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‘A gifted team of authors envisages alternative historical scenarios. As has become the custom of the genre, some of the contributors submit sober and measured assessments, while others spot a chance for playfulness’


Blair Worden, Sunday Telegraph



‘This is counter-factual history at its best – drawing fresh but informed conclusions from perfectly credible errors. Stimulating, provocative and playful, What Might Have Been is everything one looks for in a collection of essays’


Graham Stewart, Literary Review



‘All twelve essays are good fun, and they will make the reader think – and that is, after all, what all good history, “factual” or “counterfactual”, should be about’ T.G. Otte, TLS


‘A hymn to the accidental and the erratic’


Philip Ziegler, Daily Telegraph



‘Andrew Roberts has recruited a dozen historians to pose, and answer, some of these What Ifs, and some of their answers are as good as the questions’ Nicholas Harman, Spectator


‘I enjoyed some of the chapters so much that I shouted praise for its merits at my television set when a young historian – arguing on Newsnight with my old friend Christopher Andrew – denounced the idea of “alternative history”. It is important to remember . . . that nothing described in What Might Have Been happened’ Roy Hattersley, Observer


‘This intriguing and entertaining anthology’


Andrew Holgate, Sunday Times



‘Counterfactual history, when deployed as expertly as it is here, reminds us that what seems inevitable is actually often a matter of chance. This might sound unsettling, until you realise it is actually liberating’ Kathryn Hughes, Mail on Sunday






 


Andrew Roberts took a first in Modern History at Cambridge. He has been a professional historian since the publication of his life of Lord Halifax, The Holy Fox, in 1991, followed by Eminent Churchillians in 1994. He contributes regularly to the Sunday Telegraph, lives in Knightsbridge, London, and has two children. His Salisbury won the Wolfson History Prize in 2000. His books include Napoleon and Wellington in 2001, Hitler and Churchill (based on BBC 2 series) in 2003 and What Might Have Been (editor) in 2004. His History of the English Speaking Peoples Since 1900 was published in 2006 and won the Walter Bagehot Prize.


www.andrew-roberts.net







WHAT MIGHT
HAVE BEEN?


Leading Historians on Twelve
‘What Ifs’ of History


Edited with an Introduction
by Andrew Roberts


[image: image]








A WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON EBOOK


First published in Great Britain in 2004 by Weidenfeld & Nicolson
This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books


Introduction and compilation © 2004 Andrew Roberts
In each essay © 2004 by the writer


The right of Andrew Roberts to be identified as the editor of this work and each writer to be identified as the author of their particular essay has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


This ebook produced by Jouve, France


ISBN: 978 0 2978 6448 6


The Orion Publishing Group Ltd
Orion House
5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane
London WC2H 9EA


An Hachette UK Company


www.orionbooks.co.uk







What might you be?







Acknowledgements


In the greatest of all counterfactual essay collections, If It Had Happened Otherwise (1931), the editor J. C. Squire wrote, ‘There is nothing more tedious than the preface that panegyrises the work introduced. Every right-minded reader is indignant with attempts to dragoon him’, and I agree. I would, however, like to take this opportunity to salute the splendid professionalism of my friend Amanda Foreman, who filed her pristine copy on Sunday 7 September, and then gave birth to her son Theodore the following day.


Others I would like to thank include the splendid Ion Trewin of Weidenfeld & Nicolson, my fabulous agent Georgina Capel, Sam Witherow for his fine research work, Victoria Webb for her indispensable editorial assistance, and Linden Lawson for her meticulous copy-editing. This book is dedicated to my darling daughter Cassia.


Andrew Roberts


October 2003


www.andrew-roberts.net







Notes on Contributors


Dr John Adamson is a Fellow of Peterhouse, University of Cambridge. He was educated at Trinity College, University of Melbourne, and at Christ’s College, Cambridge, and studied Classics and History. His doctoral dissertation won the University of Cambridge’s Seeley and Thirlwall Medals for History, and his research on the English Civil War has been awarded the Royal Historical Society’s Alexander Prize. A former Visiting Fellow at Yale University and the University of California, Los Angeles, his publications include the edited volume The Princely Courts of Europe, 1500–1750, which was named a Book of the Year by The Sunday Times. His new study of the aristocracy in the English Civil War, The Noble Revolt, will be published in 2004.


Conrad Black is a graduate of Carleton, Laval and McGill Universities in Canada and the author of a life of Quebec’s longest-serving premier, Maurice Duplessis, republished as Render Unto Caesar, and of the autobiographical A Life in Progress. His comprehensive Franklin Delano Roosevelt: Champion of Freedom was published in 2003. Black is the chairman of the Telegraph Group, which publishes The Daily and Sunday Telegraph and the Spectator, and is chairman of Hollinger International Inc., which also owns many other newspapers, including the Chicago Sun-Times and the Jerusalem Post. In a varied business career, Black has been an executive or director of many companies in many fields. He moved from Canada to Britain in 1989, and in 2001 became a life peer, as Lord Black of Crossharbour. He is also a member of the Privy Council of Canada and a Knight of the Holy See. Conrad Black is married to the author and journalist Barbara Amiel, Black, and has three children by his former marriage. He lives in London, New York and Toronto.


Robert Cowley is the founding editor of the award-winning MHQ: The Quarterly Journal of Military History; he was its editor-in-chief for a decade. He has been a magazine and book editor for more than forty years and has edited a number of books that have appeared on both sides of the Atlantic: Experience of War, The Osprey Companion to Military History, What If?, More What If?, What Ifs? of American History, No End Save Victory, With My Face to the Enemy, and most recently The Great War. An authority on World War I, Cowley is writing a book on the Western Front; he has travelled its entire length from the North Sea to the Swiss border and has led tours to it. He is a graduate of Harvard, the father of four daughters, and now works out of what was a painter’s studio in Connecticut, the former colony where Benedict Arnold grew up.


Amanda Foreman received her doctorate from Oxford University. She has taught at Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford; and at New York University. She is the author of Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, which won the Whitbread Prize for Best Biography in 1999. Amanda Foreman’s radio and television documentaries include Queen Victoria and the History of Sound, The History of the British Temperance Movement and Wellington’s Women. Her latest book is called Our American Cousins: The British Volunteers in the American Civil War. She has two children, and divides her time between London and New York.


Antonia Fraser’s The Gunpowder Plot: Terror and Faith in 1605 was published under the title Faith and Treason: The Story of the Gunpowder Plot in the US. It received the Crimewriters’ Association Non-Fiction Gold Dagger for 1996. Her most recent biography is the internationally best-selling Marie Antoinette: The Journey; she has also written Mary Queen of Scots, Cromwell, Our Chief of Men and Charles II, as well as a short study, King James VI and I, in the Weidenfeld & Nicolson Kings and Queens of England series, which she edits. She has written three studies of women in history, The Weaker Vessel, Boadicea’s Chariot: The Warrior Queens and The Six Wives of Henry VIII. Among other awards Antonia Fraser has received the James Tait Black Prize for Biography (1969), the Wolfson Award for History (1984), the Norton Medlicott Medal 2000 of the Historical Association and the Franco-British Literary Prize (2002).


David Frum’s first book, Dead Right, was hailed by Frank Rich in the New York Times as ‘the smartest book ever written from the inside about the American conservative movement’. His history of the 1970s, How We Got Here, was praised. A former speechwriter and special assistant to President George W. Bush, Frum is the author of The Right Man: The Surprise Presidency of George W. Bush (2003). Now a resident fellow at the American Enterprise Institute in Washington, DC, his most recent book is An End to Evil: How to Win the War on Terror (2004), co-authored with Richard Perle.


Simon Heffer’s books include Like the Roman: The Life of Enoch Powell, Moral Desperado: a Life of Thomas Carlyle and Power and Place: The Political Consequences of King Edward VII. He has been deputy editor and political correspondent of the Spectator and deputy editor of The Daily Telegraph. He is now a columnist and political commentator for the Daily Mail, and a regular contributor to the Spectator, the Literary Review and Country Life. Born in 1960, he read English at Cambridge University and is married with two children.


Simon Sebag Montefiore, who was born in 1965, was educated at Harrow School and then read History at Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge. He spent much of the 1990s travelling through the ex-Soviet empire, particularly in the Caucasus, Ukraine and Central Asia, and wrote widely on Russia especially for The Sunday Times, New York Times, New Republic and Spectator. Prince of Princes: The Life of Potemkin was shortlisted for the Samuel Johnson, Duff Cooper and Marsh biography prizes. His latest work, Stalin: the Court of the Red Tsar, was published in 2003. The author of two novels and presenter of television documentaries, he lives in London with his wife, the novelist Santa Montefiore, and his daughter Lily and son Sasha.


Andrew Roberts, who was born in 1963, took a First in Modern History at Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge. His biography of Neville Chamberlain’s and Winston Churchill’s Foreign Secretary, the Earl of Halifax, entitled The Holy Fox, was followed by the controversial Eminent Churchillians. Salisbury: Victorian Titan, the authorised biography of the Victorian prime minister the 3rd Marquess of Salisbury, won the Wolfson History Prize and the James Stern Silver Pen Award for Non-Fiction. He is the author of Napoleon and Wellington, and Hitler and Churchill: Secrets of Leadership, which was published in 2003. In 2001 he became a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature. He has two children, lives in Knightsbridge and goes out with the biographer Leonie Frieda. His website can be found at www.andrew-roberts.net.


Anne Somerset was born in 1955 and read history at King’s College London. Her first book, The Life and Times of William IV, was published in the Weidenfeld & Nicolson Kings and Queens of England series. Her second book, Ladies-in-Waiting: From the Tudors to the Present Day, was followed by an acclaimed biography of Elizabeth I. Her next book was a study of the poisoning of Sir Thomas Overbury in the reign of James I, entitled Unnatural Murder. Her most recent work, The Affair of the Poisons, came out in 2003. Like its predecessor it is the story of a criminal investigation and court scandal, this time set in the France of Louis XIV. Anne Somerset is married to the artist Matthew Carr and lives in London with her husband and daughter.


Norman Stone was born in Glasgow in 1941, educated at Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge and worked in Vienna and Budapest between 1963 and 1965, where he studied pre-Great-War Austria–Hungary. He taught Russian and Central European history at Cambridge, latterly as a Fellow of Trinity College, until 1984 when appointed Professor of Modern History at Oxford, in succession to Richard Cobb. In 1997 he became Professor of International Relations at Bilkent University, Ankara, and Director of the Russian–Turkish Centre. Between 1986 and 1997 he had considerable media exposure, particularly in The Sunday Times, but latterly also in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, Wall Street Journal and Cornucopia (particularly on Turkey). His The Eastern Front 1914–17 won the Wolfson Prize. Other publications include Hitler, Europe Transformed 1878–1919 (Fontana History of Europe) and The Other Russia. He is currently working on The Triumph of the Atlantic 1945–90.


Adam Zamoyski was born in New York, but educated in Britain, at Downside and The Queen’s College, Oxford. He now lives in London. A freelance historian, he has written for all the major British newspapers and periodicals as well as publishing a number of books. He is the author of two works of military history; of the best-selling history of Poland The Polish Way; of three biographies, which have been widely acclaimed by academics and general readers; and of the wide-ranging study of Romantic nationalism, Holy Madness: Romantics, Patriots and Revolutionaries, 1776–1871. His most recent book is 1812: Napoleon’s Fatal March on Moscow.







Introduction


Andrew Roberts


‘Untune that string,’ says Ulysses in Troilus and Cressida, ‘And, hark! what discord follows; each thing meets in mere oppugnancy.’ I believe that ‘counterfactual’, ‘virtual’ – or, more colloquially, What If? – history is starting to become much more popular; but is it merely a diverting amusement, ‘fairy stories’ as Simon Schama calls them, or can speculation into what did not happen historically help us in some way in the study of what actually did?


We only have to look at our own lives to appreciate how the alteration of one small thing on one particular day can sometimes have a huge effect on everything else, perhaps for years, perhaps for life. And if it is true for individuals, why should it not also hold true for history, which is but the story of the lives of millions of individuals? If you hadn’t gone to that ridiculous drinks party you only attended at the last minute, for example, you might not have met the person you eventually married. If you hadn’t bought that newspaper that day, you might not be doing the job you do. As an extreme example, my friend the journalist Anne Applebaum was booked on to the Lockerbie flight, but had to change her travel plans at the very last moment.


What Ifs can also ruin lives if they are allowed to. There is a television interview that Ed Murrow conducted of the Duke and Duchess of Windsor in 1956, when the veteran American broadcaster asked the exiled couple if they ever talked about ‘what might have been’. They hum and hah and exchange nervous looks, before the Duke leans forward on the sofa and states categorically that they didn’t. Then the Duchess, disingenuousness evident from every inflection, adds: ‘Don’t you remember that we agreed on our honeymoon that we would make a pact never to talk about what might have been?’ And the Duke quickly answers: ‘Yes, we did, and we never have.’ Their body language, agonised glances, tone of voice, and clunkingly clumsy lies make it perfectly clear that in fact they were tortured by their own personal What If; admittedly, under the circumstances it would have taken a superhuman effort for them not to have been.


The Gwyneth Paltrow movie Sliding Doors perfectly enunciates the superiority of accident versus design in history. In the film it is the closing doors of a tube train that prevent the heroine from catching her boyfriend in bed with someone else. Then a completely different version of her life is presented for what would have happened if the doors had closed a split second later, and as a result she does indeed catch both the train and him. Throughout the film the parallel tales are then told of how each development in the heroine’s subsequent life unfolds as a result of that initial moment of pure chance. Nothing, the film argues, is inevitable, but rather everything is contingent upon everything else. As André Maurois put it: ‘There is no privileged past . . . There is an infinity of Pasts, all equally valid . . . At each and every instant of Time, however brief you suppose it, the line of events forks like the stem of a tree putting forth twin branches.’


Of course this line of thought infuriates the Whigs, Marxists and Determinists and anyone who believes that some kind of preordained Destiny or Fate or Providence determines human existence. In his tremendously influential book What Is History?, the Marxist historian and apologist for Leninism E. H. Carr denounced counterfactual history as a ‘red herring’ and an ‘idle parlour-game’. E. P. Thompson called it something in German that can’t be translated for the family readership that hopefully might be buying this book. Eric Hobsbawm is predictably equally dismissive, because Marxism requires humans to operate according to a predetermined dialectical materialism, and not by the caprices of accident or serendipity.


It seems to me that anything that has been condemned by Carr, Thompson and Hobsbawm must have something to recommend it, especially if on the other side of the argument we have such distinguished supporters and practitioners of the counterfactual technique as Edward Gibbon, Winston Churchill, Thomas Carlyle, Sir Lewis Namier, Hugh Dacre, Harold Nicolson, Isaiah Berlin, Ronald Knox, Emil Ludwig, G. K. Chesterton, H. A. L. Fisher, Conrad Russell and the utterly delightful Gwyneth Paltrow. (It was Russell who gave us the sobering thought that: ‘If we had not invented, during the winter of 1938/39, a new alloy and a new furnace to make it which hardened the propeller casing of the Spitfire, and made it 50 m.p.h. faster than the Messerschmitt instead of 50 m.p.h. slower, it is surely likely that Hitler would have won the war.’)


A new book by the former All Souls Fellow Professor Jonathan Clark, entitled Our Shadowed Present: Modernism, Postmodernism and History, makes a powerful intellectual case for using the counterfactual tool, albeit of course sparingly, in the study of history. As one of the most profound Tory thinkers in the field of historiography, Professor Clark is adamant that both modernists and postmodernists concentrate far too much on what he calls ‘the idolatry of the actual’. In the conclusion of his book he points out that in his own home ground of the ‘long’ eighteenth century,


[revolutionary] actions that had a considerable chance of success are explained away by a hegemonic ideology, diminished in retrospect to the level of wild gambles, like the French invasion attempt of 1744 or the potentially French-backed Irish rebellion of 1797–8. In both cases, a plan made a domestic rising contingent on foreign military intervention that never materialised; but had the pieces fallen into place, as they did in 1660, 1688 and 1776, the historical landscape could have been transformed.


He goes on:


This aversion from counterfactuals does not abolish their force. Whatever our unthinking preferences for the established certainties and self-evident truths of modernism, or the promised limitless emancipations of postmodernism, counterfactuals implicitly underpin all historical reconstructions of grand events; only strongly purposeful ideologies condemn the open appraisal of alternatives as disreputable, inspired by an impractical nostalgia.


He is referring, amongst other strongly purposeful ideologies, to Marxism.


Of course, it is pretty rich of the Marxists to denounce the concept of imaginary pasts when it is they who have for over a century and a half now been peddling the most ludicrous of all imaginary futures, one in which the state was somehow going to wither away globally leaving a dictatorship of the very class of people least qualified to exercise power. It is a form of human governance that has never existed anywhere – except perhaps for a few months in Barcelona in the Spanish Civil War – because it was based on three ideals – liberty, equality and fraternity – that have time and again been shown to be completely mutually exclusive.


Similarly, the Whig version of history, in which mankind is inexorably moving towards a world of liberal democracy and the Brotherhood of Man, seems to me to be equally deeply flawed. If Germany – perhaps the most culturally civilised and advanced country in the world at the time – could less than a century ago have taken two such sudden and savage steps backwards into barbarism, then surely history, rather than being on the right tracks towards human perfection, as Macaulay would have us believe, must actually be a locomotive capable of reversing, being shunted into sidings, or even smashing up in a ghastly crash such as that which happened to Germany between 1914 and 1918 and then again from 1933 to 1945.


The Whig and Marxist theories of history should have long ago been replaced by a more believable one, in which What Ifs can play an important role by reminding us that no route is predestined. In this view of the world, Man is a fallen, Originally Sinful being, who strives to do better than previous generations by trying to learn from them, but is ever-conscious of the abysses below, and is as familiar with a knowable past as he is suspicious of plans to get to a necessarily unmappable future utopia.


It was Sir Lewis Namier who said that ‘The enduring achievement of historical study is an historical sense – an intuitive understanding – of how things do not happen.’ Historians and biographers continually find the most difficult part of their job is to try to remember that their subjects could not possibly have known what was about to happen next, any more than I can accurately predict what will happen at tomorrow’s 3.20 at Uttoxeter.


For all our knowledge of the past we can’t look one minute into the future, and so it is not really legitimate to feel superior to the actors of the past who had to take their daily decisions not knowing what we know now. The absurdity of Louis XVI on 13 July 1789, as he contemplates with equanimity the next day’s hunting at Fontainebleau, seems complete, but only because we know what was about to happen to the Bastille on the fourteenth. Rather than feeling smug about Bourbon idiocy, we ought to be wondering what morons future generations will think of us that we did not realise the mortal danger posed to Western civilisation by mobile phones or space travel or reality television.


The historian Robert Cowley – one of our contributors in this volume – has argued that in an age which does not know much history, ‘Counterfactual speculations can help to awaken and nourish our historical imaginations.’ All too often at schools and universities, he believes, ‘Students are left with the impression that history is inevitable, that what happened could not have happened any other way. Where in their textbooks are the drama of clashing wills, motives and ideas, of opposing economic and social forces, of accidents and contingencies? . . . A rigorous counterfactual examination has a way of making the stakes of a confrontation or a decision stand out in relief. Too, it can focus on moments that were true turning points.’


Furthermore, if we accept that there is no such thing as historical inevitability and that nothing is preordained, political lethargy – one of the scourges of our day – should be banished, since it means that in human affairs anything is possible. Che sara, sara is the philosophy of the wastrel down the ages, and has no place in a world where everything is contingent and circumstantial.


By my desk at home I have a framed letter written by Aldous Huxley in 1959 which says: ‘That men do not learn very much from the lessons of history is the most important of all the lessons that history has to teach us.’ One advantage of imaginary history is that, properly used, it might be able to teach us new lessons about how to look at the past. It reminds us of the choices that constantly presented themselves to decision-makers in the past, for whom there were an infinite number of possible futures. It reminds us of the role of chance and accident in human affairs. At its best it should also make us eschew hubris, by reminding us what so easily might have been – and what still might be – around only the next corner.


The Cleopatra’s Nose theory of history first propounded by Pascal in the seventeenth century, in which the whole history of the Roman Empire would have been different if Cleopatra’s nose had been half an inch longer or shorter, is not really admissible. Just as the flapping of a butterfly’s wings in the Amazon does not actually cause thunderstorms over the River Trent, and – contrary to Thomas Carlyle’s assertions – an Indian does not really alter the globe’s centre of gravity when he casts a stone into Lake Ontario, so the workings of cause and effect have to be credible. There were all sorts of other motivations behind the actions of Cæsar and Antony besides sexual attraction for the female pharaoh and, anyhow, for all we know her nose might have been the one thing that neither of them liked about her.


In the enduring philosophical debate between Carlyle’s Great Man theory of history and the Determinists’ view that it is what T. S. Eliot once called ‘vast impersonal forces’ – such as industrialisation, materialism, proletarianisation, the rise of science and the decline of magic – that explain history, there is no room for the reductio ad absurdum of Pascal’s theory. The first rule for What If history-writing should be to keep it as believable as possible. We can untune one string, but not the whole violin.


We must also provide for the counter-counterfactual, whereby the most likely alternative outcome is much the same as the one that actually took place. We can speculate what might have happened if Hitler’s parents had never met, but must be prepared for the possibility that someone almost equally cynical and fanatical would have become Chancellor of Germany in the early 1930s, there being no shortage of ambitious fascist politicians around at the time. The historian John Lukacs once wrote of a scenario in which Teddy Roosevelt wins the Republican nomination in 1912, brokers an early end to the First World War, but that does not prevent a second European conflagration from breaking out in the first week of September 1939.


The Duke of Wellington claimed that he despised counterfactual history, commenting on Clausewitz’s On War that: ‘It is useless to speculate upon supposed military movements which were never made, and operations which never took place.’ Yet of course it was also he who said of Waterloo: ‘I do not think it would have done if I had not been there’ – as thought-provoking a What If as any. There are any number of French historians who have posited a Napoleonic victory on the slopes of Mont St Jean. Napoleon himself was tortured by the What If of his winning Waterloo, obsessively going over in his mind what went wrong that terrible Sunday afternoon, and creating an alternative future for himself in which he came to terms with the Allies after the battle and quietly settled down to govern France in peace before finally handing over to the King of Rome. This, though, was by then simply not a credible possible outcome. By 1815 the Great Powers had taken Napoleon’s measure, and even had he won that battle he would eventually have succumbed to the half-million-strong Russian and Austrian armies that were mustering against him at the time.


The next rule is to keep it short. As Professor Niall Ferguson points out in his magisterial introduction to Virtual History – which stands as the undisputed Ur-text of the philosophy behind counterfactual history – the genre lends itself naturally to the essay rather than to the book. The best What If books are those edited by J. C. Squire, Robert Cowley, Jonathan North, Kenneth Macksey, Peter Tsouras and Ferguson himself, which comprise collections of short essays by several different authors. When the conceit is extended across hundreds of pages – as in the case of Richard Dreyfus’s The Two Georges, in which the American War of Independence never took place, or Harry Harrison’s Stars and Stripes Forever, in which Britain fought on the side of the Confederacy in the American Civil War – it tends towards overstretch. This is because, just as in a game of billiards one might be able to predict what will happen when ball A hits ball B, and an expert player might be able to see in his mind the effect of ball B hitting C and even perhaps C hitting D, it soon becomes impossible to predict with any degree of accuracy what is likely to happen to balls F, G and H, especially if balls A, B and C are still in play and careering around the table.


Of course, pure fiction is an altogether different area: Robert Harris’s Fatherland or Kingsley Amis’s Russian Hide-and-Seek, the latter set in a Soviet-occupied Britain, work very well, as does Keith Roberts’s novel Pavane, set in an England that was successfully subdued by the Spanish Armada. Its splendid opening sentence reads: ‘On a warm July evening of the year 1588, in the royal palace of Greenwich, a woman lay dying, an assassin’s bullet lodged in her abdomen and chest.’ (The first chapter of the present book contains Anne Somerset’s prognostications for a successful Armada.) Kingsley Amis enjoyed writing What Ifs; his novel The Alteration was also set in a Britain which had not undergone the Reformation, in which a choirboy faces the prospect of castration to protect his beautiful singing voice. In a wonderful short essay on the ‘Day of Infamy’ he has a Japanese fleet going through the Panama Canal in order to shell Manhattan. If you think that sounds unlikely, consider the news published in Die Zeit in 2002 that the Kaiser had seriously considered bombarding New York and landing 100,000 troops on the east coast of America, in a kind of massive transatlantic version of The Riddle of the Sands.


The difference between a What If and mere science fiction is that it is impermissible for Lenin, say, to have a nuclear bomb, or for Cromwell to be able to deploy the Brown Bess rifle. One can be atavistic, however, and there was once an essay written by a military historian that argued that Wellington’s army would have done better to have employed the longbow rather than the musket because the former was, even four centuries after Agincourt, superior in terms of accuracy, stopping-power and rate of fire. Military What Ifs tend to be the best. This is because in order to suspend disbelief it is useful to keep the number of high decision-makers down to the minimum, such as often happens in wartime. It is said that God laughs when men make plans, and since battle plans rarely last much longer than the first shock of attack, war is inherently unpredictable – indeed one rather good book by Robert Sobel about what would have happened if Burgoyne had won at Saratoga is actually entitled For Want of a Nail.


No conflict has been more heavily subjected to counterfactual analysis than the Second World War. One publisher, Greenhill Books, even has a special section of its list devoted to various different outcomes of that struggle. Impressively realistic essays have been written on what would have happened if the BEF had been captured at Dunkirk; if France had fought on in 1940; if Franco had joined the Axis; if Russia had invaded Germany rather than the other way around; if Hitler had invaded the Middle East rather than Russia in 1941; if Bletchley had not produced Ultra decrypts; if Rommel had triumphed at El Alamein; if German scientists had invented the A-bomb; if the U-boats had won the Battle of the Atlantic; if the Normandy landings had been flung back into the sea; if the generals had pulled off the July Plot, and if the bombs had fused over Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Of course there is always the moment when the author steps off into the imaginary future at which research is no longer possible, but these essays are written by historians as distinguished as Sir John Keegan and Richard Overy and few of the scenarios are completely implausible. Generals and occasionally politicians play wargames today; what is that besides a continual examination of possible counterfactuals?


Had the Nazis won the Second World War it is certainly not implausible that they, rather than the Americans, would have won the race to the moon. Wernher von Braun, the German rocket scientist who rose to control the Führer’s entire rocket programme, after the war became head of the US space research programme, enthusing President Kennedy about the moon project only days before the latter’s assassination in November 1963. Could the Swastika, rather than Old Glory, have been hoisted on the moon in the late 1960s? Might the Sea of Tranquillity instead have been called the Sea of Aryan Superiority? It’s not impossible.


Another scenario that is also all too plausible, given his tempestuous life, is that in which Winston Churchill was not there to guide the British nation and Empire in 1940. His eventful life could easily have been cut off at any number of places before the pensionable age at which he became Prime Minister. Of course it is possible that someone like Halifax or Eden, Amery or even Anderson, Bevin, Attlee or Cripps might have led Britain to victory in the Second World War, but can anyone imagine any of them giving the nation its lion’s roar? Cardinal Newman said that he looked in vain for the finger of God in history, but Lord Hailsham believed that Churchill’s accession to the premiership on the very day that Hitler unleashed his blitzkrieg in the West was the sole time that he could discern the direct intervention of the Almighty in human affairs. Of course that would admit of determinism, which I cannot do, but we can be almost certain that the course of the war would have been very different in ways we cannot even imagine if Churchill had not been there, whatever the Determinists might argue. Einstein said that God does not play at dice, but what I think Lord Hailsham meant was that by giving Civilisation a fighting chance in May 1940, the Almighty was protecting his handiwork from entering what Churchill called ‘a new Dark Age’. It is a romantic and even inspiring notion, but for me the idea of God occasionally tipping the scales in human history is a less credible explanation than the admittedly more prosaic one that Lord Halifax simply didn’t want the job and there was no one else of sufficient stature to deny it to Churchill.


Occasionally, as in the well-trodden case of ‘What would have happened if Hitler had invaded Britain in 1940’, What Ifs can actually question our self-perception as a nation. After the initial six to eight weeks of stout resistance that the Home Guard would have put up, would we have collaborated like the French and the Channel Islanders did, especially when there was no hope of resupply from a neutral America thousands of miles away? The instinctive answer one gives goes to the very heart of what it means to be British.


Equally, those who write off What Ifs as a mere parlour game with no practical application should look at the lengths to which Stalin went to hide the truth about what so nearly happened on Thursday 16 October 1941, a date that some historians, such as Laurence Rees, the Head of BBC History, see as the most important single date of the twentieth century. For it was on that day that Stalin decided not to take the special train he had made ready to get him out of Moscow to beyond the Urals, but instead to stick it out in the capital come what may.


If the news had got out that Stalin had indeed left – as it no doubt would have – there can be little doubt that resistance in Moscow and soon afterwards in the western USSR would have collapsed, leaving the Nazis in control of the whole of European Russia, with the most profound long-term consequences for the rest of the twentieth century and doubtless also for this one. So, after the war, Stalin did everything he could to cover up how close that particular What If had actually come to being realised, and it was only after the fall of the Berlin Wall that the truth could finally be revealed. (An alternative ending to this counterfactual is proposed by Simon Sebag Montefiore in chapter nine.)


America has its own What If that can cause controversy even today. When the economic historian R. W. Fogel asked whether the United States’ economy could have thrived in the nineteenth century without railways, he was hailed as a brilliant writer. But when he and others then went on to argue that slavery would have survived as a perfectly viable economic system if it had not been eradicated by the Civil War he was violently lambasted for having gone one What If too far. So in the case of Britain, Russia and America, What Ifs are therefore not just what one historian has described as ‘after-dinner history’; instead, the contemplation of what might have happened but did not can actually lay bare the national consciousness of great nations.
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