the 100,000 or so French military in England who had been evacuated there from Dunkirk
         and a much smaller contingent from the smaller Anglo-French defeat in Norway. At first these evacuees had expected to be returned
         to France to fight in the battle being waged on the Somme but now they merely wanted to be back with their families. Very
         few of them had heard de Gaulle speak. For the most part, homesick poilus – the 1914–18 nickname for the formidable French infantry – and sailors cast up on the wrong side of the Channel were not
         in the habit of listening to the BBC. And even if they had been it is unlikely that it would have made much difference. The
         war was over. Ever since it began German propaganda had insisted that London wanted to fight it with French soldiers. Now
         the British had left France and the French wanted to leave Britain.
      

      Spears reflected that as a liaison officer in the 1914–18 war, when the French and the English fell out, he always knew that
         the will to fight Germany was not eroded and these were passing spats. But this time he sensed some irreconcilable break between
         the two nations. ‘No more perceptible than a crack in crystal but going right through, irreparably. We were no longer one.’
      



   
  
      PART ONE

      The Making and the
Breaking of the
Entente Cordiale






      
      
      Chapter One

      
      In the spring of 1903 a new dish began to appear on the menus of the smarter Parisian restaurants. Selle de mouton àl’anglaise was yet another mark of the success of King Edward VII’s recent visit. The Welsh mutton chosen by his accompanying English
         chef for a dinner held at the British Embassy in honour of President Émile Loubet had only added to the affection France felt
         for this merry monarch. ‘French cooks are so fond of cutting up joints into morsels and making what they call, “little dishes”
         of the meat,’ explained the correspondent of the Belfast Newsletter to the beef-eating Protestant gentry. ‘Now every gourmet in Paris wants to have a saddle of mutton for dinner.’
      

      
      Edward was no stranger to France or at least to Paris. Queen Victoria’s eldest son and Europe’s best known royal lothario
         had often visited it, when possible incognito, during his long apprenticeship as Prince of Wales. Among his mistresses had
         been the great tragédienne Sarah Bernhardt who made her debut at the Théâtre Français.
      

      
      In those days his presence had been a nightmare for the French police who feared he might be assassinated by Irish Fenians
         or some other brand of republican. It never happened in France but in April 1900, the year before he took the throne, the
         Belgians nearly lost him at Brussels railway station when a teenage gunman missed with two shots before he was overpowered.
         Jean-Baptiste Sipido, aged 16, was infected by the Anglophobia then widespread on the Continent over the cruel war Imperial
         Britain was waging against southern Africa’s Boer republics. These proud descendants of Dutch and other continental European
         settlers were, it was alleged, being treated as if they were no better than unruly Africans. The anti-war movement, which
         was also gathering strength in Britain, was incensed by a new British tactic of denying the Boer guerrillas their civilian
         support by concentrating women and children in wired-off and guarded temporary accommodation. There were reports of them dying
         in their hundreds from typhoid. Offers from Germany and Holland to send medical assistance to these concentration camps, as
         they were becoming known, had been refused. So had an American proposal to mediate in the conflict.
      

      
      Sipido told his interrogators that he wanted to kill the man who would one day wear the crown that was taking so many lives in South Africa. As it happened, the very next day, 5 April 1900, one
         of the latest casualties was Colonel Comte de Villebois-Mareuil, a French aristocrat and distinguished regular officer who
         had resigned his commission to command a legion of foreign volunteers to the Afrikaner cause. Nor was his loss felt only in
         France.
      

      
      Like many of his class, while the comte’s world view was often Anglophobic his style was distinctly Anglophile: he spoke good
         English, wore Savile Row, hired his daughter an English governess and was acquainted with the London set who regularly visited
         Paris, including Oscar Wilde and the Prince of Wales. The comte had met Wilde through their mutual friend, the writer and
         historian John Bodley, whose two-volume contemporary anatomy of France he was translating for a French publisher.
      

      
      Yet Villebois-Mareuil, a veteran of France’s disastrous 1870 war with Prussia as well as colonial triumphs in Morocco and
         Algeria, had been willing to die for his cause, dug in on a hilltop and rejecting calls for surrender until he was killed
         by a shell. (Although not before he had shot dead the yeomanry volunteer Sergeant Patrick Campbell whose wife was a famous
         actress.) Only then did his followers – mostly compatriots in plumed slouch hats who bore themselves as if they were the inventions
         of Alexandre Dumas – decide they had had enough. Any fears that the English might treat them as little better than mercenaries
         and have them shot out of hand were soon dispelled. Lord Methuen, the British commander, not only insisted on burying Villebois-Mareuil
         with full military honours but paid for his headstone and wrote a letter of condolence to his daughter.
      

      
      Methuen’s chivalry was appreciated. ‘We are prisoners of an army which is the bravest of the brave,’ reported Comte de Bréda,
         the fallen hero’s deputy who joined Boer prisoners of war in Napoleonic exile on the island of St Helena. One senses embarrassment
         on both sides. After nearly a millennium of intermittent warfare, killing each other was no longer quite the norm. ‘For the
         first time since the Norman Conquest, three generations have gone by without the armies of England and France meeting in battle
         array,’ wrote Bodley in the work the colonel was meant to be translating.
      

      
      But the years since Waterloo in 1815 had not all been ones of peaceful coexistence. King Edward was 60 and in his lifetime this unaccustomed peace with France had rarely been easy. When he was younger it had taken the older
         generation a long while to get used to it. Forty years after he lost an arm at Waterloo, the fashionably lisping Lord Raglan,
         then commanding the British contingent of the Anglo-French army in the Crimea, constantly referred to the enemy as ‘the Fwench’
         when he meant to say ‘the Wussians’. Nor had time proved a great healer.
      

      
      Only five years before Edward’s state visit to Paris, Britain and France had seemed on the brink of war over who should possess
         Fashoda, the site of an old Arab mud-walled slave-trading fort on the brown and crocodiled waters of Sudan’s Upper Nile. After his brutal victory over the Dervishes at Omdurman, Lieutenant General Sir Horatio Kitchener
         pushed on upriver to reclaim territory lost thirteen years before when General Charles Gordon had been beheaded at Khartoum
         and his Egyptian soldiers massacred. When he arrived at Fashoda he discovered its fort was flying the tricolour.
      

      
      For the last ten weeks it had been in the hands of about 130 Senegalese soldiers and 8 French officers under the command of
         the soldier-explorer Commandant Jean-Baptiste Marchand. It had taken Marchand’s expedition almost two years to cross most
         of the continent from west to east starting at Brazzaville in the French Congo. During that time almost thirty of them had
         died, not only in the skirmishes they had fought with people who knew they must fear white men, but of malaria and in the
         accidents that come with unexplored terrain. Jungles, mountains and rivers had all taken their toll. Once, they had spent
         five days and nights wading through a swamp that was often neck-high. For four months Paris had received no word from them
         at all and it was feared that, one way or another, Africa had consumed them.
      

      
      It was an achievement made even more remarkable by Marchand’s African porters who, with the Nile in mind, had manhandled across
         their continent the components of a small steam launch, three steel dinghies with sails as well as oars, a hurdy-gurdy that
         could play the ‘Marseillaise’ and about 2,000 bottles of claret, champagne, brandy and absinthe. All to wash down a staple
         diet of Anglo-Saxon stodge: 5 tons of canned corned beef and 10 tons of rice.
      

      
      For some time both the British and French had the same master plan for their African colonies: where need be this was to expand
         them until they were contiguous so that one day they could be knitted together by transcontinental railways. Britain wanted
         to lay its tracks north to south, from Cairo to the Cape via Sudan; France west to east, from Dakar to Somaliland in the Horn
         of Africa from where a westbound expedition was heading towards Fashoda and what it hoped would be a historic meeting.
      

      
      When Gabriel Hanatoux, the French Foreign Minister, had secretly given his blessing to all this the eastern Sudan was still
         a territory in turmoil. The corrupt Egyptian administration had been driven out and, eleven years after Gordon’s death, the
         British seemed in no hurry to avenge him and fill the vacuum. Egypt had been a British protectorate since 1882 but Hanatoux
         saw a chance for bolder spirits to prosper. To further French influence in the Horn of Africa, he had already begun to undermine
         Italian attempts to conquer neighbouring Abyssinia by supplying Emperor Menelik with some of the arms he would use to win
         his surprising victory at Adowa.
      

      
      And not for the first time Whitehall suspected that France was plotting to restore its influence in Egypt where in November 1869 the Francophile Khedive Ismail had invited Napoléon Ill’s Empress
         Eugénie to Suez to open the canal built by her distant cousin Ferdinand de Lesseps. There was even talk that Marchand’s party
         were surveying sites for a massive dam that would control the waters of the Nile. But the French had arrived on the scene
         a little too late. A powerful Anglo-Egyptian army was now on the river and it had tasted blood.
      

      
      ‘We were confronted with the fact that a “friendly Power” had, unprovoked, endeavoured to rob us of the fruits of our victory,’
         wrote Winston Churchill, who had charged with the 21st Lancers at Omdurman, a 25-year-old soldier journalist writing for the
         Morning Post at £15 a column and armed with the latest German automatic pistol. ‘While England had been devoting itself to great military
         operations … other operations – covert and deceitful – had been in progress designed solely for the mischievous and spiteful
         object of depriving them of the produce of their labours.’
      

      
      Fortunately Kitchener, who spoke reasonable French, having served in a volunteer ambulance unit during the 1870 Franco-Prussian
         War, revealed an unsuspected talent for diplomacy and from the beginning he and Marchand maintained cordial relations. The
         flags of France, Britain and Egypt flew over Fashoda and for the senior officers there were reciprocal drinks invitations,
         though Marchand disliked Kitchener’s whisky and soda, which he had never sampled before, and thought it a poor exchange for
         even Nile-cooled champagne.
      

      
      Kitchener’s timely arrival with a battalion or so of infantry, two Maxim guns and some light artillery had undoubtedly saved
         the French. To the Dervishes all Europeans and their various mercenaries were bad news and they had already obliged these
         latest intruders to expend far more ammunition than they could afford with a determined assault on Fashoda. When he first
         sighted Kitchener’s paddle boats Marchand, thrice wounded in the service of his country, thought the Muslims had returned
         in force to finish them off.
      

      
      Now he found himself playing a gigantic game of bluff with his saviours. There was, of course, no question who would win a
         shoot-out: the commandant was hopelessly outnumbered. ‘An explorer in difficulties upon the Upper Nile,’ sniffed Lord Salisbury,
         and the Foreign Secretary saw that the Royal Navy reinforced its Gibraltar squadron so that the French found themselves outgunned
         in the Mediterranean as well. ‘Great Britain was determined to have Fashoda or fight,’ young Churchill, later an ardent Francophile,
         wrote in his bestselling book The River War, first published in 1899 less than a year after the confrontation.
      

      
      Perhaps the French would not have climbed down had Hanatoux, Marchand’s patron, still been in charge of foreign affairs. But
         he had been replaced by the pragmatic Théophile Delcassé who, not thirty years since the loss of the border provinces of Alsace and Lorraine, saw Germany as the main enemy and Britain as a potential ally. After
         almost three months of brinkmanship Marchand, who had been obliged to absent himself to British-controlled Cairo to pick up
         his orders from the French consulate there, departed Fashoda for Abyssinia in the little boats that had come so far. The British
         troops bade them farewell with an honour guard and a band playing the ‘Marseillaise’. Before they left a sous-officier uprooted the flagstaff that had borne the tricolour and hurled it to the ground.
      

      
      In France there was outrage. The pestilential fort with its mosquitoes and crocodiles had monopolized public debate. A newspaper
         cartoon depicting Marianne as Little Red Riding Hood about to hand over her Fashoda parcel to the haggish wolf Britannia caught
         the national mood. Charles de Gaulle, the 8-year-old middle son of a monarchist schoolmaster, a veteran of the lost 1870 war
         against the Prussians, would remember for the rest of his long and eventful life his father’s heated discussions and his own
         brooding boyhood shame at this national humiliation.
      

      
      Among young French officers disgust with the government knew no bounds and there was talk, encouraged by the newspapers, that
         only war with England would remove this stain on their honour. Nor did they have the slightest doubt who would win. France
         would certainly not have waited thirteen years to reconquer Sudan. As allies in the Crimea, British tactics had been comical,
         none more so than that idiotic charge of a brigade of light cavalry they so gloried in and never mind maréchal Bosquet’s polite
         flattery, for ‘magnifique’ it was not. Even the barefoot Zulu had given them a drubbing, among the casualties France’s exiled Prince Imperial, the beau sabreur the Bonapartists would have made Napoléon IV, abandoned by his bolting English cavalry escort and left dismounted to fight
         it out alone on foot. Afterwards the Zulus said they suspected he was different because he fought like a lion with a broken
         assegai pulled from his own body. Every Frenchman knew the English, though not bad sailors, were very bad soldiers. But here
         lay the rub. Britannia really did rule the waves. The ascendancy of the Royal Navy was such, their native moat so uncrossable,
         attacks on their colonies so vulnerable to overwhelming maritime interception, it was impossible to get at the drunken and
         overfed rosbifs and give them the thrashing they so richly deserved.
      

      
      This was frustrating enough. But to make matters worse Fashoda had come at a time when the French Army and much else French
         was being torn apart by the Dreyfus Affair: a festering, self-inflicted wound that had become an international cause célèbre
         and so upset Queen Victoria that she had cancelled her annual holiday in France. Capitaine Alfred Dreyfus was that rare thing
         in most European armies of the 1890s: a Jewish officer. He was a refugee from Alsace, under German rule since the defeat of
         1871, where his wealthy family had owned a cotton mill at Mühlhausen. In October 1894 Dreyfus, an artillery officer on a temporary
         attachment to the General Staff in Paris, was accused of passing secrets to the German Embassy, court-martialled and sentenced to hard labour
         for life on the nightmarish South American Devil’s Island penal colony off French Guiana.
      

      
      In Paris, where it was rarely hard to fan the embers of its smouldering anti-Semitism, it was a popular verdict. Prior to
         his transportation to South America in chains, a salivating mob were encouraged to attend a public ceremony at which Dreyfus
         was stripped of all badges of rank and decorations and his sword snapped in two. Throughout this ordeal Dreyfus’s cries that
         he was innocent were drowned by the taunts from his civilian audience.
      

      
      The men who convicted Dreyfus were genuinely convinced of his guilt. But four years later, by the time Kitchener and Marchand
         had met at Fashoda, Dreyfus’s innocence – first suggested by British private detectives hired by his family – had been established
         beyond all reasonable doubt. The real culprit was the high–living Commandant Ferdinand Esterhazy whose outrageous acquittal
         in January 1898 by a corrupt court martial caused the novelist Émile Zola to write J’Accuse, his famous 4,000-word proclamation of Dreyfus’s innocence. ‘The truth is on the march,’ concluded Zola, ‘and nothing will
         stop it.’ Shortly afterwards, despite the verdict in his favour, Esterhazy fled to England. An officer who had committed perjury
         to secure Esterhazy’s acquittal then killed himself.
      

      
      By now it was obvious that there existed among the army’s senior ranks a faction far more concerned with covering up their
         mistakes than righting a shameful miscarriage of justice. First the French officer corps, then it seemed almost the entire
         nation, was split between the Dreyfusards and their opponents. Some of the latter even conceded that Dreyfus might not be
         guilty but believed he had to be sacrificed for the greater good. It was a point of view strongly defended by the Catholic
         Church. The French Army must not be undermined by a plot hatched by Jews and Freemasons, the twin axes of evil as far as many
         conservative Catholics were concerned.
      

      
      The scandal dragged on for over a decade. In 1899 an emaciated, fever-ridden Dreyfus was brought back to France only to have
         his conviction upheld by a new court martial. After international protests, not least from Queen Victoria who in an uncoded
         telegram to the British Embassy in Paris referred to him as ‘the poor martyr Dreyfus’, he was ‘pardoned’ though his supporters
         insisted that he had done nothing to be pardoned for. Not until 1906 was the artillery officer fully exonerated, restored
         to the army, promoted and awarded the Légion d’Honneur.
      

      
      The affair left its mark on a whole generation of French officers. In 1902 the Dreyfusard and secular Radical Party, in which
         French Freemasonry was strongly represented, was elected to office. Within three years, to the great displeasure of the Vatican,
         they had repealed the Napoleonic Concordat and separated the Church from the state. Troops found themselves being used to
         close down illegal convent schools while Masons also began to flourish in the officer corps. Practising Catholics started
         to feel that when it came to promotion it was no longer how good a soldier you were but who you knew in the Grand Orient Lodge
         with its large military membership. In the garrison towns of Toulouse, Bastia and Montélimar, Catholics and Freemasons fought
         duels, sometimes with fatal results.
      

      
      In a milder way a certain Major Philippe Pétain also became a casualty of this quarrel. Pétain had long ago lapsed from the
         strict Catholicism of his boyhood and at 50 he had had numerous and sometimes inappropriate love affairs, never married, and
         was maintaining at least one illegitimate child, the product of a brief relationship with a teenage shop assistant. But Pétain
         still held the Church in great respect and resented the influence of the anticlerical faction who were now ruling the roost
         in the army. When a well-known Freemason offered him the command of the prestigious rifle school at Châlons, which would have
         meant automatic promotion to lieutenant colonel, he turned it down. It would take him another four years to reach that rank
         and by then he was approaching retirement age.
      

      
      Pétain looked every inch a soldier and lived up to appearances. The erect bearing, piercing grey-blue eyes and generous blond
         moustache belonged to an excellent horseman, fencer and rifle shot. And in recent years he had delighted his seniors with
         the lucid and popular lectures he delivered in his clipped undemonstrative way at the École de Guerre where he was an Assistant
         Professor of Infantry Tactics. He argued for firepower with accuracy, dismissing the old musketry dictum that marksmanship
         counted less than delivering rapid volleys. In 1870 the Chassepot rifle had been the best infantry weapon in Europe and he
         believed that France’s failure to exploit its accuracy had made a significant contribution to the Prussian victory.
      

      
      Pétain had been a 14-year-old boarder at a strict Catholic school in the marshy flatlands of his native Pas de Calais when
         the Franco-Prussian War – usually referred to as the debacle until the next debacle some seventy years later – persuaded him
         that his vocation was for the military and not, as he had believed for most of his boyhood, in holy orders. He was from a
         family of smallholders originally of Flemish stock – the name comes from Piet-heim, meaning Peter’s home – whose bit
         of land and literacy placed them at least a couple of notches above the ordinary peasant farmer and they were always careful
         to refer to themselves as cultivateurs.

      
      Even so, the family’s only military experience had been in the ranks. His maternal grandmother’s brother, one Philippe-Michel
         Lefebre, had been about to be ordained when his seminary was closed down and he was pressganged into the army. During some
         twenty years’ service he campaigned for Napoléon in Italy before he was allowed to resume his theological studies, though
         later in life Abbé Lefebre enjoyed reminiscing about his soldiering, not least to his great-nephew who was not quite ten when
         the Abbé died.
      

      
      
      The only other Pétain who had worn uniform was his father’s elder brother Cyrille, though this was hardly a source of pride.
         Having had the misfortune to have his conscription number come up, Cyrille, as the law permitted, paid a citizen substitute
         to march for him, the money coming from the sale of some of his doting parents’ land. But not long afterwards, for reasons
         unknown – perhaps an affair of the heart – Cyrille decided to enlist anyway, signed on for fifteen years and went to Algeria.
         Then his regiment was shipped to the Crimea. The Russians proved a more efficient foe than Arab rebels and at some point Cyrille
         decided he would soldier no more and was posted as a deserter. Later it emerged he had settled in the Caucasus where he raised
         a deracinated sub-clan of the Pétains with whom there was little communication.
      

      
      His nephew’s entry into the army some twenty years later came at a time when the officer training school at St Cyr was widening
         a social base which, in the years since Waterloo, had been decidedly aristocratic. Officer cadet Pétain entered the academy
         in 1876, the year Sitting Bull defeated Custer, at the start of a career that would see some of the most momentous changes
         in warfare since the invention of gun powder. Two years later he was, in order of excellence, number 229 of the 386 cadets
         who received their commissions as sous-lieutenants and pledged on bended knee their willingness to die for their country.
      

      
      But for the next thirty-six years Pétain was never given the opportunity to put his oath to the test. Unlike some of his contemporaries
         he did not elect to join one of the regiments policing the French Empire where, like its British rival, there was always the
         chance of a skirmish with its less docile subjects. Perhaps Pétain was more hard-headed than some and failed to see the romance
         of foreign fields, but this was not as unadventurous as it seems. Young French officers expected sooner rather than later
         to participate in a war of revenge against Germany that would recover Alsace and Lorraine and eradicate the shame of 1870.
         When the great day came it would be an unspeakable anguish to be marooned in some fever-ridden colonial posting while others
         won all the glory.
      

      
      Fashoda had only briefly held out the prospects of war with England, the old enemy. On 8 April 1904, following Edward VII’s
         ground-breaking official visit to Paris the previous year, Britain and France signed the Anglo-French Entente that newspapers
         on both sides of the Channel began to refer to as the Entente Cordiale. To prevent more Fashodas, it had already been agreed
         that the British and French spheres of influence in Africa should be divided by the watershed between the Nile and Congo.
         The Entente was a continuation of this, a desire to settle all the outstanding issues between them which might flare up into
         a colonial turf war. It took in West Africa, Madagascar, Siam, the Pacific’s New Hebrides, Newfoundland’s cod fishing banks
         and Morocco, where it was decided France could do anything it liked except build fortifications that menaced Gibraltar.
      

      
      
      Whatever the French thought, as far as the British were concerned at first the Entente was not an alliance and nor was it
         intended to be anti-German though the Germans thought it was. A treaty of alliance between Britain and France was not signed
         until shortly after the outbreak of war with Germany in August 1914. At that point Pétain, now a full colonel, had spent the
         last year commanding a brigade, though, two years away from mandatory retirement at 60, his superiors had not seen fit to
         promote him to brigadier général. But he could console himself with the thought that many of his contemporaries at St Cyr
         had not risen above major and had long since left the army. To retire on a colonel’s pension was no bad thing for an officer
         who had never heard or fired a shot in anger.
      

      
      Before he got his brigade Pétain had commanded the 33rd Infantry Regiment at Arras where in 1913 one of his junior officers,
         recently hatched from officer school, had been Sous-lieutenant Charles de Gaulle, the monarchist schoolteacher’s son who as
         a child had been so stung by the shame of Fashoda. De Gaulle’s entry into the army had not been easy. At St Cyr, where short
         haircuts accentuated his large nose and protruding ears, he was known as ‘The Great Asparagus’. Six foot five inches of uncoordinated
         endeavour, however hard he tried, his marks for horsemanship, fencing and rifle shooting – all the things Pétain excelled
         at – were dismal. There was certainly nothing of the beau sabreur about de Gaulle. Yet his instructors noticed that this somewhat aloof, difficult young man had other qualities. He won a
         distinction for his ‘practical fieldwork’ and praise for something known as ‘moral education’. And another asset had been
         noted: a stubborn refusal to give in.
      

      
      On the face of it Pétain, still the compulsive womanizer with the piercing blue eyes and magnificent moustache, did not have
         much in common with this gangling, long-necked and studious subaltern. But, far from stupid himself, one day he would find
         himself doing a lot to further the career of a clever and dedicated young officer who, by the fortunes of war, would be granted
         the time to develop some original ideas.
      

      
      In February 1916 Pétain, by now a général thanks to the mass sacking of incompetent senior officers, got the job that would
         make him not only a maréchal of France but give him worldwide recognition and a lingering fame for saying something he never
         actually said. As commander of the 2nd Army he was told to take his men to the fortress of Verdun on the Meuse, the traditional
         invasion route to Paris, and hold it.
      

      
      Verdun was the longest battle in history. It lasted for almost ten months and was an attempt by the German commander Erich
         von Falkenhayn to ‘bleed the French white’ by making them defend a position that was not only of tactical importance but also
         a symbol of the national will to defend the capital. (In 1870 Verdun had lasted six weeks.) The battle took place over 4 square
         miles of pulverized ground and the most conservative estimates put the German dead at 100,000 and the French at 120,000, with a combined total of at least another 700,000 men wounded.
      

      
      The French casualties might have been much higher but for Pétain’s skill at defensive tactics, his insistence on keeping up
         morale by constantly rotating his front-line troops and his reluctance to mount costly counterattacks. He may have looked
         like a lot of other generals but gradually his poilus began to realize that here was a soldier’s soldier. ‘I have a chilling mask,’ he confided to the French journalist Henri
         Lottman at Verdun. But behind this lapidary exterior, and by the standards of that conflict, Pétain cared deeply about the
         lives of men who had so often come from the same rural background as his own. ‘My heart bled when I watched our 20-year-olds
         going under fire at Verdun,’ he would write in his own account of the battle, ‘… knowing they would quickly lose the enthusiasm
         aroused by their first battle … their eyes staring into space as if transfixed by terror.’
      

      
      Soon the Paris press, Fleet Street and even war correspondents from the neutral countries such as Spain and Switzerland began
         to give the caring general whose men were putting up such stubborn resistance some attention. Fulsome praise in The Times, then very much the voice of the establishment, probably did much to ensure formal British recognition in the award of the
         Grand Cross of the Order of St Michael and St George. Verdun made Pétain. Yet he was there for scarcely two months of the
         battle, just long enough to put his indelible mark on it. Above all he was the soldiers’ friend, reluctant, as his British
         biographer Charles Williams puts it, ‘to throw warm bodies at barbed wire and machine-guns’.
      

      
      By the end of April 1916 French Commander-in-Chief Joseph Joffre, impatient with Pétain’s reluctance to go on the offensive
         and perhaps a little jealous of the attention he was getting, kicked him upstairs to command the Centre Army Group. Verdun
         was the most important of this Army Group’s tasks but Pétain would no longer be responsible for the day-to-day running of
         the battle. His replacement as head of the 2nd Army was the dashing and well-connected Robert Nivelle, whose mother was English.
         It was Nivelle who uttered the words so often wrongly attributed to Petain: ‘Ils ne passeront pas.’ Once the Anglo-French offensive on the Somme, which began at the end of June, had begun to draw the best German troops away
         from Verdun it was Nivelle who launched the counter-attack that finished the battle by Christmas. As a result he was made
         Commander-in-Chief and Pétain’s star seemed to be on the wane.
      

      
      But Nivelle did not last very long. In April 1917, in a quagmire caused by unseasonal flurries of snow and sleet and ignoring
         Pétain’s protests, Nivelle launched a massive offensive in the southern sector near Reims. A few days earlier the British
         had enjoyed some limited though costly success around Arras in the north. But Nivelle’s attack along a 25-mile front on the
         river Aisne, in which for the first time the French Army used the tanks the British had invented, was an unmitigated disaster.
         A predicted advance of 6 miles was halted after 600 yards with many of the tanks bogged down on their start line. The infantry they should have
         been supporting were mown down. What was left of a Senegalese regiment being used as first-wave shock troops because of their
         well-known love of hand-to-hand combat broke and ran. For the first day’s fighting it had been estimated that French casualties
         would be in the region of 15,000; the real figure was 100,000. Morale began to crumble. There were protests. Troops being
         sent up to the front no longer sang their marching songs. Instead when they spotted senior officers they began to bleat like
         sheep being sent to the slaughter.
      

      
      Nivelle was sacked and Pétain was appointed Commander-in-Chief, a position he held until the end of the war. His first task
         was to deal with the growing unrest in the army. Almost half the front-line divisions were infected by it and in some it had
         progressed from a partial withdrawal of labour – they would defend but not leave their trenches and attack – to the Bolshevism
         preached by those Russians who felt that the recent replacement of the Tsar by Kerensky’s social democrats was not going nearly
         far enough. At one point Paul Painlevé, the War Minister, estimated that there were no more than two reliable divisions between
         Paris and no-man’s-land 70 miles away. By extraordinary good fortune the Germans had yet to hear about it and, if the French
         had had their way, the British would have remained equally unaware. But there had already been trouble with unruly conscripts
         in the capital itself and nothing could control Parisian gossip.
      

      
      One of the people whose job it was to sift the rumour mill was the bilingual, clever and ambitious Major Edward Spears who
         had been involved in a secret pre-war project to write the Anglo-French code book that, in theory at least, enabled the Allies
         to start the conflict with an agreed cypher. A polo-playing Hussar officer of Anglo-Irish and possibly Alsatian Jewish stock,
         Spears had been on front-line liaison duties since August 1914, was wounded four times and had several British and French
         decorations for gallantry including a Military Cross and the ribbon of a Chevalier of the Légion d’Honneur.
      

      
      ‘A Paladin worthy to rank with the truest knights,’ was Winston Churchill’s description of Spears. The fighting bard of Omdurman
         was now Minister for Munitions and had met Spears several times at the front both as a visiting politician and during his
         short post-Gallipoli penance as a battalion commander. More importantly, the major was admired, though certainly not as effusively,
         by Pétain and was beginning to add French politicians to his contacts. Aged 30, he had recently been appointed liaison officer
         between the French and British War Cabinets, a newly created post with a clerical staff from both armies and an office in
         Les Invalides close to France’s new Commander-in-Chief.
      

      
      But Pétain was not yet ready to reveal to his allies the full extent of the crisis in his army and Spears took himself off to the Aisne sector to investigate. If anything, it was even worse than he
         suspected. Just behind the front line, he discovered a battalion with red rosettes pinned to their uniforms, who had corralled
         their officers into a corner of the village they occupied and were busy learning all the words of the ‘Internationale’. Not
         far away another mutinous infantry battalion was being shelled by their own artillery, while cavalrymen, despised by the foot
         sloggers because they had spent most of the war waiting safely to be inserted into the breakthrough that never came, closed
         in.
      

      
      For the moment the British were the stronger ally but they could not possibly fight on without France who, despite its smaller
         population, continued to make a much larger contribution to the land war against Germany. France manned more than two-thirds
         of the trench line that divided Europe from the North Sea to Switzerland and had suffered four times the British casualties.
         One of the reasons for Spears’s popularity with the French was that he never ceased reminding his superiors of this or his
         admiration for the quicksilver qualities of the poilu in the attack.
      

      
      Pétain ended the mutinies, which Spears thought he considered an even greater service to France than his generalship at Verdun,
         with a judicious mixture of carrot and stick. Part of the carrot was a well-publicized directive explaining that the moment
         was not right for a breakthrough and that in future their tactics would be to wear down the enemy. ‘It is wholly unnecessary
         to mount huge attacks with distant objectives.’ What made this change of heart wholly credible was that in April the United
         States had declared war on Germany, leading to much joyful speculation that all the Allies had to do was hold the Kaiser and
         his allies until the arrival of a huge American army so outnumbered them that victory was inevitable. Meanwhile, the soldiers’
         friend made life easier for his beloved, poilus by making home leaves more frequent – seven days every four months – and emulating the British by setting up cheap canteens
         for soldiers at railway stations.
      

      
      Stick came in the form of 554 death sentences though only 49 of these were carried out, the rest being commuted to deportation
         to some Dreyfusian penal hellhole. Those who faced the firing parties at dawn, often refusing a blindfold, were the ringleaders:
         the Reds, the anticlericalists, who wished to pull down the whole edifice and at both ends of the rifles there were eyes that
         had seen enough to make it easier than it should have been.
      

      
      Pétain himself, having tasted battle at such a late and elevated point in his career, had never killed anybody or been in
         great personal danger for prolonged periods. But like most professionals he realized that it was possible to exploit the basic
         instinct for self-preservation if soldiers knew that the alternative to the chance of an honourable death was the near certainty
         of a dishonourable one. In the early part of the Verdun battle he was reported to have cured an epidemic of self-inflicted
         wounds to hands or feet by posting orders that in future offenders would spend a night tied to stakes in no-man’s-land.
      

      
      One of the early casualties of Verdun was Capitaine Charles de Gaulle who was wounded there for the third time. It happened
         near Douaumont, one of the forts on the flanks of the salient, when German infantry rushed his position during a snowstorm.
         In the mêlée that followed he received a bayonet thrust in the left thigh and was taken prisoner.
      

      
      Given the high percentage of junior officer casualties among all the combatants, to be captured wounded would have been an
         honourable way to survive had he chosen it. But as well as his burning patriotism de Gaulle had an ambition that would simply
         not permit it. He could not endure the idea of his luckier and often dimmer classmates from St Cyr climbing the promotion
         ladder while he rotted in a prison camp. Determined to get back he made several escape attempts, once with the aid of a false
         moustache, and twice came close to making home runs to neutral Holland or Switzerland. At one point he was interned for a
         while in 1917’s version of Colditz along with British and Russian officers who were also persistent escapers.
      

      
      Between escapes and during the lengthy spells of solitary confinement he suffered as a result, he developed his theories about
         mobile warfare and the use of the new tanks as massed cavalry. In the early years of the peace, when he was trying to prove
         that he had something more to offer than just another good war record, it was these ideas that would bring the young officer
         who had joined Pétain’s last pre-war command back to the maréchal’s attention.
      



   
   
      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      On 14 July 1919, Bastille Day, sixteen days after the signatures on the 230-page Treaty of Versailles had, in theory at least,
         reduced the German Army to little more than a gendarmerie, a great victory parade was held in Paris. Pétain rode a grey charger
         some way behind the vanguard that, in sombre and proper contrast to the pomp and circumstance that would follow, was led by
         representatives of les grands mutilés: three young men in their wheelchairs. Immediately behind the paraplegics and spanning the Champs-Elysées shuffled in no particular
         order some of those who could still just about walk with the aid of crutches and walking sticks and the artificial limbs hidden
         beneath their trousers.
      

      
      Among the latter was the hulking and wondrously moustached figure of Sergent Maginot, the former Under-Secretary of State
         for War who in 1914, though almost 40, had volunteered for the infantry rather than sit out the conflict in Paris. André Maginot
         had won the Médaille Militaire for courage and devotion to duty, refused to become an officer, then lost half a leg at Verdun.
      

      
      Total French casualties during the Great War were put at 1.3 million killed, much higher than the British. Only the Germans
         and the Russians had lost more (1.8 and 1.7 million respectively) but per capita French losses were the highest of any of
         the major participants – 27 per cent of the 8.3 million they had in uniform. The British Empire had 93 5,000 killed in action,
         a little over 10 per cent of the 8.9 million it was estimated to have mobilized. About 743,000 of these came from the United
         Kingdom where, for the first time in its history, conscription had been introduced in 1915. All the colonial troops who died,
         including the 49,000 Indians and Gurkhas, were volunteers. Canada lost 60,000, Australia 59,000, New Zealand 16,000 and South
         Africa 8,000.
      

      
      After Sergent Maginot and the other maimed had gone by came mounted Republican Guards in all their Napoleonic finery. These
         were the escort for maréchals Joseph Joffre and Ferdinand Foch. Joffre had saved Paris in 1914. Foch was the steel-nerved
         genius who, as Supreme Allied Commander, stopped Erich Ludendorff’s 1918 spring offensive then turned the tide with his French,
         British and fresh American formations to win the war in six months. A respectable length behind Foch rode Gélnéral Maxime Weygand, his dapper Chief of Staff with his high cheekbones
         and deep-set eyes. Weygand was said to be the illegitimate offspring of a Mexican dancer and the Emperor Maximilian, the Austrian
         archduke proclaimed Mexico’s Emperor by Napoléon III then abandoned to a revolutionary firing squad when the United States
         objected and French troops were withdrawn.
      

      
      For an hour the most decorated infantry companies in the French Army, now without doubt the largest, most powerful and certainly
         the most victorious army in Europe, followed Pétain down the Champs-Elysées to ‘Marche Lorraine’ and Rauski’s rousing ‘Sambre-et-Meuse’.
         Not only the home-grown foot-sloggers but also breast-plated cavalry, Senegalese warriors with tribal cheek scars, wiry Indochinese
         in conical hats, turbaned North Africans and inscrutable Foreign Legionnaires moving to their own regimental march, ‘Le Boudin’,
         the other martial airs being too fast for their loping desert pace. Then, bringing up the rear, a reminder of how much war
         had changed since 1914: a squadron of nine FT-17S, Renault’s latest refinement of the tank, clattering along at just under
         5 miles an hour. The stench of their exhaust fumes lingered in the July heat, tracks flattening the dung deposited by the
         cavalry that had preceded them under the Arc de Triomphe.
      

      
      But first, as a kind of warm-up act before the long-awaited appearance of Pétain and his poilus, came the foreign contingents. The French had decided that their allies would march in 1,500–strong contingents and in alphabetical
         order. Since it was Les Américains rather than États-Unis General John Pershing’s Doughboys came first behind a sea of Stars and Stripes and a band playing ‘Over There’, the ragtime
         march Paris had taken to its heart. The Americans had suffered 50,300 battle deaths, most of them during the last six months
         of the war as American reinforcements poured into France. If the war had not ended, Pershing, who started his military career
         skirmishing with Geronimo’s Apaches, would have had over 3 million men under his command by now with more on the way.
      

      
      Pershing’s contingent was followed by the Belgians – 13,800 killed out of the 267,000 who served. Then, faintly at first,
         came the distant strains of ‘Tipperary’ and there was Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig with his British and Dominion troops:
         Australians, New Zealanders, Canadians, (white) South Africans and Indians all shouldering the ten-shot Lee-Enfield rifles
         the French had quite envied until they saw the Americans’ Spring-fields, and crunching the pavés with an identical pattern
         of seventeen studs on the sole of each boot. The Parisians cheered, perhaps not quite as loudly as they had cheered the Americans
         but loud enough, and some waved paper Union flags along with their Tricolours and Stars and Stripes, while girls in the costume
         of newly liberated Alsace threw rose petals and the Tommies smiled and tried to keep in step.
      

      
      Sadly, the senior soldiers and statesmen of Britain and France had not emerged from their hard-won victory over Germany with anything like the mutual affection on display in Paris that Bastille
         Day. Between the principal Allies the conflict had ended on a high note of bickering which characterized the six months of
         treaty negotiations with Germany that followed and went on to sour Anglo-French relations for the next twenty years.
      

      
      During the last twelve weeks of the fighting the British had captured almost as many prisoners as the French, Americans and
         Belgians put together: 188,700 compared with 196,700. But their own losses had been heavy and Haig counselled accepting Berlin’s
         offer of an armistice, claiming that his soldiers were now doing most of the fighting, normally the French complaint. ‘Why
         expend more British lives?’
      

      
      But Pétain, along with much of the French officer corps, was against accepting a ceasefire until they had inflicted on Germany
         the kind of abject military defeat that would leave it bereft of military ambition for generations to come. Instead, the Kaiser’s
         army had been allowed to turn its back on the four years of carnage they had wreaked in France and Belgium and march home
         in good order, its professional cadre convinced that they had not lost the war but been betrayed by the politicians. ‘Deep
         fear of Germany pervaded the French nation on the morrow of their dazzling success,’ wrote Churchill. It was true. France
         saw Germany as down but not out and was determined not to let it back on its feet.
      

      
      Foch had at first favoured the armistice because he believed France would get a new frontier on the broad moat of the Rhine
         behind which the German tribes could bang their swords on their shields as much as they liked without disturbing their neighbours.
         Düsseldorf, Cologne, Koblenz and Mainz would all be on the eastern edge of a Rhineland transformed into a quasi-independent
         buffer state under Allied occupation. ‘America is far away and protected by the ocean,’ argued President Georges Clemenceau
         who backed his maréchal to the hilt. ‘England could not be reached by Napoleon himself. You are sheltered … we are not.’
      

      
      But US President Woodrow Wilson and Prime Minister David Lloyd George remained deaf to the entreaties of France’s most Anglophile
         President, whose first wife was an American, convinced that far from preventing another war this would cause one. Alsace-Lorraine
         went back to France but by a majority of two to one the Treaty of Versailles left Germany’s 1870 frontiers almost intact.
         ‘This is not peace,’ snapped Foch. ‘It’s an armistice for twenty years.’
      

      
      It took almost that long to finish burying the dead. It was not until August 1932 that Albert Lebrun, the French President,
         inaugurated at Verdun the Ossuary of Douaumont. It is near where de Gaulle was bayoneted and contains the bones of 130,000
         unidentified soldiers, French and German, collected from the battlefield. All the British sector’s wartime graves were tidied
         into landscaped cemeteries on land donated to the Imperial War Graves Commission ‘in perpetuity’ by the Belgian and French governments. In July 1938 the commission completed its last necropolis
         in northern France when the Australian memorial at Villers-Bretonneux was unveiled by the newly crowned King George VI who
         was on a state visit with Queen Elizabeth.
      

      
      Remembrance of the fallen was very much the theme of their visit that was intended to revive what, when it suited political
         needs, was fondly supposed to have been the spirit of 1914–18. It started even before the royal yacht HMS Enchantress had berthed at Boulogne harbour where the royal party were greeted by a recently completed 30-foot-high Britannia gazing
         out to sea with raised trident and shield at the ready. The statue, which most locals found remarkably ugly, marked the spot
         where in August 1914 the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders had been the first of Sir John French’s British Expeditionary Force
         to disembark. Maréchal Pétain, always wheeled out for these occasions, was at hand to make a pretty speech and be photographed
         planting a gallant kiss on the young Queen’s hand. In his response the King, who was learning to control his dreadful stutter,
         mentioned, ‘Ties that the passing years can never weaken’.
      

      
      This was about as true as Pétain’s kiss and everyone knew it. The passing years had seen them weaken almost to breaking point.
         Post-war rows about the greedy French being beastly to the Germans, demanding too much in the way of financial reparations,
         occupying the Saar coalfields, or the British having the effrontery to sign their new naval treaty with Germany on the 120th
         anniversary of Waterloo, had been bad enough. ‘England has always been France’s most implacable enemy,’ Pétain had told Mussolini’s
         ambassador in Paris and gone on to explain that, though the Germans were enemies too, ‘I would favour an alliance with Germans
         which would guarantee absolute peace in Europe.’
      

      
      At least the maréchal’s little outbursts of Anglophobia, which do not seem to have been all that frequent, were discreet.
         One of the more distressing signs of the decline of the Entente Cordiale was the public slanging matches some of the less
         exalted veterans of the recent conflict had indulged in.
      

      
      ‘No more wars for me at any price!’ declared Edmund Blunden. ‘Except against the French. If there’s ever a war with them I’ll
         go like a shot.’ His fellow war poet Captain Robert Graves quotes Blunden towards the end of his bestselling memoir Goodbye to All That which was first published in 1929. Graves, whose mother was German, was one of many young officers resuming their education
         at Oxford in 1919. ‘Anti-French feeling among most ex-soldiers amounted almost to an obsession,’ he discovered. ‘Some undergraduates
         even insisted we had been fighting on the wrong side: our natural enemies were the French.’
      

      
      In France these feelings were amply reciprocated, though sometimes it was emphasized that it was les Anglais they objected to and not the other natives of the British Isles or its far-flung colonies. Like Graves, Henri Desagneaux had been an infantry officer. In A French Soldier’s War Diary he records the contempt reserved for English troops after Ludendorff’s 1918 spring offensive, which concentrated its considerable
         weight on the British sector and took 20,000 prisoners. Paris was threatened and the German advance only came to a halt when
         Pétain plugged the breach with French divisions and Foch was put in command of all Allied troops.
      

      
      ‘The English gave way,’ wrote Desagneaux. ‘It was our troops, yet again, who saved the situation … the inhabitants are glad
         to see the French again. They have no confidence in the English any more … People have nothing but praise for the Canadians,
         Australians and Indians – it was they who stopped the enemy advance … the English are hopeless, it’s the Scots, the Australians
         and Canadians who do all the work.’
      

      
      Undoubtedly Dominion infantry led the British recovery when, on 8 August 1918, a surprise attack east of Amiens spearheaded
         by 480 tanks manned by UK British crews crashed through the German lines. Ludendorff called it ‘Black Day’ and it convinced
         him that Germany would have to sue for peace. Within seventy-two hours some 16,000 prisoners and more than 400 guns had been
         captured. Never before had the German Army suffered a defeat of this magnitude. ‘Even now, old timers like us relive that
         feeling of impending doom which overtook us that day,’ wrote Heinz Guderian in his Achtung Panzer! that was first published in 1937. It was the beginning of Haig’s big push and the foundation of his claim that, at the end,
         it was the British who won the war.
      

      
      The high point came at the end of September when an English Midlands division breached the Hindenburg line, the enemy’s last
         major defence works. Life belts and rafts from cross-Channel ferries were used to make a surprise crossing of the St Quentin
         canal. Exploiting a foggy dawn, nine North Staffords dashed across the Riqueval Bridge, bayoneting a man about to detonate
         a demolition charge. This was an innovative British Army, no longer lions led by donkeys, thinking on its feet in a way the
         Germans, or the French for that matter, had not seen before.
      

      
      ‘I lost all my earthly faculties and fought like an Angel,’ a lieutenant in the Manchesters wrote home after being awarded
         a Military Cross. ‘With this corporal, who stuck to me like your prayers, I captured a machine gun and scores of prisoners
         … I only shot one man with my revolver (about 30 yards!); the others I took with a smile …’ A month later Wilfred Owen was
         dead, killed trying to build a pontoon bridge across the Sambre canal under fire. He was 25. Most of his poetry was published
         posthumously and few of his army contemporaries knew he wrote it. In his battalion he was mourned for being a good officer
         and, if he had been thought of as being a bit different, it was for his tendency to like the French, the result of a year
         in Bordeaux as an English language teacher before he joined up. It was not until 1931, when Britain had virtually disarmed,
         that the Oxford Francophobe Professor Blunden wrote that Owen’s ‘genius and premature death’ was reminiscent of Keats.
      

      
      Owen died on 4 November 1918, one of thousands killed in the last week of the war. In the ninety-five days between Ludendorff’s
         Black Day and 11 November the British had about 250,000 men killed or wounded, their highest daily casualty rate since the
         last bout of fluid fighting in 1914. The French, of course, did not for a single moment accept that les Anglais had done more to bring about the final defeat of Germany than they had. Quite the opposite. For them it was the grit of the
         poilu and genius of Foch, particularly his counter-offensive along the Marne, that did the trick. This had been followed by his
         famous call to arms, ‘Tout le monde à la bataille!’: simultaneous attacks along the entire front to which everybody had contributed, even the British, though it was mainly the
         French, and occasionally the Americans, who made any real headway.
      

      
      So the war’s principal Allies, like opposing drivers in a car crash, clung to their own version of events, each over the years
         enshrining it into their national mythologies. But for 1938’s royal visit to Boulogne these indelible subtexts were decently
         camouflaged and the events of almost a quarter of a century ago looked at through the rosy prism of the revived Entente. For
         while they had squabbled Germany had rearmed and re-entered the Rhineland and, like an old loveless couple faced with an outside
         threat, France and Britain needed each other again. Both countries were determined to make the visit a huge success, the democracies’
         riposte to the torch-lit pageants in Berlin and Rome.
      

      
      From the Eiffel Tower fluttered 1,500 square yards of Union flag and a delighted British ambassador assured the Foreign Office,
         ‘No celebration since the Armistice has aroused such deep feeling.’ At Versailles the King dressed as an admiral to review
         a march past of 50,000 troops and afterwards attended a state banquet in the Hall of Mirrors, which was said to be the most
         august occasion since Clemenceau signed the peace treaty there. Waiters clad in the ornate livery, powdered wigs and knee
         breeches Louis XVI would have found familiar served thirteen different wines with courses that included caviar, quail stuffed
         with foie gras, and Périgord truffles. Madame Lebrun even attempted to greet her royal guests with a curtsy, a génuflexion en catastrophé according to the Manchester Guardian’s Alexander Werth and an outrage for those guardians of France’s republican flame who felt it was no way for their first lady
         to behave.
      

      
      Privately, Édouard Daladier, the French Prime Minister, indulged in a little republican reaction of his own by confiding to
         the American ambassador William Bullitt that George was ‘a moron’ and Elizabeth ‘ready to sacrifice every other country in
         the world’ in order to remain Queen. But Daladier well understood the uses of constitutional monarchy and in terms of the
         realpolitik at hand the visit had been as helpful as the arrival of King George’s grandfather Edward to Paris in 1903. Then
         later that year another Englishman really did win Gallic hearts and a lot of others besides.
      

      
      In September came the Munich crisis. Hitler, encouraged by the way the appeasing democracies accepted Austria’s recent union
         with the Third Reich, annexed another juicy remnant of the old Austro-Hungarian Empire: Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland with
         its 3 million German speakers and Pilsen’s tank-building Skoda works. France, and to a lesser extent Britain, had guaranteed
         Czechoslovakia’s sovereignty and it looked as if war was inevitable. On both sides of the Channel gas masks were issued to
         civilians and air-raid shelters dug. The Czechs mobilized and so did the British fleet. In France reservists were called up
         to reinforce the conscripts manning the foul-smelling concrete subterranean fortresses – there were problems with their septic
         tanks – along the eastern frontier’s Maginot line, named after the Verdun amputee André Maginot, Secretary of State for War
         when he died in 1932.
      

      
      But neither France nor Britain really had the stomach for a fight. ‘Let’s not be heroic,’ pleaded the arch-appeaser Georges
         Bonnet, Daladier’s Foreign Minister, and it did not fall on deaf ears. Just like England, where H.G. Wells’s 1936 film Things to Come had played to packed cinemas, France was obsessed by apocalyptic visions of aerial warfare. Picasso’s Guernica at the Spanish
         government’s pavilion had been one of the most talked-about exhibits at 1937’s International Exposition in Paris. The Czech
         crisis packed the capital’s railway stations with panic-stricken civilians convinced that Guernica was about to be writ large
         and traffic jammed the major highways west and south. The Aviation Minister encouraged his colleagues to follow his own example
         and send their families to the safety of Brittany. Some of those left behind looted Jewish-owned shops and chanted, ‘Down
         with the Jewish war.’ Who else would want to take on Hitler?
      

      
      Then along came the Prince of Peace cunningly disguised as an elderly clerk in a wing-collar and tie, striped trousers and
         carrying an umbrella. Neville Chamberlain, Britain’s septuagenarian Prime Minister, became a hero in both countries when he
         flew, for the first time in his life, to meet Hitler in Munich and returned with his autograph on a note pledging ‘the desire
         of our two peoples never to go to war with one another again’. In London he appeared on the Buckingham Palace balcony with
         the King and Queen while the throng below cheered him to the heavens. In Paris Daladier, who also attended the four-power
         meeting along with Mussolini, got similar treatment including an open-topped car ride from Le Bourget airport through flag-waving,
         flower-throwing crowds. But the French recognized the real architect of the Munich Agreement which had given Hitler the Sudetenland
         because he said this was the end of his territorial ambition. In Paris a public appeal was started to buy Chamberlain a house
         with a trout stream where he could enjoy the fly fishing of which he was said to be so fond; around the Eiffel Tower the souvenir
         shops had a new line in lucky umbrellas ‘à la Chamberlain’.

      
      
      Enthusiasm for peace at any price spanned the political spectrum. ‘Anything, even the cruellest injustice, was better than
         war,’ wrote the philosopher Simone de Beauvoir, lover and intellectual soundboard of Jean-Paul Sartre, already becoming an
         icon of the left with that year’s publication of his autobiographical novel La Nausée. Pétain, whose sympathies, like most senior officers’, were with the Catholic right, congratulated the cautious Bonnet for
         saving his country from certain defeat. ‘I know how you have struggled to avoid war,’ he said. ‘You were right; we would have
         been beaten.’
      

      
      De Gaulle, now a full colonel in charge of a tank brigade at Metz, disagreed, declaring that the time gained by the Munich
         Agreement resembled poor Comtesse du Barry’s famous last words beneath the guillotine: ‘Another few seconds please Mr Executioner.’
         It was not his first disagreement with his old mentor. On military theory there had long been a parting of the ways. His belief
         in offensive tank warfare challenged the maréchal’s unshakable faith in the Maginot line as the apogee of a Verdun-style static
         defence and an unspoken promise that France would never strike first.
      

      
      De Gaulle’s firm anti-appeasement views matched those of an influential politician who had begun to take an interest in his
         advocacy of a smaller, mechanized, more professional army. Paul Reynaud, a member of the centre-right Alliance Démocratique,
         got on well with Churchill and this was hardly surprising for he had much in common with Britain’s maverick Tory who was four
         years his senior. Both had held Cabinet office several times then been dropped by their parties for going against the prevailing
         pacifism and warning of the dangers of paying Hitler’s Danegeld. ‘Disfigured the smiling landscape with a hideous blot,’ in
         the words of Churchill’s supporter and fellow Francophile Duff Cooper who had been the only member of Chamberlain’s Cabinet
         – he was in charge of the Admiralty – to resign over Munich.
      

      
      Reynaud was, like Churchill, a good parliamentary performer though the Sorbonne-trained lawyer and economist was better known
         for rapier thrusts of Cartesian logic than grand oratory. In appearance he was as short as de Gaulle was tall and kept himself
         trim with swimming and cycling. His enemies said he wore lifts and dyed his hair in order to please the Comtesse Hélène de
         Portes, a petite brunette who did not share his enthusiasm for the English and their desire to fight another war until the
         last Frenchman. In most accounts of these times the comtesse is described as his mistress but this probably makes their relationship
         sound rather more racy than it was. They were openly living together in a country where divorce, as in England, was considered
         even more scandalous than extramarital sex.
      

      
      Unlike Churchill, who was still relegated to the back benches at the time of Munich, Daladier had put Reynaud back in the
         Cabinet, first as Justice then as Finance Minister which was the job he wanted. France’s economy was stagnating. Even by the standards of the Third
         Republic, with governments in and out of office like cuckoo clocks, and street cleaners always busy with the detritus of the
         latest riot, domestic politics had just undergone a particularly volatile spasm.
      

      
      It had begun almost two years before Munich, in June 1936, when the socialist Léon Blum, a brave and clever velvet-collared
         dandy, became France’s first Jewish Prime Minister as head of the left-wing coalition known as the Popular Front. This had
         outraged the anti-Semitic Catholic right in the National Assembly. Deputy Xavier Vallat, a pious one-eyed, one-legged war
         veteran who claimed to speak for the nation’s silent majority, described the secular Prime Minister, who had first made his
         name as a gifted literary and drama critic, as ‘a cunning talmudist’. Not long before, some of Vallat’s supporters had beaten
         up Blum who, aged 64, maintained an old-fashioned regard for the rights of the individual, which irritated the various admirers
         of the decade’s dictators.
      

      
      London had its political street violence too as Sir Oswald Mosley’s Black shirts clashed with Communists in the East End.
         But this was rarely lethal. In France there was the military-booted Solidarité Française in their blue berets and matching
         shirts and Colonel de la Rocque’s Croix de Feu which claimed half a million members. But the right’s most extreme reaction
         to the Popular Front was beyond the wildest dreams of their British equivalent. The terrorists of La Cagoule (the Cowl), whose
         wealthy backers included Eugène Schueller of L’Oréal cosmetics, had recruited service officers, lawyers, doctors and senior
         civil servants. Some were Fascist sympathizers, others were monarchists or conservative republicans. Almost all were Jew-hating
         nationalists who believed that the Bolsheviks were at Christendom’s gates and something must be done.
      

      
      Aircraft flying arms from France to the Spanish republicans, whose left-wing government was also called the Popular Front,
         were sabotaged. La Cagoule were never able to get to Blum but among their victims were two prominent Italian anti-Fascists
         who had sought sanctuary in France, and a beautiful prostitute suspected of disclosing their activities to the Sûreté, who
         was stabbed to death on the Métro. In the hope of provoking a Franco-style military coup against the Popular Front bombs were
         planted in the kind of exclusive suburb Trotskyite terrorists might target. Despite this, during the twelve months before
         Blum was forced out of office, the Front managed to introduce the kind of reforms British trade unionists only dreamed about:
         as well as the forty-hour working week, there were paid holidays, collective bargaining and nationalization of the railways.
      

      
      ‘Better Hitler than Blum,’ said his opponents and it was not only Les Cagoulards who meant it. Among his critics was Pierre
         Laval, twice Prime Minister and Time magazine’s ‘Man of the Year 1931’ (1930’s was Gandhi) where he was lauded, among other things, for his firm hand with the
         French economy. Laval, a trade union lawyer who had become a successful entrepreneur owning newspapers and radio stations,
         was once as left wing as Blum, then took democracy’s well-trodden path from a wing to the central place where the most votes
         live most of the time. Apart from his stints as Prime Minister he had been a key figure in almost all of the reshuffled governments
         that ruled France, between 1930 and 1936 and as Minister of Labour had succeeded in pushing the Social Insurance Act through
         the National Assembly.
      

      
      But his main interest was abroad and during his four terms as Foreign Minister he subscribed to the general view that Germany
         was France’s ‘hereditary enemy’. In the spring of 1935, a couple of months before he became premier for the second time, Laval
         crafted an unlikely pact between Mussolini’s Italy, Britain and France intended to curb German ambitions in Austria. Then
         it fell apart when Italy invaded Ethiopia in 1936 and, much to Laval’s disgust, Britain went wobbly on him and quit, partly
         because it feared an expansionist Fascist Italy on the border of colonial Kenya. It cost him his job. He never forgave the
         British for it and his newspapers and radio stations began to campaign for a rapprochement with Germany and against Blum’s
         Popular Front with its hard line on all Europe’s dictators except the one in Moscow.
      

      
      Other protests were more extreme and some days it seemed that the country was teetering on the brink of total anarchy. Agitators
         who wanted revolution not reform made sure the workforce was constantly demanding more. At Renault the dispute was no longer
         even with the management but against ‘union tyranny’. During a transport strike it was Blum who called in the army to deliver
         food. Then six people were killed by police during a riot in the working-class district of Clichy and a heartbroken Blum,
         who had just been to the opera, was snapped in white tie and tails as he rushed to the scene with the press and the ambulances.
         ‘Who said this man has no French blood?’ enquired a cartoonist in a Paris daily where blatant anti-Semitism might lose a newspaper
         advertising but rarely circulation.
      

      
      Foreign correspondents were beginning to speculate that France might be heading for a civil war as frightful as the one next
         door in Spain where neither side were taking many prisoners. For a while, despite Blum’s departure, the Popular Front lingered
         on: first under Camille Chautemps, who as a young man had played rugby for Paris’s Stade Français but was not renowned for
         his political backbone, then for a month under Blum again, and then Daladier who called the economy ‘the fourth arm of defence’
         and invited Reynaud on board to make it strong.
      

      
      Despite his impeccable anti-Fascist credentials, Reynaud’s liberal economic policies – ‘the laws of profits, individual risk,
         free markets, and growth by competition’ – would never have been tolerated by the original Front. One of the first casualties
         was the famous forty-hour week. An austerity programme cut all government subsidies except to the armament industries. There were strikes and protests but times
         had changed and they were faced down. In a year Reynaud’s reforms had increased the Treasury coffers by 11 billion francs
         and Hélène de Portes was telling people that many of the Cabinet thought her Paul should replace Daladier as Prime Minister.
      

      
      By now the lucky umbrellas were gathering dust. Even before Hitler trampled all over the Munich Agreement by marching into
         Prague, Chamberlain’s triumph had been undergoing a reassessment. In April 1939 Britain, France and Poland – which owed its
         existence to the French desire to have a beholden ally on Germany’s eastern border – signed a ‘mutual assistance’ pact. Hitler
         now wanted mainly German-speaking Danzig, the Baltic port that under the Versailles Treaty had a League of Nations administrator
         and Polish customs control. After years of disarmament, with France often branded as an aggressor for its insistence on maintaining
         a large army, Britain had introduced conscription – a first in peacetime – and accelerated its expansion of the Royal Air Force.
      

      
      On Bastille Day, July 1939, exactly twenty years after the victory parade, British troops once again marched down the Champs-Élysées
         when the Grenadier Guards, boiling under their bearskins and ceremonial scarlet, helped celebrate the French Revolution’s
         150th anniversary. Watching them was Général Maurice-Gustave Gamelin, the French Commander-in-Chief who knew that, if war
         came soon, he was looking at one of the better parts of the very small number of trained British infantry available. Standing
         alongside him was the stocky figure of Gamelin’s British equivalent, Lord Gort VC, who had inherited an Irish viscountcy at
         sixteen. The Grenadiers were Gort’s old regiment. In the last weeks of the war he had been badly wounded and added a Victoria
         Cross to three DSOs and an MC, commanding a Grenadier battalion in an attack on the Hindenburg line. Now, as Chief of the
         Imperial General Staff, Gort was putting together a wartime contingency plan to reinforce France’s eighty divisions with an
         initial four British ones and an armoured brigade. About 160,000 men compared with 1 million. True, more divisions – mostly
         Territorial Army – would follow but they were so unprepared it was intended that they should complete their training in France
         while acting as lines of communcations troops. It was Sir John French’s ‘contemptible little army’ all over again, only worse.
      

      
      As far as Gamelin was concerned, what Westminster had done to its army since the last time they were invited to march down
         the Champs-Élysées was criminal. At the 1918 armistice the British Army in France had numbered about 1.5 million UK British
         plus 500,000 Dominion and Indian troops. Two years later the rush to get men out of uniform was such that it had been reduced
         to 370,000 and, with smaller defence budgets every year since, was in free fall. All this was in accordance with popular
         feeling. Even during the high unemployment of the early 1930s anti-militarism was so strong there were never enough volunteers
         to meet the army’s shrinking requirements. Nor did successive governments particularly care because for years the prevailing
         thinking was that the British Army would never need to fight on continental Europe again. Two months after Hitler had come
         to power, more defence cuts had reduced the army’s budget to its nadir. ‘Thank God for the French army,’ an almost lone voice
         told the Commons. That was in the spring of 1933 when the warmonger Churchill was an exclusive taste.
      



   
  
      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      It was not until February 1939, seven months before the start of the war, that Gort, now well into his arrangements for the
         second British Expeditionary Force in twenty years, felt he could no longer conceal from the French what the British contribution
         was likely to be. Their reaction was predictable. Size mattered. ‘France does not intend England to fight their battles with
         French soldiers,’ snapped Général Henri Dentz, deputy to Commander-in-Chief Gamelin and, at that stage, probably no more Anglophobic
         than the rest of the French High Command.
      

      
      French public opinion, the British ambassador in Paris explained to his government, demanded a big British Army on French
         soil as proof of its commitment to their joint stand against Hitler. ‘It’s no use pointing out the size of our air force or
         navy,’ he said. US ambassador William Bullitt agreed. ‘The only great army on the side of decency is the French army,’ he
         informed President Roosevelt. ‘The British have even less of an army than we have.’
      

      
      As it happened, while Bullitt and the French generals sniffed at Gort’s Lilliputian offerings, the sailors were getting on
         rather well. True, Amiral François Darlan, whose wife Berthe Morgan had some English ancestry, enjoyed reminding the British
         that his great-grandfather Antoine Darlan had been killed at Trafalgar aboard the Redoutable from whose topsails a sniper shot Nelson on his quarterdeck. But the commander of the French Navy was respected in London
         as the ambitious little man who was creating the most efficient Marine Française republican France had ever known.
      

      
      At the beginning of 1937 Darlan had been the surprise appointment to the post, overtaking the favourite because he came from
         an unusually left-wing background for a senior serving officer and was therefore more acceptable to the ruling Popular Front.
         The Darlans were a long-established family of seafarers from the village of Podensac in south-west France, some 20 miles up
         the Garonne river from Bordeaux in the claret country from where the English have long imported their favourite wine.*

      
      For several generations, when they were not serving their country, they made their living working river boats. But Darlan’s paternal grandfather, Sabin, had more ambition. When he retired from the
         navy he acquired some of the seagoing vessels involved in the wine trade and made the fortune that pushed them up the social
         ladder. Darlan’s father, Jean-Baptiste, became a lawyer, his uncle Xavier a doctor. Somewhat unusually even for the tight-knit
         ways of provincial France, the Darlan brothers married the Espagnac sisters, the daughters of a physician from the village
         of Nérac, about 60 miles up-stream from Podensac. Distancing themselves even further from the sea, both brothers settled there
         and this is where François Darlan, the future amiral, was born on 7 August 1881 into a meritocratic family with a strong belief
         in the egalitarianism that had permitted its own success.
      

      
      Jean-Baptiste, who became mayor of Nérac and a deputy in the National Assembly, was everything Pétain and the majority of
         the officer corps detested: a member of the old Dreyfusard Radical Socialist Party, an enthusiastic Freemason and, above all,
         an anticlericalist who believed in the sanctity of the Third Republic and a Church divorced from politics. How much of this
         upbringing survived in his son as he approached his sixtieth year is hard to say, though the amiral was not loath to display
         a certain distance from the cloth. ‘I don’t have any special respect for the Lord’s Day,’ he told an old friend when he chose
         to leave port on a Sunday for a training exercise. But if he could not help his father’s politics they could certainly help
         him when it came to working with the Popular Front.
      

      
      It paid for senior French officers to be more politically adroit than their British counterparts, especially in the navy where
         they were unlikely to have acquired the popular recognition of a Pétain or a Foch. Darlan had graduated from the École Navale
         in 1902 and his peacetime duties took him all over the French Empire, particularly to Indochina waters. Even so, he had little
         personal experience of sea warfare. In 1914–18 the British had maintained Allied naval supremacy in the Channel and the North
         Sea. As a result, Darlan was among those French naval officers whose war had mostly been spent on land providing additional
         artillery support for the army from adapted heavy naval guns. This included a spell in the British Ypres-Passchendaele sector
         during which he was praised by his allies for spoiling a German counter-attack with a prompt barrage.
      

      
      Darlan’s post-war relations with the British did not start on such a harmonious note. In 1930 he had been technical adviser
         at the London Naval Conference. For three months America, Britain, France, Italy and Japan wrangled over how much naval tonnage
         each should be allowed to build depending on their coastlines and colonial commitments. From the start things had not augured
         well for the French delegation as the conference’s opening ceremony was in the House of Lords’ Royal Gallery which is dominated
         by Daniel Maclise’s huge paintings of the dying Nelson and Wellington’s victorious meeting with Blücher. ‘On one of the walls,
         the Battle of Trafalgar; on the other, Waterloo: charming!’ Darlan wrote home to Berthe, who was herself descended from Admiral
         Sir George Rodney, another scourge of the French and the name of a contemporary British battleship.
      

      
      Quite apart from having to suffer their hosts’ appalling taste in triumphalist art the French also had to put up with their
         absurd insistence that they should be allowed no more tonnage than the Italians. Darlan produced statistics comparing territory
         controlled, coastlines and dispersal of colonial possessions that showed, without a shadow of doubt, that France’s naval needs
         were second only to the British Empire’s. Italy shared bottom place with Japan. In the end, France and Italy declined to sign
         the only thing that really mattered to them concerning the building of light ships and all agreed on a five-year moratorium
         on capital ship construction and restricting submarine warfare which, for the time being, suited everybody’s budgets. ‘A vast
         fabric of stupidities,’ said Darlan after the meeting broke up.
      

      
      But by the time the Popular Front had put him in charge of the navy the British were no longer looking at the Italians with
         such a favourable eye. Mussolini, ignoring all agreements, had expanded his fleet. The Royal Navy could no longer be certain
         of secure passage across the Mediterranean from Gibraltar to the Suez canal. France was concerned about access to its North
         African possessions. Darlan saw shared interests that outweighed other considerations.
      

      
      The Spanish Civil War was now into its second year. In the Mediterranean Il Duce, who had sent thousands of Italian ‘volunteers’
         to fight on the side of General Franco’s mostly Fascist-inspired nationalists, was also using his fleet to help blockade the
         republican government’s ports. Italian submarines had sunk British and French merchant ships bound for them and the Admiralty,
         having cracked the Italian naval code, knew exactly who was responsible. But their political masters wished to avoid a confrontation
         and, true to the policy of appeasement, declared that the ships were being torpedoed by ‘unknown submarines’.
      

      
      In Paris the rosbifs were much ridiculed. It became fashionable to refer to Mussolini as ‘The Unknown Statesman’ and the Boulevard des Italiens
         as the ‘Boulevard des Inconnus’. Most of Léon Blum’s original Popular Front had yearned to intervene in Spain, whose besieged
         leftist anticlerical republicans also called themselves the Popular Front, but they had not dared for fear of igniting a similar
         conflagration in France. But here was an opportunity to put overwhelming Anglo-French naval power on the side of the angels.
         Armed with suggestions from Darlan about how surveillance zones could be policed, the French Foreign Minister persuaded Britain
         to co-sponsor an international conference on piracy. It took place at Nyon in Switzerland in September 1937. Italy and Germany
         declined to attend. But among those who did was the Soviet Union, the Spanish republicans’ main supplier. The upshot was the
         Nyon Agreement that gave the Anglo-French fleets carte blanche to patrol the most sensitive areas and hunt down the culprits.
      

      
      Even before the agreement was signed the Admiralty’s code-breakers were reporting that the Italians were withdrawing their
         submarines. Figaro hailed it as a triumph of French diplomacy, which it was, and ‘a prelude to a stiffening of Franco-British diplomacy’ which
         – a year before Munich – it was not. But it was the start of an operational Anglo-French naval partnership in the Mediterranean
         that far exceeded the more notional peacetime arrangements between their armies.
      

      
      British and French ships could turn up at each other’s ports – Toulon or Gibraltar for instance – without giving prior diplomatic
         notice and expect to be victualled and refuelled. Five of Britain’s thirty-five destroyers in the Mediterranean – the French
         had twenty-eight – operated out of French North Africa. The Royal Navy, which also sent an aircraft carrier, two battleships
         and three cruisers, became a common sight in Marseilles and there was a good deal of socializing between the two navies: sporting
         fixtures and the exchanges of cap ribbons for the men; reciprocal wardroom cocktails and dinners for the officers.
      

      
      The maiden voyage of France’s new battle cruiser the Dunkerque – faster and bigger gunned than Germany’s latest pocket battleships – took her to Britain for King George VI’s coronation and
         naval review at Spit-head. Dunkerque’s rakish lines were much admired by her hosts (who had nothing quite like it) while her crew, with their distinctive red pom-poms
         in their caps and attentive Gallic ways, discovered that the enduring French belief that all young Englishwomen had horsey
         teeth and big feet was exaggerated. The only bad note came at the coronation itself when Darlan, who was a vice-amiral, the
         highest rank in the French Navy, discovered that at Westminster Abbey protocol placed him behind the admiral in charge of
         China’s ramshackle fleet. A year later, in June 1939, after some determined lobbying by Darlan on the need for the French
         command structure to be clearly understood by even the most obdurate foreigners, France also had its first Admiral of the
         Fleet.
      

      
      When the war started Dunkerque, together with her sister ship Strasbourg and eight destroyers, was based at Brest as part of Amiral Marcel-Bruno Gensoul’s Force de Raid, France’s Atlantic fleet.
         This was the pride of La Marine Française: integrated, powerful, fast and of innovative design. On the two battle cruisers
         the problem of how to acquire speed while retaining firepower and protective armour plate had been resolved by reducing the
         normal allocation of gun turrets by half and placing all eight heavy 13.4-inch guns forward in two four-barrel turrets. Some
         of the destroyers belonged to a new intermediary class of warship the French had developed which they called contre-torpilleurs. Their eight 5.5-inch guns made them almost as well armed as a light cruiser, but they were faster than most destroyers. The
         Volta, which had been delivered shortly before Hitler invaded Poland, had done well over 40 knots in trials.
      

      
      It was true that Britain then had the world’s biggest navy, including fifteen battleships with more on the way because most
         of the existing ones were over twenty years old. (The first thing young sailors joining the Renown were shown was a dent the old Imperial German Navy had made in her armoured deck at Jutland.) There were also seven aircraft
         carriers, the latest the new Ark Royal which had just completed her sea trials. France’s only carrier, the Béarn, had been launched in 1927 and there was talk of turning her into a seaplane tender, which was a bit like putting an old racehorse
         between the shafts of a milk float. Nor did the French have the Royal Navy’s as yet primitive but rapidly improving shipborne
         radar. Nor the ASDIC sonar detectors for U-boats, which was strange, for the acronym stood for Allied Submarine Detection
         Investigation Committee and started out as an Anglo-French 1914–18 research project. After the war, the French dropped out
         but the offshore islanders, for whom the submarine threat was much more important, tinkered on and by 1938 were installing
         a working apparatus in their destroyers. Nonetheless, large parts of Darlan’s fleet, lacking though it may have been in the
         latest electronic implants, were every bit as good as they looked.
      

      
      Gensoul’s squadron was ideally placed to protect convoys crossing the Atlantic. During the war’s first winter Dunkerque was detached and teamed up with HMS Hood to hunt the German surface raiders which, by November 1939, had started to sink Allied merchant shipping with impunity. Each
         warship carried a signals liaison team from the other, had the speed and endurance to cover what Churchill called ‘the trackless
         ocean’ and enough firepower to make almost anything they were likely to encounter sorry indeed. All they lacked was the luck
         to meet up with them.
      

      
      The next month, bound for Canada with some of France’s gold reserves, Dunkerque listened to the British radio chatter from the River Plate estuary where Commodore Henry Harwood’s cruisers Exeter, Ajax and Achilles were about to bluff the Admiral Graf Spee into scuttling. It had been a near thing. Dunkerque and Strasbourg had been built with German pocket battleships in mind. An Anglo-French group operating out of Dakar included both the Strasbourg and the aircraft carrier HMS Hermes. Of several hunting parties the Allies had set up in the South Atlantic these British cruisers, two hardly bigger than France’s
         latest destroyers, were the weakest.
      

      
      But Harwood had guessed he would meet his prey in the waters between Uruguay and Argentina and danced his cruisers in and
         out of range of the Spee’s 11-inch guns to deliver their wounds like picadors. In doing so he lost exactly twice as many men as the thirty-six German
         dead. Exeter, whose 8-inchers were the biggest at Harwood’s disposal, was reduced to a disarmed hulk with all her main guns silenced and
         a nasty list. The Spee appeared almost untouched but shell splinters had damaged her fuel cleaning system and neutral Uruguay was pro-British enough
         to make repairs impossible, even attempting to obstruct her departure until the Renown and her 15-inch guns arrived. Hitler wanted Captain Hans Langsdorff to go down with all guns blazing. Langsdorff, unaware
         that Harwood was still awaiting big gun reinforcements, chose to scuttle his ship and save his men. So the Royal Navy celebrated
         the first major naval victory of the war and six days before Christmas, Langsdorff, a chivalrous opponent who had always rescued
         the crews of the merchant ships he sank, shot himself in a hotel room in Buenos Aires. As far as La Marine Française was concerned,
         it was typical of the undeserved good fortune England so often enjoyed on naval occasions.
      

      
      On their way back from Halifax, Dunkerque and the light cruiser Gloire had escorted seven British troopers and freighters taking part of a Canadian infantry division to England. Gensoul, who had
         the better ships, was in command of the escort. In order to ensure the best possible liaison the British had placed Captain
         Cedric Holland, who for the last two years had been Britain’s naval attaché in Paris, in command of the convoy with the acting
         rank of vice-admiral. Holland was flying his flag from the Jutland veteran Revenge which was 10 knots slower than the French battle cruiser and nothing like as well armoured.
      

      
      The convoy was a tempting target for German raiders above and below the waves and it had been at sea for only twelve hours
         when the Admiralty sent Gensoul a warning that the Graf Spee’s sister ship Admiral Scheer was on the prowl. But Gensoul was not about to get his chance to show the English how to sink a pocket battleship without
         her captain’s assistance. The weather closed in and Christmas Day 1939 was celebrated off Iceland in a Force Nine storm. For
         some of the prairie boys from Ontario in the packed holds of the troopships it must have been unmitigated hell.
      

      
      By the 28th the wind had abated. As they approached the Irish coast intercepted British wireless traffic revealed that a U-boat
         had torpedoed the battleship HMS Barham, on patrol to the north of them, killed four of her crew but only inflicted minor damage. The next day the convoy and its
         French escort parted company: one bound for Southampton and the other for Brest, their Aldis lamps blinking out the customary
         courtesies and fulsome expressions of mutual admiration.
      

      
      Amiral Gensoul: HOPE THAT WE MAY HAVE AN OPPORTUNITY OF MEETING AGAIN. I CONGRATULATE YOU ON THE WAY YOU HANDLED THE CONVOY.
      

      
      Admiral Holland: I LOOK FORWARD HAPPILY TO SERVING UNDER YOU AGAIN.
      

      
      Only in this case it all appears to have been true. Holland – Hooky to his navy friends because of the shape of his nose –
         was 51 and married with children. During his time in Paris he had acquired a French mistress and a certain sympathy with the Gallic viewpoint. He had first met Gensoul shortly before the war during an official visit
         to France’s Atlantic naval base at Brest. Gensoul, who happened to be a Protestant, which was rare for a senior French naval
         officer, was generally well disposed towards the English. ‘An infinitely courteous, loyal and able collaborator,’ he wrote
         of Holland in a confidential report to Darlan on the December 1939 Atlantic crossings. Gensoul was close to his boss, one
         of an inner circle jealous outsiders referred to as the ADD – Amis de Darlan.

      
      Shortly afterwards Holland returned to his duties as naval attaché in Paris. Then, at the beginning of May, and on the eve
         of the Wehrmacht blitzkrieg through France and the Low Countries, he left France to command the aircraft carrier Ark Royal. Almost immediately Holland’s new ship was embroiled in the closing stages of the Norwegian campaign.
      

      
      Two months before, the Fleet Air Arm had made naval history, though not the kind most sailors wanted to hear. At the edge
         of their range, some of its Orkney-based Skua fighter-bombers had become the first aircraft to sink a major warship when they
         dive-bombed the light cruiser Koenigsberg in Norway’s Bergen harbour. Holland was ordered to do the same thing to the Scharnhorst, licking her wounds in Trondheim after she had taken a torpedo from a dying British destroyer. But by now the Germans had
         plenty of fighters and anti-aircraft guns in place. Eight of fifteen Skuas Ark Royal sent to Trondheim did not come back and the only bomb that found its target failed to explode.
      

      
      Nobody could dispute the courage of Ark Royal’s air crews who knew they were attacking a strongly defended target, but the Norwegian campaign had shaken French confidence
         in the Royal Navy to the core. On 9 April, pre-empting an Anglo-French plan to do it first, Germany had the audacity to invade
         neutral Norway despite the presence of the best part of the Royal Navy’s Home Fleet at Scapa Flow not 300 miles away from
         Bergen. Simultaneously Germany secured a direct line of communication by brushing aside a resistance that was as brave as
         it was foolish and moving into neighbouring Denmark, a handy stepping stone between the Reich and its ultimate Scandinavian
         ambitions. An immediate prize was the strategic value of Norway’s long coastline with all the additional naval and air bases
         it could provide for sorties against the British in both the North Sea and the Atlantic. But it also secured the ice-free
         northern port of Narvik, warmed by the Gulf Stream and a winter outlet for the Swedish iron ore Germany’s steel mills craved
         when the Baltic froze.
      

      
      The Wehrmacht’s Norwegian campaign was a foretaste of all they were about to do in much of the rest of western Europe, a much
         smaller affair but characterized by what Churchill, with grudging admiration, called ‘surprise, ruthlessness and precision’.
         As the panzers rolled though Jutland and the Kriegsmarine glided unopposed into Copenhagen’s harbour, so the world’s first airborne assault took place. Paratroopers seized the airfields at Oslo and Stavanger where the British-built
         Gloster Gladiator biplane fighters that were the core of Norway’s minuscule air force were based. Then the Luftwaffe flew
         in its squadrons complete with logistical back up and soon its Stukas and Messerschmitts had established the kind of air superiority
         European powers could only normally expect over camel cavalry.
      

      
      Within thirty-six hours, starting at Oslo, the Germans captured seven Norwegian ports, ending at Narvik 1,400 miles away.
         At Narvik the assault troops landed from destroyers and were met by units that had infiltrated the harbour in the holds of
         the innocent-looking German ore carriers lining its quays. These ships were also carrying their artillery, ammunition and
         other heavy weapons. In the first twenty-four hours the only serious opposition the Norwegians had put up was at Oslo where
         the heavy cruiser Blücher was sunk by the Krupp guns and torpedoes mounted in the Oscarsborg fortress. The first foreigners to come to Norway’s assistance
         were the crew of the British-based Free Polish submarine Orzel which torpedoed the German troopship Rio de Janeiro. A large number of survivors were picked up by Norwegian fishing boats. They informed their rescuers they had been bound for
         Bergen to help the Norwegians resist an Anglo-French invasion.
      

      
      Originally there had been an Allied plan to deny Narvik to the Germans by intervening on the Finnish side in their war against
         Stalin’s Russia which, an accomplice in Hitler’s invasion of Poland, proceeded in November 1939 to try to settle its territorial
         disputes with Finland the same way. The Baltic was a German lake and there was no question of sending men and equipment through
         Helsinki. It was felt that Norway, which sided with Finland, could hardly object if an Anglo-French military mission planted
         a big logistical base at Narvik, not 100 miles from the Finnish frontier. Churchill, who as First Lord of the Admiralty oversaw
         the trade blockade against Germany, was a firm supporter, saying it was ‘worth all the rest of the blockade and provides a
         great chance of shortening the war’.
      

      
      Two British brigades and one of French Chasseurs Alpins were earmarked for the expedition – 20,000 men – and staff work began.
         But the Allies were not ready to move until March 1940 by which time the Finns, who had fought doggedly against overwhelming
         odds, were about to call a ceasefire and concede territory. Force Avonmouth, as it had been code-named, was then stood down,
         much to the relief of some senior British officers who had always considered it ‘harebrained’.
      

      
      Nonetheless, both Neville Chamberlain and Paul Reynaud, who at last had replaced Daladier as Prime Minister, wanted to take
         action in Norway before Germany did. It was decided that the British would mine the approaches to Narvik, thus forcing the
         German ore boats further out to sea where they would be easy prey for submarines. In response to the German objections and
         threats that were bound to follow, the Allies would then send troops to take over Narvik and three other ports along the coast: Trondheim, Bergen and Stavanger.
      

      
      The Narvik operation was postponed from 5 to 8 April, a delay that turned out to be crucial and for which there were mutual
         recriminations though at the time the British were not unduly concerned because they felt the outnumbered Kriegsmarine would
         never dare risk making the first move in the North Sea. Thus, only hours before the first German paratroopers dropped among
         them, the Norwegian government, determinedly neutral against all comers, was far more perturbed by British mines fouling the
         approaches to its valuable northern port than vague reports of troops massing on the Danish frontier and warships leaving
         Wilhelmshaven.
      

      
      When air reconnaissance confirmed that a battle cruiser, two light cruisers, fourteen destroyers and what looked like a troop
         transport had put to sea, Churchill admitted, ‘we found it hard at the Admiralty to believe this force was going to Narvik’.
         Even so, reinforcements were despatched to back up the battle cruiser Renown, the cruiser and eight destroyers already off the Norwegian coast covering the mine-layers. From Scapa Flow went the battleships
         Warspite, Rodney, Valiant and the battle cruiser Repulse plus two cruisers and ten destroyers. More cruisers and at least a score of destroyers sailed from Rosyth, though not before
         some of the cruisers had disembarked the infantry that were to have made unopposed landings at the ports now in German hands.
      

      
      As it was, these ships arrived twenty-four hours too late to prevent the enemy establishing a firm foothold in Norway. For
         many of them their first task was to go back and collect the men who would be the first British soldiers to meet the Wehrmacht
         in open battle in the six months since war had been declared. The result did not impress their allies.
      

      
      Two Territorial brigades, about 8,000 men, had been selected to garrison the Norwegian ports in what had originally been intended
         as a kind of police operation. If the Norwegian militia made any difficulties platoon commanders were to be instructed to
         avoid force and ‘use bluff and good humoured determination’. Now the Territorials were landed north and south of German-occupied
         Trondheim with orders to make a pincer attack on an enemy not easily amused. Apart from naval gunfire the British had no artillery
         support (owing to a mix-up the gunners arrived sans guns), no mobile anti-aircraft weapons, no anti-tank guns and, of course, no air cover and no white camouflage.
      

      
      From a Messerschmitt cockpit the frozen, khaki-clad figures sprawled on the open snow below looked like a scatter of chocolate
         buttons on a bedsheet. Amazingly, casualties were mercifully light. When morale crumbled it probably had more to do with exhausting
         snow marches in sub-zero temperatures while Austrian ski troops harassed their flanks. Napoleonic retreats to the coast began,
         their trails blazed by discarded Bren light machine guns which weighed twice as much as a rifle, mortars, radios and smallpacks. One brigade was reduced to about 300 officers and men; most of the missing were the cold and disheartened, cut-off
         stragglers glad to be taken prisoner.
      

      
      Help in the shape of two fully equipped brigades of regular soldiers, one of them Guards, arrived in time to stop the rot
         and, backed by artillery denied to the Territorials, handed out some bloody noses to the overconfident. But without air support
         there was a limit to what they could do. Towards the end of April it was decided to evacuate all the troops involved in the
         fighting around Trondheim in central Norway and concentrate on the capture of Narvik in the north where the Guards, who were
         heavily engaged, had just been considerably reinforced. France had sent three battalions of ski-trained Chasseurs Alpins and
         two of the Foreign Legion, plus four battalions of exiled Poles that had been attached to the French Army. All were under
         the command of Britain’s Lieutenant General Claude Auchinleck who arrived on 11 May. This was twenty-four hours after the
         Germans had started their offensive in France and Churchill, as a result of the Commons debate on the reverses in Norway,
         had replaced Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister of an all-party national coalition with a five-man War Cabinet in which
         he was Minister of Defence.
      

      
      The irony of Churchill profiting from Britain’s Scandinavian misadventures has often been pointed out. After all, he was as
         much in favour of intervening in Norway as Chamberlain, probably more so. His conviction that stopping Germany’s supply of
         Swedish iron ore was a war winner was no less deeply held than his belief in 1915’s Gallipoli landings which had almost ended
         his political career and led to a penitential year in the trenches as a battalion commander.
      

      
      But quite apart from the House of Commons making it plain that, as Germany moved from sitzkrieg to blitzkrieg, they wanted
         a failed peacemaker replaced by a more warrior breed, Churchill had also been boosted by a brave and reassuring performance
         by the senior service. ‘In their desperate grapple with the Royal Navy the Germans ruined their own,’ the Prime Minister would
         write and it was true that Germany’s surface fleet, which to start with was so much smaller than Britain’s, would never quite
         recover. After the Norwegian batteries had opened the score with the Blücher off Oslo, the British sank two light cruisers, ten destroyers, eight U-boats, and a torpedo boat. In addition the pocket
         battleship Lützow, the battle cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, as well as another three light cruisers, were all badly damaged and in need of months of repair.
      

      
      The Germans, as they usually did, gave as good as they got and the British also suffered heavy losses. Among the last was
         the only capital ship to go down, the old aircraft carrier Glorious (built on the hull of a 1915 cruiser) which, along with her two escorting destroyers, was homeward bound when intercepted
         and sunk by the Scharnhorst. But not before the carrier’s doomed escort HMS Acasta torpedoed the battle cruiser, which retired to Trondheim. In all, almost 1,500 British sailors died, over half of them from exposure because there was a wireless
         failure and rescue ships were late on the scene. The only survivor from the Acasta turned out to be one of the torpedo men who had hit back.
      

      
      A measure of the intensity of the naval warfare around Norway in the two months from 9 April to 8 June 1940 may be gauged
         by the award of the war’s first three Victoria Crosses, two of them posthumous, to Royal Navy officers engaged in it. One
         went to the captain of the destroyer Glowworm which met the heavy cruiser Admiral von Hipper in stormy weather, missed with her torpedoes then, too badly hit to escape, rammed the heavy cruiser before capsizing with
         one gun still firing. Captain Hellmuth Heye was so impressed he positioned the Hipper, which was holed above the waterline and not seriously damaged, so that an icy swell carried Glowworm’s gasping survivors towards her. Her commander, Lieutenant Commander Gerard Roope, aged 35 and a well-known navy cricketer,
         was almost among the thirty-one Heye saved; but he had spent too long in the freezing water encouraging others and could not
         keep his grip on a rescue rope.
      

      
      Narvik, where about 2,000 Germans had held out against a combined force of British, French, Poles and Norwegians ten times
         that size, was finally taken on 28 May after a tremendous naval bombardment was followed by an assault by the Foreign Legion
         and the Poles. Some 400 German prisoners were taken. But, though the Norwegians were the last to be told, it had already been
         decided that the situation in France – at Dunkirk the evacuation of the BEF had already begun – was far too serious to continue
         with the Norwegian venture. King Haakon VII and his Cabinet, who had retreated to the Arctic sealing town of Tromso, refused
         to surrender. Instead, they boarded a British cruiser and set up a government-in-exile in London which brought with them Norway’s
         huge merchant fleet, most of it in foreign waters, which before long would be delivering almost half of Britain’s oil imports.
      

      
      Eleven days after they had captured it all Allied troops had been withdrawn from Narvik. They left its port a wreck, though
         the Germans had it up and running again in six months – which was more than they could do with their navy.
      

      
      For the army, the campaign had come as a shock. ‘Some of our finest troops, the Scots and Irish Guards, were baffled by the
         vigour, enterprise and training of Hitler’s young men,’ admitted Churchill. In France Britain’s senior soldiers could (and
         usually did) blame the French for all that went wrong. In Norway, in both planning and execution, there was nobody to blame
         but themselves and, if anything, their allies came out looking better. The navy might be satisfied that its crews still had
         hearts of oak but Churchill was only reflecting the army’s own doubts about the quality of some of its infantry. ‘By comparison
         with the French, or the Germans for that matter, our men for the most part seemed distressingly young, not so much in years as in self reliance and manliness
         generally,’ noted General Auchinleck, though British Indian Army officers could be notoriously biased against Home regiments.
      

      
      The French, usually willing to concede that the English performed better at sea than on land (though not always good enough
         for Surcouf and his kind), thought that even the Royal Navy had let them down. True, the English had started well enough,
         subjecting the Kriegsmarine destroyers bottled up in the narrow fjords around Narvik to a Nelsonic harpooning and winning
         their second VC. * But they had got there too late to prevent troops being unloaded. The number of German ships sunk could not disguise their
         failure to inflict the devastating defeat expected of an ally who had so often justified its feeble contribution to the land
         war by reminding France of its naval traditions. From Paris a few weeks later US Ambassador Bullitt reported that Darlan had
         told him that the British fleet ‘had proved to be as great a disappointment as the French Army’. It was, of course, outrageous
         to compare the rout of the French Army with the fight the Royal Navy had put up in Norwegian waters.
      

      
      The fault lay in not getting there in time and in Paris there was almost universal agreement among its chattering classes
         that they would have done much better. Norway was not an Allied defeat. It was a British one.
      

      
      Gensoul’s Force de Raid had escorted some of the French troop convoys to Narvik but in June 1940 they were back in the Mediterranean
         looking for the Italian fleet which wisely kept out of the way. Mussolini had waited for the Germans to enter Paris and then,
         with what the New York Times called ‘the courage of a jackal on the heels of a bolder beast of prey’, declared war on France and Britain. ‘All I need
         to sit at the peace conference is 2,000 Italian dead,’ Mussolini confided to Marshal Baglioni as his mountain troops were
         mown down in Alpine passes by well-dug-in machine gunners.
      

      
      Three French divisions held something like ten times that number of Italians on the Franco-Italian border while an Italian
         incursion into the Côte d’Azur is said to have been repulsed by a sergeant and seven men. But when RAF Wellington bombers
         attempted to use an airfield near Marseilles to attack northern Italy, French fears of Italian reprisal raids were such that
         they blocked the runway with trucks. If les Anglais wanted to bomb Turin they could do it from British territory and let the reciprocal bombs that would surely follow fall on
         them.
      

      
      
      Darlan despatched some of his cruisers from Toulon in a 200-mile dash up the Côte d’Azur in a hit-and-run bombardment of the
         northern Italian naval base at Genoa. There were also plans for French ships to join the British in shelling Italian military
         positions along the Libyan coast. But by the time Général Huntziger was signing the armistice in the famous restaurant car
         at Compiègne, Dunkerque and Strasbourg and the rest of Amiral Gensoul’s ships anchored in Mers-el-Kébir, the old corsairs’ lair across the bay from Oran, had yet
         to fire a shot with their main armament.
      

      
      By the ceasefire, at least half of France’s fleet, including almost all its heavy units, were in African ports: Bizerte, Algiers,
         Oran, Casablanca and Dakar. The Richelieu and the Jean Bart, the bigger gunned successors to the Dunkerque class with the same forward turret design, were so new they had not been quite finished when they escaped. The Richelieu, which was the most complete, fled to Dakar in French West Africa. The jean Bart, which was far less ready having never even started her engines, found sanctuary in the Moroccan port of Casablanca, arriving
         there with only one of her two four-gun turrets in place.
      

      
      This dispersal suited Darlan. The armistice permitted France to maintain vessels in its colonies for their protection and
         if they were already in situ it would be easier to negotiate their numbers and whereabouts rather than try to extract them
         from a pool of mothballed vessels in Toulon. Having rejected several invitations to sail his fleet to British ports, what
         did not suit Darlan at all was the number of his ships still under the control of France’s erstwhile ally.
      

      
      In the Egyptian port of Alexandria, surrounded by the Royal Navy and not far from where the rotting timbers of an older French
         fleet lay where Nelson had left it after the Battle of the Nile, was Amiral Godfroy’s squadron. This was made up of the battleship
         Lorraine and four cruisers – three of them the 8-inch gun type the Royal Navy was so short of at the Battle of the River Plate – and
         various support craft. In Britain itself, mostly in Portsmouth and Plymouth, there were 2 battleships, 4 light cruisers, several
         submarines including the mammoth Surcouf, and about 200 smaller vessels, many of them the kind of converted trawlers that were so useful for minesweeping and anti-submarine
         work.
      

      
      All of them had sought sanctuary there before the signing of the armistice and Darlan wanted them back or rendered useless.
         Certainly, he was not going to have the English fighting their hopeless battle with French ships. Among other things, German
         willingness to release the thousands of recently captured French soldiers almost certainly hinged on a firm display of neutrality.
         If French warships were not for the Germans they were not for the British either.
      

   

   

      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      At Devonport, shortly before dawn on Wednesday, 3 July 1940, the radio operator on the Surcouf, who was monitoring the long-wave channels, received an ‘officer only’ signal from French naval headquarters which had moved
         to Bordeaux and was still out of German hands.
      

      
      Even an English summer was warming up and the air inside the submarine was stifling. Capitaine de corvette Paul Martin had
         ordered all but one of Surcouf’s four deck hatches to be battened down. Only the hatch nearest the bow was open and that was to enable the two duty sentries,
         big Lebel revolvers holstered at their waists, to get back inside fast if they had to. One sentry, the duty petty officer,
         kept an eye out for waterborne intruders by patrolling the hull casing or climbing up into the conning tower and trying to
         make out if there were any small craft moving between the dim outlines of the ships moored in the blacked-out harbour. The
         other stood at the submarine’s end of the gangplank joining it to one of the lower deck hatchways on the Paris whose dark bulk loomed above them like an overhanging cliff. To get to the Surcouf from the quay you first had to pass through the old French battleship, which made them doubly secure from that direction.
      

      
      Ever since Admiral Sir Martin Dunbar-Nasmith, the amiable Victoria Cross submariner who commanded Western Approaches, had
         turned up unannounced a couple of days before, Martin had suspected that the English wanted his boat. The Admiral’s entourage,
         eyes everywhere, had included Lieutenant Patrick Griffiths, his French-speaking liaison officer who was off the mine-laying
         submarine Rorqual, which was presently in the Mediterranean. Martin had little doubt that the admiral’s surprise visit was more by way of reconnaissance
         than social. But there was not much he could do about it except see that his hatches were sealed, his sentries doubled and
         alert enough to warn him of a boarding party in time to scuttle his ship at her moorings if necessary. Already the torpedoes
         had been disarmed, their fuses and firing pins removed.
      

      
      When the officer-only message arrived Lieutenant de vaisseau Émile Crescent, the duty officer, was in the wardroom with its
         framed print of the doughty Robert Surcouf, cutlass in hand, leading his men onto a fat English merchantman. He hurried down to the radio cabin with the key to its safe and extracted the relevant code book. Long
         before he had finished Crescent realized that he was unwrapping the orders they had all been dreading as France’s armistice
         with Germany slipped into its second week and there was still no sign of Britain ending its futile war with Germany.
      

      
      Surcouf was to be scuttled immediately. It appeared the British were not prepared to accept Darlan’s assurances that the fleet would
         not fall into the hands of the Germans and Italians. Already there were indications that the Royal Navy was poised to attack
         Amiral Gensoul’s squadron at Mers-el-Kébir where the clock was two hours ahead and dawn had long since broken. It was obvious
         that the 200 or so craft, including coastal patrol boats and converted trawlers, that had found shelter in Britain’s southern
         ports would not be ignored. On Surcouf Lieutenant Crescent, the message from Bordeaux decrypted in full, rushed off to tell Commandant Martin, shouting as he went,
         ‘The English are coming.’ But he was too late; the English were already there.
      

      
      Zero hour for all boarding parties in the ports concerned had been set at 4.30 a.m. – almost first light. At Dartmouth they
         were made up of instructors from its naval college and some of the older officer cadets. In the main, they had enjoyed good
         relations with the crews of the six minesweepers they were about to seize. Nor did it help that the flotilla’s flagship was
         called Entente Cordiale.

      
      At Devonport the Surcouf had been allotted sixty boarders. Half of them were sailors from the submarine Thames, recently refitted and about to go on patrol in the North Sea, and the rest Royal Marines. Among the sailors were engine room
         artificers carrying the various tools of their trade including wooden mallets to knock back obstinate control levers set to
         self-destruct. All of them were under Commander Denis ‘Lofty’ Sprague, the Thames’s lanky captain, whose deputy for the occasion was the liaison officer Griffiths from the Rorqual, another experienced submariner and anxious to rejoin his ship and get back into the war.
      

      
      Almost everybody wore steel helmets and the officer and petty officers were armed with .455 Webley revolvers, as were some
         of the men who also carried wooden pickaxe helves. A few sailors and all the Royal Marines had rifles and bayonets, though
         the marines, like almost every other branch of Britain’s neglected armed forces, were stretched, and fully trained professionals
         were thin on the ground. ‘All men who had fired a rifle were included and care was taken to detail the maximum number of NCOs
         and old soldiers to each platoon,’ reported Colonel Edward Noyes.
      

      
      It was hoped that an overwhelming show of forces would lead to bloodless boardings everywhere. Officers had been given a typewritten
         sheet of four French phrases thought likely to assist. They started with, ‘Nous sommes La Marine Britannique.’ Next came, ‘Nous sommes vos camarades,’ followed by ‘Montez’ – to indicate that the crew should go up on deck – and the last a distinctly uncomradely, ‘Levez vos mains’ (‘Raise your hands’).
      

      
      The Paris was peacefully occupied by a party led by Dunbar-Nasmith in person. The admiral had armed himself with his own five-paragraph
         letter, a predictable mixture of flattery and threat, that was to be given to the captains of all the French vessels, big
         and small, being seized that night. ‘The French Nation has fought gallantly to a standstill,’ it began generously enough,
         before spelling out that Hitler could not be trusted and Britain was not going to risk French ships falling into German hands.
         ‘Any resistance can only cause unnecessary bloodshed which would be of advantage to our common enemy.’
      

      
      While Amiral Cayol, roused from his slumbers by Paris’s duty officer and the sound of English voices, was trying to digest this the boarding party spread through the ship and discovered
         in the officers’ cabins ‘arms and ammunition readily available’. But nobody had attempted to use them. ‘Admiral Cayol was
         naturally very distressed,’ recalled Dunbar-Nasmith, who was by no means unsympathetic. ‘He told me that he had considered
         the question of scuttling his ships but decided not to do it as it would have obstructed the harbour and inconvenienced me.’
      

      
      Commander Sprague’s capture of the neighbouring Surcouf did not start down the gangplank from the Paris. They arrived – as Capitaine Martin had thought they might – from across the water in three motor launches lying flat between
         the thwarts so that in the faint light of the new day, all that could be discerned were the silhouettes of the coxswains hunched
         over their tillers. First man onto the submarine was Lieutenant Francis Talbot of the Thames whose men got aboard without a shot being fired and captured one of the sentries. But the other was too fast for them. Talbot
         watched as he ‘ran along the casing for’ard, hammering on the hull by the conning tower and went down the fore hatch which
         was shut after him’. Sprague’s plan had assumed that all four hatches would be open and entered simultaneously. Now they were
         locked out. There is little on the planet as watertight as a submarine. Talbot climbed the deck ladder into the Surcouf’s tall conning tower but his torch revealed that the hatch there was closed too. Then the submariner spotted that its catches
         looked similar to the new ones on British conning tower hatches which allowed rescue divers to open them from the outside.
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