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INTRODUCTION


PICTURE WINSTON CHURCHILL on May 8, 1945. He stands on a London balcony on a warm spring afternoon, holding aloft his celebratory “V” sign to thousands of people cheering his name in the streets below. Against all odds, he had kept Britain in the fight against Hitler until the United States entered World War II, and now, five arduous years after becoming prime minister, he had finally vanquished his foe. Yet, just weeks later, his victory would be soured by a tumultuous General Election, a fearsome battle of wills with Russian premier Joseph Stalin, and the continued spread of Communism across Eastern Europe and beyond.

Though the celebratory scenes of early May stick in the memory, it was Churchill’s collision with Communism in the early postwar years that set the course for the remainder of his career, defined the divisions of the Cold War, and, ultimately, inspired Thatcher, Gorbachev, and Reagan to settle their nations’ differences through diplomacy instead of armed conflict.

Churchill’s strong reaction against Communism dated back to the Russian Revolution in 1917, when he scornfully labeled Bolshevism “a pestilence.” In The Aftermath, the final book of his  World War I series, he attacked Lenin, who “repudiated God, King, Country, morals, treaties, debts, rents, interest, the laws and customs of centuries, all contracts written or implied, the whole structure . . . of human society.”1


Churchill deplored everything about Communism. He had devoted his life to the preservation of democracy, and so was revolted by a totalitarianism under which individual liberty was subjugated and freedom constrained. In addition, having been born in Blenheim Palace into a noble lineage going back to the first Duke of Marlborough, he was an ardent monarchist who his wife would later call “Monarchial No. 1.”2 Thus, the Bolsheviks horrified Churchill when they wiped out the Russian ruling family in the course of their revolution.

Moreover, Churchill firmly believed in the virtues of capitalism, because he felt it provided the individual the best chance to prosper while affording industry the opportunity to advance his beloved Britain in international trade. In Leninist and then Stalinist Russia, the economic system was throttled and replaced by collectivization, which sought to eliminate the entrepreneurship, competition, and potential for growth that Churchill supported.3


In his capacity as Minister of Munitions during World War I, Churchill had pressed British Prime Minister David Lloyd George to bolster the small Allied force that supported anti-Bolsheviks. The premier and Churchill went back and forth on the issue for several months, until President Woodrow Wilson finally vetoed the plan.4


During the twenty-year interwar period, Churchill turned his attention first to domestic affairs and then, while out of office in the middle to late 1930s, to the imminent danger posed by Hitler. In no way did he ignore the ills of Communism, however, and he criticized Russia’s collectivization and suppression of individual liberties in numerous opinion pieces. Still, Churchill did not claim to have all the answers. “It is a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma” he famously said of Stalin’s homeland in a  radio address in October 1939, “but perhaps there is a key. That key is Russian national interest.”5


The Molotov-Ribbentrop nonaggression pact of August 1940, which bound the fates of Germany and Russia, had infuriated Churchill. Yet soon enough, Hitler’s fateful decision to break his alliance with Stalin and declare war on Russia on June 22, 1941 (a decision that Churchill had predicted and tried to warn Stalin about the previous year), changed everything.

Of course, dissolution of the Russo-German accord had put Churchill in an awkward position. Staunchly opposed to Communism, he nonetheless accepted Stalin as an ally. The Red Army’s engagement of Hitler’s troops on the Eastern Front, after all, diverted manpower away from the German advance in Western Europe. And so, though Russia was far from his partner of choice, Churchill acknowledged that supporting Stalin was necessary to win the peace.6


For all the conflicting ideological interests of the three Allied powers, there had seemed to be a breakthrough at Yalta in February 1945, when Churchill, Stalin, and Roosevelt signed a declaration of postwar aims, including a guarantee of free elections in Poland and other Eastern European countries. Shortly after the conference, Churchill told Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King that he thought Stalin would honor their gentlemen’s agreement: “Personally, in spite of my anti-Communist convictions, I have good hopes that Russia, or at any rate Stalin, desires to work in harmony with the Western democracies.”7


As 1945 progressed, however, it became clear to Churchill and Roosevelt (and, later, Truman) that Stalin had no intention of honoring the Yalta Declaration, and that puppet Communist governments would soon roll over Eastern Europe. Even as Churchill declared faith in Stalin to Mackenzie King, Stalin’s ruthless Deputy Commissar for Foreign Affairs (and the former Grand Prosecutor who oversaw countless deaths in Stalin’s purges), Andrey Vishinsky, was leading Soviet forces in the takeover of Bucharest.

The Soviet monopolization of Eastern Europe was now virtually complete, and Churchill would soon discover the full extent of Stalin’s treachery. Just days after the Red Army marched across Romania, Churchill found out that Russia’s alternative to “free elections” was the nomination of solely its own chosen apparatchiks for government positions. Stalin later agreed to broaden the government to include the prewar Polish leaders then sheltering in London, only to renege soon after. Meanwhile, Churchill learned that Polish intellectuals and priests had been sent to Soviet labor camps and six thousand Polish soldiers were arrested and sentenced, though there was no court hearing or potential for appeal.8


On March 8, 1945, Churchill sent a memo to Roosevelt saying that Stalin had deceived Britain and America. Just as he had done when facing down Hitler, Churchill courted the support of his American counterpart.9 And just as in the early phases of the war, Roosevelt proved reluctant to put his full weight behind the forceful Briton’s proposals, which included delaying the withdrawal of American troops once Hitler met his fate. This inertia is partly attributable to the idealistically favorable impression of Russia in the United States at that time—an impression that failed to take into account the privations enforced by Communism.

Whatever hope Churchill had in Roosevelt as a foil to Stalin was dashed by the president’s death on April 12. Churchill knew only a little about the man who replaced FDR, Vice President Harry S. Truman. Still, the prime minister realized the necessity—both for successfully concluding the war and for securing Britain’s prominent place in peacetime—of cultivating a friendship with this brusque, untested Missouri native.

Twelve days into May, Churchill sent a telegram to Truman stating boldly that “[a]n iron curtain is drawn down upon their [Russia’s] front, and I do not know what is going on behind.” He called attention to Stalin’s flagrant violations of the Yalta Declaration, and warned that after “the Muscovite advance into the  centre of Europe . . . the curtain will descend again to a very large extent, if not entirely. Thus a broad band of hundreds of miles of Russian-occupied territory will isolate us from Poland.”10 To further explain his views on Russia and to advance the personal diplomacy in which he placed so much stock, Churchill needed to meet Truman. He would get his chance at the final wartime summit at Potsdam, Germany, in July.

Over the next several months, Churchill’s ideological position on Russia and the relationship between Britain and America would crystallize, perhaps more clearly than in any other period of his public life. It is my intent in these pages to chronicle very clearly how this powerful perspective formed in Churchill’s postwar understanding—an understanding that had its expression at one of the most unlikely venues imaginable: Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, in March 1946. Indeed, this is a story of the conviction and bravery both of a public figure at a crossroads in his illustrious career and of the small town that gave itself as his stage.






 CHAPTER 1

 THE BLACK DOG: CHURCHILL AT THE FINAL WARTIME CONFERENCE IN POTSDAM

 





Cecilienhof palace at Potsdam, with a red geranium “Stalin’s Star” on the front lawn. CREDIT: KAYNI’S CORNER CAFÉ BLOG
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Democracy is now on trial as it never was before, and in these Islands we must uphold it, with all our hearts, with all our vigilance, with all our enduring and inexhaustible strength.

—Winston Churchill to the House of Commons 
(August 16, 1945)




HE SAT WITH BOTH ARMS on the great circular mahogany table, poised to leap from his chair at any moment if the need arose, which it had so often in these past few days. His wrinkled, rotund face, familiar now around the world, ought to have looked drained from five years of fighting Hitler and nine nights of toast after toast with his fellow leaders. Yet the ever-alert eyes and the defiantly jutting jaw, set firm as he forcefully made his case, made it clear to all assembled that he was anything but fatigued.

For Winston Churchill, this final wartime conference at Potsdam in July 1945 was the chance to punctuate his legacy as the finest British statesman of his age, a worthy successor to exemplary prime ministers of years past, and a resolute defender of democracy in defiance of totalitarianism.

Built for a German prince, the Cecilienhof palace is a steeply sloping tile-roofed structure with tall red-brick chimneys and black crisscrossed stonework, giving it the appearance of a Tudor-style English manor house—clearly a building befitting the magnitude of Churchill’s task at Potsdam at this first plenary session  on the morning of July 17. Across the table sat a man with whom Churchill was just getting acquainted: the short, blunt, bespectacled Missouri native Harry Truman, who had taken office only a few weeks before. Truman was determined to see Roosevelt’s dream of the United Nations come to fruition and to solidify America’s preeminence in the West, while overriding Churchill’s imperial aims if necessary.1


And then there was the final member of the “Big Three.” Clad as ever in his olive Russian military uniform adorned with an overflow of medals was the squat and elaborately mustached Joseph Stalin. His nickname “Uncle Joe” (bestowed by the American wartime propaganda machine and frequently used in correspondence between Roosevelt and Churchill), jovial story-telling, and congeniality with Churchill and Truman in the high-spirited atmosphere of the conference banquet hall belied a ferocity and ruthlessness that had claimed millions of his own people’s lives.

Churchill was used to outfoxing opponents with his biting wit and a superior command of the English language. But Stalin was an altogether different kind of adversary. Churchill’s pugnacious demeanor could not intimidate him, nor was he a helpless victim of the Englishman’s sarcasm. And while he did not have the benefit of five decades of parliamentary jousting, he was battle-tested in ways that Churchill could not fathom.

Since becoming general secretary of the Communist Party in 1922, Stalin had forced everyone around him to follow orders, or face fatal consequences. The man who had overseen vast purges rivaling the Holocaust in scope and malevolence, who had brutally forced collectivization upon his citizens, and who had sent political and ideological opponents to either Siberian labor camps or their graves had come to Potsdam under the unlikely banner of friendship.2 Stalin’s staunch defense of his homeland in the face of the advancing Wehrmacht troops was one of the primary  reasons for the demise of the Axis, and yet in many ways the Grand Alliance between Russia, the United States, and Britain was a sham.

For all parties it had been a marriage of convenience. Britain could not overcome Hitler and his wartime partners without the Americans’ military might, while Washington could not act decisively against Japanese and German aggression without British intelligence, military bases, and new technologies. As Russia repulsed Hitler’s troops during the biting Russian winter of 1941–1942, Stalin had sought and obtained tanks, planes, and armaments from the United States, all the while pushing for the Western Allies to make the final decisive invasion on the beaches of Normandy. Stalin’s real prize for his participation in the tripartite arrangement, justifying in his mind the unequaled loss of life his country endured at a military and civilian level, was of immeasurable value—dominion of Eastern and, if he could get away with it, Central Europe.

Churchill himself was partly culpable for this. His “Percentages Agreement” of October 1944, drawn up in the interest of saving Greece from the likely ravages of Communism, served only to acknowledge Stalin’s grip on Bulgaria, Romania, Yugoslavia, and Hungary.3 As Churchill took his seat at Potsdam, it is conceivable that he was seeking atonement for this fateful decision by fighting for whatever semblance of sovereignty remained in these countries and those facing a similar fate.

He was also on the offensive over Stalin’s claims at the Yalta Conference in February 1945 that there would be “free and democratic” elections in those nations and in Poland—an assurance subsequently exposed as the blatant falsehood that it had always been. It became clear that, in signing the Yalta Agreement, Stalin was paying mere lip service to Churchill and Roosevelt, buying himself time until the force of his Red Army, abetted by the guile of his political underlings, turned Eastern Europe’s governments into Communist puppets.4


 



Churchill never evaded a fight, no matter how long the odds were. Even as Hitler’s armies cut a fearsome swath across Europe, toppling the Low Countries and France with ease and pushing all the way to the English Channel in just weeks, Churchill had refused to yield. And when the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was routed in its initial advance, forced to flee from the beaches of Dunkirk in May and June 1940, Churchill was again undaunted. Instead of conceding what at the time seemed a hopelessly one-sided conflict, he rallied his countrymen and resisted those elements of his Cabinet that pushed him to parley with the Führer.

His next great success was securing vital armaments from Franklin D. Roosevelt through the Lend-Lease Act of March 1941, long before the Japanese onslaught at Pearl Harbor and Germany’s fateful declaration of war on December 11. Now that military triumph in Europe was accomplished, Churchill again wanted U.S. leaders to stand side by side with him. This time, however, the common enemy was not the evil force of Nazism—his sworn foe since he began warning his countrymen about it in the mid-1930s—but Communism itself.

The wartime decision to embrace Stalin as an ally had not been an easy one for Churchill, who during the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution had declared Marxist theory to be “a disease” and vowed to “strangle Bolshevism at its birth.”5 He had finally accepted partnership with Russia after Hitler had turned on Stalin, realizing that supporting Russian resistance would further divert Hitler’s attention and resources away from the West and buy him valuable time not only to redouble the BEF’s strength but also to take advantage of America’s ever-growing military and industrial might. As he told his private secretary Jock Colville on June 21, 1941, “If Hitler invaded Hell I would at least make a favorable reference to the Devil in the House of Commons.”6 Certainly, Churchill loathed Communism and its obliteration of the personal and societal freedoms he held sacred, but this was, at least  temporarily, secondary to the survival of his own nation and, as he saw it, those same liberties.

In public, Churchill praised Stalin for the remainder of the war, yet privately, he was ever wary of the man’s mendacity and ruthlessness. Churchill realized that Potsdam presented his final chance to regain the ground lost at Yalta, and to hold Stalin to his promise of allowing democracy in Eastern Europe.

 



The Big Three convened at the expansive Potsdam estate on the afternoon of July 15, 1945. British, American, and Russian officials could not have picked a more visually appealing setting. The ivy-covered stone walls, lush gardens lined with marble statues, and hundreds of newly planted trees and shrubs of every hue held a treat for the eyes around every corner. Churchill would stay in a low stone villa two blocks from Truman’s three-story yellow stucco residence, both of which offered magnificent views of the wooded valley and the shimmering surface of the Jungfernsee—“The Lake of the Virgins.”

The only unpleasant surprise was a gigantic star in the middle of the central lawn at the Cecilienhof palace. The unmistakable sweet aroma of the red scented geraniums that formed the Communist emblem was a strange juxtaposition to the ominous nature of this Russian power symbol, which Soviet conference organizers had ensured would be seen by Churchill and Truman each time they walked to join Stalin at the negotiating table. The British and Americans soon dubbed it “Stalin’s Star.”7


Before the conference began, Churchill and Truman met for the first time. Truman was impressed with their first encounter, noting in his diary, on July 16, that “I had an instant liking for this man who had done so much for his own country and for the Allied cause. There was something very open and genuine about the way he greeted me.”8 The Briton was equally complimentary, declaring Truman to be “a man of exceptional character.”9 The two leaders might have differed in their views of how Communism would  grow in influence abroad, but they agreed that it was the single greatest threat to a post-Nazi world.

 





Winston Churchill and Harry Truman meet for the first time at the Potsdam Conference, July 1945. CREDIT: HARRY S. TRUMAN LIBRARY
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The next day, Churchill took a car into Berlin with his kindly physician Lord Charles Moran, his suave foreign secretary Anthony Eden (whom Churchill had also made Leader of the House of Commons), and the permanent undersecretary for foreign affairs Alexander Cadogan, whose ever-serious countenance mirrored his taciturn, no-nonsense personality. The Reichstag—once resplendent with its stunning Italian Renaissance, Gothic, and Baroque architectural details and signature glass copula—was now demolished. A crowd of Berliners had set up an impromptu market in the square outside. Eager for any cash they could get to help them survive the ravages of the decimated city, they loudly hawked fountain pens, watches, and clothing to enthusiastic Russian soldiers and bartered items they couldn’t sell for binoculars, boots, and other military-issue keepsakes. This  scenario was somewhat strange, as the Red Army had arrived to finish off the resistance of the Third Reich, but now that the occupiers’ guns were silent and their objective of Nazi surrender achieved, they posed no threat to the German citizens who milled around.

To reduce the chance of an unpleasant interaction with the crowd, Churchill’s bodyguards had intended to take their charge all the way to the Chancellery. However, this was not Churchill’s way. He motioned for the driver to halt the car, and got out among the people, cigar clenched between his teeth. Unsurprisingly, some turned their backs on the man who had led their wartime enemy; but others, glad to be rid of the yoke of more than a decade of Nazi rule and the ruin it had wreaked about them, hailed him enthusiastically. Though he could not speak German, Churchill developed an easy rapport with the crowd, and one young blonde woman in a vividly patterned dress got a little too close for the bodyguards’ liking and they gently ushered her away. Outpourings of emotion were common at Churchill’s postwar appearances in the U.K. and abroad, but here, in a city so recently vanquished and with some animosity toward Britain understandably lingering, it is astonishing that an unknown person could have breached the security cordon so easily.

After a few minutes, Churchill returned to the car and went into the Chancellery. Once a picture of Nazi order as envisioned by Hitler’s architect Albert Speer—strictly clean lines, seemingly endless rows of unadorned windows and intimidating large, rectangular columns—Hitler’s seat of power was now in shambles. Rubble lay strewn about, gaping holes dotted what was left of the roof, and slivers of broken glass threatened to pierce the shoes of visitors who failed to watch their step. The few walls that were still standing were now pockmarked with jagged gashes from artillery shells, and disfigured steel rods poked haphazardly out of the stonework. Churchill, clad in a lightweight army uniform appropriate for the hot Berlin afternoon, acknowledged a group of Royal Marines and British sailors who saluted him and cheered as he passed by; then, with Cadogan, Eden, Moran, his security detail, and a gaggle of reporters in tow, the prime minister walked somberly into the wreckage.10 He carefully stepped over and around the piles of debris blighting the hallways, which formerly had been lined with German paintings and sculptures like the exhibit rooms of a museum, and made his way to Hitler’s office.

At one time, visitors of the Führer were escorted by armed sentries through imposing, solid oak doors and across Hitler’s vast office to his gigantic marble-topped desk. There they stood until instructed to sit by the man himself, who held court from a high-backed red leather chair. On the dark wood-paneled walls had hung paintings of former German leaders Hitler had admired, including a Lenbach portrait of a brooding Otto von Bismarck above the fireplace that faced the Führer’s desk. High above the floor were several large gold Nazi eagles, which perched menacingly atop swastikas.

Now, the office designed to convey Hitler’s power and to intimidate guests (including Neville Chamberlain, who had signed there the paperwork that handed the Czech Sudetenland to Germany in 1938) was in ruins—the marble desktop smashed, the desk itself upended, the dust-covered red carpet littered with Iron Crosses, chandelier fragments, and official papers. Churchill slowly inspected the carnage and then strode into the adjacent dining room. He looked up at what was once the ceiling, blinking in the bright daylight that streamed through the hole where an elaborate glass dome had been.11 Then, following Eden and Moran, he traipsed across the courtyard to the entrance of Hitler’s underground bunker. The rank, damp air irritated the men’s nostrils as they carefully picked their way down the concrete steps. There they found more chaos—gas masks and trash haphazardly flung on the floor, pictures with ripped canvases hanging at grotesque angles, water seeping from an unseen  plumbing breach. A vase containing a forlorn branch stood eerily intact. Churchill had seen enough; walking back to the main level, he sat wearily on the first unbroken chair he found. “Hitler must have come up here to get some air,” he told his attendants, “and heard the guns getting nearer and nearer.”12


 



After a day of recouping from the apocalyptic scene in Berlin, Churchill was ready to begin deliberations at the round table that accommodated five delegates from each of the three Grand Alliance nations. In the middle of the oak circle, which rested on a wide hardwood post set on thick-pile burgundy carpet, were the flags of Russia, Britain, and the United States. These signified, at least visually, continued unity among the Big Three. The three leaders sat in gilt-edged chairs more suitable for a royal parlor than for a political negotiation room: Truman facing the window, Churchill with his back to it, and Stalin three seats to Churchill’s left. There was to be no serious work that day—just a shot across the bow from the Briton. Churchill looked Stalin straight in the eyes as he told him and Truman in the opening session that he considered “early holding of free elections in Poland which would truly reflect the wishes of the Polish people” to be a top priority. The marshal, staring back stony-faced, declined to comment. 13 Light streamed through the giant, white-latticed window that dominated the back wall, contrasting the gloomy portent of this first exchange.

The statesmen’s mood brightened somewhat that evening as Churchill, Truman, and Stalin indulged their palates at one of the sprawling silver-service feasts that had become standard practice at the wartime conferences. As a multitude of servers bustled about the immense table with trays of caviar, goose liver, and duck, Churchill made small talk with the Russian leader. He thanked him for hosting his wife, Clementine, on her recent Moscow visit and stated that his nation “welcomed Russia as a Great Power.”14


“Stalin was very amiable,” Churchill told Lord Moran before bed that night. And what of Truman, Moran inquired. “He is a man of immense determination,” Churchill observed. “He takes no notice of firm ground, he just plants his foot down firmly on it.” To emphasize his point, Churchill lifted his great form several inches into the air and crashed back down onto the bathroom floor with two feet.15


 



It did not take long for Churchill to realize that Truman’s steely determination would prove invaluable, or that “frustration was the fate of this final Conference of ‘the Three,’” as he recalled in his war memoirs. In the second plenary session, Poland was the flashpoint. Stalin demanded that all assets belonging to the leaders of the exiled Polish government, whom Churchill had sheltered when they fled in the wake of Nazi occupation, be turned over to the puppet Communist administration. Churchill had reluctantly joined Roosevelt in recognizing the new Polish leadership, known as the Lublin Poles, several months earlier—mainly because the Soviets’ rulers of choice were already in full control of the country—but he didn’t hesitate now in barking his refusal to this proposal.

Churchill then insisted that exiled Polish soldiers who had fought against Hitler’s forces should be welcomed back to their homeland without fear of reprisal for declaring allegiance to their London-based leaders. When Truman leaned forward to deflect the bullets from the opposing Russian and British sides and suggested that the three foreign ministers discuss the Polish situation at a later session, Churchill saw a window of opportunity and leapt through it. “Including elections,” he growled at Stalin. “The Provisional Government have never refused to hold free elections,” came the nonchalant reply. This infuriated Churchill because it was a blatant lie, and Stalin knew it. Though the Yalta Declaration had supposedly guaranteed the Poles the right of determination, Stalin’s agents had ensured  that the new Polish government was an autocracy that served the will of Moscow.16


With that, the session adjourned, after just an hour and forty-five minutes. Churchill had failed to gain a concession from his Russian counterpart, but that evening did manage to strike a blow that foreshadowed the fierce debate to come.

Tuning out the clinking of glasses, the frenetic conversations between Russian, British, and American diplomats and their interpreters, and the ceaseless parade of German delicacies ferried into and out of the room, Churchill and Stalin argued about Eastern Europe.17 When Churchill brought up Romania and Bulgaria, Stalin denied that his agents were pressing Communist aims in those countries and went on to claim that Greek operatives were threatening Russian interests. It was Greece, after all, that Churchill had saved from Communist takeover by writing in the Percentages Agreement that Russia was to have zero influence there.18


Churchill also voiced his concern over the fate of Hungary. The Soviet leader, quaffing vodka from a tiny glass that he refilled frequently, insisted that “Russian policy was to see a strong, independent sovereign state” in all of the Eastern European nations freed from Nazi oppression and that he desired open elections.19 Churchill knew this to be a falsehood: the Kremlin’s interpretation of “free elections” entailed intimidation of the supporters and candidates of non-Communist parties, and eventual elimination of them if it saw the need.20


The discussion was proving futile. Churchill downed what was left of the whiskey, now a little warm from his tightening grip around the glass. Hoping to get at least a fragment of truth from Stalin about his intentions in postwar Europe, Churchill looked past his encroaching tiredness and mounting frustration, and tried again. This time he produced a map and a silver pen from his jacket pocket, scraped a line through the middle of Europe, and reeled off the growing list of capitals to its east that the Red Army  controlled. Then came his gruff query: How many more countries would Russia overrun as it marched its troops westward? Again, Stalin parried, claiming that the advance was over and that more than 2 million Russian troops would be heading home within the following four months. Churchill stood up slowly, feeling every one of his seventy years. He excused himself from the table and, with grim musings percolating, retired for a fitful night, unsure of how to bend or break his former ally—as formidable an adversary as Hitler had ever been.

Churchill had most of the next day to recharge, but the third session showed no more promise for a satisfactory conclusion. After he declined to meet Stalin’s demands to break off diplomatic relations with Franco’s right-wing government in Spain and for Russia to acquire a third of the captured German Navy vessels, the Russian dug in his heels over Yugoslavia. The British Foreign Office wanted Churchill to pressure the Communist Yugoslav leader—stern, broad-faced, autocratic Josip Tito—to conform to the June 1944 Tito-Šubašić Agreement. This had bound Tito to share power with the nation’s non-Communist partisans, which he did in name only, and to hold democratic elections, which he had no intention of doing. While Stalin and Tito’s relationship was strained by the latter’s refusal to do the Kremlin’s bidding to the letter, Tito’s actions were consistent with the pattern of Sovietization of Eastern Europe—forced takeover, crushing of democratic institutions, and suppression of resistance.21


Stalin refused to take action without bringing Tito to Potsdam, an idea Truman dismissed. As impasse followed stalemate, it became increasingly clear to all present that the Grand Alliance now existed in name only. Indeed, Truman was so exasperated that he recalled wanting to “pack up and go home” and later “felt like blowing the roof off the palace.”

Several days passed, with frustrations deepening all the while. Evenings spent indulging in lavish soirées satisfied the participants’ palates but did little to advance their diplomatic aims. On  the third night of the conference, Churchill and the quick-minded Clement Attlee joined Truman for a state dinner at his residence. Formerly the home of a film producer, it was nicknamed “The Little White House,” despite its yellow exterior and the fact that it was anything but small. The home was surrounded on three sides by evergreen trees and bushes, with a private rear lawn extending to the shore of the Jungfernsee. Once inside, Churchill and Attlee found a U.S. Army sergeant sitting at the piano, leading a violinist from the Metropolitan Orchestra and two Russian violinists in the melodic tones of Chopin’s Nocturne and Waltz in A Minor, which were favorites of Stalin. Truman, a competent pianist, then took over at the keys, playing Paderewski’s Minuet in G. Less than enthusiastic about the Chopin recital (having never cared for the composer) and exhausted from the fruitless sparring at the conference table, Churchill retired early.22


 



On Saturday, July 21, Churchill was temporarily invigorated by an Allied victory parade through the Tiergarten in central Berlin. Clad in a khaki uniform, he stood beside General George Marshall and Admiral Ernest King as the tanks of the British Seventh Armored Division (known as the “Desert Rats” after their fierce battles with Germany’s Field Marshal Erwin Rommel in North Africa) rolled by the raised viewing platform. Late that afternoon, Churchill strode enthusiastically down the winding, red-carpeted corridors that linked the 178 rooms of the Potsdam palace, his walking stick tapping a hopeful path into the fifth conference session, which opened with good news: Stalin reiterated his commitment to Anglo-American possession of the Austrian zone.23


But with the contentious topic of Poland’s borders moved to the top of the agenda, the sense of progress vanished. As the leaders sat together once more around the great table, Stalin insisted that the western Poland border be moved further yet into German territory. Even as Churchill stiffened, preparing to make  his objection, Truman jumped in, telling Stalin: “We ought to keep to the zones we agreed at Yalta.”24 Seizing the momentum, Churchill stated that the change Stalin proposed would take away a quarter of Germany’s food-producing farmland and displace yet more citizens, making a total of 8.5 million Germans who were forced to uproot.25 Britain and the United States would be compelled to make up the shortfall in food, he argued, not to mention a sizable fuel deficit.

Bristling at what he saw as a combined attack, Stalin rejected Churchill’s food and population estimates as exaggerations. Truman and Attlee, sensing a looming deadlock, spoke up to bolster Churchill’s position. Still, Stalin stood his ground, and then asked gruffly, “Are we through?”

The next morning, Churchill got some much-needed good news. U.S. Secretary of War Henry Stimson, who had presided over the retooling of the U.S. Army in 1940, handed Churchill a piece of paper with the coded message: “Babies satisfactorily born.” Churchill understood its significance: the atomic bomb was ready.26


The Allies had lobbied Stalin to join the war in the Pacific so that they could send Japan to its final defeat, but had feared giving Stalin further leverage in his demands for more territory. The completion of this terrible new weapon removed the need for Russian involvement, Churchill realized. “Stimson, what is gunpowder?” he asked. “What is electricity? Meaningless. This atomic bomb is the Second Coming in Wrath.”27 The need for Russian involvement against the dogged Japanese, it was immediately clear to the prime minister, had ended with the mushroom cloud in the New Mexico desert.

A proving ground for this sentiment came within hours, at the sixth session. From the get-go, Churchill was on the attack, with Stalin his target. Echoing his finest parliamentary performances, Churchill sharply restated his previous reasons for opposing moving the Polish frontier further west: namely, a lack of food, fuel,  and land for German citizens, economic disunity in Germany, and the massive displacement of German citizens.

Never one to back down, Stalin lowered his head and rhetorically charged like an enraged bull: the Englishman’s claims were unfounded, he blustered, and Poland (which, given the Communist government, was essentially now his) must be compensated for German atrocities.

Looking to avoid an insurmountable rift, Truman intervened, rereading the Yalta Declaration passage that promised Poland more land to the west, but then telling Stalin that the Poles would not be allowed an occupation zone within German borders.28


The conference had come to a head, with Churchill and Stalin standing on opposite sides. Where Truman himself stood remained to be seen. Ideologically and during some of the Churchill-Stalin exchanges he was, of course, much closer to Churchill, but like Roosevelt before him, he was leery of British imperialism. Now, with the summit on a knife-edge, the Big Three agreed to summon Polish leaders to Potsdam to make their case.

The day’s defining battle was over, but there were still skirmishes. Stalin was adamant that Russia be granted a Turkish base in the Dardanelles, a progression of his demand in previous weeks that the Turkish provinces of Ardahan and Kars be annexed to Russia. And while Churchill had affirmed the rights of the Soviet Navy several times during the preceding days, he couldn’t allow the Soviets unfettered access to the Mediterranean or, worse, the Suez Canal, its waters the very lifeblood of British trade in the region. Now Vyacheslav Molotov, the Russian foreign minister, joined in to bolster Stalin’s arguments. The British, he pointed out, had just called for international control of the Black Sea Straits, so why not apply the same principle to the Suez Canal? British rights in Egypt’s waters extended back seventy years, Churchill retorted, so why shake things up now? Anthony Eden, Churchill’s deputy and the man Churchill had anointed as the next leader of the Conservative Party, chimed in,  explaining that control of the Suez Canal had been settled long ago by Britain and Egypt. With yet another line of conversation at a standstill, Stalin and Churchill reluctantly agreed with Truman to discuss the matter further at subsequent sessions.29


 





Churchill, Truman, Stalin, and twelve diplomats from Britain, the United States, and Russia sit around the Potsdam Conference table, with their interpreters alongside. CREDIT: U.S. ARMY, COURTESY HARRY S. TRUMAN LIBRARY
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As the evening sky darkened portentously, the plenary ended, prompting the diplomats who were seated in a ring behind the Big Three to shuffle papers back into manila folders, speaking quietly in twos and threes as they left the table. Churchill’s labored walk up the many steps of the switchback staircase that led out of the conference room proved less of a challenge to his old legs than Stalin’s seemingly insurmountable obstacles.

The meetings resumed on Monday, July 23, after a round of unrelenting thunderstorms—chaos in the human realm mirrored by chaos in nature. Nor did this disorder show any sign of abating  at the seventh plenary. Churchill and Stalin sparred over the question of a Russian base in Turkey, neither man giving ground. Churchill eventually proposed that the Russian Navy instead be allowed to move through the channel between the Black and Aegean seas—a proposition far less threatening to British trade interests—but Stalin refused to consider this alternative.30


 



Several hours later, Churchill put his burdens aside as he hosted the Russian and American delegations for dinner, with Stalin seated on his left and Truman on his right. Stalin spoke enthusiastically about Russia joining the war in the Pacific, ignorant still of the atomic weapons that had rendered such a commitment a moot point should Truman decide to authorize their use against Japan. He almost certainly would, given the United States’ commitment of more than $2 billion to the Manhattan Project, Truman’s reluctance to bring Russia into the Pacific theater, and the grim alternative of American forces invading Japan.31


As Churchill bade farewell to his guests and walked slowly back to his private quarters, his mind drifted from international to domestic matters. On July 5, British voters had gone to the polls for a General Election that would decide whether Churchill and his Conservative Party returned to power. The old man had made several missteps in the campaign—not least outrageously accusing his fellow Potsdam attendee Attlee of wanting to install “some form of Gestapo” government. Churchill’s extreme condemnation of Labour’s socialist program had hardly endeared him to voters or his opponents.32


In contrast, Attlee promised full employment, better social services, and the revitalization of an economy decimated by the costs of war—issues that were paramount in the minds of British citizens after victory in Europe. Attlee’s position as the face of a caring, compassionate, and progressive Labour Party struck a chord with voters in all social classes, while the Tories feebly criticized Labour’s plans for an expanded welfare state without  establishing their own key policies. In the words of Churchill’s former colleague William Beveridge (upon whose landmark 1942 report on Britain’s social woes Labour had based its manifesto): “The Conservatives are fighting this election not on their own program at all, but on the popularity of Mr. Churchill.”33


Still, in the wake of victory in Europe, Churchill was confident of success in the election, which had been pushed back three weeks to count the votes of the 3 million British troops still stationed abroad. Cautious of undue optimism, Churchill called his friend and confidant Max Beaverbrook, the newspaper tycoon. In his diary, Churchill’s physician, Lord Moran, recalled Beaverbrook’s contention: that Churchill might not attain the decisive 100-seat majority his campaign managers had predicted only a few weeks before but would certainly win enough seats for a working majority.34 And so, placing the black receiver back into its cradle on the small circular nightstand, Churchill clambered into bed and slept soundly.

 



The following morning, Churchill attended the final meeting of the Anglo-American Joint Chiefs of Staff. Needing to salvage something from the conference, Churchill then petitioned Truman for a significant extension of the Lend-Lease Act that Roosevelt had conceived four years earlier. Truman’s openness boosted Churchill’s mood considerably as he left the president to meet with the recently arrived eight-man Polish delegation.

To the latter, Churchill reiterated that having entered the war to defend Polish liberty, Britain now wanted to see “free and unfettered” elections and to include “moderate elements” in the new government.35 Finally, he advocated unrestricted access to such democratic processes for Western diplomats and journalists alike.

Ignoring Churchill’s talk of elections, Polish leader Boleslaw Bierut, his dark eyes fixed on Churchill, pressed the joint Stalin-Polish claim for territorial compensation from Germany as a just  measure. Frustrated by the insolence of these men, whom he had told King George were “the greatest villains imaginable,” Churchill reiterated that he could not support this land grab.36 With neither man giving an inch, Bierut and Churchill set a follow-up meeting for the next day.

By now in a thoroughly foul mood, Churchill followed Attlee and Anthony Eden into the wood-paneled meeting chamber to confer with Stalin and Truman for the eighth time. Allowing the Russian leader no chance to make the opening remarks, Churchill complained about the restrictions placed on British diplomats in Bulgaria and Romania. “They are not free to go abroad,” he insisted, pausing for effect. “An iron curtain,” he continued, letting the phrase linger in the smoky air, “has been rung down.”

Stalin mulled this for a moment, before smiling once again as he contradicted his supposed ally. “Fairy tales,” he laughed dismissively. No, Churchill insisted, these were facts, confirmed by top-ranking officials who were tired of being followed and denied access to many parts of Bucharest. Stalin then tried to pawn him off by agreeing that the Big Three must work out, on their own, how best to deal diplomatically with Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, and Finland. To reroute the conversation, Stalin asked Truman to declare his position on recognizing the governments of Romania and Bulgaria, both of which, by this time, were dominated by Communists in key ministries. When Truman demurred, Stalin once more changed the arc of the discussion, this time pressuring Churchill on proposals for a Russian naval base in Turkey. After a brief period of sparring during which each man restated his previous positions, Truman requested that the three foreign ministers draw up a paper stating the conclusions reached thus far.37


Hoping to move the threesome to a topic they could agree on, Truman then turned to plans for Japan. He proposed the peace terms—Japan’s full disarmament, return of conquered islands, and protection of Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms for Japanese  citizens. On this, at least, Churchill and Stalin concurred. Then, as the session ended, Churchill looked on as the Man from Missouri strode over to Stalin, his interpreter in tow. “I knew what the President was going to do,” Churchill later recalled. Only now would Stalin learn the secret of the atom bomb.

Churchill had little time to appreciate Stalin’s reaction before keeping his second appointment with the Polish leader Bierut, whom he was rapidly coming to loathe for his lack of propriety and sheer bloody-mindedness. Done playing games with these people, whom he regarded as usurpers and traitors to their nation, Churchill asked Bierut flat out whether he planned to push Poland into the Communist model. Never, Bierut insisted; on the contrary, his government would be founded on the tenets of British democracy. It was as if Bierut were not only a pawn of Stalin’s but an outright imitator.

“There must be free speech,” Churchill insisted, “so that everyone can argue matters out and everyone can vote.” This was, of course, a sharp contrast to what had already happened in much of Eastern Europe: the establishment of “police government.” In response, Bierut claimed that the Russians were leaving Poland to its own devices, and that religious and political freedom was the order of the day. Elections would be “even more democratic than those in England.”

Summoning all of his diplomatic tact in suppressing his contempt for this outlandish declaration, Churchill told Bierut that he would entertain the idea of the Polish moving their western border to certain points along the Oder River but first needed assurances over the questions of supplies and reparations. He then said his good-byes, feigning geniality as he shook hands with Bierut and his aides and left for the ninth plenary—his last at the summit before he would return to London for the election results.

Stalin, predictably, was just as uncooperative as his Polish minions. The marshal still sought millions of tons of coal from Germany’s Ruhr district for the Russian occupation zone and the  Poles. Impossible, Churchill insisted, but he would allocate some British coal if the Russians would reciprocate with food for Germans living in the British zone. Stalin would not budge, so this matter was added to the ever-growing list of items for the three foreign ministers to discuss at their meetings later that year.38


After the plenary ended, the Big Three made a passable attempt at joviality as they posed for photographers outside the Palace—Churchill in green army fatigues, Truman wearing a black suit, and Stalin in a white-jacketed, gold-buttoned military dress uniform. With this formality now concluded, Churchill, Moran, and Churchill’s valet, Frank Sawyers, left for a nearby airfield along with Churchill’s twenty-three-year-old daughter Mary, whom he affectionately called “Mouse” when not in such official circles.

 





Winston Churchill, Harry Truman, and Joseph Stalin pose for photographers at Potsdam. CREDIT: U.S. ARMY, COURTESY HARRY S. TRUMAN LIBRARY
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As their black Rolls Royce made its way tentatively along the winding, tree-canopied road, Churchill mulled over the previous week’s events: the frustrating encounters with Bierut, the ebb and flow of Truman’s support, and the stubbornness of Stalin. At least, Churchill reassured himself, he would be able to put Stalin in his place later that week. In just a few short hours, the polls would hand the people’s champion, good old Winnie, another five years at 10 Downing Street.

Churchill’s silver Skymaster plane landed in the glow of a gloriously sunny afternoon on July 25 at west London’s Northolt Royal Air Force base. From here, RAF and Polish Air Force fighter planes had just weeks before staged assaults against the Luftwaffe. Upon alighting, Churchill was delighted to see his younger brother, Jack, waiting for him on the tarmac, along with Clementine, his personal assistant Jock Colville, and his dear friend Lady Mountbatten. Colville relayed the Conservative Central Office (CCO) prediction that Churchill would claim a decisive majority when the next day’s results came in, which only improved his employer’s mood.39


The Tory leadership chose to ignore the fact that Labour had enjoyed a lead of up to eighteen points over the previous six months. By 1946 Gallup had been in operation for ten years, but the methods of this poll and its imitators were considered crude and unsophisticated by the Conservative Party campaign managers, who trusted their own instincts above the findings of some newfangled data-gathering company. The idealistically sunny forecast CCO staffers relayed to Churchill that day was predicated on anecdote, on laudatory conservative press coverage, and on the natural desire of party managers to please their demanding boss, if only through exaggeration and flattery.40


Despite their unempirical nature, the CCO’s assertions hit the mark with Churchill, whose passion for the office of prime minister was as ardent in July 1945 as when he had won it in May 1940. The wartime leadership was his destiny, he believed, and  having achieved victory in Europe, he wanted to lead Britain into peacetime recovery. Britain’s significant postwar economic and social challenges would certainly be a trial for any politician: supporting the families of the 200,000 lost in wartime service, repairing or replacing more than 400,000 homes damaged or destroyed in the Blitz, and resuscitating a near-bankrupt economy.41


Churchill proceeded to Buckingham Palace to brief King George VI on the events of the Potsdam Conference. The Royal Family eyed Churchill with suspicion when he supported George’s brother, Edward, before he abdicated the throne in 1936, and again when Churchill became prime minister ahead of their favorite, Lord Edward Halifax, following Neville Chamberlain’s resignation in 1940. But during the war Churchill ate lunch with the king almost every Tuesday, and the two developed a rapport that extended well beyond obligatory loyalty.42
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