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“The best-laid plans of mice and men Often go awry.”

—Robert Burns


AUTHOR’S PREFACE



THIS BOOK IS INTENDED TO RESOLVE the lingering mysteries about the circumstances that caused the Second World War and what transpired. It answers questions that have haunted many of the present generation in Britain, Germany, France, Russia, and the United States, and all English-speaking nations like Canada, New Zealand, and Australia. Some frequently asked questions are “How did it happen?” and “Why were the Allies unprepared?” or “Why did the British government disarm?” and “Why did they appease Hitler?” Then there is “Why did France collapse so fast?” or “Why didn’t the British government accept Hitler’s peace proposals?” and “What were the Nazis really up to?” Then there is the inevitable Jewish question: “Why us?” Many more unanswered questions remained hovering in the air, even after a number of important memoirs and histories of the Second World War were written. This book was designed to answer all of them.

The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 (which led almost inevitably to the Second World War) was recalled throughout 2014 as a milestone in the history of Western civilization. As Winston Churchill said at the time and wrote in his acclaimed history of the Second World War, it was a continuation of the previous one, in order to resolve the outcome.1 That recent milestone celebrated the enormous courage of the Allied forces, and the leadership of brilliant generals in the second round, after a previous set had let everyone down—while the other side revealed the lowest depths of barbaric depravity to which Western civilization has ever sunk in its entire history. But how did it happen, and why? And furthermore, how could it have been avoided?

TV viewers and movie audiences in 2014 were treated to an almost end-to-end range of wartime documentary films and fictional Hollywood movies about both world wars. And numerous fiction and nonfiction books were published about both of them. None of them answered those questions, since their purpose was entirely different. But now that seventy years have passed since the end of the last world war—and despite its fascination for many middle-aged and older people—some younger ones who are now far distanced from it are likely to believe that its remembrance is all over and done with, already out-of-date and out of mind, and should perhaps be relegated to the distant past with Wellington’s Battle of Waterloo and the American Civil War, to be disregarded by future generations as irrelevant to their own lives and times and society.

That would be a mistake. And it may even be because the populations and attitudes of some Western nations have been significantly altered by immigration from third-world countries since then. More than half of the populations of some Western nations will soon consist of people born elsewhere and dedicated to other cultures or religions and different values. As a result of immigration, Canadian society now embraces 140 different language groups, many from Asia and the Middle East. Some sources allege there are eight hundred in New York City. Why should they be interested in the past history of their newly adopted home, despite attempts to include them during the citizenship process? If they are not interested, it will be a tragedy of vast proportions that may turn back the clock—not for reasons of sentiment in the hearts of English-speaking peoples, but because the absence of that vital knowledge of how we managed to survive the onslaughts on our democratic Western civilization may make them vulnerable to the next new menace to their freedom and well-being, and their pursuit of happiness.

The reason they should be interested is because it could easily happen again. Whether the next global crisis arises from a vacuum created by the collapse of the U.S. economy, the implosion of the Chinese economy, weapons of mass destruction manufactured by Iran, or some other reason, like the ISIS terrorist attacks on Paris in 2015 remains to be seen. To recognize the signs, we need to know what happened last time and what brought it about. Understanding the past is the first step to understanding the future.

That is why this book reveals how close Britain came to appeasing the Nazi criminals and mass murderers who would have subjugated England and put an end to civilized Western values. It also explains the mood of Britain’s government when it voluntarily disarmed while turning a blind eye to German rearmament, in a naive hope that doing so would halt an arms race that might result in another world war. Instead, it hastened it. Britain was seen by its enemies to be weak and vulnerable and easy to invade and conquer. That crisis should act as a warning of how easily our liberty can be lost if it happens again in a different form.

Most historians candidly admit they still don’t know what caused the outbreak of the First World War—only that key factors like complacency, ignorance, weakness, and paranoia played a significant role in triggering dangerous events that unrolled to make a world war suddenly inevitable. And yet, what history shows us, time and again, is that the world is always a dangerous place, displaying erratic ups and downs in one country or another. Generational changes and short memories produce complacent attitudes, while new young or immigrant populations lack the hard Intelligence data of devious politics and diplomacy, or the firsthand experience of all-out Total War. Nor might they possess a realistic cynicism about the flaws, delusions, and reckless impetuosity of human nature—so that warning signs go unrecognized or are ignored.

Perhaps the most significant thing about the First World War was that the most accomplished politician of the time, Winston Churchill, was convinced that Germany would not provoke a war with England. He had been invited to Prussian army maneuvers by Kaiser Wilhelm and, after inspecting the German troops, decided they were out-of-date and posed no threat to Britain. He even described the Kaiser as “a well-meaning man.” His judgment turned out to be wrong. Only four years after his well-intentioned remark, the Germans contrived the Agadir crisis to test the political climate, and the Kaiser ordered new Dreadnought-class battleships. Churchill was now First Lord of the Admiralty, and it caused him to reconsider his previous impression, since Britain’s naval dominance as a sea power was essential to connect and protect an empire spread around the world. On the other hand, Germany was a land power with military chiefs of staff always fearful of a possibility of being encircled on the continent of Europe. Was the Kaiser acting out of personal vanity for want of a costly luxury he meant to have, or was Germany planning for war with Britain? The answer came when the German War erupted a year later.

And perhaps the most extraordinary thing about the Second World War with Germany was that Winston Churchill was the only politician who saw it coming, while most influential cabinet members, like the prime minister and the foreign secretary, continued to appease Hitler whenever he threatened to send German troops to invade another neighboring country. Their actions encouraged the German dictator’s ambition to dominate Europe. Then he would have enough power to threaten the rest of the world. This book describes how it was left to Winston Churchill to save civilization almost single-handedly and how the outcome could have gone either way.

Another factor likely to distract the attention of future generations from the first warning signs of a catastrophic war, or terrorist acts as sudden and unexpected as 9/11, is the continual distraction and addiction to mass market digital devices operated by artificial intelligence. Mobile smartphones, the Internet, and social media in particular, divert millions of viewers from the realities of the outside world into an alternative world of entertaining fantasies and illusions about themselves and what is happening in cyberspace, instead of guarding against real threats to our survival as they arise.

This book was written to commemorate all those who sacrificed their lives in two world wars, and to caution readers that it could very easily happen again if we are not constantly alert to the signals. Good fortune is unlikely to favor us forever without a clear-sighted perceptiveness of the world and the realities of the fragile human condition. The easiest way to do that is by making an effort to learn the lessons of history. When we do, we immediately see how we are always poised on moments of danger to our freedom that could very easily take a turn for the worse. A Third World War could happen in the blink of an eye if we are unprepared for it.

Despite “the unachievable pursuit of prescience,” this book explains the past in order to cast insights on the future.2

But its main purpose is to provide an account of Winston Churchill’s actions and their intended consequences—as well as some of the unintended ones—for readers who are unlikely to read a military or political history of six hundred to eight hundred pages, or the entire six volumes of Winston Churchill’s account of The Second World War with its five thousand pages, and are now too far away from the time in which it took place to understand it without a reminder. I have pared down the details of this fascinating and appalling epic story of how our civilization was almost destroyed to a more accessible length, without omitting the major events that led to the war, or those that were instrumental in achieving military victory by the Allies.

The American War in the Pacific against Japanese armed forces is barely mentioned here because, except for the opening engagements in Singapore, it was a separate war in which neither Winston Churchill nor the other protagonists featured in this book were involved.

Whenever we explore the documentation of his time, Winston Churchill’s name is likely to show up. He seems to have been always alert to possible dangers from every source. We sense the superiority of his energy, his sense of responsibility, and the anxiety that drove him to take charge. Churchill was Minister of War when the First World War ended in 1918, and military budgets are typically cut with a sense of relief by bureaucracies. But he was adamant that the budget for the Secret Service should be doubled instead. He explained that reducing secret service activity when Russia and Germany “were in turmoil would be foolhardy.” He wrote, “No-one can foresee what the next few months may bring forth and it is vital to see that there is no diminution in the quality and quantity of information now being supplied.”3 That statement is as vital today as it was then.

—John Harte, Ottawa 2016.


1

ENGLAND AT THE CENTER OF THE WORLD



THIS EPIC TRUE STORY BEGAN NOT so very long after the peaceful and lighthearted Edwardian era in England, during the reign of the cheerful King Edward VII. Known by his family as “Bertie,” he was relaxed and flippant. He enjoyed a gentlemanly wager on a hand of cards and spoiled his mistresses with bottles of champagne. He lent his name to Edwardian England and became an engaging role model for many of his subjects. Even after he passed away and was followed by the stiff and responsibly serious King George—a naval officer who ordered his family around like the crew of a battleship and had no sense of humor—the lighthearted, good-natured Edwardian outlook continued until the outbreak of the First World War.

The typical Edwardian sense of playful fun with chums of the same sex was mirrored by silly but humorous writers like Jerome K. Jerome and P. G. Wodehouse. It involved laughing playfully at each other’s eccentricities. Grown-ups often behaved like innocent children with their pranks, sometimes flying their kites in the park on a Sunday afternoon. It was a complacent era of frivolity and jollity, a cheeky and disrespectful age with irreverent comedians on the music hall stage. Edwardians loved dressing up in funny costumes and posing in living pictures or tableaux vivant, playing party games like charades or amateur theatricals, and being invited to fancy dress parties. They had to entertain each other before radios and movies were invented. And they loved ridiculing the pretensions of self-important authority figures, as a reaction against the pomposity of the previous Victorian era.

Humorous novelist and short story writer P. G. Wodehouse, who grew up in the Edwardian world, wrote continuously about men-boys who never grew up (except only for Psmith—“a grown-up among boys”). It was a world without the three unmentionables: religion, politics, and sex, which were too tiresome even to contemplate. Money was mentioned frequently, but only as a means of continuing the languid Edwardian life of privileged boyhood, without assuming heavy adult responsibilities. It was an age of perpetual Peter Pans—the boy who never grew up.

“Wodehouse’s London was a place where aristocrats chased actresses, where American money pursued British class, where bookmakers and barmaids mixed on equal terms with cabinet ministers and newspaper editors, and where everyone read the Sporting Times, better known as the ‘Pink ’Un’, one of the most popular newspapers of the day.”1 It was a fun-loving society.

To find out what more serious Edwardians were like, we have to go to Edwardian novelists we can trust. They too testify to the innocent Edwardian charm. But, in Mrs. Dalloway, for example, Virginia Woolf viewed the world of men though puzzled eyes, since women had little or no choice but to marry. And men often seemed strange to them—particularly the odd young men suffering from shell shock after war in the trenches.2 E. M. Forster’s Schlegel sisters and Mrs. Wilcox in Howards End focus on the importance of the home in Edwardian life, and caution readers about connecting with strangers who may not be “our sort.” Despite that, they “saw a little more clearly than hitherto what a human being is, and to what he may aspire.” They also sought to reconcile the inner life and the material world around them.

Both of those classics bring back the gallant Edwardian past, when gentleness, grace, dependability, and courage were valued. According to Mrs. Dalloway, young men were often gauche, generally awkward with women, hopeless around the house, and didn’t know what to do with their hands. Some needed attachments to keep them occupied, like a pipe that frequently required filling, a cigarette that needed tapping on a slender silver cigarette case, or they fiddled with a penknife that included an implement for removing stones from horses’ hooves. It was a sentimental reminder of the vanishing horses in the wake of the railways and motor cars that simplified travel, and the recent war that had resulted in the slaughter of hundreds of thousands of horses on the battlefields. But right up until the Second World War, some workhorses still remained—lonely ones pulling milk carts through suburban streets and pairs of more powerful ones with broad chests for the far heavier carts of coalmen and dustmen and the breweries. Humane and charitable horse troughs filled with drinking water still stood on the corners of major streets in the 1940s.

Those restless and awkward but eager young men went to the trenches in the First World War. The women nursed them when they were wounded, or worked in munitions factories. Most young men were naturally reserved. The closest many came to intimacy was playful bantering with women or camaraderie with other men. It would be sentimental to imagine that was the norm, but the Edwardian era would be closer to paradise than any other in British history. Then came the First World War, after which there was nothing to joke about and it was no longer possible for anyone to smile.

World War II

Whereas the Victorian era had been a period of exploration and adventure, of aspirational heroes risking everything for the sake of discovery and recognition, Edwardians were more conscious of the arts and modernity, and the discovery of the unconscious mind. All conspired to form the post-Edwardians, for whom aspiration was not quite dead. It would die with the hopes of a young generation on the battlefields.

Edwardian silk top hats gave way to more utilitarian bowlers, and then the more casual and debonair trilby hat for the middle and upper classes between wars. Cloth caps were for the countryside and the working classes. Manners and clothing became less formal. But even until 1940, many men and women still wore smart kid gloves to avoid germs when they went out. Women abandoned decorative wide-brimmed Edwardian hats for more practical ones in a new era of open vehicles, which gave them confidence that they were in tune with the times.

The First World War had been over for nearly a decade by now. And although hardly a family in the British Isles had been left untouched by grief at the bleak deaths of loved ones on the Western Front—or in the air or at sea—new inventions like bicycles, automobiles, telephones, electric kitchen appliances, the radio, and portable gramophones prompted some people to feel that it was time to get back to a normal life again, that perhaps the dead wouldn’t mind so much if they sought amusements and made an effort to smile again. After all, England was still the center of the world in the arts and commerce and industry and sports. And the British Empire was still spread out all over the maps, with islands and even entire continents identified as British by bright pink shading. Britain still ruled the waves. Everyone knew it was the biggest empire that had ever existed. And the world was safer than it had ever been before—except, of course, for the stormy Continent on the other side of the Channel, which had always been a problem.

Nevertheless, who could be anything other than hopeful about the future when there were tea dances and nightclubs, jazz, cocktail bars, and cricket still played on village greens? Edwardian Englishmen were enraptured by cricket and couldn’t get enough of it. There was boating on the Thames in Maidenhead and punting on the River Cam, and the cheerful light entertainment of Hollywood movies that had only just begun to talk. The new music and dance steps resulted in an era of entertaining in the home, of jazz records, and cheerful singing on the silver screen. It encouraged a happy-go-lucky, complacent attitude that allowed the whole thing—another world war—to happen all over again.

The British government took little notice of the heavy political storm clouds gathering over Europe. Nor did isolationist America concern itself. The English were closer to it, but not easily panicked by other people’s delusions. They were an undemonstrative lot, shy of connecting with strangers, but nevertheless good at comradeship. Perhaps that was why they were suited to battle.

Whatever was about to happen then, it was comforting to recall the innocence of the past Edwardian era, with its youthfulness and happy childhoods, its lighthearted games in the parks in mild spring weather, and its warm summers that came as a welcome surprise after all the cold and dampness of English winters—when a coal fire in the bedroom was as essential as one in the living room. Memories of rare glows of friendly summer sunlight were cherished while toasting crumpets over the flames on the end of a telescopic fork, while a thrill of a lost golden age surged into their hearts and offered hope for the future. How green was England then!3

But by the 1930s, England was experiencing an economic recession and large-scale unemployment, with industrial strikes and hunger marches in London with hundreds asking for work; then, there were the lineups for free food at soup kitchens and ex-servicemen with their medal ribbons from the First World War—attempting hopelessly to sell matches or pencils, even apples, on street corners—embarrassed to be seen in such a shameful state and desperate for a few coins, sometimes with a sleeve pinned up to obscure where an arm had been. As with comradeship in the First World War, it brought Britain’s social classes closer together in the knowledge that they were all one.

As the lines of the jobless grew in Britain, the United States, and Germany, eminent British economist John Maynard Keynes informed other modern economists in a Chicago audience that “we are today in the middle of the greatest catastrophe—the greatest catastrophe due almost to entirely economic causes—of the modern world.”

At the end of 1930, the U.S. banking system faltered and was on the verge of collapse. Some major banks closed their doors for fear of withdrawals in excess of funds. Governor of the Bank of England, Montagu Norman, DSO, suffered from a nervous breakdown under the strain and claimed that the capitalist system would be wrecked within the year unless drastic measures were taken.4 Faced with a world financial crisis that he viewed as heralding the collapse of Western civilization, he fled abroad for rest and care, while “armies of the unemployed now haunted the towns and cities of the industrial nations.”5

Despite Montagu Norman’s reputation for wisdom—because he had been so often right—one of his critics was Keynes. Another was Winston Churchill, who lost much of his savings in the 1929 Wall Street crash. He wrote to his former secretary, “Everyone I meet seems vaguely alarmed that something terrible is going to happen financially.”

Gathering Storm Clouds

What the unsophisticated and decent young men and women of England had no way of knowing was that the present British government was one of the weakest in British history, particularly during a period that would be described as “the low dishonest decade.”6 Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald headed a Conservative coalition government, although it was really Stanley Baldwin who held the reins of power. The stubborn Neville Chamberlain performed the main administrative functions as Chancellor of the Exchequer starting in 1931. It was their complacency that would cause Britain to be vulnerable to the threat of invasion by bigger and better-trained and better-armed German troops. Meanwhile, rule on the continent of Europe had been turned upside-down by the emergence of police states dominated by uncompromising and ruthless criminal dictators.7

As the threat of a second world war brewed on the Continent, Britain’s politicians spent much of their time distracted by Indian policy involving the hatred between Muslims and Hindus, and Home Rule in Ireland with its hatred between Catholics and Protestants. How to keep them apart was a continual problem. Meanwhile, there was considerable unrest in Germany when its cabinet fell in May 1932. The German Chancellor hoped to be supported by President von Hindenburg, the national hero of the recent World War, and the political right wing in the Reichstag.

But the rabble-rouser and rising warlord Adolf Hitler was backed by thirteen million voters. And now he felt he was as powerful as the Italian dictator Mussolini, who had marched on Rome with his black-shirted army of Fascist thugs and intimidated and taken control of the government. Hindenburg had nothing but contempt for this hate-filled opportunist who evidently had the same idea for Germany. But five million were unemployed in Germany, and major street riots that heralded a possible civil war caused Hindenburg to change his mind and accept Hitler as a temporary measure, since he hoped to tame him with the burdens of office.

Instead, the Nazi Minister of the Interior, Hermann Göring, made four thousand arrests overnight, including the Central Committee of the Communist Party, and confiscated secret arms belonging to communists throughout Germany. Consequently, the Nazi Joseph Goebbels was able to organize an electoral campaign that effectively eliminated their main opposition. The Nazi vote secured 288 seats, giving them a majority of 37. Chancellor Hitler was given emergency powers for four years. January 30, 1933, marked a new order when Hitler became Chancellor of Germany and immediately set to work to eliminate all his political rivals. And the new Nazi order promptly suspended all civil liberties, allowing no rights for anyone.

“And now,” Hitler said with a grim look of self-satisfaction at the parliamentary opposition, “I have no further need of you.”

According to Churchill’s view of the situation, Hitler represented the dark and primitive side of life that lay dormant in the hearts of a horde of the most furious, brutal, ambiguous, and ill-fated nation in Europe.8

President Roosevelt took office in 1933—the same year that Hitler became Chancellor of Germany. And, like Hitler, Roosevelt did not take charge of an industrial powerhouse but faced the daunting prospects of an economic collapse. Roosevelt’s initial response was to put the American people to work. He was appalled by Hitler and by his audiences that responded to the dictator’s hate-filled outbursts like wild animals. The President believed it would not be possible to contain Hitler, and that the best guarantee of peace was to arm America and support the democracies.9

The Third Reich

On April 12, 1934, Germany’s Minister of Defense, General Werner von Blomberg, met the new German Chancellor, Adolf Hitler, on board the Deutschland, where he made a secret pact that the army would support the Führer on the condition the military would retain control over all military matters. But that was not what happened.10

The Third Reich was no longer a parliamentary democracy nor a parliamentary system of any kind. The new Nazi laws created a sole dictatorship, and Hitler’s only answer to opposition was murder. He had already put into effect his premeditated plan for constructing Dachau’s death camp in preparation for the mass murders of anyone who opposed him.

But the MacDonald-Baldwin government in Britain continued to close its eyes and ears to the gathering storm in Europe and carried on enforcing severe reductions and restrictions on Britain’s modest armaments. Disarmament was praised and encouraged in the House of Commons by all spokesmen for the political parties, in an illogical belief that disarming would discourage an arms race on the continent of Europe. Consequently, the British air estimates displayed a total lack of understanding by the government and the opposition as to what was happening across the Channel. Britain was only the fifth air power, and the Air Ministry had not manufactured a single new aircraft that year.11 It prompted Winston Churchill to rise in the House and warn the government of the risk of war.

One result of the government’s languid attitude toward Germany with its seventy million Germans allowed to rearm and prepare for war was that the British public shared the same lack of interest in German rearmament. And as early as March 23, 1933, Churchill raised in Parliament Germany’s ill treatment of minorities and the persecution of Jews.

He would write that the lack of wisdom of the British government and the French government’s weakness had few parallels in history. He described what he saw as an irrational, unrealistic, and dangerous situation. He became more and more alarmed as events unrolled in Germany and the government failed to react. But, as he continued to criticize the slow pace of Britain’s rearmament, he was erroneously regarded by some as a warmonger. Churchill’s was not a lone voice, however, and it was easy for his critics to claim that the reason was Britain’s poor economy. More to the point, as far as he was concerned, was Britain’s state of unpreparedness to protect its population, which should have been the priority.

He could see all the great work of previous generations of thinkers, soldiers, economists, scientists, and industrialists being eroded by mediocrities.12 That was the case in India, Germany, southern Ireland, and Palestine. Britain’s low dishonest decade was a period of complacent indifference and mediocrity, in which more energetic and less scrupulous nations recognized an opportunity to exploit the British Empire’s weakness. Churchill, with his mind steeped in history, would have known what had happened twelve centuries earlier, when the Roman Empire collapsed; the Muslim Arabs had erupted and defeated Persia, the Middle East, and Byzantium, resulting in the first Caliphate and the Ottoman Empire. Just as the loss of the previous Pax Romana had led to chaos all over the world for centuries, he could foresee the collapse of the British Empire creating a similar power vacuum in Europe.

Bureaucratic administrators of Britain and the United States were completely absorbed in the day-to-day affairs of their departments and too shortsighted in their tunnel vision to see the whole picture of what was happening outside of their particular daily sphere, and how it could threaten world peace. Britain was complacently unaware and the United States was aloof and isolationist. What Churchill hoped was that the United States would inspire French and British politicians to act. But America had its own economic problems after the Great Depression. And the course of events tumbled rapidly downhill while Churchill grew even more distressed at the policy of the government, when false sentiments by politicians were blithely accepted or passed in the House of Commons without being challenged by responsible members of the government or leaders of the opposition.13

In 1933, a motion was passed by students of the Oxford Union: “This House refuses to fight for King and country.” And the Peace Pledge Union renounced war the following year. Then, on October 25, the Socialist candidate for East Fulham said, “British people demand … that the British government shall give a lead to the whole world by initiating immediately a policy of general disarmament.” Such incidents resulted in a view that Britain had declined. And Hitler had no doubt that the British had become decadent.

To some of the smaller nations of Europe that looked to Britain for leadership, it seemed inconceivable that the British people had lost their flair and drive after generations of social and industrial progress and military victories on scores of foreign battlefields.

Meanwhile, the Japanese population had grown to seventy million. Inflation and the cost of living had risen and production was down, endangering their economy. They needed coal and iron, which came from China. Their main policy now turned to asserting control over the sources. Japanese troops landed in Shanghai in January 1932 and, in spite of Chinese resistance, penetrated deeper inland in 1933. As for the authority of the League of Nations, it was shown to be unable to offer any physical support when its collective strength was needed.

Churchill accused all political parties in Britain of enjoying composing treacly platitudes to conceal the unpleasant facts of reality in order to seek popularity and political success. And both leaders of the coalition government shared an ignorance of Europe that blinded them to its glaring problems. As for Stanley Baldwin, he shared the complacent pacifism that was typical of the Liberal and Labour-Socialist Parties. As Churchill put it afterward with hindsight, it conveyed an image of British foolishness, irresponsibility, and guilt, which encouraged its enemies to let loose on the world all the horrors and miseries that were likely to be even worse than any others in history.14

Churchill’s answer to the problems erupting all over the world was to seek a “grand alliance” to stop the chaos and bloodshed he felt was inevitable. But neither America nor Soviet Russia was willing to go to war. Both had to be attacked first. It was inconceivable to Winston Churchill, who had grown up in an imperial age at the end of the Victorian era in which patriotism, courage, and service to one’s country were the prime virtues. He would have enjoyed the patriotic fervor of a military marching tune popularized in Victorian music halls.


We’re the soldiers of the Queen, my lads

Who’ve been, my lads, who’ve seen, my lads

In the fight for England’s glory lads

When we’ve had to show them what we mean:

And when we say we’ve always won

And when they ask us how it’s done

We’ll proudly point to every one

Of England’s soldiers of the Queen.



Military brass bands frequently played that stirring march at rural fairgrounds. It would have attracted millions of village boys into uniform and drawn them into wars in foreign countries. British colonies teemed with their tombstones in secluded plots of hallowed ground not so dissimilar from their own village churchyards. It was still played occasionally on the music hall circuits, right up to the beginning of the Second World War, and used as patriotic background music for a few early films extolling the British Empire and its fearless and victorious imperial forces. It could be heard on Sundays in public parks that featured a raised bandstand on which uniformed musicians proudly played their brass instruments, beat their huge drums, and clashed their cymbals, while girls and boys sat around it in deck chairs, holding hands and listening to the lively military music, all unaware of the trouble brewing on the other side of the English Channel.


2

THE MASTER OF GERMANY



GERMANY’S CHIEF OF STAFF WAS ERNST Röhm. He headed the SA—known as the Brownshirts. He was already in charge of three million storm troopers. But he was an ambitious man and had been pressing for control of the entire armed forces. Given the power, he would overarch Adolf Hitler and pose a threat. Himmler, Heydrich, and Göring were fearful of his power and ambition. They convinced Hitler of the Brownshirt leader’s disloyalty. Disloyalty was a characteristic that raised the traditional German rage called Wut in Hitler’s chest.1 He was more than merely receptive to their fear; he decided he had to act at once to stop anyone from becoming too independent, too powerful, or too popular, since they could become a threat to him personally. There was only one answer—they had to be liquidated as traitors.*

Hitler led the liquidation squad himself, after ordering all the leaders of the Brownshirts to be called to a meeting and disarmed between June 30 and July 2, 1934.

The Brownshirt leaders were transported to Stadelheim prison in Munich, where SS men shot them to death in a blood purge. Different sources claim that 150 to 401 were murdered so that Hitler could use the incident as a warning to any rivals who might disobey him. It became known as the “Night of the Long Knives.” The pattern was set so that all armed forces knew Hitler had only one answer to opposition—instant death. Or, if he felt particularly vindictive, slow torture beforehand, so that death came as a release from all the pain. No compromise was possible.

The massacre, Churchill wrote, showed that Hitler would stop at nothing. Churchill did his best to convey that conditions in Germany were no longer those of any civilized state and added that so-called concentration camps were already in operation.2

A significant factor that ensured Hitler’s dominance was a political system of proportional representation that fragmented opposition parties so that not one was strong enough to oppose him. It should have been clear to everyone that the German Third Reich was no longer a parliamentary democracy nor a parliamentary system with an opposition party. Hitler had destroyed all opposition. The steady advance of civilization in Europe had been halted and the clock turned back by what Churchill called the master of Germany. Despite the fact that murdering everyone who disagrees with you on a massive scale was a sure sign of a psychopath, it was not something that was recognized by the British cabinet, or France, who continued their normal diplomacy as if Germany were still a civilized nation.

But law and order had not only broken down inside Germany. Austrian Nazis mobilized on July 25, 1934, and an armed group entered the Chancellery in Vienna. Engelbert Dollfuss, who led the Austrian government, was struck by two revolver bullets and left to bleed slowly to death. The Nazis seized control of the broadcasting station to announce the resignation of the Dollfuss government and Dollfuss’s replacement by a Nazi-backed puppet. But Chancellor Schuschnigg acted quickly to restore order in Austria. And in Italy, the new system of proportional representation also put the Fascist dictator Mussolini in power without effective opposition.

On August 19, the German electorate voted for Hitler to combine the responsibilities of both Chancellor and President, with 89.9 percent voting yes. While lulling the suspicions of the world through his diplomats and with his own smooth talk, Hitler secretly ordered Germany’s armed forces to prepare themselves for war in Europe sooner rather than later and set about increasing the number of German military divisions.3

But the instinctive reaction of the British cabinet was to dismiss the saber rattling across the Channel as typical foreign shenanigans by upstarts. Britain’s ruling class felt little sympathy for vainglorious imposters of any kind and were suspicious of foreigners, like the unreliable French and unstable Italians. As humorist P. G. Wodehouse wrote to his stepdaughter in 1925, “Mummie and I have come to the conclusion that we loathe foreign countries. We hate their ways, their architecture, their looks, their language, and their food.” As for the rabble-rousers, they had seen them before and were unimpressed. Some were more impressed by Germany’s science and technology and Prussia’s obsessive compulsion for law and order at any cost. But Germany was no longer the Prussia of the former military Junkers: they were now Nazis sworn to obey their new warlord Adolf Hitler. And a languid and dismissive tendency existed among some of Britain’s ruling classes, who were happy to let foreigners get on with what they had to, as long as it didn’t interfere with Britain.4

But the young and idealistic foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, thought differently about the Nazis. They had betrayed civilized ideals. He wanted to live in a pure and ethical society. So he would have no truck with appeasing villains. The Nazis were beastly and it was cowardly to encourage bullies by giving in to them. No good would come of it!

The lean, politically experienced and steely Chancellor of the Exchequer, Neville Chamberlain, was more pragmatic and thought otherwise. His job was to balance the nation’s books and he knew that Britain was in an economic crisis and could not afford to go to war with Germany. So did the tall and cadaverous Lord Halifax, who remarked that the world was full of evil and one had to be realistic and come to terms with it. He had no arguments with Hitler. Neither of them showed the smallest degree of imagination of what might happen.

Appeasement

The British ruling class was riddled with appeasers and pro-Nazis. Britain’s ambassador to Germany, Sir Nevile Henderson, was one of the most rabid appeasers. There were estimated to be two thousand pro-Germans in Britain. The Anglo-German Fellowship Society was founded in 1935. Anti-Semitism was subtle but barely concealed and malicious. Jews were a useful scapegoat to blame for anything, since they had no country of their own or power to resist the slanders. What the aristocracy and landed gentry were more afraid of than Hitler was Communism. It was only a dozen years or so since Communist Russia had seized all private property there. So Britain’s landed gentry were scared of losing their estates if Communism was not suppressed. They applauded Hitler’s strong hand. As for senior staff of British intelligence services between the two world wars, they viewed Soviet Russia and Stalin as the greatest enemy, whereas the rising Adolf Hitler was regarded as “a disagreeable fellow but a potential ally.”5

French Foreign Secretary Pierre Laval believed that France must avoid war at all costs. The military power he, too, distrusted was Soviet Russia. He sought arrangements with Mussolini in Italy and Hitler in Germany, whose policies he had no trouble with.

In December 1934, Italian troops clashed with Abyssinian soldiers at a well on the border of Italian Somaliland, as a pretext to claiming Ethiopia (as Abyssinia was also known).

More than a decade later, in his memoirs, Winston Churchill would explain that no one could judge the policy of the British government without bearing in mind the passionate wish for peace that dominated the emotions of the uninformed and misinformed British people. There were so many who felt that way after the horrors of the First World War that any party or politician who took any other attitude would be threatened with political destruction. But he added that it was no excuse for political leaders who failed to do their duty. For those who understand history as Churchill did, the past was closer than most people thought—and so was the future.

Not long afterward, he warned the House of Commons that he feared the day when the present rulers of Germany would be powerful enough to threaten the British Empire. He called on Prime Minister Baldwin, who had the power to take action. And Baldwin agreed to ensure that Britain’s air power would no longer be inferior to the air forces of any country within striking distance. But the Opposition, including Socialist Clement Attlee, declared that they denied the need for increased air power.

Winston Churchill saw the danger to Britain of such unrealistic obstinacy, and he wrote after the event with absolute certainty that if Britain and France had each maintained parity of arms with Germany, they would have been twice as strong together, and Hitler’s term of violence might have been stopped at the outset without losing a single life. But now it was too late. He warned that Britain’s weakness did not only involve the British Isles but also the stability of Europe.

In March 1935, Germany publicly repudiated the Versailles Treaty, which prevented them from rearming. Six months later, Hitler turned all German Jews into vulnerable victims by removing their civil rights and making them unemployed, whether in government, universities, industry, or commerce. A year later, Hitler further violated the Treaty by sending German troops to the industrial region of the Rhineland, which was supposed to be a demilitarized zone. The troops had orders to return to base if they were opposed by French or British forces. Since they were not, they took possession of the industrial zone.

Now Churchill brought up the air estimates again in the House of Commons, in a belief that Prime Minister Baldwin’s advisers were not telling him the truth. And he was sure they did not know the facts anyway. He believed the Germans were already as strong militarily as Britain, and would probably be twice as strong by the end of the year. The cabinet made the position public in April. But neither Parliament nor the public heeded the warning. And Hitler had time to apply pressure on his munitions factories and military training schools to increase their productivity.

Nevertheless, Churchill was considered alarmist when he quoted his own figures for the strength of the German air force and said that the real situation was probably even more serious. Soon afterward, Hitler revealed the actual constitution of Germany’s air force, claiming that Germany possessed air parity with Britain. He also declared that national service in the German army was now compulsory—always a signal of imminent war.

Shortly afterward, Ethiopia appealed to the League of Nations about Italian threats to their territory. Meanwhile, the U.S. government wished everyone well and promptly dismissed the chaos in Europe from its mind.

A War Hypothesis

Although Britain still carefully adhered to the terms of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles, Germany did not. The British Admiralty discovered that the last two German pocket battleships being constructed—the Scharnhorst and the Gneisenau—were far larger than the Treaty allowed, and of an entirely different type. They were light battle cruisers, or commerce destroyers of the highest class, and obviously designed to destroy and sink unarmed merchant ships. Churchill pointed out that Hitler was placing Germany in a stronger position for war with Britain in 1939 or 1940 by building battleships of that class and continuing to build more U-boats.

The evidence was met by an irrational impulse by the British Admiralty, which responded by making an Anglo-German naval agreement without consulting France (Britain’s ally) or the League of Nations. Winston Churchill wrote how dangerous it always is for members of the armed forces to play at politics, where they are lost in a sphere with quite different values.6 He immediately condemned the agreement and warned the House of Commons that they would be amazed and shocked if they knew how much Germany had actually spent that year preparing for war. He described the whole of Germany as a mighty arsenal ready to be mobilized. But no one could obtain the actual figures, so his rhetoric was brushed aside by Sir Samuel Hoare.

It was Hoare’s first speech as foreign secretary on July 11, 1935, when he replied, in effect, not to worry, since France’s naval fleet was 43 percent bigger than Germany’s, and the same size as the Royal Navy’s. By doing so, Hoare permitted, even authorized Germany to build to its industrial capacity for another five or six years. It signaled the resurrection of Germany as a military power. And the establishment of conscription in Germany challenged the Treaty of Versailles.7

Churchill wrote that at that stage he was forced to assume a hypothesis that Great Britain, France, and Belgium were allies about to be attacked by Germany.8 Consequently, the prime minister invited Churchill to join the newly formed Committee of Imperial Defense on Air Defense Research.

The question Churchill placed before his scientific adviser Professor Lindemann and his colleagues in the Technical Sub-Committee was how to protect Britain’s civilian population from attack from the air. Scientists in Britain, the United States, France, and Germany had already considered the effects of using radio waves echoing back from bomber aircraft or from other metal objects. Radio direction-finding was later known as radar. But it was assumed it would take five years to detect enemy aircraft by radar. So a chain of stations was constructed for experiments on Britain’s east coast, centered on Dover. Locating ships by radio was explored, too. The stations were already being constructed by March 1936, and the Air Ministry would create a coastal chain by 1939. Following enemy aircraft after they had flown inland required the Royal Observer Corps to link up with telephone exchanges. Ground-controlled interception stations set Britain ahead of everyone else in the technology although it was still in its infancy.

It would take four years for radio-detection methods to be used. Meanwhile the Luftwaffe flew special listening equipment up Britain’s coast on the Graf Zeppelin to discover if British radar existed.

When Sir Samuel Hoare became First Lord of the Admiralty in 1936, he directed his officers to discuss naval matters with Churchill, since Churchill had experience as First Sea Lord in the First World War. The problem with making the navy more effective in its armaments was the length of time inevitably taken by works in progress. For example, gun turrets had to be ordered by 1936, since any further delay would reduce the five ships required to come up to strength to only two. Although it was agreed that the ideal complement would be nine sixteen-inch guns in three turrets—rather than ten fourteen-inch guns in four turrets—there would be an unacceptable delay in placing larger guns in the first five battleships. And each vessel would take five years to build.

On November 5, 1937, in a four-hour meeting, Hitler informed senior executives of the German armed forces about his plans. He warned them that expansion of territory could not be carried out without risks. They included short wars against Britain and France up until 1943–45, after which the world would be prepared with defenses. He would defeat Czechoslovakia and Austria at great speed, but he did not expect France to retaliate without Britain’s support.9 Now, when Hitler took over the role of War Minister, it placed him in complete control of all of Germany’s armed forces.

By 1938, Churchill was shown the naval version of radar by the First Sea Lord. It was called Asdic. It sent sound waves through the water to discover the existence of submarines and echoed back from whatever steel structure they might meet. Churchill was pleasantly surprised by its clarity and force; it was even better than he had imagined.

But Britain not only lost air parity in the meantime; it was also threatened by Italy joining Germany in an axis of power and enabling Hitler to reach his goal of war. Meanwhile, Mussolini’s threat to Abyssinia was almost as primitive and brutal as Hitler’s propensity to mass murders. Both were devoid of twentieth-century ethics and continued to turn back the clock of progress. According to Churchill, the Italian dictator’s aim was not only territorial gains, but also personal prestige. He sought Italian authority in Europe by building an Italian empire. And no discussion or argument or warning from Britain would make any difference to the dictator’s brutal aggression against unarmed tribesmen, who were half-naked warriors armed only with spears. According to Churchill, Mussolini, as well as Hitler, regarded the British cabinet as frightened, flabby old women who could do nothing more than bluster, since they were no longer capable of fighting a war.10

As a result, Italian warships moved through the Suez Canal in considerable force, with nearly a quarter of a million troops and with considerable supplies, toward the Abyssinian frontier, without being stopped. Then, surprising everyone, even Churchill, on August 24, the British cabinet announced that it would uphold its treaty with Abyssinia under the Covenant of the League of Nations.

On the same day, Hitler signed a Nazi-Soviet pact—despite his intention to invade Russia at a chosen time in the future. In Mein Kampf, he had written that alliances are made only as part of the struggle—meaning that alliances borrow more time to prepare for war.11

Britain had already introduced conscription into the armed forces for men aged twenty to twenty-one at the end of April. But was Britain prepared? Churchill sent an urgent message to Sir Samuel Hoare, who was now foreign secretary, to ascertain whether he knew where the fleets were and whether they were in battle order. Were they adequate? Were they capable of rapid and complete concentration? Had the fleet been formally warned to take precautions? He seemed to imagine he was still First Lord of the Admiralty in the last war. Even so, his advice was gladly sought because of his experience.

Anthony Eden, who was now Minister for League of Nations Affairs and almost the equal of the foreign secretary, had rallied members of the League in the direction of sanctions against Italy if Mussolini invaded Abyssinia, since Italy depended on war materials from overseas, which members could sanction, if they chose to.

Nevertheless, Mussolini—no doubt hoping for a quick victory—launched his armies on Abyssinia, stating boldly that he “would not tolerate the imposition of any sanctions that hampered the invasion of Abyssinia: he would go to war with whoever stood in his path.”

Britain’s Would-Be Dictator

Having failed in most careers, Oswald Mosley intended to be England’s dictator. He had been at the peak of his power in 1933, when he organized a big Fascist rally at Earl’s Court Exhibition Hall. He was still a handsome, debonair, and virile young man with the glitter of a fanatic in his eyes. He had assumed a dashing mustache in imitation of the swashbuckling Hollywood movie idol Douglas Fairbanks, but darker and thicker, with a more military flair. He had posed triumphantly on the stage in a splendid tailor-made black uniform with a peaked cap that lent him a military air. Everything about him was copied from someone else. As well as his mustache, there was his self-confident strut at the head of his marching Blackshirts, in imitation of Mussolini. And his black uniform was copied from Hitler’s Gestapo or Nazi storm troopers.

He was listed in Who’s Who as Sir Oswald Mosley, the fourth Baronet of Ancoats. He had been taught to be a leader. But when he failed as a Conservative member of Parliament, he became convinced that his career would take off much quicker in the Labour Party with the ailing Ramsay MacDonald government. MacDonald was physically and mentally ill and incoherent in speech. No one knew what he was going to say or what he had just said. Evidently Mosley saw himself as a possible candidate to replace him as prime minister. But MacDonald passed his office on to his old crony, Stanley Baldwin.

Veteran statesman Lloyd George had coined a derisive name for the sterile identical-twin governments of Stanley Baldwin and Ramsay MacDonald, who took turns in office. They were almost indistinguishable with their syrupy platitudes offered to the public as substitutes for action. He called their limited imagination “MacStanleyism.” Coddling the public by concealing the truth in order to take turns in office “was rotting the fabric and the vitals of the Empire. And had to be stopped.”

Prime Ministers MacDonald and Baldwin and Chancellor Chamberlain were motivated largely by fear of wrecking Britain’s economy, whereas Winston Churchill was motivated by fear of Britain’s defeat at the hands of its enemy, and an invasion by mass murderers. Compared with the two prime ministers and the Chancellor of the Exchequer, who were unimaginative mediocrities still living in a previous and more accommodating era, Churchill was a modern visionary.

Mosley had resigned from the Labour Party to form his own political party, which he called the “New Party.” But it failed, and he became a three-time loser. Then he saw how the histrionic Italian journalist, Benito Mussolini, took power in Italy by force of arms. Mussolini had hired a private army of black-shirted thugs to march on the king’s palace at their head. King Victor Emmanuel was intimidated by Mussolini’s armed bodyguards and asked him to form a new government.

Mosley visited Mussolini in Italy and invited Hitler to his wedding to the beautiful but empty-headed Lady Diana—one of the celebrated Mitford girls. But in England, he was considered to be unreliable and untrustworthy, particularly with other men’s wives.

But Mosley was a smooth talker. Seeing how Hitler’s power was built up on anti-Semitic propaganda and rhetoric, he spread the same lies to Britain’s riffraff. But England scorned him as an ambitious opportunist—a ruthless manipulator and exploiter of gullible and rebellious youths.

That was before his Fascist rally at Earl’s Court, when anyone who asked questions or objected was grabbed by his Blackshirts and hustled outside, where they were beaten with truncheons or brass knuckles in a back alley. According to some newspaper stories, the gutters outside ran with the blood of his victims. True or exaggerated, the British public was suspicious of him. Nevertheless, he decided to play his trump card by goading East End Jewish residents to riot—then he would be seen to take charge of the situation. It would bolster his leadership.

The Art of Deception

Meanwhile, in a speech given on May 21, 1936, Hitler declared that “Germany neither intends nor wishes to interfere in the internal affairs of Austria, to annex Austria, or to conclude an Anschluss.” It was his usual double-talk to pacify opposition by concealing his real intentions beneath a manifest lie. It always worked. In this case, it would turn out that the annexation of Austria was one of his major priorities.

Hitler knew from the beginning of his political career that dictatorships can move much faster than republics or democracies—it is the difference between the rule of one and the rule of several. And, as British Prime Minister Baldwin was to remark to the House, “A democracy is always two years behind the dictator.” Baldwin had said it several times before and now remarked on it again, since his purpose was to claim that he had long understood Britain’s situation vis-à-vis German aggression, but it would not have been wise or politic to ask the country for a mandate to rearm at that time. He gave the game away when he added, “I cannot think of anything that would have made the loss of the election from my point of view more certain.”

What he meant by that was, “If I’d told voters the truth about what was going on, they wouldn’t have reelected me.” The House was shocked. And Baldwin was treated with disdain.

Churchill called it a revelation of the prime minister’s indecent motives. But everyone in the British cabinet was still polite and gentlemanly, and the government continued to conceal the truth from the public behind the usual treacly platitudes.

Meanwhile, the numbers forecast by Churchill’s small team of helpers and researchers for a possible wartime economy reached pessimistic conclusions. There was no doubt by now that Britain was four years behind Germany in the production of war weapons and equipment. A breakdown of numbers of all arms, armaments, aircraft, tanks, battleships and submarines, battle equipment, and spare parts, appeared in a thesis by future President John F. Kennedy when he was a student. He turned it into a book, published in 1938 as Why England Slept.12 He most likely obtained the statistics from his father Joseph Kennedy, who was the ambassador for the United Sates in England. Four years were projected to have all the weaponry ready for use. And Joe Kennedy didn’t think Britain had a hope in hell of surviving for even a quarter of that time. As he warned the American President, Britain was finished.



* Heinrich Himmler, a leading member of the Nazi Party, was appointed by Hitler to administer the Third Reich. He led the infamous SS and set up and managed the concentration camps. Reinhard Heydrich, known as “the hangman,” was a high-ranking Nazi who organized the Holocaust. Hermann Göring, the leading member of the Nazi Party, was commander of the German air force.
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A FORCE OF NATURE



CHURCHILL’S ATTENTION TO DETAILS WAS EXTRAORDINARY when one considers how busy and successful he was as one of the highest paid journalists in England, and as an author earning double the income of the prime minister. Collier’s magazine paid him for articles on defense and the economy. And he was contracted to the Daily Mail for his weekly articles. He had already written a biography of his father, Lord Randolph Churchill, and the first two volumes of a biography of his ancestor the Duke of Marlborough, and there was an expected contract to write the History of the English-Speaking Peoples, with a hefty advance. He was also under contract to Alexander Korda to write a screenplay for a proposed film on King George V. All of it acted as a springboard for his celebrity as a politician—in much the same way as one of Churchill’s role models, Benjamin Disraeli, had written a popular romantic novel about a hero in Queen Victoria’s time, and was also considered to be the best Progressive-Conservative prime minister that Britain ever produced.

Politicians elected to power perform many different functions in order to protect the population, regardless of which sector voted them into office. And the array of worldviews in the British government in 1937 was varied in the extreme, from the wiry and self-opinionated Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain—who became prime minister in May—to the pragmatic Lord Halifax, and the idealistic Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden. The energetic and warlike Winston Churchill was still only an MP and held no influential cabinet position that might have provided him with power. Although an outsider, he was a powerful force of nature who could not be ignored. And his range of skills and experience, and his energy, were extraordinary in one individual.

Churchill was a brilliant communicator, whether as a political orator in the House of Commons, or as a popular journalist, or a historian. With his military and ducal background as a descendent of the famous Duke of Marlborough, who never lost a single battle, he could engage with and be respected by the most influential leaders in the world. And he was mightily persuasive in conversation. He had previously served in the First World War as Home Secretary and Lord of the Admiralty, so that—like General Montgomery who had served on the battlefield in World War I—he was more experienced in war than most people at the time. It enabled him to view the broad picture and interpret it as a visionary, and also be cynical and critically nit-picking, and dismissive of incompetence or lazy-mindedness in others. He also possessed another attribute that many leaders did not—it was a sense of broad humor that sometimes even restrained him from his impulsiveness to get right into the thick of the action, which he loved. Fortunately for everyone, except Britain’s enemies, he was an obsessive-compulsive, histrionic workaholic who was always driven to demonstrate his importance through the performance of his talents on the world stage.

Winston Churchill was unique, in background and abilities. “I knew that he had been amazingly brave as a young man, and that he had seen bloodshed at first hand, and been fired at on four continents, and that he was one of the first men to go up in an airplane. I knew that he had been a bit of a runt at Harrow, and that he was only about five foot seven and with a thirty-three-inch chest, and that he had overcome his stammer and his depression and his appalling father to become the greatest living Englishman. … It is also true that, without Churchill, Hitler would almost certainly have won.”1

Winston’s father had been Lord Randolph Churchill, a former First Lord of the Admiralty in Asquith’s Liberal government, and Chancellor of the Exchequer. His mother, Lady Randolph Churchill, had been the wealthy and beautiful New York heiress and socialite Jennie Jerome, whom Churchill had adored.

Churchill was thrilled by war. As a small child he’d played for hours on the floor with 1,500 toy soldiers.2 While training for a commission in the army at Sandhurst, he had dreamed of being nineteen in 1793 and having over twenty years to fight against Napoleon’s Grand Armée. In 1895, he had been a subaltern in the Fourth Hussars at the age of twenty-one. He had been stationed in Cuba, been attached to the Malakand Field Force—followed by the Tirah Expedition. As an officer in the Twenty-Fourth Lancers, he had charged on horseback at Omdurman with a saber. His actions as a war correspondent in the South African Boer War ended in his being taken prisoner by the Boers and escaping with a reward for his capture on his head. He was the only man with access to the British cabinet who had experienced personal combat in a war at first hand. War was his natural element, and he loved it.

Those Cabinet Ministers and Winston Churchill would influence what would happen in Britain and in the world affairs of Europe, particularly in Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. Each member of the cabinet had his own particular viewpoint and personal mission that differed from the others. For Chamberlain, it was “to come to friendly terms with the dictators of Italy and Germany. And he conceived himself capable of achieving this relationship.” Churchill worked with him for several years and knew his idiosyncrasies and his special abilities. Chamberlain came from a long line of famous political leaders. He had been Lord Mayor of Birmingham in 1915 and chairman of the Conservative Party, as well as serving as Chancellor of the Exchequer in Ramsay Macdonald’s national government, and was largely a bureaucratic administrator. The three insular old cronies in the cabinet (Ramsay MacDonald, Baldwin, and Chamberlain) had worked together almost in isolation from the real world outside, while they had played out an old-fashioned game of provincial politics. But the world had become more sophisticated and brutal than they were able to comprehend. Times had changed without them noticing. Their time was now marked by Britain’s war buildup against the might of Hitler’s Nazi Germany.

A Question of Principles

Chamberlain believed in compromise and was prepared to recognize Mussolini’s claims on Italy’s conquest of Abyssinia. And he was ready to offer colonial concessions to Hitler. Where the word appeasement originated in British politics is difficult to determine, but it would gradually become a dirty word that tarnished everyone involved in it, from Chamberlain and Halifax to other rulers, like the British aristocracy and the landed gentry, and other pro-Nazis or admirers of German history. It became synonymous with cowardice. When Anthony Eden became foreign secretary, he would have none of it. Nor would Churchill.

Eden saw any arrangement with Italy as part of a general Mediterranean settlement to include Spain, all of which should be reached with close sympathy for France. Differences in the British cabinet became sharper by autumn 1937, when Chamberlain believed that Eden was obstructing him from opening discussions with Germany and Italy. Eden felt that Chamberlain was being too hasty to compromise with the dictators when Britain was too weak militarily to be in a strong bargaining position. Churchill sided with Eden and admired his courage and resoluteness, often remarking that his heart was in the right place.

The actions of the British cabinet were very naturally influenced by the spectrum of attitudes of its members. While Foreign Secretary Eden wanted to live in an ideal world, Chamberlain recognized Britain’s economic, political, and military limitations, and preferred to use diplomatic expediency, whereas Lord Halifax was prepared to throw in his lot with the Nazis. Churchill adamantly insisted that the only way to win against Hitler’s territorial acquisitiveness was by bargaining from a position of strength or obtaining victory in war.

Although the advantages of a diversified team are supposed to be the collective results of varied new ideas, the reality is that its more powerful members suppress contributions by the least powerful in order to have their own way. In this case, the most powerful was the prime minister, whose previous experience had only involved compromising with other opinions from reasonably cooperative and well-intentioned individuals when mayor of a provincial city in a parliamentary democracy. Chamberlain possessed very limited experience and outlook of European affairs. So it could be said that Eden didn’t stand a chance against Chamberlain’s naive belief that he could deal with two cynical and ruthless dictators who would not hesitate to use the utmost violence to get their own way. And Halifax was ready to give in to them. Without Churchill, there can be no doubt the war of words would have been lost, and those words would bind Britain to becoming a slave state in a Greater German Empire.

The disagreement of principles began to come to a head in January 1938 when Eden was on vacation in the South of France, and the American undersecretary of state, Sumner Welles, visited the British ambassador in Washington with a confidential message from President Roosevelt to Chamberlain. The President was deeply anxious at the deterioration of the international situation and wished to consult the British government on a plan to invite certain government representatives to Washington to discuss the underlying causes. Chamberlain replied that “His Majesty’s Government would be prepared, for their part, if possible with the authority of the League of Nations, to recognize de jure the Italian occupation of Abyssinia, if they found that the Italian government on their side were ready to give evidence of their desire to contribute to the restoration of confidence and friendly relations.”

Back in England, Eden, who had devoted himself to improving Anglo-American relations, was perturbed at what he considered to be Chamberlain’s chilly rebuff of American overtures and support. Meanwhile, the U.S. President responded to it by saying he was gravely concerned that Britain might recognize the Italian position in Abyssinia. He believed it would only encourage undesirable Japanese policies in the Far East and also harm American public opinion toward Europe. President Roosevelt was running a personal risk by making overtures to Britain against his own domestic policy, which was not to involve the United States in the gloomy European drama that was unfolding. Powerful American political forces preferred a policy of isolationism from being caught up in the momentum of centuries of European hatreds and fears.

But Eden knew it could be a matter of life or death for Britain.3 So his confidence in the future was at its lowest ebb when he went back to Paris to meet with the French in January, and they discussed the necessity of including Spain in any approach to Italy. The following month the Italians expressed their willingness to open discussions. But with Italy’s refusal to discuss their position toward Austria, the conversation faltered and collapsed. Chamberlain agreed to new talks in Rome, but Eden was opposed to continuing to appease the dictators. With such serious differences of opinion between them, it seemed inevitable that one of them must resign.

After much soul-searching and deliberation with himself, Eden rejected the inaction of the British government and its tendency to appease Hitler. In a debate in the House of Commons on February 21, he rose to remark that “I do not believe that we can make progress in European appeasement if we allow the impression to gain currency abroad that we yield to constant pressure.” He resigned and was instantly replaced as foreign secretary by Halifax. Now there was no one in the cabinet to oppose their policy of appeasing Hitler and Mussolini.
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