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PROLOGUE


★     ★     ★


Dinner in Teheran


29 NOVEMBER 1943


‘The only thing worse than allies is not having allies.’


WINSTON CHURCHILL1


IT WAS JOSEF STALIN who sparked the row. Throughout the lavish dinner the Soviet leader had been needling Winston Churchill. His tone was heavily jocular, his sniping relentless. ‘Marshal Stalin lost no opportunity to get in a dig at Mr Churchill,’ the official American account recorded. ‘Almost every remark that he addressed to the Prime Minister contained some sharp edge.’2


The Prime Minister refused to be provoked even when Stalin referred to the long-standing British reservation about launching a frontal attack on Nazi forces in France as suggesting a secret affection for Germany – perhaps he even wanted to offer the enemy ‘a soft peace’. Just because the Russians were simple people, the dictator said, it was a mistake to believe they were blind.


As the waiters brought hors d’oeuvres, borsch, fish, meat, salads, and fruit, wine, Russian champagne, vodka and brandy, Franklin Roosevelt said little, sitting in his wheelchair and confining himself to commonplaces and clichés. Later, he told his Cabinet he found Stalin’s teasing of Churchill very amusing. His interpreter, Charles Bohlen, on the other hand, described the atmosphere as ‘acrid’.


Neither the President nor the Prime Minister was well that evening as they dined in the Soviet Legation in Teheran, Iran, on the second day of their first tripartite summit meeting with Stalin. Both had made long journeys, by sea and air. An attack of acute indigestion had forced Roosevelt to leave a dinner he had hosted the previous night – according to Churchill, he turned green during the first course of the Soviet banquet. Though a closely guarded secret, Roosevelt’s blood pressure was dangerously high, and he had both anaemia and signs of pulmonary disease; four months later, he would be diagnosed as having hypertension, hypertensive heart disease, congestive heart failure and chronic bronchitis. Churchill was suffering from a cold and a sore throat, but his main problem was that the pressure of the war was taking its toll on a man in his late sixties who, however indomitable, was highly unfit and overweight, drank too much and suffered from heart trouble; at times, he was simply ‘too ill and too tired to think straight’.3


Since becoming Prime Minister in 1940, Churchill had banked everything on winning Roosevelt’s friendship. The Anglo-American alliance was at the heart of his ‘system’. On his way to Teheran, he had told his daughter, tears in his eyes: ‘I love that man.’ No man had studied his mistress more closely than he had studied the President, he once remarked.


But the object of his affections had come to the summit in Teheran with one prime aim – to win Stalin’s confidence. To achieve this, Roosevelt was intent on not doing anything that could lead the super-suspicious dictator to think that he was siding with the British. If that meant snubbing the Prime Minister, so be it. He had ducked requests from London for preparatory meetings to discuss the Western agenda. In Teheran, he moved into quarters at the Soviet Legation and met Stalin bilaterally, while refusing even to lunch alone with Churchill. Naturally, this did not go down well with the representatives of the country which had stood alone against Hitler in 1940 when Moscow was allied with Berlin. At one point, Churchill recounted to his entourage the unlikely tale that Roosevelt’s closest aide had described the President as ‘inept’.


As Churchill began to drink brandy at the end of the dinner, Roosevelt’s main aide, Harry Hopkins, raised a toast to the Soviet army. In his reply, Stalin got on to the subject of the German General Staff. At least fifty thousand senior officers should be summarily shot, he said, possibly a hundred thousand.


At that, Churchill snapped. Red in the face, he got to his feet to pace the room. The idea was contrary to the British sense of justice, he said. No one, Nazi or not, should be dealt with summarily by a firing squad. ‘The British Parliament and public will never tolerate mass executions,’ he thundered.


‘Fifty thousand must be shot,’ Stalin repeated, throwing in a fresh aside about the British leader’s ‘pro-German’ sympathies.


‘I would rather be taken out into the garden here and now and be shot myself than sully my own and my country’s honour by such infamy,’ Churchill fired back.


Stalin’s eyes twinkled as the words were interpreted to him. He turned to ask Roosevelt, who had been suppressing a smile, what he thought. The President tried to use banter to calm things down. ‘Perhaps we can say that, instead of summarily executing fifty thousand war criminals, we should settle on a smaller number,’ he said. ‘Perhaps, forty-nine thousand.’


The Americans and Russians round the table laughed. Anthony Eden, the British Foreign Secretary, signalled to Churchill that it was all a joke. But Stalin would not drop the matter and asked each of the guests for comments. Adopting a diplomatic approach, Eden said more study was needed. The Americans noted that victory in Europe was still some way off. Then came the turn of Roosevelt’s son, Elliott, an air intelligence officer who accompanied his father to summits.


The young man, who may have been affected by the champagne poured out for him, said he hoped many hundreds of thousands of Nazis would be taken care of. Stalin walked over to fling an arm round his shoulder. When the dictator proposed a toast to Elliott’s health, Churchill confronted the young American.


‘Are you interested in damaging relations between the Allies?’ he growled. ‘Do you know what you are saying? How can you dare say such a thing?’1


Then, Churchill stalked from the room. It was the first time for many years anybody had walked out on Stalin. Standing in the gloom of an adjoining chamber, the Prime Minister felt hands on his back. Turning, he saw Stalin and Vyacheslav Molotov, the Foreign Minister. Both grinned broadly. It was only play, they said. They had not been serious.


The British leader was not convinced; he could remember how, when allied with Hitler, the Soviets had slaughtered 22,000 Polish prisoners of war. He had little doubt about Stalin’s ability to deliver on his threat. But he knew that any rupture with the Kremlin would be deeply damaging for the war effort. So he returned to the table, and recorded that the rest of the evening ‘passed pleasantly’. According to Archibald Clark Kerr, British ambassador to Moscow, the two protagonists ended by standing with their hands on one another’s shoulders, looking into each other’s eyes.


Still, the portents were plain. Later that night, Harry Hopkins went to the British Embassy to urge Churchill not to delay the invasion of France, for which Stalin had been pressing since 1941. The Americans and Russians had made up their minds, the aide said. The British should fall into line. After he had left, Churchill talked mournfully to members of his delegation about future wars to come, and said that British bombers would be able to reach Moscow. On his return to London, he depicted himself as having been ‘with the great Russian bear on one side of me, with paws outstretched, and on the other side was the great American buffalo, and between the two sat the poor little English donkey who was the only one . . . who knew the right way home.’4


As well as fighting the war on three continents, the three Allied leaders were framing the peace to follow at meetings such as the Teheran summit. Unlike the First World War, the second war did not conclude with a single peace conference to decide the future of the world. Rather, the process was drawn out over five years, marked by personal encounters, agreements and clashes, which brought out deep differences that had to be submerged to achieve victory, but would surface again as the new world approached. Six decades on, the story of how the Big Three made their alliance, managed it, and then found themselves unable to preserve it is a supreme object lesson in international politics at the highest level.




1


★     ★     ★


Buffalo, Bear and Donkey


‘The structure of world peace . . . must be a peace which rests on the cooperative effort of the whole world.’


FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT1


THE THREE MEN WHO WON the biggest conflict in human history and shaped the globe for half a century thereafter knew from the start that they could not afford to fail. Once total war had been forced on them by the Axis powers, no compromise was possible. Victory over ‘Hitler’s gang’ in Europe and the Imperial Way in Asia had to be total. ‘If they want a war of extermination, they shall have one,’ said Stalin.2


The conflict was more wide-ranging than the First World War, stretching across the Atlantic and Pacific, through Europe and Asia, from the Arctic to North Africa. More than 50 million people died in 2,174 days of fighting between 1939 and 1945 – many others perished earlier in Japan’s invasion of China that began in 1931. Mass killing of civilians was taken for granted on all sides – half the 36 million people who died in Europe were non-combatants, and Chinese civilian casualties amounted to many millions. Though there was bitter and bloody hand-to-hand fighting, death and destruction was often inflicted by men who did not see those they killed from the air or by artillery. Hiroshima and Nagasaki were logical extensions of the London Blitz. As well as the cost in human lives, the conflict brought enormous material destruction; North America escaped damage but much of Germany and Japan was levelled while a quarter of the Soviet Union’s capital assets were destroyed.


Old continuities were broken for ever as two very different powers with competing philosophies came to dominate the globe, and Britain found itself on a path of decline in the twilight of European empires. Big government, already installed in the Soviet Union after the Bolshevik Revolution, became a fact of life in the other two Allied nations. In America, wartime spending enabled recovery from the Great Depression while Roosevelt crafted the imperial presidency; as Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson noted, the strengthening of the executive was inevitable because ‘the President is the only officer who represents the whole nation.’3


Mass mobilisation, mechanisation, state power and technology were exerted on a massive scale in all three Allied countries. Huge industrial programmes churned out tanks, guns, warships and planes – 50,000 people worked on the biggest single American project, the B-29 Superfortress, which cost a million dollars apiece. Though Britain had rebuilt its economy after the Great Slump, the draining of its resources once the conflict became global would show just how enormous the strain of total war was. Generals managed the deployment of unprecedented forces across the globe. As the historian Eric Hobsbawm notes, it ‘was the largest enterprise hitherto known to man.’4 From the conflict came the United Nations, the Bretton Woods financial system, the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and a host of other institutions. The struggle for supremacy produced great technological leaps, whether it was the atom bomb, or the work done by code breakers that spurred on the computer.


Social and democratic conditions, including the employment of women, were altered for ever in some nations. Despite the mass murders by Stalin and Mao, which were greater numerically, Hitler’s genocide of the Jews left the century with its most powerful symbol of man’s inhumanity to man, and led to the creation of the state of Israel. Japan’s sweeping victories in 1941–2 fatally undermined the status of the colonial powers in Asia while the trauma of the third German–French war acted as a powerful catalyst for the European Union.


To a far greater extent than in the 1914–18 conflict, the Second World War was a personal struggle between towering figures – Roosevelt, Stalin, Churchill, and Hitler, with a supporting cast that included Benito Mussolini, Chiang Kai-shek and Mao Zedong, General Tojo and Emperor Hirohito, Charles de Gaulle and European governments-in-exile in London. These men had a vital influence, not just on the course of the war but on the world which emerged from it. There was a constant stream of correspondence between the White House and Downing Street, and, to a lesser extent, with the Kremlin. In contrast with the previous conflict, during which European governments changed during the fighting, Stalin and the Democrats ruled throughout the war and Churchill was Prime Minister from May 1940 to the late summer of 1945.


Though Churchill liked to draw a parallel with the coalition led against France by his ancestor the Duke of Marlborough, the association of powers was hardly a classic alliance. The geometry of its meetings was variable. Roosevelt and Churchill had eleven bilateral conferences. Churchill crossed the Atlantic six times and went twice to Moscow. Roosevelt and Stalin never visited either of the other Allied nations. The three leaders gathered as a group only twice – at Teheran, close to the Soviet southern border, and then at Yalta in the Crimea, both locations chosen for the convenience of Stalin who hated flying.


American and British troops never fought in any major fashion alongside the Red Army. While the Western Allies waged a two-hemisphere war for three and a half years, Stalin maintained a non-aggression pact with Tokyo until the summer of 1945 to ward off the threat of Japan opening a second front in Siberia. Nor was there any meaningful joint staff planning between the Western Allies and Moscow. The Kremlin was extremely parsimonious with information, and suspicious of the West – Stalin thought warnings of Hitler’s attack on the Soviet Union in 1941 were a plot to embroil him in war with Berlin. As the conflict went on, one of his main sources was the Soviet spy apparatus in London and Washington.5


Though Washington and London began detailed military discussions well before the United States went to war, meetings of the Combined Chiefs of Staff were marked by fundamental strategic differences. While the US Chiefs wanted a single hammer blow against the Germans in Northern France, the British favoured an indirect approach against the ‘soft underbelly’ of North Africa and Southern Europe. Arguments between the British and the American Chiefs became so violent at times that junior officers had to be asked to leave the room so as not to witness the verbal brawls. China was a particular source of discord. Roosevelt counted on it becoming one of the four post-war global policemen, but Churchill had no time for a country he dismissed as ‘four hundred million pigtails’, which could only divert much-needed aid from Britain – and he was sure Stalin shared his distaste for ‘all this rot about China as a great power’.6


During 120 days of meetings Roosevelt and Churchill developed genuinely warm feelings for one another – if the President ever had genuinely warm feelings for anybody. Before Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt had manoeuvred his way towards giving aid to Britain while America was still technically neutral, seeing the island as a first line of defence. After Pearl Harbor, the Western alliance grew in scope and depth, giving Churchill hope for a post-war partnership of English-speaking peoples that would sustain his nation. But, by the summer of 1943, Roosevelt was seeking bilateral contacts with Stalin, specifically designed to cut out the British.7


This was symptomatic of an alliance which was far more complex and contradictory than it appeared, particularly from the gloss put on it by Churchill in his memoirs. The differences between the policies of the three countries was inescapable. While Washington refused to contemplate any territorial deals as the war was going on, Stalin had set out his stall at the end of 1941, with a demand for a deep security zone in which governments would follow Moscow’s bidding. Three years later, Churchill proposed a mathematical division of interests in eastern and central Europe between Britain and the USSR.


Roosevelt wanted an end to colonies; Churchill declared that he had not been appointed to oversee the liquidation of the British Empire. Roosevelt pressed the Prime Minister to talk to Indian nationalists; at one point Churchill threatened to resign if the President did not let up. Washington linked the spread of democracy with free trade on American lines; the British clung to the preferential system of their imperial domain. The interpretation of high-sounding references to democracy and self-determination in summit statements were so far apart that discussion was usually pointless. As the war progressed, Churchill became increasingly concerned about Soviet power, especially since Roosevelt proposed to withdraw US troops from Europe two years after victory. But the American was confident of being able to handle Stalin, and foresaw the day when the US and Soviet systems would converge as accommodation on his part was met by accommodation from Moscow and a new world was born to parallel the New Deal at home.8


Above all, there was never any question in Roosevelt’s mind of America confronting the USSR militarily. Always the acute domestic politician, he knew that, having won one war, the United States would not be in a mood to fight another for far-away countries. He had to present a rosy picture of the future to voters and looked to a new period in world history in which the United States, working through a global body, would be able to solve differences between the others because ‘we’re big, and we’re strong, and we’re self-sufficient’, as Elliott recorded his father saying. ‘The United States will have to lead. Lead and use our good offices always to conciliate . . . America is the only great power that can make peace in the world stick.’9


When their alliance came into being Churchill was sixty-seven, Stalin sixty-two and Roosevelt fifty-nine. All were men of long experience. Churchill first entered government in London in 1905, and went on to hold a string of senior posts before going into the political wilderness in the 1930s. Roosevelt had been Under Secretary for the Navy during the First World War; he had then served as Governor of New York and run as a vice-presidential candidate before winning the White House in 1932. Stalin’s revolutionary career stretched back to the early part of the century, after which he had clawed his way to the top of the Soviet system, besting his rival Leon Trotsky, and consolidating his power with the great purges of the 1930s.


None of the three was physically imposing. Churchill and Stalin were short and stout. Despite his leonine head and erect bearing, Roosevelt was confined to a wheelchair by the polio he suffered in 1921, though his insistence on standing to deliver speeches and the discretion of the media meant that most Americans had no idea how badly he had been affected. But they became three of the greatest figures on earth, Churchill with V-signs and cigars, Roosevelt with his jaunty air, Stalin all implacable resolve. As believers in the ‘great men theory’ of history, all were masters at making themselves legends in their own lifetimes.


While economic and industrial strength were essential for victory, and two of them had to take account of their electorates, this was a time when the decisions of a tiny group of individuals made all the difference. The centre of power was wherever they were. As President, Roosevelt was Commander-in-Chief. After the German attack, Stalin became Commissar of Defence and Supreme Commander of Soviet Forces as well as General Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party and Chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars. Churchill insisted on being Minister of Defence as well as Prime Minister.


They were all adroit users of the media, knowing the importance of their personalities, and their relationship with their countries. Despite having a few trusted cronies, they were solitary figures. Roosevelt had a close confidant in Harry Hopkins, and worked through Averell Harriman, the multi-millionaire envoy to London and Moscow. Churchill had the mercurial Canadian imperialist Lord Beaverbrook, and Stalin could count on Molotov, his right-hand man in the purges and the mass repression of the peasantry. But, though Churchill recognised the authority of the War Cabinet, none of the three was able to share the enormous pressure.


Stalin treated ambassadors as lackeys. Personal summits and 1,700 written messages between Churchill and Roosevelt made envoys largely redundant. The President, who had always operated through his kitchen cabinet, took his Secretary of State to only one wartime conference, and told Churchill he could ‘handle Stalin better than either your Foreign Office or my State Department. Stalin . . . he thinks he likes me better, and I hope he will continue to do so.’ If he could dine with Stalin once a week, Churchill remarked in 1944, ‘there would be no trouble at all.’10


The first of the Big Three to be at war with Hitler was the most outgoing and emotional of the trio, though he could show subtle skills in alliance politics. While making much of having had an American mother, the aristocratic Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill was a pure product of British tradition; he was, as has been said, half American but all British. His belief in the importance of the Empire and the genius of the Anglo-Saxon people was unrestrained – at a lunch in Washington in 1943, he told Vice President Henry Wallace simply: ‘We are superior.’11


It is a commonplace to say that, had the war not brought Churchill to Downing Street in May 1940, he would have gone down in history as a political shooting star which had crashed to earth. What was extraordinary was how, having achieved the prime ministership, and despite his vagaries, he got so many things right. Aspects of his wartime performance have come in for robust criticism, but he usually had no choice, as in pursuing the relationship with the United States. Nor can his country’s post-war global decline be laid at his door, while the notion that Britain could have withdrawn from the war and somehow preserved its imperial position is, at best, a fantasy that takes no account of the realities of the time.


Churchill’s weakness was that he had little interest in social and economic matters. Invaluable as his personality was in rallying his country with defiant optimism in 1940, his traditional mindset consigned him to try to deny the looming future. In the words of the broadcaster Edward Murrow he ‘mobilised the English language and sent it into battle’, but, with it, went an anachronistic approach that was profoundly out of tune with the changes the war was bringing. He was, as he himself said, ‘a child of the Victorian era’, not a man for the new world after victory.12


In pursuit of his mission, he was brave to the point of recklessness, as if convinced that he was indestructible now that he had met his moment of destiny. His bodyguard reckoned that he had twenty brushes with death during his life including assassination attempts by an Indian nationalist, a German sniper team and a bomb-planting group of Greek Communists. During the war, he made hazardous flights over thousands of miles, and voyages across seas harbouring German submarines. On one occasion, flying to Moscow in a converted bomber, he dozed with a lighted cigar in his hand while oxygen hissed out round him. In London, he climbed to the roof in Whitehall to watch the Blitz, and, in 1944, it took a royal veto to prevent him witnessing the D-Day landing from a warship off France. ‘There have been few cases in history where the courage of one man has been so important to the future of the world,’ wrote his faithful military aide ‘Pug’ Ismay.13


Churchill was, as he put it himself, ‘a war person’. His wife said she never thought of the time after the conflict because ‘I think Winston will die when it is over.’ He lived for action, a restless, constant font of invention, pushing subordinates to the limit as he fired off notes on everything from grand strategy to prison conditions. He would never give up. ‘KBO’ – Keep Buggering On – was his watchword. He had a hundred ideas a day, ‘and about four of them are good’, Roosevelt remarked. His obsessions and refusal to delegate drove those around him to distraction. His manner could become overbearing – in the summer of 1941, his wife warned him that a devoted member of his entourage had told her he risked being ‘generally disliked by colleagues and subordinates’. She, too, had noticed that – ‘you are not so kind as you used to be’.14


But nobody doubted that he was invaluable to the war effort. ‘Energy, rather than wisdom, practical judgment or vision, was his supreme qualification,’ recalled Deputy Prime Minister Clement Attlee. Throughout, he remained respectful of parliamentary democracy. He was ‘able to impose his will upon his countrymen, and enjoy a Periclean reign, precisely because he appeared to them larger and nobler than life and lifted them to an abnormal height in a moment of crisis,’ judged the philosopher Isaiah Berlin. ‘It was Churchill’s unique and unforgettable achievement that he created this necessary illusion within the framework of a free system without destroying it or even twisting it.’15


‘I have known finer and greater characters, wiser philosophers, more understanding personalities, but no greater man,’ Dwight Eisenhower wrote. Still, the conflicting emotions he aroused were well summed up in the diary of the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Alan Brooke (ennobled as Lord Alanbrooke), who found the Prime Minister a ‘public menace at playing at strategy’, but also ‘quite the most wonderful man I have ever met’. The world, the general added, ‘should never know, and never suspect, the feet of clay of that otherwise superhuman being . . . Never have I admired and despised a man simultaneously to the same extent. Never have such opposite extremes been combined in the same human being.’16


Churchill had the longest political career of the Big Three, dating back to his election at the age of twenty-six in 1900 as a Conservative MP. Having switched to the Liberals, he became Under Secretary for the Colonies in 1905, and a full member of the Cabinet as President of the Board of Trade three years later. First Lord of the Admiralty in the First World War, he had to resign after the disastrous expedition to the Dardanelles, an example of the indirect strategic approach through daring ventures that would always appeal to him. After serving at the front in France, he returned to government as Minister for Munitions, and then switched back to the Conservatives to become Chancellor of the Exchequer after the war.17


Having teetered on the edge of bankruptcy in the 1929 crash, he spent much of the 1930s in the political wilderness, isolating himself by his vehemence over India, backing Edward VIII in the Abdication Crisis of 1936–7, and sounding warnings about the rise of Hitler’s Germany. Regarded as unreliable by his fellow Conservatives and deeply reactionary by the Labour Party, his career was saved by the outbreak of war in 1939 when he was recalled to the Admiralty. But his future was still not assured, and the Americans had their doubts. Visiting Britain in 1940, Roosevelt’s favourite diplomat, Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles, dismissed him as a third-or fourth-rater and ‘a drunken sot’. Though the President wrote to Churchill in 1939 to propose that they should start a personal correspondence, he told the American ambassador that he retained a dislike for the British politician. He also recalled that, at their only meeting at the end of the First World War, Churchill had struck him as ‘a stinker’, ‘generally obnoxious’ and ‘one of the few men in public life who has been rude to me’.18


If Churchill was quintessentially English, Franklin Delano Roosevelt epitomised the United States. ‘The Americans seemed to him the best of all possible people,’ his Labor Secretary, Frances Perkins, wrote. ‘Not necessarily the smartest or the most powerful . . . but the ones with more goodness per thousand of population than in other countries.’ If the virtues of Americanism could be propagated around the globe, he believed, the outcome could only be beneficial for all.19


A patrician populist whose fifth cousin, Theodore, had preceded him to the presidency, Roosevelt found his destiny in leading the United States out of the Great Depression. Triumphing over his polio, he exuded the spirit of his age, with an infectious self-confidence and a mastery of public relations that perfectly fitted a land increasingly moulded by popular entertainment. Invariably positive in public, he believed that any problem could be solved. Encountering difficulty, his motto was: ‘We can. We will. We must.’20


At the outbreak of war in 1939 he recognised the need to resist Fascism but was cautious about involving America. In this he echoed a nation which, while wanting to stop aggression, shrank from sending troops abroad. Once Pearl Harbor had solved that dilemma, the man described by the historian Warren Kimball as a ‘subtle democratic imperialist’ knew that – so long as he could keep it engaged in the world – the USA would be the indispensable global player and the ‘receiver’ of the fading European imperium.21


Roosevelt’s dozen years in the White House marked him as a supreme political animal, starting with the blizzard of anti-Depression measures in his first hundred days. Manipulator and visionary, he played public opinion like a fly fisherman, leading his catch towards his ultimate net. He balanced coalitions of interest groups and took personal credit for everything that was to the administration’s benefit, always weighing the electoral implications.


He was the only one of the Big Three to have gone to university, a man who escaped definition, a supreme egoist, who trusted only himself. He could be without scruple when it served his purpose, dropping long-time associates and switching tack with no compunction. ‘Roosevelt’s objectives were almost always benign, but his techniques, while bloodless, were not always much less ruthless, devious, and cynical than Hitler’s or Stalin’s,’ according to Conrad Black, his generally admiring biographer. The President was ‘almost an egomaniac in his belief in his own wisdom,’ judged Eisenhower.22


Following his train of thought could be as confusing as the clutter on top of his desk, for both the British and his own Cabinet. He set subordinates to compete with one another, trusting that creative friction would spur them on. Churchill was moved to note the almost complete lack of businesslike methods on the American side, while Anthony Eden described a presidential statement on India as ‘a terrifying commentary on the likely Roosevelt contribution to the peace, a meandering amateurishness lit by discursive flashes’.23


Impatient with detail, contemptuous of bureaucrats, the President was the ultimate big picture man. Secretary of War Henry Stimson likened dealing with the President to ‘chasing a vagrant beam of sunshine round a vacant room’. Henry Morgenthau, the Treasury Secretary, called him ‘a man of bewildering complexity of moods and motives’. The playwright Robert Sherwood, who served in the wartime administration, found his character ‘was contradictory to a bewildering degree’. When he said ‘yes, yes’ to you, his wife noted, it did not mean that he agreed, but that he had heard what you had said. ‘I understand each individual word that he says,’ Albert Einstein remarked. ‘But when he is finished I don’t know. Does he mean yes or does he mean no?’


Unlike Churchill, who had travelled widely and knew the world, the President was overwhelmingly a domestic politician. After childhood visits to Germany, he only made two trips to Europe as an adult, both before entering the White House. ‘A deeper knowledge of history and certainly a better understanding of the reactions of foreign peoples would have been useful to the President,’ wrote the American diplomat Charles Bohlen, who interpreted at the Big Three summits and acted as liaison between the White House and State Department.24


Behind his relaxed exterior, Roosevelt was a control freak who kept his emotions on a very tight rein. Nobody was allowed to get close – he divided his correspondence among various secretaries, which meant none had a complete file. Deeply secretive behind his apparently open public face, he compared himself to a cat – ‘I strike and then I relax.’ Or he likened himself to a juggler who never let one hand know what the other was doing. He was not, Bohlen decided, a likeable man. After meeting him at a wartime summit, Joseph Stilwell, the chief US adviser to China, described him as ‘a guy who greets me as “Joe” and reaches for a knife when I turn around.’ When his secretary Marguerite ‘Missy’ Le Hand suffered a severe stroke in 1941, those around him were struck by how cool Roosevelt appeared – ‘all President’, devoid of human feelings, as one put it. Harry Truman would recall him as ‘the coldest man I ever met. He didn’t give a damn personally for me or you or anyone else in the world, as far as I could see.’25


Though Roosevelt was America’s Commander-in-Chief, he left military matters to the Chiefs of Staff, making major strategic decisions but not interfering in the way Churchill did. From early on in the war, his mind was more on what would follow the conflict. Sure his country would emerge victorious, he accepted that global power meant global responsibility – indeed he relished it; the greater the first, the greater the second.


He held to a few specifics – the need for America’s international involvement, the creation of the United Nations to safeguard the peace, the need to forge an understanding with the Soviet Union, anti-imperialism and free trade. When events clashed with these, he appeared at a loss as to how to proceed, trusting that he could use his skills to smooth his way through. While his political and social orientations were progressive, he was an island to himself. Not only did nobody know what he was aiming at; they could not tell if he himself had a clear idea. The danger was that, after so many years of success, Roosevelt would fall into wishful thinking based on faith in his persuasive powers, his intuition, and his reading of others, which bore less and less connection with reality.


Having risen from humble roots as the son of a drunken cobbler in Georgia, Josef Stalin, born Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili, studied at a Russian Orthodox seminary before becoming a revolutionary, robbing banks to fund the cause. Like Ivan the Terrible, when he achieved power he believed himself beyond human laws, and fostered a climate of denunciation in which tens of millions were killed or reduced to virtual slavery. His reserved, self-assured toughness – his assumed name meant ‘Man of Steel’ – contrasted sharply with the feline President and the mercurial Prime Minister, and deeply impressed Westerners. Anthony Eden wrote that, if he had to pick a team to negotiate at a conference, the Georgian would have been his first choice.


‘There was a composed, collected strength,’ the American diplomat George Kennan wrote, while Harry Hopkins saw ‘a perfectly coordinated machine, an intelligent machine’ who looked like ‘a football coach’s dream of a tackle’. The American ambassador to Moscow, Averell Harriman, while calling him ‘a murderous tyrant’, found the dictator ‘better informed than Roosevelt, more realistic than Churchill . . . the most effective of the war leaders.’26


At the first summit in Teheran he showed his cool confidence when Churchill spoke of a dream in which he became ruler of the world. By prearrangement, Roosevelt chipped in to say that he had dreamed of becoming master of the universe. ‘And what did you dream of, Marshal Stalin?’ the President asked. ‘I dreamt that I did not confirm either of you,’ replied Stalin casually.27


His understated style and his readiness to let the other leaders do most of the talking made an impression on the President and Prime Minister – he might be a dictator, but he was in striking contrast to Hitler and Mussolini. As late as 1944, Churchill could still call him ‘that great and good man’. Roosevelt’s son James recalled his father saying: ‘Uncle Joe is smarter and stronger than I thought he was.’ As for the principal foe, Adolf Hitler called Stalin ‘one of the greatest living human beings’. The Soviet leader, he said, ‘towered above the democratic figures of the Anglo-Saxon powers’.


The dictator was, as Churchill wrote to Roosevelt, never ‘actuated by anything but cold-blooded self-interest and total disdain of our lives and fortunes’. It made no difference to him whether he allied with the Nazis or the democracies, so long as it suited his purpose. Given his own track record of betrayals and plots, he was bound to be highly suspicious of the intentions of others, but he was also the farthest-sighted of the Big Three in pursuing long-term aims, using the enormous bloodshed on the eastern front to consolidate his demands. He believed in the application of force on as large a scale as possible, and recognised from the start that the winners in the war would impose their systems on territories they conquered. Though he made much of frontier claims, what mattered most was that governments should be installed which would serve his aims after fighting ended.


Stocky, with a pockmarked face, honey-coloured eyes, discoloured teeth, dark hair flecked with grey, and a moustache that was twirled at the ends, Stalin was wary of public appearances, and tried to hide his double chin when caught by the camera. Soon after the Nazi invasion, a Russian interpreter was shocked by his limp handshake and tired face. In 1942, the British ambassador Archibald Clark Kerr saw ‘a little slim, bent, grey man with a large head and immense white hands’. The Yugoslav Communist Milovan Djilas noted that his arms and legs seemed too long for his torso, and that he had a large paunch. Visitors noticed how the dictator avoided looking them straight in the face, gazing at their shoulders instead. His uniforms always seemed a bit too big for him.28


Stalin had even less experience of the world than Roosevelt. As a young agitator, he had made brief trips London, Finland and Poland. After that, he did not leave the Soviet Union until going to Teheran in 1943. Having grown accustomed to dominating the Kremlin, he set about doing the same with his allies, knowing how much they needed the Red Army to defeat Hitler – an American position paper in 1943 identified the USSR as the decisive factor in the war, and argued that ‘every effort must be made to obtain her friendship’. Stalin wasted no words as he pursued his ends with laconic determination. An American general compared him to his six-year-old son who had insisted on ordering a rich dish in a restaurant despite repeated attempts by his parents to get him to change his mind – and who got his way in the end.29


Caught out by Hitler’s attack in 1941, Stalin reinvented himself as the father of the nation leading a Great Patriotic War – the Russians, he observed, needed ‘a Tsar they can worship’. For the West, he became ‘Uncle Joe’. The 9 million casualties suffered by the Red Army gave him a moral advantage over the Western Allies, particularly before they launched the second front in France in the summer of 1944. Though Churchill resented being lectured by a man who had signed the 1939 pact with Hitler and stood by as Britain fought alone, Stalin could count on plenty of support from public opinion in the West.


When it came to evaluating his Western Allies, Stalin was haunted by the suspicion that they – Churchill in particular – were out to do a deal with Hitler to destroy the Soviet Union. He summed up the difference between the Prime Minister and President with a remark that ‘Churchill would pick your pocket for a kopeck. Roosevelt is not like that. He dips in his hand only for bigger coins.’ During his first summit with the other leaders, Stalin said he was sure of being able to guess what Roosevelt would do, but remarked of Churchill, ‘you can expect absolutely anything from him’. He subsequently described the Prime Minister as ‘a powerful and cunning politician [who] behaved as a gentleman and achieved a lot.’ Churchill was, he added in 1950, ‘the strongest personality in the capitalist world’.30


Molotov, his long-time lieutenant, categorised Roosevelt as a wily imperialist ‘who would grab anyone by the throat’ and Churchill as a man who had tried to use the Soviet Union for his own ends, only to be used by Moscow. But Stalin appears to have gained a certain feeling for Roosevelt; after calling on him at the Yalta summit in 1945, he remarked to Molotov: ‘Why did nature have to punish him so? Is he any worse than other people?’31


As early as 1934, Stalin had spoken to the British writer H.G. Wells of the President’s ‘outstanding personal qualities . . . his initiative, courage and determination’. ‘Undoubtedly,’ he added, ‘Roosevelt stands out as one of the strongest figures among all the captains of the contemporary capitalist world.’ In later years, he privately called him ‘a great statesman, a clever, educated, far-sighted and liberal leader who prolonged the life of capitalism’. A year after Roosevelt’s death, as the shadows of the Cold War deepened, the Communist party newspaper Pravda hailed him as ‘a friend of the Soviet Union . . . an enemy of isolationism as well as of those non-isolationists who considered and still consider today that United States policy mostly consists of power politics with the aim of establishing the domination of American interests throughout the world.’


As noted by George Kennan, whose scepticism about the Kremlin contrasted with the rosy view in Washington, Roosevelt had never met a man like Stalin before: ‘I don’t think FDR was capable of conceiving of a man of such profound iniquity, coupled with enormous strategic cleverness.’ So deep was Roosevelt’s wish to see what he wanted in the dictator that, after the Yalta summit, which clinched Stalin’s achievement of his aims in eastern and central Europe, the President expressed the belief that, during the Georgian’s days in the seminary, ‘something entered into his nature of the way in which a Christian gentleman should behave’.32


The differences between the three men were evident in everything from their appearance to their working methods and habits. Roosevelt wore elegantly cut, double-breasted suits. Stalin contented himself with plain brown uniforms until he took to donning a marshal’s outfit later in the war. Churchill’s wide array of outfits ranged from military uniforms to sober black suits to one-piece, woollen ‘siren suits’ zipped from waist to neck like a baby’s garment, and known to those around him as ‘the Teddy Bear’.33


While Stalin was economical with words, Roosevelt frequently rambled and Churchill talked endlessly – at one summit, he lost his voice after perorating at dinner from eight in the evening to one-thirty the next morning. Methodical, hard working and with an insatiable appetite for detail, Stalin kept his large desk in his vaulted, wood-panelled office in the ‘Little Corner’ of the Kremlin free of clutter. Alongside, Lenin’s death mask lay under a glass case. Outside sat his secretary and a senior secret police guard. As a master bureaucrat, he insisted on holding people to what he said they had agreed to, asking simple but piercing questions that cut through the Prime Minister’s verbiage and the President’s obfuscation.


Roosevelt preferred to talk rather than putting things in writing, permitting himself maximum deniability and a fog of laconic evasiveness. He could be extraordinarily informal – before sending Harry Hopkins on a mission to London, he tore a page from National Geographic, and drew a line to indicate where American warships would take over patrols from the Royal Navy in the western Atlantic. He signed important documents he had not read properly, and then expressed surprise at being confronted with them.


In the White House, he sat at a wooden desk presented to his predecessor, Herbert Hoover, by the Grand Rapids Furniture Association. Behind him were two furled American flags and dark blue and green curtains. To one side, stood a large globe. On the desk surface were a blotter, a jug of iced water, a double pen stand, an inkpot, a circular match stand, medicine bottles, a clock set in a bronze model of a ship’s steering wheel, books and several model animals, including Democratic donkeys – one made of hazelnuts. The head of the Radio Corporation of America gave him a recording device with a microphone in a desk lamp, activated by a switch in a drawer, but he did not use it much. On the floor was a food dish, a red ball and a model of a foot for his dog, Fala.34


Churchill’s work was organised by the British civil service. As if knowing of the danger of his flights of rhetoric, he ordered that none of his instructions were to be regarded as valid unless put in writing. He liked to have everything set down, dictating to secretaries even when lying in the bath. He could become disruptive as he insisted on going on speaking, and refused to listen to the reasoning of others. Clement Attlee described Cabinet meetings as ‘not good for business, but . . . great fun.’35


When Downing Street was badly damaged by an air raid in October 1940, the Prime Minister moved into a nearby annexe. During air raids, he descended with ministers, commanders and aides to the War Rooms installed in an underground complex where he had his own small dining room and bedroom-cum-office, maps on the walls, a green quilt on the bed and an electric fire for warmth. Along the corridor were bedrooms for Attlee and Eden, a typing pool, rooms for the War Cabinet and Chiefs of Staff to meet and a set of map rooms from which the progress of the war was plotted.36


As a rule, Roosevelt stopped work before dinner, going to bed at a reasonable hour, often poring over his $80,000 stamp collection. He could become grumpy if kept up. In contrast, Stalin was nocturnal, sleeping till 11 a.m., and then working into the early hours, either at his dacha or in his Kremlin office. Churchill also went on well past midnight, fuelled by his determination to do everything possible in the time available to him, sometimes working eighteen-hour days before finally going to bed after drinking a bowl of consommé. When he had no morning appointments, he would read papers in bed in a multi-coloured dressing gown or a pink kimono over the silk vest in which he slept, one of his cats lying on the counterpane. After lunch, he would take a lengthy siesta, which gave him the energy to pore over battlefield reports and hold forth to guests into the early hours. After a Churchill visit, Roosevelt had to recuperate with ten hours’ sleep for several nights. Much as he admired the British leader, Roosevelt’s doctor, Vice Admiral Ross McIntire, came to regard him as ‘Public Enemy Number One’.37


Except when in a rage, Churchill took a generally benevolent view of his fellow human beings, although he could maintain long-term dislikes – as well as likes – that skewed his judgement. On the other hand, Stalin derived pleasure from humiliating those around him, enjoying forcing subordinates to totter to their feet and exchange toasts when much drunk. Roosevelt’s humour could contain ‘viciousness’, the Labor Secretary Frances Perkins noted. ‘Sadistic magisterial puppeteering was one of the handicapped President’s chief amusements (and possible psychological displacement),’ according to Conrad Black. Averell Harriman judged that ‘he always enjoyed other people’s discomfort. I think it is fair to say that it never bothered him very much whether other people were unhappy.’38


The President was the only one of the three to take exercise. He boasted that this gave his upper body the physique of a boxer. On one visit by Churchill, he invited him to feel his biceps. His doctor said Roosevelt could out-swim any of his staff in the White House pool. He was a keen ocean fisherman, once landing a 235-pound shark after an hour-long battle – quite an achievement for a man who had no strength in his legs with which to brace himself. In contrast, Stalin disliked swimming and merely had a paddling pool at one of his country houses. He also played billiards. For recreation Churchill painted and built brick walls at his country home.39


Roosevelt liked to mix cocktails, often weak Martinis or whisky sours, but at times a gin and grapefruit mixture described by Hopkins as ‘vile’. ‘How they drink!’ a Foreign Office official, Oliver Harvey, remarked in his diary during a visit to Washington in 1943 . . .‘Incessant cocktails and highballs at all hours of the day between meals.’ Churchill, who disliked cocktails, sometimes had to sip the concoctions out of politeness; on other occasions, when Roosevelt served a transparent gin drink, he would go to the toilet with his glass, replace the liquid with water and return to the room pretending to be drinking with enjoyment.40


The food and table service at the White House were notoriously poor. The New York Times sympathised with the President for having to lunch on salt fish four days in a row. Complaints got nowhere as his wife and the cook insisted that plain fare was fitting at a time of national difficulties. In contrast, while the people of Moscow queued for thin rations, Stalin presided over multi-course Kremlin banquets, at which endless courses of caviar, meat and fish were washed down with vodka, wine, cognac and champagne. Usually, the dictator did not drink much himself, filling his toasting glass with wine, but encouraging those around him to knock back the hard stuff. ‘Apparently, he considered it a useful way to test people so that they would speak more frankly,’ Molotov recalled. On the rare occasions that Stalin got drunk, he played records of Russian folk tunes and comic Georgian songs. When not presiding at lavish Kremlin banquets, he enjoyed raw white salmon from Siberia, with garlic and vodka.41


Though sensitive to the national mood, as rationing cut the availability of food in Britain, Churchill indulged himself in private or on state occasions – he was, after all, a man who had once said he had simple tastes, being ‘quite easily satisfied with the best of everything’. On one occasion, his doctor found him breakfasting in bed on grouse and an omelette. A dinner on a wartime voyage consisted of oysters, consommé, turbot, turkey, melon and ice, cheese, fruits and petits fours.


Churchill consumed weak whisky and sodas from mid-morning, with vintage wines and Pol Roger champagne at meals, followed by brandy. Arriving at the British Embassy in Cairo at 7.30 a.m., he asked for white wine at breakfast, having already downed two Scotchs. At a summit, after sipping iced water he remarked that it tasted funny. ‘Of course it does,’ replied Hopkins, ‘it’s got no whisky in it.’ Alexander Cadogan, the senior civil servant at the Foreign Office, noted in his diary how the Prime Minister ‘armed up after his third glass of brandy’ at a lunch at the Spanish Embassy. Returning from his first meeting with Roosevelt, Churchill capped lunch on the train with a Benedictine liqueur. Ten minutes later, he called for a cognac. The waiter reminded him he had just had Benedictine. ‘I know,’ Churchill said. ‘I want some brandy to clean it up.’42


To defend him from charges of alcoholism, his colleagues insisted that his drinks were much watered, that he nursed them, and that he was never under their influence – a verdict contradicted by both Alan Brooke and the Soviet ambassador, among others. The writer and academic C.P. Snow quipped that Churchill was no alcoholic because no alcoholic could drink that much. His own remarks about drink being his servant, not his master, and how he had got more out of alcohol than it had taken out of him, have a defensive air about them. At the least, the amount he consumed on a daily basis, from late morning to the early hours, made him alcohol-dependent – or, as put by the British historian Richard Holmes, he went in for ‘maintenance drinking’. That may not have affected his conduct of the war, but it could only add to the strain on a man already living beyond his physical means.


When it came to families, the Roosevelts had a daughter and five sons, one of whom died in infancy; the Churchills three daughters and a hard-drinking son; Stalin a daughter and two sons. Roosevelt’s three sons served in the US forces; Churchill’s son undertook intelligence work and fought with partisans in Yugoslavia; one of Stalin’s sons killed himself in a German prison camp – his father refused an exchange for a Nazi officer – while the other was a drunken exhibitionist who served in the air force. The wife of Churchill’s son had a wartime affair with Averell Harriman, and one of the Prime Minister’s daughters was divorced from her entertainer husband, of whom her father disapproved. The Roosevelt children chalked up a total of nineteen spouses. As a schoolgirl, Stalin’s daughter, Svetlana, fell passionately for a Russian-Jewish writer, whom her father sent to a labour camp.


The Georgian was twice a widower. His first wife had died of illness in 1909; his second committed suicide in 1932 following a drunken dinner during which he flirted with an actress. Stalin said she had died as an enemy: Svetlana never forgave him for her mother’s death. He then had a string of mistresses before retreating into what has been called ‘austere sterility’ as though it was too dangerous to let anybody get close to him.43


Roosevelt married Eleanor in 1905; she was a power in her own right, a liberal champion who used ground-breaking broadcasts, press conferences and a newspaper column to press the New Deal and internationalism. She constantly rolled out ideas on a plethora of subjects – during the war she suggested filling planes with bees, wasps and hornets which would be dropped on German and Japanese troops. Her earnestness could become rather too much for her husband, who erected a protective shield against her lobbying and instead liked to shoot the breeze with cronies like Hopkins.44


Roosevelt had an affair with his wife’s social secretary Lucy Mercer during the First World War, and his son Elliott described his blue-eyed secretary ‘Missy’ Le Hand as his ‘other wife’, sitting in his arms on his lap in state rooms, though how far the relationship went sexually remains open to doubt.45


Eleanor discovered the Mercer affair when her husband returned ill from a trip to Europe at the end of the First World War and was taken to hospital. Unpacking his cases, Eleanor found letters from Mercer which made matters plain. She offered a divorce, which he declined. He promised to break off the relationship, but then took it up again, though Mercer had married a wealthy widower with six children called Winthrop Rutherfurd. He sent a limousine to drive her to a front row seat at his first inauguration, and resumed the relationship after Rutherfurd died in 1941, taking her with him to the health resort at Warm Springs in Georgia where he sought treatment for his polio. His cousin Margaret ‘Daisy’ Suckley called Lucy ‘a lovely person, full of charm, and with beauty of character shining in her face; no wonder the Pres. has cherished her friendship all these years.’46


Eleanor had found life at the family estate at Hyde Park in Upper New York State cramped by the presence of her strong-willed, matriarchal mother-in-law, and lived her own existence for much of the time when in Washington. She had affairs with young men, including her bodyguard, and then with a woman reporter who moved into the White House. The Roosevelts ‘treated each other with devotion, respect and tolerance’, the biographer James MacGregor Burns wrote. Their son, James, called the relationship ‘an armed truce’ marked by her bitterness.47


On the other hand, Churchill’s marriage was a source of strength to a man who seemed to the outside world to need nobody. Clementine, who had married the rising politician in 1908, subordinated her needs and those of their family to him, though she could become overwhelmed by his pace and often had to worry about the cost of his lavish lifestyle. In the mid-1930s, she appears to have developed a fondness for a handsome young art dealer she met on a five-month sea trip to Indonesia while her husband stayed at home. She described it in French as ‘une vraie connaissance de ville d’eau’ (‘a true spa town relationship’), implying a flirtation but no more. Churchill called Clementine his ‘cat’; for her, he was her ‘pug’. His biographer Roy Jenkins judged that he was ‘probably the least dangerously sexed politician on either side of the Atlantic since Pitt the Younger’ in the early 1800s.


None of the Big Three had much contact with everyday life. Roosevelt lived in the presidential bubble and Stalin was a distant figure, shuttling between his dachas and the Kremlin. Churchill’s wife told his doctor that her husband ‘knows nothing of the life of ordinary people’ – he never took a bus, and on the one occasion he entered the London underground he could not find his way out and had to be rescued.48


Each enjoyed his country home. The President loved the family estate at Hyde Park in Dutchess County above the wide Hudson River, with its long lawns, bordered by pines, spruces, maple and magnolias outside the town of Poughkeepsie. He extended its grounds and expanded the residence where he had been born to thirty-five rooms; the third floor was given over to the children. Redecoration turned it from the Victorian country house bequeathed by his father into a colonial revival mansion, with white portico, green shutters, naval cannon by the door, and a dark, crowded interior full of heavy furniture, Chinese porcelain, stuffed birds, bookcases and sea paintings. To cope with the President’s infirmity, ramps were fitted between the rooms; at the back of the entrance hall was a lift that ran on ropes. Roosevelt took pleasure in showing the grounds to eminent guests – George VI was served hot dogs on a picnic. Churchill slept in the Pink Room on the first floor, chatted to Roosevelt in the small snuggery, with an early television set in one corner,1 and sat up late in the spacious, book-lined drawing room expounding on the war and the world.


After his re-election in 1940, Roosevelt had a special small stone house built for himself in Dutch colonial style in the grounds to ‘escape the mob’. It was designed to be wheelchair-friendly, and he sat on the porch in a rocking chair looking out at what his cousin Margaret Suckley called the ‘nicest hill in Dutchess County’. In 1944, he wrote to a friend: ‘All that is within me cries out to go back to my home on the Hudson River.’ He also sought rest and relaxation in a newly built government hideaway in the Catoctin Mountains, then called Shangri-La (later known as Camp David), or at Warm Springs in Georgia.49


Stalin grew roses in his native Georgia, and stayed in dachas outside Moscow – he wandered disconsolately around one after news of Hitler’s attack was brought to him. His main retreat was set amid lawns beside a fir wood behind barbed wire and a closely guarded green stockade fifteen feet high. Clumps of raspberries dotted the grass. There were strawberry beds, fountains and a tank filled with goldfish. Lifts led to a ten-roomed air-raid shelter with marble walls and wood panels set in concrete eighty feet underground, with a kitchen, and, in case the electricity failed, heavy silver candelabras.50


As well as his official country residence at Chequers in Buckinghamshire, Churchill made use of Ditchley Park outside Oxford, a classic Georgian mansion dating from 1722 which had been restored in the 1930s. His own country home, at Chartwell in Kent, which he bought in 1922, was a fine brick building with a rose garden set in a shallow valley where he sought solace when bad news brought on depression. The view over the countryside comforted his essential belief in Britain. ‘A day away from Chartwell is a day wasted,’ he wrote.


All three men enjoyed a private showing of movies at night. Roosevelt viewed the latest Hollywood hits. Stalin was particularly keen on westerns. When news was brought to him after dinner of the landing in Scotland of the Nazi leader, Rudolf Hess, Churchill replied, ‘Hess or no Hess, I’m going to watch the Marx Brothers.’


The Prime Minister and President retained a sentimental attachment to the sea from their time in charge of their countries’ navies; Stalin, on the other hand, was very much a land animal. The first two – particularly Churchill – used aircraft increasingly as the war went on; the dictator, who disliked travelling, flew only once, on his way to the Teheran summit, and hated the experience.


All were confirmed smokers, and their means of absorbing nicotine became an integral part of their public personas. Roosevelt puffed Camels through a holder held at a rakish angle. He smoked several in bed before going to sleep, sometimes lighting one from another. Churchill’s eight cigars a day were an essential prop, though he did not inhale and often let them go out. Stalin crumbled Balkan cigarette tobacco into the pipes that became central to his ‘Uncle Joe’ image – some with a white spot on their stems were imported from Dunhill’s in London, which also provided Churchill’s cigars. At crucial moments, he cradled the pipe in his hand like a comforter. If he ran the stem over his moustache, he was in a good mood; if he left it unlit, that was a bad sign. When the Red Army suffered major reverses in 1942, he tipped the tobacco from his pipe over the bald head of Nikita Khrushchev, whom he held responsible.


All had health problems which were exacerbated by the pressures of running a total war. Roosevelt’s were most obvious, but Stalin, a hypochondriac, had caught smallpox as a boy while an infection of his left elbow seriously stiffened the whole arm, giving him rheumatic aches. He had pigeon toes, and bad corns, as well as suffering from tonsillitis and psoriasis. In 1944, he was found unconscious at his desk. Over the years, his acute suspiciousness hardened into paranoia and pathological cruelty that merged with the Georgian vendetta tradition.


From the end of 1941, Churchill suffered heart difficulties. He had several bad bouts of pneumonia, and was seriously overweight – in 1942, a new desk had to be made for him in the War Rooms below Whitehall because he had grown so fat. To sleep, he took barbiturates. In the background lurked what he called his ‘Black Dog’ of depression, and the effect of his constant drinking. In the autumn of 1944, Alan Brooke noted in his diary that it was ‘doubtful how much longer he will last’.2 Six months earlier, a specialist called in to examine Roosevelt had secretly concluded that his heart disease and high blood pressure made his lifespan questionable.51


Not only were the Big Three very different men, their countries were also quite separate. Air travel and telephone communications were in their infancy – when a scrambler line was set up between London and Washington during the war, the equipment required was so big that it occupied the whole of a large basement room below the London department store, Selfridge’s.


The inter-war decades had seen America retreating into isolationism, the Soviet Union becoming the revolutionary outcast, and Britain holding aloof from Europe under Conservative governments that pursued rigorously hardline economic policies that divided the nation. Churchill had denounced the ‘botulism of Bolshevism’, and called for intervention to overthrow the Soviet regime. Understandably, Moscow felt under siege. But trans-Atlantic relations were none too easy, either. Many Americans felt they had been suckered into the First World War by tricky Europeans and landed with unpaid debts, leading Churchill to lament the fraying of ‘the majestic edifice of Anglo-American friendship’ amid ‘bitter waters of suspicion, a marsh of misunderstanding’. The British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, was the most anti-American politician to have occupied 10 Downing Street.52


The three countries had other differences. Despite grave imperfections of racism and class, the United States and Britain were democracies; the Soviet Union was a dictatorship imbued with terror that infused everyday life. For all his executive authority, and re-elections in 1936, 1940 and 1944, Roosevelt had to work with a Congress that could be contrary and with a Supreme Court he had failed to pack. He could never put domestic politics from his mind. Churchill had not led his party to electoral victory, but inherited a Conservative majority won under the predecessor he had roundly criticised, and led a War Cabinet that included leading members of the Labour Party. He faced several minor parliamentary revolts, and some by-elections that resulted in sharp defeats. On the other hand, at the head of a country described by Churchill as ‘a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma’, Stalin wielded virtually arbitrary power over life and death, personally marking lists of those to be eliminated. He could hardly be expected to fathom the way the Western nations worked; how the power to declare war lay with Congress, not the President, or how Churchill reported from summits to the War Cabinet. Equally, he found it impossible to understand the free press in the West, seeing newspaper criticism of Moscow as inspired by the White House or Downing Street. As he said at Yalta, one-party rule was much simpler.53


Not that British officials found the workings of Washington easy to understand. Anthony Eden called the US capital a madhouse, and contrasted its ‘confusion and woolliness’ with the businesslike ways of Moscow. ‘No method, no organisation, working in bedrooms,’ Oliver Harvey, his Private Secretary, noted. The ambassador Viscount Halifax summed up one British view of Americans as ‘very crude and semi-educated’, their leaders prone to ‘soft words and fine thoughts that are not always reflected in action’ and ‘dangerously afraid of public opinion.’ At the same time, he equated the intensity of New Dealers like the Vice President, Henry Wallace, to ‘the new Islam divinely inspired to save the world’.54


‘The American mind runs naturally to broad, sweeping, logical conclusions on the largest scale,’ Churchill wrote in his memoirs. ‘It is on these that they build their practical thought and action. They feel that once the foundation has been planned on true and comprehensive lines all other stages will follow naturally and almost inevitably. The British mind does not work quite in this way. We do not think that logic and clear-cut principles are necessarily the sole keys . . . in swiftly changing and indefinable situations. In war particularly we assign a larger importance to opportunism and improvisation . . . There is room for much argument about both views. The difference is one of emphasis, but it is deep seated.’55


Many Americans considered the British as coming from a stuffy, hidebound society, epitomised by plummy-voiced butlers and fops in Hollywood films. ‘It is in the American tradition, this distrust, this dislike, even hatred of the British,’ Roosevelt remarked during a dinner conversation soon after Pearl Harbor. On an earlier occasion, he remarked that ‘European statesmen are a bunch of bastards’ – presumably including the British among them. Isolationism was not just for suspicious minds from the sticks. The writer Edmund Wilson was an outspoken opponent of involvement with the old continent – asked why he was so anti-British, he replied, ‘The American Revolution.’ Powerful voices in Washington favoured fighting America’s war in the Pacific rather than going to the aid of the British. Henry Stimson, the Secretary of War, wrote in his diary of Britain as decadent, run by a tired government which sought to block the ‘young and vigorous nation’ across the ocean. For some Americans the British epitomised the Machiavellian ways of the old continent – Roosevelt once remarked they were ‘always foxy and you have to be the same with them’.56


As for the other ally, Roosevelt told Frances Perkins: ‘I don’t understand the Russians. I just don’t know what makes them tick. I wish I could study them. Frances, see if you can find out what makes them tick.’ Was he serious? she asked. ‘Yes,’ came the reply, ‘find out all you can and tell me from time to time. I like them and want to understand them.’ She did as she was told, delivering digests of information to the White House. ‘You know,’ Roosevelt told her several times, ‘I want to go to Russia myself.’57


While he nurtured no illusions about what he called ‘a dictatorship as absolute as any other dictatorship in the world’, he believed that the inclusion of the Soviet Union was the key to lasting peace. Though warned by Harriman that ‘the Slavic mind does not understand us any more perhaps than we understand them’, the President thought the USSR would soften as it came into contact with the rest of Europe. He told the diplomat Sumner Welles that, if one regarded the American and Soviet systems as having been 100 points apart after the Bolshevik Revolution, a stage could be reached at which the US would have moved 60 points and the Soviets 40 towards a junction. He did not appreciate that Stalin was a believer in Marxism who thought that its tenets, if backed by force, would triumph in the struggle with capitalism.58


If Roosevelt was right to decide that the best path to post-war peace lay through an understanding with Moscow, he greatly overestimated the dictator’s readiness to compromise. By the end, his trademark optimism resembled a refusal to accept reality. ‘I do not think Roosevelt had any real comprehension of the great gulf that separated the thinking of a Bolshevik from a non-Bolshevik and particularly from an American,’ the diplomat Charles Bohlen wrote.


Though he could get carried away by euphoria after a late-night conversation with Stalin, Churchill always had the need for a post-war balance of power in mind. So much so that he would reflect on how a defeated Germany might be needed as a counterweight in Europe. For Roosevelt, on the other hand, zones of influence were part of the old system that had caused wars and should be rejected – whatever the evidence from the battlefield. A supreme salesman with no time for ‘isms’, who believed he could talk anybody round, he was unable to accept the strength of ideological differences and the reality of ‘Red Army Socialism’.


For all their differing views, none of the three could allow ideological differences to get in the way of victory. If Britain fell, America would lose its first line of defence, and the launching pad for the invasion of France. If the Soviet Union was defeated or was forced into a second pact with Hitler, the war in Europe would become unwinnable for the other two. If the United States turned its prime focus from Europe to the Far East, an invasion of France would be impossible and Hitler would be able to focus on the war with Russia while the Soviet and British war efforts would be sapped by reduced supplies from across the Atlantic.


This interdependence involved messy compromises, tough negotiations, hard words and betrayals of smaller allies. Necessity forced the three men and their nations together, and it was hard to see anybody stepping into their shoes. Though Truman would rise to the occasion and Attlee would oversee fundamental changes in Britain, neither could have filled the role at an earlier stage, while Stalin had made sure there was no successor in the Kremlin. Once forged, the alliance would triumph so long as it did not split. To achieve that, personal chemistry was vital. Though the Cold War which followed their victory is over, the way Roosevelt, Stalin and Churchill acted had repercussions which still mark the globe, and provide an object lesson in managing – and mis-managing – a global alliance.
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The First Summit


PLACENTIA BAY, NEWFOUNDLAND


9–12 AUGUST 1941


‘At last – we have gotten together.’


ROOSEVELT


I


Walking the Line


The weather in Washington was particularly oppressive in early August 1941. Roosevelt had been in low spirits for some time. As he worked in bed at the White House, he complained of ‘feeling so mean’, with none of his habitual pep. This was hardly surprising, he had been suffering from influenza, a cold, sinus trouble, intestinal disturbance, diastolic hypertension and iron deficiency caused by bleeding haemorrhoids. He was given two blood transfusions and iron injections. His mother had recently died – the New York Times reported subsequently that this led him to ‘shut himself off from the world more completely than at any time since becoming President’. Though he did not look at her coffin as it was lowered into the vault, tears welled in his eyes when he went through her belongings.1


Visitors found his conversation rambling as he reminisced about the First World War, and worked on a design for a hurricane-proof house in Florida that he planned to share with Hopkins. The serious stroke suffered by his secretary ‘Missy’ Le Hand, who had become the virtual presidential hostess in the frequent absences of Eleanor, added to the gloom – before she was stricken, Le Hand said she thought her boss was being dragged down by ‘sheer exasperation’ at the argument about America entering the war. Harold Ickes, the Secretary for the Interior, warned that, unless the President exerted leadership, he would not retain his authority much longer.2


Roosevelt had no doubt about the need to counter the Nazis, whose armies had scored victories in the Middle East and were surging forward in Russia after the attack in June. Secret military talks were held with the British in Washington and Roosevelt agreed that the United States would equip and maintain 10 of their divisions. He ordered the production of arms for the United Kingdom to be stepped up. After initially turning down a request for warships from London, he had agreed, in September 1940, to provide 50 mothballed destroyers in return for ninety-nine-year leases on British possessions in the Caribbean and Newfoundland. The United States, he declared, should become the arsenal of democracy. The Neutrality Acts, which restricted exports to belligerent nations, were relaxed.3


After a lengthy appeal from Churchill at the end of 1940, when Britain was running out of money and German submarines had sunk 1,282 merchant ships in the Atlantic, Congress agreed to a $1.3-billion programme allowing the President to ‘sell, transfer title to, exchange, lease, lend, or otherwise dispose of . . . any defence article’ to any government whose defence he deemed vital to the defence of the United States. What became known as ‘Lend-Lease’ removed the requirement of the 1939 Neutrality Act that US supplies had to be paid for in cash, a vital consideration given Britain’s dwindling reserves. Roosevelt likened the scheme to loaning a neighbour a garden hose if his house was on fire.1 Britain needed all the help it could get – while Germany was geared up for a long war, British output lagged below full potential and gold and dollar holdings would have only covered half its projected monthly expenditures if it had to pay for supplies in cash.


In May 1941, Roosevelt declared ‘a state of unlimited national emergency’ – what this meant in practice was unclear. Still there could be no doubt about how he was moving America. He ordered the construction of 200 ships to carry aid. Training facilities were offered for RAF pilots. Engineers and mechanics went to service planes, tanks and vehicles sent to British forces in North Africa. The United States undertook to pass on information about ‘aggressive ships or planes’, and extended its maritime protection zone in the Atlantic. The US navy determined that ‘Axis naval and air forces within the Western Hemisphere will be deemed potential threats to shipping and will be attacked where ever found.’ As army numbers jumped, an order for 1,500 four-engined Superfortress bombers was placed with Boeing. German and Italian assets in the United States were frozen. American troops were sent to garrison the Danish territories of Greenland and Iceland under an agreement signed with Copenhagen’s Minister in Washington.


Still, Roosevelt would not ask Congress to go to war. Though a powerful group of Cabinet members, including the secretaries of the army and navy, urged him to take a tougher line, he knew how divided his country was. For all his statements about stopping the dictators and messages of sympathy to London, he was, as always, playing the game in his own way, manoeuvring from week to week, leaving the eventual outcome to be determined by events and public opinion, whose contradictions he reflected perfectly.


Though he told one of his secretaries in 1940 that even a day’s delay in helping Britain might mean the end of civilisation, he assured the mothers of America in his re-election campaign that autumn: ‘Your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.’2 Polls showed that 64 per cent of voters regarded the preservation of peace as vital for their country. Few Americans wanted to see Britain defeated. Fund-raising drives collected aid – one called ‘Barkers for Britain’ encouraged dog owners to contribute in return for receiving collars for their pets. But a majority opposed sending troops across the Atlantic.


While the choice of the internationally minded businessman, Wendell Willkie, as his Republican opponent in 1940, saved Roosevelt an all-out fight with an isolationist, anti-war sentiment was backed by a formidable coalition. The main group, America First, counted 800,000 members including Henry Ford, Charles Lindberg and the President’s cousin, Theodore Jr. The Hearst press empire and the Chicago Tribune fanned feeling. The anti-Semitic radio priest Father Coughlin spewed vitriol to 15 million listeners. Roosevelt haters accused him of wanting to use war to assume monarchical powers. Left-wingers warned that Wall Street was pushing for hostilities to maximise profits. Internationalists blamed the Europeans for defeating their ideals after 1918.


Behind this lay a deep belief in America’s exceptionalism as the standard bearer for liberty and a rejection of balance of power politics as practised in Europe. The Founding Fathers had warned against permanent, entangling alliance. Geography made Americans feel they were invulnerable, so long as they steered clear of the snares of global politics. ‘I thank God for two insulating oceans,’ the isolationist Senator Arthur Vandenberg declared. It was an approach Roosevelt had followed in his first term. Now, even if the Axis threat stirred him to see the need for greater involvement, he was constrained by the two-year election cycle, the power of Congress, and public opinion.4


London launched a substantial covert propaganda campaign in America under a programme known as British Security Coordination that fed stories to the US press aimed at increasing support for entry into the conflict. A map was forged showing a German plan to split Latin America into vassal Nazi provinces, one of which would contain the Panama Canal – Roosevelt cited this at one point though whether he believed in it may be doubted. The BSC also produced a fake American war plan against Germany which was leaked to an isolationist senator and, through him, found its way to the Chicago Tribune, which ran a big story headlined ‘F.D.R.’s War Plans’. According to the account from the British side, the idea was to push Hitler into declaring war on the USA. But the Führer preferred not to let his strategy be dictated by an American newspaper story.


The aloof Lord Halifax hardly helped Britain’s case with the American people, as he went fox-hunting and committed the faux-pas of leaving his hot dog behind at a baseball game as if American food was not good enough for him. The US desk at the Foreign Office was told that the envoy’s standing had ‘gone from zero to freezing’. There was some respite, however, when anti-war women pelted him with eggs. The British Embassy circulated the ambassador’s alleged response – that Americans were fortunate to have eggs to spare when the British were rationed to one a month. The remark may have been invented by a press officer, but it made its point.


To handle his dilemma, Roosevelt stepped up his policy of bolstering Britain without committing troops. This, he argued, was the best way of keeping hostilities 3,000 miles away. Polls showed half the electorate thought the President had got it about right, with the rest evenly divided between those who believed there was too great a commitment and those who thought not enough was being done. Dodging and weaving his way forward under a cloud of obfuscation, Roosevelt encouraged American opinion to evolve month by month towards readiness to go to war. Henry Kissinger would hail this as ‘an object lesson on the scope of leadership in a democracy’ while George VI wrote to the President in June 1941, to say how struck he had been ‘by the way you have led public opinion by allowing it to get ahead of you’.5


America faced a second dilemma on the other side of the globe. In 1937, Japan had launched full-scale war against China, a nation with which the United States had strong links through religion, the media and trade. Tokyo was careful to describe the attack as an ‘incident’ so as to avoid the interruption of American exports which would have followed its true definition as a war – and Washington went along with the fiction.6


Madame Chiang Kai-shek, the charismatic, New England-educated wife of China’s leader, used American radio broadcasts to ask why Washington had fallen into ‘spell-bound silence’ as ‘all treaties and structures to outlaw war and to regularise the conduct of war appear to have crumbled, and we have a reversion to the days of savages.’ Difficulty of access to the Nationalist wartime capital of Chungking, behind the Yangtze gorges, made supplying Chiang’s forces difficult. But the Chinese leaders hammered away at how little assistance they were getting, comparing their treatment with that of the British and making veiled references to the strength of those in China who wanted to make peace with Tokyo.7


Roosevelt temporised, promising supplies but always putting Britain first. An oil embargo was slapped on Tokyo; Japanese assets in the United States were frozen. But the State Department pursued negotiations in the hope that the new government of General Tojo would become more reasonable.


Apart from public opinion, there was another major problem with going to war. Given its size and wealth, America was the most unmilitarised of nations. Though the navy was declared to be ‘superior to any in the world’, the running down of the army after the First World War meant that the US only just squeezed into the twenty largest forces on earth, with 174,000 men. Half its divisions were under strength. Training was poor. Joint operations were held only every four years. The draft had been introduced, but a tight vote was expected when it came up for renewal in Congress. While unexploited industrial capacity meant that military expansion offered an opportunity to mark the final chapter of recovery from the Great Depression, developing the military-industrial complex was still in an early stage.8


Given the trying circumstances and his health problems, what could be more natural for the President than to take a sea trip to revive himself? Journalists asked if he would be going ashore. ‘I replied definitely in the negative,’ Roosevelt recorded in an account he wrote for himself at the time.9


On Sunday 3 August, the presidential train left Washington for New London, Connecticut, where the yacht, the Potomac, waited. At sunset, the 165-foot ‘Floating White House’, a former coastguard cutter, headed into Long Island Sound, watched by a throng of people. Calling at South Dartmouth, Massachusetts, she took on the Crown Prince and Princess of Norway for a day’s fishing – the President kissed the attractive Princess hello and goodbye. His son, James, hints at ‘a romantic relationship’, noting how he kissed her goodnight when she stayed at Hyde Park. In the evening, he personally drove a speedboat to take the party back to shore.10


The next morning, watchers saw the Potomac go through the Cape Cod Canal, its passengers sitting on the deck. One, wearing sunglasses, waved to them. The rakish angle of his long cigarette holder told them he was the President. In fact, the men on deck were sailor stand-ins. The previous night, Roosevelt’s boat had sailed to a nearby bay where seven warships waited. The President had boarded the biggest one, the heavy cruiser Augusta.11


Waiting for him were America’s top military commanders. With destroyer escorts, the 9,050-ton warship sailed east, and then north. Sharp blades hung from its bows to cut the cables of any mines in its path. Roosevelt cast his line, catching a large, ugly fish that nobody could identify. It was full of worms, and inedible; so he had it pickled and sent to the Smithsonian Institute in Washington.12


The President found his disappearing trick ‘delightful’. ‘Even at my ripe old age I feel a thrill in a get-away – especially from the American press,’ he wrote to a cousin. Among those taken in was the head of his Secret Service detail who watched the Potomac move through the Cape Cod Canal. None of the Cabinet or White House staff knew where he was. His wife, Eleanor, thought he was, indeed, on a fishing trip.13


After a 250-mile voyage, the Augusta sailed into Placentia Bay on the pine-covered coast of Newfoundland, anchoring at Argentia Harbour, where the United States had acquired a base under the destroyers deal with Britain. The melancholy shore was dotted with small beaches and white wooden houses. While he waited, Roosevelt conferred with the Chiefs of Staff, bending over a map of the Atlantic to draw a line further extending the area for which the US navy would assume responsibility from Iceland to the Azores.


Under Secretary Sumner Welles joined the party. The previous year, Roosevelt had sent the tall, superior New Englander to see if Mussolini might act as a mediator between Hitler and the British. Welles found Il Duce looking fifteen years older than his age, his expression leaden, his movements ponderous, his eyes closing as they spoke. Italy’s declaration of war on France after Germany’s victory there in June 1940, dashed any hopes of a Roman negotiating channel. Washington, Welles advised, would have to work on its own if it wanted a ‘practicable plan of security and of disarmament’.14


Averell Harriman flew across the Atlantic to be at the President’s side. Franklin Roosevelt Jr, who was in the navy, sailed in aboard a destroyer – his father enrolled him as his Junior Naval Aide. Another son, Elliott, also turned up. Now all they had to do was to wait for their secret guest.


Winston Churchill was in ebullient form as he crossed the Atlantic on Britain’s finest battleship, the Prince of Wales. He loved every moment of the voyage, behaving, one observer remarked, ‘like a boy let out of school, and not a very good boy at that.’ A British journalist thought that, in his blue naval uniforms and with his pink, happy face, the British leader ‘belongs definitely to an older England, to the England of the Tudors . . . a warm and emotional England, too, an England as yet untouched by the hardness of the age of steel.’3 Initially, Churchill installed himself in the admiral’s spacious quarters in the stern of the ship; but, wakened by a storm one night, he made his way to a cabin on the upper deck, where he decided to stay, commandeering the warrant officers’ mess as his sitting and dining room.15


This was the most important trip he had made since becoming Prime Minister. He was sailing to meet the leader of the nation that would determine Britain’s future. Like a lover finally meeting the object of his attentions, he was nervous about the impression he would make. ‘I wonder if he will like me,’ he had remarked to Harriman.16


Though Churchill told the House of Commons that Anglo-American cooperation rolled on like Ole Man River, that Lend-Lease was the ‘most unsordid act’ in history, that the worth of the destroyers was ‘measured in rubies’, transatlantic relations had been touchy – and not only over the President’s refusal to press Congress to declare war. Hard bargaining on aid by Washington aroused bad blood, particularly since the supplies still only amounted to a small proportion of British procurement. The insistence by the Treasury Department and the President on a fire sale of British assets in the United States at far less than their value to meet financial obligations went down badly. Eden saw the exchange of bases for old destroyers as ‘a grievous blow at our authority and ultimately at our sovereignty’. Churchill’s scientific adviser, Professor Lindemann, worried that ‘the fruits of victory which Roosevelt offers seem to be safety for America and virtual starvation for us’. It has been calculated that, in return for an immediate credit of $1 billion and Lend-Lease, the United States appropriated British assets worth $13 billion. Beggars were not being allowed to have a choice.17


For all his pro-American feelings, Churchill could take umbrage. Four months after moving in to Downing Street, he had reflected acidly that the Americans were ‘very good at applauding the valiant deeds done by others’. In 1941, he cabled Halifax that, if the US Treasury Secretary was going to have ‘a bad time’ in front of congressional committees asking about repayment of Lend-Lease, British cities being bombed by the Luftwaffe were ‘having a bad time now’. On another occasion, he wrote to the ambassador of the United States wanting Britain ‘not only to be skinned but flayed to the bone’. After Roosevelt insisted on British gold worth £30 million being shipped to the US from Africa as surety, Churchill prepared a message comparing the Americans with ‘a sheriff collecting the last assets of a helpless debtor’ – but then decided to strike out the passage.18


By May, matters had become so tangled that the leading British economist, John Maynard Keynes, was sent to Washington to discuss Lend-Lease and to try to obtain more dollars. Finding the going ‘sticky’, he returned home unsuccessful. A British minister negotiating with the Americans called them gangsters. On the other side, Roosevelt’s domestic critics warned that Britain would use aid supplies to undercut US exports, and Senator Vanderbilt snorted: ‘What “suckers” our emotions make of us.’19


The President’s evasiveness could drive Churchill to his ‘Black Dog’ of depression. ‘It seems to me as if . . . we are being very much left to our fate,’ he wrote in a note to Eden. But the American card was the only way he could see of beating Hitler, so he had to ‘keep buggering on’. As he left the Scapa Flow naval base in Scotland for the first summit, he sent Roosevelt a message noting that: ‘It is twenty-seven years ago today that Huns began their last war. We must make good job of it this time. Twice ought to be enough.’20


II


The Fourth Man


The groundwork for the first summit between Roosevelt and Churchill had been laid earlier in the year by an unlikely emissary, the gangling, shambolic Harry Hopkins. The son of an Iowa saddle-maker, Hopkins had been the main administrator of welfare funds under the New Deal. His progressive ideas did not keep him away from smart resorts, night clubs, the race track, and luxurious homes of rich men. Travelling first class, he paid the difference from the government travel allowance out of his own pocket. When he took the film star Paulette Goddard to the White House there was gossip that he hoped to marry her; his first wife had divorced him after he had fallen in love with another woman, whom he married but who died five years later – a friend said that whatever ‘Harry the Hop’ had been born for, ‘it couldn’t be personal happiness’. A Democratic insider, Joseph Davies, described him as having ‘the purity of St Francis of Assisi combined with the sharp shrewdness of a race-track tout’.21


In 1940, Hopkins fell ill at dinner at the White House, stayed the night, and remained for three years, occupying the Lincoln Room along the passage from the President. He annoyed Eleanor by burning cigarette holes in tablecloths, by asking the cook for more fancy food, including grapefruit with French dressing, and by his high living. He served his master with dogged devotion, even if he may have been motivated, in part, by the hope of running for president in 1940 if FDR did not stand again – though his health and status as a divorced man would have blocked him.


Hopkins lacked any formality – ‘he doesn’t even know the meaning of the word “protocol”,’ Roosevelt remarked. ‘When he sees a piece of red tape, he just pulls out those old garden shears and snips it.’ In wartime photographs, he usually hovers at the edge of the frame. Overwhelmingly, he existed to serve Roosevelt, identifying opportunities, setting up deals, producing the evidence his master intuitively wanted to hear. He said that he regarded the President as ‘unlimited’. The war would make him the equivalent of today’s National Security Adviser. His raison d’être, the journalist Marquis Childs wrote, lay in ‘understanding, sensing, divining, often guessing – and usually guessing right – what is in Franklin Roosevelt’s mind.’ Churchill’s doctor remarked that he ‘knows the President’s moods like a wife watching the domestic climate. He will sit patiently for hours, blinking like a cat, waiting for the right moment to put his point; and if it never comes, he is content to leave it to another time.’22


At some of the wartime summits, Hopkins acted as de facto Secretary of State, dismissing his country’s diplomats as ‘cookie pushers, pansies – and usually isolationists to boot’. ‘When Hopkins was there, decisions went well, and towards good results,’ the commentator Walter Lippmann wrote in an obituary. ‘When he was absent, things went all to pieces.’ The aide, he added, had the gift of ‘cutting aside the details and coming to the crux of the matter, of finding swiftly the real issue . . . the sticking point at which pride, vested interest, timidity, confusion were causing trouble. He would bring it nakedly into the open, ruthlessly, almost cynically . . . often with tactlessness meant to shock men into seeing reality . . .’ Churchill said that, if the American was ennobled, he should become ‘Lord Root of the Matter’.23


Hopkins ‘was also objective about himself, a characteristic all too uncommon to those close to the throne,’ noted Charles Bohlen. The administration’s enemies branded him a Rasputin who sought to make America a socialist state; for good measure, the Chicago Tribune wrote that he suffered from dandruff.24


His wartime performance was vital as the trusted presidential adviser who worked ceaselessly to open supply bottlenecks and bring order to Roosevelt’s disparate administration – and as the carpenter of the alliance. This was all the more extraordinary because he was constantly ill after having two-thirds of his stomach removed in 1937 – the President referred to him as a ‘half man’. As Hopkins himself said, he took pills ‘by the bushel’ and was frequently hospitalised. Even so, he smoked several packs of Lucky Strike a day – some said two, others four – and drank regularly, sometimes wandering through the White House corridors with glass in hand. Though politics and serving Roosevelt were his full-time occupation, he also had a love of English verse, particularly that of John Keats. ‘I fairly walk on air,’ he wrote to his daughter after finding himself passing the poet’s home in Hampstead.


Following his preferred tack of dispatching personal emissaries, Roosevelt sent him to London after Churchill’s lengthy plea for help at the end of 1940. Hopkins arrived in Britain so ill after the flight that he had to be carried from the seaplane. But he and Churchill got on famously over a long, well-lubricated Downing Street lunch. The American sat up late with the Prime Minister on visits to his country residences. One evening, he produced a box of records, and Churchill walked round the room in time to the music as if dancing on his own as he perorated. On another country weekend, Hopkins listened to the British leader delivering a speech which he crafted to accord with the visitor’s political leanings. What would Roosevelt think of that? Churchill asked. ‘I don’t think the President will give a damn for all that,’ Hopkins replied, causing a momentary frisson in the room. Then he added: ‘You see, we’re only interested in seeing that Goddamn sonofabitch, Hitler, gets licked.’425


In a handwritten note to Roosevelt from his room at Claridge’s Hotel he was unequivocal. ‘The people here are amazing from Churchill down and if courage alone can win – the result will be inevitable . . . Churchill is the gov’t, in every sense of the word – he controls the grand strategy and often the details – labor trusts him – the army, navy, air force are behind him to a man . . . I cannot emphasise too strongly that he is the one and only person over here with whom you need to have a full meeting of minds.’


Though he lived in a luxury hotel and stayed at Churchill’s country homes, he saw the devastation bombing had wrought on British cities, and, in his way, shared some of the privation. During provincial trips, he was found curled up in his overcoat in front of a gas fire because of the coldness of British bedrooms. At Chequers, he read his papers in the bathroom because it was the only place with heated pipes; he said his victory present to the British leader would be central heating.26


Dining with Churchill at the Station Hotel in Glasgow at the end of February, 1941, Hopkins said the Prime Minister probably wanted to know what he was going to tell Roosevelt when he got home. He then quoted from the Book of Ruth – ‘Whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge; thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God.’ Dropping his already soft voice, Hopkins added, ‘Even to the end.’ Churchill dissolved into tears. It was, the Prime Minister’s doctor noted in his diary, ‘like a rope thrown to a drowning man’.27


Other American emissaries went to London in the first half of 1941, among them Wendell Willkie who bore from Roosevelt to Churchill the first lines of a Longfellow poem that came to be a symbol of the Anglo-American alliance:




Sail on, O Ship of State!


Sail on, O Union, strong and great!


Humanity with all its fears,


With all the hopes of future years,


Is hanging breathless on thy fate.28





On Hopkins’s second visit in July, Churchill made the unique gesture of inviting him to a Cabinet meeting, though he ushered the visitor out halfway through on the grounds that there was nothing more of interest on the agenda. In fact, ministers went on to discuss debate on US policy in the Far East which Churchill evidently did not think suitable for the envoy’s ears.


On 19 July, he invited Hopkins to Chequers and, inadvertently, set off the next stage in the construction of the alliance. That same day, the Soviet ambassador, Ivan Maisky, received a message from Stalin for the Prime Minister calling for a landing in France to draw German troops away from the eastern front. Maisky drove to Chequers to deliver the communication. Receiving him in his study, Churchill expressed deep sympathy with the Soviet plight, but said it was impracticable to think of an invasion. Leading him out into the crowded drawing room, he introduced a man whom Maisky described as being ‘tall, very thin . . . with a long face and lively eyes’. Though it was summer, Hopkins stood with his back to the fire, for warmth.29


As Churchill went to talk to other guests, Maisky recounted his conversation in the study. Hopkins put some questions. Then Mrs Churchill approached, and offered tea.


Two days later, Churchill told Stalin that the British Chiefs of Staff ‘did not see any way of doing anything on a scale likely to be of the slightest use to you’ though he did offer naval help in the Arctic and announced the sending of 200 fighters, up to 3 million pairs of ankle boots, rubber, tin, wool, cloth, jute, lead and shellac. In a subsequent cable, he made clear that he was ready to deplete Britain’s resources ‘in view of the urgency of your requirements’. If he expected to be thanked, he was disappointed. He had to wait till the beginning of September to hear further from Stalin. In his war memoirs, Churchill noted that ‘the Soviet Government has the impression that they were conferring a great favour on us by fighting in their own country for their own lives. The more they fought, the heavier our debt became.’30


Realising the importance of the visitor he had met at Chequers, Maisky telephoned US ambassador John Winant to fix a lunch the following week. He used this to set out arguments for a second front, which Winant backed. Hopkins, according to Maisky, listened attentively and ‘with obvious sympathy for the Soviet Union’.31


‘We in the USA are a non-belligerent country now, and cannot do anything to help you in regard to a second front,’ he said. ‘But as regards supplies things are different. We are providing Britain with much in the way of armaments. Raw materials, ships and so on. We could give you too quite a lot. What do you require? Couldn’t you tell me?’


‘Mr Hopkins,’ Maisky replied, ‘could you, yourself, visit Moscow and there, on the spot receive from the Soviet Government all the information you require?’


That afternoon, Hopkins sent a ‘For the President Only’ message, saying that ‘everything possible should be done to make certain the Russians maintain a permanent front even though they be defeated in this immediate battle’. This could be achieved, he suggested to Roosevelt, ‘by a direct communication from you through a personal envoy’.32


Some historians have speculated that a Hopkins mission to Moscow had been cooked up in advance. But the lunch, and the tenor of the subsequent exchanges with Washington, suggest otherwise.


Would the President consider it ‘important and useful’ for him to go to Moscow? he asked. ‘The stakes are so great that it should be done. Stalin would then know in an unmistakable way that we mean business on a long-term supply job.’ As so often, Hopkins was telling Roosevelt what he wanted to hear. Bolstering Soviet resistance would facilitate the policy of leaving it to others to put men in the field to fight Hitler. Already, the President could see a world in which Moscow would keep the peace in conjunction with Washington.


On 26 July, Roosevelt approved the trip. He sent Hopkins a message to take with him that asked Stalin to treat the visitor ‘with the identical confidence you would feel if you were talking directly to me’. It held out the prospect of ‘a great deal of materiel’. In Washington, Henry Stimson described the Soviet ambassador as a crook and George Marshall warned that he would ‘take everything we own’. But the President ordered the Cabinet to ‘use a heavy hand, – act as a bur under the saddle and get things moving’ on supplies to the USSR.33


Eight days after meeting Hopkins, Winant called on Maisky bearing three passports. He explained that Hopkins was going to take the sleeper train with two Americans to Scotland where they would board a flying boat for the arduous flight to the Soviet port of Archangel. ‘A dangerous and difficult journey,’ the US ambassador added, ‘especially for such a sick man as Hopkins, but he doesn’t reckon with anything.’
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