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‘It is mad to believe in astrology—that is to say, in the sciences that judges future events. The science is either completely false, or else the things necessary for its practice are unknowable or unattainable by the human mind. But the result is the same: to think one can know the future by that means is a dream.’


Francesco Guicciardini, Maxims and Reflections


‘In political activity, then, men sail a boundless and bottomless sea; there is neither harbour for shelter nor floor for anchorage, neither starting-place nor appointed destination. The enterprise is to keep afloat on an even keel; the sea is both friend and enemy, and the seamanship consists in using the resources of a traditional manner of behaviour in order to make a friend of every hostile occasion.’


Michael Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics and Other Essays
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PART ONE



‘THE END OF ALL OUR EXPLORING’












INTRODUCTION



Algiers in late 1942 was a city on the edge, a bustling hive of intrigue and ambiguity, espionage and violence. Formally, the city still remained part of Vichy France, locked in a collaborationist embrace with Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Germany. Yet, in reality, like much of North Africa, it had long since fallen to the Allies. The result was an equivocal mess of competing loyalties and aspirations. Portraits of Marshal Philippe Pétain were still on public display across the city and Vichyite thugs roamed the streets looking for Jews even as General Dwight Eisenhower and his Allied forces took up residence and French Resistance units continued to plot and to rage.


The cause of this strange, uneasy state of affairs was the presence of one man: Admiral François Darlan, the Marshal’s second in command, who happened to be in Algiers visiting his sick son when the Allied invasion began – or so he claimed. The British and Americans had hoped to install another French general, Henri Giraud, yet almost immediately after landing in North Africa it had become clear that he did not have the authority to command the 125,000 French forces still in the region whom the Allies wanted to avoid fighting.


The British and Americans needed to move quickly if they wanted to force a French ceasefire. The US general Mark Clark was given the go-ahead to negotiate with Darlan directly, wresting from the French commander a formal order to his troops not to resist the Allies, issued ‘in the name of the Marshal’ back in France. Though this order was swiftly disowned by Pétain himself, it worked. Suddenly, the Allies could advance on the Germans – and fast.


As a result, however, the Allies were now working with a regime that had not formally broken with the collaborationist government in France. For the British, this was calamitous. For the past two years, Winston Churchill had held up an entirely different man as leader of the real France, the free France: Charles de Gaulle.


De Gaulle was untarnished by collaboration, having fled France in 1940 refusing to accept the terms of Pétain’s surrender. Despite being little more than a junior member of the last government of the Third Republic, de Gaulle had grown into something much more than this in London: an emblem of France unbowed and unbroken. With his broadcasts on the BBC, he had held up a different idea of France from the one that was shaming itself in Paris and Algiers.


If Britain now recognized Darlan as the legitimate leader of the French in North Africa, where did that leave de Gaulle and the idea for which he and Britain were supposed to be fighting? Where did it leave the future of Europe? In 1941, Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt had signed the Atlantic Charter, committing themselves to the principles of freedom and self-determination. How could they possibly deal with Darlan, this proconsul of Vichy, as anything other than a temporary expedient?


Today, it is hard to comprehend the stakes involved, the prospect of a France unmoored from its Gaullist future. Yet there was little in 1942 to suggest de Gaulle would emerge as the leader of a free, democratic France after the war. In Washington, Roosevelt saw in him the spectre of a future dictator, one he could not control. In London, meanwhile, Churchill’s primary concern was to avoid any Anglo-American split. ‘The question [. . .] we must ask ourselves is not whether we like or do not like what is going on,’ he warned MPs in a closed session of Parliament. It was, he said, ‘what are we going to do about it?’ With the Americans now in the war, the invasion of North Africa was a joint expedition. ‘Neither militarily or politically are we directly controlling the course of events.’1 A new American world order was emerging, which would have profound effects for Britain and the whole of Europe.


Behind the scenes, the British were furious. ‘Darlan is Vichy, and Vichy is the rule of the wealthy and selfish interests which have ruined France,’ read one note compiled by the British Political Warfare Executive team based in Algiers, a clandestine body set up to disseminate propaganda behind enemy lines.2 By this time, British forces had spread through the surrounding hills and villages, including some from a unit called ‘GHQ Liaison Regiment’, code-named Phantom, several members of which would go on to play a curiously outsized role in the great drama of British post-war history.


Overseeing Britain’s secret effort in the war was Churchill’s foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, who was appalled at the alliance with Darlan. ‘We are fighting for international decency, and Darlan is the antithesis to this,’ Eden wrote on a Foreign Office note on 17 November 1942. The note itself had described Darlan as a ‘temporary expedient’ and posed, bluntly, the central challenge now facing the government: ‘At what point and by what methods Darlan is to be eliminated must be governed by military considerations.’3 The solution to these questions would soon come from the barrel of a gun.


At just after 2.30 p.m. on Christmas Eve 1942, a young royalist Frenchman – a pied noir, born and raised in North Africa – called Fernand Bonnier de la Chapelle arrived at the southern gates of the Palais d’été in Algiers filled with dreams of glory. Bonnier had been part of an underground resistance in the city that had been cultivated by the Allies before the war and had been appalled when it emerged Darlan would remain in place. Bonnier then joined a unit of seventy other Frenchmen armed and trained by the British Special Operations Executive, the celebrated branch of British intelligence created by Churchill to ‘set Europe ablaze’. These fighters were drawn from various groups operating in Algiers at the time, all opposed to Darlan and the stain of Vichy. The group, given pay, rations and uniforms by the British, was controlled by the Special Operations Executive’s Brandon mission, which was due to move on Tunisia in support of the British First Army to finally push the Germans out of North Africa.4 On the evening of 18 November, however, a group of these patriotic young Frenchmen met in a barn on the outskirts of Algiers and drew straws for a more specific and deadly task.5


On 19 November, when Brandon moved east, it was Bonnier who stayed behind – the fateful figure who had drawn the shortest straw. Bonnier joined another clandestine British operation, code-named Massingham, where he attended a course in small arms and sabotage.6 By mid-December, his two weeks of training completed, Bonnier neither ‘returned to unit’ with his former comrades on the Brandon mission nor was he tasked for other duties by Massingham. Instead, he loitered in Algiers, waiting.7


In the background, the Allied armies under Eisenhower remained stuck in Tunisia, not yet able to push the German forces out of Africa, but Churchill and Roosevelt had agreed that they needed to meet in person to discuss the war’s next phase. Should Darlan have joined them, he would have been recognized and legitimated in the eyes of the world. If he was to be eliminated, it would need to happen quickly.


Exactly who ordered Bonnier to put an end to this shameful period remains clouded in the mists of war. Was it the British, who saw Darlan tightening his grip? Or perhaps the Gaullists in London? Maybe it was Giraud himself, still demanding supreme command of the Allied forces in their assault on Tunisia.


What we do know is that, after Bonnier arrived at the Palais d’été at just after 2.30 p.m. on Christmas Eve, he was admitted to a small waiting room, primed for his moment of destiny.8 For half an hour he waited. Then his chance arrived: at just after 3 p.m., Admiral Darlan walked past. Thrusting forward, Bonnier opened fire before attempting a frantic escape out of an open window to a waiting car. But tragedy struck: hearing the commotion, a nearby spahi cavalryman had rushed in and grabbed Bonnier from behind, wrestling him to the ground. One of Darlan’s aides remembered Bonnier in these final moments, ‘excited eyes, very blue, with the pupils dilated as if by a drug.’9 Darlan himself lay on the floor, still, eyes open, blood flowing from his mouth, dying.


For six weeks, the Allies had tolerated Darlan as a necessary evil. By Christmas, the collaboration risked sullying not just the Allied war effort but the ability of France to re-emerge into the European family of nations after the war. Darlan’s violent removal presaged not only the end of Vichy, but the beginning of modern France and, with it, modern Europe.


To get there, however, the politics still needed to be fixed. With Darlan gone, Giraud and de Gaulle remained – one backed by the United States, the other by Britain. To ensure the issue did not become an open wound in the relationship, in 1943 Churchill and Roosevelt dispatched three of their most trusted political representatives to manage the situation. Representing the US president was Robert Murphy, the chargé d’affaires at the embassy in Vichy who had cultivated the secret network in Algiers that had tried to install Giraud in the first place and that almost certainly included Bonnier. Representing the British prime minister was the suave Conservative minister, Harold Macmillan, whose political career had, until the war, been one largely defined by backbench mediocrity. Completing the triumvirate of political fixers was a French businessman and bureaucrat who was working for the British in Washington at the time, and who, like de Gaulle, had left France for Britain in 1940 to avoid the shame of collaboration. That man was Jean Monnet, the future founding father of modern Europe.


For Macmillan, Monnet and de Gaulle, the following year in Algiers would be a pivotal moment in their careers, each bearing witness to a new dawn for Europe, and for Britain’s place within it. They did not know it yet, but that future was theirs. Each would go on to play a decisive role in the great continental revolution to come; a transformation that would present Britain with the problem to which it has never quite found an answer: the question of Europe.


This book is the story of that struggle, chronicling the events, personalities and ideas that first took Britain into Jean Monnet’s Europe, only to then take it back out a little over forty years later. It is a story of high drama and low intrigue, vaulting personal ambition and deep-grained romanticism – all dragged along by the great tide of history, whose direction is rarely visible at the time.


‘What we call the beginning is often the end,’ T. S. Eliot wrote in the last of his Four Quartets, ‘Little Gidding’, first published in 1942. The poem is a meditation on the deep continuities of time connecting the poet not just to the living who were then fighting for national survival over the skies of England and in the deserts of North Africa, but to the dead who came before them. ‘A people without history is not redeemed from time,’ Eliot observed, ‘for history is a pattern of timeless moments.’ The poem became a favourite to conservative iconoclasts of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, including many of those who would lead the great Tory counter-revolution of the 1980s, enraptured by Eliot’s evocation of England and its history.


Roger Scruton, perhaps the most influential of all post-war conservative thinkers, later wrote that the power of Eliot’s poetry lay in its ability to convey both an atmosphere of England and an idea of life in which the present was forever moored to the past.


We shall not cease from exploration


And the end of all our exploring


Will be to arrive where we started


And know the place for the first time.


Through the unknown, remembered gate


When the last of earth left to discover


Is that which was the beginning;


At the source of the longest river


The voice of the hidden waterfall


And the children in the apple-tree


Not known, because not looked for


But heard, half-heard, in the stillness


Between two waves of the sea.10


These lines capture the story of Britain’s post-war struggle over ‘Europe’; a story of the waves of events and ideas, memories and dreams, personalities and politics which have rolled over the country since the grim years of 1941 and 1942, when bombs rained down on London and the country faced into the abyss.


Britain, of course, is itself set ‘between the waves’, lying in the stillness that separates ‘us’ from ‘them’, as Edward Heath would later lament. This, however, is not a story of geography, but of history; a process that is neither ordained nor ordered, but rather chaotic and contingent, shaped by character and chance and circumstance. There is no arc of history, no permanent settlement – only endless struggle.


The world that exists today is the product of men like Monnet and Macmillan, often through their failures as much as their successes. Yet it is also the product of those who struggled against them, filled with ideas of history shaped by the poetic imaginings of those such as T. S. Eliot.


As Monnet, Macmillan and de Gaulle plotted out the future of Europe in Algiers in 1943, one such figure of poetic opposition happened to arrive in the city: John Enoch Powell. Then just a young lieutenant colonel in Britain’s directorate of intelligence, Powell had been sent to Algiers to head up a team of thirty officers tasked with disrupting the last German supply lines operating in Tunisia.11 Though little more than a bit-part player in this high Algerian drama, Powell’s time in North Africa forever shaped his own dreams and ambitions for an entirely different future from the one then being planned across the city. Indeed, Powell’s ideas about the new European order would come to define British resistance to it. That resistance would ebb and flow through the years of Britain’s subsequent decline, suffering defeat after defeat until, years after Powell’s own death, the tide would turn.


It is a remarkable quirk of fate that these four men came together at the same time and in the same place. In them we find the source of many of the ideas that grew to dominate British, French and European politics for much of the next seventy-five years: ideas of nation and order, identity and belief. These were men of vision and intellect, but also – some more than others – messianic self-belief, wild passions and cataclysmic fantasies. Throughout their lives, each suffered great reversals, only to see their ideas adopted by new generations of politicians who would fight for them all over again. The story of Britain’s relationship with Europe is, in many ways, a story of the battle between the ideas that these four men encapsulated. This is that story.


Bonnier, however, would not live to see this future. ‘I am calm, London has been advised,’ he is reported to have said in his cell on Christmas Day 1942.12 During the night, Bonnier had asked his jailer if there was anything unusual happening outside, as if he were expecting something to save him, even speaking of a simulated firing squad with blank cartridges. When the moment came, at 7.30 a.m. on 26 December, the cartridges were not blank. ‘Much to his surprise,’ Churchill noted in his memoirs, ‘[he was] executed by firing squad.’13


Bonnier died a martyr for a future he could not have imagined, but one of which he is forever part. ‘We are born with the dead,’ Eliot observed in ‘Little Gidding’. ‘See, they return, and bring us with them.’










CHAPTER 1


When Enoch Powell was despatched to Algiers in February 1943, his mind had already turned east and to dreams of India. He would stay in Algiers barely four months before returning overland to Cairo, with a friend, on a fourteen-day, 3,000-mile journey across the desert, in a truck they nicknamed Pinafore. Powell later described this adventure as one of the few good things he had done with his life. It is also a window into the soul of this radical, bloody-minded man who would have such a profound effect on the country for which he was fighting.


In 1943, Powell was fighting for an imperial idea of Britain, an empire spanning the globe, with an ambiguous nation floating somewhere at its heart. This nation was not simply Great Britain, or even the United Kingdom, but a greater Britain that included Australia and New Zealand and Canada. Beyond that, of course, were the colonies, realms of the empire with their own histories, which were not white and never quite British enough to form part of the nation, though still bound in loyalty to the Crown. Indeed, it was the multinational element of the empire that seemed to tap Powell’s most romantic imperial delusions. For him, the empire was unimaginable without India, and India unimaginable without the empire. Together, they represented a great Anglo-Indian civilization that stood apart from continental Europe and the upstart United States.


The idea of Britain that Powell was fighting for is laid out in vivid colour in an essay he wrote in North Africa over the Christmas of 1942, containing his ‘strategic and political convictions as they have built themselves up during the last three years’.1 Powell titled the essay ‘1943’.


‘The decisions of 1943 will determine our history and our greatness for centuries,’ he declared. Europe, he wrote, must return to its pre-war borders and Britain return to its position as a global power. To do this, Powell saw the need for a new British base in what had been French Indo-China – an ‘Eastern Malta’, which would allow Britain to better defend its vast Asian territories.


With these visions of imperial expansion lighting his way, Powell turned to his own ambitions, which, at this time, had become fixated on the idea of becoming viceroy of India. To do so, though, he first needed to serve in the Raj. Powell’s commitment to this idea was such that, before leaving Algiers for Cairo in the early summer of 1943, he turned down a promotion that would have kept him in North Africa. He wanted to serve the empire in India and was prepared to drop down to the rank of major to do so. Powell’s friends warned him that he was foolish not to take the promotion, but he was driven by a primal fear that the United States – and not the forces of the Crown – would be first to retake Britain’s colonies during the war. This, he said, would be the end of the empire ‘not later than the lifetime of my children, should I have any.’2 For Powell, the empire was the be-all and end-all, the source of his passion, and America was its chief threat – a conviction that never left him.


Powell’s journey back to Cairo, then, was the first leg of a journey he hoped would conclude with his administration of India. He decided to return to Egypt by land because it was the safest way to transport sensitive intelligence files from Algiers. The only problem was he couldn’t drive. So, Powell enlisted his friend, Michael Strachan, a driving instructor who could teach him along the way.


Strachan later wrote an account of his journey with Powell that summer, describing their first morning on the road together. Having made it sixty miles out of Algiers, they found a disused railway cutting where they could stop for breakfast. Powell lit a fire, throwing petrol over it to get it going, causing the flames to flare up and singe his closely cropped moustache. He then cut his finger preparing the sausages, before allowing the water for the tea to boil over, which put the fire out. When Strachan offered to help, Powell shot back: ‘You keep away. If they want to be bloody-minded, I’ll show them, by God I will.’3


Strachan’s vignette captures something of the essence of Powell, grumbling in full dress uniform, hair neatly trimmed, eyes green with a wild, startling intensity: ‘Very penetrating and rather sinister,’ in Strachan’s words.4 These were the eyes that would unnerve parliamentary colleagues years later as he stared intently, pouring out his intellectual contempt for the latest government policy that fell short of his idea of Britain.


Throughout the journey, Strachan and Powell kept to a rigid timetable. Each night, they stopped at 7.30 p.m. and made dinner, before bedding down in the back of the van at 10 p.m. They passed through Tunis, Tripoli, Benghazi, Tobruk and El Alamein, before finally arriving in Cairo, from where Powell hoped to be transferred to India. When the pyramids appeared in view, this pair of young officers broke into a chorus of ‘Rule, Britannia!’, ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ and ‘God Save the King’.


Powell later wrote a poem capturing this moment, published in 1951. After the endless expanse of sand, he describes how the great monuments of pharaonic power ‘rose sharp and blue against the desert’s brown’. Yet it was not the pyramids themselves which captured Powell’s imagination, but the fact that they were, for now, British. ‘To our astonished sight,’ he writes, ‘Descried, above it all, the Imperial Crown’.5


Beyond this mirage of royal dominion, the experience seems to have lodged in Powell’s very being. Years later, he would write a review of Arabian Sands – a chronicle of the British explorer Wilfred Thesiger’s journeys across the desert. Travelling through such emptiness, Powell wrote, ‘seems to remove the purpose from journeying and substitute in its place a kind of timeless contentment, almost as though the soul were soothed by this emblem of its own metaphorical journey across the desert of the world’.6 In the lifeless emptiness of the Sahara, Powell had glimpsed his own mortality.


While there is no childhood trauma that explains this morbid streak, Powell’s upbringing in the lost world of imperial Birmingham offers a clue. He was born in 1912, deep into the Indian summer of Edwardian Britain, an apparently golden age of comfort and civilization soon to be lost in the cataclysm of world war. Birmingham, the city of his birth, bathed particularly contentedly in the evening sunshine of this world; one of the great manufacturing hubs of empire, it was a thriving city of tradesmen and wealth, order and hierarchy, radicalism and reaction.


Yet this was no age of harmony and order. Edwardian Britain was a place of feverish division, trapped between a decaying Victoriana of the previous century and the horrors of the militarized modernity to come. This was a time of suffragette rebellion and armed insurrection in Ulster, Liberal radicalism and Conservative fury; a time divided between those who wanted to maintain the order that was slipping from their grasp and others eager to drag the country into a future of their imagining.


One of the great divides at the time was between enthusiastic imperialists like Joseph Chamberlain, that great titan of Liberal Birmingham, and the lowly ‘Little Englanders’ who saw the empire’s shame and corruption. This division would last beyond the passing of Edwardian Britain and through the changing seasons of Britain’s decline thereafter. No other Englishman has ever embodied this divide quite as profoundly as Enoch Powell, a lower-middle-class child of Edwardian Birmingham who grew not only to represent the global imperialism of his childhood, but also, in time, the provincial nationalism that replaced it; an icon of two very different Britains indelibly connected to each other.


For most of Powell’s early life, it seemed he was destined for a brilliant career in academia rather than politics. From a young age, he displayed an almost monastic dedication and rigor that revealed itself in extraordinary achievement. In 1925, he won a scholarship to Birmingham’s most prestigious school, King Edward’s, where J. R. R. Tolkien had been a schoolboy a little over a decade earlier. By the age of fourteen, he had completed his first translation of Herodotus; by seventeen, he had won a scholarship to read classics at Cambridge; and, at twenty-two, he was made a fellow of Trinity College.


At Cambridge, Powell’s intellectual hero was A. E. Housman, the austere classicist and poet whose collection, A Shropshire Lad, had proved wildly popular among homesick soldiers during the First World War, with its lamentations on mortality and evocative descriptions of the English homeland for which they were fighting – an idyll not dissimilar to Tolkien’s Shire, first set out in The Hobbit in 1937.


After graduating from Cambridge in 1933, Powell became fixated with Friedrich Nietzsche, consuming everything he had written, ‘not just the main works but the minor works as well, all of them, and every scrap of published correspondence,’ as he later described it.7 Powell’s infatuation with Nietzsche was part of a deeper love affair he was developing with German culture at this time. This, in many ways, was Powell’s first love, an infatuation quickly crushed by the reality of the Nazi regime. When news emerged of Hitler’s ‘night of the long knives’, Powell wrote that he had lost a ‘spiritual homeland‚’ one that he realized – like so many of his fantasies – was ‘not of this world.’ His dream had been an illusion, ‘all fantasy, all a self-created myth’, as he put it. ‘I was left only with my geographical homeland.’8 Britain and its empire became the new focus of Powell’s imaginings, the unreality of which would take time to reveal itself.


At the age of twenty-five, Powell was appointed to the Chair of Greek at the University of Sydney in New South Wales, becoming the youngest professor in the British Empire. Elated, he began what was then a sixteen-day journey by flying boat from Poole Harbour to Singapore, before swapping for a ‘land plane’. The route was intoxicating for a young imperialist like Powell, skimming his way around the world, touching down three or four times a day on lakes, rivers and seas, flying at such low altitude that it became ‘an immense geography lesson in the extent and majesty of the British Empire.’9 After stops in Rome and Crete, Powell passed through Alexandria, Lake Galilee, Basra, Abu Dhabi, Karachi, Jaipur, Allahabad, Calcutta, Rangoon, Singapore and many other places, almost all under British control. ‘One was witnessing the ubiquity of a power on which the sun had not yet set,’ he later recalled. ‘I saw; I felt; I marvelled.’10


By this time, Powell was convinced war with Germany was imminent, an obsession that filled his letters to his parents. On 19 March 1938, he told them that ‘one of these fine days the U.K. will declare war and you will get a cable to say I am returning.’11 Powell gave vent to his fury at the British government for its failure to face up to this reality in his inaugural lecture as professor of Greek, in May that year. ‘The world has recently been treated for nearly a decade to the unusual spectacle of a great empire deliberately taking every possible step to secure its own destruction,’ he told his audience.12 To Powell’s mind, the root of the problem was the ‘prejudice’ of the empire’s people, who, he said, were ‘incapable of thinking for themselves, as never to perform the few logical steps necessary for proving that they would shortly be involved in a guerre à outrance‚ which could be neither averted nor escaped.’13 As became customary in his life, Powell saw himself as both defender of British greatness and prophet of its self-inflicted decline.


That month, he told his parents he expected war in another week. By September, he told them the prospect was causing him ‘continual and suffocating anxiety.’14 A week later, he wrote home again following Chamberlain’s first visit to Hitler at Berchtesgaden: ‘I do here in the most solemn and bitter manner curse the Prime Minister of England for having cumulated all his other betrayals of the national interest and honour, by his last terrible exhibition of dishonour, weakness and gullibility.’ He concluded the letter with a declaration that war was ‘our only chance of salvation,’ and that his highest ambition was to die fighting in it.15


Powell’s attitude to the war was a foretaste of the absolutism that would define his life. As he later put it, he could not let go of a logical argument until he had taken it to what he believed was its rational conclusion, however controversial, or, at times, fantastical. It was this way of thinking that saw him become a militant atheist, unable to accept the ‘extreme unrealism’ of the New Testament that he had read in its early Ancient Greek.16


Powell was far from a simple rationalist, but a man gripped by the fiercest of passions that would, in time, overwhelm his career. An early outlet for Powell’s emotion was poetry, much of it, like Housman, fixated on mortality and the passing of time. In his introduction to his Collected Poems, published decades later, he wrote of the ‘sheer, almost physical agony’ he felt at the onset of spring. ‘The succession of the seasons is like a recurrent inescapable catastrophe,’ he wrote, ‘which sweeps away what is young and beautiful, and what is beautiful because it is young.’17 This sense of loss, and the endless attempt to avert this catastrophe, lies at the heart of Powell’s conservatism. Powell touches on these themes in one of his most famous verses, in which he writes:


I only love the strong and bold,


The flashing eye, the reddening cheek,


But more than all I love the fire


In youthful limbs, that wakes desire


And never satisfies.18


Here, Powell reveals some of the preoccupations that would stay with him for the rest of his life: his own mortality and the heroism of youth, but also the inevitable disappointment at falling short, the inability to meet the desires of early passion. For Powell, the glory of a heroic death, martyrdom in the service of a cause bigger than himself, was his great and unfulfilled desire and something that he searched for throughout his life. When Hitler invaded Czechoslovakia in 1939, Powell wrote: ‘Oh to be at war, to have a chance to kill and be killed!’19 From as early as 1938, he was convinced he would die in battle, a martyr for the British Empire in its civilizational struggle with Nazism. Indeed, Powell’s biographer Simon Heffer concludes that Powell never came to terms with not dying in the war.


When war was finally declared, Powell immediately returned to Britain and signed up to die. As the war progressed, it also began to sharpen his political views. In May 1942, Powell wrote to his parents that he believed war made people conservative. ‘In the last analysis the people undertake to support them not for the present nor the future,’ he wrote, ‘but for the memory of a dream, the associations of infancy and childhood.’20


Powell, then, believed that nations fought for the idea they had of themselves, an idea forged in childhood. For Powell, this idea would always be the Birmingham of his youth, the city of empire, and the order and hierarchy and greatness that he imagined, defined by its institutions and cohesion, and its sense of belief. These themes would recur throughout his life, a memory of a dream of Britain that was forever lost. The power of these visions was such, however, that they would be picked up by new generations who would go on to shape and lead a very different Britain from the one Powell sought to preserve. Yet, if wars are waged for an idea of home, as Powell argued, their ‘inescapable catastrophe’ is that, in practice, they transform the old world into something irreversibly new.


In March 1943, as Powell sifted through the intelligence coming in from the front line and Jean Monnet and Harold Macmillan plotted the future of France, Britain’s prophet-in-chief, Winston Churchill, sketched out his vision for the future, inspired by the extraordinary outpouring of support at home for the proposals contained in the Liberal economist William Beveridge’s ‘Social Insurance and Allied Services’ report, which had been published in November 1942. The Beveridge Report, as it became known, remains a landmark document in modern British history, promising universal services, homes and benefits after the war, sent to every British serviceman at home and abroad. For many of the rank and file in the British army, here was a vision of home worth fighting for.


The core message of Churchill’s address was that the mistakes of the interwar years must not be repeated – that ‘squalid epoch of bickering and confusion’, as he called it. The country needed to change for the better. The tenor, tone and content of Churchill’s speech that day reflected the nation’s mood. To a large degree, it was an acknowledgement of political reality. But it was also one of the best examples of Churchill’s interventions during this time, which helped shape Britain’s new idea of itself, a post-war national identity which has remained with us. Churchill gave voice to this idea better than anyone, both elevating the public discourse and, at times, overwhelming it.


In his speech, Churchill presented the country with a vision of itself as one of the world’s three indispensable powers, a leader in Europe but not entirely of it. He told his audience that after the war there would be a new United Nations, headed by the three victorious powers: ‘the British Commonwealth of Nations, the United States, and Soviet Russia.’21 This triumvirate would lead this new world organization to safeguard against future wars. Its job would be to disarm the guilty states, bring to justice their criminal leaders and resurrect the old nations of Europe destroyed by the Nazis. Under this world organization would be a new Council of Europe, as well as a Council of Asia. The Council of Europe, in particular, Churchill declared, would be ‘a stupendous business,’ restoring the true greatness of the continent. As ever, however, Britain’s place within this new continent was unclear.


When Churchill spoke of this new Europe, he was careful to play down its threat to Britain. It would have to fall into line with ‘the high permanent interests of Britain, the United States, and Russia.’ For most people in Britain, however, the future of Europe was far less pressing than the future of Britain. Each of the main parties in Churchill’s national government was committed to the broad principles set out in the Beveridge Report, and Churchill himself was determined to be personally tied to its recommendations. He declared Beveridge a personal friend and that, once the war was over, the time would be ripe for ‘another great advance’ in conditions at home.


For Churchill, this meant taking all the different insurance schemes and making them ‘unified, compulsory, and national.’ This, Churchill declared, would bring ‘the magic of averages to the rescue of the millions.’22 It was the basis for the welfare state to come. The old Britain had melted away in the heat of war and a new one had already formed. These new national-insurance schemes Churchill promised would be joined by a new national education system, ‘broader and more liberal’ than what had been there before; towns and cities would be replanned and rebuilt, and the old class divisions flattened out. ‘Tradition may play its part,’ Churchill declared, ‘but broader systems must now rule.’


Buried within the speech, however, was a warning. Britain, Churchill said, must not try to build a society ‘in which nobody counts for anything except a politician or an official.’ Here was a chink of light between the Conservatives and Labour that would, in the decades to come, grow into a chasm, shattering the consensus that Churchill then embodied.


Churchill had mapped many of the contours of the post-war order – Europe and the United Nations, democratic socialism at home and supranational democracy abroad. He also recognized the emerging power of the United States and Russia that would largely determine the post-war world. And yet the one part of the map he struggled to see clearly was the one closest to home: British decline and the emergence of Europe. It was nevertheless a speech that enraptured those who heard it.


In Macmillan’s wartime diaries, he notes the moment he heard Churchill’s speech over the radio while dining in Algiers. ‘I remember hearing the broadcast after dinner,’ the future prime minister writes. ‘It was a Sunday; a great battle had been raging for the last two days on which was to turn the outcome of the African campaign and the possibility of an early landing of our armies on the continent of Europe.’ Macmillan was with General Alexander, Eisenhower’s deputy commander. ‘Both of us were enthralled by Churchill’s ideas,’ Macmillan wrote.23


For the French triumvirate of Charles de Gaulle, Henri Giraud and Jean Monnet, also in Algiers at the time, the great question remained not the future of Britain, but that of France – and the man who seemed destined to lead the French out of the war was not de Gaulle, but Giraud. As late as 12 February, Macmillan wrote to Churchill that he saw a grave danger of the ‘cabal’ around the anointed general ‘becoming too strongly entrenched to be removed.’24 Indeed, it was not until 30 May 1943 that de Gaulle even arrived in Algiers to assert his leadership, his travel only made possible by the political compromise worked out by Monnet, Macmillan and their American counterpart, Robert Murphy, for the creation of what they called the Comité Francais de Libération Nationale (CFLN), in which both de Gaulle and Giraud would sit alongside four others, two chosen by each. One of those figures would be Monnet himself, ‘the inspirer’ of these events.


Without Monnet’s guiding hand during this time, such a compromise might never have come. It seems extraordinary that a man who never once held elected office or fought for his country could have wielded such power, yet his undeniable influence is testament to his remarkable skill as a political operator. Monnet first rose to prominence in the First World War, where he had become the French government’s principal representative on the Allied Supreme Economic Council, which ensured narrow nationalism did not interfere with the war effort. Such was his standing that, after the war, he was appointed deputy secretary general of the new League of Nations in Geneva and awarded an honorary knighthood by the British.


Over the next twenty years, Monnet slowly drifted from this position of political power back to the world of business, scarred by the failure of the League of Nations to establish itself as a credible body. If such an organization was to succeed in future, it needed more secure foundations, he concluded. By 1938, Monnet was approaching fifty and was little more than a ‘petty financier’, according to de Gaulle. His life changed again when the Second World War broke out.


After the capitulation to Hitler at Munich in 1938, the French prime minister, Édouard Daladier, sent for Monnet and dispatched him on a secret mission to Washington to negotiate the purchase of American warplanes. When Hitler invaded Poland the following year and the Allies recreated the old Supreme War Council, Daladier proposed ‘a Frenchman who is a friend of Roosevelt’ to take charge of joint Allied purchases abroad.25 It was as if nothing had changed in twenty years.


Unlike the First World War, however, when Britain and France held the German advance at bay, the Allied armies collapsed in 1940. It was at this point that Monnet became involved in one of the great ‘what ifs’ of European history. On the afternoon of 16 June 1940, Churchill offered France an ‘indissoluble union’ with Britain to keep it in the war. The declaration was drafted by Monnet alongside British officials, with the support of de Gaulle, who was also in London, proposing the federal union of Britain and France and the creation of joint defence, foreign and economic policies, common citizenship and a single war cabinet. For Pétain, then deputy prime minister, any such union with Britain was pointless, a ‘marriage to a corpse’, as he put it. Germany had won the war. The French government duly collapsed and Pétain took charge. Within twenty-four hours, the First World War hero had announced the country’s surrender.


For Monnet and de Gaulle, the surrender was cataclysmic, a defeat that left both facing the defining decision of their lives: should they continue to serve the France that now existed, or reject its legitimacy and fight for something else, for a different idea of France? Within a month, Monnet had submitted his resignation to Pétain’s government and asked Churchill for a job in the United States ‘in order to serve the true interest of my country.’26 Churchill arranged for Monnet to join the British Supply Council in Washington on an annual tax-free salary of $10,000. Monnet became a British official with the same job Daladier had once proposed for him: to prise open the vast treasure chest of American weaponry. De Gaulle, meanwhile, stayed in London and began his slow transformation into the figure who would come to dominate post-war French politics.


Where Monnet’s vision of the world was pragmatic, cooperative, international and transatlantic, de Gaulle’s was defiant, proud and resolutely national. These two visions of France would clash for the rest of their lives and beyond, with dramatic consequences for Britain.


In Washington, Monnet’s influence quickly grew. Soon, the Roosevelt administration began seeking his counsel on issues way beyond the formal scope of his job, including on French North Africa. It was therefore natural that, after Darlan’s assassination, Roosevelt turned to Monnet as the man both he and the British could trust to manage the competition for power between Giraud and de Gaulle in a way that protected the Allied war effort.


This was the source of Monnet’s power in Algiers in 1943: he was both a de facto emissary of the president of the United States and a trusted official of the British. When de Gaulle eventually arrived in Algiers, it was no surprise that Monnet was there to greet him. Over dinner that night, the future contours of French and European politics were forming, as the pair debated the future of the post-war order. In a note taken by Macmillan, who was in attendance, a fiery de Gaulle raged about the ‘Anglo Saxon dominance of Europe’ that could not be allowed to continue after the war.27 If it did, de Gaulle declared, France would have no choice but to lean towards Germany and Russia. ‘Monnet still finds it difficult to make up his mind as to whether the general is a dangerous demagogue or mad or both,’ Macmillan noted in his diary.28


Over the course of the next few months, de Gaulle’s authority, charisma, pride and relentlessness would see him slowly take control of the committee that Monnet and Macmillan had created to build a united French front ahead of the country’s liberation. By the end of June, de Gaulle was its head, and by August the committee itself was recognized by the US and Britain as the de facto government in exile. In the space of a few months, de Gaulle had grown from one member in a committee to the leading figure in a government-in-waiting.


Though this is testament to the power of de Gaulle’s personality, without Monnet’s guiding hand during these months, ensuring American and British support for the committee despite its slow Gaullist takeover, outcomes might have been very different. As late as August, the Americans were insisting that they would not allow Giraud to be sidelined, although that eventually came to pass.


The committee, meanwhile, continued to discuss the new Europe that was about to emerge. On 5 August, a note from Monnet warned that, unless democratic systems were installed immediately after the war, a rash of authoritarian nationalist governments bent on protectionism might emerge. Monnet warned his colleagues on the committee that the British, Americans and Russians had their own worlds to fall back on, but Europe did not. France needed to produce ideas for a ‘European new order,’ Monnet said, allowing it to stand alongside Britain and the United States in a new Atlantic Free World.29


One morning, a colleague found Monnet deep in thought, a map of Europe spread out on his desk with striped pencil lines across it. ‘Showing me the regions of the Ruhr and Lorraine, he explained that all the trouble came from that part of the world,’ his close colleague Étienne Hirsch recalled. ‘It was from their coal and steel that Germany and France forged the instruments of war.’ Monnet told Hirsch that, to stop another war, it would be necessary to ‘extract’ the region from France and Germany. In the depths of 1943, with Germany engaged in a civilizational battle to the death, such a proposal seemed madness. Hirsch recalled thinking it was ‘sheer utopia to think of gouging areas that were such sources of wealth out of sovereign states.’30


This episode offers a revealing glimpse into the mind of Europe’s founding father. Monnet’s genius was his ability to combine high idealism with deep pragmatism, to transform his vision for peace into practical solutions. At a lunch given by de Gaulle on 17 October, Monnet went further, setting out his idea for Europe’s future, in which the continent’s great states would be united on an equal footing within a ‘single economic entity with free trade.’ Monnet did not specify the future of Germany, which many in France wanted to see divided, but the principle would be the same regardless: each member must be treated as an equal. Monnet’s Europe would not be the plaything of one dominant power. His intention was to place the basic industries of coal and steel under an international authority. De Gaulle was sceptical. ‘After a war such as this, it is hard to see French and Germans belonging together to an economic union,’ he told Monnet.31 Instead, the general favoured an economic union with the Low Countries and perhaps the Rhineland, detached from Germany. France, of course, would take the lead.


Monnet persisted. In August 1944, Fortune magazine published a profile of ‘Mr Jean Monnet of Cognac’. In it, Monnet declared the need for a ‘true yielding of sovereignty’ after the war, ‘some kind of central union’ and ‘a big European market without customs barriers.’ This would prevent a return to nationalism, which Monnet described as ‘the curse of the modern world.’ The Ruhr should be internationalized under a European authority, he added. This was heady stuff, and Monnet knew it. ‘But where to begin?’ Monnet asked. ‘And how far to go?’ Then there was the biggest question of all: ‘Could England be brought in? For without England . . . the concept of a unified Europe turns all too quickly into a Germanized Europe all over again.’32


The idea of Europe was alive, born into a world that was not quite ready for it, but soon would be. Its central problem was there for all to see – a problem to which Monnet, de Gaulle, Macmillan and Powell would offer profoundly different answers over the years to come.


The war in Europe ended on 8 May 1945. Although Japan was still to be subdued, in political terms Britain’s life as a post-war nation had begun. In London, Winston Churchill confirmed a general election would be held in July, the first since 1935, after Clement Attlee refused his offer to maintain the wartime coalition until victory had been achieved in the East. In Paris, meanwhile, Jean Monnet was attempting to keep open a flow of credit from the United States in order to rebuild the country’s shattered economy. And, in Washington, the new president, Harry Truman – who had replaced Franklin Roosevelt after his death in April – was preparing for the Allied invasion of Japan.


For Enoch Powell, serving in India, Nazi Germany’s fight to the death in Berlin had been ‘a wonderful performance,’ as he put it in a letter to his friend, Michael Strachan. ‘I think only Germans are capable of such a feat,’ Powell wrote.


With the war in Europe over, Powell’s mind turned once again to thoughts of action. When the US dropped its atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Powell even wrote to his parents that he feared the enemy would ‘let him down’ by surrendering. When the end came, he expressed his ‘shock’ that the fighting was over. He had ‘missed the war – every bit of it’, he complained.


Powell was ordered home for demobilization early the following year, and he made plans to fly back to Britain to start what he called his ‘third life’. For Powell, of course, the preservation of the British Empire remained axiomatic. India was everything he had dreamed of. The British, he later wrote, had found themselves ‘married to India, as Venice was married to the sea.’ When he left for home in early 1946, he did so with ‘real reluctance and regret,’ he wrote to Strachan, ‘because of the unending fascination of this incredible Empire in which potentially we have in our hands power and wealth that would make America seem insignificant, and where nevertheless an evil spell seems to bind both the land itself and us.’33


To continue serving the empire, Powell understood he must leave academia. The route back to India and the viceroyalty lay through Westminster. And so, when he finally arrived home, in February 1946, weeping as he saw the green fields from the airport window, he immediately looked up the number of Conservative Central Office. Within twenty-four hours, he had spoken with the deputy chairman of the party; within two weeks, he had joined the party’s parliamentary secretariat and was placed on the party’s official candidates’ list. The first day he arrived at the party’s headquarters, he declared that he’d joined the Conservative Party ‘to ensure the continuance of British rule in India.’34 Powell, who had supported Labour in the 1945 election, had concluded – correctly, as it transpired – that the Conservative Party was most likely to do this. One official there that day, the future MP ‘Cub’ Alport, suggested he join the party’s research department, phoning ahead to say ‘a strange bird was on the way who might be of use.’35


Within a year, however, Powell’s dream was shattered. In February 1947, the prime minister Clement Attlee – who had defeated Churchill in a landslide in July 1945 – announced that India would be independent within the year. For Powell, it was a shock so severe, he remembered ‘spending the whole of one night walking the streets of London trying to come to terms with it,’ just as he had been crushed by the reality of Germany in the 1930s.36 And, just as he never came to terms with his failure to die for the empire, Powell never got over the loss of India, admitting in later life that he would always dream of the time British ships patrolled the earth’s seas.


Powell quickly understood that not only were his dreams of viceroyalty over, but the British Empire itself had no future. ‘The logically inevitable outcome will be the eventual and probably the rapid loss to the Empire of all its other non-European parts,’ Powell wrote.37 He was correct. With what would later be seen as his customary absolutism, Powell would soon become the fiercest anti-imperialist in British politics. Powell could support empire, he said, but not the ‘sham’ of Commonwealth, in which, as he saw it, countries could abandon their loyalty to the Crown only for Britain to pretend they had not.


The focus of Powell’s life after 1947 became the resurrection of the British nation, the battered oak tree, still standing ‘amid the fragment of demolished glory’ of empire, as he would later put it.38 He eventually entered Parliament in February 1950, as the Member for Wolverhampton South West. It was a watershed moment in British political history, although few imagined so at the time. And one of his first acts as an MP was to rebel against the Conservative Party leadership on the subject from which he would soon become personally inextricable: Europe.


The issue in question was the declaration by the then French foreign minister, Robert Schuman, inspired by the man of Algiers: Jean Monnet. At the war’s conclusion, Monnet had returned to France to lead the country’s efforts to rebuild its economy. Placed at the head of a new General Planning Commission by de Gaulle, Monnet implemented an emergency plan to grow the economy: a transformative national effort which laid the foundations of the trente glorieuses to come. This economic revolution was known as the Monnet Plan.


Yet France’s domestic recovery relied on benign international conditions, principally the supply of German coal and American financing. A new plan was needed: a European plan. For Monnet and Schuman, this was the European Coal and Steel Community, a radical new idea that would put French and German production under a common High Authority, ensuring supply and managing competition, much as Monnet had tried to do during the First and Second World Wars.


Monnet and Schuman desperately wanted Britain to join the initiative, but were unable to persuade the Labour government, which did not believe any such scheme could possibly go ahead without them. Schuman, though, decided otherwise. ‘World peace cannot be safeguarded without the making of creative efforts proportionate to the dangers which threaten it,’ he declared, acknowledging the momentous nature of the announcement.


The problem for France was that the danger was becoming overwhelming. In 1947, the Americans had stepped in to save Greece after Britain declared it could no longer afford to support the country itself. Then came the Marshall Plan, a financial lifeline for Europe, designed to ‘permit the emergence of political and social conditions in which free institutions can exist,’ as the US secretary of state George C. Marshall declared. In return for its aid, the Americans demanded a plan, designed in Europe, for the whole of Europe. ‘It should be a joint one, agreed to by a number of, if not all, European nations,’ Marshall said. America was creating ‘Europe’ and, crucially, would not accept a German-shaped hole at its centre. The US needed Germany as a bulwark against the rising power of Soviet Russia. The Cold War was already beginning to remake the world.


For France, the imminent rehabilitation of Germany posed an immediate challenge: how could it stop history repeating itself? The obvious answer to France’s strategic challenge lay in its entente with Britain. But Britain could not afford any new entanglements in Europe. Limits that had been imposed on German coal and steel production were not going to last much longer. Soon, France would, once again, find itself dwarfed by the might of its neighbour.


It was at this moment that Monnet persuaded the French foreign secretary to take the plunge on an alliance with Germany without Britain. If France could not strip Germany of its core industrial capacity, it could place it under a new supranational High Authority instead. To win German approval for this, however, would require France doing the same thing. Passing through Paris in May 1950, just days before the London conference, the new US secretary of state Dean Acheson gave his consent to the plan – without telling the British government. History was moving.


This, then, was the context of Schuman’s great declaration. ‘Europe will not be made all at once, or according to a single plan,’ he said. ‘It will be built through concrete achievements which first create a de facto solidarity.’ At the heart of Europe lay France and Germany, the two great powers of the continent. Britain had been left behind. ‘The French government proposes that action be taken immediately on one limited but decisive point,’ Schuman went on. ‘It proposes that Franco-German production of coal and steel as a whole be placed under a common High Authority.’


Schuman was clear that this new organization would be open to the other countries of Europe, including Britain. He was also clear what it meant: ‘A first step in the federation of Europe.’ The proposal was daring, controversial and revolutionary. It went against the conservative instincts of the French foreign ministry, which saw the alliance with Britain as the basis of its strategic defence. De Gaulle himself was hostile and many of the Gaullists in the National Assembly followed suit. In Britain, Labour’s foreign secretary Ernest Bevin was furious. But what could he or Britain do? London had no overwhelming need to revolutionize its foreign policy to answer French concerns about German strength.


It was not simply a question of practicalities. Here was an elemental idea that would soon create its own momentum, changing the face of Europe to such an extent that it would become Britain’s greatest foreign-policy challenge of the post-war era. The true significance of the proposal, though, was not France replacing Britain with Germany, but France transferring its insurance against German domination from Britain to America. With Britain’s withdrawal from Greece, America had become a permanent European power. Britain’s weakness had brought the United States into Europe, and in doing so had created the conditions for France to make its leap in the dark without Britain. The world had changed, but Britain was not quite ready to face up to what it meant yet.


A few days later, Churchill’s wartime foreign secretary Anthony Eden stood up in the House of Commons to move an Opposition motion condemning the Labour government for refusing to take part in the discussions on the Schuman Plan. The Labour government’s response was that the French government – at Monnet’s insistence – had made entry into the talks conditional on accepting the principle of a supranational High Authority to manage each state’s coal and steel production. Because Britain could never accept such a condition, Attlee’s government argued, there was no point attending. It was an argument of principle, not pragmatism. Eden was equally driven by idealism, but believed there was a way through that could protect British sovereignty and its influence in Europe. This debate would rage for decades thereafter.


Looking back on that scene in 1950, the most striking thing, alongside the calibre of the combatants, is the clarity of the arguments expressed. Many of the Members of Parliament speaking over the two days of debate in June 1950 had either served in uniform or in government during the global cataclysms of the twentieth century. At the same time, we can observe notes of wishful thinking and myopia that would come to define Britain’s debate over Europe – as much from the pro-European side as the anti.


The day before Eden rose to his feet, war had broken out in Korea after Kim Il Sung ordered his forces to storm the border with the south, supported by Communist China. For Eden, the invasion was proof that this was not a moment for Britain to break away from its European allies, to become a little England. ‘Sometimes we stand too near to great events to see them in their true perspective,’ Eden declared: ‘That the Schuman Plan can be such an event I have no doubt.’39 To his credit, Eden saw the proposal for what it was: not a small act of economic cooperation but something much bigger, a moment of seismic potential. Monnet’s proposal removed the primary source of tension between France and Germany and therefore had to be supported. ‘It must not, it cannot, be allowed to fail,’ Eden stated.


He argued that, because it was in Britain’s interest for the proposal to succeed, it followed that Britain needed to be at the table to ensure it did so. But this was not the only reason for attending the talks. Eden argued that there was an inherent danger in allowing Franco-German relations to develop separately from Britain. Any political separation could easily extend into a host of other areas, including defence. In effect, Churchill’s wartime foreign secretary could see the power of Monnet’s idea – that, once it had been accepted for coal and steel, it would make sense to extend it into other areas. What would Britain do then?


Eden’s analysis was as brilliant as it was prescient, and yet it fell into the same trap of exceptionalism and avoidance that has bedevilled the British debate ever since. Eden told the House of Commons that, while the proposed project did envisage a ‘common high authority’ whose decisions would bind national governments, the British could negotiate safeguards that would make such an arrangement acceptable. Britain, it seemed, could join the European project while remaining an exception to its rules.


Replying for the Labour government, Stafford Cripps said other countries with much smaller steel and coal industries might be prepared to place them under a High Authority, but it was an entirely different question for Britain. In 1950, Britain remained the wealthiest and most powerful country in Western Europe, with a large industrial economy. It would have been almost impossible for any government, Conservative or Labour, to have put such a core part of its national economy under the control of a new supranational authority managed by its weaker competitors, let alone a Labour government which had just nationalized that very industry. ‘I hope I have said enough on this point to show that no responsible British Government could enter into such a matter blindfold[ed] and without the fullest consideration,’ Cripps concluded.40


Cripps also pointed to the French government’s clear declaration that the pooling of sovereignty was the ‘first concrete foundation of the European Federation.’ Cripps said Britain’s participation in a Western European political federation was not compatible with its obligations either to the Commonwealth, the wider Atlantic community, or as a world power. Britain’s problem was that it was too weak to stop the project, but too powerful to need to join.


Notably, Cripps was not going out on a limb in his opposition to Monnet’s supranational project. In 1950, the fiercest and most emotive resistance to the new European High Authority came from the Labour benches. At the time, Britain had a vast unionized workforce, earning far more than the average continental worker. For the Labour government, these were privileges it was anxious to protect; indeed, it was the party’s very raison d’être to do so. On top of this, there was something less quantifiable about Britain’s attitude to Europe that was, and remains, important: its imaginative understanding of itself. It wasn’t just that the ministers of the Crown felt Britain was substantially different from its European counterparts; this was felt by many in the country as well.


In the debate over the Schuman Plan in 1950, this sense was articulated by the Labour Member of Parliament for Wandsworth Central, Harold Adams, who sarcastically rebuked Churchill and his party for being willing to sell out their country. Adams began by dismissively anticipating a Churchillian intervention, or, as he described it, ‘another champagne speech by the Right Honourable Member for Woodford.’ He continued, ‘There are many of us who have learned to recognize the deception that lurks beneath the beaded brim. We shall much prefer the honest draught of British beer which will follow.’ Churchill, Adams warned, was ‘prepared to go outside this country to seek a muzzle for Socialism at home.’ In 1950, it was left to Churchill to criticize what he called Labour’s ‘Palmerstonian jingo.’


The debate over the Schuman Plan is notable for two other moments whose importance would only become apparent years later. It provided Edward Heath with the opportunity to impress his colleagues with a maiden speech of profound eloquence and understanding that marked him out as a future star. It also provided Enoch Powell with an opportunity to lay down a very different kind of mark. In 1950, Heath and Powell placed themselves on opposite tracks that would, in time, destroy both their careers.


Heath used his speech to strike a number of important notes, accusing Labour of a fatalistic pessimism about Britain’s ability to shape whatever new Europe was emerging. Heath then told Members of Parliament that, having recently come back from Germany, he could report that its new leaders really did want a harmonious relationship with France, as well as a unified Europe to stand against the threat from the east. ‘I believe that in that desire the German Government are genuine, and I believe, too, that the German Government would be prepared to make economic sacrifices in order to achieve those political results’. Like Eden, Heath was also able to see the long-term implications of the project. Once it had bedded in, Heath said, Germany might very well become a ‘major factor in Europe’ again. Heath finished by urging the government to believe in British power and to lead Europe in the direction that was best for Britain.


Heath is a remarkable British politician in many ways, but chief among them is his uniquely open pro-Europeanism. No other prime minister in Britain’s post-war history would be as unhesitatingly European as Heath. Not only did he understand better than most the power of the idea captured and made real by modern Europe’s founding genius, Monnet, but he did not feel the need to hide it, nor to dilute it.


To Heath, the flaw in socialist scepticism was not that it was stuck in a lost past of British greatness – as ‘little England’ Euroscepticism would later be parodied – but that it had given up believing in British greatness at all. In 1950, and throughout much of the debate that followed, it was the pro-Europeans who were most concerned with protecting and projecting British power on the continent. As ever with Britain’s European travails, the story is not a simple one. In 1950, was it really the Attlees and Powells in Parliament who held delusions about British power, or was it those who believed Britain could still lead Europe in whichever direction it wanted?


When Churchill himself rose to speak, he managed to capture much of Britain’s confusion at this time. Trying to clarify the Conservative Party’s position, he said he would not agree to any supranational authority which had ‘the power to tell Great Britain not to cut any more coal or make any more steel’. But he argued the government should still attend the negotiations, at least to test what they might be able to negotiate. Churchill went on to say he was not in favour of British involvement in ‘the tangles and intricacies of rigid constitution-making’ that would be required to build a federal union of Europe. The real question, he said, was ‘what association should Britain have with the Federal Union of Europe if such a thing should come to pass in the course of time?’ He said he could not conceive of Britain ever being an ordinary member of such a union, but argued it should become ‘intimately associated with it’ while maintaining its empire, Commonwealth and ‘fraternal association with the United States in the English-speaking world.’ With all this in mind, he said, ‘we could not accept full membership of a federal system of Europe.’41 Essentially, Britain could have it all.


In response, Attlee was scathing. For the Labour leader, the problem with Schuman’s plan was its fundamental idea, not some trifling negotiating point. Schuman and Monnet were proposing something entirely new, a supranational authority with the power to bind national governments. It was not possible to accept this principle with conditions, Attlee said. ‘It is really making nonsense of an acceptance to think that one can accept a principle and then whittle it away until there is no principle left.’ Churchill, grumbling in the background, is recorded in Hansard dismissing Attlee’s argument as ‘metaphysics, not politics.’42 But here lay perhaps the most fundamental rupture point in Britain’s troubled post-war relationship with Europe. Was it a question of principle, as Attlee suggested, which must be faced head on, or could a political compromise be found to maintain Britain’s presence in the new Europe without having to sign up to all its articles of faith? Churchill believed Britain should have an intimate relationship with Europe, but without being bound by the decisions of the new High Authority, nor being a full member of the club, so that it could maintain its global responsibilities and relationships as before. Churchill’s position would come to be that taken by almost all British governments thereafter, some with more success than others, but always skirting around the question identified by Attlee: to accept the principle or avoid its implications?


When the debate finished and the vote to censure the government was taken, Harold Macmillan and Edward Heath joined Winston Churchill and Anthony Eden in voting to condemn Clement Attlee’s judgement. For Enoch Powell, however, the principle did matter, and he chose to abstain rather than back his own side. The Conservative chief whip, Patrick Buchan-Hepburn, told Powell: ‘I don’t think we shall be able to put you in the government, at any rate not at first, after what you’ve done.’43 It would be Powell’s first act of parliamentary rebellion, a step that cost him the chance of an early promotion on the parliamentary ladder. It would also be the first step in a long career of rebellion that would, in time, cost him the chance to become Conservative Party leader and prime minister, but would transform British politics and its relationship with Europe.










CHAPTER 2


In the early 1950s, the ascendency of the men of Algiers began. In Britain, Harold Macmillan joined Winston Churchill’s cabinet following the Conservative Party’s victory in 1951. In the United States, Dwight Eisenhower was being courted by both political parties to be their presidential nominee for the 1952 election. And, in France, Jean Monnet had established himself as one of the most influential figures of the Fourth Republic, the man charged with revolutionizing the country’s economy at home and its place in Europe abroad. But, for General de Gaulle, the martial hero of France, the future offered little but pain and resentment.


On 6 February 1948, de Gaulle’s daughter Anne had died in his arms, aged just twenty. Anne had Down’s syndrome and was therefore vulnerable to the bronchitis she had contracted earlier that winter. ‘I am a man annihilated,’ de Gaulle told the priest of his home village of Colombey-les-Deux-Églises, where he had decamped after resigning as chairman of the provisional government of the French Republic in 1946.1 In public, de Gaulle might have been an austere and haughty figure, but there was another side to him: loving and gentle, and even vulnerable. Anne was de Gaulle’s third child, born on New Year’s Day in 1928, a time when disabled children were often seen as something to be hidden from society, placed in ill-equipped hospitals far away from their families. De Gaulle and his wife refused to bend to these expectations. ‘Believe me, Anne is my joy and strength,’ de Gaulle said. ‘She is the grace of God in my life.’2


It is difficult to be sure of how much de Gaulle knew about the eugenic horror unfolding in Nazi Germany in the years running up to the Second World War, but, given the appalling scale of the ‘cleansing’ taking place, it seems impossible that he was entirely unaware. When de Gaulle faced the great decision of his life in 1940 – to resist or collaborate – the choice, then, was not just political, but personal. He fled with his wife and daughter to England, escaping not only a regime that wanted to extinguish France as a great power, but one that wanted to extinguish his most vulnerable child. To lose Anne four years after France’s liberation left de Gaulle in a state of stricken grief. A dark gloom seems to have descended over him and his household from that moment – a gloom that never entirely lifted. Every Sunday after Anne’s death, de Gaulle and his wife would visit their daughter’s grave in the small parish church in the village, where all three rest beside each other today.


This period of de Gaulle’s life was particularly difficult. In 1948, he was not only mourning the loss of his daughter, but also the France that he believed still needed saving. In 1944, after France’s liberation, de Gaulle had become the country’s interim leader, tasked with overseeing the transition to a new republic, the culmination of his great struggle for supremacy over Giraud that began in Algiers in 1943. Though he had dominated the French government in exile, imposing his will on the committee through force of personality, he was unable to do the same with the new National Assembly whose primary job was to draw up a new constitution for the country. De Gaulle watched in horror as the Assembly agreed a constitution which, as he saw it, re-established the same fractious parliamentary politics he so loathed about the Third Republic. In a customary fit of pique, he resigned and returned to Colombey to wait for the country to come crawling back to him. It would be more than a decade before it did.


For de Gaulle, these were the wilderness years, a time of powerlessness and frustration, made worse by the continuing rise of those he was with in Algiers and the arrival of the new world they soon set about creating. First, the Americans had been brought into what had, until then, been known as the Western Union, to form a new North Atlantic Treaty Organization in 1949, with Dwight Eisenhower becoming its first Supreme Allied Commander in Europe in 1951, before going on to win the presidency as a Republican in November 1952. During this time, Jean Monnet had also become the first president of the High Authority of the European Coal and Steel Community in Luxembourg, promptly declaring himself head of a new European government in the process. None of these developments sat well with de Gaulle, who had raged against the coming Anglo-Saxon domination of Europe in Algiers during the war and now seemed to be seeing it come to pass. But when René Pleven, the prime minister of France, called for the creation of a European army to sit alongside the Coal and Steel Community, including German forces, it proved too much.


Once again, the scheme was the brainchild of Jean Monnet. The Pleven Plan, as it came to be known, envisaged a European army of 100,000 men, controlled by a new European minister of defence and placed under the supreme command of NATO, which was in effect controlled from Washington. Here was Monnet’s Atlantic Free World in action: Europe, America and the British Commonwealth, all working together, the three constituent parts of the Western world, with France a second-order power in a new Europe.


The motivation for this new pillar of Europe was the same as that which had inspired the European Coal and Steel Community: the Cold War. In order to balance against the rising threat from Moscow, the United States, as the leader of the West, needed Germany not only to be resurrected economically, but militarily as well. But this raised the very spectre which had always haunted France: German power. The French needed a plan. On 23 August, Monnet drafted a handwritten letter to René Pleven urging him to grab the opportunity. What was needed, Monnet declared, was ‘a political concept.’3 For Monnet, of course, this was Europe.


Monnet told Pleven that Western Europe needed to be ‘federated around an expanded Schuman Plan’ if it was to remain relevant in the world. The Coal and Steel Community, in other words, was just the nucleus of a new Europe which would, over time, expand to take on other responsibilities, managing German power by Europeanizing it.


The Pleven Plan for a European army was formally presented to the world in February 1951. A draft agreement was ready by May the following year and signed by the six members of the Coal and Steel Community in Paris. The revolution that Monnet had helped bring about in 1950 was rapidly developing into something much more profound. Here were the foundations of a proto-European state, firmly placed within the American-dominated Atlantic Free World. The future seemed set. Indeed, once the new European army plan was agreed, a third European community was proposed – a political community. The idea was to place a democratic roof over these first two European pillars. A draft treaty was drawn up to create a directly elected ‘people’s chamber’, as well as a senate appointed by each of the six members and a supranational executive. While de Gaulle was out of power, demanding a revolution at home, one was happening in Europe without him.


In fact, things were happening at such a pace, Britain was starting to feel uneasy. While very few saw Britain’s future as a full federal member of a political Europe, there were some who saw the dangers of not being involved – most prominent among them, Harold Macmillan. In March 1953, Macmillan wrote a memorandum to the cabinet asking whether they were ‘really sure we want to see a six-power federal Europe, with a common army, a common iron and steel industry . . . ending in a common currency and monetary policy?’ If such a state ever came into being, Macmillan warned, it would not be in Britain’s interests. ‘Will not Germany ultimately control this state,’ he asked, ‘and may we not have created the very situation in Europe to prevent which, in every century since the Elizabethan age, we have fought long and bitter wars?’4


But what could Britain do? Macmillan wanted ‘the Six’ to become something more like the Commonwealth that Britain was building from the rubble of its empire. Anthony Eden, the foreign secretary, meanwhile, came up with a plan to place Monnet’s various communities under a different roof, which Britain could help to control: the Council of Europe. The Council was a grand gathering of European states that had been set up after the war, just as Churchill called for in the speech that Macmillan had listened to in such rapture in Algiers. It was just as idealistic and forward-looking as Monnet’s supranational communities, but far less revolutionary in principle. The Council of Europe was an intergovernmental organization – a body, in other words, which did not create a new ‘high’ interest above those of its national members, but which instead brought the old nation states together in an attempt to find common ground. To fold Monnet’s federal project into this old intergovernmental system was a threat to the very idea of supranationalism which lay at the centre of the new Europe being built. As such, Monnet moved quickly to see off the idea.


The suggestions being put forward by Macmillan and Eden were not outlandish, and certainly not isolationist. They were imaginative and ambitious attempts to avoid the choice Britain faced but could not make: to join Monnet’s new Europe and accept the loss of sovereignty, or to stay out and accept the loss of influence that entailed. At every turn during the decades that followed, Britain would seek a way to avoid the essential dilemma it faced, divided between those who came down clearly on one side or the other and the pragmatists for whom it was always a finely balanced judgement. Again and again, British governments would play for time, searching for a way out of the puzzle but never quite succeeding, settling for an uneasy compromise they could live with until the dilemma resurfaced in a different form. Like some kind of Promethean tragedy, Britain would go on suffering the same fate, bound on the cliffs of the new reality they could neither accept nor do anything to change.


This was the context for the inaugural ceremony of the European Coal and Steel Community in Luxembourg on 10 August 1952, when its president, Jean Monnet, stood up to declare ‘Europe’s First Government.’5 Up until 1952, Monnet’s entire experience of government had been his brief spell in the French Committee of National Liberation in Algiers in 1943. And yet, here he was, declaring himself president of the first government of Europe, determined to show it was not just another League of Nations, but something real and lasting, with its own authority separate from the nation states which made up its membership. In his inaugural address, Monnet declared that something new had been born, something that went beyond mere international cooperation: a new European community, taking national sovereignty and ‘subordinating it to the common interest,’ as he put it. As president of the new High Authority, Monnet said he was responsible not to nation states, but to the new European Assembly and European Court of Justice. ‘All these institutions can be modified and improved in the light of experience,’ he said. ‘But there is one point on which there will be no turning back: these institutions are supranational and, let us not shrink from the word, federal.’6


At the founding moment of today’s Europe, then, we see the idea that lies behind it. The project was for a supranational Europe, where the individual interests of each nation would be slowly subordinated to a new common interest to avoid war and increase prosperity. But what of Britain, the most powerful European country at the time, whose alliance with France was the foundation of French security policy? In his inaugural address, Monnet announced that one of his first steps as president would be to establish an association with the UK.


Soon after, on 21 August, Monnet travelled to London, where he was greeted by the British official Roger Makins, who declared with the kind of pomposity that became a cliché of Britain’s attitude to Europe: ‘Now that you are a fact, we shall deal with you.’7 And deal with it he did, sending a delegation to Monnet’s High Authority in Luxembourg to ‘lay the foundations for an intimate and enduring association between the Community and the United Kingdom,’ as Eden put it.8 The relationship between Britain and Monnet’s new Europe might have got off to a slightly uncomfortable start, but it seemed to have found its footing. The relationship would be as close as possible, outside formal membership. It would be more than a decade before any British government considered an alternative.


Yet, even if Monnet’s Coal and Steel Community was a fact, the other pillars of this prospective proto-state were not. At certain times, ‘progress’ can look inevitable, history proceeding gracefully. Yet, underneath, there is always churn, the true propeller of events. And so it proved in France. For the French public, the Pleven plan was not some uncontroversial step on the way to a united Europe, but a momentous and painful dilemma which had to be ratified by the National Assembly. Just a few years after being occupied and humiliated by Germany, France was being asked to share an army under the ultimate control of an outside power, the United States, and its junior partner, Britain. To many, it was simply too much – not a sign of progress, but an expression of national decline. After all, Britain had no intention of subordinating its army.


For de Gaulle, Britain’s refusal to join proved that the new European army was not something France should accept either. Emerging from Colombey, he attacked Monnet, Britain and the United States for trying to create this new Europe at France’s expense. ‘Nothing is more curious than the public and private interventions of the United States to compel our country to ratify a treaty that would condemn her to decay,’ de Gaulle fumed. ‘Great Britain is also demanding that we join the so-called “European” army though nothing in the world would induce her to join herself.’ With furious sarcasm, he concluded that Britain’s position could be summed up like this: ‘Sacrificing one’s sovereignty, abandoning one’s soldiers to the discretion of others, losing one’s dominions, that is good for Paris, not for London!’9 The Europe of Jean Monnet, as it became known, had become a red rag to the Gaullist bull.


For the next two years, the European Defence Community lived on in a kind of coma – not quite dead, but losing its fight for life. It was eventually put out of its misery by an even greater blow to French pride. In May 1954, halfway across the world in Dien Bien Phu in Vietnam, the French army fell to an apparently ragtag bunch of separatist guerrillas. The result was a crisis of morale so deep that it toppled another French government, catapulting the charismatic strongman Pierre Mendès-France into power on a platform of national rejuvenation. Mendès-France quickly grasped a series of nettles, pulling French forces out of Indochina before finally putting the European Defence Community to the National Assembly for ratification, without endorsing it himself.


On 30 August 1954, with Jean Monnet in the public gallery, the National Assembly voted against ratification of the Treaty of Paris by 319 votes to 264, thanks to Gaullist opposition. When the result was confirmed, the triumphant majority in the Assembly burst into a chorus of ‘La Marseillaise’. Monnet’s Europe had suffered its first defeat and would never be the same again. From now on, a certain caution was injected into the project, and it lost some of its original forthrightness and dignity. Away went Monnet’s talk of European governments and the subjugation of national interests, the defence of the idea of Europe and its federal potential. Instead, the focus shifted to that apparently more scientific but dismal world of economics, which would soon become the new driver of integration. Monnet, meanwhile, was so dismayed, he announced that he would resign from the European Coal and Steel Community when his term expired in early 1955, ‘in order to be free to work across the board for European unity,’ as his biographer François Duchêne put it.10 He went on to create ‘The Action Committee of the United States of Europe’, which would consume the rest of his life – a new pressure group bringing together the political leaders and trades unions of Europe to promote the ideal of European union.


While Monnet sat in the National Assembly in Paris watching his dreams burn in a fire of French nationalism, Anthony Eden was watching his own political ambitions slowly wilt in the heat of Winston Churchill’s ego. By that summer, Churchill was seventy-nine and in desperately poor health, but not yet willing to let go of power – in part because of Eden’s own health problems. In April the previous year, Eden had almost died from a series of botched operations on his bile duct. Had he not suffered this misfortune, he might well have taken over in June 1953 when Churchill himself suffered a serious stroke leaving him unable to function as prime minister. In 1954, Britain was a country governed by men collapsing under the strain of their responsibilities.


Eden was Churchill’s foreign secretary and heir apparent, one of the greatest figures of his generation, who had distinguished himself in both world wars. He was perhaps the most qualified, experienced and internationally respected candidate to be prime minister in Britain’s post-war history – apart from Churchill himself. And yet, within two years of finally realizing his dream in 1955, he resigned, broken and unwell, his time in office marked by an historic failure that perhaps did more than anything to push Britain into a future neither he, nor Churchill, nor Attlee, nor anyone else in the upper echelons of power thought possible or desirable beforehand: the Europe of Jean Monnet.


In a speech to Colombia University in the United States in January 1952, Eden had addressed the thorny issue of Monnet’s new Europe. For Eden, the simple reality was that Britain, whatever the pros or cons of such a project, would never fold itself into such a federal union. ‘We know in our bones we cannot,’ he told the audience that day.11 To do so would violate the ‘unalterable marrow’ of the British nation. Part of the problem was that the British people looked beyond Europe to a greater, global Britain. ‘What you’ve got to remember,’ Eden told his private secretary, Evelyn Shuckburgh, ‘is that if you looked at the postbag of an English village and examined the letters coming from abroad, ninety percent would come from way beyond Europe.’12 And he was right.


In 1954, as Eden prepared for the premiership, it really was the case that Britain had a hinterland beyond Europe, displayed in all its pomp and majesty at Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation the year before, following the death of George VI in February 1952. Indeed, on that occasion there seemed little reason to doubt the strength of this great global nation or its place at the centre of the Western world. The day before the ceremony, the New Zealander Edmund Hillary had conquered Mount Everest with Sherpa Tenzing Norgay. When he reached the summit, Hillary did the only thing anyone in his position would have done: he planted the Union flag. Back in New Zealand, the country’s prime minister declared his pride that an ‘Englishman’ had been the ﬁrst to climb the world’s highest mountain.13 The Australian prime minister, R. G. Menzies, felt similarly, declaring that the Queen inherited ‘a crown that will always be the sign and proof that, wherever we may be in the world, we are one people.’14


While the Queen’s coronation offered the world an image of continuity, it also served to veil the profound changes taking place. Today, we can see that the coronation happened at a moment of quiet revolution, in which the country was set on its path from global power to post-imperial nation. A sense of the change can be glimpsed in the extraordinarily convoluted debates over the Queen’s title. Back in 1936, her father had been crowned George VI ‘of Great Britain, Ireland and the British Dominions beyond the Seas’, as well as ‘Emperor of India’. By the time of his death in 1952, however, much of this was out of date. The Canadians and Australians did not want to be lumped in with Britain’s African and Asian colonies, Ireland had been partitioned and India was a republic.


Anticipating such a problem, the government machine had come up with an elegant answer to present to cabinet upon the King’s death. Elizabeth, it was agreed, would be proclaimed ‘Queen of this Realm and of all Her other Realms and Territories’, as well as ‘Head of the Commonwealth’. Thereafter, each of her realms and territories would decide their own title. In Australia, she would be Queen of Australia; in Canada, Queen of Canada, and so on. At home, meanwhile, she would be queen ‘of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and of Her other Realms and Territories’.


In many respects, all of this looks utterly arcane and irrelevant. Yet these subtle changes to the Queen’s position capture a substantive change in Britain’s relationship with the old British world that Clement Attlee, Anthony Eden and almost all front-rank British politicians at that time felt a duty to protect at the expense of Britain’s relations with Europe. In almost comically British fashion, a transformation had taken place with hardly anyone noticing. Apart, that is, from Enoch Powell.


On 3 March 1953, Powell made a speech in the House of Commons that he regarded for the rest of his life as the finest of his career. He identified three changes to the Queen’s title, ‘all of which seem to me to be evil.’ The first was that the Crown had been divided. Where the sovereign had once been monarch of a single realm, Powell argued, she now reigned over multiple realms. If this was the case, it opened the door for different sovereigns to reign too. Second, Powell noted the suppression of the word ‘British’, which, he said, made the new title ‘literally meaningless.’ A monarch had to be designated a territory over which they reigned, he said. ‘To say that he is Monarch of a certain territory and his other realms and territories is as good as to say that he is King of his Kingdom. We have perpetrated a solecism in the title we are proposing to attach to our Sovereign.’15 In this, Powell was obviously correct.


Powell’s third evil was the most consequential, encapsulating the problem of Britain’s new role in the world, or at least the role it was attempting to create for itself. What did it mean for the Queen to be head of a Commonwealth which was no longer British and which included republics like India? ‘The status of India resulting from these changes and declarations is an ungraspable one in law or in fact,’ Powell said. He argued that the title had been designed to be as vague as possible to cover up the fact that the empire had gone. ‘I therefore say that this formula “Head of the Commonwealth” and the declaration in which it is inscribed are essentially a sham,’ he declared. ‘They are essentially something which we have invented to blind ourselves to the reality of the position.’16


Powell’s speech marks an important moment in his own political journey, and the country’s. Once an imperial absolutist who believed in the myth of a great global civilization united in its loyalty to the Crown, Powell now believed that Britain needed to come to terms with its post-imperial state to protect the nation at its centre: Britain. Powell was calling for nationalism to replace imperialism. It was an argument he would return to again and again, gaining such traction – if not understanding – that both the Conservative and Labour parties would struggle to break free from its hold on public life in later years.


The refusal of almost the entire British political class to face the reality of what Powell had identified hampered its ability to address the choice presented by the new Europe emerging on the continent. For Attlee, Churchill, Eden and others, Britain’s responsibilities to the Commonwealth were a central reason they could not enter such a distinctly European club. Opposing full British membership of Europe was, for most front-rank British politicians, a display of internationalism, proof of Britain’s continued commitments to the world beyond the continent, the opposite of Powellite British nationalism. In the early 1950s, most British politicians still saw Britain as far more than just another European nation.


It was only once Britain’s power began to wane more obviously that Britain’s governing class turned to Europe, not because they accepted Powell’s argument, but in an effort to protect British influence. Powell, of course, drew the opposite conclusion. For Powell, Britain should not attempt to replace its lost role in the world with either a sham Commonwealth or a new Europe. Instead, he argued, Britain needed to rebuild from the rubble of its empire.


Powell’s arguments would be repeatedly rejected and defeated over the coming decades, as British governments pursued a European future. Yet the idea was never fully extinguished, and it would grow in intensity as the decades went on, eventually being taken up by a new generation of politicians. Britain’s future would be more Powellite than he or anyone else in 1953 could have imagined. Far from a reflection of imperial nostalgia, it was a reflection of Britain’s post-imperial reality.


By the time Anthony Eden finally became prime minister in April 1955, it looked for all the world as if Monnet’s great European project was running out of steam. Eden’s decision to keep Britain out of the European Defence Community had helped throttle its early momentum. If Britain could wield such influence from outside, what did it really have to lose by staying out?


This was the context for one of the most important moments in Europe’s post-war history, when the foreign ministers of the six Coal and Steel Community nations met in the Sicilian town of Messina in June 1955, hoping to reinvigorate Monnet’s grand project after the failure of the Defence Community. The summit did not seem like a particularly big deal for Britain at the time. Given the setback dealt by the French the year before, there was little indication that this meeting of foreign ministers would lay another foundation stone for the new Europe. Indeed, the first item on the agenda for the foreign ministers to discuss at the summit was how to replace Jean Monnet as president, following his resignation in the wake of the rejection of his project.


Even if Monnet himself was gone, his beliefs endured, carried in the hearts of his disciples. Of these, none was more vital for the project than the Belgian foreign minister Paul-Henri Spaak, who, like Monnet, was a committed Anglophile and follower of Churchill, desperately keen for Britain to join. Spaak would take Monnet’s idea and drive it further than ever, putting London back in the same bind in which it found itself in 1950 and from which it has never truly been able to escape.


After dealing with Monnet’s replacement, the foreign ministers at the summit turned to a proposal put forward by Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg, calling for the establishment of ‘a united Europe by the development of common institutions, the gradual fusion of national economies, the creation of a common market and the gradual harmonisation of . . . social policies.’17 This visionary – and radical – proposal spooked some of the larger members, like France, still recovering from the fiasco over the European Defence Community. Some around the table in Messina saw a future in which there would be many different bodies, each set up along the lines of the Coal and Steel Community, each dealing with different policy areas, and perhaps with different memberships. Europe, in a sense, would be built piece by piece, unmoored to some grand plan or idea. Indeed, this was the kind of Europe, perhaps, that Britain could be a part of, staying out of some areas which did not suit, but joining others that might. For the Benelux countries, however, European unity needed a Monnet-style idea at its core, common institutions and, most radically of all, a common market, which ensured Europe came ever more closely together, injecting an internal logic into the project. This was the nightmare for Britain.


The foreign ministers in attendance at Messina did not choose between these paths, but rather kicked the decision into a series of study groups, brought together under Spaak’s chairmanship. It was a tactic which would cause Britain problems for decades to come. Profound changes were being considered, but they had been smuggled out in dull diplomatic packaging. The Dutch ambassador told his British colleague in Rome that the meeting was never intended to achieve anything, while the Luxembourg representative, Joseph Bech, declared the most significant thing about Messina was it had not committed the Six to a Schuman-style High Authority. Even Monnet declared the summit a ‘timid step towards the making of Europe.’18 For most observers in London, there was little to worry about. Even if France agreed to some radical new step forward, how would it pass the National Assembly?


The next few months, however, would prove anything but timid. Chairing the committee to look at the various options, Spaak injected a dynamism and drive into the process that few thought possible. Like Monnet before him, Spaak endeavoured to do all he could to keep Britain involved, inviting London to the talks in the hope that the British might join whatever emerged.


A myth has grown over the years that Eden was some sort of little Englander, too narrow-minded to see the potential of the European project developing before him. The reality is quite the opposite. Eden was a high-minded Tory internationalist, committed to peace and supportive of European unity. Even discounting his efforts before and during the war, Eden had been remarkably successful as foreign secretary after Churchill’s return as prime minister, working tirelessly to keep European cooperation alive after the crisis sparked by the French veto of the European Defence Community. Britain was not an absent partner in these early years of European integration, even if it chose to remain outside its new supranational project. Indeed, it was not British nationalism which was proving the main obstacle to European cooperation at this time, but French nationalism. Eden just did not think Britain should or could be part of a federal project of such radicalism as that being proposed, a view entirely of the mainstream at the time, not only uncontroversial but realistic. A majority did not exist in Parliament or the country to fold Britain into such a union.


Nor was Eden’s government blind to the risks of not joining the new Europe. A note circulated to the cabinet in 1955 by the then chancellor, R. A. ‘Rab’ Butler, offers a textbook example of good governance, accurately assessing the nature of the European project and both the risks of taking part in Spaak’s deliberations and the risks of not taking part. Butler makes a series of reasonable, perceptive and responsible recommendations, which were largely adopted, though later bitterly regretted.


Rab Butler’s note to the cabinet states with clear-eyed simplicity that the Six wanted to establish a united Europe with shared institutions and a common European market with harmonized standards. None of these things were acceptable to the British government, which still had an international sterling zone, global trading commitments and nationalized industries paying workers more than those on the continent. What’s more, based on discussions with the Dutch and others, the Treasury concluded – again, correctly – that the Benelux proposals were chiefly political in nature, rather than economic, intended to further bind West Germany into the West. The fundamental point, just as it had been when Attlee rejected the invitation to join the Schuman negotiations, was that the project was almost certainly going to be supranational, ‘a manifestation of the “community” idea,’ as Butler put it. It was to be a new Europe, organized around the same principle as the Coal and Steel Community. The question, once everything else was stripped away, was really quite simple: could Britain accept this principle or not? At the time, the answer seemed a straightforward no.


In 1955, Butler concluded that Britain had ‘repeatedly made it clear that we cannot accept as an objective for ourselves the creation of or participation in a common market.’ Britain did not mind the Europeans pushing ahead themselves, though Butler admitted this might soon cause problems. ‘Developments of this kind may lead to some form of discriminatory bloc in Europe.’19


Butler had identified Britain’s essential dilemma, unchanged from 1950: to join a project whose very purpose you reject, or to stay out and face a powerful bloc whose interests will soon clash with your own? This would be the same challenge faced by every subsequent British prime minister. At each stage, Britain fought the logic of the European project, rejected its ambitions, dodged, weaved and obfuscated, played for time, demanded special opt-outs, only then to panic about its lost influence when it was granted them. All this was evident in 1955, as Eden’s government wrestled with how to respond to Spaak’s invitation to join the discussions about the new Europe.


Butler’s note contained another recurring theme in the great British struggle over Europe: the belief that London might be able to lead the continent down a different path. ‘It may be possible to guide their thought towards suggestions for forms of co-operation in which we would be willing to join,’ as Butler put it. This belief would never completely die, no matter how many times it jutted up against the reality of Europe’s commitment to the ideal at the centre of its project.


After finally deciding to join the negotiations, Britain sent a man called Russell Bretherton to be its representative. In his first report back to London, he warned his political masters that the committee had shown a ‘firm determination to implement the Messina proposals.’ The project, he confirmed, was predominantly political – a project for a united Europe. More than that, he also quickly realized that British ‘influence’ was a double-edged sword. ‘If we take an active part in trying to guide the final propositions,’ he wrote to a colleague, ‘it will be difficult to avoid later on the presumption that we are, in some sense, committed to the result. On the other hand, if we sit back and say nothing it’s pretty certain that many more things will get into the report which would be unpleasant from the U.K. point of view whether we in the end took part in the Common Market or not.’20


Bretherton would later make clear that he believed Britain could have got almost anything it wanted from the new Common Market – if only it had agreed in principle to join. By October 1955, Eden’s government, like Attlee’s five years earlier, had concluded it could not accept the principle. In a note drawn up by the internal cabinet committee dealing with the Europe question, four main points were set out determining against membership. First, the report argued, membership would weaken Britain’s relationship with the Commonwealth. Second, Britain was more than just a European power – it was a world power. Third, membership would inevitably lead to further integration and perhaps federation, which the public would not accept. And fourth, British industry would no longer be protected against European competition.21 Here, in four succinct points, was the case against British membership, a potent combination of short-sightedness and clear-eyed reality.


The clash between Britain’s principled objections and Spaak’s direction of travel finally came to a head in November 1955. According to the French diplomat Jean-François Deniau,* Bretherton, under orders to return home, said:


Mr Chairman, Gentlemen. I would like to thank you sincerely for your hospitality and to let you know that it is going to cease from today . . . I must tell you that the future treaty you are talking about and are tasked with drafting (a) has no chances of being concluded; (b) if it is concluded, it has no chance of being ratified; (c) if it is ratified, it has no chance of being applied. Moreover, please note, that if it were, it would be totally unacceptable to Great Britain. You are talking of agriculture which we don’t like, of customs dues on which we have nothing to say, and of institutions which horrify us. Monsieur le Président, Messieurs, au revoir et bonne chance.22


The scene seems to capture Britain’s sense of superiority at the time, but it is unlikely Bretherton, a committed and serious British civil servant, would ever have uttered such a bon mot, even if he had been able to think of it. What he actually said, according to official documents, is a rather banal, technocratic restatement of Britain’s position opposing the creation of a common market. Bretherton told Spaak that his proposed new European market trampled over ‘the competence of existing and broader institutions,’ by which he meant Britain’s favoured intergovernmental bodies like the Organisation for European Economic Co-operation.23


In fact, the Whitehall machine had concluded – in official guidance given to ministers – that it was in ‘the real and ultimate interest of the U.K. that the Common Market should collapse, with the result that there would be no need for the U.K. to face the embarrassing choice of joining it or abstaining from joining it.’24 Faced with a choice it could not make, it chose to wish the choice away. Spaak was furious, replying, somewhat emotionally, revealing his real hurt, ‘England has not moved at all, and I am not going to move either.’25


In truth, Britain was simply not in a position to join in 1955. According to the official record: ‘A decision to join the common market would call for such major adjustments in United Kingdom policy as to rule it out as a short-term possibility.’26 In other words, no prime minister at that point could have accepted such a loss of sovereignty for such economic disruption. Whatever the pros and cons of the venture, there was no way the House of Commons would abandon its Commonwealth in such a way either.


In 1955, it wasn’t the deliberations in Brussels that were concerning people in London, but the delicate issue of Britain’s relationship with Egypt. For years, British troops had been stationed there to defend the Suez Canal under the terms of a 1936 treaty between London and Cairo. Since 1945, however, these troops had come under sustained attack by Arab nationalists who, understandably, saw Britain’s presence as a humiliating colonial hangover. The crisis first boiled over in 1951 when the Egyptian government announced it was no longer bound by the treaty. Within days, some 60,000 British troops were mobilized and sent to the region, which started a chain of events that would culminate in the country’s greatest foreign-policy calamity since the war.


The problem for Britain was that it simply could not afford to keep tens of thousands of troops stationed in Egypt indefinitely. Britain was no longer rich enough to sustain its global position, as demonstrated in Greece in 1947. London needed a political settlement with Cairo. In the last Queen’s Speech of Churchill’s time as prime minister, in November 1953, this was spelled out: ‘My Government have been discussing with the Egyptian Government means of settling the differences between the two countries,’ the young Queen Elizabeth declared.27 This statement of government policy might have sounded somewhat banal and inoffensive, but it caught the attention of Enoch Powell, who only twelve years earlier had been stationed in Cairo, writing his long essay on the future glory of the British Empire.


Rising to speak in the debate, Powell told MPs that any move abrogating the existing treaty of 1936 ‘would not only be a fateful, but a fatal step’ for Britain.28 Britain could not hope to continue projecting the same degree of global power while withdrawing its forces from such a crucial location. Once again, Powell saw the fatal combination of reality and delusion that marks Britain’s governing class. The government could see the numbers on the balance sheet did not add up, but did not want to face up to the wider consequences of what that meant. Nevertheless, Eden’s government needed a deal with Egypt.


Under the terms of the deal, the last British troops stationed in the Canal Zone left Port Said at 12.15 a.m. on 13 June 1956. Six weeks later, on 26 July, the Egyptian president, Gamal Abdel Nasser, exploited Britain’s weakness and moved his forces in to take control of the canal. Egypt now had its hand on Britain’s windpipe, as Harold Macmillan – now chancellor – put it. Two thirds of Western Europe’s oil supplies came through the canal and London was down to its last six weeks of reserves. But, with no troops in the area, what could Britain do?


In July 1956, Eden was faced with a diplomatic and economic catastrophe, partly of his own making, with few good options. The problem was that an immediate military response was seen as too risky; any route through the UN effectively meant a Soviet veto; and doing nothing was tantamount to appeasement, barely a decade after the end of the Second World War. To many at the time, Nasser was just another dictator seeking to extend his power. ‘No more Adolf Hitlers,’ declared the Daily Herald.29 The Daily Mirror attacked the Egyptian leader as ‘Grabber Nasser’.30


Soon, world figures began arriving in London in an attempt to find a solution. The American diplomat Robert Murphy – another veteran of Algiers – met Eden and concluded, rather gloomily, that the prime minister ‘had not adjusted his thoughts to the altered world status of Great Britain.’31 The fatal moment came when a French delegation arrived at Chequers to present Eden with just the kind of plan he had been looking for: Israel would invade the Suez Canal Zone and then the British and French would intervene as peacemakers to ‘separate the combatants.’32 In the most fateful moment of his career, Eden accepted.


On 30 October 1956, just a week before Americans went to the polls to elect their next president, Israeli forces crossed into Egypt, as planned, and Britain’s Seaborne Assault Force set sail from Malta, en route to Port Said at the mouth of the canal. The Americans were furious and began preparing a security resolution imposing economic sanctions on Britain and France unless they agreed an immediate ceasefire. The crisis had begun because Britain had not been able to afford to garrison Egypt, and the country certainly could not afford an economic war with the US. Eden backed down and called off the operation twenty-four hours after its launch. It was a calamity. In retirement, Eden recalled a conversation with a young Enoch Powell in the 1940s, in which Powell had warned him to watch the Americans in the Middle East. ‘Ah, Enoch, dear Enoch!’ Eden began. ‘He once said something to me I never understood. He said . . . “In the Middle East our great enemies are the Americans.” You know, I had no idea what he meant . . . I do now.’33


By 5 January 1957, Eden had received medical advice that gave him no choice but to resign. A career of profound dignity and achievement had ended in failure and illness, revealing the delusion at the heart of Britain’s post-war grand strategy. Britain and its Commonwealth was not one of the concentric circles that made up the Western world, neatly placed at the centre, but a declining power in an American world. In purely practical terms, little changed. But it was a psychological break, a moment that presaged a loss of confidence among Britain’s elite and a spur for a change of policy. Suez not only transformed Britain’s feelings towards itself, but its feelings towards the new Europe emerging on its doorstep. After 1956, Britain would stick ever more closely to the United States. The French, meanwhile, turned increasingly to Germany as a future partner. As German Chancellor Adenauer said to the socialist French prime minister Guy Mollet at the time, ‘Europe will be your revenge.’34


In April 1956, the Spaak Report had published its conclusions, setting out the proposal for a new European Common Market and Atomic Energy Community to be agreed at a summit in Rome the following year. In comparison to the pained debates over the European Defence Community, the Treaties of Rome caused little more than a rumbling of political opposition, even though they were objectively far more radical. The opening words in the preamble committed the six founding members to ‘an ever-closer union among the peoples of Europe,’ in which they would take ‘common action to eliminate the barriers which divide Europe.’


Even if such heady words are dismissed as mere aspiration – a kind of European version of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness – the subsequent clauses cannot be. Article one of the Treaty of Rome established a new European Economic Community, committing the founding members to the progressive approximation of economic policy, the elimination of customs duties and all restrictions on movement of people, goods, services and capital. It also created a common European tariff, agricultural policy and a new set of institutions to represent the Community, including an assembly, council, commission and court. It was an extraordinarily ambitious programme which would change Europe for ever. And yet it was ratified within the year, not only in Germany and the Benelux countries, but in France as well, that great bastion of Gaullist nationalism, which had been roused to song at the defeat of another federal project only two years earlier.


A number of factors combined to reduce the tension. Suez had revealed the limitations of France’s alliance with Britain. A wild offer by Mollet at the height of the Suez crisis, for Britain and France to form a union, had been rejected by Eden, just as Churchill’s offer to France during the war had been rejected by Pétain. Unlike the idea of a common European army, the Common Market deal was far less emotive. Crucially, in the background, the looming presence of Charles de Gaulle stayed silent. When, on 9 July, the treaties were presented to the National Assembly, the EEC Treaty was ratified by 342 votes to 234, and the Euratom Treaty (establishing the European Atomic Energy Community) by 332 votes to 240, despite most of the Gaullists voting against. France had taken its great leap forward into its European future without Britain.


Just as Europe was not the major issue for Britain in 1956, it was not France’s principal concern either. By 1957, the Arab nationalism that had driven Britain out of Egypt in 1956 was threatening to drive France out of its slice of North Africa. But, unlike Egypt, which had never been a British colony, Algeria was formally a part of France, as much as Corsica or Normandy. When a series of armed nationalist attacks took place in November 1954, France’s interior minister, François Mitterrand, summed up the French attitude: ‘Algeria is France and the only negotiation is war.’35 And so, war it was.


When Mollet visited Algiers in 1957, the month after winning power on a platform of peace, he was pelted with tomatoes by the angry pied noirs, who believed he was willing to sell them out. The trip was a turning point for France and for Europe, and Algeria became the catalyst for a revolution that would change Britain’s relationship with Europe too. Mollet had gone to Algiers intending to appoint a liberal general by the name of Georges Catroux, but instead appointed the hard-line Robert Lacoste, with a mission to restore order at any price.


This was the situation as Paul-Henri Spaak sat in Brussels, chairing the intergovernmental committee that would change Europe. Mollet was dealing not only with a revolution in European affairs, but also with a growing insurrection in Algeria that threatened the Fourth Republic. By 1957, the French army – desperate to restore the country’s honour, as well as their own, after the humiliation of Dien Bien Phu – had begun to act outside the law, using torture in an effort to destroy the Algerian revolutionaries. Mollet’s government soon fell – but not until June 1957, a few months after his government had signed the Treaty of Rome. The new government only managed to hobble on for five months, as the crisis began to infect the very core of the French body politic.


By early 1958, the situation had become critical. On 13 May, a demonstration in Algiers saw rioting pied noirs break into the city’s government house, ransacking the building in the process. To address the situation, the new French prime minister, Pierre Pflimlin, appointed General Raoul Salan as the army’s new commander-in-chief in Algiers, granting him emergency powers to deal with the crisis. Two days later, on 15 May, Salan addressed a crowd of pied noirs, assuring them Algeria would remain French, before ending with a cry of: ‘Vive la France! Vive l’Algérie!’ And then, after a short pause: ‘Vive le General de Gaulle!’


It was the moment de Gaulle had been waiting for – and, indeed, preparing for. ‘In the past, our country from the bottom of its heart showed its confidence in me to lead it to salvation,’ he said. ‘Today, in the face of the ordeals that are once again confronting us, I let it be known that I am ready to assume the powers of the Republic.’36 For months, de Gaulle had been in communication with the leading army figures in Algiers, who were now seemingly intent on insurrection against their own government. The British embassy in Paris was so worried about the situation, it wrote to London that the country ‘might well be on the way to becoming a sort of South American Republic or at best a kind of Franco-Spain.’37


The Fourth Republic was faced with a choice of military insurrection or the man committed to its destruction: Charles de Gaulle. In other words, it faced a choice between a fight to the death and an honourable suicide – and it chose suicide. In June 1958, Charles de Gaulle returned as prime minister of France, the last of the Fourth Republic, before becoming the first president of the Fifth less than a year later. For those back in London, his re-emergence offered hope as well as trepidation. While it was well understood that the old general could be impossible, as stubborn and impetuous as he was proud and unbiddable, he shared many of Britain’s instincts, particularly when it came to the increasingly troublesome issue of Europe. It is hard to conceive of a world in which the Treaty of Rome could have emerged in the form it did, had the crisis in Algeria spiralled out of control a couple of years earlier, catapulting de Gaulle into power before Paul-Henri Spaak worked his magic. History rests on such moments. Charles de Gaulle returned to the Élysée just too late to save Britain from the choice it did not want to make. In power, he would make it pay for its indecision.
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