



[image: ]








[image: ]


Churchill at Manston aerodrome, 25 September 1941 (see below in Chapter 62)







WINSTON S. CHURCHILL


by MARTIN GILBERT


VOLUME VI


FINEST HOUR


1939–1941


Hillsdale College Press
RosettaBooks
2015




Hillsdale College Press
33 East College Street
Hillsdale, Michigan 49242
www.hillsdale.edu


Winston S. Churchill: Finest Hour, 1939–1941 (Volume VI)
Copyright © 1983 by C & T Publications Limited


Originally published in 1983 by William Heinemann Ltd. in Great Britain and by Houghton Mifflin in the United States.


All rights reserved. eBook edition published 2015 by Hillsdale College Press and RosettaBooks
Cover art by Jirka Väätäinen (based on photograph from the Broadwater Collection, August 1941)
Cover design by Jay McNair
ISBN e-Pub edition: 9780795344633


www.RosettaBooks.com




Dedicated to
Yuly Kosharovsky
and
Aba Taratuta
in friendship, and in hope




Illustrations


1 Frontispiece: Churchill at Manston aerodrome, 25 September 1941 (see page 1201) Photograph courtesy of Group Captain Gillam.


Section 1


2 Churchill leaving Admiralty House on the morning of 5 September 1939, on his way to the War Cabinet (The Associated Press Limited).


3 Churchill’s first wartime broadcast, 1 October 1939 (Fox Photos Limited).


4 Churchill visits the Advanced Air Striking Force headquarters near Rheims, 7 January 1940 (Imperial War Museum).


5 Halifax, Daladier, Chamberlain, Churchill and Kingsley Wood in Paris, 5 February 1940 (H. Roger-Viollet, photo Harlinque-Viollet).


6 Churchill at the garden gate of 10 Downing Street on 4 April 1940 (Radio Times Hulton Picture Library).


7 Churchill in Paris, 31 May 1940, three weeks after becoming Prime Minister (Keystone Press Agency Limited).


8 Churchill at Dover, 28 August 1940, during a visit to the southeast coast defences (Imperial War Museum).


9 Admiralty Arch; defending Whitehall against an attack by German parachutists landing in Trafalgar Square (Imperial War Museum).


10 Horse Guards Parade, from the Admiralty (Imperial War Museum).


11 Churchill inspecting air raid damage in London on 8 September 1940 (Central Press Photos Limited).


12 Churchill in the East End, 8 September 1940 (Imperial War Museum).


13 Churchill in London during the Blitz, 10 September 1940 (Fox Photos Limited).


14 Churchill inspects a bomb crater, 10 September 1940. (Fox Photos Limited).


15 Churchill views bomb damage from the river Thames, 25 September 1940 (Imperial War Museum).


16 Churchill and his wife during their journey down the Thames on 25 September 1940 (Imperial War Museum).


Section 2


17 Cabinet reconstruction: Bevin, Attlee and Greenwood, leave 10 Downing Street with Churchill on 4 October 1940.


18 Major-General Sir Hastings Ismay (Lieutenant-Colonel M. J. Evetts).


19 Churchill’s dining room at the reinforced ‘No 10 Annexe’, Storey’s Gate (Imperial War Museum).


20 The Cabinet room below ground level at the reinforced Central War Room (also known as the Cabinet War Room), Storey’s Gate, (George Rance).


21 Churchill in the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street, 20 November 1940 (Camera Press Limited).


22 Harry Hopkins, Brendan Bracken and Churchill, 10 January 1941 (Keystone Press Agency Limited).


23 Churchill signing the ‘destroyers for bases’ agreement, 27 March 1941 (Imperial War Museum).


24 Churchill at Bristol, 12 April 1941 (Imperial War Museum).


25 Bristol, 12 April 1941: Churchill talking to a woman who had only just been extricated from the ruins of her home (Imperial War Museum).


26 Churchill and Averell Harriman at Plymouth, 2 May 1941 (Imperial War Museum).


27 Watching an anti-aircraft demonstration, 6 June 1941 (Imperial War Museum).


28 Churchill watches the arrival of one of the first ‘Flying Fortresses’ from the United States, 6 June 1941 (Imperial War Museum).


29 Churchill at work during a train journey, June 1941 (Imperial War Museum).


30 Churchill fires a Sten gun, 17 June 1941 (Topical Press Agency Limited).


Section 3


31 Sir Dudley Pound, Sir John Dill, Churchill and Sir Wilfrid Freeman on board the Prince of Wales, August 1941 (Broadwater Collection).


32 Churchill and Harry Hopkins on board the Prince of Wales August 1941 (Broadwater Collection).


33 On board the Prince of Wales at Argentia, August 1941 (Broadwater Collection).


34 Churchill on board the Prince of Wales at Argentia (Broadwater Collection).


35 Churchill hands Roosevelt a letter from King George VI, 9 August 1941 (Broadwater Collection).


36 Divine Service on board the Prince of Wales, 10 August 1941 (Broadwater Collection).


37 Churchill with Lord Beaverbrook at Argentia (Broadwater Collection).


38 Churchill buys an Air Raid Distress Fund flag in Downing Street, 19 August 1941 (Central Press Photo Limited).


39 Churchill and his wife at Manston aerodrome, 25 September 1941 (Imperial War Museum).


40 Churchill entertained to tea by the pilots of 615 Squadron, Manston aerodrome, 25 September 1941 (Imperial War Museum).


41 Churchill’s Private Office at 10 Downing Street on 29 September 1941 (Photograph courtesy Sir John Colville).


42 Churchill wearing a ‘Thumbs up’ badge, 21 November 1941 (Imperial War Museum).


43 Churchill outside 10 Downing Street on 25 November 1941, with the Chairman of the Military Appropriation Sub-Committee of the House of Representatives (Imperial War Museum).




Maps


1 Great Britain


2 Scandinavia and the Baltic


3 Scandinavia


4 Trondheim


5 The Narvik Region


6 Narvik


7 The Western Blitzkrieg


8 Dunkirk


9 The Fall of France


10 Awaiting Invasion


11 The Thames Valley


12 Oran and Western Europe


13 The Blitz


14 Dakar


15 West Africa


16 The Western Desert


17 The Mediterranean


18 The Atlantic


19 Greece and Crete


20 The German Invasion of the Soviet Union


21 The Black Sea—Caspian Region


22 The Far East




Preface


My aim in this volume has been to tell Churchill’s personal story from September 1939 to December 1941. Since the war, many diaries, memoirs and historical accounts have been published about these years, including the first three volumes of Churchill’s own war memoirs. Each of these books has given its own insight. I have tried to weave together all the available sources, unpublished as well as published, to present a new perspective on Churchill’s contribution, setting his thoughts and policies, his hopes and fears, in the context of the daily, and at times hourly, pressures of war.


As with each of the earlier volumes of this biography, I am grateful to Her Majesty the Queen, who graciously gave me permission to seek guidance on various points from the Royal Archives, and to quote from a letter which she wrote to Churchill in the Spring of 1941. For help in answering my various queries relating to the Royal Archives, I should like to thank Sir Robin Mackworth Young, Librarian, Windsor Castle, for his courtesy over many years, and Jane Langton, Registrar.


I am once again grateful to the Warden and Fellows of Merton College, Oxford, for their patience and consideration towards a colleague whose work has forced him for more than fourteen years to be more noticeable by his absence than by his participation, and for their generosity in giving me substantial photocopying facilities.


I am grateful to Churchill’s daughter, Lady Soames, who recalled several personal episodes of her father’s wartime Premiership.


I was also able to use a number of recollections set down one evening in February 1963 by Churchill’s son Randolph, when he was in the process of mapping out what would have been, but for his untimely death five years later, his own chapters of the Second World War period of this biography.


In telling Churchill’s story, my initial and basic source was Churchill’s private papers in the custody of the Chartwell Trust. These papers include important personal and political material not available elsewhere. They also contain copies of a considerable number of documents from the official archives of Churchill’s Premiership, selected by Churchill’s research assistants when they were helping him to prepare his memoirs of the Second World War. For access to this material, now housed at Churchill College, Cambridge, I am grateful to the Trustees of the Chartwell Trust, Sir John Colville and Sir William Deakin.


I am indebted to Bodley’s Librarian and the Bodleian Library, Oxford, for providing increasingly valuable floor space for these papers during the course of my researches.


Despite the wealth and extent of the Chartwell Trust papers, it would not have been possible to tell the full story of how Churchill worked as Prime Minister without access to the official archives of the Prime Minister’s Office at the Public Record Office, Kew. These ‘Premier papers’ contain Churchill’s working files for each day of his premiership.


The papers of the Cabinet Office, also at Kew, were likewise indispensable, Churchill’s Defence Office papers being an important part of them, as are the records of the War Cabinet and its Committees. These Public Records, which include the archives of the Admiralty, the Foreign Office, the War Office, the Air Ministry, and other Government departments, also contain the Halifax, Eden and Ismay papers cited here. For the convenience of access to this material, I should like to thank the Keeper of the Public Record Office, G. H. Martin, and his staff, particularly those of the Search Rooms and the Stacks.


The help and guidance which I have received from members of Churchill’s wartime Private Office and Defence Office have been substantial:


Sir John Martin, Churchill’s Principal Private Secretary for the latter part of the period covered in this volume, and a member of his Private Office from May 1940, put at my disposal his wartime diary and letters, and other notes, and patiently answered my many queries, as well as reading the book both in typescript and page proof.


Sir John Peck, a member of Churchill’s Private Office during his last month at the Admiralty and throughout his Premiership, gave me the original typescript of his memoirs, read my own typescript and proofs, and made many valuable suggestions.


Three members of Churchill’s Private Office at the Admiralty, Bernard Sendall, John Higham and Sir Clifford Jarrett, likewise gave me the benefit of their personal recollections; John Higham also scrutinized the typescript of the Admiralty section.


Lieutenant-General Sir Ian Jacob, Military Assistant Secretary to the War Cabinet and a member of Churchill’s Defence Office, not only gave me access to his diary of the first meeting between Churchill and Roosevelt in August 1941, but also read the book both in typescript and page proof and advised me on many aspects relating to Churchill’s work as Minister of Defence.


One of the most important contributions to any understanding of Churchill during this period emerges from the diary of Sir John Colville, the junior member of Churchill’s Private Office during the first year and a half of his Premiership. From this diary it has been possible not only to describe Churchill’s actions, thoughts and moods more fully than has been hitherto possible, but also to set them in the context of the pressures and problems of the war. The twenty-six-year-old Colville was the Boswell of Churchill’s Premiership, illuminating, through his record of Churchill’s conversation, many previously unknown and important details of Churchill’s war years.


I am extremely grateful to Kathleen Hill, Churchill’s principal personal secretary throughout the Second World War, for the help, recollections and materials which she made available to me.


From the spring of 1941, Mrs Hill was assisted by Elizabeth Layton, who put at my disposal the many letters which she sent to her parents and her own diary, setting down from a secretary’s perspective, the Prime Minister’s daily pattern of work, and the atmosphere surrounding it.


From August 1941, when Churchill first met President Roosevelt off Newfoundland, he was accompanied on his journeys by a male secretary and shorthand writer, Peter Kinna, to whom I am grateful for his willingness to share with me the memory of this exacting, but also exhilarating work.


From his first weeks at the Admiralty until his last day as Prime Minister, Churchill used a specially prepared Map Room in which to follow the military, naval and air dispositions from day to day. The work of organizing the Map Room in its various locations was the responsibility of Sir Richard Pim, who gave me access to the typescript of his recollections, and answered my queries.


Several of those who came in contact with Churchill during his nine months as First Lord of the Admiralty have given me their recollections, including Admiral Sir Guy Grantham, Captain Lewis, Captain Swinley and Hubert Fox.


For the period of the fall of Chamberlain’s Government I am grateful to Sir Charles Taylor for his recollections of the Parliamentary crisis of May 1940. For the early months of Churchill’s Premiership I am grateful for the recollections of Lord Boothby, Lieutenant-General Sir Harold Redman, Professor R. V. Jones, and Barbara Cartland.


Churchill’s nephew John S. Churchill kindly gave me an account of his journey from the beachhead of Dunkirk to his uncle’s bedside, and John Wheldon added a Staff Officer’s perspective to this same episode. Lord Paget of Northampton QC and Alastair Forbes gave me their recollections of the Dakar expedition, and David Wedgwood Benn sent me an account of his refusal to be evacuated to Canada.


Among those who have spoken to me about episodes described in this volume during the first year and a half of Churchill’s wartime Premiership were Lord Geoffrey-Lloyd, Lord Balfour of Inchrye, General Sir James Marshall-Cornwall and Helen Robbins Milbank (formerly Helen Kirkpatrick).


Two of the Battle of Britain pilots who met Churchill at this time, Wing Commander Kayll and Group Captain Gillam, also gave me their recollections. I am grateful to Whitelaw Reid for his note of a luncheon conversation with Churchill at 10 Downing Street, and to Squadron Leader Ladbrooke for his recollections of Churchill’s visit to Iceland in August 1941. Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir Arthur Harris discussed with me British bombing policy, and his own mission to the United States in 1941.


In November 1940 Churchill visited his old school, Harrow; I am grateful to two of the boys at the school, Sir Michael Thomas and Sir Anthony Royle, for setting down their recollections of the occasion for me.


Sir George Harvie-Watt kindly gave me access to his Parliamentary Private Secretary’s reports to the Prime Minister.


From the outset of his Premiership, Churchill was considerably helped in all questions of United States’ supply by a leading Canadian industrialist, Arthur Purvis, who was killed in an air crash in August 1941. I am extremely grateful to Arthur Purvis’ widow, Mrs A. B. Purvis, and his secretary Miss E. Lucille Brady, and to his son Blaikie Purvis, who helped me to reconstruct several important aspects of Purvis’ mission to the United States.


Since 1968, when I succeeded Randolph Churchill as author of this biography, many of Churchill’s contemporaries who have since died helped me with background information and general guidance for the early years of Churchill’s wartime Premiership. I should like to mention in particular Lord Avon, Lord Beaverbrook, Lord Butler of Saffron Walden, Lord Chandos, Sir Geoffrey Shakespeare and General Sir Edward Spears.


It has only recently been possible to tell the story of the ‘most secret source’ of British Intelligence in the Second World War. In the context of the Churchill biography this source is of considerable importance, and I have tried to indicate the principal occasions on which it influenced Churchill and his advisers in their decisions. Some of this material emerged during my own work at the Public Record Office. But my understanding of its influence could not have been completed, nor put to the fullest use, without the help of the first two volumes of the official history of British Intelligence in the Second World War, by F. H. Hinsley and others, nor the personal guidance of one of those ‘others’, Edward Thomas. At the sacrifice of much time, Edward Thomas made it possible for me to establish the links between Churchill’s policy throughout the period, and the ‘most secret source’, his cherished ‘Boniface’.


I am grateful to Commander Christopher Seal, RN, for giving me access to the letters and other papers of his father, Sir Eric Seal, Churchill’s Principal Private Secretary both at the Admiralty and for the first year of his Premiership.


I am also grateful to Lord Henley for letting me see the letters which his father, the 7th Baron Henley, wrote home from Chequers at the end of 1940, to Simon Ward Thompson for allowing me to see Commander Thompson’s set of Churchill’s monthly engagement cards; and to Professor Warren F. Kimball, who let me see in advance of publication his edition of the Churchill–Roosevelt correspondence.


As well as the Churchill papers and other archives in the Public Record Office, and the Churchill papers of the Chartwell Trust, I have consulted and used material from the following archives: the Royal Archives; BBC Written Archives; National Archives, Washington; Archives of the United Grand Lodge of England, Baldwin papers, Balfour of Inchrye papers, Barrington-Ward papers, Baruch papers, Beaverbrook papers, Butler of Saffron Walden papers, Camrose papers, Cazalet papers, Chamberlain papers, Chequers Trust (Chequers visitors book), Cherwell papers, Colville papers, Cunningham papers, Ditchley Trust (Ditchley visitors book), Downing Street papers, Eadon papers, Flemming papers, Fox papers, Grigg papers, Hankey papers, Harvie-Watt papers, Jacob papers, Captain Lewis papers, Lloyd papers, Lothian papers, Loveday papers, Marshall-Cornwall papers, Martin papers, Maydwell papers, Maze papers, Menzies papers, Morgenthau papers, Nel papers, Nicolson papers, Pearman papers, Pim papers, Quickswood papers, Roosevelt papers, Roskill papers, Seal papers, Shakespeare papers, Simon papers, Baroness Spencer-Churchill papers, Storrs papers, Templewood papers, Thompson papers, Tompkinson papers, Wedgwood papers, David Wedgwood Benn papers, and the Duchess of Windsor papers.


For access to these papers I am grateful to the Cambridge University Library (Baldwin and Templewood papers), the Beaverbrook Library and A. J. P. Taylor (Beaverbrook papers), the late Donald McLachlan (Barrington-Ward papers), Lord Hartwell (Camrose papers), Birmingham University Library (Chamberlain papers), Nuffield College Oxford (Cherwell papers), British Library (Cunningham papers), Churchill College Cambridge (Grigg, Spears and Hankey papers), Scottish National Library (Lothian papers), National Library of Australia (Menzies papers), Pembroke College Cambridge (Storrs papers), Balliol College Oxford and Nigel Nicolson (Nicolson papers) and Dame Mary Soames (Baroness Spencer-Churchill papers).


I am grateful to the copyright holders of the documents reproduced here for permission to publish them, and wish to apologize to any whose permission may have been overlooked. For the text of the Bernard Shaw letter to Churchill, copyright Shaw text 1983, I am grateful to the Trustees of the British Museum, the Governors and Guardians of the National Gallery of Ireland and the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art.


During the course of my researches on this volume many people have answered my specific queries. I should like to thank, for their knowledge and expertise: Benedict S. Benedikz, Sub-Librarian, Special Collections, the Library, University of Birmingham; Michael Bloch; P. B. D. Bunyan; Thelma Cazalet-Keir; Sybil, Lady Cholmondeley; Air Marshal Sir Edward Chilton; John Costello; Francis Cuss; Nicholas Piers Eadon; Baroness Elliot of Harwood; Lady Flemming; Richard Gott; J. P. de C. Hamilton; Lord Harvey of Prestbury; Lady Harvie-Watt; Valerie Helson; Mrs P. Henderson; Alison A. S. Hunter; Jacqueline Kavanagh, Written Archives Officer, British Broadcasting Corporation Written Archives Centre; Sir John Langford Holt; Dan Laurence; D. H. Leadbetter; the Hon. Davina Lloyd; the late Valerie Maydwell; Charles Mold; George Munster; Captain Milewski; the late Donald McLachlan; Alan Palmer; General C. G. Phillips; Alison Pilkington; John Profumo; John Raad; Pam Ray, Acting Manuscript Librarian, National Library of Australia; Dr Norman Rose; Captain Stephen Roskill; Martin Russell; Ivor Samuels; Leonard Sinclair; Giles Smith; John Sparrow; Penina Stone; Lady Vansittart; Jon Wenzel, Research and Information Office, Imperial War Museum; and Roma Woodnutt, the Society of Authors.


I am grateful to the copyright owners and custodians of the photographs which I have selected, and for permission to reproduce them: the Czechoslovak Army News Service, Associated Press Limited, Fox Photos Limited, the Imperial War Museum, H. Roger-Viollet, Radio Times Hulton Picture Library, Keystone Press Agency Limited, Central Press Photos Limited, Camera Press Limited, the Topical Press Agency Limited, the Broadwater Collection (Winston Churchill MP), George Rance, and Lieutenant-Colonel M. J. Evetts.


I am grateful to Per Beck-Andersen for being at my side throughout the indexing of this volume; and to Terry Bicknell, the cartographer, for transforming my rough map drafts into artwork of the highest quality.


I have listed in the footnotes all those published works from which quotation has been made, and should like to thank the authors, editors, copyright holders and publishers for permission; as also for all quotations from Parliamentary debates, newspapers, magazines and gramophone records cited in this volume.


One of the pleasures of preparing successive volumes of the Churchill Biography for publication has been my personal contact with the printers, Richard Clay and Company Limited, Bungay, whose continuing interest in the text has led to printing of the highest order.


When full time work on preparing this volume began, shortly after the completion of Volume V in 1976, I was helped in the photocopying and sorting of material by William Sturge and Taffy Sassoon.


Special thanks are due to Dr Christopher Dowling, Keeper of the Department of Education and Publications at the Imperial War Museum, for help on all military, air and naval matters; and to those members of the staff at the Imperial War Museum whose help he enlisted. I should like in this context to thank Mike Willis of the Photographic Department, not only for his photographic guidance, but for his expert help on matters relating to the weaponry of the Second World War.


At the typescript and proof stage I was considerably helped by the rigorous scrutiny of Lloyd Thomas, John Cruesemann and Larry Arnn. I was also helped in the completion of the work by Erica Hunningher, who made important suggestions of form and presentation.


For some years my typescripts have been scrutinized by Sir David Hunt, himself Churchill’s Private Secretary from 1951 to 1954, and an expert on many aspects of the history of the Second World War. I am very grateful to him for having been so willing to put his experience at the disposal of the biography and spend so many hours advising on its content.


In seeking to tell the full story of Churchill’s personal contribution to the war I have covered several topics which Churchill himself did not cover, or was unable to write about, in his war memoirs. From the outset of my work I have been helped in this regard by Churchill’s personal research assistant on the war memoirs, Sir William Deakin, who discussed with me the principal topics on which he felt further illumination was possible, and guided my steps along new paths. Throughout the long and at times difficult years of research his personal friendship has been a constant and valued source of encouragement.


Throughout the writing of this volume I have been helped by the secretarial work of Sue Rampton, who not only undertook the typing of more than half a million words, in itself a formidable task, but who also managed the enormous extra volume of typing involved in the correspondence generated by the research. Her help in the typing and organization of this material has been of considerable importance to the speedy conclusion of the work.


I was also helped in the typing of the book by Judy Holdsworth, whose contribution was substantial, and in the final stages by Rosemary Nixon, Pam Brogan and Anne Collings.


I should particularly like to thank my children, Natalie, David and Joshua, for being so patient with an often distracted father.


For the past twelve years my principal guide in all matters connected with the biography has been my wife Susie. Her historical guidance and personal enthusiasm have been the main force ensuring that the work was as comprehensive as the subject demanded, and as thorough as our researches together could make it. It is to her, therefore, as much as to myself, that the thanks of the contented reader should be addressed.




Martin Gilbert


Merton College,
Oxford
15 March 1983
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Part One


At the Admiralty




1


The First Week of War: ‘I cannot doubt our victory’


At eleven o’clock on the morning of 3 September 1939, as German troops advanced through Poland for the third successive day, Britain declared war on Germany. Throughout the day, the fighting in Poland continued, intense but inconclusive. At five o’clock that afternoon, when the British War Cabinet held its first meeting of the war, there was some discussion as to who should be appointed Chief of the Imperial General Staff. The War Office favoured General Sir Edmund Ironside, whose name was pressed by the Secretary of State for War, Leslie Hore-Belisha.1 ‘There was some opposition to Ironside’s appointment,’ Hore-Belisha wrote in his diary that night, ‘but Winston came down on my side and strongly supported it; and that settled it.’2


As well as his support for Ironside, Churchill suggested to the War Cabinet that the War Office prepare a survey of current British gun production. Such a survey already existed, Hore-Belisha replied, and he would circulate it at once. While this discussion was in progress the latest air reconnaissance reports were brought in. These were then read out by the Secretary to the Committee of Imperial Defence, Major-General Ismay. Four or five German battleships, he reported, were putting out to sea, together with four cruisers and five destroyers.3


It was not known where these German warships were headed: Churchill thought it might be the Baltic. From the point of view of the Royal Air Force, commented the Secretary of State for Air, Sir Kingsley Wood, there could not be a ‘fairer target’.4


The War Cabinet thereupon authorized an air attack on the German Fleet. The attack itself, however, by 27 Blenheims and 9 Wellingtons, proved of importance not for what it achieved but for what it revealed. As one of the Secretaries present at that first War Cabinet later recalled, this air initiative ‘showed how ineffective and ill-designed our aircraft and bombs were against strong defences and well-armoured ships’.5


As soon as the War Cabinet of September 3 was over, Churchill walked at once across Horse Guards Parade to the Admiralty. ‘I met him at the private entrance,’ Captain Guy Grantham, the Naval Assistant to the First Sea Lord, later recalled, ‘and escorted him to the room he knew so well.’ As they entered the Admiralty building, Grantham wrote:




The first thing he said was ‘Where is the octagonal table?’ I got hold of the Office Keeper and said Winston wanted the table back—it was soon produced.


He also told me that on the back of the sofa there should be a chart box. It was there with charts in it, which I showed him. He said ‘I thought so. These are the same charts I used in this room in 1915!’6





Kathleen Hill, Churchill’s secretary since the summer of 1937, has also recalled that moment of Churchill’s return to the Admiralty. ‘He rushed up the steps and flung open the panelling. There were the charts. The ships were still there.’7


Churchill now began work again in the same room, and at the same desk, where he had worked as First Lord from October 1911 until the crisis at the Dardanelles of May 1915. Then, Prince Louis of Battenberg and Admiral of the Fleet Lord Fisher had been his senior advisers. Now it was Admiral of the Fleet Sir Dudley Pound, a former Assistant to Fisher, who was First Sea Lord; and it was with Pound that Churchill now discussed the disposition of the German Fleet, and Britain’s own naval preparations. In 1939, when Italy had invaded and occupied Albania, Pound had been in command of the Mediterranean Fleet, and Churchill had been a severe critic of that Fleet’s disposition. ‘Now,’ Churchill recalled, ‘we met as colleagues upon whose intimate relations and fundamental agreement the smooth-working of the vast Admiralty machine would depend,’ and he added: ‘We eyed each other doubtfully. But from the earliest days our friendship and mutual confidence ripened.’8


That evening, Pound introduced Churchill to the senior Admiralty officials with whom he would have to work from day to day, and hour to hour. Among those present was the Third Sea Lord and Controller, Rear-Admiral Bruce Fraser, who later recalled:




As he once again took the First Lord’s chair in the famous Board Room, Churchill was filled with emotion. To a few words of welcome from the First Sea Lord he replied by saying what a privilege and honour it was to be again in that chair, that there were many difficulties ahead but together we would overcome them.


He surveyed critically each one of us in turn and then, adding that he would see us all personally later on, he adjourned the meeting. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘to your tasks and duties.’9





***


On the morning of September 4, as German aeroplanes bombarded Warsaw, killing hundreds of civilians, and as German troops continued to advance across Polish soil, the British War Cabinet held its second meeting, with the Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, in the Chair. During the discussion Churchill, after noting that the ‘main German effort’ was concentrated on the Polish front, suggested that ‘every means possible should be employed to relieve the pressure’. His suggestion was an attack against the Siegfried Line, carried out jointly by the French Army and the Royal Air Force. The War Cabinet agreed that such a combined plan of action ‘was a vital necessity’.


Later in the same meeting, Churchill gave his War Cabinet colleagues an account of the sinking of the steamship Athenia by a German submarine, two hundred miles north-west of Ireland, on the previous afternoon. ‘It was understood,’ he said, ‘that the passengers and crew were in the ship’s boats. Two destroyers were hastening to the rescue and should be near the scene.’ Churchill added: ‘The occurrence should have a helpful effect as regards public opinion in the United States.’10 Later it was learnt that 112 passengers had been drowned, including twenty-eight Americans. The German Government at once announced that it was Churchill who had personally ordered a bomb to be placed on board. ‘This falsehood,’ he later wrote, ‘received some credence in unfriendly quarters.’11


At half past nine that evening, September 4, Churchill held a conference with Dudley Pound and several other senior Admiralty officials. According to the notes of the meeting, which he marked ‘Most Secret’, Churchill spoke of how, ‘with Japan placid, and Italy neutral though indeterminate’, the first phase of the naval war, and the ‘prime attack’, would be in the Atlantic approaches to Britain. A convoy system was being set up, to protect merchant shipping from submarine attack. For this purpose, Churchill noted, the First Sea Lord was examining whether as many as twelve destroyers and escort vessels could be ‘scraped’ from the Mediterranean and Eastern Theatres, until the completion, in about a month’s time, of special trawlers then being fitted with anti-submarine devices. Churchill wanted a statement prepared for him, to show the date of deliveries of these trawlers, expected in October, and he added: ‘It would seem well at any rate in the earliest deliveries, not to wait for the arming of them with guns, but to rely upon depth-charges. Gun-arming can be recommenced when the pressure eases.’


Churchill then proposed to the conference the immediate establishment of a scheme under which every captain or master of a merchant ship coming from the Atlantic would be visited ‘by a competent naval authority’, who would examine the records of his course, ‘including zig-zags’. Then, Churchill proposed, all ‘infractions or divergences from Admiralty instructions should be pointed out, and all serious departures should be punished, examples being made of dismissal’. The Admiralty had assumed responsibility for the safety of merchant shipping, Churchill commented, ‘and merchant-skippers must be made to obey’.


Discussing the diversion of merchant shipping from the Mediterranean to the Cape route, Churchill advised that this diversion, ordered automatically on September 3, should be maintained until Italy’s intentions become less obscure. But ‘no expectation’, he told his advisers, ‘can be based by us that the Italian uncertainty will be cleared up in the next six weeks’, though he felt that the Admiralty should ‘press’ the Government ‘to bring it to a head in a favourable sense as soon as possible’.


Churchill ended the conference by explaining that he wished his officials to treat his ideas as a basis for discussion, rather than the last word: ‘The First Lord,’ he ended, ‘submits these notes to his naval colleagues for consideration, for criticism and correction, and hopes to receive proposals for action in the sense desired.’12


From his first day at the Admiralty, Churchill instituted a method of work which was to be his hallmark throughout the war, and to be much misunderstood and even resented by some. This was the minute, a dictated note sent to one or more of his advisers, or even to Cabinet colleagues, containing a question, or a series of questions, some long and argumentative, others short and brisk.


These minutes, numbering several a day and several thousand a year, constituted the bulk of Churchill’s written output during the Second World War. They were intended, in the main, not as mere statements of fact, or exhortations, but as a means of entering into a dialogue with the recipient: they were instead of, or a supplement to, conversation; initiating or carrying on debate and enquiry into the myriad topics of the Navy, and of the nation at war.


More so than other Ministers and officials, Churchill used these minutes to acquire information, to initiate discussion, and to propose schemes and stratagems. Some contain words of rebuke, some words of encouragement; some are stern, some witty; some are weighty, some light. But from each of his minutes, Churchill expected to learn what was happening over the full range of his responsibilities, and to probe every area of potential war policy and action.


Three of Churchill’s minutes of September 3 showed his concern to equip himself with the facts needed to form a coherent picture of the naval situation. The first was addressed to the Director of Naval Intelligence, Rear-Admiral Godfrey, to whom he wrote: ‘Let me have a statement of the German U-boat force, actual and prospective, for the next few months. Please distinguish between ocean-going and small-size U-boats. Give the estimated radius of action in days and miles in each case.’ To the Fourth Sea Lord he minuted: ‘Please let me have a return showing the number of rifles in the possession of the Navy both afloat and ashore. Also return of the mines of different natures.’ And to the Deputy Chief of the Naval Staff, Rear-Admiral Tom Phillips, he minuted: ‘Kindly let me know the escorts which will be provided for the big convoy to the Mediterranean (a) from England to Gibraltar, and (b) through the Mediterranean. I understand these escorts are only against U-boat attack.’13


One of Churchill’s minutes on September 4 showed his concern for the well-being of those who worked under him. ‘You must be very uncomfortable,’ he minuted to Pound, ‘in that over-crowded, overheated small room, and the conditions there cannot be favourable to the important work that has to be conducted. I suggest that you should consider going back to the old war room at Admiralty House, where the last war was fought from, and only use the underground room after an air-raid warning has been received.’ Churchill ended this minute, as so many were to end, ‘Pray let me know your views.’14 Within the Admiralty these minutes quickly became known as ‘First Lord’s prayers’.


One such early ‘prayer’ concerned the setting up of a special Map Room at Admiralty House. The need for such a Room arose at once, as Churchill sought to grapple with the seriousness of the U-boat threat to Britain’s food and raw material life-lines. Seeking to follow from day to day the progress of hundreds of merchant ships and their destroyer escorts, as well as to keep track of unescorted ships, he asked on September 5 for ‘a room and additional staff’ to be established, to set up and display a chart ‘of large size’ on which, each morning, could be shown ‘all vessels within two, or better still, three days distance from our shores’.


The guidance or control of each of these vessels, Churchill minuted, ‘must be foreseen and prescribed so that there is not one whose case has not been individually dealt with, as far as our resources allow. Pray let me have proposals to implement this, which should come into being within twenty-four hours, and work up later.’15


The required Map Room, Captain Grantham later recalled, ‘I got organised in the Library of Admiralty House, where large-scale charts of the oceans of the world were mounted in wooden frames.’16


Looking back after the war on these early days, with their many War Cabinets, and Admiralty Conferences, Churchill wrote:




I do not recall any period when the weather was so hot—I had a black alpaca jacket made to wear over only a linen shirt. It was indeed just the weather that Hitler wanted for his invasion of Poland. The great rivers on which the Poles had counted in their defensive plan were nearly everywhere fordable, and the ground was hard and firm for the movement of tanks and vehicles of all kinds.


Each morning the CIGS, General Ironside, standing before the map, gave long reports and appreciations which very soon left no doubt in our minds that the resistance of Poland would speedily be crushed. Each day I reported to the Cabinet the Admiralty tale, which usually consisted of a list of British merchant ships sunk by the U-boats….17





When the War Cabinet met on the morning of September 5, Churchill warned of the danger of an incident arising in the Mediterranean, where there was ‘the risk that an Italian submarine would be mistaken for a German submarine’. It was agreed that the Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, would inform the Italian Government of this danger, and ‘invite them’ to take action to avoid it.


During the meeting, General Ironside informed the War Cabinet that several German motorized divisions had broken through the Polish defences at Czȩstochowa, a breakthrough ‘that might result in Germany capturing Poland’s main industrial area’. It might also mean, Ironside declared, ‘that the Polish army would have to withdraw to the line of the Vistula’.


A discussion then took place as to whether the Germans would continue deliberately to attack merchant shipping and unarmed steamers; whether the sinking of the Athenia was a unique and unfortunate episode, or the start of an ocean-wide terror tactic.


The Chief of the Air Staff, Sir Cyril Newall, stated that ‘personally’ he was ‘by no means convinced that the attack on the Athenia was part of a deliberate policy laid down by the German Government’. Churchill disagreed, pointing out, as the notes of the discussion recorded, ‘that the attack on the Athenia was not an isolated incident. There was definite evidence that four ships had been attacked. The most recent of which he had information was the sinking of a British tramp ship in the Bay of Biscay. This vessel had been sunk by gunfire.’18


The discussion then turned to the question of a possible Franco-British attack on the Siegfried line. Sir Cyril Newall doubted whether air power could, by itself, do more than delay the arrival of German land reinforcements, once the attack had been launched. Churchill agreed, telling the War Cabinet, as the minutes recorded, ‘that he did not believe that the essential elements of war would be altered by the air arm’. The Spanish Civil War had been cited as an example of the supremacy of air power; but, he said, ‘it should be remembered that the Republican Armies had for many weeks maintained themselves on the south bank of the Ebro, notwithstanding the fact that the bridges across the river were subject to continuous and powerful air attack’.


At the end of its meeting the War Cabinet agreed that, if French troops were ordered to advance against Germany, the Royal Air Force would be ‘available to assist’.19 Despite this decision, no such French advance took place, although German troops continued to advance across Poland, supported by repeated air attacks on both military targets and civilian centres.


Returning to the Admiralty after the War Cabinet of September 5, Churchill sent a minute to his senior officials asking all heads of departments to draw up a report ‘upon the question arising from the so-called neutrality of the so-called Eire’. He was worried that ‘Irish malcontents’, as he described them, might be willing to give help and shelter to U-boats in the inlets of the west of Ireland. ‘If they throw bombs in Ireland,’ he asked, ‘why should they not supply petrol to U-boats?’


In May 1938 Chamberlain’s Government had returned to Eire the control of several southern Irish ports, over which Britain had retained sovereign rights under the Irish Treaty of 1922. Churchill had opposed this action, arguing that if Eire remained neutral during the war, and refused to allow Britain to use the ports, ‘we should find the greatest difficulty in conducting our supply’.20 Eire had indeed declared itself neutral on the outbreak of war, and in his minute Churchill asked his advisers to prepare a study of ‘the advantage to be gained’ by a British return to the control of the former Treaty Ports. But, he added, the Board of Admiralty must realize ‘that we may not be able to obtain satisfaction, as the question of Eirish neutrality raises political issues which have not yet been faced, and which the First Lord is not certain he can solve’.21


Also on September 5, Churchill sent a minute to Dudley Pound ‘and others concerned’ about the possibility, which he had already explored with partial success in 1914, of making a number of ‘dummy reproductions’ of naval vessels ‘in order that enemy reconnaissance might mistake the false for the true’. In 1914, air reconnaissance had been in its infancy. ‘Now,’ he wrote, ‘the argument is vastly increased. Air reconnaissance can sweep over every harbour, and obtain a photograph of the deck plan, though not of the silhouette, of every vessel. In a few hours they can know what we have at Scapa, or the Thames, or Portsmouth.’ It was therefore important to try to introduce ‘this element of mystery which, if rightly used, might draw long exhausting and futile attacks upon worthless targets, while the real ships are doing their work elsewhere’.22


The dummy ships were duly built; proof, as one of Churchill’s Private Secretaries, John Higham, later reflected, ‘that Winston’s practical ideas were often sound’.23 Churchill’s energies were quickly appreciated; on September 5, the newspaper proprietor, Lord Camrose, noted the view of the Conservative MP, Leo Amery, ‘that the present War Cabinet was, with the exception of Winston himself, entirely devoid of the offensive fighting spirit, and did not think they could last more than a few months’.24


At the War Cabinet of September 6, which met that morning, Churchill reported that five merchant ships, four British and one French, had been sunk by German submarines on the previous day. ‘Rigorous steps were being taken,’ he added, ‘to ensure that merchant ship captains obeyed the instructions given them.’ As for the activities of British warships, Churchill told his colleagues, two German merchant ships had been sunk by HMS Ajax on the previous day. ‘The sinking had been in accordance with the rules of warfare,’ Churchill reported, ‘but it was not clear why HMS Ajax had been unable to find the prize crews and to take the ship into port.’


In future, Churchill promised, the Admiralty would take steps to ensure that wherever possible ‘enemy merchant ships were captured and not sunk’.25


Returning to the Admiralty, Churchill again addressed a series of minutes to his senior officials. To the Director of Naval Intelligence he minuted: ‘It is of the highest importance that the Admiralty bulletin should maintain its reputation for truthfulness, and the tone should not be forced.’26 Asking that Lord Stanhope, the man whom he had replaced as First Lord three days before, should be kept informed on those naval matters in which he had been interested, Churchill wrote: ‘He should not be cut off from the course of events at the Admiralty with which he had been so intimately concerned.’27


Before the war Churchill had been a public critic of the various naval treaties, including the London Treaty of 1930, which had restricted the scale of British warship construction in the interests of naval disarmament. His criticisms of these Treaties had led him to a detailed study of British and German cruiser design. In one of his minutes of September 6, he returned to this theme, noting for Pound, Phillips and Fraser: ‘Now that we are free from all treaty restrictions, if any cruisers are built they should be of a new type, and capable of dominating the five German 8-inch cruisers now under construction.’28 In a further minute to Pound, he asked the Naval Staff to prepare an appreciation on the possibility of the Royal Navy forcing a passage into the Baltic.29 This had been a project much discussed, but never tried, during Churchill’s early wartime months at the Admiralty in 1914; it was also a plan which Churchill had discussed with one of his closest friends, Professor Frederick Lindemann, before the outbreak of war.


The War Cabinet met for the second time on September 6 at six o’clock in the evening, when it had before it a memorandum prepared by the Chiefs of Staff Committee, and signed by Newall, Pound and Ironside, which set out the measures needed to improve the air defences of the fleet in Scapa Flow against attack from German aircraft based in North West Germany. Their report warned that although ‘the early provision of fighter squadrons’ was an urgent priority, ‘We cannot, however, recommend that the air defence of Great Britain, which is still short of 15 squadrons, should be further depleted by taking two for Scapa.’ The two fighter squadrons needed at Scapa, the Chiefs of Staff noted, ‘cannot be provided until next summer’.30


At half past nine that evening, September 6, Churchill held a merchant shipping conference with his senior Admiralty officials. Outward bound convoys, it was agreed, were to start on the following day, leaving both the Thames and Liverpool, with each convoy to be escorted ‘by three escorting vessels’.31 Thus after only three days of war, and with no dispute, was enacted a policy which had not been put into effect in the First World War until after three years of severe shipping losses and bitter debate.


On the third day of the war Churchill also received a personal appeal from the Duke of Windsor, who wrote to Churchill from his villa in the South of France that it would ‘greatly facilitate’ his and the Duchess of Windsor’s return to England ‘if you could send a destroyer or other naval vessel to any French Channel port Monday or Tuesday that you designate’. The Duke added: ‘This would enable us to bring our whole party of five and our small amount of luggage in one journey.’32


The Duke of Windsor had not set foot on English soil since his abdication nearly three years before. Churchill now made the necessary plans, asking his son Randolph to be among those who would greet the Duke at Cherbourg, and escort him to Portsmouth, and detailing the destroyer Kelly, commanded by Lord Louis Mountbatten, ‘to be at Cherbourg by 1500 on Tues 12th’.33 Churchill advised his son: ‘You should wear uniform, and look your best,’34 and in a letter which he gave Randolph to be handed to the Duke of Windsor at Cherbourg he wrote: ‘Welcome home! Your Royal Highness knows how much I have looked forward to this day: I know you will forgive me for not coming to meet you, but I cannot leave my post.’ Churchill ended his letter: ‘We are plunged in a long and grievous struggle. But all will come right if we all work together to the end.’35


This phrase, ‘all will come right’, was to become a frequent exhortation in Churchill’s letters and speeches; he remembered it from the Boer War, when it had been a much quoted saying of the Orange Free State President, Martinus Steyn. For Churchill, it served as a means of raising morale at times when there seemed little cause for optimism. Convinced that morale was a subject of paramount importance in wartime, Churchill neglected no means, however small they might seem, of seeking to rally individual and collective spirits. Thus on September 7, while reflecting on the proposal for dummy ships which he had outlined to Dudley Pound two days before, he suggested looking into the possibility of using the dummy hulls to the benefit of the sailors, asking Pound to consider ‘whether a recreation room or cinema’ could not be fitted in the dummy hulls ‘without, of course delaying the completion’. Churchill added: ‘I like to think that in a long dark winter at Scapa they might add to the amenities as well as the protection of the Fleet.’36


On a further question of morale, Churchill wrote direct to Neville Chamberlain on September 7. This concerned the problems created by the blackout. Churchill accepted that the civil population had to be drilled ‘in completely putting out their private lights’. But he proposed to mitigate the adverse effect on morale by what he called ‘great installations of lights’ controlled from two or three city centres. As he wrote to Chamberlain:




While enforcing the household blackouts, why not let the controllable lighting burn until an air-warning is received? Then when the hooters sound, the whole of these widespread systems of lighting would go out at once together. This would reinforce the air-raid warning, and when the all-clear was sounded, they would all go up together, telling everyone. Immense inconvenience would be removed, and the depressing effect of needless darkness; and as there are at least ten minutes to spare, there would be plenty of time to make the blackout complete.37





While seeking to anticipate the problems of war, Churchill was at times prompted, or provoked, to reflect upon past errors and omissions. One such reflection came when he re-read a letter from Vice-Admiral Sir Reginald Henderson, in the pre-war years a leading gunnery expert, about shortcomings in the design of some of the more recent British ships. Bitterly, Churchill wrote to Dudley Pound of how:




All the constructive genius and commanding reputation of the Royal Navy has been besmirched and crippled by Treaty restrictions for twenty years. A warship should be the embodiment of a tactical conception. All our cruisers are the results of trying to conform to Treaty limitations and ‘gentlemen’s agreements’. The masterly letter of Admiral Henderson throws a clear light on our policy and present position.





Churchill added, disarmingly: ‘Pray do not allow the reading of this to be a burden to you in your heavy work, but let me have it back when it has passed round.’38


***


At the evening War Cabinet of September 6, Churchill was given his first official responsibility outside Admiralty matters, when he was appointed a member of a special War Cabinet Committee, the Land Forces Committee, under the chairmanship of the Lord Privy Seal, Sir Samuel Hoare. This Committee was instructed to report to the Cabinet ‘as quickly as possible’ on what should be the size of Britain’s land forces, and on the ‘date of completion of equipment for the various contingents’.


The first meeting of the Land Forces Committee was held on September 7. ‘I was a member of this small body,’ Churchill later recalled, ‘which met at the Home Office, and in one single sweltering afternoon agreed, after hearing the generals, that we should forthwith begin the creation of a fifty-five division Army, together with all the munition factories, plants, and supply services of every kind necessary to sustain it in action.’39


At its first meeting, Churchill told the Committee that Britain should aim to provide for 20 divisions within six months, 40 divisions within a year, and a grand total by 1941 of some 50 to 60 divisions. ‘The promise of any effort smaller than this,’ he argued, ‘might fail to hold the French during the difficult time approaching.’40


On the following day, at a second meeting of the Land Forces Committee, Churchill undertook to accept a ‘temporary reduction’ in the Royal Navy’s ammunition scales for the next few months, ‘so as to assist the Ministry of Supply over a difficult period, by transferring naval cordite to the Army’.41 That same day Churchill set out in a secret memorandum his thoughts on the necessary scale of the proposed continental army. ‘I cannot think that less than 20 divisions by March 1, 1940 would be fair to the French army,’ he wrote, even if, to achieve this size, it might be necessary ‘to accept lesser standards of equipment than those to which we shall work up at a later date’. Churchill added: ‘We must take our place in the Line if we are to hold the Alliance together and win the War.’42


It was ten years since the Cabinet room had resounded with Churchill’s contribution, and some of those who heard him speak were not used to his vigorous counsel. ‘He is writing his new memoirs,’ one observer commented to Hoare after a discussion on Press correspondents, while the President of the Board of Trade, Oliver Stanley, asked scathingly: ‘Why did he not bring his “World War”?’43


This scathing comment hid a deep truth; Churchill’s six volume history of the First World War, The World Crisis, was more than a narrative history of the war, and Churchill’s part in it. Published between 1923 and 1931, it encapsulated Churchill’s thoughts on war-direction. In writing it during the nineteen-twenties, he relived the crises and setbacks of the war, and once more thought through the policies which he believed ought to have been carried out, and the methods of control which he felt would have averted the many setbacks and disasters, from the Dardanelles to Passchendaele, which had so bedevilled the British policymakers.


In The World Crisis Churchill had argued in favour of a decision-making body where decisions, once reached, would be carried out efficiently, and without fear of abrupt reversal. He had urged the need for clear-cut decisions on war policy, which those responsible for giving effect to them could understand; decisions that could then be acted upon with confidence, the commander in the field knowing that, if things began to go badly, the enterprise would not be prematurely changed or abandoned, but given the necessary extra support to see it through. This required an autonomous decision-making body, presided over by a decisive Prime Minister.


Such were the echoes and warnings of The World Crisis. There was no way that Churchill, who had lived through the events first as a participant and then as a historian, could shake them out of his mind. Yet in the first days of war, he sensed that the confusions and lack of direction that had characterized, and in his view cursed, the first two years of the First World War would recur with equal danger. ‘Was I,’ he had written in the Dardanelles section of his second volume, ‘in the light of all that followed, “wrong to worry and excite myself”? Await the sequel. It is right to feel the things that matter: and to feel them while time remains.’44


At sea, German submarines, having sunk two British merchant ships on September 6, sank a further three on September 7, a total of more than 20,000 tons in forty-eight hours.45 At the War Cabinet on September 8 Churchill told his colleagues that there had been no loss of life, ‘as the ships had been sunk by gunfire after the crews had been removed’. As for the measures being taken to protect Britain’s trading lifelines, not only was the convoy system being introduced, but the Admiralty were proposing ‘to restrict the sailings of valuable fast ships until they had been armed’. He also suggested that two squadrons of long-range flying-boats, then in the Mediterranean, should be moved to the south-western approaches, and to the coast of Spain, ‘where they could assist in the protection of trade’.


The Chief of the Air Staff accepted this suggestion. Meanwhile, from Poland, the news seemed hopeful; indeed, Ironside reported to the War Cabinet that the Polish Army ‘was fighting well and had not been broken’.46


But members of the War Cabinet had also received that morning a report that although the Polish Army was ‘not demoralized’, its withdrawals were being ‘much impeded by the overwhelming German superiority in the air and in armoured vehicles’.47 The Poles, wrote a former Prime Minister of Holland, Dr Colijn, to Churchill that day, ‘do not seem to be as good as was expected’. In Holland itself, Colijn reported, ‘300,000 men, still somewhat weak in artillery, are standing by’.48


On this fifth day of the war, the War Cabinet received a pointer to the future in the report of the Land Forces Committee. For planning of all kinds, the report recommended, ‘we should assume that the war will last for at least three years, and that the maximum publicity should be given to this assumption’. Britain should aim to equip 55 divisions by the end of the second year of the war, twenty of which should be ready ‘within the first twelve months’.


One disturbing note in the report of the Land Forces Committee was the information that the French army was likely ‘to require assistance’ in equipping itself ‘after the first four months of the war’. Even more disturbing, perhaps, was the suggestion that the French might be able to ‘assist us with certain of our deficiencies’.49 These deficiencies were considerable, shrouded in such secrecy that even the members of the War Cabinet only learned of them on September 9, when it discussed the report of the Land Forces Committee. Reading of these deficiencies after the war, Clementine Churchill commented: ‘It shews the interminable distance we had to travel before we could fight.’50


Meanwhile, on September 8, Churchill discovered that no ship in the Royal Navy had been fitted with radar.51 Not technical reasons, but lack of finance and priority had been the cause of this. Churchill at once sent a minute to Admiral Fraser, in which he urged that the fitting of radar in all naval ships, ‘especially those engaged in the U-boat fighting, is of high urgency’. And he added: ‘Our submarines should certainly be fitted with this distinguishing apparatus.’52


Another anxiety revealed by Churchill’s minutes for September 9 concerned what he saw as the slow pace of naval construction, both in the previous year, and as planned for the year to come. ‘It is most disconcerting,’ he wrote to Admiral Fraser, ‘that we get only six destroyers in the present year, then no more for nine months, and only three more in the whole of 1940.’ This meant only nine destroyers in prospect in sixteen months. Such a programme, Churchill commented, ‘cannot possibly be accepted’.


Churchill then set out for Fraser his own suggestions, as to both types and numbers. Having regard to the ‘U-boat menace, which must be expected to renew itself on a much larger scale towards the end of 1940’, Churchill wrote, the type of destroyer to be constructed ‘must aim at numbers and celerity of construction rather than size or power’. It ought to be possible, Churchill added, to design destroyers which could be completed in under a year, ‘in which case’, he told Henderson, ‘50 at least should be begun forthwith’.


Drawing upon his own long experience of naval construction, Churchill ended his minute: ‘I am well aware of the need of a proportion of flotilla leaders and large destroyers capable of ocean service, but the arrival in our Fleets of 50 destroyers of the medium emergency type I am contemplating would liberate all larger vessels for ocean work and for combat.’53


To Admiral Fraser on September 9, Churchill expressed his concern on a matter of Foreign Policy. He was determined, if possible, to maintain such relations with Italy as might preserve Italian neutrality, and to this end informed Fraser that when the War Cabinet had considered the possibility of developing trade with Italy, the Air Ministry had suggested that the Italians might buy some British aircraft. During the discussion Sir Samuel Hoare had wondered whether ‘we might buy some motor boats’, and it was this thought which Churchill wished to follow up. ‘The matter has some political value,’ he told Fraser, ‘in building a bridge of mutual interests, and also showing to the world that Italy is not above selling arms to us.’54


The War Cabinet had now to discuss the proposal of the Land Forces Committee that Britain should arm and equip 55 divisions for despatch abroad within the next two years. The Secretary of State for War, Leslie Hore-Belisha, told his colleagues that he was ‘satisfied with the proposals of the Committee’, and that eleven of the 55 divisions would be able to go overseas within six months, although, he warned, ‘their equipment would be deficient in certain respects’. Churchill took the view, however, that the figure for the next twelve months proposed by the Committee should not be 20, but 40 divisions, and that 20 divisions in the first year was ‘inadequate’. In any case, he said, they should go overseas ‘at considerably earlier dates’ than proposed. The Committee’s target of 55 divisions within two years, Churchill believed, ‘should be the minimum objective’, and was an objective ‘within our powers’.


During the Land Forces Committee discussions on September 8, the Minister of Supply, Leslie Burgin, had spoken of a shortage of cordite as ‘one of his difficulties’. Churchill now told the War Cabinet, as he had told the Committee, that he thought the Admiralty could supply the army with fifty tons of naval cordite a week ‘by delaying the completion of reserves of ammunition for heavy guns’.


The Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Edmund Ironside, had also given evidence to the Land Forces Committee during its afternoon session on September 8. Referring to this evidence, Churchill told his War Cabinet colleagues that much of Ironside’s information had been ‘highly secret’, but that he felt nevertheless that one feature, ‘the deficiency in heavy guns—should be brought to the notice of the Cabinet’. Once more, Churchill offered ‘to see if the Admiralty could help’, and he mentioned the possibility of handing over ‘some obsolescent naval ordnance’, as well as diverting some naval heavy gun production ‘to army purposes’, provided these suggestions were approved by the Admiralty Board.


At the end of the discussion, Churchill ‘emphasized’, as the minutes recorded, ‘the importance of the Ministry of Supply making rapid progress with planning on the basis of 55 divisions’. But although this sense of priority was embodied in the War Cabinet’s conclusions, Churchill’s argument in favour of an accelerated pace of troop preparation was not. Although Hoare, the Committee’s Chairman, had supported Churchill’s view, the Secretary of State for Air, Sir Kingsley Wood, had asked that nothing should be done that might affect adversely the pace of aircraft production.


Once more, the deficiencies in pre-war policy, of which Churchill had been so severe a critic, now inhibited war policy; indeed it was Neville Chamberlain himself who, referring to news of the sudden retreat of Polish forces in western and southern Poland, told the War Cabinet of September 9 that the Germans had ‘a superiority in air armaments’, and that the recent fighting in Poland ‘showed how such a superiority could be employed to the detriment of land operations’. To meet this superiority, Chamberlain argued, ‘we should have to increase materially our productive capacity for aircraft’, and it was this argument which persuaded the War Cabinet to defer any final decision on any increase in Army expenditure until the Land Forces Committee could report on the needs of all three Services.55


Churchill’s work as a member of the Land Forces Committee had led him to ponder the problems of the French Army, as well as those of the British. The need for a close working partnership with France had been a theme of many of Churchill’s pre-war speeches and articles. Now he was in a position to ensure that, as far at least as the Admiralty was concerned, such a partnership could be worked for at the highest level. Less than a month before the outbreak of war, while still out of office, he had been invited by the French Government to visit the Maginot Line, and to examine a section of the Franco-German frontier which ran along the Rhine. There, in sight of the German frontier guns, he had discussed with his host, General Georges, the possibility of Monitors—ships without superstructures, but with guns mounted on their protected decks—being used on the Rhine to help hold back any German assault.


On September 9 Churchill wrote to Georges, who had just been appointed Commander of the Forces and Operations in the North East, to explain that he had ‘talked to the Admiralty’ before he had taken Office about the use of Monitors on the sector of the Rhine frontier which he and Georges had inspected in August. ‘I find,’ Churchill wrote, ‘they have already sent over a couple of engineers to get particulars from your people. I did not know till yesterday that this had happened or I would have written to you beforehand. If it is a nuisance do not hesitate to say so.’ Churchill added: ‘I think I will make some Monitors for action on rivers—if not the Rhine, then, perhaps, the Danube!’


Churchill ended his letter to Georges: ‘I wondered when we last met how long it would be before we should be working in the same affair together, and I beg you to consider me always at your service, either personally or officially, if there is anything you think I can do.’56 That same day Churchill wrote to the French Ambassador in London, Charles Corbin: ‘We have a hard struggle before us, but if there is full comradeship I cannot doubt our victory.’57


That night, in utmost secrecy, the first troops of the British Expeditionary Force sailed in convoy to France. The crossing was unchallenged, repeating what was for Churchill one of his proudest achievements of August 1914. News of the success of this first cross-Channel convoy was circulated to the War Cabinet two days later.58 Twice in twenty-five years Churchill had borne the responsibility of the safe transit of British troops across the Channel.




2


‘One who treads alone’


Throughout the early weeks of the war Churchill was quick to point out any signs of what he considered to be unnecessary weakness in British policy, whether military, naval, air or diplomatic. As a member of the War Cabinet, he received copies of all the main Foreign Office telegrams, and it was as a result of reading one of these that on September 10, in a personal letter to the Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, he protested about a conversation between the British Ambassador in Rome, Sir Percy Loraine, and the Italian Foreign Minister, Count Ciano. ‘From his latest telegram,’ Churchill wrote, ‘Loraine does not seem to understand our resolve. Surely he could be rallied to a more robust mood.’


Loraine had hinted to Ciano that, if Poland were to sign a peace with Germany, Britain might not need to continue the struggle, initiated as it had been by the German attack on Poland. ‘It would make no difference to our action,’ Churchill told Halifax, ‘if Poland were forced into a defeated peace’; indeed, Loraine ought to make it clear ‘that we intend to see the war through to a victorious end, whatever happens to Poland’. Once Ciano realized Britain’s ‘inflexible purpose’, Churchill commented, ‘he will be less likely to toy with the idea of an Italian mediation, coupled with veiled menaces of intervention against us’.


A second telegram which had disturbed Churchill was one which implied that Egypt should not enter the war at Britain’s side, in order to make use of Egyptian neutral ports for supplies from the United States. ‘I thought our policy was to bring Egypt into the war as a belligerent at the earliest moment,’ he wrote, ‘and we certainly have no need to keep her neutral for the purpose of war purchases from the United States who’—he added—‘will very soon give us all we want direct.’


Churchill ended his letter to Halifax on what he intended to be a reassuring note. ‘I hope,’ he wrote, ‘you will not mind my drawing your attention from time to time to points which strike me in the Foreign Office telegrams, as it is so much better than that I should raise them in Cabinet.’59


Churchill had not been present at a meeting of the War Cabinet on September 10 which discussed the ‘observance of the rules of war’. But he did write later that day to Neville Chamberlain, setting out his own feeling ‘that we should not take the initiative in bombing, except in the immediate zone in which the French armies are operating, where we must of course help’. Churchill added:




It is to our interest that the war should be conducted in accordance with the more humane conceptions of war, and that we should follow and not precede the Germans in the process, no doubt inevitable, of deepening severity and violence. Every day that passes gives more shelter to the population of London and the big cities, and in a fortnight or so there will be far more comparatively safe refuges than now.





Churchill went on to tell Chamberlain of one area of continuing concern. He was, he said, reluctant to accept Sir Kingsley Wood’s opposition to the creation of a fifty-five division Army within two years, on the grounds, insisted upon by Kingsley Wood, that such a commitment would be detrimental to Air Force and Admiralty expansion. At the War Cabinet on September 9 Chamberlain had been influenced by Kingsley Wood’s argument. Now Churchill, in seeking to persuade him to change his mind, wrote: ‘pardon me if I put my experience and knowledge, which were bought, not taught, at your disposal’.


Churchill pointed out that the preliminary work involved in building the factories needed for the supply side of such a long-term Army programme ‘will not for many months require skilled labour; there are months of digging foundations, laying concrete, bricks and mortar, drainage etc., for which the ordinary building-trade labourers suffice’, enabling the skilled men to continue to produce the existing priorities for the Navy and Air Force. If the Ministry of Supply did not ‘make a big lay-out at the beginning’, there would inevitably be ‘vexatious delays when existing factories have to be enlarged’. Churchill added: ‘A factory once set up need not be used until it is necessary, but if it is not in existence you may be helpless if you need a further effort.’


Churchill based his arguments on his own two years’ experience as Minister of Munitions in the First World War, when he had supervised munitions production for several war fronts, and had coordinated the munitions supplies of the Allies. Recalling his work at another of his previous Ministerial posts, Churchill was able to make a further suggestion. ‘In 1919,’ he told Chamberlain, ‘after the war, when I was Secretary of State for War, I ordered a mass of cannon to be stored, oiled, and carefully kept; and I also remember making in 1918 two 12-inch howitzers at the request of GHQ to support their advance into Germany in 1919. They were never used, but they were the last word at the time. They are not easy things to lose…’ It was, Churchill added, ‘vitally urgent, first, to see what there is in the cupboard.’60


On September 11 both the President of the Board of Trade, Oliver Stanley, and the President of the Chamber of Shipping, at a meeting of the Shipping Defence Advisory Committee, pressed Churchill to support the creation of a Ministry of Shipping. Churchill wrote at once, within a few hours, direct to Chamberlain, supporting the request in detail, and adding that it also seemed to him important ‘that the step of creating a Ministry of Shipping should be taken by the Government before pressure is applied in Parliament and from shipping circles, and before we are told that there is valid complaint against the existing system’.61


That evening, September 11, Churchill dined at the Other Club—the Club he had founded with his friend F. E. Smith twenty-eight years before. The dinner was a special one, to say goodbye to the Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force, Lord Gort, who was about to cross to France. Among those present were the former Prime Minister of Canada, R. B. Bennett, Churchill’s friend Brendan Bracken, and the newspaper proprietor, Lord Camrose. In a note of the conversation, Camrose wrote of how ‘Winston prophesied that while we would get the submarine menace in hand fairly quickly, there would be a very large recrudescence of submarine warfare in about a year’s time. He said this was what happened in the last war. Bennett, Gort and I disagreed with him.’62


That night Churchill prepared his now routine note for the Admiralty Board meeting of the following morning. His notes were brief and brisk, intended to probe all areas where errors or waste could be avoided, and to suggest new areas of construction and research. Of the projected expansion of Fiji class cruisers he wrote: ‘Please No! This policy of scattering over the seas weak cruisers which can neither fight nor flee the German 8-inch 10,000 ton cruisers—of which they will quite soon have five—should be abandoned. The idea of two Fijis fighting an 8-inch gun cruiser will never come off. All experience shows that a cluster of weak ships will not fight one strong one.’ Churchill gave as an example of this his own failure, in August 1914, to prevent the escape of the German battle cruiser Goeben from the Adriatic to the Dardanelles.


In his note of September 11, Churchill had asked for an Admiralty committee to be set up to see if a special ‘anti-submarine and anti-air vessel’ could be built, based on ‘the greatest simplicity of armament and equipment’, capable of being mass-produced, and able to take over anti-submarine duties from destroyers and fast escort vessels which would be needed elsewhere. These new ships, he wrote, ‘will be deemed “Cheap and Nasties” (cheap to us, nasty to the U-Boat).’ They would, he added, ‘being built for a particular but urgent job’, be of little value to the Navy once that job had been done, but, he urged, ‘let us get the job done’.63


Writing to Pound on September 12, Churchill proposed the setting up of a special ‘Unit of Search’, based on a single cruiser and an aircraft-carrier, to seek out and destroy German cruisers which were sinking British merchant ships. ‘The mere multiplication of small, weak cruisers,’ he wrote, ‘is no means of ridding the seas of powerful raiders. Indeed, they are only an easy prey. The raider, cornered at length, will overwhelm one weak vessel and escape from the cordon.’ Churchill wanted a formation which would have the speed and power to search ‘an enormous area’ and to destroy ‘any single raider’ once detected. ‘Each Unit of Search,’ he wrote, ‘must be able to find, to catch, and to kill.’64


Also on September 12, Churchill sent his most senior naval advisers a five-page outline of the project he had mentioned to Dudley Pound six days before, a British naval attack into the Baltic, aimed at ‘command’ of Germany’s only sea link with Norway, Sweden and Finland.


The scheme was to be given the code name ‘Catherine’. Since first broaching it to Pound, Churchill had already discussed with Sir Stanley Goodall, the Director of Naval Construction, some of the special designs needed to enable a substantial naval force to navigate the narrow waters linking the North Sea with the Baltic. ‘It would also be necessary,’ Churchill noted, ‘to strengthen the armour deck so as to give exceptional protection against air attack.’ Plans would need to be put in hand almost at once, with the orders for all necessary work being given ‘by October 1’, and the operation itself planned for March 1940, when ‘the ice in the theatre concerned melts’. It would, Churchill added, ‘be a great pity to waste the summer, therefore the highest priority would be required’.


In preparation for ‘Catherine’, Churchill suggested, two 15-inch gun battleships would be prepared (‘but of course 3 would be better’) to be pitted against ‘their only possible antagonists’, the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. These two warships were ‘the sole resources of Germany’ in the battleship class; the superior guns of the British battleships would ‘out-range them and would shatter them’. The British battleships would be protected in their voyage into the Baltic by a dozen specially prepared ‘mine-bumpers’ designed with ‘a heavy fore end to take the shock of any exploding mine’. The whole ‘expeditionary fleet’ was to take with it a three months’ supply of fuel oil, in tankers prepared for this task.


Churchill then set out for his senior advisers the objectives of ‘Catherine’, an operation which he described to them as ‘the supreme naval offensive open to the Royal Navy’. Above all, he wrote, the ‘isolation’ of Germany from Norway and Sweden ‘would intercept the supplies of iron ore, food and all other trade’. The very arrival of the force in the Baltic ‘would probably determine’ the entry of Denmark, Norway and Sweden into the war on the side of Britain and France, ‘in which case a convenient base could be found capable of being supplied overland’. The three months’ oil supply would give the Scandinavian States time to decide, but ‘if the worst comes to the worst, it is not seen why the Fleet should not return as it came’.


But if ‘Catherine’ succeeded, Churchill believed, the mere presence of so dominant a British naval power ‘would hold all enemy forces on the spot. They would not dare to send them on the trade routes, except as a measure of despair.’ In addition, the influence on Russia of a British Fleet in the Baltic ‘would be far-reaching’, although, as Churchill wrote, ‘we cannot count on this’.


Churchill’s ‘Catherine’ was headed ‘Most Secret’, and given its limited circulation on September 12. ‘I commend these ideas to your study,’ he wrote, ‘hoping that the intention will be to solve the difficulties.’65


Two personal matters concerned with the war also engaged Churchill’s attention during September 12. Having heard that Sir Samuel Hoare had recommended Brendan Bracken to be Under-Secretary at the Ministry of Information, Churchill wrote to Chamberlain to press his friend’s appointment. ‘I need not say how very agreeable this would be to me,’ Churchill wrote, ‘he being one of my best friends. But I am sure he would serve you with equal loyalty.’ People who were reluctant to criticize the fighting departments, Churchill noted, ‘will work off their feelings on the Ministry of Information’. The post of Under-Secretary would be ‘much under fire’. At the start of the First World War, Churchill recalled, he himself had appointed F. E. Smith to this post, ‘and he had a very rough ride in which all his parliamentary skill was needed. I believe Bracken has the ability and personal qualities to fill this place. He is an exceptional man, and is very good in the personal relations….’66


To Lord Beaverbrook, who had also pressed Bracken’s claim, Churchill wrote that same day, ‘I have written as strongly as I can to Neville about Brendan. I hope it will do more good than harm.’67 But a week later Chamberlain appointed Sir Edward Grigg to the position, whereupon Churchill decided to use Bracken’s services and talents as his own Parliamentary Private Secretary at the Admiralty.


Another personal matter arose when one of Churchill’s closest friends, ‘Bendor’, the 2nd Duke of Westminster, alleged, at a private meeting on September 12, that Britain need not be at war with Germany at all. The war, declared the Duke, was part of a Jewish and Masonic plot to destroy Christian civilization.68 A report of the Duke’s remarks had been sent to Chamberlain, and was mentioned by several War Cabinet Ministers at their meeting of September 13. ‘It gave me great distress to read it,’ Churchill wrote to the Duke later that day, ‘being one of your oldest friends,’ and he added: ‘I am sure that pursuance of this line would lead you into measureless odium and vexation. When a country is fighting a war of this kind, very hard experiences lie before those who preach defeatism and set themselves against the will of the nation.’


Churchill ended his letter: ‘I beg you not to spurn the counsels of a life-long friend.’69


***


Churchill continued to exhort his War Cabinet colleagues to a robust prosecution of the war, and on September 12, after General Ironside had reported that the Belgians were unwilling to enter into military discussions with France and Britain, or even to allow reconnaissance by French and British officers, Churchill intervened to describe the Belgian Government’s attitude as ‘indefensible’. The Belgians, he said, ‘owed everything to us, and their retention of their Colonial Empire would entirely depend on our victory’. It was essential, he added, ‘that, whatever outward attitude they might adopt, they should consent to close relations between the three countries’.70


At a further War Cabinet on the morning of September 14, Churchill argued in favour of making ‘the fullest possible use of the offensive power of our air force’. Attacks should be made, he suggested, on ‘strictly military objectives—such as synthetic petrol plants in Germany which were vital to her prosecution of the war, and which, at the same time, were isolated from the civil population’. Such attacks should be made, Churchill suggested, ‘even if this was to draw German fire on ourselves’. But in reply, the Secretary of State for Air, Sir Kingsley Wood, stressing the very air weakness of which Churchill had warned in vain for so many years, told the War Cabinet that, above all, ‘we must keep our small and inferior Air Force “in being” against the time when its existence might be vital to us’. Britain’s air position, Kingsley Wood added, would be ‘immeasurably better’ by March 1940.71


No one could doubt the dangers which this weakness in the air foreshadowed. That morning all members of the War Cabinet received a report from the British Ambassador to Poland, giving details of the extent to which Poland was being ‘deliberately and systematically devastated by air attack’.72


In his daily survey of military developments, General Ironside told the War Cabinet on September 15 that the French were convinced the Germans ‘would stage a big attack on the Western Front’ in a month’s time. Ironside himself felt that such an attack might be possible at the end of October.73 But in a letter to Chamberlain later that day, Churchill felt that it was ‘most unlikely’ that the Germans would strike westward ‘at this late season’. More likely, he wrote, was a continual advance eastwards and south, ‘through Poland, Hungary and Rumania’, or, he added, ‘it may be that he has some understanding with Russia by which she will take part of Poland and recover Bessarabia’.


Churchill doubted whether Hitler would move west until, as he wrote to Chamberlain, ‘he has collected the easy spoils which await him in the East’, thus enabling him to give the German people ‘the spectacle of repeated successes’. None the less, Churchill argued, ‘I am strongly of opinion that we should make every preparation to defend ourselves in the West.’ It was essential, he wrote, that the French frontier ‘behind Belgium should be fortified night and day by every conceivable resource’. In particular, ‘the obstacles to tank attack, planting railway rails upright, digging deep ditches, erecting concrete dolls, land-mines in some parts and inundations all ready to let out in others, etc., should be combined in a deep system of defence’. The attack of three or four German armoured divisions which had been so effective in Poland, ‘can only be stopped’, Churchill asserted ‘by physical obstacles defended by resolute troops and a powerful artillery’. Without such physical obstacles, Churchill warned, ‘the attack of armoured vehicles cannot be resisted’.


In his letter of September 15 Churchill gave Chamberlain an item of good news: ‘the mass of war-time artillery which I stored in 1919’, he wrote, had now been discovered. There were in the store so many howitzers, including 32 twelve-inch, 145 nine-inch and nearly 200 six-inch, with large quantities of ammunition, to constitute ‘the heavy artillery, not of our small Expeditionary Force, but of a great army’. Churchill advised Chamberlain that no time should be lost ‘in bringing some of these guns into the field, so that whatever else our troops lack they will not suffer from want of heavy artillery’.


Churchill’s letter ended: ‘I hope you will consider carefully what I write to you. I do so only in my desire to aid you in your responsibilities and discharge my own.’74 In answer, Chamberlain told Churchill that all his letters were ‘carefully read and considered by me’. If he had not replied to them, it was because ‘I am seeing you every day, and moreover because, as far as I have been able to observe, your views and mine have very closely coincided.’ Chamberlain added, however, that contrary to Churchill’s view, he believed that the extent of Britain’s effort on land should be determined by Britain’s resources ‘after we have provided for Air Force extension’.75 Thus once again the priorities of war policy were imposed not by the needs of the strategic situation, but by the dictates of pre-war neglect.


***


On the night of September 15, Churchill left London by train for Wick, and thence to Scapa Flow, to discuss the naval situation with the Commander-in-Chief, Sir Charles Forbes. He travelled north with Sir Archibald Sinclair, Brendan Bracken and the Admiralty Flag Lieutenant, Lieutenant-Commander ‘Tommy’ Thompson. With Churchill, in his locked box of papers, were the secret minutes of a meeting of the Chiefs of Staff Committee, held on September 15, at which the defence of Scapa had been discussed. It was clear from these minutes that the full scheme of defences would only be ready ‘by the spring of 1940’. As for Scapa’s Air defences, the minutes recorded, ‘it was agreed that a start should be made with the work straight away. The searchlights and guns should be provided step by step, as and when equipments became available….’76


On the way to Wick on the morning of September 16, Churchill reached the naval base at Invergordon. From there he sent a messenger back to London with a letter for the Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax. Once more, it was the reading of Foreign Office telegrams that had, during the train journey north, excited his concern. In his letter to Halifax he stressed the need to bring Bulgaria into the Balkan defence system, if only to allow Turkish troops to be able to march overland, across Bulgaria, to the defence of Rumania. A German attack on Rumania might, he feared, follow the defeat of Poland.77 The Greeks as well as the Rumanians, Churchill wrote, ‘if they are to enjoy our protection, should also pay a price which indeed is no more than justice’, and he suggested that Greece meet Bulgarian claims for an outlet on the Aegean Sea. Assuming Turkey would be willing to help Rumania, he added, ‘it would seem’ that Britain’s representatives in Yugoslavia, Rumania, Bulgaria, Greece and Turkey ‘should all sing one tune, namely, gain Bulgaria by threats and concessions’.


Churchill ended his letter by thanking Lord Halifax for his permission ‘to write to you freely my views’, and he added: ‘pray believe that I shall equally welcome any suggestions about the Admiralty which at any time occur to you’.78


From Invergordon, Churchill went on by train to Wick, and thence to Scapa Flow, where Sir Charles Forbes described the plans being put into effect for the protection of merchant shipping convoys. As Churchill reported to the War Cabinet on his return to London, these convoys would receive Royal Navy protection against submarine attack in the approaches to Britain, ‘though for some time the anti-submarine escorts will be weaker than desired’. Henceforth, however, Churchill wrote, all the Navy’s defence measures ‘will progressively increase in power’.


Churchill also reported to the War Cabinet on the morale of the merchant seamen. In spite of the early heavy sinkings, he wrote, ‘there will be no reluctance to proceed to sea and an increasing readiness to obey Admiralty instructions’.79


From Scapa Flow, Churchill sailed in the Nelson to Loch Ewe, where the rest of the Fleet was sheltering. Leaving Scapa for the open sea, he was surprised to see no escort of destroyers ‘for this great ship’, and, as he later recalled, told Admiral Forbes: ‘I thought you never went to sea without at least two, even for a single battleship.’ Of course, Forbes replied, that was ‘what we should like’. But, Forbes added, ‘we haven’t got the destroyers to carry out any such rule’.


As he sailed around the northern coast of Scotland from Scapa to Loch Ewe, Churchill remembered how, in August 1914, he had visited the Fleet at Loch Ewe at the outbreak of the First World War. Then, he recalled, he had found the ships ‘a prey to the same uncertainties as now afflicted us’. The Admirals and Captains who now paced the decks had been young Lieutenants ‘or even Midshipmen in those far off days’. Then, Churchill had already been First Lord of the Admiralty for nearly three years, and had been able to make the appointments he believed to be the best in preparation for war. Now, he wrote, ‘all these were new figures and new faces… an entirely different generation filled the uniforms and the posts’. Only the ships were old; many being those which Churchill himself had ordered to be built between 1911 and 1915. ‘It was a strange experience,’ he reflected, ‘like suddenly resuming a previous incarnation. It seemed that I was all that had survived in the same position I had held so long ago. But no; the dangers had survived too….’


Churchill stayed overnight on board the Nelson, leaving Loch Ewe on the morning of September 17, and driving across the Highlands to Inverness. ‘We had a picnic lunch on the way,’ he recalled, ‘by a stream sparkling in hot sunshine. I felt oddly oppressed with my memories.’ No one, he reflected, ‘had ever been over the same terrible course twice with such an interval between. No one had felt its dangers and responsibilities from the summit,’ or understood, from personal experience, ‘how First Lords of the Admiralty are treated when great ships are sunk or things go wrong’.


Churchill was stirred to sombre reflections: ‘If we were in fact going over the same cycle a second time, should I have once again to endure the pangs of dismissal? Fisher, Wilson, Battenberg, Jellicoe, Beatty, Pakenham, Sturdee, all gone!’ and he recalled the lines:




I feel like one


Who treads alone


Some banquet-hall deserted,


Whose lights are fled,


Whose garlands dead,


 And all but he departed.80






As Churchill’s reflections intensified, he asked himself:




And what of the supreme, measureless ordeal in which we were again irrevocably plunged? Poland in its agony; France but a pale reflection of her former warlike ardour: the Russian Colossus no longer an ally, not even neutral, possibly to become a foe. Italy no friend. Japan no ally. Would America ever come in again? The British Empire remained intact and gloriously united, but ill-prepared, unready. We still had command of the sea. We were woefully outmatched in numbers in this new mortal weapon of the air.





‘Somehow,’ Churchill added, ‘the light faded out of the landscape.’81


The disaster foreshadowed by Churchill’s musings while he was driving across Scotland on September 17 was quickly upon him. Even as he arrived in London in the early hours of the morning, after the long journey from Inverness, Pound was waiting for him at the station with the news of the sinking of the aircraft carrier Courageous. The carrier had been on temporary convoy escort duty. More than 500 of her crew of 1,260 had been drowned, together with her Captain.


At that morning’s War Cabinet, Churchill noted that the sinking had ‘drawn attention once more to the shortage of destroyers from which we were suffering’. He then made two suggestions. The first was that Britain should do everything in its power ‘to purchase destroyers from the United States’. The second was that the Government of Eire should make available the former Treaty Port of Berehaven, as a base for ‘long-range flying boats and destroyers’. The situation as far as Eire was concerned, Churchill added, was ‘profoundly unsatisfactory’. But it was generally agreed, the minutes recorded, that it was ‘very undesirable’ for there to be any ‘open difference’ at the moment between Britain and Eire.82


As far as purchases from the United States were concerned, Churchill recognized the limitations. ‘There is, of course, no objection to exploring American possibilities,’ he noted that day on an earlier Admiralty suggestion for such purchases, ‘but the dollar stringency will be very great, and nothing should be bought abroad which we can make at home.’83


The news that dominated the War Cabinet’s discussion on September 18 was the Soviet military occupation of eastern Poland: this move, agreed upon secretly in the Nazi–Soviet Pact negotiations a week before the outbreak of war, effectively destroyed all chance of Polish resistance to the continuing German advance in the west.


With Poland virtually defeated, and on the verge of partition between Germany and the Soviet Union, Churchill feared a German air attack on Britain’s aircraft factories ‘before the weather seriously deteriorates’, as he wrote to Kingsley Wood that same day, September 18. Such an air offensive, Churchill felt, was ‘far more likely than a land offensive in the West’, and he suggested that the Air Ministry take some of the balloons and anti-aircraft guns from London, ‘for the defence of the principal aircraft factories at Coventry, Derby, Bristol, etc.’. Were such a policy to be proposed, he added, he would support it.84


Later on September 18, at a meeting of senior Admiralty officials in Churchill’s room at the Admiralty, he expressed his belief that ‘Germany’s best interests would be to push on to the Black Sea’, unless Russia were to impose a veto. The threat of such a move by Germany might, however, help to form a ‘Balkan Front’, and he was ‘still hopeful’ that Britain could persuade Turkey to join such a front. If Germany ‘got into Rumania’, Churchill declared, ‘it would be essential for Britain to have command of the Black Sea’.


Britain must also be prepared, Churchill told his advisers, for an eventual German move in the west. What he envisaged was ‘an attack via Belgium’. The advance of four or five German armoured divisions through Belgium would be ‘a great danger’, and he reiterated his conviction that ‘special trenches, barricades and palisades’ should be dug ‘forthwith’ on the Franco-Belgian frontier.


The Naval Staff also shared Churchill’s concern about the Irish ports, stating ‘how invaluable’ it would be for Britain to get the use of Berehaven with regard to the operation of destroyers in the Western Approaches.


During the meeting, Churchill told his admirals that, in his view, as a general principle, ‘the search for Naval offensives should be pursued’. Admiral Drax85 had spoken of the need to prevent the Germans bringing Swedish iron ore, vital for their war effort, across the Gulf of Bothnia to Germany. It was suggested, the notes of the meeting do not say by whom, that ‘every possible effort’ should be made to stop the movement of iron ore from Sweden by diplomatic means, but that if all other methods failed, including a British offer to buy the ore, ‘we should be prepared to violate Norwegian neutrality’.


The possibility of trying to halt Swedish iron ore from its routes across the Baltic Sea or along the Norwegian coast raised once again the question of a British naval presence in the Baltic, and at a further meeting in Churchill’s room on September 18, the Director of Plans, Captain C. S. Daniel, described the result of his investigations into ‘Catherine’. The minutes of the meeting recorded that these investigations ‘were generally approved and it was decided that planning should continue’.86


Churchill was determined to follow up the iron ore question without delay, and at the War Cabinet on the morning of September 19 he described the ore as ‘vital for the German munitions industry’. Whereas, he explained, this ore in summer could cross the Gulf of Bothnia, in winter it had to go from Sweden to the Norwegian port of Narvik, and from Narvik ‘along the whole length of the Norwegian coast’, from north to south.


The German ships, Churchill explained, protected themselves from attack from the Royal Navy by remaining within the three-mile limit of Norwegian territorial waters. And yet, he pointed out, British policy ‘must be to stop this trade going to Germany’.


Churchill went on to warn the War Cabinet that if the iron ore could not be stopped ‘by pressure on the Norwegian Government, he would be compelled to propose the remedy which had been adopted in the last war, namely, the laying of mines inside Norwegian territorial waters, which had drawn the ore-carrying vessels outside the three-mile limit’. This measure, however, he pointed out to his colleagues, had not been adopted in the First World War until after the entry of the United States in the spring of 1917.87


In a letter to Pound on his return to the Admiralty, Churchill noted that he had advised the War Cabinet to ‘repeat this process’ of mining Norwegian territorial waters, as had been done in 1918 ‘with the approval and co-operation of the United States’, and to do so ‘very shortly’. The Cabinet, he added, including Lord Halifax, ‘appeared strongly favourable to this action’. Churchill therefore instructed the Admiralty staff concerned to study the operation. ‘Pray let me be continually informed of the progress of this plan’, he wrote, ‘which is of the highest importance in crippling the enemy’s war industry.’ A further Cabinet decision would of course be necessary, ‘when all is in readiness’.88


Churchill immediately set out for the War Cabinet his reasons for seeking action against Germany by laying mines inside Norwegian territorial waters. The Swedish port of Oxelösund, he pointed out, could export only one fifth of the weight of iron ore which Germany required from Sweden. The main winter trade was therefore through Narvik. ‘It must be understood,’ Churchill wrote, ‘that an adequate supply of Swedish iron ore is vital to Germany and the interception or prevention of these Narvik supplies during the winter months, i.e. from October to the end of April, will greatly reduce her power of resistance.’


The need for action might not arise at all, Churchill pointed out, for during the first three weeks of war ‘no iron ore ships left Narvik owing to the reluctance of crews to sail’. Should this ‘happy state of affairs continue’, he added, ‘no special action would be demanded from the Admiralty in regard to this problem’. At the same time, negotiations were proceeding with the Swedish Government which might ‘effectively reduce’ the supplies of Scandinavian ore to Germany by diplomatic means. ‘Should however the supplies from Narvik start moving once more,’ Churchill warned, ‘the situation will need to be reconsidered with a view to more drastic action.’89


What Churchill now sought was the War Cabinet’s approval to ‘remit the question to the various Departments concerned in order that detailed plans may be made for prompt action’.90


The War Cabinet did not share Churchill’s sense of urgency about the problem of the Narvik ore convoy; it would be at least six months before the Norwegian waters would be free from the hazards of winter ice. But Churchill had trained himself to look ahead; this had been his method of thought for more than forty years, and he could not abandon it now. He therefore continued, within the Admiralty, to keep up his questioning. One such minute, written a month after he had first raised the iron ore issue, consisted of six specific requests for ‘detailed information’ about the convoy or iron ore ships which would sail from Narvik to Germany. His questions were: ‘When does it start? How many ships are in it? What is the escort? How long does the voyage take? What is the nationality of the various ships included? What is their cargo?’91


Not the distant project to mine Norwegian waters, however, but the immediate state of Britain’s air defences, was the dominant concern at the War Cabinet of September 19. In a discussion so secret that it was recorded only in the ‘Most Secret’ confidential annex to the War Cabinet’s conclusions, Ministers heard expert opinion about Britain’s ability to take the offensive. The Chief of the Air Staff, Sir Cyril Newall, warned that Britain’s air defences were ‘far from complete’, while Sir Samuel Hoare told his colleagues that ‘a considerable time would elapse under our present programme before we even achieved parity with the Germans’.


Churchill’s own forecast of the development of the war was not, however, a pessimistic one. Although the German and Allied populations were ‘approximately equal’, he told his colleagues, the Germans started with ‘the disadvantage’ that they were short ‘of certain vital materials, and some at least of their population was gravely disaffected’. It therefore seemed to him probable, he added, ‘that after a few months, weaknesses would begin to show in the German military machine, however formidable it might appear now’.92


Churchill also spoke optimistically later that same day, at a meeting of the War Cabinet to discuss the second report of the Land Forces Committee, when he once more argued in support of a 55 division army, believing that there would be ‘no clash’ between the demands of the Army, the Air Ministry and the Admiralty, even with the need to equip such an army, as the Committee now recommended, within a period of two years, and at the same time to maintain a steady output of 2,550 aircraft a month.


First, Churchill argued, Britain’s naval demands would ‘probably be less than in the last war’. Secondly, the 55 divisions now aimed at for 1941 should be compared with the 100 divisions in existence in 1918. Thirdly, ‘the population of our country was substantially higher than during the last war, and we had the possibility of employing about 2 million more work people than we had then’, despite the high percentage of people in the older age groups.93


Churchill’s wider perspective, based as it was upon his long ministerial experience, especially during the First World War, served even in personal conversation to rally his colleagues. ‘Yesterday,’ wrote Lord Hankey to his wife on September 19, ‘was a bad day, what with the Courageous and the Russian defection. But one has these shocks in war. For example Winston has reminded me how, about 25 years ago almost to the day we lost the Aboukir, Cressy and Hogue, sunk by German submarines. And this is not the first time Russia has “defected”. So we must not worry too much.’94


Russia was much on Churchill’s mind that week, when Pound gave him a series of notes on ‘Catherine’. ‘There can be little doubt,’ Pound wrote, ‘that if we could maintain control of the Baltic for a considerable period it would greatly enhance our prestige.’ Its success would depend, however, in his view, on Russia not having joined Germany, and on ‘the active co-operation of Sweden for the supply of oil and the use of a base and her repair facilities’, within a ‘measureable time’ of the British ships arriving in the Baltic. In addition, Pound wrote, the force which Britain sent into the Baltic ‘must be such that we can with our Allies at that time win the war without it, in spite of any probable combination against us’.95


Reading Pound’s notes on September 20, Churchill wrote at the bottom of them: ‘I entirely agree.’ And he added: ‘At present the decision is only for exploration; & no question of action arises. But the search for a naval offensive must be incessant.’96


Churchill now sought a senior Admiral who, supported by a small staff, could examine ‘Catherine’ in detail, gathering all the necessary information, and drafting the technical plans. In October 1914 he had given similar planning duties to the seventy-two-year-old Sir Arthur Wilson, whom he had brought out of retirement. Now he proposed that Admiral of the Fleet the Earl of Cork and Orrery should be put in charge of the new task. Pound agreed, and the sixty-five-year-old Admiral took up his duties at once, with a room at the Admiralty.


***


At the War Cabinet on September 21 Churchill raised again the danger of an autumn invasion. ‘The next fortnight,’ he said, ‘while there was a good moon, and before the weather broke up, might be a time of particular danger.’ He feared that a recent German complaint to Switzerland about the ‘inhumane’ British naval blockade ‘sounded like a German manoeuvre to justify an air attack on this country’.97


Later in the discussion, Lord Halifax told the War Cabinet that the Rumanian Government had begun to intern many leading Poles, who had crossed into Rumania in an attempt to escape the German advance. Such conduct, Churchill said, was ‘odious’, and would ‘create a deplorable impression’ in both Britain and the United States. The Rumanian Government, he said, ‘should be asked to explain their present actions with the position which they occupied towards us in view of our having guaranteed their country against invasion by Germany’.


Churchill then emphasized that he wished to see ‘all the Balkan countries and Turkey’ brought into the war, ideally with Italy’s acquiescence. ‘We needed as many Allies in the Balkans as we could secure,’ he argued, ‘and it was not at all to our interest that the Balkans should be kept in a state of quiet, whilst France and ourselves were left to bear the full brunt of the German assault on the Western Front.’


Halifax challenged Churchill’s view, fearing the danger of presenting Germany with what he described as a series ‘of additional cheap victories’. But Churchill countered with the argument that ‘if Yugoslavia and Turkey joined us in hostilities with Germany’, no such easy victories would be possible on Germany’s part.


It was now the turn of the Air Force and Army Chiefs of Staff, whose presence during all military discussions of the War Cabinet had become a matter of routine, to challenge Churchill’s concept of an active Balkan bloc which might redress the military balance in favour of Britain and France. According to the Chief of the Air Staff, Sir Cyril Newall, it was the view of the Chiefs of Staff Committee that ‘it was not to our advantage at present that the war should be extended to the Balkans’, particularly in view of Italy’s position as a potential ally of Germany.


Ironside also argued against trying to create an active Balkan alliance, reminding the War Cabinet of ‘our experience in the last war’, when Rumania, encouraged by France to enter the war ‘prematurely’, had been quickly overcome by Germany. ‘If we were to draw the Balkan countries into the present war on our side,’ Ironside warned, ‘it was essential that we should make certain that they came in at the right moment.’


Churchill was angered by these remarks; they showed, he said, ‘that we appeared unwilling to encourage an extension of the war in the East while, at the same time, we did not look forward to the forthcoming war in the West’.98 As soon as the War Cabinet was over, he therefore dictated a letter to Chamberlain, asking him to consider having ‘an occasional meeting of the War Cabinet Ministers to talk among themselves without either secretaries or military experts’. The War Cabinet consisted of ‘the responsible Ministers for the conduct of the war’; in Churchill’s view, it would be ‘in the public interest’ if they were to meet from time to time ‘as a body’. Churchill’s letter continued: ‘Much is being thrown upon the Chiefs of the Staffs which falls outside the professional sphere. We have had the advantage of many valuable and illuminating reports from them. But I venture to represent to you that we ought sometimes to discuss the general position alone.’


‘I do not feel,’ Churchill added, ‘that we are getting to the root of the matter on many points.’99


It was the Minister for the Co-ordination of Defence, Lord Chatfield, who proposed, as a solution to this problem, the establishment of a permanent War Cabinet committee on which the three Service Ministers and Lord Chatfield would sit, and which, assisted by the Service chiefs or their deputies, would scrutinize strategic proposals for presentation to the War Cabinet. This small committee would be able to co-ordinate the strategic ideas of the Chiefs of Staff with political and diplomatic considerations, as well as strategic thought, in the minds of the Service Ministers.


Chatfield’s proposal, Churchill wrote privately to Chamberlain, was ‘good and useful’ and he added: ‘I should welcome it myself—I believe it would enable a number of questions which are too technical for Cabinet discussion to be thrashed out at length and in detail.’ The new Committee, he believed, should come into operation ‘as soon as possible’;100 and within three weeks, the Military Co-ordination Committee, as it was called, was holding regular meetings, with Chatfield in the Chair, and Churchill an active member.


As envisaged by Chatfield, the Military Co-ordination Committee was potentially the most effective body for the evolution of war policy. But without the Prime Minister as its Chairman, no real authority existed to override the disputes which might arise between the four Ministers. Each, if unwilling to concede in an argument, could fall back upon his Departmental authority. But without the ultimate authority of the Prime Minister to decide, the Commitee could, and did at times, dissolve into a clash of wills and personalities, a procedure which, as one of its military secretaries, Lieutenant-Colonel Jacob, later recalled, ‘caused endless rows’.


When Churchill and the other Service Ministers quarrelled, Jacob added, but ‘he wasn’t the boss’, the result echoed the situation at the time of the Dardanelles. Jacob commented, in retrospect: ‘Winston’s mind was so immensely active, he could only be Prime Minister.’101


Churchill was able at times to escape, if only momentarily, from the turmoil of high policy. After the stormy War Cabinet meeting of September 21 he had gone to Portsmouth, with Brendan Bracken, Admiral Phillips and his Principal Private Secretary, Eric Seal, to visit HMS Vernon, the shore station on whose minesweeping responsibilities so much depended.102 There he was shown a model of the Actaeon net, designed in 1918 to protect merchant ships against 18-inch torpedoes. At Vernon, Commander Currey was eager to see the use of the net revived. Churchill’s interest was effective. The nets were redesigned to stop 21-inch torpedoes, and, within three months, fitted and tested.103


Churchill returned to London, and on the following day, at the next meeting of the War Cabinet, urged the scrutiny of the conduct of the war in all its aspects, including the question of the rapidly rising expenditure, with which Ministers were much concerned: ‘we were already spending as much as in 1918’, he told his colleagues, ‘although the war effort was nothing like as great’, and he went on to ask why ‘we apparently had so little to show for this expenditure’.104


Churchill’s own instinct was to seek economies wherever possible. ‘I am trying,’ he wrote to Sir John Simon, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, on September 24, ‘to prune the Admiralty of large schemes of naval improvements which cannot operate until after 1941…’ and he added: ‘Beware lest these fortifications people and other departments do not consume our strength upon long-scale developments which cannot mature until after the climax which settles our fate.’ Churchill’s letter ended:




I see the departments full of loose fat, following on undue starvation. It would be much better from your point of view to come along with your alguazils as critics upon wasteful exhibitions, rather than delaying action. Don’t hamper departments acting in a time of crisis; give them the responsibility; but call them swiftly to account for any failure in thrift.


I hope you will not mind me writing to you upon this subject, because I feel just as strongly about the husbanding of the money-powers as I do about the war effort, of which it is indeed an integral part. In all these matters you can count on my support, and also, as the head of a spending department, upon my submission to searching superintendence.105





Churchill’s method of work involved taking up in writing whatever struck him as needing comment or redress: for forty years he had been in the habit of dictating at once to a shorthand writer the ideas that came to him as he read the newspapers, travelled, studied documents or was told something that disturbed him. On his return from Portsmouth it was quite natural to him, therefore, to send a series of minutes to his naval advisers, arising out of what he had seen. He had been struck, he wrote, by the concentration of wireless research and development, as well as radar, at the Signal School at Portsmouth, and was worried ‘that we are running a grave risk in leaving all this valuable plant and work in such a vulnerable spot’. Security, he felt, lay in the ‘dispersal’ of whatever research did not need to be carried out in the vicinity of ships.106


The urgency of such dispersal arose in Churchill’s mind from the continuing fear of a possible German attack. ‘I consider,’ he minuted that same day, ‘there is imminent danger of attack upon our dockyards, especially Chatham.’107


The range of Churchill’s concerns was considerable: learning that forty or fifty officers and men of the merchant ship Royal Sceptre had been left to die in their open boats in the Atlantic after the ship had been torpedoed by a German submarine, he minuted: ‘Let this outrage be given the fullest publicity. The names of the murdered men should be published and everything done to excite world reprehension against this odious act of bestial piracy on the high seas.’ Whenever U-Boat captains had shown ‘some poor civility to the men they have cast adrift’, Churchill noted, the newspapers were quick to record it. ‘Here is the other side of the medal.’108


That same day, September 24, Churchill was angered to read an assertion by one of the Eire Government ministers, J. W. Dulanty, that the existing friction between Britain and Eire would be lessened, if Britain could see its way to support an eventual union between northern and southern Ireland. Churchill recalled that Dulanty, who was personally ‘thoroughly friendly to England’, had served under him in 1917 at the Ministry of Munitions, but that he had ‘no control or authority in Southern Ireland (so-called Eire)’, acting only as ‘a general smoother, representing everything Irish in the most favourable light’. Churchill’s minute continued:




Three-quarters of the people of Southern Ireland are with us, but the implacable, malignant minority can make so much trouble that De Valera dare not do anything to offend them.


All this talk about Partition and the bitterness that would be healed by a union of Northern and Southern Ireland will amount to nothing. They will not unite at the present time, and we cannot in any circumstances sell the loyalists of Northern Ireland.





There was ‘a good deal of evidence’, Churchill added, ‘or at any rate suspicion’, that German submarines were being ‘succoured’ from the west of Ireland ports. Yet under the 1938 agreement, Britain was debarred from using Berehaven, or any of the other Treaty Ports. ‘If the U-Boat campaign became more dangerous,’ Churchill noted, ‘we should coerce Southern Ireland both about coast watching and the use of Berehaven etc.’ If, however, the U-Boat campaign were to slacken off, the Cabinet would not be inclined ‘to face the serious issues’ which ‘forcible’ measures against Eire would entail. The Admiralty, Churchill believed, ‘should never cease to formulate through every channel its complaints’ against Eire, while he himself would ‘from time to time bring our grievances before the Cabinet’. On no account, Churchill told his advisers, ‘must we appear to acquiesce in, still less be contented with, the odious treatment we are receiving’.109


On September 24 Churchill wrote to Major Davies, the Deputy Editor of the News of the World, which before the war had published many of Churchill’s principal articles, and now wanted more: ‘During the last three weeks I have not had a minute to think of anything but my task. They are the longest three weeks I have ever lived.’110




3


‘We have now found our leader’


With the opening of the fourth week of war, Soviet troops began to take up their positions across the centre of Poland, dividing Poland’s territory with Germany. As Churchill saw it, this act held certain advantages for the Western Allies. It created, he wrote to his War Cabinet colleagues on September 25, an eastern front to which the Germans would be forced to despatch a large army, if only ‘to watch it’, and which it would be impossible for the Germans to ‘denude’. As many as twenty-five German divisions, he believed, would now be forced to remain on guard in the east.


Churchill saw further advantages to Britain in the Soviet occupation of eastern Poland. This move, he wrote, might help to create his hoped for Balkan front, as ‘Russian interest in the Slavonic peoples of the Balkans is traditional’, whereas the arrival of German troops on the Black Sea would be ‘a deadly threat to Russia’, as well as to Turkey; so much so that Russia and Turkey might, in his view, ‘make common cause to prevent this’, an event in ‘direct fulfilment of our wishes’.


The ideal of any Balkan bloc, Churchill argued, was ‘that all these countries should fall at once upon the sole and common foe, Nazi Germany’. To this end, it was in Britain’s interest to see ‘a renewal of relations with Russia’. Balkan neutrality would in itself be ‘a great deal’, but ‘hostile action’ by the Balkan States against Germany was what was needed ‘to prevent the whole strain being thrown on the Western front’.


In his War Cabinet memorandum, Churchill saw Hitler being confronted with three choices, if he was ‘barred’ in the East. The first, an attack on France, through Belgium, ‘collecting Holland on the way’, would, he felt, be imminent only when ‘at least’ thirty German divisions had been concentrated on Germany’s western border. The second, ‘an intensive attack by air’ on British factories and naval ports, ‘seems a very likely thing for that man to do’, but, Churchill added, ‘he may not be allowed to do it by his generals, who now are presumably more powerful, for fear of making a mortal blood-feud with Great Britain, and perhaps drawing in the United States by the air massacres which would be inevitable’. The third possibility was for Hitler to launch a ‘peace offensive’. Of this Churchill wrote, ‘it would seem our duty and policy to agree to nothing that will help him out of his troubles, and to leave him to stew in his own juice during the winter while speeding forward our armaments and weaving-up our alliances’.


In conclusion, Churchill wrote, the ‘immediate pinch’ was the danger of the second possibility, the air attack, which ‘always remains’.111


On September 26 Churchill spoke in the House of Commons of the Royal Navy’s successes in setting up the convoy system, in arming merchant ships, in attacking the U-Boats, and in reducing the tonnage of British shipping losses from 65,000 in the first week of the war, to 46,000 in the second week, 21,000 in the third week, and only 9,000 in the week that was just ending. And yet, he warned, ‘one must not dwell upon these reassuring figures too much, for war is full of unpleasant surprises’. He had mentioned them because, as he said, ‘I am entitled to say that so far as they go, these figures need not cause any undue despondency or alarm.’


Churchill went on to describe the British attack on German submarines as ‘only just beginning’. The Royal Navy’s ‘hunting force’ was gaining strength each day. And with the submarine danger ‘falling into its proper confines’, Britain and the Empire and all their ‘friends’ in every quarter of the world would be able to develop their resources and manpower ‘in ever growing intensity upon the task we have in hand, in which task we have only to persevere to conquer’.112


The impact of Churchill’s speech was considerable: ‘one of your very best of recent years’, wrote Anthony Eden, ‘& that is saying “summat”’,113 while Harold Nicolson contrasted Chamberlain’s speech with Churchill’s, writing in his diary, first of Chamberlain’s remarks:




During the whole speech Winston Churchill had sat hunched beside him. Then he gets up. He is greeted by a loud cheer from all the benches….


I notice that Hansard does not reproduce his opening phrases. He began by saying how strange an experience it was for him after a quarter of a century to find himself once more in the same room in front of the same maps, fighting the same enemy and dealing with the same problems. His face then creases into an enormous grin and he adds, glancing down at the Prime Minister, ‘I have no conception how this curious change in my fortunes occurred’.


The whole House roared with laughter and the Prime Minister had not the decency even to raise a sickly smile. He just looked sulky.


The effect of Winston’s speech was infinitely greater than could be derived from any reading of the text. His delivery was amazing, and he sounded every note from deep preoccupation to flippancy, from resolution to sheer boyishness. One could feel the spirit of the House rising with every word. It was obvious afterwards that the PM’s inadequacy and lack of inspiration had been demonstrated even to his warmest supporters.


In those 20 minutes Churchill brought himself nearer the Post of Prime Minister than he has even been before. In the lobbies afterwards even Chamberlainites were saying ‘we have now found our leader’. Old Parliamentary hands confessed that never in their experience had they seen a single speech so change the temper of the House.114





Nicolson’s conclusion was borne out by other MPs who listened to Churchill’s speech. In a letter to his sister Barbara, Ronald Cartland described how Churchill ‘smashed and confounded his critics, who had been whispering that the years had been taking their toll’. Cartland added: ‘He revealed to a delighted House all the weapons of leadership that his armoury contains. I know that the nation will never let him go now that, at long last, he is back in the Cabinet.’115


Churchill’s speech stirred varied reflections. On September 28 one of Neville Chamberlain’s private secretaries, John Colville, noted in his diary: ‘It would probably be a good thing if Chamberlain resigned soon and left the conduct of the war to some younger, forceful successor. Unfortunately I can see no Lloyd George on the horizon at present: Winston is a national figure, but is rather too old; and the younger politicians do not seem to include any outstanding personality.’116


Another onlooker, Thomas Jones, a former Deputy Secretary to the Cabinet, wrote to a friend on September 30: ‘Winston is the only Cabinet Minister who can put things across in an arresting way to our people. The PM is costive and dull and talks of endurance and victory in the most defeatist tones.’117 That same day P. J. Grigg, Churchill’s former private secretary at the Treasury, wrote to his father: ‘I am told that Winston’s stock is going up & that people are expecting him to be PM before long.’118


Not all observers approved of this development. Indeed, the idea of Churchill as Prime Minister prompted the publisher Sir Ernest Benn to write to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir John Simon: ‘I pray that such a catastrophe will be averted.’ Churchill, he warned, would succeed as Lloyd George had done twenty-five years before, only ‘in rousing the lower instincts of the nation’. Benn feared the transfer of power from the ‘restraint and breeding’ of men like Chamberlain and Simon, to those ‘who like flagwagging or epigramming’.119


The return of Churchill to the centre of policymaking was a source of conflicting emotions, often within the mind of a single individual. Thus Sir Samuel Hoare, erstwhile opponent, now colleague, and fellow Parliamentarian for more than thirty years, wrote to Lord Beaverbrook on October 1:




Winston has been much as you expected he would be, very rhetorical, very emotional and, most of all, very reminiscent. He strikes me as an old man who easily gets tired. Certainly in the country he has a very big position. He made a great success of his Naval statement in the House last week and he is taking a great deal of trouble with a broadcast for tonight. I should say that at the moment he is the one popular figure in the Cabinet.120





On the fringes of the War Cabinet itself, among members of the Cabinet Secretariat, there was considerable comment about Churchill’s future. As one member of the Secretariat, Gilbert Flemming, later recalled: ‘From the beginning we speculated on his chances of becoming PM and on his behaviour at this time. We were not happy at the prospect. His drive and pugnacity were obvious, but we could not foresee how far, once he was in command, these would outweigh the disadvantage of his impulsive imagination.’


Flemming recalled a discussion in the War Cabinet on the possible introduction of rationing. As the complex arguments proceeded, as to whether imports would continue to arrive ‘in full flow’, as they were then doing, Ministers hesitated to reject rationing outright. But Churchill, as Flemming recalled, ‘brushed the question aside’, telling his colleagues bluntly: ‘The country wants positive action, not negative restrictions.’121


Churchill’s search for positive action depended upon his being able to have at his fingertips the facts and above all the figures needed to form a clear view of the actual state of naval preparedness. Within two weeks of reaching the Admiralty, he had asked for details of the existing statistical facilities. The report, which he read on September 30, ‘constitutes’, he wrote, ‘the case for a central body which should grip together all Admiralty statistics, and present them to me in a form increasingly simplified and graphic’. Churchill went on to explain in his minute of September 30:




I want to know at the end of each week everything we have got, all the people we are employing, the progress of all vessels, works of construction, the progress of all munitions affecting us, the state of our merchant tonnage, together with losses, and numbers, of every Branch of the RN and RM.122


The whole should be presented in a small book such as was kept for me by Sir Walter Layton when he was my statistical officer at the Ministry of Munitions in 1917 and 1918. Every week I had this book, which showed the past and weekly progress, and also drew attention to what was lagging. In an hour or two I was able to cover the whole ground, as I knew exactly what to look for and where.





Churchill ended his minute: ‘How do you propose this want of mine should be met?’123


Three weeks earlier, Churchill’s close friend and confidant, Professor Frederick Lindemann had been appointed ‘Personal Adviser to the First Lord in Scientific Matters’. Within another week Lindemann was offered and accepted the post of head of a new Statistical Department in Churchill’s Private Office. What was now needed, Churchill minuted on October 12, was ‘a weekly picture of the progress of all new construction, showing delays from contract dates’. It would not be for Lindemann to enquire into the reasons for these delays; Churchill would make his ‘own enquiries’. At the same time he wanted a return of all British merchant ships together with weekly losses, details of all new construction, and a forecast of future deliveries. Further charts were also to be prepared for him to show the weekly state of all ammunition, torpedo and oil consumption, together with new deliveries.124


Such were to be Lindemann’s duties. When, after a week, the Statistical Branch still remained a mere paper scheme, Churchill minuted again: ‘The formation of the “S” Branch is of the highest urgency. I cannot cover the ground for which I am responsible without it.’125 A team of eight university statisticians was quickly assembled: many of whom were to have distinguished post-war careers.126


Twenty-three permanent charts were soon devised, the first of which enabled Churchill to see a daily presentation of British merchant vessels sunk by enemy action, showing in each case the type of action. There was also work to be done outside the Admiralty sphere; what Churchill himself described as ‘special enquiries’ analysing the Cabinet papers which reached him from other departments, and which had a ‘statistical character’.127


Reflecting on Churchill’s use of Lindemann within the Admiralty, one of the young statisticians of ‘S’ Branch, Roy Harrod, later recalled: ‘Churchill felt that he wanted an independent mind to digest and criticize these papers. It was not enough, amid the heavy pressure of his duties at the Admiralty, to have a cursory knowledge of matters outside his province; he wanted to have a deeply critical knowledge, and what better person to aid him towards getting that than the Prof?’128


On October 1 Churchill made his first wartime radio broadcast. It was exactly a month since the German invasion of Poland, a country which had, he said, ‘again been overrun by two of the great Powers which held her in bondage for a hundred and fifty years, but were unable to quench the spirit of the Polish nation’. The heroic defence of Warsaw showed ‘that the soul of Poland is indestructible, and that she will rise again like a rock, which may for a spell be submerged by a tidal wave, but which remains a rock’.


Churchill went on to speak of the Russian occupation of eastern Poland, based upon ‘a cold policy of self-interest’. Reflecting the reasoning of his War Cabinet memorandum of September 25, Churchill told his listeners: ‘We could have wished that the Russian armies should be standing on their present line as the friends and allies of Poland instead of as invaders. But that the Russian armies should stand on the line was clearly necessary for the safety of Russia against the Nazi menace. At any rate,’ he added, ‘the line is there, and an Eastern Front has been created which Nazi Germany does not dare assail.’ Churchill continued:




I cannot forecast to you the action of Russia. It is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma; but perhaps there is a key. That key is Russian national interest. It cannot be in accordance with the interest or the safety of Russia that Germany should plant itself upon the shores of the Black Sea, or that it should overrun the Balkan States and subjugate the Slavonic peoples of southeastern Europe. That would be contrary to the historic life-interests of Russia.





There was, Churchill argued, a ‘community of interests’ between Britain, France and Russia, which could be seen quite plainly through ‘the fog of confusion and uncertainty’. It was in the interest of each of these powers ‘to prevent the Nazis carrying the flames of war into the Balkans and Turkey’.


Churchill then spoke of the war at sea. To protect British merchant ships, some two thousand of which were ‘in constant movement every day upon the seas’, the Royal Navy had immediately taken the offensive, attacking German submarines where it could find them, and was ‘hunting them night and day—I will not say without mercy, because God forbid we should ever part company with that—but at any rate with zeal and not altogether without relish’.


Describing Parliament as ‘the shield and expression of democracy’, Churchill argued that ‘all grievances or muddles or scandals, if such there be’, could be debated openly. As to the ‘great ordeals’ that might be coming, especially from the air, he declared: ‘We shall do our best to give a good account of ourselves; and we must always remember that the command of the seas will enable us to bring the immense resources of Canada into play as a decisive ultimate air factor….’


Preparations were being made, Churchill said, for a war of at least three years. But victory could come sooner than that; how soon would depend upon how long Hitler ‘and his group of wicked men, whose hands are stained with blood and soiled with corruption, can keep their grip upon the docile, unhappy German people’. Britain would go on with the fight to the end, ‘convinced that we are the defenders of civilisation and freedom’.


Churchill then cast his mind back, as he had done so often during the past four weeks, to the events of the First World War, and to his own memories:




Here I am in the same post as I was twenty-five years ago. Rough times lie ahead; but how different is the scene from that of October, 1914! Then the French Front, with its British Army fighting in the line, seemed to be about to break under the terrible impact of German Imperialism. Then Russia had been laid low at Tannenberg; then the whole might of the Austro-Hungarian Empire was in battle against us; then the brave, warlike Turks were about to join our enemies. Then we had to be ready night and day to fight a decisive sea battle with a formidable German fleet almost, in many respects, the equal of our own.


We faced those adverse conditions then; we have nothing worse to face tonight.129





Churchill’s broadcast was widely praised. ‘I take the same view as Winston,’ Chamberlain wrote to his sister, ‘to whose excellent broadcast we have just been listening. I believe Russia will always act as she thinks her own interests demand, and I cannot believe she would think her interests served by a German victory followed by a German domination of Europe.’130


That night Sir Samuel Hoare, who had spoken to Churchill during the day, noted how he was ‘very exhilarated’, and he added: ‘The Press talked of him as Prime Minister,’131 while Chamberlain’s junior Private Secretary, John Colville, wrote in his diary:




Heard Winston Churchill’s inspiring speech on the wireless. He certainly gives one confidence and will, I suspect, be Prime Minister before the war is over. Nevertheless, judging from his record of untrustworthiness and instability, he may in that case lead us into the most dangerous paths. But he is the only man in the country who commands anything like universal respect, and perhaps with age he has become less inclined to undertake rash adventures.132





Among the personal friends who wrote to Churchill after his broadcast was Lady Desborough, two of whose three sons had been killed in the First World War. ‘Your broadcast last night was a touchstone,’ she wrote, ‘lifting up our hearts—& your beautiful Navy speech last week. Bless you. You made one feel that all that matters most is unconquerable, serenely sheltered somewhere—to hold us all together.’133


***


During the first month of the war, Churchill had frequently reflected on the position of the United States, both as a neutral power and as a source of material and moral support for Britain’s war effort. Several years before the outbreak of war, when President Roosevelt’s son James had visited Churchill at Chartwell, Churchill had already written a number of newspaper articles praising Roosevelt’s effort to revive the United States’ economy. At their meeting, Churchill drew for Roosevelt’s son a design for linking the pound and the dollar. He had also sent Roosevelt the successive volumes of his biography of Marlborough.


On September 11 Roosevelt wrote direct to Churchill, from the White House:




My dear Churchill,


It is because you and I occupied similar positions in the World War that I want you to know how glad I am that you are back again in the Admiralty. Your problems are, I realise, complicated by new factors, but the essential is not very different. What I want you and the Prime Minister to know is that I shall at all times welcome it if you will keep me in touch personally with anything you want me to know about. You can always send sealed letters through your pouch or my pouch.


I am glad you did the Marlboro volumes before this thing started—and I much enjoyed reading them.


With my sincere regards,
Faithfully yours,
Franklin D. Roosevelt134





Churchill did not receive this letter until the first week of October. As soon as it reached him, he circulated a copy to his War Cabinet colleagues, to whom he proposed, on October 5, that his ‘exchange of correspondence’ with Roosevelt should take place ‘in sealed envelopes conveyed by diplomatic bag’. Churchill went on to explain to the War Cabinet that the President was not only Commander-in-Chief of the United States Navy, but took ‘an immense pride in his tenure of this post’, being personally responsible for ‘many of the moves of his ships’. Indeed, on the previous day Roosevelt had given an order ‘forbidding any publicity’ for such moves, an order, Churchill told his colleagues, ‘which in normal circumstances was only given when a country was on the point of declaring war’.


Churchill then proposed that in his reply to Roosevelt’s letter, he would use as his theme the Pan-American Conference being held that same week in Panama City, at which it had been proposed that a ‘safety belt’ area should be declared around the Americas, extending 300 miles out to sea, within which all ‘belligerent activities’ would be outlawed, and all passenger and merchant ships of whatever nationality, moving from one American port to another, ‘would be immune from attack’.


Churchill explained to the War Cabinet that this proposal would ‘relieve the Royal Navy of a great load of responsibility’. It would set more British ships free to take part in the Atlantic convoys. It would mean that the German Navy could not attack a British ship ‘approaching, say, Jamaica or Trinidad without risking hostilities with the United States’.135


Before drafting his reply to Roosevelt, Churchill discussed the Panama Conference both with his own Naval Staff, and with the United States Ambassador, Joseph Kennedy. Churchill and the Naval Staff then prepared an answer to the President. Churchill proposed beginning on a personal note. ‘Your letter,’ he wrote, ‘takes me back to 1914 and it is certainly a most unusual experience to occupy the same post fighting the same enemy 25 years later.’ But this opening sentence was lost when the full reply, concerned entirely with the Panama proposals, was redrafted by Admiral Phillips.136


‘We like the idea of a wide limit of say 300 miles within which no submarines of any belligerent country should act,’ the final draft declared. But it went on to warn of the difficulties that would be created if a German raider were to operate from, or take refuge in, the American zone. In such an event, Churchill’s telegram read, ‘we should have to be protected or allowed to protect ourselves’. There would also be ‘great difficulty’ in Britain accepting a zone ‘which was only policed by some weak neutral. But of course if the American Navy takes care of it, that is all right.’


Churchill’s first wartime telegram to Roosevelt ended: ‘We wish to help you in every way in keeping the war out of American waters.’137


The War Cabinet of October 5 approved Churchill’s reply to Roosevelt. Henceforth, both as First Lord and then as Prime Minister, Churchill and Roosevelt were to exchange several thousand telegrams on every aspect of war policy. That same night, Churchill dined at his flat in Morpeth Mansions with the Third Sea Lord, Rear-Admiral Fraser and the Director of Naval Construction, Sir Stanley Goodall, to discuss the shipbuilding programme. Fifteen years later Fraser recalled how, towards the end of dinner, the telephone rang, and the butler came in. Churchill, ‘who rather disliked telephones’, asked the butler:




‘Who is it?’


‘I don’t know, sir,’ said the butler.


‘Well, say I can’t attend to it now.’


‘I think you ought to come, sir,’ said the butler, and Churchill got up rather testily. Then we heard his replies, ‘Yes, sir… No, sir.’


The telephone conversation was on some question concerning the Athenia incident. The First Lord said: ‘Admiral, I think you must now excuse me. This is very important and I must go and see the Prime Minister at once.’138





Roosevelt had telephoned because of a warning given over the German wireless by Admiral Raeder, that the United States ship Iroquois, which had left Cork on September 3 bound for the United States, would be sunk ‘in similar circumstances’ to the sinking of the Athenia, the implication being that it would be the work of the Royal Navy, and indeed of Churchill himself.


Churchill understood the danger of these accusations; not only the sinking of the Athenia in 1939, but of the Lusitania in 1915, had been laid at his door by German propaganda. Churchill therefore jotted down at once the gist of his own remarks to Roosevelt during their telephone conversation:




Iroquois is probably a thousand miles West of Ireland. Presume you could not meet her before 50th meridian. There remains about a thousand miles in which outrage might be committed. U-boat danger inconceivable in these broad waters. Only method can be time-bomb planted at Queenstown. We think this not impossible.


Am convinced full exposure of all facts known to United States Government, including sources of information, especially if official, only way of frustrating plot. Action seems urgent. Presume you have warned Iroquois to search ship.139





Churchill discussed this German ‘warning’ with Neville Chamberlain that same night, and on the following morning he told the War Cabinet that the Germans might well have secreted a bomb on board the Iroquois, ‘timed to explode when she was in mid-Atlantic’. Should this happen, Churchill commented, ‘the Germans no doubt hoped to claim credit for the friendly gesture of having warned the Americans and so enabled them to save the crew’.140 But in the event, the Iroquois reached port safely.141


***


Having conquered Poland and partitioned it with Russia, Hitler now proposed to negotiate peace with Britain and France. On October 5 Lord Halifax told the War Cabinet that a Swedish businessman, Birger Dahlerus, had come to see him, having already seen Hitler and Goering, with a proposal that Goering himself would meet ‘in some neutral country’ an intermediary ‘nominated by the British Government’. It had been suggested that General Ironside should be that intermediary.


Lord Halifax told the War Cabinet that in his view ‘we should not absolutely shut the door’, while leaving all initiative to the Germans. Sir Samuel Hoare asked whether, ‘in the circumstances, it might not be well to damp down a little over anti-Goering propaganda?’, a proposal which Halifax approved ‘since’, he said, ‘our real object was to destroy Hitler’. Churchill, who spoke immediately after Halifax and Hoare, told the War Cabinet, as the official minutes recorded:




…that these German feelers might not be sincere and their real object might be to spread division and doubt amongst us. If they were insincere, it was likely that they would shortly be followed by a suggestion of some time limit, and when that time limit was passed we should certainly expect the most bitter fighting.


If, on the other hand, these feelers were sincere, they came, not from any sense of magnanimity, but from weakness, the present German leaders finding themselves unable to drag the German people into a war to destroy the Western Democracies.


In that event we should need to be most provident stewards of the national interest, and to take every step to ensure that we were not deceived.





Speaking at the end of the discussion, Kingsley Wood said that in his opinion Goering ‘would be glad to secure the removal of Herr Hitler, as he wished himself to live in peace and luxury’, at which Churchill agreed ‘that Marshal Goering might well cherish the idea of playing the role of General Monk’.142


General George Monk, Cromwell’s commander in Scotland, had been instrumental in the restoration of the British monarchy in 1660. Churchill’s reference to him had not been accidental, for, amid the daily pressures of war, he still somehow grasped every spare half hour to try to complete his four volume literary work, A History of the English-Speaking Peoples. His research assistant, F. W. Deakin, while training with the 63rd Oxfordshire Yeomanry Anti-Tank Regiment, was correcting the proofs of one of the final chapters, on the Victorian Age, while a young Oxford don, Alan Bullock, was preparing the section on Canada. On October 6 Churchill asked Deakin to divide what had been done into chapters, and sent him by special messenger several sections to be corrected. ‘I do hope you will be able to get on with this during the week,’ he wrote, ‘as the matter is so important and the stress here is very great.’143


To speed the task, Deakin enlisted the help of Churchill’s first research assistant, Maurice Ashley, who agreed to write 10,000 words on Cromwell. He also obtained a further 10,000 words from Alan Bullock on the origins of the Empire in Australia and New Zealand.


By December only Waterloo and Trafalgar remained to be done. His research assistants having sent him their drafts, Churchill found time to add at least a few passages in his own style.


It was the imminent German ‘peace’ offer that now became the focus of British attention, and on October 6, in a speech to the Reichstag, Hitler did indeed propose a negotiated peace with Britain and France. His condition was that Germany retained ‘effective hegemony’ in central and eastern Europe.


Two days after Hitler’s speech, Churchill sent his Cabinet colleagues a note in which he argued that, with Czechoslovakia and Poland both ‘subjected to a foreign yoke’, no negotiations should begin until ‘reparation’ had been offered ‘to the states and peoples who have been so wrongfully conquered’, and until their ‘effective life and sovereignty is unmistakably to be restored’.144


Sending this note to Chamberlain on October 9, Churchill wrote that the condition he laid down ‘does not close the door upon any genuine offer’, but he added: ‘I think opinion is hardening against the Hitler terms, and the Press seems unanimous.’145 Churchill reiterated this view at the War Cabinet that same day, when he said that British, Dominion and neutral opinion was ‘clear’ that it was ‘no use holding discussions with Herr Hitler until he showed by his actions that his policy had changed’. Churchill’s personal view was: ‘we should not attempt to manoeuvre in order to gain time’.146


While not wishing to enter into discussions with Hitler, Churchill was eager to continue to try to talk to the Italians, in the hope ‘of drawing Italy to our side’, and to this end he proposed, to both Pound and Phillips, that Britain should try to build up ‘a policy of cooperation’ with Italy in the Balkans, in the Mediterranean, and by means of mutual reductions of the Italian garrison in Libya and the French garrison in Tunis. ‘The Cabinet showed itself much disposed to favour this policy yesterday,’ Churchill noted. Any such agreement, he added, would also have to include an agreement with Italy ‘to ensure that Germany does not receive appreciable supplies from Italian sources’. The aim of the agreement would be a Convention, signed by Britain, France and Italy, ‘making the Mediterranean free for all traffic, forbidding submarine war in those waters and guaranteeing each other against interruption’. Only submarines of the Convention signatories would be allowed in the Mediterranean, thus ensuring ‘the effective extirpation of the U-Boats’.147


Churchill’s note was sent on to the Foreign Office, which agreed to send the Admiralty any draft telegram to Rome on the subject of such a Convention, and a few days later a telegram to Sir Percy Loraine in Rome contained a section written by Churchill, in similar terms to his note, and ending with a direct appeal from Churchill to Loraine: ‘Pray let them see the full advantages of the friendly arrangement we have in mind.’148 But neither Hitler’s speech of October 6, nor the attempts to neutralize Italy, deflected Churchill from his main task, for he continued to be alert to any German plans for an attack in the west, and to be ready to try to counter those plans to the fullest extent possible. Many contingencies were discussed, and plans laid; on October 7 he told the War Cabinet that a Captain had been chosen to go ‘to each of the main ports in the Low Countries’, to study at first hand ‘the resources of Holland and Belgium’, and that details were being worked out, in the event of a German attack, to move the Dutch and Belgian gold bullion either to Britain or to the United States.149 But on October 10 Lord Halifax reported to the War Cabinet that as far as any military staff conversations between Britain and Belgium were concerned, the Belgian Government was not ready for them, ‘since they would constitute a derogation from Belgium’s neutrality’.150


The hesitations of Belgium were one cause for concern in the second week of October. A second cause for concern that week emerged when Pound sent Churchill details of substantial lags in the naval construction due for 1940, under the Naval Estimates of 1936. ‘These are the ships we want to fight the war with,’ Churchill commented, ‘and it is lamentable that they should all be breaking down on contract dates. It’s far more important to have some ships to fight with, and to have ships that Parliament has paid for, delivered to date, than to squander effort upon remote construction which has no relation to our dangers!’


Churchill was particularly worried, as he wrote to Pound, that the King George V and the Prince of Wales should be ready by their contract dates, July 1940 and October 1940 respectively. To reach this target would now require a ‘supreme effort’. Above all, Churchill wrote, the ‘Peace-time habit of contractors in booking orders, and executing them when they please’, could not be allowed to continue in time of war. ‘Advise me,’ he added, ‘of the penalties that may be enforced.’


Churchill had his own solution to this vexatious lag. It too derived from his First World War experiences, both at the Admiralty, and at the Ministry of Munitions. ‘I will see the contractors personally at the Admiralty in your presence,’ he wrote to Pound. ‘Pray arrange these meetings from 5 p.m. onwards. It is no use the contractors saying it cannot be done. I have seen it done when full pressure is applied, and every resource and contrivance utilized.’


As for the naval construction programme of 1937, with its ships laid down for 1941, that programme, Churchill wrote, ‘may jog along as fast as it can, but the ships we need to win the war must be in commission in 1940’. His minute ended: ‘Pray thrust yourselves into this and give me your aid to smooth away the obstacles.’151


Churchill’s exhortations to Pound were accepted as the legitimate concern of an energetic First Lord; his was, in the end, the ultimate responsibility in the event of naval unpreparedness, or the neglect of future war construction. But as Churchill saw it, his responsibilities extended far beyond the confines, if such they were, of the Royal Navy, and of Britain’s sea-borne lifelines. This sense of responsibility pervaded his thoughts on Foreign Affairs, and also on domestic policy in connection with the war. He was, after all, a member of the War Cabinet, and it was in pursuance of what he saw as his War Cabinet responsibilities that he wrote on October 8 to the Lord Privy Seal, Sir Samuel Hoare:




In spite of having a full day’s work usually here, I cannot help feeling anxious about the Home Front. You know my views about the needless and, in most parts of the country, senseless, severities of these black-outs, entertainment restrictions and the rest. But what about petrol? Have the Navy failed to bring in the supplies? Are there not more supplies on the water approaching and probably arriving than would have been ordered had peace remained unbroken?


I am told that very large numbers of people and a large part of the business of the country is hampered by the stinting. Surely the proper way to deal with this is to have a ration at the standard rate, and allow free purchasing, subject to a heavy tax, beyond it. People will pay for locomotion, the Revenue will benefit by the tax, more cars will come out with registration fees, and the business of the country can go forward.





Churchill now turned to the new food rations, which he had earlier opposed, and was still uneasy about:




Then look at these rations, all devised by the Ministry of Food to win the war. By all means have rations, but I am told that the meat ration for instance is very little better than that of Germany. Is there any need of this when the seas are open?


If we have a heavy set-back from Air attack or surface attack, it might be necessary to inflict these severities. Up to the present there is no reason to suppose that the Navy has failed in bringing in the supplies, or that it will fail.





Churchill turned next to the question of manpower, and put forward a novel scheme:




…what about all these people of middle-age, many of whom served in the last war, who are full of vigour and experience and who are being told by tens of thousands that they are not wanted, and that there is nothing for them, except to register at the local Labour Exchange. Surely this is very foolish.


Why do we not form a Home Guard of half-a-million men over forty (if they like to volunteer) and put all our elderly stars at the head and in the structure of these new formations. Let these five hundred thousand men come along and push the young and active out of all the home billets. If uniforms are lacking, a brassard would suffice, and I am assured there are plenty of rifles at any rate. I thought from what you said to me the other day that you liked this idea. If so, let us make it work.





‘I hear continual complaints from every quarter,’ Churchill ended, ‘of the lack of organization on the Home Front. Can’t we get at it?’152


***


On October 11 an attempt to shake public confidence in Chamberlain had been made by the Daily Mirror, in an article stating that it was only Churchill’s ‘brilliant memorandum’ that had persuaded the Cabinet to stiffen Chamberlain’s proposed reply to Hitler. As soon as he read the article, Churchill sent a copy to Chamberlain, describing it as ‘evidently designed by them to make mischief between us’. Churchill added: ‘I spoke to no one about my draft article outside the secret circle. I gave copies of it to five Cabinet colleagues including yrself & Edward.’153 Chamberlain replied at once; ‘I should pay no attention to it,’154 and the episode was over.


Chamberlain rejected Hitler’s proposals in a statement in the House of Commons on October 12; part of his statement was indeed based on Churchill’s draft. ‘The reception of the Prime Minister’s speech by the House,’ Churchill minuted to Pound that same day, ‘so clearly endorsed a firm attitude that one must expect a violent reaction from Herr Hitler. Perhaps quite soon. Everyone seems to think that it will be on a naval force, convoys, shipping in the docks etc.’ All this was now Churchill’s responsibility. ‘It seems to me,’ he told Pound, ‘that special vigilance should be enjoined at Chatham, Devonport and Portsmouth, and that the Fleet at Scapa should be loose and easy in its movements. Not tethered particularly.’


Churchill also suggested that the Admiralty ‘go over’ its arrangements with the Air Force for the defence of these various threatened points, making the Air Force feel ‘how much we are relying on them to strike back hard at the assailant’. Churchill ended: ‘Pray let me know anything else you think we can do, and how best to have everything toned up to concert pitch. These next few days are full of danger.’155
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‘Fire and Stimulus’


The ‘danger’ of which Churchill had warned on October 12 was indeed near; at one o’clock in the morning of October 14 a German submarine, having penetrated the anti-submarine defences at Scapa Flow, torpedoed and sank the battleship Royal Oak, then at anchor. The Admiral and more than eight hundred officers and men were drowned. ‘The loss of this ship,’ Churchill told the War Cabinet that morning, ‘though an extremely regrettable disaster, did not materially affect the general naval position.’156 It had, however, affected him personally, for, as John Higham later recalled, ‘when I brought the news to Churchill, tears sprang to his eyes and he muttered, “Poor fellows, poor fellows, trapped in those black depths”…’157


Churchill’s daughter Mary, then aged seventeen, also remembered the impact of the sinking of the Royal Oak. ‘You couldn’t conceive it was possible,’ she recalled. ‘It wasn’t on the high seas. Just down to the bottom.’ Her father, she added, ‘felt the loss of life very much. He realized what it all meant, the loss of the great ships, the loss of the men—and what it meant in terms of the war.’158


The Air Ministry, Churchill told his War Cabinet colleagues on October 14, had been asked whether they would reinforce the air defences of Scapa. Additional anti-submarine defences would be ready by November 7. Meanwhile, the Fleet had been moved from Scapa to Rosyth.


At the end of Churchill’s survey, Chamberlain asked ‘whether there was any possibility of retaliating’, and suggested ‘a submarine attack on German warships in harbour’. But Dudley Pound pointed out that this was considered ‘impracticable’, owing to the narrow, shallow-water approaches to the German naval bases.


The War Cabinet then discussed the part to be played by the Royal Air Force in the event of a German invasion of Belgium. Churchill was emphatic that the ‘violation’ of Belgium would, as he expressed it, ‘afford a moral justification for our bombing the Ruhr, even if this involved civilian casualties’, and he added: ‘The idea of causing civilian casualties among the German population of the Ruhr was to him less shocking than the civilian casualties which the Belgians would incur if we bombed the German Army while it was moving through Belgium.’


By the end of the discussion there was ‘general agreement’, as the official minutes recorded, ‘that an attack on the Ruhr would have a very big moral, as well as military, effect’.159


Following the sinking of the Royal Oak, Churchill prepared an account of the naval situation for President Roosevelt. ‘I think we ought to send something more to our American friend,’ he explained in a note to Pound on October 16, ‘in order to keep him interested in our affairs. If you agree, I will show this to the PM before sending it to the American Ambassador for transmission.’ Churchill’s note continued: ‘If you think of anything else which could be added with advantage, please pencil it in. We must not let the liaison lapse.’160


Both Pound and Chamberlain approved of Churchill’s telegram, his second to Roosevelt since he had become First Lord. ‘We have been hitting the U-Boats hard with our new apparatus,’ Churchill explained, ‘and on Friday 13th four, including two of the largest and latest, were destroyed.’ Speculating on the future course of the war, Churchill told Roosevelt: ‘Our accounts of Hitler’s oil position make us feel he is up against time limits. This means that either he will make a vehement attack on us for which we are prepared, or that he is being held back by counsellors who see the red light. Either way we propose to see what happens, being fairly confident that all will be well.’ Churchill also offered to give the United States Navy access to Britain’s ‘Asdic’ anti-submarine location device ‘whenever you feel they would be of use to the United States Navy’.161


As each day passed, Churchill studied the secret information available to members of the War Cabinet; information which showed the extent of Britain’s weakness. On the same day that he prepared this telegram for Roosevelt with its assertion that ‘all will be well’, he studied an Air Ministry paper on aircraft production. Then, recalling his own warnings from 1934 to 1937, and how they had been dismissed at the time by Baldwin, Chamberlain and their Ministers, Churchill wrote to his War Cabinet colleagues:




We were told in 1937 that there would be 1,750 first-line aircraft modernly equipped by April 1, 1938 (see Sir Thomas Inskip’s speeches). However the House of Commons was content with the statement that this position had in fact been realised by April 1, 1939.


We were throughout assured that reserves far above the German scale were the feature of the British system. We now have apparently only about 1,500 first-line aircraft with good reserves ready for action. On mobilization the 125 squadrons of April 1, 1939 shrank to 96.





The Air Ministry paper also showed that only half the aircraft output from factories would be available for action by April 1940. ‘It may be impossible to remedy this,’ Churchill wrote, ‘but at any rate we ought to examine it without delay.’162


In the third week of October, Churchill again pressed his colleagues not to neglect the possibility of creating a ‘friendly’ Italy. Once a common Anglo-Italian policy began to be evolved, he wrote on October 18, ‘one thing leads to another, and confidence ripens into comradeship’. A good relationship with Italy would enable Britain, France and Italy ‘to bring home an equal number of divisions from the Middle East’, a move which would be ‘all to the good’. No one, he wrote, would want to keep a large British army in Egypt ‘simply to build up what is called a reserve in the Middle East, irrespective of the general military situation’. Italy’s friendship, and what he described as Britain’s desire ‘to draw Italy into our system’, would strengthen Britain’s military and naval position at home and in western Europe.163


Given an agreement with Italy to ‘keep the U-boat warfare out of the Mediterranean’—Churchill’s phrase in his War Cabinet memorandum of October 18—he did see another area in which British naval activity might be needed. Turkey had just signed an alliance with Britain. Russia might try to put pressure on Turkey for control of the Bosphorus. A British Fleet in the Black Sea could prevent the Russians from actually attacking Turkey.


This was Churchill’s line of thought in a minute which he sent to Dudley Pound and Tom Phillips on October 19. ‘What is the strength of the Russian Black Sea marine,’ he asked them, ‘and what would be sufficient to master them?’ The Naval Staff should study the question ‘in all its military bearings’, and should work out the means ‘of finding and maintaining’ such a force. ‘Clearly,’ Churchill concluded, ‘if Russia declares war upon us, we must hold the Black Sea.’164


Holding the Black Sea was hypothetical; maintaining the safety of the oceanic convoys, armed merchant ships, or isolated vessels, was the urgent need. On October 18 Churchill asked for a ‘special chart’ to be marked up, showing all unarmed merchant ships ‘of any size’ that were approaching Britain unescorted. This chart, he said, should be ‘kept up to date daily’.165 Five days later he wrote privately to Pound:




Do you think the arrangement for routing and escorting the convoys is sufficiently well-organised? There is no question of interference with the C in C Western Approaches, but ought there not to be a group of officers in the Admiralty whose sole function is to worry about the safety, from hour to hour, of particular convoys?—and make suggestions to higher authority.





‘Ought we not,’ Churchill added, ‘to have a daily report of every convoy as regularly worked out as the block-signal system on the railway?’166


Despite the Admiralty’s vigilance, there were insufficient warships either to escort all convoys, or to ensure the full safety of an escorted convoy once it was attacked. In the week following Churchill’s letter to Pound, six more British merchant ships were sunk by U-boats.167 On November 9 Churchill summoned his senior advisers, together with Lindemann, and Major Desmond Morton of the Ministry of Economic Warfare, his principal pre-war source of information about German military preparedness. He also asked Frederick Leathers, whom he described to Pound as ‘a great shipping expert, known personally to me’.168


The aim of this meeting was to discuss the ‘immense slowing down of trade’ in the first ten weeks of war, a fact which left Churchill ‘deeply disturbed’. As Churchill remarked: ‘We shall have failed in our task if we merely substitute delays for sinkings,’ and he added: ‘I frankly admit I had not appreciated this aspect, but in this War we must learn from day to day. We must secretly loosen up the convoy system (while boasting about it publicly), especially on the outer routes.’


The solution, as Churchill saw it, lay in accepting ‘a higher degree of risk’, and he told the meeting: ‘This is possible now that so many of our ships are armed,’ as even on the Atlantic routes, they could cross ‘in smaller parties’.169


One item of hope that week had come from France, and offered to lessen the risk that the secret loosening up of the convoy system would create, at least on the Halifax convoys. For on November 6 the British Naval Attaché in France, Captain Holland, saw the French naval Commander-in-Chief, Admiral Darlan, and reported that Darlan was ‘extremely ready to cooperate’ with Britain by sending six large French submarines to the Halifax convoy route. These six submarines, Holland noted, would be sent off to convoy duty ‘as soon as they can, though it will probably entail taking two from Martinique’.170


When, and how, would the German offensive in the west begin? These were the questions which were continually on Churchill’s mind during the late autumn of 1939. At an evening War Cabinet on October 19, held in Chamberlain’s room in the House of Commons, he ‘strongly urged’, as the minutes recorded, that the Canadian, Australian and New Zealand troops then being prepared for service overseas ‘should take their places in the line in France by the opening of the Spring campaign’.171 At a further War Cabinet held at 10 Downing Street on the morning of October 20, Churchill told his colleagues that he thought that Britain herself ‘should make every effort to get as large a force as possible into the line by the Spring, when decisive operations might be expected to start’. It would be better, he argued, ‘to send troops over with a lower scale of equipment, than to leave the French Army with insufficient forces to withstand the whole weight of the German Army’.172


To his two most senior Naval Staff colleagues, Pound and Phillips, Churchill minuted on October 21 that, much as he deprecated ‘invasion scares’, and had combated them ‘so constantly’ in the early months of the First World War, he still felt that it ‘might be well for the Chiefs of Staff to consider what would happen’ if twenty thousand men were ‘run across and landed say, at Harwich, or at Webburn Hook,173 where there is deep water close inshore’. The long, dark nights of the oncoming winter ‘would help such designs’. Had the War Office made plans, he asked, ‘to provide against this contingency?’ He did not think such a landing likely, but was it ‘physically possible?’174 Two days later Churchill wrote again to Pound: ‘I have, of course, no knowledge of the military arrangements, but it seems to me there ought to be a certain number of mobile columns or organised forces that can be thrown rapidly against any descent.’ Equally, he added, it might be ‘that the Air service will be able to assume full responsibility’.175


On October 21 Churchill urged upon Pound the need for ‘a squadron of heavy ships that can stand up to the battery from the Air’, and of extra decoy ships ‘to mix and baffle’ air reconnaissance. ‘It looks to me,’ Churchill wrote, ‘as if the war would lag through the winter with token fighting in all spheres & theatres, but that it will begin with mortal intensity in the Spring’. To encourage Pound, he added: ‘Remember no-one can gainsay what we together decide,’ writing at the top of this minute, ‘Alone’, and at its end, ‘Trafalgar day!’176


In the context of the coming conflict, Churchill continued to be alarmed by the ambiguity of Eire’s position, and took exception, at the War Cabinet of October 22, to a remark by Lord Halifax that ‘Eire is to be regarded as a neutral state.’ That same day Churchill wrote personally to Halifax, doubting that ‘the neutrality wh Mr De Valera has proclaimed’ was in any way the same as the neutrality of Holland or Switzerland. ‘What is the international juridical status of Southern Ireland?’ Churchill asked. ‘It is not a Dominion. They themselves repudiate the idea. It is certainly under the Crown. Nothing has been defined. Legally I believe they are “At war but skulking”.’177


The Dominions Secretary, Anthony Eden, while sympathetic to Churchill’s distress, understood the strength of feeling in Eire against even the leasing of naval bases. ‘I fear that it has become every day clearer,’ he wrote to Lord Halifax, ‘that it is scarcely possible for “Dev” to square neutrality with the grant of the facilities for which the Admiralty ask, and at least 80% of the Irish people favour neutrality.’ Altogether Eden added, ‘a pretty problem’.178


At the War Cabinet on October 24 Churchill argued that Britain ‘should challenge the constitutional position of Eire’s neutrality’. Unlike the other Dominions, he said, which were separated from Britain by thousands of miles, ‘Eire was an integral part of the British Isles’. As the German submarine menace grew, Britain would have to ‘insist’ on the use of the southern Irish harbours. At present, Churchill told his colleagues, Eire ‘was having the best of both worlds’. She should now be told that she was at ‘the parting of the ways, and it should be brought home to her what she stood to lose in being declared a foreign power’.


Replying to Churchill, Chamberlain feared that seizure of the southern Irish ports ‘would have most unfortunate repercussions in the United States and in India, where it would be hailed as a high-handed and unwarranted action’. But it should be possible, Chamberlain added, to make the Dominions realize ‘the dangers to them of Eire’s attitude’.179


It was the question of air support for the army that was uppermost in Churchill’s mind at the fourth and final meeting of the Land Forces Committee, held on October 23. The pioneer aviator, and Conservative MP, Colonel Moore-Brabazon, whom Churchill had known for more than forty years, had proposed to the Committee the provision of cheap aircraft by mass production, both to provide close support for the Continental Army, and ‘to achieve surprise on the battlefield’. Arguing that this proposal should be examined further, Churchill stressed ‘that everything possible should be done to give the Army the intimate air support which was necessary in modern conditions’.180


Three days later, foreign affairs again intruded on Churchill’s work, when he was invited by Chamberlain to a special War Cabinet Committee to discuss British aid to Turkey in the event of a German or Russian attack. Under a Treaty of Mutual Assistance signed seven days before, between Britain, France and Turkey, both France and Britain were pledged to lend Turkey ‘all aid and assistance in their power’ against the aggression of any European power. Turkey’s pledge was somewhat less demanding: no more than ‘at least a benevolent neutrality’.181


As far as a possible Russian attack on Turkey was concerned, Churchill told the Committee, while it was important to prevent the Russians from seizing the mouth of the Bosphorus, this ‘could easily be done by our Fleet’. Once Turkey was the victim of aggression, Churchill pointed out, Britain would be entitled, under the pre-war Montreux Convention, ‘to send naval forces through the Dardanelles’, to implement Britain’s obligations not only to Turkey, but also to Greece and Rumania.182


Churchill proposed telling the Turks, through their Ambassador in London, General Orbay, ‘that we contemplated being able to give them immediate naval support in the event of their being threatened by Russia, and that such support would be considerably more effective if the Turkish naval bases were adequately defended for use by our fleet’. His suggestion was approved, on condition that, as the Committee’s report noted, ‘in no circumstances should our forces be placed under the command of a Turkish Commander-in-Chief’.183


Danger seemed suddenly to come much closer to home when, in the early hours of October 27, a telegram reached the Foreign Office from Belgrade, with details, said to have come from the German General Staff, of an alleged German plan to invade Britain. A total of 5,200 aircraft divided into four sections; one would parachute 12,000 men on the East Coast, one would neutralize British aerodromes, aircraft factories and railways by bombing, one would neutralize the Navy, and one would protect the transport of troops by sea, and cover their disembarkation. At the same time, a mass of small merchant ships would transport a further 23,000 men, including armoured detachments. On the following night, a further 45,000 men would be landed. A diversionary attack would be made on the Maginot Line, using a ‘new type of flame thrower’ and armour-piercing aerial torpedoes ‘launched from aircraft’.184


A special Committee of the War Cabinet, headed by the Minister for Co-ordination of Defence, Lord Chatfield, met at 9.30 on the evening of October 27. The War Cabinet was represented by Hore-Belisha, Kingsley Wood, the Minister without Portfolio, Lord Hankey, and Churchill. It was Churchill who warned that in the event of such an assault by Germany, as far as naval forces were concerned: ‘The East coast was bare.’ Many of the ‘great ships’ needed to combat such an invasion were ‘away hunting’ German commerce raiders. The majority of the Royal Navy’s destroyers ‘were engaged on hunting U-boats and on convoy work’.


Churchill did not rule out the possibility of such an attack, telling his colleagues, as the Committee’s minutes recorded, that:




The Germans were faced with the necessity of undertaking some great operation, either against ourselves or against the French. They might shrink from sacrificing vast numbers in an attack on the Maginot Line, whereas they might well gamble on a hazardous venture against Great Britain, which, if it succeeded, would cause us great loss and confusion, and, if it failed, would only entail the loss of 80,000 men. He thought, therefore, that we should treat the possibility seriously, and take due precautions.





‘If an invasion materialized,’ Churchill pointed out, ‘it might even be necessary to bring back Divisions from France,’ and he suggested that ‘plans for doing so’ should be prepared.


It was the Secretary of State for War, Leslie Hore-Belisha, who cautioned that the source of the information was ‘highly unreliable’. It might, he said, be a ‘“red herring”, designed to draw us off the track of a real operation, planned elsewhere, possibly against Holland’.185


At the War Cabinet on October 28, it was Chatfield who reported on the Committee’s discussion. The Air Ministry had confirmed that Germany did indeed possess the necessary 5,200 aircraft ‘if all types were taken into account’, and also the ‘trained parachute infantry’. It would therefore be ‘unwise to ignore the possibility’ of such an invasion plan.


Churchill then told the War Cabinet of the naval measures recommended ‘to meet the possibility of this invasion’. On these measures would depend Britain’s ability to hamper, if not to prevent, a German landing. One submarine, he explained, would be sent to reconnoitre the Heligoland Bight. Ten submarines would form a screen along the western edge of the German minefield, ‘across the possible route of an expedition’. Four cruisers would be placed at Rosyth, ready to move against the German troop transports. At the cost of ‘a great strain’ to the existing convoy, escort and anti-submarine forces, the destroyer force on the Humber and at Harwich would be brought up to a strength of 35; this measure was in fact already in progress. But the heavy ships of the Home Fleet would remain in the north, to protect them from the ‘heavy damage’ to which they would be exposed by the aerial attack envisaged in the German invasion plan, if such it was.


Churchill then warned his colleagues ‘that we were fighting this war with last war’s ships, which were not designed against heavy air attack’. But Lord Chatfield pointed out that, whatever the risk, it was wrong to leave the East Coast ‘devoid of Capital Ships’.186


Churchill pondered Chatfield’s criticism; then, at midnight on October 28, sent Pound a letter supporting what Chatfield had said. ‘It seems to me serious,’ Churchill wrote, ‘for all heavy ships to yield up the North Sea for two and a half days by going to the Clyde.’ They would, he felt, be safer in the Forth, protected by sixty-four guns as against twenty-four in the Clyde. ‘Why then should we choose the Clyde,’ he asked, ‘at the cost of uncovering the Island?’


Churchill had another reason for opposing the move to the Clyde, telling Pound:




There are plenty of Irish traitors in the Glasgow area; telephone communication with Ireland is, I believe, unrestricted; there is a German ambassador in Dublin. I should expect that within a few hours of the arrival of these ships it would be known in Berlin that the British heavy ships were definitely out of the North Sea, and could not return for more than sixty hours.187





Within twenty-four hours Churchill had decided to follow Chatfield’s advice. ‘Every effort should be made,’ he wrote to Pound and Chatfield on the morning of Sunday October 29, ‘to make Rosyth the strongest defended war-harbour in the world’, while at least one heavy ship should be posted on the East Coast ‘as an effective deterrent against any attempt to dominate the North Sea by enemy surface craft’. Churchill’s letter ended: ‘Thus we may await attack with confidence.’188


At noon that same day, Sunday October 29, the War Cabinet renewed its discussion on the possibility of a German invasion. Churchill suggested that the London parks might be a good place for an enemy parachute landing, and asked for an urgent review of the British troops available in London itself.189 For his own part, Churchill took immediate action, instructing Phillips to arrange for ‘a stand of arms’ to be placed in the basement of the Admiralty, and for all officers and ‘able-bodied personnel’ employed in the Admiralty building to have a rifle, a bayonet and ammunition. Fifty such armed men, he wrote ‘would be enough’. And he added: ‘Let this be done in forty-eight hours.’190


On October 31 Churchill went up to Scapa Flow for a second time to discuss the northern defences with the Commander-in-Chief, Admiral Forbes. On November 1, on his return to London, Churchill gave instructions to Phillips, for ‘the camouflaging of the oil tanks and the creation of dummy oil tanks’ at Scapa. At the same time, the defences of Rosyth would continue, he wrote, ‘to be worked up in every way until it is a place where the strong ships of the Fleet can rest in security’. After setting out various detailed proposals for improving the defences of Rosyth, Churchill added that he would be ‘glad’ if Phillips would ‘vet this minute and make sure it is correct and solid in every detail’; only then was it to go to Pound for his assent, and made ‘operative’ in all Departments.191


Preparations had now been made, for both the immediate defences of Rosyth, and the longer term defences of Scapa Flow. But at the same time, Churchill was distressed by the continuing talk about a possible peace with Germany. At the War Cabinet on November 1 he listened uneasily while Halifax told his colleagues that a message had been given to a Swedish intermediary, to the effect that Britain could not come to terms with any Government in Germany ‘unless Hitler ceased to hold a position where he could influence the course of events’.192 Such a message, Churchill warned Halifax privately on November 1, would mean, by implication, ‘that we were prepared to accept a Government in Germany which reserved a ceremonial and honourable position for Hitler’. Such an arrangement, Churchill believed, would ‘not be accepted for a moment’ by the British nation. It would, in addition, be contrary ‘to the whole basis of our public declarations and Cabinet co-operation’. Churchill’s letter continued:




…I do not see any advantage in our dealing with German suggestions in detail. We have said that the restoration of confidence is the prerequisite of peace negotiations. It is for the Germans to establish conditions which when viewed as a whole would engender that feeling in our breasts.


There is great danger in these secret communications. If, for instance, you said anything like what you suggested, the Germans could use it to undermine French confidence in us with possibly fatal effects.





‘On the other hand,’ Churchill told Halifax, ‘if you stand firm in accordance with our public declarations, the Germans may themselves disintegrate.’193


***


Churchill left England for France on the afternoon of Thursday November 2, driving from London to Dover, and crossing to Boulogne by destroyer. From Boulogne he took the train to Paris.194 It was his first wartime visit across the Channel, his hundredth visit or more to France since he had first gone there, as a boy, with his father, more than fifty years before. His love of France was profound; he had many personal friendships with individual Frenchmen, and for the whole of his political life had been an advocate of close Franco-British friendship. During the First World War he had been in intimate contact, first in 1914–15, and again in 1917–18, with those at the highest levels of French war policy.


Reaching Paris late in the evening of November 2, Churchill slept at the Ritz. On the following morning he was driven to French Naval headquarters, at Marceau, to the east of Paris, where for two hours he discussed the naval situation with Admiral Darlan. As the official British notes of the meeting recorded, Churchill opened the meeting ‘by making a speech in French’. This speech ‘was closely followed by the French, who were visibly affected by the offers of cooperation and assistance’.195


In his speech, Churchill offered ‘to supply and fit every French anti-submarine craft with asdics’. Any French vessels sent to England for fitting ‘will be immediately taken in hand’, he promised. Britain would also arrange for ‘imparting of the method’ to the French, and training. Churchill was confident that by continuing the joint Franco-British strategy of blockade ‘no temptation will be offered to Italy to enter the war against us, and that the German power of resistance will certainly be brought to an end’.196 There followed a series of detailed discussions, mostly on convoy co-operation, in which Phillips was the senior British naval officer present. These discussions continued in the afternoon.


Returning to Paris, Churchill called on the Prime Minister, Edouard Daladier, whom he found, as he told the War Cabinet on his return, ‘labouring under a sense of imminent crisis’. Churchill told Daladier that Britain wished ‘to go better than our word’ in the number of divisions to be sent to France, and he stressed ‘that the whole strength of the country was being thrown into the struggle’. With this, Churchill noted, he felt he had left Daladier ‘in a more optimistic frame of mind’.197


That night Churchill gave a small dinner to his French opposite number, Campinchi, the French Minister of Marine, in a private room at the Ritz. Looking back after the war, Churchill recalled his ‘high opinion’ of Campinchi, and he added: ‘His patriotism, his ardour, his acute intelligence, and above all his resolve to conquer or die, hit home.’


As for Darlan, Churchill later wrote, he was fighting ‘on quite a different front from ours’. For seven years he had been the head and the ‘reviver’ of the French Navy, ‘while shifting Ministerial phantoms had filled the office of Minister of Marine. It was his obsession to keep the politicians in their places as chatterboxes in the Chamber.’


Phillips, like Churchill, had been impressed chiefly by Campinchi, this ‘tough Corsican’, Churchill called him, ‘who never flinched or failed’. When Campinchi died, Churchill added, ‘broken and under the scowl of Vichy towards the beginning of 1941, his last words were of hope in me. I shall always deem them an honour.’198


That night Churchill again slept at the Ritz, and on the morning of November 4, using his room at the Ritz as an office, he dictated a number of departmental minutes. In one, he commented on his own journey to France: ‘I was not entirely satisfied with the state of the mine-field at Dover. Although it has been laid with remarkable and praiseworthy activity, a large gap exists in the Western field through which U-boats can easily pass.’ Indeed, there was no doubt that the mine-field was being ‘traversed’ by U-boats, ‘and that the majority got through’. Churchill then proposed a remedy which he recalled from the First World War, to have the barrage ‘lighted and buoyed’.


Churchill also noted, having been much impressed by the French Admiralty’s ‘very complete installation’ at Marceau, that it was British policy not to leave the capital, as the French had done, but ‘to stay in London until it becomes really impossible’. Nevertheless he hoped that the British Admiralty’s ‘alternative installation’ would be brought up ‘to a high level of efficiency’, and he went on to ask:




Pray let me know how it stands, and whether we could in fact shift at a moment’s notice without any break in control. Have the telephones, & c., been laid effectively? Are there underground wires as well as others? Do they connect with exchanges other than London, or are they dependent upon the main London exchange? If so, it is a great danger.199





At noon on November 4 Churchill lunched with General Gamelin, and in the afternoon he visited General Georges at his headquarters. They discussed the possibility, as Churchill told the War Cabinet on his return, of releasing ‘an appreciable number of destroyers’ from escort duty by using the Channel ports for as many troop movements as possible, while at the same time sending British units ‘still under training’ to districts such as Provence, ‘where French Army training areas would be placed at our disposal’. Not only was the climate favourable and the terrain ‘well adapted’ for training, but the presence of British troops ‘would have a most heartening effect on Italian opinion’.200


Returning to Paris on the evening of November 4, Churchill gave a dinner at the Ritz for Campinchi and Darlan. Also invited were three of his French friends of the pre-war years: Léon Blum, Paul Reynaud and Georges Mandel, together with a senior Foreign Ministry official, Alexis Léger. Then, at midnight, Churchill took a special train to Amiens, sleeping in the train, and leaving it after breakfast for Arras, to visit Lord Gort’s headquarters. After lunching with Gort, Churchill returned to London via Boulogne and Dover.201


‘I hope,’ Churchill wrote to Darlan on his return, ‘that the development of the French Fleet, which is due so greatly to yourself, may be continued in association with the British Fleet until the war is brought to a successful conclusion.’202


On the morning of November 6 Churchill gave the War Cabinet an account of his visit to France. The discussion then turned to a report by the Chiefs of Staff Committee on the military implications of a German invasion of Holland. Their conclusion was that the aim of such an invasion would be to use Holland, as Chamberlain put it, ‘solely as a base for attack against this country’, and Kingsley Wood confirmed that a German occupation of the Dutch islands at the mouth of the Scheldt ‘would constitute a very serious menace in placing the German medium bombers and fighters within range of London’. Churchill agreed; a German advance into Holland, avoiding the Dutch ‘fortress’ north of Antwerp, and concentrating on the area between Rotterdam and Antwerp, would, he said ‘make it easier for them to carry out a mortal attack on this country’.


Churchill saw no way to prevent a German occupation of southern Holland. He therefore advocated, as the official minutes recorded, ‘that we ought to be prepared if necessary, to retaliate immediately by attacking the Ruhr’. At the same time, once German troops entered Holland, the Belgians were likely to invite both France and Britain ‘to enter Belgium’. From his conversation with General Georges, it was clear, Churchill said, that ‘every preparation for such a move had been made’. In addition, he reported, General Georges had spoken highly of the eighteen Belgian divisions, ‘which he considered were better material than some of the less well-equipped German divisions’.203


At the War Cabinet on the following day, November 7, Churchill told his colleagues about the sinking of the Royal Oak. There should, he said, be no enquiry; and he went on to explain that ‘the Senior Naval Officer in Scotland had reported the previous April that the defences of Scapa were inadequate. In May, the Admiralty had replied to the effect that they were satisfied with the arrangements that had been made.’204 When Hore-Belisha expressed his concern about hostile feeling in the House of Commons, Churchill ‘expressed himself confident’ that he would be able to ‘satisfy’ the House of Commons, and at a further War Cabinet on the morning of November 8 Churchill argued that over the whole naval story it was ‘right to give the House the complete picture, not slurring over our setbacks, but leading up to a happy conclusion’.205


That afternoon Churchill gave the House of Commons an account of the sinking of the Royal Oak. The ‘long and famed immunity’, he said, which Scapa Flow had gained in the First World War had led ‘to a too easy valuation of the dangers which were present. An undue degree of risk was accepted, both at the Admiralty and in the Fleet.’ The Admiralty, he added ‘upon whom the broad responsibility rests, are resolved to learn this bitter lesson, namely, that in this new war, with its many novel complications, nothing must be taken for granted; and that every joint in our harness must be tested and strengthened so far as our resources and ingenuity allow’.


Churchill went on to speak of the successes both of the convoy system and of the offensive against German submarines. ‘Three times as many hunting craft are now at work,’ he said, ‘as at the outbreak of the war.’ And yet, Churchill continued, striking that measured balance between realism and hope which was to become the hallmark of all his wartime speeches:




I must warn the House again that continual losses must be expected. No immunity can be guaranteed at any time. There will not be in this war any period when the seas will be completely safe; but neither will there be, I believe and I trust, any period when the full necessary traffic of the Allies cannot be carried on.


We shall suffer and we shall suffer continually, but by perseverance, and by taking measures on the largest scale, I feel no doubt that in the end we shall break their hearts.206





Once more, Churchill’s speech was effective; its ‘candour’ and ‘impressive confidence’ being praised that afternoon in the House of Commons by the leader of the Liberal Party, Sir Archibald Sinclair. But those around Chamberlain were still suspicious of Churchill’s judgment. On November 9 John Colville noted in his diary that although Chamberlain was now suffering ‘rather badly’ from gout there was ‘really nobody to take his place: Halifax hasn’t the forcefulness and Winston is too unstable’.207


Churchill’s public warning of November 8 that ‘nothing must be taken for granted’ was rapidly translated into a spate of enquiries into new and old areas of concern. ‘It appears to me,’ he minuted to Phillips on November 9, ‘that St Helena and Ascension must be made effectively secure against seizure by landing parties from, say, a Deutschland. We should look very foolish if we found them in possession of the two 6-inch guns with a supply ship in the harbour. I don’t feel the garrisons there are strong enough.’208 That same day, studying figures which showed that the convoy system had resulted in a slowing down of both imports and exports, Churchill proposed an ‘intricate study’ to be made of the convoy problem, and to do this he once more enlisted the help both of Professor Lindemann, and of Desmond Morton, to whom he had often turned before the war for help on matters of trade and defence.209


***


Still concerned about the possibility of some sudden German move against Britain, at the War Cabinet that evening Churchill argued that, given the ‘considerable number’ of enemy agents ‘still at large’, it would seem prudent ‘to establish military pickets and patrols in Whitehall and Downing Street’.210 But the principal concern of that evening’s War Cabinet was to decide what action Britain’s bomber force should take if Germany invaded Holland. Kingsley Wood spoke of the ‘gap’ between British and German air strength and suggested that, ‘owing to our relative inferiority in numbers at the present time’, it would better ‘suit our book’ for Germany to attack Britain, and lose many of their bombers, ‘rather than for us to launch a heavy attack on Germany’. Meanwhile, by avoiding British bomber actions, ‘we might gradually reduce the gap between the strengths of the two air forces’.


Churchill opposed this reasoning. Once the Germans were allowed to occupy Holland and Belgium, he said, they would be in ‘a far better position’ to attack Britain’s industrial centres, while at the same time building up ‘a heavy scale of defence’ for the Ruhr. As Germany’s object in attacking the Low Countries was to ‘make it easier’ for them to attack Britain ‘we ought’, he argued, ‘to throw in everything we have to prevent this’.


As an immediate measure in the event of a German invasion of Holland, or of Belgium, Churchill advocated a British bombing offensive against the Ruhr. Even if half of the British force involved were destroyed in such an effort, he said, this would be ‘trivial’ compared with the advantage to Germany of establishing herself in Holland and Belgium. If the losses were ‘even heavier than anticipated’, he said, the project could be abandoned after the first day.


Churchill was supported by Hore-Belisha and Sir John Simon; so much so that the War Cabinet, in Neville Chamberlain’s absence, agreed formally that Chamberlain should be told that they ‘felt strongly the weight of argument in favour of retaliating against a German invasion of Belgium, as of Holland and Belgium, by an immediate heavy air attack on military objectives in the Ruhr’.211


Five days later, when the War Cabinet again discussed bombing the Ruhr, Churchill spoke of how ‘finely balanced’ the arguments were. On the one hand, he warned, ‘we might sustain severe losses in bombers which we could not afford’ as well as laying Britain open to ‘heavy retaliation’. On the other hand, he felt that what he described as ‘our blow on Germany’s industrial’ life might prove ‘mortal’. Summing up his feelings, Churchill thought that, on balance, ‘the great concentration of industry presented to us in the Ruhr would justify the hope that our attack would be more formidable than theirs, especially as we could confidently hope to exact a fearful toll from the enemy’s bombing squadrons’.


At the end of this second discussion both Churchill and Hankey told their colleagues that they felt that ‘it would be impossible to take any final decision’ until the actual German attack took place. In this they were supported by Chamberlain, who added that if the bombing of the Ruhr might prove necessary, ‘he would not shrink from it’.212


Amid these daily, and indeed hourly pressures of planning and preparation, Churchill reflected on the wider issues of the war. On November 9 the Vice-Chancellor of Bristol University, of which Churchill was Chancellor, had written in some perturbation about the need for some ‘assurance’, especially for the ‘great mass of decent thinking young men’ that the war was going to be ‘ultimately worth while’.


The Vice-Chancellor, Thomas Loveday, was especially concerned to answer the question which a young man had posed to him, having applied for a commission in the Tank Corps. The question was: ‘Is any progress coming out of this war?’ The young man had gone on to write: ‘I want to know what I am doing and to see an attainable and concrete objective.’213 To this, Churchill replied: ‘I cannot tell you whether any “progress” is coming out of this War, but I am quite sure there will be a considerable set-back if England is beaten, and the British Commonwealth of Nations destroyed.’214


On the following evening Churchill again addressed himself to the question of the reason for the war, when he made his second wartime broadcast. The power of Britain and France, he said, ‘to restore and revive’ the life of the Poles, Czechs and Slovaks, had been ‘growing every day’. In peacetime Britain had put up with a lot of things ‘which ought not to have happened’. Such was often the case in parliamentary countries ‘which aim at freedom for the individual and abundance for the mass’. But now Britain was at war, and was going to make war, ‘until the other side have had enough of it.’


Nothing had ever impressed him so much, Churchill said, ‘as the calm steady, business-like resolution with which the masses of our wage-earning folk and ordinary people in our great cities faced what they imagined would be a fearful storm about to fall on them and their families at the very first moment’. They had prepared themselves for the worst and had ‘braced themselves for the ordeal. They did not see what else there was to do.’


Now, after ten weeks of war, Britain was ‘far better prepared’ than at the beginning of September ‘to endure the worst malice of Hitler and his Huns’. The U-boats had paid ‘a heavy toll’. The army was improving in training every day. Fifteen German aeroplanes had been shot down without the loss of one British plane. ‘Now the mists and storms of winter wrap our Island,’ making German bombing raids ‘far more difficult.’


If ‘violent and dire events’ should occur, Churchill said, Britain would ‘confront them with resolution’. There would be ‘very rough weather’ ahead. At the same time, he added, ‘I have this feeling: that the Germany which assaults us today is a far less strongly built and solidly founded organism than that which the Allies and the United States forced to beg for an armistice twenty-one years ago.’


Churchill then spoke of the German leaders:




As they look out tonight from their blatant, panoplied, clattering Nazi Germany, they cannot find one single friendly eye in the whole circumference of the globe. Not one! Russia returns them a flinty stare; Italy averts her gaze; Japan is puzzled and thinks herself betrayed. Turkey and the whole of Islam have ranged themselves instinctively but decisively on the side of progress. The hundreds of millions of people in India and in China, whatever their other feelings, would regard with undisguised dread a Nazi triumph, well knowing what their fate would soon be. The great English-speaking Republic across the Atlantic Ocean makes no secret of its sympathies or of its self-questionings, and translates these sentiments into actions of a character which anyone may judge for himself.





Churchill ended his speech with words of defiance and hope:




The whole world is against Hitler and Hitlerism. Men of every race and clime feel that this monstrous apparition stands between them and the forward move which is their due, and for which the age is ripe. Even in Germany itself there are millions who stand aloof from the seething mass of criminality and corruption constituted by the Nazi Party machine. Let them take courage amid perplexities and perils, for it may well be that the final extinction of a baleful domination will pave the way to a broader solidarity of all the men in all the lands than we could ever have planned if we had not marched together through the fire.215





‘This last broadcast of yours is beyond praise,’ the Labour MP Josiah Wedgwood, one of the heroes of the Gallipoli landings, wrote to Churchill on November 13: ‘the concluding paragraphs should be historic, and moved one as nothing has since 1918. Do get them issued in pamphlet form for propaganda & for inspiration.’216 But not everyone was impressed by Churchill’s oratory: ‘very boastful’, John Colville noted in his diary, ‘over-confident and indiscreet (especially about Italy and the USA)’; and yet, he added, ‘certainly most amusing’.217 On the following day Colville wrote again: ‘Winston’s speech has made a very bad effect at No. 10, but the FO and the City take a favourable view.’ The Italian and Dutch representatives, he added, had ‘protested at the FO’, while R. A. Butler, the Under-Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, and a supporter of Baldwin and Chamberlain for the past decade, told Colville he thought Churchill’s speech ‘beyond words vulgar’.218


Not so Thomas Loveday, who wrote to Churchill on November 13, of the questions raised by the young officer-to-be, that the German threat to Holland and Belgium ‘must have resolved doubts’ and adding: ‘I am sure that your speech last night gave the fire and stimulus which were so badly needed.’219




5


Hitler’s Secret Weapon


On 10 September 1939 a merchant ship, the Magdapur, had been sunk by a mine off the Suffolk coast in circumstances which, it was later noted, ‘could not be satisfactorily explained’. Following two further such sinkings, the City of Paris on September 18 and the Phryne on September 24, a Committee was set up at the Admiralty, under instructions to inquire into the mysterious mine, and to develop counter-measures.


This Committee held its first meeting on October 8. It soon became clear that the mines were triggered by the magnetic field of any ship which passed beside or above them. But even as the Committee examined the evidence, a further eighteen ships were blown up by these mysterious magnetic mines.220


On November 14 Churchill reported this bad news to his War Cabinet colleagues. Recently, he said, a U-boat had laid a minefield ‘opposite the entrance to the Thames estuary, and a British warship, HMS Adventure, had been badly damaged, and twelve sailors killed. The damage, Churchill revealed, had been caused by a magnetic mine. Such mines, he warned, were ‘likely to prove a great vexation’.221


Five days later, Churchill reported to the War Cabinet that the number of ships sunk by these magnetic mines had increased ‘with alarming rapidity’. The Admiralty’s technical experts, he said, ‘were doing their utmost to discover a remedy; and the counter would no doubt be found in time’, but in the meantime Britain was confronted ‘with a grave menace which might well be Hitler’s “Secret weapon”’.222


The success of the German magnetic mine led Churchill to propose, on November 19, ‘a measure of retaliation’, and in a minute to Admiral Fraser and Captain Boyd, he reverted to an idea that he had discussed with General Gamelin during his visit to France: ‘to feed large numbers of floating mines into the Rhine’. This could ‘easily be done’ above Strasbourg, he pointed out, where the left-bank was French territory. The Rhine below Strasbourg was ‘the main artery of German trade and life’. At least twelve new bridges of boats had been thrown across the Rhine since the outbreak of war, ‘upon which the German armies concentrated in the Saarbrücken–Luxemburg area depend’.


The British mine, Churchill added, should be designed so as ‘to spread the terror further down the Rhine to its confluence with the Moselle, or beyond’. Before reaching Dutch territory, it should either sink automatically ‘or preferably explode’. Very large numbers of mines would be used, and the process ‘kept up night after night for months on end’, to deny the Germans the use of their principal waterway.223


Explaining his proposals that same day to Pound and Phillips, Churchill noted that nine British ships had been sunk in the mouth of the Thames in the previous three days, an act which was, he added, ‘an outrage upon the accepted International Law’. One of the ships was a Dutch passenger liner, and many lives had been lost. Churchill therefore wanted the Law Officers to report at once on the legal position. ‘Not an hour should be lost,’ he wrote. It was essential, publicly, to condemn ‘this odious practice’ as soon as possible.


Churchill told Pound and Phillips of his idea for mines in the Rhine. ‘Professor Lindemann has pressed these ideas upon me,’ he noted, ‘and is ready with plans.’224


The toll of the magnetic mine continued to be a severe one. On November 19 alone five merchant ships were sunk, two British, one French, one Swedish and one Italian: losses which Churchill reported to the War Cabinet on the morning of November 20. No effort would be spared, he said, ‘to direct the fullest scientific investigation on to the problem’.225


At ten o’clock that night Churchill’s senior advisers gathered in his room at the Admiralty to discuss with him ‘steps to meet the enemy’s magnetic mine’. Those present included Admirals Pound, Phillips and Fraser. Lindemann had also been invited at Churchill’s request. It was agreed that the East Coast convoys would have to be given up temporarily between the Humber and the Thames, ‘ships to proceed independently’. There would be a new combined sea and air offensive against U-boats in the North Sea, for which escort vessels, released from convoying, would be ‘used for hunting’. Special aircraft would be equipped. Destroyers, and special wooden trawlers, would tow a special ‘skid’ to detonate mines. A new type of sweep would be prepared, an electric current ‘being passed along it from generators with towing vessels’. And a magnetic device would be provided to project a magnetic field in front of the ship in which it was installed: the first of these to be ready by the second week of 1940.226


Churchill reported these decisions to the War Cabinet on the morning of November 21. In addition, he explained, all East Coast navigational lights would be extinguished ‘so that U-boats would have no leading marks by which to lay mines at night’. All merchant shipping would therefore have to anchor during the hours of darkness. Churchill also told the War Cabinet of another magnetic mine casualty, the minesweeper Mastiff, blown up while sweeping for mines in the Thames estuary on the previous day.227


There were four further magnetic mine casualties to report to the War Cabinet on the morning of November 22:228 there was ‘no doubt now’, Churchill told his War Cabinet colleagues, that these magnetic mines were being dropped from aeroplanes.


Churchill asked his colleagues whether, ‘in view of the uneasiness resulting from the large number of sinkings’, he should make a short statement in the House of Commons that afternoon, on the balance-sheet of shipping losses. Chamberlain thought it would be ‘preferable’ to defer any such statement until the following day, ‘when Parliament would be prorogued’.229


Halifax was opposed altogether to Churchill’s statement. ‘If I remember right,’ he wrote to Churchill later that day, ‘the conclusion of your argument was to be that we had really done wonderfully well and that the damage inflicted by the Germans was negligible.’ This was, of course, ‘most satisfactory’, Halifax added, but it would not look well when contrasted with the justification being used to stop all German exports to neutral States. The neutrals had been told that the German submarine attack was ‘grave enough’ to justify the British in stopping even neutral ships from reaching Germany.230


Churchill decided not to make his proposed statement, ‘largely’, as he wrote to Halifax later on November 22, ‘because of the reasons which you mentioned in your letter’. Churchill added: ‘My information is that the public are not really rattled, and from every other point of view it is much better that the grievance should dominate our thoughts and speech at this juncture. We must let the grievance have a good run in order to cover the economic reprisal.’ Once that point had been ‘put over’, Churchill felt, it would be possible ‘to strike the reassuring note’.231


Searching for every possible means of combating the magnetic mine, Churchill proposed to Pound and Phillips on November 22 ‘a special Section’ to collect all the evidence about the mines from survivors, to experiment with counter-measures, to produce the various materials needed, and to put them into action.232 Within twenty-four hours this Section had been set up, headed first by Admiral Lyster, then by Admiral Wake-Walker, with instructions ‘to co-ordinate and direct all measures for dealing with the German magnetic mine’.233


Meanwhile, the reprisal action was being further advanced. On November 23 Churchill interviewed a Major in the Royal Engineers, Major Jefferis, who had already constructed a pilot model of a small floating mine weighing only five pounds, which could be used in rivers or canals against barges. A considerable number could be carried by aeroplane.234


In preparation for the War Cabinet on November 24, Lindemann provided Churchill with a note on the importance of the Rhine to Germany ‘as a traffic artery’. More than 40% of Germany’s exports passed down the Rhine, he wrote, ‘as against 25% by sea and 30% by rail’. Lindemann’s conclusion was: ‘If this traffic could be stopped or even seriously impeded, it would probably have as great an economic effect as any other measure which could be taken’.235


At the War Cabinet of November 24 Churchill sought approval for the Rhine project. If the operation were to go ahead, he explained, it would be made clear ‘that we were doing so as a reprisal for the sinkings caused by the illegal use of mines by the Germans’. He went on to explain that the mines would be dropped from the air, ‘and for a single aircraft to carry 400 to 500 of them at a time’. A large-scale operation ‘might do tremendous damage’. Admiral Fraser, was already in consultation with the Air Ministry, and it was estimated that some 10,000 mines would be ready by the end of January 1940.


The War Cabinet authorized work on the scheme ‘to proceed forthwith’, on the understanding that a final decision would be ‘reserved’ until the project was ready to be put into execution. Lord Hankey added that Churchill ‘should include the Danube, as well as the Rhine, in the investigations which he would be ordering’.236


Five days after the War Cabinet’s approval for the plans to proceed, the idea of mining the River Rhine received a setback: a note prepared at Churchill’s own request by Desmond Morton’s experts at the Intelligence Department of the Ministry of Economic Warfare. The note stressed the fall in German imports and exports traffic on the Rhine since 1938, a fall that was likely to continue still further ‘with the application of the Allies’ Reprisal Order against German exports’. For the traffic that existed, there was no shortage of barges. If Rhine traffic were interrupted or blocked, most of the essential supplies could be transferred by canal or rail. To mine the river ‘is unlikely by itself to have a decisive effect, or even an effect so serious as would be produced on Ruhr output by the stoppage of traffic on one of the high level sections of the Dortmund–Ems Canal, through which now passes, inter alia, the greater part of the iron ore destined for the Ruhr’.237


Here at least was a possible alternative area of action: so secret was it considered that Morton only sent Churchill six copies, four of which were subsequently destroyed to ensure the maximum secrecy.


On the night of November 22 the magnetic mine problem took a sudden turn towards a solution. ‘A number of magnetic mines had now been located,’ Churchill told the War Cabinet two days later, ‘one of which had fallen on the mud near Shoeburyness, where it was uncovered at low tide.’ Two naval officers were examining it. Two protuberances—‘which it was assumed were detonators’—had been detached, and taken away, with the mine itself, for detailed examination.238


At eleven o’clock on the night of November 23 Lieutenant-Commander Lewis, one of the four men who had recovered the mine, reported to Churchill at the Admiralty. ‘I gathered together eighty or a hundred officers and officials in our largest room,’ Churchill later recalled, ‘and a thrilled audience listened to the tale, deeply conscious of all that was at stake.’239


The meeting was held in the cinema room at the Admiralty. ‘I was terrified,’ Lieutenant-Commander Lewis later recalled. ‘I’d never seen so many Admirals and Captains in my life.’240 As Lewis told his tale, Churchill cross-examined him as to times and details. ‘Did you lay your hands on it?’ ‘There was no parachute attached to the mine?’ ‘Had the tide receded?’ ‘Did you use force?’ ‘Where is the explosive?’ ‘Where is the charge?’ And as Lewis set out his account, Churchill commented: ‘To sum up, you have dissected this monster, divided it into pieces and now you can examine it at leisure!’


When questioned as to what the mechanism of the mine might be, Lewis answered Churchill: ‘I personally think it is accoustic.’241 With the mine and its mechanism in their possession, Churchill asked Lewis, ‘you will be able to find out all the life history of this animal?’ To which Lewis replied: ‘We hope so.’


It was now midnight, and the meeting was at an end. ‘We have got our prize,’ Churchill told the assembled sailors, ‘as good a ship as ever sailed the seas, and we owe a great deal to the public spirit of Lieut. Commander Lewis and his colleague Lieut. Commander Ouvry who have been up against it today.’242


No obstacle now stood in the way of combating the magnetic mine, and the technical plans discussed a few days earlier at the Admiralty were now geared to the exact specifications of the mine itself. ‘Suitable apparatus for sweeping up the mines would be completed as soon as possible,’ Churchill was able to tell the War Cabinet on November 25;243 and at a series of meetings during the last week of November Churchill and his advisers initiated experiments and discussed progress. Later on November 25, three most senior Air Force officers, Sir Cyril Newall, Air Marshal Dowding and Air Vice-Marshal Peck, meeting with Churchill and his advisers at the Admiralty, promised to give whatever help was possible, including radar, as soon as a radar set was available. But at the same time Dowding warned that there were bound to be ‘teething troubles and delays’.244


At a meeting of Admiralty officials on November 27, there was a discussion of all the methods being developed; ‘work on all the proposals’, it was reported ‘was being carried out simultaneously’.245 But the public knew nothing of this. The daily sinkings of merchant ships, both British and neutral, provided a gloomy diet of news, broadcast daily over the BBC, giving a depressing prominence to Hitler’s successes. Nor was the political atmosphere entirely conducive to national unity. Earlier that same week Lady Astor had written to Lord Lothian of how, at a 1922 Club Dinner in London, Neville Chamberlain had ‘sneered at the Labour Party for not coming in, and then said we were better without them’. Lady Astor added: ‘The whole thing was so absolutely lacking in statesmanship, uplift or vision of any kind, it really got one down for the moment…. I am sure he meant it to be a fighting speech, but its effect on me was to make me wish that Winston were PM (This was only momentary, and I knew it was wrong, but that was my reaction).’246


***


On 30 November 1939 Churchill celebrated his sixty-fifth birthday. ‘You need no blood-transfusions,’ Lady Violet Bonham Carter wrote to him, ‘unlike some of your colleagues!’247 During the day Churchill continued to scrutinize several areas of Admiralty activity. ‘I am much disturbed,’ he minuted to Admiral Fraser, ‘to find that only 25 of the medium destroyers (escort vessels) will be delivered during the whole of 1940. I understood these vessels were specially simplified and designed to be capable of production in 9 months.’ Why then, Churchill asked, ‘do we only have 25 sixteen months after the war has begun?’ and he added: ‘Even more depressing is the very late arrival of the whalers, which we were assured could be made under 6 months.’248


Churchill was also concerned during November 30 to learn that only two Royal Navy escort vessels were to guard the Australian troop transports on their way to Britain. A third escort vessel was, he felt, essential. ‘The transportation of the Australian Divisions is an historic episode in Imperial history,’ he minuted to Pound and Phillips. ‘An accident would be a disaster.’249 On his mind was the sinking six days earlier of HMS Rawalpindi with heavy loss of life.250


At the War Cabinet on November 30 Churchill again spoke of his Balkan concerns, and hopes. It was his belief, he said, that the Balkans ‘were gradually veering towards the Allies’, and that if Greece, Rumania and Yugoslavia were to join the war against Germany, ‘it might even be possible that Italy would eventually declare war in favour of the Allies’.251


Searching for areas of possible action, Churchill again discussed the mining of the Rhine with senior Admiralty and Air Force officers on December 4, when the Director of Plans at the Air Ministry, Air Commodore Slessor, agreed to prepare ‘within three days’ a comprehensive scheme of operation. At this same meeting, Admiral Wake-Walker described trials carried out with models in the Thames: ‘The test had been severe, but the results were considered hopeful.’ Three days later a draft outline plan was ready, code named ‘Royal Marine’.252 On receiving it, Churchill noted: ‘Keep in an “O” (offensive) box w other similar affairs in wh I am interested.’253


On December 6 Churchill gave the House of Commons an account of the war at sea. The struggle was proceeding, he said, ‘upon a margin which, though adequate, is not extravagant’. He wished to repeat his earlier warning, ‘that a steady flow of losses must be expected, that occasional disasters will occur, and that any failure upon our part to act up to the level of circumstances would immediately be attended by grave dangers’. It was, however, his ‘sure belief’ that, as he expressed it, ‘we are getting the better of this menace to our life. We are buffeted by the waves, but the ocean tides flow steady and strong in our favour.’254


That evening Harold Nicolson noted in his diary: ‘Winston makes a statement on our naval position. When estimating our existing tonnage he adds in the ships operating on the Canadian lakes. But he is vigorous and eloquent.’255


***


At his meeting with General Gamelin on November 4 Churchill had mentioned the project to put mines into the Rhine, and had discussed with Gamelin some of the political, as well as the technical problems involved. However, as he wrote to Gamelin on November 26, the War Cabinet had ‘approved in principle of the preparation, and the technical difficulties are being rapidly solved, so that I hope soon to go on to large-scale production’. Churchill added: ‘In view of the unbridled attacks which the Germans are making by their magnetic mines upon our shipping in the Thames, an act of reprisal on the largest scale will be fully justified.’256


Churchill was determined to see the scheme for the mining of the Rhine put into action. He was therefore angered to read a legal note prepared for the Air Staff, opposing any such reprisal action both for legal reasons, and for fear of counter-reprisals. Crossing out the heading on his copy—‘Note on the Use of Mines laid by Aircraft in Inland Waterways’—Churchill replaced it with the words: ‘Some funkstick in the Air Ministry running for shelter under Malkin’s petticoat.’ Sir William Malkin was the Legal Adviser at the Foreign Office.


Churchill then scribbled a series of irate comments on the Air Staff note. Where the note stated: ‘The conclusion thus appears to be…’ Churchill had inserted after the word conclusion: ‘based on false premises, & carefully designed to hamper British action, while leaving the enemy free’. Where the Air Staff had commented: ‘Far the best way of dislocating traffic in the canals would be by destroying the three aqueducts,’ Churchill wrote: ‘Why don’t you try it?’ Where the Air Staff had described retaliation as ‘unprofitable’, Churchill exclaimed: ‘Don’t irritate them dear!’257


Undeterred, even provoked by these Air Staff hesitations, Churchill emphasized, at the War Cabinet on December 10 ‘the need for offensive action’. His appeal was generally supported by his colleagues, who concluded that, in view of Germany’s ‘complete disregard of international undertakings’, Britain’s retaliatory measures should be determined by the expediency of the measures open to Britain, rather than by reference to the extent of the retaliation which would be justified ‘on a strictly legal view of the problem’.258


Encouraged by this conclusion, and relieved that the Air Staff opinion had not been supported by the Secretary of State for Air, Sir Kingsley Wood, or by his two senior advisers, Sir Cyril Newall and Air-Marshal Peirse, Churchill wrote to Kingsley Wood on December 11: ‘It would be better to have the operation argued out solely as to whether it could be carried out with success, and what the military retaliation would be. If this study of the technical aspects in their integrity and in isolation reveals a good case, it would then be for the Cabinet to consider the wider aspects of law and policy involved.’ First, Churchill argued, ‘let us see if we can make the ship float, and then let the War Cabinet decide whether she is to be sent to sea, and in what circumstances, and when.’259


The planning of ‘Royal Marine’ continued. Vickers were given orders to produce two thousand special mines, and further river trials took place. At a meeting in Churchill’s room on December 12, Air Vice-Marshal Tedder envisaged ‘no difficulty’ in having ten thousand mines ready by 1 February 1940. Further experiments were to be conducted, and the help of the French authorities enlisted, to provide the operation with its forward bases. ‘The aim,’ Churchill told those present, ‘should be to have all material and plans ready for a big offensive by the middle of February, 1940, so that whenever the Cabinet should give authority the plans could be immediately put into operation.’260


Churchill had ended his letter to Kingsley Wood of December 11 with a concise statement of his philosophy of the offensive, and of his belief in making as detailed and far-seeing plans as possible, not only well in advance of action, but even in advance of final, formal approval. ‘The offensive,’ he wrote, ‘is three or four times as hard as passively enduring from day to day. It therefore requires all possible help in early stages. Nothing is easier than to smother it in the cradle. Yet here perhaps lies safety.’261


***


By the beginning of December, strenuous efforts were being made by day and by night to find an answer to the daily toll which continued to be inflicted by the magnetic mine. At a meeting in Churchill’s room on December 1 the idea of ‘placing the ship in a coil’ was discussed. ‘The problem was difficult,’ the minutes recorded, but investigations would proceed.262 The idea was that, by girdling the ship in a magnetic cable, the ships own magnetization would be so drastically reduced that it would not activate the mine.


Meanwhile, the magnetic mine sinkings continued: at the War Cabinet on December 2 Churchill reported the latest toll.263 He also reported ‘success’ in the Admiralty anti-mine experiments,264 and at the War Cabinet on the evening of Sunday December 3 he was able to tell his colleagues that despite bad weather having hampered the practical tests, ‘a number of devices would shortly be at work’.265


On December 4 Churchill had again to report a magnetic mine casualty: the battleship Nelson damaged and at least thirty of her crew injured.266 It was later agreed, at a meeting of the War Cabinet on December 8, to keep this news secret ‘as long as possible’; even, Churchill advised, ‘from the Dominion Prime Ministers’.267


At a meeting in the Admiralty on December 4, an important step was taken towards finding a solution when it was proposed ‘that certain ships be de-magnetized’, to be used as mine-sweepers, while at the same time pressing on with experiments to develop ‘a method of self-protection for ships themselves’. This method involved altering the magnetism of the ship herself, so ‘that she will not activate the firing mechanism of the mine when she passes over it’.268 This would also have the great advantage that each ship would provide its own protection.


As the experiments continued, so did the sinkings. Making his daily survey of naval affairs to the War Cabinet on December 5, Churchill reported a British collier sunk by a mine, and the steamship Eskdene mined but still afloat. But on the question of bringing in outside experts, which Lindemann opposed, despite protests from Pound and Phillips, Churchill adhered to his previous decision to keep them out. The ‘theoretic aspects’ of the problem were known, he told the War Cabinet. It was the ‘practical application’ on which a solution now depended, and this was being worked on by a sub-committee of experts, whose work it would be ‘undesirable in any way to interrupt’. If, however, ‘after, say, a fortnight’, no satisfactory results had been achieved, ‘it might be necessary to broaden the scope of the investigations’. But following a suggestion by Halifax, Churchill did agree that outside scientists could be told of the progress of Admiralty investigations, ‘in order that they might be aware of the position’, if, as Halifax phrased it, ‘it was decided to call on their services’, at a later stage.269


One ill effect of the magnetic mine casualties was explained to the War Cabinet on December 6 by the Director-General of the Ministry of Shipping, Sir Cyril Hurcomb. ‘Since the magnetic mine campaign had started,’ he said, ‘the Greeks had ceased to offer their ships to us. The crews were now unwilling to come to this country.’ The Danes likewise were no longer keen to allow the British to charter Danish ships. Yet these neutral charters were essential if Britain’s sea-borne trade was to be maintained.


When the War Cabinet of December 6 went on to discuss the possibility of sugar rationing, Churchill opposed any such measure. Not only was he ‘not satisfied’ that the state of British merchant shipping justified rationing, but he thought that the adoption of rationing ‘would be used as an argument to prove the success of the German campaign against our trade’.270


At a further magnetic mine meeting in Churchill’s room on December 8, progress was reported in all areas, including the proposed detonation of the mine by three specially equipped aircraft, the first one of which ‘should be ready by Christmas day’, the remaining two at intervals of a week or ten days. But the most promising news was in the experiment for individual ship de-magnetization—or ‘de-gaussing’—in which a trawler had had its magnetic field ‘reduced to one third of its original amount’. It was therefore intended, as the report recorded, ‘to de-magnetize as many trawlers as necessary, and to go on to de-magnetize larger ships’.271


A race was now in progress between the continuing German success in dropping magnetic mines, and the British researches to combat them. The race did not seem to be going well for Britain. On December 12 Churchill told the War Cabinet that it was becoming ‘increasingly necessary to deal with the menace of the magnetic mine’, and he went on to explain that the Commander-in-Chief at the Nore, Admiral Sir Reginald Drax, ‘had reported that the position was not improving’. There were at the moment only two channels open; and if these were closed, as they might be at any moment, a very serious situation would arise. Meanwhile, the German aircraft were coming over, not only by night but also by day, when they had the great advantage, denied to them in the dark, of being able to see the channels marked out by the buoys, ‘which were a necessity for the guidance of shipping’.


Churchill asked whether one way of dealing with the day-time German aircraft might be ‘to attack the German bases with bombs?’272 But at the War Cabinet on December 13, before any discussions could take place on a bombing initiative, Churchill reported two more merchant ships mined in the North Sea.273 A similar tale of German successes was reported on December 14, when Churchill spoke of three ships sunk by magnetic mines.274 As a result, the Tyne had been temporarily closed to shipping.275


In the South Atlantic there was a similar tale of shipping losses, as the depredations of the German raider, the pocket battleship Graf Spee, continued. On December 2 she sunk the Doric Star, on December 3 the Tairoa, and on December 7 the Streonshalh. Suddenly, however, her raiding days were ended, as, on December 13, three British cruisers, Achilles, Ajax and Exeter, tracked down and engaged the pocket battleship. ‘It had been most exciting,’ Churchill later recalled, ‘to follow the drama of this brilliant action from the Admiralty War Room.’276 The Graf Spee, having been hit more than fifty times, sought sanctuary in Uruguayan territorial waters.277


That evening, at a further magnetic mine meeting in Churchill’s room, success was reported on the de-magnetization experiment. The magnetic field of the trawler experimented on ‘was down to a quarter of its original value’, making it safe from mines in any water more than five or six fathoms deep. It was now intended ‘to attempt to demagnetise’ both a destroyer, a battleship and the cruiser Manchester.278


At the War Cabinet on December 15 there was further news of German successes: two British oil tankers, one Swedish tanker and three trawlers sunk by mines. Shipping losses, Churchill warned, ‘were assuming serious proportions’. Nevertheless, he told his colleagues, he was ‘satisfied with the progress which was being made with the experiments to deal with magnetic mines’; indeed, he hoped to have ‘the first of the new devices’ ready for use by 1 January 1940.279


At the War Cabinet on December 16, Lord Halifax spoke of ‘the depressing accounts’ of Britain’s recent shipping losses, ‘which had been unduly advertised in neutral countries’. Churchill agreed, telling his colleagues that in particular ‘he deplored the unrelieved pessimism of the BBC broadcasts, which unfailingly opened with a long account of ships sunk’. These broadcasts, he said, were having ‘a demoralising effect’ on the fleet itself, and it would be sufficient, he said, to broadcast shipping losses once a week.280


A chance to change the daily impression of recurring disaster came on the evening of December 17, when the badly damaged Graf Spee blew herself up inside Uruguayan waters some six miles south west of Montevideo harbour.281 On the following evening Churchill broadcast to the nation. The raider’s end, he said, meant that ‘for a spell at least’ the shipping of many nations would enjoy the freedom of the seas. At the same time, in the North Sea, several German warships had been sunk or severely damaged by British submarines. In reply to these heavy blows, Churchill added, the ‘Nazi Navy and Air Force’ were redoubling their efforts ‘to sink the fishing-smacks and drown the fishermen in the North Sea’. Throughout December 17 and 18 they had bombed merchant ships moving up and down the east coast of Britain, ‘including an Italian ship’. Churchill went on: ‘I am glad to tell you, however, that the heat of their fury has far exceeded the accuracy of their aim. Out of twenty-four ships attacked by bombs yesterday and today, only six small boats engaged in fishing and one small coasting vessel have been sunk, and the bulk of the others, including the Italian, have not even been hit.’


Churchill went on to praise the work of Pound and Phillips, and the support given to the naval leadership ‘by the whole body of officers and men of the Navy’. It was, he said, ‘upon these faithful, trusty servants in the great ships and cruisers that the burden falls directly day after day’. His broadcast ended: ‘Many vexatious tasks lie before the Royal Navy and before its comrades in the Merchant Navy, and, as I always warn you, rough and violent times lie ahead, but everything that has happened since the beginning of this war should give the nation confidence that in the end the difficulties will be surmounted, the problems solved, and duty done.’282


Among the letters which Churchill received after his broadcast was one from the Conservative MP Sir Ralph Glyn, who wrote: ‘your language, & the spirit behind it, matched the great exploits of the Fleet during this wonderful week’.283 Another Conservative MP, Vyvyan Adams, wrote that same evening: ‘Your broadcast tonight was as fine as ever. Though there might be difficulties, I wish you could talk to us every night! I know you would be equal to the task and the theme.’ He was writing to thank Churchill ‘for filling our hearts with legitimate pride’. Adams ended his letter: ‘You are right, if I may say it, to emphasise the hardness of the struggle ahead.’284


To the War Cabinet of December 18, Churchill had been able to report that a channel one mile wide had been swept through the minefield opposite the Tyne, and that a magnetic mine had been successfully exploded.285 On the following day, at a meeting in the Admiralty Board Room, further progress was reported on all aspects of anti-mine experiment. De-magnetization of the Manchester had proved ‘easier than had been expected’, so much so that it was now hoped ‘to de-magnetize her almost completely’, and there seemed to be ‘a good chance of making ships immune by this means’, except in very shallow waters.286


So successful were the de-magnetization experiments that on December 24 Churchill telegraphed to President Roosevelt: ‘Magnetic mines were deadly weapons on account of possibility of varying sensitiveness of discharge, but we think we have got hold of its tail, though we do not want them to know this’.287 That same day, in an attempt to keep the success of the counter-measures secret, Churchill minuted to Phillips: ‘Wherever ships are lost by mines in future it will be well to state that they are sunk by magnetic mines whenever this possibility exists.’288


On Christmas day 1939, after a month of intense worry and unceasing experimentation, Churchill was able to write to Chamberlain of the ‘marked success’ which was being achieved against the magnetic mine, telling Chamberlain that the sweep and the coils had both proved effective. Two mines had already been blown up by the magnetic sweep, and two by lighters carrying heavy coils. In addition, Churchill wrote, ‘it looks as if the de-magnetization of warships and merchant ships can be accomplished by a simple, speedy, and inexpensive process’. The aeroplanes, and the special magnetic ship, the Borde, would both be at work ‘within the next ten days’, and the Admiralty were ‘pretty sure’, as Churchill phrased it, ‘that the danger from magnetic mines will soon be out of the way’.289


Hitler’s first ‘secret weapon’ had been mastered. Three months of worry and uncertainty gave way to the hard but manageable task of combating the known and the understood. Of the Merchant Navy, which had suffered so severely from the magnetic mine, and was still to have to face five years of hazard, Churchill later wrote: ‘their spirits rose with the deadly complications of the mining attack, & our effective measures for countering it. Their unnoticed toils and tireless courage were our salvation. The sea traffic on which we depended for our existence proceeded without interruption’.290
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The Widening War


By the end of September 1939 Poland had been partitioned between Germany and the Soviet Union. In November the Russians and Germans had consolidated their power in the occupied areas: the Germans by methods of barbaric cruelty, against Polish civilians, and against the two million Polish Jews who, coming now under Nazi rule, were beaten and tormented, and several thousand Jews and Christians murdered.291


Throughout October, Russia had begun to apply pressure on Finland, demanding special privileges in certain of Finland’s ports. The Finns had rejected the Soviet demands, to the delight of many in Britain and France, who were stirred by the sight of so small a nation standing up to its vast neighbour.


Churchill, for more than twenty years an opponent of the Soviet system, was nevertheless in favour of the Soviet demands for naval bases in Finland. These bases, he had told Pound and Phillips on October 27 ‘are only needed against Germany’. Britain should point out to Finland that her ‘preservation’ as a country would not be affected by Russian bases in the Gulf of Finland or the Gulf of Bothnia. Russian naval power in the Baltic, Churchill told his two senior advisers, ‘could never be formidable’, and he added: ‘It is Germany alone that is the danger and the enemy there.’


It was ‘quite natural’, Churchill wrote in his memorandum of October 27, for Russia to need bases ‘which prevent German aggression in the Baltic Provinces or against Petrograd’, and he felt that, if his reasoning was ‘right’, Britain ought to let the Russian Government know ‘what our outlook is’, while at the same time ‘trying to persuade the Finns to make concessions, and Russia to be content with strategic points’.292


The Finns refused to make the concessions which Russia demanded, being unconvinced that Russia would be content with bases alone. In Britain there continued to be strong sympathy for Finland’s plight, and her decision to resist Soviet pressure was much praised. But Churchill still argued, as at the War Cabinet of November 16, that ‘it was to our interests’ that the Soviet Union should ‘increase their strength in the Baltic’, thereby limiting, as he saw it, ‘the risk of German domination in that area’. For this reason, he said, it would be a ‘mistake’ for Britain to stiffen the Finnish mood of defiance.293 In any case, he noted on November 30, while he favoured ‘expressing disapproval’, it should be remembered that the Russians were ‘impervious to words’.294


The Russian pressure on Finland was taking place near the very region, the Baltic, which Churchill had long envisaged as a possible area of British interest, and action. Since the first week of the war, Churchill had argued that the Baltic and Scandinavia were areas in which Britain would eventually become embroiled. The reason for this was, primarily, the danger to Britain of Germany’s ability to bring essential iron ore, without interruption, along the Norwegian coast. The Germans had two possible routes, one along the Norwegian coast, sheltering behind Norwegian neutrality, the other direct across the Baltic Sea from the iron mines in Sweden, to Germany. Another danger, as Churchill saw it, was Germany’s ability, while in complete and unchallenged control of the Baltic, to shelter her warships until such time as they chose to attack British shipping in the North Sea or the Atlantic.


In an attempt to find some feasible method of British action inside the Baltic, ‘Catherine’, the plan to send a British naval force into the Baltic had been discussed within the Admiralty on an almost daily basis since mid-September, and a special planning group, headed by the Earl of Cork and Orrery, had reported regularly to Churchill on the progress of its deliberations. On November 9 plan ‘Catherine’ had been put before the Minister for Co-ordination of Defence, Lord Chatfield, who gave his ‘warm approval of the general principle’,295 and on November 23 it had been allocated a date after which it could be ready to be put into effect, 31 March 1940.


Given the size of the force that would have to be assembled, and the technical difficulties still to be overcome by special designs, no earlier date had been possible.


On November 30 the Red Army invaded Finland. There were many people in Britain who wanted the British Government to go at once to Finland’s aid, even by declaring war on Russia. Plan ‘Catherine’, of which the public knew nothing, provided at least a means whereby a British naval force could reach the Baltic. But Churchill saw the plan as one to be used solely against Germany.


Plan ‘Catherine’ was under attack, however, even within the secret circle of Churchill’s advisers. On December 3 it had been challenged by Pound in a twelve-point memorandum. Although Churchill had asked for a programme to be drawn up with 31 March 1940 as its starting date, Pound wrote that no programme had in fact been drawn up ‘as it is quite impossible to do so under existing conditions when every available ship of whatever class is required with the Fleet’.


Pound suggested that no attempt should be made ‘to achieve the impossible’ by working to any specific date, that ‘no further preparations’ be made as regards stores, that ‘all work’ on special heating arrangements be stopped, and that even Lord Cork’s committee might be ‘disbanded for the time being as a considerable number of very able officers now employed on the Committee are urgently required for other duties’.


Churchill returned Pound’s memorandum two days later, with the comment: ‘An absolute defensive is for weaker forces. If we go on indefinitely like this we shall simply be worried & worn down, while making huge demands upon the national resources.’ Churchill added: ‘I cd never be responsible for a naval strategy wh excluded the offensive principle, & relegated us to keeping open the lines of communication. Presently, you will see the U boats in the outer seas. What then?296


During the first week of December the Soviet offensive against Finland intensified. But still the Finns resisted with tenacity, and in Britain the question continued to be debated as to whether Russia was now an enemy against whom action should be taken. On December 5, Lord Cork, deep in his plans for ‘Catherine’, wrote to Churchill that the Russian attack on Finland ‘affords us a wonderful chance—and perhaps the last—of mobilising the anti-Bolshevik forces of the world on our side’. In contrast to Pound’s hesitations, Cork wanted ‘Catherine’ to be accelerated and put into operation at once. ‘It would, no doubt, call for tremendous effort and courage,’ he wrote, ‘but what great result can be gained without?’


Churchill rejected Cork’s advice. ‘I still hope war with Russia may be avoided,’ he noted, ‘& it is my policy to try to avoid it.’297 And in answer to Pound’s criticisms Churchill wrote: ‘Obviously these issues do not arise at the present time, & we can discuss them at our leisure.’298


For Churchill, the urgent question during the first week of December was not the possible confrontation with Russia, which he hoped to avoid, but the growing German use of Norwegian territorial waters. It was the transport of the iron ore needed to maintain Germany’s war effort and preparations that alarmed him. This sense of urgency was heightened by a single-page intelligence report from the Director of Naval Intelligence, Rear-Admiral Godfrey, setting out the statistics of iron ore movement from Norway to Germany. The report showed that seven German iron ore ships had reached Narvik during the week, that one ship had left Kirkenes with ore, passing Tromso on December 3, and that during the previous eight weeks seven German ships had loaded ore at the head of Trondheim fiord, where 5,000 tons of ore were stocked at the quayside. At Trondheim the iron ore mines were only half a mile from the quayside. In addition, Godfrey reported, another iron ore mine, at Farnes in South Norway, had been re-opened ‘with German capital’ after having been closed since 1918. There, 2,800 tons of iron ore were already awaiting shipment to Germany.299


Churchill realized the extent to which this ore would sustain Germany’s ability to open an attack in the west. ‘We must now make our case for action,’ he minuted to Pound and Phillips on December 7. ‘Please speak to me about it.’300


The most effective action open to Britain was to lay mines in Norwegian territorial waters. This, although a breach of Norwegian neutrality, would force the German ore ships out into the open sea, where British warships could attack them. Alternatively, the British warships could themselves enter the neutral waterway.


The German government had no scruples in entering neutral waters, in one instance even to help the Soviet attack on Finland. For, as Churchill reported to the War Cabinet on December 10, a Swedish oil tanker, steaming in Swedish territorial waters, had been stopped by a German warship with orders, explained by the warship itself, ‘to stop supplies of oil from reaching Finland’.301


Anxious to take rapid steps against the German ore ships, Churchill asked Joseph Kennedy to find out, ‘privately’ what President Roosevelt’s reaction would be ‘to the suggestion that we should mine Norwegian territorial waters in order to interrupt the passage of iron ore to Germany from Narvik’. On December 11 Churchill was able to report to the War Cabinet that he had received a message from Washington ‘which indicated that the President’s reactions were more favourable than he had hoped’.


Later in the War Cabinet’s discussion on December 11 Churchill gave his opinion that it would be to Britain’s advantage if ‘the trend of events in Scandinavia’ forced Norway and Sweden into war with Russia. ‘We would then be able to gain a foothold in Scandinavia,’ he explained, ‘with the object of helping them, but without having to go to the extent of ourselves declaring war on Russia.’ Once Britain were allied to Norway and Sweden, ostensibly against Russia, Britain would be able to use Norwegian and Swedish ports, including the Baltic ports, against Germany: a prospect, he said, ‘which might be most fruitful’.302 But he did not elaborate, or refer openly to plan ‘Catherine’.


The idea of some future naval action in the Baltic was, however, very much on Churchill’s mind. Reflecting further on Pound’s critical memorandum of December 3, on the changing situation following the Russian attack on Finland, and on a proposal for offensive action put forward by the Commander-in-Chief at the Nore, Admiral Drax, on December 7, Churchill wrote again to Pound and Phillips on December 11 that if action did become urgent in the Baltic, perhaps with Britain allied to Sweden, Norway, Finland and Italy, all at war with Russia, ‘it would be grievous if the need and opportunity came and found us without the necessary preparation’. It was more likely, however, that the situation would remain obscure. Yet Britain, ‘having been thrown so completely on the defensive, and the initiative having passed to the enemy’, had suffered heavy shipping losses and been forced ‘to disperse its naval strength’. Even worse, Churchill wrote: ‘We have no safe harbour where the Fleet can shelter in security. We have, for the time being, evacuated the North Sea. Our harbours are insulted and mined with impunity, requiring terrific efforts merely to keep the traffic moving.’


Churchill accepted that with these problems, it would be difficult to find the opportunity to fit vessels for ‘Catherine’. But he felt that even this difficulty ‘should be reviewed at leisure, and certainly before the end of the year’. Meanwhile, Lord Cork’s Committee must remain in being; indeed, Churchill wrote, its functions should be extended to include the examination of all projects being studied by the Admiralty Plans Division. ‘I am by no means satisfied,’ Churchill declared, ‘that the offensive side receives the full effort which it requires.’ Churchill added: ‘I therefore propose to you that Lord Cork, assisted by his group of officers, should go through all the offensive ideas of our Plans Division, and that Admiral Drax should be invited to submit his schemes orally to Lord Cork, and be cross-examined about them with a view to arriving at the best possible plans for regaining the initiative.’303


On December 14 Churchill informed the War Cabinet that in the past three days the Germans had sunk three merchant ships inside the three mile limit of Norwegian territorial waters.304 These sinkings, Churchill felt, gave Britain ‘the strongest possible case for retaliatory action’.305 and at the War Cabinet on the following morning he elaborated this advice. This action ‘on the part of the enemy’, he said, ‘made it necessary that we should, in our own interest, claim and make use of a similar latitude, without delay’.


Churchill told his War Cabinet colleagues that the need for ‘prompt action’ was now increased, as the Norwegian government was said to be proposing to provide a convoy escort for all shipping within the Norwegian three mile limit. Such a convoy system would enable all traffic to and from Germany ‘to pass without hindrance’. He therefore proposed the immediate despatch of four or five British destroyers into ‘the more lonely parts’ of Norwegian territorial waters ‘for the purpose of arresting all ships carrying ore to Germany’.


These ships would not be sunk, but taken as prizes. There would undoubtedly be ‘a violent protest’ from the Norwegians against the entry into their waters of British warships, but Churchill felt ‘that such protests could be satisfactorily disposed of by reference to diplomatic channels’.


Churchill’s proposal was supported by the Lord Privy Seal, Sir Samuel Hoare. But the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir John Simon, ‘foresaw strong objections from the neutrals’ if Britain were to seize any neutral, as opposed to only German ships, and Churchill was asked to prepare a memorandum setting out his proposals.306 Before he could do so, a review of the situation by the Naval Staff led Churchill to report to the War Cabinet of December 16 that ‘it would be wiser’, in the view of the Naval Staff, to adopt the plan to lay a mine-field in Norwegian territorial waters, ‘rather than to send in our own destroyers’. In this way, as Phillips explained to the War Cabinet, a clash between the British and Norwegian navies could be avoided, and, with the ore-carrying ships forced by the mines out of Norwegian waters, ‘we would be able to exercise our rights by intercepting contraband in the usual manner on the high seas’.


At the end of the discussion Churchill stated that the ‘great principle’ to be observed was that, ‘if we decided to go for the ore, we must do it wholeheartedly. We should use any and every means to stop the traffic not only from Narvik, but from Luleå and other ports, so as to create a real shortage.’ By doing so, he said, ‘we should shorten the war and save many thousands of lives’.307


On December 16 Churchill circulated the War Cabinet with his memorandum on the Norwegian iron ore traffic. The stoppage of this traffic, he argued, would rank ‘as a major offensive operation of war’. No other method was open to Britain ‘for many months to come’ which would give so good a chance ‘of abridging the waste and destruction of the conflict, or of perhaps preventing the vast slaughters which will attend the grapple of the main armies’.


Not only would Germany be denied ‘a mere million tons’ between December and May, but, by the cutting off of all but a negligible amount of her whole winter ore supply she would undergo ‘a severe deprivation, tending to crisis before the summer’. If it were possible to cut Germany off from all Swedish iron ore supplies until the end of 1940 ‘a blow will have been struck at her war-making capacity equal to a first-class victory in the field or from the air, and without any serious sacrifice of life’. It might, indeed, be ‘immediately decisive’.


If, by German ‘brute force’, the war were to spread to Norway and Sweden, there was no reason why, with Britain’s command of the seas, British and French troops should not ‘meet the German invaders’ on Scandinavian soil. ‘At any rate,’ Churchill added, ‘we can certainly take and hold whatever islands or suitable points on the Norwegian coast we choose.’ The northern blockade of Germany would then become complete.


A British occupation of Narvik or Bergen, Churchill argued, would keep these ports open for British trade, while ‘closing them completely’ to Germany. Britain would also secure ‘a large and long-continued’ supply of iron ore from Sweden through Narvik, ‘while at the same time diverting all supplies of ore from Germany’. This, Churchill declared, ‘must be our aim’.


On the legal aspect, and that of world opinion, Churchill suggested in his memorandum that as Britain had entered the war in accordance with the principles of the Covenant of the League of Nations, no infringement of International Law, ‘so long as it is unaccompanied by inhumanity of any kind’, could deprive Britain of the ‘good wishes’ of the neutrals. In particular, ‘No evil effect will be produced upon the greatest of all neutrals, the United States.’ Churchill added: ‘We have reason to believe that they will handle the matter in the way most calculated to help us. And they are very resourceful.’


Churchill went on to argue that the ‘final tribunal’ as far as the morality of the scheme was concerned ‘is our own conscience’, and he ended his call for action by telling his War Cabinet colleagues:




We are fighting to re-establish the reign of law and to protect the liberties of small countries. Our defeat would mean an age of barbaric violence, and would be fatal not only to ourselves, but to the independent life of every small country in Europe. Acting in the name of the Covenant, and as virtual mandatories of the League and all it stands for, we have a right, and, indeed, are bound in duty, to abrogate for a space some of the Conventions of the very laws we seek to consolidate and reaffirm.





Churchill’s memorandum continued:




Small nations must not tie our hands when we are fighting for their rights and freedom. The letter of the law must not in supreme emergency obstruct those who are charged with its protection and enforcement. It would not be right or rational that the Aggressor Power should gain one set of advantages by tearing up all laws, and another set by sheltering behind the innate respect for law of their opponents. Humanity, rather than legality, must be our guide.308





At the War Cabinet of December 18, Halifax spoke of the possibility of Russia, angered by Swedish help to Finland, making demands on Sweden. These demands would force Germany to invade Sweden ‘in order to safeguard her supplies of iron ore from the threat of a Soviet invasion’. Churchill argued that the neutrality of Norway and Sweden ‘was a source of embarrassment to us, and of considerable advantage and profit to Germany’. But if Germany attempted to secure the ‘overlordship’ of Scandinavia, this would give Britain the opportunity ‘to take what we wanted, and this, with our sea power, we could do’. If Narvik and its ore supplies were to fall, ‘it would be to us and not the enemy’, an operation which, he suggested, ‘should be studied in advance’. The mountainous nature of the Norwegian countryside, ‘which excluded the use of tanks and similar mechanised equipment of which we were short’ might even be ‘an advantage to us’. At a later stage of such a conflict Britain might be able to establish air bases in the south of the peninsula, ‘and so intervene in the Baltic’.309


Churchill did not confine his search for areas of possible offensive action to the Norwegian coast alone, although that was the area in which he felt action would be most immediately advantageous. During a War Cabinet discussion on December 19, after Kingsley Wood had reported a British air attack on German seaplane bases at Borkum and Sylt, Churchill urged further attacks on these bases ‘with the object of destroying them’. But the Chief of the Air Staff, Sir Cyril Newall, explained that any such attack on a scale envisaged by Churchill came ‘within the War Cabinet prohibition against any bombing which might cause loss of civilian life’.


Churchill replied that in his belief ‘German morale was becoming shaken, and that a few blows of this kind might be sufficient to destroy it’. If justification were needed for bombing the bases at Borkum and Sylt, the ‘unwarrantable murder’ of British fishermen provided it. ‘We could thus associate a specific operation with a specific crime.’ But Kingsley Wood felt ‘that it might be unwise to disturb the present situation, since by doing so we might lose more than we gain’.310


The question of stopping Swedish iron ore supplies to Germany arose again at a meeting of the War Cabinet’s Military Co-ordination Committee on December 20. It was, Churchill said, ‘the most urgent matter’ under discussion, and he wished to proceed at once, ‘stage by stage’, first stopping the traffic from Narvik, and then dealing with the other routes. Above all, Churchill said, ‘we should not nibble at the problem, but go whole-heartedly for stopping Germany’s supplies’.


Support for Churchill came when the Secretary of the War Cabinet, Sir Edward Bridges, read out extracts from a report on the importance of Swedish iron ore to Germany, ‘to the effect that the Swedish iron-ore would be a deciding factor in the war and that victory would go to the side which obtained control over these important mines’. If this were true, Churchill said, the stoppage of the ore ‘was vital to us’, and he repeated that success ‘might shorten the war and save an enormous number of lives’.


Churchill was supported in this argument by the Secretary of State for War, Leslie Hore-Belisha. But a far more ambitious scheme was about to be put forward, involving a military expedition entering neutral Sweden and occupying the iron ore fields themselves. This scheme was favoured by the French Government, and put forward at the War Cabinet by a senior Foreign Office official, Sir Orme Sargent, who read out a joint Anglo-French draft, promising ‘to co-operate with Norway and Sweden’. This promise, Sargent explained, ‘might be developed with the despatch of an expeditionary force, which in that case would be able to occupy Narvik and the Swedish iron ore fields as part of the process of assisting Finland and defending Sweden’. All this would arise, Sargent explained, as a result of a resolution just adopted by the League of Nations, ‘calling upon Member States to assist Finland’.


Churchill was so impressed by this proposal that he urged that plans for the despatch of a military force to Scandinavia ‘should be put in hand at once’, together with orders to hold the Swedish iron ore mines. Such a move, he said, ‘would not make war with Russia inevitable’, and he told the Military Co-ordination Committee:




Russia might hold back from further aggression if she found us already in occupation; and even if she did come in, it did not necessarily mean that we should be engaged in general hostilities with Russia. It was the Russian practice to engage in local hostilities without a general declaration of war, as for example in Manchuria.311


There was undoubtedly a risk that we might ultimately be drawn into a general war with Russia, but this was a risk which we should have to run. He thought that we should make a friendly offer of assistance to the Scandinavian countries, as was proposed by the French, but that we should make it quite clear that whether they accepted it or not we should come in and take possession of the minefields.312





A decision on whether or not to take action to try to deprive Germany of its iron ore was to be reached at the War Cabinet of December 22. On the previous day, in preparation for this meeting, Churchill discussed with Pound the arguments he would put forward, and in a note to Pound on the morning of the War Cabinet, he set out the points he intended to make. ‘Urge Sweden and Norway to help Finland,’ the note began, ‘and offer them an Anglo-French guarantee that if they are consequently or subsequently invaded, either by Russia or Germany, we will come to their aid with adequate forces.’


Churchill’s second point was: ‘Tell Norway at the same time that we intend to stop the ore traffic, and indeed all enemy commerce on the west coast of Norway forthwith. This action to be put into effect at the same time that the Note is delivered, but in any case no later than one week from today.’


Churchill’s third point concerned the end of April 1940, by which time Germany’s need of iron ore ‘will have become desperate’, but the Gulf of Bothnia would be ice-free, enabling the ore to be transported across the Baltic Sea. ‘It may by then be possible,’ he argued, ‘to take further measures, either military or naval or both, to prevent Germany or Russia getting possession of or working the Swedish iron fields, with consequences that may be decisive for the war effort.’313


To cut off German supplies of Swedish ore, Churchill re-iterated at the War Cabinet on December 22, ‘was worth all the rest of the blockade, and provided a great chance of shortening the war and possibly saving immeasurable bloodshed on the Western Front’. He then put forward in detail each of the arguments of his memorandum of December 16, his remarks at the Military Co-ordination Committee on December 20, and his discussion with Pound on December 21. These arguments were, however, to no avail. Speaking immediately after Churchill, Halifax told the War Cabinet that he felt ‘very doubtful’ whether either Norway or Sweden ‘would welcome any guarantee of assistance from us against Germany, whatever might be their attitude to an offer of assistance against Russia’.


Even Chamberlain, who favoured the halting of Germany’s iron ore supplies, and believed that it might ‘be one of the turning points of the war’ offering a chance ‘of dealing a mortal blow to Germany’, warned that any such action must depend on Swedish support. He was afraid, he said, that ‘unless we had the goodwill of Sweden’, it would be ‘impracticable’ to proceed with the first part of Churchill’s plan, a force landed at Narvik.


The problem, Chamberlain stressed, seemed to him that of ‘getting Sweden into the war on our side’, and of doing nothing against Norway first which might have an adverse effect on Sweden.


The danger of alienating Sweden was also raised by the Minister of Supply, Leslie Burgin, who ‘emphasized the importance of Sweden’s friendship from the supply point of view’, as Britain depended on Sweden both for ferro-chrome and calcium-carbide. ‘If the Swedish supplies were cut off,’ he warned, ‘the position would be rather serious.’ Kingsley Wood also cautioned delay, at least ‘until the Chiefs of Staff had made their report’.


As the discussion continued, Churchill was supported in his call for immediate action both by the Minister without Portfolio, Lord Hankey, who feared losing ‘an opportunity of inflicting a serious embarrassment on Germany’, and by the Minister of Economic Warfare, Ronald Cross, who said that some German ironworks in Northern Bohemia had already shut down ‘owing to lack of ore’. Lord Chatfield, the Minister for Co-ordination of Defence, also favoured ‘the opening up of the Baltic front’, arguing that this would prevent the Germans from invading the Balkans, where it would be much harder for Britain to maintain troops than in Scandinavia.


As the meeting of December 22 drew to its close, Churchill told his colleagues that, whatever the outcome of the discussions about the means of winning over Sweden and Norway to the Allies, he ‘felt very strongly that we should seize the iron ore fields at all costs’.


Churchill’s plea was finally turned down, however. Although the War Cabinet agreed to instruct the Chiefs of Staff to examine ‘the military implications of a policy which aimed at stopping the export of Swedish iron ore to Germany’, it laid down specifically that ‘no action should be taken by the Admiralty towards stopping the exports of iron ore from Narvik to Germany’.314


Churchill had wanted this military and naval action against the German ore-bearing ships to begin on December 29. Instead, the War Cabinet initiated a series of prolonged examinations and discussions. These, while approving the general principle of stopping Germany’s iron ore supplies, and believing this to be of the highest importance, were nevertheless in disagreement as to what scheme ought to go ahead, and thereby delayed any action at all for more than three months. Churchill continued, however, to put foward the arguments for speedy action against the ore ships in Norwegian territorial waters, and the seizure of the Swedish ore fields, fearing any British delay would result in Germany becoming so powerful that no action could then succeed.


Writing to Neville Chamberlain on Christmas Day from the Admiralty, Churchill stressed that, ‘Everyone here, and all the colleagues I have seen, are dead set upon the ironfields, and think it may be the shortest and surest road to the end.’ All the Naval Intelligence reports, Churchill added, pointed to the Germans becoming ‘increasingly interested’ in Scandinavia. The matter, Churchill wrote, ‘seems urgent and might well be ripe for a Cabinet discussion on Thursday if you saw fit’.315


That same day, while working in his study at Admiralty House, Churchill wrote an eight-point survey of ‘the War in 1940’ for Dudley Pound. ‘This is the best I can do for a Christmas Card in these hard times,’ he wrote in a covering note.316 In his survey, Churchill set out his argument for a military and naval offensive against the ore fields. The amphibious operations to seize ‘Narvik and the great ironfield’, he told Pound, present themselves ‘in a light of decisive action. I have been very glad to see the astonishing harmony of thought which prevails in Government circles on this theme’.


Churchill told Pound that the Baltic scheme, plan ‘Catherine’, ought also to be kept at the highest pitch of readiness, as it ‘may well be’ that Britain would, as a result of Scandinavian developments, ‘be keeping a force in the Baltic after the summer of 1940 is over’. Churchill added: ‘this will be equally true of the White Sea; for if a great operation is launched for the ironfields, one cannot say when it will end, or how large it will become’. Far from ‘slackening-off’ the preparations for ‘Catherine’, Churchill argued, these plans ‘seem to have acquired a far greater measure of strategic relevance and urgency’. Warming to the theme of the wider Scandinavian operation, Churchill told Pound:




The supreme strategy is to carry the war into a theatre where we can bring superior forces to bear, and where a decision can be obtained which rules all other theatres. We have to select from a host of dangers the one which can best be dealt with, and which, if dealt with, causes all the others to fall away. Such a strategy may well be open to us now. And the enemy must know it.





With Britain able to secure ‘the friendship, if not the alliance’ of Sweden and Norway, Churchill envisaged, in this wider operation, a British naval base at Stockholm, supplied by oil and stores brought across the North Sea, and then by rail across Scandinavia. This, he believed, could be started in March or April 1940. A ‘strong flotilla’ of British submarines, thus based in the Baltic on a friendly shore, could ‘hamper, if not deter’ a German military attack on the Swedish ironfields, by then already in British hands. But it would be wrong, he felt, to try to maintain a British Fleet in the Baltic ‘unless we can see our way to maintaining it under air attack’.


It would be ‘still more wrong’, Churchill told Pound, to make the relatively limited operation of seizing the ironfields dependent upon sending a surface fleet to the Baltic. ‘Catherine’ was thus to be an addition to the iron ore operation, not the precondition for it. It was to offer, as Churchill saw it, wider possibilities going far beyond the benefits of seizing the ore fields.


Churchill therefore urged Pound to continue the plans and preparations for ‘Catherine’, so that if it became a possibility, it could be put into operation without crippling delays. ‘Let us advance with confidence,’ Churchill ended, ‘and see how the Naval side develops as events unfold.’317


The goodwill of the United States had for some time seemed to Churchill essential if the Scandinavian operation were to go ahead. On December 27 he noted for the British Ambassador in Washington, Lord Lothian, that he had already asked Joseph Kennedy to find out ‘in strictest privacy’ the views of President Roosevelt. In his note to Lothian, Churchill set out the sequence of four distinct operations which he now envisaged: a British occupation of the port of Narvik, an expedition to seize and occupy the Swedish ironfields at Gällivare, the seizure of the port of Luleå and the railway leading to it from Gällivare, and ‘the sending of a fleet into the Baltic’.318


The reply which Kennedy had brought was ‘that President did not wish to be consulted’. Negative though this might seem, Churchill told Lothian that he had ‘good reason to interpret this reply as meaning that no great trouble will arise in United States’.319


The War Cabinet’s decision of December 22 had prevented Churchill from taking any immediate naval action against the German iron ore ships in Norwegian waters. But, as he told the War Cabinet on December 27, ‘the Admiralty were ready to send a force of destroyers to intercept the traffic as soon as the War Cabinet authorised it’. He also thought that as soon as the Germans realized ‘that we were laying our hands on the iron ore from Narvik’, they would take action against southern Scandinavia. Such action, Churchill declared, would give Britain ‘full justification for the larger operation’.


The War Cabinet of December 27 concluded that ‘preparation should now be made’ which would enable Britain to follow up its imminent diplomatic approach to Norway and Sweden, proposing an end to ‘coastwise traffic from Norwegian ports to Germany’, by ‘action at very short notice’. But at the same time the minutes recorded ‘that no final decision should be taken to order Naval vessels to enter Norwegian territorial waters’.320 Thus the action which Churchill had orginally proposed for December 29 was yet further postponed, in the interests of a wider plan which had to await diplomatic negotiations.


Churchill remained determined to press for early action in the limited naval sphere, and in a note prepared for the War Cabinet on December 29 he drew attention to a report from Narvik ‘that the Swedish ore company is working 24 hours a day instead of 16, and that eighteen trains a day instead of 10 will run from the mines to Narvik’.


Nearly a month had passed, Churchill noted, since the Germans had sunk British and neutral ships in Norwegian territorial waters. Two weeks had passed since his own proposal for action by December 29. ‘Thus the German ore is flowing down and the British grievance is getting cold.’


Churchill still hoped that the smaller plan—which now envisaged both the mining of Norwegian waters, and the destruction of the Swedish iron ore transit facilities at the Baltic port of Oxelösund—could go ahead with the least possible delay. He therefore proposed, in his note for the War Cabinet of December 29, a timetable of action. The first stage would be an immediate promise to Norway and Sweden of help from Britain and France; then, on December 30, the completion of a technical report by the Chiefs of Staff ‘on the larger plan’ of a British expeditionary force to Scandinavia; then, on January 1, ‘notification to Norway of our intention to retaliate for the German sinkings in Norwegian territorial waters’; then, on January 3, ‘flotillas start for Norwegian coast’; then, on January 4, ‘we begin arresting German ships and turning others into our contraband control inside Norwegian territorial waters’; then, on January 30 ‘at latest’, measures to destroy the iron ore transit facilities at Oxelösund.


This plan, Churchill wrote, need not ‘impede’ the development of the larger plan. Nor, if the larger plan ‘were adopted or abandoned’, would the smaller plan be upset. It would indeed, he wrote, ‘be the best means of setting in train those German reactions, Swedish & Norwegian reactions, which must guide us inter alia in our future decisions’.321


On December 31, before Churchill could circulate this note, the wider Scandinavian plan received qualified support in a twenty-two page report by the Chiefs of Staff, Newall, Pound and Ironside. ‘The opportunity is a great one,’ they wrote, ‘and we see no prospect of an equal chance being afforded us elsewhere.’ Offensive operations initiated in March ‘might well prove decisive’. The strategy of operating in Scandinavia was ‘sound’, as long as both the front in France and Britain’s sea-borne trade, could be kept secure. This, they thought, could be done. A Scandinavian operation would involve risk. Nevertheless, ‘in view of the possibility of obtaining decisive results we think this risk can be accepted’.


There was always a danger, the Chiefs of Staff noted, that the Germans ‘might attempt to forestall us’. To meet this, a German invasion of Scandinavia would have to be hampered and delayed ‘by submarine forces operating in the Baltic’, and a hastily improvised force landed at Narvik, to picket the Narvik railway, seize the Boden aerodrome and destroy the port facilities at Luleå. Such a force would later be reinforced ‘by an adequately equipped and properly prepared expedition’.322


Although the Chiefs of Staff supported the wider scheme under certain conditions, they did not agree with Churchill’s proposal to start the whole scheme at once by the stoppage of German iron ore ships in Norwegian territorial waters. ‘We must emphasise,’ the Chiefs of Staff wrote in a separate memorandum, ‘that the consequences of stopping the Narvik trade now must be to prejudice the subsequent execution of the major operation. For this reason, we do not recommend this course of action.’323


Reading both these Chiefs of Staff’s reports, Churchill was cast down. ‘The self-contained minor operation of stopping the ore from Narvik and at Oxelösund,’ he wrote caustically, ‘must not be tried because it would jeopardise the larger plan. The larger plan must not be attempted unless Sweden and Norway co-operate. Not merely must they not resist militarily, or adopt a purely passive attitude, but they must actively co-operate.’ Churchill added:




But is there any prospect of Sweden and Norway actively co-operating with us of their own free will to bring about a series of operations which, as is well set out in the paper, will—


(a) Ruin the trade of their ironfield and the shipping which carries it.


(b) Involve them in war with Germany.


(c) Expose the whole southern part of both countries to German invasion and occupation.


Left to themselves they will certainly refuse, and, if pressed diplomatically, they will protest loudly to the world. Thus the minor operation is knocked out for the sake of the bigger, and the bigger is only declared practicable upon conditions which will not occur.





Churchill’s reply to the Chiefs of Staff continued:




The only way in which the desired train of events can, perhaps, be set in motion is by the practical step of stopping the Narvik ore. This causes little injury to Norway and Sweden and is the minimum violation of their neutrality. It is not comparable to an act of invasion of their soil. Nevertheless, as this paper shows, it may bring about a violent German reaction.


If this reaction takes the form of the invasion of southern Norway and southern Sweden, then alone will the offence be given to those countries, which will make them take up arms in self-defence, and this will be the moment when they will look to us for aid and be willing to open to us the passage to the northern orefields. Thus the minor operation, far from jeopardising the major, is, in fact, the only way by which the major is likely to become possible.


In short, the object of the minor operation is to provoke a German reaction which will secure us the Norwegian and Swedish co-operation deemed essential.





Churchill was keen to embark quickly on positive action which offered definite results. But he realized that the impact of the Chiefs of Staff’s report of December 31, which although in its central arguments supported his own proposals, would lead to an even greater degree of hesitation and postponement than the War Cabinet’s decision of nine days before. ‘With many of the larger arguments of the Chiefs of Staff I am in full accord,’ he wrote in his own memorandum of December 31. ‘But I fear that the effect will lead to a purely negative conclusion, and that nothing will be done.’324


The last week of 1939 saw Churchill disappointed, not only in the postponement of his plans to deprive Germany of iron ore, but also in his hopes of a closer and constructive relationship with the United States. After the battle of the River Plate, and the scuttling of the Graf Spee, the United States had supported protests from several South American Governments complaining that the British warships involved had entered the special three hundred mile non-combatant zone. This zone had recently been established by the Panama Conference of American States, including the United States. There had also been complaints, which the United States had supported, of British warships seizing German supply ships within this newly-created non-combatant zone so far beyond the International three-mile limit.


Anxious to avoid friction with the United States, on December 24 Churchill had drafted a telegram for President Roosevelt, apologizing for ‘recent incidents’ in which this had taken place. ‘We cannot always refrain,’ Churchill explained, ‘from stopping enemy ships outside International three-mile limit when these may well be supply ships for U-Boats or surface raiders.’ Nevertheless, Churchill told the President, instructions had now been given ‘only to arrest or fire upon them out of sight of United States shore’.


Churchill went on to defend the British warships which had closed with the Graf Spee off Montevideo. As a result of the scuttling of the Graf Spee, Churchill wrote, the whole of the South Altantic ‘is now clear and may perhaps continue clear of warlike operations’. This fact, Churchill commented, ‘must be a blessing to South American Republics whose trade was hampered by activities of raiders and whose ports were used for his supply ships and information centres’.


As Britain had ‘rescued all this vast area from disturbance’, Churchill hoped that there would be no more criticism of the British action, even if it had involved the appearance of British warships inside the Panama Zone, but not, he hastened to assure the President, inside the three mile territorial limits of the South American States. As Churchill explained to Roosevelt, the ‘Laws of War’ had given the Graf Spee the right to ‘capture, or sink’ all ships trading with Britain in the South Atlantic. ‘No protest was made about this,’ he pointed out, ‘although it injured Argentine commercial interests,’ and he went on to ask:




Why then should complaints be made of our action in ridding seas of this raider in strict accordance with same International Laws from which we had been suffering. Trust matter can be allowed to die down and see no reason why any trouble should occur unless another raider is sent which is unlikely after fate of first. South American States should see in Plate action their deliverance perhaps indefinitely from all annoyance. Much of world duty is being thrown on Admiralty. Hope burden will not be made too heavy for us to bear.





Even a single German raider ‘loose in the North Atlantic,’ Churchill pointed out, required the use of half of Britain’s battle fleet ‘to give sure protection’ to the merchant ships. If Britain ‘should break under load,’ he warned, ‘South American Republics would soon have many worse enemies than the sound of one day’s distant seaward cannonade. And you also, Sir’—Churchill added—‘in quite a short time would have more direct cares.’


Churchill went on to ask Roosevelt that ‘full consideration’ should be given to Britain ‘at this crucial period’, and that the United States should put the ‘best construction’ upon British action ‘indispensable to end war shortly in right way’.


On a personal note, Churchill told Roosevelt that he was sending him by air mail various reports of the battle of the River Plate. The damage to the Exeter from the Graf Spee’s 11-inch guns was ‘most severe’, he noted, ‘and ship must be largely rebuilt. Marvel is she stood up to it so well.’


Churchill ended his telegram to Roosevelt with the reflection: ‘Generally speaking, think war will soon begin now.’325


While working at the Admiralty on Christmas Day, Churchill sent Chamberlain a copy of his telegram to Roosevelt. ‘Everything is very quiet here,’ he wrote to Chamberlain during the day. But he was worried about the ‘stiff attitude’ being taken in Washington about the Panama Congress Zone. Of course, Churchill wrote, Roosevelt ‘is our best friend, but I expect he wants to be re-elected and I fear that isolationism is the winning ticket’.326


Churchill’s telegram to Roosevelt, and his acknowledgment of the strength of American isolationist feeling, coincided with a development which was to prove of considerable importance to Britain’s war effort, and to America’s contribution to that effort: the establishment in the United States of an Anglo-French Purchasing Board. The Chairman of this Board was a British-born industrialist, Arthur Purvis, whose task was to persuade the United States administration both to sell Britain essential munitions of war and raw materials, and to deny those raw materials to the Germans.327


Purvis had one strong ally close to Roosevelt, the Secretary to the Treasury, Henry Morgenthau junior, whose senior officials shared Morgenthau’s willingness to help the British cause. All the Treasury experts were agreed, Purvis reported to London on December 24, ‘that effective action’ on restricting supplies of molybdenum, nickel and tungsten to Germany ‘would be sufficiently serious to slow up enemy war effort’.328 That same week, Morgenthau decided to put immediate pressure on raw material manufacturers throughout the United States not to ship essential raw materials to two neutral States, the Soviet Union and Japan, through both of whom Germany could legally receive American supplies. This pressure was effective, constituting what Purvis later called a ‘moral embargo’.329


***


Churchill’s career had been through an extraordinary revolution during the twelve months of 1939. In January he had been isolated and abused. Neville Chamberlain had publicly belittled his judgment. Parliament had rejected his appeals for a more war-oriented economy. He was approaching his tenth year in the political wilderness. Aged sixty-four, his political career was believed by many to be over. He was an elder statesman without a future. His own advice on defence and rearmament having been consistently rejected, he saw his country militarily weak, and its diplomacy crippled by that weakness. His calls for an alliance of threatened States having been ignored, he saw Europe divided, an easy prey for Nazi aggression. He could see no way in which his own abilities would now be used to help the nation, or in which the nation itself would be able to play a part in resisting the steady onward march of Nazi tyranny.


Within a year he had become a senior member of the Government, active in the War Cabinet, listened to with growing respect both in Parliament and over the wireless, able it seemed to raise the hopes and courage of tens of thousands of people, looked up to as one of the few politicians able to lead the nation to victory.


Churchill knew the limitations to his power. He also recognized the strength of the obstacles to actions he wished to see carried out. He was not a member of the Supreme War Council, at which the British and French leaders worked out a common strategy. He also knew the extent to which the old suspicions of his reliability remained strong, especially in political circles. The Prime Minister had other confidants. Those who sought the emergence of a younger leadership looked elsewhere. Nevertheless, the revolution in Churchill’s life was complete, awaiting only the steady unfolding of events to reach its climax.
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January 1940: ‘the tremendous array of negative arguments’


The year 1940 opened with a political crisis, the dismissal of Leslie Hore-Belisha from the War Office. According to Sir Samuel Hoare’s diary notes, Churchill ‘had told LG and Kingsley Wood that the Government would be stronger without HB’. Hoare also noted, of 2 January 1940, ‘Neville Chamberlain’s disclosures on Tuesday to me about Belisha. Winston agreed.’330


Friction between Hore-Belisha and the War Office had grown during December to such an extent that, in Chamberlain’s view, it was impeding the development of Britain’s war effort, especially in France. Hore-Belisha had expressed lack of confidence in the Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force, Lord Gort. After Chamberlain had visited Gort’s headquarters on December 15, and listened to Gort’s account of the deficiencies of equipment in the BEF, he realised that no confidence existed between the senior British officers in France, and their Minister.


Churchill himself had for more than a month been planning a four day visit to Paris, the Maginot Line, and Gort’s headquarters. On the morning of January 4, only an hour or so before Churchill left for France, Chamberlain told him that Hore-Belisha was to be replaced.


Churchill left London by train at 1.15 on January 4. An hour and a half later, shortly before Churchill’s train reached Folkestone, Chamberlain summoned Hore-Belisha to the Cabinet Room, and informed him that he was to leave the War Office.


Chamberlain offered Hore-Belisha either the Presidency of the Board of Trade, or the Ministry of Information, both posts being outside the War Cabinet. Late that night Hore-Belisha telephoned Churchill, who had reached the British Embassy in Paris at eleven o’clock, and told him of his removal from the War Office. Churchill advised Hore-Belisha to accept the Board of Trade, but Hore-Belisha rejected this advice. He therefore withdrew to the back benches.331


Churchill was now at Dover, where HMS Codrington, one of the Dover Patrol Destroyers, awaited him. The ship’s Captain, Casper Swinley, later recalled:




…he was wearing an overcoat with an astrakhan collar and his 1st Lord’s (Trinity House) cap, the peak and badge of which were slightly out of place. I heard later that someone had sat on it in the car on the way to Dover! I presented my officers to him and as he was some three quarters of an hour late, I suggested he should come on the bridge. But he said, ‘No, I’d rather go to your cabin.’


I had left my cabin furnished as usual with my pictures in place. Mr Churchill at once noticed a photograph of my step-mother-in-law, Mrs Carnegie, who had been Mrs Joseph Chamberlain, and asked me what the connection was. He was very complimentary about her. I offered him a cigar (I had brought a special box for the occasion), but he politely refused and said ‘No, thank you, I’d rather have one of my own.’ (I didn’t make the mistake that one destroyer captain made in offering him a cigarette!)


Sitting in my only arm chair he then noticed a framed quotation on my desk and asked me what it was. I told him it was a quotation from Alston’s seamanship manual of 1865 which I always kept on my desk. He said ‘I’ve never heard of it, do you mind reading it out to me?’, which I accordingly did.332


After I had finished reading the quotation, there was a pause, and it seemed to me that Mr Churchill was impressed for he then said ‘That’s a fine piece of English. Now I should like to go on the bridge and see you take the ship out of harbour.’ On the bridge Mr Churchill took a keen interest until half way to Boulogne when he said ‘I know it is not usual for ladies to be on the bridge of a destroyer in wartime, but, I would be glad if you would give my secretary333 a cup of tea. I am going down to your cabin to do some work.’


The Codrington was unaccompanied and proceeded at 25 knots and it was pitch dark when we reached Boulogne. There was much coming of French Admirals and Generals, and when we had secured I left the bridge and made my way to my cabin.


I shall always remember the spectacle—my cabin full of people and smoke—and my small table set in the middle with Mr Churchill seated at one end with the French Admiral on his right and others gathered round the table, seated and standing up. On the table were ink pots, mustard pots, india rubbers and so on. I saw Mr Churchill pick up one of these and turning to the French Admiral said ‘This is the mistake the Graf Spee made!’





‘We were witnessing a demonstration,’ Swinley noted, ‘of the Battle of the River Plate.’334


Churchill was accompanied during his visit to France by his son Randolph, Professor Lindemann, Lieutenant-Commander ‘Tommy’ Thompson, Detective Thompson, two police inspectors, and Kathleen Hill.335 His aim was to discuss, both with the French and British Air Force experts, the ‘Royal Marine’ plan to sow mines in the river Rhine. For this reason he was also accompanied by the Director of Torpedoes and Mining, Captain FitzGerald.


On January 5 Churchill and FitzGerald discussed ‘Royal Marine’ at Vincennes with General Gamelin and Admiral Darlan. ‘Various demonstrations were made of the scheme,’ FitzGerald noted in his official report, whereupon Churchill placed FitzGerald directly under Darlan’s orders, for the purposes of advancing the project as quickly as possible.336


On January 6 Churchill visited the Maginot Line. That night he dined with General Georges at the headquarters of the French Army Staff at La Ferté. French military opinion was in favour of the mining project. Indeed, as Churchill minuted to Pound, Lindemann and others six days later, ‘French Military even point out that they control the head waters of the Saar and the Moselle, in addition to the Rhine, and that many possibilities are open there’, provided that ‘a really large supply of the needful is in hand’. Churchill’s minute continued:




Not only must the first go-off be on the largest scale at all points, but the daily and weekly supply thereafter must be such as to keep the tension at the highest pitch indefinitely.


It is, of course, understood that while all action is to be prepared the final decision rests with the Governments.


In all circumstances I am prepared to postpone the date from the February moon to the March moon. Meanwhile every exertion is to be made to perfect the plan and accumulate the greatest store.





‘Above all,’ Churchill ended, ‘any obstacle or cause of undue delay is to be reported, so that the operations can be brought to full readiness as soon as possible. We may be forced to act before the March moon.’337


After spending the night of January 6 in a hotel near La Ferté, Churchill travelled the following day to the headquarters of the Advanced Air Striking Force in France, near Rheims, where he was met by Air Vice Marshall Barratt. His programme was a full one: visiting squadron headquarters, talking to the officers of the Operations Room and Intelligence Section, and inspecting various gun positions and aerodromes. After staying overnight with the Advanced Air Striking Force, Churchill travelled to Arras where, on January 8, he lunched with Gort, and visited units of the British forces in France.338


Before leaving for England on the morning of January 9, Churchill issued a statement to the Press. ‘I have visited a British Brigade,’ he said, ‘which is in direct contact with the enemy and found them in splendid spirits.’ Everything was ‘very quiet’ except for the sound ‘of distant cannon fire over and again’. Visiting a number of Royal Air Force squadrons, he had been ‘struck with the state of instant readiness which prevailed’, dull though it was for all concerned ‘waiting about on the starting point week after week’.


Churchill’s statement continued: ‘Anyone at home who feels a bit gloomy or fretful would benefit very much by spending a few days with the British and French Armies. They would find it at once a tonic and a sedative.’ Unhappily, Churchill added, ‘the Admiralty cannot guarantee to provide transport for them all’.339


Churchill returned to the Admiralty on the evening of January 9.340


On January 11, Churchill wrote to Hore-Belisha:




My dear Leslie,


I much regret that our brief association as colleagues has ended. In the last war I went through the same experience as you have suffered, and I know how bitter and painful it is to anyone with his heart in the job. I was not consulted in the changes that were proposed. I was only informed after they had been decided. At the same time, I should fail in candour if I did not let you know that I thought it would have been better if you had gone to the Board of Trade or the Ministry of Information, and I am very sorry that you did not see your way to accept the first of these important offices.





Churchill’s letter continued:




The outstanding achievement of your tenure of the War Office was the passage of conscription in time of peace. You may rest with confidence upon this, and I hope that it will not be long before we are colleagues again, and that this temporary set-back will prove no serious obstacle to your opportunities of serving the country.341





Hore-Belisha replied that same day:




My dear Winston,


My first instinct after hearing from Neville was to get in touch with you. I rang you up, but you had gone. As you know I subsequently spoke to you in Paris. The fact that you had, unjustly, undergone the same experience was not the only reason why I had a natural recourse to you.


I never had any doubt as to the course I should take.


I know you will do much to win the war & that is the only thing that matters.


Thank you for writing.342





Five days later, after the debate on the sacking of Hore-Belisha, Churchill received a fascinating postscript to the episode. ‘I think you ought to know,’ wrote Robert Boothby from the House of Commons, ‘that the House is—not unnaturally—restless and dis-satisfied; and that this afternoon has weakened the position of the PM.’ Boothby had dined a week earlier with the new Secretary of State for War, Oliver Stanley. ‘He told me then’ Boothby wrote, ‘that when he was offered the post of S. of S. for War it was made clear to him that the choice before the PM lay between the dismissal of HB, and a request from Gort and the 2 Corps Commanders to be relieved of their appointments….’ The whole episode, Boothby concluded, ‘strikes the layman as a very rum business—and one that, to say the least, has been shockingly handled’.343


One result of Churchill’s visit to the British Expeditionary Force was his proposal, at a meeting of the Military Co-ordination Committee on January 12, to replace the 3-inch anti-aircraft guns then with the forces in France by 3.7-inch guns. The 3-inch, he said, should be brought back to Britain ‘for use in the quieter areas’. Churchill also pointed out to his Committee colleagues, Lord Chatfield, Kingsley Wood, and Oliver Stanley, that although the French forces ‘were equipped almost entirely with artillery from the last war’, they had modernized this artillery ‘so as to get extra range, and even to out-range the new German types’.344 But the impression made on Churchill by the French preparations had not been entirely favourable. As he later recalled:




Throughout the winter there were many tasks that needed doing: training demanded continuous attention: defences were far from satisfactory or complete—even the Maginot Line lacked many supplementary field works; physical fitness demands exercise.


Yet visitors to the French Front were often struck by the prevailing atmosphere of calm aloofness, by the seemingly poor quality of the work in hand, by the lack of visible activity of any kind. The emptiness of the roads behind the line was in great contrast to the continual coming and going which extended for miles behind the British sector.





‘There can be no doubt,’ Churchill concluded, ‘that the quality of the French Army was allowed to deteriorate during the winter’, and that it would have fought better in the autumn of 1939 than in the spring of 1940.345


A further weakness of the Maginot Line was that its fortifications ended at the Belgian border, leaving a gap of more than 150 miles between the north end of the French defences, and the North Sea. One means of helping to make this gap a less inviting target for a German assault was to persuade the Belgian Government to invite British troops into Belgium.


A sudden opportunity to do this arose in the second week of January, when a German aeroplane crash-landed on Belgian soil. In it were two German Staff Officers carrying what appeared to be genuine, and were certainly detailed, plans for a German invasion of Belgium.346


The British and Belgian Governments both believed that a German invasion of Belgium might be imminent. Admiral Sir Roger Keyes, a Conservative MP, and a personal friend of Churchill, was sent to Brussels to see Leopold, King of the Belgians. Keyes saw the King, then drove across the Belgian border into France to telephone Churchill with Leopold’s proposals. If Britain would agree to the ‘complete restoration’ of Belgium and her colonies, and financial help for this restoration in the event of Belgium being conquered by Germany, then the King, for his part, thought that he could ‘persuade his Ministers’ to invite French and British troops into Belgium ‘at once’.


Churchill immediately took this message to Chamberlain. Both men believed that ‘at once’ must mean that Allied troops would be invited to enter Belgium before any German attack, provided the King’s conditions were met. The War Cabinet discussed the suggestion on the morning of January 14, a Sunday.347 At this meeting, Churchill told his colleagues that Chamberlain, who was not present, ‘had strongly disliked the suggestion that the Belgians should, at this late hour, attach conditions to receiving help from us’. The only guarantees possible, Chamberlain believed, were those ‘implicit in a military alliance’, and Churchill had passed this message back to Keyes, who had already returned to Belgium to see Leopold once more.


Oliver Stanley told the War Cabinet that in his view the Belgian conditions were already ‘more or less implicit in our alliance’, and that if the Belgians really were prepared to allow the Allied armies to enter Belgium before any invasion took place, ‘this would be to our very great military advantage’. General Ironside agreed: even ‘a few hours’ start’ over the Germans would, he believed, enable the British to form a defensible line along the Wavre-Namur axis.348


In a telegram from Brussels on January 15, to the Foreign Office, Keyes reported that King Leopold was ‘not prepared to issue the invitation’ in advance of a German attack. Yet this was the sole assumption on which the invitation had been so welcomed by the War Cabinet. The King felt that his country could not be induced to enter the war ‘while there was any hope of keeping out’. He also told Keyes that it was both a Belgian and a British interest ‘that the onus for the breaking of Belgian neutrality’ should be left to Germany. The King also expressed his fear that once British and French forces entered Belgium, his country would be made ‘once again the battlefield of Europe—a matter of terrible concern to the unfortunate Belgian people, who though 90% pro-Ally, were desperately keen to be kept out of the war’.349


As this Belgian opportunity faded away, the Scandinavian option seemed to gain once more in importance. Churchill still believed that stopping all German iron ore movements along the Norwegian coast should be the most immediate British war objective, and at the War Cabinet on January 2 the arguments for and against the Norwegian coast operation were again rehearsed in detail.


At the start of the discussion Chamberlain asked whether it was accurate to say that ‘the duration of the war would be profoundly affected’ by depriving Germany of Swedish ore. The Director-General of the Ministry of Economic Warfare, Sir Frederick Leith-Ross, replied that it might take up to a year to cut off the supply altogether, but that once it were done it would be ‘decisive’. Chamberlain then spoke of his concern that once British warships moved into Norwegian waters, the Germans would retaliate by ‘seizing’ bases in southern Norway, ‘from which they could develop a most serious air threat’. Britain would not be able to prevent such a move.


Churchill argued that a German invasion of Norway ‘would be vexatious but would in no way be decisive’. It would open the way for Britain’s own ‘next action’, the occupation of the northern Swedish ore fields. The Norwegians, he said, ‘would undoubtedly resist a German invasion which would be a violation incomparably greater than the violation of territorial waters of which we should be guilty’.


Chamberlain summed up the discussion by stating that while he was ‘very anxious to undertake the limited project of stopping the Narvik traffic’, and saw ‘no serious difficulty’ in doing so either from the point of view of international law ‘or from the reactions of Sweden’, he was nevertheless ‘seriously concerned’ by the emphasis which the Chiefs of Staff had laid in their report on the possibility of German counter-action in southern Norway. He was afraid also that once Germany occupied southern Norway, Sweden ‘might be induced to come over into the German camp’.


Churchill intervened to say that if Sweden ‘gave way to German threats’, it would then be open to Britain ‘to go in and seize the Northern Swedish orefields at once’. But the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Edmund Ironside, warned that an expedition to Scandinavia in face of opposition by the inhabitants ‘would be a very hazardous affair’, Britain had no ski-troops immediately available, and the Swedes ‘might adopt the same tactics against us as the Finns had so successfully pursued against the Russians’.


Another objection to the type of wider action which Churchill envisaged came from the Dominions Secretary, Anthony Eden. He pointed out that the Canadians, who had hoped to organize a force of between five thousand and seven thousand troops for operations in Northern Scandinavia in March, had no troops ‘at present trained’ to work on skis. But now it was Ironside’s turn to support the scheme, at least as far as the Canadians were concerned. A ‘very large number’ of their troops, he said, ‘were used to working on snow shoes. Such troops could operate in deep snow just as well as ski troops.’ In addition, Ironside said, somewhat reversing his earlier remarks, there were ‘a very considerable number of British personnel already trained in the use of skis who could also be made available’ in the spring.350


A further War Cabinet meeting on January 3 rehearsed the same arguments at length, with Halifax saying that he did not think a German seizure of bases in southern Norway ‘a vital factor’, nor did he attach what he called ‘undue importance’ to the probable Swedish reaction. Nor did Norway’s response alarm him. She would ‘no doubt show considerable annoyance’, he said, ‘but she would probably get over this’. Halifax’s concern was that the stopping of the Narvik traffic might affect ‘our chances of carrying through the bigger project of stopping all the ore supplies to Germany’.351


There were four further discussions on the Narvik scheme at the War Cabinet in the second week of January. On January 9 Chatfield suggested that Britain should open negotiations with the Swedes about possible cooperation. But Halifax warned against ‘giving ground to those in Sweden who already claimed we were trying to bring Sweden into the War’,352 and on January 10 Churchill likewise argued against any such negotiations with Sweden. The neutral countries, he said, should not be permitted ‘to tie our hands when we were, in fact, fighting to maintain their liberties’. In order to obtain both Swedish and Norwegian cooperation, Churchill added, Britain should confront both countries ‘with a choice of two evils’, and he went on to explain: ‘We should have to make them more frightened of us than they were of Germany.’


At the War Cabinet on January 10, Sir Samuel Hoare stressed ‘the urgency of taking action to stop the Narvik trade’, arguing that every week that passed without any British action ‘allowed a further quantity of ore to sail to Germany’. Churchill agreed with Hoare, and went on to warn his colleagues: ‘Every week the prize was melting. Time would be consumed in the proposed negotiations, and if we failed, we should be back again just where we started.’


The War Cabinet of January 10 decided, however, ‘to defer a decision on the Narvik project’ until the arrival in Britain of a Swedish diplomat, who was expected later that same day. At the same time, the Chiefs of Staff were invited to advise the War Cabinet ‘as to what instructions and authority the Service Departments required to enable detailed plans and preparations to be made’ for the two wider schemes of a despatch of a British force via Narvik to the northern Swedish orefields, and for the despatch of a force ‘to co-operate in the defence of Southern Sweden’.353


On January 11 the War Cabinet discussed the possible reaction of Norway to any British action. When Halifax expressed fears that the Norwegian Government would cut off all ore supplies to Britain, Churchill stated that he ‘did not believe’ this would be so. The Norwegians had ‘done nothing,’ he pointed out, ‘when Germany had sunk three ships in their territorial waters’.


Chamberlain agreed with Churchill, adding that he was ‘not greatly concerned with the effect on Norway of any action we might take’. But he went on to tell the War Cabinet that he did, however, ‘attach great importance’ to Britain ‘not alienating Sweden’, especially as Swedish support would be ‘essential if later we were to proceed with the larger project’.


Churchill now reiterated his almost daily plea: ‘Whatever course was decided upon,’ he said, ‘it was essential that we should now act decisively.’354


At the War Cabinet of January 12 Lord Halifax reported that the Swedish diplomat had warned of Sweden’s fears of German retaliation, should Sweden cooperate in any way with Britain. Even a British action in Norwegian territorial waters ‘would be seriously damaging to the Allied cause’, the diplomat had declared. Nor did he see how Britain could help supply Sweden with arms to replace those which Sweden was giving to Finland. ‘At the present time,’ he explained, Germany was replacing these arms.


Halifax told the War Cabinet that his conversation with the Swedish diplomat ‘had definitely weighted the balance of his judgement against the Narvik project’. Churchill was furious. The discussion of this subject, he said, ‘had now been proceeding for six weeks and every argument had been brought forward in favour of doing nothing…’ It was not right, he reiterated, ‘that we should bear the whole burden of fighting the Germans on behalf of the small neutral countries while they did nothing to help us’.


Churchill argued that the British ‘should brace ourselves to accept the hazards of action’; otherwise Germany would go on getting her ore indefinitely, without interruption. He was not, he said, ‘impatient for action merely for action’s sake’, but ever since the beginning of the war ‘we had let the initiative rest with Germany’. Britain had waited for Germany to develop ‘each form of attack against us’, and had contented herself ‘with devising means of meeting these attacks as they arose’.


It was Churchill’s conviction that, by opening up ‘a new theatre of operations’ in Scandinavia, Britain would have ‘a fine chance of forcing Germany into situations which she had not foreseen, and of seizing the initiative for ourselves’. But once again there was a challenge, this time from a newcomer to the discussions, and a distant observer. For Chamberlain now read the War Cabinet a telegram he had just received from the Prime Minister of Australia, Robert Menzies, who asked that no decision should be taken about action in Norwegian territorial waters ‘until the Dominions had had an opportunity to express their views’.


Menzies added that he wished to be ‘fully informed of the arguments in favour of and against the proposed action’. He also wanted to be given a summary of the Chiefs of Staff’s report. And he concluded, as Chamberlain reported, ‘by expressing the opinion that the suggested action would have a bad effect in neutral countries and would present arguments to Germany which she would not otherwise have’.


The War Cabinet of January 12 then discussed Chamberlain’s suggestion that a senior British Minister should go to Sweden ‘to open negotiations’ on a high level. Sir Samuel Hoare was suggested: ‘His conversations with the Swedish Government,’ Chamberlain thought, ‘might well open the way to securing their active co-operation.’ Once that was secured, Chamberlain added, and Britain had ‘a friendly country on the shores of the Baltic’, wide possibilities ‘of offensive action against the enemy would be opened up’.


Chamberlain felt that such a mission ‘seemed to offer a very good prospect of success’, both for the wider scheme, and in securing support for the Narvik plan. In any case, he said, in view of the telegram from Menzies, ‘it would be out of the question to take any immediate action against the Narvik traffic’.


Churchill’s anger mounted as each reason for delay was produced. ‘It would surely be better,’ he told the War Cabinet, ‘to take naval action first and then to send our Mission, nominally on the pretext of dealing with the protests which would certainly follow.’ By sending a mission in advance of action, he stressed, the Swedes would only be ‘emboldened to continue their protests’. The Scandinavian countries were ‘dominated by fear’. As soon as they saw that Britain had dropped the Narvik project as a result of their protests, they would resist even the suggested mission ‘with redoubled vigour’.


As the meeting drew to an end, an acrimonious tone entered the discussion. Churchill still could not accept that because of Swedish protests the scheme must be postponed: ‘a flotilla,’ he said, ‘could be sent in the teeth of a protest, but not a Mission’. But in view of the various opinions expressed, and what he described caustically as ‘the evident necessity to carry the Dominions with us in any direction’, he did not propose ‘to pursue the matter further’.


Churchill wished, however, as the minutes recorded, ‘to emphasise one point’; and he did so in a way that reminded his colleagues of the bitter Parliamentary battles of the previous five years. Until that moment, Churchill said, he had felt ‘that time was on our side’. But he was not sure that this could continue to be so. ‘We had hoped,’ he noted, ‘that our Air Force would gradually overhaul that of Germany.’ But, he asked, ‘was it certain that after six months of war we should, in fact, have improved our position in this respect?’


The response was frosty. ‘French air strength must be taken into account with our own,’ Chamberlain said. And Kingsley Wood replied curtly that ‘so many factors were involved’ that he would like ‘time to consider his reply’.


Churchill had touched upon what was, for him, the central theme, linking his pre-war warnings of potential air inferiority with the wartime reality. Germany, he said, in her ‘central position’, could deliver threats in several directions. ‘We might well have a much graver situation ahead of us and we must redouble our efforts to guard against it.’


Chamberlain did not reject Churchill’s warning. Indeed, he said, ‘he agreed’ with its tone; and he now suggested that the Chiefs of Staff ‘should examine the possibility of capturing the ore fields’ in the face of both Norwegian and Swedish opposition. But it was Halifax’s turn to introduce a critical note. On military grounds, he said, ‘he personally was unable to contemplate war with Norway to capture Narvik’.


The discussion ended with Sir Samuel Hoare suggesting that ‘as the first step’ of his Mission, Britain might suggest ‘buying the mines’. But even this suggestion found a critic, Kingsley Wood, who felt that ‘the Swedes would be too much afraid of Germany’s reactions to agree to sell….’


The War Cabinet had now to reach a conclusion on the Narvik scheme. It decided, as the minutes recorded, ‘that no action should be taken for the time being to stop the traffic between Germany and Narvik by sending a Flotilla into Norwegian territorial waters’. In reaching this decision, the minutes added, the War Cabinet were ‘impressed by the risk’ that such an action ‘might imperil the success of the larger project, i.e., the complete stoppage of supplies to Germany from the Northern orefields’. At the same time, the Chiefs of Staff were invited to consider one aspect of the larger project, ‘the possibility of capturing the Gällivare orefields in the face of Norwegian and Swedish opposition’, and then to say, if they thought the idea was practicable, ‘what forces would it involve?’355


Churchill’s sense of frustration was acute: had his original advice been taken, the interception of German ore-bearing ships would have begun ten days earlier. His anger during the War Cabinet of January 12 had been obvious. It had also caused a certain unease, and on the following day Halifax wrote to him from the Foreign Office:




My dear Winston


I have felt very unhappy at finding myself taking a different line to you on the Narvik project: not only because I realise all the force of the argument you deployed, and appreciate how disastrous it may be to refrain from positive action in such a struggle as this, but also because I have too great a respect for you and for all that you bring to this business of saving civilisation, to feel other than uncomfortable when my mind does not go with yours. And you have been always so willing to help me on my side of the job, that I hate being less helpful to you.


Yet one can but do one’s best to form a judgment, and reach a decision, to the best of one’s capacity, as the problem presents itself. But I wanted to tell you how strong had been, and is, my feeling on personal grounds about finding myself in any matter differing from you—especially when I reflect—as I constantly do—upon the hourly anxiety that your particular responsibilities impose.


Yrs ever
Edward356





Churchill was visiting Portsmouth when this letter was written, having returned to HMS Vernon to inspect a German magnetic mine that had been retrieved intact, and to discuss the continuing progress in protecting merchant ships. In his reply to Halifax two days later, he expressed his deepest fears about the conduct of the war:




My dear Edward,


I am most grateful to you for the kindness of your letter.


My disquiet at the decision taken was due mainly to the awful difficulties which our machinery of war-conduct presents to positive action. I see such immense walls of prevention, all built and building, that I wonder whether any plan will have a chance of climbing over them.


Just look at the arguments which have had to be surmounted in the seven weeks we have discussed this Narvik operation.


First, the objections of the other Economic Departments, Supply, B. of T.,357 etc. Secondly, the Joint Planning Committee. Thirdly, the Chiefs of Staff Committee. Fourthly, the insidious argument, ‘don’t spoil the big plan for the sake of the small’, when there is really very little chance of the big plan being resolutely attempted. Fifthly, the juridicial and moral objections, all gradually worn down. Sixthly, the attitude of neutrals, and above all, the United States. But see how well the United States have responded to your démarche. Seventhly, the Cabinet itself, with its many angles of criticism. Eighthly, when all this had been smoothed out, the French have to be consulted. Finally, the Dominions and their consciences have to be squared, they not having gone through the process by which opinion has advanced at home.


All this makes me feel that under the present arrangements we shall be reduced to waiting upon the terrible attacks of the enemy, against which it is impossible to prepare in every quarter simultaneously without fatal dissipation of strength.





Churchill’s letter continued:




I have two or three projects moving forward, but all I fear will succumb before the tremendous array of negative arguments and forces. Pardon me, therefore, if I showed distress. One thing is absolutely certain, namely, that victory will never be found by taking the line of least resistance.





Churchill went on to tell Halifax of the possible imminent invasion of Belgium and Holland. ‘It may indeed be argued,’ he wrote, ‘though I do not think much of it, that if we had violated Norwegian territorial waters, the Germans would have claimed they were only doing the same thing in invading Holland and Belgium.’ But, he added, ‘it is a better sequence that our peccadilloes should follow their crimes, instead of the other way round’. Even if a German attack on Belgium and Holland ended in a stalemate, the Germans ‘may feel far more free’, and then for Britain ‘a diversion may become even more needful’.358


The Belgian alarm proved to be a false one, and within forty-eight hours the War Cabinet had returned to the discussion of Narvik, and of the wider Scandinavian project. Churchill no longer saw any hope of a swift or uncircumscribed decision. But, with a never diminishing sense of urgency, he continued to put forward his argument for immediate action at each successive meeting. The Scandinavian Governments, he declared at the War Cabinet of January 17, should be told ‘that we would not for an indefinite period tolerate their supplying the enemy with the means of continuing the war’. The Swedish supply of ore, he added, ‘would become the means of sending hundreds of thousands of British and French soldiers to their death’. But when Chamberlain supported Churchill’s argument, as he did on this occasion, it was, nevertheless, always with reservations. Any such message to Norway or Sweden, he said, while important in itself, must be ‘minus the threat of Naval action on our part’.


Churchill had once again to accept the more cautious ruling. But at the end of the meeting his distress was evident. ‘He only regretted,’ the minutes recorded, ‘that it was not possible for us to use the threat of taking the ore fields by force….’359


There were other causes of distress for Churchill at these War Cabinet meetings, more especially when, on January 15, Kingsley Wood announced that the total British first line air strength as of 1 January 1940 was 1,745 aircraft, as against 4,330 German first line aircraft. Even adding the 1,625 French aircraft to the British total, the Germans still had a superiority of nearly a thousand aircraft. But in an attempt to lessen the burden of the facts, Kingsley Wood gave as ‘his impression’ that Germany, in concentrating on numbers, ‘had sacrificed something in quality’, while Britain had aimed at producing ‘a somewhat higher quality’.360


Four days later, on January 18, Churchill was again brought up against the legacies of the pre-war policies when the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir John Simon, drew the War Cabinet’s attention to ‘the estimated deficiencies’ in the production of munitions by ‘the main industrial groups concerned in the summers of 1940 and 1941’. These deficiencies, Simon warned, would have to be overcome ‘if the war programme was to be completed by the date contemplated’.


During the ensuing discussion Churchill drew attention to the success of the ‘area organisation’ developed by the Ministry of Munitions ‘in the last war’ to handle the problems of large scale munitions production, and he asked bluntly: ‘Had this organisation been reproduced today?’ In reply the Minister of Supply, Leslie Burgin, said that the area organization was ‘already far advanced’, and that the Committee which would deal with the Birmingham area ‘would be inaugurated the next day’.


Burgin went on to say that the Area Committees would not have the authority actually to place orders, as they had done when Churchill was Minister of Munitions, but would be ‘only advisory’. In that case, Churchill replied, the Committees ‘would have little influence over firms in their areas’.361


Churchill’s intervention derived from his own two-year experience as Minister of Munitions in the First World War, and from his persistent demands before the war, from 1936 onwards, for the setting up of a Ministry of Supply to anticipate, and to try to avert, just such a crisis.362 Now, in January 1940, all Britain’s plans to take the initiative were overshadowed by deficiencies in every branch of war production. Yet the developments of the war outside Britain could not simply be ignored.


On January 20 the widening war seemed likely to impede British plans still further; for on that day the War Cabinet was informed of an appeal for immediate help from Finland. This appeal followed fierce battles between the attacking Soviet force and the Finnish Army, and was for ‘a small unit of Hurricane fighters’ to be sent to Finland manned with British pilots, and with a nucleus of British maintenance personnel.363 The Deputy Chief of the Air Staff explained that the British pilots and personnel would be ‘volunteers from the Air Force, but proceeding as civilians’. The Royal Air Force, he added, could actually spare ‘a few pilots of high quality’.


Chamberlain supported the despatch of the Hurricanes, but not of their pilots. But Churchill ‘emphasised’, as the minutes recorded, ‘the great moral value of successful operations against the Russian Air Force by a British flight of volunteers’.364


Churchill’s concern with the moral value of British pilots being in action reflected his general worry that the ‘phoney war’ was creating a sense of unease and demoralization. This worry was clear when he broadcast that same evening, opening with the words: ‘Everyone wonders what is happening about the war.’


The U-boats, Churchill said, were being conquered. ‘Our faithful Asdic detector smells them out in the depths of the sea, and, with the potent aid of the Royal Air Force, I do not doubt that we shall break their strength and break their purpose.’ The Graf Spee, he added, ‘still sticks up in the harbour of Montevideo as a grisly monument and as a measure of the fate in store for any Nazi warship which dabbles in piracy in the broad waters’. Much neutral shipping was being sunk, as a result of Hitler’s ‘hate and spite’, but the convoy system was gaining in efficiency, ‘steadily keeping the seas open’. All Europe was arming. The Dutch, ‘whose services to European freedom will be remembered long after the smear of Hitler has been wiped from the human path—stand along their dykes, as they did against the tyrants of bygone days’. No one knew who would be ‘the next victim’ against whom the ‘criminal adventurers of Berlin will cast their rending stroke’.


Churchill then spoke of Finland, telling his radio listeners:




Only Finland—superb, nay, sublime—in the jaws of peril—Finland shows what free men can do. The service rendered by Finland to mankind is magnificent. They have exposed, for all the world to see, the military incapacity of the Red Army and of the Red Air Force. Many illusions about Soviet Russia have been dispelled in these few fierce weeks of fighting in the Arctic Circle. Everyone can see how Communism rots the soul of a nation; how it makes it abject and hungry in peace, and proves it base and abominable in war.


We cannot tell what the fate of Finland may be, but no more mournful spectacle could be presented to what is left to civilized mankind than that this splendid Northern race should be at last worn down and reduced to servitude worse than death by the dull brutish force of overwhelming numbers. If the light of freedom which still burns so brightly in the frozen North should be finally quenched, it might well herald a return to the Dark Ages, when every vestige of human progress during two thousand years would be engulfed.





Churchill then urged the neutral States ‘with one simultaneous impulse to do their duty’ in accordance with the League of Nations Covenant, and to stand together ‘against aggression and wrong’. At present, he said, ‘their plight is lamentable; and it will become much worse’. At present their policy was to ‘bow humbly and in fear to German threats of violence’, knowing that Britain and France would always observe ‘all the laws and conventions’, while breaches of these laws ‘are only to be expected from the German side’.


Churchill then spoke critically of the neutral States. ‘Each one hopes that if he feeds the crocodile enough, the crocodile will eat him last’, and he added:




All of them hope that the storm will pass before their turn comes to be devoured. But I fear—I fear greatly—the storm will not pass. It will rage and it will roar, ever more loudly, ever more widely. It will spread to the South; it will spread to the North.


There is no chance of a speedy end except through united action; and if at any time Britain and France, wearying of the struggle, were to make a shameful peace, nothing would remain for the smaller States of Europe, with their shipping and their possessions, but to be divided between the opposite, though similar, barbarisms of Nazidom and Bolshevism.





Churchill went on to express his faith in victory, despite the ‘numerical odds’ at present against Britain and France. The ‘decisive factors’, he believed, would not be numbers, but ‘Quality, willpower, geographical advantages, natural and financial resources, the command of the sea, and, above all, a cause which rouses the spontaneous surgings of the human spirit in millions of hearts’.


If it had not been otherwise, Churchill said, ‘how would the race of men have risen above the apes; how otherwise would they have conquered and extirpated the dragons and monsters; how would they have ever evolved the moral theme….’


From the first hours of the war, the question of maintaining moral standards, and thus also the morale of the Allies was of supreme importance to Churchill. Morality and morale: these were to be the twin themes both of his public speeches, and of his secret advice. The British and French, he told his listeners on January 20, must look ‘behind the brazen fronts of Nazidom’, to see the signs of psychological and physical disintegration, the shortage of raw materials, the ‘hesitancy & divided counsels’ and the doubts which ‘assail and undermine those who count on force and force alone’.


Churchill ended his broadcast with words of hope of those who were suffering under Nazi rule:




In the bitter and increasingly exacting conflict which lies before us we are resolved to keep nothing back, and not to be outstripped by any in service to the common cause. Let the great cities of Warsaw, of Prague, of Vienna banish despair even in the midst of their agony. Their liberation is sure. The day will come when the joybells will ring again throughout Europe, and when victorious nations, masters not only of their foes but of themselves, will plan and build in justice, in tradition, and in freedom a house of many mansions where there will be room for all.365





Among the neutral States, reaction to Churchill’s speech was hostile. ‘Winston’s broadcast to the neutrals,’ Hoare noted in his diary, ‘Bad effect.’366 In Norway, the Morgenbladet wrote that it had no knowledge that either Scandinavia or the other neutral states had ‘yielded humbly to German threats’. In Holland, Het Handelsblad stated that Churchill had gone too far in telling the neutrals ‘that it is their duty to join the Allies according to League principles’, nor could they be expected to ‘lend their countries for “battlefields”’. In Switzerland, the Journal de Genève warned that the neutral states ‘have no desire to be dragged into war’. In Denmark, Politiken felt that ‘the best friend of the neutral states is he who acknowledges their strong determination to secure and maintain their neutrality’.


Within the Foreign Office, these criticisms were circulated together with a letter from the man who had collected them, Professor E. H. Carr, in charge of the Foreign Publicity Department at the Ministry of Information. ‘If it were, in fact,’ Carr wrote, ‘the object of H.M.G. to bring in as many of the neutrals as possible into the War on our side at the earliest possible moment, it would be safe to say that the method adopted by Mr Churchill would be the one least calculated to promote that result. Here we cannot help feeling that our efforts to increase sympathy for our cause in the neutral countries have received a severe set back.’367


On receiving Professor Carr’s ten-page digest of the neutral press, Halifax sent both the digest, and Carr’s letter, to Churchill, writing in a covering note, on January 26:




I must send you the enclosed note which has been put up to me by my Department: for you ought to see it.


I am afraid I think the effect of your broadcast in the countries which you no doubt had principally in mind has been very different from what you anticipated—though if I had seen your speech myself, I should have expected some such reactions.


Would you think it unreasonable of me to ask that in future, if you are going to speak with particular reference to Foreign policy, you might let me see in advance what you had it in mind to say?





Halifax’s rebuke continued:




It puts me in an impossible position if a member of the Gov. like yourself takes a line in public which differs from that taken by the PM or myself: and I think, as I have to be in daily touch with these tiresome neutrals, I ought to be able to predict how their minds will work.


We are all concerned to get the same results—and I would always be ready to discuss any time with you, but it won’t help if we speak with two voices. And I have no doubt that you would feel the same if the roles were reversed, and I was making general speeches about Naval policy etc.


There is a great difference between what one can say to these people in public and in private.368





To this strong criticism Churchill replied that same day:




This is undoubtedly a disagreeable bouquet. I certainly thought I was expressing yr view & Neville’s. To make certain I asked Sir O. Sargent to look through what I had written; but I did not take his advice on one point—viz, the reference to the L. of N.369 In this I was wrong. For the rest I never intended to make any pronouncement on Foreign affairs, least of all ones differing from yours. I thought (& still think) that the statement of these truths wd be beneficial in neutral opinion, after the natural resentment had passed away. After all it is the facts that dominate.


I wd gladly have shown you what I was going to say beforehand if I had thought there was any need to trouble you; & you will always find me ready to do this. No Foreign Secretary cd ask less.


Do not however be quite sure that my line will prove so inconvenient as now appears. What the neutrals say is vy different from what they feel: or from what is going to happen.


This however touches upon prophecy.





In a postscript, Churchill asked Halifax not to mention to Orme Sargent ‘that I consulted him’. He had asked, he said, for either Sargent or Sir Alexander Cadogan to help him with the speech, and Sargent had actually come to Admiralty House. ‘But,’ Churchill added, ‘I alone am responsible.’370


Halifax had made no mention to Churchill of the favourable French reaction to Churchill’s remarks. Yet in a telegram from Paris, a senior diplomat, Oliver Harvey, had reported that Churchill’s broadcast had been received in France ‘with a chorus of praise for its realism and resolution’. Churchill’s warnings to the neutrals, Harvey added, were considered to be both ‘timely and carefully phrased’. As to the attacks on Churchill in the neutral Press, these, Harvey reported, were said by the French newspapers to be ‘clearly inspired by German propaganda’, and were based either on misrepresentation or ‘on the same errors which have contributed to leading neutral countries in Europe into their present dangerous position’.371


Despite Professor Carr’s digest of hostile neutral responses, Churchill did have some intimation that his broadcast had been well received in Allied France when he was sent a copy of the Petit Journal, which called it ‘a wise and necessary warning’.372 Several of his friends also sent him words of encouragement. ‘I am persuaded,’ wrote his friend and literary adviser Emery Reves, from Paris, ‘that this broadcast is the beginning of very important developments since it is a signal to start a movement in all the neutral countries to change their utterly immoral and unreasonable attitude.’373


There was also praise from listeners in Britain. ‘I cannot resist telling you how absolutely splendid & inspiring your speech was,’ wrote Lady Ribblesdale. ‘Every word true, powerful, compelling—hitting the nail hard on the head & the message to neutrals especially—what one had longed to hear for a long time. It smothers every other speech since the war.’374 ‘What a wonderful speech you made last Saturday,’ wrote Nathan Laski, ‘and how many millions of people you heartened!’375
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‘Let us to the task’


One of the most important questions throughout the early months of 1940 was that of the size and equipment of Britain’s future army. After less than five months of war there was daily evidence of the inhibiting effect of poor pre-war planning and insufficient pre-war production. At a meeting of the War Cabinet’s Military Co-ordination Committee on January 23, Churchill was perturbed to hear the Secretary to the Ministry of Supply, Sir Arthur Robinson, state that ‘the full army programme could not be realised in the time limit of two years now laid down without serious interference with the air programme’. The burden of Robinson’s statement was that the target date of 1942 for full army readiness, with 55 divisions equipped for a European war, should be delayed.376 At the same time, Kingsley Wood warned on behalf of the Air Ministry that ‘he could not acquiesce in the erection and equipping of factories on a 55-division basis if this entailed interference with the Air Ministry programme’.


Churchill now sought to act as a mediator between the conflicting claims of an under-equipped army and an air force with so serious a numerical inferiority to Germany. An Army weapons factory, he explained, would take a year to erect, and ‘it was not until this point’ that it would need machine tools. ‘Hence a clash with the Air Ministry programme,’ he pointed out, ‘should not arise for many months.’ But if the plants were to be able to come into operation when needed, he said, ‘it was essential that they should be laid down now’. At some future date the War Cabinet might decide to put only 32 divisions in the field.


Churchill then spoke a word of warning. If ‘circumstances’, he said, ‘forced them to engage a larger force, and in his view it was certain that they would, the necessary resources would not be available, unless action were taken now’. He realized that ‘every sort of difficulty’ would have to be met. But this, he insisted, ‘was no excuse for not pressing on with the task’.


Drawing on his earlier experience, Churchill went on to point out that the ‘great shell plants’ laid down by Lloyd George in the summer of 1915 had not come into full production until the autumn of 1917. The ‘enormous increase’ achieved then ‘was solely due to the fact that the foundations had been laid early’. For this reason ‘he was pressing for long-term construction to begin immediately’.377


On the afternoon of January 27, four days after this exhortation to the Military Co-ordination Committee, Churchill spoke in public at Manchester. His theme was: ‘we have to make a huge expansion of our labour force, and especially of those capable of performing skilled or semi-skilled operations’. To achieve this expansion, ‘we must especially count for aid and guidance upon our Labour colleagues and trade union leaders’. On this subject, he pointed out, ‘I can speak with some knowledge,’ having presided over the Ministry of Munitions ‘in its culminating phases’ in the First World War. Agriculture also, he stressed, must be organised ‘upon at least the 1918 scale’.


Churchill urged his listeners not to be disheartened when they read ‘of daily losses’, or heard them ‘reiterated by the BBC’. The convoy system was working so well that out of nearly 7,500 ships convoyed, ‘only fifteen have been lost’. In addition, the convoy system was becoming ‘more refined and rapid as the weeks go by’.


Churchill went on to speak of the importance of public and parliamentary criticism. ‘Criticism in the body politic,’ he said, ‘is like pain in the human body. It is not pleasant, but where would the body be without it?’ It was the ‘Nazi and Bolshevik dictatorships’ that feared criticism, and in fearing it ‘run their greatest risk’. Wherever criticism was silenced ‘by the concentration camp, the rubber truncheon, or the firing party’, the men at the top would be fed only with the facts ‘which are palatable to them’. Scandals and shortcomings, instead of being exposed, ‘continue to fester behind the pompous frontage of the State’. These men at the top ‘may be very fierce and powerful, but their ears are deaf, their fingers are numb; they cannot feel their feet as they move forward in the fog and darkness of the immeasurable and the unknown’.


Churchill then spoke of the nature of Nazi tyranny in Czechoslovakia and Poland. All Czech universities had been closed down. ‘Students are shot by scores and tormented in concentration camps by thousands.’ The Czech lands had been plundered. A hundred thousand Czech workmen had been ‘led off into slavery to be toiled to death in Germany’. Yet even all this, Churchill declared, ‘pales in comparison with the atrocities which, as I speak here this afternoon, are being perpetrated upon the Poles’, and he went on to explain the ‘two distinct phases’ of Nazi occupation:




In the first the Germans tried to cow the population by shooting individuals picked at random from the towns. At one place where they had decided to shoot thirty-five people they collected thirty-four, and then, finding themselves one short, went into a chemist’s shop and seized the first person they saw to make up the tally.


But later on they became more discriminating—they made careful search for the natural leaders of Polish life: the nobles, the landowners, the priests, as well as prominent workmen and peasants. It is estimated that upwards of fifteen thousand intellectual leaders have been shot. These horrible mass executions are a frequent occurrence. At one place three hundred were lined up against the wall; at another a group of drunken German officers are said to have shot seventy hostages in prison; at another a hundred and thirty-six Polish students, some of whom were only twelve or thirteen years old, were butchered.


Torture has been used. Press gangs seize men and women in the streets and drive them off in droves to forced labour in Germany. Famine stalks not only amid the ruins of Warsaw, but far and wide throughout the ancient country which a few months ago was the home of a people of over thirty-five millions, with a history extending back far beyond anything that Germany can boast.





From these ‘shameful records’, Churchill warned, ‘we may judge what our own fate would be if we fell into their clutches’. Yet from these same records, he believed, ‘we may draw the force and inspiration to carry us forward upon our journey and not to pause or rest till liberation is achieved and justice done’.


Churchill ended his speech with a clarion call to action:




Come then: let us to the task, to the battle, to the toil—each to our part, each to our station. Fill the armies, rule the air, pour out the munitions, strangle the U-boats, sweep the mines, plough the land, build the ships, guard the streets, succour the wounded, uplift the downcast, and honour the brave.
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